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Timeline: This story takes place after Blood & Thunder.

“Sadie, why am I here?” I leaned back against the bed of my New York City hotel room and stared at a very boring white ceiling with my cell phone on speaker above my head. I was there against my will. “I thought that bosses were supposed to discourage their employees from taking vacations.”

“Perhaps they are,” she replied, “but this boss happens to live with you, and she’s tired of seeing you skulking around the house every Saturday night like a werewolf turned zombie.”

I frowned, or pouted, really. “You aren’t even home every Saturday night.” I sounded petulant because I felt petulant. I wanted to be home and doing my job, but I’d been all but tossed onto the train and ordered not to come back until late Monday.

She didn’t hesitate before replying. “I can feel you skulking at a distance.” I opened my mouth to reply, but she shut me down. “Maddie, I’m a vampire and I have more of a life than you do! And weren’t you just harassing me without mercy a couple of months ago to get out and live again? Cameron wouldn’t want you hiding any more than me.”

“I’m the only one who gets to use my brother like a talisman to beat people with,” I muttered, but without venom. Sadie was practically my sister, and maybe if my brother hadn’t been murdered like a dog in the street, she would have eventually become my sister by law and not just by heart. Still, she was happy now with her cat shifter cop boyfriend, and I was happy for her. And I was sure that wherever Cameron was, he was happy for her too. And finding lots of flaws in the cop, like the fact he was a cat.

“I have the cops watching the bus stations, train stations, and our house. If you show up before Monday night, I’m having them arrest you.” She sounded like she really meant it, too. She had become quite the scoundrel lately.

I propelled myself to my feet. “Fine, I give!” I held up my hands in a surrender that I knew she couldn’t see, but if she was as psychic as she claimed to be then I knew she’d know. “What do you want from me, woman?” I laughed, though. I couldn’t help it. Cameron always said I had too much chipper deep down to be annoyed for long.

She knew I surrendered like I knew she was smiling. “A little love, Madison, is that too much to ask?”

I tugged my t-shirt over my head and yanked something dressier out of my backpack as I toed off my sneakers. “Right now?”

“I’m hanging up.” She laughed, and the phone clicked. That was that. I was on vacation and on my own.

The clock read half past six. I had put on a salmon-colored cowl-neck that everyone said complimented my pale skin and hair, and I put on faux snakeskin high heels, but the blue jeans were going to stay. She could make me go on vacation, but she couldn’t make me be uncomfortable.

With little other choice but to enjoy myself, I went down to the hotel bar. I had expected it to be busy for a Friday night, but not nearly filled with as much buzzing as it was. My senses—sight and smell and sound—far more sensitive than a human’s, were overwhelmed in an instant, and I almost turned to flee. Somehow, I managed to overcome and walked in.

No sooner had I found myself a seat at the bar than I looked down the length of the room and saw the source of the commotion. There was a gaggle of women, and there really was no other word to describe the group, surrounding someone I couldn’t see. Most of their backsides were barely covered by the shorts and skirts they wore, and I imagined their necklines were no less revealing, so clearly there was a man in the middle of the group and I guessed someone famous.

I admit I was curious, but there was no way I was going to get near that group, so I turned to the bartender and ordered a glass of Jack Daniels mixed with ginger ale. It was set down in front of me when a loud, incoherent exclamation came from the center of the estrogen maelstrom and they giggled, at first, before another sound followed that scattered them.

Now that they were gone, I had a chance to see who they had been flocking. My jaw dropped.

He was well over six foot. As a matter of fact, I knew he was 6’5” with reach in both his legs and arms. His hair was pure black and his eyes were a startling shade of orange-brown that no human would ever possess. With the girls gone, he was leaning against the bar, huddled around his glass and using his muscular shoulders to ward off anyone else.

That wasn’t going to stop me. A giant emotional white cane hook swooped in from off-camera and forcibly yanked me down the length of the bar, sliding up beside him.

“My word, it’s Chance Landry,” I said, hopping onto the stool beside him. “Two hundred and thirty-seven pounds, second ranked in the newly created preternatural heavy-weight class. I watched your last fight against Rodriquez.”

He turned to look at me. It was a long look, his eyes starting at my hair before traveling down and back up again. It ended with a deep inhalation through his nose before he dismissively turned back to his drink. “You’re a wolf.”

I was undeterred. “And you’re a cat.” I knew that from his boxing stats, but also because I could smell cat all over him, and he radiated the power of a shifter, as well as the pronounced standoffishness of the feline group. I didn’t mind. This wasn’t a chance I would let slip by.

“Cats and dogs don’t get along.” He drained his glass.

“Well, they are supposed to be chasing each other. That’s true,” I granted. I took a long sip from my own glass and watched him.

He finally turned to look at me again. “To be fighting.”

I grinned shamelessly. “Well, there are a lot of ways to...fight.”

After a moment, he grinned. It was cocky and irrepressible. “Didn’t you hear me send the other groupies running? You got a lot of nerve, wolf girl.”

“You know, I get that a lot.” He didn’t scare me. I grew up in a pack of werewolves where girls were treated no differently than boys. We were all rough and tumble and balls and bravado. I offered my hand. “Madison St John.”

He made a show of eyeing my hand before taking it, but he didn’t change the way he sat. He just crossed one long arm over the other, but then I saw The Look. I had hoped to pass this by, but I made an occasion of his notoriety, so I guess I had to endure mine. “St John,” he repeated the name, releasing my hand as connections formed in his brain. “Are you Cameron St John’s sister?”

Holding back a sigh, I nodded. “I am.”

From here, the reactions usually differed. Recognition seemed inevitable, but some people pitied me that my brother had been murdered just for being a werewolf and for daring to say we should be able to admit it, legally and safely. Some people liked to talk like they knew him, because he was in the news a lot, and they wanted to share opinions and recollections. Landry fell into the third category.

“Your brother had a set of brass ones, I’ll give him that.” Since he was looking into his glass when he said it, I might as well have guessed he was talking about his drink’s brother, but I knew what he meant.

“Yeah, he did,” I agreed. How could I not? Cameron had been the first one to stand up and say to the entire human world that the fiction freaks actually existed and not only that, you all should recognize us as not evil and as equal to you. And the craziest part was that he and Sadie, who was his girl at the time and dragged into it with him, succeeded! If only those hateful people hadn’t killed him for it...

“You still here?” He was talking to me.

I blinked and chuckled. “Yeah, sorry.” I shook my head to clear my mind. “You just got me thinking about Cameron. He was a great guy. I mean, he was a jerk, but I’m his little sister, so that’s what I’m supposed to think. I just miss him.”

This honest revelation apparently caught the boy by surprise and the man who, in the papers, was described as always having something to say seemed to be speechless, though it only lasted for a moment. “Need a refill?” He nodded at my glass.

Running my hand through my hair, I cocked my head to one side. “Am I allowed to stay, then?”

“Until you stop being interesting.” That grin was back. He waved the bartender over and ordered us both a fresh drink, which was soon delivered as I took a seat beside him. I had no intention of becoming uninteresting, because quite frankly, I’m not. And I wasn’t going to pass up the chance to hang out with one of my favorite sportsman.

I settled my elbow on the bar, my hand against my cheek. “Are you here promoting your book, that biography?”

He snorted. “That damn thing. Yeah, that’s why I’m here. I didn’t want to do it, but agreed to it just to shut my manager up. They thought it would be good for the sport, good for supernatural rights, and good for me. I don’t know about the first or third, and don’t care that much about the second. I mean, the legal shit is pretty good, but I’m not all that interested in being a crusader.” It took him a minute to realize how that might come across and, contrary to his other conduct, he seemed to not want to let it hang there. “No offense.”

“None taken. We aren’t all meant to be...” I paused, looking for the word. “...instruments of social change.”

“Did you want to be?” Those unique eyes watched me over the edge of his glass.

I laughed. “Are you kidding? I told Cameron he was nuts and that it wasn’t going to do anything but get him either laughed out of school or killed, but he had it in him. He was passionate about it and brought the rest of us along with him.”

He nodded and didn’t say anything more. I wasn’t thrilled with the direction of the conversation, admittedly, because too much of it could depress me, and I wasn’t looking to be depressed tonight. I was under strict orders to enjoy my vacation, after all. I didn’t know how to make a graceful turn off the subject, since it had dented my spirits.

“You want to go for a run?” His question startled me. Apparently, it showed. “You know, outside, running?”

I knew what he meant. No shifter could mistake the term. “We’re in the middle of New York City. Where are we going to go for a run?” I laughed.

He got to his feet and pulled his jacket off the bar. His eyes were steady on me as he pointedly didn’t answer my question, but that was answer enough, I supposed. He was challenging me. Suddenly, I felt as though my answer would prove the worth of werewolves everywhere, or condemn us.

Although no one likes to be challenged, I hated to feel like I hadn’t met one even more, so I got to my feet (whether stupidly or not is up to you to judge) and shrugged like I didn’t care, when we both knew I damn well did. “Sure.”

Whether I surprised him or not, I couldn’t tell. But I knew he was pleased by my answer, and I felt a little pleasure at that. He paid for both our drinks, dropping bills on the counter like it was nothing, and slung an arm around my shoulders as we walked out.

Chance Landry was an arrogant bastard. There was no doubt at all about that. A guy who could get in the ring, both to take and give the beatings he did, kind of had to be. Was it stupid to leave the bar with a guy I just met? Probably, but like every other girl, I felt like I did know him, but I also knew I could take care of myself. Werewolf girls aren’t like other girls.

Our hotel was in walking distance of the oft heard of Central Park, which was better for a run than I thought. I knew little of NYC and had only come here because it was close to Connecticut and seemed a good weekend spot, or so Sadie had said.

I’m going to rephrase that. I knew little of NYC and had only come here because Sadie said I should, and I think Vance had recommended it to her.

Once in the park and under the cover of darkness, it was remarkably easy to find a place in the trees to shift. We stripped out of our clothing with the natural lack of modesty typical in shifters, enough of the animal lives in us for that, although I caught his eyes running up and down my body a couple of times and I couldn’t help but look at his well-defined muscular physique.

No sooner were our clothes and personal items stuffed under a crooked branch that would protect them—we were banking on—than we both threw ourselves into the transformation. It hurt like hell and always had. It always would. But it only took a few moments, some muscle snapping and joints popping, before I shook off the last feeling of my human form.

Few things are as liberating as standing in my beastly self. I wanted to howl at the moon but restrained myself. I don’t know why. Maybe I didn’t want to frighten the tourists.

Beside me, Chance stood in his massive tiger form. There could be little surprise at that. The animal form of a shifter is always bigger than a natural animal, and Chance was big as a human. He looked like a Siberian on steroids, but God Almighty, was he beautiful. And he knew it. He stood there all but preening for a moment before padding forward and bumping his big head into my shoulder in a surprisingly affectionate gesture.

After that moment, though, he head-butted me again with more force and knocked me one step to the side. I yipped a canine laugh as he took off into the trees and I chased him. After all, dogs were supposed to chase cats, right?

We must have been running for an hour inside the miracle of not seeing another soul, up close at least. There were others always at a distance, but it was impressive to be anywhere in NYC and have the chance to be alone and free in the refreshing, biting air. We chased each other. Sometimes, I was after him, and sometimes, he was after me. He always caught me before I could catch him. His legs were a lot longer than mine and so was his back. He had a huge, ground-eating stride.

I was getting a little too used to the freedom when I stopped short coming around a tree and seeing two people just on the other side of the park bench. The wind was against me, so I couldn’t smell if they were human or not, but I could see and hear that neither of them were very happy. The words were indistinct, even to my hearing, but they were shouting.

Remembering it wasn’t my business, I kept on my path and caught up to Chance as he loped between the trees. We ran for a while longer before finally returning to our clothes, where we happily found all of our possessions still there and exactly how we left them. Shifting back, we were reaching for our clothes when we heard an indignant squawk off to our left.

When I turned, I saw the woman that had been fighting with the man by the park bench. She now stood with a different man, and they had apparently wandered into our little spot to find us totally naked. 
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