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      “Only a man with the tenderest heart would have to shield it.”

      

      Quinn is a free-spirited artist who is struggling to get her business off the ground. When a prominent Packmaster commissions a piece from her, she finally sees a glimmer of hope. Creating a masterpiece for this pack is her mission, and Quinn won’t let anything get between her and her dreams, not even a marriage proposal.

      Salem Lockwood has chosen an altruistic life, prioritizing others’ needs above his own. But when a local artist asks him to pretend they’re mated, his generosity is put to the test. Quinn’s tenacity and beauty are unmatched, and the more he gets to know her, the more he commits to the lie. He’s experienced at faking a relationship, but now there’s more at stake and time is running out.

      What happens when your biggest enemy is one you can’t see?
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      Some people read to escape, but life has always been my escape.

      After skimming through a book on historical paintings, I tucked it back on the bookshelf and heaved a sigh. Book Haven was the only bookstore in town, and since I didn’t own a car, it was exciting to have more businesses within walking distance.

      I leaned in and smelled the books.

      “Did you find anything?” the bookshop owner asked.

      I jerked my head back and grinned sheepishly at Cecilia. “Nothing today. I’d buy something else, but I’m not much of a reader.”

      When she folded her arms, the miscellaneous charms on her bracelet caught my attention. Cecilia gave a defeated look and stared at the shelf. “I tried locating the books you requested about stained glass, but those were the only new art books I could find. I’m sorry if they don’t have anything you can use.”

      “No biggie. Maybe in the next shipment.”

      “Perhaps.” Briefly distracted by a customer walking in, she turned in a circle and then lowered her arms. “I’m going to make it my mission to find the books you need. Can I have your number?”

      “Of course you can!”

      “Follow me. I don’t have my phone with me, so you’ll have to write it down the old-fashioned way.”

      While I could’ve taken her number instead and sent a message to her phone, I decided to let Cecilia make that decision since she was the one who asked.

      “Your store has good energy.” I trailed behind the quiet shopkeeper, watching her ponytail swing like a pendulum. She was part of the Arrowhead pack, and I’d attended a peace party on their property earlier in the year. Boy, they had an enormous house, not to mention plenty of beautiful windows.

      “Grab a sucker before you leave!” Cecilia leaned over the corner desk by the entrance and searched a drawer. She seemed oblivious that her mate was standing in an aisle to our left. He winked at me before pressing a finger to his lips.

      After taking an orange-flavored sucker from the jar and putting it in my pocket, I smiled at her raggedy black lace-up boots beneath her long green skirt. They looked like they’d survived both World Wars, but in the country, people often wore practical clothing.

      The blond man, who only had one arm, sneaked up behind her and stood very quietly.

      “Voilà!” she said before straightening up. When she spun around and bumped into her mate, she gasped. “Archer! You scared me to death.”

      He tucked her against him. “Didn’t mean to, sweetheart.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      He retrieved a phone from the front pocket of his jeans. “You left this at home. I know you’re expecting a call from that dealer.”

      “You’re a lifesaver.”

      Archer smelled strongly of coconut, probably from body oil. The skin on his tanned arm had a glow, and bodybuilders loved oiling themselves up. I could tell he worked out, and someone mentioned in the bar how he owned a gym.

      After a sweet hug but no kiss, they separated just as the main door opened and two familiar faces entered.

      “Gracious! It’s chilly out there,” a gorgeous blonde exclaimed. She adjusted the fuzzy white blanket around her toddler, and when she spotted me, her blue eyes sparkled. “Quinn! I haven’t seen you in ages. How are you, honey?”

      People always recognized me because of my red hair.

      Although her curvy figure and movie-star features were familiar from previous encounters, I drew a blank on her name. I’d seen her around town, and we spoke once when she was filling in for Cecilia, but that was ages ago. Now I felt like a real dum-dum that I couldn’t recall her name. “Hi. It’s amazing to see you again!”

      Amazing? Why am I trying so hard?

      Cecilia stroked the toddler’s wispy blond hair. “What are you doing here, Joy?”

      Joy, Joy, Joy. Put her name to memory. I need to remember people’s names if I expect to grow my business.

      While I silently reprimanded myself, Joy passed her little one over to Cecilia, and the baby instantly grasped her ponytail.

      I drew closer and smiled at the cheerful little girl, who squawked and babbled and giggled. Despite her hazel eyes and straight blond hair, she resembled her mother. Same cheeks, same smile, same bubbly personality. After losing interest in Cecilia’s hair, she patted her own head and tugged at the pink bow.

      Joy moved her hand away and kissed her fingers. “Mommy told you not to do that.” She chuckled softly. “Her hair’s getting so long. I need to trim around her eyes, but I’m afraid of messing it up.”

      “How old is she?”

      “Thirteen months.”

      I didn’t know all that much about babies and when they hit their milestones. “Does she talk?”

      Joy laughed. “Gracious no, but she’s learning to imitate sounds and babbles a lot. You should hear her at the dinner table. She usually repeats the same words: mama, papa, no—that’s her favorite word—and more. She always wants more pears.”

      “Is she walking yet?” I asked, taking the girl’s hand and planting a noisy kiss on it, which made her giggle.

      “Not yet. She’s a crawler, but her papa and I aren’t eager to start chasing her all over the house.” Joy unwrapped the blanket and lowered her to the floor. “Show everyone how you can stand!”

      The toddler wobbled while gripping her mother’s hands. Her sky-blue dress had a pink heart stitched on the front, and her tights matched. The entire ensemble seemed carefully chosen, right down to her fancy blue shoes with pink hearts.

      As soon as her mother let her sit on the floor, the little girl crawled away in a flash.

      “Violet!” Joy called out, prompting the girl to crawl faster and shriek with laughter.

      Suddenly the baby seemed to vanish, her clothes and pink bow left in a heap as a white puppy with one black ear appeared and went barreling down the aisle.

      My eyes widened at the wolf, who barked at Archer before snagging his pant leg.

      Joy watched me apprehensively, and now I worried my reaction might’ve inadvertently offended her.

      “I’m sorry,” I quickly said, deliberately holding eye contact so she could see my sincerity. “I’ve never seen a baby shift before, so it caught me off guard. She’s adorable.”

      Her worried countenance transitioned to relief, and she smiled at the darling pup that was savagely attacking Archer while he casually pulled a book from the shelf. “Violet’s special. We only recently began introducing her in town, and it’s daunting to think how people might react to a baby shifting. I want everyone to love her as much as we do. People are cruel to those who are different.”

      “Not everyone’s narrow-minded.”

      “True, but no one’s more dangerous than the ones who are.”

      Violet danced around her packmate, who smiled down at her. “Are pears her craving? You said she loves them.”

      “Actually, it’s salami. Now that she’s eating solids, she doesn’t have to suffer through a craving she can’t have. She used to cry a lot after shifting back. We didn’t make the connection at first, and then I realized it had to do with her craving. I brought some in my purse today, just in case.”

      “She’s so lucky,” I said absently. When I caught Joy’s inquisitive stare, I elaborated. “What I mean is, she’s lucky she can heal herself. That must be every parent’s fear—watching their child get hurt.”

      Joy touched the exquisite dragonfly pendant around her neck. The diamonds sparkled in the light. “It’s a relief, but we’re still so very careful. Babies are unpredictable and get into everything. Her wolf is always chewing on things she shouldn’t, so we have to be mindful about securing cords and not leaving anything on the floor she might choke on or swallow. It’s enough to give me an ulcer.”

      A cool wind blustered through the door when a gargantuan Native sauntered in. He tipped his head to the side to avoid striking it on the top of the doorframe, but I guessed he was the same height as the door without his boots. Despite the early-December chill outside, Tak sported a black sleeveless shirt that revealed a deep scar on his right shoulder. My eyes widened at his jewelry—a thick silver cuff with turquoise and orange stones, several necklaces layered, black feather earrings with diamond accents, and a number of rings. Tak was an interesting fellow everyone in town knew. He was hard to miss, what with the intricate tribal tattoos on the left side of his face.

      Joy smiled at him before returning her attention to me. “We just got back from the new store to see how things are going. Hope’s organizing the displays while Tak’s pocketing her jewelry.”

      “It’s not my fault,” he countered. “She hides the good stuff from me.”

      “Well, soon you’ll be able to visit the store and buy it like everyone else.”

      He put his hand on her shoulder. “Thanks to your generous contribution.”

      I fastened the clues together. “You mean that new building up the road is yours?”

      Tak readjusted the band at the end of his long braid. “My mate and her business partner. They’re opening a second location for Moonglow. Do you know of it?”

      I shook my head. “No, but whatever it is, I can’t wait!”

      His brow furrowed. “Even if it was a strip club?”

      The room fell silent.

      Tak threw back his head and rocked with laughter.

      Joy’s eyes danced with amusement. “It’s a boutique. They have a store in Austin that sells custom-made jewelry, clothes, purses—you name it!”

      “Sign me up.”

      She adjusted her blond curls. “Stop in anytime, honey. We’d love to see you there on opening day.”

      “When’s that?”

      “We still have a lot to do, so we haven’t decided.”

      After jotting down my number for Cecilia, I turned to leave.

      “You’re just the person I was thinking about,” Tak said, calling my attention.

      “Oh?” I played with the buttons on my brown sweater.

      “I want to commission a piece in my living room. I’m not sure if colored windows will block the natural light, so we should talk when you have time.”

      “I’d love to!” Don’t look desperate. “When you invited me to your house earlier this year, I kept thinking how amazing it would look with custom windows. They add character and make a house stand apart from everyone else’s.”

      “You don’t have to sell it to me. I’ve seen your work. Everyone notices that window at Dragonfly’s.”

      And yet no one was hiring me for any big jobs.

      Even though the club was underground, the owner had wanted a custom dragonfly art piece for one of his topside windows. Atticus commissioned the window for a generous price, and I’d hoped it would lead to more business. It wasn’t a large window, but I was proud of the elaborate design. He even installed track lights on the inside to grab the attention of everyone who drove up at night. Maybe people couldn’t imagine one in their own home or didn’t see a point, so the thought of a prominent Packmaster showing interest excited me more than presents on Christmas morning.

      “That’s not even my best work,” I added. “I’d love to work with you. Just let me know when you’re available, and we can talk through ideas. Then I’ll take measurements and create a few designs.”

      Tak knelt, his long braid sliding forward.

      Violet’s wolf pup spotted the alpha and wagged her little tail so fast it looked like it might fly right off. Then she barreled toward him at breakneck speed, slipping awkwardly until she finally reached her Packmaster. When he held out his hands to pick her up, she chomped down on his braid and tugged with all her puppy might.

      He lifted her into his arms and stood. “Brave little wolf. You need to respect your alpha,” he said, clearly amused.

      She licked his chin without a single understanding of what he’d said, but she loved him.

      Tak sighed at Joy. “She just peed on me.”

      Joy scooped up her baby wolf. “You should be used to that by now with your own little one.”

      Tak peeled off his shirt and pinched it between two fingers. He had a thick torso and looked strong, which made me wonder about the impressive claw marks on his right shoulder. They must have come from a lion or a bear, and I could only presume he won that fight if he chose to seal the wounds with liquid fire. I feigned disinterest even though I was insanely curious about the story behind them.

      “How’s your foot?” he asked.

      “My foot?” I glanced down, wondering what in the world he was talking about. Then I smacked my forehead when I remembered stepping on glass at their peace party. “Oh, it’s totally healed. Sorry I bled all over your deck. And screamed. And then fainted. And I’m real sorry about knocking over the table. That wasn’t my finest hour.”

      He rubbed his mouth as if attempting to shield his grin, but I’d felt his blistering judgment about my erratic behavior during what was an important event. After their healer had pulled the glass out, which was wedged deep inside, I screamed and fainted. When I came to, I was so bewildered that I padded across the deck and tried to sit on the edge of a table. It tipped and sent expensive liquor bottles rolling onto the ground.

      “It was a swell party,” I added.

      Archer barked out a laugh from the aisle.

      Tak inclined his head. “I’ll be in touch.”

      I played with my silver locket, which hung from a long chain around my neck. “My calendar’s free at the moment. It’s better if I view the space before we talk about design ideas. That way I can see the windows, the size, what you had in mind, how much direct light you get, the energy.”

      His brow furrowed. “Energy?”

      “The vibes! Every space has energy. When you walk into this store, the energy is very Zen. But that bar up the street?” I snorted. “As soon as you walk in, you’re wired up. It has nothing to do with expectations but the energy in the room. Those vibes influence my creative vision.”

      He nodded his head with a tight grin. “You’d get along with my mate.” Tak suddenly squinted and bent down to look at my face. “You have strange eyes.”

      Joy cleared her throat.

      “I don’t mean to insult you,” he blurted before standing erect. “I’ve never seen that before.”

      My eyes were an unusual shade of green, both pale and vibrant, like colored glass held up to the sunlight. But it wasn’t until people looked closer that they noticed the fiery orange ring around the pupil.

      He rubbed his chin. “My people have stories about those with strange eyes.”

      I rocked on my heels. “If it’s a scary story, I’m not sure I wanna know.”

      “The elders say unnatural eyes allow you to see impossible things. Then again, they also say a rattlesnake crossing your path in winter will bring misfortune.” He shook his head. “I guess we’ll find out.”

      Joy froze. “What? Where?”

      Archer joined the group and put his hand in his pocket. “What’s the big deal? We have snakes all over the property.”

      Tak’s eyebrows arched. “In December they sleep. This one was angry. It crossed my path when I was out running this morning.”

      Archer tilted his head to the side. “You didn’t kill it with your big knife?”

      “I don’t jog with my knife. That’s how fools are made. Don’t let your guard down.”

      “On that note, I need to get going,” I said, heading for the door. “I look forward to hearing from you!”

      Everyone waved as I exited the bookstore.

      My brown cargo pants were nice and warm. They were also covered in paint spatters since they were my work pants. I dealt with paint and glass, and because I didn’t want excessive fabric picking up debris, I usually wore tank tops or halter tops with my pants. As a glazier who worked on stained glass, I was always designing, cutting, painting, and drawing. The bigger projects earned me the most money, but right now I was between jobs, so to make ends meet, I sold smaller pieces.

      The idea of taking on a large project with a prominent figure in town excited me, and I walked with an extra skip in my step, hoping this might kick off my career.
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        * * *

      

      It took two hours to walk to the general store, and the first thing I did was grab an orange soda from the cooler and guzzle it to the bottom.

      “Well, if it isn’t Quinn, our resident soda thief.” The store owner cackled at me. Justin had a pleasant drawl, a round belly, and a faithful smile. He was like Santa Claus without the red suit.

      I wasn’t certain about his Breed since it was generally impolite to ask, but I often speculated he might be Relic or Shifter. It would be unusual for a Mage to have turned an older man like him, and he didn’t have the physical characteristics of a Chitah or a Vampire. Sensors often wore gloves in public, and because he was around people all day, handling money and items that were covered in emotional imprints, it was unlikely that was his Breed.

      “Hi, Justin.” I flashed a guilty grin while blowing on the rim of the bottle. “You know I’d never shoplift,” I assured him while stuffing the empty bottle in my black insulated tote, which was designed especially for groceries.

      He tucked his thumbs beneath his blue suspenders. “Is that so? I seem to recall a couple years back a gal who fits your description stuffing beef jerky into her pants.”

      “Huh. I guess all us redheads look alike.”

      He let out a deep belly laugh before patting a wooden shelf filled with food. “Holler if you need somethin’.”

      The general store had a little of everything. Most of Justin’s money came from the bar and outside patio, where local singers and bands performed three days a week. People who lived outside of towns and communities came here to relax, drink, and listen to music. The structure was built from wood and steel siding, and the cover over the seating area outside protected customers from the rain and hot sun. One lady sold homemade hot sauce there, and the sauces were so popular that Justin had given her an entire shelf for her products.

      The heavy lumber shelves were stocked with food, and household goods and tools hung on a pegboard in the back. During the summer, I often sat at the picnic tables in an open area and cooled off with an orange-flavored snow cone. Justin fired up the grill on weekends and made hamburgers, but I missed those. Since the cookouts started in the early evening, that would mean walking home in the dark.

      “When are you gonna get yourself a car?” he called out from the front.

      I added a loaf of bread to my bag. “Can’t afford it. Besides, my legs are cheaper than gas.”

      He laughed heartily. “Ain’t that the truth?”

      At the end of the aisle, I studied all the candy on the wire stand. The top shelf had a giant bucket tilted forward and filled with various sweets. I tossed a bag of jelly beans into my tote, which was easy to carry home so long as I didn’t overload it with too many heavy items. Sometimes I was lucky enough to catch a ride back to Storybook, but not always.

      When I arrived at the art section, I mentally counted how many of my stained glass pieces were still on the display. There were too many shelves and stands blocking the windows, so instead of hanging them, I laid them flat with all the price tags hidden beneath. Perhaps if customers had to pick them up to see the price, they would fall in love with one when it caught the light. “Any sales?”

      “Two yesterday,” he answered. “You want to apply that money to your grocery bill?”

      “Yes! Please!”

      Justin was awesome. He supported local artists and entrepreneurs by giving them a place to sell. It was a low-cost way for him to stock inventory and make money. He claimed a percentage of each sale, but for me it wasn’t about money. I didn’t have to leave a business card or put my name on the items since we lived in a small community, and I made sure everyone knew they were mine.

      Merchandise covered every inch of the store. Hats hung from the ceiling, the walls were covered with items like metal signs and pictures, a deep freezer filled with ice cream bars jutted out from the wall by the drink cooler. The black bear wearing a fishing hat pissed off a few bear Shifters, but Justin refused to get rid of it. From the outside, the general store resembled a run-down building with rust on the roof and chickens wandering around. But for the locals, it was a necessity for food, tackle, beer, burgers, and meeting up with friends.

      It was also the only grocery store within walking distance. Most people drove to the larger cities nearby and stockpiled supplies from the supermarkets.

      A striking man captured my attention. Not many men around these parts wore their hair in a topknot. He dropped something into his handbasket without noticing me.

      I know him. Where do I know him from?

      He stared at the ingredients on a can of mixed nuts while scratching his short beard, then placed the can in his basket.

      He’s so handsome.

      His beard wasn’t overgrown the way some locals wore theirs, and his topknot made me wonder about the length of his hair and how wearing it down might change his whole appearance.

      When he disappeared down an aisle, I hurried to the adjacent one and spied on him through the gap in the shelves. His prominent brows pulled attention to his brown eyes. Soulful eyes.

      Where have I seen him? I know him…

      Then it dawned on me—the healer from the peace party! The one who carried me in his arms and mended my foot.

      I excitedly rounded the corner and knocked right into the display of sunglasses. When the whole stand teetered, I panicked, dropped my bag, and wrapped my arms around it. A few glasses noisily clacked against the floor, and I cringed at the thought of them breaking.

      The man hurried over and stared at my precarious hold on the flimsy display.

      I gingerly let go, two more glasses tumbling to the floor. “I know you. You’re the guy who made me scream.”

      Wow, I really made this awkward.

      His eyebrows knitted, and color dabbed his cheeks.

      “Who broke what?” Justin called out.

      I dropped to the floor to gather the glasses. “Everything’s fine!”

      The man knelt and picked up the remaining glasses.

      “Do you remember me?” I asked. “You pulled glass out of my foot at the peace party and then stitched me up.”

      “I recall. Is your foot on the mend?”

      “I should hope so. It’s been months. The stitches dissolved and left me with a scar, but now it’s fading away. That makes me a little sad.”

      His eyebrows gathered, and two lines appeared between them. “Why?”

      “It reminds me of that night.” After setting the glasses back on the stand, I stood. “You were a real-life Superman.”

      He cleared his throat and rose to his feet. “It’s my job. And you shouldn’t walk around barefoot.”

      I smiled at his remark. “I love my feet touching grass. Don’t you?”

      He bent over and picked up his basket.

      “I’m terrible with names,” I said. “It was chaos that night, so if you told me your name, it’s gone from my brain. I’m Quinn.”

      The man inclined his head. “Salem Lockwood.”

      I threw out my hand. “Charmed.”

      Instead of taking my hand and kissing it, Salem cleared his throat and offered an apprehensive grin—one that made it clear he didn’t freely throw his affections around at strangers.

      Intriguing.

      I retracted my hand and lifted my own bag. “Well, I just wanted to say thanks for saving my life.”

      He jerked his head back. “That’s an exaggeration. Don’t you think?”

      I remembered when he swooped me into his arms, rushed through the crowd, and hiked up the steps to the house. Most of all, I remembered how that felt. The surge of protectiveness, his desire to heal, his confidence.

      Boy, did I love a confident man. The most attractive men were intelligent, confident, and courageous. All three qualities were a trifecta of perfection.

      A peculiar warmth radiated in my chest while we stared at each other. I remembered his compassionate gaze when he mended my foot that night and the gratitude I had never gotten a chance to show. “Well, maybe I’ll see you around, Salem Lockwood.”

      He switched the basket to his other hand. “Watch where you’re going.”

      Was that a hint of a smile on his face?

      I observed him weave around displays with catlike skill until he stopped in the section that sold medical supplies and emergency equipment.

      After paying for my groceries, I headed home, lost in my reverie. I often thought about that night. No one else in Storybook had ever invited me to a party. Sure, they bought my art pieces and were courteous, but they never included me in any events. Obviously Shifters focused on forging alliances, trading packmates, and keeping the peace, which explained why they might’ve limited it to only their Breed, but not everyone around here was a Shifter. I had so much fun that night! The drinks, the music, the lights, the laughter—and Tak invited almost everyone regardless if they were in a pack.

      A laugh escaped. I must’ve eaten at least three hamburgers.

      As I marched up the road and thought about the embarrassing display I’d put on after stepping on glass, I cringed. Yes, I could be dramatic at times, but that glass in my foot really hurt! The long-haired biker guy they called Krys had given me a ride home on his motorcycle afterward, but I wished all night it had been Salem.

      Admittedly, I had a crush on him. Not because of his handsome face or quiet demeanor—I suspected it was the residual effect of him swooping in like a hero and carrying me to safety. That was only something I’d seen in the movies, so it caught me off guard just how much I actually enjoyed it.

      Salem was also unflappable in what was a chaotic moment. He took control of the situation, spoke calmly, and explained everything he was going to do in explicit detail. I’d known men who had emotional breakdowns because of a flat tire, and even I knew how to change one of those.

      When a horn honked behind me, I stepped aside. Instead of passing me, the car stopped.

      Speak of the devil.

      The passenger-side window automatically rolled down on the green sedan. “Where do you live?” Salem asked. “I can give you a ride.”

      “I don’t accept rides from strangers,” I said teasingly before continuing my walk.

      The car rolled alongside me. “It’s a long walk.”

      “And a lovely day. Look at all this sunshine!” I gestured to the cloudless sky.

      “Can I change your mind?”

      “It depends how hard you try.”

      “If that’s what you wish.”

      The car abruptly sped off and disappeared over the hill.

      I blinked in surprise. Eagerly jumping into a stranger’s car wasn’t my style, so I had wanted to hear a little reassurance first.

      “Okay.”

      Continuing my walk, I glanced into the brush. Evergreens were ubiquitous in Texas, so it was never a depressing view in winter. While there were no wildflowers to admire this time of year, I could still appreciate the tall grass, live oak trees, and mesquite brush. Normally in spring, thousands of Indian paintbrushes dotted the road with their jagged red petals rimmed in yellow. A herd of horse Shifters owned the property ahead, and I often stopped to watch them grazing in the field. Shifter groups always seemed so happy, the bond extending far beyond their instinctual need to assemble for protection.

      When I crested the hill where the road curved to the right, I spotted the green sedan parked on the side of the road. Salem was leaning against the bumper, his arms crossed.

      His tan pants weren’t too tight, and yes, I noticed. But his blue-grey cardigan sweater was casually loose. Salem looked like he belonged in a fashion catalog for Irishmen in the countryside. Most guys, especially in Storybook, were all about jeans, T-shirts, or plaid long-sleeved shirts in winter. Some actually walked around shirtless as if to prove their manhood could withstand the biting wind. Salem dressed sensibly.

      “Fancy meeting you here,” I said, shuttering my relief that he hadn’t actually abandoned me. I set my heavy tote on the ground. “I wasn’t sure if you were serious or playing a joke.”

      “I was serious. It’s not lost on me that most women won’t jump into a car with a stranger, so I didn’t want to make you uncomfortable by pressuring you.”

      I chuckled softly. “Yet here you are, blocking the road like a serial killer.”

      His gaze skated off to the grassy field to my left. “I’m not a dangerous man, but you can’t be sure about the next car that drives by. It didn’t seem right leaving you. If something happened, it would be my fault.”

      I drew closer, but he didn’t meet my eyes. Salem was clearly one of those men who said what he meant and didn’t joke around. “Didn’t you used to be mated?” I asked, remembering how I’d seen him and Joy together when they first arrived in town. But lately it was quite obvious by the gossip that she and the Vampire Atticus were now married.

      “Sort of. Why don’t you have a car?”

      “Because money doesn’t grow on trees. If you buy any of the glass pieces in Justin’s store, that’ll go toward my car fund.” I rose up on my tiptoes for a moment as a mockingbird changed its tune from a nearby bush. “The walk is pleasant, especially when it’s cool outside. The downside is I can’t buy ice cream. It always melts, even in the thermal bag. Sometimes in the summer I buy an orange Popsicle and eat it on the walk. I love orange-flavored anything,” I added, wondering if he thought I rambled too much. “Doesn’t your pack stockpile for the apocalypse? What are you doing all the way out here, shopping in a tiny store?”

      He dropped his arms to his sides and locked eyes with me. “I like getting out.” Salem’s attention swung down to my feet. “You have big shoes.”

      I flew forward, and my knees buckled.

      Salem caught me in a flash and looked bewildered. “What are you doing?”

      “Swooning.”

      His brow furrowed.

      I laughed mischievously and straightened up. “It’s not every day a man tells me how big my feet are.”

      The blush of embarrassment on his cheeks put butterflies in my belly. Salem rubbed his eyebrow in a perplexed manner, so I decided to let him off the hook.

      I touched a button on his sweater. “I’m not insulted. Your observation surprised me is all. But you’re right. Well, not about my feet. My boots are oversized since my feet swell when I walk long distances. Maybe they’re a little too big, but I’m not a fan of shoes anyhow. Feet aren’t meant to be housed.”

      “So your feet are homeless,” he said, his tone deadpan.

      I giggled and walked back to grab my bag. “Did you want to offer me a ride?”

      “Tak is my Packmaster. I also work as a healer in the community and have a steady job with a local pack. I’m not much of a talker, so it’ll be a quiet ride. You can call Tak and speak with him if that would make you comfortable.”

      I carried my bag to the car. “Don’t worry, Salem. I trust you. I’ve got a sixth sense about people. Can I put this in the back?” I opened the back door before he answered and shoved my heavy tote onto the seat. “You’re a real lifesaver! I bought extra canned food today, so it’s heavy.” Being nosy, I peered inside one of his plastic sacks to see what he had bought. “Holy moly! What’s with all the black licorice?”

      Three grocery bags’ worth.

      It was not only an absurd amount of candy that most people hated, but it was now the most intriguing thing about him.

      I had to know more.
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      Following a pleasant ride, Salem dropped me off on my doorstep. Instead of sitting behind the wheel and waiting for me to get out, he shut off the engine and gathered my groceries from the back seat.

      When he walked up to the house, he stopped and surveyed the property with a skeptical appraisal. The grey asphalt shingles all around the house showed its age, and I was surprised they’d lasted this long. The landlord certainly didn’t bother sprucing up the place and had explicitly said that any additions I requested would come out of my pocket. I was welcome to do whatever I wanted, but my money was spent in better places than a house that wasn’t even mine.

      I grabbed Salem’s hand and tugged him up the concrete steps. “It’s not as bad as it looks. Come inside. I never get any visitors. Sorry about the mess!”

      After I opened the screen door, I unlocked the front door and walked in. It smelled like a mixture of paint and potpourri. The living room only had one window, which overlooked the front yard, so I pulled the curtain back to let in the light. My creations covered the walls, each piece hanging from a hook to keep it protected until it found a new home. The heavy-duty workbench on the left held my cutting tools, and I used the floor when drawing larger designs.

      “You made these?” He admired a cardinal sitting in holly leaves.

      “Every last one. If you see anything that catches your eye, let me know.”

      I kicked off my shoes, peeled off my socks, and padded through the entryway to the kitchen straight ahead. I had enough room in there for a small table and a washer. My clothes hung on a line outside to dry.

      “What’s your poison?” I called out.

      “Water’s fine.”

      I wasn’t about to serve this man tap water. Leaning in the fridge, I assessed the drink situation. “Let’s see… there’s pineapple juice, tea, and almond milk.” I straightened up and turned as he set the thermal bag on the round table. “Oh, and there’s orange juice in the bag. What’ll it be?”

      He unzipped the square bag. “Pineapple sounds good.”

      “Coming right up!” Because the cans were small, I poured it into a juice glass and added an ice cube before handing it to him. “You should stay for dinner. It’s the least I can do to show my gratitude.”

      Why am I so eager to keep him around?

      Then I realized it was loneliness. The long hours working at home, the lack of friends, the quiet isolation of living in a rural town. Granted, it was a relatively short walk to Juniper Road, but I hadn’t realized how much I craved friendship until Salem was standing in my kitchen, unloading my groceries on the table. I made friendly conversation in public spaces, but people around here always had their guard up.

      “Did you design that window?” he asked.

      I glanced at the sink window, which had a green border and orange flowers. The nine panes in the center were clear so it wouldn’t obstruct the view. “You like it?”

      “It’s… incredible.”

      Flattery will get him everywhere.

      I took the juice glass since he’d gulped it down in one swallow. “Are you hungry? I cook a mean spaghetti. I’m sure you’re probably a busy guy,” I tacked on, realizing he probably didn’t want to hang around longer than necessary. So I grabbed an armload of food and began putting it away in the cupboards. “If you don’t want to stay, I’m not going to nail you to the floor.”

      Oh God, that sounded even worse.

      “Actually, dinner would be nice. I think Bear has fish soup on the menu tonight.”

      “Not a fan?”

      He chuckled. “No. He leaves the heads floating in the pot.”

      “Yuck! He’s the big guy who works at the Rabbit Lounge, right? The one with the bushy beard and apron?”

      “That’s him.”

      I put the bread in the freezer. “I don’t know about his fish soup, but he makes delicious hamburgers. Oh! And barbecue. Whenever he fires up that smoker at the bar, I can smell it all the way over here. He’s like the pied piper when he’s cooking meat.”

      The pied piper? This guy must really think I’m extra.

      Salem swung a bag of potatoes and then set them in the fridge when I opened the door and gestured to the bottom drawer.

      “How long have you been a healer?” I asked.

      “As long as I’ve been working.” Salem removed his sweater, and I stole a glance at him while he straightened his beige Henley shirt. The top buttons were undone. “It’s warm in here.”

      “It doesn’t take much to heat up this little house. All nine hundred square feet of it. Obviously your body heat is enough.”

      What is wrong with me! That’s not what I meant. Don’t explain. Just pretend like I never said it.

      “Be right back.” I turned on my heel and opened the side kitchen door. After I stepped down the concrete steps, the screen door clapped shut against the house like a sarcastic round of applause.

      The garage sat back from the house and had a dirt driveway leading up to it. There were traces of gravel from days of yore, but over the years, they must have blown away or been buried by mud from the rain. When I moved into the house, I first thought the garage would make a great studio for my work, but it was too hot during the summer to be outside, and the insulation was nonexistent. Even the giant swing door didn’t keep out scorpions and geckos, but it was an ideal spot for an extra refrigerator.

      I opened the fridge and pulled out a chilled watermelon. It must have weighed thirty pounds.

      “Don’t drop it, don’t drop it,” I chanted while precariously stepping across the uneven yard. When I made it to the cement steps, I looked at Salem through the screen door. “I carried a watermelon.”

      “What?”

      “Haven’t you ever seen Dirty Dancing? Come help me before I drop it!”

      He shot out of the chair and flung the door open. “I could’ve gotten that for you.”

      “But then you couldn’t come to my rescue,” I quipped, amused by his serious expression.

      He cradled the fruit like a newborn baby and carried it inside.

      I shut the door behind me. “I washed it this morning, so it’s ready to cut.”

      “It won’t be good this late in the year.”

      “I’ve had a few good melons in winter. I bought it from that guy who’s always peddling fruit on Juniper Road. He came by the other day and delivered it to my garage. I forgot his name, but he swears it’s tasty.”

      Salem set it on the table with a thunk. “Do you live out here alone?” he asked, holding the melon in place with his hand.

      “It’s just me, myself, and I.” I pulled a large knife from the drawer.

      “Do you have Milly’s number?”

      Milly was the town Relic.

      “What for?” I asked, twirling the knife.

      Salem gingerly took the blade from my hand. “Because if you drop a knife on your foot out here, no one will know.”

      “I’ll know.”

      He expertly sliced through the center of the green melon until it split in half, revealing the bright-red flesh dotted with black seeds. “Do you have a container? I’ll cut it in squares.”

      “Wait.” I retrieved a spoon from the drawer and then used it to scoop out a piece. “Before going through all that trouble, let’s have a taste test.” I held the spoon to his mouth. “You first.”

      “It’s not poisoned, is it?”

      I burst out laughing. He had a dry sense of humor, which was my favorite kind. “Give me your professional assessment.”

      He arched an eyebrow before eating it.

      I watched his mouth, waiting for a reaction, but Salem’s poker face was next level.

      “This is your melon,” he finally said. “You decide.”

      “I trust you.”

      Salem took the spoon and scooped up a piece for me.

      Him feeding me was a new fantasy unlocked.

      The juicy melon practically disintegrated on my tongue as the rancid flavor filled my mouth. “Holy moly, that’s awful!” I walked to the trash can and spit it out. “You swallowed?”

      “Spitting is rude.”

      I laughed harder than I should’ve, wondering if he was making an innuendo or if it had gone right over his head. I heaved a sigh and stared at the fruit. “C’est la vie.”

      Salem snatched a grocery bag and chucked half of the melon in there before tying it up. “I’ll take it home.”

      “What in the world for? Inspiration for your obituary?”

      “The chickens might like it.”

      “They might not.”

      This time, we both laughed.
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      Salem and I had a pleasant dinner, and the kitchen was homier with his company. Though I insisted on cooking the entire meal myself, Salem monitored the meat sauce and stirred while I grated parmesan and set the table. The lighting in the kitchen was harsh, so when darkness blanketed the sky, I switched off the overhead light and put three wide candles on the table.

      Although Salem was a quiet soul, when it came to his job he did for the community, he spoke about it in detail. Our conversation mostly centered on the townspeople and our work. We didn’t get personal, which was nice, but I gleaned from our interaction that he was a reticent man who didn’t reveal his emotions, let alone become influenced by them. I supposed personality contributed to his success as a healer. The mystery of Salem fascinated me.

      He set down his glass. “If you don’t mind, can I ask a personal question?”

      I leaned back in the vinyl chair. “Hmm. That could be a trick question.”

      When he scratched his head, it freed a slender lock of hair. “You don’t have to answer.”

      I nervously tucked my hair behind my ears. “Okay. Ask.”

      “Why did you move to Storybook?”

      At least he didn’t ask about my eyes.

      I rested my arms on the table and stared at a flickering candle. “All of us are in Storybook for the same reason.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “We’re trying to start over. I think everyone has a different story, but that’s the only thing I can assume. This isn’t exactly a thriving community. Granted, it’s a lot more than it was a couple of years ago, but still. We’re out in the sticks.”

      “You’ve gone years without a car?”

      I turned the glass candleholder in a circle. “You seem awfully concerned about my car situation.”

      He folded his arms on the table. “The roads are dangerous. People speed out here because there aren’t any limits. Just last week, a fifteen-year-old was struck by a distracted driver. It fractured the boy’s arm, but it could’ve been worse.”

      “That’s terrible.”

      “I have experience in emergency medicine, but time is always of the essence. Since he had my number, I was able to get there quickly.”

      I stood and collected the plates before carrying them to the sink to wash later. “It’s a good thing you moved here. Milly’s difficult to book sometimes.”

      “I’ll leave you my number.”

      His personal number? Why did that put butterflies in my belly? Why did the idea of talking to this man in the middle of the night while curled up in my bed give me a warm and fuzzy feeling?

      I’ve never acted this way around a man. Get it together! And I won’t be talking to Salem in the middle of the night in bed unless I’m suffering from a spider bite.

      When I reached for his glass, he captured my wrist.

      “I’ll get that.”

      My breath caught. “Okay.”

      I sat in his chair, the seat immediately warming my behind. The surrounding air was a mixture of faded cologne and summer rain. My candles were unscented, so I knew that was him.

      Salem rolled up his sleeves and began washing my dishes, including the pots. The sounds lulled me into a calm state, and I closed my eyes, remembering the way my mother and father used to talk in the kitchen after dinner while they cleaned the table and washed dishes. I gripped the silver locket around my neck and rubbed it with my thumb.

      “Why don’t you shift and let your animal run between locations?” he asked. “Seems better than walking.”

      Boy, that was a smooth way of indirectly asking about my Breed in a manner that wasn’t offensive.

      “I don’t have a grocery tote that will fit my animal,” I quipped. “She’s not a pack mule.”

      “Do you have a last name?”

      “No, just Quinn. I thought it might be good for business to go by one name. Like Madonna or Eminem. I think it’s more fun, and maybe people will remember me.”

      He cast a lingering gaze over his shoulder. “You’re hardly easy to forget.”

      I got up from my chair and moved next to him. “I can finish this. Your pack is probably expecting you, and I don’t want to hold you hostage.”

      “May I use the restroom?”

      I gestured to the entryway, the hall visible just beyond. “It’s the door on the left. The lock doesn’t work, but I won’t come in.”

      Water splashed onto the counter as I excitedly rinsed a plate while daydreaming about Tak’s business proposal. People respected him, and creating a masterpiece for a prominent Packmaster could change my life. So far, I’d done smaller windows for individuals and businesses, but a lot of those people lived out of the way. Packs were always inviting neighbors over and conducting business, so everyone would see the window and seek me out. Then I could get a larger home with a studio. More importantly, designing a window left my mark in the world. Tiny ornaments could break or get lost, but a window? That would last generations.

      After drying my hands, I sauntered into the living room and switched on a floor lamp.

      Salem finally emerged from the bathroom.

      “I thought you fell in.” A smile played on my lips.

      “I fixed your ballcock.”

      “My what-cock?”

      After briefly dipping into the kitchen and grabbing his cardigan, he joined me. “Have you had trouble with the commode?”

      “You fixed it?”

      “Just a minor adjustment. You should replace the equipment. I’d get a whole new set if I were you.”

      I played with the chain dangling from the floor lamp. “There’re plenty of renovations needed, but money doesn’t grow on trees. At least my landlord replaced the air-conditioning unit when it went kaput last summer.”

      Salem took out his phone and switched it on long enough to see the time. “I should go.”

      “Thanks for dinner,” I said.

      The cadence of his laugh curled my toes. “You did the cooking.”

      “Not entirely,” I pointed out while dawdling to the door. “I meant thanks for the company. The only visitors I get are the glass delivery guys. I thought small towns were easy places to make friends.”

      “Most people in Storybook are from somewhere else, so what you have is a group of strangers who are stuck with each other and don’t trust anyone. Maybe you should hang out at the bars if you’re looking for friends.”

      “The bars?” I laughed brightly. “Those aren’t the kind of friends I’m looking for, but if you hear about a good craft fair or art festival, those are my people.” I flung the door open and stepped out, squealing when my feet touched the chilly concrete.

      Salem wasn’t far behind.

      When I reached his car, I opened the driver’s side and faced him.

      He gripped the top of the door. “You should get inside. It’s too cold.”

      “A chill never hurt anyone. Live a little. If it ever snows again, take your shoes off and run around. It’s good for the blood!”

      “Cold weather actually constricts blood vessels.”

      I tapped him on the nose. “Deep down, there’s a fun guy trying to escape. What did you like doing as a kid? I bet you climbed trees or sneaked away in the middle of the night to sit on a rooftop and stare at the stars.”

      He cracked a smile and shook his head. “I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone like you.”

      I took his cardigan out of his hands and tossed it into the passenger seat. “I get that a lot.” After circling around him and pacing away, I turned on my heel. “I’ll see you around, Salem. Thanks for the ride and keeping me company. And most especially, thanks for fixing my ballcock.” I blew him a kiss. When he didn’t react, my jaw slackened.

      “What?” He looked at me, nonplussed.

      “When someone blows you a kiss, you’re supposed to catch it.”

      He stepped closer to the car. “You should only do that when you mean it.”

      “I always mean it. I love everyone. The world is a beautiful place.” When I ascended the steps, I watched him back up before turning around and disappearing into the darkness. “Good night, Salem Lockwood. Sweet dreams.”
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      Since yesterday, Salem hadn’t been able to get Quinn out of his mind. He’d tossed and turned the previous night, thinking about their unexpected encounter. Her wavy red hair and seafoam-green eyes were a remarkable combination, and he wondered if his attraction to her was why he hadn’t left her on the side of the road.

      During the car ride, she switched off the radio and sang. He didn’t mind since she had a pleasant voice. Not a professional one; sometimes she hit the wrong note and then laughed. They played a game where they each had to name cities starting with a letter of the alphabet—a game he enjoyed and won. Joy used to sit quietly in the car with him, whereas Quinn engaged him in conversation.

      Why am I comparing her to Joy? he thought a day later, sitting still in the quiet car before opening the door.

      It seemed absurd since he and Joy were never in a relationship—not a real one. They pretended to like each other so Joy would have a secure place to live and have her baby. Yet being in that fake relationship kindled something unexpected in Salem—a feeling of duty and responsibility. Though he’d never loved Joy, he had once offered to be her mate for real. Partly guilt for having played a role in the lab experiments that resulted in her pregnancy, but another side of him yearned for a close bond with a partner, someone he could confide in who understood him. Physical intimacy was the only type of connection he’d ever experienced with women, but he often wondered what an emotional bond was like.

      Quinn’s living conditions bothered him. Though she kept a tidy house, most of the space was devoted to her work. Everything was outdated, and the landlord had done a piss-poor job at simple repairs, leaving it all to her. Did she realize she needed new gutters? Her bathroom was as big as a phone booth, and she didn’t own a vehicle. To be fair, neither did he, but he could borrow one from a packmate whenever he needed it.

      Still, her living alone concerned him. There were a lot of nutjobs out there, even in the established packs. She didn’t have friends or anyone who visited her regularly. That made her vulnerable to harassment or even some psychopath snatching her up. Who would even notice she was gone?

      Salem shut the front door and took off his sweater.

      “Salem!” Atticus leaned forward from where he and Joy were lounging on the living room sofa, a fire crackling in the fireplace. Violet appeared to be sleeping inside the playpen, and Joy was knitting. “Are you heading upstairs?”

      Salem nodded.

      Atticus rose from the leather sofa and ran his hands through his pale hair.

      While Salem wasn’t sure he’d ever understand why Joy had chosen a Vampire over a Shifter, Atticus loved her and that baby like no one else, lavished them with affection that Salem could’ve never given. Now he understood Joy and her child deserved more than just stability—they deserved unwavering devotion. Though Atticus had incredible strength as a Vampire, he proved to be no danger to anyone. No temper that anyone had ever seen, even in the most heated situations, and regardless of the circumstance, he always measured his strength accordingly.

      Atticus followed him into the central hallway and opened the coat closet across from the staircase. “This is for the little miss.” He twirled a box in his hands. “I know how she likes cat ears. These are headphones she can connect to the television or listen to music on. The ears light up.”

      Salem took the box. “You should give them to her.”

      “She’s not keen on Vampires. If you had been there the night we found her, you would’ve seen what those scientists put her through.” He tucked his hands beneath his armpits and turned his gaze up the staircase. “She comes out when everyone’s away or swimming at the stream, but I suspect she’s a night owl. Sometimes when I come in the house after everyone’s asleep, I hear the soft pad of her socks against the floor.”

      “How do you know it’s her?”

      A smile touched his lips, and Atticus clasped his hands in front of him. “Because a Vampire recognizes the sound of everyone’s heartbeat and breathing. She’s surreptitious. I’ve seen her go on explorations around the property.”

      “Alone?”

      “If Catcher doesn’t follow her, I shadow walk and stay close.”

      Salem didn’t understand why she would go out at night. “What does she do?”

      “Walks. She has a few places she likes to lie down and stargaze. You can hardly fault her for that. She stays in the territory, but who knows when else she might be sneaking out when I’m at work? I worry about her. It’s been a year now. That’s a blink of an eye for me, but it’s a long passing for a child.”

      Montana sidled up to the conversation. “You talkin’ about Cleo?”

      They nodded.

      Montana leaned his shoulder against the wall and folded his arms. “What’s strange is Catcher isn’t acting as her watchdog. He looked after Robyn when she was a teenager, so it should be second nature.”

      Salem thought about how the girl gravitated toward Krys. He was the only one she trusted, perhaps because he saved her from burning in a fire. Salem had seen how trauma affected people, how the memories lived inside them like an intrinsic part of their DNA. While Krys hardly seemed the type to invest his time in anyone, let alone a child, he looked after her, made sure she ate, and was always doing things for her. Maybe Catcher wasn’t assuming the watchdog position for that reason.

      Atticus shook his head. “She’ll only be a child for a few years more. It’s unfair to wait for a relative to claim her. She needs the stability of a permanent home.”

      “She might be a foundling,” Salem offered. “So perhaps she never had a home to begin with. Cleo has no memory of life before the lab. Who’s to say she wasn’t living on the streets as an orphan? The documents were destroyed in the fire, though I doubt they kept any personal information that would have been incriminating. When I worked in the lab, they didn’t even document their names. To my knowledge, the guards didn’t make a habit of scrubbing their memories, but after I freed Joy and the others, they obviously changed their process.”

      Atticus pushed up his sleeves. “The other captives weren’t scrubbed like she was. They knew their names and remembered what happened before they were taken.”

      “She’s a kid,” Montana pointed out. “What they were doing was illegal, but doing that to a child? Hell, they signed their own death warrants. I bet they gave her a memory wipe so if she did escape, she wouldn’t know where to go. Maybe it was also easier to control her.”

      “We never expected to find a child,” Atticus said quietly. “If we can’t locate her family, maybe she should live here.”

      Montana rubbed his stubbly jaw. “Yeah, but say she joins the pack and gets attached to everyone. What if we find her kin and she has to leave the only family she knows? That’s rough for a kid.”

      Melody tiptoed in. “What are you boys whispering about? Sounds like drama.”

      “Cleo,” Montana informed her.

      She tightened her pink ponytail. “Oh. Virgil says she watches TV all night. Did someone complain about the noise? I sleep right through it.”

      “You can sleep through a tornado,” Montana said with undisguised amusement. “That TV will rot her brain.”

      “I’ve been hearing that for years, and I turned out fine,” she countered. “Anyhow, Virgil said it’s documentaries and educational shows, so at least she’s learning something. He actually told her to play music for a change.”

      Montana sighed. “She needs to be outside more.”

      “I agree. Kids today aren’t the same because of technology. They’ve got computers, phones, TV, music—what reason does she have to leave the room? Hope and I stayed inside a lot when we were designing, but we also explored the property and went on adventures.”

      Atticus chuckled quietly, which didn’t escape Melody’s attention.

      She gave him a warning glance. “I’m sure my Aunt Lexi told all kinds of wild stories about me, but half were exaggerations.”

      “Does that include the mailman you shot with an arrow?”

      “It’s not my fault he was a speeder! I was in the middle of target practice and he drove into my shot. Besides, he was a horse Shifter, so it’s not like a big deal.”

      Atticus looked like he was biting his tongue on the rest of the story.

      Melody picked at her fingernail polish. “If Cleo’s up all night glued to the set, that explains why she sleeps in.”

      Mercy wandered up and put her arms around Salem and Melody. “Y’all forgot to invite me to the gossip session.”

      “We’re talking about Cleo,” Melody explained while pushing up the sleeves of her shirt, which featured a skull surrounded by pink flowers.

      “That girl needs to go out and have fun with other girls her age.”

      Melody frowned. “Every time I head out to Moonglow, I invite her to come with me and pick out new clothes. I thought all teens liked to shop, but she always comes up with an excuse.”

      “Maybe you should stop bringing clothes back to her and enabling her reclusive behavior,” Montana suggested.

      Melody scoffed. “Would you like me to drag her there, kicking and screaming? She’s a kid, so I’m not going to reprimand her for something that isn’t a big deal. Hope went through the same thing after a wolf attacked her when we were kids. It took time, but I eventually got her to go out in public more. She was nervous around people for a long time, especially Shifters. You can’t slap a Band-Aid on trauma.”

      Mercy turned her gaze up to Salem, her big eyes glittering with concern. “She eats like a bird.”

      That had worried Salem for some time. He had assumed responsibility in overseeing her recovery. In the early days, when she was refusing to eat, he slipped ground-up vitamins into her vanilla milkshakes. That eventually changed her bloodwork to acceptable levels, and she started eating more. But a girl her age should have a healthier appetite. She wasn’t underweight anymore, but it would ease his mind to see her asking for seconds or even snacking on a giant bag of chips.

      Mercy disappeared around the corner and returned with a tray. “I was on my way to her room with dinner.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Salem offered.

      They headed upstairs and crossed through the central hallway. The bedrooms and bathrooms were located off the shorter halls—three on the left and two on the right. When they arrived at the last hall on the right, they stopped at the door across from Virgil’s purple one and knocked.

      Mercy opened the door and stood at the entrance. “Krys is out tonight, sweetie. I’ve got your dinner, and you’re gonna love it. We didn’t have any leftover fish soup from yesterday, so Bear made a fresh pot just for you.” Something about Mercy’s country accent put people right at ease. “Your hair looks real purty tonight.”

      That made Cleo run her fingers through her tousled locks. Her black hair had grown out a little since they first brought her home, enough to shield her eyes sometimes and cover her ears, but she hadn’t grown it longer.

      Mercy set the tray on the desk by the door. That’s where Cleo ate her meals, drew pictures, and worked on small art projects. “You wanna come downstairs and eat? Everyone’s cleared out of the dining room, so you’ll have it all to yourself. I can sit with you if you want a little company.”

      “That’s okay,” Cleo said, watching Mercy from the bed.

      Mercy gestured to the wall behind the headboard. The white clouds painted across a blue sky added color and serenity. “Did I ever tell you I painted that wall? Did it all with a Q-tip. Can’t make it up.”

      Her joke made Cleo laugh quietly.

      Mercy faced the large television on the wall opposite the bed. “This place needs more color. What do you think? I could paint all the walls in here. Whatever you want on them. You could be my assistant. Painting isn’t impossible. If you make a mistake, you just paint right over it. Plus it’s loads of fun. We could make a forest with cats and birds and rabbits.”

      “Maybe.”

      “No maybes about it,” Mercy said, working her magic by forming a connection. She had been building trust between them, often coming up to paint her nails and share magazines. Mercy brushed her hand over Cleo’s messy black hair. While it was tapered at her nape, the wavy locks weren’t styled, and the ends were uneven. “I know what it’s like to have a memory wipe. It’s hard. Sometimes you don’t know who you’re supposed to be. But it gets better. Once I stopped holding on to who I used to be, I could focus on who I wanted to be. You start learning to live in the moment. Just remember: If you ever want to talk about it, I’m here. I may suck all the air out of the room sometimes, but I know how to listen.”

      “Thanks.”

      “If you’ve got the energy, we could walk to the bookstore tomorrow. Or you could ride on the back of my scooter. Did I ever tell you her name is Daisy?”

      “I go out at night.”

      “I hope not!” Mercy put her hands on her hips. “Not alone anyhow. You need fresh air and sunshine. Lord have mercy, if you stay in here too much, you’ll turn into a Vampire. Or Lucian.”

      That made Cleo giggle.

      “You better eat up while it’s hot. Oh, and if you wanna come down later on, Cici added new books to the library. Lots of history books, fantasy novels, and a giant atlas that could knock a man silly. There’s also a few on Greek mythology, but I don’t know if you like that kind of stuff.”

      Salem inclined his head at Mercy before she left the room.

      Cleo stood up, and Salem took in her hoodie, long shorts, and long purple socks that were bunched up at the ankles. She wore hoodies all the time, and Melody had even designed some with cat ears on them. Cleo also wore headbands with cat ears. Salem had never spent much time around kids outside of those who wound up in the ER when he used to work at a human hospital, but they seemed to have their own unique sense of style.

      Salem set the box by her food. “The headphones are from Atticus. Lucian can help you set them up if you can’t figure it out. He’s good with electronics.”

      She touched the box and looked at the picture on the side. “Cool.”

      Leaning against the doorjamb, he watched her slurp the soup. Like him, she was quiet, but he was uncertain if that was her true personality or a trauma response from being in captivity. “Any nightmares lately?”

      “No, Doc.”

      “That’s good, Cleo. This town has Relics, but we lack anyone with therapy skills. There’s no physical reason I can see for why you aren’t eating enough. I’ve noticed when food is brought in, you smack your lips.”

      She stopped eating and stared at her spoon.

      “That implies your salivary glands are doing what they’re supposed to when hunger is present. I can also hear your stomach growling. The only reason you’re as healthy as you are is because we add supplements to your food.”

      Cleo dropped her spoon in the bowl and sat back, tucking her hands in the pockets of her hoodie and directing her ire at the soup.

      “You’re smart.”

      She cast her gaze in his direction. “Huh?”

      He sighed thoughtfully, surprised he hadn’t figured it out before. “When you first came here, the Relic said you couldn’t leave until your weight increased and bloodwork came back normal. You’re barely skating the line even now. Maybe you don’t really want to leave. Maybe leaving is scarier than staying because you don’t know what’s next.”

      “It might be worse.”

      “Than here? Isolated in this room all day and wandering the property at night?”

      “No, I mean worse than the lab.”

      Salem stepped in and closed the door. He crossed the room and sat in the round papasan chair, having immediate regrets when he sank into it. “I think you feel the way I do sometimes—that people are nice to you because they have to be. A courtesy.”

      She twisted in her seat and gripped the back of the chair to face him.

      Salem didn’t emotionally express himself to others, and maybe that’s why Cleo wasn’t intimidated by him. He was predictable and harmless, but a reserved person like him opening up might help her find her own voice. “I used to work in a lab like the one you came from. It was set up differently, and my team was separated from the patients. Joy was held against her will. I don’t think anyone’s ever told you the story, and if they have, they didn’t share my version.”

      “You’re one of them?” she said with disdain.

      “I was. When I found out what they were doing—what we were doing—I freed everyone. Then I found my way here. The thing is, Cleo, the pack accepted me despite my past. Maybe they took me in under false pretenses, but I’ve found a home here.”

      “Yeah, but you’re a wolf. You belong here. I don’t know what I am or where I belong.”

      “I know you’ve made this room into a safe space, but even a haven can become a cage—one you’ve made for yourself. If you’re afraid recovering will make it easier for them to let you go, you underestimate this pack. They don’t want you to recover so they can get rid of you. They feel like they’re failing you. Failing you because they can’t locate your family. Failing because you’re not acting like every other teenager. Failing because every time we gather at the table or laugh during game night, there’s an uncomfortable silence at knowing that you’re up here alone.”

      Cleo turned back around in her seat and resumed eating her soup. “What’s the point of getting attached?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe because all we can do is live in the present. The future’s never set in stone.” When Salem tried getting out of the chair, it strained the muscle in his knee, and he winced. “If you ever want a real chair, I’ll chip in. This feels like a torture device.”

      She peered at him with an elfin grin. “I like it.”

      He rapped his knuckles on the desk before opening the door. “I’ve never said this because I thought it was obvious, but you need to hear it out loud. I’m not waiting for you to be in perfect health so I can approve sending you away. If Tak didn’t want you here, he would’ve placed you with someone else by now. It’s not contingent on your health. I don’t know how permanent this situation is, but it shouldn’t stop you from living your life. Get to know everyone here because they’d like to get to know you. That’s why they invite you places. You can’t reject people before they reject you to avoid getting hurt.”

      She stirred her spoon in the bowl. “I’m a stray. If you guys wanted to keep me, you would’ve asked me by now.”

      Kids had a way of cutting through all the bullshit.

      He gripped the knob. “They want to know you.”

      “I’m a burden. I feel guilty just for existing. And all this stuff they buy me”—she touched the box with the headphones—“only makes it worse. Do I have to give it all back when I leave?”

      “No.”

      A scratch sounded against the door, and Salem could hear frantic sniffing. When he opened it, Virgil’s white wolf burst into the room. He licked Cleo’s arm excitedly before chasing his tail in circles.

      They hadn’t nicknamed him Taz for nothing. That wolf shifted and played like the Tasmanian Devil cartoon—spinning in circles and behaving erratically.

      Cleo twisted around in her seat and laughed at his antics.

      Virgil was one of few non-alpha wolves who could remember his entire shift, so he must have overheard some of their conversation and decided to cheer her up, just as he always did.

      It worked.

      “Come on, Virgil. Let her eat.”

      Virgil’s toenails clicked on the floor, his tail wagging as he barked at Cleo and then torpedoed out the door.

      Salem jerked his head toward the hall. “Bear made ten pies. You should come down and claim one before they’re gone.”

      “Ten?”

      “It sounds like a lot, but they don’t last around here. It’s also movie night.” Salem left her door cracked before heading downstairs.

      Others had tried getting through to her, but after a while they had given up, worried badgering her might do more harm than good. Krys took a different stance and once told everyone to back the fuck off—that she needed to go through this on her own terms. So many months had gone by. At least she didn’t stay locked up all day and night like in the beginning, but she still didn’t socialize in group settings. Salem tried getting details about her captivity, hoping it might provide insight, but she clammed up and never wanted to talk about it.
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