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CHAPTER ONE
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“My next-door neighbor is a what?” Nancy Stewart cringed at the loudness of her voice echoing off the bathroom stall. 

“Troy Adams is a shapeshifter! A werewolf, if you don’t get it.” Milly Crenshaw’s husky, shiver-inducing tone roared out of Nancy’s cell phone. Shit, she’d hit the speaker button. Had anyone in the bathroom heard the outburst? 

Nancy ended the call before Milly could say more and stuffed her phone in her apron pocket. She’d have to do some damage control before Milly and her poker club unleashed this bit of gossip on Sylvan Valley at their Saturday high tea. 

Easing the stall door open, no sounds other than her own breathing reached her. Nancy peered at the wall-long mirror above the sinks. One woman faced the exit, drying her hands. 

Nancy stepped out of the stall. Could she slink out without having to deal with the heat of embarrassment tinging her cheeks? Trying to conjure up an image of a snowdrift and standing outside in twenty-degree weather was next to impossible with her hands stuck in warm water even with her eyes closed.

Loud, off-key singing filled the bathroom. Nancy opened her eyes and looked toward the thick bathroom door as it swung shut. The sounds of running water broke the regained quiet. Grabbing two paper towels, she dried her hands as she walked toward the door. One last look in the mirror revealed pinkish cheeks with the rest of her face back to its fair complexion. Good, she’d regained some composure. She hoped the rest of the evening went by without further incident. 

What was it about fall and the approaching holidays that people began feeling the need to connect with others? Friday, the first night of Dylan’s karaoke weekend, was packed. She’d been serving drinks and food as fast as folks sat down. Standing room near the back of the bar’s dining area was two people deep.

Nancy grimaced as howls split the air as one more off-key singer attempted to hit another high note. Praise be Xavier, Dylan’s head chef, had handed her a fresh set of earplugs the last time she’d entered the kitchen rubbing her ears wondering where she’d put hers. Brant was on the third wave of watered-down drinks flowing through the crowd. A few shifters licked their lips as they sized up a couple of humans. Fast thinking kept a brawl from happening. Aluminum baseball bat thwacks on the bar kept the die-hard fools under control. Two new haunches of venison helped with serving steak tartare. Many couldn’t tell the difference between beef and venison. It all went down fast and furious. A few wanted it cooked. Good thing, too, as many humans were joining the group, and some wanted the gamy meat put before them. 

“Leave the earplugs in,” Brant leaned closer to ensure she heard him. “The noise level has gone up at least three decibels with that trio up there.” 

Nancy followed his arm as he pointed at the three tall, dark-haired youths attempting to sing along with Shapeshifter Blues Till You’re With Me Again. If they kept butchering the words and music, the entire bar would be howling, humans and shifters alike. “Can’t you get them off the stage?”

“They’re halfway through. If they pause again, we’ll say that’s it due to technical difficulty.” Brant grinned. He pointed to the Bluetooth headset in his ear closest to her. “Xavier says they’ll clear out the vermin in the walls if they hit another high note. Not to mention maybe breaking a few glasses and not in a good way.”

Nancy laughed and made her way through the crowd toward the farthest back table. Four of her regulars had come in late. Tonight was the night the four she-wolves came in to let their hair down. Except they didn’t want men. They preferred women. Since Nancy treated them with respect and propriety, they always sat in her area whenever they came in. After a few passes failed, they’d made their interest known. Nancy hadn’t blinked an eye as she had thanked them and pointed out her taste in men from the several shifters and humans present. A friendship formed that night, and the Posse, as the women called themselves, kept an eye on her. 

“All right, one large clump of steak tartare and two pitchers of beer.” Nancy pulled their check out of her pocket. “Brant will be over with the beer shortly. I’ll leave this here. Be nice and tip Brant. He kept the good stuff back for you. Venison and garlic. Lots of garlic.”

Three sets of pointed canines grinned at her as their owners nodded. The last in the group shot her two thumbs up. “We’ll make sure you both get a nice tip.”

“No phone numbers this time or more attempts at setting either of us up, okay?” Nancy stressed "no" and "okay," hoping they would give up. Poor Brant had spent two days getting back in Xavier’s good graces the last time the quad had come in. The young woman they’d tried to set him up with had a wonderful sense of humor and understanding. She sponsored karaoke night along with other local businesses. Nancy shook her head. She’d spent a week not answering her phone to avoid the amorous gent the Posse had singled out for her.

Thumb flasher pulled a twenty out of her wallet. “Make sure Brant breaks this and keeps the difference for the first tip. If we owe you more, then put it on the check. You know the amount and not the standard percentage. Make it double, please.”

As much as Nancy wanted to disagree, she knew the quad would eat and drink for several hours. Their tab would run triple the twenty they handed her before they left. Along the way, they might even buy a round or two for the duo running the karaoke equipment. The tip would cover the extra legwork. “You got it on one condition.”

“Name it,” Thumbs called out as the next burst of music started.

“If you close the place down, wait for me to walk me to my car. Been a few stragglers hanging around, and I don’t have my pepper spray with me. A full moon gives em added horniness that I ain’t servicing.” Nancy grinned and turned to walk away.

Francine, the small, petite blonde in the group, touched her arm. “Rest assured, they don’t want to deal with us. PMSing female shifter wolves are nothing to be played with.”

“Thanks. If the car starts, I’m good.” Nancy turned, ready to make her way back to the bar.

Francine touched her arm again and leaned close. “You’re covered either way. Don’t sweat it. We’ll make sure you get home.” 

“Thanks,” Nancy replied and turned to make her way through the crowd and tables back to the bar. Shapeshifters and karaoke nights, along with drinks and food, generated revenue. More often, it brought in the howlers and those without much talent. She wouldn’t have a problem if those stepping up to the mike could sing. Thinking about her next-door neighbor, Troy, in his police uniform, kept her smiling each time a human or howler hit a sour note. Troy wasn’t on duty tonight. Her imagination and memory would be working overtime if the rest of the would-be singers matched the current trio’s off-key howled attempt at singing.

Troy Adams slid lower in the lawn chair he occupied as he watched the sun slip below the tree-lined horizon from the deck of his best friend, Chaz Maxxon’s house. Chaz stood nearby, turning over two thick T-bone steaks cooking atop the grill’s glowing coals.

“I can’t help but feel that Milly Crenshaw was watching through the window the night we streaked by semi-morphed. Nothing gets by that busybody. Though I understand her need for entertainment, she doesn’t get out much, but why on a full moon and out her back window is beyond me.” Troy gripped his beer can harder and heaved a deep sigh. Shaking the can, he heard the remaining third of his beer slosh against the sides. He raised the can to his mouth and drained it.

“Look, if I knew more about her comings and goings, do you think I would have taken the chance on her seeing us that night?” Chaz scored the steaks and lowered the grill’s lid. “They’ll be done in another five to ten minutes. Want another beer?” He started toward the cooler sitting close to Troy.

“Yes, I’ll get it.” Troy sat up and reached for the cooler. “Somehow, we’ve got to keep Milly from spreading more rumors. I got an earful from my cousin who’s friends with the granddaughter of one of Milly’s poker bunch.” 

Cooler in hand, Troy opened the top and pulled out two beers. “You want one too?” 

“Ya. Toss me one.” Chaz caught the can as he turned. “Thanks. I hear you. Who’d figure a small town would seem like everyone lived in each other’s houses? I mean, ain’t none of them heard of privacy.”

Troy snickered as he popped open his beer. “Who’d thought we’d end up living outside of pack territory? When our great-grands and the first families sold off the land to the government two centuries ago, they didn’t know farms and homesteading were going to catch on in this part of the country.”

Chaz laughed as he plopped down in the chair next to Troy. “Our pack tribe grew and thrived. Problem is we lost touch with the outside world. Guess there is something to be said for isolation. That isn’t always the answer. Thanks to the Great Reveal staying hidden is not an option.”

Troy leaned back after setting his beer on the table next to him. “Nor would I want to be anymore either. Just under the radar without the whole blasted town knowing would be nice. Real nice!” He inhaled and licked his lips. “Steaks smell about done. Medium rare.”

Chaz downed his beer and crushed the can. He tossed it in the trash can at the edge of the deck. “Yes, not raw and not cooked enough to insult humans. As if we overly care.”

“Come on, Chaz. We know any shifter caught munching anything raw other than what humans do, the council’s marking our asses with two king-sized bullseyes." Troy stood up and stretched. 

“I like my meat raw, freshly killed when we’re in wolf form. Other than that, no thanks. My current friend with benefits is human, and while she accepts that I get furry a few times a month, dragging home raw meat or smelling of kill doesn’t turn her on. Though she does like when I nip and nibble in key places.”

Troy held up his hand. “I’m not going to shout TMI. I’m sex-positive. Your proclivities I don’t need to know about or want to share your friend with you.”

“One woman wolf, eh?” Chaz opened the grill and forked the steak closest to him. “Hand me the platter, and we’ll get these inside to go with those baked potatoes I put in the oven.” 

“Oh, yeah. That mesquite rub and bourbon soak smells wonderful. Thank gods and goddesses, the alcohol is cooked out, and I got tonight off. No worry about a morning-after hangover.” Chaz’s laugh as Troy took the platter from him irked him. “What I say that got your funny bone?”

“Alcohol cooked out, and you on duty. You’ve had three beers, and you’re worried about policing the neighborhood. Shit dude, we shifters sober faster than any human, and by eating, you’ll be as if you never drank even one sip.” Chaz slid the screen patio door open, moving aside for Troy to enter first. “Besides, most of the town is down at Dylan’s eating steak tartare and swilling hard liquor. Karaoke night, remember?”

Troy groaned as he pulled a stool up to the kitchen island. “Potatoes smell ready. I hope you got lots of butter, chives, and a huge tub of sour cream. I can down four potatoes alone. Last night’s pack run left me horny and hungry. The hormones got fed with the willing females. Nice to know I don’t have to worry about pups calling me dad six months from now. The hungry part is demanding food and now.”

Chaz smiled and nodded. “For sure, our pack got smart when they decided to go with the surgical implants to prevent pregnancy. Keeping our pack population under control is vital to us thriving. As the council accepts the half-breeds amongst us, I think more of them will see the importance of being out and living in the open.”

“Enough gabbing, let’s eat.” Troy rubbed his hands together as Chaz pulled the potatoes from the oven. “I’ll get the tater fixings and steak sauce. You get the plates.”

Fifty minutes later, Troy turned onto his street. He wished he could fall into bed and forget his thoughts. He’d changed shifts to run with the pack on mid-month full moons. Keeping the peace ranked high with him. With Sheriff Ornsby sniffing along the county and state line, keeping the peace ranked even higher. Recent sheep killings close to local ranches, mixed with lone wolf sightings, had ignited prejudice and hatemongering. So far, state officials continued to honor and enforce the Great Reveal Treaty. 

Showering and dropping into bed would wait until he scanned the neighborhood one last time. Checking on his neighbors was part of keeping the community safe and peaceful. His two elderly neighbors' cars were parked in front of their home. The flickering lights he caught through the partially open curtains confirmed they were inside watching television. Similar evidence of the homes along his route indicated a calm and secure night. He’d passed two of his co-workers patrolling the neighborhood. It’d been the better part of a week since he’d seen Nancy other than her car parked in her driveway. Should he check on her? 

Troy slowed as he reached his driveway. He backed up, ready to turn into Nancy’s drive and knock on her door. A light came on in an upstairs window. Nancy’s cat, Pruie, pushed the living room curtains partially open, and a light from another room in the house etched her shadow on the curtains. Troy braked, grinning as Nancy quickly appeared, grabbing Pruie and fixing the curtains closed. Next door was safe. He’d sleep sound once he got in bed. He glanced out across the backyard as he disrobed. A lone light shone in the window of the one neighbor adjacent to his backyard. Milly Crenshaw was awake. Troy quickly shut off his bedroom lights and pulled the bedroom window curtains shut. Milly didn’t need more fueling her gossip. He’d deal with pack council liaison Tisha Nelson’s emails in the morning. 




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER TWO
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Saturday midafternoon

“I’ll raise you two and take three cards.” Milly grinned as she tossed two blue chips equal to fifty dollars on top of the growing pile middle of the table her Saturday afternoon poker group sat around.

Tisha Nelson sat to her left, busily studying her cards. To her right sat three other ladies, and the table rounded out with two more to Tisha’s right. Next to Alice, who sat at the head of the table, a large teapot covered with a cozy and accompanied by a cream pitcher and sugar bowl, sat a top of an ornate sterling silver serving tray next to a bottle of one hundred proof whiskey.

Tisha laid her cards face down. “Milly, you sure you didn’t overdo at our last game? I mean blurting out that you saw a werewolf. You’re sure it’s Troy Adams?” 

Milly’s quick grin sent ripples fluttering through Tisha’s stomach. How much had Milly seen? How many had she told? If Franny’s report was accurate, Milly had seen plenty.

“Tisha, I know what I saw.” Milly’s emphasis on know iced Tisha’s hope she’d give up and let go of her certainty. Damage control—fuck, how did she persuade Milly to stop blathering about that night? Making a fool out of her best friend wasn’t an option. The dear welcomed everyone with open arms into Sylvan Valley’s tight-knit community. Problem remained puncturing the balloon of gossip that echoed around town. Sylvan Valley’s shifter council wanted Milly silenced without hurting or scaring her. They loved her as much as their human counterparts did, but letting on who got furry could lead to larger problems. Not everyone followed the laws concerning shifters and their universal rights. The Great Reveal acknowledged the presence of other species and supernatural entities. Getting others to check their prejudices at their own door was another issue.

“Milly, I don’t doubt you saw something. I’m suggesting you refrain from spreading rumors.” Milly opened her mouth to speak. Tisha held up her hand. “Remember, some folks prefer to keep their lives quiet. Off everybody else’s radar. No one wants to be the center of controversy.”

Tisha caught Milly’s frown and furrowed brow. Poor dear, she hated creating trouble. She had a heart of gold and refused to lie. Good, maybe that would get her to think twice about saying more.

The hand finished out in brief bets from the others at the table. Tisha picked up her cards as the rest, except Milly, folded. “Milly, I’ll raise you another hundred and take one card.” Tisha tossed four blue chips on the pile before her. She drew one card from the facedown deck next to the chips. Nine of hearts. Yes!  Four of a kind. Milly could bluff her way through confessions as a teen, but the dear couldn’t hide her aura. Tisha blessed her wolf sight for allowing her to see the golden edge surrounding Milly. What was she up to?

“I raise you two hundred. Read 'em and weep.” Milly laid her cards one by one face up on the table. 

Tisha groaned. A straight flush. “How did you?” Tisha tossed her cards with the others and began pulling the deck to her.

Milly pushed her cards toward her. “I learned early on, my dear. Cheat when necessary. Never cheat friends or family. And learn to keep silent when absolutely essential. Just tell those who are worried, Milly is not talking about midnight runs.”

Tisha nodded and winked as she faced Milly. “Ladies, I need to run. Great game as usual. We’ll settle up mid-week on what’s owed.”

Ten minutes later, Tisha sat in her car wondering how she could be sure Milly wouldn’t say more. The dear needed outlets. Maybe setting her up with Mr. Myers, the co-owner older gentleman down at the market, might work. Matchmaking humans and shifters could be problematic. Milly out on a date. Tisha wondered if Milly had the fire to keep up with Mr. Myers. Several of the council elders said he was hot in bed and danced divinely. Hmmm, maybe some interspecies dating might work while solving two problems at once. Mr. Myers keeping an eye on Milly. Milly too busy to keep watch next full moon a couple of weeks away.

Troy heaved a long, tired sigh as he parked in his driveway. Opening his truck door, he inhaled deeply. Scents of damp earth and pine reached him first. The flowerboxes across the street reached him next. Their soft smells reminded him of his mother’s kitchen and her love of wildflowers. A vase filled with assortments she found at the edge of the wildflower patch near their home had graced her table every spring through fall. Here, outside of the city, where rural and small towns combined, Troy found a home he could call his own. His rambling ranch-style home offered him the space he needed inside, while his front and back yards needed little maintenance, unlike Chaz’s place at the edge of town. 

Troy’s cell phone rang the one distinctive ring he had to answer. He’d assigned the distinct ring to one person- Tisha Nelson, pack council liaison and elder. She wasn’t using her personal phone. The ring grew louder with the second and third chimes. 

Maybe Tisha had good news. Troy inhaled deeply, reminding himself that pack business didn’t necessarily mean trouble.

Troy swallowed hard as Tisha spoke. “Took you long enough.”

“Yes.” Troy shrugged. No sense in avoiding the obvious. Franny probably had reported in. His cousin and her allegiance sometimes toed the line of over the top. He couldn’t blame her. Keeping one’s word mattered and family mattered. Friends too. 

“We’ve got a slight problem.” Troy winced as Tisha emphasized problem.

“Let me guess. Milly Crenshaw.” What had his neighbor said now?

“Right. You need to help Chaz with getting her a date with Mr. Meyers.” There was no mistaking the authority in Tisha’s voice. Council decision made. His and Chaz’s penitence for being seen half-shifted wasn’t going to be easy. Mr. Meyers was out of town and Milly dreaded travel. How to get a lonely shapeshifter back in town from his condo in Florida, or Millly there to him, needed strategizing. Maybe Tisha had a suggestion. No harm in asking.

“Okay, one question.” Troy waited for Tisha’s go-ahead.

“Yes. You can ask two. Chaz knows he’s got to help with this.” 

“Can you get Mr. Meyers back in town? Getting Milly to him isn’t going to happen otherwise.” Tisha’s snort sent ‘oh shit’ cringes cascading down his back. Was the council going to play hardball? Distracting one wily older woman was bad enough. Setting her up with a horny senior shapeshifter was something else.

“Short of telling him it’s a council edict, not easily. Though I think you got an incentive for him. Milly Crenshaw.” Tisha’s smile came through without Troy having to ask if she was serious. 

“He’s got the hots for her?” Tisha’s laughter crescendo rumbled loud enough out of his phone. Troy held it away from his ear as he unlocked his back door and entered the kitchen. He waited until the volume dwindled before he placed the phone back against his ear. Tisha spoke as he did. “They were our ages once. Sex doesn’t stop with age.”

“Shit, I know that.” Troy clapped his hand over his mouth. He’d forgotten for a moment Tisha was in her leadership role. “Sorry, Tisha.”

Tisha’s laughter warmed Troy’s ear again. “No problem. To answer your question. He’s attracted. Milly flirted with him several times at seniors’ center community potluck dinners.”

“Okay, he’s interested. Sounds like she is. How do we get them together?” Troy started pacing in front of the sink and counter. 

“What? I’m supposed to do your and Chaz’s work?” Tisha’s scolding tone stopped Troy mid-pace. 

“Yes, I know we got penitence to do. Can you talk with Mr. Meyers, please? We’ll work on the setup here.” Troy glanced at his watch. Two hours until he reported to work. 

Troy moved back to the counter as Tisha spoke. “I’ll talk to Frank. You and Chaz get back to me Tuesday with your plan.” Tisha hung up before Troy could respond.

Troy shook his head. Great—three days to plan and set up a date for Milly and Frank. How hard could that be? Harder than when he helped Chaz set his cousin up with a date for the junior prom last year? Dinner reservations and a movie? Or. . .wait!  Troy snapped his fingers. Yes, Penn’s Corner had a roadhouse restaurant that offered dancing and dinner two nights a week. One of them was with a small live band. One of Franny’s gal pals worked there. Franny owed him. 

A loud knock rattled the front door. Troy trotted through his living room maze around the coffee table and between the two wing-back chairs facing the couch and large-screen television. Looking through the door’s peephole, Troy gritted his teeth. Why was Frank Meyers standing on his front porch? When had he gotten back in town? Damn, Tisha and not telling. 

Curling his lips in his best wolfish fake smile, Troy opened the door. The only thing that gave away Frank Meyers’ possible age was his salt and pepper gray hair along with the seventies rock band t-shirt he wore. Troy couldn’t help giving Frank the once-over. He’d never seen the man in anything other than his work shirt and khaki pants. The man wore distressed jeans and running shoes. 

Frank cleared his throat, got Troy’s attention and said. “Done with the assessment?”

Troy laughed and stepped out onto the porch, pulling the door closed behind him. 

Frank moved back, unsure why he was giving him the once-over. Tisha’s message had said go see Troy about Milly Crenshaw. His voicemail cut off the last part of her message. 

“Take it easy,” Troy said. “Thought you were in Florida.”

Frank nodded. “Was. Until yesterday. Condo sold.”

“Back for good?” 

“Yes. Full-time work and Mitch Malone sold me his half of the store.” Frank stepped down one step. “What’s with Tisha’s cryptic message?”

Troy rolled his eyes as he replied. “Milly Crenshaw saw Chaz, and I half morphed last full moon. Gotta do damage control.”

“Oh? How so?” Frank folded his arms across his chest, pressing his lips together. What had Tisha cooked up?

“Set you and Milly up on a date.” Troy looked back at his front door.

“I can get my own date, thank you.” Frank turned, ready to go back to his place and tell Tisha off.

“With Milly?”

Frank sighed and did an about-face. “Woman is stubborn. Very stubborn.”

Troy nodded. “Yes. Generous and giving, too.”

Frank held up both hands. “I yield. What you got in mind?”

“Roadhouse, dinner, dancing, and the rest is up to you and Milly.”

Frank nodded and gave Troy two thumbs up. “Details?”

“I’ll get back to you on that. I need to get to work.” Troy turned and stepped up to the door, glancing back at Frank. Frank smiled, waved and trotted down the steps, whistling. 

Troy inhaled, opened the door, and grinned. Milly might have just met her match. A determined male shapeshifter who appeared to know what he wanted and was ready to go after her. Maybe Frank could give him some tips on how to overcome a certain stubborn female. 

Troy trotted down the steps, across his lawn, picking up his pace. He easily caught up with Frank Meyers. Frank glanced at him and kept walking. “How come you’re whistling?”

Frank stopped, faced him and said, “Milly’s interested. She won’t admit she’s ready to take me up on my interest.”

“And this has you whistling because?” Troy arched an eyebrow. Ready to glare at Frank. Why was he playing games with him?

“You’re saving me time and energy figuring out a date. Milly likes ready-made plans. This way she can’t say no, not that she would.” Frank saluted him and resumed his walk.

Troy tried pressing his lips together. He prided himself on not being caught off guard. Well, not often. Damn, Frank and Tisha had. Troy looked up, catching Frank standing down the walk, watching him intently. Frank waved, calling out, “Thanks for paying for things, too. Makes looking forward to the evening all that much more enjoyable.”

Frank kept whistling and walking away. His pace picked up as he reached the corner. He waved as he turned the corner and trotted out of sight.

Troy opened and closed his mouth. He inhaled and exhaled twice before he turned and started back across the lawn. He wasn’t sure who he was more frustrated with. Himself or . . .Tisha and Frank for pulling one over on him. Chaz was going to bust a gut laughing when he found out what happened. One thing was sure. Troy wasn’t going to underestimate any of the elders’ wily wit and humor again.

Troy brewed a cup of espresso while he cleaned up and dressed for work. The caffeine would keep him going until his first break. Then look out doughnuts and coffee. His two human vices would spell off any wish to sleep until he got off work. There was his break and the chance to see and talk with Nancy. Could he keep his wolfish hormones under control while he was with her?
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CHAPTER THREE
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Saturday Evening

“Troy, what are you doing here?’  Nancy smiled as she spotted her neighbor sitting at the end of the bar as she exited Dylan’s kitchen. Her voice carried through the quiet establishment.

Troy looked delicious in his police uniform. Tight pants that cupped his pert ass and showed off his long, lean legs, along with his long fingers, had her wishing she’d been the one to see him running nude as a few of the poker bunch swore they’d seen the last full moon. She knew what those legs looked like in shorts, running shorts that left little to a woman’s fertile imagination. His sweat-soaked t-shirt had hung to him like a second skin outlining his pecs and washboard abs. If she didn’t get her mind out of his pants—well, fanning herself wasn’t an option. Troy’s smile lit up his face all the way to his eyes. They twinkled like the white lights on a Christmas tree or two stars in the dark sky. Their golden brown irises glowed when he laughed. Having the hots for her neighbor was going to get her in trouble. And not in a good way. Last thing she needed was more embarrassment.

“Franny, my cousin, called me about your car problem. You know her as Francine.” He flashed a thumb up, his smile widening. “Chaz has your car down at the shop already. He towed it about an hour ago. Franny said I had to see you home. Only Sylvan Valley’s finest would do.”

Nancy swallowed hard. She’d asked the women to not matchmake. Why was Francine doing this? “Thanks, I can call a cab. No need for you to take time from your patrol for me.”

Troy set his empty coffee cup on the bar. Nancy’s fidgeting with her apron ties as it lay on the bar told him more than if she’d looked him in the eye. All five-foot-three of her gave off heat laced with pheromones that screamed fertility. Eager and ready to jump his bones if he was willing. He was ever so willing. The one time he’d dropped hints at taking her out, Nancy had put him off faster than a she-wolf in heat could run leading a group of horny males on a merry chase. Since then, he had watched and waited, knowing that Nancy accepted folks without prejudice. Brant’s remark on how she’d acclimated to waiting on shifters and their raw meat needs indicated her ease with things that weren’t her experienced norm. That triggered more than a passing interest in Nancy. Getting her to treat him more than a friendly neighbor was another thing.

Nancy pushed some of her copper colored hair behind her ears. Troy gulped hard. Red hair turned him on in ways blondes did others. Her petite stature ignited his protective side. He knew better though. She’d bested two of his colleagues in a recent self-defense tournament. Taking a man twice her size out within the first round had gained her admiration and respect from several of his co-workers and packmates. His fantasy images of her post orgasmic bliss edged his growing need to boiling. Time to shift his crotch and mind elsewhere before he had evidence to the contrary showing.

“No need to worry,” Brant called out. His voice carried to them down the short hallway labeled restrooms and office. “The watch command is aware of Troy’s short digression to run you home.”

Nancy muttered something. Troy heard fanny pack and jacket before she ducked behind the bar. He stood up, dusting off his pants and tugging at the pleats in an effort to dislodge his underwear and cock from their confinement. 

“Oh hell,” a male voice called out. Troy spun around and caught the look of disbelief on Xavier’s face. “Nancy, are you okay?”

Troy almost knocked Brant over as they both started around the end of the bar. Nancy lay sprawled on the floor grabbing her ankle with one hand while her other hand held her fanny pack and apron. Her jacket lay tangled around her feet.

“I’m sorry,” Xavier offered, dropping to his knees. “I’d stuffed your jacket in there reminding myself to move it before we got busy. I didn’t get it done. Damn, did you trip over the cord too?”

“Dare I ask what cord?” Brant squatted next to Nancy and Xavier. His look troubled Troy. He doubted Xavier lacked safety in his thoughts when he’d put Nancy’s jacket on the shelf beneath the bar near the cash register. 

“The one that keeps shorting out cuz the stupid electrician hasn’t rewired the outlet for the ice maker. So I drooped the cord onto the shelf as I laid Nancy’s jacket in there. Figured one would remind me to block the shelf off or move the ice maker.” Xavier said as he reached for Nancy’s ankle. “My bad. I know it.”

Brant shook his head and touched Xavier’s arm. “We got busy and neither of us paid attention to things until we noticed the wet floor. I moved the icemaker into the kitchen without bringing the extension cord with me. We’re both at fault.”

Troy moved forward. He didn’t like the look on Nancy’s face. As Xavier and Brant talked, he noticed her wincing in pain. Even though Brant had untangled her fanny pack strap from around her foot and pillowed her ankle on her jacket, Nancy’s quiet mouthed ouch told him she was hurt. Troy stepped over Xavier as he leaned back calling out. “Someone get me some ice and the first aid kit, please.”

“Better go see if they heard you,” Troy advised, squatting down by Nancy. “I think everyone left. It’s late.”

Xavier rose, dusting off his pants. “I lose track of time when we run a second karaoke night.” 

Brant stood too. “I’ll call rescue to take you to the emergency room to get that ankle looked at. We’ll follow to make sure you get home all right. Troy, you can get on with your patrol.” 

Troy offered Nancy his hand. He willed her to look at him. He knew she felt embarrassed. He’d seen the color come and go in her cheeks. Her wide-eyed glance at him indicated she felt more than what he’d noticed. “I’m not going anywhere. They can get someone to cover my patrol. It’s not like Sylvan Valley is going through a huge crime wave. I think Nancy has a say in who goes with her.”
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