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Chapter One (Friday)
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Damn.

The feeling was back — the prickling unease. An icy chill slithering up my spine. A creeping awareness of eyes on the back of my neck.

My shoulders tightened convulsively, and I clenched my fingers on the steering wheel. Maybe I could...what?

First - determine the threat. Who the heck was it, staring at me so intently.

And not just staring. That feeling was behind me for at least a mile.

So, following me.

I’d glanced behind a few times over that mile, but couldn’t figure out who it was. Now, I glanced at my reflection in the rearview mirror and shook my head, a lock of hair falling across my face. I stared through, it into my (color) eyes. I looked...worried?

That wouldn’t do. I set my jaw and frowned. Now I looked fierce. Determined.

Good. No more guessing — figure this out, Red.

I shoved my hair back, and looked around, assessing the road conditions and traffic. They weren’t good. But Eugene, Oregon had been hit with storm after storm the entire first week of October.

I pressed down on the accelerator, allowing my carefully maintained speed to creep five miles over the limit — despite the puddles from this latest storm covering the road.

I’d flush out the person doing this — then decide what to do about them.

My eyes flashed back to the mirror, but this time my attention was on the cars behind me. Watching for one car to match my increased speed. “Come on,” I muttered. “Let me see you. Let me...”

I cursed as two cars sped up.

My eyes flicked back to the road ahead, checking for traffic and hazards, then returned to the rearview mirror. Did I recognize either of those cars?

It was getting dark — that uncertain time between daylight and darkness. The time where fine details blur away, made worse tonight by the rain sheeting down. It was hard to tell if either was familiar, but I didn’t think so.

And that damn creepy feeling kept following.

Four blocks.

Six blocks.

An atavistic tingle raised the hair on the back of my neck, then skittered down my spine.  Danger. A warning, hard-coded into our human genes – time for fight or flight.

I shook my head and carefully scanned those two cars in the mirror. I refused to be a flight type of woman. I’d always choose to fight.

Danger would not make me run — my job carried the possibility of danger every day. And I knew how to handle myself — even if my co-workers refused to think so.

Damn coworkers.

I clenched my jaw and had to force down a spurt of anger. Not exactly easy, but easier than pushing away the memory of my father’s words. The constant — unearned — refrain of my childhood. Stop it, Rachel. Control your goddamned temper.

I rarely lost my temper. Though, tonight I might be willing to make an exception. I was tempted to pull my SUV to the side of the road and confront my stalker right here, right now. Much more satisfying than being followed by him.

Him? I was assuming there was only one.

Maybe it was them.

Or maybe...it?

My foot jerked off the accelerator, causing my speed to dip.

I absolutely could not risk pulling over. What if my stalker was a pissed off shifter? One that had recognized where I worked? If so, I’d have to take care of it — but not here. Not in full view of other cars. My eyes flicked to the locked glove compartment where my gun was stored.

No, I couldn’t do anything in front of unsuspecting commuters.

I’d sworn an oath to follow the one hard and fast rule of the Eugene PSC, and I kept my promises. Paranormal Species Control Officers must never involve civilians. Keeping the existence of shifters a secret was hard enough. We couldn’t risk making a public display.

That promise had been easy to make — because I agreed with it. What would happen if the unsuspecting humans we protected realized the big bad wolf was real? That when it lost control, it was nothing more than a hugely muscled, sharp-toothed killing machine. Not one scrap of humanity left.

I shuddered and turned up the heat. Stopping a shifter out here would be the biggest freaking snafu of my career. There’d be no way to justify it.

My co-workers and I still occasionally argued about the consequences of our secret getting out. We had for the three years I’d worked there. We all agreed there’d be a lot of blood. Because some people would undoubtably get all protective of shifters — and likely get eaten for their efforts.

I ignored the tingles that skittered down my back again and kept driving.

I kept my speed steady for another two blocks, then glanced back again. The same two cars were still back there, damn it. Keeping the same distance behind.

Which was the threat? Or was it both of them?

How could I make them show their face...

No other cars were near me right now. If I couldn’t fight them, maybe I could lose them.

I took an abrupt right at the next intersection and stared into the rearview mirror. Which one? Which one would follow?

Two cars turned after me, and I growled with frustration.

I couldn’t tell if they were the same cars. The deepening gloom turned the cars into fuzzy silhouettes. And it was beginning to rain again.  I just couldn’t be sure.

I stomped on the accelerator and kept my grip firm on the wheel. My tires were nearly new and in good condition. And I’d excelled at tactical driving. My lips tightened in a fierce grin as I let my speed shoot up further.

Ten miles over the limit.

Fifteen miles over.

“Let’s see who keeps up now!”

Twenty miles over.

Then my best opportunity appeared in front of me. I punched the accelerator and flew through the next intersection as the light turned red. And kept going.

Tonight, the idea of getting stopped by a cop didn’t concern me.

* * * * *
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I DIDN’T GET STOPPED by a cop. Point to me.

Which meant I was now only three points in the hole for this rotten day. Although, I should probably take away another point – I still didn’t know who’d followed me. Neither car had pursued me through that intersection, but I couldn’t shake the thought that I hadn’t really lost them.

So, a point to whoever they were.

I took a few more twists and turns. I even spun the wheel on an empty street and pulled a u-turn, going back the same way I’d just come.

No one followed, but I still couldn’t shake the feeling I was being watched.

I ignored it — what else could I do?

I passed my normal parking spot on the street, nearly a block from Old Nick’s Pub. That long, dark walk didn’t feel smart tonight. Not when I still felt the occasional prickle of discomfort. Of eyes staring at the back of my neck.

Hopefully, no one would need an escort to their car because I was taking the night off from that self-appointed duty.

Tonight, I might be the one I had to protect.

I didn’t put on my blinker. Why alert anyone who might — or might not — be following. Instead, I spun the wheel tightly. Whipped into the parking lot and slid my car between two other SUVs. Flipped my lights off, thrust the SUV in park, and jerked my foot off the brake. My car now looked like any of the dozen in the parking lot.

Nearly invisible.

I made sure the interior light stayed off when I opened the door and grabbed my backpack. I took one last look at the parking lot through the sheeting rain. No cars had entered after mine. And I no longer felt those staring eyes. Point to me?

Or had I just imagined it all?

I climbed out of the car — nose wrinkling at an unpleasant mix of wet asphalt, old oil, and damp wool — and hurried toward the warmth and lights of the pub. Imagining the whole thing might make the most sense. The product of a bad day at work, right? Feeling like everyone was out to get me...

So, imagination. Nothing to concern myself with. No need to feel so damn jumpy.

I fumbled with the door as I entered the pub, then flinched like a startled cat when the wind slapped it out of my hands and slammed it behind me. I might have yelped. A bit.

Okay, maybe I was a bit more concerned than I wanted to admit.

And I must have looked ridiculous — I’d let a freaking door startle me.

And why the heck was I still so on edge? Positive that danger lurked nearby. What kind of danger could be here?

I was being absolutely, totally, and completely ridiculous. Right?

I squared my shoulders and took another step into Old Nick’s. I was a badass, damn it. Rick and his buddies might have ruined my day at work, but he would not screw up my evening.

Point to me.

Which still left me two points in the hole.
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Chapter Two (Friday)
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​

I heard my name and glanced toward the back — Diana was waving at me. Her golden hair shining even under the dim lights of the pub.

I smoothed the rain off my hair, resolutely ignoring how the usual fiery red had darkened into something...nondescript. I tugged off my wet jacket as I started toward Di, and let the scent of good beer, lemon peel, and rich melted cheese embrace me. Finally erasing that parking lot reek.

I made my way through the scattered tables, stomach rumbling in anticipation. Old Nick’s was our go-to place. Quirky, slightly off the beaten path, with plenty of good food and good beer.

Even better, I’d be spending time with my best friend. Di could always tell when I needed to get out of my own head. No matter how hard my day had been, she could make me laugh.

And I could really use a good laugh.

I remembered the first time we came here. Di had announced that it had a good vibe. That it was a safe place. I’d been more concerned with the physical things, like comfortable chairs and good service. I usually didn’t worry about being safe — at least, not around humans.

Despite being startled by the damn door a moment ago, very little frightened me these days.

Di had snagged us a good table. “Hey,” I called out, and smiled at her half-finished nachos and beer. “Sorry I’m late.”

I hung my still dripping jacket on the back of the empty chair and sat across from her.

I’d prefer to face the door — I liked knowing who was coming in and out. Scoping out a space and reading the room were two ways to stay prepared. But Di clearly expected me to sit in the only empty chair — across from her. With my back to the door.

Oh well.

The wind abruptly slammed the door shut again. Behind my back, where I couldn’t see it. It made me jump hard enough to rattle the entire table.

I spun in my chair and made a quick assessment of the newcomers. And felt foolish.

A young couple — who looked barely legal — were shaking off the rain and laughing. Nothing dangerous. Nothing worth upsetting Diana’s beer.

So why did I still feel so freaking uneasy?

Di leaned toward me and smiled sympathetically. “Bad day?”

I stiffened. There were times — like now — when her ability to read me like a book was unnerving. I met her eyes and lifted my eyebrows.  “What makes you think so?”

She motioned to my waist and I looked down. Well, damn. I was still wearing my uniform slacks. That explained the wet wool smell in the parking lot.

I’d been more upset when I left work than I’d realized. I didn’t wear my PaSCO uniform out in public when I wasn’t working. Even though it — mostly — looked like something a forest ranger would wear. Which was part of the problem. I hated faking answers for random strangers when they asked about being a ranger.

“I need a beer,” I announced, and rubbed the back of my neck, trying to rub away the strange uneasiness that continued to linger. “Be right back.”

I tried to find my usual pleasure in the eclectic furnishings. The jumble of gold framed mirrors and paintings. The two-tone walls — red on the bottom, black on the top. I leaned against the long wooden bar top and held out my fist to Jackson — favorite bartender extraordinaire. He finished our usual greeting by reaching across and tapping his fist to mine.

Jackson was one of the good guys. My co-workers should take lessons from him.

“How’s the puppy?” I grinned, wondering what new mayhem I’d hear about. I’d never willingly bring something that destructive into my house, but Jackson didn’t seem to mind. “Is it still tearing up your shoes?”

He laughed. “Not since I started keeping them on top of the bookshelf.”

I struggled to keep my eyes from rolling. Why were some people so indulgent with pets? Perfectly normal people seemed to lose their minds when they brought something cute and furry into their home. Which was why I had no desire to have one.

Jackson merely grinned, aware of my feelings on the subject. “Want your usual?”

“Beer yes, but not my usual. I’m looking for something stronger tonight. Surprise me.” As he turned to draw my beer from one of the taps, I let my gaze roam over the nearby tables.

My attention was caught by a large, buff man slowly approaching the bar — a biker or biker wanna-be, based on his clothes. Damp jeans, black leather jacket, black t-shirt, black leather boots. His look reminded me of my own personal nemesis at work. The person who’d already made my nerves twitchy before I left work tonight.

Maybe that was the reason I was already expecting trouble when Biker Boy stumbled up. He leaned too close, so I couldn’t avoid the stale alcohol fumes he breathed all over me.

I kept my voice even and didn’t hold my nose, though I was tempted. “You mind backing off?”

I had no room to move — the bar was at my back, and a stranger was seated at the bar only a foot to my right.

Biker Boy reached up and twisted a lock of my hair around his large, not completely clean fingers. “Ahhhhhh. Don’t be like that, sweet thing.”

Sweet thing? Oh no, he did not just say that. Maybe he wasn’t a bad guy when he hadn’t been drinking, but he would never, ever be a good guy.

I turned my head and glared. “Don’t talk to me like that, Biker Boy. Go home while you can still legally drive.”

“But...it’s raining.”

Geez — was he getting whiney? “Call an Uber.”

He put his heavy hand on my shoulder and gave it a clumsy massage. “I can’t leave Daisy.”

I shrugged away from his hand and looked around. Daisy? Would I need to deal with a half-drunk jealous girlfriend next?

Then I saw a motorcycle patch on his jacket, with Daisy in elegant script underneath it. Daisy was, apparently, his motorcycle.

He leaned forward — any closer and he’d be leaning on me. “I can’t leave my bike.” He shook his head, and added flatly, “Stupid bitch.”

I was pretty sure the bitch comment was meant for me, not his bike, though it was hard to be sure. He’d said it calmly enough, but his hands had clenched into fists, and his face had begun to turn red.

His calm wouldn’t last much longer. Time to get him out before he caused trouble. “You gotta go, Biker Boy.”

He stepped closer, beer gut brushing against me, and thrust his face inches from mine. I felt the man who’d been sitting to my right climb to his feet. Fortunately, Jackson motioned him back.

Good. No reason to rile up Biker Boy any more than necessary.

I gently pressed him back a step, and told him, “If you leave now, no harm, no foul.” I smiled, not gently, then said, “But if you cause trouble, I’ll lock your bike and call the cops.” I ran my eyes up and down him, remembering those stale alcohol fumes. “You don’t really look drunk, but do you think you can pass a breathalyzer?”

He stumbled back, looking alarmed. “Don’t call anyone. I’m going.”

Jackson came over, carrying my beer. He looked at Biker Boy and said, “I haven’t served you enough to be drunk yet, but Red’s right. You should go.”

Biker Boy backed away, grumbling, and stumbled into a chair. He shoved it out of his way, wooden legs screeching on the floor, and glared at me as if daring me to say something. But I kept silent, and he turned and left.

Maybe Biker Boy was the reason I’d been on edge since I got here. Maybe with him gone my uneasiness would finally go away.

Jackson grinned and set the glass of beer in front of me. I sipped, then sighed in contentment. This was what I needed after the day I’d had. I grinned and toasted him. “This may be my new favorite. Make it two.”

Jackson raised his eyebrows, but picked up a glass and turned to the taps.

The sound of applause caught my attention. It was the stranger sitting at the bar. He bowed his head in respect. “Good job! I was sure he would cause trouble.”

A lock of copper brown hair fell across his forehead, darker at the roots, tipped with gold. Really nice hair, my brain insisted.

I ignored that thought, though it was harder than it should have been.

Then he smiled, and his green-gold eyes twinkled with humor. Was he flirting?

My pulse jumped, and I fought to keep a return smile off my lips. I didn’t want to send him the wrong message. But damn he was hot. My ability to quickly assess people abruptly failed me. And for the first time in a long time, I had to remind myself — sternly — that I didn’t date strangers.

Dating strangers was bad.

It was too hard to hide what I did from someone I spent much time with, especially when I couldn’t talk about it. Part of that one hard and fast PaSCO rule — never involve civilians. That rule made a relationship of more than an hour or two the epitome of being caught between a rock and a hard place. I couldn’t talk about my job. And I refused to lie about it. Because relationships built on lies didn’t work.

At least, they’d never worked for me.

Jackson set a glass of beer in front of the stranger. He slid his gaze to me and said. “I’ll get yours in a minute.” Then he nodded at the stranger. “It’s on the house. Thanks for being ready to help out, but everyone around here knows not to mess with Red.”

The guy picked up the beer. “Thanks.” He grinned and saluted me with the beer. “I’ll remember. Never mess with Red.”

I gave him a brief smile, hoping Hot Guy would see me as polite but uninterested. Then I buried my nose in my glass and chugged down half of my first beer as Jackson poured the second.

I gave Jackson a much better smile when he set it in front of me. “Thanks, Jackson.”

I resolutely turned my back on Hot Guy and made my way back to the table.
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Chapter Three (Friday)


[image: ]




Diana eyed the one and a half beers I carried and shook her head with a commiserating smile. “It’s one of those nights.”

I set the glasses down harder than I’d intended, then dropped into my seat with a grunt, rolling my shoulders to shed the last dregs of frustration. “You mean Biker Boy? That was nothing. But I think I might have been a paranoid idiot on the drive over. Probably because of Rick. And Greg. And Kevin. But mostly, because of Rick.”

I gritted my teeth, then forced myself to relax. “Don’t worry, I’m over it.” I picked up the half empty beer and gulped down the rest before tipping the glass toward her. “Or, I will be soon.”

Perhaps I still looked upset, though I’d have sworn my face was under control. Rick did deserve credit for that – he’d shown me how important a good poker face was over the past three years. So maybe Diana sensed how I felt. After all, she told me often enough that she was an empath.

She was the only person I knew who claimed to have some magical ‘empathic’ ability. Though, I just couldn’t believe in magic, not even for Diana. No, she just had an extraordinarily strong ability to interpret body language and facial expressions. Extraordinary — but perfectly normal.

Di sighed, then said gently, “Tell me.”

Would a magical empath need to ask that? Probably not — point to me. Though that still left me at negative one. Damn it.

“They’d better keep Rick the chauvinist Prick away from me.” I gripped my second beer so tight I was briefly concerned the glass might shatter. I let go and shook out my fingers. “If he calls me sweetheart, all condescending, one more time...”

Was that why I’d been so annoyed with Biker Boy? Because he’d called me sweet thing? So very, very close to sweetheart...

Di broke in on my thoughts. “You’ve talked about Rick before.” She stiffened, eyes going blank, then frowned. “Sometimes it’s necessary to stand up to bullies. Before they become dangerous.”

I heard Rick’s voice — the memory so clear it was like he was standing next to me.

You wouldn’t recognize something dangerous if it came up and bit you.

Your efficiency rating in this department is shit. Sucks to be you.

Try harder, Little Red. The rest of us don’t have trouble doing our job.

That last comment, accompanied by a patently false smile, had been like lemon juice in a papercut.

Rick was the most successful Paranormal Species Control Officer in the unit. I admired his ability to do his job. He had everything I wanted. Skill, an exemplary PaSCO record, easy camaraderie with the others, the respect of our boss.

But he treated me like a useless, incompetent twit, no matter what I did.

More than anything, I wanted to be respected for tracking down and stopping dangerous rogue shifters.

It didn’t matter that the world had no idea shifters existed — that they were more than fictional beings in books and movies. I knew the devastation of losing someone you cared about to an out-of-control rogue. And Rick — no matter what else I might say about him — was damn good at his job.

If only he and the others saw me that way.

The front door slammed, and I jumped. Again.

Damn it.

At least this time I hadn’t endangered any of the beer on the table. I glanced back and didn’t see anyone. Maybe someone left.

Diana cleared her throat. “You seem distracted. What’s up? Did you meet someone interesting?”

That earned a snort of laughter. “When would I have time to meet someone? You know how hard I’ve been working.”

“Excuses, excuses. I keep telling you to read romance novels. They have plenty of ideas about meeting someone. Even if you are busy with work.” Di glanced toward the front. “For example, that guy at the bar seemed interested. Go buy him a drink.”

I was shaking my head before she finished. “There’s no time to meet someone right now.” Even some hot guy that made my pulse jump.

I scowled into my beer, suddenly tired. I wasn’t good company tonight, and it wasn’t Diana’s fault. “Sorry. But Rick the Prick has others humiliating me at work now.” I tossed back more beer and added, “I think he wants to get me fired. Days like today, I feel like I’m on borrowed time.”

Diana stared at me. No, through me. Eyes unfocused. She was trying to ‘read’ me. I refused to let it freak me out — but I really hated when she did that.

She frowned suddenly, eyes snapping back into focus. “Report him. To HR. Or to his boss.”

“HR? We don’t have one.” I ignored Diana’s startled expression. “And you don’t understand, Di. Rick is the golden boy. His boss is my boss. And our boss likes Rick a lot more than he does me. They treat me like a little girl who should stay out of the way so the guys can do the real work.” I forced back the spurt of anger that memory caused. “A complaint would be like resigning.”

I sucked a deep breath through gritted teeth, then tipped my head back and drank half of my second beer before slamming the glass back on the table. “Guess what he calls me?”

“I have no idea, but it can’t be good.”

I shuddered. “It’s awful. He calls me Little Red.”

“That’s not so bad.” She was trying to sound reasonable. “You like being called Red.”

“Not like that, Goldilocks. He calls me Little Red.” This time, I managed to imitate his demeaning tone. The same tone I’d heard too many times in my past. I had to swallow before I could force out the next words, “He says it like my father used to.”

“And he’s still in one piece?” Diana sounded incredulous, and I managed a quick grin. Di knew how much I loathed the whole Little Red Riding Hood fairytale. I’d been tormented by it in elementary school, and when I told Father, he used it against me, too.

He’d told me often enough that I was just like the girl in that story — too stupid to see things right under my nose. And he’d called me Little Red whenever I did something he didn’t like. Why? Who knew. Maybe just because he knew I hated it.

But seriously, of course I hated it. Who actually thought it was okay to have a wolf eat a little girl’s grandmother? In a children’s story.

Then, after my sixteenth birthday, that whole damn story hit far too close to home.

“Why can’t Rick see me as a qualified Control Officer?” That came out way more plaintive than I’d intended. I swallowed, tasting the mildly bitter flavor of beer on my tongue, and sat up straighter. “I swear, he’s got half the Unit treating me like I’m only good for making coffee and answering the phone.”

“So, he’s a Neanderthal.” Diana kept her voice carefully soothing, still trying to lighten my mood.

“Not fair to Neanderthals,” I groused, then managed a weak grin. I glanced around surreptitiously. No one was sitting nearby — I wouldn’t be heard if I kept my voice down. “It’s not just women. He talks about the...um...paranormals...like they’re killing machines. Nothing but a bunch of monsters.”

The strangest look crossed Diana’s face. She kept her voice low, but there was a surprisingly hard edge to it. “Shif...paranormals are nothing like monsters.”

Well, that was something we’d just have to disagree about. Because as far as I was concerned, a regular shifter wasn’t a monster — yet. But a rogue definitely was. And each shifter might be perfectly fine right now, but all of them were just one bad shift from going rogue. An ever present danger to humans.

Which was why my job existed.

A grenade might be inert while the pin was in place, but who the hell wanted to risk playing catch with a grenade?

I didn’t say that — in no mood to risk an argument. Instead, I said, “I sometimes think Rick would like to shoot them all on sight. A preemptive strike.”

“That’s crap!”

Whoa, Di was pissed. It didn’t take some mystical empathic ability to see it. Not with that tone of voice. Or how her hands fisted tightly on the table. Or the anger darkening her cheeks.

The door slammed behind me again. It yanked my attention away from Di, but I didn’t jump. Another point to me. My running total was now zero. Hell, maybe I’d end up a point ahead by the time the night was over.

An older man, hair mostly gray, moved slowly to the bar and took a seat. Absolutely nothing dangerous about him. I ordered myself to stop jerking around in my chair every time the wind slammed the door.

Time to stop the paranoia.

I looked back at Diana. She was staring at her congealing nachos. What could I say? That not all shifters were dangerous? She wouldn’t appreciate that, and after putting up with Rick today, I couldn’t bear the thought of fighting.

“Sorry,” I said, sitting back and picking up what was left of my second beer. “I’m a bit on edge. It felt like someone was staring at me all the way over here tonight. I was tempted to do something about it, but...” I lifted my glass to her again. “Beer sounded better than a fight.” I sucked down the rest and wondered if I should get another.

Di shook her head at me. “Don’t go looking for trouble. You know it finds you often enough.”

“Just because I’m willing to do something,” I said defensively. “You know I can handle myself.”

“I do know. You’ve proven that over and over. Like warning off a belligerent, half-drunk guy at the bar tonight.”

I smiled, then my mood turned dark again. Another beer was just what I wanted, but I was already past my self-imposed limit of one. I shoved both glasses away from me, determined not to do something stupid.

Diana reached across the table and grabbed my hand, squeezing it lightly. “Describe this asshole for me. You’ve never said much about him.” The corners of her mouth quirked into a brief smile as she added, “Other than calling him a prick, I mean.”

That earned her a bark of laughter, but it was hard to sound reasonable about him. I’d been on the receiving end of Rick’s tongue when I was first hired. Back then, I’d tried to defend myself against him. Before I understood that only made things worse.

Years of frustration made it hard to describe him realistically. Especially on a night when my normal filters had been scoured away by irritation and extra beer. But I was still caught by surprise at the words that burst from my mouth. “Rick? He’s an obnoxious, racist, species-ist, chauvinist bigot who likes to hide behind his daddy’s money. No, more than that. He believes he’s God’s gift to Eugene.”

Di choked, then laughed. She took one look at my startled expression and laughed harder. I waited impatiently for her response — it was bound to be interesting.

She didn’t disappoint. “My God, Red!” She laughed again, then wiped her eyes. “You shouldn’t hold back like that. It’s not healthy.”

Well, since I’d already shared more than I’d admitted to myself...

I grinned evilly. “I’m just getting warmed up.” Then my grin slid away. “He calls women girls. He doesn’t think we’re cut out for hard stuff.”

“Okay, you’re right,” she said, nodding. “He is a chauvinist.”

“Well, you’ll have to give me species-ist, too.” I leaned forward and dropped my voice. “You know I believe rogues need to be stopped. That all shifters have the potential to go rogue.” Di nodded again. But reluctantly, not like she agreed with me.

I let it go. My head throbbed and tension crawled up my neck and shoulders. Shifters were a long-standing argument between us — one I refused to get into tonight. I rubbed my temples, then picked up the second glass, hoping to see another swallow in the bottom. No such luck.

I looked at Di and hoped I could make her understand. “Rick’s different. He hates them. All of them. Rogue or not. He’s stopped more rogues than anyone. He brags about it.” I ran my thumb along the edge of the empty glass, then admitted, “He’s really good at what he does. I just don’t know how he finds them all.”

Diana’s expression hardened. “Why? So you can get more of them, too? Isn’t that why you became...” She looked around and dropped her voice even further. “A PaSCO.”

I shrugged and twisted the empty beer glass between my hands, once more undecided if I should get another. “You know why I’m not a fan. You were there.” I picked my words carefully, all too aware that alcohol might be loosening my tongue. There were some things — painful things — I wasn’t willing to discuss. Not here. Maybe not ever.

Diana simply sat still, waiting for more.

I sighed and sat back. “When we got attacked walking to our dorm,” I reminded her. “That’s when I...” I bit my tongue and changed what I’d been about to say. I still remembered that oh shit moment. Viscerally.

The terrified realization that shifters really did exist. That they were monsters, just like Father said. The moment when so many things my parents argued about suddenly made sense.

I didn’t try to keep the bitterness from my voice. “That’s when I knew paranormals actually existed.”

“I’ve told you—”

Diana was interrupted when the door slammed again. This time, I forced myself not to look. “Yeah, yeah.” I clenched my teeth to keep back the heated words trying to escape. I sucked in a breath and whispered, “I know would you said. That partially shifted leopard girl was afraid of us.”

I rolled my eyes — I couldn’t help it. “Did you forget it attacked us? That it leapt out of the shadows with its scary-as-hell claws extended.” I nearly gagged as the feel of past terror twisted through my gut. For a moment I regretted all the beer I’d swallowed — it rose into the back of my throat, making my next words sound half-strangled. “It slashed those three-inch claws at us. It bared those incredibly long, knife sharp teeth. It growled at us!”

We’d run away that night. Sitting here in the warm pub, I felt an echo of the painful stitch I’d had in my side. It had grown worse as we ran down one dark street after another. I’d been so sure that thing was chasing us. But when we finally stopped, Diana insisted it had run off in the opposite direction.

She’d said we couldn’t have outrun it — not if it really meant us harm.

I hadn’t believed her back then, but I did now. If she’d fully shifted, she’d have caught us with no problem. Shifters move fast on all fours.

Scary Shifter Girl still occasionally invaded my dreams. Only, she didn’t attack me anymore. Not since I’d become a PaSCO. Instead, I was forced to watch as she jumped at others. As she chased them through the dark, snarling and growling, while I fruitlessly chased after. Slashing at them with larger than real life claws. Tearing them to pieces.

While I tried to stop it — even after I knew it was too late.

Sometimes I’d dream of finding a pool of blood, or scraps of cloth. Once just a ripped and mutilated woman’s boot — blood red leather — with the spike heel missing. Another time, I found an emptied can of pepper spray. That time it hurt to breathe, even in my dream.

I never came across their bodies. Thankfully.

But I never stopped trying to save them, each and every time. Trying — but failing.

I always woke, heart pounding, knowing that thing was still out there, and there was nothing I could do about it. I hated feeling helpless. Even in my dreams.

Diana smiled. I started to smile back, then she reminded me, “I told you, I felt that girl’s emotions. She just wanted to scare us off. I’m an empath — you know that. She was afraid.”

Empath. One of the so-called paranormal abilities some people claimed. When the reality was that they were merely especially gifted at something completely normal — like the ability to synthesize small clues from the environment, allowing them to guess what could happen in the near future. Nothing strange.

Nothing that wasn’t perfectly normal.

Everyone had something they were gifted in. I had good night vision. Diana would trip over her own feet in the dark. Her ability to read body language and facial expressions let her interpret people’s emotions better than others. That didn’t mean she had some strange psychic ability.

It was true that Diana sometimes knew how I was feeling. She’d proven that over the years. But she knew me. Knew my expressions. Knew how I reacted to things. That was different than sensing every emotion of every person around her. I just couldn’t buy that.

Or maybe I just didn’t want to. Because the idea of someone — even my best friend — being able to read each of my feelings like that?

No. Just no.

Which was why I couldn’t accept her explanations about that day.

There was no way Diana could have interpreted ‘fear’ based on that...that...shifter’s body language. It had been twisted. Back hunched. Shoulders too thin. Arms oddly muscled. Hands ending in those terrifying claws. As for its face — there was nothing human in it. The eyes were those of an animal — all iris. The jaw too distorted to read any expression. Lips pushed into a grimace by long, sharp teeth.

I must have let my face show my thoughts — I blamed the second glass of beer.

Diana hissed, “That girl was just trying to protect herself.”

“By attacking people. It tried to claw my face off, Diana. I barely got out of the way in time.”

“She didn’t cut you.” Diana shook her head. “She could have hurt you easily enough. She didn’t.”

“Because I’m really fast,” I snapped. “She tore through the sleeve of my leather coat. And I repeat, she attacked us. Don’t you think that proves there’s a need for PaSCOs?”

Before she could answer, I crossed my arms over my chest and muttered, “The PaSCOs that took our story that day did not agree with your assessment.”

Diana kept her voice down, but I could hear...what? Bitterness? Hurt? “You mean the same asshole PaSCOs that threatened us to keep quiet about paranormals?”

Whoops, this conversation had taken a dark turn. I started to change the subject, but Diana didn’t give me a chance. She leaned forward and bit out, “Those PaSCO’s were just like your co-worker, Rick. You remember, the obnoxious, racist, species-ist, chauvinist bigot? God’s gift to Eugene? Damn it, those PaSCO’s threatened us. And they absolutely believed the worst about paranormals. All paranormals.”

I shook my head, deciding to address only part of what she’d just said. “You’re not being fair. They didn’t threaten us.”

She narrowed her eyes at me.

I tried again. “They didn’t actually threaten anything. Not really.” I knew I sounded defensive, and added, “They just needed us to keep quiet.”

Though I didn’t say it out loud, I knew I was right and Diana was wrong. At least on this. Of course those PaSCOs believed the worst about Scary Shifter Girl. Any PaSCO would. It had attacked us. That made it a danger to the human public, and threatened the hidden existence of all shifters.

Diana felt sorry for a scared human girl, but that’s where she was wrong. It was one of the first things they taught you in the PSC. Shifters were different than humans, no matter how human they might appear. They were neither truly human nor animal.

They could change their shape in strange and scientifically impossible ways.

Worse than that — they were just one bad shift from going rogue.

It would be so much better if they only existed in books and movies — not in our world.

She was also wrong about Rick. “I know I complain a lot about Rick, but he’s done good work. Important work. You remember all those people who disappeared two years ago.” I waited for her to nod, then continued. “The police never found who was doing it, but people stopped disappearing. Why? Because Rick stopped the man-eating rogue who was killing them. Those people were killed by a rogue. That’s why we exist. The PSC does good work.”

Diana leaned forward, eyes intent. “So explain something to me. Why, after hundreds, thousands, of years, were shifters suddenly such a threat? Why the sudden need to create the PSC ten years ago? What changed?”

I smiled at her. “We’ve talked about that at work. The consensus is climate change.”

Diana frowned. “Climate change? Seriously?”

“Yep. Increased wildfire risks. More frequent drought conditions. Reduced water availability. And don’t forget that western red cedars are dying. Some prey species have moved to higher, cooler elevations. Maybe all that makes...them...more noticeable. Or more desperate.”

She frowned at me, biting her lip as if unconvinced. So I added, “There’s also been increased tourism around Eugene. People out enjoying the forest. We figure that’s put a significant stress on shi...paranormals. And could be causing the increasing frequency of rogues.”

Diana sighed and kept her voice low. “Look, I work with a paranormal. I see him every day, and he’s not only kind and considerate, he’s a good person.” She straightened in her seat and shot me a mutinous look. “Most paranormals are like everyone else — just trying to get by. To find a little happiness. So I don’t buy it.”

Her eyes sheened with moisture which she blinked back before sending me a look that was full of defiance. “It was hard to say no when he asked me out.”

I nearly choked, then simply stared at her as a shudder worked its way down my spine. Go out with a shifter? “Um...I could never even consider that.” Couldn’t. Wouldn’t. Not ever.

Diana was glaring at me, so I added, “It would be career suicide.” Then I couldn’t force back the emotions that had consumed me for years —long before Scary Shifter Girl. It was like a dam bursting — like I was shouting, but with barely any sound. “They aren’t like us. You don’t understand how dangerous they are.”

Diana shoved the plate of soggy nachos away from her. “I don’t agree. I see nothing wrong with inter-species relationships.”

When my jaw tightened, she demanded, “What makes humans so much better? There are human serial killers. Humans who murder others for a few dollars.” She looked around and dropped her voice even lower. “What makes paranormals so much worse?”

I straightened in my seat, strangely defensive. “I don’t believe... I...” I was stammering, damn it. I sucked in a breath and said carefully, “I believe someone needs to stand between humans and...paranormals...who’ve gone rogue.”

How could I make her understand without telling her everything I couldn’t bring myself to mention? Things I’d never discussed with anyone. How if the PSC hadn’t been so new ten years ago, my entire life might be different.

I couldn’t think of anything clever or convincing, so I flopped back in my seat. “It’s not like I distrust all of them.”

No matter what my co-workers said.

The door opened behind me, and the dangling glass bits hanging from the lighting fixtures over the bar tinkled as the wind gusted in. I refused to turn, even when the hair on the back of my neck stood on end.

Diana would probably tell me that feeling meant something, but I pushed that thought away. I wasn’t the self-proclaimed seventh daughter of a seventh daughter like she was. I’d leave the fanciful thoughts to her.

A sharp inhale made me glance her way, just in time to see her eyes widen and lose their focus as she stared behind me. I glanced over my shoulder and my heart stuttered. I half turned, then flattened my palm against the table. And fought to keep breathing even as I stared at the newest patron in the doorway.

This wasn’t some lovestruck young couple or a grey-haired older man. This was Rick the Prick. He sported black combat boots rather than the hiking boots most PaSCOs wore. His typical toothpick hung from the corner of his mouth. His large silver belt buckle gleamed, and the red enameled initials - R.R. — looked like fresh blood in the dim light of the pub.

He glanced around, then shot a strange look in my direction. A mix of triumph and mockery and...something. And I was suddenly sure who’d been stalking me on the drive here.

I hadn’t been paranoid. It hadn’t been my imagination.

What did that expression mean? I’d never done anything to him, damn it. What did he have against me?

And — more importantly — why the hell had he followed me here. We’d been here ten or fifteen minutes. Why had it taken so long to follow me inside?

Had he been hanging outside, in the rain, spying on me?

What a freaking creep.

I fought back a quick surge of temper. Which should have been a point for me. Except I was facing Rick the Prick. Here in my favorite bar. The place Diana had declared was safe. His presence put me back in negative point territory.

Double damn.

Diana leaned close and whispered, “What did you do to that guy? He hates you.”

“Who knows. He just seems to hate my guts.” I dropped my hands to my lap where they involuntarily clenched into fists. “That’s Rick.”

“Rick? The species-ist, chauvinist, bigot?” When I nodded, she smirked, “I’ve never met someone who’s God’s gift to Eugene.”

He was beginning to move in our direction. I shuddered and gritted out, “You’re not going to meet one tonight, either.” I grabbed my napkin off my lap, crumpled it and tossed it on the table. “Let’s go.”

“I’m good with that.”

Diana and I exited quickly through the side door, which was only a few feet from our table. “Where are you parked?” Diana was aware of my habit of parking down the block.

“Don’t worry. I’m in the lot tonight.” She gave me a look I couldn’t interpret, and I added defensively, “It was raining when I got here.”

Her grin was too innocent. She hadn’t bought that raining bit. “At least you showed some sense. I worry when we leave here. You seem to think you’re some kind of Wonder Woman.” Diana stopped and put her hand on my arm. “I know you can take care of yourself, Red. But that doesn’t mean you need to take care of everyone else.

“People like me — those who can help — need to step up.” I smiled at her, sorry she worried, but knew I wouldn’t stop. “It’s part of who I am.”

Diana shivered, then wrapped her arms around her chest and glanced back at the side door. “We need to go. Something’s off with that guy. I could feel it across the entire room.” She grabbed my hand, gaze intent on my face. “Watch your back around him, Red.”

I laughed harshly. “Don’t worry. Remember, I can take care of myself.”

Too bad that sounded more like bravado than fact.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Four (Saturday)


[image: ]




The next day was my day off.

Good thing. After all that Rick drama the night before, I was ready to relax. I really hated going to bed with a negative point tally, like last night. At least I could reset my points each morning. And today, I’d end up in positive territory. Or die trying.

I stood in line at The Wandering Goat, and got my regular double shot espresso. I sat in my car — paper cup cradled in my hands — and inhaled the glorious scent of freshly roasted beans. There were few things as good as that. I’d said it before and I’d say it again — espresso in the morning smelled like life itself. I drank nearly half, letting my brain finish waking up, then started the car and headed toward my favorite part of the Willamette Forest.

It took a few minutes, but finally the annoying city sounds of cars, blaring radios, and being near too many people disappeared behind me. I rolled down the window and inhaled deeply, letting the scent of pine, of rich damp earth and green growing things fill my lungs. For the first time in two days, an honest smile touched my lips.
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