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Chapter 1
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Girls’ night out in a shifter bar? 

I cocked my head at the cursive neon lights that glowed above the door of the blocky, three-story building. Then I checked my phone. Yep, this was the address Charlie had provided in her emailed invitation.

She just hadn’t included the establishment’s name—Full Moon Saloon. And her nose wouldn’t have picked up on the scent of fur that overwhelmed car exhaust and autumn leaves while I lingered on the busy sidewalk out front.

The question was—why would my entirely human friend pick this place? Charlie had no concept that some of us went furry on occasion.

Or so I thought. Given the dangers to Charlie of learning about shifters’ existence, so I hoped.

I shrugged away the trickle of concern and pushed the heavy door open, blinking as my eyes adjusted to the dim, throbbing interior. The scent of fur was stronger here, but a quick scan suggested no one was four-legged at the moment.

Danger, however, infused the space. Someone was hunting. But who and hunting what?

The establishment was smaller than it had appeared from outside, a closed door off to my right and one behind the bar leading to apparently non-public parts of the building. But that didn’t mean it was easy to find the hunter. Shifters were everywhere, elbows planted on polished wood tables, booted feet invading walkways, husky chuckles nibbling into the back of my neck.

My eyes settled on the broad shadow of the proprietor. Separated from his customers by a bar that ran the length of the room, his right hand caressed the long counter as if it wasn’t a hunk of dented and scarred wood but was instead a woman’s hip.

Wait, no, he wasn’t caressing the bar. He was wiping down its surface.

And he wasn’t hunting. The trickle of cold in my spine came from somewhere else.

I found Charlie before I spotted the hunter. Or rather, she found me.

“Kira!” Her greeting trilled above the music and chatter. Her hug struck like a rattlesnake and for one split second I let old memories bite.

Swords, camaraderie, and cascades of laughter. Cramming for finals while lounging knee to knee atop a white, fluffy rug in the twins’ dorm room.

Then emptiness. Silence. Friendship disappearing without explanation.

I swallowed, forcing myself out of the past to focus on the present. On a friend redolent with chemical reagents and bunsen-burner fuel, just like she’d smelled way back when.

Charlie squeezed me tighter before pushing me back to arm’s length. “You look exactly the same.”

Of course I did. My half-Japanese heritage meant I was often mistaken for a teenager even though I was actually midway through my twenties. Speaking Charlie’s language, I shrugged. “Blame it on the genes.”

“Hmm.” She squinched her eyes half shut. “You’re starving. Better feed you before something breaks. Thom, can you nuke us a pizza?”

Bar pizza was vile. Still, my stomach growled and Charlie released her customary peal of horse-snort laughter while drawing me toward the puddle of light above two empty bar stools.

“That what you want?” The bartender—Thom—didn’t look in my direction. But he was closer now, or so my nose informed me. Close enough that I could tell he wasn’t much older than Charlie. That his scent wasn’t mere shifter fur but instead carried the headier musk of dominant alpha werewolf.

Still, his question came out gentle. Not subservient, but protective. As if he’d smelled my initial caution and wanted to make sure Charlie wasn’t steamrollering over my wishes.

She wasn’t. Tonight, vile bar pizza with Charlie was exactly what I wanted.

And, without me needing to turn that thought into a verbalization, Thom nodded. Dropped the cloth onto the counter then headed away from us through a door into what was presumably a kitchen, leaving me alone with my once-friend.


      [image: image-placeholder]“It’s been too long,” Charlie said as I sank down onto the bar stool beside her.

I nodded but kept scanning the room. Because the scent of the hunter had rebounded even stronger as Thom stepped away from us. And, being human, there was a good chance Charlie was the one in the predator’s sights....

Well, make that a slight chance. The bar wasn’t just full of werewolves the way I’d initially assumed; it also contained a healthy helping of non-shifters. For example, a man and a woman, clearly on a date, were laughing at a table only feet from three snarly werewolves. The combination, loosened by alcohol, seemed problematic at best.

But as I turned my head, seeking danger, the certainty that a hunter stalked the premises faded from my hair follicles. And Charlie’s words snagged my attention instead.

“I’m glad you emailed.”

My brows drew together. I hadn’t emailed.

Well, I guess I had. I’d sent out a group request for contributions to the alumni magazine last winter. “I—”

She spoke over me. “Can we not talk about what happened? At least not tonight.”

Charlie and her twin had been adorable as teenagers, all big blue eyes and glossy curls. Now, at twenty-eight, her prettiness had matured into elegance. If she’d wanted, she could have used that beauty the same way I used my understanding of human psychology—to wrap everyone around her little finger.

Which wasn’t why I nodded. I nodded because those usually wide eyes were squinting painfully. Charlie’s smile wasn’t as broad as I remembered it being. And, frankly, I didn’t want to sully the present with the past any more than she did.

“So you’re a chemist,” I guessed based on the parts of Charlie’s scent that had carried over from college. “What awesome discoveries are you on the trail of?”

And just like that, the awkwardness receded. Charlie waggled her eyebrows, her voice turning confidential. “I work on a military base. If I told you more, I’d have to kill you. But here’s a hint—Gate City ghost!”

Her arms waved wildly, as if including me in a well-known secret I wasn’t actually aware of. Or maybe she thought there was a specter present in the bar beside us. Never mind that ghosts, I was pretty sure, didn’t exist.

I hummed noncommittally, the time we’d spent apart yawning wider. And Charlie deftly changed the subject, pointing her chin at my sword then tossing out a conversational gambit that I could run with.

“And you. I’ll bet you’re still charming your way out of trouble while wearing the cutest, sharpest sword this side of the Mississippi. Let me guess.” She bit her lip, gloss catching a glint of lamplight. “Pirate?”

“Law enforcement,” I told her, which was only sort of a lie.

“Ooh, adventure. Dish, please.”

So I regaled Charlie with the tale of my latest escapade, leaving out bits where the trespasser had gone furry and tried to nibble his way through my trousers. We were both laughing when Thom slid dinner between us, a pizza that he’d somehow dressed up to become more than thin layers of toppings atop wheat-based cardboard.

“Full Moon Special,” he said, eyes remaining hidden. This close, his presence was hotter than the molten cheese that drew my fingers and made me forget about the danger of a scorched tongue.

Something unfamiliar and heady fluttered through me and I shivered. Charlie, never one to miss a physical reaction, poked at the goosebumps beading on my forearms.

“You don’t want to go there,” she whispered, her tone low enough so the human two bar stools down wouldn’t hear. “Thom doesn’t date. Doesn’t hook up either.”

Unfortunately, Charlie didn’t understand the superior auditory abilities of werewolves. The scent of amusement emanating from the alpha werewolf roiled between us in a wave of spice.

“Good. Great.” I took my slice with me as I spun the stool all the way around so my back was to the source of my chagrin. “Why don’t you tell me about them?” I asked, waving vaguely at the other bar patrons before biting into the Full Moon Special. It had real parmesan on top, along with fresh pepperoni that sparked my taste buds wide awake.

“The best part of moving here,” Charlie agreed. Picking up her own slice, she used it to point at two women parked at a table in one corner. “Officers’ wives rubbing shoulders with scientists and locals. Never a dull moment in the Full Moon Saloon.”

For a moment, the buzz in my brain made it impossible to focus. Then Thom’s scent receded, the gentle whoosh of the kitchen door promising he’d taken pity on me.

And, at the same moment, the scent of active predator reasserted itself. Someone was hunting. Nearby. Intently. And they were very close to the kill.

Luckily, Charlie seemed content to chat about the people around us, giving me further opportunity to peer past my pizza into the room. As best I could tell, the so-called locals were evenly split between werewolves and farmers. Other than the oblivious dating couple, most of the humans seemed to have chosen spots far from danger. Which made sense—humans usually sensed shifters’ predatory nature at an instinctive level and took steps to preserve their own skins.

Well, no, the couple on a date weren’t the only ones lacking hairs-on-the-back-of-your-neck sensitivity. A young human’s reed-thin arms shook as he braced himself one-handed against a wobbly walker. Beside him hovered a very rough-round-the-edges werewolf, young yet bulky. The shifter’s gaze riveted on the human as if the latter was a juicy rabbit just waiting to be snapped up.

“That’s my boss’s son, Eli,” Charlie explained, catching the direction of my gaze if not the purpose for it. “He makes friends with everybody.”

In fact, Eli appeared to be telling the werewolf beside him about the history of bar games even as he struggled to pick up a dart. The tiniest hint of a smile fluttered across the werewolf’s lips and I relaxed.

Yes, this werewolf was hunting. But not blood. I suspected he intended to fleece Eli for all the young man was worth.

For his part, Eli’s stream of chatter was so relentless that I blinked and nearly missed the moment his laboriously lifted metal projectile landed dead center in the dart board. “Looks like you’re paying,” Eli crowed, his jubilation resembling that of a ten-year-old winning a heated round of Monopoly. “I’ll take Pepsi. In a glass. With a cherry on top.”

What do you do when a rabbit turns on you with teeth bared? I would have been tempted to laugh and accept failure. The hunting werewolf didn’t share my approach.

Instead, a fist thudded onto the table between them, rattling empty glasses. The werewolf growled something wordless that, to a shifter, would have come across as a threat to rip out throats.

“Don’t feel bad,” Eli offered, leaning in closer so he could pat the irate shifter’s shoulder. “I’ve been practicing.” Then, as if reciting truisms from a parent: “Losing just means you need to try harder. You’re still a worthwhile person inside.”

Beside me, Charlie snickered. She thought Eli was tweaking the nose of a rough-around-the-edges bar patron. What she didn’t realize was the sharpness of that bar patron’s teeth.

Sure enough, Eli’s pat turned the werewolf’s muscles stiff. Then he made everything much, much worse.

Leaving his walker behind entirely, Eli flung himself into a hug that wouldn’t really have been considered appropriate even among humans. With an irate werewolf, the gesture was deeply unwise.

I dropped my pizza and drew my sword as the werewolf’s scent turned dark and dangerous. He shoved Eli hard at the same instant Charlie muttered, “Oh shit.”
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We weren’t close enough to catch Eli as he was flung backwards, but someone else was. One of the military wives scrambled forward, perfume seething around her person as she sank down to her knees with Eli’s head cradled in her lap. 

“He’s fragile!” she warned.

And the shifter picked up the nearest table. Hefted it as if the metal and wood weighed no more than a soccer ball and would be just as easy to toss toward Eli’s head.

Unlike a soccer ball, however, the heavy furniture wouldn’t bounce harmlessly away when it made contact. Instead, features would shatter. Blood would fountain. Bones would break.

Luckily, Charlie and I were able to prevent that disaster from unfolding. “Pied Piper?” my friend murmured. “You don’t happen to have another sword handy, do you?”

“Always,” I lied, tossing her the non-magical weapon I’d been holding. As she tested its balance, I mentally massaged my star ball to create another blade in a newly materialized scabbard running the length of my spine.

Because a kitsune’s star ball was one of our greatest assets. Made up of immaterial energy that helped us shift in the blink of an eye, the star ball could also be solidified into physical objects both visible and very, very tangible. The only danger being that separation from the result sapped my strength as quickly as water drained through a yanked bathtub plug.

I didn’t intend to be separated from my star-ball sword, however. Instead, I twisted the blade until it caught a glint of light from the dangling ceiling lamps, shining warning into the shifter’s eyes.

He curled back his lips, snarling. I cocked my head, grinning at the haze of adrenaline fizzing through my veins.

I didn’t speak to the werewolf, however. Instead, I addressed Charlie in a voice loud enough to catch everyone’s attention. “Wanna do it? Right now? Outside for all the world to see?”

Charlie wiggled her eyebrows just like she had in the college cafeteria when we were trying to catch cute guys’ attention. “I can’t wait to see who ends up on top, you or me.”

The werewolf, bless his heart, panted. He really was pretty far gone into his animal self. The never-to-be-flung table clattered to the ground as my sword curved towards Charlie’s.

Just a tap. A clang of steel on steel to solidify any wandering attention.

Then I was sidling backwards while Charlie ushered me doorward, her sword nudging mine when our trajectory needed a tweak. We’d perfected this dance years ago, so I was able to let my muscles drift into autopilot while I scanned the interior of the space.

The formerly irate werewolf wasn’t the only one following after us. As best I could tell, we’d attracted the attention of every red-blooded male in the Full Moon Saloon.

Every male...including Thom. He slammed out of the kitchen like a storm cloud, taking in the scene with one glance before vaulting across the bar. Hard boots gashed a new dent in the surface of the wood he’d so lovingly polished earlier. His gaze, when it met mine for the first time, was like an icepick to the brain.

Blue eyes boasted the hue of a submerged glacier. Luminous yet hooded. Wild and dangerous and dark.

For one split second, I fell into the Antarctic Ocean. Then Charlie’s sword clanged into mine a little harder than necessary. Flinching back to reality, I noted that Thom had picked up his pace.

Which was when I realized he thought Charlie and I needed rescuing. “We’re fine,” I mouthed. “Check on Eli.”

Because Charlie’s boss’s son—man in stature, boy in behavior—seemed unharmed from a distance. He was on his feet, being guided back to his walker. But that fall hadn’t looked good....

Thom hesitated then swiveled away from me. The icepick eased up into a strange sort of yearning. I shook my head, refocusing on my friend.

“I wonder if one of these big guys would like to have a go with the winner?” Charlie mused, eyes sparkling. Then we were dancing out the door into the crispness of October in Virginia, two dozen hungry werewolves at our back.


      [image: image-placeholder]Ten minutes later, we were still dancing, even though Charlie’s and my positions had reoriented so we could fend off the werewolves who’d piled on all at once. Their behavior was reprehensible...and deeply gratifying. Because it gave me permission to press my back up against the back of an old friend and whack sense into those who deserved whacking in perfect unison with someone not in my pack.

“I’m gonna drag you behind that car,” the werewolf in front of Charlie snarled, his words not quite words but still getting his point across. “Then...”

Charlie snorted before he could finish, twisting her blade and tapping him on the forehead with the flat so hard he yelped. “I suggest you go home.”

A human usually wouldn’t have been able to make headway against a shifter, but these werewolves had reflexes dulled by drinking. Plus, even though they wielded swords, I didn’t get the impression they trained with them. Typical of outpack wolves gathering in a bar like this.

No wonder the guy Charlie had struck mumbled something I pretended not to hear then turned away into the darkness. Returning my attention to my own fight, I slid beneath a hulking werewolf’s guard, locked the hilts of our swords, and flicked his off into traffic. A car’s brakes squealed and the shifter made a very similar noise as he hightailed it out of my blade’s reach.

In the lull as our remaining opponents realigned themselves, I checked on the real purpose of our endeavor. Yep, there was the slow-moving huddle I’d hoped for, skirting the edge of the battle. Eli in his walker, flanked by Thom and the overly perfumed military wife. The unlikely collaborators helped the young man into the back of a car, then Thom leaned his head in after to offer a few words.

“You’re safe here, Eli. I won’t let this happen again.”

The bartender’s words rumbled with werewolf danger, but Eli just laughed. “I know I’m safe. I don’t get nightmares.”

Then the military wife was easing the vehicle away into traffic and Thom’s icepick eyes met mine above three werewolves’ bobbing shoulders. His eyebrows rose, a question. I shook my head, a reply.

No, I neither needed nor wanted any help. This was all fun and games.

Behind me, Charlie disarmed another of her opponents just as ably as the first one. “You’ve been practicing,” I called over my shoulder.

“Not quite enough,” she answered, only slightly more out of breath than I was. “Swords don’t play a big role in lab work. Actually, I’m surprised they do in law enforcement. Since when do cops rely on blades instead of guns?”

“New thing.” My mouth puckered with the sour taste of the lie and I almost missed the shifter, not so wobbly as the others, who leapt up in my blind spot. I tried to parry, but the angle was wrong. Words, more instinct than expectation, barked out of my mouth.

“Charlie! Cobra!”

Even as I spoke, I rejected the expectation of assistance. After all, the term was a throwback to the days when Charlie, her twin, and I had all taken lessons under my sister. Ancient history. Unlikely to work today.

So I counterattacked, knowing as my arm lashed out that the wild blow wasn’t going to be effective.

To my surprise, our code was remembered. Charlie’s sword came stabbing back over her shoulder while I tossed myself sideways. And the werewolf who’d invaded my blind spot grunted in distress.

Charlie’s blind blow had only been a glancing one, but the guy still sheathed his sword, backing away from us with hands raised. The chance of an easy lay might have tempted him initially. But neither Charlie nor I was easy, not when we clenched swords in our fists.

And now the air between us sweetened. Moving in perfect harmony, only a few words were necessary to unite us in reminiscence.

“Remember that summer?” Charlie asked, referring to her twin’s kidnapping when I was in grade school and they weren’t much older, a trauma that had tugged us all so close together that we remained friends until college. After the event, the Raven twins had signed up for swordfighting lessons with my sister, which might explain why Charlie brought up the distant past now.

“Of course,” I answered. Then, broaching the topic I’d never been mature enough to ask at the time: “Do you think Jessie has flashbacks about it?”

“Nah.” Charlie’s blade flashed into my peripheral vision. We were almost out of werewolves to unite against. “Swords made us both strong.”

Then there were no opponents left. Just an empty sidewalk and the tentative germination of an old relationship turned new.

Assuming reality didn’t squelch that tender sprout of connection.

“We haven’t lost our touch,” I observed, swiveling to revel in our triumph. 

But Charlie’s back was all that met my gaze. Her shoulders were tense the way they hadn’t been in battle.

“I need to visit the lady’s room,” she muttered. “I’ll be right back.”
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Here in front of the bar, there were three small round tables directly beneath a streetlight, each boasting two rusty metal chairs. Rather than following Charlie the way I wanted to, I sank into one of the latter. At least I could keep an eye on the werewolf who’d seemed most upset about losing to ensure he didn’t sneak inside and waylay Charlie while she was alone. 

Nope, he was stalking off across the street, crossing against traffic. A horn blared and he shook a fist at the driver. Venting aggression at cars—great move, werewolf.

I was still chuckling at the loser’s misplaced testosterone when a deep, gritty voice curled out of the darkness right beside me. “Your drinks.”

Someone had slipped past my guard, which meant I should have sprung to my feet with sword extended. Should have swirled around until my blade bit into his throat.

Instead, I turned slowly, knowing who I’d see even before two of the pinkest, cutest beverages imaginable settled onto the table in front of me. I mean, there weren’t just umbrellas stuck into the neon-colored liquid. There were candy lips kissing each rim.

This was exactly the sort of frou-frou fun Charlie adored. Someone knew his clientele’s taste.

The bartender who’d carried them out to us, however, was ten times as enticing as the beverages. Tall, broad, well-muscled. Dark facial hair that formed a well-cropped shadow around a square jaw. Eyes that no longer averted themselves from mine, and a smile that softened crags like sun slipping through a break in a mountain range.

Add in the flannel shirt and I expected Thom to pull out an ax and go Paul Bunyan on me. No wonder I let flirtatious banter dance off my lips. “These are adorable. But could you possibly leave them for Charlie and make mine a virgin?”

I did want a non-alcoholic drink, but I’d also found that tossing the V word around tended to pique guys’ interest. Only...this time my effort backfired. The sun left the mountain and Thom’s question came out hard and cold. “Virgin?”

And banter eluded me. Words eluded me. Thom hadn’t repeated my request as a sexy rejoinder. Instead, his voice had gone gruff, his body language proving that I’d made a major faux pas.

Did Thom think I was making a dig about his refusal to date? Insinuating that he was a virgin because he couldn’t find a willing partner?

“No, no, no! That’s not what I meant!” Diarrhea of the mouth. How embarrassing. And I couldn’t quite make it stop. “This is about me, not about you. Bad idea to drink tonight.”

Someone laughed inside the bar. A car rolled past on the street in front of us, teenagers bobbing along to the beat of way too loud music.

Thom still didn’t speak.

So I did. “Why, you might ask, did I come to a bar if I don’t want to drink? That’s an excellent question. The deal is, I haven’t seen Charlie for six years, since I was a freshman in college and she ditched me without explanation. She sent me this address yesterday and I had the afternoon off. So of course I showed up.”

I slapped one hand across my face, covering up my eyes so I didn’t have to see Thom’s reaction. “And, yes, I did just air all my dirty laundry to a stranger. Kill me now.”

For another moment, the night hung heavy around us. Then soft flannel brushed my cheekbone. A gentle hand pried my fingers loose from their stranglehold grip on my forehead. I blinked and peered up, half hoping and half fearing that the icepick would reignite.

Only, Thom wasn’t watching me. Instead, his gaze turned to the spot where Charlie and I had fought just a few minutes earlier. The scent of fur seethed around us, leftover from aggression released in battle. “I understand your caution,” Thom rumbled, the words vibrating like honeybees in my stomach. “But I, personally, will ensure your safety in my town.”

His town. So Thom was an alpha.

Filling in the blanks settled my crazy emotions. Helped me forget about the icepick and see what Thom saw.

He thought I was a female werewolf outside her pack showing understandable caution around a horde of riled shifters. “No, that’s not it,” I corrected. “Unfortunately, I have promises to keep. And miles to go before I sleep.”

And, apparently, no ability to come up with succinct replies that hadn’t first been written by dead poets. Argh!

Wait, that argh hadn’t emerged from my throat. It had instead come from Charlie as she dropped down into the other chair, formerly sweat-streaked hair reformed into its usual perfect waves through her entirely human sort of magic.

“No!” she continued, the joy of winning against so many opponents sloughing off her. “You’re staying the night. I have a guest room. Actual clean towels. Come on, Kira. Don’t let me down.”

And now, finally, ordinary words became available in my jumbled brain. “Family. They’re expecting me.”

I shrugged, realizing as I did so that Thom had slipped away, his absence allowing me to carry on an understandable conversation at long last. Which, after all, was why I was here.

So Charlie and I conversed while someone other than Thom delivered more drinks to our table. I tried not to be disappointed that his alpha musk didn’t reassert itself while I sipped something with no kick but great flavor. And, gradually, I lost myself in the recital of family business.

I told Charlie about my sister’s six-year-old son—“I call him Grub”—and current pregnancy with my first and only niece. She reciprocated with the tale of her twin sister’s job teaching fencing in the same school all three of us used to attend. Jessie had two-year old and four-year-old girls.

“Wow,” I murmured. “Babies everywhere.”

“Yeah. But you and I are single and out on the town!” Charlie, who had gulped down her first two drinks and sipped her way through a third and fourth, now grabbed her borrowed sword off the table and brandished it at the nearest streetlight.

The blade circled dizzily before tumbling back toward her upturned features. “How about I take that?” I pried the hilt out of my friend’s fingers one second before sharp steel made contact. Settling the weapon back into its sheathe at my hip, I added: “And take you home.”

“Already?”

“It’s two AM.”

And the bar was closing around us. While Charlie and I had been deep in conversation, the hot bartender must have turned things over to a less brain-fuzzing human woman. She was the one who had brought us drinks and who was currently locking the door to the Full Moon Saloon.

The empty Full Moon Saloon. I hadn’t noticed everyone else dribbling away while Charlie and I relived our past adventures. Hadn’t noticed the street turning somnolent. Now, the only illumination flickered out of streetlamps and a few porch lights.

“You two good to get home?” the closing bartender asked.

I nodded and returned my attention to Charlie. She’d relented and was doing her best to lever herself upright. Unfortunately, she kept canting sideways before she achieved a vertical state.

“Oopsie,” my friend murmured, catching herself just before she tumbled back into her seat a third time.

“Here.” I offered my arm and we stumbled through the night to the cute little house Charlie had clearly been fixing up for some time now. I settled her onto the sofa and promised: “We’ll stay in touch.”

“Always!” Charlie’s promise would have been more believable if a line of drool hadn’t already soaked into a throw pillow.

Still, the possibility of a rekindled friendship warmed me as I drove the long hours to the territory of the werewolf pack who’d propped me up when the Raven twins let me down so many years ago. Sneaking into my childhood bedroom through an unlocked window so as not to wake the inhabitants, I embraced my return to the place that would always be home to me.

Here I was happy. Part of something bigger. Completely at peace.

What I didn’t learn until later is what else happened in Gate City that night. A woman who’d enjoyed herself in the Full Moon Saloon was found torn apart by animal teeth at a private zoo a few miles deeper in the countryside. My first instinct had been right. The uneasy alliance between humans and shifters at the Full Moon Saloon had been a powder keg waiting to ignite.
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But murder wasn’t on my mind the next morning when fifty pounds of wannabe werewolf cannonballed into my bed. “Auntie Kira!” 

I cracked both eyes open with an effort, my voice rusty as I demanded. “What time is it?”

“Time to get up!” Grub bounced, jiggling the mattress so enthusiastically the liquid in my stomach sloshed. “I waited outside your door last night but you never came!”

I was so very glad I hadn’t imbibed alongside Charlie. Because, if I’d been hungover, I wouldn’t have been able to roll onto the floor, straighten up...then swoop my nephew’s feet out from under him before he could evade my grip.

Swinging his upside-down body gently then faster, I strode toward the open window I knew for a fact I’d shut behind me last night. Grub had clearly used the same route I had to enter. “How’d you know I was here then?” I asked.

“Pack bond!” hooted my favorite nephew. In further proof that he took after his alpha werewolf father, the six-year-old wiggled his fingers around an invisible connection that tied the two of us together, prompting a ferocious tickle in my gut.

“You little monster.” I swayed his body even further out over the shrubbery then back in while Grub giggled so hard I could barely understand his words.

“I had to use the window! Daddy locked your door! He said not to bother you!”

“So uncool,” I agreed, carting my nephew over to the door in question. “My hands are full. Guess you’d better do the honors.”

“Sure thing, Auntie Kira!” He twisted his body around so he was more of a tuning fork than a pendulum, then his chubby fingers fumbled with the lock.

And even though my phone rang just as he twisted the knob and pushed the door open, I ignored its demands. Instead, I took in the welcome sight of Grub’s mother, my sister, tapping her foot in the hallway outside.

“Grub.” Mai looked the way I’d look in another decade, her brows crunching together exactly as mine had when my nephew landed on my bed. “Really?”

“Kira doesn’t mind,” my nephew observed, as if blood wasn’t pooling in his head and making his eyes bug out. “If she minded, she’d....”

“Guess I’d really better take this call,” I said, raising the kid up as high as I could, then dropping him. Hands free, I could now pull my still-ringing phone out of the pants I’d never bothered taking off before falling into bed far too few hours ago.

“Aaaaaaaaah,” shrieked my dramatic nephew as he plummeted floorward.

Mai made no move to catch him, so I snagged his ankle with one hand a millisecond before his head struck floorboards. Swiping my phone awake with the other thumb, I lowered the kid to the ground as I answered. “Kira here.”

Grub was still shrieking, which might be why my boss actually asked a personal question for the first time ever. “Is everything alright there?”

“Peachy. Except I suspect you’re about to tell me my weekend off is canceled.”

“How soon can you be back in the office?”

I looked at Mai. She looked at me. Thirteen years my senior and my sole support since I reached double digits, Mai was more mother than sister.

Added to that close relationship was the fact that we hadn’t seen each other in weeks. But she nodded anyway. “Do what you need to do. We’ll be here when you land another free weekend.”

So—“Three hours” I told Scarlet. Then I swung through the kitchen to accept breakfast-to-go from Mai’s mate Gunner before heading back to my car.


      [image: image-placeholder]My family stood in a tight huddle, the view receding far too rapidly in my rearview mirror. The tallest was Gunner, a burly werewolf who somehow made Mai’s spark shine brighter rather than stifling her with his overwhelming alpha presence. Next came my sister, slender except for the gentle curve of her pregnant belly, any matronly vibe countered by the sword belted at her hip. Finally, cradled between Mai and Gunner so he wouldn’t sprint down the shortcut to the end of the driveway then hitch a ride on my roof the way he had last time: my nephew and the apple of my eye.

I couldn’t see the pack bond, but I could feel it wrapped around them. Could feel it tugging against my departure as I drove away.

But, in a way, I was still there with my family. After all, Grub and my niece existed because of me.

I hadn’t understood that at first, even though Mai and Gunner waited to have a kid until I achieved my legal majority. The event occurred six long years after the pair met each other and changed the name of Gunner’s pack to Fairwood, a compilation of Mai’s maiden name (Fairchild) and Gunner’s bachelor name (Atwood). If creating a new surname out of nothing wasn’t commitment, I don’t know what was.

Still, no offspring had materialized until precisely nine months after my eighteenth birthday. A clue I hadn’t paid attention to at the time.

Instead, I’d accepted the awesomeness of having a nephew without wondering about the timing. I doted on Grub during breaks from college, only later realizing how carefully Gunner had planned that aspect of my life. In retrospect, the way he’d gone stingy on funds when I considered a far-flung institution was totally out of character. But it had the desired effect.

Rather than graduating shoulder-deep in debt, I’d fallen back to the college within pack territory my brother-in-law suggested. Never once did I consider the oddity when an older pack member offered to be my roommate and signed up for all the same classes I took.

Yeah, it was obvious now that the larger world had never been safe for me. That I was being guided and guarded through my young adulthood. At the time, however, I’d just embraced the independence I did have.

I might never have caught on if I hadn’t heard my own name rumbling through my sister’s closed door in Gunner’s deep voice less than a year ago. “You think Kira’s keeping herself small because of the kitsune issue?”

“How could she not?” Mai had answered. “I’ve barely left pack lands for a decade, which I now realize was a mistake. It’s time for me to force the issue, get the other clans used to having a fox among them. Kira’s life shouldn’t be so constrained.”

“There’s another way to rock the boat,” Gunner countered. “We could always try again.”

A pause, during which Mai hummed her pleasure and my face went hot. If they were going to canoodle, I’d leave them to it....

But then Mai, a little breathless, observed, “Bring another kitsune into the world, you mean.”

“It’s your body. Your choice.” Gunner’s voice turned wistful. “But, yeah. We either get another Grub or a daughter. A cute little fox to keep us all on our toes...and to take the other packs’ focus off Kira. Both options sound nice.”

“Our neighbors would erupt.” Despite her words, Mai wasn’t putting her foot down. Instead, she sounded as dreamy as Gunner.

I liked my brother-in-law in his own right, but my favorite thing about him was the way he moved mountains for the sake of my sister. So I wasn’t surprised when his answer came out full of alpha bite. “I’ll deal with anyone who takes offense.”

Two months later, Mai informed me I was going to be an aunt again. Another season and it was confirmed—the baby in her womb was a girl.

A girl. A kitsune, like me and Mai. Bane of werewolves. Safe only when hidden deep within one of the few packs who accepted us as equals.

And here’s the deal. Mai had spent half her life protecting me, even when I did stupid, crazy shit that I’m now too embarrassed to even talk about. I’d fledged but stayed close to the nest. And, in response, my sister had stuck her neck out once again to make sure my life didn’t always consist of in-state tuition with a bodyguard werewolf sharing every minute of my wing-stretching time.

Which meant it was time to turn the tables. I could be the one making things better for kitsunes outside the Fairwood bubble. I could pound my head against that glass ceiling until it shattered into heaps of rainbow-tinged confetti. I could ensure my niece grew up able to backpack through Europe or run for president or do anything else she darn well chose.

Which was why I’d taken this job. Why, today, I fought traffic and breezed into the Lawkeepers’ Roanoke office instead of staying home to tease my favorite (and only) nephew.

Because when I decided to make a name for myself among werewolves, I’d figured I might as well head straight to the top.

The long, cautious route toward acceptance outside the Fairwood pack would have been winning over alpha after alpha, each of whom was god within his own territory. The short, bold way to the same destination consisted of proving my worth among the overarching group that kept the existence of shifters under wraps.

Nowadays, if rogues went off the rails and came to the attention of the human government, the issue was swept under the rug...then dealt with quickly and harshly by Lawkeepers drawn from various packs. Lawkeepers like me.

And like Rupert, who glowered from his cubicle as I breezed through the bullpen. Although short and weedy by werewolf standards, Rupert’s appearance wasn’t the reason he’d landed the role of everyone’s least-favorite coworker. It was his behavior that made seeing him on a daily basis so unpleasant that we’d banded together and begged for him to be given a perennial weekend shift.

So, yeah, Rupert’s existence here on a Saturday was ordinary. Scarlet’s and mine...not so much.

But a light beckoned from inside my boss’s office. “Close the door behind you,” Scarlet ordered in lieu of a greeting when I followed that glow into a space full of sleek furnishings and a distinct absence of gewgaws. My boss’s physical appearance matched her office in every respect.

Neither invited relaxation, so I didn’t sit down. Instead, I shifted my weight from foot to foot while Scarlet dove right into business.

“A woman was murdered after leaving a shifter bar in Virginia last night,” she informed me. “Wolf attack. You’re on the case.”
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My knees turned unaccountably weak and I had to grab onto the side of Scarlet’s desk for stability. “Gate City? Full Moon Saloon?” 

“Yes.” My boss raised one eyebrow then proceeded to dish details I couldn’t care less about. Where. When. Who found the body.

All I could think was—Charlie. Charlie had been in that bar last night. We’d taunted the wolves together then I’d left my human friend behind a flimsy door any shifter could break down. What had I been thinking?

“Our understanding with the human authorities holds,” Scarlet continued. “But we need to deal with the issue fast. The victim’s husband is a Marine and they’ll want closure as quickly as possible.”

“Husband? Marine?” Charlie hadn’t told me she was married. And she would have during last night’s gabfest.

I only realized I’d landed in the hard wooden chair everyone did their best to avoid when Scarlet came around to join me. Crouching down to eye level, she softened her tone. “What’s going on, Kira?”

“I was in Gate City last night. At the Full Moon Saloon. I met a human friend there. I thought....”

“The woman who died was thirty-five. Name: Janet Allegra. Occupation: homemaker.” Despite rattling off the information as tersely as usual, Scarlet’s hand settled on my knee. Touch was shifter sympathy, which made her question warm me even though it was clipped. “Your friend?”

I shook my head, wordless, trying to pull myself back from the abyss I’d fallen into. Imagining Charlie dead made me realize how much I cared about her, never mind the six years we’d been incommunicado. Charlie was the single person outside the Fairwood pack I’d label a true friend.

And she was alive. Drawing in a deep breath that shuddered only slightly, I cleared my throat and remembered what I was here for. “You want me to figure out who’s responsible for Janet Allegra’s death.”

To my surprise, Scarlet shook her head. “No. It’s cut and dried. I simply need you to make the arrest.”

Now I was confused. “Rupert’s on duty this weekend.”

“Rupert doesn’t have what it takes to handle Gate City’s unique environment. Humans mingling with shifters, the former unaware of the latter. We need to keep the innocent in the dark.”

I nodded, stood. “I can be subtle.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

Scarlet was exactly my height and not much older than me, but I found myself drawing back from the intensity of her stare anyway. Her eyes were dark pools above her slash of brilliant red lipstick. She lowered her voice, which was unnecessary given the soundproofing of the room.

“I expect you to use blood.”

The office abruptly hummed with a new sort of tension. I’d disclosed my kitsune heritage on my application, but Scarlet had never mentioned my special skills previously. “You mean....” I rotated my wrist, summoning my star ball. The magic that differentiated me from werewolves glowed at my fingertips with an unearthly light.

My breath hitched as I displayed an ability I’d never shared outside the Fairwood pack. But Scarlet didn’t step back or even lean away from something that must have been entirely outside her previous experience. Instead, she nodded. “I have complete faith in your ability to bring in an alpha under Gate City’s constraints.”

“An alpha?” A different sort of trepidation tap-danced down my spine now. “Who exactly is the murderer?”

“Thom Faris, owner of the Full Moon Saloon.”


      [image: image-placeholder]I walked out of Scarlet’s office in a daze, the whiplash of emotions still wiggling their way out of my system. No wonder Rupert glanced up from his computer screen then barked out a cruel, snake-slither of laughter. “What’s wrong with you? You look like something my cat vomited up.”

Rupert, as I may have mentioned previously, was an asshole. He liked to change the good coffee in the break room out for cheap stuff so he could steal our quality caffeination for personal use. We’d taken to swapping out the double-ply toilet paper for single before the weekend so he wouldn’t pull the same stunt there.

More personally, I’d returned to the office after my first weekend as a Lawkeeper to find a thousand-page binder of rules and regulations on my chair alongside a note informing me that pop quizzes would be administered without prior notice. So I wasn’t surprised to find Rupert taking advantage of my current weakness to get a dig in now.

My first impulse was to dish disrespect right back at my tormentor. Here at work, though, I was trying to make it seem like kitsunes were no big problem. Mimicking a pack princess, I’d found, made me eminently overlookable.

So I rolled my eyes and donned my best Valley Girl impersonation. “Working on the weekend. Such a drag, right?”

Sure enough, Rupert changed gears into older, wiser bluster mode. He was still lecturing me about crime not taking vacations when I pushed outside mid-sentence and headed to my car.

Three hours and one to-go milkshake later, I’d relinquished my annoyance at Rupert along with my fear for Charlie. I’d also squished that wobbliness in my stomach that came from misjudging the bar’s proprietor. Instead, as I rolled into the alley behind the Full Moon Saloon, I was ready to do my job and collar a murderer hard and fast.

Because being overlooked wasn’t the only route to werewolf acceptance. In the long run, I wanted to be considered efficient, capable, a team player. Now was the time to achieve that goal.

Luckily, Scarlet had eyes on the ground feeding her information that she’d texted to me while I was in transit. Thom lived above the bar, had left for lunch, but was back home presently. This job would be simple, in and out.

I parked three doors down in the back alley, glanced around, then shifted right there in the front seat of my car. The tingle of magic made me sneeze once, then I was on the hunt.

Out the window, down the sidewalk. Disrespecting gravity, I leapt onto a planter box and from there to a wall ledge that was likely intended to be ornamental but was actually just the right size for dainty fox paws.

This ledge just happened to run along the level of Thom’s second-floor living space, leading straight to an open window only twenty feet ahead. Werewolves and humans wouldn’t have been able to use such a lofty entrance, so Thom wouldn’t have his guard up. The element of surprise was always a plus.

As I scampered, I let my mind wander. The current gig, including drop-off, would be completed before dinner time. I’d thrill Grub when I showed up with the tale of my exploits, plus a gag gift I was already plotting involving rubber bands and peanut butter.

Only...words exploded, not from above but from below me. A voice that wasn’t Thom’s but did sound vaguely familiar. “I came in as ordered!”

I padded closer to ensure I caught the entirety of the exchange even as Thom replied, something dark simmering beneath his words’ quiet restraint. “You did. And that’s a point in your favor. But you know the rules. You broke the rules. You’ve lost the right to your paw.”

My tail twitched with interest. Paw? Was Thom about to cut off someone’s appendage? Apparently I’d been wrong and Scarlet had been right about his character....

I crept closer to the first-story vent that the words had seeped out of. Thom hadn’t chosen to meet whoever this was in his living space. Instead, the two were in the area behind the bar—kitchen or office?

Didn’t matter. I’d collect a little additional information, then I’d collar the culprit just as I’d planned.

To that end, I settled down to engage in some much-needed grooming. Meanwhile, the shifter being chastised burst out with a statement that told me exactly who he was.

“You would have done the exact same thing if some guy felt you up! He was getting ready to slobber all over my face!”

“There was nothing sexual about Eli’s behavior.” The warning in Thom’s voice deepened. “Address your homophobia while you’re gone, Smoke. I expect to see improvement before you reapply.”

Reapply? I gave my tail one last lick then rose to my feet, trying to make sense of the sort of punishment Thom was doling out. If I bent down just right, maybe I could peer in through that vent....

And the ledge crumbled out from under me. Not just a few pebbles but a section as long as I was, cracking away from the wall.

I scrabbled for footing as chunks of mortar rained down beneath me. But there was no footing. Everything seemed to have turned slick and entirely without traction.

A larger chunk of stone let go. Then I was spinning as I fell, hoping for a patch of lawn to stifle the pain and noise of my fall.

No forgiving surface materialized. Just the pavement, which slammed into my paws at the same time Smoke turned belligerent. “You’ll regret this! My brother is an alpha. You think you’re safe here? Gate City is barely as big as our smallest hunting preserve. I’ll....”

My feet stung, but at least the thud of my descent had been overshadowed by Smoke’s bellow. I swiped my tongue across the bottom of one front foot then the other. There. All better. Now I was ready to deal with blustering males.

Only Thom dealt with Smoke first. “Don’t want to reapply? Not my problem. Now, go.”

The alpha command sent ice down my spine, but it didn’t force obedience from me the way it did from the less dominant werewolf. Smoke growled out threats but he stomped toward the back door anyway...the one I was parked directly in front of.

For my part, I really should have been preparing to slip into the bar as Smoke rushed out of it. As best I could tell, there was no one else present in the Full Moon Saloon and Smoke’s crime appeared to be unrelated to the one I was investigating.

A pack wolf would have obeyed her temporary alpha and collared the perp Scarlet had earmarked. The look on Rupert’s face if I returned before he clocked out would be priceless. It might even provoke a nod of appreciation from my tight-lipped boss.

But the story Scarlet had relayed didn’t make sense any longer. Instead, my own first impression of Thom was supported by the way he’d punished the younger male with eviction rather than with physical punishment. The way he’d offered Smoke multiple opportunities to redeem himself.

Who was more likely to have killed a woman last night? A patient alpha who doled out second chances like full-size Snickers bars on Halloween? Or a hot-headed werewolf who’d had his initial target stolen by Charlie’s and my Pied Piper impersonation?

So when Smoke slammed out into the parking lot, I ignored my orders. Instead, I pushed off hard with my back paws, leapt onto the surly werewolf’s back, and dug my teeth into his neck.
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Here’s why werewolves hate kitsunes—their blood grants us all kinds of fun power. My sister and I didn’t imbibe often, so I’d forgotten the way a quick nip filled me with exhilaration greater than the most awesome sugar rush. 

Wowee! My hair spiked out all around my body and I rose three inches off Smoke’s shoulders without bothering to push off with my feet.

But this wasn’t a game. I needed to use the energy I’d stolen to guide Smoke somewhere private before another werewolf noticed a kitsune was among them. Unfortunately, lack of practice meant I didn’t really know what I was doing. Rather than Smoke toddling toward my car with my puffy tail curled around his neck the way I’d hoped he would, the shifter batted at me with one hand while trying to reopen the door behind his back with the other.

Speed, at least, was something I could manage even with my brain fizzing off in twenty different directions. I skittered up to the top of his head, clinging with my claws and preparing to leap if the knob turned.

Nope. The door, apparently, was locked.

And, finally, my brain cleared. Smoke’s motion stuttered into stillness. Now to build upon that success by moving him in the car direction. One, two, three...move.

Hmm. That didn’t work.

Instead, we lingered right out in the open where any passing werewolf could take offense at my existence. Or where a naive human could stumble upon us and get a clue she really shouldn’t have about the supernatural.

“Nice fox,” a girl observed from the other side of the parking lot. Her t-shirt was emblazoned with a sparkly unicorn while rainbows coated her backpack. Was she young enough to see beyond the ordinary and guess what Gate City hid?

“Humans mingling with shifters, the former unaware of the latter. We need to keep the innocent in the dark,” Scarlet had warned. I was blowing this job just when I couldn’t afford a misstep.

“Can I pet it?” the girl continued as I redoubled my efforts to control the werewolf beneath me.

No. This time, adrenaline tunneled my thoughts into a single command. And, sure enough, Smoke obeyed, albeit in his own less-than-delightful manner. His growled refusal included several choice four-letter words.

“Whatever,” the girl rolled her eyes, muttering too quietly for a human to pick up on. “Didn’t have to be a dick about it.” Then she turned to wander off.

But Smoke and I both had shifter ears so we caught her sassing. His muscles tensed...and I redoubled my efforts to turn him in the opposite direction. Toward my car. Away from the girl.

He didn’t move. Instead he grunted, feet shuffling as he struggled against me. A string of invective, low in volume yet sharp as thumbtacks, exploded out of his mouth.

Would the locked door be enough to keep Thom from hearing and rushing out to investigate? I didn’t want to find out, and that was enough to prompt me to consider another dose from the oozing wound on the side of Smoke’s neck.

The initial bite mark wasn’t much worse than the result of rubbing up against an unfriendly rosebush. The punctures would scab over in a few minutes and disappear within a day.

Still, what I’d done and was about to do again made me distinctly queasy. How would I feel if this was one of my pack mates, forced to act against his will? What would Mai say if she could see me now?

But Scarlet had recommended I use my unique abilities to bring in the murderer. The key word being the last one. Smoke wasn’t an innocent. He’d torn apart a human woman last night in wolf form...or at least I thought he had.

So I licked up another tongueful of blood, letting the hot, salty liquid rest in my mouth rather than swallowing this time. Turn left, I thought coldly, and Smoke obeyed without hesitation. Open the car door. Get in.


      [image: image-placeholder]With Smoke’s blood still salty on my tongue, I checked to make sure the alley was once again empty then I summoned my human body and pulled on my clothes. Beside me, the werewolf slouched in the passenger seat as immobile as a crash dummy. He did snap on his seat belt, though, when I murmured: “Click it or ticket.”

After that, driving seemed safer than lingering in the alley. So I headed out to the highway, back in the direction from which I’d come. Traffic was light in the hour between schools letting out and jobs releasing adults, which meant it wasn’t a stretch to rest one hand lightly on the steering wheel while scooping up a little more blood with the other to expedite the interrogation ahead.

This time, my conscience twinged only a little.

“Tell me about last night,” I demanded. And the werewolf beside me opened his mouth to release a cascade of words.

“I already explained to the alpha-wannabe.” Smoke’s body language was combative, but the stolen blood kept his emoting fully verbal. “All I did was push somebody. That’s not enough to take away my paw.”

Okay, this wasn’t the part of last night I should’ve been asking about. But my feet were tapping with energy from all of the blood I’d consumed, which made it hard to ignore fox curiosity. “What do you mean he took away your paw?”

Smoke answered just as easily as previously, no extra blood required this time. “Thom hands out a paw to shifters if we swear to abide by the rules in his city. He gives moons to humans we vouch for. Both are medallions, hunks of metal on a chain. Without one you can’t enter the Moon Room. Have one then lose it and you’re not welcome in town.”

Well, that was...much nicer than what I’d been imagining. Smoke, apparently, didn’t agree. Because, before I could toss out another question, his voice turned scathing.

“Thom likes to play alpha. But he’s not. A real alpha wins his territory in battle. Thom bought this place. Like a gas lease. Or a politician’s votes. He thinks he’s so clever, but all it will take is one strong wolf and, bam, he’s out! Guess who won’t have a paw then?”

Smoke snickered into his chest and I drifted into the left lane to pass a truck hauling heavy equipment on its flatbed. “That’s nice,” I lied. “But I actually don’t care about the twist in your tail. What I want to know is why you killed the human woman last night.”

“Human woman?”

“Janet Allegra.”

And now Smoke went silent. I glanced over, wondering if taking too much blood messed with a werewolf’s cognitive abilities.

But Smoke appeared no less cogent than previously. If anything, he seemed to be blinking his way out of the blood daze. His right hand crept toward the passenger door...

...And, yet again, I swiped up blood, letting the red ooze across my tongue and teeth as I demanded. “Did you kill a woman last night? Yes or no.”

Smoke’s answer came fast and smelled like truth to me. “Of course not. What kind of creep do you think I am?”
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The jury was still out on Smoke’s creepishness. But I dropped him off at a truck stop, swallowing a little extra blood to make sure he thought he’d chosen the spot under his own volition. Then I zipped back up the ramp onto the highway and floored it back toward the Full Moon Saloon. 

Because I’d screwed up. I’d disregarded my boss’s explicit orders and chosen wrong when presented with a two-man lineup. Now was the time to set my error right.

Speaking of errors, as I drove I succumbed to the urge to cleanse my soiled conscience. “Text Mai,” I told my cell phone. Then: “Do you think it’s ever kosher to drink blood from random werewolves?”

Her return text came fast, sounding only slightly odd in the phone’s computer-generated voice. “What happened? Where are you? We can help.”

“Unwrap the knot in your knickers,” I had my phone reply. “That was a hypothetical question only.”

“Like the time you hypothetically broke a $10,000 vase in the Raven twins’ mansion?”

I grinned despite myself, remembering the antique I’d brushed up against and shattered during a game of hide and seek at Charlie and Jessie’s house after school one year. I’d been so terrified at the idea of fessing up, knowing that Mai (there’d been no Gunner in the picture then) couldn’t afford to pay for a replacement. My first impulse had been to literally sweep the shards under the rug.

But the rug—another antique—bulged like a sated boa constrictor. So I’d texted Mai and, at her insistence, told the twins’ mom the truth.

To my surprise, Mrs. Raven had hugged me so hard the air whooshed out of my lungs. “I hated that vase, but it’s from my mother-in-law so it had to be on display constantly. I owe you one.”

I hoped the issue of Thom and blood drinking would have an equally happy ending. And...I was now pulling up in front of the Full Moon Saloon.

So—“Gotta go,” I texted Mai. “More later.” Then I pulled into one of the diagonal parking spaces, looked around, and winced.

Because flashing neon lights above the front door meant the bar was now open. Which in turn meant I’d need a plan to get Thom alone before I could arrest him. The question was—where to do the deed and how to tempt a murderer into isolation now that there were far more people around?

For a moment, I considered heading for that tantalizing window around back the way I had the first time. But the ledge I’d been so proud to use an hour ago had crumbled beneath my feet halfway to the opening. Plus, I’d had enough of taking off-book risks today. It felt more kosher to talk my way through the public area.

Assuming I didn’t go off half-cocked the way I had with Smoke, that is. To that end, I stayed put for a moment while visually scoping out the place.

The public part of the bar was sleepy this early in the day. Two fifty-something men in Carhartts and feed-store caps were parked at a table by the plate-glass window while a suited guy in his thirties hunched over a pint near an interior door. Each man’s body language subtly marked him as human, and so did the posture of the woman who’d brought me and Charlie drinks last night and who now danced to music on her earbuds behind the bar.

She was the one I’d need to talk around if I wanted above-board access to the upstairs. Luckily, from the look of her skin-tight dress and carefully applied makeup, she’d be easy to bond with once I deployed the appropriate tools.

So I kicked out of my comfortable sneakers and turned my star ball into crazy high stilettos. Then, for the second time, strode in the front door of the Full Moon Saloon.


      [image: image-placeholder]“Those shoes look like agony.” Last night, Dixie Lee either hadn’t donned her name tag or I hadn’t noticed it. Today, I paid more attention to the woman who, although human, had been left in charge of a werewolf bar.

She was a scant decade older than me, with kind eyes and a soft southern accent that made me expect an offer of sweet tea. Instead, she went for the usual server question. “What can I get for you today?”

I donned my best smile as I leaned in closer, keeping my words truthful so the acrid scent of a lie wouldn’t derail my efforts. Because that guy in a suit behind me? His body language had seemed human from outside but the scent of fur slipped into my nostrils the moment I strode past.

“This is really embarrassing,” I told Dixie Lee. “But there’s something upstairs I forgot earlier. Do you think I could pop around and get it now?”

Dixie Lee’s eyes widened while a strangled sound emerged from the werewolf. Seemed like Charlie had been right. The Full Moon Saloon’s proprietor didn’t engage in hookups often, or maybe at all.

“You and Thom?” Dixie Lee sputtered. Then she seemed to remember she was a professional and shut down the surprise. “I’d like to help you out, honey, but Thom’s not up there. He left half an hour ago.”

While I was debriefing Smoke. Why hadn’t Scarlet alerted me?

Most likely because she’d sent away her eyes on the ground as soon as my car pulled into the alley. To protect me if I had to utilize my kitsune nature on her command.

Which was thoughtful...but also meant my unwise choice of nabbing the wrong suspect was going to make this job much harder than it should have been. Still, I had confidence Dixie Lee could lead me to my target now.

Slipping my toes out of shoes that actually supported my feet perfectly, I reached down to rub at not-really-aching arches. Dixie Lee’s face once again crinkled up in sympathy and I pushed a little harder for information. “Could you maybe give me his number?”

This time, the lone werewolf joined our conversation even though he didn’t move from his spot by what I was guessing was the door to the Moon Room. “Thom doesn’t take many days off,” he observed. Like Dixie Lee, he had a noticeable accent, but his I didn’t recognize. German? Russian? “If he didn’t leave you a way to contact him,” the werewolf continued, “well, maybe that was a hint.”

“Bertrand.” Dixie Lee frowned over my shoulder. “Be nice. I can at least call and check.”

I hid my triumphant grin behind a hand as Dixie Lee dialed. Listened shamelessly to Thom’s greeting after the third ring.

“I’m busy. What do you need?”

The words were terse. Even a human should have known better than to bait an annoyed werewolf.

Dixie Lee didn’t know better. Instead, her voice turned teasing. “You left the bar early last night. What were you up to?”

A growl came through, then words. “None of your business.”

Well, that was clear. No wonder Bertrand cleared his throat uncomfortably and Dixie Lee finally acted like the prey animal she was.

“I’m sorry to have bothered you. I’ll let you go....”

I expected Thom to hang up. Instead, breath flared as if he’d sighed into the phone. His words softened. “You’re not bothering me. Is there a problem at the bar?”

In the pause that followed, a strange noise emerged from the phone’s speaker. One that resembled Grub’s response while losing a tickle fight. One that made me rethink the earlier growl.

Because Gunner had always said his son sounded like a howling hyena. And, in southwest Virginia, the only place you found hyenas was in a zoo.

Tilting my head until I caught Dixie Lee’s attention, I mouthed: “I can come back later.”

Her relief was instantaneous. “No,” she told her werewolf boss. “There’s no problem.” Then, after hanging up, she shrugged at me. “Sorry. It didn’t seem like the right time.”

Only it had been the right time. I’d gotten exactly what I’d come for. I knew where Thom was.
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My phone had exploded with texts while I was in the bar. All from Mai. All full of worry that I hadn’t intended to instigate. All dancing around the same conclusion: no, she didn’t think it was ever kosher to consume werewolf blood. 

But she’d stopped texting several minutes ago, leaving Grub to twist my heart strings in her absence. Not in text form. Instead, Mai had sent a video clip of my nephew hugging his mother’s knees while she filmed him from above.

“Tell Auntie Kira what you just told me,” Mai suggested.

“I said Kira will come home if she gets into trouble. We’ll take good care of her and she’ll bring me gummy bears and caramel and chocolate and....”

The clip ended with Grub still reciting his favorite candies. And I couldn’t decide whether to smile or to cry. Because none of those snacks were nearly as sweet as my nephew...while if I made the wrong move and sullied the Fairwood name, I might be forced to leave our pack rather than bring trouble back down on my sister’s head.

Not that I intended to fail. I’d made one small misstep, letting Thom go while debriefing Smoke. But the real murderer was even now veering further than I had from the path of cleverness, allowing me plenty of time to catch back up.

Because the sounds caught over the phone—the feline growl, the hyena laugh—both suggested Thom had stepped into the stereotypical villain’s downfall. He’d returned to the scene of the crime.

So I nosed my car east into the valley dipping out of town. And I headed toward the Creation Kingdom Zoo.

As best I could tell from the information my phone recited during the short drive over, this wasn’t the type of city zoo I was used to. Instead, Creation Kingdom had been started as one family’s passion project then grew as Gate City exploded in size over the last decade. Now, the organization was a mix between a petting zoo and a safari park.

The business was also closed, I saw as I pulled up in front.

Closed when it should have been open, presumably because of the dead body found in the lion pen not so many hours earlier. There was, however, a lone truck perfectly centered between two lines in the parking area, a pickup I vaguely remembered seeing behind the bar when I’d listened in on Smoke and Thom’s conversation earlier in the day.

Yes, my target was here without obvious backup. I could make the surreptitious collar my boss had ordered and ensure my sister remained proud of me...assuming Thom didn’t find me first.

Ignoring the knowledge that a wolf’s teeth were three times as large as mine in fox form, I shed my clothes, shifted, then scampered along the outside of the fence seeking entrance. There. The scent of a heavier canine led me straight to a hole large enough to run through. Tufts of hair clinging to the edges promised that, for Thom, this wide avenue had been a tight squeeze.

I shivered, not sure why I was letting today’s target get to me when I’d taken down several other werewolves over the past few weeks with very little hassle. Perhaps it was the dominance Thom had exuded when he’d sent Smoke packing. Or the strange attraction that hadn’t entirely faded from my belly despite knowledge of the dark nature of the bartender’s after-hours pursuits.

Or Scarlet’s recommendation that I use blood to make the collar. Mai’s quick negative response when I felt her out about the ethics of utilizing that kitsune power.

Whatever the reason, I’d committed to this job and I’d get it done before shivers turned into full-on stupidity. Unfortunately, the trail turned cold on the other side of the fence. Thom’s aroma was lost amid tiger piss and camel spit, sweet corn and decaying venison.

So I’d hunt the way a fox did. Leaping from foothold to foothold, I was on top of the nearest shed within seconds, surveying the scene before my eyes.

Animal enclosures spread out in all directions. Most were large and all had barns to allow the inhabitants to get in out of the weather. Thom could be anywhere, although the lion habitat would be the obvious location to start looking. I’d....

Movement sparked out of the corner of my eye. Closer than I’d thought and at my level.

I spun, only to find a giraffe tilting its head curiously as it considered me. Broad nostrils snuffled hot air in my face before the animal wandered away.

Okay, so hunting like a fox wasn’t going to work after all. In a zoo, the inhabitants were constantly moving, all catching my attention. I wouldn’t find Thom by lingering on my safe little perch.

Instead, I descended back to ground level, never mind the sensation of predator eyes raising hairs on the back of my neck worse than ever. I tracked that particular sensation to the panther habitat, catching the glint of feline pupils following as I sidled past.

I was slowing my breathing and reminding myself that the predators were all in cages when I ran straight into an uncaged wolf.
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Thom was the biggest wolf I’d ever seen, with the possible exception of my brother-in-law. And bulky, as if he spent hours of every day running four-legged...which I guess wasn’t so hard here in southwest Virginia where, outside city limits, trees outnumbered people thousands to one. 

Size wasn’t the only factor stacking the deck against me either. As Thom’s icepick eyes met mine, something more than fear trickled down my spine.

This wolf was intriguing. Enticing. A danger to my purpose in joining the Lawkeepers.

Grub, I reminded myself. My unborn niece. Both were more important than animal magnetism. Even if both the animal and the magnet were pretty intense.

Swallowing down attraction, I abruptly understood why Scarlet had suggested I use the blood approach. I wasn’t so sure I could bring Thom in with my sword alone. Blood would even the odds, but I’d find the liquid tough to acquire given our size differential and Thom’s heavy fur quotient. There, though, my sword would come in handy. Not forcing Thom to surrender, but extending my reach so I could harvest that necessary tablespoonful of blood.

Before I could second-guess my orders another time, I blinked and magic suffused me. My perspective twisted as I rose to two-legged prominence. Now I was taller than any wolf, even Thom’s. Plus, I had a magical blade in my hand.

Vision had fuzzed for a moment while I was between forms, but I slapped my eyelids back open before they were really ready and prepared to fight. Only...I wasn’t gazing down on bared teeth the way I expected to be. Instead, I was considering furless skin, six-pack abs, and portions of the masculine anatomy that weren’t really kosher to stare at even if you’re a shifter and often wind up naked in mixed company.

“Oops.” My cheeks reddened as my gaze resolutely lifted to Thom’s neck level. And, to my surprise, he chuckled then let me off the hook.

“Easy mistake to make during a shift. I assume you’re dropping by to check over the lion enclosure? It’s been scrubbed clean by your people. But there might be something present I’ve missed.”

He turned away and I was startled enough to fall into step as we wound back in the direction he’d come from. Was Thom really pretending that he’d entered the zoo to hunt the murderer just like I had?

Well, if he was willing to talk, then so was I. “You expected me?”

Thom’s words turned slightly awkward in their carefulness. “It was clear a Lawkeeper would come given the military connection. I was hoping you’d be the one they sent.”

Was Thom saying he’d killed a woman to tempt me back to Gate City? I shook my head to clear away the crazy and responded the way I would have to a non-murderer. “You knew I was a Lawkeeper. And you’re not spooked by my fur form.”

Were the tips of Thom’s ears faintly red now, or was I merely wishing I hadn’t been the only one to embarrass myself? His mutter suggested the former. “I may have looked you up.”

“In the sixty minutes since you were informed of a murder in your territory?”

Yes, that really was redness blushing Thom’s epidermis. A tantalizing, spicy aroma drifted off him—embarrassment combined with the sweetness of interest. He cleared his throat. “Before that. Last night.”

And now we were outside the lion pen, currently devoid of big cats but clearly marked with an educational sign I didn’t bother skimming. Damp beneath my feet suggested Thom was right about the deep cleaning, although I doubted Lawkeepers had been the ones responsible. The more likely culprit was standing by my side.

I needed to remember that. I had to trust Scarlet’s legwork even if my instincts screamed that Thom wouldn’t be stupid enough to revisit his body-stashing location the day after killing a woman. The man in front of me was the enemy, not some cute guy I’d met at a bar.

Even though I had met him at a bar. And he was cute, especially when a blush contrasted so adorably with his prominent nose and masculine chin.

I clenched my teeth, forcing focus. But, externally, I maintained my smile. No need to let Thom know his aw-shucks offensive had splatted against the hard wall of reality.

Instead, I leaned against the metal railing Thom had already chosen as his support, sidling closer until the air between us warmed from proximity of living skin. “About last night.” I kept my voice light. “You left before we could trade numbers.”

And...something about my statement must have come out wrong. Because for the first time since we’d stumbled upon each other outside the panther habitat, the brilliance of Thom’s blue eyes clouded. “Trade numbers,” he repeated.

My sword was still clenched in my right fist, so I lifted my left hand to trail a provocative line down his forearm as I elaborated. “So I could call you.” Tilting my head, I peered up at Thom through my lashes. “Or so you could call me.”

I kept my breath carefully even as I tried to reel him in...and the effort wasn’t working. Thom’s muscles were so tense beneath my finger that they might as well have been the iron railing. His scent had turned sharp and alert, the drowsy seduction I’d thought we both felt sloughing off faster than our shifts between animal fur and human skin.

When he opened his mouth, Thom’s words were hard. “You’re not investigating the murder, are you? You’re investigating me.”


      [image: image-placeholder]“Who says I can’t do both?” As I spoke, I twisted my star-ball sword into an entirely visible and tangible band of whip-like flexibility. Flinging the restraint around Thom’s torso and pulling tight, he was caught just like that.

Which, come to think of it, would have been an easier solution than drawing his blood. Had Scarlet not realized I had other kitsune powers to call upon?

Tabling that issue, I tensed, waiting for the inevitable struggle. Only, it never came. Instead, Thom’s icepick eyes merely watched as I grabbed his shoulders and pulled myself in closer.

I didn’t need blood to restrain him right at this instant. But the drive to Roanoke took a few hours, during which time my focus might slip and my star-ball magic slip with it. I guessed I could see Scarlet’s point.

Still, I hesitated as Mai’s lips twisted in my memory the same way they had when I’d hidden my report card rather than admit that I’d failed sixth-grade science. Only, this wasn’t anything like that, I reminded myself. My boss had okayed me using kitsune trump cards. And Thom was a murderer.

Plus, I wouldn’t take much. One little nip, a modicum of blood, and physical restraints would no longer be required....

Only, it didn’t quite work out that way.

Instead, the instant my lips touched Thom’s neck, contact awoke an awareness more intense than the caress of his icepick eyes. His skin was salty but also succulent, tempting me to lick instead of bite. To sooth my fingers across those muscles until they loosened then flexed with pure pleasure....

Blinking myself back on track, I forced my teeth to sharpen. Tore more than I’d intended to. Blood poured out in a steady stream.

And the memory of Mai, once again, made me hesitate. Now her eyebrows were drawing together the same way they had this morning after Grub’s impetuous invasion of my bedroom. My nephew’s action had been harmless, but mine wasn’t. The step I was about to take felt very wrong.

And, finally, Thom spoke, his voice rumbling through his body, across his skin, and into my belly. “You need to prove I’m innocent. I get that. Drink then ask whatever you want.”

Thom hadn’t been shocked into stillness, I now realized. Instead, he’d made a choice to let me do whatever I wanted.

Odd. But maybe he realized my star-ball magic outmatched his brute werewolf strength. Maybe this was just another way of messing with my mind and evading responsibility for his own actions.

Whatever the reason, his acquiescence thawed the cold ball of doubt Mai’s memory had created. I dipped back down to that red glimmer and took a sip....

Thom’s blood was nothing like Smoke’s. Instead, it was invigorating but so much more than invigorating. Irresistibly sweet. Heady with a depth I’d expect from a top-shelf chardonnay.

After that, I stopped sipping and started gulping. I lost track of what I was drinking. I couldn’t stop....

Only, I must have. Sometime. And my star-ball whip must have loosened and faded back into me in the process.

I must have lost my balance. Likely around the time when everything went black.

Because I came back to myself who knows how long afterwards with one of Thom’s arms wrapped around my torso. I was curled up in his lap, my head tucked against the front of his bare shoulder. Thom hummed a soft melody, his free hand stroking my hair.

I was in the embrace of a murderer. And I didn’t want the moment to end.

My breathing must have changed though because Thom observed: “You’re awake.” I started to pull back only to have his enfolding arm tighten. “Mud,” he observed. “Allow me.”

Then he was rising with me in his arms as easily as if I’d been a child. He was right. The spot where we’d wound up was a mucky mess...and Thom had been sitting right in it. His legs were smeared in the gunk, while I was pristine.

Which meant nothing. I told myself that as he set me down carefully, my bare feet coming to rest on a paved walkway that was damp but gunk-free. I swayed, strangely woozy. As if I’d lost blood rather than stealing far too much of it from the man who supported me now.

My gaze flew to the wound on Thom’s neck, the wound that had stopped bleeding and started scabbing. He must have held me for quite a while. Sitting in the mud that—now that I no longer needed to scramble through it to get away from a presumed murderer—I could admit smelled more like manure than earth.

Finally, I cleared my throat and spoke. “Why are you still here?”

“You collapsed.” Thom reached out, the back of his hand brushing against my forehead. “How are you feeling?”

I was feeling deeply confused. As relaxed as if I’d just woken in a warm bed on a lazy Sunday morning while also well aware that I had a daunting and unsavory job ahead.

The job won out. I straightened my spine and demanded: “Where did you go when you left the bar last night?”








  
  

Chapter 10
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Thom’s mouth flattened. “You’ll want more blood to assure yourself I’m telling the truth on this one.” 

He lowered his head, exposing the scabbed wound. His scent pushed toward me even stronger, enfolding me in its embrace.

I wanted what he was offering. No, want wasn’t the right word. I needed it. My mouth watered and I leaned forward, craving that blood with every iota of my being.

But I stopped just shy of his shoulder. I had no idea why I’d passed out and I didn’t intend to do so again.

Instead, I forced myself backwards. Hardened my voice. “Just tell me. I’ll smell a lie.”

Thom cocked his head. “And you couldn’t do that the first time?” When I remained silent, he shrugged and offered the most unlikely explanation imaginable. “Heartburn.”

“You, who never take time off, left the Full Moon Saloon in the middle of a busy Friday night because you were suffering from heartburn?” I was tempted to change my mind and use the blood approach after all. But Thom shook his head, and this time his explanation made more sense.

“Dad had pains in his chest. I took him to the ER but it turned out to be a bad case of heartburn. I’d prefer not to spread his business around.”

The scents that curled off Thom as he spoke were many and varied, but none had the acrid burn of mistruth. “Then why are you here?” I demanded.

“To find out what happened. A woman was killed in my territory.” Thom seemed to grow taller with each word, his eyes turning from glacial ultramarine to spark-spitting fire. He was furious. “I understand this is a Lawkeeper case. But I don’t intend to let the culprit become a repeat offender while I wait for the slow wheels of justice to turn.”

This time, I believed him. I believed him even though the facts I’d been gathering no longer added up to anything coherent.

Which meant I needed more facts. I eyed the alpha in front of me, and this time he sighed and repeated his initial statement. “You want blood.” Only he didn’t stop there; he fixed the problem I hadn’t mentioned aloud. “We’ll go back to the parking lot and lock you in your car. Then you can use your kitsune magic while staying safe even if you pass out.”


      [image: image-placeholder]Our return journey to the vehicles was silent. Thom hadn’t missed the fact I trailed behind, star-ball sword once again at the ready. He hadn’t missed the fact that, when we came to the hole in the fence, I didn’t shift to four legs until he was already on the other side.

No wonder he ditched fangs and claws the moment our toenails clicked on pavement. No wonder he strode away from me rather than hovering close.

“Get in your car,” he ordered once twenty feet of air separated us.

“Alpha compulsions don’t work against kitsunes,” I countered, standing my ground.

Thom’s eyelids lowered halfway. He waited a beat, then added: “Please.”

Only then did I obey him. Sliding into the front seat of my vehicle, I rolled down the window far enough to reach through.

But Thom didn’t come closer. Instead, he shook his head. “That’s too much room. I could grab you.”

Never mind that he hadn’t grabbed me when I was comatose outside the lion enclosure. Or, well, I guess he had grabbed me. But only to keep me out of the mud.

Still, Thom was as immovable as a brick wall. So I tapped the button until the air space between window and door frame was barely large enough for a finger to slide through. And, finally, Thom sidled closer, slow and careful as if he thought I might spook.

“Door locked?” he asked. I’d already flicked the relevant button, but I pressed it again so he could hear the gears engage. Only then did he nod. “Okay.”

As he spoke, he picked at the thin scab on his neck with a broad thumbnail. Scooping up blood on his forefinger, he slid the single digit through the gap above my window glass.

And I couldn’t help myself. I rose up on my knees to draw blood and fingertip into my mouth, holding the warmth in place with my lips. Licking.... Sucking....

Thom’s eyelids lowered further and he growled. Or maybe he purred. Whatever the sound, it combined with his blood to hit me hard and low and wet.

I lost some time. Only a little. I didn’t pass out, but I did fall into Thom’s eyes.

They were no longer icepicks. More like moonbeams sparking through a gap in the clouds to lift me out of darkness. Like warm hands buoying me up.

I might have drifted in that daze forever if Thom hadn’t mustered words. “You can’t talk when you have”—his voice hitched—“my finger in your mouth.”

He was right, but I curled my lips tighter around his skin anyway. I couldn’t release him. I didn’t want to.

“You have reasons for being here,” Thom growled.

Reasons. Reluctantly, I remembered.

Justice for a dead innocent. A future for my unborn niece.

Thom’s finger popped out of my mouth and words emerged along with it. “Did you kill Janet Allegra?”

Blue eyes that had been bright one moment earlier glazed over just a little. Enough to prove I had power over him. But Thom’s answer was firm, simple. “No.”

“Were you involved in her murder?”

“Not that I’m aware of.”

“Do you know who killed her?”

“I don’t.”

Back inside the zoo, Thom’s scent had said the same thing. So his answers shouldn’t have come as a surprise now.

Still, I was floored. Glad to be kneeling on the front seat of my car because I wasn’t sure I could have kept my feet if I’d been standing.

Smoke hadn’t killed Janet Allegra and Thom hadn’t either. So who was the murderer on the loose?
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