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Chapter 1: Lila
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“Stay in sight, Sophia!” Lila called to her daughter.

“I am in sight!” Sophia called back. Then she darted around a tree. “Now I’m not!”

Lila drew in breath to yell, but before she could, the little dark head poked back around the tree. “Now I am!”

“In sight means all the time, kiddo,” Lila said firmly. “If you can’t obey the rules, we’re going to have to play inside.”

“No!” Sophia loved playing outside, even in the chilly November air, especially since their backyard was essentially an entire forest.

Which was the problem, of course. Lila made pointed eye contact. “So you have to...”

“Stay in sight,” Sophia chanted, although Lila saw her cast a longing look into the depths of the woods.

Lila sighed silently. Sophia was a daredevil, a child who had never known fear and was always looking for a new horizon to conquer. Which made Lila proud, and eager to see what she might accomplish when she grew up—

—but also caused her several heart attacks a day, since Sophia was still only five years old.

They’d recently moved from the big city to a rural area, and Lila had hoped that that might help with her constant fears that her daughter would heedlessly dart into traffic or get kidnapped by a stranger on the street...but now she was worried Sophia would get lost in the woods or eaten by a wild animal.

Or a not-so-wild animal.

Lila cast a grim look into the trees, aware that there were more than just native forest creatures out there.

In her arms, Grant struggled, leaning outwards with a squeal. Lila let him down, keeping her eyes on Sophia as she held on to one of his chubby little hands.

Grant was just starting to walk, and he was very excited to be able to do it in the grass, instead of inside on the floor like he’d started to back in the city. He stomped his little booted feet, giggling.

“You like that, baby?” Lila asked fondly. “Too bad it’s almost winter. In the spring you can go barefoot. I bet you’ll like that.”

Because they’d still be here in the spring.

Probably.

The three of them had moved here, to the tiny Appalachian mountain town of Oak Ridge, in an abrupt flurry a couple of weeks ago. Lila had been stuck in an apartment where she’d lived with Michael, her husband, when he died just over a year before.

She’d wanted to move, to get away from all the painful memories, go back to live with her mother maybe...but Michael’s pack had made it impossible.

Michael had been a lion shifter, and his pack alpha Victor was, Lila had eventually realized, a truly evil man. But she’d only figured that out after Michael was gone, and she was alone and without resources, living in an apartment owned by the pack, no income, no way to defend herself.

If her friend Cam hadn’t come to visit her, met some dragon shifters, and insisted that they help Lila and her kids out, who knew what might’ve happened.

But then, who knew what might still happen? Victor was still out there, and definitely angry. Just that morning, Lila had missed a call from the pack’s lawyer, Elizabeth, and was nervous about having to call her back. Was Victor planning something new?

“Come on back closer to the house, Sophia!” Lila called, shivering a little.

“Mommy,” Sophia protested, but she came closer. A little bit closer.

“Look, Grant’s walking!” Lila tried, pointing out the baby’s careful efforts to put one foot in front of the other.

“He’s always walking,” Sophia said, unimpressed by her brother. “When will he be able to run? I want to play tag.”

“Maybe he can catch you like...this!” Lila snatched up the baby and charged, holding him out like he was Simba in The Lion King.

Sophia shrieked delightedly and ran away. Lila chased after, doing her best to steer them in a loop around the house, rather than outward into the woods. Grant laughed and squealed, kicking his feet, and Lila laughed too.

Her husband might be gone, her life totally upended, her nights long and lonely and full of fear and uncertainty, but she could still laugh and play with her kids.

She stayed just behind Sophia for a while, until her arms started to burn with Grant’s chubby one-year-old weight; then she put on a burst of speed and set Grant down on Sophia’s head. “He caught you!”

Sophia tumbled to the ground, giggling, and Lila let Grant down on top of her. Sophia hugged her brother, and for a long minute they were all just laughing hysterically.

Lila tried not to let any anxiety or stress invade the moment, just loving her kids laughing and hugging together.

Then a flash of movement caught the corner of her eye.

She spun around, and froze.

A lion was sitting at the edge of the woods, right where the forest met the back garden.

It was a male lion, with a big tawny mane, and a particular brown-and-yellow pattern to its fur that Lila recognized. One of Victor’s enforcers, a man who’d used to be one of Michael’s friends. He was sitting quietly, making no move to attack. Just watching.

“Sophia, time to go inside,” Lila said. Without taking her eyes off the lion, she moved slightly so her body was in between it and the kids.

Not that that would do any good if it decided to attack.

“Mommy—” Sophia started to complain.

“Time for a snack, baby. Take your brother and go inside, please.”

Sophia was rarely allowed a snack this close to dinner, and she pretty much never got to take charge of Grant all by herself. Her incipient whine cut off immediately, and Lila could feel her standing up and starting towards the house. She wasn’t paying attention to the woods, hadn’t seen the lion yet. Not taking her eyes off of it, Lila backed away slowly.

She didn’t know if it was going to let them go. So far it wasn’t moving, but if it didn’t want to attack, what did it want? Was it going to wait until they were just at the door, and then charge? Just to be cruel.

Another lion appeared from the trees, padding up behind the first one.

Lila fumbled for her phone, still inching backwards, and glanced away from the lion just for long enough to pull up the number of Lachlan, her friend Cam’s mate.

Please pick up, please pick up—

“Hi, you’ve reached Lachlan Hayes. I’m not available right now, but if you leave a message—”

Crap. “Hurry up, honey,” Lila managed.

The first lion stood up.

Lila’s blood turned to ice in her veins. Turning, she grabbed Sophia and Grant together in her arms, ignoring Sophia’s sudden, startled protest, and ran for the house.

It wouldn’t be enough. She knew it. A lion shapeshifter could easily outdistance one not-very-athletic woman holding two kids in her arms. Not to mention, even if she did get to the house, it wasn’t like regular doors and windows would stop a freaking lion.

Still, she ran. Grant was crying now. Lila’s arms burned with the weight of her children, and she regretted playing tag earlier, using up her energy when she needed it to keep her family safe.

She was almost at the door when heard a growl behind her. Please no, please no—

Then she was buffeted by a sudden wind. An ominous noise filled the air.

She stumbled, almost went down, and hit the front door with a sob, turning so her shoulder impacted the wood, and not either of her children. She fumbled with the doorknob, desperate not to drop either of them, although Sophia had slipped far enough down that she was dangling in the air, arms around Lila’s neck.

“Mommy,” she whispered, “it’s a griffin.”

Lila caught her breath in a ragged gasp, realizing now what the wind was. And the noise.

It was wingbeats.

She turned to see a massive creature landing in the backyard. It had the body of a lion, but its front half turned into a magnificent winged creature—a bird? A dragon?

And it was between her and the lions.

“A what?” she said faintly.

“A griffin, Mommy,” Sophia said with a hushed whisper. “It’s in the fantasy book.”

Sophia had a picture book full of fantasy creatures like dragons and elves and gnomes. She had it memorized, and liked to pretend to be any and all of the creatures inside it.

Lila had never thought she’d see any of the book creatures in real life.

The lion had been joined by a friend, but they’d stopped stock-still, looking warily at the...griffin in front of them. The griffin was easily twice as big as either of them, maybe more. There was no way they’d be able to get past it to reach Lila and the kids.

Were they safe now?

Lila turned and fumbled with the doorknob again, this time successfully getting it open. She tripped over the doorjamb, but finally made it in the house without injuring herself or her kids, and slammed the door behind her.

Sophia immediately ran for the window.

“Sophia! Get back here now.”

Sophia stopped—at least she was still affected by the I Mean Business voice, although Lila was grimly certain that it wouldn’t last much longer—and turned with an aggrieved expression. “I want to see what the griffin does!”

“The griffin’s protecting us, honey. We need to stay inside and stay safe until he says it’s okay to come out.”

Lila was talking out of the seat of her pants, of course; she had no idea what the right move was, or what the griffin was really trying to do. Come to that, she didn’t even know it was a he. It had just seemed—somehow masculine, in the glimpse that she’d caught of it.

“So we need to build a fort.” Sophia had followed that train of thought to a unique place of her own, as always. “To hide until the bad guys are gone! And we need a moat, and we need to have arrows we can fire at the bad guys while we hide inside, and—”

“Okay, honey. How about our fort is behind the couch?” Lila nodded at the big couch in the front room, which backed up to the wall. “Help me move it out so we can hide behind it, okay?”

If she put the kids behind the couch, if anyone came in the house, maybe she could distract them and they’d leave the kids alone. It was a faint hope, but it was all she had.

Sophia immediately ran to start pulling at the couch. Lila followed her, heart pounding in her chest.

Was this the right move? Was it stupid? There was no way to get to the car, parked at the side of the house, without coming in view of the lions again. And there could be more of them waiting for Lila to emerge.

Victor, Michael’s old pack alpha, had a ton of people working for him. He was furious at the Oak Ridge shifters already, and he couldn’t be happy that Lila had left. Foolishly, Lila had thought that he’d given up on trying to find her and get her to come back. Surely Victor had bigger fish to fry than one woman he didn’t like much, anyway, and two little kids?

Apparently not.

No, she couldn’t risk leaving the house—not to mention leaving the griffin who was keeping them safe. Maybe if it was just her and the kids and it was a last Hail Mary of an attempt to get away, but if they had someone protecting them here, then it was best to stay here.

So she pulled the couch away from the wall, and encouraged Sophia to scramble back behind it, plopping Grant down on the floor next to his sister. He’d stopped crying, at least, although he looked like he might start again any minute.

“Come on, Grant,” Sophia said in her important-big-sister voice. “Let’s start fortifying the walls!”

“I’ll go get some supplies,” Lila said faintly, and left the kids behind the couch to creep up to the window and see what was happening.

The griffin was still out there. Now there were three lions, but as she watched, the griffin charged forward, wings spread, and the lions scrambled backward.

They rallied after a minute, charging forward. Lila pressed her hands to her mouth as one of them lunged in, wickedly-sharp teeth snapping at the griffin’s side.

The teeth never connected. The griffin moved so fast he was almost a blur, catching the lion with a powerful blow from both his forelegs. The lion was launched into the air, flying a few feet to crash into one of its companions. As Lila watched, it fell to the ground, and its form blurred, leaving an unconscious man in its place.

The griffin snarled and lunged forward, and the lions scrambled back. That vicious-looking—what was it, a jaw or a beak? Were there teeth, or just a wicked point?—anyway, the griffin snapped at one of them, catching it on the side and leaving a deep gash.

The man on the ground groaned, pushed himself up to his hands and knees. When he lifted his head, he was staring right at the griffin, who reached out one deliberate paw, claws flexing.

The man jerked back, shifted, and turned tail and ran into the woods. His friends hesitated, watching the griffin, who looked back at them with an implacable stare. Slowly, they retreated, melting back into the trees.

Lila let out an explosive breath.

Then, before her eyes, the griffin—shimmered. Shivered. Then melted, its form dissolving into a man’s body.

A man she recognized.

Lila had only met Lachlan’s brother Flynn, who was an Oak Ridge sheriff’s deputy, in passing. She had been left with the impression of a dour and intimidating man who didn’t seem to like her very much.

Well, she was about to change her opinion. And as far as she was concerned, he could be as intimidating as he liked from now on.

As she watched, he bent down to pick something up from the ground, then walked up to the door and knocked.

“Ms. Russo?” she heard him say through the door. “Are you all right? Are your children all right?”

Slowly, Lila went to the door. She opened it—she hadn’t even locked it, she realized, angry with herself for not being able to think clearly in the moment of danger.

Then all the thoughts slipped out of her head as she looked up at Flynn.

He was even taller than she remembered, his shoulders broad and his expression just as forbidding as when she’d seen him before. His coloring reinforced the whole picture: his hair was jet-black, his stubble likewise. His features were strong, almost harsh, and his eyes were nearly black, glaring out from underneath thick black brows.

“Are you all right?” he repeated. His voice was gentler than she was expecting, and Lila started, having to pull herself out of whatever daze she’d been in there for a second.

“Fine,” she said, and then took a second to assess herself, see if she was telling the truth. Her shoulder throbbed a little from where she’d hit the door, and her whole body was shaky with adrenaline, but she didn’t think she was injured. “Fine,” she repeated.

“May I come in?” he asked, his voice still quiet. Careful. “I need to make sure that the house is safe.”

“Oh.” Lila hadn’t thought about that. Suddenly she was picturing a man hiding in one of the closets, upstairs in the baby’s room, waiting for everyone to go to bed, and then shifting into his lion form and padding silently out into the house—

“Please check,” she said hastily, stepping back and letting him in. “Please.”

“Don’t be afraid,” he said over his shoulder as he went past her. “I can’t smell anyone else’s scent. I just need to be certain.”

“Of course,” Lila said. Don’t be afraid. Ha. That was a joke.

She wanted to follow on Flynn’s heels, be sure along with him, but that wouldn’t go very well if anyone were hiding, would it? So she kept control of herself, stayed at the bottom of the stairs while he went up. She could hear him going in and out of rooms, opening doors, and she reassured herself. He’s going to keep us safe. Even if there is someone there, he’ll take care of it.

And it was easy to believe that he could do it. After he’d faced down three lions, outside? The worst that could happen would be that he’d break some furniture when he shifted.

Slowly, Lila could feel her heart starting to calm down.

Still, she kept herself in the doorway to the front room. No one was getting past her to get to the kids.

“How’s the fort coming?” she called over her shoulder.

“Good, Mommy!” Sophia called back. “I made a moat with blankets!”

“Good call, honey,” Lila told her, eyes fixed on the stairs. “How’s Grant doing?”

“He’s eating the moat,” Sophia said, sounding a little disgusted. “Or I guess he’s drinking it, ’cause it’s water.”

“I guess he’s thirsty,” Lila said.

Flynn came down the stairs. “Sounds like the kids are okay?” he asked quietly.

Lila nodded, and he nodded back and went down the hall to the kitchen.

She had the chance to watch—from a distance—while he systematically searched the downstairs, and she was comforted by what she saw. He left no nook or cranny undisturbed, obviously alert to anything that could possibly be a danger. There was no way even a housecat could have escaped his search, much less a lion.

Finally, he came to the front room, and Lila moved aside to let him in. She was pretty sure that if anyone had been in there, it would have made its presence known much earlier than now, but it would be good to be sure.

Flynn stepped inside, moving in to start searching—

“Aaaaaaah!” Sophia yelled, and Flynn made a startled noise.

Lila darted in after him—then stopped short.

Flynn was standing still in the middle of the room, a pink-and-orange afghan draped over the top of his head, and the remains of a whole bucketful of Nerf darts tumbling down to the floor around him.

Sophia, meanwhile, was standing tall on the back of the couch, holding the empty bucket clutched in her hands.

Lila covered her mouth with her hands.

“I got him, Mommy!” Sophia said triumphantly. “I got the bad guy!”

Slowly, Flynn tugged the blanket off of his head. His hair was standing up, staticky from the blanket. A lone Nerf dart was perched on his shoulder.

It wasn’t funny. Flynn was protecting them from very real danger. The urge to laugh hysterically was—

Almost uncontrollable. Lila pressed her hands harder against her mouth.

“Well,” Flynn said finally. “It looks like you have a very...defensively robust setup here. Um. Good work.”

“Thanks,” Sophia said proudly, easily transferring Flynn from bad guy to ally as she hopped down from the back of the couch, bounced once on the cushions—like she knew she wasn’t supposed to—and hopped again down to the floor. “I set up the moat, and then I put the Nerfs in the bucket for a trap, and then I got the other blanket for another trap, so anyone who came in would be all tangled up and hit with all the bullets, both!”

“And that’s exactly what happened. Wow. Well, you should be pleased, because most of the time, no battle plan survives contact with the enemy.”

Sophia’s forehead wrinkled. “What does that mean?”

“It means that whenever you have a plan, the other guy also has a plan. And since you don’t know what his plan is, the plans are going to—crash into each other and get all messed up.”

Sophia thought about that.

“Okay,” said Lila, a little alarmed at the thought of her five-year-old becoming even more of a wily military strategist than she already was. “Where’s your brother?”

Sophia pointed. “He’s no good at setting traps. I thought maybe he could be the trap, but he didn’t want to move.”

“Oh, good,” Lila sighed, and went to get the baby.

Grant was still sitting behind the couch, happily chewing on the blanket-moat. Lila picked him up and came back around to see Sophia gathering up her Nerf darts into her bucket again.

“I hope those are getting put away,” Lila said.

Sophia looked up, offended. “I need them to be another trap! In case the bad guys come back!”

Lila supposed there were worse things she could be doing. “Well, you’ll need this one.” She plucked the dart from Flynn’s shoulder and handed it down to her daughter.

Sophia grabbed it happily, and Lila looked up at Flynn, who seemed a little...something.

“You okay?” Lila asked. “She can be a lot, especially if you weren’t expecting her.”

He shook himself, almost animal-like, and Lila was reminded that he was a shapeshifter. “Fine,” he said abruptly. “I’m fine—I should be asking you that. I’m sorry I didn’t get here sooner. I was doing a loop around town, and they must have slipped in while I was gone.”

Lila ran those words over in her head. Then again. There was only one obvious conclusion to draw from them, and she said hesitantly, “Are you saying that you’ve been keeping watch around my house? In case this happened?”

His shoulders lifted uncomfortably. “Not just me. We’ve been pulling shifts. We knew Victor’s lions were in the forest and that he wasn’t happy with you. He’s already tried to kidnap two women from this town; we weren’t about to let him succeed with you.”

Lila hugged Grant close to her chest, trying to figure out how she felt about this. His chubby baby arms came around her neck, his head heavy on her shoulder; it was coming up on naptime.

If things had gone differently, they could be on their way to Victor’s mercy right now, no naptime or Nerf traps or any of it.

“I wish someone had told me,” she said finally.

Though she had known that Victor had come after her friend Cam. But she’d thought—she’d thought that the dragons had run him off, that he’d realized he couldn’t fight them and gone back home.

Apparently not. Apparently the fight had still been going on, over her head, out of her control.

Lila was very, very tired of things being out of her control.

Things like her living situation, her income, her kids’ safety, her future...

Flynn nodded. “I apologize,” he said. “We didn’t want to worry you.”

He looked uncomfortable, still. Guilty for not telling her, maybe.

She hadn’t thought that Flynn would care that much; Cam had told her that Flynn wasn’t too happy to have Lila and her kids living in the abandoned house, which Flynn’s mother owned. He hadn’t wanted to antagonize Victor and his lions further by taking Lila under the town’s protection. He and Lachlan had had a fight about it.

Lila supposed this particular incident showed that he’d been right.

“I’m sorry to be so much trouble,” she said finally. “Thank you for coming to help. If you hadn’t, we wouldn’t have been able to do anything.” She forced a smile. “Nerf doesn’t do much against real bad guys.”

Flynn looked down at Sophia, who was sitting on the floor carefully dropping Nerf darts into her bucket. He smiled, although it looked painful. “I won’t leave the house alone again. I won’t allow you or the kids to be in danger even for a second.”

Lila was taken totally aback by the tears that suddenly filled her eyes. She turned her face into Grant’s soft baby-hair, inhaling his scent and trying to get herself under control.

A big hand landed softly on her shoulder. “Are you all right?”

“You have to stop asking me that,” Lila managed, her voice sounding choked. “I promise I’m all right. Not hurt, not even scared anymore. Everything’s fine.”

She was lying, of course: she was scared down to her bones. Scared of what would happen if the lions attacked again, scared of the future, scared of the fact that she was totally without resources of her own, dependent on people she’d just met a couple weeks ago for her safety and the roof over her head.

But Flynn didn’t need to hear all of that. He just wanted to make sure that no one got eaten by lions on his watch.

“Okay,” he said slowly. “Hey, that little guy looks pretty tired. You want me to watch Sophia, if you need to put him down for a nap or something?”

Lila blinked, surprised again. For some reason, she hadn’t thought that Flynn would be the sort of man who’d offer to babysit. Too forbidding, maybe.

But looks could be deceiving, after all.

So she took a deep breath and pulled her face out of Grant’s hair, looking Flynn in the eye once more.

God, he was imposing. Something about his strong jaw, his heavy eyebrows. The way his dark eyes seemed to look right through her.

It was reassuring right now, though. Because all of that imposing presence was between her and danger.

“Thank you,” she said quietly. “He does need a nap. You don’t mind staying with Sophia?”

Flynn shook his head immediately. “Not at all.”

Sophia looked up at that. “We can play bad guys some more!”

“If you dump out the Nerf all over the floor again, you’re picking it up again,” was all Lila said to that, and went upstairs to put the baby down.
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Chapter 2: Flynn
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Flynn felt like a jerk.

It wasn’t a new sensation for him, but this time, it had settled acutely somewhere under his breastbone and was giving him a jagged poke with every breath. Inhale. You’re a jerk. Exhale. You’re a jerk.

He hadn’t told Lila the complete truth about why he’d been patrolling around her house. Sure, he and Malachi—the town sheriff, and Flynn’s boss—had agreed that there should be a guard posted for Lila and the kids’ safety. And since they’d wanted to keep the woods under watch anyway, it made sense to set the perimeter with the house as home base.

Flynn, though, had been keeping watch not just for Lila’s safety, but because he’d been half-convinced she was a spy for Victor.

He hadn’t mentioned this to Malachi, or his brother Lachlan, or any of the other town shifters, because he knew he’d be shot down.

But it had just all been so fast and convenient. Lachlan had met his mate Cam, fallen hard, and been willing to do anything she asked of him. Lila had conveniently been in big trouble literally the next day. Cam had called on Lachlan to come help out her friend, and suddenly Lila was ensconced in Oak Ridge—

And not just in Oak Ridge, but in Flynn’s childhood home, which had really rankled.

No one had checked her out at all, no one had even considered the possibility that it might be a trap, and no one had hesitated at the prospect of escalating their conflict with Victor and the Leosville shifters into an all-out war.

For a woman none of them had ever met!

Flynn had been the only one who seemed to see a problem with it. Even his own mother had chewed him out for being reluctant. Lachlan was still annoyed with him about it.

And now....now it looked like he’d been wrong after all, and he’d antagonized his family for nothing.

Well, that wasn’t really anything new, either.

You’re a jerk. You’re a jerk.

“Okay, you go out into the hall, and come in again!” Sophia announced, having set up her trap once more.

“How about we push the couch back up against the wall, first?” Flynn suggested. “Since your brother doesn’t have to hide behind it anymore.” The sight of Sophia perched precariously on the back of the couch had been what made him stop short, the last time. He hadn’t expected her to be lying in wait for him.

Maybe Sophia was the spy.

Shaking his head at himself, he went to get the couch solidly up against the wall again, so at least Sophia couldn’t fall off backwards if she tried it again.

Though he’d only known this kid for ten minutes, and he could already tell that it would be when she tried it again.

Sophia watched him. “You’re really strong.”

“Sure am.” He got the couch back in what he hoped was its former position.

“Will I be that strong someday?”

“Probably not quite. Men have more strength in their arms. And it’ll depend on if you’re a shifter or not.” Sophia and Grant’s dad had been a lion shifter, but Lila was human. No telling how the kids would turn out.

“I’m going to be a shifter,” Sophia said fiercely. “I’m going to turn into a lioness! Then I can fight all the bad guys. I won’t even need traps anymore.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Flynn said, smiling despite himself.

He was pretty sure this tiny, fierce girl was going to give some bad guys a run for their money someday, whether she was a shifter or not.

“Okay, now go back out and come in again!” Sophia was pushing on his legs, trying to get him to leave the room.

Flynn stepped outside, counting to ten in his head.

He’d been wrong. He had to admit it to himself. Those lions of Victors outside had meant business. He supposed it was barely possible that they’d staged the attack to make Lila look like a real enemy...but she wasn’t under any suspicion in town.

And she’d been so afraid. He’d been able to smell it on her when he’d come inside. The way she’d clutched her baby close—how she’d almost started to cry when he’d told her he’d stay and protect her—

Yep, he’d been wrong. He’d wanted to leave an innocent widow with two young kids out in the cold, because he was a suspicious jerk.

Well. She never had to know what a jerk he was, and he could make it up to her by keeping her and her kids safe for as long as they needed him.

“I wonder where those little kids are,” he said aloud, in an approximation of an evil-villain voice. “I’d love to take them back to my lair!”

He stepped casually into the room and braced for the Nerf attack. He wasn’t disappointed.

“Yaaaaaaah!”

This time, though, after the afghan and the Nerf deluge, Sophia launched herself through space at him. Startled, Flynn caught her blind, the blanket obscuring his vision.

“Got you, bad guy!” she yelled, whaling at him with some kind of weapon that, from the way it bounced, was probably also made of Nerf.

“Whoa!” he laughed, swinging her around into one arm so he could get the blanket off his head. He didn’t want to stumble over any toys or furniture and maybe fall or drop her. “I wasn’t expecting such a fierce warrior!”

“I got you!” Sophia repeated. “You’re dead!”

Obediently, Flynn laid himself out on the ground. Sophia sat on his chest, looking pleased with herself.

“Maybe we shouldn’t yell anymore,” Flynn realized suddenly, feeling guilty. “Your brother’s trying to go to sleep.”

Sophia sighed dramatically. “He’s not any fun. Mommy says he’ll be able to run around and play ninjas someday, but for now he’s too little. I want to play ninjas now.”

“How do you play ninjas?” Flynn asked.

Sophia immediately began a complicated description of a game that sounded like a combination of hide-and-seek, tag, and Dungeons and Dragons. Flynn listened attentively.

“And you have to be quiet?” he asked.

Sophia nodded. “Ninjas are stealthy.”

“Let’s play ninjas, then.” Flynn lifted her off his chest, where she’d apparently been ready to settle in permanently, and set her on the ground.

“Okay!” Sophia darted off, and Flynn was left blinking at the spot where she’d been.

Then he hustled off himself. He’d promised to keep an eye on her, after all.

And he was determined to be a good ninja.
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Eventually Lila came downstairs, no baby in her arms anymore. She saw Flynn pressed against the inside of the doorway to the kitchen, and stopped, her eyebrows going up.

Flynn pressed a finger to his lips. “We’re playing ninjas,” he whispered.

“Oh,” Lila said, almost silently, her dark eyes sparkling with laughter.

She looked much better like that than she had shivering with suppressed fear. Flynn wanted suddenly to make sure that she was always happy like that, that she never had to run from anything again.

Guilt, he supposed.

She was gorgeous when she was suppressing a laugh, though. Her small nose scrunched up, her curved lips pressed together, her cute high ponytail twitching with a little giggle.

Flynn caught himself. He wasn’t supposed to be attracted to her, just protect her.

Even though she was definitely attractive. Her body was lusciously curved, her face elfin, her skin smooth and creamy with a hint of olive. Her hair was dark and glossy, looking beautiful even pulled back like it was.

And she was a terrified single mother whom Flynn had done a deep disservice, even if she didn’t know it. He wasn’t about to hit on her to top it all off. God, he was such a jerk.

He tore his attention away from Lila and focused on being a ninja. That, after all, was the most important task at hand.
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Chapter 3: Lila
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Lila hadn’t quite anticipated this.

Well, she hadn’t anticipated any of the things that had happened recently, much less anything that had happened this afternoon. But after the attack, and Flynn saving them, and him offering to stick around the house and protect them from any lions who might show up—

—well, she hadn’t expected that to entail playing ninja.

Flynn was pretty good at it, too. To play ninja well, one needed to be fairly stealthy, but also willing to take risks that would let Sophia catch you. If you were too stealthy, she got bored and wandered off to get into something.

Lila had learned that the hard way, once, when she’d tried to interpret playing ninja as sitting in a quiet corner with a book she’d been meaning to read for a year. It hadn’t gone well. She’d gotten caught up in the book, hadn’t realized how long Sophia had been quiet, and had been startled out of the book by an almighty crash. She’d ended up cleaning flour and olive oil off the kitchen floor for a week.

Flynn, though, had all of his attention on the game, and was giving Sophia a challenge, it looked like. She kept leaping out to surprise him and catching only his heels as he darted away to a different part of the house.

Lila breathed out, looked around—and realized that she didn’t have any kids to take care of.

Grant was sleeping soundly, and Sophia was completely occupied. Lila wasn’t needed for anything. It was too early to make dinner, and she’d spent a laborious morning trying to get Sophia to see picking up the house as a fun game, so there wasn’t even clutter everywhere. Mostly.

She supposed that she could take this opportunity to scrub the bathroom, which desperately needed it, but...

Slowly, she walked back into the front room. Slowly, she let out her breath as she sat down on the fort-couch, which was extremely floral and had to be a relic of Lachlan’s childhood.

Flynn’s childhood too, she supposed.

That was an odd thought. Lachlan and Flynn’s mother had offered to let Lila stay in this house, because she was living in Lachlan’s mother-in-law suite and the house was standing empty. But if it had been her house, then Flynn must have grown up here.

She wondered how many complicated hide-and-seek games he’d already played in these rooms. Probably a lot. It must be kind of weird for him, to see a stranger’s kids running through this house, making it their home for now.

She’d have to apologize to him...or somehow make it clear how much she appreciated the use of the house. Diana had refused to accept rent, telling Lila, “It’s just standing empty. And I remember being in your shoes. When I arrived in Oak Ridge, I was a single mom with no money, too. I would’ve been lost without everyone’s help. I’m just paying it forward.”

Well, Lila did appreciate it. More than she could truly express.

She’d try, though.

Meanwhile, Flynn was busy being a ninja, so Lila just...let herself sink down into the couch. Oh, wow. When was the last time she’d sat down and relaxed? She felt like if she wasn’t careful, she’d just melt into the cushions and disappear.

She couldn’t believe Victor had really sent his henchmen after her. What did he think he’d get out of kidnapping her?

The kids. It must be. Victor wanted a new generation of little lions to raise up under his control, and he’d already lost his own son when he’d driven his ex away...by being a controlling bastard.

She wondered if he’d ever realize that he was a self-fulfilling prophecy. If he didn’t hold on so tightly, people wouldn’t keep slipping out of his grasp.

Probably not.

Well. Okay. There were lions after her and the kids. Flynn was here, and he’d keep them from getting them.

Then what, though?

It wasn’t like Flynn could just move in and stay here until they all died of old age. Him bodyguarding them was a very nice short-term solution, but it wasn’t going to help anything in the long term.

She was going to have to think of a way to keep Victor from wanting to come after them.

Lila sighed, sinking back into the couch. She had absolutely no idea how to accomplish that.

Well, she’d done a lot of things she’d thought were impossible in the last year. She’d just have to figure it out.

She was taking a few minutes to just sit here first, though.

God, the couch was comfortable for something that looked so ugly.

She closed her eyes for a second. The adrenaline crash was making her body heavy. She could hear Flynn and Sophia scuffling around in the other room, and Grant was safely asleep upstairs. Maybe if she just...

Sleep carried her away before she could finish the thought.
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Lila jerked awake, hearing the rising tide of Grant’s wail.

“I’m coming, kiddo, I’m coming,” said an unfamiliar male voice in the hall, and Lila sat up abruptly. Who was—what was—

Flynn.

Lila’s shoulders relaxed as she remembered. Flynn was in the house, Flynn had driven off Victor’s lions, and Flynn was—

—going to get Grant up from his nap?

Lila jumped up from the couch, hastening to the stairs. “Wait, you don’t have to do that,” she called up, following him upstairs. “I’ll get him.”

Flynn had paused in the hallway, looking chagrined. “I didn’t want him to wake you up. You looked like you could use the rest.”

Well, that was flattering. Lila knew she looked like an exhausted single mom, but she didn’t need to hear it spoken out loud by a man who looked like he’d just stepped out of a firefighter calendar.

“Hard to sleep through that,” Lila said, waving at the door to the baby’s room, where the air-raid siren cries were still rising. “I got him. He’ll get upset if a stranger comes in.”

“Right,” Flynn said. “Of course.”

Then Lila felt bad, for no reason she could really figure out. But her baby was still crying, so she edged past Flynn to get to his door.

God, the man was huge. He took up practically all the space in the hallway, it seemed; their hips brushed when Lila passed him, and she felt a spark at the touch, a bloom of warmth in her stomach.

No. Bad Mommy. She had to focus on keeping her kids safe right now; she couldn’t afford to get distracted by a man. Not even one who looked like he’d stepped out of a firefighter calendar.

She went into Grant’s room without looking back, and as she picked the baby up and his crying calmed down, she could hear Flynn’s footsteps on the stairs.

Well. Good. He’d keep Sophia occupied while she got Grant up.

She played with his chubby feet while she changed him, getting him to giggle. “Ma,” he said, looking up at her with serious eyes.

“That’s right, baby. Mama,” she told him. Both of her kids looked more like her than Michael, but Grant still had his dad’s blue eyes. She hoped they’d never change.

She got him all dressed and picked him up to bring him downstairs. He laid his head on her shoulder, still waking up a little, and her heart clenched. God. She’d do anything to keep him and Sophia safe. Absolutely anything.

She just needed to figure out what anything was.
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Downstairs, she went into the kitchen, stopped and blinked.

“Uh,” Flynn said, looking a little sheepish. “It was getting kind of late, and Sophia said she was hungry, so I got something started? Sorry for invading your cupboards. I hope you didn’t have plans for any of this.”

There was a pot simmering on the stove with tomato sauce and ground beef, and she’d caught Flynn in the act of shaking oregano into it. It smelled amazing.

“Um. No, that was just going to be—dinner tonight,” Lila managed.

A smile, surprisingly sweet, appeared on Flynn’s face. “Oh, good.”

Lila looked at the stove clock and realized that it was after five PM. Oh, jeez. “You slept a long time,” she told Grant.

And so had she. She felt a little fuzzy-brained from the long nap, and hesitantly grateful that dinner was happening without any effort from her.

Sophia appeared from under the table, grabbing onto her right leg and hanging backwards. “Mommy, you took a long nap! Flynn said we had to be quiet, so he read me a book and then I got hungry so now I’m drawing and then we’re going to eat dinner.”

“That sounds like a great plan, honey,” Lila said. “Can I see your picture?”

“Yeah!” Sophia vanished under the table again and came back with a piece of paper with crayon scribbles all over it. Lila noted the places where the crayon swooped right off the page and resolved to remember to scrub the floor under the table sometime soon.

“That’s me, and that’s Flynn, and that’s the fort, and that’s the moat, and that’s me beating him like he’s a bad guy!” Sophia reported, pointing to each thing.

“Very impressive,” Lila told her. “You look super brave.”

Sophia nodded vigorously. “I’m so brave.”

“Dinner’s just about ready,” Flynn put in from behind them.

“Can you be brave enough to wash your hands and come sit nicely at the table?” Lila asked.

Sophia made a face—hand-washing and sitting properly on her butt were both things she disdained—but she trotted off without any whining. Probably on her best behavior for Flynn, Lila thought, and hoped it would last.

Lila went to set the table. “I can do that,” Flynn said, half-turning from the counter where he was making a salad. Lila was impressed; Michael had never voluntarily eaten salad in his life.

“You’re finishing the food,” she told him. “I’ve got it.”

“You’ve got a baby, though.”

“Flynn, if I stopped doing anything because I was holding a baby, I wouldn’t have gotten a blessed thing done in the entire last year,” Lila said patiently. “I can set the table.”

And in fact, by the time she was halfway done, Grant wanted to get down, so she put him in his high chair and gave him a couple of toys. He’d been more interested in the floor than the high chair, but he got distracted by pressing buttons and making things light up.

“Save some pasta out with no sauce,” Lila remembered to tell Flynn.

Flynn was searching through the cabinets for something, but before Lila could ask what it was, he unearthed a colander. “Sure thing.”

Lila looked around, trying to figure out what else to do. She’d set the table, poured drinks for everyone, Grant was in his high chair, Sophia had come out of the bathroom with damp hands and sat herself primly in her chair...

Once again, there was nothing for her to do. Flynn had even done most of the dishes already.

It all felt weird. Uncomfortable, like it wasn’t right for him to be doing all these things for her. Lila prided herself in her ability to do everything as a single mom, and there was a part of her brain that was yelling, We don’t need his help! He came in here and did all this without asking, went into our kitchen and took care of our kids—this is our house—

To which Lila had to reply, Well, no, it isn’t.

It was Flynn’s mother’s house. It was more Flynn’s house than hers, if she thought about it that way.

She only had this house at all because she’d needed help, and someone had given it to her. Now she needed help again, as much as she loathed admitting it, and someone was here, giving it to her.

She wasn’t going to be so ungrateful as to get mad at him for making spaghetti, for Pete’s sake.

Even if it felt—weird.

“Okay, dinner is served!” Flynn brought a big bowl of spaghetti and meat sauce over to the table, and Sophia immediately went up on her knees to look at it.

“On your butt, kiddo,” Lila reminded her, and went to get Grant’s food ready.

She saw Flynn watching closely as she cut up plain noodles, blowing on them until they were just lukewarm, and set them on the high chair’s tray, ready to be squished between baby fingers and dropped into the depths of the chair and maybe, occasionally, brought into the baby’s mouth.

“Does he eat regular food already?” Flynn asked as they sat down.

Lila served Sophia and nodded. “He stopped nursing just a month or so ago. I still give him baby food, but he can eat pretty much what we eat. Just not too hot or too hard to get into his mouth by himself.”

Flynn nodded seriously. Lila wondered what he thought he was going to use that information for.

Maybe he was paying attention as practice for when he had kids. That made sense. Lila wondered if he had a girlfriend or a fiancée, if he was thinking about kids soon.

He probably did. No one that good-looking stayed single for long, right? She shouldn’t have ogled him earlier. Well, for lots of reasons, but because he probably wasn’t single and his girlfriend certainly wouldn’t appreciate it if random people Flynn helped because he was a goodhearted, honorable man took it as an invitation to leer at him.

That was settled, then. Flynn was just being nice, and she’d be nice back, and that was all. Firmly, Lila sat down and started eating her spaghetti.

She blinked. “This is amazing.”

Flynn smiled a little. “I’m not a crazy good cook like Lachlan is, but our mom made sure that we both knew the basics. If I couldn’t put together a decent spaghetti sauce, she’d probably disown me.”

“I wish more men were like you,” Lila sighed, and dug in.

Flynn didn’t seem to know how to respond to that, and Lila thought guiltily that it might have sounded flirtatious. Damn it, what was wrong with her? Normally she had no problem ignoring men, even if they were sending obvious signals in her direction. She hadn’t been interested in a single date in the whole year since Michael died.

Of course, she’d been a little distracted. Her prime distraction decided that his spaghetti would look better on the floor, and she gratefully leaned in to help him actually eat something, letting her stupid thoughts fade right away.
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Flynn was around all evening. He washed the dishes. He ran around with Sophia while Lila put Grant to bed. He acceded gracefully to Sophia’s demand that he read her a story, and then that he stick around while Mommy read her another story.

It was a little spooky. Lila kept turning around, ready to attend to the crisis that had arisen while her attention was on something else, and realizing...there was no crisis. Because while she’d been busy changing Grant’s diaper or kissing Sophia’s bruised knee or putting toothpaste on a toothbrush...Flynn had been there.

She couldn’t get used to this. It was dangerous.

Finally, both of the kids were asleep, and Lila turned to cleaning up the kitchen—and remembered that the dishes were already done.

Well, at least she could scrub the crayon off the floor.

Flynn followed her into the kitchen, of course, but he stood back while she crawled under the table with a Magic Eraser and some paper towels.

“Sorry,” he said, shamefaced, when she came back out, crayon streaks scrubbed away. “I didn’t even think about what would happen if she was using crayons on the floor like that. I should’ve had a—tarp or something.”

Lila had to snort at the image of Sophia coloring on a tarp, but she shook her head. “It’s not the sort of thing you think about if you’re not a parent. And it’s really—you’ve done so much. I thought you were just going to bodyguard, not...babysit.”

“If I’ve overstepped—”

“No, that’s not what I mean,” Lila interrupted. 

Although what did she mean, if not that?

“I just—you don’t have to do any of this. I’m used to not having any help. Don’t worry about wrangling the kids. You shouldn’t have to spend your afternoon playing ninja with Sophia.”

A smile teased at the edges of his mouth. “I liked ninja. It’s a fun game.”

“But still—”

“I get what you’re saying,” he said, more serious now. “But I promise you—I like kids. My nephew’s only a little older than Sophia, and I babysit him all the time. And he’s more of a tiny little nerd, always wanting to ask science questions. I’m much better at running around playing stealth games than I am at answering science questions.”

Lila shook her head, not sure what argument she could really muster in response to I like babysitting your kids so you can take a nap on the couch, no really, I like it.

Especially since she couldn’t remember the last time she’d gotten a nap.

And she supposed she had to take Flynn’s word for it—he really did seem to like Sophia. Which was great, honestly, because Sophia tired most adults out pretty fast.

“Okay,” she said finally. “Well. Thank you.”

“My pleasure. Honestly.”

“So then—” Lila looked at the cleaning supplies she was holding, went to get everything put away, and then came back and sat down at the table, motioning for Flynn to sit across from her. “I know you’re planning on staying here and keeping watch against Victor’s lions. What about in the long term, though? You can’t just guard our house forever.”

“Well, I could,” Flynn said, with a hint of a humor—but just a hint. Lila found herself wondering if he was serious. He couldn’t be, though, right?

“What,” she said, a little defensively, “you’re going to quit your job and work for me full-time? I don’t have the funds for a private bodyguard.”

Flynn shrugged easily. “I’m the sheriff’s deputy. My job is to keep this town safe from criminal activity. Victor and his lions are engaging in criminal activity. Malachi—the sheriff, my boss—told me to keep an eye out here, and when I called in what happened, he said I should stay here until further notice. So technically I’m at work right now.”

“Oh.” Lila processed that, and then said, “Well, but—you have a personal life. You can’t just be at work all the time.”

Flynn’s smile had an edge to it this time. “Not much of a personal life, I promise you.”

Maybe there wasn’t a girlfriend or fiancée after all?

Lila forced that thought away. It didn’t matter. “Okay,” she said. “Well. Thank you. But I don’t want to constantly be on the lookout for lions ready to kidnap my children, no matter how good you are at bodyguarding. I want to do something to make Victor stay away permanently.”

Flynn sobered immediately, nodding. “Yes. We’re working on that ourselves. The problem is—it’s hard to think of a permanent solution that doesn’t involve killing Victor, killing whoever rises up as Victor’s successor, killing Victor’s whole family...” He waved a hand. “And potential legal consequences aside, we just—we don’t want to do that if we can avoid it. We’re not murderers here.”

“No, of course not,” Lila hastened to say. “I don’t want to kill anyone, either.” Not that she could even if she tried. “I just want them to leave me alone.”

“And we’re going to figure out how to do that. I promise you.” Flynn’s voice was serious.

“But how?” Lila pressed. “Is there a plan? Do you know if Malachi or Lachlan or anybody has a real plan?”

She could feel the tension curling up her spine, the need to do something. She hated feeling like this, anxious and humorless. Once upon a time, she’d been fun and cheerful, always ready for a joke. When Michael had been alive, they’d joked around constantly.

Now, it felt like all of that had been sucked away drop by drop, over the last year. All that was left was a burning need to make sure her children were safe.

“Well.” Flynn looked away. “No. We’ve been going around in circles. Nobody wants an all-out war. Victor keeps on using these sneaky underhanded tactics, darting in with a couple of henchmen and then melting back into the forest. We can’t patrol it all. And—the thing that’s causing the most worry right now—he told Cam that he’s mustered up some mysterious allies who’re going to help him fight us. We haven’t seen them yet, and we have no idea who they might be.”

“Hmm.” Lila frowned. “So you need information from the pack about the allies.”

Flynn nodded. “Yes. But it’s not like any of us can infiltrate a pack of lions. None of us have shifter forms that are good for stealth, either. They’d probably notice an enormous dragon lurking outside their windows trying to listen in.”

“I...might have an idea,” Lila said slowly.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 4: Flynn
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“No,” said Flynn. “Absolutely not.”

Lila looked taken aback. “Why on earth not? It might help, and it surely won’t hurt.”

Lila had apparently received a call from Victor’s lawyer earlier in the day, and hadn’t been sure whether she wanted to call back. She’d been afraid that Victor might be trying some new threat or intimidation tactic.

Now, she wanted to call back and see if she could get the lawyer to give up some information.

She was looking determined and brave, and Flynn just wanted to put himself between her and anything that might hurt her.

“What if Victor is trying something shady?” he pointed out. “That risk hasn’t decreased since this morning.”

“But the possible rewards have changed,” Lila argued. “I can talk to Elizabeth, see if she wants to have a meeting even, and try to learn some things from her about what Victor’s planning and who might be on his side.”

“She probably won’t tell you anything. She’s a lawyer—they’re trained in confidentiality.”

“We used to be friends,” Lila said, looking away. “Back when I first came to the pack—she’s really smart, and she was one of the few women who Victor trusted with a position of authority. I liked her.”

Flynn had no doubt that Lila would’ve gotten along with an intelligent, capable woman like she was describing.

“But after Michael died...” Lila shook her head. “She was quoting the party line along with everyone else. I couldn’t leave town. I had to stay with the pack. Michael’s life insurance was caught up in some sort of legal limbo, and she was the one who told me I couldn’t have that money. But I know she felt bad about it. I think Victor was pressuring her.”

Flynn ran a hand through his hair, unable to explain the agitation he was feeling. It was a good lead, and a smart idea. Lila was uniquely qualified to get this information; Lord knew that no one else in Oak Ridge had any kind of line into Victor’s pack.

But he didn’t want Lila to do anything that might put her in danger.

His griffin’s feathers ruffled.

“What if one of us talks to her instead?” he tried. “Maybe Lachlan. Everyone likes him.”

Lila tilted her head, giving him a slightly confused, thoughtful look. “But clearly it should be me. She knows me. She likes me—or I thought she did. I’m the best chance at getting her to open up.”

“You just shouldn’t—you shouldn’t have to put yourself in danger like this,” Flynn said. “You shouldn’t have to deal with anything else at all. You just had to take your kids and run from attacking lions earlier today. That’s enough to be dealing with.”

“And I don’t want to deal with it again!” Lila’s voice rose sharply—but then she quickly glanced at the ceiling and lowered it. Sleeping children. “I will do anything,” she continued in a fierce whisper, “anything at all, to make sure that my children are safe. And this is such a small thing, Flynn. I’m not throwing myself into deadly danger. I’m making a phone call. All right?”

She was gorgeous like this, fiery and passionate. Flynn could feel himself wavering, because how could he doubt that this woman was capable of anything she put her mind to?

“And I don’t actually need your permission to do it,” Lila added, with a sudden tart edge to her voice. “I think it would be better if I had your cooperation, and an assurance that the shifters here will follow up on anything I find out, but I could just do it and you couldn’t stop me.”

That was—true. Flynn had to crush down some of his protective instincts here, probably.

Keep her safe, his griffin hissed.

Don’t be a jerk, Flynn shot back, because he’d certainly done enough of that already.

“I’ll call Malachi,” he said finally.

Lila’s shoulders relaxed minutely. Flynn wanted to reach over and rub the tension out of them, see if he could massage away some of that brittle quality in her body, the fragile wound-up result of worry and overwork and sleepless nights.

He kept his hands to himself, and dug out his phone instead.

Malachi was working, and he picked up immediately. “What is it?”

“No more attacks,” Flynn assured him, “but Lila’s thought of something that might help.”

Quickly, he laid out the situation and Lila’s plan. Part of him was still hoping that Malachi might say it was too dangerous, insist on meeting the lawyer himself, or sending Lachlan to charm her into submission.

But no. “That’s the first lead we’ve had,” Malachi said approvingly. “I take it you’re not worried she’s spying for the other side any longer?”

Flynn’s eyes darted to Lila’s face immediately, but she didn’t have shifter hearing, and she didn’t show any signs of having heard what Malachi had said. “No,” he said shortly. “Can you call up the others? Let them know we might have some usable information soon.”

“Will do,” Malachi said. “You okay there by yourself? I can send over Santos or Reid as backup.”

Neither Santos nor Reid were employed by the Oak Ridge Sheriff’s Department, but they were big, strong dragon shifters. There’d been a lot of unofficial deputizing of the local dragons lately.

“No, I’m good,” Flynn said. He didn’t need anyone else to help, and Lila didn’t need anyone else barging in on her home. “Wouldn’t hurt to have someone patrol the wider woods occasionally, show our presence. I’m going to stick close to the house.”

“I’ll take care of it. Keep me posted.”

“Will do,” Flynn said, and hung up.

“So?” Lila asked.

“You’re good to go. You want to call her right now?”

Lila hesitated, looking down at her phone. “Tomorrow,” she decided finally. “I’m not at my best right now, and I want to be sharp enough to get what we need. I really shouldn’t have taken that nap.”

Lila, in Flynn’s opinion, could probably use a hundred naps. But he understood what she meant—the fog that invaded your head when you slept too long during the day.

“Can I do anything?” came out of his mouth before he could think better of it. “Anything you need taken care of around the house?”

Caught in the act of rubbing her hand over her face, she laughed into her palm. “No, Flynn, you’ve done so much already,” she said, dropping her hands into her lap. “I can’t thank you enough. All right? I’m just going to take care of a few things, and then I’ll go to bed.”

“Okay.” Flynn didn’t know how to articulate the weird discomfort he felt when she thanked him. He didn’t want her gratitude, as though he’d done her some enormous favor by playing with a little girl and cooking spaghetti.

He didn’t know quite what he wanted instead, though.

“I’m going to go do a patrol around the yard,” he said, rather than trying to voice any of that. “Check out the woods nearby. I’ll keep a close perimeter; nothing will sneak up on you when I’m out.”

Lila nodded. “Thank you.”

“No need to thank me,” he said, keeping his voice even, and made his escape.

Lila probably didn’t want him around the house while she was getting herself ready for bed, anyway, he thought as he stepped outside into the cold almost-winter air. She’d want privacy, not some strange man seeing her change into her—whatever she wore to bed.

His stupid brain immediately supplied him with a mental picture of Lila in a soft little nightgown, clingy fabric hugging her curves, just waiting to be stripped off—

Wow, real classy. Ogling the scared widow. What a jerk.

Flynn focused on the dark, thick woods stretching out from the house’s small yard, and shifted.
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He stayed out on patrol for a long time, scouring the woods immediately around the house. Once, when he’d ventured just a bit further out, he passed Malachi’s black form, gliding silently over the trees, a shadow in front of the stars. Flynn nodded to him as they flew by each other, heartened by the knowledge that the sheriff was keeping an eye on the wider forest while he stuck close to Lila and the kids.

There was no sign of lions lurking in the trees. Flynn wanted to be reassured, but instead it filled him with foreboding.

Because if they weren’t here, where were they?

Still, eventually he had to accept that he wasn’t going to find anything and he might as well go back to Lila’s place and make sure that he got enough sleep to be useful tomorrow. He glided back into the yard and shifted.

It was strange to be here, the house that he’d grown up in, as an adult guest of someone else’s family. Flynn had spent years playing in this yard, chasing little Lachlan around, climbing trees, stalking off into the woods in teenage rages.

Of which he’d had quite a few. It had probably been good for the rest of the family that they’d lived right in the forest and Flynn had the option of making a dramatic exit into the trees, rather than having to stay in the house and inflict himself on everyone else.

He’d thought that watching Lila’s kids run around and play in his house would’ve been invasive and strange. But instead, it was filling his chest with something unfamiliar and warm, knowing that the house wasn’t standing empty any longer, but housing a family once more.

Flynn had always dreamed of raising his own family in that house. He lived in a tiny little place in town these days, because he wanted to be closer to the sheriff’s station if he needed to go in; it wasn’t big enough for a family. The family he’d always wanted.

But the dream had always been just that—a dream. Flynn couldn’t have biological kids, and anyway, he’d never met a woman he’d thought would be happy settling down with him, so the point was moot.

Better that Lila have the house, with her real family, than Flynn keep imagining a ghost of one in an empty building.

He went to the back door—locked, of course, which he should’ve realized. Of course Lila wasn’t just going to leave it open for any random lion to just walk right in without making a sound. Now he had to decide whether to wake Lila up, or sleep on the lawn.

It wasn’t a hard decision. He’d just turned around when the door opened behind him.

“Where were you going to go?” Lila asked him, frowning. She was lovely in the dimness, dressed not in a sexy nightgown like Flynn had guiltily imagined, but in gray sweatpants and a pink hoodie that just hinted at her curves. She looked so soft and warm, Flynn just wanted to wrap his arms around her.

“I wasn’t leaving,” he hastened to assure her. “Just thought I’d shift, sleep on the lawn.”

“You didn’t even try knocking.”

“Didn’t want to wake you up.”

Lila was staring at him with this indecipherable look. He’d seen it before, when he’d offered her spaghetti earlier that evening, and he had no idea what it meant.

“Come inside,” she said finally, stepping aside.

“I thought you were asleep,” he explained redundantly as he followed her in.

“I slept for a bit. Grant woke up, and I had to get him back down, and then I thought I’d make myself a cup of tea before I went back to bed. Do you want one?”

Flynn never drank tea. “Sure.”

Lila went back to the kitchen, Flynn following on her heels. “I’ve got—um, black tea, green, those are both caffeinated—I’m having licorice, if you want that. It’s herbal.”

“Licorice tea?” Flynn tried to imagine what that might taste like, and couldn’t get anywhere good.

“It’s the herb, not the candy. It doesn’t taste like what you’d expect. Here, try mine.” Lila held out her cup.

Flynn took it hesitantly, careful not to let their fingers touch. The cup was faded blue ceramic with a picture of a sunflower on it and a chip in the handle; Lila must have been using it for midnight tea for years. He put it to his lips, trying not to imagine whether he could taste her on it.

Then he was startled by the taste of the actual tea. It was sweet, but not like candy, like—like something from the earth. Bright and grassy, it spread over his tongue. He pulled back the mug and looked at it, then took another taste.

“Right?” Lila said, and when he looked at her, her eyes were laughing. “It’s not what you expect.”

“No, it really isn’t.” He looked at the mug again. “Okay. I’ll have a cup of this, thank you.”

“Great.” Lila set the kettle up, then turned to the cupboards, finding another mug. She held it up: it had a picture of a dinosaur on it.

“Looks good,” Flynn said. “Never say no to dinosaurs.”

“Agreed. I’m getting Sophia into them right now because I like reading the books with her.”

“You ever want to annoy a dragon, call them a dinosaur,” Flynn advised her. “I used to wind Lachlan up like nobody’s business when he was thirteen or so, calling him a triceratops.”

Lila laughed, a hand over her mouth. Flynn tried not to find it adorable, and failed. “That’s great. I think Sophia would give a lot to be a triceratops. Or a dragon; she has a book about fantasy creatures, too.”

“I’ll have to take a look at it for her, tell her what they got wrong.”

Another laugh, and then the kettle started to hiss, and Lila turned away to make the tea.

Flynn was slowly becoming aware of an ache deep in his chest. At the sight of Lila in her pajamas making tea for them; the plan to sit down with Sophia and her book. The warmth of the house, the dim light, the two of them here in this little pool of domestic happiness.

It felt dangerous, like it was too good to be true.

Because it was too good to be true; it wasn’t true. Flynn was just here as a bodyguard, not as a part of the family. Lila was making him tea to be nice; he was entertaining Sophia to help Lila out.

But if it wasn’t true, it didn’t have to be dangerous. Nothing was going to go wrong between them, because nothing existed between them to go wrong. All Flynn had to do was keep Lila safe from the bad guys, and that was a piece of cake compared to any of the other stuff.

Thank God.

He took the tea from Lila when she handed it over in its dinosaur mug. This time, he was less careful, and their fingers brushed.

Lila inhaled quickly, and pulled her hands back.

Flynn kept his breathing steady, but his fingers sparked at the contact. His griffin’s feathers ruffled, a curious noise sounding inside his head.

No. Nothing’s happening. It’s nothing.

“I’m just going to—take this into the living room,” Flynn managed, holding up the mug. “Thanks. Thank you.”

God, he sounded like an idiot. Good thing none of this meant anything, right?

“Sure, of course,” Lila said. “I was just about to go to bed too—upstairs, I mean—well, obviously.”

She blushed, and Flynn watched the flush moving up her cheeks and wanted to lean in and kiss them.

This had to stop. At least Lila seemed to be stumbling as much as he was. Or no, that wasn’t good at all—he wanted her to be comfortable.

Well, he knew one way to achieve that. “Goodnight.” He lifted the mug and fled the kitchen, managing not to spill any of it on the way.

“Goodnight,” echoed back behind him, and then he was in the darkened front room, and letting out a sigh of relief.

A pride of hostile lions he could handle—enemy soldiers in the desert, he could handle—even his six-year-old nephew having a tantrum, he could handle. But in the face of a sweet, pretty woman being nice to him, he fled like a coward.

“Get over it, Flynn,” he whispered to himself, and took a big swallow of tea. It was too hot still, and burned his throat, searing away all of the sweetness he’d tasted before.

So deal with it, he thought resignedly, and settled back on the couch to nap until morning.
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Lila stared at her phone, taking a deep breath.

The morning had been its usual flurry. She was keeping Sophia home from kindergarten until they got this all sorted out, so she’d had to explain that they were all staying home today, which had caused a minor tantrum until Sophia realized that Flynn was staying home with them. So Flynn was spending another day running around at a five-year-old girl’s whim.

At least he didn’t seem to mind it.

Lila was determinedly not thinking about the Tea Interlude last night. She didn’t even know why she’d offered him a cup—he didn’t look like the sort of person who drank tea. Most men disdained it, in her experience; even Michael, who hadn’t been super macho or anything, had thought tea was an old-lady drink.

But Flynn had accepted, and then they’d had that too-close moment in the kitchen, where she’d watched his eyes drift closed as he tasted it, knowing that the surprising taste was spreading over his tongue, and she’d found herself feeling like—

—and then it had seemed like maybe he was also feeling like—

But then he’d practically tripped over his own feet trying to get away, and Lila had been backpedaling too, because what did she think she was doing, with her kids in danger and her life completely upside-down? Sort yourself out before you go after anyone else, girl, she told herself severely.

So this morning she’d let herself get totally caught up in the kids and their reassuringly predictable wants...and then suddenly Sophia was playing with Flynn and Grant was sitting contentedly in his playpen and Lila was alone with her cell phone, ready to start her career as a super-spy by calling Elizabeth.

She breathed out, long and slow, and dialed.

It only rang once before Elizabeth picked up. “Lila.” Her voice sounded tight, tense, even with just that one word.

“Hi, Elizabeth. What’s going on? Your message sounded serious.” Elizabeth had just said, Call me back, Lila. It’s important.

“It is serious. Lila, I found something out that—I can’t keep it a secret. Are you—can you hear something difficult right now?”

No. “Yes.” Lila took another deep breath, thought about sitting down. No, she wanted to be upright, standing on her own two feet when Elizabeth said whatever was coming.

“Michael’s death wasn’t an accident.”

Lila staggered.

Reaching for the wall, she leaned back against it. “What?” Her voice came out faint and faded.

“He wanted to get out, take you and the kids and leave. And Victor had him killed. Staged a challenge, set Tony and Nevin on him, not a fair fight at all. Made it look like he’d been in a car accident.”

“How. How did you find out?” Lila wished Elizabeth hadn’t said any of those details, because now she had a full-color movie playing out in her brain—Michael surprised, dismayed, and finally terrified—Michael being stalked by the two biggest enforcers in the pack—Michael dying afraid and alone—

“I overheard some things, put the pieces together, and then I got Nevin drunk and got him to admit it,” Elizabeth said, sounding detached and clinical. Lila wondered how she could do that, suck all the emotion out of her voice when she was talking about—about—

“What are you going to do? What can I do?”

“That part I’m still trying to figure out,” Elizabeth said. “But I want to know if you have any information about what might’ve made Michael want to leave. Like what made you leave—Victor’s been really hush-hush about where you are with anyone but the enforcers. Nevin told me he’s been watching you, though.”

“Oh, I know he’s been watching.” Lila’s shock was starting to solidify into something like rage. Her hands were shaking. “I can’t—Elizabeth, I need to take a minute—”

“Of course.” Elizabeth’s voice softened the barest amount. “Call me back when you’ve thought it over.”

As though her husband’s murder was a decision about whether to go to a party or not. But that was just what Elizabeth was like; Lila didn’t think she could’ve been Victor’s lawyer if she didn’t have the capability of just turning her emotions off sometimes.

“I will,” Lila managed.

“I have to go. Think about what information might be useful. I mean it.” The phone went silent.

Lila pulled it away from her ear and stared down at it.

“Lila?”

She started, almost dropping her phone, and turned to see Flynn standing in the doorway to the front room.

“I’m sorry,” he said quietly, “I couldn’t help hearing the conversation. Shifter ears. Is there anything I can do?”

“I—I don’t—” Lila stared down at the phone, and then up at him. She felt her eyes filling up with tears. She couldn’t tell if they were tears of grief or rage.

She wanted to throw her phone across the room. She wanted to run out into the woods and scream. She wanted to travel back in time so that she could strangle Michael for being such a stupid idiot.

“I can’t be around the kids like this,” she whispered. “I can’t let them see me—” See her do what? She didn’t even know, but she knew that she felt like a cup filled to the brim with terrible, awful feelings, and she couldn’t let them spill over where her children would see.

Flynn nodded once. “No problem. Hold on.” He pulled out his phone.

“Lachlan?” he said. “Are you working this afternoon? Great. Could Sophia and Grant go over to your place for a bit? Lila has to spend some time alone and we need to make sure they’re safe.”

A pause. “Great. Can you come pick them up? Fantastic. See you soon.”

He hung up. “Okay, he’ll be here in a few minutes, and he’s bringing our mom so they can take your car with the car seat and everything in it.”

Lila nodded, overwhelmed. “Good. Yes, that’s—that’s perfect. Thanks.”

“You want to go upstairs until they get here, take some time for yourself?”

“I have to talk to Sophia, tell her what’s going to happen.” Lila wasn’t just going to let her daughter get taken away without talking to her, even if it was by friends.

Steeling herself, she blinked away her tears and breathed. She needed to be strong for her child, just for a few minutes. She could have all of her feelings later.

She walked into the living room, where Sophia was building a structure out of Legos. “Look, Mommy,” she said when Lila walked in. “It’s a castle!”

“Wow, what a great castle,” Lila said. “Listen, honey, how do you feel about a playdate with Aidan today?”

“Yeah!” Sophia loved playing with Aidan, even if he sometimes wanted to play scientist instead of superpowered fighters. And she loved Lachlan—she hadn’t had any kind adult men in her life since Michael had died.

Been murdered.

“Great,” Lila said. “Lachlan and Diana are going to come pick you and Grant up, okay? And you’ll see Aidan when he gets home from school.”

“Can Flynn come?”

Lila hesitated.

“I have to stay here with your mom, kiddo,” Flynn said from behind her. “But you’ll see me tonight, okay?”

Sophia thought that over. “Okay.”

Lila went over to her daughter for a hug. Sophia wrapped her arms around her and squeezed hard. Lila felt the tears rising again—why couldn’t Michael be here for his daughter? It wasn’t fair.

She let Sophia go with an effort and went over to the playpen. “Bye, honey. Have a good day with Lachlan and Diana, okay?” she whispered, picking him up to squeeze him too. He grabbed her ear and giggled.

“I love you,” she told him, and gently detached him and set him down again.

“I’ll take care of them until Lachlan and my mother get here,” Flynn said in her ear. “And no one’s better with kids than the two of them. They’ll be safe and happy all day.”

How had he known exactly what she needed to hear? Lila nodded, feeling a little less shaky. She wasn’t abandoning her kids to the unknown. They’d be taken care of, and she could take some time to let her feelings out so that she could still be a good mom to them when she saw them later.

Slowly, she left the room, climbing the stairs, her heart feeling heavier and more leaden with every step. Upstairs, she went into the bedroom she’d been using as hers, over to the unfamiliar bed with the familiar duvet on it. The duvet she’d slept under with Michael.

Until he’d been killed.

Until Victor had killed him.

Lila let her knees give out and fell down on the mattress, already crying. She shoved her face into a pillow and let it smother the noise as she cried and cried.

How could this all have happened?

***
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Eventually, the tears stopped coming. Downstairs, she heard the door open, heard Lachlan’s pleasant tenor echoing up the stairs, Sophia’s excited chatter, Diana’s calm response. Flynn’s deep rumbling voice, a soothing bass underneath it all.

Then the door opened again, and the house was quiet. The cars pulled away.

Lila sat up, rubbing her eyes. Slowly, she got out of bed, went into the bathroom and washed her face. Her whole body felt heavy and strange. The water didn’t do anything to hide the fact that her nose was red, her eyes puffy.

Oh, well. It wasn’t like Flynn could’ve missed her sobbing up here, not with shifter hearing. And she didn’t have any reason to try to look pretty for him or any nonsense like that.

On the landing, she hesitated. There was nothing stopping her from just going back into her room, shutting the door, and not speaking to another person until the kids got back home.

But she didn’t want that. To be alone, with her thoughts about Michael spiraling around and around and around? She’d mourned him already, for impossibly hard months when Grant was tiny, cried and cried when Sophia was in bed, wished hopelessly for things to be different. Alone, always alone.

She wasn’t alone right now, and she didn’t want to pretend that she was. She turned towards the stairs.

Flynn was picking up the living room. He stilled when he saw her on the stairs, hands full of Legos.

“You don’t have to do that,” Lila said. Her voice sounded old and raspy.

“I get all up in my head if I don’t have something to do.” He looked down at the Legos, then went over to the plastic bin where they lived and dumped them in. Then winced at the clatter, as though he hadn’t wanted to disturb her.

“I know that feeling,” Lila said, coming down into the room. “After Michael—I was glad for the kids. I mean, it was hard, don’t get me wrong. Harder than anything I’d ever thought I’d have to do. But if I hadn’t had them to take care of, I sometimes felt like I would’ve just sat down and started crying and then never gotten up again.”

“You got up today,” Flynn pointed out.

Lila nodded, mustering up a tiny smile. “It’s been a year since he died. I miss him, but I’m not...grieving like that any longer.”

“I’m sorry that you had to go through all of that,” Flynn said, sounding truly unhappy. “I can’t imagine how terrible it must have been.”

Lila let out her breath. “Pretty terrible,” she said, with a ghost of a laugh. “But—”

Flynn raised his eyebrows. “But?”

“I don’t know what to put after the ‘but,’” she admitted. “But at least now we’ve had to flee our home and depend on the kindness of strangers for a roof over our head? But now I get to be furious at him for taking a risk that got him killed? But Victor’s trying to kidnap my children?” She raised her hands in a parody of helplessness.

Flynn bit his lip, looking almost pained. And then, in one swift motion, he crossed the room to her and pulled her into his arms.

Lila thought she should’ve been surprised, maybe even upset. They’d just met and she hadn’t said anything about wanting to be comforted.

But instead, it was as though she’d been waiting for him to do this ever since she’d hung up the phone with Elizabeth. She melted into his embrace, soaking up the strength in his arms, the warmth of his body. God, he was so big and broad. It felt like if she leaned in far enough, she might be able to just disappear into him.

She closed her eyes, and tried.
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Chapter 6: Flynn
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Flynn held Lila close, feeling her tremble in his arms.

God, he wanted to keep her like this forever. She’d washed up, but the faint salt-scent of her tears still lingered in the air, and it made his griffin rise in his chest, furious at the man who’d hurt her so badly.

We’ll make him pay, Flynn assured it. We will.

And under that was the ache of wanting that he was almost starting to get used to. The feeling that he needed this woman.

Even though she was crying about her late husband. Even though he didn’t deserve her at all.

If she only knew—

Looking down at the top of Lila’s head, Flynn could feel the self-loathing rise in him until it was overflowing, impossible to ignore.

It reached his mouth with, “I have a confession to make.”

Lila looked up at him, eyebrows coming together in a delicate frown. Flynn let go of her, even though it made his hands hurt with the desire to have her back.

“What sort of confession?” she asked. Curious, not suspicious. She was too kind to suspect that anyone would be as mean-spirited as he’d been.

“When you first came here, I was suspicious of you.” That didn’t sound harsh enough. “I thought you might be spying for Victor. I was almost sure of it, actually, because the whole situation seemed too convenient. I didn’t want to give you the house—I argued with my mother and brother about it.”

She was still frowning, but not with anger or contempt. She just looked—quizzical. She must not have understood.

“I wanted to keep you out of the town entirely,” he said, trying to clarify, make her see. “You would’ve been totally without any help, anywhere to stay, if I’d had my way.”

Now there was a flash of anger. Good. Flynn braced himself for the just condemnation that was surely coming his way.

“I wish you wouldn’t talk about yourself like that,” she said.

He blinked. That wasn’t what he’d been expecting.

She stepped forward until they were close again, almost touching. Flynn had to check the reflex to take her into his arms again. “That’s not much of a confession,” she continued. “Because if I were a different woman, maybe I would have been spying for Victor. You only had Cam’s word that I was really in trouble, right? You didn’t know her, either.”

She leaned in further, sliding her arms around him. Feeling like she’d hit him over the head with a two-by-four, Flynn slowly returned the embrace.

“You’re a widow with two kids,” he argued. “I should’ve wanted to help you. Not turn you out on the street.”

Lila turned her head, leaned forward a little more until her ear was against Flynn’s chest. She must be able to hear his heartbeat going a million miles a minute.

“It’s your job to keep this town safe,” she said softly. “You’re the sheriff’s deputy, right? You’ve been working to protect Oak Ridge against Victor. I think Cam said you were in the military, too.”

“Marine Corps,” Flynn confirmed, clearing his throat. “Two tours. Thought I might be career, but I missed home too much.”

“So your whole life, you’ve had to worry about what might happen. Try to keep people safe, when other people were trying to hurt them. Try to think about who might want to hurt them.”

Flynn wasn’t stupid; he could see what she was getting at. Still. “You don’t need to make excuses for me.”

“I’m not making excuses,” Lila said impatiently. “Are you really telling me that you were supposed to just turn that off? When the stakes were that high?”

Intellectually, he understood the point she was making. But it was hard to reconcile the suspicion of the unknown woman, coming from the camp of the enemy, with Lila the woman standing in front of him, telling him off.

“You know what, I’m glad you were suspicious,” she kept on. “Because it means you’re on alert. You’re ready for whatever Victor might try next. I admit I might not be quite so happy if you were still suspicious of me now—”

“I’m not, I promise,” he said quickly.

“—but you were just having a natural reaction to someone strange invading your home in a time of war,” she finished. “At least, I imagine that’s what it was. I’ve never been at war before.”

His arms tightened around her at the thought of her in a war. “Thank you,” he said roughly. “You don’t have to be that generous.”

“It’s not generosity,” she murmured, pressing her face to his shoulder.

Why had he interrupted her being so upset about her husband to make her deal with his own issues, again? Oh, yes, that was right. “I just wanted to make sure that you’re all right with me being here.”

Lila pulled back again so she could look him in the eye. “I want you here.”

Even said in so many words, it seemed somehow impossible.

“All right.” His voice caught. “I’m not going anywhere.” Because if she really did want him here, he was going to be whatever she needed. “What will help you?”

Lila knocked her head against Flynn’s sternum. “I don’t know. At first I was just upset, but now I’m starting to get mad, which isn’t helpful.”

“Mad at Victor?”

“No,” she said, pulling back from the embrace. Flynn let her go immediately, and she paced around in a circle, fists clenched. “I’m mad at Michael. Which is stupid, he didn’t ask to get murdered. But he was going to leave the pack and take us with him, that’s why Victor had him killed. But he didn’t talk to me about it!” Her voice rose in pitch. “Why didn’t he talk to me?”

“Maybe he didn’t want to put you in danger, too,” Flynn offered. He was restraining himself out of respect for the dead: really, he was furious at Lila’s late husband. Why hadn’t he thought about who he was leaving behind? Why hadn’t he stuck around to protect her?

“Well, he did a really great job of that, didn’t he.” There was a sarcastic edge to her voice, but after a second, she softened, shaking her head. “He just—Michael was a sweet, lovely man, but he didn’t think things through very well. He asked me to marry him before he told me he was a shifter. He was fantastic with numbers and math, but he couldn’t cook to save his life, because he never thought about what ingredients he’d need and how long everything would take.”

Now she sounded fondly exasperated. Flynn tried to picture her with a man who was coalescing in his head as an absent-minded professor type. It was hard to picture. Was that her type?

Lord, he hoped not.

Lila sighed. “I guess I just—why did he have to always have the best intentions and the worst follow-through? Why did he have to get killed because he wanted to save us, but he couldn’t trust me to help him do it?”

She turned to look at Flynn, as though he might have the answers. He thought carefully about what to say.

“I didn’t know your husband,” he said finally. “But anyone can see that you’re smart. You’re practical. You can take care of things. If I—” No, no, abort, abort! “—anyone who was your partner should’ve known to come to you for help.”

Lila sighed. “Thank you.” She shook her head. “God, I’m so mad. He was such a sweet idiot. Why did—why did Victor have to kill him?”

She shook her head, her jaw setting.

“That asshole killed my husband.” Now she sounded truly angry. Flynn approved. “He murdered Michael behind my back, and came to me afterwards to tell me he’d been killed in an accident while driving at work. He made me tea in my own kitchen and touched my shoulder like he was sympathizing.” Flynn could picture it, and it made his fists clench. “But he had him killed.”

“And he’s not getting away with it.”

Lila turned to look at him. Flynn met her eyes, letting her see that he was serious. More serious than he’d ever been about anything in his life.

“Good,” Lila said. She took a long breath. “Good.”

She rubbed her hands over her face. “God, I’m exhausted. I wish there was something I could do to get away from all of this for a little while.”

Flynn ached with the desire to give her that. To sweep her away from the pain she was feeling, the suffering, the fear.

Then it occurred to him that he could. Sort of.

“Would you like to go flying?” he offered.

Lila turned and stared at him.

“I could take you,” he explained. “On my back, shifted. We could go up over the forest, see the mountains—”

“Yes.”

“—look at the town from above—yes?”

“Yes,” Lila repeated. “Yes, I would love to go flying. Thank you. Yes.”

Yes, his griffin exulted, with a rush of joy that startled Flynn with its intensity.

He cleared his throat, keeping the feeling tamped down. He was just doing her a favor because she was upset. That was all. “Let's get outside, then. I can make it through the front door when I'm shifted, but it's a squeeze.”

And he hadn't tried it in years, since he'd been a teenager, and skinnier than he was now. He wouldn't want to risk the doorframe.

Lila got her coat and followed him outside, and when Flynn took up position in the yard, stepped back and watched him, looking excited.

Flynn wanted to show off for her. Shift and leap into the air at the same time, rear back, show her how strong and fast he was. He tamped that down too; he didn't need to make an idiot of himself. Instead, he just closed his eyes and shifted.

When he was fully in griffin form, he looked over at Lila. Her eyes were wide, her hand over her mouth. Her chest heaved with a deep breath, and then she took her hand away and said tentatively, “Can I—”

Flynn walked slowly over to her, making sure not to startle her with any sudden movements or flashes of teeth. When she reached out a hand, he leaned into her touch.

She stroked her hand down his flank, leaving a tingling sensation behind everywhere her fingers parted his fur. When was the last time he'd let anyone touch him while he was shifted? Lachlan occasionally convinced him to let Aidan ride on his back around the yard, but that was it. It was more affecting than he'd realized it would be.

Lila's exploring fingers moved to his wings, touching the feathers lightly, wonderingly. Flynn closed his eyes, wanting to just sink into her touch.

She moved to the delicate wing joint, and he twitched involuntarily. She snatched her hand back, laughing a little. Flynn wanted to tell her to put it back, but he couldn't talk as a griffin, and anyway, that would probably be weird. So instead, he knelt down, offering his back to her.

Tentatively, she climbed up. The feeling of her weight on him, the knowledge that he was supporting her, that she was holding on to him and no one could get to her without going through him first—it calmed him in a way he hadn't even realized he needed. Quieted an anxiety that he hadn't even been conscious off.

Slowly, carefully, he stood up. Lila got a good grip on his shoulders, and when he took a few steps, she didn't wobble or seem unsteady at all.

So he crouched down, and as smoothly as possible, took off into the air.
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Flynn’s wings beat powerfully and steadily, his muscles moving underneath her hands. If Lila had thought about it beforehand, she might have worried that her seat would be too unsteady, that she could fall off in midair. But he was rock-solid underneath her, no wobbling or jerky movements.

Like he was designed for this, she thought. Because he had been, of course. Flying was part of his intrinsic nature.

They were far above the treetops now, circling in the cold upper air. Lila felt like the whip-strong wind was cleansing her, blowing right through her and drawing out all of the dark, heavy thoughts that had been weighing her down. She inhaled, feeling the air sluice through her lungs, sharp and brilliant.

Flynn circled up and up, and Lila kept breathing in deep, clean breaths. Then, Flynn apparently decided they were high enough, and spread his wings wide and locked them in. They steadied out into a long, smooth glide. Lila closed her eyes and felt her whole body relax as they sailed through the air as though they were on a glacier-calm lake.

Her hands were still clutching at his shoulders, right at the point where the fur and the feathers met; when she closed her eyes, she became more aware of how warm and alive he felt beneath her, under her hands, between her thighs. She felt herself blush, glad he couldn’t see her. But still, she reveled in the feeling of him, a living contrast to the cleansing wind.

When she opened her eyes, her breath fell out of her in a long sigh, because they were coming right up to a mountain peak. Tall and craggy, it stood out among the forested hills around it, and Flynn took them sailing towards it, until Lila almost felt like they were going to run right into it.

But no, he banked and took them around, just yards from the stark rocks, snow dusting them at the very top. Lila looked down the slope, saw the rock and the trees falling away, down towards the valley where Oak Ridge was tucked, and felt like she’d stepped out of reality somehow, like she was in some heaven, looking down on the earth.

They circled the mountaintop, Lila drinking in the expanse of beauty below, and came back around, losing altitude until they skimmed along the treetops.

It seemed like they spent hours up there, soaring over the forest, coming close to the mountain’s rugged peak. The air was cold and clean, the sun distant but bright, the sky an endless pool of blue, enveloping them both. Flynn’s wings beat without any sign of tiring. Lila couldn’t feel her cheeks or her fingers, but she didn’t care.

After a long, long time, Flynn took them slowly back down the slope, over the trees, slow and steady. Lila’s heart clenched when she saw the first rooftops of the town appearing. She never wanted this to end.

But it had to. Soon enough, they were past the town proper and out into the edges of the forest, and she saw the familiar yard appear, the roof of the house that wasn’t actually hers. Flynn circled the rooftop just like he’d circled the mountaintop, and set them down in the yard, landing so gently that Lila didn’t even feel an impact.

Slowly, she unclenched her fingers from his fur. Slowly, she brought her leg over and slid down his side. Her legs almost buckled when she hit the ground, and she had to lean against his flank and catch her breath.

Then she had to take a moment to look at him again, now that she was on the ground and could see his whole body.

He was bright gold all over. In pictures like the ones in Sophia's book, griffins were tawny yellow, with white-and-brown eagle feathers. But Flynn was entirely golden, with a hint of warm, brindled brown along his flanks. His feathers were sleek and glossy, almost pure gold. His wings were magnificent.

She still had a hand on his flank, feeling the warm velvety-softness of his fur under her hand. So much softer than she'd thought it would be, although she could feel the solid muscle underneath.

He stood steady until she was able to get her legs solid underneath her, taking her hand away to stand on her own two feet. Then his own form blurred and melted like wax, and he was standing in front of her as Flynn the man again.

“Are you okay?” he asked immediately. “I’m sorry, I should’ve—figured out a way to check in with you while we were up there.”

Lila shook her head, struggling to get her voice back from wherever she’d lost it up in the sky. “No, no, that was—that was wonderful.” The words caught in her throat. She cleared it, and took a long breath of regular, down-on-the-ground air. When she spoke again, it was steadier. “That was exactly what I needed. Thank you.”

“My pleasure.” His voice was soft. “You’re cold, though. You want to get inside?”

No, she wanted to stay out in the cold forever, letting it leach all the anger and frustration out of her.

But when she thought about it, going inside did seem like a good idea. Her hands could use it, for one thing.

“Probably best,” she admitted. “You want some tea?”

“Love some.”

He really was the only man she’d ever met who got at all enthusiastic about tea, Lila reflected as she went inside, heading to the kitchen to get the water started with stiff fingers.

“Thank you for that,” she said a second time as she stared at the kettle. He was standing behind her, she knew, although she hadn’t turned around to look. He had this—presence, somehow. She could tell he was there. “I’ve never—experienced anything like that. It was like magic.”

And it had been all for her. She wrapped up that knowledge and held it close inside her, feeling indulgent. All for her.

“Good,” he said quietly. “That was what I wanted.”

She watched the kettle as it started to heat up. “What kind of tea do you want?”

“The kind we had last night was good,” he said tentatively.

She went to get it out. As she was looking at the tea bags in her hands, she suddenly said, “What are you doing here, Flynn?”

A startled pause. “What do you mean?” he asked cautiously.

“I mean—” What did she mean? “Why don’t you have a family of your own that you’re protecting?”

This was rude. God, this was rude. But she was desperate to know what had left this gorgeous, perfect man apparently all alone, without any obligations keeping him from basically moving into her house, taking care of her kids, cooking her dinner, and taking her on magical flights through the mountains for days at a time.

“I do have a family,” he said.

Lila’s heart sank.

“My mother and Lachlan and Aidan. And now Cam, I guess.”

Despite how serious Lila’s heart felt right now, she had to smile a little, internally, at the dubiousness in his voice at that last. Flynn didn’t seem like the kind of man who accepted people into his inner circle very easily.

Which made how he was treating her even more mystifying.

“So you came home from the Marines,” she said, remembering what he’d told her about serving, “and you became a deputy sheriff, and dedicated yourself to protecting this town and taking care of your brother and your mom and your nephew. Nothing for yourself? Nothing at all?”

It was almost frustrating. He’d just given her this incredible gift. This experience outside anything she’d ever expected for herself, ever. And she had no idea what on Earth he could want in return. So far, he hadn’t seemed to have anything for himself. Or want anything.

The kettle boiled, and she poured the water for both of them, then turned around to look at him. He looked...uncomfortable.

“I’m sorry,” she said belatedly. “That was—invasive. Personal. I apologize.”

“No,” he said, still looking uncomfortable, but sounding sincere. “No, you’re right. You’re absolutely right. I don’t really have much of a life, outside of my brother’s family and my job. I even—I resented Cam, when she showed up. Because it’s my job to take care of Lachlan and Aidan, and now that she’s here, she’s learning how to be Aidan’s stepmom, and they don’t need me as much.”

Abruptly, he turned around, looking out the window as though he’d seen something there. But it was clear that the conversation was just too much for him.

Lila was struck by the difference in how he was moving, abrupt and jerky, compared to the smooth grace of the flight. The difficulty of talking about his feelings was visible in every inch of his body.

“I didn’t mean to criticize you,” she said awkwardly. “I just wanted to get to know you a bit better. I don’t think there’s anything at all wrong with taking care of your brother and his son after his wife died. I think that’s incredibly admirable.”

Flynn shrugged, still looking out the window. “I don’t know how admirable it is. I didn’t have a family of my own—didn’t want one—so that was the only option, really.”

Lila felt a strange shock go through her at didn’t want one. The words almost hurt.

“Why didn’t you want one?” She managed to keep her voice even. Mostly even.

A long silence.

Lila was just about to backpedal for a second time, apologize and say it was none of her business—because it truly, honestly wasn’t, and she didn’t know why she was so desperately curious—when Flynn spoke up.

“My dad wasn’t a good man.” His voice was so soft as to be almost inaudible. “He was a lion shifter, too, back under Victor’s grandfather. My mom had to leave him because he was abusive.”

“Oh,” Lila said, the syllable a silent puff of air.

“She came here and met Lachlan’s dad, married him and settled down. Lachlan’s dad was this wonderful, loving guy. A little goofy, but really solid. Tried his best to be a good father to me, even though I wasn’t his kid.”

Flynn shook his head. “But I was old enough to know who my real dad was, and I remembered the sorts of things he did. It made me—wary. Of having kids.”

Lila’s immediate instinct was to object. Say, You’d be an amazing father!

Because she knew it was true. Just watching him with Sophia had shown her that.

But she couldn’t argue with his feelings. Of course having an abusive father would make someone hesitate to have kids of their own. The whole idea must bring up a lot of—stuff.

“I’m so sorry,” she said, heartfelt. “For you and for your mom. That must have been so hard.”

“She was incredibly brave,” he said. “For leaving him, for coming here with nothing, a single mom—I think about her sometimes when I look at you.”

Lila flushed with embarrassed pleasure. “You do?”

He nodded. “I can see how hard it must have been. Not just now, but before. The way you’ve been raising your kids alone the last year—in a hostile environment, no less—”

“I—” Lila thought about the way the pack women had withdrawn, not rallied around her the way she’d been half-expecting. The way the men in the pack had gone distant, leaving her to assume that they must have been Michael’s friends only, and maybe they just didn’t like her.

Well, that was thrown into a new perspective after this morning’s news, wasn’t it?

“I wanted to leave for a long time before you guys offered me a place,” she said. “But I couldn’t make it happen on my own. No heroism here.”

“I disagree,” he said. “Being a single mother? That’s heroism all by itself.”

Half of Lila wanted to say, Stop it, while the other half wanted to say, Tell me more, please, keep talking.

“Not like being in the Marines,” she deflected.

Flynn shook his head. “Better than being in the Marines. Every moment I see you dealing with all of this—the fear, the danger, the uncertainty—while still being such a rock-solid mom for the kids, still keeping your sense of humor, making them feel happy and safe while all this is going on—it’s more than impressive. It’s amazing.”

Lila was blushing, she could tell; her face was on fire. “I—” She shook her head.

Slowly, Flynn reached out and cupped her face with his hand.

All of the embarrassment and twisted-up sensations fled. Lila was suddenly hyperaware of her entire body, but especially her cheek where his hand was touching her, the line of her jaw where his thumb was stroking down.

“I’ve been wanting to do this pretty much since I shifted back to human after fighting off the lions yesterday,” he said. “Tell me no if you don’t want it, I won’t be upset, but I just—”

He leaned in.

Lila felt her eyes fluttering closed, her chin tilting up, and then his lips were on hers. She could feel his stubble, oh God.

She hadn’t kissed a man in over a year, and she’d honestly thought she didn’t miss it—didn’t have time to miss it, with the kids and the everything.

But it was like her body was a parched desert and Flynn’s mouth was sweet, sweet water, because she could feel it drinking him in, coming to life, sending out little green shoots and fragile desert flowers. Waking up.

Lila’s lips parted, her arms sliding around his chest, her body pressing inward to meet his. Oh, wow, he was big. But so incredibly gentle, his hand so soft on her face, his lips tasting her slowly and without any urgency.

He pulled back just as slowly, and then he was looking at her with those dark eyes, a rising heat behind the softness she was used to. “Okay?”

She nodded. Still blushing, ugh. “More than okay.”

“Good.” 

He kissed her again, and this time, it wasn’t soft and light.

Still slow and gentle, though. He opened her mouth with his tongue as she clutched him, exploring, tasting her, deep and thorough. The blooming-desert feeling intensified. Lila could feel her muscles relaxing, her spine melting, the first stirrings of something deep in her stomach.

She kissed him back, remembering how to do this, where to put her hands, what to do with her tongue. Oh. It felt so good. Decadent, taking this pleasure for herself like this, alone in the house with no kids and a gorgeous man.

His hands tightened on her as their kiss deepened, getting less and less gentle. One of them slid down her back, that broad palm cupping her hip. Lila moaned softly, pressing forward, even though she was already about as close to him as she could get.

But then she found herself pressed against his thigh, with him kissing her, and kissing her—and then somehow his knee slipped between her legs, and she was really pressed up against his thigh.

Then it was like someone had taken the bloom desert and set it on fire.

Her clit throbbed as she moved a little, rubbing it just the tiniest bit against him—oh God—and then his hand left her face, traveling down her shoulder and around to tentatively brush against her breast, tracing the curve of it.

Lila moaned, and Flynn jerked back like he’d been burned.

“Wow,” he said, and laughed a little. “That was—more than I meant to do, just there. Are you okay?”

Lila gestured to herself. “What about all of this made you think I wasn’t okay?” Her voice sounded breathless.

“I guess you’re right. I just—I don’t want you to think that I expect anything—we can do whatever you want.”

Lila felt a strange, dangerous feeling rising in her chest.

She never took risks, never made impulsive decisions—not anymore. She couldn’t afford to, not with the kids.

But the kids weren’t here, and she’d been—she had to admit it—lusting after this man since she’d first laid eyes on him. And if he’d been doing the same with her—

Well, why not? No, really, why not?

“I want you,” she said deliberately, “to take me upstairs, get our clothes off, and let me touch you all over.”

Flynn’s eyes darkened, his hands pulling her forward against him. Her clit rubbed against his thigh again, and she shuddered.

“I think,” he said, and his voice was a deep rumble that made her legs threaten to give out, “that I can manage that.”

And then he swept her up in his arms, like she was a bride in an old Western, and started carrying her towards the stairs.

Lila had to stifle a shriek. “What—”

“You said you wanted me to take you upstairs.” His voice had a hint of a grin in it.

“This is not what I meant,” she said severely.

“Do you want me to put you down?” He started up the stairs, quick and smooth, giving no indication that he felt her weight at all.

Lila supposed he’d carried her for miles and miles on his back just a little while ago. But that was different. This was a real, human-seeming man, behaving as though she was light as a feather—which, after two pregnancies, she was not.

“No,” she managed, sounding like a breathy ingenue. “I don’t want you to put me down.”

“Good,” he murmured, and took her down the hall to her bedroom, shut the door behind them with his foot, and brought her to the bed, where he laid her down and immediately started unzipping her hoodie.

At that point, Lila realized he was also intending to take get our clothes off literally, and started to laugh.

Flynn smiled at her, getting the hoodie off her shoulders. Lila lifted up her arms so he could pull her T-shirt over her head, still laughing.

“I don’t know why you think you’re a killjoy,” she said, giggling as he went for her jeans. “You’ve got a sense of humor under there, just like everyone else.”

He looked up at her. “I never said I was a killjoy.”

“The thought is present in pretty much everything you ever say about yourself,” Lila informed him. Though she didn’t know why she was so sure about this, exactly—she was pretty good at reading people, but she wouldn’t usually come out and make a statement like that without any real evidence.

But it was just—she could see it. In the dourness of his expression, the tightness of his shoulders, how he’d talked about being like his father. Flynn thought he had to be serious, careful, protective. He thought he was an angry, difficult person who needed to stay away from close relationships.

And he was so very, very wrong.

Lila lifted her hips so he could peel off her jeans, her giggles starting to fade as she realized that whoa, she was just in her underwear now.

“How about you take a turn,” she suggested, looking up at him, looming over her, still fully dressed. “This seems uneven.”

Flynn glanced down at himself, then tugged off his shirt and stripped off his pants and socks in one movement.

“Ah, briefs,” Lila’s mouth decided to say, while her brain went temporarily offline. “Excellent choice.”

His mouth twitched. “Glad you approve.”

“I—really, really do.” She barely heard herself, because her attention was 100% taken up by the way the briefs stretched over his hips and outlined the shape of his—ahem—extremely generous endowment. Wow. He wasn’t even fully hard yet.

“Should I keep them on, then? For your viewing pleasure.”

Lila actually had to hesitate—he looked that good in them. But her impatience got the better of her. “No, I think I’ve looked my fill for now.”

So she didn’t get too distracted to remember, she unhooked her bra and wiggled out of her panties while he was taking them off. Then they were both naked, and—wow. Extremely generous endowment. Her mouth watered.

“Come here,” she said huskily.

He came there—right on top of her, in fact, covering her with his body, although he kept his weight supported so he wouldn’t squish her. “God, you’re beautiful,” he said, kissing her deeply.

Lila closed her eyes. It had been so long since anyone had looked at her like this. God, you’re beautiful. She wanted to lock the words up inside her so that she could take them out and look at them whenever she needed to hear them.

“You’re not too shabby yourself,” she said, swallowing around the feelings welling up in her throat. “Come on, let me look at you.”

She tipped him over on his side, and then just got caught up in—looking. His skin was a light olive, his chest covered in curly black hair. His muscles were powerful but not gym-huge, just—present, suggesting that he could do whatever you might ask of him, with them.

Lila had some ideas.

His cock was hardening as she looked at him, rising up out of the forest of dark curls between his legs, and Lila just wanted to—

He made a startled noise.

She flexed her fingers gently, watching his face as she stroked him up and down. She wanted, suddenly, to see what Flynn looked like when he was so turned-on he couldn’t stand it, when he was sweating with pleasure. She wanted to make him shudder, make him yell, make him come.

Impulsively, she ducked down and gave him a taste.

He made a startled noise—not quite a yell, but it was satisfying, anyway. “What—you don’t have to—”

Lila lifted her head. “Does it look like I think I have to?”

“Well. No.” His voice was strained.

“I want to,” she told him, heartfelt, and he groaned as she bent down again to take him in her mouth.

Oh, wow. Her eyes almost rolled back in her head. There was something about doing this—having sex in her mouth, with her tongue and her lips and sometimes the slightest hint of her teeth—that felt indulgent and dirty at the same time. The hint of salt and copper, the warmth of him, the heft and girth filling her mouth, it was all enough to make her start to sweat, her clit swelling, her heart beating in her ears.

And he responded like—like everything she could have wanted. He groaned when she took him in, his hand landing so-softly in her hair, fingers threading through it. She could feel the muscles clench in his thighs as she went to work.

She learned what he liked by how he held back his movements, keeping himself from thrusting, biting back noises. And she used that knowledge, focusing on the places that made him jerk and moan, feeling the throb of arousal under her tongue.

Soon, though, his hand tightened in her hair, pulling back. She went with the pull, lifting her head to look into his eyes. His eyes were dark, his mouth red from biting his lip.

“God,” he said, “Lila. You’ve got to stop, or I’m not going to be good for much more than this.”

“Will your mouth be broken?” she asked, eyebrows raised, feeling playful. Like the side of her that was fun, that liked joking around and laughing, was rearing its sleepy head, finally. After a year of being beaten down, it felt like a breath of fresh air.

“No, but—I want you up here.” He tugged again, and she went with his hand, coming up for a deep kiss. Tasting that reddened mouth.

His hands explored her, catching her breasts, making her moan, cupping her hips. Then one dipped down between her legs, fingers exploring. Her breath stuttered as he touched her clit, her hips pushing forward.

“Like that?” he murmured into her mouth.

She nodded, and then he caught her clit between two fingers and she gasped. “Oh.”

“You’re so wet.” His voice was low, almost wondering. “I can just—slip inside—” And his did. One finger. Two. Lila’s hips moved involuntarily, getting them further inside. His thumb was on her clit, and his hand was—moving, in a way that caught the sharper pleasure in her clit and melded it with the deeper pleasure inside her, building and building—

“Okay,” Lila said with a gasp, “okay, now I’m not going to be good for much more if we don’t—”

His hand stilled, but he didn’t move to change position. “Don’t what?” he said into her ear.

“Oh, are you going to be like that?” she asked.

He was hiding a smile. “Maybe.”

“Well, then how about I just—” She got hold of his forearm and pulled his hand away, ignoring her body’s desperate nooooo at the loss of his fingers. Flynn went willingly, laughing, as she pushed him down onto his back and climbed on.

“Ready?” she asked him, taking the other side of the are you sure you want to? Because she wanted to hear that he wanted this, that he wanted her.

He was looking up at her body, naked over him, with a hungry expression. “More than ready,” he said.

She reached down between them, wrapping her fingers around his cock, and slowly lowered herself down.

Flynn’s head tipped back, his eyes falling closed, as he groaned low and deep. Lila had to fight to keep her own eyes open, as his cock filled her and filled her, pressing against every hungry part of her.

She couldn’t keep her hips still for even a moment once he was fully inside—she started rolling them, getting into a rhythm, her breath rasping. Flynn’s big hands closed on her hips, pulling her down to meet him as he thrust up, sending bolts of pleasure through her body.

“Oh, God,” she heard herself say as she clenched once, tight and so good. Orgasm was catching up to her fast.

“You feel amazing,” Flynn said, low and desperate-sounding. “God. Lila.” His hair was sweat-damp, his lips parted, his eyes burning with want. Lila spread her hands over his chest, feeling the powerful muscles, the thick curly hair, and thrust her hips down.

It felt like Flynn was touching her with more than his body—like somehow, as they moved together, she could feel his heart against hers. All of his fears, his anger, his deep and unshakable love—it was all in there, and she held it all inside of her, along with her own heart’s fear and love.

She’d never felt anything like this. “Flynn,” she heard herself gasping. “Flynn—”

“Lila.” Flynn sounded almost agonized. He let go of her hip with one hand and slid his fingers between her legs again. He touched where they were joined first, circling around her entrance, and Lila shuddered. Then he moved upwards and rubbed her clit, getting into a rhythm with how she was moving.

That was it. His touch caught the pleasure that was surging through her and narrowed it to a knife-sharp edge that ripped through her. Lila cried out as she came around him, wet and spasming, totally out of control.

Flynn caught her as her arms gave out, hips thrusting up, once—twice—catching the aftershocks and prolonging them until Lila wasn’t sure she could take it, until his hands clenched tight on her and he made a noise like he was falling apart.

Lila caught her breath, lying on Flynn’s heaving chest. Her whole body was tingling, and she felt like—she felt like she could still sense Flynn’s heart. Not just the one that was beating underneath her ear, but the deep well of feelings inside of him.

That was crazy, of course. But she let herself believe it was true, just for this one long moment of closeness.

Flynn stayed silent, so Lila did too. But his hands were moving softly over her back, caressing her spine, thumb on her hip. One slid down to stroke her thigh, and Lila realized with a little bit of embarrassment that she hadn’t shaved her legs in—well, months.

Flynn hadn’t seemed to care, though.

No, he’d been—hungry for her. The way his eyes had devoured her—Lila shivered a little, thinking about it.

“Cold?” Flynn asked, and tugged the blanket over them before she could answer.

Lila hadn’t been, really, but she appreciated the sudden appearance of a cocoon where the two of them were snugged up together, the world blocked out. Just this warm, safe space with her and Flynn and nothing else.

She could stay here for a long, long time and be happy, she thought as her eyes drifted closed.
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Chapter 8: Flynn
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Lila drifted off to sleep, breathing softly against Flynn’s shoulder. Flynn watched her, taking in her beautiful face, the curve of her cheek, the soot-dark lashes, the gorgeous mouth. The way her hair was curling a little around her temples.

Mine, his griffin rumbled.

It wasn’t even a surprise at this point, realizing that Lila was his mate.

He’d sensed the connection from the first time they spoke. He’d been putting her first ever since, acting like she was the most important thing in the world. Because she was.

Mine, repeated his griffin.

She’s nobody’s until she says she is, Flynn thought back.

Which was true. Even though every fiber of his being was yearning to take her in his arms, kiss her deeply, and tell her, You’re my mate. We belong together. You’re mine forever, and I’m yours.

Whether you want it or not.

Nope. No way.

He couldn’t do that to her. Not now, when her whole life had just been uprooted, and she’d just learned that her husband had been murdered. The last thing she’d want in that situation was a whole new husband leaping in to replace the old one.

The word husband gave him a deep thrill, one that he firmly ignored.

Besides, for all that Lila had said about Flynn’s fears being groundless...she’d only known him for a couple of days. And she’d never met his father.

Thank God. He’d died years ago now, so she’d never have the chance, and Flynn was thoroughly grateful.

But it meant that she didn’t know what was lurking inside Flynn’s genetic makeup. The lion half of him, the claws and teeth that could come out at any time. The way he could get angry, the way he could be implacable. Unreasonable. It was exactly the thing that had led him to be suspicious of her in the first place, an innocent woman with a child and a baby.

She didn’t need all of that messing up her life. She was settling down here. She should meet someone like—like Lachlan’s dad. Not someone like Flynn.

The idea of Lila meeting another man, liking him, kissing him, settling down with him—it made his griffin growl fiercely, made fury rise up in Flynn’s chest.

See. That’s exactly what I’m talking about.

Lila didn’t deserve any of that.

He knew that Lila wouldn’t appreciate Flynn making this choice for her. But on the other hand, this was the point of no return.

She was human; she wouldn’t recognize the mate-bond in the same way he did. He’d have to explain what was happening, because she didn’t have a pushy griffin inside her telling her what to do.

And once he told her, You’re my mate, we have to be together forever—well, there’d be one of two outcomes.

Either she’d say, Okay, yes, and he’d be stuck wondering how this would screw her life up, or she’d say, No way, get away from me, and he’d have to leave, and probably Reid or Santos or someone would need to come protect her from the lions in the forest.

That last thought really clinched it. He couldn’t tell her while she was still in danger. Because maybe she wouldn’t want him to leave—because he was protecting her against danger. Maybe she’d feel pressured into keeping him around so that she and the kids would be safe.

No. Absolutely not.

So he needed to keep quiet about this until the danger was over, at the very least. He wasn’t making the choice for her, he was just delaying the moment when she had to choose.

That was—comforting, somehow, even though his griffin howled in protest. It felt safer to keep this knowledge tucked away, where it couldn’t screw up anyone’s life.

Flynn’s shoulders relaxed a little. And now that the decision was over, he could really linger over the knowledge itself.

Lila’s my mate. I have a mate.

He’d never thought he would. He’d thought that his shifter nature—half one thing, half the other—meant that in addition to not being able to have kids, he wouldn’t match up with anyone in that way, either. Surely being a hybrid meant that he was too full of contradictions to be the perfect mate for any woman.

Well, someone or something had decided differently.

At least now he understood why it felt so perfect, so right, to be here in this house, defending this family. Keeping them safe. This was his job, more than the deputy’s position, more than anything else ever had been.

It even made sense that Lachlan didn’t need him to help with Aidan as much anymore. Of course he didn’t, because Flynn was needed elsewhere. He needed to keep these kids safe. Help this single parent with her stress and her sleepless nights.

Flynn found himself grateful to Camellia Lane in a way that he’d never quite imagined he would be. No longer did it feel like his brother’s mate had snuck in and stolen a place that was rightfully his—Lachlan’s support, Aidan’s other parent. No, she’d given him the freedom to find out what his real place was.

If Lachlan had still needed his help, he’d probably have called in Malachi or Ronan or whoever to come watch over Lila’s house. Maybe this never even would’ve happened.

That idea made him shiver.

No, even if he never told Lila, or even if she responded to the news by saying he should get lost forever—he was still meant to protect her. If she wanted him gone, he’d—

He’d go to the city and make sure Victor was never a problem for her or anyone else ever again.

Yes. That was the right course of action. He’d protect her as long as she needed it here, and then if he had to leave, he’d devote the rest of his life to making Oak Ridge the safest place it could possibly be, where she could raise her kids in total security. Maybe he’d send money, too, if she’d accept it.

But we should be here with her! his griffin howled.

Flynn ignored it. Because really, this was the best way. The safest way.

For everyone.
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Eventually, he got up, took a quick shower, and went outside to do a quick patrol. The cold air woke him up, got rid of the last of the post-sex lassitude.

God, Lila had been gorgeous in bed, though. The way she’d been so—so eager to do it, to touch him, taste him, get on top of him—

Flynn could feel arousal starting to stir again, and hastily shifted and took off into the air.

He didn’t see hide nor hair of any lions nearby, and irritably wondered what Victor was even doing. Couldn’t he just make his move, so that Flynn could show him how much of a mistake he was making? He couldn’t protect Lila if none of the lions were even willing to show up.

Eventually, he winged his way back home—to the house, he hastily corrected; the mistake made sense because he’d grown up there, of course, not because he was thinking of Lila’s house as his own home.

Lila was still asleep. Flynn wanted her to have all the sleep in the world, get so much rest that she’d be pink and smiling and full of energy.

His phone vibrated: Lachlan texting to see if he could bring the kids back. Flynn glanced at the clock—oh boy, it was getting on towards dinnertime.

Sure, he texted back, and went to investigate the kitchen.

Lila had gotten so flustered when he’d cooked for them yesterday. She’d been a single mom for a year; how long had it been since someone had cooked her dinner? Had her flighty husband ever even cooked for them, or had it all fallen to her?

There was enough in the fridge to throw a simple stir-fry together, so Flynn did some quick chopping, set things up to be ready to cook whenever the kids showed up, and went to make himself useful somewhere else. What needed cleaning? The bathroom? The bathroom.

If there was one thing being in the military taught you, it was how to keep things neat and clean—at least if you’d had a sergeant like Flynn’s. He got the bathroom shining and lemon-scented by the time there was a knock at the door.

“Flynn!” Sophia ran in and hugged his legs. “You’re still here!”

“Of course I’m still here, kiddo. Where would I go?”

“Back to your house,” she said, in a duh voice.

“I promise I won’t go back to my house without talking to you first, okay?” he said to her. “No need to worry.”

“Okay,” she said, satisfied.

Flynn looked up to see Lachlan giving him an odd look. “What?”

“Nothing. Just—nothing.” Lachlan was holding Grant, who looked at Flynn and reached out his arms.

Flynn tried to suppress the bloom of warmth in his chest at the baby’s affection. Flynn was just a little more familiar than Lachlan, that was all.

Still, there was something wonderful about a baby who wanted you more than a stranger. Flynn took Grant into his arms and settled him on his hip. “Hey, kiddo,” he said. “You have a good day?”

“He took a good nap and ate plenty of lunch,” Lachlan said. “Couple of diaper changes. Here’s their stuff.” He held out the diaper bag, and Flynn took it.

“Thanks for doing this,” he said.

Lachlan looked past Flynn’s shoulder. “She okay?”

Flynn nodded. “Taking a nap. She’ll be fine.”

Lachlan got that odd look again. This time, Flynn decided not to question it—he had a feeling he might know what it meant.

“Anyway, thanks for taking them, I really appreciate it. See you later.”

“Sure,” Lachlan said slowly. “Later. Malachi wants a town meeting soon.”

“Sure thing. Keep me posted.” Flynn shut the door in his brother’s face without much remorse. Lachlan could be way too damn perceptive sometimes, and he didn’t need any unasked-for advice from his baby brother.

“Flynn!” Sophia shouted from the living room. “Let’s play!”

“Okay, sweetheart,” he said, heading back in. “Maybe a quiet game, huh? Your mom’s taking a nap.”

Sophia wrinkled her nose. “Again? She’s taking so many naps!”

“She’s pretty tired,” Flynn said. “So let’s be quiet and let her sleep. What’s a good quiet game?”

Sophia thought for a bit. Then she lit up. “Tea party!”

“Sounds great.” Flynn hoped. One thing about having a little brother and a nephew instead of a sister or a niece: he’d never been to a tea party before.

They set up in the living room. Sophia had a little play tea set, and to Flynn’s relief, she was satisfied with pretend tea and plastic pretend foods, rather than insisting on anything real. They put dolls and stuffed animals around the coffee table, and Sophia carefully laid out all the tea things. Flynn kept Grant on his hip, since the baby seemed content there, and helped.

When everything was set up, they arranged themselves around the coffee table. The stuffed animals were all along the long sides, and Sophia was at one end, and Flynn at the other. He settled Grant in his lap, a warm weight, and handed him a plastic bunch of grapes to play with.

“Okay,” Sophia said importantly. “I’m the queen, and you’re the king. Grant’s the prince. And this is our court!”

She proudly introduced all of the stuffed animals, who were dukes and duchesses and ambassadors, a word that Sophia could almost pronounce correctly. And, of course, because it was Sophia, one of them was the court assassin.

“In disguise,” she said in a whisper.

“Okay,” Flynn whispered back. “I won’t tell.”

Sophia nodded. “Only you and me know! Grant doesn’t know, he’s too little.”

“Got it.”

Then the tea was poured, a careful affair involving the plastic teapot’s spout being dipped into all the plastic teacups, as well as the upside-down stacking blocks that were serving as cups for a few of the stuffed animals, since they didn’t have enough cups for everyone.

Then they sipped their pretend tea. Flynn realized he didn’t know what a tea party entailed, other than this.

Although this—watching Sophia concentrate on lifting the dainty cup to her lips, while Grant snuggled up against his chest—was pretty good.

“How are you handling your subjects, my queen?” he asked Sophia. “Are there any disputes you need to settle?”

“What’s a dispute?”

“An argument. Do we need to...” What was a good dispute for a five-year-old queen to judge? “...help anyone share?”

“Yes,” Sophia decided. “Bear and Rhino are having a hard time sharing.”

So they settled into the nitty-gritty of taking turns, and the tea party progressed—until the assassin decided to show her true colors.

Then everything got a tiny bit wilder, but it was still an extremely enjoyable tea party, from Flynn’s limited experience.
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Chapter 9: Lila
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Lila woke up slowly, feeling suffused with a sense of well-being. Her entire body thrummed with happiness, in a way that she didn’t think she’d ever felt before.

The closest she could come up with was how she’d felt after giving birth, but this wasn’t the same—less total exhaustion, for one thing. No, she just felt good. Euphoric.

She sat up, looking around for Flynn. No sign of him, which was disappointing—but then she heard voice drifting up from the ground floor. Sophia, demanding something. Flynn, quieter and amused-sounding.

Lila relaxed. Flynn was with the kids, of course. That’s right, they’d been over at Lachlan’s—he must have dropped them off, and Flynn had started playing with them rather than wake her up.

He was so sweet. She just couldn’t understand why he thought he’d be a bad father.

Or, well, she could. Childhood impressions of what was right and what was wrong could linger for a long, long time. Lila’s understanding of what happiness was—a husband and kids, as fast as possible—had led to a marriage that she’d rushed right into without thinking too hard about whether it was the best choice.

She didn’t regret it—because of the kids, of course, but also because she’d loved Michael and she wouldn’t want to never have been with him, had those years together. But in retrospect, it had been pretty dumb to marry him without learning a little more about how lion shapeshifters went about their lives.

But no: she’d had a fantasy about a husband, and when a literal fantasy husband had presented himself, she’d thrown herself right into something she didn’t understand at all.

Flynn, on the other hand, had—what was the negative version of a fantasy? A nightmare? A nightmare about a large, terrifying male authority. An angry father, a punishing father, and a woman and a child who were afraid and alone.

And he’d do anything to avoid making it a reality. And he couldn’t see by being himself, he’d made the nightmare impossible.

His rumbling laugh drifted upstairs, with Sophia’s higher-pitched giggle trailing behind. Grant’s happy baby laugh started up, too, and Lila smiled helplessly to herself. Grant would laugh when other people were laughing, even when he couldn’t possibly have understood what was funny. It was one of her favorite things to see, when her baby was just—happy that other people were happy. Laughing because they were.

Lila was startled out of her thoughts by the buzz of her phone. She picked it up and saw a text message from Elizabeth.

Thought any more about what we talked about?

Lila stared down at it. She could still feel the echo of what she’d felt this morning—anger and renewed grief, fear and worry about what was going to happen.

But for some reason, it didn’t have the anchor in her that it had had. It was there, but underneath it was that soul-deep well-being. The feeling that even though terrible things had happened, everything really was going to be all right.

So she picked up the phone, feeling calm and capable, and called Elizabeth.

She picked up immediately. “Lila.”

“I want to have a meeting,” Lila said. “In person. As soon as possible.”

“I can be in Oak Ridge in two hours.”

“I’ll see you at Lachlan’s Diner in two hours.” She didn’t give Elizabeth an opportunity to object, just hung up the phone.

Lachlan’s was the opposite of neutral ground. There would be no way Victor could ambush her there, so the meeting would be safe. Lila took a deep breath and tried to suppress a smile. None of this was happy, but she felt secure in a way that she hadn’t in a long, long time. Like whatever happened, she could handle it.

And she knew that it was due in no small part to the man downstairs.

She didn’t know what—what they had done—was going to mean. Flynn’s insistence on his own unsuitability was worrying. Was he going to tell her it had been a one-time thing?

God, she hoped not.

Because she knew what she wanted. Along with the sense of firm well-being had come an equally firm knowledge that she wanted Flynn to stick around. As long as he could.

Maybe even forever.

That was a little terrifying, because really, they’d just met. But somehow, Lila felt like she knew him inside and out. Better than she’d even known Michael.

And the way he was with the kids—

She didn’t want to give him up.

But she didn’t know how she was going to convince him that he should stay, that it would be better for them if he did.

And to be honest, she wasn’t sure what he wanted. He’d talked about not being suitable for parenthood, but he hadn’t really come out and said what it was he personally wanted for his own life. And if what he wanted was to walk away, she’d have no way of stopping him.

Lila sighed to herself. If only they could just—read each other’s minds. If she could know what he wanted. Cam said that sometimes she could tell what Lachlan was thinking or feeling, especially when they were physically close.

But that was because she and Lachlan were magical, destined mates, and they had a fantasy-world connection.

In the real world, people had to talk to each other with words. And no one was going to communicate while she was sitting up here in bed. Determinedly, Lila stood up and went to wash up and get dressed.
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Downstairs, she found Flynn and Sophia engaged in a tea party. Other parents might not have recognized it as a tea party, but Lila’s practiced eye picked out the plastic teacups scattered among the stuffed animals strewing the floor.

“Heads up!” Flynn yelped as she came down the stairs. Lila threw up her hands just in time to catch a stuffed elephant as it came sailing through the air at her.

She tucked it under her arm and came down the rest of the way. “What did this poor elephant do?”

“Ran afoul of the court assassin, apparently,” Flynn said with a rueful smile. He had Grant on his hip and a stuffed dragon in his other hand. “Sorry about that. Sophia, let’s make sure no one’s standing in the way before we throw the animals, okay?”

Sophia’s head popped out from behind a chair. “Sorry, Mommy,” she said. “Are you awake finally?”

Lila smiled at her daughter. “I am awake finally. Sorry I slept so long.”

“You’re taking so many naps,” Sophia said, disapproval evident in her voice. “Only babies take naps.”

“Sometimes really tired grown-ups take them too, sweetheart,” Lila said. “Have you been having fun while I was napping?”

Sophia nodded vigorously and launched into a somewhat confused explanation of what she’d done over at Lachlan’s place and also what she’d done with Flynn once she got home. Lila understood at least that she’d had a blast, which was all she really needed to know.

“That’s great, kiddo,” she said. “I’m glad you had a good time. Can I have a hug, now that you’re back?”

Sophia charged forward to give her a hug, and Lila closed her eyes at the feeling of small arms around her, thinking that this—her daughter hugging her, Flynn and the baby right next to them, the wreckage of a tea party all around them—was all she really wanted from her life.

“You give the best hugs,” she told Sophia when they separated. Lila went to smooth Grant’s baby-soft hair and give him a kiss next.

“You want to take him?” Flynn asked.

Lila thought about it, but Grant’s head was resting on Flynn’s shoulder, his fingers in his mouth. She shook her head. “He looks happy where he is,” she said softly.

Flynn’s face did something that looked half-tender, half-painful. Lila kissed Grant’s forehead, then kissed Flynn’s cheek. His stubble was rough against her lips and made her flush with remembered pleasure. “How about I get dinner started?” she asked, distracting herself.

“Oh, I was going to—”

“You cooked last night,” Lila said firmly. “I think we have enough for a stir-fry tonight.”

Flynn nodded. “We—you do, I checked earlier.”

Lila caught that slip, and it heartened her. “I’ll go get started, then, if you’re okay keeping the kids entertained a little longer.”

“Sure am.”

Lila hesitated, not sure if she should wait to say anything about this, but it didn’t feel right to keep a secret. “I’m meeting with Elizabeth at Lachlan’s diner in a couple hours,” she said. “We just spoke on the phone.”

Flynn’s breath hissed inward.

“I’m going to get dinner started,” Lila said, and fled to the kitchen.

Maybe it was a bit of a cowardly retreat, but she knew how Flynn felt about potential danger, and she wanted to give him a few minutes to get used to the idea that this was happening before they talked about it.

Because they were going to talk about it, and Lila was going to explain how safe it was, and ask Flynn to respect her decision on this. And she was sure, somehow, that he would.

But maybe it would be better to give him a few minutes to get used to the idea.
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Lila found out that Flynn had chopped up a bunch of veggies for her already, thus cutting the amount of work in half. She rolled her eyes and made dinner, listening with half an ear to the sounds of Flynn and the kids in the other room, trying not to think about what it would be like to have this every night.

When the food was ready, she called everyone in. Like last night, it was such a freaking beautiful domestic scene, Grant in his high chair and Sophia in her booster seat, and Flynn and Lila giving them appropriately-sized portions, a plastic fork for Sophia and baby-sized amounts straight on the tray for Grant.

They sat down, and Flynn took a deep breath and said, “I’m glad you’re meeting with Elizabeth.”

Lila let out her breath. “Good. Thank you.”

“I want to be sure it’s all—” His eyes flicked to Sophia, concentrating on spearing a bit of chicken with her fork. “Secure,” he settled on. “Can I call the guys, make sure that there are plenty of people there, just in case?”

Lila nodded, relaxing even more. “Yes,” she said. “Yes. Thank you.”

“Okay,” he said. “Good. And—the kids—”

“Will you stay with them?” she asked quickly. “I just think—if Victor knew that I—what if—”

She didn’t want to say it with them sitting right there. What if he tries to kidnap them while I’m at a meeting? Who can I leave them with who will keep them safe?

For her, right now, there was only one real answer.

Flynn looked at the kids, and then looked at her. His face was pained. “What if I brought them into town?” he asked finally. “To Lachlan’s, or Malachi’s place. So they’ll be with me and safe, but we’ll be nearby.”

He didn’t want to leave her to go alone, and he didn’t want to leave the kids with someone else. Lila’s heart clenched.

She nodded. “That sounds—that sounds good,” she said. “Hey, Sophia, how about a sleepover with Aidan tonight?”

Sophia looked up, her face dawning with joy. “Really?” she asked.

“Really and truly,” Lila said. Sophia hadn’t quite reached the age of sleepovers with friends before they moved to Oak Ridge, and they didn’t have family with kids who were close enough to stay overnight. Sophia had talked wistfully about sleepovers before, but she’d never had one.

“Sleepover,” she said now, in tones of awe. “A sleepover!”

Well, it was good that someone was excited about tonight.
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Flynn called the sheriff and his brother and confirmed that the diner would be well-populated with Oak Ridge dragons during the meeting. Then they got dinner finished and cleaned up, the kids bundled into pajamas, and a couple of bags packed, in record time. Without thinking, Lila held up her hand for a high-five when they were ready with ten minutes to spare.

Flynn slapped her palm without hesitation, and Lila felt that same clench to her heart. The one that said, This, I want this, I want nothing else but this.

What if he doesn’t?

What if he walked away?

That was a problem for later, she told herself. Right now she had something else to do. Romantic woes needed to be shelved in favor of the very real and present danger the whole town was facing.

So she shoved down the little screaming voice that wanted to tell Flynn, You’re mine, please say you’re mine, please say you’ll stay here forever with us, and started shepherding Sophia into the car.

Sophia chattered all the way to Lachlan’s about the sleepover, and when they pulled into the driveway, she was undoing her seatbelt and fighting with the door handle right away.

“Sophia, stay in the car until Flynn comes to get you,” Lila said in a warning voice. Flynn smiled a little, looking back over his shoulder.

“One second, Sophia,” he said. Then he looked at Lila. “If you need help, you call me. Anything. No matter what. Okay?”

Lila nodded, not trusting her voice.

“I’ll make sure the kids are okay. No matter what.”

She nodded again. Flynn hesitated, glancing back to the backseat, and then leaned in and kissed her quickly on the mouth.

“Ew!” Sophia said delightedly.

“Come on, let’s go, princess!” Flynn said quickly, getting out of the car and opening Sophia’s door, letting her hop out while protesting that she was a queen, not a princess.

“Bye, honey,” Lila said, clearing her throat. “Have fun!”

Flynn came around the other side to get Grant out of his car seat. “Text me,” he told her. “I want to know how things are going.”

“I will,” Lila said, heartfelt.

Then they were gone, and she was pulling out of the driveway, heading for the diner.

When she pulled into the parking lot, a few minutes early, she saw the silver Lexus already in a spot. Elizabeth had gotten here early, too.

Slowly, she got out of the car. No lion jumped out of the trees and ate her immediately, so she closed the door and started for the diner.

There was a tall figure standing in the shadows by the door, and she jumped. But then it stepped out into the light, and she recognized Malachi, the town sheriff.

“I’m staying out here,” he told her quietly. “If anyone other than the lawyer shows up, I’ll see them first, and I’m ready for them. Lachlan, Santos, Ronan, and Reid are all inside. There’s no need for you to worry, all right?”

Lila nodded, breathing slowly, the fear fading away.

She didn’t need to worry. She didn’t just have Flynn on her side. She had all of Oak Ridge here with her.

With renewed confidence, Lila pushed open the door to the diner and stepped inside.

She saw Elizabeth immediately—she was sitting in one of the booths, examining a menu, and she stuck out like a sore thumb in the casual diner. She was wearing a silver-gray suit with a crisp white shirt underneath, a delicate silver necklace around her neck. Her blonde hair was twisted into an elegant chignon. Her makeup was perfect.

Lila was immediately reminded of the fact that she was wearing jeans and a hoodie, no makeup at all, hair caught up into a messy ponytail.

That doesn’t matter, she reminded herself. Besides, she was a single mom of two kids. Elizabeth wasn’t in a relationship, as far as Lila knew, and she was definitely childless. She’d always seemed married to her job.

Lila took a deep breath and went over to the booth, sliding into the opposite side. “Hi.”

Elizabeth set the menu down. “Hi.”

“Can I get you anything?”

Lila looked up, and managed to keep a straight face at the sight of Reid, the mayor’s son and the local doctor, standing in front of them with a pad.

Reid was also a dragon, and one of the people Flynn had mentioned as calling on for patrolling the house if necessary. Lila guessed that this was to make her feel more secure.

Well, it was working. She set her menu down and said, “Could I just get a cup of coffee?” It would be weird not to order anything, right?

“I’m just having water,” Elizabeth said. “Thank you.”

“No problem,” Reid said cheerfully, and took their menus. “I’ll have that right out for you.”

He disappeared, and Lila turned to look at Elizabeth.

“All right,” she said. “Tell me why you’re here.”

Elizabeth leaned forward. “I refuse to work for a murderer.” No hesitation; her voice was soft but fierce. “I won’t. When I found out—when I found out what Victor did to Michael, I decided that I wasn’t going to stand for it. I want to put him in prison.”

“What about—will that work? Will he really go to jail? And even if he does, will the pack actually stop?” Lila asked dubiously.

Elizabeth looked away. “It won’t stop everyone, no. Someone else will have to take over, and it’ll depend on what that person wants to do with the pack.”

“Someone else like...you?” Could this all be a bid for power?

But Elizabeth shook her head immediately. “No. I’m not taking over that nest of snakes.”

She sounded sincere. Lila wished that she were better at detecting lying in anybody over the age of five.

“I can think of a couple of good candidates for replacing Victor,” Elizabeth said. “A woman, hopefully. Someone who’ll understand that the cycle of violence doesn’t need to keep going forever.”

She sipped her ice water. She looked about as cold as it did; was she telling the truth? And if she was, could she really make it happen?

Lila thought of something that Cam and Lachlan were really worried about. Well, probably everyone was. “Victor said that he had some kind of—alliance. With another group of shifters? Do you know anything about that?”

Elizabeth set her water down. She looked grim. “I do. That’s going to be one of the biggest stumbling blocks, if we can’t convince them it’s not worth it any longer.”

“Who?”

“Dragons,” said Elizabeth.

Lila felt a chill in her heart.

“The upper members of the pack met with one of them a couple of weeks ago. I saw his shifted form when he came in—it was huge. Dark red. His name was Elijah, and he told Victor he’d be more than happy to attack Oak Ridge. He wanted to charge right in, actually, but Victor convinced him that they should wait and scout out the territory a bit more.”

Lila could feel the fear trickling out from her heart into every part of her body. Her fingertips. Her toes.

Hostile dragons? Could the town survive that?

What would an open war between dragon shifters even look like? Lila desperately did not want to find out.

But where else could she go? Maybe she really should take the kids and go to her mother’s house. But her mom didn’t have enough space for them all, let alone enough money to support them while Lila looked for a job. A job that would take her despite having no work history in the last six years, and pay her enough to support her family alone.

“So do you have a plan for convincing them to just—go away?” Lila asked.

Elizabeth lifted her chin. “I’m going to try. If pack leadership changes, any alliance would have to be renegotiated anyway, and they might decide that we’re more trouble than we’re worth.”

“What about Oak Ridge? What if they decide that it’s worth it, Victor or no?”

Elizabeth looked away. “I don’t know.”

Lila rubbed her eyes, frustrated. “So what do you know? What can you do? I want to help you, but only if there’s something to do.”

“I can put together a damn good case to prosecute Victor for murder and the rest of his family for tax evasion,” Elizabeth said, meeting Lila’s eyes. “I can get them out of power. Which might not fix everything, but it’ll do a damn good job of improving the situation.”

Lila breathed out. That was true. That had to be true. “So what do you want from me? Why are we talking?”

“You have Michael’s computer, right?”

“Oh.” Lila blinked. “Yes, I do.” She’d shared Michael’s laptop, and she still used it for the household finances and occasionally for watching a movie on the Internet when she had time, which was rarely.

“Michael did all of Victor’s accounting. The records were kept on a computer in Victor’s home, but Michael was thinking about leaving. Could his personal computer have had information about Victor’s finances? As collateral, perhaps?”

“I’d be surprised if he’d thought that far ahead,” Lila said slowly, “but he definitely never cleaned up the desktop or anything. I remember looking at his email after he—died—and the inbox was practically overflowing. And he brought work home all the time, even though he always said he wasn’t supposed to.”

Elizabeth leaned forward, showing a flash of emotion. “Good. Good, that’s good. Would you give it to me? Let me look through it, at least?”

“You can look through it.” Lila hoped to God that this was the right thing to do. “Why are you doing this?”

“I already told you. I refuse to work for a murderer.”

Maybe Lila was a little better at detecting lies than she’d thought, because that was the one thing that didn’t ring true to her. Elizabeth had been Victor’s lawyer for years now. Surely she’d known what kind of person he was before this.

Suddenly, she didn’t want to make this decision by herself. This would affect the whole town of Oak Ridge, right?

She was just about to look around and see if she could catch Reid’s eye when Elizabeth’s phone buzzed. She picked it up and cursed. “Victor wants to see me. Back in town. I’m going to have to make up an excuse and speed like crazy to get back there in time.”

“I’m going to have to talk this over with the dragons here before I make any decisions,” Lila said quickly. “I’ll get back to you once they’ve talked about it.”

Elizabeth immediately looked wary. “The dragons? How do I know they won’t—”

“Won’t what?” Lila asked. “Try to kidnap you? Hurt you? So far, the only person who’s kidnapped and hurt anyone is Victor. The people here aren’t like that. They’ll want to do the right thing.”

Elizabeth hesitated. Then her phone buzzed again.

“Okay,” she said. “All right. Text me when you’re ready to meet again. I have to go.”

She slid out of the booth, leaving a twenty on the table before Lila could protest that she’d only had a few sips of water. Her heels clicked on the floor as she walked away, and then she was out the door and gone.

Lila stared at the empty booth for a long minute.

She felt a little unsteady. God, she wasn’t meant for this sort of thing—intrigue and espionage and secret meetings and fantasy wars. She was meant for bedtime stories and diaper changes and playing ninja princess with Sophia.

Too bad Sophia wasn’t grown up, she thought with a sudden flash of amusement. She’d love all the intrigue and espionage and secret meetings. Where had she even gotten that from? It wasn’t from Lila or Michael, that seemed apparent.

Then Reid appeared, with a sympathetic smile. “You doing all right?”

Lila nodded. “I’m fine. I—what now?”

“Strategy meeting,” Reid said. “Lachlan’s place, since Flynn’s already there. I heard everything she said, but we definitely want your input as well, since you know her. Are you up for it?”

Lila nodded, straightening up a bit. “Yes. Yes, I’m up for it.” She was trembling a little with the release of adrenaline, but she wasn’t going to let the town down.

It was funny, how she’d started thinking about Oak Ridge as a place to protect. A place she was invested in.

Home, she thought, and then shook that thought away. Because she still might have to leave, if things got really dangerous. Even if living with her mother would be difficult, it was better than her kids being kidnapped by Victor.

Unless Victor knew where her mother lived. Michael had known, and he might have mentioned it, and it honestly wouldn’t be too hard to find her, if Victor was really trying.

No, maybe better to stay in the town full of powerful shifters who wanted to protect her and her family, rather than leaving and possibly putting her mom in danger as well.

She slid out of the booth and followed Reid out of the diner. Lachlan appeared from the kitchen as they left, and outside, they were joined by a silent Malachi. “The others are meeting us there,” he told them.

They separated to drive over. In the car, quiet and alone, Lila thought about Flynn. The way she hadn’t had to worry about her kids at all while meeting with Elizabeth, because Flynn had been with them. And Flynn would not only protect them, he’d take care of them.

God, she wanted him.

She resolved to talk to him, clearly and explicitly, about what she wanted. As soon as possible, so he knew what the deal was. And if he didn’t want her—well, she wanted to know that sooner rather than later.

She pulled up to Lachlan’s house and got out, slamming the door decisively and heading up the walk.

Cam met her at the door. Lila let out her breath and embraced her friend, pulling her close. Cam hugged back without hesitation—Lachlan had been good for her, Lila thought; there’d been a time where Cam would have gone stiff and awkward, patting Lila’s shoulder and extracting herself as quickly as possible.

Now, though, she hugged tightly, and kept hold of Lila’s shoulders when she pulled back. “Are you okay?” she asked.

Lila nodded, blinking back tears. “I’m okay,” she said. “Flynn’s been—he’s been keeping us safe.”

Cam gave her a long look, and Lila wondered if her tone of voice or her expression was giving away...something. But the men were coming up the walk behind her, so there wasn’t time for a conversation. Cam let her go and said, “Flynn’s just inside with the kids.”

She turned to give Lachlan a kiss hello, her smile blooming bright. Lila felt a little ache in her chest—she didn’t like to think of herself as an envious person, but the sight of them together—knowing they had that perfect, magical mate-bond connecting them—

She just wanted something like that. Not even perfect and magical. Just a connection that would last.

Heart heavy with too many emotions, she turned and went inside. And sure enough, in the living room, Flynn was sitting with Grant asleep on his chest while Aidan and Sophia played some kind of science game.

“Mommy!” Sophia said when she saw Lila. “We’re experimenting!”

“Wow, honey, that’s great,” Lila said. “Almost time for bed, now, okay?”

Sophia scrunched up her face. “Noooooo.”

The upcoming argument was forestalled when Lachlan, Malachi, and Reid came into the living room behind them, followed by another enormous man that Lila vaguely recognized as Santos, another local dragon shifter, and finally Katie, Victor’s ex, and her mate Ronan. Katie had her son Noah in her arms, asleep.

The presence of so many strange adults made it a lot easier to get Sophia to agree to head upstairs with Aidan and get into her pajamas. Lila had the odd experience of asking six grown men to wait on their war strategizing while she put her kids to bed.

“I’ll come up with you,” Flynn said, standing up carefully. “So this guy doesn’t have to be handed off more than once.”

“Thanks,” Lila said, grateful, and then of course Lachlan came too, to put Aidan to bed as well.

As they trooped upstairs, Lila thought that this was the correct order of things. Kids first, then war councils.

She smiled to herself at the thought, and Flynn murmured, “What is it?”

“Just thinking that this town has their priorities in order,” she murmured back.

Flynn looked at the baby sleeping on his shoulder and smiled. “Sure does,” he said. “You know, other than Aidan, there haven’t been a lot of kids born around here in the last few years. Too many younger townsfolk going away for college or jobs and not coming back. When Katie came to town with Noah, that was the first baby in a while. And now Sophia and Grant—we really—we really hope you stick around.”

Lila felt a warmth in her chest, right where the ache had been just a few minutes ago. “I want to,” she said quietly.

“Good,” Flynn said. “Good. That’ll be good for—for the town.”

What about for you?

But it wasn’t the right moment to have that conversation, not while they were chivvying Sophia and Aidan into the bathroom to brush their teeth.

Soon.

They got Sophia and Aidan ensconced in Aidan’s room, where they would probably talk for the next hour, but that was fine. Grant got put down in Aidan’s old crib, set up in Lachlan and Cam’s room.

Flynn laid him gently in the crib without jostling him once, and there wasn’t a peep from the baby as he settled into bed. Lila touched Flynn’s arm and gave him a thumbs-up. He grinned at her, looking boyish and pleased with himself.

Oh, Lila mouthed to herself as he turned away. That smile had been absolutely lethal.

She tried to put her feelings away as they went back downstairs. Now was a time for rational thought, not swooning emotion.

In the living room, they all settled in. “Your mother coming?” Flynn asked Reid.

He shook his head. “She’s out on patrol, has been for a few hours. I’ll keep her in the loop.”

Reid’s mother was the mayor, Lila remembered, and a formidable woman indeed. It was comforting to know that while all the men were gathered in here, she was out keeping an eye on the town’s perimeter.

“All right,” Lachlan said, settling on the couch next to Cam. “Lila, you want to tell us about what Elizabeth said?”

Lila nodded, and quickly explained Elizabeth’s proposal for using Michael’s laptop to gather evidence to put Victor away. At the end of the summary, she said, “As far as I can tell, she’s being sincere. I don’t want to stake anybody’s lives on that, though.”

“She didn’t show any signs of lying,” Reid spoke up. “I was keeping a close eye on her. But she’s a lawyer, she’d have to have a good poker face.”

“And I don’t know what could be on Michael’s laptop that she’d be using for anything else,” Lila added. “There’s certainly nothing on there that could harm any of us.” Other than Lila’s own personal pitiful finances, which if Elizabeth’s car was any indicator, she did not need.

“That makes good sense,” Malachi said. “Lila, if you don’t object, I can’t see any reason not to share it with her. Or maybe have her come by and look at it while you’re there, so you can see what she’s after.”

Lila nodded. “All right.” Then she remembered the other thing Elizabeth had said. “She also said she saw one of the shifters Victor’s cultivating as allies.”

The whole room seemed to snap to attention. “Does she know who they are? What kind of shifter? Where they’re from?” Malachi said instantly.

“No—yes—no,” Lila tripped over her tongue to say. “She said the man she saw was a dragon, a dark red color, and he was called Elijah.”

“Oh, no.”

That was a deep, quiet rumble, and it had come from Ronan.

The whole room turned to look at him. He cast an anguished look over at Katie and their baby, and said, so low it was almost hard to hear him, “Most of you know that I came from another shifter town. A violent one. Where anyone who wanted power had to fight to get it.”

Lila had a sinking sensation in her stomach.

“My father was the alpha of that town,” Ronan said. “He’s a red dragon, and his name is Elijah.”

The room was silent, the silence that comes from an indrawn breath.

Then Katie reached over and took Ronan’s hand. “Well,” she said, sitting up straighter, “he’s made a big mistake, then, hasn’t he?”

It was like they all collectively let out their breath once again.

“He sure has,” Malachi said confidently. “If the town’s as warlike as you say, what are the odds they’re all going to show up pointed in the same direction? We’re united. We’ll be stronger.”

“You can’t know that,” said Flynn.

Silence fell again, and everyone looked at him. Flynn was standing behind the couch, and as they looked at him, he turned and started pacing.

“We’ve been pretty relaxed about this whole fight so far,” he said. “Because all Victor has on his side are lions, and any one of us can take any three of them without hardly breaking a sweat. But if there’s a whole town of dragons coming after us—that’s going to be something else. That’s going to be war.”

“Then we’ll fight,” Malachi said, grim.

Flynn spun around and looked at him. “But you don’t know—none of you know what war is like.”

“I know,” Lachlan said softly. “Flynn, I was there with you.”

“Then I guess you’ve forgotten what it’s like,” Flynn said, his voice rising to an angry bark, “because I don’t see you running for the hills at the thought of it coming to our home—”

“Flynn,” Lila said.

Flynn’s mouth snapped shut and he turned to look at her.

“You’re going to wake the kids up,” she told him.

He took a slow breath. Then he nodded. “Sorry.”

“Maybe Ronan could tell us a little more about his town, about how many dragons they have and what kind of opposition they’d be?” she asked tentatively. Before we get all worked up, she didn’t add.

But Flynn seemed to hear it anyway. His mouth twitched a little, wry. “I suppose so,” he said. “That would probably—be logical.”

He turned to Ronan, eyebrows raised.

“Well,” Ronan said slowly, looking back and forth between Flynn and Lila. “Well. I don’t think—I don’t think it’ll quite be all-out war. Unless the town has changed a lot in the last few years, the custom is to find an opponent and challenge them individually.”

“Single combat?” asked Malachi, his eyebrows raised.

“That’s right. And they’re definitely not going to be on board with the sort of underhanded tactics that Victor’s using. Stealth, kidnapping—that’s not,” Ronan’s mouth twisted, “honorable.”

“That’s good,” Lachlan said encouragingly. “If they have an honor code, maybe we can negotiate with them.”

But Ronan shook his head. “Not with my father. If he’s decided he wants to move in on this town, nothing’s going to stop him.”

“But what does he want?” Lila asked, frustration overwhelming her. “He’s not Victor, he doesn’t have any prior claim on us as his pack.”

“He wants more people under his thumb,” Ronan said grimly. “If he defeats a male dragon, he’ll see that dragon’s mate and children as his property.”

“My mother’s going to love this,” Reid said, rolling his eyes.

“Ours too,” Lachlan said.

“This mother isn’t too happy about it,” Katie said tartly.

“This one either,” Lila added.

“It’s medieval,” Ronan said fiercely. “Violent and medieval and a terrible way to try and live in the world. But he doesn’t see that.”

Katie leaned into him, and he put his arm around her, pressing a kiss to the top of her head.

“Well, we’re not going to let him bring his medieval ways to our town,” Lachlan said. “So let’s figure out how to stop him.”
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Chapter 10: Flynn
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The strategy session went on into the night. Ronan spent an hour just going over every member of his family, all the dragons he could remember from his hometown, and their potential strengths and weaknesses as enemies. Malachi took careful and copious notes.

Lila listened attentively, asking the occasional question, and Flynn was struck by how much she seemed like a part of the town, one of them, even though she’d only been here for a couple of weeks.

That’s my mate, he caught himself thinking as he looked at her fondly. He clamped down on the thought and looked away.

“Tell me more about your cousin,” he said to Ronan, focusing on the matter at hand. His feelings weren’t important right now; the safety of the town was.

Eventually, they’d picked Ronan’s brain clean. Reid had his own set of notes to take to the mayor, and Malachi exchanged a look with Flynn: they’d be meeting at the sheriff’s office later to go over it all again. Flynn nodded.

Lila was rubbing her eyes. “Are we sleeping here?”

We. She meant her and Flynn, it was clear—even though if she stayed here at Lachlan’s house, there was no reason Flynn shouldn’t just go home to sleep, since Lachlan and their mother would be here for protection.

Home. That was an odd thought. His tiny, empty house didn’t seem like home at all anymore.

“You’ve had a rough day,” Lachlan was saying. “No need to add to it by sleeping on a couch. Why don’t you and Flynn go back to your house and come get the kids in the morning?”

Lila hesitated. Then she said, “How I about I take Grant, at least. Sophia will be happier staying over with Aidan, but I don’t want to make you take my baby overnight.”

Flynn was expecting Lachlan to protest, but instead he just smiled. “Sure. We’re happy to take Sophia.”

Lila’s shoulders relaxed a little, and Flynn understood: she didn’t want to be without her baby overnight.

He put a hand on her shoulder. “Let’s go up and get him, then.”

The words were out of his mouth before he thought about it, and he realized belatedly that he’d done the same thing that Lila had when she said, Are we sleeping here? He’d treated the two of them as though they were a unit.

Like they were married.

Or mates.

This isn’t fair to her, he told himself furiously as he went up the stairs after Lila. He couldn’t keep this a secret from her and then still act as though it were a done deal. She wouldn’t have any idea what was going on.

Even though she seemed to be very solidly on the same page, for someone who had no idea what was going on.

Lila peeked into Cam and Lachlan’s room, and then shook her head and strode on in. Grant was standing up in the crib, his face just screwing up to cry; when he saw Lila, he reached out desperately.

“Are you stuck in a strange place, baby?” she asked him, lifting him into her arms. “You want to go home?”

He pressed his face into her shoulder, and she held him close. Flynn had to physically take a step back to keep from coming forward and wrapping the both of them up tight in his arms.

“I’ll get his stuff,” he muttered instead, and collected the diaper bag. Then he started stripping the bedding off the crib; he’d have to ask Lachlan where he stored it.

It was always easier to be doing something than standing around like an idiot while feelings rose up to overwhelm him. If he had a task, then all of that useless energy got channeled into accomplishing it.

The problem was, this time, no task was enough. Every time he finished making dinner or scrubbing the bathroom or stripping the sheets off the crib mattress, the hollow sensation in his chest, the yawning want that opened up whenever he saw Lila and didn’t go to her and hold her in his arms, rushed right back in, as strong as ever.

Stupid, his griffin hissed at him. Why avoid our mate? She needs us. We need her. That’s how mates work.

That’s not how humans work, Flynn snapped back at it, and went to find Lachlan and ask him where to put the crib.

Downstairs, almost everyone had dispersed; it was just Lachlan and Cam, talking quietly to each other. Lachlan looked up when Flynn came down, and touched Cam on the shoulder, then came to the foot of the stairs.

“Just wanted to know where to put the crib,” Flynn said gruffly. “Attic?”

“What’s going on, Flynn?” Lachlan asked. His voice was low, and his eyes had that impossible soft, compassionate look that Flynn hated. Especially when it was directed at him.

“I don’t know what you mean,” he deflected.

“You do know what I mean. What’s going on with Lila? I saw how you looked at her. And in there—you were about to go off. I’ve seen you get angry like that a thousand times, and I have never, ever seen anyone calm you down with a word like she did. If I tried that, you’d bite my head off.”

“Damn right I would,” Flynn said automatically.

“Last week you thought she was a spy for Victor and you were determined never to trust her. What changed?”

Flynn cast a glance up the stairs, then looked back at his brother, who could never understand the conflict that Flynn was feeling.

“She’s just a good woman,” he said shortly. “I’ve basically been living in her house the last couple of days. She’s not spying for anyone. She’s a good woman.”

Lachlan spent a minute just looking at him, with his unfairly perceptive blue eyes.

“Okay,” he said finally, quietly. It was obvious that he had more to say, but he let it go with another, “Okay.”

Just then, Lila came down the stairs with Grant on her hip. “Ready to go?” she asked Flynn.

“I’ll put the crib away,” Lachlan told Flynn. “Go on.”

Flynn hesitated, but he didn’t really want to stick around with Lachlan’s thoughtful understanding anyway, so he just said, “Thanks,” and followed Lila out the door.

***
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Back ho—at the house, they unpacked the baby and went inside. Grant had started to fuss in the car, and now he was working his way up to a full-on wail.

Lila bounced him on her hip. “Hey, baby, it’s okay. Are you hungry?”

Flynn stowed the diaper bag by the stairs and went into the kitchen to investigate possible baby food options.

But Grant wasn’t hungry; he turned his face away from the offered food. He didn’t need a diaper change, either.

“I think he’s just tired and cranky,” Lila said finally. “He’s had a busy couple of days, and I don’t know how much he napped, over at Lachlan’s earlier.”

“Poor kid,” Flynn said. Grant’s blue eyes were wet with tears, his dark hair half-standing on end, his cheeks pink with the exertion of crying. He looked miserable.

Flynn held his arms out. “Want me to take him for a minute? Give you a break.”

“All you do is give me breaks,” Lila said. “I can take care of him—he’s my son.”

The words could have been harsh, but she didn’t sound combative at all, just—quiet. Almost curious. Like she was wondering what Flynn would say in response.

Well, that was easy. “I want to. You’ve been taking care of him and Sophia alone for a year, you don’t think you deserve a few breaks?”

Lila hesitated a moment longer, and then said, “All right. I have to pee anyway.”

That was an element of single parenting that Flynn remembered Lachlan talking about when Aidan was younger. Showering was even harder, especially with an active toddler.

“Hand him over,” he said, holding out his arms.

Lila had to detach Grant’s little fingers from her shirt to give him the baby, but once he figured out what was going on, he reached for Flynn without hesitation. Flynn held him close, stroking his hair.

“Hey, kiddo,” he said. “Life’s tough sometimes, huh?”

Grant sobbed into his shoulder, and Flynn met Lila’s eyes. She had a soft expression on her face.

“Thank you,” she murmured, and turned towards the bathroom.

“My pleasure,” Flynn told her honestly.

And it was. He hadn’t just wanted to give Lila a break—when he’d looked at Grant’s upset little face, he’d wanted to take the baby, hold him close, soothe him as best he could.

Protect the baby, his griffin agreed. Keep him safe. Guard him from the enemy. Help him grow up strong.

Flynn could only agree, although he’d add a couple of human-world stipulations to that agreement, like Play with him, and Read to him and so on.

“Are you tired?” he asked Grant, who was still sobbing. “Do you wish you could just sleep?” He bounced him a little, summoning up muscle memory from when Aidan had been a baby. “Let’s take a little walk, maybe.”

He walked slowly around the downstairs, hallway to kitchen to dining room to living room to hallway, bouncing a little as he went. Grant was still crying, but slowly it was starting to lessen in volume.

Lila came out of the bathroom on his second pass, meeting him in the kitchen. “How’s it going?”

“We’re making progress, I think,” Flynn told her. “Just taking a walk right now.”

“Good,” Lila said. “He looks like he’s calming down. You ready for bed, honey?” She smoothed a hand over Grant’s hair.

“I truly don’t know how you did this alone,” Flynn said as he kept walking. “Lachlan had a hard enough time with Aidan, even with me and our mother to help. You were really all alone, and with twice as many kids.”

“It was hard,” she acknowledged. “But it was—good, to have so much to do that I couldn’t just collapse after Michael died. He was—he wasn’t perfect, but I loved him, and he loved me and the kids so much. Without them to keep me up and moving, I would’ve been—I don’t know. It wouldn’t have been pretty.” Her smile quirked a little. “Not that parenting an infant and a four-year-old is pretty, either.”

“Looks like you’ve managed it pretty well,” Flynn said.

She shrugged a little. “I hope so. I worry about Sophia—she really runs wild, and I think that’s probably because I just haven’t had time to spend as much time with her as I should. She’s already gotten in trouble at school for hitting a boy.”

Flynn’s eyebrows went up. “What’d the boy do?”

“Tried to kiss her,” Lila said grimly.

“You point me at that teacher who disciplined her, and I’ll give them something to think about,” Flynn said with feeling. “Those are good instincts she’s got.”

Lila smiled a little. “That’s what I wanted to say.”

“Well, then, I think you’re doing just fine and so is she.”

Lila let out her breath. “I hope so.”

Flynn reached out the arm that wasn’t holding the baby and tugged her in to his side, holding her close. “You are.”

She sighed, leaning in to him. Grant’s sobs were dying down, his breath hitching now and then. “Don’t look now,” Flynn whispered, “but I think he’s falling asleep.”

“Oh, good.” She didn’t move—trusting him, Flynn thought.

Of course, his griffin said. You’re mates. You trust each other.

She shouldn’t, said the part of Flynn’s brain that remembered his own father. Think about what could happen.

We would never hurt our mate! his griffin said, inner voice rising to a shriek. Never!

“Flynn?” Lila said into his shoulder.

He shook off the inner musings. “What?”

She pulled back; he immediately missed the weight of her against his side. “I wanted to tell you something,” she said, looking at him with a serious expression in her dark eyes. “Ask you something. No, tell you something.”

He could feel his brows drawing together. “What is it?”

“I—since we were—together—” She blushed.

Flynn had been determinedly not thinking about it too hard since it had happened, because if he let himself, he lost sight of everything else. Nothing mattered but the scent of her, her taste, the feel of her naked body against his. The delicious heat of her.

If he thought about it, he had to also think about how desperately he wanted to do it again. And not just once, but every single day for the rest of his natural life.

So he hadn’t been thinking about it.

He cleared his throat. “Yes?”

She bit her lip and went on. “And not just that, but with—how you’ve been. Making dinner. Taking care of the kids. The way we’ve been able to—talk. I feel like I’ve known you for so much longer than a couple of days.”

She hesitating, looking up at him. And he couldn’t let her stand there, having said something so brave, made herself vulnerable, and leave her hanging.

“Me, too,” he said.

It felt dangerous. The second the words were out of his mouth, that little voice in the back of his head was saying, Take it back! She can’t know that! What’ll happen now?

What happened now was that she lifted her chin and continued, brave and vulnerable still, “We haven’t talked about what it meant, or what we want. I know that you said that you don’t think you’d be a good partner or parent, but I’ve seen you be both in this house, and you’re—you’re so wonderful, Flynn. You’re everything I never even realized I could want. And so I wanted to tell you that I do want you. I want you to stick around. I want to be with you. I want to give this—” She waved a hand around, indicating the house, the almost-asleep baby—”a shot.”

She took a deep breath. “It’s okay if you don’t want the same thing. But I wanted to tell you that that’s what I want.”

Flynn closed his eyes for a long minute. His whole body wanted to tense up, to clench, but he was still holding Grant, who was slowly relaxing into a heavy, sleepy weight, so he forced himself to stay relaxed.

He opened his eyes and said, “I do feel the connection between us. And Lila—being here is like living—a fantasy. Making dinner for the family. Having assassin tea parties with Sophia. Soothing the baby to sleep. Keeping you all safe. It’s—it’s like nothing I’ve ever experienced before.”

It fed something inside him, a hungry place he’d been ignoring for a long, long time, or telling himself that it was filled by Lachlan and Aidan, that he didn’t need a mate and children of his own.

But there was another part of him that had known for a long, long time that he couldn’t have that. And Lila deserved to know why.

“But you don’t know the sort of things I’ve done, the sort of things I’m capable of. You don’t know the kind of role model I had growing up. What I learned about fatherhood when I was young. You wouldn’t be saying any of this if you did know.”

The words hurt coming out. They felt like they were tearing his throat to shreds. But they needed to be said.

“Bullshit.”

Flynn’s eyebrows shot up. He didn’t think he’d ever heard her swear before; it felt like the word hit him right in the chest. “I’m sorry?”

“Bullshit,” Lila repeated, chin lifted. “You think I don’t know what you’re capable of? I saw you fight off those lions. You left them bloody and hurt, and I’m sure you would have killed them if they kept trying to hurt us. And if that’s something you’re capable of, then I’m glad, because if you weren’t, we wouldn’t be here.”

“It’s not...that’s different,” Flynn tried to explain.

“Different from what? Different from how you are when you get angry? Well, I’ve seen you angry a couple of times now, and each time, you cared more about whether innocent people were all right than you did about yourself. When I asked you to calm down tonight, when you were angry about Ronan’s family, you calmed down. Right away. No hesitation.”

He had. He’d felt a rising fury at the idea of Oak Ridge being in danger, and then the moment he’d heard Lila’s voice, it was like a cool water was bathing him all over, quenching the anger.

“You think you’re dangerous and out of control?” Lila continued, tapping him on the chest with one finger. “Name me one time you’ve done anything to hurt an innocent person.”

“Just because I never have—” Flynn started.

“—never in your entire life? I don’t think it’s you that you’re worried about.” Lila bit her lip, stepping forward so that they were close. “Are you worried about becoming your father?”

Flynn’s teeth were clenched so tightly, his skull was throbbing. He forced himself to nod. To not be a coward any longer, to admit the truth.

Lila wrapped her arms around him, resting her head against his chest, her weight a counterpoint to Grant, who was still calmly lying against Flynn’s shoulders, his fingers in his mouth. “How long,” she asked quietly, “would you have to go, protecting everyone else’s families, standing guard for everyone, all alone, before you decided that you weren’t going to become him?”

Flynn fought to unclench his jaw so he could answer her. His mate deserved an answer. “Never.”

“Never,” she repeated, sounding unbearably sad. “Flynn—if you can’t trust yourself, do you think—do you think you could trust me?”

Flynn was silent for a long moment, until he could feel her starting to withdraw.

“Never mind.” She bit her lip, blinking back tears. “I know I’m not anyone—you just met me. There’s no reason for you to trust me over yourself.”

“Wait.”

She stopped, looking up at him. Flynn wanted to close his eyes, to hand the baby back to her, to retreat to somewhere where he couldn’t give in to his griffin’s agonizing need.

But he couldn’t. Instead, he said, “You’re not no one. I have every reason to trust you. Lila. Every reason.”

Her brows drew together, but he thought he could see the dawning realization behind her eyes.

“You’re my mate, Lila. That’s what the connection is between us. We’re mates.”

With the words out in the air, it felt like the floor disappeared beneath his feet. He instinctively tightened his grip on Grant before he realized that he wasn’t actually falling, he just felt like it.

Lila’s eyes were wide and wondering. “Oh,” she said, almost soundless. “Oh. That’s what it is. That’s what I’m feeling.”

Flynn nodded. He didn’t want to break the moment by speaking.

“It’s so right to have you around,” she continued, almost thinking out loud. “I can feel when you’re there. And it’s like this warm light inside me. Yesterday, when I woke up, it was like—like for the first time in my life, everything was right with the universe.” Her voice broke.

But then she pulled herself together and said, “So, if I’m your mate—can you trust me? Trust me to know you better than you know yourself? Can you feel what I know about you?”

Yes! His griffin was on board immediately. Listen to our mate! She knows what she’s talking about. Unlike some people.

Flynn was used to shaking off his griffin’s arguments, but he couldn’t do the same to Lila. Tentatively, he reached down inside his chest to where the mate-bond pulsed, bright and warm. He’d been ignoring it with all his might since he’d first realized it was there, wanting to keep his distance.

Not that he’d managed that very well.

But now that he was really sensing it, letting it encompass him...a tension began to unwind. The anxiety that had held him in its chilly, implacable grasp started to melt in the shining light of Lila’s heart.

“See?” Lila said, coming close again. “See how I see you? See what I know about you?”

Unable to speak, Flynn pulled her into an embrace like he’d been aching to since they started talking. She pressed her face into his right shoulder. With the baby a soft, trusting weight against one shoulder and Lila cuddled up to the other, he felt like he could finally relax, for the first time in—

Well. In years. Maybe in his entire life.

“I see,” he rasped, his nose against her hair. “Lila. I see.”

“Be with me,” she said, her face hidden but her words clear. “Be with us. Stay with us. Will you?”

Flynn closed his eyes and let go of his fear.

“I will.”

Lila sobbed once, and then pulled back just far enough to look at him, eyes wide and luminous. “Really?”

“Really.” As he spoke, he could feel his conviction coalescing. He couldn’t believe he’d been such a coward, letting his fear control his actions.

He wouldn’t be like his father. He refused. And now he knew that Lila wouldn’t let him.

Flynn leaned down and kissed the corner of her eye, tasting salt. Then the other eye. “Don’t cry.”

“Can’t help it. I’m too happy.” She smiled tremulously. “I was just thinking—just today—how I was determined not to be envious of Cam, and her mate-bond with Lachlan. That that only happened once in a blue moon, and there was no reason to ever expect something like that for myself. I had no idea that—that it could be true for us—”

Another tear spilled out of her eye. Flynn kissed it away.

“I never thought I’d have a mate, either,” he admitted. “Like I said before, I’ve always felt like I was destined to protect other people and their families. Be a sentinel guarding the town, a protective uncle, a sheriff’s deputy. Not a—”

Then his own voice broke.

“What?” Lila asked softly.

He made himself say it. “A father.”

That small, scared part wanted desperately to turn away. Not to let Lila see everything he was feeling. He forced himself to stay still and endure it, and say, “I told you before, griffins can’t have biological children. Technically, I’m a hybrid of a bird and a lion. We’re like mules. We’re sterile. I thought I’d never have kids of my own, ever.”

“Well,” Lila said, “I’ve known a father or two in my life, and I have to say, having a significant relationship conversation while a baby’s asleep on your shoulder is one of the most fatherly things a man can do.”

That surprised him into a chuckle. “Well—good. I want to live up to the role.” Like my dad never did.

“You already are,” Lila said fiercely. “Just in the last two days. Before you had any reason to be invested in us. You’ve played ninja with Sophia and held Grant while he cried and made us spaghetti and scrubbed the bathroom, for God’s sake, don’t think I didn’t notice that.”

“I like to keep busy,” Flynn said quietly. Then, even more quietly, because he was determined to stop being a coward about his fears, “Distracts me from things I don’t want to think about.”

Lila’s face softened, looking up at him. “Well, I hope you know you can talk to me about those things from now on.” A mischievous sparkle lit her eye, and she added, “But if you really have to clean the bathroom before you talk, I suppose I won’t complain much.”

Flynn laughed and pulled her close again.
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Chapter 11: Lila
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Lila hadn’t had this many feelings while putting Grant down to sleep since he was a newborn and she was a new widow.

Except now, instead of crying over his crib, she was having a hard time keeping her smile from conquering her entire face.

She’d been half-sure that Flynn would reject her supposedly for her own good. More than half-sure. But she’d had to try, because she couldn’t have handled keeping her mouth shut and never knowing whether there could have been something more between them.

And then he’d done one of the bravest things she’d ever seen. Faced his own fears—deep, childhood fears—and stepped in front of them, stood strong against them, and told her the truth.

She’d seen how brave he was being. Felt it inside her. That must be what the mate-bond was, the way she could look into his eyes and be sure of what he was feeling.

God, she was so happy. And overwhelmed. And a little sad, knowing how hard it had been for Flynn to say that he wanted one of the most natural things in the world: to be a husband and father.

To be a mate. Even more natural, for a shifter.

Well, now he was going to be, and Lila was determined to make him the happiest man who’d ever lived with a five-year-old, a one-year-old, and a frazzled mom.

Not a single mom, though. Not anymore.

Her cheeks hurt from smiling.

She gave Grant a soft kiss goodnight and went out into the hall to meet Flynn, who’d been checking the perimeter of the house to make sure it was safe.

“All good?” she asked him, although she knew that it had to be, or he wouldn’t have been so calm.

“Clear all around,” he confirmed. Then he smiled at her, and it was that same boyish, happy smile she’d seen earlier. It melted her heart. “Ready for bed?”

“That better be a euphemism,” she told him, and then had to stifle a little shriek as he caught her up in his arms, picking her straight up off the floor.

She ended up with her back against the wall—Sophia’s room was on the other side, her brain automatically noticed, but of course Sophia was at Lachlan’s house, so there was no chance of waking her up even if her head thumped back against it when Flynn started pressing open-mouthed kisses all down her neck.

“Oh, God,” she managed as he kissed hotly along her collarbone. Her body was flushing with desire, her lower abdomen clenching, her fingers curling on his shoulders. Flynn groaned against her skin, and bit her lightly, just the softest hint of teeth to remind her that this was a wild shapeshifter who was holding her up against the wall.

“Flynn,” Lila gasped. “More, come on, more—”

He shifted his grip so that he was supporting her with one hand—one hand! Lila had never been with a man who'd done something like this, not even Michael who'd been strong like a shifter, too—and with his other hand, stripped her shirt up over her head. Lila had to arch her back to let it skim up behind her, and it felt like a shameless move, thrusting her chest forward into him. When her shirt was off, he took full advantage of it and pressed his face in between her breasts. His stubble woke her skin right up, making her nipples harden and the area between her legs go liquid.

He deftly unsnapped her bra with his free hand, and pulled back long enough to get it off her and toss it away. Then his hand was back down under her butt, holding her up while he kissed her breasts and she moaned shamelessly.

Underneath her, meanwhile, his fingers were wandering along the seam of her jeans. She gasped for breath as his thumb found her clit underneath the denim. Flynn caught the noise and rubbed hard, making her shudder and shove her hips forward—uselessly, of course. God.

“Bedroom,” she hissed at him when she could get enough breath to speak. “Come on, let's not wake up the baby.”

Those were the magic words, thank God; Flynn let her down on shaky legs. “Okay?” he asked with a little self-satisfied smirk.

Lila gave him a look. “Race you in there.”

“You're on,” Flynn said, and was through the door to the bedroom before she'd gone two steps.

By the time she was in the bedroom, he'd stripped off all his clothes and was waiting for her with a raised eyebrow. “I win.”

“Oh no,” Lila said, deadpan. “However will I live with this terrible defeat.”

He laughed. “I think your forfeit should be your pants.”

That was fine by her. Her hands went to the button, but suddenly he was there, catching her fingers and saying, “And I think you should let me take care of it.”

“Okay,” she managed, voice suddenly unsteady.

His hands were big and warm and sure. They unbuttoned her jeans, undid the zipper, and drew them slowly off of her hips, his gaze hot and intent the entire time. Her clit pulsed just from his eyes on her.

She stepped out of the legs, first one, then the other—and then his mouth was on her, over the top of her panties, breathing hot against her clit and then sucking, making the fabric wet, until it dragged over the sensitive skin.

Lila grabbed wildly at his hair, making a noise she’d never heard come out of her own mouth before at the hot zing of pleasure that shot through her. “Oh—oh—Flynn, God, let’s get on the bed at least—”

He pulled back suddenly, making her want to protest, hypocritically. “If you insist,” he said, “but first—” and he tugged her panties down.

Lila stepped out of them and immediately stumbled over to the bed. “I don’t think my legs would’ve held me up any longer,” she confessed, sitting down on the edge of the mattress.

“That’s fine,” Flynn said, “because you’re perfect right where you are.” And he moved over to her without standing up, a graceful, almost animalistic crawl...and put his mouth right back where it had been.

Lila bit down on the side of her hand to stifle a shriek. Without the panties in the way, his mouth was so hot and wet, his tongue clever, and he was licking her with a full-bodied purpose, like he wanted to pull the taste right out of her and into his mouth.

Lila kept her hand in her mouth, the other one going down to his hair again, fingers buried in the thick strands as he sucked her clit, fingers tracing around her entrance, looking to get inside. She wanted him inside. But she also never wanted him to move, never wanted him to take his hot, gorgeous mouth away from her clit—one long finger thrust into her, and she moaned in relief. Oh, oh, right there, right there—

Lila’s whole body clenched as she came silently, arching back on the bed, her legs up, spread wide for Flynn’s mouth. She shuddered and clenched, and a tear ran down her cheek, squeezed out of her by her climax.

Flynn licked her softly through it, gentling further and further as the aftershocks shivered away. Finally, he lifted his head. “Good?” he asked quietly.

“I don’t know why you’re bothering to ask.” Lila took a long breath, relaxing her legs, flopping back onto the covers. “God. I don’t think my body’s ever done anything quite like that before.”

That got her the self-satisfied smile again, as she saw when Flynn came up onto the bed next to her. He kissed her mouth, tasting like salt and sex. Like her, Lila thought, and felt an atavistic shiver at the idea of herself all over her—her mate.

She kissed him back, harder. He groaned when she bit his lip, first cautiously, then a bit harder. “Like that?” she murmured.

“Oh yes,” he murmured back. “You can do it harder if you want.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” His fingers had drifted back between her legs, playing around her entrance again. She shivered.

“Want more?” he asked.

“Mmm.” She nodded, her thighs parting for his hand.

His fingers explored inside her, slipping in easily. She was soaked, and starting to warm up again.

“God, you have the—the most patience—” She wriggled against him. “Aren’t you turned on?”

He groaned softly. “Lila, no one has ever turned me on as much as you do. It’s taking everything I’ve got to hold back. But I won’t do any more than you’re ready for.”

“Flynn. Honey.” She kissed him. “I’m ready for you.”

He looked into her eyes for a long moment...and then he was on her like a hungry griffin.

He devoured her mouth, his fingers holding her open with a stretch that left her dizzy with pleasure. And then he thrust in hard, one long stroke right to the hilt, and she let out a strangled scream.

She had just a single second to hope that she hadn’t woken the baby up, and then he was thrusting, hips rolling forward hard into her, making her eyes roll back in her head, then pulling back, and just as she caught her breath, he slammed forward again.

It felt like nothing she’d ever experienced. Flynn inside her, and his hands hard on her hips, his breath harsh in her ears, letting himself go for the first time. He sped up as he went on, tilting her hips up, going in short, sharp thrusts that jolted pleasure through her, seeming to find the last rippling waves of her last orgasm and stirring them up into a stormy sea.

Lila hadn’t expected to come again—she usually didn’t—but there was no escaping the rising tide of pleasure in her. Her fingernails dragged along his back, making him groan in pleasure. Her legs were wrapped around his waist, her hips canted up to meet his cock as it thrust into her—again and again and—

Feeling another scream rising in her, Lila took Flynn’s word and bit down hard on his shoulder as she came again. “Fuck,” Flynn said, like it had been shocked out of him, and his head dropped to her shoulder, his hips jerking against her as he came, too.

They shuddered together, sweaty and shocky and overwhelmed, for several long minutes.

Finally, Lila caught her breath enough to say, “Wow.”

“Wow is right,” Flynn agreed. “God. I never thought—” He stopped.

“What?” Lila asked.

He breathed into her neck for a second, and then lifted his head to say, “I always thought I’d hurt a woman, especially a human woman, if I really let go.”

Lila smiled. “Flynn,” she said, “you are an animal in the sack. But I think you just saw the evidence that I love it.”

She did. Her whole body felt like it was vibrating a little. And she could feel the echo of it in Flynn, that same overloaded pleasure, like all the nerves had been temporarily shorted out.

He kissed her temple, hard and sincere, and then her mouth, more softly. “I love you,” he murmured.

“I love you,” Lila said back, and then felt tears rising in her eyes, impossible to stop as they spilled out onto her cheeks.

He was kissing them away instantly, saying softly, “Lila, Lila—don’t cry—”

“I’m just—happy,” she managed. “And it’s—I haven’t said that to a man since Michael died, and I just—I never thought I’d have anything else. Let alone something so—”

So much more. She didn’t want to say it out loud, because she didn’t want to say anything against Michael’s memory. He’d been the husband she’d needed, sweet and kind and funny, something to take her out of the intense and almost joyless determination she’d had to have a family, or else.

And she’d loved him. She had.

But Flynn—

This was definitely something she’d never thought she’d have. Ever.

“I love you,” he rumbled, his voice so deep that it almost felt like the sentiment was rising up from the earth to take over her body. “Never doubt that.”

“I never will,” she told him, and she knew it was true.

***
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Grant woke up crying in the middle of the night, and Lila was about to roll out of bed and go get him when Flynn reached over in the dark and caught her shoulder.

“I’ll get him,” he murmured. “You go back to sleep.”

It didn’t have quite the intended effect, though, because while Flynn got up to see to the baby, Lila lay awake in bed, staring at the ceiling and marveling at how lucky she’d somehow gotten.

Grant’s sobs increased in volume for a moment—Flynn was probably changing his diaper, Lila thought, and smiled to herself. Even without the handsome part, the brave and strong part, and the part where he was the other half of her soul, just having a person who would get up in the night and change the baby so she didn’t have to was fantastically amazing.

The cries slowly quieted down, and eventually stopped. Flynn came back into the room and slid carefully under the covers.

“Thank you,” Lila whispered to him.

“Hey, you were supposed to go back to sleep.” He kissed her temple.

“Too happy.”

“Lila,” he said—not like he wanted a response, but like he was just saying her name because he could. He pulled her into his arms, and she burrowed into the warmth of his chest and closed her eyes.

***
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In the morning, Lachlan dropped Sophia off and Elizabeth called, all in the space of about thirty seconds.

“Can you—” Lila asked, holding up her phone, and Flynn nodded, no problem, and went to get Sophia unpacked and settled in with some blocks while Lila answered.

“I can come by today,” Elizabeth said in a rush. “You have Michael’s laptop?”

“Right here,” Lila said. “You really think you’re going to find something?”

“I really do,” Elizabeth said grimly. “I have a couple of younger pack members who’re willing to make statements about some of the things that Victor’s done, and from what they’ve said, Michael was close enough to Victor to have communicated with him about certain things. I’ll be there in an hour.”

So then they had an hour to kill. Hanging up, Lila looked around the living room for something to do that wasn’t just sitting around worrying.

“Hide and seek?” she suggested.

“Yeah!” Sophia jumped up. “I wanna be It!”

“All right! We’ll hide.” Lila looked at Flynn, eyebrows raised.

“Grant’s on my team,” was all Flynn said, and off they went.

Lila had played a lot of games of Hide and Seek with her daughter, but with Flynn, it was a different game. He made a point to hide somewhere where he could peek over the top of the shelf he was crouching behind and meet Lila’s eyes, and then it was all—silly flirtation.

Because she couldn’t help but cast a longing look his way, and then—with a glance to make sure Sophia’s back was turned—stretch out her arms as though she were reaching for him across some impossible chasm. He bit his lip to stifle a laugh, and then put on a mock-alarmed expression when Sophia started hunting around the area where his bookshelf was.

The game continued like that, with Flynn and Lila tossing glances back and forth over Sophia’s head, little nonverbal jokes and moments of frank appreciation, like when Sophia found Flynn and he lifted her over his head and set her and Grant on his shoulders, lifting each of them with one hand like they weighed nothing and balancing them there without any apparent difficulty.

It was so—so fun. Lila had missed having fun like this, without being the only adult, the one who had to supervise and make sure everyone was enjoying themselves and no one-year-olds were accidentally harmed when they were pressed into service as props.

Eventually, though, the real world had to intrude again: Elizabeth’s Lexus pulled into the driveway, and the game came to an end.

Lila surveyed the disaster the living room had become and looked at Flynn. “Will you keep an eye on them?”

“Of course I will,” he assured her, and she went to answer the door.

Elizabeth was dressed in another immaculate suit—navy blue this time—but she looked exhausted, deep rings under her eyes, and very pale. “Do you want anything?” Lila asked her, a little alarmed. “Water? Food?”

If anything, she turned paler, and shook her head vehemently. “No. Thank you. Do you have the laptop?”

Lila did. They sat down at the kitchen table together, Elizabeth staring at the screen, Lila unable to stop herself from looking over her shoulder.

Elizabeth started looking through Michael’s spreadsheets. He’d done some work for Victor with—taxes, or something; Lila wasn’t great at math and had never wanted to hear much about it. Michael had loved numbers, though, and he’d worked into the night on those spreadsheets sometimes. After he died, Lila had opened up some of them in a fit of nostalgia and hadn’t been able to understand a thing.

But Elizabeth looked like she understood. She looked like she was having a revelation.

“Is that—is that what you need?” Lila asked, heart in her mouth.

Elizabeth nodded, looking up and meeting her eyes. “I want to put Victor away for Michael’s murder, and I think there’s enough evidence to do that. But it’s not just Victor, it’s his entire family—if he goes to jail, it won’t matter much, because his father will just come out of retirement, or pick someone just as bad to replace him.”

She turned the laptop screen towards Lila, pointing at some of the columns. Lila still didn’t understand it, but Elizabeth explained, “This is one of a few documents showing how Victor’s family has been cheating on their taxes for many, many years now. They’re committing fraud on a large scale. This is plenty to get a federal investigation going, and once that’s in motion, there’s nothing they’re going to be able to do to stop it.”

“Oh,” Lila said weakly. “Oh, that’s—but will it take a long time?” She had a vague sense that federal trials took months, if not years.

“It depends. But if they’ve got federal agents staring over their shoulders, they’re not going to want to be found kidnapping children, are they?” Elizabeth pointed out.

“Oh. I suppose not.” Lila stared at the spreadsheet some more, but the numbers didn’t resolve into any smoking gun.

She looked at Elizabeth instead. “Why are you doing this, really?” she asked. “You had to know what kind of man Victor was before now. Right? Why wait until now to start working against him? Why was it okay before, but not any longer?”

Elizabeth was quiet for a long moment. Finally, she said, “I wasn’t lying before. Finding out that Victor had your husband killed was a wake-up call. I didn’t want to work for someone who was willing to murder his own people. But there was another wake-up call soon after.”

She took a shaky breath, and Lila waited, wondering.

“I’m pregnant.”

Lila’s lips parted. “Oh.”

Elizabeth nodded. “The father is—well, one of the people who’s done some bad, bad things for Victor. I have terrible taste in men. And I was just thinking about what would happen once everyone knew, and how I’d be raising this child in this pack full of—anyway. I knew I had to get out, but I also knew what happened to people who tried to get out. So—” She waved a hand, indicating the laptop and the plan in general.

“Are you going to go somewhere else, still?” Lila asked. “Or stick around for the case?”

She shrugged. “They’re going to need me as a witness, so I can’t go far. But oh, it makes me sick even to be near the pack house these days.” Her mouth twitched, almost invisibly. “Of course, lots of things make me sick these days.”

“I remember that,” Lila said with a smile. “Well, if you need to—if you really don’t have anywhere to go—” She hesitated. This wasn’t even her house. She was here on charity; she couldn’t turn around and offer that charity to someone else.

But was that even true anymore, now that she and Flynn were together? This was Flynn’s childhood home. It belonged to his mother. Wouldn’t it make sense for them to just stay here? If Flynn wanted to?

Lifting her chin, Lila took the plunge. “If you need somewhere to go, please think about coming here,” she said. “It’s a big house. There’s extra room.” There was a room upstairs that had been Flynn’s mother’s sewing room that they weren’t even using.

Elizabeth stared at her. “We aren’t friends,” she said faintly. “Why are you offering?”

“I just—” Lila reached out and took Elizabeth’s hand. “I know what it’s like to be a single mom. It’s hard. It’s so, so hard. So if I can help someone out, help them through that, I want to do it. And besides—” She smiled a little. “Maybe we’re not friends now, but I think we could be.”

Elizabeth was still staring at her like she was some kind of alien life-form. “Thank you,” she said, finally. “I’ll—I’ll think about that.” She shook herself minutely. “But now I have to get back. Can I take this with me?” She pointed at the laptop. “I promise you, I won’t let it fall into the wrong hands.”

“All right,” said Lila. “Good luck. Tell me if I can help with anything about the case.”

“I will.” Elizabeth stood, picking up the laptop, and then hesitated. “Really, thank you,” she said, more quietly. “It means a lot to me to know that you’re—that you’re offering your support.”

Lila smiled a little. “My pleasure,” she said sincerely. “Drive safe. And I promise the morning sickness won’t last forever.”

“That’s what all the blogs say,” Elizabeth said on a sigh. She hefted the computer, coiled up the charger, and strode out the door, no sign of the shakiness and vulnerability she’d displayed a moment ago. Lila heard her Lexus start up out in the driveway.

A minute later, Flynn appeared in the doorway to the kitchen. “That’s quite a situation she’s in.”

Lila nodded soberly. “I hope all of this works out. I really—I really hope so.”

She bit her lip, feeling tears prick at her eyes. Flynn was across the kitchen in a second, pulling her into his arms. “Hey. Hey, what is it?”

“Just thinking about—how much trouble there is out there. How hard it was for me. How Victor wants to kidnap my kids. How Ronan’s family might be coming after us. And now Elizabeth, all alone and pregnant and afraid of what’s going to happen—she put on this brave face, but she was so clearly afraid—” Lila shook her head. “It’s just a lot. There’s just a lot that could go wrong. That has gone wrong.”

“I know one thing that’s gone right,” Flynn said into her hair. “This is right. This is the most right I’ve ever felt, standing here with you in my—”

“Mom! Flynn!” Sophia’s voice rose up above the sudden wail of an upset baby.

“—arms,” Flynn finished, pulling away with a rueful smile. “Let’s go fix some easier problems, shall we?”

“That sounds perfect,” Lila said with a sigh, heading for the living room to see what small disaster needed their help.
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Chapter 12: Flynn
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Flynn pulled up to the sheriff’s office with deep determination.

Feeling the way Lila had curled in his arms, tense with worry, the way she'd said, So much has gone wrong—

He wasn't going to sit around and wait for someone else to maybe solve this problem or not. He was going to do something to take care of this asshole and his henchmen, so that his mate and kids could be safe.

He'd called Ronan to come watch the house while he was away. He wanted a dragon shifter right on top of the place twenty-four seven, until Victor was taken care of for good.

Meanwhile, he was going to go talk to Malachi.

When he came into the station, Malachi was behind the desk, on the phone.

“How many?” his boss was saying. “Yeah. Okay. Don't engage yet. Let me know if they move at all.” He hung up, looking over at Flynn. “That was Reid. Couple more lions poking around near town.”

“We have to do something,” Flynn said grimly. “I'm done sitting around and waiting for them to come to us. Victor's lawyer came by and she says she's going to put some things in motion, but who knows how long that'll take, and in the meantime my mate and kids are in danger!”

His voice rose at the end, and he only realized what he'd said after Malachi's eyebrows hit his hairline.

“Your what now?” Malachi asked after a pause.

“Uh.” Flynn collected himself. “Lila's my mate. Turns out.”

“Huh,” Malachi said slowly. “That would've been a hell of a surprise a couple of days ago, but now I have to say, it's not so unexpected as all that.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Flynn waved his hand. “Whatever. You can give me shit for suspecting them and then making an about-face later. Right now we have to deal with Victor, before he attacks us again.”

“You're right,” Malachi said heavily. “We've been standing guard with the expectation that eventually he'll see that he can't take us down by himself—and then because we wanted to wait until we knew who his allies were before we provoked an all-out war. But now we know, and if Ronan's right, the dragons will be using different methods, anyway. It's time to give Victor the thorough defeat he deserves.”

Flynn sat down. “Great. Let's make a plan.”

***
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He and Malachi spent the afternoon going over the pattern of sightings of lions in the woods, the times Victor had shown up personally and made some kind of attack.

“He only attacks women and children,” Flynn said disgustedly, looking at the reports Malachi had written up of all of the incidents. “He never comes after one of us, someone who could fight back fairly. He's a goddamn coward.”

“Well,” Malachi said slowly, “I suppose we know what we can do to draw him out.”

Flynn snapped to attention. “No. No way.”

“Not kids,” Malachi hastened to say. “Absolutely not kids. But if one of the women were willing—maybe the mayor would do it; she's as powerful a shifter as any of us, but Victor wouldn't necessarily know that.”

“That would be all right,” Flynn said reluctantly. He didn't like the idea of standing back and letting anyone else put themselves in danger, no matter who they were, but the mayor could take care of herself, and she wasn't a human.

Or Flynn's mate.

He straightened his shoulders. “So how do we set this trap?”

It felt good to have a plan.

***
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“I don’t know if this is going to work,” Katie said reluctantly, when they explained the plan at the meeting that night.

It was at home—at Lila’s place, this time.

Flynn supposed he might actually be able to call it home, now, the way his brain had been automatically trying to do ever since he’d realized they were mates. After all, Lila lived here, and he was her mate. Did she want him to move in? Or would she rather that they all moved into a new place together?

He forced his attention back to the meeting. “Why do you say that?”

“I don’t know if Victor will just go after a random woman he doesn’t know,” Katie said. “I think he’s probably looking specifically for the people connected to him. I think it’s going to have to be me or Lila—or maybe Cam, he went after her once before—”

Flynn pounced on that. “She’s not connected to him.”

“I got in his face,” Cam said unhappily, her arms wrapped around her waist. Lachlan came up behind her and put his hands on her shoulders. “I antagonized him, and he wanted to make sure that I paid for that. He doesn’t like being disrespected. If you can get a shifter woman to disrespect him, then probably you could use her as bait, but—”

“But if she could get close enough to disrespect him, we wouldn’t need to draw him out in the first place,” Flynn finished. “Damn it.”

“I’ll do it,” said Lila.

Her voice was quiet but firm. Still, it took a few moments for everyone to realize that she’d spoken.

“No,” Flynn said, without having to think about it at all.

She lifted her chin and looked at him. “Flynn, this is the way to get him to show up. You have to catch him doing something illegal, right? That’s how the plan is supposed to work?”

He nodded reluctantly.

“So I should be the bait,” she said. “Because I’m the person he most wants to teach a lesson right now. If he sees me alone and unprotected, he’ll go after me, no question. We’ve already seen him try.”

“What if he hurts you? Or worse?” Katie asked, before Flynn could say the same thing—in stronger terms.

“He wants me back because of my kids,” Lila said. “He’s not going to do anything permanent to me without them around.”

Flynn’s fists clenched.

“What if it’s only his henchmen who see you?” Cam asked. “That’s what happened before, right, at the house?”

“They would’ve brought me to him,” Lila said, and Flynn hated the bitterness in her voice. “There’s no way he wouldn’t have wanted to see me personally. So as long as someone can follow along stealthily, it should be fine.”

“Not a problem,” Malachi said. “Dragon wings are inconveniently noisy, but Flynn flies with barely a whisper.”

Lila smiled warmly at him. “I remember.”

Flynn couldn’t bring himself to smile back, not with the tension knotting up his spine. “I don’t want you in danger at all,” he said tightly. “That’s what this whole plan is supposed to prevent.”

She came over to him, pulling him down into a hug. He wrapped his arms around her and held her as tightly as he could.

She pulled back after a long moment and looked him in the eye. “I don’t want to be in danger anymore, either,” she said seriously. “And honestly, if I can do something to help that happen, rather than just sitting back and being a helpless victim, that’s even better. I want to do this.”

“You’ve never been helpless,” he told her. “What if he hurts you?”

“You’ll be there,” she said.

And somehow, the unshakable confidence in her voice soothed his knotted muscles.

You’ll be there.

It was so different from how she’d sounded this morning, sad and worried.

Because now they had a plan—and more than that, they had a plan that they were going to enact together.

Across the room, Reid raised a hand. “Did I miss something?” he asked, a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. “Have we had some happy news?”

Lila started to laugh, and turned to take Flynn’s hand.

“The happiest possible news,” she said, and it felt like the whole room smiled.

***
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After everyone cleared out, it was just Flynn and Lila sitting on the couch in the front room—the couch where it had all started, really, Flynn thought wryly. This was the couch that Sophia had been balanced on when she launched a bucket full of Nerf bullets at his head, which was the moment Flynn had stopped seeing Lila and her family as a tactical issue and started seeing them as people.

“What are you thinking about?” Lila asked softly.

He smiled at her. “Why do you ask?”

“You’ve got a little wrinkle...here.” She put her fingertip in the middle of his forehead.

He could feel the muscles relaxing under her touch. “Just thinking about how clueless I was just a couple of days ago. I had no idea how much my life was about to change.”

She smiled. “Me, neither. A couple of weeks ago, I was still living in that apartment in the city and I had no idea how I was ever going to leave. And now...” She spread her arms, indicating the house and the forest spreading out around it.

“Do you like this house?” Flynn asked, remembering what he’d been thinking about earlier. “I mean, do you want to keep living here?”

Lila nodded shyly. “I was wondering about—I mean, I know the house is your mother’s, not yours. So neither of us can really—invite the other to live with us—”

Flynn smiled at her, pulling out his phone and texting his mom. Come over for breakfast tomorrow? We have some news.

Less than ten seconds later, his phone vibrated with a reply. Heard from Lachlan. Cannot believe you told the whole town before telling your own mother. I’ll be expecting pancakes.

Flynn showed the phone to Lila, who started to laugh. “Your mother is—well, wonderful. Intimidating, a little bit. Do you think that means she approves?”

“Oh, she approves,” Flynn said. “You should’ve heard her tearing me a new one, back when I wasn’t sure it was a good idea to—to let you use the house.” His voice dropped involuntarily, with remembered shame.

Lila nudged him. “You’re forgiven for that, remember?”

“It’s going to take a while for that one to sink in, probably,” he said ruefully. “Anyway, I objected to Lachlan’s idea to invite you to stay, and my mom lit into me like I haven’t heard her do since I was a teenager. She wanted nothing more than for you to stay, and after she met you, she made a point of telling me how lovely and polite and sweet you were, and how adorable your kids were. So that I would know how wrong I was to suspect you.” He shook his head, chuckling a little at himself. “She’s never going to let me hear the end of being so wrong about my own mate.”

Lila smiled, leaning against him. “I’m picturing her telling the story at our wedding.” Then she froze.

Flynn leaned down to look her in the eyes. “Are you proposing?”

Lila closed her eyes, scrunching up her face. “Sorry. I—sorry! I wasn’t thinking about what I was saying.”

“Lila,” Flynn said seriously, “the only thing stopping me from taking advantage of this moment is that I haven’t had time to buy you a ring yet.”

She blinked her eyes open. “Really?”

“Of course I want to marry you,” he said. “You’re my mate. I want to show the world that we belong to each other forever.” Then something occurred to him. “Unless you’d rather not, if—since you’ve been married before—”

“No!” Lila said. “No, I want to be married to you. I absolutely, with all of my heart, want to be married to you.” She bit her lip. “I was thinking about this earlier. Michael was the right husband for me, when I was young. He made me laugh, he brought joy into my life in a way that I hadn’t quite understood before. We joked around all the time. I was so serious before I met him, you wouldn’t even have recognized me.”

That was an odd thing to picture. Flynn thought of Lila as being astonishingly lighthearted, considering all of the troubles she’d endured. He remembered her making jokes in the bedroom, running around with Sophia and laughing her head off, coming back with little quips when he’d still been determined to be their serious bodyguard and nothing more—

He guessed he had to thank Michael for something.

“I’m glad I was married to him, and not just because I got the two best kids in the world out of it,” Lila was saying. “But right now, for who I am today, I want to be married to you.”

“Well, now I really regret not having a ring,” Flynn said, and she laughed a little, and leaned up and kissed him.

He kissed her back, fierce and happy. God, he loved her.

And he was going to be the best mate, the best husband, and the best father she could ever have hoped for.
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Chapter 13: Lila
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The next morning, Flynn’s mother came by for breakfast.

Despite Flynn’s words last night, Lila was nervous. Diana was a graceful, gracious woman, who had welcomed Lila sincerely into the town and offered her house—her house—for Lila to live in. Despite that, Lila wasn’t totally sure whether Diana really liked her or not. She was just that kind of woman—of course she’d offer to help someone in need.

New daughter-in-law was a very different category of person than charity case, and Lila had no idea whether Diana was going to really appreciate the switch or not.

So Lila was a little on edge that morning. She tried not to let it affect how she was with the kids—snapping at Sophia for less-than-perfect behavior wasn’t actually going to make Diana like her any more, after all.

It helped that Flynn was there. It helped so, so much that Flynn was there. He got Grant up and changed his diaper while Lila supervised Sophia’s morning routine—she’d recently insisted on dressing herself, which sometimes resulted in green leggings with an orange shirt, or tutus three days in a row, but Lila was fine with that as long as all the clothes were clean and oriented approximately the correct way. And that last part still did require an adult to turn things right-side-out.

When Sophia was neatly if eye-wateringly attired in jeans with pink sparkly stars on them and a red shirt with a T-Rex, they went downstairs to find Flynn making pancake batter, Grant sitting at his feet with a toy.

Lila shook her head. “You’re a saint.”

“I’m a hungry man who wants pancakes and eggs,” Flynn corrected, giving her a kiss. “Besides, my mom’s on her way over, and she never jokes about pancakes. Best to have them ready when she gets here.”

He winked, and Lila laughed.

“Flynn, play with me!” Sophia demanded.

“I can’t right now, princess dinosaur, I’m making breakfast,” Flynn said. “You want pancakes?”

“Pancakes!” Sophia cheered.

“Hey, kiddo, I wanted to ask you something,” Lila said, figuring now was as good a moment as any, with Flynn making them all breakfast. “How would you feel if Flynn came to live with us?”

Sophia frowned. “Isn’t he already living with us?”

Above them, Flynn started to laugh. “She’s got a point.”

“I meant forever,” Lila said, stifling her own laugh. “If he stayed for always, and slept here every night.”

Sophia’s face lit up. “And he can play princess ninja with me!”

“All the time, honey,” Flynn said, stirring the bowl. “Except when I’m at work. Or sleeping.”

“All the time,” Sophia said in reverent tones.

“So this sounds like a good plan to you?” Lila asked.

“This is the best plan,” Sophia said fervently. “Yay! Flynn’s going to stay forever!”

She addressed this last to Grant, who looked up and grinned his gap-toothed baby grin, almost like he understood what they were saying.

“He’s going to play with us,” Sophia told her brother. “And pick us up. And make us pancakes! And play tag. And play blocks. And read books.”

Lila glanced up to see how Flynn was taking that long list of tasks, and found him looking a little misty-eyed. She smiled to herself.

Then the doorbell rang, and all her anxiety came back.

“Okay, Diana’s here,” she told Sophia. “We’re going to be on our best behavior, right?”

Sophia was still involved in telling Grant all of the many, many things that Flynn was going to do for them, and didn’t answer. Lila let it go and went to get the door, her heart pounding.

“Lila,” Diana said as the door opened. “Oh, come here.” She enfolded Lila in a big hug.

Lila found herself blinking back tears as she was pressed against the maternal shoulder, and suddenly missing her own mom a lot.

She hadn’t called her mother since she’d left the city, because she was afraid that if her mom knew what was happening, she’d insist on coming to help—and then she might be in Victor’s sights as well. Lila refused to put her mother in danger.

But that meant that she’d been missing her, wishing she could talk to her, for weeks now.

And while Flynn’s mother wasn’t the same, of course...it was nice to have a mother here, instead of just having to be the mother all the time.

Diana pulled back and held her by the shoulders, looking her in the face. “I am so happy,” she said. “So happy that my son has finally found a mate, and someone like you! I was always so sure he’d end up with someone rowdy and dangerous, someone who’d take him away from home and have him running around the world getting into who knew what trouble.”

Lila managed a smile. “Well, that’s not me, I can tell you that. Sophia might turn out like that someday, but she’s only five right now, so her area for running around in is pretty limited.”

“Oh, and your kids.” Diana smiled, and Lila could see her resemblance to her son all over, now, the dark eyes and the way her whole face, normally composed, just melted into the smile. “I was sure Aidan would be my only grandchild. Even when Lachlan met Camellia—Cam doesn’t want any babies. But now—two more grandkids!”

Lila laughed. “All right, well, come and say hi to them as their new grandma, then.”

“Try and stop me.” Diana followed Lila into the kitchen, where Flynn was just flipping the first batch of pancakes.

Sophia immediately ran over to the newcomer, always aware when another source of potential attention entered a room, and launched into a long and complicated story about the dinosaur on her shirt. Diana sat down at the kitchen table and leaned forward to listen, the picture of interest.

Flynn leaned over to kiss her on the cheek. “Still worried about what my mom’s going to think of you?”

“I guess not,” Lila said, feeling a little dazed.

She looked around at the domestic scene. Flynn had moved Grant to his high chair before turning the stove on, she noted with gratitude, and he was banging his toy against his tray in apparent joy. Sophia was still chattering away. Breakfast was about to be served.

Please, Lila thought to herself, please let this last. Please don’t let Victor take it away. Please let us have this forever.

***
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That night, they put the plan into action.

Flynn had wanted to wait until they’d scouted the forest a bit more, but Lila had pointed out that they’d been scouting the forest every day for a month now, and what more were they going to learn?

“I just want to be sure you’re going to be safe,” he’d said, sounding agonized.

Lila had put her arms around him and said, “I know I’ll be safe, because you’ll be here with me. And,” she’d admitted ruefully, “I kind of want to get this all over with as quickly as possible.”

Flynn had sighed and acquiesced, so now it was happening.

Lila walked cautiously out into the forest, pretending to be irritated. She and Flynn had staged a fight in the yard.

“I can’t believe you won’t even let me go on a stupid walk!” she’d shouted at him. “You just want to keep me a prisoner in that house, don’t you?”

“You’d better not walk away, you hear me?” he’d barked back. It was funny—he’d sounded loud and intimidating, but Lila hadn’t even been startled, let alone scared. Maybe it was the tenderness she could see in his eyes. Or—feel in his heart, through their bond. She knew that any vehemence in his voice was just fueled by his fierce love.

“You can’t stop me,” she’d retorted.

“I could, but I won’t.” With those seemingly final words, he’d slammed back into the house, and Lila had stalked off into the forest.

Flynn would wait a few minutes and then shift and follow her, invisible and silent in the nighttime woods, while Lila kept walking, her feet crunching autumn leaves and snapping twigs, making a ton of noise.

To Grandmother’s house I go, she thought as she looked around the dark forest. All she was missing was a bright red cape.

She’d been telling Flynn the truth—she trusted him to keep her safe. But that didn’t stop the woods from being a scary place to walk through at night.

Especially if you knew for sure that the wild animals really were waiting to jump out at you.

Lila tried to keep her breathing from speeding up. She was shivering a little in the cold air, wondering how long she’d have to walk before—something happened.

Then, it was like a wave of love fell over her, a sense of calm and safety.

She had to forcibly stop herself from looking up. Because she knew exactly what had happened: Flynn had arrived, flying above the trees, keeping pace with her.

She’d asked him, before they’d left, “Are you sure you’ll be able to follow where I’m walking from above the trees?”

He’d kissed her and said, “I could follow you if you were walking through a cave underneath fifty feet of rock. I’ll be right with you the entire time. I promise.”

She’d believed him, and now that he was here with her, she could understand what he’d meant. There was no way anyone would’ve been able to convince her Flynn wasn’t there. She knew he was.

Lila walked on with renewed confidence, the leaves crackling under her feet, the night air cold but no longer forbidding and scary.

Come at me, lions, she thought, smiling at herself.

It took a little while. She wondered if it had taken them that long to realize she was out here, or if they’d been checking the woods around her for lurking dragons.

No dragons, she thought. Just one griffin. And that’s all I need.

“Well, well, what do we have here?” said a voice from the darkness.

Lila jumped, which she didn’t need to fake, and let out a shriek, which she did. But it sounded convincing, she thought.

“Now, honey, don’t be scared,” said another voice, this one behind her. “We’re just here to take you home.”

A figured melted out of the woods. She recognized him: one of Victor’s enforcers, Nevin.

“You used to play poker with Michael,” she said, not having to fake the upset anger in her voice. “You guys were friends. What are you doing?”

“I’m sorry about Michael,” he said. She couldn’t tell if he was sincere or not. “But he was a traitor to the pack in the end, Lila. We’re just here to keep you from being the same thing.”

“And suffering the same fate?” she asked, her chin up.

He shook his head and didn’t answer.

Which was fine—Lila was forgetting the plan. She needed to save those questions for Victor.

“I need your phone, Lila,” Nevin said, coming forward. “Right now, please.”

“Or what?”

“Or I’ll take it away from you, and I don’t want to do that. And neither do you. Phone.” He held out his hand.

Lila didn’t have to fake the tremble in her hand as she held it out to him. She knew Flynn was up above her right now, ready to plunge down through the trees and wreak havoc if she was in any actual danger. She knew it. But there was still something frightening about a large man threatening her. A man who could carry out his threats without any problem at all.

Who’d done worse already.

You people killed my husband, she thought, and hardened her heart against the fear.

Nevin tossed her phone away into the woods. He grinned. “Maybe if they do a trace on it they’ll think you were carried away by wild animals.”

“Nothing but the truth,” Lila shot back. She let her gaze drift away, looking around the woods.

“Don’t try to run away,” Nevin cautioned. “Even if I couldn’t catch you—which I could—there are a couple more of us out there.”

“Just a few,” came another voice from behind her. She couldn’t tell if it was the same one as before.

Of course, it didn’t matter if there were two lions here or three. Or ten. Or one. Lila alone would be just as helpless, and with Flynn there, she would be just as confident that everything would be fine.

“Let’s go, then,” Nevin said, grabbing her arm in a hard grip. “The car’s this way.”

“Car?” Lila asked, feeling a hint of real fear.

“Of course, car,” he said, starting to haul her along by the elbow. She stumbled a little, trying to keep up. “How else do you think we’re going to get you to the city?”

A car. This changed the game. They’d all been assuming that Victor was here, haunting the forest, waiting for his chance at her, and that she’d be brought to wherever he was hiding.

If they were going to drive to the city—

Well, first of all, she’d be stuck in a car with a group of large, violent men. But they wouldn’t hurt her while they were bringing her to Victor, she reasoned. Right?

But secondly—how fast could Flynn fly? She had no idea. They’d seemed to go incredibly fast when she’d been out on his back, but surely it hadn’t been as fast as a car could go. Would he be able to keep up?

Fear gripped her heart as she was hustled along, and she could feel a rising anger from Flynn, above.

I’m okay, she tried to project. Because she didn’t want him to come down yet. The plan wasn’t finished.

Even if she really did want him here, right now, tearing Nevin away from her, putting himself between her and danger.

No, she said to herself. No. You have to be brave. This is a longer game than just tonight. You’re keeping Sophia and Grant safe for the rest of their lives, and you can’t do it if you don’t stick it out. Flynn will keep up. He has to.

She almost tripped a couple of times, and each time Nevin yanked her back up, and Flynn’s anger spiked at the surge of pain in her arm. Not yet, she thought at him.

I’m okay. I’m okay. With every step, she willed it to be true.

Eventually, they made it out of the woods, to a dirt road with a black SUV parked on it. Two other men appeared from the woods, men Lila vaguely recognized from the pack members Michael hadn’t been particular friends with. They each got into the front of the SUV, while Nevin opened the back door and hefted her in, then got in after her.

“Let’s get going,” he said, and smiled at Lila. “Victor’s waiting.”
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Chapter 14: Flynn
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Flynn drove his wings as hard as he could against the night air, hurling himself forward as fast as he was able.

He’d been alarmed by the sudden spike of fear from Lila after the lions appeared, and had strained to hear the conversation. He’d only been able to catch little snatches of it from up above the tree canopy, though, and only realized what Lila had been afraid of when the car engine started.

Where are they taking you? he’d thought, almost ready to swoop down and snatch Lila away from them, so they couldn’t bundle her in a car and disappear to anywhere they chose.

He’d already had to keep himself from doing that a few times during the walk through the forest, because whoever had hold of Lila hadn’t been too gentle with her. Flynn was going to ask her who that had been when he was finally able to get to her, and that man and Flynn were going to have an—exchange of ideas.

Lila had been firmly projecting determination and a kind of a fearful confidence, as they’d put her in the car and started it up. So Flynn had clamped down on his instincts, forced his screaming griffin to shut up and settle down, as his mate was forced into a vehicle and driven away.

It had been goddamned hard. But he’d done it.

And now it was obvious that they were taking her to Leosville; the SUV was on the road that led basically nowhere else.

So now Flynn had a choice: strain his wings attempting to keep up with the car exactly as it drove, or depart from the road and take the route to Leosville as the crow flew.

His instincts were clamoring to stay as close to his mate as possible. He wanted to be right by that car, ready to land if anything was happening.

But his human mind had to override that with a more reasonable perspective. Lila was smart. She wasn’t going to provoke anybody into a fight in a moving car. And there was absolutely no reason for them to do anything to her on the way to taking her to Victor.

And, even if he was departing from the road, he could be right there in a few minutes.

Okay? he thought at Lila, trying to project the sense of questioning as loudly as possible. He had yet to hear any words from Lila through their mate-bond, but the sense of how she was feeling was so strong at times that he felt like they could communicate at least rudimentary ideas.

And almost immediately, he got back a further sense of determination and confidence. Okay, it said, as clearly as if she’d said the exact word.

Okay. He was going to trust his mate. Because if he strained himself for hours trying to keep up with a car, he’d arrive at the scene of the confrontation exhausted, not ready for the sort of fight that might be waiting for him there.

He saw a winged shape hovering in the air at the border to the town, and made the decision. Letting the SUV wend its way along the road through the mountainous forest, he broke away and met up with Malachi in the air. They spiraled down together into the woods, and Flynn shifted for a brief moment to say, “They’re taking her to the city.”

Malachi nodded grimly. “Same plan?”

“Same plan,” Flynn confirmed. “Wouldn’t hurt to have some backup, though.”

“I’ll get the others. You stay with them.”

Flynn nodded, not bothering to say anything else, just shifting and leaping into the air again.

This time, he took a straight line over the trees towards so-called civilization. His griffin was furious with him.

Stay with our mate! it shrilled in his chest. Don’t let her alone! She’s in danger! Go to her!

We’re going to her, Flynn tried to explain. We’re going to where she’s going to be. We’re helping her do what she wants to do.

Protecting is most important, his griffin maintained stubbornly.

Flynn kept himself on the straight track, keeping his attention on the bright, warm spot that was Lila, winding through the trees.

God, she was so brave. Flynn had known brave women in the military—Aidan’s mother had been one of them, a fierce soldier who’d never known fear a day in her life—but this was a completely different situation. Lila had never trained for danger, had never prepared for it the way a soldier had. Flynn couldn’t imagine doing what she was doing, stepping into a dangerous situation with no way of defending yourself, no recourse if things went wrong. Depending totally on someone else to help you if you needed it. It was braver than anything he’d ever seen.

And he wasn’t going to let her down.
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Chapter 15: Lila
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The trip seemed to take forever.

Lila kept quiet. She was afraid that if she tried to talk, she wouldn’t be able to stop herself from accusing Nevin of killing Michael. From telling all these men what she really thought of them and their criminal boss.

And that wouldn’t be very helpful. So she stayed quiet.

But it was agonizing. The trip to the city took hours, even at the speed the SUV was going. At least Lila could still feel Flynn. Further away, not right above them—it was strange how she could tell—but keeping pace. Always there. She gave the warm place in her chest a mental caress, thinking about the feeling of his arms around her.

After this, they were going to be so happy. She held on to that knowledge, firm and real. They’d live in their house together, and play ninja princess dinosaur assassin or whatever Sophia wanted this week, and help Grant learn to talk, and eat spaghetti, and take walks in the woods.

More than that: they’d watch the kids grow up together. Flynn could teach them how to ride bikes—it was past time for Sophia to learn, and Lila had no doubt that she’d be an absolute terror on a bike. She’d start losing teeth soon, and they could sneak money under her pillow together...

She blinked hard, pushing back tears. It was going to happen, and it would be wonderful.

She just had to get through the next few hours. That was all.

It was after one o’clock in the morning when they finally got to the city limits. The streets were deserted—Leosville wasn’t big enough to have the kind of nightlife that would have people out on a Sunday night. Lila shivered at the feeling that the SUV was alone in the city, that the lions were the only people around, having taken over the city in its entirety.

Of course, they weren’t the only people there.

Flynn had drifted closer and further throughout the drive. Lila had eventually figured out that he had to be taking a straight route over the forest, while the SUV had to drive through the switchbacks and detours that the mountainous territory demanded. So even though the driver had been speeding the whole way, enough that Lila had occasionally worried about having an accident on the dark, winding road, Flynn had still been able to keep up.

And now he was here. Somewhere above the city, camouflaged against the pitch-black sky. There weren’t even any stars for him to be a dark shape against; it was overcast, no moon. No one would be able to see him past the glare of the streetlights.

He was close. Getting closer as they slowed on the urban streets. Closer, closer still—

Right there. He was right above them. Lila could tell, could feel it in her chest. Her shoulders relaxed, and the future where they raised their kids together without any threat of Victor’s retribution seemed real enough to touch.

The SUV pulled up to the pack house. Lila took a deep breath. Showtime.

The doors opening and slamming shut sounded impossibly loud after the silence of the car ride. But still nobody spoke as Nevin dragged Lila out of the car—she tried to keep up, and show that she didn’t need any dragging, but he seemed really determined to drag. The only sound was the stumble of her footsteps on the asphalt of the driveway.

They went up the walk. In the door. Down the hall to Victor’s office, a big room that Lila had only been in once or twice before.

Inside, Victor was sitting in a big leather chair behind his enormous desk. His expression was forbidding, but not angry. Victor never lost control; he was always careful, always witty, always in charge.

Nevin plunked Lila down in the chair opposite.

Sliding her hand into her pocket, she took a deep breath and said, “Hello, Victor.”

“Lila,” said Victor, leaning forward. “So good to see you. I’m very sorry it had to be under these circumstances.”

“So am I,” Lila said steadily. “Since we’re both so sorry, how about you just let me go?”

“Oh, Lila, I’m afraid I can’t do that,” Victor said. “Unless you’d be willing to surrender your little cubs. You could walk away a free woman.”

For long moment, Lila was speechless.

When she got her voice back, she managed, “You want me to—to give you my children?”

Victor spread his hands. “They’ll do better raised here, in the pack house, where they can learn who they are. You’re welcome to be here with them, but you aren’t a shifter, after all. You’ll never understand a fundamental part of them.”

How dare you! She bit her lip to keep from spitting the words into his face.

No, she had to keep her cool. They were acting out a plan, here. She couldn’t just let her feelings run wild.

No matter how powerful they were right now.

She took a deep breath, and drew in strength from Flynn’s presence. He was close, she could tell—maybe on the roof? Very, very close.

“What if I don’t want you to have my children?” she asked carefully. Clearly. “What if I want to take them and go live somewhere else? That’s what we’re talking about here, right?”

“Well,” Victor said, “that would be a poor decision on your part.”

That wasn’t good enough. She needed something concrete.

“I’m a grown woman,” she tried again. “I can make my own decisions. And I will. I’ll take my kids and fly away somewhere you’ll never find us.”

“Oh, Lila,” Victor said, sounding amused. “I can find you anywhere.”

Was that good enough?

She lifted her chin. “And what? You’re going to carry me and the kids kicking and screaming through the streets?”

Victor looked around. “I don’t see any kicking and screaming. Or any streets.”

“Or any kids,” Lila shot back. “What are you going to do to them? They’re safe.”

“No one can guard them every moment,” Victor said. “Even with your silly little bodyguards. We proved that tonight, didn’t we? There will always be those moments when they’re vulnerable, and that’s when I’ll be there. Face it, Lila. It’s much easier to surrender. Tell me where your children are.”

“No,” Lila said. “Why are you even doing this? You can’t want pack members who hate you, and that’s what this will get you.”

Victor waved a hand. “Your children are too young to understand what’s happening. They’ll be raised here in the pack house, where they’ll learn what’s truly important. Loyalty.”

“And what about me?” Lila asked quietly.

“Well,” Victor said, “that will depend on your own cooperation.”

God, this was chilling. Victor had really become a complete megalomaniac. Why had she never seen this before? She’d always thought he was a little bit of a control freak but that he cared about his pack and just wanted it to succeed.

Which, she supposed, was all true. Just on a scale she hadn’t understood, before.

She could feel rage rising inside her. Her fists wanted to clench, her chest heave, her muscles tighten. She breathed. Calm. Stay calm.

“Will you kill me if I don’t cooperate?” she asked, trying to sound frightened instead of furious.

“Now, Lila,” Victor said. “I truly don’t want to have to do that. You’re a lovely woman. All you have to do is stay here, at your home, and everything will be fine.”

“And if I don’t, you will kill me?”

Victor raised his eyebrows. Then he smiled. “Yes.”

Now, Lila thought.

She felt Flynn’s tension release in a huge wave of anger.

Crash.

At the noise of glass shattering somewhere across the house, Lila hid her smile.

Victor, on the other hand, leapt up from his seat immediately. “What are you trying to pull?” he asked her, striding around his desk.

Oh, no. Lila saw him starting to shift, and got up and dashed for the door, hoping to get there before he could finish changing into his lion form. 

But Nevin was still standing there—she’d forgotten about him entirely during the conversation. Lila practically ran right into his chest.

He caught her in his arms. His grip was iron-strong, clamping tight around her torso, making it impossible to move.

She felt lion’s breath at her back.

“Flynn!” she screamed.

The door burst in.

Flynn was a little too big for the doorframe, she thought dazedly as he hurtled inside. But it didn’t matter, because the doorframe was in splinters.

Then her thoughts scattered at a hot stab of pain in her shoulder—Victor’s teeth, oh God, he was going to maul her before Flynn could—

The teeth disappeared.

A ball of golden-brindled fur, yellow fur, claws, and feathers hit the far wall. Nevin released her, tossing her aside—a white-hot flash of pain lanced through her shoulder as he bounded forward, shifting as he went.

When Lila was able to focus her eyes again, she saw that Flynn was locked in combat with the two lions. Even from her unpracticed perspective, it was clear that this was going to be a harder fight than the one in the forest. Victor’s lion form was bigger than any of his henchmen’s, and the enclosed space meant that Flynn couldn’t get into the air, couldn’t use his size in the same way as when he had more room.

She clamped one hand over her shoulder, trying to staunch the bleeding, and watched the fight with her heart in her mouth.

Nevin crashed into the tangle that was Flynn and Victor, and for a second all Lila could see was an explosion of blood and fur.

The fear that had been nowhere to be found when Victor was threatening her rose to the surface now. What if Flynn couldn't—what if the lions—

There was a guttural roar, and Flynn surged up out of the mass of lion's bodies, his wings spreading to catch the still indoor air and lift him up onto his hind legs. Papers flew off of Victor's desk as he reared and came down hard, claws and teeth sinking into Nevin's side. Nevin shrieked, a chilling sound out of an animal's mouth.

Victor threw his head back and roared, overwhelming the rest of the noise. It was loud enough that Lila flinched away, wishing she could take her hand away from her shoulder to block her ears. It seemed to reverberate through the entire building.

Calling for reinforcements, she thought suddenly, and bit her lip, looking at the door. Then at her pocket. Should she call for help? Could the police even help?

Even if they couldn't, she couldn't do nothing. She let go of her arm with her blood-slicked hand and pulled out her phone. Not her phone. Nevin had her phone. This was Flynn's phone, and she had to be careful not to get it too wet with her bloody fingers. Could she use the fingers from her bitten arm? She could, although it hurt to move it at all. She gritted her teeth and dialed nine-one-one.

“Hello?” she said to the voice on the phone. “I need an ambulance and—and police—there's a fight happening—”

She gave the address, although she could barely hear herself over the growls and roars, much less the person on the other end. What could they think was happening? She thought, half-hysterically, that they must be wondering if there'd been an escape from the zoo.

She hung up and forced herself to look back at the fight.

Then her hand flew to her mouth. She barely noticed the coppery taste of blood over the sight of Victor lunging forward and closing his teeth on Flynn's delicate wing joint.

The snap sounded clearly through the room.

Lila shuddered. But Flynn didn't make a sound. Not a wounded roar, not a cry, nothing. His wing hanging uselessly by his side, he drew back and struck, snapping at Victor's vulnerable underbelly.

Victor howled in pain. It was one of the most satisfying sounds Lila had ever heard.

Nevin was behind Flynn, though, and clawed at his flank, reaching for the injured wing, but not getting it as Flynn spun around—again, behaving as though he wasn’t hurt at all. Quick as lightning, he closed his beak around Nevin’s throat.

Nevin froze. Lila saw his eyes dart to Victor, but Victor was curled around his belly, panting shallowly.

Flynn tightened his jaw a little. A little more.

Nevin closed his eyes. A second later, his form shimmered, and shifted, and he was standing there as a man.

Flynn opened his beak. Then he ducked his head, pressed it against Nevin’s chest, and shoved.

Nevin stumbled backwards, tripping and catching himself, until his back hit the door. Flynn stared at him with beady eyes until, getting the hint, Nevin’s hand fumbled with the knob and he disappeared into the hall.

Then Flynn turned to Victor, who was slowly standing up. Flynn stepped forward, and Victor cringed, backing up until he was pressed against the wall.

As Lila watched, that wicked beak pulled back. Flynn’s eagle eyes were fixed on Victor’s throat.

Lila knew in her heart that it wasn’t going to be a warning strike this time.

“Flynn!” Lila called. She made her voice as strong and sharp as she could. She was starting to feel a little woozy.

Flynn hesitated.

“Don’t kill him,” she said. “I don’t want him dead. I want him standing trial for what he did.”

And she wanted Flynn to be walking the streets, rather than having to go on trial for murder himself. As much as Victor deserved it.

Flynn hissed in anger, but he eased back. Then looked towards the door.

Lila looked, too. Why hadn’t Victor’s roar brought more lions? Why hadn’t Nevin sent in reinforcements?

Then there was the sound of another window shattering.

Oh. Flynn wasn’t alone. Of course. There was a whole community of shifters on his side.

On their side.

Lila could feel blood running down her arm. She was suddenly very light-headed.

“Flynn,” she said. “I think I—need to sit down.”

Flynn whirled to look at her, holding Victor now in one eagle’s talon. Then he tossed Victor across the room.

His lion form hit the wall with a crack, then fell to the floor. As Lila watched, he shivered, blurred, and shifted back to human, unconscious.

Flynn shifted, too. The broken wing disappeared, and she frowned at his human form, trying to figure out where the injury had gone. One arm looked hurt, maybe?

Then he was at her side, easing her gently to the floor. “We’re calling an ambulance,” he said grimly. “Where’s your phone?”

“I called. While you were fighting. On your phone. I got it bloody, sorry.” She gestured vaguely to her pocket. “I think it’s—still recording.”

Flynn pulled it out and checked it. “Still recording,” he said. “For almost two hours now. We’ll have to check the quality, but I think you did it, love.”

The love warmed her all the way to her fingers.

Just then, Malachi came running into the room—in human form. His dragon form wouldn’t have fit, Lila thought a little dizzily.

He took in the situation with a glance. “She okay?”

“She will be. Ambulance is on its way.” Flynn’s hand clamped down on the place where her shoulder was bleeding, and Lila heard herself make an unhappy noise.

“I’m sorry, sweetheart, I know it hurts, I just want to slow the bleeding down a little,” he said softly. “You’re not in danger yet, but if this was left untreated too long, you would be.”

Lila nodded, biting her lip. It hurt, but for some reason, with Flynn’s hands on her, it seemed like it was lessening. Or maybe she just was stronger in the face of the sharp pain—it didn’t seem to matter quite as much while he was touching her.

Flynn nodded towards his phone, forgotten on the chair. “Malachi, that phone has a recording of the conversation Lila had with Victor in here. It was incriminating?” he asked her. “I was on the roof, I didn’t catch much.”

She was able to muster up a smile. “Oh, yes,” she said. “Send it to Elizabeth, I think she’ll be very happy with what’s on there.”

Malachi picked up the phone with an answering smile. “I’ll do that. And I’m going to make sure she’s attending to every detail of this case, Lila. Don’t worry about Victor coming after you again. If I have to look over her shoulder the entire time, I’ll see that he goes to prison.”

“You won’t need to,” Lila said. “Elizabeth knows what she’s doing. And she’s got a lot of motivation to put Victor away.” She didn’t know if Elizabeth wanted it known that she was pregnant or not, so she decided not to mention it just yet.

“I’ll be right there with her, then,” Malachi said firmly.

The sound of sirens began in the distance, faintly but getting louder.

“You can relax now, Lila,” Flynn said in her ear. “You were so brave. God. So brave. Thank you for not getting killed, I couldn’t have handled it.”

She laughed a little and leaned into him. “I knew you were there. The entire time. I could feel you there. It wasn’t scary with you there.”

He kissed the top of her head, and they waited for the ambulance together.
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Epilogue: Flynn
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Flynn stepped through the front door with a long sigh. It had been an unusually busy shift, starting at five AM and going through a whole series of small-town mishaps. Lost hiker, teenager shoplifting, neighbor dispute, and then Malachi had wanted to work through the whole case against Victor in minute detail.

Which Flynn had been more than happy to do—he wanted that asshole to go down hard. But he hadn’t had a break all shift.

They’d also talked about the problem of the red dragons. So far, they hadn’t seen hide nor scale of them around the town. Flynn had put forth the possibility that maybe with Victor’s defeat, they’d decided that Oak Ridge was too much trouble to invade.

Malachi had given him a long look and said, “I never thought I’d see the day when you turned into an optimist.”

So they’d spent another hour talking about strategy and defense. It had been a long day.

Just coming in the door, though, he could feel the tension unwinding in his shoulders, the incipient headache that had been building behind his eyes beginning to disappear. Even the scent of the house was relaxing—it smelled like home, like the organic cleaning products Lila liked to buy and the lingering smell of the chicken soup she must have had for lunch.

“Honey?” he called, taking off his jacket.

She appeared on the stairs, finger to her lips. “I’m hoping he’ll sleep another hour,” she said in a whisper.

Grant had been taking the shortest naps on the planet the last few days, which had resulted in an extremely cranky baby. Flynn immediately lowered his voice. “He went down okay?”

She nodded. “It was kind of a nightmare of a morning, but he dropped off quick when I finally got him to be okay with being in the crib. Now we’ve just got to see if he stays that way.”

“So what you’re saying,” Flynn said, unbuttoning his uniform shirt, “is that Sophia’s at school, Grant is asleep, and I’m home from work with nothing else to do?”

Her lips started to curve into a smile. Flynn could see the same thing happening to her that had happened to him when he came in the door: shoulders relaxing, tension lines on her forehead starting to smooth out. He was so incredibly happy that he could do this for her, be this for her—when she saw him, she was happy.

And, right now, turned on. He dropped his shirt behind him as he started up the stairs, putting a little bit of a prowl into his walk. A pink flush started high on her cheeks and spread down, her lips parting as she watched him come towards her.

He caught her up in his arms, delighting in the feel of her curves pressed up against him, sliding his hands down her back to feel her up just a little. She squirmed and gasped, and he leaned down to taste her mouth.

She opened up for him immediately, letting his tongue explore. He was getting hard already, feeling her body rise for him, her nipples stiff under her soft T-shirt, her breath catching, a shiver running through her at the touch of his hands.

“Bedroom,” he said into her mouth, and she nodded, tugging him along with her down the hall.

They fell half-dressed onto the bed—their bed, now, the bed Flynn had slept in every night for weeks now, Lila at his side. It smelled like both of them, which only ratcheted his arousal up further. He attacked the button of her jeans, working them down her hips and pressing his mouth to the curls between her legs as they were revealed.

She made a sound that he was starting to recognize, and loved: surprised by her own pleasure. He separated her folds with his fingers, sliding against the wetness that was already there, and buried his face in her.

He had to hold her hips for her as he licked down against her clit, sucking softly as he went, so that she’d stay still enough for him to take his time. He loved doing this, the smoky taste of her in his mouth, the way he could drive her absolutely wild. It thrilled him to hear her noises, to feel a gush of wetness against his fingers when he traced them around her entrance.

“Come up here,” she commanded, her voice nearly airless. “Flynn. Come here—”

“Here,” he said, pulling his mouth away reluctantly and coming up to kiss her. He left his hand where it was and slid his fingers inside, testing.

She shoved her hips forward, and he bit her lip, his own hips wanting to move. “Ready?” he asked her.

“You don’t need to ask,” she said, which was true, but he liked he hear her say she wanted him. “Inside me,” she commanded.

He smiled against her mouth and moved between her legs, holding back for a long second, teasing himself as much as her.

“Flynn, I swear to God, if you don’t—”

Her voice broke off into a long moan as he slid inside her in one long stroke. “Quiet,” he reminded her, and she hauled him down into a fierce kiss as she pushed them into a rhythm.

As always, he wondered how he could’ve thought that eating her out was his favorite thing to do, when this was so much better—being with her, every movement together, inside her body, feeling her hot, silken inner walls clenching around him. Their mate-bond always seemed at its closest in these moments, charged with desire, their souls melding together even as their bodies did.

They were too hot for it to last—Flynn could feel his orgasm rising in him, coming closer with every sound Lila made, every time she bit her lip and tipped her head back, the way her chest heaved with every breath. He got a hand down between them to rub her clit hard and fast, and had to close his eyes, leaning down to catch her noises in a kiss, to stave off his own climax.

Fortunately, it was only a couple of minutes before he felt her muscles start to spasm, her noises muffled against his mouth as her orgasm hit her. He closed his eyes and let go, and they shuddered and came together.

“Wow,” she said, after they’d both caught their breath.

He pulled back and looked at her. “Did I do something extra-good this time?”

She shook her head, laughing a little. “No, that’s what’s so wow about it. It’s always wow. You think we’re going to be blowing our minds just as hard in thirty years?”

“In thirty years, there won’t be any kids in the house anymore,” he pointed out. “We can take hours and hours to blow our minds, anytime we want.”

Her eyebrows rose, and her eyes glazed over a little, thinking about it. “Wow,” she said finally. “We are going to be the most satisfied sixty-year-olds the world has ever seen.”

“Count on it,” he said, and kissed her deeply.

***
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Eventually, of course, they had to get out of bed, even though Grant had slept through everything without so much as a peep, because Sophia was coming home from school.

It was Lachlan’s day for the carpool, so they were at least able to take some time to clean up and make a snack for them and Sophia before the door burst open and Sophia came inside like a diva making an entrance. “Hello!” she announced.

“Hey, princess, how was school?” Flynn caught her up and gave her a million little kisses, until she was squirming and giggling.

“Wait, don’t crumple my picture!” she shouted finally, and Flynn had to set her down and look at the picture she had clutched in one hand.

“What did you draw?” he asked, reaching for it.

She handed it over happily, and came up to explain it. “See, there’s Mommy, and there’s you, and there’s Grant, and there’s me!” She pointed at each figure in turn. “We drew our families.”

Flynn stared down at the sheet of paper, feeling a sudden heat behind his eyes, a tightness in his throat. “Wow,” he managed.

“What’s up, honey?” Lila appeared behind him, a concerned hand on his shoulder. “Something happen at school?”

She must have felt his sudden change of mood. He turned to show her the picture. “Sophia drew her family,” he told her, roughly. “See, there’s Sophia and Grant, and you, and—me.”

“Oh,” Lila said softly, looking down at the crayon figures. “Honey, I think that’s the best family portrait I’ve ever seen. How about I put it up on the fridge?”

“Yeah!” Sophia ran over to scrutinize the fridge, which was already covered in little-kid drawings and alphabet magnets, and figure out what the appropriate place of honor would be for her family portrait.

Flynn looked at Lila. “I’m in her family picture.”

“Of course you are,” Lila said, her eyes soft. “You’re her family. You’re our family. And we’re yours.”

“I love you,” he said, and pulled her close.

“I love you, too,” she said, and kissed him, just as the baby woke up.

Flynn leaned back and smiled. “I’ll get him.”

The smiled stayed with him as he jogged up the stairs to get his baby. Nothing had ever made him smile like taking care of his family did.

The End
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A note from Zoe Chant 
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Thank you for reading The Golden Griffin’s Baby! I hope you enjoyed it. This book is the third in a series set in Oak Ridge, where plenty of lonely single parents (and their kids!) find love, family, and a little magic. Check out Ronan and Katie’s book, The Red Dragon’s Baby, and Lachlan and Cam’s book, The Midnight Dragon’s Mate, if you missed them!

Elizabeth and Malachi’s book will be next, and I can’t wait to share it with you all!

Please review The Golden Griffin’s Baby, even if it’s only a line or two. I love to hear what my readers think.

If you’d like to be emailed when I release my next book, please click here to be added to my mailing list. You can also visit my webpage, or follow me on Facebook or Twitter.

Page down to read a special sneak preview of The Red Dragon’s Baby.

The cover of The Golden Griffin’s Baby was designed by Belle Arden.
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More Paranormal Romance by Zoe Chant 
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Snow Leopard’s Lady. (Veteran Shifters #1) A leopard Marine dedicated only to war - until he meets her. A single mom who only wants peace - until she meets him. But they're both convinced it's too late for love...

Lion’s Lynx. (Veteran Shifters #2) A Marine veteran with a lion's heart. A wilderness guide with a lynx's soul. Despite what they think...it's never too late for love.

Panther’s Passion. (Veteran Shifters #3) A single mom with a terrifying ex...
...and a Marine veteran on fire with the need to protect her.
Tiger’s Triumph. (Veteran Shifters #4) A woman who’s only ever wanted to be a mother...A man who’s just starting to remember what family means...And three children who need a home.

Jaguar’s Joy. (Veteran Shifters #5) A small-town sheriff who’s bitten off more than she can chew...A Marine veteran who steps in to protect her...And a community that comes together to help its own.

The Snow Leopard’s Mate. (Glacier Leopards #1) A curvy waitress longing for a better life + a lonely lumberjack snow leopard shifter + a wild night that will change their lives = one sweet and steamy romance! 

The Snow Leopard’s Baby. (Glacier Leopards #2) A curvy single mom + a snow leopard shifter in need of a family + the blizzard that brings them together = a sweet and steamy romance!

The Snow Leopard’s Home. (Glacier Leopards #3) A curvy outdoorswoman who’s been forced inside + a snow leopard shifter who wants to help her roam free + a forbidden connection = one thrilling romance!

The Snow Leopard’s Heart. (Glacier Leopards #4) A curvy waitress who’s hiding a secret + a snow leopard shifter who just wants to be left alone + a sudden, undeniable passion = one exhilarating romance!

The Snow Leopard’s Pack. (Glacier Leopards #5) A librarian with a difficult past + a veteran snow leopard shifter + a dangerous threat = one passionate romance!

Lion’s Hunt. A curvy woman who longs for adventure + a daring lion shifter on a dangerous mission + evil experiments in a secret lab = one action-packed romance!

Alpha Bear Detective. A brave woman in deadly danger + a bear shifter police detective who will protect her with his life + a frightening foe = one thrilling romance!

The Billionaire Dragon Shifter’s Mate. (Gray’s Hollow Dragon Shifters # 1) A BBW in search of adventure + a dragon shifter in search of a mate + a mishap on a mountainside = one sparkling and sexy story!

Alpha Lion. A frightened but determined BBW + a sexy lion shifter martial artist + a dangerous enemy = one unforgettable romance!

In the Billionbear’s Den. A stressed-out BBW in need of a break + a sexy billionaire bear shifter in need of a mate to share his home + the remote woodland house he built himself = one steamy romance!

And many more!
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If you love Zoe Chant, you’ll also love these books! 

[image: image]


Laura’s Wolf (Werewolf Marines # 1), by Lia Silver. Werewolf Marine Roy Farrell, scarred in body and mind, thinks he has no future. Curvy con artist Laura Kaplan, running from danger and her own guilt, is desperate to escape her past. Together, they have all that they need to heal. A full-length novel.

Mated to the Meerkat, by Lia Silver. Jasmine Jones, a curvy tabloid reporter, meets her match in notorious paparazzi and secret meerkat Chance Marcotte. A romantic comedy novelette.

The Christmas Tree Bear, by Rosie Lynne. Bear shifter Willis Barnett meets his fated match in Charlotte Caldwell when she hopes to earn extra money as Santa Helper’s on Willis’ family farm turned Christmas Tree Town for the holidays. A romantic comedy novella.

The Strength of the Pack, by Jorrie Spencer. Seth Kolski, a werewolf, hides his heritage and passes for normal. Until he meets Jamie. A full-length novel.

Taming the Beast, by Honey Dover. Beauty is a paranormal investigator hired to deal with a man cursed to become a monstrous beast. Helping him recover his humanity will change her life. A novelette.

Wolf in Sheep’s Clothing, by Lauren Esker. Curvy farm girl Julie Capshaw was warned away from the wolf shifters next door, but Damon Wolfe is the motorcycle-riding, smoking hot alpha of her dreams. Can the big bad wolf and his sheep shifter find their own happy ending? A full-length novel.

Handcuffed to the Bear (Shifter Agents # 1), by Lauren Esker. A bear-shifter ex-mercenary and a curvy lynx shifter searching for her best friend's killer are handcuffed together and hunted in the wilderness. Can they learn to rely on each other before their pasts, and their pursuers, catch up with them? A full-length novel.
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The Red Dragon’s Baby

by Zoe Chant

Special Sneak Preview
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There was a trail leading out from her cabin, and she stuck to it, as much as part of her longed to strike out into the woods, tramp through the underbrush and explore.

“Not with you here, baby,” she said to Noah. “Maybe when you’re older we can go camping together, huh? Mommy never got to do that when she was a kid. Grandma and Grandpa were too busy running their business to go on trips.”

They’d always said they’d travel the world when they retired. Katie swallowed around a sudden lump in her throat, and set off determinedly forward. This was supposed to be a nice nature walk, not a depressing trip down memory lane.

Noah, at least, did actually seem to enjoy the woods. He was staring around, wide-eyed, watching the leaves rustle and the squirrels run around.

Noah had never been in a forest before at all, Katie realized. He’d spent most of his little life indoors. They hadn’t even really been able to go to parks or anything. Had her baby ever felt grass? Maybe not. Katie resolved to find a park as soon as possible and set Noah down to crawl through the grass.

There were so many firsts waiting for them. Sure, it might be a little lonely, but they could keep each other company. All Katie had to do was make just enough money to keep them fed and housed. They didn’t need to be rich. They just needed to be safe.

For now, they seemed to be making an okay start. A beautiful cabin, a lovely woodland to walk through, maybe even a new friend in Rita. Maybe it would work out.

As she walked, enjoying the way the late-afternoon sun slanted through the trees, she started hearing a noise. A sharp, rhythmic thunk sound, repeated over and over.

Was someone else around? Or was it some kind of animal? Curious, she kept going, and the sound got louder.

The trail curved upwards as she walked, with roots occasionally sticking out through the dirt. Katie used them as makeshift stairs, enjoying the feeling of exercising her body after months of staying inside with Noah.

She crested the little hill and looked down on a sudden clearing. Square in the middle of it was a little cabin like the one she was staying in, and just outside of the cabin was...a man.

A shirtless man.

A shirtless man dressed in cutoff jean shorts that strained around his powerful thighs. He was holding an ax. A real, actual ax. As Katie watched, he raised it over his head and brought it down hard on a chunk of wood resting on an enormous tree stump. The thunk was the noise she’d been hearing, and the result of the thunk was that the chunk of wood split cleanly in two.

He’d clearly been at it for a while, Katie thought dazedly. Sweat was glistening on his chest, despite the relatively cool fall air. He must have had to strip off his shirt because he got too hot—

Noah made a loud noise, waving his arms, and the man looked up sharply. “Who’s there?”

Katie squeaked, moving backwards automatically.

Her foot caught on a root as she retreated without looking, though, and she tripped.

She had a moment where she could see exactly what was going to happen. She was falling backwards, her arms starting to windmill, her stomach dropping as she went into free-fall. She was top-heavy with the baby on her chest, and there was no way to save herself. She was going to fall all the way back down the hill, and Noah—

Noah was coming with her, and Katie couldn’t get the baby backpack off fast enough to get him to safety somehow—she was going to have to curl around Noah and keep him safe, oh God what if he hit his little head—

Strong arms caught her, and she jerked to an abrupt halt.

“Are you okay?”

––––––––
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Click here to keep reading The Red Dragon’s Baby!
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