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        "There is only you and me, and I will always choose you.”

      

      

      

      Naya James is a confident woman who also happens to be an exotic dancer. She doesn’t care if people judge her, just so long as they don’t disrespect her. Life has been good, but when two dancers from her club are kidnapped, Naya risks everything to uncover the truth.

      Wheeler is the black sheep of the family, evident from his extensive tattoo collection to his dark personality. Nothing like his twin brother, Ben, who can do no wrong. Wheeler’s pack loyalty is put to the test when Austin orders him to act as a bodyguard for a woman he’s despised for years—one who presses his buttons every chance she gets.

      A dark secret unravels, uniting two enemies and threatening to fracture the brotherhood of the pack. A tortured soul, a violent past, a fiery romance, and a shocking twist that will leave you breathless.
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        No man had ever offered me his heart.

        In three hours, one man offered me his life.
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      Wheeler rubbed his eyes and sat on a wooden step that led off the main porch of their oversized house. He was drained after pulling an all-nighter and helping Lexi review the company expenses. She owned Sweet Treats and did a damn fine job, but one person couldn’t do it all. April managed the first location on the human side of town—the one that sold candy—and Lexi had hired Izzy to manage the bakery in the Breed district. Lexi didn’t want to close the candy store, even if it meant having to deal with the IRS.

      Breed didn’t associate with humans. They established their own banks, bought and leased land, ran their own businesses, and didn’t pay one goddamn dime in taxes. There they were, smack-dab in the middle of the city and off the human radar. But since Lexi had chosen to keep the original store, she needed someone to help sort out quarterly payments, licenses, contracts, and handle number crunching to maximize profits. Austin, his Packmaster and brother, had voluntold him for the job, so it wasn’t like he had a lot of choice in the matter. Wheeler had a professional background in finance and contracts, so there was no getting out of it.

      Sweet Treats had become a family business for the Weston pack. Three years ago, Lexi had signed a lease in the Breed district to open up the second location, serving pastries and coffee. The bakery made a hell of a profit—more income than they could have ever imagined for a start-up company. Successful establishments were usually restaurants, bars, or clubs, so they capitalized on the absence of specialty shops. Lexi could bake her ass off and had taken several courses at the human college to combine the school’s techniques with her natural abilities. Trevor had even gotten in on the action, playing his acoustic in the back corner whenever it was slow, attracting new customers walking by. His main job, however, was working behind the counter, passing out compliments with the cupcakes. Flirty bastard.

      Wheeler tapped his shoe against the porch step, swatting at a dizzy gnat. A gust of wind knocked around an old swing hanging from a branch of the oak tree that was about fifty feet ahead to his left. April’s hummingbird feeder in the redbud tree needed a refill. He admired the property spread out before him—over one hundred acres of land with the option to buy more as the Weston pack grew in size. The driveway on his right led to a private road, and there was plenty of room to park their cars. High grass and wildflowers led down to a grove of trees and a shallow creek on his left.

      “I’ll be back later!” Lexi yelled excitedly as she raced past Wheeler and down the steps.

      The only thing he caught sight of was her long hair, long legs, and sneakers without socks.

      Austin swaggered out and leaned over the wooden railing, water dripping from the ends of his dark hair and running down his bare back. “Damn, I love that woman when she’s fired up like that.”

      “So we all heard last night,” Denver grumbled. He got up from his chair and walked barefoot into the house. April briefly peered over the top of her book before turning the page.

      The brothers were spaced apart a good deal in years, except for Denver and Austin, who only had fifteen years between them. You’d never guess by their personalities that Denver was the older of the two, not to mention he didn’t look a day over thirty. That’s just how Shifters aged.

      “Where’s your woman off to?” Wheeler asked, resting his forearms on his knees.

      Austin scratched his unshaven jaw. “She’s heading out to see that friend of hers, Naya. Lexi wants to do something or other with the menu, and Naya knows someone who designs those things. I don’t think it’s a big mystery to figure out what a bakery sells, but Lexi wants to spend some money on those little paper menus to put in everyone’s bag. Now, whose idea was that?” he asked, glaring down at Wheeler.

      “Sometimes you have to spend money to make money,” Wheeler said indifferently. “That kind of litter sits around a person’s house and begs them to buy more cookies. You said you wanted my help, so if you got a problem with it⁠—”

      “No, you’re good.” Austin swept his wet hair back and shook the water from his hands. “But now she’s thinking about redoing the menu and adding things. Whatever she comes up with, I’ll need you to look it over and double-check the cost analysis. She’s stressing herself out over ways to make more money.”

      “I get the impression you’re helping her work out that stress.”

      Austin chuckled, and mischief flashed in his eyes. “I appreciate what you’ve done to help out with the business. You’ve pulled your weight in adding money to the pot; just thought you should know that.” He shielded his pale blue eyes from the bright sun. “You ever think about getting another job? I know Sweet Treats has a lot going on, but we can manage if you want to branch out. There are plenty of Packmasters who could use professional advice in overseeing their money and building on that. Wouldn’t hurt pack relations with them, either.”

      Damn, Wheeler hated this conversation. Wasn’t he already doing enough managing their own finances? He just wasn’t at a place where he was ready to put himself out there again. “I’ll keep it in mind.”

      A ladybug flew in Austin’s direction and landed on his tatted shoulder. Austin grinned and let it crawl on his finger, watching its wings buzz frantically as it tried to figure out if it wanted to trust a wolf. “Why don’t you follow Lexi and see what those two are up to? Make sure Naya doesn’t talk her into something stupid, like selling alcohol.”

      “Thanks, but no thanks,” Wheeler said gruffly.

      “Look, they’ve been best friends for years, and I don’t see that friendship ending anytime soon. You need to get over whatever issues you’ve got with Naya. I know you’ve got a thing about hating cats, but we don’t have any proof of what her animal is. She’s probably messing with our heads, and someday we’ll find out she’s really a mare. Even still, that’s a shitty excuse to hate a woman.” Austin tapped his hand on the wooden ledge and headed back inside.

      Everyone surmised Naya’s animal was a cat, although Wheeler’s twin brother had made a bet on a grizzly bear. On the few occasions when she’d swing by the house or meet them at Howlers, Wheeler would slip the fuck out. He didn’t want to risk another confrontation with an unpredictable woman like her.

      One who had slapped him in public four years ago. And no, he couldn’t let it go. Man, if his brothers had witnessed that scene, they would never have let him live it down. Shifter women knew how to keep a man in line, but there was a certain level of respect afforded a wolf in front of his pack. Clearly, Naya wasn’t a wolf.

      And yet he couldn’t forget that molten kiss she’d planted on him not two seconds after striking him. The sharp sting on his cheek combined with her lush lips moving across his mouth had fired up his wolf—the traitorous bastard. Wheeler had never simultaneously felt so much loathing and lust for anyone. Maybe that’s why he kept his distance; no woman should have that kind of influence over a man. Naya had given him a verbal declaration of war—her kiss a sample of what he’d never have. That was pretty arrogant on her part to assume he’d care, and yet all these years later, he still thought about that kiss.

      “Where do you want to go for your birthday, sweet pea?” April asked Maizy from their gliding chairs next to the front door.

      Maizy had her legs drawn up in the chair and was preoccupied with braiding a strand of her blond hair. It was May, and that meant eleven candles on her birthday cake. Time had flown by so fast, and she’d gone from princess movies and pink outfits to riding a bike and reading books. Most Shifters homeschooled their children, so she hadn’t been influenced by human culture outside of a little television. Reno thought she’d learn more from the world watching his action movies than some of the other drivel she enjoyed about fairy tales.

      Maizy peeled up the corner of the Band-Aid on her knee, exposing a cut she’d gotten while speeding down the driveway on her bike and hitting the brakes too hard. She’d been alone at the time and hadn’t asked permission to ride. After Reno had heard what happened, he bought Maizy a helmet, something she’d not had since none of them thought she’d need one out in the country. Lynn had grounded her from riding the bike for a week, but Maizy took her punishments without complaint.

      Wheeler scooted to the left and leaned against the banister, watching with amusement as the two humans conversed without looking at each other. April had her nose buried in a novel, and a yellow butterfly briefly caught Maizy’s attention as it fluttered by.

      “Eleven is a big day,” April continued in a singsong voice. “That means we have to have something very special for the birthday girl.”

      A smile wound up Maizy’s face and pressed dimples into her cheeks. She had reached an awkward stage where she was suddenly self-conscious about how she looked. She was taller and leaner now and had quit pulling her hair up into a ponytail with clips. It seemed like she didn’t really know how to wear it anymore, so it had grown long and wavy. Her top second incisor was slightly crooked from an accident she had on the swing years ago, and while Lynn had suggested braces, the men had talked Maizy out of it. Shifters didn’t have to deal with those kinds of imperfections, but they’d learned a thing or two while living with humans. Maizy was beautiful just the way she was, and they didn’t like the idea of metal wires in her mouth that would make her think she was less than perfect.

      “I don’t really care,” Maizy said. “It’s no big deal.”

      Wheeler cracked his knuckles and felt a hot coal sitting in his stomach. Maybe Shifters didn’t make a big deal out of birthdays, but some of the men were looking forward to her party. The reason behind Maizy’s sulking was that she had no friends her age to invite. Sometimes the Shifters from neighboring packs let their kids play with her, but most didn’t mingle with humans because they perceived them as inferior.

      Bastards.

      “Well?” April pressed. “If you could have anything you wanted for dinner on your birthday, what would it be?”

      “I don’t know,” Maizy replied. “Pizza, I guess.”

      A smile touched April’s lips. Maizy’s love for pizza was no secret, so that’s what they’d been planning. They were going to take her to Pizza Zone and do the whole cake, ice cream, and presents there. Then she could play with some of the other human children.

      Denver shouldered the front door open. “Come help me eat this thing,” he said to Maizy while carrying a large green watermelon.

      He set it behind Wheeler and began slicing wedges with a large butcher knife.

      “That’s going to attract ants,” April said, watching the juice spill onto the porch and drip through the cracks.

      “I thought all the ants were in your pants,” he said.

      Maizy giggled and took the wedge he handed her.

      “Hold on, Peanut. Let me show you how to eat a watermelon proper.”

      “There’s a proper way?” Wheeler asked with amusement. “This I need to see.”

      Denver ran his hand through his wavy blond hair, slicking it back with the sticky juice from his fingers. He stood up and leaned against the railing. “Damn right there’s a way you’re supposed to eat these. Watch and learn from the master.”

      Maizy glanced up at Denver with inquisitive blue eyes, waiting to see what he was going to do. Denver mashed his face in the sweet melon and Maizy smiled, setting her piece on top of the ledge before the juice ran all the way up her arm.

      When Denver lifted his face, a rivulet of pink juice dribbled down his chin. He chewed a few times and then spit the black seeds across the lawn.

      “Holy smokes, Denver! That’s disgusting!” April shot out of her chair and went inside.

      Wheeler grinned when Maizy tried to imitate Denver, except she spit the entire bite of melon out. Undeterred, she tried again.

      “Don’t swallow the seeds, whatever you do.”

      “Why not?” she asked with a mouthful of fruit.

      “Because,” Denver replied in a deadpan voice, “you’ll grow a watermelon in your belly.”

      Her eyes widened. “Nuh-uh.”

      Wheeler stood up and went inside the house. He headed upstairs to his bedroom and closed the door, immersing himself in darkness. A few of the rooms were in the center of the house and didn’t have windows. He liked it there. Everyone else had chosen the outer halls and it gave him privacy.

      After locking the door, Wheeler paced toward his desk and switched on the green lamp. He straightened up a few papers before relaxing in his leather office chair—the one with a small tear in the seat. Sometimes he’d poke his finger at it, even knowing it would get bigger, but he found solace in that small imperfection. His chair didn’t feel any less comfortable, and yet most people would have thrown it out and replaced it because of that defect.

      Voices drifted up from the lower level, and someone ran down the hall. By the heavy footfalls, it sounded like one of his brothers.

      Wheeler pulled open a small drawer in the hutch. He slipped his fingers inside a slim black case and pulled out a pair of reading glasses. They were black with rectangular frames. No one but Ben knew he wore glasses. Shifters didn’t have defects such as vision impairment, tooth decay, and diseases that were prevalent among humans. Their bodies healed, and you just didn’t see Shifters walking around with glasses on. Many years ago, Wheeler began getting headaches and noticed he had to hold papers farther away to see the print, which seemed to be getting infinitely smaller. He’d attributed it to long work hours, but when it didn’t go away, he secretly made an appointment with a human ophthalmologist. His fears of genetic abnormalities were abated when a simple pair of reading glasses rectified his problem. Shifters instinctively hid anything that others would perceive as a weakness. Because he’d always worked from home, it was something he could easily conceal.

      Until he moved in with his brothers. Whenever they’d shove papers under his nose to read, Wheeler would become argumentative and storm out of the room so he could review them later in private. He kept his room off-limits and installed a lock on the door. Ben, his identical twin, didn’t have the same deficiency. Wheeler could only draw the conclusion that he was genetically inferior to his brother, and wasn’t that a laugh?

      As a twin, he’d always felt like half of a whole. They weren’t treated as individuals, and he loathed when people referred to them as “the twins.” As small children, when Ben misbehaved, he’d blame Wheeler. It was an innocent thing that stemmed from a child who sought approval. After a while, Wheeler didn’t flinch when their father would reprimand him for something he didn’t do. Wasn’t that what brothers did? Look out for each other? Several years ago, Ben had crossed a line and betrayed him. That’s when solitude had consumed Wheeler and he’d given up caring. After everything he’d given Ben to show his loyalty and love, he realized it had been in vain. And yet he still couldn’t turn his back on blood, nor could he reveal to the rest of the family what had happened between them. It hurt to smile because that would mean forgetting. It felt like a liar’s mask.

      Which isolated him from the pack. The bitch of it was that his wolf craved companionship and family. He often wondered what it would be like to have a woman to confide in—someone who would always stand by his side, even if his brothers didn’t. Obviously that wasn’t in the cards, but he couldn’t shut off the desire to mate. After all, he was around a hundred years old, and the closer he came to his prime, the more those feelings intensified. The instinctual call to bond had become so strong in recent years that it was misdirecting his feelings toward the wrong women.

      The wrong woman.

      Who also happened to be the wrong animal.
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      “Calm down, chickypoo. I think what you already have on your menu are divine morsels of heaven,” I said to Lexi. We had spent hours designing a take-out menu for the bakery, and now she was second-guessing herself about replacing her macadamia nut cookies with chocolate chunk.

      “But chocolate is so popular, Naya,” she said, brows drawing together as she tossed her feet up on my coffee table. I disliked shoes on my glass table, but I had to remind myself it was just a piece of furniture. “The macadamias sell good, but chocolate is a winner. Everyone loves chocolate. You could pour it on sardines and it would sell.”

      “Sounds delish,” I purred.

      I tugged on her brown hair and slinked around my white sofa to sit in my favorite oversized red chair in the right-hand corner of my living room. It gave me a full view of my humble apartment. The kitchen was tucked behind a wall to the right of the door but had an open bar where I could see into the room. To my right—behind the television—was a quaint dining room in front of the back door. It faced east, so I was able to enjoy the morning light with my coffee. The bathroom and bedroom were just beyond that. Though it was small, I kept my apartment tastefully decorated.

      Misha’s silver bell jingled, and my Siamese beauty sauntered across the plush white carpet toward the kitchen. She was cream-colored with a dark face and sooty legs, and she had the most remarkable blue eyes, which were slightly crossed. Lexi always complained about how much I spoiled the cat, but the only thing good enough for my little Misha was tuna or raw chicken and vegetables. That dry stuff humans packaged up looked like something you’d feed a cow, not a natural predator.

      “No question. Your macadamia cookies are to die for, Lexi. If you don’t keep those on the menu, I’m going to disown you as my friend. Of course everyone loves chocolate, but most women can’t turn down a good nut.”

      Lexi snorted and tapped her feet together, staring at her blue Converse sneakers. She dressed so plainly for such a stunning brunette. Unlike me, she was slim without all the curves, but her high cheekbones combined with those bourbon eyes just made her stand shoulders above other women.

      “Why all the fuss? You already know what sells. It’s what I do in my line of work,” I said with a sly wink. “Find out what they like and keep dishing it to them.”

      She drummed her fingers on the armrest. “I hear what you’re saying, but I keep wondering if I could be doing better. I just don’t want to screw this up and have Austin think of me as a failure. There’s just so much more to running a business than I ever imagined. When the cost of goods goes up, my profits go down unless I can find another vendor or raise prices.” She waved her hand at the mess of papers on the coffee table. “Thanks for helping me with everything; I don’t know what I’d do without you. I went over the cost factors with Wheeler last night, and we’re in the black. Maybe I don’t want to get too comfortable with our income and become afraid to try new things. The tip jar helps, and God knows that Trevor can bring in extra money when he plays, but I want to keep taking it to the next level. This business could keep our family comfortable for years to come, and I’m just trying to come up with ideas to make Sweet Treats more profitable.”

      “Girl, you practically have a sugar empire in the making. Maybe you should advertise your bakery on the human side of town. Have your friend, April, pass out the menus.”

      Lexi pursed her lips. “I don’t discriminate against humans, but I’m afraid it’ll drive away the Breed customers, and they’re the ones who bring in the big money. I’ll keep it in mind, but for now I better focus on building clients in our own district since we’re still pretty new.”

      “Agreed. If it’s one thing immortals have, it’s deep pockets. Never sell yourself short, and I still think you should make the cinnamon bread two dollars higher.” A quiet moment passed between us. “Honey, I miss having you as my neighbor.”

      Lexi put her feet on the floor and leaned forward, her voice softening. “It’s not like I’m totally out of your life. We still hang out.”

      I crossed my legs, noticing it was time for another pedicure. “Yes, but I miss the heavenly smell of your baking. Now all I smell coming from next door is boiled cabbage.”

      Lexi wrinkled her nose. “Well, at least the downstairs neighbors moved. No more Pink Floyd music.” A nostalgic smile brightened her face. “I miss having you wander over at odd hours to play cards.”

      After Lexi moved in with Austin, the apartments had become a dull place to live. I’d met her years ago in the Sweet Treats candy store, and we’d connected right away. I’d had an inkling she wasn’t human—sometimes you can just sense it up close. Plus, even though she hadn’t gone through the change yet, I’d noticed her habits were indicative of a wolf.

      Lexi’s expression faltered. “Was my moving here a coincidence? That seemed pretty convenient after I broke up with Beckett.”

      “Confession: I paid off my old neighbor so he’d move out. Then I threw a little money at the office manager to hold the vacancy. Honey, you were in the middle of a breakup with that cheating man, and I didn’t want to see you two kiss and make up. The sooner I could get you settled in a new place, the better your chances were of getting over him. No friend of mine will be a doormat for any man’s feet.”

      Her brows arched thoughtfully, but her eyes were downcast. “I can’t believe I loved a man like Beckett. I would never have gone back to him, but how did I not see that coming?”

      I scraped my fingernail on the fabric of the chair. “Because Beckett was a man obsessed. You know how human men behave differently around Shifter women. After a breakup, some of them can’t let go. They obsess over it until those feelings turn into rage. If I hadn’t been so distracted that evening, listening to music and cleaning…”

      “It’s not your fault he tried to kill me,” she said firmly. “Austin blamed himself for years, and even though we’ve moved past it, I don’t think he’ll ever forgive himself for not getting up to my apartment sooner. If he hadn’t cared enough about me, then he wouldn’t have parked outside that night and I wouldn’t be sitting here. Sometimes one second is everything.”

      Female Shifters were dangerously desirable to human men—probably something in our pheromones or energy. Some would go so far as to stalk or even assault one of us, as this was something I’d discovered in my life as an exotic dancer. I’d never liked Beckett, her ex-lover. He’d always had an abrasive personality and used to pick fights with other men. Maybe that’s why Lexi had been attracted to him—those traits would have appealed to the wolf in her. But that’s a dangerous combination with human men; they often don’t know how to control their compulsive behavior. I’d done everything I could to get her away from that psychotic boyfriend of hers, and I sure hadn’t batted an eyelash when Austin’s wolf tore out his jugular. It was a good thing my animal hadn’t gotten a hold of him, or there would have been nothing left of him to clean up but a few bones.

      Fate had a sense of humor in pairing me up with a wolf as my best friend. Of all animals! I’d always considered them nefarious creatures—at least the men who came into my club to watch me dance. Always posturing, territorial, aggressive. My mother had raised me to live independently of others, so I couldn’t relate to their pack mentality. Plus, my fiery personality would eat them alive.

      And so would my animal—a black panther.

      Jaguar, to be specific. Common sense dictated how each Shifter animal lived. Those who were lions lived in a pride, and some animal species were loners. Wolves lived among a hierarchy and often congregated in the same cities. Regardless of animal, the instinct to mate was strong among all Shifters, and that’s why Shifters often sought out cities populous with their animal. Life was just easier when you shared common ground with someone.

      I chuckled to myself while Lexi organized a stack of messy papers. “Don’t you worry about a thing, darling. I have a friend who owes me a favor, and she’ll make your menus the most beautiful in the city. In fact, we’re ordering extras.”

      Her eyes widened. “Do I need extra?”

      “Of course you do! She’s a good friend of mine, and for a first-time customer, I know she’ll throw in a few hundred at no charge. Denver can pass them out at Howlers, or maybe your brothers have big connections who might be interested. Everyone is going to want a bite of your cookie,” I said with a suggestive wink.

      “Only one man gets my cookie,” she said, nibbling her bottom lip. “And Austin’s a man with a hearty appetite.”

      “Now that’s what I like to hear,” I said, rising to my feet. I adored the chemistry between those two. It almost made me wish I had my own man around the house, but no man had ever fit the bill, let alone paid it.

      Packs were fortunate because they spread the wealth around. It wasn’t so easy for loners like me. A girl has needs, and one of mine was getting out of this life. I’d been able to set aside money working as an exotic dancer, but in order to quit, I needed enough to support me for centuries. Maybe some turned up their noses at my profession, but without skills, dancing was the only option to make real money. I didn’t care about people’s silly judgments about my lifestyle. I was a phenomenal dancer, and a woman in control of her sexuality is a powerful thing.

      “Do you have the website up yet?” I asked.

      She leaned against my front door, crossing her arms with a look of frustration. “I have no clue how to build a website. I live in a house full of Internet illiterates, so none of them can help with something like that. I know enough about computers to be dangerous, but most technology is over my head.”

      I raised my hand. “Consider it taken care of.”

      Her shoulders sagged. “Really, Naya?”

      “It’s the least I can do for a friend.”

      Lexi gave me a tight hug, and I patted her shoulder before stepping away.

      “I really owe you big time. I’m glad Austin made me wait a little while before opening the new store. I’m sure I’d be more stressed out if I hadn’t planned ahead. If that’s even possible.” She smiled and leaned against the door again. “Ivy was a godsend and got a few big clubs interested in placing orders, so we had customers right out of the gate. Some of them came into our store to check us out and that helped spread the word. Even after a couple of years, it still feels like a scramble. I’ve had so much to do that the website has been the last thing on my mind.”

      “One day at a time. You’re off to a great start, and you made a smart choice hiring Izzy to manage the bakery. You were doing way too much on your own. Don’t fret. I’ll talk to my guy and have him call you to work something out. He’s a genius. Met him in the club—a real sweetheart. Sent me tulips and candy, so I finally gave in and went on a date.”

      “How did that go?”

      I smiled wolfishly. “He knows a thing or two about putting RAM into a hard drive,” I said seductively, sliding my hand down my hip.

      Lexi rolled her eyes.

      In truth, Scott was too much of a softy for my liking, but he did fix my computer and set me up with free Internet.

      Misha slinked around my legs, and I reached down to stroke her soft fur.

      “You pamper that furball like she’s a little diva,” Lexi said with disdain.

      I peered up at her. “I should have known you were a wolf when you didn’t like my pussy.”

      “I thought Shifters didn’t own pets.”

      I stood upright and shook some of the hairs off my fingertips. “For obvious reasons, most Shifters don’t own pets. After living in slavery, most see it as comparable and want no part of it. But I rescued her a few years ago from one of those shelters that puts them down, and now she’s my little boo. The only slavery going on in my house is all the hairballs I have to clean up and the litter box, but that just goes with the territory.”

      Lexi put her hands on her hips. “Well, just remember she’s an animal. It’s not the same as family.”

      I jutted my hip out and anchored my fist on it. “We’re all animals, darling. I hate to be the one to tell you this, but family has nothing to do with people. It’s a kinship you share with another soul. She’s my baby, so play nice or I’ll make you cat-sit again for some bonding time.”

      “Do you still want to grab something to eat before I go home?” Lexi asked.

      Lexi’s favorite place was the Pit, a local barbecue joint. But I always ended up with horrendous sauce stains on my clothes and meat between my teeth. I looked down; my white shorts would never make it out alive.

      “Well, I could use a little extra cushion on my hips,” I said.

      She arched a brow. “Seriously?”

      “Absolutely,” I replied with an enthusiastic nod.

      Lexi had grown up among humans, influenced by their perception of beauty coming in only one pretty package. My legs were thick and my hips curvaceous. Most of the human clubs had strippers who looked like waifs. Not Breed clubs. Our men liked all kinds of women. Tall, petite, dark, light, slender, shapely. The variety brought them in and catered to their preferences. Chitah males tipped more for the tall girls, while some of the Shifters threw Benjamins at the redheads. My regulars liked the way I rolled my hips and owned the body my mother had blessed me with.

      “Let’s do Italian,” Lexi suggested, lifting her purse off the bar. “I’m in the mood for pasta, and Olive Garden has the best salads!”

      “I’ll agree to that, even though being in a room full of humans makes me nervous.”

      They had amazing breadsticks; I could devour them by the truckload, so I was willing to suffer through the energy suck.

      “Great! Let’s pig out like old times. I’ll call Austin and let him know I’ll be coming home late.”

      “Sounds perfect. Let me just feed little Misha before we go.”
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        * * *

      

      After we finished our salads, the waiter served the main course. Lexi had ordered the chicken Alfredo and didn’t waste a moment digging in. I leaned over my plate and smelled the heavenly aroma of my tilapia, shrimp, and broccoli. Human restaurants had good food, even though the atmosphere was usually colder and less vibrant. People didn’t talk to or look at other customers, and sometimes they didn’t even talk to the people at their own table if they were preoccupied on their electronic toys. Being around too many humans drained my energy, and I’d often wondered if there was something to that. A Mage had once told me that most of us had higher levels of energy than humans. Maybe that explained why we thrived in the company of our own.

      “So how’s work going?” Lexi asked conversationally, slurping up a noodle.

      I brushed my dark curls behind my shoulders and then savored a generous bite. “It’s the same old drama. We have a new girl with all these ideas, and it’s ruffling everyone’s goosey little feathers. The bickering is so petty, and sometimes the women act like a group of hungry jackals protecting a pile of bones. I say there are enough bones to go around.”

      “Don’t you mean boners?” Lexi said with a half smile. “No offense, but you work with some crazy women.”

      “It’s much worse now,” I added, tasting my wine. “One of our girls went missing, so everyone is clamoring to get the attention of her regulars—especially the men who request private lap dances.”

      “No one knows where she is?”

      I shrugged and swallowed another bite. “It could be nothing. Maybe she just took off and decided she’d had enough of this life. I hate to bring down dinner with such a morose topic.”

      “Naya, you’re always upbeat, which is great, but I want to hear what else is going on in your life. Don’t keep secrets from me just because it’s not polite dinner conversation. Did anyone call the authorities? What Breed was she?”

      I poked at my meal, annoyed with the Italian music blaring from the speakers. “Most of the girls are Shifters, and I think her animal was a cougar. Well, that was the rumor anyhow. Lacy didn’t have any family, and I doubt our boss called the Council to investigate. Most clubs don’t want to attract negative attention for fear it might drive away the customers.” I set my fork down and wiped my mouth with the cloth napkin.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Within the past year, work had been so different after the place switched hands. The rumor floating around was that the new owner was a human, but I’d never personally met him. Humans weren’t allowed to own Breed businesses, so no one believed it. On the few occasions I’d caught a glimpse of him, he would walk briskly to his office in the back and close the door. The only person allowed in there was Dean, our manager. Dean had recently put his foot down and stopped letting things like tardiness slide. We liked Dean, but lately he looked more like a man who was afraid of losing his job.

      “Nothing to worry yourself over,” I said, waving my hand. “All the drama that goes with work should stay at work. I’m sure you don’t want me to bore you with the details.”

      Her fork clicked against the plate. “Bore me. I’m all ears. I’ll tell you some personal stuff if you tell me.”

      My brow quirked. “Do tell, because that’s a juicy bone you’re waving in front of my curious nose.”

      She nibbled on her lip and leaned forward. “I want to have a baby.”

      My eyes widened and I quietly squealed. “When?”

      Her lips made a funny sound as she blew out a breath. “Jesus, don’t get your panties in a riot. I’m not pregnant.”

      “What’s this about then?”

      “You know how humans have a biological clock that ticks near menopause? Well, mine ticks every time I go into heat. Not to mention Izzy found out last week that she’s pregnant again. All of a sudden, my wolf wants babies. That bitch. Here I am about to start up a bakery, and I can’t stop thinking about having babies with Austin.”

      “I bet lots of women think about having babies with Austin.”

      She grinned in agreement. “He said we should wait. He said it’s too soon, and he wants to make sure the pack will stay together and strengthen before we bring kids into the equation. I didn’t think kids were a math problem. The last time I was in heat, I was all over him and he nearly buckled. After that, he built that damn heat house out back. So the next time I hit my cycle, I have to stay locked up in there. Do you know how embarrassing that is? It would be one thing if I were single, but I feel like I’m in the doghouse with my own mate.”

      I circled my finger around the rim of my glass. “So this is what goes on in packs.”

      “Austin is the best lover I’ve ever had, and I really want to feel that with him while I’m in heat. Izzy said it’s intense—like nothing I’ve ever felt before. I’m getting the tingles just sitting here thinking about it.”

      “Me too,” I said with a wicked laugh.

      We resumed eating and I poked at my salad.

      “Anyhow,” Lexi continued, “it’s been on my mind. Jericho is an amazing dad. When he found out she was pregnant, he came home that night with a stuffed guitar to put in the crib. It plays a little lullaby when you wind the key in the back; it’s so sweet,” she said wistfully.

      Jericho was also doing well with his music from what Lexi had told me. His band, Heat, had gained such a following from Internet downloads that the demand for them to perform had grown exponentially.

      My tilapia was so good that it took me a minute to respond. “Enjoy their baby until you’re ready for your own. You have hundreds of years ahead of you to start a family. The bakery is your time to shine, and you don’t get chances like these too often, especially if you’re taking care of a bunch of kids. Enjoy Izzy’s baby, enjoy selling your cookies, and then think about a family. This is one instance where I agree with your wolfman.”

      “You’re probably right. Sometimes I forget I’m going to live for centuries; it’s still hard to get used to the fact I’m a Shifter. Austin said it’s just my instincts kicking in, but I’m serious… I really want children with him. It has nothing to do with hormones or anyone’s expectations—I just want something in this world that’s ours. To look at a little baby and see Austin’s beautiful eyes and my mouth.”

      “Your big mouth?”

      She snorted. “That too. I’m sure he or she would inherit my laugh and Austin’s deranged sense of humor. Poor thing.”

      “Well, as often as Austin runs around shirtless, let’s pray for a boy.”

      Lexi smirked and turned her plate in a circle. “He can’t help it. He’s hot-blooded.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “More wine?” the handsome waiter asked, tilting the bottle toward my glass.

      I smiled fiendishly and sat back, watching his gaze shift direction when I crossed my legs. He poured the wine so slowly that I thought it might turn back into grapes. I had to admit, I loved putting a rosy blush on a man’s cheek. That was in my nature. My instincts ran a different course than Lexi’s, and I didn’t try to fight them.

      “Thank you, darling.”

      He blushed. “My pleasure.”

      Damn, those humans were so sweet I could just eat them up.

      He walked off with a skip in his step, and Lexi shook her head with a private smile. “I still don’t get why you’re single. You could have any man you set your sights on, including one with money. Is it because of your animal?”

      Sly. Lexi was always trying to get me to slip up and reveal my animal in conversation. I didn’t as a means to protect myself.

      “Maybe it’s because of their animal. Ever think of that?”

      Shifters weren’t all united. Quite a few would stand in line to cut my throat if they discovered I was a panther. Centuries ago, even though other Breeds treated us as slaves and outcasts, Shifters had a hierarchy. They would use panthers for entertainment, like the untamed lions in the Roman arenas who would savagely feast upon the soldiers. When a Shifter displeased his owner or committed a crime against another Breed, they were thrown in a pit with a starving panther. Some shifted and fought for their lives. Others tried to escape.

      None survived.

      I loved Lexi to bits, but she had an intimate bond with Austin that complicated matters. She would eventually disclose my secret if I told her, and then the pack would find out. Denver worked at Howlers and might say something to a customer. In life, you have to look out for yourself because no one else will.

      I simply didn’t trust a man not to open his big yapper.

      “I don’t know why you keep it a secret,” Lexi said, twirling noodles on her fork. “You should be proud of your animal. I feel a little insulted you’re keeping things from me when I tell you everything. I thought we were friends.”

      Whenever she insinuated it had something to do with me not valuing our friendship, it made me stir in my seat. “You know how much I adore you, but Shifters are private creatures. You didn’t grow up in our world, and you haven’t experienced some of the hardships we have. What happened a few years back with that crazy second-in-command going after Ivy was just a small taste of some of the dangers in our world. People turn up missing all the time, and show me where the Breed version of the FBI is? Austin doesn’t reveal what his animal is, even though anyone with a brain cell can sense an alpha wolf up close. This isn’t a safe world like the one you grew up in.”

      “The human world isn’t so safe either,” she said, averting her eyes.

      I reached across the table and touched her hand, sympathizing with her tumultuous past. “I just want you to get a little seasoned before we go to the next level.”

      Lexi nodded and lifted her glass of wine. “Are you still coming to Maizy’s birthday party? It’s tomorrow at noon.”

      “Wouldn’t miss it,” I said, sitting back in my seat. “I put my foot down this time and told Dean I had something important going on and needed the full day off. I’ve only been to your birthday parties, and we all know how much fun those were.”

      Lexi laughed and her cheeks flushed. “There will be no alcoholic beverages at this one, Naya. We don’t celebrate children’s birthdays quite the same way. And I only passed out once.” She held up one finger, which should have been three.

      “I have the perfect present for the baby.”

      She tilted her head to the side. “A dress?”

      I buttoned my lips. In the past, I had lavished Maizy with princess outfits and costume jewelry. But time marches on, and soon Lexi’s little sister would outgrow her love of fairy tales and realize no such thing existed in the real world. The days of dressing up in pretty gowns were ending, but I still loved indulging that sweet girl.

      “It’s a secret. You’ll find out when everyone else does,” I sang.

      “That worries me.”

      I nibbled on my breadstick carefully so as not to smudge my red lipstick. “Worry when she’s twenty and comes to Auntie Naya for her first sexy outfit. Run for the hills, because her auntie will deliver.”

      “Over my mother’s dead body. That’s another thing I haven’t mentioned,” she said solemnly, setting down her fork and leaning back. “My mom is sending Maizy away.”

      “What?” I gasped.

      “Not now—she’s much too young. I think the attack on our home a few years ago really made my mom think twice about the influence we were having on Maizy. She wants to send her off to a boarding school when she’s a teen so she can also be around other kids her age. Affluent people do this all the time, and Austin has the money. It’s an opportunity for her to get a better education than she is with the homeschooling, and Mom wants to prepare her to live in the human world, not ours. I suggested we just send her to public school, but Maizy’s so smart, and Austin thinks it’ll do more harm than good. I’m not sure how I’m going to feel about it when the time comes, but I know how I feel about it now. It’s not right. She should stay with us until⁠—”

      “Until when? She’s not a wolf, Lexi. She’s not going to grow up, mate with a wolf, and move in with his pack. What if she wants to be a doctor or a lawyer? What kind of education can you give her at home that’s going to prepare her for that dream? At some point, you’re going to have to let her go. She needs to be with her own kind and go to college, get married, have children, and move away. That’s what humans do, and no matter how much you want her to live in this world, this isn’t where she belongs. You almost gave me a heart attack. I thought you meant she was leaving any day now.”

      “It might as well be,” Lexi grumbled, picking at her breadstick. “Mom is afraid if Maizy stays with us too long, we’ll make an impression that can never be undone.”

      “Lynn is making plenty of money for herself freelancing as an interior designer. Why doesn’t she just move out with the little one and buy a nice house in the suburbs?”

      That seemed like the logical thing to do, but by the look in Lexi’s eyes, I could see she wanted her family close. Pack instinct.

      “Mom had no idea what she was getting into with a pack of wolves—especially the men. It’s gotten easier with Izzy and April around, and we’re a growing family. Mom loves it, and I think part of it is she doesn’t feel alone anymore like she did when she lived at home with Maizy. She knew someday Maizy would move away and she’d end up the little old lady living in my father’s house by herself. We love having her; she keeps the boat afloat. But my mom’s afraid that Maizy will get too comfortable with our way of life. She wants her to fall in love with a regular guy and have a normal life. She accepts me for who I am and realizes this is where I need to be, but I guess I can see her point of view.”

      I finished my meal and lifted a piece of ice from my water glass, sucking on it while getting lost in my thoughts. “How are you going to handle watching her grow old? And your mama…”

      She tapped her fingernails on the edge of her plate. “I try not to think about it, but it’s always in the back of my mind. Every time Maizy reads that Peter Pan book, certain scenes just make me cry thinking about how they’re going to grow old one day and leave me. I once asked Reno how he feels being with April since she’s a human, and he told me that life doesn’t make promises. Just because he’s biologically supposed to outlive her doesn’t mean he will. He has a dangerous job, and there’s always a chance he might not come home.” Lexi glanced at an elderly couple at a nearby table. “I’ve never taken him for a poet, but he once called her his shooting star. He said you’ll never enjoy the moments unless you learn to let go of the fears. I can’t argue with that logic because it applies for humans too. You never know when it’ll be your time, and maybe that’s why I worry. It’s not so much watching her grow old, but what if something were to happen and I didn’t get all those years with Maizy promised to me? Life just isn’t fair.”

      No, it isn’t, I thought to myself. “I’ll be at the little one’s party tomorrow with bells on.”

      “Knowing you, you’ll literally have bells on.”

      “Just on my lady parts.”

      Lexi broke out in her silly laugh that Austin dubbed “the Beaker.” After she wrapped it up with a snort and a blush on her cheeks, we decided to order dessert.

      “Naya, do me a favor?”

      “Anything.”

      “No drama. I mean with Wheeler. He always bails whenever you show up. I don’t know why you two hate each other so much, but I don’t want anything to spoil Maizy’s party. It’s not every day she turns eleven, and I feel like we’re losing that little girl.”

      “You have nothing to worry your pretty little head about. This is her special day, and I wouldn’t dream of spoiling it. I’m going to bring balloons, presents, and her favorite treat.”

      Lexi arched her brow. “What’s that?”

      “Auntie Naya’s famous bag of pretzels. I’ll leave it to her big sister to bake the most fantastic birthday cake in the entire world. Now how about we order another bottle of red and do a little gossiping before I go to work? I want to hear all about this heat house.”
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      “I should have never had the fourth glass of wine,” I said regretfully on a long sigh. After finishing my first shift, I’d retreated to the dressing room to cool down and change clothes. Club Sin had more action on the floor than I’d seen in weeks.

      “Serves you right,” Daphne said with a cackle, flipping her bright red hair back. Although calling it red would be stretching the truth since it resembled the color of a sweet potato.

      “I made five hundred dollars on one dance alone from the men at the tip rail. They really like it when I wear these panties,” I said, shaking my hips and creating a ripple of movement from the beads strung along them.

      I never got all the way nude onstage, and I earned higher tips when I wore a semisheer top or bra instead of going topless, which I never did anymore. For me, it was more about the performance than the act of nudity. Let the other girls get down and dirty, but I left the men wanting more. A few years ago, I bought a full latex suit that didn’t show any skin outside of my face, hands, and feet. The men could barely stay seated and paid extra to touch the material. You learn things as you go—that sometimes you don’t have to give all of yourself away to get what you need in life.

      I dabbed my face with a towel and sat down in front of the mirror to count out my money. “Whoever let the Chitahs in tonight should be fired.”

      “They’re usually our best customers,” Daphne said, her voice raucous. She put out her cigarette in a black ashtray. “They have more respect for women than most of those nimrods.”

      I waved a dollar bill. “One guy tipped me a Washington and told me to get another job.”

      “Oh, baby. I’m so glad you said something. I’ve got zero tolerance for cheapskates.” Daphne blotted her lips with more Extreme Red and fluffed her short hair.

      The dancers were a mix of different Breeds, but the majority were Shifters like me. In the Breed world, our only talent was shifting into an animal, which couldn’t earn us money in any practical way. Relics were born with innate knowledge, which meant job security from birth as a healer, advisor, or researcher. They earned an exceptional income and often worked for the same immortals as their parents had, establishing clientele that were passed down through each generation. Sensors were like a vending machine of sorts where a person paid them for an emotional experience. Some customers wanted to relive emotions from a time in their life, while others lived vicariously through the experiences of others. Most Chitahs worked as investigators because of their keen sense of smell, and they had the good sense not to allow their sisters to sling beer or strip on a pole. The Chitah strippers I’d known never got high tips from Chitah males, and in some cases their routines would start a fight in the club. Chitahs didn’t like to see their women degrading themselves, as they put it.

      I called it paying the bills.

      No one had forced me into this lifestyle, and to be honest, I was good at it. Most dance clubs had high standards and expected the girls to be exceptional dancers, performers, and actresses. I didn’t want to do it forever, but I had serpentine moves that men had been ogling for years. Why not charge them to look? High-paying jobs weren’t easy to come by for Shifters, and sometimes a girl has to make tough choices. I lived a respectable life otherwise—probably one of the most celibate girls in the club. I was very selective of my men; that’s one piece of me I didn’t give away to just anyone.

      “Ugh! Fawn is bleeding their wallets dry,” a bright voice exclaimed from the doorway.

      Skye still had on her street clothes and slung her purse in a metal locker.

      “What’s going on?” Daphne asked, her voice edged with concern. “I’m next, and you’re freaking me the hell out, girl.”

      “She’s pulling out all the stops with an old Pussycat Dolls song. I think she stole Naya’s lollipop theme that was so popular two years ago. Remember that, Naya?”

      Boy, did I! The men had eaten it up.

      Literally.

      “Well, good for her,” I said, sorting my tips.

      “Easy for you to say. You’ve already been up.” Daphne wrinkled her nose. “Hellfire! Now I have to come up with something good.”

      I tucked my money away in my silver clutch. “The nurse act is getting a little old, Daph. These men don’t want to be taken care of like an invalid. You should stop visiting the human clubs for ideas.”

      I knew what turned Breed men on. They all had a touch of hero syndrome due to their natural instinct to protect women. Strictly speaking of certain Breeds, of course. A Mage couldn’t care less, and the same went for most Vampires. But Shifters and Chitahs? Those men responded to a damsel in distress and ate up any routine that ventured into hero territory. On my next theatrical dance, I planned to bring in chains and play captive.

      Daphne slipped on a shiny red skirt that matched her lipstick. “What about a schoolteacher? I could get one of those long rulers…”

      Skye sounded like a chimpanzee when she laughed. “Are you kidding me? Most of those men have never been inside a school. And I can guarantee you that they have no desire to be spanked with a ruler.”

      “On the contrary,” I muttered with a surreptitious smile.

      “Do tell.” Skye gasped, scooting beside me on the bench. Her brown hair swished above her fanny, and eyes as blue as the Texas sky beamed at me.

      “Some of these tough men are turned on by an assertive female in the bedroom—even the baddest of the bad. It’s the one place they’re allowed to give up power.”

      “Why would they want to do that?”

      I shrugged. “Submission is a curious thing I know little about. Maybe they’re tired of being in control all the time, but I have a feeling that some of these men are broken and feel like they deserve to be punished. From my personal experience, when Shifters see a woman in a position of authority, they become putty in her hands. That’s the kind of dancer you want to be onstage and the kind of woman you want to be off. Then you’ll have them eating out of your hand.”

      Her gaze floated toward the ceiling. “Most of the men I date just want to screw and get it over with.”

      I put my arm around her shoulder. “Hold out, sweetie. Don’t give away your cookies to every hungry man. Make them crave it so badly they chase you for a nibble. By the time you say yes, you’ll already have them wrapped around your finger. You’re young. You’ll figure it out soon enough.”

      “How old are you?”

      Fifty-three, I thought to myself. With the body of a twenty-five-year-old. That’s how Shifter magic worked. “You mean how young,” I corrected with a tap on her button nose. “Better hurry up and get dressed, girly. Why don’t you walk the floor for a little bit and warm up the men—get them excited to see your act? Don’t worry about what one girl is doing on the stage. Those men aren’t going to empty their pockets after two beers. You know that.”

      “You’re right. I shouldn’t get so worked up about money,” she said on a sigh. “Unlike Daphne, who just wants to save up for a trip to Italy.”

      “Hey! Don’t wipe your feet on my dreams,” Daphne barked out. “I’m going to live in Italy for a year and find me a nice Italian man who speaks in one of them dreamy accents and makes love to me every morning before breakfast. I’ve heard Italian Shifters have stamina, so maybe it’ll be lunchtime when we’re done.” After giving her hair another fluff, she sauntered out the door.

      Skye got up and stripped out of her jeans. “I’ve got a little girl to think about.”

      I whirled around. “I didn’t know you had children. Honey! Where is your man?”

      She shrugged. “I was mated, but Keller was killed in a bar fight two years ago. That’s why I started working here, even though for the first year, Dean would only let me waitress. Now it’s just Lola and me. She’s three and the sweetest little thing in the world, but I can’t take care of her by myself. She stays with my cousin while I’m at work. I’m not happy about the situation, so I’m trying to make some money and… It just seems so hopeless sometimes.”

      “Skye, you’re a goddess.” I stood up and fanned out her silky hair, letting it fall over her shoulders. “Long hair, heart of gold, beautiful eyes—what man wouldn’t want to make you his mate? Why not find a pretty dress and go to one of the Shifter bars to find yourself a good man? You need help taking care of that baby so you won’t have to work in a place like this forever. We all have dreams to get out. Well, most of us,” I said with a wave of my hand. “I can’t imagine how tough it must be with a baby.”

      “This is where the money is, and that’s why I decided to start dancing. Soon she’ll need to be homeschooled, and that’s not free if I have someone else do it. The tips I got waiting tables were nothing compared to what I make onstage. Dancing will give me a head start, and then maybe I can find another job. It’s pointless to hold out for a man to take care of me; most Shifters don’t want to take on another man’s baby. It’s up to me to care for my little girl. I want her to have a better life than her mommy.”

      I felt terrible for Skye. Girls who worked jobs like ours were single; no man in his right mind would let his mate dance for money. Packs gave women financial security, and I had a feeling she wasn’t a wolf if she was on her own.

      I empathized with her situation because she reminded me of a younger version of my own mother. After my papa died when I was just a little girl, my mother worked three jobs until I was old enough to go out on my own. She never judged me for the life I chose and told me everyone has to walk their own path. She died fifteen years ago in a car accident. It’s ludicrous to think how she worked so hard to live a good life, only to have it ripped away because she wasn’t wearing a seat belt. Had she been conscious, she could have shifted and healed, but my mama had slipped into a coma for two days before they removed her from life support. I stayed by her side, destroyed that she had to spend her last days in a human hospital and not in the comfort of her own bed.

      “Naya?”

      I blinked the memories away. “Yes? I’m sorry. My mind has been skipping all over the place today. I shouldn’t have had wine with my dinner; it always makes me sleepy. Maybe I need to go home early and take a bubble bath.” I rubbed my shoulders and yawned. “Although, I’ve still got a second shift to finish after Daphne.”

      “I’ll cover for you,” Skye quickly said. “With the manager, I mean. If Dean asks, I’ll tell him you had an emergency.”

      I smiled warmly. “You can have my slot. I’ve already paid for it.” I reached in my locker and slipped on a stretchy black dress that stopped above my knees. “You go out there and bleed their wallets dry for your baby.”

      Her smile quickly waned.

      I brushed her soft hair away from her shoulders. Skye had a gorgeous smile, so I hated to see the frown in its place and the way she kept fidgeting with the ends of her blue T-shirt.

      “What’s wrong, chickypoo? You don’t seem like yourself tonight.”

      “It’s nothing. It’s⁠—”

      “Yes, it’s something. Tell Naya what’s wrong.”

      She rubbed the side of her nose. “I don’t know. I think someone’s been following me. Maybe it’s my overactive imagination running rampant again. Do you think it’s possible one of the guys out there could be stalking me?”

      I sighed and let my arms fall to my sides. “It’s been known to happen with a few of our more delusional customers. They get fixated on a perception of who they think we are and sometimes cross the line. Are you armed?”

      Her thin brows arched high enough that they could have touched her hairline.

      “Honey, take this.” I reached in my purse and pulled out a small cylindrical container. “It’s just pepper spray, but that’s enough for you to get your point across. Whatever your animal is, she’ll protect you if it’s anything more than a lovesick puppy. I’ve had a few in my time, but most are harmless men who just get a little starstruck. Trust your instinct. If something doesn’t feel right, then don’t go out alone. This job comes with risks.”

      She held the bottle of spray and examined the writing. “What about you?”

      “I just keep it for show. You need it more than I do. Knock ’em dead tonight.”

      I kissed her on the cheek and glanced back as I walked out the door. Skye waved at me with a cautious smile that left me uneasy.

      Young girls like her always had admirers, and they were too inexperienced to know how to handle men. In the past year, Dean had gradually been working her in, but she didn’t get as much stage time as the rest of us. Skye needed a mentor to help her toughen up so the customers didn’t walk all over her. Now that I knew about her baby girl, I wanted to help her even more. Maybe the mother-hen syndrome happens to women like me who’ve been working in clubs for decades, but I’d never met anyone as naïve as Skye and so wrong for a place like this. Most dancers didn’t have a family, pack, or someone to look out for us. We were nomads in a savage world.

      And those who are alone are always the ones who need the most protection.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After leaving Club Sin, I headed back to my apartment on the human side of town. In most big cities, Breeds lived apart from humans and purchased land to secure that division. But sometimes living too close to other Breeds only stirred up trouble, so years ago, I’d rented an apartment around humans. They came with their own set of drama, but it didn’t compare to waking up in the middle of the night to a Chitah fight. It’s not as if we could just call the police, so those kinds of outbursts had to resolve on their own.

      I slowed my car in front of an animal shelter and put my white Trans Am in park. It wasn’t one of the muscle-car models, but sporty with a sunroof. I stuffed several large bills into a white envelope and approached the front door, placing it in my usual spot. Once a month, I donated my daily earnings to the shelter—something I’m sure plenty of Shifters would have scoffed at. I didn’t like watching images on the news of those poor little creatures caged and sentenced to be euthanized. How could a Shifter in good conscience look away when we ourselves had once been kept under the oppressive thumb of immortals in a similar manner? Caging animals was offensive, and sometimes I’d fantasize about setting them all free.

      But no one can save the world. Instead, I supported the no-kill shelters to keep them in business. Maybe my money would make room for one more animal to find a family who would show it unconditional love.

      A chill ran up my spine and I whirled around, narrowing my eyes at the shadows on the dark street as I hurried back to the car. My heels clicked on the concrete, echoing in the quietness. Some people foolishly brushed off chills, unaware that on a warm night it could only mean one thing: a Mage was in the area. Sometimes they were flaring their energy, and other times they didn’t bother concealing it. I didn’t trust those immortals. Many were ancients, and a whole lot of them walking around had once committed unspeakable crimes against my kind—my family—and even kept them as pets, although what that really translated to was slavery.

      I hopped in my car and sped off so fast that the tires screeched. A smart woman never brushes off her instincts, and mine were pinging off the charts.
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