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DR. DELPH SAT CROSS-legged atop a Himalayan salt slab in the center of his private sauna. Sweat seeped from his every pore, coating his skin with a glossy, plastic shine. His silver hair was pulled back in a tight knot, and it grazed his spine as he tilted his head back to breathe in the humid air. When his eyelids cracked open, the whites glowed starkly in the dim room, spilling out a glimpse of the future saturating his mind.

So much blood. 

The vision was the same as it had been the day before, and the day before that. Deep creases marred his face, and tears mingled with sweat as they ran down his cheeks. He was so lost in his anguish that he didn’t hear the door open and close as a pale, dark-haired man joined him.

The man tightened his towel around his hips before seating himself on the salt ledge that circled the sauna. He glanced up at the doctor and cleared his throat. 

“Trouble in paradise, I take it?”

Dr. Delph’s eyes resurfaced, a sullen gray that always seemed to foretell the storms that followed. “The boy cannot be saved, but his death will spell trouble for us just the same.”

The pale man shrugged. “I’ll leave sooner.”

“You’ll still be too late. The Fates are unbending on this matter.”

The man leaned forward, annoyance distorting his face. “What good are your visions if they cannot be changed?”

Dr. Delph unfolded his legs and swung them over the side of the salt slab. He picked up a folded towel from the opposite ledge and patted his face dry. “Visions are seldom meant to be changed. They’re warnings of things to come, so we can be better prepared—and markers of relevant events, so we can handle them more wisely.” He turned to pierce the man with an accusing glare.

The man folded his arms, but his gaze slid away. “Wise is such a relative term.”

Dr. Delph stood and covered himself with the towel. “Not nearly as relative as you’d like to believe. It is very distinct, for instance, from compassion or courage.”

“What we do requires a great deal of both compassion and courage—”

“But without wisdom, no amount of compassion or courage will maintain this fragile world of ours.” He opened the sauna door, then looked back over his shoulder. “Not everyone is meant to be saved, Graham. Remember that on your trip.”

Dr. Delph waited until he was back in his room before slumping on the edge of his bed and burying his face in his hands. It was a difficult decision, sending Graham away. He would be greatly missed in the coming days, but his destiny was set. Keeping him close to home would spurn the Fates, and his relationship with the divine was on the rocks, as it was.

He closed his eyes and lay back on the bed, letting the cool silk soothe his skin. A million scenarios rushed through his mind. A million terrible solutions to the trouble that came for them now, this very moment. Compassion, he thought bitterly. It was what bound him here. And it would be what brought the whole place down on them all, if they were not very, very careful.
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“JUST KILL ME,” THE boy rasped, spraying blood over the scarred oak table. 

“Shhh.” Zelda smoothed his hair back and pressed a cool hand to his forehead, willing him to sleep. 

His breath sounded like sandpaper, and his skin was dewy and hot, slick with blood. After a few seconds, his eyes rolled back in his head and he groaned into oblivion.

When Zelda was sure he was out, she rinsed her hands in a bowl of water and unraveled the leather cord laced up her forearm. She tied her dreadlocks back and went to work, carefully stitching the skin of the boy’s shoulder back together. She had already set the broken bones in his arm. He would be whole again. Werewolves healed faster and cleaner than any human she had ever worked on. 

“How’s he doin’, Doc?” Violet crept into the kitchen to check on the latest rescue.

Zelda sat back on her stool and snatched up a towel to wipe the blood from her hands. “He’ll live.”

“Good.” Violet leaned against the doorframe and ran a hand through her platinum tufts of hair. She looked like she could have been Billy Idol’s twin sister. 

When Zelda first arrived in Spero Heights, she’d found Violet with a broken jaw and a fractured wrist, squatting in the building that now served as her pub and makeshift emergency room for werewolves. Violet had been Zelda’s first patient. The boy sprawled out on the table in the pub’s kitchen was her most recent. He’d shown up at the back door as a wolf with a broken leg. It had taken a horse sedative to get him to return to human form.

Zelda picked at the blood under her nails. “You already close up the bar, Vi?”

“Door’s locked, but I ain’t cleaned up yet.”

“Good. I need a drink.”

Violet grinned. “Tequila?”

“Tequila.” Zelda nodded and followed her back into the pub. 

Charlie, another survivor Zelda had patched up and subsequently employed, was busy running a mop over the dance floor. His bald head shone in time with the blinking white lights wrapped around every pole and banister, and even though Christmas was long over, he whistled Jingle Bells as he worked up a sweat in his Hawaiian shirt.

Zelda pulled up a stool and folded her arms over the bar, stretching her neck from side to side with a yawn. Between managing the pub and playing Doctor Quinn with her pack of reject wolves, she found herself running on fumes most days. But it was worth it, she thought, taking a proud look around.

The pub was smaller than the clubs she’d frequented in California. It had a cozy feel, with a gypsy touch to it. The wall behind the bar and the raised booths around the dance floor were painted a sunny yellow to offset the dark cherry floors and trim, and giant framed prints of ballerinas and belly dancers hung from the brick exterior walls.

Not much had been done to the outside of the building, which had been a theatre once upon a time. The brickwork was worn in places, and the bulbs on the rusted marquee sign flickered occasionally from the ancient wiring. Zelda used the mismatched letters and poster boxes to advertise the budding garage bands that played on the weekends. The only thing she had added was a neon sign above the marquee. The bright red cursive spelled out The Crimson Moon, a fitting name her two-natured staff had chosen.

Violet tipped a bottle of top-shelf tequila over two shot glasses and filled them to the brim. She took one of the glasses and pushed it against the other, scooting it across the bar toward Zelda. 

“Cheers.”

Zelda threw the shot back with a shudder, letting its warmth coil around her insides. She slid the glass back to Violet and nodded when the bartender held up the bottle of tequila for a second round. A nightcap was just what she needed. Her bed waited for her upstairs, in one of the projection rooms that she had remodeled and converted into a studio apartment.

“Are you the owner of this dump?” a deep voice grumbled behind her.

Zelda spun around on the barstool, her hand instinctively going to her charm necklace.

Three abnormally large men stood in the center of the dance floor, looking around the pub like they’d just checked into a roach motel. They each wore a cut-off tee shirt and sported hairstyles that made mullets look respectable. Chain-link tattoos consumed each of their left arms. A black wolf paw topped the design on their exposed shoulders, with the R and M logo of the Raymore Clan from Kansas City stamped in the center.

“Charlie?” Zelda stood and gripped the bar behind her.

“It’s all right, Doc.” The lock on the front door clicked back into place before Charlie circled the men and held his hands up. “They came here for help.”

Zelda bit her tongue and tried not to recoil as she looked the men over again, checking for any signs of injury. Her eyes stopped on the center man who sneered at her, like he was trying to decide if this was all a big mistake. Zelda was almost sure of it. The only thing that looked damaged on any of them was their pride for being there in the first place.

Finally, the men parted and a girl inched forward. She couldn’t have been but twenty. Her stomach was swollen with child, and when she found the courage to look up, Zelda could see that wasn’t the only place she was swollen. A purple bruise spread from her left temple down to her jawline. The girl’s chin trembled, but she held Zelda’s gaze—at least with the eye she could open.

“Make up a bed, Violet,” Zelda said, her eyes never leaving the girl.

One of the men leaned into the leader of the pack and whispered loud enough for the world to hear. “This ain’t right, man. This’ll be the first place he looks.”

“Who?” Zelda asked. 

The men tensed at her question, and the leader resumed glaring at her. 

She crossed arms. “If I’m stepping on toes to help out your girl here, I at least deserve to know who I’m dancing with.”

The room grew still as they exchanged looks, and Zelda felt the alcohol turn to bile in her stomach before the name was even said aloud.

“Devin Raymore.”
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DEVIN RAYMORE HADN’T been alpha of the Raymore Clan for a full year yet, and he was already running the pack into the ground. From what Zelda had heard—and seen—he was a real bastard from hell, asserting his authority through violence and drug dependency. Most of those who survived his wrath found their way to the Crimson Moon, after word spread about Violet.

Devin Raymore’s latest victim was hesitant to let Zelda examine her. She burrowed herself under the covers of the guest bed, but not so quickly that Zelda didn’t notice the mound of scars tucked in the bend of her elbow.

“How long have you been clean?” Zelda asked, shining a light in the girl’s good eye and cradling her chin with her other hand.

“Six months.” The girl pressed her lips together and pulled her chin out of Zelda’s grasp. “And I’m eight months along. And yes, I’m well aware of all the horrible birth defects that my unborn children might have as a result of my reckless and selfish behavior.” She clutched the comforter in tight against her chest as her voice broke. “I quit as soon as I found out, and no amount of lecturin’ is gonna fix anything, so you can save your breath.”

Zelda eased back and sat on the edge of the bed, resting her hands in her lap. “Lectures cost extra. I was just wondering if you had any prescriptions that needed filled through Orpheus House.” 

Setting bones and stitching flesh came easily to Zelda, but drug addiction was another animal entirely. For that, she relied on help from Orpheus House, the local rehab center.

The girl relaxed and shook her head softly. “No, ma’am. I quit cold turkey.”

“Even better. I’ll have Violet bring you up a bite to eat.” Zelda stood and turned for the door.

“Wait!” The girl snatched her arm. “Please, don’t leave me here alone.”

“My apartment is just across the hall.” Zelda patted her hand. “If you need anything, dial zero and it will ring me.” She tilted her head at the phone on the bedside table.

The girl nodded, but the furrow between her brows refused to soften. “Thank you.” She looked down at her hand, still tightly gripping Zelda’s arm, and slowly uncurled her fingers. “I’m Marla, by the way.”

Zelda gave her a gentle smile. “You’re perfectly safe here, Marla. Get some sleep. We’ll talk more in the morning.” 

Zelda left, closing the door quietly behind her, and found Violet waiting in the wide hall that ran between the projection room apartments.

“I suppose you caught all that?” Zelda raised an eyebrow.

Violet chewed her bottom lip and rocked from foot to foot. “Doc, I don’t mean to tell you your business, but you ain’t never met Devin—and I think you ought to know what you’re stepping in here.”

Zelda glanced back at the guest room door and frowned before taking Violet by the elbow and leading her toward the stairs down to the kitchen. When they were safely out of earshot, she pulled the leftover barbeque from dinner out of the refrigerator and began fixing a plate.

“Is the boy all set up in the other guest room?” she asked, glancing over at the bloody rags piled in a wash tub beside the sink.

“Of course he is. Don’t change the subject.” Violet paced back and forth between the dining table and the long counter that sectioned off the kitchen.

Zelda rolled her eyes. “I know what kind of monster Devin Raymore is,” she said, pushing the saucy meat to one side of the plate to make room for a scoop of fried potatoes. “I’ve patched up his handiwork enough times.”

Violet leaned over the counter and clasped her hands together until her knuckles popped. Her eyes glazed and her voice came out in a low growl. “No. What you seen is a slice of mercy—or luck. What you seen is Devin Raymore on a good day. On his bad days, you can’t scrape enough of his handiwork off the ground to fill a bucket.”

Zelda turned away from her and popped the plate of leftovers in the microwave, trying to hide the shiver that crawled up her spine. “You don’t think I should be helping her. Is that it?”

Violet ran a hand through her short hair and blew out a shaky sigh. “She’s carryin’ his babies. If he had left her for dead, like he did the rest of us you got here, then it’d be a different story.”

Zelda walked around the counter and slumped down at the kitchen table. She ran a hand over the rough cracks in the wood where a year’s worth of wolf blood had settled and dried, a sad testament to the damage she had tried to mend. It was damage she hadn’t caused, but seeing as how she couldn’t fix the carnage she’d left back in California, it felt like appropriate atonement.

“I can’t just throw her to the wolves, Vi.” She looked up with heavy eyes. “Helping people is what I do.”

Violet’s brows cinched together, but she nodded slowly. “I know, Doc. You just need to be careful with this one.”

“Maybe we shouldn’t tell the others yet,” Zelda suggested.

“They’ll smell her the second they step foot in the bar.” Violet pinched her lips together and stood as the microwave dinged. “You know, there ain’t no reason you need to take this all on yourself. There’s people in this town better suited to help in situations like this. And you know exactly who to ask.” She staked Zelda with a meaningful look before digging a set of silverware out of a drawer and heading upstairs with the plate for Marla.

Zelda’s stomach swirled with a toxic mixture of excitement and terror. She knew exactly who to ask for help. She just didn’t know if she was willing to pay the price that a favor from Logan Chase would cost.
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ZELDA WOKE UP EARLY Sunday morning. The pub was quiet, and it would be until later in the afternoon. The wolves had recently taken interest in a little Methodist church on the edge of town. They were pack creatures, and while the environment Zelda offered at the pub had a certain air of family to it, it was still a business. 

The wolves had tried to come together under her roof, and they’d tried to mark her as more than just their employer. Even though she wasn’t a wolf herself, they viewed her as one of their own. She was their savior and provider. But as much as Zelda cared for them, she’d let her past remain a big fat question mark. It made them wary of her, but it was just as well. She didn’t radiate dominance the way wolves needed in an alpha. The only one who hadn’t pressured her to take on more leadership had been Logan Chase.

When Logan looked into Zelda’s eyes, it wasn’t with reverence and gratitude. It was with something much more primal, and it did strange things to Zelda’s insides. Hiring him had been a bad idea. He asked questions the others let lie. He fingered old wounds—sometimes simply by the way he smiled.

Logan would have made a good alpha, but in addition to not begging Zelda to play master, he had no interest in being one himself. Of course, the fact that he wasn’t a Raymore refugee that she’d nursed back to health separated him from the others. He didn’t join them at church either.

It took two cups of coffee before Zelda found the nerve to make the call.

Logan answered on the first ring. “What’s wrong?”

“What? Nothing,” Zelda sputtered. “I mean, something, but it’s not an emergency.” She frowned at the receiver. “What makes you think something is wrong?”

“You never call me on Sunday.” He sounded amused.

Zelda snorted. “Are you busy? I need to talk to you, but I don’t know that it should be done over the phone.”

“Something is wrong.”

“How soon can you be here?” she asked.

“Give me ten minutes.” He hung up without saying goodbye.

Zelda’s stomach churned. She hadn’t expected him to come so soon. She crossed her room to glance in the oval mirror above her vanity. She never knew how to present herself to Logan. If she looked too nice, she was afraid he would take it as an invitation. But if she remained unpolished, she feared becoming too approachable.

It was a gamble either way. Letting Logan break through her defenses would be the end of her. She was sure of it.

Zelda went downstairs to the kitchen. Meeting with Logan in her apartment felt too personal. Too intimate. Besides, the injured boy and Marla were still snoozing across the hall in the guest rooms, and they both looked like they needed all the rest they could get.

The bloody rags from the night before were gone, and the kitchen was spotless. A box of fresh donuts rested on the old oak table, along with a scrawled note from Violet. The girl made a habit of bearing gifts any time the wolves did something without Zelda. Not that they hadn’t invited her to join them at church.

Zelda touched the necklace around her throat. She didn’t have any business in a church. There was no god out there that could forgive her sins.

A sharp rap at the back door made her jump. She rounded the oak table and peered through the curtained window before unlocking the deadbolt to let Logan in.

He filled the doorway, the enticing aroma of his aftershave and earthy musk slipping past the threshold as he waited for her to beckon him inside. His hair was short and dark, almost a military cut, and Zelda wondered if it would curl if he let it grow. Caramel skin hinted that he might have Latino roots, though he was as tight-lipped about his past as she was about her own. 

When she waved him inside and quickly closed the door, he smiled at her, his bright green eyes sparkling with mischief. “Where’s the fire?”

Zelda’s knees trembled, and she prayed he wouldn’t notice. “Upstairs.”

“In your bedroom?” He lifted a thick brow. “What are we waiting for?”

Zelda felt her cheeks warm. “Devin Raymore’s mate is sleeping in one of the guest rooms.”

“What?” The teasing humor drained from his face.

“I know, I know,” she snapped. “Violet’s already given me the third degree.”

“She can’t stay,” Logan snarled. He took a step toward the back stairs.

Zelda cut him off, defiance twisting up her face. “This is my place, and I’ll decide who stays and who goes. Got it?”

Logan relaxed into a more guarded expression, though his eyes still smoldered. “I’ve never met the guy, but I still know this is not a good idea, Zee.”

Zee. It made Zelda’s heart skip when he used the nickname. Everyone else called her Doc. She dismissed the flutter in her stomach and stood firmly in his path.

“Why do you think I asked you to come?” She folded her arms, instantly regretting it when Logan glanced down and grinned at the goosebumps spreading across her skin.

“If you’re asking for my advice—”

“I’m asking for a favor.” 

Zelda took a cautious step back when his eyes locked on hers again. It wasn’t a nice look.

“No. You want me to ask for a favor.” He folded his arms to mirror her and leaned against the door behind him. “What makes you think my sister will give a shit about one of the pack rejects you’re harboring?”

Zelda bristled at his prejudice. She knew the only reason Selena Chase had allowed her baby brother to work at the pub was so that he could keep an eye on the riffraff Zelda welcomed into their precious town. 

Spero Heights was precious though. It hadn’t taken Zelda long to figure that out. There was scarcely a normal human soul living for miles around. And the supernatural citizens weren’t exactly normal by paranormal standards either. The entire town was one big sanctuary for broken monsters. It was the reason Zelda had settled there after a year of aimless wandering. She felt right at home.

Zelda lifted her chin to meet Logan’s harsh gaze. “This girl is not a pack reject. She barely escaped with her life, and the lives of her unborn children.”

Logan blanched and dropped his arms. “Have you lost your mind? You can’t house that crazy alpha’s pregnant bitch. What are you thinking?”

“Don’t call her that.” Zelda crinkled her nose at him.

Logan thrust a finger at the stairs. “That’s what she is,” he growled.

“I don’t care,” Zelda hissed. “Unless you work out something with your sister, she stays. I won’t be throwing out a battered, pregnant girl.”

Logan clenched his teeth and his jaw flexed. “You’re impossible.” He held Zelda’s stare a moment longer, challenging her dominance like they were in an alpha showdown. When she refused to look away, he sighed and ran a hand over his face. “Fine. I’ll see what I can do—but I’m not making any promises.”

Zelda relaxed and placed a gentle hand on his shoulder. “Thank you.”

“Don’t mention it,” he grumbled, though most of the hostility had slipped from his voice. He glanced down at her hand, still touching his arm, and caught it before Zelda could pull away. “We could still go check your bedroom for fires, if you want.”

Zelda’s breath hitched. Logan’s sudden mood shift had caught her off guard, and now the electricity of his skin against hers blurred her thoughts.

Logan pulled her in closer and dipped his face down to playfully brush a stray dreadlock back with his nose, whispering his warm breath along her temple. “Or maybe we could find a fire right here in the kitchen.”

Zelda’s knees buckled again, and this time she was sure Logan noticed, with one knee deviously slipping between hers. Her heart picked up speed as he closed the distance between them.

“Theo,” she whispered, instantly flushing from her error. Her heart froze in her chest as her mind reeled from the memory of her last lover.

Logan stiffened, and not in the way Zelda had been anticipating. “Who the hell is Theo?”

“No one,” she said, immediately biting her tongue. “Someone.”

Logan’s anger dissolved into bitter amusement. “Well, which is it?”

“An old flame.” The words stung as she spoke them, and even though they were true, they tasted like a lie. Theo was so much more than that.

Logan pulled away from her, raking a hand through his short hair as he cleared his throat. “How old, Zee?”

Her throat tightened. “Two years ago.”

“That’s an awfully long time to be hung up on someone.” The thrill of the hunt seemed to have escaped him for the time being.

“I’m not hung up on him. It was an honest mistake. I haven’t been with anyone since, and the mood just threw me back in time.” Zelda hugged herself and blinked stiffly, willing her eyes dry.

“You’ve been alone for two years? He must have been quite the fellow.”

She nodded. “He was.”

“Then why did he leave you?” Logan was slowly recovering and slipping back into his flirtatious mood. He might have even had another shot, if he had managed to steer the conversation away from Theo.

“He didn’t leave me,” she said softly.

“So you left him?” he asked. 

Zelda turned and took a step away before he caught her arm. 

“Zee?”

She bowed her head, refusing to look back. “He died.”
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LOGAN’S BEAT-UP DODGE barreled down the mile long gravel drive leading back to Chase Farms. A dust storm followed him, lapping up the sides of the rusty truck and slowly making its way inside the cab. He hardly noticed as he muttered to himself.

He was a fool. Of course Zelda hadn’t invited him over for a secret tryst while the Raymore rejects were off praying she’d sprout fur and let them call her mama. Of course she didn’t need his help. And now here he was, playing messenger boy—with a message that was all too likely to get him shot. He almost hoped it would. Someone needed to put him out of his misery.

The notion that Zelda was grieving over a lost lover crawled under his skin. All this time, he’d thought she was playing hard to get. The revelation had been a tough one to swallow. He felt like a tool for how strong he had come on, and then like an even bigger tool when he felt a spark of jealousy over the dead man. He wasn’t sure he’d ever be able to look at Zelda again without being reminded of his complete and utter failure to read her.

He parked his blue beast in front of a barn, next to a shiny, black Ford. The slam of his door evoked a chorus of disgruntled moos, and somewhere from inside the barn, a very unladylike voice echoed out to greet him.

“Hey, asshole! I hope you’re not wearing fancy shit-kickers today. I need a hand.” 

For Selena Chase, that was as close to affection as it got.

Logan was, in fact, wearing fancy shit-kickers. But luckily, he kept a pair of BFRBs tucked between the cab and bed of his truck. Even though he’d been at the pub for nearly a year now, Selena put him to work any time she could. 

He didn’t mind. The farm was home. He had a two-bedroom apartment in town, but he ate more meals with his sister at the farmhouse than he did alone, and he still had a room on the second floor. He stayed there during the full moon, preferring to run in the woods behind the pasture than with Zelda’s wolves in the rocky tangle of brush on the opposite side of town.

Logan pulled on his rubber boots and found Selena on the far end of the barn, hunched behind a bloated cow standing in a calving pen. The cow bobbed its head over her shoulder and mooed out a pitiful plea as he approached.

“Should I go get the calving jack?” he asked, taking in the thick set of hooves sticking out from under the poor creature’s tail.

Selena grunted and tossed back her mess of short, dark red curls. “Pussy.” 

The sleeves of her flannel shirt were bunched up to her elbows, and streaks of blood tinted the web of tattoos crawling up her forearms and disappearing beneath the plaid fabric.

Logan rolled his eyes and snorted as he peeled off his jacket and tossed it over a stall. Then he ducked down and easily slipped through the rails of the pen. His boots crunched on the thick hay as he came to stand behind the cow next to his sister.

Selena nodded her thanks, and they each wrapped their hands around a hoof and pulled.

The calf was a fat little thing, slippery with blood and mucus. It flopped on the hay and rolled against Logan’s pant leg as he knelt down, smearing his jeans with fresh gore.

Selena barked out a hearty laugh and rubbed the calf’s belly with one hand while she cleared its nostrils of mucus with the other. It wriggled around and pulled itself up on shaky legs, wobbling as its mother licked its sticky face.

When it began nursing, Selena stood and wiped her hands down the legs of her jeans. Logan stood too, and together they left the pen and headed back down the length of the barn.

“So,” Selena shouted over the mooing that echoed around them. “What brings you out this way?” She paused to check a feeder.

Logan took too long to answer and was met with a sour expression. He swallowed and tried once again to find his voice.

Finally, he managed. “Shit’s about to hit the fan.” 
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Chapter Five
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ZELDA LET MARLA AND the injured boy sleep until almost eleven. Then she fried up two pounds of bacon and a dozen eggs. Wolves required a lot of food, and healing wolves required even more. She served them breakfast in bed, since the boy was still on the mend, and also because she didn’t want her staff to see Marla if they came in early.

Violet was right. They would smell her the second they stepped foot in the pub, but Zelda was hoping Logan would come through before the afternoon shift arrived.

She’d just brought the dirty dishes down to the kitchen when someone pounded at the back door. Her pulse quickened at the thought of Logan, and she rushed to set the greasy plates in the sink, grabbing a hand towel before hurrying to the window.

Instead of Logan, she found Selena Chase stewing on the back patio, her mouth stretched into an unrestrained scowl. If Zelda hadn’t been so sure that Selena noticed her through the parted curtains, she would have considered not answering. The woman was badly in need of some Zoloft.

Zelda took a deep breath and pasted on a tight smile as she opened the door. “Good afternoon, Councilor Chase.”

“Where is she?” Selena didn’t do pleasantries. She was abrasive and patronizing, but Zelda did her best to remain diplomatic.

“Upstairs, taking a shower.” She opened the door further. “Would you like to come in?”

Selena’s nose crinkled in disgust, tugging one side of her mouth up to expose a sharp canine. “I’ll be in the truck. Send her out when she’s ready.”

“Are you hungry? I could fix you a bite to eat,” Zelda tried again. 

Selena ignored her and turned to head back to her truck. How she had come to be one of Spero Heights’ esteemed council members was beyond Zelda. Maybe the others were too afraid to ask her to resign. Maybe they feared she would uproot her dairy farm and move, leaving the cheese factory, Spero Heights’ primary source of jobs and revenue, in a bind.

Zelda wanted to take her time out of spite, but the sooner Selena Chase was off her property, the better. She hurried upstairs and found Marla sitting on the edge of the guest bed, drying her hair with a towel. 

The sweatpants she’d loaned the girl stretched under her swollen belly, and a thin line of skin peeked out from under an oversized Janis Joplin tee shirt. The bruise on her face had turned an ugly yellow-brown, but at least she could open both eyes now.

Zelda went to the closet and rummaged around the top shelf until she found a duffle bag. She stuffed a handful of shirts and another pair of sweatpants in, along with the new set of travel toiletries lined up along the sink in the bathroom. Selena probably bathed in battery acid and testosterone—and she didn’t seem like the sharing kind.

Marla watched with wide eyes. “Did I do somethin’ wrong? Are you kickin’ me out?” 

“It’s not like that.” Zelda zipped up the duffle bag and plopped down on the bed beside her. “I have wolves in and out of here all the time. They’re gonna sniff you out. You’ll be safer outside of town. Selena Chase has agreed to take you in for now. She has a farm—”

“I know who she is,” Marla said flatly. “My cousin is one of her farmhands. That’s why I came to you. They know about him.”

Zelda pressed her lips together. “You’d still be safer there. The cattle will help mask your scent, and Selena will be able to keep a better eye out, since she gets far less traffic.” Because she hates everyone.

Marla took a deep breath and nodded. “Okay. You’re probably right. It’d been nice to see Cal, too.”

Zelda led her down to the kitchen and unzipped the duffle bag again at the pantry, stuffing in a box of granola bars and a bag of trail mix. “You give me a call if Selena doesn’t feed you right. I’ll send Logan out with some goodies.”

Marla’s bottom lip trembled, but she nodded. “Thank you, again.”

“Don’t sweat it, sugar. This is just what I do.” Zelda gave her the duffle bag and rubbed a hand over her back, steering her toward the door just as Selena’s truck roared to life, urging them to hurry along.

Marla hesitated when Zelda opened the door, like she was leaving a mystic sanctuary to venture out into the unknown. It was the way her wolves treated the place, with such awe and familiarity. The girl squeezed the duffle bag to her chest and swallowed.

“When things settle down—after I have the babies—would it be okay if I came back? For a job maybe? I’d make a good waitress,” she said, lowering her eyes in a show of submission.

Zelda flushed. The alpha treatment always unnerved her. “We’ll see, honey. We’ll see.” She offered Marla a smile and pointed her over to Selena’s truck, giving the councilor a quick wave that the vile woman did not return. 
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Chapter Six
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ZELDA WASHED THE BEDDING from Marla’s room twice. She ran the vacuum over the rugs and scrubbed out the shower before emptying the bathroom trash into the dumpster. Then she put out fresh lavender candles in all the table centerpieces around the pub.

It wasn’t enough.

The bell above the door jingled and laughter spilled inside as Violet, Grant, and Kerri arrived for the Sunday afternoon shift. Zelda tried not to look too suspicious as she helped Violet set up the bar and fill the ice cooler.

Grant, a wolf who had truly tested Zelda’s medical skills when he joined their motley crew, had a scar in place of one eyebrow. It was hardly noticeable under his shaggy surfer locks, but even when he pulled his hair back on a hot day, it was damn-near passable. His boyish good looks were safe in Zelda’s hands. 

While Kerri tied on an apron, Grant dropped a ten-dollar bill in the jukebox and punched in every Tom Petty song the clunker knew. When he was done, he pulled up a stool and folded his arms over the bar.

“I saw the boy last night, but who’s the new girl?” he asked, flipping up two coasters and making a tent with them.

Zelda’s eyes bulged at Violet, who held her hands up in protest.

“Not a peep, Doc. I told you this would happen.”

Grant cocked his head and his nostrils twitched. “And the bitch is about to drop a litter.”

“She-wolf, Grant.” Zelda glared at him. “We’ve talked about this.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He hung his head.

“Who’s havin’ puppies?” Kerri came around the corner with her arms full. “I always miss the good gossip.” She dropped a stack of menus on the bar and reached back to tighten her blond ponytail.

“No one,” Zelda answered. “Just a girl passing through. Needed a place to stay for a night.”

Violet’s cheeks flushed as the others looked to her for answers. She slammed the ice cooler door and tossed the bucket to Kerri. “Put that back in the kitchen for me, would ya?”

The bell above the door jingled again, distracting everyone from the mystery girl discussion. Logan entered the pub, his hands shoved tightly down in the pockets of his jean jacket and his shoulders hunched. He spotted Zelda at the bar and his scowl deepened.

The jukebox began playing Stop Dragging My Heart Around just as he pulled up a stool, leaving an empty seat between him and Grant. The younger wolf gave him a timid smile.

“Rum and Coke,” Logan said to Violet before she could ask.

Zelda desperately wanted to know about Marla, but with so many supernatural ears in the vicinity, all she could manage was an arched brow when Logan looked her way. He gave her a short, single nod, and it was enough for the time being.

Violet slid Logan’s rum and Coke across the bar and went back to polishing the hanging glassware. Sundays were slow, so the downtime was spent on extra cleaning duties that couldn’t be fit into the rest of the workweek. 

Zelda usually passed the time taking inventory and placing orders. But Sunday was also the unofficial free clinic day at the pub. Mostly wolves—but sometimes others—would come to Zelda with their more minor maladies: sprains, colds, infected cuts, mange. 

The only other doctor in Spero Heights was Christian Delph, but he specialized in psychology. His condition made it difficult to work with patients beyond a mental capacity.

Dr. Delph was also a member of the city council, and he had been the one to approach Zelda when she first arrived. He’d seemed reluctant to welcome her to their quaint town, but when Zelda shook his hand, something in him eased. Their conversation soon divulged her medical background—something she had planned on leaving to rot in her past. 

Zelda agreed to be on retainer for Orpheus House, and Dr. Delph agreed to vouch for her on the council and expedite her lease and renovation permits for the abandoned theater.

Things worked differently in Spero Heights. People didn’t just move into town without the council’s approval. Not that they were lining up in droves to do so. For one, the tiny community was tucked away in the Ozark Mountains, up several treacherous roads that were all but impassable in the winter months. A wet spring even made for questionable travel.

Besides the access issue, Spero Heights was a good distance from most of the amenities that drew people to the Ozarks. The town featured just enough businesses to keep the residents employed and sated. The Cheese Festival, the only time outsiders were seen or welcome, happened the first weekend in June, and it brought in enough extra revenue to keep the town alive and well.

It was a monumental change from the big city living Zelda was used to, but it was exactly what she needed. The theater had seemed like a good investment, an easy way to make a new life for herself. Though it didn’t take long for her to realize that Spero Heights couldn’t support a movie theater. Most of the residents here required something a little stronger. For that, she dusted off her old cocktail books from her college bartending days.

A year later, here she was. Setting up the strange inhabitants of Spero Heights with booze and bandages. It’s not so bad, she thought, watching Logan’s lips wrap around the rim of his glass. He caught her watching, but quickly looked away.

Zelda frowned and glanced down at her clipboard with the list of liquors the bar was short on. It was early May, a month from the Cheese Festival, so she made a note to triple her next order for the tourists. She was just about to head back to the kitchen when the bell at the front door jingled.

A beefy man in a leather vest stepped inside. He smelled like wet dog and diesel. The door slammed behind him as he took in the pub with a slow sweep of his head. His nostrils flared, and a light sneer lifted the corners of his mouth.

As he approached the bar, Violet’s shoulders squared and her hand quickly darted out to squeeze Zelda’s.

Zelda stepped forward, putting herself between Violet and the newcomer. “What can I get you?” she asked, giving the man a strained, polite smile.

“I’m looking for a girl,” he said, lifting a hand up to the middle of his chest. “She’s about yay tall, brown hair, knocked up. Can’t miss her.”

Zelda made eye contact with him, willing her body language to shut the hell up. “We don’t get many pregnant women in here—being a bar and all.”

The man sniffed and glanced over Zelda’s shoulder, where Violet cowered. “Never thought I’d see you playin’ whipped pup to some human, Vi. You’ve gone soft, ain’t ya?”

A growl hummed in Violet’s throat. Her bloodshot eyes lifted to meet his, but she stayed where she stood, her fists clenched tightly at her sides. Grant had gone still too, frozen on his barstool.

Zelda turned back to the man, fighting to maintain her calm. “No one here is whipped, merely employed. It’s not that kind of bar.”

The man’s taunting eyes shifted back to Zelda, narrowing as they fell on her. He lifted a hand and scratched dirty fingernails over the stubble along his jaw. “You sure you ain’t seen a girl fittin’ my description? Could save us all a lot of trouble if you have.”

“Sorry.” Zelda picked up her clipboard and made a show of looking over liquor bottles she had already assessed. She could feel Logan watching from the edge of the bar, his body heat so heavy that it almost suffocated her.

The door jingled as the man left, and everyone sighed out the breaths they’d been holding. Violet’s shoulders trembled and she hunched over the sink, tilting her forehead down to rest on the cool stainless steel.

“That was Hyde, Devin Raymore’s cousin and second-in-charge.”

Grant swallowed and grabbed the edge of the counter with both hands. “Ain’t he the one that Devin ordered to put you down?”

Violet dry heaved into the sink. “Yeah.”

“Tell me you kicked his ass,” Grant said.

Violet closed her eyes and breathed in deeply through her nose as she stood up straight again. “Not yet.”

Before Grant could press for more details, Kerri came back from the kitchen. The tension was still thick enough to taste, and the man’s pungent odor lingered in the air.

“It happened again.” Kerri popped a fist on her hip. “I miss everything.”

Zelda rubbed a hand over Violet’s back. “Trust me. You wanted to miss this one.”

A chorus of motors roared in the distance, so violently that the glass bottles on the shelves clinked and rattled as Zelda watched three trucks pull up outside. 

A second later, a flaming beer bottle smashed through the front window. 
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Chapter Seven
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ZELDA STOOD FROZEN behind the bar, watching in horror as the fire spread across the dance floor. Even though it had been two years since she’d used raw magic, her skin itched with familiar desperation. She reached a shaky hand up to touch her necklace, fingering the moss agate charm for focus and self-control.

The electric hum of her body subsided, and she was suddenly aware that Kerri was screaming. Grant ran to the side door, where a fire extinguisher was mounted to the wall. He grabbed it and rushed to the dance floor, spraying frothy foam in a wide arc. 

Violet pressed a hand over one ear and glared at Kerri, who seemed to have bottomless lungs. “Would someone shut her up?” she growled.

One look from Zelda, and Kerri bit her tongue. Her wet, round eyes blinked several times, then diverted to the floor.

Logan stood near the front window, squinting through the haze the fire extinguisher and smoke had spewed into the air. “They’re not done.” He turned and hurried back to the bar, rounded the counter, and took Zelda by the arm. “We need to barricade ourselves in the kitchen and call for help.”

Zelda dug her heels in and gripped the counter. “And just let them burn the place down?”

“With us in it?” Violet added.

Logan bared his teeth. “There’s at least a dozen of them out there. What other options do you see?”

Another flaming beer bottle crashed to the dance floor. The fire quickly died in the pool of foam, but this time, two men followed it through the window. 

Their boots crunched over the broken glass, and their hands flexed at their sides, fur rippling over their knuckles. Amber eyes flickered from their mostly human faces, with only a touch of fur at their temples and throats. They ambled forward clumsily, occasionally hunching over like cavemen. 

It was a wholly unnatural state, even for a werewolf, achieved with drugs that were highly addictive and corrosive. Zelda had seen the aftermath enough times to know the short-term enhancements were not worth their long-term cost.

“Zee,” Logan hissed, tugging at her arm again.

Four more mutated wolves climbed over the short window ledge, and Zelda felt a stab of adrenaline in her chest. She moved to follow Logan, but before they could reach the kitchen doors, one of the men darted forward and snatched Kerri by her ponytail. He twisted her around and pulled her back against his chest, slamming his other hand over her open mouth to muffle her scream.

Violet stepped out from behind the bar, as if she was ready to launch herself on the man, but then she sucked in a pained breath as Hyde stepped through the broken window.

The corner of his mouth curled up into a greasy smirk as he leisurely made his way toward the bar. “Save the dyke for me,” he purred.

Kerri’s captor pressed his face into the side of her neck. She sobbed against his palm, her breath rasping from her nose in a panicked rhythm. 

Grant inched back toward Violet at the edge of the counter. Fear tainted both of their expressions. The wounds Zelda had tended suddenly had a face to go with them. Her wolves knew these people, and they had suffered at their hands once before.

Logan jerked Zelda’s arm again, silently begging her to abandon them. But she couldn’t. The electric hum was back, and her hand burned with longing.

She twisted her arm out of Logan’s grasp and pointed a finger at the man holding Kerri hostage. A calm settled in her core, a grounding point for the storm slowly building around her. 

“Release her,” she commanded.

The man opened his mouth, as if to laugh, but the drugs had affected his throat as well. A mangled sound escaped him, like a garbage disposal with a fork caught in it.

Hyde’s laughter was more genuine. “They don’t take orders from no one but me, lady. If you’d just answered my question honestly, we could have avoided this. I wouldn’t be of the mind to have Cliff here take a bite outta your help.” He nodded at the mongrel sniffing Kerri’s throat.

Zelda felt the familiar surge of power lick down her arm. It burned in her veins, and the hairs along her skin stood at attention. This was going to hurt. A lot.

“Release her,” she said again, almost pleading. A sour taste filled her mouth as she felt her most personal vow crumble.

Hyde shook his head with a sigh. He grabbed the folds of his leather vest and gave them a cocky tug. “I already told you. Ain’t no one giving orders ’round here but me. And I already promised Cliff a snack.” 

He nodded to Cliff, who grinned with a mouth too full of teeth, before sinking them into the bend of Kerri’s shoulder and neck. Her screams leaked through his meaty fingers as she convulsed against his chest.

Zelda closed her eyes, begging forgiveness from whomever was listening, and then let go. Blue lightning crackled down the length of her arm and leapt from her pointed finger. It penetrated the center of Cliff’s forehead and rocked him back. His mouth ripped free of Kerri’s flesh, and she fell in a heap to the floor.

Zelda’s blue lightning spread to encompass Cliff’s head, lifting him a few feet off the ground, before hurling him out the broken front window. Smoke drifted from her outstretched finger as it slowly migrated to Hyde. 

“Move out!” he called to the others, back-stepping across the dance floor and through the window, his eyes never leaving Zelda. “This ain’t over,” he shouted as he ducked behind the brick wall.

The mutant wolves scurried away, casting confused glances and nervous whimpers over their shoulders as they fled. One yelped as a shard of glass scraped him on his way through the broken window.

Grant ran to Kerri. He dropped to the floor and pulled her into his lap, while Violet grabbed a handful of towels from the waitress station. She rushed to Kerri’s side and pressed the towels to her neck in an attempt to stop the bleeding.

Zelda couldn’t feel her hand, but the rest of her was on fire. She slipped behind the bar and sank her arm down into the ice cooler, all the way to her shoulder. Her legs shook violently, and she had to lean against the counter for support. She closed her eyes and took several deep, heaving breaths. When she looked up, she found Logan staring wide-eyed at her from across the bar.

“Doc?” Violet pleaded. Kerri’s blood coated her arms and tears tinted her eyes. “Can you help her?”

Zelda pulled her hand out of the ice and flexed it. Blisters had already begun to form along her forearm and palm, but at least she could feel her fingers again. They hurt like hell. 

“Get her on the table.”
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Chapter Eight
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LOGAN’S THROAT REFUSED to work. He tried to swallow, but bile kept bubbling up to sting the roof of his mouth. He wanted to scream.

His anger felt unruly and misguided, stemming from too many places at once. The Raymore Clan, for obvious reasons. Zelda, for her damn secrets and oversized heart. And most of all, himself, for being a clueless shmuck who had been more interested in courting his mark than evaluating her.

Selena’s going to kill me, he thought with a grimace.

Zelda stood at the bar sink, gently patting a towel over her arm. Logan’s initial instinct to protect her had shifted after the lightning incident. Now, he was afraid to touch her. Even her merry tribe of rejects seemed to watch their boss with wary eyes.

Violet and Grant picked Kerri up off the floor and dragged her through the kitchen doors, leaving Logan and Zelda in the pub alone.

Zelda blinked at him, her eyes filling with guilt and sorrow. “I could really use your help,” she said, lifting her damaged hand.

Logan tried again, but he still couldn’t find his voice. He broke eye contact with her and pushed through the kitchen doors, letting his actions speak for themselves. As much as he detested the rejects, he couldn’t watch one of them die. He’d deal with Zelda later.

Violet and Grant situated Kerri on the big oak table. One leg hung limply off the edge, causing her jean skirt to bunch up and expose her white panties. Violet repositioned her, pushing her legs together and smoothing her skirt with bloody hands, as if modesty mattered at this point.

The towels at Kerri’s neck were soaked through with blood. It puddled beneath her head, staining her blond hair and dripping from the edge of the table. Grant dug through a kitchen drawer and came back with a fresh stack of towels.

Logan pushed his sleeves up and quickly washed his hands at the sink. Then he found Zelda’s trauma bag in the pantry. Violet watched him with wide eyes.

“Where’s Doc?” she asked, curling up her bloody fingers and pressing them to her chest.

“Here. I’m here,” Zelda said, finally joining them. 

Her hand looked raw, and she tucked it in close to her body. She approached the table slowly, as if in a daze, and blinked down at Kerri’s motionless body. 

“There’s a saline irrigation kit above the stove.” She pointed her good hand at a cabinet behind Logan.

Logan set the trauma bag on the corner of the table and fetched the irrigation kit.

Zelda slumped down at the table, leaving the chair closest to Kerri’s head free for Logan. Grant reached for the bloody towels, but Zelda waved him off.

“Leave them,” she said. “Press the new towels on top. We have to stop the bleeding first.” She pointed to the coat closet by the back door. “Violet, there’s a wedge pillow on the top shelf. We need to elevate her head.”

Violet nearly tripped over her own feet as she hustled around the kitchen, following Zelda’s directions. Once the wedge was placed under Kerri’s head, the blood began to slow.

Logan set the irrigation kit in the chair Zelda clearly intended for him. He just couldn’t bring himself to get that close to her yet. He could feel her eyes lingering on him, and usually he would have welcomed the attention. Now it grated on his nerves. If she was looking for acceptance or approval, she had a long wait ahead of her.

The room was painfully quiet, save for the faint drumming of Kerri’s blood as it dripped from the table onto the floor. Everyone seemed to hold their breath, until Zelda deemed it time to begin the ugly business of cleaning and stitching the wound.

Logan was no stranger to gore. He’d seen his fair share of injuries on the farm, and Selena wasn’t fond of doctors. She wasn’t fond of anyone. So Logan knew a thing or two about stitches. Still, he paled at the sight of the torn skin on Kerri’s neck and shoulder.

Zelda rested her good hand on top of the irrigation kit and picked at the corner of the cardboard box, until Logan took it from her and tore it open.

“I’ve got this,” he said. “You should see to your hand.”

Zelda flinched at his tone before standing and retreating to the kitchen to tend to her own wounds.

Kerri’s skin puckered out in jagged strips, dark blood crusting the edges. Logan held his breath as he poured the saline over her neck, for fear the wound would spring back to life and start bleeding everywhere again. From the amount on the table, it didn’t seem like Kerri could have much more to spare.

Once the wound was clean, Logan slowly, painstakingly stitched it closed. Twenty minutes had never felt so long. When he finished, he rubbed his face across his shoulder, wiping away the sweat that had gathered there. He let Violet take over from there, with antibiotic ointment and a gauze bandage.

Zelda stood by the sink, struggling with her own dressing. Logan watched her a moment, questioning his better judgement, before he couldn’t take it any longer. He walked around the counter and snatched the roll of gauze from her.

“Let me do it,” he said.

Zelda flinched again, and he couldn’t help but feel like the biggest asshole in the world. Still, he refused to apologize. His anger boiled beneath the surface, making him feel reckless and hyper aware of the coming full moon.
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