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Chapter 1

[image: image]




The first time my mother spoke to me from beyond the grave, my little sister was defying gravity.

“The nail that sticks out gets hammered down,” the disembodied voice of my dead mother noted inside my head just as a very real Kira called out: “Look, Mai! I’m flying!”

Jolting at Mama’s unexpected intrusion, I swiveled to take in my sister’s long legs scampering atop the six-foot high-wall at the edge of the cemetery. I usually didn’t pay much attention to Kira’s affinity for gymnastics in high places. But it wasn’t every day a long-dead Japanese woman tapped on the inside of my skull and demanded that I take notice.

So—“Careful!” I called just as Kira’s right foot touched down on a section of wall where the weight of the hillside had pushed the cinder blocks out at an angle, ivy and dirt promising to send the unwary tumbling off her stride.

“I know what I’m doing!” my sister replied, tossing her head and rolling her eyes just like she’d done yesterday and the day before and the day before that while walking home from school. All the while human feet pranced through the debris with the agility of a fox, proving that she was right and I was wrong. My concern—and the warning from our dead mother—had been for nothing.

Or so it seemed until my sister raised her chin toward the surprisingly bright March sunshine, closed her eyes to better soak up the warmth...and ran smack dab into the largest male body I’d seen in my life.

A moment earlier, I could have sworn that the cemetery—or at least what I could see of it from the recessed sidewalk—was entirely devoid of life. But now my little sister’s shoulders were caught in the grip of hands that could oh-so-easily slide upward to settle around her unprotected neck. Veins stood out from the assailant’s rippling muscles. And I didn’t need to lift my nose to the breeze to understand what had taken place.

Kira had been waylaid by our worst possible enemy—an alpha male werewolf.

***

[image: image]


FOR HALF A SECOND, they wobbled there together atop tilting chunks of concrete. One girl who hid a secret punishable by death. And one predator who was willing and able to perform said execution.

Beneath them, I clenched my fist around the strobing ball of light shielded by the fabric of my pants pocket while at the same time assessing possible approaches. The trouble was, while I could jump directly onto the wall from my current location, doing so would be royally stupid within view of an alpha werewolf. But ascending in a human manner would mean running halfway down the block to the gateway Kira had so agilely leapt across...while leaving my sister unprotected in the interim.

So I stood for one endless second mimicking a stranded fish, mouth gaping and metaphorical fins flapping while I tried to decide which approach was least likely to get my sister killed. Meanwhile, beneath my clothes, the incorporeal light that held half my soul oozed out of my pocket, slid around my hip, and slowed at last in the empty scabbard strapped to my back. There the ice-cold tendrils of my star ball lengthened and solidified into my favorite weapon—a rapier-thin sword, just waiting to be drawn and wielded against the unwary.

The entire magical manipulation—plus associated brain freeze—had taken only a second, one blink of the eye during which my sister’s assailant didn’t appear to notice he had any audience other than one twelve-year-old child. His slender fingers had neither loosened nor tightened, and he spoke now in a voice so deep it was dangerous. “Someone’s hunting innocents in this city. You shouldn’t be out here alone.”

Half of my brain occupied itself assessing that assertion. Was this werewolf—the most hazardous being we could possibly run up against—honestly warning my kid sister to steer clear of other predators? Or was that a threat half hidden beneath the throaty timbre of his overtly protective words?

But most of my attention remained focused on planning out my subsequent actions. I couldn’t toss the sword to Kira and risk her being cut on an edged weapon, not when the twelve-year-old still used training blades in the school gymnasium where I taught. And was it even a good idea to provide a weapon in the first place when anything I threw upwards could just as easily end up in the lightning-quick hands of an overpowering alpha?

While other possibilities flicked through my brain with the force of strobe lights, Kira answered back as airily as if she and this werewolf were chance-met friends chatting during a stroll through the park. “Oh, I’m not alone,” she said blithely. “I’ve got Mai.”

“Your what?”

“No, not ‘my.’ Mai.”

Which is when I decided that running up the three-inch-wide staircase created by the cracking wall was almost easy enough to appear human. After all, the werewolf’s fingers remained poised inches away from my sister’s jugular. Didn’t Kira realize that a being so powerful inevitably thought anything he could hold onto was his to keep?

So, relinquishing all concern about appearing human, I took the first two steps up the side of the wall in one lunging leap. Then I froze as the male’s chin tilted down toward me.

His eyes were windows I was unprepared to gaze into. Piercing and assessing and, at the same time, as deep and full of mystery as the bottom of a well. He quirked arching eyebrows, the faintest hints of crows’ feet appearing at his temples...only to fade as he took in the rapier I’d unconsciously extended to prod against his jeans-clad calf.

“Ah, I see,” the male answered. “You are quite admirably protected. My mistake.”

Then, without so much as nudging the sharpened steel away from his flesh, the werewolf released my sister’s shoulders and offered me a perfunctory half-bow. He was as lithe as a swordsman, his body as perfectly proportioned as a statue hailing from ancient Greece.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mai.” And to my sister—“Mind your balance, child.” With that parting shot, the werewolf slid back out of my sight line, disappearing into the cemetery as quickly as he’d materialized in the first place.

And me? I was left with a hint of sweetness on my lips that reminded me of near-forgotten teenage kisses. Swiping one hand across my mouth to remove the tell-tale flavor, I jerked my chin at my sister. “We need to get you home.”

After all, my second job was calling. Cage fights wait for no woman.
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Chapter 2
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I wouldn’t dream of heading into battle without my black leather jacket and knee-high boots, but there was more to this gig than fighting. So I showed up at the Arena an hour later in a baby-pink blouse, ruffled neckline drooping low enough to show off my nearly nonexistent boobs. I tied up my hair in two above-the-ear pigtails. And I splashed enough smoky blue and silver eye shadow on either side of my nose to accentuate the slant of my half-Japanese eyes.

The effect wasn’t me...but I’d do a lot to put food on the table for my sister. In this case, unfortunately, a lot wasn’t quite enough.

“...did you hear about the hooker they found dead down by the river last week...”

“...new bar with two-for-one appetizers...”

“...wouldn’t bet against Mai if you paid me to...”

The news of the day swirled around me in a cloud of horrors, excitement, and—unfortunately—overwhelming appreciation for my prowess. As if to prove the last point, a meaty hand came down on my shoulder as a random audience member congratulated me on my most recent win. “Nice job against those bozos,” he boomed.

The male in question was a head and shoulders taller than my five-feet-zero frame, and he likely could have lifted me off the ground with one arm tied behind his back. Still, his posture radiated respect for more than the length of my rapier...which should have filled me with much-deserved pride.

Unfortunately, my boss had been using the unlikely disconnect between my appearance and my skill level to her financial advantage for nearly a decade. It was a lucrative proposition—toss the tiny street girl out against a gang of heavy hitters, bet on the underdog, and watch the cash roll in. Since my ten percent of the take paid the rent, having members of the audience betting for me rather than against me could very well turn into a financial disaster for both Ma and myself.

Drat and blast! What did it take to be underestimated in this town?

Before I could decide which evasive action to take, though, I glanced toward the other side of the stadium where my opponents usually held court. Best to see what kind of warrior Ma Scrubbs had dug up before I decided between the damsel-in-distress routine and the fake-wound walk....

New fighters were always easy to pick out due to the contestants’ banners slung across their chests. And I was ready for any number of them. After all, I’d faced down five opponents just last month, forgetting myself and knocking the quintet down like dominoes with a few short swipes of my sword.

But during that ill-matched contest, I hadn’t been forced to hide my abilities. Had been facing humans only, without a single werewolf in sight.

Now, as I eyed one tall male and one erect-ruffed four-legger, I not only recognized the abilities of the shifters before me, I also knew immediately who they were. The man standing on two legs possessed uncannily familiar features for all that I’d never set eyes on his face before. And no wonder when he smelled identical to the wolf panting by his side, both boasting the same deep musk that lingered on my tongue despite every effort to wash their granite and ozone signature out of my brain.

No, these opponents weren’t strangers. Or at least the wolf wasn’t. Instead, this was the self-same shifter who had accosted my sister on the cemetery wall earlier in the afternoon.

Meanwhile, the two-legged shifter’s words were just barely audible with the help of my own supernaturally assisted hearing. “Of course this is a good idea,” the male murmured on the other side of the chattering crowd. His voice was gritty with rebellion, which struck me as strange since I could smell his dominance from fifty feet distant. “You know the evidence leads here.”

Evidence? Were these werewolves hunting something? Could they possibly be seeking me?

Whether that conclusion was grounded in reality or in pure paranoia, I’d risk too much by fighting fellow shifters unaware of my closely held secret. So I turned on my heel and stalked off in the opposite direction.

It was time to hold a serious conversation with my boss.

***
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“YOU’RE LATE.”

Ma Scrubbs glowered at me across a table littered with dollar bills and scraps of hastily scrawled wagers. To the uninitiated, the mess looked like, well, a mess. But my second-shift supervisor memorized each offering, constantly recalculated the odds, and ensured the finances fell forever in her favor.

Not so difficult when she had a fighter like me in her back pocket.

Which, tonight, she most definitely did not. “I’m not doing it, Ma,” I responded, slamming the door of my employer’s office to block out the crowd so I could transition from Disney princess into hardened warrior and feel like myself once again. Only after stuffing both arms into the leather jacket waiting for me on the back of the door then buttoning the armor up to my chin did my heart calm sufficiently for me to fall into the empty seat waiting on the other side of Ma’s desk.

“Cool it with the tantrums, girlie. And I’m not your mother. So don’t call me ‘Ma.’” As she spoke, the older woman’s brows scrunched together into a glower that I was far too familiar with. Because, no, Ma Scrubbs wasn’t my mother. But she’d let me play in her office dozens of times while my father fought, had offered me his vacated spot when I struggled to keep my tiny family afloat after being orphaned at age eighteen, and was the closest thing to a parental figure I had left.

So I obeyed her command and elaborated as best I could without mentioning supernatural elements that Ma Scrubbs may or may not have picked up on by now. “I can’t win against those two,” I explained. “It’s just not possible. Pick someone else for the first fight then I’ll go in for round two.”

Ma Scrubbs considered me from the far side of the desktop, her head barely visible above the cluttered surface. If I was small, she was wizened, face so wrinkled it was impossible to guess what the seventy-year-old might have looked like when she was young. After a moment of consideration, she shrugged, pulling a battered notebook out of one pocket. “Go home then,” she told me. “I’ll call the Raven sisters in to fight.”

“No!” The word burst from my lips before I could soften the rejection. “They’re children! They’ll be slaughtered!”

“Not against those two. Gunner and Ransom are boy scouts. First blood will be a nick on the cheek. Won’t even scar. And next week, ticket sales will skyrocket out of sight.”

So she was aware of the existence of werewolves. No human would refer to a four-legged shifter in the same breath as his two-legged companion unless she fully understood the former’s ability to change forms.

Still, I had no time to further analyze that fact because Ma Scrubbs wasn’t even looking at me any longer. Instead, she pulled out her cell phone and began thumbing through her address book, stopping only when the faces of Jessie and Charlie Raven popped into view. The twins were sweet young things who I’d mentored for a couple of summers. Despite my best efforts, though, the duo still thought fencing was a sport in which you didn’t hit below the belt or above the neck. They had no concept werewolves existed and they were barely older than my kid sister. If I didn’t allow Kira to sit in the Arena’s audience, I certainly wasn’t going to be responsible for Jessie and Charlie ending up within the Arena’s cage.

So even though I knew I was being played, I reached out and blocked the phone’s surface with my hand. “Okay, you win,” I answered. Took a deep breath, considered the angles. I couldn’t use my supernatural speed to its full advantage against a pair of werewolves, but there had to be a way to turn my opponents’ cockiness against them.

If there was, Ma Scrubbs surely would have thought of it. “And you clearly have a plan,” I continued. “So let’s hear it.”

“It’s simple,” my boss answered, her eyes twinkling with old-lady mirth. “You’ve been winning, winning, always winning. Nobody’s gonna bet against you. So tonight, you’ll reset the clock. Tonight...you’ll lose.”
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Losing, unfortunately, wasn’t as easy as I’d expected. Oh, sure, when the cage door clanged shut, leaving me trapped within a small chain-link enclosure with two very large werewolves, the shiver running down my spine suggested the hard part would be merely staying alive. But my opponents—for all that they appeared to be brothers—combined to create the worst team imaginable.

Ransom—the human-form brother and the only one the announcer had introduced by name—turned out to be a run-of-the-mill opponent. He was fast and aggressive and out for my blood.

His brother, on the other hand, was not.

“Get out of my way!” Ransom muttered between gritted teeth the third time Gunner tangled himself between his sibling’s legs and made it nearly impossible for the human sibling to dodge my blows...let alone get in one of his own. I would have laughed out loud if my goal hadn’t been to lose the match subtly enough so the audience wouldn’t wring my neck afterwards. As it was, my cheeks heated with frustration and I could almost feel next month’s rent money slipping out of my grasp.

Meanwhile, the crowd was no more pleased than I was at my opponents’ inability to put up a passable show. “Boo!” howled one angry bystander while fingers rattled the cage inches from my head. A beer bottle cleared the fence and shattered onto the mat a yard away from my booted feet, the glass shards turning into makeshift blades my opponents could pick up at any moment and use against my flesh.

In the midst of all this mayhem, I needed to not only survive but also to lose without appearing to throw over the fight. Time to implement my favorite weapon—my tongue.

“Ma Scrubbs told me you two were boy scouts,” I said conversationally even as I danced through a series of warm-up exercises that appeared far more impressive than they really were. Had to keep the crowd happy while gearing up for the grand finale. “I’m thinking you look more like Brownies, though. Or maybe Daisies. Did you even earn enough merit badges to sell Girl Scout cookies yet?”

In response, Ransom growled between human teeth and took a single step forward, but I could have sworn Gunner was amused rather than provoked by my taunts. Whatever the reason, the latter’s lupine jaws gaped open, his tongue lolling off to one side even as he blocked his brother as gracefully as if the two were dancing a minuet.

You-fight-like-a-girl jabs clearly weren’t going to move this match along to the point where the audience would go home happy. So I assessed the way the two males worked in effort-filled non-harmony. Guessed reasons why one gamecock brother might choose to engage in battle while the other would undermine Ransom’s authority at every turn...while still insisting upon guarding his sibling’s back.

Then I opened my mouth and launched a second attack. “New alpha can’t handle his own fights, can he?” I guessed, piecing together whispers I’d recently heard emerging from the few shifters I dared to speak with. “Just another dumb jock inheriting shoes too big for his puny feet. You know what they say about a guy with small feet....”

And just like that, the brothers glanced at each other in perfect harmony. Silent words streaked between them while the scents of fur and electricity filled the air.

At last, I’d gotten under their skins.

How like wolves to get riled up over issues of heredity...and shoe size. I let a smile crinkle my cheeks for a split second, but then it was time for battle.

Because both brothers were leaping toward me in synchronized splendor now. And above our heads, a surge of approval rolled out over the crowd.

***
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FOR LONG SECONDS, MY world narrowed down to the simplicity of attack and parry. I hooked the hilt of my sword around one of Ransom’s knives and pulled it out of his grip as easily as I disarmed raw beginners in my day job. But with Gunner circling slyly toward my blind spot, I was soon forced onto the defensive, spinning on my back foot and stabbing wildly to force the wolf into a retreat.

Whoosh. My sword cut deeper toward my lupine opponent than I’d intended, and I held my breath as hairs sprayed out around us both. If I’d misjudged my reach and pricked Gunner’s skin, the match would be over before it really started...and not in a way that would please my picky boss.

Rent, I reminded myself as I scrambled backwards, glad there was no blood welling up where my blade had recently made contact with the four-legged werewolf. Groceries. Bus money. More magic-trick paraphernalia for Kira’s birthday next week. Tuition at her school in the nice part of town....

Gradually, the roar of the crowd receded into the background and calm descended upon me just as it did every day during training. I grabbed the veil of control Dad had taught me to wield two decades earlier, slowed my attacks and parries until they matched my gasping breaths. There. The outer world meant nothing. Now I could be certain my blade would fly eternally true.

“I know what you are.”

And to my eternal embarrassment, I stumbled, Ransom’s words cutting through my hard-earned concentration far more admirably than my earlier verbal parry had interrupted his. The pack leader’s knowledge of my identity was impossible. Because if werewolves were aware of my family’s secret, their leader wouldn’t be fighting me in a cage match. The whole pack would instead descend upon Kira and me as a unit, intent upon tearing out both of our throats.

As I tried to make sense of the nonsensical, Ransom took advantage of my turmoil. Swiping his sole remaining knife beneath my armpit, he opened up a nick in the jacket that had protected me year after year. And even though the cut didn’t reach all the way to my skin, I was so shaken by the damage that I took a step backward...

...and promptly stumbled over Gunner, who’d poised himself in just the right spot to take advantage of my lapse. I teetered, nearly falling. Then I decided not to fight the imminent collapse. Instead, I allowed the accidental momentum to propel me sideways as I slashed my sword in a Z pattern in front of the unruly wolf’s nose.

The sword-waving warning gave me breathing room to come up behind the two-legger’s unguarded back. And, okay, so maybe I called upon a little supernatural speed to get me there. Maybe I bent my sword slightly away from its target so the metal didn’t come in contact with game-ending flesh. But, in the midst of combat, who would either know or care?

The sharp tang of success cleared my head the way it always did. And I realized as I set up the defeat I so badly needed that my opponent was merely accusing me of being an unaffiliated werewolf...not of something considerably worse. After all, I smelled as much like fur as the brothers with whom I shared the stage at the moment. And more than a century since our supposed eradication, most shifters probably didn’t believe beings like myself and my sister continued to exist.

So I ran with it. “Yep, you’re right. I’m outpack. That means I don’t have to kowtow to the new alpha who thinks his farts don’t stink,” I bantered, knowing that my voice would prompt Ransom’s body to swivel just the way I wanted it to. Knowing that his knife would spin through the air at precisely the same level as the hand I’d raised in supposed self-defense. The sharp blade would cut through the flesh of my palm deeper than the scratch Ma Scrubbs had promised these boy scouts would dole out in victory, but the searing pain was more than worth the result.

Because as red blood dripped toward the ground between us, the audience erupted into jubilation. They’d lost their hard-earned money on the match, but they’d enjoyed every minute of the tussle that had come before this bitter end. The crowd would be even larger next week...and in the meantime I’d take home a rather hefty ten percent for my surprise upset.

“Good fight,” Ransom offered, holding out a hand to shake without any arrogance in his posture at all. He really was a boy scout. As gentlemanly in his win as he would have been after a loss.

“Good fight,” I agreed, swapping the sword over to my bloody left hand so I could return the hand clasp. Only then did I turn toward Gunner and shiver as something darkly suspicious flickered behind sienna lupine eyes.

Maybe my lapses hadn’t been quite as overlookable as I’d thought in the heat of the moment. Now, I decided, would be a good time to beat a hasty retreat.
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Chapter 4
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I lost myself in the crowd before Gunner could shift and find me. Nodded at a bouncer then slipped through a heavy fire door to enter the private hallway that led toward the quiet of my personal changing room. I was ready for thirty minutes of down time before returning home to my sleeping sister. Thirty minutes to relax while Ma Scrubbs counted dollars and divvied up my share of the take.

Unfortunately, there was a werewolf on the couch when I thrust the door open. And not just any werewolf, but the one who thought he ran the city I lived within.

“My dear,” Jackal greeted me, remaining recumbent for one long moment before unfolding long limbs and springing gracefully to his feet. He wore a half-unbuttoned silk shirt that showed off hardened muscles and his hair curled dashingly over both ears. Despite the eye candy, though, my attention remained firmly focused upon the promised respite of the couch behind his back.

There should have been overtures to live through before I could achieve my destination, but lack of nearby underlings put a kibosh on our customary embrace. Instead, Jackal merely raised his eyebrows and waited until I’d sunk into the leathery cushions before taking the opposite end of the sofa and getting straight to the point.

“Two Atwoods in my city.” In front of the drifters who made up his not-quite-pack, Jackal would have donned a mask of alpha invulnerability. But the understanding between the two of us was sufficient to prevent him from mincing words. As a result, his observation came out as less of an observation and more of a pout.

I shrugged, wishing for one split second that Jackal really was my significant other. The pretense propped up Jackal’s alpha tendencies in public and protected me and my sister when we walked through the city alone. A mutually beneficial arrangement...but one that, unfortunately, left me without anyone to rub my weary feet.

Perhaps that’s why my subsequent words came out harsher than I’d intended. “In their city,” I countered. “The pack leaders might not have been around much lately, but technically it’s Atwood land for another hundred miles south.”

Which was entirely true. But apparently I’d gone a step too far in reminding Jackal that he was poaching on a more established clan’s territory while lacking sufficient manpower to back up his claim.

“I’m the one who keeps this city stable. I’m the one who keeps you safe,” my companion bit out, a droplet of spittle striking my jacket while his fist came down to pound the leather cushion an inch from my thigh.

Yep, I should have stopped while I was ahead. Accepting my own misstep, I attempted to fix the faux pas with a little male ego-stroking. “You’re right,” I agreed. “But the brothers are just passing through. They’re probably scouting the edges of clan territory, getting their bearings. After all, their father just recently died.”

I expected Jackal to relax back onto the cushions, to accept what he couldn’t change. But instead, something dark and menacing rose within his eyes, and his muscles tensed with lupine alertness when next he spoke.

“Well, they’d better keep moving,” he told me. “Because this city and everything in it is mine.”

***
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“BE CAREFUL OUT THERE,” Ma Scrubbs warned as she led me to the back door half an hour later. The old woman had been alerting me about the city’s hidden dangers ever since I’d started trailing along behind my father two decades earlier. But something in my employer’s tone promised a rapier might not be enough to keep my skin intact tonight.

Still, I had a hard time taking the threat seriously when my pockets were full of cash and all three werewolves I’d run into this evening were long gone through the opposite entrance. So I offered a jaunty salute and strode away into the darkness, already counting the moments until I could fall into my warm bed. Just one last stop at the corner store for bread and milk to ensure Kira’s cheery disposition, then I could rest easy in the knowledge that I’d raked in sufficient supplemental income to ensure our survival for another week at least....

Or so I thought for the few minutes it took to exit the Arena’s alley and turn onto the wide but quiet avenue that formed the main artery of this part of town. Only after enough time had passed that Ma Scrubbs would have removed her hearing aids and descended into her basement apartment did a thread of sound cut through my thoughts of hearth and home.

And at first, I thought the auditory intrusion was merely a run-of-the-mill wolf whistle. But I couldn’t make out a single human shape lingering in the shadowed doorsteps I was passing. And this sound was less a whistle and more a thread of barely discernible melody that sent a trickle of prey-like awareness skittering up my spine.

As much as I strained, though, I couldn’t make sense of the disjointed notes. The night musician was quite a distance behind me, I estimated. Perhaps a block or two east as well....

But then the tones coalesced into a strangely familiar lullaby, the tune popping to life as if emerging from a dully remembered childhood. And even though my curiosity was piqued by the vague memory, my gut told me the sound represented danger rather than intrigue. So I sped up my footsteps, wishing I hadn’t already shrunken my magical star ball away from its sword shape and down into its easy-to-carry energetic form. Now would be a good time to be holding onto a blade....

Even another human on the streets would have been appreciated at the present moment. Anything to jolt away the adrenaline-rush of terror that was flooding my body for no discernible reason. Was I really about to break into a sprint to escape from a song?

Unfortunately, the streets on every side of me were dark and empty. And the whistle continued at exactly the same volume even as I sped up my pace, as if my follower had increased his own footsteps in synchrony rather than falling behind as I would have hoped.

Yes, the tune’s volume remained steady...but its tempo gradually lessened until both my star ball and my feet were pulsing in sympathy. Like Kira, I enjoyed moving quickly and silently. But now my instinctive press for speed felt akin to slogging through a sea of molasses. Meanwhile, my boots thudded against the pavement with every descending step.

What’s wrong with me? Stifling a shiver, I glanced backwards, half expecting a fairy-tale monster to be following in my wake....

But my gaze met with nothing out of the ordinary. Just the usual potholed pavement, one streetlight vainly attempting to illuminate an entire block. Doors were locked, windows were grimed over, and a single rat was the only living being in sight.

There was light ahead of me though. The 7-Eleven came into view like an oasis in a desert, the brightest patch of safety around.

And sure, the establishment possessed grease-stained windows along with an air of declining profitability. But I knew from experience that the store also boasted a rifle-toting clerk and a back door that would spit me out into an untraveled alley. If necessary, the clerk would cover my back sufficiently so I could use my hidden abilities in safety, then I could slink home with my tail quite literally between my legs.

Or maybe I’d get lucky and my stalker would turn out to be a cheerful passerby who whistled his way past the plate-glass windows without so much as a glance in my direction. Kira could enjoy milk on her morning cereal with toast as a chaser, and all would be right in our little world.

Still, I flung open the 7-Eleven door with my head turned in search of my pursuer...and had no warning as I ran smack dab into a far too familiar chest.
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Chapter 5
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“You and your sister don’t look where you’re going very often, do you?”

Gunner’s fingers burned against my wrist as he restrained me from...what? Pulling a sword that didn’t currently exist? Punching him in the eye or kneeing his balls in an effort to relax his grip?

Unfortunately, the tremor racing down my spine couldn’t be entirely attributed to the grasp of a powerful opponent. And perhaps that’s why my rebuttal came out with so much bite. “Oh, yes. The expert on sibling relations. Did you show your big brother to his room, sedate him with sleeping pills, then sneak out for a beer? Is that why you dared to leave his presence when the poor little pack leader might very well be stubbing his toe at this very instant?”

Only the slight twitch of Gunner’s left eyebrow proved that my verbal attack had struck home. But he did release my wrists and take one small step backwards, the musk of predatory alpha thinning until I was finally able to think...

...and to remember that I had a friend here in the convenience store. Over the werewolf’s shoulder, I caught the eye of a clerk I’d gone to high school with and shook my head briefly in response to his raised eyebrows. No, I didn’t need help. Not against one annoying shifter whose worst fault was a tendency to show up in the wrong place at the wrong moment.

“A beer,” Gunner answered, picking the least incendiary part of my tirade to fixate upon. “Good idea. How about I buy you a bottle and we can talk about why you purposefully lost tonight’s match?”

His words followed me more closely than the whistled melody had as I slid away from his tantalizing body heat and stalked toward colder quarry. Bread—not the kind Kira liked the best but the cheaper sort she would still smile upon. Life was all about compromise and tonight’s Arena windfall wouldn’t last long if I fed her tween appetite with name-brand morsels.

“I didn’t lose on purpose,” I lied vaguely, trying to decide whether my kid sister was still on a 1% kick or whether we could return to the whole milk we’d both enjoyed until the previous autumn. Unfortunately, the girls in her grade were brutal on body fat, and Kira embraced their barbed comments even though our kind required far more calories than the average couch-potato twelve-year-old.

Better safe than sorry, I decided with a grimace. Plucking out a gallon of low-fat, I froze as Gunner’s warm breath counteracted the cold emanating from the refrigerated case.

“Or we could change the subject,” the werewolf murmured, voice so low the clerk had no chance of overhearing. “My brother and I are hunting something very specific. My gut says you’re the key to finding it. We’d pay very well if you helped us track it down.”

I was the key to finding whatever these brothers were looking for here in a city their pack had ignored for several decades? A shiver far less enticing than the ones that had been impacting me previously ran down my spine. Slowly, unwillingly, I turned to meet Gunner’s gaze. “What are you looking for?”

“Something,” the werewolf answered unhelpfully before allowing silence to descend between the two of us. His face was as expressionless as a still pool of water, but I could smell his amusement that I’d risen to the bait.

Gritting my teeth, I tried to focus on lunch meat. Perhaps if I splurged on a hunk of salami my kid sister’s eyes would light up at the treat like the noon-day sun....

But despite my best impulses to the contrary, Gunner’s hook lodged itself in my gills and pulled me relentlessly out of the safely deep waters. What were these werewolves looking for? Did it have anything to do with Kira and my kind?

My inherent curiosity sent me leaning forward as I pondered, heart rate elevated more than it had been by my recent near miss. Still, I opened my mouth to give the smart answer, the correct answer. Because I shouldn’t spend any more time than necessary around the new pack leader’s brother. Kira and I couldn’t afford to risk our skins just to enjoy salami on a weekly rather than a yearly basis...or to douse inquisitiveness that was so painfully inflamed.

But before I could come up with an appropriately scathing comment, a trickle of melody slid beneath the crack in the door. The same strangely familiar tune I’d heard while walking down the street....

And in response I paled, dropping Kira’s bread on top of a display of candy bars as my fingers abruptly lost their hold on the potential purchase. My instinct had been right and my pursuer hadn’t given up. Which presented an even worse situation than I’d previously been in. Because I was now standing beside an eagle-eyed werewolf, unable to use my inherent abilities to gnaw my way out of the trap before it could close around my leg.

I bit my lip as I began lowering the jug of milk to the floor in instinctive disburdenment. But the liquid would rot there if the clerk didn’t notice in time to slide the jug back into the case. And upcoming evasive maneuvers would be less obvious if I hung onto one potential purchase at least.

So I clutched the cold handle, fingers digging into plastic as I spoke to the werewolf who’d delayed me—purposefully? accidentally?—long enough for the whistler to catch up. “Hold that thought,” I told him, offering Kira’s full-blast-sunshine smile and hoping the expression was as heart-stopping on me as it was on her. After all, I needed every advantage I could muster if I intended to slide out the 7-Eleven’s window right under a werewolf’s nose.

Then, without further explanation, I padded into the filthy bathroom, twirled the lock to solidify the barrier...and hoisted myself plus my purloined jug of milk through the tiny opening set too high in the wall for an average human to clamber in or out.

“I’ll pay you back tomorrow,” I whispered into the night air, knowing the clerk would understand the delay in cash flow. Still, the debt squeezed at my star ball, dragging at my footsteps as I beat a hasty retreat.
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“Oof. Get off me!” I woke to fur in my face along with my sister’s smug grin peering through the small gap between covers and red tail fluff.

Oh, and did I mention Kira was in fox form? I could feel the year’s seventh tardy slip falling into my hands already.

“You need to shift and shower and eat and...did you finish your homework last night while I was fighting?”

The fox who was my sister leapt off my pillow a millisecond before my fingers would have closed around her snow-white belly. Soft feet landed on top of the tiny dorm-style refrigerator three feet away from my pull-out sofa-bed, and I decided to take that as a yes to the breakfast and a no to the shifting, showering, and homework. At least we’d get the bare necessities done today.

“Kira, I’m serious,” I grumbled, even as I pulled out the wide cereal bowl that was easy for a snout to scoop food out of. Half a box of off-brand cheerios, a healthy glug of last night’s stolen milk, and my sister was at least eating her breakfast...even if she was still perched on top of the fridge while doing so.

Of course, Kira was also a fox, so nothing came easily. Three bites later, my young charge lost interest in food and hummed a request instead, drawing our mother’s star ball toward us out of the only bedroom our apartment boasted. The golden glow was the reason my sister was able to shift before coming of age, but it was also the last remnant of our dead mother’s spirit. So I didn’t argue as Kira leapt away from her half-finished meal and used the solidified magic as a platform, allowing her to dance across the room without touching the ground. Instead, I smiled fondly...then froze as I remembered the jolt of understanding that had run through my head as I succumbed to slumber the night before.

The whistle in the dark alley hadn’t been just an eerily unfamiliar melody. Instead, it had matched the tinny sound made by our mother’s nearly forgotten music box. Or so I thought. I’d need to rustle up long-packed-away possessions to be sure....

“I’m serious about that shower, Kira,” I told my sister absently, turning away as my own star ball joined the circus without any explicit request to do so on my part. “And you know you have a test today in...” I racked my brain, gave up “...in something. So, please, at least bring the relevant book to school.”

Kira hadn’t done her homework and had forgotten her test—I could see the guilt in her beady eyes. But she was a fox who was snatching bites of a filling breakfast in between her capers, so she’d land—both literally and metaphorically—on her feet.

Confident that my sister was taken care of, I took the five steps to her bedroom in a rush. Clothes covered every available surface and it took longer than it should have to pick my way through to the rather empty closet. I’d need to find an hour this afternoon to tidy up just in case Social Services dropped by for a surprise inspection....

For now, though, I was more interested in the boxes on the closet’s top shelf than in the clothes all over the floor. It had been so long since I’d been up there that dust bunnies gave even Kira’s slovenly ways a run for their money.

And yet...the box I was looking for was swept as smooth as if it held a daily necessity. And when I pulled down the battered cardboard container, the item in my hands wasn’t nearly as heavy as it should have been.

Inside, a few photos and childhood drawings fluttered against my fumbling fingers. But the music box, the jewelry, Mama’s cherished possessions—every single one of them was gone without a trace.

***
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“I’M SORRY,” KIRA WHISPERED as her class poured into the gym for third-period PE. She’d clearly been working on this apology for the entirety of her first two classes, because the rest of it came out in a rush. “I should have talked to you first. But selling Mama’s belongings was the only way I could think of to pay the water and electric bills. And it wasn’t as if we were using any of that stuff.”

“It’s okay,” I told my sister, even though it really wasn’t. But I was disappointed in myself more than in Kira. Disappointed that my thirteen-years-younger sister had taken household expenses upon herself without me noticing...and, I’ll admit it, disappointed that I’d never see our dead mother’s possessions again. Just because Dad—and then I—had hidden the items away in a dusty box while avoiding all mention of our shadowed heritage didn’t mean I was willing to sell the items on Ebay.

Still, my day brightened a little when Kira accepted my words at face value. She shot me a sunny smile before bouncing over to the opposite side of the room where three girls waited. And even though they were entirely human and dressed far better than I’d ever managed to deck out my ward, they still welcomed her into their midst with cheery greetings and sparkling eyes.

“Wanna see a magic trick?” my sister asked as she joined them, pulling out three scarves and a deck of cards before her companions could reply. And I’ll admit it—I let the pre-class bustle linger longer than usual so Kira could enjoy her moment in the limelight. Gave everyone three long minutes to gab and gossip and make objects disappear.

But, finally, I could drag my heels no longer. “Line up in two rows. We’re going to start with drills parrying four and six,” I bellowed in a voice guaranteed to garner even argumentative sixth graders’ attention.

The girls obeyed as sluggishly as Kira had caved to the necessity of her morning shower. But, eventually, clanging practice swords proved that nineteen over-indulged princesses—and my orphaned sister—would go to math class with hearts racing and endorphin levels elevated.

Which should have been good enough. But my skin itched and my eyes kept being drawn to the three students in front of and beside my kid sister. So I drifted closer to hear what kind of muttered secrets were being exchanged along with sword blows.

“Keep the tip of your blade pointed at your opponent’s chest while you parry,” I murmured to a rather over-excited redhead as I worked my way closer to the girls in question. “Hand parallel to the floor,” I corrected another student, angling toward the girls upon whom the entirety of my attention now rested.

And then I could hear their chatter above the din...at which point I finally realized that Kira had been lying when she told me everything was just peachy at school. “Maybe you can use your magic tricks to get Jared’s attention,” Kira’s current opponent sneered, eyeballing my sister’s body in a way that made the shorter girl’s cheeks flush crimson.

“Or maybe you could make yourself disappear. That’d be a good one.” The girl on Kira’s right was barely moving her sword while she indulged in a verbal offensive of her own.

“I don’t know why they let gooks into our school,” the third student interjected contemplatively. “Asian kids are supposed to be smart, but we can all tell from Kira’s uniform that she’s a scholarship student. She can’t even pay her own way.”

At which point, I stopped even pretending to pay attention to the rest of the class. Started sprinting toward my sister...even though I knew any intervention would come far too late.

Because Kira might have been abjectly apologetic at the beginning of class, but all foxes have a temper and Kira was no exception. Unlike me, however, she tended to save words for later and to dive straight into the physical when cornered and outmatched.

So I wasn’t surprised when my nose caught the faintest hint of fur as Kira unleashed a tiny fraction of the vulpine agility she’d been holding back earlier in the session. I wasn’t surprised when she knocked off each girl’s face mask with a quick dip and jerk of her blunt-tipped sword. One, two, three helmets clanged onto the floor then one, two, three sets of manicured fingertips rose to feminine throats in unintentional unison.

Behind me, air pushed against my back as someone opened the door leading to the hallway. But I ignored whoever was coming or going, channeling all of my attention upon my sister as I turned my sprint into something a little faster. Because I’d learned the hard way that an angry Kira was unable to think through the consequences of her actions. And, like the rest of her family, my kid sister was remarkably good with a sword.

Sure enough, before I could interpose myself between the four battling students, my sister’s practice blade rose for a fourth time. Thankfully, the swords I’d handed out to these children boasted unsharpened edges and a soft rubber ball protecting each tip. Still, any hunk of metal can do real damage if wielded by a pro.

Kira was well on her way to becoming such an expert.

“Don’t!” I demanded, sending one curt word where my feet had failed to carry me.

But my sister’s lashes didn’t even flicker in response to my order. Instead, she slapped those bitchy girls with the flat of her blade so fast the first wasn’t even crying before the third was being similarly assaulted. Within seconds, three red welts stood out against perfectly moisturized skin...then the floodgates opened up.

“I...I...I....” the leader of the posse stuttered, spinning to take in her damaged face in the mirror that covered one entire wall. “My face is ruuuiiiinnned!” another girl wailed. For her part, the third student was too overwhelmed to even emote verbally. Instead, she collapsed into a silent heap, cradling her injured cheek in both hands.

“Maybe you should grow up and shut up,” Kira whispered in a voice blazing with passion. “Maybe you shouldn’t talk about things you don’t understand.”

Meanwhile, behind me, an equally familiar tone cut through the room’s hushed silence. “Mai, Kira, I’ll see you both in my office immediately,” the headmistress informed us. “Injured parties report to the nurse’s station. And the rest of you, it’s time to go to math.”
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“I’ve been concerned for some time about the levels of violence in your classes,” Ms. Underhill informed me as I sank into one of the two seats in front of her desk. The armchairs were obscenely comfortable...but they were also considerably lower to the floor than average. Given my already short stature, I felt like a child peering up at an adult from my present vantage point, precisely the effect the headmistress was going for.

“Fencing isn’t about violence,” Kira countered from the perch she’d taken on the edge of her seat, her chin level with the desk rather than hidden beneath it like mine was. “It’s about control and restraint and...”

I could repeat our father’s words just as glibly as my sister was currently doing, but something told me Ms. Underhill wasn’t going to be impressed by the well-rehearsed refrain. Not when Kira had recently used her so-called control and restraint to mark the daughters of three major donors to the academy.

“We apologize,” I said instead. “Kira was out of line and I should have been able to stop her.” I swallowed, knowing the school had a zero-tolerance policy toward physical aggression. This wasn’t my sister’s first offense, so she would definitely be suspended. The question was—for how long? And when the suspension was over, would she be allowed to return to class?

As if sensing my distress, Kira rushed in to back me up as she always did. “Yes, I’m so sorry Ms. Underhill. I take complete responsibility for my actions. I’ll apologize to Missy and Callie and Veronica too. I swear, nothing like this will ever happen again.”

Her face was so open and candid, her tone so gushing. And the effect would have been believable too...if all three of us hadn’t remembered the other incidents in vivid technicolor.

There was that time in the cafeteria when my sister had grown bored and started a food fight so severe the entire place had to be shut down for the rest of the afternoon for cleanup. The time she’d gotten tossed out of class after correcting her Latin teacher’s pronunciation then reciting a very bawdy ballad in a language only she and he understood. And how could we forget the way my tiny sister had beaten up three over-sized football players who were trying to take advantage of a slip of a girl behind the bleachers?

Kira’s heart was in the right place...but sometimes her brain didn’t come along for the ride.

So my relief was palpable when the faintest hint of a smile pulled up the corners of Ms. Underhill’s thin lips. “You will be spending one week thinking through your choices during an out-of-school suspension,” the headmistress told my sister firmly before returning her attention to me.

“I appreciate your generosity.” Only when my lungs expanded to their full extent for the first time in several minutes did I realize that oxygen hadn’t been making its way to my lungs quite right ever since the headmistress’s voice had shown up in my class at exactly the wrong moment. Kira needed structure in her life and someone other than me pushing her academically. She’d been bored out of her skull at the public school, and a bored Kira was like a grenade with the pin removed. Bystanders had better brace themselves and wait for the detonation.

The academy was our family’s haz-mat suit. Being able to maintain that protection in light of Kira’s recent actions was more than I’d dared to expect.

So I struggled up out of the depths of the armchair and met Ms. Underhill’s eyes as best I could from two feet lower. Did she sit on a pillow back there to elevate her height? “I promise you that Kira will come back to school on her best behavior and ready to learn....”

“I’m sure she will be,” the headmistress interjected. “But that’s not the reason I brought you here today. As I mentioned earlier, I’m concerned that swordplay is an inappropriate activity for impressionable young minds. Control and restraint can be learned just as admirably at a gentler sport. Something like ballet.”

I cringed, imagining myself in a pink leotard barking orders at a roomful of tutu-clad kindergartners. But this was what I’d signed on for when I promised my dying father that I’d raise Kira myself rather than losing her to the foster-care system. So I merely nodded, keeping my clenched fists hidden beneath the overhang of the desk. “I understand,” I agreed. “I can do that.”

“No, I don’t think you do understand,” Ms. Underhill contradicted. Her head tilted, her mouth pursed, and for a split second I thought the old battle ax felt sorry for me. “I’m afraid I’ve found someone else to fill your position. Your final paycheck will go out in the mail tomorrow...along with a bill for the rest of Kira’s tuition at the normal rate.”

***
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“I’LL BE BETTER OFF without that school anyway.” Kira was back on top of the cemetery wall, but she wasn’t dancing through our walk home this time around. Instead, she was skulking, shoulders hunched and feet kicking out at every pebble that dared stray into her path.

Her words, in contrast, remained perfectly controlled as she laid out a plan that would have made our father weep if he wasn’t rotting in his grave. “At the public school, I can land an A without any effort. Which means I can get a job. We’ll be a two-breadwinner family. We can buy a TV and a better sofa. We can eat salami. That’s how it should be. Really, Mrs. Underhill is doing us a favor. I’ll write her a thank-you note as soon as we get home.”

Despite the evenness of Kira’s monologue, she clearly lamented the lost opportunity as much as I did. Because rocks went spraying out in every direction beneath a particularly virulent kick, and this time I had to dodge to prevent being struck.

“How about a milkshake?” I countered. “Or a candy bar? We can talk about school later.”

After all, I’d learned the hard way that it was a recipe for failure trying to out-argue my sister once she’d dug her heels in. Kira was going back to the academy, but I wouldn’t press the issue until I figured out how to pay the full-price tuition. Until then, I might as well keep us both calm so our fox natures didn’t make us say things we’d later regret.

Kira, on the other hand, had no such compunction about speaking before thinking. “You said I needed to steer clear of sugar. You said it made me volatile.”

I had to laugh at my sister’s rebuttal...because, really, how much more volatile could Kira get after being kicked out of school for bitch-slapping three classmates? “I think just this once you can handle a sugar high,” I started...

...then yelped as hard hands grabbed onto my shoulders while the sidewalk spun away from beneath my feet. There were male figures all around me now, the emergence of lanky legs and leering faces proving that I’d been too focused upon my sister’s hurt feelings and not focused enough upon potential dangers impinging from the outside world.

But Kira was perched on top of a wall in a place of momentary safety. “Run!” I told her seconds before a hand landed atop my open mouth, strangling all further sound.

The teenager’s palm tasted like grease and salt, and I was 99% certain my opponent hadn’t washed after using the restroom. Gross. Still, the eyes that advanced toward me were entirely human. And the male’s scent was more fast-food pickles than incipient fur.

So I didn’t bother dulling my reflexes. Just hooked my knees around Pickle Breath’s ankles and pulled so hard he hit the ground with an audible thud even as I struggled to regain my own footing.

Which didn’t leave me in the clear, of course. Not with four other gang members still reaching toward me, their hands making up in number what they lacked in supernatural speed.

Despite the advancing front of heady testosterone, I stole a moment to peer at my sister as she perched atop the wall just where I’d left her. Predictably, Kira had completely ignored my previous commandment. If I didn’t miss my guess, she was currently trying to decide which gang member to leap upon first.

“Go home,” I mouthed again, hoping our opponents had forgotten about the girl’s presence. Just imagining what would happen if they grabbed my innocent sister sent my chest shrinking in on itself, forcing life-giving air out of my lungs....

So I let the barest hint of fox fill my features as I glared directly at her. Let Kira know from my sharpening teeth and darkening eyes that I was serious about being obeyed this time around.

And, to my relief, Kira hesitated only one more second before nodding. Then she spun on her heel and sprinted away so quickly none of the gang members would have been able to catch her even if they’d tried.

The distant shriek of a city bus’s air brakes promised Kira would be safe within seconds if she played her cards right. Which left me with no one to worry about except my lonesome.

Good thing I had aggressions to work out of my own system since the field was currently rather overbalanced on my opponents’ behalf.
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Five against one was a bit much even for me, but I didn’t bother turning my star ball into a sword this time around. Not when goons like the ones before me measured the world in terms of greater and lesser forces. If I whipped a blade out of nowhere and vanquished them today, they’d just try again with weapons of their own tomorrow. On the other hand, if I beat up five bozos using nothing except my own body...well, maybe they’d leave my kid sister alone should she ever sneak out and walk down this street by herself in the future.

So I dipped beneath the closest male’s grasping arms and used his own momentum to push him toward the pavement. Goon two received a kick to the chest and three didn’t see the arm-twist coming. Which left only the tallest gang member standing...plus Pickle Breath, who was clambering back to his feet on my right-hand side.

The recent show of strength really should have been enough to dull their aggressions. After all, these teenagers were just kids barely older than my sister. So I gave them an opportunity to cut their losses without further bruising doled out by me.

“I recommend you walk away while you still can,” I told the tall guy who apparently believed in leading from the rear. Then, glancing at the three teens still catching their breath atop the pavement, I added, “Or crawl. Whichever works best for you.”

“You need to pay up if you want protection in our neighborhood,” Tall Guy countered, acting as if he had a full posse behind him rather than being the only member of his gang with all body parts still intact. “We’ve carried your ass long enough. Stay and pay, or go and...”

I couldn’t decide whether or not to roll my eyes as Tall Guy struggled to come up with a word that rhymed with “go.” Because I’d felt bad about beating up gang members who were really just confused teenagers. But if their leader was going to force the issue...well, I hadn’t enjoyed a good fight in over a week due to Ma Scrubbs’ requirement that I lose my most recent Arena match.

“Go and owe?” I suggested, taking a single step forward. Now that I thought about it, I couldn’t really blame Kira for beating up those girls earlier in the day. Not when my own feet were itching with the urge to leap and kick, not when my fingers tingled with the knowledge that battle was imminent....

“Let the water flow,” my dead mother’s voice warned me. And her words materializing in my brain shocked me just as much the second time around as they had the first.

Perhaps that’s why I merely stood there as a faint scent of musky fur washed over me. Since when did werewolves follow me around day after day? And did my maternal ghost’s sudden chattiness have anything to do with the presence of a shifter where one didn’t belong?

Unfortunately, Tall Guy took advantage of my surprise to get the jump on me. The teenager wasn’t willing to be laughed at in front of his comrades, and he was apparently willing to do something about that affront. I barely caught a flicker of movement before he was reaching into the back of his baggy trousers and pulling out a revolver that changed the odds in an instant.

The weapon reflected a beam of pure sunlight into my retinas before tilting so I stared down the dark barrel instead. “Die, ho,” the gang leader said grimly.

Then he pulled the trigger.

***
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WITH A WEREWOLF NEARBY, I couldn’t dodge out of the way of the oncoming bullet. But I could use my star ball to protect myself.

Apparently it was too much to ask to manipulate magic into a solid barrier while also bracing myself against the impact though. Because the cartridge hit dead center in my chest so hard it sent me sprawling, the scab on my hand scraping loose against the pavement as I attempted to catch myself before my skull hit the ground.

And even though I didn’t crack my head open, I did land with enough force that I ended up unable to do more than watch as the newcomer launched himself onto those poor goons with the full force of a pissed-off werewolf. My protector was outwardly human but inwardly bestial. And once I finally blinked tears out of my eyes sufficiently to make out my ally’s identity, I found myself unsurprised by the realization that I was far too familiar with this ravening beast.

A swordsman’s grace in an athlete’s body. Gunner. Of course. Who else would be tailing me so slyly that he could come to my supposed rescue at just the wrong moment...yet again?

The werewolf-in-human-clothing wasn’t even breathing heavily when he paused thirty seconds later to assess the damage. His opponents, on the other hand, were another matter entirely. Tall Guy whined like a nap-deprived toddler, his arm broken and his pistol kicked twenty yards away. Pickle Breath swore steadily, but even he kept his eyes down and his head bowed in instinctive submission to the beast within their midst.

And the other three kids? They’d run off the moment Gunner turned his attention elsewhere, proving they were smarter than their so-called boss.

“Mai is under my protection,” Gunner growled then, words barely human as he knelt atop Tall Guy’s prone figure with the teen’s unbroken arm twisted up behind his back. The werewolf’s muscles rippled with his attempt to maintain humanity, and his dark eyebrows lowered into a glowering frown. “You so much as look at her funny, and your future ends precipitously. Do you understand what I’m saying here?”

I wasn’t so sure Tall Guy knew the meaning of the word “precipitously,” but he certainly got the gist of the werewolf’s threat anyway. Because the boy cringed in on himself so severely he appeared shorter than I was. And his breathing became so sporadic he managed no more than a frantic nod as I took advantage of the lull to pry myself off the pavement and pad over to their side.

Not that I wanted to put myself between an angry alpha and his quarry. But while Gunner might have seemed like a nice-enough guy in the Arena, I didn’t trust any werewolf to protect the innocent. And Tall Guy—despite his chosen profession—was innocent enough.

So I twisted half of my star ball into the shape of a dagger, secreting the weapon beneath my sleeve where it would be accessible if Gunner turned overly aggressive once I moved to interrupt. Then I opened my mouth and accepted the werewolf’s annoying yet helpful support. “And my sister as well,” I murmured just loudly enough for the shifter to hear me without impinging upon Tall Guy’s attempts to smooth his gasps into words.

“And Mai’s sister,” Gunner added, driving his knee deeper into Tall Guy’s kidneys while twisting the poor kid’s arm up higher into the air. “The sister is mine also. Swear it.”

The scent of fur grew stronger as Gunner’s humanity continued slipping. And I’d already opened my mouth to let the kid off the hook when Tall Guy finally forced out a babbling plea for mercy. “Yes, yes, yes, yes!” the teenager shrieked, writhing within the larger male’s grip.

At which point I placed one hand on Gunner’s shoulder to remind him that my former opponents were only human. If he broke them, they’d remain broke.

Alpha werewolves hate being contradicted, but Gunner’s response was more extreme than I’d anticipated. Because before I could so much as skitter sideways, his hand reached out to grab my wrist with the speed of a striking cobra. Then his nostrils flared as he took in the liquid pooling across my palm.

“Blood,” he noted. At which point his gaze landed on the hole in my sweatshirt and his eyes widened. “You’ve been shot.”
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Gunner rose to his feet so abruptly I would have lost my balance if his hands hadn’t been tearing at the neckline of my sweatshirt, attempting to rip fabric away from my skin. Out of the corner of one eye, I caught sight of the remaining gang members fleeing the scene of their defeat. But I wasn’t concerned about teenage hoodlums any longer. Instead, I was fighting off a male who outweighed me by approximately a ton of muscle and who possessed supernatural speed and agility to boot.

“Stop!” I demanded, bringing one knee up to hit the male equivalent of an eject button. Because, yes, I’ll admit it—I had previously found the alpha werewolf as enticing and dangerous as a shiny new rapier. But I didn’t intend to assuage my curiosity on an open city street.

Unfortunately, Gunner’s instincts proved far too well-honed to fall prey to the typical female self-defense moves. Instead, the alpha’s easy twist out of my reach suggested that he was as adept at street fighting as he was at protecting his brother. And this time around, my throat tightened as I realized I was trapped within the vise-grip of werewolf arms.

Well, not quite trapped. The icy dagger slid down into my left fingers with facility despite the mandates of gravity begging it to move in the opposite direction. And my lips twitched into a smirk as I recalled how easily a lefty strike typically worked its way through an opponents’ unwitting guard.

But before I could decide between the long-lasting damage of a stab and the shock value of a swipe, the fabric of my shirt tore at last with a resounding riiiiiip. Then cold air rushed across my chest at the same moment Gunner flipped the dagger out of my hand with an almost-gentle bend of his wrist.

I was both disarmed and in dishabille. And while either state might have been enough to leave me shaken, it was the separation from my star ball that struck like a punch to my gut. The fragment of my soul soared away before I could beg it to change trajectory, and I bent inward as my strength fled right along with my blade.

“I need to see where you’re wounded,” Gunner growled, his words laden with more emotion than seemed justified by the ugly gray of my sports bra. Oh, right, the bullet hole. I shook my head woozily, trying to recall why showing the handsy alpha my holeless skin wasn’t the obvious route out of this untenable situation.

And as I pondered, Gunner took matters into his own hands. “Easy does it,” he murmured, voice hoarse with emotion. One huge hand slid down to press almost gently against my lower back while the other leveraged my shoulders up. Then chilly air gaped down the dramatically enlarged neckline of my sweatshirt, bringing my barely covered chest closer to the werewolf’s searching eyes.

***
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IT WAS HARD TO THINK with a third of my soul glinting against the pavement two body lengths away. So despite the sure knowledge that retrieving the star ball via magic was a bad idea, I nudged at the pseudo-metal with my mind’s eye, dragging it inch by inch across the road as stealthily as an alley cat stalked a mouse.

And the mere change in direction of my soul fragment snapped the rest of my brain back into focus. He can’t know what I am, I realized, hoping it wasn’t already too late.

Luckily, I could work quickly when haste was necessary. Calling upon the rest of my magic with far less ceremony than usual, I molded the icy star-ball fragment into a medallion. Sent out a tendril of magic to solidify into a gold chain looped around my neck. Then mental fingers slipped the bulky disc into my left bra cup a split second before Gunner’s hand-on-shoulders momentum bared my unclothed chest to view.

It turned out I needn’t have hurried though. Because the werewolf who had been so aggressive one moment earlier paused before digging into my underwear. His fingers hovered atop the second layer of fabric while his scent grew subtly more human as he overcame the instincts of his beast.

“I need to look at....” He paused, averted his eyes, and didn’t quite manage to complete the thought as the faintest tinge of red infused his cheeks.

The abrupt shyness from a formerly brash alpha was endearing. So rather than snapping back in retaliation for earlier abuses, I merely pulled the medallion out of its hiding place with a jerk to the chain that hadn’t existed seconds before. “The bullet never hit me,” I informed him, speaking as slowly as I did with the most annoying of my sixth graders. “It’s the old Bible-in-the-breast-pocket routine. No wound. No blood. No reason for you to be pawing at my breasts.”

Seconds after I spoke, though, I realized the error in my logic. Kira would have rolled her eyes at such an obvious continuity flaw in someone else’s magic trick. Because if the medallion had been inside my bra cup from the get-go...why was there no hole in that second layer of fabric? Why wasn’t there the bulge of a bullet breaking up the gentle curve of my breast?

Moving as swiftly as I could, I pulled a safety pin out of nowhere...or, rather, out of the back of the medallion, which shrank by half a centimeter as it lost a twentieth of its mass. Then I covered up the evidence quite literally, pinning my sweatshirt back together with hands that trembled only slightly. 

Meanwhile, the boomeranged dagger nudged at my boot, its peregrinations complete. Just what I needed—to draw further attention to inconsistencies in my spur-of-the-moment solution. Still, I couldn’t just leave it there.

So, neck prickling with danger, I bent down to collect the errant weapon, feeling absurd as I went through the motions of stashing a trickle of magic away in an imaginary sheath up one sleeve.

Up my right sleeve. Shit. Could I be more disingenuous?

Before me, the werewolf’s brows furrowed in consideration. He knew something was cockeyed...which meant it was past time to make my escape.

“Thanks for nothing,” I said grimly, turning away from a predator who possessed the means, motive, and opportunity to snap my neck between his long fingers. Then, forcing my feet not to break into a run, I headed blindly toward the far end of the block.
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Chapter 10
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Unfortunately, I’d only taken a single step when Gunner’s hand came down upon my shoulder. And I hated myself for the tingle of awareness that had nothing to do with the werewolf tendency to hunt fox shifters as one of his fingers slid sideways to brush up against my bare skin.

“Wait,” Gunner ordered. Or rather...requested? Because there was no electric tingle of alpha compulsion seasoning the single syllable this time. He wasn’t telling. He was asking...well, as much as an alpha could bring himself to ask.

I was too much of a teacher not to reward good behavior. So I swiveled back to face him, arching an eyebrow even as I cocked my head. “What?”

“I wanted you to know the offer’s still open.” Confusion must have painted itself across my face because Gunner elaborated. “The job. My brother headed back to headquarters this morning, but I’m here for the duration. Well, not literally here. In town.” He stopped himself before explanation turned into babble, held out what appeared to be a newly printed business card.

Curiosity forced me to accept the small rectangle of card stock. The werewolf had rented an office in the city while searching for a single Something? From the address, the space couldn’t have come cheap.

“I’m not going to take a job I know nothing about,” I countered, even as dollar signs danced through my head like moonbeams. How much, I wondered, might the werewolf in front of me spend hiring a local guide and investigative assistant? Enough to pay Kira’s tuition? Enough to buy my voracious sibling salami every day of the week?

“I wouldn’t ask you to do anything nefarious,” the werewolf in front of me promised. His eyes were hooded, his voice sweet as honey. “There’s something dangerous walking these streets and I intend to find it. To keep people like your sister safe. There are elements involved I think you might be familiar with....”

Only when his words trailed off did I realize that I’d been inching closer with each of his syllables, my chin tilting upward as if Gunner was a magnet and I was iron filings drawn toward him through no action of my own. Bad idea, Mai, I berated myself. Forcing myself to take one long step backward, I decided then and there that Kira and I would be better off living on ramen noodles rather than placing ourselves in the sight line of a seductively smooth alpha like this one.

Unfortunately, the star chain around my neck was unimpressed by my decision to be my own master. Instead, the mere thought of food was enough to remind it of last night’s unpaid milk money, and now the magic sent cold trickles shivering over my shoulders and turning icier by the second. I needed to get to that 7-Eleven sooner rather than later. I needed to pay off my debt....

“Thanks but no thanks,” I told the waiting werewolf, tucking his business card into one pocket while turning back in the direction from which I’d come. I’d hand over three bucks for the milk, then my star-ball-turned-conscience would leave me alone.

And even though my life was tricky enough without werewolves in it, I was subtly disappointed when Gunner’s footsteps failed to follow me down the block. Apparently, though, lack of sound didn’t equate to lack of movement. Because werewolf breath soon warmed the back of my neck despite the distance I’d moved since his last words.

“You can go straight home,” the werewolf noted, apparently having realized why I’d switched directions without me having to explain the action in words. “I paid for your milk.”

This time, the lizard of debt inside my chest cavity scrambled up my spine with scratchy claws even as Mama warned inside my brain: “Specks of dust slowly accumulate into mountain ranges.”

“Let me pay you back,” I started, knowing my mother was right. I couldn’t afford to be indebted to a werewolf....

But this time Gunner was the one backing away, was refusing the bills I fumbled out toward him in an effort to stave off further star-ball compulsions. “It was my pleasure,” my companion answered, the distance between us growing with every word. “Maybe next time you’ll let me buy you a beer. Or at least we could drink some milk together. You have my card.”

He was flirting. Sweetly almost. If only he wasn’t a werewolf, perhaps I would have said yes.

Instead, I squashed the niggle of complaint from my star ball, shook my head once, then swiveled around yet again to head in my original direction. If the werewolf didn’t want my money, then I’d save it for my sister. It was time to get home and check on Kira.

***
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I SHOULD HAVE BEEN relieved to finally achieve the anteroom of my den, but I winced as I pushed open the heavy fire door that separated stairwell from hallway. Because my least favorite person was waiting on the faded welcome mat outside our apartment, and I really could have done without dealing with Simon tonight.

“Mai,” the gangly social worker greeted me, his voice as droopy as the wrinkles around his eyes. “I’ve been waiting for twenty minutes.”

“Shi—oot,” I parried. “So sorry about that.”

Meanwhile, my mind was running a mile a minute. What was Simon doing here? Had he found out about my lost job and about Kira’s precarious school situation? Was he ready to live up to past insinuations that my sister would be better off placed in another home?

If our conversation had been a cage fight, I would have been backpedaling rapidly while hoping my hind end didn’t end up against the chain-link before I came up with a strategy other than retreat. Luckily, Simon took pity on my confusion before I let anything particularly incriminating slip. “Did you forget we had a home visit planned for today?”

A home visit? That’s all this was? “Yeah,” I admitted, brushing past the state employee as I turned my key in the lock. I’d likely noted down the date in my planner, then lost the reminder during Kira’s ill-fated magic trick last week. After a building evacuation, two hours of mopping up sprinkler water, and a furious tirade by the apartment supervisor, the fate of my planner—and the dates of any upcoming home visits—had been the least of my concern.

As if reading my mind, Kira’s bushy tail flicking apologetically from her perch atop the bedroom lintel and I found myself smiling instead of fuming. At least my sister had made it home safe and sound.

“So,” Simon said, walking in behind me without invitation and settling into one of our two dining chairs. “How is everything going here?”

As he spoke, his gaze flicked around the tiny apartment, and I scurried along in its wake, moving dirty cereal bowls into the sink and picking up place mats that had been knocked onto the floor by fox action. It wasn’t as if we lived in a pig sty, but I worked two jobs and Kira was a shifter cooped up in a one-bedroom apartment. Our home wasn’t exactly spic and span.

On the other hand, I loved my sister, I neither used nor dealt drugs, and I didn’t bring home pervert boyfriends who snuck into her room to fondle Kira’s underage body while she slept. It was hard to believe this was the worst fostering situation Simon came in contact with. So I mustered a smile and offered foodstuffs I didn’t actually have on hand rather than remarking upon the financial upset threatening Kira’s and my lives. “Would you like some tea? Or a cookie?”

“No.” Simon’s mouth pursed as if the mere idea of eating something inside my home gave him the willies. He paused, then added: “Thank you.”

We stared at each other in silence for enough seconds that the meeting began to feel profoundly awkward. Then the social worker pinned me down with a specific question I didn’t know how to sidestep. “What is it you’re working so hard not to tell me?”

The man was too astute for my own good. And I couldn’t risk being caught up in an untruth.

So I went ahead and spilled the beans. “I lost my job at the school,” I admitted. Then, figuring a little white lie wouldn’t kill me, I added: “I’ve got several leads on new ones though. I swear to you, Kira isn’t going to end up starving or on the streets. I just need a little time to work things out.”

Rather than answering immediately, the social worker clambered back to his feet so he could take my hand. His palm was faintly damp and chilly, but I forced myself not to jerk away from the contact. Instead, I met Simon’s gaze head on as he spoke in what he probably thought was a compassionate manner.

“I’ll return Monday with my supervisor,” he told me. “Please have Kira packed and ready. If your work situation hasn’t improved dramatically by that point, I’m afraid we’ll need to move your sister to a more appropriate home.”
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Chapter 11

[image: image]




“Stay here,” I ordered Kira fifteen minutes later while molding my star ball into its favorite shape—a long, slender sword hanging at my hip where it would be easily accessible. “Don’t go out, don’t open the door, and don’t let anybody in.”

As I spoke, I kicked off my PE teacher shoes, donning high leather boots instead. Off went the fitted gym pants, on went the knife-resistant leather. A school-themed hoodie electrified my hair as it slid off my slender frame, then I drew my favorite shiny, black jacket back up around my shoulders like a shield.

“Go over the next chapter in your math book,” I continued. “Just because you’re suspended doesn’t mean you can afford falling behind.” 

“Where are you going?” Kira spoke as she shifted, a shimmer of light and air turning fox into girl with the effortlessness of magic. She hadn’t bothered leaping down from the lintel before transforming, so she ended up chinning herself onto the floor, landing as silently as she would have in her animal form.

Unfortunately, my sibling was even more inquisitive on two feet than she had been on four. And no more interested in schoolwork either.

“Tonight’s not an Arena night,” Kira pointed out, padding in a circle around me as she completely ignored all preceding instructions. Her agile fingers twitched my hair out from under the collar of my jacket and straightened my sword in its sheathe even as her equally clever tongue pinned me down verbally as only a little sister could. “Where else can we get enough money to satisfy Simon?”

I wasn’t in the habit of lying to my sister, so I told her the cold, hard true. “From werewolves,” I answered, eyes closing as I made a decision I knew in my heart would lead to yet more trouble. But I couldn’t lose Kira to the foster-care system. And Gunner possessed both the funds and the ability to make my upcoming employment appear legitimate enough to satisfy even our dour social worker’s unattainable standards.

I’d just have to keep a tight rein on my abilities until Gunner left town. Easy enough.

As if she was reading my mind, my sister raised herself on tiptoe until she could look me in the eye. Then she parroted back words I’d tossed in her direction far too often over the years. “Foxes and wolves don’t mix. You can’t let them know what we are.”

My chest expanded with pride as I gazed upon a young woman growing into wisdom by the moment. “I won’t,” I started. But Kira wasn’t done with her efforts to rule the roost.

“You need backup. I’m coming with you,” she decided, dropping butt-to-linoleum by the door while yanking on recently discarded tennis shoes. The math textbook beside her was nudged subtly aside as she dressed, a sprawl of notebooks turning dog-eared and rumpled as she used them to pry dirt out from between her cleats. “I can be a distraction.”

She sure could. Right now, for instance, I was distracted with worry that Dad might think my sister was better off in a wealthier household than the one I was able to pay for, or in a family where textbooks weren’t used as doorstops. After all, our father had believed in education just as firmly as he believed in kinship. What would he think if I was forced to yank Kira out of the academy just because I couldn’t come up with enough cash to pay the bill?

“No, you’re not coming with me,” I countered, squashing second thoughts even as I pulled up Gunner’s address on my cell phone. The closest bus stop was a mile from the alpha’s office and I’d have to make two changes to even get that far. “Math is an essential life skill,” I muttered both to myself and to my sister. For example, math told me I couldn’t afford a taxi...which meant I’d take the bus for the first leg then walk the rest.

I should have realized that Kira’s mercurial nature was shifting from helpful to fretful, but I was too busy plotting out my plan of attack to notice the symptoms. Now, though, the leggy tween eased between my phone and my face, forcing me to pay attention to her expression. And I winced as I caught the red flush of anger brightening her cheeks.

“Kira...” I started.

“I’m not a child,” my sister countered. “I deserve to be involved. I deserve to know what I am.”

“We’re foxes...”

Kira didn’t even wait for me to finish that particular sentence. Instead, she pressed closer into my personal space, standing on tiptoes not so much in solidarity this time around as in an attempt to intimidate. “We’re fox shifters,” she corrected as if she was the adult and I was the child. “But what does that even mean? Why do the werewolves hate us if we’re just like them except with red fur and better style? It doesn’t make any sense.”

She was right, unfortunately. But Mama had been my only link to knowledge about our heritage and our mother was long gone...or was she?

Absurdly, I waited ten long seconds for a voice in my head to illuminate the darkness. And during that delay, my sister’s stewing erupted into outright rage. “If you don’t want to tell me...” she started.

“I don’t know, okay?” I snapped back, ashamed of myself even as I lost my temper. “Do you think turning into a parent at age eighteen came with a handbook? It didn’t. I’m doing the best I can and you’re not helping matters. Now do your homework then go to bed.”

And, predictably, Kira lashed right back with her own fox fury. “I hate you,” my usually sunny sister emoted, family cohesiveness and math textbooks forgotten in the face of my badly chosen honesty. Then the girl fled to her bedroom without another word and slammed the door behind her back.
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I’d managed to make the switch onto the blue line and was relaxing as the third city bus of the evening wended its way into the good part of town before it occurred to me that I wasn’t the only person in the vehicle’s shadowy posterior. How had I missed that hint of fur beneath the stench of unwashed bodies and spilled soda pop when I boarded ten minutes earlier? My only defense—that I had more important matters on my mind than getting jumped by a stray werewolf—failed to hold water when my attempt to swivel in search of further information was stilled by a flash of silver flicking in front of my eyes one millisecond before cold steel came to settle beneath my chin.

“Eh, eh, eh. Not so fast.”

I froze, running through possibilities in my mind. Was this an unaffiliated drifter, an Atwood underling, or one of Jackal’s henchmen? My opponent’s identity should have made a difference, but the male’s subsequent words turned off my rational side and prompted me to throw caution to the winds. “Your sister....” the male started.

And without giving him time to spit out whatever thinly veiled threat he’d dreamed up, I acted. One hand rose to pry his blade-holding fingers back into a painful reverse stretch even as my other arm leveraged me off the seat sufficiently to get my feet underneath my butt.

Then I was the one attacking. My sword was less than useless in such a confined situation, but I could spring upwards holding onto my opponent’s hand while leaping. No wonder his knife clattered to the floor between us even as the male—scruffy, badly dressed, older than I’d expected—exploded into the aisle with teeth sharpening within his still-human mouth.

“You little bitch,” he started, shaking out his right hand even as his left inched toward what appeared to be another knife marring the drape of his Hawaiian shirt. And here Kira thought my clothing needed assistance....

Wardrobe aside, I refused to be intimidated by my opponent’s bulk or by his small-space-appropriate weapons. Instead, I bought a little breathing room with a verbal attack. “Nice flowers,” I started. “But I thought Casual Friday wasn’t until tomorrow....”

Before I could finish, I was sliding sideways, the non-slip matting beneath my feet insufficient to hold me in place as the bus driver slammed on his brakes. My stomach hit the plastic of the nearest seat back, breath whooshing out of me even as I scrabbled against the floorboards in search of my opponent’s dropped weapon.

But the male was no longer attacking. Was, I realized as I looked up, instead halfway down the aisle where he’d been slung by the vehicle’s abrupt halt.

Which meant his second knife was now poised half an inch away from the eyeball of a boy too young to be out by himself after dark. Yes, I was now safe from the werewolf’s weaponry. But based on the curl of the shifter’s upper lip, he was well aware that harm to an innocent was just as damaging as harm to myself.

The boy whimpered as the scent of smug shifter filled the enclosed space so densely it choked my attempted inhale. “The brain is right behind the eyeball,” my werewolf opponent observed smoothly. “I learned that from a Hawaiian medicine woman. Are you ready to deal yet?”

***
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THE BASTARD THOUGHT he had me over a barrel. But he’d missed my fingers closing around the knife recently abandoned on the bus’s floor, and he must have also missed the memo that street fighters never back down.

So, unlike him, I attacked without warning. Didn’t open my mouth or even flick my eyes to give away my intentions. Just twisted and flung the knife in one unerring movement, gaze following the blade as it sliced through my opponent’s sleeve and bicep, ripping him away from his current victim and pinning the male against the back of the seat in front of them both.

The werewolf howled in agony, the boy shrieked in terror...and I was slung around hard as handcuffs pinched shut around my left wrist. “Police! Don’t move!” a human shouted in my ear. Then my face was squished up against a seat back while my right hand was wrenched up behind me, only the faint musk of receding werewolf suggesting what I’d see once I was finally allowed to stand erect.

My opponent had taken advantage of the tussle to flee, I noted. And the humans, predictably, took one look at my ragged clothing combined with the massive sword still belted at my waist and rewrote the past with chilling inaccuracy.

“She was attacking that boy!” a cane-wielding matron exclaimed, pointing at the child who’d survived the scuffle without a single scratch...thanks to me.

“She pulled a knife,” the bus driver confirmed, watching as I was frog-marched down the aisle and out the front door of the bus. I’d nearly made it to my destination, I realized. Was standing in a residential neighborhood full of mansions and bigger mansions and vast expanses of emerald green grass.

And...werewolves. Because the scruffy male was long gone, but another shifter waited at the bottom of the bus steps. This one reminded me of a more wiry version of Gunner and Ransom with a wardrobe even Kira would have considered both stylish and smart. Another brother? A cousin? I couldn’t be certain. Whatever his lineage, the mild-mannered shifter in his bespoke business suit was a good fit for talking the policeman off my back.

“Is there a problem, officer?” the not-quite-stranger asked, the query so clichéd it might as well have rolled off the lips of a B-rate movie actor. And yet, he managed to pull off the impression. Could almost have been readjusting a monocle as he superciliously stared the policeman down.

“This woman attacked a boy on a city bus...” the officer started. But the stranger cut him off with a single raised hand.

“Did you see the altercation in person? Was anyone injured?”

“Well, no....”

“Then I highly doubt you have your facts straight. Because this young woman is my house guest. Not a troublemaker in the least...although she could use a better tailor. I’ll admit that part.”

Together, the werewolf and the police officer looked me up and down, lips similarly pursed as they passed judgment on my thrift-store attire. Hey, it was better than a hot pink Hawaiian shirt....

And even though my escape from potential incarceration shouldn’t have been that easy, the bus of witnesses was already rolling away down the street. Meanwhile, the officer before us apparently had no incentive to argue with a well-heeled resident of a top-tier neighborhood. “I apologize for any inconvenience,” the official told me after a single second of consideration. Then air flowed in to replace the pinch of handcuffs, my former captor strolling away down the sidewalk before my rescuer could lodge an official complaint.

Which left me in the custody of a werewolf who had every reason to berate me at length for nearly revealing myself to humans. But the stranger just raised one eyebrow and shook his head slowly instead. “Not smart,” he chided almost gently before adding: “Go home.”
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