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Sarai swallowed.

Then she computed what he’d said. How was she going to get out of this? The truth was she couldn’t spar—her visions messed her up. But that was a secret she had no intention of sharing with three people.

“Not really a good idea.”

He stared at her for a long moment. Then he glanced over her shoulder at George and Scott who’d stopped to listen. “I’ve got this, fellas. Why don’t you go back up to the apartment?”

There was no doubt in her mind that was a command, not a suggestion. Clearly the guys thought so too. She watched them leave the room with wide eyes.

As the door closed behind them, Zac’s hands landed on her shoulders, turning her to face them. “Okay, kuluk. It’s just you and me now. What are you not saying?”

Sarai had never felt this vulnerable in her life. Or this scared. This man got to her in a way no one else ever had. How was she supposed to resist that?

“Why is this so important to you?”

He moved his hands from her shoulders to frame her face, his fingers threading through the dark blond strands of her hair. “Keeping you safe is important to me. I need to know how much you can defend yourself if you have to. It will help me determine just what I need to prepare for. No surprises. Okay?”

Sarai took a deep breath. He couldn’t have meant it that way. Just the thought of being important to this big, strong man connected with the frightened, lonely little girl who’d spent her life just trying to survive. But she couldn’t think that way. She had to leave him, and that knowledge made her want to cry.
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CHAPTER 1

Sarai shivered as the chill from the early morning air seeped into her bones. A faint mist swirled through the surrounding trees, leaving drops of dew on the grass, and clinging to her clothes and hair. Sarai ignored the discomfort and concentrated on her training.

The sun wasn’t quite up. Her only light came from the large mansion-like compound at her back. Sarai stood at the edge of the sparring mat, facing a dummy across the way. She focused on her target, threw, and then hissed through her teeth, unhappy with her aim. She was off her game today. She knew why. With a deep breath, she forced the thoughts plaguing her to the back of her mind and instead focused on the moment.

Sarai set her stance, right foot in back, feet apart but in line, as though she were walking on a tight rope. Shoulders square to the target. Putting her left hand out to line up, she gripped the knife handle between her fingers and hurled it, releasing the weapon just as her hand came in line with the dummy across the mat. The blade sank in at the windpipe with a very satisfying thud.

An image flashed in her mind—that of a form prowling toward her in the darkness. With a gasp, Sarai dropped into a crouch. Unfortunately, her timing was off. She knew it as soon as a body ploughed into her, knocking her over.

Sarai hit the ground with a muffled oomf. She didn’t bother to sit up. Instead, she stayed where she lay on the ground and turned her head to meet the laughing eyes of her best friend. The feisty brunette Andie Keller lay on the ground beside her.

“Was that really necessary?” Sarai asked with a single raised eyebrow.

Andie chuckled. “Your visions are still getting in the way of your fighting skills, I see.”

A Seer since the day she was born, Sarai often received visions of the past, present, and future. The ability was the bane of her existence, having brought her nothing but sadness, fear, and oppression. Seeing the future was a gift she wouldn’t wish on her worst enemy.

She sighed. “Obviously.”

“Sarai!” A male voice sounded in the air, off to the right, behind the trees.

“I’m all right,” Sarai called back. “It’s just Andie.”

Sarai’s guard appeared from the tree line at the edge of the mat. He mock glared at Andie for a moment. “Figures it’d be you. You gave me a heart attack, you know.”

Andie rolled her eyes. She trained all the guards; consequently she knew how to get around them. “I practically walked right in front of your face.”

He grumbled in response as he moved back to his position. Sarai kept her smile to herself. The only person better at stealth than Andie was her new husband and Fated Mate, Jaxon Keller, the Alpha of the Keller Dare of mountain lion shifters.

Andie shifted her gaze back to Sarai. “You don’t look surprised to see me.”

Sarai sat up, leaning back against her hands. “I saw you coming home from your honeymoon several days ago.” She tilted her head. “Why the early return?”

Andie also sat up, wrapping her arms around her knees. “Keeps anyone watching on their toes.”

Sarai nodded. It made sense.

These days the world was not a safe one for cougar shifters. If it wasn’t direct enemies like the pack shifters—wolves, coyotes, and so forth—it was infighting within the dares. The Shadowcat Nation was still relatively new, attempting to force something unnatural for the sake of survival. Like their wild animal counterparts, cougar shifters did not function well in society. Only the preservation of their lives and their lands had forced their hands.

Each of the dares in the Nation was led by an Alpha. At one point, her greatest fear was that the new Alpha in her dare would be Kyle Carstairs. He’d once been in line to inherit the Alpha position of the Carstairs Dare from his father, Walter. After Andie had killed Walter, and her mate, Jaxon, had kicked Kyle’s ass, the sadistic bastard had escaped, gone rogue. Sarai knew better than anyone that they shouldn’t assume he was out of the picture.

In fact, the threat he, among others, posed was one of the reasons Andie and Jaxon, who were each an Alpha of their own dare, needed to come home sooner rather than later. Taking a long honeymoon at this time really wasn’t an option.

Andie looked over at the knife-throwing dummy Sarai had been working on before being tackled to the ground. “You’re getting better.”

“I wasn’t very focused today actually. Usually I’m more accurate with the throws.”

“Dad not helping you anymore?”

Andie had been the one to start teaching Sarai basic fighting skills. She’d insisted Sarai needed to be able to defend herself. Of course, Andie had no idea at the time how true that statement was, and Sarai had accepted her friend’s tutelage gratefully. It had been Andie who’d discovered Sarai’s talent for knife throwing. Unfortunately, knives weren’t Andie’s strength, not like hand-to-hand combat. However, they were her father’s forte. She’d had him to secretly teach Sarai the subtler arts.

Sarai shook her head. “He says I left him behind a long time ago.”

Andie raised her eyebrows. “Good for you!” Then she frowned. “But why are you still practicing this early? I know we had to hide your training at our old dare, but here you’re safe.”

Sarai took her time answering. Eventually, she said, “Keeping my training a secret is important.” I think.

“Ah,” Andie said, immediately getting the hint.

Sarai only shared her visions when she felt it could help. Even then, she often didn’t share everything. Knowing your future was not always a good thing. Keeping secrets had become habit. Including the unfortunate fact that if her visions involved her, they weren’t always clear. They could be hazy at best, patchy often, and a black hole when it was really bad.

Andie hopped up, dusting her hands off on the seat of her running shorts. She held out a hand to pull Sarai up.

“I’m going for a run,” Andie said. “But there are some things we need to discuss.”

“Okay.”

“After breakfast?” Andie asked as she started to back away. “My room?”

“Sounds good.” Sarai raised her hand as her friend spun around and ran into the woods at a fast clip.

As she gathered her gear and put away the dummies, the rhythm of Sarai’s heartbeat picked up a little. Was she finally going to have her answer to the question that had been tormenting her for months?

She glanced up at the large building that made up the safe haven, home, and business of the Keller Dare. A single structure, from her vantage point behind the buildings, she could see the extensive wings. Made of natural stone and wood, it fit beautifully in the surrounding Bitterroot mountain range in Idaho.

All of the compounds of the Shadowcat Nation were similarly impressive, though in different ways. When the original Alphas had formed the Nation, they’d done something crazy-stupid. They’d pooled all the resources of every cougar joining the dares to bet it all in an insane series of big gambles in Las Vegas.

Sarai still couldn’t understand the logic, but she did understand desperate times called for desperate measures. They’d needed money to support this method they’d chosen to ensure their survival. To give them credit, they’d had a Seer to guide their every move. The risk had paid off and been the basis for starting the wealth of the Nation. One of the results was the compounds like this one. The main base for each dare.

But, try as she might, she just couldn’t see it as her home. This one wasn’t a prison like the Carstairs Dare compound where she’d lived the last twenty years. It wasn’t home either. She wasn’t safe here. She wasn’t sure she was safe anywhere.

She just hoped that, whatever the solution was Andie had devised, it had nothing to do with Zac Montclair. Any future where Sarai and Zac were together was doomed.


CHAPTER 2

After Sarai put away all the evidence of her training, she whistled to her guard and the two of them headed back inside where he left her at her door. She quickly showered and dressed in a conservative white button-down paired with a navy skirt that flared a little. She usually dressed to avoid attention—conservative, boring, safe.

Then she headed down to the large cafeteria-style dining room. Although it was still early, the sun was on its way up, casting light over the spectacular mountain views just outside the tall windows. Small wisps of mist still lingered among the crags and trees outside.

She sniffed, enjoying the scent of bacon filling the air. Mountain lion shifters were definitely meat eaters. Her stomach rumbled. At this compound, Jaxon had anything they couldn’t grow themselves flown in.

The pilot who did the food runs was, of course, one of the dare members. So were the folks who did the farming. Everyone in the dare contributed to it in some way. The compound ran like a small town. They had teachers, ranchers, cooks, folks to run their outside business interests and investments, engineers, a medical wing, their military, of course, and many other occupations. Essentially a full town in a very large building. They even had in-house entertainment of varying kinds.

But those were just the cougars who lived in the compound full time or at least a good portion of the year. Others had lives outside the compound. They were much harder to protect out there. Fewer and fewer took the risk of leaving the compound these days. Those who did still lived in groups with other cougar shifters.

Across the room, Andie was sitting next to Jaxon eating. She waved Sarai over.

“I have a feeling you had more to do with their union than anyone knows,” a familiar voice interrupted her thoughts.

She looked up to see Mark Reynolds, Andie’s father. She twisted her lips into a rueful expression. “Let’s just say this day has been a long time coming.”

At least, it had for Sarai. She had foreseen this possible outcome years before. She had done everything in her limited power to steer events in this direction, determined this curse of hers would benefit the small list of people whom she loved.

Her visions were never set in stone. They could be changed. Free will, choice—those were the key to altering the future. At least for other people.

No one knew her own future was often a black hole to her, with unwanted, confusing glimpses, and only rare moments of clarity. Sarai intended to keep that fact—a weakness her enemies could exploit—a secret.

“Your daughter has been a true friend to me,” she told Mark.

He looked down at her, his face set in its usual stern lines. His lips quirked in a rare smile. “Figures Andie’s best friend would be a Seer. She always did gravitate toward the misfits.”

Sarai shrugged. “They say crazy is often drawn to itself.”

Mark chuckled. “I guess so.” He was silent a moment. Sarai glanced back over and blinked in surprise as he looked down at his shoes, appearing uncomfortable. “I wish I could have done more…to help you—”

Sarai reached out to lay her hand on his arm. “Don’t. If anyone were going to survive Walter and Kyle Carstairs, it would be a Seer. You did everything you could. For all of us.”

Mark searched her eyes, and Sarai looked back steadily. After a moment he nodded.

She patted his arm. “Time to eat,” she said, then she moved toward the buffet table.

She felt bad for Andie’s father. As Walter Carstairs’s second-in-command, Mark Reynolds carried a lot of guilt. But blame never benefited anyone.

After piling a plate with eggs and bacon, Sarai started toward Andie’s table. As she walked, her gaze strayed to another table close by, landing on Zac Montclair. Her heart skittered.

The polar bear shifter sat alone at a table set slightly apart from the rest of the folks in the room. He looked deceptively casual, dressed in his uniform jeans, black t-shirt, and combat boots. He propped his elbows on the table as he ate. Despite the relaxed position, the muscles of his arms stretched the seams of his t-shirt.

At close to seven feet tall, he was intimidating by any standards. Maybe that’s why people would walk out of their way to give him a wide berth rather than risk coming into his space. Even now, two female cougar shifters doubled back around their table to leave the hall without passing by him.

But something about his unsmiling demeanor intrigued Sarai. She didn’t feel like he had a naturally off-putting personality. That perhaps the world had forced him to become so stoic a person. She had the bizarre urge to get to know the true man.

Zac angled his head her way, and their gazes tangled briefly. She looked down, mortified to feel an unaccustomed blush warming her cheeks. She felt like a walking cliché. He was possibly one of the best-looking men she had ever seen. His dark brown hair was sprinkled with gray at the temples, his chiseled jaw also covered in salt and pepper scruff. Then there were his deep brown eyes that seemed to see all the way into her soul anytime they fell upon her.

And he seemed to look her way often.

She’d never reacted to someone she barely knew like that before. Granted, she usually didn’t allow herself to get close enough to most people to react to them one way or another. Either way, though, she’d never act on her attraction. So it didn’t matter.

Since she was walking with her head down, she just barely avoided stumbling into a table of breakfast eaters. “Sorry,” she muttered as she gave herself a mental kick.

“Walk much?” Andie grinned as Sarai sat down beside her.

“A lot on my mind,” Sarai murmured.

And then some, she thought. Zac was a major distraction she just didn’t need right now. Not with Kyle still on the loose.

She forked a bite of fluffy scrambled eggs into her mouth but didn’t really taste them as she thought about Zac. The problem was she’d had visions of the polar bear shifter.

Most of what she saw wasn’t clear, like looking through a mud-splattered windshield. Which likely meant the visions involving Zac involved her in some way, because they were hazy, patchy in a familiar way. Perhaps her involvement explained why she’d never seen Zac’s longstanding friendship with Andie…because she was tied to it in the future somehow.

And then there were the flashes she’d had of Zac lately—the clearer ones—that made her pulse race. Images of him in the throes of passion, ecstasy molding his face into something harshly beautiful. She’d heard his groans, felt his leashed strength under her fingertips. So real she’d woken still tingling from the warmth of his skin.

But the other images of Zac were what had her running scared: Zac in his polar bear form, incredibly powerful, going down under a pile of cougars and wolves with a mighty roar; Zac bleeding profusely, looking completely broken; Zac on his knees before Kyle Carstairs—the man whom Sarai feared above all.

What made this doubly frustrating was the fact that she saw what happened if she told anyone her vision—Zac, Andie, Jaxon. No, she had to deal with this on her own. She’d be damned if she’d just sit back and let any of that happen. Not if she could help it. She’d just have to stay well away from Zac Montclair.

Free will. Choice.

Those were the key to changing the future.


CHAPTER 3

The morning light filtered into the hallway from a window as Zac made his way to Andie and Jaxon’s room after breakfast. While Zac found the Keller compound impressive, he also found it somewhat claustrophobic. The mansion was huge, more like a hotel than a house, but all enclosed. Granted they were housing and protecting an entire community of cougar shifters. Zac’s own home was a far cry from this megalopolis Andie had married into. He preferred the homey, more traditional feel of his own Timik’s village.

Zac hadn’t been too surprised when Andie had visited his table earlier to ask him to stop by her room when he was done. Now that Jaxon and Andie were back from their honeymoon, they were getting right to business.

He was fairly sure he knew the reason behind Andie’s request…Sarai. Just before the wedding, he’d agreed to become her protector.

When Andie had first come to him, confided Sarai’s dilemma, and her proposed solution, Zac had wrestled with two emotions.

He’d felt a fury toward Kyle Carstairs that had surprised him in the way it was disproportionate to his nonexistent relationship with Sarai. Something about the reclusive, delicate Seer had gotten under his skin. The thought of her living in such fear for that long had his protective instincts roaring to the surface.

With a wry twist to his lips, Zac conceded to himself that his reaction could have something to do with the intense attraction he felt. Even just a hint of her warm vanilla scent in the air, and his body would tense in anticipation.

It had not gone unnoticed—by him at least—that Sarai avoided him. He got the impression she didn’t like him. Any time he looked over to find those piercing blue-gray eyes directed his way, her gaze would skitter away, but not in a shy, flirtatious way.

She almost seemed to look at him like a Rubik’s cube she couldn’t solve, rather than a man. More than once he’d caught her frowning at him. If she saw him in a room, she was quick to leave, and while she was there, she kept to the opposite side of the room. Based on those actions alone, he worried Andie’s plan didn’t bode well, though he agreed it was the only viable solution.

Zac had kept all this to himself. Things would play out however they did. Protecting a Seer was paramount. Shifters who possessed additional powers were rare. Only a handful of those were Seers. They were a supernatural version of an early warning system for their people. Essential these days.

He didn’t examine too closely why protecting Sarai—not the Seer, the woman—seemed even more important. He’d focus on his mission and, at the very least, he hoped Sarai would accept the plan. He didn’t think friendship was in the cards. Maybe a partnership was doable.

Sarai’s survival depended on it.

He reached Andie and Jaxon’s door—one of several in the long stretch of hallway—and knocked. He liked that Jaxon didn’t show his status as Alpha with some ostentatious display or some penthouse suite just for his use. He lived and worked among his people.

As he waited, Zac worked a crick in his neck. The bed in his room was definitely not built for someone his size. Polar bear shifters tended to be huge in stature, especially the men. His father had once said their human bodies needed to bear the burden of the shift into such a large animal.

Male cougar shifters weren’t exactly small. Jaxon was a good chunk over six feet. Still, they had nothing on polar shifters, and Zac was tall even for his kind. Cougar shifters were leaner, just as muscled, but built more like distance runners. Polar bears were more like professional fighters.

The door swung open to reveal a petite woman with dark hair tumbling over her shoulders who stood there, a smile gracing her lips.

“Hello, kuluk,” he murmured.

He only used the Inuktitut term of endearment for Andie. She was the only one who’d earned the word in his opinion. Not only was she his closest friend, like a little sister to him from the moment they’d met as children, but she’d also saved his life—dragging him, unconscious, across the frozen lands of Northern Canada.

“How’s married life treating you?”

He almost smiled when a rare blush swept up Andie’s cheeks. Very little could fluster the cougar shifter. Usually she had a snappy retort for everything.

Jaxon’s amused chuckle sounded from within the room behind her.

Andie glared over her shoulder. “You, zip it,” she told him. To Zac, she said, “It’s dandy. Come on in.”

Zac stooped as he entered the room. Like the beds, the doorways in this building were made for men much shorter than he. Yet another difference from his own village, where the buildings were all built for polar bear shifters.

Briefly he glanced around the room. Andie hadn’t wasted any time putting her own touches on the suite of rooms the Alpha claimed. Several framed pictures of nature scenes, a couple of pillows, and peach scented candles now graced a room that, like the rest of the compound, was done in rustic, natural hues.

Zac glanced at Jaxon, who lounged on the brown leather couch.

“Treating her right, Keller?” Zac deadpanned.

Andie elbowed Zac in the ribs. “Leave him alone. We’re married now. You can let up.”

He merely grunted in reply. He had initially been distrustful of Jaxon’s intentions toward Andie, and as Andie’s quasi-older-brother, he’d appointed himself her chaperone and protector. In truth, Jaxon had earned Zac’s respect long ago. Messing with the guy was just for his own entertainment these days.

Zac moved to the corner of the room, standing to one side of the fireplace, his arms crossed over his chest. He got straight to the point. “I assume we’re here to put the plans for Sarai into effect.”

Andie nodded.

“She’s too valuable to lose,” Jaxon said. “A Seer is too vital to the Shadowcat Nation. We’ll do anything to keep her.”

Zac narrowed his eyes. He got the impression that Sarai had been used all her life. Was this just another form of control over one of the Kuharte, the supernatural gifted shifters?

“And I’ll do anything to keep her safe,” Andie murmured.

Jaxon leaned forward to give her hand a squeeze. “Me too.”

Andie gave him a small smile in return.

Zac relaxed slightly. He should’ve known that Sarai meant more to Andie, and Jaxon was only speaking for the Shadowcat Nation. He gave himself a mental shake. For a ridiculous moment, he’d been tempted to growl at Jaxon. Over a leggy blond who wouldn’t look at him.

“So she still sees Kyle capturing her if she goes home to her old dare?”

“Yes. Unless things have changed while we were on our honeymoon.” Andie paced a little, her agitation with the situation obvious.

Zac didn’t blame her. If she and Jaxon had taken Kyle out when they had the chance—when Andie had killed his father to become Alpha of her old dare, usurping Kyle—they wouldn’t be in this situation.

Andie paused in her pacing. “We’re anticipating that once she knows the plan, her visions will change. There has to be a way out of the future she’s seeing.”

Zac’d had some contact with a Seer in the past. Consequently, he knew that was possible. He hoped, for Sarai’s sake, that would be the case. Still, they had to convince her first.

“I don’t think she’s going to like this idea,” he muttered.

Andie’s eyebrows shot up, and she glanced curiously over at Jaxon, who shrugged. “What makes you say that? I think she’ll be relieved.”

Zac doubted that but held his own council. They’d see who was right soon enough.

Suddenly he tensed as he caught a trace of a scent. Vanilla, unmistakably Sarai, which meant she had to be close by. Zac sniffed the air again, focusing the heightened sense he got from his polar bear side. She had to be right outside the door. He looked over at Jaxon and Andie, who didn’t seem to be aware of Sarai’s presence. Maybe he was just hyper-aware of her—where she stood, what she was doing, sometimes even how she was feeling.

Why was she just waiting out there? Why didn’t she just come in?


CHAPTER 4

Sarai stood in front of Andie and Jaxon’s room frozen in place mid-knock. Her chest rose and fell with each rapid intake of breath. Anyone walking by would have seen her standing there, staring blankly at the door, practically hyperventilating. Except she wasn’t seeing the whitewashed wood before her. She was watching the images of a vision flashing through her mind.

She’d tried to explain it to Andie once. Sometimes her visions came softly, peaceful moments of clarity or dreams. Sometimes, like now, they beat at her mind. Like watching someone flip through a pack of pictures, not always in sequence.

What made things worse was that she had the ability to change the images…to see different outcomes as she mentally adjusted small moments or decisions, like moving chess pieces on a board. There could be a lot of ways to change the ending.

Now—with this vision—she watched the images in horror. She knew exactly what Andie was about to tell her. If she followed that path, if she did as they were about to suggest…then Zac Montclair would die.

The hazy images she’d seen of him before this now came to a gruesome conclusion. She saw those animals rip into him. In her mind she screamed—calling for him to shift into his great polar bear form. But he didn’t, or couldn’t. In the end, his body lay on the ground, unmoving and covered in blood. His open, dead eyes seemed to stare right through her as if to blame her for his fate.

Sarai felt the pain sear through her soul. She’d done this. Her decisions had led to his death. She wanted to sink to her knees or double over with the agony, but when she had her visions, her body couldn’t move. It was like being trapped in a nightmare, unable to wake.

Instead, she started to move the chess pieces. If her decision to go along with Andie’s plan led to this, then what would happen if she didn’t?

A small whimper escaped her lips. Staying in the Shadowcat Nation wasn’t an option. She’d already seen that Kyle would find her if she stayed in Andie’s newly named Reynolds Dare. According to the laws, staying in the Keller Dare, or any of the other eight dares, wasn’t an option. They already had Kuharte of their own.

Which meant her only option was leaving the Shadowcat Nation and going rogue. She tried that decision, watching the vision shift and alter as she fought back her nausea.

Now she watched, sickened, as that path ended in her own death. In multiple ways. Leaving now, before talking to Andie, meant Kyle would find her and hold her prisoner for years, doing unspeakable things to her until he got the Seer child he wanted before killing her. Leaving later today, she would die at the hands of a wolf pack or coyotes. Making her way up to Alaska, where her father’s family was from, would lead to a very bloody death at the hands of a grizzly bear.

Heaven help her. No matter what she did, if she didn’t go along with the plan, she died.

Sarai finally stopped trying to find another ending to the future which now rang clear as a bell inside her mind. She released herself from the vision, starting with a long slow blink. She resisted the urge to rub her eyes. Pulling out of a vision always felt similar to waking from a particularly vivid dream. Her body didn’t want to let go yet, but her mind said it was time to get up. To her, she’d taken ages to ride each possibility to its conclusion, but, in reality, she’d only been standing there a few minutes. She gave her head a little shake to clear it.

Every decision she tried, in an effort to alter the outcome, laid out for her a future she couldn’t stomach. She was cornered. The acrid taste of fear welled in her mouth.

Slowly, she lowered her shaking hand, needing a moment to collect her thoughts. With a swallow, she glanced down the hallway, making sure no one was watching. Then she wrapped her arms around her middle as she leaned back against the wall opposite the door.

Sarai faced a choice…a terrible choice. Save herself or save Zac.

Hell, what a mess.

The question was an impossible one to have to answer in normal circumstances. Her recent visions of herself and Zac together, making love in ways that made her wake up at night with her body clamoring, made this even harder. Because she wasn’t just picking who lived and who died between herself and an acquaintance. She was choosing between herself and her lover.

Granted, he was only a future lover at this point, depending on what she decided to do now. That fact didn’t make the connection she felt with him any less real, any less potent.

The only thing keeping her from freaking out completely was the amount of time—weeks, maybe months, but at least not days—before any one path played itself out.

With a deep breath, she put off a final decision for now. Perhaps following one path a little ways would open up some options she couldn’t see yet. Either way, right now she needed to go inside and pretend she was fine, or they’d wonder where she was.

Sarai spent only another minute focused on calming her nerves. Finally, she stepped forward, raised her hand, and knocked.

****

Finally Sarai’s knock sounded at the door. Zac had just been on the verge of going out there to check on her. Instead, he relaxed back against the wall as Andie moved to usher her in. Sarai hesitated when she spotted him, and Zac would have sworn for a moment that there was desperation in her eyes. It was gone before he could be sure. She blinked but said nothing as she moved further inside.

As both girls took a seat in the chairs facing the couch, Zac looked down and studied his feet. He took a moment to school his features. A pretty face didn’t usually get his heart rate up. Besides, up till now she’d barely spoken two words in his direction. His reaction continued to baffle him.

Andie jumped right to the point. “We’ve come up with a solution to your problem.”

“Oh?”

Zac felt Sarai’s gaze brush over him like a physical touch. He didn’t have to look up to know she was watching him. He resisted the urge to shift positions—or to flex his muscles like a high school boy trying to impress a girl. He was only a few short years away from thirty, for Pete’s sake. He should be past such urges.

Besides, Zac had seen the back of her more often than he’d seen her face. How he knew the color of her eyes so well since they were rarely the part of her he could see was a bit of a mystery to him. Not one he cared to examine too closely. Still, he had to wonder why she ran from him.

It also didn’t bode well for what was coming.

Catching the direction of Sarai’s glance, Andie said, “It’s okay. Zac has agreed to be part of the plan.”

She looked at Zac fully, holding his gaze steadily for the first time since she’d met him. “So you’re aware of the threat I face from Kyle Carstairs?”

He gave her a single, solemn nod. “I know he is after you. As a Seer, you would be a powerful weapon in the wrong hands. Andie explained that Kyle wants to mate you, for you to bear his cubs, so he can have Seer children fully under his control. That about it?” His words had been perfunctory, delivered without any hint of his opinion of the situation.

Sarai grimaced. “You got most of it, but you left out the bit about Kyle killing me once I provide that child. Then there’s the part where I’ve seen that if I go back to the newly claimed Reynolds Dare, he’ll find me and take me. I’m not safe there.” Zac looked to Andie, whose grim expression confirmed Sarai’s story. He clenched his teeth against the dark anger thrumming through him. How could anyone put this woman through hell like that? For an insane moment, he fought the urge to wrap her in his arms, to hold the world at bay for her.

Sarai shifted her attention back to Andie. She drummed her fingers on her thigh, a nervous habit he’d noticed she had.

“I’m still not clear on what the plan is. Did you use the negotiations with Zac as leverage to get permission to have two Kuharte at the Keller Dare? One with each Alpha or something?” she asked, hope evident in her voice. A Kuharte was a shifter with additional, special powers. Jaxon’s dare already had one in residence—JoLynn, a Healer.

Andie shook her head. “There was no way they would ever let us do that. No dare gets to have more than one Kuharte. They’re already not all that thrilled about two Alphas living in the same dare, even with my father acting in my stead.”

Sarai didn’t look too surprised to hear that.

Andie continued. “But we figured out another way for you.”

Andie paused and three sets of expectant eyes watched Sarai closely in the silence that lingered. She looked back and forth at them with her eyebrows raised. “What?”

“No visions yet?” Andie asked.

Sarai flinched a little. Zac didn’t think the others even caught the slight movement, but he had. “No.”

She was lying. He was sure of it. What was she holding back?

“Hmmm…” Andie frowned. He knew she’d expected this option to change Sarai’s future. “We are having you assigned to Zac’s Timik.”

Sarai’s fingers picked up the pace, tapping a restless rhythm. “I thought it might be something like that.”

Andie looked pleased with herself. “We had it written into the treaty with Zac’s Timik of polar bear shifters that a Shadowcat Nation representative would be assigned to live with him and his people as a sign of faith and the bond between our nations. As an added show of confidence, we made that person one of our Kuharte…You.”

“I see,” she said slowly.

“Something wrong?” Andie asked, her head tipped to the side.

“No. Just taking it all in. So how does this work exactly?”

“We think it best that—”

“You’ll need to stay with me at all times.” Zac’s deep tones pulled Sarai’s gaze to where he stood beside the fireplace.

She tipped her head. “Can you be more specific?”

“You go where I go.”

“Why can’t I just stay with your Timik regardless of where you are?”

“I will be spending a great deal of time with the Keller Dare, and I assume you’ll want to be there as much as possible. Also, given the danger following you, I plan to keep you with me and only put my Timik at risk when I’m there to help defend them.”

She gave him what appeared to be a forced smile. “Sounds like a plan.”

“Do you see Kyle finding you there?” Jaxon asked.

Once again, Sarai flinched slightly. “No. I don’t see him finding me there.”

Zac frowned. Something was off. He could feel it is his bones. What is she hiding?


CHAPTER 5

Sarai stood up, trying to hide her shaky legs. So far she didn’t think any of them had picked up on her internal panic. “I know you both took risks setting this up for me. I really appreciate it.”

“Our pleasure.” Andie reached out and squeezed her hands.

“So when does this arrangement start?”

“Immediately,” Jaxon said.

Zac levered himself off the wall he’d been leaning against, catching her attention. “The plan is to leave today.”

“Today?” Sarai raised her eyebrows. She hadn’t seen that part coming. She thought she’d have more time to make a decision.

Andie stood and gave Sarai a hug. “I’m sorry for the short notice. We got final agreement from the other Alphas the day before our wedding, so we didn’t have time to set things in motion till now.”

“I understand,” Sarai said faintly.

“His schedule will be yours moving forward. Unless you have a vision that requires you to take action of some kind. Let him know when that happens. When you’re here, we’ve set up a suite of rooms for you, sharing a common living space between you.”

“Not that we don’t trust our people, but—”

Sarai interrupted Jaxon’s caveat. “—But we’re a bunch of cougar shifters. Playing for the team was never a strong suit?”

Jaxon huffed a laugh. “Something like that.”

“We just want to make sure we do everything we can to make you safe. Giving you a polar bear as a twenty-four/seven bodyguard seemed like the best way.”

Looking down at her feet, Sarai nodded. “Smart.” She took a deep breath as she looked back up. “Guess I’d better go get packed. What time do we leave?” She addressed the question to a spot somewhere over Zac’s left shoulder.

“By noon would be my preference. Can you be ready by then?”

“Sure.” A headache started to throb behind her eyes. She resisted the urge to rub her temples.

“I’ll see you again when you leave,” Andie said as they all walked to the door.

Sarai gave her a small smile before she headed down the hall to her own room, trying hard not to look like she was running away.

What the hell was she going to do?

****

Three hours later, Sarai dragged a suitcase she borrowed from Andie out to the front of the building where the circular drive was located. There she found several tan SUVs, windows tinted darkly, waiting with drivers ready. Andie and Jaxon said quick goodbyes.

“We’re in this car,” Zac said, pulling her attention to him.

Silently, Sarai followed him, then climbed in ahead of him when he opened the door for her. As she scooted across the pale leather seats, the pounding in her head worsened with each little move. Visions like the one she’d had today always ended up with her feeling as though her head were splitting open. Pain meds had done nothing to put a dent in the throbbing. She leaned her head back against the seat. Vaguely she was aware of Zac, still outside with some of Jaxon’s men. She couldn’t hear what they were discussing. At this point, she really didn’t care.

She didn’t hear Zac move. Her only clue he was getting in the car with her was the dip in the seat. Sarai cracked an eye only to shut it again, wishing she hadn’t bothered. She could feel the heat radiating from his body as he moved to sit beside her.

As their car crunched down the gravel drive, Sarai glanced back to where Andie stood with Jaxon’s arm wrapped around her. She felt a twinge of jealousy. Oh, to be loved like that.

As she turned to face forward, she caught Zac’s gaze on her. Abruptly she leaned back and closed her eyes again. But she couldn’t ignore his presence beside her. He filled the space, making the large car seem cramped. For just a moment, she was distracted from the pain in her head by a mental image of how he’d look when he was in his polar bear form. She’d seen him in visions. In person, she’d bet he was impressive.

Stop thinking like that, dummy, she instructed herself.

She couldn’t afford to find him impressive or attractive or heart-stoppingly sexy. Right now, suffocating was all he was to her. She couldn’t breathe with him this close, taking up her air. Especially not when his scent filled every breath. Pine and a spicy aftershave.

Sarai felt the thrumming in her brain start to loosen up. Good. Maybe meds were working this time. She carefully opened her eyes. When she didn’t feel like vomiting, Sarai looked outside, trying to distract herself with the lovely views. Greens, blues, and browns blurred as they sped past the mountainous landscape. She didn’t see any of it.

“Talkative little thing, aren’t you?” Zac’s deep rumble interrupted her thinking.

Sarai winced before she realized no spike of pain had accompanied the sound of his voice. In fact…there was no pain at all. She frowned. She should have been miserable most of the rest of the day. Maybe longer given the travel. Strange.

Realizing Zac was still expecting an answer, Sarai glanced around his way. A moment of mischief crept up on her. She held out a slender hand to shake. “Hello, Mr. Pot. My name is Ms. Kettle.”

Zac didn’t laugh, but his mouth twitched slightly. She held back a grin, feeling triumphant that she’d pulled even that much of a reaction from the restrained shifter.

“Would you like to know where we’re going?” he asked.

Sarai blinked. “We’re not going to your Timik?”

Zac settled back and stretched out his long legs, crowding into her space a bit to gain more room. He crossed his arms over his chest. Sarai got the distinct impression he did that when he thought an argument might be coming his way. She eyed him warily.

“We’ll get there eventually. First, I have several things that need doing for my Timik I’ve been putting off.”

“Where?”

“New York.”

Sarai’s eyes grew wide. “As in City?”

“Yeah.”

“Why?”

“Our Timik has owned land, and eventually property, in that area for a very long time. For that reason, and because our financial advisors are based there, I periodically go to New York for business.”

Vague, Sarai thought. But I’d bet that’s a lot of explanation for him. She wondered why he bothered to tell her. He could just have kept it to a cryptic “business” and she’d have gotten the hint.

She looked back out at the scenery without responding. Now she was distracted by thoughts of their destination. She started running through scenarios in her mind. New York possibly gave her different options in terms of getting away. Although she still needed to decide if she was leaving Zac’s protection or risking his life by staying, hoping like hell she could change the future fate had in store for him.

“You’re not going to argue with me?” Zac interrupted her mental manipulations.

She glanced his way again and raised a slim shoulder. “Why bother? I have no home, nowhere to go…and no business other than seeing the future. New York’s as good as anywhere else for that.”

“You don’t like being a Seer?”

Sarai narrowed her eyes. Very few people realized that about her. She shifted in her seat to face him more fully. At the same time, she tried her best not to touch him, but the way he was angled, her entire right thigh was now plastered up against him. She ignored the sensations the contact was causing.

“Why would you ask that?”

“Your tone of voice right then. Sounds like you resent your gift.”

She gave him a little half smile. “Not at all.”

“I don’t believe you.”

She turned back to the window, determined to stay that way this time. “I can’t help what you believe.”

“If you ever want to talk about it—”

“I don’t.”

After a beat, he said quietly, “—I can be a good listener.”

Eager to end the conversation, she said, “Wouldn’t know it by this conversation. I didn’t take you for such a talker.”

Another long pause. Sarai bit her lip, feeling a little guilty. He was only trying to be kind. She just couldn’t encourage a relationship with this man. Not with the way it was destined to end.

“Believe it or not, I used to talk a lot. My parents called me a chatterbox.”

Suddenly, Sarai was in the middle of a rare look into the past. She didn’t get them often, but it was known to happen. She saw Zac as a little boy, nattering away to his parents, who listened with half-amused, half-exasperated smiles. He was the spitting image of his dad. Suddenly, as she watched, his father tossed his head back and laughed long and loud. A great billowing sound which made Zac and his mother laugh with him.

With a blink she forced herself out of the image. She hadn’t needed that personal look into Zac’s life. She was trying to keep her distance. Zac’s parents were dead now. Killed by the same pack of wolf shifters who’d killed Andie’s mother. She knew that much about him.

“Your father had a great laugh,” she murmured. With great effort, she kept her face turned away.

Her words seemed to drop into a void.

“How would you know that?” He sounded merely curious. “You can see the past?”

Sarai gave a tiny nod. “Sometimes. Just glimpses. Memories, I think. You must’ve been thinking about them.”

“He did have a great laugh,” he said after a moment. Even more softly, he murmured, “I used to laugh more. When they were alive.”

Sarai jerked her head around, turning wide eyes his way, astonished he’d opened up to share something that personal. She felt a sudden, unwanted connection with the lost, lonely boy who’d had to become a man much too fast.

As though he were embarrassed by his statement, Zac laid his head back against his seat and closed his eyes, settling in for a nap and effectively tuning her out.

Sarai watched him for a moment, before she too pulled her gaze away. After a long time, she murmured, “Me too.”

She’d once been full of laughter and happy chatter herself. Being a Seer, particularly in the Carstairs Dare, had sucked any trace of humor, or pleasure in life, right out of her.

Sarai was just about to turn her eyes away from Zac when something outside in the woods caught her attention. She bolted upright, whipping around to try to see it again, but there was nothing there. Sarai searched the woods for a sign of anything else, waiting for a vision to hit, a warning of some kind. Still, nothing.

“What’s wrong?” Zac asked. So he wasn’t asleep.

“Nothing,” she mumbled.

“That was not nothing.”

Sarai sighed as she sat back. “I thought…I thought I saw Kyle Carstairs.”

Zac’s body seemed to freeze. She wasn’t sure how she could tell, since he actually didn’t move at all, but she could.

Without another word, Zac pulled out his cell phone and made a quick call. In seconds one of the cars traveling with them pulled away, turning to go back.

“You didn’t have to do that.” Embarrassment stung. “Sometimes I think I see him watching me, but he’s not really there.”

Zac watched her for a long, tense moment. “Often?”

Sarai shrugged.

“Is he ever actually there?”

Now she bit her lip. “When I was still with the Carstairs Dare, sometimes. Yes. Not since.”

He gave her a brusque nod. “Then it’s still worth checking out.”

Sarai pushed away the warmth stealing through her at the notion of feeling protected. The sensation was insidious—and potentially addictive.

One she couldn’t afford.

Not with this man.


CHAPTER 6

Zac watched with a certain amount of envy as Sarai stood up in the aisle of the plane and stretched. His muscles had started to protest somewhere over Ohio, but there was no point to his trying to work out the kinks now, since he wouldn’t be able to stand to his full height. He’d just have to wait to get off the plane before he could work out the kinks of being cramped up so long.

From the compound, they’d driven a few hours to the nearest large city of Helena, Montana, where they’d caught a flight east. After a layover in Chicago, they’d finally arrived at Newark Airport. The full day of travel had been long, to say the least.

For the hundredth time in just a few hours, he wondered what the hell had gotten into him. Sharing all that stuff with Sarai in the car. Best he could figure, she’d tapped into something when she’d mentioned his parents. It had been a long time since he’d remembered the good times they’d all had together before they’d been killed. Mostly he just thought of their deaths if he allowed himself to think of them at all.

Funny that only twenty minutes in the presence of the Seer, and he’d been spilling his guts like a wuss. He hadn’t done that with the other Seer he knew though. Damn. He’d known Sarai would be trouble. The woman practically had the word tattooed across her forehead in neon. He’d only taken her on for Andie’s sake. At least, that’s what he told himself.

Sarai reached up to get her bag out of the overhead compartment. As she did, her white blouse inched up, showing a swath of pale, toned skin above the band of her navy skirt. Zac looked away, focusing on the faded blue cloth covering the seat back in front of him, although the image of her cute little belly button wouldn’t leave him alone now. It joined the image of her smooth legs, which she’d crossed and uncrossed throughout the flight. All of that, along with the subtle but seductive scent of vanilla that seemed to cling to her skin, filling his lungs with each inhalation, had Zac even more uncomfortable than cramped muscles would dictate.

Shifting slightly, he willed his body to stop reacting to her. His job was protection only. Based on her reticence thus far, even friendship seemed like a stretch. He doubted she’d appreciate his ogling her body…or his reaction.

Finally, the plane cleared out enough for him to stand up. Man he hated flying. They definitely didn’t make seats for seven-foot guys, and the planes always had a musty, sweaty smell that his heightened shifter senses protested.

Sarai glanced down at him. Was that a smirk?

When they’d boarded the plane three hours before, she’d gone ahead of him and had already been settled by the time he moved to his own seat.

He’d paused beside her chair. “I’m there.” He’d pointed at the middle seat.

Sarai had blinked owlishly at him for a moment before she stood up to let him in. “I figured you’d be in first class for the extra room,” she’d said as he’d squeezed past her.

“Do you know how much they charge for that extra room? It’s a crying shame.” Zac had shaken his head in disgust.

“Cheapskate,” she’d muttered.

“Damn straight,” Zac had said. “I’ve got people dependent on me.”

“You’re going to be awfully uncomfortable by the time we get there.”

“Middle seat does suck. I don’t supposed you’d swap?” he’d asked hopefully.

Sarai had grinned unrepentantly. “Nope.”

It was the first time she’d ever truly smiled in his presence, and it was directed straight at Zac. He felt every nuance of that smile in his gut but tamped down on that response and just grunted.

“Don’t blame you. You’re how tall?”

“Five eight.”

“Right.” Then he tried to ignore her proximity with some reports he needed to run through before getting to New York.

But Sarai had suddenly turned playful. Throughout the flight—usually when he shifted positions—she’d leant over and whispered, “I think there’s still a seat free in first class.”

“Uh-huh,” he’d mumbled.

Now, hours later, he was sure a secret grin graced her lips. “Would you like me to get your bag?” she offered in a deadpan voice.

Zac frowned. “No. Why would I want that?”

She shrugged. “I just figured your muscles must’ve atrophied after sitting in one position so long, and you might need some help.”

“I’m good.”

“Okay.” He didn’t see a smile as she faced forward, or hear the sound of any laughter, but Zac swore her shoulders were shaking with it.

Minx. Who’d have guessed Sarai Bouchard was a bit of a tease?

Nothing else was said as they deplaned, moved through the airport, and met the man picking them up.

“George.” Zac shook hands with the man who always accompanied him in New York. He performed a quick introduction, during which they exchanged a measured look and a brief nod. All of Sarai’s playfulness on the plane had completely disappeared. The serious cougar shifter was back.

She practically jumped into the back of the black sedan George had hired. There was the introvert Zac had come to know. He exchanged a glance with George. Sarai was going to have to warm up to the people in the Timik—especially George. Fast.

They stowed the luggage and pulled away from the airport to head across the river into the city. Every once in a while, Zac would pause in reading the reports George had handed him concerning the Timik to glance over at his silent companion. As they crossed Manhattan Bridge, he happened to catch her wide-eyed expression reflected in the glass of the window.

“Ever been?”

“To New York?” Without removing her gaze from the view, she shook her head. “I wasn’t really allowed out much once they identified my abilities.”

She said that so casually, but Zac would bet there was a story there. “Much? So you’ve never seen a big city?”

That got her to face him, her frowning look of annoyance relaxed into ruefulness when she realized he wasn’t judging. “Not like this.” She waved a hand at the window. “I have been to some larger cities, and I’ve experienced many more across the world in my visions.”

“Is there anything in particular you want to see while you’re here?”

She gave him a curious look but shook her head. “Not really.”

Zac ignored the temptation to play tour guide and shrugged. If she wanted to hole up in the apartment, that was her concern. He wasn’t even sure why he’d asked.

The ring of his cell phone interrupted his thoughts.

“Montclair.” His frown deepened the longer he listened. “Right. We’ll handle it here.”

After hanging up, he called Scott, his head of security. He didn’t bother with pleasantries. “Where are we with the increased measures at the apartment?”

“We’ve added cameras in the locations we discussed as well as the extra guard in the foyer.”

“We need to think beyond inside the building. When I get there, I want to hear suggestions on how we deal with the area around the outside of the building.”

“Right, boss.”

Zac hung up and pocketed his phone.

“What was that about?”

He found Sarai regarding him with mild curiosity. Too mild. “You already know, don’t you?”

Her eyes widened marginally. He’d surprised her. “I’ve seen bits. Why don’t you explain it to me?”

Damn. He’d been planning to keep her mostly in the dark. She seemed to have had enough worries in her life. He’d been hoping to spare her this one at least, but he hadn’t considered the fact that there were few secrets from Seers.

“That was Kyle Carstairs you saw in the woods in Idaho.”

Her face lost some color. Beyond that she made no response.

“Keller’s men tracked him and then lost him.”

“So close to the compound,” she murmured, almost to herself.

“We already increased security at the apartment.”

“So why the need to add more?”

“He never should have been able to get that close. If he can do it there, it’ll be even easier here.”

“I see.” She fidgeted a little, tapping her fingers on her thigh. The twitchy movement was the first sign of true nerves he’d seen from her since getting in the car this morning.

“He scares you.” It was a statement, not a question.

She gave an inelegant little snort. “That’s putting it mildly. He’s a psychopath, and he’s fixated on me. Or, more precisely, on the children I could provide him. He’s very smart, as well as much stronger and faster than I am. Worse, he’s aware of some, if not all, of my limitations. That would scare anyone.”

Zac reached over to take her fluttering hand in his and gave it a squeeze. “I won’t let him anywhere near you.”

She didn’t say anything for a long moment. Just as he thought she was going to pull away without acknowledging his promise, she suddenly squeezed back. Then she took her hand away. Oddly, he sort of missed it. It had fit so well in his own.

They said nothing more the rest of the drive.


CHAPTER 7

Finally, they pulled up at their destination. The apartment building, located in the heart of New York around 54th and Park, was relatively unassuming from the outside. Only the fancy red covering to the entranceway let passersby know a residence was there. Its unpretentious brick exterior hid a rather fancy interior. Zac walked across the star-patterned marble flooring straight to the elevator.

“Ummm…shouldn’t we check in?” Sarai asked at his shoulder, glancing over at the desk.

“No need. We own an apartment in this building.” He glanced down and, not for the first time, appreciated that she was relatively tall. He tended to tower over everyone around him, particularly women. At least with Sarai he didn’t feel as if he needed a megaphone for her to hear him.

“Oh,” was her only response.

Zac handed George the reports in exchange for the card key, which he used before pushing the button for their floor.

“Well-oiled machine you’ve got going,” she murmured.

Based on her dry tone, Zac wasn’t entirely sure she meant that as a compliment. He took it as one anyway. “Thanks.”

As they reached their floor she suddenly said, “The penthouse? Really?”

Zac looked down at her. “After seeing the compounds, I’d think this would look like a shack to you,” he murmured as the doors whooshed open.

She shook her head. “It’s not that. I just wouldn’t have expected it from Mr. Economy Seating.” With that she sailed out of the elevator. George smothered a snicker. Zac gave him a hard stare before following her out into the hallway. She waited patiently, her expression giving no clue as to her thoughts.

He unlocked the door to their suite, then ushered her inside. Sarai moved past him. Was it just him? Or did she avoid brushing against him as she passed by? Her steps slowed, then she came to a halt as she got a good look at their apartment.

Zac had to admit he never tired of staying here. The apartment took up the entire floor. They had the décor and appliances updated periodically in case they decided to sell. The golds and creams were more subtle than one would think. The size and the view was well worth a second glance. In a cramped city, it felt as though he had all the space he needed.

After a moment of awe, Sarai looked at him, hands on her hips. “My earlier comment stands. I don’t get it.”

“We own the building.”

“Uh-huh.” She raised one dubious eyebrow.

“We’ve owned it for a long time—generations. We owned the one here before that, and even before that the land under the foundations.” Zac wondered why he was giving into the urge to explain at all. “In other words, we got damn lucky, then built on it.”

She frowned. “Weren’t the Timiks just recently formed? I’d swear Andie told me you modeled them off the Shadowcat Nation.”

“The cooperation and collaboration between Timiks is new, as is the name for the groups. However, polar bear shifters have been living in small groups for a long time.”

“And everything’s community property?”

“No. Things like this land…it’s become difficult to split everything between all the descendants of the original owners. As a result, we put it all in trust for the community. That said, most of us own our own land, homes, and so forth.”

Before he could comment further, a knock sounded at the door. The building’s porter had arrived with the luggage. George tipped the man and sent him out.

“Put Sarai in the master bedroom. I’ll take the other one next door. You and the boys divvy up the other rooms,” Zac instructed.

“Oh, you can put me in the smallest room.” She waved a dismissive hand.

“Don’t offer that until you see the master,” Zac advised.

She raised her eyebrows before she slowly followed George out of the room.

“Oh, wow!”

Zac’s lips tipped in a crooked smile when he heard her exclamation.

“Are you kidding me?” Her voice carried out of the room. “There’s a glassed-in sunroom with a table and chairs? Even flowers? Give me a stack of books and I’m set for life.”

Zac pushed back a mental picture of Sarai in her cougar form, sunning herself in a stream of light, and made a mental note to talk to George about getting some books for her just as Sarai reappeared in the hallway. “Go ahead and leave my stuff in there, George,” she called back.

Zac smothered an uncharacteristic urge to chuckle.

She moved across the living room and flopped down onto one of the couches. “You weren’t kidding. That sunroom is incredible, and I have plans to sink into that Jacuzzi tub as soon as I can. Thanks!”

Just what he didn’t need. The mental image of her gorgeous body wet and slippery, covered in scented bubbles. Strawberry maybe. Or vanilla. Perhaps that’s why she always smelled so good. Edible.

With effort, Zac shook himself out of his thoughts. In a voice rougher than he would’ve liked, he said, “Yeah, well. I’ve stayed in that room before.”

He was saved from continuing the conversation by a knock at the door. He glanced at George, who’d followed her into the hallway. The older man nodded, confirming Zac’s assumption about who was there.

Just in case, Zac checked the monitor showing the camera view outside the door before he opened the door to the group of five men standing outside. They filtered in one at a time, each ducking slightly to clear the door frame.

Zac watched as Sarai’s enjoyment of the lovely rooms faded to be replaced by wary watchfulness. What had made her so distrusting? Was it her power? Or her time in the Carstairs Dare? Or natural shyness?

George quickly performed introductions to the men. Oliver and Toby were there to join Zac on any business-related activities. Oliver, in particular, was a bit of a genius at that stuff. Scott was his head of security. The other two, Gary and Mitch, were there as part of the beefed up security.

Sarai looked around with a polite smile. “Nice to meet you all.” She trailed off, as if she’d intended to say more, but stopped herself.

Zac stepped forward. “All these men have keys to the apartment. They’ll be staying downstairs, which is accessible from there”—he pointed at the small spiral staircase tucked in the corner of the room—“and will come and go. George is your personal guard, and Scott will likely join him in that duty frequently. You don’t go anywhere without either one of them or me at your side. You don’t answer the door. Let one of us get it. You need something from downstairs, ask them. Got it?”

Instead of answering him, Sarai crossed her arms, doing a fairly good impression of his own imposing stare. Although he was slightly distracted by how the pose pushed up her ample breasts, straining the buttons of her shirt, the simple act of her defiance seemed unusual enough to get his attention. “What if I need tampons?”

Zac narrowed his eyes. “Ask them to get you some.”

She tipped her head to the side. “I don’t know. Tampons can be tricky. I’m partial to a certain brand. What if they don’t know the difference between regular and super?”

Zac resisted the urge to growl. Why was she fighting him on this? With Kyle Carstairs still out there, you’d think she’d be grateful for the protection.

Scott laughed but quickly turned it into a cough as Zac sliced a glare his way.

“Excuse me, ma’am,” Scott said. “But I grew up with all sisters. I’m pretty sure I can handle it.”

Sarai gave the blond shifter a long look. She opened her mouth to say something, then stopped, blinked rapidly, and dropped her gaze. “Right. Take the shadows everywhere. Let them do everything for me. Got it.”

Zac frowned at her sudden capitulation. Before he, or anyone else, could say anything, she pivoted and abruptly left the room.

“So that’s the famous cougar Seer, huh?” Scott asked, staring after her. Zac wasn’t sure he quite liked the interested gleam in the younger man’s eyes.

“I thought you said she’d be quiet and easy,” George muttered, a laugh lurking in the rough tones of his voice.

“She could use a healthy dose of manners if you ask me,” Gary said.

“I don’t remember saying that exactly.” Zac lifted an eyebrow at George. “And give her a break. She had no clue until today that she’d be joining the Timik or, for that matter, about this trip until this afternoon on the way to the airport.”

He wondered briefly why he’d felt the urge to defend her. She had been rude just then. He also kept to himself the suspicion that she’d just had a vision. But if that was the case, why not share it?

He’d give her some space tonight. Tomorrow, Ms. Sarai Bouchard was going to do some talking.


CHAPTER 8

Sarai came out of her room in the morning, lured by the smell of coffee. She’d showered and donned tan slacks and a conservative black top. New York in the summer could get hot, she’d heard. She found George in the kitchen watching the percolator. Everyone else, other than Zac, was lounging around the living area. She gave them all a quick nod before she ducked around the kitchen island to stand next to George, who was waiting for the coffee to finish brewing.

The older shifter had made her a little nervous the day before, but he seemed like a safe haven compared to a room full of strangers. Especially Scott.

“Morning.” He gave her a smile around the thick, gray handlebar mustache he sported. George reminded Sarai of that actor who did lots of westerns, Sam Elliott. The sexy older cowboy type. So far, she had yet to get a good read on him.

“Morning.” She sniffed appreciatively. “Got enough for me too?”

George grinned. “Got enough for all of us here. We use the kitchen and eat in here most of the time, unless business dictates otherwise.”

“So he doesn’t want to spend money on expensive restaurants, huh?” she muttered.

George answered only with a wink.

“Who cooks?”

“Whoever draws the short straw that day,” George said dryly.

Sarai chuckled. “Well, how about I start us off with some breakfast, at least.”

“If you tell me you can cook, I’d say you’re an angel,” one of the men—Gary maybe?—called from the living area.

Sarai gave a soft chuckle. “I wouldn’t go that far, but I don’t mind cooking.”

Putting action to words, she opened the door to the stainless steel fridge and poked around. Happily, it was well stocked. She grabbed some eggs and other fixings from the fridge and got started. She was in the middle of frying up some bacon when Scott came into the kitchen to pour himself some coffee.

Sarai disguised the flinch she couldn’t quite control when she saw him by pretending to burn her arm on the stove.

“Ouch,” she hissed through her teeth.

“You okay?”

She pretended to inspect her arm. “Yeah. I didn’t touch it, just got too close.”

The night before when she’d met her babysitters, she’d had a flash of him in that cave with Zac. He was standing across the room amongst other men whose faces were blurry. She couldn’t tell if he was there as a prisoner or if he was somehow aligned with Zac’s captors.

For now, she would try to assume the former. Zac trusted Scott, or he wouldn’t have assigned him as head of security. But if he was innocent, that also meant one more man would be unnecessarily hurt because of her. Sarai felt the full weight of responsibility that came with her ability.

The feeling was crushing, suffocating. Sarai sometimes pictured the scene in Arthur Miller’s play, The Crucible, where the town is layering large stones on Giles Corey to get him to confess to being a witch. In that story, all he said was “more weight,” eventually leading to his death.

The fact that her visions often couldn’t be shared with someone else felt like that to her. She was often surprised when she looked in the mirror that she didn’t see the stooped shoulders and a hunched-over back of a woman four times her twenty-five years. Because that’s how she felt most of the time. Old.

Sarai took a deep breath and deliberately put aside her concerns. There was nothing she could do while scrambling eggs. She could, however, do something else.

She finished the bacon and put it on a plate. Taking it to the table on the other side of the kitchen island, she paused a moment to look around the room. “I wanted to apologize to all of you about last night. I was thrown a bit by the idea of bodyguards. Nothing personal. But I shouldn’t have taken it out on you.”

“No worries, little lady,” George said as he snagged a piece of bacon. “We get it.”

No, you don’t, Sarai thought, but she let it pass.

“Besides, if you cook for us, we’ll forgive you anything.” Scott grinned at her. The other men murmured their agreement.

“That’s what I said,” George added.

“Well, I appreciate your being so understanding.” She shot them all one of her rare real smiles. Something her mother had taught her long ago. An apology sincerely accepted should always be answered with a true smile.

Sarai returned to the kitchen and was just spooning the eggs into a serving dish when Zac came out of his bedroom. All the other men were just sitting down to eat at a table one of them had thoughtfully set, saving Sarai the trouble.

“I thought that was bacon I smelled. Who drew the short straw today?”

The comment went in one ear and out the other. Today Zac was wearing a business suit. Some fancy label if she had to guess and fitted to perfection. She’d seen him at the wedding, decked out in a tux. This was almost as good. The material was gray, the skinny tie pewter to match. It made the gray in his beard look even sexier somehow.

Swallowing hard, she pulled her head back to the conversation. She looked at George. “You weren’t joking about that short straw thing?”

He grinned. “Nope.” Then he turned to Zac. “Our new Seer did the honors, boss.”

Zac said nothing. Just gave her a brief nod of appreciation before sitting down to eat.

Sarai stayed mostly quiet. For once, she fully enjoyed the meal. Usually when Zac was around, her hunger deserted her. She also enjoyed the rowdy back and forth exchanges between these men, who were obviously close friends as well as members of the Timik.

She couldn’t help but notice Zac was the taciturn one of the bunch, rarely talking, even more rarely cracking even a semblance of a smile. She had yet to hear him laugh. Now, she watched as his lips quirked in an odd little half-smile at something George had said. The closest he came to showing any humor at all.

In the midst of a bite of eggs, Sarai felt time freeze in the way it did for her when a vision was coming on. In her mind’s eye, she saw a young woman with dark hair and crystal blue eyes offset by the palest skin Sarai’d ever seen.

I know her. The woman’s name was Tieryn McGraw, and she was Kuharte, like Sarai.

The images came faster now. Multiple in succession—not just one vision, but several and seemingly unrelated. Sarai knew better than to assume that was the case, but she couldn’t yet fit together why these images were coming to her in these pieces.

Gradually, the vision released her from its grip. Thankfully, none of it had been bad or even urgent. Nevertheless she did need to chat with Andie soon. She needed to get in touch with Tieryn. Andie could help her with that. Sarai allowed herself the tiniest intake of air as her sight cleared, almost like mist feathering through a woods. She was suddenly back at the table with Zac and his men. Looking around, she knew no one had suspected or even noticed.

At least, she thought so until she detected Zac’s gaze. He raised his eyebrows in a clear question. He knew. Sarai was shocked. She’d gotten good, over the years, at hiding when her gift struck. She gave him a tiny nod of confirmation, which he seemed to accept.

Eventually, the men stood and started to clear up.

“Oh, no you don’t.” Oliver was the one to stop her from helping. “Around here the cook doesn’t clean.”

Sarai smiled. “I like that rule.”

Under the cover of the bustle, Sarai moved over by Zac. “I need to call Andie so she can connect me to one of the dares.”

“So that was a vision?”

She nodded.

“All right. I’ll get you a phone before I go.”

She gave him a small smile of thanks. After a quick glance over her shoulder to see the rest of the guys in the kitchen, she turned back to him. “You really like these guys, don’t you?”

He glanced away from the plates he was stacking to raise his eyebrows at her. “What makes you say that?”

“They amuse you.”

He grunted, which she took as a yes. “I grew up with them.”

“Trust them all completely?” Her glanced strayed to Scott, who was at the sink rinsing off dirty dishes.

He paused in his task to frown at her. “Why would you even ask?”

“No reason. Just getting the lay of the land.”

He gave her a long hard look before resuming clearing the table. “Yes. I trust them completely.” He turned his back on her and headed to the kitchen.

Sarai felt as if she’d maybe stepped on his toes a bit, but wasn’t entirely sure why or how to fix it. She didn’t get the chance. Zac and the others scattered to get ready to leave.

Sarai grabbed the magazine she’d purchased at the airport the day before and curled up on the oversized couch covered in some kind of gold-colored chenille-like material.

On his way out, Zac stopped in front of where she sat. Without a word, he handed her first a phone. Then, before she could thank him, he gave her a box.

She flipped it over in her hands, then looked up at him in bewilderment. “What’s this?”

“An e-reader.”

She frowned, confused. “You’re giving me an e-reader?”

“Yeah. So you can read books in your sun room.”

Sarai gaped at him for several moments. Apparently he’d heard her comment the day before and had immediately done something about it. She didn’t know how to feel about that, let alone what to say.

Somehow, seeing him with his men today, witnessing his dedication to his Timik and to Andie despite his own losses had touched something deep inside her. But this one small gesture of caring for her needs in such a simple way…

She had spent her life focused on one thing—and one thing only—her own survival. When she held herself up against Zac’s example of survival, loyalty, and leadership, she found herself sadly lacking. Not only that, but her gift more often than not brought sadness or pain, rather than aid.

Sarai suddenly knew exactly what she had to do.

He abruptly handed her a piece of paper, yanking her out of her thoughts. “This is all the account information you’ll need to hop on my laptop over there. Order any books you want. It’s a secure connection.”

Finally Sarai found her tongue. “Th…thank you,” she stuttered. Still stunned at his thoughtfulness.

He held up his hands, obviously uncomfortable. “Thank George. He went out to get it for you last night.”

But I’d bet you asked him to, she thought. Still, Sarai twisted in her seat on the couch. “Thank you, George. Very appreciated.”

“My pleasure, ma’am.”

“Sarai, please. Ma’am makes me feel about eighty years old.”

George chuckled. “All right then.”

Zac cleared his throat, pulling her gaze back around to him. “I’ll be out dealing with various business needs for the Timik most of the time we’re here. These are often fairly long visits.”

“How long this time?”

“A month. Six weeks at most.”

Sarai hid her grimace. Still, that gave her time to get away. Going rogue was her only option, the one she’d chosen at least. Now she just had to disappear to do it. Being in New York potentially gave her more options as to how to go about it.

“Scott and George will be here if you need them or if you want to go out. Don’t—”

Sarai held up a hand. “Yeah. I get it. Don’t go anywhere without them. They’re like American Express that way.”

He just looked at her.

“You know…never leave home without it? Big advertising slogan of theirs for years?”

When he continued to look at her, she rolled her eyes. “Never mind,” she muttered. “Got it. I won’t go anywhere without my new shadows.”

When he continued to just stand there, unamused, she wrinkled her nose and sighed. “What?”

He crossed his arms. Dragging her eyes away from the lovely display of muscles, she fervently wished he wouldn’t do that.

“Promise me.”

Damn, she thought. “Why?”

“Because I don’t want you trying to run off on them. Or me.”

He was too close for comfort. Sarai went on the defensive. “And go where exactly? Going rogue is not exactly an option for me. None of the dares are options. That only leaves you…I know you’ll protect me.”

“Promise me.”

Apparently she wasn’t as convincing as she’d thought. God, the man was unmovable as a mountain when he wanted to be. Bet he moves in bed. Sarai pushed the errant thought right out of her head. What the hell was wrong with her?

She released a dramatic, put-upon sigh. “I promise I won’t try to run off.” Nope, she’d succeed when she found the right opportunity. Like Yoda once said, “Do. Or do not. There is no try.” So, technically that wouldn’t be breaking her promise. Right? Sarai cringed inwardly. She hated lying. Protecting Zac from his fate, even at the cost of her own life, was a goal that filled her with righteous purpose. She’d do whatever she had to.

Somehow.


CHAPTER 9

“No, I don’t know where they took her.” Kyle opened his mouth in a silent hiss of frustration, his cougar’s teeth dropping down, giving him a fearsome appearance. Mick, the only person in the room with him, cringed as he listened to Kyle’s side of the conversation.

“Well, if I’d known they’d give their most powerful Kuharte to a group of mangy polar bear shifters, I’d have—”

He cut off as he listened to the person on the other end of the line.

“What are they saying?” Mick asked.

Kyle made a slashing motion with his hand, irritated at being interrupted.

Mick, a large and brawny man, shut his mouth and watched in silence. A fact Kyle appreciated in a backward way. He expected nothing less. Mick was one of the cougar shifters from Kyle’s old dare who’d remained loyal, following him when he’d left so precipitously.

“No.” Kyle spoke into the phone. “There was no opportunity to get her at the wedding. The place was too heavily guarded, and I was just getting close enough to the compound when she left.”

He listened some more.

As the tirade pummeling his ears continued, Kyle’s eyes glazed over. He stared, unseeing, at the rough log walls of the cabin where he’d holed up deep in the Alaskan wilderness. Or been exiled to, was more accurate. They’d really found him a shack to stay in this time. The log siding was raw cut, making the whole place reek of pine. He never could stand that smell, but he wasn’t focused on that. No, his mind was on how he’d come to be here at all.

If that bitch, Andie, hadn’t run away, he wouldn’t be here right now. Instead, he should be leading his own dare, preferably the Keller dare. That had been the plan. Then the woman he’d deemed worthy to be his mate had gone traitor on him, bringing Jaxon Keller’s attention down on them before they were ready.

Suddenly what was being said sank in to his consciousness.

“You want me to go where?”

He ignored Mick’s raised eyebrows, just happy the guy stayed silent, probably not willing to risk Kyle’s ire.

“Fine,” Kyle barked.

He listened to the rest of the instructions.

“We’ll leave tomorrow then.”

With leashed violence, he slammed the satellite phone back down onto its charger.

Mick wisely waited a long couple of minutes as Kyle did nothing—there was no tantrum throwing or punching through walls. That wasn’t his style. Instead he leaned his knuckles against the single table in the room and breathed, holding back his cougar.

“They want us to change locations,” he eventually gritted between clenched teeth. “Go to eastern Canada.”

“Why?”

“They’ve got some kind of base already established close to the polar bear Timik.”

At Mick’s confused frown, Kyle expanded. “Seems they were aware of some treaty between the Timik and the Keller Dare. Sarai’s part of it. She’s been assigned to live with those damn bears as some kind of sign of good faith in the treaty.”

“What’s the Coalition’s plan?” Mick asked.

The Coalition to which he was referring were Kyle’s partners, and, these days, his protectors. With their help, one day Kyle would be the one and only Alpha of the Shadowcat Nation. No more Alpha Council. Each dare would report directly to him or they would be eliminated. That’s what he’d been promised.

Kyle shook his head, still dissatisfied with the conversation he’d just had. Then he answered Mick’s question. “They’re preparing to stage an attack, take out that alliance before it becomes well established.”

“You can’t say they’re not smart.”

Kyle glared him. “Yes, they’re smart. They’re also cowards—getting us, the wolves, the coyotes, even the grizzlies, to do all their dirty work.”

“Then why are we aligning with them?” Mick asked.

Kyle smiled with cold satisfaction. “I have no desire to go rogue. I’ve been promised…certain things.”

Mick nodded, that explanation seeming to be enough for him. Another reason Kyle kept him around—the man didn’t question, just followed blindly. It helped that Kyle had saved Mick from numerous beatings growing up.

He’d been a scrawny, wimpy little kid, late to grow, but Sarai had once told Kyle that Mick would save his life. That had been when she’d first come to his dare as a trusting little girl. No longer though. However, her warning had made him help Mick out as a child. That Mick had grown into a massive cougar and a mean fighter had been an added bonus.

“Andie really messed things up when she killed your father,” Mick commented.

Kyle felt rage boil up inside him. Without a moment’s hesitation, he backhanded the cougar shifter, extending his claws as he did, though deliberately careful to strike with the curved side of the edges. He left three long welts across the man’s face.

“Next time you say her name I turn my hand so the claws catch you with the pointy ends,” Kyle snarled.

Mick covered his face with his hand. “Yes, sir.”

“Leave,” Kyle ordered.

Mick immediately about-faced and left the room. Kyle shook his head. Mick was less than useless when it came to brains, but the man was a brute. More important, he was loyal.

Kyle walked back to the desk and dropped into the seat behind it. He ran a finger over the grain of the very basic wood. With a hiss, he pulled his hand back to discover a long splinter in the pad of his thumb. They hadn’t exactly stuck him in the lap of luxury. At least this was only temporary.

Mick had been wrong about Andie messing things up for him. Sarai had done that.

True, his father, the Alpha of the Carstairs Dare, had been killed by Andie in a direct challenge for rule. Kyle had challenged Jaxon that same day, but when his father had gone down, he’d known he couldn’t win, even if he beat Keller. Not with Andie running his father’s dare. Therefore, he’d run. Better to live and conquer another day.

He knew Sarai had used her powers to orchestrate as much as she could, resulting in his eventual downfall. He’d heard her voice calling from the back of the crowd, subtly letting Andie know she’d win if she fought. Traitorous bitch. She’d pay. Right after he whelped a cub off her. A new little Seer under his complete control. Something his backers desired as well.

Still, as much as he hated both Andie and Sarai, their machinations did accomplish one thing he hadn’t been able to. They’d cleared his father out of his way. As long as Walter Carstairs had lived, Kyle would never have become Alpha.


CHAPTER 10

Zac entered the hotel suite to find it empty. Sarai must’ve decided to go out and explore the city after all. After several days of hanging around the apartment just reading, according to George, she’d obviously needed to get out. Cougars didn’t handle confinement well. They were too solitary and needed too much room for that.

Pulling out his cell phone, he texted George. “Where are you?”

“Down in the gym.”

She’d let the guys get in a workout? That was nice of her. He started walking back toward the elevator.

“What’s Sarai doing?”

“Practicing.”

Zac paused, his eyebrows raised.

“Practicing what?”

“Come see for yourself.”

Zac frowned but headed down to the basement, where the building gym was located. He saw George and Scott first. Neither man was working out. Instead, they sat off to the side watching. Zac moved a little further into the room then stilled, arrested by the sight that greeted his eyes.

Sarai stood in the center of a black rubber mat in front of a martial arts dummy. She was wearing a pair of black shorts that showed off exactly how long and toned her legs were. She also wore a sports bra with no shirt. Zac pulled his mind away from what the sight of all that skin was doing to his body and keyed in on the fact that anyone with half a brain could see exactly how fit she was. He doubted there was an ounce of fat anywhere on her lean body.

But, more importantly, she was also clearly trained. At the moment she was practicing a series of kicks, punches, and countermoves with the dummy. She was fast, deft, and accurate, the moves ingrained into muscle memory. Zac held in a growl. Andie had never said anything about Sarai knowing martial arts. He didn’t like to be surprised.

But, as he watched Sarai run through her exercises, his frustration quickly morphed into fascination. She was fast. So fast, that often he didn’t see her move until she’d struck. Her movements were fluid, graceful, and, based on the impact to the dummy, deceptively forceful.

He stood there, unnoticed, while her concentration was fully on her movements. He watched for the next half-hour as she worked her body hard. Finally, she turned away from the dummy with a grin. “Too bad we don’t have a place where I can—”

She cut herself off when she saw Zac standing there. Her smile disappeared. “I…didn’t realize you were back,” she finally said. She walked over to where he stood and grabbed a towel off a stack on the table. “How’d it go today?”

“Good.”

“What was it exactly?”

“We’re selling some of the land we own here. Just working through some of the details.”

“Oh.” She bent down to pull a chilled bottle of water out of a small fridge and took a long swig. “Why?”

Zac watched a bead of sweat roll down her neck, over her chest, between the swells of her breasts. After seeing her in only very conservative clothes, this sudden display of skin was damn sexy. With effort he pulled his eyes back to her face. He recognized diversionary tactics when he saw them and wouldn’t be distracted from getting the information he wanted. “Where’d you learn to fight like that?”

She raised her eyebrows. “Where do you think?”

He should have figured. Andie was Sarai’s best friend and one of the best fighters he’d ever met. “She never told me you had fighting skills.”

“Well…it was a secret. She risked her life teaching me. She said I needed to be able to defend myself.”

“She was right. What style was that?” Andie was an expert at multiple forms of hand-to-hand combat, thought she preferred the more acrobatic, brutal method of Krav Maga. What Sarai had just been doing was something else entirely.

“That was mostly wing chung, a type of kung fu. Or, more specifically, it was Jeet Kune Do.”

Zac tipped his head to the side. “Bruce Lee’s fighting style?”

Sarai confirmed his question with a brief nod. “It’s a more fluid, adaptive methodology with less prescribed movement.”

“How often do you train?”

“Daily when I can. We hid this from Carstairs, so that hasn’t always been possible. I’ve been taking advantage of my newfound freedom at the Keller Dare since I’ve been there.”

He frowned, crossing his arms over his chest. “I never saw you.”

“I still practiced very early in the morning.” She lifted a single shoulder in a shrug. “Some habits are hard to break,” she muttered.

Zac nodded. “How do you do sparring?”

A fair question. Some people were very technically proficient but lost all focus when faced with reacting to other fighter’s movements. Sarai said nothing for a moment.

She glanced at George and Scott. “I don’t spar.”

She was holding back again. Over the last few weeks, he’d come to realize that when her answers got short, or evasive, she was hiding something. He looked at her thoughtfully for a long moment. “Why? No one available?”

She took another swig of water. Instead of answering she said, “You mind if we head upstairs. I need to shower before I start on dinner.”

“Sure.” The four of them headed toward the elevators.

“So…why no sparring?” he prompted while they waited for the doors to open.

Sarai’s lips thinned. She glanced toward George and Scott again. “No one wanted to risk a Seer’s neck,” she said finally.

Zac rocked back on his heels. She obviously didn’t want to talk about it with an audience. Okay. Then he’d approach her later, alone. “Fair enough.”

The elevator doors slid silently open letting them move inside.

Zac noticed how Sarai stepped well away from him as they entered. Prompted by some devilry that made him want to test a theory, Zac followed her, standing perhaps a little closer than was necessary. They had plenty of room in the large elevator car, but he placed himself directly beside her, crowding her a bit. She threw him a startled glance before facing forward.

Zac watched her intently out of the corner of his eye. Did he make her uncomfortable? He shifted slightly closer and noticed as she took a small step away.

The elevator stopped at the first floor, where several people got on. Zac inched even closer to Sarai. She bumped her elbow into the wall as she tried to step back. He heard her muffled oomf and had to hold back a chuckle. She was definitely trying to keep her distance. The question was why? Was she intimidated? Scared? Attracted? Why did that thought have his body jumping to attention?

They stopped at a mid-floor to let the other riders off.

“What were you saying when you stopped practicing?” George asked. “Too bad we don’t have a place for you to…what?”

Zac lowered his arms to his sides in a casual move. He felt Sarai tense beside him as his right hand just barely brushed against her left.

“Oh…nothing,” she muttered. She crossed her arms, effectively taking her hand away from his touch, though not before he felt her shiver.

Very interesting indeed.

“You looked too excited for it to be nothing,” George said, unaware of the subtle byplay going on between them.

The elevator doors opened at their floor and she was out in a flash. Zac could practically hear the deep breath she sucked in once free of his stifling presence. What was going on with her?

“It was silly.” Sarai shook her head as she answered George.

Jeez, this woman was stubborn when she wanted to be.

“Sarai—” Zac started as he unlocked the door to go into their apartment.

“I really like the training dummy, though,” she cut him off. “Nice to have that down there. Jaxon also has some really nice facilities, which I enjoyed. At least I’ll be able to keep up with some of it here.” Then she high-tailed it to her room, leaving the three men staring in her wake.

“I think you make her nervous, boss,” Scott said.

Zac scowled. “Why do you say that?”

The younger shifter glanced at George, who only raised his eyebrows. “She acts a lot more…errr…skittish when you’re around.”

Zac looked at George, who shrugged. The older man’s version of agreement.

“Hmmm,” was all he said. “Well, next time she goes to the gym, let me know,” he instructed.

He damn sure was going to be there. He wanted to find out the real reason why she didn’t want to spar. That comment about not risking a Seer’s neck hadn’t rung true. Besides, it wouldn’t hurt to do a little proximity therapy with her as well. They were going to be in each other’s pockets for the foreseeable future. She needed to get used to him. Trust was important in this relationship.

And, for some unknown reason, important to Zac personally.

He wanted her trust.


CHAPTER 11

Sarai gritted her teeth in frustration. Catching George’s discerning gaze on her, she quickly changed the grimace to a smile as she examined yet another incomprehensible piece of artwork she didn’t care a whit about.

She’d just spent the entire day wandering the streets and shops of Manhattan with her two new best buddies on her heels. She’d gone out today with the intention of figuring out her plan of escape from the city. Getting out of the hotel, or away from her shadows at all, was really the bigger problem. Today had shown her exactly how difficult that would be. She’d tried to lose Scott and George accidentally on purpose. A couple of times.

She’d attempted to ditch them in the masses crossing an intersection at Times Square. An impressive place with all its digital signage and constant bustle. She’d changed direction, trying to double back, but George managed to stick with her. When he’d caught up to her on the corner, she’d told him her earring had fallen out and she’d gone back to get it.

At Macy’s she’d bored them to tears as she’d spent an inordinate amount of time at the clothes racks. Then she left the store without them, had even managed to get a few steps away from the door. George found her again. She pretended she’d been looking for them.

Now they were at the one of the many museums in the city. Modern art was not her thing for the most part, but she feigned interest anyway. When she felt her bodyguards were suitably distracted, Sarai slipped into another large, open room, ostensibly to look at more paintings hung on stark white walls. This time she timed how long it took them to find her. Less than a minute passed before George showed up—not much of a window.

Dammit. How the hell was she going to get away from these guys?

George moved to stand beside her. As they stared at the particularly sepia-toned Picasso, Sarai sighed. “I never was much of a Picasso fan,” she murmured.

She glanced at George and saw his mustache shift with his smile.

“Me…I like a picture that makes me happy and it’s obvious what I’m looking at,” he said.

“Me too.”

“Then why in tarnation did you drag us here?” He tipped his chin, indicating the room they were in.

“Oh, don’t worry. We’ll hit some other museums another day. This one was closest. Besides, it’s still interesting. Broaden your mind, and all that.”

He raised a single eyebrow.

“Oh, come on. You know you loved the Van Gogh exhibit.”

“Hmmmm.” He looked at her with a narrow-eyed gaze. “Want to tell me what you’re up to?”

“Up to?” Sarai did her best to look mildly confused. After years of hiding her emotions, she was surprised when he didn’t bite.

“Yup. Up to. I’m pretty sure you’re not as ditsy as you’re making out. I just can’t figure why you’d want to lose us.”

“I don’t want to lose you, George,” she assured him. She smoothed down the khaki pencil skirt she was wearing in an unconscious gesture of nerves. That, at least, was the truth. She didn’t want to run away, she had to. There was no other choice—there was a world of difference between the two.

Sarai sighed again. “Well, I won’t torture you any longer today.” She checked her watch. “It’s getting late anyway, and I’d like to get dinner started.”

George’s dark eyes lit up. “You cooking for us again tonight?”

Sarai smiled. “I thought I might.”

After two nights of letting the men cook, Sarai realized she’d eat much better if she took over.

“Don’t feel like you have to, but I was hoping you’d say that.”

With that, he and Scott ushered her out of the building and the few blocks back to the apartment. Once there, Sarai stowed the few items she’d bought during their day. Zac had given her a credit card. She’d balked at first, until he’d explained it was from Andie, a “salary” for her “work” as a liaison to the polar bear shifters. Sarai was grateful for the small amount of independence that gave her. Not to mention access to more options to escape.

She went to her room to change into her comfiest jeans and an Elvis t-shirt. Usually she didn’t wear clothes like this in front of anyone but Andie. However, the apartment was ostensibly her home. Besides, she’d gotten sick of being all buttoned up all the time.

Sighing with relief, she headed to the kitchen and whipped up a casserole, leaving it to bake on low heat. Then she headed to her private sunroom for some time alone. She brought her new e-reader but knew she wouldn’t read a word. She needed to think about her next steps—especially given what she’d learned today.

She was staring through the windows at the silver glass of the buildings all around her, lost in thought, when a deep voice made her jump.

“Good book?” Zac asked. “Or another vision?”

Damn. How did he always know? Sarai forced away the flutter of desire that shimmered across her skin at the sound. She found his voice to be incredibly sexy. But attraction was not an option.

She glanced down at the device in her lap, which had turned itself off. “A bit of both actually.”

“I see.” He waved at the empty chair. “May I?”

“Of course.”

Sarai resisted the urge to scoot her heavy iron chair away as Zac dragged his own closer before sitting down. She watched silently as he looked around at the view. Not for the first time, she acknowledged just how good looking this man was. Something about his rugged face just appealed to her. As simple as that. He was a man’s man. She never thought she’d be attracted to the type, but here she sat, secretly salivating.

After taking a good look around, Zac turned his eyes her way. “So…”

Sarai raised her eyebrows and waited for him to continue.

“Why are you trying to ditch your guards?”

Sarai suppressed an inner sigh. Gee, thanks George, she thought.

“I’m not.” She cringed inwardly as his lips compressed. Even after this short a time with him, she knew that wasn’t a good sign.

“So that’s your answer?”

She spread her hands wide. “I don’t have another one.”

For a brief moment, she thought she saw a flash of disappointment cross his features. Zac abruptly stood up, his chair scraping across the wooden slats of the sunroom floor. He leaned over and placed his hands on the arms of her chair in order to get close to her face. Sarai’s back hit the back of the chair as she moved to get out of his space. He just moved with her, crowding her. Her heart rate skyrocketed, thundering so loudly she was surprised he couldn’t hear it. Or maybe he could, and that was the point.

“I promised Andie I would take care of you. That you would be safe, protected. I’ll be damned if the one person who puts that in jeopardy is the person I’m trying to watch over.” He glared at her for a long, heart-stopping moment. Looking away, but not moving away, he shook his head as he took a deep breath. Then he looked right back into her eyes. “Are you going to force me to work to keep that promise?”

Sarai licked her lips nervously but stopped when his gaze dropped to follow the movement.

“That’s…not my intention,” she finally said.

Zac didn’t move or say anything. He just stayed there, looking at her, his expression unreadable. Sarai sat, frozen in her seat, caged in by his arms, trapped by his gaze.

She could feel the warmth of his breath caress her face, smell the combination of pine and spice she associated with this man. For a brief, crazy second she thought he might kiss her, but he abruptly stood up, walking away without another word.

Sarai blew out the breath she’d been holding.

Holy moly, that man should be deemed illegal.

In a distracted daze, she pulled her feet up onto her chair and wrapped her arms around her knees. Once her clouded thinking got past Zac’s effect on her, Sarai concentrated her focus on her escape plan yet again. She thought she’d been pretty subtle today with George and Scott. Apparently not. She was going to have to back off a bit. Wait for her chances as they came.

But if anyone knew patience, she did. As a Seer, she had no choice.

****

Zac called himself all sorts of fool as he walked away from Sarai as fast as he could without looking as though he were running. Luckily, with his room on the same side of the apartment as hers, he made it there without bumping into any of the other men. He needed a moment to collect himself.

He’d been angry with Sarai when he’d gone to her room to confront her. George was convinced that shaking her babysitters had been her goal with all her shenanigans today, which had him concerned.

Zac’s concern came in the form of anger. He’d already been clear with her that skipping off wasn’t a good idea. But, deep down, he knew the emotion came from a place he didn’t want to examine too closely. From a place where the thought of harm coming to her sent a spike of panic through his blood.

He’d been truthful when he’d told Sarai of his promise to Andie. He took that promise deadly serious. However, what had started out as an obligation to a friend was now more. Now it was personal.

Damned if he hadn’t almost kissed her as he’d stared into those wide gray-blue eyes. He’d been close enough that he could see the tiny freckles across the bridge of her nose, smell the scent of vanilla. So sweet, he’d wanted to taste, to sip at her lips. So distracting that he completely lost his train of thought—including the anger that had driven him to her in the first place.

So he’d left, before he did something really stupid.

But that didn’t fix the issue. She’d made no promise not to leave. She’d just said it wasn’t her intention to make him work to keep his own promise. Which was a politic answer that gave away nothing.

The woman had spent too many years learning to be evasive in her old dare. He’d have to warn George and Scott to keep a tighter coverage on her, and, when he was in the apartment, Zac would keep a closer eye on her himself.

He just hoped he could do so without also giving in to the urge to get closer to her body.


CHAPTER 12

“Who am I connecting you with today?” Andie’s tone was more amused than offended.

Sarai cringed. “Next time I call, it’ll be just to talk with you,” she promised.

“Uh-huh. Anything we should be concerned about with this one?”

Usually, she didn’t share her visions with anyone other than those directly affected, but she understood why Andie, as an Alpha of one of the dares, needed to ask. “Internal stuff only today.”

“Okay. Tell me who to connect you to. Must be someone big if you have to go through me.”

She wasn’t wrong. “First I need a quick word with Hannah. Then I need to talk to Tieryn McGraw.”

There was a short pause on the other end of the line. Sarai had a good guess what Andie was thinking.

“I know who she is,” she assured her friend.

There were certain positions in the Shadowcat Nation that were kept as secret as possible. Only the Alphas knew each of the Alphas, Betas, and Kuharte in the dares. The rule was put in place for safety purposes but really had been created because of the mountain lion shifters’ suspicious natures. Creating a society out of animals who’d rather fight each other than work together was a constant uphill battle.

However, there was very little that could be kept secret from a Seer. Sarai knew who all the Alphas, Betas, and Kuharte were. She’d known all her life, even when seats of power shifted. Tieryn McGraw happened to be Kuharte like her—someone with supernatural powers beyond the ability to shift. She was a Healer, one of two in the Shadowcat Nation, the other being JoLynn Mason in the Keller Dare.

She could hear Andie’s long sigh. “Okay. I’ll get Hannah first.”

The line beeped and Sarai waited while Andie put through the call. It took quite some time. Not a surprise. Most of the compounds were fairly large and complex, making it difficult to track down individuals.

“Sarai?” Hannah’s friendly voice made her smile.

She’d met Jaxon’s sister and her husband Nick Jensen while she was living at the Keller Dare. She had, in fact, informed Nick that Hannah was his Fated Mate about ten years before they mated. She’d also manipulated things in order for Andie and Hannah to end up as roommates in college.

What she hadn’t seen was that she would become friends with the couple. They were genuinely nice people, which made her message even easier to pass on.

“Hey, Hannah.”

“Should I be worried?”

Sarai didn’t blame the other girl for the quaver of fear floating through those words. Lately, most of Sarai’s predictions had spelled trouble.

“Nope. Good news today.”

She heard Hannah’s sigh of relief and could picture the petite redhead’s face easily.

“I know about the baby.” Sarai jumped straight to it.

There was a small gasp. “Yes?”

“Do you want to know what it is?”

Another intake of breath. “I’m barely pregnant. You can tell?”

Sarai smiled. “Yes.”

“Ummm…okay.”

“You’re going to have a boy. Healthy, strong.”

There was a short silence followed by an ecstatic giggle. “I haven’t even told Nick yet. Won’t he be surprised to find out that not only are we having a baby, but it’s a boy.”

“There’s one more part. However, I should warn you first that it’s a shifting future with several decision points that could alter things.”

Another brief pause. “I’d like to know.”

“He will be the Alpha of his own dare eventually, but that is dependent on several things. To start…don’t prevent him from leaving the Keller dare. You will think it’s too soon, that he’s too young. Don’t. Trust his instincts.”

After a long second, Sarai grinned. “Breathe, Hannah.”

A chuckle reached her ears. “Breathe. Yeah. Got it. Anything else?”

“No. Take care.”

“You take care too, Sarai. And…thanks.”

“My pleasure.” For once.

Andie came back on the line after a second. “Hannah’s glowing. What the heck did you tell her?”

“You’ll have to ask Hannah. It’s not my secret to tell.”

“She’s pregnant, isn’t she?” came her friend’s eager question.

Sarai said nothing. After a beat, Andie sighed. “Fine. Fine. I’ll ask Hannah. You ready for Tieryn now?”

“Yes. Thanks, Andie.”

The line went silent yet again while she was placed on hold.

Eventually, a hesitant female voice came down the line. “Hello?”

Sarai had done this enough times that she had the introduction down to a science. “Tieryn, this is Sarai Bouchard. I am one of the Seers in the Shadowcat Nation. I have some information I feel is important for you to know.”

A long pause not unlike Andie’s. Many people were uncomfortable with Seers or with knowing their future. “It is your choice, of course. There are several parts to what I’m about to tell you. You can choose which to listen to and which to not.”

“All right. Tell me the parts.”

Interesting.

“Is this the first time you’ve heard from a Seer?”

“Yes.”

Very interesting. That was faster than most people managed to regroup when she contacted them.

She’d rarely spoken with the other two Seers in the Nation, so she wasn’t sure if they had similar experiences. Oddly, Paulla and Lucas—both from South American dares—tended to only get visions for the dares in their hemisphere. Sarai only tended to get them for North America. They seldom had to deal with overlapping. Not that most people, other than the Alphas maybe, realized that fact.

“Okay. I can tell you about your Fated Mate, there’s a future healing that might be strategic, and I can pass on a warning for your Alpha.”

Silence. “What’s the warning?”

“About six months from now, I see a gathering of the Alphas. He needs to leave his Protectors and Commanders behind, take only his Beta. There will be an attack on the dare. If they are there to coordinate defenses, it should come to nothing.”

“Why didn’t you tell my father this?” Tieryn was the Alpha’s daughter as well as the Kuharte.

Sarai didn’t plan on answering that, so she remained silent. The truth was, she saw Paul McGraw ignoring the warning if he heard it directly, but Tieryn would persuade her father to heed the advice.

“Okay.” Tieryn drawled the word, seeming to understand that the Seer would only reveal so much. “What about the healing?”

“About the same time, you will meet a cougar shifter named Shane. Helping to heal him could save his life.”

“Heal Shane. Got it.”

“And your Fated—”

“I don’t want to hear it.” Tieryn rushed to stop her just as Sarai had known she would. She was going to lead her Fated Mate on a merry chase.

To the woman waiting on the other end of the phone line, she said, “That’s your choice, of course.”

They ended the call. Sarai smiled to herself as she replaced the phone on its charger. She’d done what she could. The rest was up to them.


CHAPTER 13

Sarai concentrated on precise, sharp movements with as much power as she could muster. She’d only been working out for ten minutes or so. She’d started the day similarly yesterday. She cooked breakfast, eating with the guys. She dragged George and Scott on more sightseeing trips. Today she’d decided to explore a small portion of Central Park. She didn’t try to lose them this time. When they’d got home, they’d hit the gym.

George and Scott had decided to take advantage of the time and were on the matt sparring. George, though in his fifties, was definitely the better fighter. They were both big men. Sarai had realized the first night in the hotel when she’d met Zac’s men that all polar bear shifters must be large. Though none of them came close to Zac in height or stature.

But George was a brute when it came to fighting. The sheer power in his punches was knocking Scott on his ass. Younger by a good twenty-five years, Scott was scrappy and fast, but he wasn’t fast enough.

Sarai tuned them out to focus on her own drills.

“How about you try that out on a man who moves and reacts.”

Sarai spun on her heel to find Zac standing behind her. He was wearing running pants and a tight tank top, which meant she didn’t need to use her imagination to picture the muscles of his arms and chest. They were on display. Her own personal show. Sarai swallowed.

Then she computed what he’d said. How was she going to get out of this? The truth was she couldn’t spar—her visions messed her up. But that was a secret she had no intention of sharing with three people.

“Not really a good idea.”

He stared at her for a long moment. Then he glanced over her shoulder at George and Scott who’d stopped to listen. “I’ve got this, fellas. Why don’t you go back up to the apartment?”

There was no doubt in her mind that was a command, not a suggestion. Clearly the guys thought so too. She watched them leave the room with wide eyes.

As the door closed behind them, Zac’s hands landed on her shoulders, turning her to face them. “Okay, kuluk. It’s just you and me now. What are you not saying?”

Sarai had never felt this vulnerable in her life. Or this scared. This man got to her in a way no one else ever had. How was she supposed to resist that?

“Why is this so important to you?”

He moved his hands from her shoulders to frame her face, his fingers threading through the dark blond strands of her hair. “Keeping you safe is important to me. I need to know how much you can defend yourself if you have to. It will help me determine just what I need to prepare for. No surprises. Okay?”

Sarai took a deep breath. He couldn’t have meant it that way. Just the thought of being important to this big, strong man connected with the frightened, lonely little girl who’d spent her life just trying to survive. But she couldn’t think that way. She had to leave him, and that knowledge made her want to cry.

Seeing her hesitation, he brushed her cheeks softly with the pads of his thumbs. “Let me help you with this burden,” he murmured softly, his voice a hypnotic, deep rumble.

Sarai bit her lip. Sharing this with him really wasn’t that big a deal. She knew she could trust him.

On a deep inhale, she gave a tiny nod and started talking before she could change her mind. “Okay.”

He gave her one of those rare little half-smiles, making her suddenly very glad she had agreed to capitulate. Thankfully, he released her and stepped back, giving her room to breathe.

“So what exactly happens when you try to fight someone other than the dummy?”

“I see their attack coming before they move. It completely throws off my timing. I react before they’ve moved which means I miss the block. It’s why Andie decided to have me study Jeet Kune Do. She thought that style would work best for me because it’s fast, forcing my opponent to be more reactive.”

“Did it work?”

“No. But I guess you’re about to find out for yourself.”

Before she could get ready or even move into position, Zac lunged at her. Sarai sprang back and automatically shifted into her fighting stance. Then she blinked as she realized Zac hadn’t moved yet. He was still standing where he’d been. Now his eyebrows were raised. “What was that?”

“You attacked. Or were going to but changed your mind.”

His dark eyes widened. “Wow. It’s that fast? I barely thought about it.”

Sarai eased her stance, her shoulders slumping slightly. “See, I told you I can’t spar.” She started walking toward the exit.

Just as she went to pass him, his hand snaked out and grabbed her arm. Acting on instinct, she trapped his wrist with her free hand and then kicked him in his open side, a direct hit to his ribs. Her action was so fast she surprised him, and hard enough that she broke his grasp. Sarai backed up, dancing lightly on the balls of her feet, keeping her profile to him as she waited for him to strike.

“You decided not to attack other than holding my arm, didn’t you?”

“I wanted to see how fast you were if the visions weren’t in the way.”

Sarai danced to the right, looking for an opportunity. “And?”

“Still evaluating.”

“Oh really?” Taking advantage of her long legs, she stepped into him quickly, reaching hand combat range and struck with a series of lightning fast punches to his stomach, ribs, and shoulders.

Just as she was about to dance back out of reach, she saw him pivot to throw a punch. He wasn’t holding back either. Sarai knew taking a hit from him would be damaging. She dropped to the floor and prepared to roll away, but stopped when he remained where he was. Then she knew her visions had led her astray yet again.

She raised her eyebrows. “You’d really hit a girl?”

“You hit me first.”

She noticed his lips twitching. “Huh. Don’t smile. Might crack your face.”

Instead of responding, he reached down and offered his hand to help her up. Sarai hesitated fractionally before she took it, trying her hardest to ignore the heat his touch ignited inside her.

“You’re not kidding about those visions being a problem.”

Sarai moved to get a bottle of water. “I’m not really much of a kidder.”

“No.” He drew the word out, laughter lacing his voice. “A three hour flight being teased about a first-class seat being open is definitely not kidding.”

She pursed her lips. “I didn’t see you laughing.”

“I only laugh on the inside.”

Sarai shot an unimpressed look Zac’s way.

He ignored her look. “What did Andie say about the visions when you spar?”

“She tried a couple of different things with little success. Like I said yesterday, because of my style of fighting, if I can keep them defensive, I do okay, but the second they move into thinking offensively, I see it coming first and react.”

Zac thought about that for a moment.

Seeing a speculative look on his face, she said, “If you’d wanted to, you could have taken me out while I was on the floor just then.”

He merely tipped his head in response. “I want to try something. Come stand over here.”

“What?”

“Trust me. You’ll be fine.”

Sarai bit her lip. The problem wasn’t that she didn’t trust him…it was that she did. Too much.

Seeing her hesitate, he said, “What if I’m right. It might mean you could lose your bodyguards someday.”

Dang. He’d figured out she wasn’t exactly happy about her shadows. Not that she had anything against George and Scott.

“You’d really let me out on my own?” She raised a single, skeptical eyebrow. She also moved a few steps closer. Curious despite herself.

“Not any time soon. We’d have to make sure you’d be safe. But eventually. Maybe.”

Sarai wilted a little. Whenever eventually came, she’d be long gone. Still…when she was on her own, being able to fight unhampered would be helpful.

Pulling her shoulders back, Sarai stepped in front of Zac. “Now what?”

“Close your eyes.”

“Close my eyes,” she repeated warily.

He merely crossed his arms and waited.

“Okay.” She drew out the word to let him know she thought this fell on the side of looney toons.

Sarai closed her eyes. Suddenly the image of his fist flying at her face had her ducking to the right to avoid being knocked out.

“Good.” Satisfaction filled his voice.

“What?”

“You dodged my punch.”

Sarai opened her eyes. He rubbed at the stubble on his jaw as he eyed her in speculative silence.

“I did?” she asked.

“Yes. What’d you see?”

“Your fist headed for my face.”

“Try again?”

Sarai nodded eagerly. Maybe all of these years of secretive training and hard work weren’t for nothing after all. The glimpse of freedom this new possibility offered her had her grinning. “Bring it on, handsome,” she said before thinking twice about the words.

She quickly shut her eyes, grateful for the excuse not to have to see his reaction to her unwitting comment.

Zac started with a series of jabs in relatively close quarters. Sarai was able to trap and block, even get in a few hits of her own. They started gaining speed, each move gaining force.

Sarai’s body acted purely on instinct. Because of the visions, she knew exactly where in the room they both were and what was coming her way. Because of her training, she knew exactly what to do to move, countermove, then strike.

She didn’t get away totally unscathed. She’d have some pretty good bruises come morning, but she was holding her own.

Suddenly, she caught the slight rush of sound of his movement before her internal sight told her where it was going. Distracted, she missed her timing on the block and got a fistful to the gut.

“Oomf.” Sarai doubled over, the wind completely knocked out of her. “Good hit,” she groaned.

“You were supposed to block that,” came Zac’s response.

She felt his warm hand slide down her back, then his face was beside hers. “You okay?”

She nodded, still bent over, holding her stomach, trying to suck in some air. “Yeah. I’ll be fine in a second. Breathing’s…overrated…you know.”

Zac chuckled. The rusty rasp of sound traveled down her spine, leaving a wake of goose bumps behind it. She liked his laugh.

“What happened? You were doing so well.”

Slowly Sarai straightened up, wincing slightly as her painful midriff stretched out. “I heard the movement before I saw it. Distracted me.”

“Hmmm. We’ll have to think about that one.”

Suddenly Zac grinned. A full-blown smile with teeth. Sarai exhaled, the air she’d just reclaimed leaving her body in another almighty whoosh. Oh, wow. She was in trouble.

“I’d say we’ve found a solution to the fighting issue, though,” he said.

For the first time in a long time, Sarai felt a sense of empowerment wash through her. She could defend herself if she needed to. She wasn’t completely helpless.

She grinned back at Zac. Without thinking, she threw her arms around his neck. “Thank you,” she whispered in his ear.

Zac didn’t respond immediately. She felt him tense before his hands grasped her at the waist and slowly drifted up her back to pull her in just a little closer. Sarai felt heat pool inside her belly at the skin-to-sweaty-skin contact. Heat that seemed to spread out from her core, coursing through her veins to light every inch of her on fire.

Then sanity kicked in. She remembered why she shouldn’t be touching this man. Ever. Awkwardly, she stepped back. He let her go, his hands falling to his sides. His face gave nothing away. He merely watched her.

“We should…go shower,” she muttered before turning to hurry away.

“Right.” She heard his low mutter as she moved off.

As they waited for the elevator, some of her earlier exuberance returned. What Zac had discovered was liberating. Now if she could just figure out a way to escape her babysitters.

But all thoughts of escape came to a screeching halt when they stepped into the elevator. As he’d done the other day, Zac stood right beside her, crowding her into the wall. After a beat, his hand dropped beside hers in a barely-there whisper of a touch. Once again, she crossed her arms to avoid the contact, working to breathe naturally the entire brief ride up to their floor.


CHAPTER 14

Sarai cautiously moved toward the door to the stairwell, careful not to make a single sound. Animal shifters tended to have access to some of their baser animal instincts and characteristics. For cougars, this meant they could be very stealthy, even in human form. She had twelve polar bear shifters close by, all with super sensitive hearing along with suspicious natures.

She was just turning the doorknob when a voice interrupted her. “Going somewhere?”

Sarai froze. Damn. Damn. Triple damn.

She’d spent the last week acting the perfect guest. She’d cooked meals, toured the city, never once tried to lose George or Scott. She’d even trained daily with Zac in the gym. She was still getting used to her oddly sightless, though not blind, method of fighting. However, she was getting better too.

Tonight she’d decided to test her plan to escape the hotel undetected…and had only gotten as far as the door to the stairway before being caught. Pathetic. With a capital P.

“I asked you a question,” Zac all but growled.

She pivoted to face him, pausing for a brief moment as it dawned on her that he was wearing only boxers, his chest bare. She put on her most innocent expression, batting her big baby blues up at him for all she was worth.

“I couldn’t sleep, so I thought I’d go down to the gym.”

Thankfully, she’d thought this story up ahead of time, giving truth to the lie by wearing her workout clothes with a running jacket zipped up over her sports bra.

Pointedly, he looked behind her, checking out the hallway, then raised his eyebrows. “Where’s George? Or Scott?”

She flapped an unconcerned hand. “I didn’t want to wake them so late since I wasn’t leaving the building.”

Zac merely crossed his arms over his chest. A move Sarai was starting to realize meant he wasn’t buying it and he wasn’t going to take much more.

She bit her lip. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I should have grabbed them.”

He raised a single eyebrow. “Or you,” she hastily added. “It won’t happen again. I just…wasn’t thinking.”

Zac unfolded his arms, and Sarai allowed herself to relax a little bit. “Okay.”

Together they started walking back toward their suite. Once inside, she feigned a yawn. “Well…goodnight.”

She’d taken a few steps away when he said, “What was wrong with the elevator?”

Sarai halted in her tracks and briefly closed her eyes. Shoot. He wasn’t buying it. She swung around to face him, innocent expression back in place. “It was taking too long.”

He raised a single eyebrow. “At midnight?”

“I like taking the stairs.”

He took a step closer. She backed up a step.

“You got enough exercise in the gym today with me.”

Another step forward. Another step back.

Now she crossed her arms defensively. “I’m tired but can’t sleep. My brain isn’t exactly working at the moment.”

Another step forward. Another step back. Right into the wall.

“Something’s not working all right. I know there’s something wrong, but I can’t fix it if you don’t talk to me.”

“I’m not sure what you’re talking about.”

Another step forward. He was in touching distance now. Sarai wanted to look away, but couldn’t. This must be what it felt like to be a seal being stalked for food in the arctic. Predator and prey.

Zac shook his head. “We’re not going on like this.”

Another step forward, now he placed his hands on the wall on either side of her head. Sarai briefly debated fighting him off. But where would she go? It wasn’t smart to poke a stick at an already pissed off predator.

So she stayed very still and waited for his next move. She wondered if he could see the pulse fluttering at the base of her neck.

“Are you afraid of me?” he asked.

Sarai felt blind-sided by the question. “No!” The word flew out of her. God, if anything she felt completely safe with this man.

His thick, black brows drew down over his eyes as he puzzled through his thoughts. “But I make you nervous.” He stated it rather than asked.

Sarai tipped her chin up. “What makes you say that?” she asked with her best bravado. She immediately ruined the effect by licking her lips in a nervous gesture.

His eyes tracked the movement, then his own lips twitched slightly. “Because every time I come near you, you run for cover.”

“No. I just like my personal space. I’m a cougar shifter.” Hah! At least that was a plausible explanation. Cougar shifters were natural loners. They weren’t social, didn’t like to be crowded.

He said nothing for a long moment, a moment during which all she could hear were her rapid breaths and her pounding heart. The scents of pine and spice filled the air.

“Talk to me,” he urged in a low murmur. “I can’t help you if you don’t tell me what it is that’s driving you away.”

Sarai clamped her lips closed. She was tempted to confess everything, wanting desperately to rely on this strong, steady man to take on the burden. But that was exactly why she couldn’t. What little she knew about Zac told her that as soon as she told him her visions, he would ignore all risk to himself in order to protect her. Hell, her own visions backed that up. He took his obligations seriously.

Zac leaned in closer. She could feel the heat of his body. “Talk. To. Me,” he urged in a low voice. His deep brown eyes compelled her to divulge her secrets.

Sarai took a deep breath and pulled her gaze from his, looking down. “There’s nothing to tell,” she whispered.

A quiet growl of frustration rumbled from his chest. He was so close she could feel the vibrations, even though they weren’t touching. Zac straightened one arm to take all his weight as he ran a frustrated hand through his hair, ruffling it into dark spikes.

Then he leaned in closer and took her face between both his hands. “You’re going to learn to trust me someday, sweetheart.”

Then he shocked the hell out of her when he lay his lips over hers in a kiss so achingly gentle she felt tears mist her eyes.

Before she could give into the urge to run her hands over his bare torso, he pulled back to gaze into her eyes—serious and controlled. Sanity intruded.

“What was that for?” Sarai murmured huskily.

His lips quirked in a smile, as he trailed his fingers across her check in a barely-there caress. “A kiss between friends?”

Sarai pursed her lips. “Are we friends?”

“I hope so, honey. Because I definitely don’t feel antagonistic toward you.”

Sarai had no idea how to respond to that.

“Someday you’ll figure that out. In the meantime, no more escape attempts. Hmmm?”

Since she couldn’t promise anything, Sarai just stared at him, saying nothing.

Zac sighed and stepped back. He ran both his hands through his hair again. “It’s late. Better get to bed.”

But she could hear the frustration in his voice, see it in the tense set of his wide shoulders. Sarai bit her lip but nodded. Sidestepping him slightly, careful not to let any part of them touch, she slipped into her room and closed the door with a soft click.

Damn.


CHAPTER 15

Zac exited the elevator and immediately caught the faint sound of a piano being played upstairs. Was Sarai listening to one of his classical MP3s? Before heading to the suite, he stopped at George and Scott’s room. Scott answered his brief knock.

“How’d it go today?”

“Fine.” Scott’s face told a different story.

“What?”

“She hasn’t come out of the suite today.”

“At all?” Zac frowned. Sarai had developed a bit of a routine over their weeks in New York. She’d cook breakfast for the troops—as she called them—then, according to George and Scott, she’d read for a while in her sunroom while she left the cleaning up to them. After that, they’d go out for some sightseeing. They’d have lunch out. Back to the hotel to work out after which she’d cook dinner.

Zac, along with the all the troops except George and Scott, were usually away all day. He’d return home to find Sarai curled up like a contented cat on the couch, reading her e-reader or on the secure laptop he’d given her.

But she always went out during the day. Always.

“No, boss. She said she was a little tired today.”

“Okay.”

He thought about the previous night. Some sixth sense had drawn him out to the corridor where he’d discovered her about to disappear down the stairs. He’d been furious with her for trying to leave, then pretending like she wasn’t. An anger driven by his fear for her. She was his to protect.

Then he’d cornered her and kissed her. A chaste kiss, but he’d felt it through his entire body. Probably one of his stupider moves, but she’d responded. He’d felt it in the sweet pliancy of her lips. Still, she’d refused to confide in him. He knew something else was forcing her actions. He guessed a vision was causing her behavior. His frustration had hit monumental levels when she’d kept quiet. How could he help her if he didn’t know what was going on with her?

“Even in the apartment, you guys need to keep a sharper eye on her.”

George hopped up off the bed, where he’d been flipping through a magazine and joined them at the door. “Why? What’s up?”

“I caught her trying to leave late last night.” His lips thinned. “Probably why she’s worn out today.”

“You think she’s trying to do a runner?” George asked.

Zac shook his head. “I have no idea what’s going on, but now we need to guard against the people trying to get to her, as well as against her trying to get away.”

Scott and George both nodded seriously. “On it.”

“She’s a sweetie. Wouldn’t want anything to happen to that girl,” George added. Scott nodded his agreement.

“Good,” Zac said.

He turned to go up the spiral staircase to the suite but paused when Scott said, “You’re back early.”

“We hit a wall in the negotiations. Decided to call it a day. Regroup and discuss again tomorrow. The others decided to go out for happy hour.”

With that, he headed upstairs. As he got closer, the sound of the piano got louder. Curious, Zac moved into the suite on quiet feet then stood stock-still. Sarai sat at the black piano running her fingers over the keys in an intricate, flawless performance, playing a piece he didn’t recognize. She had no sheet music in front of her, which meant she was playing by memory…and she was incredible.

Zac stayed quiet, remaining where he was. He allowed pleasure to wash over him along with the music she was coaxing from the baby grand. The song was cheerful though with an oddly melancholy undertone, a dance of sound that reminded Zac of the woman playing. One minute open and laughing, the next closed off and serious.

The passion with which she played was riveting…and immensely sexy. Suddenly, that kiss was in his mind. What would have happened last night if he’d taken it up a notch the way he’d wanted? What would it feel like to have that passion aimed his way?

She brought the piece to its resounding conclusion, took her hands off the keys, and laid them in her lap.

“That was really good.” Zac hid a grimace at the inadequate words. That had been one of the most beautiful things he’d ever heard. Why couldn’t he just say so?

Sarai’s head snapped up at his words. The bench screeched a protest as she abruptly stood up and started to cover the keys.

“Thanks,” she muttered. “I didn’t realize you were home.”

She was wearing one of her buttoned up numbers instead of her casual jeans. He’d hazard a guess that his kiss had driven her back into her touch-me-not outfit and sighed inwardly. It seemed to be a case of one step forward, twenty steps back with her.

“Don’t stop playing just because I’m here.”

She shook her head, not looking at him. “No. I was done anyway.” She tucked the bench under the piano and took a few steps toward her room.

“What was that?” He was strangely reluctant to let her leave.

She paused before turning toward him. “La Campanella by Franz Liszt.”

“Campanella?”

Sarai smiled softly. “It means little bells. It’s always been one of my favorites. Took me ages to master it.”

“Little bells,” Zac mused. “It fits.”

“I’ve always thought so.” They fell silent.

Instead of continuing on to her bedroom, Sarai shifted on her feet. She worried at her bottom lip with her teeth. Zac waited as she battled some internal question.

After a long moment, she shifted to face him more fully. “You’re home early because negotiations aren’t going well. Right?”

Zac rocked back on his heels. “A vision? Or a guess?”

She surprised him further when she paced across the room to stand right in front of him. In his space in a way he doubted she’d ever allow if she wasn’t intent on what she was about to tell him.

“Don’t make a deal with these people.”

“What? Why?”

Her expression turned slightly blank. Her eyes moved as though she was watching a movie he couldn’t see.

“It’s hard for me to see it clearly, but someone else is pulling their strings. The deal will end with you”—she tipped her head to the side as she worked through her visions—“it will end with you in their debt. And…” She paused again. “Hang on to the land. Wait two years. Then sell to a group represented by a yellow cross on a field of lavender.”

Zac cross his arms. “We’re here for this deal. The Timik has agreed it’s time to sell a portion of our land and buildings.”

Sarai held up both hands. “I’m just telling you how I see it. If you wait two more years, you’ll double what you make.”

Zac’s eyebrows flew up. “Damn.”

She gave him a crooked grin. “This gift can be handy sometimes.” The grin faded. “And there’s something off about the people you’re dealing with now.”

“What?”

She scrunched up her face. “I don’t know. I can’t see that part. Just…don’t trust them.”

“How do you suggest I bring these discussions to an amiable conclusion?”

Sarai frowned up at him. “Do I look like I know anything about business?” She poked him in the chest with her finger. “You figure it out.”


CHAPTER 16

“Where are you dragging us today?” Scott asked.

They were standing on the corner of a busy intersection not too far from the apartment. Sarai preferred to walk to their tourist attractions whenever possible. She loved the hustle and bustle of the big city, so very different from the Carstairs Compound in the quiet wilderness of western Canada where she’d spent most of her life. Peculiar for a mountain lion shifter to like the pulse of crowds, but she still felt alone. What’s more, she liked it.

Sarai grinned at Scott’s put-upon tone. “You know you love everything I’ve picked to visit so far. Especially the Yankees game.”

Scott grunted but ruined the effect with an answering grin. “So what’s on the agenda?”

“Well, I was thinking we might—”

Sarai broke off as she was assailed by a vision. The screech of tires, the screams, the panic of people on the street, the horrible sound of first impact, followed by the grinding sound of metal on metal.

Sarai came back to herself with a snap. “Everybody get back!” she yelled. No one moved around them.

“Sarai? What the—”

She turned to Scott and George with panic in her eyes. “Help me get them back!”

They exchanged a swift glance as Sarai spun away and started pulling people one by one back from the corner. She sensed Scott and George doing the same. They only had a second to act before everything she’d just seen struck with terrible tragedy.

A garbage truck ran the red light, slamming into two cars, propelling them through the intersection directly toward the corner on which they were standing, right into the crowd of people Sarai had been frantic to save.

She battled with the lightning-fast action all around her in conjunction with the flashes of residual visions as people’s actions set off chain reactions of changes to the outcome.

“George!” she screamed.

The older man turned as part of the truck launched at him, then, in a flash, he seemed to disappear. Sarai blinked to clear her eyes. No, she must have been wrong, because now he was standing just off to the side, only inches from the back end of the crumpled piece of metal that now rested right where he’d been standing.

Eerie quiet settled over the scene just before pandemonium erupted as reaction set in and people took stock of injuries to themselves or others. A little girl sat crying on the curb, and Sarai knelt down in front of her.

“Hi, honey. Where are your parents?” she asked softly.

The child shook her head. Sarai took a break. Closing her eyes, she ran back through all the visions—now memories—in slow motion. She tried them from multiple vantage points, searching. Ah! There she was. Just before the accident, the little girl had been holding the hand of a woman in jeans and a bright red tank top. Sarai fast-forwarded her vision from there, keeping the mother in her view all the while until she hit the present moment.

She held out her hand. “I know where your mommy is. Come with me.”

The little girl looked at her in wary distrust for a moment, but the possibility of finding her mother overruled her ingrained fear of strangers. Sarai led her around the wreckage to where the mother stood on the other side, frantically looking for her daughter.

As soon as she saw her, the woman in the red top scooped her child up in her arms, sobbing with relief at finding her alive and unharmed.

“Thank you,” she whispered to Sarai over the child’s head.

Sarai nodded and stepped back. As she did, more scenes filled her mind. If she didn’t’ leave immediately, someone would recognize her as the woman who’d tried to warn people before anything happened. Her actions would be misinterpreted, ultimately leading to a long year of blame and suspicion directed her way and eventually toward her people.

Sarai looked for George and Scott, but they were somewhere else, helping the injured. She took a step to help them, then stopped as realization struck. This was it. This horrible moment was her chance to disappear.

Without further thought, she took off down the street.

****

Zac leaned back in his chair, his fingers steepled as he listened to the exchange going on across the long conference table. They’d been here about an hour, and he’d let the potential buyers know the Timik had decided not to sell. It hadn’t gone over well.

Oliver, one of the savvier businessmen among his people, was in the process of keeping that bridge from going up in flames. Negotiation was a delicate dance…and Zac didn’t dance. He stayed silent while Oliver did all the fancy talking required.

The buzz of his cell phone gave him a much needed excuse to leave. He didn’t think he could sit here listening to the whining much longer. He pulled the device out of his pocket and checked the screen. Seeing George’s name, Zac frowned.

“Excuse me. I have to take this.” He headed out to the hallway.

“George? What’s up?”

“There was an accident.” George jumped straight to the point.

Zac looked out over the view of the city through the wide windows though he didn’t really see anything. He had learned long ago not to panic, to get all the facts first. “What happened?”

“Garbage truck ran through a red light and plowed a couple of cars up onto the sidewalk where we were standing. Sarai saw it coming. She tried to warn people.”

“Is she okay?”

“We can’t find her.”

Terror slammed through Zac. “What do you mean?” he growled into the phone.

“There’s a lot of people hurt here, boss, and some still under the wreckage. We thought maybe…. But she’s not here.”

“I’m coming to you. What corner?”

“57th and Park.”

Zac hung up. He cracked the door to the conference room and beckoned to Stu, who joined him in the hall. After a quick explanation, he left his men to deal with closing the negotiations and took off to go find his cougar shifter.

He didn’t let himself even contemplate the possibility she was hurt or dead.

Not until he saw her body.


CHAPTER 17

Sarai scurried down the street as fast as she could without looking as if she were in a rush. She used the crowds as cover until she was far enough away that even the polar bear shifters wouldn’t be able to see her. Her scent was another matter. Hopefully the smells of fear and adrenaline and humanity around the scene of the accident would mask that enough for them to fail to sense which direction she had gone. At least for as long as it took to make her get away.

As she went, she removed the red hoodie she’d been wearing, dropping it in a trash can. Then she rolled up her jeans to look like capris, glad she’d decided to wear them today. Paired with her white t-shirt-style top, it looked different enough from her usual look and blended in well with all the tourists.

She spotted a stand with various New York paraphernalia and snagged a Yankees cap as she slid by. She dropped a twenty-dollar bill as she did so, not liking the thought of theft. She pulled her blond hair up under the cap.

The fastest way to her destination was to go right by their apartment. She knew no one else was there, so the risk was minimal. Holding her breath with every step, she managed to get past their building and down the street undetected. Leaving the gorgeous place with its air of quiet, old-fashioned elegance had almost broken her heart. Leaving the man that the apartment represented…far worse.

Something in her gut told her to avoid taxis, to walk, so she stayed on foot for the thirteen blocks to Grand Central Station. Every single step away from him was filled with anxiety and sorrow. Anxiety that she’d be stopped. Sorrow that she had to go.

But she had to go.

She made her way to the famous station without incident and hopped right into a short line to purchase a ticket. Scanning the boards, she picked her destination. She didn’t have the luxury to be picky about logistics, she just had to be gone by the time they tracked her here. She selected the farthest point away with the earliest departure time, according to the map on the board. The train would only get her to Poughkeepsie, but that was a start, at the very least. She’d figure out what came next when she got there.

No one disturbed her while she bought a ticket, using cash, of course. Glancing around, she found a quiet corner in which to wait. Sarai pulled her blue baseball cap down low over her eyes, her dark blond hair tucked up under it, as she settled back against the wall.

In this spot, she was fairly hard to see while at the same time she had a wide view of much of the station. She suppressed the urge to fidget while she waited to board her train. She’d come so far—further than any of her other attempts to elude George and Scott. It had been pure luck born out of tragedy.

How the hell had it come to this?

Now, she waited beside the mode of her escape. Waited to board. Waited to leave behind the one man who’d come to mean something to her, despite her determination that he wouldn’t. Waited for her visions to alter, letting her know this move would at least spare his life.

Finally, the door to the train car she stood in front of whooshed open. Sarai tossed one last glance behind her, searching the crowd. Seeing and sensing no one she recognized, she turned and climbed the steep, narrow stairs up to the second floor of the car. She found herself a seat at the very back of the compartment. She kept her face angled away from the window, just in case someone tried to find her here.

Unable to keep her nerves in check, she tapped her fingers on her jean-clad legs. After a few moments of random movements, she almost unconsciously started playing a silent version of Chopin’s Minute Waltz. A nervous habit, which helped to calm her. But she couldn’t relax—not until they pulled out of the station.

****

Zac threw money at the taxi driver, paying no attention to how much, and burst out of the cab toward the chaos that still reigned on the corner where the accident had happened. He searched the crowds for George or Scott.

He skidded to a sudden halt. Sniffing the air, he caught it again. A faint, but unmistakable scent of vanilla and woman that was Sarai’s alone. He’d recognize her anywhere. Following his instincts, he moved in widening circles following the scent, as it grew stronger until it led him to a green metal trashcan just down the street from the accident.

Reaching inside, he pulled out a red jacket with a hood that was quite familiar. Sarai wore it almost non-stop inside the apartment, claiming the polar bear shifters kept it too cold for her. To be sure, he brought the garment up to his face and inhaled. Definitely hers.

Relief pooled in his gut. She was okay.

Then rage supplanted the relief. Dammit. He’d told her not to run off. He’d been very clear about it. But she’d skipped out the second a chance had presented itself, which meant he couldn’t trust her. More than that, if he didn’t find her, get to her in time, something much worse than a close encounter with a garbage truck could befall her.

Zac closed his eyes, concentrating, pushing his anger aside. As he moved in circles, he caught the trace scent in two places, here and…

Zac snapped his eyes open, looking down the street the way Sarai had gone. He pulled out his cell phone. Within seconds, George and Scott were at his side.

“I thought she liked us. Why does she want to get away from us this badly?” Scott asked.

George glanced at Zac and then stared down the street. He said nothing, but Zac could tell the man who’d raised him after his parents’ deaths was angry. That he’d been duped, most likely, but also that she’d managed to lose him at all.

“Go get the car,” Zac told them. “I’ll follow her, then call to tell you where to meet up.”

****

I made it! Sarai thought with almost giddy relief. She’d come to believe it wasn’t possible, until providence had intervened. Although she felt extremely guilty that she’d benefited from the tragedy of others.

“Where, may I ask, do you think you’re going?”

Sarai closed her eyes in despair at the sound of the baritone voice beside her.

Damn. No wonder her visions of the future hadn’t altered yet.

Slowly, she raised her gaze up seven feet of muscled male to encounter eyes so angry they’d deepened from dark brown to almost black, and so cold, she shivered just a little. Despite the calm, almost bantering tone he’d used to ask the question, there was no doubt in Sarai’s mind that Zac Montclair was furious. Anger was evident in every taut line of his body.

She looked back down at her hands, now clenched and white-knuckled in her lap. Then she felt her skin prickle as he sat down in the faded gray seat beside her. She could feel the heat radiating from him, along with his wrath.

“I asked you a question, Sarai,” he said, softer now, when she didn’t respond.

But she couldn’t answer him. How the hell had everything gone so wrong? From the moment she’d met this man, Sarai had been forced into one untenable position after another. However, as she thought over the last months, there was nothing she could find—not one moment, or path, or decision—that would have prevented where she sat now from happening.

Sarai was certain of one thing. She was never going to disappear, not while under Zac’s protection. It was a matter of honor with him, and she didn’t have the skills to get away. With that recourse removed, it changed the game, which meant she had no option but to change her strategy.

She waited a moment, hoping for any changes in her visions about Zac. None came.

Taking a deep breath, she bravely looked him in the eyes and answered with total honesty. “I was attempting to disappear. Go rogue.”

She watched as the muscles in his jaw tensed so hard she was surprised she didn’t hear breaking bones.

“Why?” he asked. Barked more like.

Sarai grimaced. “I’ll tell you,” she hastened to answer. “But not here. Not now.”

She glanced around the crowded train. It appeared to be full of commuters on their way home from work after a long day.

Zac followed her gaze. Comprehension dawned. His lips clamped down, as though he were holding in his words of fury with difficulty. He whipped out his phone and gave whomever he called—George most likely—instructions to meet them at the next stop up the line. Then he leaned back in his seat, silent.

****

Zac struggled to bring his roiling emotions under control. He couldn’t decide if he wanted to shake the woman beside him…or kiss her. The longer and further he’d had to track her, the more pissed he’d gotten, his fear both righteous and driven by concern. Just because they hadn’t seen or heard from Kyle Carstairs yet didn’t mean he wasn’t still after her.

So when he’d jumped on the train just before the doors closed, then come up here to find her tucked safely into a seat, nervously drumming her fingers, anger had been his first reaction. Before he could release all that pent up wrath, she’d told him she’d confide in him.

Knocked the wind right out of his sails. Now he sat cramped up in this tiny seat not meant for a seven-foot man. The second he got her off this train and back to their apartment wouldn’t be soon enough for him.

The scent of vanilla surrounded him now. He’d followed her for blocks, through the crush of people in the station and onto the train based on only faint traces of that smell. Thank God, it had been a hot day, making her sweat, leaving behind more of herself than she would have otherwise. Now that she was beside him, all he could think to do was bury his face in her neck and inhale.

Instead, he sat in stony silence and looked straight ahead. With an irritated twitch, he loosened his tie and undid the button at his neck.


CHAPTER 18

The train’s seats were close enough that the length of Zac’s thigh was pressed against her. Sarai could feel the heat of his body through his slacks and her jeans. The day was a muggy one. August in New York was usually pleasant, but they’d had some record-setting highs. The temperatures had been in the nineties most days this week. As a shifter Sarai’s sense of smell was strong. Consequently, she was almost overwhelmed by the stench of the humans who’d walked many blocks to make it to their transportation.

Zac was probably even more uncomfortable given that he was a polar bear shifter. The temperature was nothing like his environment, where it didn’t get out of the sixties during the hottest time of the year. Cougars did equally well in the cold and the heat. However, their natural ranges were wider—from mountains, to swamps, to deserts—therefore they handled heat better.

Granted, she was pretty sweaty after her rushed walk to the train, but his inadvertent contact was making her heat up in places that had nothing to do with the weather.

In an effort to distract herself, Sarai opened her mouth to say something. He stopped her with a sideways glance. “You really don’t want to talk to me right now. When George and Scott couldn’t find you, they thought you might be stuck under the wreckage.”

Guilt swamped her. “Oh.”

“Yeah.”

She slowly lowered her eyes and sat back, shoulders slumped.

“That’s why they didn’t track you right away. George is the one who taught me everything about tracking. The man’s a legend, but he was too busy trying to get to the bottom of a pile of what used to be a Lincoln Town Car to get to you.”

Sarai flinched. He was laying it on her, and she totally deserved it. Still, everything she’d done had been with good intentions. Would he see it that way after she explained?

“It wasn’t until I got there and caught your scent away from the scene that we figured out you’d left. George has your jacket by the way.”

“Um. Thanks.”

“You owe him and Scott an apology.”

Sarai frowned. “How much do you trust them?”

His head jerked to look at her. “Not funny.”

“I mean it.” She was thinking about the vision she’d had of Scott. Standing in the background as Zac, his body beaten and broken, knelt before Kyle.

He narrowed his eyes, but he answered. “I’d trust both of them with my life.”

That was good enough for her. She didn’t get the impression Zac gave his loyalty easily. So, as endorsements went, she didn’t need anything more.

“Then I’ll explain to them as well, but we should keep it just among us.”

“Why?”

But she shook her head. “I’ll explain later, along with everything else.”

A low growl rumbled from him. “Woman, you’d test the patience of a saint.”

“And you’re a saint?”

“Where you’re concerned? Definitely not.”

Sarai blinked. She wasn’t quite sure what he’d meant by that, and decided not responding was the best option. She was saved by a voice announcing that they’d reached the Harlem 125 St. Station. She shot to her feet. “Guess that’s us.”

But Zac wasn’t listening, nor was he moving. Instead, he sat very still, his head cocked to the side. Then his face took on a hard set, as if cast from granite. He looked at her with those dark eyes that had gone deadly serious.

“We’re not getting off here.”

He pulled out his phone and talked to George in hushed tones.

Sarai sank back into her seat. As soon as he hung up she said, “What is it?”

“You can’t see it?”

Sarai’s already fluttering heart picked up speed. “No. But if you think I should, then we’re in trouble. It means something’s about to happen to me. What’s coming?”

He gave her a narrow look. “I expect an explanation of that last comment as part of your apology when we get back.”

Then he sighed. “Wolf shifters are waiting for us.” Even if he hadn’t said it with such grim certainty, a shiver would have rolled down her spine. Not good. Not good. No way was it coincidence that they’d found her here.

There was only one thing to do. She looked Zac directly in the eyes. “Take me out of the picture.”

“What?”

“If we take me out of the equation, my visions can help you figure out what to do.”

“And how do you suggest we do that?”

“Let me off the train alone. They’ll close in fast enough. Once they have me, you’ll know their numbers. If George and Scott are already there, that’s three on our side.”

“No way.”

“Think about this logically. You don’t know how many they have or what they’re planning. They can’t be sure where we plan to get off the train. This gives us the advantage.”

“No.”

Zac was so adamant that Sarai stopped trying. She snapped her mouth closed. “All right. Then what’s your plan?”

“Fight our way out.”

She cringed. She’d put them in this situation. She’d put their lives in jeopardy. Oh, the irony, since she’d only been trying to save them. “Four against however many, but we can’t shift. Not here. Not in public like this. Pretty equal odds if there’s only three of them.”

“There’s three or four I can smell.”

“Okay. So even odds.”

“Nope. You’re staying out of it.”

Sarai sat straight up and glared at him. “Like hell I am.”

“I’ve already lost you once today. It’s not going to happen again.”

Her breath whooshed out of her. He couldn’t have meant that as it sounded, as though she was important to him. She tipped her chin up stubbornly. “I can fight.”

His jaw tightened. “You’re not ready,” he insisted. “If you have to defend yourself, then do it. But, otherwise, let us deal with it.”

Sarai glared at him a moment longer.

“I mean it, Sarai. After everything that’s happened today, you owe me.”

She blew out a deep breath. “All right. Defensive only,” she agreed. Although if she happened to step right into the middle of things she’d have no choice but to defend herself. Right?

“I can see your wheels spinning,” he said. “Don’t.”

“Next stop Yankee Station, 153rd St.,” the mechanical voice announced.

Zac and Sarai stood and made their way down the stairs. Zac went first, forced to turn sideways—otherwise his broad shoulders didn’t fit the narrow stairwell. They stepped onto the platform and Zac slowly turned his head to the right.

“Walk.”

He placed his hand in the small of her back. She felt comforted knowing he was there with her. She walked as fast as she could without looking as if she were running. She didn’t want to trigger the wolves’ predatory response to prey fleeing.

Suddenly, the frantic sound of a car horn honking snapped her attention to the lot just outside the station. George.

“Run for it,” Zac urged in a harsh, low voice.

She didn’t hesitate or question. She just took off at a sprint. Like many cougar shifters, she was fast. Her long legs and slender form combined with her natural sprinting ability from her cougar shift. Granted she was trying to outrun male wolves.

She felt as though she could feel them breathing down her neck. She expected to feel claws rake down her back at any moment, though she knew they wouldn’t shift. Almost without knowing how she got there, Sarai leapt into the car. Scott had thrown the door open for her. She turned, expecting to find Zac on her heels, only to see him a ways back, still between pillars on the platform, fighting off two men.

“Help him!” she yelled.

“We’ve got orders. Your safety is first priority,” George said, though he didn’t look any happier about it than she did.

Sarai felt panic well up inside her. They weren’t going to take him, not while she had anything to say about it.

“I’m going to help him, and you’re coming since you have to protect me.”

She was just moving to crawl back out of the car when Zac leveled one guy with a powerful right hook then knocked the other off his feet with a roundhouse kick straight to the chest.

“Zac!” she yelled.

He ran. George peeled out as soon as Zac was in the car, before he even had the door shut all the way.

“Oh my God! Are you okay?” Sarai was on her knees in front of him in the back of the limo. Unthinking of her actions, uncaring even, she ran her hands over his face and arms checking for injury.

Gently he took her hands in his to hold her still, his gaze bemused. “I’m fine. Not a scratch.”

With a gentle tug, he pulled her up onto the seat beside him, tucked right into his body. He let go of her hands, but Sarai didn’t move further away, as she would have before this. Right up until the moment she’d decided to confide in him.

“Good thing you took them out when you did, boss. She was about to run back out there for you.” George flicked a glance at them in the rearview mirror before moving his gaze back to the road. Though he said nothing, she caught the small twitch of his mustache, an indication he was more amused than annoyed by that fact.

Zac gave her an exasperated look. “You promised to stay out of the fight,” he admonished, the softness of his voice belying the frustration in his eyes.

“I was going in order to force my bodyguards to engage.” She glared at him. “We’re going to have a talk about the priorities you’ve given George and Scott.”

He raised a single eyebrow. “Is that before or after you explain this entire day?”


CHAPTER 19

When they reached the hotel, George drew up to the front, but Zac wouldn’t let her out immediately. First he got out, carefully checking the surrounding area. Then he ran upstairs while George and Scott waited with her in the car.

She didn’t like that he took such crazy risks. He should at least have taken Scott with him. But Zac seemed to put every life before his own when it came to the people under his care.

Not one to waste time, Sarai took advantage of their wait in the car. “Guys, I want to apologize for the way I took off. I honestly never thought you’d think I was dead.”

“It’s okay.” Scott quickly forgave.

But George stayed silent. She met his gaze in the mirror. “Why’d you do it?” he asked.

Sarai bit her lip. “A very good reason. At least I think so. I’ll tell all of you when we get up to the apartment.”

After a long, tense moment, he nodded. “Just don’t do it again, kuluk.”

Sarai smiled, a rush of relief washing through her. George’s good opinion had become important to her during their time together. “I won’t.”

A knock on her window signaled Zac’s return. They all got out and let the valet park the limo sedan.

“Hey.” She leaned over to whisper to Zac as they entered the building. “What does kuluk mean?”

He whispered back, “It’s a term of endearment like love, or sweetheart, or little one. Why?”

She shook her head. “Just wondering.” But her heart silently warmed toward George all the more.

In the elevator, Zac did his usual move of crowding her against the wall. This time Sarai didn’t mind as much, or move her hand when his brushed hers slightly. Instead, she allowed herself to feel the rush of pleasure at his touch. A pleasure that was misplaced given everything they’d been through today.

As soon as they were inside the suite and the guys had checked every nook and cranny of the floor, Zac pointed at a chair.

“Time to explain.”

Sarai sat and took a deep breath. Now the moment had come, she felt a little shy. For the last twenty years, when she’d shared her visions, it had typically been over the phone with people who didn’t know her and whom she didn’t really know either. Never had those visions involved herself…or her lover.

But it was time. She could feel it, now the decision was made.

“For the last few months, since just before Andie’s wedding, I’ve been having a vision about you.” She looked at Zac.

His shoulders lost a smidge of their tension. He’d remained standing, but now he dragged another chair over to sit directly in front of her. “Bad?”

“Pretty bad,” she whispered.

“Tell me.”

“We’re in a cave. I think I’m there too, though it’s hard to tell. You’re…beaten up. It’s ugly, Zac. You’re on your knees, barely keeping yourself upright. Blood everywhere. I can’t tell from where, because you’re covered in it.”

She paused, looking down to gather her thoughts…and her emotions. Finally putting voice to the pictures in her head made them seem that much more real. She felt tears well in her eyes but curled her hands into fists, digging her finger nails into her palms to force back the tears. Crying had never helped her. Not once.

Back in control she looked up and continued. “Kyle Carstairs is in front of you. I can’t hear what he’s saying. It seems like he’s about to make an example of you.”

Zac reached for her hands. “There’s more, isn’t there?”

She nodded. “The wolves rip you to shreds as I watch. You—” She swallowed down her fear and desperation. “You don’t make it.”

She took a little half-breath, intending to add on the part about Scott being there but thought better of it and instead closed her mouth again.

“Anything else?” Zac asked.

She shook her head. She’d tell him later, when they were alone.

“That’s why you tried to go rogue?” he prompted.

“Yes. My visions are never set in stone. Different choices and decisions can change an outcome. I was…trying to protect you.”

He gave her a grim look. “By taking yourself out of the equation?” He was quoting her earlier idea regarding the wolves.

“If I go rogue, you live.” She gave a little shrug, pleading with her eyes for him to understand.

Zac leaned forward and took her chin between his fingers. “Let’s get one thing straight immediately. You don’t sacrifice yourself for me. You stay in the equation. No matter what. We’ll figure it out together.”

Sarai twisted her lips. “But you’d sacrifice yourself for me.”

“Says who?” He winked.

Sarai’s heart tripped a little. He’d actually winked. At her. She put aside her astonishment, and addressed the words.

“I can just tell. It’s who you are. Besides, how is that any different from my trying to save you?”

“It just is.”

“Bullshit.”

Zac’s eyebrows shot up. He looked over her shoulder at where George and Scott had been listening to her explanation. As if in tune with a silent command, they both left the room without a word, heading for the spiral staircase down to their own rooms.

As soon as the door clicked shut, Zac leaned back and crossed his arms over his chest. “Care to repeat that?”

Sarai refused to back down. “You heard me. I refuse to be treated to a double standard. If I can’t sacrifice myself for you, then you can’t for me either.”

“You don’t set the rules in this Timik.”

“Then I’ll just keep trying to leave until I succeed. I need you to promise me.”

He already started to shake his head no, but she held up a hand.

“In the Carstairs Dare I was treated as a possession, without a mind of my own. Now, I’m no better than a prisoner. Kuharte in the Shadowcat Nation…”

She shook her head. “It’s getting better, but you know cougars. We don’t trust anyone, especially not other cougars. Kuharte belong to their dares. Until just a few years ago, our marriages were even arranged, to be strategic for the dares. More than that…”

She looked down at her clenched hands, searching for the words. “As a Seer, I witness horrors. Sometimes involving people I care about deeply.”

She looked back up steadily into his eyes. Eyes such a deep brown, she could lose herself in them. They made her feel warm, at home. Sarai shook off the feeling. “I can’t have you risking your life for me. It’s the only way I’ll stay. We approach this thing together. Not with you in front and me behind. Or I’m outta here, and you know I’ll eventually succeed.”

A nerve twitched at the side of Zac’s neck. After an interminable, tense silence, he finally nodded. “No self-sacrifice. By either of us.”

Sarai held out her hand. After another pause, he reached out and shook it. She let go of the deep breath she’d been holding. His promise was such a small thing, but maybe it would save his life in that cave.

She didn’t move for a moment, waiting. Hoping. The vision didn’t budge.

“What?” Zac prompted.

Sarai shook her head and got up to go to the kitchen. She pulled a beer out of the fridge, needing something to take the edge off.

“I was hoping the vision would change after I told you.”

“And?”

She shook her head, then took a long swig from the bottle. “Same as it’s ever been.”


CHAPTER 20

Zac left the lights off as he moved through the dark apartment. His focus was on the woman sleeping in the other room. Yesterday he’d run a gamut of emotions in such quick succession his head was still spinning.

Careful to be a silent as possible, he made his way to Sarai’s door and slipped inside. Sarai lay with her back to him, the covers pulled up to her chin. Zac grinned. They kept the apartment meat-locker cold. Polar bear shifters didn’t tolerate heat well.

On silent feet, he moved around to where she was facing and squatted down beside the bed. He took a precious moment to allow his gaze to roam the contours of her face. When he’d first met Sarai, his initial impression was that she was fragile, weak. He realized now that her delicate beauty and quiet ways hid a woman strong in both body and character.

Heaven help him, she’d tried to save him. Had been willing to sacrifice herself to do it. In Zac’s life only three people had ever done that for him. His parents had lost their lives, and a six-year-old Andie had dragged his unconscious ass across a long stretch of Canada. Otherwise, while he trusted certain people with his life, he didn’t have to. Zac was the strong one, the protector, the last line of defense. He was the one who sacrificed.

He’d promised Andie he’d protect Sarai. When he’d said those words, his loyalty had been to his friend. But now…the need to make sure this incredible woman was never harmed again rushed through him in a wave so intense he felt his breathing constrict. Responsibility was a mantle his broad shoulders managed easily. This was something different. She was different. Precious to him personally.

Reaching out, he gave her shoulder a gentle shake. “Hey, honey.”

Sarai’s eyes flew open. With a gasp she scrambled back in the bed, trying to get untangled from the covers. “Don’t—!”

“Hey, it’s Zac. Calm down.”

Sarai blinked for a moment before her eyes lit with recognition. Relief replaced blind fear. Sarai slumped down in the bed, and she put her face in her hands. “Sorry,” she mumbled.

Zac sat on the bed with slow, deliberate movements to keep from startling her. With a little tug, he pulled her over to lean on his chest, smoothed the sheets over her legs, and wrapped an arm around her. He tried not to think about how she was wearing nothing but a silky slip of a nightgown. At least he was dressed.

“Want to tell me what that was about?”

She was quiet so long he wondered if she would. He could feel the tap of her fingers against his chest. He didn’t say anything. Didn’t rush her.

“Kyle managed to get me in my room alone. Once. I woke up to find him standing over my bed.

Zac tightened his grip on her but kept the violent thoughts in his head to himself. “What’d you do?”

“I faked a vision that the child resulting from that night would eventually overthrow and kill him.”

“That worked?”

“Kyle had seen my gift in action enough to know it was possible. As power-hungry as he is, that future didn’t appeal.”

Zac felt her smile against his chest.

“I knew the same tactic wouldn’t work again, so I made sure I was never alone in my room again. I only went there to get clothes, shower. Andie would usually come with me or send one of the guys she trusted. I never slept in the same place night to night.”

“Jeez,” Zac breathed. While he’d been orphaned young, he’d still grown up in a community that had supported him, nurtured him. He hadn’t ever feared sleeping in his own bed.

Sarai shrugged. “It was what it was. He never found me again. That way, at least.”

“But you’d wake up thinking he was there?”

Sarai pulled back, looking at him with puckered eyebrows. “How’d you know?”

Zac tipped his head. “The way you reacted just then. No screaming. No crying. That’s happened before.”

She snuggled back down into his arms. “Yeah. Especially the first year or so after it happened. I’d wake in a cold sweat, terrified he’d found me again.”

Zac pressed a soft kiss on the top of her head. “You don’t have to fear that now. I’ve got you.”

Sarai shook her head. “I’ll be afraid of Kyle Carstairs until the day one of us dies.”

Zac couldn’t say anything to that. He clenched his jaw against the futile wrath inside him until his teeth started to ache. He should be able to protect his people. He wasn’t used to feeling helpless in situations like this.

“I’ve been meaning to ask. You said yesterday on the train that if you were involved, your visions didn’t work?”

He felt rather than heard her sigh. “Yes. I often see nothing at all if I’m included in something. At best, I get patchy pictures. Hazy. It’s a weakness. One I’ve never shared with anyone else. Not even Andie.”

Zac thought about that. Since he’d found her on the train, Sarai had changed how she was with him. Almost as if she saw him as a trusted partner, rather than an obstacle. Her trust made him want to be that partner, that person she could rely on to fix this. He just didn’t know how.

After a long moment of holding her, he sat up. “Come on. We’ve got to go.”

“Where?”

“Airport. The wolves found you—or us—here. We’re going to clear out.”

She glanced at the clock. “At three in the morning?”

“I arranged a private flight.”

“To?”

“My Timik in Canada. We’ll fly to Kuujjuaq, north of here. We go on foot from there.”

****

Sarai watched out the window of the small jet Zac had commandeered for them. Getting out of the building and to the airport had been uneventful, as had the flight.

Never having been on a private jet before, Sarai explored the craft with interest. The cabin was something else, with nice, first-class-like seats in a soft, tan leather, and plenty of space for everyone, even Zac, to spread out in. She felt somewhat out of place in her jeans and t-shirt when surrounded by such opulence. She’d opted for comfortable rather than classy when they’d stolen away in the night.

She’d looked at Zac with a twinkle in her eye when he’d sat down, his long legs spread out in front of him, crossed at the ankle. “You know after this you’ll never be able to fly coach again.”

He’d raised a single eyebrow. “I think I’ll survive.”

Sarai had chuckled as she settled into her seat.

Now, ten hours later, they were finally landing. It didn’t take long to taxi to the hanger. Zac’s people, in military-style vehicles, were already waiting for them. Several men jumped out as the copilot opened the plane door and lowered the stairs. Instead of their getting off, the men outside came on board.

One wasn’t a man, but a woman about Sarai’s size with dark, short hair. Without introduction, or even a hello, she handed Sarai a duffel bag. Sarai shot a questioning look over at Zac.

“We have to act quickly. I’ll explain in a minute. First, you need to change into the clothes in the bag and give Corrie the clothes you’re wearing.”

Sarai opened her mouth to ask why, but shut it again. He’d said that he’d fill her in. She and the woman named Corrie quickly dressed. Then, to her astonishment, Corrie pulled out a dark blond wig, styled much like Sarai’s own hair, and carefully situated it on her head. Sarai didn’t need her Seer’s gift to have an idea of what was going on.

Corrie stood to leave, having never said a word. If anything, she’d glared at Sarai throughout the entire silent exchange. Resentment? Blame? Sarai couldn’t quite tell.

“Hold up,” Sarai called. Corrie spun back to face her, lips compressed in a petulant expression. Sarai fished into the backpack she’d brought on the plane and pulled out a ball cap—the Yankees one she’d snagged in her bid to escape. Had it been only yesterday? She’d got sweat all over it, which meant it reeked of her scent. She’d also been wearing it yesterday on the train, making it a recognizable piece of her clothing to the wolves who’d seen her.

“Here.” She held it out.

Corrie glanced at it then back at Sarai. With a small shrug, she grabbed the cap and jammed it on her head.

When they entered the cabin, Sarai noticed all the window shades were down. The men moved in and out, in and out, shuttling some supplies out to the waiting vehicles. She eased down to sit on the armrest of one of the chairs, mostly out of the way.

Seeing her there, Zac moved to stand in front of her. “You stay here with George.”

She glanced over her shoulder to see George and a George look-alike standing there. She flicked a nervous look back to Zac. “What about you?”

“I’ll be back much later tonight.”

Stuffing down the protest that wanted to rise out of her throat, Sarai nodded.

“Trust me?”

She gave him a little half smile. “Let me put it this way. I’ve told you more about my power, my life, and a vision concerning you, than I’ve told anyone else. Ever.”

“So that’s a yes.”

She inclined her head.

“Time to go, Zac,” Scott said from the door.

Sarai gave her shadow a wave of goodbye. He winked in response.

“Gotta go. Stay safe,” Zac said—more like ordered.

She watched with hungry eyes as he pivoted to head down the aisle. Before he reached the door, he stopped. Sarai stood up. He whipped around and, purpose in every stride, moved back down the aisle to her.

Then he shocked the hell out of her when he took her face between his hands and laid his lips over hers in a hard kiss that felt gloriously possessive. He pulled back to look down at her. Sarai stared back with wide eyes.

“I mean it. I want to return here to find you in one piece.”

Sarai’s lips twitched. “I’ll do my best, sir.” She just barely restrained her urge to salute.

Zac’s mouth lifted in a crooked smile. “All right then.”

And he was gone.


CHAPTER 21

As soon as the stairs were raised and the plane, for all intents and purposes, shut down, only Sarai and George remained. She looked at him and folded her arms over her chest in a very Zac-like move. “Want to tell me what’s going on?”

His mustache twitched. “Diversionary tactic.”

“I kinda figured that. What, exactly, is the plan?”

“They’re taking you—and by you I mean Corrie dressed to look like you, in your clothes to smell like you—to the Timik. Zac went as well because he figured they’d assume he would never leave you alone.”

“They who?”

“The wolf shifters. Kyle. Anyone else who’s watching with an eye to snag themselves a Seer.”

“So convince them we’re all at the Timik…and then what?”

“Zac will make his way back here.”

Alone? Sarai frowned. “How exactly?”

George regarded her for a long moment before running a thoughtful finger through his thick mustache. “You know, when you first joined us, you were this quiet little thing. Watched everything, but asked no questions. Almost like you didn’t care.”

Sarai waited for the punch line.

“What changed?” he asked.

She gave that question the attention it deserved. “I did,” she finally said. “I realized for the first time in my life that I couldn’t manipulate the situation to change the future the way I wanted it to go, nor could I survive it on my own…And Zac won’t let me save him.”

“That all?”

She shook her head. “I had to put my trust in someone else. The broadest shoulders I could see…were his.”

George stroked his mustache. “I thought that might be the gist of it.”

He pinned her with the kind of hard look only a tough man who’s seen a lot of years could. “Don’t ever betray him.”

She understood what he was saying. “I may be a cougar shifter, and a Seer, but I don’t have it in me to cause that man any pain. Even when he was just Andie’s friend.”

“You’re all right, girlie.”

Sarai grinned as warmth spread through her. “Back at ya, George.” Then she narrowed her eyes. “So…exactly how is he getting back here?”

****

Zac sat in silence the entire ride to the Timik. While the rest of the men engaged in playful banter during the long trip, his mind was back with the plane—and Sarai.

He was sure they’d been followed, his instincts as a tracker rarely wrong. Returning to the apartment after the wolf attack on the train had been a deliberate move, to guarantee they would be followed. Now they were doing some bait and switch. Diversionary tactics. He knew his plan was a good one, though leaving her alone with only one protector—even if it was George—was risky.

It didn’t help that Corrie was dressed in Sarai’s clothes causing her sweet scent to fill his nostrils with every indrawn breath. As long as it would take them to get to the Timik, it would take him longer to return, as much of the journey would be on foot. Another risk.

“Is she really worth all this trouble?” Corrie’s question interrupted his brooding.

Zac turned his head to find her watching him speculatively.

“She’s a Seer.”

“And?”

“A very rare gift, which alone makes her valuable—something you of all people should appreciate. Also one that makes her critical from a political standpoint.”

“And you want her.” Corrie stated it with such finality that Zac gave her a narrowed-eyed look.

“You know better than to turn that power of yours my way.”

She crossed her arms, her face scrunched up like a sullen child’s. “I didn’t.”

“Or on Sarai.”

She looked out the window without answering.

“Corrigan. I’m dead serious.”

She flinched at his use of her full name. “Oh, fine.”

Then she gave him a sideways glance. One full of speculation. “What would your precious Andie say if she knew the Timik already had a supernaturally gifted person? I mean, you got stuck with the Seer because they didn’t have a place to stick her, right? Some law about not having more than one in a dare? Does the Shadowcat Nation know you now have two?”

Zac snagged her chin in his fingers and jerked her head around to get right in her face. “Don’t be messing with things you don’t understand.”

The sulky look returned. “Fine. None of my business anyway.”

“Exactly.”

His final word earned him a nasty glare that he ignored. She eventually turned away from him, letting the subject drop. Zac gritted his teeth. Corrie’s little fits, her constant negative attitude, were starting to get out of hand. Something would have to be done soon. However, now was not the time.

Zac was saved from further discussion as they came to a halt. The drivers pulled the four-wheel-drive SUVs off to the side into a hidden area behind trees where they kept their vehicles. Roads only got them so far. In order to reach the Timik village, they had to go the rest of the way on foot.

However, their deception would be discovered were Corrie to shift, since she’d be a polar bear instead of a cougar. Consequently, they’d travel in their human forms, which would take even longer. It typically took about an hour, but this would increase it to twice that.

Zac felt every second of the two-hour trek. Not physically, but as another second that he wasn’t there to make sure Sarai was safe. This promise to Andie had become something more. Something he wasn’t quite ready to define yet.

Night had fallen by the time they entered the village. The cluster of buildings, all made from the wood and stone of the surrounding land, was set up around a main street with both shops and houses located along it. Some other common buildings, like the town hall, were scattered around the main stretch, forming a circle around them. The layout was deliberate, allowing them to put cameras and alarms all along the circumference.

Zac took Corrie straight to his own home, where a small gathering waited in the golden light cast by lamps. She headed off to a back bedroom to get changed. As she went, she muttered something about how she couldn’t wait to rid herself of the stench of cougar.

Zac ignored her. Instead he crossed the room to shake hands with Shane. The cougar shifter had been a part of his Timik for the last five years. Andie had sent him to Zac for asylum when he’d been shunned by the Carstairs Dare.

“Where’s Sarai?” Shane asked.

Zac filled him in on the plan.

He was surprised to see a flash of disappointment in Shane’s gaze and gave the man a speculative look.

Shane caught it and grimaced. “I haven’t seen another cougar shifter since the last time Andie visited.”

Zac’s glance strayed to the raw patch of skin just visible under Shane’s hair, which he now wore to his shoulders. In order to convince Kyle Carstairs of his death, the man had ripped his own ear off and given it to Andie to take back.

“Did you know Sarai? Before you left?”

“A little. She was always reserved, kept to herself. Nice to me, though. And to Brenna.”

Zac clapped his friend on the shoulder. “Don’t worry. You’ll see her eventually. Just not yet.”

Shane nodded. “She’s special, Zac. Keep her safe.”

Zac nodded in return. “I intend to.”

As he had several times over the last few months, Zac wondered why Shane didn’t return to his old dare now that Andie and her father were in charge. Andie had defeated the people intent on his death. If he was so desperate for contact with his people, why not go? But it was none of Zac’s business. He’d promised Shane a home for as long as he wanted one.

Zac made his way to the large, open kitchen, where his Aunt Miki had cooked enough for an army.

“What’s all this?” he asked as she bustled over to give him a hug.

“You don’t eat enough,” she admonished. He said nothing but gave her an extra squeeze. Miki had become his mother and his father after his parents’ deaths. His father’s sister, she’d never married or had her own children.

“I’ll need it. I leave in a few hours to go back to the plane.”

He saw the flash of worry in her eyes before she returned to the stove. “I thought that might be the case. It never was like you to bring the fight right to our door. You only did that once that I can recall.” She glanced at Shane, who was laughing at something Scott had said.

Zac didn’t comment. He didn’t need to.


CHAPTER 22

Sarai woke with a start, jerking straight up in the cabin seat she’d converted to a bed. Thank goodness they were on a private jet that offered that option. Still, she massaged a crick in her neck as she listened for the sound that had woken her. A glance at her watch told her it was just about five a.m.

She looked across the aisle to find George wide awake and on alert. He held a single finger up to his lips. She nodded her understanding. Instead of wasting time asking him if she’d just heard what she thought she had, Sarai closed her eyes, reaching for the vision that felt as if it were just out of her grasp.

Everything was gray and fuzzy when she tried to picture what would happen to them on the plane. Her presence in the situation was messing with her ability to see their future. Still, she had to make the attempt. She needed to try a different tactic.

Without opening her eyes, she whispered, “Zac should be here by now.”

“Yes.”

“Do you think he’s close?”

“My guess is yes.”

She gave a tiny nod of acknowledgement before she redirected her focus inward. Instead of picturing the plane, Sarai put all her concentration on Zac. She couldn’t force the visions, but sometimes, if she picked just the right subject, she could trigger them.

Suddenly, her inner eye exploded with images. She zeroed in on the crystal clear snapshot of a polar bear hauling like a freight train through the woods. Low-hanging branches snapped off trees as he broke through the underbrush, wolves hot on his trail.

At first she thought he’d make it. His pursuers were far enough behind that he had the advantage. Then, she watched in horror as a large creature stepped right in his path. She couldn’t see it with any clarity. The pre-light of breaking dawn was throwing whoever it was into shadow. She assumed it was another wolf shifter. Zac skidded to a halt and spent a costly moment taking the measure of his opponent. He pulled his lips back over his teeth in a snarl so menacing even Sarai flinched. As a polar bear, Zac was possibly the most awesome thing she’d ever seen. Cougars, while fierce, couldn’t hold a candle to his might.

Which made the fact that just one animal had stopped him a shock. Very few could take on a polar bear solo and live to tell the tale. Zac’s hesitation cost him, and the wolves in pursuit were on top of him. The images came faster now. Sarai cried out as she watched him go down under a pile of snapping teeth and ripping claws. She heard his terrible roar. For a second, she couldn’t tell if it had been part of her vision or what she was actually hearing. Tears spilled down her cheeks as she watched them haul away Zac’s unconscious form.

Sarai rocked back and forth in her chair; her agitation at what she’d witnessed overwhelming. Then, realization struck.

The wolves never came near the airfield or the plane. They didn’t even glance toward it as they took Zac.

She snapped her eyes open and threw back her thin blanket. “George, go.”

Already on his feet, he shook his head. “I’ve got orders.”

“They’re not here for me. They’re here for him.”

“Then they don’t know you’re here. If either of us comes out, they’ll know.”

Sarai was nearing panic. At a guess, her sight had only been about five minutes ahead of happening. She grabbed his arm and gave it a shake. “We have to do something.”

“I won’t risk you. You’re more important than you realize.”

“Zac will understand.”

“My orders don’t come from Zac.”

Sarai didn’t have time to figure out what he meant. “Please, George,” she pleaded.

He gave her a long, hard look. His gaze traced the tracks of the tears on her face. Sarai took a deep breath as something in his dark eyes relented. He was going to help.

“Okay.” George yielded. “But what I’m about to do…you don’t tell anyone. Not even Zac. Got it?”

She was clueless as to his meaning, but she’d sign a deal with the devil right then if it meant saving Zac’s life.

“You have my word.”

Without another word, George vanished from her sight. Sarai gasped, looking around her frantically. But he was gone.

A memory of that moment in New York when the garbage truck had been bearing down on him flashed into her mind. She hadn’t been seeing things. He had disappeared and then rematerialized.

Before she could even begin to comprehend that, the images in her mind changed. As she watched, the animal blocking Zac’s path was suddenly hit with a blast of wind, so cold it carried shards of ice with it, so strong trees bowed and snapped in its wake. The chaos outside sounded like a tornado thundering throughout the land. Sarai clapped her hands over her ears to drown out the terrifying blast.

The creature stood no chance against such a tempest and, with a terrible scream, tumbled and rolled away. Then, just as quickly as the gale had started, it ceased. An eerie calm descended over the now barren clearing…just as Zac rounded a large pine tree.

Instead of stopping to face an adversary, he barreled straight through the path that had been cleared for him by the wind. Her vision fast forwarded until she saw him leap into the plane.

Sarai sagged in relief.

“That good enough for you?”

A scream escaped her as George reappeared in front of her. But there was no time to ask questions. “I have no idea what that was, but it did the trick. He’ll be here in a sec.”

The sound of the stairs being lowered filled the cabin.

“Stay in the back,” George instructed before he hurried up the aisle.

Zac pounded into the plane. He hit the mechanism to raise the stairs and close the door behind him. “Stay out of sight,” he yelled before he disappeared into the cockpit. The sound of the plane’s engines revving followed shortly after.

Sarai sank into a seat. On autopilot, she fastened her belt. George returned to sit down across the aisle from her. Sarai could hear the howls of the wolves outside, the thumps against the doors and windows as they attempted to get into the plane. All of the window shades were still lowered, which meant she couldn’t see what they were doing. Her vision had reverted to one of fuzziness since she was once again directly involved.

But she felt no fear. Maybe shock was starting to set in. Such a lot had happened in the span of just minutes that she didn’t know what to process first. All she knew was that Zac was safely on board.

As the plane started to taxi, the sound of gunshots rang out over the drone of the engines. Sarai jerked in her chair. Before she knew what was happening, George had her out of her seat, lying flat on the floor of the plane before she could even think to duck. He covered her body with his own for added protection.

Sarai started to struggle. They had to be shooting at Zac. No way was she letting him face that danger alone.

“Calm down, little one. We’re moving, so he’s still okay.” George’s soft voice stilled her movements. She could feel them gaining speed.

“But—”

“Don’t let everything he’s risked tonight be in vain. They still think you’re with the Timik. Don’t ruin it by showing your face.”

She forced herself to relax. They remained still and silent until the plane took off into the night.

After they’d gained some altitude, George stood and helped her to her feet. Sarai sat back down and stared, unseeing, at the seatback in front of her. Eventually, she looked at George. “We’re okay,” she said. It was more question than statement. She needed the reassurance.

“We’re good.”

“Because of you.”

He said nothing, just waited for her next question.

“Are you ever going to explain what just happened?”

His jaw clenched—the biggest display of worry she’d seen from the man since she’d met him. “I shouldn’t. I could have triggered a chain reaction leading to events no one wants just by letting you see that much.”

She pondered his words. As a Seer, Sarai was familiar enough with the tenuousness of the future to understand.

“Then don’t tell me,” she offered. “But, out of curiosity, you’re not just a polar bear shifter, are you?”

He shook his head. “No, ma’am. I’m not even the old man you see before you, which is more than I should say.”

She searched his expression for any clue, but found none. “Will you…get in trouble for helping him?”

George’s eyes hardened. “Don’t you worry about that.”

Which didn’t make her feel any better. However, try as she might, Sarai couldn’t trigger a single vision about George. Past, present…or future. That, in and of itself, was unusual.

She reached across the aisle and laid a hand on his arm. Giving it a squeeze, she said, “I won’t tell anyone, George. I promise.”


CHAPTER 23

Sarai inhaled a sleepy yawn as they waited for the elevator which would carry them up to their new bolt hole. “I can’t believe you brought us all the way back to New York after all that!” she said around her yawn.

After spending close to thirty hours in the plane, the first and last ten both in the air, she was thrilled to be free of it. If she was this tired, she was amazed Zac was still on his feet. After his cross-country trek, much of it on foot and ending with a chase, he’d flown the plane all ten hours since neither George nor Sarai had a pilot’s license.

They’d landed at a small strip—one that handled private jets that size—in, of all places, Poughkeepsie. They’d taken a taxi, for which they’d paid cash, to the train terminal, which they’d ridden all the way to Grand Central Station. They’d eaten on the train, just snack foods and bottled water, but after traveling as long as they had been, Sarai didn’t care.

She’d felt a weird sense of déjà vu, only in reverse. How ironic that her original escape route out of the city had become her pathway back just a few days later. She’d lost track of exactly how many days. It all blurred together now.

From the train station, they’d taken another taxi to a rather nondescript, though modern-looking building, located on the other side of Central Park, catty-corner from where they’d stayed before.

“They’re not likely to think I would return to the place we just abandoned. Especially when they figure out you’re not in the Timik. Even if they discover I’m here, they’ll probably assume I wouldn’t dare bring you back,” Zac explained as they entered the elevator car. Again. In her delirium, she kept repeating her incredulity at their destination.

“Sorry. Won’t ask again,” she mumbled.

In the reflection of the mirrored walls of the elevator car, she noticed just how disheveled she’d become. Her hair was a mess. Her eyes were a dull gray color, appearing sunken, with dark circles underneath. She was so focused on her appearance that she didn’t even notice how Zac had crowded her against the wall again until his hand brushed hers. Only this time, he curled his pinky finger around hers.

Sarai felt a whole lot more alert in an instant. She raised her gaze to find him watching her with a small smile. A question lingered in his eyes. She realized he wasn’t quite sure what her reaction to such a simple gesture would be.

In answer she shifted closer to him and laid her head on his shoulder. The move was a bold one for her, but felt so right in that moment that instead of feeling anxious, she felt…home.

The elevator doors whooshed opened. Sarai hid a small smile when Zac didn’t release her hand. Instead he kept her close as they dragged themselves to the apartment door, the only one on the floor as far as she could tell.

Sarai was too tired to pay any attention to the décor or layout once they were inside. Zac must’ve sensed that because he led her down a hall and into a bedroom. “Get some sleep.”

He didn’t have to tell her twice. “I want in on that pizza when it gets here,” she said as she pulled back the covers and crawled into the bed.

Zac had ordered delivery on the cab ride to the apartment building.

“I’ll bring you some.”

“Sounds good,” she slurred.

The fact that it was four in the afternoon meant nothing to her after the last thirty hours. She was just lucid enough to feel the soft kiss Zac pressed to her forehead before he left. A soft smile tugged at her lips as she drifted off to sleep.

****

Zac awoke to the smell of coffee…and the sound of a piano. Other than the one time he’d come home early to catch her playing, Sarai had never touched the instrument when he’d been around. It wasn’t coincidence that both residences they owned here held pianos. Zac’s mother had played. She’d been the one to insist a piano be located anywhere they were likely to go.

This morning Sarai had selected a piece that was light and airy. Happy. Zac dragged himself to the bathroom where he quickly showered. When he came out, she was still playing. He found George in the kitchen, leaning against the counter, just listening. He nodded at Zac, who moved to pour a cup of coffee, then, together they listened until she’d finished.

With a gentle hand, she lowered the key cover, stood, and pushed the bench in. She looked up at Zac and gave him a small smile. “It’s nice that there’s a piano here too.”

He could tell by how she wouldn’t look him in the eyes that she was embarrassed to be heard playing. He felt honored she’d chosen to play at all while he and George were present. Based on George’s raised eyebrows, he was as well.

Once they were seated at the table eating breakfast, she glanced around the room taking in the modern décor—all sharp angles, grays, blacks, and chromes. Very different from the plush yet more elegant set up in the other apartment.

Finally she said, “The penthouse again?”

Zac shrugged. “It’s been—”

“In the family for generations. Yeah, I figured.” She softened the words with a small smile. “So…what’s the plan now?”

Zac grimaced, not looking forward to the coming conversation. “I have business here I can be working on.” He stuffed some eggs in his mouth and chewed.

Sarai narrowed her eyes. “I have a feeling I’m not going to like what’s coming next.”

He finished chewing before he answered. “Probably not. You and George are going to stay out of sight inside the apartment.”

“Excuse me? We’re expected to just sit around and hide here?”

Zac forked another mouthful of eggs.

“Why do you get to be out in the open?” Unsaid was the accusation that they’d agreed on no self-sacrifice, but that wasn’t what this was about.

“They know I left Canada. They’ll expect to see me pop up somewhere, but they still think you’re with the Timik. Corrie will appear periodically in your clothes. We’ll get you new stuff to wear here.”

“What’s the point? All I need are jammies if I’m just loafing around,” Sarai muttered.

Zac paused with his fork in the air. “Did you really just call them jammies?”

“What do you call them?”

“I don’t.”

Sarai opened her mouth, then closed it with a snap as she caught his meaning. A blush rose up over her cheeks. Hoping to distract her, also because he thought the blush was pretty adorable, Zac winked, then grinned as her color deepened.

“Well, I’m still not happy about having to hide,” she grumbled. “How long is this supposed to last exactly?”

He shrugged. She scowled.

Sarai said nothing more about it, sticking to innocuous small talk the rest of breakfast.

As Zac left the apartment, George muttered, “She’s not going to tolerate captivity long, boss. She’s a mountain lion.”

Cougar shifters, like the animals they morphed into, needed wide ranges and a lot of freedom. Sarai appeared tame for a cougar, but that was only on the surface. Underneath that passive façade, there lurked a wild cat that wouldn’t appreciate being caged.

“I know.” He glanced at where she sat on the couch, e-reader in her lap. “Get her in the gym. Work on her defensive skills. It’ll help her bleed off some of that energy.”

He glanced back at George. “You too.”

His old friend passed a hand over his mustache. “Yeah.”


CHAPTER 24

“That had to be luck,” George huffed.

Sarai grinned. This apartment had a private gym attached. The wall of windows at one end let in the afternoon sunlight, quite different from the fluorescent lighting in the basement she’d been working out in at the previous apartment. This one also had been equipped for training for all kinds of combat, including the one type for which she a decent amount of talent.

“You think so?” she asked in answer to his comment.

She resumed her stance. With lightning speed, her knife struck her target with unerring accuracy. She smirked.

George eyed her speculatively. “How good are you?”

“Hard to tell since I could only practice in secret. Andie’s dad, who taught me, says pretty good.”

“Show me your best.” Zac’s voice interrupted them. Sarai spun around to find him standing in the doorway watching.

Sarai tipped her head, curious. “Okay.”

Instead of throwing right then, she put down her knives and rolled out two more dummies from the closet where she’d found them. She positioned them around the room. Then, she picked up a handful of knives and set herself. In rapid succession, she threw one knife after another. Never at the same dummy or in the same direction. She even added in a tuck and roll before the last knife left her hand. She hit her mark every time, each knife flying true and sinking deep.

“Remind me not to piss you off when you’re holding a knife,” George muttered.

Zac just crossed his arms, looking at her with that unreadable expression. George glanced at his Timik leader. “I think I’ll go downstairs,” he said. “Get dinner started.”

Not that Sarai or Zac paid him any attention.

Sarai stared at Zac, and he stared right back. After a long moment of dueling looks, he said, “All right. Now do it with your eyes closed while I’m trying to stop you.”

Sarai’s eyes widened. She’d never thrown knives with someone in the way. “What if I stab you?”

“You won’t.”

She gave a slow shake of her head. “I don’t know if I can do this.”

Zac’s expression softened, understanding filling his brown eyes. He crossed the room and took her shoulders in his hands. He gave her a little squeeze. “You keep telling me that when it comes down to it, I need to let you fight your own battles.”

Sarai knew he was right. She bit her lip, then gave a sharp nod.

“I’ve got an idea.” He walked across the room to grab her MP3 player.

She looked at the little gadget, then back up at him with raised eyebrows.

“The sounds of my movements keep distracting you. Let’s try something that masks those sounds.”

Made sense. In theory at least. “What if I don’t have this with me when the time comes?”

“Let’s see if it works first. But—” He tapped the device in her hand. “You don’t leave without this on your body. Ever. And you make sure it’s charged.”

Sarai swallowed, then nodded.

She surprised Zac by crossing the room herself. She picked up a black nylon strap with little pockets for the knives. She hadn’t used it earlier, because it was meant for a large man’s thigh. However, she would need both her hands free to fight Zac along with easy access to the knives when she was ready to throw. She fiddled with the strap and managed to rig it around her waist. After slotting the knives in, she jumped up and down to test that it was secure. Then she did a tuck and roll to make sure the knives stayed in place.

Satisfied, she sent Zac a cocky grin. “Let’s do this.” She slipped the wireless headphones into her ears, pushed play on the MP3 player, and strapped it to her wrist, then walked back to her starting point, where she took up her stance.

“If this goes wrong, I’ll kill you.” She closed her eyes.

Music blasted in her ears. She prayed the images would come hard, fast, and accurate, because she would never forgive herself if she hurt him.

Sarai pulled back her arm to throw the first knife. The before she could, a fist got in her way. Sarai used an outside block with her left hand, which dropped Zac’s shoulder just enough to give her the window. She hurtled the knife at the dummy but didn’t wait to see if she hit her mark. Zac moved to sweep her legs from under her. She danced back out of his reach. For the next few minutes, they exchanged a back-and-forth, give-and-take series of maneuvers. Punching. Kicking. Blocking.

Zac was more of a brawler. He’d been trained, and he used his size, particularly his height, to his advantage. For such a large man, he moved fast. His fighting was deceptive that way. But, because he didn’t use one style, he was also unpredictable. Luckily, Sarai was trained in Jeet Kune Do, which was the non-standard method of fighting Andie had taught her. Change your style based on your opponent.

In one move, Sarai blocked Zac’s punch, then spun around his arm. As she did, she reached for a knife and threw it in a backwards and sideways motion. Because of the music, she couldn’t hear if she hit. Zac twisted his hand to grab her wrist, but she’d already released him.

Another knife in her hand, she spun as she hopped out of his reach and threw. Then she was down in her stance to defend, just not quite fast enough. A kick to her midriff doubled her over. She had no idea how he’d gotten to her that fast. The impact was hard enough that it stole her breath. A sneaky idea occurred to her though.

She held up a hand and opened her eyes, letting tears flood them.

She saw the instant regret in his own expression. Zac stood up straight. “Oh, kuluk, I’m—”

Before he could voice an apology, she straightened with her two knives in each hand. They were buried in the dummy before he could take another step. With a grin she gave him a formal sparring bow.

Zac stared at her with a dark frown.

Sarai gave a nervous shrug. “You once told me to use every weapon at my disposal when I fight. Most likely I’ll be going up against a man.” She indicated him with a flick of her wrist. “Many men, in my experience, are thrown by the sight of a woman’s tears.”

“Devious. Underhanded. Just like a woman—”

“Hey!” Sarai protested but stopped when he smiled.

“A tactic that might save your life. Never apologize for doing anything it takes to stay alive. Even if it’s against me.”


CHAPTER 25

Sarai lay in her bed where she stared at the white ceiling above her head, unable to pull her mind away from the enigma that was Zac Montclair.

After their sparring today, there had been a moment when the air had thickened with a combination of adrenaline and bare skin and need. They’d stared at each other. She had waited for him to make a move, could see the desire dark in his eyes. Hell, she could see the physical evidence he couldn’t hide. He wanted her. Just as much as she wanted him, she was willing to bet. But he’d shut down, a shutter blocking his emotions from her view, then he’d walked out.

The graphic image of the two of them together that she’d been seeing for months was burned in Sarai’s mind. She was finished denying herself what her gift told her would be unimaginable pleasure. She had no idea what was holding Zac back at this point. He had kissed her. Not often, and never for long. Nonetheless, he had kissed her. Then there were small signs. A glance. A gesture. A brief, heart-stopping touch.

Even more than that, Sarai knew Zac’s bedroom in this apartment was the location of her vision of the two of them together. She’d recognized the black sheets, comforter set, and mahogany furniture the first time she’d seen it.

Her visions were not changing…and she was done waiting.

Sarai tossed her covers back and hopped out of bed. She removed every stitch of clothing, then covered herself with a flimsy robe. With quiet purpose, she let herself out of her room, made her way the few doors down the hall to Zac’s, and let herself in. She closed his door behind her with a soft click. Then she made her way to where he slept. She’d sort of expected him to wake up when she entered the room.

Dang. Sarai bit her lip as she decided what to do next.

With a small shrug, she untied her robe, letting it drop to the ground where it pooled at her feet. She was very glad now that she taken the time tonight to shave, buff, and lotion. She’d even given herself a mani-pedi. Hell, she’d even plucked her eyebrows and whitened her teeth. Zac Montclair was going to get the sexiest version of her she could deliver. He damn well better appreciate it.

With careful movements, she lifted up the sheets and slid into the bed beside him. His back was to her. Heart thundering, breath rushing, and heat already pooling low inside her, Sarai lifted a shaky hand.

But before she could touch him, she suddenly found herself flat on her back with her arms trapped above her head and an angry polar bear shifter pinning her body to the bed.

Make that a very naked angry polar bear shifter, she thought as a low growl ripped from his throat.

Sarai gasped at the raw fury in his expression. She knew her wrists would be bruised tomorrow from the tight grip used to hold her down.

“Zac,” she said his name softly. “It’s Sarai.”

Recognition dawned. “Sarai?” he choked.

A series of emotions chase themselves across his face. Confusion. Guilt. Lust. That brief blaze of desire had Sarai’s heart hammering both with an answering need and with hope. The hope faded as his desire was replaced by denial.

Zac released her wrists and rolled away. He sat at the edge of the bed, his feet on the floor, his back to her. “Sarai? What do you think you’re doing?”

She bit her lip, tempted to scurry away in embarrassed defeat. But damned if she was going to let his overblown sense of honor, or whatever it was holding him back, stop her now.

She moved to her knees behind him. Reaching out, she trailed her fingertips down the muscles of his arms. “I should think that’s obvious,” she murmured.

“Well, whatever you think is going to happen, it’s not. You’re under my protection. I won’t take advantage of you.”

“You’re not. I’m taking advantage of you.” She scooted closer, laid her lips on the place where his neck and shoulder met. She breathed in the male scents of pine and spice.

Zac dropped his head into his hands. “Fuck,” he muttered.

Sarai moved in closer, letting her bare breasts touch his back, and wrapped her arms around his chest from behind. “I was thinking more making love, but that’s the general idea.”

Inwardly, Sarai was shocked at her own audaciousness, but nothing had ever felt this right. A sense of womanly power rushed over her as she felt a tremble move through his body. She could hear his breath coming in short pants.

Still he remained rigid, resistant. With a deep breath, Sarai tried one last thing. Moving off the bed, she knelt on the floor in front of him. She took his face between her hands and looked him straight in the eyes, letting him see everything she wanted in her expression. “Please,” she pleaded. “Please, Zac, make love to me.”

Before she knew what was happening, Sarai found herself where she’d been only moments earlier. Flat on her back with what appeared to be an angry polar bear above her. He took her lips like a man parched, and Sarai gave herself up to him with complete abandon. She reveled in the sensations he pulled from her body with just the touch of his lips and tongue.

Abruptly, he pulled back. Disappointment whooshed through her. He wasn’t going to let this happen. She could no longer hold his gaze, dropping her own to the region of his chin.

“If we’re going to do this, we’re going to do it right.”

Sarai jerked her eyes back to his to find desire blazing down at her.

“This isn’t just some one-night stand,” he continued. “I want to learn every inch of this delectable body. I want your hands, your mouth, on every inch of mine. We’re going to go slow. We’re going to take all night…And this thing between us doesn’t stop in the morning. You do this, and you’re mine.”

Fire lit a trail through her blood as his words fizzed through her. All Sarai could do was nod.

Zac shook his head. “Say it.”

She knew what he wanted. “I’m yours,” she whispered.

Her words seemed to snap something inside him. “Ah, honey, you don’t know what you do to me,” he groaned. “If you’re mine, I sure as hell am yours.”

Then he shocked her as he entered her with one long stroke. She was so ready for him, that all she felt was full, complete.

A growl rumbled deep inside him. He buried his face in her neck, trying to control his breathing.

“Sorry,” he groaned. “I know I said slow, but…I can’t. We’ll take it slow on the next one. I promise.”

“Hey,” she whispered softly.

Zac levered up to look down into her eyes, releasing her hands as he did.

She took his face between her hands. “Don’t ever apologize for wanting me.” Then she leaned up and placed her lips over his in a tender kiss full of sensual promise.

As their lips touched, he started to move. The sensations layered together, building fast. He kept kissing her until the last moment, then stared deeply into her stormy blue eyes as they both rode the crest of their passion together.

As they came down from the high, he kept kissing her, slow and sweet. He moved to lay on his side, dragging her body in close to his so he could wrap his arm around her middle.

She felt soft kisses in her hair, on the back of her neck.

“Mine to protect,” he whispered. She stiffened slightly, then relaxed as he ran a hand over her shoulder down to her hip. “And now mine to hold. Mine to kiss. Mine to make love with.”

Sarai hummed her approval as she floated into a sleep made pure by utter contentment and a sense of true belonging.


CHAPTER 26

Sarai ran her fingertips lightly over the keyboard then started playing a nocturne by Chopin that had always been one of her favorites. Many might say it had a melancholy sound to it. However, Sarai had seen the 1943 version of the movie Phantom of the Opera, and Susanna Foster had sung this tune. After hearing that, Sarai had always thought of it as the musical expression of love.

Love…was that what she was feeling? Her visions, and last night together, had her all mixed up. She knew one thing for absolute certain though—Zac made her feel happy and protected—even if that was an illusion. She was pretty sure she did the same for him. Not that he said.

Her fingers faltered on the keys, slowed, then stopped altogether. Sarai didn’t even notice as George looked up from his newspaper. She was focused on the pictures in her mind as a new image formed.

A baby? With blond hair and dark brown eyes. Then later…a little girl, giggling and laughing. Still further down the years, a spindly teenager with long, coltish legs. And, even later, a beautiful woman, proud and strong. She couldn’t see what animal her child would be able to shift into, though polar bear was most likely as it was the more dominant species. Nor could she see whether or not her little girl would be a Seer, though she hoped not. All she could see was the child.

“Hey there, darlin’. You don’t get to faint on me. I don’t handle faintin’ women well.”

George’s gruff voice brought Sarai back from wherever she’d gone. She opened her eyes, stunned to find she was lying on the floor beside the piano.

“Ouch,” she mumbled as she realized the back of her head was throbbing.

George let out a breath. “Welcome back.”

He helped her to sit up.

She rubbed her head as she looked at him. “What happened?”

“Well…you were playing the piano, stopped, stared into space for a moment as you do now and then. Then your eyes rolled back into your head and you keeled right over.”

Sarai frowned. “I’ve never fainted from a vision before.”

Then again, she’d never pictured her own child before either.

Sarai’s eyes popped open as that realization struck. Ohmygod. Ohmygod. Ohmygod. Am I pregnant?

“Are you okay?” George asked. “I don’t like how pale you are.”

Sarai didn’t answer right away, too busy searching through her visions. She sagged in relief. She wasn’t pregnant. Phew. This would be the worst possible moment to add that particular complication into the mix.

But after the relief came the joy. She was going to have a baby. Soon by the looks of things, within the next year. Zac’s baby. Sarai squealed and wrapped her arms around George in an ecstatic hug.

“I’m great, George. I’m better than great, I’m—”

Another realization hit. Neither she nor Zac were in any of those visions. Would he even be alive to see their child? Would she?

She looked at George with eyes swimming in tears. “I think I just need to be alone for a bit,” she choked.

In a daze, she rose to her feet and went to her bedroom. Once the door was closed behind her, she lay down on her bed and tried every trick she knew to trigger a vision and change the future.

Her daughter was going to have a father, dammit.

****

Zac let himself into the apartment, takeout bags in hand. Just in case someone was watching, he’d been picking up takeout every night. Harder to tell from a takeout bag how many people were being fed and no delivery boy to bribe for the information. Tonight was Chinese.

He found George in the living room, watching reruns of Supernatural. He switched off the TV when Zac entered and got to his feet.

“You might want to check on Sarai,” he said without preamble.

Zac dropped the bags of food onto the kitchen counter. He’d had a trying day. Since they were still in New York, he was taking advantage of that and meeting with his team of financial advisors. His ancestors had been very smart about how they’d gained land and built on it, but also about how they’d invested in other ventures such as oil, shipping, and more. It had netted them quite a bit of wealth, cumulatively in the hundreds of millions, over the years. No one would know it to look at their simple Inuit village.

However, it required a lot of savvy business decisions and important focus on a lot of different industries. Normally, Zac deferred to Oliver and his other men who were much smarter than he was in this arena, asking them to keep him informed. He’d stayed in contact with Oliver, but Zac, not Oliver, was the face of the tribe as well as the decision maker. He’d been putting this off, at least what he could, while he was with Andie and the Keller Dare in Idaho.

“What’s going on with Sarai?” he asked as he started to unload the food.

“First she passed out, then when she came to, after running through a gamut of emotions, she locked herself in her room. Hasn’t come out yet.”

Zac jerked his head up at the words passed out. By the time George got to her locking herself in her room, he was already across the apartment and down the hall.

He paused at her door, tamping down on the urge to bust it open. She’d been fine this morning when he’d left her. A tad shy maybe, but she’d smiled, kissed him goodbye. This couldn’t be about what had happened between them last night. Could it?

He knocked. “Sarai?”

“Come in.”

Okay. She was speaking, inviting him in. Couldn’t be that bad, right?

When he entered the room, Zac came to a screeching halt. Sarai sat in the middle of her rumpled bed, knees drawn up to her chest. By the look of her swollen eyes and tear-streaked cheeks, she’d been crying. But as soon as she saw him she delivered a glowing smile.

Had it been anyone else, Zac would have backed out and left her to it. But it was Sarai. Without thinking, he hurried across the room and onto the bed, where he pulled her into his arms. They sat like that for some time.

“Want to talk about it?” he finally asked.

Sarai snuggled deeper into his embrace. “I had my first vision when I was not more than five years old.”

She seemed to be gathering herself to say more, so Zac stayed silent.

“The first time I had a vision, I watched my father as he was ripped to shreds by another male mountain lion who wanted to claim my mother. Not that I understood most of the motivations until I was much older. Nor could I describe it in any way that made sense to my parents.”

She tipped her head to look at him. “As far as we know, there has never been another Seer in our family line. My mother thought I was just having nightmares. It’s supposed to be genetic.”

She swallowed and looked back down, quiet for a moment. Zac stroked her hair with a gentle hand, waiting.

“What I didn’t see was that, after he killed my father, he also slaughtered my mother when she refused to be his. You see, in his mind he had won her.”

“Did you actually see it happen?”

She shook her head. “They had left me with a friend who lived close by. When they didn’t come home, I knew what had happened. I was hysterical, and Gloria, the lady watching over me, couldn’t figure out why.”

She twisted a button on his shirt in an absentminded way. “It wasn’t until the next night that someone from the Carstairs Dare showed up at her door. They let Gloria know what had happened, that I would go live there. They offered for her to join as well, but Gloria was too wild and too old to change her ways.”

“How did they know you were there?”

Sarai gave a shake of her head. “I was five. I don’t really remember. I knew Walter Carstairs had ordered them to come bring me back. In my visions, I never saw the face of the man who had murdered my parents. All I knew was that he had a crescent-shaped birthmark on his left side, just below his heart. It wasn’t until fifteen years later that I saw that birthmark again…on Walter Carstairs.”

“Geez,” Zac breathed. “At least I faced my parents’ killers and knew what was motivating them.”

Sarai shifted a little bit in his arms. “Andie told me about that once. How old were you?”

“Eleven. Old enough to understand. I also had somewhere to go, people to take care of me. They sure as hell weren’t the people responsible. I can’t imagine what that must have been like.”

“I worked it out, in the end, in my own way. I knew I would never be the one to take on Walter, but I found a way to take him out. My gift might be a curse, but one that can come in useful sometimes.”

Zac didn’t know what to say to that. He didn’t blame her for engineering revenge on the man who not only had taken her parents, but whose son had tormented her for years.

“I promised myself I would never let my children grow up without parents. For a long time, I thought that meant I would never have children.”

She tipped her head to look up at him again, her blue eyes searching his. “Have you ever thought about having children?”

Zac shifted, not all that comfortable with this line of questioning. At the same time, this was the most she’d ever spoken about herself, and he wasn’t about to stop her. So he told her the truth.

“I never thought I’d find the right woman.”

“I know what you mean.”

“I bet. It would be difficult for you to have kids with another woman.”

Sarai chuckled. “Only if we wanted them to have both our genes. Although that’s possible these days too, I guess. But you knew what I meant.”

“Where’s all this coming from?” Zac asked. “Did you see something today that scared you?”

“Nothing that puts us in immediate danger…and nothing I’m ready to talk about. Yet. It just caught me off guard. Took some thinking about.”

Zac wanted to press her, hear all the details. However, he also knew from Andie, and now his own experience, that Sarai only shared her visions when she felt it would help lead to a better future. He guessed that wasn’t currently the case.


CHAPTER 27

The click of the opening door alerted Sarai to Zac’s return. That and the mouth-watering scents of the Italian food he’d picked up for dinner.

“Hi,” she called without looking up from her e-reader. She sat on a chrome stool pulled up to the black marble kitchen counter.

He dropped several bags of takeout on the counter and started pulling the food out. He glanced at her and she couldn’t miss how his eyes traveled over her figure. “Nice dress.”

Sarai felt a warm glow at his words. She’d ordered a bunch of clothes online, since most of hers were still in the first apartment. She’d decided she was tired of boring old conservative stuff. Today she was in a sundress—red with white polka dots. She liked it, felt feminine in it. She liked how Zac’s eyes seemed glued to her figure in it.

With a thump Zac placed a brown box in front of her.

“What’s this?” She looked at him with raised brows.

“It’s for you,” he muttered before he made an abrupt about-face and headed to his room.

“I kinda figured that,” she called after him. He didn’t reply.

Sarai shook her head with a small smile. She guessed Zac was an uncomfortable gift giver.

Curious, she grabbed a pair of scissors out of the knife block and cut the tape on the box. Inside, under a pile of styrofoam peanuts, Sarai found several items. There were throwing knives of several types. She didn’t know enough about them to distinguish them other than by shape and color. Then, under those, were various different sheaths. Straps for her knives that she assumed could go around her thighs, around her waist, one that looked like a gun holster, even a sleeve for her arm.

After pulling everything out, she stared at the pile of goodies in shock. Then Sarai looked at where Zac had disappeared into his room. She followed and opened his door without knocking. He wasn’t in the bedroom, but she could hear to shower running. She leaned against the doorjamb, arms and ankles crossed, and waited.

She didn’t have too long to stand there. A few moments later, Zac appeared rubbing a towel over his wet hair, another towel slung low around his hips.

He stopped when he saw her.

Sarai bit her lip. She stepped inside and closed the door. Leaning back against it, she clicked the lock.

Zac raised his eyebrows.

“So…” she murmured. “You think a set of throwing knives and strappy things are the way to a woman’s heart?” She kept a straight face. With difficulty.

He crossed his arms over his chest. “No.”

“No?”

He shook his head. “I think a set of throwing knives and sheaths are the way to save a woman’s life. If she happens to be you.”

“Well, let me tell you exactly what I think about that,” she said in a voice she hoped conveyed some kind of anger.

She stalked across the room to stand in front of him. Zac held himself very still, watching her closely. His expression guarded.

Taking advantage of all her training, Sarai reached out and shoved. Hard. Not expecting it, Zac landed on his back on the bed with a muffled oomf. Before he could say anything, she was on top of him. Taking his face in her hands, she got right down to his level.

“I love them,” she whispered, before she angled her lips across his in a scorching kiss.

****

They found George at the kitchen table eating when they finally emerged from the bedroom. He glanced at them, face blank.

“Found the food on my own. I was too hungry to wait around.”

Zac held in a chuckle as Sarai’s cheeks stained a deep red. “Uh…okay, George,” she mumbled. Then she hustled over to dish up some for herself.

Zac followed at a slower pace. He still couldn’t believe a simple gift had triggered that reaction from Sarai. What woman went gaga over knives, anyway? But he unexpectedly found her actions both adorable and incredibly hot.

He’d sort of expected her to be offended. She graced his bed each night now, and the first gift he’d ever given her was throwing knives. He didn’t count her e-reader. At the very least, he’d thought she might think of it as coming from her protector, rather than from her lover. He’d never expected her to jump him.

Without a doubt, she kept him on his toes.

Their stolen time together had even let him forget, just for a moment, the bigger issues plaguing them. As soon as he sat down at the dinner table, Zac wasted no time in getting straight to the point.

“I caught Kyle Carstairs’s scent today.”

The next instant, he wished he’d been a little less abrupt in his delivery. Sarai’s spoon clattered to her plate as her face leached of all color.

George glared at him.

“Are you sure?” she whispered through chalky-hued lips.

Zac held her gaze as he slowly nodded. “I caught it across the way from our building. He’s been close.”

“How do you know it’s not some other cougar?”

Zac hated to extinguish the small light of hope in her eyes. “I caught his scent the day Carstairs challenged Andie and Jaxon. Even chased him down when he ran like the coward he is. I’d recognize it anywhere.”

Sarai’s expression fell. After a moment she pushed away her untouched food. She jerked out of her chair to circle the room. “What do we do?”

Zac moved to intercept her pacing. He held her shoulders with his hands. “It’s not clear if he knows you’re here or not. He may just be watching me.”

Sarai’s expression went all vague. He recognized her attempt to access a vision. After a few minutes, her focus returned to him.

“Any luck?” he asked.

She shook her head. “It involves me, so it’s a black hole.”

Dejection was written in the pull of her lips, the slump of her shoulders. He pulled her in close so he could wrap his arms around her, resting his chin on top of her head. “I won’t let anything happen to you. He’ll have to go through me first.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” she muttered into his shirt.

Zac leaned back from her a little bit in order to see her face. “What is it about that creep that scares you so much?”

As far as he could tell, Kyle was all bark and no bite. Or, for a cougar shifter, all scream and no attack. The coward had run away after Andie had killed his father, despite the fact that he was still in the middle of fighting his own challenge against Jaxon. Zac had zero respect for Kyle Carstairs.

Sarai pulled out of his arms. She walked over to the piano where she trailed her fingers over the smooth contours of the keys cover. “I don’t know what drives him. That’s what scares me.”

“You want to explain that a little bit, darlin’?” George asked.

Zac was focused on Sarai so intently, he had forgotten for a moment that his old friend was even in the room.

“Walter Carstairs, sadistic asshole that he was, was still someone I figured out quickly in terms of how to deal with him.”

She looked at both men. “You know cougars aren’t naturally community animals. We’re loners. A male cougar will fight everything that comes into his space, and we like a lot of space. Walter became Alpha because he was the strongest male in the territory willing to join the Shadowcat Nation at the time, proven through years of fighting off all comers. He ruled the only way he knew how…with an iron fist and a lot of violence. As long as you stayed out of his way or did what he wanted, he left you alone. Most often what he wanted wasn’t necessarily bad. It kept the dare together and protected. It’s partly why he remained Alpha as long as he did without serious opposition. That and he’d kill anybody who opposed him.”

This last she said with an ironic roll of her eyes.

“And Kyle?” Zac asked.

“Kyle was the catalyst for a lot of Walter’s bad decisions. He was the little boy who would pluck the wings off flies or use a knife to cut open an animal in such a way that it suffered but didn’t die, just so he could sit there and watch it squirm. He was just as power-hungry as Walter, but it was never to rule over just the dare. It was to have the resources to do whatever he wanted. Total power. Total domination.”

“And he wanted you.”

Sarai sat down at the piano bench with a shrug. “No. Not me. The Seer baby I had the potential to provide him. I would’ve been dead…” Sarai shook her head at her own thoughts. “I will be dead the second I give birth to any child he conceives with me.”

“We’ll just have to make sure he never gets close enough for that to happen.” The thought of Kyle even laying a finger on her made him want to snap the guy’s neck.

Sarai sent him a sad smile. “Don’t underestimate Kyle. I know that after seeing him run off, you don’t respect him. He’ll use that perception against you. He’s not stupid. Just obsessed.”

Sarai shivered as if bugs were crawling over her skin.

In a moment of clarity, Zac grasped what it must be like to have a stalker. Somebody so intent on you, he would sacrifice all else in order to get you. Only Sarai wasn’t being stalked. Her unconceived child was.


CHAPTER 28

Sarai’s eyes snapped open. She blinked, trying to adjust her vision to the dark room, but realized she wasn’t seeing the room. Instead, she was seeing a vision, looking at a familiar stairwell, the one in their building. She was looking through the eyes of whomever she was following. Seeing what they saw, feeling their deadly intent. Quick and silent, they moved up the stairs.

With a gasp, she jerked upright.

“What is it?” Zac mumbled, woken by her abrupt movement. He’d moved into her room after their first night together. It hadn’t been a conscious move. They just couldn’t keep their hands off each other.

“They’re here,” she whispered.

His expression moved from questioning to fearsome. “Wolves? Or cougars?”

Sarai frowned. “Can’t tell. Wolves, I think.”

“How many?”

Sarai ran through the series of visions that were coming to her faster and faster. “Best guess, five.” She looked at Zac suddenly. “They don’t know George and I are here. They’ve come for you.”

Zac smiled grimly. “Their mistake then. Got your knives?”

Sarai nodded as she opened the drawer in the bedside table. She started strapping them on over the tank top and shorts she’d worn to bed.

“Good. You get ready while I get George. How long?”

Sarai was standing by now, tightening the strap on her armband, and slipping the knives into their pockets. “Less than ten.”

“We’ll be back before then.” And he was gone.

Sarai finished getting her weapons ready. Then she grabbed her MP3 player, cranked it up, and popped in the wireless headphones. Those damn wolves weren’t taking Zac without a fight. In less than two minutes, he reappeared with George right behind him. Both had thrown on a t-shirt and jeans.

Sarai pulled her headphones out.

“Do they have guns?” Zac asked.

“No.” She tipped her head to the side as she double checked. “I take that back. They have tranquilizers. At least I think that’s what those are. They’re loading unusual dart-shaped bullets into them.” She frowned. “I don’t think they want to kill you.”

Zac and George exchanged a look.

“You’ll run point,” Zac said to Sarai. “Put yourself right in front of the door. It’s their only way in. Take out as many as you can with those knives. We’ll be right there to block any who get by.”

Sarai’s heart thundered. Sure, in theory she was good with knives, and, now that she had a way to deal with the visions, was even a decent fighter. But there was a giant chasm of difference between hitting an unmoving target and actually trying to kill a man.

Some of what she was thinking must’ve shown on her face, because Zac stepped up to her. “Kill them before they kill you. Fight or flight, honey. Since you’re not a falcon shifter that I know of, and we can’t get past them, it’s them or us.”

Sarai hardened her heart. “Us.”

Zac gave a sharp nod. “Good.”

Despite her thundering heart and the adrenaline pumping through her system, Sarai moved with a calm she didn’t feel to position herself in front of the door. Unfortunately, because this put her as the primary target in the vision, it also wiped out all she could see of her opponents. That was, until she switched her MP3 player back on, closed her eyes, and got the first of her knives ready to go.

She didn’t have long to wait. The wolf shifters must have somehow managed to get a key, because they didn’t bust through the door or break in, they simply unlocked it. The first man to step through that door regretted it as her knife ended up buried deep into his chest. He dropped right in front of the door, making it harder for the others to enter. The next man, who had been behind the first, managed to move as she threw. She only hit his shoulder. Still, he wouldn’t be fighting very well with one arm out of commission.

Two down, three to go, Sarai thought.

Her heart pounded to the beats of music in her ears. She tried not to think about the fact that she’d just buried knives into two different human beings. Instead, she let anger at what they were forcing her to do—run, hide, defend her life and that of her lover—rule her head and her heart.

Using their still standing companion as a human shield, the other three men pushed their way through the door, then scattered. She caught a snapshot image of a tranquilizer with her name on it just moments before it was fired. With a gasp, she dropped and rolled sideways, out of the way.

She ended up right in the path of another man, but it had been a deliberate move. She could’ve gone the other way, behind Zac, who was already engaged in hand-to-hand combat with yet another. Neither he nor George had shifted into their bear forms. Their bulk would not lend well to this particular environment, being much more effective in the wide-open spaces of the wilderness.

Sarai came to her feet to face her opponent. He swung. She blocked, then blocked his next move. With both of his hands trapped, he tried to pull back only to receive a series of rapid punches and finger jabs, which pushed him back further. At which point she delivered several well-placed kicks in his ribs and, finally, his head.

He fell to the ground, dazed but not out. Sarai took advantage of his momentary distraction to check on George and Zac. As she watched through her mind’s eye, Zac managed to get his opponent from behind. He squeezed his arms, muscles bunching with the effort, until the man dropped, like a limp rag, to the floor. George knocked his adversary out with a hard kick to the face.

She swung back to the man on the ground, who was now trying to get up. Picking up a vase nearby, she smashed it over his head. She didn’t know if she’d killed him or knocked him out. She didn’t care.

Only one foe remained in any kind of conscious condition. The guy with Sarai’s knife still sticking out of his shoulder sat on the floor, his back up against the wall. He held up one good hand in surrender as Zac approached him with menacing intent.

Grabbing the guy by his upper arms, Zac yanked him to standing.

“Who sent you?” he demanded with a shake.

The shifter stared at him, mute resolution in his cold eyes.

“Was it Kyle Carstairs?”

All that elicited was a sneer, though it was hard to tell if the curled lip was derision or respect.

“You’re part of the group that attacked Jaxon Keller and his wife out in Montana last spring. I can smell it on you.” Zac pulled his lips back in disgust, baring his teeth. “Why?”

“You’ll have to kill me, because I’m not going to tell you anything.”

“That can be arranged,” Zac growled.

“Wait,” Sarai called just as Zac went to snap the man’s neck.

Zac paused to look over his shoulder at her, frustration written across his face in a fierce frown and a clenched jaw.

Sarai ignored him and walked over to address the man he held in a quiet voice.

“You tell Kyle Carstairs I’m off limits. So is Zac.”

Another nasty smirk. “I don’t take my orders from Kyle Carstairs.”

Sarai tipped her head to the side. “You know who I am?”

The man looked wary at the change in questioning. “Yeah.”

“Then you know what I can do. Of course you don’t take your orders from Kyle. The people behind him…that’s who’s calling the shots. You’re just a soldier. Those orders come down the chain. Now I want you to send this message back up the chain…”

She gave him the nastiest smile she could muster, glaring at him with eyes full of dark purpose. “Any vision of mine that leads back to you, your pack, Kyle, or his backers…every person I can see in the chain is dead. Do you understand? I highly recommend you all stop your plans immediately. I wouldn’t want to wipe out…” She tipped her head again. “Your wife, Larissa. Your mother, Betty. Or your Alpha. But I will. I can find them.”

The man, still held up by Zac’s grip on him, paled. “You tell them,” she said.

Then she nodded at Zac, who slammed a fist through the man’s face, knocking him out.

He glanced at her. “You’re seriously scary when you want to be. You know that?”


CHAPTER 29

“Hey, kuluk,” Zac said softly. “We’re here.” He jiggled his shoulder, the one Sarai had commandeered as a pillow.

“Mmmm?” She gave a sleepy murmur but didn’t open her eyes.

“We’ve made it. We’re at the bus stop.”

He watched as her eyes fluttered open. She levered up, still leaning against him, and looked out the window.

They’d just spent the last four days hopping across the country via different forms of transportation. Sometimes they used public transport—trains, buses, airplanes. Sometimes they traveled by foot. Their animal forms all navigated long distance well. They’d also backtracked and retraced their steps several times in an attempt to lose or confuse anyone following.

This bus stop was supposed to lead to the final leg of their journey.

Sarai sat up and rubbed at her eyes, reminding Zac of a small child. Not that she was remotely childlike, but something about the sweet image tugged at his heart. Or maybe it was the fact that only a few weeks ago, she never would have lain in his arms in such peaceful sleep. His feelings toward her had moved way past protective, or even possessive, to something deeper. Until this was over though, he didn’t know what to do about that.

“Okay,” she mumbled.

They all exited the bus with the rest of the riders, most of whom were taking a break before going on to the next stop. But they were stopping here. Sarai had surprised him and George with a rather ingenious ace up her sleeve. One Andie, who had come through in a big way, had provided.

They got off the bus with bags in hand—only what they’d been able to pack before they’d departed the New York apartment. They trouped across the wide parking lot into the diner located beside the bus stop. An all-night diner, thankfully, because four in the morning was early even for most breakfast places. They halted just inside the door where they blinked in the harsh fluorescent lighting as they looked for the person they’d planned to meet here.

They checked the counter, where several truckers sat on stools, hunched over large platters of eggs, hash browns, and pancakes, coffee steaming in mugs beside them. They scanned the booths with their red plastic seats and laminated tabletops. The air was filled with the scents of grease and frying meat. Zac’s stomach rumbled.

“Do you see him?” Zac asked, ignoring his hunger pangs for the moment.

Sarai shook her head. “Not that I’d recognize him, but Andie gave me a pretty good idea.”

“What are we looking for?”

“Well, from her description, I’d say a wirier version of George.” She grinned up at his old friend and ribbed him with her elbow a little.

“What exactly does that mean?” George grumped, but Zac caught a small smile under his thick mustache.

“You know…” Sarai grinned again. “Crusty. Weathered. Handsome of course. Kind of an old cowboy-on-the-range type.”

George lifted a single eyebrow. “Oh yeah?”

Sarai shrugged as she looked around. “Yeah. But I have a thing for crotchety old cowboys.” She winked at him.

George smirked. “Well, that’s all right then.”

Zac shook his head. “I seem to remember the last time I called you old, you cuffed me in the ear.”

George just looked at him with raised eyebrows. “That’s right.”

Zac waved toward Sarai. “Well?”

“She’s a lot cuter than you, boy.”

Zac grunted in response. Clearly she’d won George over. Quite a feat.

Sarai stilled. “Umm…I think that might be him.” She pointed to a guy with his back turned to them.

“I’ll be damned,” George muttered beside him.

Sarai walked over to the man seated in a booth, nursing a cup of coffee. Zac sent George a questioning look, which was waved off before they moved to follow her.

****

Sarai inched around to get a better look as she neared their would-be rescuer. He glanced up as she approached.

“Mac?” she asked tentatively.

“Yes’m.” He tipped a well-worn baseball cap back as he stood. “You must be Sarah?”

“Sarai,” she corrected as she held out her hand to shake.

“The wife of Abram in the Bible, before he became known as Abraham and she became known as Sarah.”

She smiled. “That’s right.” Few people caught that reference. The version of her name was unusual these days.

He nodded.

Not a smiler, she thought. That was okay. Neither was George, really.

Sarai sensed Zac come up behind her. He laid his hand against the small of her back. She just barely resisted the urge to lean into him.

“Mac. This is Zac Montclair and George Cotilliard.”

As she made the introduction, Sarai caught the flicker of…something…in Mac’s eyes. Irritation? Questions? But his gaze was focused on George. She caught George’s slight shake of his head when she glanced back.

What was going on?

George noticed her gaze but did nothing to clue her in, so she turned back to Mac. “You once told Andie that if she ever needed help, to give you a call, and if you were in the area, you’d come running. I hope that extends to friends of hers.”

“You said as much on the phone, and I promised to help. I only spent a couple of days with Andie, but any friend of hers is a friend of mine.” He glanced at the two men behind her. “They can come too.”

Sarai’s held in a chuckle as she felt Zac stiffen. Mac ignored him and motioned them all to join him in the booth. Just to save some awkwardness, Sarai scooted in next to Mac. The plastic of the seat squeaked a protest with each movement.

“Now.” Mac landed a curious gaze on her. “Do I want to know what kind of trouble you’re in?”

Sarai bit her lip. “There’s a group of men after—”

“They’re after Sarai,” Zac broke in.

But she shook her head. “I’m not so sure about that.”

“D’ya do anything illegal?”

“No, sir,” Sarai said. “I have some specific skills they may be interested in acquiring against my will.”

“Uh-huh. Would those skills have something to do with the knives strapped to yer person?”

Sarai’s eyes widened. She glanced nervously at Zac, who’d stiffened in his seat. “No,” she said to Mac. She didn’t bother to ask him how he knew about that. No way could he see them.

“Hmmm. All you need is a ride?”

“Yes.”

“The coordinates you told me are in the middle of nowhere, Idaho.”

“Yes. We’ll go the rest of the way by foot.”

Mac pulled a toothpick out of the front pocket of his cowboy shirt, stuck it between his teeth and chewed as he thought.

After a good long moment, he nodded. “All right.”

“Thank you, Mac. We’ll owe you one for this.”

“I’ll remember that,” he said.

Sarai had a feeling he meant it.


CHAPTER 30

The plan was for Mac, who was a cross-country truck driver, to transport them to their destination. The only tricky part was that they had more people than Mac had space for in the cab of his truck.

Mac drove, of course, and there was a seat for one more person up front. In the back of the cab was the living quarters which sported a bed large enough for one man to lie down. Except not George or Zac, who were both too tall. This meant two people had to sit on the bed, side-by-side, legs sticking off the end.

Zac and George were in the back playing cards when Mac pulled off the main road and made his way down a smaller road for a bit. Then he stopped altogether.

Sarai looked out the window at the wooded area. “We here?”

“This is the spot,” he confirmed.

Zac and George poked their heads out of the sleeping compartment. Zac took one look outside and nodded. “This is good.”

They all gathered their things and hopped outside. Impulsively, Sarai gave Mac a big hug. Something about the gruff truck driver was likable. He’d helped both her and Andie now in less than a year. He was good people in her opinion.

“Hey now,” he scoffed when she hugged him.

But she just grinned. “Thank you,” she whispered.

“It was nothin’.”

Then he gave her a hard look. “You tell Andie my offer of help stands. That goes for you too, little lady.”

“You don’t want to get mixed up in our problems, Mac. Thanks for the offer though. I hope we won’t have to take you up on it again.” She reached out to give his arm a squeeze.

“Don’t you hesitate.”

Then he shook hands with Zac, who said, “You ever need anything, and I mean anything, you call this number. I’ll be on the end of it.” He handed Mac a card.

Mac took it with a brief nod and tucked it into his shirt pocket.

Zac and Sarai started down the road, then paused when they noticed George hadn’t followed. Turning back, they watched as he and Mac exchanged a handshake.

Sarai glanced at Zac, surprised. The two men hadn’t said more than a handful of words to each other the entire trip. Now, they spoke for a long moment in low voices that didn’t carry. Then Mac headed toward his truck as George turned their way.

“What was that about?” Sarai asked as they started walking.

“Just thanking him for the help,” George said.

Her gut told her it had been more than that. Her visions remained blank which didn’t help her figure out the mystery.

Once they made their way deep into the woods, they shifted, stowing all their stuff into a pack Zac wore. Then they made tracks for their final destination.

****

A knock sounded at Andie’s office door. She looked up from the schematics of the compound security systems that covered the dark oak of her desk.

“Yeah?”

Jaxon’s sister, Hannah, poked her head around the door. “They’re here.”

“About damn time,” Andie muttered. Though inwardly she breathed a sigh of relief. “Any trouble?”

Hannah shook her head. “No. They think they were able to shake off anyone who might have followed.”

“Right. Let’s go.”

The two friends said nothing as they hurried to the main conference room. When they entered, Andie walked straight to Zac and then Sarai, giving them both hugs.

“I didn’t know what to think when I got your message.” She glanced at Sarai. “Your comment about going to the dare in Canada was a good clue. At least, I figured it was unlikely you’d go there. So it made sense you were headed this way.”

“Glad to see you made it in one piece,” Jaxon’s voice interrupted. He entered the room and walked around the long conference table to his wife. He squeezed Andie’s hand. “We were worried.”

Zac shook his head. “It’s still not guaranteed that we didn’t just lead them straight to you. But they’re less likely to attack this dare than just about any other place we could’ve gone.”

“Good call to come here.”

Andie nodded her agreement. “Sarai is a cougar shifter, and, ultimately, our responsibility. No matter that she’s on loan to your Timik or not.”

Sarai noticed Zac’s jaw clench at that, but he didn’t refute it or claim her. Her heart fell a little bit. They hadn’t had any time to talk since leaving New York. There they’d been lovers. Here…well…things were different.

But there were bigger things than her love life to worry about right now. “I’m not sure they’re only after me.”

“What do you mean?” Andie asked.

“The impression I got is that every attack on us so far has been directed more at Zac than me. I’m not even sure they knew I was there.”

But Zac shook his head. “I smelled Carstairs there just the day before.”

Jaxon’s expression hardened, his lips compressing. “You sure?”

“Yes.”

“Which means they had to be there for you,” Andie concluded.

But Sarai shook her head again. “I talked to the last guy still conscious before we left.”

George chuckled from the corner where he’d taken up residence.

All eyes swiveled his way. He just shrugged. “Talk is a loose term for that conversation, I’d say.”

Sarai rolled her eyes. “Anyway. I pretended that—with my visions—I knew more than I really do.”

“Wait,” Zac stopped her. “You didn’t know all that? Why didn’t you say so earlier?”

“Because we were busy escaping,” she pointed out.

She turned back to Andie and Jaxon. “He confirmed that Kyle is working with the wolf packs, though not in the way we think. Kyle is in league with someone else—someone more powerful than the wolves.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because the guy’s orders came down from someone who scared the hell out of him. Somebody else is driving this sudden increase in attacks. I think Kyle has convinced them I’m worth getting too.”

“And Zac? Why target him?”

Sarai shook her head. Politics was not her forte. “My guess is the polar bears are a scary enough contingency, so they need to take out this alliance. They’re also rich, in land and money. That would be a big draw.”

Everyone in the room froze.

“That has to be it,” Jaxon muttered.

Zac’s hands balled into fists. “If that’s the case, I need to get to my Timik. They’re in danger.”

But Jaxon shook his head. “No. If it’s you they’re after, it’s best you stay here. We’ll send some of our best fighters out to help protect your people.”

“Thanks,” Zac said. Based on how tight his shoulders were, Sarai knew he was barely holding himself in check.

“There’s more. They’re going to go after the dam.”

Jaxon swore. The compound ran on private hydroelectric power provided by a dam close by. The Nation had a lot of talented people when it had first been formed—in engineering and construction. They’d run the compound on generator power for several years until the dam was up and running. Now it was their only source of power. Not only that, but, depending on how they blew it, the resulting flood had the potential to wipe out the compound.

Zac’s head whipped around to stare at her. “When did that one hit?”

She lifted a single shoulder. “On the way over in the truck.”

“When I asked if you were okay?”

She sent him an apologetic look, then spoke to Jaxon. “As long as you secure it at both ends as well as from the lake side, you’ll catch them in time.”

He nodded his thanks. “But you still don’t know who they are?”

She grimaced. “Coyotes this time. Still working for someone I can’t see.”

“Would it be worth checking with the other Seers?” Andie asked.

“Yes.” The three of them were all powerful with their gifts, but in different ways. She doubted they’d see anything different. Someone knew they had Seers and was managing to work around them somehow.


CHAPTER 31

Sarai glanced around at the trees surrounding the wide open spaces that made up the training arena for the Keller Compound. Despite having lived and trained here for months, after being cooped in up in New York, followed everywhere by her shadows, it felt almost wrong to be out in the open like this.

“You’re sure this is safe?” she asked again.

“Safest place on the property. It’s dead center.” Andie smirked. “And I created the security protocols.”

Sarai shook her head at her friend.

Andie led her onto a large black sparring mat. “Zac tells me you’ve become quite the little fighter.”

Sarai shrugged. “We figured out how to get my visions out of the way at least. I don’t know how good I am without the knives.”

Andie laughed. “I’m going to pat myself on the back for starting you down that path either way.”

Sarai laughed too. “Your dad deserves more of the credit on that one. You’re crap with knives.”

“Hey!” Andie protested, but Sarai just grinned.

“For that, we’re going to test out those fighting skills. Without the knives.”

“Ah dang.” Taking off her jacket, she dropped it off to the side. Sarai unstrapped the various sheaths she now wore under her clothes at all time. After the fight in New York, and seeing just how effective those little weapons were, she went nowhere without them.

“Sheesh, Bouchard. Do you have enough of those things?”

She just grinned as she pulled her MP3 player and headphones out of her pocket and fiddled with the buttons. For Andie she decided a song with a steady beat would work best. She put Get Low on loop. The beat kept her in the fighting groove.

Besides, Andie’s preferred style of Krav Maga was fast, hard hitting, and gymnastic in nature. Although Andie could switch up styles easily—a master of many—her preferred method was to go on aggressive attack. Sarai needed a beat to keep up with her. She had a feeling most of this fight would be spent on the defense.

She cranked it loud, then closed her eyes and assumed her stance. Legs wide apart, one behind the other, and her weight back, rather than forward.

When no move came her way—that she could see in her inner eye at least—she opened her eyes to find Andie staring at her. She paused her music. “What?”

“You’re going to fight me blind and deaf?” Andie sounded both incredulous and amused.

Sarai gave her an innocent look. “Don’t worry about me.”

“Okay.” Andie sounded doubtful.

Sarai knew her friend would hold back at first, test out the method. She planned to take advantage of that fact. Music back on, she resumed her stance, waiting for Andie’s first move. It didn’t come. Not exactly. Instead of seeing a fist or foot flying her way, Sarai held in a laugh as Andie came in close, then waved a hand in front of her closed eyes. Sarai cocked her head a different direction, pretending she was tracking Andie incorrectly.

In her vision, Andie shrugged. As she did, Sarai stepped in close, hitting her friend with a frenzied series of punches to her stomach and ribs. Shock caused Andie to pause long enough that Sarai even had time to step back and get in a good kick, landing it on Andie’s thigh. Seeing Sarai was capable, Andie went deadly serious. Time to get down to business.

Andie’s first set of attacks were basic punches. Sarai was easily able to block each. She even got in a few double blocks and snaked in a couple of jabs of her own, though Andie deflected most. After a couple of hits, Andie took a strong grip on Sarai’s wrist during a block, then used the leverage to swing around and pull Sarai into a grappling hold. Instead of fighting the hold, Sarai dropped to her knees, breaking it.

She rolled away and surged back up to her feet. She tried not to let her frustration show. She’d seen Andie fight. If she let her get a grip on her in any way, that was it, which meant close-in blocks weren’t going to work.

Andie tried to rush her, but Sarai put her long legs to good use against the shorter woman, snapping out kicks, both high and low, often with the same foot while holding her balance. The effect was she managed to keep Andie at a distance. The other effect was a bit of a stalemate.

They danced around each other for some time. Sarai was starting to breathe hard when she saw her chance. Andie moved in close enough for Sarai to use a move she’d been practicing on her own while in New York. She launched herself into the air, spinning in a sideways motion, and aimed her trailing leg at Andie, who took it right to the chest, toppling her over.

But Sarai didn’t have time to gloat, because Andie, prone, was still a fighter. She whipped her feet around, taking Sarai’s own feet out from under her. She landed on her back beside Andie on the mat. Before she knew it, Andie had her knee at her throat, cutting off her air.

“Give!” she choked out.

Immediately, Andie released her to flop down on the mat beside her. Sarai lay there winded, sucking in oxygen. She switched off her music and looked up at the tall pine trees that towered above them. The wind kicked up, stirring the needles, creating a whooshing sound all around them. She turned her head to find Andie still lying beside her. They both grinned and then started laughing.

It was the most Sarai had laughed in a long, long time.

“That might’ve just been the sexiest damn thing I’ve ever seen.” A male voice interrupted their amusement. Sarai looked up to find Charlie, one of Jaxon’s Commanders, standing there with Jaxon and all his men, as well as Zac and George.

Jaxon glared at Charlie. “Call my wife sexy again, and you deal with me,” he growled.

Charlie cleared his throat. “Yes, boss.” She noticed the cocky grin stayed in place though.

Then Jaxon walked over to offer them both a hand up. “That really was the sexiest damn thing I’ve ever seen though.” Sarai heard his murmured comment to Andie and smiled as Andie gave him a swift, promising kiss in return.

Sarai glanced at Zac. He said nothing about Charlie calling her sexy, just crossed his arms, remaining silent.

She looked away.

“You’ve improved a lot,” Andie said, claiming her attention.

Sarai shook her head. “That last move was made in desperation. I was losing steam.”

Andie waved her comment off. “That’s just stamina. You can always improve that, but your technique is solid and your instincts are right.”

“Thanks,” Sarai said as she gathered up her jacket and knives. She strapped them on as she started to walk back toward the buildings.

“Wait…she has knives? Okay definitely the sexiest thing ever,” she heard Charlie comment from behind her. Still Zac said nothing. Weren’t most male shifters known for a jealous temperament? She was tempted to throw one of those knives in his direction. Just to shake him up a bit. But that would be walking the fine line between irritated and crazy, so she resisted the urge.


CHAPTER 32

“Sarai.” She heard him call her name just as she opened the door to their shared suite of rooms.

It was juvenile, but she ignored him and went inside, closing the door behind her with a soft click.

She crossed the common living area toward her bedroom, pulling off her knife sheathes as she moved. A shower was definitely in order. At the sound of her door opening, she whipped around.

“What’s going on with you?” Zac demanded.

“Me? How about you?”

He stopped on the other side of the red couch in her sitting room and gave her a confused look, thick brows drawn down over his eyes. “What do you mean?”

Sarai pursed her lips as she eyed him closely. He seemed sincerely baffled by her behavior. Maybe twenty years of avoiding any relationships beyond very fleeting friendships had stunted her emotional growth as a woman.

Brutal honesty, then. “When we left New York, you pulled back.”

He shook his head. “No. You did.”

“I did no—” Sarai cut herself off. Obviously, they’d each misread the other.

Zac seemed to come to the same conclusion. He took a step closer. “Do you still want me?” he asked with his typical bluntness.

“Yes.”

His shoulders dropped infinitesimally just before he moved around the couch and closed the remaining distance between them. He took her face in his hands and proceeded to kiss her in a way a starving man might eat his first meal.

Pulling back, he gave her a tender smile, which she returned. “I guess you still want me too,” she teased. “Because I’m sweaty and stinky right now, and you’re still here.”

“You could say that.”

“Then claim me.”

Zac tilted his head, studying her face. Something in her voice had alerted him. She saw when realization struck. “You mean make my claim public?”

She tilted her chin up, holding onto her pride while trying not to beg, yes please. “Only if you want to.”

“Do you want to?”

She nodded.

“Hell, yes,” he breathed before kissing her, hard.

Without removing his lips from hers, he walked her backward toward the bedroom.

She managed to pull away just long enough to weakly protest. “Seriously, I’m all sweaty.”

Without a word or even a pause, he changed direction. Sarai, lost to the passion of his kiss, didn’t bother to wonder where he was guiding them. She opened her eyes when her butt hit the countertop in the bathroom. Zac lifted her up, to sit her on it and then wedged in tight between her legs. His hands roamed her body, trailing from her back to her tiny waist, over her hips, down her thighs, and back up. She didn’t stay passive for long. Her hands inched up under his t-shirt to explore every ridge, every hard muscle of his torso and arms. All the while, his lips never left hers other than for small needed breaks to breathe.

Picking her up, he walked them into the large shower, where he turned the water on full blast, plastering their clothes to their skin. Then he pinned her against the wall with his body and proceeded to peel off her wet sports bra and shorts.

“Remember that whole going slow thing?” he muttered against your lips.

All she could do was nod. “Uh-huh,” she panted.

“Maybe later.”

Sarai grinned. Zac was so in charge, so self-contained all the time. She loved that she could make him lose it like this with such ease.

She pulled his head down to hers. “Make love to me,” she whispered. Then she gave herself up to his kisses. Completely.

****

Zac lay in bed beside Sarai. He traced the contours of her back in slow strokes, pushing the navy-colored sheets lower, relishing the softness of her skin.

“You know,” he murmured conversationally. “I’ve never seen you shift.”

Instead of answering, she pulled the sheets back and stood, unashamed of her body. Without a sound or warning, faster than a blink, she stood before him in her cougar form. She was on the smaller side, very pale for a cougar, her coat similar to her blond hair. Rather than golden eyes, which were more common among her kind, she had unusual blue eyes rimmed in gold. She paced back and forth for a second, feline grace evident in every line and movement of her body. Then, just as suddenly, the woman reappeared before him.

She slipped back between the sheets into his arms. She grinned. “Well?”

He brushed her hair back from her forehead. “Incredible.”

She stared back at him with sparkling blue eyes.

“Why don’t you shift more often?”

She raised an eyebrow. “There hasn’t been much opportunity lately. I’m also not very powerful in cat form. At the Carstairs Dare, shifting was dangerous. I’m too much of an Omega—weak, vulnerable.” She shrugged again. “I learned to not bother.”

“Well, I think you’re beautiful. I’d love to run with you some time in our shifter forms.”

She smiled. “That would be nice.”

“And I’d like a date.”

“Kind of feels like we skipped that step, didn’t we?” She shook her head.

He was glad she seemed more amused than upset by it. “Even so. A date would be nice.”

She tipped her head at him. “We’ll, there’s a small movie theater here or a bowling alley. I’ve heard there’s even a private restaurant. One of the older cats was a chef before coming here and set it up. Surprise me.”

She snuggled into his chest, but he suspected there was a smile on her face. His body reacted to her naked skin against his, making him think about what they’d just done together.

He frowned a little. “I didn’t hurt you, did I? When we made love?”

She gave him a sleepy shake of her head, and he breathed a little sigh of relief.

“I’ve never lost control like that with anyone but you.”

She smiled. “Sounds like a compliment.”

“Damn frustrating is what it is. You deserve to be loved gently, tenderly.”

She glanced up and he caught the wicked gleam in her eyes. Sarai rolled to her side, letting the sheet slip down. “Sounds kind of boring.”

Arousal ripped through Zac’s body. He thought so too, but he was a man of honor. He would treat his woman right. His woman. He still couldn’t quite believe she’d asked him to claim her publically. To shifters like cougars, who weren’t naturally monogamous, a public acknowledgement of a relationship was a big deal. Now, here she was, turning into a little wildcat in bed.

He shook his head incredulous. “I thought you were this shy, demure little thing.”

She shrugged a slim shoulder. “I’m guarded, but that doesn’t necessarily mean I’m shy. And it definitely doesn’t mean I hold back from the people I let close to me.”

She scooted across the bed, pushing him to his back as she did, then lay her full length on top of him. “I’d say, I’m letting you pretty close.”

Heaven help him, he wanted her again already, and the damn minx could tell, as evidenced by how she wriggled her body in such a way as to arouse him further.

Zac groaned.

Then she leaned forward and took his earlobe between her teeth. Full body shivers danced through him.

“If you want me,” she whispered in his ear, “then take me. I’m yours. I trust you not to hurt me, to look after both our needs. I promise to tell you if anything you’re doing doesn’t work for me. So far, I’ve loved every damn thing you’ve done.”

Zac groaned again. What man alive could resist such an invitation?

He flipped them both over and settled between her thighs. Looking down at her, he was overwhelmed by how incredible she was. It was a miracle she survived growing up in the Carstairs Compound, so alone and isolated, especially when she hid a sassy temperament beneath her quiet exterior. He was damn lucky to be in her arms and in her bed. A new pit in his stomach told him that wasn’t enough anymore.


CHAPTER 33

As so often happened in the deep of the night, Sarai was awakened by a vision. She’d sometimes wondered if the frequency was driven by her mind relaxing as she slept. This one woke her softly, dragging from her sated slumber.

Carefully, she slipped out from under Zac’s arm and out of the bed. She sat down in the cozy arm chair close by and pulled her knees up to her chest. She didn’t even see the view of the mountains illuminated by the full moon outside her window as the images took over. This vision came in a series of scenes, most of which she didn’t fully understand. She wasn’t even positive she was seeing them in chronological order.

First she saw Corrie, the woman from Zac’s Timik who’d pretended to be Sarai. She was sitting in a bedroom, on the bed, rocking back and forth. She looked as though she’d been crying or was trying very hard not to.

No matter how many times and ways Sarai looked at the scene, she couldn’t identify why the girl was upset, or when in time it might be. Corrie didn’t look any older, but that could mean days to years away.

Next came an image of Shane. She knew him from when he’d been part of the Carstairs Dare, although she hadn’t seen him since he’d be driven out. Unlike everyone else, she’d known he wasn’t dead when Andie had claimed him to be. She’d seen him in a vision as he’d ripped off his own ear to fake his demise and keep the dare away.

Now, in this new scene, she couldn’t see much of the scarring, as it was covered by hair he wore at shoulder length. What she could see didn’t detract from just how attractive he’d always been. She hoped he didn’t worry about that.

Sarai shook off that thought and realized that, in this vision, Shane stood surrounded by woods. No snow, which could mean not yet late fall, if it was this year at all. Night had drawn her veiled curtain over the sun. A full moon glowed in the sky. Her animal instincts told her the next full moon was in about three weeks. Shane was yelling Corrie’s name, but there was no sign of the shifter.

The next pictures she saw were just flashes. Wolf shifters running between buildings. Polar bears and cougars fighting them off side-by-side. The Timik, most likely. But, based on the pandemonium and the fact that it was night, she’d guess they’d been ambushed. She could see, which meant there was moonlight, but she didn’t get a glimpse of it to know what phase it was in. She could make out very little else in the chaos of the flashes.

Then back to the original scene with Corrie. Only this time, as Sarai studied the vision, Corrie lifted her head to pin her with a gaze full of such resentment that Sarai was tempted to step back, except in her visions she was never there in the moment. She was just an observer.

“Stay out of my head,” Corrie screamed in a voice so filled with venom that Sarai flinched.

With a gasp, she snapped out of the vision. Her eyes fluttered open to find Zac kneeling in front of her, his brow puckered in concern. “That was a long one.”

She nodded, but her mind wasn’t on Zac for once. It spun with the implications of what she’d just seen. No one had ever interacted with her before. It wasn’t possible. Especially if she was seeing the future, seeing something that had yet to happen. Corrie had to have been talking to someone else, though it just felt like she’d addressed Sarai directly. Right?

Then she realized the more important issue.

She focused on Zac. “I think the Timik is about to be attacked.”

He jumped to his feet, jaw hardened, fists clenched. “When?”

She ran her hands through the damp hair at her temples. “I’m not sure. Best guess…tonight at the earliest, three weeks at the latest.”

“Is anyone hurt? Killed?”

Sarai gave a slow shake of her head. “Not that I could see. They were surprised. Ambushed.”

“Which may mean you’re wrong about the timing.”

She pursed her lips. “That’s possible.”

Zac paced back and forth for a moment and ran his hands through his sleep mussed hair, his sweats hanging low around his hips. “I hate not being there with them. They’re my Timik. Mine to protect.”

Sarai focused inwardly for a moment, but the vision she had of Zac in that cave, bloody and bruised, on his knees before Kyle, hadn’t changed.

Still, she was coming to know this proud shifter—who he was, his character. She realized he’d rather his death become reality if it meant defending the people in his charge. Which meant if she loved him, it had to be okay with her, too.

Sarai closed her eyes. If she loved him. Those words rang in her mind like a gong. Of course, she loved him. Had known she would since the day she’d seen the vision of him in that cave. Otherwise, she would not have fought as hard to change the future.

She loved him.

A mix of elation and dread filled her.

She loved him. Which meant doing what was right for him. “You should go,” she said, before she could stop herself.

Zac’s head whipped toward her. “Did you see me there?”

“No. But you need to be with your people.”

Zac knelt back down in front of the armchair. With a gentle touch that belied the tension radiating from him, he placed his hands on her knees. “I can’t take you with me, kuluk. I can’t protect them and you at the same time.”

Sarai had expected that.

She sat forward to place one hand on his cheek. “I know. I also know you have to do this.”

Zac scooped her up in his arms, then sat back down with her across his lap and wrapped her in his big arms.

“I know what we have is new, and we haven’t talked—”

Sarai stopped him with a finger across his lips. “Shhhh. We don’t need to. Not yet. Just…come back to me.”

He kissed her softly then lay his forehead against hers. “I promise,” he murmured.

****

“Hey, kuluk. It’s time.” Zac’s voice interrupted her moment of quiet.

Sarai sighed as she handed over the baby she’d been rocking, giving her to one of the day care workers. She’d come to the nursery to escape, even if only for a moment.

Much like other dares, Keller had set up child care and a school at the compound. The babies here were from a mix of backgrounds—some had lost parents and were being raised by the dare, some had parents working permanently at the compound, some were with parents visiting the compound. No matter, Sarai found being around babies peaceful. Even when they were screaming. The endless possibilities for their futures gave her hope…and that gave her peace.

“Okay.” She followed him out of the rooms down a series of hallways to the back of the building. Outside a helicopter waited, the rotors already spinning.

After her vision, Zac and Sarai had wasted no time. They’d dressed and quickly gathered Jaxon, Andie, and their Commanders and Protectors to discuss the matter. No one had been very happy when they’d told them about Zac’s plan to return to his Timik. Andie had been the most displeased.

“I have to repeat that I don’t think this is a good idea. Not if they’re after you,” Andie had muttered.

She’d glanced at Sarai. “What do you think about this?”

What she had really been asking was if Sarai saw anything that would dissuade Zac from his course. Zac, George, and Scott were the only people with whom she’d shared her vision of Zac’s death. Sarai had glanced at George, but he’d stared back with a blank expression. No help there. Or from Zac, for that matter. Damn stoic polar bear shifters.

“He has to do this,” was all she’d finally said.

Zac had reached under the table to squeeze her hand.

That alone had kept her mouth shut the rest of the meeting. Sarai was used to holding secrets—particularly about what she saw—but that was usually only when a positive outcome was at the end of the action. She honestly believed that wasn’t the case this time.

Zac had promised to come home to her. But would he even be alive to do so?

As they walked to the helicopter, Zac reached for her hand. Sarai smiled softly. This was his quiet version of claiming her as his, she guessed.

But she was mistaken. After a series of goodbyes, he came to her last. With a small smile, he yanked her into his arms and laid a kiss on her that would have left no one in doubt as to their relationship. As if that weren’t enough, he turned to Andie. “Watch out for my girl. I expect her to be here, and safe, when I get back.”

Andie’s jaw dropped, but she nodded.

Sarai grinned up at him.

You’re mine, he mouthed.

You’re mine, too, she silently responded.

He grinned back. Then he sobered and trailed his hand down her cheek to brush her lips with the pad of his thumb. The action felt like a brand to Sarai. Even after he disappeared inside the cockpit, she could feel the lingering heat on her skin. She watched him fly away, heart heavy and a lump lodged in her throat.

Something shifted inside her. As the love of her life flew off into the clear blue of the afternoon sky, Sarai slid from terrified for him to hard-boiling fury at fate. The thought suddenly occurred to her that, every time she attempted to manipulate their futures, she’d always tried to save herself or save Zac. She’d never—not once—considered a future where she allowed both of them to face the danger together.

Quickly, she checked to see if that altered the outcome. Her visions hadn’t changed—yet—but she hadn’t expected them to. She also knew that if they both couldn’t live through this, neither would let the other sacrifice himself or herself. Which meant the only acceptable option was to perish together, or at least face whatever the future held together.

That she could do.

Zac would hate it, would probably be spitting mad. She could deal with that too.

“You’re not gonna just let him do this on his own, are you?”

It hadn’t really been a question. Sarai discovered George at her side. Everyone else had gone back inside. He’d been ordered to stay and protect her.

She put her hands on her hips. “No.”

Of course she wasn’t. Now she’d made up her mind, a plan swiftly formed. Conviction settled in her gut. Her vision was hers to change.

“You going to try to stop me?” She raised a single eyebrow at him in questioning.

“With all those knives just itching to fly. No ma’am. Guess I’ll just have to go along so I don’t get in trouble.”

Sari gave him a sharp nod. “Good.”


CHAPTER 34

“How much farther?” Sarai asked.

She and George had been on the road now for several days, crossing Canada to get to the Timik. Hopefully flying under anyone’s radar. They’d “borrowed” one of the cars from the Keller Compound and driven to Helena. From there George had hired a private plane to get them to Canada. He said he used private resources to fund it, whatever that meant.

“Not long now. Just over that rise,” George said. After their flight, they’d driven as far as the roads allowed and had had to hoof it from there. They’d been moving between patches of trees over a mountainous terrain for hours. The air snapped with a chill, but felt good after the unusually hot months in New York.

“Right,” she replied.

“He won’t be happy to see you.”

“I know.”

“He’ll take it as a betrayal of trust.”

“I get it, George, but I couldn’t let him face this alone.”

“I understand, honey. I just wanted to say something, since this is our last chance to turn back.”

Sarai gave him a thoughtful look. “I was under the impression you were all for my coming here.”

“I am. But I don’t want my opinion to sway you.”

“You’re off the hook. My own opinions swayed me just fine.”

Despite the banter, Sarai dreaded Zac’s reaction. She couldn’t see anything of it in either of their futures. She kept moving because she could still see their daughter. That hadn’t changed, and she wasn’t pregnant yet.

George topped the rise before she did. Sarai, watching where she was placing her feet, plowed right into him.

“Oof. Some warning might be goo—”

Sarai’s eyes widened as her heart sank, fear and adrenalin pumping through her. “No,” she whispered. Inside, she screamed the word.

They were too late.

Without thought of consequence, she took off, sprinting down the hillside as fast as the terrain would allow. She would have shifted—her cougar was much more capable and a helluva lot faster—but she needed her knives.

She noticed with horror the smoke which billowed from various buildings along the main stretch of street. The scent hung heavy in the air, burning her lungs. She couldn’t hear any sounds. No children crying. No screaming. No roars and booms of a battle either. The entire area was eerily silent.

George suddenly flew past in his polar bear form. Even in the midst of her anxiety, she noted how soundless he was. For such a big animal, that was impressive. A potential advantage against any wolf shifters still in the vicinity.

She still wasn’t to town yet as she watched him disappear between two buildings. She listened, but no sound of a struggle, no bellow of rage, came.

They were gone.

They were all gone, and it was her fault. She could have stopped this. Somehow. If she’d sent Zac home sooner maybe. Or…. No. She couldn’t think that way. All she could do now was move forward, deal with the cards fate had dealt her.

Sarai slowed as she neared the closest building. She pulled out two of her knives, ready to defend herself. She followed what she hoped were George’s fresh paw prints through the small village. She’d known what to expect…old-fashioned houses built of thick logs. She knew inside they were updated with as many mod/cons as a series of generators could sustain. She’d already seen it in her visions. Still, she’d sort of imagined more traditional Inuit-like huts.

She moved from house to house, noting that some of the buildings were community buildings—a hall, a store, even a pizza parlor. The longer she walked, the more terrified she became. No one was left. Not a single person remained.

More than that, evidence of a nasty gun fight was obvious everywhere. Several building fronts had the windows shot out. Casings littered the ground. A mishmash of human and animal tracks crisscrossed the ground. Tons of blood, though no bodies. At least none that she saw.

She discovered George on the other side of town, some distance away in the trees. She stood in watchful silence as he sniffed around.

Finally he shifted. “They went this way.”

“Do they have everybody with them?”

He shook his head. “No. Most of the Timik left to join with our closest sister Timik about five hundred miles west of here.”

“How can you tell?”

He pointed. “A set of tracks leading out of here headed in that direction.”

Sarai breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank God,” she murmured. But how’d they escape?

George caught her frown of confusion and answered her question before she asked. “My guess is they holed up in the bunker Zac had built. Left when the fighting was over. Hopefully, they took the injured and dead with them.”

“Why?”

“’Cause if the wolf shifters have them, who knows how they’re being treated.”

“Heaven help us,” she breathed. “Can you tell who they do have?”

He shook his head. “Not with any certainty. They loaded them up on some kind of wagon or truck it looks like. They went this way.”

She looked where he pointed. “Can you track them?”

“As long as they’re in the wagon, it’s pretty easy. It’ll leave deep ruts. If they go by foot, gets harder. Means they’ll be trying to hide their tracks.”

“Right. Let’s go.”

“Hold on there, missy. Who said you’re going?”

Sarai just looked at him and crossed her arms over her chest, unconsciously mimicking Zac’s unyielding posture.

He gave her a dry look. “Heaven help us, you’re even starting to act like him,” he muttered.

Sarai still said nothing, just started walking in his direction. As soon a she reached his side, George stopped her with a hand on her arm. “At least let me go get some clothes.”

“Right. Time to call Andie.” She pulled the satellite phone they’d also “borrowed” out of her backpack.

George grimaced. “Good luck with that.”

They hadn’t told Andie they were leaving. George had snuck her out. Luckily the compound was set up more to keep people out. Not in.

They hadn’t risked calling until now. Sarai had left a note for her friend, though she doubted that would help much.

Sarai cringed but dialed.

“We’re already on our way to you,” Andie said without preamble.

“How—?”

“I was already planning on following Zac with backup. I sent as many of my fighters with him as I could spare on such short notice and not leave the compound light. We had to wait for more to arrive from the other dares. We’re about six hours behind you.”

Sarai heaved a sigh of relief with the knowledge that Andie was on the way, bringing the might of the Shadowcat Nation with her.

Quickly, she filled her friend in on the state of things. “George and I are going to follow the tracks.”

“The hell you are—”

“You’ll just have to get here fast to help us.”

George returned loaded down with a pack full of what she assumed were provisions or weapons. Both were needed. She rolled her eyes at his raised eyebrows.

“Don’t you dare—” Andie tried again.

Sarai cut her off again. “Don’t call the phone in case we’re somewhere the ringing could get us in trouble.”

“Sarai—”

She clicked the button to hang up.

George whistled low. “I already knew Zac would kill me if I let anything happen to you,” he finally said. “But now you’ve set Andie on my tail too.”

“You scared?” she teased as they started into the woods, following the ruts made by whatever those damn wolves had loaded the bears into.

“It hurts that you don’t care.”

Sarai shook her head. “Oh, I care. Given what I know about you though, I suspect they’d both have a hard time killing you.”

“Hmmm. Well, I wouldn’t be too happy if anything happened to you myself.”

Sarai stopped walking long enough to throw her arms around him in a big hug. “You and me both,” she muttered.


CHAPTER 35

Zac sat in a cell in a state of calm deliberation. He’d woken in pitch-black silence. He couldn’t even see his own hand in front of his face. There was enough of a damp chill in the air that he assumed he had to be below ground.

Something he’d confirmed as he’d spent the next few minutes exploring by touch and had felt the rough rock walls. His cell seemed to be made from a natural hollow in a cave wall closed off by floor-to-ceiling iron bars.

He’d discovered, rather painfully, that those bars were electrified. He’d also found out the hard way that his new quarters were too small to allow him to shift. That, and the thick iron collar around his neck, made it impossible. It would slice through his neck if he tried. Otherwise, he would have tested the brute strength of his bear against those bars, electricity be damned. Now he had only one choice—wait for his captors to reveal their intentions.

He dropped his head into his hands. He’d called ahead to warn his people. He hoped to hell most of the Timik made it into the underground bunker he’d had built just for these kinds of situations. After his parents’ deaths at the hands of a pack of wolf shifters, he’d sworn none of his people would ever be left without a place to weather such an attack.

Andie had sent a group of her fighters with him. He’d had the helicopter drop them off a good distance from the village, hoping to sneak their extra numbers in, give them an advantage if it came down to a fight.

But within minutes of reaching the village they’d been under attack, as though their assailants had waited just for him. They’d come in numbers. Wolves, coyotes, grizzlies, even a few mountain lions. Worse, out here in the woods, with no risk of exposure to humans, they’d brought guns. With no time to coordinate or group, the violence had escalated into pandemonium.

His memory turned a little fuzzy after that. The cougars he was with, well trained fighters, had done what they could. As had he and his bears. He remembered fighting hard. He had taken out a good dozen of their assaulters. Until they’d shot him full of what had to be tranquilizers. He’d been out cold in minutes. Even so, he’d managed to take another couple of coyotes out before he dropped to the ground. A grim smile pulled at his mouth.

Then he’d woken up in this hellhole with a thundering headache.

Every few hours someone came by Zac’s cell. Sometimes a wolf-shifter. He could tell by the smell. They had other types of shifters with them. Some whose scents he didn’t recognize. Feline of some sort, if he had to guess. They never came inside, and they never asked questions or demanded anything from him.

Instead, he’d lain, helpless, as they’d pummeled him with rubber bullets, hurled rocks, even a blast of water from what he had to assume was a fire hose. They’d knocked him out a couple of times with these methods. They fed him once a day—a bucket of food and a bucket of water pushed through the bars. Barely enough to keep him alive. He had no idea what he shoved in his mouth, but nothing squirmed or tasted sour, so he ate it.

He had no idea what his captor’s motivation or plans were. Best guess…they were gradually weakening him before a real fight. Stacking the deck, so to speak, in their favor. Few land-based shifters were as physically powerful as a polar bear. But what would the fight be for? For rights to the Timik? For some kind of alliance? This wasn’t the way to go about winning his trust for that kind of thing. Why didn’t they just kill him outright?

In addition, they’d captured several of his people and a few of Andie’s cougars. That much he knew. They’d woken not long after he had and were close enough that they could hear each other call out, sometimes scream. He knew they’d been treated to the same rough beatings…and he could do nothing about it but roar into the dark.

Someone had done their homework. They’d known exactly who of his people to target, though they’d missed a few key folks by the sound of it. In particular, Corrie and Shane both appeared to be absent. Thank heavens for small mercies.

No one else knew Corrie was a Seer. After Sarai’s stories, that was a secret he intended to guard even more fiercely. Meanwhile, Shane…the cougar shifter was a tracker, among other skills. If he was still on the loose, maybe they had a chance of being rescued.

Until then, Zac sat on the cold floor, as far away as possible from the corner he used as a toilet. He leaned back against the wall, arms resting on his up-drawn knees. His thoughts, which should have been on escaping, focused on a particular blue-eyed blond who was probably freaking out.

When he didn’t check in, Andie would come for him. He’d bet good money she was on her way already. Since he wasn’t sure how long he’d been out, or even what time of day or night it was, Zac had no idea what might happen next. His internal clock told him it had been only about three or four days since their capture.

Zac clenched his jaw as the sound of approaching footsteps striking the rock flooring echoed down the tunnel of cells. He didn’t bother to move. He’d tried hiding in corners, flattening himself on the floor. Anything he could do to avoid the beating. But his captors must have night vision goggles, because they’d shown unerring accuracy no matter what he did. Now he balled up to protect his head and stomach as much as possible. He refused to utter a sound, no matter the pain inflicted. He wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of knowing they’d hurt him. He wouldn’t break…and he wouldn’t die.

He’d promised Sarai he’d return to her.

When he did, he’d make damn sure she knew exactly how special she was to him. Sure, he’d claimed her publically, but he hadn’t told her what was in his heart. She deserved to know. If he ever saw her again, he wouldn’t hold back.

He latched onto that thought as a blast of frigid water slammed into him full force.


CHAPTER 36

Sarai trudged along behind George, careful to only step where he stepped as he moved through the woods. Doing so made it harder for anyone tracking them to determine numbers. She had no idea what he could see, or sense, or smell. They’d lost the tracks of the wagon ages ago. Now, he reminded her of stories of Native Americans and their infamous hunting and tracking skills. Then again, he was a descendant of the Inuit people, plus whatever else he was.

Either way, he never stopped or hesitated. She had absolute confidence he brought her closer to Zac with every step.

Suddenly, George jerked to a halt. The change in momentum was so abrupt, Sarai just barely avoided smacking into him. He scanned the area all around them, nose twitching as he took in some scent she was missing. If he’d been in his bear form, his ears would have been twitching too. Sarai stayed still as a statue and let him do his thing.

Then she heard it. A low growl coming from the underbrush just ahead of them. Not the growl of a bear or even a wolf. Sarai knew that sound. Whoever was ahead of them was a cougar shifter. The question was, exactly what side was this shifter on?

“He’s not growling at us,” George whispered.

Interesting.

“Got your knives ready?” he prompted.

She nodded. “Yes.”

“Follow me. If you have to engage, I want you to try to stay out of sight, just use the knives. Got it?”

Another nod.

Together, on stealthy feet, they inched closer. The hairs on the back of Sarai’s neck raised in response to the sound of several wolves, maybe two or three, their growls low and menacing.

George paused. He pointed to the ground, indicating Sarai should stay there. Then he mimed her peeking over the top of a large bush to see. After he got her nod of understanding, he moved away, off to the left.

Sarai waited, trying not to breathe loud, heart pounding.

She heard George’s voice. “You know, three against one just ain’t fair. But three against two. Better odds. Wouldn’t you say so, Shane?”

Sarai opened her mouth in a silent gasp. The cougar shifter was Shane. Friend then, at least she assumed so, and faced off against three wolves.

“Much better odds.” She heard Shane’s once-familiar deep tones rumble his answer.

Their adversaries made no comment, which was unfortunate as Sarai could have used that to get a lock on their location.

The next sound was a cacophony of roars, screams, and snarls. They must’ve all shifted and gone after each other. Sarai peered over the bush, a knife already in hand. All she saw was flying fur, snapping teeth, and grappling animals. She wouldn’t be able to throw from this position, she realized. She inched around the trees until she had a clearer view of the fight.

Two of the wolves were on top of George. Literally on him. Shane was handling his opponent for the moment. She watched and waited for her opportunity.

It came fast. George stood up on his hind legs to his full ten-foot height. The two wolves on his back couldn’t hang on. As they slid to the ground, Sarai nailed one in the back. Her second throw missed the other wolf, instead lodging in the tree behind him. He moved toward her with a snarl. The distraction was just what George needed. He snapped the wolf’s neck with a powerful, well-placed bite.

Then they both turned to Shane, who had pinned his opponent to the ground. He had his teeth sunk into the animal’s neck, but hadn’t bitten hard enough to crush its windpipe or rip out its jugular.

George shifted. He plucked her knives out of the tree and the dead wolf’s back. Shane’s captive’s eyes widened as he watched George wipe the blood off the one knife and hand them back to her as they made their way to where he was pinned on the ground.

“If you want to live, I suggest you help us. Lead us to where they’re holding our friends. Get us inside and to them, and we’ll let you go.”

The wolf looked at all three of them. Shane bit down a little harder.

“This is a limited time offer, friend,” George said.

The wolf whimpered, then jerked his head in a nod of agreement. Shane released him and shifted. So did the wolf, who turned out to be a lanky man with a scar running down the side of his face. He looked at Sarai with particular interest that made her wary. She had a feeling he knew exactly who she was.

Sarai realized she was standing there with three naked men and turned her back to let them dress. Once he was clothed—his garments torn from his earlier quick shift—she gave Shane a brief hug.

Then, aware of her previous vision about him, she said, “Where’s Corrie?”

He compressed his lips into a thin, white line. “Ran off. Night of the attack on the Timik.”

“With whom?”

He frowned. “I’m not sure.”

Sarai patted his shoulder but said nothing. She wasn’t sure herself what Corrie was up to or what she was.

“Let’s go,” George said.

They all fell silent as they followed their new guide. It didn’t take very long, only about an hour’s hike from where they were. He stopped beside a bush.

“Pull this aside, there’s a secret entrance. Follow it all the way up, then take the first tunnel on your right. It will angle down into the caves. The next two lefts will get you to the cells where they’re held.”

“Where will we find guards stationed?” Shane asked.

The young wolf hunched his shoulders. “We were the outside patrol. You’ll find two somewhere in this tunnel. They don’t stay in the same place. Another posted at the end of the tunnel. Another two at the entrance to the cells, and whoever else you find roaming the halls.”

He pulled his lips back over his teeth in a nasty imitation of a smile. “Good luck.”

“Our luck will depend on your luck, my friend,” George said.

His words wiped the sneer off their guide’s face. “You said I show you the way and you let me go.”

“I said you get us to where they’re holding our people. If any part of that goes wrong, I won’t hesitate to finish what Shane here didn’t.”

He was dead serious. Even Sarai swallowed. Mental note to never get on George’s shit list.

Their guide swore, but seeing he had no choice, nodded. He pulled back the bush.

“Wait,” Sarai said. She pulled out the satellite phone and relayed their coordinates to Andie. She slipped one of her knives out of its pocket and embedded it into the trunk of a small tree right beside the bush the shifter had pulled back. A signal to Andie of where to go.

“Okay.”

Looking extremely pissed and not a little afraid, their helper stepped into the entrance of the small cave. George followed, then Sarai, with Shane bringing up the rear.


CHAPTER 37

They managed to get through the passage into the main tunnel. Periodic lights hung on the rock walls broke the darkness. A musty smell of water everywhere accompanied a constant dripping noise. When Sarai put her hand out, she discovered walls damp to the touch.

Their guide distracted each guard they encountered allowing Shane or George to take them down. They dragged their bodies out of the way, though the basic tunnels didn’t offer many options. If anyone came down the tunnel entrance they’d used, the unconscious men would be discovered.

As they made their way down the main tunnel they passed a door that made Sarai pull up. She didn’t have a vision exactly—just a feeling she needed to wait in there. Sarai had learned to listen to those little moments of gut instinct.

She looked at George and Shane. “I have to stay here. You go on without me.”

“No way,” Shane bit out.

“I agree. Zac would kill me if I left you alone in this place.”

“Zac doesn’t have a choice. This vision is telling me you need to keep going, and I need to be right here. You want to argue with that?”

So she’d fibbed. She’d found over the years that people argued less with a vision than a feeling. Stupid, really, since she knew they came from the same place inside her.

George and Shane both looked at each other, but they had no choice. Sarai tried the handle and found it unlocked. The door creaked as she cracked it to poke her head inside. Seeing the chamber empty, she stepped inside.

“I’ll be fine.” She waved George and Shane on as she closed the door.

However, once she was alone, she wasn’t quite sure what to do. Wait? Explore?

Just sitting there twiddling her thumbs didn’t sit well, so she started to snoop around. The small room, which housed a single desk, was otherwise empty. She checked for a phone or some way she could get more information to Andie, but came up with bupkis. Her satellite phone was worse than useless this far underground.

She couldn’t see anything else of note in the room. In desperation, she followed the walls, looking for anything she might be missing. She had to be here for a reason. She’d almost circled the entire space when she passed a point where the wall looked a little odd. Backing up, she eased by the spot more slowly.

Huh.

She ran her hands over the rock only to realize the wall curved back in on itself. Using her hand as a guide, she slipped around the corner into a pitch black, claustrophobic area. She was about to pull a flashlight from her bag when she was jerked further inside. A hand covered her mouth to smother her scream.

“Shhh…Be quiet or they’ll hear you,” a fierce voice whispered in her ear.

Sarai’s thundering heart quieted. She recognized the owner of that voice, so she nodded.

“You’re not going to scream?”

She shook her head and the hand left her mouth. Sarai took a deep breath. “Corrie?” She still couldn’t see a thing.

“Yeah.”

“How’d you get in here?”

“I followed them when they took Zac and the others.”

“You’ve been in here the entire time? Why didn’t you release them?”

Corrie’s soft snort of derision reached her ears. “It’s not that easy. All the cells are electrified. I haven’t found a way to turn it off or get them out of there.”

A small flash, an image of Corrie inside the system of caves and tunnels, pierced her thoughts. “You’ve been waiting to make your move. What did you see?”

She felt rather than saw Corrie’s shock in the dark. “How’d you know?”

Sarai lifted a wry eyebrow, even though Corrie couldn’t see her face. “Speaking directly to me in a vision was a pretty good clue that you’re also a Seer. I’d never encountered one in my visions before, so I wasn’t sure. Until now.”

“Huh. Must not be a very good Seer then.”

“Maybe not. What did you see?” she repeated.

Corrie was silent long enough that Sarai thought about knocking a little sense into her. She spoke before Sarai could take a step toward her, almost as if she’d waited out Sarai’s patience threshold.

“This little passage leads to a much larger chamber. They’re going to take all of the captives there.”

“Do you know when?”

“Within the next few minutes they’ll discover George and Shane. After that.”

Sarai tried to force any of those images into a vision now that she had an idea of what was coming. Nothing came to her except gray fuzz, as though she were watching an old TV tuned to static. She must be involved in what happened next somehow.

“What happens after that?”

Corrie growled her frustration. “I don’t know. I can’t see it.”

“Has that ever happened before?”

“No.” By the sound of it, Corrie said the word through clenched teeth.

Sarai had to wonder if she had caused Corrie’s inability to see further, or if Corrie had the same issue she did and had difficulty seeing anything which directly involved her. Either way, they were about to operate with no help from their gifts.

Damn.

“Okay. Then we wait.”

“Duh.”

Sarai sighed. Had she ever been that snotty? Probably not. The Carstairses would have beaten it out of her by this age.

“I may be on the quiet side, but I don’t handle rude well. If you can’t not be rude, then don’t speak.”

“Like you could do anything about it.”

Sarai rolled her eyes. “Do you have any weapons on you?”

“No.”

“I do. Want me to test them out on you?”

She wasn’t winning Corrie over as a friend, but she suspected the younger woman already had it in for her. She didn’t have time or patience to deal with behavior issues.

Silence greeted her question. “Good. Let’s get in position outside the larger room.”

“Why there?”

“Because I think that’s where they’ll take the captives.” If it was what she thought it was, then she was about to see the location of her original vision, only in person. A reality she’d tried with such desperation to avoid was about to happen.

Corrie led. Both girls carefully felt their way down the narrow passage. More than once, Sarai bumped into a sharp outcropping of rock, but didn’t react with so much as a muffled oath. They only slowed as light started to filter into the darkness, an indication they’d were neared the end.

Finally, Corrie stopped. She plastered herself against the wall and then stuck her head around a similar lip in the rock which hid the entrance to their hiding place, to check the room beyond. She waved Sarai forward. They swapped places in order for Sarai to take a look. She held in a gasp. This was the room she’d seen, which stood empty for the moment. She was even positioned at the angle she’d see it from. Hopefully, that meant she was in the right place.


CHAPTER 38

They didn’t have to wait long in their little hiding spot between the rooms. The thick stone walls had to muffle sound because they had no clue anyone was close until the first person entered the room. The first of many.

They led the polar bear shifters in last, all with iron shackles around their necks connected to a set around their wrists by a thick chain running down their backs and through their legs. Even George and Shane were chained. Sarai knew it was to keep them from shifting. The tight bindings would cut into their necks, choke them, possibly crush their windpipes. Zac was the last captive to enter the room.

Sarai held in a silent gasp at the condition of the men who’d clearly been beaten and starved. Her cougar’s senses picked up the scents of blood and sweat. They looked drenched. A flash of a vision told her fire hoses had been involved.

Then there was Zac. As often as she’d seen this in her mind, she was still shaken by his appearance. He was almost gaunt as he’d lost a reckless amount weight in just a few days, his cheeks hollowed out, his skin sallow. Old wounds crisscrossed new ones. Blood poured from a particularly ugly gash at his temple and another just under his ribs. She could taste the blood in the air, the copper penny bite of it strong on her tongue. He swayed on his feet, his eyes unfocused. They led him to the center of the room, where, thanks to a well-placed kick, he fell to his knees.

Kyle Carstairs stepped out of the shadows to stand in front of Zac. Just behind him, she could see Scott. Only Scott wasn’t wearing any chains.

This was the image that had burned into her mind with such indelible horror. The vision that would not change no matter what she did, said, thought, tried.

She knew what was supposed to happen next—Kyle’s order to kill. Damned if she was going to let it go down like that.

“What do you want?” Zac asked through cracked, swollen lips. His voice sounded weak, thready.

Sarai’s heart broke to see him beaten down, broken. But, she thought, just maybe, she detected a fire in his dark brown eyes that gave her hope.

“I want your Timik, and I want her.”

“No.”

“You don’t get a choice in the matter. When Scott returns to the rest of your people, after all of you here are dead, of course, he’ll take over from you as the Alpha. It will only be a matter of time before he brings me Sarai. Soon after that a new alliance will be made.”

Sarai sensed Corrie tense behind her. Scott’s betrayal, though Sarai felt it like a blow, went much deeper with the shifter behind her. She hoped they hadn’t been close friends.

She looked back to Zac and realized his stare was directed straight at her. Her eyes widened as he snuck a wink. Pride and hope surged. He wasn’t completely beaten. He was going to fight. Then, soft as Zac’s caresses, a new vision replaced the old in her mind. Zac breaking free of his chains. Zac pulling the key from around Kyle’s neck.

Sarai smiled. With slow, deliberate movements, she pulled out her MP3 player and put on the headphones. She slipped a knife out of its pocket on her arm. No way was she letting Zac have all the fun. She owed Kyle Carstairs for a lifetime of terror.

Careful that the dark of the passageway hid her motions, she stepped sideways to get in a better position. She realized she couldn’t hit her mark because the lip of the tunnel got in her way. Which meant she’d have to step out into the room, exposing her presence.

She glanced at Corrie, who shook her head, but Sarai was set on her course now. “Stay here,” she mouthed.

Before she could change her mind, she spoke. “You don’t have to send Scott for me. I’m right here.”

She stepped out into the wide room to face her worst nightmare head on. Kyle whipped around, then froze at the sight of her. He started to smile. Sarai closed her eyes on the skin-crawling sight.

Solid in her stance, she took a deep breath. In and out. In. Hold. Wham. She released her knife, putting all the force she could into the throw…but Kyle’s henchman, Mick, jumped into the path of her knife. He took the hit directly in the chest and slumped to the ground. Damn!

The room erupted into chaos, many of the coyotes and wolves headed her way, some shifted, some pulled out guns and started firing. Meanwhile, with a mighty yell, Zac managed to snap the chain binding his wrists to his neck. Quick as a striking snake, he snapped the key off the chain around Kyle’s neck.

Sarai was occupied with protecting herself until Zac and the others could fight. Not that most of them waited to be released, instead charging their captors while still bound. One after another, she threw her knives with unerring accuracy.

There were still way too many of them. Only about fifteen of Zac’s men were pitted against a good forty or more adversaries. Kyle, that lowdown rat, was working his way to the door. She’d never be free of him if he got away. Sarai followed as best she could, her focus on the man who’d tormented her since childhood.

Suddenly, in her mind’s eye, a wolf shifter she hadn’t noticed leapt at her. She swiveled to face it, and only just had her knife in hand when a massive polar bear jumped between them. She watched, stunned as, with a speed that belied his size, Zac plucked the animal out of the air, and shook it like a rag doll. He spat it out on the floor before he turned to face her.

She knew exactly what he was communicating with that look. Without conscious thought or plan, Sarai resumed her trek through the fray. She could feel Zac right there with her, keeping their attackers off her. They worked together in tandem, like a dance. She’d step. He’d move. She’d clear a path with a well-placed knife. He’d defend her backside.

The beat of the music got into her blood, pounded a rhythm that matched the pace of the fight, every move almost choreographed to the sounds in her head. Every move calculated to bring her closer to her target—Kyle.

A fist flew, aimed at her face, only to be stopped as Zac’s jaw snapped closed around it like a steel trap. She heard the scream of pain even over the music. Sarai ignored it, kept moving. She mentally searched for Kyle until she found him across the room. With a curse, she moved fast—pulled a knife from her belt and hurled it at him, but he ducked in time. Her weapon pinged harmlessly off the wall.

Zac was in the middle of dealing with two wolves at once when she noticed a third behind him.

“Drop,” she called.

He didn’t hesitate. He threw one wolf at the other, smashing them both into the wall with a force that had to have injured if not killed, and then flattened to the floor. Just in time. Her knife found its mark and dropped the third wolf to the ground.

Seeing a coyote headed at her from behind, Sarai pivoted around Zac in a move like a ballerina. He swiped a mighty paw, slammed into the chest of the charging animal mid-leap, to send it flying. It smashed into the wall with a yelp of pain.

Yet again, Sarai searched for Kyle amid the turmoil. In her mind she saw him make a break for the door, but he wasn’t there yet. She didn’t pay attention to anything else, focused solely on the fight before her. Sarai moved from man to beast, anticipating every move, every counter move, every moment as she made her way through the room, with Zac’s continued protection, on a trajectory to cut him off.

Unexpectedly, there seemed to be more people in the room. People and…cougars. Even Sarai heard the cacophony of sound over her pounding music. It wasn’t until Jaxon flew by in cougar form that she realized what was happening.

The cavalry had arrived.

But she didn’t stop. She couldn’t. Not until Kyle was dead. She kept moving. Luckily, the arrival of her friends cleared a path. Sarai stopped where she was in the room, set her stance, and took a deep breath. Pulling her arm back, she waited, waited, then, like a tightly coiled spring, released. Her knife flew true. She’d timed it to strike just as he pivoted through the door, trying to escape like the coward he was.

But, instead, she hit her mark with supreme accuracy. Kyle stumbled and fell to the floor, her knife jutting out of the base of his skull.

She stood there for a moment, stance wide, ready in case anyone else came at her, music still pumping, eyes still closed, panting with her efforts…hardly able to believe it was over. The horrible future she’d been seeing for months was not going to materialize. Her constant hiding from Kyle Carstairs was finally at an end.

A hand on her shoulder made her jump. She hadn’t seen it coming. Zac pulled the earphones out of her ears. “It’s over now, kuluk. They’re all down.”

Sarai’s eyes snapped open to look around the room. They were, indeed, safe. With a half-sob, half-laugh she threw herself at Zac.

He stumbled back a few steps, and she realized how weak he was. They’d starved him, beaten him, and still he’d fought. She rewound the fight, which was now fully in her vision, and saw with shock that, despite his chains, he’d fought hard, taking out man and beast alike, one after the other. How he’d managed to do that in this state was unbelievable.

She released him as fast she she’d flown at him. “Sorry!”

But he wrapped his arms around her to pull her right back into him. “Don’t ever apologize for wanting to be in my arms.”

She huffed a little laugh as he used her own words from their first night together against her. She rubbed her face against the warmth of his bare chest, overwhelmed and grateful he still stood there, alive if not well.

“You’re okay?” The implications of what that meant and what she’d just done started to set in.

“Nothing a little extra food won’t fix.”

“I’ve never seen anything like that,” she heard one of his men, Oliver maybe, say.

“He’s talking about you.”

“What?”

“You should have seen yourself. It was a terrifying, beautiful thing to watch. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything so amazing.”

“Oh.” Sarai didn’t quite know what to say. She buried her face in his neck, a little embarrassed.

“Who killed Kyle?” Andie’s voice broke into their little moment.

Sarai lifted her head to look over her shoulder at Kyle’s prone body, still lying half in, half out of the room. “I did.”

She waited to feel something. Guilt at having taken a life. Relief that he was dead. Elation that he was finally gone. All she felt was…nothing. That didn’t seem right. Maybe she was in shock or something.

She released Zac, who accepted a pair of sweats from Jaxon, and moved to Andie’s side to give her friend a hug. “Thank God you got here in time.”

Andie raised her eyebrows and glanced at Zac over Sarai’s shoulder. “You didn’t need much help. You guys had taken out a good majority of them by the time we got here. In fact, we captured a few trying to escape on our way in.”

Sarai’s mouth formed a small “o” of surprise. She glanced at Zac, who pulled her back against him, seeming reluctant to let go of her.

She looked up at him. “Scott?”

His jaw hardened to granite. “I took care of him.”

She didn’t ask for more details. The betrayal cut deep. As Alpha, Zac had meted out immediate punishment. Enough said. Then she remembered Corrie. Before she could search for the other Seer, she heard her voice. “I’m here.”

Corrie stepped out from behind Zac. “Remind me never to piss you off,” the younger woman said.

Sarai grinned and received a brief answering smile.

“Time to mop up, I think,” Andie said. Jaxon nodded.

“Time to get everyone out of here first. They need medical attention and food,” Sarai said.

The bears took a moment to get out of any bindings they hadn’t been able to break or unlock earlier. Andie and Jaxon led them out of the cave system to a clearing where several helicopters waited.

Once inside one of the aircraft, they couldn’t really talk over the noise, so Sarai tucked herself in close to Zac, careful to avoid the multitude of cuts and bruises all over his body. She laid her head on his shoulder, closed her eyes, and, for the first time, welcomed sleep, hopeful for the future and unafraid what visions slumber might bring.


CHAPTER 39

“How much longer?” Zac was tempted to growl but managed to keep his tone polite.

JoLynn, the Healer who lived with the Keller Dare, ignored him as she worked. A sweet little thing, she didn’t deserve his impatience while she fixed the various wounds inflicted by the fights and his time in the cells.

They’d returned to the Keller Compound about six hours earlier. JoLynn had been working steadily since then to heal them all. She looked pale with her efforts. Zac had wanted to wait in his apartment, but the Healer insisted all injured persons stay where she could monitor them.

Now, he sat, his legs dangling off a hospital bed, surrounded by the chrome-covered medical rooms and the strong odor of antiseptic. He watched in fascination as a soft glow of light emanated from her hands, which she held over each wound in turn. He felt only a warmth just this side of a burning sensation, but most fascinating was that before his eyes the injuries knit themselves back together. Like watching a stop-motion film in fast-forward.

He had insisted she treat everyone else first, so his long wait was partly his own fault. All he wanted now was to get Sarai back to their shared suite of rooms and hold her. For hours.

He looked down at her now. She’d pulled a chair up beside him where she could hold his hand. They hadn’t had a second of privacy yet, but she also hadn’t left his side in that time.

The thought of how she’d placed herself in such extreme danger to reach him still made his gut clench in terror. He wanted to be mad at her about that, but he was too thankful for her safety and her role in his own survival.

He couldn’t imagine the kind of courage it took. To have seen the visions that led to his demise yet still come. She’d asked him to claim her but hadn’t said anything about love. A woman who didn’t love a man wouldn’t have risked her life like that. At least, that’s what he kept telling himself. However, he needed to hear it from her lips.

For his part, he’d never loved anyone or anything as much as he loved this woman. That had become abundantly clear when he’d seen her step into the room to face Kyle Carstairs…her worst nightmare…all for him.

****

Sarai suspected Zac would almost rather skip the healer and allow his wounds close on their own. She could tell he felt responsible for what had happened to his Timik—the friends he’d lost and those hurt. So much so that he’d forgo help himself.

Part of her loved him even more for such a heart. The practical side insisted he not punish himself for something beyond his control. She’d stayed by his side to make sure he took his turn with the healer. From his looks and touches, she knew he wanted to get her alone. For her part, she couldn’t think of anything she wanted more.

She smiled softly to herself. Their time would come.

The curtain pulled around his bed rustled, drawing their attention. Shane stuck his head in. The cougar shifter, uninjured in the fighting, had stayed behind with Andie and Jaxon to clear out the captured and deal with them.

Sarai wondered briefly what they’d done with those of their enemy who’d survived the fight. Though really, she didn’t give a damn.

“Shane!” She stood and held back the curtain for him to step further into the space before she gave him a big hug.

Zac held out a hand to shake. “Sarai told me the part you had to play in finding us and getting us out.”

Shane grasped his hand with a nod.

“Sit still please,” JoLynn murmured. She rolled her eyes at Sarai. Men.

“Are Andie and Jaxon back with you?” Sarai asked.

Shane nodded. “And some others. I’ve been sent to ask you to join everyone in the dining hall when you’re done here.”

Sarai glanced at Zac who gritted his teeth in frustration. He wasn’t going to like this further delay.

“Why?” he all but barked.

Shane held up his hands. “I’m just the messenger, but it sounds like Andie and Jaxon have assembled some of the Shadowcat Nation bigwigs to discuss this.”

Sarai moved back to Zac’s side. “They’ll need our accounts of what happened. Besides, you’re a bigwig now, with that treaty in place.” She squeezed his hand.

Zac’s lips tightened. “Tell them we’ll be there when I’m done.”

“How long?” Shane asked JoLynn.

“About twenty more minutes,” she murmured.

“Okay. I’ll tell them.”

But he didn’t leave right away. Sarai noticed how Shane’s eyes seemed glued to what the Healer was doing to help Zac. A vision snuck up on her. A quick one. She blinked her way back to the present to find Zac’s eyes on her. He raised an eyebrow in questions. He always knew when her gift struck.

She nodded to confirm his suspicion before she followed Shane out into the waiting area outside the curtained off room.

“Shane,” she called his name to stop him.

He turned with eyebrows raised.

“JoLynn can’t heal your ear. She only heals current injuries or illnesses, not already-healed flesh.”

His shoulders slumped and she put her hand on his arm. “But I know someone who can.”

She waited for a moment while he absorbed that information. After a second he said, “Who?”

“Her name is Tieryn McGraw. She’s also a Healer in the McGraw Dare in Florida, but different from JoLynn. She can regenerate.”

Shane took that in no change in expression. “Thanks for the info.”

He moved to walk away, but Sarai tightened her grip on his arm. “You don’t think you’ll ever have an opportunity to meet her, but you will. In a few months.”

Shane’s eyes widened before he blanked his expression again. He gave her a quick nod, then left the room.

“What was all that about?” Zac asked when she went back to him.

She smiled but shook her head. “My usual meddling.”


CHAPTER 40

Sarai sat in quiet observation while everyone else in the room debated the consequences of the last few days. Every Alpha of the Shadowcat Nation was in direct attendance, something Sarai wasn’t sure had ever happened before. Even when it was formed. They guarded their identities with such fierce determination, but these were changing times. That cougar shifters had been involved in attacks against a new and powerful ally wasn’t going to be taken lightly.

With such a large crowd gathered, Jaxon had converted the cafeteria-style dining room into a conference hall. They’d set up long rectangular tables in a giant square with space in the middle—knights of the round table style, only not round.

She and Zac sat toward the back end of the room, away from the windows, right next to Andie and Jaxon. He squeezed her hand to get her attention. He hadn’t stopped touching her in some small way since the moment the fight was over. As soon as he’d been healed, they’d been led straight to this meeting.

They still had yet to be alone together. Frustration radiated off him almost cracking like static electricity. She could tell he wanted to say something. He’d opened his mouth a couple of times…called her name…only to be interrupted each time. She gave him a patient smile and returned her focus to the discussions.

Finally, Sarai could no longer sit idly by. She rose to her feet. Andie glanced up.

“Gentlemen,” Andie called, for very few women were present. All eyes turned toward the lone female Alpha.

Once she had their attention, Andie looked toward Sarai, who gave her friend a nod of thanks. “While Kyle Carstairs’s death solves some problems, it’s not the end of this conflict. He wasn’t the head of the snake—he was the rattle.”

A beat of thick silence filled the air. “How do you know this?” Eduardo Rodriquez, the Alpha of a dare of pumas in Argentina, asked.

Sarai snorted her derision, a completely inelegant sound, but it got her point across effectively. “I’m a Seer, in case you forgot.” She gave him a hard, steady look for good measure. “I’m telling you someone else is pulling the strings.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know.”

“Did you see this in a vision?”

Instead of answering, because she didn’t want to be dragged down a rat hole trying to explain things, she just looked at them, a stubborn tilt to her chin.

“You must tell us what you’ve seen.”

She raised a single eyebrow. “I don’t believe I ever signed a contract to that effect.”

Rick Delaney, who headed up the Arizona cougars, spoke up. “You are under the protection of the Shadowcat Nation. Our existence makes your life possible. You are obligated to help us.”

Sarai narrowed her eyes at Delaney. “I would suggest you pull back on the alcohol or you’ll be in your grave in five years. Is that the kind of help you were looking for?”

He closed his mouth with a snap.

Sarai spread her hands in appeal. “What you fail to realize is that I am trying to help you.”

“And she’s no longer part of the Shadowcat Nation,” Zac said as he stood up beside her.

Only years of keeping a poker face when faced with visions kept Sarai from whipping her head around to stare at him.

“What does that mean?” Rodriquez growled.

“As my future wife, Sarai is now a part of the Montclair Timik, and, as such, falls under my protection and mine alone.”

Shock and pure, radiant happiness burst through her. She tamped it down as the fear that he’d only made this move out of duty threatened to choke her. He’d made no declarations of love, had discussed none of this with her. Not that he’d had a chance. She tried not to let hope float her into the clouds before she knew the true story.

However, she did not repudiate his claim.

“You can’t do that. She is a Seer for the Shadowcat Nation.”

“No!” Sarai discounted that claim. “I am a cougar shifter, which makes me a part of the Nation. My loyalty to my people means I use my abilities for their betterment when possible. My being a Seer does not make me yours or anybody’s.”

The fire of purpose burned inside her. The time for change had come. “Not only that…as a Seer, I know every Kuharte among the Shadowcat Nation. We will gather and discuss current laws concerning us. Things will change, or you will lose ALL of us.”

“Are you threatening us?” Delaney spluttered.

“What do you want?” Jaxon asked calmly. She sent him a grateful smile.

“As I said, I’ll have to discuss this with the others. But no more dictating where we live, whom we marry, or how we live our lives any differently than what is already done for the ordinary members of the Nation. If our demands are not met, all the Kuharte have a home with the Montclair Timik.”

She winced inwardly as she said this. She should probably have asked Zac first, but if he could make blanket statements about their future, then so could she.

“You owe us.” Delaney again.

She narrowed her eyes at him. “No. You owe us. How many of our predictions, or healings, and so on have been critical to our people?”

Silence again descended on the room. Sarai looked around, seeing a mixture of hostility and understanding.

“We don’t want to leave our homes, our people. That said, no longer will we continue to submit to the dictates of this Council. As I said, the other Kuharte and I will discuss it and put a proposal before you.”

At least she hoped they would. She’d assumed a lot speaking on the behalf of her fellow Kuharte, but she didn’t think they’d disagree.

With that, she spun and left the room. Zac silently followed.


CHAPTER 41

They didn’t say anything until they got to their shared suite of rooms, which, by unspoken agreement, they’d headed straight for.

As soon as the door closed behind them, Sarai turned to face Zac and waited.

He looked at her closely, but she didn’t give any outward clue as to her feelings from her expression or demeanor.

“I guess you’re wondering why I said what I did?”

“Yes.” Her heart pounded with hope, a feeling she wouldn’t let him see. Not yet. She needed to know his reasons first.

Zac moved closer and trailed the back of his hand down the side of her face, his gaze warm upon her. “When I was stuck in that cave, I only had one thought. That the moment I had you back in my arms I would make sure you knew exactly what you mean to me.”

Zac’s usually stoic demeanor slipped and he looked a little nervous. He ran his hands through his short, dark hair.

Sarai waited, but the hope inside her soared to heights she’d never allowed before. She felt dizzy with the thrill.

He pinned her with a look, eyes ablaze. “I love you, Sarai Bouchard. With all of my heart and soul. I don’t know how you did it so fast, but you snuck under my skin and into my heart in a way no person ever has—not even those closest to me. I can’t picture even a single day without you beside me.”

Tears pooled in Sarai’s eyes and spilled down her cheeks. His words, a lot for her usually reticent shifter, took her breath away.

Tenderly, Zac reached out and wiped the tears away with the pads of his thumbs. She caught the worry that flashed in his deep brown eyes.

“Please say something,” he murmured.

Sarai smiled, letting her heart show in her eyes and heard Zac’s breath hitch.

“I love you with everything I have in me. I was terrified you’d offered out of some misplaced sense of honor. I’ve been seeing…something wonderful…for a while now. It didn’t make sense given any of my other visions, and I wasn’t sure what it meant for us. But now…” She smiled again. “Now I know that future is one born of love.”

With a deep groan, Zac leaned down and covered her lips with his in a kiss Sarai felt through her entire being. “Mine,” Zac whispered against her lips.

“Each other’s,” she whispered back.

Zac pulled back and tipped his head. “Wait…. What is the something wonderful?”

Sarai’s heart thudded. What if he didn’t even want kids? There was so much they didn’t know about each other yet.

“Um…our first child will be a girl. With my blond hair and your dark eyes.”

Zac looked stunned for a moment before he grinned. “You’re pregnant?”

Sarai shook her head. “Not yet. Soon though.”

She suddenly found herself lifted off her feet as he grabbed her up in a hug that threatened to crack her ribs.

In that moment a vision struck. Snapshots of their life together. “Oh!” she gasped.

“What?”

“Just one more little thing. Something I didn’t know was possible between shifters of different animal species. But…you and I are Fated Mates.”

Zac just nodded with a small smile.

“You don’t look shocked?” She certainly felt it.

He shrugged. “Stands to reason that if you love me half as much as I love you, and given all the obstacles in our way, that had to be the reason we’re here now.”

Sarai, as a Seer, knew better. Fate was rarely that kind. She knew just how lucky they were to have found and kept each other.
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