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Chapter 1 - Riot’s Nature


 




Riot strained to summit the highest bluff on the cliff, his fingers pinched around rock, his toes scrambling for holds inside his soft-soled climbing shoes. Sweat poured from his forehead and he twisted to wipe it on the fitted sleeve of his black athletic shirt.

If he fell? He’d shift, of course. Shift in mid-air and land far below on his feet, like any cat. Sure, he still might die. But what a way to go.

He pulled himself up with his fingers, undiluted tension in his hands, shoulders, back, and core doing all the work. He gritted his teeth, unable to help grunting. He was lean and strong, and still his ass was being kicked, which meant his grow was safe out here, nobody but shifters could get this high. Shifters, and the most ambitious local mountain climbers who knew the Nantahala National Forest well enough to even think summiting this crag might be possible.

Riot Cofield was both a puma shifter and the most savage mountain climber in the forest. Which was why he dared to do something so fucking stupid in the middle of it.

He levered a foot over the ledge, pulled and pushed and forced the rest of himself over, taking a moment to catch his breath, face down on the rock, tiny pebbles sticking to his cheek.

Break’s over. He pushed himself to his feet, convict pushup-style, squinting against the retreating September sun, letting the view smack him in the face all at once.

Whooosh. Like a film reel rolling out, the view spread from cliffside shore to cerulean sky, where fat clouds with foamy, fiery undersides hovered. The evening sun sank quickly, creating an ever-changing work of art, making him suck in a deep breath.

So much better than being stuck in a box.

Any sky would be better than a ceiling, but this sky? Riot had lived in North Carolina for all of his thirty years and had been climbing for at least twenty, teaching and leading tours in this forest for just over a year, and he knew there was no sky like this sky. No forest like this forest. No air like this air.

From here, he could see so far that the view must encompass the entire world, and, from here, the entire world was only beautiful. Even something as destructive as a forest fire would be a riotous feast for senses that had been starved like his has been.

Riot glanced down to the bluff twenty feet below him, to his best friends, Ryder and his twin sister, Shiloh, both leopard shifters. Shiloh was working quickly in the patch, while Ryder sat off to the side, near the ledge they’d come up on. He gazed out at the view, his feet dangling over miles of open air, expression set. Probably composing poetry, Riot decided. The cat didn’t talk, but he thought, hard.

Shiloh looked up, catching Riot’s eye. “Knife!” she yelled. Riot nodded and shrugged his pack off his back, dropping the entire thing to her so that the super-light titanium knife, a present for his tenth birthday, was well-padded. He trusted Shiloh to look after it. Everyone who knew him well, knew how he felt about that knife.

Riot got down to business quickly and expertly, pulling a gallon-sized baggie out of his pocket. He knew how to do the dirty shit, had always been good at going bad, and this skill was no exception. If clearing a patch was ever an Olympic event, he would bring home the gold.

Finished, he zipped up the baggie and climbed back down to his friends, ready to call it a day, hoping and praying for the zillionth time that he was doing the right thing, and that it would never bite him in the ass.

Shiloh knew how much Riot hated what they were doing, but knew him well enough to work as fast as she could to get it done. He fell in line next to her in the quiet dusk and they passed his knife back and forth, alternately pinching and cutting off bud after bud from the patch of cannabis plants, dropping each one into the bulging sack of baggies at their feet. Riot rubbed his hands on the ground again and again. Shit, this stuff is sticky. And smelly.

Which was the reason that he and Shiloh were working their fingers to the bone picking buds, while Ryder kept his still-on-parole hands clean. The male’s cat was a clouded leopard and his long physique and black hair made him look like a photo negative of his pale and perfect snow leopard sister. He perched on a boulder playing lookout and being brilliant, occasionally writing in his ever-present pocket notebook. The fact that Riot even knew of the notebook’s existence was a testament to how deep the bond between them ran. Ryder usually kept it squirreled away where nobody could see it, ask him about it, or get their ass beat for touching it.

Shiloh cleared her throat in Riot’s direction, breaking the long silence, playing big sister. “How much longer you gonna be doing this?”

“This?” he griped. You mean how long until we’re finished for the day? Or how many more days until this patch dies and I have to figure out how to grow a summer crop in winter? Or how much longer until I find a permanent solution and I’m not chained to an anchor six inches short of the surface? Riot shrugged and took the middle road. “One more harvest after this, maybe two. I’ve got to come back for the whole plants. Too much of the good stuff in the stems to let them sit here and rot.”

Shiloh exhaled sharply through her nose, all irritation. Riot waited, and a minute later she spoke again. “You know this kind of thing can be bought online, right? Buying CBD oil, even in an illegal state, won’t land your ass back in prison.”

Riot shook his head. “The levels aren’t right. Believe me, we tried, but nothing on the market even touches the seizures. I guess because he’s half-shifter he needs a special blend.” Riot grew a particular strain of cannabis with an exact chemical profile, alongside perfectly legal, high-CBD hemp, for a very good friend who could die without it.

Ryder hmmphed in disapproval from his boulder. Shiloh translated. “Bastard should’ve known better than to have kids with a pure human in the first place.”

Like a shot, Riot’s mind took off down that old familiar path of anger and resentment, and with an effort he reined it in. No use thinking about what could have been, all he could do now is deal with what is. One step after another until the job was done and everyone was okay. Then maybe he’d get a rest. Maybe. Probably not.

He changed the subject, hoping Shiloh wouldn’t make him work to get the answers he was fishing for. “Anything new?”

The tiniest ghost of a smirk curved Shiloh’s thin lips. With her tan skin, exotic face, and tight physique, it was easy to overlook this female’s richer depths, which was a mistake. Even though they were and would only ever be friends, Riot knew that Shiloh wasn’t someone you should underestimate. She proved his point for him when she went straight to the heart of his question.

Shiloh crossed her arms and eyed him. “Anything new with what? The Cause? I thought you were out, Lio.”

Riot flinched before he remembered that it was Shiloh speaking, that she wasn’t taunting him with the nickname. Lio was the highest term of respect a big cat shifter could be afforded by his peers. It meant they trusted that cat to be righteous, to do the right thing, even though cat shifters as a species were notorious for taking other, more shadowed paths. Not the worst of the shifter reputations out there, but still. Not great.

Riot shook the tension out of his shoulders and gave Shiloh a look. She was right, he had left The Cause, moved out of that weird-ass house, Resperanza, and had been sleeping in trees for the last few nights. And it was the smartest damn thing he’d ever done, or so he kept telling himself. Riot hadn’t been in The Cause for two weeks before he’d been over the responsibilities, the bullshit with Flint, the questionable nature of his duties, and all the people who wanted in his business. He shrugged. None of that stopped him from being curious. Curiosity killed the cat but satisfaction brought him back. All that fucking bullshit. Shiloh knew it as well as he did. “I am out, but… come on.”

Shiloh did know. She didn’t drag out the suspense, instead twisting off another bud and tossing it into Riot’s pack as she spoke. “Darby’s out of the hospital, moved into Resperanza. I haven’t seen her since the accident but I heard she’s okay.”

Riot huffed out a humorless laugh as he passed Shiloh in the row. It had been less than a week since the car accident. Goldie and Shiloh had made it out walking wounded, but Darby had been hurt pretty bad. The Cause played for keeps, and the blood was for real.

Riot hadn’t been at the wreck. He’d been on the other side of the Nantahala River gorge wrestling his motorcycle down the popular Tail of the Dragon, a series of even tighter switchbacks than the one Goldie had been navigating. He’d hoped the laser focus required by the back-and-forth, stomach-lurching ride would help get his mind off the rising tide of complications in his life, but coming off a series of tight pendulum turns, Riot’s eyes had lit up green, the coven color reflecting back to him in his helmet’s face shield. Trouble somewhere, something to do with The Cause, with the switches.

He’d still been part of it all then, and just like the Breath switches lit up green when they were doing switchy shit, the covenbound shifters’ eyes lit up too, to let them know shit was going down somewhere and they better find it. The reflection in his face plate had blinded Riot, forced him off the road, and the urge to run toward danger had pulled and punched at him, making him want so badly his whole body ached. He’d had to park his bike at a lookout and run his puma up a dozen fucking trees for an hour just to keep from charging miles across the forest, and all because he was covenbound to women he barely knew.

Fuck that. Riot didn’t like feeling used, he’d had enough of that for ten thousand lifetimes. So he’d tendered his resignation in a surly, “I quit,” after one of Flint’s bullshit tirades. It hadn’t been hard to clear out his few things.

Covenbound to women? No, it wouldn’t do to think of them like that. They were switches. Savage, vampire-killing witches destined to go mad when there were blood-suckers around. Shifters like him were their partners, like it or not.

Riot pinched a bud too hard, crushing the sticky threads with his fingers. That so-called partnership? Riot didn’t like it. He had other priorities that did not include being Breath Coven’s lackey. Their dick-in-a-pinch.

Still, his mouth ran off in front of the tirade in his brain, and Riot couldn’t stop himself from asking, “No new switches?”

Shiloh shook her head, her perfect pale bob settling immediately. “Nope. Everyone expects Darby to light up, but it’s not like we can play bloodsucker buttercup and rub a vampire on her chin to check.”

Riot laughed silently. That’s exactly what they should do, he thought.

Shiloh gestured at him. “You should come back. The Cause needs all the shifters it can get, especially cats.”

Not shifters like me, Riot silently retorted. Criminals. Ex-cons. He dropped in his last bud, checked Shiloh, and then secured the pack, changing the subject with his actions. “We’re good.” He tucked his knife away, zipped everything closed, then wiped his sticky hands on his pants. The fabric caught and pulled. Great Cat, I must smell like Woodstock. He looked at Shiloh. “Thanks.”

Shiloh shrugged. “I’ve done dumber things for less important reasons.”

“I know,” Riot said softly, looking down. His mind darkened as he tried not to replay the image of what made up his mind to help Baker, no matter what it cost Riot personally. But still he couldn’t help seeing a flash of Baker in the hospital. He’d only been two years old, and small for his age. He had a seizure disorder that didn’t respond well to medication, and he’d been seizing for hours. Something had happened and the drugs couldn’t touch it. His tiny body was wasted. He’d had tubes in his nose, his mouth, in both arms.

Faith, his mom, wasn’t eating or sleeping, just sitting by his bed, crying and praying. One of her friends had snuck in the oil her husband made for his epilepsy and gave Baker a dose under his tongue without telling anyone. Baker had stopped shaking within a few minutes. An hour later, he was asking for ice cream.

Riot shook off the memory and caught Shiloh’s eye. “Someone has to do it.”

Shiloh nodded and watched him carefully as she asked, “So what, now he’s just high all the time?”

Riot shook his head. “This stuff doesn’t give you a high, it just works. Believe me, if we could get the right kind any other way, we would. But until I can save up enough to move them somewhere it’s legal, this is the best I’ve got.” He looked at the ground, then right in his friend’s eyes. “Ten years in prison was plenty for me.”

He hadn’t gone looking for this complication. When Riot had gotten out of prison sixteen months ago, he’d been all set to move into his mother’s spare room, get whatever boring job he could, and settle into a quiet freedom. Instead Blossom Cofield had taken a long look at her son, given him a wad of cash, and told Riot to find some wide-open spaces where he could get his head together. She’d suggested Nantahala, less than an hour from Asheville, so he could visit her often. Riot hadn’t accomplished getting his head together, but Nantahala and its wilderness had quickly become home.

Riot and Shiloh packed up and headed off the rock, Ryder following in silence. They headed back the way they’d come, free-climbing down the treacherous cliffside the way only cat shifters could, until they came to a relatively flat field of boulders. From there they made their way towards the main path, leaping from rock to rock, each of them showing off - and showing the others up - until they were pulling off downright dangerous moves, flipping from rock to rock, sometimes one-handed.

They cleared the boulders, then stole down the forest path that would lead them to their cars, one behind the other, each lost in their own thoughts, in the way of cats.

Riot’s thoughts were on the grow, and on what he was doing and why. He had found the space and started planting months ago, his conscience lighter with every seed. He’d known he wasn’t doing the legal thing, but he was doing the right thing, and the right thing was worth everything, even his freedom. Faith’s friend’s husband had refused to share more of his oil with Baker, saying he could lose his medical license. The mountainside cannabis patch was Riot’s solution. Because of the wind, the way the face leaned, and the fact that almost nothing grew on the craggy rock, Riot was confident his secret would not be discovered. The only two people who knew about it, Ryder and Shiloh, he trusted with his life. And his freedom.

An hour later they stopped as a pack to change into boots, within sight of the path maintained by the Forest Service. A breeze blew from the forest across their faces and all three shifters stiffened, then laced quicker. Riot glanced to the twins, his hands working. Their eyes were identically wide. Pine and bitter herbs. Scent of a vampire, and them without a switch in sight. Shit. Shifters couldn’t kill vampires, only fight them, contain them, hold them down for the switches to kill.

Without a word, Shiloh and Ryder took off in the direction of the scent’s source, through the trees and underbrush. Riot hung back. The twins might be gung-ho for finding a vampire, but this wasn’t his fight anymore. He’d quit. But still… if the bloodsuckers were this close to his patch, he needed to know. It only made sense to go along. Riot muttered a curse and jogged after his friends.

Within a minute they’d found the source of the stench: a pile of bones held together with grayish-green leathery skin, still-gleaming fangs showing behind dried up lips pulled back in a permanent grimace. The odor was overwhelming, rotting vegetation mixed with the coppery smell of blood. Someone had Undone a vampire.

The three shifters stared at the bones and then each other. Finally Shiloh spoke up. “J didn’t mention any Undoings when I talked to him this morning.”

Jameson Montreat, the Keeper of the Forest and legendary White Wolf of Nantahala, was also the de facto leader of The Cause shifters, the one with the know-how and authority to organize them all. Riot respected J, as most everyone called him, even if he didn’t want to answer to him anymore. Shiloh seemed to damn-near idolize the man. Not that J didn’t deserve it. He was always busting his ass to do the right thing, unlike Riot.

Shit, time to spill his other secret. He spoke, his voice soft in the forest. “There’s another switch out there. One the Cause doesn’t know about.”

Ryder’s head whipped around and he met Riot’s eye. Riot reacted as if Ryder had shouted at him. “I know, okay? I should have told someone. But it was weeks ago, before Cora showed up and J told us what the fuck was going on.” Back then, Riot hadn’t ever seen a vampire in the flesh. Back then, he hadn’t quite believed vampires and switches were real. Or if he had believed, he hadn’t known the whole dirty truth, how switches didn’t just need help killing vampires, they needed help “coming down” from the kill, and one of the ways they could do that was with sex.

Both twins were staring at him now. Shit. He really should have told someone. “It wasn’t even that big a deal. I was in Shady Pines, I’d had a few drinks at one of the bars on the main drag, and instead of riding my bike home I was going to shift and run back to my place. I’m in the woods next to the parking lot, packing up my clothes, when this woman comes out of nowhere, kisses me, and basically won’t take ‘no’ for an answer.”

Ryder’s eyes were wide. Riot averted his gaze and grumbled. “Okay, I didn’t try that hard, but hey, being treated like a piece of man-meat isn’t as awesome as it sounds.”

Shiloh met Riot’s eyes, hers understanding but unmoved. “And you’re sure she was a switch?”

Riot grimaced, still a little humiliated by the memory of that night. “She was lit up purple from head to toe. I, ah, I thought it was a drunk hallucination.”

Shiloh’s jaw dropped. “Not breath coven then, you all glow green. You didn’t get her name?”

Yep, there it was. That sting of humiliation. “The one she gave me was fake. And since she called me ‘Ryan’ as she was leaving my apartment, I’m guessing she didn’t remember mine.”

Shiloh’s lips formed a little ‘o’, her eyes wide with surprise, then she grinned. Her shoulders shook slightly. “That’s harsh.” A little snort escaped her. “What a bitch,” she said, her voice amused. She turned away so Riot wouldn’t see her face.

Riot peered into the trees, away from her. He ran his right hand through the flop of black hair on top of his head. “Typical switch behavior, right?” he said absently. If there was one impression that had been cemented in Riot’s mind over the last month or so of crazy Cause shit, it was that switches were not capable of considering anyone’s needs but their own. He supposed that was only fair when they were the only weapon that could protect humanity, but it fucked with Riot’s priorities. He couldn’t afford to be part of this revolution.

Ryder called their attention when he crouched down next to the feet of the vampire carcass, one hand pinching his nostrils. He brushed a blanket of leaves out of the way.

Shiloh turned her attention to her twin. “Ry?”

But Ryder didn’t have to say a word; both Riot and Shiloh spotted what he was looking at easily. Boot prints. Big ones. Massive. In fact Riot couldn’t think of anyone with feet that big, except maybe Carick, the biggest mystery in The Cause. But that dusty old dude had said himself he couldn’t kill vampires. So what the fuck?

He watched as Ryder moved to the other end of the corpse, brushing away the leaves there as well. Riot expected to see more boot prints, but what was there instead made no sense at all.

Paw prints. Like his own, but bigger. Much bigger. Too-big-to-be-real bigger. And the scent was… what the hell was that? It smelled like something ancient, like those prints carried sand from the walls of Jericho or some shit. Riot had never scented anything like it. “What the hell made those?”

Riot glanced at Ryder to gauge his reaction, but the dark-haired leopard was gazing sharply at his sister. When Riot looked over at Shiloh he could see why.

Shiloh, one of the toughest shifters he’d ever met, was looking at those paw prints with an expression of such adoration, it reminded him blatantly that she was a female, something he rarely thought of her as. Her normally sharp expression softened in a welcoming smile, and her eyes lost their usual guardedness. He’d never seen Shiloh look so… soft. At that moment she looked as capable of loving a man back from the brink of ruin as she was of kicking his balls into his throat, and the ball-kicking was her specialty.

Shiloh didn’t say a word. She followed the paw prints, into the underbrush, looking every inch a sleek cat shifter on the trail of her greatest kill ever.

Ryder threw Riot a sharp glance. Riot read the look at once, it said: I’m going. You’re not. Riot nodded and waved him on.

Even a cat like him had to admit that this was Cause business, and that meant it was not his. Not anymore.


Chapter 2 - A Call To Arms


 




Gemma Jackson stared at herself in the reflective surface of the inside of the elevator as it took her to the mental health ward of Shady Pines Hospital. Show time. She patted her dark curls, smoothed her capris, and gathered all the moxie she’d acquired in her twenty-nine years of life, especially her last eight as a freelance investigative journalist.

The doors dinged and Gemma strolled out like she owned the place, straight to the nurses’ station, ready to play this thing right. Her story was at stake, but more importantly, women’s lives were at stake.

The click of her power heels on the tile floor boosted Gemma’s confidence. Do your thing, girl. She subtly scanned the middle-aged nurse behind the desk, picking out every detail, even the ones most would dismiss as unimportant. Hot pink scrubs, pink frames on her glasses, and lipstick to match. Gemma plastered an open smile on her face and kept her voice friendly. “Hi, I’m here to visit Jinelle Spencer.”

The nurse’s eyebrows rose over her glasses. Uh-oh.

“Are you on the list?” the woman asked. Gemma was already examining the woman’s workspace, finding a little plaque about grandkids being a gift from heaven, and a photo of the nurse with a middle-aged man, the two of them standing on a beach and smiling. She’s all about family. Easy.

Gemma smiled again as she reached into her purse and drew out an envelope. “No, but I have a notarized letter from her parents granting me permission. Her mom wanted to come with me but they just had too much to do today with the farm and all. Said to say she’d be here Saturday as usual, though.” She handed the letter over and forced herself to lean casually against the counter, as if this research didn’t call to her in a way that scared her, as if seeing Jinelle wasn’t vitally important to her.

The nurse sighed as she handed the envelope right back, an I’ve-seen-it-all-before stare fixed to her stony face. “We don’t allow visitors unless they’ve been approved by our head-of-staff.”

So Nurse Flying Eyebrows wasn’t a pushover. No problem. Gemma liked a challenge. Time for a new approach.

Gemma leaned forward conspiratorially, ready to spill as much truth as the nurse could handle. “Look, I’m up from Atlanta doing a story on the women who’ve been disappearing. The Tri-State Kidnapper’s victims? Ms. Spencer left so abruptly I thought she was one of them, but her parents assured me she’s safely in her room here. All I want to do is lay eyes on her to confirm, and they agreed that would be fine.”

But the nurse wasn’t budging, her eyebrows still high. Gemma thought furiously, examining and discarding options. A throat clearing behind her made her jump. “Ladies? Trouble?” a soft-spoken, clear, male voice said.

Gemma turned. A doctor had stopped on his way down the hall, and his name tag said he was exactly who she needed to see, but a way more stylish version than in his website photo.

Dr. Momeyer was in his early fifties, but he looked like he was trying to be thirty years younger. His hair was parted and slicked back, his moustache waxed into perfect curls over his bushy beard, and his pink plaid button-down shirt was fitted to his soft midsection under a lilac bow tie. The only thing on this man that says ‘mature’ is his lab coat. He twitched once, his entire body jerking slightly, and rubbed his nose, showing her his left hand and faint pale line on his ring finger. Perfect age for a mid-life crises, and he was sporting all the signs.

Gemma changed tactics again, trying on a shy glance at the older man. Might as well use the tools you got. All’s fair in love and the pursuit of truth.

The nurse spoke. “Dr. Momeyer, this young lady wants to visit Jinelle Spencer, but she’s not on the approved visitor list.”

Gemma grabbed her letter off the counter and tried out the shy glance again, batting her eyelashes. Just a little. She spoke quickly and held out the letter between them, keeping her voice soft. “I have this notarized letter, though, from her parents, saying it’s okay. They would have come with me, but it’s such a long drive from their farm…” She let her voice trail off into the damsel-in-distress tone that worked.

She thought about what her family would say if they could see her now, see how brazen she was about digging for the truth behind her stories. Sakura, her mother, would be scandalized and purse her lips in that way she had of conveying that she wished Gemma really was the docile, unassuming girl she only pretended to be when it suited her purposes. Gemma’s three older brothers would egg her on to outrageous antics, then buy her a drink and smile as she told them the clever way she’d solved the puzzle instead.

And her father, Franklin, would laugh till he coughed, pat Gemma’s knee, and remind Sakura with a kiss that she had been the most badass, determined woman he’d ever seen when they met on Okinawa in the 1970s. Then he’d wink and say something like, “And you know that shit don’t skip a generation,” as he walked out of the room, leaving Gemma and her mother both full of pride.

Gemma straightened her shoulders and met the doctor’s eye, preparing to make her case, but stopped when he smiled indulgently down at her. “Oh, I’m sure there’s no problem. I’ll take you to her.”

Gemma mentally reshuffled as Dr. Momeyer didn’t elaborate, simply turned and started toward the locked door of the psychiatric ward, scanning his badge to get through. Nurse Flying Eyebrows had turned into Nurse Throwing Shade, and the disapproval was thick, but Gemma knew better than to turn back. She’d ride this dude’s HIPAA violation as far as it would take her.

Gemma moved faster, her heels clicking as she caught up with Dr. Momeyer. “Is she talking?” Jinelle’s parents had told Gemma that Jinelle only spoke in bursts, and that once she got started, violence often followed. Not that she ever tried to hurt anyone, Jinelle’s mother had rushed to explain, just that she’d start trashing her room, throwing things around and yelling.

Dr. Momeyer shook his head and offered a sad smile. “I’m afraid not. In fact the meds that most effectively treat outbursts like hers often result in a withdrawal from the world.” He stopped outside a room and waved his hand as if to guide her inside. Gemma came closer and the doctor pointed to the camera in the corner of the private room. “The nurses are always watching. Just wave if you need anything.”

Gemma smiled as Dr. Momeyer turned, pulling his cell phone out of his pocket and pressing a button as he swiped his badge and walked back through the locked double doors. Her smile faded as she continued to watch him.

Something didn’t feel right. On the other hand, she wasn’t sure if it was all that wrong. Maybe Dr. Momeyer didn’t exactly have his security measures on point, but that didn’t mean it had anything to do with her, right? How could it? In any case, Gemma would definitely be making a note about the weirdness as soon as she got away from all these recording devices.

She stepped into the room and caught her breath. The woman Gemma had seen in pictures as a vital, physically-fit powerhouse of authority was now emaciated, curled up on her bed in a hospital gown, staring out the reinforced glass window. Jinelle Spencer didn’t appear to even know Gemma was there. So much for an interview.

Gemma took the opportunity to look around Jinelle’s room. It might have nothing to do with what she was working on, but Jinelle Spencer’s story had captured Gemma’s curiosity. The woman now huddled in her bed had disappeared in the exact same manner as the TSK victims, but, according to Jinelle’s mother, she had turned up weeks later in a hospital ER, mumbling incoherently to herself. Now that Gemma was with Jinelle in the flesh, she instinctively scanned the space, searching for clues to what had happened. That was the question. How could a person fall so fast and disappear so completely without anyone knowing the story?

Furniture in the room was sparse; only the twin bed where Jinelle was curled plus a small table and chair. On top of the desk perched a stack of Architectural Digest magazines. Gemma flipped through them. They were months old and had mailing labels showing Jinelle’s previous address, the one she’d disappeared from. A pair of foam blocks, the kind used in yoga, were stacked on the floor beside the table. It didn’t appear Jinelle required anything more.

Gemma sighed and stepped closer to the bed, getting into Jinelle’s line of sight. “Jinelle? Jinelle Spencer? My name is Gemma Jackson, I’m a-”

Jinelle’s eyes flitted in Gemma’s direction and Gemma stopped talking, waiting to see if Jinelle would respond. The wasted woman on the bed licked her dry lips, and her rusty voice broke in, barely louder than a whisper. “Firefly.”

Firefly? She seized the connection. “Sure. I like fireflies. Can we talk? I’m a reporter, and-”

But Jinelle’s eyes were closing. She sighed as she leaned her head to one side, and in another moment she was breathing deeply. Gemma felt a pang of helplessness as she straightened and stepped away from the bed. Can’t do a damn thing to fix this. But at least she had confirmation that Jinelle was not a victim of the Tri-State Kidnapper, or TSK, as Gemma had nicknamed him.

She made her way slowly back out and down to the hospital’s entrance, looking around for clues whose existence she couldn’t even articulate. Something was not adding up. Dr. Momeyer’s quick acquiescence to her request seemed fishy, and it wasn’t like he’d hit on her once they were alone, so what had been his goal? Gemma mulled that one over, trying to keep her clicking heels quiet on the way out of the small county hospital.

The doors to outside whooshed open in front of Gemma, letting in the evening breeze. She barely noted how the click of her heels became a clunk on the asphalt, her mind working over all she had just learned, feet moving at a similarly speedy pace. I need to make some notes before the details fade.

A sound like the scream of a wild animal, a big mountain lion maybe, pulled Gemma’s focus back to the present. She inhaled sharply, tensing before she could stop herself.

Chill. You got this, you have the certificate that says so. Gemma exhaled. Anyway, that was probably miles off. The real dangers were as likely to look as harmless as a housecat. Stay alert, stay alive; a single woman’s mantra. Gemma let go of her racing thoughts and paid closer attention to her surroundings.

Her shadow cut through the puddles of light cast by the streetlights overhead as Gemma crossed the parking lot, using the app on her phone to unlock her car doors. A cold breeze chilled her. She walked faster, but as she opened her car door her shoulders tensed involuntarily and she felt the urge to crouch, to protect her belly. This wasn't just the old fear. Someone was watching her.

Gemma dropped her purse inside and whirled, ready to fight, but the parking lot seemed empty.

She stepped away from the car on shaky feet that didn’t respond to what she really wanted. Uh, hello? Why am I not shaking off this skeezy feeling and jumping into that car right this minute? But instead she took another step. And another.

Not even knowing what she was after, Gemma walked away from her car and the hospital’s entrance, towards the back side of the parking lot where the streetlights didn’t reach. Where hedges that lined the pavement gave way to forest that stretched on for miles over rocky terrain.

The tense muscles of Gemma’s legs and arms ached. She tried to roll them but they were rock hard. “Ow,” she breathed, finding it hard to even get the word out. The aching muscles started to twitch and Gemma stepped forward, further from her car, from the sanity of shelter. She felt like she’d taken a caffeine pill with an espresso chaser. Twitch, twitch, twitch. Step. Twitch, twitch, twitch. Step.

A weapon. I need a weapon. The thought shot through her mind viciously, full of a hatred she felt but did not understand. Gemma shook her head, hard, her short, black curls brushing her face. She dug in the pockets of her jacket, knowing she had no weapons, but looking anyway. She found only her phone, so instead she searched the ground in front of her as she twitched her way further from her car.

The creak of metal brought Gemma’s head up and she was stunned to see two dark eyes shining back at her, a figure rising from where he sat on the trunk of a sleek two-door convertible. It was a man. Technically, Gemma thought, automatically turned-off by his overdone looks.

Younger than her, early twenties and wearing trendy designer clothes that said he actually gave a rat’s ass and had the money to back it up, with the kind of hairstyle that probably took thirty minutes and multiple products to achieve. There was a malevolence about him, something smarmy in his smile, like he thought she’d make a good snack.

Normally Gemma would have turned and run, only using the self-defense skills she’d acquired if she was forced, but instead she stepped closer and smiled back with the exact same thought that seemed to occupy his mind. Shit’s about to get fun.

Bizarre, but I’m down for it. The feeling took hold of her, obliterating the parking lot, her surroundings, everything, until all she could see was the man in front of her. His pale skin got paler still, his lips going from smiling to slack as Gemma took another half-dozen steps, cutting off access to his car door. Here I come, she thought, her mind a whirlwind of thoughts and emotions she didn’t understand, but didn’t wish away. There was power in it.

His hands scrambled to tuck a phone in his pants pocket as he spoke. “No fucking way,” he said, his tone matching his words. Then he turned and ran into the forest, quick like a scared little bunny. She followed, aiming for the thin trail he’d gone down.

Gemma’s logical brain screamed at her, telling her, Go back to the hospital! Back to your car! Stop and use the phone in your pocket to call 911 and make this creeper someone else’s problem.

Instead, she kept running. Her speed increased until Gemma was jogging in her sassy red heels, then kicking them off and sprinting into the thick trees, pine needles and pebbles poking at her feet. She barely noticed.

Her breath ripped in and out of her body, unexplained rage boiling inside her as she ran after the man for no reason at all.


 





Chapter 3 - Riot Grrl


 




The pale man with the smarmy smile was fast through the hilly forest trail, but Gemma was faster. Rocks and pinecones jabbed her toes, making her hiss in pain, but not once did she think of slowing down. She’d catch this jerk-off and rip his throat open.

The thought sent her brain stumbling, tumbling down a rabbit hole of questions. I’ll what? But why? The thought crossed her mind but Gemma gathered herself and kept going. He has to die. She felt it in every cell of her body, she had no choice but to obey.

Dodging between the trees as her prey left the trail and headed into thicker forest, she gained on him. Every time he looked over his shoulder she saw the desperation, knew she was closer to catching him. Gemma could practically taste his fear.

Five feet in front of her the fucker stumbled. Gemma saw her chance, heading for a knee-high boulder rising up from the forest floor. She leapt, hitting it with one foot, pushing off hard. With a whump she landed on the man’s back, grappling one arm around his neck while the other hand sank into the hair on his head and yanked.

Her prey struggled to free himself, reaching with frantic hands as he screamed through her chokehold. “Get off me, switch!” The unfamiliar word caught her attention for a second, but Gemma tightened her arm and wrenched harder with her hands. She had no idea what she hoped to accomplish, but she’d give it a hundred and ten percent of her energy. He’s going down. Gemma scrambled with her legs, wrapping them around his waist, feet reaching to lock together as she crushed her forearm against his windpipe.

The man leaned sharply forward and Gemma tumbled over his head like a sack of laundry, landing hard on the forest floor. Pain seared her shoulder as it scraped rock, her body sliding a little on the uneven ground. Gemma flipped to her knees, hands grappling at leaves and sticks as she scrambled to her bare feet and turned to face her prey.

He wasn’t running anymore. A mean-as-a-snake snarl curled his lip as he spat his words at Gemma. “Fucking switch.”

Fucking what!? Dude obviously seemed to think she should be insulted, so she was. A little bit. But Gemma ran out of time to wonder exactly what he meant when the man faced her head-on and lifted his shirt, exposing his pale, sunken belly. “Go on, then. Do it.”

Gemma’s lip curled. Just now she didn’t feel as out of control as she had when she was chasing him. Like she got some of her brains back and wanted to use them for a little game of cat and mouse. And guess who’s got the claws. “Ew. No. Put your shirt down. What is this, Jersey Shore auditions?” Hit him where it hurts, in his toolishness.

The confused disbelief on the man’s face threw Gemma even more off-balance and she fought with the surging emotion inside her, only the barest sense of self-preservation keeping her from launching herself at him. “Fuck this.” What about that weapon?

Gemma looked around at the ground around her. Picked up a stick. It crumbled to mulch in her grip. Shit. She scrambled for another and the same thing happened. “Dammit! Where are all the good weapons in when you need them?”

She stabbed a look at her prey while she searched for anything, even a big rock, but what she saw stopped her cold. He wasn’t scared anymore. The smarmy smile was back. The creep dropped his shirt and scratched at his hairless chin with two fingers. “Missing something?”

Gemma’s already-fast-beating heart sped up to triple time. The man took a step toward her, a menacing look in his black eyes. “Oh, I am going to enjoy this. C’mere, sweetheart.”

Every neuron in her brain was firing, telling Gemma to run, get the fuck out, she could make it because she was fast. But her feet wouldn’t move, and her own lips twisted in a challenge. “Come and get me yourself.” What?! Gemma needed to find herself a weapon and some superglue chapstick, STAT.

The man took another threatening step, tilting his head to one side. “You don't know what you're doing. You’re just a baby switch.” His smarmy smile turned skeezy and he spit out his last words. “I’m going to enjoy this, and you’re going to die.”

Gemma held her empty hands out. Of everything he’d said, this was the first thing she believed.

 

* * *

 

Riot cursed at the darkening skies, angry. The Cause had sidetracked his responsibilities again. He’d wasted time on those vampire bones and now he’d be lucky to make it back to his bike before night fell. He had to get this batch of bud mixed into oil before Faith ran out of CBD for Baker. Riot picked up speed, the forest path moving swiftly underneath him.

Inside his head, a sort of zinging started, like a ringing in his ears only it was at the top of his skull, and instead of one note it was a chord, an almost-harmonious blend of sound. What the hell? Am I high? He’d wear gloves next time.

Except he wasn’t high. He was hyper-alert, tuned-in to the forest around him. It felt like there was an electric grid connecting every point, from the oldest tree to the smallest leaf, past every dip in the terrain, and he was a point on the grid. Fully connected. Part of the magic.

(listen)

Riot froze. It was his Instinct, the strong-as-soul voice that served a shifter in times of trouble, also serving The Cause by directing Cause shifters in how they could be of use.

You’re a day late, Riot thought, but the feeling didn’t recede. It intensified, stopping Riot mid-stride.

(listen)

Riot listened. Instinct never lied, but sometimes, shifters didn’t hear what Instinct was really saying. That had happened to Riot a few times in his life, always with dire consequences.

A sound carried over the wind and rolling hills, calling Riot into sharper alertness. He listened harder, letting his puma rise just to the surface of his mind, tuning his sharp ears to the sounds of the forest and then letting them go, listening only to what was not forest.

It sounded like… grunting? Definitely human sounds. Not sex. Fighting. Shouting. Two voices, and one of them was a woman.

Riot ran that way before he’d even made the choice, before he’d even thought it through, but he stopped after three steps. Yes, he had to investigate, but he had to cover his own ass, too. Twin boulders to the high side of the path caught his attention in the almost-full dark. Riot walked over, pulled his knife out of his pack, shoved his pack of buds in the crack between the rocks, and was just about to cover it with leaves when another breeze swept across his face and he smelled… vampire.

The scent of pine and bitter herbs reached him. Not stale like those bones, no, this was a fresh smell, which meant an alive vampire. And Riot might not be a member of The Cause anymore, might be turning his back on being covenbound for a greater goal, but he wasn’t going to let any woman become a vampire’s prey while he was around to stop it. Riot clipped the knife he’d used for harvesting to his waist, a little stab of shame piercing him when he touched it. He shook the stab off. He couldn’t kill a vampire, but he could hurt one enough to give the woman time to escape. Riot just hoped the fucker didn’t have a bloodblade, or he’d really be in deep shit.

He took off at a run through the trees, correcting minutely as he ran, according to what his ears were telling him. It was familiar, this urgency, but for different reasons than the last time. He considered and rejected shifting to his puma in one thought. No reason to scare the poor woman more. He’d made that mistake already.

The sounds got louder, the smell of vampire so bitter and thick Riot breathed through his mouth to avoid it. His pores popped sweat and the wind blew hard through the flop of hair on top of his head, but still he picked up speed, seeing easily in the dark. He was closing in. Almost there… He pushed harder, thighs and lungs burning with the effort.

He crested a hill in the terrain, skidding to a stop in shock.

A switch, one he’d never seen before. Fighting a vampire. With her bare hands.

The tiny woman aimed an impressive roundhouse kick at the bloodsucker’s head, letting Riot see her feet were bare, too. The bloodsucker bared his fangs and said something Riot couldn’t hear, but it was something stupid, Riot was sure. From what Riot had heard and seen, vampires loved to verbally spar with switches, right before the switches opened them from gill to tail.

He took her and her situation in instantly. She was a tiny woman, in trendy, comfortable clothes. None of that told him what she was, but the glow around her did: bright apple green. The same color he glowed. A Breath switch, bound to the same coven he was. It gave him pause, letting him catch her scent: lime and green apples, bright and sweet and juicy enough to make his mouth water, like sucking on a Jolly Rancher.

Riot got himself together and prowled closer, deciding what to do, eyes on the beautiful switch, assessing her from her curly black hair to just beyond the delicate length of her feet. She pulled back, threw him a glance, not quite meeting his eyes, then she looked back quick and easily ducked a haymaker from the vampire. Riot was surprised she even knew he was there.

He swayed on his feet, the knowledge that such an attractive switch existed threatening to knock him over. Question was, does she know what she is? Riot looked more closely. No weapon. Not conclusive proof it was her first time being switched on, but a pretty good bet.

“Who taught you to fight?” she spat at the vampire, cutting off her next line as he came after her hard, one attack after another, and she had to fall back, land on her ass, and twirl out from underneath the vamp, coming up behind him.

Decision made, Riot pulled his knife from its sheath and whistled through his teeth. Both their heads swiveled his way, as they broke apart slightly. It was the switch’s eye Riot sought. He got it. The fire in her eye told him she was ready for whatever he could throw at her, so he lobbed his titanium knife into her hands.

“Catch,” he said, while it was in the air.

The Breath switch snatched his knife out of the air, the blade flashing with her green glow. A slow grin crossed her face, one that made Riot relax a bit. Riot had seen that grin before, it meant a vampire was about to die.

At the same time, he realized her smile felt… familiar. The feeling haunted him as he got closer to the switch and her prey. If that vampire knew what was in store for him, he wouldn’t be standing there, mouth gaping open, eyes on the knife in the switch’s hands that seemed to be glowing apple-green with her.

All that was left was the Undoing, the magical killing of a vampire by a switch. Riot was a shifter, and whether he was a part of The Cause or not, he had a job to do. He ran for the vampire, square on, like he was going to tackle him, but at the last minute, he feigned to the left and snagged only the vampires arm, wrenching the skinny bloodsucker off-balance and toward the switch.

It was all over but the killing.


 





Chapter 4 - Riot’s Girl


 




Gemma stared at the hunting blade in her grip. It was lighter than she would have expected, landing in her hands with barely an impact and fitting perfectly. It felt agile, fluid, like it became an extension of her arm when in her hand. The tapered blade had a sheen to it, like a rainbow, the whole spectrum of color reflecting off the blade.

That perfect knife was the only thing in the world that could have pulled her attention from the man who threw it. He had come from the shadows, but she had an impression of him. Lean, strong, tall. Deep voice. Sexy. Almost as compelling as the weapon he’d tossed into her hands. She couldn’t tear her eyes from the knife.

Beautiful. Incredible. More than up to the task at hand, the task she did not want to think about but suddenly knew was the only solution. She would stab her attacker, and it was right, and it was good, because he was a predator. The most dangerous sort, the kind of monster that would never stop for as long as they lived. She’d done enough interviews with criminals to recognize this asshole’s dead eyes, even if his were, well, more dead than most.

The urge to stab him, once in motion, couldn’t be stopped no matter how Gemma’s mind protested. A scream escaped her throat and her hand shot out, seeming against her will, her body following, all of her weight behind the thrust of the knife.

Two things happened during the arc of her attack, almost simultaneously. She realized she could see the knife so well because it was glowing. Or she was glowing. Something was spilling lime-green light all over them both and the light revealed her knife-guy moving in fast and low from the side. She had a split second to expect a full tackle, which would pull predator-guy out of her stabbing range, but instead, all knife-guy did was spin predator-guy off balance, pointing him and pushing him toward Gemma.

In full motion before she could think about a thing, her arc completed itself. Knife slipped into belly.

Gemma skidded to a stop, her mind already anticipating a blood gush that would unhinge her.

She’d stabbed a man.

No blood came. She didn’t unhinge.

Her mind careened back into whirling overdrive, but only some of the thoughts made sense.

Not a man, not a man. Could she believe that? She could, she did. She tried to care that she had stabbed him, but she couldn’t, her energy shooting higher, as she wondered where there might be more just like him to stab. There had to be more. There were always more. She didn’t know where the thoughts came from, but she could feel their truth in her bones.

The hilt of the hunting knife protruded from the man’s designer shirt, stunning her, startling her, scrambling her on some level, giving her pause. She had read mystery novels her whole life. She would have expected to know what she would feel in this moment. But nothing could have prepared her for the exhilaration moving through her. The power. It made no sense, especially after doing something so heinous.

But all her thoughts and doubts were eradicated as something magically violent happened, something that blew apart her world view and erased everything she thought she knew about herself.

The monster fell backwards, pulling off her knife as his body crumpled bonelessly to the ground. His mouth opened as he fell, red light shooting to the sky, blinding her.

He didn’t look like a man anymore, only a monster.

The monster she’d stabbed, who had then fallen to the ground, was decaying in front of her eyes. As she watched, mouth open, mind spinning, his skin dried and drew up tight against the bones of his skeleton, while red light first spilled, then dribbled from his mouth and the hole in his gut.

The corpse was just a corpse, an old one. It didn’t even smell. It didn’t even gross her out. She’d seen worse chasing stories.

Gemma shook herself, trying to make sense of it all, feeling a pull inside her, a foreign pull she’d never felt before, a pull that said the killing had been justified and it was time for more. It whispered, but she heard it clearly.

She looked up at the canopy of trees above her, as if they might fall from the sky, ready for her knife. Come get me, monsters, helpless woman right here. I don’t know how to use this knife, I swear.

A voice spoke in the darkness. She knew immediately it was Mister Sexy Voice, her weapons guy. “You okay? Did he hurt you?”

Gemma startled, her senses on hyper alert. Did she recognize the voice? Probably shock, she thought. It reminded her of someone special to her. Someone she hadn’t seen for years.

Gemma gripped the knife in her hand and turned in place, no clue which way she should go, just that she needed to destroy more monsters. Back to the hospital. She didn’t answer the question, just turned and headed back the way she’d come. Mr. Sexy Voice followed her, she could hear him, but she got the feeling he wanted her to hear him, like he was deliberately scuffing his feet behind her and shaking tree limbs as he passed them.

Gemma tightened her grip on her knife and moved as fast as she dared in the dimly-lit forest. “Get lost,” she threw over her shoulder.

He laughed. She couldn’t see his face, his features, slightly blinded by that glow. The green glow she couldn’t shake. What was it?

“You look a little lost.” he said. “Where do you want to go?”

A mumbled reply snuck out before she could stop it. “Wherever this knife says to.” It didn’t make sense, but again, she felt how true it was. It was all she wanted, to follow this urge, this compulsion, and the blade in her hand was somehow the key to her newfound mission.

She couldn’t deny it, even as objections swirled in her head, trying to talk sense to her, slow her down. Just think for a minute. You are a grown woman. A journalist, not a street fighter. How are you going to listen to a knife? You have a story to chase. But, the only story she cared about at that moment was: where are the rest of them? Since she didn’t know who ‘them’ was, she wouldn’t say it out loud.

A strong hand grabbed at her elbow. He spoke again. “It’s over. There aren’t any more to kill.”

She yanked away, inexplicably angry at his words and the fact that he knew exactly what she was thinking. Gemma quickened her stride, unable to stop herself, but she tossed a look over her shoulder with her words. “Any more what?”

The stranger’s voice came back, tight. “Slow down, I’ll tell you.”

He made another grab for her arm, as if to guide her, but this time Gemma couldn’t shake him off. Panic flared in her belly and her heart began to race again. She slashed at his fingers with the knife, not knowing why, not caring if she cut herself, or him.

He inhaled sharply. His hand left her elbow and he cursed. “Fuck!”

Gemma ran from him, the night closing in on her, everything confusing her, not knowing up from down, only knowing she had to fight - fight, slash, and kill. She ran a dozen steps, ducked behind a tree, then crouched and froze, listening hard, ready for anything.

For a second she almost laughed. Ten years ago, if she’d been lost in the forest, Gemma would have been curled up in a ball of hysterics, begging for her mama or Superman to come and save her from the beasts she would be sure were about to sink their teeth into her. Now I’m the predator. The thought made her breath hitch.

When Mr. Sexy spoke again his voice was almost soothing, with just a touch of frustration around the edges. “I’m trying to help you.”

But Gemma wasn’t going to fall for that. She had monsters to kill. She tightened her grip on the blade’s hilt, felt it shiver in her hand, and prepared to make her move. Mr. Sexy’s strangely familiar voice came again. “Ah, shit, here we go.”

And that was when she struck.

 

* * *

 

Riot knew what was coming. She was about to try to treat him like a vampire, which meant a lot of slicing and dicing. The Fucking Cause strikes again. The fight was about to be for real, and he resented the hell out of it.

He didn’t want to fight a woman, but if he pulled his defense so as not to hurt her, and launched no offense at all, she was liable to actually stab him. Shifters weren’t immortal; if she got him in the throat or the gut, there was always a chance he could be too shocked or injured to shift into a puma and heal himself. He took her attack seriously.

He prepared himself, crouching, knowing she would launch herself at him, and his own knife would be coming first.

Riot knew this Undoing wasn’t anywhere near finished. And between Cora and the mystery switch last month who’d fucked him and flown, Riot knew what his obligation as a shifter was: get her through her Prowl, that ramped-up-bloodlust time after killing a vampire. It was no joke. A switch in her Prowl who didn’t have vamps to kill might get so overcome with bloodlust that innocent people could find their way into her crosshairs. That’s when the shifters came in, again.

The best way to distract a Prowling switch was by fucking her, but after that night with the purple switch, Riot wasn’t about to play stud for yet another stranger. The second and third ways were fighting or running her, and, from the knife flashing by his face, Riot got the sense this switch wasn’t down for wind-sprints.

She popped out from behind a tree, coming for him, her face still familiar, but devoid of all reason. She would kill him if she could. Riot moved, but she was fast. He blocked, still not wanting to hurt her, and the blade sliced his forearm. Dammit, that’s twice. Time for that knife to go, no matter what I have to do.

Riot moved fast to get ahead of her next blow, catching her arm and twisting her hand, grinding her bones together, plucking the knife from her grip as she fought and cursed him. He tossed it so it stuck in the bare ground at the base of a yellow pine.

The switch cursed him again. “That’s mine!” she shouted, pulling back and kicking him in the gut. Oof. All the air was knocked out of him, he bent, trying not to fall, and that foot came again, straight for his temple.

Riot twisted her foot, hard, but not as hard as he could, as his own blood spilled over her skin. She twisted with him, going down on one hip, yanking her foot away from him, not running, instead, scrambling on top of him. Both her hands came straight for his face, for his eyes! Riot caught her just in time and pushed with his whole body, rolling her off-balance and under him. Shades of sex, perfect. Hadn’t he said his meat-packing days were over?

She got her legs around his midsection and squeezed, her hips lifting off the ground, bringing her body almost to vertical as Riot pushed at her, going fully defensive, thinking how sexy it would be if it weren’t painful. Still sexy.

Riot’s body betrayed his brain, thinking it might like to try the fucking one more time, with this switch.

As if she’d heard him, the switch dropped her pelvis to the ground, and Riot went with it, curling forward, until their faces were in line and her fighting him turned to her curling an arm around his neck and kissing him. It startled Riot so badly that for a second he didn’t know what to do, pull back or take the opportunity to pin her. Talk about fighting dirty.

Then his choice fled. Her scent invaded him, took him over as sneakily as her tongue stole between his lips, as sweetly as her sigh slipped inside his mouth. Great Cat, she tasted good, like margaritas and lime sherbet and Granny Smith apples dipped in salted caramel, and he couldn’t get enough of her. He wanted more, wanted to get deeper. He sucked on her tongue and she tasted his like they’d been made for each other’s pleasure, there on the forest floor, in the night, after the kill.

The grip of her legs softened, holding him close instead of hurting him, wrapping around his hips and offering up the softness of her own. Riot kept the switch’s arms restrained but she pressed forward to meet him, thrust her lush breasts against his firm chest, nipples so hard he could feel them through the thin fabric of his shirt. Riot sucked in a breath at the feeling and got another hit of her scent that sent him reeling. It was all he could do not to devour her right there, under the stars.

When Riot came back to his senses, or back from them, it couldn’t have been more than a few minutes. The squeeze around his midsection was gone altogether, and his arms weren’t holding the switch down. She was resting sweetly beneath him, her hands cradling his jaw, kissing him so tenderly Riot would swear he heard his walls quaking. She whispered softly, her eyes still closed, “Riot…”

Riot sat up like a shot, dumping her in the dirt without meaning to.

The switch knew his name.


Chapter 5 - A Switch He Can’t Shake


 




Gemma’s eyes flew wide as Riot pulled back from her, taking his lips away from hers. What? No! Kiss me more!

She shook as she stared at him, recognized his face. Riot. Riot Cofield from high school. But wait… killing… she’d stabbed… something… but she was kissing Riot Cofield from high school. Had been kissing ultimate bad-boy Riot Cofield from high school, fulfilling an infinite number of abandoned fantasies.

It had been twelve years and three months since she’d last seen him, but he looked better than ever. Dark hair flopping over one eye, tattoos everywhere, fuck-off rings on each finger, and that same bad-boy curve to his lip so that you knew what he was thinking in most situations.

He spoke, his tone confused and guarded, holding her off with one hand to her shoulder. “You know my name… How?”

He trailed off, the implication clear: he didn’t know hers. But he knew what the hell was going on here, more than she did, that much was obvious by his every action. “Tell me what’s going on,” she said, anger flaring now that the kissing had stopped.

But Riot’s voice broke in, confident enough to slow her mind’s roll. “You first.”

Gemma squirmed under Riot’s hot, hard body. Yeah, he didn’t remember her at all, that much was obvious. She had never meant to Riot what Riot had meant to her.

“We went to high school together your senior year when my dad got stationed at Fort Bragg… ”

Gemma had first gone to that high school in Fayetteville, North Carolina, on the east side of the state, at sixteen years old, and there she’d met Riot Cofield. Maybe met was a bit of an overstatement. They’d exchanged a few words, but Gemma had been quite sure that Riot hadn’t even known a little mouse like her was alive. Why would he? He’d sported a mohawk and a nose ring, she’d had glasses and books.

Riot Cofield wore leather jackets and heavy boots and always had that one hunk of hair that flopped over his forehead and the shaved sides, shading one startling green eye. He’d had a motorcycle that the cops had impounded, and everyone said he’d broken in and stolen back. He’d been a legend. She’d been… a good student.

Gemma did her best to focus on his face in the dark. He still didn’t remember. She didn’t expect him to. Except… Riot was staring at her with a look that seemed to her almost like… disbelief.

“Name,” he almost growled at her. It sounded like sex. All at once she noticed that his lean hips were still between her spread legs, and his big, heavy, strong hands were resting on her thighs. Riot Cofield’s hands were on her thighs.

Gemma cleared her throat and tried to stay cool. “Gemma Jackson,” she said quietly.

He froze above her, not even breathing. Trying to place her? How humiliating. She raised her chin. “It’s okay if you don’t remember. We only ever had one class together.”

Riot’s voice came back to her in the dark. Two words, low and gravelly, swirling close to her, making her tingle. “Marine Biology.”

Whoa. Gemma’s body reacted in a flush. He remembered.

On the first day of school, Gemma had sat in a front-row seat of Marine Biology class, ready to learn. At the end of class she’d been gathering her books and knocked one off her desk, but a male hand had plucked it out of the air like they’d planned it, replacing it gently back on the desk. Gemma had looked up at the boy who had caught her book to see eyes as green as seaglass, partially hidden behind a flop of black hair.

Just like that, she had fallen for Riot Cofield. She’d spent the rest of the year falling deeper, wishing he’d notice her, praying for an errant glance or greeting, but it had never happened. They’d barely spoken to each other outside of that one class.

“Right,” she whispered, all thoughts of fighting gone. All thoughts, period.

The shaky sound of her own voice snapped Gemma out of her fog. This wasn’t like her at all. Riot Cofield shows up out of the blue when a bunch of weird shit was happening, and all of a sudden she’s sixteen years old again?

Gemma cleared her throat and brushed her nerves aside, trying to muster some of the spunk she was famous for as a freelance journalist, chasing stories with no promise of payment. She threw Riot a winking smile and said, “So, now that we solved that mystery, maybe you could get off me?”

Riot laughed, and she loved that he did. In school he’d never seemed to get bothered by anything or anyone. He was forever flashing that naughty smile that said, sure, he got the joke, he was just too cool to laugh. He was born to smile that smile.

He spun off her neatly and was up in one motion, reaching out a hand to help her up. “You promise to stop trying to kill me?”

Shit. Gemma was reminded of what had just happened. She’d stabbed some… thing. She dug her phone out of her pocket and flipped on the flashlight app, jogging back where they had come from, holding the light high. The body had to be around here somewhere. Although she kind of hoped it wasn’t, that she had dreamed the whole thing. Yeah, that would be totally cool. Maybe she’d gotten some bad fish and it was messing with her head, making her hallucinate.

Riot was behind her, not saying anything, just following her. Gemma touched her trembling lips, wondering at the kiss. She could still feel the warmth of his skin against her fingertips. Everything about it had been right, except for what had happened just before. The… killing.

The light from her phone landed on a wingtip shoe, and Gemma’s stomach gave a lurch of nausea. She really had done it, then? Killed a man? With a steadying breath she let the beam of light travel higher, over his expensive jeans and designer jacket, all the way up to his face. And that’s when Gemma gasped, crouching down for a closer look. She knew it! He was a monster. Shit. Shit. Shit. Monsters existed.

Not human, not human. Gemma chanted the thought in her mind, not sure what to do with it. Clear evidence was right in front of her, that something was going on here, and yet, her mind still didn’t want to believe it. It was too much, too terrifying. But exciting, too, her mind whispered, as her body remembered the power that had rippled through her.

First, when she’d decided to chase the guy, when she’d given herself over to the power calling from inside her. Second when Riot had tossed her his knife. More power. When she’d stabbed she’d been strongest of all.

And still if she didn’t get some answers soon she was going to puke all over everything. She’d killed something, and she wanted to know what!

Gemma held herself together as she examined him… it. She’d stabbed him only minutes ago, but what was laying in front of her, in designer clothing that was not decayed, looked like a year-old carcass of a human. Not a pleasant sight, but one Gemma had seen before. Fresher bodies bothered her more, and this guy was not fresh. But he should be, dammit. “What the hell is he?” she asked no one.

Something rustled in the leaves behind her, footsteps, coming near her, and she jumped. Chill. All better. Certificate to prove it.

Riot spoke, his voice tired. “A vampire.”

Gemma threw Riot a look. Yeah, right. And yet, hadn’t she said herself that the skeezy man was a monster? She crouched and leaned closer to the body, right up next to the guy’s face so she could get a better look at his funky skin, but a glint of white in his mouth stole her attention.

No fucking way. Gemma shook her head. Fangs? An image flashed through her mind, of a smiling face and a different sort of fangs, but she shook it off. This is nothing like that. Hell, this was nothing like anything she’d seen or heard of before. She couldn’t be seeing fangs, but then, she shouldn’t have been glowing either. And point of fact: when someone stabbed a… person… that didn’t have these needle-y fangs, they bled blood, not red light.

So maybe, yeah, maybe these things were fangs. Her mind whispered the word to her.

Vampire.

No. There was no such thing as vampires. No such thing as vampires, and he didn’t have fangs, he had abnormally long canine teeth. And in fact, she should do a story on normal, everyday people, who just happen to have abnormally long canine teeth, and she would. She would do a story, and it would explain everything…

But the thoughts faded, trailed off, died in Gemma’s head. Because deep down inside, down in that special place where she let herself doodle the initials G.V.+R.C., she knew that what Riot said was the absolute truth. Riot knew what was going on, what this was all about.

So why wasn’t he spilling it?

 

* * *

 

Riot stood his ground as Gemma whirled, shining her phone’s light in his eyes. He put up a hand to block the light. “Jesus, Gemma.” Her name sounded good from his mouth. He’d remembered her name, had thought it many times over the years, but for Cat’s sake… Gemma was a switch? The shock had knocked even his own name out of his head. Of all the women in the world, why her? Gemma was sweet, curious, pretty, innocent, the girl next door. The good girl next door, one he would never touch.

Surprised curiosity tinged her voice. “Can’t fake those green eyes. And…” Her voice lowered. “Vampires? For real?”

Riot shook his head. Meeting a switch and explaining her destiny hadn’t been on his agenda for the evening, but here he was. And here she was, looking at him with those pretty eyes.

He looked away, his gaze landing on the vampire. “The body,” he said.  The Cause couldn’t afford to leave every carcass lying out here or the forest was going to be crawling with cops, making it that much harder to keep their job of killing vampires undetected from human eyes. Just because Riot wasn’t part of The Cause anymore didn’t mean he had to make shit harder for them.

Riot stepped an experimental boot on the vampire’s denim-clad leg and felt the bones crumble to dust beneath him. A nasty, decaying odor, identical to the one from the earlier body, floated up from the ground. Riot took another step, crunched another few inches of bone. This could work.

Methodically, he worked his way up, stepping carefully to make sure he ground each section of bone down to nothing before moving on to the next. “Get his shoes off,” he told Gemma.

She jumped to do so, pulling the fancy shoes off and using the heels to whack at the corpse’s socked feet. Riot worked his way up the vampire’s other leg to his pelvis, was about to start stomping that, when Gemma shouted. “Wait! His pockets!”

Smart thinking. But Riot wasn’t surprised. Gemma had always been scary smart, and he had always admired that about her.

Gemma had been a year behind him in school, sixteen to Riot’s seventeen, but had looked much younger. That was what had caught his attention at first, the second she had walked into class and sat down right in the front row with a book bag that had to be almost as big as she was. Riot had thought she was a freshman who had wandered into the wrong class. She’d been petite, fresh, enthusiastic, and it had hurt him to think she would be hurt by life, just like everyone else.

Riot remembered the thought clearly; that he would like to protect her from life, and if she would let him try, he would do his best. But someone like her would never let someone like him touch her. If he wanted to be part of her life, he would have to change. Be good. Work hard. It was the first time since his father’s death that he’d seriously considered such a thing.

Riot swallowed, memories flooding him. Gemma searched the vampire’s pockets. He traced her profile, remembering how stunned he’d been by her back then. Smart, kind, sweet, setting up study groups, helping others. He’d never attended, no way he would have been let in her house with his reputation, and the way he dressed the part.

Riot’s mind reeled with it, but he could see Gemma’s didn’t. She was rifling efficiently through the corpse’s clothes. Not sweet anymore. Riot used a rock to crush the vampire’s skull and grind it into the dirt.

Gemma sat back on her heels. “Not much here. A fat money clip but no wallet, a car key, and his phone.” She pressed a button and swiped the screen. “No security code or anything? Smartest vampire ever.”

Riot was nonplussed by her instant acceptance of vampires, and on alert as Gemma’s expression sharpened. She held up the vampire’s phone. “Why was he taking my picture?”

Riot made a bundle of the shoes and clothes, tying it up so it would be easy to lob into the first trash can he saw. “Bring me up to speed, here, Gemma. Where did you two lovebirds meet?”

Gemma continued to study the photos on the phone. "Mental hospital," she said.

A surprised laugh escaped Riot’s mouth and he bit it off. Switches weren’t charming, and the Gemma he’d known still wouldn’t want him, so best not to respond too much. He’d get her to Resperanza, then she would be someone else’s problem. Someone else could answer her questions.

Gemma looked up with a confused expression, then seemed to realize what she’d said. She smiled as brightly as she had as an innocent high-schooler, and just like that Riot was the same walled-off teenager he’d been. Don’t get too close. Don’t get her dirty.

Gemma didn’t notice. “No, I mean, I was visiting someone up at the hospital, in the psych ward, and this guy was in the parking lot when I came out. Looks like he started taking my picture the second I walked out the door.”

Riot ground his teeth. Had that bloodsucker been waiting for her? A surge of protective fury rose in his chest, drowning out everything else. “Is that where your car is?”

Gemma nodded and flashed her light in his face once more. Riot put his arm up again to block it. Before he could recover, Gemma had stepped close, practically right up against him, and gripped his forearm with the hand not holding the phone. “Riot, you’re bleeding. You need stitches.”

He gently pulled his arm away from Gemma, trying not to breathe as he did. Her scent was so close it brought the memory of her tart-sweet flavor right with it. He almost wanted to beg for another taste. “I’m good,” he said.

But Gemma looked at him sadly. “I’m sorry I hurt you.” Riot was all jumbled by it. She looked sincere.

Her forehead furrowed again, and she swung her light around. “Where’s my knife?”

He raised his eyebrows. “You mean my knife.”

She stopped, stock still, and blinked rapidly as she stared at nothing. “Right. Yeah.” But although her words agreed, Gemma’s voice said she wasn’t convinced.

Shit. Riot strode up the hill and directly to where he knew his knife had landed, snatching its blade from the dirt, wiping it on his pants leg before slipping it into the sheath at his waist. “Got it,” he called back to Gemma, and turned uphill. “I’ll walk you to your car.” And tell you where you need to go on the way.

Gemma wasn’t following. Riot turned to look. She was staring at the spot in the ground where his knife had been and worrying her bottom lip with her teeth. He turned to face her. “Gemma?”

She faced him. “Can I just hold it for a minute? I promise I’ll give it back. It’s just that I didn’t get a good look at it before and I’d really like to, you know… see it again.”

The vulnerable, hopeful look she gave Riot ripped at his chest, and he couldn’t refuse her, even if he didn’t quite understand.  Riot pulled the knife out and flipped it, offering her the handle.

Gemma touched the composite handle reverently. Her lime-green glow flared around her at the touch. A sigh escaped her and she tilted her head as she brought the weapon closer to her phone’s light, illuminating every inch of the blade, studying it from every angle. “I love it.”

Riot frowned. “It’s just a knife,” he said. But his stomach dropped as understanding filled him. It can’t be her Resonant. Not this knife. Every switch supposedly had one, the weapon that made her the most powerful warrior she could be, but… not this knife.

Gemma shook her head then, just a tiny movement, and swallowed hard, blinking harder. She held the knife out flat on her palm, offering it to Riot with a sacrificial pain in her eyes. “Thank you.”

Ah, shit. Which was worse? Taking a Resonant from a switch who needed it? Or letting her have it and then spending the rest of his life fighting the piece of him that was forever tied to her? Guess I’m about to find out. “Keep it,” he said, removing the sheath from his belt. “Never know when you might need it.”

Shit, that was lame. He knew Gemma, and he knew the questions would start soon. She’d always had to know everything about everything.

He had to get her to someone who wouldn’t hesitate to answer them.


Chapter 6 - Headquarters?


 




Riot made his way up the hill to the hospital, pulling slightly away from Gemma, but sneaking backwards glances at her as they hiked back the way she’d come from. She peppered him with questions, not giving him a moment to answer even if he wanted to.

“Tell me everything, and start with what that thing really is. I mean, obviously that guy wasn’t normal, but… are you sure this isn’t one of those things where a medical condition gets this whole mythos around it, like hypertrichosis and werewolves?”

Riot laughed but didn’t stop walking. “You think the red light that came out of him when you stabbed him was a medical condition?”

He swore he could hear Gemma lining all the facts up in her mind like soldiers, just like she’d always done in class.

“No,” she said. She paused, then spoke quickly. “Aren’t I a little old to be Buffy?”

Riot snorted. “You’re not Buffy. You’re a switch.”

Gemma gasped and snapped her fingers “He called me that! He called me a ‘fucking switch’ right before he attacked me.”

Riot raised his eyebrows, giving her a backwards glance. “He attacked you?”

“I may have started it,” she said.

He faced forward and nodded. “That makes more sense. For switches, I mean. You get around a vampire and it’s…“ He considered, trying to come up with the least insulting way to describe the free-for-all that was the Undoing and the Prowl. “-it’s game-on,” he finally finished.

Gemma was a switch. How in the hell had that happened? And how had he never known back in high school? She hadn’t known he was a shifter, despite the fact that she’d seen him as his animal. But that was different.

But Gemma wasn’t human, even back then? He thought back, and decided no, he’d never seen her glow in high school, back before he would have known what it meant. And she damn sure hadn’t scented the way she did now, all sweet and tart and making his mouth water. That shit was new.

Gemma spoke, her voice soft, like she was considering his words heavily. “Game-on, huh? Yeah, I can see that.” Her voice trailed off and she gazed back at the forest as she walked.

Riot’s stomach lurched at the thought of Gemma being involved with The Cause. But it was out of his hands. She’d seen a vampire, she wouldn’t be stopped now.

He would take her to Resperanza, the sooner the better. She could use The Cause, and the Cause could use her. He knew she was brilliant, and tenacious, like a bulldog. That hadn’t changed since high school.

In prison, Riot had had a lot of spare time, and the prison library had had subscriptions to all kinds of magazines. But a half-dozen years ago, when Riot had been reading a news weekly and seen an explosive investigative piece on a Big Ten university sex scandal with a byline naming Gemma Jackson as its author, his mind had been blown. It had taken him a week of computer privileges to track down every article she’d written, to discover that innocently curious Gemma Jackson had become an internationally-respected investigative journalist.

He’d followed her ever since, made her name a regular in his online searches, read about every blistering scandal she uncovered, hoping the whole time for a glimpse of the woman she’d become. But she kept her face a secret, didn’t party with the big names, never did on-camera interviews. Even her byline photo was just a picture of a bulldog. It made Riot laugh, but it hadn’t done shit to ease the longing.

He didn’t want to deliver Gemma to the Cause, but he had no reason not to, and it was all that made sense.

Riot stomped up the hill, irritated that he was questioning his decision at all. But guaranteed, once he got there, Flint was going to give him shit, and he didn’t want Gemma to see that. He didn’t want her to know what he’d been up to. He wasn’t proud of any of it.

Not for the first time, Riot wished he could go back all those years and take the other path, the one that could lead to a relationship with a woman like her.

Too fucking late now. For both of you.

“I’ve got a lot more questions,” Gemma said. “And you aren’t answering the ones I’ve already asked.”

Riot sighed. “Let me show you something. Then you can get the answers for yourself.”

“Just how I like it,” Gemma nodded, leading the way once they got close to the streetlights, leaving Riot scenting the air for fresh vampires. None. A pair of dainty red heels lay a few feet from the curb, and Gemma neatly flipped each one right-side-up with her toes before slipping her feet inside and clicking her way across the parking lot.

Riot smiled, watching her go. Gemma the girl had been sweet and perfect, but Gemma the woman was wickedly sexy.

Gemma used her phone to unlock her car. Riot palmed the money clip and car key from the vampire’s stuff and jogged over to throw the rest in a trash can near the hospital entrance. He’d check out the car key later, and the money, well… he’d make good use of it.

When he returned to the car Gemma was shoving a laptop bag from the passenger seat into the back where a suitcase rested. “Sorry. I didn’t get a chance to check-in to my hotel yet.”

Riot folded himself into the compact car, his long legs nearly pressed against the glove compartment, thinking about how he was going to get back to his motorcycle once he got Gemma dropped off with the switches. Bryce might give him a ride back.

Riot led her to the road, directing her over the gorge, towards the little mountain town of Five Hills. To her credit, she didn’t ask questions, not right away. He could see her gears working as she processed it all in her mind. It couldn’t be easy.

After a short drive up the mountain, Riot pointed out the private, winding terracotta driveway she should take. Riot turned in his seat to watch her reaction. Resperanza was weird, but it was impressive, and Gemma was gorgeous. He loved looking at her.

Gemma’s expression turned curious as she drove, a little wrinkle of thought gathering between her eyebrows. He knew exactly the minute the house came into view, just by watching her. Gemma’s eyes popped wide, her full lips following a second later, and an expression of such delight broke over her face that Riot couldn’t help but grin.

He spoke quickly, the answer to what she’d wanted to know pulled from him by her beauty. “You’re a switch, a vampire-killing witch. A Breath switch who glows green, and killing vampires is your job. So yeah, Buffy, kind of, but you’re not alone. There are two more switches who live in this house.”

Gemma looked at him, a short glance then back at the driveway, and again, she kept her characteristic questions to herself. Shocked into silence, he thought, or maybe she was savoring the moment? Something in her demeanor made him think she understood that her life would be forever changed from that moment on, even though she didn’t know how.

Riot pointed for her to bypass the front entrance and follow the driveway as it curved down and around the side of the grand hacienda with its peachy-pink stucco walls and terracotta tile roof, to the garage doors.

One garage door was open, the stall empty. Riot directed her to it. The car’s headlights swept over the back wall, where foreign symbols had been painted.

Gemma hit the brakes so hard Riot’s whole upper body lurched against the seatbelt. “What?” he hollered, thinking she’d run something over.

But Gemma was staring hard at the wall, hands curled and tight on the steering wheel, foot jammed on the brake pedal. She licked her lips and cleared her throat, pointing at the figures on the wall. “My name in Japanese.”

Riot did a double-take, from her to the symbols. “I guess that’s your spot, then.”

Gemma considered for a moment, then looked at him steadily, wheels and gears turning behind her eyes. He looked back, the weight of the Cause on his shoulders. Sorry, Gemma. He hoped this was what she wanted… or would want, once she knew what it was all about.

She laughed abruptly, and her expression morphed to one of delight. For just a moment, she looked like an explorer about to embark on a grand adventure, no self-doubt or normal human guardedness. Like she’d known this was coming, or had been looking forward to something just like this. Riot wondered if that could be true.

Gemma eased into her spot, her eyes going so wide she looked more spooked than delighted. Riot watched her gaze bounce around the garage, from the blue Mini to Flint’s SUV to Jameson’s truck, to the picture painted on the wall in front of each. A bear paw print for Flint, a bat for Cora’s Mini, and even a pumpkin in the space where Goldie’s car would eventually return. Against his will, Riot’s eyes slid far to the side, to the last spot in the enormous multi-door garage, and the three slash-marks against the wall in front of it.

His spot. Still there, as if to say he was welcome to claim it anytime he felt like it. Riot particularly liked the way the slash marks, black with jagged edges, didn’t look like a flat picture, the way the others did. It looked three-dimensional, almost real. Fuck yeah, I like it. Just not enough to stay.

The engine of Gemma’s car ticked in the silence. Neither of them said a word. Shit, Riot thought, racking his brain for something to say. Anything.

Nothing came. And then the chance was taken from him. The door to the house opened and Goldie, Flint, and Cora spilled out into the garage. Goldie made a point to smile at Riot, nod at him. He pushed his hair back and grimaced in return. Maybe she was sweet, but she was still a switch.

Flint stood beside Goldie. The big bear’s face was all screwed up, like he couldn’t decide which expression to wear. What’s it gonna be, Yogi? Scare the new switch with your usual grumpy mug or try out one of those newfangled smiles you’ve been sporting since Goldie showed up? He laughed to himself as Flint seemed to settle with half a smirk.

Gemma was all smiles, not bothered by any of it. A true extrovert, she looked like she was ready to bounce out of the car and run up to them all. She gave a little wave of her hand out the window. “Hi. I killed a vampire.”

Cora and Goldie’s eyebrows went up, but Flint’s slammed down hard as he snarled. “Where?”

Riot shook his head. Gemma spoke quickly, not bothered. “In the woods behind the hospital.” She gestured to the wall. “How did my name get up there?”

Goldie and Cora exchanged a glance. “Resperanza knew you were coming, she just didn’t tell us,” Cora said.

“Resperanza,” Gemma breathed, getting out of the car. Riot followed.

Goldie waved her hand at the symbols on the wall. “She puts one up for each of us. Look.” She held out her hand to Gemma and Gemma took it with no hesitation. Riot watched them go.

Cora sidled up next to Riot, keeping her voice low. “What does she know?”

Riot shook his head and looked around. How had he gotten back in this situation? He quit the Cause, remember? But he answered Cora’s question. “She Undid a vampire. I told her what she is.”

Cora studied him. “Did you tell her what you are?”

Riot swallowed. Shit. They tell her about shifters, she’s never going to smile at me again. The thought tore into Riot’s guts like it always had, ever since he’d found out the whole truth about Gemma’s past and learned to dread her, more than anyone else, finding out what he was. Riot knew it had to happen, but he didn’t want to be around to see it. To see the fear in Gemma’s eyes. Fear of him.

He spoke low to Cora. “Maybe give her a day or two. She’s scared of animals. Predators.” Me.

Cora grimaced. “That could be a problem.”

Riot shrugged and looked away. You have no idea. “She’s tough, though. And smart. Couple of days, she might figure it out herself. It will be easier on her if she does.” That was true. Also, he wouldn’t be at Resperanza when it happened.

Cora examined him. Riot turned back to Cora with a blank face. “We good?”

Cora watched him for another beat, then blinked, her expression clearing. “You sure what you told me is all she knows?”

Riot ground his teeth. “Switches and bloodsuckers, and then I brought her here. That’s all.” He knew Cora wanted more, but the rest belonged to him.

Flint’s growled, making everyone look at him.

“Don’t get your panties in a twist, Yogi,” Riot growled. “She’s here, isn’t she?”

Goldie stepped in, giving Flint then Riot a sweet-but-firm glance. “Just where she needs to be. Thanks, Riot.”

Riot put his hands up in front of him. “All I did was throw her the knife.” He gestured at the blade strapped to Gemma’s waist.

Goldie nodded. Then actually winked at him. “Yep, we got it. Only the knife.” Riot was confused until he got a good look at Gemma in the light. Her hair was wild, leaves stuck in her black curls, dirt all over her clothes, and him, bleeding and dirty, too. We look like we rolled on the forest floor and had ourselves a nice little picnic, that’s what we look like. Riot stifled a groan. Turned so no one could see his face. Coughed into his hand.

Gemma had been silent for a whole minute. Her limit, if he remembered correctly from school. “I want to hear about the vampires.”

Riot nodded. That’s what he’d brought her for, and now he was out. “I gotta go,” he muttered, and turned to leave.

Gemma gasped lightly and grabbed his elbow, her scent reaching him, stopping him. Shit.

Riot turned back to see Gemma’s wide eyes looking at him with something like hope. Damn. There had been times, back in class when their teacher would break them into research groups, when Riot would glance around for Gemma and think he’d caught her looking at him like that. Not that it would have changed all the reasons they couldn’t be together, but at least he could have comforted himself with knowing the attraction wasn’t one-sided. But every time she’d looked away, and Riot had known it was wishful thinking. And this is different, how?

Gemma blinked her couldn’t-be-hopeful eyes. “You’re not staying? I thought… ”

Riot ran his hands through his hair. Double shit. “I’ll stay,” he said quickly. “If... if you want me to.”

Gemma smiled at him. Riot smiled back. He couldn’t help it, but then he remembered who the fuck he was. He curled his lip, then curled her fingers off his arm. “I’ll be back. I’ve got to go take care of that vampire’s car and… some other stuff.” Like retrieving an enormous pack of weed from the forest before anybody else finds it.

There were too many reasons why coming back to Resperanza was the wrong call, but… Gemma. Shit. Riot snarled and clenched his fists as he stalked out of the garage through the open door.


Chapter 7 - Home


 





 




Gemma watched Riot walk away with the same wrong-side-of-the-tracks-badass strut he’d had when they were in high school. She’d loved to watch him walk - even if it had induced that same full-body shiver that felt like fear but couldn’t be, not with Riot -  almost as much as she’d loved daydreaming about his eyes. She would get to Marine Biology as fast as she could and linger in the hallway just for the chance to see him coming.

She’d always watched him from afar, because she’d been different then. Shy, unassuming, not up to being anyone’s girlfriend, but especially not ever dreaming she could be Riot Cofield’s girlfriend. But things were different now. Gemma was more than ready for a front row seat and, at the risk of overdoing her bulldog routine, she wanted Riot to know it. He was part of this, and she wanted him to be the one explaining to her what “this” was.

They were two grown adults with every right to be attracted to each other. Unless he’s not? But the memory of their time on the forest floor and the zings of pleasure it sent through Gemma’s body were evidence to the contrary.

Riot disappeared out the garage door, letting Gemma concentrate again. She turned back to the two petite women - switches, she corrected herself - and their enormous companion. The blonde, Goldie, who had introduced herself as she told Gemma about the marks on each parking space, was wearing crisp khaki bermuda shorts and a t-shirt that Gemma was pretty sure was vintage Disney. Goldie had a gentle, friendly way about her that drew Gemma in, made her feel comfortable in spite of being in a strange new place.

The big guy standing with one hand pressed to Goldie’s back like he was her boyfriend, had deep chocolate eyes, a gnarly pink scar on his throat, and a scowl etched onto his face that disappeared when he glanced at Goldie, then back at Gemma with a half-smile. “Name’s Flint Gibson. Come on in.”

The woman standing next to them had wavy chestnut brown hair, hazel eyes, and an engagement ring on her left ring finger, no wedding ring. She smiled at Gemma as she brushed by, leading the way inside. “I’m Cora.” Gemma got a good look at that style as Cora held the door for her: a teal cotton dress, lace-up granny boots on her feet, and brass clockwork earrings in her ears.

Cora waved her hand towards the space inside. “And this… is Resperanza.”

Gemma looked around, confused.

Flint explained. “It’s the house. That’s her name.”

Gemma’s jaw dropped, all pretense of chill gone. “But you said she painted the marks on the wall.”

Goldie nodded. “Well, none of us do it. So it’s got to be the house, right? She’s magic… we’re pretty sure… somehow, she’s magic.”

“Wait, wait, wait.” Gemma put two fingers to each of her temples and pressed, trying to hold her pinball mind still. From the moment she’d pulled into the driveway, Gemma had been enchanted. And then, when the house came into view, she had been enraptured. But when she’d seen her name painted in Japanese on the garage wall? She’d been sold. Whatever this was, she wanted in.

How could a house know that there was nothing so beautiful to Gemma as the way Sakura and her extended family wrote Gemma’s name using the traditional Japanese characters that, as a child, had reminded her of smiling faces? Seeing her name on envelopes addressed to her in her grandmother’s hand had been a highlight of Gemma’s childhood.

Gemma’s mind took her mouth over at a sprint. “How can a house do that? And why did you name her that - Resperanza? What does it mean? ‘Esperanza’ like ‘hope’, but with an ‘r’ as in ‘respiration’…” The meaning came to Gemma suddenly, like a memory. “Breathing hope?”

Cora smiled at her. “The sign in the hall says ‘Breath of Hope’. You’re good.”

Gemma shrugged. “Languages are my thing.”

Flint coughed out another laugh and gave Gemma a genuine smile, wide, showing off his white teeth and a warmth in his brown eyes that reminded Gemma of a big, burly bear. But in a good way. “You’re definitely in the right place. Come meet Resperanza.”

Gemma followed him inside, catching view of a grand basement, like the coziest nest she’d ever seen. Gemma had grown up mostly in military post housing, which was fine but not fancy. Since then she’d picked her apartments by how close they were to the airport, so she could take off at a moment’s notice for a story lead. A bed, a shower, and no bugs; those were her only expectations, but this place blew those out of the water. In one direction was a hallway with a handful of doors leading off it, and in the other was an enormous carpeted space filled with couches and a massive television.

Ahead of her, Cora was already leading the way to a staircase, gesturing to either side as she spoke. “Over there is our meeting room slash rec room, and down there are a bunch of single rooms. Riot, Goldie’s sister Darby, Flint’s brother Bryce; they all live down there.” Gemma tilted her upper body to one side as she walked, to get a better look. Riot’s room was down there? Good to know.

Then she realized what else Cora had said. “Meeting room?”

Cora stopped at a door at the top of the staircase with her hand on the knob, looking down at Gemma. “Yep, for the Cause of the Forest, of which you are now part.” She put on a sardonic smile. “Welcome to the first day of the rest of your magical motherfuckin’ life.”


Chapter 8 - Defend Your Riot


 





 




Gemma followed Cora as she pushed open the door and crossed a stretch of glazed terracotta tile floor, with Goldie and Flint right behind them. Gemma tried to take it all in, but there was so much! They passed through an arched threshold and into a kitchen that was something out of Southern Living meets Arizona Highways magazines. Colorful mosaic tiles covered the walls, and the space was dominated by a bigger-than-life butcher block island, an oversized fridge, and a country-style sink spacious enough to wash a dog in. A Newfoundland. Gemma was impressed.

Flint scanned the kitchen with a contented look on his face, like he was particularly proud of this room. He flashed Gemma another warm look. “You hungry? Want a snack?”

They settled onto stools and Gemma followed with a nod, gazing around the kitchen as the questions fell out of her. “So the Cause is about fighting vampires? How did I become a switch? Can anyone do it?”

When no answers came back immediately, Gemma glanced at the other two women. Cora and Goldie were looking at each other with reluctant grimaces on their face. That doesn’t bode well. Gemma attacked the issue head-on. “What? What’s wrong?”

Cora smiled at her. “It’s just… we’re all pretty new to this. I only found out I was a switch a little over a month ago, and Goldie just a couple of weeks. We don’t have all the answers yet.”

Gemma couldn’t help but laugh. “I’m an investigative journalist, a reporter.”

Goldie leaned forward. “Fascinating… Is that how you ran into the vampire?”

Flint brought over bowls of olives and nuts, what looked like homemade zucchini bread, and some fruit, placing them near the women. She caught the look on Goldie’s face as the blonde switch watched Flint, her affection for him radiating from her eyes and gentle smile. Oh, Gemma realized, not just Goldie’s boyfriend. The love of her life. Then Flint looked at Goldie, too, and the love coming off of the couple was almost too much for Gemma to believe.

What would it be like to have a man look at me like that? Like I’m the best thing that ever happened to him and no way was he going to let me go? Then Flint pulled away, going back to the fridge, and still it took Gemma a moment to get past that look, to remember what Goldie had asked her.

The story. Right. Gemma explained, “I was up at the county hospital, checking out the psych ward.” Cora’s eyebrows went up and she shifted on her stool, reaching for the bowl of nuts in front of her and tossing back a handful. Is she blushing? But Gemma was just getting to the good part, the vampire part. “When I left the hospital, that vampire was there.”

Goldie’s expression was sober. “You hunted him. Couldn’t even stop yourself.” She shook her head back and forth slowly. “Thank goodness Riot was there, or who knows what would have happened.”

From behind the refrigerator door Gemma thought she heard Flint scoff, but she couldn’t be sure. A protective fire flared in her belly. She had noticed when Riot brought her here that there didn’t seem to be any love lost between those two. Usually tidbits like that only sparked Gemma’s curiosity, made her want to find out what and why and since when. This time it was different. And she knew exactly why. Riot.

Let’s just see what’s what. Gemma tuned her voice to curious as Flint backed out of the fridge and closed it. “You don’t like him?” She tossed an olive in her mouth, as if she didn’t care about Flint’s reply, but already her mind was stacking arguments in Riot’s favor.

Flint grunted. Didn’t answer.

Gemma didn’t react, just chewed and swallowed. “I’ve known Riot since high school.” Ok, so she hadn’t seen him in the last twelve years, but she knew what she was talking about. “He’s a good guy,” she said softly, her voice uncompromising. She wouldn’t give on this.

Flint didn’t say anything but he shook his head slightly, like she didn’t know what she was talking about. Goldie’s head had been pinging back and forth between them like she was watching a tennis match, but now she spoke up, trying to make peace. “He’s always been nice to my sister, Darby. What was he like back then?”

Gemma shrugged, watching everyone’s reaction. “Quiet, but nice. He had a bad reputation. His family didn’t have much money. He had a job, though. He got in trouble sometimes, but no more than anyone else.” Gemma wasn’t too proud to admit she’d been intimidated back then by Riot, by all his girlfriends, by who he was and how he looked, and how experienced he was.

Now, though? Gemma knew she was spectacular, whether Riot said so or not. But she couldn’t deny how much she wanted to state her case and have him agree. Nor how important it was to her that Riot get a fair shake with Flint, or anyone else who thought he wasn’t good enough.

She looked pointedly in Flint’s direction. “He even saved one girl from getting raped at a graduation party, beat the shit out of the dude who tried. I’d say he’s a good guy.”

Flint didn’t say anything, but gave a short nod as Cora and Goldie both jumped in, asking for details Gemma didn’t want to give, so she changed the subject. “Hey, I’m the one who needs answers.”

Cora took a deep breath and fixed Gemma with a sympathetic look. “Okay, and we’ll do our best to answer. Let’s fix some tea and move in the other room, it’s a long story.”

Cora hopped off her stool and walked to a cabinet, opening it to reveal a shelf full of  boxes of tea, a sugar bowl, a teapot, and a book. Her voice rose. “Who the fuck put this in here?”

Cora snatched the book from the cabinet and turned around, holding it in front of her, an indignant flush on her cheeks. “Jameson’s book! Someone stuck it in the tea cabinet!”

Gemma’s eyes landed on the book, and suddenly she couldn’t see anything else. The feeling was almost like the one she’d had when Riot’s knife landed in her hand. Enchanting. Enchanted. She had to see more. Learn more. Know more. “Can I see it?” she asked.

But Cora hadn’t heard her, was already storming off at a stomp toward the archway they’d come in, grumbling. “We may need this book someday, you know. If we can ever figure out what it says.”

Gemma hopped off her stool, frantic at the idea of the book leaving her sight. “Cora, wait. What is that?”

Cora stopped, turned so that Gemma could get a better look at the book in her hands. “The Keeper’s Book.”

For the second time that night, as if she wasn’t even in charge of her own body, Gemma’s hands reached out for the book. Slowly. Reverently. Cora handed it over without a word.

The instant her fingertips touched the metal cover on the back, Gemma’s mind sharpened. It was like her vision cleared, magnified, sharpened as she gazed at the book she held. She caressed the topmost page of the book and felt the stiff material give only slightly to her touch. Old. Ancient, maybe. Powerful.

She could see where the leather binding had been torn when the cover was removed, whatever timeworn adhesive had been used taking some of the animal hide with it. And there was scrawled writing on the exposed front page. It was an old-fashioned English that Gemma skipped over. Too easy. With delicate hands, she lifted the front page.

And there the sense of wonder, hovering over Gemma since she turned up Resperanza’s drive, finally took flight. The page was covered with characters written in various colors of ink, in rows and columns, so very like the east-Asian characters that had been the starting point for her passion. But wait… Gemma turned to the next page, and the next, where the characters were broken up with illustrations.

This wasn’t any language she recognized. Not Chinese or Korean or Japanese. Not Arabic or Hebrew. But she was sure that each character meant something. It was like it was on the tip of her brain but she just couldn’t grasp it. “What language is this?”

When nobody answered, Gemma looked up to find all three of her hosts staring at her with blank faces. Cora was the one who finally spoke up. “Nobody knows. My fiancé, Jameson, he’s at sparring or he would have been here, his uncle gave it to him before he died. He’s never been able to read it.”

Gemma’s eyes returned to the book, her mind tuning out the questions that wanted to intrude. She looked at the characters, and again had the sensation that she could almost read them. Like one of those 3D optical illusion photos, where you could only see the subject if you looked at it cross-eyed first. “Languages are my thing,” she said again.

Flint spoke. “You’re bilingual?” he asked.

Gemma couldn’t take her eyes off the book. She laughed. “Bilingual, yeah, you could say that.” In truth, she knew forty-three languages, which was one more language than the world-record holder. A total coincidence, really.

Cora poked at the Keeper’s Book. “Could you translate it?”

Gemma felt a familiar buzz in her middle, the pull of a challenge. She smiled. “Can I borrow a notebook and a pen?”

Gemma gathered up the book, still mesmerized by the illustrations on the pages. Drawings of men and animals, women and plants, and towards the back, just in front of a handful of blank pages that ended the book, a spiral design flanked by squares of different colors. The others fell away, their voices muted and unimportant to her. Book in hand, Gemma left the kitchen, unnoticed by the others, in search of a study spot. As she passed through the archway she glanced to her right and saw a long dining table, with at least twelve rustic, straight-back chairs. She would pass.

Directly ahead was the door to downstairs, and Gemma veered left before it, to a room so big it took her breath away. It had pale stucco walls with little lighted alcoves cut in every so often, pieces of artwork and what looked like artifacts displayed inside. The heavy, dark beams on the ceiling gave the room a warmly rustic look, and Gemma’s eyes followed their lines all the way to the other end, to the rounded walls of a library.

It was the inside of a turret she spotted from outside. Halfway between her and the furthest point, past a group of sectional sofas aimed at a television smaller than the one downstairs, was a scattering of easy chairs, a small table beside each one. Perfect.

Gemma carried her newest mystery book to one of the cozy chairs. She sat down and curled her legs beneath her, murmuring thanks when Goldie appeared and set pen and a notebook on the table just a few inches away. She parsed the pages, taking in images as a whole, one page at a time, before returning to the front of the book to puzzle over the symbols one by one.

Occasionally she’d realize she was thirsty, or hungry, and she would glance over to see food and drinks on the table beside her. Every time she vowed to catch the person bringing the snacks, to say thanks, but every time she missed them. Didn’t even hear them.

It was as if the book had cast a spell on her, and Gemma was helpless to resist. Even when her eyelids grew heavy and a blanket tumbled gently from the chair’s back to settle around her shoulders, she couldn’t put the ancient pages aside. Midnight passed. Then two in the morning. She could sleep here, right in this chair, she’d check into her hotel tomorrow…

She fell asleep in the chair with the figures from the book dancing in her dreams.


 





Chapter 9 - A Laugh Riot


 





 




Riot had left Gemma at Resperanza, stuck hoofing it back to the hospital, because no one was around who would give him a ride. In the forest, in the dark, he’d removed his clothes, stashed them, shifted, and run it. He hit another cache, dressed, and stalked the last half-mile to the hospital where Gemma had been. He walked the parking lot for a full half-hour, scenting and spying into the shadows, before he felt sure there were no vampires around.

Finally, he took the key Gemma had salvaged from the vampire’s pocket and make a circuit, pressing the unlock button and waiting for lights to flash.

Halfway around the lot, a black convertible Chrysler with a sleek profile chirped and flashed, and Riot moved toward the car as if he owned it. He climbed inside, put the key in the ignition, and drove five minutes to a deserted road where he sometimes parked his bike to start a climb. Gonna have to cross this spot off the list from now on.

Following Gemma’s lead, he took a few minutes to dig through the glove box, center console, even the trunk. The vehicle was as clean as a rental car. Riot ripped a bit of cloth off his t-shirt and wiped down all the surfaces he’d touched, then he walked away.

He texted Jameson, figuring someone else should know what he’d done. J’s reply came back quickly: You back in? Meeting. 0800. Barracks.

Riot growled to himself. Was he back in? Riot had no love for the Cause, but he had promised Gemma he’d be back. He could hang around a little longer, be a familiar face in a strange place, at least until she got settled.

He texted Jameson back: I’ll be there.

It was past midnight and the night was dark and quiet and cold. Riot hiked back up the mountain and through the dark forest to the twin boulders where he’d hidden his stash. He grabbed the sack of bud and made his way to the cliffside above where his motorcycle waited. Was I seriously bitching about this a few hours ago? I’d take making this climb in the pitch black ten times over the shit I went through tonight.

Except for that kiss.

Nothing in his life to date had rocked Riot like that kiss had. At least not in a good way. He swore he could taste Gemma every time he licked his lips, and her scent seemed to swirl around him with every step. So you shower and brush your teeth, dumbass. Simple as that. But he could still feel the heat of her thighs in his palms, Riot realized, as he clenched and unclenched his hands.

Shaking his head to clear it of the memories, Riot stripped down to nothing and stuffed his clothes into the already-bulging pack he carried, tied his bootlaces and slung them around the straps. A quick shift and he grabbed the pack with his strong jaws, his sensitive nose tickling at the sprucey-sweetness of the cannabis so close to it. In case you needed a reminder of just one of the reasons why you can’t let anything happen with Gemma.

Riot growled into the darkness as he leapt from ledge to razor-thin ledge down the cliffside, his paws landing with absolute assurance, his long tail helping to balance the extra weight he carried in his jaws. Shit like this? A proverbial cakewalk. But trying to balance between who he wanted to be and who he needed to be? Riot growled again and heard a small animal skitter away from him, into the underbrush.

Less than thirty minutes later he was down the cliffside, dressed, and heading back to Resperanza to fulfill his promise, only allowing the thought of sleep to occupy his mind. He had the basics in his saddlebags and would get the rest of his stuff from the twins’ place later. Sleep first.

Riot parked his bike in front of the slash marks on the wall in the garage, dropped his shit in his room, and suddenly didn't feel even a little bit tired. All Riot could think about was that Gemma was in this house, would be sleeping under the same roof as him. Gemma. Here. He still couldn’t get over the crazy serendipity of it.

He wondered what her reaction had been when she stepped inside Resperanza. Did it sink into her bones like home, the way it had for Riot, even though he’d deny it if anyone asked? Had she found a room, built special for her, and everything she needed to be a switch of Breath Coven? Had they answered her questions? Had they told her about shifters? Riot’s stomach twisted. He’d know once they did. Just by her eyes. The thought made his guts lurch.

So he wandered, trying to settle his nerves. Into the big rec room downstairs at first, thinking he’d grab a beer from the little fridge behind the bar and watch some giant TV until his eyes got heavy. But the second he opened the fridge his stomach growled almost as loud as his cat could, and Riot aimed upstairs instead, towards the kitchen that had never yet failed to be fully stocked with his favorites.

But as he hit the top step Riot heard the sweetest, softest sigh behind him. He stopped in his tracks. Turned. Gazed deep into the gargantuan room before him, past the television and cozy ivory couches, into the rounded walls of the library beyond.

She looked impossibly small, curled in the oversized chair, a colorful blanket wrapped around her delicate frame. Sleeping. Like a tiny pixie curled in a bird’s nest. Riot walked closer.

I have to wake her, but… Riot swallowed. If they told her, then I’ve already seen her smile for the last time. The thought was almost enough to stop him, make him turn around and go downstairs and wait until morning to face the pain. Won’t hurt any less then. Suck it up.

Riot’s jaw ached, he had it clenched so tight. He said her name quietly, so as not to scare her. “Gemma.” She didn’t budge.

He said it again. Nothing. Probably crashed out as soon as she sat down. No wonder, after a day like today, all the ass-kicking she did. Shit, I’m sore. But if she stays curled up like that she’s going to be even worse off tomorrow. Riot said her name again, determined to wake her so she could find a more comfortable spot to sleep. “Gemma.”

Still nothing.

Ah, hell, was he going to have to touch her? Because that was going to make Riot think again about things he shouldn’t, like how candy-sweet her lips had tasted, or how good her slender legs had felt wrapped around him. Well, once she was done trying to crush my internal organs. Riot tried one more time to wake her with her name alone, saying it softly, almost hoping it wouldn’t work, cursing himself for his weakness. “Gemma.”

Zilch. Riot took a deep breath as he crouched down and reached out to give Gemma’s shoulder a gentle shake. “Hey, Gemma, wake up.”

She came to at once, her amber eyes flying wide for a second before they focused in on his. The change that came over them was immediate, going all soft with trust. Riot couldn’t remember the last time someone had looked at him like that. His mother didn’t count.

They didn’t tell her. Thank the Great Cat, they didn’t tell her. Riot felt the tension drain from his shoulders.

It didn’t last.

Seeing those eyes looking at him with such faith and compassion just drove home how unworthy Riot was of either virtue. And there’s no point in wishing things were different.

 

* * *

 

Gemma was dreaming. She was back in the forest again, the vampire in his designer clothes lying dead at her feet. She clutched her knife close and felt it grip her right back.

A swish of leaves behind her and she whirled to face the sound, but saw nothing. Only flashing green eyes in the shadows of an ancient tree whose limbs spread wide and seemed to reach for her. “Who’s there?” she called, bringing her knife up in front of her chest.

Movement in the shadows, and then she could see him. Stalking towards her with a heat in his eyes that reminded her of the Science Scouts camp where they’d thrown borax on the fire to turn it green. Those eyes felt like burning. Gemma stood straighter. No fear. Ready for him.

He glanced at her hand, the one gripping her weapon, and moved closer still. Gently took her wrist in his fingers to hold it steady, placing the tip of her blade against his bare chest as he met her eye. “You know me.”

Gemma blinked, confused. Did she? Know him? But at once an answering calm suffused her, relaxing the muscles of her face into a contented smile. Riot. She let the knife and her hand fall to her side. “Do you know me?”

Riot leaned in, the curve of his smiling cheek so close she could feel it practically touching hers. “You’re Gemma.” He kissed the skin just in front of her ear and said it again. “Gemma.” Moved to her temple and pressed his lips there. “Gemma.” Her forehead. “Gemma.” And then he aimed for her lips… but stopped to grab her shoulder and shake it. “Hey, Gemma, wake up.”

She came to with a start, then jumped again when she focused on Riot’s face only inches away. His real face, with tired eyes and a day's worth of stubble on his strong jaw. And decidedly not kissing her. I was better off sleeping.

Except Gemma didn’t believe that. Not at all. Riot Cofield in the flesh was better than anything her mind could ever conjure. His green eyes looked down into hers, so much more open than they’d ever been before, reminding her of the fire they’d held in her dream. Gemma felt her heart lift in response. He came back. Just like he said he would.

Then he blinked, and the light in Riot’s eyes was shuttered, as if someone had blown out a candle deep in his soul. Gemma almost sat forward to ask what was wrong, but held herself back when he spoke up, lifted his chin in the direction of the book in her lap. “What are you doing in here, Gemma? It’s the middle of the night.”

Gemma knew how to take a hint, even one she didn’t like. Got it. No late-night shenanigans, just business. She sucked in a sharp breath through her nose and yawned, stretching her arms above her head, then picked up the book that she’d fallen into like a canyon and offered it to Riot. “I got distracted.”

Riot took it to a podium at the end of the room, just in front of the wall of books, a small smile on his face. “Your first puzzle here. I’m not surprised. Didn’t you solve all of Mr. Mesic’s eco-challenges in one semester?” Gemma’s jaw dropped in surprise, but Riot just shook his head as he set the book down and turned back to face her. “You know those were supposed to take us the whole year, right?”

Gemma blushed. She had not known that. But more importantly: Riot had noticed all that? Gemma tried not to read anything into it, given the distance he seemed to want to keep between them now.

Riot spoke softly, like he couldn’t help himself, staring at her. “It’s nice to have a familiar face around.”

Gemma swallowed against the shimmer of pleasure that wanted to suffuse her entire body just from knowing Riot truly remembered her. The memory of Gemma’s dream washed over her, of Riot smiling into her heart and saying her name, and she almost made the mistake of telling him about it.

“I’ll head to the hotel,” she said, instead.

Riot inhaled, his jaw tight. “There’s plenty of room for you here.”

Gemma smiled at that, trying to maintain her outward chill, but inside she was tween-girling out. Ohmygod ohmygod ohmygod, I’m sleeping over at Riot’s house! “Are you sure? That would make my job a lot easier.” Her story stretched out in her mind. TSK, Jinelle. Vampires. Undiscovered languages. She never wanted to leave.

Riot stiffened and nodded. “Let’s find your room.” He aimed for the kitchen at the back of the house but made a sharp left before he reached it, and another past the stairs to the basement, to walk down a wide hallway towards the front door. Gemma ran to follow.

She glanced into open doors as they passed them; a powder room, and a small, simple bedroom. “Why not this one?”

He turned back to see where she was looking, and shook his head without meeting her eye. “That one’s spoken for. Old friend of Jameson’s.”

How many people live in this house? Goldie and Flint, Cora and her fiancé Jameson, Goldie’s sister, Flint’s brother, Riot, and now this friend? That was eight, right there, and Riot said there was plenty of room? The house must be massive.

As they passed the front door and continued down the hallway Gemma started to feel apprehensive, like maybe she should turn and make a run for the real world before it was too late. Not that she felt she was in danger here. Just the opposite, especially with Riot around. In fact what unnerved Gemma so badly was that she couldn’t explain why everything felt so right.

She was used to making choices quickly, gathering the evidence around her as rapidly as she could and reacting thoughtfully to it, like her childhood hero Nancy Drew. She’d trained her instincts so well over the years, honing them to a point after high school, that at this stage of her life Gemma rarely questioned them.

But the problem, dammit, was that none of the evidence she was basing her choices on tonight made any kind of sense! A parking spot with her name on it, and the people who lived here thought the house painted it? A man she lusted after and trusted a dozen years ago suddenly showing up in her life again, at just the right time, with a knife that felt like it had been hers forever and in some strangely intimate way? If the shit going on around her didn’t make sense, how could Gemma hope to do any better?

She was just about to bring up the idea of leaving, calling her hotel to see if they had a room after all, when Gemma spied what was coming up ahead. Another spacious circular room, the second of the twin turrets she'd noticed as they drove up, marking the front corners of the sprawling hacienda with an undeniable grandeur. But whereas the first turret was filled with books, this one was packed with fruit plants.

Gemma looked around with wide eyes. “This house is a story all in itself.”

There were raspberries and blackberries ripening on one clump of bushes in terra cotta planters, and she was pretty sure that was lettuce gathered around the bases of a handful of citrus trees that sported tiny fruit dangling from their limbs. Her gaze rose to the glass ceiling and she marveled at the ingenuity of the designer, creating an indoor garden beneath a flawless view of the stars above.

Around the perimeter of the room a staircase with a wrought-iron railing rose, dripping with fuzzy brown fruit. Kiwi?

Gemma’s eyes closed in a slow blink. Whatever. Fruit salad tomorrow. Right now I just want a bed. She started toward the staircase with confidence, calling back to Riot, “This way, right?”

She’d gone five steps up before she realized Riot wasn’t following her. Gemma turned around and looked down at him. “I thought we were going to find me a room.”

Sea green eyes bored into Gemma’s with an intensity she didn't understand. “It’s better if you find it on your own.” Then he turned and walked back down the hall through which they’d come, a murmured “Goodnight” drifting back to her.


Chapter 10 - Feels Just Riot

 

Gemma turned to make her way up the stairs, confused again. He brings me here, then he goes off on his own. He says there’s room for me, then leaves me to find it. Why the push-me, pull-you dance?

Maybe Riot was just trying to make her feel welcome in this crazy-fantastic place without overstepping any boundaries, blurring any lines. He was totally the type of guy women would get hung up on if they were desperate and he was too friendly.

I should give him some space, let him know I’m not the type to cling. That’ll probably help. In Gemma’s observation as part of the boys’ club of journalism, a man who was attracted to a woman but not showing it only did that if he’d been burned before, if he thought there was too big a chance that sex would lead to her going batshit crazy and making his life a living hell.

But Gemma wasn’t like that. She could keep sex and feelings separate. Or at least, she always had before. And even if she fucked it up this time, it wasn’t like she was the type to boil Riot’s bunny, and if he could remember her problem-solving skills then he should know that. So why the reluctance? Best she could figure, he just wasn’t attracted, forest-floor kiss or not. And that sucked, but it wasn’t exactly the kind of thing she could argue her way past.

Gemma sighed as she reached the top of the stairs and an arched opening that led to a hallway came into view. She stepped under the arch and her gaze was drawn to the door at the far end. Of all the doors, it was the only one that was open.

Gemma stopped short. Walking down a hallway in a strange house in the middle of the night toward an open door? Instead of an unpleasant wariness, she felt the same excitement she had before, when she’d been looking at the Keeper’s Book for the first time. A buzz in her belly told Gemma she was on the cusp of a great discovery, and she better get to it.

She continued down the hall, marveling at the deep calm she felt under the excitement. No nervous jitters, no temptation to look over her shoulder or ready herself for a surprise attack. Something wonderful was behind that door. Gemma used one hand to push it slowly open.

It was not a bedroom, like she’d been expecting. It was a home office. A cool one, though. She stepped inside, plans to find a bed momentarily forgotten, and smiled around at the cozy space.

The centerpiece of the room was a sofa, a big, comfy one like Gemma had always wanted to have, where she could flop with her laptop to read or take a power nap before getting back to a story. One stretch of wall was covered in panels of dry erase and cork boards so big and spacious, Gemma itched to outline an article on them. And a large but minimalist bureau with its doors folded back revealed a self-contained workspace, with a laptop resting on a small desk and a printer on a shelf above it. A multitude of cubbies in the doors held office supplies.

No bed, though. Gemma was about to turn back to the hallway and resume the hunt when something caught her eye in the space under the desk, where someone’s feet would rest as they worked. Her bag.

Gemma headed in and grabbed at it. A closer look at the laptop on the desk showed that it was hers, too.

A door on the wall opposite the desk caught her attention and Gemma walked over, wrenching it open. A bathroom. But not just any bathroom, she silently marveled. The most luxurious, glamorous, restful bathroom she’d ever seen. With a jacuzzi tub big enough to swim in, and a separate shower that - Gemma could see around the walk-in walls - sported not one, not two, but three fully-adjustable shower heads. Plus a spacious vanity with lighting that made her skin look rich and flawless? She couldn’t help but speak her thoughts aloud. “Resperanza, are you for real?” Nice bathrooms were one of Gemma’s weaknesses, and this one was the best she’d seen.

And then Gemma got spooked all over again because right there by the sink on the vanity was her toothbrush and toothpaste, her face wash and makeup case. Gemma took a closer, more curious glance in the shower and found her shampoo and body wash on some recessed tile shelves above the built-in seat.

Gemma walked out of the bathroom in a daze, thinking she might sit on the comfy-looking couch for a minute or twenty and get her mental legs back under her, because this was too much. Had Flint and Goldie and Cora gone through her stuff, or was there more at play here? Goldie had said that Resperanza was magic, but surely she didn’t mean… magic? On the way to the couch Gemma’s eyes caught on a wall of black-framed, rice paper-paned sliding screens that separated the office from the space behind them. One end showed a gap.

Gemma steadied herself, strode toward it, slid the screen aside to reveal the room beyond. And for just that moment her heart stopped beating.

The style was almost purely Japanese, from the low, black wooden platform bed to the perfect feng shui she could see at a glance, thanks to Sakura’s studied arrangement of every new home. A painting of a weeping cherry tree, ripe with the blushing blossoms after which Gemma’s mother was named, hung on the wall over the bed, flanked by built-in recessed bookshelves.

Nerves forgotten, Gemma walked to the far side of the bed for a closer look at the books that lined the shelves there, looking vaguely familiar with their matching cloth bindings and gold script. Her lips cracked a smile when she recognized them. Nancy Drew. First editions. Just like the ones she… Gemma’s face fell. Wait, wait, wait. No, that’s not possible. Mom and Pop told me they put them in storage.

She snatched a book off the shelf and opened the front cover, so sure she couldn’t be seeing what was staring her straight in the face: the name “Gemma Jackson” written in halting, childish letters, and beneath it her first name again, but in Japanese. And she somehow knew without confirming that she would find the same in every single book she checked.

Too much! Gemma slammed the book back in its place and rushed to the other side of the bed to look at those bookshelves, too. But she stopped short when she was still a yard away and put her hand to her fluttering heart.

The shelves on this side held non-fiction: true crime, writing handbooks, even a few texts on languages. All of them Gemma’s, from the apartment in Atlanta she’d last set foot in less than twenty-four hours ago. On the third shelf, between a book about binary languages, stood a small, decorative tree. It appeared to be made of copper, thin metal wires wound together for the trunk and branches, sheeting cut for the leaves, and all of it soldered together to form a unique work of art.

And right in the center, hanging from a pair of copper branches, dangled the pair of delicate freshwater pearl earrings her grandmother had sent to Gemma’s mother when she was born. The pearls were strung in a loop, interspersed with little shards of bright green jade, and they had come with a matching necklace. Tucked in the box with the set had been a card addressed to Gemma, promising she would grow into the luck the pearls contained, and that when she did they would be waiting.

Gemma sighed. How long until I stop wishing that had turned out to be true?

She had told her hosts - covenmates? - about Riot saving a girl from getting raped at a graduation party. She had just conveniently left out the fact that the attempted rapist had been Riot’s cousin, and that the girl had been her. Gemma. Because first of all, what did it matter to them? The point was that Riot was a good guy.

But also, Gemma didn’t really tell anyone about that night. Not because she was ashamed. She knew that nothing that had happened had been her fault. It’s just that it was private, and in some small, fucked-up way it was the only intimate thing she shared with Riot. One of only two times in her life before tonight that Gemma had needed a hero, and Riot had been there.

It had been stupid of her to go to the party in the first place, seeing as she didn’t know anyone else who would be there. Riot’s cousin Shain had gone to a different high school, one town and two tax brackets south of theirs, but it was all the same when a party was going down. She had assumed that Riot would be there, too.

Riot had graduated. She might never see him again. That night was her last chance to tell Riot how she really felt about him. At least if he turned her down she wouldn’t have to see him at school every day. So she’d tried to look her best, borrowing a dress from a friend and wearing her lucky earrings and necklace, innocent hopes high. And from the moment she and Shain were introduced, Riot’s cousin had given her the white-glove treatment.

She had been dazzled, not least because Shain and Riot could have been identical twins, they looked so much alike. Only a certain hardness in Shain’s eyes had allowed her to tell the difference between them as he promised her Riot would be showing up fashionably late. Shain had filled Gemma’s red plastic cup with cheap wine, reassuring her that the alcohol content was so low there was no way she’d get drunk. “Just sip it,” he’d leaned over and whispered in her ear, a little closer than necessary. “That way nobody bugs you to drink the harder stuff.” Gemma had smiled and thanked him for the advice as she subtly pumped him for information about Riot.

But when she had started to feel dizzy a few minutes later, Gemma realized she had been drugged. She tried to get away from Shain, but she was too small, and too uncoordinated in her drugged state to fight him off. He had picked her up easily and carried her to a bedroom. After that it had been a mad scramble of arms and legs, hot breath and wet lips touching her. She had tried to scream, but had never been sure if she had. Her necklace had been ripped off in the struggle, lost forever.

And those were just the things Gemma could remember, thanks to the drugs Shain had slipped her. All she really knew was that she had been fighting him off and then suddenly she wasn't anymore. She’d heard punches being thrown and taken, then felt herself being lifted in arms that felt strong and safe to her. She remembered waking up in an unfamiliar car, freaking out, but then those same strong arms wrapped around and soothed her, held her close, and she realized when he murmured words of comfort that it was Riot.

In that moment Gemma’s young heart had broken wide open. She was grateful that Riot had saved her, of course, but devastated as well. What chance could she possibly have with him romantically, when from the sound of things Riot had beat up his own cousin to save her? The next thing Gemma could remember was Riot dropping her off at her parents’ house, where she’d stumbled to her bed to sleep.

When she woke up it had all felt like a horrible nightmare, and life had gone on without anyone else changing, though the effects had reverberated throughout Gemma’s existence for years afterward. It could have been so much worse, though, and rumor had it that if Shain had gotten his way, it would have been. He had been collecting money from other guys at the party. The very next day Gemma had convinced her next-older brother, home on leave before deployment, to teach her to fight, determined never again to need a hero.

Gemma had worked hard to let her fantasy around Riot go, too. It wasn’t until halfway through her senior year of high school that she’d found out that Riot had gone to prison. She had been shocked, devastated for him, but it had also pushed her to move on.

Not because she’d written him off; she just couldn’t live in the past. To her, Riot would always be the white knight, the one who’d saved her innocence, maybe her life. He could murder someone and she’d still sing his praises. As long as he had a decent reason. Which he would.

She’d still looked Riot up every couple of years, though, usually after she’d broken a big story or broken up with her latest hit-and-run boyfriend, the only kind she could have with her crazy schedule. But every time he’d still been in prison. He’d even been the reason, in a roundabout way, that she had taken steps and gotten over her phobia. But Gemma never actually thought she’d see him again.

She’d never even worn the earrings again, though nowadays they were among the few material treasures Gemma bothered to guard. They stayed in her apartment, locked in the fire safe that was calibrated to open only with her fingerprint, and where she stored her birth certificate, social security card, all her most important possessions. There was no way anybody but her could get to those earrings.

Gemma’s knees went weak at the realization and she side-stepped to the bed, lowering herself to the surface as her mind ran chaotic. Goldie had hinted at it in the garage and already so many things had happened that confirmed it… magic. It was all magic. She was magic. A savage switch. A vampire vanquisher. A magical mamacita.

This was so much more than just being here on a story. She was home. She’d been led here.

Gemma laughed to herself, all the confusion of the last ten minutes dissolving as she got to her feet and spun slowly in the center of this space which she now understood to be hers.

Truly hers.

She hadn’t spent her life looking for the something that was missing, but she’d found it just the same.


 





 





 





Chapter 11 - Carick’s Conniption


 




 

Riot woke the next morning after not nearly enough sleep, in yesterday’s clothes, with a crick in his neck from hanging half-off the bed. Time to get used to sleeping as a human again.

The sound of voices in the big room on the other side of the basement propelled Riot out of bed. Pushing his flop of black hair into submission, Riot gave his pits a sniff and decided a shower could wait. Gemma had made him so uneasy last night, with all that talk of chasing down stories, he couldn’t wait to get away from her. Now that he’d had some time to think, Riot wanted to keep an eye on her, make sure she didn’t get a whiff of any mysteries she shouldn’t.

Out of his room and into the larger space, and Riot could tell that Jameson was already in leader mode. The Keeper, as he was called, stood in the center of the rec room with his straight back to Riot, his shoulders set wide with the power of the white wolf inside. He was with Shiloh, who was telling him the story of what they’d found in the forest.

“Biggest cat prints I ever saw, J. Boot prints, too. And somebody Undid that vampire but neither of the prints looked like they were small enough to belong to a female. So unless a switch was riding piggyback or swinging from the fucking trees, I don’t know what to tell you.” Shiloh caught Riot’s eye, as if to say it was up to him to spill the beans about the switch he’d encountered before he knew what switches were; Shiloh wasn’t going to do it. And Riot knew he’d have to eventually, but right now wasn’t the moment.

Shiloh moved across the room to talk to Darby, who Riot had just noticed was sitting on a stool by the bar, looking bored on purpose.

Riot had only known Darby a couple of weeks, but he’d given her rides to work at the Bear Claw Diner and stayed for a slice of pie and conversation, so he’d seen her in action plenty. With her bright magenta hair, curvaceous body, and flawless makeup, Darby was naturally the center of attention of any room she was in. Only now here she was, shuttled off to the side and staying silent.

The door from the driveway outside opened, and Carick strode in. Carick was seven feet of solid authority. Which meant Riot mostly ignored him. Instead he turned away from the big guy and headed for the bar, and a tray piled high with piping hot croissants stuffed with ham and gooey cheese.

It was times like this when Riot wished that there wasn’t so much between him and being fully committed to The Cause, if only for the snacks.

He said hello to Darby and asked about her recovery from the car crash. She said she’d be “back on that bull faster than a horny cowgirl”, which he guessed meant she’d be waiting tables at the Bear Claw again soon. Then Riot heard a crowd of footsteps coming down the stairs and turned to look, his heart crawling into his throat on the way.

Here we go again. Does she know or doesn’t she? And Great Cat, could his guts not twist in knots every damn time the question came up?

Cora came first, her bright smile aimed at Jameson as she walked right up and kissed him. Riot glanced away when the Keeper grabbed Cora around the waist, her sage-green glow flaring, and kept her there longer than she seemed to have planned. He heard Cora giggle when J finally let her go. The magical assassin and her handler; how’s that for a match made in heaven, he thought, surprised at his own bitterness.

Flint and Goldie were next, and to Riot’s surprise the big bear didn’t bust his chops right away, like he usually did. In fact, was that a new kind of look he shot Riot? Not friendly by any means, but maybe a little less murderous? Now what did I do to deserve that?

Goldie smiled at Riot just as sweetly as she ever did, her shamrock green aura as clear as her intentions, but there seemed another layer of kindness added today. And then it occurred to him.

He was worried about Gemma digging up dirt on his present activities, not to mention the shifter thing, but had she created another problem? Told the coven about their shared past, about Shain? Shit, he sure hoped not. She says the wrong words to the wrong shifters and this cat’s not just outta the bag, he’s outta lives.

But before Riot could calculate the ass-in-crack potential in his mind, the woman herself appeared. With her curly black hair and small frame surrounded by intensely bright lime green light, she gave Riot the impression of a spring, coiled and ready to bounce her way through life.

But does she know? Riot examined Gemma, catching her eye and searching for evidence that she knew the truth. But it was just that same innocence looking back at him. Tempting him, pulling at his protective urges.

Riot forgot all about the trouble she could cause him and strolled closer to Gemma, sucking in her bright, fruity scent, watching the smile on her face grow with every step. “You found your room okay?”

She laughed at that, giving him a playful look. “Sure. Magical houses don’t scare me.”

Riot smiled at her. “She bring in your most important stuff? When I found my room, there was a box of stuff in the closet that I hadn’t seen since-.” He stopped talking, abruptly, remembering exactly what was in that pile of things.

He scrambled for another example. “And every time I left clothes on the floor they’d end up in the hamper, even if I locked the door. Pretty freaky shit, but it’s all minor. I think of her like a grandma, but in house form.”

Gemma tilted her head at an angle, smiling bright. “Breath Coven’s personal obaasan. That’s the Japanese word for grandma.” She laughed. “Or I guess since she’s a hacienda, she’d be an abuela.” Riot laughed softly at that. An abuela, exactly. Perfect. But before they could say anything more, Jameson called the meeting to order and everyone in the room made for a seat.

Riot looked around. There was himself, J, and Flint, the shifters bound to Breath Coven; Cora, Goldie, and Gemma, the switches themselves; Darby and Shiloh over by the bar, and Carick leaning against the stairway wall like he was holding it up. Good. Small meeting, less chance someone will spill the beans. Maybe I’ll get another smile? He sure the fuck hoped so.

Jameson stood in the center of the room, introducing Gemma. “I thought, with Gemma completing Breath Coven, we should have a meeting just for Coven business. I invited Darby since she might be a switch as well, and Shiloh since she’s our best guard for Claimed switches.”

Riot’s shoulders stiffened. Did that mean that Gemma, as an unClaimed switch, might be guarded by any coventwined shifter who offered? Like Flint’s brother Bryce? Fuck no. No way am I trusting that cub with Gemma’s safety. Hell, he’d trust Flint over Bryce, at least that grumpy grizzly knew what the fuck was at stake. Bryce was too young and unassuming to even know what kind of tricks to look for; either a vampire or a Prowling switch could take him down.

Riot would trust Ryder for sure. Maybe Dario, since he was a wolf and a cop. Those two had the right animals to run Gemma or the skills to fight her after an Undoing without injuring her. But what if that’s not the option they pick? You know for damn sure Bryce wouldn’t mind being a switch’s next meal. A flash of jealous anger hit Riot, making him curl his lip.

Carick’s thunderous voice broke in, his intense, almost depthless black eyes taking aim at the switches before him. “Now that you are a trio, you must become a coven. There is a ceremony.” Riot glanced at Gemma and saw her eyes were opened wide in awe as she stared at Carick. Standard reaction.

Then he watched Gemma swallow and her back straighten as she slowly raised her hand. “I thought the house was the coven?”

Riot felt his respect for her double. This had to be one of the most confusing days of her life, but she wasn’t even hiding her ignorance, just educating herself.

The Steward looked at Gemma from across the room, arms crossed, and gave her the bare details. “The covens of switches existed from the beginning, blended together. When the time came that each claimed its own space, their houses shared the title. They continuously wove magic ‘round these sacred places, as well as those they shared with the other covens. The rituals evolved over the years, but they are vital to your power.”

Jameson looked right at Gemma. “Any progress with the Keeper’s Book?”

Gemma only shrugged. Riot couldn’t take his eyes off her.

Jameson went on, glancing at each of the Breath switches and shifters in turn. “We need to go on the offensive as much as we can now, strike while we have an advantage the vampires don’t know about. But we also have to figure out exactly what that advantage is and how best to use it.”

From the bar behind him, Riot heard Darby’s attitude in her voice. “Well, if y’all are done with me, I’ll just go get ready for my boring old human job of feeding people instead of killing them.”

Riot twisted his body to look, trying to catch Darby’s ice-blue eyes. The other thing he’d gotten to know about her was that she was fully-weaponized, ready to strike at any moment. It didn’t bother Riot because he wasn’t interested in Darby and, well, it took one to know one. But it sure made her life a drama farm.

Darby hauled her purse off the bar, shoving her phone inside. “I don’t know how y’all can stand it, anyway. It’s positively Machiavellian the way y’all sit around here plotting this shit.” She turned and made her way towards the stairs.

As she approached Carick, the colossal man with the grumbled something strange at Darby. “Machiavelli was a good man. Leaders should not regret the choices they make to keep their people safe.”

Darby threw her head back and fake-laughed. “Oh, right, ‘cause you were there.” She laughed again as she passed Carick, reaching out to tap his shoulder lightly with the back of her hand.

Riot wasn’t sure what happened first. Carick shouted like he was in pain and jumped back from Darby, his legs nearly going out from under him as he stumbled to get away. But Darby, by contrast, had gone as still as a statue, her face frozen in a smile of such delighted innocence that Riot wasn’t sure what to make of it. She looked beyond happy. Blissed-out. Nirvana-bound. Not at all Darby-like.

Then, as fast as it had happened, she came-to. By then Goldie was out of her seat and rushing to Darby’s side, saying her sister’s name. But Darby wasn’t even listening. She was staring at Carick.

The Steward was holding the spot on his arm where Darby had touched him and staring at her with a dead look in his glittering black eyes, like a shark about to strike. He turned abruptly and stalked out through the same door he’d come in, not even bothering to close it.

Darby was no happier, pulling away from Goldie, her steps echoing as she stormed up the stairs. Goldie turned around and aimed a look of dismay at Flint, then walked straight into his open arms. Riot looked at Gemma and saw her staring back at him with wide eyes. He shrugged. I don’t know what the fuck just happened, either.

Jameson cleared his throat. “We’re done here.”

Flint turned Goldie in his arms and started towards the stairs with her tucked by his side. “I’m going to make pancakes for Goldie.”

Cora’s face lit up in a grin. “You’re cooking?” She turned to Gemma and grabbed her hand. “Come on. Flint’s pancakes are legendary, almost as good as his banana bread.”

Riot followed Gemma with his eyes as she smiled and allowed herself to be pulled along. She cast a quick glance over her shoulder at Riot and the smile shifted to a smirk, as if she was sharing an inside joke with him. He laughed silently back, not even sure why but so sure that it felt right. Riot stood and headed for his room. Time for a shower.

As he left the room, only Jameson and Shiloh still in it, he saw them speaking, almost whispering, and they both looked at him, then looked away.

His business? He didn’t even know anymore.


Chapter 12 - Riot Shield


 




 

Later that day Riot and Shiloh were knocking around a junk shop he frequented, looking for a new knife for him plus whatever might help with cooking up his biggest-yet batch of CBD oil. Shiloh had offered to meet him there with her car, in case he needed the cargo room, but when she turned to Riot with a hesitant look he knew something else was up. “Spit it out, Shi.”

Shiloh didn’t even flinch, she just spilled. “Jameson wants me to ask Ryder to scout the forest for more tracks like the ones we found yesterday. I think he’ll say yes if you agree to go along.”

Riot breathed in the dust-and-grease smell of the place and was thrown, as had happened way more often in the last twenty-four hours than he liked, into a memory from his late teens and Duke’s Pawn & Junk shop. He’d worked for Duke from two weeks into his senior year of high school, right up until the moment he was arrested. Then the old guy had gone and died while Riot was in prison.

Riot shook the memory off and focused on his friend. She wants me to what? He balked automatically. “Where am I supposed to find time for that?”

Shiloh threw a bunch of bolts back into a container and gave him an exasperated look. “Like I’ve got so much free time? I’m the go-to guard for switches, and don’t even try to tell me you’re mad about that.” She gave Riot a pointed look. “You did move back in, right? You're part of The Cause again?”

Riot ignored the questions and walked one aisle over to look at the selection of hunting knives the store carried. He picked out a sturdy one. It wasn’t as light as his old knife, or as heavy with history, but there wasn’t any use bitching about the loss. It’s Gemma’s now.

He and Shiloh bought their items and walked out to the junk shop’s parking lot. Like so many businesses up here in the mountains the junk shop was a single building, set back from the road and surrounded by woods on all sides but the one that faced the two-lane country highway. Birds chirped in the shade of the trees, the branches so thick with leaves that even his puma’s eyes couldn’t spy a single feather. Riot appreciated that about Nantahala; you could always find a place to hide if you needed it.

Shiloh popped her trunk and handed Riot the last of his stuff that he’d been storing at their apartment. Next stop: Resperanza. Riot still wasn’t sure he was making the right choice, moving back in. He only knew he couldn’t turn Gemma down.

Late-afternoon heat rose up from the asphalt as Riot packed his stuff into his saddlebags. Shiloh braced her hands on her hips. “What should I tell Ryder?”

The more Riot thought about it, the more he wanted to help his friends out, but he was also sure he shouldn’t commit more of himself to The Cause than he already had. He grimaced and fastened the buckles on his saddlebags.

Shiloh’s eyes flashed. “Oh, so you’ll do Cause shit for your little green lollipop, but not for your best friend?” Riot knew Shiloh was lashing out at him, not Gemma, but he didn’t want her giving Gemma shit on his account. He issued a low, warning growl from deep in his throat.

Shiloh didn’t even blink. “Cut that shit out. You don’t scare me. I don’t understand why you won’t go all-in already. We need you. She likes you. You like her. You gave her your knife, for Cat’s sake.”

Riot shook his head. Gemma didn’t “like” him. That kiss, it had been switch business, that was all. Adult playground games. “It’s not like that. And I have to think of Faith and Baker first. They’ve got nobody else looking after them.” He couldn’t make The Cause his first priority. Faith was only a friend, but she had no one else to help her.

“So you’d rather have Ryder patrol alone? You can’t do both?” Shiloh said, almost casually, turning her head to blow at a ladybug that landed on her shoulder.

Riot blew out a breath. “Fine. You can tell Ryder I’ll go out with him every couple of days. Not every day.”

One look at Shiloh’s triumphant smile and Riot knew he was in for even more pressure to help the Cause. He’d work it out with Ryder. His best friend would understand.

Riot said his goodbyes, fired up his bike and started towards Resperanza. He took the most winding roads, the steepest switchbacks leading down into the gorge, because it was dusk and beautiful and just because he could. Walls of reddish-gray rock blurred past, bursts of green where weeds sprouted from the crevices giving way to unrelenting nature just a few yards beyond. It was cooler here, in the gorge. The road met up with a dried-out creek bed and ran alongside it for a mile before easing upward and out of the valley, into another set of tight switchback turns.

He leaned deep into a one-eighty curve, opening the throttle as he came upright to speed along a short, straight stretch. The low-slung sun lit up the red rock wall beside him, illuminating every striation of color, casting shadows behind the ferns and weeds that lined its base.

On the next switchback, full-on-leaning around the curve, a feeling struck him. One he had felt before. No glow in his face shield, this wasn’t Cause bullshit.

Riot pulled his bike over at the next gravel shoulder and rolled it behind some bushes before shutting it off. Listening. Feeling a pull.

(this way) (shift)

What the-? Here? Now? No. Riot didn’t like being taken over by the Instinct like this, and he sure as hell wasn’t going to come running at every little twitch. But then the zinging feeling started in his head again, that strange chord of awareness that seemed to link him to the forest in a way he didn’t understand and wasn’t sure he wanted to. Only this time it was stronger, the feeling of connection more pronounced, the pull more specific, almost painful to resist.

Riot had felt this once before. It had been almost three weeks ago, the night of Cora’s first Undoing. Riot and the others had been called to a human’s house to offer protection from a limo of vampires, but in the middle of their rumble Riot and Jameson had each felt separately pulled to the fairgrounds where Cora had cornered a vampire.

Halfway there, running through the forest as a puma because running as the crow flies would get him there before a car would,  Riot had stepped on a patch of white flowers, and the whole world had flipped upside down. He'd beat everyone to the fairgrounds, without even knowing how. Ryder and Shiloh were the only ones he told.

A flash of white in his peripheral vision shook loose the memory and brought him fully back to the present. Baby's breath flowers in a tiny patch in the middle of the forest, where they definitely didn't belong. White baby’s breath flowers surrounded Resperanza, and also did not belong there.

Riot moved close to these flowers, so much like those flowers from three weeks ago. He moved in cautiously, keeping his eyes and ears open for traps. He toed at the flowers with his boot. He put a boot down right in the center of it. Hopped both feet in at the same time. He received nothing but a flush of embarrassment to show for it.

The sun slipped behind the mountains on the other side of the gorge, taking the deepest shadows with it. Grumbling to himself, Riot stomped back to his motorcycle under a darkening sky and stripped off his clothes, stuffing them angrily into his bursting saddlebags. Fine. He would shift and see what his Instinct wanted, his own plans be damned.

Naked, he shifted smoothly into his puma and loped back into the forest. The tan fur on his paws picked up red dusty dirt, the hairs along his belly catching burrs from seeding plants as he made his way through the thickening vegetation. His puma took over, tuning in to the environment. Riot returned to the cloud of baby’s breath and sniffed at it. It smelled like Resperanza.

Riot pawed at the tiny white flowers, but nothing happened. Panting, he put a paw down right in the center of the clump.

Whoosh. Riot was transported to Resperanza along one hell of a shortcut. But not the hacienda’s lush, cozy interior, no, Riot was stuck in the two narrow feet of ground beyond the wall that surrounded the courtyard outside of Flint and Goldie’s bedroom. And the whole reason the wall was there, was to keep that from happening to anyone. Fuck. This is bad. Riot dug his claws into the earth and tried to catch his breath as urgency pawed at him.

Resperanza had appeared weeks ago on the Tsigule Cliffs, a spot that Riot had already known from his job was notoriously dangerous for the brutal winds that kicked up without warning. Even the name meant “evil wind”, or something like that. Other climbing instructors told stories of standing too close to the edge and seeing twisters of loose leaves form in the air beyond the cliff, feeling the winds try to pull them over before the funnel would sputter and die. Some nights, sleeping in the barracks, Riot had been able to hear the moan of the winds, and been grateful for the wall between him and them. No such luck now.

The sun had fully set and night was falling fast, but the winds were relatively calm at the moment, just a heavy breeze ruffling Riot’s fur. Need to get to the other side of that wall before that changes, though. It could happen in a second. But once he was inside the walls of the courtyard it wouldn’t matter, Resperanza seemed to keep the winds at bay.

Gnawing at Riot’s mind was the question of what he was doing here. Did a switch need him? Did Gemma need him? If any Breath switches were in danger his eyes should have lit up, though. Double fuck. He needed to know the situation before he revealed himself. So no taking the easy way out and just leaping the fucking wall, which Riot could totally do. Gotta get closer but not be seen.

About thirty feet away, nearer to the kitchen end of the courtyard, Riot spotted a solution. An oak tree grew at the cliff’s edge, a long taproot wrapped around the rock as if determined to take the cliffs with it, if the tree fell. The trunk of the oak was half over land, half suspended, but its crown leaned right over the wall, sheltering that corner of the courtyard with wide branches. Riot started that way.

The winds seemed to pick up the second his first paw left the ground, but Riot couldn’t stop now. He pressed his body low to the ground, picked up and put down one paw at a time, dug his claws in deep, and still every step was dicier than the last. The wind wrapped around his middle and pulled, snapped his tail like a whip. Even the tree had to be scaled slowly, not in the usual powerful push from the ground. Riot’s flanks ached as he climbed steadily vertical, setting his eyes on a sturdy branch that jutted over the courtyard. Almost there.

As soon as Riot crept far enough along the branch that his muzzle breached the boundary of the courtyard wall, his whiskers stopped their crazy windblown motion. A little further and the pull around his middle disappeared. Another foot and his tail was his own again. Riot settled onto the branch, silent, and looked around for clues as to why he was here. ‘Specially since I’m only about fifty feet from where I was headed on my bike in the first place, he grumbled to himself.

Noise, movement in the kitchen, and Riot perked up, twitched his ears to catch all he could. It was the switches, plus Darby, each carrying a wine glass or tea cup as they strolled through the kitchen on their way to the courtyard doors. They look fine to me. Riot watched Darby peel off from the group to head for the refrigerator, setting down her wine glass and saying something about dinner. The switches continued, opening the French doors and stepping outside.

Gemma was first through the doors, her eyes wide as she gazed around and sipped her wine. Great Cat, I can scent her from here. Riot was quickly becoming addicted to that sweet-tart smell. It had swirled through his sinuses all day, even when he was miles from Gemma. And now that you’re coming back, great news: you can be tortured by it all the time.

Riot suppressed a frustrated growl. What the fuck am I doing here, anyway? Riot scanned the rest of the house that he could see with his sharp eyes, looking for signs that something was wrong, that they needed him here. Last time it was pretty obvious: don’t let Cora kill humans. This time Riot could use a hint.

Cora and Goldie followed Gemma outside, smiling as they made for a collection of black iron patio chairs, only thirty feet from where Riot hid in the oak tree. The women sat. Gemma turned to the other two, eyebrows raised. “And she just appeared? For real?”

Cora laughed and nodded, taking a sip of tea as she pulled her feet onto the chair beside her. “Swear on the Keeper’s Book. As soon as Jameson and I were official.”

Gemma broke in. “Official?”

But Cora didn’t respond, just sighed, light and contented, like she always looked when she was talking about Jameson. “He gave up everything he thought the Keeper was supposed to be, just to be with me instead, only to find out he could do both.”

Goldie sighed and Riot heard it plainly, a trick of his puma’s ears. “Flint, too. He had all these plans to go off and fight vampires on his own, become his own version of the Mountain Man. But once we met, all that changed. He’d never leave my side.” Goldie waited a beat before speaking again. “You don’t have to be with anyone, though.”

Cora gave a short, teasing laugh. “Or any one, either.”

Great. Tell her all about the stud farm. The thought of Gemma shacking up with random shifters was pissing him off. She deserves love. If she wants it…

Cora turned to face Gemma. “Don’t think we haven’t noticed that knife strapped to your side, girly. If Riot gave you your Resonant, it could mean something.”

Goldie spoke up. “We have a theory. It's your special weapon, right? Made with your particular material. Like Cora’s is iron, and mine is silver.” Riot swallowed. It's the titanium. No doubt. Strong and light.

Cora held up a finger. “But I was already nuts about Jameson when I found my Resonant. Same with Goldie, even if it took her longer to admit it.” Goldie started to speak but Cora wasn’t done, she kept talking. “I think the man who gives you your Resonant, he matters most to you. Or if he doesn't already, he will.”

The words left Cora’s mouth and Riot couldn't breathe. He was so desperate not to hear what Gemma said about him, about the colossal fuck-up he had been, it was all he could do not to drop from the tree and reveal himself. And how the fuck would I explain that? She still might not know about shifters. He dug his claws into bark and squeezed his eyes shut, panting with the effort to stay still.

Ah, fuck. Riot couldn’t help himself, gave in, looked at Gemma. And was startled to see a radiant smile on her face as she looked lovingly down at the weapon she wore so beautifully. She drew breath to speak…

A crash sounded from the kitchen, and Riot’s head swiveled to find the source, his cat’s eyes sharpening as his muscles poised to respond to a threat at Resperanza, but only Darby stood at the kitchen island, arms held over her head as the pot rack above her swayed. Cora, Goldie, and Gemma rushed inside, whatever Gemma had been about to say forgotten.

Without warning, or any reason Riot could see, three more pots slipped off their hooks. They crashed down on Darby, bouncing off various parts of her body and sending her screeching to the floor. Ouch. Bad luck.

Riot backed up along his branch, back into the Tsigule Cliff winds, the seductive spell of the switches’ words broken. No way could Riot give Gemma what those other switches said their mates did. Jameson and Flint, they were good guys. Regardless of what beef Riot and Flint might have, that grizzly was a stand-up bear who could be trusted to do the right thing every damn time.

Not so with Riot. He was a fuck-up who couldn’t be trusted to do anything. Gemma was better off without him. In fact the best thing he could do for her was disappear altogether. Now. Before she gets used to having me around. As much as it hurt, it was the right thing to do. Thanks, Resperanza. Next time just shut the door on my tail, would ya?

Hitting the ground below the tree on silent paws and digging his claws into the soil, Riot felt the pull of the angry winds. They dogged him all the way to the corner of the house, and for a moment Riot wished they'd yank him over the edge and into the abyss. Right. And then where would Baker get his medicine?

Riot passed the cliffs and prowled into the trees. No baby’s breath to shoot him through space, so he’d take the long way back to his bike. What a waste of time.

The howling of the wind over the cliffs faded with every step. Looks like it’s back to sleeping in trees.

 

* * *

 

“Darby, are you okay?” Goldie rushed to her sister’s side as Gemma looked on from the doorway to the courtyard, still trying to absorb what she’d heard from Cora. Cora had hit the truth right on the nose. There was no man more special to her than Riot, and no weapon she’d rather carry than the one he’d given her.

Darby was rubbing her elbow and her head, with a pained expression on her face. “I dropped the first one, and then the rest jumped off the rack somehow!” She pouted. “Not one thing has gone right since I touched that mega-sized motherfucker this morning. Dropping trays all day at work, and now this? Fuck dinner, I’m going to bed before I end up in the hospital again.” She stomped out of the kitchen.

Goldie smiled at Gemma. “Sorry Darby interrupted you.”

Gemma shrugged. “You’re right, is all I was going to say. I’ve never met a better man than Riot, and believe me I’ve met a lot of good ones.” It was true. Trips overseas where she rubbed shoulders with military men, long nights at diners with good cops willing to talk about tough stories, not to mention Gemma’s own father and brothers; and still there’d never been anyone she trusted like Riot to do the right thing when shit went wrong.

Of all the men she’d met, Riot Cofield was the only one Gemma still dreamed of.


Chapter 13 - Start a Revolution


 





 




Two days later, Gemma had to admit she’d pinned her hopes on nothing. Riot hadn’t come back to Resperanza after that first night.

And she tried to be cool about it. After all, he hadn’t promised to stay forever. But it still hurt. He’d said it was nice to have a familiar face around and Gemma had thought that meant he wanted to keep seeing it. Guess not.

Regardless of Riot, Gemma had been making decisions about her new life circumstances - savage warrior switch, magical house, oodles of newsworthy stories laying at her feet - and putting them into action.

With all of her most vital possessions here at Resperanza, and with no plans to go back to Atlanta anytime soon, Gemma had arranged to have her mail forwarded and emailed the apartment building’s property manager to inform them of her for-now-temporary absence. At least for the time being, Gemma was a free agent.

And as excited as she was, she was sad about a lot of it, too. No chance to say goodbye to the friends she’d made in Atlanta, and no idea when she’d see them again. Or even talk to them. What would she say if someone asked where she was? Sorry, I’ve been super-busy discovering new languages and learning I’m a magical warrior. Oh yeah, and vampires are a real thing. So what’s new with you?

She’d kept herself distracted from the conflicting feelings by focusing on translating the Keeper’s Book. It had taken her twenty-four hours to break the code, plus another day to translate a sizeable chunk, and she’d spent the time right where she was now, holed up on the couch in her cozy home office. Goldie checked in with her at every meal, bringing along a plate of whatever they were eating downstairs. Gemma knew she was being antisocial but she truly couldn’t help herself. Every time she left the book, even to go to the bathroom, she felt an urgency to get back, like she’d left her baby on a changing table.

Gemma picked up the Keeper’s Book and her notebook, nearly full already with the scribbled ideas and attempted translations she’d rejected before hitting on the one that worked. Finally she had something to show for all her time.

Her eyes drifted to the side, where her Resonant rested in its sheath on the table. Gemma had stopped wearing it everywhere yesterday morning, when she’d woken up and found Riot hadn’t returned to Resperanza after the meeting. She'd felt… abandoned, somehow. Which was weird and unlike her.

She left her room, books in hand, feeling like a teenager who’d finished her homework. She found Goldie, Cora, and Darby sitting together on the sofas in the living room. Sort of. The two switches sat on one couch, their heads behind one of the bridal magazines that seemed to litter every horizontal surface in the house, while Darby sat on another, using the back of one hand as a canvas for special effects makeup. A closer look showed Darby was painting fake blood on a gory latex wound. A show with brides hunting for the perfect wedding dress played on the TV, but nobody was watching it.

Gemma couldn’t contain her news, reaching for the remote to turn off the television. “You guys want me to read you what I translated today?” Three pairs of eyes shot up, two of them shining with curiosity. Darby returned her attention to her hand.

Cora and Goldie followed Gemma as she led them to the dining room table. She laid out the Keeper’s Book next to her notebook to show them what she’d done. “So I started with the characters that repeated the most, and I found three. There’s this one here,” she said, pointing to what looked like a dagger stabbing downward, with a straight, sharp blade. “I figure that’s us, ‘switches’. And that same symbol with a circle around it, I think that means ‘covens’. Then this one.”

Gemma’s finger moved to a stylized “V” with black curls of ink swirling off of it. “That’s got to mean ‘vampires’, right? The only one I still haven’t figured out is this one here.” She pointed at a character made simply of three jagged parallel lines, like slash marks on the page.

It haunted her, that symbol. She felt like she'd seen it before, and she wanted to know what it meant. Gemma looked up at her switch sisters just in time to see them exchange a knowing look. Instantly her curiosity was piqued. “What is it?”

Cora’s eyebrows went up as she glanced back to Gemma. “Hmm? Oh, nothing. What else did you translate?”

Gemma blinked. Cora was hiding something. And it wasn’t just this time. She shook off the feeling and her lingering curiosity about the slash marks. They weren’t important for the part she’d translated tonight, anyway.

“Okay, so I found this whole history section that tells about the first switches. You wanna hear it?”

Goldie clapped her hands and grinned. “Heck, yeah, I do!”

Gemma laughed and pulled her notebook closer, reading aloud her painstaking work of the last two days.

I am Palladium, firstborn switch and author of this history. I commit these words to the page for the benefit of future sisters. Long years we have wandered the earth, hunting our foe. Now we have gathered in this sacred place, to make our home here together. And so first I shall introduce myself and my sisters, the five of us.

Breath is my coven, swift of hand and foot, light as the air that fuels our power, mobile as the metals that carry it forth. Every Breath switch has a love of words and voice running deeper than her blood. Seek ye a switch who can speak and read in many tongues, or wind their words around another’s heart? Seek ye a Breath switch.

My sister Sapphire leads the Belief switches, so staunch and stubborn in their views. Think not to argue with these square-jawed sisters unprepared, for they love nothing so much as to view every side of a dilemma before choosing the one that best fits their principles. And once they have chosen, beware, for they wield their faith with as much fury as they do the lightning that fuels their power. Think not to change their settled hearts, for like the stones that exemplify their strength, these sisters are immovable.

Strongest to the eye are Bone switches, carried by our sister Zeby on her muscled back. All of Bone coven are strategizers, death-defiers, with constitutions as strong as the earth they manipulate. Hundreds of years I have spent with Zeby and never heard her cough, though the rest of us could have consumption. And if she was hurt we might never know, so high is the Bone switch’s tolerance for pain. She once pulled out her own tooth for a spell with nary a tear.

And then there is sweet Persimmon, our sister of Bond coven, who spends her days communing with any creature that can claim to have a heart. So generous and loyal, so nurturing she could mother the world and still have love yet to spare. All Bond switches bring light to their sisters’ eyes, for though their power be not loud, it is the thread that weaves us all together and makes us more than what we are apart. Have ye a Bond switch by your side and you will never want for the comfort of a loving heart.

Lastborn is our sister Antimony, a killer from birth and the strongest of us all. She has the power of Blood coven, able to manipulate liquids from the smallest drop of mist to the oceans’ currents; even blood has been bent to her will. But all Blood switches - most especially our sister - suffer from the cruelest curse, borne of magic as black as the hair on their heads. Doomed, they are, to spend their whole lives feeling unwanted, out of place even in the sweetness of sisterhood. A cruel accident of birth, to always feel such. As a coven they remain dangerously independent, of our kind as well as each other.

Gemma stopped. “That’s as far as I got.”

Cora was looking back at her, wide-eyed and grinning. “You’re a fucking genius.”

Gemma sobered. “It’s just us three?”

Cora tilted her head, hedging a little. “There’s one other switch we know of, but she’s way old, and she doesn’t talk. And she’s not Breath Coven, either, because she lights up pink, not green. Jameson’s known her for years. Her name’s Auntie.”

A thrum of excitement revved in Gemma’s belly. I smell a mystery. “So where is Auntie now?”

Cora wove her fingers together, resting her joined hands on the table in front of her. “In a nursing home where she’s been for years. But my lawyer, Bonhi, she’s trying to get us power of attorney so we can get her out of there. Just this one nurse is doing everything she can to slow it down.”

Gemma’s lips curved. The plot thickens. Why would a nurse do that if a patient has a loving home to go to?

Goldie gasped and tapped one hand rapid-fire on the table. “But now we know what to look for, to find switches from the other covens! Read that part back again.”

Gemma did, and as she spoke she could see Goldie eyeing Darby in the other room. Probably trying to figure out which coven her sister belonged to, if any. Maybe Belief? It was hard not to notice how outspoken Darby was. But she doesn’t have a square jaw, so maybe not.

When she finished reading the translation for the second time, Gemma flipped to the next page in the Keeper’s Book. She pointed to a section that had caught her eye, of words interspersed with illustrations of different animals. “There are a lot of those slash-marks on this page with all the animals.”

The illustrations were of animals you’d mostly see in the forest; bears and cougars, wolves and birds of prey, snakes and vultures. Basically everything that would have sent her into a panic ten years ago. Gemma pursed her lips. “Would’ve been hilarious if I was a Bond switch. All those animals.”

Cora stiffened. “Why’s that?”

Gemma laughed lightly at herself. “I used to have a phobia of predators. Long story.”

Goldie’s eyes were wide and worried. “But you’re over it now?”

Gemma shrugged. “Years ago. Went to this workshop on phobias and found a therapist who helped me through it.”

Cora blew out a breath. “That’ll make this next part a lot easier, then.” She looked Gemma full in the eye and smiled hopefully. “Ready to have that brilliant mind blown again?”


Chapter 14 - Riot Control


 




 

Riot stomped through the forest at night with another sackful of bud, his overactive mind grumbling at him again. What the fuck do I have to do to shut this thing off? The last two days had been nonstop action and distraction on his part. He’d been scouting with Ryder, led some climbing tours, sparred with both twins, and now he’d spent another few hours harvesting buds for Baker’s CBD oil. But none of it had kept his mind off Gemma.

Darkness was falling deep as Riot made his way down the cliff, his puma’s eyes reaching into the shadows to discern what made their shapes. Pebbles skittered away as he strode to his bike, the glossy chassis giving off a shine in the rising moonlight.

Riot stuffed his pack in one saddlebag and pulled his phone earpiece out of the other. Need to get your mind right? Call your mother. He started the bike up and hit dial before tucking his phone away and kicking off.

Riot knew he’d be lucky to find his mom with a free minute to talk, even at this hour of the night, but it had been almost a week since they spoke and he liked to check in on her. Truth was, at fifty-two years old Blossom Cofield had a far more active social calendar than her son, and was as likely to be out at a trendy new restaurant or leading a ladies erotic book club as she was to be home playing with her dogs or canning tomatoes.

So he was a little surprised when she picked up on the second ring. Riot heard her fussing at the dogs in the background, then her voice came closer. “Riot, my baby boy, I’m so happy you called. How are you, sweetheart?”

Riot smirked. His mother was the only one who could get away with calling him so many pet names, partly because she did it to everyone she knew, from her best friends to the cashier at the grocery store. “I’m supposed to ask you that, Ma.”

Blossom tutted at him. “Hush it. Once a mama, always a mama. Everything okay down there? You staying safe?”

The ever-present knot in Riot’s gut tightened. We’re not going there. “You know I am. So what did you do today, Ma? Underwater basket-weaving? Naked yoga?”

He smiled at his mother’s roaring laughter, her voice loud with fake outrage. “Riot Austin Cofield, that was one time!”

It was true. His mother had done naked yoga. In a group. And when she’d told him the story on a visit to see him in prison, Riot had openly, laughingly vowed revenge for his traumatized psyche. He grumbled at his mother with a grin in his voice, enjoying their long-running joke. “Once is all it takes. Then they hit you up for the orgies.”

His mother’s voice turned wicked. “What makes you think they didn’t?”

Riot fake-retched into his helmet. “Ma! Too far!”

Blossom’s laughter ended on a sigh. “You started it. But I’ll let you off the hook. You ever hear from my great-nephew and his mother?”

Off the hook and into the bucket. He had to step carefully around this topic. Couldn’t afford to let his mother know about the risks he was taking, or she’d have his ass. “They’ve got a steady roof over their heads.”

Blossom was silent for a moment, then her uncharacteristically sober voice spoke quietly. “Well, that’s good. That’s more than they ever had when his father was around.”

Riot took the words like another knife to the gut. Things should have been so different. He could have done so much more, if only he hadn’t fucked things up so badly from the start.

“Speaking of fathers,” Blossom interjected herself into Riot’s guilt. “Yours sure would be proud of you, down there working for The Cause. You’re doing the right thing, Riot. You’re a good man.”

The knife twisted with her words. A good man. Right. “I gotta go, Ma. I love you. Take care of yourself.”

She said goodbye, Riot’s phone hung up, and he looked around to find himself halfway up Resperanza’s driveway, the lamp-lit terracotta bricks rolling steadily under the wheels of his bike. And it wasn’t because of a stray patch of baby’s breath or other-wordly shortcut. He’d simply gone on autopilot to the place he wanted to be.

Riot slowed his bike to a crawl. Was that… a new tree? Has to be. No way I could’ve missed that tree before.

It was a fully-mature beech tree, his favorite kind of sleeping tree, sixty feet tall and with branches that reached just as wide, set towards the back corner of the house where it wouldn’t shade the greenhouse turret. It had a wide trunk and thick, horizontal branches that reached almost all the way to the second-story windows on that side of the house. The autumn leaves were halfway through their change, some still green and clinging to their branches as others dropped to the lawn in all the soft peaches and yellows of a mountain sunset.

Riot needed to be in that tree.


Chapter 15 - Cougars And Wolves And Bears, Oh Shit


 




 

Gemma dragged herself up the curving staircase and into her room. She had claimed she was going to bed, but really she just needed some alone time to process Cora and Goldie’s revelation. Her mind was spinning like a tornado. Shifters? That’s what Cora had called them.

Gemma thought it to herself again: shifters. They were the animals illustrated in the Keeper’s Book, as well as the three-slash-mark symbol that littered the text. They were people who could turn into animals in an instant, some of whom were bound to serve the Cause. Cora had said that everyone Gemma had met so far, who worked for the Cause but wasn’t a switch or Carick, was a shifter. They only hadn’t told her yet because Riot had told them about her phobia, and Gemma knew exactly how he knew. One more humiliating memory she’d prefer to forget.

But the big news, the thing that was sending her up to her room to deal in silence, was that if everyone was a shifter then that meant Riot-

Gemma’s brain screeched to a halt, unable to wrap around the idea. It was one thing to hear Cora say Jameson was a huge white wolf, or for Goldie to show Gemma a selfie of her and a bear she claimed was Flint in grizzly form, but Riot? Gemma had known him since high school, he couldn’t be a shifter… could he? She would have known somehow… wouldn’t she?

Gemma passed through her office area without even slowing, going straight into the sanctuary of the bedroom space. No way would she able to turn her brain off after that bombshell, but she could at least have her freak-out lying down. She stepped into the walk-in closet and changed into a silky camisole set, then re-emerged to stand in her quiet room. Too quiet.

Gemma turned down the covers on the bed. She was used to living in Atlanta, and that city never shut the hell up, especially near the country’s busiest airport. Out here in the forest things were eerily silent, and with her thoughts racing like they were, that was no good. Damn. I need to at least hear some birds or something. A sudden thought occurred to her. Are they shifters, too?

Impatient with her own swirling thoughts, Gemma stalked across her room and threw open one of the windows that looked out over a massive tree and Resperanza’s meadow of baby’s breath. She sucked in cool night air through her nose and let it go, feeling her face relax into a smile. This shit may be crazy as hell, but I wouldn’t trade it. A breeze passed over her body and her nipples tightened against the silky fabric of her camisole.

And that was when she saw them. In the tree outside her window, not twenty feet away. Flashing green eyes. Just like the ones in her dream.

Something was out there. And it was watching her.

 

* * *

 

Riot kept one eye on the tree-that-hadn’t-been-before as he parked his bike at Resperanza’s front door and started through the lawn of baby’s breath. The closer he came to the sturdy beech tree, the more Riot felt the need to shift. To climb. He stripped off his leather jacket, his t-shirt, and started on his jeans, all without breaking stride for more than a second, leaving his clothes scattered behind him in the flowers. Gotta get up there.

At the base of the tree Riot shifted swiftly into his puma and took the trunk in a straight vertical run. Up twenty feet in seconds and then he shuttled off sideways onto a branch, but stopped, pacing in a tight circle, close to the trunk. Now what?

Movement in the room directly in front of him caught Riot’s eye, and he nearly fell out of the tree. Gemma. Riot swallowed hard. Fuck, she’s beautiful. Even more now than twelve years ago. Standing tall in the center of her room, Gemma wore a shiny, lace-trimmed ivory camisole with slender straps that rested on her bare shoulders, exposing her collarbone and the upper swell of her breasts. Matching silky shorts came just to the tops of her slender thighs.

Riot’s mouth watered at the thought of all that soft, supple skin, how it would feel to uncover more of it, all of it, to see and taste every inch of the woman who’d starred in every fantasy he’d had since he was seventeen. Gemma turned back to her low platform bed and Riot’s eyes raked over her ass. The silky fabric clung to the gorgeous curve of her hips as she reached to turn her covers down, fluttering around her thighs as she came back to upright. Great Cat, have mercy.

But then Gemma was turning away from the bed, coming to the window just a dozen feet away and pushing hard with her slender arms to open it. Riot tried to somehow close his nose, to block her scent, but at just that moment a breeze blew across her black curls and Riot knew he wasn’t getting out of here whole. Hell, like you ever had a chance to begin with.

Her scent hit him like a smack in the face, that bright, sour-green sweetness that made his mouth water. The little smile that curved Gemma’s lips told him she was happy where she was. His heart throbbed inside his feline ribs. At least I got her here, where she belongs. No matter what happens now, I at least did that.

The breeze picked up again and Gemma’s nipples pebbled under her camisole, so tight that Riot’s sharp eyes could pick out every bump beneath the silky fabric. His mouth watered again and Riot cursed himself furiously. Dammit, this was not the plan. You were supposed to stay away. But he couldn’t stop looking at her. He flicked his gaze to Gemma’s face…

Amber eyes stared directly back into his.


Chapter 16 - Please (Don’t) Feed The Kitty


 




 

Gemma froze in place, fear her first instinct when she saw the glowing eyes staring back at her from the darkness of the tree outside her window. Goosebumps rose on her forearms and the back of her neck, but she couldn’t look away, couldn’t pull back. She could barely breathe. Her heart pounded at her ribs like it was trying to bust out and make a run for it. But all Gemma could do was stare at the eyes that were flashing into hers, as her mind spun like a roulette wheel and the truth fell into place.

She’d seen those eyes before. In her dream, yes, but also sparking through the dark the second before her fated weapon landed in her palm. It was him. Riot. But not human.

Just believing it was him, though, had her heartbeat slowing, her breath calming. Whatever he was, Riot would never hurt her. She knew that beyond any doubt.

Gemma took a chance on her hunch, on the crazy serendipity that had ruled her life for the past three days and revealed mysteries she hadn’t even known existed. If I’m right and that’s him, this is the best twist yet. And if she was wrong? Scream her fool head off and run like crazy. Duh.

She gathered up her bravado and cocked one hip to the side, calling into the darkness with a sprinkle of sass, “What are you waiting for, Riot? Come on in.”

The flashing eyes disappeared, reappeared, rose higher in the darkness, and came closer. It took a moment for Gemma to discern his shape from the tree’s shadows, but once she did it was as if her eyes had only confirmed what she’d always known: that this man was extraordinary. She just hadn’t known how right she was.

His paw entered the light first, and Gemma gasped, her instinct to run from wild animals overtaking her for a second before she corrected herself. It’s not a wild animal, it’s Riot.

But he had stopped cold, not a hair on his body moving. Gemma’s gaze rose to the shadows where the rest of him still hid, seeking the flashing green of his eyes. She tried a smile. “I’m okay.”

Riot was still for another moment, then lean shoulders came into the light. Next a round, tan cat’s head with long whiskers that twitched in the breeze. A black diamond shape marked the fur between his sharp green eyes. Gemma could barely hold her excitement in check, hands shaking so bad she had to cross her arms.

Fuck fuck fuck, he’s a mountain lion. Dangerous, lean, mysterious, and solitary; four of Riot’s top applicable adjectives. Add “sexy” and of course that’s what he’d be. Gemma couldn’t think of anything else that even made sense. But this did. This made all the sense in the world. He was the most incredible thing she’d ever seen, even more so than vampires.

Gemma looked at Riot’s paws and saw that, while she’d been staring, he’d come to the end of the branch. She stood back and held her breath, but a second later Riot leapt into the room after her, landing silently. So. Here we are. A magical miss and a dude in disguise.

Green eyes locked on hers as if he could hear her, then the huge cat - his shoulders came up past her waist, and with that tail he had to be eight feet long - turned and stalked away, to the other side of the room.

Gemma didn’t know what to say. Did it matter? Did shifters even still understand English when they weren’t human? Damn, I really should have asked more questions downstairs. She’d make up for it now. “Is that really you?”

She didn’t know what she had expected, but it wasn’t for the lethal predator in front of her to suddenly change, for his legs to lengthen and his paws to turn to hands and his head to alter its shape and in split-seconds become Riot, buck naked, standing in front of her with one hand over his goodies. Shit. It’s like he’s done this before.

Plenty more gorgeous to look at, though. Like those broad, tan shoulders that tapered to lean waist and hips, where his skin turned several shades paler and she could tell Riot’s hand didn’t quite cover what he meant for it to. Damn. Need help with that?

Riot cleared his throat, calling attention to what Gemma’s attention was all about. A blush flamed her cheeks as she looked Riot in the eye and swallowed, her mouth twitching with a smile. “Sorry.” Not sorry.

Without a word Riot turned and slunk into her closet. Gemma watched him, her gaze locked on his pale backside and the muscles that flexed and stretched with his movement. Another truth settled into her mind: some part of her had always known the truth about Riot. The way he’d always walked, with a restrained aggression that had made her whole teenage body quiver, it was clear he was a cat. She could even recognize now, from a dozen years’ distance, that she had found the danger surrounding him arousing.

Riot’s voice from the closet interrupted Gemma’s silent epiphany-fest. “When did they tell you?”

Gemma stammered out a reply. ”I, uh- about fifteen minutes ago, I guess.”

Riot stuck his head out the closet door and stared at her with one serious eye, his hank of black hair flopped over to obscure the other. “Wait, just now?” Gemma nodded, and Riot drew his head back, muttering. “Weird.”

Gemma laughed. “That’s weird? You’re a mountain lion!”

Riot didn’t reply, but Gemma heard him rummaging on her closet shelves and her forehead crinkled in curiosity. She walked to the door and yanked it open. “Riot, what are you- oh!”

Riot wasn’t naked anymore. Gemma ripped her eyes from the toga he’d improvised with her spare bed sheets and tried to find her voice. All that came out was a sex-starved whimper. Oh, please tell me he comes with the room. That shower is nothing without him.

Her eyes skimmed his taut chest and sculpted arms, firm with muscles and covered in so many different tattoos she could hardly see skin between them. The artwork extended up his neck, even down to his knuckles. Gemma wanted to trace every line, every letter. With my tongue. Twice. So I don’t misquote him.

But something caught her eye. “Your arm. Where I cut you. It’s gone.” Gemma couldn’t take her eyes off the lean muscles of his limb that only two days ago had shown evidence of their meeting.

Riot growled an explanation. “We heal when we shift.”

Fascinating, Gemma thought, as her gaze raked his chest. Of course you do.

There was a beat of silence, then Riot’s voice, softer than before. “When did you stop being scared of predators?”

Gemma smiled up at him. It had been thoughtful of Riot to tell the other switches to hold off on the shifter talk, even if it was unnecessary. She couldn’t wait to see his face when he heard the reason. “About a year after you got your auto mechanic certification.”

Riot stared back with an unreadable expression. He didn’t look angry, exactly. Or at least not at her. But he wasn’t happy, that was for damn sure. “What’s wrong, Riot?”

He grimaced. Looked away. “I was in prison.”

Gemma shook her head, feeling her curls bounce and settle. “It doesn’t matter. When I saw that you had accomplished that while you were stuck in prison, I knew my scared ass was out of excuses.”

Riot’s stubbled jaw clenched and bulged. “I didn’t know you knew about that.”

Gemma’s eyebrows shot up. “Is that why you disappeared for the last two days, you were worried I’d find out you were in prison?” But that didn’t add up. She sharpened her gaze on Riot’s face. “Why did you come back?”

Riot flinched and turned his head. Gemma felt a satisfied zing even as her frustration at his zipped lips built. Oh, you don’t want me to know shit, huh? Watch how well that works. She tried to keep her voice even, but her frustration broke through. “You think you can just camp outside my room and not tell me why? I’m not an idiot, Riot.”

“I know that.” His words slashed through the air along with the wounded look in his eyes, and as quickly as that Gemma ceased her attack. She didn’t want to fight. Unless it’s that play-fighting that ends with me pinned down. That I might be okay with.

She took a deep breath and got her rowdy imagination under control. “What makes you think I care about you going to prison?” Her voice came out huskier than she’d planned, but damn.

Riot stared at her with those serious eyes and his sexy hair and scruffy chin. “Everybody else does.”

Gemma smiled, softening further. “I’m not everybody.”

Somehow Riot’s face went tender and sharp at the same time. His cheek bulged with his gritted teeth, but his eyes met hers with an almost pleading look, as if asking her not to come any closer. But closer was all she wanted to be. In so many ways.

Gemma took two steps, until she was near enough to Riot that she could smell the clean scent of his warm body. Now all I gotta do is get him to drop that toga, and tonight could be my fantasy come to life.

She took another step.


Chapter 17 - Chastity Killed The Cat


 




 

Gemma’s eyes rose to Riot’s, looking down on her from his superior height, seaglass green cast into shadow by the angle and his hair. She swore she could feel his gaze touching every inch of her body under the silky nothings she wore.

Gemma lifted one hand to trace a tattoo of rose blossoms on Riot’s uncovered pectoral muscle, the flesh beneath her hand firm and warm. Her fingers drifted to his bicep, to the checkerboard tattoo that rippled with his flexing muscle as his hand came up to grab her wrist and hold her still. “What are you doing, Gemma?”

But she couldn’t explain herself. Couldn’t go back all those years to tell him her story when he was standing right here, right now, and her body was begging her to write a new ending. She looked Riot in the eye as she pushed to her tippiest-toes, letting his hand at her wrist hold her steady. “Kissing you.”

She kept her eyes open and locked on Riot’s for another moment, so that he could pull away, stop her if he wanted to. But he didn’t. And if Gemma had been worried that this time would be different because she wasn’t fresh off killing a vampire, she needn’t have.

The second their lips touched she felt it. Like a hot wave crashing over her, but softly, slowly. Seductively. Gemma pressed closer, tilting her head, opening her mouth so she could taste him more thoroughly. And Riot responded, his free hand sliding around her waist and bringing her body flush against his.

I need him closer. His tongue slipped into her mouth as his hand slid down to grip her ass. Gemma moaned, her unclaimed hand landing on Riot’s chest, quickly sneaking past the folds of fabric, seeking his hot skin.

Gemma pulled her other wrist from Riot’s grip and walked her fingers up his neck, feeling the slide and twist of every muscle. Riot’s hand, now free as well, went straight to the back of her head, holding her still for his passion. And Gemma took it all, reveled in it, in the feeling of him tangled up with her in this moment.

She smoothed both palms over Riot’s shoulders and behind his head, putting herself fully against him. He felt so good Gemma practically purred her pleasure. I wonder if that would help? But by the feel of the hard length of him pressing against her belly, they didn’t need any assistance. Just a convenient clear surface. Vertical or horizontal, Gemma wasn’t picky.

She pressed her body more firmly against Riot’s, moaning at the feel of that hardness against her again. One hand drifted from his neck to his chest, making south for the promised land.

And just as quick as that Riot’s kisses changed, going from rabidly passionate to practically apologetic. One of his hands stopped hers from wandering and he pulled his hips back, depriving her of the feel of that deliciously long, hard, and she’d-bet-beautiful cock pressing against her belly. Gemma sighed when he pulled his mouth away, too.

His voice came out as a low, sexy growl. “I really shouldn’t be here.”

Gemma felt the sting of rejection but she locked it down, glanced away. She didn’t have to take this personally. Whatever this was between them, clearly she just wanted it more than Riot did. Again.

Gemma dropped the hand Riot wasn’t holding to her side and put her feet flat on the floor, determined not to lash out. She’d been publicly opposed by some of the biggest names out there, for fuck’s sake, she could handle being privately turned-down by one hot guy. One hot, strong, courageous, rebellious, intelligent-enough-to-keep-up-with-me guy who also happens to be a sexy-as-fuck shifter.  Gemma sighed. “If you don’t want to be here, I don’t want to keep you.”

But Riot hadn’t let her go, his one hand still tangled in her curls as the other held hers. He stared at her, as if all the words he wanted to say were written in his eyes and she just needed to decipher them. But he wouldn’t give her the key to break the code.

Riot’s hands left her body and Gemma felt the rush of cool air on her skin like a betrayal. Not so much of her, but of himself. And she couldn’t be angry. Somehow she knew that it was costing Riot more to pull away from her, from the Cause, than he was letting on. She only wished she knew why.

Her heart jumped into her throat and Gemma let it push the words out. The ones she’d been thinking for the last two nights, the ones she needed Riot to hear, especially if he thought he was doing her a favor by going. “I don’t want you to leave. I can’t sleep. Resperanza feels… different when you’re gone.”

Riot brought one hand up to cradle her cheek, and Gemma tilted her head to lean into the affection that simple touch offered. She glanced up and saw Riot looking back with a locked jaw and eyes full of contradictions. “I’ll be here while you sleep.”

Before Gemma could smile, Riot backed away, his gaze gone determined. Gemma didn’t understand. She’d thought he would stay.

Riot’s sheet dropped, his hard body exposed for only a second before he… changed.

It happened fast, too fast for Gemma to track. Fur spouted, torso stretched, rib cage altered, legs and arms contorted, but in an easy, fluid way. Not at all like a werewolf in a horror movie. This transformation was graceful. Natural. Primal. A long whip of a tail sprouted from the base of Riot’s spine. She glanced to his face and just caught sight of the last of his flop of black hair being drawn up short, becoming the black diamond between his penetrating eyes, marking him dangerous.

Gemma stared, overactive mind on emergency shutdown, watching the enormous cat step out of the pile of linens. A memory of sensation flirted with her, of tan fur brushing against her as she fell to swampy, muddy ground. Green eyes locked on hers, and Gemma heard Riot’s voice snarl in her head. I sleep better in trees.

Gemma found that there was a place in her mind beyond speechless. Her mind stuttered as Riot slunk past her through the opening, the rolling sinews of his shoulders and flanks catching Gemma’s eye. Fuck, this man owns all the sexy. She glared at him. “You’re explaining that telepathy shit in the morning.”

Riot’s growled response prowled through her mind. Sleep tight. He leapt out the window and stalked up the tree branch, going back to rest in the spot where Gemma had first seen him.

Gemma stared at the shadows for a long time, trying to convince herself he was staring at her, but she could see nothing. Eventually, she made her way to the bed.

Where she did not fall asleep thinking of his lips on hers, of what had been under that toga and what parts of her body she wanted to put it on or, more specifically, in, first. It wasn’t until she was just starting to drift off that it even occurred to her - if she could hear Riot’s thoughts… could Riot hear hers?

A sly smile curved Gemma’s lips as she shook herself awake and ran through every single fantasy again, in as wickedly accurate detail as she could muster. That cat was going to have a very hard night.

 

* * *

 

Riot sat in the beech tree outside Gemma’s window, claws digging into the limb beneath him, as images of him and Gemma rushed through his head. They had started off shadowy and vague when she first turned from the window and climbed into bed, but just when Riot had thought the torture was finished and she was drifting off to sleep, it had started all over again. Sharper, brighter, and so damn hungry Riot’s gut ached with the emptiness.

Like the scene Gemma showed him now, her slender body in her silk camisole set stretched spread-eagle on her bed, wrists and ankles bound with black fabric that matched the blindfold over her eyes. Her plump lips were parted, her head tilted to listen for her lover. For Riot.

He prowled the edge of the room in Gemma’s mind, his mind too, naked and hard, starving for the sweetness spread out before him. Finally, Fantasy Riot could resist no longer. He climbed on the bed, between Gemma’s spread legs, but didn’t touch her. Fantasy Gemma’s head rose from the bed, as if her eyes weren’t covered, as if she could see him kneeling tall, his erect cock straining to reach her softness. She said nothing, just let her head fall back to the mattress.

Riot reached both hands to the side, started at Gemma’s ankles and lightly brushed his fingers to her thighs. Gemma’s body tightened, strained ever-so-slightly at her bonds, and she moaned on a sigh. “More.”

In his tree, in his puma form, Riot was tempted to climb back into Gemma’s room and give her everything. All of him. Only the fact that she wouldn’t know that everything included his heart, that her fantasy only involved Riot’s body, kept him from taking her up on it.

But he still had to fucking watch. Riot bit down on his tongue and tasted his own blood and kept his thoughts to himself. All he would do was watch.

Dream Gemma was moaning. Fantasy Riot had pulled her cami down, plumping up her breasts, and was feasting on them, licking and sucking. One hand had slipped under the hem of her flirty little shorts and Gemma’s hips bucked in a steady rhythm as he touched her.

Riot could almost feel her body under his, the soft flesh against his fingers, her pebbled nipples against his tongue. Dream Gemma froze, her mouth open in the sweetest agony, and cried out her pleasure as Dream Riot growled and continued his erotic torture.

Great fucking Cat. Riot closed his feline eyes and fully extended his claws, pushing them deep into the beech branch, until his pads ached with the pressure. I can’t. I can’t do it. She’s off-limits. His mouth opened and he panted with the effort of staying still.

Then a sigh, this one in the real world. Riot’s ears twitched to the window and he heard the rustle of Gemma’s bed sheets, the subtle squeak of springs as she changed position. The passionate image in Riot’s head dissolved into one he found even more tempting: Dream Gemma sleeping peacefully, free from her bonds, her head tucked against Dream Riot’s chest like it belonged there.

Even more tempting, and even more impossible. But he kept coming back to it, anyway, until he fell asleep.


Chapter 18 - Brothers At Arms


 





 




Riot woke the next morning, still as a cat in a tree, as the sun broke over the horizon and filtered through the branches outside Gemma’s window. He stretched and yawned, pushing his front paws far along the branch, sharpening his claws on the bark and whipping his tail against the turning leaves, knocking a few loose to tumble downward.

Marks in the tree branch caught his eye. The deep gouges where he’d dug his claws in with the effort to keep still.

One glance showed that Gemma was still sleeping. Small wonder, considering how long it took her to get that way. Every time Riot had woken, throughout the night, it had been to more of the hazy, dreamy fantasies like the ones Gemma had started with. Now, at last, her thoughts were silent.

Riot turned and made his way down the tree, claws digging into wood as he climbed from branch to lower branch. He ran his mind back over the encounter in Gemma’s room last night, before things had gotten steamy.

Gemma had known all along that he was an ex-con, had known for years. But wait… Why would she have been looking him up? Was she just indulging her natural curiosity, or had Gemma really had a crush on him in high school, like Riot had sometimes dreamed she did? Not that it changed anything if she had. Her fears and his unworthiness had always been obstacles. Now there were mountains in their way.

Great Cat, Riot thought, as he pushed off the lowest beech branch and landed solidly on the ground below. I am so screwed. And not the way she wants us to be. All he’d meant to do by staying was to help Gemma feel better. And okay, he admitted it, it felt good to be wanted.

Not to mention admired. When Gemma had told him that he, Riot, was the reason she had overcome one of her lifelong fears? Fuck. Outside of what he’d done for Baker, Riot couldn’t think of anything that made him prouder than the idea that he’d inspired Gemma, of all people, to overcome a challenge that had held her back. That feeling had kept him warm last night, even after the fantasies faded.

But his feelings weren’t the issue here; his obligations were. And now Riot felt responsible for Gemma. Not in the weighty way that he did for Faith and Baker, that reminded him of mistakes he’d rather forget, but as something that lifted him higher, that he could be proud of. It was a foreign feeling.

Riot wanted more of it.

So he’d promised her he’d stay all night, knowing he was tipping his hand, giving way more power to a switch than any shifter should. And the craziest thing was, he planned to do it again tonight. How fucked-up was that?

The voice in his head snapped him back to reality. Quit whining and get moving. Thanks to your dumbass promise to sleep here, you’ve got twice as much to answer for and half as much time to do it. Gotta be back here by bedtime.

He found his bike parked in the garage, which was not where he had left it. You’re the best, Resperanza.

Riot climbed on his bike and started the engine, ready to make shit happen, and happen fast. He had promises to keep, and finally they were the kind that made him proud.

 

* * *

 

Gemma woke to a chorus of birdsong after a night of such erotic dreams she almost felt like she should explain herself to someone. No, doctor, I would never do that to a real man’s penis. Yes, doctor, I understand that ten times in one night is excessive, but I can assure you he was smiling when I woke up. Plus what was I supposed to do? He bit me.

Gemma shivered at the memory of that particular moment in her dreamscape, when Riot had pounced on her from behind and sunk his fangs into the soft skin of her neck and - instead of the screaming terror she would have expected from a dream like that - she’d woken up moaning, with her hand between her legs, before drifting right back to sleep. How can something so bizarre - something that would have sent me into hiding a decade back - sound so completely natural? But the lingering pleasure of that bite wouldn’t leave her, made her want to stretch her muscles and wrap herself around Riot until he did it for real.

Gemma jumped out of bed and ran to the window to look outside, but the tree was empty. So she hopped into her Riot-less shower, where she couldn’t help going over and over the night before, how and where Riot had touched her, kissed her. Once she was dressed she stepped out to the office, and her eyes were instantly drawn to her Resonant, still resting in its sheath on the coffee table by the couch.

Gemma hesitated, wondering if she should wear it. She didn’t want to pressure Riot into anything, especially after last night’s mixed signals, but she didn’t want to not wear her Resonant, either. In some small way, it was like carrying Riot’s energy with her, his courage and integrity, and she liked that. Needed it. Plus, she wanted him to know she didn’t take his gift for granted. Damn right I’ll wear it. Gemma ran back to her closet for a belt and strapped the sheath onto it, grinning the whole time.

Ready now, she charged down the stairs and to the other end of the first floor, then down the next set of stairs into the basement barracks. Her feet hit the last step and she turned away from the giant rec room down the hallway of doors, looking for Riot’s door.

A door halfway down the hall was cracked open. She wasn't trying to sneak up on anyone, but she also didn't want to come barreling in and intrude. A figure passed by the door and she smiled. It was Riot.

Gemma moved closer, ready to push the door open, when she froze. Riot was at the closet, his back to her, a cooler open in front of him. As Gemma watched he pulled a zip-top plastic bag of green plant matter out of his bursting pack and tossed it into the cooler. Then another. And another. Two more. Gemma’s heart sank.

Weed. What in the hell? She thought he would do anything not to go back to prison.

Gemma shifted her weight backwards, moving out of the line of sight, intending to make her escape, but the floor squeaked beneath her. She heard a rustling in the room, then the cooler lid closing as Riot called out. “Gemma? That you?”

She threw a smile on her face to cover her confusion - like she’d wear while working a story - and shifted forward again, pushing the door open with one hand. “How did you know?”

Riot smiled at her then, a gently knowing smile, as he closed his closet door behind him. Mmmmhmmm. Too late for that. And then he stepped closer and Gemma forgot exactly who it was too late for. Riot’s green eyes swept over her face and he cast his voice low, like he was telling her a secret. “Each switch has a scent all her own, different and stronger than a normal human’s.”

Gemma wasn’t sure why it excited her to think that Riot could sense her without even looking. What it should do is piss me off. Now that I have a reason to sneak up on him, how am I supposed to do it if he can smell me? But instead Gemma asked, her chest quivering under her words, “What’s my scent?”

Riot breathed deep then, like he hadn’t even meant to but once she brought it up he was bound to fill his lungs with her. His green eyes seemed to flash, to go more green, just as they had in the dark of the shadows on that first night in the forest. His low-slung voice washed over her, gritty and sensual, as he licked his lips and replied. “Green apples, margaritas with salt on the rim, key lime pie.”

Gemma smiled to cover how her stomach quivered. Other body parts, too. I sound yummy. Want another taste?

But she shut her arousal down. He's hiding something, girl. Remember? Gemma dialed back her smile, determined to play the game just as well as Riot, to make her escape and get a minute to think. Damn, this man makes me dangerously stupid. “I’m going up for breakfast. You coming? I saw Jameson with a plate of eggs and bacon, and there were muffins.”

A door opened further down the hall, and a smiling male face poked out. “Did someone say muffins?” Gemma smiled back. She’d met Bryce, Flint’s younger brother, on her very first morning, and they’d become fast friends. Although she sensed it was that way for everyone Bryce met. The guy didn’t seem to have a mean bone in his body.

She jerked her thumb at the stairway behind her, deliberately not looking at Riot. “Yeah, you coming?”

The two of them climbed the stairs, and halfway up Gemma heard Riot’s stomping bootsteps following. She glanced back to see him scowling up at her and Bryce, but his face cleared when he saw her looking.

Gemma smiled at Riot as she fixed a plate of breakfast from the options laid out on the butcher block island, hoping they could sit together and she could maybe glean some information from him now that her brain had had a second to recover, but Riot just nodded at her, grabbed a muffin, and headed back down the stairs. A few minutes later Gemma heard his bike leaving. Damn.

She ate, then headed up to her room, but voices down the hall caught her attention. They were coming from behind a door on the other side of the hallway and several feet down. As she walked closer Gemma heard the crack of billiard balls and Bryce’s voice. “Nice break, bro.”

The game room. Gemma had seen it yesterday, filled with a pool table and foosball and pinball and who knew what other entertainments, but had been too busy working on her translation to linger. Maybe she’d check it out… but Flint’s growling reply stopped her in her tracks. “Don’t try to butter me up. You’re not going.”

Bryce’s cheerfully obstinate grunt wasn’t far behind. “Someone’s got to. And it doesn’t make sense for it to be you anymore. Besides, I’m the only other one who’s been out that way before.”

The crack of balls sounded again before Flint replied. “You were a kid.”

Bryce shot back, his voice sounding more forceful. “I remember more than you think I do.”

Crack. Flint again. “I don’t like it.”

This time there was a clatter, like a pool cue being thrown onto a table still full of billiard balls. “You don’t have to like it. I’m going.” Whoa. Bryce sounded angrier than Gemma had thought he could get.

Heavy footsteps came closer and suddenly Gemma realized she’d been eavesdropping. Shit! She jumped back to her room as fast as a wink and stood with her back pressed to the wall beside her door.

She heard Bryce storm past her door, mumbling under his breath, then Flint’s slower footsteps as he closed the door in the hall with a sigh and headed in the opposite direction, towards the staircase that led to the far end of the courtyard, near his and Goldie’s room.

Gemma pushed away from the wall, intending to get back to work on the Keeper’s Book, when she heard Bryce coming back up the stairs. She ignored it until a muffled thump and a curse carried into her room. Then Gemma went to investigate.

She found Bryce standing in the hallway, his cheeks red. He was facing the door of the game room he and Flint had just been in, madly twisting the handle. “Open, dammit!” he yelled at the door.

Gemma stepped forward. “Everything okay?”

Bryce whipped around in surprise, his trademark smile flashing despite his obvious frustration. “Oh hey, Gemma. I left my cap in the game room and I’m late for work and I can’t get the damn door open. Do they lock automatically?”

Gemma shook her head. “I don’t think so.” She stepped forward and reached for the knob. “Here, let me try.”

She could see that Bryce was about to scoff, but as the knob turned easily in Gemma’s hand his jaw dropped and his eyes went wide. “What the hell?” He pushed the door wide and strode inside to snatch his cap off a lampshade, then came back at the same pace, passing Gemma and saying, “Thanks,” as he continued down the hall towards the stairs.

He had almost reached the top step when he called back over his shoulder, a smirk in his voice. “Sometimes I swear this stupid house hates me.”

And before Gemma could be sure what happened - did he trip on the carpet or did it bunch under his feet? - Bryce went tumbling down the stairs, arms over head and legs pulled in tight. A big, bouncing, shouting ball, rolling all the way to the bottom, where he collapsed with a groan.

Gemma started after him, about to call for someone to help, when Bryce stuck his hand in the air and gave a thumbs-up. “It’s cool. I’m good. My fault.” He stumbled to his feet. “Next time I’ll watch my mouth- er, step.” And, with a shake of his shaggy-haired head, he made his way down the hall.

Laughing quietly, Gemma turned and aimed her steps back towards her room, two tasks on her mind: translate more of the Keeper’s Book, and discover the exact nature of Riot’s secret.

If there was one thing she knew, it was never to trust a first impression.


Chapter 19 - Means Of Destruction


 




 

After another day of work and a second night of spying flashing green eyes in the tree outside her window, Gemma was spending the late morning in her office, still painstakingly translating. Suddenly she sat up straight on her comfy sofa and looked at the Keeper’s Book again. Does that say what I think it does? She snatched up her notebook and burst out of her room, rushing down to the main floor in hopes of finding someone, anyone.

She skidded into the living room to find Cora, Goldie, and Jameson. Flint was clattering around the kitchen, probably working on lunch. “You guys will never guess what happened!”

Gemma sat down on the couch to catch her breath as Flint came in, wiping his hands on a towel. Goldie had revealed to Gemma yesterday that Flint’s animal was a huge grizzly bear, and somehow Gemma hadn’t even batted an eye. It made perfect sense. Now it was all she could see as the huge male lumbered over and sat down next to his mate, a curious look in his chocolate eyes as he fixed them on Gemma and the books she held. “What is it?”

Gemma squared her shoulders and glanced in Jameson’s direction. It was his book, after all. “Palladium and her sisters died. Another switch took over the Keeper’s Book.”

Wide eyes all around. Cora was the first to speak, and she looked nervous. “How did they die?”

Gemma turned back a page in her notebook. “This is Palladium’s last entry:

We can wait no more, the time has come. Our faithful mates have returned to the Well ahead of us, and my sisters and I, we long to follow. We leave this world to the care of the covens, to the bidding of their young hearts and able bodies, with faith that they will continue the fight and end victorious. There is nothing left for us here.

Only Antimony would have us delay. She scolds us cruelly for our desire, for our weariness, our unwillingness to wait. She says we will break his heart, but we wonder that she even cares.

No, it is time, dear sisters. Know that we leave you with all the love in our warrior hearts to see you forward on your journey.”

Gemma looked up for reactions. Cora had her hand to her chest and a relieved look on her face. “I thought it was going to be vampires.”

Jameson rested a hand on Cora’s back. “What happens next?”

Gemma showed him, turning carefully to the page in the Keeper’s Book she had just begun to translate. “The next entry is from a switch named Anna. You want me to read that?”

Everyone nodded. Gemma smiled, nervous and excited all at once. “Okay, well, she starts out by just introducing herself and all the sisters who are alive then. She’s Bond Coven, by the way. But here’s an interesting part:

Antimony has left us, we know not wherefor. Another switch was called to take her place, leaving us both grateful and grieved. Mayhaps she returned to the Well as her sisters did.”

Cora spoke up, her voice full of sorrow. “So nobody knows what happened to her?”

Gemma shook her head. “Not that I’ve found so far. I think the next thing is some kind of spell, but I saw that part about Antimony and had to stop to tell somebody.”

Jameson appeared deep in thought, but two seats over Goldie was smiling and wringing her hands like she wanted to grab the book away from Gemma. “What kind of spell?”

Gemma glanced down at the book again. “I… I don’t know yet.” The language of the Keeper’s Book was no easy feat to translate, but she was getting better at figuring out the meanings quickly. “It looks like…” Everwear? Everweave? “Everweft?”

Jameson’s eyes brightened? “‘Everweft’? I’ve heard that word before. Carick said it.”

Gemma translated for the next twenty minutes, working out the instructions and writing them with painstaking accuracy for Goldie to practice. They weren’t even really instructions. Not the way Gemma thought of them, anyway, like a recipe in a cookbook. This was more like guidelines. Nevertheless, she ripped the finished page from her notebook and handed it over to Goldie. The gentle blonde switch squealed with excitement and dragged Flint through the kitchen and out to the courtyard, a concerned look on the big bear’s face.

Gemma kept going with her translation, writing in her notebook as Jameson and Cora fell into their own private conversation. She felt comfortable here, surrounded by her new family. Riot wasn’t around, but his stuff was downstairs and he was staying, at least for a while.

After another quarter-hour she thought she had more to share, but as she was about to catch Jameson’s attention Goldie and Flint came bounding back into the room. Flint was grinning at his woman in unabashed admiration, and Goldie’s face was flush with triumph. “I did it!”

Cora’s eyes shot up. “Did what?”

Goldie turned to Flint. “Show them.”

Flint looked around him, backing up until he was a good distance from walls and furniture, then without a word he went through the same process as Riot had in Gemma’s walk-in closet. Only this wasn’t sexy, this was intimidating. Dude is huge! Gemma froze on the couch and fought simply to breathe.

Gonna have to get used to this shit, girl. Maybe she should think of it as immersion therapy, surrounding her with every animal she’d ever been convinced would kill her until she didn’t even blink. Gemma knew she’d get there soon, but… she looked at Flint’s massive bulk… in the meantime, holy Jesus, just please don’t eat me.

The bear turned his huge head in her direction and Gemma heard Flint’s voice loud and clear. I’ve got twenty pounds of ribs in the smoker. You’re safe for tonight.

Gemma laughed, sounding hysterical even to her own ears, and tried to relax by reciting this new discovery to herself. They can all hear me when they’re shifted. Good to know. “Okay, so what’s the trick?”

Goldie grinned. “Here it comes.”

Flint shifted back then, fur turning to t-shirt and jeans, his whole self going straight back to the way he’d been. Jameson whooped and grinned. “Yes! No more having to stash spare clothes everywhere in the forest in case we get caught naked after a shift.”

Gemma’s eyes stayed wide. Her mind flashed back to the night before and how close she’d come to her fantasy. “I’ll do Riot.”

The room went hushed, and Gemma realized she’d spoken out loud. Cora laughed and winked, in typical fashion. “No doubt.”

Gemma blushed and rushed to explain herself. “No, just, I mean… I’ll do that spell for him.”

Silent nods surrounded her again and Gemma flushed, buried her face in the Keeper’s Book without looking up as Goldie showed Cora how she’d worked the spell. Cora and J left for a while, and when they returned Jameson could also shift from human to white wolf and back without dropping a stitch. Gemma watched, managing to keep her cool this time, reassuring herself that just like Riot, these shifters would never turn their power against her.

She turned her attention back to the Keeper’s Book. After a few minutes she heard J’s voice - in her ears, thankfully, because that telepathy shit was still too bizarre and uncontrollable for her tastes - and glanced up to see him fully human, his piercing blue eyes looking down kindly on her. “Thanks for finding that, Gemma. It’s a big help.”

She nodded, too distracted by the passage she was translating to reply. Jameson sat down nearby, his eyes fixed on the book in her lap. “You find anything else good?”

Gemma didn’t have it all, but she mused about what she had transcribed so far. “Anna’s writing about how they hunt the nests. Says the shifters sniff them out, but there are a few ways they narrow the hunting grounds.”

Jameson leaned forward in his seat. “Like what?”

Her eyes narrowed, completely focused on tracking the words from the Keeper’s Book with her left index finger at the same time as she spoke the translation and her right hand scratched it on the paper. “‘When hunting in cities, the ancient switches said, they looked to the slums, where the bloodsuckers keep to the shadows and choose their victims as fish from a barrel.’”

Gemma locked eyes with Jameson for a second. “That sounds like they stick to the parts of town where it’s already high-risk living. But then she talks about how it’s different in the forest. ‘In these woods no man is unknown, so the beasts must charm their victims into wandering far from safety.’”

Gemma’s mind flashed back to her first encounter with a vampire, in the hospital parking lot, and how it might have ended if she’d been a regular human woman. She shivered with apprehension. He could have taken her, and nobody would have even known.

And just like that, Gemma’s mind made the connection. “They’re the kidnapper!”

Jameson sat up straight and stared at Gemma. “They’re what?”

She waved at him to follow her. “Come on.”

Gemma jogged all the way up to her room, to the wall-to-wall dry-erase and cork boards where she’d been working on her Tri-State Kidnapper article in between bursts of translating the Keeper’s Book. A map was stuck to the cork, an extreme blow-up of the northern border of Georgia, where it met Tennessee and North Carolina. She watched Jameson’s eyes scan the push-pins marking where women had gone missing, the dates and their names listed on the dry-erase board next to the map. His bright eyes flicked to hers. “You’re writing about them?”

“About the missing women?” She nodded. “For weeks now.”

Jameson returned her nod. “You're right on. There was a picture online, not too long ago, of a perp who’d abducted a woman. He was a vampire. We have a shifter on the police force who’s been tracking abductions in our area, but what you’ve got here, this is much bigger.”

Gemma’s whole body shook with the adrenaline rush. This is huge. “What we just heard from Anna fits, too.”

She pointed to the clusters of push pins one at a time. “One of the things that’s always been so confusing about the TSK is that the victims are from very different pools. One day he’d take a homeless woman from downtown Atlanta, and the next day a soccer mom from Chattanooga would just up and disappear from a jogging trail, but always the exact same way, so the cops were sure it’s the same person.” She shivered a little. This part always gives me the creeps.

But she kept on, anyway, filling Jameson in on the details that had been kept out of the press thus far. Gemma had learned them from one particular Atlanta detective who knew her skills for finding shit out in ways he couldn’t, and trusted her to let him know anything that could lead to an arrest. “No signs of a struggle, but their phones, their purses, groceries, whatever they were carrying, even the coins in their pockets… everything but their clothes, were left neatly stacked at the abduction site.”

Jameson looked as confused as the cops had been. The FBI had taken over, Gemma knew, since the crimes crossed state lines, but she still kept in touch with her source. She moved back to the map, gesturing at the wide swath of victims. “Whoever it was, the theory was he moved around so much, maybe he was a truck driver. Except he’d have to have a secondary vehicle for getting around the remote spots like the jogging trails.”

The silver in Jameson’s blond hair caught the morning sunlight through the window as he nodded. “But it makes sense if it’s a bunch of different nests in different places, but all the same kind of perp. What’s with the stacking, though?”

The tiny clusters of push-pins looked even more foreboding than they had before. Gemma swallowed and shrugged and cut her eyes to Jameson. “They’ve infested this whole area. They’re just getting started.”

The Keeper’s face was hard as stone. “It isn’t just Victory Party and the elections. This ties in somehow.”

Gemma felt a sinking in her gut. Jameson and Bryce had explained all about the Victory Party and what they seemed to be up to. Honestly, the whole time they’d been talking Gemma had just been thanking her lucky stars she wasn’t a political reporter. She’d have been locked-up for attempted murder months ago if she’d been exposed to a whole campaign of vampires.

Jameson turned on his heel and stalked out of the room. He didn’t say a word but Gemma could tell by the set of his jaw, that wolf was getting ready for war.


Chapter 20 - Shifters’ Paradise


 




 

Riot slumped into Resperanza’s basement barracks the morning after a second night of sleeping in the tree outside Gemma’s window, somehow resting better knowing she wanted him there. It wasn’t either of the places his warring body and mind wanted him to be - either in her bed or out of The Cause entirely - but Riot had to admit it wasn’t half-bad.

His pack heavy on his back, Riot made for his room and closed the door behind him. After a moment’s thought, he locked it, too. Yesterday morning had been too close a call. Gemma had almost seen the bags of cannabis and hemp he was hiding in a cooler.

He’d tried to keep it light when she surprised him, show her he wasn’t uninterested - even though he should be, dammit - but then she’d smiled at Bryce and Riot had wondered if he was really special to Gemma at all, or if she’d pump any shifter for the information she needed.

Riot snarled at the thought and crossed to the closet to do a final check of his ingredients. He’d bought all the oil he’d need yesterday and borrowed Shiloh’s car to transport it, but he wasn’t sure what to do now, how to prepare it without drawing attention to himself.

Now the only stoves he had access to were the ones at Shiloh and Ryder’s place - which was a hard ‘no’, because no way was Riot putting his friends at risk like that - or here at Resperanza. And that wouldn’t work even if he did it in the dead of night, because the oil had to heat for hours. Maybe I could buy a slow-cooker and do it in my room? But that wouldn’t work either, because of the smell.

But when he opened the closet, Riot’s stomach dropped. All his oil, it was gone! Shit! Fucking hell! Someone must have found it and taken it, which could only mean… Riot swallowed, hard, and reached for the cooler, preparing himself to find it empty. Or maybe just a note, telling me to get my sorry ass out of here yesterday.

Neatly lined up inside were a dozen bottles of oil with the deep green color that said they’d already been infused with the herb that he’d tossed in the cooler less than twenty-four hours ago.

Riot dropped his pack with a thud and backed up to sit on the bed, his mind still reeling. It’s done. Handled. Shit. But who-? Riot didn’t even finish the thought before he cracked a smile.

Thanks, Resperanza.

For a split second, he felt the house around him, like an abuela leaning over a treasured child. The feeling retreated, but the knowing didn’t. The house was magical, too, and it liked him, was helping him.

Whoa. This magic shit was hard to get used to.

Riot shouldered his pack, heading out to the rec room. Shaken, but trying not to be.

He glanced around the room and saw a handful of the shifters who worked for The Cause. No Ryder, Shiloh, or Bryce, but Dario and Aven were sitting at the bar. Flint took up one of the couches. Jameson stood in the center of the room, giving Riot the nod as he strode past Flint to sit on an unoccupied sofa.

The Keeper set his jaw and looked around the room. “I’ve got some news, but first: Riot, what’ve you got for us?”

Riot dug in his pack and pulled out a heavy, burlap-wrapped object. He explained as he unwrapped it. “Ryder took a plaster cast of the prints he found in the forest the other day so that everyone would know what to look for.”

He pulled the plaster out of the burlap and set it on the coffee table in front of him with the tread facing up. Somehow it looked even bigger here than it had in the dirt of the forest floor.

Jameson got closer, his forehead furrowing as his piercing eyes sharpened on the cast. “That’s what was in the forest?”

Riot nodded, pushing his flop of hair to one side. “You seen it before?”

The older male stepped back, his eyes going unfocused for a moment before he replied. “I’ll get Cora to take a look.” His gaze turned on Aven. “You think this could be the guy from Goldie’s accident? Darby’s stalker?”

The eagle shifter with the sharp profile shook his head and clacked his teeth. “Too big. Our guy at the accident wasn’t even six feet, I’m betting. Whoever made those prints is huge. Probably close to seven feet.” He gave Jameson a meaningful glance that Riot didn’t understand.

Jameson zeroed in on Riot again. “Describe the scent.”

Riot shrugged. How do I put that scent into words? But he’d try. “Definitely a cat. Old. Not weak and dusty, but… ancient. Strong. Honest to Cat, I’ve never scented anything like it.”

Again Aven shook his head. “Not the same guy.”

The Keeper moved on. “We have some new information from the Keeper’s Book, thanks to Gemma.” Jameson glanced Riot’s way, but Riot made sure not to react. After all, there was nothing between them, right? Nothing that couldn’t be between her and any other shifter she chooses, Riot thought, with a quiet snarl. And where the fuck is Bryce, anyway?

Jameson shot Riot a sharp, curious look. Riot realized he was growling, a low rumble in his chest, and stopped. J continued. “She found some clues about where the vampires like to make their nests, and showed me the abduction sites the Tri-State Kidnappers have hit over the last year. We both came to the same conclusion: each cluster of abductions is probably centered around a nest. All we have to do is find them.”

He addressed the room at large, looking at every shifter in turn. “One of the clusters is about ten miles southeast of Turner’s Mill. Almost a dozen women have gone missing near there in the last few years, including Brittany Whitaker’s mother. Most of them from hiking trails in the area, which means the nest is probably somewhere in the forest where nobody ever goes.” He looked straight at Riot. “You know the off-trail sites. Anywhere you can think of around there that a nest of vampires could hide?”

Riot swallowed, buying himself a minute. He wasn’t used to being asked for advice. “There’s a system of caves past Watha Falls. Or up near Casar’s Quarry, the old abandoned gold mine. That’s another good spot. It’s been condemned for years because of the cave-ins.”

Jameson nodded. “We’ll start with those.”

The meeting disbanded and Riot was up like a shot, rushing to his room to grab a couple of bottles of oil and shove them in his pack. Faith said they were almost out; now Baker won’t have to miss a dose. Riot grinned. He was almost tempted to kiss the wall, just so Resperanza would be sure to know how grateful he was.

He tightened the drawstring on his pack and slung it on his back, heading straight for the garage and his bike. Flint was there, putting a handful of reusable grocery bags in his SUV and climbing in after them. “Where you off to, looking like the cat who stole the cream?”

Riot rolled his eyes but didn’t break his stride. Jesus, is this bear ever going to let it go? “Little town upstate, called Nunya Bizniz.”

Flint growled under his breath. “You may have J fooled, but I know different.”

Right. Sure you do. “You know exactly shit, Flint.”

A quiet challenge followed him. “Guess you’ve told Gemma all about the kid and his mom at that motel, then.”

Riot stiffened before he could stop himself, then slung a leg over his bike and cast Flint a sneering glance. “Whatever, Yogi.” But the sweat dripping down his back didn’t lie.


Chapter 21 - Stonewalling Riot


 




 

Gemma was just finishing an afternoon snack when she heard heavy footsteps coming up the stairs. She opened the door with a smile, hoping to see Riot, but was greeted by Flint carrying a half-dozen grocery bags instead. Gemma reached out. “Here, let me help.”

She took a couple of bags amid Flint’s protests and set them down on the counter. The big bear of a man looked sideways at her, almost guiltily, as he unloaded items into the refrigerator. Gemma took it for as long as she could before asking, “What, Flint? Why are you looking at me like that?”

One thing Gemma had learned about Flint, aside from the fact that he was just a basic good guy, was that once he decided to talk, he didn’t mince words. “You’re a really smart person.” Gemma smiled. But her face fell as he continued. “So why do you like Riot?”

Usually she would have gotten defensive on Riot’s behalf, but Gemma could tell Flint was sincerely worried. She shrugged. “We don’t see the same man, I guess.”

Flint huffed and rubbed at the scar on his neck. “I only see a cat.”

Gemma’s back straightened in anger. Flint held up his hands to head her off. “I get that you say he was a great guy in high school, but I don’t think he’s that guy anymore, Gemma. I’m sorry, but I don’t.”

She wasn’t backing down, but Gemma tried to keep her voice light. “Because he went to prison?”

Flint said nothing, just moved to the pantry and started filling the shelves with boxes and cans. Gemma watched his jaw work with unsaid words and her heart sank. There was more to it.

Taking a deep breath, Gemma tried to treat this like any other story, tried to set her feelings and presumptions aside and look objectively at the evidence. She caught Flint’s guilt-ridden eyes and asked the question she most needed answered. “What have you seen?”

Flint stiffened. “J told me not to tell anyone until we knew the whole story.”

Gemma spotted an angle, and she grinned at the big bear. “Who’s better for that job than me, Flint? Seriously.”

But he still wouldn’t budge. Shit, he’s not going to do it. He’s not going to tell me what he knows. Gemma looked Flint in the eye and all her cool detachment went out the window. She begged without a second thought. “Please, Flint. Help me figure him out.”

She swallowed, her throat so tight with desperation Gemma couldn’t say the rest. Couldn’t admit that she was falling in love with Riot all over again, and he was just as unavailable as he’d always been. And if it's all going to come crumbling down around me, I need it to be sooner rather than later. But she could see in Flint's eyes that he understood.

Five minutes later she was on her way, the address Flint had given her programmed in her phone, Flint’s side of the story in her head, and finding answers the only thing on her mind.

 

* * *

 

Gemma eased her car into the parking lot of the cheap motel and scanned the spaces for Riot’s motorcycle. And there it was, just as Flint had said, in front of the last door on the left. Where Flint had seen him with a woman and a child he said appeared to be close to Riot. She parked thirty feet away, in the shadow of an overhanging willow tree, and debated her next move.

Never in her romantic life had Gemma been the jealous type. If a man tried to play her by fucking with someone else, she cut strings quick. No games, no what’s-she-got-that-I-don’t, just write ‘em off and get gone. But that wasn’t an option here. If Riot was with someone else - Lord, if he had a child with someone else - Gemma needed to know who, why, for how long, and how much of their hearts were involved. Because hers was leaning all-in, whether she allowed it or not.

She tapped her fingernails on the steering wheel and chewed her lower lip, weighing options. She could just wait here for Riot to come out so that she could ask her questions, but then he might shuffle her away from whatever or whoever was in that hotel room and she might not get the answers she needed. Or she could knock on the door and see what happened. Or you could treat this the same way you would any other story and sneak your ass up to that window.

Gemma got out of the car. Her summer wedges were not as stealthy as she would have liked as she walked across the concrete towards Room 6, and Gemma wound up literally on her tiptoes, trying not to make a sound. Her floral maxi dress wound around her ankles, threatening to trip her. Note to self: next time, take a moment to dress for intrigue. Ah, who am I kidding? The heels always win.

The curtains were mostly drawn, but there was a sliver of an opening, and it was late enough in the day that there were lights on inside. Gemma didn’t see any people, but she saw a bed with a saggy mattress scattered with cheap plastic dinosaurs and dump trucks. So Flint was right about the kid he said he saw. Gemma’s confidence in Riot took a dip. She leaned to get another angle.

A sofa came into view, then a woman’s back in a faded pink t-shirt. Gemma froze for that moment and let it sink in. Riot was in there with a woman. And that is fine, dammit. I’ve got no claims on the man, and judging by those toys, maybe she does. But after the way he’d looked at her two nights ago Gemma had thought…

No. Fuck that weak-ass shit. Even as angry tears sprang to her eyes, Gemma was not having it. He is not yours. You are not special to him. Now stop crying over his triflin’ ass and shut down his game, girl.

In her distraction she didn’t notice right away when the woman’s body began to move and she sat back on the couch, her face suddenly brought into view. Gemma pulled back like a shot, turning to scoot around the corner of the building as fast as she could in her impractical shoes, just in case the woman had seen her, too, and came out to investigate. Gemma’s heart was racing like a mouse on crack, and not just because of her near-miss.

No. She knew that face.

Gemma listened for a minute but the door didn’t open, so it was a good bet she wasn’t about to get busted. She relaxed against the motel’s cinder block wall and pulled her smartphone from her purse. She’d dug up the public records of Riot’s conviction the morning after he took her to Resperanza, including witness statements, and sent it to her own e-mail, but she hadn’t had a chance to look at it yet. Now she did.

She didn’t even have to get past the first two pages. Yep, there she is, in black and white. Third witness for the prosecution: Faith Bolton. So what the fuck was Riot doing hanging out in the hotel room of the woman who’d been instrumental in getting his ass thrown in prison for ten years?

No, this didn’t make sense at all. What possible reason could he have? Gemma let her mind roam and it came back with a few possibilities. Blackmail, for one. Maybe the woman had something else on him?

There’s only one sure way to find out, so you might as well get to it. Gemma pushed off the wall, slid her phone into her purse, and made her way back to the door of Room 6, with its peeling paint and foggy peephole. Gemma took a deep breath, straightened her shoulders, and knocked.

A young male voice from inside, very young, shouted out excitedly, “Who is it?”

Gemma heard Riot’s serious voice say, “I got it, buddy,” and she braced herself for impact, reminded herself not to look at him right away, but at the rest of the room. To take in as much information as she could before Riot slammed the door in her face.

The door opened and Gemma heard Riot curse and then his shoulders blocked her view, but not before Gemma got an eyeful of a blond boy playing on the floor near the feet of the woman on the couch. His green eyes met hers through the thick glasses he wore, and he was just beginning to smile when Riot shuffled out the door and closed it behind him. “Gemma, what are you doing here?”

She couldn’t answer. Is that little boy-? Are you his-? Gemma looked up at Riot’s face, at his clenched jaw and hard eyes, and stuttered out the only question she could think of that wasn’t overtly offensive. “How old is he?”

Riot looked at her for a few seconds, his jaw working, as if he couldn’t decide whether to tell her. Finally, he spat the words out. “He’s three. He’s small for his age.”

And finally Gemma started to breathe again. Because he couldn’t be Riot’s child. Of course he couldn’t. Riot had been in prison three years ago. She scanned the face of the man standing in front of her, her mind screaming in protest, still demanding answers. So why does he have your eyes?!

A memory flashed through Gemma’s mind, one she’d worked hard to remove from her everyday musings. Of hard green eyes and the sweet smell of cheap wine and hot breath.

But before she could fall down that rabbit hole, her phone rang. Gemma whipped the device out of her bag, her eyes still locked on Riot’s, his guarded and serious.

It was Jameson. He didn’t waste a breath. “I got some intel from Riot this morning, a couple of places we could check. One is a series of caverns, the other is an abandoned gold mine by the Casar Quarry.”

Gemma’s mind zinged. “The cops in Chattanooga said something about some of the women’s belongings having traces of gold dust on them!”

Jameson shot back. “I’ll see if Dario can confirm.” Gemma heard a beep as the line went dead.

Confirm? Confirm what? As far as she was concerned they had their answer. Gemma pulled up the map app on her phone and searched for the gold mine’s location as she slowly backed away from Riot. “We’ll talk later.”

But Riot was following Gemma, stalking towards her as she turned and headed for her car. “Where are you going?” he asked.

She kept walking.


Chapter 22 - Inciting Riot


 




 

Riot stayed right on Gemma’s ass - and not just because of the way it bounced under that flowy floral dress she wore -  as she passed his motorcycle and crossed the cracked, bleached asphalt of the motel’s parking lot, making straight for her car. The evening sun bounced off her glossy black curls, warmed her skin with a golden light. Riot’s breath hitched in his chest. Great Cat, she’s stunning. For a split-second he was so distracted by the poetry of Gemma in motion that he forgot he had to stop her.

But he couldn’t let her walk away, not after the half of the phone conversation he’d heard. Not a fucking chance. “You’re going to the gold mine? You can’t go there alone.” Hell, he didn’t want her going there with half the National Guard, if it was a nest of vampires. As it stood now, The Cause had no idea what that even meant. She could be walking into a massacre!

But Gemma was still striding toward her car where it sat under a willow tree, the weeping branches swaying in the light mountain breeze. She eyed Riot over her shoulder with a disbelieving look,  “Watch me.”

Fear rose up in Riot like it hadn’t in twelve years. He took long strides and put himself in front of Gemma, between her and her car, forcing her to stop and look at him. “You could get yourself killed.”

She rolled her eyes and scoffed at him. “I won’t even go inside. I just want to get a look at it.” She sidestepped Riot, started to walk around him, and he suddenly understood that in one fundamental way Gemma was just like him: she did what she thought was right, and consequences be damned.

Riot realized there was only one thing to do with a woman as stubborn as he was. He sighed and snagged Gemma’s hand as she passed, linking their fingers together. “I’ll take you there.”

Her car wouldn’t handle the roads they were going to travel, and he wasn’t carrying his spare helmet, so Riot fastened his own onto Gemma’s head, making sure it was good and snug. He stepped back to get on the bike and caught a full view of her tiny body, wrapped in one long column of floral fabric, his big round helmet resting on top. Riot’s heart gave a little whine.

They climbed onto his bike, Gemma showing a lot of leg as she hiked up her dress. Riot drew her hands firmly around his waist. “You ever ridden before?” he said over his shoulder. Gemma shook her helmeted head. “Just pretend you’re glued to me.” He caught Gemma’s grin through the face shield and faced front before she could see his smile. Enjoy it while you can, asshole, he told himself. It ain’t going to last.

And just like that all the answers he couldn’t risk coughing up lodged in the back of Riot's throat with a sour taste. He was going to have to tell her something.

The Casar gold mine was on the same side of the gorge as Shady Pines, the closest town to where they were now, but deeper in the woods. The supply roads that ran back there had once been instrumental in populating these parts, but now it was just a maze of roads to nowhere, to abandoned mines and defunct quarries, stripped of all their valuables, including the people who’d worked there. Riot watched the shiny black of his bike’s chassis turn orange with the dusty clay his wheels kicked up as they left the pavement and started into the backwoods.

After a few miles, a road sign for the mine glinted in the setting sun and Gemma’s hand shot out to point at it. Riot nodded and tucked her arm back around his waist to keep her secure, pointing his own hand at a bluff above them where they’d be able to see everything. Gemma patted his chest. Riot smiled, he couldn’t help it. He loved her on the back of his bike.

Five minutes and a few turns later, Riot parked and pointed to the nearby bluff. “You should be able to see it about five hundred yards that way.”

Riot felt pretty confident they were far enough away to keep her from feeling the pull. After all, she hadn’t jumped off the bike when they passed the turn. That was good. Better would have been if you’d told J you were bringing her here.

Riot kicked himself for the oversight; it wasn’t a natural thing for him to be a team player. He pulled out his phone to remedy the problem, but… Figures. No bars. His gut gave a twist of apprehension. It’s nothing, man. You let her get a look and then you get her home, let J handle the rest. It’ll be fine.

Gemma was right at the edge of the bluff, looking out at the old mine far below. She took out her phone and put it in camera mode, zooming in and taking pictures as Riot wandered down the road the way they’d come and around a slight curve.

At first he thought he was hearing an animal in the brush, but after another minute Riot became convinced it was footsteps. Probably just a hiker, but… He stopped walking and turned, started back up the road towards Gemma. Only then, when she wasn’t in his line of sight, did he realize how far down the road he’d walked.

And at just that moment a breeze came up from behind him, carrying the scent of pine and bitter herbs along with it. Shit! Riot broke into a run. Get back to her! Now!

Riot heard heavy feet running behind him as he came around the slight bend and spotted his bike, but no Gemma. Fuck! Where did she go? He stopped and looked in all directions but didn’t see a trace of her.

The footsteps slowed behind him and Riot turned to face the bloodsucker, his heart beating so loud he bet the fucker’s mouth was watering for a taste. Cruel, dark eyes looked back at him, set in the craggy face of a man who appeared to be a fit fifty or so. The vampire wore a pale pink long-sleeve golf shirt and tan leather gloves over his tan linen trousers and loafers, a wide-brimmed casual hat shading his face from the waning light. If it wasn’t for the smell, I’d think somebody’s dad took a wrong turn in his golf cart.

Still angling for a way out of this, Riot looked to one side and saw the sharp wall of cliff leading to the bluff above; in the other direction, ten feet of road. Then open air. He was boxed in. Gemma, too, wherever she was.

The country club bloodthief kept up the friendly act as he waved a gloved hand in Riot’s direction. “Hi, there. You lost? This is priva-”

But that was as far as he got. A ball of green light launched from the bluff above them and landed on the vampire, knocking him to the ground with a grunt. Riot spotted the floral fabric of Gemma’s dress as she and the vampire rolled tumbling down the road. Away from him.

Riot shifted immediately, heart in his throat, leaving his shoes and ruined clothes behind to chase the two combatants. To catch them. To be right by Gemma’s side before she even knew she needed him. His paws avoided every rut, every rock with absolute surety, never missing a step.

He skidded to a stop when Gemma and the vampire did, too, her slender legs straddling the bloodsucker’s waist. She had her knife in her hand and was ready to strike, but the vampire had hold of her arms. Riot gave a feral growl and launched himself in the fight.

Riot caught one arm in his mouth and bit down hard, raking his claws at the monster’s chest, the screams hurting his ears. Thick, sickly blood ran into his mouth, but Riot didn’t let go as Gemma wrestled her weapon free of the vampire’s failing grip. The green glow moved as she lifted the knife high and then brought it down.

And then all around him was red light, spilling from the vampire’s mouth and chest and the wounds in his arms. Riot spat out the ruined flesh and pushed back with his paws, turning to nudge Gemma away as well.

Instead of turning to old, gray bones, this vampire’s carcass passed that state. Zoomed right by it and kept going, until his preppy clothes collapsed on top of the ash they contained, and even his skull degraded to dust that was blown away in the wind.

Gemma pulled away from him, a ferocious look in her dazed eyes, her ripped dress hanging in tatters from her shoulders. She stared over the edge of the bluff at the gold mine almost a half-mile away. “We have to kill them.”

Ah, shit. There was no way Riot was letting her take on a nest. They’d both be dead before they made it in the door. He sent a thought to Gemma, forceful, allowing no argument. No Way.

And for the first time ever Gemma deliberately entered Riot’s mind, her hard voice standing firm. I’m going. Her amber eyes locked on Riot’s for a beat before she turned to run down the road towards the mine.

He sprinted ahead of her, his claws digging into the dusty road as he blocked her path. You’re not.

Gemma’s face turned furious.

Riot shifted, standing naked, and immediately recognized his mistake.

She raised her knife and attacked.

Fuck me, this again? Riot wasn’t sure what he’d done to deserve this level of fuckery in his life, but- oh hell, yes he was. Only this time you’ve got important things to lose. Like your dick. Riot’s eyes flashed to the sharp blade Gemma wielded.

She slammed into his naked body, all the strength in her tiny frame behind the thrust of her weapon, aimed for his stomach. Shit! Riot snagged Gemma’s wrist at the last second and pushed back on her arm, narrowly missing being gutted. All his focus was on her knife now. He ripped the weapon away, flinging it towards the wall of rock as Gemma rained scratches and punches down on him with her free hand.

Just like last time he took her knife, Gemma’s fury flared and she came at him like wildfire.

“Gemma, it’s me!” Riot grabbed both of her arms, pinned them to her sides just to keep those fingernails off him, and started pushing Gemma back up the hill. “It’s Riot.” But she didn’t respond, other than to keep fighting. Maybe I can strap her to my bike, get us the fuck out of here.

Riot realized with a sinking feeling in his gut how wrong he was. Gemma wasn’t going anywhere like this. You're going to have to do something, he told himself. Fight, fuck, or run, those were his choices. None of them seemed right. None of any of this seemed right.

Gemma shrieked and snapped her jaws at Riot, getting hold of his shoulder with her teeth and biting down so hard he yelped and turned, pressing her back hard against the rock wall. “I’m trying to help you.”

Gemma stopped struggling. Stopped biting at him. She softened in his grip. A low moan escaped her lips as she brushed them against Riot’s chest. She kissed him, one time, just over his right pec.

“So help me,” she purred at him.

Riot was hard instantly, his body responding to her words. She noticed and smiled in a way that made him snarl. Snarl again. And again.

If she had any idea what she was asking of him…

But he would help her. Of course he would.


 





Chapter 23 - Happy Kitties


 





 




Gemma knew what was happening to her this time, but she was just as powerless to stop it as she had been at her last Undoing. Moreso, maybe. The bloodlust that was surging through her body caused an ache even worse than the pain of getting her ass beat by her first vampire. Riot had her against a wall of rock, and his hands gripping her arms burned with an intensity she couldn't fight. And now that she'd gotten a look at that body, it was all she wanted.

And she wanted it all.

Riot wasn't moving, wasn't responding to her, except for that sexy snarl. He wasn’t aggressing but he wasn’t stopping her. She needed.

Gemma dropped to her knees between hard wall behind her and hard body in front of her, Riot’s grip on her arms keeping her steady. The tip of his beautiful cock was right in front of her and she devoured it, spread her lips as wide as they would go and sucked him deep into her mouth. Gemma tightened her lips around him as she pulled her head back, not releasing, subtly encouraging him to fuck her mouth. Please. It's all I want.

With a groan Riot obliged, one hand releasing her arm to sink into her curls as he surged forward, pressing deeper into her mouth. Gemma's free hand immediately landed on his ass, pressing, kneading the firm muscles as he backed off and surged again, his head slipping past her soft palate. “Fuck, Gemma. Take it.”

She pulled her other hand free and slapped it on his ass, too, wriggling to take him deeper. As deep as she could. Gemma reveled in the feel of him stretching her throat, then pulled back with a gasp.

Gemma glanced at Riot, saw him looking back, his jaw slack with passion. Then his sea-green eyes went deep as jade and he used his hand in her hair to pull Gemma upright, straight toward him.

She stumbled to her feet as Riot took her mouth, pressing her back against the sheer rock wall as his tongue went deep. Gemma was so overwhelmed she almost didn't notice his other hand grappling at her thighs, lifting one knee high and wrapping it around his lean hip and then disappearing to pull her panties aside, rub his fingertips against her supple flesh to test her readiness.

Her hands burrowed frantically between their bodies and she grabbed Riot’s thick shaft, pulling him closer to where she needed him so badly. Gemma felt the tip of him against her entrance and her hips bucked, taking him just an inch inside her. She heard Riot’s gasp mirror hers and their eyes flew to meet each other.

He held Gemma’s gaze as he worked his hips back and forth, just the tip of him inside her at first, but then more and more as the smooth glide of her slick channel welcomed him home. Gemma could feel it was important to him that they see each other, for it to be the two of them sharing this moment. Not just mindless bodies. No matter how the rush of sensation made her want to shut her eyes to contain it, or how scared she was that Riot would see everything she felt for him in her unguarded gaze, she would keep this connection. For him she would do it.

But all that energy had to come out somehow. Her back pressed against the wall for leverage, Gemma moved her hands to Riot’s shoulders, her fingernails digging ruthlessly into his skin. He hissed in a breath and dove for her mouth, kissing her with a passion and violence she’d never experienced before. Holy fuck, it’s so good.

She ripped her mouth away and looked in his eyes again, the connection so intoxicating she couldn’t deny her feelings. After all these years. Riot. Inside me. A deep, loud, churning moan burst from her throat. “God, Riot, don’t stop. So good.”

He didn’t stop. Kept working her with that slick hardness, every inch stroking deep and hitting, oh fuck, just the right spots. Her back was rubbed on rock and Gemma didn’t even care, she loved the sting. Inner muscles clenched and released around him, in her control one second and then suddenly on their own, a sweet, uncontrollable spasm starting deep inside her and blooming outward.

Gemma screamed. Riot slapped a hand over her mouth and for just a second she knew she was inviting trouble to find them, but she couldn’t stop. Riot was ravishing her, savaging her with his long, lean, hard body, and she was loving it. Her orgasm shimmered through every inch of nerve endings and back to where they joined.

One of his hands covered her mouth as the other gripped her thigh around his hip, and Riot used what leverage he had to slam harder inside her, taking everything Gemma wanted so badly to give him. And still he met her eyes. Sweat dripped down his forehead but he never stopped focusing on Gemma, giving as well as taking.

He groaned and Gemma felt him swell inside her. She gasped against his hand and one finger slipped so that she could suck it inside her mouth, tongue the calloused pad just like she had the head of his cock. Gemma’s eyes narrowed on Riot’s as she drew his finger deep.

He rewarded her with grinding teeth and hips, churning his body against hers and making her moan around his finger, lean her head back in ecstasy against the wall behind her. But his voice called her upright, to meet his eyes. Startling, deep green was the only thing she saw in the failing light as his groaning words reached her ears. “Do you want me to cum for you, Gemma?”

Tears blinded her eyes and her heart cried out as she nodded frantically and sucked his finger deeper into her mouth, wanting him to feel everything she did and more. Wanting to bring him the same pleasure he’d given her so generously.

Riot ripped his hand away from her mouth and hooked both arms under her legs, pulling Gemma’s back off of the rock behind her, taking all her weight. He stood tall and solid, jaw clenched hard as granite with his need, as he locked his hands behind Gemma’s back and slammed her body down on his. All Gemma could do was hold on.

He dove for her mouth again, sucking her tongue deep as an unholy groan rose up from his chest, so powerful Gemma could feel it reverberate through her whole body. She felt the hot spasm of his release inside her and was instantly more deeply satisfied than she’d ever been in her life. Ever.

Soft kisses replaced driving passion as Riot’s breathing slowed and his grip gentled, though he still supported her entire body weight. Gemma felt delicate, precious, sheltered in his arms, in a way she never had before. Riot kissed the skin in front of Gemma’s ear and whispered hotly, “I never would’ve thought you’d be so fucking wicked.”

Gemma giggled. She never giggled. Fuck. She rested her head on Riot’s sweaty chest. “I knew you would be.” And I loved every damn minute of it.

His chest rumbled under her ear with quiet laughter. “Come on. We need to get out of here while we still can.” And somehow Gemma knew he wasn’t just worried about the threat of vampires.

Riot leaned Gemma back against the wall behind her as he released her legs and withdrew from her body, both of them moaning and gasping at the hot slide and cool air. Then he paused, took a moment to help her tattered skirt drop into place, and another as he pulled Gemma’s bodice this way and that, trying to get the ruined fabric to cover her breasts. She couldn’t help smiling at his pursed lips and the wrinkle in his forehead when he realized it was hopeless. Sweet man, trying to shield me.

Gemma put her hand over Riot’s. “It’s okay. I’ll be pressed up against you while we’re riding, anyway.”

His eyes brightened. “I have spare clothes in my saddlebags. Bet I’ve got a shirt you can borrow.”

Gemma felt a twinge of guilt as Riot grabbed her hand and started back up the hill towards his bike. If I’d let someone do the everweft spell on him, he wouldn’t be in this situation.

But then she caught a view of his naked legs flexing to gorgeous ass, made more gorgeous by moonlight shadows. Cat, was all she could think. Sexy, forest cat with big teeth and claws. Dangerous.

Gemma’s guilt fell away as she enjoyed the view.


Chapter 24 - Riot In The Sheets


 




 

They reached his bike - snagging Gemma’s knife and Riot’s boots along the way - and Riot reached into the saddlebags, pulling out a t-shirt he handed to Gemma and a pair of sweatpants for himself. It would do to get them home.

Riot knew there was still a chance of vampires, especially now that the sun was fully gone and the moon was rising. Also, he didn’t know if Gemma was going to need to Prowl again, but he bet she would, and soon. From what he’d experienced with the anonymous switch all those weeks ago, Riot suspected that tonight was going to be exhausting in the best way.

He’d given up questioning whether or not he should enjoy it. From the first touch of Gemma’s lips on his body, everything about the way they’d come together had been perfect. If there was even the slightest chance that this night was all they were ever going to have - and he knew beyond a shred of hope that the chances were far better than slight - then Riot was damn well going to suck out every ounce of pleasure that he could.

Gemma pulled the t-shirt over her ruined dress as Riot tucked her knife in a saddlebag and put on his sweatpants and boots, keeping a close eye on Gemma. Her green glow had settled after their encounter against the rocks, but now… Is it my eyes, or is she ramping up again? Riot looked to her hands, clasping at nothing, and was glad he’d put the knife where she couldn’t reach it while they were riding. A sense of urgency filled him nonetheless. No time for helmets, we need to get gone.

He held Gemma’s hand as he flung one leg over the bike, worried she might bolt. But she mounted the bike behind him and wrapped her arms tight around Riot’s naked torso, her voice sounding scared in his ear. “Hurry.”

Riot started the engine, felt the bike purring underneath him. Gemma’s body twisted against his back and he swore he heard her moan. Riot’s gut sank with apprehension. How far could Gemma make it?

He kicked off and started down the dirt road, the bike bouncing on ruts from old tire tracks and rainwater runoff. Riot opened the throttle as far as he dared, wanting to get them away from the temptation of the gold mine as quickly as he could. The sign for the turnoff slid by in the glow of his headlight and Riot breathed a small sigh of relief.

But they were still miles from pavement, back in the maze of service roads where nobody had any business being. Gemma’s hands splayed across his abs and she moaned behind him. “Riot.” Her voice was plaintive and small. Hot, nimble hands slid from his abs to the waistband of Riot’s sweatpants, scurrying under before he could stop her.

Not that he wanted to.

One small hand took hold of Riot's shaft and started tugging, stroking, squeezing him to almost painful hardness, while the other slipped to his balls and ran fingernails over the sensitive skin, tickling and teasing as Riot gritted his teeth. He looked side to side in the dark for a place to pull over, but there was none. The brush and trees reached all the way to the edges of the deserted red clay road.

Guess we’re stopping here, then. Riot came to a halt in the middle of the road but didn’t shut the bike down, just toed out the kickstand and twisted his body to grab Gemma from behind him. He kept one of her tan, slender legs close, sliding it around his waist as he lifted and twisted back to front, bringing her along to straddle him.

She didn’t hesitate, just pushed the waistband of his pants down as she lifted the hem of her skirt high, letting Riot’s hands guide their joining. Gemma moaned as she sank down on him, so slick and stretched from their earlier lovemaking there was no resistance at all, just that wonderful, snug warmth of being held as deep inside her as he could get.

Gemma linked her fingers behind Riot’s neck and worked her hips in a circle, grinding on his lap like it was her goddamn job. She lifted her legs and Riot felt her ankles cross behind his back, her thighs squeezing his middle as she slid her body against his and moaned.

Lost in the way she rode him, Riot pushed the t-shirt Gemma wore up to her throat and pulled the ripped fabric of her dress aside so he could suck a pert brown nipple into his mouth. Gemma bucked on his cock, one hand moving from his neck to the back of his head and holding him to her, stroking his close-cropped hair as she sighed out her pleasure. Riot felt her nipple pebble harder on his tongue and drew his mouth away, tilting Gemma's body to get to the other breast, only hazily aware of how she moaned with his rough handling.

Because suddenly Riot couldn’t get his breath back. She’d taken it, taken everything he had. And it didn’t matter that he’d given himself freely, offered his body for her safety and his own satisfaction. All he knew was that by making that call, he’d lost something he could never get back, and that Gemma wouldn’t want to keep.

But he wouldn’t name it. Wouldn’t even look at it. There would be time for that later, when Gemma was all Prowled out and didn’t need him anymore. When Riot was free to pick up the pieces she left behind and see if they amounted to anything.

With a gasp and a shaky moan, Gemma froze on top of him, her whole body trembling with a climax so strong he felt it milking him. Riot grabbed her hips and rocked them against his, plunging deep inside. His balls tightened and a tingle started in the base of his spine, quickly spreading through him as he came and came inside of Gemma’s tight body, still clenching in rhythm with her scattered breaths as they came back to earth.

Even before he’d released Gemma, Riot began to worry how he was going to get her home. Not only was it going to take forever, but what if she pulled her so-very-welcome motorcycle safety violations on the highway?

A familiar scent reached him, brought over on a breeze. Baby’s breath. Backup. He looked over Gemma’s shoulder, still rising and falling with her panting breaths, knowing exactly what he would see, what hadn’t been there a moment before. Right in front of the wheel of his bike, a big patch of baby’s breath. Riot grinned. Resperanza to the rescue.

He slipped out of Gemma and set their clothes to rights as much as possible, then pressed her body close again and wrapped her arms around his neck. “Hold on,” he whispered in Gemma’s ear, and moved his hands to the handlebars to steer as he knocked up the kickstand and walked the bike forward.

He’d just felt the change in the ground beneath the wheel, the soft squish of it leaving dirt road for plant matter, when he, Gemma, and his motorcycle were spun through something he couldn't explain. Less than a second later they landed outside Resperanza’s front door and Riot released the breath he’d been holding.

Gemma raised her eyes. “We’re home,” she squeaked. “How in the hell did that happen?”

Riot laughed at the dazed look on her face. “I found a hell of a shortcut. Resperanza says this is where we need to be right now.” He’d told Shiloh and Ryder about the shortcuts, too, finally, and they agreed: all signs pointed to Resperanza being the connection. And for once Riot was grateful for the attention, if it kept Gemma safe.

Tender feelings flooded Riot, feelings he couldn’t help but give in to. He kissed Gemma’s cheek. She smiled at him, a more intimate smile than what they’d just shared in her Prowl. It hurt him. He loved it.

He killed the engine and helped Gemma off the motorcycle, then set the kickstand, trusting Resperanza to handle it as well as she did everything else. Gemma shivered, only Riot’s t-shirt and her ruined dress between her and the nighttime air. Riot opened the front door and pulled Gemma inside.

Voices filtered down the hall from the living room. Riot wasn’t going that way. Whatever the Cause needed to know, it would wait. Now that Riot had embraced Gemma’s Prowl he wasn’t going to miss a damn second of it.

He tugged Gemma’s hand to the left, through the plant-filled atrium and up the stairs to her room. Then behind the screens, where he laid her down on the bed and made his favorite bootleg fantasy from that first night in the tree come true.

At the end he was holding Gemma close, both of them still trembling and panting, when she pulled back and grinned right in his face like a kid with a secret to share. “Did you know that the symbol on the wall in front of your parking spot is the same as the one in the Keeper’s Book for, like, all of shifter-kind?”

Riot looked at her in disbelief and confusion, his face breaking into a half-teasing smile. “Maybe it’s not my spot, then. Maybe any ol’ shifter can park there.”

But Gemma held his eyes, slowly shaking her head, still breathing hard. “I don’t think so. I think it’s because you’re everything that’s best about shifters.” Riot’s heart stuttered in his chest.

Gemma nodded, the look in her eyes saying she was convinced of her conclusion. “You’re strong, smart, sensitive, but also protective and brutal when you have to be.” She bared her teeth and snapped playfully at him. “And really fucking sexy.”

Riot shook his head. If all that good stuff was all Gemma saw, then she didn’t know the real him.

“That’s not the reputation most cats have. We’re supposed to be the bad boys, the rebels. My dad was the shame of his family when he became a cop.” Riot smiled sadly at the memory of the desolate look in Austin Cofield’s eyes when Riot’s aunts and uncles would tease his father about being a law-abiding citizen when cats were so skilled at moving in the shadows. But shady wasn’t how his dad had wanted to play it, and Riot had always respected him a hell of a lot more than any of the other fuck-ups in the family.

Somewhere around dawn Gemma introduced him to the dopest shower in the country, treating Riot to a full-body scrub that he happily repaid in kind. He took his sweet time with every inch of Gemma’s soft skin, getting his mouth in on the act, until she was so aroused that she pushed him onto the tile seat and straddled him in reverse, riding Riot into the sunrise with abandon.

They stumbled to bed on shaky legs and Gemma finally fell asleep. Her soft curls lay scattered over Riot’s chest as he held her in the crook of his shoulder, his fingers drawing lazy patterns on the soft, tan skin of her naked arm.

The whole night had been incredible. The best sex he’d ever had, without question. And between her body and her words, Riot had felt more generously loved by Gemma than he had by anyone, anywhere, ever. This thing with Gemma, this was way different than the sport-fucking he'd shared with that anonymous switch, the purple one.

This kind of connection was seductive. Dangerous, when he had people relying on him, people who had no one else.

But still, he could afford to enjoy this, couldn’t he?

A few more hours. That’s all you get.


Chapter 25 - Act Your Rage


 





 




Vlade VanAllen strode out of the elevator and into the foyer of his brother’s penthouse apartment in Alexandria, Virginia, not far outside the borders of the District of Columbia. His bootheels clicked on the Italian marble floor as he crossed to his brother’s apartment.

He looked around at the empty, quiet space. Something was wrong.

Usually there was a human woman waiting here, one of Zver’s slaves whose job it was to greet his guests and take their coats. But there was no one. Vlade sighed heavily. Another? His appetites are increasing. Vlade hung his coat himself and plotted his strategy. It did not do to meet Zver unprepared, especially when he was in one of his careless moods.

Vlade pushed the heavy door open and breezed inside, the sound of serene classical music greeting him as he gazed around. More than any other, this room illustrated the luxury and sophistication that befitted Fatherborne vampires such as themselves. Though steel coverings were bolted to the window frames for absolute assurance that no sunlight might come in and weaken them, the light from the crystal chandeliers more than made up for it. Sparkling beams shot around the room, landing warmly on the rich cream carpet and the gilding that edged much of the furniture in the room. The gold touches had a particular luster that never failed to please the eye.

And then there was his brother, so much more at home here than shrouded by the dank walls of their underground lair to the south. Zver lounged on an ivory brocade fainting couch with his eyes closed, his pale hands sweeping through the air as if conducting the symphony he heard. The very picture of pampered royalty, if it weren’t for the spray of scarlet staining the crisp white silk of his shirt.

At one time Vlade had been so sure that Zver’s lust for luxury and others’ suffering would prove to be the end of him, but things hadn’t worked out that way at all. Instead Zver had simply taken his darkest dealings into his most private spaces and kept them there. And lucky me, I get to visit.

“Quit standing over me like a vulture and talk, for Father’s sake.” Zver’s haughty voice rang out in Vlade’s direction, though his eyes stayed closed, as if his visitor wasn’t even worth acknowledging. Vlade didn’t miss the subtle insult, but he knew better than to react. Yes, brother, continue to think I would never be so bold as to betray you. It makes things so much easier for me.

Vlade tuned his voice to cold detachment. “Viktor didn’t come back from his dusk patrol. They found his clothes an hour ago, bone dust inside them. Must have been a switch. You want me to give the order to move the nest?”

Finally Zver opened his eyes, turning his full attention to the news at hand. Vlade nodded without comment as his brother’s lips tightened with displeasure. “Viktor, fallen to these clumsy new switches.“

Underneath his calm exterior, Vlade was simmering with rage. Did I not tell you of the switch I faced? The one who dared threaten my life as if I was not a Fatherborne, and far stronger than one so weak as she could kill?

His gut roiled with the memory of the tiny blonde and her power, so frustratingly far out of proportion to her experience. He had felt a touch bad about leaving his comrade behind to die, but there had been no other solution. Brotherborne were weak as cream cheese against a switch’s blade, and lacked the brains to evade them. Even one so old as Viktor, who had been amongst the first of his lesser kind.

Vlade kept on. “We lost another last week, one of your newest brood out for his first hunt.” Those bones he’d ordered left behind, an attempt to stir up trouble for the covens with their local law enforcement.

Zver sounded concerned for the first time. “Much longer and they might learn our plans. We cannot afford that.”

Vlade swallowed his apprehension and pushed out the rest of his report. “Someone found Jinelle.”

His brother went still as stone, the fury coursing through him almost palpable. “Who?”

Vlade didn’t flinch. “Don’t know. Vinzent left on recon after the call came in, as ordered. But he never returned.”

Zver sneered. “You sure he’s not biting his way up the highway, too blood-drunk to call in?”

Vlade had thought of that. “Not if he wants to live.”

Zver went deadly silent, his eyes focused so hard on the closest chandelier that Vlade could tell his brother was obsessively counting the shards. It was one of a vampire’s most exploitable weaknesses, their compulsion to organize, to record, to classify. One of many inborn traits that Zver tracked in an effort to perfect his breeding practices, never recognizing the irony.

Finally Zver spoke, through gritted, brittle teeth. “By the Father, your mistake will not disrupt my plans.” Zver started ticking off orders. “Tell Momeyer no more visitors, but he's to get names and photographs of all who try. And Arcadia, we must shield him well. See to it.”

Vlade squared his shoulders, pushed his skunk-striped hair back. Finally, some fucking action. “You want me to give the order on the mine, get them to clear out the larders? Zak says they have a healthy stock on deck.”

Zver’s lips pursed as he fingered his widow’s peak where the white stripe right down the middle of his head ended. Finally he turned cold eyes to Vlade. “Clear the larders, but our brothers keep their place. Set a trap, then kill them all.”

Disbelief threatened to choke Vlade’s throat. But what had he expected? He would follow Zver’s orders and set the trap, but he wouldn’t be vulnerable to its jaws. I have plans of my own I've yet to carry out.

He gave his brother a stiff nod and turned to leave the room, unable to resist tossing a bit of brittle advice over his shoulder. “You might want to go easy on your playthings. We can’t afford any more mistakes.”

Zver snickered behind him. “Then you best not make any, brother.” Vlade’s gut burned at Zver’s cruelty, but he didn’t look back.


Chapter 26 - Read Him The Riot Act


 




 

Riot woke up in Gemma’s bed feeling tender. Not just in his body, which was whipped after a night of Gemma Jackson in Prowl mode, but also in his heart, which was doing its level best to convince him there was a way around his dilemma.

But he shook off both aches to gaze down at the sleepy-faced switch waking in his arms. Gemma’s hair was a sideways smush of curls and her full lips pouted adorably as she looked around the room in confusion. Then she seemed to realize another person was in the bed with her. Amber eyes focused on Riot’s face, and Gemma smiled the kind of smile that had Riot thinking of black-haired, round-faced babies, and all the fun it would be to make them.

Whoa there, motherfucker. You can’t even commit to today. But he could, he told himself, commit to trying not to fuck up this moment. Riot tightened his arms around Gemma with a silent sigh and kissed her soft lips. After a moment she tucked her head against Riot’s shoulder as her slightly-shy, sleep-roughened voice brushed across his chest. “Thanks for staying with me, and… you know.”

You lucky bastard, she thinks you did her a favor. Did I say dangerously seductive before? More like fatally perfect. “Nowhere I’d rather be.” Riot cleared his throat. No more of that shit! “I’m glad you’re okay.”

Gemma tipped her head to look at him again. “Breakfast?”

Riot froze. It wasn’t that he had plans, exactly, especially now that he wasn’t babysitting a batch of CBD oil. But it wasn’t a good idea to spend time with Gemma, getting more tangled than they already were. “I’m supposed to go out scouting with Ryder,” he said darkly, not meaning to.

Gemma smiled and shrugged. No big deal, the gestures said. It hurt, but what had he expected? Gemma may have been fantasizing about him a couple of nights ago, but they’d scratched that itch. Thoroughly.

“I should work on my article, and show J the pictures I took of the gold mine. You want to have dinner together later?” She looked down. “I mean… I just… you know, here at the house, even. Not, like, a date.” She swallowed, confusing Riot.

He swallowed, too. “Sure, dinner. Not a date. Sounds great.”

He could tell by the look in her eyes that Gemma didn’t understand what had changed. Don’t sweat it, cutie. I just got this stupid idea that I could have what I wanted for once. But instead of icing him out or blowing up, like he expected her to, Gemma looked momentarily unsure. “What’s the deal with you and Faith?”

Riot pulled back. What the fuck? She was bringing this up now? Jesus, she really is all about the fucking story. He stalled, not sure how far he could go before he spilled it all to her. “What do you mean?”

Gemma tilted her head, a puzzled, edging-on-hurt look in her eyes. Shit. “You know what I mean.”

“It’s nothing.” Riot caught sight of her disbelieving look and snatched Gemma’s free hand to lay flat on his chest, trying to show her with his eyes how serious he was. “Gemma…,” the truth rose up in his throat and he choked it back down.

She just looked at him, then, for long seconds. Waiting for him, her eyes peering into his. Finally Riot got so uncomfortable with the scrutiny and what she might find with her mile-a-minute mind that he had to blink. Gemma pounced. “What is it, then? Why do you go there?”

Well, it was nice while it lasted. Riot pulled the sheet back and got out of bed. He snagged his sweatpants and the t-shirt he’d loaned to Gemma from the floor and got dressed. The shirt smelled sweet-and-sharp, lime green, just like Gemma as he pulled it over his head. And the whole time she just watched him, waited patiently for his answer. Fuck.

A feeling in his gut, the part of Riot that knew he was never going to leave Gemma completely behind, told him that he had to tell her the truth. But the bigger part, the part he was used to listening to because it kept his ass out of the gnarliest cracks, said that he couldn’t afford to give her that power. Nor would he make her complicit to his crimes. So I guess here’s another one you take for the team.

Riot ground his teeth and growled in Gemma’s direction, unable to meet her eye. “Leave it.”

He expected the surprise he saw on her face, but he didn’t expect the raw hurt. He also thought she’d come at him guns blazing, and about that Riot was vaguely satisfied to see he was right. A fire flashed in Gemma’s eyes as she threw back the covers and stood, five feet of naked fury, the most magnificent sight Riot had ever seen in his life.

“‘Leave it’? Who do you think you’re talking to, some stranger on the street? Like I’m asking for a story and not because we’re… friends?” she finished after an awkward pause.

Riot still couldn’t meet her eyes as he slipped on his boots. She had him cold. Riot couldn’t risk it. He glanced regretfully in Gemma’s direction as he slid back the screen separating her bedroom from her office space.

It was almost enough to make him laugh, the way the universe gave with one hand and took with the other. Here, Riot, here’s a magic house to help make your obligations easier, but also here’s a woman you can never choose over those obligations no matter how much you want to.

“I’ll see you at dinner,” he said, and closed the screen on Gemma's outrage. Just goes to show there’s nothing I can’t fuck up if I try hard enough.

 


Chapter 27 - Leap Of Faith


 





 




Gemma watched Riot go, her hurt and fury morphing into determination as his footsteps receded. He thinks I won’t find out what I need to know one way or another?

The thing was, even as she recognized the same bulldozer attitude that kept her pushing ahead on tough stories, busting her ass until she found her answers, she also knew that this was more than that. Because usually she didn’t care what the truth was, she just wanted to find it.

This time Gemma gave a shit. She had to know the truth or she wasn’t going to be able to take another step in any direction, not towards Riot or away from him. She wouldn’t ‘leave it’. She couldn’t. He was too important.

She got dressed and stomped down to the kitchen, reviewing her options in her head. Cora was there, and Goldie, kissing Flint as he turned to aim for the door to downstairs.

She mustered up a smile to show him everyone was fine and dandy, thanks for caring. “‘Morning.”

Flint’s shoulders dropped just a smidge, and he gave her a little nod. “‘Morning.”

Gemma watched him go, then crossed to the island, where a spread of granola and yogurt with a rainbow of toppings was waiting for its next taker. She was loading up a bowl when Cora’s voice cut through the silence. “What was that all about?”

Gemma shrugged. “I asked Flint about Riot yesterday.” She hoped that would be enough to cut the conversation short so she could think about her next move, but… No such luck.

Goldie’s eyebrows rose and her mouth formed a little ‘o’ of comprehension. “I bet that went well. Anything we can do to help?”

Determined to make some kind of headway today, Gemma nodded. “Can you take me to get my car?”

Goldie smushed up her face. “Nope. Mine is still out of commission.”

Cora piped up. “Let me see if Shiloh is free.” She pulled her phone out of her pocket as she gave Gemma a confiding glance. “It’s better if a shifter takes you. Just in case.”

Gemma glanced at Goldie and saw her smiling wryly back, and at that moment the bare facts landed in Gemma’s mind with a solid thunk. My life is never, ever going to be the same again. Being in public alone is no longer safe. For the public.

And after what she’d felt, the way she’d attacked Riot in her Prowl before he’d finally acquiesced to fucking her, she couldn’t even argue. Someone had to be around who could keep their head if a vampire showed up. Better to be safe than have the whole forest be sorry.

But then she remembered how good it had been, how they’d laughed and kissed as they wrecked each other in bed, the times when Riot had just held her, playing with her hair and fingers as they talked. Her stomach settled and a warm glow replaced the rolling nausea. There’s something there, between us. And he knows it, too. All I have to do is prove it.

 

* * *

 

An hour later Gemma and Jameson were on their way to the motel in his truck. She felt bad about pulling him away from his day-job as a ranger, but Jameson had assured her it was no problem. He’d take her to the motel, then Shiloh would meet them there and follow Gemma back to Resperanza in her car while Jameson went back to work.

Gemma looked out the window as the deep greens of the forest rushed by, broken up by tree trunks and rock. Despite the late-summer heat, Nantahala was lush and thriving. As the truck paralleled a winding creek, Gemma revealed to Jameson that she’d visited the gold mine after his phone call the day before, and had Undone another vampire. Jameson’s eyes went wide for a beat, then thoughtful as he listened to everything Gemma had to say.

She wrapped up her report as he pulled into the motel’s lot and parked near the end of the building, where Riot’s bike had been the day before, adding, “We definitely need better, closer photos, but it can’t be a switch taking them.”

Jameson nodded soberly. “I’ll get Aven to do some fly-bys. He's former special-ops. We won’t go in until he figures out the best way to do it.”

Gemma let out a breath, glad that action would be taken by people who knew their shit. If they were lucky, she thought, they might find some kidnapping victims, but Gemma wasn’t holding her breath. Even with all her sleuthing, she had no idea what happened to the TSK’s victims after they disappeared. No bodies had ever been discovered.

But that wasn’t the only mystery on her mind. Try as she might, Gemma couldn’t keep her eyes from sliding to the door for Room 6, just ten short feet away. If this is my last day without a full-time chaperone, I better get my answers while I can. She turned to Jameson, adopting a breezy tone. “Hey, if you just want to drop me off, I can wait for Shiloh to show up.”

But the white wolf wasn’t biting. “I don’t mind waiting. Cora would have my ass if I left you here alone.” He said it with a grin, and Gemma knew he was staying as much for his own principles as he was because Cora had asked for his help, but it still struck her as sweet that he didn’t hide how much power their love held over him. Especially since Gemma knew that Cora felt the same way.

Still a pain in my sneaky ass, though. Gemma tried another tactic, rolling with the topic to put some distance between her suggestion and her plan of attack. “You two set a date yet?”

Jameson’s forehead furrowed. “Can’t. We agreed we want Auntie at the wedding, so no date until she’s home.”

Gemma’s heart gave a tug. She thought it was beautiful and generous that the two of them would delay their wedding for a woman who wasn’t even related to them… at least not by blood. But maybe magic is even thicker?

She mumbled some platitude about everything working out when the time was right, then smiled casually in the Keeper’s direction. “I just need to go visit a friend over there. Text me when Shiloh shows.” And before Jameson could argue, Gemma was out of the car and striding purposefully over to knock on the door.

But right behind her she heard the creak of Jameson’s door just before it closed, and his footsteps coming closer. Dammit. She pasted a brighter smile on her face and turned. “It’s okay, J. Really. I'm good.”

She could see the indecision in his face, but before Jameson could say anything more the door opened beside Gemma and she turned.

When they were in high school, Faith Bolton had been one of those girls that naturally turned heads wherever she went. She'd had the body of a woman from a rock video and the face of an angel, and Gemma hadn’t known one boy in the school who wouldn’t have come running if Faith had crooked her finger at them. But instead she’d been a magnet for assholes, dating one bully after another for the entire year Gemma had been around to watch. Still, the relevant fact was that seventeen-year-old Faith had been a knockout.

The face that looked back at Gemma now was a portrait of tired-meets-disadvantaged. From the homegrown pixie haircut to the dark circles under her dull blue eyes, it was clear that Faith had fallen on hard times since Gemma had last seen her.

They stood there, the three of them, for a silent second, as Faith’s wide eyes bounced from Jameson’s badge to Gemma’s face. Finally she swallowed and her nervous gaze settled on Gemma. “Can I help you?”

Gemma smiled, not sure why Faith was so skittish but wanting to put her at ease so that she might feel comfortable enough to give Gemma some answers. Even if it does out my lie to Jameson about her being a friend. “You probably don’t remember me. I'm Gemma Jackson? I was a year behind you in high school? I’m a friend of Riot’s.” She smiled and waved her hand dismissively at the way-too-imposing shifter currently crushing her hopes for a quick, intimate girl-to-girl confessional. “This is my friend Jameson. He’s not here in any official capacity, I just needed a ride.”

Faith’s worried expression broke into a smile of relief and she stepped back, holding the door open. “Come on inside.”


Chapter 28 - If It Ain’t Broke, Break It


 




 

Gemma glanced at Jameson with wide eyes as she stepped forward, and thank goodness the older man took the hint and backed off with a stiff smile. “I’ll be in the car.”

And listening out for you, was implied in his reassuring glance. Gemma had learned a lot about shifters’ special skills in the last few days, and man, did she envy those ears. The stories I could break, if I had ears like that? I don’t even want to talk about it.

She found a clear spot on the old-but-clean couch and sat down. The motel room was cramped with kids’ toys and suitcases of clothes, plus a small table that held an electric skillet and a few boxes of Hamburger Helper. But Gemma could see that as dreary and crowded as it was, the space was clean.

Gemma turned her attention to Faith, now sitting on the edge of the queen-sized bed, only to see the curvy blonde examining her just as closely, a nervous look in her eyes. “I saw you yesterday, with Riot. You left together.”

And that’s your business, how? But Gemma reined in her territorial instincts and smiled tightly at Faith. “That’s why I’m here. About Riot.”

Faith gave a worried half-smile and wrung her fingers together. “We’re not involved, I swear.”

Gemma arched an eyebrow. As if I’d ask you, if I thought you were. But she pulled herself back again. Stick to the story. “Why does he come here? You put him in prison.” She couldn’t help the clipped tone of her voice. This woman has shit to answer for.

Faith wrung her hands, an apologetic look on her face. “I didn’t mean for that to happen. That whole thing was… it just… went too far.”

What whole thing? What went too far? Gemma felt like she was standing on the edge of a murky pool. She knew she was going to have to dive in, but she couldn’t see what was two inches under the surface, much less at the bottom. Even figuring out what questions to ask was more than Gemma could manage.

But Faith didn’t seem bothered. She was yammering on, looking at her hands in her lap. “Honest to God, it’s been killing me, none of his friends knowing. Especially after everything he’s done for us.”

Gemma’s mind made a noise like screeching brakes. Whoop, there it is. That’s a thing I want to know. “What exactly has he done for you?”

Faith threw her hands in the air. “Chased my ex off for good, helps pay for this place and Baker’s medical bills, takes care of my car. And he comes around, like yesterday, so my son has a better man to look up to than the one he started with. All that plus the medicine…“ Faith’s eyes got teary as she looked in Gemma’s direction. “We’d probably be dead without Riot.”

Gemma let a shaky breath go. Still, Faith was holding something back. “What aren’t you telling me, Faith?”

Faith bit her lip. “I helped frame Riot for stealing.”

What? “Why?”

Faith looked at Gemma like she was a special kind of stupid. “To help my ex. Riot’s cousin, Shain.”

And finally all the pieces started to fall into place in Gemma’s mind, like a giant game of Tetris, blocks of information turning and meeting. The ripple of suspicion she’d felt yesterday at the sight of Baker’s familiar eyes became a wave of certainty, washing over her. Shain is Baker’s father.

But then why the hell is Riot helping her? And why did they frame Riot in the first place? What did he ever do to them? A speck of an idea flitted around Gemma’s brain, but wouldn’t land. She brushed it off and fell back to classic interview tactics as her mind settled. “Why don’t you start at the beginning?”

Faith looked anxious, almost ready to come out of her skin. “You gotta understand, I didn’t even know Riot back then because he and Shain had had a falling out, and I… well, I was a bitch. All I cared about was that my boyfriend was angry at Riot, and I figured better him than me.” She pulled back one side of her mouth in a sad smirk.

The blonde’s shoulders shrank in and her eyebrows slumped. “We would get high and then he’d take me up to Duke’s, where Riot worked, and tell me to flirt with him. Which wasn’t hard, because they looked pretty much exactly alike.”

Gemma’s shoulders sagged as she exhaled, agreeing, “They surely fucking did.”

Faith sighed and added, “Except Riot was way nicer.” Then she smirked, looking more like her teenage self. “That’s why Riot has all those tattoos now, did you know? Said he’s never going to be mistaken for anyone else ever again.”

The lump in Gemma’s throat went down hard. Jesus, that man. Is there any pain he won’t take on? But she shook off the thought and tuned her ears back to Faith’s story.

“While I distracted Riot, Shain stole whatever he could, anything small and expensive. Jewelry, watches, gold coins, whatever. I thought he was just scoring it to sell for drugs and booze, and some he did, but some he kept.” Faith swallowed. “And planted it in Riot’s room.”

Gemma couldn’t hold in her outrage. “And you knew?”

Faith’s eyes were desperately sad. “I thought he was just going to threaten Riot, or maybe get him in trouble with Duke, even though Duke would never do anything because he loved Riot like a son. But instead Shain told my dad, who’s a cop, and all I knew to do was lie along with him.”

Tears were rolling down Faith’s cheeks, but she didn’t stop. “Then my dad went to confront Riot, and Riot denied everything and called me a liar. My dad got pissed. He called Riot every name in the book, his dead dad, too, until Riot punched him. Then my dad had him arrested. I know I shouldn’t have testified, but…” She threw Gemma a helpless look. “It all got so big so fast, I didn’t know how to stop it.”

Gemma had gone stone still, her heart breaking for the young Riot in Faith’s story. But fury simmered deep inside Gemma, too, for what Faith had done to Riot, the lies she'd told about him and had allowed to go on. But now was not the time to show it. Instead Gemma called on her years of professionalism to veil the venom in her next question. “What happened after Riot went to prison?”

Faith swallowed and wiped her cheeks with her hands. “Shain and I stayed together, even though he was abusive. Did a lot of drugs. After a while my parents kicked me out and we moved here to crash with some friends. When I got pregnant, I got clean, but… Shain didn’t. Not until a couple years ago. And even then he was still a jerk.”

Surprise, surprise. Gemma asked another question. “Faith, what did you mean about Baker’s medicine?”

Faith appeared embarrassed, her shoulders going slack as her eyes pleaded with Gemma for understanding. “I was so scared when I opened the door that you were here about that. I know it’s not legal.” But then, as Gemma watched, Baker’s mother asserted herself. Faith’s back straightened and her chin rose. “But all the studies say it’s fine, and it’s the only thing that stops his seizures.”

Gemma’s mind was racing to catch up. Suddenly it was so obvious Gemma couldn’t believe she hadn’t seen it before. “He’s taking cannabis oil.”

Faith nodded. “Riot makes a special kind of medical CBD oil for him. It’s a miracle straight from heaven. And as soon as he can, Riot said he’s going to move us to somewhere where it’s legal.”

But something still bugged Gemma, that little speck of a thought that she couldn’t quite catch. Or maybe didn’t want to. “I don’t get why, though. Why would Shain want to get Riot in trouble?”

Faith hesitated, shrugging her shoulders. “He said Riot was turning into a golden boy, and he needed to be taken down a peg.”

Gemma almost swallowed her tongue. Riot? A golden boy? What the fuck kind of family was that? “But something must have happened. You said Shain and Riot had a falling out?”

Faith shook her head. “That was back at the beginning of the school year, months before we started going out.” Her mouth pulled into that sideways smirk again, the one that said she didn’t think much of her old self. “Shit really went sour at Shain’s party, when Riot beat him up for…” Her eyes dropped to the dingy carpet. ”For trying to take advantage of another girl.”

“What?” Gemma got a horrible, putrid feeling in her stomach. No, please. I thought I was the only one who got hurt. She looked at Faith in reluctant comprehension. “You’re saying that Shain got Riot thrown in prison, because Riot beat him up for trying to rape someone?”

Faith nodded, her eyes full of shame and misery. “Plus Shain owed some guys money for drugs. When Riot got her out of there…” Faith’s voice trailed off, her face flaming, but Gemma knew what she didn’t want to admit. When Shain had been forced to return the money he’d been pocketing to pimp out her unconscious body, he’d probably gotten his ass kicked again, and not by people who’d take it easy on him like his cousin would. So he’d blamed Riot.

Gemma felt sick. She'd never told anyone about what Shain did to her because she never thought it mattered to anyone, but now this? Riot spent ten years in prison, for protecting me? For not letting his cousin and his bastard friends rape me?

She was furious, barely holding it in, but she still couldn’t comprehend… “How could he do that to Riot? His own family?”

But before Faith could respond Gemma’s phone buzzed with a text. It was Jameson. Shiloh’s here. You need more time?

Gemma calmed her racing mind and considered for a minute. This was Riot’s private business, and he clearly hadn’t wanted Gemma anywhere near it, for what he thought were good reasons. But it's my business, too, at least in part. And I kept quiet too long. Doesn't Riot finally deserve justice, at least where he can get it? Doesn’t he deserve to have some of this weight lifted off him, since it wasn’t his to begin with?

Finally she tilted her head at Faith. “You mind if a couple more of Riot's friends come in to hear this?”

 


Chapter 29 - Fight The Power


 




 

By the time Riot started up his motorcycle and headed back to Resperanza after a full day of scouting with Ryder, he still wasn’t feeling any more ready for dinner with Gemma. She’d been defiantly on his mind all day, resisting all his attempts to block her out, and Riot had known it was because it was time to give her some answers. But which ones?

Should he go whole-hog, share everything? Or just the truth about Baker and Faith, and hope it was enough to convince Gemma that there were no feelings involved, but also that she shouldn’t feel compelled to call the authorities?

The most protective part of him rose up with a roar. You can’t do that, asshole. Baker needs his medicine more than you need Gemma. But even as he thought it, Riot wondered if he could give the kid a run for his money on that score. Gemma was beginning to feel downright vital.

Riot rode on, turning up the terracotta sunburst driveway and letting the sight of the place he called home fill him. But what makes it home? Riot let his mind wander. The way Resperanza took note of him, helped with his dilemmas; he couldn’t deny how welcome that made him feel, and Riot was grateful. But he’d still been able to leave it behind… until Gemma came.

Warmth bloomed in Riot’s chest, like it always did when he thought of the woman with the cloud of black curls and sweet, full lips and a mind more brilliant than any he’d ever come across. But Riot shook the thoughts off like raindrops as he pulled into his spot in the garage, glancing at the slash marks on the wall. The memory of Gemma’s words from last night tugged at his mind, what she’d said about Riot being the best of what shifters were supposed to be. Fuck. How am I supposed to fight that? How am I supposed to resist a woman who believes I actually am everything I always wanted to be?

Riot set the kickstand and pulled off his helmet, his gut rolling a little in anticipation. So we'll have dinner. No big deal. Did Gemma cook, or would they walk into the kitchen together to find their meal had been prepared by magical means? Riot didn’t care, he just wanted to spend some time with her that wasn’t fucking, fighting, or killing vampires.

And I make a mean grilled cheese, if Resperanza’s busy. An image crossed Riot’s mental movie screen as he headed for the door to the house, of he and Gemma cuddled on the couch in front of the television, eating grilled cheeses and hot, buttered popcorn, licking each other’s fingers and laughing. His chest went tight with longing and Riot’s own harsh voice in his head shot him down. You don’t ask for much, do you? Just a miracle?

The house was quiet when he stepped inside. Too quiet. Riot glanced back at the garage. All the spaces were filled, except Goldie’s. Even Gemma’s car was here. So where the fuck was everyone? Where was the creak of floorboards from above? Riot couldn’t imagine what could go wrong in a magic house, but he moved forward cautiously nonetheless.

Up the stairs and a glance in the kitchen, then the far end of the library. Nothing.

He heard a thump come from the direction of the atrium and moved that way.

Sure enough, the noises got louder. Riot was just about to turn the corner by the front door so that he could see what was happening, when he heard Flint’s reluctant grumble. “Explain to me again why we’re risking our asses for that fucking cat.”

Riot froze in his tracks.

There was only one cat Flint spoke about like that, and it was him. What the hell does he mean? Since when did that bear risk anything for me?

Jameson’s voice came back, clipped, as if he’d had this talk with Flint before. “We’re not. We’re doing it for Shain’s kid.”

What?! How the fuck did The Cause find out about Baker? But Riot didn’t have to go far to figure out the answer. Gemma had gotten her car, which meant she had been at the motel, which practically guaranteed that she’d talked to Faith. Double fuck.

Riot’s boots were still frozen in place as he tried to figure out what to do. His cover was blown, his dirty laundry spread all over the coven. Frustration piled on his shoulders as he tried to figure out a solution, but Flint’s voice broke into his thoughts again. “Still sounds fishy. I hung with Shain at sparring for a year, I never knew he had a kid.”

Jameson’s voice was tight when he replied. “And why do you think that is? Shady Pines PD got called to their place at least once a month for domestic disturbances. Faith never pressed charges because Shain threatened to take the kid and leave her homeless. That beat-down Riot put on Shain at sparring was to get him out of their lives.”

Riot was too stunned to move. J had looked up their case? Had seen the years of shit that Shain had put Faith and Baker through without ever being held accountable? Because Riot had known as soon as he arrived in Nantahala and saw the situation that he could have shouted it from the rooftops, but who was going to seriously listen to an ex-con accuse the guy who’d put him in prison? Action was the only option he’d had. But hearing someone else speak the truth, someone whose voice held some fucking weight? It felt fantastic.

He heard Flint grumble a response, but couldn’t tell what it was. Shiloh’s voice was clipped and impatient. “Look, he belongs here. Or has Resperanza started giving you two magical shortcuts marked with baby’s breath?”

Riot sucked in a breath and held it, listening for an answer. Was that true? Was he the only one Resperanza did that for? Now Flint sounded offended. “She what?”

Riot’s curiosity got the best of him. He had to see what was going on. Two steps put him around the corner and in view of the atrium. Bags of potting soil were strewn around, and shifters and switches from Breath Coven, plus Shiloh, were pouring them into an oversized raised planter made of the same glazed terracotta tiles as the ones that held the citrus trees and berry bushes. Except Riot would swear this one hadn’t been there before. It was bigger, and positioned directly under the center of the glass ceiling.

Where’s Gemma? But even as the thought entered Riot’s head, she came into his line of sight, looking down at her cupped hand. “Okay, these are what Faith gave me, and Shiloh, you said half and half, right?” Next to her, the pale-haired female gave a nod.

As Riot watched, Gemma pinched something in her palm and held it over the fresh dirt. His sharp eyes caught sight of a tiny dot as it left her fingers and everyone watched it drop to the soil. What the-? But then he realized. Those were the seeds he’d used. For the plants for Baker’s oil. He’d given them to Faith in case something happened to him and she needed to grow them on her own.

Before he could stop himself, Riot stepped forward, his voice rising with the level of the threat he felt. “What the hell are you doing with those?”

Every head swiveled, every face pointed right at him. Riot hadn’t felt so scrutinized since he’d sat in court listening to people he’d loved give testimony, both false and accurate, about the choices he’d made. Somehow this was worse.

But Gemma’s face brightened and softened all at once, and she smiled in Riot’s direction. Smiling? After the way I left her this morning, and seeing Faith? But her amber eyes were lit up bright, and she looked as proud of herself as he’d ever seen. “We found a solution to your winter growing problem.”

Riot’s eyes darted to Shiloh, who shrugged in his direction with an expression that clearly asked, Why you still fighting it, Lio? And Riot discovered that he didn’t have a ready answer. But fight it, he would.

He turned on his heel and headed straight back the way he’d come, not sure where he was going but positive that he had to get out. Quick, light footsteps followed behind him. Riot moved faster, reaching the staircase and practically galloping down. He almost made it to the garage before Gemma turned the corner at the bottom of the stairs and called after him.

“Riot, where are you going? I wanted to tell you-” She stopped when Riot looked in her direction. Her face paled and her eyes took on a pain Riot didn’t want to be responsible for. Gemma looked at her shoes as she spoke again. “You’re angry.”

Damn right he was. Riot was pissed as hell about The Cause taking on more risk because of him. He was furious at the way his choices kept getting snatched out of his hands every time he turned around. And he wasn’t exactly pleased with the idea of his family business, not to mention anyone else’s, being common knowledge around the coven. But most of all he was angry because every damn thing he’d ever wanted was staring him in the face, and Riot wasn’t worthy of taking it. He would never be a Lio. Not to the people who needed him to be. So what good did it serve to bring him face-to-face with what a failure he was?

And not one damn bit of that is Gemma’s fault, you jerk. She’s as caught up in this as you are.  Riot exhaled and ran his fingers through his flop of hair, his shoulders slumping with the weight he didn’t know how to shake. He walked towards Gemma, stopped right in front of her, and used his hand to raise her chin so he could look this incredible woman in the eyes and explain.

But the words wouldn’t come. All Riot could do was stare at Gemma’s full lips and wish there was some kind of magic that could make her understand why all he could say was goodbye.

He had to go. Had to get out of here and get his head right. But he couldn’t leave Gemma wondering if it was her fault, if she had pushed him away. Riot kept his eyes on her soft, warm lips as his own moved closer.

From the first touch it was different. As if Gemma had an internal electromagnet that had suddenly switched on, and Riot was made of iron, strong enough to do anything but break their bond. A pleasant sort of shock started in his lips and moved throughout his body, and with it came Gemma. Her bold green and her sweet, sharp fragrance filled him, stretched him, seeped into Riot’s being as easily as oxygen, and twice as necessary.

Shit! Shit shit shit! He knew what was happening, recognized the heartbound kiss from things he’d heard, but he was powerless to stop it. Riot dug his fingers into Gemma’s soft curls, tilting her head to go deeper, while the other hand grappled at her hip, pressed her as close to his body as she could go. This bliss wouldn’t last much longer, and it was going to have to keep him. Maybe forever.

After another minute of tangled tongues and emotions the green glow started to fade, and Riot felt capable of pulling back. Don’t want to, though. More than ever. But what he wanted and what he was built for were two different things. It was time to be honest about that.

Riot still couldn’t say a word to Gemma. Not even goodbye. He just gave her one more tender kiss and thanked the Great Cat for whatever was keeping her words at bay. Maybe I have a prayer of getting out of here clean.

As he pulled away, wrenching open the door to the garage and putting one foot out, it was all Riot could do not to beg Gemma to settle for the love he offered, pathetic as it was. But one look back at her stunned eyes, at her fingers pressed to her trembling lips just like that first night in the forest, and Riot knew he couldn’t ask it of her. He was too much and not enough all at the same time, and Gemma deserved so much better.

So what are you doing still staring at her? Riot straightened his back and clenched his jaw, and with one last look he was gone.


 





Chapter 30 - Basic Human Riots


 




 

The three switches of Breath Coven met the next morning to figure out what kind of ceremony they were going to have. They all agreed with Carick, it was time to make this sisterhood official, but as for how they were going to do it? No idea. But Gemma’s solution to almost every problem was to read a book, so she made herself a little nest on the living room sofa with the Keeper’s Book and her notebook, and got started. Goldie and Cora sat nearby, doing their own things. Darby wandered through every once in a while.

Gemma struggled to keep her mind on the task at hand. Where is Riot? He hadn’t slept in the tree outside her room last night, and she could feel the result of her ruined sleep in the way her foggy mind wanted to drift off into daydreams. She ruthlessly dragged it back. I can worry about Riot anytime. The coven was on a time-crunch, looking for a way to level-up their power before they launched an attack on the nest at the gold mine. Gemma got back to work.

“Hey, listen to this,” Gemma said after a while, with one eye on the Keeper’s Book and the other on her translation. “Anna drew a picture of a ceremonial spot in the forest where all the covens would meet for important stuff. There was this spiral on the ground and something in the center, and then seats for the lead switch and shifter of each coven.” Gemma held the book up so that the others could see it, then replaced it in her lap. “I wonder if we could make something like that.”

Goldie scrunched her nose. “Lead switch and shifter? What’s that about?”

Gemma flipped around, looking for anything else that might explain the hierarchy of the covens. “I don’t know. Seems like Anna was in charge of all the switches, and each coven had their own leaders.” She looked up at Cora and Goldie. “I guess we need to pick who’s going to be in charge.”

The petite blonde shook her head firmly. “Not me. I’m not mean enough to order people around.”

Cora laughed. “I am.” Then she got serious, her expression uncertain. “I don’t think we need to do that, though. There are three of us, let’s just work things out as they come, and if we can’t agree then we vote.”

All three women nodded their heads. Gemma was relieved as hell. I may have been the last Breath switch to find her coven, but I’ve got opinions and an independent streak as wide as my ass. Taking orders doesn’t work for me. Even if she was one hundred percent sure that neither of these women would ever knowingly do her wrong. “Things could always change when there are more of us.”

Darby, sitting at the dining room table with her face in her phone, made a little ‘mmmhmmm’ noise that Gemma ignored. The pink-haired pinup had been a one-woman peanut gallery all day as Cora, Gemma, and Goldie had discussed plans. Frankly, Gemma was tired of it. No doubt Darby was just feeling left out of the hubbub, but still. Just ‘cause you’re not in on the crazy doesn’t mean you gotta fake it.

Cora got a funny look on her face as she replied to Gemma. “There are definitely going to be more of us.”

Goldie laughed and shook her head. “Of course there will be more of us. We have four more covens to fill, and we need to do it fast.”

But Cora didn’t budge. She just looked back and forth between her two magical companions and smiled slyly. “I’m doing my part. Give me about eight more months.”

Two beats of silence, and then Gemma and Goldie were both up and rushing Cora to hug her, to congratulate her, to tell her how radiantly beautiful she looked. Cora smiled back with so much excitement and love in her eyes, it got hard for Gemma to take. But she was happy for Cora. Of course she was.

But she couldn't stop herself from wondering. What would that be like, to love and trust a man enough to want to have children with him? Gemma had always known she wanted kids, but she’d been so busy slingshotting around the world for stories that she’d never spent much time on romance. It would be nice, though, to have someone to share parenting with. Not to mention having someone who loved her enough to care for and protect her and their child as well or better than Gemma could already do on her own.

An image invaded Gemma’s mind, of a green-eyed, sweet-cheeked baby at her breast. She could see him, or her, so clearly, with their shock of black hair sticking up on top of their head, their fat marshmallow arms swinging with glee as Riot nibbled at tiny toes.

Whoa, now, pull it back. He doesn’t want babies with you, Gemma. Hell, as far as she could tell, Riot didn’t want anything from her. Not her help, her friendship, or her love. In fact she hadn’t seen or heard from him since he left yesterday after finding the rest of the coven and Shiloh upstairs planting a winter crop of cannabis and hemp.

And all she’d wanted to do was to help him! To pay him back in some small way by maybe solving a problem, taking a weight off his shoulders so he didn’t have to carry so much more than any man, even a shifter, should have to take.

But the way he’d looked at her. Oofta. Like he couldn’t wait to get away from her pushy ass. Fucking steamroller, that’s what you are. She always had been, from day one, like having those older brothers around her made Gemma think she was just as grown and powerful as they looked to her. Obstacles in her way were just endurance courses. Crawl through the mud? Fine. Swing over a swamp of man-eating crocodiles? She would handle that shit like a boss. But that’s not how love works, genius.

She felt horrible about how on-the-spot she’d put Riot. Truth be told, she’d been so excited after Faith told Jameson and Shiloh her story that Gemma had lost track of time and forgotten all about their dinner plans. She just wanted to show him that everyone in the coven - well, everyone except Flint, who was still grumbling his disbelief this morning at breakfast - accepted the choices Riot had made and wanted to support his efforts. Instead she’d invaded his privacy and sidestepped what she’d known were some heavily defended walls.

Because Gemma didn’t see walls, she saw mazes, winding labyrinths that surely must have something beautiful at their center. Something worth taking the time to find. But only if the owner wants it found, she scolded herself. And Riot doesn’t. So drop it.

She shook off the feelings and tuned back into the celebration happening beside her. Cora’s going to have a baby? The news was wonderful but surprising, and Gemma’s curiosity overruled her tact. “What does J think?” He and Cora were bringing a baby into an epic battle. That had to up the parenting stakes.

Cora rolled her eyes. “That I should lay in bed and not move for the whole pregnancy, going by how protective he’s being.” But then she smiled, cutting her eyes to the side as she stage-whispered, “Don’t you dare tell him, but I love it. All the fights we had about him letting me do my job, and these stupid pregnancy hormones make me want that big, burly man to protect me from everything. So fucking annoying,” she finished, laughing softly.

Gemma laughed, too, moving to sit next to Cora. “Have you always wanted to have kids?”

Cora shrugged. “I didn’t really think much about it until I met Jameson. I just wanted to find the right man.” She smiled wryly at Gemma. “Wouldn’t have mattered, anyway. Switches can’t get pregnant until they’ve had their first Undoing.”

Gemma’s eyebrows ended up somewhere in the stratosphere. Nobody thought to mention this? It wasn't an issue for Gemma; she'd handled her own birth control for years, and beyond that, she trusted Riot, but still.

Her eyes bounced from Goldie to Cora. Even Darby was paying attention now. Her flawless lips popped open and her voice sounded like a wisp of steam. “Not ever?”

Cora shook her chestnut waves. “Nope. Not ever.” Her eyes turned sad. “Makes me feel bad for any switches out there who are trying to get pregnant and can’t and they don’t know why.”

That shut Gemma up and brought tears to Goldie’s eyes. Darby, on the other hand, slammed her phone down and stood. “I can’t take this anymore!”

All eyes on her, Darby set her jaw and looked at Goldie. “I need to know.”

Gemma’s gaze swooped to Goldie, who was looking back at her sister with a worried expression. “But your wrist-”

“Is fine.” Darby broke in. “I want to start training. Now. Today.”

Goldie wasn’t letting it go. “But your stalker, and we don’t even know if you’re a switch!”

Darby snatched it right back, out of her sister’s hands. “And we won’t know until I get near a vampire. And you won’t let me near a vampire until I’m ready. So I’m getting ready.” She grabbed her phone off the table and swiped the screen. “I’m calling Shiloh.”

Darby put the phone to her ear and stalked through the kitchen to the courtyard, Goldie following her. The tiny blonde looked as determined as Gemma had ever seen her. Cora looked after them for a few seconds before turning to Gemma with a smirk. “And I was always so bummed about being an only child.”

Cora pushed herself to standing and headed toward the kitchen as well. “Baby wants a snack.” Her voice turned cutesy as she approached the archway and looked at her still-flat belly. “Green olives and peanut butter crackers? Is that what my baby wants?”

Gemma smiled and shook her head. Things were bound to get crazy around here with a pregnant switch. Crazier, she corrected herself, as she stood up and stretched, ready to do something other than read and translate. But there wasn’t anything to do.

Jameson had told her last night that Aven was already surveilling the gold mine and had seen movement he suspected was the vampires clearing out. They might have to strike in the next day or two, or risk losing the nest altogether.

And Gemma could work on her article, but what would she write?  Hey, loyal readers, I know I usually come at you with solid journalism backed up by evidence, but what do you say we do things a little different this time? We'll start with the Victory Party and how they’re all vampires bent on world domination, then move on to the woman in the mental hospital who said I look like a bug…

Gemma had never had so many mysteries to unravel at once, and with so many strings that might be tied together. Jinelle, the TSK, vampires, the Victory Party, Auntie the old switch. Gemma was going to have to think on how they all fit. And she did her best thinking when she had a task to keep her busy hands busy. So what can I do? She could cook something, but she wasn’t hungry. Shit stays this crazy I may have to take up knitting.

Then her brain lit up and Gemma headed for the stairs down to the barracks. I know something that needs cookin’. Gemma had seen all those bags of weed that Riot had stuffed in his closet, and Faith had told her how he infused it into oil to make medicine for Baker; she would just do that for him.

And yeah, there was a little voice in the back of her head telling her she was bound to make things worse by overstepping Riot’s boundaries again, but really, what was there for him to be angry about? Everyone already knew what was going on, so it wasn’t snooping. Gemma would just be making it clear they were all serious about backing him up. Right? Right, she answered herself, and turned the corner at the bottom of the stairs to aim for Riot’s room.


Chapter 31 - Snoopy Switch


 





 




Gemma knocked on Riot’s closed bedroom door, just in case he had come home without her knowing. No answer. Because that wasn’t the longest of long shots. She tested the knob, letting go of the breath she held when it turned easily in her hands. Gemma poked her head inside. “Riot?”

Silence, except for her heart hammering.

She closed herself in Riot’s room and crossed to the closet, holding her breath again as she opened the door. There was the cooler. Gemma pushed the lid back.

There were several evenly-spaced bottles resting in the cooler, full of the same greenish liquid that Faith had shown them yesterday. From what Gemma could tell, Riot had already handled it. Shit. So now you’re just being a nosey nellie. Pack it up and leave.

Gemma closed the cooler and started to do the same with the closet door, but a box in the corner caught her eye, the words ‘Riot’s stuff’ scrawled on the side in angry block letters. Her mind caught at the memory of Riot at that first meeting, the morning after she’d arrived, cutting himself off when he told her that a box of his stuff had been waiting for him when he moved in.

Don’t you do it, Gemma, she thought, as her hand moved toward the box as if on autopilot. But footsteps on the stairs startled her, and Gemma snatched back her hand. She made it to the door just in time for Cora to see her coming out, a knowing look on the switch’s face.

Cora waved a hand at Gemma, cutting her off as she was about to explain. “Don’t bother. I heard you come down here.”

And as quickly as that, Gemma gave up. She felt her face crumble as she locked eyes with Cora. “What am I supposed to do? I have to stay because it’s my destiny, but I feel like he’d be happier if I wasn’t here.”

Cora looked at her with questioning eyes. “You want him to be happy?”

Gemma pulled her head back, surprised. Her expression must have spelled out “duh” because Cora moved right on, a sincere smile on her face. “Because I admit I haven’t known Riot long, but for the record, I never even saw him smile until you came along.”

What? Gemma’s eyes went wide and she looked at Cora. Tell me more.

And Cora kept on as if she’d heard the request. “Or talk much. Or help with The Cause more than his Instinct probably drove him to. All of that started after you got here. Shit, I expected him to be heartbound after your Prowl at the gold mine.”

Gemma blushed. She had told Goldie and Cora just enough about her Prowl with Riot for the two switches to cut eyes at each other and smile. But wait… what did she say? “Heartbound?”

Cora smiled gently, that dreamy look taking over her eyes like it did every time she spoke about her fiancé. “It’s when a shifter loves a switch so much that he kisses her with his heart on his lips, and after that he’s hers. Nobody else’s.”

Gemma felt her heart give a hitch. How do I get me one of those?

Cora eyes turned knowing. “And you know it’s a heartbound kiss because you feel it in your whole body, like an electrical current. And the shifter takes on his switch’s glow. Jameson said he felt my color moving all through his body. I even saw it, and that only happens for us at really powerful times.”

Gemma was rocked. What Cora described, it was just like what she’d felt yesterday, that last kiss before Riot had stormed out the door. She’d felt a warmth and a zinging through her entire body, and when she’d opened her eyes for just a second there had been a lime green glow all around her. Around both of them.

So was Riot… heartbound to her? Gemma’s brain tried to hold her back, keep her hopes from flying away by reminding herself that heartbound didn’t jive with the evidence she had, the way Riot couldn’t seem to get away from her fast enough.

What she really needed was proof. Undeniable proof. But for the first time she had hope, and that would have to be enough.

Cora snagged her attention with a hand wave. “But that’s not why I came looking for you. Something weird just happened to me in the kitchen.”

Gemma cocked an eyebrow, and Cora went on. “I was making a snack and talking to Resperanza.” She fiddled with her engagement ring, smiling sheepishly. “I do that sometimes, especially about foods I like. And this vision came to me of the ceremony site like you described, and a poem. I wrote it down.”

Gemma followed Cora down the hall. “A poem? And you remembered it?”

Cora jogged up to the next floor, tossing a confident wink over her shoulder. “You know languages. I know poetry.”

* * *

 

The next morning Gemma could barely drag herself out of bed, she had slept so miserably. No Riot. Again. Plus she, Goldie, and Cora had stayed up way late planning today’s ceremony. The only things missing were the location, but Flint was working on that, and of course Riot. Jameson had promised to start texting the AWOL shifter as soon as he woke up, try to convince him to come back.

It wasn’t a perfect plan, but all three switches agreed it was time. If there was even a chance they’d get a power boost from becoming an official coven, they had to take it, especially with an attack on the nest at the gold mine looming large. Aven had sent Jameson a bunch of photos and the two of them had talked strategy down in the barracks for hours last night while the switches were planning upstairs.

Gemma threw back the covers and made herself shower, though her feet and heart felt like dead weight attached to her body, slowing her usually speedy pace to a crawl.

Worst of all were the thoughts of Riot that had persisted through every waking moment, and even pursued Gemma into restless dreams. Where did he go? Who is he with? Is he really heartbound to me? She had wrestled all night with the questions.

She pulled on the only dress she had that felt special without being too formal, a white sundress made of layers of sheer white cotton, and left her closet to go downstairs. But before she could, Gemma’s eyes were drawn to the little copper tree that held her freshwater pearl earrings.

They complimented the dress perfectly, the little flecks of jade popping against the white fabric and Gemma’s black curls. She strapped her Resonant around her waist with a brown leather belt and admired the full effect in the mirror. Gemma’s eyes misted at how much of Riot she saw. This way he’s with me at the ceremony anyhow. She smirked at herself. Like it or not, ‘cause I’m pushy like that.

She felt a little fire burst into life inside her. Yeah. I'm pushy as hell. So why am I not just getting the proof I need my damn self? If she could confront Riot with evidence that he was in love with her, heartbound to her, tell him that she already knew what he couldn't seem to confess, then maybe he'd just admit it? She smiled at herself again, thinking of all the interviews she'd conducted, where just that one bit of proof was all it took to make her subject confess. Fuck yeah, I know how to do this.

Gemma took the steps at a run, practically flying towards the voices she could hear coming from the kitchen. Cora was sitting at the dining room table already, Jameson walking toward her with two plates piled high with food. He set one in front of Cora, then looked at his phone and scowled, glancing up when Gemma said good morning.

Don't ask, don't ask. But her face must have given her away, because Jameson shook his head and placed his phone on the table. “Nothing yet.”

Gemma smiled like it didn't matter, though she knew Cora had probably told J everything, and strode into the kitchen. Piles of fruit, hot biscuits, and sausage gravy greeted her, and Gemma immediately looked around for Flint. He found a place already, then came home to make his favorite?

Goldie caught Gemma's glance and shook her blonde head. “Not back yet. But don’t worry, he’ll find something.”

“Of course he will,” Gemma said as she fixed her plate, but her heart wasn’t in it. Despite her bravado she was sick with the idea that Riot might miss the chance to be here. That he could walk away from her so much more easily than she could from him. But you’re going to fix that. Undeniable proof, right?

Gemma finished her breakfast and went straight to Riot’s room, to the closet, and the box she’d almost snooped in yesterday. Come to mama, you sweet stash of secrets. As soon as she opened the box the cover of their high school yearbook caught her eye. Gemma gasped and snatched it out.

The book was heavy and made to look leatherbound, with gilded letters spelling out the name of the school and Riot’s graduating year. Gemma ran her fingers over the gold embossing and opened the cover as she sat on the edge of Riot’s neatly made bed.

Riot’s book didn’t have that many signatures in it, not nearly as many as Gemma’s had, but that wasn’t a shocker. Kind of surprised he bothered with a yearbook at all. But it was his last year, she reasoned. And the signatures he did have were either from his buddies and full of juvenile jokes, or they were little notes from girls full of heart-dotted-i’s, telling Riot they’d always known what a sweetheart he was. Somehow it made Gemma happy, not jealous, to know that others had seen what she had known for certain was there.

Gemma flipped to her own picture, in the junior class section, and gasped. Someone - Riot? - had sketched two lines around her headshot, filling the space between them with a black and white checkerboard pattern. She traced the little black boxes with her fingers, remembering the same pattern on warm, firm flesh. The one on Riot’s arm.

The investigator in her took over, mitigating the hope that wanted to grow in Gemma’s heart. Maybe it is the same pattern… so what?

She used her thumb to fan to the back of the book, scanning for clues. A piece of paper folded and tucked between pages caught Gemma’s eye and she stopped, turned back until she found it. It was a piece of college-ruled notebook paper, brown with age and water damage. Gemma gently unfolded the paper, little brown flecks of dried-up something - dirt? - falling to her lap as the crisp paper crinkled in her hands.

It took her a moment to realize what she was looking at, the handwriting on the paper was so faded. But then she recognized it. Intimately. And all at once the memory that had been chased away by the shock of Riot’s thoughts in Gemma’s head, came slamming back into her consciousness with all the grace of a sledgehammer.

Riot hadn’t just saved her once.


Chapter 32 - Bad Dog


 




 

The paper Gemma held was a series of notations: the number of a test tube, followed by the location where the sample it contained had been taken. The page was half-full, the last entry ending in the middle of a word. With a chill that shook her whole body, Gemma remembered the snarl that had frozen her hand.

It had been April of her junior year, and the Marine Biology class had taken an all-day field trip to the Croatan National Forest, about two hours away from Fayetteville, on the Atlantic Coast. The Forest was full of estuaries and bogs, and bordered by tidal rivers that created a unique marine environment. Gemma had been out of her head with excitement, even if it had meant being somewhat out in the wilderness. She’d been so caught up taking samples that she’d wandered away from the group, but with her speedy legs she wasn’t worried about catching up. She just needed to make this last note on her sample log…

But the snarl had caught her attention, sent a shiver right up Gemma’s spine that froze every muscle in her crouched body solid. The only thing she could move was her eyes. She’d glanced up from her paper and right into the eyes of a red wolf, only fifty feet away and looking at her like dinner.

Gemma had screamed before she could stop herself, hearing her shrill voice ring through the trees. And no answer. How far away was her group? Could they hear her? Would they get there in time? Gemma was locked in place, unable to tear her eyes from the predator facing her.

The red wolf was a species Gemma knew because it was unique to North Carolina, but she thought they lived further north. Obviously not, genius. Or maybe this one is on a field trip, too. Whatever the explanation, this wolf wasn’t backing down. Its forelegs were splayed wide, head low and hackles up, teeth bared in an aggressive snarl.

Gemma had felt her fear taking over, her mind beginning to panic and her body telling her to run even though it was the worst possible plan. And anyway, she couldn’t move. She was going to be wolf food, and there was nothing she could do about it.

The wolf had made its move, coming toward Gemma at a dead run with its body low and tail straight out behind. She could remember thinking how blood-red the wolf’s gums were next to the white of its teeth as they aimed for her throat, and its feet left the ground in a final lunge.

But Gemma had been knocked aside, into the muddy ground by another animal. She’d had the fleeing impression of tan, silky fur brushing her cheek and shoulder as she’d fallen, her sampling supplies and notes going flying. Before she’d been able to push herself up and look, the two animals had been gone. She had never gotten a good look at whatever had rescued her. Was it Riot?

Her heart thudded in her chest as Gemma sat on Riot’s bed in the basement, still holding the sample log in her trembling hand. It hadn’t been a minute after the attack before the rest of Gemma’s class had found her, drawn by her scream, and helped her back to the bus. She knew Riot hadn’t been around because she had looked for him, had been glad he wasn’t there to see her like that, all shaken to pieces.

But this paper changed things. If he had saved her… why hadn’t he said so? And why keep a dirty, waterlogged piece of paper that he could barely read the writing on? Because it was hers? Why else would he have it?

Still not enough. Gemma slapped the yearbook closed and stood, walking to the closet and pulling back the flaps on the box to see what else she could find.

Gemma froze in place.

Her eyes were trying to send a message, but her brain wouldn’t receive it. What she was seeing wasn’t possible. All the times you’ve thought that in the last week, and you still haven’t figured out it's all new rules now? But Gemma couldn’t deal with even that small corner of logic. She was just trying to breathe.

Because laying right there, on top of all of Riot’s stuff, was the pearl-and-jade necklace that Shain had ripped from Gemma’s neck twelve years ago, on the first and only night she’d ever worn it, hoping the luck her grandmother had promised her would hold true. Instead it had been the worst night of her life, and Gemma had never seen Riot or her necklace again.

But Riot had found it and kept it.

That proof enough for you? He shows up here after a dozen years, and Resperanza brings in a box holding all this? Evidence of every connection the two of you have? At the very least, it was way too much to be a coincidence.

Add the serendipitous way they’d met in the forest, the knife that turned out to be her Resonant, the way Riot seemed to look at her like he wanted her close even as he kept her at arm’s length, and the connection grew stronger, more certain by the second.

Gemma said it to herself, to see how it sounded. He loves me. Maybe always has. It sounded wonderful.

Her heart was beating so hard Gemma swore she could feel her pulse in every cell of her body. Only one thing held her back. If it was true that Riot loved her, then why wasn't he here, standing next to her, giving her the best love she'd ever had from anyone, anywhere?

Maybe because you never told him that was how you felt, too, Gemma scolded herself. Maybe he didn’t want to be the one to step out on the ledge because he thought he had so much further to fall.

Gemma sat with the idea for a minute. If it was true, then she wasn’t the only one who needed proof. Riot needed it, too. Needed her to show him that she was standing on the ledge right next to him, holding his hand, ready to leap together.

Gemma fastened the necklace around her neck, felt the weight of the pearls and jade resting against her collarbone. She had her proof. Now all that was left was to give Riot his as soon as he came back.

In the meantime? She had a sisterhood to see to.

The door to the garage opened in front of Gemma as she walked down the hall, and before she could even get her hopes up that it was Riot, Flint burst in, breathing hard, sweat pouring off him.

Gemma ran to his side. “Are you okay?”

Flint bent over and put his hands on his thighs, pulling in lungfuls of air as he nodded. He gestured for Gemma to go up the stairs in front of him.

Goldie was out of her seat as soon as she saw her big bear. “Flint! What happened?”

Flint collapsed into a chair. “Fucker moved.”

Jameson and Cora came into the kitchen to see what all the hubbub was about, and J’s eyes lasered onto Flint’s. “Who moved?”

The big, brown-eyed shifter shook his head, still breathing hard. “Not who. What. Craziest fucking thing.”

Cora wasn’t patient at the best of times, but pregnant she had zero chill. “What? Quit breathing and tell us!”

Flint huffed a laugh and grabbed a napkin to wipe his forehead. “I went out as my bear, looking for the spot Gemma found in the book. Spotted it, too, from up one side of the ravine. In a meadow by a big-ass boulder at a riverbend.”

He waved his hand in a growing circle. “It had the spiral, except instead of baby’s breath the whole meadow was pink flowers. And it smelled different, but also kind of the same. Like magic smells.”

Goldie had fixed Flint a plate of breakfast, and she set it in front of him as he went on. “By the time I got down there it was gone. Just disappeared. But I’d caught the scent and I could swear it was on the move. So… I chased it.”

Jameson was looking at Flint with a look of utter confusion on his face. “How do you chase a place?”

Flint grumbled back. “With difficulty. It jumped all over the forest, stopped in three other meadows all around Five Hills, all different colors, and then I just… lost it. Scent went cold.”

The big bear shifter stabbed his fork into his biscuits and gravy as Goldie scratched his back and spoke to him in her gentle way. “You’ll find it, Flint.” Gemma could swear she heard a purring sound as Flint closed his eyes and leaned into the touch.

Excitement over, Gemma wandered out of the kitchen and into the library, to get the Keeper’s Book. She had promised Cora and Goldie that she would write the poem Cora had - what? Downloaded? Like, directly into her brain? Anyway, Gemma was going to write it in the Keeper’s Book, to use during the ceremony. She retrieved the book from its podium by the window and turned, but something outside caught her eye.

Resperanza’s meadow was transformed. Where before there had been a rolling lawn of baby’s breath, now there was a clearing just twenty yards from the front door, a few small boulders and stumps ringing the edge. Gemma could see the spiral shape from the book in the center of the clearing, practically dancing with green sparkles of light. Magicks. Like the ones her sisters had taught her to use in the days since her last Undoing.

And in the center of the spiral, what looked like another stump. This one was flat and appeared almost polished on top, as if centuries of rain and wind had worn it smooth. Winding green vines wrapped around its base.

Gemma cleared the awe from her throat and smiled. “Flint? I think you’re going to want to see this. Something followed you home.”


 





Chapter 33 - A Riot Of Color


 





 




Hours later, Gemma looked out the window to one side of Resperanza’s front door. It was almost sunset. Almost showtime.

Goldie turned to Gemma with a worried look. “I think I’m going to throw up.”

Cora elbowed Goldie. “That’s my line.”

Gemma broke in. “No! It’s nobody’s line! No puking!”

Goldie looked green, and it wasn’t from any glow. “I can’t believe we’re going to do this. What if we make a mistake?”

Gemma sighed and smiled at her anxious switch sister. “Nobody will know, Goldie. Not even us.” That strange truth seemed to chill Goldie out. She rested her hand on her stomach and turned back to face the front door.

Meanwhile Gemma wasn’t so much in need of a barf bag as she was a mountain of tissues and a large tub of cookies-n-cream ice cream. He’s not going to make it.

They’d kept busy all day, delaying the ceremony, Jameson still texting Riot and calling him every hour, trying to get him to come back to the coven in time. Nobody wanted to do this without him. Even Flint hadn’t said a bad word about Riot all day, though he had growled a few times when the big cat’s name came up.

But they couldn’t wait anymore. Everyone had started to feel the same urgency the lower the sun got, until finally they had all looked at each other and agreed: It was time to become a coven, with Riot or without him. But despite the logic of the choice, Gemma felt like she was abandoning Riot, leaving him behind in a vital way. Her stomach gave a sickening roll at the thought. Maybe I do need that barf bag after all. I bet it’d look fierce tucked next to my knife.

The smile soured on Gemma’s lips. She had been so sure he’d make it back in time. There was a whole shifter ceremony after theirs, and he wasn’t going to be part of it. Maybe we can do it again later, she consoled herself. Regardless, now was go time.

The three switches stepped out the front door and headed for the clearing. Nobody had gone inside the magical spiral until now, but it didn’t appear to have changed. While the whole coven had rushed to get ready, the green magicks had simply hovered, even as their few guests had started to arrive.

Carick had come, of course, and Darby and Bryce had both stomped up from the barracks to sit together. Shiloh sat with Molly, who was beaming with pride. Gemma guessed that Hernando and Ryder, whom she’d yet to meet, had stayed behind at the Bear Claw.

As they walked in a line, one behind the other, it struck Gemma how much this felt like a small backyard wedding. Except three women, not enough men, and no wedding night, she remarked to herself. Not for me, anyway. Her eyes drifted towards the gate and the driveway, hoping she’d see Riot’s bike blazing towards her. No such luck.

When she, Cora, and Goldie reached the clearing, Gemma could see how the magicks that lay just above the grass wound around in a spiral. The three of them followed it, parading with bare feet in smaller and smaller circles. On the last pass they walked by three small boulders placed close to the center, two of them occupied by Jameson and Flint. Gemma couldn’t look at the third.

One last turn and the three of them surrounded the polished wood of the central stump. The base of the wood was so covered with vines, wound tight and close, that Gemma couldn’t see anything but the exposed surface at the top. She gently placed the Keeper’s Book on it, opening to the pages with Cora’s poem. Gemma had written it in English on one page, then on the facing page she’d painstakingly translated it into the language of the Keeper’s Book, which she’d privately started calling Switchish.

She pressed the pages flat and sucked in a breath as she raised her eyes to her sisters’. Goldie and Cora were both smiling back, excitement reflecting in their gazes. Gemma released her breath and smiled back. “Here we go.”

The three of them joined hands and, as they’d agreed, began reciting the poem:

Surest feet and fullest lungs

Sweetest language on our tongues

Covenmates, we'll never part

Joined as sisters, home and heart

 

Gemma locked eyes with Cora, then Goldie, as they spoke. She felt the energy in the clearing grow, zapping with electricity, the scattered magicks in the grass tickling her bare ankles as Gemma’s voice rose with her sisters’.

Breath of Hope for all the Cause

Snatching fate from fiery jaws

Bound to fight with soul and blade

Beasts that slither in the shade

Sacred mission we embrace

Aiding one still in the race

Once again by blood and spell

Find the treasure of the Well

 

Gemma had to admit, that bit made her nervous. Fiery jaws? Beasts that slither? Can we not? And all of them agreed they had no idea what the “treasure of the Well” was, much less how to find it.

But as she looked at the two women chanting with her, lending their breath to the fight, Gemma was filled with hope. A tangible hope, pushing at her ribs and lungs with the desire to break out, to fulfill its purpose. We can do this. Correction: Only we can do this. Gemma smiled and squeezed her sisters’ hands as their voices rose, and her hope soared with the final lines.

Trained to strike a savage blow

Fate would have our numbers grow

Calling all our sisters home

Bond, Belief, Blood, and Bone

 

Their chanting stopped and there was absolute silence in the clearing as Gemma, Cora, and Goldie held their hands cupped together in front of them, touching at the sides, and gently blew into their upraised palms.

Gemma’s fellow switches had shown her how to make the little balls of Breath magic that they used to knock vampires off-balance or, in Goldie’s case, bounce her clumsy self back to standing. But what they created now was unlike anything Gemma had seen before. And by the looks on their faces, neither had Cora and Goldie.

It was big, first of all. Big as a beach ball and steadily expanding, filling the space of their joined hands. It was also the most beautiful blend of their three colors; from Cora’s sage green to Goldie’s shamrock, and Gemma’s lime green swirling in to greet them. They moved and danced, like visible air currents, staying separate from each other but so closely entwined, it was hard to see where one color ended and the next began. Gemma could feel the power of it, the buzz in her fingertips that made her want to grab the ball of magicks and bounce it, play with it. She smiled and glanced to Cora, saw her grinning back, then at Goldie, who had tears in her eyes and a soft smile on her face.

Then, as if responding to their joy, the ball swelled. As Gemma watched, the sphere of green electricity grew so much that it passed the barrier of their hands and started to move up their arms. Gemma watched it come closer in fascination. Surging past her elbows, and so tall now that it was right in front of her nose. What will happen when it reaches my head?

She got her answer, the swirling translucent wall of color feeling like a tickle when it touched her nose and then like warm water splashed all over her face. Soothing her, energizing and delighting her. Gemma laughed out loud and heard it echo inside the bubble of their magicks.

She took her first breath inside the sphere and Gemma’s eyes shot wide. Is that me? Is that what I smell like? Riot had told her she scented like green apples and lime, and that was what Gemma smelled. Sweet and tart, sour and bright; it was exactly the sort of fragrance she would pick for a body wash at the drugstore.

Gemma turned towards Goldie and breathed again. She smelled herbs. Basil, rosemary, thyme; like the corner of the courtyard where Flint picked stems to add to dinner. Another breath, in Cora’s direction, and Gemma smelled green meadow grass from the highest peaks of the mountains, where it’s just you and the clouds. She smiled at her sisters, at their joined hands. Magic.

A surge of power entered Gemma. It started behind her breastplate and pushed her shoulders back, making them feel broad and sturdy, though a glance to either side proved that nothing had visibly changed. Her neck seemed to lengthen, her chin to raise, her lungs to fill with life-giving breath.

Gemma recognized the feeling. She’d felt its pale shadow twelve years ago when she’d fought her way back from the effects of Shain’s attack. She was becoming a warrior. But deeper this time. Harder. Through and through and forever.

And it wasn’t over yet. Their ball of Breath magicks had grown large enough to contain all three switches as well as the stump holding the Keeper’s Book. As Gemma watched, the stump began to transform.

Tightly-wound vines loosened, peeling back from ancient wood and exposing some of the most elaborate carving Gemma had ever seen. Eyes, claws, paws, knives; she couldn’t see much from her angle but she could see enough to know what it was. It’s us. The Covens. Switches and shifters tangled together in a fight we won’t ever surrender.

Vegetation gone, the stump wasn’t a stump at all but a podium, ceremonial and sacred. The green magicks from the grass started to crawl up the carved wood, seeping into the spaces and valleys, wrapping themselves around the whole of it and even to the edges of the pages of the Keeper’s Book. Gemma didn’t know why, but she had the sudden urge to snatch the Keeper’s Book from the magicks’ grasp.

Green light shot from the center of the book, right through it without causing any harm at all. Wind blew the center pages, the two translations of Cora’s poem, tight together, so they almost appeared fused. The vellum whipped this way and that so wildly, Gemma was scared it would be ripped out.

And the wind was whipping at them, too. Inside the bubble of their magicks the three switches were enduring a tiny hurricane, hair and clothing snatched with the currents in shades of lime, shamrock, and sage that raced around them. Their cupped hands were still joined over the Keeper’s Book. Gemma couldn’t tear her eyes away.

The pages started flipping, back and forth, front to back, stressing the binding as Gemma watched. The writing inside started to glow. All different colors. Green, blue, purple, pink, orange, with swirls of black that seemed to float to the surface before being pulled back into the pages again.

Gemma squinted. Were the letters… changing? It was hard to see in all the movement, but she would swear they were. Morphing and moving and rearranging and how was she ever going to know what it used to say if it didn’t say it anymore? How was she going to get back everything she hadn’t translated yet? Sudden panic rose up again. No! We have to stop this!

And quick as that, it stopped itself.

The winds stopped whipping and the ball of electricity receded, and in what had to be less than a second, far too fast for Gemma to react, it was all gone. Just like it had never been there.

But the book! Gemma pulled her hands away from her sisters’ and snatched at the Keeper’s Book, checking familiar pages to make sure they still said the same thing they used to. By this time Gemma knew the translation so well it practically read to her like English.

Goldie peered over Gemma’s shoulder and gasped. “I can read it!”

Gemma glanced at Goldie in confusion, then back at the book. It’s not just me? Cora came in from the other side. “Holy shit, I can, too!”

Before Gemma could blink, Jameson was at Cora’s side, his eyes wide as he stared at the book. The Keeper blew out a breath through puffed cheeks, and Gemma could swear she saw a century’s worth of worry leave his shoulders. Without a word Cora wrapped her arms around his middle, tucking her head under his chin.

Gemma glanced at the empty third boulder beside where Jameson and Flint had been sitting, then turned her attention back to the next matter at hand. No sense delaying a pain you know is coming. She cleared her throat and met Jameson’s eye. “You and Flint ready for your part?”

Jameson’s phone rang. He looked at the screen. “Only Aven can get through.”

Aven was watching the gold mine. Which could mean they were all about to go stick some vampires. Which could mean Riot gets another chance! Gemma was exhilarated, and terrified, at the idea of taking on a whole nest. How many bloodsuckers could they take out? Would anyone get hurt? How could she make sure that Riot heard in time to join them, and how on earth could she want him in harm’s way? That Gemma’s feelings were extreme didn’t make them less true, she would much rather kill vampires with Riot than hold this ceremony without him.

All eyes locked on Jameson as he swiped the screen of his phone and put it to his ear. “What’ve you got?” Piercing blue eyes sharpened. J looked at Cora. Nodded somberly.

Cora’s fingers drifted to the weapon at her waist and she turned to Gemma and Goldie with fire in her eyes. “Ladies,” she said, and smiled wickedly. “Looks like it's time to put on our killing shoes.”


Chapter 34 - The Riot Police


 




 

Riot finished hanging the new screen door on his mother’s front porch and stood back, slapping his hands on his jeans to brush away the dust. “All done.”

Blossom Cofield stepped out onto the porch with a tray in her tan, well-worn hands, two glasses of a light purple, iced liquid and a plate of cookies resting on it. Her long black hair, generously shot through with silver, cascaded over the shoulders of her blousey blue dress. “Lovely, dear. Now come sit down, you’ve been working nonstop since you got here yesterday.”

That was the idea. Do some good for once. He sat down next to his mother on the porch swing and picked up a glass, looking at it sideways. “What the hell, Ma? Purple?”

His mother waved a hand at him. “Try it, you'll like it. It’s lavender lemonade. Might even calm your nerves.”

Riot took a sip and grimaced. “I don’t need to calm my nerves, Ma. I’m fine.”

Blossom sipped her own glass with a knowing look. “Mmmhmm. Because you always show up and fix everything in the house when you’re doing fine.”

Riot flushed with guilt. So much for not being a disappointment. “I’m sorry. I know I should come around more.”

His mother sighed and changed the subject. “Any news from Faith and Baker?”

Great Cat. Riot shook his head. “Not that I know of.” Blossom looked at him with raised eyebrows. What? He mumbled a white lie. “It’s not like I see them around town, Ma.” Because he didn't. I only see them at their place.

Blossom made a thoughtful noise and sipped her lemonade. “Is that right?”

Riot froze. What is she getting at? “Yeah, why?”

His mother’s forehead wrinkled in confusion, but her eyes gleamed with gotcha. “It just doesn't explain why I always hear Baker asking his mother if it’s you when I call them every Sunday.” Her mouth curved and she joked, “I’m surprised the poor child even knows your name, the way you tell it.”

Riot’s mouth went dry. “Every Sunday, huh?”

His mother just pinned him with that shrewd smile, the only thing Riot had ever feared from her as a teen because it meant he was about to get his ass handed to him. Shit! How much does she fucking know? He cleared his throat and stuttered out an explanation. “Okay, so I… I help them out, but…“

Yeah. Awesome job. That’ll throw her right off the scent. But Blossom seemed to take it all in stride, winding her hand in a circle as if moving him along. “But it’s illegal, so you’re covering everybody’s ass but your own. Uh-huh, I get it. How are things going with The Cause?”

Another sip of lemonade and a piercing stare from his mother’s green eyes, and Riot knew beyond a doubt that he was busted. Why did I even come here? I should have known.

But that was bullshit. He knew as well as Blossom did that her dogged digging was exactly the reason he had come. Whenever Riot was knee-deep in shit, nobody called him on it like his mom. And nobody else had ever stood the stench long enough to help him clean it up, either.

Except Gemma. She helped. And you walked out on her for it.

And that was the thought that broke him. After more than a week of holding it in, turning it off, Riot couldn’t do it anymore. He set his feet on the ground to stop the swing, put his glass on the tray, and let his head and shoulders hang. “I fucked it all up, Ma.”

He heard the clink of Blossom setting her glass down, too, then her cool hand on the back of his neck. She didn’t say anything, just kept her hand there until Riot took a deep breath and sat up straight, his legs pushing the swing into motion again. “I left the Cause.”

Blossom’s voice was all confusion. “You what? But Faith said…” He looked at her with raised eyebrows and she stopped, looking momentarily embarrassed. Oh yeah, what did Faith say? What’ve I been busting my ass to keep secret that you’ve known all along? But then Blossom just shrugged and kept on, as if invoking a mother’s right to be a busybody. “Faith called me the other day and said The Cause had shown up at her doorstep, offering to help.”

Riot ground his teeth some more, pushing the swing a little harder than it needed. “Technically.”

His mother made a tetchy sound. “You are worse than your father, you know that?”

Riot whipped his head around to face his mother, her mouth pursed with impatience as she lit into him. “You think just because you’re a cat, that everyone believes you can only be one kind of man, and you’re so busy fighting that you don’t see that nobody could ever accuse you of it, anyway!”

Her expression turned pleading. “You’re a good man, Riot. More than good enough for The Cause. Why don’t you see that?”

Riot couldn’t answer. His mother might be right about The Cause, but she didn’t know about Gemma. Didn’t know how badly it hurt him to be around her, to be fucking heartbound to her, knowing that he could never be who she wanted or needed. Riot could never make Gemma as happy as he wanted her to be, but he was dying at the thought of watching her be happy with someone else.

Blossom sighed. “You’re going to make me do all the work, aren’t you?” Riot turned to her, a confused look on his face, as she dropped her final bombshell. “This have anything to do with the girl Faith mentioned, from high school? Gemma?”

Riot surged to his feet, the chains of the porch swing jangling with the change in weight. Far from being put off, his mother chuckled behind him. “Thought that name rang a bell from that fight you and Shain had.”

Did she know everything? Riot wanted to rage, to run, to rip the screen door he’d just installed straight off its hinges and break it down to kindling. Anything to keep from facing the pain head-on. Facing how completely and utterly fucked he was, how heartbroken and hopeless.

Riot didn’t have a clue how he was going to come back from this… this… whatever it was that had been building inside him for the last nine days. It was bigger than him, had taken over his whole body and every thought in his resistant mind.

He didn’t know how to shake it. Her. Gemma.

He turned back to face his mother, his begrudging gaze locked on her calm, always-accepting one. He smirked. “Too fucking smart for your own good, Ma.”

Blossom laughed. “Let's just hope I’m smart enough for yours. Now sit your ass down, tell me about my future daughter-in-law.”

Riot dragged his feet to the swing, his shoulders slumping at his mother’s words. “Ma, no. It’s not like that. I’m not the guy for her.”

Impatience flitted across Blossom’s face. “Says who? Or did she not bust down Faith’s door and make her cough up the truth to The Cause for your sake? I like her already.”

Is that what she’d done? Riot sat, suddenly ashamed that he hadn’t seen it that way, but rather as an invasion of his privacy and boundaries. Which it had been, but still. I was wrong. Intentions matter. Maybe not in a court of law, but… definitely in love.

On the other hand. Riot hedged, not ready to believe it. “She was probably just trying to pay me back for saving her.”

Blossom’s forehead wrinkled. “Saving her?”

Riot put his head in his hands, but Blossom acted like they had all the time in the world. She picked up her glass of lemonade, sat back in the swing and pushed off with one foot, patting Riot’s knee.

“Why don't you tell me the whole story?”

 


Chapter 35 - Rebel Yell


 




 

Gemma swallowed hard at the look on Jameson’s face. The news he was getting on the phone was bad. Jameson hung up the phone and spoke so they could all hear him. “Last twelve hours, Aven’s been seeing them pack up stuff at the gold mine. Furniture, food. Thirty minutes ago, he says, a truck backed right up to the mine. He couldn’t see what they were loading, but a woman in her underwear went tearing out of there, hands tied, got about fifty yards before a Fatherborne caught her, phazed her back towards the truck.”

Gemma swallowed. The TSK victims. “A Fatherborne?”

Jameson went on, his tone serious, his eyes taking in each of them, one at a time. “Aven says he left with the first load, but there’s another truck on its way in. If we move quick we might be able to rescue some women, as well as destroy the nest.” And just like that they were in motion.

Carick spoke up from the edge of the clearing. “Keeper! Bring grain.”

Jameson looked back sharply. “Grain? What?”

Carick scowled. “A pile of grain in their path halts a vampire. They must count every morsel. It is a compulsion, and therefore a weakness to exploit.”

Jameson held up a hand. “Carick, I’ve had enough of your secrets. We could have used this information before now.”

“I told you,” Carick said darkly, mood turning turbulent. “You knew this from the first day-” Caricks words stopped, his countenance confused. “You’ve known…” he said again, and he visibly deflated slightly. His expression sharpened again and he growled one word at Jameson. “Grain.”

Cora spoke, an expression on her face like she'd found a long-forgotten memory. “Grain? Like rice?”

The Steward nodded, relieved, back to himself. “Rice would do.”

Cora turned for the house, shouting, “Yo, Resperanza! We need rice!”

Jameson frowned. “Cora, you can’t-”

But Cora turned to face Jameson, walking backwards, cutting him off with a smile. “What? Do my job? When you’ll be right there to keep me safe?” Her smile turned to a grin and she whipped around to face front again.

The Keeper caught up to his pregnant fiancée, a mixture of anxiety and desperate love in his eyes, but Cora’s enthusiasm seemed to ease his worry. Her chestnut waves flew behind her, along with her words. “Been too damn long since I stuck a vampire. I can’t wait for tonight.” She threw a wink at her mate, and Jameson’s shoulders noticeably relaxed even as they seemed to stand wider. The couple exited the clearing, bound for the hacienda.

Gemma watched them go, happy for Cora but sad for herself. She had hunted with Riot twice, had known how wonderful it felt to have that connection with him. She didn’t begrudge Cora that feeling at all.

But Gemma was worried. She had to go out and hunt with shifters she barely knew, and after the Undoing she was going to have to Prowl with one of them. Oh, she knew she could fight Shiloh, just like she had fought Riot that first time, or let one of them run her for however long it took to tire her. But what if that’s not what I do?

What if she pounced on Bryce or Aven, or both, and begged them to fuck her blind? She’d heard Cora’s stories about her first Undoing, and Gemma had felt the urgency herself. And you don’t want that with anyone but the man who walked straight outta your life forty-eight hours ago and ain’t been seen since? For a genius, you sure do some stupid shit. But she wasn’t changing her mind. This was part of her proof, part of what she planned to offer Riot as evidence of her love.

If he came back.

Raised voices grabbed her attention, and Gemma looked over to see Goldie faced off against her sister. Darby’s mouth was wide open in outrage, her dark, perfectly-painted lips stark against her pale skin as she scoffed. “What do you mean, I can’t go? I have to go!”

But Goldie was shaking her head. “You’ve only had one training session.”

Darby’s eyes flashed at her sister. “You said you wouldn’t hold me back if I moved in here. You promised!” She turned to Flint with pleading eyes. “You know I can take care of myself. Just give me a weapon!”

Flint’s dark brown eyes were soft, but set. “It’s not a good idea, Darby. A little more training, yeah?”

Bryce, standing next to them, grumbled. “I don’t see why she shouldn’t go. Four switches is better than three.”

But Flint shot him an irritated look. “And what if she’s not a switch, B? What if we get her killed?” He looked back at Darby with sympathetic eyes. “I know how you feel, Darby. But this isn’t the time.”

Bryce flushed and he gave his brother a look, but said nothing, just rubbed the toe of his boot in the ground.

Darby, getting desperate, raised her voice towards Shiloh, on the other side of the clearing. “Shiloh, come on! You know I can do it, right? You saw me yesterday at training.”

Shiloh moved in, along with Molly. Her keen brown eyes didn’t blink as she stared Darby down. “You trained great, Dar, but I agree with Flint. I didn’t see one blip of a glow, even when you stabbed the dummy as hard as you could. We just can’t guarantee you’re a switch, and if you’re not…” Shiloh trailed off but her point was made. If Darby’s not a switch, she’s a liability. And a possible victim, if a Prowl goes wrong. Darby couldn’t heal herself like a shifter could.

Realizing she was beat, Darby turned and stalked away from the group, towards the house. Goldie took off after her. “Dar, wait. Maybe we can try next week…”

Gemma glanced back at the group and saw Molly put her hand on Flint’s arm. “You boys go. I’ll stay here with Darby.” Flint kissed his adoptive mother’s cheek and fell in to follow the sisters back to the house, Bryce two steps behind him.

The whole line of them stalked towards Carick, at the outskirts of the clearing, Darby in the lead and pulling away. She seemed to deliberately ignore Carick, walking straight past him without a word, holding her arms tight to her body. Goldie sped up to double-time behind her. “Darby, would you st- whoa!”

Goldie tripped, most likely over her own feet, and lurched forward just as she passed Carick on the lawn. Her arms flung out on instinct, looking for something to grab, and just as much on instinct, Gemma suspected, Carick caught her. And then the noise.

Carick hollered. Like, just-cut-off-my-leg-with-a-grapefruit-spoon hollered. Loud and pained, almost angry. And at just the same time Goldie let out a growl like nothing Gemma would have even thought her capable of. Sounds like she’s pretending to be Flint. Carick’s hands gripped Goldie’s arms as her whole body writhed and shook, a feral expression on her face. Gemma wouldn’t have been surprised to see her foaming at the mouth.

Carick shoved Goldie back, hard, aggressive, like he had to push her to break the bond. Flint was there just in time and grabbed Goldie before she hit the ground, his voice bellowing over all the noise. “What the fuck?” He set Goldie to standing then took a step towards Carick, clearly ready to take the Steward on.

But Carick was in no condition, stumbling back from all of them, falling, one hand on his heart as he stared at Goldie in horror.

Darby had been made calm, almost blissful, by her minor brush with Carick, but Goldie looked rabid. She clawed at Flint, her face a mask of aggression. “We have to go. Now. To the nest. Kill them all.” And as quickly as she could, Goldie gathered her feet and ran towards the house, Flint barely keeping up, leaving Darby and her dropped jaw behind.

Darby looked at Carick and swallowed, then turned her back and walked on the way her sister had. Molly followed. Gemma watched them go.

Just her, Carick, and Bryce now. The young shifter walked over to Carick, offered his hand to help the Steward up. “You okay, man? You get static shock or something?”

Gemma rolled her eyes at Bryce’s question and turned back to the house, leaving the two men in the clearing together. Shit was getting downright spooky around here, but what could she do about it?

Not a damn thing.


Chapter 36 - Rebel Without A Pause


 




 

Riot sat on the porch swing, his mother’s request causing his breath to catch. The whole story? But he knew she was right. It was time to own up to all of it. “You were right. Our fight was about Gemma.”

Blossom looked at him curiously. “I always thought it was because you stopped hanging out with him. Cleaned up your life. Oh!” Her eyes widened then, her mouth dropping open a little as she looked at Riot with sudden comprehension and unguarded affection. “You did it for her.”

Riot swallowed. Nodded. For once his mother seemed to struggle for words, her eyes filling with tears. “I always wondered what brought you back to me that last year.”

Ah, shit. Riot hung his head. “I was a shitty kid, Ma. I’m sorry.”

Blossom clucked her tongue. “Oh shush, you were not. You were an angry kid without a dad to show him how to manage it.”

Riot shook his head. He knew what kind of teen he’d been, drinking with his older cousins and playing mailbox baseball, tagging decrepit old buildings with graffiti, getting into way too many fights. But his mom was right about one thing; he hadn’t been that way before his dad died.

As a young kid Riot could remember being full of energy and joy and innocent mischief, feeling completely safe in his little home, both his parents showering him in love. He’d played sports, read as many comic books as he could get his hands on, and never been happier than when he was out rock-climbing with his father. But after a cornered criminal had killed his dad when Riot was eleven, everything in his life had changed.

With his father dead and his mom grieving, they had been forced to move from their quiet, happy home in Asheville to live with Blossom’s divorced, chronically wine-drunk sister, Blythe, and her four sons in their cramped, messy, angry home in Fayetteville, North Carolina, right outside Fort Bragg. Riot had been miserable, and the environment only fed his unhappiness.

The only bright spot had been Shain. “I thought he and I were going to be friends forever.”

Blossom smiled, laughing softly. “You two used to drive me nuts. It was bad enough you looked so much alike to begin with, but then the hair, the clothes… it was like you were the same kid.” Riot smiled back.

They were the same age, he and Shain, and by some freak turn of genetics they had looked nearly identical. Black hair, green eyes, even the same body type. Riot and his cousin had become inseparable, roaming the forest together as pumas and climbing every paltry peak they could find in the area. When the school year came around they had gotten the same haircuts, bought the same clothes, and started pranking their friends, family, and teachers. Blossom was the only one who could ever reliably tell them apart.

Riot struggled to speak. “I learned a lot about Shain by pretending to be him. You know Blythe never caught us? Her own kid and she couldn’t tell it wasn’t him. And the way she talked to me, thinking I was Shain…”

Blossom propped her elbow on the arm of the porch swing, and her head on her hand. “Blythe had a lot of problems, kiddo.”

Riot knew it. “Summer before our senior year Shain was out of control. Drinking, driving drunk, and he had a fight with his girlfriend that went way too far. He kept saying he’d slow down but he didn’t.”

After that summer with Shain, Riot had pulled back. Way back. Barely saw any of his cousins at all. By the time school started he was dodging Shain’s calls. “And then I met Gemma.”

His mother looked at him, a soft smile on her face. “She changed everything?”

Riot nodded. “I’d never met anyone like her. Smart, nice, funny… so damn beautiful. No way was she going to go out with a fuck-up like me.” He’d never felt such a desperation to be other than what he was, to erase all the wrong turns and missteps and follow the path his father had laid.

Blossom smiled. “And that’s when I got my son back.”

Emotion clogged Riot’s throat. He hadn’t even realized back then that his mother had been missing him. They’d been fighting so much for years beforehand, when Riot had been angry at the whole world, including her. As a teen, Riot was willing to bet he’d snarled at his mother more than he’d talked to her.

But all that had changed his senior year. He got that job at Duke’s Pawn & Junk shop, stopped drinking, stopped snarling at Blossom, paid attention in class, brought his GPA up from the basement to a respectable 3.0, and generally tried to become the kind of man he thought Gemma deserved. And Shain didn't like that.

He'd shown up at Riot's house the day before Halloween and their argument had escalated to a fight in the front yard. Blossom had finally ended it by stepping between them.

Riot had shaken off the fight and Shain’s rejection and gone on with his plans. Even if he and Gemma weren’t a forever possibility, with her being fully human as far as he knew, Riot wasn’t ready to let go of them altogether. He had love to give Gemma, and nobody else would do.

“And then April came,” Riot growled, “and all my plans went to shit. That fucking trip out to Croatan.”

Riot had been so excited. A whole day with Gemma, a chance to talk to her, maybe ride next to her on the bus home, talk some more. He wouldn’t kiss her. Not there. He’d do it privately, later. If she wanted him to.

The hope brought all the disappointment with it, and Riot closed his eyes for a moment before spilling the whole sorry story.

They had poured out of the bus at the coast as a class and immediately started off along a path that went through one of the bogs, where they could take samples of brackish water to analyze back at school. Riot hung towards the back of the group, noting when Gemma peeled off on a smaller path to sample a section of marshy land ringed with trees. He watched her disappear around a curve. Here’s my chance. Riot hadn’t thought it would come so soon.

His feet had stuck to the path, and Riot stopped moving altogether. What will I even say to her? ‘Thought you could use some help’? She’s the last one who needs a lab partner. But maybe they wouldn’t have to say anything. Maybe he wouldn’t have to do the talking thing. But Riot’s feet still wouldn’t budge. Minutes he had stood there, until the rest of the class had disappeared ahead and even their voices had faded. Gemma didn’t come back.

A voice had sounded inside his head, reverberated through his heart. Riot could still remember how it felt, the way it had moved through his body and shaken him from his trance. Instinct. Riot had tried to drown it the last couple of years with shame and alcohol, but since cleaning up his life it had gotten sharper. He was still getting used to it.

(go to her)

What? Instinct talking to him about Gemma? Riot shook his head. Usually the Instinct told him when someone was about to blindside him in a fight or to check his speed on his bike seconds before a deer ran in front of him. It had never had shit to say about a female before. He waited for confirmation a beat too long and when the voice spoke again, it snarled, spearing pain through his head.

(NOW)

Riot took off at a dead sprint down the thinner path that Gemma had followed. Sloppy mud kicked up from his bootheels as he scented the air, scanned the spaces between trees for a flash of her clothes. He hadn’t been running for two minutes when a sound stopped him dead in his tracks.

Riot’s ears rang with the memory. “She screamed. I can still hear it, Ma. Like she’d come face to face with her worst fear.” Riot’s shoulders sagged, knowing what was coming, and continued his reluctant telling.

“I was right behind her in the trees, a dozen yards away. There was a red wolf. Great Cat knows what it was doing that far south, but it had Gemma in its sights. No way was I going to be able to do shit as a human.”

Blossom looked over at him, her eyes wide with understanding. “You shifted? On a school trip?” She lifted one hand to her heart, her eyes fluttering closed for a second. “Shit, Riot. What if they had found out? What if the rangers had shot you?”

Riot shrugged. “They didn’t.” At the time, he hadn’t even considered it. He could still feel the urgency, the adrenaline that had coursed through his system in that horrible moment of realization.

Riot had known he only had seconds to save Gemma, but he’d had the presence of mind to whip off his leather jacket and unfasten his jeans in that time. Then the wolf had attacked.

The wolf was fifty clear feet from Gemma, Riot was forty, but with trees in his way. He’d heard his shirt and underwear rip as he shifted cleanly into his puma mid-stride, heard his boots and jeans hit the marshy ground behind him. He had to make it in time.

The wolf leapt at Gemma. Riot met it in the air, knocking Gemma down, taking a bite to the foreleg that had been meant for her throat. They had rolled through the mud, snarling and snapping at each other, for only seconds before the red wolf had pushed to its feet and run away. Riot chased it for fifty feet, but almost immediately he doubled back to Gemma.

By the time he came close Riot had heard the frantic voices of his classmates coming nearer, coming to help Gemma, and he had made for his ruined clothes instead, and carried them away to thicker brush. The underwear were a total loss, shoved into an inside jacket pocket and thrown away at home. His t-shirt was ripped down the back, but Riot’s jacket covered that. He’d found a small pool and slopped as much mud off his body as he could, then made his way back again to where Gemma had been attacked.

He wasn’t sure what he’d thought he would find, but it hadn’t been much. The spot where the red wolf had been was covered in tracks, as if the animal had been pacing in that spot for a long time, but Riot didn’t scent anything in the area that would explain that behavior. He found Gemma’s notes where they had floated into a still pool and tried to salvage them, but in the end he’d just tucked the paper away with all his other memories and rejoined the rest of his class.

Blossom interjected with affection and relief. “Just like your father. Rescue first, consequences later. You were damn lucky.” Then her face screwed up in confusion. “How did she find out it was you?”

“She never did. On the bus ride home I found out we could never be together.”

His mother gasped. “Baby, why?”

Riot ran his hand through his flop of black hair, trying not to remember the way his chest had ached as he sat in the seat in front of Gemma and listened to her tell the whole story to her friend. The whole story and then some. Riot looked at Blossom with a humorless smile. “She had a phobia of predators. Wanna know why?”

Blossom’s face screwed up in sympathy. “It’s bad?”

Riot sighed. “It’s not good.” He gave the porch swing another push and tried to swallow his feelings down, so he could get the story out. “Gemma’s family was Army, moved around a lot, and her mom’s Japanese, so they spent a lot of time out that way.” Riot remembered how excited he’d been just to hear all the details of Gemma’s life from his spot in front of her. Until her voice had turned small and scared.

“So they’re in China or Malaysia or Thailand, I don’t remember exactly, at a market-type place where there are street performers, and one of them is this guy and his trained lion.” Riot watched the blood drain from Blossom’s face and nodded. Yeah, it’s that kind of bad.

“So here Gemma is, six years old, and she said she just remembered the guy doing the head-in-mouth trick. He’s standing there with his head in the lion’s mouth and he smiles right at Gemma. Right in her eyes. And right then, the lion got tired of that trick.”

Blossom grimaced and closed her eyes. “Oh, no. Poor little Gemma.”

Riot nodded. “Someone shot the lion, too, after they got the handler’s body away from him. Her mom carried her away but Gemma saw the whole thing over her shoulder.”

His mother looked at him, her expression a signature blend of compassion and cautious curiosity. “And she never got over it?”

Riot shrugged. “She did, actually. Years ago.” His heart gave a prideful thump, remembering the reason Gemma had given him for her bravery.

Blossom’s mouth popped open and her eyebrows went up. “I’m impressed.” Then her face fell and she tipped her head. “Sooooo… she’s paying you back for a rescue she doesn’t know was you? What am I missing?”

Riot shook his head. Get it the fuck over with. “I gave up on Gemma after that.” He hadn’t been able to face the possibility of her finding out, being frightened by him. Seeing her scared of him would be worse than never being with her at all.

But by the time graduation came, Riot had rolled his broken heart into a plan to attend trade school to become a mechanic. He couldn’t have Gemma in his life, but he could at least have a life he would have been proud to share with her.

Blossom cut into his memories. “But?”

Riot laughed, but there was no humor in it. “Nothing. Not a damn thing.” He frowned at his mother, sitting beside him, not saying a word. “And then the graduation party. Shit, Ma, I wasn’t even going to go! Shain and I weren’t talking. But I don’t know, I just…” Riot broke off. This next part was fucking weird. But it was true, so he might as well spill it.

“I was sitting at home, watching tv and thinking maybe I’d work on that junker Triumph motorcycle I bought off Duke. But then this feeling started in my gut, Ma, like someone was sticking their fist in and twisting. Fucking Instinct again. I had to go.” The feeling had pushed Riot up and out of the house as fast as his broke-ass Honda motorcycle would carry him. “When I got there it was in full swing already. One of Shain’s buddies caught me as I was walking in, told me Shain had a girl in the back, and did I want a taste?”

Next to him, Blossom erupted in a string of curse words, then looked sideways at Riot with fury still in her eyes. “I know he’s my nephew, but that’s despicable. Evil little shit.” She patted her long salt-and-pepper hair back from her face as she took a calming breath, then waved her hand for Riot to continue. “I’m done now.”

Riot laughed, throwing her a dubious glance. “You sure?”

Blossom gave him the stink-eye with barely a smile. “Don’t push me. You could’ve saved yourself a lot of trouble if you’d told everyone this twelve years ago.”

Riot ground his teeth in grudging acknowledgment. “Problem is, it’s not just my story, it’s Gemma’s.” Blossom made the connection and gasped, and Riot nodded. No way would he have ever gone public. It wasn’t his choice to make.


Chapter 37 - Run Riot

 

“I didn’t even know she was going to be there.” That had puzzled Riot for years, in fact. Why the hell had Gemma gone to a party at Shain’s house in the first place? How had she even found out about it? And whatever friends she’d presumably gone with, why the fuck hadn’t they done a better job of looking out for her?

Riot swallowed the old confusion and continued. “So I go to the bedroom, and he’s got her on the bed, unconscious.” Riot could still feel the rage that had boiled up inside him, seeing Shain on top of Gemma’s tiny, limp body. “I grabbed Shain off of her and beat the shit out of him. Then I stole his keys and took Gemma home.”

He’d put Gemma in Shain’s car because he couldn’t carry an unconscious passenger on his bike. And then halfway home she’d started to wake up, crying and shaking, thrashing like she was still trying to fight Shain off. Riot hadn’t known what else to do but to pull over and take her in his arms, hold her tenderly and talk to her in a quiet voice about anything he could think of until she stopped shivering like she was going to fly into a million pieces right in front of him. Because if that happened, Riot couldn’t guarantee he wouldn’t drive back to that house and kill his cousin. So he’d held Gemma, and rocked her, pressed his lips to the crown of her head, and slowly she had settled in his arms. When he looked down next, she had fallen back unconscious.

He’d put her back in the passenger seat and taken her home, where she’d woken enough to make her way to the door without Riot holding her up. He’d walked next to her and waited, ready to help if she needed him, as she’d let herself inside and the lights had gone out. It was all he could do.

His mother spoke quietly beside him. “And Shain got his revenge by stealing from Duke’s and framing you for it.” It wasn't a question.

That was exactly what had happened. “Shain apologized all over himself, swore he’d turned over a new leaf, and like an idiot I believed him. I let him and Faith visit me at work. Never suspected a damn thing.” Hell, he’d even pitied Faith for the desperate way she’d tried to attract Riot’s attention, and had followed her inebriated ass around the store, making sure she didn't hurt herself. In his idealism he'd thought he could show Faith that, even if Riot wasn't interested himself, there were guys out there who would treat her better than Shain did.

Riot sighed and turned to his mom. “How long have you known?”

Blossom shrugged. “I’ve always known there was more to the story than what came out in court. Shain was pathetic, the kind of man that gives cats the reputation you think we all have.” She gave Riot a pointed look and he realized it was true. Not only had he taken Gemma’s experience with a wild animal to heart, he had painted his whole shifter species with a color that, in his experience, really only looked good on Shain and his immediate family. In reality Riot had plenty of examples of upstanding cats; Ryder, Shiloh, his mom.

She smiled at Riot and delivered another whammy. “Why do you think I suggested Nantahala in the first place? Just for the climbing?”

Riot’s jaw hung slack. She sent me down there? It was all a set-up? Riot had to hand it to his mom. She'd gotten him good. Probably had known exactly what he'd do when he hooked up with the shifters in the area and found out about Shain, and how he was treating Faith and Baker.

Riot shook his head in disbelief as his mother continued. “Plus, all the jewelry he told the cops you had in your room, and he doesn’t include the necklace on your dresser that I dusted around for weeks after that party?” Her eyes sharpened and her tone turned thoughtful. “Only makes sense if it belonged to her. Did it?” Riot swallowed and nodded.

His mother smiled back, pleased to have solved the puzzle. “Faith didn’t know about the necklace, or your history with Gemma. She just told me about what she and Shain had done. Poor thing liked to have cried her eyes out.” The hard set of Blossom’s jaw told Riot she might not have minded too much if Faith had done just that. But she breathed deep and smiled up at her son. “I put the rest together myself.”

Riot grimaced. “The necklace was broken. I fixed it and I was going to give it back. I wanted to give her time to, I don't know, recover or something.” He let his voice trail off. “Then it was too late.”

Blossom laughed at that, but not like she thought it was funny. “I swear, for such a smart man, you do and say the most ridiculous things. Riot,” she started, in that tone she had that made it clear she was not to be fucked with. “You are alive. She is alive. Don’t you even remember how the hell you got your name??”

Riot startled at his mother’s emotional outburst, then mumbled in reply. “Yeah, I remember.”

But Blossom ignored him, going on in the strident tone of a mother fighting for her child, tears in her bright green eyes. “Your father and I loved each other so much, we always said we could start a riot with our feelings alone.” She grabbed Riot’s hand and squeezed. “Some things are bigger than you, baby. And if you don’t go after them, your life will never be what it could be.”

Riot hung his head and grimaced. “Yeah, but…” He let his voice trail off.

Blossom didn't let him move an inch. “But nothing. You deserve this. Only person saying you don't is you.”

That stopped Riot cold. He closed his eyes. Could it possibly be true? All these years, believing he wasn’t fit for anything but prison or scraping out a hard living.

But before he could say anything more, his mother squeezed his hand again, her voice going thin. “Riot? You’re… glowing.”

Riot opened his eyes and looked at their joined hands. His was glowing bright, neon green. In the next second a roar rose up inside him, speaking just one word. (go)

He looked at Blossom, her eyes wide and questioning. The words stuck in his throat, but he forced them out. “The coven. They’re in danger.”

His mother pulled her hand from Riot’s to pat his cheek, her eyes smiling into his. “Go get ‘em, sweetie.”

Riot pushed to his feet, snagging his keys and jacket on the way out the door. Urgency made his whole body tight, his movements sharp. He shoved his arms into thick leather, mentally cursing every second he wasted, as he fired up his bike and tore off towards the highway.

The voice inside him, the Instinct, was pushing Riot forward, but still he was racing the clock. It was at least a forty-five minute ride back to Resperanza’s gate, and then he had to find out where the coven was and figure out how to help.

If he wasn’t fast enough, he might be too late. Might leave Gemma feeling let down, like he didn’t care enough to come. Like the last two days.

Urgency fisted in Riot’s gut, twisting him. He’d left Gemma with no promise of returning. If there were vampires, who would she hunt with? Fuck it, man, you know what you’re really worried about. Who will she Prowl with? The thought of it being anyone but him… Riot almost choked on the feeling those images provoked, on the self-hatred he knew he’d feel if he failed Gemma in this.

He opened the throttle as far as it could go, pushing his bike past the hundred mile-per-hour mark, weaving through the traffic as cars blasted their horns at him. Yeah, fuck you, too.

A sign came up for an exit. Not Riot’s. But as he glanced to the right he saw a patch of white flowers, blooming right in the middle of the pavement. No fucking way. Resperanza, you beauty.

Riot cut between two cars and zipped up the exit ramp, his wheels aimed right for the center of the blooming mass. Thirty feet away it occurred to him to slow down; he had no idea where this shortcut was going to spit him out. But that voice inside him spoke up, loud and clear. (trust)

Riot laughed inside his helmet. Trust? Have you even met me? But he sped back up, pushing his upper body low over the handlebars and holding on tight.

A flash of light as he hit the first leaf, and Riot was thrown into chaos once again, no time for even a thought to cross his mind before he found himself upright and still speeding, now on a red clay road, the familiar sign for the Casar gold mine coming up fast on his right.

Magic was incredible sometimes.


 





Chapter 38 - Mine Sweepers


 





 




Gemma sat in the backseat of Flint’s Range Rover, trying to focus on the road ahead despite all the bouncing. Flint grumbled in the driver’s seat, manhandling the SUV over ruts in the dirt before easing to the side and stopping in a turnaround where, Gemma could see in the sweep of the headlights, the clay was parched and hardened. Gemma opened the door and spilled out of the backseat, finally feeling like she could draw a full breath. She and Shiloh had been packed like sardines into the back seat with Bryce, the young grizzly’s bulk taking up all the available space and then some.

She looked behind them and watched Jameson’s truck pull in, Cora’s tiny feet hitting the ground before the big wolf even got his door open. J looked as worried as Gemma had ever seen him. He spoke across the hood of the truck, shooting an apprehensive look at his eager fiancée. “Still feeling good, babe?”

Cora glanced over her shoulder and smiled cheekily at her mate. “Feeling great, babe. Don’t break out the bubble wrap just yet.” She made for her sisters, a ten-pound bag of rice on her shoulder. Cora’s eyes locked on Gemma’s, smiling like isn’t-he-the-sweetest?

Goldie came up next to Gemma, and Cora’s smile turned wicked. “You switches ready to kick some ass?”

Goldie still hadn’t settled from her brush with Carick. The petite blonde was fiddling with the knife strapped to her side, fingering the elaborate silver scrollwork of the handle. “Ready.” Goldie’s voice was hard, not at all like herself, and she pulled out her Resonant, her blue eyes gazing lovingly at the blade that Gemma was sure had to be almost a foot long.

Damn, Goldilocks. Man gives me a knife like that, I’d call him Papa Bear, too. Gemma hid her smile as she turned to the back of Flint’s ride, grabbing the second bag of rice they’d found in Resperanza’s pantry. She heard a crack in the brush behind her and turned.

A man with dark skin, bare shoulders, and a gorgeous, wide smile greeted Gemma from five feet away, on the other side of a tall bush. “Nobody told me the new sister was a sistah! How you doin’, Gemma?”

Jameson stepped up beside her. “Gemma, meet Dario Saluda, Five Hills PD and one of the coventwined, shifters who work for The Cause.” Gemma turned back to wave, but the man was gone. A black wolf appeared from behind the bush, padding confidently forward to barely brush against her legs.

Gemma felt a shiver move through her body, but this was different than before. It wasn’t the old fear - she’d truly gotten over that since being around all the shifters of the Cause - and it wasn’t the tingling arousal of danger she felt around Riot. No, Gemma was worried about what would come after the Undoing. The choice she’d have to defend, if only from herself.

A flurry of noise interrupted her thoughts, and Gemma turned to see an eagle landing in the middle of the road, shifting cleanly into a man wearing a ranger uniform like Jameson’s. He had golden hair, a sharp-nosed profile, and he took in the crowd gathering around him, clacking his teeth once.

Gemma turned to her sisters and flashed them a look of mock betrayal, whispering hotly, “Dammit. Y’all keep putting the everweft on everyone, Riot’s gonna want one, and then it’s peace-out to nekkid puma buns.”

Goldie stared back, innocent as always, but Cora smirked and shrugged. “The guy was lugging a giant plastic pod everywhere. It was stupid.”

With Aven there, Jameson seemed ready to get to work. The Keeper stood in the middle of the road and turned in a circle, scanning their numbers. “That’s everyone.”

But a low growl came from above them, sending Gemma’s eyes searching the trees in hope. Shiloh didn’t even look up. “It’s Ryder.”

Jameson gave a curt nod. “Three switches, seven shifters, that’s two-on-one. Flint and Bryce, you’re with Goldie; Ryder, you’re with Cora and I; Shiloh, you and Dario have Gemma. Aven, you’re laying rice.”

Jameson shifted, becoming the enormous white wolf that, until now, Gemma had only seen in Resperanza’s living room.

Aven clacked his teeth once, then became an eagle again, pushing off from the ground with his powerful legs and soaring twenty feet in the air before swooping back down to snatch the bag of rice from Cora’s hands and carry it away towards the mine.

A few minutes later a voice she’d never heard before rang through Gemma’s head. That’s half the entrance covered. Gemma, I’m coming back for your bag. She held it up high and, sure enough, Aven snagged it from her hands seconds later.

Cora spoke to the group, her voice trembling with restrained aggression. “Time to go.” Before she even stopped talking, her feet were in motion.

Goldie nodded at Flint and the huge man become an even bigger grizzly bear, whose back Goldie clambered on, her arms wrapping around his broad, furry shoulders. Gemma sighed wistfully as the big bear set in motion. Must be nice to have a ride.

Soft fur brushed her thigh again, and Gemma looked down to see the black wolf on one side of her, looking up into her eyes. I got you, Gemma. I’ll be right by your side every second.

That’s what I’m afraid of, Gemma thought, but kept it to herself. A glance to her other side showed Shiloh had shifted as well, into a graceful snow leopard, with a round face and fur that matched her platinum hair. Gemma breathed easier. She sent a thought to Shiloh as the three of them started walking. Promise to fight me after this, okay? Hard.

Shiloh looked into Gemma’s eyes, as if searching for the reason for her request. Then Shiloh’s clipped voice appeared in Gemma’s head. You got it.

Gemma nodded and kept walking, but a chime behind her turned her head.

It was Bryce, still at the vehicles, stripped to his boxers and juggling his jeans to get to the phone inside. From the front of their moving line, Gemma heard Flint send back a disapproving growl.

Bryce grumbled, so low Gemma could barely hear him. “It could be important, ya know.” But he threw the phone into the SUV’s back seat and shifted into his grizzly, bounding past Gemma to catch up to his brother and Goldie.

 

* * *

 

Riot took the fork to the gold mine at speed, cutting his headlight and letting his puma do the work. Every bump in the road was as clear as if it was high noon, and he pushed his bike faster. The urgency he felt to get to Gemma was driving him ruthlessly.

He had to be there for her hunt. Didn’t want her going into battle without him. No matter how Riot might have tried to push back from The Cause in the past, being heartbound made it undeniable. If there was going to be a war, then dammit, Riot would spend it fighting next to Gemma. No matter what he lost in the process.

The moon caught his eye and Riot glanced high and to the left, to the bluff where he and Gemma had first Prowled. What he saw almost made him wreck his bike. He pulled over and cut the engine, wincing as the sound echoed too loud.

He was two hundred yards from him to the bluff, but Riot could clearly see a figure standing tall on the highest crest, the moon’s light behind him. His arms were raised, elbows out to the side, as if the man was holding something to his face. Riot squinted. Is it?… binoculars? But why would someone be out at night with…

The man lowered his arms, turned to the side, catching the moon’s light for just a moment, and the bottom dropped out of Riot’s stomach. Whoever was up there had a streak of white running through his hair from temple to collar. Fatherborne. And the only reason for a Fatherborne to be watching was if he thought there was going to be a show worth risking his life for. Which meant…

Trap! Riot couldn’t get his phone out fast enough, and when he did he couldn’t figure out who to call. He ended up sending a mass text to all the shifters whose numbers he had. Someone had to get it, right?

He ditched his bike to the side of the road, stripped and shifted, took off at a run for the gold mine. After a minute or two he passed J’s truck and Flint’s Range Rover, barely brushing against their front ends as he passed. Still warm. Haven’t been here long.

Riot picked up speed again, and with it Gemma’s scent, still lingering in the red clay racing past under his paws. The bright, fresh scent of her, the candy sweetness, it all made him push even harder. More than anything Riot needed to reach Gemma, to protect her.

But first you gotta prove you can handle the fucking basics, like showing up in time.


Chapter 39 - Bloodsucker Blitz


 





 




Not two minutes after they started walking in the direction of the gold mine, Gemma felt the muscles of her back and legs start to tighten and twitch, as if the bloodlust that was building inside of her was stretching its limits. Her hands itched to hold something. No, not something. My knife. She used her thumb to flip the snap on the sheath at her waist, freeing her weapon and pulling it out to grip tight. She picked up speed and in seconds she was running. Gemma could feel Shiloh and Dario on either side, keeping pace, but her focus was on her sisters.

Cora ran, too, her hair flying behind her in a stream. Goldie swung one leg over Flint’s humped back and used a ball of Breath magicks to help keep her upright as she hit the ground at a sprint. Nice move. The three switches pulled away from the shifters behind them.

Gemma’s energy felt different now, stronger, whether from being part of a group hunt or because of the ceremony they’d performed less than an hour ago. Is that all? Feels like it’s been lifetimes. But the ceremony had settled Gemma’s purpose deep inside her. There was no moral conflict here, no questioning the task at hand. There were vampires and she was bound to kill them, and kill them she would.

The gold mine came into view, Aven’s eagle perched on the crossbeam at the entrance and sending an all-clear signal straight to her brain. Gemma, Goldie, and Cora thundered through the space between the truck and the opening almost big enough to drive it inside of the mine. She heard Dario’s voice in her mind. Nothing. No women.

Gemma almost paused at that, to figure out the puzzle of why there were no women in the truck, but she couldn’t stop. Her basest instincts were pulling her deeper into the darkness of the mine, past the line of rice that she and her fellow switches conscientiously leapt over, not disturbing a grain. She heard the pause in their pace as shifters behind her did the same.

The mineshaft angled down and to the right, under the massive hills of dirt and stone, held back by decades-old engineering and luck. Her nerves jangled with the risks, but Gemma couldn’t stop. Couldn’t even slow down. All three switches took the shaft at a run, the lanterns hung at intervals on the wall all the light they had to guide them.

First Jameson, then Dario, squeezed past them to take the lead. Gemma smirked and sent the black wolf a message. Watch it, now. Don’t trip me with that big ol’ tail.

A chuckle came back to her. Girl, how you saw how big my tail was when I was standing behind a bush?

Gemma rolled her eyes, her stomach sinking as she thought to herself. Great, all I was missing was a hot, flirty shifter to make this way harder than it already is.

She knew it was needy of her, but dammit, Gemma missed Riot! Wanted him next to her now, instead of Dario and his gorgeous everything that she would probably want to bounce on as soon as she stuck a vampire, and then regret the instant it was over. That was why she had told Shiloh to fight her. So that Gemma wouldn’t fuck it up and forget who she really wanted. Because even if Riot didn't come back, or if he did and he forgave her for Prowling with someone else, Gemma wasn't sure she would be able to forgive herself.

She needed to prove it, to herself as much as to Riot, that her love for him was bigger than everything, bigger than her destiny as a switch and the things it made her do. She needed to prove beyond a doubt that he was her destiny, too.

 

* * *

 

Riot’s ears twitched to front, catching noises from not much further ahead, banshee screams and cracks like tree branches shattering. He pushed harder, his furred legs aching with the effort. Finally the path curved and the entrance to the gold mine came in view. Green magicks drifted from inside, the wispy sparkles spilling out the sliver of opening between the entrance and the rent-a-truck parked in front of it, flowing with the updraft of air.

Fuck! They’re already inside! And now Riot had to make a choice. Stay out here and search for a possible trap, or get to Gemma’s side as fast as he could.

The need to see her, to be there for her, pulled at him. Just the thought of her hunting, Prowling with someone else… Riot gave an involuntary growl. There might not even be a trap! But still he couldn’t shake the thought.

Riot stalked around the entrance to the mine, sticking to the shadows. He cast a glance at the bluff, but he was too far away now to see what was what, or whether the Fatherborne was still watching.

The sound of feathers, high and to his right, and Riot turned, slashing out at whatever owl had made the mistake of hunting near him. But it was Aven. The eagle pushed back against the air, away from Riot’s claws, and shifted to standing. His voice was a barely-audible mumble as he scanned Riot’s green-glowing body from head to toe. “‘Nother fucking glowstick.”

Riot shifted, too, but stayed in the shadows, momentarily distracted. “How the fuck do you have clothes on, man?”

Aven clacked his teeth in response. “You getting in there?” He nodded toward the mine’s entrance.

Riot shook his head. “There was a Fatherborne on the bluff when I drove in, watching the mine. I think there’s a trap.”

Aven’s eyes narrowed, his head turning to the bluff. “There’s someone there, for sure. Have to assume it’s a bloodfucker.” Riot was impressed; he hadn’t known that Aven could see that far.

He shook his head to clear it. Focus, goddammit. “Only reason for him to watch is if he’s expecting something to happen.”

The eagle clacked his teeth again, looking at the hills that made up the mine’s ceiling, the red signs dotting the landscape warning of danger from cave-ins, rock slides. Riot didn’t like the way Aven was looking at them, either. What’s that, a million pounds of rock they’re fighting under?

Aven said, “Be right back,” and then a flutter of feathers again as the eagle took off. Riot shifted and stalked to the mine’s entrance, determined to get as close as he could to Gemma until Aven came back.

The entrance to the mine looked just like the ones in the movies, with thick, railroad tie-sized pillars and a crosspiece laid on top, the cracks in the weathered beams packed with clay. The cargo area of the truck that was backed up to the entrance was empty, Riot saw at a glance. What were they going to put in there?

He looked into the mine, peering deep into the darkness at the dirt floor and walls. A white stripe appeared to cross the ground from one wall to the other, and Riot crept closer, his puma’s belly low to the ground, his nostrils open wide. The scents of vampires and sweat and shifters and switches all swirled around and inside him, but as Riot got closer to the white line he smelled… rice?

It was. One long pile of rice, unbroken from wall to wall. What the fuck? He turned and padded back to the entrance of the mine, anxious to see if Aven had returned, and had just reached fresh air when Riot heard a scream behind him. The smell of pine and bitter herbs came with it. Vampire.

Riot whipped around, prepared to do whatever it took to hold the bloodsucker back until a switch could find them and kill the bastard. He saw the vampire, younger than the one Gemma had killed the night they met, running for the entrance in a black kilt and t-shirt, his light blond hair slicked back from his panicked face.

But the second the bloodfucker saw the rice, he stopped. What the-? Riot watched, Aven momentarily forgotten, as the young vampire dropped to his knees next to the line of rice and started picking up each grain, one-by-one, and setting them to the side.

He never even noticed the green light coming up behind him.


Chapter 40 - Close But No Cougar

 

The shifters in front of them slowed as they ran down the mineshaft, jostling Gemma and her sisters to get them to do the same. Jameson’s voice in her head now, serious and stern. Coming up on them. Fuck me, the smell…

Beyond the next curve Gemma could see a golden light spilling into the darker mineshaft. She ran faster and pulled further to her side of the shaft, prepared to peel off from the other switches and aim for the first vampire she saw. Shiloh and Dario angled with her. With her free hand and her short breaths Gemma blew a little ball of Breath magicks and curled her fingers around it. Try something, fuckers.

The three of them rounded the last corner together and Gemma had a vision of what looked like an underground harem. White marble columns at least thirty feet tall held up the vast ceiling which, although still rock, glittered yellow in the lantern light. Gold. We’re surrounded by it. Gemma’s magic surged through her body like a low-grade electric charge, her muscles seeming to vibrate with excess energy, every footstep making her bones thrum.

Black silk and satin hung in swaths, almost reaching the white marble floors. Piles of black satin pillows littered the floor next to each column, which, Gemma could see at a glance, were fixed with chains, shackles at the ends. Empty now, but Gemma shuddered to think about what - who - they usually held.

Scattered about the room, lounging on the pillows or leaning against the gleaming walls, were more than half a dozen vampires. Pale faces rose in shock, their gasps and shouts enough to make Gemma’s heart sing at the sound. May I present your last moments on earth?

As she aimed for the one furthest to the left, Gemma noticed that all these vampires looked even younger than the one she’d met that first night in the forest. In fact the one she aimed for, his eyes and mouth wide as he held up a fashion magazine in defense, didn’t look older than eighteen.

But she stuck him anyway, landing square in the bloodsucker’s lap and stabbing down into his chest before he got out more than a squeak of protest. Red light spilled out but Gemma didn’t wait around to see the show. She turned to find her next victim.

Goldie and Cora were fighting like mad. Flint’s bear was huge, bigger than he’d been outside the mine, and had one vampire by the leg, Bryce his other arm, and Goldie was just jamming her carving knife into his gut. Cora had caught a vampire trying to run and slipped her blade into his back, between his ribs, even as an overgrown white wolf she knew was still Jameson, plus regular-sized Ryder, brought him tumbling to the ground. When did J and Flint get so big?

Gemma heard a voice in her head, Dario’s. This one! She started to turn, to see what vampire the black wolf was charging for, but something caught her eye. Pale legs under a black kilt, just disappearing back up the mineshaft. Gemma mind-screamed in fury. He’s getting away!

Her thoughts touched on the rice at the mouth of the mine, but Gemma wasn’t sure she trusted that trick. Even if it did work, Carick said it only delayed the bloodsuckers, and he didn’t say for how long. She had to catch that one before he got out.

She heard voices in her head, calling her to come back, then to slow down, but Gemma ignored them. Vampire McKilty is going down.

He was fast, though, faster than Gemma had expected, and she was starting to wonder if she was going to be able to catch him. She smelled the fresh air that told her they were getting close to the surface, and put on a burst of speed. Sweat trickled down her temples and slid into her hair, pushed by the force of the air Gemma displaced.

When she came around the final corner, though, the vampire wasn’t running anymore. He was on his knees in front of the rice. Sorting it from one pile to another, his lips moving as he did so. I’ll be damned. Carick was right!

Gemma’s feet hadn’t even slowed. The vampire didn’t look up until she was ten feet away, and by then it was too late.

She jumped onto him from a yard off, knocking him off balance and scattering the rice everywhere. Whoops.

The vampire freaked out like he wasn’t even worried about Gemma anymore. He started crawling on the dirt floor, scooping the rice into his arms, screaming at her. “What have you done?”

Gemma pulled her head back, momentarily shocked. It’s rice, dude. Get a grip. Then she shrugged and advanced again.

The vampire scrambled away from her, towards the entrance, still trying to scoop up every grain of rice his hands touched. Gemma heard Shiloh and Dario come skidding to stop behind her, and Shiloh’s voice in her head. Kill it.

Gemma didn’t waste any more time, but nor could she pounce on this pathetic creature. A simple stab to his calf as he crawled away was all it took to make red light shoot out his mouth, aimed at the cave entrance.

A glance in that direction, though, showed Gemma something she had given up hoping to see. A round, tan cat’s face staring back at her, the black diamond mark on his forehead. Gemma shot her thoughts in his direction. Riot? You came?

She felt Shiloh come to one side of her legs, Dario the other. The big black wolf nudged her hand with his nose. Gemma, we need to get back.

I know that, she replied. Could feel the twitching need herself to kill more, to rip the entire nest to shreds, but… Riot had come? She looked at the puma again, his face turned to focus on something outside the mine. Gemma called him again with her mind. Riot, come hunt with me.

But he just looked at her with those green eyes latched on hers, pleading like they had before for Gemma to understand. She heard a flutter outside the entrance, and the next second he was gone.

Why didn’t he come to me? Her heart felt like it had been struck with a spear but Gemma didn’t let it show. She sucked in a breath and turned to her hunting companions.

Back to the fight, Dario’s voice rang in her skull. You don’t need him. You've got this. And Gemma knew he was right but she still wanted to swat that overgrown puppy with a newspaper for saying so. She screamed in fury and headed back into the belly of the bloodsucking beast, Shiloh and Dario at her side once more.

But it wasn't them she wanted there.


Chapter 41 - Win The Battle, Lose The Switch?


 




 

Riot cursed as he turned from the mineshaft entrance and ran to meet Aven where he landed, ten feet away. Shit! Gemma’s hunting with Dario, probably going to Prowl with him, and you can’t muster up a fucking meow? What the fuck is wrong with you? Riot’s chest ached with his failure, but now wasn’t the time. You got shit to do.

The eagle shifter was leaning on a rock, breathing hard as he reported his findings. “Explosives. Whole place… rigged to blow. Didn’t see… before.”

For a moment Riot couldn’t comprehend what Aven was saying, then his eyes shot to the eagle’s. “Get to the Fatherborne. Distract him, steal the detonator if you see one, fuck, do whatever you can!”

Riot sprinted back to the mineshaft and inside, not even bothering to see if Aven agreed, calling out with his mind as loudly as he could. Gemma! Cora! Goldie! You have to get out! The whole mine is a trap!

But Riot knew it was useless. Not only was he too far away, but if the switches hadn’t killed all the vampires yet, they wouldn’t be able to leave. Their biology forbade it.

Great Cat help us all if they start to Prowl here. In fact, it was the only explanation Riot had for the Fatherborne not blowing the mine already. A Fatherborne would know about the Prowl. Might be counting on it. Riot would have to hope he was right. And run faster.

His paws hit the packed earth at top speed, the muscles of his legs and torso straining with every push. Cheetahs eat my dirt. The wind rushed through his whiskers as he ran, thick with the scent of bloodsuckers, of warring shifters, and switches at full power.

As he ran, Riot could feel himself changing. Not shifting, but… growing? His strides got longer, his bones burning with their lengthening, the sound of his paws hitting the ground changing with the additional weight. Riot was going into battle for the switch he was heartbound to, and his puma was stepping it the fuck up. Alright, then. Let’s do this thing.

They were down to the last of the vampires, Riot saw, as he turned the final corner and came tearing into a huge space. The floor and columns were made of pristine white marble, the walls and ceiling of muted-yellow rock and dirt that glittered with gold dust. Little piles of sparkle littered the corners of the room, the green glow of the switches reflected in the shine.

Riot’s eyes went instantly to Gemma, stalking a young vampire with Shiloh and Dario, cornering the skinny fuck against a wall. Her magnificent glow spilled onto the shifters beside her, coloring their fur.

The black wolf snapped his teeth in the bloodsucker’s direction and the skinny creature jumped away, then back when he came too close to Shiloh. He looked at Gemma with weepy eyes. “If you let me live, I’ll… I’ll tell you where they took the women.”

Gemma paused as Riot watched, her knife clenched in her hand. My knife. Her Resonant. Riot didn’t want to fight it anymore. He wanted to belong to her just as much as that weapon did. He took another silent step closer and sent his thoughts in her direction. Gemma.

She whirled to face him, the smile on her face so bright that Riot wished he could smile back. Instead he invaded her mind again. Find out what you need to know, then kill him. This place is a trap.

Gemma turned back to the vampire. “Tell me.” Riot listened with half an ear to the answer as he sent the news about the mine to Goldie and Cora, each finishing off a bloodsucker of their own. He could tell they had relayed the message when Jameson and Flint - I ain’t callin’ him Yogi when he’s standing twelve feet tall -  started herding their mates toward the mineshaft.

Gonna have to pin ‘em to the nearest tree as soon as they’re out, Riot thought to himself with an inner smirk, but still he urged them on. Run! Fast as you can! Two switches and four shifters got the hell out of Dodge.

Riot turned back to Gemma just in time to see the killing blow. She stepped close to the vampire, raising her left arm as if to touch his shoulder reassuringly, smiling at the look of relief on his pale face. But her right hand slammed into his belly, the blade she held opening a wound of red light that threw the vampire backwards to the floor.

We good? Time to go, he mind-shouted at Gemma, frantic to get her out of the mine before it collapsed on top of them. Riot ran forward and tugged at the back of her slip of a white sundress, noticing that this time, she’d put on a pair of shorts underneath. He frowned internally at losing the view of her ass even as he admired her quick learning curve. Damn smart switch.

Gemma turned to him. You called?

Riot snarled in reply. Cute. Now run.

And that was when the walls caved in.

 

* * *

 

Gemma screamed as an explosion rocked the back of the huge cavern where she, Riot, Dario, and Shiloh were just turning to leave. The gleaming yellow rock walls shuddered, and the ceiling rained down chunks the size of her fist. One hit Shiloh and sent her screeching to the side, her mouth wide in an offended yowl. Gemma heard Riot’s voice in her head again. Run!

She didn’t question, just trusted, her feet in motion before the echo of Riot’s voice had left her mind. The exhilaration coursing through Gemma’s body was partly because of the Undoings, partly because she was pretty sure she was about to die, but almost entirely because he had come back!

Joy ripped at her, making her want to run to him, but the cavern shook with another explosion, this one closer to the mineshaft. Gemma decided that mostly she wanted to, well, not die, so that she could thank-slash-reward Riot properly. And that meant they all had to get out.

A glint caught her eye as she ran toward the power. Gold is metal, and Palladium said that’s where we get our power. Nothing ventured, nothing gained. Without breaking stride she bent far enough to snatch up a clump of small yellow nuggets with her left hand.

Gemma felt her magic surge at once and blew across the gold nuggets, into her hand, envisioning the results she wanted as she sent an urgent thought to all three of the shifters with her. Stay close!

Her breath expanded at once, forming a ball of magicks big enough to enclose her upper torso. Gemma heard and felt another explosion rock the shaft over their heads, and saw a rock fall from the ceiling to bounce off her green bubble. Perfect! Then the rock ricocheted, hit Riot in the side, tearing his fur and making an ugly gash. Shit!

Gemma tucked her knife away and scooped up another lump of yellow gold and rock as she ran. She held her hands together, squeezing the jagged rocks tight, forcing all her energy, all her love, all her everything into the ball of magicks. She thought of the symbols in the Keeper’s Book that represented her sister switches, their coven, and most of all the slash marks that meant to her the bravest of all beings, their protectors. And now they need my protection, so fucking work, dammit!

And as if in answer to her demand, the ball of magicks swelled to fill the mineshaft, covering Gemma and all three of the shifters with a sort of magical umbrella, bouncing the falling rocks to land behind them, filling the shaft like a grave.

They took the next corner together, and the next, all four of them moving in stride, a perfectly-crafted machine. Strength surged through Gemma's body and out her hands, as if she was just the conduit for this energy, the source a mystery.

Another corner and Gemma could smell the air again, but at the next her magic was waning. She could run for miles but now her legs felt heavy and slow. Sweat popped on her upper lip and dripped down from her hairline.

Riot noticed. She heard the thought he sent her, his voice dead serious. Tell them to run. Now. I’ve got you.

Gemma sent the message to Shiloh and Dario at once, not even questioning. She felt them look at her and tried not to show how much she was struggling. But Shiloh’s clipped voice in her head let Gemma know they saw. We’re good from here, Gemma. And then the leopard and black wolf tore away, darting through the falling rocks towards the exit.

But Riot was still with her. Gemma pulled her magic back, just big enough to cover the two of them, and ran on. Just a couple turns left. Has to be. The green umbrella above them sputtered, a rock breaking through and tagging Gemma on the shoulder. “Ow!”

Riot spoke inside her mind, his voice sounding like it came through gritted teeth. Just cover yourself. I’m fine.

She scoffed back at him. Shut up, Riot! I’m not letting you get crushed by a rock!

But this motherfucker wanted to argue. Gemma heard his voice again, even tighter this time. You have to get out. I don’t.

Gemma’s heart stuttered - he thinks I would leave him? - but she didn’t respond. Just clenched her jaw, sturdied her heart, and pushed that green bubble as wide and strong as she fucking could. She could see night at the end of this tunnel, and she’d be damned if Riot wouldn’t make it out.

If only so she could kill him herself.

 


Chapter 42 - A Switch Scorned


 




 

Riot kept pace with Gemma as they took the last corner, but he could no longer hear her thoughts. Her mind had gone deadly silent. For the first time during this hunt she did the opposite of what he told her to do. The umbrella of green magicks above them got so thick, pushed back the falling rocks so thoroughly, it reminded Riot of a bulldozer’s scoop. Not running out of juice, then.

They burst out of the entrance to the mine, he and Gemma, just as the ceiling caved in behind them, a dust cloud billowing out for dozens of feet. Riot shifted immediately, scrambling to grab Gemma as she stumbled, slumped with exhaustion, pulling her further from danger, shielding her body with his. Rocks pelted him, tearing new gashes in his human skin as he lifted Gemma in his arms and ran.

A glance around showed Dario and Shiloh both panting by the tree line, in their animal forms but healed, so they must have shifted to human and back. Ryder was just behind them, a dark-pelted clouded leopard, barely visible in the thick foliage. He made a chuffing sound that Riot understood better than English. His friend had been waiting to see if Riot made it out alive; he was glad Riot had.

Bryce was standing nearby, all-human and buck naked, arms crossed in defiance, leaning his back against a tree. Aven stood beside him, fully clothed, a furious scowl on his face. Bryce lifted his chin at Riot and shouted, “Great, someone else who didn’t get the everweft memo.”

Riot scowled and looked more closely at their surroundings. No switches in sight, and not Jameson or Flint, either. Prowling. And as Gemma started to come-to in his arms, he knew he needed to get her to privacy, too.

He met the other shifters’ eyes. “Get clear. We’re done for the night.” At once the three who were already animals turned to leave, Bryce shifting to lope after them. Aven gave Riot a stony look, one that promised they would talk, then shifted into his eagle and soared impossibly straight up until Riot lost sight of him.

Now Riot had his own evening to plan. And he was pretty sure it wasn’t going to be wine and candlelight.

Gemma came barreling out of her magical exhaustion, pushing at Riot’s arms like she was still in the hunt. Nah, we’re not doing that shit again. He set Gemma on her feet, grabbed her hand, and looked her straight in the eyes. “Run.”

Like before, she took off, her hand in his, not even questioning his order. The implication settled deep in his bones. She trusts me. No question. Riot started to deny that he was worthy of that trust, like he always did, but the part of him that wanted her love, needed it like water, fought with him.

No! You’ve always done your best for Gemma. She’s the one who says if that’s enough.

Riot snarled deep in his throat as they ran, accepting the truth. If he was going to ask Gemma to trust him through every Undoing and Prowl for the rest of their lives, then Riot was going to have to start trusting himself. No more of this insecure bullshit.

They sprinted, hard, fast, feet pounding on the ground, past the spot where the Range Rover and J’s truck had been parked, all the way to where Riot had ditched his bike on the side of the road. He slowed, pulling Gemma to a stop.

Instantly she came at him, punching and scratching. What the fuck?! Riot grunted as she landed a solid blow to his stomach. “Could we… have one time… where we don’t… have to fight… before the good part?” Riot tried to keep his voice light as he blocked Gemma’s blows, taking in stride the ones that connected.

But Gemma wasn’t playing. She shrieked as she raked her fingernails across his chest then punched right on top of the scratches. “Maybe… if you would stop… acting like such… a dumbass!”

Like a what? Riot took a closer look at Gemma’s face, at the tears spilling over her eyes and onto her cheeks. Shit, she’s really not okay. He grabbed Gemma’s wrists, stopping the fight, holding her arms wide so she couldn’t bury her face or turn away or scratch his eyes out like he knew she wanted to. “Gemma, what did I do?”

She pushed forward, against his arms, and screamed in his face. “You told me to leave you!” Then her shoulders started to shake with sobs, and the fight rose in her again. She yanked her hands free and started slapping at Riot, clawing at his chest like she wanted to rip straight through to his heart.

I told her to- what? Riot was so stunned, it took a second for him to respond. He grabbed Gemma’s wrists again and started dragging her off the road, into the thick trees just yards away.

Riot replayed every encounter, from that first night in the forest to now, through the lens of him meaning more to Gemma than just a warm, protective body. His knife being her Resonant, the look on her face in the courtyard the night he’d spied on the switches, that thing she’d said about him being the best of shifter-kind. The way she’d pushed to learn the truth about Faith, overcome her phobia because of him, taken over his grow, involved the whole Cause so he’d know they wouldn’t reject him.

Great Cat, I am such a fucking idiot. Riot found a thick tree surrounded by dark green moss and fallen leaves, and pressed Gemma against it.

Her back scraping bark made Gemma hiss in a breath and look at him, her fiery, watery eyes squinted in fury. “Don’t you ever say that shit to me again!”

Riot swallowed and shook his head, meeting her eyes. “I never will.”

Then he kissed her. Or she devoured him. Equal credit. Either way it was the opposite of fighting, a full one-eighty from the way he’d been holding back all this time. Riot crowded Gemma against the tree, getting as close as he could, wanting to be even closer.

Her voice was a whimper against his lips. “I need you, Riot.”

She didn’t have to say another word. Riot’s hands stole under the hem of Gemma’s dress, undoing the fastening of her shorts and crouching to shove them and her underwear down and off her slender legs. He looked up the petite length of her, wanting to stand and feel it all, but wanting something else even more.

The apex of her thighs was just at Riot’s eye level, the hem of her dress dropped down to cover the sweet treasure he sought. Riot settled his knees on the leaf-padded moss and looked up at Gemma again from his place before her, meeting her eyes as he tapped each inner thigh, urging her to spread them wider, daring her to be so bold.

Gemma smiled wickedly, placing her hands on the tree trunk behind her and leaning into it, slowly lifting each leg to plant them further apart. Her eyes never left Riot’s, but even so he could see her chest rising and falling with panting breaths, glistening with perspiration in the moonlight that broke through the trees.

Riot placed his hands just above Gemma’s knees and slipped them higher, to her thighs, pushing up the white cotton of her dress as he traveled, slowly exposing the heart of her to his view. Riot’s breath stuttered as her scent reached him, slightly different than before. Not so candy-sweet now, her scent had morphed to become richer, deeper, so complex that it was sure to take him years to discover every nuance. And I am so down for that ride.

He reached for her softness, stroking her lower lips with one fingertip, glad he was already on his knees when they almost buckled at the sensation of her tender, warm skin. Soft like petals, like velvet, and he slipped his finger between her lips to the sensitive flesh they protected, loving the way Gemma’s hips jutted forward when he did.

She was already wet and ready, but Riot wanted her wild. He gripped Gemma’s hips in his big hands, holding her dress up and her lower body still, and leaned forward.

Riot slipped his tongue between her lips, tasting her, and Gemma let out a shaky moan. Riot glanced up and saw her nipples tightening to points under the white cotton of her dress, her eyes locked on what he did to her. His dick filled to rock-hard.

Riot’s tongue slithered between plump softness, feeling the give of her flesh as he worked his way higher, almost touching her clit, and then low again, working his tongue just inside her entrance. Just enough to tease her.

Gemma cried out Riot’s name as he worked her with his mouth. Licking, sucking, teasing, until finally she dug her fingers in his hair and held him to her. Her voice was the sweetest harmony in Riot’s ears, crying out, telling him how much she needed him to go faster, slower, harder, deeper, back to that other spot. Riot finally had mercy, sucking at Gemma’s clit, flicking his tongue at the little spot he remembered from her last Prowl, where Gemma stopped directing and started chanting, “Yes. Riot. Don’t stop. Yes. Oh, God. Yes, yes, pleeeeaaase…”

He could feel her climax pulsing against his tongue, the flood of wetness coating his chin as Riot kept licking, kept adoring her every nerve ending. Gemma shuddered and shook above him, her mouth open in a long, low moan. When it was over her legs gave out, but Riot caught her easily, bringing her body down to straddle his.

At once he felt Gemma’s hands scrambling into motion, reaching for him. “More. Now.”

It was all Riot could do to steady Gemma by the waist as her busy hands pulled at his cock and guided it to her slick channel, sinking down as they moaned in stereo. Then Gemma pulled her feet beneath her and wrapped her arms around Riot’s shoulders, pressing her body as close to his as she could.

He tucked his face in the curve of her neck and groaned in contentment. Nothing had ever felt this incredible in Riot’s whole life. Nothing. Never. He was buried inside the woman he loved, who maybe loved him back, and there was nothing to compare with that.

Riot pulled back, just enough to strip Gemma’s dress off her undulating body. Her bare breasts pressed against his chest when she came back into his arms, nothing but the belt holding her knife between them. Riot’s fingers gripped the bare skin of Gemma’s back, her gorgeous ass, and let her ride him. Agile fingers tangled in his hair as she held herself close and worked her hips on his, her hot breath in his ear. She bit his lobe and groaned desperately around it. “Harder. Fuck me harder.”

A patch of moss to one side caught Riot’s eye and he turned, laying Gemma down on it, pressing her knees back and crowding her, kissing her deep, digging his toes into the forgiving moss and hammering his cock inside her. Holy shit, this woman. He could feel her fingernails digging into his ass, her tight, warm core throbbing, pulsing around him in climax as he pounded Gemma into the ground. She screamed so hard it turned into tears and laughter at the same time. “Fuck yes! God, I love it!”

And just like that, Riot went down with her. His toes curled and his back arched, his body driving deep inside Gemma, wanting to be part of her, one with her. Wanting to believe she loved him, not just  the way he satisfied her Prowl.

Gemma’s legs snaked around Riot’s, locking him tight against her body. Her hands left his backside and Riot felt slender arms wrap fully around his waist, not letting him back off, keeping him with her. Riot’s heart broke open, and he hoped it would always be this way.

 


Chapter 43 - Heart’s A-Riot


 




 

After a few moments of bliss, his face pressed against the tender, dewy skin of Gemma’s throat, Riot noticed there was something hard poking him in the nose. He pulled back just far enough for his puma’s eyes to focus in the dim light.

White freshwater pearls came into view, flecks of green spaced between them. The hairs on Riot’s neck stood up. Holy shit. Her necklace. But how-? Riot didn’t want to give himself away, so he asked a question. “Where did you get that?”

Gemma turned her head to look at him, a languid smile on her face that made Riot’s semi-hard dick twitch inside her. She gasped in delight, but she froze when she saw where his eyes were focused. Then she relaxed again, gave him a mischievous smile. ”I went snooping in your room for proof that you love me.”

Riot couldn’t help but cough out a laugh. She had what? But he sobered quickly, swallowing his nerves and meeting her amber eyes. “And what did you find?”

Slender fingers drifted to Riot’s bicep, where Gemma traced the checkerboard tattoo that had been among the first he’d gotten. Her voice dropped to an intimate murmur. “My photo in your yearbook. And my lab notes from our field trip, when you saved me from that wolf.”

Shit. Riot froze. Blinked. But before he could say anything Gemma’s eyes softened further, her lips curving in a half-smile. “You were my hero all along, Riot.”

Riot swallowed, his eyes never leaving Gemma’s, his heart so stunned it had shorted out his brain. But not Gemma. She blinked and touched the precious stones at her throat. “And this. My lucky necklace.” The thinnest film of tears slicked Gemma’s eyes, then gathered into pools that funneled down to her temples and into her curls. “I thought I’d lost it forever.”

Riot couldn’t help a cynical smirk, considering what had happened the last time she’d worn it. “I think you need some new luck.”

Gemma met his eye, gave him a sad smile. “I used to think so, too. But so far I’ve only worn it twice in my life, and both times my wish came true, so…” She squeezed his torso with her arms and his cock with her inner muscles, making Riot give an involuntary thrust. Gemma finished her sentence on a breathy exhale. “I don’t think I’m ever going to take it off.”

Riot was finding it difficult to concentrate on what Gemma was saying, it was so delicious to feel himself growing hard and long inside her, filling her. But something about her words stuck, and he groaned into her ear. “You went to the party looking for me.”

Gemma only nodded silently, her eyes wide as she looked at him. Innocent, honest, like she always had been. Riot couldn’t help but ask… “What did you wish for the first time?”

Gemma was moving restlessly beneath him, her hands drifting to Riot’s ass and pressing him deeper. Riot felt his cock throb again, urging him to move, but he steeled himself, waiting for her answer. Gemma breathed it on a sigh, as if she wasn’t even thinking. “For you to notice me.”

What the-? Riot halted his teasing and pulled back to look at the blinding splendor of the woman in his arms. “Notice you? Gemma, since the first moment I saw you I haven’t been able to take my eyes off you.”

Gemma laughed lightly, as if she didn’t really believe him, turning her head away. “Now, sure. I’m a glowing switch and my hair’s not a hot mess anymore and-”

But Riot was shaking his head before she’d even gotten the second word out. He held his body weight on one elbow and used the other hand to gently clasp Gemma’s jaw, turning her to face him. “Always. From the first day you sat down in class. You’ve always been everything I ever wanted.”

She didn’t say anything for a moment, just stared at him with wide eyes. Then she whispered, “You really did love me, all those years ago?”

Riot nodded, his heart clogging his throat as it tried to make a run for it, but Riot swallowed the rebellious muscle down. “I should have told you.”

Gemma cut him off. “I loved you, too. From the very first day in class, when you caught my book.”

Riot’s heart stuttered. She loves me. She said it. “You remember that?”

She nodded, eyes filling with tears again. “I remember everything. Oh, Riot, I’m so sorry. All that shit with Shain and the party, I never meant-”

But Riot couldn’t let her finish, couldn't hold back anymore. He’d heard what he needed to hear. “I’d do it all again. You're so worth it.” He flexed his legs and ass, pressing deeper inside Gemma. As deep as she’d let him go.

Her back arched and Gemma moaned, but her eyes stayed fixed on Riot's as the words spilled out of him with every achingly slow, thorough thrust. “I love you. I’ve always loved you.”

Gemma’s voice broke in a sob and she tucked her head to Riot’s chest, wrapping her arms tight around and clinging to him as he continue to slide inside her. No rush. Nowhere to be but where they were. Nothing more important than making her feel his love.

Riot pushed in deep again, groaning at the bliss of finally saying what he felt. It was like the words, once unleashed, wouldn't be put back inside him. They fell out of his mouth, tumbling down to the woman beneath him. “I can't believe I got another chance. Can't believe you're here, that I get to love you like this.”

Gemma was kissing his chest now, biting at Riot’s nipples and digging her fingernails into his back. “Love me forever, Riot. Just like I love you. Promise me.”

His puma rose up with her words, roaring to life with a blaze, with the possibility of a future he’d never considered an option. (it's yours) (she is yours.) Blinded by his need, his love, Riot didn’t even stop to think. He reared up to kneeling, keeping his cock buried deep, and held Gemma’s legs together as he turned her body to the side then lifted her to her hands and knees. But that wasn’t close enough, so he slipped his hands under Gemma’s arms and pulled her up, back pressed to his front.

Riot indulged his passion, one hand slipping between Gemma’s legs as the other hand strummed her nipples, pinching, palming her whole breast and using the better leverage to push himself deep, hard, the way Riot knew Gemma liked. His hand at her clit slipped on the little bud of flesh, brushing ever-so-lightly at the hardness he could feel just with the tips of his calloused fingers.

He could hear the tremble in Gemma’s voice as she submitted to everything Riot gave her. Her thighs shuddered, pressed between Riot’s, held at the front by his sure fingers and at the back by his plunging cock. Her hands had nowhere to go and ended up in his hair, on his ass, pulling him closer.

But Riot had to know. Needed to hear her say it. “You want all of me?”

Gemma turned her head and kissed him, sucking Riot’s tongue deep into her mouth, then panting against his lips. “All of you. Forever.” Her amber eyes locked on Riot’s and he knew there was no going back. Not for either of them. More than anything in Riot’s life, this was meant to be.

He kissed Gemma deep once more, keeping up the relentless rhythm of his thrusting body as he found her elbows, pulled them behind her, locked them tight with one forearm. No telling what’s going to happen. Riot released his puma, inch-by-tightly-controlled-inch, feeling the shadows in the forest around them thicken as his fangs lengthened and his lips pulled back. He used his free hand to slip the soft curls away from Gemma's neck, and eyed the pulse point next to her collarbone.

Riot hesitated. Would she be frightened? Would he hurt her? One instant of pain, and then you'll never leave her, never let her be hurt again.

Riot struck.

Gemma lost her mind.

 

* * *

 

It was just like her dream, only so much better.

Gemma had already been halfway to gone just based on everything Riot had said to her tonight. He loves me? He’s always loved me? Couldn’t take his eyes off me from the first moment he saw me? Her heart hadn’t stopped going pitter-pat.

But somehow she’d known, when Riot asked her in that husky growl if she wanted all of him. Gemma had known she’d been declaring even more than she understood, but no more than she wanted. Riot. All of him. Forever.

She felt the stretch at her shoulders as Riot braced her arms behind her, still giving, giving, giving her that hard cock in a steady rhythm that made Gemma leave her mind behind in a way that nothing else could. His strong hand brushed the hair from one side of her neck and Gemma shivered as she felt him hesitate. What is he waiting for?

Then he pounced and Gemma had the impression of him kissing her throat, just above her collarbone, and then a searing pain she couldn’t place. But it didn’t matter, because as fast as it had been pain it was pleasure. Frantic, blinding pleasure that made Gemma’s body buck against Riot’s, take him deeper, squeeze him tighter.

She shook and moaned, maybe even screamed, as the shimmering bliss grew and moved through her. Buzzing like a current from one joined spot to the other, cycling up her belly and over her puckered nipples before returning by way of her spine.

But even more drastic than what was happening to her body was the effect on Gemma’s soul. I can feel him. Riot. Inside of her being, her essence. As indelible as if he’d carved his slash-marks into the dauntless mettle of her.

The two of them. Together. Fucking unstoppable.

And through it all, Riot held her close. So close Gemma was sure he would take her inside of him, if that was what was required. He will never let me go. Never again. Her Riot. Her love. Always. Gemma had all the proof she needed.

He kept loving her, kept holding her, kept thrusting inside of her until the soul buzz made its way back to Gemma’s body and ramped up, centering on her clit, her nipples, on the place where his slick, hard body stroked hers deep, deeper, as deep as he could go. Her mouth opened on a silent scream as she came, clenching and pulling at the hard flesh inside her. Gemma heard Riot’s grunts of exertion, felt the satisfaction as he pumped every drop of himself inside her and slowed.

Finally, but really probably only a couple of minutes later, the buzz started to fade. Gemma felt the oddest sensation as Riot pulled back from her throat and kissed her tenderly in the same spot, gently releasing her arms so that the ache didn’t overwhelm her.

He held her close as they breathed in sated rhythm. “Now I’m the man I always wanted to be. Yours.”


Chapter 44 - Riot’s Squad


 




 

They gathered the next morning, everyone who was part of The Cause, in Resperanza’s barracks rec room. Most everyone was dragging ass after the night before, Riot and Gemma included.

He and Gemma had made love once more in the woods after their Claiming, then come home and done the same in every corner of their bedroom. Riot said ‘their’ bedroom because as soon as he’d walked in he’d been confronted with a wall full of the climbing gear he’d left at the twins’ place, carefully hung on pegs or organized into bins on a low shelf next to Gemma’s wardrobe office. Not to mention his toothbrush had turned up, all the way from Blossom’s house. It had been the most meaningful night of Riot’s life, in every way. Full of so much joy his face ached from smiling, not to mention a few other choice parts, from… other happy things.

The air in the barracks was sober by contrast when Gemma and Riot turned the corner at the bottom of the staircase to join the meeting. Dario and Aven sat at the bar, as usual. Bryce leaned against it a few feet away, a surly look on his face. Even Darby had come, sitting on the opposite end of a sofa from her sister, twirling her pink hair and looking at her phone.

Riot was trying to play it casual, one arm wrapped around Gemma’s shoulders to hold her close, make it completely obvious they were together. Claimed, motherfuckers. I belong here.

Riot was sweating this meeting. Just a little. He figured he had some digs coming for the way he’d deserted the Cause the last two days before the raid on the gold mine, and he bet the other shifters would be only too happy to dish them out. Real question was whether anyone was going to hold a grudge afterwards.

Flint was the first to approach, his brown eyes locked on Riot’s as he strode purposefully over to them. Round one. Here we go. “Aven says you sniffed out the trap, saved our asses. Glad you were there, Lio.” The big grizzly held out his hand.

Say what, now? For a second Riot just stared. Flint’s welcoming words and the handshake he offered were so foreign to Riot’s experience of the Cause, he wasn’t sure how to react.

Flint must have taken his hesitation for refusal, because he rubbed awkwardly at the scruff on his chin and continued. “I, uh, I also know why you went so hard on Shain at sparring. I shouldn’t have given you shit about that without knowing the whole story.”

Holy shit, that almost sounds like an apology. What do I do with that? But Riot clearly heard the echo in his head of the voice that had told him yesterday to trust. He unwrapped his arm from Gemma’s shoulder to grasp Flint’s hand with his.

Flint nodded a hello to Gemma, then turned and made his way to sit between Goldie and Darby. Riot watched the petite blonde switch bounce up to kiss her mate’s cheek and then settle back in her seat, tilting her head to rest it on Flint’s shoulder, a contented smile on her face. He also didn’t miss the adoring look Flint cast her in return - at least I’m not the only one - nor the lip-curl that Darby threw them both.

Riot and Gemma found a spot on a sofa, next to Shiloh. Ryder leaned against the wall behind them. Jameson called the meeting to order. “Lots to cover. For starters, how the fuck did the vampires get a trap by us?”

Aven spoke up, sitting near Dario at the bar in the corner. “My fuck-up, boss. I got distracted by the woman that ran. Turns out that’s what they wanted.” He clacked his teeth. “Fatherborne was a lippy motherfucker. His driver called him Vlade.”

Goldie jolted upright. “That’s the one that attacked Flint at the duplex!”

Aven nodded. “He’s setting up to be a Grade A pain in our asses. Got to cackling about how we were so easy to control with the right motivations.” Aven looked sharply away before adding, “They let that girl run so I’d see her and bring everyone in. The last truck was a decoy.”

Jameson’s jaw bulged with his grinding teeth. “Change tactics; we start operating as if they know everything we do. And we need a better way of getting in touch with each other than fucking cell phones.”

Beside Riot, Gemma spoke up. “The shifter ceremony should take care of that, right? At least for the covenbound.” Riot's gut gave a roll. He'd almost missed the ceremony yesterday.

The Keeper tilted his head in acknowledgement. “It should. We’ll figure out something for the rest of the coventwined. I’ve been reading the Keeper’s Book ever since we got back from the mine-”

Cora interrupted him with a raised eyebrow. “Not ever since.”

Jameson blushed as he gave Cora a stern glance and she winked back. Riot laughed to himself. He’d never seen The Keeper blush until his mate came along, her modern womanhood frequently calling out his old-fashioned modesty. He’d also never seen Jameson happier than he’d been since their Claiming.

And now, as he looked at Gemma out of the corner of his eye, Riot understood why. The longing he’d felt when J and Flint had Claimed their switches had pushed Riot out of The Cause because he’d been scared it wouldn’t happen for him. That he’d be covenbound for the rest of his life and never find a switch who excited him like Gemma did. And Riot wasn’t scared of much, but he felt sick at the thought of missing out on that.

The Keeper went on. “So if nobody’s got anything else?”

Carick’s booming voice rang out from the back of the room, and everyone turned. The Steward stood as close as he could get to the outside door and still be in the room. “You have things well in hand here, Keeper. It is time I sought further resources for The Cause.”

Jameson squinted at Carick, obviously taken aback. “You’re leaving?”

Carick nodded once. From the end of the bar, Bryce added, “I’m going with him.”

Flint started to stand but Bryce met his brother’s eye. “It’s already decided. I’m taking him to meet Hernando’s friend, the power doctor who healed your bloodblade wound, in case we ever need some more of whatever he did. Then we’re going to find the Mountain Man.”

Immediately Flint came all the way to standing, started to argue, but Riot tuned the big bear out. On the couch next to Flint, Darby looked devastated. Not even glancing at Bryce, just staring at her knees with a wrecked expression on her face. Riot sensed trouble brewing. She doesn’t have a thing for Bryce, does she? I know they spend a lot of time together, but it always seemed platonic.

It seemed to Riot that Darby needed someone to care about her as much as Gemma had about him, someone willing to poke past the surface to get to the real shit.

Darby stood up next to Flint, who was still red-faced and arguing with Bryce, and spoke over him. “I’m going with you!”

Dead silence.

Darby looked around, wide-eyed, as if shocked that her announcement had had that effect. Then she lifted her shoulders and filled the room with her presence, broke the silence. “I’ve been training with Shiloh, just the physical stuff, and it’s going good. Right, Shi?”

Shiloh, taken aback, cleared her throat and nodded. “Real good. No glow, still, but she’s strong. Puts holes in the training dummies every pass. If she is a switch, she’ll know what to do.”

Riot looked at Goldie. The blonde switch was literally sitting on her hands, biting her lip, not looking at her sister or her mate. Riot got the sense she was doing her damndest not to interfere.

Darby, still making her case, waved a hand Carick’s direction, then Bryce’s. “The information you’re after, you could run into vampires. If I’m a switch, you might need me.”

Carick growled a reply, his black eyes watching Darby closely. “If you’re not, you might end up dead.”

Darby scoffed and smirked back, “If I’m not, you might end up dead. If I am, I might save both your asses.”

Bryce looked at Carick with hopeful eyes. The Steward nodded at him, then Darby. “We leave at nightfall.”

Darby grinned and sat back down, not meeting anyone’s eye, but practically vibrating with excitement as Jameson got back to ending the meeting. “Let’s get out there and do this ceremony.”

 


Chapter 45 - Long Live The Revolution


 




 

Riot stood in the middle of the clearing, in front of the wooden podium that Gemma told him had appeared yesterday, on the morning of their Breath Coven ceremony. It was obviously a magical spot, the grass shaped into a spiral with green magicks that swirled around their feet, and those of their audience.

The entire Cause, minus Darby, had stayed after the meeting to watch the ceremony. Even Hernando and Molly had come, leaving their employees - the ones not coventwined to The Cause - in charge of the Bear Claw Diner. All the shifters, and Carick, stood at the outskirts of the clearing or sat on the small boulders and felled logs just inside it.

Riot swallowed his jumbled nerves. Or tried to. I know this is where I’m meant to be, but… shit. All this commitment and cooperation were new to him. He was going to have to rely on these shifters and switches, share his life with them, his concerns. They were going to be a team in a way that Riot had never been with anyone but his parents and, after his dad died, with his mother. Letting this many people in… was he going to be able to do it?

He looked across the podium and met Gemma’s amber eyes staring boldly back into his, as if she could sense all of his doubts and didn’t consider them even worth justifying with a glance. You’re enough, her eyes seemed to say, so loudly Riot could hear Gemma’s voice in his head almost as clearly as if he was shifted. You’re exactly who we need.

The six of them - Riot, Gemma, Jameson, Cora, Flint, and Goldie - stood in a circle around the podium, shifters across from their mates. The clearing was silent, but for the chirp of grasshoppers in the tall grass surrounding them. Then a shuffle as the three switches each reached for their Resonant and unsheathed, stretching to place the weapons on the flat surface of the podium, hilts facing their mates, points touching.

Cora’s iron railroad spike, the hilt of it twisted and black, leading to a blade that Jameson had forged himself almost a century ago, but which had been a weight on his spirit until Cora claimed it. The long, curved blade of Goldie’s carving knife with its silver handle, worked into vines and elaborate pumpkin leaves, a keepsake from Flint’s dead family.

And finally Gemma’s knife, smaller and plainer than the other two but tougher, lighter, more agile in a fight. A gift from the best man Riot had ever known, now gifted to the woman who had helped Riot become the man he’d always wanted to be. There wasn’t a doubt in Riot’s mind that his father would be proud, of Riot as well as the woman he’d dedicated his life to. Riot’s chest ached as the switches raised their cupped hands to touch at the sides, over the weapons, and Riot met his woman’s eyes again.

While Jameson had been reading the Keeper’s Book, Cora had been - Gemma called it downloading - another poem, for use in the shifter’s ceremony. Flint had spoken right up as they went over the ceremony plans. “I’m not reciting any fucking poem. Resperanza can hide my favorite spices if she doesn’t like it.” Riot had heartily agreed. No poetry for him, either.

Cora smoothed it over. “Don’t get your drawers in a twist, fellas. We’ll do the talky part, you guys grit your teeth and get through the pain.”

She’d said it casually, but now Riot wondered. Just how much pain we talkin’, here?

Riot focused on Gemma, Cora, and Goldie. The switches leaned slightly forward, blowing into their hands to form the biggest, most effortless ball of Breath magicks that Riot had seen. It swirled with all three switches’ colors and grew rapidly, so that the switches actually had to lift their hands over their heads to keep it from bumping into his, Flint’s, and J’s faces.

As they lifted it high the switches pulled their hands away from each other, lifting their arms straight over their heads and bringing their hands down to rest on the shoulders of the shifter to either side. Riot saw Gemma’s hands land on Flint and Jameson’s shoulders just as he felt Goldie’s and Cora’s hands on his. The bubble of green magicks expanded and engulfed all six of them, similar to how Gemma’s had last night, when she’d shielded him as they’d run from the gold mine. Except no threat of death this time.

Then, hands on shoulders, switch scents drifting around and through Riot with every current of air, the women began to chant in unison:

Switches prowl with seeking knives

Shifters boldly pledge their lives

To the hunt, e’er long it lasts

Bearing marks that bind them fast

Great Hunters, as began this quest

By switches’ sides, the Well’s behest

Standing strong amidst the fight

Hearts bound fast to magic’s might

Guiding Instinct, brain, and brawn

Bid Cause and Coven soldier on

 

As their voices faded to nothing, Riot and his fellow Breath shifters reached for the knives on the podium. His old blade felt good in his hand, but somehow different, as if it knew it wasn’t really Riot’s anymore.

With a glance at Flint and Jameson to see if they were doing the same, Riot turned the knife on himself. His forearm, a three-inch-square area of free space, just above the blue lines of blood pounding through his veins, seemed the perfect spot. He dug in with the point of the blade.

Every cut he made was cauterized immediately, by lime green magicks that pulled themselves out of the air to Riot’s ruined skin, knitting it back together, but leaving the scar. Somehow Riot knew that, like a bloodblade wound, this one wasn’t going away with a shift. It was here to stay. He gritted his teeth and sweated out three slash marks for the claws of the shifters, one for the switches’ blade, and wrapped a circle around it for the covens they belonged to.

He set the knife back on the podium as J and Flint did the same, their eyes drifting to the tattoos they now shared. Flint, Riot saw, had carved his ingrav on one of his biceps, thick as tree trunks; Jameson had unbuttoned his shirt and dug his into his chest, right above his heart. Now we're brothers. Riot couldn't hold back a grin. He'd always wanted brothers. Good men, like these two.

He searched out Gemma. Her amber eyes were shining with happy tears. His, too.

Small hands left Riot’s shoulders as he watched Gemma lift hers on the other side of their small circle. Riot felt the bubble of Breath magicks recede as the switches brought their hands up and forward. It was like coming out of a pool of warm water, the mountain air rushing in to cool Riot’s lungs. The wound on his arm should have been stinging, but instead there was a pleasant numbness.

Goldie, Cora, and Gemma brought their hands together, the swirling green bauble of magicks shrinking to fit. Riot watched the three sisters smile at each other and then, as if they were blowing out the candles on a cosmic birthday cake, aim their combined breath at the ball they held.

It exploded, green sparkles blasting through the air like fireworks and spreading around, not drifting, but aiming with purpose toward each member of their stunned audience like lightning bugs on a mission.

Shiloh stood, coming off her small boulder and into a fighting stance, as if she had plans to bat the little flecks of light away. But one landed on her head and flitted through her hair, lighting the platinum strands with its soft green hue, and the female's rigid muscles relaxed. Riot saw her smile, the same gentle smile she’d been unable to hide when they found the enormous paw prints in the forest.

All the shifters were being visited by tiny specks of sparkling green light. Dario’s was buzzing by his ear, and his face was a mask of bemused concentration as he seemed to listen intently. Ryder’s swirled around his arms and legs, then spent a few seconds drifting by the pocket of his pants where Riot knew the leopard kept his little notebook, before Ryder jammed his hand inside and the green light went back to swirling.

Aven, Bryce, Hernando, even Molly had a green light flitting around her head, through her long, shiny black hair, making the older woman chuckle and her round face break into a smile. Why is everyone so happy?

Carick made a grumbling, grunting noise. Riot looked at him. He had his own green speck hovering at eye level that didn’t move, didn’t dance playfully around his head or tussle his hair. It only floated there, changing green tones from shamrock to lime to sage. The glittering light reflected in the black of Carick’s hooded eyes.

It dropped to the ground in front of Carick’s feet, suspended only millimeters above the trim grass. And suddenly all the other little flecks of light did the same, leaving the air currents or the shifters they surrounded and joining their companion to clump together. They swirled and tossed, a flock of tiny glowing birds or a school of fish, this way and that, before circling around to form a picture.

It was the ingrav, same as Riot and his brothers had carved into their flesh only minutes before, but made of green sparks of light. They hovered there, throbbing with magic, then slowly sank to the ground, burning the grass as they went. Each light became a green coal that singed a blade down to its root and disappeared, leaving the ingrav behind.

Once all traces of the green sparks of light were gone, Carick knelt. Riot moved closer, along with everyone else. He turned to the side to look for Gemma just as her small, cool hand slid into his. She wore the same look Riot knew he must. What the fuck was all that about?

They surrounded Carick, all of the shifters and Breath switches, as the Steward rummaged in the grass beside him for a twig. He used the thin stick to trace the ingrav, disturbing the ash as his arm moved and he redrew the four slashes, the circle around them.

Carick lifted the stick, and immediately Riot’s ingrav tattoo tingled and he felt a pull behind his breastbone, like he had when he was in his mother’s house and had lit up all over. He sucked in a breath and looked down. The ingrav on his arm was glowing green. A glance to the side showed Riot that Jameson’s and Flint’s were doing the same.

The Steward looked up at the three of them from his crouched position. “There is your communication device.” Carick turned his gaze to the shifters surrounding him. “All of those who are here, perhaps all shifters everywhere, may now draw the sign of the ingrav, and the Covens will come running.”

Beside Riot, Flint snarled. “The Covens? Right now that’s only us.”

Riot agreed with a low growl. Just us, a probably-illegal organization, a tiny secret shifter organization with no authorization, against whatever is out there?

Carick stood, a faraway look aimed at the mountains in the distance, as if he was thinking the same thing. “Indeed.” The Steward cast a dark look in Bryce’s direction. “Gather your belongings and the would-be switch. Pick me up at sunset.”

Bryce nodded, and Carick stalked away from the whole group without even a goodbye, towards Resperanza’s gate and the forest beyond. It hit Riot just then, that he didn’t know when - or even if - he would see Bryce, Darby, or Carick after today.

But even that newly-settled weight couldn’t bring Riot down, nor the rest of the shifters and switches, who all started to chatter with excitement. Riot pulled Gemma to the side, not even out of the circle but just into their own moment of quiet.

So what, if we’re all there is, and nobody knows how much time we have? Riot looked at Gemma and smiled, bringing her close enough to kiss. The fingers of one small hand fisted in Riot’s t-shirt as the other grabbed his left forearm and pulled it away from their bodies.

Riot backed up just enough for Gemma to turn her head and look at his newest tattoo. She rubbed her thumb over the scarred skin, then raised his arm to her lips, pressing them to his mark. “No mistaking you now for anyone but exactly who you are.”

She tucked the palm of Riot’s hand against her soft cheek, and Riot felt his chest fill with pride. Because I’m finally who I want to be.

Gemma’s eyes sparkled with tears, and Riot didn’t look away. He knew she was scared, even with him beside her. Their future was uncertain, but certainly dangerous. Still, as their lips came together in a deep, intimate kiss, Riot wasn’t worried.

Maybe because he’d already lived through so much hell, Riot wasn’t scared of more. Or maybe because now that Gemma was here to fight for and with, even the worst day looked like a slice of heaven. But it was more than that. Something outside of Riot and Gemma entirely, but twined up in the truth of their story.

We’re meant to be. Fated. And that alone proves we’ve got a shot at winning.

It wasn’t much, but at the same time, like the woman Riot held in his arms, it was all he needed.

 


 





 





Epilogue


 





 




Aila woke on her hard stone shelf of a bed, in the tiny cave behind The Falls. The rushing water at the mouth of the cave blasted past, catching her eye. Daylight broke through the droplets. She had expected night, because time in The Falls barely moved.

She stood, making her way to the entrance of her cave, out into the wet of the spray and down the rocks to the pool. The mist from The Falls landed in her hair as droplets, against a backdrop of an endless sunset sky, what it always looked like at The Falls. The falls were endless, timeless, distance-less. She could walk for days and never go anywhere.

All Aila had was The Falls, and the pool at the bottom.

The pool should have been a churning sea of air and water, overflowing its barriers to soak the ground around it. Instead the forty-foot pool neatly encompassed the column of falling water without even a splash. This was where Aila watched the world.

She made her way to her favorite spot, where one stone of the pool’s wall jutted out and made a seat just big enough for Aila to perch on, one elbow resting on the wall so she could lean close.

Her eyes flitted across the water, eager for news. Last Aila had seen, disaster had struck. Tragedy. It had been such a blow as to send her into her cave, grief-stricken.

But the surface of the pool was blank. Empty. Nothing to see.

Aila trembled. She strained to see something, anything. A glow in the deep caught Aila’s eye. It was tiny, like a firefly, but pulsing sage green and growing, coloring the water around it. Aila dared to hope.

Another dot of green appeared under the water, close by, this one a clear shade of shamrock. And almost without pause a third, a green so bright as to verge on yellow. Aila gasped. Three lights.

Then she saw a male face that startled and shook her. How I’ve missed you, she thought, as she traced his every feature with her eyes. He looked so tired.

The green lights swirled together, redoubled in size, declared their power, but Aila could not tear her eyes away from that face that filled her heart. He called to her, without word or sound. The green swirls swelled again and Aila’s heart answered.

Her hand drifted toward the water, forgetting for a moment that she should never, ever touch it.

The instant Aila did, she disappeared.

 

<<<< >>>>

<<<< Aven’s story is next. His old military buddy’s little sister is in trouble, but Aven to the rescue. <3 Coming in fall 2018 >>>>>


 





 





 





 





Notes from Lisa

 

Fun! I really, really enjoyed Riot. I never thought I would like a “bad boy” like he was shaping up to be, but Grace proved me wrong. <3 He’s the first big cat shifter I’ve written, although he was much more Grace’s baby than mine, I still feel like I had a part in writing him, and I liked it. Sexy for DAYS.

 

One coven opened, four more to go. Join us, won’t you? Aven is going to be *awesome*. His story, and the stories it touches are twisty, detailed, entwined, and fascinating. Those vampires are up to more than we know.
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