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      The humans had once called her kind changelings or dopplegangers. They had feared that her people could replace anyone and did so for nefarious purposes.

      Humans could be so stupid.

      She required a personal object to maintain the person’s appearance. Unless the subject was close enough to her human form. Then she only had to remember to keep her eyes blue or her hair long. Even with the object, strong emotion could cause her form to flicker.

      The humans were right about why she did it. She was done living on scraps. The only way to survive in this world was to plan a big enough score that it set her for life.

      The score she and Mike had planned was a brilliant long con. The first phase had been stealing the heiress’s ring from the mob boss, Turner. He was a hunter who sided mostly with humans. He seemed to find them interesting and had developed certain hobbies that she’d taken advantage of.

      The next phase was making the mob boss think the person who’d robbed him was dead. She just had to switch identities to move to that phase.

      Switching between identities was when most got caught. She'd found if she created an identity just for that transition, it made her plans run much smoother. She held the bracelet she had stolen earlier and locked in her current form which was different from the one she’d used on Turner.

      She was now Pauline Craft. Single, middle-class, and liked art. Just the type to be shopping in this part of town on a warm spring afternoon. She paused at a window and let her gaze skim over handcrafted pottery and a ridiculously expensive painting of roosters.

      Her focus landed on her own reflection, then shifted over her shoulder. No sign she was being pursued. It was not the humans that worried her, but others who sided with the humans. The hunters in all forms.

      She pulled out the burner phone she'd been saving for this eventuality and scrolled to the first of two numbers in the contacts. It wasn't time for the second number, not yet.

      She dialed the number to end the set-up phase of the heist of the century. The set-up phase had successfully completed. She moved to the next store window filled with shabby chic furniture.

      "Yes?" Mike's voice was gruff. Her heart leapt; she'd missed him these months apart. Mike might be human, but they had a bond that went beyond species.

      "The eagle has landed." She did her best to sound serious as she spoke the code words that gave the all clear. In their line of work, such precautions were required.

      "Quoting astronauts, are we?" Mike's bantering tone brought a flash of relief. Her eyes burned with almost-tears. He had not been compromised. The hunters hadn’t found him.

      "I got it. Turner's going to be pissed. It was the only thing in his safe." She kept her voice low and conversational, despite the bad news. As soon as Turner went into the safe, he would know he'd been robbed. He would come looking for her sooner than she'd hoped. She and Mike would be crunched to put their getaway plan in action. That meant shortening the timelines and adding risk.

      "Then it won't take him long to notice that it's missing," Mike said. He'd always been able to extrapolate what she meant. Damn, she needed to start thinking of him by his new name or she would slip when she met him in his new role. A slip could be dangerous; it was a clue that could ruin the set-up.

      "We were supposed to hook-up tomorrow morning." It was a vulgar term that the kids used but it was true. Turner had thought he was going to get lucky with his shy, human, college girl. Her stomach twisted. She would have slept with him if she'd had to. Mike would've understood. But sleeping with him might have given him a chance to see she was not human. If she’d lost the pendent she'd stolen so she could keep the human form Turner found attractive, then he would've made her suffer and then killed her. Even if he hadn’t discovered she wasn’t human, she wouldn’t have survived. There was his hobby with human females to factor in.

      "You've gotten away clean?" Even though his voice was all business, the rapid-fire clicks punctuated the background like machine gun fire and gave away how he was feeling. Her heart warmed. He clicked the pen like that when he was worried.

      "Yes."

      "Good. I'm already in position." The plan had him wooing the woman that they'd stolen the pendent from. The woman's appearance had been perfect and would be even better once she died to cover their trail.

      "I sent the package. Just in case." Just in case she got caught. Mike couldn’t use the ring without her, but not having what she’d stolen on her person might save her if she got caught while transitioning.

      "So you could play freaked-out innocent? Smart." The compliment warmed her further. Six more months was not that long to wait to be together. They would at least be able to see each other during this part of the plan. Even if Mike just had to sleep with someone else.

      "How long before you get here?" Mike asked.

      "Two weeks." And that would be tight. She needed to get some of the money they had shipped, get her new identity established, purchase the cabin, and make sure she was welcome in the mark's life. If they did their job right, the true owner of the necklace wouldn’t know until it was too late that it was a set-up.

      "Good. She may even be living with me by then."

      "That will make what we have to do easier." Maybe they'd get lucky and everything would be in place in five months. Unless they couldn’t pull everything together in six months, then she would lose her one shot to pull the heist off. This one was big and would set her and Mike up for life.

      "Come back to me when you’re done." Her chest lightened at his code word for saying he loved her when in an identity.

      "I'll always come back to you." This time pretending not to be together would be worth it. They would pull off the biggest score ever and retire together with notoriety in the right circles. And they’d have the money to stay out of the gutter and out of the hunters' reach.
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      "We have an escapee." Laura Cassidy sprinted after the soap-covered dog. The black dog raced out the door and only the clickety clack of his claws and a trail of water indicated where he'd gone. She slipped and grabbed the door frame. No black dog. She skidded into the long hallway. "Duke?"

      "I got him." Kate McMillan's gravelly voice came from the first door on the left.

      Laura peeked in. Kate knelt on the floor, her arms around the wet dog. When Duke kissed Kate in the face, she ducked her head and laughed. "I already have a man."

      "Duke, don't you want to be nice and clean for your forever home pickup?" Laura grabbed his collar and pulled the Lab mix off Kate. But the dog had other ideas. He shook out his fur, sending a spray of froth and water all over the tiny office.

      "No, Duke!" Kate closed her eyes and turned her head, but it was too late.

      Kate and Laura stood to survey the damage. Suds speckled the faded wallpaper and worn carpet. The desk was mostly spared, with the ledger blocked by the raised front of the desk.

      "Good thing we don't have computers. They would have been wrecked in this deluge." Laura pulled Duke closer to the door.

      "Don't worry, my hair is fine." Kate patted the bubbles on the top of her head and laughed.

      Laura shook her head. "Goofball."

      Fred, the UPS guy walked in. "Laura, can you sign this shipping acceptance?" He handed the iPad to Kate who smiled and took it.

      "I'm Laura." Laura tried to grab the pad, but the dog wiggled and pulled her farther out the door.

      "I've got it. You get Duke dry. The Andersons will be here in less than an hour."

      "Are you guys sure you're not twins? Or sisters at least?" Fred grinned like he had fantasies about twins. It was uncanny how alike they looked. They had the same brown hair, but Kate's was up in an elegant knot. Their brown eyes and same pale skin matched as well.

      "Nope. Not related." Kate signed the pad and handed it back.

      "What are we getting now? I thought all the dog food came yesterday?"

      Kate hesitated. "They missed some bags. I'll just show Fred where to put the shipment." Kate stood and waved Fred out the door. "Besides, the sooner Duke is done, the sooner you can leave to get ready for your date."

      "It's not a date." She kept her voice even. This weekend was so much more than a date. Her and Peter's six-month anniversary was this weekend. She'd never lasted so long with a relationship before, but being with Peter was easy. Almost too easy. It had been like one of those old romance movies where he'd seen her from across the room. Everything had happened so fast and they'd clicked so well, and before she knew it, she'd agreed to move in with him. She kept waiting for the bad thing to happen… like the brother who didn’t want them together or an evil stepmother to ruin things.

      "Lovers getaway?" Kate scrunched her nose and made a face at Laura.

      "Your cousin and I have plans for the weekend." Laura felt the heat creep up her neck to her cheeks. Kate would die if she knew what she and Peter had planned.

      Kate ducked her head. "I better show Fred where to put that new shipment or we’ll never be able to find the kibble."

      The inventory room seemed to be a black hole where boxes disappeared without explanation. Duke chose that moment to pull Laura down the hallway. She got her feet planted and led Duke back to the bathing area.

      The picture of her father smiled at her from the wall. This shelter had been his years ago. She'd grown up in this building. She'd started cleaning kennels and taking out garbage. She'd watch her father match dogs to the perfect family. Watched him take scared dogs and transform them into confident dogs ready for their forever homes. It was a family tradition she should be proud to uphold.

      Duke slobbered her on the face and his tail thumped the  table’s leg. She grabbed the extra absorbent towel and dried the dog off with long stokes, feeling the long muscles of his flank. Duke had been so far gone when they'd found him. Every rib from his spine to his sternum had shown. His spine had looked like a row of knobs. He had been so starved; he could barely walk.

      Some kind but misguided soul had given him a huge meal before turning him over to the shelter. They'd taken Duke to the vet and she had confirmed he was at risk for Refeeding Syndrome. Luckily, Duke only had the diarrhea and loss of appetite. They'd caught the imbalance in time. But it had taken frequent small, high quality meals and many IVs to finally bring him around.

      Without Kate's money, they never would have been able to take him in and give him the care he needed. And now look at him.

      She grinned as Duke tried to lick the hand that brushed him. He was still just a little too skinny, but was putting on weight nicely. Once he was dried, she took him back to his kennel.

      Duke's bath was the last thing on her list. She could finally go back to her and Peter's apartment and prepare for the weekend. Her stomach fluttered. She'd never discussed fantasies with previous boyfriends, but somehow Peter just seemed easier to talk to.

      Fear mingled with her excitement and anticipation. She'd never done anything like this before, but she'd risk it for Peter.
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      Kate listened for the shelter's front door to close. She moved around, picking up papers and shutting off lights. She needed to wait an additional ten minutes in case Laura forgot her keys or had some last-minute instructions.

      She rolled her eyes at that thought. Laura was all sorts of disorganized and she'd been more than happy to hand over the inventory to Kate.

      Being able to change her form was helpful for a get away, but now she had to fix the digital records.

      Kate went to her desk and pulled out the inventory records. First, she'd audit to match the delivery log to the invoice. Once that was complete, the fun part. Cooking the books.

      She unlocked her drawer, ignoring the hiss and rattle of her fake snake, and pulled out her own record.

      For every special shipment, she marked the boxes as donated, sold, or used, depending upon what was supposed to be in that box. Later tonight, she’d physically remove the boxes. That would make everything match.

      She shredded all the evidence that would allow her special boxes to disappear. The packing slip, her private list. Each page she shredded ratcheted up her excitement. They were so close.

      One last task remained. She checked her watch. It was time.

      She got in her car and drove to the train station.

      The man she had to call scared her. She’d only met him once when she had been on her first date with Turner. He'd appeared suddenly, raising the fine hairs on her back. She'd tried to control her natural flinch.

      He had noticed.

      She'd not had to fake any of the fear she'd shown. Thomas, the Fixer, Turner's right-hand man, and some said his pet assassin, chilled the air in the room. She had no idea what sort of creature he was, but he was not human. Every sense she had screamed that he would kill her if he knew what she was. He was a hunter.

      His cold, blue eyes had assessed her, pulling her secret identity up from hiding. Even with the pendent on, she'd had to focus to keep her appearance steady. If he became interested, he would crush her. But he had turned away and she'd been able to breathe again. She'd even let a chuckling Turner hold her a little closer for comfort.

      This next phase was one of the most dangerous parts. Her stomach twisted as she grabbed the burner phone from the hidden pocket in her purse. On the seat was a kid's voice distorter that looked like a blue, plastic megaphone. It was okay to feel like an idiot using it, as she was not an idiot. It would be better if the Fixer had no idea who she was. He was the key to making Turner believe that she and Mike were dead. He shouldn't be able to tell her and Laura apart, and once they all burned, Turner wouldn't be able to either.

      She took a deep breath and dialed. This was the last call in a series to lure Thomas in.

      "The subjects will be available for pick up at 123 Lost Cabin Trail near the Hidden Valley Resort in Notely, Minnesota, five p.m. tonight." Her voice came out a low masculine growl.

      "They are to be unharmed when I get there." His voice was cold and precise and sent shivers down her back.

      "Of course. When do I get paid?" She’d only asked that question so he wouldn’t get suspicious.

      The connection went dead.

      She closed her eyes and took a shuddery breath. He'd taken the bait. If everything went to plan, she would close out this part of the plan and take on her final identity. Her previous life wrapped up in a nice, neat package. Just in time too. She would barely have enough time to prepare for the last phase.

      She tied a scarf she’d taken earlier from a little old lady. The scarf had been her favorite, so the image Katie could take from it was strong. She became the gray haired, stooped lady who walked her tiny yipping dogs every day.

      She walked slowly into the train station and sat on one of the wooden benches. A family with a set of little boys came in. Each boy had a model train in his hands. A hiker with a gigantic backpack walked across the room. No one else caught her attention until ten minutes later, a woman came in with a huge canvas purse on her shoulder. The bulging bag and how she leaned when she walked said it all. She had a lot of crap in her bag.

      Kate needed to get rid of the burner phone she had used to contact the Fixer. She needed it to be far, far away. If she could slip it into a bag where it wouldn't be noticed, that would be her best bet. She just needed a chance to slip the phone in without being caught.

      Be patient, wait for a chance.

      Kate stood up, getting in line behind the woman. The woman dropped her purse on the floor and stretched her neck.

      Kate just needed a moment's distraction. She held the phone in her gloved hand.

      The train came in with a rattle and a hiss. The woman looked away.

      Kate slipped the burner phone into a pocket in the canvas bag. She waited a moment and then turned and hobbled away.

      In less than eight hours Turner would think she was dead.
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      Gravel dinged on the bottom of Todd Levitts' truck as he bumped along the access road to the next job: a cabin in need of immediate repair. Or so the message had said. She'd pay triple going rates and mileage for him to come and evaluate the damage. The cabin was in the boondocks just off one of the big lakes near Notely.

      He doubted he was the closest contractor in the area. Two hours of mileage seemed crazy, but he could use the money. The GPS pinged and said one mile to the turn off. He eased his foot off the gas. The thick green pines gave way to skeletal remains of pines that poked out of the ground at odd angles. The big burn that had consumed a part of Boundary Waters Canoe Area (BWCA) had ended near here. He shivered.

      The blaze had been so hot that the pine cones had been incinerated instead of just opened by the fire. It was hard to come back when everything you had went up in flames. Maybe his life hadn’t been wrecked by literal flames, but still he could sympathize with the trees. The thick green pines reasserted themselves a quarter mile later.

      Even slowed, he almost missed the turn. He pulled part way in and stopped. The branches were thick. The path that led down to the cabin was narrow enough the branches would scratch his truck. There was no way the payout would be worth the scratches.

      He drummed his fingers on his steering wheel. He just couldn't do it to his truck. The rest stop was only a half mile back. His truck would be safer parked there. This truck was the first big step in embracing that he was normal. Besides he'd scrimped and saved for this truck. His small business logo and sign dominated the doors: Levitt's Construction.

      He backed out of the drive, turned back the way he'd come, and parked in the rest stop.

      He got out, adjusted his work belt, and grabbed his official invoice pad and clipboard, and walked back to the driveway entrance. The driveway twisted and turned to the cabin. His truck wouldn't have survived unscathed.

      At the end of the drive, the little cabin sat nestled by a small lake. The fading light made the whole scene look like a Norman Rockwell painting. Something wholesome from long ago.

      He slowed and surveyed what he could see of the cabin. It looked undamaged. If this had been his previous life, all his alarms would've been blaring. That life was long behind him, but he circled the cabin anyway, just to be sure.

      The back of the cabin looked just as sturdy as the front. The loft window above his head also appeared to be in good condition. No water damage or rot along the window edges. He loosened his hands on the clipboard and jotted down some notes on the exterior. Nothing seemed off. His repair must be inside. He strolled to the front door.

      A white note stuck to the front door fluttered in the slight breeze. He moved closer.

      "Come in. I'm in back." And a scrawled signature that could be anyone's.

      He opened the door and took a step in. "Hello?"

      "I'm back here." A faint feminine voice sounded from the second door on the left.

      He looked around as he headed toward the voice. The cabin appeared well maintained on the inside. What had he been called to repair?

      He walked down the hall and scratched the back of his neck to chase away the feeling of being watched. He pushed open the door and froze. The woman on the other side of the room had a smile that was as wide as it was fake. He barely noticed the cleavage she had on display. His attention was caught by the coldness in her eyes. Her eyes flickered to green. All of his old life's instincts roared to life and screamed, "Run now."

      He took one step backward before the air shifted and he felt the presence behind him.

      Before he could turn, a hood that smelled of chloroform covered his head. Despite what movies showed, chloroform didn't knock someone out right away. If he could just get some fresh air, he'd have a chance. He held his breath and contorted and punched, hitting a glancing blow to something soft with his left hook. It was too far away to be the person holding the bag.

      There was a grunt, but the bag stayed firmly on his head. He had just a moment more before his odds of survival plummeted further. None of his training would save him if they managed to knock him out.

      A large hand grabbed his right wrist and yanked it behind his back, propelling him forward. He judged a man about his height and weight was manhandling him.

      Todd twisted his body. Something, maybe a bat, hit his stomach and he expelled his breath with a whoosh. Then he had to gasp. The fumes made him dizzy, but he wasn't out yet.

      He focused on what he knew. There were two assailants and the second one was smaller than the first or at least weaker judging from the bat swing. He fell forward and bounced on what felt like a bed.

      A knee settled in the small of his back and the big hand lifted his arm. The click and cold metal of handcuffs made Todd shiver. He bucked and fought. If they got the other hand cuffed, he was screwed.

      "Hold still." A male voice hissed from above him.

      A knife pressed against his throat and he froze. They were not professionals, human or otherwise. Professionals didn't threaten with knives. They had other tools to control situations. Still, they rolled him over and cuffed his other hand above his head.

      Shit, this was it. His past had caught up with him and he was dead. He waited for the end.

      Scissors snipped along the top of his shoulders and down his chest and his shirt fell away. Cold air brushed across his chest. Them stealing his clothing had not been high on his list of guesses for what would've happened once they had him cuffed. With the woman's eye color change, he'd expected to be clawed apart by a demon.

      The man grunted and tugged at his belt. Were they cutting off his tool belt too? With the knife still pressed to his throat, all he could do was tighten his hands. The man chuckled as the belt clunked to the floor. Next, they cut and stripped off his pants and boxers. It was the loss of the tool belt that made him feel the most naked. It represented everything he wanted to be.

      The knife left his throat and he braced for the attack. The attack never came. Instead, shoes squeaked away from him across the hardwood floor and the bedroom door clicked.

      He held his breath and listened for any sounds. Nothing. The woman must've been the smaller person who'd attacked him. But why? What had they wanted? Had it all been a prank or a case of mistaken identity? The woman was not human based on her flickering eye color, but they had used handcuffs on him. Most magical creatures couldn't stand the touch of iron and most handcuffs had iron in them. It made no sense.

      If they were gone, his odds of survival had just increased. He needed the hood off so he could evaluate his situation. Todd shook his head. The hood moved with the motion. It was not tied at the bottom so he shook his head harder and a gap opened, letting in some fresh air.

      It wasn't enough. He pulled against his cuffs and nothing moved. He felt around with his fingers. Wood. He must be cuffed to a wooden bed frame. If he could get the right leverage and the right location, he might be able to break the frame. He'd have more luck with that than breaking the cuffs.

      The faint sound of the front door opening sent a surge of fear through him. He shook his head harder, but the hood stayed on.

      The door to the room squeaked open. A nervous female chuckle sounded from the door.

      "Why are you wearing boots?" Her voice was soft and hesitant. A gentle touch on his ankle, gave him hope.

      "Take off the hood." The extra fabric in the hood caught in his mouth.

      The bed dipped. Warmth from her body moving closer flushed his torso.

      

      "What? I can't really hear you."

      He shook his head. "Take. Off. The. Hood."

      Gentle hands probed beneath the hood and removed it. She gasped and the bed moved.

      He blinked against the glare. Her face wore the classic surprised expression with widened eyes and mouth agape. She was either a really good actress, or she had no idea what was going on. She wore some flimsy, silky nightgown that left her shoulders bare and fitted along what he could see of her body. Her long brown hair touched the tops of her breasts. Under any other circumstances he would have explored the view offered, but she held herself like she'd completely forgotten what she was wearing.

      "Who are you?" Her voice was a high-pitched squeak.

      "Do you have keys for the cuffs?" He pulled the cuffs hard. The headboard didn't even move. The edges of the cuffs were thicker so they were military grade, probably S&W.

      "Who are you? Why are you here?" She took a hesitant step back and glanced at the door.

      "Look, lady…."

      Her eyes narrowed.

      This was not the time to antagonize her. If she panicked and fled he was screwed. He couldn't get out of these cuffs without help—a hacksaw or a key. He blew out his breath and tried not to grit his teeth, and then continued in a milder tone. "I came to repair the cabin and I was jumped. Help me get these cuffs off."

      Goosebumps stood out on her shoulders and she rubbed her arms. "Did Peter put you up to this? I never agreed to having someone else involved. I mean, you're good looking enough and all, but⁠—"

      Dammit! He was not here for a meet-up. He needed her to focus on escape. The people who'd jumped him could come back at any moment. The fact that one was not human only added to the danger. "I had a tool belt on me when I came in. Is it in the room?"

      Something more was happening and odds were high it would not end well for either of them. Maybe this was a set up for a temporary insanity defense by Peter, the jilted lover. He could come in with a gun and kill them both. Or maybe they needed both of them to sacrifice to some supernatural god. There were too many maybes made lethal with him locked to the bed.

      She backed away and stumbled. Her gaze left him to focus on what she'd tripped on. Maybe he'd get lucky and the people who'd cuffed him to the bed had been stupid enough to leave his tool belt. It would be priceless in this situation. Although he didn't carry a gun anymore, he had plenty of useful things attached to his belt. More than the average handyman. More than the average FBI agent.

      She picked up his tool belt still attached to the jeans they'd cut off him. "Why do you have two belts?"

      His chest felt lighter with hope. If they missed the key and the lady kept cooperating, they had a shot at getting out of this alive. "See those things that connect the two belts together? One of them has a key tucked inside."

      "Why do you have a handcuff key in your belt?" She paused to seek his gaze.

      "Please find the key." His voice was neutral, but he couldn't quite hide his unease.

      She flinched, maybe at his tone. Damn, if she left he was dead. She took a small step back and leaned away from him as if she were thinking of just that, fleeing and leaving him naked and cuffed to a bed.

      "Please." He softened his voice even further. "Please. I need your help. We have to get out of here and fast." He tried to convey with his eyes and face that he was a man to be trusted. He was, if she let him out he would do his damnedest to make sure she survived.

      She blinked then nodded. Her gaze fixed on his belts. The second belt keeper she checked had the key. He held his breath. She could so easily bolt. He didn't know her well enough to know what she'd do.

      The bed depressed with her weight and the gentle brush of her thigh against the side of his chest was doubly welcome. He waited.

      When he was sure she'd changed her mind and would leap off the bed leaving him to his fate, the lock snicked and the cuff fell away.

      "Thank you. Why don't you give me the key?" He lowered his arm, extending it wider to the side so as not to alarm her. She still looked as if she would bolt. He glanced up and caught the blush on her face. She dropped the key in his hand and scrambled off the bed, flashing him some bare breast in the process. It really was too bad they hadn't met under other circumstances.

      His gaze locked with hers for a moment. Her face was still flushed and her lip was caught in her teeth. Just as he as reached for his other wrist, the bedroom door crashed open.

      They'd run out of time. A nondescript man in a trench coat pulled out a gun and pointed it at them.
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