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			CHAPTER ONE
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			It was almost time. Addison Price slid the coffeepot back on the heater, unable to keep her eye from the clock.

			The diner closed at midnight. Every night at eleven fifty-five on the dot, he came in.

			Tonight, though, eleven fifty-five came and went. And eleven fifty-six, eleven fifty-seven.

			She’d have to close up. Bo, the owner, liked everything shut down right at midnight. He’d come in about fifteen minutes later and start going through the accounts for the day.

			Eleven fifty-eight. The last customer, a farmer in a John Deere cap he must have picked up forty years ago, grinned at her and said, “Night, Addie. Time to go home to the wife.”

			He said that every night. Addie only nodded and gave him a warm good-bye.

			Eleven fifty-nine. In one minute, she’d have to lock the door, turn the “Open” sign around to “Closed,” help with the cleanup, and then go home. Her sister and two kids would be asleep, school day tomorrow. Addie would creep in as usual, take a soothing shower, play on the Internet a little to unwind, and then fall asleep. Her unwavering routine.

			Tonight, though, she wouldn’t be able to analyze every single thing the white-and-black-haired man said to her and decide whether he liked her or was just making conversation.

			The second hand on the analog clock above the pass to the kitchen swept down from the twelve toward the six. Eleven-fifty nine and thirty seconds. Forty. Forty-five.

			Addie sighed and moved to the glass front door.

			Which opened as she approached it, bringing in the warmth of a Texas night, and the man.

			Addie quickly changed reaching for the door’s lock to yanking the door open wide and giving him her sunniest smile. “Hello, there. Y’all come on in. You made it just in time.”

			The big man gave her his polite nod and walked past her with an even stride, his black denim coat brushing jeans that hugged the most gorgeous ass Addie had seen in all her days. Because this diner’s clientele had plenty of men from all walks of life, she’d seen her fair share of not-so-good backsides in jeans or showing inappropriately over waistbands.

			Her man was different. His behind was worth a second, third, and fourth look. He was tall but not lanky, his build that of a linebacker in fine training, his shoulders and chest stretching his black T-shirt. The footwear under the blue jeans was always either gray cowboy boots or black motorcycle boots. Tonight, it was the motorcycle boots, supple leather hugging his ankles.

			And, as always, Addie’s man carried the sword. He kept it wrapped in dark cloth, a long bundle he held in his hand and tucked beside his seat when he sat down and ordered. At first Addie had thought the bundle held a gun—a rifle or shotgun—and she’d had to tell him that Bo didn’t allow firearms of any kind in his diner. She’d lock it up for him while he ate. They had a special locker for the hunters who were regulars.

			The man had shot her a quizzical look from his incredibly sexy eyes, pulled back the cloth, and revealed the hilt of a sword.

			A sword, for crap’s sake. A big one, with a silver hilt. Addie had swallowed hard and said that maybe it was okay if he kept it down beside his chair. He’d given her a curt nod and covered the hilt back up.

			But that was just him. He was like no man Addie had ever met in her life. His eyes were an amazing shade of green she couldn’t look away from. The eyes went with his hard face, which had been knocked around in his life, but he still managed to be handsome enough to turn the head of whatever woman happened to be in this late. Which, most nights, was only Addie.

			His hair, though, was the weirdest thing. It was white, like a Scandinavian white blond, but striped with black. As though he’d gone in for a dye job one day and left it half finished. Or maybe he simply liked the look.

			Except, Addie would swear it was natural. Dyes left an unusual sheen or looked brittle after a while. His hair glistened under the lights, each strand soft, in a short cut that suited his face. Addie often studied his head as he bent over his pie, and she’d clutch her apron to keep from reaching out and running her fingers through his interesting hair.

			In sum—this man was hotter than a Texas wind on a dry summer day. Addie could feel the sultry heat when she was around him. At least, she sure started to sweat whenever she looked at him.

			For the last month or so, he’d come in every night near to closing time, order the last pieces of banana cream pie and the apple pie with streusel, and eat while Addie locked the door and went through her rituals for the night. When Bo arrived through the back door, the man would go out the front, taking his sword . . . and the other things he always brought.

			They came in now, walking behind him—three little boys, the oldest one following the two younger ones. The oldest’s name was Robbie, and he brought up the rear, looking around as though guarding his two little brothers.

			“Hello, Robbie,” Addie said. “Brett, Zane. How are you tonight?”

			As usual, the two littlest chorused Fine, but Robbie only gave her a polite nod, mimicking his father. Although Addie thought the man wasn’t actually Robbie’s father.

			The youngest ones had the man’s green eyes and white-and-black hair, but Robbie didn’t look like any of them. He had dark brown hair and eyes that were gray—a striking-looking kid, but Addie figured he wasn’t related to the others. Adopted maybe, or maybe a very distant relative. Whatever, the man looked after all three with protective fierceness, not letting anyone near them.

			They took the four stools at the very end of the counter away from the windows, almost in the hall to the bathrooms. Robbie sat on the seat farthest from the door, Zane and Brett perched in the next two seats with their dad next to them, his bulk between them and whoever might enter the diner.

			Addie took up the coffeepot and poured a cup of fully caffeinated brew for black-and-white guy and three ice waters for the boys. She’d offered them cokes the first time they came into the diner but their dad didn’t like them having sugared drinks.

			Considering how much pie they put away, Addie didn’t blame him. Sweet sodas on top of that would have them wired to the gills all night.

			“You almost missed the pie,” Addie said to the boys as she set dripping glasses of water in front of them. “We had a run on it today. But I saved you back a few pieces in the fridge.” She winked. “I’ll just run and get them. That’s three banana creams and an apple streusel, right?”

			She looked into the father’s green eyes, and stopped.

			She’d never seen him look at her like that. There was a hunger in his gaze—powerful, intense hunger. He skewered her with it. Addie looked back at him, her lips parting, her heart constricting.

			Men had looked at her suggestively before but they’d always accompanied the look with a half-amused smile as though laughing at themselves, or telling Addie she’d have a great time if she conceded.

			This was different. Black-and-white man studied her with a wanting that was palpable, as though any second he’d climb over the counter and come at her.

			After a second, he blinked and the look was gone. He hadn’t intended her to catch him.

			The blink showed Addie something else. Behind the interest, his eyes held great distraction and deep worry.

			Something had happened tonight, some reason he’d come here going on five minutes late.

			Addie knew better than to ask if everything was all right. He wouldn’t tell her. The man was not one for casual conversation. The boys talked but kept their answers general. They had never betrayed with one word where they were from, where they went to school, what they liked to do for fun, or why their dad kept them up this late every night.

			Addie simply said, “I’ll be right back,” and ducked into the kitchen to fetch the pie.

			She took out the pieces, already sliced on their plates, and sprinkled a little extra cocoa powder on the banana cream ones from the dented shaker on the shelf.

			Jimmy, the guy who washed dishes, wasn’t there. He liked to duck out for a smoke right at closing time, coming back in when Bo got there to finish the cleanup. Addie hummed, alone in the kitchen, her pulse still high from that look black-and-white man had given her.

			If Addie marched out there and said to him, sure, she was interested—in a discreet way in front of his kids—would he break down and tell her his name?

			Or would he take her somewhere and make love to her with silent strength, the same way he walked or ate his piece of pie, as though he savored every bite? Would Addie mind that?

			She pictured him above her in the dark, his green eyes on her while she ran her hands all over his tight, beautiful body.

			Nope, she wouldn’t mind that at all.

			She picked up two pieces of pie, still humming. At the same time, she heard a scratching at the back door.

			Bo? Addie set down the pie and walked over. Bo always used his key to get in—they kept the back door locked. Even though the small town of Loneview was pretty safe, robbers passing through might seize an opportunity.

			Bo often couldn’t get his key into the lock—his hands shook with a palsy that ran in his family. Jimmy often had to help him, or Addie would open the door for him. Bo was a bit early, but he was sometimes.

			Addie reached for the door just as something banged into it.

			“Bo? You okay?” Addie unlocked the deadbolt and carefully turned the doorknob.

			The door fell inward, a heavy weight on it. Addie looked down.

			A curious detachment came over her as she saw Jimmy the dishwasher, a guy of about thirty with greasy brown hair and beard stubble. He was dead, his brown eyes staring sightlessly. She knew he was dead because he had a gaping red hole where his heart used to be.

			If this had been a movie, Addie would be screaming, fainting, sobbing, saying, Oh my God, or running outside crying, Somebody, help!

			Instead, she stood there, as though caught in treacle, unable to move, think, talk, or even breathe.

			A faint noise sounded outside, and Addie raised her head. She saw the round muzzle of a gun, one of the automatic ones that shot however many rounds a minute. Her breath poured back into her lungs, burning, and she knew she was looking at her own death.

			A rush of air passed her, and the door slammed shut. At the same time a pair of strong arms closed around her, propelling her to the floor, the man with black-and-white hair landing on top of her.

			In the front of the diner, every window shattered as bullets flew through them. Glass exploded through the open pass between the kitchen and dining area, as did bullets, shards of cups and plates, tatters of napkins.

			The kids, Addie thought in panic. Where were the boys?

			There they were, huddled against the door to the freezer. How the man had gotten them in here so fast and out of sight Addie didn’t know, but her body went limp with relief to see them.

			“Who’s doing this?” Addie squeaked. “What—”

			The man clamped his hand over her mouth. “Shh.” His voice was a low rumble. “I need to you to be very quiet, all right?”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO
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			Addie, mouth dry, nodded. The man took his hand away after a few seconds but he didn’t rise or move from her, the weight of him warm.

			The boys, Addie noticed, were utterly still. No panicking, no crying—they lay silently on the floor, heads down, as though they did things like this all the time. Sad thought.

			The deadly barrage of bullets ceased after a few heart-stopping moments but the man still didn’t lift himself from Addie. He lay full-length on her on the grease-spattered floor, too strong for her to slide out from under him. His face was turned away from hers, bringing his hair and the curve of his neck in front of her eyes.

			Addie smelled leather and musk, the scent of wind and rain. The color of his hair was indeed natural, she saw now, the black and white strands starting at the roots and mixing together in wide streaks across his head.

			Tiger-striped.

			Why the thought popped into Addison’s mind, she didn’t know. The man said nothing, did nothing, only waited. As though he’d done this before.

			“Kendrick!” The shout came from beyond the broken front windows. The voice was harsh, a mean edge to it. “Get your sorry ass out here!”

			Kendrick. Addison wouldn’t have pegged that name on the solidly built guy on top of her, but then, it kind of went with his odd hair and green eyes.

			To her alarm, Kendrick started to rise.

			“No, don’t!” Addie whispered frantically.

			The kids remained in place, eyes wide, frightened but waiting. The man called Kendrick got his feet under him but remained in a crouch next to Addie. His motorcycle boots were dusty, creased with wear. Denim stretched over heavily muscled thighs directly in her line of sight.

			“If you go into the freezer and shut the door, can you get out again?” he was asking her. “You won’t be locked in?”

			Addie stared at him, barely registering the question, then she nodded. Bo wasn’t stupid enough to have a freezer without a handle on the inside. He’d be the most likely person to get caught in there, and he knew it.

			Bo—dear God, he’d be coming in soon, and these guys would shoot him like they shot poor Jimmy. She had to warn him . . . with her cell phone all the way across the room in her locker.

			Kendrick’s voice rumbled next to her. “When I give you the signal, I want you to take the cubs and go into the freezer with them. Shut the door and stay low. Can you do that?”

			Cubs? Oh, he meant the little boys. Addie cast an eye over them where they lay close together, bodies touching. Cubs—why the hell did he call them that?

			“If I don’t come for you in fifteen minutes, take them out the back way and drive them toward Rock Springs. There’s a shut-down gas station just before you get to town. If I don’t meet you there . . .” Kendrick stopped, the ache in his eyes real as he cast his gaze over the boys. “Take them somewhere safe. Take care of them. Promise me.”

			Addie put her hand on his arm, sinking fingers into the warm denim of his coat. “You can’t go out there. Let’s run out the back together. My car’s not far from the door.” If it didn’t go into one of its hissy fits and refuse to start, if it had enough gas to make it thirty miles down the highway.

			Kendrick’s green gaze fixed on her, and he put a broad finger over her shaking lips. “Promise me, Addison.”

			He’d never spoken her name before. The kids called her Addie, since Robbie had read her name tag and asked her what kind of name Addison was. She’d told them to use the shortened version. Kendrick had listened but never called her by name. Never said much to her at all, actually.

			Now his deep voice around the syllables tingled through her blood, and Addie’s heart squeezed to one hot point.

			She gulped a breath. “I promise. But what the hell do you think you’re going to do against a bunch of guys with automatics?”

			Guys who were getting impatient. “Kendrick!” the man outside shouted. “You don’t want us coming in there. Come out and face us.”

			Kendrick turned from Addie and grabbed the long bundle that held his sword. He’d even managed to bring that back here with him.

			He quickly unrolled the folds of the cloth and drew from a sheath a long broadsword with a wide blade and a thick hilt. The sword looked very, very old, the blade a soft silver color, not shiny like modern steel. The hilt and blade were covered with symbols that looked like writing but no writing Addie had ever seen.

			“You can’t fight guns with a sword,” Addie protested. “Are you nuts?”

			Kendrick’s eyes sparkled with sudden heat. “If you mean crazy, yes I am. I’m one crazy bastard, which is what’s going to save my sons. Be ready.”

			“But what are you going to do?” Addie asked in a worried whisper.

			“What I have to.” Kendrick reached out and traced one scarred finger down Addie’s cheek.

			Addie lost all her breath again. His touch traced fire, his eyes softening as the rest of his square face remained grim. Dark whiskers brushed his skin, the bristles also black mixed with white. Addie had a sudden, insane curiosity about whether his hair was like that all the way down . . .

			The look in Kendrick’s eyes changed to one of consternation, and Addie realized she’d become fixed in place, staring at him.

			“Right.” Addie broke away and quickly scrambled the short distance on hands and knees to the freezer door, sitting down next to the three boys.

			“Robbie.” Kendrick transferred his hard gaze to the oldest boy and took a firm grip on the sword. “Take care of them.”

			“Yes, Dad,” Robbie whispered, his gray eyes round, his look old for his age.

			“I’ll take care of them,” Addie said, putting her hand on Robbie’s thin back. “You just take care of yourself.”

			Kendrick sent her another long look that held a hint of a smile, a feral one. Then he . . . leapt.

			It was weird—he sprang from a crouch up to the pass—the shelf where the cook put the completed dishes—then was through it and down the other side. It happened in only a second, from the time Addie drew a breath to releasing it again. Kendrick was gone, making no noise at all.

			Signal—Addie was supposed to wait for a signal. Kendrick hadn’t said what signal. She should have had him make that clear, but then, she’d never been in a situation like this before. She didn’t have a checklist of what she needed to know.

			Shouting sounded outside, but she heard nothing from Kendrick. If he’d hidden himself somewhere in the diner, he wasn’t making a sound.

			Robbie sat up next to Addie, huddling with his arms around his knees. The two littler boys remained on their stomachs, silent and waiting. Addie’s body was cold, the floor hard under her butt, fear making her chest ache. She put her arm around Robbie but he didn’t lean into her. He was trying to be brave but she felt him shiver.

			The kids shouldn’t be here. She had to get them to safety, call the police or the sheriff or at least 911. But, as Addie had realized, her cell phone was across the room in her locker, along with her purse. She kept the keys to her car in her pocket, but the rest of her life was in the small locker on the other side of the kitchen.

			More shouting came from outside, men’s voices raised in anger, then gunshots, violence boiling around her world.

			All at once a man screamed, the sound high, harsh, and full of terror.

			Had that been Kendrick? Please, no. Addie’s heart thudded until it sickened her.

			Another male scream came, and then a long, low growling filled the spaces between the noise, like a wild beast on the loose.

			At the animal sound, the boys perked up. Brett and Zane sat up, eyes sparkling. Robbie even grinned.

			The growling escalated and became snarls of vicious rage. There was more shouting, screaming, gunshots. A man, yelling, charged straight into the diner, glass crunching under his feet. Addie saw him through the pass, a big man, who turned around and fired behind him. The sound of the gunshot was right on top of them, deafening.

			Addie clapped her hands over her ears. The man swung back to the pass and tried to jump up through it. He saw Addie and their eyes met for a brief moment, his wide and frantic.

			And then what looked like two giant white paws caught him around the waist. His mouth opened, and his face screwed up in terror.

			Addie couldn’t hear his screams—the pistol banging at close range had robbed her of that sense. She was grateful because the man’s open mouth must be emitting horrible sounds.

			He grabbed at the pass, his fingers finding no purchase in the stainless steel. Then he was gone, dragged down, a bloody streak left in his wake.

			A moment later, Kendrick’s sword clattered through the pass, the blade falling hilt downward into the kitchen. Robbie scampered forward and grabbed it.

			“Freezer,” he said, his small mouth exaggerating the word. Addie suspected he couldn’t hear either.

			She and the little ones got the gist. Addie reached up and pulled open the freezer door, shoving the boys inside. Robbie ran in, dragging the sword that was longer than he was.

			Addie flicked on the light inside the freezer, then closed the door and dragged a few crates of frozen meat in front of it. The door opened outward, but anyone coming in would have to fight their way past the heavy crates after that.

			It was cold in here but would be bearable for a short amount of time. The single light bulb illuminated shelves filled with boxes and boxes of frozen beef, veggies, premade pies, anything the customer wanted. Bo wasn’t a great believer in organic, or even fresh, food.

			Fifteen minutes. That was about how long they could stay in here without getting hypothermia, or so Bo had told her. Addie checked her watch, her heart pounding, her blood hot. Her body temperature had to be so high that hypothermia wouldn’t stand a chance.

			She worried about the youngest boys, though. They were small and wouldn’t be able to survive this cold as well as she or even Robbie could. Especially when they were . . . taking off their clothes?

			“Stop!” Addie said. She could hear again finally but it was as though someone had stuffed cotton into her ears. “I don’t have any blankets in here. What are you . . . ?”

			Zane and Brett calmly finished stripping off their jeans, shirts, and underwear, even socks and shoes, folding them into neat piles. Robbie stepped in front of Addie as she tried to go to them.

			“Let them,” Robbie said in a loud voice. “It’s the only way they’ll survive.”

			“What are you talking about . . . ?”

			Addie choked to a halt as the two little boys’ bodies began to jerk. She started for them again but Robbie grabbed her hand and held her back with a surprisingly strong grip.

			The outlines of Zane and Brett blurred, and then, before Addie could register what happened, she was staring down at two very small white tiger cubs, both of them blinking green eyes like Kendrick’s up at her.

			Addie opened her mouth, barely able to hear the surprised sound that came out of it.

			“It’s okay!” Robbie called up to her. “They’ll stay warmer with fur.”

			Addie gaped down at him. “What about you? Are you a tiger too?”

			Robbie shook his head. “Lupine. But I’ll be all right. What time is it?”

			Addie for a moment couldn’t remember how to find out. Her watch burned cold on her wrist, and she jerked it up in front of her eyes. When she figured out how to read it again, she deduced they’d been in there maybe three minutes.

			What the hell was happening to her life?

			Those men shooting up the place were after Kendrick specifically—they’d called him by name. This hadn’t been a random act. They’d been chasing him, and Kendrick had known someone was after him.

			They must have been after him for a while. Why else would he always take such care not to sit in front of the windows, to keep himself between his sons and the door?

			And why hadn’t he mentioned that his sons were white tigers?

			The cubs’ black-and-white stripes matched the stripes in Kendrick’s hair, and their eyes were the same shade of green as his. That must mean that Kendrick was a . . .

			No, that was insane. People didn’t become wild animals, unless they were . . .

			Shifters.

			Addie never seen a Shifter before in her life. She’d watched documentaries about them on television, seen news reports, had heeded warnings to stay away from them.

			Not that she’d even needed to worry about it before. Shifters didn’t run around in middle-of-nowhere towns like Loneview, didn’t mix much with people at all. What were called Shiftertowns had been formed in Austin and around San Antonio, but Shifters didn’t leave them to come visit this out-of-the-way place. Addie never paid much attention to Shifters—they weren’t part of her world.

			And now one had come to her diner to eat pie.

			Four Shifters, actually. The two little tigers huddled together and against Robbie. They blinked for a while, then Brett and Zane closed their eyes, and danged if they didn’t drift off to sleep. Addie pulled a crate full of frozen pies over to them and sank down on it.

			Addie’s hands were growing numb, from fear or cold, she wasn’t sure. She checked her watch every two minutes—the minute hand had never moved so slowly. Finally she simply started counting seconds to give her agitated mind something to do.

			On the dot of fifteen minutes, Addison rose, signaled the cubs to stay behind her, and softly clicked open the freezer door.

			The waft of warm air felt good. She’d never complain about Texas heat again.

			Her foot crunched on glass, but other than that, all was silence.

			That silence was broken when a man stumbled in through the open back door. He was big and hard-muscled, like Kendrick, but his clothes were in shreds, and blood coated his face and body.

			The man saw Addie. He stared at her in great surprise, eyes of a very light blue widening. Then his knees bent, and he sort of folded up and collapsed to the floor, landing on his back. His head made an audible crack on the tile.

			Addie started for him. He’d been one of the shooters, she was certain, but he wasn’t armed now. He looked beaten down and pathetic.

			Another sound made her look up. Kendrick came through the door, likewise bloody, and he was stark naked.

			Kendrick gazed at Addie, and she looked back at him. His green eyes stood out in his dirt-and-blood-streaked face, holding both insane fury and great unhappiness.

			Addie heard the tiger cubs and Robbie come out behind her, but the three remained together, huddled against the door of the freezer.

			Kendrick and Addie studied each other over the body of the injured man, Addie barely able to breathe.

			“Guardian,” the man whispered.

			Kendrick dragged his gaze from Addie and moved it down to him. The man looked back up at Kendrick, fear and shame in his eyes. The one word had been a plea.

			Kendrick growled in his throat, his fist closing as though he held his sword, though Robbie still had the blade, guarding it across the room.

			“You endangered my cubs,” Kendrick said, the rage in his voice making the man on the floor flinch.

			“I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know they would be here with you. Forgive me, Guardian. Take them far away, because more will be coming.”

			“How many more?” Kendrick asked him, voice hard. “And why? Why have you turned on me? I put my ass on the line for twenty years making sure you stayed free, no Collars, no Shiftertowns.”

			The man shrugged wearily against the floor. “There are at least fifty of us, maybe more. They’re tired of hiding, tired of running.”

			“Dying is better?” Kendrick demanded. “Or living imprisoned?”

			“We made ourselves prisoners. You know we did. We want out.”

			Kendrick said nothing. When he looked up at Addie again, she saw stark grief in his eyes, not outrage, that this man, whoever he was, had turned against him. As though the betrayal had been Kendrick’s fault. He flicked his gaze away once more, back to the man at his feet.

			“It’s over, my friend,” Kendrick said.

			“I know.” The man could barely speak. “I’ve lost. I accept my defeat.”

			“Your defeat is your death.”

			“I know. Please, Guardian, don’t let me linger here.”

			Addie knew she should call the police, an ambulance. She should haul ass to her locker, grab the phone, and call. No way could she or Kendrick save this guy on their own. The man was going into shock, his eyes unfocused, body shivering, breath ragged.

			But Addie couldn’t move. She remained fixed in place, staring at the tableau—the bloody man on the floor, Kendrick above him, gazing down at him in anguish.

			“Robbie,” Kendrick said, without looking up. He held out his hand.

			Robbie immediately lifted the big sword, laying the blade gingerly across his other palm so he wouldn’t drag it on the floor as he carried it to his father. Kendrick gave his son a look of thanks as he closed his hand around the hilt. Robbie backed away as though he knew what Kendrick was about to do.

			No! the thought shrieked in Addie’s head. No, he can’t just kill this guy . . .

			Kendrick dropped to one knee. He put his hand on the man’s forehead, his arm shaking but his bloodstained fingers rock steady. The man’s body relaxed, his eyes softening as he sighed with relief.

			“Thank you,” the man said. “Forgive . . .”

			Kendrick gave him a nod, then stroked the man’s hair, as he might do with one of his sons, to comfort him.

			“Goddess go with you,” Kendrick said softly.

			Then he rose, raised the sword overhead, and plunged the blade into the dying man’s heart.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE
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			Addie cried out and leapt at Kendrick, but too late. The sword went straight through the man’s chest.

			The man grunted in pain, then his eyes cleared, and he looked suddenly happy. “Thank you,” he whispered.

			Those were the last words he spoke. His body shimmered with a silvery light and then, before Addie’s eyes, the man dissolved into dust. The dust fell to the floor, swirled into a fine mist, and was gone, out the open door.

			“Holy shit, you killed him!”

			The words sprang from Addie’s mouth before she could stop them. Kendrick, who’d bowed his head, the sword’s point resting on the floor, looked up at her, his green eyes luminous with tears.

			“He gave me no choice,” he said.

			“What about the others out there?” Addie’s voice went up a notch. “Did you kill them too?”

			Kendrick took one stride to her where she stood frozen and terrified. “You need to go, Addison. Take the cubs to safety for me, as you promised.”

			“But—”

			“Your police will come. I can’t let them find my sons. Please.”

			Addison had never heard anything as heartfelt as the plea. Kendrick was afraid, scared for the kids, angry, dangerous.

			And naked—had she mentioned that about seven times already? His body was hard and tight, strong, formidable. She kept her eyes averted so she wouldn’t see anything too personal, but not looking was one of the hardest things she’d ever done.

			He was right, though. This was a small town. News traveled fast; any trouble was instantly reported. If Robbie, Zane, and Brett had been normal kids, she wouldn’t worry about the police so much, but they were Shifter, and their dad had just killed a man—possibly all the shooters. She knew enough to realize that cops would take the kids—the cubs—and keep them who knew where. Maybe never let them go again.

			Addie looked at them, two little tigers huddled against the older Robbie, the three of them alone and vulnerable.

			“Yes,” she found herself babbling. “Yes, I’ll take them.”

			“Now,” Kendrick said, cutting through her stammering. “Robbie.”

			“I’m on it, Dad.”

			Robbie, small himself, picked up the tiger cubs by the scruffs of their necks. He cradled them against his chest and looked up at Addie in total trust.

			Addie felt a brush of air, and when she looked back for Kendrick, he was gone, vanishing out the door into the hot night.

			*   *   *

			Four Shifters had attacked the diner, two of them with guns, the fucking cowards. What Shifters used guns?

			Kendrick had taken down the one he’d just sent to dust—a Lupine called Ivan—who’d never been the most obedient to Kendrick but had never outright opposed him before. Kendrick had caught and fought a second Shifter, a Feline, and also sent him to dust with the sword before he’d gone after Ivan.

			Kendrick’s heart ached from the deaths, each one a gaping loss for every Shifter.

			He changed to his tiger again and found the trails of the two remaining Shifters, who’d fled when he’d attacked. They’d taken to vehicles about a mile away and driven off down a dirt road heading straight west.

			Returning to where he’d hidden his clothes and sword on his motorcycle, Kendrick saw Addison come out of the diner’s back door, a big floppy purse at her side. She herded Robbie and the cubs into her car, a well-used Camry that had seen better days.

			Kendrick had a momentary flash of anger. This woman should have a bright, beautiful car and be dressed in the finest clothes, not the ill-fitting waitress uniform and the flat, dull-black shoes on her shapely feet.

			He’d recognized in Addison, the moment he’d first walked into her diner, a beauty that he’d never before encountered. He’d gone in with the cubs to find them something to eat late one night, choosing an out-of-the-way town where Shifters didn’t go.

			One look at her had floored Kendrick, made him want a second look. She’d cheerfully served them pie, the last pieces of the day, confiding to Kendrick that apple with streusel was her favorite as well. She’d spoken without worry to the cubs, gaining smiles from even Robbie, who was slow to trust anyone. She’d won over Brett and Zane by squirting extra whipped cream onto their pies, making a game of swirling it around.

			Addison had hair the color of darkest coffee—the way he liked it—and eyes the blue of sudden violets in the snow. She wore her hair in a ponytail, which swung against her back as she ushered the cubs into the backseat.

			Kendrick had looked at her and seen a diamond among pebbles, a vivid and striking brightness in a world of grays. Something had awakened in him when he’d heard her voice, seen her smile. He didn’t know what that something was—his mate had been gone since Zane had come into the world, too soon for grief to be over.

			But for a brief moment, his life had not been so dark or uncertain. There was Addison, beaming her smile, winking at the cubs, always with a welcome.

			That was her job—Kendrick understood that—but in that space of time in her diner, Addison had seen Kendrick as himself. Not a Guardian, a Shifter leader, an errand boy for Dylan Morrissey, or a Shifter trying to draw his clan together again. He’d been Kendrick, father to three cubs, man who ate pie.

			When Robbie had asked the next night, “Can we go see Addie again?” Kendrick hadn’t been able to say no.

			Addison secured the cubs in the back then slid into the front seat and started the car. She scanned the parking lot, searching the shadows, not seeing Kendrick where he’d parked his bike well back from the lights. Kendrick watched her square her shoulders and drive away.

			The place Kendrick had told her to take the cubs was straight south, a few miles outside San Antonio, where Dylan patrolled regularly. No one would dare harm Kendrick’s cubs in Dylan’s territory.

			Now to make sure no other Shifters lingered here, waiting to corner him.

			Kendrick had always had unrest in the Shifters he led. How could he not, with different species living together, hiding from humans, keeping their true natures a secret?

			Unlike most Shifters these days, Kendrick and his band didn’t wear Collars. They’d hidden away when humans came to round up Shifters years ago, and had lived free of Shiftertowns, covertly, for the last twenty years. But they’d had to follow Kendrick’s stringent rules to remain hidden, and Shifters hated confinement. Restlessness turned to resentment and anger. Kendrick had been challenged for leadership more than once, though he’d always prevailed.

			At the moment, Kendrick’s Shifters were in limbo. They’d been living in secret in an underground bunker in South Texas that they’d made into a functioning if inelegant hideaway. But then a human man working for Shifter Bureau and his Collared Shifter mate—a Kodiak bear—had found the compound, broken in, and destroyed it. Kendrick’s Shifters had gone to ground as per their standing contingency plan, hiding out the best they could.

			When Kendrick found a new place for them to be safe, he’d contact them. But his Shifters, never the tamest, must have decided to break away and even to try to take over in the meantime. Kendrick had failed them, they must have reasoned; therefore, Kendrick had to die.

			At least, he assumed that was what these attacks had been all about. He’d have to find one of these assholes and shake answers out of him.

			Shifters who wanted new leadership were supposed to challenge the leader directly. They didn’t fire guns—what the hell were they thinking?—and try to simply kill that leader and his cubs.

			Kendrick dressed in the darkness next to his motorcycle with its sidecars, made specially for the cubs. He mounted it, started it up.

			Sirens blared into the night, law enforcement responding to whoever had called in the violence at the diner. Kendrick rolled out of town in the opposite direction from the flashing lights, the Sword of the Guardian once more strapped to his back.

			*   *   *

			Addie had one of the tiger cubs—she wasn’t sure which one—on her lap by the time she pulled into the parking lot of the closed gas station just off the 377. The other tiger was curled up in the front passenger seat. Robbie sat in the back, his lap full of the cubs’ clothes, his face too serious.

			Addie had called her sister as she’d driven, knowing Ivy would have heard about the shooting already—nothing stayed quiet long in Loneview. Ivy had been frantic, but Addie reassured her she hadn’t been hurt. “I’m really fine. I’ll be home in a little bit,” she’d said. Ivy assumed it was because she had to talk to the police, and Addie didn’t correct her. “Tell Tori and Josh I’m all right. Give them a kiss for me.”

			She’d clicked off the phone before Ivy could ask any more questions.

			Addie parked and turned off the car’s lights but kept the engine running. She turned to look at Robbie, who watched her with grave eyes. “You okay back there?” she asked him. “You haven’t said much.”

			Robbie shrugged. “Nothing much to say.”

			“I know, sweetie.” Addie reached back and patted his jeans-clad knee. “I just want to make sure you’re all right. You want to come up here and sit with us?”

			Robbie shook his head, though Addie saw in his eyes he did want to. He thought he had to be brave.

			“You’re good to take care of the little ones,” Addie said. “Are they your, what—cousins?”

			“We’re not related,” Robbie said without changing expression. “They’re Feline. I’m Lupine.”

			“I’m not sure what that means, honey.”

			Robbie pointed at the sleeping tiger cub in the passenger seat. “Feline—big cats. Lupine means wolf.”

			“Oh.” Addie studied him. “That’s why you have such nice gray eyes, I bet. You take care of them well.”

			“Kendrick takes care of me,” Robbie said. “It’s the least I can do.”

			He was far too young to speak in phrases like that. Addie had grown up fast, but not that fast. She’d still had a childhood, thanks to her sister.

			“Why don’t you stretch out there while we wait,” Addie said. “I have a blanket—we can pull that over you, make you all cozy.”

			Robbie obeyed and lay down, but Addie suspected it was to please her, not because he wanted to. He was tense, waiting, much like Kendrick had been when he’d crouched in the kitchen, just before he’d launched himself through the pass to fight to the death. Cats jumped like that, she realized.

			Addie pulled an old wool afghan from behind the driver’s seat and tucked it around Robbie’s small body. He didn’t say anything and didn’t close his eyes, only stared into the darkness.

			Poor kid. Addie smoothed his hair, which he didn’t fight, and left him alone.

			Fifteen minutes later, a motorcycle headed out of the darkness at her. Addie clutched the steering wheel, ready to gun the car and race away if she had to. As the bike slowed and turned into the empty parking lot, she saw the flash of Kendrick’s white and black hair in the moonlight, the sword on his back.

			The cubs woke as soon as they heard the motorcycle. Both tigers bounced to Addie’s lap, put paws on the open window ledge, and started yowling.

			Kendrick swung off the bike with easy grace, balancing the sword without trouble. The cubs scrambled onto the window ledge as he reached the car, then hurled themselves at him. Kendrick caught them in his arms, cradling them with his big, gloved hands.

			It was an interesting sight, the large, tall biker, holding two little white tiger cubs.

			Robbie had sat up and now climbed out of the car without a word. He went straight to Kendrick and wrapped his arms around the man’s waist. Kendrick smoothed Robbie’s hair the best he could with an armful of cub.

			“Addison, thank you.” Kendrick’s eyes held true gratitude.

			He gazed at her for a moment longer, as though wanting to say more but not finding the words. Then he abruptly turned away, still carrying the cubs.

			Addie scrambled out of the car. She knew that when he rode out of here, she’d never see him again. No way was she about to let him race off into darkness without answering a few questions.

			“What happened?” she demanded. “Who were those guys? Why did they want to kill you? You stuck the sword into him and he disappeared. Where did he go?”

			“To the Summerland,” Kendrick said, cutting through her jumble.

			“Oh?” Addie planted her hands on her hips. “What the hell does that mean? If you stuck that sword into me, would I become a puff of dust too?”

			“He was Shifter,” Kendrick said. “So, no.”

			One thing Addie had learned about Shifters in the documentaries was that they wore Collars, with a capital C. The Collars were designed to shock them and shut them down if they grew violent. Control them—humanely, the documentary had claimed.

			Addie had seen nothing around Kendrick’s throat when he’d stood up, unclothed, in the diner. The Shifter who’d run into the diner hadn’t had a Collar either.

			“Who were they?” she repeated. “Who are you?”

			He gave her a hint of a smile. “Who do you want me to be?”

			“Come on,” Addie said in exasperation. “I just went through hell. Tell me something.”

			Kendrick’s mouth hardened. “They were Shifters who used to work for me. I thought they still did work for me. I thought . . .” He shook his head. “Someone has been stirring up trouble, and I need to find out who.”

			Robbie had let go of Kendrick. While Addie blurted questions, he brought the cubs’ clothes from the car and tucked them into one of the two wide saddlebags on the bike. The saddlebags had been modified to have small seats inside them, and the two cubs scampered down Kendrick’s arms and fixed themselves onto these seats.

			“Where are you going to go?” Addie asked.

			Kendrick kept his eyes on her, the green visible in the dark. “Someplace safe for them. I want you to go somewhere safe, Addison. Take a vacation; go far away. You’ll have my scent on you—leave Texas for a while. And burn this.” He reached out and took a fold of her sleeve between two fingers. He didn’t touch her, but she felt the heat of him brush her arm.

			“Your scent? What the hell does that mean?”

			“They can track you through it. Any Shifter can. I can’t risk that they won’t use you to get to me.”

			“I can’t just leave. I have a job . . .” In a shot-up diner that would need a hell of a lot of work before Bo could open it again. She probably wouldn’t have a job at all for a while.

			“Safer for you to be nowhere near here.” Kendrick reached into his coat and took out a thick wad of rolled-up bills. “I don’t know how much this is but it will help you travel.”

			Addie stared at the roll, which was very fat, her eyes widening. The top denomination, as far as she could see, was 100. “I don’t want your money. Besides if I showed up at an airline counter looking like this and tried to pay for a ticket with that, they’d call security.”

			His lowered brows told her he had no idea why. He took her hand and pressed the roll of money into it. “However you go, take it. Buy a new car.” Kendrick’s glance at the vehicle behind her was full of skepticism that she’d reach anywhere in it. “Go far, Addison. Don’t go home.”

			Addie’s heart burned. Ivy would be up waiting, worried about what had happened at the diner. Tomorrow it was Addie’s turn to drive Tori and Josh to school after Ivy made breakfast, and Addie had planned to look some more into signing up for college classes before heading in to work. A normal day in Loneview.

			Kendrick closed Addie’s hand around the cash, the warmth of his fingers coming through the cool leather of the glove. “I thank you, Addison. Truly.”

			The words told her more certainly than anything that she’d never see him again. He’d ride off down the road and disappear, his cubs with him. Addie would have to find a new job—she needed the money too much to wait for Bo to put the diner to rights, if he ever did. There would be police reports and insurance . . . insurance could take forever.

			Kendrick would become a memory, his strange hair, his intense green gaze, the powerful way he moved, his voice deep and resonating, the way he was so careful with the little boys. He’d fade into her past and become a strange, confusing, heart-pounding memory.

			“Oh, what the hell,” Addie said softly.

			She closed the space between them, flung her arms around Kendrick’s neck, and pulled him down to kiss him fully on the lips.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR
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			Addie felt Kendrick’s body move in surprise under her kiss, then he went very still. She expected him to not respond, to freeze until she stepped back, embarrassed and apologetic.

			Then Kendrick growled low in his throat. He wrapped his arms all the way around her, and Addie went breathless at his strength, his warmth. He cradled her in the darkness, shutting out everything terrible, all the fear and horror of the last hour.

			He eased away from her first kiss, only to bring his mouth back down on hers. His body was a place of heat as he kissed Addie slowly, his lips parting, his tongue tangling hers with a bite of spice.

			Kendrick’s arms were hard on her back, crushing her against the solid power of him. Addie felt every inch of his body through her thin polyester dress that ended at her knees, the heat of him against her bare legs.

			She held on to him as the kiss strengthened, the two of them seared together in the cool of the Texas night. His breath was hot on her cheek as he pulled her closer still, his strength astonishing. He kissed with aching intensity, the hunger she’d seen his eyes in the diner manifesting in this savage, amazing kiss.

			Another growl, and Kendrick abruptly released her. Addie staggered back, fighting for breath. She put out her hand, but found nothing to steady herself on. She had to back away until she bumped into her car.

			Kendrick said nothing. He didn’t reach for her again, didn’t apologize, didn’t do anything. He simply looked at Addie for a long moment as she struggled to stay upright.

			Another sound came from him, like a snarl in the darkness. “Go,” he said, his voice fierce. “Now. Stay away from me.”

			Addie’s throat didn’t work, nothing emerging in answer. Kendrick watched her a moment longer, his chest rising in a sharp breath, then he turned away and mounted his motorcycle.

			Moonlight flashed on his sword as he kicked the bike to life. He didn’t look around at her, didn’t say a word. Addie supported herself on the ledge of the driver’s open window while Kendrick eased the bike forward, then out of the abandoned parking lot.

			Robbie was the only one who looked back, his small head covered in a helmet, as Kendrick turned onto the road. Robbie raised his hand in a wave, which Addie shakily returned.

			The motorcycle picked up speed, the bike’s taillight flashing as Kendrick slowed for a turn, then they were gone.

			Addie was left alone in dark, silent warmth, amidst the smell of exhaust and dried grasses, her mouth raw from Kendrick’s hard kiss.

			*   *   *

			Addie took the 377 and kept heading south. The money Kendrick had left with her burned in the pocket she’d shoved it in. She’d run her thumb over the wad and realized it was about five thousand dollars. She could consider it a tip, she supposed. She’d served some really good pie.

			Addie started laughing, the laughter turning hysterical. She took a deep breath, trying to stifle it. Losing her mind right now wasn’t going to help her.

			Kendrick had told her to leave Texas, to go anywhere. Addie’s heart pounded as she contemplated what to do. Ivy would be scared for her. Her big sister didn’t handle life as well as Addie did—Ivy had a comfort zone she’d rarely left since her divorce.

			But then, if Kendrick was afraid the guys who’d attacked the diner would look for her . . . Addie couldn’t lead them back to her sister’s house, where her innocent nephew and niece lived.

			Kendrick was right—she should leave the state and just keep driving. The only trouble with that was, Texas was such a damn big state, and Loneview was more or less in the center of it. It would take a long time to cross a border. But she had a change of clothes in her trunk—she often changed into and out of her uniform at the diner—and now the money Kendrick had pressed upon her.

			She could go to New Orleans, lie low there in a motel somewhere—however low a person could lie in New Orleans. She could blend in with the tourists, at least.

			Addie’s fingers firmed on the steering wheel. She’d drive on through the night, call Ivy and assure her she was all right, that she needed to get away after the trauma. She’d even mail Ivy some of the money.

			She knew these back roads pretty well and started looking for the turnoff that would let her head east. A little maneuvering would get her into San Antonio, and the 10, which would take her straight to Houston and then to Louisiana and New Orleans.

			A flash of light caught her attention, and Addie glanced into her rearview. Her heart sank as she saw the unmistakable lights of a police car coming up behind her. Had they followed her from the diner? Did they know about Kendrick? The dead Shifters?

			She soon heard the wail of a siren as the car came closer. This might not be about her. Might not. But there was no one on this back road but herself.

			The lights grew closer until they were right on her bumper. She knew better than to try to floor it—they’d chase her, and life could get bad after that.

			Their headlights flashed, and they sounded the horn that meant, Yes, we’re following you, lady, and you need to pull over.

			Swallowing, Addie put on the brakes and halted on the highway’s shoulder.

			A glance into the mirror showed that much of her hair had escaped its ponytail and hung in long hanks down her face. She hoped by all that was holy she hadn’t looked this bad when she’d thrown her arms around Kendrick and kissed the hell out of him.

			The heat of that kiss still lingered on her lips, the sensation of his hands on her body imprinted there for life.

			Two men approached the car. One leisurely strolled toward her window while the other remained at her taillight, almost in her blind spot.

			The one who approached her open window wore an immaculate khaki-colored uniform, his short hair combed and perfectly straight. He wasn’t Loneview police, she realized; he wore a county sheriff’s department badge on his chest and his name tag read Alvarez.

			He stood at her window, leaning slightly to look inside. “Ms. Price? Can you step out of the car for me?”

			Addie tried to hide her agitation as she opened the door and got out. Cool wind wrapped her bare legs. She saw that the other deputy remained at the rear of her car, and he had his gun in his hand.

			“Mind telling me where you were going?” Alvarez asked her.

			“I don’t know, really,” Addie said, her voice shaking. “Anywhere.”

			“Your car was seen heading out of town after the trouble at your diner,” he went on. “You were a witness.”

			Not a question. A statement. He knew she’d been there. But then, if he’d talked to Bo, Bo would have told him she’d been working her shift tonight.

			“Yes,” she said, her mouth dry.

			Alvarez was watching her with a calm, steady look, but she read the suspicion behind his eyes.

			“Wait,” she said. “You think I had something to do with it? I didn’t. I was scared out of my mind.”

			“I can imagine,” Alvarez said, continuing with the calm tone. “I’m going to ask you now why you were driving down this highway instead of going home. You’re not obligated to tell me, but I’m going to ask. Seems a kind of strange thing to do.”

			He wanted her to confirm his suspicions, that she was involved somehow, that she knew all about who had done the shooting and why. His eyes and tone of voice encouraged her to.

			Addie thought of Robbie’s too-serious gray eyes as he looked after the smaller cubs. She also remembered the way Robbie had momentarily let down his guard when he’d seen Kendrick, to run to him and cling to his legs.

			No way was she giving up those kids to the cops. Not their fault their father had been hunted, not their fault he’d killed a guy with a sword. Kendrick had been defending them against men who’d tried to shoot them all dead.

			If she gave up Kendrick, the cubs would be taken. To where and what would happen to them, she didn’t know. She was equally certain that Kendrick could take care of them now, wherever they’d gone.

			“I was just so scared,” Addie said. Her voice quavered—not a lie. “I don’t know where I was going. Driving around to clear my head.”

			Alvarez pinned her with his dark stare then grudgingly gave her a nod. “Understandable. But I need to ask you to—”

			He broke off sharply. Addie went ice-cold as she realized he was staring at her pocket, which was bulging with the money roll Kendrick had handed her.

			“Ms.
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