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Chapter 1 - Canary In A Gold Mine


 





 




Aven Kittrell stopped outside the crumpled entrance to the gold mine and considered. His eyes traveled over downed saplings and blasted stone, taking in every scrap of information, trying to see it fresh. If there were clues to what had happened here, to what he’d missed, Aven would find them this time.

He tilted his head up and squinted into the late-morning, October sun. Maybe he would have better luck from the air.

Aven was the lone eagle shifter of The Cause. The Cause was the only vampire-eradication game in town, consisting of all variety of shifters, plus a coven of magical female vampire assassins called switches. As the only flyer in The Cause, Aven had happily shouldered more than his share of responsibility… until he screwed up.

He’d screwed up bad, right here at this mine. Exactly six days, fourteen hours, and - Aven checked his watch - forty-seven minutes ago.

And he was no closer to figuring out what he’d missed. Somehow the bloodsuckers had rigged the mine to blow. Aven hadn’t sniffed it out. Three switches and six shifters could have been buried under tons of stone and precious metal, decimating The Cause’s fighting force and maiming a few of his good friends. It was only thanks to another shifter that they had found out in time to save everyone. Almost everyone.

Aven eyed the dry, marked terrain around him again, searching petrified tire tracks for clues that didn’t exist.

Frustrated, Aven clacked his teeth together once, hard. He pulled off his Search and Rescue team hat and ran a hand through his short hair.

It was the middle of his patrol shift, so he was wearing his full uniform; forest green pants, wide-brimmed khaki hat, and a khaki button-down shirt. He’d been up in Cheoah National Forest, a few minutes’ air time north of here, keeping an eye on climbers and hikers who, if they were smart and lucky, would never need him. But Aven’s mind had wandered, and the breeze had carried him back to Nantahala.

Call it a coffee break.

All of this was unacceptable to him. The fact that he’d messed up, the fact that he couldn’t figure out why he’d messed up, and of course the fact that it was messing with his head so bad.

For most of his life Aven had made a habit out of not making mistakes. Whether it was the extra layer of sense that raptors had about the world around them, or just the expectations he’d upheld as a Navy SEAL, whole chunks of years had gone by when Aven hadn’t put a talon wrong.

Lately it seemed he couldn’t turn around without stepping in it. And the bigger the mistakes got, the more chance he was going to take someone down with him.

Completely unacceptable.

The rumble of an approaching engine pulled Aven’s focus back to his surroundings. He recognized the sound of Riot’s motorcycle. Riot was a mountain lion shifter, bound to Breath Coven by a certain switch named Gemma. He was also the one who’d saved Aven’s ass last week, tipping him off to what the vampires were really up to. If Riot hadn’t been there, none of them would be here.

Riot rolled into view, kicking up dust and dirt with his back tire. He coasted to a stop, dropped the kickstand, and cut the engine, When he pulled off his helmet, his unruly black hair flopped over his face like always. He relaxed in his motorcycle seat and surveyed the hills rising above them, kicking up his boots, looking like he was home. Riot had never looked that way before Gemma came into his life.

Riot flicked one hand toward a rocky peak jutting into the sky above them, then spoke lazily, explaining his presence. “I had a climbing group up the way, and then I ended up here. I should have known I’d find you.”

A wave of guilt rose off Riot in that special way that only raptors could sense. They called it a “vibe”, and it told him what the cat wasn’t saying. The Cause had fucked up. Aven nodded, glad he didn’t have to say it. Riot was a good male, even if he didn’t look it with his wall-to-wall tattoos and cocky attitude. He wasn’t going to blow smoke up Aven’s ass, try to tell him that the hunt had been an unqualified success, that nothing had been missed. Stuff had been missed, and they were both hanging onto it.

There had been a truckload of human women that the vampires had moved out of the mines before The Cause showed up to the hunt. The media considered them victims of the TSK - the Tri-State Kidnapper - a human nickname for what humans didn’t know were actually groups of vampires, abducting women all over the Southeast. As far as The Cause knew, the vampires still had the women, and were holding them captive somewhere. Aven’s gut seethed with the thought.

Riot broke into his thoughts. “Nothing new?”

Aven shook his head, anger making his words tight. “I’m out here two, three times a day, looking for clues. Even slept out here a couple nights. What did we miss?”

“We wouldn’t have even known about them if it wasn’t for you,” Riot said, his voice pitched low.

Aven didn’t respond right away. He knew what Riot said was true, but he also knew they could have saved those women if Aven hadn’t read the situation so wrong. Something raptors were not supposed to do.

“Lot of good it did them,” Aven bit out.

Riot shook his head, a hard look in his eyes. “Gemma’s working on it. We’ll find them,”

Aven nodded once, sharply. They would.

Riot flipped his helmet in his hands, preparing to replace it on his head. “Come to Sparring tonight. I’ll kick your ass,” he said with a smirk. “Help you work the bugs out.”

Aven growled in agreement. The growl was part kidding, part mammal-mocking, but mostly just because everyone around him did it and Aven found himself doing it, too. It was easy and women liked it.

He waved Riot off as the shifter put his helmet on and started his bike, kicking up a cloud of dust when he turned in a tight circle and rode back the way he’d come.

Aven stood there another moment, considering Riot’s words. He wouldn’t give up on fixing this, but maybe it was time to let someone else take the lead.  If he could back off a little bit, maybe he could figure out what in the hell had happened.

Still, one more flyover never hurt a soul.

With one determined push Aven shoved into his eagle. His clothes disappeared under his feathers, but Aven could still feel them, like a layer of skin had been added when Cora, his boss’s mate, had put the everweft spell on him.

The ground dropped away beneath him. Aven tracked every squirrel scurrying to safety, every leaf as it drifted to the forest floor. His feathers ruffled with the rising air currents, a harsh, cold wind against his face. He swooped over the gold mine for a better view.

It was like nothing else, flying. Aven might complain about the extra responsibilities he had, but the freedom that flying provided made them all worth it. One shift and Aven could go anywhere. Around the world, if he planned it right. Flying had been a constant joy in his life since he’d been five years old and taken his first leap off a Colorado cliffside, felt the rush of pure liberation.

Aven slipped into an air current that pushed him upward, tilting his wings so the wind would keep him aloft. He let his eyes wander the landscape. Two mice burrowed into pine needles a hundred feet below him, looking for seeds. An empty cicada shell hung from the tree trunk inches above their heads.

He turned and made for the thick wilderness behind the mines, where the explosions had started.

As Aven scanned the ground, his mind scanned the past, searching for imperfections he could pick apart and analyze. He was missing something, big time. Ever since that bad op eighteen months ago, his last with the SEALs, something about Aven had been… off.

Not everything. His body was still lean, ripped, and ready, honed to a sharp edge by his active lifestyle and years of discipline. Riot may joke about Aven getting his ass kicked, but it hadn’t happened in a long time.  His raptor mind was still keen, able to handle the rigors of designing software for The Cause’s new interactive shooting range or on-the-spot strategic decisions.

Still, something internal wasn’t firing right. He felt it.

A flock of birds burst out of a treetop nearby. Aven startled in mid-air as the crowd flowed away from him. He let his predatory instinct take over, just for the practice, and focused on the flock. Blue jays. Those birds were assholes.

Aven squinted his eyes and stretched his six-foot wingspan as far as it could go, pushing hard against the breeze until he was above and behind the jays. He dove, splitting the group with his body. A few playful snaps made them scatter like dry leaves.

Aven got back to business. He coasted, gliding on currents, making a wide turn back to the forest behind the mine site, tightening his focus on the ground, tracking the line of craters marking where the vampires had set the explosives that had blown the mine. Every twenty feet was another spot where the dirt rose in dark clumps, thick brush was blasted clear, and taller trees leaned slightly away from the devastation at their roots.

A glint in a crater caught his eye. Something was down there. Something that surely could only be seen from the sky, thick as the forest was out here. A surge of hope heated his predator's chest. Aven folded his wings and dive-bombed for it.

He slashed through the air, eyes on the shimmering glint all the way down. Aven levered his feet down and his head back at the last minute, ready to drop both talons to the ground. In that split second, in mid-air, he shifted. Talons became boots that hit the ground like he’d jumped from only a foot above.

Aven walked as a man, his feathers magically transformed to clothes he could take on and off. The everweft was an incredible spell. Just the freedom it provided made being involved in The Cause worthwhile. Knowing witches had its perks.

His shoelace dragged in the dirt. Damn. Aven’s everweft was coming loose again, like it did every few days, along with those of every Cause-involved shifter except the three who were covenbound to Breath Coven: Jameson (an unnaturally big wolf, and Aven’s boss with the Forest Service), Flint (a big-ass bear, but an okay guy), and Riot-the-cat. They could shift a hundred times and never have a problem.

Aven’s theory was that, because each of the three covenbound shifters had had their everwefts done by their claimed mates, the magic in their spells was stronger. Which left Aven screwed.

He was not covenbound to Breath Coven. Meaning, he wasn’t part of The Cause because fate had forced him into it, lit his eyes up, made them glow whenever one particular coven was in trouble. Nope, Aven was part of The Cause because he wanted to be. Not a thing on him glowed.

Cora had already redone the spell for him twice, the second time just last night. Aven wasn’t complaining, though. Anything was better than showing up naked to a vampire fight.

He stooped down to retie his boot, his eye on the crater, locating the glint of light that had caught his attention. From Aven’s vantage point, it looked like a long shard of crystal, half buried in the dirt. He lunged forward and snagged the eight-inch shard, working it free.

Aven held it up and turned it over, the strangest feeling surging through his hands. He gripped the crystal tighter, sensing for just a moment a buzz like a live wire. But that was crazy. It was attached to nothing, and crystals didn’t buzz.

The feeling faded. Aven stared at the crystal for a long time, willing the buzz to come back, or the feeling to tell him something important. His raptor senses lay silent. Damn. His eyes traced a shock of cobalt blue inside the crystal, looking like cold lightning, forever trapped.

Aven’s phone rang. He shoved the crystal into one jacket pocket and fished his phone from another. He looked at the display and grinned.

Dallas was calling.

 


Chapter 2 - Eagle Wants A Cracker

 

 

Aven was surprised to see his friend’s number. Dallas hadn’t answered Aven’s calls in nearly a year. Worry pierced Aven’s thoughts. Was Dallas still in pain? Aven would know as soon as he answered the phone because their strong connection meant that if Dallas felt something, Aven felt it, too.

Dallas’s vibe had been agony the last time they’d talked, because of a lingering injury he could not shake, not even with a shift. Aven didn’t care about his own discomfort. He’d feel it all day long. He hated it for Dallas.

Aven answered the phone, a smile forced into  his voice. “Big D! How's your ‘rowr’ hangin’?”

‘Rowr’ and 'skree’ had started as a private joke, a way to reference what the two of them could do and others couldn’t. Technically Dallas was half-human, but as long as he had the skills Aven didn’t give a shit about his bloodline. The rest of their team had all been only human. They’d had no idea that Aven could become an eagle at will, and Dallas, a jaguar.

“Long and a little to the left, A-Game. You still got that ‘skree’ in your step?” Dallas replied.

Aven hedged for a moment, feeling Dallas out, before he spoke,  glad to hear the strength in his friends voice, the teasing in his manner. He was better. Way better. Still a little pain, but maybe his wound had finally healed.

Dallas’ lingering wound had not been Aven’s fault, technically, but Aven had been in charge of the military operation during which it occurred, so yeah, Aven took full responsibility for it. But he could do absolutely nothing about it, which sucked in ways Aven didn’t like to think about.

Dallas had been shot in the foot, which was bad enough, since he could not shift to heal it around their teammates. He’d also been bitten by a snake, which was horrible, because shifters couldn’t clear snake venom with a shift. Sometimes, the effects of a snake bite were even worse for shifters than for humans; a bite that would have been non-fatal for a human could kill a shifter if no anti-venom was available.

But wait. Dallas had called him A-game, a nickname Aven hadn’t heard since he’d left the military. Even Dallas didn’t call him that anymore. Something was up.

Aven answered carefully. “One eye on the sky. What’s up?”

Dallas laughed lightly. “I need a favor. You know my sister?”

A picture flashed in Aven’s mind, of a female in an Arizona Highway Patrol uniform, her serious gaze looking past the person taking her photograph as she was sworn in, and Dallas' proud face as he showed off the photo. That had been ten years ago, when she had been fresh out of the academy. By now she must be, what, early thirties? Aven had never officially met Dakota Manteo.

Aven walked in a small circle around the crater he’d been examining, between the blown-up dirt and leaning trees. “She still a cop out west?”

Dallas grunted. Aven felt a wave of apprehension travel with the sound. Ordinarily his raptor sense wasn’t so clear over the phone, but his closeness to Dallas made it stronger.

“Highly decorated and one hundred percent dedicated, up until four days ago. Now she’s gone.”

Aven stopped walking. “What do you mean, gone?” They knew vampires were hunting women here. Had they started doing the same out West? But Dakota was a shifter. Half-breed, sure, but if she was half the beast that Dallas was, vampires wouldn’t have been able to get near her.

Dallas replied, “She met some guy. Some shifter. He showed her a picture that got her all turned around. She quit her job, Aven. All she ever wanted to be was a cop, and she quits?”

Aven didn’t see the reason for the urgency Dallas was feeling. The idea of cutting ties and leaving town had never been that big a deal to Aven. Freedom was like flying: always worth the consequences.

“Sounds like she fell in love, D,” he said.

Dallas started arguing before Aven finished. “She didn’t quit for the guy. She quit for the picture. Some stupid thing called an ‘in-grav’.”

Aven froze. Dakota had seen an Ingrav, the symbol that represented all the shifters and switches of The Cause, all the way in Arizona? The Cause was lighting up. Very good deal.

“I swear, man,” Dallas was saying in his ear. “She sounded like she was joining a cult. That’s not Dakota. She’s stubborn once she makes her mind up, but she’s solid. Predictable. Until now.”

“What’s the favor?” Aven said, buying time to think about whether he should tell Dallas about The Cause.

“By the time she called me, it was done. Too late to talk her out of it. House packed and on the market, mail stopped. I can’t go after her myself. I’ve got…” Dallas hesitated, holding himself back from spilling something.

Before Aven could pry, Dallas continued. “I have an appointment I can’t miss.” His voice dropped. “But she said she’s coming your way. Can you just find her? Check on her? Make sure she’s not... in trouble.” There was something he wasn’t saying, but Aven let it slide. Dallas had his reasons, he always did.

Aven made a quick decision, missing his friend. It would be good to see him again, and if his foot was better, there was no reason to not get him out to Nantahala. “Brother, it's all good. Not only will I find her, but I’ll do one better. I’m going to send you a link to check out.”

“You part of the cult, too?” Dallas asked, his tone turning curious.

“Just look at the link,” Aven said.

Dallas grunted. “I’ll send you a picture.”

“I’ll text you when I’ve got her.”

Dallas grunted again and hung up. Immediately, the phone beeped.

The picture filled his screen, a stronger, more beautiful version of the face Aven remembered. Dakota Manteo had a wide, steep jaw that clashed rebelliously with full, sensuous lips, both features accented by her chin-length, dark brown hair and cocoa eyes.

Too bad she was his buddy's little sister. Otherwise, he would enjoy seeing if he could lure her away from whatever guy she'd hooked up with. Aven loved female cops and soldiers, thought it was sexy as hell the way they handled themselves, in or out of uniform.

As it stood, he would keep his hands to himself.

 

 

 


Chapter 3 - Catbird Seat

 

 

Dakota let her body press against the passenger door of her own Mustang - “Luxe”, she called the car, like it was her baby - as the driver took a tight turn on the winding road. They were speeding through the Nantahala Forest, along a road that would surely lead to everything Dakota had ever wanted.

Dakota had never let anyone but her brother drive Luxe before. She wasn’t sure why she’d made an exception for the admittedly-sexy-but-not-her-type male shifter behind the wheel. So far, she wasn’t regretting it.

“She handles like a dream,” Maze, the guy in question, said. Rushing air from the open windows made him raise his voice to be heard. Dakota arched an eyebrow at him. Luxe was cherry from fender to muffler, thank you very much.

Except for his silky black, long-to-his-ears haircut, Maze looked like former military, and like Stuart Reardon, the rugby player-turned-model. His angular jaw and the distinguished silver at his temples made him a knockout.

Dakota knew he was a shifter, but not what kind. If she had to, she’d guess Maze was some kind of wolf. His arm muscles were big, like all the wolves she’d known, but the rest of him was leaner, like a cat. He was something strong and fast. She had pulled him over for speeding back in Arizona, almost a week ago, when she’d still been a state cop. Dakota wished she could label him with one whiff, but her nose had never worked right.

Now here they were, sharing the first day of the rest of her life.

Dakota tried not to think about the life she’d left behind without so much as a second thought. As if he’d read her mind, Maze looked over with a half-smile. “I’m glad you came along. Something big like this, it’s good to have a friend.”

Dakota blinked hard. Somehow, this guy she barely knew always got straight to the heart of everything. He’d done it the entire car trip from Arizona to North Carolina, but only about her. If Dakota asked a question about him, he always deflected it so smoothly that she didn’t realize until later she hadn’t gotten an answer.

She shook her head and threw him a dirty look, irritated that she had to spill her secret already.

But Maze was a good male, and she trusted him with the secret. No sense trying to hide what he might already suspect. Maze had named her animal as a jaguar moments after they met, which meant he’d scented her human half, too.

“I’ve never shifted,” she said plainly.

The mood in the car changed.

Dakota explained quickly. “My dad was pure, though. And my brother shifted late - in his twenties.” She dropped her voice. “Because of a vampire.”

She hadn't told Maze that part before. He'd mentioned the scent of pine and bitter herbs the very first day they met, but it had taken another day for him to say the word "vampire,” to her. Most shifters had never seen a vampire, and many didn’t believe they existed, so Maze was careful who he used the word around.

Dakota believed in vampires, had believed from the moment Maze had connected the word with the scent of pine and bitter herbs. She’d made her brother, Dallas, tell her a story about that exact scent a dozen times over the years. The scent of pine and bitter herbs had forced Dallas into shifting for the first time as an adult, when they’d both almost accepted it would never happen.

Dallas had described the scent repeatedly, detailing the way it pushed into his nostrils, seeming to cause him to shift immediately and like he’d been doing it his whole life. Almost like he was surprised into it. He had never known why, had never said the word vampire, but they’d speculated endlessly. In Dakota’s world of mostly humans, no one had ever said the word vampire in a serious way. Until Maze.

Now Dakota was hoping the same would happen to her, if she could just get close enough to a vampire to give it a shot. She hadn’t told her brother where she was yet, because if she knew him, he would not be able to get past the word vampire, and would aim to keep her from trying.

Maze looked at her with new understanding in his eyes. Dakota saw it clearly. She nodded once, tightly, without speaking. Yes, that’s why I came. Why I dropped everything to go on this crazy trip after I saw the Ingrav on the papers in your car and you mentioned pine and bitter herbs.

Maze appraised her for a long time before he said, “That’s not the kind of thing to tell people where we’re going.”

Dakota knew that. Growing up, she had literally had dirt kicked in her face over being a “half-breed”. But she wasn’t giving this up.

Maze flinched at her dirty look. “I’m glad you trust me,” he said, hesitating. “But maybe you shouldn’t.”

“Maybe I’ll shove my Glock up your ass if you try anything,” Dakota said grumpily.  Dakota always trusted her gut and her gut trusted Maze. Besides, she did have the sidearm strapped to her ankle. And she did know how to use it.

“Kinky,” he joked back, and just like that, they were okay again. Dakota settled in her seat to watch the endless evergreens whisper past.

“You know many raptors?” he asked, surprising her with the question.

"As in velociraptors? Sure, a few."

Maze fake laughed like he’d heard that joke before. “No, smartass. Shifters who are birds of prey. Eagles, falcons, hawks, owls… I get the feeling you’ve never met one before me.”

Excitement swooped through Dakota and she couldn’t help but grin. No, she had never met a raptor before. Shifters were few and far between in her life. She’d only met mammals before, and all of them through her brother Dallas.

“You’re the first raptor I've ever met,” she said.

He raised his eyes and nodded, watching the road. “Would you believe me if I told you we have special senses mammals don’t have? We can sense a person’s ‘vibe’, like their innermost thoughts leaking out around them. It can tell us their emotions, intentions, even if they’re lying.”

Uh oh. Dakota considered his statement for a long time, weighing everything she’d observed about Maze so far. Yeah, she believed it.

“So what are you?” she finally said. “Hawk? Eagle?” Something big and badass, she knew that by looking at him.

He seemed surprised. “You don’t know?”

“Not yet.” Dakota should be able to scent a shifter in any crowd. Her brother Dallas was half-human, too, but he’d always been able to scent. Not Dakota.

She never explained why, confident that if she could just shift, just one time, she could figure it out. Dallas had helped her through childhood scrapes with other shifters, worked out secret signals. Dakota was done with that. She would shift or die trying. That’s why she was here.

Maze muttered something that was lost to the wind, but Dakota was pretty sure it was about scenting vampires. She shook her head. She hadn’t even thought of that. Would she be able to do that?

The day Dakota and Maze met, on the side of the highway, he’d told her the Ingrav was part of his research. When Dakota asked what kind of research, all he would say was, “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” Those words echoed in her mind as he maneuvered Luxe around the winding forest road. He was a mystery, this Maze.

They were deep in the forest now, looking for the restaurant that Maze had said was “the place” for shifters to go when they first rolled into Five Hills. Dakota was glad she wasn’t going in solo. Half-shifters weren’t guaranteed to be welcome by pure shifters.

Dakota scanned the roadside ahead, looking for signs for the Bear Claw Diner. On the right, in a paved shoulder overlooking a bend in the river, sat a dark blue sedan. There was no reason for it to catch her eye, but it did, and it was... wrong. Whoever was inside there was up to something, Dakota knew it. She twisted in her seat as they passed, eyes glued on the interior of the car. She wasn’t a cop anymore, and yet, she couldn’t stop being a cop.

A man behind the wheel. Longer, brownish hair pulled back into a too-fancy man-ponytail. A glare in the window obscured his face. He gripped the steering wheel with both hands.

He didn’t move, but she felt like he was looking right at her. Off. Off! The need to check him out screamed in her bones, until she had to admit it wasn’t cop habit, it was... Instinct? Was she finally feeling real Instinct?

Then they were past. Dakota relaxed in her seat, trying not to notice Maze noticing her. He hadn’t had any special interest in the car. She breathed deep, saw the sign for The Bear Claw restaurant.

“There it is!”

“Nice,” Maze breathed. He slowed her baby and pulled into the parking lot, gravel crunching as he inched forward and stopped.

They got out of the car and fell into step side-by-side, following the smell of good food cooking. Both of them stopped in their tracks when the restaurant’s full sign came into view, with its forest green font next to an image of three claws ripping through the wood of the sign. Three big claws.

“Whoa,” Maze said, in a reverent tone, his eyes on the sign. “You feel that?”

Dakota sure as hell felt something. A stirring in her soul that told her this was where she belonged. She was born to be part of what Maze called The Cause, whatever it turned out to be. This feeling was what had made her pack up, sell everything, and head east with a perfect stranger.

Dakota looked up at Maze. “I do. It’s… what? Destiny, right?”

Maze laughed. “I was going to say hunger.”

Dakota punched him on the arm and he laughed again.

“Bullshit,” she said.

They went inside.


Chapter 4 - Birds Of A Feather

 

 

Inside the diner, a small sign next to the hostess stand read: Please Seat Yourself. The smell of comfort food welcomed them. “Smell that?” Dakota said, her mouth watering.

Maze grunted. “Right? They must have every species of shifter come through here every day.”

Oh. Right. That, too. Dakota got busy on her own surveillance.

There was a young female standing behind the cash register, surreptitiously scrolling her phone, her jaw working a wad of gum. At the other end of the counter space, through a swinging door behind which Dakota could hear kitchen sounds, came an older Latina woman with a round face and straight black hair that ended halfway down her back.

The younger female heard the noise of the woman behind her and startled, dropping her phone into the pocket of her apron. She grabbed a rag in front of her and started wiping down the counter.

The older woman’s dark eyes fixed immediately on the younger female, as if drawn by her conspicuous moves. She called out, “Nice try, Brittany,” to the young female’s back, then deposited a tray of pastries in the display case. She walked back to the kitchen with a teasing smile.

Maze leaned in close, so only Dakota would hear him. “Brittany’s like you.”

Dakota looked at him. Did he mean-? Maze nodded, his eyebrows raised as if to say, Good news, you probably won’t get your ass kicked just for being half-human.

Only one other person was in this area of the restaurant. A striking female sprawled casually at a small table, her feet on the chair beside her, reading a book. She was small-framed, probably shorter than Dakota, but her arms and shoulders were ripped, showed off by the man’s white tank she was wearing. Her platinum bob and tan skin made her distinct. Her muscles marked her a badass.

Shifter, was Dakota’s first thought.

Females shifters were even more rare than male shifters. Dakota had never seen one before today, even a half-human. She wished her stupid nose worked, so she could be sure.

Maze picked a table in a far corner, herded Dakota that way. They sat down. Maze beat her to the chair that could see the front door and out the window. She saw him check out Luxe in the parking lot, doing exactly what Dakota would do if she had gotten that chair first. She shrugged. He could have it.

That left Dakota with a view of the empty restaurant. She would watch the female and try to figure out what kind of a shifter she was.

An employee pushed through the door from the kitchen. A tall, lean man, with black hair that swept across his head and managed to shadow and yet enhance the planes of his face.

Maze’s low whistle sounded in Dakota’s ear, then his voice, tighter than usual and somehow impressed. “Couple of  big cats,” he said.

The male bussing the table leaned over to gather flatware and glasses, and the woman at the table finally looked his way. She smirked. Checking out his ass, it looked like.

Until her hand shot out and came back with a notebook from the rear pocket of the guy’s shorts. The female was up and taunting him in a second. “Say you’ll go and I’ll give it back.” The male glared and lunged at her, but the female darted around tables to evade him, staying just out of reach. She gave him an intense look. “Come on. It’s not going to kill you.”

Dakota watched, insanely interested, not even pretending she wasn’t watching. Maze stared out the window, but his face said he was catching way more than she was.

The guy didn’t say a word. He grabbed for his book, eyes shooting daggers. The female was backing up, closer and closer to Dakota.

Dakota didn’t think, she grabbed. Instinct, one might say, even if she wouldn’t. Surely her Instinct wouldn’t have told her to do something so colossally stupid as snatch the book and toss it back to its owner, and yet, oh shit, she did exactly that.

The female she’d grabbed it from turned to face Dakota, her hand held up like it still had a book in it, her face incredulous, her aggression restrained, but barely.  “Who the hell are you?” she demanded.

Dakota squared off. She had no choice. This was not going to be good. Maze pushed his chair back, but Dakota shot him a look. Stay out of it.

The other guy moved in fast, inserting his shoulder between Dakota and the other female like a brick wall. The shorter woman shoved at him unsuccessfully. Her voice turned petulant. “Dammit, Ry. Move!”

Dakota immediately knew she’d fucked up. These two were close. She should have known. Way to make an entrance.

“Sorry,” she apologized. “I don’t want any trouble.” She tried to sit down, but the other female wasn’t having it.

“Who are you?” she demanded again.

Dakota stuck out her hand to the male first, hoping it would cool the female. “I’m Dakota Manteo.” She jutted her thumb over her shoulder at Maze, who had stood and was walking up beside her. “This is Maze.” The dark-haired guy, who so far hadn’t said a word, shook her hand with a nod, then shook Maze’s.

The tough blonde shoved her hands in her pockets and backed up. Dakota relaxed. A little.

“That’s Ryder,” the female said to Maze with a lift of her chin.. “I’m Shiloh,” she finished.

Dakota nodded hello but Shiloh wouldn’t look at her. Maze took a swing at breaking the iceberg. “We just rolled in. This is where the website said to come.”

Ryder’s mouth curved in half-smile, but Shiloh’s face screwed up tight. “You’re here for The Cause?” She looked Dakota up and down, her nostrils flaring. “You aren’t a shifter,” she finally said, a sneer in her words.

Dakota’s new life deflated in front of her eyes. It wasn’t the first time a shifter had dismissed her that way, as if being half-human negated her shifter side.

Maze’s voice was a low, good-humored  rumble over Dakota’s shoulder, and it patched her back together again. “She smells like every jaguar I’ve ever known.” He let the sentence hang until Shiloh backed off.

Then he spoke to Ryder. “And Ryder, you’re a clouded leopard? Incredible, man. Only met one other.” Ryder’s eyebrows went up. Like he wanted to know who this one other was, but he didn’t want to know enough to actually ask.

“But you...” Maze stepped around Dakota, getting closer to Shiloh, inhaling deep as if she were exactly the kind of female he was looking for. “You’re something special, aren’t you?”

Smooth, Maze, smooth. Dakota hoped Maze caught how impressed she was, with his ‘raptor senses’.

“Come to Sparring and find out,” Shiloh said, still challenging him like a man.

Maze gave her the sexy-cool nod and backed off immediately. “We’ll be there,” he said.

Shiloh nodded, not returning his attention. Because Maze wasn’t a cat, Dakota figured. A shifter who looked down on half-humans wasn’t likely to be panting for some cross-species-loving.

Shiloh looked at Dakota. “That’s the next step for all the new recruits,” she said slyly, condescension in her voice.

Dakota nodded tightly, any hope she had of being friends with Shiloh slipping away.

“You’re not new?” Dakota blurted. Dakota burned to find a vampire as quickly as possible and force that first shift. It had worked for Dallas, it had to work for her. First thing on her list after that happened would be showing Shiloh up.

Shiloh laughed in her face. “No, I’m not new.”

That didn’t tell Dakota much. She bit back her questions.

“Be at the BBOC at seven,” Shiloh said to Maze. She motioned to the female at the cash register. “Brittany, give them directions.” Then she was gone, out the door and into the afternoon sun.

Maze watched her go, then grinned and turned to Dakota. “I think you made an impression.”

Dakota watched Shiloh through the window, driving away. “What? I had everything under control,” she said quietly.

Maze laughed out loud. He was still smiling when Brittany showed up with the directions.

 

 

 


Chapter 5 - A Bird In The Hand

 

 

Dakota drove Luxe more slowly than necessary on the winding forest roads in the almost-dark. She wasn’t used to driving roads like these. Most of Arizona had been flat and straight.

To her right, the Nantahala River occasionally peeked through the trees. Dakota liked seeing it. It reminded her of rafting trips back home. She could get used to all these trees, if the river came with them. There was something about being on a raft, buffeted by rapids, tipping over waterfalls; she imagined it was the closest she would ever get to flying.

“I really can sleep in a tree,” Maze said from Luxe’s passenger seat.

Dakota shook her head, her eyes still on both road and river. “It’s not your fault there’s only one hotel room open in this entire town. We can share.”

She said it, but she didn’t like it. They’d searched all afternoon and had only found one hotel with a vacancy, and it only had one room, with one bed. That was awkward, but worse would be making Maze sleep in a tree.

Maze didn’t reply, only looked at her. She could feel his amusement from all the way over there. “Stop it,” she told him. “You don’t know what I’m thinking.”

He grinned. “You sure?”

Dakota grinned back but didn’t look at him. Something had caught her eye, something big. She leaned forward as she drove, tracking the movement through the windshield. Maze did the same. She slowed even more on the winding forest road, glad traffic was light.

A golden eagle, its feathers all shades of brown, wingtips spread like fingers, streaked out of the trees beside the river before turning back, flying faster than she thought eagles could fly, looking bigger than she thought eagles could look.

The reason why abruptly settled on her. It was a shifter. No, it was a raptor.

She nudged Maze. “You know him?”

“Yes, smartass, all birds know all other birds,” Maze said softly, but his eyes were hard and did not leave the eagle.

Dakota barely heard Maze. She could not take her eyes off of the raptor, tracking him as he rose to soar above the trees. Looking at the beast gave Dakota new appreciation for the word, and new appreciation for Maze. She was seized with the desire to see her friend shift, even though she still didn’t know what type of bird he was and was too ashamed to ask.

As she watched the eagle, she realized that what she really wanted was to see what that massive raptor looked like, when he shifted.

She just knew he was a male shifter.

Maze’s ironic jab finally cut through her thoughts. Dakota was about to bust his balls for it, when he said, “There goes our turn.”

His eyes were still on the sky, though. just like hers. The eagle flew in a tight circle near the river, as if watching something important in that one spot.

Trees blocked their view. They sat back in their seats in unison.

“Like I’ve never seen a bird before,” Dakota muttered to herself. She found a place to turn around. By the time she turned into the rutted gravel driveway of the Black Bear Outfitting Company in plenty of time for 7:00 sparring, she had almost forgotten about the eagle.

A tremor of excitement moved from Luxe’s steering wheel, up Dakota’s hands and arms, into her shoulders and the rest of her body. She was here. She’d made it. This was the first step into The Cause, which was the first step to getting close to a vampire, which had to be the first step to finally shifting.

Time to work some magic.

 

* * *

 

Aven hovered on a current of air, scanned the BBOC parking lot one more time for Hernando’s beat-up truck. No joy. The old condor shifter’s vehicle was nowhere to be seen. Aven tipped his wings, swooping over the Nantahala River as the sun set, following the dim sparkle of rippling water. He peeled off toward the Bear Claw Diner.

He circled the diner once and spotted a figure lugging a trash bag to the dumpster. Brittany, the waitress. Aven tucked his wings and tipped into a steep dive, pulling out just in time to land on his boot heels a couple yards away from her. Damn, he loved that everweft.

Brittany was less impressed.

“Oh my deer!” she yelled, and dropped the trash bag, leaping back a few small jumps before she realized it was him. Brittany was half-human, half-white-tailed deer shifter. She startled easily.

But it wasn’t only that. Inside Brittany’s startle was something else. Anticipation, laced with hope. She was looking for someone, but it wasn’t Aven. Not a man at all, from the way she vibed. More like her personal hero.

“Aven,” she scolded with a smile, smacking her gum like she was chewing grass. “Jameson will have your ass if I die of a heart attack because of you, after all he did to save me.”

Aven scooped up the trash bag Brittany had dropped, tossing it into the dumpster. “You can’t die. I need you to be on the lookout for someone for me.”

Brittany had only been shifting for a few weeks. Her mom was a human and her dad was a buck. Half-humans sometimes shifted, and sometimes didn’t. Brittany had always wanted to shift, so when her boyfriend, Toby, suggested an intensive camping trip as a way for her to trigger her first time, she’d agreed.

It had worked, but then he’d been killed by a vampire, which sucked. Only a switch could kill a vampire, but at least predator animals had a chance. Toby had been a deer, like Brittany, and he hadn’t had any chance at all. Brittany had only made it out with her life because a local legend, known as the Warrior Woman, appeared out of nowhere and fought the vampire off.

Toby’s murder had been a turning point for Aven and the shifters he worked with. For most of his life, vampires had been a myth, a story, a legend, just like they were for humans, but with an extra layer. Growing up an eagle shifter in a home where shifting and flying were embraced as necessary and life-giving, sometimes whispers flew that so-and-so had scented a vampire. If they were real, why not the Warrior Woman?

Was that who Brittany was hoping to see? Aven had never seen the Warrior Woman, but he kept his eyes sharpened for wild black hair and Cherokee-style leather garments on every flyover. He’d never one hundred percent believed the legend, but hearing Brittany tell the story of her rescue, he’d known she wasn’t lying. So Aven looked.

Until Brittany, the stories they’d catalogued said the Warrior Woman had only ever appeared at night, always to men, and she always made mischief for them. Aven had been surprised when she’d saved Brittany, but thankful as hell. Every shifter in town knew Brittany was the only glue holding her dad and little brother together ever since her mom disappeared.

The Warrior Woman hadn’t shown Brittany how to get home, though. Members of The Cause had gone to the forest to find her. Ever since then, Brittany had been The Cause’s biggest fan. Ready to help in any way she could, even if it was just keeping The Cause shifters well-fed by handing out extra-large portions of pie when they stopped by the diner.

He pulled out his phone and brought up the photo of Dakota to show to Brittany. She blew a bubble and popped it, nodding. “She was here this afternoon. Had a totally hot raptor daddy with her.”

Aven tamped down his excitement. Dakota was here? Already? “Did they say where they were staying?”

Brittany shrugged. “I gave them the names of a few hotels, but they’ll be at Sparring tonight. Shiloh told them to come.”

Whoa. Nobody made it to Sparring without passing muster at the Bear Claw first, and usually it took a few tries. With Shiloh, more like five. But Dakota and her companion had leveled up on their very first visit.

Aven thanked Brittany for her help and walked her to her car, watched as she drove away. Then he backed into the shadows and launched himself into the sky.

Sparring had started already.

 


Chapter 6 - A Room Full Of Rocking Chairs

 

 

Dakota parked Luxe by the back door of the BBOC, next to a tricked-out black SUV with a back-window sticker of a bear in a canoe. She got out of the car quickly and headed to the building, already on full alert. Maze's door closed seconds after hers, his footsteps crunching on gravel as he jogged to catch up.

He grumbled beside her. “You got a plan?”

Dakota wondered if he thought this was a bad idea, going to Sparring. Shiloh had called her out for being half-blood, and yet here Dakota was, walking into a building of full-on predators.

She nodded. “Same as always. Don’t get dead.”

They were almost at the back door, and Dakota strode forward before Maze could say another word. She knew this was stupid. She also knew it was her best option.

Dakota pulled the metal door open. Sights, sounds, and scents hit her in the face. Fluorescent lights, weight-training gear, and more sweaty male shifters than she had ever seen before in one place. She liked it.

A crowd was gathered to one side of the huge space, forming a rough ring around a clearing in the center. Animal noises, followed by shouts from the spectators, rose up every few seconds. The press of bodies was so thick, Dakota couldn’t see what kind of shifters fought inside it.

Maze scanned the room. Dakota was buzzing from all the excitement, but he stood relaxed and open, stance wide and dominant, even in this overwhelming place. He probably had every scent identified, classified, and filed away in his database. Dakota imagined Maze’s special raptor senses telling him things like what each shifter had for breakfast, and if they’d had sex the night before.

Maze must have caught her mood again - she wished he would quit doing that - because he looked at her, a playful scold in his eyes that broke the tension building inside Dakota. “You’ve got to get over this jealousy.”

Dakota gave him a fake-angry look. He laughed at that, his gaze going back to the crowd in front of them.

Together they moved deeper into the space. Growls and yowls came from the ring, hidden from their view by spectators. Big cats fighting, right here in this room.

Dakota’s adrenaline spiked. This she had to see.

She made her way to the front of the crowd, pushing against other shifters as she slipped between them. One big shifter pushed back, before he saw she was a female. His nose screwed up and he gave her a who the hell are you? look.

Yeah, she got it. She didn’t scent right.

Dakota turned to the fight. A tan puma with a black diamond shape on its forehead crouched at one end of the ring. Puncture wounds on its shoulder and flanks trickled fresh blood over darker, dried tracks. Its ribs moved with measured breaths. Green eyes narrowed at its opponent.

The puma faced off against some kind of cat Dakota had never seen before. Its fur was a pattern of large, dark tan patches on a background of reddish-black. It was smaller than the puma, but clearly no less deadly; it had the longest fangs she’d ever seen. They were blood-stained.

Maze pushed through the crowd to get close to Dakota. He nodded at the long-toothed cat and mouthed a name: “Ryder.”

So that was a clouded leopard. Sexy.

Ryder stalked the edge of the ring around his opponent, slinking low, possibly looking for a chance to go for the other cat's throat. The bigger puma kept its eyes locked on Ryder. Its tail twitched and whipped as it growled threateningly. Ryder stayed completely silent, eyes never moving from the other cat. He passed in front of Dakota and she saw the wounds on his side, fur hanging in bloody tatters. Red stained the concrete floor.

Reality kicked Dakota in the teeth in a way she could no longer deny. She’d seen a lot of horrible shit in her short career as a cop, and if she ever managed to shift, she bet she would see things she could only currently imagine. But the fact remained, Dakota could not shift. She couldn’t heal, like these shifters could. She didn’t belong, and she could not fake it till she made it.

She’d thought she’d shift or die trying? The fight in front of her made it plain, Dakota just might get her wish.

She couldn’t watch this. She didn’t want to see how it ended.

Dakota twisted away from the ring and tried to breathe.

 

* * *

 

Aven pushed through the back door of the BBOC and into a full-blown sparring session, the most crowded one he’d ever seen. More evidence of the influx of shifters they had. Fresh meat was scattered around the room, lifting weights, taking turns on the speed bag or heavy bag, trying to prove themselves worthy.

He passed the sparring ring, trying to take in the whole room at once. There was Jameson, talking to Shiloh as they both looked through the crowd, probably evaluating the new recruits.

Aven should show them the photo of Dakota. Two minutes, and he’d have a team on this mission. It was a good plan.

And then it all went to hell.

A scent assaulted Aven, impossible to ignore. He stopped in the middle of the milling bodies. Was that-? No, it couldn’t be. Motherfucking could not be. That hawk was dead.

Aven’s gaze ripped through the crowd, his eyes darting to every face around him, looking for… what? A ghost? He aimed his nose and breathed, searching the room. Searching his mind for another explanation for what he’d scented. But the smell wasn’t changing, wasn’t letting up.

He turned, his nose latching onto the source of the scent. Aven barreled past two big bear shifters and saw Ryder, just-shifted from bloody leopard to human in sweat-heavy workout clothes. He was shaking the hand of a hawk shifter who had his back to Aven. That’s who the scent was coming from.

The male was tall, tan, with straight, black hair… what the HELL was going on? Aven felt like his head was going to split in two with the impossibility of what he was seeing. What he was scenting.

He couldn’t speak, just walked up behind the male facing Ryder and grabbed his arm, spinning him around. Ready for whatever came at him, even if it was a fist.

No recognition showed in the shifter’s eyes, and his face was all wrong for his scent. Aven’s head squeezed with pain. His stomach rolled in violent protest at the evidence in front of him, contradicting everything his gut told him was true.

Images flashed behind his eyes, sensation charging his body with each one. Cage’s ruined apartment. Aven watching the world spin just before he hit the ground, pain screaming through his shoulder. Foreign faces and sirens and voices, in his space, keeping him from shifting, from healing himself.

It all came back with the stranger’s scent.

Aven spat his words at the hawk in front of him. “Why do you smell like a dead man?”

 


Chapter 7 - Cat’s Meow

 

 

Dakota had lost Maze, but she didn’t care. She needed out, she needed away from all these males, away from the fight. She stuck her fingers in her belt in that backwards way she’d always done with a Sam Browne belt when she was on duty, using the leverage to feel stronger, more in control of herself in the moment. Her confidence had been shaken by the fight and the blood. She needed a breather. She pushed her way through the males thronging the fight and headed toward the wall, then along the wall toward the exit.

Maybe if she hurried, she could get her job back. Ha. The thought was a dark one, but the sight of blood always made her dark. It made everyone dark.

Who was she kidding? She might never shift. Finding a vampire might not even work to force it, and it might be the last thing she ever did. You couldn’t shoot those things, right?

Dakota gripped her belt tighter and fixed her eyes on the far wall, trying to regain her footing, remember why she’d thought she could do this. Maybe all she needed was a task. She looked around, her mind seizing on the thought. What was her next move? Identify the chain of command.

Dakota’s focus returned and she looked around the sweaty room, immediately seizing on someone who looked high up in the operation. He was walking out of a small office in the corner. An older male, late-forties she’d guess, with blond hair being taken over by silvery-gray. He wore no shirt, had some kind of mark on his chest, which was stacked like a wolf’s would be. Her nose didn’t work, but her eyes worked just fine. He was definitely no cat. Too bulky. Maybe even bulky enough that it slowed him down, speed sacrificed for strength. She could appreciate that.

A big guy, a bear if she ever saw one, mean-looking, with a gnarly-ass scar on his neck, walked up to him with deference, then hung on his every barked instruction. Yup, this was her guy. Now to figure out his rank.

The bear lumbered away but a cell phone chimed in his pocket. He whipped it out and his face went all mushy-gushy like he was staring at a message from the love of his life. Dakota grinned, imagining her a tiny little thing, all sweet and kind and able to move this mountain with a wave of her hand.

Dakota turned her attention back to the other guy, the one in charge. He twisted his body to speak to someone in the crowd. The mark on his chest caught her eye; a palm-sized circle with slashes across it.

The Ingrav. He had it tattooed on his chest? Savage.

Dakota wanted it. A fierce desire filled her, feeling as much like Instinct as anything in her life, and she decided, right then and there. She was staying. She’d find a way to impress this guy, she’d be sent in where the vampires were, she’d shift, she’d tattoo that mark on her body, and she would be a Cause shifter. The job was as good as hers.

She tapped a passing male on the arm, gestured at the leader. “Who’s that?”

His eyes followed her hand. “Jameson? He’s the Keeper.” He looked back at her and sniffed, gave Dakota a funny look and walked away. She was definitely running out of time.

The Keeper? What was that about? Dakota eased two steps to one side, to catch the leader’s - Jameson’s - eye, then bit back a groan. Shiloh was the person Dakota couldn’t see. She was already there, already talking to him.

Shiloh looked Dakota’s way and visibly stiffened. Jameson’s eyes followed, locking onto Dakota without changing expression at all. Had they been talking about her? She and Shiloh were the only two females in the room.

Dakota wasn’t about to leave her future with The Cause up to Shiloh. She headed that way, Shiloh’s eyes a weight on her. When Dakota got close enough, Shiloh gestured toward a bloody sparring ring. “You and me are next.”

Shit. Right into the fire, and she couldn’t back down, but she had to. But she couldn't. She prayed for a lightning strike, the smoke alarm to go off. Anything.

Behind them, a commotion sounded. Perfect. She had luck on her side, at least for the moment. Jameson looked over Dakota’s head and Shiloh craned to see around her. The big guy was already moving, but he caught Dakota’s eye and barked two short words, “Don’t leave.” In the second before he looked away again, all she could do was nod. His attention focused behind her again. He stormed past, saying, “Damn it, Aven.”

Aven? Dakota knew that name. One of Dallas' buddies, another shifter who’d been in the Navy with him. It had to be the same guy. How many Avens could there be, let alone Avens who were shifters? Aven was an eagle, a pure-blood, but he’d never had a problem with Dallas being half-human. If he was here, she still had a shot. Dakota turned around, excitement and hope zipping through her body like a current.

She saw him. She picked him out of the crowd, no problem, recalling the chiseled features from a picture Dallas had once shown her. She’d thought him handsome then, but the picture didn’t nearly do the real thing any justice at all.

The male was downright hot. Scorching.

His hair was so golden it verged on ginger, and he wore an expression that said he’d seen some hardcore shit and lived to tell the tale. His eyes were brown, and edged with laugh lines that all the best men had.  He had a beard, a lovely, lush, well-groomed beard, a blend of gold, copper and bronze. She wanted to dig her fingers into that sexy scruff.

Her eyes moved down Aven’s ripped body, obvious even in street clothes from the wide stance and angry set of his shoulders. Sure of himself. Forceful. She liked it.

In her mind, Dakota blew out a low wolf-whistle. That is one tall drink of instant panty remover.  Dakota would bet that under those clothes she’d find more than enough male to do her right.

And across from him? Maze, completely stoic, not even attempting the winning smile she’d come to expect.

Apparently Dakota wasn’t the only one making an impression.

 

 

 

 


Chapter 8 - Playing Chicken

 

“I said, who are you, and why do you smell like a dead man?”

Aven spit his words, his aggression palpable to everyone in the crowd gathering around them, but he only had eyes for this asshole who smelled like a hawk, and not just any fucking hawk but one particular hawk: Cage.

But Cage was dead. Cage had died eighteen months ago. Aven had been to his funeral.

Cage had been a close friend, a CIA maverick who happened to be a hawk shifter. But hey, the CIA didn’t need to know that, did they? Not even when it benefited them.

Aven, Cage, and Dallas, they’d shifted together a couple times in the coastal Mediterranean forests, waiting on their op to be a go. Golden eagle and red-tailed hawk dropping rocks on the sleek, black jaguar’s head as he streaked through the brush below, trying to catch the raptors in his massive jaws when they dropped down for rocks.

He and Cage had been friends for seven years. They hadn’t seen each other often, had mostly kept in contact through text on encrypted phone apps, but when Cage had died, it had scarred Aven in a way he hadn’t expected. He still felt the sting of that loss.

And this fucker had the gall to scent exactly like that red-tailed hawk? No way.

Aven postured, feinting a fist at the male but pulling it early, watching the male’s reaction closely. The stranger moved almost before Aven did, like he could feel what Aven had been planning. His vibe fluttered with surprise, with offense that was almost personal, then disappeared faster than Aven had ever felt anyone disappear it.

Aven backed off a step, still breathing deeply, begging the male’s scent to prove him wrong. Even if it meant Aven’s nose was fucked up, too, along with his raptor senses.  Up close, he could tell the male did not scent exactly like Cage, but more like ninety-nine percent Cage. That should have been enough. He should be Cage. Shiloh and Ryder were twins and they didn’t scent more than fifty percent alike.

He dialed in tighter on the scent. What was different? The smell of burnt feathers was heavier, lingered longer than it had with Cage. And something was lighter, something that had been thicker in Cage’s scent and was barely in this shifter’s at all. Like his scent had all the same ingredients as Cage’s at different strengths.

But the male was not Cage. But the male’s scent still said he was Cage. Didn’t it?

But he was not Cage. Similar eyes, build, and skin tone, yes, but still not Cage.  The eyes were set further apart, his jaw wider, his cheekbones higher, plus he was three inches shorter than Cage. You couldn’t fake a height difference. Not Cage. But scented just like Cage.

It made no sense. It could not be. And it pissed Aven off.

Another shifter came in hot, shoving Aven with a forearm, just a little nudge to say, “knock it off”. It was Jameson, wanting him to back down. Sorry boss, can’t do that right now.

Aven ignored Jameson completely. He growled into the strange shifter’s face again, “You deaf? I want your name.”

The guy’s eyes went as steely as his voice and his aggression spilled, along with his name. “Maze Ahoskie.”

Not Cage Catawba. No matter how close he scented. Aven sank back slightly on his heels, his mind racing to regroup.

Maze leaned in, taking up the space Aven had relinquished and then some. His lip curled around his snarled words. “What the fuck is your problem?”

Aven said nothing, just stared at Maze without blinking, shutting down his confusion so this raptor wouldn’t feel it. If it was go-time, then it was go-time, but he wouldn’t be the one to say so.

Next to him, Jameson started to speak. “Aven-,”

Maze’s vibe was pure punk. He jammed his hard jaw in Aven’s face. “Aven?” he said, his aggression ramping up even higher. “Let’s take it to the ring, Aven.”

Maze pulled his shirt off and threw it to the side. He toed off his boots and ripped his tear-away pants, standing naked for a split-second before he shifted cleanly into a red-tailed hawk and came straight for Aven’s face.

Definitely not Cage.

Not that Aven needed any more evidence, but Cage had been smooth enough to talk his way out of almost any conflict. Even in bar fights, Aven had never seen Cage throw a punch before he’d dodged two. A male that deadly had to know how to hold back. This hawk didn’t know shit about that.

Aven was ready to one-up him already. He didn't have to get naked. He shifted cleanly into his eagle, his clothes melding to feathers perfectly, satisfied as hell when Maze the asshole hawk flinched in surprise in mid-air.

With one solid push of his larger wings Aven was up and was out of Maze’s reach. All around them shifters shouted and pushed back, Jameson knocking a few of them over. He knew what it was like to fight a raptor, and as big a wolf as he was, he had never been able to beat Aven. No wolf had since Aven had been a kid.

Bears were only a worry for lazy flyers, and only because one swipe of their paw could break every bone in a raptor’s body. Cats were the only serious cross-species threat. Their powerful jumps and gripping claws could catch a raptor by surprise. But even then it was just a matter of knowing where they were and staying out of reach.

Raptor fights were different. Raptors couldn’t get away from other raptors.

Maze’s asshole hawk came at him, talons first. Aven tucked his wings and scooped through the scant space beneath Maze’s outstretched legs, then unfurled and pushed hard, aiming as high as he could go. Up to the space just under the thirty-foot ceilings, where the ductwork and framing made flying treacherous.

The fight was on and the fight was for real, but Aven’s attention was pulled to the crowd below by a female presence. A sultry,  passionate presence that made him want to show off.  Could it be Dakota? She was the only female besides Shiloh he expected to see at Sparring.

Holy shit, if that was her… Aven sent out every sensual feeler he had and they came back scorched at the tips. Whoever she was, she was hot like lava, flowing deep underground. Aven wanted to soar around that presence, soak it up, catch the heated air blasting off it. Half of him wanted to leave the fight and find that female, whoever she was. Inhale her scent, maybe touch her. The other half wanted her to see this.

Maze was on his tail. Aven didn’t react, he turned, hard, back stretched, talons out. Maze did the same and they locked talons, gripping tight, spinning through the air as they fell.

Death spirals always impressed the ladies, but in this case, Aven was larger and heavier. If they didn’t release, he’d hit first.

They broke off as their tail feathers brushed ground. Aven knew that, like him, Maze was forcing his wings through the heavy air, using every ounce of his energy to lift himself back to their starting point. Aven flew to the top of the giant space, as high above the crowd as he could get without snapping his wings on steel.

Female eyes were still on him. Aven felt them like a caress on his feathers. He searched for her as he flew, but every time he took his eyes off Maze the smaller, lighter, quicker bird went for his throat.

They locked talons again. Aven did not have time for bullshit. He ripped and tore with beak and talons. The hawk skree-ed in rage, the sound reverberating in the closed room, making shifters cover their ears and groan.

Maze retaliated. They fought to maim, releasing the spiral only inches from the floor, then flying to the top to do it all over again, both dripping blood.

Aven had a move that always worked, one that Cage himself had taught him. Aven steeled himself in the air, twisting, dedicating his next move to his dead friend, letting go of the idea that somehow this hawk could be that hawk. It could not be.

A wave of something pushed off Maze from yards away. Remorse? Aven couldn’t tell. He didn’t have time to wonder. Maze flew at him. He flew back. In the split-second before they locked talons, Aven shot forward and went for a talon, piercing the biggest joint with his beak, ignoring the skree. He scratched at bone and twisted wing, pumping the air, pulling against Maze as the hawk fought with all he had and they hurtled toward the ground in a riot of feathers and noise. The talon bent, gristle grinding, about to snap off—

Maze gave up. A foot from the concrete he surrendered, shifting out of his animal form,  yanking his bloody man-toe out of Aven’s mouth. He landed hard on his naked back on the concrete.

Aven hovered a yard off the floor, his wings beating a tornado that ruffled the hair and clothes of the shifters around him. Maze glared at him from the ground. Naked. Bloody. But he’d kept that toe.

Aven shifted then, landing close on booted feet, like jumping off a boat.

Jameson strode into the center of the ring, pointing at Aven. Shifters clapped. A few newbies cheered.

Maze pushed to his feet. He gathered his clothes and held them in front of his body with one hand. He held the other hand out to Aven. “Nice move,” he said.

Aven only stared at him. Maze left the hand there, insisting on a shake. Aven stared. Maze insisted. Aven nodded once sharply, then shook Maze’s hand.

Maze turned and strode away, limping just a little.

Aven hoped it took a few more shifts to get that toe right.


Chapter 9 - Flip The Bird

 

 

Jameson materialized at Aven’s elbow like a fucking genie and growled through clenched teeth,  “My office. Now.” It didn’t take a raptor to tell he was pissed.

But Aven wanted to go find that female, the sultry one who raised the temperature of whole damn room. He could feel her. Still. The female who might be Dakota.

Jameson growled again, low in his throat. Telling Aven he could say no, but he’d have another fight on his hands if he did. Talking would be faster. Aven followed Jameson to one corner of the room, to an office that used to belong to Flint’s brother Bryce, and was now full of Cause business.

Jameson closed the door and turned on Aven as soon as they stepped inside, expression carefully controlled. “What the hell was that about?”

Speaking of messes, Aven’s everweft was off again, but only a little. He unbuttoned his untucked shirt, quickly, then buttoned it correctly and tucked it in. At least his ass wasn’t hanging out.

He weighed his words as he tucked. How was he going to tell Jameson the truth without sounding crazy? “My last op with the SEALs was a long shot that went bad. A friend ordered it. Cage Catawba. Everything that could have gone wrong, did. My buddy Dallas got snake-bit,” Jameson winced as Aven went on, “and shot in the foot, and a human died.”

Jameson gave him a ‘go-on’ gesture. Aven went on. “I tried to figure out why it all went bad. It's like something was off in my raptor senses. It still is. I don't know what, but there's something wrong inside me." He gave Jameson a meaningful look. Jameson would know what it meant. Jameson relied heavily on Aven's "raptor senses."

“I called Cage’s phone, but he didn’t answer.” Aven lowered his voice. Habit. This business still haunted. “I went to his place. Turns out there was plenty about Cage I didn’t know.”

Aven blew out a breath. He saw the scene every time he closed his eyes at night. Overturned furniture, papers strewn across the apartment, blood spatter over all of it. He met Jameson’s eye. “Cage was dead. I heard sirens and got the hell out of there. I stepped out on the street and somebody shot me. I still don’t know who or why. My shoulder got blasted to hell. No chance to heal it because the local cops were already there.” Aven kept his bitter reeled in. “Immediate medical care screwed me. If I’d had a minute to shift the Navy would’ve never known. The Navy handed the whole incident over to the CIA. They debriefed me, but of course they won’t talk about it or Cage.”

Jameson still stared, making Aven realize none of that answered the question. His senses kept taking hit after hit and his brain still reeled from it. He gathered his loose ends. “Long, shitty story short, I think I missed something on that op, same as I did at the gold mine. Tonight happened because I could swear Maze out there scents like Cage.”

Jameson gave Aven a hard look. “Exactly?”

Aven nodded. “Ninety-nine percent. You ever heard of that before?”

Jameson shook his head, shot Aven a puzzled look. “Do you think you were wrong about his scent?”

Aven ground his teeth against the question. He’d screwed up something, but this? Scenting a shifter all wrong? Those were the basics, toddler stuff. What had he been thinking, going after Maze? Why would his senses be solid for months after the op, and then suddenly go haywire again? Was Aven getting worse? The twist in his stomach kept him from answering.

Jameson’s phone made a happy ding and he whipped it out of his pocket, waving Aven off like the topic could wait. Jameson smiled at the screen like it was his best friend. “Cora wants me to pick up a pizza on the way home. Think she’ll notice if I get them to put spinach on it? You know, for the baby?”

Aven smiled in spite of his churning guts. After more than a century and a half of waiting for a mate, the Keeper was going to be a father. That is, if Cora didn’t stab his overprotective ass first.

Jameson put his phone away and stepped toward the door like he was about to leave, then turned back to Aven, asking, “Other than the scent thing, what do you think of Maze?”

Aven didn’t answer right away, knowing he was being asked for his official raptor expertise, not wanting to mess it up. Maze’s scent still confused Aven, but other than that, did he have any real reason not to trust the guy? “For damn sure he knows how to fight. We need fighters.”

Jameson didn’t only mean that, though. He pinned Aven with a look and asked, “Can you work with him?”

Aven considered hard. “I’m cool with him, for now.” Until he had a reason not to be. A real one, that didn’t rely on Aven’s warped senses.

Jameson opened the door and they left the office for the louder, larger space. They stood in the corner for a moment, Jameson scanning the crowd of shifters. The Keeper started to move, walking slowly along the wall near the weight machines, then turning and moving toward the Sparring ring. Aven followed. He wasn’t done.

Now that he’d told Jameson the deal, Aven could see that his mind needed a tune-up. He needed time to get his head together. Maybe even needed to track down whoever that female was, make sure she wasn’t Dakota, and see if she wanted to play. That always set him right.

Aven spoke to Jameson. “I need to lighten up my to-do list for a few days. You’ve got enough new shifters here to start a revolution. How about you give me a day or two off?” Jameson controlled Aven’s search and rescue schedule and his Cause schedule, and he was fair, but eagles needed time to stretch their wings.

Jameson stopped walking and assessed him calmly and Aven knew he wasn’t getting his days off, but Aven could also read that Jameson thought he had a good reason. Jameson waved at someone, beckoning, then turned back to Aven and cast his voice low. “I have a new shifter I need raptor recon on. Shiloh says something’s off with her.” He nodded as she came closer. “But hey, you’ll have an extra set of hands.”

Aven growled at his boss. He didn’t need an intern, he needed a day off.

But then she was there, or her presence at least, moving in behind him. Bleeding sexy into the space between them, even if she didn’t know she was doing it. It was the female. The one who’d been watching him during the fight. Aven’s blood heated at the thought.  He turned for a first glimpse.  Yes, she was sexier than sexy, but no… she was Dakota.

Aven suppressed a groan, but it was a close thing. Everything about Dakota Manteo, his buddy’s little sister, new Cause wanna-be, attracted him. She was about five-eight, her body strong and inviting, dark brown hair cut in that straight style that grazed her wide jaw. She wore black leather boots with a low, shit-kicking heel, boot-cut jeans with a black belt, and a deep crimson blouse that flattered her every curve.

And her mouth. Holy hell. Aven would run ten miles in full gear to taste those lips. He’d tried not to linger on Dakota’s mouth when he looked at the picture Dallas had sent, but seeing her lips up close took the choice away. He wanted to kiss her for hours.

He raised his eyes to hers, expecting… Aven didn’t know what he was expecting. What he got was more heat, more fire, searing the air between them. Her eyes blazed, whispering secret desires for only Aven to hear, gasping for him to make each one a reality. He was surprised the shifters in her path didn’t have blisters from being so close. She scorched Aven from the inside.

Dakota’s scent was sultry, a feline thunderstorm rolling across the desert, bringing lightning and steam. Aven couldn’t stop surreptitiously inhaling that scorching, heady heat. He burned his lungs with it, loving it. Her scent was reminiscent of Dallas', but at the same time all her own, Aven tried to place the difference. Dallas had always smelled like a mix of human and jaguar, but with something extra sprinkled on top, something Aven had never placed before or since. Dakota smelled more like those un-placeable sprinkles. It almost reminded him of Cora, Jameson’s mate. Except Cora’s scent, like all the Breath switches’, was green and light. Fresh.

He used his raptor senses last, feeling for her mood, for anything he could glean about her personality. Everything was burnt to ash by the fiery heat she put off. That she aimed right at him.

Aven felt eyes on him. He stopped sucking in breaths and glanced at Jameson. Jameson’s eyebrow was about to raise. Aven muttered, “Anything you say, boss.”

Good thing Jameson wasn’t a raptor. The old man would be scandalized at what Aven was thinking and feeling at that moment.

 

* * *

 

 

Dakota watched Jameson and Aven talk until Jameson waved her over, then she headed in. Boy, did she find that eagle attractive. He stared at her with deep brown eyes, drawing her closer. Dakota couldn’t have stopped if she wanted to. She didn’t want to. The pull was delicious, warm. Like hot silk wrapping around her, intoxicating her with its rich, satin depths.

Aven smiled, a playful, predatory smile, the lines around his eyes crinkling just right. Dakota couldn’t discern the voice in her head through the fog of lust rushing over her, but she was pretty sure it said something like, oh shit, he knows exactly what I want to do to him.

Different species of shifters usually weren’t attracted to each other. Her grandpa had always said that was nature keeping the shifters from going extinct, because different species couldn’t cross-breed. Just like with wild animals; an elephant and a dog could fall in love, but babies were out of the question.

The attraction Dakota felt blew all that out of the sky. She had watched the fight between Aven and Maze with rapt attention, her heart thundering in her chest. But not with fear, like during the big cats’ fight. What Dakota had felt when she watched Aven tear into Maze had been primal. A female recognizing the male that would fight for her, beside her, even fight her if it was what she needed. And Dakota needed it, however he wanted to give it to her.

Aven spoke, startling her into the here and now.

“Found you,” he said.

Found her? Yes, sir, he had. Now what?  Maybe he could move in close, grab her tight, maybe pin her up against something? What was it like to mess around with a shifter? Dakota eyed Aven. Probably lots of fun.

“Was I hiding?” she said, aware of more than Aven’s eyes on her, keeping her flirt non-existent, but oh boy did she want to flirt.

“Dallas called me this morning.”

Dakota’s jaw dropped, all pretense of calm forgotten. Her brother did what? That nosy, overbearing sonofa… just because his own life was going off the rails. In fact, did Aven even know what Dallas had done to his foot? Dakota bet not.

Dakota reined in her temper with a yank, clapping her mouth shut. Now was not the time to look like a hothead. Dallas might be pushy, but she trusted him not to have shared her secret. He never had before.

“Nice to meet you, Aven,” she said, her voice pleasant, for the moment.

“Oh, good. You two know each other,” Jameson said dryly.

Aven gestured at her, talking to Jameson. “Dakota is my buddy Dallas' sister. The jaguar who took one in the foot. She saw the Ingrav and moved here so fast, his head is still spinning.”

He said it with a tinge of amusement, like he was impressed that she’d wrecked Dallas' chill. Jameson looked directly at Dakota, a little more openness in his eyes, maybe, than had been there before.

Aven pointed at him.  “Dakota, meet Jameson Montreat. Head shifter of The Cause, Keeper of the Forest, bound to Breath Coven, giant white wolf, yada yada yada.” His smirk said he was busting Jameson’s balls. Still a smartass to his superiors, then. Dallas had always said raptors didn't respect authority. Apparently being able to fly did that to a person.

Dakota shook Jameson’s hand. “I’ve been Arizona Highway Patrol for years, now, but this is bigger.” She gazed around, letting Jameson take her measure for a moment, then looked him straight in the eye. “Where do I sign up?”

Jameson nodded once. “Aven needs another set of hands. Take your orders from him for now. Come see me again in three days and we’ll talk.” Dakota resisted the urge to grin. She still had a shot.

“Where are you staying?” Aven asked.

“Maze and I found a hotel.”

Aven’s jaw flexed under his beard. He spoke through gritted teeth. “You’re here with the hawk?”

As if they’d conjured him up, Maze appeared from the locker room, fully dressed and scanning the enormous space. He spotted Dakota and lifted his chin at her at the same time that Jameson motioned him over with a wave.

Maze came, his eyes moving from Dakota to Aven and back. All the friendliness she’d seen in him over the last two days was gone. Nothing like almost getting a toe bit off to sour a mood, she guessed.

Jameson held his hand out to Maze. The two males shared a firm shake as they traded names. Jameson got right to the point. “We might have use for another raptor. You sticking around?”

Maze nodded in return, more sober than Dakota had ever seen him. His eyes flicked to Aven before he answered. “For as long as I can.”

Aven dismissed Maze outright and turned to her. “I need to head out. You want to bunk with me for a few days? I told Dallas I wouldn’t let you out of my sight.” His eyes twinkled with his words, as if he knew how much Dakota did not want to be babysat, but his gaze slid sideways to Maze and the twinkle disappeared.

Maze was looking back at her with raised eyebrows. Right. Was it rude to ditch a guy she barely knew for one she’d just met? Dakota pulled Maze to the side, leaving Aven and Jameson with their heads together, discussing something she couldn’t hear. Hopefully not her.

Maze didn’t wait for Dakota to explain. His eyes were full of a no-nonsense hardness that she hadn’t seen before. He spoke in a low voice. “We don’t have to stay together. I just wanted to check in with you.”

“I’m good,” Dakota said. “Now you don’t have to sleep in a tree.”

Maze’s mouth twitched, and for a moment Dakota saw familiar good humor in his eyes. “Tell Luxe I’ll call her.”

“She’s heard that before,” Dakota joked. Maze gave her a searching look, then disappeared into the crowd of shifters surrounding them, even thicker now than when they’d arrived.

Aven was ready for her when she turned back to them.

“Are we a go?” he said.

She wanted to say yes, but saw Shiloh approaching quickly, elbowing males out of her way.

Dakota bluffed hard, thinking she only had about a twenty percent shot of getting out of there with her dignity. “But my bout with Shiloh-” she said.

Jameson waved them off. “I’ll handle it.” He turned to block Shiloh’s path.

Yes. Dakota was not going to wait around for Shiloh’s reaction. Out the back door they went, Dakota secretly hoping Aven knew where to find vampires, or that he kept a few in his closet, something. She had three days.

The rushing Nantahala River was in front of them, only thirty feet away, but still quiet in comparison to the din they’d just left. Dakota looked over at Aven and turned toward the parking lot. “Where are you parked?”

“I flew.”

The memory of the eagle she’d seen earlier warmed her from the inside out. Could it be…? She looked at Aven with new eyes, getting warmer by the moment.

Aven was still talking. “I’ve got a government cabin, next forest over.”

Dakota gave him a look. “Witness Protection?”

“Forest Ranger. They figure if they keep us on the mountain, when it snows, we can’t bitch about the commute.”

“If they knew you could fly, you’d never get a day off,” Dakota cracked, thrilled to be making shifter jokes. Aven laughed and her tummy fluttered, like it did sometimes around males with broad shoulders who fought in mid-air and looked at her like they wanted to kiss every inch of skin on her body.

She pointed out Luxe and Aven gave a low whistle. “Nice ride.”

Dakota smiled at him. “Top down or up?”

“Down,” he said, his voice low. “I love to see the stars.”

Dakota’s body heated more. Her, too.

Aven changed the subject, looking at her curiously. “You didn’t want to fight Shiloh?”

Dakota hesitated. Should she tell Aven she couldn’t shift? Of everyone she’d met tonight, he was the most likely to understand.

Not yet, she decided. She didn’t know enough about The Cause yet. Aven might be duty-bound to report her or something. If she could pull this off, maybe no one would ever have to know.

Dakota turned the key. Luxe came to life with a purr.  “Nah, I didn’t want to get this shirt bloody.”

 

 


Chapter 10 - Cat Under A Hot Man’s Roof

 

 

Aven watched Dakota from the Mustang’s passenger seat as he directed her to his cabin. He tried not to stare, but he couldn’t get enough of looking at her. Top to bottom, she was the most attractive female he’d ever met. And that heat she gave off hadn’t quit.

They talked about her ex-job, Arizona, the cross-country drive, her almost-fight with Shiloh at the Bear Claw. All small talk, but it didn’t feel that way to Aven. He felt like he was reading a book that was wide-open, a surprise on every page. Dakota’s wide jaw and generous mouth made him wonder what it took to get a big, loud laugh out of her.

Or to make her lips quiver with desire. Aven wondered about that, too, though he knew he shouldn’t.

It was getting hard to remember why, though. Bro-code rules said Aven shouldn’t hit on his buddy’s sister, but Dakota was no teenager. Aven would have to be batshit crazy to pass her by just because Dallas was her brother. Hell, wasn’t knowing her family a good thing?

The wind whipped Dakota’s chin-length hair around her head in a wild frenzy that she didn’t seem to mind at all. A slight smile curved her full lips. A proud contentment flowed from the driver’s side to rub up against Aven’s raptor senses.

She was happy. He was glad. More than glad.

Aven tried not to overdo his raptor bit when it came to women. He preferred the type who used their words. But with Dakota it was unavoidable. Her scorching heat and barely-buried sensuality left Aven feeling compelled and comforted at the same time. He liked having her in the background, tripping his senses.

Aw, who the hell was he kidding? He wanted her all over him.

Distracted, he didn’t see their turn coming up until they were right on top of it. “Left here,” he said, too late.

Dakota should have overshot the turn. Most people would have. But she handled the Mustang with finesse, braking and turning perfectly until they were speeding up the packed dirt drive to his cabin. Aven’s senses told him it had been the most fun she’d had all night. She liked muscle cars, and she liked muscling them into line. Aven filed that note away for later. In case he ever wanted to take her on a date or something.

That driving could come in handy on a hunt, too. Aven hated that he was evaluating her for The Cause. As far as he was concerned, Aven wasn’t thinking about The Cause at all right now, no matter what orders Jameson gave him. He had a houseguest.  He was taking some time off, dammit.

Dakota followed the dirt drive. Aven’s cabin came into view. One level, thirty feet square, with stone walls that looked more quaint than primitive. A chimney rose from one end of the shingled roof, for a fireplace it wasn’t cold enough to use yet, but would be in a month. A small porch stuck off the front, with two rustic rocking chairs Aven had never sat in, in the year-plus he’d lived here. Why rock when he could fly?

Dakota pulled into the bare dirt parking space in front of the cabin and killed the lights on the car. “Holy cats, I bet you get some good stargazing out here.”

Aven smiled sideways at her. “‘Holy cats?’ I thought it was “Great Cat’. That’s what Riot says.”

Dakota’s laugh said she liked them both.

“My grandfather said ‘holy cats’,” she told him. “I didn’t know any other shifters in Phoenix, but now that I’m surrounded, I thought I’d try it out.”

Aven smiled at the heavens as he unfolded his long legs from the coupe’s passenger seat. Dakota still hadn’t budged from the driver’s seat, her face cast up to the sky. Reflected stars sparkled in her pretty eyes, making something turn over in his chest.

He shook his head and reached into the back for Dakota’s suitcase. “This all you got?”

She shook her head and got out of the car, stepping to the trunk. He did the same.

“I have a firearm I’ll need to secure,” she said.

Serendipity. Aven loved women, he loved firearms, and he loved women who carried firearms. She lifted a black metal box from the trunk. Aven recognized the fingerprint-calibrated locks from his own gun safe. If she busted out the hand grenades, that was it, Aven was wife-ing her. Dallas would understand.

The thought of his friend sobered Aven, making him stare seriously at the weapon.

Dakota caught him looking. “Sig Sauer P-226 with the thin grips.”

Holy shit. She was not playing around. “Nice,” he said, not even trying to hide how impressed he was with her tastes. “Got any more on you?”

“Glock 43,” she said. Dakota’s wide mouth twitched. She threw him a challenging look. “And I think I’ll check out my bunk before I tell you where I keep it.”

Aven grinned. “Ouch. Put the claws away, kitty.”

Dakota threw him a smile that caught on his. The moment stretched. She held Aven’s eye for a breath, blinked, held again. He didn’t want to look away.

She was thinking about it. Them. Aven could feel her, weighing one choice against the other. What had started out light, ended so heavy Aven could hardly hold it. But he wanted to.

Aven matched Dakota’s serious gaze. He wanted her to know he was thinking about it, too. If they were fated, even Dallas wouldn’t be an obstacle.

An owl hooted in the forest behind Aven’s cabin. Dakota blinked and turned her head in that direction, breaking their connection.

He could still feel it, wanted her to look back so they could share that feeling again. But Dakota didn’t look back. Aven helped her put up the top on the Mustang before leading the way to his cabin’s porch.

He opened the front door and swept his arm to indicate Dakota should go first. “It’s not big, but they remodeled all the cabins a couple years ago, so everything’s up-to-date.”

The sofa and chair had frames made from branches and logs, with durable cushions in rich earth tones. The counters were sturdy laminate, the cabinets dark wood. Standard for cabins furnished on the government’s dime. All Aven had ever cared about was that the place was clean.

He closed the door behind Dakota, crossing the living room to one of two doors. He pushed it open and carried Dakota’s suitcase inside. “You’ll stay in here,” he said.

Aven did a quick scan of the bedroom for dirty underwear or dishes, but as usual everything was ship-shape. It always was, every morning before he left. Sometimes Aven was on such hardcore autopilot, he didn’t even notice he did it.

Screw that. It was time to hit the reset button.

 

* * *

 

Dakota stood by the front door and looked around, finally feeling settled, relaxing more with every breath. The cabin had three rooms. The main room, where the living area and kitchen were divided by a peninsula of countertop, plus two other doors. Aven stood just inside one of them.

She followed Aven, finding herself in a bedroom with dark blue and green linens. Man stuff. “But this is your room.”

Aven shrugged. “No sweat. I’ll change the sheets on the bed. Couch is good for me.” His easy smile said he didn’t want Dakota to make a big deal of it, so she wouldn’t.

Dakota was no raptor, but she’d felt Aven watching her as she drove to his cabin, felt his interest that went beyond brotherly curiosity. And she’d sure as hell felt nothing sisterly since she’d laid eyes on him.

And that look they’d shared outside. Dakota could still feel the zing of it moving through her, like tiny lightning strikes. She’d had a moment of weakness, of considering whether she could really be attracted to a raptor, to this raptor, to Aven. His heated gaze had made it clear; there was no choice here. She wanted Aven and that was all there was to it.

Don’t do it, Dakota told herself. She backed against the wall while Aven stripped the bed of its blanket and sheets, stretching his long body across the mattress, wide shoulders working as he pulled the far corner off with a flip.

Don’t do it, she whispered in her mind again. Since Dakota had dated her first boyfriend, she’d always preferred to use sex as a way to work off steam, to get her mind in order, to settle her nerves and her body and her thoughts. But now was not the time. This handsome raptor in front of her was not the guy.

And still … her gaze drifted to his ass, her mind conjuring up an image of how toned and tight it would be as he thrust deep, punishing her body with his long, hard-

A groan came from the bed. Dakota’s eyes flicked higher, to Aven’s. He was looking at her over his shoulder, and there was fire in his eyes. Frustration, or lust? Maybe both.

His jaw clenched under his beard. “You know about raptors?”

Dakota was embarrassed for a second, realizing Aven had felt her interest. Own it. Jump him, a little voice said. Dakota wondered if she could shoot it.

She pushed her hair behind one ear and blurted, “Yeah. Sorry, I just… you’re really attractive.” All she could do was be honest. Aven was a masterpiece, and it was throwing her off her game. She shouldn’t be so darn attracted to a bird.

An easy smile curved Aven’s lips as he straightened to face her. That playfully predatory look entered his eyes again. “Feeling’s mutual, in case you were wondering.”

Dakota’s eyes locked on Aven’s. She knew this wasn’t what she was here for, but holy cats, was she ever here for it. This kind of attraction had never happened for Dakota before, where she wanted to rip the man’s clothes off and purr into the curve of his neck as he pulled her close enough to feel every inch of his lean, hard-

Aven took a step closer, his voice as tight as his jaw. “So what are we going to do about it?”

Dakota didn’t even think, just closed the distance between them. She fisted one hand in Aven’s shirt and wrapped the other around the back of his neck, drawing him to her. Aven played his part exactly right, wrapping both hard arms around Dakota’s torso, drawing her up against him before their lips even touched.

And that was handy, because Dakota’s knees almost went out when Aven kissed her.  She may have started this thing, but he was unquestionably in control of it.

He started with the lightest brush, his lips unbearably soft. Strong, though, as he kissed her again, pressing for a deeper taste, for the tender flesh of Dakota’s surrendered mouth. One hand moved to the back of her head as his tongue swept between her lips. The other hand drifted to Dakota’s ass, holding her tight against his hard length getting harder, longer.

Dakota wrapped one hand around a wide, rock-solid shoulder, to steady herself on something real, but the sensation of his hot skin and hard muscle made her whole body shiver. Aven devoured her. Dakota just tried to hold on.

This went so far beyond a quick lay to clear her head. Now she couldn’t imagine a world where her lips weren’t seeking this heat, this power, this hunger every second of every day.

This was the purpose of her life. Right here. Cause, Schmause. Dakota had found her calling. Tall, golden, and feathered.

The bottom dropped out of her stomach, chilling Dakota’s arousal for the slimmest second. Aven noticed. He pulled back, panting, eyes intense on hers. “What is it?”

Dakota swallowed. What was she going to do, tell him it’s too good? “It’s too good,” she blurted. Damn it.

Aven’s burning look torched Dakota’s objection. “No such thing,” he said. His hand still held the back of Dakota’s neck. She gave into the slight pressure.

With a sigh she leaned in, and with a groan Aven accepted. He crushed Dakota to him, slipped his tongue into her mouth, lifted her spirit so high she could swear he’d brought his wings to the party. The heat of his mouth, his hands on her body, it was all so exactly what Dakota wanted. Like the rightness she’d been feeling since she came to Nantahala had all been leading here, she just hadn’t known it.

A little whimper of helplessness surprised Dakota. Was that her? No, no, no, no. That’s not how this was supposed to go. This was supposed to be casual, fun.

It took effort, but this time Dakota pulled herself back, pushing at Aven’s chest. “Wait. Aven, wait.”

He stopped, but the racing rhythm of his heart under Dakota’s hand said it had been as difficult for him as it had been for her.  His voice rumbled so deep she felt it in her core. “What do you need, Dakota? I swear I’ll give it to you.”

Dakota felt something give inside her with his unexpected words. It was almost like she knew he would try, if she even knew what to say. She took another shaky breath and tried to smile instead, meeting Aven’s eyes. Questions swirled in their brown depths, but also some of the passion that had swept them away. It would feel so good to go with that current...

Dakota cut herself off. It didn’t matter how good it felt, she couldn’t let herself be swept away. She had a mission that would affect the rest of her life. She couldn’t afford to not be one hundred percent focused on shifting. Couldn’t let a fling with Aven take priority over that, not even for one day.

But she couldn’t tell him all that.

Still held by his powerful arms, Dakota worked hard to switch off her body’s reaction. “I, uh… this is a bad idea.”

Aven smiled, but it was a smile full of such disappointment that Dakota wanted to take it all back, do another u-turn, beg him to kiss her again. She wanted to feel that rightness, that sensation of being lifted into the air by her heart.

But no. This was better. Professional. Goal-oriented.

Dakota had to bite her lip when Aven pulled just far enough away for cool air to flow between them. “Lemme know if it starts looking good again,” he said. The smile in his eyes said he knew damn well how good “it” looked, felt, and tasted.

His hand left her neck. He released her and took a small step back, out of her space, the loss of him jarring Dakota.

How could she know for certain she was on the right path, and still feel this lost?


Chapter 11 - Cat’s Pajamas

 

 

Aven lingered, his body still so close to Dakota’s. He didn’t want to leave her heat behind. The way he felt right now, he should have her on the bed already, worshipping her, bringing her the kind of pleasure that males and females were made to give each other. Not doing the damn laundry.

But she’d made the call, so he backed off. He gathered the dirty sheets in his arms and turned for the door. Dakota seemed almost panicked and he hated to see it, didn’t want to think that he had caused it.

Aven held the sheets in one hand, touched Dakota’s face with the other. Neither of them spoke, but she looked in Aven’s eyes and he could almost see her finding her footing. In seconds she was solid again.

If only Aven could say the same for himself.

He walked out of the bedroom and turned right, aiming for the bathroom and the small utility closet that housed his washer and dryer. The taste of Dakota’s kiss lingered on his lips. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and shoved the sheets in the washer, turning dials as he tried to figure out what had just happened.

He’d felt Dakota’s interest, tried not to embarrass her, but she’d blown that tactic by telling him straight-up she found him attractive. What was Aven supposed to do with that?

Exactly what he’d done, seeing as she was his guest: let her make the choice. And boy, had she ever.

That was all Aven remembered that made sense. After that it had been bliss, rightness, heat, victory coursing through his body without any conscious thought following it. He wasn’t even sure whose feelings he’d been feeling. It was like he and Dakota were all wrapped up together.

Could they be fated to be together, somehow? Aven knew that shifters were supposed to exist for switches to mate with, but he’d heard stories about fated shifters, too. Hernando and Molly, just to name one pair. That could explain why Aven had picked up on Dakota’s vibe so strong and fast at Sparring, before he’d even known who she was.

When they were kissing, he’d felt how their attraction frightened her. Had known those feelings, at least, were not his. But also not so different from the overwhelming rush Aven felt that he couldn’t sympathize. So he’d stopped, when he knew that they both wanted to go on.

Hell.

And telling him it was too good, giving that as the reason they couldn’t? If Aven didn’t know exactly what she meant he’d… what? Tell his best friend’s little sister and The Cause’s newest warrior-hopeful that things would go better if they slept together? That was a wrong step no matter where it landed.

Slamming the washer shut with a metallic clang, Aven walked back out to the main room and saw Dakota peering in his fridge. She spoke without looking at him. “I’m hungry. You got dinner, boss?”

Boss? Aven stepped close enough to feel the heat coming off Dakota, which actually wasn’t that close, she was just that damn hot. His gut tightened when he felt her vibe, though. It was stoic, almost cold by comparison. She looked over her shoulder at Aven, a guarded distance in those warm brown eyes. Keeping him at arm’s length with just a look.

Their untamed attraction would have been reason enough. Still, it seemed to him that there was something else, some secret behind Dakota’s reluctance that she wasn’t willing to share. Not yet.

Letting it go for the moment, Aven reached around Dakota and opened the freezer, taking out two vacuum-sealed packages. “Trout fillets will thaw by the time we’re ready to cook ‘em,” he said.

They settled into a groove of dinner preparation, speaking of unimportant things, stepping around each other lightly, until the smell of dinner had both of their stomachs growling.

Aven served them, setting them at the dining room table, plotting how to get her to open up to him. He wanted to know her.

Half-joking, he said, “Is it because you’re ‘rowr’ and I’m ‘skree’?”

Dakota froze with a spoonful of rice halfway to her mouth and gave him a look. “Say what?”

Aven laughed, pointing from Dakota to himself. “Different species.”

“Oh.” Dakota popped a pea in her mouth and chewed for a long time. “It is kind of weird. I’ve never even been attracted to another species.” She looked at him curiously. “You don’t only date other eagles?”

Did it feel like I only date eagles when my tongue was in your mouth?  he thought, but she deserved an answer. “I don’t date much of anyone, but I never discriminate on species,” he said.

Dakota looked confused. “Why not?”

He shrugged. “If fate hands me a mate, and my intention is to mate her for life, it seems to me my job is to be sure I get it right, and not discriminate against feathered or furred.” Aven didn’t want to be stuck like his parents, mated for life and miserable. He considered for only a second, before he added. “She might even be magic.”

Why did that hurt, as he looked at Dakota? She didn’t look convinced that different species could mate. “You think different?” he asked.

Her answer was quick. “I want kids.”

There it was. That door was closed. It was probably better this way. Aven changed the subject, directing it to The Cause. She knew about the Ingrav, and turned out she knew about vampires, too. The switches and their covens were news, though.

“So they do the actual killing? What do we do?” she asked, a look on her face like killing vampires was clearly the better gig.

“Protect them,” Aven said. “Help locate nests of vampires for them to Undo. Bring them down from The Prowl.” Too late, Aven realized he didn’t want to tell Dakota about The Prowl. Didn’t want her imagining him having sex with a switch. He hedged. “The Prowl is this massive energy spike they get after each Undoing. You’ll have to fight them or run them to get it out, otherwise they could go after humans.”

Dakota nodded. “I can do that. How do we locate the nests?”

The eagerness in her voice made Aven smile. “You want to go find one right now, don’t you?”

Dakota was halfway out of her seat before he’d finished the sentence. She dropped back into it, feeling to Aven like she’d absolutely been ready to do just that, and now she was crushed.

She got up anyway, playing it off. “I’ll get ready for bed,” she said, cleaning up after herself, then disappearing into the bathroom. Aven sighed with relief. His torture would end soon.

Everything about Dakota Manteo was tempting him to a couple of places he should not go.

 

***

 

Aven ended up on the couch, waiting for his turn in the bathroom. The bathroom door opened with a click and Dakota walked from the bathroom to the bedroom, making Aven choke on his desire.

She wasn’t wearing anything special. Certainly nothing designed to be sexy. It was laughable, really, how what she wore had nothing and yet everyfuckingthing to do with how much Aven wanted to throw Dakota Manteo over his shoulder right that second and take her to bed.

She was wearing boxer shorts and a tank top, that was all. The kind of thing you could buy at any big-box store. But the top showed off her tanned shoulders, the blue contrasting with the golden hue of her skin, making it shine even brighter in the lamplight. The boxers rode low on Dakota’s feminine hips, the light fabric brushing her strong thighs. Even her bare feet were sexy.

Hell. Aven was in hell. Any second now, this couch was going to turn into a bonfire and it would all make sense. He looked away. He spread his blanket on the couch. He wished someone would show up and distract him, maybe tell him that this attraction wasn’t even about Dakota, that he just wanted the comfort.

A floorboard creaked in the bedroom. Aven looked up. Dakota was at the door of the bedroom, standing with it half-closed, looking at him. She smiled. Not big. Not fake, like she didn’t know what they were both saying no to. Just soft, like her voice. “Thanks for tonight.”

Aven tried to play it off casual. “Anytime.”

Dakota’s interest flared in her eyes, in her vibe. Heat scorched Aven, but she closed the door and the latch clicked home.

No, seriously. Any. Time.

He’d thought he was taking a vacation? Not likely, Aven realized, as he punched his pillow into shape and arranged his long body on the too-short sofa.

Aven’s mind conjured an image of Dakota in her highway patrol uniform, holding her firearm in bent arms, kicking in a door. She breathed hard, her gorgeous face serious. He could practically smell the heat coming off her body. Aven let the fantasy play out in one corner of his mind while another one decided to make it a reality. He’d take her to the range tomorrow.

An eagle’s work was never done.

 

 


Chapter 12 - I Tawt I Taw A Puddy Tat

 

 

Aven showed Dakota where to turn, down a thin gravel road that angled off the Black Bear Outfitting Company’s driveway even before the big building came into view. They were going into the forest behind the BBOC, just beyond where the switches trained.

After a half-mile or so, the road widened into a gravel lot with room for a dozen cars, plus more dirt they’d cleared out, in case they needed the space. Flint had called in a new all-shifter construction crew that had set up shop in Turner’s Mill, and they’d gotten the work done in record time.

Dakota eased to a stop in front of the post-and-rail fence that surrounded The Cause’s brand-spankin’-new, interactive shooting range, her expression impressed. “You designed this?” she asked.

Aven scanned the range with pride, noting the safety lights that dotted every other post on the fence. They’d done this shit right. “Me, Jameson, and Flint. Haven’t seen it in action yet, though.”

Dakota practically vaulted out of the car to get her backup firearm from the trunk. “Can you shoot vampires?”

“Haven’t tried,” Aven said, pulling his range bag from the backseat. “But we’re hoping. The plan right now is to use it to test the new recruits’ skills, but Carick said we should look for more ways to help the switches deliver their magic. Especially since they’ve made bloodweapons that can kill us.” Aven had pushed for the range for just that reason. The way he saw it, if the switches were going to modernize, they might as well concentrate on firepower, and delivering it from a distance.

“Bloodweapons?” Dakota asked.

Aven nodded. “Bloodblades, chains, who knows what else? That’s how Flint got that scar on his neck.” Dakota didn’t say anything, but he could feel her surprised dismay. He held the gate in the fence open for Dakota and concentrated on not holding his breath or dragging her scent into his lungs like a drug.

The range was a rectangle of cement floor, plopped in the middle of the forest. The end facing them was about thirty feet wide, the firing space five times that long, with thin steel columns scattered around the space, bundles of wire hidden inside each one. The whole thing was shaded by a peaked corrugated metal roof. Ten feet from the roofline, on all sides but the one they approached, the range was surrounded by twelve-foot-tall walls of earth, thick enough to stop a fifty-caliber round. Aven had tested them.

Aven set his range bag on the firearms station with a heavy clunk. Dakota put her firearm next to it.

“Who is Carick?” Dakota asked.

Aven shook his head. “Your guess is as good as mine.” Carick was the supernatural leader of The Cause, above Jameson but also somehow removed from the central fight. Aven had never once gotten a read off the guy. Every time he tried, it was like being pulled into an infinite vortex of mystery. “He was asleep in the forest for a hundred-and-fifty years or some shit. Huge guy, black eyes. We call him the Steward. Mostly only Jameson deals with him.”

Adjacent to the large wooden station was a waterproof metal locker the size of a refrigerator. Aven used a key to unlock it, folding the doors back to reveal the computer that made the range interactive.

Aven turned everything on with the flip of a switch.  “You want to go first? I’ll put it on the hardest setting for you,” he teased.

“You go. Show me what perfection looks like,” she said with a wink, as if daring Aven to put a foot wrong.

It was the sexiest goddamn thing a woman had ever said to him. It made him hard. He ignored it and got to work showing her ‘perfection’.

Each of the steel columns scattered down the interior of the range was wired with two retractable targets: the “good” shot was an image of a vampire, the “bad” one showed the Ingrav. All the targets linked back to this computer, as did the cameras positioned under the roof. Aven could record a run, string a course, randomize which target popped out, program the intervals on a set time.

The hardest setting adjusted itself in real time according to how quickly and accurately a shifter moved through the course. That was the setting Aven chose.

He loaded his weapon and asked Dakota to press “start” for him. It had been months since Aven ran a range anything like this. He was sweating by the end of it. When he finished he walked back to the computer and saw he’d made it through in seventy-two seconds, with ninety-five percent accuracy.

Dakota peeked over his shoulder at the computer screen. “That’s the time to beat, huh?”

“No one has done it yet,” he told her.

He walked to the far side, flipped the switches again, and came back.  Dakota had her back to him, leaning on the firearms station. She shifted her weight, her heart-shaped ass tipping from left to right. Aven’s palms itched with want. He shook the thought out of his head. He had to stop thinking of Dakota that way or he was going to have one of those four-hour erections that men had to see their doctors for.

He looked at her hands and noticed she was holding a knife in one, like a pen, its hilt tipping and turning as it moved. “You can’t carve your name in my desk until you get the high score,” he called, teasing again, loving how she talked back to him.

But Dakota shot up straight and turned, still holding the knife. Aven noticed a spot of deep red on the back her other hand, a speck of blood among a collection of scratches . The Ingrav. She’d made the mark on herself.

“You ready to go hot?” Aven asked her.

Dakota looked at Aven, her wide jaw was set, her gaze serious behind her protective eyewear. She was gorgeous and focused and he could not help but think that was a deadly combination, even without the guns.

Dakota slapped the knife on the desk and picked up her weapon.

Aven’s phone chirped and he pulled it from his pocket. A text from Jameson: All clear on your last sweep? I didn’t get a report.

Jameson didn’t get a report because Aven didn’t send one. Aven hadn’t sent a report because he hadn’t done his normal flyover that day. He hadn’t texted Dallas yet, either. He needed to get on that.

But right now it was Dakota’s turn on the range and Aven wanted to see her skills. He tucked his phone away, making mental reminders to text Dallas and do a fly-over this afternoon. At least enough to keep Jameson off his back.

Aven flipped the switch that turned the lights around the range from green to red, signaling to anyone nearby the change from no-fire “cold” to live-ammo “hot”, then hit a button on the computer to start the randomized target program. Dakota stepped onto the range. Aven pulled up the camera feed in one corner of the computer monitor, enlarging it until it took up the whole screen.

She took a tactical stance straight off, left foot leading, keeping her profile thin as she made her way closer and closer to the first column that held a target. When she was a dozen feet away the bad target, the one with the Ingrav, popped out. Aven saw Dakota’s trigger finger twitch, but that was all. She moved on. He crossed his arms and relaxed into the enjoyment of watching her.

She wore jeans and another button-down blouse, this one the color of burnt pumpkin. Nothing fancy, but damn, did it look good on her.

On the monitor, Dakota commanded the space, turning cleanly and quickly as her next target appeared. Assessing, taking the shot. Hitting so close to dead center that anyone who took the bullet wouldn’t know the difference.

Aven couldn’t take his eyes off her. Goddamn. Show me what you can do.

Dakota continued her steady pace. Aven could tell by the flick of her lashes, the tilt of her head, that she was taking in the whole range at once. Watching and listening and feeling for the next target to pop.

High and to her right: Ingrav. No shot. Instantly one lower and to her left: vampire. Blasted.

She hadn’t missed one yet. And she was picking up speed.

Aven continued to watch, and Dakota continued to dominate the range he’d designed to challenge even his own skills. Hairs around her face stuck to the sweat on her forehead. Her arms were locked tight. She glanced at each target and carried out her choice with a precision he knew could only come from strict discipline.

By the end of it, Aven wanted to stalk onto the hot range, drag Dakota to the side, and take her against the high dirt walls even if it got her shiny, sexy little bra filthy. He’d lick her clean.

When the last target popped and her last shot was taken, Dakota turned with a smile and walked the length of the range, clearing her weapon as she came. “Like that?” she shouted.

“Coulda been on my team,” Aven hollered back, blown away by her confident, clean performance. Then he took a closer look at the counter on the program. Seventy seconds. Ninety-eight percent. “Holy shit, you beat me.”

Dakota laughed as she strolled up next to him at the monitor, pushing her protective eyewear to the top of her head. “Cat-like reflexes,” she said. “My grandpa used to take me shooting out in the hills. Tin cans and stuff. Rattlers if we saw them. Said any granddaughter of his was going to know how to protect herself, one way if not the other.”

Aven sensed a touch of sadness, then a wave of apprehension. Dakota’s eyes flicked to his briefly before she went on, her voice casual. “How long do you think it’ll be before I can get in on a hunt?”

What? Aven held his hands out in a slow down gesture. “Let’s get you in The Cause first, before we start talking vampires. You haven’t even met the switches.”

Dakota’s head snapped back. “I have to meet them before I’m in?”

Aven smiled at her reaction. “We need another guard for the switches. Shiloh could use some backup.”

At the mention of the snow leopard shifter, Dakota’s expression soured. “Why’s she the special switch guard?”

Aven grunted. “Do you have something against her?”

Dakota didn’t answer, just looked at the computer screen, blinking at her score.

Okay, he had a better idea. “We’ve already beat the computer, why don’t we get out of here? I’ll show you around the forest, some quiet parts of the river. Jaguars like the water, right?” Aven smiled casually, but his blood heated at the thought of Dakota as a lean feline, watching her from the sky as she stalked through the forest.

Dakota hesitated for a beat, her eyes still on the computer. “Nah, let’s do this again. Make sure it wasn’t a fluke.” He sensed clear reluctance.

Studying her, he realized he’d gotten so used to having an everweft spell on him, Aven had forgotten everyone else didn’t. She didn’t want to deal with shifting and being naked around him, because of the kiss they’d shared. He turned to the firearms station to reload their magazines for another run, ignoring his urges, and ignoring the desire to convince her, like he half-sensed she wanted to be convinced. There was no use in him getting hung up on a female he might be duty-bound to cheat on, if she wasn’t totally on board.

Dakota stepped next to him and started reloading her own magazine. Aven caught the pink outline of the Ingrav, the drop of blood dried on her hand. He barely brushed it with his finger. “You really want in.”

She nodded, her jaw set. “As deep as I can go.”

Aven soaked that in. He knew what she wanted. “Covenbound.”

 

* * *

 

Dakota startled. “What?” she asked. “Heaven bound?”

Aven worked quickly at the munitions table as he spoke.  “No, Covenbound. It means you’re attached to a specific coven, that fate has decided it’s where you belong.”

Dakota’s breath quickened. She forced herself to relax as she worked. Aven kept talking.

“The only covenbound right now are Jameson, Flint, the bear with the scar on his neck, and Riot, the shifter Ryder fought last night. Breath Coven, so they glow green when the Breath coven switches are in trouble.”

“How many covens are there?” Dakota asked.

Aven ticked them off on his fingers. “There’s supposed to be five. Breath, Bone, Belief, Bond, Blood, but we only have one. Breath.”

“Is Shiloh covenbound?” she asked, too quickly.

Aven looked at her sideways. “Her eyes don’t glow any specific color that would attach her to a coven. But she’s probably coventwined, at least.”

Dakota was going to have to make herself a vocabulary list. “Coventwined?”

Aven nodded. “Carick says lots of shifters can be coventwined. Anyone who’s serving The Cause.”

Dakota’s voice dropped. “Can females even be covenbound?” She didn’t think she could stand to only be coventwined, part of The Cause but still on the periphery. That sounded worse than not being part of it at all.

Aven stopped loading rounds but didn’t answer right away. Dakota looked up at him. He looked back with a smile that made Dakota feel as warm as snuggling by a campfire. “You might be the first to know,” he said.

Dakota ducked her head, and went back to loading her weapon.


Chapter 13 - Pussyfooting Around

 

 

After a few more turns on the range, Dakota was hungry for lunch. She and Aven packed up and drove to the Bear Claw Diner. As they sat down, an older Latino male walked up to their table with his arms wide open, a smile on his rugged, round face. He said Aven’s name, big and happy, like he was always glad to see him.

Aven smiled back. “Hernando. Meet Dakota.”

Dakota shook Hernando’s hand and wondered what kind of shifter he was. One day, her nose would work.

“You keeping up with the rush?” Aven asked Hernando, gesturing around at the packed diner.

Hernando rolled his eyes and shook his head. “I’d be doing better if Bryce hadn’t run off with Carick and taken my best waitress with them.”

Dakota looked at Aven. What was that about? That guy Carick had run away? He hadn’t sounded like the running-away type.

Aven looked her way. “They’re off doing important Cause stuff.” He gestured at the counter on the other side of the room, where Brittany was dishing up pastries, and said to Hernando, “At least you have Brittany back.”

Dakota remembered what Maze had said yesterday, that Brittany was half-human, too. Maybe Dakota could find a way to bring it up. Suggest they start a half-breed book club and then pick Brittany’s brain for tips on how to shift?

Hernando looked over at Brittany with a look of fatherly indulgence, then turned back to Aven. “Ever since she shifted she insists on running to work. She almost got hit by a car last week.”

Wait, Brittany had just learned how to shift? Now Dakota had to talk to her. She ate her food with half an eye on the waitress, looking for a chance to get her alone, but thanks to the rush, Brittany never stopped moving.

Dakota was going to eat at the Bear Claw every day until she talked to Brittany, she decided. If Aven asked why, she’d blame the pie.

 

* * *

 

Hours later, Aven unlocked the door to his cabin and pushed it open so Dakota could enter first. And so he could stare at her ass in those jeans. She flipped the light switch and groaned, “I’m getting in the shower. If I’m not out in thirty send the SWAT team.”

Like hell. Aven would bust in there and rescue Dakota his damn self. Mouth-to-mouth and everything.

Aven gritted his teeth against an onslaught of lust. Dakota naked, wet, and in need of assistance? He better find something to keep his mind busy, or he was going to be scratching at the bathroom door like a damn puppy, begging for a bone.

“You get cleaned up, I’m on KP.” Kitchen Patrol. Sharp knives and hot surfaces ought to be enough to keep his mind right. Barely. Aven headed straight for the fridge and started taking inventory. He’d need a trip to the store soon. He wasn’t used to using things up so fast.

Aven liked it, though. He liked cooking for two.

He was finishing up a stir-fry when his phone rang. Jameson.

“‘Sup, J?” No way Aven was giving Jameson more time than absolute necessary. Not this long after work hours, and with a gorgeous female counting on Aven to feed her.

The Keeper sounded excited. “I need a favor. You free tomorrow morning?”

Aven hesitated. He didn’t want to do anything that took him away from Dakota, and he’d already failed to do his standard Cause fly-over that he’d put off for the afternoon. It seemed like every time he remembered, he and Dakota were right in the middle of something. By the time they finished, he’d forgotten.

First his senses get messed up, then his priorities? Not cool.

He grumbled at Jameson. “What’s the job?”

The excitement rolled off Jameson, thick as waves even through the phone lines. “We got a hearing for Auntie. Eight a.m.”

“So what do you need me for?”

“I just need you to sit with her. She won’t be with me and Cora the whole time, and she doesn’t know anyone else in The Cause. I thought that being a raptor, you’d be able to tell if she was feeling okay about it all. Hell, I should’ve had you check her out before this.”

Aven nodded, like Jameson could see him. “I’ll be there.”

 

* * *

 

 

Dakota wrapped a towel around her wet hair and stepped out of the bathroom. The smell of cooking greeted her, something spicy and earthy and slightly sweet.

She heard Aven in the kitchen. “I’ll be there,” he said, tossing his phone to the side and muttering a curse.

Dakota walked that way. Her stomach rumbled. Aven’s back stiffened and his head whipped around, and... oh, cats.

Boxers and tank tops had seemed like perfectly acceptable pajamas when she was packing. Aven’s reaction made her feel naked. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed thickly, scanning her body from top to bottom. Hunger blazed in his eyes. Hunger for Dakota.

Dakota sent the flames right back to him. You and me both, boss.

The reminder doused the blaze just enough. Dakota broke the heated look they shared. Maybe if she kept calling him “boss” in her head, she’d convince herself that she absolutely could not be with Aven, no matter how hot he made her.

It helped when he gestured at her towel turban and broke the tension with a joke. “Nice ‘do,” he teased her, understanding in his gaze.

Okay, so maybe those special raptor senses didn’t always piss her off.

He turned to the stove, picked up the huge skillet he’d been cooking in, and poured their dinner into two bowls waiting on the counter. “Lo mein?”

They settled in the living room to eat. Dakota twirled up a bite of lo mein, her rumbling stomach urging her to move faster. She finally got the bite in her mouth and moaned around it. Oh wow, this man could cook. Why couldn’t he be a cat? If Aven turned out to be a one-man takeout kitchen, Dakota might have to reconsider her priorities.

She couldn’t hang around here with all this sexual tension in the air and not act on it, that was one thing Dakota knew about herself. It might start off innocently enough, with them playing cards or watching TV, but it would end with the two of them naked and savage.

She stood up, her bowl still half-full, and blurted, “I need some air.”

 


Chapter 14 - Fly Like An Eagle

 

 

Dakota hit the bedroom to dress for the cold. She pulled jeans over her boxers, glad they felt lumpy and awkward instead of silky and sensual. She stuffed her arms into her favorite fuzzy sweater, the one that felt like heaven on her skin, and yanked it over her tank top.

This was ridiculous. Dakota wanted to feel her fingernails digging into Aven’s shoulders under her hands. Or those shoulders crowding her thighs apart, making room so he could make her scream. She had to get out of here. Dakota stepped into her boots and went back out to the living room. Aven was putting his bowl in the sink.

Dakota cleared her throat. Stick to the plan. “I’m going to go do some stargazing. It calms me.”

She didn’t count on Aven’s eyes lighting up. “I know the best spot. I’ll grab a blanket.”

Dakota was about to object to him inviting himself along, but the flutters in her belly told her she wanted him to come. The plan was to get away from him, but maybe she just needed to get away from the bed.

“I’ll go put the top down. See you out there.” She headed out the front door. Within minutes Dakota had the top folded back and stowed in place, the engine running, and her libido under control.

Aven stepped out of the cabin and climbed into the passenger seat. He wore sweatpants and a t-shirt, a black hoodie and tennis shoes. He carried a folded blanket over one arm. Dakota thought he couldn’t possibly look sexier in a suit and tie than he did right now. Maybe in jeans and a flannel shirt. Sleeves rolled up. Chopping wood. Hell, the golden scruff of that beard lent itself to all kinds of “wood”-based fantasies.

And not one of them was going to happen, so focus on the stars.

They drove up the mountain until Aven directed Dakota to park. It took a few seconds for Dakota’s eyes to adjust to the darkness around them and locate the path to one side of the road. Aven’s eyes shone in the light of the moon as he smiled. “If you’d rather shift we can tuck your clothes in the blanket and I’ll carry them. I promise not to look.”

Dakota hesitated, as if she had the choice. “How far is it?”

Aven tilted his head. “Half-mile or so, it’s just steep.”

Dakota waved him off. “It’s fine. I’m good.” Aven accepted her answer with a casual nod and turned to lead the way.

They didn’t talk. Dakota hoped Aven didn’t feel awkward about it, because she didn’t. And that was nice in itself, being with a man she could just… be with. Fifteen minutes they climbed the uphill path, until she heard Aven say, “Here we are.”

Dakota stepped onto a wide, flat rock, buried in the ground so that only its smooth surface showed. They stood in a clearing made of dozens of buried rocks, overlapping and crowding each other, keeping anything but moss and weeds from growing between them. Aven walked to the center of the clearing and spread the blanket he carried on the ground, waving Dakota over and gesturing to the sky.

She looked up. The rocks kept any trees from growing, so there was a space in the canopy. They were high enough on the mountain and deep enough in the forest to be away from most of the light pollution. The black of the sky was transformed by a million stars. Dakota breathed into the cool air as she crouched and felt for the blanket, her eyes never leaving the heavens. “Whoa.”

Aven settled beside her, leaning back with a satisfied groan. Dakota did the same, her hands behind her head. “What’s it like to fly?” she said.

The answer came easily in Aven’s deep voice.  “Complete freedom. From everything, even gravity. You can go anywhere your wings will take you.”

Dakota smiled at the thought and looked over at Aven. “Not up to the stars, though.”

His eyes sparkled in the dark as he answered, “Not that high.”

Dakota settled onto the rock and looked up. “What’s your favorite constellation?”

Aven moved beside her. His hand entered her field of vision and he pointed over the tree line. The side of Dakota’s body where they almost touched felt warm. Dakota wanted to snuggle closer. She held herself rigid on the rocks instead.

“Orion and the scorpion. What about you?”

Dakota pointed to a cluster of stars forming an “M” shape, almost directly above them. Before she could name it, Aven did. “Cassiopeia? Nice.”

Neither one of them said anything for a long moment. Aven’s voice was hushed when he broke the silence. “Dallas didn’t talk much about his childhood. Where did you grow up?”

Dakota froze, just for a second. But Aven already knew she and Dallas were half-human. She could tell him stuff without, well, telling him stuff.

She settled into the blanket again, the stone beneath her cradling her body. “We were born in Texas, but after Mom left, Dad moved us back to Bisbee, Arizona, where he was from. Grandpa was the only family who would take us. Everyone else was too pissed at Dad for mating a human.”

“Your Grandpa was okay with it?” Aven asked.

Dakota smiled at the stars, thinking of her Grandpa, and if he was up there somewhere. “Not at all. He was a tough old cat, and he was not shy about sharing his opinions.”

Aven grunted. “Most shifters don’t feel the way your family did. What else are we supposed to do, with so few females around?”

Dakota hadn’t thought of that before. The prejudice had been so strong in her world, she’d thought it was that way everywhere. Maybe not. “Grandpa loved us, though. Always said there was more out there for Dallas and me, we just had to know what it was and when to grab it. He died when I was in high school.” But Dakota hadn’t forgotten his advice.

And then, two years ago, it had all fallen to pieces. But Dakota couldn’t tell Aven that part.

They settled into quiet then, both of them looking at the dark sky littered with sparkling lights, like diamonds scattered across black silk. The stone at Dakota’s back was warm and somehow soft, as if it was molding around her body. Or maybe that was just the heat Aven was giving off. If she rubbed up against him, Dakota was half-convinced she’d see sparks. She held herself still.

The urge to spill her secret pushed at Dakota,  creeping her out, making her wonder if she was falling for Aven, which was exactly what she did not need.

Aven reminded her why they were there. He spoke, all business.

“I forgot to tell you. I have to do a job tomorrow morning. You’ll be okay on your own for a while?”

Dakota gave him a look and started ticking off weapons on her fingers. “Two guns, all the knives in your kitchen, and my hand-to-hand combat skills. I think I can manage.” Too late, she realized she should have mentioned her claws and fangs, not her guns.

“I know you can,” he said, then considered. “Maybe you should come. You would get to meet Cora, and Auntie.”

“Auntie?”

“She’s this old switch who doesn’t know she’s a switch. She doesn’t do any magic, but she glows pink, according to Jameson. He and Cora are trying to get her out of the nursing home and into their place.”

“I’m in,” Dakota said. Anything that was Cause business was her business.

 

* * *

 

Dakota memorized landmarks the next morning as Aven drove them into Shady Pines, to a small town square a block off the main street, surrounded by a mix of red brick municipal buildings and clapboard stores in shades of brown and grayish-blue. The courthouse had planters full of chrysanthemums in autumnal colors scattered around, but almost no parking.

Aven pulled up to the curb and pointed to a group of people,  Jameson among them. “There’s J. Cora’s the green one. I’ll park and be there in a minute.”

Dakota got out of the car and stood in the whipping breeze, watching Aven turn the corner at the end of the block. She looked at the people at the top of the stairs. The green one? And Auntie glowed pink? Nobody in that group was any color Dakota hadn’t seen before. Apparently Dakota was just as handicapped with glows as she was with scent. Damnit. Maybe once she shifted the first time she would be able to see it...

Dakota’s eye caught on a man standing a hundred feet away, across the square.

He looked normal, and somehow familiar, his brownish hair pulled back in a short ponytail. He wore jeans under a black t-shirt and blazer. It was his eyes that stopped her. They burned with an intensity that made the tautness of his body even more striking. The look wasn’t hatred, or longing, just… focus. Complete and total focus. And all the power of his gaze was aimed at the group on the courthouse steps, where Jameson stood.

Dakota’s cop instincts pinged loud. She made her way to the group on the steps, keeping the man in her peripheral vision as the wind blew her hair in her eyes. Her gut told her something wasn’t right.

Jameson spotted her at the bottom of the steps and called a greeting as Dakota came up to join them. “Morning. Aven with you?”

Dakota gestured over her shoulder. “He’s parking the car.” She turned back. The guy with the ponytail was walking swiftly away. Dakota relaxed.

Jameson introduced her to the others in the group. “This is Cora, my mate.” Dakota shook hands with the petite switch with long, wavy chestnut hair, liking her immediately, wishing she could see the glow.

Cora spoke, seeming to like Dakota back. “Thank you for coming. We didn’t want Auntie to be alone with only the court officer during the hearing. We’re still not sure how much she understands. She rarely speaks.”

The woman standing between Jameson and Cora did look confused, or at least, ‘not all there’.  She was stooped over, her white hair escaping in wild clumps from the bun at her nape. Her skin had a pale, grayish cast and was more wrinkled than smooth. Dakota stepped closer and Jameson spoke, trying to catch Auntie’s eye. “Auntie, this is Dakota.”

Auntie looked up, her rheumy brown eyes taking a moment to focus. She shuffled forward, and before Dakota knew what was happening, Auntie wrapped her arms around Dakota’s waist and stepped in close for a hug. Surprised, Dakota hugged her back. “It’s nice to meet you, too, Auntie.”

Dakota had to duck her head to hide the tears that had sprung unexpectedly to her eyes. She rubbed them away irritably, calculating where she was in her cycle. Too early for PMS. She had to admit she knew what it was. Auntie reminded Dakota of her grandpa. And being held by Auntie was like getting a hug from beyond the grave, just when she needed it most.

Jameson’s gruff voice spoke up. “I think this will work out fine.”

Dakota smiled into Auntie’s frizzy hair.


Chapter 15 - No Spring Chicken

 

 

Aven parked and ran to catch up with Dakota.  He saw her as soon as he got close. She stood at the top of the courthouse steps, facing him, and she was hugging Auntie with a peaceful expression on her face, looking like long-lost mother and child reuniting.

Before he could take the thought any further, a stiff breeze picked up and blew a scent across Aven’s face. What the hell? The primal-but-not-quite-animal scent assured Aven that it was some kind of shifter, but what kind, he didn’t have a clue. Not pure, whatever it was. But also not human. Another push of wind and the scent was gone.

For just a moment, Aven had scented Darby’s stalker. For just a moment, Aven wondered if he was scenting things that weren’t there. No, he had to be getting this right.

Darby had shown up in Nantahala with Goldie, now a Breath switch. They were sisters, on the run from some guy who kept sending Darby creeptastic anonymous letters. The stalker had tracked them to Five Hills and, near as anyone could guess, staked himself outside The Bear Claw, where Darby had worked. Nobody had gotten eyes on the guy, but Goldie had freaked out nonetheless. She’d grabbed Darby, with Shiloh tagging along, then crashed her car trying to leave.

Aven had seen the wreck starting, seen Goldie’s car sliding off the road. He’d trusted Flint, Goldie’s mate, and Shiloh to handle that end of things. Aven had been locked-on to the most intriguing scent ever to cross his path. Completely unique.

The stalker wasn’t a vampire, they at least knew that, because Goldie had run from him instead of at him. Anyone that had ever seen a switch after a vampire knew that was definitive proof.

Aven had followed the mystery shifter almost all the way to Bryson City before the guy ditched the car on the side of the road. The driver’s door had opened, but by the time Aven landed, the man was gone. Poof. Just like that.

Aven took another whiff, scenting deep, but nothing was there, and he saw no one the scent could belong to in the area. He was tempted to back between the buildings, do a quick flyover of the  immediate area, but court was about to start. He needed to get to Auntie.

Aven frowned, not liking not knowing. It felt to him like another failure of his raptor senses. He’d had about enough of those.

He jogged up the courthouse steps. Jameson saw Aven and lifted his chin in greeting, Aven nodded back. Auntie clung to Dakota’s side, as if she didn’t want to let her get away. Dakota was smiling, the richness of nostalgia flowing off her. Auntie reminded her of someone. Her Grandpa?

High-heeled shoes clacked on the courthouse steps, and Aven turned to see a curvaceous female with black hair, harsh bangs, and red lips making her way toward the front door.

Cora’s eyes narrowed and she turned to the group, muttering, “Here comes Nurse Whorepocket.” Her anger spiked and sparkles of green magicks dripped off of her fingertips onto the ground, betraying her desire to use magic to end this right here. Shifters could see magicks, but humans couldn’t, and sometimes, it seemed like even the switches couldn’t. Each time Cora had fixed an everweft spell on him, she’d first rubbed her hands together, making green glow fly everywhere, but paying it no attention. Aven had been spellbound.

Jameson took Cora’s hand and gave her a look that fell somewhere between adoring approval and not-around-the-judge disapproval.

Cora refused to look at the nurse as she came closer. “It’s not like she’s Auntie’s family. She only works at the nursing home.” The nurse passed behind Auntie and Dakota. Her eyes were shaded by her bangs, but Aven felt a sharp stab of longing from that side of their gathering.

The group moved then, toward the same front door as the nurse. Jameson got there first and held it for all of them, even the nurse making it difficult to bring Auntie home to the covens. The old switch shuffled along next to Dakota. Aven brought up the rear.

A court officer took him, Dakota, and Auntie to another room, saying he’d come back when it was Auntie’s turn to go before the judge. Dakota led the old woman to a chair and sat down in the one right next to her. Auntie wouldn’t let go of Dakota’s hands.

Dakota looked at Aven, concern in her eyes. “I didn’t expect this. Can you tell if she’s scared?”

Aven pulled a chair over. He’d never met Auntie before, so he didn’t know what kind of vibe she usually gave off, and their connection wouldn’t be deep, but he should at least be able to tell if she was frightened. He sat down beside Auntie and opened his perception to her.

A jumble of information came at Aven all at once, as if Auntie was seeing and reacting to many things, but in a scattered, disorganized way. Confused, concerned, hopeful, longing, all those emotions swirled in place… but a gentle haze settled them, blurred their edges. Contentment. Something was making Auntie happier than she’d been in… longer than she could remember.

Was it Dakota? Was she making Auntie happy?

“She’s good,” he told Dakota.

Dakota smiled the softest, sweetest smile. “Good,” she said quietly, and pulled one hand from Auntie’s grip to brush the old switch’s frizzy hair behind her ear. Aven thought he spotted the glisten of tears in Dakota’s eyes, but she blinked and they were gone.

Her vibe was so soft. Not as in barely there, but as in the confident, hard-nosed Dakota had disappeared. A gently nurturing angel sat in her place. Aven was momentarily jealous of Auntie. What would it feel like to have Dakota stroke his hair, lean over and talk sweetly for only him to hear?

Were they fated? The desire Aven felt hadn’t let up, had only gotten stronger the better he’d gotten to know Dakota. Right now it was damn close to taking him down. She had to get into The Cause, soon, so they could explore whatever this was between them.

Aven stood, clearing his throat as Dakota looked up. “You want coffee? I’m going to go find some coffee.” It was as good an excuse as any to get some distance from what he was feeling.

Dakota nodded. “And some water for Auntie.”

“Back in a flash,” Aven said. He hit the door and followed his nose.

 

* * *

 

Dakota watched Aven go, noting the rock-hard set of his shoulders. What had him so tense? She laughed to herself. Probably the same thing as her. All foreplay and no money shot.

Dakota turned back to Auntie, patting the older woman’s bony hand and smiling. “What should we talk about, Auntie?”

She didn’t expect an answer, or at least not one that made any sense. She didn’t get one. Instead, Auntie looked up at Dakota and smiled, then tipped her head to rest it on Dakota’s arm. Dakota guessed that Auntie had to be at least in her nineties, if not older, and was probably suffering from dementia. It was a lucky thing that it left her so sweet.

Her Grandpa had softened with his dementia, too. His condition had degraded fast over his last year. Toward the end, Dakota figured he rarely knew what he was saying. But she’d sat by him anyway, and carried the conversation for both of them. She could do the same for Auntie.

“So you’re a switch, huh?” Dakota squinted at the air around Auntie, trying to pick up on a glow, but she didn’t see anything. Maybe it wasn’t there all the time? Dakota wished Maze was there. He and Aven might not get along, but he knew Dakota’s secret and would have helped her.

She kept up the chatter as she patted Auntie’s wrinkled hand. “Must be nice, having a whole coven to belong to. A whole family all ready to go, ready to back you up, whatever you need.” It was how Dakota had always perceived shifters to be, at least for the ones who could actually do what they were born to. Not like her.

“My brother is my backup. Or he was, until he got shot and-” Dakota let the sentence end there. “I wish I had a place like that. I want to find my pack. Or pride. Whatever it’s called. The place I belong.”

Something about Auntie made Dakota want to confide, tell the old woman her secret. “I guess I’ll be able to see what color you are after I shift, huh? Don’t tell anyone, but I haven’t yet. That’s why I’m here. To learn how.”

For only the second time, Auntie met Dakota’s eye. Then all at once the old woman clucked her tongue and started to laugh, really belly laugh, as if Dakota had told her the funniest joke ever.

Aven opened the door then, juggling two cups of coffee and a bottle of water. “You ladies causing trouble?”

Auntie stopped laughing, going blank again, abruptly.

Dakota couldn’t even answer Aven. She could only stare at Auntie, and wonder what that had been about.

 


Chapter 16 - Ruffled Feathers

 

 

Aven spent the morning trying not to stare at the new, softer, sweeter Dakota as they sat with Auntie and waited for the hearing to progress. The court officer called for Auntie, but brought her back soon after. Ten minutes after that they were done.

Auntie took Aven’s arm as they exited the little room, and he let her. Dakota took the keys from his other hand. “I’ll bring the car around.” She sped up the hallway and out the front door of the courthouse.

Aven walked outside with Auntie, Jameson, and Cora to the bottom of the courthouse steps. All three wore smiles, but he felt sadness from Cora and Jameson. Auntie had to go back to the nursing home until the judge made her ruling, hopefully in their favor. The nurse who was blocking their petition for Power of Attorney - Jameson called her Serena - stood at the top of the stairs, out of the wind, stabbing at her phone with blood-red fingernails.

Jameson stopped him. “Everything good in the forest?”

Hell. Aven hadn’t done a flyover since the day before yesterday. “Last I checked,” he hedged.

Jameson squinted at him, but his attention was torn when a voice across the street called out, “Cora!”

A man jogged toward them, a smile on his lean, handsome face. If Aven had been looking at a photo of this guy, he would’ve guessed he was a model. Or a vampire, if only because of his build and his fashion sense. But Cora wasn’t killing him, so he was not one.

His hair was short on the sides and slightly longer on top, professional but not stuffy, light brown, swept to one side over symmetrical features. His eyes were gray, set off by the charcoal sport coat he wore over black slacks and a pale yellow button-down shirt. He had a pocket square and expensive-looking leather shoes, but somehow managed to come off as fashionable instead of unmanly. Barely.

Jameson spoke to Cora under his breath, but loud enough for the group to hear. “Who’s that?”

Cora replied, just as quietly. “I have no idea, but I don’t like him.”

Aven felt a wave of protectiveness that was almost aggression pour off of Jameson. The Keeper positioned himself between Cora and the approaching man.

Auntie tugged on his arm, surprising him. Aven looked down at the old switch and saw her wrinkled face was even more wrinkled, screwed-up like she was in pain. A little panic moved through Aven. Was Auntie okay? He tuned into her vibe and felt no pain, though, so Aven went a step deeper, and felt the most intense blend of love and hate, an unending cycle of longing and purging, each taking a turn in the light before drowning itself in the darkness.

Auntie’s vibe colored everything. Aven felt himself getting dizzy, almost like he felt when he tried to read Carick. In the corners of his perception, Aven heard the conversation happening around him.

The stylish man was slightly out-of-breath. “I thought that was you.”

Cora, ever blunt, replied, “Have we met?”

The stranger laughed. “Oh my god, how stupid of me. I’m Thorn. Thorn Severn.”

Beyond the pull of Auntie’s whirlwind, Aven felt Cora react, felt her energy change from distaste to confusion. At that same moment the breeze blew Thorn’s scent across Aven’s face. For the second time, Aven scented Darby’s stalker.

Alarm bells rang in Aven’s head. He pulled back from Auntie’s swirl of emotions and looked around, felt the moment slam him like a wrecking ball, tried to get right with it. Darby’s stalker was here. Thorn was Darby’s stalker, the shifter who’d disappeared.

Aven made to launch himself at Thorn’s throat but didn’t get far. Auntie had ahold of him, her feelings mixing in with his. Indecision stalled him. Thorn’s scent and sense wavered. Aven reeled and tried to think. Was he right about this? He had to get away from Auntie, get her hand off his arm, but not hurt her. He eased her closer to Cora. They grabbed hands, the elderly pink switch and the young green one. Aven extricated himself and stepped away from the females, not sure what to do, not sure if he was right.

Cora gestured at Thorn weakly with her free hand. “He’s my antiques guy.”

So she did know him, or at least she thought she did. If Cora had never seen the real Thorn before, then this guy wasn’t necessarily who he said he was. But Aven knew what he was.

Aven growled low in his throat, calling Jameson’s attention so he’d know Aven was serious. “He’s Darby’s stalker.” Aven waited for the signal, any signal. Thorn would be on the ground before he knew what hit him.

Thorn’s head whipped around so fast it took extra time for his hair to catch up. The revulsion on his face was hard enough to fake, but the vibe was near-impossible. Horror, disbelief, even a little hurt. And they matched his words. “I’m what?” He was so sure he was no stalker that it made Aven second-guess himself again, hard. Could he be wrong? Again? He’d been sure about Maze, too.

Aven’s mind caught there. He stared at Thorn, thinking, while Jameson, Cora, and Auntie stared at them both. Thorn’s scent made him think of Cage, he realized. And Maze, to a lesser degree. Just around the edges, like the smell of burnt feathers in both their scents, but not that. But he didn’t know what it was.

Aven’s whole foundation shook. Was he doing it again? Mixing up scents? Was he completely unreliable now? What the fuck was wrong with his wiring?

Jameson was still looking at Aven. Aven gave Jameson a sharp, small shake of the head. False alarm. He wasn’t sure about Thorn.

Thorn moved in quickly, toward Cora, holding his arms out like he might catch her. Jameson and Aven moved at the same time to cut him off, but Cora was already moving away, looking like she might be sick. Unease poured off of her and Auntie both.

Cora put a hand to her forehead. “Probably morning sickness. We should go.” She lead Auntie away, Jameson following, giving Aven looks.

Thorn had stopped in his tracks. He watched her go.

Aven stepped into Thorn’s field of vision, determined to force another reaction, get another read. “What about that car you ran off the road last month?”

Thorn’s vibe went cautious, like Aven might be on meth or bath salts, about to assault him. Aven wasn’t on drugs, but he certainly felt ready to assault someone.  He got up in Thorn’s face, thinking he could scare the truth out of the guy. Dakota’s mustang pulled up into his peripheral vision and she honked.

Aven could only think that he didn’t know what to do, so he did nothing. He stepped back, eyes locked on Thorn, sending him a very clear message. I’m watching you.

Thorn rushed away on foot. Only when he was out of sight, did Aven head to Dakota’s car.

 

 

* * *

Dakota drove them away from the courthouse and didn’t ask Aven what was up. He was seething in her passenger seat and she knew enough about that kind of emotion to keep her mouth shut. He would tell her what that was about when he was ready.

She hadn’t liked that guy he’d been staring down either. He had looked like a first class asshole, one who would kick you while you were down.

They drove to the cabin. When they were halfway there, Aven’s mood eased. She wanted to comfort him.

She didn’t.

 


Chapter 17 - Ducks In A Row

 

 

The next morning Dakota woke up to the sound of Aven in the kitchen. Mmmmm, maybe if she stayed here long enough he’d make her breakfast in bed? One way or the other?

No, she told herself sternly. She’d made it this far, it couldn’t be much longer before she got to be part of The Cause, managed to get close enough to a vampire to shift. Then they could have their fun, free and clear. Dakota threw back the sheets, determined.

She got dressed all the way to her shoes and stepped into the kitchen. Aven was packing a real, live picnic basket with food. Dakota couldn’t remember ever knowing a man who owned a picnic basket before. She liked it. “We going bear-hunting, Ranger?”

Aven smiled at her. “Gonna be out for a while. Figured we’d take our lunch with us.”

She grabbed an apple and protein bar from the provisions they’d bought yesterday, after leaving the courthouse. “Where we going?”

Another smile. If he didn’t quit that…

Aven laughed, probably at her frustration. “Everywhere,” he said.

Okaaaay. Dakota followed him outside. Aven turned and headed to the back of his cabin, stepping around a wood pile and a huge stump he obviously used for splitting logs.

She bit her apple to keep from groaning. Reminded herself she’d catch a glimpse of Aven and his wood before long. She just had to make it a little further.

Aven walked on, either oblivious to her fantasizing or too polite to say anything about it. He spoke to her over his shoulder. “We’ll need to talk periodically, plus this picnic basket is too heavy for my talons, so we’ll have to take Ol’ Bessie instead of shifting.”

Dakota swallowed her bite and asked, “Ol’ Bessie? You got a mule back here?”

Aven laughed. “One step up, maybe. Jameson makes sure we don’t get the snazziest equipment, since shifters don’t really need it but it would look funny not to have it. I haven’t gotten Ol’ Bessie out in months.” He stopped by a waist-high, twelve-foot-long, tarp-covered hulk. Aven flipped the tarp back from one end.

Ol’ Bessie was an all-terrain vehicle, with a trailer for rescues, or transporting supplies on smaller trails. Dakota watched nervously as Aven stuck his hand into the dark space at the back of the ATV and unhooked the trailer. “Don’t you worry about snakes?”

Aven shook his head, a dark look on his face. “I’ve never even seen a snake around my place. They must know a raptor lives here.”

She nodded. Her grandfather used to wear that same look. “Snakes are everywhere in the desert. My grandpa would pull over right on the highway if he saw one slithering across the road. Shoot it dead.”

“I think your grandpa and I would have gotten along,” Aven said.

By the time Dakota finished her apple, Bessie was ready to ride. Dakota climbed on after Aven, settling the picnic basket between them. It might hurt when they went over bumps, but it was smarter than being pressed up against Aven’s golden everything that smelled like heaven and felt twice as good.

The ATV jerked into motion, and Dakota realized she still had no idea where they were going. Oh, well. She tightened her thighs around the picnic basket as Aven crawled the ATV to the road. Her hands gripped beneath her seat and she watched the scenery go by.

The late October forest was a riot of color. The usual oranges, browns, and yellows of autumn, but also subtle peaches, dramatic burgundies, and a good bit of evergreen. Dakota breathed in the crisp morning air and smiled. Aven opened the throttle to max. They sped south on the dirt trails, into Nantahala Forest.

Half an hour later they stopped by a big boulder and climbed off the ATV. Dakota’s butt was asleep from the constant vibration. She slapped it awake. A stifled groan came from behind her, and she turned to see what Aven’s deal was. His eyes were locked on her ass and the hand currently rubbing it.

He didn’t speak, but he didn’t need to. His eyes said it clearly: Lemme know if you need help with that. Dakota clamped her lips to keep from taking him up on the offer.

“Where are we?” she said.

Spreading out for at least a hundred yards on one side of the tank-sized boulder, was a field of waist-high, light-purple, daisy-like flowers with yellow, cone-shaped centers. They reminded Dakota of a box of tea. She looked over at Aven, waiting for him to answer.

He waved a hand at the field. “Echinacea. Carick says it’s for Bone Coven. We don’t have any of those switches yet, but part of my job is to keep an eye on all the coven locations, see if anything changes. You’re good with the details, take a look around.”

Dakota did, even though she didn’t know what she was looking for. The field of flowers lay south of the boulder, the Echinacea crowding out any trees or other vegetation from growing. The meadow itself was situated on a plateau, surrounded by rocky hillside that made her think of mountain goats in nature documentaries.

They climbed back on the ATV. “Next stop: Blood Coven,” Aven said over his shoulder as Dakota settled in place.

Blood Coven? Dakota made a face nobody could see. She’d heard enough about the switches over the last few days to know she didn’t know enough to prejudge, but still. It was a creepy name.

But the coven’s location was beautiful, Dakota had to admit. Aven stopped the ATV at another boulder, this one near a sharp bend of flowing water, she guessed the Nantahala River. The water was shaded by a crowd of enormous weeping willows whose branches danced in the breeze like seaweed in ocean currents.

Instead of flowers, this field was a calf-deep carpet of groundcover. The plants’ leaves were spiky, maple-shaped, and brilliant reddish-orange. Aven noticed her looking and spoke up. “They’re called Bloody Cranesbill.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Dakota couldn’t help but spit. Aven laughed, and she kept on. “But seriously. That’s creepy, right? What is it with Blood Coven?”

The whole place felt like, as soon as the sun went down, it would be the perfect setting for a spooky scene from a classic horror flick. The kind where the horniest girl died first. That’s my cue. I'm getting outta here.  “Next?” she called to Aven.

He made directly for Ol’ Bessie. “You read my mind.” Dakota almost smiled, but couldn’t quite bring it off. At least she wasn’t the only one who felt wrong here.

Next stop, the clearing had one enormous, thirty-foot tall stump in the center. It was surrounded by a field of knee-high clusters of tiny, blue, five-petaled flowers. These Dakota knew: forget-me-nots.

Her father had said they were her mother’s favorite. Dakota smiled just looking at them. She didn’t remember her mom, didn’t miss her, certainly wasn’t angry at her like Dallas had been for much of their lives. But she felt a connection to the tiny blooms nonetheless.

She looked over at Aven, standing close by. “Which one is this?”

He took a deep breath and let it out, shoulders losing their tension as he replied, “Bond Coven.”

Dakota nodded. Funny, how she felt it. The bond-ness of this place. “None of them yet, either?”

Aven shook his head. “Only Breath Coven, up at Resperanza. We won’t go there today. You’ll have plenty of opportunities later.” He smiled over at Dakota and she felt a flutter in her stomach. From his lips to the Great Cat’s ears, if she was lucky. Dakota wasn’t going to see much more if she didn’t hurry up and get her shift on.

She was hungry, and according to her calculations they only had one more boulder left to visit. Dakota climbed back on the ATV behind Aven and their lunch, and concentrated on remembering their path.

It would all be different when she was shifted and could run cross-country, but Dakota had an idea of where they were. Each coven site they’d visited sat on a patch of high ground, and all five sites together formed a half-circle around the northern side of Five Hills. The Nantahala River formed the southern half of the circle. The covens plus the river were the perfect defense.

Dakota peeked over Aven’s shoulder and saw a wide, bald dome of gray stone in front of them. A little further and the trail leveled off, angling to one side, curving around the stony crest.

The angle changed and Dakota gasped. She could just see from here that half the rocky dome was missing, as if it had been hit with a hammer and split in two, then half of it removed. But even that was nothing, when she saw the sheer face of the half-dome through the trees.

It was a rainbow! A whole mountain of stone in patches of reds, greens, purples, blues, even an opalescent iridescence seemed to sparkle in spots. The stone sparkled in the sunshine, bringing the mountain to life.

Aven circled wide. The trail dipped and the rock’s rainbow face was all Dakota could see. That and tree trunks. The boulder she’d expected was ahead of them, but Aven turned uphill, along a path aimed straight for the face of the dome.

They crested the hill and Dakota gasped again, this time at a field of sunflowers, all six feet tall, with fat, bright yellow petals. Thousands of them spread all the way to the cliffside, their sun gazing faces waving in the breeze.

Dakota wanted to spin through the meadow. Sunflowers were her favorite. A whole football field of them was the most beautiful sight she’d ever seen. Her heart filled, lit up from the inside in a way that was completely novel to her. Even the stars over the desert sky didn’t make her feel like this.

All the jumbled feelings, the racing thoughts, settled into Dakota’s essence and quieted. She knew what she had to do here: Listen.

 


Chapter 18 - Cat’s Cradle

 

 

Aven turned off the engine on Ol’ Bessie and breathed in the clean mountain air, laced with the scent of destiny. Or at least he hoped that’s what it was.

The sunlight reflected off the rainbow of stone on the sheer face of the rocky dome. It reminded Aven of a story Jameson had told him, back when Aven first moved here. Before he knew the significance of this place, or what role he hoped it would play in his future.

“There’s a legend about that dome,” he said over his shoulder as Dakota lifted herself off the seat behind him. “You want to hear it?”

She didn’t answer right away. Aven saw why as soon as he looked at her. The awed look on her face said this meadow affected Dakota the same way it did him.

Now that Aven focused, he could even feel the way her mood matched the one that always welled up inside him when he visited this place. All morning Dakota had been unsettled and, quite frankly, desperately horny. Now her vibe was determined, certain, clear.

Could they both be bound to Belief Coven?

Aven suspected he might be. He liked his cabin, and the rocky clearing where he’d taken Dakota to stargaze, but this was the most special place in Nantahala, to Aven. When he’d found out it was also the site of Belief Coven’s home, it had blown his mind.

He stepped closer to Dakota. She startled, as if surprised to see him there.

But how would that work? Him and Dakota, bound to the same coven? They wouldn’t be able to be together. There couldn’t be a coven with three switches needing a Prowl, and two shifters who would only fight or run it out of them.

They’d need a whole hell of a lot more shifters to play stud, because Aven wouldn’t. Not if he was Dakota’s man. But he wasn’t, yet, so he could just quit borrowing trouble.

“Legend has it,” he told Dakota, standing next to her, staring at the meadow of flowers, pulling out his ‘legend has it’ voice, the one he used on the teenagers to scare them out of jumping off of cliffs into the Nantahala River. “Legend has it that hundreds of years ago, the rain god fell in love with a female warrior whose tribe lived up here in the hills. He favored her so much that he visited whenever he could, sometimes every day. Thanks to him, the forest flourished and the river ran deep.”

Aven started walking through the field, sensing Dakota following him. Their destination was a clearing by the rock face. She caught up, then she passed him, hanging on his words. He spoke as he walked, unable to not look at her fine ass. “But the warrior didn’t love the rain god. She hated his booming thunder and sharp lightning, the way he sent everyone scurrying for cover. The warrior had fallen in love with the rainbow god. He was quiet and kind, and always came after the rain god left, to call the people from their huts and tell them they were safe.”

“When the rain god learned of this, he was furious. He stopped visiting the warrior’s tribe, stopped watering their crops and the forest beyond. He thought he could keep the warrior from her rainbow god, make her tribe angry at her for their spoiled crops. But the rain god didn’t know that the warrior had outsmarted him.”

Dakota turned around to walk backwards. “Duhn-duhn-dunnnnh,” she said.

Aven laughed. “I’m setting a mood and you’re killing it.”

Dakota swiped the air. “Playing with my food, that’s all.” She turned back around, walking through flowers, touching stalks lightly with fingertips as she passed.

Aven’s dick turned over. Tried to stick its head up. He willed it down.

Aven cleared his throat. “The rainbow god taught his warrior love the secret of how to find him, in the mist of waterfalls and bubbling springs, so that the rain god couldn’t keep them apart. He came to her through the mist, took human form so they could be together. They used to meet right up there,” he pointed to the top of the half-dome of rock, “where a fountain pushed up through the rocks, watering the crops when the rain god failed them.”

They were deep in the field now, flowers as tall as them blocking their view on every side. “One day the warrior and the rainbow god were there at the fountain, making love, when the rain god saw them. He rushed in with his clouds, covering the sun so quickly that the rainbow god was stranded in his human form. The rain god thundered and thundered, and drove the rainbow god deep underground.”

This was his favorite part of the story. “The warrior was furious. She started digging into the mountain, determined to free her love. The rain god laughed at her for trying, but the warrior didn’t stop digging. The rain god offered to split the mountain and free the rainbow god if she would agree to marry him instead, but she spat in his face and kept on digging.”

Aven could not imagine what it would be like to be loved in that way. It was something he’d never experienced.

“She dug for hours, for days. Others from her village told her to give up, but she wouldn’t stop. The rain god sent a mighty storm to try to drown her, but she churned the mud with her arms and legs and kept on digging. She dug until she was exhausted, until her fingers were bloody and her legs refused to move. Then she lay down in the hole with her very last breath, so she could die as near to her love as she could get.”

Dakota shook her head. “Is there a happy ending in there somewhere?”

“I don’t make them up,” Aven said. “I just tell them.” She laughed a little at that, the sound loud in the quiet of the flowers. Aven went on. “When the sun goddess saw the warrior’s spirit leaving her body, saw what the rain god had done, she was furious. She demanded the rain god release the rainbow god’s spirit from the mountain. So the rain god struck lightning into the hole, shearing the mountain in two and releasing the rainbow god’s spirit to ascend with the warrior’s.”

He gestured to the kaleidoscope of color on the sheer rock face. They were almost to it. “His body stayed trapped. That’s where those colors come from. And as the mountain crumbled to rocks, so that the village wouldn’t be destroyed, the sun goddess turned every stone into a sunflower seed. And that’s where the meadow came from. But nothing ever grew again on Lightning Rock.”

They arrived at the base of the rock. The apex of the hill that had been cut in half loomed high above them. The face of it was so smooth, worn down by centuries of rain and wind, that nobody could climb up it; the stony ground at the top so impenetrable that humans never rappelled down it.

A semicircular clearing of grass extended from the base of the rock, all the way to the edge of the sunflower field. When they reached it, Aven pulled a blanket from the picnic basket and flapped it out to its full size. Dakota grabbed the opposite corners as they snapped through the air and helped him lay the blanket flat on the ground.

She sat facing north, sunflowers on one side and stone on the other, looking more at ease than Aven had ever seen her. Even counting their time with Auntie yesterday, when Dakota had been so gentle.

This was different. He could see it in the set of her body, in the way she kept touching the blades of grass and looking into the sky and examining the rock face, a look of pure satisfaction on her face.

She belonged here. Aven drank it in, and didn’t speak. He didn’t want to spoil the moment for her, but it was clear to him that she would be bound to Belief coven, just like he would, just as soon as a Belief switch showed up and a coven grew on this spot. He hadn’t seen Resperanza grow with his own eyes, but he’d heard about it from Jameson.

It was going to happen soon, he could feel it.

* * *

 

 

Dakota sat on the perfect picnic blanket in the perfect meadow with the perfect male in the perfect moment and contemplated her future.

The Cause was something to die for. It wasn’t about shifting anymore, it was about this. This place, this forest, this meadow, this Cause. Fighting for what was right, for what was natural and good, in a different way than she had when she’d been a cop, but no less important. She would do what she could for The Cause, regardless of whether she ever shifted or not.

Dakota shivered like the sunflowers in the breeze, despite the sun, hot and high above them, hearing a whisper on the wind. Bound to Belief Coven. Could it be?

Maybe.

 


Chapter 19 - Cool As A Cat

 

 

The next morning, Aven woke on the couch from a dream of him and Dakota, still in the field of sunflowers. In the dream, she was smiling up at the mountain, then she’d turned that smile on Aven. Lying there on the rough cushions, he still felt the joy of it.

She’d been quiet last night, barely talking all through dinner, deep inside herself. Aven had let her be. Something had changed for Dakota up at Lightning Rock.

Aven stumbled to the bathroom to clean up. When he came out he could hear Dakota moving around in the bedroom. He called a greeting through the door. “Mornin’. You want bacon?”

Her sleep-tousled voice came back. “The answer to that question is always ‘yes’.” And a second later, more urgently, “Make mine crispy!”

Aven laughed. “Is there any other way?” He turned to the fridge. Maybe he’d make some blueberry muffins, too. Or pancakes. He had some mix around here somewhere.

By the time Dakota emerged from the bathroom wearing her jeans, blouse, and towel turban, Aven had cooked the whole package of bacon and a foot-tall stack of pancakes. Dakota munched on a piece of bacon as she smeared butter and poured syrup on a pile of three cakes and sat down. “What’s on for today?”

Aven stuffed a bite in his mouth so he wouldn’t blurt the answer that wanted to jump from his mouth: Stay in bed and trade sexual favors for trips to the kitchen? Aven’s dick gave a twitch of approval. Aven scolded it as he shifted on his chair. You’re no help.

His phone chirped, signaling an incoming text. Aven grabbed for it. “J wants us to come in for a report.”

Dakota’s face lit up and Aven felt a wave of hope push at him from her seat across the table.

“Great! I’ll get my firearm and my shoes and we’ll go.” She left half of her pancakes uneaten to dart to the bedroom, appearing seconds later with her shoes and ankle holster.

Ten minutes later they were on the road to the BBOC, the place Cause business was most often handled, other than Resperanza, the coven house.

They parked at the far end of the BBOC, taking the back door into the Sparring space. It was mostly empty, only a few males working out or socializing. Flint was coaching a shifter Aven had never met before on how to hit the heavy bag in the corner.

Dakota headed straight for the closed door of Jameson’s office, knocking before Aven had even caught up to her. A stern voice inside told them to come in. Jameson sat behind the desk, watching them more closely than Aven liked.

Jameson addressed Dakota. “You still want to sign up?”

Dakota stood in front of Jameson’s desk at parade rest. “Yes, sir, I’m ready. Aven briefed me on the shifters’ duties to The Cause, we’ve scouted the locations of the future covens, and I passed the firearms test.”

Aven confirmed Dakota’s report. “She beat me.”

“Not that it matters, if we can’t shoot vampires,” Dakota said.

Jameson acknowledged with a dark nod. “Rumor is it doesn’t do much.”

Dakota stayed silent, her vibe nervously neutral as Jameson examined her. The Keeper looked like he couldn’t decide whether to ask her anything else. After a moment’s consideration he locked eyes with Aven, but he spoke to Dakota. “Would you give us a minute, Dakota? I need to speak to Aven alone.”

She cleared out without a word. Aven felt her excitement and anxiety as she passed. When the door clicked shut he turned to face the Keeper, who waved him into a chair. Aven gladly took it. “Any news on Carick and the kids?” he asked.

Jameson grinned at him referring to Darby and Bryce as kids. “They finally found the power doctor. Should have heard Bryce. He’d never seen a bison shifter before.”

Aven laughed. That cub was in for a lot of new experiences. And not all good ones. “No vampire run-ins yet?”

Jameson shook his head. “And no bloodwound cure ready to go, either. Power doctor says it takes years to make.”

Aven sat up straight at that. “Years? What are we going to do?” The vampires had anti-shifter weapons now, bloodblades that caused all but the slightest wounds to be fatal, chains that stole a shifter’s strength. The power doctor was the only one they knew with a cure.

Jameson waved a hand at him. “He’s got a batch almost finished, a few more weeks, maybe. Flint told me the power doctor was scraping the bottom of a big bottle when he healed Flint’s neck wound, so he must’ve gotten it started not long after. We’re lucky the war didn’t happen sooner.”

Aven sat back in his chair, still rocked by what Jameson had said. “Years, though? What if he runs out again?”

A dark cloud passed over Jameson’s face. “From what Carick said, I got the impression the power doctor knew this was coming before we did.”

Aven froze, all his senses on alert. “What did Carick say?”

Jameson picked up a pen and tapped it on the desk, as if weighing a decision. Aven felt for his friend’s intentions and came up against Jameson’s protective instincts. Jameson didn’t want to tell anyone. It must be bad. Or maybe it was just because, whatever it was, Carick had said it.

Aven sat forward and pinned Jameson with a look. “What the hell, J? I told you he’s not on the up-and-up. Not one hundred percent. So what’d he say?” Aven would be damned if he’d take anything Carick the colossal conundrum said at face value.

Jameson wasn’t having it, though. His vibe went sharp and he pinned Aven right back. “Why are you worried about my job when you’re not even doing yours?” Jameson raised his eyebrows.  “Carick called me because he got a frantic text from Mr. Bunn.”

Aven’s stomach dropped. Mr. Bunn was a human, and the indignant leader of the Triumph Over Victory group, a collection of all the other political parties except the vampire-led Victory Party. He was also, apparently, Carick’s very special friend. Had been ever since a gang of bloodsuckers had shown up on Bunn’s porch and The Cause had chased them off. That was also when they learned that Bunn was immune to the vampires’ charms, unlike most humans who were pitifully susceptible.

But Aven had messed up. Again. Keeping a constant roster of shifters watching Vernon Bunn’s house was one of the balls he was supposed to keep in the air, and he’d dropped it because he’d been focused on Dakota.

He looked at Jameson, still staring stonily back. “I’ll get it fixed tonight. Right now.” Aven whipped out his phone and sent a group message to Ryder, Dario, and Shiloh, seeing who was free. Hell, he’d call Hernando if necessary; that old condor had more fight in him than he owned up to.

Aven shoved his phone back in his pocket when he was done, sat back in the chair. Jameson’s vibe was thoughtful, deliberate. What was up with him today? Was it the court case? “How’d the hearing go?”

Jameson shrugged. “What did you get off Auntie?”

The question took a sideline in Aven’s mind to memories of Dakota with the ancient switch, how gentle and loving she’d been, and how she’d looked yesterday at the sunflower field. Aven felt like he was finally seeing deeper, seeing the real her, and-

“Aven?” Jameson interrupted Aven’s thoughts. He’d drifted again.

Aven regrouped. “She’s a jumble, J. All the feelings she could have, all at once, like she’s realizing everything for the first time all the time. Like a goldfish or something. I’ve never vibed off anyone that old, though. Maybe that’s just what dementia feels like.”

Jameson nodded his head, not saying anything for a long moment. “Tell me about Dakota.”

Aven sat back. He had to play this cool, but not too cool. Tell the truth about how incredible Dakota was, but not get his feelings in it. “She’s a cop, so, you know, she’s strong. Sharp observational skills, decisive, action-oriented. I think she’d be a killer on par with Shiloh, if we needed her to be.”

The Keeper continued to nod slowly. “Dario says he knows a guy who knows a guy, he’s seeing if he can get a look at her jacket from the highway patrol. But if you’re impressed I’m inclined to give her a shot if her jaguar is as tough as her human.”

Aven shifted in his seat. “I haven’t seen her shift yet.”

Jameson didn’t outwardly react, but he didn’t have to. Aven could feel the disbelief. “Why not?”

Aven wasn’t sure what to say. Definitely not because they were both nervous it would somehow make them fall into bed.

Jameson’s gaze pinned him to the chair.  “She’s distracting you, Aven.”


Chapter 20 - Catnapped

 

 

Aven scowled at Jameson. “What are you talking about?”

Jameson’s eyebrows rose in disbelief. “Bunn’s protection lapsed? No flyovers? No shifting? And Hernando said he could practically see hearts over your heads at the diner the other day.”

Aven slumped in his chair. He’d forgotten about Hernando’s weaker-but-still-there condor senses. “It’s not Dakota’s fault, J.”

The Keeper leaned forward, crossing his forearms on the desk, prepared to listen. “Is it Maze? You said you were leaving that at Sparring.”

Aven had barely thought of Maze the last three days, but Jameson was touching too close on the confusion he’d been feeling lately, scenting stuff that wasn’t there, making bad calls. Aven pushed to his feet, too restless to sit. “I’ll straighten it out. We done?”

Jameson heaved a breath and waved Aven out of his office. Aven stalked out the door and looked around the back room for Dakota. Flint caught his eye and pointed at the door that led to the front of the store. “Coffee,” the big bear grunted.

Aven headed that way, ripping the heavy door open to stalk down the short hallway that led to the Black Bear Outfitting Company’s gift shop and wilderness supplier.  Before the door had even closed behind him, Dakota appeared at the end of the hallway with a Styrofoam cup of coffee in each hand.

“Good meeting?” she said.

One look, and Aven saw himself with Dakota from the outside. Even he had to admit that she distracted him from that vantage point. He was falling for her. He wanted her to fall for him back, but The Cause was between them.

Aven took his coffee and sipped it. “I got my ass chewed out for dereliction of duty.”

Dakota shook her head. “But we’ve been together the whole time! You’ve taken me everywhere!”

Aven let the heat between them flare openly for the first time. “That’s the problem. He says you’re distracting me. I think he’s right. I can’t help but think there’s a solution.”

Aven crowded Dakota against the hallway wall, taking her coffee and setting both cups on a small table stacked with local business cards.

Her hands, now free, fluttered toward his chest, then dropped to press flat against the wall at her side. “I should find another place to stay.”

Just hearing her say the words made Aven want to grab Dakota to him, never let her go, but he held back the impulse. This was her choice, same as his. More, even.

“You could do that. Or we could scratch that itch we both feel.” It felt wrong to even put it so casually, considering the way he’d been feeling about Dakota, but he couldn’t help himself. Desire for her threatened to snap him in half.

He took another step closer, letting their bodies brush together in a few places, putting his mouth closer to her ear and breathing deep of her heat lightning scent. “We’ve been holding back,” he told her softly. “That’s the distraction.”

Dakota looked at him, not speaking, but Aven could feel the push and pull of her arousal vs. her ambition. She wanted whatever was between them as much as Aven did, but she wanted The Cause more. But she wanted to want him more. He could help her with that.

He pressed his hips against Dakota’s. Heat pulsed through her clothing, making him want to touch bare skin. “You want it as much as I do,” he said quietly.

She wavered. He felt it. She gave in. He felt it.

One of her fingers snagged his belt loop, so achingly close to his cock that it distracted Aven from the boot steps approaching at the end of the hall that led to the store.

“What the hell?” A voice Aven recognized boomed angrily down the hallway. Aven knew exactly who it was.

Dallas, Dakota’s  big brother, had arrived.

 

* * *

 

Dakota locked eyes with her brother. At six feet tall, with dark hair and a sharp jaw, and still sporting the hard body the military had carved despite his injury and recovery, Dallas was still every bit a soldier, except instead of a uniform he wore jeans and a long-sleeve t-shirt.

And he was pissed.

Aven stepped past her and greeted him with open arms and a wide grin, one hand outstretched to shake, the other to clap on the back. “You came.”

Dallas snarled, even as he did the bro thing. “You didn’t text me.”

That caught Aven up short. “Shit.”

Dallas snarled it away. “More important, what in the hell is going on here?”

She could see it on his face that what he was most pissed about was the fact that Aven was an eagle. He didn’t like her dating anyone, but across species? He wouldn’t like that for sure.  Dallas was all about her being safe. He took that protective older brother role seriously, and it only seemed to get worse, the older she got.

Dallas wouldn’t tell anyone her secret about not being able to shift, but he might not support her plan, either. Oh well. She would not let herself be talked out of Five Hills.

“Not your business, Dallas,” she said, pushing off the wall, not happy at all with the way this was going. “I don’t need a babysitter.”

“Looks like you do.” His narrowed eyes moved to Aven. “And dude, you’re hitting on my sister? They put something in the water out here, makes everyone lose their damn minds?”

“Stay out of it, Dallas,” Dakota spit out at him.

She pushed past both men, stalking through the shelves of merchandise toward the BBOC’s front door. She heard Aven call her name but she didn’t stop.

Whatever Dallas had to say, he could say it to Aven.

Time for a drive to clear her head.

She strode to the parking lot, remembering how Aven had smelled when he’d gotten close to her. Like rich, red cedar and hard male. The way she’d been shaking with desire for him until Dallas showed up. The way they’d been about to kiss.

She’d rather be hidden in a closet with Aven right now, his body punishing hers until her head cleared, but a drive would have to do.

 


Chapter 21 - Stray Cat Strut

 

 

Aven watched Dakota go, until she was gone, sensing how complicated things were between the brother and sister, how it had nothing to do with him, and yet, everything to do with him, at the same time.

“What is this place?” Dallas asked, wonder in his voice, seemingly over his sister’s exit already.

Aven decided Dakota would want him to stay with Dallas. He pointed his friend to the door that led to the Sparring room. “Come on. I’ll introduce you to Jameson, then we’ll go to lunch.”

Dallas turned to walk with him, limping slightly, a film of pain lacing his vibe.

He was not better, like Aven had thought. He might be worse.

 

 

 

* * *

 

Dakota thought she was going for a drive, but she ended up at the Bear Claw Diner, looking for someone.

There. Brittany stood next to a table of dirty dishes, collecting money from under a salt shaker. Dakota sidled up behind the waitress and asked, “Can I talk to you outside?”

Brittany jumped, the coins in her apron jingling when she landed. “You scared me!” she whisper-shouted, one hand pressed to her chest.

Dakota jerked a thumb over her shoulder. “So can we?”

Brittany nodded, catching Molly’s eye behind the counter and pointing outside, then leading Dakota out the front door and around the corner of the diner. “Where’s your raptor friend?”

Dakota hesitated. Did Brittany mean Maze, or Aven? Didn’t matter. “He couldn’t come. You’re half-human, right?”

Brittany braced one hand on her cocked hip. “Half-shifter. I learned weeks ago.”

Dakota nodded, excited. “Right. I was just wondering… how did you do that?”

Brittany looked at her quizzically. “You’re a half-shifter?”

Dakota didn’t say yes or no. “I just wondered if you did something special to shift for the first time. I’m asking for a friend.”

Brittany perked up, pulling a pack of gum out of her apron and slipping two pieces in her mouth. “Tell her to try Cove Springs, if she can find someone to take her out there. Maybe even a switch, just in case.”

“Just in case of what?” Dakota asked.

Before Brittany could answer, Hernando stuck his head out the back door and called their way, “Brittany, Molly needs you.”

Brittany waved at him. “Be there in a second, ‘Nando.”

She turned back to Dakota, gave her an urgent look. “Make sure someone goes with her. A predator, at least,” she said, as if Dakota wasn’t exactly that. Was it seriously that dangerous? Before Dakota could ask, Brittany let herself in the back door and was gone.

Dakota had been hoping for something she could do on her own, though she wasn’t sure what. Eat some weird food and do a dance under the full moon, maybe? Dakota rolled her eyes. At least she’d gotten something.

Cove Springs, she repeated to herself as she climbed into her car. She’d have to ask Aven what and where that was, if she could do it without letting on what she was up to.

That is, she’d ask him if she ever got a chance again. If she decided to give them one.

Dakota drove Luxe into the hills, not even sure where she was going, so she let the magic of the forest guide her.

 

* * *

 

After introductions, Aven and Dallas had lunch at The Bear Claw, skating around anything of any importance, only talking lightly of light things, while they felt each other out, neither of them hearing from Dakota.

After lunch, they ended up back at the BBOC. The place was filling up with shifters. Good.

Dallas pointed to the Sparring ring. “You up for it?”

Aven’s mood was light. “Aw, that’s sweet. You came all this way for an ass-whooping?”

Dallas’ laugh held an edge. “It’d be the first time,” he growled.

Which was true. They were well-matched in either form.

Dallas wasn’t everwefted, so he changed clothes in the locker room. Aven stood in the Sparring ring, stretching and warming up. This was just what he needed. A good fight to knock some sense into him. He bounced on the balls of his feet and wind milled his shoulders for flexibility.

Dallas' nerves preceded him out of the locker room, catching Aven’s attention. Then Aven’s friend turned the corner and Aven understood, even though logic told him that what he saw should have never happened.

In their op-gone-bad, Dallas had been bit by a snake, right on the neck. Then he’d taken a bullet to his right heel that had exploded on impact, blasting through bones and lodging several pieces of shrapnel in his foot and ankle. Dallas had been in excruciating pain, screaming and thrashing so hard that it took Aven and another SEAL to get him in the boat. The ride across the Mediterranean had been a blur of agony for Dallas, shared by Aven.

They’d gotten Dallas to the medics, who had removed every bit of shrapnel they could find, put pins in his bones, and repaired most of the damage to the soft tissues. They’d given him antivenoms for every species of venomous snake in the region. But Dallas' pain had gotten worse.

Every time Aven visited, before he’d been kicked stateside, he’d found Dallas in a cold sweat, barely lucid, on a cocktail of pain meds that didn’t give him any relief. When they’d spoken the other day and Dallas had sounded so much better, Aven had been sure they’d found a cure.

And in a way, he guessed they had.

Dallas' right leg below the knee was missing, and in its place he walked on a thin, curved blade that bent with his weight. Aven tried not to stare as he took it all in.

Guilt wracked him, of course, for his own part in the bad op, but now he also understood Dallas' nerves. For a shifter, who was supposed to be able to heal almost anything, to have a limb amputated… Aven had never heard of that happening before.

Aven met Dallas’ eyes, and he knew in that moment that his job was not to flinch. No matter how Dallas felt about it, Aven could take his friend's new reality in stride.

He gestured casually at the prosthetic. “Nice hardware. You know you have to tell me if that’s a razor blade, Kingsman-style, or it’s not a fair fight. Right?”

Dallas shrugged and stepped into the ring. “You’re a smart bird. You’ll figure it out.” He dropped into a fighting stance, arms up and ready to go. A low-grade pain still laced his vibe.

Aven got the sense that he was about to be used as a proving ground. “How long have you had that thing?”

With a look, Dallas dropped his arms. “You want to talk or you want to get your ass kicked?”

Aven brought his hands up. “I want to get my ass kicked, but I’m not going to.”

Dallas didn’t jab back. They circled for a minute, Aven watching for how Dallas' new limb changed things. He tried a one-two punch and saw his friend lean back on the curved metal, the way it pushed Dallas forward.

The thing made him bouncier. Bad news.

Dallas snarled. He pushed with his real foot, spinning on the blade and whipping a roundhouse kick at Aven’s head. Aven snatched his upper body back, narrowly missing getting clocked. Faster, too.

All-in the fight now, Aven pushed forward hard, aiming punches at Dallas' jaw and making him hop backward. His knuckles glanced off bone, but not hard enough to phase Dallas. The jaguar came back with two body shots that forced the breath from Aven’s lungs. Aven brought up a knee to protect himself and disengaged.

Dallas kept his hands up. “How’s Dakota?”

He wanted to talk about her now? “Settling in,” Aven replied, gritting his teeth and aiming a front kick at Dallas' midsection that Dallas pushed away almost lazily. He hadn’t lost any of those goddamn cat reflexes, either.

They circled again, fists at the ready. Dallas tipped his head and asked, almost casually, “Where’s she staying?”

Aven answered, just as casually, “My place.”

He felt Dallas' anger a split-second before his friend came at him with the same one-two pattern Aven had used. The one missed. The two didn’t. The skin over Aven’s cheekbone split and his head snapped back from the impact. A low buzz filled Aven’s head but he came back swinging, tagging Dallas once on the jaw before they both backed away.

Blood dripped down Aven’s face. “Did I mention I’m on the couch?”

Dallas' anger still seethed. “When I walked in, it didn’t look like you’d be there tonight.”

Aven nodded and brought his hands back up in fighting stance. “She’s an adult.”

Dallas held something back. Aven couldn’t tell if it was a punch or a statement. Aven parried what he could and took what he couldn’t. His friend’s anger went beyond simple sibling protectiveness. Aven didn’t deserve this beating.

The fight went on. Mostly punches with no more talking. Cuts on his face and knuckles stung with salty fire. Even Flint wandered over to watch, a guarded look in his eye like he wanted to be sure Aven and Dallas knew when to stop.

Aven wanted to shift, to see Dallas’ jaguar after so long, but he wasn’t sure how the prosthetic changed things. The fact that Dallas hadn’t shifted first suggested that his missing limb was a problem in his animal form. Aven wasn’t the kind of friend to expose that weakness.

Not that it mattered. While Aven was distracted, Dallas stepped in close. Aven saw Dallas' left fist coming in and pulled away. That put him perfectly in line for the uppercut Dallas had aimed at him with his right.

Aven’s teeth slammed together with the impact. His eyes ached and his head pounded. He slammed to the ground.

He was down. Dallas had taken him out, fair and square and he didn’t even use his razor leg. Aven lay there and breathed. He heard Flint say, “Nice fight,” and the slap of a high-five.

Dallas sat on a nearby chair, wiping his bloody face with a towel. He threw one to Aven.

Aven caught it from the ground. “Now can I date your sister?”

Dallas' mouth pulled into an almost-smile. “Whatever, man. You’re still an eagle. And I don’t like her down here chasing scents from my stories.”

Aven pushed to his feet with a groan and came to sit next to his friend. “I thought you said it was the Ingrav that did it.”

“Yeah that, but also that scent, the pine and bitters scent.”

Aven went still. Dallas had scented a vampire?


Chapter 22 - Curiosity Bit The Cat

 

 

Aven had to double-check what he’d heard. “Pine and bitter herbs. When? Where?”

Dallas looked back. “That means something to you?”

“When, Dallas?”

Dallas looked at him through narrowed eyes. “When I got shot. And once years ago, when Katrina hit and I had orders to New Orleans. Why?”

Aven swallowed, his mind a whirl of confusion. “It’s vampires, D.”

Dallas balked. “How hard did I hit you?”

This was a shitty way for his friend to find out, but Aven didn’t have time to ease him into it. “That’s what The Cause is about. Fighting vampires. Vampires are in the government, more and more of them every day.”

Dallas just stared at him. His vibe was a tug-of-war between their bond and how crazy Aven sounded. Nothing Aven could do to convince him but keep on. Dallas would catch up.

“Are you sure that’s what you scented, Dallas?” he asked.

For a second, Dallas just stared, like he didn’t want to admit it. His shoulders slumped and he ran a hand through his hair. “I’ll never forget it.”

Aven believed him. “That doesn’t make sense, though. I never scented vampires that night.”

Dallas’ eyes were serious, open as wide as the swelling would allow. “What does it mean?”

Aven’s heart was racing as fast as his mind, trying to sort out the implications. Vampires at the op? Maybe it was a coincidence. Maybe it hadn’t been anything to do with their team.  “Where did you scent them, exactly?”

Dallas looked into the distance, as if picturing that night. “Third house east of our rendezvous point. Seven foot stucco wall.”

Aven shook his head. “You sure? I swept the beach when we landed, and that was a party house. Everyone happy, and pure, too, like a kids’ party.” He knew he was right, because it had struck Aven as ironic, that a family so near the life-and-death reality of war could be so happy.

But Dallas was nodding, looking just as sure. “Positive, man. We showed up, did our own sweep. Eyes only, no special bird brain,” he razzed Aven, but there was no lightness in it. “I remember it because there were these weird stacks of rocks by the wall. Not rocks, exactly, but whatever. Five different stacks in the sand by the wall. That’s when I smelled that scent. On the way back to the boat the snake dropped out of the tree and bit me. After that bite I forgot about everything but getting us the fuck outta there.”

The cut on Aven’s face stung when his eyes narrowed in thought.  If there had been vampires at the op, had they charmed the humans in that house to think they were at a party, just like they’d charmed the TSK victim Aven had seen into running?

Before Aven’s mind could go any further down that road, Dallas stood and Aven caught a glimpse of his prosthetic leg. The significance hit him like a plane in midair. “Dallas, you got a bloodwound! You have to talk to Jameson.” Aven had never thought of it before because of the snakebite Dallas had gotten, but vampires changed everything. If they had bloodblades and bloodchains, why not bloodbullets?

Dallas was hesitant and hopeful at the same time. “What the hell is that?” he said, his voice pitched low.

Aven explained bloodwounds, and the delay they were facing on the power doctor’s cure.

Dallas shook his head, as it all clicked into place in his mind.  “That’s why the amputation didn’t clear the infection,” he said, wonder in his voice. “The doctors said they got it all, but they didn’t. It’s still in there.”

Dallas was silent for a moment. “There really is a cure?”

Aven barely dared hope his friend might stay, his friend might finally be cured. “Yeah, there is. You have to stay. We need you in The Cause.”

But Dallas threw up his hands in a slow-down gesture. “I just want to fix my leg, A-Game. The Cause is some bizarre shit. Vampires?” He shook his head. “We’ve been worse places, though.”

He looked down at the ground, then met Aven’s eye again. “I’ll stay. I’ll talk to whoever you want me to talk to.”

What he didn’t say, but Aven sensed loud and clear, was he also planned on talking some sense into his little sister.

 

 

* * *

 

Dakota ended her hours-long drive on the round side of Lightning Rock, parking as close as she could and walking around to the sunflower field.

A stalk at the edge of the field hung bent, its heavy flowerhead almost brushing the ground. Dakota twisted the stalk until it broke free. She carried it into the field, aiming for the side opposite Lightning Rock.

When she reached the center, she stopped. A small, flat boulder blocked her path. Guess the sun goddess missed one.

She sat down on the boulder, wondering what Aven and Dallas were talking about.

She held the sunflower head in her lap and pulled the golden petals off, one by one. I’m an idiot; I’m an idiot, not. I’m a fucking idiot; I’m a fucking idiot, not.

She wanted Aven. She couldn’t have him. She wanted in The Cause, but she couldn’t have that yet either. Thoughts crowded on top of each other, jumbling and twisting until she pressed her hands to her temple.

Nantahala was her home. Dakota felt it.  Did she dare “scratch that itch” with Aven? Her brother thinking she shouldn’t made her want to do it more, and she’d already wanted to do it plenty. But if she had a fling with a shifter who was Dallas’ best friend? Could either of them get over that?

Dakota plucked the last petal off the sunflower, then gazed at the sky, thinking of the story Aven had told her. She imagined herself as that warrior, digging and digging without rest for what she knew was hers.

She stood, knowing what she wanted. Aven. She had to give him a chance.

Decision made.

 

* * *

 

Dallas hit the weight machines while Aven knocked out five miles on the treadmill. The Sparring space was filling up now that it was evening, small groups milling around the equipment or seeking out Jameson to talk to.

Aven met his friend back at the chairs. Dallas was eyeing Shiloh. Dallas gave a low whistle, for only Aven to hear. “Never met a female predator before. Besides Dakota, I mean. Sisters don’t count.”

Aven felt an edge under Dallas' words. There was something else he wasn’t telling Aven. He and his sister, both.

“I know why they are rare,” Aven said. “It’s a leftover from when switches and vampires were everywhere. The switches needed a lot of shifters, so shifters had to have some females to keep the population up. But the male shifters were all about the switches, mostly, so having too many female shifters around led to fights. So most shifter babies are male.”

Dallas was still looking at Shiloh. “She doesn’t glow,” he muttered darkly.

Aven looked sideways at Dallas. “Why would she?” But even he had to admit it was confusing until you’d lived it for a while. Vampires, covens, switches; Dallas would sort it all out.

Dallas nodded, but not like he meant it, his eyes still on Shiloh. Aven could feel his friend still had questions, so he went on. “On the flip side, though, Carick said the switches mostly gave birth to girls, and any boys they had were always shifters unless they were, like, the seventh son of a seventh son.”

Dallas shifted his hands into black jaguar paws and back, his knuckles clear of the abrasions and cuts from their fight. “Then what were they?”

“He didn’t say.” Aven stood up, ready for a shower. He saw Jameson coming their way, eyes on Dallas. Weariness filled Aven. He didn’t want to hear whatever Jameson was going to say. All Aven wanted to do was get cleaned up and go home to his cabin, where he hoped Dakota would be waiting.

He headed for the locker rooms. Jameson didn’t call him back. As Aven turned the corner he looked back to see Dallas and Jameson with their heads together, deep in conversation. Perfect.

He needed to talk to Dakota.

 


Chapter 23 - Broken Wings

 

 

Aven flew toward his cabin in the fading light, riding high on a last burst of warm air, scanning the roads between the evergreens for Dakota’s cherry red convertible. No headlights broke the landscape below him. The peaks of the mountains eased closer, until finally his cabin came into view.

He circled the cabin and was relieved as hell to see Luxe parked out front. He landed at the end of the driveway, checked his clothes, and walked toward the cabin. Dakota sat on the front porch, in one of the rocking chairs. She smiled at him as he approached. Aven felt his insides heat with some deep emotion.

He wanted this female. Only her. He wanted her way more than he should.

Aven dropped into the other chair. An intimate mood rolled off Dakota. She wanted to share… something. Hopefully she’d say what soon. His body had some ideas.

Her voice was light. “You and Dallas work it out?”

Aven didn’t show evidence of their bout on his face and body anymore, but he got the sense that Dakota wouldn’t have been surprised. “Did you know about his leg?”

Dakota threw him a look that said, duh, I’m his sister. “He doesn’t like for me to tell people. Makes it harder to know how they really feel.”

Aven nodded. That made sense, given how Dallas had approached him at Sparring.

Beside him Dakota was quiet. Aven could feel her building up to something, so he stayed quiet, too. The words burst out of her, as if she’d tried to hold them back, but failed. “What happened when he got shot? Dallas doesn’t remember much, and I know there’s stuff you can’t say, but…”

Her voice trailed off as Aven leaned forward, put his elbows on his knees and his chin on his hands. He had to decide what to share now that he knew vampires had been there, tell not just Dakota; Jameson, too.

He wanted to tell her. He sat back. Steeled himself. Called it up in his memory.

He told her what he could, what she didn’t need a security clearance to know, his words almost lost to him as he re-lived it.

Aven and his team swam the last few miles into the quiet Mediterranean bay, ringed by a neighborhood of wealthy citizens with towering mansions and private docks along the tree-ringed beach. The residents of those houses didn’t know, or maybe care, that one of the homes in their peaceful neighborhood was run by the government’s secret police, where they hid and tortured hostages they suspected of betraying the state.

The SEALs shed their gear at the landing point. Aven did a raptor-style sweep of the beach before they went any farther.

It was late so most of the houses were quiet, except the one a hundred yards east. That one was lit up with energy, festive and pure, the type he’d come to expect from families on Christmas morning, or when a new baby was born. He chalked it up to life-as-usual and moved on with the mission.

They hit the tree line just before the beach with their rescues and no reason to think that anyone from the house would be following them. Ever. All that was left was to get to the boats, where Dallas and the other SWCCs waited to get them out.

Dallas had done his sweep by then, scented pine and bitter herbs, and gotten snake-bit. But even if Aven had known all that, or what it meant, it wouldn’t have helped. He and Dallas were so connected that Aven could feel his best friend’s pained worry, but underneath it Dallas was giving the all-clear. The double-blink of a flashlight was just cover for the humans around them. Aven motioned to his team to move.

The second they got into open ground, the enemy opened fire. Aven’s team hit the deck with the rescued hostages, some SEALs returning fire while the others got the hostages to the waiting boats. Aven saw gunfire coming from where the boats were, aimed at the enemy. Dallas and his crew backing them up.

Aven brought up the rear, keeping everyone ahead of him. His heart thudded louder than the gunfire in his ears. His shoulder ached from the kickback of his rifle sending round after round into the darkness. When his gun clicked empty, he lay as flat as he could. Sand erupted around him as he shoved another magazine in, went back to laying cover fire for his team.

Finally the sand changed texture under Aven’s body from fluffy to packed. He saw the silhouettes of his team against the far-off harbor lights, men pulling themselves and each other over the sides of the black, rubber-sided boats. One of the bodies was limp.

He heard Dallas close by, on the beach with him, grunting as he fired into the ambush and pushed the second boat into the water. They were the last ones on the beach. Aven pushed to his feet and ran for the boat.

A shout went up beside him and Aven saw Dallas collapse in the shallows, his weapon forgotten, sinking into saltwater.

The whole world stopped. Aven grabbed his friend, his only thought to keep Dallas’ head above the water. Another SEAL grabbed Dallas, lifted him into the boat. Hard hands pulled at Aven’s vest and arms as the motor cranked and the boat started to move. Water dragged at his pants, fought to hold onto him. He pushed with his legs and flopped over the rubber side of the boat to safety.

Gunfire intensified. The enemy rushed the shore, aiming for the boats and the people in them. Aven took a last look as they sped away, trying to block out Dallas' pain, take in the details.

All he could see was darkness and muzzle flash. All he could smell was gunpowder and blood.

Dakota’s shaky voice broke in. “You saved him. He said you did, but I never-”

Aven looked at Dakota and was startled to see tears running down her face. He wiped one away with his thumb, not stopping to think if it was a good idea or not. He needed to touch her.

She met his eye the moment his thumb grazed her cheek. “That must have been horrible for you.”

She seemed to care for him almost as much as for her brother. It touched him, but he couldn’t stop his story.

Aven spent the boat ride across the tiny corner of sea trying to ignore the pain and grief surrounding him. There would be time for that later. He had to compartmentalize his own feelings and work out what had gone wrong, who could have known about the op and where they’d be extracting from. If Aven didn’t know where the threat was, he couldn’t protect his team. Unacceptable.

He turned it over and over, and finally came down to Cage. Aven’s buddy had been acting squirrely leading up to the op. Secretive, and not only the usual kind of secretive that everyone in the CIA was, even with people serving on the same side. Cage had been hiding something important, something that meant everything to him. It was a punch to the gut to think his friend could be involved, but Aven couldn’t see any other way in.

He’d been so wrong. He didn’t know that Dallas had scented vampires on that beach. No matter what Cage was hiding - and up until the op he thought it was a woman, that’s why he hadn’t pushed it - vampires being involved changed everything.

He got Dallas into the medics’ hands as the sun was coming up. Then Aven broke protocol, walking out of the military hospital, going straight to Cage’s apartment instead of back to HQ for his debriefing.

Fuck that. He’d debrief after he got the story from his friend. Aven would beat it out of Cage, if it came to that. One of his rescues had died, Dallas was shot to hell, and someone was going to answer for it.

Coming up on Cage’s apartment building, one of hundreds shoved into the close quarters of the oldest part of town with its narrow cobblestone streets, Aven slowed. He didn’t look at Cage’s building. He looked for anyone watching it, or him, or simply loitering nearby, looking too perfectly at home.

Nothing. Aven stepped into the lobby.

Up six flights of stairs, through the chatter of early morning, scenting the perfume of local foods cooking, scanning for anyone who might be waiting to kill him. All seemed normal to Aven. Until he got to Cage’s apartment. An unnatural quiet descended as he approached the door and tested it.

Locked. He had it unlocked in twenty seconds, thanks to some fancy feather work. He turned the knob slowly, ready for anything except what he saw.

Blood was everywhere. Cage’s blood, Aven could tell from the scorched-feather scent that hung in the room like fog. The furniture was turned upside down, a leg broken off of Cage’s favorite reading chair, books of poetry strewn across the floor. Every drawer was open, ransacked, even the ones in the kitchen and bathroom. The mattress was slashed in three places.

No body, though. No drag marks, either.

But there was no way that Cage could have lost the amount of blood that bathed the apartment and survived, shifter or not.  What had happened to his friend’s body was incidental to the choice that Aven had to make: report what he suspected about Cage to his superiors, or assume it had nothing to do with their op and let his friend’s good name stand.

Before he could get far with the debate, Aven heard sirens. Local police. The last thing Aven needed when he was breaking rank was to be found at the scene of a crime. He booked it out the door and down the stairs, emerging from the building and slowing his breath as police cars turned the corner.

Aven was so distracted, he didn’t understand what the blinding white light in the corner of his eye meant. It was only when his Instinct shouted a warning that Aven’s brain caught up and his training kicked in. The light was the glint off a sniper’s scope, and he was the target.

Aven pushed into a desperate side-lunge for the second time in as many hours, throwing himself at the ground as if he had a weapon to fire back. It was the only thing that saved him.

The bullet tore into his shoulder, spinning Aven to his back in mid-air. He crawled behind the corner of a building. His mind knew what had happened but the pain hadn’t caught up. Aven was grateful. Sirens screamed up next to him, shouting voices and faces getting closer, their foreign words too hurried for Aven to make out. He looked to where the bullet must have come from, but all he saw was the pink flash of the sunrise off high windows.

Buzzing filled his head as the pain landed, worse than Aven could have imagined. He didn’t want to look at the wound. Blood ran down his side and hand. He could feel his hand. That was good. If he could just shift it…

Aven considered doing that. Shifting into his eagle and flying away, leaving the locals to sort it out. But the pain kept him from thinking it through, and in his hesitation the option was lost.

“Before I knew it I was in surgery. When I woke up my superior officer was there to give me the news.” He looked over at Dakota, at her eyes full of genuine compassion. “My shoulder was destroyed. I was out of the SEALs. They wouldn’t even wait around to see if I recovered or not, I was just out.”

The sorrow in Dakota’s eyes mirrored how Aven had felt once the anger had died down. The most important thing in his life, his purpose and pride, and he’d lost it when he didn’t even have to. One shift and he would have been able to keep going for another ten years. But that wasn’t how things had worked out.

“I thought I had blown the op somehow, missed something on my sweep. I think the vampires scrambled the signal, made whoever was in that house think they were there for a party. But why would they do that unless they knew a raptor was going to be there…” Aven let his voice trail off.

He could examine the memories later. Even saying it all out loud hadn’t hurt as much as he expected it to. Maybe because of the time between then and now. Or maybe because, sitting here with Dakota, Aven couldn’t find it in him to regret it anymore. He’d walk every inch of that busted road again if it brought him to a chance with her.

 


Chapter 24 - Cat Got Your Tongue

 

The intimate mood wrapped around Dakota, stoked by Aven’s confession. Her stomach fluttered with nerves. She reminded herself of the decision she’d made in the sunflower field, to tell Aven everything.

“You were right,” she blurted. Aven turned his golden brown eyes on Dakota and the flutters got stronger, but she pushed ahead. “This morning, when you said that we distract each other and…” Dakota’s voice stuck in her throat. The look in his eyes stole it.

Dakota forced her eyes away from his. Down to his chest…  Worse! Back to the eyes. “What I said about wanting kids, I meant that. And you’re a great guy. I don’t want to jerk you around. So if we do this, I need you to know that it won’t be… you know… forever.”

Her body reacted to the thought of him agreeing. Was it really what she wanted?

Aven reached toward Dakota and her heart shook. His calloused thumb stroked her cheek, her lips, his fingers cradling her jaw. His voice was gruff, sending tingles all through her body. “I don’t need forever.”

She felt his words, his touch like lightning on her skin, making her need him. A shiver rushed her spine and Dakota sucked in a breath. Aven’s thumb caressed her lower lip. He leaned closer.

Dakota braced herself. He was going to kiss her and it was going to rock her like it had before. He might ruin her for anybody else. But right here, right now, she could still walk away … couldn’t she?

She trembled. She willed herself to stop and didn’t quite manage.

Aven stopped. Pulled back. The warm caress of his thumb left her lip and his hand took hers. He stood up, tugging gently. “Come on.”

He led her inside the cabin, dark because Dakota had left the lights off while she was outside waiting. Aven didn’t take his eyes off her. She saw them sparkle in the darkness and didn’t want to look away.

He guided her to his bedroom, to the center of the room, facing each other. Dakota looked up to meet Aven’s eyes, so hard with desire. He wanted her. Wanted them, tangled in the dark. It was the most seductive moment of Dakota’s life. Aven didn’t just want to have sex with her; he wanted to know her.

Still he didn’t kiss her.

He unbuttoned and opened her blouse, bringing the lacy cups of Dakota’s bra into view. Aven’s breath shuddered. His calloused fingertips skimmed her shoulders as he pushed the shirt to the floor.

Dakota’s hands itched to touch him. She yanked his shirt over his head and dropped it on the floor next to her blouse. She couldn’t hold out anymore. Dakota raised her hands to Aven’s chest and hovered them for the barest moment over his skin, absorbing the heat he gave off. He inhaled, his chest rising to touch her fingers.

Dakota couldn't breathe. Aven kissed her hard. He worked the fastening of her jeans, pushed them down. Dakota only made it through Aven’s belt. She whipped it free of his pants so fast that it cracked in the air before she dropped it.

She stepped out of her jeans, watching Aven toe off his shoes, unbutton his pants, and pull the zipper down. It had been days since Dakota had felt the hard length of Aven’s cock against her belly, but she hadn’t forgotten the sensation. Now she would finally get to see what she’d been imagining all this time.

He shoved his pants down, underwear with them. The sight of his naked body made Dakota’s lust stick in her throat. Lucky he had just the thing to help her wash it down.

Aven was big. Not scary big, but definitely impressive, even at half-staff. Absolutely going to ruin me.

Dakota met Aven’s eye. He smiled back with the confidence of a man who knew what he had and how to use it, but luckily Dakota wasn’t thrown by a big cock and a sexy grin. She walked closer, slowly, feeling Aven’s gaze rake her body like lightning. Her nipples pebbled against black silk. Aven’s sharp eyes narrowed, the look making Dakota’s nipples tighten further, almost painfully hard. Aven’s nostrils flared.

He met her eye again. Heat, hunger, desire; everything they’d been suppressing since that first night, when they first discovered this thing they’d been fighting. Dakota was so ready to stop fighting.

She stood toe-to-toe with Aven. He held her eyes and asked, “What do you want, Dakota?” There was a hard look in his eyes, deep under the passion.

Her answer fell off her lips, so simple and yet no less true, “I want you.”

 

* * *

 

Aven was still for a moment after Dakota spoke.  He felt the steep rise of his heart that told him it was what he wanted, too. To give himself to her. All of him, to this woman. A woman strong enough to take him on.

Her skin in the moonlight looked soft as satin, softer than the lingerie she still wore. Aven put a hand on Dakota’s waist and let it fall to the ripe curve of her ass, felt the strength of her muscles under the soft glide of silk. His cock stiffened further, pushing against Dakota’s upper thigh like a heat-seeking missile on a mission. He pulled her close to kiss her neck.

Dakota gasped at his kisses. Her hands found his hips, gripped his cock. One hand squeezed, moving back and forth with just the right pressure and rhythm to make Aven’s eyes cross. The other played around his tip with light caresses that had him growling against the flesh of her collarbone.

Aven grabbed a fistful of Dakota’s hair and used it to tilt her head back, give him better access. He gripped her ass tighter, pulled her closer, held her rock-steady with his arm around her torso, supporting her fully.

She arched in his arms. Aven kissed down her chest until fabric met his lips. He sucked her nipple through slick silk, leaving the fabric stuck to her skin. He wanted to consume her scent and flavor, take them inside himself, so she could never be fully gone from him.

He would have Dakota with him forever, even if she never knew it.

They found their way to the bed. Dakota was on him in an instant. She straddled his waist and looked down with a conqueror’s grin as she unfastened her bra. Aven’s already-fast heartbeat leveled up. He ran his fingers lightly over Dakota’s hips to steady himself.

Not even inside her and she already had him tangled. This female might be the best thing that ever happened to Aven, even if she ended up being the worst, too.

Dakota brought her hands to the straps of her unfastened bra and slowly, slyly pulled them down until the cups barely hung on the tips of her tight nipples. A growl started in Aven’s gut and rolled up his throat at the teasing look she threw him.

Aven sat up straight, tipping Dakota back suddenly. Her mouth widened in surprise. He caught her before she tipped too far, one hand splayed between her shoulder blades, the other taking hold of the bra she held to her chest. She sent him a saucy look, daring him to go further. Aven snatched the bra away.

He slid his hand up her neck and into a fistful of Dakota’s hair, arching her back so that his shaft pressed against the cleft of her ass. He used his other hand to tease her breasts as lightly as she had the tip of his cock. Dakota’s gorgeous mouth stretched wide, gasping at every touch.

The teasing only lasted a few minutes before Dakota’s need showed in the frantic undulation of her body. She rocked against Aven’s cock behind her, arched into his fingers teasing her breasts, melted against the insistent grip in her hair. Aven wanted to give her more. He wanted to see that sexy mouth scream with pleasure.

He slid his hand from Dakota’s breasts over the soft swell of her belly and lower. Where his fingers slipped under black satin and he felt heat like he’d never imagined could live inside another person. Dakota’s hair was trim and soft, velvety. Her hips bucked so sharply he touched slick wet flesh. Her scent surrounded him, that rich combination of heat lightning and warm stone settling deep in his bones. Indelible.

Aven lay back, bringing Dakota with him. Her eyes bored into his. His fingers slipped closer to where they both wanted him to be. Dakota gripped his waist with her knees. Her hips rolled in a slow circle, urging him on.

His fingers parted her lips, one easing deeper into her wet heat. Aven felt his hunger take over, the urge to make them both into bodies instead of people. But he was keenly aware that this female was Dakota, and that she saw deeper inside him than anyone ever had.

She kissed Aven as his fingers found her swollen clit and caressed, flicking at the tender bundle of nerves. She gasped a sweet breath into his mouth. Their tongues tangled wickedly. Aven rubbed faster, lighter, until Dakota was forcing out little breaths. He could feel her tightening towards an orgasm.

He slowed down then, rolled them both over so that Dakota was beneath him. She looked up in confusion, a tiny wrinkle between her eyes. “I was so close.”

Aven couldn’t hold back a smirk. “I know.” He pushed to kneeling between Dakota’s legs and pulled her panties off. Dakota raised her legs to help. When she brought her feet back down to the bed, he could tell she thought about keeping them together, acting coy or embarrassed. But she met his eye and let her knees fall open, let him see everything.

She was exquisite. From her muscular thighs to her pink-tipped breasts, from her wide smile to her sexy ankles, everything about Dakota sucked Aven straight to the bottom of the whirlpool without a fight. He was going down, in every way that mattered.

Aven stretched out, his shoulders between Dakota’s thighs, admiring the view. Dakota looked down with hungry fire in her gaze. He slid one finger over her wet lower lips and felt the surge of lust when her hips flexed. “What do you want, Dakota?”

If it had been a dare she would have taken it. Aven had no doubt. He just wanted to hear her say it. “Make me scream, Aven.”

Aven gritted his teeth as his dick filled to rock-hard with her sultry words. He added another finger to the first, gliding over her slick flesh, slipping to her clit, circling it until she gasped, and then back to the warm heaven that waited for him. Later.

He drew a breath, his mouth watering for a taste of her. The scent of thunder in the desert teased his nostrils with desire as sharp as a lightning strike. Aven couldn’t hold back anymore. He used his fingers to part her and leaned in for his first taste of paradise.

Dakota shuddered when his tongue touched her, tasting the sweetness of her. But Aven was lost to it all. Her flavor on his tongue short-circuited his brain, made him ravenous for more. He moved her body for better access, grabbed hold of Dakota’s thighs to keep them spread wide for him.

She wriggled on the bed, her fingers in Aven’s hair, her sweet, dirty words urging him on. Begging him to lick her, suck there, use his fingers, go deeper. He followed every order she gave and was rewarded with sighs and moans so beautiful he wanted to record them into a symphony.

Finally he heard and felt the urgency in her again. The little gasps, the shudders of her belly that told him she was on the edge. There was nothing he wanted more than to see her go over.

Aven pushed everything he was doing to eleven. Dakota tightened like a bowstring and snapped.

She came hard, her voice lost to the moonlight. Her inner muscles gripped his fingers, pulling them deeper. Aven wanted to be buried inside her when it happened again.

Dakota dug her fingernails into Aven’s shoulders, trying to pull him to her. He kissed and licked his way up her body and into her arms. One feminine hand went to the back of his head, pulling him into a ferocious kiss, while the other guided his cock toward her.

Aven paused. “Condom?” He couldn’t get her pregnant, since they were different species, and shifters were largely immune to STDs. But it was still good manners to ask.

Dakota shook her head, tightened her grip. “I need you.”

Aven groaned at her breathy voice, begging for his cock. He let her pull him, easing his hips forward until the tip of him met heaven. Dakota gripped him tight, slipping him an inch inside, teasing them both by keeping him from going any deeper. Their kisses turned frantic. The warmth and wetness were maddening. It was all Aven could do not to pin Dakota’s arms and plunge inside her.

Instead he retaliated with little movements. Minute thrusts that made his breath catch and Dakota moan in surrender. She eased her grip and Aven pumped again, dipping deeper inside her. They moaned together at the new sensation, and gasped at his retreat.

No more playing after that. Dakota’s hand left his cock, both her arms wrapping his waist. Aven planted his toes in the bedcovers and pushed deep.

Too good. She’d said it that first day but Aven hadn’t believed her. Now here he was, buried in slick velvet and lightning strikes. Aven couldn’t see how he was going to navigate this minefield.

Didn’t matter. All he had to do was make her feel good.

Aven pushed to his knees again and wrapped both arms around Dakota’s middle, lifting her waist off the bed, making her arch on his driving shaft. Her head fell back in surrender. He feasted on her breasts, reveling in the way Dakota dug her hands in his hair and held him to her.

She chanted with the rhythm of his thrusts, “Yes, yes, yes.” Aven could feel her tightening, her climax building. He wanted to give her that release. Wanted to feel her peace saturate him.

But seconds later, when Dakota’s fingers tightened at his scalp and her sweet core pulsed around him like a heartbeat, like a song, Aven felt something that wasn’t just peace. In the moments between her climax and his, in the thrilling nirvana of knowing he’d brought her to that place and would soon join her, Aven felt something he’d never sensed before from a female in his bed.

Aven felt Dakota fall in love with him.

 


Chapter 25 - Cat’s Outta The Bag

 

 

Dakota awoke all at once. Hard man warmed her back. She smiled, relishing the feeling. What a perfect night. Aven had made her scream, moan, and laugh, sometimes all three in the space of a minute. Memories flooded in, all of them good.

But.

But.

She was in love with Aven.

She’d made a huge mistake, sleeping with him. All those promises about having what they could, while they could, and she was going to have to chicken out before they even made it through every position.

Dakota slipped out of Aven’s protective embrace and padded to the bathroom. Maybe she wouldn’t wake him up with her panic attack in here.

Aven’s phone chimed in the bedroom. Dakota heard sleepy stumbling before it stopped. Her reprieve was over. Dakota walked naked back to the bedroom in time to hear Aven’s raspy voice say to someone, “See you in thirty.”

If they had to be anywhere in thirty minutes there was no time for talking. No time for her to screw this up more by telling Aven how she was feeling. She’d have to ride out this panic.

She ogled Aven’s naked body in motion, stalking toward her with eyes like banked coals in a waiting fire. His hair was adorably rumpled, his gorgeous cock on unabashed display.

“Good morning,” he said, as he kissed her. “Jameson called. Emergency hearing, we’ve got to rush.”

“Gimme five minutes.” She bent for her clothes.

Behind her, Aven groaned when she bent. “I know what I want to give you, but it would take a lot longer than five minutes,” he said. “Let’s get this done, then get back here. This bird is hungry for pussycat.”

Dakota purred at him, panic clawing at her. She’d said they could have a fling, and he was all in, not knowing she’d suddenly changed the rules. Maybe she wasn't really in love with him.

Aven headed out. She followed, knowing she absolutely was in love with him, and she was a fool for letting it happen.

 

* * *

 

In the car, Dakota figured out where they were going. The courthouse, but Aven was too busy with phone calls to fill her in. Dakota parked a block away, a sick feeling in her stomach, not knowing why.

They walked to the courthouse steps, where Dallas and Jameson waited. Dakota’s nerves ramped up when she saw the guilty expression Dallas wore. She glanced sideways. Aven had a puzzled look on his face, like he was picking up on something sketchy.

Dakota’s heart sank. Was she about to be outed?

When they were still yards away, Jameson called out to Aven. “Rangers just got a call, I need you in the forest. Cove Springs, reports of some kind of blue light, have to assume it’s Cause-related. I need you to get out there and find out what happened.”

Cove Springs? That was where Brittany had shifted. Yes.

Aven nodded and started to turn. Dakota did the same, but Jameson’s voice stopped her. “Not you, Dakota.” Jameson shook his head. “You’re out, you know why.”

Beside her, Aven came to life. “What the hell, J? Dallas, are you hearing this?”

Dakota didn’t meet Aven’s eyes. She knew what had happened; Dallas had ratted her out. He’d never done that before. It shook her.

Dakota stared at Jameson, instead, telling him without words they weren’t done here. She knew she had two choices. Cry. Or push forward on her own.

She had to get to Cove Springs.

 

* * *

 

Aven couldn’t believe what he was sensing. Guilt poured off of Dallas in thick waves. Aven smacked him on the chest with the back of his hand. “You knew about him keeping her out? What the fuck?”

Dallas glared back, secrets on top of secrets in his eyes.

Dakota didn’t say a word. She turned her back and stalked away. Dallas called after her. She didn't stop.

Aven was caught in utter indecision. He turned on Jameson. “That’s some bullshit, J. Why would you do that?”

Jameson said nothing, just looked at Aven with cool acceptance. Aven wanted to shake him. “Is this about me and her? That’s even bigger bullshit. Don’t punish her for what I did wrong.”

Jameson’s jaw hardened. “Cove Springs. Blue light.” He spotted a woman walking up the courthouse steps. “That’s our lawyer. Gotta go.” He hurried away.

Aven turned to Dallas, but Dallas only had eyes for Jameson’s lawyer, a plainly-dressed woman with glasses, and everything about him said it was love at first sight. He ran up the stairs to the door, tripping over himself to open it before the female got there, without even a goodbye.

Aven went the other way. Dakota was all that mattered to him. He found her ten feet from Luxe, walking hard and fast.  Her mood was desperate.

“You’re coming with me,” he said.

She stopped in her tracks, turning to face him. “There’s something I haven’t told you.”

The look in her eyes was torture, like she didn’t trust him. It twisted in his gut. He touched her cheek gently, trying to tell her she could trust him.

“I can’t shift,” she said.

His hand stopped in mid-touch and he searched her eyes, her scent, her sense, knowing this was the secret she’d been hiding. Now everything made perfect sense. Why he hadn’t seen her shift, Shiloh not liking her, Jameson kicking her out, Dallas telling Jameson in the first place.

But obviously none of them knew Dakota like he knew Dakota.

He pointed her to her car. “Good thing you’re a badass. Let’s go.”

Dakota cranked the car as Aven laid out the plan. “We’ll stop by J’s place for his ATV, it’s closer. I’ve got to get to Cove Springs.” He’d be there in five minutes if all he had to do was fly, but with Dakota it was going to take a lot longer. Still, he wasn’t leaving her behind.

He started thinking aloud. “It shouldn’t be dangerous. No vampires, or else J would have had me bring a switch.”

Beside him Dakota muttered, “I wish it was a vampire. Both of them together would have to work.”

Aven looked over. “What?”

Dakota spoke tightly. “Dallas smelled pine and bitter herbs when he first shifted: vampire. Brittany said Cove Springs was where she first shifted. Put them both together…”

She trailed off, but her meaning was clear to Aven. She expected a vampire to force her to shift. A dangerous plan, but a good one. After they dealt with duty, he might just help her with it, somehow. He was confident they would find no vampires where they were going.

Still. “You’ve got your firearm, right?” he asked. No sense going anywhere unarmed if she couldn’t shift.

Dakota nodded soberly.

They sped off toward Jameson’s, Dakota’s mood closer to desperation than Aven wanted to admit.

 

 


Chapter 26 - More Than One Way To Shift A Cat

 

 

They pushed the speed limit and were at Jameson’s cabin in ten minutes. Aven got Dakota on the ATV a few minutes after that, then pushed from the ground into his eagle flying low to the ground, leading Dakota to the trail they wanted.

He flapped his wings hard and pushed high, looking for any signs of life in the direction of Cove Springs, but there was nothing he could see, so he swooped low again to check in with Dakota. She lifted one hand long enough to give him a thumbs-up. Aven stayed low for a few minutes, cruising close to the treetops, guiding Dakota through a couple of turns off the trail, then lifted up for another look.

A quarter-mile from Cove Springs, Aven felt something. Like a glitch in Dakota’s vibe, some kind of interference, but it made the signal coming from her stronger instead of weaker.

He dropped low and circled around. Dakota wasn’t following him anymore. She had veered off on a trail leading east, but even as he watched she turned north, back the way they’d come.

Aven tuned more closely into his connection with her. He didn’t get back the confusion or frustration he expected. The only word to describe the feeling was... bloodlust? Dakota wanted to kill someone, that was certain.

Aven swooped lower as Dakota turned east again and opened the throttle on the ATV. She sped down a trail so covered with canopy that Aven couldn’t break in, couldn’t find a way down to catch her eye, find out what was going on. The light through the trees shone down on her, making her appear to almost glow in the glimpses Aven caught.

Glow? Aven looked at his own wing, to see if he was lit up, too. The full-body glow happened sometimes, with shifters. Usually only heartbound ones, though. The sunlight shining down on him made it impossible to tell.

Could she be following her Instinct? Aven had no way of knowing the answer. All he could do was follow her.

A few minutes later Aven felt Dakota’s bloodlust calm, but she didn’t slow the ATV. She pushed it up a steep trail. Aven flew higher to see what she was heading for.

To his surprise, they were only a couple hundred yards from the sunflower meadow of Belief Coven. The sheer side of Lightning Rock faced him, the sun reflecting off the multitude of colors that branched through the stone face.

Aven pulled ahead and flew to the end of the path, shifting as he landed. Dakota pulled up beside him. Confusion radiated off her. She glanced at Aven, her mouth slightly open, brown eyes big as she looked away to gaze around the field of nodding flowers.

“What happened? Why’d you peel off?” he asked.

Dakota shook her head softly. “I don’t even know, I just… I couldn’t stop myself. First I thought I was heading into a fight, but...” She shook her head again, like she was trying to dislodge something in it. “I felt like I used to as a cop, headed into an active shooter scene, ready for anything. Kill or be killed. The feeling overtook me. When it faded … I made the next turn and I was here.”

Aven shook his head. “We have to get to Cove Springs. Can you ride?”

But Dakota didn’t even seem to hear him. She walked past Aven, toward the sunflowers, like she was in a trance.

Aven made to follow Dakota, to pull her back and find out what was going on in that head of hers. But the second her foot crossed the border into the field, the moment her arms brushed against the crowded stalks of the first sunflowers, everything changed.

Aven reached Dakota’s side just as a wide light shone from the face of Lightning Rock, growing brighter and brighter until Aven and Dakota had to shield their eyes. It radiated out of the mountain, as if there was a million-watt bulb behind the rainbow of stone. All the colors there could ever be in the world hovered in mid-air, little dancing particles of light, like multicolored fireflies.

It reminded Aven of the end of Breath Coven’s shifter ceremony a couple of weeks ago, only then the dots of light had all been green. Now, as Aven watched, they all became shades of blue. Navy, turquoise, cobalt, sapphire, everything from powder blue to midnight filled the air over the clearing where they’d picnicked two days ago.

Dakota started forward, pushing through the sunflowers as she went. Aven joined her, his eyes locked on the incredible sight taking shape right in front of them.

The blue sparkles flexed and formed themselves into rectangles, some as long as a semi-trailer but wider, some only about the size of a storage cube. They got denser with every second, throbbing like a heartbeat, arranging themselves so that some of the rectangles sat on top of or beside others, while some slipped inside, absorbed into the structure.

It was a house. They were making a coven. At least that’s what it looked like to Aven. A massive building, as big as Resperanza, but with a completely different look from the classic Spanish hacienda that Breath Coven occupied.

The sparks of light throbbed again and Aven watched the structure change. The walls of energy became white marble, heavy and solid, surrounding floor-to-ceiling windows that faced the field of sunflowers.

“Holy cats,” Dakota breathed beside him, her pace slowing. “What is that?”

Aven smiled and grabbed her hand, pulled her back up to speed. “Belief Coven.” He’d known it was coming, and he thought he knew why. Something to do with the two of them. Covenbound, had to be. They belonged here, both of them.

They ran, her first, him following.

They arrived at a patio Aven hadn’t been able to see from the field. It was made of polished blue marble and stretched away from the house for twenty feet in a large semi-circle, the only curve on the whole exterior. It looked like a pool of water leading to the front door. Blue marble steps ringed the entire edge of the semicircle, giving it a waterfall effect.

Dakota whistled from beside him. “I could be talked into this.”

They opened the door and a rush of fresh air greeted Aven’s nose. Not just mountain fresh, pleasant and cool, but… new. New air, that had never been breathed before.

Hanging on the wall across from the door was a sign made of chiseled stone. Dakota read it aloud. “‘Credence, Stone of Truth. Rest your Belief on me and it shall never crumble.’ I like it. Do they all come with inspirational quotes?”

“Credence must be her name,” Aven said, roaming deeper into the house, the feeling of magic settling deeper into his bones with every step.

History, and he’d been there to see it. He savored it for just a moment, before he got back to business. Jameson had to know, right now. Aven pulled out his phone to send a text, but there was no reception.

Dakota stepped over a threshold and gasped at the enormous fireplace with a hearth of hand-laid stone, stretching all the way up to the second-floor balcony across the back of the room big enough to be a grand hotel lobby.

Aven turned in a circle, taking it all in. “I bet we have rooms,” he said and took off back the way they had come.

He hit doors and pulled the first open. “Pantry,” he reported. Next door. Stairs. Aven flipped the switch on the wall, expecting lights to come on, but nothing happened. Weird.

He heard a jingle behind him. Dakota tapped him on the shoulder. “Here. J’s keys.” Aven took the keychain and saw the little flashlight attached to the ring. He pressed the button to turn it on. Surprisingly strong light flowed from the diminutive device.

They started down the stairs and found much the same sort of setup that Resperanza had: a large recreation-style room on one side of the stairs, with an oversized flat-screen television, plenty of seating, and a bar, and on the other side a hallway with only two doors. One stood slightly open. In he went. He tried the light switch, but this one didn’t work, either. Could a coven blow a fuse? Maybe it had to boot up or something? It didn’t matter. This was his room. He swept the flashlight beam around.

Far from the rustic furniture of the cabin with which he made do, this room held the same minimalist, light-wood furniture as he’d seen upstairs. Bed frame, bookshelf, dresser, all with clean lines and plain faces, sharp corners that pleased Aven’s raptor senses.

On the bookshelf were some of his most prized possessions. A belt buckle he’d made when he was a Boy Scout, an arrowhead he’d found on a hike as a teen. The copy of The Odyssey that Cage had given to Aven before their last op, even though Aven didn’t even like poetry. But that raptor had always given away his favorite books to the people in his life.

“What’s this?” Dakota’s curious voice made Aven turn. He shone the flashlight on the wall, on the shadow box of clear glass, a bed of blue velvet behind it. Nestled in the velvet were four medals. Aven swallowed. He hadn’t seen those damn things in a year and a half.

He’d received a few commendations in his career. They’d felt good, up until the last one.

That one, the higher-ups had bestowed for his “meritorious performance” at the bad op where, Aven had believed, he’d gotten his best friend wounded and one of his rescues killed. After that Aven had put all his medals in a box, and the box under his bed.

“That is ancient history,” Aven muttered. Or at least he’d thought so. Aven took Dakota’s hand and pulled her toward the hall. “Let’s check your room out.”

They burst across the hall and Aven grabbed the other door’s knob, but it wouldn’t turn.

Dakota stepped around him. “Let me try.” It didn’t budge for her, either.

Locked, huh? Credence was about to learn a little something. Aven reached around Dakota and held his first two fingers against the lock. He shifted their tips into the long, strong, hollow quills of feathers, but didn’t fletch them out, just felt for the tumblers of the lock and held one open while turning the other.

But instead of the give of moving metal, Aven felt a pinch and a snap, and the searing pain of his feather tip being cut off. “Fuck!” He snatched his hand back, shifting feathers to fingers, healing the wound before he even got a look at it.

Aven pressed his fingers to his mouth, gave them a shake. “That must not be your room.”

Dakota nodded hard and turned her face away. Her footsteps were heavy as she walked back up the stairs to the kitchen.

Aven followed, saying nothing.


 





 





Chapter 27 - Cat Burglar

 

 

Dakota dragged ass a little, already feeling like she didn’t belong. Again.

This place, this coven, was the kind of place she’d always dreamed of living. Shiny stone surfaces and stainless steel accents over pale, Scandinavian-style wood. It could have come off cold, but to Dakota it felt open and airy and inviting. Efficient.

She wandered, separating from Aven, but still exploring. She found a hallway with a door open just a crack. She peeked in.

The scent of the room caught her off-guard. So familiar and yet unique, it took a minute to place it. It was the honey-sweet smell of cat’s-claw acacia trees mixed with the spicy, soft floral of evening primrose. Together they reminded her of warm desert nights when she was a child out stargazing with her grandpa.

Opposite the door was another enormous picture window, as tall as the ten-foot ceilings and twice as long, unbroken by any panes or seams. It faced out over the sunflower meadow in a view that took Dakota’s breath away. She walked straight to it, calling over her shoulder, “Aven!” He had to see this.

He ran up behind her. “Wow. Nice room,” he said.

A bed frame of light wood and clean lines, strikingly similar to Aven’s furniture downstairs, held a bigger-than-king-sized bed with crisp white sheets and an airy white duvet turned back at one corner. A knitted blanket patterned in gray and yellow lay across the foot of the bed, looking so soft that Dakota walked right over and ran her fingers across to see if she was right. The yarn was the softest thing she’d ever touched, like a baby rabbit.

Not her room, no sense making herself jealous. She pulled her fingers away and made to leave, not looking at the overstuffed gray chairs, positioned perfectly to look out the picture window, the dresser with a lone chunk of rock displayed on top, the two doors along one wall that led to the bathroom and closet.

Wait. Dresser. What was on the dresser?

Aven noticed her bottoming out, “Are you okay?” he asked.

She could only stare at the chunk of rock. Her heart bumped hard in her chest. The rock was nothing special to look at, about five inches across and rounded, black, with little bumps all over it. “It’s a meteorite,” she whispered.

Aven saw where she was staring, he stared, too.

Dakota clarified. “It’s my meteorite.” At least, she thought it was. She’d been looking at the thing for years, after all, up until she’d packed it into storage along with the rest of her house over a week ago.

Dakota picked up the meteorite and turned it over. Even though she expected what she saw, it spooked her so badly she had to stop herself from throwing the rock away like some kind of cursed relic. This could not be happening. But there it was, the v-shaped gouge she’d known would be there, even though it defied all the laws of reality.

She held the meteorite out to Aven, her hand shaking slightly as she pointed to the scratch on the rock’s surface. “I did that the day after Christmas, the day after my grandpa gave me this. It’s a Franconian meteorite, from Arizona.” It was the last gift he had given Dakota before the dementia took over and he stopped being aware of holidays at all. She treasured it more than almost any other material possession. So much, she’d left it somewhere safe when she’d set off on her crazy adventure with Maze. So how did it end up here?

Aven looked unconvinced.

“What?” she said, challenging him. She was right. This was her meteorite. Was this her room?

Aven shook his head. He turned around and took in the room. He walked around it, touching things. Dakota followed him, curious what he was looking for. He went to the closet. She fell in next to him, staring inside.

“Those are my clothes,” she breathed. All the clothes she’d brought along, plus others she’d left packed in Arizona. Even a hamper with her dirty laundry, her black bra and panties from last night right on top. Definitely her room.

“Wrong floor,” he muttered.

“So what?” she said, knowing one thing, if this was her room, she was as good as in, no matter if she could shift or not.

Aven only stared at her with hooded eyes she could not read. He seemed to be examining her. Evaluating. Speculating.

She hated it.

“Didn’t we have somewhere to be?” she said, her room forgotten, for now.


Chapter 28 - Cat Fights


 




 

Aven flew over Dakota, riding the ATV on the path below him. Cove Springs was just past the next rise. They’d get this done and then go back to Credence. Aven had a suspicion about Dakota, and why her room was on the coven’s main floor, but she didn’t want to hear it so he wasn’t going to tell her till he had to.

He swooped down in front of her and slowed, edging her off the path to a stop and landing fully-dressed, so they could walk in together. By that time only one ranger was left at the site. He was fully human, a newer hire, one Aven knew just well enough that they recognized each other, but Aven did not remember his name.

He waved at Aven and Dakota as they approached, in between crouches. When they got closer Aven could see the ground was strewn with trash, wrappers from first aid supplies, and a Mylar blanket like the kind used to warm trauma victims who were at risk of going into shock.

Aven called out, “Ranger Montreat sent me to get a report.”

The human ranger stood, stuffing debris into a trash bag strapped to his hip. He held his hand out to Dakota as she approached, then seemed to think better of it, wiping it on his slacks as he nodded at her instead. “Nice to meet you, I’m Hank.”

Hank scratched his chin, a perplexed look on his face. “Damnedest thing. I was driving along the northeast vehicle path, doing a routine patrol, when a light started shining over this way. A big light. It’d have to be, right? To see it in the daylight?” Aven felt a wave of uncertainty flow off the human, like he was afraid he’d sound crazy.

If he only knew.

Aven nodded along, giving Hank an understanding look, like this was nothing he hadn’t heard before. Which was true. Cove Springs had lit up once before, in green, back when Jameson had first claimed Cora. The two of them had discovered Resperanza later that same day.

“Anything else?” Aven asked.

Hank gave a nervous laugh. “Hell yeah, there’s more. So I hiked up here to check it out, thinking it must be… well, hell, I don’t know what I was thinking… but what I found was a naked woman, lying right there,” he pointed to a muddy, churned-up spot right next to the water. “Barely conscious. Bruised all down one side.”

Aven’s thoughts hitched on that. “Bruised?” he asked, as he looked to see where Dakota was. She had moved a little further away, about twenty feet, and was looking at the eerily calm waters of the Springs.

The other ranger nodded. “Just on one side, though. I swear, if I hadn’t been close enough to know better, I’d have thought she got tossed out of a plane, or a helicopter. But there was nothing like that, only the light.”

Aven joked, “Maybe it was a UFO.”

Hank smiled nervously back. “Don’t think it didn’t cross my mind.”

Better that than the truth. The last thing Aven wanted was any human getting curious about The Cause. He’d encourage every other theory he could, keep the questions at bay for as long as possible.

He changed the subject. “Where’s the woman now?”

Hank hooked a thumb behind him. “On her way to the hospital. She started to come around by the time paramedics left with her.”

That was good. As the District Ranger, Jameson would be able to visit her and ask some questions. Who knows, maybe they had another switch on their hands, maybe it had something to do with the new coven house.

He was about to ask Hank the female’s name when two things happened at the same time. First, he felt the same ‘glitch’ in his connection with Dakota as he had before, where it seemed to short out, only this time it didn’t ramp up like it had when he was an eagle. He didn’t have time to check in with her because, to his left, Hank’s whole body twitched, hard, and moved aggressively toward him.

Aven turned instinctively to meet the impending threat, drawing in a sharp breath, and smelled the scent of pine and bitter herbs that told him they were utterly, completely screwed. With a shock that wasn’t really a shock at all, Aven spotted Dakota, running, full tilt into the forest, lit up blue from head-to-toe.

Reality confirmed Aven’s suspicions. Dakota wasn’t half-human, half-jaguar, she was all switch, and she was hunting a vampire. Which meant old runaway Hank here, was charmed.

He came at Aven with a glassy look in his eyes, arms swinging wildly like he was on the attack, but his vibe was all wrong. Bald fear poured off the human ranger, and an urgency that said he thought he was in the fight of his life, that the only chance he had of survival was Aven’s death. It was the same frantic energy Aven had felt pouring off the female hostage who’d run from the gold mine, half out of her head with terror.

Aven sidestepped him, came in hot behind him and neutralized him with a sleeper hold, then lowered him gently but quickly to the ground.

Aven shoved into his eagle and went after his switch.

 

* * *

 

Dakota ran for her life, toward the danger, like she had every day as a cop, chasing down what had to be a vampire. She paused long enough to pull her sidearm from its holster, then ran hard again. Her thighs burned as she switched direction again, not in control of herself, and not understanding why. She jerked around the forest like a pinball.

A man stepped out from behind the rocks ten feet in front of her. Dakota skidded to a stop, her weapon pointed at the ground between them. She breathed hard, catching her breath as quickly as possible.

The man was tall and slender. Maybe in his fifties, but the years had been hard ones, judging by the craggy look of the skin stretched over his skull. His hair was black and slicked-back, but with a stripe of pure white stretching from one temple to his collar. He wore black leather pants and motorcycle boots with a blousy white shirt and - Dakota almost laughed - was that a cape draped across his shoulders?

Dakota couldn’t resist. “The Eighties called, you’re due back on the MTV set in twenty.”

The fashion tragedy in front of her sneered. “You switches are always so funny when you’re about to die.” Then he moved in.

Dakota put her sights on him. He didn’t hesitate. She had no choice, and she was about to do something she’d been trained to never do, but her Sergeant had never mentioned vampires.

She shot him in the leg.

He didn’t stop. He didn’t even bleed.

Shit.

She backed up, raised her weapon, and fired at his chest. Once. Twice. The bullets shredded his shirt. For a split second there was even a wound, but then it was gone.

Again, he didn’t stop.

Dakota fired almost point blank, his forehead, double tap.

Like jello, his head accepted and sealed the wound. He kept coming.

He snatched her gun and pitched it into the weeds, then pounced on her. She never even had a chance, and she should have a chance, she should be able to fight him, she had fought men his size before and won. Not this guy.

He had her in a body lock. He squeezed, almost popping her ribs. They groaned under the pressure. She punched wildly at his face and he didn’t seem to notice. Her chest screamed for air, her vision went black. She was reduced to scratching at him.

Skin tore under her fingernails. The man holding her howled in agony. He dropped her. She backed away, wishing for her gun, even if it didn’t do shit.

Black mist appeared around the guy for a fraction of a second, and then he disappeared.

 


Chapter 29 - Cat Dragged In

 

 

Aven followed the pull of his Instinct to where Dakota’s blue glow broke through the trees. Her body came into view and Aven skree-ed in fury. Vlade, the Fatherborne vampire Aven had tussled with at the gold mines, had his arms wrapped so tightly around Dakota he had to be crushing her.

Aven almost lost his mind. He folded his wings, shaped his body into a torpedo aimed straight towards them. He’d take that bloodsucker’s eyes out.

Dakota’s blue glow flared. Vlade dropped her, almost threw her, and staggered back. Aven landed in front of Dakota in his human form as Vlade phazed and reappeared a dozen yards away, looking tired, weakened. By Dakota or the sun? Vlade phazed away again, this time to somewhere Aven couldn't see. He watched the forest for a beat, to see if the bastard phazed back, but there was nothing.

Dakota’s firearm lay in the leaves nearby. Aven grabbed it up, put the safety on, and jammed it into the back of his waistband. No way was he giving a switch a loaded firearm five seconds after a vampire had checked out on her. She hadn’t killed him, so she wouldn’t be in full-on Prowl mode, but Dakota was still dangerous to anyone who crossed her path right now.

“Dakota? Talk to me.”

Dakota shook her head, scrambling to her feet and setting off running. Okay, or we could do that. Aven debated shifting into his eagle and trying some telepathy with her, since that was another thing that only switches could do, but that might freak her out more. He ran after Dakota, caught up quickly, and tried to talk her through it.

“You’re not a half-shifter, Dakota, you’re a switch,” he said between huffs of breath. “This proves it. Your mom was either a switch or she carried the gene somehow.”

Her spike of panic told him she’d heard him, but she said nothing, only tucked her head and ran faster.

“You can’t shift. Credence opened for you, not for us. Your room is on the main floor where the switches stay, I’m in the basement.”

He forced out the words that he feared and hoped would break her. “That was a Fatherborne.”

He snagged the sleeve of her blouse, then her hand, pulling her to a stop. “You’re not a jaguar. You wanted to kill him. You hurt him, and nobody can hurt a vampire like that but a switch.”

“Stop saying that!” Dakota pulled her hand from his and sprinted away.

Aven followed. Whatever was about to happen, she would not be without him. They crested a hill and were greeted by the sunflower meadow of Belief Coven. Of course this was where she ran to. This was home, now.

It hit Aven again, as he chased Dakota through the sunflowers, that the same was true for him. No more cabin up on the border. He was part of Belief Coven, the exact way he’d felt destined to be.

They broke into the clearing by Lightning Rock and Dakota finally slowed her pace, her shoulders rising and falling as she gulped in breaths. Aven took her hand in his and led her toward Credence’s front door. Dakota resisted at first, then followed.

Aven opened the door and flipped the light switch before he remembered that it didn’t work. Hopefully the plumbing was online, so he could at least get her a glass of water. He stepped over the threshold, bringing Dakota with him.

But the second she stepped foot on the gray flagstone entryway floor, the stainless steel chandelier above their heads came to life, casting bright artificial light over them, glaring off the front window. The fireplace across the room whooshed with a burst of flame and settled into a cozy blaze. A lamp by a plush blue sofa near the fireplace lit up, inviting them to sit.

Aven spun to see her, to stare into her face, to see if, when she looked around, she finally believed what was also staring her in the face.

She was magic.

 

 

* * *

 

Dakota stopped just inside the front door. She didn’t want to take another step. This house made her itch now, made her skin feel too small for her body.

She turned around and saw Aven, his back against the closed door, his fathomless brown eyes watching Dakota. Probably wondering when she was going to get herself together.

He spoke up softly, contradicting her. “It’s a big change. You don’t have to like it.”

Dakota turned her back on him to keep herself from lashing out. Oh, I don’t have to like it? Well, good, because I don’t! But she knew it wasn’t Aven’s fault. He’d done everything he could to make it easy on her, but somehow that made it worse. What she needed was hard, driving, mind-numbing activity, like Sparring or range time… or sex.

She turned again, eyeing the golden god of a man standing there. He could take her mind off it for a little while. A long while, she corrected herself. Nothing about Aven was little.

He stood strong as Dakota crashed into him, his hand going to the back of her head and holding her still for his ravenous kisses, as if he knew that she needed firm handling right now. His other hand splayed across her ass, dipping between her legs and seeking the heat of her with his fingers. Dakota moaned into his mouth, halfway to gone already.

Clothes flew until they were both naked. Aven spun Dakota in his arms, pulling her back hard, going straight for her neck with his lips and teeth. Dakota moaned and pushed her ass against him. Aven took her breasts in his hands and teased at her tight nipples until Dakota’s hips were rolling, pressing, begging for more. She reached behind her and gripped Aven’s ass with both hands, grinding his hard length against her.

Aven growled and let her go, giving Dakota a gentle push away from the living room, into a dining room that also faced the meadow with a large picture window. A glass-topped dining table filled most of the space. Dakota turned to face Aven.

He snatched Dakota into his arms and kissed her like he’d never get another chance, like he had to taste all of her this instant. Aven lifted Dakota, placing her on the edge of the table. He gave her a dark look and put one palm on her sternum, used it to gently, firmly, push her back onto the dining room table.

Dakota was splayed on the table like a feast, about to be ravished. Her shoulders touched cold glass and her nipples pebbled even harder. She arched her back. Aven hissed in a breath and ran both hands from her thighs to her throat and back. “Dakota, you are so beautiful like this.”

He stared between her legs with a heat that made her whole body blush. Dakota squirmed on the table and slipped one hand down to spread herself open. “Touch me, Aven.”

He grabbed her thighs with a groan, brushing her hand out of his way, and knelt in front of her. The second his tongue touched her, Dakota was as lost as she wanted to be. Drowning in the sensations he created, giving up all of her thoughts in a desperate quest for oblivion. Nothingness.

Aven took her there quickly, ravenously, seeming to understand how savage she needed him to be, to help her forget how her life was careening out of her control. His lips and tongue pushed her, made her feel every caress. Aven stretched his arms to play at her nipples as his hungry mouth taunted and teased, sucking and licking until he found the spot that made her scream into a shattering orgasm.

Aven lifted Dakota up when she was still disoriented with pleasure, the room wavering around her. He put her feet on the floor and spun her to face the table. His commanding hand between her shoulder blades bent Dakota forward until her breasts pressed the glass, warm from her body.

Dakota saw the smeared print of her skin in front of her face, evidence of the way he’d made her sweat out that climax. Aven owned her right now. She’d do anything he said, as long as he kept her in this place where reality couldn’t find her.

His hand left her back. His feet nudged hers further apart. Dakota felt cool air on the wetness between her legs and shivered with anticipation of the heat to come. Hardness then, pressing against her softness, making Dakota arch her back, lift her ass, and beg. “Please, Aven. Please fuck me.”

His hand gripped her hip hard, fingers digging into her flesh as his cock slowly sank inside her. Dakota pushed back on him, desperate to be filled, and felt Aven lean back ever-so-slightly, keeping her from taking what she wanted.  She looked over her shoulder at him and growled with all the need inside her. “Now.”

His jaw flexed and then Aven was in her so deep that Dakota could not help but scream. Her body twisted forward again, her breath fogging the glass in front of her.

Aven set a punishing pace. Fucking her harder, deeper, faster than he ever had. Dakota braced her body to take it. All the pleasure, the edge of pain when he bottomed out inside her, she reveled in all of it. Never wanted it to stop. When he pulled her arms behind her and went harder, Dakota slammed into a climax so ferocious it shocked her.

He pulled again, pulled Dakota to standing. Her head lolled on her shoulders, her body weak with bliss. But Aven didn’t stop. He pounded her with that long, hard cock, his grunts keeping time with his relentless fucking. Dakota took it all.

She came twice more, a limp ragdoll in Aven’s arms from the pleasure he’d given her, before he showed signs of giving in to his own. He released her arms and pulled her fully against him,  gripping Dakota’s hip and breast, his hot breath in her ear. He pushed deep and slow once, twice, then gave a growling groan as he came, thrilling Dakota with his satisfaction.

They sank to the floor on shaky legs. Aven held her in his lap and gasped for breath as Dakota leaned her head against his sweaty chest. She felt his heart beat fast against her cheek.

In the moments that followed that perfect love, held close to that perfect male, Dakota weakened. Switch. Not Jaguar. Switch.

She cried. She grieved, really, for who she had always thought she was.  Aven said nothing, only wrapped her tighter in his arms and let her get it out.

She cried until she gave up trying to accept that she would never shift.

 


Chapter 30 - Good For The Goose

 

 

A jingling sound by the front door broke them out of their reverie. It was Aven’s phone, ringing in his pants where he’d dropped them. He eased Dakota off his lap and scrambled to his feet, but he was too late to catch the call.

“It was Dallas,” he called to Dakota. “I have full bars on my phone. Guess that came with the lights?”

Dakota was on her feet and pulling on her underwear. Her lightly-bronzed skin shone in the afternoon light coming in the front window, the most strikingly beautiful vista Aven had ever seen, even from the air. She took Aven’s breath away.

She dressed quickly. “Does anyone else know?”

He shook himself out of his awestruck stupor and cleared his throat, grabbing up his own clothes. Had he really just fucked Dakota on the dining room table of the new coven after discovering she was a switch, not a shifter?

He gathered himself. “I need to send some messages. Be ready for company.” He typed a text to Jameson explaining the situation as briefly as he could, and hit send.

A text came back from Jameson: Big shit. Settle in tonight. Cause meeting at your place in the morning.

Aven showed Dakota the text, his mind stuck on a question. Where was The Cause going to park?

There was no driveway crossing the meadow, no way of getting to the front of the coven except by walking, so where was Luxe going to stay? Surely Credence had a plan?

He pulled on his boots and looked over at Dakota, doing the same. “You game to explore a little?” She gave him a curious glance, but nodded.

They walked through the kitchen. Aven opened the door that led down to the barracks. Now that they knew Dakota was a switch, he wondered who the locked room across from his belonged to.

All the lights worked now. Aven flipped every switch as he went, looking for another door, one they hadn’t opened yet. He found one at the far end of the rec room, to one side of the bar.

Aven opened the door and knew immediately he had found what he was looking for. Enough light spilled in from the room behind him to reveal a literal cavernous space. It was Credence’s garage.

The walls and ceiling were carved from the multicolored stone of Lightning Rock. The floor was flat and industrial, with spaces marked for at least a half-dozen cars, and twice that much floor space beyond them. One massive automatic door stood at the far end.

Aven found the button.

It led to a freaking tunnel.

Like they had earlier in the day, they both ran in, but this time, he was a split second ahead.

As they approached the archway leading into the sun, Aven could see it opened out the back side of Lightning Rock, the side that was still a curved dome of lifeless stone. The paved driveway inside the tunnel gave way to a dirt road that hadn’t been there a few days ago, cutting through wild shrubs and grass, extending for a hundred yards before meeting the man-made road.

They stepped fully out into the sunshine. Aven turned back to look at the opening, carved into the stone heart of the hill. It disappeared before his eyes, replaced with solid rock. “What the hell?” But one step toward the hill brought the opening into focus again.

“Like some kind of mirage,” Dakota said.

Aven nodded. “Like Resperanza’s driveway. I bet only coventwined shifters and switches can see that road. As long as they stay on it, they’ll get in.” Credence had her shit handled.

“Someone’s coming,” Dakota said, her voice low and tight.

A cloud of dust obscured the car turning off the man-made road and onto the one Aven suspected was for The Cause alone. Better not be that wrong-smelling hawk. Aven might be able to work with Maze, but no way did he want to live with him.

But it wasn’t Maze. It was Dallas. He pulled his tan, sedate sedan - it had a be a rental, Aven thought, or else his buddy had way bigger problems than being short a foot - slowly down the dirt road, rolling to a stop next to Aven and Dakota.

Aven was fucking thrilled to see him. Flint and Riot had rolled up to Resperanza the very first day the coven appeared. “Hey, brother. Tell me you have no idea why you’re here, but you couldn’t stop yourself from coming.”

Dallas didn't laugh… or respond, instead, he stared at his sister as if he’d never seen her before.

"I bet it was his room that bit me," Aven told Dakota, without looking away from Dallas.

Dallas reached out as if to touch Dakota, but his hand stopped at the edges of her new blue glow.

“You’ll get used to it,” Aven told him.. “Follow the road. We’ll meet you there and explain.”

Dallas gave his sister another long, searching look, while she stared back, challenging him. Aven received a strong sense that he was either hiding something, or not saying something that was important. It had to do with a female, Aven knew that much, and not this female. Not Dakota. Aven sensed Dallas wasn’t ready to talk about it, so it was also not the time for it.

Aven waved his hand in front of Dallas’ face. “Get your rowr straight, Dallas. Follow the road, already.”

Finally, Dallas drove off, to Credence. Aven followed, pulling Dakota, the first Belief switch, with him. It didn’t seem real, and yet, it was.

They found Dallas in the kitchen, giving off a vibe that told Aven everything his friend was going through: confusion, excitement, and a sense of destiny that lit him up from the inside. The big cat might be unsettled, but he was edging all-in.

Dallas growled, his focus on his sister. “Why are you here, Dakota?”

“We need beer,” Aven interrupted.

There was beer and food in the fridge. Dakota’s stomach rumbled. Aven realized he hadn’t seen her eat anything all day. Immediately he started pulling bowls of dip out, a plate of veggies and cheese, sending Dallas to the pantry to look for chips and crackers. No way was Dakota going hungry.

Aven fixed a tray and led the way into the dining room. He turned the corner and the afternoon sun hit the glass dining room table, perfectly highlighting the breast-prints Dakota had left there when he’d fucked her. Shit.

Aven did an about-face, almost crashing into Dakota and Dallas behind him. “You know what, the couch is more comfortable.”

Dallas nodded and turned away. Aven shoved the tray into Dakota’s hands with a look she didn’t question, and went to find where Credence kept the glass cleaner.

 

* * *

 

Aven found the glass cleaner under the kitchen sink. Armed with it and a rag, he went back to the dining room. He would have felt bad about eavesdropping on Dallas and Dakota’s conversation, except they weren’t having one.

There was the crunch of vegetables, the squeak of a chair leg on the bamboo floor, but that was all. Wasn’t Dakota even going to tell her brother she was a switch?

“Your glow is stronger,” Dallas finally said.

“My what?” Dakota snapped back.

“I told you that you glowed when you were seven. You hit me with a wiffle bat.” Aven stifled a laugh at the image. Grown-up Dakota would probably like to do the same, but with the real thing.

Dallas had seen Dakota glowing all her life? That didn’t even make sense, because she hadn’t glowed three days ago.. had she? No, she hadn’t.

Aven could feel her shock from around the corner. “I… I don’t remember that.”

Another long silence. The crunch of chips. Were they done? Aven couldn’t keep polishing this glass forever.

Dakota sounded surly. “And you’re covenbound. Do you know what that means yet?”

Aven heard the genuine smile in Dallas’ reply. “I know it means I’m staying here. Which is the best news I’ve heard all week.”

Aven got the sense that it had nothing to do with Dakota.

 


Chapter 31 - Swan Song

 

 

Vlade VanAllen sat in his library, in his favorite leather office chair behind his massive mahogany desk, turning a small trinket over and over in his hands.

The trinket was a parting gift from their sister, Fia, given just before Zver killed her. Vlade hadn’t had time to ask her where she got it, their final meeting having been rushed and frantic with his other questions. But Vlade had his suspicions. Partly because of the things Fia had told him, but also in part because of the trinket itself.

It was driftwood, to begin with, but not ordinary. This little chunk of wood was reddish in color, dense, and had been carved in the soft way of water into a perfect heart, with a fissure running down its middle, almost cleaving it in two. The fissure was filled with a material so hard and glossy it had the look of enamel, and was also red, albeit a darker, richer shade. But even frozen in this state, Vlade recognized the scent of switch blood.

Decades now, he had carried this trinket with him, wondering at its origins and how his sister had come to possess it. Only recently had he come to realize its true power, the massive advantage Fia had given him. How Vlade wished he could go back and ask the questions that tortured him now. But he had been too stunned to do anything but watch her go, never knowing she intended to meet her death.

Truly, no vampire was dead until they were Undone by a switch, but what Zver had done had been almost as permanent. Cut off Fia’s head and put it in a jar, to be displayed forever in her perfect beauty, passed from nest to nest as a cautionary tale, an example of the worst betrayal; then burned her body to ash and scattered it at sea, the particles caught by currents of air and water, spreading her so far and wide it would take lifetimes for her to put herself back together.

All their plans, all their love. Destroyed.

He scanned the surface of his desk, where he’d only recently cleared evidence of his plans to bring Zver down. What Vlade and Fia had intended, Vlade alone would carry through. Then he would take as many switches to Hell with him as he could manage.

Vlade was not so disloyal as to want to see the covenwhores win, but he could no longer countenance Zver’s plans for his own children, their own brothers and sisters. With only four Fatherborne left now that Fia was gone, it fell to Vlade to protect the brotherborne vampires who served them, so they could finally follow through on long-postponed commands. There were bigger goals at stake than their eldest brother’s.

But Vlade would still need help, albeit unwitting. And though it pained him greatly, for they were never loyal to anyone but each other,  there were none left but the twins whose assistance Vlade could enlist.

As if thinking of his siblings had conjured their presence, Vlade heard malicious laughter in the hall outside his door. A syrupy, pot-stirring voice said, “She should have known better. I told her not to do it.” Vlade recognized the voice of the younger twin, Vasyl.

A stern, raspy voice replied. The older twin, Vizier. “You said nothing of the kind.”

Vasyl’s merry laugh rang out, pealing through the hall and into the library. “You’re right. I didn’t!”

The door eased open and the twins entered. Vizier and Vasyl, children of their Father’s second daughter. Diminished, then, but still Fatherborne. And wicked little monsters they were, too. Brought up in the same household as Vlade, Zver, and Zofia, but never possessing quite the same power; it had made them brats.

They were tall and slender, like all vampires were, with lanky frames that disguised their unnatural strength. And like all Fatherborne, their hair was partly white. But where Vlade and Zver, and Fia while she had lived, each only had a thin streak of white marking them, each of the twins’ heads was fully half-white, and on opposite sides of each other. Perfect mirror images.

They would most likely betray him before all was said and done, but Vlade was prepared for that. Looked forward to it, even. He’d spent so many years half-dead already, the real thing would be a relief.

“Brothers,” he said, with a charity he did not feel, “thank you for coming.”

Vasyl and Vizier perched their skinny, fashionably-clad bums on velvet wing chairs and smiled identical patronizing smiles. Vlade waited for one of them to speak. He had called this meeting, but it wouldn’t take long for curiosity to loosen their lips.

“Zver said you were floundering, so of course we rushed right over when you called.” Vasyl’s hair was white on his left side. He was the mouthier of the twins, and could always be counted on to make mischief. Vasyl hadn’t been happy since the French Revolution, when he had single-handedly destroyed the royal court with his gossipping ways.

“We didn’t even stop to change clothes,” the older twin said, false shame dripping from his words. Vizier spoke in the raspy voice he’d had for centuries, since Zver had forced Vizier to drink acid. Vlade had expected it to kill him, but it had only scourged Vizier’s vocal cords and made it painful for him to feed.

Vizier had not been happy since the Spanish Inquisition, when his sadistic impulses had enjoyed free indulgence. He’d even been lauded by religious leaders for his effectiveness in drawing out confessions. If they’d only known who they were endorsing.

“Indeed,” Vlade affirmed, grimacing at the blood spattered on their clothes. The twins reveled in their hedonistic feeding habits, but even more so in making Vlade uncomfortable with their lack of dignity.

Nevertheless, he needed their help. Vlade tucked the wooden heart in his pocket, not at all missing the way Vizier’s eyes followed the movement.

“The switches have opened another coven,” he began, watching his brothers’ faces for their reactions. Vasyl appeared scandalized, while Vizier looked bored. Vlade suspected they didn’t much care what happened with The Cause of the Forest, as long as they emerged from it higher in the pecking order.

He shared only enough to whet their appetites. No need for them to know how the trinket had called Vlade to the forest, nor what he’d seen as he’d phazed from vantage point to vantage point on his initial visit. No need for anyone to know about that first visit.

But the second… “I had an encounter with a new switch, different from the three at the mine, and that bastard eagle who attacked me there.”

Vasyl was, of course, the more outraged of the two. “That eagle, again? The one who dared attack you, as if you couldn’t slice his talons off one by one with a bloodblade?”

Vizier’s dry tease was barely audible. “You do like to go for the feet.”

Vasyl ignored him. “So rude, Vlade, how he chased you into your car. I don’t know how you resisted killing the feathered freak.”

Vizier broke in, his tone dripping with sympathy. “Not to mention how Zver raved at you. As if it was your fault the trap you set didn’t kill even one switch or shifter.”

The bitter taste of humiliation rose up in Vlade’s throat. Zver had ranted and screamed for an hour.

Vasyl’s wheedling voice broke into his thoughts. “It was very brave of you, brother, pointing out his mistake.” He smiled in Vlade’s direction, the same smile he wore before a feed, and Vlade knew he would pay for speaking against Zver.

But it was Zver’s own command that Vlade give the switches enough time to kill all the brotherborne in the mine, leaving no witnesses to their unwilling self-sacrifice, that had resulted in the failure. Had Vlade blown the mine sooner, some of the brotherborne might have survived, but The Cause would have been devastated.

Zver had not liked hearing that truth. The twins would be sure to help Zver remember who had delivered it.

Vasyl was tense, a hungry look in his eyes. “Tell us what the eagle looks like, Vlade. Did you see him as a human? We’ll gut him for you and bring his beak back for a trophy.” The bloodlust in Vasyl’s eyes told Vlade it might have been better if the twins hadn’t come straight from a feed. They were still caught up in the rush of fresh blood.

Vizier’s mouth pulled to one side, his version of a smile. He sneered at Vasyl in conspiratorial glee. “Remember the owl, brother?”

Vasyl clapped his hands, rapturous with memories. “Oh, the owl! Such fun! And then the bears, so soon after.” Then his pale face fell and his eyes cut to Vlade’s. They had found out recently that the twins’ decades-old attack on “the bears” hadn’t gone as perfectly as they thought. Just weeks ago, Vlade’s leg had nearly been ripped off by a survivor of that encounter.

He waved a dismissive hand at the twins. “Your concern is touching. But I need assistance of another kind. We cleared the larders in the mines, but the blood supply is yet to be moved to its new home.”

Vizier wagged a finger in Vlade’s direction. “Another stroke of genius, charming the final human to run when you saw the eagle watching.”

Vlade tipped his head in false modesty. His trap had worked perfectly, up until the end.

“The only place we had to keep them was Garner’s old penthouse, right in the middle of town, but now the caves are ready. You must move them while I attend to our brother’s more urgent requests, then lift their charm,” Vlade instructed.

Vizier’s cold, gray eyes were still and expressionless, as they so often were. Vasyl flailed dramatically on the chair beside him and whined, “To the caves? I sincerely hope you don’t expect us to stay there.” His petulant expression said that Vlade might have suggested wearing off-the-rack clothing instead of visiting his tailor four times a year.

Vlade laughed good-naturedly. Spoiled little monster. “Father’s sake, of course not. There will be brotherborne there, they simply need your oversight to get the larder properly stocked.” And Vlade needed the twins far away for a few days, so he could take a journey of his own without anyone knowing. He would have to move fast now, and that meant minimizing every risk he could, to compensate for the ones made larger by speed. “You may, of course, each choose a favorite from the offerings, to phaze back with you, for your own personal larders.”

That pleased Vizier, as Vlade had known it would. Like their eldest brother, Vizier had a habit of running through his playthings quickly. A fresh, free meal was nothing to turn up his nose at, especially since restricting them was Zver’s favorite punishment for the older Twin. And once Zver had Vizier, Vasyl was sure to follow.

Sure enough, the older twin looked at his younger brother with a pleasant expression. “We would be delighted to assist you, of course.” He shrugged his shoulder in a careless way, adding. “We could kill the eagle for you while we’re at it, if you like. While we’re there.”

Another mention of the eagle? Vlade didn’t react, but it was strange for Vizier, who maintained at all times an almost extreme boredom with and detachment from all things Cause-related, to even acknowledge the shifters’ existence. Much less an individual shifter.

Vlade stood and came around the desk. The twins rose as well, and Vlade clapped Vizier on the shoulder. “I appreciate the offer, and only wish I could tell you more about him. One eagle looks the same as any other, to me. Kill them all, if it suits you.”

Vizier shrugged under Vlade’s hand, his disinterested stare not having twitched. “Perhaps, if this task bores me, which it most certainly will.” He fluttered one hand in Vlade’s direction. “Surely wherever you are going is more interesting than what you’re asking of us.”

Vlade shook his head and said, sympathetically, “You would hate it, brother. There might be snow.”

Vizier’s face crumpled as if he’d smelled a bad cheese. “Why would you go anywhere there might be snow?” He looked over his shoulder and mugged at his twin, and for a moment Vlade thought he saw something in Vasyl’s eyes before they resumed their usual cruel lights.

A feeling of suspicion he knew could tend toward paranoia flickered to life in Vlade’s belly. Did the twins know about Lansing? But how could they? No, that was impossible. Must be their usual bad jokes.

He saw the twins out of his library, Vasyl already making plans for mischief that night. Vlade called out as they moved down the hall, away from him, “Don’t delay your task too long. Our brother expects to see those caves populated within days.”

Vizier turned to walk backward and gave Vlade a sarcastic salute. Vlade turned to his library, pulling Fia’s heart trinket from his pocket once more, rubbing his finger over the switch blood inside it, feeling for any signs of warmth like had called him to the forest the day before.

Nothing. He closed the door and leaned his back against the sturdy wood, letting go a breath from his stale lungs.

There was truly no time to waste. The last thing Vlade wanted was to have to evade the twins’ as well as Zver’s scrutiny. God forbid the three work together against him.

If that happened, Vlade would be dead before he ever found Fia’s child.

 


Chapter 32 - Under Their Wing

 

 

Dakota woke up thrashing the next morning, her legs tangled in the sheets, panic choking her as she struggled to free herself. The cold, rushing water from her dream still pulled at her legs, tears like rain on her cheeks. The frantic need to shift still clawed at her mind.

She got her legs untangled and sat still, looking around, breathing her heart rate down.

Dakota was alone, in “her” Belief Coven bed. She wasn’t really a… she was a… she couldn’t say it. She wouldn’t say it.  It was morning, but she felt like she’d barely closed her eyes. Nightmares had jerked her away again and again.

She padded into her swanky bathroom and looked at her puffy face in the mirror. She should have let Aven stay. He’d offered, last night, but she’d turned him down. Dakota still wasn’t sure why.

Because you’re five kinds of fucked in the head already.

Dakota shuffled out of her room, still in her pajamas, in hot pursuit of coffee. The doorbell rang. They had a doorbell? She scooted down the hallway and peeked around the end, at the front wall of glass.

Three women stood outside. One of them was Cora. The other two must be Breath switches, too. All three were short, close to five feet, with slim-hipped, small-boned frames.

One of the switches standing next to Cora had brown skin and a head of gorgeous, glossy black curls that gave her a fun-loving look. She wore navy-blue cigarette pants, a white camisole top, and fantastic yellow patent leather pumps that Dakota wanted to snatch right off her too-tiny feet. The other had straight blonde hair and a girl-next-door look, in well-worn jeans with a kelly-green t-shirt and white canvas tennis shoes.

Gah, they looked so normal. What the hell did they want? With a sinking feeling in her gut, Dakota realized exactly what they wanted. They wanted to see her. The new switch.

One of them pressed her face against the glass and saw Dakota. She shouted to be heard through the glass. “We’ve all been there! Open up!”

Dakota opened the door. The blonde smiled right at Dakota, a gentle smile. “I’m Goldie. We thought you might have questions.”

“Plus, we’re nosy as hell.” Killer Shoes switch stuck out her hand, and Dakota shook it. “I’m Gemma.”

Cora brought up the rear, a basket in her arms. “Jameson had to stop me from rushing over last night.” She gave Dakota a curious look. “I thought you were a shifter?”

Dakota stood there in her boxers and tank top, underdressed and ambushed. “Anybody want coffee?” She walked past the sparkling clean dining room table and into the kitchen, looking around for anything that resembled a coffee maker.

Cora caught up and shoved the basket into Dakota’s arms. “Let us handle the coffee. You check out your switch starter kit.”

Dakota held the basket slightly away from her, like a baby with a stinky diaper, and looked inside. “The Cause has gift baskets?”

Cora gave a snarky laugh and jerked her thumb in Goldie’s direction. “Blame the preschool teacher.”

Goldie good-naturedly rolled her eyes at Cora’s back, then smiled at Dakota. “County school system speech pathologist.”

Dakota pulled a stool out from the island in the middle of the kitchen and sat down. The island was as big as a dining table, light wood on both ends, with an eight-burner range in the middle that could be worked from the side facing the fridge or the one facing the sink. But does it make coffee?

“A-ha!” At the other end of the room, Gemma slid back a frosted glass cabinet door to reveal a whole beverage station. Coffee maker, teapot, mugs, a grinder. Goldie pulled a bag of beans from the freezer.

Dakota was impressed. And grateful. “How do you know where everything is?”

Gemma laughed. “We don’t. Things show up when and where we need them.”

Dakota shook her head. She didn’t want any of this to be true.

Goldie pulled a container of muffins out of the basket, and a piece of paper with a list of bullet points that she placed in Dakota’s hands. “Start with this. Gemma wrote down the need-to-know stuff.”

Dakota tried to ignore the three women milling around the kitchen that didn’t feel like hers. Hearing the whirr of a grinder and knowing coffee was on the way helped. A little.

She didn’t make it past number three on the list. “I can’t get pregnant until I kill a vampire? Why not?”

Goldie shrugged and set a mug of coffee next to Dakota. “We don’t know why.”

Gemma jumped in. “I think it’s so that the switches would die out naturally when there were no more vampires. Just a theory.”

“But that’s, like, half your gift basket,” Cora said, with a sly smile and a tip of her head. Dakota peeked over the edge for a closer look and noticed at least two boxes of condoms, spermicidal foam, and... a contraceptive sponge? Huh. She didn’t know they still made those.

Dakota sipped her too-hot coffee and said nothing. She never would have been able to have kids if she hadn’t found out she was a switch? That was messed up. Then the reality hit that she still, right at this moment, would not be able to get pregnant, even if she wanted to. She had to kill a vampire first.

“What about weapons?” she asked. She had to know. Her claws were gone and she’d never used them once. Would her gun be stripped from her too?

Without a word, each woman reached to a hidden spot in their clothing and brought out a blade. Dakota watched, surprised and more than a little impressed.

Goldie’s weapon was a foot-long silver carving knife, almost comically savage in comparison to her appearance, that she pulled from under her ponytail, behind her back, like a ninja sword. Cora took a primitive-looking blade with a twisted, blackened handle from a sheath on her leg, mostly hidden by the oversized purple tunic she wore over leggings. And Gemma whipped a smallish hunting knife, still sheathed, from a slim pocket along the seam at her thigh, slapping it down on the wooden island.

Cora spoke up again. “Anything pointy can kill a vampire, but every switch has a Resonant that makes her stronger. These are metal, because that's Breath Coven’s material.”

Gemma pointed at them each in turn. “Cora's iron, Goldie's silver, and I'm titanium. We each resonate with those certain metals, and these particular weapons.”

Dakota slid off her stool for a refill, trying not to resent the switches. It wasn’t their fault she’d been hit with the magic stick. “How do I get a… what did you call it?”

The switches exchanged a glance. What was that about? Cora broke their look and reached into the basket. “The Keeper’s Book isn’t exactly brimming with obvious-ness, but here’s what Gemma was able to gather about Belief coven.”

Dakota didn’t know or care what the Keeper’s Book was, but when Cora pulled another slip of paper out of the basket and held it out to Dakota, saying, “A switch named Palladium wrote this,” Dakota couldn’t resist taking it.

She scanned the paragraph, some kind of broad description of Belief switches. Square-jawed. Check. Stubborn, fiery. Extra-check. And… what? “Stone exemplifies strength…” she said. She looked up at Cora. “What?”

“Your weapon will be stone, or made of stone, that’s my guess.” Cora answered.

Goldie cut in. “And you can make lightning.”

Dakota almost choked on her coffee. “Lightning?” she squeaked through her half-closed throat. “Like…?” She pointed toward the ceiling, Lightning Rock above it. But all three switches stared back with blank faces. Guess they hadn’t heard that story.

Dakota’s shoulders slumped and she dropped her hand. “How?”

Cora laughed. “It’s a breeze.” She blew into her palm and made a motion like she was winding up for a pitch and letting it loose. Across the island, a stainless steel salt shaker abruptly tipped over, spilling white crystals across the wood.

Dakota sat back on her stool, astonished. “You’re talking about real magic, here.”

Gemma sipped her coffee with a smile. “The realest.”


Chapter 33 - Early Bird Catches The Squirm

 

 

Aven woke up alone in his bed, in his basement room at Credence, and rushed through a shower. He’d get dressed, run upstairs, and check on Dakota before The Cause showed up for this morning’s meeting.

But when he stepped into the hallway, Aven heard voices in the rec room. He turned the corner past the stairs and saw Dallas closing the door to the garage behind Jameson, Riot, and Flint.

A doorbell rang upstairs. Aven started that way, but Flint called him back. “It’s the switches. I made muffins, in case your coven doesn’t cook.”

Aven listened up the stairs. Maybe he could still catch a moment to see Dakota. But he could already hear her talking to someone. She sounded… okay. Maybe a little grumpy.

The door to the garage opened again. Shiloh, Ryder, and Dario walked in. Dario was the only shifter they had who was also law enforcement for the town. Aven liked having him there. One day The Cause was going to end up on the wrong side of the law, he could see it already. Having Dario on the right side might protect them.

Aven waited for the door to open again, but it didn’t. No Maze. Good. Aven took a seat on a couch, and Jameson called the meeting to order. He introduced Dallas first, noting that Dallas was covenbound, which was met with a murmur from those present.

Flint called across the room from his seat by the bar, flashing Dallas a thumbs-up, “Anyone who can take a raptor down, I’m good with.” Aven flipped Flint the bird and Flint laughed.

Dallas wore shorts. He gestured to his prosthetic.  “If this is a bloodwound. I don’t guess my foot will grow back, and I haven’t figured out how to shift with this thing on, but I’m staying. Don’t have much choice, since all my stuff moved here by itself,” he added.

Aven felt a surge of determination again, hearing his friend was staying. Him and Dallas, back on the same team, running shit like they did. It was the best damn news after learning Aven and Dakota had a shot at more than a fling. Having them both here, Credence felt even more like home.

They covered some Cause business, Jameson updating everyone on Carick, Bryce, and Darby’s progress out west. “No sign of the Mountain Man. Turns out he may have been down our way, but he visits the power doctor every month or so, so they’ll wait until he comes back.”

Shiloh spoke up. “Why do we even need him?”

Jameson answered, “Mountain Man’s been killing vampires for years, like his father before him.”

“Mountain Man, Senior?” Riot purred.

Jameson nodded. “They used to live here, but when the father died the son up and left, started moving around from place to place. Latest rumor is he’s got a cabin in Arkansas, maybe Kentucky.”

“So what are we bothering him for, if he’s already taking down bloodsuckers on his own?” Dario said, from one of the sofas. “Let the man work.”

Flint grumbled to the group at large, but mostly at Dario. “He can’t Undo them. But if he’s got bodies, or even body parts, for the switches to stab, we could take them all out. Permanently.”

The shifters absorbed that possibility. The quiet was broken when a door opened and the stairwell from upstairs filled with the sounds of switches coming down the stairs. Aven looked for Dakota among them, but she wasn’t.

Jameson’s voice rose above the din. “One more announcement, this one’s personal.” Cora stood next to the Keeper, her hand in his, a grin on her face. Jameson shared an intimate look with her, then said, “We got Auntie.”

Shifters cheered. Aven clapped Jameson on the back. Good news. Very good news. Aven excused himself and made his way through the jumble of celebrating shifters and up the stairs.

He wanted to see Dakota. He wanted to hear her voice, see her face… make sure she was okay.

 

* * *

 

She was in the kitchen, sliding something from a frying pan onto two plates on the counter in front of her. She smiled at him, too brightly. “I made breakfast.”

Aven smiled cautiously. “For me?”

She nodded. “To say thanks.”

Aven pulled his head back. “Thanks?”

He got a look at the plate and couldn’t help his shudder.

Dakota peered at him. “Sorry, you don’t like eggs?”

Shit. He had no idea how to explain this one. “No...”

“What, are you allergic...” Her voice trailed off and her cheeks flamed red “Oh,” she said.

Brilliant. Nicely done. Next time call her a bird-killer and get it over with. Instead Aven reached around her. “Bacon and toast is great, though.” He made a meat-and-bread sandwich and took a bite, hoping to at least get a smile.

Dallas bounded into the kitchen. “Eggs! You make any for me?”

Dakota smiled, but it seemed forced. She handed the plate over. “All yours. I’m getting in the shower.”

She padded away in her bare feet and boxer shorts, leaving the two of them with the dishes.

 

* * *

 

Dakota emerged from her shower determined to do something right today. Or at least not to make anything else worse.

Coffee with the switches had been miserable, despite how friendly they all were. Dakota had tried to keep an open mind, but by the time they left there had been a little chant running through her head on a loop: this is not me this is not me this is not me.

Nothing about being a switch sounded as awesome as shifting, being a sleek, powerful jaguar with finely-tuned instincts and deadly intent. Being able to protect and save the ones who needed it. Instead she was supposed to be the one who needed protecting?

Blech. Gross. No, thank you.

A knock on her bedroom door had Dakota pulling on her robe, poking her turbaned head out to see who it was. Aven stood in the hall. “Can I come in?”

Dakota backed up and let him enter. He strolled over to the enormous window that looked over the field of sunflowers. “I don’t think I could sleep, thinking about who could be watching me.”

She picked up a remote from the bedside table. With a push of a button the glass turned so frosted it was almost completely opaque. Only the light came in. Aven whistled. “Nice.”

Dakota shook her head at the craziness of it all. “I was lying here last night and started to get spooked, and I looked over at the nightstand and there was the remote.” Just like Gemma said this morning, what she needed showed up when she needed it.

What else could she find, if she wasn’t focused on looking for one specific thing?

Her mind ran through why it had to be wrong, why she couldn’t be what Aven and the rest of them believed she was. One, her brother was a shifter for sure, she’d seen it, she’d touched his jaguar. Two, Dakota smelled like a jaguar, Maze had said so himself. Hope kindled inside her. Could she be both?

Aven caught her eye. Strong, sure, steady Aven, who could work with anyone, but obeyed no one. If she was a switch, he could be hers. He could even claim her. She could be like the Breath switches, in love with their mates to depths and breadths that Dakota envied already.

Confusion swirled inside Dakota. Her mind insisted she think about this. Her body rebelled. She went with her body.

She smiled wickedly at Aven and dropped her robe to the floor. “You busy?”

Aven’s eyes went dark with passion, but he nodded as he stalked toward her.

He was teasing her? Now? Dakota cocked a hip. Aven moved in even closer, reaching for his pants… but, no, he wasn’t going where she wanted him to. Instead, he dug into the front pocket of his jeans. His dick was hard, next to the outline of his hand in his pocket, but he paid it no attention.

He pulled keys out of his pocket and held them up.  “Jameson says we have to get Luxe out of his driveway.”

Dakota grabbed the keys from Aven’s hand and tossed them to the side. “We will,” she said, unfastening Aven’s pants. He let her, his jaw hard as granite under his beard.

Dakota pushed jeans and boxers down over his ass in one hard shove, letting his cock spring free. “When I’m done.”

She got to work.


Chapter 34 - Two In The Bush

 

 

Aven stared down at Dakota. She knelt and took him into her gorgeous fucking mouth. He cursed lightly, and groaned long. He would check in with her feelings later, for now, he would let her work out her feelings on him. He would encourage it.

This was right. The two of them, together, it was so right.

She used both hands, her lips and tongue. He pumped gently into her mouth, urged on by Dakota squeezing him, sucking him, moaning around his hard flesh. When Aven came close to the edge, Dakota backed him off, her smile saying she wasn’t nearly done.

Dakota got to her feet and strolled slowly, confidently to the other side of the bed while Aven got naked. “Lie down,” she said, her voice so sultry he could feel her lips wrapping around his cock again.

Aven did as he was told, lying in the center of her bed. On his back, hard and ready.

Dakota climbed on the bed, knees next to Aven’s waist. She leaned over to wrap one hand around his length, lick him from root to tip. Aven moved his hand to Dakota’s thigh and gripped, then slipped his fingers higher, to where she wept for him. The soft velvet flesh, slippery with arousal, was the best thing he’d felt since… well, since he’d felt that same spot yesterday.

She swung one leg over his body, facing away from him, in reverse cowgirl. A favorite of Aven’s, but somehow less than he wanted now. Then Dakota rose up and took him inside her, and all he wanted was what he already had.

Aven pulled Dakota’s arms behind her the way she liked, pushing up to bury himself deep. She moaned and melted against him, back to his chest, elbows touching the bed. She pulled her bent legs straight, rested her head on Aven’s shoulder. Her weight pressing him to the bed was the sweetest bliss.

He wrapped his arms around Dakota, pushing deep again. Her body rocked against his like a wave. She moaned next to his ear, breathless with surrender.

Aven wanted more of that sound.

He caressed her breast with one hand, fingers teasing her nipple, arm across her body holding her tight to him. Aven’s other hand drifted down, slipping between Dakota’s soft lips to just above where he filled her.

He found her clit and rubbed, flicked at it, was rewarded with a squeeze of her silken core on his rigid length. Aven groaned into her shoulder.

Dakota turned her head, facing Aven, wrapping one arm backwards around his neck and pulling his lips to hers. “More,” she moaned against his mouth, gasping when he slipped his fingers over her clit again, made her body tremble.

Aven kissed Dakota with everything he had. Sucking her tongue into his mouth, rubbing her clit, pressing her firmly on his pistoning cock with the base of his hand. His other hand gripped her breast. Pleasure rushed him. Too. Fucking. Good.

Her orgasm hit and she screamed into his kiss, the vortex pull of her inner muscles taking Aven along for the ride. He speared high inside Dakota, holding her to him as their sweaty bodies slipped and slid, as his climax ripped through him, making Aven’s body arch with pleasure.

When he finally let her go, Dakota slumped into the curve of Aven’s arm briefly before rolling off the bed and heading for the bathroom. “Now I need another shower. Then we can go get Luxe.”

She tossed him a smile that Aven returned, but her eyes were wary. Dakota wasn’t as happy as she acted. Something was weighing her down. But she wasn’t ready to admit it, at least not to him. Instead she was using sex and errands to distract them both.

Aven got up and walked to the cracked bathroom door, pushing it further open when he heard the water splashing in the shower. He may have finished minutes ago, but the thought of Dakota naked and wet made Aven hard all over again. “Room in that shower for one more?”

Dakota’s hand emerged from the curtain, and one curving finger beckoned him in.

Hell, yeah.

Aven went in.

 

* * *

 

Their shower got way dirtier before they got clean. Aven stopped counting Dakota’s orgasms after three.

Dakota finally pushed him away with a hot look and a whimper. “Go. Any more and I won’t be able to walk.” Aven gave her one more kiss and stepped out of the shower, She slapped his ass and closed the curtain behind him.

Aven dried and dressed and ran down to his room for a jacket. He snagged one from his closet, put it on, and felt something thump against his chest. When he reached into his pocket, he felt the shard of quartz he’d found that day at the mine when Dallas called, asking Aven to look for Dakota.

Aven pulled the shard out of his jacket pocket and looked at it again, at the shock of blue running through it like a lightning strike, branching off again and again into smaller and smaller streams. He eyed it, remembering something from recently, from when Flint was pining for Goldie. He had told Flint that finding a switch’s Resonant was a surefire way to help her embrace her power.

Time to take his own advice and find a way to transform that shard of quartz into a weapon fit for a killer. For Dakota.

All he had to do was figure out how.

He pocketed the quartz, his mind turning over rapidly.

 

***

He got Dakota to her car, then flew above her as they headed home, his mind still working his problem. In the distance, hidden by trees, the Bear Claw beckoned. Hernando would be able to help him.

He sent a message from his mind to Dakota’s. I just remembered something I need to do. Back in a couple hours, okay?

The Mustang swerved, barely. Aven heard and felt Dakota talking herself out of her momentary panic:  It was on the list, remember? Shifters can use telepathy in their animal state to communicate with switches. Freaky as hell, but super useful.

Aven wasn’t sure if she didn’t know how to not broadcast all her thoughts or if, maybe, as a Belief switch, she wouldn’t even be capable. Her mood was rarely a mystery, why should her thoughts be? He sent back reassurance: You’ll get used to it, witch. See you back home.

Minutes later he landed outside the Bear Claw Diner, zipped and buttoned his fly that the everweft had left undone, and headed straight for the kitchen, nodding at Ryder and Molly as he passed them in the dining room.

Hernando was right where Aven expected him to be. Overseeing a team of prep cooks getting ready for the dinner service, and patting his secret-recipe meatloaf into a half-dozen pans.

“‘Nando, you got a minute?” Aven asked. Nobody Aven knew had as much respect for the old ways as Hernando did. If he didn’t have the skills Aven needed, he’d know who did.

Hernando turned to Aven and smiled up at him, his round, tan-with-a-sunburn face breaking into a big smile. “Anytime, Aven.”

Aven knew that Hernando wasn’t thrilled to see the fight coming back, but he admired the way the old condor didn’t broadcast it. Hernando hadn’t been around for the Reckoning like Jameson had, but he was old enough to have lost family and friends to The Cause.

Aven pulled the quartz shard from his pocket and set it on the stainless steel work surface as Ryder came into the kitchen with a brown plastic tub full of dirty dishes. Hernando looked at the quartz and made an impressed face. “Nice. Where’d you find it?”

“What I need to know, ‘Nando, is how to carve it? Can I make a knife outta this?”

Hernando squinted at the shard, his hands still busy with ground meat. “I don’t know about a knife. Maybe an arrowhead. Or a spearhead.”

Aven nodded. “Perfect. How do I do that?”

Hernando looked at him and laughed. “How am I supposed to know? I never done that before.”

Damn. Aven was about to thank Hernando and go when he felt the air move behind him. He turned. Ryder was a foot away, so silent that Aven hadn’t heard him, so deliberately blank that Aven hadn’t even sensed him. Aven caught the clouded leopard’s eye as Ryder put his phone down on the counter between them and walked away without a word.

Aven looked down and saw a video Ryder had pulled up on YouTube, of a man tapping at one rock with a smaller one, his hand cushioned by a strip of leather, shearing away tiny flakes with each impact. The larger rock changed shape, taking on first an edge, then a point.

Stunned, Aven watched for a minute. He could do that. Hell, he bet he could fly home this minute and find all the tools he needed in Credence’s garage.

Aven looked to Ryder to say thanks, but the shifter had his back to them, his arms elbow-deep in soapy water, and headphones in his ears. Aven looked back to Hernando.

The older male smirked at Aven and shrugged. “Past he’s got, he could prob’ly make a knife outta that phone.”

 


Chapter 35 - Hawkeye

 

 

The next day Dakota drove herself and Dallas to the BBOC. He wanted to work out in the back room with the other shifters. Dakota wanted to shoot something.

She set herself up at the range, was about to put her hearing protection on and go hot when a voice behind her called her name. Dakota saw Cora and Jameson heading her way. Shit. Ten more seconds and she could have ignored them.

Not that she didn’t like Jameson and Cora. She did. It was impossible not to, and Cora had a directness that appealed to Dakota. But still. She wanted a minute here, to pretend she was still her, the old her, the one she recognized.

Dakota nodded at Jameson, like she would if she saw a superior officer in public. But he wasn’t her superior anymore. Was he? If Jameson was in charge of The Cause’s shifters, who ran the switches?

Cora and Jameson reached the range. Cora’s hazel eyes were wide as she stared at Dakota’s sidearm on the wooden staging desk. “You’ve got a gun?”

“Sure, want to shoot it?”

Cora was entranced. “I’ve never even touched one. But yours is beautiful. Can I hold it?”

Never one to discourage a woman from knowing her way around a gun, Dakota ejected the magazine and the round she’d chambered, double-checking the barrel that it was clear, then handed the weapon to Cora. The Breath switch held it in her tiny hands and it looked bigger, more threatening somehow, than it had before.

“Babe,” Jameson piped up, gesturing at the air around Cora. “You’re even glowing a lot. Must be the iron in the steel.”

Cora’s eyes went wider. “Do you think I could kill a vampire with it?” Then she made a face, like she didn’t like that idea. “It wouldn’t be as much fun as stabbing them.”

“Can I shoot it?” she asked.

Jameson leaned in. “Is that okay? Won’t it hurt the baby’s ears?”

“It’s fine outdoors, but not indoor ranges,” Dakota said.

Cora rolled her eyes. “The baby is fine, I promise. I want to shoot the gun.”

Dakota heard Jameson make a quiet sound of disbelief that Dakota interpreted to mean, Excuse me, do I not wear a gun and sleep in your bed? How come she gets to teach you?

Dakota caught his eye. “If you want to work out, go for it. I’ve got five hundred rounds and nowhere else to be,” she told him.

Jameson hesitated. He nodded, an almost-invisible smile on his face as he left.

Cora turned to Dakota. “What do I do?”

Dakota showed Cora the basics with the unloaded firearm, how to aim and shoot. Cora was a quick study. Together they loaded magazines. Dakota showed Cora how to chamber a round quickly. Then she got out another set of hearing protectors, like big headphones with no cord, and handed them to Cora.

Cora put them on with a grin and stepped up to the range’s starting line with her loaded weapon. Dakota helped her set her stance, then pointed to the targets. “Have at it.”

Cora set up for her first shot slowly, methodically, taking a second to let her breath out halfway before holding it and firing, like Dakota had shown her. She took off the ear of the figure on the target. Cora laughed. Dakota smiled.

The next dozen shots were quicker. Cora held her stance, kept her eyes open, and blasted holes all through the vampire stand-in. When the magazine clicked empty, Cora put the weapon down and grinned, pulling her hearing protection off. “That was fucking incredible!”

Dakota agreed. “You’re a really good shot. I can’t believe it’s your first time.”

Cora turned to Dakota, a sincere look in her eyes. “Thanks for doing this. I love Jameson, and I adore how old-fashioned he is. But sometimes he forgets who I am. And that I got along fine for three decades before he showed up.”

Dakota smiled, though she had to admit she was a little surprised. Cora wasn’t the backseat-taking, roll-slowing, damsel-in-distress that Dakota had assumed most switches would have to be, kickass weapons or not.

She might have to reconsider her position on switches. Maybe.

She helped Cora reload.

 

* * *

 

Aven stood in Credence’s garage, bent over the workbench, tapping at the quartz he held in his leather-gloved hand. Another thin shard of the clear crystal sheared off, bringing it a few millimeters closer to being pointed. The shard joined the pile already on the workbench.

He’d been out here for hours, ever since Dakota and Dallas left for the BBOC. His shoulders ached from the constant tap-tap-tapping of one rock against another. But he was making progress. Dakota would have her Resonant. All Aven had to figure out was what kind of handle to lash it to. He’d looked online yesterday but hadn’t found anything he liked.

Aven set the crystal down, and the smaller rock. He grabbed a small trash can and brushed the crystal shards into it. He wrapped the crystal in a scrap of leather and turned to his hiding place. Fourth drawer of the toolbox, left side, all the way in the back, behind the sandpaper, knowing Credence was probably helping Aven hide it, just like she’d provided the tools and the space he needed to make it.

Aven tucked the bundle in the way-back of the drawer. His finger brushed against something metallic. Something that hadn’t been there before, and that didn’t belong in the sandpaper drawer. He pinched it between two fingers and pulled it out.

It was a ring, like a wedding band. Copper. Its edges were hammered thin, a turquoise patina in some of the tool marks, while a line running the center of the ring held chips of some kind of shiny stone. The patina said it was old enough to be an heirloom, but... what were those stones? Aven looked closer. Flecks of blue in the shiny chips caught his eye.

The shards from Dakota’s Resonant, the ones Aven had been shearing off for hours. They were in the ring. Did that mean what Aven thought it did?

He hoped so.

Aven tucked the ring back with Dakota’s soon-to-be Resonant. He’d find a better place for it later. What he needed to do now was move his ass. He wasn’t missing another day of flyovers.

Aven charged up the stairs and out Credence’s front door, running across the shiny blue marble and pushing off into his eagle so that he swooped low over the sunflowers, his feather tips barely brushing their golden petals. He curved around for a view of Lightning Rock, pushing hard with his wings to clear the sheer cliff and the slip of air that tangled at its edge. Aven flew over the dome and followed the dirt road leading from Credence’s back door, then turned northwest. He’d start on the other side of the river and work his way back home.

First stop was Shady Pines. Aven followed the road that turned into the little town’s main drag, starting at the end where casual hangouts, delis and bars catered to the nearby private college’s small roster of students. But his main focus was the other end of town, past the side streets that led to the public elementary school and courthouse, where the student-budget spots gave up their space to artsy stores where only the well-off tourists could afford to do more than window-shop.

This part of Shady Pines had been on Aven’s fly-over list for weeks, ever since Goldie had twice tried to attack a limousine carrying vampires, right on that main street. He circled over the intersection where she’d run, or more accurately, tripped into Flint’s car.

Aven swooped lower, landed on a street sign, gazing around with his eagle eyes at the cars and humans that flowed by.

An older woman stepped out of a store on the other side of the street, wearing a bright yellow coat. She had a younger female companion with her, who waited as the older woman extended a telescopic cane in her hand. She tapped it on the ground in front of her as they walked down the sidewalk.

A charge like electricity zapped through Aven’s body. That was it. What Dakota needed for her Resonant. Aven could see it in his mind’s eye. Like a tactical baton, something that could telescope so she could use it at close-quarters, maybe even throw it if she had to. Flexible. Resilient. Like her.

The idea thrummed in his gut, feeling true. This would work. He’d craft that sexy switch a Resonant the likes of which The Cause had never even imagined. She’d never hunt again without knowing that Aven supported her every step.

That junk shop Riot had shown him had all kinds of crazy stuff on its shelves. Aven bet he could find something there. He would drop by on his way to Turner’s Mill, the next stop on his flyover route.

Aven was just about to take off when a breeze blew across his feathers, ruffling them, bringing a scent that shut down his plans and put him on highest alert.

Darby’s stalker. It was the same wholly unique blend, dark and so sleek it was almost slippery. Aven had no frame of reference to compare it to, except for that nameless something that was in both Cage’s and Maze’s scents.

But no matter how the what of the scent drove him crazy, the where of it wasn’t in question. Here. All he had to do was find it.

He took flight with a powerful push but stayed low, close to the roofline of the buildings by the sign where he’d perched. Another whiff crossed his beak and he crossed the side street, closing in on the scent’s source. It was an art gallery near the corner, where the door was propped open with a welcoming sign. The stalker’s scent trickled out like water.

Aven pushed himself up and over the buildings, into the alley behind them where the staff parked and the dumpsters were stored. He shifted, gave himself a quick once-over to make sure nothing important was out of place, then jogged around the corner to the front of the store and scented again.

Darby’s stalker was still inside. Aven had been worried he’d lose him in the thirty seconds he hadn’t had eyes on the place, but whoever it was hadn’t left. Now, the question was whether he confronted the guy right off, or held back and watched.

At least he shouldn’t do it in the store. No sense upsetting the locals. Aven backed off to the other side of the street, where he could watch without being seen.

It didn’t take long. A few minutes later the owner of the gallery and her patron made their way to the front door, chatting and laughing with smiles on their faces. The air swirled toward Aven, confirming what his sinking gut had already told him.

It was Thorn. Again. The same guy who Aven had already confronted once, and whose reaction had made it clear that he was ignorant of the accusations Aven had thrown at him.

It still didn’t make sense to Aven. A vibe was a hard thing to fake. Not impossible, but definitely not something everyone could do, and not something this guy should be able to do. It was easier to make a vibe disappear altogether, like Ryder had done at the diner.

Aven had to accept it, Thorn wasn’t the guy. He was something sketchy, and maybe the same unknown species of shifter as the suspect Aven was chasing. But he wasn’t Darby’s stalker. He had been wrong. He was wrong. This was all wrong.

Aven backed away from the street, between two buildings, and pushed into his eagle again. He flew straight up, located Thorn, and rode the currents as he watched the stylishly-dressed man make his way a block down the street before turning. Aven considered following him, but he reined in the impulse. It was just the frustration of unanswered questions making him think Thorn was involved. He had a real job to do.

He tipped a wing and let the wind catch him, carry him to the east, his thoughts weighing him down. Aven pushed harder, flew higher, until the worries dropped away and he could focus again on his duty. He set his heading for Turner’s Mill, to complete his fly-over route.

 

 

 


Chapter 36 - Crazy As A Loon

 

 

Dakota and Cora had so much fun shooting, they lost track of time. When the sun started to set, Jameson walked back to the range and promised Cora he’d make her dinner if she’d finally leave.

The pregnant switch looked at her watch. “I guess I can stop, if you’re cooking.” She pulled Dakota into a bent-over hug and rushed off with Jameson.

Dakota found Dallas at the BBOC and offered him the car keys. He took them with a grin. “Luxe missed me, didn’t she? It’s okay, you don’t have to be jealous.”

Dakota smirked and punched him lightly on the shoulder, too tired in her mind, body, and soul to think of a comeback.

They were just turning onto the dirt road by Lightning Rock when Aven appeared above the convertible, keeping pace with them all the way through the tunnel to the garage.

Dallas parked Luxe in the spot next to his beige sedan, where the wall was marked with a cat’s paw print that Dakota couldn’t help but covet. The wall in front of the spot where Luxe rested was blank, but it was definitely her spot. Even if Dakota parked in another one, Luxe ended up back here every time. So why didn’t she get a special mark, like Dallas?

Probably because you wouldn’t like what would show up, since it definitely won’t be cat-related, a snarky little voice in her head griped. Dakota couldn’t argue.

Aven landed next to her door, an absent-minded, angry look on his face. Dakota reached over without getting out and touched his hand. “You okay?”

He only glanced at her, but Dakota saw worry deep in Aven’s eyes. Something was seriously bothering him. She tugged on his fingers, scooting herself over to the driver’s seat as Dallas relinquished it. “Get in. We’ll go for a drive.”

Aven nodded, still distracted, and got in the car. Dakota waved at Dallas as she turned around in the cavernous space and aimed back toward the great wide open beyond the coven’s tunnel, feeling better than she had all day. What she needed was to stop thinking about herself so much and care a little more about someone else. And there was nobody she’d rather give her attention to than Aven.

He was angry, and she didn’t know at who. Not her.

“Something’s wrong with me.” His voice was serious and his words were forced. He didn’t want to be admitting what he was admitting. “Not just the vampires screwing with my senses.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I was doing my regular flyover and I scented Darby’s stalker again. But it wasn’t him. It was Thorn. Just like at the courthouse.”

Aven tapped his teeth together, then swore. “I don’t even know what’s messed up, exactly. Is it him, is it me, is it vampires?”

“Where would Cora be right now?” Dakota said, ready to flip the car around if she needed to.

Dakota didn’t know what was wrong with Aven either, but she knew where to start investigating it, and she was thrilled to not be thinking about whether she was a switch or not.

 

 

* * *

 

Dakota turned up a driveway made of terracotta tiles and gaped in amazement at Breath Coven’s home.

Resperanza was gorgeous, no doubt about it. With her peachy-pink stucco walls and rusty-brown terracotta tile roof, the coven looked like some of the swankiest mansions in Phoenix, but way bigger. Two tall turrets covered in slender windows marked the front corners of the hacienda. Cast iron window boxes filled with flowers in shades of fire gave the whole house a welcoming feel.

Dakota pulled to one side of the driveway and parked. She had barely shut the engine off when the front door opened. It was Cora, her eyes lit up with excitement. “I ate. Got any guns on you?” She shook her head. “Never mind. I’m kidding. Come in.”

Cora invited Dakota and Aven in, leading the way down the tiled hallway to the living room beyond. They passed a small bedroom with its door open. Cora gestured with a smile. “That’s Auntie’s room. The judge said we could pick her up as soon as the paperwork goes through.”

They turned a corner into a living room filled with overstuffed white couches, and sat down. Goldie was tucked into an easy chair at the other end of the room, where the rounded turret at this corner of Resperanza housed a kind of library. When she saw Dakota and Aven, Goldie tossed off her blanket and walked over to join them, that same gentle smile on her face. “Feeling any better?” she asked Dakota.

Dakota shrugged. The truth was, Dakota didn’t feel entirely comfortable in Resperanza. The coven was gorgeous, but Dakota felt unsettled. Like someone’s suspicious grandma was listening to their conversation, and maybe judging them a little.

She shook it off and looked at Cora. “We need to talk about Thorn.”

Cora’s lip curled and she put her hand on her belly. “Ugh, even his name makes me queasy now.” She sat on one of the couches, pulling her legs beneath her. “I mean, I always thought he was odd, even over email. Just… not quite right. But fascinating, too. I looked forward to hearing from him but I hated talking to him. It was weird.” Something about what she said rang a tiny bell of memory in Dakota’s mind.

“But then at the courthouse,” Cora’s whole body shivered with revulsion. “I had to get away from him. You saw me,” she said, gesturing at Aven. He nodded confirmation.

Goldie sat down, too, and piped up. “That first way you said, that’s how I felt about Darby’s friend Lance, the one she met at the art show in New Orleans. Darby loved him, but he skeeved me out right from the beginning. Intrigued me, too, though. I hid behind a wall and watched him and Darby the whole night.”

Her tone changed. “But what you said about the courthouse, that’s how the stalker made me feel. I couldn’t get away fast enough.”

The bell that had been ringing in Dakota’s head stopped as she realized when she had felt the same fascinated revulsion as Goldie and Cora described. “There was a car, down the road from the Bear Claw, the first day Maze and I showed up. The guy inside was just sitting there, but I felt exactly like you two said. I was revolted, but I couldn’t stop looking.”

Dakota tipped her head, unsure. “I think I saw him again, at the courthouse, before Auntie’s first hearing. Or someone else who made me feel that way.”

She remembered another time as well, and touched Aven’s sleeve to remind him. “And same thing when I picked Aven up outside the courthouse, when you saw Thorn that first time.” Dakota’s forehead crinkled with confusion. “That’s two different guys, though. The first guy had a ponytail, same as the one in the car, but Thorn doesn’t.”

Goldie went still, her blue eyes wide. “Lance had a ponytail.” She stood up and walked away, toward the front door, calling over her shoulder, “I’ll be right back.”

When she returned, Goldie held a letter in her hands. “Flint had the mail from the duplex forwarded to the BBOC, since it’s not safe to go there now that the vampires know about it. This was postmarked while Darby was in the hospital.”

Her hands shook as she gave the letter to Dakota to open. Aven stuck his face close and inhaled. “No scent. Probably got rubbed off in the mail.”

Dakota opened the letter. Her stomach gave a rebellious heave. The words were cut-outs from magazines and newspapers, the message all concern for Darby’s health. He wanted to know if she was alright, that he hadn’t meant for her to get hurt, why she’d run. By the time she’d scanned the full text, Dakota’s fingers were shaking, too. She tucked the note away and practically threw it on a nearby table.

“Thorn’s an antiques dealer? What did you buy from him?” Dakota asked Cora, trying to get back on track after the way that note had made her feel, all scattered and torn.

Cora pointed into the library, to a leather satchel on a high shelf. “An antique vampire-hunting kit.” Dakota did a double-take, and Cora fluttered her hands, rushing to explain. “Not anything real, they were just popular back then, after Bram Stoker wrote Dracula, when everyone and their mother were having séances to reach the dead. A jar of holy water, one with garlic oil, a pointy wooden stake, crucifix, stuff like that.”

Dakota nodded. “Anything else?”

“A couple things I already sold. Oh, and Lynessa has this mammoth tusk, the last thing I bought from Thorn, right before shit got supernatural. It’s about switches, but I didn’t realize it until after I had given it to her. And I haven’t figured out how to ask for it back without tripping her radar and bringing up questions I can’t afford to answer.”

Dakota laughed, but it wasn’t funny. She could see how that would be tricky. She was lucky she hadn’t left behind anyone but her coworkers, but if she’d had to keep The Cause secret from Dallas? It could have ruined their relationship.

Cora cocked her head. “Thorn saw the tusk, with the word ‘swytch’ carved on it, and he had this whole witch legend he’d found about the story carved on it…” Her eyes shone with concerned lights as she looked at each of them in turn. “Do you think he knows about The Cause? Or at least switches?”

After spending the whole conversation quiet, Aven finally spoke up. “Cora, can you set up a meeting with Thorn? I think it’s time J and I asked him some questions.”

Cora pulled out her phone. “Done.”

 

 


Chapter 37 - A Little Birdie Told Me

 

 

Aven and Jameson sat at a coffee shop in Shady Pines the following afternoon, waiting for Thorn to show. Cora had arranged a meeting, saying she and Jameson wanted to talk to him while he was still in town, and according to Jameson, Thorn had rushed to agree. Aven had come along in her place, to give Jameson a read on the squirrely Sonofabitch.

Jameson spoke up. “I was so distracted by Cora and Auntie last time, I didn’t pay enough attention to him. What’s the signal if he’s hiding something?”

Aven thought for a moment, then drummed his fingers on the table. Jameson gave a grunt of assent.

That dark, sleek scent wove through the room. Aven and Jameson’s heads turned toward the door. Thorn stood there in an expensively-cut blazer and cashmere scarf over jeans and a white t-shirt, scanning the room, his eyes finally settling on Aven, then Jameson. His lip curled with a sneer as he walked over, and Aven felt a wave of betrayal roll off him. “Where’s Cora?”

Jameson took the lead. “She’s not feeling well. Have a seat.”

A surge of push-back caught Aven’s attention, as if Thorn was thinking of refusing. It dissipated quickly. He pulled out a chair across from them and sat.

Jameson waved at a waitress as he spoke to Thorn. “You want some coffee? How’s your hotel?”

Thorn vibed as cautiously open. That was good. He ordered a cappuccino and turned back to Jameson. “I AirBnb’d it. There are some nice condos around here.”

They talked politely but tersely until Thorn’s coffee came, about the area, and the artists Thorn had met. “I’d pack them all off to New York with me if I could. Their talent is wasted down here.”

Aven took offense on behalf of the forest. “Maybe they wouldn’t seem so talented if they didn’t have this waste of space for inspiration.” Thorn looked his way and gave a slight nod, acknowledging Aven could be right.

But Jameson had had enough of the banter. “Tell me how you met Cora.”

Thorn hesitated. “She hasn’t told you?”

Jameson’s jaw bulged. “I’d like to hear your side.”

Thorn hesitated for the barest moment, but Aven felt it. Thorn didn’t want to go there. Then Thorn waved one hand in the air, sipping his fancy coffee. “Online, like everything these days. She was doing research, as I recall.”

The Keeper nodded, as if that lined up with what Cora said. “And now?”

The hesitation became a wall. Thorn might have been okay talking about how he and Cora met, but he didn’t want to say what she was to him now. Aven drummed his fingers on the table and felt Jameson’s anger surge in response.

Jameson reached into his back pocket and withdrew the letter Goldie had shown them last night. The one sent by a stalker whose scent matched Thorn’s exactly. “What do you know about this?”

Thorn’s stony expression didn't change. His hands didn’t shake as he picked up the folded letter. If Aven hadn’t been there, Thorn might have pulled off the act.

Instead, Aven felt everything.

Confusion was the first emotion Aven read off Thorn’s vibe, followed immediately by dismay. Sharp, stomach-dropping. Thorn knew that letter before he even opened it. What was in it, who it was from, or both.

Thorn’s eyes scanned the pasted-on words. Aven felt his reaction. Thorn was furious, like he’d been when Aven confronted him about Darby and Goldie’s car accident. But he didn’t show it at all.

Thorn finished reading the letter and tossed it across the table at Jameson. “Why did you show me that? It’s not even addressed to Cora.”

Aven rested his hands on either side of his coffee cup and drummed all his fingers on the table around it. He had to let Jameson know that Thorn’s innocent act was exactly that, an act. Fucker was faking it all.

Jameson got the message. His anger pushed at Aven from the side. He leaned toward Thorn, jamming his finger on the table between them. “Bullshit. What are you even doing here? And don’t hand me any of that crap about scouting artists. I want the truth.”

Thorn’s mood turned like a cornered animal’s, his slender body coiling in on itself before he leaned across the table, too, sneering in Jameson’s face. “You want power. Over Cora’s whole life.”

Jameson jerked back slightly, but his initial surprise turned to rage as Thorn continued. “Where has she been, the last two months? Why doesn’t she work at the college anymore? Why is there a new family living in her house, and she has no forwarding address? You some overbearing asshole who sucked her in, got her pregnant, and now you won’t let her leave? Let her live her own life? I should call the cops on you.”

Aven could feel the Keeper’s white wolf rumbling under the surface, furious, fighting to come through and tear this mouthy bastard limb from limb, witnesses be damned. He glanced over and saw Jameson glaring at Thorn with murder in his eyes. Things were about to get messy.

Aven gripped Jameson's shoulder. When the Keeper didn't react, when his fury kept on building, Aven tried another tactic. He moved one foot close to Jameson’s leg and shifted his toes and boot into talons. Aven gripped the Keeper’s calf, tearing the legs of his pants and digging into flesh, almost breaking the skin.

He felt Jameson's spike of anger at the sneaky trick, then his cool, calm focus returning. Damn. Aven had never seen the Keeper's wolf test his control like that. But having his claimed, pregnant mate threatened by a stranger could do that to a male.

Thorn stopped talking. When Aven tuned back into him, he felt a wave of longing so stark it made his chest hurt. It wasn’t love, just desperation, an obsession that wouldn’t quit. For a moment Aven felt sorry for the guy, wanting someone, or something, he could never have. Then Aven remembered what was at stake, and the feeling evaporated.

Thorn stood, downing the rest of his coffee, and looked at Aven and Jameson. “Give Cora my best,” he said, then walked out of the coffee shop.

As soon as Thorn was out the door, Jameson was on his feet. “Follow him. Starting now he is Cause Enemy Number One. Do not let him out of our sight.” They made it to the sidewalk and watched Thorn walk down the street.

Another figure moved with him. Across the street, but in such obvious concert and with such intense focus that Aven couldn’t help but notice. Not to mention her body curved like a river, and not that Aven was interested, but he was well-trained.

He tapped Jameson on the arm and pointed. “Isn’t that Serena?”

Jameson’s eyes followed Aven’s finger across the street, to the nurse with the black hair and harsh bangs who’d been at the courthouse. Jameson muttered, “Sure is,” then raised his voice to call to her. “Serena!”

The female jumped, hair whipping around her face as she turned. When she saw Jameson her face flushed, her cheeks so red they rivaled the fire engine color of the lipstick she wore. She immediately turned down a side street and speed-walked away from them.

Jameson’s face screwed up in confusion. “That’s weird.”

Aven didn’t think it was weird that Serena wouldn’t want to talk to Jameson after losing her case against keeping Auntie at the home. But it was definitely weird for her to be so interested in Thorn, who was so interested in Cora. Aven might have to add the nurse to his watch-list, too.

And if he kept doing that, Aven was going to have to get over his issues with Maze. No way he could be the only flyer out here, especially if he was covenbound. The idea didn’t rankle like it had before. With Aven’s senses so mixed up, it wasn’t fair to involve Maze in a history they obviously didn’t share.

Aven looked around for a spot to shift into his eagle. He needed to track Thorn, get a pin on his home base. Jameson put a hand on Aven’s arm to stop him. “Did his scent remind you of anything?”

Aven shook his head. “Sometimes I think he smells a little like Cage did, and Maze does. Nothing specific. Just… I don’t know… like there’s some overlap. You?”

Jameson nodded, the look on his face inscrutable. “An old hermit, a shifter, used to live in the forest, not too far from Cove Springs. I only met him once before he died or disappeared, oh, must’ve been forty years back. I swear it’s the same as what’s in Thorn’s scent.”

Aven tilted his head, curious. “What kind of shifter was he?”

Jameson’s expression was puzzled and dark. “I never could place it. And nobody I asked would ever say.”

The Keeper inhaled, like some kind of spell had been broken. He gestured at Thorn moving down the street. “Get me a report when you have a location. We’ll double-team him if we have to. He doesn’t breathe without us knowing.”

Aven nodded in reply and backed down the alley between the buildings. He shifted and reemerged above the street, tipping a wing at Jameson to let the Keeper know he had eyes on Thorn again. Jameson gave a subtle wave and turned to walk the way Serena had.

Aven wondered if Jameson would find her, talk to her. If he did, what would she say?

He shook the thoughts loose and concentrated on his own quarry. Thorn’s scarf waved in the crisp mountain breeze, making him easy to locate as he stalked down the main drag. He turned at the same corner he had yesterday, after leaving the art gallery, going in the opposite direction from the courthouse.

Aven circled higher, to see where Thorn might be going. Shady Pines’ downtown area only extended a half-dozen short blocks on either side of the main street before the mountains took over again. Thorn passed by the first block but slowed at the second, in front of a small-but-swanky, newly-constructed building full of luxury apartments. He let himself in the front door.

Aven circled the building, trying to look in windows, but too many of them were covered. He landed in an elm tree and evaluated his odds.

From the footprint of the building, Aven guessed there were two apartments on each floor, and the building was only four stories high. That made it easy, only seven to eliminate and they’d have Thorn’s location.

Aven would post shifters around the clock to watch him. Thorn was some kind of shifter, and somehow involved with Darby’s stalker, even if he had nothing to do with vampires. They needed a read on this guy. A good one.

Looking innocent wasn’t enough anymore. The Cause needed to know everything about Thorn Severn.

 

 


Chapter 38 - Feather The Nest

 

 

Dakota bounced around the coven all afternoon, nervous as hell about the meeting Aven and Jameson were having with Thorn, wanting to hear what they’d learned. Only problem was there wasn’t anything to do. The fridge was full of food, her laundry had magically washed and dried itself, and Dakota couldn’t find one speck of dust in the house to clean.

This place didn’t seem to understand how badly Dakota needed to distract herself.

Dakota gave in to the waiting. She sat in her bedroom in the coven, in one of the comfy gray chairs that faced the field of sunflowers outside her picture window. The sun was setting behind the blooms, highlighting their waving silhouettes. The reflection off Lightning Rock scattered a rainbow of colors across the glossy blue marble in front of the house, looking to Dakota like a sunbeam on a lake.

The rainbow scattered on the blue marble surface reminded Dakota of the story of the warrior and the rainbow god. On one hand, she knew there were things worth dying for, like the warrior had. Things that drove a person toward their destiny, or at least their dreams.

On the other hand, what if a person chose the wrong dream?

Dakota had fixed her hopes on being a shifter for so long, anything else felt like failure. She’d convinced herself that shifting was the only way to right the wrongs she’d witnessed, the tragedies that had eaten away at her, made her feel helpless.

But what if giving up the dream of being a shifter was the only way to realize her destiny? What if the shifter she had always thought lived inside her had to die, just like the warrior, so her true spirit could be freed?

She muttered to the empty room, “Holy cats, Dakota, you are a mess.”

Dakota winced. She couldn’t say that anymore, could she? Holy cats? Dakota was not a cat. She wasn’t any kind of shifter.

She was a switch, whether she liked it or not.

Dakota knew she was driving herself crazy, but she couldn’t help it. Something had better start clicking for her soon, or Dakota was going to come out of her skin altogether. She couldn’t go on in this limbo.

A quiet knock sounded on her door. Dakota called for whoever it was to come in.

Aven. Her heart ached at the sight of him. “How’d it go?” she asked, as he closed the door behind him.

He didn’t answer, just came close and sat in the chair beside Dakota’s. He held a box that was about a foot long and half as wide. He set the box on his lap and looked at her, his eyes deep and serious. “That’s not why I’m here.”

Dakota uncurled her legs and put her feet on the floor, leaning forward. She couldn’t imagine what was going on, but she assumed it had to do with whatever was in the box.

“You feeling any better about being a switch?” he asked her.

Dakota’s mental shoulders slumped. “I’m feeling less like a shifter. Does that count?”

“Sure,” he said softly, and like he wasn’t sure what would make her feel better, but really wanted to know.

Dakota slouched in her chair and pulled her legs up close, curled herself into a protective ball. As if that could keep reality away. “I hate it. I don’t want to let go of shifting. That means admitting… lots of things”

She broke off, not wanting to say it out loud, but also knowing she needed to. The shame was so thick, it brought tears to Dakota’s eyes. A shape moved in her blurred vision. Aven’s hand, rubbing her foot. “Admitting what?” he prompted, softly, gently.

A tear spilled. Damnit.  She wiped it away and spilled a story that had colored her life, but she’d never shared before. “I had pretty much given up on shifting as I got older. I got along fine as a cop without it. One night during monsoon season two years ago, we had these flash floods. I was on patrol by myself. I saw a car in a ditch, about to be washed away.”

The memories and sensations were so real it could have been yesterday. “I got out and ran down the embankment. It was raining so hard. I was drenched in seconds. I got to the car and there was an old man inside, unconscious.” Dakota took a shuddering breath. “His car was barely hanging on, one tire stuck on a tree that had washed out.”

She could still feel the urgency tightening her muscles. “I didn’t have time to go back to my car for my kit. I got the door open, but he was buckled in. I couldn’t get him out.” Her reach wasn’t long enough to unfasten the belt, and she couldn’t yank him out without sending the whole car into raging floodwaters.

“It was so dark, only the blue lights from my patrol car flashing. I had a knife, but the rain made it so slippery I dropped it. I had always wanted to shift, but before that moment, I had never been desperate to shift, do you know what I mean? I thought my desperation would make it happen. I believed it would, actually. I tried to shift again and again, even just one finger, turn it into a claw so I could slice him out.”

She dropped her head. “He could have been my own grandfather.” Aven took her hand. She didn’t stop. “Then I heard a crash behind me.” Dakota remembered the ice-cold feeling of terror that had drenched her body like rushing water. “Another tree. Bigger, washing down the ditch straight toward us. I had about ten seconds to get him out or die trying. Or let him go.”

“I let him go. I landed on my ass and the tree hit the front fender, took the whole car with it. They found him the next day.”

Aven’s hand was still on her foot, keeping the connection between them. He moved to the floor in front of her, bringing his face into her line of sight. “You can’t save everyone, no one can.”

She nodded. She knew it. She wanted to believe it.

Aven reached behind him without a word, bringing the box around and placing it in Dakota’s hands. It was heavier than she expected. Not unwieldy, but solid. The weight in the box shifted slightly as she tilted it to get a better hold. “Would a gift make you feel better?”

“Always,” she breathed, taking hold of it. The lid slid off easily. A layer of cottony fluff stood between her and whatever was in the box. Dakota lifted the cotton and gasped. It was a weapon. Dakota wasn’t sure exactly what to call it. A short spear, was what it looked like. The handle was a black metal tube, a bit thicker than a roll of quarters and twice that long, with a textured surface like a gun’s grip. The handle tapered at each end in quick, neat stacks, four or five times. One end had a blade attached.

The blade… Dakota stared at it, transfixed. Had she ever seen anything so beautiful?

It was clear quartz, but with a shock of blue lightning running through it, like a chunk had fallen off Lightning Rock. It was shaped like the flat V of a spearhead. It had a wickedly sharp point and jagged, almost serrated edges that came to points of their own behind where the blade met the handle.

There, a hole was drilled in the crystal, not quite touching the blue shock of color. The handle’s thin tip was inserted and held in place with some kind of epoxy, then lashed with metal wire around the joint. The wire was soldered in place.

Dakota swallowed past the lump in her throat. “You got this for me?”

Aven’s voice was gruff with emotion. “I made that for you.”

Another tear. Damnit. Dakota reached out, then hesitated. Something told her that once she touched the blade Aven had crafted for her, there would be no going back. But did she even want to anymore? Would she be a shifter, if it meant giving him up? Her heart flexed painfully with the answer. Hell, no.

She picked up the weapon.

It felt more like home than any firearm she’d ever held. She lifted the short spear from its cottony cradle and wrapped her hand fully around it. The diamond pattern felt familiar, like a pistol grip, but the weapon itself contained a power she’d never experienced. Dakota felt its energy move up her arm, filling her with magic.

She could climb a mountain, or bring it crumbling to the ground if she had to.

Aven sounded awed. “Holy shit. I’ve never seen you glow like that.”

Dakota blinked her gaze to her hand and saw that he was right. It was faint for her, but she could see a glow for the first time.

“Turquoise,” she murmured. Like the stones they used to pull out of the mine in Bisbee. That was the color of her magical switch powers. Dakota had her own color, her own unique power. Just like the Breath switches said they did.

And Aven had given her the way to find it. Dakota swallowed the emotion clogging her throat. He deserved to hear her say it. “Thank you, Aven.”

He grinned and moved back a few feet. “Give it a twist but be ready,” he said, mimicking a motion with his wrist like revving the throttle on a motorcycle.

Dakota followed his direction, flipping her wrist out and back. There was a metallic clunk under her palm and both ends of the handle shot out. The spearhead jabbed forward eighteen inches, while the tail extended even further to balance it.

“Nice,” she breathed. This thing was deadly.

Aven grinned, his pleasure at her joy written all over his handsome face. “Now you can throw it.”

“Or surprise a fucker,” Dakota said softly. She flipped her wrist and felt the spear’s layers snap back into place, short once more, the balance never faltering. Dakota turned ninety degrees, flipped her wrist again, then speared a throw pillow on a chair with one vicious swipe of her hand.

As if the violence tripped something in Aven, he got serious, coming in close to her, blocking her view of her new weapon jutting out of the upholstery. He took her jaw in his hands, and looked deep into her soul. “I’ve got a promise for you, Dakota.”

Aven bent his head to hers and kissed her. The kiss touched every part of Dakota, not only her lips, but also her heart, her mind, her soul, her very essence. A shock of turquoise forced Dakota’s eyes open, even while she gave in to the kiss.

The color was all around them, engulfing them, almost… being them. Dakota surrendered everything. She wrapped her arms around his neck, her Aven, her new home.

It lasted long minutes, neither one of them pulling back until the powerful magic faded. “What the hell was that?” Dakota breathed into Aven’s mouth.

Aven’s mouth moved to her neck, to the soft skin beside her ear, and replied. “Heartbound kiss.”

Dakota melted with his words and the kisses on her throat. She felt as languid as if she’d had a dozen orgasms. “Mmmm, what’s that?”

Aven’s hand gripped her ass, pulling her closer, grinding her against him. “Means I’m yours. Doesn’t matter if another switch begs me to have sex with her, I won’t do it. I don’t want anyone but you, Dakota.”

Dakota pulled back. Her stomach felt heavy, shivery. “Are we… fated?”

Aven’s jaw bulged and his eyes went a little hard. “You’re not mine, but I’m yours.”

Dakota went stiff. She hadn’t even thought about that part of it. She’d seen all those males who wanted in, all of them ready to fight and eager to serve.

She wanted this male in front of her. She wanted him and only him.

Could she really have him now?

 


Chapter 39 - The Caged Cat Sings

 

 

The next afternoon, Aven stood at the switches’ training ground behind the BBOC, beside Dallas and the Breath shifters. The shifters were watching Dakota and the three Breath switches as they worked their magic. Or in Dakota’s case, tried to.

Whereas the Breath switches could make balls of green magicks with their own breath, or by snatching the wind out of the air, Dakota didn’t have any such assistance. She’d mastered her Resonant as both a short and long spear, piercing the leather training dummy so many times it was ragged. But not one spark of magicks had shown while she’d done it, nothing but her turquoise glow.

Gemma tilted her head to one side, looking at Dakota in that way she had, like to her,  a person was a breathing puzzle. “What if you held some rocks? Or threw them?” Gemma had used nuggets of gold to channel her metal-loving Breath magicks at the mine, so that made sense, Aven thought.

But the idea was a non-starter. Dakota dutifully gathered a pile of rocks and used them every which way that anyone suggested: as projectiles, as talismans, as inspiration. She worked so hard that sweat dripped down her forehead. Her cheeks flamed with failure. Aven caught her eye, feeling the frustration and hopelessness pouring off her, wishing he could ease her.

Dakota walked right toward him, a half-dozen pebbles still clutched in her fist. She stomped her foot right before she buried her face in his chest, an infuriated moan rising up from her throat. “I can’t do it!”

The other shifters didn’t stare, but Aven felt Riot and Flint’s surprise. They hadn’t known about him and Dakota. Aven wrapped his arms around her. Now they did.

Dakota didn’t react. Aven had never seen her so unsure of herself before. He didn’t know what to do.

His Instinct spoke up, startling Aven. Instinct was handy, but as a raptor who listened to his extra senses, Aven had less use for it than most shifters. But this voice was loud and clear. (believe in her, for her.)

Of course. Breath switches weren’t magical because of the air, they were magical because of their breath, the power that lived inside them. Dakota was a Belief switch. She wouldn’t be powerful because she held some rocks, she would be powerful when she believed in her power. But how could Aven convince her?

Easiest thing in the world, he realized. Tell her the truth.

Aven gripped Dakota’s shoulders, holding her a little back from him so he could look her in her eyes. “You are a switch, Dakota. You have magic. I promise you do.” Aven slid one hand down to her handful of rocks. “Do you believe me?”

She didn’t nod. She almost shook her head.

“You trust me, Dakota,” he interrupted before she could. “I know you trust me, just try to believe it, for me?” Her eyes slid away, but then they came back. She nodded.

“Throw the rocks.”

Dakota turned, she whipped the handful of pebbles across the sky. They blasted into mini, blue lightning strikes that scorched the grass in tiny black circles.

A cheer went up around them, all the Breath switches and shifters, but Aven only had eyes for Dakota.

She ran to him.

She kissed him once, hard on the mouth, and that got a bit of a cheer again. She pulled away. Blue lightning flashed as she went back to work. Aven followed the lightning into the sky, smiling, savoring the feel of the still-fading pressure of Dakota’s lips on his.

Was he heartbound? Sure. Whatever...

But was he in love? Absolutely.

 

* * *

Dakota got good, and she got good fast.

Cora relaxed in a chair with a built in umbrella. Jameson had even brought her lemonade. “Too bad Thorn’s not one. I’d set you loose on him,” she told Dakota.

Gemma spoke to Goldie. “Wait. You said you were kind of intrigued by Lance when you met him, right?”

Goldie nodded. Gemma went on. “And that was before you were switched-on?” Another nod.

Gemma moved on to Cora. “Same with you, right? You thought Thorn was fascinating before you were switched-on, but now you hate him?” Cora nodded, too.

Gemma turned to Aven. “And you say that Thorn and the stalker scent exactly the same, right? So they’re probably the same kind of shifter.” Aven nodded. Dakota wondered what kind of case Gemma was building.

Then Gemma turned to her. “You’re the control group.”

Dakota pulled her head back. “I’m what?”

Gemma explained, ticking points off on her fingers. “We know that Goldie and Cora both had the same reaction to different guys, depending on their switch status. What we don’t know is why. But we’ve got you.” She pinned Dakota with narrowed eyes. “You were the same kind of fascinated with two guys, one of whom is Thorn-” She gestured at Cora. “And the other one who might be Lance.” She pointed at Goldie.

Cora spoke up, one eyebrow quirked. “Or some other gross guy with a ponytail. There’s plenty.”

“My point is,” Gemma said, “if Dakota has the same reaction to Thorn now that she’s switched-on, we’ll know that has something to do with it. That there’s something about both those guys we need to watch out for. They may not know about vampires or The Cause or any of it, but they’re somehow involved with us.”

Dakota turned to Aven and nodded. She wanted to do it. He didn’t question, just whipped his phone out of his pocket and started typing. “Ryder and Shiloh are on him right now. I’ll find out where he is.”

Shiloh? Dakota hadn’t thought of the female shifter for days. Wonder if she’s mad we never got to fight? If she were Shiloh, she’d be pissed as hell. She’d better not show that shifter her back for a while. Dakota knew that shifters were sworn to protect switches, but most coventwined shifters were male. The rules might be different between females.

Dallas spoke up beside her. “I’m going with you.”

Dakota hesitated. She didn’t want to embarrass Dallas, but just like he’d been worried for her when she couldn’t shift, she worried for him if he did. “What about your leg? If you need to shift-” She broke off when she saw the look in Dallas' eyes. He knew he wasn’t one hundred percent, but he couldn’t let her go without him.

Goldie stepped up beside them, smiling her gentle smile. She touched Dallas' arm and pointed at the BBOC, walking that way and chatting as he fell in beside her. “Let’s get you everwefted. I’ve only done clothes so far, but I’m the strongest at magic. I bet I can get you through one day…” Her voice drifted off as she and Dallas walked away.

Aven’s phone chimed. He swiped the screen. “Thorn just got back to his apartment in Shady Pines. We can be there in ten.”

 

 


Chapter 40 - Alley Cat

 

 

Dakota followed Aven’s directions to Shady Pines, him in the passenger seat and Dallas in the back. The sun was setting, casting long shadows of tree trunks across the road, blinding Dakota one second and then disappearing behind a spike of mountain. She parallel-parked Luxe down the street from Thorn’s apartment building.

The three of them exited the car, standing on the sidewalk. From the corner of the block by the main drag, Ryder approached. Shiloh appeared a few seconds later, striding in from the opposite direction. Both went straight to Aven. Dakota heard him say, under his breath, “Pull back. Grab some coffee or something. We won’t be long.”

Ryder winked at her. Dakota smiled back. She liked that cat. Definitely more than she liked Shiloh, who had her muscled arms crossed and was sneering in Dakota’s direction. She looked at Aven and said, “3B,” then tapped Ryder’s arm. The two shifters walked away.

Dakota followed Aven and Dallas down the block. They stepped into the apartment building’s lobby and she looked around, impressed by how swanky the furnishings were.

The marble foyer led to a staircase with carved wooden railings. Brushed bronze light fixtures lined the walls. Not quite coven-level, but still. These people paid rent. Probably more every month than Dakota had made as a highway patrol officer.

Dakota and her companions jogged up the stairs to the third floor. Aven was in front of her, Dallas behind. Aven looked at Dakota over his shoulder as he reviewed the plan. “We’re going to knock on Thorn’s door, and then it’s all you. You choose the next step.”

Dakota nodded. They’d been over this. Either she’d be able to hold in her disgust long enough to try and sweet-talk some information out of Thorn, or she’d be running back down these stairs like her hair was on fire.

She tried to quiet her excited mind and listen. Aven was talking again.

“This way,” Aven said, turning right at the top of the stairs and walking to the lone door on that side. He waited for Dakota and Dallas to reach it before knocking.

The buzzing inside Dakota got stronger. Why were they here? Was she supposed to do something? All she wanted to do was run. To snatch her Resonant from her jacket pocket and sink it into some poor sucker’s belly.

Thorn? Is that who she wanted to kill? But no. Dakota’s attention was the furthest thing from focused on whoever was behind that door. Her prey was outside.

The door opened, but Dakota was barely conscious of it. She heard a male voice say, “What the hell are you doing here?” Then louder, more alarmed, “What’s wrong with her?”

Somehow she knew the “her” was her. Dakota. She trembled with the effort of holding herself still. She glanced at Thorn’s face, saw what looked like genuine concern written there. A wave of nausea flowed through her body, but Dakota couldn’t tell where it came from.

It wasn’t enough to stop her, or even slow her down. Dakota took off running back the way they’d come, catching the post at the top of the stairwell and using it to slingshot herself down the stairs. She heard Aven behind her, calling her name, but she couldn’t listen to him.

She had blown the mission. Had run before she got a solid read on Thorn. But she still couldn’t stop herself. There was someone she had to find.

There was someone she had to kill.

 

* * *

 

Aven heard the click of Thorn’s door opening. He knew he should be watching their target’s face for Thorn’s immediate reaction, but the spike of emotion from Dakota standing next to him ripped Aven’s attention away.

Her glow changed first, getting brighter and more densely turquoise with every passing second. Was she switching-on? But Thorn wasn’t a vampire. They already knew that. Didn’t they?

Thorn said something, but Aven couldn’t take his eyes from Dakota. Her face contorted in fury, then whipped away. She sprinted toward the stairs.

Aven followed her lead. They’d deal with Thorn later.

But as he hit the stairs, Aven heard thundering feet behind him. Two sets.

He turned as he ran, pointing behind Dallas at Thorn and shouting, “Keep him away from her!” Dallas pivoted. Aven went back to running.

Aven heard Thorn shout behind him, arguing with Dallas, demanding to know, “Is she okay?”

She would be, if you weren’t around. But even Aven hadn’t expected Dakota’s reaction to Thorn to be this violent. Cora hadn’t run like this at the courthouse. Or lit up.

He hit the front door at full speed and looked around for Dakota in the fading light. There. Sprinting across the side street, into an alley that ran parallel to Shady Pines’ main drag. Aven ran as fast as he could, determined to gain on her.

Aven spoke to the deserted street. “Why didn’t she take her car?” That would have been the fastest way to get away from Thorn. But Dakota had run by her Mustang without even a glance. And she was still glowing. Almost like… oh, shit!

Dakota wasn’t running away from Thorn, she was running toward vampires. The alley she’d just turned down was on the same block as the one where Goldie had attacked a vampire’s limousine. Twice.

Aven ran faster.

 

* * *

 

Dakota turned down the alley, sprinting towards a fight she couldn’t lose. There were vampires around, but they wouldn’t be for long.

At the end of the alley was a white van with no side windows, like a service company might use. Or a serial killer. It idled behind a building that faced the main street and looked to be even higher-class than the one where Thorn was staying. Was everyone on this end of town loaded?

A door at the back of the building burst open and a crowd of women spilled into the darkening alley.

Most of them wore only underwear. A few were dressed in tank tops or loose t-shirts. None of them looked like they’d brushed their hair in days. But they were in high spirits, whooping it up, ignoring Dakota like she wasn't running full tilt in their direction. One of them put her hands in the air and yelled, “Spring Break, bitches! Woohoo! Cancun!”

A cultured male voice echoed behind the door. “That’s right, ladies. Better get on the boat, it’s about to leave!”

The women made a mad rush for the van, all of them clambering eagerly inside. Dakota aimed for the voice. She reached into her jacket pocket and pulled out her spear, muttering to herself, “Sorry, Cruise Director. Time for you to die.” The intensity in Dakota’s own voice frightened her. What was she becoming?

She heard a shout from inside the van and looked over. A man sat in the driver’s seat, waving his arms. Dakota almost turned, almost aimed for him instead, but the voice inside the door shouted, “I’m coming!”

She stuck to her original path.

Dakota raised her arm as she reached the door. A shadow moved on the other side.

The vampire turned the corner. Dakota stepped into his path.

She caught a glimpse of his face, frozen in horror, but she didn’t care. Dakota brought the spear down in the side of his neck. A flash of turquoise exploded in her vision. A surge of power blasted up her arm.

The vampire’s head bent at an unnatural angle, red light pouring from the wound in his neck. His mouth opened and the light streamed out of it, too, shading the doorway where they stood, almost blinding Dakota.

She yanked her spear free of the vampire’s drying, decrepit flesh. He fell to the floor, a collection of leathery skin and brittle bones inside his collapsed garments. His feet and lower legs blocked the door, hanging out into the alley.

Dakota didn’t care who saw them. She spun in a tight circle, ready for more. More killing, more of that red light and spectacular energy, more vampires dying on the point of her spear. Dakota’s arms throbbed with unspent power. She heard the squeal of tires and charged back out into the alley.

No! The bloodsucker with the van full of women was getting away, speeding down the alley the way Dakota had entered it.

Dakota cursed the murderous impulse that had kept her from the bigger threat. Now she had a much harder kill on her hands.

She took off running after the van, knowing she couldn’t catch it but unable to stop herself. Her magic pushed her hard, made her stronger and faster. It still wasn’t enough.

The van came to the end of the alley and turned, narrowly missing Aven as he appeared in front of it. He jumped back and landed on the ground.

The van pulled away from her, picking up speed. It passed within inches of Luxe’s bumper.

Dakota saw her next step. She didn’t even stop to open the Mustang’s door, just pulled her keys out of her pocket and jumped into the convertible, tossing her Resonant into the passenger seat. She cranked the engine and shoved the stick into gear, laying a thick layer of rubber on the street as she peeled out.

 


Chapter 41 - Herding Cats

 

 

Aven pushed up from the ground and started to follow Dakota, but she was faster than him. She jumped over Luxe’s door like a goddamned Duke of Hazard and had the car moving seconds later, before Aven had even cleared the alley.

Shit! He looked down the narrow space between buildings. A door stood propped open a couple hundred feet down. Sticking out of it, Aven could barely see expensive shoes and what looked like empty pants legs. She’d killed one already!

Hell. A Prowling switch in a high-speed car chase? He’d never hear the end of this one, especially if it ended in a police chase . Aven spun in a circle, checking to make sure he was clear to shift. He had to get to Dakota.

Midway through his spin, Aven’s eyes fell on Thorn’s apartment building. Aven’s guts clenched. Thorn gunned a blue sedan into the street, going the same way as Dakota. He almost ran Dallas over but swerved at the last second, leaving them both in his dust.

Aven backed into a darkening shadow of the alley, praying there were no humans looking out the windows. He pointed at Dallas. “Call for backup. Use the Ingrav.”

Aven pushed into his eagle and, holy shit, he was bigger. His wingspan had stretched, had to be near eight feet now. A glance to one side and he knew the reason. Aven was glowing all the way down to his feather tips, the same turquoise color as Dakota. Heartbound. And his eagle had risen to the call.

Aven took a moment to adjust to his new bulk, to learn how his longer, stronger muscles felt. Once he had it, he shoved the cooling air out of his way and soared straight into the sky.

He reached cruising height in record time and turned back to the ground for a wider look. Aven’s sight was sharper now, too. He could still see the texture of the bricks of Thorn’s building, even at two hundred feet.

He zeroed in on Luxe in the fast-fading light, her cherry red body screaming down the street leading out of Shady Pines. Into the mountains. Thorn’s blue sedan followed her at a safe distance.

Aven pushed harder and flew ahead of them to the van Dakota chased, to see what was inside. He’d been too busy saving his ass to check it out before.

Aven swooped in low over the van, close enough to feel what was going on, dodging overhanging tree branches as he tuned his focus.

Joy came back at him. Goofy, free, girls-gone-wild kind of joy. That van felt like a party bus. But that didn’t make any sense!

Aven caught on. Of course it didn’t make sense. That was the point. The vampires were messing with them again. Whatever was in that van, it wasn’t what it vibed like. So Aven would ignore the vibe altogether. Only operate on what he could see, not what he felt.

He dropped back again, until he was over Dakota’s head, and sent her a message, hoping it wouldn’t make her swerve this time: You gonna save some for the rest of us?

Dakota’s voice came back in his head, more stoked than he’d ever heard her:  No way, these are all mine.

No chance, witch. I’m on your tail. You do what you have to do.

Luxe’s engine revved, the distance between the mustang and the van closing quickly.

Aven caught a headwind and let it push him up for a wider view. Thorn was still pursuing Dakota. Thorn’s following you. I don’t think we can lose him, he told Dakota.

Three fast-moving shapes below them in the dark. Three cats. Dallas' practically-black jaguar, flanked by a dark clouded leopard on one side and a snow leopard on the other. Ryder and Shiloh. The three of them moved fast over the rocky, leaf-strewn terrain, bounding from boulder to flat ground, keeping pace with the cars on the road that eased around tight turns.

Aven sent another message to Dakota: Backup incoming. Dallas and the twins. His leg is holding.

Dakota’s tense voice came at him: The van is turning. Aven took a closer look and, sure enough, the white van took a turn that led up one side of a wide peak. But why go there? Why not follow the main road to the highway and get out of town?

Aven remembered. On the near side of this peak were off-limits caves, known to get washed out with every heavy rain. The caves were on The Cause’s short list of local places where a crowd of bloodsuckers could hide.

Charmed human women could screw everything up, if Dakota went hunting in the caves and they followed. Aven couldn’t put sleeper holds on all of them. And Dakota was as likely to stick them or shoot them as she was to save them, if they got between her and Undoing a vampire.

Aven needed to get a message to the cats, to any other shifter, so they could work together.

A message came to him from Dakota, far below: Maze says he’s got your six. And his toe is a lot better now, thanks.

Aven didn’t like the idea of Maze at his back, but he snapped himself out of it with a clack of his beak. He needed the help.

In front of Aven and far below, the van turned down a dirt road, kicking up a cloud of red dust behind it. They weren’t far from the caves now.

Luxe bounced and wobbled down the washed-out road. Thorn’s sedan eased into the cloud of dust she left. Three cats closed the distance.

They were about to get a crash course in crazy.

 

* * *

 

Ordinarily Dakota would curse the dust the van showered on her upholstery. All she could think about now was her next kill. She didn’t feel too out-of-control as long as she was locked into the hunt, a wicked relief, but it was game-on as soon as that van stopped.

The sunlight was almost gone. The sky turned a deeper blue and the shadows thickened. Green brush and brown, closely-spaced tree trunks sped by her side of the car. The right side of the road looked over broad, flat, grassy land with the occasional patch of bare rock.

A shock of white about fifty feet away caught her attention. Dakota thought she saw some kind of animal moving parallel to her car. Must be Dallas and the twins. Damn, they were fast.

The rocky ground rose in height next to the road, until Dakota could no longer see the sky out her passenger-side window. Something pulled at her from inside the stone. How many vampires could be waiting for her to Undo their pathetic lives?

The switch part of her wanted it to be dozens. Hundreds. The cop in her knew that would be a disaster. Her heart thudded loud in her chest. Aven sent telepathic details about the caves coming up at the end of the dusty road. From what he described, getting separated or lost would be easier than breathing. Dakota knew that everyone would be better off if nobody - vampire, shifter, switch, or human - set one foot inside them. She also knew that, if there were vampires in those caves, she wouldn't be able to stop herself.

The van pushed up another hill, the engine revving loud with the effort. Dakota shifted into third and caught up, her foot hovering over the clutch, ready for brake lights and a quick exit.

Bright red filled her vision. The van came to a hard stop in front of a large opening in the rocks beside it. Dakota yanked Luxe’s wheel to the right so her door aimed at the van, popping the gearshift in neutral and the hand brake on, not bothering to kill the engine.

She snatched her Resonant from the passenger seat and out she went, to meet the vampires.

 


Chapter 42 - Cat’s Eyes

 

 

Aven was right on top of Dakota when she stopped, bursting out of her convertible, Resonant in hand. She flicked her wrist to extend the spear's full length and started running at the van’s driver’s side.

The sliding door on the van opened and almost a dozen women spilled out, some of them dancing, all of them rowdy. Aven left them to Maze, the hawk swooping in and landing as a human in his clothes right in front of the scantily-clad leader. Ryder’s clouded leopard was aiming in that same direction, to back up the hawk. One complication handled.

He heard the thunk of anti-lock brakes behind him and turned to see Dallas and Shiloh silhouetted by the headlights of Thorn’s blue sedan. The two cats crouched in the road, growling deep in their throats, in a direct standoff with the metal beast and the man inside it.

Not only a man, Aven corrected himself. He’d be a hell of a lot more worried about Thorn seeing all this if they didn’t know he was some kind of shifter, too. At least they had that leverage on him. Now it was a matter of containment. Damage control.

It had only been seconds since Dakota jumped out of her car. By the time Aven looked again in her direction, she was bathed in red light, yanking her Resonant out of the driver’s gut. She flicked her wrist again, shortening her weapon, and pushed the already-rotting carcass to the ground.

Quick and deadly. Goddamn, she was magnificent.

Aven reached out one talon and scratched a circle in the ground, then used all his talons to make the slash marks that represented the switches and shifters who were bound to The Cause. A sparkle of blue appeared along the Ingrav’s lines, but Aven was already in motion, pushing off from the ground to fly after Dakota.

She was aiming for the caves.

Aven had known it was a long-shot that the only vampires they’d encounter on this hunt were the two on the front end of the human women’s relocation. Chances had always been good there were bloodsuckers at the caves, waiting to receive their live contraband. Aven wished he’d been wrong.

Dakota’s turquoise glow lit up the cave’s slanted entrance as she ran in and dropped out of sight almost immediately. No wonder they filled up with rain. Aven had never been inside the caves, but he’d heard Jameson speculate that they must contain the bodies of lost or washed-away hikers who’d never found their way out.

Unless that was vampires, too.

Aven shifted to human and sprinted at the cave, not sure its walls would accommodate his increased wingspan. He shouted for Dakota as he crossed the boundary into cool stone. The echo of her pounding footsteps and heavy breaths were the only reply.

He ran faster.

Within seconds he caught the faint light of Dakota’s glow on the tunnel in front of him. She stood at a sort of crossroads, where two other tunnels branched off, and was feeling her way along the damp rock wall. She turned to Aven with blind, furious eyes. “I can feel them. They’re in the caves, but I can’t see to run!”

Aven stepped past Dakota, grabbing her hand and putting it firmly on his back. “Push me where you need to go.” Dakota shoved him toward the center tunnel. Aven used her glow to walk the smoothest path. He couldn’t even scent vampire yet, but he trusted Dakota to know the way.

They went on like that for a few minutes, silent except for Aven’s hushed warnings about treacherous footing, moving as swiftly as Dakota pushed him to go.

She gripped his waist and whispered, “Shiloh and Ryder are catching up. She says Dallas' prosthetic is falling out of everweft. He’s staying human. No sign of Breath Coven yet.”

Aven gave a grunt of assent and kept moving. He’d gone into op-mode before they’d even parked at Thorn’s place, and it wasn’t safe to come out yet, to think about anything but the most relevant parts of what Dakota had said. Too many lives rode on him keeping his head right.

Within seconds he heard the soft padding of a shifter behind them and recognized Shiloh’s snow-dusted scent. Aven couldn’t hear Ryder, but he could smell rainforest, so he knew the other cat was back there, too.

They went a few more yards before Aven stopped, his hand going back to Dakota’s waist, urging her to keep quiet. She pushed against him, the bloodlust in her making her whole body tremble. Aven held firm.

He could smell pine and bitter herbs leaking out of the spaces ahead of them. Strong. At some point recently, a shit-ton of vampires had been in the cave they were moving toward. They could still be there.

Aven turned and pulled Dakota close, whispered urgently in her ear, “Absolute quiet. We’re almost there. I can smell them.” Dakota nodded to confirm. They went back to their positions, Dakota gripping his waist with an urgency he could feel pouring off her. Aven moved forward once again. A little further and Aven picked up the glow of light ahead. Dakota saw it a few steps later. She gripped his waist even tighter, pushed him faster.

The entrance to some sort of cavern was only yards away. Aven heard a voice, male and whiny, echo off stone. “Finally. I thought they’d never arrive.”

Ha! The vampires thought Dakota and her shifters were the human women! Aven felt a grim satisfaction. They’d turned the tables, gotten the drop on the bloodsuckers this time.

A raspy, pained voice replied. “I’ll lift the charm now, while they’re still in the tunnel. They’ll run right to us.”

Clapping and delighted laughter greeted his announcement. “Is everyone ready?” A smattering of other voices, three at least, made noises of assent.

Those pathetic bastards were going to be so disappointed.

They were close enough to the cavern that its light spilled into the tunnel. The entrance was only about four feet high, the floor of it a single rock slanting down into the space. Probably made it near impossible to get out when the stone was wet. Aven thought of what being trapped in there would feel like. He grimaced. Vampires were such diabolical fuckers.

Dakota’s hands dropped from Aven’s waist. He heard her break into a run behind him and stepped to one side, keeping pace as she pulled up next to him. Padded feet broke into long strides behind them.

Aven had intended to run through the entrance first, to draw fire, but Dakota scrapped his plans. She launched into a feet-first slide that took her zipping down the rock and into the cave before him.

What? She’d taken point!

It was too late for Aven to slide like Dakota. He ducked and ran down the entrance as fast as he could, ready to back her up.

Shiloh gave a yowl of unhappiness as she slid past him on the stone, rolling when she hit the bottom and coming into a run. Ryder was more sure-footed, staying to one side of the stone and leaping over most of it to land at the bottom.

Aven took in the surrounding space in an instant. Eight-foot stone ceilings, dank with moisture, riddled with so many hanging stalactites that there was no way Aven could risk flying.

But it was only like that for the first dozen feet or so. After this  chamber the floor dropped away and the ceiling rose. The cavern beyond was so big, Aven couldn’t see anything but bare rock and the occasional camping lantern, bathing the darkness in pale yellow light.

Only one vampire stood in the first chamber, but not for long. Dakota’s turquoise glow spilled into his mouth, wide-open in surprise, as she slammed her short spear into his sunken belly. Red light shot out of him, mixed with her glow, turned the whole chamber purple.

Aven felt Dakota’s power surge with her third kill, the bloodlust in her vibe drowning out every other emotion. How many vampires could a lone switch Undo, with energy like that? And what would it take to bring her down afterward?

Shouts erupted in the chamber below them, the large one that Aven couldn’t see into. Ryder and Shiloh ran that way, cresting the edge of the first chamber before Dakota and Aven, running toward the vampires below them.

Aven swept the room, sensing four other bodies in the larger chamber besides his team. He only had eyes on two, though.

Ryder caught one vampire’s leg in his powerful jaws. The bloodsucker screamed. Dakota sprinted at him, whipping her short spear back to strike. The vampire went silent when Dakota stuck him. Red light spilled from his mouth instead.

Shiloh had another vampire pinned. Dakota ran for him.

Ryder released the first vampire’s corpse and made for the far end of the chamber, where Aven sensed the last two vampires waited. Aven turned to help the clouded leopard, trusting Shiloh and Dakota to do their thing.

Aven turned his focus to their remaining prey. An alarm went off in his head. Fatherborne vampires!

There were two of them, standing on a plateau of stone at the far end of the chamber, nearer to the ceiling than the floor. The Fatherborne looked down with identical expressions of rage on their eternally handsome faces.

Each had hair that was half-white, half-black, on opposite sides, and styled with a careless indifference that suggested anything but. And Aven didn’t know anything about fashion, but even he knew expensive suits when he saw them.

Even stranger than two men in swanky suits in a dank cave, was how they behaved.  Neither looked at Ryder at all, rather their cold silver eyes were fixed on Aven. And while he was used to vampires vibing as pure, malevolent hatred, this was different. Personal. Like these vampires knew him.

But the only Fatherborne Aven had ever had any contact with, as far as he knew, was Vlade.

Unless these were the bloodsuckers who had taken over that house on the beach eighteen months ago. The ones who’d messed with Aven’s op, given Dallas a bloodwound, and killed one of the humans Aven had been charged with protecting. That counted as contact, for sure.

Aven’s eagle wanted to shred those pretty faces with his bare talons. It demanded to shred them. Aven held back as best he could.

While the Fatherborne were looking at Aven, Ryder had been finding footholds in the rock surrounding them, coming closer to the top of the plateau. Aven bent his legs, ready to push into his eagle. He’d create a distraction for the clouded leopard, keep the Fatherbornes’ eyes occupied or just peck them out altogether. The flap of wings at the entrance to the cave stopped him.

Maze?

The twin vampires’ jaws dropped in unison, identical expressions of shock on their faces. Aven didn’t know whether to shift or not, fly or not. He followed the vampire’s stare to the chamber’s entrance

Maze’s hawk stood there, head high, gaze indignant.

“You,” one of them spat, and Aven looked back at the vampires. Now he knew who the petulant whine belonged to. But before the whiny Fatherborne could say anything else, his raspy twin snarled to catch his attention. A chagrined look covered the whiny one’s face.

Aven snarled. There was some shady shit going down. Those vampires knew Maze, or thought they did.

The Fatherbornes’ faces contorted again, this time to confusion.

Aven didn’t want to take his eyes off the Fatherborne, but he needed to confirm his suspicions. Needed to know if what was throwing the vampires off was the same thing that had messed Aven up. He looked behind him.

Sure enough, Maze was in his human form. He stood at the edge of the upper chamber, glaring into the cavern with eyes full of hatred, hands fisted at his sides. His vibe said he recognized the Fatherborne, and planned to treat them to a slow, torturous death.

Perfect. Now, was someone going to fill Aven in on why?

 


Chapter 43 - Sitting Ducks

 

 

Dakota yanked her Resonant free of the third cave-vampire’s belly and climbed off his collapsing body at the same time that Shiloh pulled back from his throat. The snow leopard spat and shook her head, vampire blood flying from her white muzzle. Nice hold. Dakota told her. Shiloh didn’t respond.

Dakota was up and after vampires. Her body buzzed like a live wire. Her power had grown stronger with every strike of her blade into a pathetic bloodsucker’s flesh, and now it amped up again. Dakota needed to kill.

When she turned, everyone in the cave was frozen in some kind of tableau, telling a story she didn’t understand. Closest to her and Shiloh was Maze, standing at the edge of the smaller chamber above them, but not even sparing Dakota a glance. His murderous glare was directed at the other end of the cavern, where Aven looked up at a plateau of stone twelve feet above the ground.

On the plateau stood Dakota’s prey.

And pretty prey they were, too. Their suits were dark, and they both had weird-ass dye jobs that turned half their hair white, on opposite sides. Vlade’s stripe at his temple was one thing, but this was over-the-top. These two looked like they’d escaped from the set of The Matrix.

Something moved in the shadows behind the vampires. Dakota recognized Ryder, creeping silently into their blind spot. She sent him a message: What’s your plan, Ryder? Knock one down here and I’ll stick them?

Ryder’s eyes flicked to hers, as if surprised to hear Dakota talk to him. He crept forward another foot, almost within striking distance of the vampires, closer now to them than to his exit path.

Both vampires reached into their breast pockets and pulled out identical black knives. Dakota cursed to herself. Whatever Ryder had planned, it had just gotten a lot more dangerous.

The weapons were each made out of a piece of stone, vaguely reminiscent of Dakota’s spear point, but with full handles and no wicked barbs on their back ends. They were shiny, almost oily in appearance, and the edges seemed to move as Dakota stared at them. She heard Shiloh’s voice in her head: Bloodblades.

Dakota edged closer to the plateau of rock with every thud of her heart. Ryder moved forward, too. Dakota locked her eyes on his, ready for anything.

One of the vampires turned neatly where he stood, his legs cutting off her eye contact with Ryder. The vampire put his back to his twin and snarled in Ryder’s direction.

Ryder was almost trapped.

Wings flapped beside her, startling her. Aven rose into the air as an eagle, skree-ing in rage. Maze did the same. The vampires held up their nasty black weapons.

Dakota broke into a run. No plan in mind, but she had to do something. An idea formed. Time to bring the motherfucking mountain down, and she knew just how to do it.

Dakota ran for the solid rock base of the plateau. She held her Resonant in one hand, stretched her other arm out in front. Reaching for the stone. Sprinting, blocking out anything that might slow her down. Only feet away now.

And in her head Dakota chanted: I am not a shifter. My power runs through stone. My belief is my power. I am a switch.

Her fingers brushed rock, making blue lightning erupt from everywhere, penetrating stone like it was water. The whole place shook, then seemed to explode.

The plateau began to crumble. Shrapnel flew around Dakota, not one pebble touching her. She raised her weapon and dropped one foot back, ready for the two Fatherborne surfing toward her on a wave of stone.

As they fell Dakota caught a glimpse of cold, silver eyes, snarling lips and hatred so thick she could almost feel it. Then those same snaking tendrils that had wrapped around Vlade started to swirl around the twins. Before Dakota could say a word, they were gone.

“No!” she screamed.

Footsteps thundered in the tunnels, beyond the small chamber above them. More vampires! They must have been hiding in the caves! Dakota pushed her aching thighs into a sprint, but loose rocks on the ground made it difficult to find purchase. Rage pooled inside her.

Air swirled over her and then Dakota’s path was blocked by Aven. In his eagle form, but bigger than he’d been before. Huge, majestic, beating his eight-foot wingspan against the air, blowing her hair into her eyes as he flew backward in front of her. His voice, tense but trying to soothe, spoke inside her head: Dakota, no. It’s Breath Coven.

Dakota feinted, tried to run around Aven, but he corralled her with his wings. She dodged to the other side and feathers brushed her arms, soft but insistent. Every way she tried to go, he stopped her.

She knew Aven’s words should have calmed her, but Dakota only felt more frantic. The power in her was electricity trying to break free, looking for a path to exit her body. And it was getting worse. She needed to sink her Resonant into soft, dead flesh. She needed…

Oh shit, she needed help. Now. Before she hurt someone.

The wings crowding her disappeared, replaced with the strength of Aven’s arms around her. He ripped her Resonant out of her hands. It clattered on the ground.

Dakota fought him. She punched and kicked at Aven, not wanting to, but unable to not to.

Aven took blow after blow before finally grabbing Dakota’s wrists, ducking, and throwing her onto his back. He climbed the incline to the smaller chamber with Dakota over his shoulder.

A quiet voice, Cora’s, whispered as they went by, “Ride ‘em, cowgirl.” Then, a few seconds later, louder and annoyed, “What? She didn’t leave us any?”

Dakota had her breath back. Unspent bloodlust pushed at her to take action. She punched Aven’s back. “Put me down!”

“Watch the kidneys.” He patted her ass, keeping his hand there as he bent over to walk up the short ramp of stone that led to the tunnels. Dakota stayed still so she wouldn’t hit her head.

As soon as he straightened up, this bird was going to get hurt.

“That right?” Aven challenged Dakota’s violent impulses, which he must be able to feel. His strong hand smoothed from Dakota’s ass to between her legs. He caressed the seam of her jeans in a way that made her shiver. “I got what you need, honey, just hold on.”

She moaned, thoughts turning to sex.

She relaxed. She let him take her to… wherever she could have him.

He put her down and she didn’t wait. She grappled with his belt buckle. “Where are we?” she managed to say.

Aven’s hands were at her blouse, ripping the placket open. Buttons bounced off stone as he went for her jeans.  His response was low and urgent.

“Where nobody will bother us.”


Chapter 44 - Fate Spirals

 

 

Aven tore at Dakota’s jeans, pushing them and her underwear down, kissing and lightly biting her breasts and belly as he knelt to free one foot and leg from her inside-out clothing. He stood and shoved his own loose jeans over his hips. One hand lifted Dakota’s leg. The other took hold of his so-hard-it-hurt cock.

He pressed Dakota against the cave wall behind her, knowing she needed wild now, primal. She slid her hands up Aven’s arms to his shoulder, then to his neck, pulling him in for a hungry kiss. One hand left and landed on Aven’s backside, fingernails digging into his asscheeks to bring him closer. He hissed at that good pain and gave Dakota what she demanded.

Aven found the soft, hot give of Dakota’s body and sank inside, growling as she moaned and circled her hips to take him deeper. The power of the woman in his arms undid him. “Fuck, Dakota, you’re incredible.”

He lifted her leg higher, hooked her knee over his hip. He pushed so deep Dakota gasped and rose to her tiptoes. Her body welcomed him, stretching to take his full length, wrapping him in her velvet warmth. She sank her weight onto him and groaned.

Aven wanted to roar with the pleasure of it. Buried in Dakota’s tight heat, slick with her sweetness.

But far from being soothed, Dakota acted like a female determined to get away.

“Too good,” she gasped, in a voice thin with fear. Aven could feel the part of her that was frightened of her own feelings, her own power. He wrapped his arm around her, braced himself on stone, and pushed deep. Again, and again. A flutter of muscle clenched inside, where he loved her. “That’s it, honey. Let it go,” he groaned into her neck.

Dakota clung and scratched at him, moaning and gasping. Her mouth was open wide, lips trembling like she was on the verge of tears. Aven didn’t slow, didn’t break rhythm. He slammed her against his arm behind her, cushioning her from the worst of the impact.

The flutters inside her became waves. Dakota froze on his thrusting cock, her fingernails digging into his shoulders. Her whole body shuddered as she screamed and came.

Sweat broke on Aven’s forehead as he pumped inside her. He wouldn’t stop, wouldn’t come, wouldn’t do anything that didn’t serve Dakota’s need. Her screams echoed off the stone around them.

When Dakota softened in his arms, Aven slowed down. Stroking her languidly, giving them both time to recover. Dakota’s sweet, tight core was so slippery, he could hear himself moving inside her.

He could stay here forever. He wanted to, more than anything. Aven leaned in and took Dakota’s lips in a kiss that he hoped she understood.

Aven broke their kiss but kept his lips close to hers. “I love you, Dakota,” he said. His cock pulsed, but waited.

She kissed him sweetly. “I love you, too,” she said, and he felt it, felt her love given freely, for the first time. He felt something more. She was ready for him to claim her. She was ready to be with him and him alone. It rocked him for a moment, but only a moment. He’d been ready since he’d first laid eyes on her, so it did not take him long to recover.

He held her tight against him, keeping them connected at lips and hips, reveling in it, until she pulled at him once more, her soft noises and clutching heat making it clear she wanted him again.

Aven growled into the velvet skin of her throat, licking the pulse there, sucking at it, ready to claim his mate, barely holding his animal back. He bit at her throat with his teeth, lightly, teasingly. Her vibe reacted strongly, urging him on.

Aven snarled, sounding like a mammal, but feeling all raptor. “You’re mine,” he growled, wrapping Dakota tightly in his arms.

 

 

* * *

 

Dakota reeled, out of balance, about to fall, about to be claimed. Something she’d hardly dared to let herself desire. Aven’s strong arms cradled her, rocked her, pulled her close. He lifted her, spun them both once, twice, then he pressed her hard against the cave wall and thrust back inside her again, deep and rough. His mouth went back at her throat, kissing and growling.

He bit her.

Pleasure lit up inside Dakota, waves of thick bliss like nothing she’d ever felt. Electricity arced between the places where he penetrated her. Bright turquoise light filled her, moved beyond her, to Aven. The rightness of it enveloped Dakota, making her arch her back and cry out her bliss as a brutal climax shook her.

Blood dripped down her shoulder, but her skin healed even as Aven’s mouth withdrew, a low moan coming from him and her both.

He pumped relentlessly inside her, spilling heat again and again.

So much for birth control.

 


Chapter 45 - Cock Of The Walk


 




 

Dakota slumped. Aven held her up and spoke to her quietly. He withdrew from her. He cleaned her up and he helped her dress, until finally, he took her hand in his and led her out.

They heard no voices. They didn’t speak. There was nothing left to say.

Dakota clung to her male, her shifter, letting her new life, her new identity, settle inside her. They walked for what seemed like just long enough.

They reached the entrance. Shiloh rushed her and wrapped her in a hug.

“You saved him,” Shiloh whispered. “Thank you.” The hug ended as quickly as it began. “You’re kind of a show-off, huh?” Shiloh said, then disappeared into the night.

Dakota nodded. Sure. “Where are the women? What happened?” she asked Dallas.

He rubbed his hand over his short brown hair, his eyes wide like he was still processing it all. “You and Aven ran in the caves, and all those women tried to follow you. Yelling ‘we have reservations’, like they were showing up for dinner. When Maze and Ryder wouldn’t let them in, they got violent. Thorn got out of his car, said he was going to help Maze and Ryder whether we liked it or not, so that’s what we did. Let Ryder and Shiloh through and blocked the entrance.”

He held up his arms and stretched his neck to show the dried blood that marked slice-wounds all over his exposed skin. “We all got scratched up pretty bad by them, even Thorn.”

They had been fighting battles up here that she’d known nothing about. “How’d you get them to stop?”

“They stopped on their own. About five minutes after Shiloh and Ryder went in. The last thing any of them remembered was being in the gold mines.”

That must have been when they heard the Fatherborne say he was going to lift the charm,  Dakota realized. She filed that bit of information away with what they knew so far. But a larger question loomed. “Do they know what happened to them?”

“Bits and pieces,” Dallas said. “Nobody said the word ‘vampire’ but you could tell they know that something bad happened to them. They kept touching the scars on their necks and wrists.” His voice trailed off for a moment, but Dakota heard fury in his tone. “Thorn and Maze left about twenty minutes ago, took them all to the hospital.”

Cora spoke up, her lips curled with disgust. “Good thing Thorn was gone before I could come out and puke on him.”

Jameson growled, “We need to figure him out. Dallas said he followed you all here?”

Aven corrected him. “He followed Dakota here. Didn’t take his eyes off her from the moment we knocked on his door.”

The Keeper’s eyes swung to Dakota. “How did you feel?”

Dakota shook her head. “I was already caught up in the hunt as we were coming up the stairs to his apartment, but I didn’t know it. No telling what was him and what was vampires.” She shared the only details she could remember. “He seemed genuinely worried about me, though. Never even met me before.”

Aven nodded to confirm. “Same as he was with Cora at the courthouse.”

Dallas spoke up again. “He seemed upset about the women, too. Almost like he took it personally, them being held against their will. He insisted they needed medical care, even said he’d pay for it, then followed Maze to the hospital to make sure it got done. I don’t know what to make of the guy.”

Jameson didn’t look convinced at all, Dakota thought. The Keeper’s jaw flexed with his grinding teeth. He gave Cora a look of such precious regard that Dakota felt she was invading their privacy. She looked away.

Was that how Aven was going to look at her? Like she was his whole world and he couldn’t bear to risk her? Dakota couldn’t wait. She took Aven’s hand, leaning her head against his powerful shoulder.

A zing of desire arced through her body, telling Dakota they needed to wrap this gab session up. Her Prowl wasn’t over. Not by a long shot. She squeezed Aven’s hand. He was tuned in to her vibe, would feel her urgency.

He squeezed back. “Bottom line is, Thorn knows something. About shifters, about switches, maybe even about vampires and The Cause. We need to find out what, exactly, and whose side he’s on.”

Jameson rubbed the back of his neck. “We pissed him off pretty good. I don’t know how much he’ll share.”

Dakota had an idea. “Put Maze on him. He can get along with anyone, and he’s sharp on intel.” She felt Aven stiffen beside her and remembered that something had happened down in the caves, while she’d been Undoing her last vampire. Something that had involved Maze.

Dallas agreed. “Me, too. I’m in.”

Dakota couldn’t keep up anymore. The buzz of magic running through her body was getting stronger. She didn’t want to lose control in front of an audience. Time to go.

She tugged at Aven’s hand. He turned without a word, led her to Luxe’s passenger side and got her settled. Dakota was relieved to see that at some point someone must have turned the car off. It still had half a tank of gas.

There was no way they were making it all the way home, to Credence.

 

 

* * *

 

 

Aven folded his long body into Luxe’s driver’s side and cranked the engine, getting the convertible turned around and driving as fast as he dared down the washed-out dirt road.

His witch was losing control, though. He could feel it.

Aven turned at the end of the long dirt road, heading uphill, into the peaks that rose over the caves, closer to the stars while Dakota moaned and twisted beside him.

Aven’s cock gave a pulse and hardened in his pants, ready to serve. His mouth watered for a taste of the salt on her skin.

He found the sign for the lookout, he turned in and parked, got out and ran around the car to get to Dakota. She was already shredding her clothes. Her beauty stole the oxygen from his lungs. He bent and grabbed for her, lifting her out of the car, whispering sweetness to her.

I got you. I got you. It’s over. You did so good, he told her again and again. Dakota wrapped her arms around his neck and he carried her to the hood of her car, laying her down, his mouth never leaving her velvet skin. He worked his way down her lush body, pushing her knees back to press against her breasts. Aven breathed her in, the scent of heat lightning and hot stone scorching through his insides, branding him as hers.

By the time he reached her core, Dakota was mad with need. Aven wasn’t far behind. He yanked her panties to one side and spread her lower lips, latching his mouth onto her. He sucked her still-swollen clit between his lips and flicked his tongue against it.

Dakota’s stomach muscles clenched. Her hands fisted in his hair, urging him on.

Aven slipped two fingers inside her. Dakota bucked on his hand, curses spilling from her mouth. “Don’t stop. Please.” She was close. Her body pulled at him already.

Seconds later he heard and felt the hitch in Dakota’s breath that told him she was over the edge. Her tight heat drew at his fingers, clenching and spasming. She shuddered and moaned, “More. I need more.”

Aven got rid of his clothes. He leaned over Dakota and pressed his heat against hers in the cool mountain air. She murmured his name, wrapping one arm around his shoulder. The other hand found his shaft and squeezed, pulled him closer.

Dakota slipped her tongue into Aven’s mouth at the same moment that he sank his cock deep inside her welcoming heat. They gasped in unison. Aven drew back. They shared a breath and kissed again.

After those few sweet strokes, Dakota demanded it harder. She wrapped her legs around Aven’s waist to keep him close. He worked his hips, grinding deeper, making her feel all of him. Dakota’s inner muscles gripped and slid on his cock. Sweat dripped down his back.

He slipped one hand down to where they joined. Aven wanted Dakota to come again, for his pleasure as much as hers. Dakota writhed beneath him, wild with unspent magic. Aven pressed one hand to her sternum and fucked her hard. Ravished her. He rubbed her clit with his thumb and pounded her against glossy steel until her moans became a silent scream. Her eyes flew wide in beautiful agony. Her body pulsed around his.

Aven growled, still thrusting, still lost in the way Dakota took him over. The clench of her body undid him, rubbing the ridge of his cock with almost painful pleasure. Aven exploded into completion, his body tightening in violent bliss before going boneless.

They panted for breath together. They gulped oxygen in an effort to slow their racing hearts. Aven held himself up and looked around, hoping they had no audience.

Dakota’s hands slipped to Aven’s face. She pulled him close for a breathless kiss, stars reflecting in her open eyes.


 





Chapter 46 - Home Sweet Nest

 

 

Dakota rested in Luxe’s passenger seat, her body languid, her eyes closed though she was awake. It was the middle of the night. She had dozed on and off during the drive from the lookout. One hand touched Aven’s thigh, so she could feel him there and knew he still had her. So she could let go.

She felt the air change around the car and strained to lift her eyelids. The tunnel. They were home. Credence’s garage lit up in front of them, and Aven aimed Luxe for her spot.

“That’s new,” he said. Dakota opened her eyes and looked up.

Credence had marked her spot. A black lightning bolt.

Aven got out and ran for her, looking very much like Jameson around Cora, like he wanted to pick her up and carry her. She didn’t quite need that. She followed him quietly through the coven, glad that the power that had helped her fight had subsided.

They snuck through the quiet coven to Dakota’s room, spilling inside, ready for rest, but the space smelled different to her. She looked around carefully. There was Aven’s stuff on the dresser, his clothes in the closet, his medals on display. The scents of cedar and wide open spaces mingled with her scents of evening primrose and acacia.

Aven met her eyes and they smiled at each other. This was their room now.

Aven gathered her into his arms. Aven kissed her and whispered sweet things in her ear. Aven sat her down and drew them a bath in the oversized tub. He undressed them both and stepped into the water, holding Dakota’s hand to help her in. She sank in, leaning back into her man’s arms with a satisfied moan. He washed her hair and body with gentle caresses, then cradled her close.

His hands slipped over her skin in the warm water and Dakota felt… treasured. Cherished. She raised her lips to Aven’s and kissed him, running her hands into his hair to hold him close. He hardened against her hip, groaning into her mouth.

Dakota’s aches vanished. Her body relaxed. Her mind went still.

Aven gripped her waist. He filled her to overflowing again and again and again.

The house slept around them.

 

 


***


Dakota lay naked on the bed, stretched out on her belly, head turned to the side, cheek pressed into the pillow. Aven lounged behind her on his side, naked as her, drawing circles on her back with one of his hands, a wicked smile in his voice as he told her what he was going to do to her later, what he’d already done to her more times than she could count.

Out the grand, soaring window, stars twinkled, planets shone, and the entire universe approved of their pairing. It was late, or early. The sun would rise soon. She didn’t much care. She had more important things to do than sleep. Dakota reached behind her and stilled Aven’s hand… for the moment.

Dakota eyed that dark sky. “Tell me again, what flying is like,” she said softly.

He didn't answer for a long time. Instead, he sat up. She couldn’t see him because he was behind her, but the bed moved and swayed with him, revealing him. He positioned himself at her shoulders and began to knead them, rubbing lightly until she relaxed, then applying more pressure.

She gave in to the pleasure and let out a long sigh. He continued to knead her shoulders in the bed created just for her… and for him, too. When he finally spoke,  his voice was a deep roll of low soft words and sounds that relaxed her more than she thought possible.

“Imagine for me,” he said kneading down her left arm to her hand, then to each of her fingers,  rubbing and pressing. He spread the arm wide out from her side, the small brushes of his skin on hers making her sigh and open to him more.

“Imagine for me that you are a shifter,” he said.

“That’s easy,” she said, and it didn’t hurt at all that she really wasn’t. Not anymore. Her eyes drifted closed.

“You’re an eagle,” he told her. “You’ve always been an eagle, you were practically born flying.” He moved across her back, then kneaded down her other shoulder, arm, hand and fingers, setting the skin there to tingle. He spread that arm wide out from her body.

“You love to fly,” he told her. “You fly every day, and it always takes you above your problems and your cares, and even above the world itself.”

“Yes,” she whispered, wanting that freedom so badly.

He positioned her arms slightly different on the bed, then tilted her hands like the flaps of an airplane… or the wings of a bird. He drew his fingers long-ways down her arms and back until she could imagine the feathers there, layering on top of each other.

“You’re in the forest,” he said, his voice almost reverberating in the silent room.

In her mind’s eye, it was nighttime,  but she was outside. She could easily see forest in front of her. Trees. Evergreens. Greens and browns and blues in bright moonlight and starshine.

He spoke, pulling her back just a little with his words. “You trigger a shift in your mind, letting go, letting your animal take over, letting your eagle sprout her wings.”

Dakota felt it. An eagle. She was an eagle. She could fly.

“You push straight up from the ground, but not like a jump, like a push, and then you are flying, straight up, strong wings beating you into the sky, and the ground isn’t there and you don’t need it, you never needed it.” He stopped talking for a long time, moving his hands down her body, pressing and pulling until he reached her toes. He pointed each individual toe straight out behind her, then nudged them low into the mattress. “You belong in the air,” he finished.

She belonged in the air. The breeze stirred her feathers. Below her, forest stretched as far as she could see, and small animals ran from her moon shadow. She twirled in her mind, rolling, diving, falling, and catching herself.

“Uh oh,” Aven said, his voice low.

Uh-oh? She flew in a tight circle, scanning the ground. Nothing moved. Everything had fled from her.

“What uh-oh?” she said tightly. “Is it a vampire?”

She could almost see him down there, dandy and fancy and needing a knife to the gut.

“No, savage witch,” Aven said. “Calm yourself. It's a man. You don't know what he wants.”

“I'm going to see,” she said. She dropped down as an eagle, coming in feet first for a hard landing.

“When you get to the ground, you shift,” he told her. He didn’t speak for a second, then said, “Do you have clothes on?” He sounded curious, like he was not in control, like she was in control.

“Who is the man?” she asked.

“Whoever you want him to be.”

A naughty smile crept onto her face and into her voice. “I don’t have clothes on,” she said.

“Who is the man?” he growled.

Dakota laughed, she couldn’t help it. She loved him so much and he was so perfect. “You. You are the man.”

Aven’s voice lost its growl. “The man has something for you,” he said. “He’s pressing something into your hand.”

“What is it?” Dakota said, a thrill coursing through her body.

It felt like a ring.

“It’s a ring,” he said and the way he said it made her open her eyes.

He was staring at her and in her hand was an actual ring, a hammered, blue-crystal-hemmed wedding band. She smiled at it, lost in the rightness of the moment. She curled her fingers around it and smiled at him, lost in the rightness of him.

He smiled back, love for her shining in his expression. “When you are ready, you give that back to me and I'll do this right,” he said.

Dakota didn't look away. She opened her fingers, right there, right then. She held the ring out to him.

He smiled, he shook his head, he looked pleased, but like he didn’t quite believe it. “I'm not prepared,” he said. “I didn't expect this.”

Dakota kissed him long and hard. “Good thing you’re a badass,” she told him.

 

 

***End***

 


Author’s Note

 

Grace here.

Did you like that ride? Holy cats, I hope so, because I sure did!

Seriously, though, I hope you could feel how things ramped up with this second trilogy. Now that we’ve settled into the Five Hills universe there will be more clues, more mysteries, and more characters for us to love (or in my and Lisa’s case, torture mercilessly).

We’ve had to plan so far into the future with the threads we started weaving here, I can’t wait to start writing the next installment. Book Five will probably be Dallas' story. Books Eight and Nine will reveal a ton more about the storylines you’ve just read. Book Ten will blow your motherfuckin’ socks off. And I can’t even talk about Book Twelve. For real, I’m crying already.

So what else can I say? Somehow the last year managed to be both the best and worst of my life so far. I grieved harder than I ever have (and often against my will) over the kind of losses that I wish none of us ever had to suffer. But at the same time, Lisa and I wrote three books! And I’ve learned more about how to tell a story than I ever would have imagined I could.

I hope you’ll stick around to see how this one turns out.

 

Much love,

Grace

XOXOX

***

 

(lisa here) <3 <3

Rowr. And I torture no one but Grace lol.
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