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Chapter 1
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The branch snapped beneath my feet. The wolf pelt that had been loosely wrapped around my neck billowed out as I fell.

Grab my escaping pelt or scrabble for a handhold?

I hit the ground on my back, air knocked out of my lungs but pelt cradled to my chest. For one long moment, all I could do was lie there and listen to the night.

At first, the signs were good. Crickets chirped. A car honked in the distance.

Then night critters fell silent. Closer than should have been possible, a canine growled.

I winced. A full day of scouting and we’d missed a guard dog. How was that even possible?

While I struggled to pull myself together, the timbre of the growl deepened. Footsteps padded closer.

Soon the dog would see me and bark a warning to its owners. Lights would flicker on in the household I was burgling. My one shot at redeeming my name would be lost.

“Mission aborted,” I muttered to myself. “Time to regroup and try again tomorrow.”

Easing my way to my feet, I started stripping. If one of the Smythewhites looked out a window to check on Spot, I didn’t want them to see anything two-legged. Shoes, socks, pants....

Someone laughed so close by I could have reached out and touched him. “Wardrobe malfunction?”

I leapt a foot sideways, my pelt slipping off my arm the way it had a habit of doing. As if my lupine nature wasn’t entirely quiescent when shed into a leathery skin. As if its wishes trumped my own.

Now, the pesky skin slid down to land on the grass between us. And before I could snatch it back up, the stranger’s hand slid across my discarded fur.

A ghost caress ran up the full length of my spine. My breath caught in my throat. It had been years since anyone touched my pelt.

The stranger’s voice was deep and smooth, like water against river rocks. “What’s this?”

“It’s....” I shook my head, unable to believe I’d almost answered. It’s what woelfin use for transformation. It’s the other half of my self, my most precious possession.

It’s the memory of my worst lapse of judgement. The only way to correct a decade-old mistake.

I cleared my throat and went on the offensive. “It’s mine. Give it back.”

Unfortunately, no pelt appeared in my peripheral vision. Even when I remembered my humanity and tacked on a modifier:

“Please.”

Instead, a ghost thumb blazed a semicircle behind my left earlobe. Well, behind my pelt’s left earlobe. The stranger was teasing his fingers through my shed fur. Stroking gently, curiously. Was that good news or bad?

His reply, when it came, rumbled through my belly like a drumbeat. “Look at me.”

My eyes remained riveted on the ground, fixed on the dandelion down caught in my right-most toe cleft. I’d learned the hard way that non-woelfin were spooked by amber irises. I shook my head rather than obey him.

We were at an impasse. Silence lengthened. Crickets restarted. There was no traffic.

Eventually, I rounded my shoulders and mumbled an explanation at my toenails. “I’m sorry. I thought this was a park, not private property.”

“And the ten-foot-high fence?”

I couldn’t help myself. My mouth quirked sideways. “To keep out zombie giraffes.”

***
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HE LAUGHED, THE SOUND rich and enticing. I felt rather than saw as his whole hand massaged my pelt this time. My human neck turned jelly-soft beneath the caress.

His words tensed me back up in short order. “Do you need help?”

Of course I needed help. My cousin was dying. I craved a time machine. Or perhaps a way to break into the vast, dark house before me and steal back what didn’t rightfully belong to the people inside.

What I had was a man dropping down to kneel so close I was finally forced to look at him. His eyes were the stormy blue of a sunlit ocean. His dark curls had tousled free of any civilized arrangement. His shirt was misbuttoned, as if he’d seen me lurking in the shadows and half-dressed before rushing over to hunt me down.

“Is this your home?” Words tumbled out before I could stop them.

He shook his head. “Yours?”

“Heh. No.” The hem of my t-shirt was ragged and holey. The house—almost a mansion—was extravagant. The fact this stranger could even ask that question proved he was either delusional or kind.

He stared into my eyes, not flinching at their color. “Here.”

My pelt lay atop his hands, halfway between us. For one insane instant, I imagined leaving it there. His touch was blissful. The unfamiliar intimacy was gut-wrenching.

Instead, I asked the most relevant question in the face of this overwhelming attraction: “Do you have a twin?”

His brows drew together, but he didn’t request further explanation. Just shook his head and dashed the hope sparking in my belly.

“No.”

“Ah, well, then.” I turned away. If he didn’t have a twin, he wasn’t for me.

Snatching my pelt out of the stranger’s lax fingers, I grabbed up jeans, shoes, and socks in one hurried gesture. I was halfway to the fence, plotting my escape route when he called after me.

“My name is Luke.”

A low-hanging limb assisted my ascent. Scrambling across the scrap of carpet I’d lugged along to shield against razor wire, my bare ankle nonetheless snagged on a protruding point.

An inhaled breath from below. I glanced down in time to see the man—Luke—catch a droplet of my blood in his outstretched fingers.

“Clothes,” he suggested. “They’re for wearing.”

I shrugged, shoving off the carpet then grabbing one corner to take the square with me. Down, down, down. I landed on the sidewalk on two bent legs.

Straightening, I found myself eye to eye with Luke, nothing but air and fence between us. In the seconds I’d been busy, he’d lowered himself to perch on the edge of a concrete planter. Despite the fact I’d used perfect plummeting posture this time, my lungs felt as windstruck as when I’d landed on my back a few moments before.

Luke was tall and broad but not muscle-bound. The veins on his hands stood out even in the shadows. He was strength and power incarnate.

He was also patient. His head cocked but he didn’t request my identity a second time.

Perhaps that’s why I gave it to him.

“Honor. I’m Honor, master zombie-giraffe hunter.”

Then, without allowing myself another moment for banter, I turned to flee from the home I’d hoped to burglarize in an attempt to regain the right to use my name.
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Chapter 2
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“You’re blushing.”

Justice was right where I’d left him two blocks over. And still my breath caught in my throat when he stepped out of the shadows.

Because my nearly-a-lawyer cousin—double cousin, actually, the son of my father’s brother and mother’s sister—looked just like his dying twin. Both were olive-skinned with straight dark hair and eyes like wells of understanding. But only Justice peered at me as if I was dog shit stuck to the bottom of his shoe.

I coughed to clear my throat of the bitterness of his expression, then attempted to explain my hot cheeks away. “I ran here.”

Bastion would have known that cough was an evasion. Justice simply didn’t care.

Well, he didn’t care about my emotional volatility. He did care about the mission that had drawn us back into the close proximity we’d eschewed for years.

His eyes slid over me, ignoring my nakedness. “You don’t have it.”

I hugged my pelt closer to my chest before I shook my head in deflated confirmation. I didn’t have it, so we should....

My hand went for the door of the car Justice had been leaning against, but he pushed between me and the metal. “You realize we’re on a deadline. A permanent deadline.”

I clenched my fists, then relaxed them. Reminded myself that it was Justice’s brother who lost a little more will to live with each passing hour. Plus, Justice was skipping a very important capstone seminar to help us hunt for Bastion’s pelt. His surliness deserved the benefit of the doubt.

Still, his ailing brother and I were closer than siblings. We’d been a family of two for the past few years, out earning cash to pay for the others’ education. It wasn’t as if I was likely to forget that our seven-day window had already dwindled down to just a hair more than five.

Bastion’s decline was a pang in my gut that I ached to mitigate. And I had a temporary solution right there in my arms.

Lifting my shed skin until it nearly touched Justice’s nostrils, I raised my eyebrows at the exact same time. “We can stand here all night, or I can use my pelt to ease your brother’s pain.”

Justice’s nostrils flared. “It’s not a pelt. It’s a wolfsfell.”

This argument was cozy as a well-worn blanket. So I baited him, hoping for something lost a decade earlier. “Semantics. If you’d chosen the name ‘Fred’ instead of ‘Justice’ when you were a teenager, would you have been any less likely to study law?”

For one moment, I thought I’d hooked my cousin into his favorite pastime—arguing words and their meanings. My shoulders loosened. Maybe our relationship wasn’t irredeemably broken.

But then Justice’s eyes narrowed. “You’re talking hospice care.” He turned away from me to peer up at the Smythewhites’ rooftop, barely visible as it towered above nearby buildings. “My brother can handle a little ache here and there. What he needs is his own wolfsfell.”

I followed Justice’s gaze, wishing it had been as easy as I’d hoped to swipe back the decade-old stolen object. “I couldn’t get inside the house,” I admitted after a long moment. “There was a guard dog....”

And a man. Tall, dark, handsome....

Irrelevant, I decided, leaving the guard dog as the only road block worth mentioning aloud.

“I’ll research it.” Justice pulled out his phone as if he planned to dive into the issue here and now, after midnight, on a darkened street corner.

He still hadn’t moved out of my way or offered his car keys.

“Bastion needs....”

At his brother’s name, my cousin glanced up. For half a second he was the quarter of our pack he’d been in our youth. The strong, silent type with an emphasis on the first adjective. The one we all sought out when we needed an ear that would never retell our secrets...even if he might pick our grammar apart.

But that familiarity must have been a trick of the light. Because I shifted to my other foot and Justice’s listening glance turned into a scowl.

“We’re low on cash,” he told me. “Make yourself useful.”

He held out his hands, waiting for me to drop my clothes into them. Then he turned resolutely away as I slung my pelt across my shoulders and fell onto four paws.

***
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DESPITE WANTING TO quell Bastion’s pain, it was a relief to avoid my newly reunited family for a short while. Among them, I was out of my element. Alone, I could spend at least a few hours returning to what I did best.

So I ran, following the thread of an online conversation struck up hours earlier. “Wife beater slipped me on Madison Ave,” a local had messaged. “Interested? 50/50 cut.”

At the time, I’d scratched my head, wondering why and how Bastion had managed to update his profile on the Bounty Hunter’s Forum in between bouts of vomiting and feverish napping. Because that was the only way our local counterpart could have guessed we were in town.

Knowing my sunny cousin, Bastion had probably thought he’d shake off his sickness then get back to work within hours. He hadn’t, of course. Instead, I’d been the one stuck answering pesky PMs from people I’d never met but who felt like they knew me. That’s what came of Bastion’s forum stories, thrusting thousands of interested readers into our day-to-day lives.

In this case, I’d messaged back a curt: “On vacation.”

“Just in case you get bored,” the local had countered, following up with his telephone number.

I wasn’t bored, but I was in need of both cash and distraction. So I turned toward Madison Avenue, allowing myself to forget both the past and the future. My claws clicked through the silence of suburban sleep as I achieved the site in question. The street was dark, residential. It was after midnight.

And the perp? Jimmy English hadn’t traveled far from the spot where he’d last been sighted. I followed the gray grunge of predator-turned-prey aroma for half a mile until it strengthened into the garlicky smugness of triumph.

The bail jumper had returned home. Of course he had. Didn’t we all crave our dens?

My local counterpart swore the wife hadn’t seen her husband in days. And she probably hadn’t. In wolf skin, I couldn’t see Jimmy either, tucked away in the kids’ treehouse.

But I could smell him. Could hear him. Knew from the scent of rage on the step closest to the bottom that the wife beater was plotting revenge.

Revenge on his spouse, who might not even know her husband had failed to show up for his court hearing yesterday. She was inside, unprotected. He was outside, sharpening his rage.

The capture couldn’t wait until morning. We needed to settle this immediately.

And...I needed backup. Without a human partner—or, you know, clothes—it would be difficult to apprehend a criminal. Apparently I’d been running on adrenaline all night long.

Luckily, suburbanites are lax with locks. I gnawed my pelt off my shoulders then pried the garage door upward, cringing when wheels squeaked on their metal tracks.

But nothing came out of the darkness to check on my intrusion. And inside was just what I’d hoped I’d see.

Stairs leading into what appeared to be a man cave. Old beer. Old socks. Everything old.

Meanwhile, off in one corner, the rarest of modern utilities—a land-line telephone.

Also old. But when I lifted the receiver, I was greeted by a dial tone.

I dialed the local bounty hunter’s digits from memory. Realized too late that I was likely waking him up.

Only, I wasn’t. Slim’s voice was curt. “What?”

“This is Honor. I changed my mind. Wanna be my backup?”

“Address?”

I rattled off my current location...then froze as the point of a knife dug into the base of my skull.

***
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I COULD HEAR MY UNCLE’S voice in crisp, vivid memory. “A blade plus your wolf teeth is all you need to protect yourself and your family. A dagger is the weapon of the strong.”

Despite myself, I hummed satisfaction. Because the holder of this particular blade was strong, even though she likely didn’t think she was. The knife point didn’t wiggle even though the woman’s voice, when it emerged, squeaked up, up, up.

“Who are you?”

“I’m a fugitive recovery agent, ma’am. Here to pick up your husband.” I hesitated a moment, then offered further reassurance. “I’m totally unarmed.”

The knife point slid sideways. The overhead light flickered on. To my surprise, the woman behind me laughed.

“I can see that.” Her tone had turned dry.

Which is when I remembered that I was naked save for the pelt wrapped around one wrist like a bracer. I turned...

...and sprinted toward the man looming in the doorway behind her. After all, Mrs. English might be strong when faced with a naked female, but she’d let herself be beaten by her husband for years before reporting him.

And that husband was the one who’d snuck up on both of us. His scent was unavailable to my human nostrils. But I’d perused his mugshot. Knew his face.

Jimmy English. Wife beater and bond jumper in the flesh.

He was furious. Our voices must have drawn him closer. Then he’d assumed—what? That his wife had seen him creeping into the treehouse and ratted him out?

Whatever the reason, it wasn’t me but rather his spouse who drew Jimmy’s ire. He charged toward her, wordless rage bellowing. I changed my trajectory to intersect his path.

As I sprinted by, his wife took in the intruder with the same recognition but much more horror than I’d felt at his presence. The barely healed wound along one side of her jaw was bright red now, her face having whitened around it. She flinched as if the two broken ribs Jimmy left her with had shattered a second ago rather than last week.

I was the naked one, but it was as if Jimmy English’s arrival had stripped his spouse of something far more valuable than mere clothes.

No wonder she cringed, seeming to lose half her height in a second. The knife she’d been holding clattered to the floor.

Scum is awfully good at taking advantage of opportunities. No wonder Jimmy dove past me, stretching for the weapon that would provide the upper hand he should have already possessed by virtue of his bulk.

I couldn’t let him have it. Mrs. English needed the strength of success, not another beating by her husband.

Jimmy’s upper lip curled into a sneer. And I took advantage of his posturing to slide my arm through the gap between his fingers and the weapon.

Too bad my pelt had a mind of its own.

Wolf teeth caught on Jimmy’s elbow, and he lashed out instinctively. I don’t think he even had time to choose a target. Just got lucky when his fist connected with my breast so hard I yelped.

I expected the sound of my pain to send Mrs. English scurrying for cover. Instead, she appeared to have recovered her spine.

Or so I guessed. My eyes were watering too hard to really see her. But I felt the jolt as she kicked her husband with the full force of years of pent-up aggression.

“You bastard! You really think it’s okay to hit a woman young enough to be our daughter?”

Her heel in his groin shook both of us. I rolled sideways away from the burly monster who’d crumpled into a pile of deflated testosterone at his wife’s furious feet.

Mrs. English kept kicking while I leveraged myself upright. Headlights curved across the wall behind me...then stopped.

The timeline had moved up faster than anticipated. Slim must have been out cruising—no wonder the answer to my call had been so prompt.

I’d intended to chase Jimmy into the front yard in wolf form, leaving the capture to my partner. Teaming up with Bastion, the move would have been seamless. Even with a stranger for a partner, I should have been able to stick to the shadows and let Slim cuff our perp.

After that, I would have shifted and called out instructions. Made myself known and ensured I landed my cut of the bounty.

But now I was naked, in a lit room, watching a marital dispute that seemed destined to continue. Because with every kick, the wife appeared to be learning to inhale.

I could steal some clothes, intervene and talk Mrs. English around until she was confused about my former nakedness. Stick to the plan. Refill the pack’s dwindling coffers.

Or I could walk away and let this wronged wife complete her retribution. Slim would find them at his leisure. Jimmy would go back to jail, so the same end would be accomplished. I’d just fail to make my own contribution clear.

“So much for cash,” I muttered, toeing the knife sideways so it wouldn’t end up part of the marital tussle. Justice would be pissed at the lack of cash flow, but I inhaled deeper than I had in hours. For the first time all day, the name “Honor” hung unwrinkled across my shoulders.

Sliding past the raging wife, I shifted in the stairwell and wriggled out beneath the raised garage door. Then I waited in the shadows until Slim disentangled himself from his seatbelt and made his way upstairs.
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Chapter 3

[image: image]




I slunk back to the fleabag motel where my pack camped, exhausted and craving my family. Halfway there, my head started pounding. The sensation was sharp, intense...then abruptly gone.

I shook away transient pain and kept on running. By the time I made it to the foot of the stairs leading up to the motel landing, dawn was just beginning to gray the sky.

The hour was either very late or very early, depending on your perspective. I didn’t expect anyone to have waited up for me. But as soon as I shivered out of my wolf body, the door swung open above my head.

Darkness fled. Light cupped me. My twin stepped out onto the concrete landing and leaned down over the rail.

Like Justice and Bastion, Grace and I were biologically identical...yet we’d never be mistaken for each other. Grace was well named, her body slender where mine was athletically curvy. Perfectly managed hair poured over her right shoulder in stark contrast to my endlessly tangled mop of curls.

Until recently, we hadn’t spent more than a weekend of our adulthood together. Grace had focused on finishing up her undergraduate degree at RISD before landing a sought-after fashion-design internship. I’d been hunting criminals with Bastion while attempting to redeem my sins.

No wonder we had very little to talk about.

Now, though, Grace and I were united with one purpose. “How is he?” I asked, slipping past so I could peer around the door jamb. Justice was hunched over a computer in one corner. A dark lump on the opposite bed was smaller than it should have been.

“Worse.” Grace breathed out through her nose, as frustrated as I was. We both watched as Bastion turned restlessly underneath heavy covers. It was high summer, yet our cousin could never seem to get warm.

Then he moaned, and my feet carried me closer until I could lean over where he curled beneath the bedspread. Tomorrow, we would revamp our plan for finding Bastion’s pelt. We’d discuss avenues Justice might have found online while I was bounty hunting. Then the three of us would turn our strategy into fact.

Tonight, all I could do was give my favorite cousin a little fleeting comfort. My pelt slid off my shoulders as if it was a living being. I shook out the skin to its full extent, let it drift down to cover Bastion like a shroud.

No, not like a shroud. Like a blanket. A cocoon, both warm and healing.

For a moment, nothing happened. Then Bastion’s deep exhaustion bit into my bones.

He wasn’t just worse; he was floundering. There was little of my cousin left inside this body. Just fever and emptiness leading to dark, endless sleep.

His eyes had sunk into their sockets, his family resemblance to our dead parents during their last week of life starkly evident. Bastion was dying because of my mistake, just as Justice and Grace would decline if the thief started using their stolen pelts.

No wonder the pair wanted nothing to do with me. Yet when my legs buckled, hands were there to catch me. Justice on one side, Grace on the other. Together, my family lowered me until I lay next to Bastion on the bed.

A damp cloth materialized on my forehead. Someone’s fingers twined through mine. I barely felt the contact, so intense was the agony of virtual ice picks pounding into my skull.

Beside me, Bastion stirred. Sat up. “You shouldn’t...” His hand was steady as it peeled the pelt off his chest and shoulders.

As the fur lifted, pain eased within me. The two-day-old lines bracketing Bastion’s mouth tightened at the exact same moment.

Either I bore the pain or he did. I was grateful when Grace reached over and dislodged his fingers.

“Leave it,” Grace said sternly. “She wants to.”

The pelt fell. The pain returned with a vengeance. My head now pounded like a gong being rung by a dozen drunk chimpanzees.

And for once, my twin was right. I did want this.

I nodded. Bastion hesitated, then left my pelt where it had fallen across his body.

Relieved, I reached for returning agony as if it was a hand-quilted comforter, pulling it close around my sullied soul.

***
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“GET UP.”

Hard hands pushed me off the edge of the bed and I didn’t manage to grab onto anything solid. I hit the ground butt-first—good thing my rear end is padded.

“Whereza fire?” I slurred as I blinked open my eyes. Sun poured through the window, turning Justice into a silhouette. But I understood his head shake. As he turned away, I could imagine him rolling his eyes.

No wonder he was pissed. It felt like only a few minutes had passed since I let unconsciousness salve my agony, but the sun’s position suggested I’d slept for most of the day. Behind me, Bastion was once again hunched under the covers, my pelt discarded. He must have soaked up every ounce of the energy I’d manage to store during my short time in fur the previous night.

Was it just my imagination, though, or did he seem to be sleeping more soundly than he had yesterday? That realization did more than an aspirin for melting away the pounding inside my skull.

“There is no dog.” Grace prodded me with a pointed boot toe, reminding me that I couldn’t sit on the mildewed carpet forever.

The floor slipped sideways as I tried to press myself up to standing. My hair frizzed across my face, blocking my view. I grabbed onto the side of the bed to balance myself while my balance spun like a tilt-a-whirl. “You know that how exactly?” I croaked.

“Went through their garbage.” I raised my eyebrows and Grace flushed. “Justice went through their garbage,” she corrected herself. “No Alpo cans.”

“So they feed it dry dog food.”

“...and I dropped by to see the town dog catcher. Nobody from that address has ever applied for a dog license.” This time, Grace didn’t wait for my argument. “Yes, I know that’s private information. But I dressed to impress. He looked it up for me anyway.”

I reached across the rumpled bedspread to regain my pelt. The fur was cold at first, but hairs warmed as I stroked them. Alertness unfurled inside my human skin.

With returning clarity came the harsh reminder of reality. One week after each of our parents had started to decline, they’d faded away at midnight.

My stomach clenched. That wouldn’t happen to Bastion. I wouldn’t let it.

“Today’s day three,” I said aloud, running the back of my hand across Bastion’s forehead. Beads of sweat came away on my fingers, but he didn’t move beneath my ministrations.

As best we could tell, being separated from our pelts only caused harm once someone started using the missing items. That same manipulation gave us a small window of opportunity when we could track down the stolen skin.

Unlike with our parents, this time we’d been lucky. Proximity and youth meant Bastion had been able to point us in the direction of his stolen pelt before he became delirious.

Unfortunately, he was no longer strong enough to narrow down the search window. Our luck was rapidly running out.

Or maybe not. “Five hours until showtime,” Grace informed me, waving what appeared to be a newspaper clipping through the air in triumph. When I just stared in confusion, she deigned to elaborate.

“Benefit party at the Smythewhites this evening.”

It was time to create our own luck.
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Chapter 4
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Creating our own luck involved hours of bickering, shopping, and primping. Our already low coffers—and my patience—were running on empty by the time Grace was done.

“Stop looking at the receipt.” My twin jerked up my chin none too gently. “Bastion is worth it.”

He was worth it. And it was disloyal of me to think that Grace had bought more than she needed to feed her own fashionista itch.

“We have to go,” I said instead of commenting on the clothes, shoes, and jewelry strewn across the bed Bastion wasn’t occupying. “The party started an hour ago.”

“And we’re planning on arriving fashionably late.”

Eventually, though, even Grace had to admit that there was very little left to be done to improve my appearance. The colored contacts she’d lent me made my eyes less startling, but I’d rubbed the edges raw in response to unfamiliar discomfort. My hair didn’t respond to her ministrations. And the dress I’d chosen for its ability to hide a dagger and zip ties would never be a fashion success.

Grace, on the other hand, looked like she’d just stepped off a model’s runway. She spun in high heels, gazelle-like and elegant. I half expected Cinderella’s fairy godmother to swoop in and magic a pumpkin into a horse-drawn carriage to spirit her away to the ball.

Instead, Justice cleared his throat from the open doorway. “Your ride is here. Go get ‘em, tiger.”

He was speaking to his favorite cousin, my presence irrelevant. This stiffness and distance was what came of spending years separated from half of the pack that should have been as familiar as my own skin.

Still, a tremor of excitement buzzed through me when Grace and I stepped out onto the landing together and peered down over the railing. In unison, our hands rose to clasp the jewelry at our throats.

These matching necklaces, unlike the rest of our outfits, were twenty-year-old dime-store novelties. A single wolf paw broken in half, symbolizing our shared past.

As one, our gazes slid to each others’ fingers, then our lips curved upward into identical smiles. It was almost as if we were fourteen again, united in the pursuit of mischief. We were...

...I flinched and Grace grinned as we caught sight of a limousine idling on the cracked pavement of the motel parking lot.

“It’s overkill,” I accused.

“It’s not,” she countered.

Twenty minutes later when we were waved through the Smythewhites’ wrought-iron gate without being asked for our names or invitations, I had to admit: “You were right about the limousine.”

The metal wolf paw was warm against my throat as Grace answered: “I’m always right.”

We exited in a cloud of perfume that cost more than my favorite weapon. Cameras flashed while we strode through the double doors as if we owned the place.

Inside, we slid into the crowd like fish through a current. Well, Grace was the fish. I was awkward and ungainly. As useful as a bicycle to a bass.

Until, that is, someone got handsy with my sister. His fingers slid across her left butt cheek. She jumped, her exclamation overwhelmed by the hall’s roar of conversation.

Amid so many people, there was no one else to notice. Good thing I’d worn my uncle’s gifted dagger.

The blade slid out of its sheath and through the man’s silk shirt as fishlike as any of Grace’s movements. I doubted the pawer knew that his kidney was an inch beneath my dagger tip. He didn’t know that angling my dagger up, the blade would slice into his heart without getting bogged down by muscle and bone.

Still, his face grew as maroon as that essential organ when I allowed the dagger’s tip to just barely pierce his skin. He might not know the specifics, but he definitely got the point.

In reaction, that pesky hand jerked away from my sister like the bitter end of a broken fishing line. The man created a wave of moving bodies as he fled to the other side of the room.

Grace didn’t even glance back at me before she surfed away on his wave’s ripples. She hadn’t noticed my rescue, but that didn’t matter.

I fingered my necklace and I smiled.

***
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UNFORTUNATELY, EUPHORIA faded fast as I pushed deeper into the crush of people. Music and chatter, hors d’oeuvres and wine. Someone pressed a glass of bubbly into my fingers. Someone raised his eyebrows, asking me to dance.

“No, thank you.” The man couldn’t make out my words, but he must have understood the shake of my head and the rejection in my posture. Shrugging, he turned around to repeat the invitation with somebody else.

Which is when my skin prickled. Eyes bored into me. Predatory, hungry. I glanced up...and found the stranger from last night leaning against the banister of the staircase’s second-floor landing.

Luke. When last we’d spoken, he’d been rumpled and disheveled. Now, he could have stood in for Grace’s Prince Charming.

Perfect black tuxedo. Curls so much more defined than the shape my twin could tease mine into.

Only his eyes were exactly the same. Piercing. Riveting. As if he had X-ray vision that cut through my body and into my soul.

He was also blocking the exact direction in which I wanted to travel.

Because no one would keep a woelfin’s pelt down here where any random party guest could spill caviar on it. A stranger might twist the fur around their neck as a stole—the way I currently wore my pelt—and carry it away.

In contrast, the second story was the private portion of the residence, a safer place to store something precious. I needed to get up those stairs.

But I couldn’t head there directly. Not with Luke watching.

I shivered. Sidestepped a waiter and three guests. Held my breath while I wound my way out of the atrium and into an interior hall.

Only then was I able to think clearly enough to flesh out my plan. There had to be a back staircase. Somewhere out of the way and easy for servants to lug around mops and vacuum cleaners. Maybe situated in such a manner so food wouldn’t arrive cold if the mistress ordered breakfast in bed?

A waiter with an empty tray excused himself as he walked past me. I followed at a distance until the music of the party transitioned into pots clanging beneath the billow of steam.

The kitchen. And, just as I’d expected, a small, dingy door was nearly invisible beside the wider kitchen entrance.

A servants’ stairwell. I reached forward—

“Can I help you?” The interruption came in a clipped female voice.

My hand slid off the door knob. Turning, I assessed the woman who had spoken with such ruthless authority.

She was a high-level employee, I guessed. Just enough sparkle to her ears and throat so she could mingle, but not so much that anyone would mistake her for a guest.

I couldn’t think of a single reason why she might let me wander up the back stairs and into the personal quarters of my host and hostess.

“I...” I started, wishing Grace was here. My twin was the tale-spinner in the family. She could have charmed this woman so thoroughly we would have been granted a map of the premises.

I, on the other hand, was better at brash and businesslike. My dress chafed under my armpits. Why didn’t it at least have sleeves?

Strangely, my twitch of discomfort softened the woman’s expression. Helped her come to a conclusion I didn’t particularly care to understand.

“He hired two tonight?” She shook her head, then stepped forward and opened the door for me. “Second room on the right at the top of the stairs.”

“Thanks.” I didn’t await further instructions. Didn’t argue that I wasn’t a sex worker and had no clue who she thought was paying me. Instead, I took the stairs two at a time, rushing up and up and up.

At the top, though, I slowed long enough to remove my contacts. I wanted to be fully on my game before I eased open the door.

The entire family should be attending the benefit party. Still, I couldn’t risk anyone noticing as I rifled through their possessions....

The hall was devoid of life. The stairwell where Luke had stood was just as empty.

I shook off the tremor of something dark and bittersweet that coursed through my body. Tiptoed to what I guessed was the master bedroom—one door closer than where the woman had sent me when granting access.

The knob wasn’t locked. I slipped inside, head turned to watch behind me....

And this time, the interrupting voice, although still feminine, was younger. Her words twined in from the balcony along with a tendril of cigarette smoke.

“If you’re looking for Clarence, you’ll have to wait your turn. He hasn’t even paid me yet.”



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Chapter 5
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The girl was invisible, but her recent work wasn’t. Rumpled blankets. A pillow on the floor. A trail of blood spots leading toward another closed door behind which I noted the roar of running water.

“Nosebleed,” the girl informed me. “He gets them sometimes.”

I jumped. The girl—face young and eyes old—was closer than I’d expected. She’d brought the cigarette in with her, as if she didn’t care whether the real owner of what was clearly the house’s master suite knew she’d been inside.

“Might be a while,” she added, tugging at her top so it covered half an inch more of her bare midriff. Then, changing the subject: “Nice fur.”

Before I could take evasive action, her fingers slid into my pelt. Unlike Luke’s, her touch was neutral. Neither good nor bad. Just—there. Unfamiliar. Like a memory of a past when my entire family had romped together on summer evenings, frolicking in the forms of our wolves.

I stepped backward, away from the girl and the memory. Perhaps I’d search this room later. Still—there were two interior doors. Not just the bathroom but also what I suspected was a walk-in closet.

I eyed the teenager. She’d grown bored with me already. Had fallen backwards onto the bed and snuggled up into the comforter. The glowing tip of her cigarette was half an inch away from flammable sheets.

I felt like an old fogy as I warned her: “You’ll light the bed on fire.”

She grinned. Sucked in another lungful of smoke. Exhaled toward me. “We already did.”

No wonder her eyes were drifting shut now, her legs drawing up toward her torso. Her short skirt hiked up to display rounded buttocks, no underwear in sight.

I sighed. Snagged the cigarette out of her fingers. Dropped it into an empty glass.

Teenagers. Their interlude would have been entirely normal if not for the mention of money. The story might as well have been written in lipstick on the mirror.

On the girl’s part, the impetus was cash. On the young Smythewhite’s—rebellion.

Because Justice’s research had turned up basic information on the family whose house encompassed Bastion’s stolen pelt. They had one son—Clarence. The seventeen-year-old landed good grades, seemed smart, but had been arrested for dumb shit three times in the last year.

Shoplifting, graffiti, then reckless driving. Nobody had been hurt. Each time, his parents had bailed him out and found a lawyer who got the charges knocked down to community service. Each time Clarence had repeated the so-called mistake.

Which meant the teenage Smythewhite was still struggling to win parental attention. No wonder he’d snuck a girl into his parents’ bedroom while Mom and Dad were glad-handing donors downstairs.

Clarence wanted to get caught, and I needed to be in and out before that happened. Striding toward the interior door that didn’t lead to a shower, I yanked open yet another entrance into the unknown.

***
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THIS ONE TURNED OUT to be a full-fledged room rather than the expected closet. Racks of clothes and shoes lined the walls. Spots to sit and change littered the space’s center.

There was a mirror. Cosmetics. A locked jewelry box.

No, not a box. More like a knee-high chest of drawers.

There were no furs though. Unless Bastion’s pelt was stuffed into the jewelry safe—unlikely—it really wasn’t there.

I was tempted to shift and use my wolf nose. But Clarence—the son—would be out of the shower shortly. Despite his penchant for rebellion, he might take offense if he found a four-legged invader in his parents’ domain.

So I left the most likely location behind me. Left the girl sleeping and the boy showering. Stepped out into the hallway...and into Luke’s arms.

“What are you doing here?”

His chest was hard, his voice a growl. Last night, he’d been playful. Tonight, he sounded like a territorial wolf.

I jerked backwards, and my pelt retaliated. I’d wrapped the fur firmly around my neck while preparing for the evening, but somehow it slithered free now to slide down into the space between me and Luke.

Our fingers grazed as we each attempted to grab the plummeting pelt. Luke made the first contact, and his grip was tighter than it had been previously. Pain radiated from my left kneecap all the way down to my toenails.

I must have gasped because Luke eased up instantly. “Honor?” His brows drew together. “What’s wrong?”

I shook my head. How could I explain that clenching my pelt had hurt me in the process? Especially now when the ghost sensation was turning into a caress?

Fingers slid up and down the soft skin on the inside of the pelt’s thigh...my thigh. They teased, tickled. I closed my eyes against the pleasure. Grabbed my fur out of Luke’s hands so abruptly I made myself flinch this time.

“Excuse me.” I turned blindly away from the heady source of pleasure. “I have to go.”

***
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MY EYES REMAINED SHUT, as if glancing back at Luke would reawaken something too dangerous to mention. My fingers slid across the wall beside me, past one door, on to the next.

My theory here was simple. If the woman downstairs thought I was a bonus prostitute, then the room she’d pointed me toward must have been Clarence’s. A teenager was an unlikely possessor of a woelfin’s pelt. So I tried the third door instead.

Unlocked. Did these people have no concept of security?

Luke, of course, walked in after me. His presence raised hairs along the back of my neck.

“Go away,” I said without turning to face him. This was an office. Books, desk, computer. If a pelt was stashed here, it might be beneath the lap rug on the back of the sofa....

Luke slid in front of me as I headed toward the leather furniture. “Whatever you want from him, you can’t have it.” For a moment, I thought he meant the owner of this room. Then he clarified. “Clarence is mine.”

“Your what?” My question froze Luke long enough so I could sidestep and discover that there was no fur on the sofa. I rattled the handle of the wooden filing cabinet. Locked. But, like the wife’s jewelry case, the pelt was unlikely to be hidden within.

And...Luke hadn’t answered. This time, I hesitated rather than searching further, cocking my head and taking in the man who’d trailed me into someone else’s domain.

Out in the hall, he’d looked like he had every right to be here. Now, Luke shifted from foot to foot like a little boy caught with his hand in the cookie jar.

I was intrigued. Part of me wanted to soothe his angst the way he’d soothed my ruffled fur. To ease whatever confusion had frozen him in place.

And yet...this was my ticket out of Luke’s presence. So I channeled my twin and tossed out a zinger intended to send my pursuer scurrying for cover.

“Clarence wouldn’t say you were his anything, would he?”

Then, before Luke could answer, I slid past him out the door.

***
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THERE WERE TEN DOORS on this level. Four empty guest rooms. A den. Another office. A home gym.

I spent over an hour flitting between them, aware that Luke was up here also. Watching, waiting. I shrugged off the hair-prickling sensation, knelt to peer underneath yet another bed.

There weren’t even dust bunnies down here. The cleaning crew was impressive.

“...tomorrow?”

I nearly cracked my head as voices passed by in the corridor. First a thread of a whisper from a woman, then a male voice higher pitched than Luke’s baritone. Their words were muffled by the thick wood between us. All I heard was:

“...doesn’t matter.”

Had guests snuck upstairs like Luke and I had? Or perhaps servants were turning down beds for the night?

I was running out of time and I hadn’t seen hide nor hair—pun intended—of Bastion’s pelt This house was far too large to search without further information. If I stayed much longer, I’d be caught in the act of pawing through possessions not my own.

People passed down the hall again, this time in the opposite direction. No voices. Instead, the footsteps were harried and abrupt.

I ignored them, mind rushing through possibilities. Was there a way to bring Bastion inside, to use him as a homing beacon? The task would be tough since my cousin was barely ambulatory. Plus, we didn’t know the family well enough to wrangle an invitation....

My plans were derailed by a blood-curdling scream.
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Chapter 6
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This time I did hit my head on the desk I’d bent down to hunt beneath, but that wasn’t the source of the sudden, overwhelming pain. Instead, my entire body spasmed as if someone had grabbed both ends of my pelt and twisted, trying to wring it dry.

For one millisecond, I let the agony consume me. Then I pushed the weakness away.

That scream meant someone was in danger. Tears obstructed my vision as I ran flat out toward the circular staircase that led down to the party below.

Because that’s where the scream had originated from. It had been full of horror or fear or pain or maybe all of the above. Something that broke through the ordinary human impulse to stick to inside voices.

The shriek cut off as abruptly as it started. Still, I kept running. She—whoever she was—needed help. I....

“Stop.”

I’d barely made it ten steps when a hand on my arm slung me around so fast I ended up chest to chest with the man who’d spent all night dogging my footsteps. For one split second, I noted the muscles rippling beneath pulled-tight fabric. Noted his scent—rich and woodsy and oh-so-subtly sweet.

Then he pushed me in the opposite direction from the one in which I’d been running. Body-blocked me as I tried to go around him. Dragged me along as easily as if I was a child’s wagon. Slammed the door behind us as we re-entered the guest room.

“Someone’s hurt...” I started.

“From what I heard, I’d say she’s dead.”

His words were so shocking I didn’t protest as I was tossed onto the bed. The mattress bounced beneath me. Luke’s shoes indented the softness as he stood, pushing the lone window up.

“What are you doing?” I rose to my knees, swiping fur from my unruly pelt out of my mouth with one finger.

“Are you on the guest list?” Luke paused long enough to pierce me with eyes that revealed nothing and at the same time knew far too much about me.

“No.” I grabbed the windowsill and clawed myself to standing. Luke wanted us to jump out the window—that much was clear. But—“It’s a long way down.”

He raised one eyebrow and sidestepped the height issue. “The police will be very interested in what you’re doing in the Smythewhite’s private quarters.”

I don’t know why I answered what wasn’t even a question. But I did. “I’m hunting for a physical item. I haven’t found it yet.”

He raised one eyebrow. “And that explanation for your presence won’t look suspicious at all.”

His sarcasm wasn’t appreciated. But Luke had a point, unfortunately.

Still, I pulled away as he started lifting me toward the opening. His hands on my waist were gentle. At the same time they burned like brands.

“No. Stop it. My twin....”

“Twin?”

“Yes.” My tongue wasn’t quite working properly. “Grace.”

“Ah.” His mouth quirked up, his eyes twinkling. “Graceful Grace. I saw her. Definite family resemblance.”

“We look nothing alike....”

A door slammed against a wall, far too close for comfort. A staccato knock from the other side of the hall.

“Who is it?” The question came in a teenaged boy’s pitch-seeking quaver.

“Security. Are you alright in there?”

“I’m busy.”

Would Clarence keep the searchers occupied? No, there were too many. Because more doors banged opened, one across from us and one beside us. We had seconds at best to escape.

Or to make another choice.

I pushed myself up to perch on the windowsill so I could reach Luke’s perfect coiffure. Then I mussed his curls for all I was worth.

“What are you...?”

He got the picture when I ripped open his tuxedo jacket. Left buttons dangling. Went for his fly.

His hand covered mine. “Okay, enough. I don’t put out on the first date. Your turn.”

He grabbed the hem of my dress. Ripped upward so fast I couldn’t push his fingers off me.

“Stop!”

“Gotta make it look believable.”

“No, I mean it....”

A twelve-inch dagger revealed itself at my hip.

***
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I HALF EXPECTED LUKE to examine the weapon, searching for bloodstains. Instead, he flung himself on top of me as the door to the hallway opened. Caught my lips in a mind-altering kiss.

Rose petals and granite. Electricity and honey.

Stars and fireworks exploded, supernova style.

We might never have come up for air if a snort from the doorway hadn’t reminded us both what was at stake.

I peeked around Luke, saw the same woman who’d ushered me up the servant stairwell. Clipboard lady was flanked by two men in black suits. Private security? But she was the one who did the talking.

“I need to see your ID.”

“My ID?” Luke rose to his feet with the grace of a panther. He huffed out hauteur, and I thought he’d forgotten all about me until one heel slipped backwards to nudge against my ankle.

Right. The dagger. My fingers twitched.

“Or your name. So I can check the guest list.” The woman was polite but firm. Luke shrugged and pulled out a wallet, giving me a chance to draw my clothes together like a woman caught making out in her hostess’s private space.

In the process, I nudged my thigh sheath sideways until the dagger was hidden beneath the ripped fabric. If I was lucky, the officials would think the elasticized bands holding it in place were some kind of garter....

I glanced up, caught one of the male security guards’ eyes trained on my exposed flesh.

“Mr. Acosta. I didn’t realize. I’m so sorry to bother you.” The woman in charge was flustered. I peered at her clipboard, caught a crazy number of zeroes in the donation column beside Luke’s surname.

“No harm done. Don’t apologize.” Luke’s charm soothed her. He reached out to touch the woman’s hand, just the tiniest flitting contact before retreating. “You’re doing your job. Is something the matter?”

“There’s been an incident. I’m afraid the party’s over. But you and your date are free to go. We’ll have a valet bring around your car.”

“No need. I parked on the street.” A keychain twirled around Luke’s index finger. He was as smooth as Grace and would be out of here in seconds.

I, on the other hand, had a twin to find.
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Chapter 7
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Or, rather, we had a twin to find. Because Luke caught my elbow as I eased away from him.

“And the third member of our party?”

I’m not quite sure how it happened. But ten minutes later, Grace, Luke, and I were alone on the sidewalk, released from an investigation that had everyone else cooped up inside telling their stories over and over and over.

We maintained our unity until clipboard lady reentered the double doors between the tall white columns. Then we shattered into three jaggedly uneven parts.

“My car is this way.” Luke’s voice was like warm toffee flowing across me. Unfortunately, Grace wasn’t a fan of the sticky sweet.

“Thanks for the ride offer,” she told Luke rather than following him down the block in the direction he’d indicated. “But we’ve gotta run.”

The shards of ice in her voice made me squint and try to figure out what she was telling me. Two hours ago, we’d been united. What had happened in the interim to tear us apart?

“Our cousin is waiting.” Grace raised her brows and widened her eyes as if she thought I’d forgotten. Then her gaze slid down to land on my ripped and rumpled dress.

My cheeks heated. Did my twin really think I’d been upstairs making out with Luke rather than searching for Bastion’s pelt?

For a split second, I was furious. Then guilt hit me in the form of a long-repressed memory from our shared past.

Ten years ago. A night so dark the milky way was visible. Home alone. The door knob rattling....

I shivered, blocking out the memory and focusing on the present instead.

Grace was right. Bastion needed to be soothed, and my pelt wasn’t up to the task at the moment. Which meant I needed to shift and run, just like she’d hinted. We were wasting time standing here at the curb.

Headlights caught my eye. A taxi—a speedy exit.

I leapt toward the vehicle, arms waving. It screeched to a halt, and I hesitated. This might be the last time I saw Luke....

Grace jerked the door open. Pushed me inside without time for farewells.

“Don’t let down the pack,” she hissed. Again hung in the air between us, no need for it to be spoken aloud.

I didn’t intend to let down our pack. Still, I glanced over her shoulder.

Luke wasn’t even looking at me. Instead, he appeared to be speaking to the driver.

I turned away just in time to feel the heat of his gaze swipe across my body. Then tires rolled across pavement and even that contact was gone.

***
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THE RIDE HOME WAS STILTED and formal. I shared what I’d found—or, rather, what I hadn’t. Grace countered with a rehash of her conversation with the lady of the house.

“You look familiar. I know your mother,” my twin mimicked in a high falsetto. The social falsehood was funny because both of our parents had been dead for nearly a decade. Neither of us cared to laugh.

After all, Bastion was now failing in the exact same manner. A text from Justice offered the information that Bastion had been awake and alert an hour earlier. Now he was alternating between chills and heat flashes. Grace had been right to hurry us along.

By the time the cabbie dropped us off in our motel’s parking lot—refusing to take our money since Luke had already slipped him payment—the silence had coagulated like dried blood between us. Grace grabbed my hand and pulled me into the dark indentation by the ice machine where the overhead light had burned out.

“Strip,” she demanded.

“Can’t I at least go see Bastion?”

She shook her head, eyes glimmering reflected starlight. Her tone was as cold as the cubes of frozen water chilling in the bin.

“And, what, use your knife to solve his problem? Just like you pulled a knife in the middle of a black-tie affair?”

So Grace had seen me rescue her from the groper back at the Smythewhites’. But I’d been trying to help, not hinder. How had that made her so mad?

“It’s not a knife,” I rambled, trying to solve a problem that didn’t make sense to me. “It’s a dagger. Sharp on two sides rather than one.”

Grace snorted so delicately I barely heard the exhale. “You sound like Justice.”

For half a second, we were united in amusement over our pedantic cousin. Then, just as quickly, she hardened her tone.

“All Bastion needs from you is a pelt. He needs it soon and he needs it charged. You’re wasting time.”

Ten years ago, I would have snapped back. Would have called Grace on her bitchiness, maybe donned my skin and grappled with her until one of us ended up on the ground.

Now, though, our connection felt as tenuous as a spiderweb. Grace had no pelt to transform her into a scrappy animal and her lack was my fault.

So I bit my tongue and stripped. Stacked my weapons to one side, my clothes to the other.

“Did you at least see what happened to end the party?” I asked as goose bumps rose on my exposed body. It shouldn’t have been cold, not during the dog days of summer. Still, I rubbed my arms, trying to chafe in a little warmth.

“Some girl swan-dived off the second-story landing.” Grace shrugged. To her, the fate of a stranger was irrelevant in the face of our own family drama. But my body chilled further as I guessed who the girl had been.

What sort of desperation pushed a teenager into prostitution? And why had she hung around after being dismissed by Clarence?

Because, in retrospect, I was 90% sure the voices that made me knock my head on the bottom of the guest-room desk the first time had belonged to those two teenagers. What had happened during the twenty minutes between the girl leaving Clarence’s room and her death?

“Did you see...?” I started.

But Grace shushed me. “Go.” Her tone brooked no argument. Like Justice earlier, she refused to even look at me.

The memory of ten years ago rose between us, a lesson and a challenge. I’d failed the pack then. I wouldn’t fail them a second time.

So I dropped the thread of our conversation. I wrapped the warmth of my pelt around me. Then, four-legged, I ran.

***
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RESIDUAL HEAT FROM the day had baked into the tarmac. Between that and my fur coat, the air had turned oppressively heavy. Shivers forgotten, I was panting by the time I made it to Jimmy English’s home.

I’d come here in an attempt to make myself useful, following up on a text that had arrived while I was wrapped up in Bastion’s agony the previous day. Slim had fumbled the catch, and I was the chosen fall guy.

“He jumped out the window and skedaddled,” my collaborator had griped. “What gives? If you want to be paid, next time stick around for the finish.”

I’d been cast out of my den to charge up my fur, so I might as well hunt the missing bail jumper. To cool myself down, I took my time sniffing for Jimmy’s presence beneath the treehouse. Underneath each window. In front of all the doors.

The wife beater’s scent was there, but old and cold. He hadn’t returned since yesterday evening. Instead, the musk of his anger slid across the lawn then faded into rubber at the edge of the road.

Jimmy had a vehicle. Or a friend willing to provide pick-up service? Whatever the reason, my nose wasn’t going to be able to follow that scent any further.

Still, criminals often stick to the familiarity of their own neighborhood. So I set off to run sweeps up and down nearby sidewalks, paying particular attention to alleys dark and deserted while doing my best not to set off too many outdoor dogs.

And at first, I thought that’s what was trotting toward me. A dark shape. Four-legged. A dog who’d slipped his leash or jumped his fence to enjoy a night of freedom.

Only...he ran with the lean grace of a hunter. His scent was subtly wild.

That was no dog. That was a wolf.
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Chapter 8
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He came at me sideways. All paws the size of dinner plates and eyes full of predatory intensity.

My heart pounded. It was too late to flee from his aggression. Instead, I stood my ground, the air so thick I could barely breathe it in.

And...the wolf didn’t jump me. Instead, at the last moment, he swerved to sniff at my hindquarters. Hot breath between my legs....

I spun. Bared my teeth. Barked out a comment. Rude.

He backed off. Head cocked. Ears pinned. Ruff lowering.

It was as if we spoke two different languages. He’d said “Hi” in Polish, I’d chewed him out in Chinese.

And in that instant, I understood that this wasn’t a woelfin. This was one of the skinless. The strange were-beasts we steered so carefully clear of.

Because werewolves—their term for their kind—were animal-like in their social structure. They formed ungainly mobs rather than tight family groupings. One alpha led them rather than four co-parents.

In human terms, they were a dictatorship. I backed up a single step. Carefully. Slowly.

He came after me. Teeth nipped at my shoulder. Catching fur. Tugging skin.

It didn’t hurt. It tickled.

I skittered back another step.

Now the skinless was swirling around me like a dervish. How could a beast so large be so light on his feet? He tangled me up in my own body. Twisted around until we bumped hips and necks and shoulders, until I fell down on my rump in self-defense.

Only then, when I couldn’t take advantage of the lull to sprint for freedom, did he shed his pelts. Well, no, that wasn’t right. The skinless didn’t have pelts—that’s why we called them skinless.

Instead, one moment he was wolf. The next he was human.

Tall. Broad. And thoroughly familiar.

This were-beast—this werewolf—was no stranger.

The wolf who had waylaid me was Luke.

***
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I RECOGNIZED HIM. BUT apparently my lupine form was impenetrable.

“Who are you?” Luke knelt beside me, as touchy-feely human as he had been lupine. His fingers rubbed behind my ears as if I was a pet pooch.

I wanted to snap at him...but the contact was blissful. I leaned into it. Felt my fur mat against his naked knee.

And the heavens opened. Rain fell in buckets. His skin was slick in seconds, yet I barely felt the droplets seeping into my fur.

Lightning flashed. Thunder rumbled. I remembered my family and was suddenly drenched.

I stood. Shook myself. Now that was rudeness. Still, Luke didn’t retreat a single inch away from the furry spray.

“Shift,” he suggested, water dripping off his cheekbones. Water from the sky combined with water I’d pelted him with. But he didn’t complain. Just added: “I want to talk.”

I shook my head. No way. This guy was too deep in my life already for someone who lacked a twin. Plus, there were reasons upon reasons why woelfins steered clear of the skinless.

Top of the list? Whispers of what werewolves could do with woelfin pelts. Murmurs of swiped furs—just like those belonging to my family. Powers the skinless stole when they donned our skins.

Luke must have sensed my reservations, although he couldn’t guess the reason. Because he raised his voice to be heard above the water cascading down a nearby storm drain. “Are you shy?”

His nakedness was lost in the thunderstorm darkness. Mine would have been also. But I nodded, taking the easy out. Knowing he’d feel the movement of my head up against the side of his leg.

Because I’d pressed back up against him after shaking myself free of water. And he hadn’t twitched away from me. Instead, he knelt rock steady despite the fur that must now be plastering itchily against his skin.

“Hey, I get it.” Honey slid into Luke’s tone, just like it had when we three stood outside the Smythewhite residence. “It’s tough being a lone wolf. I don’t have a pack either. At least not yet.”

For a moment, we were united, even though a skinless’s pack was nothing like a woelfin’s family. Still, family was family. Mine was broken. His was absent.

But maybe Luke wasn’t feeling what I was feeling. Because he rose then, my muscles tensing into a bone-deep shiver the instant his leg lost contact.

Rain had chilled me while I wasn’t paying attention. Only Luke’s heat had maintained me.

That heat was gone now.

His fingers reached toward my ears again, and it felt like I was drawing close to a fire. Then the damp cold returned as the same hand withdrew without a touch.

“I’ll turn around,” Luke offered instead of further contact. “How about that?”

His eyes bored into mine. Human, he shouldn’t have been able to see in near darkness. I should have been the only one with animal senses. The ability to smell beyond my wet fur and peer through the stormy night....

But wasn’t that one of the strengths of the skinless? No pelt, so they maintained their wolfishness even while walking upright. Their human nostrils and eyes worked as well as those of a wolf.

“All I ask is your word that you’ll stay long enough to speak with me. On your honor?”

I winced, slapped by the unintentional reminder of the name I’d so unwisely chosen. I wanted to argue that my honor was no longer worth betting on.

But Luke was waiting for an answer...and he couldn’t know that I was a woelfin. So, slowly, I nodded.

Luke’s smile was like the sunrise. He turned around while the storm picked up speed all around us.

The roar of rain on rooftops covered the clatter of nails on pavement as I beat a hasty retreat.
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Chapter 9
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It was dawn by the time I made it back to our motel, dirty and damp and dragging my feet. Memories I’d worked hard to squash now swirled around me like the storm that had recently blown over. Four parents gathered pridefully in our orchard with me in the center of both woelfin and trees....

“Have you chosen?” That was Aunt Promise, my cousins’ mother. When I was five, I’d begged to be the first to choose my self-name, and she’d made me an oath that I would be given that opportunity. So here we were, a decade later, with me leading my cohort in the ceremony of self-naming.

Moral of the story? Woelfin lived up to their names.

Not that I was thinking of Aunt Promise’s name when I turned fifteen and embarked on the self-name ceremony. Instead, I stood tall and proud. Bare feet on top of my pelt to ground me even though it was cold winter. Bare head open to the sky so I’d always keep a clear mind.

“I’ve chosen.”

“And what have you chosen?” Even Papa’s eyes smiled. He’d selected “Bright” as his self-name long before my conception. Every day, he brightened our family’s lives.

“Honor. I am Honor.”

A whoop of joy and agreement rose from my parents, my twin, my cousins. Ten years ago, I’d danced with the joy of their pride in me. Now, my pads scuffed against the pavement, my self-name soiled by betraying Luke’s trust.

It wasn’t the first time I’d put the good of my family above my personal honor, but this lapse stung deeply. Which may explain why I rounded the corner of the motel and started up the steps toward the second-story landing without once looking to see where I was going.

Of course, motel rooms have doors. And doors require hands to open. Soon, I’d need to shift if I didn’t want to stand outside barking and hope my family noticed before the neighbors did.

So I dragged my gaze off my claws...and froze as I took in the sight of a man leaning up against the outside of the door that shielded our temporary den.

***
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HE WAS SO INTENT UPON whatever he was doing that he hadn’t seen me even though his body was twisted in my direction. As a result, I was granted a perfect view of his mini-potbelly...along with the bulge beneath his left arm that could be nothing other than a holstered gun.

The man was short, barely taller than me, and what I could see of his face seemed familiar. Still, I was more interested in the small black cylinder sandwiched between the door and his open eye.

A peephole reverser. A cute little gadget I had in my own possession, used to see the wrong way through a supposedly one-way peephole. Cheaper doors—like this one—were more likely to give up their secrets.

What was this almost-stranger doing prying into our den?

At the moment, though, his reasons for snooping were less import than my reaction. Mr. Potbelly hadn’t noticed me, but he might at any moment. So—slowly, silently—I backed down the stairs, padded across the parking lot, and made my way up the staircase on the opposite side.

Here, I paused long enough to regain my humanity. Yes, I could attack the guy in wolf form and have him running so fast he’d wet himself.

But I wasn’t into scare tactics. I craved information instead.

So I knotted the legs of my pelt tight around my waist to partially shield my modesty, ignoring the way the tension made my human calves twinge. Then I stepped lightly across rough concrete. Three doors away, two doors, one door....

Mr. Potbelly was half a foot taller than me and significantly heavier, but I was used to those physical disparities. As a woman, I depended on agility and speed and—in this case—on the element of surprise.

The peeping tom’s left arm was lax against his side as he used the other to grip the peephole reverser. Working fast, I snaked one hand up under his shirt to grab the gun....

“What?”

Predictably, he spun to face me as the weapon slid free of its holster. Less predictably, I used his momentum to my own benefit.

Pistol safely clasped in my right hand, my left hand bit into his wrist as I sidestepped his charge toward me. His body thudded into the motel wall, potbelly forward.

And, for the first time in hours, I smiled. The arm I’d grabbed was twisted upward so high even a kid could have restrained him. No wonder Mr. Potbelly swore so loudly that my family came pouring out.

***
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BASTION WAS BY MY SIDE in a millisecond. Not the Bastion I’d left the previous evening. No, this was my familiar partner, strong and quick and brimming with health.

“Gun?”

I handed it over, adding my own request: “Zip tie?”

The thin plastic restraint exchanged hands in the opposite direction. Snick, snick, snick. Bumps slid through the rectangular opening until the end pulled all the way tight.

The man, whoever he was, hadn’t stopped struggling. But, between us, Bastion and I pushed him into our room and closed the door in less time than it would have taken to brush my teeth on a busy morning.

Problem neutralized for the moment, I stepped back and eyed my favorite cousin. Bastion looked so much better that I found it hard to take in the changes. His cheeks were pink, not from exertion but from vibrancy. His motion, as he tossed Mr. Potbelly onto a bed, was lupine smooth.

Bastion was also tuned in to me in the way we’d been before his health deteriorated. I raised my eyebrows in question—what happened? How could he be so healthy?

“Later,” he mouthed before jerking his chin toward Grace.

Unlike Bastion, my twin was just the way I’d left her—which is to say surly. Still, she tossed clothes at me while Justice finished latching the deadbolt.

Family accounted for, I slipped into shorts and a t-shirt while considering the man who’d been spying on us. “Who are you?” I asked, shivering as I realized I was asking him the exact same question I’d fled rather than answer two hours earlier.

Focus. I raised one eyebrow, Bastion’s cue to lift Mr. Potbelly off his face then perch him in a semi-seated position at the edge of the bed.

And now that I got a look at the spy head on, I knew the answer to my own question. He was familiar. In fact, I’d spoken to him quite recently.

But Bastion was the one who named him. “Slim?”

This was the local bounty hunter who’d pulled me in to help track down Jimmy English. The one who’d interrupted the domestic altercation two nights prior then lost track of the perp.

“You won’t get away with killing me too.” Slim’s chest puffed out, like a wolf trying to cover up his own terror. But his eyes slid sideways to where Bastion held the handgun laxly at his hip.

“Killing? Too?” I frowned. “You’re going to have to start making a little more sense.”

Slim’s bluster dialed up its intensity. “Don’t act innocent. I saw it in the paper. You’re not going to make me lose my license. I have proof that you were there....”

Slim kept ranting, but I’d already turned away. Grabbing change off the dresser, I left our prisoner in Bastion’s capable hands and pounded down the steps I’d recently padded up. Two quarters in the dispenser later, I had the local news at my fingertips.

There, on the front page, was Jimmy’s mugshot. “Local man found dead,” I read aloud, not looking where I was going as I returned more slowly to our motel room.

The news was old, dating back to two nights prior...shortly after Jimmy and I had tussled and he’d slipped through Slim’s fingers. Jimmy had died of blunt trauma to the back of his head, his body then dumped at the end of a long driveway. The family who owned the house was out of town on vacation, so it had taken nearly twenty-four hours before a deliveryman made the trek and found a corpse on their perfectly manicured lawn.

Obviously, I hadn’t killed good old Jimmy. But something cold radiated out of my belly anyway.

Was it a coincidence that two people had touched my pelt over the course of twenty-four hours and both had ended up dead in short order? A coincidence that I’d felt pain in the relevant portions of my own anatomy the moment each person was killed?

Was it just random chance that someone was using Bastion’s pelt at the same time and in the same town where deaths were cropping up with woelfin overtones? Somehow, I suspected it was not.

Slim was hunting a murderer. I was hunting a thief. And my gut told me those two people were one and the same.
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Chapter 10
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“You’re really Fliesbynight?” Slim craned his neck to speak to Bastion over one shoulder as we sliced through his zip tie.

My cousin shrugged, handing back the older man’s gun. “I prefer Bastion in the real world.”

For once, his internet celebrity was working in our favor. Without it, I wouldn’t have dreamed of releasing someone who’d just accused me of murder.

But the two had interacted extensively on the forum. Bastion vouched for Slim’s sanity. And, for his part, Slim seemed willing to at least listen to my proposed deal.

Not just because of Bastion either. Slim was one of those bounty hunters working solo. His partner had retired. He hadn’t trained anyone worth working with. Most gigs were two-person jobs, so the contracts he landed were measly and few.

Bastion and I were at the opposite end of the success spectrum. Thanks to my cousin’s gift with words, tales of our exploits had become a staple on the Bounty Hunter’s Forum. We were offered so many gigs we could pick and choose.

And that’s what I dangled in front of Slim. Bastion would write up a story like the ones that had made us famous, but with Slim as the protagonist. The act might just turbocharge the middle-aged man’s career.

In exchange—“I need twenty-four hours.” I tried to look damsel-in-distressy, wincing when a lash rolled under and got caught against an eye already irritated from the contacts I’d ditched halfway through the previous evening.

Okay, that wasn’t working. Instead, I backpedaled, rationalizing the necessity of a buffer period. “Give me one day to figure out what’s going on. To find Jimmy English’s killer.”

“And if I get arrested in the meantime?” Slim was starstruck by Bastion’s offer, but he was still a businessman.

“Then you’ll have a confession letter on hand for insurance.” I, rather than Bastion, was the one who put pen to paper to make good on this promise. Writing to Slim as if he were a confidant, I apologized for hoodwinking him, for letting him think Jimmy had escaped while I hung back, for dragging the bond jumper into my car and pushing him out....

I looked up from my foray into fiction. “Where did Jimmy die?”

“Hold on.” Justice had been poring over the newspaper while Slim and I negotiated. Now, his nostrils flared as he found the answer. “He was found two blocks over from the Smythewhite residence.”

Our gazes met and locked. Just as I’d suspected, both deaths tied together not only through me but also through Bastion’s stolen pelt....

This wasn’t the time to scratch that investigative itch however. Instead, I finished my story. Told how Jimmy’s head had struck the pavement. How I left him there to bleed out alone.

“Envelope?” I barely had to ask before Bastion was handing over more paper products. My favorite cousin had pen pals all across the country who exchanged old-fashioned missives. He said the tangible approach made them feel more connected. Whatever the reason, I was glad that I didn’t have to hunt down a post office to come up with a stamp.

“There’s a mailbox on the corner,” I told Slim. “We’ll walk there together. Drop this in. You’ll get it tomorrow. So the worst you’d have to deal with is one night in jail.”

And the worst I’d have to deal with would be begging my sister to sweet-talk the mailman so we could regain the letter. No wonder Slim eyed me distrustfully.

Except the flaw he brought up wasn’t the most relevant one. “Why,” he asked, “would a murderer write a letter like that to me?”

“Because she thinks you’re hot.” Grace’s gaze poured across him like sunshine in winter. His chest puffed back out, but for an entirely different reason this time.

Her task complete, my twin twitched her fingers in a come-hither gesture, not for Slim but for my benefit. Obediently, I handed the envelope over...

...And Grace turned it into a love letter. Puckered up her lips and kissed the back to create a heart-shaped lipstick stain.

“Now are you convinced?” I eyed Slim, trying to decide whether he’d run to the closest police station the moment we released him.

“Twenty-four hours,” he answered.

Not 100% convinced then.

Still, I’d take whatever I could get.

***
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OF COURSE, SLEUTHING around Jimmy English’s death was secondary to stealing back Bastion’s pelt. My cousin’s abrupt return to health coupled with Mrs. Smythewhite’s supposed connection to our mother was an unmissable opportunity. Could we perhaps parlay that into an invitation, allowing Bastion to take an unchaperoned turn through their fortress of a house?

To that end, Grace gussied us up as rapidly as possible, then we piled in the car to head for the Smythewhite residence. Unfortunately, we didn’t make it even halfway there before Bastion’s face turned blotchy and sallow. “I need to....”

Justice barely managed to pull the car over before his ailing twin was retching in the storm gutter. Grace held his shoulders. Justice and I exchanged a glance consisting of equal parts misery and frustration.

“It’s time,” I said quietly, bringing back up the option I’d presented to the group—and that had been roundly rejected—a few minutes earlier. The Smythewhite mansion had proven impenetrable when I tried to break in two nights earlier, and it had been too full of strangers to search properly during the benefit party last night. With Bastion declining again and unable to pinpoint his pelt the easy way, we needed to send in someone who could spend serious time tearing the Smythewhite residence apart.

The obvious person was me. And a want ad in the back of the newspaper had suggested a long-term way to insinuate myself into the Smythewhite family.

Justice, unfortunately, was adamantly opposed to the notion of denning with murderers and thieves. “You think that’s wise? You don’t think that’s just asking to have your wolfsfell stolen also?”

“Four days, Justice. It’s been four days since this started.”

Four out of seven. Eighty-odd hours of Bastion’s life remaining.

Neither of us missed the fact that I hadn’t answered his question. What I planned wasn’t wise. But Bastion had so little time remaining....

No wonder Justice ceded my point even though his fingers whitened as they reopened the door and helped his twin back inside the vehicle. “Straight there?”

“No. We’ll swing by the motel first. These clothes were great for visiting, but they won’t work for a job interview.”

I glanced in the rear-view mirror, fully expecting a snarky response from my twin. After all, my wardrobe never lived up to her standards.

But Grace was instead bowing down over the fetal form of Bastion. Her fingers ran through his curls like a wolf tongue licking her pup back to health.

I winced. He looked even worse now. His brow was sweaty. His whole body was shaking.

“Take my pelt.” I started to hand it over, but Grace raised a finger to her lips to silence me.

Justice translated. “Save it. We might need the boost to get him up the stairs at the motel.”

I hated this. Hated being unable to fix my cousin. Hated being on the outside looking in on a family that neither wanted nor needed my help.

Hated what I saw ten minutes later when we slowed at the approach to the motel parking lot. Luggage—our luggage—squatting on the concrete walkway that joined all of the second-story rooms together. Who had been inside our rented den and why had they left our possessions sitting out in the sun to be stolen...?

“Keep driving.” My order was louder than it should have been. Bastion groaned. I could feel my twin dishing out the evil eye behind me.

But Justice obeyed. Whipped the car into an alley just as I caught sight of a familiar face behind the wheel of a vehicle heading in the opposite direction.

What was Luke doing cruising past our motel? Had he been responsible for our eviction? Or was he hunting the “werewolf” who’d fled from him during last night’s thunderstorm?

Not that it mattered. Whether our eviction was due to Luke’s string-pulling, to Slim changing his mind about calling the cops, or to an overdrawn credit card, we were now homeless. We couldn’t risk gathering our gear when anyone might be waiting for us in that parking lot.

Which meant I’d be heading to a job interview dressed like an heiress. And there wouldn’t be an opportunity later for my wolf energy to perk up Bastion’s ailing strength.

This time when I handed my pelt back to Grace, she didn’t protest. This time, she merely wrapped up our dying cousin in my recently shed skin.
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Chapter 11
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“I told you to get the ad in this morning’s paper no matter what that required.” The floor trembled with the depth of Mr. Smythewhite’s anger. “If they had to reprint the entire edition, I was willing to cover the cost. What’s the holdup?”

I halted outside the door to his study. I’d been pointed in this direction when I entered the residence, but I wasn’t about to butt in on a conversation that had clipboard lady rocking back on her heels. Instead, I let the pair argue while I swayed in the hall outside the study, struggling to regain my strength.

“I understand, Mr. Smythewhite.” Clipboard lady’s back was ramrod straight and tendons stood out on either side of her neck. But her voice remained low and well modulated. “We paid the newspaper well and your piece did indeed appear in the classified section....”

“Classified.” A fist pounded against the same desk I’d rifled through twelve hours earlier. Glass rattled. Papers fluttered to the floor. “My son’s need for protection is news not a want ad....”

“We placed a full-page request,” clipboard lady interjected. “But it takes time....”

“And the temp agency?”

“It takes time,” clipboard lady repeated. “I’ll follow up with....”

Which is when I lost the thread of their conversation. Because something told me I was no longer alone in the hallway. Something hot and cold running up my spine.

I turned, knowing who I’d find behind me. Eyebrows raised, he looked me over.

“Fancy meeting you here.”

I nodded once. “Applying for a job, Luke?”

“Somebody’s got to ward off those zombie giraffes.”

***
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LUKE WAS HERE TO WIN the same job I needed...and yet there was a strange sort of comfort in seeing him again. “You might as well go home. I’ll be the one herding undead zoo animals,” I started, only to be interrupted by a syrupy voice from further down the hall.

“Sweetie, look! We have applicants.”

Mrs. Smythewhite had crept up behind us while Luke and I were trading barbed comments. She of the many furs in storage and the fictional relationship with my dead mother. The lady of the house would be a major force in deciding who landed the guard position. I pasted on a smile that made Luke chuckle.

“Constipated?” he murmured just low enough so only I could hear him.

“At least I don’t have a stick up my....”

“Come on in.” Mrs. Smythewhite’s smile glossed over me and latched onto Luke. No wonder when he was as perfectly turned out as he’d been the previous evening. He stalked into the study as graceful as a dancer. I somehow managed to trip over the rug.

“Careful.”

I could have sworn Luke was looking the other way one moment earlier. But his hand was on my arm before I managed to face plant. His body shielded mine, guided me upright. In reaction, I shivered, as much from his touch as from the aftermath of giving Bastion my strength.

“Your eyes look different.” Luke’s brows lowered. Crinkled together. “What’s wrong?”

We were opponents, and yet he was concerned for me. I shook my head, more to tell him now wasn’t the time than to deny my obvious weakness and the fact I was wearing colored contacts. “Nothing.”

“Bullshit.” The expletive, for some reason, made me giggle. It was just so wrong coming out of Luke’s perfect lips.

“Do you want to share your amusement with the rest of the room?” Clipboard lady pressed between us. She clearly recognized us from last night, and like anyone possessing a grain of salt to stir into her oatmeal, our appearance here this morning was making her suspicious.

Luke’s huge donation still hung heavy on her memory, however. Which meant Clipboard lady’s razor-blade gaze skimmed over him and cut into me.

Well, two could play at that game. Ignoring the woman, who was obviously an underling, I gathered my shredded dignity and strode straight for Mr. Smythewhite. If I couldn’t win over the women, I’d go straight for the decider.

“Honor Warren,” I introduced myself, thrusting a hand across the desk toward him. “I’m here to keep your son safe.”

***
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WHEN FACED WITH A POTENTIAL handshake, businessmen have no alternative other than reciprocation. And Mr. Smythewhite was definitely a businessman. He rose, took my hand, displayed the precisely appropriate level of strength.

“Please tell me about my duties,” I continued, giving him no chance to remember Luke’s presence.

I expected my opponent to take offense at my underhanded tactics. But Luke was busy selecting the best seat where he could face both Mr. and Mrs. Smythewhite equally. Tweaking the crease straight in his trousers, he leaned back and crossed his legs.

“Yes, please tell us all about Clarence.” Luke’s request was aimed at Mrs. Smythewhite. His use of the boy’s name was carefully calculated to soften the maternal heart.

And it worked, darn him. Mrs. Smythewhite leaned forward, cutting me out of the conversation as she launched into a long refrain that could have been summed up in two sentences.

Clarence had leukemia. His parents intended to hire someone to double as his tutor and his keeper.

So that blood on the floor hadn’t been the result of a run-of-the-mill nosebleed. For a moment, I was lost in honest concern.

To be so sick so young was heart-rending. Still...Clarence had months of treatment ahead of him ending in a slim chance of survival. Bastion had only three and a half days left with no resolution other than regaining his pelt or succumbing to inevitable death.

In other words, I needed to ace this job interview. So I interjected myself into what had turned into a two-way conversation between Luke and Mrs. Smythewhite. “You’re concerned because of the murder at last night’s party.”

“No.” Mr. Smythewhite had let his wife lead the interview until now, retreating behind his desk and flipping through an endless pile of papers. I got the distinct impression he’d been browbeaten into hiring a bodyguard for Clarence. That he and his wife weren’t on the same page when it came to the matter, despite his earlier bluster about the newspaper ad.

“No?” I cocked my head, offering sympathy in the softness of my shoulders. Luke had already wrapped Mrs. Smythewhite around his finger. If I wanted this job—and I needed it more than wanted it—then the husband was my only in.

“That was an unfortunate accident.”

I disagreed, but I nodded anyway. “And Clarence...?”

“Is dying.” Mr. Smythewhite’s abrupt words slapped us all equally. “I don’t want him to collapse in public. Your job will be to keep him occupied at home.”
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Chapter 12
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“He isn’t dying, Richard.”

“You, my dear, are in denial.”

“He’s been better lately. He won’t heal if you don’t believe in him.”

“He won’t heal if the cancer eats him from the inside out.”

The marital conflict exploded around us. Clipboard lady slunk out the door, murmuring something about cleaners needing supervision. Which left me and Luke, knee-to-knee, staring into each other’s eyes.

After a long moment of silence, he skipped past previously shelved topics and stated the obvious. “They’re only going to hire one of us.”

He was right. And that someone was going to be me.

To that end, I filled my mental eye with the image of Bastion as he’d been this morning. Full of enthusiasm. Vibrant. Alive.

“The job is mine.”

I tried to stare Luke down, but he just shook his head. “You’re not here for a job. You need a ‘physical item.’”

His air quotes were wince worthy. But, I nodded anyway. There was no point in denying it. “And...?”

“And I intend to be here for Clarence.”

Again, something about him softened and sharpened at the same moment. This was Luke’s weakness.

But I didn’t press. Instead, I nodded, waiting for the other shoe to drop. The metaphorical footwear didn’t take long to fall.

Luke pierced me with eyes so blue I couldn’t so much as glance sideways. “I propose a partnership.”

This time I did wince. Bastion and I were partners. Grace and I—when our history didn’t tear us apart—were partners.

This stranger and I? We weren’t partners. At best, we were—

“Partners of convenience,” I clarified.

Luke’s eyes smiled, but his mouth remained rigid. He was amused by me, but just as intent upon getting his way. “If you wish.”

“You’ll help me find my item...”

“And you’ll help me protect Clarence.”

I eyed him, considering. Tested him with the obvious roadblock. “But that still doesn’t solve the issue of there being only one job available.”

“Not a problem.” This time Luke did smile. “I work pro bono. After all, I am a friend of the family.”

I raised my eyebrows in question. Luke hadn’t seemed like a friend of the family when he snuck around outside the residence two nights earlier.

Then I realized how he intended to twist the truth. Blue eyes sparkled with mischief as Luke laid out his game plan.

“How could I charge the Smythewhites money when Mrs. Smythewhite thinks she and my mother joined the Daughters of the American Revolution at the exact same time?”

***
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FEIGNED FAMILY CONNECTIONS weren’t his only in, as I discovered once the married couple stopped bickering. Luke told the Smythewhites straight up that hiring two employees rather than one would allow us to take shifts rather than leaving Clarence to his own devices after hours. He touched ever so lightly on his hefty donation to the leukemia-research foundation, then used that to segue into his own pro-bono status...contingent upon me being hired also, of course.

Basically, by the time Luke was finished, the Smythewhites were falling all over themselves to invite us both into their family. We were less employees than we were long-term house guests. Within the hour, we’d been moved into adjoining guest rooms.

But we didn’t start working immediately. Our official job was delayed by Clarence’s ill health—he was too sick to see us. And my unofficial job was derailed by the fact that the halls were full of cleaning staff dismantling the previous evening’s event.

Snooping now would get me tossed out on my ear. So I retreated to my room, put Justice on speaker phone, then paced back and forth like a wolf stuck in a cage.

“Is Bastion any better?” I demanded while eying the space around me. There was no reason to stash a stolen pelt in an empty guest room. But I’d feel pretty stupid if it did turn out to have been hidden here all along.

“No.”

I winced, and not just because I’d caught my finger in a closing drawer. Justice’s tone was gritty, growly. And full of the unspoken question—why was I bothering him instead of finding my cousin’s skin?

I hurried to explain. “I’m hoping to sneak Bastion in. Tonight. To find his pelt. Do you think that will be possible?”

To my surprise, Grace’s voice was the one that emerged through my phone’s speaker now. “Possible? Yes. But highly unlikely. He can’t stop vomiting....”

The last word wobbled, and I wished I was there so I could hug her. Wished she would have let me even if we were in the same room.

Justice saved us both from a doomed twin moment. He’d regained his equanimity and was all business. “Bastion only has to be conscious. I can carry him. Charge your pelt and tell us when you’re ready. We’ll come.”

I hummed assent even as I dragged the bed away from the wall and noted the lack of dust in the spot vacuum cleaners would have a hard time reaching. The Smythewhite’s cleaning crew was impressive. Would the thief really leave Bastion’s pelt somewhere the staff could find it during the course of their usual duties?

“It’ll be awhile,” I warned them. “Maybe after midnight. This house is a hornet’s nest at the moment.”

Justice’s voice didn’t wobble, but it might as well have. “We have nothing better to do than wait.”

***
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I PLANNED TO SNEAK out and charge my pelt. To shift beneath the neighbors’ ungated shrubbery. To pretend to be a dog while running until my toenails bled.

I wasn’t counting on Luke trailing behind me, invisible and silent. I didn’t realize he was present until I’d toed off one shoe and started on the next.

“Really? Here? In broad daylight?”

It was like the first time we’d met, only somehow very different. I hopped around to face him, realizing as I did so how absurd it was to care whether I got my sock coated in mulch.

I’d planned for this scenario, of course. The spot was secluded and rarely visited, but there was a chance the neighbor kids would be outside playing. That’s why I’d spread my pelt on the ground beside me, skin up so I could dive atop it and shift if caught in the act.

But what do you do when interrupted by a werewolf instead of by a human? Stand there like an idiot for far longer than necessary, apparently, then spit out an entirely unbelievable lie.

“I had a pebble in my shoe.”

“Both shoes?”

“Magical pebble.”

“Don’t turn into a rock, Sylvester.”

I cocked my head, having no idea what he was talking about. And Luke was the one who reddened. “It’s a children’s story. About a talking donkey.”

“Oh, so now you’re saying I’m an ass?”

Luke’s eyes smiled, and I couldn’t resist smiling back at him. Then, so fast I barely saw him move, he was sitting cross-legged atop my pelt, patting the spot beside him with a welcoming hand.

“Let’s talk.”

The weight on my belly should have been heartening. It meant Luke had no clue I was a woelfin. Even one of the skinless wouldn’t be so bold as to plunk himself down on a woelfin’s pelt if he knew what it was.

My secret identity was secure...and I needed to keep it that way. So I countered: “Let’s not.”

Luke’s gaze left mine and the sun went behind a cloud at the exact same moment. The air was still. Our minds were not.

“I know that was you last night, Honor. In the rain. As a wolf.”

He spoke to a bird perched on a treetop. It didn’t answer and neither did I.

“You don’t seem as inexperienced as Clarence. But...”

“Clarence?” I’m not sure how I ended up sitting beside him. But I did. I only hoped Luke didn’t notice when the pelt curled up around me, pushing us in close.

“He hasn’t shifted yet. Still....”

From six inches away, Luke’s eyes were like super magnets. I broke free of their pull long enough to interrupt. “You’re saying Clarence is a werewolf?”

“Surely you can smell the fur on him?”

And the difference between woelfin and skinless was coming back around to bite me. “Sinus trouble,” I mumbled. Maybe if my pelt wasn’t a dead giveaway, lack of lupine senses while human wouldn’t be either?
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