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      Madison, Wisconsin—Spring 2022

      I blame it on midnight. Everything. From the instant the long-lost high school love of my life shifted beneath the midnight moon from a wolf to a man.

      Then he bit me.

      Yep, I’m a luna werewolf queen now.  It was either that or watch my little girl become one. Considering the alpha was her father, that made things complicated.

      Story of my life.

      But right now I needed to get myself gone from my daughter’s apartment bathroom before⁠—

      Ding-dong.

      That happened.

      I was naked, having just showered off what was left of Wendell, the pack’s beta, after I ripped him into pieces. Try and kill my girl? I will end your ass faster than you can say have mercy.

      I peeked out just as the lock clicked open, then the door did too. My daughter, Jenna, who’d been heading in that direction, stepped back when someone stepped in.

      Speak of the⁠—

      “Alpha.” Jenna managed not to glance in my direction.

      “You don’t have to call me that.”

      “I’m not callin’ you Daddy,” Jenna muttered.

      Until a few days, ago she’d thought the man she called Daddy was. I’d pointed out that Patrick, my best friend whom I’d married back when I was eighteen, alone and pregnant in nineties small-town Wisconsin, was still her father in every way a father should be.

      Except for his being dead, but there was nothing we could do about that.

      “Should I call you Gideon Moran?” Jenna continued. “Or maybe Hugh Malik? I’m confused.”

      Join the club.

      The Gideon Moran I’d fallen in love with had been lanky, clumsy, and sweet, a budding computer geek with plain dark-brown hair and plain light-brown eyes.

      Hugh Malik, the name Gideon used now, was all muscles and grace, his hair long and black with sapphire highlights, and his eyes shifted from amber to topaz depending on his mood and his form.

      It’s a werewolf royalty thing.

      “You can call me whatever you like,” Gideon said.

      “What I’d like is for you not to use your hocus-pocus on my door when it’s locked.”

      Qutrubs—the type of werewolves we were—possessed magic, both what we were gifted with at our “birth” and what we killed to take. Gideon could move things with his mind. No idea if that was his innate magic or one of the powers he’d taken. Apparently, it was considered rude to ask.

      “I know you’re used to doing whatever you⁠—”

      “Where’s your mother?”

      His gaze flicked around the room, and I drew away from the bathroom door, wishing I could disappear myself the way I could magically disappear things, but I couldn’t.

      While Gideon had become ultra-observant in the twenty-odd years he’d been a werewolf, he didn’t have super-duper hearing, smell, or sight. Still, if I wasn’t careful, he’d find me. Then, according to werewolf law, once he discovered what I’d done—and he would because Gideon would never let the unexplained absence of his beta go—he’d have to kill me.

      “Haven’t seen her,” Jenna said.

      She lied too damn well. Probably because she’d been lying about a helluva lot lately. Practice makes perfect.

      “Your mother left me a note saying you had an issue and she was coming here.”

      “I don’t have an issue.”

      True. I’d killed it.

      “Can you call her? My phone’s dead.”

      I nearly fell on my face diving for my jeans where my phone would scream my presence when my daughter called me.

      I shut it down an instant before she said, “Straight to voice mail.”

      “I guess I’ll wait.”

      Silence fell. I held my breath.

      “I . . . um . . . have to . . .” Jenna headed in my direction.

      Unfortunately, my clothes had exploded outward when I shifted, shoes too. All I had in the room was a towel, but beggars couldn’t be choosers, so I wrapped it around my body and clutched it to my chest.

      Jenna stuck her head in. I put my finger to my lips, and she nodded, then handed over fresh clothes and retraced her steps.

      Murmurs commenced, but I didn’t try to decipher them. Soon enough, Gideon would come to the conclusion that waiting here was pointless and scout the area. Then he’d find my abandoned car and come right back to search the place. I needed to be gone before either one of those things happened. Luckily, Jenna lived on the first floor, and her bathroom had a window that wasn’t painted shut.

      I shoved my feet into the sweatpants and sweatshirt, which must have belonged to her roommate since they actually fit—Jenna was not only four inches taller than me but ten pounds lighter. No underwear, no bra. Didn’t care. No shoes might be an issue. Even in late-spring Wisconsin, the sky could still spit snow, and the possibility of an overnight freeze, no matter how balmy the day had been, was high. I guess if it came right down to it, I could heal frostbite.

      The window slid upward soundlessly; equally soundless, I stepped onto the toilet seat, then over the sill, and onto the ground.

      I needed time to figure things out. A place to do it too. Whom could I count on?

      In my life there’d been three men I would have trusted with my life. One was dead, the other was a werewolf, and the third⁠—

      Bingo.

      I headed toward where I’d left my Volvo SUV when I’d tumbled out of it as I changed from woman to wolf. The door still hung open, and the keys were in the ignition. I was a little surprised it wasn’t gone, considering this was a campus of over forty-five thousand in a city of over two-hundred and seventy thousand.  But it was “oh-God-thirty” and a good portion of the students had disappeared to wherever they went for the summer.  Still, small favors and all that.

      I picked up the tattered remains of my clothes and my shoes from the sidewalk, tossed them into the car, and after a final glance at Jenna’s apartment building, I pulled a U-ee and got myself gone.
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        * * *

      

      I left the city proper and traveled this way, then that. Eventually I remembered to turn on my phone. The voice mail buzzing started right away.

      “Fan-fucking-tastic.”

      For over half my life, I’d been a politician’s wife, which had kept my cursing to a minimum. Since Patrick’s death, I’d begun to indulge my once-secret hobby of curse-word innovation right out loud. The number of ways I could say fuck was amusing as fuckety fuck to me.

      The light changed, and the first message played.

      “Sarah?”

      Gideon’s voice after all these years made me start. Sure, it was deeper than it had been at eighteen, there was a growl beneath the surface, but it was him, and I got goose bumps.

      “What’s going on? Call me back.”

      God, I had loved him so much. It had broken me when he disappeared. The only thing that had pulled me together enough to go on was our child.

      Did I love Gideon still? Did he love me? I thought so. Which was going to be a problem when he found out my secrets.

      Message Number Two.

      “Your Maj—” Sigh. “Sorry, Luna.”

      Haley, a girl who’d been kidnapped and turned against her will, was now as stuck in werewolf world as I was. That her great-granddad was the most magnificent werewolf hunter ever born and pretty much everyone in her family was in that biz was a complication for another time.

      “Alpha has assigned me to be your omega. That . . . uh . . . means I have your back and I . . . well . . . need to know where that back is. Call me, please. It’s . . . um . . . my ass if something happens to you.”

      Seriously, the pack hierarchy was as confusing as a royal line of succession.

      Before I could figure out what to do about Haley, message number three commenced.

      “Sunshine?”

      I couldn’t help it, I smiled at the nickname, which took me back to a day shortly after Gideon and I had met. Whenever I look at you, all I see is sunshine on a cloudy day. Sometimes he’d whistle the tune of the last five words, then kiss my hair. What young woman could resist that?

      Not me. Not then. Not now, even though I no longer felt young.

      My finger hovered over the telephone icon as I wrestled with the need to call him back, then message number four began to play.

      “I can’t find Wendell. I had him following Zane. I told you that.” Gideon’s voice sounded both exasperated and exhausted. I could relate. “Now I can’t find Zane either. And I hope you haven’t seen him because . . . well, you know.”

      I did.

      Zane was an insanely sexy, gorgeous werewolf problem who spoke with a Haitian Creole accent that trilled along the nerve endings like first love. Once upon a few days ago, Zane had been the beta for a nearby region. Then his alpha had died by werewolf rumble, and he’d become just another minion. I didn’t think he liked it.

      Beep!

      I threw the phone out the window, unsure why I’d started listening to those messages in the first place and belatedly concerned that someone—Gideon—was going to track it, if he hadn’t already. I’d buy a burner down the road and call Jenna.

      Not long after, I found the country lane that led to where I was going. Several minutes later, the overgrown driveway spit me into a clearing tucked into a deep, dark wood. The place had always given me Hansel and Gretel vibes, but now, considering, it felt more Little Red Riding Hood.

      I cast uneasy glances at the thick, dense trees, which, thanks to my fairy-tale thoughts—curse them!—appeared to heave and hum. Despite the ungodly hour, seemingly every available light fixture blazed within the gorgeous log home.

      Why Frankie—my late husband’s assistant, a beautiful young man with ridiculously long, dark lashes and very shiny teeth—had built a place that fit him as well as shitkicker boots fit a gazelle had been unclear until I realized he and my husband were a thing. After that, the house made a lot more sense.

      Patrick had always wanted a log cabin, the polar opposite of the Victorian family mansion in our hometown of Lunar Lake that he’d been saddled with. I loved that house but Patrick . . . not so much. To him the home was a symbol of all he’d been expected to uphold and all he’d had to hide, and give up, because of it. Yes, being a gay senator might be okay now, but in the Midwest of over twenty years ago, it hadn’t been.

      Frankie’s baby—a peacock-blue 1957 Ford Fairlane convertible—shone beneath the light of the undulating moon, and before I could even knock, the door swung open.

      Middle of the night and Frankie matched his car. Smooth. Cool. Classic. His cream trousers held a perfect crease, and his apricot button-down had never known a crinkle. The only indication of the ungodly hour were his bare, narrow feet.  We matched.

      I lifted my hand. “Hi.”

      His unwrinkled brow wrinkled. “People have been searching for you.”

      Old news. The only one who hadn’t been, come to think of it, was Frankie. And now that I did think of it, and considering . . . everything . . . that was suspect.

      “I told them you were visiting a friend.”

      Oh. Right. I had said that. Had, in fact, pushed him with my mind—my innate werewolf gift—into believing it despite⁠—

      “Then someone mentioned you don’t have friends.”

      That.

      I had contractors. Suppliers. Consultants. I had made Patrick’s Victorian family home into a showplace once featured in Architectural Digest, something that had made Patrick proud of the place for the first, and last, time I could recall.

      I had neighbors. Fellow members of charitable organizations. Spouses of other politicians. Basically acquaintances. I’d never fit in. Not anywhere. Ever. Except with Patrick. With Gideon. And I hadn’t wanted to.

      But now would have been a good time to have friends. Someone I could go to for help besides my husband’s lover. But you get what you get.

      The wind chose that second to rustle through the trees and waft the scent of rotting walnuts across my face. I tensed and whirled, spreading my arms wide, putting myself between that scent and Frankie.

      But behind me—to the left and to the right—there was nothing but trees, and when I took another whiff . . . more nothing. Because I’d killed the last werewolf that smelled like that. I knew I had.

      “Sarah, what the he⁠—?”

      I shoved Frankie inside and slammed the door, flicked the lock, looked for a dead bolt. Didn’t find one, but a dead bolt wasn’t going to help if a werewolf wanted in. A werewolf would just jump through one of the far too numerous windows.

      “Did you ever consider storm shutters for those?”

      “To prep for the hurricane that isn’t going to hit Wisconsin ever?” Frankie asked.

      I started turning off the lights. “Better safe than sorry.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “This place is lit up like Christmas. Anyone out there can see everything in here.”

      “Why would there be anyone out there? What’s going on? Where have you been? Why is everyone so . . . nuts?”

      “I’ll assume the last question is rhetorical.”

      Because I’d learned, even before I discovered werewolves, that everyone was nuts in their own nutty way.

      Frankie stepped to the picture window, which took up half the front wall, but I yanked the drapes shut so fast he reared back. “Stay away from the windows.”

      “You’re scaring me.”

      I was, and I felt bad. Coming here was probably the worst choice I could have made. Frankie was an organized, extraordinarily capable, and brilliant political aide. He would be no help in a fight. He didn’t own a gun. Even if he did, if I did, we would never have thought to buy silver bullets.

      A half-laugh, half-sob escaped before I could stop it.

      “What is wrong with you?”

      So, so much.

      “I should go.” I stepped toward the door. “This was a mistake. I’m⁠—”

      Frankie’s phone began to ring. He pulled it out of his back pocket, flicked me a glance. “I gotta . . . it’s Gina.”

      Frankie now worked for Gina Garofolo, the congresswoman running for Patrick’s senate seat. And when I say worked, I mean slaved. Gina was the type of boss who expected 110 percent out of every employee—night, day, weekends, holidays.

      Her motto? Politics never sleeps!

      And the reason for Frankie’s being wide-awake and dressed for the day in the dark of night became evident.

      “FaceTime. Sheesh.” Frankie put a finger to his lips, then turned so “the boss” couldn’t see me.

      The call connected; Frankie squinted at the screen. “Who the hell are y⁠—?”

      “Put Sarah on the phone, please.”

      Fricking fried fuckscicle!

      How had Gideon found me?
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