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Chapter 1 - Feels Like Home

 

 

 

Flint ignored the chime of his cellphone in his pocket, staring at the kitchen of Resperanza, his new home. He’d been there for exactly two days. Two days of domestic heaven that would never last, so he’d better get his fill of cooking and lounging and soft beds and hanging with his brother and his friends. Because nothing was forever, especially to a man with revenge on his mind.

He stood in the archway between the main living area and the kitchen, effectively blocking it completely with his 6-foot, 3-inch frame and his 250 pounds of solid bear muscle, glowering at what was on the counter. All the fixings for… for what? He catalogued the spices and the cuts of meat. Cajun Chicken. Flint knew his way around the kitchen, had been taking care of his brother, including cooking for him, since he had been nine and Bryce had been a baby. He knew the ingredients for Cajun Chicken. It was his favorite dish.

“Jameson?” he yelled back over his shoulder, never taking his eyes off the chicken, as if it might up and walk away.

“Yeah?”

Jameson, Flint’s friend and boss in The Cause, and Cora, the first switch almost any of them had ever seen, were on the couch, curled up under a blanket, whispering to each other about getting married and where they would go on their honeymoon.

“Did you go shopping?”

“No.”

Huh. Flint didn’t ask Cora. The woman did not know her way around a kitchen, and that was the nicest way Flint could put it. “Do you think Riot did?” Flint ground his teeth at the question, hating even saying the ugly feline’s name. The fact that he and Riot were covenbound to the same coven burned his ass. He hated that he was fated with that shifty cat as one of the shifters best able to help the switches of Breath Coven kill vampires, while also keeping them from endangering the human population in the throes of vampire-induced rage. Breath coven was the house, or the group of switches and shifters who lived in the house, or maybe both. He wasn’t entirely sure how it all worked yet.

Jameson took a second before he called back. Flint knew he was kissing Cora, and Flint didn’t hurry him. The male had earned his time with his female. Finally, the answer came. “Riot hasn’t been here all day.” Flint glanced out the window. Almost dark out.

Okay. One more question. “What’s with all the chicken on the counter?”

Cora yelled back to him this time. “I was just in there, the counter was empty except for the pretty flowers. Are you messing with us?”

Flint didn’t answer. He didn’t even tell Cora there were no flowers anywhere. Instead, he went straight to the counter and did what seemed right. Began to make everyone Cajun Chicken. His was the best around for four counties, and if freaky shit was going to happen, he’d pick this freaky shit over vampires showing up at county fairs like had happened five days ago.

Still, Flint liked it here. Jameson and Cora had turned on the TV and were laughing in the other room. Windchimes tinkled in the courtyard breeze. The basement one level down was man-cave heaven, where he had his very own room. And this kitchen. It was a joy to cook in, with sturdy butcher block countertops for days and an industrial range on the oversized island, not to mention the biggest fridge and freezer Flint had ever seen. The walls were tiled in a fiesta of colors, the picture window over the sink lined with little clay pots of fresh herbs just begging to be pinched. And he was pretty sure the myriad of drawers held more gadgets and utensils than he could use in a lifetime, even if he stayed.

Flint stepped to the enormous stainless steel fridge to get a beer and took note of the three different brands, which were different than the ones in the fridge downstairs. All hearty craft brews he would love to try. He grabbed one, popped the top and took just one satisfying drink, then went back to his chicken.

Coming nearer, the sound of booted footsteps climbing stairs. That shifty cat. Flint put on his shit-eating grin and waited for Riot to come on in and get down. The cat had a smart mouth, and Flint figured if they sparred long enough with words, maybe he could get the cat to fight him for real. Not that it would be a fair fight. If I could get just one paw on that pussyc-

Riot strode through the archway into the kitchen, his attitude all fuck-you and you-suck. Even his dark hair, with its shaved sides and longer top, said it thought it was better than your haircut. That attitude was all Flint had seen from the guy in a year, since Riot had beaten the crap out of Flint’s friend at sparring for no reason, running the guy out of town. Do us all a favor and change it up every once in a while, would ya, kitty?

The dark puma’s shifter scent was bold, dangerous, dark, like all the big cats who thrived in shadows, but Flint thought this one was darker, bolder, more dangerous than any he had ever scented. The guy was a walking secret. Flint shot him a look. Riot’s tattooed arms were covered by a leather jacket, but his inked neck still showed beneath his scruffy jaw.

“Thought I smelled someone fixin’ to burn something,” Riot said, almost drawling.

Flint’s shoulders tightened and his jaw locked. Game on. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

“Don’t pop a seam, Teddy. I live here, remember?”

Flint nodded. “Yeah, but why?” You’re useless, is what Flint was trying to imply, but did he want to know, just a little bit, if Riot had felt the same pull he had? Yeah, maybe he did.

He’d been home, then felt something so strong he couldn’t ignore it. Not Instinct, but something bigger than Instinct. Something tied to The Cause in a more specific way. And when there was a chance of a bloodsucker dying a grisly death, Flint paid attention. Because all vampires must die.

Jameson had been holed up with Cora for three days, after the killing of that Garner vampire. Flint had been waiting for… something. He’d thought he’d been waiting to hear from Jameson. But then-

 

Flint bent over the sparring schedule at the kitchen table in the duplex he shared with his little brother, where they’d both lived for years. Sparring would be more important than ever, one of the places where the shifters coming to the the town would gather, where they could find the ones meant for The Cause.

He tried to keep thinking about… whatever he had been thinking about, but an image appeared in his mind, fuzzy at first. A brown splotch against a blue sky. A wild sky. Floaty clouds whipping in the distance, pulled into long lines.

He pushed the image away. Concentrate, you big dumb bear. You have work to do.

But the image would not fade. Instead it came into sharp relief. It was a wooden sign, more of an arrow, with Tsigule Cliffs burned into it. He recognized it immediately, had seen it a hundred times. It was the marker at the far end of the parking lot of the Tsigule Cliffs, one of his favorite places in the forest.

Flint frowned and tried to figure out what he was seeing in his mind. He blinked, and still the image from inside his brain was stronger to him than reality, and accompanied by strong emotion. Pulling, wanting, yearning emotion.

Flint closed his eyes, and the sign became stronger still, seeming to burn his eyes. He had to go to the cliffs.

Now.

Flint stood and lumbered out of the house, jumped in his ride, happy when his vision cleared enough that he could see the road. Something told him no one was in danger, but that he needed to be at the cliffs at that moment, and that he should stop and get some beer first. That it would be a beer moment. Whatever he was heading to.

So he got some beer. The good shit.

And he headed back up the mountain, zoomed around the curves, past the gorge, through the forest that was his home, and his home that was the forest. And he’d pulled into the driveway that had never existed before, where he almost knew what he was going to see.

Almost.

A mansion. A luxurious hacienda where one had never existed, and at its front door stood Cora and Jameson.

She’d been Claimed, that was obvious in every line of both their bodies, and Flint was glad to see it. He didn’t know what the fuck fate had in store for the future of The Cause, if shifters would win, or if vampires would win, and he didn’t know how many years they had to prepare for what was coming, how many shifters and switches would come together against how many vampires, like it used to be. In the old days.

But he didn’t need to know. Right there in front of him was all the proof he would ever need that war was coming. A switch paired with a shifter, her a delicate, modern thing, but deadly to any vampire that existed, him impossibly old, but hearty and strong, and the perfect calm but passionate leader. Exactly what The Cause needed as their figureheads. Not many shifters knew much of the cause, but Flint knew enough for all of them. The Cause was the ancient war that paired savage witches with shifters in the fight against vampires. It had been centered in the Nantahala Forest for as long as anyone knew. Centuries, at least.

Except these days, it was rare to find a shifter who did know of The Cause, and until a few weeks ago, even the ones who knew hadn’t believed switches still existed. But the bloodlines must have kept up somehow. Cora had been found when her instinctive hatred of vampires ran up against one who’d taken a spot on the city council and had the unfortunate idea to schmooze his constituents in public. That hadn’t ended well for the vampire. Cora had Undone him - another word for the magical killing of vampires - at the annual squash festival less than a week ago.

No matter. In Flint’s mind, The Cause boiled down to this.

All vampires must die.

However that had to happen. Flint thought he knew his part in it, but him and his brother Bryce being part of the first Undoing in over a century made him wonder what was next for him. His destiny had started to ramp up, and lucky thing, he was in the prime of his life, the strongest he’d ever been at thirty-four years old. Plus Bryce was taken care of, enough money in the bank for him that if Flint disappeared for good, Bryce would be okay.

Flint was ready for whatever came next. As long as it included dead vampires.

Flint parked his black Range Rover, his restored baby, in a pullout along the side of the terracotta driveway, ready to enter the house behind Cora and Jameson. It had to be a coven house. Magically appeared. Cool. Flint didn’t care how crazy it was, he was glad to be a part of it. Fate was responding to his pleas. Finally.

 

Flint had felt that same dreamy appreciation in the two days since then, thrilled in his growly-bear way to be part of something so big, to be one of three shifters pulled to the house, even if one of the others was Riot. Jameson was a great enough man to cancel out Riot’s immaturity, his irresponsibility.

Riot eyed Flint, refusing to answer the question about what the fuck he was doing there. Instead, he threw up that arrogant wall that fit him so well.

Flint growled over his shoulder at the cat, dismissing him. “Bite me, pussycat,” he said, just in case Riot wasn’t sure what the growl meant.

Riot acted like Flint hadn’t said a word. He crossed to the fridge and grabbed a brown paper sack with his name on it from inside, then peeked at the contents before tucking it into the pocket of his motorcycle jacket. He growled back at Flint on his way back out the door. “Probably taste better than whatever that is you’re making.”

“So don’t eat it, fancy feast. It ain’t for felines, anyway. It’s real food. Maybe there’s some milk in your little bag you could warm up.”

Riot curled his lip again and snarled before turning his back and disappearing out the door.

Good. Perfect. All vampires must die and all shifty cats must stay the fuck away from me.

 


Chapter 2 - Goldie And That One Vampire

 

 

 

“Dangit.” Goldie Peletier repeated the word in her mind like a mantra as she ran-walked toward the school’s exit. Running in public was not proper for a woman (lady, her grandma Tallulah’s voice corrected in her head), so Goldie wouldn’t do it, but if she missed the bus there was no way she could walk the fifteen miles to the motel on mountain roads with no shoulder to speak of. Please just let me catch the dang bus. She’d gotten the job, thank goodness, meaning they would have money to buy groceries at the end of next week, but the interview had run late, and now she was facing being stranded.

She pushed out the door and hurried down the concrete steps, turning right on the sidewalk and giving in to the urge to move faster, not quite running, but almost. The early night air was fresh and warm, but with a slight chill on the leading edge of a strong, steady breeze. Goldie loved it. She’d never planned on stopping in the middle of western North Carolina’s Nantahala forest, but the car had broken down and she and her sister were not getting another mile down the road anytime soon. All the money in their accounts was going to keep a roof over their heads, food in their bellies, and her little green hatchback on blocks at a local mechanic until she had cash to fix it.

Goldie’d had no choice but to get a job. And now they were stuck in this tiny mountain town, for at least several months. Liking the place was a bonus. Everything about it was wild. The weather, the forest, even the people she’d met, like each one of them had a secret.

There, she spotted the bus stop three blocks ahead and moved a little faster still. There was no bus in sight, but that could mean either it hadn’t come yet, or it had come and gone.

The leaves on the trees in the park beside her were turning slightly, their very edges going orange-red, reminding her that, yes, it was early September, but autumn was coming. She could feel it and she couldn’t wait to experience it. She’d never lived in the mountains, had lived her whole life in New Orleans, which was actually situated below sea level. She shivered, like she always did when anything reminded her of the hurricane that had changed her life forever. She shivered, but she did not slow.

Most years on the bayou it felt like autumn took her sweet time, showing up in the middle of November and then lingering all the way until spring. Up here maybe Goldie would see some real seasons, maybe even snow that stayed on the ground.

She passed the tiny park, speed-walking past the red-brick municipal buildings and the weathered clapboard siding of retail stores and restaurants. A quaint small town. Penny candies and homemade fudge alongside e-cigarettes and t-shirts. Not too different from the shops in the Big Easy where tourists could buy a fine porcelain magnolia blossom teacup alongside neon plastic shot glasses and voodoo dolls.

Goldie made it to the bus stop, out of breath, glad to see an older man sitting on the backless cement bench. If he was waiting, maybe that meant the bus was late.

The man seemed familiar, in that Southern gentleman way she’d grown up around. On the shorter side, with white hair cut close and a stocky build that spoke of a past as a soldier or laborer. He smiled at Goldie kindly as she approached and sat on the other end of the bench. “Evenin’, young lady.”

Goldie didn’t feel like talking, but she’d been all but raised by Tallulah Peletier, one of the grand dames of New Orleans (at least in her own eyes), and that meant Goldie had been raised right. She smiled at the man, responding to the kindness in his face. “It’s a lovely one. How are you, sir?”

He continued to look her over, a vague expression on his softly wrinkled face. “Right as rain, can’t complain. I don’t believe I know you, and I know everyone. You new to town? A student at the college?”

Goldie shook her head. “No, sir, I just got a job in the county schools. I’m a speech therapist.” She gave the older man the sweet smile she’d perfected before she was five and chattered on, painting the disaster of her life to sound like a delight, as if she and her sister, Darby, hadn’t been close to homeless when she found this job. It was the perfect job for her and she was the perfect person for it.

The man smiled over at her, nodding. “You moved here with your husband?”

Goldie held in a weary sigh. Didn’t matter if she was in North Carolina or New Orleans, anyone old enough to be her grandparent wanted to stick their nose in her heart. “No, sir, with my-” Goldie stammered, the lie feeling clunky on her tongue, “My roommate.”

His eyebrows scrunched up, like two furry white caterpillars over his suddenly serious eyes holding tight to hers. “Well, if that don’t beat all… two young ladies, living alone? Y’all best be careful. We’ve had some young ladies go missing around here lately, if you hadn’t heard. Bad sorts runnin’ around.”

Goldie had heard. She’d seen the prime time special on the tri-state kidnappings more than a month ago, had been able to think of little else for the first few days they’d been stranded in the town. She loved the weather and the forest and the quaint little town, but the thought of the ‘bad sorts running around’ was hard on her. Whoever was doing it, he was preying on women alone after dark. Goldie worried about herself, but more, she worried about her sister (roommate, she’s your roommate). Darby was not known for having a level head.

Especially considering the reason Goldie wasn’t calling herself and Darby sisters. Darby had a stalker. But Goldie didn’t want to think about that or admit they were running. Hiding. She crossed her legs and spoke to the older man. “Beautiful town y’all have here.”

He swelled with pride, his clean-shaven chin jutting over his buttoned-up collar. “Why, thank you.” He looked around at his town, and Goldie wondered if he’d lived there all his life. That was the kind of ownership she felt coming out of him in waves. “Clean air, nice people, pride in our history, surrounded by some of the oldest mountains on earth. You could not live in a better area.”

He stuck out his hand to her. “My name’s Vernon Bunn.”

The proper response rose to Goldie’s tongue, just as she’d said it a thousand times before, I’m Goldie Peletier and I am so very pleased to meet you, but then her world turned upside down and she lost her mind.

Or at least that’s what it felt like. Like what she had always known was not only wrong, but against her very nature, and who she really was trumped who she always thought she’d been, and the realization fell into her head all at once and knocked all sense out of her.

A limo, long and sleek and black as midnight slid past on the nearly empty street.

Goldie was up and moving, without a word to excuse her to the man she’d been speaking to. Unheard of but it didn’t stop her. Her world turned a stunning shade of shamrock green, reminding her of the worst night of her life, which scared her, but also gave her a frame of reference for the strength pouring through her.

She’d felt this extraordinary power before, back when she’d needed help in the worst way, for her and her sister, and it had not ended well. This would end no better, she was sure of it, because she was completely and totally out of control. And Goldie could think of nothing worse than being out of control. But still she ran. In public. Where people could see her.

The green stayed in the edges of her vision and she didn’t care, all she cared about was the feeling of hate pouring through her as she chased the limousine down for absolutely no reason at all.

It pulled away from her.

She ran faster.

 

 


Chapter 3 - Prior Ties Reprioritized

 

 

 

Flint put his chicken in the fridge to chill and grabbed a beer, about to head into the living room to see what Cora and J were up to, but his phone chimed again. Oh yeah.

He checked his email. Two new ones, and neither one was spam.

re: Your Premium Background Report is ready

and

Mountain Man alert. Not a drill, motherfucker, with an attachment.

Fuck. Had he said fate was converging on him? More like slamming him in the face repeatedly. But Flint was beyond ready. He opened the first email but dreamed about the second one.

He’d had a records check run on the cat. Riot A. Cofield was his full name. Middle name Asshole?

He read the report once. Twice. A third time, just to be sure of what he’d already decided. Goddamned tight-lipped, lying piece of shit.

There it was in black and white. Riot had a record. The lying cat who claimed to be a simple climbing instructor and had slunk into Jameson’s good graces, was really an ex-con.

And not for some piddly shit, either. Riot was a thief, and he’d assaulted an officer of the law. Yep. Fucker needed to be out of The Cause, and yesterday.

That decided, he opened the second email, read it quickly, three times through again, but it was only one sentence.

I took this picture yesterday about a half-mile off the Eagle Rock Loop in the Ouachitas.

The attachment was an image of a black bear, stalking through an evergreen forest, a rock caught in the fur under his muzzle. Flint zoomed in on the photo. Not caught. Deliberately braided.

Mountain Man. Shit. Time to go. Just when things were getting interesting here.

Flint stood but was almost knocked to the floor by a wave of intense… what? Unease. Unease filled him. Someone he loved was in trouble.

Bryce.

He had to call his brother. Everything else was instantly relegated to the very back of his mind. This was an emergency.

(not bryce. move. go.)

Instinct. Not Bryce? Who then? Hernando? Molly? Jameson? But he was moving regardless. Instinct only ever instructed him in steps, would not tell him any more than he needed to know until the moment he needed to know it. He shot to his feet, intending to text his little brother anyway, with an apology to his Instinct. Some ties were too strong…

He whipped out his phone as he skidded out the door toward his Range Rover, texting as he went. You cool, B?

A reply came back almost instantly, allowing Flint to breathe. Bryce was the most important thing. His only blood family left.

Max chillin’, bro. Sup?

Flint jammed his phone back in his pocket and jumped into his vehicle, forcing the keys into the ignition and peeling out backwards, swinging a three-point turn until he was gaining speed down the driveway, then turning toward town, while the speakers blared a Tool album, the last thing he’d put in his stereo.

(right turn)

He left the fancy driveway, turning onto the gravel mountain road, giving all his attention to his Instinct, leaving only the barest senses to driving.

Highway 129 lit up like a runway in front of him, calling him to turn northwest, allowing him to go faster than he should on the dark street.

(faster. you have to be there)

Flint was convinced. He slammed the pedal to the floor and let his bear drive.

 

* * *

 

The bus passed Goldie, going the other way.

Goldie no longer cared about the bus.

She was moving as fast as she could down the blessedly empty sidewalk, running all out in her sensible flats, grasping in her purse, clawing, her hand guided to clasp the first sharp thing she found, a metal nail file. It wasn’t much, but it was the only thing she had that would pass for a weapon.

A what-on? she said to herself, her proper, sensible, ladylike training protesting frantically, even as something deeper ran faster, stronger, harder. Didn’t that thing know she was clumsy? That she was even still upright was a miracle. And still she ran, the slapping of her feet on the concrete pounding thickly up her knees. Straight, hot, rage that she’d never felt before filled her vision just like the green streak she could not deny.

The limo stopped at a stoplight next to a black SUV. Goldie ran harder. The light turned green, the limo started to roll through, but the brake lights flared again. The limo stopped. Goldie was catching him. Almost there. The back window on the passenger side rolled down. A head stuck out. A thin head, with skin stretched tight over bones, topped with slicked-down hair that was jet black except for a white stripe down the right side from temple to neck.

Die, villain. Scum. Filth. Stay right there and let me relieve you of your breath.

She gripped her weapon tighter, eyeing his neck, his chest. Where would she plunge it? Right there, in the soft side of his throat.

Her strike point selected, Goldie put on one more burst of speed. The man’s eyes narrowed and locked on her with recognition, then he shouted to the driver, banging on the side of the vehicle with one pale hand. “Go! Now!”

She leaped. Clumsiness and ladylike behavior could go get dipped. Goldie would jump on the trunk like some possessed superhero and hold on until the car stopped. Then she would force her way inside…

But she was not a superhero.

And clumsy was not a choice.

 

* * *

 

Flint reached the outskirts of Shady Pines, a historic mining town near Five Hills, looking right, left, up, behind. Where was it? What was he looking for? He stopped at a stoplight.

A limousine moved slowly up next to him on the right. His open window allowed a tease of a breeze inside the car. Bitter herbs, dandelion, and nettle mixed with pine reached him. Fucking vampire. Somewhere close. In that limo? Go time. Show time. All Vampires Must Die time. Now he knew what he’d been called here for. Whoever - whatever - was in that limo held a key for Flint. A key he’d been searching for most of his life.

The light turned green. Flint’s alert heightened, pulling him to lean forward, hold his breath, eyes and nose open as he waited for the limo’s next move. It pulled forward, Flint stepped on the gas to follow, But then, in the next second, Flint couldn’t think at all.

The most intoxicating scent he’d ever smelled was coming at him in lunges, pushing its way into his sinuses and shorting out his brain. He sucked in a sweet breath through his nose, his eyes rolling closed for the barest second.

It was the lush scent of sweet basil, rosemary, thyme; mellow herbs that promised affection and solace and everything he’d ever thought was important. A promise lit up in his head, as if someone was holding stems of all his favorite herbs up to his face, tickling his imagination. He had to know where it was coming from, what it was coming from, fuck-all help him if it was a who it was coming from, because it made him ravenous.

A flash of green in his right side mirror caught Flint’s eye as the limo put on a burst of speed through the intersection. The emerald glow flared high off the ground and then disappeared just as his head swiveled for a closer look. Something hit his truck with a whump.

The delay between Flint’s eyes and his brain caught up. A woman. Blonde. Her hair flying as she soared through the air like Superman and then bounced off his truck. Flint stood on the brakes. Holy shit.

It hadn’t looked that bad, right? Please don’t let it be bad. Let her be okay.

Because Flint was pretty sure he had just hit a switch with his car, and someone was going to have his ass for it. Probably him.

 

* * *

 

Goldie hit the black SUV that had appeared in front of her with a thump. And a splat. And her shoulder. And her face.

The green glaze in her vision scattered a little at the impact, but white hot savagery held its grip on her. Goldie fell to the ground and tried to catch her breath. She had to recover, had to move.

A deep, rumbly, male voice reached her. “Shit. Are you okay?”

And just like that, the white-hot emotion split in two. No longer just hate. Now hate and lust filled her in equally violent measure.

That wasn’t like Goldie. Not at all. In either direction. But she couldn’t care about all that now. She already had a man to stab. Not this one.

But the other one. Yes, she needed to kill the other one. Goldie tried to push up with her left arm but her shoulder screeched with pain, so she went to her other side, pushed up, ready to run…

Her trail was blocked by a huge hulk of a man with dark hair, a dark expression, and a nasty scar on his neck. Big as a tank, she thought. She wanted to get around him, but she wanted to stay where she was, too. Maybe touch him. Maybe climb him. She hadn’t even known they made ‘em that big. And thick. And hard. And solid.

Goldie shook her head, the new set of inappropriate thoughts dismaying her in a totally different way. She stared at the ground at his feet, trying to figure out her next move as her mind worried the problem. The desire to climb this man like a tree was definitely the worst. Which said exactly what about her, that she picked murder over PDA?

Wait, she’d lost her weapon. Goldie whirled and searched the ground where she’d slammed into the truck. “Where is it? I just had it.”

She saw it, but large masculine fingers grabbed it up first. He was going to take her weapon. But no, he held it out to her, handle first.

“I think he’s gone now. But if you want to chase him, I’m game,” the man said, a hard look on his handsome face. Tall, dark, and delicious, Goldie thought. Yummy yum yum.

She leaned in and grabbed her nail file, puzzling over his words, denying how much she liked them. But oh, wait, he smelled good, like clean forest evergreen outdoors masculine man. A man who wooed you by fixing your car and cooking you dinner over an open fire.

A hard voice spoke in her mind. Less smelling, more killing. Yes, that sounded right.

Before she could move, the man looked over her head, down the street, then motioned in the open vehicle door. “Get in. We’ll follow him.”

She pulled away from him and snarled, angry, but she wasn’t sure why. The violence overruling everything again, coursing through her, making her act so against her nature…

He put his hands up. “Calm down, Pumpkin, I’m one of the good guys.”

She dropped her hands and stared at him in confusion. His face lit up with confusion also, and a bit of embarrassment, like he wasn’t sure why he’d said what he’d said to her.

Pumpkin. The pet name her family had always called her. That endearment from this man’s mouth stunned her in what seemed like a life-changing way. She’d never seen him before, but somehow, when she looked at him, he made her feel protected, and warm. Too warm. He pulled at her in a way she’d never experienced before.

The war between hatred and lust was over. Goldie might be standing still but inside she was barrelling out of control. Yet she didn’t run from the man who’d set her reeling. She stayed with him. Reached out to touch him, like maybe that was the answer.

He snatched at her hand and caught hold of it, then squeezed.

Whoa. Goldie felt the rightness in her gut, in her bones, in the unfathomable depths of her soul.

Not just the answer. Bonus points.

 

 

 

 


Chapter 4 -  Bear Down

 

 

 

The woman (switch) froze. Held out her hand. He grabbed it up before the chance passed, wondering who was being swept away and who was the lifeline.

But all Flint could do was stare. Straight, blonde hair, a heart-shaped face, with the widest, clearest cornflower blue eyes he’d ever seen. Petite, slim-hipped, with slender, soft fingers he knew he was holding too tightly, but that was only because Flint’s heart had sped up when he touched her, and now he was afraid it might stop if she pulled away. No big deal. Shit.

Their eyes locked. His face felt hot and he didn’t like it. Where had Pumpkin come from? If this switch was anything like Cora he might be about to be lit up, depending on if she knew her magic or not. She was switched on, that was for sure, because switches did not glow until they’d encountered at least one vampire.

Something in her face told him this was her first vampire chase. She looked terrified of her own actions. He’d seen that look before, on Cora. Shit, and here came his part. Soothe her, contain her, help her, guide her, point her to the vampire, hold him for her, keep him from phazing, keep her safe while she took him out.

Had he pissed her off with the endearment? She was still frozen, staring at him, had not pulled her hand back from his. Her lips were parted slightly as she stared at him.

His eyes dropped to her feet as if drawn there. Light blue socks. With pumpkins on them. And cartoon mice. He must have seen them as he approached her and thought pumpkin, and out it slipped. Oh Bear, he was an idiot. He was going to lose her before he even had a chance to tell her what she was.

But she still didn’t run. She just stared at him with quiet dismay on her face.

Flint threw another look over her shoulder at the limo pulling away on the dark street. They could still catch it, but it probably wasn’t smart. She did not look like she was happy about standing in the middle of the road with him, so chasing vampires with him was probably out of the question right at that moment.

The curve of her waist, the slender strength of her legs, the oceans-deep blue of her bright, open-book eyes all called to him. He was suddenly, painfully aware that her gaze had sharpened and was locked hungrily on his lips, while she licked hers deliberately, her intent perfectly clear. She wanted to taste him. She might even have liked being called Pumpkin. Oh Bear.

He swallowed. Her lips looked sweet like honey and she would taste so good. His hand twitched, applying the slightest pressure to her wrist, pulling her to him. What she wanted was seeming like a really good idea all of a sudden.

The street was empty. The limo gone, a bus blocks away, the tick tick tick of the crossing sign counting down seconds the only noise he could hear over the pounding of his own blood in his ears. The switch whose name he didn’t even know drifted straight into his arms, her eyes never straying from his mouth.

Her response threw Flint off balance. His head told him this was normal switch/shifter behavior, normal man/woman behavior, normal for someone, dammit, and perfectly fucking right and he could kiss her. She hadn’t spoken a word to him. But she was about to jump him. He wasn’t sure how he felt about it but at the same time he felt pretty fucking good about it. Use me, pumpkin. I want to be used. Rough and ready for you.

Her scent reached inside his brain and twisted the images there, until all he could see was her perfect little pocket-rocket body on top of his, holding her up while she climbed him and used his ‘equipment’ like a jungle gym. The fingers of one of her hands pulled free and went to his shirt, twisting at it, wringing it with an urgency that was reflected in her eyes. A perfect storm of passion, it seemed to him, and he couldn’t breathe again just standing on the street, in the evening air, surrounded by quiet town and empty sidewalks.

She leaned in. Kissed him. His cock hardened to granite in his pants in a second flat. He kissed her back and his emotions toppled, senses gone, desire the only thing left to him. He pulled her in closer, right there in the middle of the street, crushing her to him.

She climbed him, her legs wrapping around him, pressing up against him. He moved his fingers to cradle her ass, holding her up so she could kiss him and kiss him and wiggle her heat against him. It felt so good, so perfect.

His cock gave a throb she must have felt, the way she gasped into his mouth. Flint tilted his head and slipped his tongue farther inside, groaning when she sucked it deeper and spread her thighs further, getting closer to him. Her breasts brushed his chest, her pebbled nipples rubbing against him through too many layers of clothing.

A cough from nearby brought Flint screeching back to reality even as the buzz continued to circulate through his body. They were on a city street, and she was… they were... Flint wrestled his greedy lust down and put his hands over the smaller ones that roamed his shoulders, feeling his muscles, as she practically purred at him. Shit.

The switch pushed back as she came to her senses only a second or two after him. She dropped her gaze from his, eyes narrowed, then softening. The anger and lust leaked out of her face, from the set of her back. She dropped the nail file and stared at him, touching her lip softly, her expression mostly full of hot, horrified shame.

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” she said softly, and turned to run, but the opposite way than she’d wanted to run just a moment ago. She spoke to the ground as she moved. “I don’t know why… I’ve never done anything like this before.”

He stopped her with a hand, wanting to treat her like the switch she was but also like the normal woman she was. “You okay? Better now?” Shit. What would she think of that? How had Jameson managed to help Cora when she was reeling in the aftermath of vampire-hate?

The blush was back on the newly-discovered switch’s cheeks, deeper than before. She stammered, “Please, I have to go, I have to get back to… go back home.”

Flint was charmed by her, and so worried he wasn’t going to pull this off. That she would disappear into the night.

Her eyes were bouncing around as if she was about to dart away.

“Hey, it’s okay,” he said. “It wasn’t your fault. It was...” How to explain it? They needed a script. A card to hand out.

You are a switch, a savage witch who fights vampires, which makes you prone to violent outbursts. And sexual ones. But that’s okay, because I am ready for both. Yeah, that would go over well.

He changed tactics. “Do you need an ambulance?”

She stared at him while she touched her neck and chest and face. “I’m okay. Just a little sore. No ambulance.” Her eyes were on his scar, the nasty one running down his neck, from under one ear towards the center of his throat.

Her expression went a little dreamy and she smiled softly as she studied the scar, giving him pause. He’d never seen that reaction in a woman before.

What did she know about who she was? What didn’t she know? He decided to ask, waving a car that had stopped behind them through the intersection. Go around, quit honking, we know what we’re doing here. “What happened?” he asked. “Who were you chasing?” He kept the second part of that question, “Do you even know?” to himself.

She didn’t answer, only stared. Now he was getting worried. “Are you sure you don’t want me to call an ambulance? You know who and where you are, right? What year it is? Your name?”

At that the switch straightened and stuck her hand out, as if they were meeting in a coffee shop. “Goldie Peletier. I am so very pleased to meet you.”

Flint took her hand again, warmth traveling up his arm. Goldie. He loved it. He cleared his throat and tried to smile as he spoke. “Flint Gibson.” Shifter. Covenbound to the same coven you are. Vampires. All that stuff. Shit, how to even start to tell her?

She frowned and began to back up. “I really have to go. I missed the bus. Sorry about… you know. Um. Sorry.”

“Wait!” he called. “Wait.” How to play it? Concerned. “I’m really worried about you. Can I at least give you a ride? There won’t be another bus along for an hour.”

The switch stared at him in the street. If she didn’t say yes, he was going to have to think of a plan B that did not include her calling the cops on him as a stalker, especially after all that kissing-her-back stuff he just did.

She stared. He stayed silent.

Wow, so awkward.

But worth it if she let him drive her home.

He waited for her answer.


Chapter 5 - Flint Fucks Up

 

 

 

Goldie stared at the big guy who had captured her attention so fully. Crazy night getting crazier. But she liked him. Too much. But she liked him. He made her feel safe. No way was he the tri-state killer. Hopefully.

She nodded hesitantly, thinking it was a stupid thing to do, but wait, she had an idea. She ran to the back of his SUV to snap a picture of his license plate with her phone, letting him see her do it. Insurance. Kind of. Not really, since she had no data to send it, but he didn’t need to know that.

There was a decal of a bear in a canoe in the back window, and the letters BBOC underneath it. Cute. Adorable. The tri-state killer would not have a bear in a canoe on his car. She knew it. This was safe.

She climbed in his car and gave tank-guy - Flint - the address for the motel and he nodded, buckled up, and turned the key.

Intense music with a heavy drumbeat blasted from the speakers. He slapped a knob on the dashboard and it stopped. Goldie gave him a small smile, trying not to remember her tongue in his mouth and how he’d acted like it was no big deal. Not her fault, he’d even said. What could that mean? She spoke softly. “You can leave it on if you want. I like that song.”

The grin on Flint’s face pleased her way more than it should. She had an idea he didn’t grin often. The lines of his face were harsher than smile lines. Scowl lines maybe. She didn’t like scowlers, but something told her Flint had things to scowl about.

“You like heavy metal?” he asked.

Goldie settled into the seat, moving gingerly. Her left side was sore from shoulder to hip, not thinking of what she was saying, just being truthful. “I like anything with good lyrics.”

Flint turned the music back on, but not so loud. “I was worried you’d think I was scary. You know, big guy, nasty scar, heavy music.” His voice trailed off and she studied him in the dim light of the streetlights they were passing, wondering why he had said that. He was handsome. Intense. Dark hair, dark eyes, hard face that softened when he smiled.

She shook her head quickly. “You’re not scary.”

He looked like a scary guy in some respects, but the concern in his eyes was real. His protective nature was obvious. No, he was about as terrifying as a biker in footed jammies holding a teddy bear, Goldie decided. She liked it. Contradictions. They worked for him.

And the way he’d kissed her? Goldie was still half-melted from the waist down. Never in her life had she been with a man who knew just how to hold her, move her, tip his head and take her over with only his hands and mouth. It was heady stuff. She’d be lying to herself if she said she didn’t want more, but she was just scared enough to be distracted.

Because under the zing of sexual awareness was the knowledge of what had come before, when Goldie’s vision had gone green and she’d taken off running after a man she’d never seen before. What would he think of her if he knew what she’d been about to do?

She wanted to play it cool, play it all cool, but it wasn’t coming easy. This was the second-craziest thing that had happened to her, ever.

Or third, if she counted the incident in New Orleans, exactly forty-eight hours after Tallulah had died. Goldie had been coming out of the funeral home when a woman in a white dress and headwrap, with the red sash Goldie associated with the voodoo shops down in the Quarter, had appeared. The woman had scared her, walking straight up to Goldie with her bony ebony fingers outstretched. “Da white wolf gon’ guide you to your new life, chil’. Don’ you forget, no.”

Goldie had been so frightened she’d jumped into her little green hatchback and sped all the way back to Tallulah’s house. And now, in the face of everything that had happened to her since she’d packed up her sister and left New Orleans forever, she felt certain that something strange was going on. Something… not natural. This man was a part of it. He had to be.

Flint wasn’t talking as he drove. She could tell he wanted to say something though. He kept opening his mouth to speak, then looking at her and closing it again. She wished he would spit it out, whatever it was.

But then he pulled into the parking lot of the hotel they were staying at and she saw Darby where she wasn’t supposed to be, outside in plain view. Her thoughts slipped out of her mouth. “Good grief, I can’t leave Darby alone for two minutes.”

Her sister was standing outside the room, leaning against the wall, a tall, dark, dangerous-looking man in a t-shirt and leather motorcycle pants across from her, tattoos on his neck. Just Darby’s type. The pair were locked deep in conversation, standing way too close to each other. Darby’s magenta hair shone in the glow of Flint’s headlights as she threw her head back and laughed at something the man had said. A surge of irritation rose up inside Goldie. The one job Darby had was to lay low, and of course she was doing the exact opposite.

Flint parked and made a noise and she looked at him. He was furious, but why, she didn’t know. He growled out of one side of his mouth. “What the fuck is he doing here?”

The next moment he was out of the vehicle and heading for Darby and the guy. Goldie rushed to follow, ignoring the pain in her shoulder. Scared, but not of Flint.

* * *

 

Flint rounded the front of his Range Rover, aimed at the shifter leaning against the motel’s wall like he owned the place. Riot spotted him and rolled his eyes in clear disgust, his lip curling in a nasty snarl.

Flint kept himself under control, barely. Don’t scare off the switch. You haven’t told Goldie anything yet and you can’t afford for her to disappear. But he’d had enough of Riot showing up at the same places he did.

The woman across from Riot looked at him. Darby, Goldie had called her. Her hair was bright pink, her nails manicured, her body curvy. Flint ignored her, his eyes on Riot.

Darby called to Goldie. “Hey, where y’at? I got bored.” She jerked her finger at the cat. “This is Riot. He’s got friends in a room down the way.”

Flint ground his teeth. Riot was an ex-con. Not fit to talk to Goldie. But he was also Breath coven. Although now that Flint knew what he knew, it wouldn’t be for long. He grabbed Riot by the elbow, trying to steer him away. “And Riot was just leaving, wasn’t he?” Riot resisted. Flint could move him by force, pick his ass right up and haul him away, but he wouldn’t in front of Goldie.

Darby got in close, outrage on her face, like she could make him back up with just her glare. She crossed her arms and looked him up and down, jutting her chin out at his chest. Goldie groaned under her breath from behind him. Darby glared harder at him. “Who do you think you are?”

Riot pushed off the wall and took two steps towards his bike.

That’s right, slink away, kitty.

Riot grabbed his helmet as he answered Darby. “That’s Yogi, thinks he’s king of the forest. See you ‘round.”

Riot fired up his ride and was gone, leaving Flint with the two women.

Darby hadn’t moved, heat in her eyes as she glared at Flint. “That right, Yogi? You think you’re king of something?”

Flint’s head snapped back like she had slapped him. Whoops. He tried to explain his position. “Name’s Flint. And that guy Riot is no good. I was trying to warn him off you.”

Darby laughed in his face and Flint got the sense it was a tactic she employed often. “You’re a peach, taking care of people who don’t need it. What are you doing with Goldie?”

Goldie stepped forward, her expression weary, and Flint felt bad about all of it. She looked like she had been through a hard week, or a hard month. And here he was bringing drama to her doorstep.

Goldie touched Darby’s arm and gestured away from him. “Leave it. Let’s go inside. I need to talk to you.”

Darby turned and followed Goldie, almost like a puppy would, or like Bryce would follow him. She said something urgently to Goldie that he didn’t catch, but it was something about him, because she pointed at him.

Flint called out to Goldie. He didn’t even have her phone number! “Goldie, wait.”

“Thanks for the ride, Flint,” she said, and her and Darby disappeared into one of the doors, just that quick. He hadn’t even had a chance to ask her if she was okay again.

He heard the locks lock and the chain slide in place, then Goldie’s and Darby’s voices, muffled by the cinderblock walls.

Flint stood there for a second, not even sure what had just happened. “Shit,” he muttered, then turned to get in his Rover. He parked under a tree in the darkest corner of the parking lot and pulled his phone out of his pocket.

Jameson picked up on the third ring. “Where’d you go?”

Passing a hand over his unshaven face, Flint groaned. “Would you believe me if I told you Instinct got me?”

Jameson’s voice perked up right away. “Vampire or switch?”

Flint shook his head. “Switch.”

“Where. How?”

Flint took a deep breath and started in the kitchen back at Resperanza and ended at the street with Goldie. He left off that she had climbed on top of him like he was the most popular ride at the county fair and she wasn’t getting off until she got off. J didn’t need to know that shit. But Flint would be thinking about it later. When he was alone.

Jameson summarized the evening’s recon, probably for Cora’s benefit. “You’re telling me the good news is we have another switch to bring on board, but the bad news is that vampires are strolling around enjoying the Shady Pines nightlife.”

Flint grunted. “You got it.”

“What about the roommate? She a switch?”

Flint shook his head at the memory of that woman. “I wouldn’t put stabbing someone past her, but no glow.”

Jameson hmmmed before he spoke. “You didn’t tell Goldie anything?”

Flint gripped the phone tighter. “I never got a chance. But I will. Just give me some time.”

“You gonna watch her?”

“Yeah, I’m here all night.”

“There’s a Cause meeting in the morning at Resperanza.”

“Send me relief. Or maybe I’ll tell her by then and bring her by.”

Jameson hmmmed again. “You think it’s going to be that easy?”

Flint almost laughed. “No way.”

Jameson did laugh. “Let me know if you want reinforcements. Cora could be helpful. She’s offering. Could be fun to watch.”

Flint was not in a mood to joke. He had more news for J. “Will do. But hey, you need to know something. About Riot.”

Jameson’s silence on the other end of the line lasted a beat longer than Flint would have liked. Dammit, was he the only one who didn’t trust that sneaky cat? When his old friend spoke, his tone was cautious. “What about Riot?”

He told J about the background check, about the time Riot had done and for what crimes. Jameson sighed wearily. “I don’t like the idea of judging a man for a crime when he’s already paid his debt.”

Flint got that. But he didn’t like it. “We’ve got switches to worry about now. You want to take risks with Cora’s safety?”

Jameson grunted into the phone. “He’s coventwined to Breath Coven. You challenging fate’s decisions?” Jameson sighed audibly. “Look, Flint, I’ll check into it, but you drop it until I say, got it? Knock off all your bullshit with him.”

Flint growled into the phone. “I’m trying to keep the switches safe.” Switches, plural. Already, he could see Goldie moved into Resperanza. There was more than enough room, and Fate seemed to promise the coven would be filled.

Jameson wasn’t fooled. “You’re just pissed about that fight. Let it go. Do your job. You need anything?”

Flint felt like grumbling, but he kept it quiet. “I’ll be fine. I’ve got food.” Bears never went far without snacks. “There’s Cajun Chicken in the fridge, if you want to cook it.”

Jameson’s voice turned curious. “You didn’t put the chicken in the oven before you left?”

“No.”

“It’s in there now, timer on the stove says it’s done in two minutes.”

Flint didn’t say a word. Riot wouldn’t have done it. J would know if Cora had done it. So that meant… what?

“We’re the only ones living in the house, right?” he joked. Half-joked.

Jameson laughed back. “Pretty sure.”

Flint shook it off. He would explore Resperanza more thoroughly as soon as he had a chance. The place was big. Someone could easily be holed away in an empty room. But why sneak around to cook chicken?

The door Goldie had disappeared through opened. “Later, J,” Flint said, and clicked off the line, watching to see who would come out.

Anticipation gripped him around the middle and dirty thoughts filled his mind, thoughts of Goldie’s lips on his, how she’d felt in his arms and against his body. They had fit perfectly together, even though she was so much smaller than he. Holding Goldie’s lean, petite frame to his bulk had made Flint feel more primally protective than he’d ever felt before. Almost like he’d been born for all this, and everything up till now had been… what? Practice, maybe. The Cause was his real purpose.

It wasn’t Goldie at the door, it was Darby. She stopped before she got all the way out and spoke back into the dark room. “What? What’s gonna happen?” Her expression twisted in disgust and she headed back inside.

Flint settled in.

 

 


Chapter 6 - Darby, Don’t

 

 

 

Goldie glared at Darby as she came back in the door. “All I asked was for you to stay put, Dar. You can’t even do that?”

Darby huffed at her. Goldie had taken a short shower, knowing she couldn’t trust her sister to keep herself safe. She’d been right, and had caught Darby heading out the door.

Darby shook her head. “Bless it, Goldie, am I eight years old? I was just going to get a soda from the machine.”

Goldie automatically took on the mothering tone she could never seem to shake around her sister. “We don’t have the money for that, Dar. I won’t get paid for two weeks and every penny we have has to go to repairs or this motel. I don’t want to sleep on the street.”

Darby threw up her hands in exasperation. Drama queen. “Then why don’t you want me to get a job?”

Goldie tightened the sash on her Queen of Hearts robe, as she tried to decide if it was worth saying everything again. Her younger sister had selective hearing. Darby was twenty-four, completely impulsive, and couldn’t hold down a job anyway. “Let’s get settled first. We don’t have money to pay for phone plans or anything. We won’t be able to find each other if we go off in different directions. That’s what I’ve been telling you.”

Ice blue eyes met Goldie’s, challenging her. The story of their sisterhood. “So explain why you brought home some random guy who is obviously a total dick.”

Goldie flinched at the thought of Flint. It made an image run through her mind of hunting with him. She tried not to gasp at the primal picture of her and him in the forest, side by side, hunting… Ew. No. She didn’t hunt.

“He’s not a you-know-what. He’s a nice guy. I don’t know why he chased off your friend but I got a ride with him because he felt bad about hitting me with his car.”

As Goldie had hoped, Darby’s jaw dropped, all protests of blame forgotten. “He what? You’re right, he’s not a dick, he’s an asshole. He didn’t even take you to the hospital?”

Goldie flushed. Whoops. Change the subject. “I’m fine. I ran into him, really. Tell me about Riot.”

“He’s sweet as pecan pie, especially to that kid with the glasses. Riot brought him something that made him really happy.” Darby drawled. “Stop trying to change the subject. What in the hell happened?”

Goldie was not about to explain. “I tripped. I was too close to his car. You know me. I’m not hurt.” She smiled at her sister, hoping she did a passable job of looking under control. She shooed Darby toward the couch.  “Don’t you worry, puddin’. I’m good, I swear. It was nothing.”

Darby picked up her phone from the table and opened a texting app she’d found that worked with the hotel’s wi-fi, her fingers flying over the screen, making Goldie nervous. “Who ya texting, Dar?”

Darby shrugged, her pink hair slipping off her shoulder. “Lance. He wanted to know where we were.”

A car door closed outside and Goldie jumped. “What? You didn’t tell him, did you?”

Darby rolled her eyes and made a tetchy sound. “All I told him is we got run off the road up in the mountains. He doesn’t know where we are.”

“Please don’t tell him.” Darby had promised, but Darby was not good at keeping her promises.

Years ago Goldie’s younger sister had declared herself an artist and said artists didn’t have to follow the rules. Then she’d taken a semester of art school before realizing she didn’t fit in any better there than she did anywhere else. But Darby had still done it, putting together art shows for herself and friends in all corners of New Orleans.

That’s where she had met Lance, another artist. Goldie had hated him on sight, but Darby had adored him. They’d been chummy ever since. Lance claimed to have connections and contracts in the international art world and he insisted he could make Darby a star.

Right. As soon as he got in her pants a few times. Goldie hoped they’d never been together, but she couldn’t be sure. Her sister liked men and men definitely liked her sister.

Goldie flopped onto the one bed in the place and watched her sister bite her lip and text at the speed of light.

Goldie had to think of a way to get Darby to see things her way. To stop texting guys like Lance. To not be so open and free with men. It had gotten her into trouble in the past, some of it they were still hiding from.

Oh, and she also had to think of a way to forget everything that had happened that night. Flint was gone. She would never see him again. So if she just didn’t think about it…

Goldie fell asleep.

 

 

 

 


Chapter 7 - Meeting Of The Cause

 

 

 

Flint dragged ass into Resperanza’s basement barracks the next morning. Goldie’s door hadn’t opened all night. Jameson had texted thirty minutes ago that Aven’s buddy Rafe, a Lio who Flint had never met, had replaced Flint on watch. Flint grumbled at the idea of a shifter he didn’t know watching the two women, but J had said he was a Lio, the term of respect given to big cat shifters who didn’t allow their shadows free reign. Riot was not a Lio. Would never be, as far as Flint was concerned.

Voices came from the common room and Flint headed that way. The conversation got clearer as Flint got closer. He turned a corner and caught sight of Aven’s back as the eagle spoke to Jameson in that sharp way of his. “I can’t get a bead on him. Anyone else, I can tell right away. Unless they’re professionals, and even then it doesn’t take long. But the Steward, he’s a mystery. Fucking vortex, brother. Watch your step.”

Flint entered the room and both males turned to greet him. Aven was a ranger like Jameson, in Pisgah National Forest to the northeast. But since J was the District Ranger, Aven worked for him, and as an eagle he was an invaluable member of The Cause. He had the typical sharp profile of a raptor, with his aquiline nose and pointed chin, along with the standard lack of respect for limitations shared by all those who hunted from high above. Flint answered the eagle’s hello with a yawn and a wave.

Mission accomplished, Aven scooped up the lightweight plastic pod that held his belongings in a fashion his eagle could carry. Unlike most shifters who made use of the specially-scented caches of clothing that dotted the forest around Five Hills, rangers like J and Aven often needed to travel with their uniforms. And Aven being a raptor who could get to downed hikers in dicey locations that others never could, he needed his on him at all times. So he and J had tinkered and engineered and come up with the pod.

Flint shrugged. Most of the clothes in the stashes didn’t fit him, anyway, on the rare occasion he’d had to use them. Maybe the occasional set of sweats he could stretch to fit, but they were always too short. I wonder if Aven could whip me up a bearpack; like a backpack, but for bears.

Oblivious to Flint’s thoughts, Aven aimed for the outside door, opened it wide, then stopped and took two steps back, making room for Carick to come inside, before heading out with a clack of his teeth and a meaningful look back at Jameson.

But J was walking to the bottom of the stairs with purpose, and in a moment Flint saw why. Cora appeared and took Jameson’s hand, staying glued to his side as they made their way to stools at the bar nestled in a corner of the large room.

Cora met Flint’s eye for just a moment before flushing and glancing away. Yep, still awkward. They were all having a hard time with what had happened. Awkwardness was a natural side effect when your friend’s girl sucked on your fingers like they were miniature dicks, vampire haze or not. Jameson would not make the mistake of not being around when Cora needed him again.

Flint shifted his gaze on to Carick, the Steward, one of the few people Flint had ever met who were bigger than he was. Carick stood around seven feet tall and was thick as a tree. His wide shoulders, muscular torso, and legs like marble columns added to an air of command that radiated off him in aggressive waves.

Flint didn’t know his whole story, but he knew the Steward had been asleep in the forest for over one hundred-fifty years and still only had a sprinkling of gray at the temples of his closely-shaved dark hair. He was also the only authority they had on switches, vampires, and everything Cause-related. He was out of date and distressingly single-minded, but they needed him.

The outside door to the barracks’ common room opened again and in came Flint’s brother, Bryce, with Dario, a wolf.

Dario lifted his chin in a nod to Carick. “That file was everything we had.”

Dario was a cop in the Five Hills PD and their inside male to make sure law enforcement didn’t get too close to what The Cause was up to, especially once vampire bodies started showing up.

Humans were food to vampires, shifters and switches were enemies to vampires. And that was all there was to it, but they still had to stay off of the law enforcement radar.

Carick gave a nod. Dario returned it, then made his way to the fully-stocked fridge behind the bar for a drink. Bryce ambled in the same direction, walking close enough to Flint where he stood by the hallway for them to bump fists.

Not so little, Flint’s little brother stood well over six feet with the wide shoulders and muscular bulk typical of bears, especially grizzlies like them. But he still had the ruddy cheeks and tousled hair that kept him looking every bit as young as his twenty-five years. He was a good kid and Flint was proud of him.

Last Flint had talked to Bryce, a bit of evening texting after Flint had settled in at the motel, Bryce had been on something of a rescue mission. Flint sat at the bar and asked his brother about it. “That last family get off the river okay last night?”

Bryce’s grin was cocky. “Shit, yeah, man. I’m taking big sis out tonight to celebrate. Hey, muffins!” Flint hadn’t noticed the basket on the bar. They smelled good.

Bryce underhand-tossed Flint a muffin, biting into one and mumbling around the mouthful. “Damn, these are good.” He turned back to the bar and grabbed another, looking at Cora and Jameson. “Cora, you shouldn’t have. No, actually, you should. I’m still traumatized after Saturday.”

Bryce had also been there when Cora’s Undoing of that vampire, Garner, had gotten a little out of hand. Completely out of hand. None of them had expected what happened.

Cora sat on a barstool, Jameson right up next to her. She smirked weakly, her sarcasm still not back in place since that night. Not around them. Him, Flint, and Riot. They’d all been there and Cora had been ready to have them all for dinner. “If they’re edible, that’s the first clue I didn’t make them.”

Jameson hugged Cora to his side and kissed the top of her head. “Nobody needs you to cook.”

Flint sank his teeth into his muffin. It was better than any muffin he’d had before. He caught the texture of walnuts and dried cherries, a fluffy, cake-y crumb, and a hint of... was that zucchini? So moist. “I need the recipe,” he said.

Ryder and Shiloh stalked in the room. They were twin brother and sister, leopards, tough as hell. Might be the only cats Flint would ever call Lio. The Meow Twins, as he called them in his head for now, didn’t fuck around.

Riot stalked in and ignored them all.

That’s right, pussycat. Just keep walking.

Riot made his way to the twins, his only friends, as far as Flint could tell. Riot barely talked, and Ryder never talked. Instead of three blind mice, the had two mute cats. Brilliant.

Riot stood to grab a muffin before returning to his place against the wall. Flint spied Cora looking at the big cat, blushing furiously, looking away, and then her eyes being drawn to him once more. I get it, Cora. All I can see now is his Free Willy, too.

At the Undoing, Riot had ended up naked, because he’d shifted, and for a few dicey minutes Cora had made it bluntly obvious that she would use his body every which way she could, whether he agreed or not.

Flint, Bryce, and Riot had found themselves in the position of being sexually harassed by a switch in the midst of her first Prowl, and with no idea how to handle it. Now Cora seemed as mortified by her behavior as they had been surprised by it. Another kink for them to work out, no pun intended.

Carick called their attention from the center of the room. “Shifters and switch,” he said, holding the remote in his hand and pointing it at the oversized television. He pressed a button. “Watch,” he said simply.

A shaky cellphone video started on the TV. The frame showed Bryce leaning heavily on the door of a port-o-john that was rocking back and forth, grunts and thumps coming from inside. Bryce was assuring all the humans passing by that there was nothing wrong.

Flint’s stomach clenched. Someone had caught them on video the night of the Undoing. Shit. And still he almost laughed at the expression on Bryce’s face. Poor cub had been completely out of his depth.

Carick wheeled on Bryce, standing frozen at the bar with a muffin halfway to his mouth and a deeper than usual flush on his ruddy cheeks. “Why did you not let the switch hunt?”

Bryce blinked and stammered out a reply. “We were in the middle of the Squash Festival, hundreds of people, if she had gone after Garner then- I was trying to protect her.”

Carick’s dark irises blackened, shining like beetle’s wings, his jaw clenching. His voice was quiet, dangerous. “You endangered her mental health. A switch locked into the hunt and unable to engage her enemy feels incredible pain.” He raised his eyebrows to Cora, still tucked under Jameson’s arm, with an expression that said he wanted her to speak.

Cora took a breath. “Yeah. It was horrible. I hurt everywhere. All I could think about was getting to Garner to make it go away. I knew that would work.” She lifted her hands, palms out, to display scabbed fingers. “I ripped my hands to shreds. But it’s not Bryce’s fault. None of us knew that would happen, and I was totally out of control.”

“Plus you stabbed my favorite pants, so you kind of deserved it,” Bryce said, trying to make up with Cora in his silly way.

Cora smiled at him. Flint couldn’t help but wonder, as weird as this must be for Cora, how it felt from Jameson’s perspective to know that his woman had been ready to give all three of them a ride they wouldn’t forget, if he hadn’t shown up in time. So far J had been a lot cooler than Flint would have been in his situation, but that was nothing new. Hell, maybe if he lived to be one hundred-fifty-eight, he’d be as chill as J was, too.

But then Carick was older than any of them even knew and he sure as hell wasn’t swimming in patience. The Steward loomed over Bryce still, a glare in his glittering eyes.

From against the wall, Shiloh spoke up. “We can use that.”

All eyes turned to the lone female shifter in the room. Amongst the bears, wolves, big cats, and raptors, females shifters were hard to come by, and Flint wasn’t sure why. Maybe because switches were always female, and not having enough available males to serve them was a danger all its own.

Shiloh’s hair was platinum, almost white, and the exotic planes of her face added a sharpness that was only accentuated by the leanly ripped muscles of her body. A snow leopard when she shifted, Shiloh was in many ways the polar opposite of her twin. Ryder was a clouded leopard with black hair, long limbs, and a tendency towards absolute silence. Shiloh did the talking for both of them.

She pushed off the wall and directed her words to Cora, not even glancing at the males around her or seeming to care that she’d pre-empted the Steward. Over the last few weeks Flint had gotten the distinct impression that Shiloh did shit like that on purpose. “Cora, you can’t help but chase a vampire, right? Even if it gets you hurt?”

Cora swallowed once, nodding, sitting up straighter and letting Jameson’s arm slide down her shoulders. “Right. I literally cannot think of anything else but sticking my knife in them. And after that, any others I can find. Once he was dead, everything got worse for me. I hurt even more.”

Shiloh nodded along as Cora spoke. “That’s how we find them.”

But before they could take the thought further, Riot busted in. “Find them? Yogi had one in his car last night.”

Every head in the room swiveled in Flint’s direction.

Fucking cats.

 

 


Chapter 8 - The Plan

 

 

 

Carick alternated his glare between Flint and Jameson. “You’ve known of a new switch since last night and did not inform me?”

Jameson shook his head “Check your texts.”

Carick snatched his phone from his pocket and swiped his finger over the screen, then began scrolling down through what looked like a messaging app. Holy shit, Flint thought as Carick’s thumb continued to scroll, how many people is he talking to on that thing? Didn’t he just get here? Just learn to use it? Carick stopped scrolling, read something, then spoked to Jameson “My mistake, Keeper. Where is she?”

Jameson shook his head. “At a motel between here and Shady Pines. We only first spotted her twelve hours ago and haven’t approached her yet.”

Carick’s head was shaking before Jameson had finished his sentence. “Why not? It makes no sense. This is where she belongs.”

At that Cora sat up, pushing herself to the edge of the barstool and facing Carick directly. “Bullshit, Carick. If she’s really a switch then it’s just a matter of time, and if you can afford to nap for a hundred and fifty years then you can damn well wait a few days while we think of a way to ease her into the crazy house.”

Cora nodded once, sharply, like she was happy to have her sass back, and like she’d pulled it off perfectly. All eyes on her, she kissed Jameson and hopped off her stool. “Later shifters, I gotta go. Lynessa and I are finally getting in some parkour practice.”

Dario stood also, an unreadable expression on his face. Nobody but Flint seemed to notice as the male shook his head and retook his seat, his eyes tracking Cora up the stairs with a confused look.

The upstairs door closed behind her. Jameson, his head still turned halfway in that direction, spoke as if to himself. “Nervous as hell letting her out of my sight.” He turned to Carick, his forehead wrinkled in question over his sharp, ice-blue eyes. “How did they handle it in the old days?”

Carick fixed Jameson with a piercing look, his black eyes as deep as pools. “Shifters stayed so close to switches, she had but to whisper and a guardian was at her side.”

Jameson shook his head. So much of this wouldn’t work in modern life. “But she’s safe in daylight, right?”

Carick hedged. “Mostly.”

“What?” Jameson’s tone was sharp.

Carick paced while he explained. “The strongest vampires with the purest blood, the Fatherborne can survive the sunlight without issue. It inhibits their phazing, but not much else. There were fewer than ten living when last I slept. Surely fewer by now. Those with blood less pure than the Fatherborne can survive sunlight as well, though it vexes them in small ways, and cannot phaze at all.”

Jameson stared at Carick for a moment, then jumped to his feet and ran up the stairs, calling Cora’s name.

“Fatherborne,” Flint growled. “Everyone needs to know what that is.” He knew.

Carick addressed the room. “A vampire with a streak of white in a head of black hair. They require the most powerful of switches to best them. In the beginning only Blood Coven could do it at all, before it was discovered how powerful a switch’s Resonant made her.”

The stairway door opened and Jameson came down the stairs, another basket of muffins in his hands. Flint’s mouth watered. Jameson plucked one from inside and juggled it as he set the basket on the bar. “Cora says I need more fiber, ‘cause I must be full of shit if I think she’s going to stay home all day, or be okay with me tagging along everywhere she goes. She took her knife and her phone with her.”

Carick shook his head. “Still tempting fate, Keeper? Switches should always have a guard.”

Jameson swallowed a mouthful of muffin, his face set. “Cora would make me her next vampire dummy if I tried. But I’ll think of something.”

Carick nodded and started the video again.

Screams and shuffling clothes and shouts and bodies jostling for safety. A green glow that Flint knew only shifters could see appeared on the edge of the screen, but the person holding the phone had it focused on the snarling mountain lion.

“Clever, who is this?”

Dario pointed out Riot. Carick nodded at him.

Dario spoke up from the bar. “Wait, how’d you do that? You were with us at Bunn’s house, then you beat Jameson to the fairgrounds.”

Flint’s head shot up to catch Riot’s response, but the lean, inked-up male gave a bored shrug of his shoulders and mumbled one word: “Shortcut.”

Carick’s booming voice filled the room then, the way it did when he wanted to guarantee he got their attention. “It was the last smart thing any of you did until the Keeper showed up. Switches must hunt and Prowls must be satisfied. A Prowl is an evolutionary advantage switches acquired over time, for many reasons. It is natural, you cannot stop it.”

Carick stalked closer to the television, pointing to Riot in his puma form. “You shifters are the only thing providing structure and limitations to the switches and their bloodlust. That is what you evolved to do. If switches are not contained, it will spill out and damage the very innocents we are trying to save. You must engage a switch when an Undoing is finished. Do not allow her to walk away until her energy is spent. Lives depend upon it.”

Bryce’s smile was back. “It sounds like you’re saying throw her over your shoulder, get your hand between her legs, and don’t let up until she’s stopped trying to stab you?” Bryce was joking, but Flint could hear the realness in his voice. That couldn’t possibly be what Carick meant.

Jameson spoke, almost to himself, his voice soft. “Then hold on tight, because that’s when shit gets crazy.”

A round of nervous laughter passed through the room, including everyone but Carick, who ground his teeth and stared at the floor.

Dario held up a hand. “Hold up. You’re telling me that if Flint over here has a switch he’s been, I don’t know, dating, but then she kills a vampire and he’s not around, that Riot over there should hit that? That’s asking for trouble.”

Flint had a flash of an image of Goldie in Riot’s arms and stood before he knew what he was doing, turning toward the cat. Riot saw him coming and smirked. Flint’s bear roared inside him. “Come on back to sparring,  I’ll wipe that smirk off your face.”

The tattooed shifter didn’t like that. Riot came bursting off the wall and right up in Flint’s grill. “Anytime you want to get serious, brother bear.”

A cool hand on Flint’s arm made him aware of Jameson’s pointed look, of the other shifters watching him and Riot, ready to jump in and pull them apart. Dario gave Carick an I-told-you-so look.

Carick’s lip curled. “You modern shifters have your priorities backwards.” He went on, oblivious to the disgruntled looks of the males surrounding him. “There are other options. You could run the switch, or fight her, until her energy is spent. Simply keep her engaged as long as it takes for her to come back to herself.”

Jameson cleared his throat, commanding the room’s attention, meeting each shifter’s eyes in turn as he spoke. “You heard him. Spread the word.” He turned to Carick. “Fight? You don’t mean hurting her?”

Carick shrugged. “Vampire killing requires magical energy that induces a kind of insanity at its strongest. This insanity is what you are protecting the world from. It won’t last forever, once all the vampires are dead and you can assure her there are no more around. If they won’t talk to you, or focus on you, you do what you have to do to get their attention.”

Dario’s stern look was aimed directly at Carick. “I’m not punching a woman, switch or not.”

“Right. Yes.” Affirmatives from other shifters peppered the room. Flint added his.

Shiloh shifted the topic, seeming bored with it, or like she would see what happened in the moment. “So with this new switch, or any others we find, what the hell do we do? How do we convince them to come and hang with the Sleepy Samurai and his merry band of hunters?” She gestured at Carick, then at other males in turn. “Flint’s got the hugeness, Bryce is goofy and I’m sure some switches have to like that, Dario’s got the smile, Riot’s the bad boy catnip, what about me? Am I supposed to pimp these guys out or something?”

Dario choked on a laugh, a good-natured grin on his face. “Jesus, Shiloh.”

“What?” She shot back, a wicked gleam in her eye. “Bet you fifty bucks I  would have switches lined up the block.”

Bryce piped up before Dario could take the wager. “What about Resonants?”

“Good point,” Carick said. “Anyone collected or made anything that could be a weapon lately? Fate directs shifters in the acquisition of Resonants, and they’re a surefire way of enticing switches.”

Silence bounced off the walls. A few shifters shuffled their feet, and Flint kept his eyes firmly on his size fourteens. He and Bryce had talked about this before. Bryce didn’t think he had anything, and the only thing Flint thought he had that could pass for a Resonant, it just didn’t make any damn sense. And no way was he going to test the theory by walking around everywhere with cutlery in his pocket. What kind of a crazy bear would do that?

But Carick had already moved on. “Do whatever it takes. Any way you have to convince them, use it. We need more switches, that is our primary goal. You must bring this switch in.”

Jameson broke in. “That’s a good way to get all of us arrested.”

Dario downed the rest of his water and stood. “I’ve got to head out. Missing person case I’m working on.”

Since Flint's adoptive parents owned the Bear Claw Diner he knew who the missing person was. One of the waitresses.

“What about the vampire bones?” Carick asked. Some old guy’s dog had found Garner’s bones in the woods behind the fairgrounds, but they looked old. Ancient. Because they were.

“It’ll be weeks before forensics comes back with anything. I’ll let you know.” Dario headed out.

Flint watched the meeting break up then went into his room and crawled into bed to recover from the all-nighter he’d just pulled.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter 9 - Bears In Boats

 

 

 

The next day, after he’d slept most of the day and night, Flint was scheduled to work at the BBOC, the Black Bear Outfitting Company, which was a whitewater touring and adventure outfitting company he and Bryce owned together. They’d inherited it from their uncle, Bruce, after he and the rest of their family had been slaughtered.

According to the shifter watching Goldie at the motel, she hadn’t left the day before. But that morning she had popped up bright and early, walked to the nearest bus stop, hopped a bus to the very same spot in downtown Shady Pines where she and Flint had met - collided, whatever - and walked to the elementary school. Aven was on duty now.

No one from The Cause had approached her yet, and Flint was glad. He wanted to be the one who did it, so he could ease her in. She was Breath Coven, so was he. That had to count for something, right? He wanted to be the one to explain it all, make her feel comfortable if he could.

He looked at the clock for the third time in ten minutes, willing the hands to go faster. He’d been setting up for the day’s runs, and now that it was almost noon he was counting the minutes until he was off and it was his turn to be on Goldie-watch.

He stood at the welcome desk in the open-air pavilion where canoers, kayakers, and rafters checked-in for their tours, just downstream from the store, towering evergreens and other trees surrounding them on every side but the one facing the river.

He could not stop thinking about her. Goldie. Which was fucking up his day. He didn’t think of her romantically. Not really. She was sweet. Totally his type. But getting hung up on her would not be a good idea. Especially now that the Mountain Man had been spotted. Or Mountain Man’s bear. It was time for Flint to go. To turn over his keys to the duplex and the running of the business to his little brother. Because Flint didn’t think he would be coming back from what he had planned when the Mountain Man told him which vampire had killed his family. That trip had been planned for too many years as a solo kamikaze mission for Flint to change it now. He had work to do.

Which meant all thoughts about Goldie would be short-lived.

And still he wanted to be the one to explain to her what she really was.

A hand snapped in front of his face. Bryce. Flint flinched and scowled at his brother.

Bryce grinned. “Dude, who tied a knot in your dick? I’ve been trying to get your attention for two minutes. Got a report that some dumbasses near the Horns are stacking rafts, trying to ride double-decker. You want it?”

The Horns of God was a series of cascades a little way down the river, one of many that demanded a certain respect from the people who rode them, if they wanted to come out with their bodies and pride unscathed. But it wasn’t the first time people had gotten that wrong and it wouldn’t be the last. Flint started to say he would send someone, but was interrupted by his phone ringing.

A call from Aven. Shit. Goldie. He answered. “Go.”

Aven didn’t waste any time on small talk either. “Look lively, the switch is headed your way.”

Bryce lifted his eyebrows and made tell-me gestures. What? What is he saying?

Flint tightened his hold on his phone and waved Bryce away. “How? Where? When?”

Aven’s teeth clacked like he was irritated. Or did he just do that shit to get your attention? Flint didn’t know.

“She and a half-dozen others got into a county van and took off a bit ago. Had to stop and pop my pod to get my phone. I didn’t know where they were going at first.”

Flint knew exactly what was going on. “School system, team-building tour. They do it every year. I got her from here.”

He looked at Bryce. “You handle the Horns. Goldie’s coming here and I’m taking your tour.”

Bryce pouted like he was still a child. “What? That’s not fair! Don’t bogart the switch, Flint.”

Flint leaned against the counter, shrugging his shoulders, suddenly and inexplicably desperate to be the one on the boat with Goldie. Like it was vital he get another dose of her gentle eyes set perfectly in her heart-shaped face, another hit of her fresh, herbal scent. But no way was he letting on to Bryce. “Whaddya want me to do? The tour runs three hours, which means it will run into my watch shift. How am I going to watch her if you’ve got her halfway down the river without me?”

Bryce scowled but stayed silent. Flint might play dirty, but Bryce didn’t have a scheming bone in his body. Waiting for his younger brother to grow into the intestinal fortitude he'd need to run the BBOC was what had kept Flint in Nantahala for so long.

Flint spied a white passenger van pulling into the parking lot. Goldie. He watched them stop and unload, his brother doing the same beside him.  He didn’t see Goldie yet, but he felt her. It was the most bizarrely welcome feeling Flint had ever had in his life, like if he smiled just right she’d rush into his arms and wrap herself around him, kiss him like they’d been apart forever. The pulling in his gut and throat were so strong it was disorienting, like standing on a glass bridge and looking down. But because the feeling was about Goldie, it felt exactly right at the same time.

There she was. Soft shamrock glow in the sunlight. Smiling. Beautiful.

Flint watched the group walk through the trees from the parking lot to their outdoor check-in desk, his eyes locked on Goldie, soaking up every detail he could. Her long, blonde hair was pulled back from her face into a messy bun and held with some kind of clip. She wore a pair of cargo shorts that showed off her slim, strong legs, with a worn-out t-shirt, and her canvas tennis shoes had a bit of fraying at the edges. Real, that’s what she was. Not fussy, like some overgrown princess, just real and… perfect.

Their eyes met and Goldie smiled wide, her white teeth gleaming against the pink of her lips. Damn, but he wanted another taste of that sweet mouth. Her eyes dropped to the ground before her and her cheeks blushed rose.

Over Flint's shoulder, Bryce let a low whistle fly. “She’s cute as a bumblebee’s button nose, isn’t she? Sure I can’t keep this tour?”

Flint growled, a low rumble that shook the wooden planks under their feet, as the county school group moved closer and trouped up the stairs. Bryce grinned and ignored him, moving around to the front of the desk. “Welcome to the Black Bear Outfitting Company and whitewater tours. I’m Bryce.”

Of course, the cub charmed the whole crowd with his usual success, flashing his ruddy cheeks and easy grin. Flint knew his brother's outgoing personality was a big part of the reason for BBOC's success, and that wouldn't change after Flint left. Bryce lumbered up to Goldie and shook her hand with lingering thoroughness. Flint grabbed a stack of waivers and moved in, shouldering his brother out of the way.

Bryce grinned at him, then nodded, walking away backwards.  “I got the Horns. But you owe me a pan of brownies. Fudgy like I like them. Not cakey.”

Flint would bake his brother two pans of brownies and a batch of Molly’s bear claws if it got him this time alone with Goldie. Well, not exactly alone, he thought, as he scanned the group of seven professionals and gave his most welcoming smile. Really more of a slight lip curve.

A couple of people eyed his scar, but Flint was used to that. Goldie met his eye briefly and smiled before glancing at the ground, then back up at him. Oh Bear, she was so sweet. And you are so sunk.

He made his way closer and spoke quietly, a smile on his face. “Remember me?”

Goldie laughed and blushed. “Sorry, no. Have we met? I’m sure I’d remember.”

Flint was happy she was joking with him. It meant she felt comfortable, that she trusted him at least enough to not be too serious. “Must have been someone else that ran into my car.”

Goldie’s face fell, her eyes flitting around to her coworkers. Shit. Right, of course she wouldn’t want to talk about that here. Flint's eagerness was getting the best of him. “Sorry, forget I said that. Water’s this way.” He moved away from Goldie and back to the front of the group, mentally kicking his own ass. Dumb.

“Eyes up here, important information coming your way,” Flint called. He gave his briefing and got the group moving to the eight-person raft that was on rollers at the concrete beach nearby.

He helped each of the riders into the boat, and somehow Goldie ended up last, her shy smile and slight evergreen aura on full display as she stepped up beside him. Time slowed down, her skin shone in the sun, and her lovely green sparkled, the slow motion fog Flint was caught in making her every move seem to last for a full hour. Her slender fingers moved towards his. He held his breath as he waited for the moment. The moment he would get to touch Goldie again.

Oh. Bear. Had he thought he wasn’t interested in Goldie romantically? He was soooo interested in her, romantically. He wanted to cook for her. Clean for her. Kill things for her. He wanted her to use him up and throw him away.

Their fingers touched. An electric zing zipped up Flint’s arm. Goldie’s eyes widened in surprise so he guessed she felt it, too. He caught her gaze but she wouldn’t hold it, looking down instead.

Flint shook it off and looked into the raft for an empty seat, and bit back a groan. The only one left was right next to his. He’d never be able to ignore her now. For fuck’s sake, he thought, as he settled onto the wooden plank seat and picked up his oar, Goldie’s luscious herbal scent was the only thing he could smell, even surrounded by pine trees and autumn blooms.

They heaved away from the loading dock and were on their way, Flint directing everyone on when to paddle and when to drag their oars. It was a pleasant ride for the first half-mile, then the rapids got rougher and more treacherous. In the rainy spring it wasn’t so dicey, but in the fall the river was so shallow they had to be careful of the rocks that sprang up seemingly out of nowhere, ready to tip a craft without warning or mercy.

Flint was an old pro and nothing caught him by surprise anymore. He’d been riding these rapids for two dozen years, leading others down them for almost two decades. The Nantahala River and its surroundings were part of his blood in a way that no place else had ever been, not even out West where he’d been born.

He breathed in through his nose and got a hit of fresh mountain air, the spray of cool water on his sun-warmed skin. This truly was the ideal life for a bear like him. Outdoors in the daytime, home at night, kicking vampire ass as his number one hobby. Not much missing, except…

They went over a quick dip of rapids, water splashing into the raft and all over their group. Merry screams followed as they careened down the river. Flint glanced at Goldie beside him and saw her face split wide in a grin that lit up his world more brightly than the sun overhead, put a whole new spin on the thing. Then all at once her eyes went wide in fright, and Flint turned back to face front. Shit, he’d let the Horns sneak up on them.

His voice carried, loud and urgent, from the left side of the raft. “Dig in! Turn left!” He had to get them aimed correctly over the cascade or they’d get hung up in the swirling pool to one side of the pop-up. “Now right! Dig in hard!”

The raft carried to the left side of the river, then aimed into the sweet spot on the first falls. He continued barking commands as they quickly went over the second and third rapids, then guided them to the fourth and final drop in the Horns, the one where kayakers almost always took an upside-down dunk in the drink.

They landed with a huge splash, the whole group screeching as cold water crashed over them and sloshed out the sides of the boat. Spectators who had lined up at the car park to one side cheered as the raft floated out of sight on swift, calm waters.

Flint smiled at the group. “How incredible was that? You all did great.”

Beside him Goldie was grinning once more, her sopping hair and dripping face making her look all the more adorable. Her scent reached out to him, bright with that same herbal complexity, fresh and generous as a garden harvest. And for once, Flint forgot his reasons for revenge. Forgot The Cause. Forgot all of it. Sunk. Like a boulder.

A man sitting back and to his right called out, “You get many bears around here?”

Flint nodded. “Black bears sometimes, as you could probably guess from the name.”

The guy didn’t let up. “What about grizzlies?”

A nervous chuckle bubbled up from Flint’s chest. “Nah, they live out West. Why?”

He turned to look at the man, who raised his hand and pointed ahead of them. “Then what the hell is that?”

Flint whipped his head around in the direction of the man’s finger. Sure enough, on the forest side, in a clearing near the river’s edge, stood an enormous, shaggy brown bear with the distinctive hump of a grizzly. “Motherfucker,” Flint muttered under his breath. What the fuck was Bryce trying to pull?

Chaos broke out on the boat as they drifted closer to the beast that was wading into the rushing waters, stretching its neck out and giving a bellowing roar in their direction. Flint rolled his eyes at his brother’s theatrics and resumed barking orders as he had a few minutes ago. “Turn right, dig in!”

With a huge effort, because half the people in the boat were too busy screaming to listen, he got them turned away from the bear and the raft floated past. Flint made sure to flip his paddle as it did, giving the grizzly a face full of river water. In response Bryce sat back on his haunches, swiping at his furry face and seeming to shake with laughter. Flint flipped his brother the bird as surreptitiously as he could, glancing around to check on his group at the same time.

Everyone seemed fine, if shaken up. But he turned to Goldie and she was gaping at him with her jaw dropped wide. She’d seen him flip off a bear. Crap. Flint grimaced at her and shrugged. “Crazy bears.” He was going to kill Bryce.

The rest of the tour was more of a float, giving him some time to draw information out of Goldie about her job and her background. By the time they got to the end and took the bus back to BBOC, he knew that she was an only child, had recently completed her master’s degree in speech pathology, and that she had moved here from New Orleans exactly a week ago with her roommate.

And then he got himself a date that night.

He played a little dirty, sure, asking her while they were still on the boat, pretending not to watch the shoreline while he waited for her answer.

But since it got him a yes, he was okay with it.

 

 

 

 


Chapter 10 - Goldie Catches Air

 

 

 

That evening at dinner, Flint sat with Goldie in a booth in the most private corner of his favorite brewpub and fought the urge to pinch himself. She was adorable in a sky blue sweater set and sparkly silver skirt, and she seemed to like him back. He’d seen approval of him in her eyes and heard it in her laugh more than once that evening.

They were sharing dessert, and Goldie’s eyes were shining as she told Flint about her childhood in New Orleans. “You can’t grow up there and not know something about protecting yourself, especially in Mid-City. But Mama and Daddy had a bunch of friends in the neighborhood. We all kept an eye on each other.”

Flint tried to imagine this woman as a streetwise kid in New Orleans. “And your parents were musicians?” A bit of cream lingered on her lip and  Flint fought with himself not to swipe it off with his tongue.

“Mama was a singer, Daddy played upright bass. He used to joke when they’d leave me with my grandma Tallulah for the night that I was so small he should carry me around to gigs with them, and I could sleep in the case backstage while they played. But I always ended up at Tallulah’s.”

Her eyes lit with sad lights that left Flint wondering about the story behind them. He couldn’t stop himself from wanting to know more. “And where are they now?”

Goldie’s eyes dropped to the table between them, her tone going somber and her green glow giving a little pulse of power. “They died when I was fifteen. In Katrina.”

Flint gulped. “Shit, I’m sorry.” He didn’t know what else to say, but he wanted to let her know he understood. “We’re both orphans.”

Her face lifted, eyes wide and questioning. Flint cleared his throat. “Yeah, well, it’s been longer for me. Twenty-five years. I was nine.”

Had it really been that long? Yep. Bryce had had his twenty-fifth birthday in July and the two of them were all that was left. Crap, he didn’t want to talk about that. He spoke without thinking. “I'm heading back that way soon. Out West, where I was born. Might stay for good.” His eyes darkened and hardened when he said that.

Goldie tipped her head to one side, looking disappointed. “Why’s that?”

Flint rubbed his knuckles on the scar on his throat, not sure where he was going with this. He hadn’t told her about vampires yet, so he couldn’t tell her he was going to find a man who was really a bear who would know which vampire killed Flint’s family. “I’ve got some, uh… old debts to settle.”

One eyebrow raised. “From when you were nine?”

He tried to smile at what she clearly considered an absurd idea, but smiling did not come easy to him. “You want the truth?”

Blue eyes locked on his. Was it just his imagination, or did she look scared?

“Of course I do,” she said.

Here it was. An open invitation. He’d already waited too long to tell her, according to Carick and now Jameson. Just the truth. He couldn’t go wrong with the truth. “I know what you were doing two nights ago when you ran into my Rover. You were chasing a vampire.” He sounded serious to himself. But stupid, too.

She blinked. Leaned backwards. Pulled her sweater to criss-cross at her waist and wrapped both arms around her midsection. He panicked inside just a little bit at the thought of what he’d do if she up and left him.

“Vampires? Are you out of your mind? Is this a joke?” she hissed at him, looking around to see if anyone was listening to them.

Flint made sure not to break their gaze. There was no easy way to do this and about a million ways to fuck it up. Something he said was going to convince her, he just had to keep talking.  “You’re a switch. A special kind of witch that hasn’t been seen in over a hundred years. The only weapon against the vampires to ever exist. That’s why you can’t help but chase them.”

Her feet tapped on the floor impatiently, or irritated with him, but her face was a complete blank. He didn’t give her a chance to speak. “And you glow green. All around you, this emerald green aura. I knew what you were the second I saw you.”

She went still at that, all the blood draining from her face.

He’d done it! He’d found that thing that made her open up just a little bit. She’d seen the glow. More than once, maybe. He pushed forward with more. “Right. Bright green is what you glow, sometimes, and it’s strongest when you’re hunting them.”

Goldie’s eyes were bouncing from the table between them to Flint’s face and her hands twisted in her sweater, but she wasn’t running away or calling the cops, so Flint took that as a good sign. He caught her eye, bending down to do it, and asked the question that was running through his mind on a loop. “You think I’m crazy, don’t you?”

She leaned across the table to whisper at him and he caught another whiff of her herbal scent. Yum.

“I don’t know what to say. Obviously I’ve done some strange stuff, but… vampires?”

He looked around at the crowded pub. “Why don’t we go somewhere we can keep talking?” Goldie nodded, still looking stunned but then throwing him that shy smile he loved so much.

He paid the check and held the door for Goldie as they left, aiming towards the parking lot behind the pub. Flint wanted to keep talking, but he was worried he’d scare her off. Or that as soon as he got Goldie in the car the thing foremost on his mind would be not talking. He couldn’t afford that.

They were almost to the parking lot, passing a small, shadowed alcove that led to a courtyard dining area the pub opened up on nights busier than this one. Goldie was aiming that way, pulling him along. “Hold on, I got a rock in my shoe.”

They sat on a small stone bench near a walkway and Goldie slipped off her beaded silver flat and tipped it over, a tiny pebble tumbling out.

Flint laughed. “Forget ‘Pumpkin’, I’m going to start calling you ‘princess’ in honor of that pea. How did you even feel that?”

Goldie smiled up at him in the intimacy of darkness, her scent surging out in waves. Flint stopped laughing.

Her scent had changed tone, deepening with a spiciness that was as intoxicating as the alcohol they served inside. He breathed it in deeply, letting his eyes close.

He spoke what was in his heart, growling it into the night air. “I want to kiss you, Goldie.” He opened his eyes and pinned her with a look, moving in slowly as her scent invited him closer.

Goldie inhaled sharply, her blue eyes locking on his. “Then kiss me.”

He was halfway there already, and then he was there, brushing his lips against hers, her scent wrapping around him.  In one smooth twist, she straddled him, surprising both of them. Flint grasped her thighs, firm, strong thighs that burned his hands. He squeezed her flesh and growled against her lips, wanting to reach under that sparkly skirt and make this little pumpkin in his arms burst with pleasure. But for all the power he knew was brimming inside her luscious body, she reminded him of prey at that moment, apt to startle, to break and run at any big moves on his part. He had to be a perfect gentleman. Especially after how she’d reacted to the whole vampire thing. She wanted to believe. But she didn’t. Not yet.

That meant holding her close, responding, but not moving one paw, no matter what he might think she wanted. She was in charge of all of it. Unless she made it happen, it wasn’t going to happen.

He groaned into her mouth at the effort it took to relax his hands, brushing her thighs instead of kneading them. Keep those paws off her ass until she picks one up and puts it there. Somewhere in all the kissing and the straddling, he had popped the mother of all hard-ons. Doesn’t matter. Keep still. Let her come close, then conquer her.

They kissed for what felt to his bear like hours, days, lifetimes, tongues twining and teasing. Flint was almost glad they hadn’t made it to his car, or there was no telling what would happen between them. He was strong, but not this strong. Warm, willing, killer female in his arms, one connected to him by Fate and Instinct and… other things.

Goldie tensed in Flint’s arms and pulled back, and oh no, she was lit up like a shamrock shake. Shit, for real? This could not be a coincidence.

Without speaking a word, she was off Flint’s lap and jogging back to the front of the restaurant. Flint surged up from the bench, going after her, aware of what it could look like to be chasing a disheveled woman down an alley but too concerned about Goldie to stop. Shifting was completely out of the question, but she was so fast!

He spied Goldie digging in her purse as she ran, coming up with the same nail file she’d used the night he met her. Goddammit. First order of business, he was bringing that woman a real knife. If she was going to keep getting snatched off on vampire chases she was damn well going to be well-armed.

Freakin’ Breath switches. Flint was losing ground to Goldie with every yard they covered. She burst out from between the buildings onto the main street and turned left toward where they’d first met.

The same damn limo was there.

Goldie wasn’t stopping.

Again she ran into the street. He was going to have to start carrying traffic cones with him.

A dark green pick up was coming fast at his emerald green switch.

“Goldie!” he bellowed, sprinting for her, not that he was the fastest shifter in The Cause.

Her body turned as the truck slammed on its brakes, clearly about to hit her anyway. A yelp escaped her, and she threw her hands up to protect herself from the blow, but a small green bubble flashed from her upraised hands, like a balloon of air. The truck hit the bubble and sent Goldie sailing backwards. Holy shit! Flint leapt higher than a bear should ever leap and grabbed her out of the air, pulling her into his arms, eyes wide, heart stopped.

He stepped backwards, trying to disappear into the shadows between buildings, wondering just how many people saw that, knowing he had to get them away from there, and quick, but he had to check on her first. That had been some dicey business.

“Are you okay?” He ran trembling hands over her arms and legs as he sank against the brick wall at his back, holding her to him, touching her every limb in turn. No blood, no bones broken, how in the hell had that even happened?

Goldie's lips crushed onto his, as if the whole vampire pause hadn't happened and like she’d simply hit play now that they were together again. But she was different now. So different. Shit. This was like in the street after the vampire last time, Prowl-like. Not his sweet Goldie, the one who had kissed him forever outside the pub, all small sighs and gentle brushes and tiny touches.

This Goldie was all grabby hands and push and pull and sharp teeth on his lips and cheeks and ears. Flint liked both Goldies, but he didn’t like her Prowling on him without her knowing why she was doing it. That was the kind of thing that could sour a relationship.

He held her around her waist and kissed her back, talking in short bursts whenever she stopped kissing to bite or lick.

“Goldie, that, right there, that was a vampire, that’s what happens when you see one. You chase him, you want to kill him, and then when the killing’s done you… you do this.”

She bit the lobe of his ear, hard, making him shudder, then she ground against him. “I didn’t see any vampire,” she whispered directly into his ear. Breathy. Soft. Hot. Damn.

He kept trying. She kept grinding but seemed like maybe she was listening. “The vampire was in the limo. I have to tell my… my boss. And his boss, that the vampires are in town again.  Goldie there’s a whole crowd of us, The Cause of the Forest it’s called. It’s ancient. Vampires really do exist, although not quite the way the stories say. Vampires exist and witches do too. People who can turn into animals, too. So many things you have been taught are crazy lies your whole life, they’re true. Magic. You’re magic.”

She stopped grinding. “Magic?”

“What did you do out there?” he whispered. “That truck was going to run you over.”

“I don’t know… but… not magic. It doesn’t… I can’t…” She hid her head in his chest, all passion gone, only confusion remaining. He put one arm around her shoulders and held her there tightly.

“There’s someone you need to meet,” he told her, when he thought she was ready for it.

 

 


Chapter 11 - Sister From Another Mister

 

 

 

Goldie’s jaw dropped so many times on the drive from Shady Pines, she was considering running a rubber band from one ear to the other to keep it closed. But really, how much more of this could she handle? Vampires and witches. Witches and vampires. Magic. In the old days, according to Flint, the forest was teeming with these switches. And their protectors, Flint kept saying, looking at her funny every time he did so. He didn’t know too much about back then, because there’d been a big war, the Reckoning was what he called it, in this very forest and all the switches had been killed. Every last one. And so the vampires had won, but there were so few of them left after the war, the whole concept disappeared. History forgot about the vampire war and those who fought it. But now the vampires were back and running for office, and somehow the switches were back, too, and she was one of them. Peachy story.

And she believed every word.

Flint was talking. But leaving something out. There was a hole in there somewhere, she could sense it. “Cora was on him. She’s got this railroad spike knife, it’s her special weapon that her sh- that Jameson had made for her, and when she stuck him red light went everywhere. He didn’t even bleed.”

Her grandmother’s affronted voice ran through her mind. This is not polite dinner table conversation.

Goldie put a hand to her head, her stomach flip-flopping as she tried to stay open, tried not to reject him or the words out of his mouth. She liked him. A lot. She wished she had met him in some other way, that this whole vampire thing never existed. He was the kind of guy a girl could build a future with. A burly, yummy guy who seemed to see her for who she was, and he liked what he saw. And he was mostly kind and polite. Not the type a man Tallulah would approve of, but-

Tallulah spoke up in her head again. Don’t tell me I wouldn’t approve of that man, child. We all like the big ones.

Ok, Goldie didn’t know who that was, but it wasn’t her grandmother.

Flint wasn’t speaking anymore. She pulled her blank gaze away from the dark forest speeding by her car window to look at him.

“You okay?” he said.

Goldie couldn’t help but smile at him. “I guess so.” She wanted to be.

One hand on the wheel, Flint lifted her hand to his mouth, kissing each knuckle before resting their joined hands on the bench seat between them. “I think you’re about to feel a lot better.”

He turned between two decorative wrought iron light posts into a driveway, one that she wouldn’t have even seen until the vehicle’s wheels were on it were it not for those lights, it was so well hidden. They drove up a winding path of rust-colored cobblestones lined with more of those decorative lamp posts to an enormous hacienda-style home, a mansion straight out of a lifestyle show. Beside it a meadow of wildflowers spread as far as the light reached.

“Gorgeous,” she breathed. “How is this out in the middle of the forest? Does it have electricity?”

“Generator,” Flint grunted.

Goldie took in every detail of the grand house. The walls were a pale salmon pink, with terra cotta shingles on the roof, and turrets with massive windows standing tall at the front corners. The intricate wrought iron balconies and window boxes reminded Goldie of homes in the Garden District she’d been walking past all her life. Except this was like no home Goldie had ever seen, even on the wealthiest streets. It was more like a small hotel.

The driveway continued on but they parked by the front door, Flint coming around to Goldie’s side to help her out of the SUV’s high seat. He examined her face for clues to her mood. “Nervous. I’m nervous,” she whispered.

She was as embarrassed by her behavior, all her behavior over the last few days. Vampires or not, she was out of control, and there was nothing she hated more.

Flint gave her a smile. “This will make you feel better, I promise. Another switch, like you.”

“Oh,” Goldie gasped. Yeah, that would make her feel better. She tried to put down her sensibilities, her rules about good and bad and right and wrong. She wanted to give all of this a chance. Flint was very convincing. Which also was messing her up in a huge way. She knew he couldn't be as incredible as he looked, and he’d said himself that he was leaving, but she'd found herself wanting, just for one night, to believe he was her Prince Charming.

Flint took her hand. Motioned they should head in. She followed, letting him pull her along, as she marvelled at the stucco archway surrounding the massive wood and wrought iron front door. Goldie heard the locks click as they approached and expected someone to open it from the inside, but Flint reached out and turned the handle instead.

Goldie stepped inside and couldn’t breathe. The place was gorgeous, welcoming, perfect. She wanted to get a job as the manager just so she could spend more time here. It had to be a hotel. But hadn’t Flint called it a house?

It smelled more like a home than a hotel, sweet and warm but fresh, as if a breeze were coming in from the meadow outside. The only sounds she heard were the calling of birds outside, and a quiet, content hum that seemed to come from all around them. Melodic. Peaceful.

Warm rusty-brown glazed tiles covered the floor. Just ahead and to the right was a wide hallway that led to an open living area. But her focus was drawn down a corridor to the left, where the same glazed cinnamon tiles covered the lower half of the walls and where she could just see the lower steps of a tiled staircase disappearing around the corner.

She went that way, unable to help herself.

The circular room formed by one of the turrets she’d seen from outside was impressively large, at least forty feet across. Tile staircase around the room, intricate, astoundingly gorgeous mosaic tiles, green tile vines around windows. It was the kind of place where people came to paint or write the next Great Novel. So much to see, beauty overflowing everywhere. From behind her, Flint tapped her on the shoulder and pointed up.

She gasped. The ceiling wasn’t there! It was all glass, a greenhouse roof and everywhere she looked, live plants grew in pots and shallow gardens whose walls were made of the same glossy terracotta tile as the floor. Like the patio of a Mexican restaurant, except these plants had purpose. Lemon and lime and other dwarf citrus trees were planted at the centers of the raised bed, and in the larger pots there were raspberry and blueberry bushes. A kiwi vine snaked up the wrought-iron railing of the stairway, weaving between the uprights and dripping with fruit.

The place reminded her of her grandmother’s Garden District home, which had an antique glass greenhouse off the side. Tallulah had kept hothouse flowers plus bay laurel and citrus trees. Wandering through that greenhouse had felt to Goldie like she was entering a fertile rainforest, like she had access to the very stirrings of life, and this room gave her that same feeling.

Flint took Goldie’s hand and led her back past the front door and down the short, wide hallway to a large open space. On the left was an impressively big dining room table; it had to seat at least twelve. Opposite it was a great room that reached all the way to the front of the house. Goldie was entranced, and her feet carried her closer.

Oversized beige sofas dotted the room all the way to the far end where there was another turret. She stared into the room, heading that way. A bibliophile’s wet dream, it had shelves that reached high on the walls and a ladder - an actual library ladder! On rails! So you could get to the books that soared overhead.

But in plain sight was a book that drew Goldie more intensely than anything hidden on the yards of shelves. It was a book placed on a podium with a light, like the dictionary in her elementary school library had been. Goldie’s curiosity got the better of her and she walked closer.

It looked old. Like, really old. The front cover was missing entirely. Goldie could tell even from feet away that the pages were obviously not made of paper, and the spine was a brown leather that looked impossibly soft. She couldn’t tell what the back cover was made of. She glanced at Flint but her eyes quickly bounced back to the book, drawn to what was obviously some kind of artifact or something. “What’s this book?”

Flint rubbed his knuckles over the scar on his neck. “Not sure, really. Jameson calls it the Keeper’s Book. He’s had it forever.”

Goldie turned to him, eyebrows raised. “May I?”

He acted like it wasn’t even an issue, waving his hands in a go-ahead gesture. “Cora and J look at it all the time. Nobody knows what it says.”

Goldie picked the book up with delicate hands. It looked ancient, as if it could fall apart with a stiff breeze, but as she held it she could tell it was sturdier than it looked. And the back cover was strange as well, made of some metal that had been pounded thin. She flipped through pages full of strange blockish letters she didn’t recognize at all. Shaking her head, she replaced it. “I’d say it was Greek to me, but Greek I’d at least recognize.”

Flint reached for her hand, started to walk back towards the center of the house, but she gave a little pull to slow him down. “Who lives here?”

“I do.”

Goldie couldn’t think for a second. “This is your home?”

He shook his head, “Yes. No. I just moved in two days ago. It’s-” He stopped her and pulled her to face him. “The house is part of The Cause. It’s part of your coven as much as your switch sisters are. Or, maybe I should say ‘she’ is your coven. Resperanza is her name and she wasn’t here a week ago. You know, um, magic.”

Goldie grimaced. She’d been feeling close to Flint, so very close and protected by him, but that didn’t sit well with her. Coven house? Magic? If this was all a joke, it was elaborate as hell, and thinking Flint was playing a joke on her made her stomach hurt. He wouldn’t do that. But that meant it was all true.

She pulled away. Didn’t answer. Made a show of looking around. But it wasn’t a show. The place was fascinating, and she wanted to snuggle up on one of the couches with a mug of hot tea and a book, or maybe no book, just look around, soak the place in.

Flint pulled her to the kitchen, where the walls were a vibrant riot of cobalt, peach, kelly green, lemon, and vermillion tiles. One surprise after another. Goldie clasped her hands in front of her body, twining her fingers together, hard, to try to stop the wave of fierce longing that rolled through her. All those years when it had been just her, Darby, and Tallulah, Goldie had always imagined festive holidays in a warm, welcoming home just like this, surrounded by a big group of people she loved.

A crash sounded from somewhere deep in the house. “Stay here,” Flint mumbled. “I need to see what that was.” He took off at an angry clip, out of the kitchen.

“Okay, but I’m going back to the atrium,” she called after him. She hurried that way, happy to have another look at the place. But when she got there, awareness tingled on the back of her neck, like someone else was there. Watching her? No. She walked through the plants slowly, aware that she was the imposter.

“Anyone there?” she called. “I’m here with Flint.”

She’d made it to the far wall, to one of the enormous windows that looked over the  meadow and dimly-lit driveway, when movement outside caught Goldie’s eye. Something coming out of the darkness, big and pale, parting the tiny white flowers of the meadow with its bulk. A wolf. A massive white wolf that was twice as big as a Great Dane, but with that unmistakable wolf’s muzzle and calculating eyes.

Goldie gasped and scrambled backwards. Oh no. Oh no. Too much. This was way too much for her to take. Because she’d seen that wolf before. It was the reason she and her sister were stuck in this town in the first place.

She took a deep breath, scared she was absolutely out of her mind, but halfway hoping that she wasn’t at the same time. What had Flint called her? A vampire killer? Talk about being at odds with polite society; an idea that appealed to her and repulsed her at the same time. But this wolf wasn’t scary. He padded past the glass, not looking her way. When his back was to her, she scrambled closer to the window and pressed her face against it, trying to see the wolf. But it was gone.

One more thing Flint had said teased at her consciousness, when he’d been talking in the car about switches and their protectors. People who can turn into animals. People who can turn into animals. Which sounds like just the right kind of “protector” for a witch who killed vampires.

Dangit. Dangit. Was she really going to believe this?

Someone entered the room and Goldie snatched her head around to see who it was. Flint, looking big and handsome. Even that scar couldn’t detract from his good looks. Shoot, as far as Goldie was concerned it added a rugged danger that was one hundred percent hotness.

“All good,” he said. “A painting fell off a wall downstairs, but hey, I found who I brought you here to meet. Come on.” He reached out to her, then looked at her hands. “What’s that?”

“What?”

Goldie held up her hands, and for just an instant she thought she saw what looked like a hazy green smoke wisping out of her fingertips. Imagination. She shook her hands. “What?” she said again.

He stared into her eyes, then shook his head. “Nothing.”

He led her back into the house, then down dark stairs. She could hear voices echoing up the enclosed stairway, and with them came a feeling, like a vibe that seeped out of the walls and let Goldie know everything was cool down here. Casual. Like a hangout. Some part of Goldie expected to see a bar and fridge and chairs to lounge on, maybe a dart game and card tables. What kind of people hung out here? Animals who could turn into people, and witches, of course. And here comes Goldie, a regular old speech therapist. Butterflies fluttered inside her.

Flint called out as they hit the last step and came around the corner. “Hey, guys, I brought someone to meet you.”

They stepped inside and all conversation stopped. The first person Goldie saw was a woman sitting on a barstool, a tall man with graying blond hair beside her. Flint pulled Goldie over and pointed to the man. A big guy, although not as big as Flint. He looked solid and thoughtful. “Goldie, this is Jameson, he’s the boss around here. And this is Cora.”

Goldie didn’t need him to say anything more. This was who Flint had brought her to see, and Goldie was glad. She somehow knew she would get along with this woman better than she and Darby ever had.

Cora had long, wavy chestnut hair and a pixie face. The rest of her petite frame completed Goldie’s impression of her as one the “fairy folk”, as Tallulah would have said with a whisper. She smiled widely at Goldie and Goldie felt a rush of hope that this woman was the other switch Flint had brought her to meet. The kinship, the feeling of belonging with her was instant and undeniable, like they were family. Like they would die for each other.

She recited her introductory spiel, unable to look away from Cora. She liked the woman on sight, and Cora was all smiles back.

“So you’re…,” Goldie said.

Cora nodded. “A witch, type savage. Breath Coven, just like you.”

Goldie grabbed on tight to the barstool in front of her. It was out there. Just like that. No ruse. No sugar coat. The woman had called herself a witch. Said a bunch of other crazy stuff.

Cora leaned forward, concern in her eyes. “Wait, you knew, right? Flint didn’t lead you in here blind, did he?” Her eyes went to Flint’s.

Goldie held on tight. “I knew. He told me.”

Cora nodded, like it all made sense. “It’s a lot. I get it. Did he rush you? I told him not to rush you.”

Flint spoke from behind Goldie. She couldn’t see him, but his deep voice calmed her. “I didn’t rush her, Cora, lay off. It’s been a crazy evening. We were just at dinner and we saw the same vampire as before, and Goldie did some fancy magic to avoid being run over in the street. I brought her here to meet you.”

Cora leaned in close again, excitement on her face. “You did what, now? Can you show me how?”

Goldie’s cheeks heated. “I didn’t even know I did it. I guess it was just some kind of…” She hesitated. If she’d really done magic, if she said it out in the open, they would all know she believed. Her throat seized at the thought. “You know what, I don’t even know. I’m not sure this is such a good idea.”

Cora shook her head. “I told you both!” She gestured to Flint and Jameson. “This shit takes time to come to terms with. It can’t be rushed. You can’t rush her.”

Flint leaned his hips against the bar and crossed his arms, calling Goldie’s attention to the lap she’d sat on and the biceps that had crushed her close, held her safe after her almost-run-in with that truck. “Tell that to the vampires, Cora. Maybe if we ask them nicely, they’ll stay out of town on Tuesdays and Saturdays.”

They were talking about her like she wasn’t there and Goldie hated it. Cora nodded as Flint spoke, then she aimed her response at Goldie. “You should stay out of Shady Pines, then, if you’re not ready to fight them. You won’t be able to stop yourself. Believe me. It’s impossible.”

The distress on Goldie’s face must have been obvious, because Cora’s tone softened. “I know, it’s shitty not having any control. That’s why we train. You should come.”

Train? No. Control was good, but Goldie wanted to have it over her whole life, and vampire assassin training didn’t sound like the way to get it.

Goldie was about to decline the offer as politely as she could when Cora’s eyes lit up and her hands fluttered in front of her body. “Wait, I’ve got it! Why don’t you move in here? I mean, we already know you belong here, and you could just learn as you go.”

Goldie shook her head, a knee-jerk response coming to her lips. “Here? No, I couldn’t. My roommate, Darby, I can’t leave her at that motel, it’s way too sketchy.”

Cora brushed it off. “No problem! Jameson’s place is free now that he’s moved here. Darby moves there, you could move here. Done. Decided.” The high-wattage smile on Cora’s face said she had it all worked out and she didn’t lose arguments often.

She was about to. Quitely, Goldie said. “I couldn’t do that. She needs me.” Which was the absolute truth.

Cora rolled her eyes. “Shit, you’re totally right. I got so excited over meeting another switch I did exactly what I told them not to do.”

Jameson had been silent and still, but now he animated, looking at Flint first and raising his eyebrows, then back at Goldie. “Let me ask you something. Flint told us your car broke down and you were forced into staying in town. That true?”

Flint growled, like a real animal growl and Goldie snapped her head that way. He was snarling at Jameson. Jameson held up his hands, throwing Flint a look that Goldie could not decipher. “Cool it. I’m not accusing anyone of lying. I’ll rephrase. Is there anything more to the story of you being here, anything you can’t explain?”

Flint stopped growling. “Right, good question. Are switches being pulled to Five Hills like shifters are?”

Goldie didn’t want to admit it. But the truth was in front of her face. This was real  She nodded. “I had a woman dressed like a voodoo priestess stop me on the street after my grandmother died and tell me about a white wolf that would lead me to my new life.” Like the white wolf she’d seen upstairs. Dangit.

Flint and Cora both glanced at Jameson, then back to Goldie. White wolf. He was the white wolf. She swallowed hard. Men who could turn into animals. And that would make Flint what? She remembered the bear he’d flipped off.

She kept the shake out of her voice as she spoke. “My roommate and I, were driving on our way to a job I had lined up in New Jersey. We took the scenic route because it seemed like the perfect opportunity, but… I swerved to avoid a wolf in the road and hit a cement flood guide that bent my axle and left us stranded.”

Silence met the end of her story, broken by Jameson clearing his throat. “You know, Goldie, that place Cora mentioned is a two-bedroom and it really is just sitting there empty. All furnished and everything. You and your roommate can both stay there. I insist. It’s safe. It’s furnished, and I know the guy who lives next door. Nicest guy you’d ever want to meet.”

 

 

 


Chapter 12 - Carick’s Bromance

 

 

 

“She did what?” Carick’s bellow carried down the hall and into Flint’s bedroom, where he’d just gotten out of the shower and was pulling jeans on. He went to his dresser for a shirt so he could see what the Steward was making a fuss about.

An index card lay on top of the dresser, under the enameled white-and-yellow daisy pin that Flint had carried as a memento ever since his family died. It had belonged to his older sister, Daisy, a trinket she bought at the mall on one of their rare trips into town from the wilds of Yosemite, and she had worn it constantly until the day she died. Flint rubbed the tips of his fingers across the petals absentmindedly as he took a closer look at the card.

It was lemon yellow with red whorls at the corners, and written on it in even, flowing script was a recipe for “Zucchini Sunrise muffins”. Cool, someone had dropped him the recipe. But who? Maybe someone had brought Molly to the house.

Flint pulled his shirt on and strode out to the common room where a few shifters - Aven, Dario, Bryce, Jameson - were held captive to Carick’s continued ranting. “Impossible! No switch could refuse her coven. What excuse did she give?”

Jameson rolled his eyes. “She’s got a roommate she won’t leave. Anyway, it doesn’t matter, the point is she’s not ready. They’re moving into the duplex today.” He gave a nod in the direction of Bryce, who was standing by the bar, oblivious to the conversation, eyeing a pitcher of thick green liquid with suspicion. “Bryce is next door, he’ll be able to keep watch.”

Carick made a sound of disgust.

Flint stood. “Bryce will do a great job, right Bryce?”

Bryce sketched a salute. “I’m all over it.” He went back to eyeing the smoothie.

Flint grabbed the pitcher and poured one. Bryce’s expression changed to one of confusion and horror. “Bro, what are you doing?”

Carick grunted, then changed the subject. “We need a watch on Vernon’s house.”

Jameson shook his head, confused. “Who?”

The Steward gave an impatient flick of his fingers. “Vernon Bunn, the human in charge of Triumph Over Victory. The vampires were at his house. I have been speaking with him since the incident, and I believe Vernon could prove to be a great asset. He will be protected.”

Dario looked surprised. “Oh. First names.” Then his face broke into his trademarked wide grin. “Okay, then. I didn’t know it was serious like that.”

Jameson kept a straight face, but Flint could tell it took effort. “Aven, can you add Mr. Bunn to your surveillance schedule, get enough shifters to cover?” The raptor nodded to his superior, but his eyes remained fixed on the Steward, studying him for flaws, for motives.

Carick motioned to Flint, thundering his question. “Any other progress to report on the switch? Anything you’ve learned that might be useful?”

Flint nodded. “You don’t have to yell inside. Yeah, a bit. She can do magic.”

A murmur ran around the room. Next to him Bryce laughed. “What, did she pull your rabbit out of his hat? That’s not magic, bro. Lots of women can do that.”

Flint punched Bryce in the shoulder. Hard. Bryce sulked and went back to glaring daggers at the green smoothie.

“She was chasing a vampire-” A collective straightening of spines in the room had Flint addressing the obvious. “Yeah, in Shady Pines again. Shit is going down. We need patrol or something. Back to Goldie, she almost got hit by a car, but she did this-,” Flint mimed how Goldie had placed her hands, elbows out, fingers pointing toward each other, one forearm above the other. “-and green magic shot out of her hands, and then she was flying. I caught her.”

Carick was nodding his head. “Good. Magic is natural to the switches during the hunt, but strongest with one in each coven. This Goldie is very valuable if she is the most magical of the Breath switches.”

“Magic leaks out of her fingertips, too, or at least it looked like the green air bubble she made in the street, but this was here, no vampires around.”

The Steward’s eyebrows were raised, his eyes sparkling for the first time that Flint had seen. He might have smiled. “It has been many years since I have seen magicks flow from the fingers of a strong switch.” He broke eye contact to look at the walls and ceiling surrounding him, then fixed Flint with a meaningful look. “She must join us. Entice her if you have to. You have what she wants.”

Flint swallowed hard. Freaky shit.

Carick pressed forward, staring directly at Flint. “You offer her protection, stability, strength, and adoration. You cannot help but to do so. All switches desire such from shifters. Show her your natural fascination with her, display your simple heart that wishes only to be of service, and she will come. She will join us. If that fails, bring her a vampire.”

Flint snorted, but didn’t speak. Carick did not get how the real world was, he was still living in that cave. But Flint couldn’t deny that desire to be “of service.” All kinds of service.

He would start by cooking for her. “Yeah, I’ve got an idea. See ya.” He dropped his smoothie on the counter.

Bryce looked at it. “Why’s it green, man? Kale and shit?”

Flint laughed as he headed for the stairs. Okay, Resperanza, where do you keep the springform pans?

 

 


Chapter 13 - Moving In

 

 

 

Goldie hoisted another box from the small stack of her and Darby’s belongings and turned to carry it inside. She was in the driveway of the brick duplex Cora and Jameson had offered her, for as long as she needed it, no strings attached, not even green ones. Which was the only reason she’d agreed to do it. She believed she was what they had said she was. She believed she had magic. She believed there were many more surprises in store for her, but for now, she really needed to pretend she was normal for a bit. Just a regular woman, doing regular things, trying to figure life out, that was her.

The duplex was nicer than she’d hoped, on a quiet street that dead-ended at a thick forest. Goldie could imagine taking a solitary walk through the trees early in the morning, when there was still mist collecting close to the ground. The place felt safe, and homey, and as long as there were no bears in the woods, she felt much better here than in that motel. Plus no rent meant she had a bit of money to get by until her first paycheck.

Arms full of box, she headed back inside, passing Bryce. She studied him as he passed and deliberately watched the trees so he could turn his head far away from her. He was a strange one. Sweet, but strange, and she could not figure him out for anything. He was big, big like Flint, but without Flint’s hard edge, Flint’s intense stare.

A cabbie had dropped her and Darby off, dumping their boxes in the driveway, and then Bryce had driven up, Foo Fighters blaring from the stereo of his red Jeep. She’d seen him before, but couldn’t remember where, until she’d seen the bear in the canoe logo on the back of his jeep, like the one Flint had.

“You work at the BBOC! I was there yesterday for a tour. We met, remember?” she’d said.

Bryce had scrunched his nose up in a poor imitation of thinking. “Oh yeah, you were with the school group. Sorry, I see so many people every day it can be hard to remember everyone.” He’d turned to Darby, leaving Goldie scratching her head. It was like he had rehearsed a speech and she didn’t understand why.

She went inside, dropped her box, and watched out the window as Bryce grabbed the last one and brought it in. Darby was there, leaning over the clean kitchen counter, bored.

Of course Bryce had taken one look at Darby’s bombshell body and magenta hair and instantly gone starry-eyed, practically tripping over himself to get closer. Goldie was used to her sister’s charisma, and anyway she didn’t care who Bryce was attracted to, but Darby didn’t always know her power over the so-called stronger sex. When she asked Bryce if he knew of any jobs around town, Goldie prayed he knew Darby didn’t mean blowjobs.

His response would have had Goldie locking her sister up, if he hadn’t sounded so darn innocent. “That depends, what do you know how to do?”

“I’m a hairdresser. I also do makeup, glamour and special effects. But right now I’ll settle for just about anything that pays,” Darby said.

Goldie bit back a giggle as Bryce scratched his stomach through his t-shirt, legitimately deep in thought. Then he said, “They’re down a waitress at my parents’ restaurant. How do you feel about waiting tables?”

Goldie’s antennae went up. “Down a waitress? Why? They have a high turnover? Mean bosses? What?”

Bryce shook his head. “Nah, just this one waitress went off camping in the deep woods a little east of here with her boyfriend a couple weeks back and now they can’t find her. Search & Rescue involved and everything.”

Goldie’s gut clenched. “How scary for her family.”

Darby clapped her hands. “When can I start? I’m bored as shit sitting around this town doing nothing for a week.”

Bryce laughed. “I could take you in tomorrow, let the folks get a look at you.”

Darby grinned wide at him, and Goldie could almost see the dazzle in his eyes. Another one bites the Darby dust.

Darby’s newly-operational phone chimed, and she pulled it out to swipe at the screen, then raise it to her ear. “Lance! We got a new place. Yeah.”

Goldie wheeled on her sister, more angry than she’d been in days, and mimed furiously. You aren’t supposed to tell anyone! But as usual Darby just rolled her eyes and turned her back, still talking. “No, it’s nice. Way better than that jacked-up motel.”

Goldie jabbed at Darby’s shoulder, enunciating her whispered words clearly. “Get. Off. The. Phone.”

Bryce took off, sensing the impending fight.

For a moment Darby looked like she was ready to argue, then Bryce’s voice carried in from outside. “Whoa! For real?”

Her sister narrowed her perfectly drawn cat’s eyes at Goldie and spoke into the phone. “Hey, Lance, I gotta go. We’re pretty busy. Okay, later.”

Before she’d even hit “end” on the phone call Darby was pushing past Goldie, aiming her attention outside with a loud call. “Bryce, what is it?”

But Bryce had moved away from their door and was talking to someone in his driveway. “Bro, you’re the best. How did you do that so fast?” Goldie and Darby stepped through the front door to see Flint walking over, carrying a box stacked high with plastic containers and foil-wrapped packages.

Goldie’s stomach fluttered as Flint looked at his brother and growled, “It’s not for you,” before looking at Goldie and winking. “I wanted to welcome the new neighbors. Figured you would be hungry.”

Darby spoke up. “Wait, you’re his brother? And you cooked for us?”

Goldie almost elbowed her sister in the gut for her rudeness. Okay, so it was a surprise to her too that Bryce and Flint were brothers, but Flint lived up in that big hacienda. And, since when had any man ever cooked for Goldie? She was pretty sure the last one was her father, and that was probably a box of mac-n-cheese. If Flint was going to be leaving soon to go off vampire-hunting, she was going to enjoy every spoonful of food cooked with his hands.

“Thank you,” she said softly, meaning it.

He nodded. Didn’t smile. Looked adorable anyway. “I made too much.”

He and Bryce unpacked all the food it was clear that Flint had definitely made too much. Jambalaya, red beans and rice, turnip greens, maque choux, fresh baguettes, and a bananas foster cheesecake for dessert. “I thought you might be missing a taste of home,” he said with a shrug. “I hope I did it justice.”

Darby was all smirks as Flint stacked the containers in the fridge. “Ballsy of you, cookin’ Creole.” She turned away from him and rummaged in the drawers. “There’s got to be a to-go menu in here somewhere.”

Goldie winced but Flint didn’t respond at all.

Bryce laughed. “You gotta admit, Bro, that was a solid burn.” He aimed a thumbs-up at Darby that had her winking slyly back.

Goldie gaped at her sister and started in on a scold. “Darby!” Then she remembered Darby wasn’t supposed to be her sister, and abruptly changed tacks, smiling at both younger siblings in turn. “I’m hungry. I’ll eat it all myself.”

Darby’s smirk deepened and she nodded in a knowing way. “You have looked hungry lately. About time you put some weight on ya.” Goldie didn’t miss the look Darby threw at Flint as she said it. Goldie tried not to blush. She failed miserably, so she looked at the wall.

Bryce shook his head and grabbed at a container. “A tiny thing like you? It’ll spoil before you get to it all.” He popped it open and dug in. “Let’s eat.”

Goldie’s mind raced. She’d love to share a meal and get to know Bryce, and maybe get Darby to chill out on Flint, but how much did them moving in here have to do with her… uh… “little green problem”? Did Bryce know? Goldie had to assume he did.

Ah, that was why he pretended not to know her! Was he supposed to keep an eye on her and Darby, report their movements? That was the last thing Goldie wanted anyone doing.

She didn’t want to think moving in here was a mistake, but Bryce worried her. But it was so much better than that horrible, scary, seedy motel. This place was clean, fully-stocked, and the furniture was gorgeous. And she and Darby could eat real food they bought with the little bit of money they had left.

It was just that now she also kind of wanted to check the place for recording devices.

She put on her I’m-tired face. “I’m sorry, guys. I’m so drained after packing up and moving, and we still have to unpack, and I start my new job tomorrow…”

Bryce looked set to argue, but Flint took the hint and pushed his brother toward the front door. “No problem. This one’s always looking for a free meal.”

Goldie followed them, closing and locking the door on Flint’s sad puppy dog eyes.

 

 


Chapter 14 - Vampire Orders

 

 

 

Vlade Van Allen stalked down the hallway in his brother’s wing of their ancient family lair, his lip curled in disgust at the depressing surroundings. A far cry from the modern high-rises and penthouses where he and his many thousand brothers spent most of their days behind specially-treated tinted glass, the concrete walls of the family lair were almost unbearably humdrum, lined with hackneyed tapestries Vlade had been staring at for hundreds of years, put there to absorb the dankness as well as the sounds coming from behind the doors. It was breeding time again.

It was never difficult to find which room his brother was in. He simply followed the metallic smell of blood.

Vlade rested his back against the wall across from the heavy wooden door and waited. Twenty minutes later the noises coming from within stopped. Five minutes after that, Zver appeared, skin tinted red from his work. He spotted Vlade and his lip curled in a snarl. “Our sisters grow more vicious with every litter.” Zver wiped the sweat from his face.

Vlade mused in his quiet way. Perhaps they would not be so, brother, if you did not keep them bound or birthing all their lives. But this argument had been settled years ago, and Vlade would not risk the decades he could lose by renewing it.

Zver took off down the hall. Vlade played along with his arrogance, hurrying to follow, listening attentively to his brother’s words. “I must limit the variables of lineage to keep our power strong should there be no more Fatherborne.”

Vlade tsked his tongue. Zver would be happiest if no more Fatherborne were ever born. Zver would kill them all, the three Fatherborne that were left, besides himself, if it served his purposes. Vlade held no illusions that his life was precious to Zver. It was barely so to him.

Zver eyed him, so he gave report. “No news on Garner anywhere. I believe he has been Undone.”

Zver dismissed the idea with a flick of his wrist. “Perhaps it was the twins in one of their little games.” He chuckled, zeroing in on Vlade with a sadistic sneer when he failed to laugh along. “You don’t find it funny, brother? I must confess I do. Almost as funny as that time our father had me set you on fire to see how fast you’d grow back from the ashes.”

Vlade refused to let Zver bait him into doing something that would justify punishment. It was bad enough he had secrets he didn’t want Zver to know, a witness-at-large he was still trying to remedy, and now the return of switches to report. He couldn’t afford to lose time to Zver’s petty antics. He held his brother’s gaze and set his jaw before speaking. “Switches have returned. One chased me just days ago.”

Rage seeped into Zver’s gaze, his sculpted jaw grinding his teeth together. “And you only think to tell me now?”

The dangerous look in Zver’s eyes kept Vlade’s voice even and measured as he weighed his words carefully. “I knew you were busy. The fate of our whole race rests in your hands.”

Zver’s lip twitched in disappointment at Vlade’s skilled evasion. “Fine. Choose a helper and go. Do what you must do to uncover the truth.”

Vlade nodded sharply and turned, eager to leave. Zver’s voice reached after him with a final command. “Pick a shifter and learn what you can with your new toys.”

Vlade could not flush, but fear clogged his throat.

Zver knew of his secret experiments with weapons, and Zver had killed brothers for less.

 

 


Chapter 15 - Mysteries And Moms

 

 

 

Flint jogged to his Rover under darkening skies and tossed a box of odds and ends from the duplex into the backseat. Goldie was not around, and he hadn’t seen her since the day before, when he’d taken her the food. He didn’t need Carick on his ass, he was on his own ass, but trying to give Goldie space and time, too.

Flint was glad to have the overcast day off. He’d spent the last few hours at the duplex, cleaning, packing, grabbing some special tools he needed from the kitchen that he knew Bryce wouldn’t miss. He was unsure, though, of a few things he’d found laying around, so Flint had gathered them in a box and was going to run by the Bear Claw to show Bryce and Molly and Nando before he threw the stuff out.

He heard an engine rev behind him and turned to see Riot’s black motorcycle pull into the driveway on the other side of the duplex. What the fuck is that cat doing here? But the magenta hair spilling from the helmet of the woman behind him answered Flint’s question almost as soon as he asked it. So Darby was still chummy with that punk.

She lifted her leg over the bike and handed Riot his extra helmet, then kissed his on the faceplate, leaving a deep burgundy lip-print, and headed inside. Flint didn’t miss the glare she shot over her shoulder and right into Flint’s eyes as she made her way up the front steps.

What was it about him that Darby hated so much? He knew he’d gotten off on the wrong foot, but damn. That woman didn’t know the meaning of the word slack, much less how to cut him some. Riot probably was not helping. Flint waited while Riot backed out of the driveway and tore off down the street before backing out and making his own way toward town.

But Riot didn’t turn north to go back to town. He turned to head deeper into the forest.

(follow him.)

Flint’s Instinct spoke up loud and clear as he reached the fork where Riot had turned. Careful to stay far enough back not to catch the puma’s attention, and keeping cars between them for as long as he could, Flint followed Riot for miles.

The big cat ended up taking a washed-out dirt service road with ruts deep enough to strand even Flint’s tough-ass Rover if the rain came down too hard and fast. Instead he parked and jogged through the underbrush just off the road, prepared to dive into cover if Riot doubled back.

By the time he spied Riot’s bike the shifter was standing next to it naked, stuffing his clothes into a bag much larger than them which he rolled up and secured with cording. He shifted into a tan, lean mountain lion with a single black diamond between his eyes. His ears twitched as he settled into his cat, then Riot picked up the bound sack with his teeth and ran on magically silent paws to a steep mountainside, where he found a path up the rock and disappeared.

Flint made his way back to his ride as fat drops started to fall, unsure of what he’d seen or if it meant anything. So Riot liked to climb as a puma, that’s no crime. But something still felt off to Flint. He worried it like a rawhide chew, turning the questions over and over in his mind all the way to the Bear Claw Diner.

Once inside, Molly noticed instantly, her condor senses on alert. She and Hernando didn't have the sharp perception of an eagle like Aven, but they were still sensitive to people's moods. “What’s the matter? Why are you wet?” she said by way of greeting, her shrewd brown eyes pinning Flint to the proverbial wall. He kissed her tan cheek as he set the box he’d brought from the duplex on the counter. Molly fluttered her hands at the box. “Not here, get a table! And a towel, you're dripping! It’s the lunch rush and we’re already strapped with poor Brittany gone.”

Yep, every table was already taken. He snagged a seat near the counter and soaked in the bustling scene. Scents crowded in for his attention: human, shifter, half-shifter, and of course the wonderful food they served at the Bear Claw Diner.

Molly and Hernando had been Uncle Bruce’s employees at the Black Bear Outfitting Company when the vampires killed him, and had been first to step up and help when Flint and Bryce stumbled into town. For twenty years after the brothers’ family had died, Molly and Hernando had run the BBOC, keeping the business the boys had inherited in the black and even thriving. But once Flint had been old enough to take over, and even more so after Bryce joined him, their adoptive parents had confessed that their true dream was to run a restaurant. They’d opened the Bear Claw Diner a few years back and were more successful than ever, especially with the influx of shifters they were having in Five Hills lately. Males and the occasional female, with all kind of animals, would frequently feel drawn to the diner and in particular its logo, which they now knew resembled something switches called the Ingrav.

But to Flint the Bear Claw was an extension of home. Even as he watched, Bryce pushed through the door from the kitchen, a pie in each hand, and tucked them into the pastry case at one end of the counter. He saw Flint and strolled over, dusting his hands on a kitchen towel he then handed over to Flint. “Hey, bro, whatcha doing here?”

Flint shrugged, toweling his arms. “Found a few things at the house I thought I’d get rid of if nobody wanted them.”

Bryce poked through the box, his eyes lighting angrily on a cloth bag tucked in one corner. “What? You can’t throw out my diamonds, man!” He snatched the bag out of the box and glared at Flint with uncharacteristic fury. Flint didn’t know what had possessed the cub.

He put up his hands in surrender. “Hey, sorry, B. I thought after all these years you’d accepted that they’re worthless.” It was true. The diamonds in that bag were useless crap, dug up from a mine where fifteen dollars bought you a day’s access to all the rough gemstone you could carry out. But Bryce treated them like he’d lucked onto De Beers’ secret stash. Flint had never understood it.

Bryce stuffed the bag in his pocket, muttering as he turned back to the kitchen. “Not to me, they’re not.”

Hernando came in from the back hallway that led to his and Molly’s office, spotted Flint, and came over for a handshake and back-slapping hug. “How are you, oso?”

Flint looked into his adoptive father’s warm gray eyes. “Just as good as when you saw me three days ago, Nando.” Even after twenty-five years and Molly and Hernando legally adopting them, Flint had never been able to bring himself to call them Mom and Pop like Bryce did. Flint remembered their real parents; Bryce didn’t. Which was probably lucky for the kid, considering what Flint’s last memories of their parents were like.

He shook it off and returned his focus to Nando, chatting as he poked through the box. “Don’t see nothing I need. You happy up there at Tsigule?” Hernando’s gray eyes pierced Flint’s reserve and compelled him to speak. Nando wasn’t the biggest fan of The Cause coming back, and he didn’t like the idea of Flint leaving to take the vampires on alone, but Flint needed him.

Flint tuned his voice low. “Things are moving. Did Bryce bring Darby in this morning?”

Hernando nodded, his salt and pepper hair catching the light. “He brought her. Riot took her home to get ready, then he’s bringing her back for the dinner shift. Something we should know?”

Flint shifted his weight from foot to foot. So Riot was just helping out? That didn’t fit with Flint’s picture of the big cat. He’d have to keep a close eye, make sure Darby didn’t get her ass in a crack she couldn’t get it out of. “Bryce tell you Darby’s roommate is a switch?”

The older male shook his head wonderingly. “He didn’t mention it. Another switch in town. What a boon for you.”

Molly shuffled over to take a turn looking in the box. “You talking about Darby? She seems like a nice girl, Flint, why don’t you ask her out?”

Flint nearly choked. Darby, a nice girl? “I don’t think she likes me very much. We kind of got off on the wrong foot.”

Molly’s brow, still smooth of wrinkles even at her age, creased in confusion. “Don’t be silly. Everyone knows my boys are as sweet as the pies I bake. About time the two of you settled down, anyway. Start families. You’re not getting any younger, niño. Your bear is going to start growling soon.”

An ache the size of Wyoming woke deep in Flint’s gut. He’d never admit it to Molly, but his bear had been growling for years, urging him to find a female, settle down, keep her well-fed and round with his babies as often as she wanted, and to raise those babies in the kind of loving home he’d had before the vampires ruined it. But it wasn’t in the cards for him.

Hernando looked at Flint with shrewd eyes that had always seen more than Flint had been strictly comfortable with, as if the old bird could not only pick up on his emotions, he could hear every thought as it ran through Flint's head. “The Great Bear has plans for you, Flint. Plans that don’t include you living alone. The sooner you accept this and get on with it, the easier life will be.”

Flint muscled the hibernating beast of his bear’s Instinct back underground, back to the depths where those desires had to stay buried if he was ever going to avenge his family.

It was harder than it had ever been before, perhaps because for the first time, he had a face he would like to attach to those desires. A face defined by kind blue eyes, and a sweetness that made his heart swell pumpkin-sized.

 

 


Chapter 16 - Back It Up

 

 

 

Later that day Flint returned to the duplex and pulled into the empty driveway on Bryce’s side, prepared to take another stab at getting Goldie committed to The Cause. He opened the car door and heard the thump of bass coming from her side of the building. It was after five o’clock. The rain had stopped and Flint had assumed Darby would be at the restaurant and that Goldie would be home from school, but the skull-rattling boom of hard-hitting hip-hop wasn’t what he expected to hear.

He stepped up to the porch and looked in the front window where the curtains had been drawn back, and his mouth went dry. It was Goldie, her mouth rushing along to lightning-fast lyrics over a bass-line so heavy he could hear the window rattle in its frame, shaking her ass to the beat as she dusted the furniture.

Flint was hypnotized. He started to groove with the music a little, admiring the sway of Goldie’s slim hips as she shook them along with her feather duster. Aw, hell yeah. Back it up for me, Pumpkin.

His usually-alert senses barely registered the vehicle coming from the dead end of the street until it backfired directly behind him, sounding like a gunshot. Goldie screamed, her head whipping around for the source of the bang. She met Flint’s eyes outside her window and screamed again, seeming to duck out of sight.

Flint stood there frozen. Did she think he hadn’t seen her, and she was trying to hide? He wasn’t sure whether he should back down the stairs and leave her alone or knock on the door and ask her why she’d ducked. He chose knocking.

When Goldie opened the door she was rubbing low on her left hip, a pained look in her eyes. “Ow. You scared me.”

The expression on Flint’s face must have relayed his confusion, because Goldie’s cheeks pinked. “When you startled me, my foot slipped and I fell.” She flushed more. “I’m a little clumsy,” she said quietly.

His resolve strengthened. He wanted her working alongside him. “Let me make it up to you. Dinner tonight?”

Goldie’s smile froze and he knew she was going to turn him down. He should have tried something different. He smiled and put his hands up, palms-out, trying to show her there was no pressure to say yes. He wasn’t so attached to her answer at all. Nope. And he definitely had not been rehearsing the best ways to ask her the whole way here. “Leftovers are cool, too. I wanted to offer.” He turned for the stairs. Dammit.

But Goldie’s shy voice had his toes doing a happy dance inside his boots that had nothing to do with a mission accomplished. “Just let me grab a sweater.”

Once she was settled in the passenger seat and Flint had jogged around to climb into his side, he popped the question. “You mind if we go by the BBOC first? There’s someone I want you to meet.”

Goldie looked over, her expression wary but curious. “Another switch?”

Flint shook his head. “No, just you and Cora on that list for now.”

She nodded and they headed out, speaking of light things, like her new job and how she was getting around. No magic, no vampires. Definitely no shifters. He didn’t know why he hadn’t told her that part yet. Hadn’t come up.

Then she said that cat’s name. “But Riot said he’d have my car fixed soon.”

Flint startled. What in the hell? Something about that male was still not sitting right. “So you know that Riot was toting Darby around town today on his motorcycle? You’re okay with that?”

Goldie stared out the window. “Not like I can stop her. What do you have against him, anyway? He seems nice enough to me.”

How was he going to explain this to her? He didn’t want to scare her, and J had told him to keep his mouth shut about Riot’s record, but Flint had to tell her something. It was only fair she know who her sister was getting mixed up with. “I run this sort of physical fitness training group-”

“Like Crossfit?” Goldie interrupted.

Flint gave a laugh that sounded more like a grunt. “Not quite that serious. Anyway, one night about a year ago Riot nearly beat a guy to death and nobody knows why. They were supposed to be sparring.”

Goldie’s eyes went wide with alarm. “And you think he could do that to my- uh, to Darby?”

Well, shit, now she was scared anyway. Flint rushed to backpedal. “No. I mean, I don’t know. He’s never hurt a woman as far as I’ve heard. But he’s a shifty fucker, that’s for sure.”

Goldie settled back into her seat. “Warning her off him won’t work. It will push her at him.”

She sounded like she was tired of it. Best of friends, or not really friends at all? He was beginning to have his suspicions, although the pair looked nothing alike. “How long have you two known each other?”

Goldie hesitated just a beat before answering. “Times like this, it feels like forever.”

They parked and Flint opened Goldie’s door, watching her petite legs reach for the faraway ground as she slid from his car, her head only coming up to his shoulders when she landed. No sir, Flint did not mind his women being short. Seeing her reminded him of the way she’d danced when she hadn’t known he was there, the shimmy of her hips and the way he’d wished he could be pressed up against her as she grooved to the rhythm. But instead Flint chased the image from his head and pointed away from the river, behind the store. “We’re going that way.”

They went up the hill together, side by side. Goldie slipped once on the muddy ground and Flint reached out to steady her, ended up holding her hand. She didn’t pull away. Mmhm. He wanted to ask her out again, nevermind that they were already on a date. Kind of.

At the top of the hill, they stopped and looked down at Carick, standing there talking on his phone. Between that average human behavior and his outfit of jeans, long-sleeve red t-shirt, and hiking boots, the big fucker almost looked like a NFL football player on his day off. Except bigger, and scarier, like you could tell by looking at him that he didn’t belong.

“Who’s that?” she said, letting go of Flint’s hand.

“That,” he said, feeling the chill of her absence more keenly than he wanted to admit, “is our switch expert.”

Goldie gaped at him for a second or two before turning and striding on. Was she angry? Curious? He couldn’t be sure.

They got closer and Flint was struck by how delicate and defenseless Goldie looked next to Carick. The Steward was a full two feet taller than her and at least three times as broad. Next to him Goldie looked like an elf from Santa’s workshop. “Goldie, this is Carick, leader of The Cause, sometimes called the Steward. Carick, this is Goldie, the switch I met last week.”

Goldie stuck out her hand for Carick to shake, still looking unsure of herself. Carick ignored the proffered hand and stared at Goldie, looking her over from top to bottom. “She glows green, yes?”

Flint nodded, looking at Goldie, inviting her to speak if she wanted. “Green. Right.”

Carick nodded sharply. “Welcome to Breath Coven. Let's start your training.”

 


Chapter 17 - Goldilocks And The Big Bear

 

 

 

Was this guy for real?

Goldie stood stock still, gaping at the most intimidatingly colossal human she’d ever seen. His height - he was even taller than Flint! - his nearly black eyes, the scruff of salt & pepper stubble that shadowed his cheeks and made his square jaw appear to be carved out of marble; it all added up into a picture that was massively overwhelming for her non-confrontational nature. When Carick turned and crooked a finger as if bidding her to follow, it never occurred to Goldie to do anything but obey.

And that ticked her off, because dangit, she hadn’t known this was what Flint was bringing her to. He’d said he wanted to introduce her, not check out her killer skills. It was as if everyone just assumed she’d end up being part of their so-called Cause, when the truth was Goldie had much bigger stuff on her mind, like how to keep herself and her sister safe from wackos. The fact that she hadn’t actually told Flint or anyone else “no” was entirely beside the point.

Carick turned his head so that his deep voice carried back to her, interrupting Goldie’s thoughts. He pointed around the grounds as he spoke. “This is the training area. So far only Cora uses it, but as your sisters arrive there will be more of you.”

That hit too close to home. “Sisters?” Goldie said.

Carick met her eye with a piercing glare that made her want to blurt the truth. Goldie bit her tongue instead as the - what had Flint called him? - the Steward went on. “Your elemental sisters.”

Oh. What?

Goldie saw they were headed for a small table near a man-shaped leather dummy with a target painted on its belly. On the table were a variety of knives. Carick was talking again. “Breath Coven switches kill vampires most efficiently with weapons made from metal. All metal will work for you, but one will make you stronger, and we need to find your metal.” He touched one knife that had a rainbow sheen to the metal, another that was decidedly bronze, others that didn’t look like anything special to Goldie. “Titanium, bronze, tungsten, stainless steel.”

She stepped closer to the table, looking at the knives. Carick waved a hand, urging her on. “Touch them, pick them up. You’ll feel it.”

Goldie got bolder, liked the feeling, so she went with it. She ran her fingertips over the handles, then the blades. She pursed her lips and closed her eyes as she touched the knives one by one, liking the idea of a metal just for her.

Touching the blades did bring a bit of current coming to Goldie’s fingers, but she had felt that before on the rare occasions she had gotten hold of a knife in the kitchen before Tallulah found her. Tallulah had never liked her using knives because she was so clumsy, had harped again and again that Goldie needed to minimize the time she spent holding pointy objects. If she saw Goldie chopping anything, from tomatoes to the holy trinity, her grandmother would take over, saying something about the vegetables needing to be cut just right, and instead put Goldie in charge of stirring the roux as it cooked to coffee-brown. Maybe a whisk would be more her speed. Could she kill a vampire with a whisk?

But that was not the only time Goldie had felt a current come off of metal. Goldie remembered wrought iron glowing green in her hands as rain poured down in sheets, the feel of the silver chain around her neck stinging her skin. That one night had changed everything.

A shake of the head backed Goldie away from that dangerous train of thought, and she picked up a knife that seemed something out of a fairy tale, maybe something the woodsman would have had tucked in his belt when he took Snow White to the forest on the evil queen’s orders. It had a bronze-toned blade and a handle that appeared to be made out of antler. She liked it. It would do for whatever they had in mind.

Decision made, she looked up to find both Carick and Flint watching her closely. The big guy’s eyes were shrouded in shadow by his heavy brow, but she could see their shine focused on her. He swept his hand at the dummy and invited Goldie forward. “Let us see what damage you can do.”

Damage? They were serious about this? But she let herself be herded until she was standing in front of the dummy, flanked by the two men.

“Stab it,” Carick said, passion in his voice.

Feeling awkward and on-the-spot, Goldie breathed deep and considered what to do. What did she have to lose? she finally decided. Goldie raised her right arm and brought it down towards the dummy with a halfhearted stab. The knife’s point skittered across the hard leather and lodged in a seam from which Goldie had to yank it free. Her cheeks heated in a blush. Some vampire killer I am.

Carick stared at her, then spoke sharply and quickly. “I heard you followed a limousine. Chased it down the street. Why?”

Goldie was startled into responding. “Because I wanted to kill him.”

“Kill who?” Carick’s voice was demanding and he was in her face. Goldie might want to poke him with the knife a little. Flint was backing up, his face tightly controlled, his eyes locked on Carick, his fists clenched like he was holding himself back.

Goldie would not say, “the vampire,” but as she thought the words, the image slipped through her mind of the man she’d seen and that electric loathing filled her, not as strong as she’d felt it then, but strong enough..

She opened her eyes and her vision was a shade greener. She stabbed at the dummy again, this time with enough conviction to pierce the leather by a quarter inch. Goldie shouted a triumphant “Ha!” and looked up at Carick.

Hmmph. By the dull expression on the giant’s face he was not impressed with Goldie’s skills. She turned to Flint, hoping for a better reaction. The big cutie was still back from her a bit, his face relaxed now, but he didn’t look impressed either.

A sour feeling filled her stomach. She didn’t ask for any of this, didn’t want it, hadn’t even agreed to it. She liked being around Flint, but she was no vampire killer, she was a lady. Plus he was leaving. Better if she ended all of this now and quit playing like she belonged here.

She put the knife down on the table gently, gathering her courage. “It was nice to meet you, Carick, but this isn’t going to work for me. Flint, can we go?”

Flint gazed into her eyes then motioned toward the side of the field, by the forest, away from Carick. “Can I talk to you in private?”

She let him pull her next to a towering evergreen that stood on the very edge of the forest. He leaned in and spoke earnestly, sincerely. “Sorry I brought you here. I didn’t know he would insist on training today. He’s always hard to take, but we need him. I’ll convince him to let up on you.”

Goldie shook her head. She wasn’t part of ‘we.’ “Flint, you don’t understand.”

He shook his head side to side, chin leading, his face stricken. “Goldie, I’m sorry. I’m clumsy, too, I guess. I’m messing this up, but don’t say no to who you are because me and Carick are…” His voice trailed off. “Are fucking this up,” he finished quietly.

She cracked a little, feeling the desire inside her. To be who she was. But she shook her head anyway.

Flint’s expression went desperate. He looked across the field at the bigger guy. “Wait, wait here. Let me tell Carick something.” He ran off, leaving Goldie to stare after him. Just past him, her eyes met Carick’s eyes. He was staring at her, standing stock still, hips and shoulders squared in her direction, meaty hands crossed and clasped in front of his body. The look unnerved her.

Behind her, from the forest, a noise started low, intruding on Goldie’s attention. She couldn’t place it at first, and by the time her mind recognized it, her body was already reacting in fear, dumping adrenaline into her bloodstream. Except it didn’t feel like adrenaline.

It felt like magic.

Strong, thick magic that wound through her body in waves. She twirled to face what was growling at her. A dark wolf with nasty sharp teeth, lips peeled back, that long growl curling out of its throat. It was staring directly at her. Poised to leap.

Goldie yelped, and stumbled backwards. She heard Flint roar from behind her. He was coming to save her. She knew it. But he couldn’t possibly reach her before the wolf did.

Her arms flew up in front of her, a reflex, like they had when the truck had almost hit her, but this time she felt the power building inside her, and it felt good. Strong. Sure. Like she could not lose.

“Don’t hurt it,” she whispered, as she let the magic fly, not sure what she was doing or how she was doing it, but trying anyway.

The wolf leapt, straight for her throat.

Green light shot from her arms and fingertips, curling into a bubble all around her, a bubble of light and wind that surrounded her like her own personal space barrier, reaching up five feet above her head and around her, seeming to not end at the ground below her feet, but rather to extend into it, like it would repel moles.

The wolf hit it muzzle first, bounced back, and fell to the ground. The bubble barely wavered. But at the same, something much bigger than the wolf’s hundred pounds hit Goldie’s green bubble on her left side, a glancing blow that still tossed whatever it was across the field.

She whirled to see a massive grizzly bear with teeth as long as straight razors flying askance from a bounce off her bubble, then thudding heavily onto the ground. She yelped again, trying not to scream as she looked around at the landscape, blank except for Carick and the two predators that had rushed her. Where was Flint?

Of course. Flint was a man who could turn into a bear! And his brother Bryce was, too. Bryce had been the bear Flint had flipped off from the raft on the river. It all made sense now, everything she hadn’t quite understood, or thought someone was keeping from her in the last few days.

“Flint!” she cried out, heart beating a mile a minute, wanting to run to him, not sure what her bubble would do. But it was gone already. She looked behind her to see the wolf loping away into the forest.

She sprinted to the bear she knew was Flint, had to be Flint, but it wasn’t a bear anymore. It was a man facedown on the ground. One glance confirmed it was Flint and he was naked.

Flint was moving. He pushed himself over, sitting up on the grass of the training field, one hand between his legs, casually, like he didn’t have the good stuff under his hand. He held his other hand out to her. “Goldie, I’m okay.” His expression was fixed, and he watched her closely, eyes narrowed. “You knew it was me? I was afraid a bear coming at you would scare you. I-ah, I was going to tell you today.”

If they had been alone on the field, Goldie might have taken the time to seal away pictures of this naked man in her mind for later, but Carick was still there. She ran past Flint and gathered up his ruined clothes, dumping them in his lap, keeping an eye on Carick.

She raised one eyebrow. “Yeah, I knew you were a man who could turn into a bear, first time I ever saw you. I mean, duh, look at you.” Flint stared at her, eyes narrowed and Goldie almost laughed. “Kidding. I figured it out. You’re a bear and your brother’s a bear, and Disney made a movie about it or something.”

Flint smiled a bit, that rare smile she didn’t see often enough. “Smart. I like that in a switch.”

Goldie could not help but smile back. He was adorable. And really darn scary. If she had to fight vampires, she might try it if it came with her own guardian bear.

Carick turned on his heel and left. Flint and Goldie watched him go, together.

“What’s he, an elephant?” Goldie said.

“Not sure,” Flint told her. “He’s a mystery, and he’s not human, I can tell you that.”

Goldie looked around at the forest and the sky, listened to the birds for a moment, while Flint studied her face. She had and urge to ask him if the wolf would come back. But she resisted it. She had her… magic, didn’t she? And obviously he could take care of himself, so why ruin this opportunity?

She was fascinated by the thought of his bear, and she desperately wanted to see it again. She knelt beside him.

“Flint, how big are you as a bear?”

He shrugged one muscular shoulder. She wanted to bite it. “Not big, 892 pounds.”

“Oh, wow. That sounds really big.”

His eyes narrowed and he studied her more, nodding. “Not for a Cause shifter, according to Carick.”

She tried again. “Do you, ah, do you have that scar as a bear?”

He rubbed his scar with his knuckles, something she was starting to love seeing. She tried to keep her heart reeled inside her body, but it wasn’t working. Every time he moved or spoke, she felt it try to go to him.

“I do, but it’s harder to see,” he said.

She so wanted to see his bear again, but he just wasn’t getting it.

So ask him.

She stopped. Thought for a second. Had a little argument with herself. No, I couldn’t. It’s not polite. She answered herself. Do you want to be polite, or do you want to have a chance at getting what you want?

Dangit.

“Flint, I want to see you as a bear again so I can… get a better look. Will you show him to me?” She crossed her eyes and held her breath.

Flint smiled for real this time, the biggest one she’d seen from him, and it was a show-stopper. Good thing she was kneeling or she would have swooned. Gorgeous. The smile turned him from interesting, arguably handsome if you liked meaty guys, to the most gorgeous man she’d ever seen. Her heart skipped out of her chest, all the way to him, and she couldn’t even tell it goodbye, she was so dazzled by the smile.

And then it was gone.

“I’m scary, Goldie. Big teeth, loud roar, claws that you don’t want to accidentally run into.”

Goldie shivered and her nipples pebbled, and whoosh, just like that, she was hot and throbbing and wanting this naked man in front of her. That couldn’t be healthy, could it? “I’m not scared of you,” she said.

He stared at her. “Okay.”

She bit her lower lip, eyes wide, heart thumping away in her chest. She didn’t want to miss a second of it.

If Goldie had thought she was prepared for what was about to happen, she was so, so wrong. Somehow she’d thought that seeing Flint as a bear wouldn’t feel as threatening as it would if it was some strange bear she didn’t know. Didn’t know? Like you have a long history of making friends with bears?

What really happened was that Flint changed from man to bear quickly, not so quickly that she couldn’t track the changes, but fast enough that she couldn’t process them. Fur erupted from skin, teeth grew, ears sprouted, head shape changed and body inflated like a balloon, until he was so massive Goldie shot to her feet and scrambled back away from him. The bear’s massive furry body twisted, and he stood, moving all of his bulk in an easy, unhurried manner.

Goldie had wanted to see it, was still fascinated, but also was awed and scared to be so close to such an enormous, dangerous animal.

He was almost as tall as her just standing on his four paws and she didn’t even want to think how tall he’d be if he reared up on his hind legs. She was still moving backwards, and wouldn’t you know it, she tripped on a rock, and landed hard on her backside.

The huge bear she knew in her mind was Flint - no matter how her survival instinct rejected that fact and urged her to run - seemed to hang his head at her reaction. Whoa. Humanity from a bear.

He held up a paw, then yawned massively, and shook his enormous head. Goldie smiled. He was trying to look silly. The bear tipped onto his side on the ground, rolling onto his back, letting his tongue loll out of his mouth like he was some kind of giant puppy. The scar on his neck was still there, but mostly shadowed by fur. Teddy bear, was all she could think. She used to sleep with one every night.

Flint’s voice spoke. She heard it clearly, but not with her ears.

I have never been so jealous of a stuffed animal in my life.

Goldie stared at him in surprise, at his enormous fuzzy bear head and closed mouth. “What the-? You can hear me?”

Yeah, it’s a hunting thing. Switches and shifted shifters can do it.

Goldie tried just thinking again, keeping her lips zipped. Okay, shift back now. I want us to talk normally.

Without hesitation he responded, rolling back onto all fours. Sure thing.

Goldie watched as the shift took place, paying closer attention now that she wasn’t so startled. Shaggy brown fur gave way to tan, smooth skin and darker hair, the hunch in his back became the strength of his broad shoulders, and his powerful flanks became-

Oops, she’d forgotten that part. She faced away from him, trying to be polite, a blush heating her cheeks. Mostly because she did not want to be polite.

He spoke from behind her. “Naked bear, naked man, Goldie. That’s how this works. And I need to get some new clothes from my car. Be right back.”

She did not watch him run up the hill. Did not trace his thick thighs and calves with her eyes. Did not wonder what the front of him looked like.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter 18 - Spilling The Magic Beans

 

 

 

Flint and Goldie walked into a burger joint in Turner’s Mill that Flint had not eaten at yet. He didn’t want to recognize anyone. The town was small, a dozen winding miles from Shady Pines and its unexplained vampire population. Flint only knew a handful of people there, and those mostly from the political meetings that Carick’s human buddy Mr. Bunn ran while remaining ignorant as to his role in the fight against vampires.

They were still on edge, both of them, had been silent on the drive out. Flint kept thinking someone was following them, but every time he turned around he saw nothing. No birds in the air, either. It was dusk and Flint hadn’t even seen a bat. Goldie hadn’t reacted, so he knew it wasn’t a vampire. She’d seemed deep in thought the whole ride.

The waiter seated them and said he’d bring them both the special, since that was all that was on the menu, leaving them alone.

Flint took a stab at a subject. “Cora is going to want to know how you did that bubble thing. I didn’t even dent it.”

“I don’t really know how I could teach her, I mean, I don’t even know what I did.” Goldie gave Flint a tentative smile. “I can’t join your Cause, Flint. I have a job, a-”

Flint cut her off, not able to help it. “Leave your options open, Goldie, please. I know killing vampires doesn’t mean anything to you, you don’t even know why you feel like you do when one gets close.” He tried not to beg. But he didn’t know how Goldie could deny who she was like this. Time, she just needed time, like Cora said, and he could give it to her.

He tried again. “You would like living at Resperanza. Cora lives there. You two could hang out, talk about it whenever-”

Goldie cut him off, looking more anxious by the second. “Darby needs me.” She waited a beat, then blurted more like she was spilling it. “She’s got a stalker.”

“Bryce is right next door. She’s not your responsibility.”

Goldie flinched, her eyes avoiding Flint’s by seeming to bore into the tabletop between them. Her scent had gone thin and scarce, like she was scared and pulling it back for protection. “I have a brand new job. I can’t mess that up.” She seemed to be trying to convince herself, even after what had just happened.

Flint had no choice but to be harshly honest. He hadn’t tried that yet.  “You’re a switch, Goldie. You’d run out on those kids for the chance to stick a vampire and not look back.”

Goldie’s head shot up and she looked right in his eyes, her tone low. “I would never do that.”

Flint shook his head. “I’m telling you, you would. You don’t have a choice about what you are.”

Goldie slammed one flat palm on the table, surprising him. “Don’t you tell me I don’t have choices. I kept that crazy green crap on lockdown for twelve years.”

When Flint could speak, his voice was measured and calm. “What happened to you?”

She pulled in on herself. “Not vampires,” she said grudgingly. “But I wish it had been.” She stared at the table again, her eyes shimmering, and he realized that she was dangerously close to tears. She spoke, and her voice was dead. “I killed my parents.”

Flint’s heart wrenched in his chest. Twelve years ago, she would have been fifteen. Could that possibly be true?

“Goldie, what are you talking about?”

One tear spilled down her cheek. She wiped the rest away.  “It was during Hurricane Katrina. There’s a whole story here, you sure you want to hear it?”

Flint nodded sharply. Of course he did.

She looked haunted. Her heady scent cooled and drifted. She spoke, visibly forcing herself to do so. “I’ve never told anyone this, so… go easy, okay?”

He nodded. Of course he would.

“I was fifteen. I begged Mama and Daddy to evacuate like we were supposed to, or at least take us to Tallulah’s, but they never took any of it seriously. It had been raining for hours. Mama and Daddy started drinking, which meant they started fighting. Usually Darby and I could just ignore it but that night Daddy was on a tear, accusing Mama of all kinds of ridiculous stuff. Then he started waving his gun around.” She curled in on herself a little bit. “He said he just wanted everyone to listen.”

Darby was her sister! That explained so much, but Flint’s heart sank. He could see where this was going.

“I had to get us out of there, so we snuck out to our special spot on the roof of the apartment building, this little iron cage that might have held carrier pigeons in the past.”

“In a hurricane?”

Goldie picked at her fingernails. “It was safer than with Daddy. But when the winds picked up, we couldn’t get down.”

She clasped her hands together, wringing them. “This is where it gets… well, I guess you won’t think it’s weird. I remember holding on so tight to the wrought iron, and being so angry at my father. He was always getting drunk, always yelling, had been violent, all of it. I remember wishing that he would just… die. Him and Mama both, if she wanted him so much more than she did us.”

She stopped wringing her hands and went perfectly still. Flint wanted to comfort her but wasn’t sure how. Her voice was limp as she said, “The whole night turned green.” She looked him in the eye, then. “Just like it has every time you‘ve told me I glowed.” She lifted one hand and turned it over, looking at it hard. “I can see the glow, you know, if I try hard enough. I wasn’t glowing that night. It was just my… my vision. A tint added to the night.”

She swallowed hard. “Dark turned green and then I heard a gunshot. Then it flared greener, brighter, and I heard another. A few seconds later it just… winked off.”

Flint thought he was gaping. He hadn’t expected that.

“He shot Mama, then himself. The hurricane was still hitting hard, so we stayed with a neighbor. Then the levees broke. Mid-City flooded. Shoot, almost everywhere flooded. Everyone who’d stayed was scrambling to survive, there were no phones working, nothing. Tallulah’s driver finally borrowed a boat and he took us to stay with her, then live with her, once she found out what her son had done.”

Goldie threw Flint a twisted smile that hurt him. “Except she was wrong, wasn’t she? I killed them both.”

No. Shit. He understood her reluctance now. All of it. And he’d taken her to see Carick, without warning her. “Pumpkin, no-”

Goldie’s face fell. “That’s why I trusted you that first night. Because you called me pumpkin. That’s what my mom called me. I thought, well, I didn’t think it was a sign, but maybe I wanted it to be.”

Flint nodded. Maybe it had been. He didn’t know why he had said it. “Darby is your sister,” he said quietly.

Her eyes snapped wide. “Flint, I didn’t mean to- I’m scared that her stalker is following us. You can’t tell anyone.”

“Look,” he said, hating the fear in her eyes. “I’ve got friends on the police force in Five Hills-” But he stopped at Goldie’s shaking head.

“I don’t know who he is, but he’s delusional and dangerous. You should read the letters he sends, the things he thinks about Darby.”

“Does she have magic, too?”

Goldie’s face expressed several different emotions, all too quickly, but her scent was more subtle, more nuanced. It said she’d never even considered that her sister could be a switch, too. But it made obvious sense to Flint.

Goldie stood up abruptly, almost tipping the chair over behind her. “I want to go home. Please take me home.”

Crap, here he was, fucking it up again. And now her scent was tight, acrid, like those bright green herbs had been left on a grill to burn away to ash along with any trust he’d thought she had in him. She thought this meant he was going to tell everyone they were sisters.

And he was. Wasn’t he?

 

 


Chapter 19 - Girl Fight

 

 

 

Goldie smiled at Lucas, her last client of the day. Thank goodness for that. I am so overdone I feel like beef jerky. Goldie adored her job, but the almost-two days since she had spewed her secrets all over Flint had been some of the most anxious of her life. She still hadn’t decided what to do. She was indecisive by nature, so that didn’t surprise her, but it did distress her. Make a decision, she scolded herself, then she scolded herself again. Not the time for any of it, Goldie. Pay attention to your client.

It was hard to think of the eight-year-old with the giant brown eyes and perpetually mussed golden brown hair as a client, but that’s who he was. It was Wednesday, the end of her third day as a county school system speech therapist, and Goldie and Lucas had just finished playing with the little plastic Minecraft figures she had brought along. The exercise had been a huge success in Goldie’s book. Lucas’s eyes had lit up - he’d even laughed! - while he moved the figures around and made animal noises for the sheep and pigs, a hiss and explosion for the monster called a Creeper.

Lucas was a sweet boy with struggles too big for a second grader. Goldie’s supervisor said he’s been in speech therapy for a stutter for over a year, ever since his mother disappeared without a trace, another suspected victim of the tri-state kidnapper. If that hadn’t been bad enough, Lucas was also the younger sibling of Brittany, the waitress from the Bear Claw who’d been reported missing. The sad little boy had captured Goldie’s heart on sight and she wanted to do anything she could to help him, even just give him a mothering touch. He rarely spoke, and when he did, it was hard for him.

She smiled again at Lucas as he placed each figure carefully in their labeled box. “You really liked those guys, huh? You ever play the video game?”

Lucas nodded, a grin on his face, and accepted a bag of fruit snacks Goldie offered. She put the box of figures in her bag, averting her eyes so that Lucas wouldn’t have to look directly at her as she gave him a little push. “Maybe next time we meet you could tell me the coolest build you’ve ever seen.” By the time she looked back he was smiling shyly and giving a little nod as he got up to leave. Goldie waved goodbye, waiting until the door was closed to let her toes tap with joy. Yes! She’d made a connection!

Goldie headed to the front office to meet the therapist who’d offered to give her a ride home, only to find the receptionist looking at Goldie with a playful gleam in her eye. “A dangerous-looking man just dropped this off for you.”

Dangerous? Flint. Had to be. Unless… A shiver of apprehension moved through her. Had Darby’s stalker found her? Were they going to have to get new names just to be able to get jobs?

She could feel a weight inside the envelope and opened it to find her car key and a note: Good as new. No charge. -Riot

Yes! Goldie laughed out loud and ran outside to find Pascal, her green hatchback she’d named after the chameleon in Tangled.

Goldie drove home, feeling giddy at having her own car back. And no charge! She would have to thank Riot.

She walked inside their new place, thinking she would ask Darby what kind of a thank-you gift he might like, glad she would have a bit of money to get him something. They were doing better. Darby was bringing home tip money, now they didn’t have to pay for the repairs. She stopped short. Could they leave? But no, she’d lost that job they’d been heading for when she hadn’t shown up for her first day. And she liked her job here. Darby seemed happy. Flint, a voice said in her head, but she ignored it.

Darby wasn’t home, so Goldie headed for the kitchen. Maybe they had wine? Someone knocked on the front door and a thrill of fear shot through her. She stopped walking, stood perfectly still. She wouldn’t answer it. It could be Flint, who she both wanted to see, and didn’t want to see, for so many reasons, some vampire-related, some not.

Another knock. “Goldie? It’s Cora. I know you’re in there. I don’t know how I know, but I do. And I have to tell you, Goldie, I’m just enough of a bitch to sit out here and sing off-key for as long as it takes-”

Cora. Oh no, had Flint told her about Darby already?

A second female cut Cora off with a groan. “Oh, for Chrissakes, not again.” Goldie didn’t know that voice. It was confident, clipped, sardonic.

But Cora wasn’t finished, her threats ringing through the wood, the smile in her voice obvious. “-until you can’t stand it anymore. So why don’t you do us all a favor and open the door?”

Goldie ran to the door and opened it. Cora was there, ready to launch into song, and behind her stood one of the most striking women Goldie had ever seen. She had tan skin, an exotic face, platinum blonde hair and eyebrows, and a ripped body, like Ronda Rousey. She wore black canvas pants with a black tank top, and had her face screwed up tight and her fingers in her ears, braced for Cora’s singing.

Cora laughed, making Goldie laugh. The blonde woman opened one eye and saw them laughing, took her fingers out of her ears, and shoved Cora. “I have sensitive ears.”

Cora snorted and told Goldie, “Miss Sensitive here is Shiloh. She’s-” Cora dropped her voice to a whisper and did air quotes. “One of us.”

Huh. A switch? No way. Goldie would have felt it. She didn’t know how she knew that, but she did.

Cora made a face, like she knew exactly what Goldie was thinking. “Not a switch. She’s a shifter.” She made a claw and scratched the air. “Rowr kitty. Big rowr kitty.”

Okay. Big rowr kitty. Goldie wanted to see what exactly that was. She invited the two women in.

In the kitchen, Cora grabbed a glass on the counter and slammed it down. “Carick says you made the bubble again. You have to teach me.”

Goldie hated to disappoint her, but what could she do but tell the truth… at least about this? “I don’t even know how I did that. I was just running, chasing that guy,” she couldn’t even bear to call him a vampire, “and then Flint yelled my name and I looked up and saw the car. It came so close I could feel the air pushing off it. The air is what did it really, I just… I think I directed it.”

Goldie formed her hands into a ball in front of her, moving them apart rapidly. “It was like a transparent green airbag went off or something. Threw me backwards.”

Cora was staring at her with such focus, Goldie almost had the impression the other woman understood what she was talking about. Then Cora’s hazel eyes narrowed. “Okay, the air. That makes sense, because Carick says that Breath magicks move through the currents of the earth’s breath. Which is just his fancy way of saying wind. I asked. It went well.”

Goldie wanted to tell Cora to stop talking about it, but she was also fascinated. Ooooohhh, if the wind powers my magic, then maybe that’s why during Katrina… Goldie let the thought trail off, not sure if it made her feel better or worse about her role in that night. She said nothing.

Cora nodded. “Makes sense, right? I mean, a crazy kind of sense, if you think about it. He’s told me some of the stuff Breath Coven switches are known for. We talk a lot, we like words, we run fast. He says we’re all built like you and me; you know, petite. Says the first time he saw me, he knew what coven I belonged to because of the way I look.”  Cora fixed Goldie with a stare that had her holding her breath. “And he says there are always three switches in every coven. One of them is strong at physical stuff, which I think is me, one is super-smart, and one is crazy magical and that’s you and that’s why you can do it without knowing you’re doing it and you have to teach me, please! It could save my life.”

Goldie couldn’t say no to that. “Let’s go out back.”

They left the kitchen through the back door and stood on the small raised deck. Cora surveyed the whole backyard. “I remember the first time I saw this place. Got the shit scared out of me.”

Goldie looked around at the pleasant garden with its small scenes demarcated by walls of hedges and vines, a couple of benches and boulders as focal points, collections of decorative fairy figures scattered around. She chuckled as she looked at Cora. “What, the fairies? I like them, they remind me of Tinkerbell. Not exactly what I expected after meeting Jameson, but it’s not as creepy as garden gnomes.”

The other two women laughed, but Cora’s expression quickly turned kind and she sought to meet Goldie’s eye. “This is where I found out about the Prowl. Has anyone told you yet?”

Goldie felt a blush steal over her cheeks. “You mean the vampire hunting part? The stabbing? I’m not very good at it.”

Cora shook her head slowly. “Not the stabbing. After. The Prowl. Fate really wanted to make sure we killed vampires, and according to Carick there’s some evolutionary stuff going on there too, so, for some reason, we all go off our fucking rocker when there’s a vampire around, and then once we kill one, well, then we’re worse than the vampire. So, that’s where the big badass animals come in. They keep us safe, and they keep everyone else safe from us.”

Cora took a breath. “There’s no way to say it but to say it, and, well,” She looked at Shiloh. “Let’s just say you’re Prowling with Shiloh around, she’s probably going to make you run it off, or maybe fight you, go a few rounds if you won’t calm down. But if you are Prowling with, um, I don’t know, Flint, then there’s other options.”

Goldie swallowed hard. Other options. Yeah, she remembered them. Her stomach turned over as Flint’s image rose in her mind.

Dangit. She raised her hands. “Okay, yeah, so this is what I did, I put my hands up and-”

Both Cora and Shiloh laughed and Goldie flushed.

“Lemme see it,” Cora said, abandoning the topic and mirroring Goldie’s stance.

Goldie tried to explain, tried to do what she had done. Cora tried to mimic her, but nothing happened to either of them.

Cora bounced away. “Let me try something.” She leapt from the deck to a patch of lawn, then banked off a boulder and pushed herself into a twisting sort of flip before running some more. Goldie watched, stunned, for two whole minutes as Cora bounced around the garden doing acrobatic maneuvers at lightning speed, never putting a foot wrong, never stumbling or overcorrecting. Definitely the physical switch. If it had been her out there, Goldie would have died three times already.

Finally Cora vaulted back onto the patio and stood looking over the garden, frowning, barely even winded from her exertions. “Well, that didn’t work. I was thinking of the air the whole time but I never got that push. Maybe it only works if you’re in danger.”

Shiloh took two steps forward and shoved Cora off the patio. Cora yelled and tumbled down towards a bed of daylilies, getting her arms underneath her just in time to push into a handspring. Once she was back on her feet and brushing dirt off her hands, Cora turned to Shiloh and hollered at her. “What the hell, Shi?”

Shiloh shrugged, a tiny smirk on her otherwise unimpressed face. “I was helping.”

Cora scoffed. “Helping?”

At that Shiloh broke into a full-on smile, showing unexpected dimples and perfect teeth. “I put you in danger of breaking your ass, and still no air mattress. Next idea?”

Shaking her head in surrender, Cora laughed and trouped back up the stairs to the raised patio. “Okay, smartass, what do you think we should try?”

Shiloh turned to Goldie with a questioning look. “You got a fan?”

Goldie considered. “I think I saw one in the hallway closet.” She started toward the house, but Shiloh waved her off and headed in.

As soon as they were alone, Cora got curious. “So you and Flint, you’re not-?” She waggled her eyebrows suggestively and Goldie laughed. “Because I could have sworn when he brought you by the other night that you two had some serious chemistry going on.”

Goldie shook her head, not sure what to say. Cora wasn’t wrong, but that wasn’t nearly the point. “This is all just so crazy, you know?”

Cora nodded along vigorously. “One hundred percent. I get you. It’s just that it’s also undeniable, so you might as well get ready. Fighting it won’t get you anywhere. And Flint’s a good guy. He’d take care of you if you needed him to.”

Shiloh came out with a box fan, saving Goldie from having to ask just what kind of “care” Cora was referring to. She didn’t like the way everyone kept assuming her involvement in this Cause was a done deal. But she had to admit she was curious to see what she could learn about the mysterious powers she had and how to control them.

Shiloh plugged the fan into an outlet just outside the back door and placed it on a small table. She waved Goldie over to stand in front of it and turned the knob to power it on. “Now you’ve got air to work with. See what you can do.”

Nervous, Goldie stood there for a moment without moving. But what did she have to lose by trying? She brought her hands up in front of her, feeling the air from the fan pressing against them, and closed her eyes. A picture formed in her head, of the man with the jet black hair with a single stripe of white, his fashionable clothes tailored to his lean shoulders. She felt the hatred stir up inside her, the desire to sink a weapon deep into his putrid flesh.

The air between her hands seemed to throb. She heard Shiloh’s voice to her side, urgent and encouraging. “You’re doing it, Goldie.”

But Goldie would not open her eyes, would not break her focus. She felt the sparking, pulsing energy and moved her hands apart to better accommodate it, to let it grow in power and size yet keep it contained. Once she felt it as big as a watermelon, Goldie started to wonder what she could do with it. Maybe she could tip the fan? She directed her energy to the bundle between her palms and sent it forward with a little push. A second later she was flying backwards and landing in the daylilies.

Shiloh and Cora rushed down the stairs to help her, one woman pulling her to her feet as the other brushed the dirt off her back. Cora was laughing nervously. “First thing we’re getting you is a helmet. Who knows how long it will be before we find another switch, I’m not killing the only other one we’ve got who can fight.”

Goldie blinked. No, Flint had definitely not told her about Darby. Maybe he wouldn’t? Then she realized what Cora had said. “Are there some who can’t?”

Cora shrugged, an almost sad expression on her face. “Just the one: Auntie. She’s super-old. We’re not even sure she knows she’s a switch.”

Not about to be deterred from their agenda, Shiloh grinned and socked Goldie on the arm. “That. Was. Awesome.”

Goldie brushed the dirt off her butt. “It didn’t feel awesome.” But maybe it had, a little.

Cora grinned at them both. “My turn. Show me how, sis.”

They worked on it for hours, the three of them, until the sky started to color with evening sun, until both Cora and Goldie could make a ball of what Cora called Breath magicks, not only with the fan, but with their breath,  blowing into the space between their hands. Goldie had even progressed to throwing hers; the fairy statues scattered around the backyard were all on their backs. She caught Shiloh off-guard once and knocked her legs out from under her. The pale-haired woman came up glaring daggers. “What the fuck, blondie?”

Goldie shrugged her shoulders and smiled, surprised at her own boldness. Getting her back a little bit, plus she felt like the walking definition of empowered and it was making her a little drunk. “You were the only one who hadn’t landed on her backside yet. Just trying to even things up.”

Shiloh shook her head with a smile, looking grudgingly impressed. “Yeah, ‘kay, just remember who watches your back when the guys with the pointy fangs show up.”

Cora bounced toward the house. “Thanks Goldie, but we gotta go. I want to show my man, I mean my wolf, what I can do.”

Shiloh followed. “When we get home I’ll throw you off the cliff. Jameson will be so impressed when you don’t go splat.”

Cora tossed back her head and laughed. “No way, kitty cat. I’m going to use it to knock his ass onto the bed when he gets bossy.”

Out the door they went, leaving Goldie to slump against the wall and try to figure out who she was now.

 

 

 


Chapter 20 - Bloodblades And Bodies

 

 

 

Flint stood by the water, fifty yards upstream from the BBOC store and the launch where their water tours started, and stared upriver at the sea of cops, photographers, and crime scene technicians that had been swarming his property since early that morning.

It had all started with a panicked call from Bryce that woke Flint up from a vivid dream about him and Goldie, tangled together as river water rushed over their naked bodies. He’d practically growled into the phone, “This better be important, B.”

Flint sat straight up in bed with his brother’s words. “You gotta come to the BBOC, bro. I found a body in the river.”

Instantly wide awake, Flint demanded more information. “You what? How? When?”

Bryce’s voice was shaken but sure. “I was taking some of the extra rafts up to the boathouse to clean them up for storage, like you said, and he was caught on one of the pilings. I think he’d been in the water a while, man. It was gnarly. I already called Dario, but you need to come, too.”

Not that there had been any question of that, but the way Bryce said it gave Flint pause. “Why?”

But Bryce had hedged, sounding more nervous than Flint had ever heard him. “Just get here, man. Fast as you can.”

Flint had come, thinking the whole way that he was bound to see Jameson there as well as Dario, maybe other members of The Cause, and that he still hadn’t told them what he knew about Goldie and the woman who it turned out was her sister. It had been almost forty-eight hours and for some damn reason he was still keeping mum about the possibility of Darby being another switch.

Now it was late afternoon. He’d sent Bryce home hours ago, after the police were done questioning him. Poor kid was wicked shook up. Unlike Flint, Bryce couldn’t remember ever seeing or touching a dead body before. Not that it got more pleasant with repetition.

The police and all that came with them were slowly being packed up, put away, and cleared out. The young man’s body had been taken away hours ago, filter nets set up downstream to capture debris that might wash off as he was moved, although from what Flint heard he’d been in the water so long that surely any evidence of value was gone. And anyway, the ones who mattered already knew what had killed the kid.

He saw Dario and Jameson walking down the hill towards him, Aven coming in from the side to meet them. It was time to stop fucking around and tell his brothers-in-arms in the most important war in history that they might have another weapon on their side.

Jameson looked up as Flint got closer, his eyes intense. “You see the wound that kid had?”

Flint nodded tightly. All vampires must fucking die. “Bloodblade.”

That had been what Bryce wanted so urgently for Flint to see, and he had, his mind a chaotic hurricane of emotion as he’d stared at the waterlogged corpse. Aside from its location, the wound was identical to how the one on Flint’s neck had looked for years after the attack, before Hernando’s healer friend had done his work on it. Blackened around the edges as if the flesh had been burned, the skin puckered and ugly. Bloodblade wounds like that, ones that would have been dicey at best with a normal weapon, were absolutely fatal. Flint was the only shifter any of them knew who’d survived more than a knick with a vampire’s blood-weapon.

Now they were all there, all the males Flint considered part of the core group: Jameson, Dario, Aven, Bryce.

Bryce’s voice shook in anger as he spoke. “They’re in our fucking forest, bro. Those fucking bloodsuckers won’t get away with this shit.”

Flint was glad Bryce was finally getting angry. He’d need to be, to get through the war that was on its way. But at the same time Flint’s idea of going off on his own, leaving Goldie, Bryce, and everyone else involved in The Cause to the mercy of whatever the bloodfuckers had planned, suddenly seemed like his worst possible move.

Dario gave them more information, details only the police had. “Brittany’s dad’s been ignoring his kids since his wife disappeared. It’s no wonder he didn’t know where Brittany and her boyfriend were.” He trailed off before squinting at the shifters standing with him, as if they had the answers.

Jameson nodded. “Let’s find her. Aven?”

Looking out at the treetops as if he were already soaring over them, the eagle shifter nodded.

Jameson turned back to Flint. “Tell me about Goldie. What’s going on with her?”

(protect her.) Yep. She’d asked him not to tell about Darby, and although The Cause was everything… Goldie still meant more to him. He swallowed hard at the hot emotion flooding his chest at the thought. Crap. He was in so much trouble if she rejected them all and took off. A new thought hit him. What if she accepted The Cause and rejected him? The yawning of a potentially fatal crack to his emotional dam loomed over him. He turned away from it. Nothing to be gained by running away from pain. Besides, she liked him, right? “Nothing. Same old. Still trying to convince her.”

Dario tilted his head, one eyebrow raised. “What about her roommate? I think she’s hiding something. Maybe I should do a background check.”

Shit. Was this a sign or something? No. Just Dario being Dario. You can’t take the cop out of the shifter. Goldie was more important than anything so he would protect anything she held dear, including her sister. “She’s clean. Did her background check for the diner myself.” Whoa, now he was all in. Not just a lie of omission but a deliberate lie, an in-your-face lie. He’d never done such a thing before, was not used to lying to his fellow shifters.

Aven’s head swiveled sharply, catching Flint’s eye. Shit. He’d forgotten the raptor was there. Fucking feathered freaks could tell when someone was lying. He was busted now, for sure.

Dario nodded, watching him closely. “Okay. If no red flags popped up for you we can afford to leave it for now. I’ll dig deeper on her after I clear my desk.” He rubbed the back of his neck as he scanned the crews packing up forensic gear, and tossed another easy smile at their group. “Which oughta be in about five years.”

He and Jameson walked back into the thick of the law enforcement sea, leaving Aven and Flint behind. Flint cleared his throat and got ready to explain, but Aven cut him off with a sideways look from his sharp eyes. “Funny thing about raptors, we care a hell of a lot more about why someone did something than we do about what they did. People do some fucked-up shit for good reasons.”

Flint stayed silent, jamming his hands in his pockets. Was Aven trying to tell him that he understood why Flint had lied?

Aven stared out over the treetops again, and Flint wondered what it must be like to be up there, to be able to see the world from such a wide perspective. The raptor tapped his teeth in a staccato rhythm as his eyes skated over the mountainside. “There’s a way to convince her. One that she can’t deny. Just gotta find the thing that lights her up.”

With that statement Aven stalked off, and Flint watched the raptor give Jameson a two-finger salute before grabbing his plastic pod of belongings and heading towards the forest. Dollars to donuts he was going to strip, shift, and get to work looking for that waitress before the light was gone.

Meanwhile, Flint was left trying to work out just what Aven meant. The thing that lights her up? What the hell-?

If he’d had a lightbulb over his head it would have lit up at that moment. Of course. Goldie didn’t have a Resonant, the special weapon that fit perfectly with a switch’s elemental material, which in Breath Coven’s case was metal. If he could find or make the one weapon in the world that sang to her heart the way Cora had said hers did, the weapon she wanted to have next to her every night as she slept, then maybe he could convince Goldie to join The Cause.

And if he could just convince himself that was all this was about, he’d be a fuckton better off. Because Flint’s bear was growling. There were no words, but to Flint, the intent was clear.

Fuck all your plans. Find Goldie’s Resonant. That’s how you can best help her and The Cause right now.

 

 


Chapter 21 - Stranger Danger

 

 

 

After Cora and Shiloh left, Goldie poured a glass of sweet tea and tucked herself into the Adirondack chair on the front porch to watch the sunset light the clouds and autumn trees with golden light. It was so different here than her native New Orleans, but in spite of her worries Goldie was truly coming to love it. The forest, especially, called to her.

While she watched the showy sky Goldie thought, when was the last time that she had felt as vital and excited as she had this afternoon with Cora, working on their magic together?

When she’d been kissing Flint.

Okay, yes, but that didn’t count. Did it?

She worked it all over in her mind, trying to get closer to making a choice about this switch mess. A once and for all, final choice, that would include being honest about who she was and who her sister was, and might move her into that big mansion. Where Flint lived. And where Cora lived.

As much as Goldie loved her sister, it wasn’t like she and Darby had that much in common. Or anything, really. Goldie frowned when she realized that, when Cora had called her “sis”, it had seemed as true as when Darby did the same.

Thudding drums and screeching guitars got louder, their source obvious when Flint’s black SUV pulled into the driveway next door. Goldie’s heart started to pound and she had to resist the urge to jump up and show Flint what she’d learned with Cora that day. He would take it the wrong way.

But Flint jumped out of his ride and jogged up the steps to the duplex’s other door, never once even looking in her direction. Not one look? She knew she had overreacted the other night, had come across harsher than she meant to in her defensiveness, and really she should be glad that he’d apparently given up, but… she wasn’t. She felt completely miserable.

It sounded like Flint wasn’t doing any better in the mood department. She could hear him now, stomping around, yelling to his brother to help him find something, maybe even shouting at him. Seconds later Bryce slammed out the front door and stomped to the mailbox, muttering to himself along the way. Goldie looked away. She knew what it was like to be at odds with your sibling.

She hoped Flint not telling her secret didn’t have anything to do with it. She sank into daydreams about thanking him.

A blue envelope waved in front of her face just as Goldie tuned into the voice by her side. “Hey, you awake? Jeez, you’re as deaf as my brother. I’ve been calling and calling you. Here, this letter was addressed to our side by mistake.”

Goldie reached for it absent-mindedly, her thoughts still half on Flint and how kind he’d truly been, but as soon as her hand touched the cool paper everything changed. The hairs on Goldie’s neck stood straight up, her stomach heaving with nausea. She stared at the carefully-printed block letters on the front of the envelope and a cold sweat broke out over her brow. Oh, no.

She broke the seal on the envelope and pulled out a sheet of expensive cream-colored paper, her hands shaking only slightly. Some part of her was aware that Bryce was watching, but she couldn’t stop. She had to know.

Just like every time before, the letter wasn’t handwritten, but made up of letters and words cut from magazines and newspapers and pasted onto the fine stationery in neat rows. As always, the sender declared his adoration: I am yours to command. You are mine to adore. Soon there will be nothing left to hide.

Goldie pushed out of her seat, forgetting about her glass of tea until it crashed to the cement and shattered. She gasped as she lunged for the door, catching a glimpse of Bryce’s confused face. “I’ll clean it up later. I’ve got to go get Darby.”

She ran to her bedroom knowing every word was a lie. There was no later. They were leaving. He’d found them. Goldie snatched her bag from the closet, cursing herself for having unpacked it in the first place, for having gotten cozy in this little home. Three days. Three freaking days had been all it took for him to find them.

Her mind spun as she shoved clothes, wallet, jewelry case, her tiny book of her most precious photos all into the go-bag, then started for Darby’s room. Her sister was going to have a fit at all they’d have to leave behind, but there was no time. Maybe if she left a note Flint would hold onto it for them, ship it to them when they settled somewhere. Oh, who was she kidding? She’d never do it because she could never be sure that he wasn’t watching. Her sister’s stalker. The man Goldie wasn’t going to let take what was left of her family.

The front door slamming made Goldie’s heart seize, but when she looked into the hallway it was just Flint, eyebrows jammed together as he scoured the house for her. “What’s going on? What’s wrong? Bryce said you got a letter and freaked out.”

He came into Darby’s room where Goldie was still furiously packing, put his hand on her shoulder. “Pumpkin, what happened?”

Goldie shook him off, storming into the bathroom for their toothbrushes, hairbrushes, and Darby’s favorite makeup case that she would absolutely insist Goldie go back for if she forgot it. Flint blocked the door as she made to exit.  “Let me go, I’ve got to get my sister.”

His brown eyes sought to connect with hers, but Goldie wouldn’t meet his gaze. There were too many plans she had to make, too much weight she had to juggle. She slipped under his arm and resumed packing.

Flint made an impatient noise. “Bryce just left to get her, and he’s on the phone with Hernando to make sure they keep eyes on her until he gets there, and then he’ll bring her right back here. She’s safe, I promise. Dammit, Goldie, what’s this about?”

But Goldie couldn’t speak. Her lip trembled and her eyes filled with tears, and she couldn’t make her mouth form words. He had done all that, without her even having to ask? Made sure her sister was safe and sent Bryce to bring her home, and then come over here to check on Goldie himself?

Flint reached out, pulling Goldie into his arms. He was so strong and steady, and she wanted so badly to be rescued from the disaster her life had become. Goldie buried her face in his chest and tried to breathe, but all she could smell was his clean, woodsy scent that was more like home than anything she’d ever known.

One arm spanned her back, the hand cradling her shoulder, as Flint used his other hand to stroke her hair back from her face. “It’ll be okay. Let me help you.”

Goldie felt the muscles in her shoulders tighten and her spine straighten. What could he even do that would help? If she stayed and let Flint take her into his orbit as part of The Cause she’d end up in an even more bizarre and unstable situation, one that left her sister completely out in the cold. And no way could she do that to Darby. Goldie knew where her responsibilities lay.

She pushed away from Flint’s solid warmth. No man was going to save them, not even this one. Especially not this one, with his one hand already on the metaphorical doorknob. Goldie would do for herself and for Darby, just like she always had. She avoided Flint’s eyes as she resumed her packing, but as he sank back against the wall Goldie felt them on her.

Flint’s voice was a low, sad growl. “You’re leaving?”

Goldie winced at the pain she heard. “We have to. He found us.”

With a snarl Flint pushed himself off the wall and took two steps closer. “Stay. We can protect both of you.”

The contempt in her laughter surprised even Goldie as she glared daggers at a face she didn’t want to say goodbye to. “Why? Because I’m a switch?” She took aim again. “Anyway, you're leaving, too.”

She turned away from the hurt in his eyes as he replied, but only to her first query. “Because it’s the right thing to do. Because you shouldn’t have to run away from people who care about you.”

Tears clogged Goldie’s throat as she scoffed. “You don’t even know what you’re offering. I would die for her, do you get that?”

Flint’s words were soft, but clear. “Better than you know.”

 

 


Chapter 22 - Flint’s Story

 

 

 

Flint’s heart felt squeezed in a vice, watching Goldie pack, preparing to leave and never return. He knew exactly how she felt, what she was facing, and he couldn’t let her go without telling her so. As she bustled around the apartment gathering her and her sister’s stuff, pretending to ignore him, Flint’s story tumbled out like cold water.

“When I was nine years old, my family was involved in vampire hunting. It had been over a hundred years since anyone had seen a switch, but there were some shifters who still tried to fight the vampires. Sort of an informal resistance, mostly loners scattered around the country, a few motorcycle clubs. My uncle was in on it with some friends of his, and he got my dad involved. Mom went along, too; thought it was important to stand up to evil even if it was a losing battle.

“My dad and his friends had found a nest, and were trying to decide what to do about it. There were no switches, so the best the shifters could do was cut the vampires’ heads off their bodies and make it as hard as they could for one to find the other. So they were trying to plan how best to do that, but meanwhile none of them thought the vampires would come to us.”

He rested his shoulders on the wall, tilting his head back and closing his eyes so he wouldn’t have to look at Goldie as she prepared to desert him. “We were having a quiet night at home, just playing games and cooking dinner and relaxing. I was closest to the door, so they hit me first when they came in. One of them slashed me across the neck and I went down. I could hear the struggles but I was in shock, and then I passed out. I guess they thought I was dead.”

The coppery smell of blood filled Flint’s nostrils as he remembered waking up to the worst nightmare he could imagine. His voice sounded hollow to his own ears. “They killed my father, my mother, even my teenage sister, Daisy. I thought for a minute Mom was alive because I saw something move near her, but I rolled her over and found Bryce, all wrapped up in blankets and smiling, like always. She’d fallen over him and kept him hidden, so the vampi-” Flint’s voice broke and he stopped, remembering the flood of relief when he’d found Bryce alive and unhurt. Small, heartsick relief, but better than none at all.

Goldie was still packing, but she’d slowed to a crawl as she listened. “Mom had told me that if anything happened to them I was supposed to get to Nantahala and my uncle Bruce’s house. That he’d take care of me.”

“So that’s what I did. I packed up my baby brother and as much food as I could carry for a journey that I had no idea how to make. I was nine. If Instinct hadn’t guided me, we would both be dead. By the time we showed up in Nantahala it was almost three months later and I was nearly dead from the wound on my neck. My uncle had been killed the same day as my family was attacked. Also by vampires. There was no one left.”

Flint could still taste the visceral fear that had shot through him when he learned his uncle was dead. He had had no idea what was going to happen to them, wasn’t even sure he was going to live, and had almost broken under the terrible weight of failing Bryce. “Molly and Hernando took us in, raised us. Jameson was an uncle of sorts. We had a good life, considering.”

By this time Goldie had gone still, her back to Flint as he poured out his heart without any hope of success. “So please believe me when I say I know exactly what I’m offering, Goldie. I would die to keep you and Darby safe.”

Finally she turned to look at him and Flint flinched at the sadness in her eyes. Whether she believed him or not, she still believed she was going to have to leave, and he was going to have to let her. But not today, dammit. “Please. Give me a chance. I promise I won’t let you down.”

He saw the moment she relented, the way her shoulders slumped as the weight came off, however temporarily. “We’ll see how it goes. But someone has to be with her all the time. Promise me.”

Flint couldn’t get the words out of his mouth fast enough. “Promise. Every second. Now c’mere.” When he pulled at Goldie’s hand she didn’t resist, but melted into his arms and against his whole body like she was made to be there. For a few breaths Flint could only hold her close, thankful he got the opportunity again for however long it lasted, and let the bright green of her lively herbal scent fill his head. Then Goldie tilted her face to meet his gaze, and all he could think about was putting his lips on hers, breathing her in as deeply as he could while he still had the chance.

He kissed her. Old plans fell away. New plans took their place.

The sound of the front door opening startled her. Goldie pulled away from Flint’s arms as Darby rounded the corner with attitude blazing. “Now what, Goldie? Seriously, if we didn’t win the lottery, you must have lost your damn mind. I was working!”

Bryce’s merry laughter carried down the hall. “Give ‘em hell, Pinkie Pie.”

Goldie blushed and glanced at Flint, then her sister. “Yeah, sorry, false alarm. Your stalker delivered another letter, but Flint convinced me we don’t have to run out of town just yet.”

Darby arched one perfectly-drawn eyebrow in his direction. “Bless it.”

Flint wasn’t sure what that meant, and he didn’t care. Not even Darby’s sharp tongue could cut him tonight. “I know what it’s like having a crazy roommate.” He winked at Goldie and was surprised to see the warmth in her face when she smiled at him. Almost adoringly. He liked it. Would do anything to see more of it.

He held her gaze for longer than necessary, his emotions jumbling in a way he wasn’t used to. When she looked away, he knew something he hadn’t known a moment before. He was all-in. Not just for The Cause, but for her, for Goldie, and what he suspected they could be together.

Now if he could just find her Resonant, he could prove to himself that he deserved her.


Chapter 23 - Hit The Trail

 

 

 

Flint zipped up his suitcase and looked around his basement room at Resperanza for anything he’d missed. After Goldie’s scare yesterday he had no intention of spending another night away from her. He’d slept in his clothes last night at the duplex and was just here to get a few days’ worth packed before he headed back. The daisy pin on his dresser caught Flint’s eye and he considered packing it up with his clothes, taking it with him. Nah. He’d be back.

He carried the suitcase into the hallway and almost ran into Jameson making his way out to the garage. The Keeper zeroed in on Flint, glancing at the suitcase. “What’s up? Where you going?”

Flint knew he had to tell, but he wasn’t sure he wanted Jameson to know how serious things had gotten between him and Goldie. He didn't want his friend assuming Flint's plans had changed when even he wasn't sure just how. “Back to the duplex for a while. The switch’s roommate has a stalker giving them some trouble and I told her I’d handle it.”

Jameson looked sharply at Flint. “Dario just got a call from Goldie.” Flint’s muscles tensed. What the fuck? Only reason Flint knew of for Goldie to be calling the cops was the one he’d promised to protect her from. He started towards the garage, ready to plow through whatever roadblocks stood between them. Jameson’s voice brought him up short. “But not about that.”

Flint stopped to listen, but his eyes were unfocused, his mind on how quickly he could get to Goldie once Jameson was done talking. Then he realized… Jameson wasn’t talking. Flint marshalled his wandering thoughts and met his old friend’s eyes.

J was waiting with a hard but patient expression, the same one he’d used when Flint was an angry teenager, prone to aggression when he dwelled too long on what he’d lost in the past, not to mention the things he’d secretly committed to giving up in the future. He hadn’t been fourteen when Jameson introduced him to sparring and other healthy avenues for getting his anger out, hoping to delay the day when Flint left them all to exact his revenge.

The light glinted off the salt-and-pepper scruff on Jameson’s jaw. “‘The switch’, huh? Subtle.”

Flint’s glare turned to an embarrassed grimace. “Come on, J. What’s the word from Dario?”

Jameson went serious. “Goldie called to make a report on our missing waitress, Brittany Whitacre. Seems Brittany’s little brother is one of the kids Goldie sees for speech therapy. During their session today the kid disclosed that his sister and her boyfriend fought about going to Cove Springs on their little getaway. And given where the boyfriend’s body washed up, I think it’s a good idea to go out there and have a look.”

A heavy weight settled on Flint’s chest. Cove Springs? What the actual fuck? Another fucking wrinkle.

Jameson continued. “We know vampires are involved. Cora’s out bouldering with Lynessa and Shiloh, I can’t even reach her. I’m on my way to the duplex to ask Goldie to come with me.”

A low growl started in Flint’s chest. Wasn’t nobody taking Goldie where there might be vampires without him. Jameson shot Flint a glance that was at once warning and soothing. “Chances are nothing will happen, but if that fucker has a bloodblade and I have to protect Brittany…”

Flint’s head bobbed in a nod as Jameson trailed off. It was a fucked-up twist when the best protection shifters had against bloodblades were the women they were supposed to be protecting, but what could they do? This was reality. But still. “I’m coming with you. I’ll get Goldie and meet you at the turn-out by the old stream bed. We’ll walk in together.”

 

* * *

 

Flint jogged to the Rover and pushed the speed limit all the way to the duplex. When he knocked on Goldie’s door and she opened it with that sweet grin on her lips, Flint couldn’t resist giving them a soft kiss. Her soft smile when he pulled back made it hard to resist going further. Get it together, horny bear. “Thanks to your tip, Jameson and I are about to head to Cove Springs to look for Brittany. Wanna come?”

He’d expected her to take some convincing, but to Flint’s surprise Goldie’s grin became a subdued smile and her scent flashed along with her shamrock aura. “Yes, actually, very much so.” She took a few minutes to change into jeans, a t-shirt, and the same frayed canvas sneakers she’d worn on the river tour, then met Flint on the porch.

In the car, he reached across Goldie’s legs to open the glove box and pull out a steel survival knife he kept there, still in its sheath. He watched Goldie carefully as he handed it to her. “Here. Just in case something comes up, you should be armed.”

Bryce had blabbed to Goldie and Darby yesterday about finding Brittany’s boyfriend’s body at the BBOC, and of course they had both been horrified. But it wasn’t until later, when Flint had told Goldie in private that the kid had been killed by a vampire wielding a bloodblade, that she’d grasped the full gravity of the situation and the dangers they faced. She held the knife gingerly in her hands for a moment, staring silently down at it as they started on their way. Then she took a breath and strapped the weapon to her belt as Flint drove them deep into the forest.

When Flint pulled up to the turnout which was the furthest they could go with 4-wheel drive, and parked behind Jameson’s truck, spotting him fifty yards down the path and toting a first aid pack, Flint’s guts rolled. Cove Springs was not safe.

Flint and Goldie ran to catch up and the three of them set off at a steady pace through steep terrain, staying on the well-cleared path for almost an hour before Jameson broke off and started pushing through the underbrush to a hidden path.

Flint brought up the rear, perfectly happy to pass the time watching Goldie’s short but shapely legs at work. Once she tripped and he caught her before she hit the ground, her scent turning aroused and rich as she thanked him. After, he gave thanks he hadn’t bounced off another bubble. That magic didn’t play. It had bounced him away, same as it had that dark wolf. Shouldn’t shifters be immune to a switch’s magic?

“Hey J,” he called. “You see many red wolves in the forest?”

“Not usually. They mostly live out at the coast.”

“Yeah, but you ever seen one attack a...” He looked at Goldie. “A human?”

“Nah, they wouldn’t do that.”

Goldie looked at Flint. Flint looked at Goldie. He hadn’t thought so either, had never heard of a lone red wolf - small wolves who roamed wild in only one place on earth, North Carolina - doing what that one had done the day before.

Another hour passed before they began to hear water rush at some unknown point in the distance, seeming to come from everywhere, as the noise bounced off the thick canopy of trees above them. Flint kept his eyes and ears and nose and senses open, Goldie’s safety his only objective. Jameson could take care of himself.

Goldie sounded nervous when she spoke, but not as much as he would have thought. “Everyone keeps saying this place is dangerous. How dangerous?”

Jameson spoke over his shoulder as they kept moving ,single-file on the trail, thorns grabbing at their pants and shoes. “There’s a whole story about this place. Want to hear it?”

Goldie did.

“I’ve always known it as Cove Springs, but I found out from Carick it used to be called Coven Springs.”

Flint faltered. Oooh, he hadn’t known that, and what would Goldie think of it? She seemed remarkably open to him and anything related to The Cause today.

She didn’t say a word, so Jameson went on. Flint couldn’t see her face.

“Switches have lived in Nantahala for centuries, right alongside the indigenous peoples, though Carick says some switches wandered like gypsies, too. But as Nantahala got more crowded, more humans around, they had to cover up their magic. They dropped the ‘n’ from the name and that was that, especially after the Reckoning and there was nobody around to complain.”

“The legend the Cherokee told about the Spring, I always heard it called ‘How Catfish Lost His Scales’. They say that catfish used to be like other fish, silver scales, swimming free, reflecting the rays of the sun that penetrated the top of the water. Then one autumn, as Mother and Father Catfish were swimming upriver on their way home for the winter, five sisters offered the spring as a resting place. Mother and Father Catfish happily agreed and swam into the spring, where they found more insects and snails than they could ever eat. The sisters invited Mother and Father Catfish to stay through the winter, to eat their fill, and again they agreed.”

Flint had heard this story before, from both Jameson and Hernando. Jameson was older than Hernando by more than seventy years, though he looked much younger, but in story-telling the two men were equally rich. During his childhood, he and Bryce had heard many legends about the Great Hunters, the legendary ancestors of every shifter fated to The Cause.

Flint kept one eye on the trail and one on Goldie’s footing as the way got thicker and the going got tougher. Jameson wasn’t even breathing hard.

“When winter was over and the water began to warm, Mother and Father Catfish set out for their spawning grounds, but it turned out the five sisters were witches who had cast a spell so the fish couldn’t leave. They were trapped, forced to lay their eggs at the Springs. When the babies hatched, the sisters ate them up to the very last one. Mother Catfish couldn’t stand the pain of watching her babies be killed, so she found a shallow pool and lay there until the water dried up and she died.”

Goldie gasped. “How awful!”

“Yep. Father Catfish was so overcome with grief that he began to shake. He shook so hard all his scales fell off and floated to the top of the spring. That day when the witches came they found Mother Catfish’s body, and all of Father Catfish’s scales, and they thought both had died. They lifted the spell that had held Mother and Father Catfish prisoner, and made plans to capture more catfish and eat their babies, too.”

Jameson’s voice turned dark. “But Father Catfish heard their plans and didn’t leave, even though he was finally free to do so. Instead he decided to exact his revenge on the witches. He sank himself deep down to the bottom of the springs, where no light could reach, and waited. When the witches returned the next day and walked into the spring to reset their magic, he counted on his naked skin to keep him from reflecting the sun as he used to, and he gobbled them up, except for one. A lone sister escaped his jaws, but he scared her so badly she ran away and never came back.

“Ever since then it’s been said that Father Catfish still lurks in the bottom of the spring, waiting for the fifth witch, and that anyone who swims there or even wades in too far risks being pulled under and never heard from again. Over the years there have been a handful of unexplained disappearances that centered around the Springs. Now it’s like a haunted house, teenagers will go there to spend the night and prove you don’t die, but the thing is it’s so treacherous getting out here, you just might.”

Cove Springs was a pool off to one side of the Nantahala River, a few miles upriver from the BBOC. Just a slow seep that picked up after rainstorms, like the one they'd had on Monday that had washed that guy’s body downstream. Flint had been to the Springs dozens of times over the years starting, as Jameson said, when he was a cocky teenager bound to prove it was possible. Nothing strange had ever happened to him or his buddies, but Flint had felt… different there. Like he needed to watch his back and be open to magic at the same time.

Goldie gave him a fascinated look, no longer nervous. Which made no sense, but Flint was going with it. Jameson needed to keep talking.

“What about the Warrior Woman?” Flint said.

Jameson didn’t say anything. Maybe walked faster. Acted like he didn’t hear. Goldie turned questioning eyes to Flint's. Ah, right, Jameson was touchy about the Warrior Woman, since she’d first appeared around the time of the Reckoning, when Jameson had lost his own family to vampires. It was like asking Flint about bloodblades. He knuckled the tight scar at his neck.

He spoke softly to Goldie. “Remember I told you about the Reckoning? When the vampires turned the tide of the war and…”

He trailed off. He’d always thought the vampires had won, even though they’d also taken a huge blow in numbers, had to, because they’d been hard to spot until recently. But they didn’t win. The war was not even close to being over. And there were switches again...

Goldie turned to look at him again, urging him with her eyes to continue. He did. “Ever since then, there’s been rumors, legends, and sightings of a fierce, otherworldly woman haunting Cove Springs. She’s only shown up to shifters, so this legend is more covert than the ones you’ll hear in town, like the White Wolf of the Forest.” He looked up, but Jameson didn’t slow or act like he heard.

Flint warmed to his story. “She haunts Cove Springs, it’s said, looking for something or someone. Dressed like a Cherokee in a deerskin skirt and top, with a body they say, ‘curves like the Nantahala River itself’. She winds acorns and rocks and vines in her wild, black hair, and has a whole string of knives, spearheads, and sharp sticks hanging from her waist.”

Goldie looked at him over her shoulder again, eyes shining, like she loved the imagery. “Fancy.”

“Shifters who see her usually remember when they wake up somewhere crazy, doing something they don’t understand. One guy, a wolf, woke up miles away in the Murphy Marble Belt up in the hills, digging up graphite. Another one, a bear, went home and burnt up half his winter firewood down to charcoal while his wife yelled and tried to stop him, but when he woke up he claimed he didn’t remember a thing from the second he saw the Warrior Woman. Most shifters stay away just because they don’t want to get caught having to explain themselves, but there are others who says she’s not even real.”

A brand new voice, young, sounding almost bored despite its shaking, broke in. “She is real. She saved my life. And by the way, what took you so long?”


Chapter 24 - Brittany’s Bomb

 

 

 

A young woman with muddy hair stepped out from behind a boulder ten feet up the path. Every inch of skin Goldie could see was smudged with dirt and her clothes were in tatters. The poor girl was practically naked; even her feet were bare. But she was alive, and that was more than Goldie had dared to hope for when she’d agreed to join this expedition.

When Lucas had told Goldie, his big eyes wide and scared, that he’d overheard his sister and her boyfriend arguing about going someplace they weren’t supposed to, and his big sister had yelled at him that he better not tell anyone, Goldie had reassured Lucas that he’d done the right thing. It had been hard on him, all the talking, but he’d made her understand. She’d called the police immediately, but she’d called Jameson, too, because vampires were involved, and he was a law enforcement ranger and part of The Cause.

When Flint had asked her to help them on their search for Brittany, she couldn’t refuse. Didn’t want to. For so many reasons. If she could help, she would. And Flint, Flint was there. Big, strong, doing the right thing. She wanted to do it with him.

Jameson knelt to dig a blanket out of his kit. Flint grabbed it, and took it to the young woman, placing it around her shoulders. “Everyone has been worried sick.”

Goldie stood off to the side. She wasn’t needed after all.

Jameson led Brittany to sit on a boulder. “What happened?”

The young woman began her story. “Toby’s the one who wanted to come here, not me. We fought about it until the day before we left, but then he gave up, said we could go out east towards Pisgah Forest like I wanted. Well, out in Pisgah we had a fight and I told him to bring me home, but then on the way we made up, and he suggested we come up to the Springs. I didn’t want to fight again, so I said yes.” Tears spilled over her lashes and cleared tracks down her dirty cheeks. “And he died for it.”

Her lip trembling, Brittany continued. “He wanted to help me learn to sh-” She looked to Goldie, but Flint patted her hand. “She’s cool, she knows.”

Brittany nodded and kept going, her voice directed at her lap. “I never could shift, because I’m only half, but then I met Toby, and he’s only half too, and he could shift. He said he would teach me, that it would be easier for me to learn if we were surrounded by nature.”

She sniffled. “And it totes sucked. I didn’t shift once. That’s what our fight was about, because I didn’t think it was going to work. But Toby thought that coming to the Spring would help. He said it’s magic for shifters.”

Jameson gave a disbelieving grunt. “It’s deadly for shifters.”

The younger woman practically spat at her rescuers. “Well, it worked. I shifted for the first time in my life. We ran around the woods together as deer and even went skinny-dipping in the Spring every sunset to celebrate.” A sad smile twisted Brittany’s lips. “That’s when he attacked us.”

Oh man, Goldie did not want to hear this part. But she had to.

Brittany’s cheeks pinked as she went on. “I was getting my clothes on and Toby was gathering wood for a fire when I heard him shout at someone. I started that way and then I heard-” Her voice broke, her shoulders shaking with sobs. “I heard him scream. And when I peeked out from the rocks there was a man kneeling over him with this big, black knife.”

Brittany took several shaky breaths. “I couldn’t help it, I screamed. He looked right at me and cursed, like he was pissed to have someone else to kill.” Her face crumpled. “I ran, and he chased me. I tried to shift but I was so scared I couldn’t focus enough to do it. He was maybe ten feet behind me when I came around a boulder and saw her.” She looked up at each of them. “She’s real and she saved me from that vampire. I don’t know how. There was lots of shouting, pink light everywhere. I hid behind a rock, and only came out when she said it was safe.”

Goldie’s mind raced. What Brittany described sounded like a switch to her. A quick glance at the men showed them looking at each other over Brittany’s head with identical quizzical expressions.

“She told me to shift, to hide between those boulders, and then she disappeared, too. I stayed shifted and curled up on top of my clothes and waited. I only came out to eat because I didn’t know what else to do. I didn’t know how to get home through the woods, and every night I heard him out there, crashing around, cursing. Looking for me.” She shuddered.

Flint looked at her. “Let’s get you home. Can you walk?”

Brittany nodded and stood, wrapping the blanket tighter around her shoulders. The pine needles beneath her feet shifted, and Goldie spied something glinting in the dirt. She lunged forward to pick it up.

It was a metallic gray prism of rock, about one inch long and slender, with one end pyramidal in shape and the other jagged and brittle, as if it had been broken off. Gray stayed behind on Goldie’s fingers as she turned the crystal this way and that.

Brittany’s voice broke in, just over Goldie’s shoulder. “Looks like one of the rocks the Warrior Woman had in her hair. A few of them were shiny and jagged like that.”

Jameson held out his hand and Goldie dropped the rock in his palm. “Stibnite, looks like. But this stuff is only found out West.”

Jameson palmed the bit of rock and tucked it into his pocket. He spoke to Brittany. “Are you up for shifting? We can get out quicker. I scented a stash of clothes on the way out that we can pick up on our way back. Something in them should fit you.”

Brittany shrugged. “Sure.” She went for it, shifting smoothly like she’d been doing it her whole life. Her jaw lengthened, her nose extended, her brown eyes going wider and rounder. Slender shoulders and hips grew a thin layer of fur as arms and legs stretched to graceful lengths, joints altered, bones thinned, and painted toes became dainty hooves. The whitetail deer gave a delicate shake and her ruined clothes fell to the ground in tatters.

Flint nodded in approval. “Nice. You’re good.”

A ghost of a giggle flitted through Goldie’s mind. Was that-? Could she hear-? Oh, man this was so weird. But as many hours as she had spent pretending to be a princess with magical animal friends, she really shouldn’t be at such a loss. I’ve been training for this all my life.

But  her attention was stolen by Jameson. While Goldie had been watching Brittany, Jameson had transformed into a white wolf.

She knew it.

“You wrecked my car, you big mutt!” she said, the words slipping out before she could filter them. Whoops.

The enormous wolf tilted his head at her like an overgrown dog, and Jameson’s voice rang through her head. Why do you think I offered you the duplex ten minutes after we met?

Jameson’s wolf made a little snuffling sound and turned down the path they’d come in on, glancing back to make sure Brittany followed. The two shifters rapidly picked up speed until they were both leaping over the ground, covering huge distances with every pace.

Goldie was almost jealous. “Must be nice. Now we have to do it the hard way.”

Flint laughed just a little, his voice low.  “Too much poison ivy around here for doing it the hard way.”

Oh my word, had he just said that? She looked at Flint. He was staring at her like he could barely hold himself back from crushing her in his arms and kissing her. She didn’t even know what had happened. But she liked it.

Helpless against the way her body responded, Goldie imagined Flint pulling her off this path and backing her up against a tree, lifting her legs around his waist, plunging deeper inside her than any man had ever been before. Or maybe- she looked around- he’d bend her over that big rock and take her from behind, his massive body sheltering hers as his hips pumped, their sweaty flesh slapping together in time with every moan and scream. No doubt, whatever happened, Goldie would not be in charge. And no doubt as well that she would relish every moment of it.

Flint stepped closer and slipped his strong, thick fingers into Goldie’s hair at the nape of her neck, waiting just a beat to study her, see if she was telling him yes or no. Yes! Yes! Go! All systems! She couldn’t speak. He practically growled at her. “Jesus, Goldie, you are so sexy, do you know that? The look in your eyes just now, like you were imagining all the things I’d do to you… Fuck.”

He’d seen what she was thinking? Oh, she was in trouble. His eyes flitted to her neck, her chest. Goldie’s nipples were hard as pebbles and lightly pulsing. They pressed against the fabric of her bra, aching for more stimulation. Goldie imagined Flint using his other hand, the one not holding her head still with the barest tension, to slip under her shirt and pull the restricting undergarment down for a better view, then being so overcome with desire that his mouth followed to feast on her flesh through the thin cotton barrier. A shuddering breath left her, bringing Flint’s gaze back to hers.

Searing brown eyes left no doubt of his intentions as Flint’s face moved closer to Goldie’s, his free hand coming to rest on her hip, turning her to face him head-on. Goldie groaned in the back of her throat. She loved that Flint was big and strong enough to put her where he wanted her and not let her clumsiness mess it up. Goldie wondered if he’d possess the same mastery of her body in… other ways.

Their lips met in a steamy tangle that immediately ratcheted up to hot lust. Flint’s hand at Goldie’s nape held her deliciously captive until his fingers fisted in her hair and pulled, exposing her throat to his rough kisses, to the sweet thrill of knowing he wanted her just as badly as she did him, that they could have each other, if only-

Oh no.

All control, all manners, all thoughts were shoved rudely aside, as power and hate welled up equally inside her. She shoved away from Flint, whirling to face the figure who’d materialized twenty feet behind them on the path.

A man. No, a vampire. Dark. Tall. Wisps of black smoke that looked more like liquid clung to his clothes and hair before seeming to disappear, drawn inside him. Black hair, white stripe. Awesome. One of the really bad ones. Switch-hate and regular-person-hate surged inside her, co-mingling. He’d killed a young man for no reason other than that he was evil. He deserved every hole Goldie poked in him.

She was ready. She whipped her knife off her belt before the surprise at seeing them dropped off his face.

He’d be surprised when he died, too.

She ran for him.


Chapter 25 - Vampire Leapfrog

 

 

 

Shit! Flint cursed internally as the fabric of Goldie’s shirt slipped from between his two fingers and she was off on the hunt.

The vampire, when he appeared, had stood still for a moment, seeming as shocked as they were to have encountered each other. Flint had taken in at once the black hair with a white stripe and the distinct odor of pine and bitter herbs that overrode Goldie’s sweetly herbal scent. Fatherborne. Unfortunately for both males Goldie’s instinct was lightning-fast, and before either of them could react she was armed and on the move.

The bottom dropped out of Flint’s stomach as he watched Goldie give chase. This wasn’t like it had been with Cora, when Flint had been eager to see a switch take out a bloodsucking monster and wasn’t too mindful of the cost to any one member of The Cause. No, this time there was something precious to lose, and Flint would be damned if he let that happen.

Flint shifted with a roar and barrelled after the pair, his bear lumbering like a tank, taking out small trees and rolling over felled logs as he gained on Goldie and her prey, sending his thoughts ahead of him. I got you, switch. Right here with you.

No coherent thoughts came back to him, just a raw bloodlust that felt all too similar to his own. Goldie was locked in to the fight now, and Flint had no way to get her out. All he could do was be there to do his job as a shifter of The Cause and maybe they’d both get out of this alive. Then… what. No, he focused on the hunt, ran faster, his eyes on his switch, his charge, his…

Goldie had reached the Fatherborne, was leaping at him, but before she could Flint had an impression of the vampire’s edges going blurry, wavy with little tendrils of what looked like black smoke but thick, opaque, like they had a weight and purpose to them. Not moving down like liquid or up like smoke, but curling around the vampire’s form like tiny snakes until he disappeared, fading out of sight, slower than Flint had seen it happen before but still only lasting milliseconds. Something was wrong.

He phazed! Flint yelled at Goldie with his mind. He could come ba-

Before he could finish the thought the vampire reappeared a few yards from where he’d been, looking taxed. The sunlight. Slows them down, makes phazing difficult. He must be desperate to find Brittany.

Goldie had already course-corrected and was closing in fast. The bloodsucker’s lips curled in a snarl and he tensed. Those same miniscule, black snakes of thick, shiny smoke curled around his body again, and now Flint knew what that meant. He’s gonna phaze!

Goldie vocalized, a fierce yell, and pushed off hard with one foot. Pebbles shifted under her feet and she lunged, but she was clumsy. Flint ran for her, but could not stop her from tripping over a root and pitching face-first at the ground. Her knife skittered across the rocks. Shoot, she said in his mind, and then, just before her face went splat, green lightning bubbles blossomed out of her fingers. She was too close to the ground.

But her green airbag expanded quicker than his eyes could follow, and she rebounded right into her prey’s arms. The Fatherborne looked stunned for the breath-stealing moment before the slender tips of the smoky whisps curled fluidly around Goldie and both figures flickered into nothingness.

NO! Flint’s heart nearly beat out of his chest as he barrelled on, unable to accept what he’d just seen. He’d taken her! The fucking bloodfiend had taken her! Goldie!

But they reappeared, only a yard from where they’d been, and Flint was coming at them like a freight train. Goldie was wriggling to get free, her voice in his head a chorus of panicked cries for help, and the vampire was tightening his hold on her, clenching long, slender fingers in her clothes and tensing his muscles like he was about to phaze. The blacks wisps, what Flint could only figure were some kind of bloodsucker magic, were on the move again, extending from the vampire to touch Goldie. No fucking chance, bloodfucker. Not while I’m around.

With a roar Flint met his victim, grabbing hold of the vampire’s thigh with his teeth and biting down until he heard bone crunch, whipping the monster around to make him let go of Goldie.

The bitter flavor of vampire filled his mouth and sinuses, as if the thick black magic was something he could taste and swallow. Flint nearly retched, it was so foul. Jesus, these fuckers taste horrible! Get out, Goldie, get away!

Goldie’s voice in his head was urgent. I can’t!

Flint locked his jaws and shook his massive head, feeling joints leave their sockets as he wrecked their enemy the best way he knew how. Above him the vampire screamed in agony and Flint took a punch to the head that he didn’t feel, only saw. He bit harder, got his claws in there, heading for vampire throat, slashing vampire backbone, growled his loudest. He would tear the guy apart if he had to. He’d dig the heart out of the dirt for Goldie to stab.

The vampire cried out again, in agony. That’s right, fucker. Flint ripped and bit at him, his own growling all he could hear.

Goldie free, rolling away, but yelling in her mind, too.

Knife! He’s got a knife!

Bloodblade. Flint dug in with his teeth and whipped the vampire to one side, away from Goldie, twisting to flip the creature twenty feet into the brush. Flint watched the vampire heap laying where he’d thrown it. Get your knife, Goldie.

The vampire disappeared. Slowly. Shit. He popped into existence again three yards further away from them, still seated, deep in the forest, shielded from the worst of the sun by the thick canopy high above.

Goldie went for him. Flint whirled to chase, but the vampire disappeared again. Pop. Fast this time, the black magicks swirling so thick and close to his body Flint could barely see them. Goldie made it to where he’d been, growling like a bear, stabbing at the air.

“Where’s the vampire?” she said out loud, her voice strange; deep and twisting with nuance. She plunged deeper into the forest, slashing at plants with her knife. “Olly olly oxen free,” she called. Flint lumbered behind her, then decided the vampire was gone. They needed to be, also, before he came back with friends.

Flint rolled his bear eyes and tugged roughly at Goldie’s waistband with his teeth. This was the dicey part. How to get her to engage with him, and not stay fixated on killing.

She pushed his nose away from her waistband, ignoring him completely. “Come on out, I won’t hurt you,” she was whispering into the air, creeping through the underbrush, stabbing a bit. “Much.”

Goldie, we have to go. This way.

She ignored him. Now she was whistling. “Here vampy, vampy.”

Goldie, listen, we have to catch up to J and Brittany, make sure they’re safe. The vampire might-

He broke off, still sticking close to her, his bear’s shoulders almost as high as her head. That probably wasn’t a good idea, to promise her a vampire. What if there was none to kill? He’d been at Cora’s Undoing of Garner, and she’d been pissed when he was dead, no longer stabbable.

Flint gave another tug on her waistband. Run with me, Goldie. Now. The vampire is gone. Now we run.

He moved against her, pushing at her with his big body, just enough to make her remember he was there. That did it, finally. She looked at him. Really looked at him. She clipped her knife to her belt and touched his right ear lightly. It tickled. He sneezed. She dropped her hand and just looked at him, her face dark and unreadable. Then she whirled and ran, faster than he could hope to catch her. He tried anyway, really tucking in, tearing at the forest floor with his big claws, giving it everything he had, staying as close as he could, always keeping eye on her, not a breath to spare for thinking.

She vaulted a fallen tree, but her toes caught on it. Her green airbag shot out, corrected her, and she flipped over it, almost like Cora did over nothing. It made her move faster. Flint did not have the breath to complain. He could only run. And watch.

Damn, did he know how to pick ‘em. She was fucking spectacular.

They ran for what felt like eternity before she eased up. Her magic seemed to fade a bit, and then she was walking. He caught his breath before coming up beside her, watching her face and body for clues to how she was. She looked almost normal, her expression mostly rage-free. Hop on, Pumpkin.

She looked surprised.

He snuffled. Stopped. Splayed his legs and belly flat on the ground so she could reach his back. You’re tired. Come on.

She didn’t argue, just stood awkwardly next to him for a moment before throwing one leg over his back and pressing her whole body down until she could wrap her arms around his neck and clasp his fur in her hands.

Settle in, he told her, wanting her comfortable.

And she did, and it was everything Flint had ever wanted. His bear, the one in his heart and soul, gave a contented, grumbling sound that was dangerously close to a purr. He roughened it. Bears don’t purr.

Goldie’s hands adjusted a bit, spanning his shoulders, fingers slipping through the fur around his neck in a way that would have given him goosebumps in his human form. Ready, she said in his head.

They set off at a steady pace, as fast as Flint could go without jostling the exhausted switch on his back. As she settled into his rhythm she started to think at him, her voice in his head lightly slurred with fatigue. You were right. I’d run out on my kids to kill a vampire. I can’t even lie.

He nodded his big bear head. We’ll work it out, together.

Her reply was so long in coming, Flint was sure she’d fallen asleep. Then it was there, the barest caress of a thought moving through his mind, almost as if she’d sent it without meaning to. I know we will. You’re my bear.

Her words seeped deep, warming him down to his marrow, putting a swagger in his four-footed stride.

Damn straight I am.

 


Chapter 26 - Sexy Spy Time

 

 

 

When Flint pulled into the duplex’s driveway beside Bryce’s Jeep it was fully dark outside and Goldie was dozing lightly against the passenger side door. He let the engine idle as he turned to look at her in the light of his dashboard panel.

Her eyes were closed, her heart-shaped face relaxed in slumber, blonde hair tucked into a twist behind her head and a spare hoodie of Flint’s rolled up to serve as her pillow. He couldn’t wait to snag it when she left and bury his face in her scent. Oh, Bear.

Or he’d thought she was asleep. But she spoke, eyes still closed. “Flint, tell me about the Prowl.”

He was surprised into harsh honesty. “It’s all about sex.”

Goldie’s cheeks flushed. “That’s why I kissed you that first night.”

Flint put on a show of dismay. “Not my flawless good looks?”

Goldie blushed deeper as she glanced down at the seat between them. “Well, they didn’t hurt.”

Then she raised her gaze to meet his and Flint damn near lost his breath, his sense, his whole damn mind. Those clear blue eyes that could never hide from him no matter what lies Goldie told in self-defense, they saw right through to his soul in just the same way. And the idea that Goldie found him attractive in spite of his resting grizzly face and gnarly scar and being six times bigger than her and a fucking bear. It undid Flint in a way he’d never expected to be undone. This was no switch/Prowl thing. This was… more.

The interior light clicked off, triggering something in Flint to reach out. He pulled Goldie’s whole subtly-glowing body right over to him, turned them both so she was sideways on his lap and his arms were wrapped around her slim torso. (mine.) Small, slender fingers furrowed through his hair, clung to his shoulders, and set his bear to purring. (all mine.)

In the dark his mouth found hers, thirsty for her taste. But the moment their lips touched everything changed.

A flash of shamrock light flared and filled everything, even him. The light, the magic, whatever the fuck it was, Flint could feel it seeping into every molecule of his body and soul. This woman. Her magic. She kissed him deeply and broken things inside him repaired themselves to be stronger for her. Her sweet herbal scent swirled around him, taking root alongside his most primal instincts to protect, provide, procreate.

Goldie seemed to be feeling the intensity as well. Breathy moans and mewls slipped from her, and her sweet ass perched on his lap. Oh, fuck, he wanted her. Wanted everything she was willing to give him.

The green glow faded but Flint’s hands still roamed over Goldie’s body, sending shockwaves through his arms with every new curve discovered, with each sensitive spot that caused his woman to gasp and turn her tender lips away just so Flint could follow them and pull her back to him, pull her deeper.

She reclined in his arms, one of them cradling her head as the other explored the soft skin just above the waistband of her pants. Goldie’s stomach fluttered in response and Flint couldn’t resist going higher, pushing her t-shirt up to reveal a basic white bra, her nipples visible against the thin cotton. His breath shuddered out of him as he softly cupped Goldie’s breast, his thumb strumming her nipple. She arched into it. He closed his mouth over hers.

Goldie’s soft moan had Flint’s cock throbbing, lengthening, creeping down the leg of his jeans like it could get out and touch her. Her slight weight shifted, pressed down, shifted again, and Flint realized with surprise this his mostly sweet, sometimes shy little Pumpkin was grinding on him, her hips rotating in a primitive rhythm he wanted nothing more than to join.

His hand reversed direction, made quick work of the button and zipper on her pants. Goldie gasped into his mouth. “Yes. Oh god, Flint, touch me.”

Flint couldn’t oblige her fast enough, backing his head away just long enough to catch a glimpse of the sexiest white-with-pink-flowers cotton bikini panties he’d ever fucking seen before Goldie used her slender hands to bring his mouth back to hers. She held his face as he growled with the first feel of her downy curls, his fingers tunneling towards the promise of heaven on earth.

It was Goldie who pulled away this time, her voice urgent, desperate. “Please, Flint. I need you.”

Didn’t she know she had him? Flint’s passion fired hotter than jet fuel and he growled again, seizing Goldie’s hair in his hand and pulling her head back so that he could feast on her throat just as his other hand made contact with soft, slippery flesh. Just as his whole insides flipped and he felt like he could burn a hole in the world with the wonder of what he felt for this woman in his arms.

Goldie cried out above him, a sexy fucking groan that had his cock hardening further. His hand in her pants was restricted, but Flint was determined, maneuvering two fingers to spread her open as the other found her clit like an orgasm-seeking missile and started rubbing little circles to the tune of Goldie’s mewling cries.

He felt her getting wetter, his finger slipping down to gather juices that let him slide easily over the sensitive nub of flesh trapped between his digits. Fuck, what was she doing to him? Flint pulled back far enough to glimpse Goldie’s face, the pleasure he saw filling his cock to rock-hard, and had to have his mouth on hers again. He used his grip on her hair to steer her lips back to his, his cock throbbing again with her gasp at his firm handling.

Her moans and sighs changed tone to shallow and tense, a woman on the edge of release. Flint gave her nowhere else to run. I got you, Pumpkin.

He flicked, caressed, teased, and rubbed until finally, with the sweetest, most plaintive cry he’d ever heard from a woman, she shattered to pieces in his arms. Shaking, moaning, grasping at his shoulders as the flesh beneath his fingers quivered and spasmed and Goldie’s body twisted in pleasurable abandon. All Flint could do was stare, and reel with the realization that what they'd just shared had meant more to him than all the sex he'd had in his life to this point.

She came down and Flint relished every second of sensation, the feel of her sinking soft into his arms, her muscles releasing their tension. The slender fingers grasping his shirt gradually loosened their grip as Flint eased his hand from her pants and put the fastenings to rights. They were so taking this somewhere more private. He was going to show Goldie how he felt, for real. No more holding back.

A knock at his window caught both their attention, the sound cracking through their lust, their mindlessness. Flint looked up and found the glass so fogged he couldn’t see through it. No idea who was out there. Goldie jolted upright and out of his arms before he rolled the window down, set to give his brother a piece of his mind. Damn cub should know better than to be knockin’ on steamy windows.

Except it wasn’t Bryce. Darby. She was the worst person who could have found them. “Hey, Darby. What’s up? Goldie and I just got home.”

The perfectly-drawn arch of Darby’s left eyebrow rose along with one side of her mouth in a smirk. “Sounded like it. Y’all see that weird green light?”

Beside him Goldie ran her hands through her hair and shoved Flint’s rolled-up hoodie into his hands. “No. What light?”

Darby glared at her sister. “Seriously? That huge green glow that Riot and I saw from blocks away. It had to have been right around here. Like from right here.”

Goldie shrugged, her eyes meeting Flint’s as she lied. “Didn’t see a thing.”

Goldie pulled the door handle to get out and Flint got a glimpse of Riot waiting on his bike on the far side of the driveway. “You’re just getting home?”

Darby rolled her eyes. Dismissing him. Darby said something about Brittany that he couldn’t quite hear, and Goldie looked over her shoulder to give Flint a sad smile as she walked up the stairs with her sister and into the duplex.

As soon as the door shut behind them Riot was backing his bike up and tearing down the street. Flint’s frustration rose. Between Darby’s stalker and the vampires running rampant, it was imperative they have reliable shifters watching over the sisters. He’d be damned if some rebel without a clue was going to fuck shit up. Time for him and Riot to have a little conversation.

It was harder to track the puma in the dark, but at least this time the big cat stuck to the main roads and Flint was able to keep his single red taillight in view. It wasn’t until he saw Riot turn off the highway that he realized they’d made their way to the motel where he’d first met Darby.

Flint didn’t pull into the parking lot but instead just off the road past the turn-off, so he could see through the brush to where Riot was parking his bike in the same place he had a week ago. The big cat shifter dismounted, reached in the saddle bag, and pulled out a brown paper sack that was crumbled and scrunched around whatever was inside it. Then, tucking the package into the breast pocket of his leather jacket, he strode to a door and knocked.

The woman who opened the door, Flint could see, had probably been beautiful once. Her dull blonde hair was chopped into a do-it-yourself pixie cut, and there were dark purple circles under her exhausted eyes, but the bone structure under her sallow skin was strong. She greeted Riot with a weary smile as he handed her the brown-paper package from his jacket and pointed to his bike as if he was going to leave.

A little cherub face showed up at the door. Blond hair like the woman beside him, with a buzz cut Flint was sure had also been done at home. The little boy wore glasses and had a wide smile that lit up bright when Riot squatted down for a hug. Flint glanced at the woman’s face for a clue as to whether the kid was theirs together, but she was looking in the bag Riot had given her.

Riot stayed crouched for another minute, then tousled the kid’s hair and waved goodbye as he returned to his bike. Flint ground his teeth. So Riot was peddling drugs, huh? And no money had changed hands, which he’d bet meant Riot would be back to collect his payment from the mother after the little boy was asleep.

Flint’s rage grew as Riot blew out of the parking lot and back onto the highway, passing him without a glance. The fucking cat thought he was so impervious he didn’t even have to watch his back? Flint was about to rub that shit in his face.

He pulled out a few car lengths after Riot but caught up fast, leapfrogging around cars whenever the coast was clear until he was right on the big cat’s bumper. And he didn’t stop there, running up until he was inches from the bike’s back wheel and flashing his brights so that Riot would have no choice but to get off the road and face him.

Riot didn’t waste any time, yanking the bike to the shoulder and skittering across gravel that kicked up hard against Flint’s bumper, pinging off the chrome. He angled the bike across Flint’s path as he came to a stop, ripping the helmet off his head and stalking towards the SUV. Flint was ready for him, flinging the door open and heading to meet the big cat, ready for a showdown.

For once the semi-silent shifter had his words at the ready. “What the fuck is your problem, man? You coulda killed me!”

Flint grinned at the thought. “Better luck next time.”

Riot looked at him like he had two heads. “I don’t even know what your beef is with me. I eat the last cookie or something?”

Flint scoffed. “You’re a piece of shit. First you almost kill a guy and now you’re making brown-paper deliveries to single moms? Let me guess: you’re just bringing them some fresh fruit.”

The puma’s face went blank. Too blank. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. No, better yet, you don’t know what you’re talking about. Keep your big bear nose out of it.”

No way was Flint taking orders from this pussy. Not without some reciprocation, anyway. “Stop hanging around Darby.”

Riot laughed in his face. “So next time she texts me for a ride I should just tell her to take a bus? Chivalry ain’t dead, man, just slacking. What the fuck are you doing up in my business instead of keeping an eye on your precious switch? You really trust Baby Bear to handle it?”

Flint ground his teeth on the worry that stewed in his gut. Of course he trusted Bryce. All the same, he knew he was done here. It had been stupid of him to confront the guy in the first place, but at least now they both knew where they stood.

He ended up back at the duplex, on Bryce’s side. His brother was playing video games at max volume so Flint ripped him a new one; how the fuck was Bryce supposed to listen out for Darby & Goldie if he couldn’t hear a damn thing? And no, putting his headphones on wasn’t the solution! Moron. Jesus fucking Christ, but the cub must have been napping on the day the Great Bear was handing out common sense; it was just dumb luck he’d been first in line for charm.

Too antsy to play XBox with Bryce, but too wired to relax in bed, Flint spent the next few hours puttering around the duplex, completing odd jobs and trying to take his mind off Goldie. He replaced three dead light bulbs and one that looked like it might be thinking of going soon, tightened up the leaking faucet in the second bathroom, and finally settled in at the pass-through, on the living room side, where he could heckle Bryce and polish their grandmother’s silver. It was long overdue for some love.

When Flint turned eighteen, Molly and Hernando had given him the keys to the duplex that had used to be Bruce’s house. Jameson had lived on the other side for years and had kept the place up ever since Flint’s uncle’s death. There hadn’t been much inside, a couple pieces of antique furniture and a box of Christmas decorations, a few random possessions of his uncle’s that had been left behind. But one case had drawn Flint’s attention immediately.

It was nothing special, the glossy wood finish banged-up on the edges, the gold paint flaking off the scroll pattern on the lid. Even the silverware held inside was just your regular, run-of-the-mill factory set. The only pieces that showed any character at all were the carving knife and fork, with their handles of filigree that looked like oblong cages covered in winding vines, like nothing Flint had ever seen before. He took his time with the polish, weaving the rag between the intricate filigree lace and rubbing gently until it shone. By the time he finished and looked up, Bryce had quit playing video games and gone to bed. For all Flint knew he hadn’t even said goodnight.

With a yawn, Flint decided to call it a night. He left the silver spread across the pass-through, resting on a cloth. He knew he should put it away or risk undoing all his hard work, but dammit, it had been a long fucking day and he was tired. Shit, he still had to put fresh sheets on the bed, he saw as he stumbled blearily into his old room.

For a moment he stood there waiting to see which would win, the urge to hibernate or domesticate. In the end Flint simply spread his blanket neatly over top of the mattress and awaited sleep. He’d make the bed in the morning. His last thought as he drifted off was the realization that Goldie’s head was mere feet from his, but it might as well have been a mile.

 


Chapter 27 - Goldie Freaks Out

 

 

 

The next day, on her way home from work, Goldie cranked the Into the Woods original Broadway soundtrack up and rolled her window all the way down. The wind blew her hair across her face and whipped it around behind her. She’d have tangles galore by the time she got home, but who cared? She had her car back. She was an adult. She had a bear. Kind of. He was keeping her sister safe.

The winding mountain roads with their switchback curves and steep angles were a pleasure to drive in Pascal, and she felt her tense muscles release further with every breath of fresh air.

She had just turned onto Sycamore Road, could see the duplex’s twin mailboxes, when her phone chirped with a text. Goldie pulled into the driveway, put the car in park, and grabbed her phone. Speak of the devil’s daughter. It was Darby.

Another text came through as Goldie was unlocking her screen. Then another as she tapped on the text app. Another as it was loading up her contacts. Hold your horses, Darby. Jeez.

But what she saw made Goldie’s blood run cold. Short, frantic texts from her sister kept coming in, each one urgent sentence long: Some kid just brought me a note. Said a guy in the parking lot paid him $10 to deliver it. Same paper as before but this one is handwritten. Says to come outside and he will show me that we can finally be together. I can’t stop shaking.

Goldie’s heart started to pound and a low buzz filled her head. He was here? In Five Hills? At the diner? Oh sweet fancy Moses, he was going to get Darby. Snatch her. Kill her. Goldie texted back with fingers shaking so badly she could barely hit the right letters: Stay calm. Don’t move. I’m coming to get you.

She threw her phone to the side and slammed the car into reverse, tires screeching as she backed onto the road. As she put it in drive and hit the gas, a thought struck Goldie. She didn’t have to do this alone, right? She had help now. Flint had promised.

Keeping one eye on the road, she hit the speed dial for his number that Flint had programmed into her phone and listened as it rang. And rang. And rang. And shuffled her over to voicemail. Goldie’s jaw clenched. Figures. She tossed her phone into the passenger seat. She wasn’t angry. No. She was just disappointed.

Darby’s safety came before vampires, and if Flint wasn’t taking care of Darby like he’d promised… Goldie’d take the two of them somewhere where nobody could follow, and they’d never be let down again because they’d never ask for help.

Plans ratcheted up in her her mind. Just let me get to her in time, please. They weren’t going home to pack up Darby’s makeup and clothes, to grab her favorite boots or her art supplies. The book of photographs packed in Goldie’s go-bag, of her fairy tale sock collection and the little jewelry case from Tallulah’s bedroom. They’d have to leave it all behind. She knew she wasn’t being rational, planning to grab Darby and just… go, but she couldn’t help herself. Her greatest fear was playing out in front of her as she sped down the mountain road.

Goldie scrambled for her phone again, her finger stabbing at the button that would automatically dial her sister’s number. For once Darby answered on the first ring. “How long until you get here? Something is so weird. He’s out there. I can feel him, it’s so strange. Like I want to go to him but if I do he’ll… I don’t know, but I still want to go.”

Goldie kept her voice level. It was no good if they were both too keyed up to think straight. “I’ll  be in the parking lot in sixty seconds. Stay on the phone. I’m going to pull up right next to the door and you’re doing to jump in the car. Okay?”

She could hear Darby almost panting on the other end of the line. “Got it.”

Gravel skittered under her wheels as Goldie pulled into the parking lot of the Bear Claw Diner and cast her eyes around the parking lot. She didn’t know what she expected to see; a man with a bomb strapped to his chest, holding a wedding dress in Darby’s size? But there was nobody. Plenty of cars, but no people she could see. “Dar, I’m coming straight in. Get ready to run.”

She squeaked the car in as close to the door as she could and put her fingers on the automatic door locks, ready to hit the button as soon as Darby was inside. A flash of pink showed through the glass on the front door just before her sister came tearing through, the door swinging so hard on its hinges it slammed off the outside wall. Darby ripped open the back door and dove inside with her head down.

Goldie was just about to pull away when a flash of platinum blonde hair caught her eye. Shiloh burst through the exit, gaze immediately lasered in on Goldie’s. The mysterious woman with the ripped body took one look at Darby in the backseat, slammed the car’s back door shut, and helped herself to the passenger side. “What the fuck, Goldie?”

But Goldie’s mind was reeling too fast to answer. In the seconds between catching sight of Shiloh and the car door slamming shut, she had realized what the woman’s presence meant: Flint hadn’t failed her. Darby had been protected the whole time. Too late to go back now.

Goldie put the car in drive and peeled out of her spot in front of the door, checking her mirrors and wincing as gravel kicked up on other cars in the lot, metallic pings ringing loud and clear over the sound of Pascal’s revving engine. Come on, baby. You can do this. Her little car wasn’t made for speed as much as reliability, the wheels skittering over the rocks until they found enough grip to move. Dust blown up from the clay underneath made it hard to see anything else behind her as Goldie got back on Wayah Road and headed north. Out of town.

Away.

 

 


Chapter 28 - Heartbound Hero

 

 

 

Flint waved goodbye to the family of five as they shucked their lifejackets in a pile and made their way back to the BBOC store. Another successful tour in the books, and his last for the day. Soon he’d be free to go find Goldie, see if he could take her out to dinner. He hadn’t been able to think of much of anything else since they’d parted ways last night. There were hours of daylight left, but Bryce and the other guides would handle the few customers that remained. Flint just had some paperwork to get through and then it was adios, BBOC.

He stowed the lifejackets and pulled the raft off the bus, strapping it to the wooden frame next to the launch so it would be ready for tomorrow’s runs. His muscles were warm in the afternoon sun after a day of being out on the water. Flint headed uphill towards the store, where his office was located, along with the enormous back room that housed their repair shop as well as an unofficial shifters’ meeting spot: the sparring gym. Maybe he’d get a workout in before the paperwork. A shower. Clear his head. But no sooner had the thought crossed his mind than Flint rejected it with a knowing grunt; he was just putting off the inevitable. Better if he did the paperwork first, then rewarded himself with a workout.

He hated being an adult sometimes. And now that he'd gone and gotten himself heartbound to Goldie, Flint didn't even have the promise of a career as a solo vampire hunter to look forward to. He bet the Mountain Man didn't have to do paperwork. Well, maybe inventory.

He’d figured it out first thing that morning, realizing what that green glow when he’d kissed her had meant. Heartbound was fate picking switch and shifter matches, and Flint wasn’t sure how it worked, but he’d seen it in Jameson and Cora. Once he got heartbound Jameson glowed the same grayish, sage green as Cora when she needed him, whereas Flint and Riot - the other two shifters bound to Breath Coven - only their eyes glowed. It was funny, Flint could even feel a difference between them. Or he thought he could. Goldie’s was so much sweeter and smoother and warmer, an entirely different shade and tone. But then, he was heartbound, and right at that moment, heartbound felt a lot like love.

A heady, scary love, that screamed of possible pain. He closed his eyes, imagined Goldie’s scent and her soft voice. It was worth it. Love like this was always worth it.

Maybe he was looking at a life in Five Hills, up at Resperanza with Goldie. That would be worth it for sure. It wasn’t a sure thing, she wasn’t committed. But Flint was, to her. If she left, chances were good he'd be trailing after her. No way was his woman ever hunting alone. Or with anyone but him. Now he just had to tell her. His heart thumped hard as he imagined her reaction.

He was halfway up the ramp to the door when Flint froze, the most unwelcome feeling of raw anxiety tensing every muscle in his body. (goldie needs you.)

It was exactly how he’d felt the night he met her, but amped up to eleven. Flint unstuck his feet and burst through the door of the BBOC. The family that he’d just toured and the few other customers looked up in alarm, instinctively shrinking back. That’s right, fuckers. Big angry dude with a nasty scar coming through. You wanna live, you’ll stay out of my way.

He shoved through the door to the sparring gym and headed straight for his office and his car keys inside. He didn’t even notice anyone else was there until Flint heard a muttered, “For fuck’s sake, another one?”

Aven reclined shirtless under a few hundred pounds on the bench press, shaking his head, his sharp eyes glancing in Flint’s direction.

Flint snarled back at the eagle. “Another what?” Knowing what he was going to hear. Secret was out. Some secret. Shit.

Aven let out a laugh. “Feeling antsy, brother? Take a look at yourself.”

Flint glanced in the mirror by the row of lockers. Shit. He was green. Not his skin, but his aura or whatever the fuck you’d call it. Everywhere around him glowed in that exact shade of shamrock that Goldie did, like he was surrounded in her light. It even spilled out of his eyes. Yep.

“Heartbound,” Aven declared, with a smug look. “You took my advice? Found her Resonant?”

Flint didn’t have time for chit-chat. He grabbed his keys on the run outside. His phone rang in his pocket. Hernando. And one missed call. Flint swiped at the screen, nervous. “Can’t talk now, ‘Nando. Shit’s going down.”

“That’s what I called to tell you, oso. Darby just ran out of here. Shiloh, too. They both got in a green Honda with Louisiana plates. That mean anything to you?”

Flint’s rumbling growl made Hernando give a humorless grunt. “I guess so. Darby didn’t clock out or tell anyone she was leaving, just ran. Thought I ought to give you a call.”

With muttered thanks Flint hung up the phone, catching another glimpse of his glowing form as he pulled his office door closed and came up against Aven, done with his workout and eyeing Flint closely. The eagle clacked his teeth. “Sounds like you could use a hand.”

Flint didn’t hesitate. “I need you up high. Green Civic, just left the Bear Claw.”

Aven nodded and headed for the back door of the gym, the side facing the river, dropping trou’ as he went so he could shift the second he was outside. Flint moved in the opposite direction, back through the store and out to the parking lot, where he folded himself into his SUV and jammed it into gear, kicking gravel as he headed for the main road. Fifty yards before he got there Aven appeared in eagle form on the big wooden BBOC sign and waited, flying north as Flint got closer. Shit, they’d already passed the BBOC in just the time since ‘Nando called? Goldie must be booking it.

Flint pulled into traffic, his eyes glancing skyward every dozen seconds to make sure he was still on the course Aven was setting. The eagle swooped low a couple hundred yards ahead of him, presumably keeping an eye on the car. Flint approached as quickly as he safely could, darting around other cars on the straightaways even though it was a no-pass zone for miles. Honking horns and middle fingers followed him down the road but Flint didn’t give half a shit; he had Goldie in his sights and was closing fast.

She was driving crazy, going too fast around the sharp switchbacks as they made their way up one side of a steep hill, her lightweight car bouncing over the ruts in the asphalt where icy runoff had split the surface. Flint watched a spray of gravel spin up around a curve, showering the tan sedan behind her, as Goldie accelerated far faster than was necessary.

Thoughts sprinted through his head as Flint tried to imagine what the hell Goldie could be thinking. None of it made any sense.

He was three cars back when it happened. The worst he could imagine. Almost. Flint had just crested the hill and started towards the first of a series of switchbacks so deep most cars took them at a crawl. Not Goldie. She was going so fast when she hit the turn Flint’s stomach dropped and a voice in his head screamed out a futile warning. Brakes, Goldie!

He heard the screech of tires as Goldie’s little green car slid sideways behind the trees and out of his view.

Over the side.

Flint slammed on his brakes with both feet, skidding to a stop in the middle of the road and ran. Just fucking ran. His chest ached. Please, Great Bear, God, whatever the fuck is really real, save Goldie. I need her.

He ran to the steeply sloping side of the hill where the road dropped off to nothing. The little green hatchback was hanging by a thread, wedged between two trees, the driver’s side dangling ass-first over the steep slope leading to the road below. Flint bellowed at whoever was in the car that stopped behind his. Someone with half a brain cell, he hoped. “Go stop traffic on the next switchback, get the road clear before this car comes down there and kills someone.” He didn’t stop to see if they did it.

Over the side he went, crashing through the thick brush. Two heads of blonde hair tumbled out of the passenger side door. Shiloh and Goldie. Flint felt his heart beat in his ears as he heard Goldie’s sweet voice groan underneath the sound of Shiloh’s pained grunts. The cat shifter lifted herself to kneeling, and Goldie along with her, before pushing to her feet and dragging them both further out. Flint could see Shiloh’s right arm was bent at a strange angle, her shoulder held tight and unnaturally close as she used the other arm to propel Goldie forward. The shifter’s face was pouring sweat, as well as a thin stream of blood from a gash on her forehead. The pain she felt was obvious in her clenched jaw, her complexion pasty and pale as milk.

Goldie wasn’t helping. She pulled at Shiloh’s hold, one hand on her forehead and the angry bump forming there as the other grabbed at tree branches and brush to hold herself back. Her voice had the determined tone of someone who had no idea how close they’d come to dying. “No! I’ve got to get Darby! She’s still in the car!”

Flint’s gaze shifted back to the car and spotted a flash of magenta in the backseat. Not moving. Shit. He met Shiloh’s half-delirious gaze, noted her tight grip on her charge’s arm. “Hang tight, Lio.” Then he turned to Goldie. “I’ve got Darby. Stay back.”

He slid the last few feet, the angle of the ground so steep he had to brace himself on a tree to keep from falling on his ass and running into the car. One glance inside showed that Darby was unconscious, probably because she was also untethered by a safety belt. Stupid. Flint supposed he’d be more angry if he hadn’t been bailing Bryce’s ass out for the last quarter-century. He couldn’t fuck it up, or Goldie might never forgive him. Or herself.

With one slow, studied move, Flint opened the back door wide, careful not to shift its weight. “Darby. Can you hear me?” No response. She was out cold, sprawled across the backseat, one leg bent close to her body and the other ankle easily within his reach. How the fuck…? He couldn’t add his own weight to the vehicle without risking it tumbling to the road below, but without any leverage how could he safely get her out? And where the fuck was Aven?

Crouching low to keep his balance strong, Flint grabbed onto the tree holding his weight and reached the other towards Darby’s legs. He pulled her bent leg gingerly, hoping he wasn’t doing any more damage, until her ankles lined up side by side and he could wrap his big hand around both, get a firm grip. He forced himself to take a deep breath. Once Darby was in motion he had to be ready to keep a tight grip, to keep her unconscious body with him, even if the car started to move out from under her, tried to take her with it. He wasn’t letting go of the most important person in Goldie’s life, not even to save his own. If Darby went over the edge, Flint was going with her. And he really didn’t want shit to go down that way.

The first pull went fine. Flint was able to move Darby a decent amount, until she was fully horizontal on the backseat, her legs halfway out the door, and the car didn’t do more than creak in its shaky hold. The next pull would shift her weight drastically.

Sweat beaded on his forehead, dripping into his eyes, and Flint twisted his head to wipe it on his shirt sleeve. He caught Goldie’s eye as he did, saw the bald worry there, the fear over her sister’s life, the desperation to know Darby was safe. Flint’s gut clenched. He had to give her that.

He heaved Darby’s legs up and out of the doorway with one hand, holding her by the ankles like a baby, his other hand still locked onto the small tree nearby. The car shifted and sank half a foot further down the hill. Goldie screamed. Shiloh talked her down.

Flint’s muscles strained with the effort as he held tight to Darby’s limp form and lifted, raising to his full height and pulling straight up until her head was free, until his deltoids screamed with the angle and the weight just as the hatchback gave up the ghost and slid over the edge, screams erupting from the road below as it tumbled through the trees. An unholy metallic crunch exploded on the street below. Flint prayed no one was hurt down there.

Arms shaking with his efforts, Flint started to lower Darby gently to the ground just as a woman with straight, black hair and harsh bangs half-slid down the hill to them, shouting, “I’m a nurse!” Flint let her take over Darby’s care, himself only concerned with getting to Goldie.

But she was already heading right for him, landing in Flint’s arms and gripping tight to his shirt with both hands. Just before his eyes closed in primal satisfaction he saw Shiloh slip off into the underbrush, her ruined arm held close to her side. She’d be back in two minutes at a hundred percent, if she could just get clear of humans and shift herself back to health. Flint could hear sirens screaming from up the hill. Getting louder.

Goldie’s slight form shook in Flint’s arms, her voice cracking against his chest. “Flint...” She couldn’t say anymore. Flint held her close, rocking her body with his, until with a shaky breath Goldie straightened and looked around his arm to Darby’s unnaturally-still body lying on the ground behind him.

 

 

 

 


Chapter 29 - Broken Family

 

 

 

Sturdy white shoes topped with lavender scrub pants stopped in front of Goldie’s downcast gaze. She’d been waiting for hours in the hospital’s emergency unit before being brought upstairs to the rooms for admitted patients. It had to be late, close to midnight. Goldie looked up into the kind face of an older woman. “You can see your sister now.”

Goldie’s heart hitched for a moment before she remembered that only Flint was with her, and he already knew their secret. Bryce would be here soon to take over so they could go home and clean up. And anyway, she wasn’t even sure the secret mattered that much anymore.

She looked over at Flint, next to her. They were holding hands, had been for hours. Having him beside her was so comforting.

She disentangled herself from him. He squeezed her fingers one time before letting her go. She followed the nurse.

Goldie pushed into the hospital room. Darby was in the bed, sitting up, looking at her. Oh, thank goodness. Her sister was going to be okay. Her head was bandaged, both her eyes were blackened, she had a concussion and scratches on her face, plus her left wrist was in a splint, but it could have easily been so much worse.

Goldie’s nerves took over, making her babble. “Hey, puddin’. Actually, I guess I can’t call you that anymore, can I? Diamond girl, more like. Takes a lickin’ and keeps on tickin’. I’ve never seen you quiet for so long, though.”

Darby’s eyes narrowed. “What in the hell were you doing?”

Guilt flooded Goldie. Her fault. “He was behind us, he kept coming faster. I thought he was going to run us off the road. I screwed up.”

Screwed up so big it almost killed the person I was trying to save. The only family I’ve got left. “I panicked. I took that curve too fast and ended up in the wrong lane and ran off the road and into the trees.” She reached towards the goose egg on Darby’s head, but her sister flinched away and Goldie withdrew her hand. She hadn’t meant to hurt Darby, but to save her. But she hadn’t even been able to do that.

“Flint saved you. He dragged you out of the car just before it went over the edge. You probably would have died if he hadn’t been there.” A hot tear tracked down Goldie’s cheek.

Darby spoke, her voice sounding confused. Unsure. Not like her sister at all. “Maybe I should have gone with him. I should have at least seen who he was.”

Goldie gaped at her sister. Darby had done some reckless things in her life but this was beyond the pale. “Creepy letter guy? Stalker guy? Dar, no. You said you were so scared you couldn’t stop shaking! Why would you even say that?”

Darby’s face was still turned away, but even in the shadows Goldie could see the blush so dark on her bare cheeks it was as if she still wore all her makeup. Ruby lips pressed firmly together until all the color faded, then flushed red again as Darby delivered her next bombshell. “I never said I was scared.”

Goldie blinked at her sister. “I can’t believe what I’m hearing. You dove into my car, Darby.”

Darby slapped the bed with her unbandaged hand. “I know! But I didn’t see him chasing us.” She jammed one long fingernail between her teeth, worrying the edge as she glared at Goldie with narrowed eyes. “You sure you didn’t just panic about falling in love and decide to take me down with you?”

Outrage blocked Goldie’s voice, but not for long. Within seconds all of the grievances she had against her sister had added their weight, pushing the clog free and spewing themselves between them. “Take you down with me? Are you out of your damn mind, Dar? I came because you called me! I’ve been pulling you up behind me, kicking and screaming, for years! Who do you think kept us together after Mama and Daddy died?”

Darby’s jaw dropped but Goldie wasn’t near done. “Who ran interference with Tallulah so you could have a normal teenage rebellion? Who did your chores so you could work on your art? Dammit, Darby, I’ve been breaking my back to give you a good life for the last twelve years!”

Proof she was feeling her old self, Darby shouted back, the barest accent slicing the edges of her words. “Well I sure as shit didn’t ask ya to! Bless it, Goldie, I been tryin’ to get free o’ y’all my whole damn life!”

Been trying to-? What? Goldie’s thoughts spun in a tornado of hurt. This wasn’t Darby’s usual fight-picking drama. She was out for blood. Was something else going on? Darby’s expression turned contemptuous, her tone mocking, way past her usual pestering. This was too far, even for Darby. “But noooooo, not Orphan Princess Goldie. We gotta do what she says, or else her fairy tale might not come true. Well, news flash, Tinderella, ain’t no Prince Charming out there. What you got is the best you gon’ get, so just stop running around in glass shoes before you slice your damn feet to pieces!”

Goldie stood there, stunned, for two beats before she turned and left. She had to get out. The nurse in lavender was on her way to the door, a concerned look on her face. Goldie stammered an apology as tears blinded her, running hot down her cheeks. Everything was falling apart.

Her vision was blurry, her cheeks flaming hot. Her sister. Her own sister had said those hateful words to her. She headed for where she remembered the elevator being.

A shout behind her. Flint. Goldie turned, blinked, saw him jogging to catch up to her. A confused Bryce stared after them both, standing outside her sister’s room holding a four-pack of chocolate pudding and some DVDs. At least someone was still in Darby’s good graces and could look after her. Goldie fixed her eyes frontward and stalked down the hallway, no longer crying. No, ma’am. Not at all.

Flint called her name again as Goldie stabbed at the elevator’s down button and crossed her arms, but she was too preoccupied to answer. Her sister in the hospital for who knows how long, her car totaled again and in ways she couldn’t possibly hope Riot would be able to repair. Her insurance was going to skyrocket, she was back to bumming rides off her fellow therapists, and at any moment a vampire could cross her path and she’d be off and running on a mission to poke more holes in him than a paranormal romance novel plot. Life was going just great.

A strong, gentle hand at her elbow felt like a blow and Goldie flinched away from Flint’s comforting touch. She could get through this as long as nobody was nice to her. Could be strong, figure out the next step, and get her life back on track, just as long as nobody allowed for her to be anything less.

No such luck. Flint’s tender hands reached for Goldie’s chin, trying to lift her gaze to his, but she pulled away. She couldn’t handle the sympathy she knew she’d find there.

And still he didn’t give up, leading her into the elevator when it arrived, pressing the button for the ground floor, and silently taking her in his firm, steady embrace as the doors closed on the two of them alone. Oh, no. Oh, no no no. He cradled her crossed arms and heavy head against his chest and the feeling was so seductively safe that for a moment Goldie almost gave in, gave it all up to him the way she wanted to deep down in the marrow of her bones. If anyone could take it, Flint could… right?

His chest rumbled under his deep, masculine voice in her ear. “What happened?”

She realized then that up until now, he hadn’t asked. Until she had seen Darby and knew she was okay and could finally think about something else, Flint hadn’t pressed her to. He was a good man. Bear. She needed to get as far away from him as possible.

Wait, what? But it was true, at this moment Goldie wanted nothing so much as to push him away and run as fast as she could to somewhere nobody could ever find her. Not a vampire, not Darby’s stalker, and definitely not Flint. She didn’t care how reliable he had turned out to be, she wasn’t taking that chance again. Not with her sister’s life… or her own heart. The stakes were too high.

“The guy, he showed up at the diner. I had to save Darby.” And she’d done a bang up job. Crap.

Flint flinched. He pulled just his head back, his arms still surrounding her in patient warmth, and tried to look at her. Goldie kept her head down, her arms crossed to shield herself, to keep him at a distance.

“Shiloh was at the Bear Claw, Goldie. Watching Darby. Plus Molly, ‘Nando, and who-knows-how-many other shifters who know how safe Darby needs to be.”

Goldie shook her head, her own guilt doubling. The elevator stopped and the doors opened. Flint released Goldie to walk out, his expression still one of concerned confusion.  She aimed for the parking lot and Flint’s black SUV, spitting over her shoulder. “Well, I didn’t know that! She was scared and I did… what I did.”

Flint jogged ahead of her and opened the passenger door, his warm brown eyes connecting with hers. “I wish you would trust me.”

So do I! She waited until Flint climbed in the driver’s side and gave him both barrels of crazy, feeling so completely out of control that it was like she was a different person. “Vampires chasing me, people turning into animals, lies, fights, people turning up dead, my sister hurt, my car wrecked for the second time. Nice little Cause y’all got here, don’t mind me if I still haven’t signed up.”

She glared at Flint as he drove, frustrated at his lack of reaction. “Oh, one more thing. I made out with you in your brother’s driveway. Like I’ve always told my sister not to do. You can bet she couldn’t get enough of teasing me.” Not that it had been his fault, but she was so mad and not thinking straight.

Flint was silent for a moment before changing topics. “The guy in the car behind you. I had someone follow him. He wasn’t a vampire.”

“Of course he wasn’t a vampire. If he was I’d have been running at him, not away.” She slumped, remembering the disgust that had shot through her when she looked back and saw that tan sedan pulling out of the Bear Claw parking lot and onto the road behind her. Just the thought made her shoulders cramp with tension.

She would have sworn she could feel pure hatred radiating from the man in the driver’s seat, whose face she couldn’t quite see. Not the narrow, focused loathing of vampire hatred, that desire to kill rather than become a victim. No, this was unrestrained, unhinged evil, and it would set fire to everything in its path. Goldie had never been so scared in her life. And given the last few weeks, that was saying something.

“I wish I could open my eyes and this would all be a bad dream,” she said, speaking her heart.

Flint breathed heavily, as if pained. “All of it?”

He wasn’t saying it but she knew what he was asking. Did she want him to disappear, too? “All of it,” she replied, with more conviction than she felt. But it was true, dangit. She just wanted her sister safe and for everything to make sense again.

Flint was silent as he parked in the driveway of the duplex and followed her up the stairs to her door. He pulled a spare key from behind the brass mission-style sconce and used it to open the deadbolt and knob. Only then did Goldie realize her purse was probably still trapped in her ruined car, and she didn’t even know where that was. She stepped inside and Flint made to follow, but she turned and gave him a look. “What are you doing?”

His chocolate eyes were shrouded by his heavy brow. “You think I’m leaving you alone again?”

Goldie knew he meant her safety, but she took it wrong just to have something else to be angry about. “What, afraid one of your precious weapons will run away?”

Why did he have to look so danged sexy when he ground his teeth, the strength of his bearded jaw called into stark relief as the muscles worked before he murmured hushed words at her. “You really think that’s all you are to me?”

For the first time since the crash Flint didn’t try to meet her eye. He braced a hand on either side of the doorframe and stared at the threshold, as if he was holding himself back with an effort. “Goldie, I almost went crazy when I saw that hockey puck you call a car sliding across the road. I’ve never been so scared in my life as when I thought you were hurt.”

His eyes rose to lock on Goldie’s, and she felt a shudder move through her body that had nothing to do with fear. When Flint spoke his voice was as gravelly as the Bear Claw parking lot. “But if you think it has one fucking thing to do with whether or not you ever kill a fucking vampire, then you’re either blind or lying to yourself.”

So she was blind. And lying to herself. So be it. It was what she knew. She looked into Flint’s sad cocoa eyes and shook her head. “I can’t.”

Hurt was written in the lines of his face “You slam me for not keeping you safe, and then you stand in my way?”

She didn’t move, scared she wouldn’t be able to keep her conviction if she did.

Flint pushed away from her door and replaced the key behind the sconce. His eyes didn’t search for hers as he spoke. “I’ll be next door if you need me. Lock the deadbolt when I go.”

Goldie shut the door behind him and did so, missing him already.

 

 


Chapter 30 - Flint Gets Nicked

 

 

 

An hour after hearing Goldie’s door lock behind him, Flint still couldn’t settle down. He’d made himself dinner, taken a lightning-fast shower with the bathroom door open so he could hear better, played video games with the volume muted, and generally been a nuisance to himself. What was up with Goldie, anyway? Saying she’s so angry he didn’t protect her and then, when she had the chance, not letting him protect her?! If he lived a million years he would never understand females.

And with her so mad at him he hadn’t had the chance to ask his questions: Who was the guy in the tan sedan and why was he following her and Darby? Hell, what was the guy? And was Flint going to glow green every time Goldie was in trouble? Even if it wasn’t vampires? She better get real good at that air bubble thing, or he was going to be lit up every time Goldie went for a damn walk. The good news, he guessed, was that with her car totaled and then some, she wasn’t going anywhere for a while. He felt a little guilty for celebrating her predicament, but it sure as shit made his job easier.

From the other side of the duplex Flint heard a slow, throbbing beat pick up and recognized a song by The Arctic Monkeys. He turned lights off as he moved through the duplex to his bedroom, as close as he could get to Goldie on the other side, so he could hear the words and, he was pretty sure, Goldie’s feminine voice scream-singing along. Whoa, he thought, scratching at his bare chest as he listened. Pumpkin’s feeling angsty.

As he plugged his phone in to charge on the nightstand Flint thought about going over there, knocking on the door, making her have it out with him. But Goldie was so skittish, it was as if giving her what she needed sent her further away from him instead of bringing her closer. And he just didn’t get that at all. And worse, he didn’t know how to be anything else. He loved her, and he wanted to show it, to her and everyone else. Hell, with his heartbound glow, there wasn’t any hiding it. But he wanted more.

A thump near the front of the house drew Flint’s attention. Bryce coming home? But he was supposed to be staying all night at the hospital, watching over Darby. Flint stepped into the hallway and headed for the kitchen. The pass-through bar was still full of his grandmother’s silver that he’d polished the night before. It caught the moonlight from the picture window and gave off a subtle sheen. Slacker. You still haven’t put it away. He would do it now, before he went to bed.

Flint hadn’t taken two steps when the smell of pine and bitter herbs assaulted his nostrils, acrid and shocking. Vampires! Here! Flint whirled in a circle and came face to face with the Fatherborne he and Goldie had fought in the forest, standing - how the fuck was he standing? Flint had damn near ripped his leg off! - just a yard away and snarling. “Found you.”

Flint started to shift, but in that same instant the bloodsucker’s arms whipped out. In the dark Flint had the impression they were long and muscular, like giant pythons, with lots of little snakes curling off of them, and they wrapped around him and suddenly Flint had no energy. His bear was stuck somewhere so deep inside him Flint couldn’t access it, almost couldn’t even feel it, and he was sinking into a great void, like falling asleep under sedation. It was undeniable.

Pain in his knees and the view changed and after far too long Flint realized he had fallen to kneeling but by that time his face hurt, too, and all he could see from prone on the floor were expensive black leather motorcycle boots walking across the tile to the back door, and an equally snazzy pair of black and red sneakers joining them. His brain was having trouble processing. Sneakers? Motorcycle boots? I always pictured bloodfuckers as the loafer type.

He thought about getting up, ordered his arms to brace beneath him, but they wouldn’t obey. Tied. He was tied with something. The vampire’s arms? But the vampire was ten feet away, so his arms couldn’t be here on the floor. Could they? Flint squeezed his eyes shut tight then opened them, willing his mind to sharpen. Why couldn’t he move? With great effort he tried again, but only succeeded in making a metallic clunking sort of noise. Did my arms always sound like that?

The Fatherborne vampire chuckled, his voice several feet above Flint. “You like them? I call them bloodchains.”

Flint growled shakily, helpless. Chained. Bound. Goldie. He had to paint the walls with this vampire’s blood so he could check on his woman. The bloodsucker crouched down, his smarmy smile so close Flint could see the two white points of his fangs encroaching on his lower lip. His face up close had a gray cast, almost as if it was stone covered by skin. If he’d been human, Flint would have guessed his age to be mid-fifties, and not easy years at that, from the way his skin gathered in craggy wrinkles around his eyes, ears, and neck. Flint snapped at him, but weakly. Fuck.

Despite the vampire’s smile, the expression in his eyes was approaching bored. “I mean, I say ‘instead of killing’ but the truth is I don’t know. You’re my first test subject. I suppose if we leave you chained up long enough there’s a chance they could kill you. Let’s test the hypothesis, shall we?”

Flint snapped again, almost getting flesh, unable to speak. The vampire laughed at him. “I assure you this is all perfectly scientific, if that’s your issue.”

All vampires must fucking die. This one first.

The Fatherborne gestured to his partner in the sneakers and before Flint could figure out what was happening the bloodsuckers had each grabbed one end of the chain and started dragging him down the hall towards his room. Move. Now. It didn’t work. He could barely move at all. The thump of music from Goldie’s side of the duplex reminded Flint of what, of who was at stake. Fuck! Move, dammit! An impotent rage built as he tried to command his muscles to rebel, to call on his bear to shift, to break the chains, but the best he could do was give a weak growl that had both bloodsuckers laughing at him.

He stopped trying to fight and opened his eyes instead. Think his way out of this. He wasn’t nine anymore.

Flint looked at the chains that bound him. Black, but not painted or coated. It was almost as if the blackness moved inside of the metal. Inhabited it. And just as he’d seen in the forest yesterday, spilling of the vampire’s very form, these chains had snaking tendrils of dark magic that wound through and around the links, in constant magical motion. Flint’s eyes moved up the chain to the Fatherborne’s companion.

The second vampire looked younger than the Fatherborne, closer to late twenties and dressed like it, in skinny black jeans and an olive green canvas jacket with a vintage concert t-shirt underneath. He had gauges in his earlobes and his hair was a uniform brown, no stripe. Not Fatherborne. So he couldn’t phaze.

They reached Flint’s bedroom and hoisted him onto the bed, which was a feat in itself. They were stronger than they looked, the skinny little fuckers. The Fatherborne reached into a pack on the other vampire’s back for more black chain and used it to spread Flint’s arms and legs wide, tether them to the four corners of his bed frame like a man about to be drawn and quartered. Flint gritted his teeth. The sting of the metal on his skin was fucking unreal, like a million tiny insects biting him.

Think. Escape. He racked his brain as the Fatherborne pulled up a chair and dug in the breast pocket of his classic leather motorcycle jacket, coming out with a triangular black blade. Flint couldn’t tell what it was made of, metal or stone, but the sheen on it was like nothing he’d ever seen before. It was as if the light captured by the surface of the blade was moving on its own, like there was an oil slick inside the blade that could slosh back and forth, but with its own will. Gravity wasn’t invited to the party. Just looking at the blade made Flint’s heart beat faster, his breath speed up. Last time he’d been this close to a bloodblade nearly everyone he loved had died.

Something caught his attention and Flint squinted closer, not sure if he could trust his eyes when he was hurting so bad. But in the light Flint could see the tiniest tendrils of the same oily, black liquid smoke that poured off the bloodchains, that had surrounded this bloodsucker yesterday in the forest, just before he’d phazed. What the fuck is this shit? It reminded Flint of the magicks he’d seen dripping from Goldie’s fingers, up at Resperanza.

The vampire spoke, his tone amicable, conversational. Flint wanted to spit in his face but he listened instead, focusing on the bloodsucker’s words over the pounding music he could still hear. “You know what this is, don’t you, Bear? May I call you Bear? My name is Vlade. You see, Bear…”

Vlade leaned back in the chair and crossed one ankle over the opposite knee, as if settling in for an intimate talk. He gestured lightly at Flint’s neck. “I knew you’d get the idea of bloodchains.” He looked more closely at the scar, examining it as Flint seethed and plotted which limb Vlade would lose first. They’re all coming off at some point, fucker.

But the vampire was still talking about Flint’s scar like it was a piece of performance art. “Not my work, if you were wondering. I never would have left you alive. I suppose I can’t blame my siblings, whoever they were, for thinking they’d done the job. It is quite an ugly wound. You must be a strong one.” The vampire’s jaw hardened and clenched, his dark eyes going steely. “Of course I already knew that, from our previous encounter. Took me all night to heal that ruined leg.”

Flint’s mouth curved in a lazy smile. Serves you right, bloodfucker. He’d had to brush and floss his teeth six times to get the lingering taste out of his mouth, but knowing he’d ruined - what had he said his name was? - Vlade? What kind of stupid-ass name was that? Anyway, ruining Vlade’s night made all the extra doses of mouthwash worth it.

The vampire with the dumbass name set his jaw and smirked. “Enjoy it while it lasts, shifter. I want to know everything you can tell me about Mitch Garner, and I’m going to make sure it hurts.” He lightly dragged the tip of his black blade down Flint’s bare chest, barely grazing the skin, and Flint could swear his flesh was being seared with a red-hot poker. The oily black smoke around the edges of the blade curled and snapped, seeming to whip and lash at Flint’s skin, adding to the agony. He watched the curls of his chest hair burn away, the skin go red and angry along the blade’s track.

All he could do was grit his teeth and send his mind to somewhere safer. An image filled his brain, of himself reclining on the overstuffed sofa in Resperanza’s upstairs living room, Goldie on his lap, his nose tucked close to her throat, smelling her scent of basil and rosemary, taking it deep inside. Even now the scent was so strong, like she was right there with him.

Vlade stood, glaring at the wall over Flint’s head, running his hand through his skunk-striped hair as a nasty sneer of rage settled on his face. “Father condemn it, your neighbors are rude! Must be the woman I spied a few days ago, whose pink hair makes binoculars unnecessary.” He leaned over Flint’s bound body and met his eye with a smarmy smile. “Maybe after we’re done with you we’ll go teach her some manners.”

Flint almost laughed. Poor fussy bloodsucker didn’t appreciate good music. Anyway, Flint knew that if Vlade tried to take Goldie out, she’d stick him for sure. Then Flint sobered, thinking about Goldie, just on the other side of the wall. How would she feel when she learned he’d died less than twenty feet from her? Would he just be one more person who left her when she needed him most? Would she know how much he loved her, even though he hadn’t said so? Fuck, why hadn’t he said so?

From the other side of his room Flint heard the crash of door hitting wall. As if he’d conjured Goldie’s voice with his love, it rang through his head, more confident than he’d ever heard before. “Good luck with that. I’ve been trying for twenty-four years and it ain’t stuck yet.”

 


Chapter 31 - Goldie Goes A-Huntin’

 

 

 

An hour after she’d closed the door on Flint’s clenched jaw, Goldie was starting to be almost positive that she’d pretty definitely done the wrong thing. Maybe. Oh shoot, she didn’t know! Had she been too harsh on Flint? Yes, that was for sure. But had she done what was necessary to keep her and Darby safe? Also yes. It was all so confusing that even after a shower and putting on her favorite kneesocks and nightshirt - featuring the heroine from Beauty and the Beast curled up in a library that looked way too much to her like the book nook up at that hacienda - Goldie was sure her head was going to explode if she kept up this round-and-round much longer.

Time for another tactic.

She went to her room and hooked her phone up to the speakers, then scrolled through her music app until she found a song with a driving beat and lyrics that felt right. She stomped her feet as she sang along, letting the words mix with her feelings and carry them away on her breath. Shoot, she would have pounded on the wall if she wasn’t sure it would bring Flint running to her side.

But far from helping her feel more centered, Goldie’s aggression was ramping up. She sang louder, almost shouting the words, but it wasn’t enough. This ritual that usually served her so well was failing her. Goldie felt short of breath and stopped singing, her nerves buzzing like they were on fire, like… like… That doesn’t make any sense! But even as she thought the words, her vision went green.

A thump from Flint’s side of the duplex caught her attention, Goldie’s head swinging around as if she could peer through the walls and see what was happening. Then another thump, not even heard so much as felt through the floor, and she was in motion, moving down the hallway to the living room and stepping into the slippers she wore to get the mail. Quiet as a mouse out the front door. The dark outside looked like a scene from a movie shot in night vision. Down one set of stairs and up the other to listen at the brothers’ door. Did she hear voices inside? Not Bryce and Flint. The clinking of coins or some other metal? Definitely dragging.

Goldie tried the door but it was locked and she hesitated, but only for the barest moment. Climb into the backyard. Try the back door. Goldie started to step away, unable to stop herself from taking some kind of action, when the sconce by the door caught her eye. Maybe?

She held her breath and slipped her slender fingers between brass and brick, feeling for loose metal and found it immediately, pulled the spare key free from its hiding spot. Ha-ha! Gingerly she slipped it home in the deadbolt first, then the knob, moving as silently as she could. Where the heck was Flint? With her world going green, Goldie expected to see him in full bear-mode, tearing some vampire’s legs off. The silence by contrast was spooky, only the steady drumbeat of the music she’d left playing in her place providing any soundtrack for the scene.

Some part of Goldie’s mind was aware that she was walking into a situation that was crazier than anything she’d done before. But the spiraling bloodlust inside her compelled her on. Don’t fight it. Fight them.

As she came through the door Goldie froze, her eyes wide with alarm. Fight them with what? She’d left the small knife Flint had given her in her purse after they found Brittany, and she sure didn’t have a spare hidden in her kneesocks. Should she go back to her place?

Not an option, the surge of aggression inside her said. Find something. Kill. Do it NOW. The feeling was punctuated by a groan from one of the back bedrooms. Flint’s voice. The color that shaded Goldie’s vision deepened to evergreen and the muscles of her arms rippled with tension, her fingers clasping at nothing. Weapon. Now!

On quick, silent feet she slipped towards the kitchen to search out a blade, but her eye was drawn to the side and the stretch of pass-through countertop covered in cloth. There were stacks of shiny silver forks in different sizes, spoons, table knives, salt and pepper shakers, a pie server… As Goldie moved closer she saw a two-pronged meat fork and reached for its graceful length. Then her eyes lit on the piece beside it and Goldie’s heart thudded so hard she was sure the vampires would hear.

There you are.

It was an old-fashioned carving knife, the blade long and slightly curved at the tip in a way that Goldie found indescribably sexy. Hello, gorgeous. The handle was what sang to her, though. Even with a fresh polish its surface had a matte glow to it that enchanted her, the long strips of silver shaped into an undulating sort of cage and covered with decorative vines sporting fat, triple-pointed leaves. Goldie recognized them as pumpkin vines from the times they’d grown sweet-as-sugar pie pumpkins in Tallulah’s garden.

She picked up the knife, grateful for the cloth beneath that deadened the sound. A warmth so strong it had to come from love ran up the blade and into Goldie’s arm, moving with an electricity that set her heart to thumping even harder. Ooohhhhh. A confidence moved through her. A deep knowing she was helpless to deny. This weapon had been waiting for her.

Flint is waiting for you, too. The thought forced her breath to fill her lungs, the air seeming to shimmer green with the heat of her hatred. Stinking vampires wouldn’t dare take him from me. He was her shifter, her lover, her protector. And now, with this weapon, she would be his.

Goldie kicked off her slippers and started down the hall, stepping cautiously but quickly, one ear on the conversation she could hear coming from behind the only closed door. A friendly voice speaking of bears and strength. No. Not friendly. False. She could hardly distinguish words over the music she’d left playing, but she could sense the bloodsucker’s murderous motives.

Only a few feet left now. The music offered Goldie a modicum of cover while she planned her next move. Have to get through the door. What if it’s locked? What if they’re ready for me? Then Goldie smiled to herself. Was she a switch or wasn’t she?

Casting her mind back to the other day with Shiloh and Cora, Goldie held her hands in front of her, her lovely new knife still gripped tight, and blew into the space between her fingers. A green ball of lightning formed at once and she felt it throb, more intense than she’d ever felt it before, as if knowing there were vampires on the other side of that door had given her an injection of power.

Goldie focused all her energy on her bundle of magicks, on containing the maximum amount of power she could fit into its softball-sized space. Emerald lightning buzzed between her palm and her closed fist gripping the knife that felt as natural as a part of her body.

The fake-friendly voice in Flint’s room turned petulant, complaining about the music. Waa-waa, bloodbaby. Gotta be better than whatever Transylvanian funeral dirges you listen to. Then sneering, threatening. Saying something about teaching a woman with pink hair some manners. Ha! That’ll be the day.

Goldie whipped her left hand back, carrying the ball of lightning with her, and fired it at the doorknob. Wood splintered and flew like shrapnel and Goldie stepped through the opening with a smirk on her face. Someone thought he was gonna teach Darby some manners? “Good luck with that. I’ve been trying for twenty-four years and it ain’t stuck yet.”

A quick scan of the room showed her that the vampire she’d chased through the forest was to her left on the closest side of the bed, between her and Flint, his skinny henchmen to her right, near the foot of the bed. Skinny henchman looks worried. He should be.

His eyes shot wide as he focused on Goldie. “What the fuck is she, Vlade?”

The Fatherborne whose leg Flint had nearly severed from his body yesterday sneered in Goldie’s direction as he snarled at his henchman. “What do you think? She’s a fucking switch.”

Goldie looked at the Fatherborne and giggled. “Vlade, huh? Nice jacket, Vlade. Vlack is really your color.” A little zing of energy caressed her palm where it pressed against the knife handle and Goldie giggled again. Hunting with this weapon didn’t just work, it felt wonderful. Almost tickles.

But Skinny Jeans still looked worried. Goldie pouted at him, thrilling at the confidence that suffused her entire being now that she had her weapon in her hand and a couple of bloodsuckers to stick. “You don’t wanna play, Skinny Jeans? Too bad. If you’re going to double-team a girl you could at least laugh at her jokes. That’s just good manners.”

The one who called himself Vlade chuckled, a disbelieving smile on his face as he shook his head from side to side. “Is it odd to say I’ve missed this?”

Goldie raised one eyebrow at him. “Why, Vlade, it’s only been a day. You sweet on me?”

A movement on the bed drew Goldie’s attention. Flint. He looked horrible, his skin pale, or at least it looked that way in the green wash of her vision. A thin scratch down his chest was blistered and angry. Power thrummed through Goldie’s body. What the heck did these bloodsuckers think they were doing to her man? One thing for sure, they weren’t making it out of here without being punished. She might be wearing kneesocks, but they’d be the ones squealing like schoolgirls before she was through.

But Vlade snatched her focus back. “Not you, your sisters.”

Goldie’s mouth moved before her brain caught up. “What’s your deal with Darby? Are you the one writing letters?”

Vlade’s smirk told her she’d given him something. Shoot! Shut up and stab him! He quickly adopted a more polite expression. “I speak of your switch sisters, long ago.” Then his tone turned almost wistful. “There’s something about a smart-mouthed woman. I don’t get nearly enough of it anymore. My meals are usually too frightened to talk.”

Goldie felt her stomach flip-flop in revulsion and swallowed it down. “I’m starting to feel pretty stabby. What do you say I ventilate you and your friend here?” She edged towards Vlade, figuring he was the bigger threat. The vampire with the streak of white in his black, pushed-back hair pulled away immediately. Ha! Made you flinch! Goldie took another step toward Vlade, eyeing his leather jacket and weighing how much it might slow her knife down.

He immediately corrected and went on the offensive, stepping next to Flint’s shoulder with the black blade he’d had in the forest once more in his hand, a triumphant sneer on his craggy face. “How about I poke holes in this bear until his soul leaks out and then I go after your sister? What did you say her name was? Darby?”

Goldie held her reaction close. Stinking bloodsucker had just laid out her two worst fears, threatening to check them off his list like groceries, but she couldn’t let on. “I usually just go with ‘hothead’. It seems to work.” She gripped her knife harder and let her gaze bounce from Vlade to Skinny Jeans. Which one first?

Another glance at Flint. Head upright, eyes unfocused. He looked like he was trying. She had to Undo these vampires fast, while he still had some fight left in him.

Vlade’s head tipped to one side and his mouth took on a cruel curve as he observed her indecision. “Interesting.” Then all at once he seemed to make a choice, clapping his hands together. “Well then, switch. My friend here is going to kill the bear. I’m off to find your sister. With that head of pink hair she shouldn’t be difficult to spot. Unless…”

His eyebrows rose in smirking inquiry and he set one foot back, arms raised in front of him like Johnny in Dirty Dancing waiting for Baby to do the grand finale lift.

Goldie’s whole body hummed. All she wanted was to stab, slash, skewer, and this joker was making her think. Where would he take her if she attacked him? Did it matter, as long as she stopped him from hurting Darby? Her body tensed to run at him, her sister’s-keeper reflex kicking in hard.

But Flint groaned and Goldie stopped short, her socked toes digging into the carpet. She felt her connection to him everywhere, all through her body, from her tingling scalp to her sparkly silver toenails. Jumping Vlade meant leaving Flint to die. Out of the question. Decision made.

A huff of laughter drew her attention to Vlade’s face. He was watching her. Then he glanced at his skinny henchman with a regretful smile. “You’re going to want to run.” Vlade tensed, the thick black tendrils she’d seen yesterday pouring and swirling off his body in their oily liquid way, and disappeared in a blink. Phazed into the ether.

Her heart thudded once when Goldie realized she no longer had the option to protect her sister. It was up to Bryce now. Goldie had a job to do.

Skinny Jeans looked like he was in the middle of shitting his namesake trousers. Goldie glanced to his hands. Hadn’t Vlade said the skinny little snot was supposed to kill her bear? And how was he supposed to do that without a weapon? She laughed and gave her opponent a pitying glance. “Your boss just left you to die.”

The vampire held out his hands in front of him, eyes scanning the room shiftily. “Wait. Just wait. If you let me out of here I’ll give you whatever you want, I swear.”

Flint groaned to Goldie’s left, his words sending her power surging. “Kill it.”

Skinny Jeans panicked, fear turning to rage in his eyes. “No! You don’t understand… I have money… as much as you want.” His desperate pleading trailed off.

To her surprise Goldie didn’t feel anything. All she could hear was the sound of her knife’s tip glancing off his brittle ribs before slipping sweetly through to his soft parts. All she could picture was the beauty of the blade sinking deep, down to the hilt. A wave of energy surged through Goldie’s body, her vision going deep forest green. This was only ending one way.

Goldie blew into her left palm and felt the bundle of emerald lightning gather there, curling her fingers so she could control it with one hand. She smiled at her prey. “Sorry. I just don’t want cash as much as I want to see you dead.”

Skinny Jeans’ face contorted in impotent rage. He visibly mustered his power and started towards Goldie, but she was more than ready for him.

She threw the ball of magicks at his legs as he lunged, and watched him crumble like wet cotton candy to the floor. In an instant Goldie was on him, one knee on his neck and the other on his chest, the gurgling in his throat a welcome melody as she raised her knife - it was singing to her! - and brought it plunging down into the vampire’s belly.

Red light erupted from the wound and the creature’s screaming mouth, blinding Goldie to the green of her vision, drowning it out and spilling through the room. Goldie felt washed clean in the rush of light and energy that filled her. Inspired and replenished, like the whole of the Nantahala River was coursing through her body at once.

She felt her knees sink closer to the floor as beneath her the vampire’s body degraded, the skin sagging over bone, drying to a leathery texture. Brown hair turned scraggly and thin over a scalp pulled close to the skull beneath. Eyes and tongue and ears disappeared, black voids where they used to be. It was repulsive. She couldn’t stop staring.

Goldie yanked her knife free of the monster’s midsection. Heart pounding, breath filling lungs with a bloodlust unlike anything she’d ever felt before, she pushed herself to standing. More. Again.

She spun in a circle, hair whipping her face as she turned. Where had that Fatherborne gone? Maybe if she ran as fast as she could, she could catch him.

 


Chapter 32 - Save the Switch

 

 

 

Flint was drifting in a sea of pain. His wrists and ankles burned so badly he was surprised he couldn’t smell his hair singeing, the flesh melting. A thin line down his torso burned and stung. He hadn’t felt this way since he’d stumbled into Five Hills a quarter-century ago, Bryce in his arms, fever raging from the wound in his neck. Every nerve in his body was on fire and he wanted to die, to sink under the pain, to be numb by any means possible.

Voices. He could hear voices. One he hated and one that called to him, to his heart, like a megaphone on blast. With an enormous effort he pulled his head up, tried to open his bleary eyes, and when he did he could swear he saw Goldie. Was she really there? Whoever it was was being a real smartass to the bloodsuckers. Flint loved it. His head sank back to the cushioned surface beneath it, a groan escaping his lips as the pain took him under.

He came to again. How long had it been? Seconds? Minutes? Hours? There was still talking, Goldie saying someone had left. Vlade? And now a different voice. Pleading. Begging. Scent as bitter as the stink of his desperation. Trying to bargain for his life as Flint’s was ebbing away. Flint fought through the fog, focused all his energy on getting the words past his lips: “Kill it.”

The voice again, whining, cajoling. Goldie snarking a reply that made him want to smile, but he couldn’t muster the focus. Emerald light behind Flint’s eyelids gave him a surge of energy, followed by a blast of red that Flint somehow knew meant they were safe. She’d done it. The threat was over.

(she is the threat.)

This voice was different from the others Flint had been tracking with his mushy mind. It came from within and was strong, clear, driving. Flint pushed his Instinct to speak again, pleaded with his bear to listen. (you are now her prey.)

Shit, the Prowl. Flint gave his head a mental shake. Goldie had killed a bloodsucker. The way she’d been feeling after their encounter in the forest, this was going to be ten times stronger than that. He had to draw her fire or everyone was at risk. But how to do it when he was chained to the bed?

He dragged his head upright - fuck, it felt like it weighed five hundred pounds - and saw Goldie rising to stand at the foot of the bed, looking down at the floor. Her switch’s glow was so bright it was almost blinding, her hair whipping around her head as she spun in a circle. Flint’s voice croaked out of him, “Goldie, come get these chains off me.”

Goldie startled and looked at him, through him, her blue eyes glazed green. “Vampire,” she hissed, as if that explained everything. She sprinted for the door.

Flint growled deep in his gut and she stopped.

He growled again. “He’s gone. I need you.”

She was at the door, turning, not listening, about to plunge through it, into the night, after vampires. He couldn’t let her leave! But he could not stop her. Frustration cleared his head. He growled again, deep, commanding. I’ll be prey, for her, and her alone. The growl that came out of him would have scared even the Father vampire, if there was one. His growl shook the bed, the floor. Even the walls trembled.

Goldie stopped as if frozen in place, and Flint spied a shiver as it chased his rumbling growl up her back to her ears. Dark satisfaction rolled through him. You like that, don’t you, Goldie?

Flint used it, let the next growl rumble so deep he knew she’d feel it through the floorboards, all the way up to that sweet spot between her legs where she’d been so wet for him the day before. Goldie’s free hand dropped from the ruined door to her side, the fingers clenching and releasing as she stood, her feet rooted to the spot. Flint knew she was desperate for an outlet to her aggression, would be lost to it soon. He wanted her lost with him. “Hold up, Goldilocks. I got something that’ll fit you just right.”

Her head turned to the side, as if she wanted to hear him better. Her lips were parted and panting, her eyelids at half-mast, her chest rising and falling quickly with the cadence of her most urgent desires. He let another rumble move through him, to her, and felt his energy surge when her aura brightened. Aw, hell yeah.

Flint kept talking, pulling energy from deep in his being to fight off the draining agony of the bloodchains. “Come on, honey. It’s just the right size, and it tastes way better than a bowl of porridge.”

Goldie turned to face him then, and Flint almost swallowed his tongue. She was wearing a yellow nightshirt that came just to the tops of her thighs, and through the thin fabric he could see her nipples were tight and begging for attention. The socks she wore were baby-blue with gold thread shot through the weave and came to just above her knee. The eight inches of flesh between the two garments was the sexiest thing Flint had ever seen in his life. He wanted to lick that skin, suck on it, maybe even nibble a little. Leave a mark to remember him by. Flint’s cock throbbed and lengthened in his sweatpants.

The deadly intense woman across the room noticed, her gaze landing on his spread thighs with a weight he could almost feel. She licked her lips and gripped her knife and Flint groaned through the pain as his cock responded, giving a little jump as if it wanted Goldie to come on over and investigate. “Damn, Pumpkin. You look like you’re going to eat me alive.”

She met his eye. “If you’re offering.” Goldie took three steps to the foot of the bed, her hands coming up to unwind the chains around his ankles. In her right hand Flint saw a familiar object.

What the hell? Flint blinked to clear his vision, unsure if the bloodchains were fucking with him, but no. Goldie was gripping his grandmother’s silver carving knife like it was her lifeline, not letting go even as she unwound his second ankle, the dead weight of his legs falling to the bed. Already he could feel the fog of the bloodchains lifting, and Flint’s curiosity got the better of him. “Goldie, whatcha doing with my Grandma’s knife?”

Goldie paused abruptly as her aura gave a surge that Flint could feel, a wave of shades from shamrock to pine needle green that filled him with strength and power, erasing even more of the pain that had dragged him low. A dreamy smile took over Goldie’s face as she gazed down at the weapon in her hand. “Is that where you got it? I love it. It’s mine. Has pumpkin vines on it.” She lifted the handle so he could see. As if he hadn’t been staring at it for the last decade and a half and wondering why.

Could it be? Was that knife Goldie’s Resonant? He was hers as sure as the earth was round. But could she possibly be his, too? He’d hoped. Prayed. Wished. Dreamed. That knife said he could know, without a doubt.

The serene expression faded from her face to be replaced by a wicked smile. “As for what I’m doing with it…” She sidled around the corner of the bed and reached for the waistband of Flint’s sweats with her unarmed hand, pulling them away from his body. The very tip of her pink tongue flicked out to slick her lips and Flint felt his stomach shudder with electric anticipation.

Goldie pressed the point of the knife against the fabric of his pants and Flint watched it come through the inside then travel up, rending the fabric like it wasn’t even there, slicing through the elastic waistband like butter. As the two sides fell away Goldie met his eyes with her baby blues and smirked. Fuuuuuuck. Flint gave fervent, silent thanks to the Great Bear. And I promise not to complain even if takes me two weeks to recover from what’s about to go down. A Prowling switch is sexy as fuck.

A satisfied smile bloomed over Goldie’s face. She spun the knife in her hands and, with an adorable little grunt that made Flint’s toes curl with desire, stabbed it into the wooden footboard between his feet. He couldn’t help but taunt her. “Come and get it.”

She turned to face Flint with a naughty gleam in her eye. “I’ve never had a shifter before. You sure I’m going to like it?”

Flint nodded his head and steadied his breath. She didn’t even have to say the word, just knowing Goldie was talking about fucking him made Flint harder than he’d been in years. His dick throbbed, grew, long enough to peek from beneath the ripped cloth of his pants. “Undo these chains and I’ll make sure you love it.” Hell, Flint didn’t mind a little pain, and he sure felt better than he had with his legs bound, but the bloodchains at his wrists were still an irritation.

Goldie looked at his arms and pouted. “But I like you all tied up. I get to be in control.” She reached under her nightshirt with both hands and wriggled her hips, her pink cotton panties rolling down her legs until she could kick them to the side. Their eyes met and Goldie licked her lips. “Right where I want you.”

Flint’s heart rate sped up. He could tell she liked it, her scent going sweet like candied basil, like rosemary-infused honey. She wanted him. Would take him. Now, in her Prowl. Flint knew he was strong enough to take it. He would never let Goldie hurt him, for her sake as much as his.

He pulled at the chains burning his wrists, making the bed creak. “Don’t keep me waiting, honey.”

A shaky breath shuddered out of Goldie as her hot gaze met his. She kept their eyes locked as she stood next to the bed and grasped each side of the ruined waistband of his sweatpants, slowly pulling them apart. His dick sprang free at once, the soft caress of cotton making it bob in anticipation. Goldie’s shuddering hot breath blew over him in a wave as she pulled the shredded garment down and off. She smiled shyly up at him, her cheeks going a deep, rosy pink. “Oh, Papa Bear, what a big stick you have.”

Shit. Fuck. That should not sound as hot as it does. Flint’s cock twitched in response to Goldie’s awed proclamation. Great Bear, what the hell is this feeling? Flint wanted to give and give and give to Goldie, whatever she needed until he couldn’t anymore. Serve her body with his until they were both spent and unable to move. Feed her, bathe her, make her scream his name in ecstacy. Claim her. Another throb of his cock, almost painful in its intensity. “The better to fill you up, Goldilocks.”

A charmed giggle erupted as Goldie whipped her nightshirt over her head, her slender, slim-hipped body on unabashed display. Her bare breasts made his mouth water, their pert pink tips looking as sweet as candy. The golden curls at the juncture of her thighs made his cock throb with the memory of how soft she’d been under his fingers the night before. She leaned over Flint’s torso with a grin, her hands going to his thighs, her breasts mesmerizing him with their sway until he realized where her mouth was headed.

He gritted his teeth against the sensations as Goldie’s agile hands wrapped around his shaft from root to ridge and squeezed firmly. She set up an undulating rhythm with her fingers, milking his cock as she guided his head closer to her waiting mouth. The pain in Flint’s wrists had dulled and his strength surged until he almost felt he could break the chains himself, but he didn’t try. He didn’t want to spoil his switch’s fun on her first Prowl.

The touch of Goldie’s lips nearly undid Flint. Her darting tongue flicked at his skin, warm and wet, and she sighed like she loved the flavor just before she wrapped her whole mouth around the head of his cock and sucked him deep. A growl started in his balls and made its way out his throat to greet her. Flint looked down at Goldie bent over his dick and wanted to tear the bed frame to pieces to get at her. He groaned as he let his head fell back to the bed again.

Goldie must have thought he was in pain. Her sympathetic but sassy voice washed over him. “Poor bear. Let’s see if I can take your mind off it.”

Flint choked out a reply, his gut clenching with the desire to be back in her mouth. “No hurry.”

But the next second he felt Goldie climbing on the bed, and he had to lift his head to watch. No way was he missing this picture. But she didn’t go straight to riding him as he’d suspected she would. With a wicked gleam in her eye, Goldie was aiming higher.

Sensual as a cat she crawled up his torso, not even stopping to kiss him as she planted her hands on the wall above his head. Flint realized what she was doing just as her scent hit him. Lush, fresh, with the same herbal notes but Bear almighty, fuck, so sweet he wanted to drink her down deep. His eyes met hers, urging her on as her knees came to rest beside his ears, her feet hooking under his bound arms. She smiled greedily down at him. “There. That help?”

Flint couldn’t answer immediately. He was caught up in her sweet scent, in the sight of her soft pink flesh just inches from his mouth. If there had ever been a moment in his life he was more grateful for than this one, he couldn’t think of it. “You’re perfect, Goldie.” And then he tasted her.

Teasingly at first, raising his head to nuzzle his nose against Goldie’s downy curls and let his hot breath caress her skin. Flicking his tongue out for the barest taste of her honey on her lips as she gasped above him. “More.”

You have no idea, Pumpkin. Wishing he had the use of his arms to hold her to him, Flint gave another teasing flick of his tongue and was rewarded with a gasp and a whine. He felt Goldie’s slender fingers caress his forehead and slip into his hair, then curve in a grip that had his follicles crying foul. Flint’s eyes opened inquiringly to see Goldie looking down at him with her jaw clenched. “Quit screwing around, bear, or I’ll go back to hunting bloodsuckers.”

With a growl that made her gasp, Flint gave her what she wanted. One strong lick and his tongue found her clit, sucking it into his mouth as Goldie squealed and wriggled above him, her mouth going wide with helpless arousal. She rode his face with abandon, one hand planted on the wall as the other pinched and rolled each of her nipples in turn.

Her pulsing power built under his tongue, her flesh spasming as she ground against his lips and shook with lust. Goldie cried out over and over, her forehead knotted as if in fear or confusion as her hips jerked and fuck, goddamn, Flint was drowning in her but he’d never been more content. Licking, sucking, teasing, pressing, finally curling his tongue against her grinding clit and listening with primal male satisfaction as Goldie went off like a firecracker, screaming in abandon, her sweet release covering him in bliss.

For a few breaths she said nothing, only sighed and panted above him, her hips twitching against him every few seconds as Flint continued to gently tend to her with soft licks and caresses, his own happy-meter off the fucking dial. He had almost climaxed when Goldie did, just from the sounds, smells, all the sensations surrounding him, but had held back with an iron will. One orgasm wasn’t going to satisfy this switch’s Prowl. Not by a long shot.

Above him Goldie seemed to come to, her blue eyes fluttering open, an expression almost like fear crossed her face as a moan escaped her mouth. “More. I need more.”

Flint used his tongue to tease her still-hard clit and heard another moan from above him. He smiled against her sweet softness. “I’ve got plenty more for you, Pumpkin. Take what you need.”

At once she was scrambling down Flint’s body, blonde hair and perky breasts bouncing as she threw one petite leg over his torso, her lower lips trapping his shaft, pressing it against his belly. She swivelled her hips and gasped and Flint knew why; the swell of her clit pressed against the underside of his cock. Throbbing against him as she slid back and forth. “Come on, Goldie. You can do better than that. Let me inside.”

His heart was hammering as he teased her, but Flint knew they weren’t out of the woods yet. If anything distracted Goldie she could be off on the hunt and he’d have no way to chase her down or alert anyone else to the danger. Plus he’d be sporting the biggest case of blue-balls this side of the Mississippi.

Goldie rocked her hips again once. Twice. Spreading her sweet honey up and down Flint’s shaft until he thought he’d go crazy with the wait. Then she rose up on her knees, took him in hand, and pressed the tip of his hungry, hard cock at the soft give of her entrance.

And stopped.

No no no no no, what the fuck is wrong? Flint searched Goldie’s face for why she’d hesitated and saw her looking back at him, searching his face, with an expression of confused concern. His heart cracked open and Flint said what he thought would reassure her. “Do it, Pumpkin. I want you to.”

With a shuddering cry she sank down on him, her eyes never leaving his. The sweet slide of her warm, wet core gripped him, surrounded him like the softest velvet and Flint gritted his teeth to keep from uttering every curse word he knew because holy fucking shit this had to be Heaven and they were gonna kick his sorry ass out if he didn't watch his filthy fucking mouth. His muscles tensed and contracted and the bedframe creaked until he backed off but oh fuck nothing had ever felt so good as sweet, lovely Goldie taking his cock into that perfect little honey pot and moaning like she loved it as much as he did.

She leaned back, her hands braced on Flint’s thighs, and rode him hard, hips undulating in a primal, frantic rhythm. Flint was rapt, his eyes locked on the view of her sweet pink flesh engulfing his dark purple shaft, on the little wrinkle between her eyebrows that said she was close to climaxing again. Flint wished his hands were free so he could push her over the edge.

Goldie pumped her hips on his, the look on her face as their eyes met one of pleasure so intense it was almost pain, gasps and mewling moans rushing out of her trembling lips. “You feel so good. So big. I want more.”

Flint was holding on by a thread, the knowledge of Goldie’s pleasure the perfect cherry on top of the way she rode his dick. He gritted his teeth and held his lover’s gaze. “Take it. Take everything.”

It seemed to be just the encouragement she needed. Without missing a beat Goldie planted her feet next to Flint’s hips, both hands on his chest, and slammed her body against his. She was wild, uninhibited, working him ruthlessly, squeezing him deep, a breathless moan on her lips with every plunge. But her eyes were squeezed shut, her mouth open in a silent scream. Flint knew she needed more.

He couldn’t touch his woman with his hands, but he could still guide her. Push her to and over the edge just the way she needed. Make her feel it.

Flint braced his unbound feet against the bed and speared high into her core as she slammed down hard against him. Goldie’s eyes flew open and she gasped, smiled like a cat in a canary store. Flint grinned back. “You feel that? That’s all yours.”

Her smile spread, a flush taking over her breasts as Goldie swivelled her hips on his. “All of it?” He pushed up once more, his cock surging to rock-hard when Goldie’s eyes fluttered closed and her mouth opened wide. “Oh. Flint. Do it again.”

She couldn’t have stopped him if she begged, not when she’d just said his name in that sweet-hot tone. Flint blocked out the pain in his still-bound arms, braced his feet, and bounced Goldie on his cock as she screamed and held on tight, her fingernails digging into his chest, her hot, wet core pulsing with a power that dragged him to the edge, but he wouldn’t go over without her.

Her moans were wild and she begged for more, leaning over and pressing her mouth to his, sucking his tongue deep as he speared high and hard inside her with everything he had. Sweat poured off of Flint’s body but he wouldn’t stop. Not ever. Not while Goldie needed him.

She broke rhythm, a desperate look on her face as she backed just inches away, eyes locked on Flint’s, and ground against him. Goldie worked her hips like a fucking butter churn, grinding, sweeping, pressing hard so he felt himself deep inside her, stretching her with every continued thrust into her sweet heat.

Then, with a gasping breath, he felt it. Her climax pulsing, clenching, drawing at his plunging cock. Flint groaned. He wanted her breasts in his mouth. Wanted all of her pressed against him, inside him, around him,

As if she could hear his thoughts even through her bliss, Goldie leaned down. Her blue eyes caught his for just a split second before their lips met, greedy and demanding, generous and giving. It was more than Flint could do to hold back. With a mighty growl that turned into a roar he thrust once, twice more into Goldie’s welcoming core, spilling into her with all the love and devotion he felt in his heart. Her mouth against his was gasping, mewling, dripping words of satisfaction into him, all over him. “Flint. Yes. So good.”

But even through the fog of his blissed-out brain, Flint knew they were racing the clock. She was going to need him again, and soon. With a flex of his hips that made them both gasp, Flint snagged Goldie’s attention and spoke in the sexy growl he knew she liked. “Now set me free, Goldilocks, and I’ll show you all the ways I can make you feel just right.”

 


Chapter 33 - Keep The D Handy

 

 

 

Goldie lifted her head, her chest still heaving with gasps. He wanted her to what? Oh, yeah. The chains. Goldie pushed up on Flint’s chest, his hard length still inside her, and moaned. Lordy, this man was perfection. Goldie wasn’t nearly done with him. She gave her hips a slow, grinding twist and the magnificent man beneath her moaned as well. “Goldie. The chains. Now.”

He growled on the last word and Goldie shivered in response. “Don’t do that growling thing. It makes it hard to concentrate.” She rocked on him again, gasping when he grew thicker, bigger inside her.

Flint wasn’t having it, though. He blew in Goldie’s face and smiled over a grimace. “Come on, Pumpkin. Don’t make me break the bed.” He was trying to be funny but for the first time the pain beneath his words registered in her brain. The chains were hurting him? And she’d made him keep them on? Guilt and dismay pulled at Goldie. Out-of-control didn’t even begin to describe a Prowl. More like taken over by homicidal nymphomaniacs. Thank heavens Flint had been with her or who knows what would have happened.

Goldie reached to one side as quickly as she could, unwinding the heavy chains from around the bed and Flint’s right wrist, trying to avoid the strange oily tendrils that were air-but-not-air, liquid-but-not-liquid, as they snaked out from the surface of the chain and touched Goldie’s fingers. They didn’t hurt, exactly, but she didn’t like it. They made her sad, somehow.

A rush of heat burned through her body and Goldie squirmed in place, impaled on Flint’s steel shaft, the fever to move taking her over. A relieved whimper escaped her when he was finally able to pull the one hand free, and Goldie stopped helping to give another roll of her hips. Heavens to Betsy, it was like her soul was on fire, her insides consuming her into something she never knew she could be, craving a soothing that only Flint could provide.

She heard a metallic clink and looked up to see Flint making quick work of the chains on his other arm, hissing with every touch as if they burned his fingertips. The moment the metal links were loose enough he yanked his hand free, rubbing the wrist and flexing his fingers before grabbing Goldie’s backside and pushing her down hard on his turgid cock inside her. “Fuck, you make me crazy.”

Goldie braced her hands on Flint’s biceps, feeling the rock-hard muscles flex beneath her fingers as he rocked her back and forth once more on the hot hardness of him. On the bedside table Flint’s phone chimed, Bryce’s face appeared, and all at once the rest of the night came rushing in on Goldie. The car wreck. The hospital. The Undoing. And the one who got away. “Darby!”

Without missing a beat Flint snagged the phone and swiped right, pressing a finger to her lips and then returning his hand to her backside. “What’s up, B?”

He listened for a moment, snarled into the phone, “Check IMDB, I’m busy,” and hung up, practically tossing the phone back to its resting place.

Both hands free, Flint once again gripped Goldie’s flanks and speared high inside her, stretching her so deep that pleasure rubbed up against pain. “They’re fine. Vlade must have been vluffing.”

Goldie started to laugh, but it became a moan when Flint ground her pelvis against his. Then all at once he lurched to sitting, wrapping both arms around Goldie and pressing her to him, turning the two of them so that Goldie was on her back, her body covered with his. His warm chocolate gaze somehow managed to appear both hard and soft as he looked into her eyes. “It’s my turn to be in charge.”

Goldie shivered, her nipples tightening painfully hard, feeling somehow both vulnerable and sheltered in his arms. But isn’t this what you said you wanted? A man with the confidence to take charge when it was necessary, and the skill to do it right? Goldie’s heart fluttered so hard it reverberated in her core, squeezing Flint until he groaned and ground his hips to hers.

He set up a slow, driving rhythm of thorough strokes, one hand cradling the back of Goldie’s head and the other palming her ass, his lips drifting to her neck. Goldie revelled in the way he took her body over, pulling her leg higher on his hip when he wanted to drive deeper, maneuvering her head when he wanted to kiss the other side of her throat. She’d never been manhandled like this before. It felt incredible.

Flint backed slightly away, his spine curving so he could reach Goldie’s peaked nipples, sucking each one deep into his mouth, kissing the curve of her breasts with something like reverence that touched her deeper than she knew anyone could go. Every few minutes his warm brown eyes would meet hers and he’d kiss her soundly, the memory of the words he’d said hours ago ringing through her head.

He’d almost gone crazy when he thought he’d lost her. Her worth to him had nothing to do with whether or not she killed a vampire.

Goldie smirked as Flint continued to work her body. Undoing that skinny-legged bloodsucker sure hadn’t hurt, though. She felt so powerful now,  in her Prowl, like a victorious warrior accepting tribute. She broke away from Flint’s mouth, kissing down his neck to his scratched-up chest and nibbling on his flat, male nipples as he thrust relentlessly into her welcoming body. He hissed in a breath and cursed. “Fuck, honey, do that again.”

She did, gladly, biting his pecs and snaking one hand down to dig her fingertips into the powerful muscles of his backside, making him surge deeper inside her. Goldie nuzzled her lips against the curve of his scarred neck and gasped at the invasion. “Don’t stop, Flint.”

Far from stopping, her bear picked up the pace, pounding her into the mattress with what had to be every ounce of strength he possessed. And still she wasn’t sated. A raw, primal need fought to make itself known, pushed itself to the forefront of Goldie’s most instinctive mind and sent her reeling into confusion. She had to… what? Kill? No. But heaven help her, it was almost what this felt like. She was desperate to protect herself, to keep the growing revolution at arm’s length, to… escape. That was it. Something was bearing down on her and she had to get clear of its path.

Goldie bit and fought, scratching at the skin of Flint’s back and shoulders until without warning he captured both her wrists and pinned them above her head, the other hand caressing, trying to gentle her struggling body even as he worked it harder, faster, deeper, bringing her to heights she’d never seen before. And oh, help… who would catch her when she fell?

As if he could hear her thoughts, Flint met Goldie’s eyes, his brow glistening with sweat. Not once did he stop serving her body as his words addressed her heart. “I’ve got you, Goldie.”

Goldie shook her head frantically, hot tears streaming as she clenched her eyes shut and sobbed. Couldn’t he see how scared she was of falling? But his low, rumbling voice broke through Goldie’s panic. “Look at me, Goldie. Now.”

She couldn’t help obeying that lusty growl. Goldie opened her eyes and looked at Flint through the sparkle of tears on her lashes, saw his body crashing into hers and heard his grunts of exertion. Watching him give to her was hypnotic. She knew now. Without question. Flint wanted her. But for how long? Goldie wanted forever with this man and the thought of settling for less was tearing her heart to pieces.

And that was when her steady, devoted bear looked down at her and spoke again, his heart in his chocolate-brown eyes. “I’m not leaving, Goldie. I love you. I’m staying right here.”

In that moment Goldie’s heart broke wide open, all the walls around it blown away. Whether she welcomed him or not, Flint would always be there. He wasn’t leaving her. It was safe to let him all the way inside her heart. And she wanted to, so much. More than anything. She just didn’t know how.

Tears continued to stream down her cheeks but she didn’t look away. She let Flint see her, accepting his love and all the ache that came with it, all the empty places longing to be filled and clamoring for their turn. Her body relaxed and she stopped fighting, deliberately softened the muscles of her arms and heart so she could feel the ways he loved her best.

Flint must have noticed the change. His churning hips slowed just a touch, his grip on her wrists became escapable. His mouth curved in the ghost of a tender smile when Goldie whispered her reply. “I love you, too.”

His cock throbbed with her quiet declaration. Goldie moaned and it was back to relentless, Flint burying his forehead in the curve of her shoulder and gasping for breath as he drove frantically into the shelter of her body. Goldie wrapped her legs around his, trapping him close and moaning at the powerful invasion of all her most delicate spaces. She trusted him with all of them.

She could feel the sharp edge Flint was riding, how badly he wanted them to go over it together. For once in her life Goldie felt ready for the drop. She tightened inner muscles and ground herself against him, felt the heated throb of him loving her. Goldie pulled her arms free and both hands went to his butt, holding tight, driving him deeper. Flint pulled back far enough to look her in the eyes before his lips took her over like they always had.

His hot, gasping breaths against her mouth were too much. Goldie couldn’t believe she’d pushed this extraordinary male to these heights and that he was man enough to take her with him. With one final thrust, she was over the precipice and flying in his arms.

Flint let out a breathless groan against Goldie’s lips as he soared with her, somehow managing to cushion their fall from above.

 

 


Chapter 34 - Body Talk

 

 

 

In the breaking light of the following dawn, Flint reclined on his very much worse-for-the-wear bed (really, they’d be lucky if it lasted Goldie’s Prowl) and stroked his woman’s hair as she slept. He should be sleeping, too, if he had any sense. But he didn’t. He’d lost it all in the war this switch had waged on his heart without even trying. And now he’d woken up just as the sky was starting to turn from black to blue and found he couldn’t go back to sleep, he was so grateful to even be alive to see the day.

And that didn’t even include how things had changed between him and Goldie. Claimed or not, the two of them had declared their love over and over, all night long, and he had no doubts. He knew she didn’t want anyone but him, and vice versa. Claiming could wait. His bear gave a grumbling protest. No longer than it must.

Goldie mumbled and squirmed in her sleep, rolling slightly away so that the blanket shifted and revealed one perfectly-shaped breast to his view. Flint’s dick twitched because, well, damn, but he let it be. She’d be awake and on him soon enough. His switch needed her rest as well and nobody, including him, was going to interrupt it.

The whole night had been insane, one bout of acrobatic sex after another, Goldie barely letting either one of them catch their breath before she’d take hold of his body and slip him somewhere warm and wonderful once again. He’d been on pleasure overload for hours and wasn’t sure he was ever coming down. Even the scratch on Flint’s chest, red with itchy blisters, that Vlade had left using only the tip of his bloodblade, barely bothered Flint at all.

He and Goldie had only stopped fucking twice: once for Flint to get them water and a snack, and once for him to wrap the vampire carcass at the foot of the bed in an old blanket. He’d almost stepped on Skinny Jeans’ beef jerky ass more than once, and it was really starting to make a mess on the carpet. Flint would be in here for hours next week trying to get the smell of burnt pine needles out. He smirked. Worth it.

On the street outside, Flint heard the familiar sound of Bryce’s Jeep, his brother cranking the tunes in spite of the early hour as he pulled into the driveway and parked. As quickly and quietly as he could Flint rose from the bed and pulled on a pair of shorts, relieved when Goldie’s sleeping form didn’t budge and her breathing stayed slow and even.

He closed the half-blasted bedroom door behind him, padding to the front door just as Bryce pushed it open, the kid’s surprised eyes going to Flint’s finger at his lips. Then Bryce’s face split into a grin and he stage-whispered, “So that’s why you didn’t want to talk last night. You were getting hammered. Well tough shit, big brother. Hungover or not, I need to grab a shower before I go back to the hospital. Jameson’s there pretending to ask Darby questions about the accident since it happened in his territory, but if anyone digs too deep they’ll find out he’s got no business there. I gotta get back.”

Flint growled. “I need you to do something. Wait here.” He walked back to the bedroom, away from Bryce’s impatient glare. Goldie was still sleeping. Flint strode to the blanket at the foot of the bed and lifted it gingerly. Bones clattered in the folds and a thin film of ash rained down on the carpet. Flint sighed.

He took the bundle back out to Bryce and thrust it into his brother’s arms. “Get rid of this. Somewhere good. We don’t want anyone finding it.”

Bryce’s nose wrinkled and he retched. “Dude, no! This shit stinks like a vampire’s assflaps. What did you fucking drink, man?”

Flint rolled his eyes. “I wasn’t getting drunk. We got jumped by vampires and Goldie Undid one. I’ll tell you about it when her Prowl is over. Right now you gotta go.”

He edged Bryce towards the front door, his younger brother blustering and protesting. “What?! You got Goldie in the back?! I mean, not... ‘in the back’... like that,” Bryce stammered, his eyes drifting towards the hallway that led to their bedrooms. “But dude, I bet during their Prowl is the best time to ask for the freaky shit.”

That did it. “Put the blanket down for a sec.”

Bryce did as Flint told him. “Why? What now?”

“I didn’t want you to get the carpet dirty.” Without another word Flint punched Bryce in the jaw, harder than he had in years, even at sparring. Fuck, that felt good. Righteous, even. Brother or not brother, nobody was going to say a sideways word about his woman.

Bryce staggered back three steps then fell on his ass, his ruddy cheeks going deep red as he glared at Flint, ready to go off. Flint held a finger up to his lips. If Bryce woke Goldie the cub was gonna get tagged again. His brother glared at Flint and angry-whispered. “What the hell, man? I didn’t mean anything by it.”

No doubt. But he’d think twice next time, wouldn’t he? Flint extended his hand to help Bryce up, then spun his brother to the front door, picking the blanket full of bones up as they went. “Be a good boy and maybe you’ll get heartbound one day, too. For now, get the fuck out.”

Bryce stood on the front porch holding his stinking bundle of bloodsucker bones, working his reddening jaw, a look of confused dismay on his face. “But you don’t even live here anymore!” Flint shut the door in his brother’s face and locked it. Duty called.

He practically sprinted to the kitchen, throwing together a tray of bagels, juice, and fresh fruit for breakfast and carrying it back to the bedroom. Perfect timing. One of Goldie’s slender arms was reaching to his side of the bed as if searching for him. When she didn’t find him her head rose to look, and Flint’s heart kicked into overdrive. With her mussed hair and sleep-creased cheek she was even sexier than when she’d been screaming beneath him, above him, as the little spoon... He shook his head to get it back on track. “Breakfast, Pumpkin.”

Goldie licked her lips and pushed herself onto all fours, crawling to the edge of the bed where she could kiss his taut belly under the tray and give his cock a squeeze through his shorts. Her sleepy voice was gravelly, like a woman well-fucked, and he could hear her sly grin through the words. “I know what I want to eat.”

Flint backed away, a school-marm expression on his face. “Hands to yourself, switch. We need to fuel this Prowl.”

Regret seized him when Goldie sat back, her beautiful breasts bouncing, and pulled the blanket almost all the way up to her pouting lower lip. She heaved a put-upon sigh and met his gaze. “Fine. I don’t want you running out of energy when you’re nailing me to the bed.”

The naughty glint in her eyes when Flint groaned in response told him she knew exactly what she was doing to him. He fucking loved it. Loved being wrapped around her little finger because she was so sweetly considerate of where she put her hands. “Clean your plate, Pumpkin, and I’ll nail you to every wall in the house.”

Her cheeks went pink and her mouth curved in that shy smile he loved so much. Flint smiled. Everything they’d done to each other, said to each other, and she still felt sheepish around him? Sweet little Pumpkin didn’t even know. By the time this was over, if he had anything to say about it, they’d know each other as intimately as two people could. They were made for each other just as surely as Goldie’s Resonant was crafted to make her bloodlust sing. And he wanted to be there for every tune, the harmony to her fierce, magical melody.

Flint placed the tray on the bed between them, deeply satisfied when Goldie dug into her cream cheese-topped bagel with ravenous enthusiasm. He started talking, hoping that if he kept her distracted from sex she might actually eat a decent meal. “We need to talk a little shop. It’s not safe to stay here. That fucker Vlade doesn’t seem like the type to back off for long.”

Goldie shifted on the bed, not meeting his eyes. “I know you’re right, but I still don’t know what to do about Darby. I can’t leave her. I mean, if she even wants me around her anymore.”

The blowout the two sisters had had yesterday at the hospital had been loud enough to draw the attention of everyone on the hall, but Flint hadn’t been able to distinguish all the words. He could guess what it was about, though. “You’re going to have to tell her the whole story. All of it.”

The glass of orange juice Goldie had been raising to her mouth froze two inches from her lips. “Why would I want to do that? She’ll think I’m crazier than she already does.”

Flint shook his head. “It’ll be fine. We should move both of you up to Resperanza, just to be safe. There are a bunch of extra rooms.”

Goldie was looking at him in confusion. “Wait, Resperanza is the name of the house you took me to?”

Flint nodded as he swallowed a mouthful of fruit. “The Covens protect the switches, like a secret hideout or something. Probably keep the stalker off the scent, too.”

Goldie’s eyebrows twitched, her attention caught. Flint tried to sweeten the pot. “Darby’s probably a switch, too. We get her into Resperanza, she’ll be safe, prepared, and before long maybe she’ll light up.”

But far from looking convinced, Goldie’s face crumbled, her half-eaten bagel forgotten in her limp grip. “But that’s the thing. I don’t know for sure if Darby is my sister.”

Flint stared. She didn’t think he was going to buy that roommate shit again, did she? But much to his relief she took another bite, swallowed, and began to explain. “I told you my dad used to get drunk and fling accusations around. Well, his favorite one to hiss at Mama when Darby was little and he thought I couldn’t hear was that she wasn’t his daughter.”

Goldie rolled her eyes, looking far more like Darby than she usually did, and shook her head as she continued. “Which is stupid, of course. The only reason he could even say it is because Darby is the spitting image of our mother. Didn’t get one single trait from him that I’ve ever seen, except a loud mouth and hot temper. I’m the one who looked like him, except for my blue eyes like Mama’s and Darby’s.” Goldie’s face screwed up with worry. “What if she’s only my half-sister and that makes her not a switch at all? What if all we do is put her in more danger?”

Flint popped the last grape in his mouth and shrugged. “Out of the frying pan and into the fire? If anyone can handle it, Darby can.”

He watched Goldie consider his words as she chewed the last of her bagel, then glanced down at the fruit still piled high. Without a word she picked up her dish and dumped its contents onto Flint’s empty plate, then set it down and grinned at him. “I cleaned my plate.”

Flint laughed at that, rising from the bed to set the tray on his dresser and drop his shorts to the floor. “Lucky for you I’ve got this hammer.”

 


Chapter 35 - Sibling Stalemate

 

 

 

The next day Goldie knocked softly on her sister’s hospital door and waited for an answer. Darby’s quiet voice came a moment later. “Come in.”

It was Sunday. Goldie had spent all day yesterday in the erotic fog of her Prowl and had hardly given a thought to her sister after her and Flint’s conversation. This morning when they woke she had felt like she was through the worst (the best?) of the Prowl, but she was eager to get things settled in case it came over her again. Even walking away from Flint as he settled into a chair twenty feet from Darby’s door had been more difficult than she expected, but Goldie knew she had to do this part alone. She looked back at him and he gave her a thumbs up that she shakily returned before entering her sister’s room.

Darby’s eyebrows rose in a you-got-some-nerve curve as they locked gazes. Goldie held out her peace offering: Darby’s makeup case. She’d grabbed it from their side of the duplex before she and Flint came. Darby’s still-bruised eyes lit up, but she kept the smile from her face as she greeted Goldie. “Hey, where you at?”

Goldie gave a weak smile. “I’m okay. Sore, still.” Although, if she was being honest, most of that was from the sex, not the car accident. “I thought you might want this.” She set the makeup case on the rolling table next to the hospital bed.

Darby maneuvered the table so it crossed her lap, and opened the case to reveal a large mirror and tiers upon tiers of product. Goldie opened the shades on the window to bring in better light before she sat down. “We need to talk, Dar.”

Her sister was already into her routine, putting her hair up in a plastic clip and pulling tubes and brushes from her kit, too busy to spare Goldie a glance. “So talk.”

For probably the millionth time ever, Goldie wished that Darby could just make things a little easier. But that wasn’t who her sister had ever been, and it was time Goldie stopped wishing on stars for what would never happen. One dream come true was enough for her. “I know things have been crazy lately, and I haven’t been completely honest with you. That ends now.”

And she told Darby everything that had happened since their grandmother died. From the voodoo woman in Jackson Square to Flint and Bryce being grizzly bears. Darby’s jaw dropped, her eyes and mouth wide, brown and ivory contour dots scattered over her face, waiting to be blended. She blinked quickly, more times than Goldie could count. “Motherfucker’s been holding out on me.”

Then Goldie told Darby about Jameson being the white wolf who’d run them off the road, and herself being a killer of vampires. “You might be one, too. We won’t know until you get around a vampire, I guess.” For once Darby didn’t say anything, just looked at her sister with the widest ‘scuse-me? eyes Goldie had ever seen until Goldie gave up waiting and told Darby about the Prowl. Just a little. Just in case.

By then Darby had recovered her chill. Her smirking response made Goldie’s cheeks flame. “‘Bout time you found an excuse to bounce on that boy. Bear. Whatever.” Darby screwed the top onto her lip gloss and put it back in the case, folding in the tiers and closing the lid.

She fixed Goldie with a hard look. “Honestly, Goldie, I don’t know what to think. I’m supposed to be the crazy sister, but you just left me in the dust with this shit. What ever happened to you and your rock solid control? This kind of crazy shit never happened to us before.”

Goldie squirmed in her seat. She knew it sounded nuts. There was the hard sell and then there was mental institution material, and she had no illusions about which side her story fell on. The fact that it was true wasn’t much help to anyone but her.

Oh! Keeping her gaze locked on Darby’s, Goldie blew into her palm and felt the Breath energy fill it. She curled her fingers around the ball of electric purpose and threw it at the empty water jug six feet away, sending it skittering off the bedside table.

Flawless burgundy lips popped wide, along with Darby’s eyes. “No shit! How’d you do that? That’s fucking epic!”

Goldie grinned and blushed at the bombastic reaction. She hadn’t impressed Darby enough to get her to show it in more years than she could count. Now her sister’s jaw was practically spring-loaded. “So you believe me?”

Darby tilted her head to one side and regarded Goldie with kinder eyes. “You’ve never lied to me before all this, that I can remember.”

Goldie swallowed. She had held one thing back. Not exactly a lie, but… “There’s a little bit more to the story. It’s about Mama and Daddy and the night they died.” So she told Darby that, too, about the green glow and the thoughts she’d had, the guilt she’d carried ever since. By the end of her story Goldie was staring at her tear-stained lap, unable to meet her sister’s eyes. “I’m so sorry, Dar. I never meant for them to die.”

Darby’s cynical laugh brought Goldie’s eyes flying up. Her sister’s perfectly made-up eyes were filled with tears that threatened to ruin all the time and attention Darby had paid to them. “Goldie, if that was all it took to kill our parents, they would have been dead years before Katrina hit. I wished myself out of there every day since I was five, and in lots of worse ways. But I didn’t mean it the other night when I said I’ve been trying to ditch you all my life. Hell, you and Tallulah were the only people I ever wanted to be around back then.”

Goldie gave a shocked laugh. “And now?”

Her sister smirked. “Well, Tallulah’s dead, and you’ve kinda turned into a pain in my ass.”

They both laughed hard and long at that, at the swampy mess they’d landed in and how much they loved each other in spite of it. When they finally calmed down Darby wiped her eyes. “I guess your new bouncy-bear means we’re staying here.”

Goldie smiled, then took a deep breath. This was the last hurdle. “So here’s the thing. The duplex isn’t safe, so Flint is thinking maybe we should all move into the hacienda, Resperanza. Bryce too. It’s hidden from humans, vampires, too. Your stalker won’t be able to send us letters… I think it’s the best thing, if everyone else agrees.”

Darby hesitated and Goldie saw the skepticism in her eyes. Oh yeah, way to show her you don’t want to control her life. She should totally trust you on that one. So Goldie tackled that beast head-on, too. Non-confrontational can suck my left nipple. “And I promise I won’t even bug you. Riot lives there, downstairs where you’re going to be, and if you spend all your time with him and Bryce and I never see you, that’s fine.” Goldie met her sister’s eyes, so much like her own. “I just want to know you’re safe.”

For a long moment Darby just looked at Goldie and said nothing. Then her mouth curved in a gentle smirk. “I kind of want to fuck with you like I’m not convinced, but for real, I can’t fucking wait. This shit is crazy. I could be a witch? Made to kill vampires? And these dudes are animals? I wonder what Riot is. Mmmm, or that yummy guy at the diner, maybe he’s one.” She rubbed her hands together and Goldie felt a stirring of apprehension. What on earth have I gotten these poor shifters into?

Goldie stood up, leaning in for a hug from Darby before she aimed her feet to exit. “I’ll let you know how it goes.” Darby waved her out and Goldie closed the door quietly behind her.

Immediately her eyes searched for Flint in the hallway, pushing to standing and coming towards her with a grin on his handsome face. “It sounded like that went well. Sisters again?”

Goldie stretched to her tiptoes for a kiss. “Sisters again.”

Flint took her hand and aimed them both for the elevators. “Let’s go home.”

A sigh escaped Goldie’s mouth as she tipped her head to lean on Flint’s upper arm. “Where’s home?”

Flint squeezed her hand and leaned over to kiss the crown of her head. “You know where home is, Goldie.”


Chapter 36 - Goldie Joins The Cause

 

 

 

With every mile closer to Resperanza they got, the more Goldie knew Flint was right. She knew where home was now. The feeling grew so strong that by the time Flint drove up the terracotta driveway with its sunburst pattern, Goldie could hardly sit still in her seat with the anticipation she felt. It was like when her parents had still been alive and they’d gone to Tallulah’s house for Sunday dinners, and Goldie had known that waiting for her was a big pot of gumbo or some other dish chock full of love, and precious time with the only person she could remember who had always been happy to see her.

They passed the front door this time and continued as the driveway curved and slanted downward around the side of the hacienda, next to the meadow, to a lower level with an outer wall marked by so many garage doors Goldie didn’t bother to count them. A few cars and trucks were parked on the big concrete pad, but Flint pressed a button on an automatic opener and pulled into a space inside where the wall in front of his bumper was marked with a painted bear claw. She looked over to the side and saw a blue Mini Cooper parked nearby, as well as Jameson’s truck, and on the other side a black motorcycle she recognized as Riot’s. Her eyes tracked the markings on each of their spots; a bat for the Mini she assumed belonged to Cora, a howling wolf silhouette for Jameson, then she stopped short at the next spot on the wall, marked with a fat, round pumpkin. So this is home.

Flint had that intense look on his face as they opened the door to step into the house and Goldie heard the murmur of a small crowd. The two of them rounded the corner hand in hand and Goldie realized she was in the enormous room where she’d first met Jameson and Cora, but this time it held considerably more people.

Her fellow switch jumped off one of the couches and ran to hug Goldie before she’d even gotten two steps inside the room. “Oh my fuck, I’m so glad you’re okay!” Goldie hugged Cora back and the warmth she felt expanded, swelled into a shock wave that moved from her heart to Cora’s to the space around them, making the whole house seem to tremor. Her vision didn’t go green, but it was like… like her soul did. She pulled back to meet Cora’s wide hazel eyes and fairy-faced smile. “I think Resperanza’s glad to see you, too. How’s Darby?”

Goldie swallowed her confusion and focused on Cora’s question. “Better. She might even be able to get out of the hospital soon. We’ll see what the doctors say.”

Jameson walked over, drew Goldie’s attention. “Flint said you two had talked about moving up here, bringing Bryce and Darby along?” His voice said no pressure, but his eyes said how soon can you start?

Goldie smiled and nodded. “I’m joining The Cause. If those bloodsuckers think they’re going to push me around they better be ready for a fight.”

Flint squeezed her hand and Goldie looked at him, a blush heating her cheeks at the pride she saw reflected in his eyes. The best part about having a warrior by her side was that he recognized her as one, too.

Cora and Jameson backed up a little, and Goldie could finally see what she was walking into. Scattered around the room were more than a half-dozen people. She recognized Bryce, of course, and Shiloh, but not the lean man standing next to her with the black hair and watchful eyes, Riot on his other side. A tall man with a sharp profile sat on a barstool next to a handsome black man with a smile so bright Goldie couldn’t help but return it. Carick, leaning against a wall, gave her a scowling nod. “Your first Undoing, switch. Well done.”

Cora took Goldie’s hand and patted it as she led her to the couch, to the middle cushion, and Flint settled on the other end. “Don’t mind him. He’s happy you’re here, he just doesn’t show it. Like, ever.” Cora winked in Carick’s direction. “Try just saying ‘hello’ next time, big guy.”

Goldie sat next to Cora on the couch and looked around nervously, grateful for Flint’s steady warmth beside her. Jameson was standing in the center of the room, a welcoming smile on his face as he looked at Goldie. “Everyone, you’ve heard about our newest member. Meet Goldie, the second Breath switch of the new generation. Goldie, on behalf of everyone working for The Cause: welcome. We’re glad you’re here.”

So that’s it? I’m in? She hadn’t even known what was happening! But it seemed to Goldie that this was a meeting of The Cause and she was part of it, as Jameson gave her a final smile and moved on with other business. “We need updates. Bryce, you brought us a present?”

Over at the bar, Bryce stood from his stool and reached down for a pillowcase resting on the floor beside him. Goldie heard the muffled clank of metal and felt her stomach clench. She knew precisely what was in the bag.

Bryce tossed the pillowcase to the center of the room, by Jameson’s feet. “Bloodchains. And let me tell you, those fuckers are freaky. I had a hell of a time getting ‘em unwound from the bed, it hurt like fire and getting electrocuted all at once. Had to put on leather gloves, for fuck’s sake.”

The pillowcase gave a clunk and everyone’s eyes shot to the bundle of dark magic in their midst. Goldie squinted. What the what?

Bryce cleared his throat nervously. “Yeah. Then there’s that.”

Shiloh scrunched her nose at the bundle. “So what are we going to do with them?”

Carick snagged the bag from the floor with a grumble. “I shall examine them.”

No shifter protested. Goldie didn’t blame them.

Jameson cleared his throat and moved on. “Dario?”

The dark-skinned man with the dazzling smile straightened slightly on his stool. “Had some friends of mine in Shady Pines PD do drive-bys of that address Flint gave me, looking for a man with skunk-striped black hair, orders not to approach, just report. Nothing. Hasn’t been seen since Goldie’s last run-in.”

Dario nodded her way as he continued. “Also thanks to Goldie, we got the missing person’s case resolved. Brittany’s moved back home with her dad and Lucas for the time being.”

Shiloh spoke up with a smirk. “Anyone else notice that Brittany is officially dumber than a dead body? Nine days and it never occurred to her to follow the stream from the Springs to the BBOC?”

Dario gave the sharp-tongued female shifter a what-can-you-do look and kept on with his report. “Plus Garner’s bones degraded down to nothing while they were sitting in the morgue, literally turned to dust in the body bag. There’s nothing left to even test, so that one will probably end up on the back burner before long. Been a good week for gettin’ shit done. Y’all don’t fuck it up for me.”

Jameson nodded, turned to the man with the sharp profile. “Aven, you got anything?”

Aven clacked his teeth once, almost as if he was offended Jameson had to ask. “We got someone new in the mix. The bogey who chased Goldie and her sister wasn’t human. Not shifter, either, or at least not pure. Honestly, it was like nothing I’ve ever smelled before. I followed him almost all the way to Bryson City, then he pulled over, the door opened, and by the time I circled around he had just… disappeared.”

Eyebrows around the room went up. Aven flipped up fingers as he counted off his finds. “I didn’t get a good look at him except to say he was definitely male, anywhere from twenties to fifties, medium build, hair on the darker side. The car was a toss-away bought for cash from a lot near Bryson City by a guy nobody remembers, the tags were stolen that morning outside Turner’s Mill from a hiker’s parking lot, so no cameras to check. I don’t have a lead I haven’t chased down to nothing. I’ve got his scent now, though. If he comes into my forest again, I’ll know.”

Goldie was impressed. All she’d known about the man who followed them was that she wanted to be as far away from him as possible. Knowing Aven had his number was more of a relief than she would have expected. Just as she had been on the day they found Brittany, Goldie was struck by how reliable and valuable this group was going to be as she found her way into her new life. She glanced over at Flint and smiled. As they found their way.

Carick’s gruff voice spoke up from across the room, calling everyone’s attention. Goldie saw he was looking at Shiloh. “Speaking of that disaster, shifter, you were there? Did it not occur to you to stay put, call in reinforcements?”

Shiloh squared her shoulders, clearly ready to take her lumps, but Goldie spoke up before she could. “Uh, that’d be my fault. I was determined to get my sister, Darby, to safety, and whatever that guy in the car was, he made me want to run. I told Shiloh she could stay or go, but we were leaving. She came with us.” A glance at Shiloh showed the platinum-haired shifter looking back, a new regard in her eyes. She gave Goldie a silent nod.

But Carick was pushing off the wall, coming towards Goldie so fast that Flint beside her muscled his own weight forward. The huge man with the glittering black eyes stared her down hard. “Sister?”

Goldie stammered. Time to own up. “Yeah, uh, I know I said she was just my roommate but that was before… everything. She’s my sister. And she’d like to move in here, if it’s okay. Flint and I were thinking there’s a chance… well… that she might turn out to be a switch, too.” Goldie couldn’t bear to voice the uncertainty she’d shared with Flint, that Darby wasn’t her full sister and might not be a switch at all. As long as Darby was safe, the rest would work itself out in time. She had a much bigger team on her side now.

A murmur ran around the room. Next to her Flint spoke up as well. “We have plenty of room down here in the barracks. Bryce would move in, too. Now that the vampires have the duplex on their radar it’s not safe.” Goldie glanced at Bryce and thought Flint’s younger brother looked less than happy at the prospect of living here with all of them. Flint had told her on one of their dates that Bryce had been enjoying being on his own; she guessed now he was disappointed to find his wings being clipped once more.

Carick was looking at them all in turn with an expression of amused disbelief. “Best of luck to you all.” Then he paused, turned back to Goldie. “Your sister, tell me about her. Is she slender like you? Petite?”

Goldie’s face automatically pulled into a scowl. What did Darby’s body type have to do with anything? But Carick was on a roll. “And her hands. Is she good with her hands?”

Now, that was just twisted. Goldie looked at Jameson, standing nearby to see if he knew what the heck was up with Mr. Awkward. The Keeper cleared his throat and smiled at Goldie, a sparkle in his piercing blue eyes. “Why don’t you go find your room?”

Goldie clapped her hands and rose, Flint beside her, with a smile just for her in his sweet-as-chocolate eyes. She aimed her footsteps up the narrow staircase and past the dining room, the front door and beyond, to the glass-ceilinged atrium and the staircase she figured must lead to some bedrooms. But when they reached the enormous, round, plant-filled room, almost at once Goldie spied a door that she hadn’t before. Tucked under the stairs on the far side, and slightly ajar, she felt immediately drawn to open it.

The first thing Goldie noticed when she stepped inside was simply the sheer size of the room, but the second was the bed. The biggest she’d ever seen, it had to be even bigger than king-sized. Flint-sized, that’s what it was. And sturdy, with wide wooden posts at all four corners and wrought iron crossbars in between. Perfect for tying a bear to, or a Prowling switch, Goldie thought with a sexy shiver. And what was that topping each post? Goldie squinted as she walked closer, looking at the sculpted rustic finials and laughing when she finally recognized them. Pumpkins. “I like this room.”

She delved further inside as Flint slowly followed. The furniture was all unique, like nothing she’d ever seen before. A chest of drawers on one wall had sturdy legs that looked like beanstalks, and to her delight Goldie spotted a tiny Jack climbing one while a much larger giant carved into another leg waved his fist in the boy’s direction. The wooden entertainment center held a state-of-the-art sound system she couldn’t wait to try out, on a series of shelves connected by uprights that were carved to look like pumpkin vines. Goldie spun in a circle, delighting at all the subtle fairy tale touches, when it hit her. This room wasn’t just a lucky find. It was designed for her.

A giddy feeling grew in her stomach as she spun in a slow circle, noting ever-more-personal details. Sitting on the chest of drawers was the delicate metal model of a spinning wheel that Tallulah had gotten Goldie for her thirteenth birthday. And that was her Queen of Hearts bathrobe hanging on the hook of an open door in one corner. The door led to a luxurious bathroom, complete with a clawfoot tub big enough for two, even if the second person was Flint. Her single toothbrush rested in a stand on the counter next to the sink, her hairbrush on a silver tray beside it.

She staggered out of the bathroom and into the door opposite, which turned out to be a huge, perfectly organized walk-in closet. All of Goldie’s clothes were hung neatly on hangers or folded into built-in drawers. Her shoes were stacked on a shelf.

Goldie’s mind reeled and she let it, because the knowing she had went deeper than that, down past her heart and her soul and the very molecules that made up her body to the energy that made up everything, ever. This house was magic. Real magic. Even more real than the little balls of electricity she could toss around. Ancient. Wise. Infinite. And beyond that, she could tell that somehow Resperanza knew her, was deeply delighted to have her here. It was like having Tallulah alive again, in some small way. Goldie knew all the way through to her core that, here, in this place, on this ground, she was loved and looked after.

But then something struck her, even harder than the realization that Resperanza was magic. And this epiphany didn’t delight Goldie, it pissed her off. She stalked back across the room to where Flint was lurking with heavy eyes, and demanded to know. “Where the heck is your stuff?”

 

 


Chapter 37 - Staking Her Claim

 

 

 

Flint rubbed the scar on his neck with his knuckle. Hard, as if it would somehow stop his mind from reeling, his heart from aching. It was crazy enough spying the door in the atrium he could swear hadn’t been there before, but then to find this whole room that was so obviously Goldie’s, with her belongings already moved in and arranged? That was some straight trippy shit.

The gargantuan bed with the pumpkin accents, the other pieces of furniture so perfectly crafted to reflect her strength and whimsy, it all added up to a room that Flint felt right at home in. A big sofa in the nook between the bathroom and the closet looked like the perfect place for lounging, and if he wasn’t mistaken the French doors that opened off the back wall led to the courtyard with the grill and garden, which meant this room was just a short walk from the kitchen. No stairs.

What bummed him out, and why Goldie’s words made his stomach churn, was that he was wondering the same thing she was. Sure, there was the sturdy bed, the oversized tub, the man-sized couch, but all that was just fuel for fucking. In this whole room there was not one bit of evidence that the two of them were in love. It was a painful reminder that as a shifter it didn’t matter how heartbound Flint was, switches weren’t beholden to anybody until and unless they agreed. Until they made it official with a Claiming. And as much as Flint wanted that, he couldn’t stand the idea of putting any more demands on Goldie when she’d already changed so much, given up so much, just to be here. “Probably down in my room.”

The look in her eyes when she heard him… fuck. Flint could tell she didn’t understand, and her sad question confirmed it. “You’re not going to stay up here with me?”

Flint stepped closer, pulling Goldie right in front of him so that he could look into her confused blue eyes. Every word was like a gut punch but he got them out evenly. “I’ll be here every night. Anytime you want me. But my stuff stays down in the barracks. Jameson is up here because he Claimed Cora.”

She nodded her head but Flint could tell Goldie still didn’t understand. Worse, she probably assumed he was saying he didn’t want to do the same to her. Oh, Bear. Flint was going to have to take a serious leap. “I want that for us, too, Goldie. Forever.”

Goldie’s eyes flew up to his, the joy so sparkly he couldn’t help but grin. Damn, what this woman does to me. She held his gaze with that shy smile, his kryptonite, the only substance on earth his grizzly heart wasn’t impervious to. “You do?”

Flint felt his bear pulse inside him. Was she really considering-? He took Goldie’s hands, kissing her knuckles, laying her palms against his chest so she would feel how strong his heart beat for her. Her limber fingers crept lovingly to the scar on his neck, grazing across the puckered flesh with a reverence that humbled him, the pulse of his blood so close to her touch Flint swore he could feel her inside him. Her scent spiked and thickened, the live, green, lush herbal complexity rushing through Flint, his mouth watering for a taste.

He raised his hands to Goldie’s face, saw the wanting in her clear blue eyes. One of his fingers traced the line of her neck down to where it met her shoulder, to that sweet spot where the veins rushed so near the surface. “It’s unbreakable, as far as I know. So we’re not doing it just so I can keep my stuff up here, Goldie. Only if you want it as much as I do.”

Her small, slender hands wrapped around his waist, her head coming to rest against his chest. “I’m telling you what I want. Claim me.”

Flint’s heart stuttered. He put a finger to Goldie’s chin, lifting her face to look deep into eyes that had never been able to hide from him. All he saw was complete acceptance shining back; of her destiny, of Flint, of their love for each other. She said she wanted it. He wouldn’t insult her by asking again.

Flint took Goldie’s mouth, emotion overwhelming him. How quickly Goldie had changed his life and priorities; how grateful he was that she had. Flint lifted her up right in the middle of the fairy tale bedroom, wrapping her legs around him, gripping her ass so he could carry her to the enormous bed and set her gently on its edge. Every breath he drew came from Goldie’s mouth as their lips stayed locked, breaking away only long enough to shed the clothes between them.

Looking down at Goldie’s petite, slim-hipped, naked body sitting perched on the bed’s edge, Flint’s cock flooded with lust and stood to attention. He saw her reaching for it and stopped her progress, lightly holding her wrists as he slowly dropped to his knees before her.

He released her wrists, hands going to her knees to press them wide. Goldie’s breath accelerated and her nipples pebbled so hard he wanted to suck them into his mouth and roll them around on his tongue like the fresh, ripe raspberries in the atrium outside her door. Their door. But first there were other delicacies he was hungry to taste.

Goldie fell back to the bed with the first touch of his tongue to her sweet, pink flesh, her back arching in pleasure. Flint may have only been with Goldie for a short time, but already he knew how to unerringly bring his woman straight to the edge, and how to ride it with her pleasure so tightly in hand that before long she was cursing his name as much as she was praising it. After today she would be his to please as often as Flint could.

Her taste would never leave him. Her scent, the feel of her body in his arms would be his constant companion. Every time Flint went into battle, it would be with Goldie by his side. His bear surged and he drew deeper on her clit, loving the way she thrashed and squealed on the bed above him, her hands in his hair to hold him close.

Goldie’s body went from undulating waves to strung tight, her hips working minute circles against Flint’s mouth as he licked and sucked her into abandon. It was his favorite thing, seeing his normally reserved woman chasing her pleasure. She propped herself on her elbows, meeting his gaze as his tongue flicked and made her gasp. The little wrinkle between her eyes, the one showing up just now before she climaxed, that fucker would be one of his favorite things until the day Flint died, he swore to the Great Bear. Goldie’s jaw dropped and a silent scream emerged as her core shook and spasmed against his mouth.

When he felt her release, Flint stood. He flipped Goldie to her knees with one hand and pressed her chest to the bed as the other took hold of his cock and slid it home before she had even stopped quaking inside.

He grit his teeth and took them both on the ride of their lives, slamming into Goldie’s gorgeous body, feeling the tremble of her channel that never stopped pulsing around him. Where usually she filled their lovemaking with sweet, soft words, this time she was wild, moaning and screaming with what he did to her.

Every thrust pushed Goldie further up the bed. Flint climbed on behind her, keeping his pace, feeling every surge of lust that moved through Goldie’s body and brought them closer together. He eyed the curve of her neck from behind, thinking of how it was going to feel when he sank his teeth into her flesh. Flint loosed his bear just enough for his canines to grow, the longing so intense when he did that it almost doubled him over. Now.

He pressed all of his front to Goldie’s back, pushing her down into the mattress, and struck fast, before she even felt him coming. His teeth sank into her skin, glancing off bone and blood vessel. Flint felt like he had put his dick in a light socket. A buzz that was all pleasure with the thinnest edge of pain ran through him from top to toes, like that time he’d touched an exposed wire in the workshop and gotten the shock of his life. Only this time he had no desire to break away.

His body continued pumping into Goldie’s but all of Flint’s focus was on the connection. He could feel her filling him, him filling her, as if they were two halves of a whole, the completion of a circuit that had been broken until this very moment. Green light spilled out, filling him, them, the room with its emerald power, and still Flint couldn’t break away. Not that he wanted to. The bliss he was feeling at this moment was more intense than a dozen orgasms, gave him the strength of a dozen bears.

Just when he thought it couldn’t get any better, the feeling intensified tenfold. His body was taken over with a flash of emerald just as Goldie screamed beneath him and her core clamped down, milking him like a silken fist as Flint came and came for what felt like minutes. His fangs receded from Goldie’s skin and he kissed the already-knitting wound gently, his breath coming under his control once more.

He withdrew from Goldie and somehow got the blanket pulled back from the bed and her underneath it before collapsing and pulling her close to his side. Already she was dozing off.

Flint was still breathing hard when he heard Riot’s motorcycle speed by the window closest to the driveway. Not two seconds later Flint’s phone chirped from his pants on the floor by the bed. He stretched one long leg out and hooked the garment with his toe, fishing his phone out of the pocket. A text from Jameson: Are congratulations in order?

Flint’s protective instincts rose. Cause or not, his and Goldie’s relationship was theirs alone. He texted back to J: A gentleman never tells.

Jameson’s reply made Flint laugh, then just as quickly slapped him sober: Yeah? So what’s your excuse? Another meeting tomorrow. Get some rest.

Another meeting tomorrow. Another step along the path to war. He had proof now, that the Mountain Man was out there. Hope for finding out which Fatherborne bloodfucker - not Vlade, if vampires could be trusted to tell the truth, which they couldn’t - had killed his family, tried to kill him. He also had a lot more to lose.

Flint yawned mightily, then turned his phone all the way off. Rest was something they both needed.

 

 


Chapter 38 - Home Sweet Coven

 

 

 

Goldie woke from what had to be the most restorative nap of her life, nestled in Flint’s arms, and could tell it was evening by the way the deep yellow sunlight filled the room from the side. She tracked one long beam into the open closet, where Goldie was startled, but not really, to see Flint’s shirts hanging neatly next to hers where before there had been empty space.

Her gaze shifted to the bedside table and Goldie’s eye caught on a yellow-and-white enameled flower pin she had never seen before. A daisy. For his sister. It has to be. Goldie didn’t even try to slow the uncontrollable rush of tenderness that flooded her heart. The things her man had come through and still been so easy to love, so good at giving love back…

She grinned and buried her face in Flint’s solid chest, remembering how it had felt when he Claimed her. A split second of piercing vulnerability followed by a rush of the most intense belonging, and a feeling of safety she’d never experienced before, not even when Tallulah was alive. Everything Goldie had been feeling since coming to Resperanza, but multiplied by one thousand. An assurance that forever after, and without question, this man and his bear would give everything to keep her whole and thriving. She giggled against Flint’s skin and breathed in his masculine scent, more in love than she could have ever imagined.

From above came Flint’s sleep-rumpled voice, sweetened with a smile. “You slept hard. Ready for some dinner?”

They got dressed and walked out hand-hewn dark wood French doors to a courtyard so fantastic Goldie couldn’t bring her mouth to close. Flint wouldn’t be distracted, though, dragging her on to the kitchen, where he made her a sandwich fit for a queen and himself one as well. They wandered Resperanza as they ate, Goldie exploring the courtyard further, with its herb and vegetable gardens, grill and smoker, and a cluster of chairs and hammocks ringed around an oversized fire pit.

The back wall was chest high, and Goldie could see why when she stepped closer and looked out over a sheer cliffside, the wind coming up from the valley below and whipping her hair forward as if it wanted to pull her in. Flint told her the cliff's name was Tsigule, and that the word meant “evil wind”. What ground there was beyond the wall sloped steeply down to her right, towards the garage, where it met the meadow of tiny white flowers.

Back through the kitchen and into the main part of the hacienda, along a wall between the front door and the dining room, just in the heart of the house, Goldie found another, smaller bedroom. It had simple but well-made furnishings, with a full-sized bed and small dresser. Almost like a guest room. Goldie raised her eyebrows at Flint and he smiled. “It’s for Auntie. She’s this old lady, a friend of Jameson’s-”

Goldie interrupted. “The one Cora said is a switch?”

Flint nodded. “He’s trying to get power of attorney or whatever, get her moved here from the nursing home she’s in. One of the nurses is giving him shit, though, gumming up the works.”

Goldie nodded and exited the room, turning the light off. She had nursed Tallulah at home with the help of a small roster of exceptional caregivers, so she understood the desire to keep an eye on a loved one’s well being. Interesting that a nurse at Auntie’s facility cared enough to protest. Goldie was about to ask what the nurse’s reason was but the heated look on Flint’s face cut her train of thought off at the station. She smiled back impishly. “What?”

Flint’s eyes seemed to darken from cocoa to coffee as his mouth curved in a sexy smile. “There’s another meeting for The Cause tomorrow to introduce you. I'll be there, by your side, but ask me how much I care about The Cause right now.”

Goldie’s jaw dropped. So soon? She didn't even get time to settle in?

Her man’s scruffy, sturdy face leaned in close to hers as he used one big hand to grab her close to him, the other to touch her nose playfully. “We got this. You and me together. No one is going to let you fall. Not me, not Cora, not Jameson, not my brother or anyone else. We're all part of this, and that’s bigger than either of us can imagine right now. So shake it off.” He kissed the tip of her nose, and then her lips, softly. "And ask me how much I care."

Goldie laughed softly. “How much do you care?” she said, tilting her face up to his. Thinking she knew the answer.

Flint gripped her ass, pressing her against the hard length she could feel growing harder. “Not nearly as much as I care about what happens in that big bed tonight.”

Goldie challenged him with one raised eyebrow. Like him, she could not stop thinking about the next time they could steal a few moments alone, the next time she could ply her mate for shared pleasures. But who could forget the reason they were together in the first place? And all that yummy Prowl sex. “Think we should find a vampire to kill first?”

Flint shook his head slowly, grinning a cocky, self-assured, content grin that Goldie had not seen on his face before. When he spoke, he purred the words at her, sex in every syllable. “Vampire? Pumpkin, we don’t need no stinking vampire. I can make you scream like that every vlessed night of your life.”

Flint planted one hot, lingering kiss on Goldie's lips before grabbing her hand and leading the way to the only home they’d ever need. Each other.

 

 

 

<<<<<<< End >>>>>>>

 


Notes from Grace

 

Soooo, anyone else get their ass handed to them by 2017? You guys, what the hell was that? Everything was going fine! Switch of Fate Book 1 came out on August 31st, and it was a challenge right up to the end, but we did it! (Yay!) Got right into plotting Book 2 and realized we needed to answer a LOT of questions for ourselves before we could go any further. No biggie, though, just the usual fun of making up a whole world and populating it with characters. Not exactly a piece of cake... more like a piece of 12-layer cocoa torte with hand-painted sugar flowers, but still. Good stuff.

Then, at the end of September, I lost one of the most precious people in my life. Someone I loved so deeply and considered so vital, my nickname for him was Thumbs. A month after that, my mother died after a five-year battle with metastatic breast cancer. Talk about getting kicked while you’re down...

So I’ve spent the last five months in this thick, exhausting grief fog where I wanted to work and get the book done, but as Lisa has said to me so many times and with such enduring kindness: You can’t grieve and create at the same time. And as much as I wish it was, the grief wasn’t optional. I’d wake up thinking I’d get some good work in and instead spend far too much of the day watching unrealistic action movies and tasteless comedies and feeding myself truly absurd amounts of chocolate. As one does, when life is too real to face head-on.

Anyway, all that to say that I have ZERO intention of it taking me six months to get Book 3 written and released! Rest assured, the bare bones are there, and I’m already itching to get them down on paper and to flesh them out. We’re looking at a much shorter wait before you all get to read Riot’s story.

In the meantime, feel free to check out my back catalog on Kindle Unlimited. But I wanna give you fair warning about two very important things. First, I’ve learned a LOT from Lisa, so I’m telling you right upfront my older books do not have the action that the Switch of Fate series has. They are, to be frank, mostly fucking and feelings. But not a bad way to pass a few hours! (Buy fresh batteries. LOL) Second, what sex there is, is waaaaay kinkier than what you see in SOF. I’d say Lisa has to spank me to keep me in check, except once you read my books you’ll know that’s the last thing that would slow me down! LOL

If you want to scope my style first you can go to my website. I have a scene there you can read, plus a story you can get just by signing up for my newsletter. If you like what you see there, chances are my books will tickle your fancy, too.

For now, on to Riot’s story! Just nobody else die, okay? <3 <3 <3

Love,

Grace
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