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      “Who took my slipper socks?” I grumbled from my bedroom floor. It was as clean as a whistle beneath the bed. Before getting up, I glimpsed them underneath the papasan chair in the corner. “Nobody took them, Mercy. You just don’t know how to keep your room clean.”

      After grabbing my blue socks, I sat in the round papasan to put them on. The oversized rattan chair had a fluffy cushion, which made it a cozy spot to lounge. A sheer canopy, which I’d fastened to the ceiling, draped around me. Fairy lights were stitched into the fabric, giving off a magical glow whenever I turned them on at night.

      For the past month, our pack had worked on erecting a stable for Tak’s horse. We were also still clearing out nettles, poison oak, deadfall, and other hazards around the house.

      In my free time, I focused on my bedroom. Though the walls were insulated, the doors weren’t. I’d chosen a central room to distance myself from Melody and Lakota, who squalled like cats in heat when they made love. The trade-off was listening to Virgil sing at night, but that I didn’t mind so much. He had a beautiful voice that often lulled me to sleep.

      My room was in the second hall off the primary hallway, which cut straight through the upper floor. No windows meant extra wall space to hang pictures or shelves. I would also never have to worry about anyone crawling into my room while I was asleep.

      The linen blanket covered my bed like white chocolate, accent pillows in muted tones decorating it like candy sprinkles. While I had nowhere near the same artistic talent as Robyn, who could sketch a cathedral blindfolded, I dabbled here and there with a sponge and a little paint. My walls were a blank canvas except for the one behind the bed. I’d chosen pale blue for the sky and shaped the puffy clouds as realistically as possible. Blue was my favorite color, especially light blue.

      I gazed at the cloudscape, the imagery transporting me to a peaceful place in my mind where troubles and fear didn’t exist.

      A knock sounded from the door.

      “Mercy? Are you in there?” Robyn asked.

      “Come on in!”

      Our pack respected one another’s privacy and didn’t enter bedrooms without an invitation. But Robyn was my first visitor, and I wanted to show off my hard work.

      She peered inside. Her shaggy haircut suited her heart-shaped face and made her green eyes stand out. “Dinner’s ready.”

      “I was fixin’ to come down for supper as soon as I found my slippers. My feet are as dry as a bone from running around barefoot.”

      Robyn’s gaze darted around as she entered. Instead of lounge clothes, she still had on the khaki shorts and black tank top she’d been working in earlier. Her summer tan was never more evident than when she walked around barefoot, her feet two shades paler. “That’s a cute chair. I love what you’ve done…” Her words faltered when her gaze fixed on the wall to her right. “Is that wallpaper?”

      “I painted it,” I proudly confessed.

      Her jaw slackened. “It’s gorgeous! I had no idea you painted.”

      “I don’t. Not really. I can do walls but nothing like what you do. A few sponges hardly make me an artist, but I think it looks real purty. Don’t you?”

      “I’ll say. Can I ask you something?”

      “Shoot.”

      Robyn touched her cheek, still staring at the mural. “Could you paint one of our walls? Montana’s version of decorating is mounting a hook for his hat.”

      I half smiled, tickled by the trivial things they must have argued over. “Most men don’t have a lick of common sense when it comes to decorating. Did you see what Virgil tried hanging in the game room today?”

      Robyn rolled her eyes. “You mean the abstract erotic art from the 1970s? I had to stare at it for a few minutes before I realized it was a couple in the sixty-nine position.”

      “There was a lot going on in that painting,” I agreed. “I know we only have so much space in our bedrooms to fit our belongings, but that abomination has no place on a public wall. It’s not that I don’t appreciate art. I just don’t want to see fellatio while I’m playing Scrabble. He needs to put it in the storage room,” I said, referring to the one by Joy’s bedroom.

      “Tak said there’s no reason to be using the storage rooms yet. He thinks if we slip stuff in there now, it’ll encourage pack-rat behavior. I guess it’s harder when you’re older and have more stuff. If anything, it’ll force everyone to reevaluate what’s important.” She put her hands in her pockets. “What about you? Will all your belongings fit in here?”

      “I gave most of them away but kept a few odds and ends. Virgil’s holding on to an entire century of bad art. He doesn’t want to sell it, so he’s sneaking it around the house.”

      She turned away from the bed and peeked inside my near-empty closet. “Are these all the clothes you own? It’s so bare in here except for the stuff you bought at Moonglow.”

      “I brought whatever would fit in the top case and saddlebag of my scooter, and it wasn’t much. I could have attached more bags, but I was afraid they’d fly off on the highway. All my personal things were put in storage.” I glanced at the two boxes on the floor that had recently arrived. “My whole life fit into one storage locker, the smallest one they had. I finally got around to having my things shipped here.”

      “Any clothes?”

      “No. Just a bunch of old sentimental papers and knickknacks.”

      She shut the closet door and leaned against it. “I know what you mean. When I left Dax, I had five minutes to decide what to pack. Then I realized none of it mattered except my sketches and photographs. Even Montana didn’t have much, since he traveled extensively for work. It’s nice starting over from scratch.” She crossed the room and offered her hand. “Let’s go see what Bear cooked for us tonight.”

      I smacked my lips just thinking about it. I’d never met anyone who could whip up a meal as tasty as my mama’s home cooking. Not until Bear. He had a natural talent, and I tasted the love he put into his food.

      When we reached the bottom of the stairs, Montana ran into us and stopped to kiss his lady.

      “How’s my girl?” he asked between kisses. “I missed you.”

      She wrapped her arms around his neck and stood on her tiptoes. “Since thirty minutes ago?”

      “Wanna skip dinner?” he asked in a deep, growly register. His hands gripped her behind, and he walked her into a wall.

      “You are worse than a wolf in heat,” she said after another kiss.

      They were absolutely smitten with each other, still in the honeymoon phase of their relationship. Despite his serious demeanor, Montana was easygoing and brought out Robyn’s silly side. Robyn was serious and introspective, but their personalities complemented each other like peanut butter and jelly.

      Leaving them to smooch in the hallway, I turned left toward the corner kitchen. Upon entering, I passed the large hearth on my right, which was on the wall connecting to Bear’s bedroom. Does he have a fireplace too?

      Through the arched entryway ahead, the cavernous dining room easily accommodated a growing pack. Just to the left of the entrance were three square tables we used for late-night drinks or card games. They were less formal than the two long oak tables where we had our meals. The dark stain on the wood matched the ceiling and floor. Thanks to the recessed lighting, the ambience at night was that of a romantic getaway.

      “Who put up those pretty lights?” I asked, noticing a string of decorative lights around the long row of windows.

      “Guilty as charged,” Hope said from behind me. “Aren’t they charming? It’s so gloomy in here at night because of the dark windows. Some restaurants in Austin have patio lights, so that gave me the idea.” She patted her hair, which was pinned up in a bun for a change, and studied the table setting. “Do we have toothpicks?”

      From across the table, Archer scooted back his chair as if given an order.

      Hope gestured for him to stay seated. “Stay there. I’ll get them.”

      The Arrowhead pack didn’t have assigned seats. Not yet, anyhow. It was first come, first served. I liked that much better because it gave everyone a chance to get to know one another. Since all fourteen of us fit at one table, we rarely spread out.

      Freshly picked sunflowers filled two clear vases, their yellow petals adding color and cheer to the setting. Tak often picked them for his mate, and by her blushing smile each time she accepted them, I guessed they held a special significance. Though several bowls of food were on the table, Bear still hadn’t presented the main course.

      I yawned while pulling out the chair next to Joy. She was busy untying the belt on her pink floral robe, which she wore over her clothes.

      “I feel like a car that’s run out of gas,” I said, slumping in my seat.

      Joy put her arm around me in a motherly fashion. “You look exhausted. Maybe you should go to bed early.”

      “I might do that.” I yawned again, this time more noisily.

      Virgil rolled a grape between two fingers from the chair opposite me. He had tied back his hair, but a few wisps hung loosely, as if they were strategically pulled free. It was a dirty shade of blond with warm-brown hues mixed in. Most of the time, he just styled it with his fingers. “If you keep doing that, Shortcake, I’ll toss one of these in your mouth. Stop yawning. It’s contagious.”

      “What do you care?”

      “We’re going to Dragonfly’s after dinner. Drinks are half-price. Lakota’s lending us his truck, and Krys is the designated driver.” He clapped Krys on the shoulder. “Isn’t that right?”

      Krys grumbled while setting his glass of water down. He slanted his arctic-blue eyes toward Virgil before stroking his goatee.

      Virgil, who was sandwiched between the two cousins, grinned smugly. “You lost the coin toss, my friend.”

      “Doesn’t mean I can’t bitch about it,” Krys growled.

      “You don’t need booze to have a good time,” Virgil countered, his smile thinly veiled.

      “Says the man who gets wrecked every time we go out.”

      Virgil leaned his head back and looked at Krys’s waist. “You should go upstairs and change before we leave.”

      “What the hell for?”

      When Krys went out, he always dressed like he was going to a BDSM club. Lots of black, lots of leather, and sometimes jewelry. He still wore black attire at home but without all the chains and leather.

      Virgil put his arm around him. “You have a hole in your belt in the wrong place.”

      Krys knocked his arm away. “Maybe you should stop staring at my ass.”

      Virgil shimmied his shoulders and feigned an indignant look.

      I put my napkin on my lap. “If it bothers you so much, why not just stay home and drink? It’ll save you money.”

      Virgil lifted the labradorite pendant around his neck and pressed the smooth stone against his bottom lip. “Where’s the fun in that? Besides, half-price drinks means more women.”

      Archer chuckled and grabbed a chicken breast from the serving dish. “How many women do you need?”

      “As many as it takes,” Virgil replied. “I’m not a man easily sated. My sexual appetite requires a feast with lots of variety.” His blue eyes twinkled with a mischievous glint.

      Archer snorted. “It’s a good thing you’re not human, or you would have contracted a disease by now.”

      Virgil rolled his eyes upward. “Thank the fates. If there’s one thing I’m glad about, it’s never having to worry about condoms. I tried one of those once when they came out with the flavors, but it felt like I was wearing a scuba suit on my⁠—”

      Tak cleared his throat, killing the sex talk.

      I took a gander at Archer, who looked especially handsome. His shorn undercut was cleaner, indicating he must have been to the barber recently. Archer’s bleached ends gradually blended in with his naturally brown hair, the top long and styled forward in textured chunks. While Virgil talked excitedly about his expectations for the evening, Archer tugged the collar of his soft leather jacket, which he only wore when they went out. Sure, some bars were chilly, but I suspected the real reason he wore it in summer was to conceal his missing arm.

      Bear leaned over the table and set down a second platter of fried chicken, which had a sear that would’ve made any Southerner proud. Instead of breading, he seasoned his meat with a mixture of spices that elevated it to perfection. Occasionally Bear would put the food on the other table and we’d fill our plates buffet-style. But mostly we set the bowls in front of us and passed everything around, which I preferred since it felt more like a family dinner.

      I leaned to the side and caught my reflection in the window, the overhead lights doing me no favors. Sometimes we used candles because others found them romantic, but all they did was remind me of childhood when we used oil lanterns.

      “I love this table,” I said, admiring the smooth finish.

      While claiming his usual seat at the left head of the table, Tak said, “All from that big oak tree we cut down. It’s unfortunate to destroy something so old and majestic, but it posed a danger to the house.”

      After setting the toothpick dispensers on the table, Hope pulled out the chair to Tak’s left and sat across from her brother. “You were right. I’d much rather have this beautiful piece than a swing.”

      “No one says you can’t have a swing.” Tak sipped his glass of ice water and smiled. “My girl is finally coming home tomorrow.”

      Hope used tongs to put a corncob on her plate. “Only because you bribed my former packmates to help finish the stable in record time—all without my father knowing. If he finds out, he’ll be displeased.”

      Tak buttered his garlic roll. “Yes, but I’ll have my mare back.”

      Hope shook out her napkin. “Sometimes I think you love that horse more than you do me.”

      Tak flicked his eyes up to her in amusement, then leaned in close. “The sooner I get my mare back, the faster I can build the heat house.” He waggled his eyebrows, putting a blush on her cheeks.

      Melody yawned loudly as she entered the room. I glanced over my shoulder at her black leggings and jean shorts. She’d sewn purple material to the leg openings and back pockets. Melody’s bold personality was reflected in her clothing line, and she always experimented with designs. She didn’t focus on marketing to a specific age group, so the clothes ranged from sophisticated to funky. Hope often modeled Mel’s classier pants and blouses, testing out the fabric and fit for women with curves.

      Melody pulled out the wooden chair next to Hope and straddled it. “What’s for dessert?”

      “We haven’t eaten dinner yet,” Hope informed her.

      “I’m not that hungry.”

      Lakota put a piece of chicken on his plate. “Then just eat a little.”

      Mel twirled her hair around her index finger. “I had a big lunch.”

      “Don’t start with that again, female.” Lakota finished spooning a few pieces of okra onto the plate. “You promised to eat something. Dinner first.” He stood and handed her the plate of food he’d made. “Peach pie later,” he murmured, his fingers grazing hers.

      She gave him an amorous look. I wondered what the story was between those two and peach pie, because they brought it up every so often. And Bear had only made it once.

      Catcher’s toenails clicked against the floor from the kitchen entryway as he circled the table, sniffing each person he passed. Robyn occasionally gave him a plate at mealtime, but Catcher hunted during the day and rarely ate at the table. He usually found a spot behind either her or Tak and would listen to us chatter. It was a difficult adjustment having a Shifter around who always stayed in animal form, but Catcher had proven himself trustworthy. He had fought bravely for our pack, putting his life on the line.

      Bear pulled out the chair to my right. “Mind if I sit?”

      “Help yourself,” I replied.

      After he sat down, he lowered his voice and asked, “Is there something else you’d like for dinner? I can make it. No trouble at all.”

      Salem and I were the only ones with empty plates, but Salem always waited for Joy to finish before he started.

      “No, it’s not that,” I said, hoping my listless attitude didn’t offend him. “Work is taking a toll on me. I nearly had a heatstroke this afternoon while clearing out debris.”

      Tak knocked on the table to gather our attention. “Why don’t we take a vacation? My horse is coming⁠—”

      “Again with the horse,” Hope quipped.

      He flashed a grin at her before directing his comments to the group. “Hard work is good for the soul, but your souls look like they were dragged through a swamp. Take a break and sleep in. You deserve a respite.” He swirled the ice in his glass. “Hope and I are leaving town for a couple of days.”

      Montana’s head appeared next to Bear. “What for?”

      Lakota leaned forward and met eyes with Montana. “Mother’s Day. My parents are flying down from Cognito, so we’re having a get-together. Lucian’s coming too. That means you’ll be in charge while we’re gone.”

      No one had officially proclaimed Montana as the third-ranked wolf, which was known as the gamma, but it was inferred. He was rational, calm, and a problem solver, so we looked to him for guidance and leadership when Tak and Lakota weren’t around.

      Joy set her fork down and wiped her mouth with a napkin. “That’s so sweet. Do you have anything special planned?”

      “A famous Weston cookout,” Melody replied while poking at her chicken. “That’s the name of my family’s pack. When they throw a party, they do it with gusto. After we pig out and catch up on family gossip, I plan to take all three moms on a shopping spree at Moonglow.”

      “That’s a lot of moms,” Virgil remarked.

      “I’m closing the store early,” she went on. “That way they can have it all to themselves. It sucks that they’re always buying things to support us when we don’t need their help anymore, so we’re treating them to anything they want for free. Especially Lakota’s adoptive mother. She lives out of town and never gets to shop in our store.”

      Lakota tore open a roll. “Is that what you think?”

      “That’s what I know,” Melody stated.

      “So your employee didn’t mention an order for a cat purse she shipped to Cognito?”

      Melody set down her fork and frowned. “The one with the black cat on it and the mismatched eyes?”

      “My father calls your employee every two weeks to get the scoop on new inventory. Then he relays it to the family. Her best friend bought the purse and had it shipped up there as a surprise. My mom used to have a cat that looked like that.”

      “So that’s where the purse went!” Melody sat back and shook her head. “The receipt didn’t have a name on it. You’ve got a sneaky family.” After picking up her utensils again, she turned her attention to Joy. “Anyhow, it’s going to be a few days of food, wine, and shopping. Mainly just the girls. My aunt also arranged for a spa day. That’s not really my thing, but I suppose my legs could use a wax.”

      Lakota sputtered with laughter.

      Joy picked up her silverware and sliced her chicken. “It sounds like a beautiful celebration.”

      I caught a bend in her voice.

      Mother’s Day was a human holiday. Most Breeds didn’t acknowledge those holidays because they raised complicated emotions. All Vampires eventually lost their mothers, for instance. And even though Shifters had healing magic, pregnant women couldn’t shift to heal. That led to pregnancy and childbirth complications, which weren’t uncommon. We were semi-immortal and could die in many different ways, so it was unrealistic to assume one’s parents would live forever. Joy was older than me, and I wondered about her past. She had a kind and nurturing spirit, always thinking of others and checking in on everyone. I guessed she had lost her family, and they must have been good people to raise such a sweet and gentle woman. Yet she never discussed her home life in depth, only bits and pieces. To be fair, we were all still getting to know one another, and it wasn’t easy opening up to people.

      Bear stabbed a savory chicken breast and filled my plate. “Cast-iron chicken with my special seasoning. If you’re tired, it’s because your wolf needs protein for energy. You like okra?”

      I could listen to Bear read an instruction manual on refrigerator repair. His smooth Texas drawl and deep voice was sex on a stick. Since most of our packmates were city folk, we had formed an instant connection. That didn’t mean I was a country bumpkin who had never experienced life. At one hundred and three, I was no spring chicken.

      Speaking of chickens, wake up and eat.

      Bear filled my plate with fried okra and pinto beans. I declined the grilled corn and garlic rolls after deciding it was more than my stomach would accept. Bear’s food was so delicious that I finished the sides before touching the chicken.

      After swallowing the last bite of my okra, I said, “This is incredible.”

      He tilted his head and smiled, his brown eyes twinkling. “Wait’ll you taste my thigh.”

      Virgil snorted and continued dissecting his roll and dipping it into the pinto bean juice.

      While everyone else used utensils, Archer ate his chicken with his hand. Cutting meat took longer for him since he only had one arm. If it was boneless, he usually chopped it up with a knife first. Tonight’s chicken was easy to pick up and eat, but he’d had a difficult time the other night when Bear served bone-in chicken breasts in cream sauce. When Joy had offered to cut his meat for him, he isolated himself in silence for the rest of the meal.

      I watched Lucian across the table to my right, scrolling through messages on his phone. The screen illuminated his face, and his blank expression didn’t give the slightest hint at what he might be looking at. Had his family sent pictures? Immortals avoided photographs to prevent discovery, but phones with password protection changed everything. Lucian had recently shown me a family photo of his brothers, all of whom possessed desirable Chitah traits of light hair and tall stature.

      Chitahs weren’t Shifters, and the name wasn’t even spelled the same as the animal. Their Breed had stereotypical physical traits that were not only considered desirable among their own kind but were also the standard. Being defective with dark hair and a shorter stature must have been tough for Lucian—both now and growing up. It explained his reclusive personality. That man spent more time with his surveillance cameras than he did with his packmates.

      Of course, packmates weren’t required to be sociable. Chitahs and Shifters didn’t usually live together, but we had a similar nature and way of life that centered on family. We shifted into animals, whereas they had a primal animal inside them that governed their behavior. It created unique physical traits in them that came out when their emotions were heightened, such as the upper and lower fangs and cheetah-like spotted pattern. Maybe because of that underlying thread, we understood each other better than most Breeds. As long as Lucian joined us for meals and pulled his weight, he fit in just fine aside from having the personality of a snapping turtle. Lucian didn’t possess a filter between his brain and his mouth, and in any debate, he always presumed he was right. Krys was similar. Only, he had the personality of a vicious honey badger.

      “I want to build a fence,” Tak announced, which silenced the chatter. “That field behind the house is good for grazing, but I need to keep my horse penned.”

      I swallowed a bite of chicken. “I hope you don’t mean one of those barbed fences.”

      “No, nothing that will injure her or our wolves,” he assured me.

      “I have an idea,” Lakota piped in. “We can build a wooden rail fence without the bottom slats. It’ll be tall enough to keep her penned, but the opening at the bottom will give our wolves easy access at night when we’re running around.”

      “Why does your wolf need to be in my horse’s field?”

      Lakota set down his glass. “Maybe he’ll be tired after a run and not want to walk all the way around.”

      “Maybe he’s lazy.”

      The two men tittered like schoolboys.

      Tak wiped his mouth. “Now that the stable is done, perhaps I’ll divide the jobs. Virgil can oversee construction of the heat house while others build the fence. I first need to call the contractors to level the ground and lay the foundation.”

      As much as we needed a heat house, I preferred a hotel. A woman’s scent changed while in heat, and it drove men wild with lust. Simple biology. Even mated Shifters got aroused by the scent. They wouldn’t act on it, of course, but what about the rest? Would the temptation drive them to knock on my door? Those without a shred of decency might try, so how could I trust these men not to seduce me? I had never lived in a pack as a full-grown woman, so I had concerns.

      Heaven help me if Virgil Nightingale wanted to be the savior of my hormonal firestorm. Would I have the common sense to deny him? If not, I’d have little Virgils running around.

      Outside of rare instances, heat is the only time a female Shifter gets pregnant. A heat house around here would offer privacy, just not enough for my comfort level. Even with mated couples, not every woman wants to get pregnant. Without a little distance, there’s too much temptation otherwise. Only sex can alleviate the terrible pain. It’s a primal calling that turns our ovaries into the dick whisperer. Common sense goes out the window.

      “How was it?” Bear asked, snapping me out of my musings.

      “Dee-licious.” I bumped my shoulder against his thick arm. “You should open your own restaurant.”

      He held up his fork and examined his okra. “I wouldn’t go that far.”

      “I would,” Virgil said, eating his chicken with his bare hands the same way Archer was doing. “If you have a talent and nothing’s holding you back, use it. I despise cooking.” He dropped the chicken bone onto his plate and licked his fingers. “When they first invented TV dinners, I lived off those for a decade. And back then, we only had two or three options.”

      “Have you been to a grocery store lately?” Archer finished swallowing his roll. “How many types of cereal does a person need? I spend more time looking than buying. Then I wind up with those variety packs so I can have it all.”

      Virgil pulled a bone out of his mouth. “Story of my life.”

      “That reminds me,” Tak began. “Bear has plenty of meat in the freezer, so I don’t want anyone hunting deer. I saw a fawn at the far end of our property when I was out yesterday, which means her mother is grazing nearby.”

      Lakota set down his glass. “In other words, don’t kill Bambi’s mom on Mother’s Day.”

      “Exactly.”

      Wolves are predators. Though we have no control over our wolf’s actions, we communicate our wishes to them. Since most Shifter animals can smell a new mother, we avoid them. Maybe it’s the human in us that steers our wolves away from the kill, or maybe it’s that our wolves aren’t hunting for their survival.

      Lucian craned his neck and searched the bowls on the table. “Are there any onions?”

      Lakota took another piece of chicken from the platter. “I’m putting you in charge of the onion garden. How’s that sound?”

      “That remains to be seen,” Lucian muttered. “I don’t garden.”

      “You will,” Tak said, inviting no argument. “Some of these foods, we can grow ourselves. Onions, tomatoes, cucumbers, okra, peppers—why am I throwing away money on store-bought vegetables that someone sprayed with pesticides? And then you pay extra for them to hold the chemicals.” He pushed his empty plate forward. “Lakota never mentioned his uncle had an onion addiction I’d have to support.”

      Everyone laughed except Lucian.

      Getting familiar with my packmates’ habits was a real hoot. Lucian devoured raw onions like nobody’s business, Hope enjoyed morning strolls and getting lost in her thoughts, Krys had an unhealthy obsession with checking the locks on all the windows even in the daytime, Salem always had his nose buried in a book while nibbling on black licorice, Joy sneaked out at night to catch lightning bugs, and I’d probably seen Virgil in his underpants more than any other man.

      “I was thinking about getting a job,” I blurted out.

      Everyone hushed.

      Did I say that out loud? While we still have work to do around the house?

      Tak flicked his dark eyes up and stroked his chin. “What kind of job?”

      “Nothing that’ll steal me away from pack obligations,” I promised him. “But I’m not used to manual labor. You healthy boys fling tree stumps like you’re at the Olympic Games, and I’m barely able to push a wheelbarrow. I’ve worked hard outside and haven’t complained once, but now I’d like to help with the interior. We need furniture and rugs so we have a place to gather besides the dining table. All these empty rooms need a woman’s touch.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m hoping for tonight,” Virgil said with a lecherous grin. “A woman’s touch.”

      Robyn, who was sitting beside her man, leaned forward to snag Tak’s attention. “Mercy painted her bedroom wall, and I think you should see it. She has a good eye for decorating. Her room is a magazine spread.”

      “It’s not done,” I informed them. “But I’d like it to be. I just haven’t had the time or energy. The house is a work in progress, but we’re constantly focusing on the outside. Is it necessary to work on one project at a time when we still need to paint, install socket covers, and plug in a few lamps? Some of these hallways are so dark at night that it’s a wonder nobody’s fallen down the stairs. We haven’t even bought towel bars for the bathrooms. Does every single one of us have to be outside, hauling lumber and erecting walls? Why not let the creatives work on the inside? Otherwise, you’re gonna wind up with naked ladies on the wall of every common room.”

      Everyone glared at Virgil, who continued eating as if oblivious to the harsh stares.

      “Mercy makes a valid point,” Hope agreed. “My gosh, we worked countless hours to complete the stable so you could get your precious pony back.” She touched her mate’s hand, a sly smile on her face.

      Arms still folded on the table, Tak stared vacantly at his plate. “True. I sped things up to get my mare. Rushing is never ideal, but we also had help. There’s still work to be done but nothing as urgent as the fence. It’s a good point. I see no reason to work on one project at a time. Lakota will delegate who works inside and who outside.”

      “Can I still get a job?” I asked.

      He arched an eyebrow. “Is work that boring around here?”

      Hoping not to insult the man, I said, “It might be a good idea for us to socialize with the people in town. Drinking in bars isn’t the best way to make friends. That’s not the reputation we should build in a new place.”

      Archer put his arm around Virgil. “She means us.”

      “I can still work on the house,” I continued. “If I took a job in the early morning or afternoon, that would give me enough time to come home and work on projects.”

      Tak laced his fingers together and held them in front of his chin. “And you’ll have the energy for this?”

      “I’m practically solar powered. Besides, I don’t plan on working at a lumberyard.”

      Melody reached for the butter. “Most packs who run a business hire their own, especially around here. A lot of them are independent contractors. It sucks, but that’s how it works in rural communities. I’m not even sure if anyone’s hiring.”

      “That’s because they haven’t met me.” I poked an ice cube around in my tea glass. “I’m very persuasive. And I can spot when a person needs help. If it becomes a problem, I’ll quit. But with all the work we’re putting into the house, a little extra money wouldn’t hurt us none. What better way to get to know people around here?”

      Aside from my parents, I’d never had to ask permission for any choice in my life. My folks were mountain people. Our group wasn’t technically a pack, since we didn’t have an alpha.

      “Of course, it’s up to you to decide what’s best,” I said, putting my hands in my lap.

      Tak dropped his napkin over his plate. “I appreciate that you came to me with this. It shows respect. If you can still manage your duties around here, I have no concerns about you getting an outside job. Once we finish the big projects, everyone can decide what to do with their free time without my approval.”

      “You won’t be sorry,” I promised him. “I was thinking about waitressing somewhere. I’ve got experience, and it’s the sort of job that’ll allow me to interact with more people. I’m only looking to work at a Breed establishment.”

      “Are you sure that’s wise?” Lucian set down his glass. “Customers save the bigger tips for voluptuous women. Or redheads.”

      “That wasn’t nice,” Robyn hissed.

      Lucian glanced up, seemingly bemused that someone had taken offense. “For your information, I’m only telling you the facts from a male’s point of view. Chitahs tip taller women and Chitah servers, and Shifters like women with big⁠—”

      “That’s enough,” Bear said with a firm punch to his words.

      “Calm down, boys.” I held up my hands to defuse the situation. “I’m not easily offended. Lucian makes a good point, but my personality compensates for any physical shortcomings. Personality goes a long way in the service industry, and I can charm the skin off a snake.”

      “Maybe you should find something else,” Bear suggested in a rumbling voice. “Some of those men at Dragonfly’s don’t know how to treat a lady.”

      “Oh, I’m not gonna work there. Nothing against your Vampire friend,” I said to Melody, “but their customers are handsy, and I didn’t see any bouncers. I’m sure he has some but not enough to keep an eye on everyone. More servers also means more competition. I plan to get a job at the Rabbit Lounge.”

      Melody spit out her drink. After wiping her chin, she asked, “At Calvin’s bar? Have you met the man? He’s a lunatic. A few guys in town won’t go in there anymore because they’re afraid. Calvin doesn’t hire people.”

      “He will once he meets me.”

      Melody gave Lakota a concerned look. “Calvin once tossed me out because I asked for a root beer. True story.”

      “All the more reason,” I said. “If he’s doling out insults and throwing people out, they need incentive to come back. He needs me—he just doesn’t know it yet. Don’t you worry. I’ll find work one way or another.” I clutched Bear’s thick arm, and it was firm beneath my touch. “This supper was beyond delicious, but if I don’t get some shut-eye, I’m gonna pass out on the floor from exhaustion.”

      “No dessert?” he asked.

      “Not tonight. And don’t tell me what you fixed and make me regret leaving the table.”

      “Yes, ma’am. I’ll save you some.”

      That was sweet of him, especially at a table of people who devoured his desserts like ravenous wolves.

      Everyone resumed their chatter, excited about the vacation and shift in work duties. When I scooted my chair back, Bear stood. He didn’t let me take my plate to the kitchen, and he only sat back down after I pushed in my chair and walked away.

      How is a man like him not mated with kids? He must be young and still playing the field.

      I didn’t know everyone’s true age. That wasn’t a topic immortals cared about, and the older ones stopped counting. Sometimes I guessed the era from the memories they shared. Humans loved the question. They were obsessed with age and even named generations things like “baby boomers,” “millennials,” “Generation X”—I never saw the point. After meeting a few idiots born in the time of pharaohs, I learned that a person’s character matters more than the number.

      After reaching the end of the hall, I entered the shadowy living room and stood to the right of the fireplace by an open doorway that looked into the giant art room. During the day, an abundance of light poured in from the two south-facing windows opposite the door. The left wall had a window overlooking the front yard, and in the morning, sunlight painted a yellow rectangle on the wood floor.

      Melody and Hope planned to use this space for designing jewelry, clothing, purses, shoes, and more. Both outsourced a great deal of labor to third parties so they could focus on new designs and special projects. The room wouldn’t be exclusive to them, however. Tak invited anyone with a passion for art to enjoy the space so long as they respected Melody and Hope’s work hours. After all, Moonglow was the pack’s bread and butter.

      Our house was a shell of what it would one day become, and it was thrilling to be here from the beginning.

      I thought about finding work. My wolf understood the value of a pack, but I still had lingering doubts. I was single with no wealth or skills, and that made me a weak link. Tak might change his mind and let me go, so it was imperative for me to find a job and prove myself an essential packmate, especially now that I’d grown attached to everyone. Tak and Lakota were fair leaders who protected us, and that was invaluable.

      I headed back upstairs to my room and closed the door. After changing clothes, I switched off my butterfly lamp, crawled onto my soft bed, and pulled the corner of the blanket over me instead of getting beneath the sheets.

      Between finding employment and working on the house, so many thoughts were swimming in my head. Suddenly, I had responsibilities and plans. I had a pack of my own, and people trusted and believed in me.

      My life was idyllic, and that was saying a lot, especially since most of it, I couldn’t remember.
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      One thing I never had to fret about with a pixie haircut was spending a lot of time styling it. The sides were short and the top a little longer, so I only needed a dollop of hair gel before running my fingers through it. That morning, I spent more time than usual getting myself together.

      After parking my powder-blue Vespa by the Rabbit Lounge entrance, I took off my white helmet and stored it in the seat compartment. Luckily the helmet was small enough to fit.

      My favorite outfit always included jean capris, but Calvin needed to know what type of woman I was, so first impressions mattered if I wanted to gain his favor. I dusted off my white capris, and after adjusting my crop top, which matched my heart-shaped turquoise earrings, I opened the door and entered the establishment.

      Dragonfly’s and Sonic had been our two main outings as a pack. We usually went out in pairs or small groups, so I wanted to find a place for us to hang out as a family—a home away from home.

      Upon first glance, the Rabbit Lounge looked like a typical pool hall with nothing else to do but drink. No television, no music—not even a jukebox, which was a nostalgic fixture in most Breed bars. There weren’t any signs that indicated they served food or had drink specials.

      A slender bartender with long grey hair and a leather vest watched me from across the bar. He stroked his grey goatee, light glinting off the silver rings on his fingers. “Lost, honey?”

      “Not as lost as you, by the looks of things.” I set my small purse on the bar and tried not to laugh at the saddle barstools. Three men were sitting in them, nursing their drinks.

      “Are you Calvin?”

      “I am,” the bartender said. “What can I get you?”

      “A job.”

      Calvin wiped the counter with a clean rag. “That’s not on the menu.”

      I read the sign above the alcohol bottles that listed flat rates for the beer and alcohol, which also included a house special. “There’s not a whole lot on that menu. I can help you with that. Looks like you’re the only one managing this establishment. One man can’t worry about minor details like drink specials, snacks, cleaning, or decor.”

      “Decor,” he said with a chuckle.

      One of the patrons looked up from his glass. “I told you we need snacks. You see? She gets it.”

      Calvin glowered at him.

      I smiled at Calvin’s hair. Up close, it was fifty shades of grey, but I would never say that out loud, as he might not get the reference, let alone find it amusing.

      I hopped on a saddle to be more at his level. “My name is Mercy Breedlove, and I’m the answer to all your problems. Not only will I deliver drinks and keep this place immaculate, but I’ll increase your revenue.”

      That caught his attention.

      Calvin folded his arms over the bar and gave me a contemptuous look. “And how do you propose to do that?”

      “First of all,” I said quietly, “you’re underpricing your drinks. I suppose you think you need to compete with that club down the road, but that’s a different crowd. People come here for other reasons, and it ain’t the drinks.”

      His eyebrows knitted. “And what reasons are those?”

      “Have you been to Dragonfly’s? It’s nice for a special evening or hooking up, but you can’t have a decent conversation with all the noise. The music in one room is so loud that you can’t think straight. People come here to have a good time and catch up with friends. It’s cozy, and nobody has to worry about fixin’ their hair or puttin’ on a tie. If you had a little help, you’d have more time to invest in business matters.”

      He raked me over with his eyes and zeroed in on my chest. “You’re not exactly what draws men in.”

      I snorted. “And neither are you with that stringy hair that hasn’t been washed since the pandemic. I only see men in here, so you need to think of how to draw in the women. You’re cutting your revenue in half by making this into a man cave. I get along with everyone. I once befriended an original Viking who wore a bone necklace made from his enemies. Can’t make it up.”

      One man cackled. “I like her, Calvin. If you don’t hire her, you’re as dumb as you look.”

      Calvin snapped his fingers at him. “That’s your last beer today.”

      The man gave him an indignant look before downing his beverage and storming out.

      Boy, does this place need my help.

      I leaned in closer and lowered my voice. “Look, I get it. A stranger walks into your place of business and talks about how they can fix things—of course you’re gonna feel insulted. Maybe you’re always this gruff, but I have a feeling it’s stress from doing everything yourself. If you’re the only one cleaning the bathrooms, I don’t blame you for being grumpy. This bar is amazing and has potential for growth. I’m a hard worker. All I’m askin’ is that you pay me what’s fair. I’ll earn the rest in tips.”

      He canted his head, his steely eyes filled with derision. “Look around. Do they look like men who tip? Because they sure as shit don’t tip me.”

      A smile flirted around the corners of my mouth. “You’d be surprised by what people will do to show their appreciation. Some of these folks don’t just want a beer; they want a friend. They want a place where someone’s nice to them.”

      “If they want nice, they can get it at home.”

      “Not if they have domestic troubles or stress at work. Maybe some of them come here to get away from all the negativity or loneliness. But they might actually look forward to coming in more often if there’s a friendly face—someone who asks about their day and laughs at their jokes. I’m a people person.” I studied his face, and he was definitely taking it all in. “But you need to raise your prices and put more cocktails on the menu. It also wouldn’t hurt to serve free drinks to the ladies one night a week. Not forever, just long enough to get them in here. You can run different specials down the road. Over at Dragonfly’s, it’s half-price on certain days. We can do better. That’ll bring in women who seem to avoid this place like the plague.”

      Calvin stroked his grey goatee and sighed. His silver rings were a mix of wings and skulls, and if I’d met him on the street, I would think he was part of a motorcycle club. He stared at me for a spell before straightening, his palms braced against the bar. “The last worker I hired came in late.”

      Relief sank in when I realized he was considering it. “I’m dependable, but I can’t work nights because of pack commitments. By the looks of things, you could stand to drum up business during the day. Also, don’t ask me to dress in anything skimpy if you aren’t willing to wear the same thing. I prefer my capris, and sneakers are easier on my feet when I’m standing all day. I promise I won’t look sloppy.”

      He arched his eyebrow. “If I need to leave, do you know how to take orders and work the register? Do you need a step stool?”

      Clearly he was trying to push my buttons to see if I could handle his customers. Men—especially the tall ones—loved to make jokes about the fact I was five foot two. But short jokes didn’t bother me, because I had plenty of tall jokes to dish right back.

      “Show me how you collect money and where your drinks are, and I’ll handle the rest. Now, do you have an extra apron around here?”

      Calvin walked off and pulled one out from beneath the bar. I quickly put on the waist apron and tried not to gloat. Sometimes I had more confidence than common sense, but that’s what it took to get a job. In Breed bars, you didn’t need experience, recommendations, or even a bartending license. All you needed was the mouth of a car salesman.

      “What do you want me to call you?” I asked. “Do you have a last name? Mr. Calvin? Boss?”

      “If you call me Mr. Calvin, I’ll throw your ass out of here.” He shook his head. “Come on. I’ll give you the tour.”

      “Can we start with that?” I pointed at a pair of pants hanging by the entrance. Above it, a sign read: Pants Required.

      “Those are for Kevin,” he replied.

      “Who’s Kevin?”

      Everyone in the bar parroted my question and cackled.

      Calvin poured himself a drink. “Kevin’s a horse Shifter who does odd jobs. He doesn’t have a car, so he trots from one job to the next.” Calvin knocked back his drink. “His horse only carries around the tool bag, so that means Kevin works in the nude. Sometimes he tries to sneak in for a beer, but nobody sits in my seats without pants.”

      “That name rings a bell,” I said. “Someone in my pack mentioned him.”

      “Well, if that jackass shows his face in here, don’t let him sit down until he puts those pants on. I already had to replace a saddle, and these stools aren’t easy to find. They’re vintage.”

      “Like the jukebox you’re gonna buy,” I added, realizing it was the perfect segue. “If someone comes in here by themselves and all they hear are pool balls clacking, they’ll have their drink and head out. Music changes a person’s mood and makes them lose track of time. You can customize those things and set the volume. I see a little spot by the back hall where it would fit perfectly.”

      “You sure know how to talk your way into getting things.” He flipped his hair out of his eyes. “And I’m the idiot who fell for it.”

      I tried not to stare at his deformity, but it seemed rude to avoid looking. I’d seen many types of injuries among immortals. A missing ear wasn’t anywhere near as bad as Archer’s missing arm.

      I lowered my voice to above a whisper. “What’s your Breed? I know it’s rude to ask, but if we’re gonna work together, you need to know I’m a Shifter. So don’t do anything that’ll bring my wolf out. What do I need to know about you? Because I heard through the grapevine that you serve your sensory drinks from a bottle. You must be crazy. If word gets out, they’ll rob you for those.”

      He stepped away from the bar. “I only keep one bottle on the premises. People know not to fuck with me.”

      I’d already ruled out a Sensor as Calvin’s Breed. If that were the case, he would have been spiking the individual drinks with a touch of his finger. It was easier and safer, and the only establishments that purchased spiked bottles were ones that didn’t have Sensor employees. Bootlegging spiked liquor could land him in trouble with the law.

      Calvin guided me to the swing doors on the other side of the bar, which were on the same wall as the liquor. He pushed through them. “People around here think I’m a Shifter, and I let ’em. Most of my customers are Shifters, so I don’t talk about my Breed.”

      He bypassed the kitchen and ushered me down a narrow hallway to the right.

      “I won’t say anything,” I promised him. “Even if this job doesn’t pan out, you have my word. I just need to know what I can expect from you if there’s trouble.”

      Entering an office at the back left, Calvin crossed his arms. It wasn’t easy to guess his age, but in human years, the grey hair in varying shades placed him in his fifties or sixties. He looked as though he’d lived a hard life three times over. Despite being on the lean side, he appeared fit.

      “I’m a Mage,” he finally said. “Keep it to yourself. It’s not a huge secret, but my Chitah customers might quit coming in if they found out.”

      “Not all Chitahs are prejudiced against your kind.”

      “Says the wolf.” He leaned against the edge of the open door. “I hear them talking shit. Sometimes a little mystery can make life easier.”

      I glanced at a black-and-white photo on the wall. “If you never tell anyone, why are you tellin’ me?”

      Calvin walked over to a desk and opened a drawer. “Because I make stupid fucking decisions. Like buying this bar, for instance. I thought it would be easy money because everyone likes to drink. I didn’t think I’d be spending my whole day dealing with peons and jackasses.” He shoved an accounting book into my hands. “I don’t like people who bolster their abilities with empty promises. Look this over. It’s my income and expenses. If you can either make or save me money like you claim, you’re hired. If not, get your ass out.”
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      When Calvin handed me that accounting book, he assumed I wouldn’t make good on my promise. While I’d never done accounting, it came to me naturally. Calvin documenting his expenses inside a book instead of computer software revealed his reluctance to change. Older immortals had difficulty adjusting to changing technology. Even though I was born in the era before television, computers didn’t intimidate me.

      After finishing my assessment, I left notes on his desk and began working tables. Customers were genuinely tickled that someone was coming to their tables and checking on them—something Calvin never did. In fact, it made them order more drinks. And I’d already received big tips.

      I set a tray of empty glasses on the bar. “Why don’t you have food on the menu?”

      “I can’t cook.” Calvin removed the glasses and cleaned them in the sink behind the bar. He’d shown me earlier how to wash them but cut the demonstration short when I asked why he didn’t use a dishwasher.

      “But you have a full kitchen back there,” I reminded him.

      “It came with the place. A kitchen doesn’t make me a cook. I once tried selling microwaved food, but all I heard was bitching and moaning.”

      I tapped my fingernails on the counter, eager to hear his thoughts on my findings. “Did you have time to look over my notes?”

      His loveless eyes flicked up. Calvin was a cantankerous man who insulted his customers with wild abandon, but he wasn’t dumb. I gathered that running all aspects of a business had inundated him, which was understandable.

      “You mean the notes with every damn thing you want me to spend money on?” He scowled. “I don’t see how buying Shifter-brewed beer is going to save me money. I’ve seen their quotes, and it’s higher than what I pay for the commercial stuff.”

      “You sell Budweiser. Imported beer can stay on the menu, but people can get a Bud at the grocery store. Will Shifter beer cost you more up front? Yes. But that’s why you charge more. People expect to pay a premium for Shifter beer. If you think these fellas won’t pay, you’re underestimating them.” I spun on my heel and raised my voice. “Who wants Shifter-brewed beer on the menu?”

      The whoops and cheers were deafening.

      “And do you know why they want Shifter beer?” I asked Calvin. “Because most of them are Shifters. It’s a pride thing. Not only does it taste a thousand times better than the human stuff, but we like supporting our own. It means the money stays in the Breed community. That’s why they’re not going to human bars. Do you think anyone’s going to Dragonfly’s for their beer? That place focuses on cocktails, and that’s fine. They’re not our competition. Dump the human beer for Shifter brewed. Locate a brewery in the area. If you’re not sure who to trust, find out who they sell to and talk to those people. You can probably work with them to get a discount. I’m not sure how that works, but you still need to change a few more things to make it worth coming here.”

      He continued avoiding eye contact. “And what changes are those? More that’ll cost me?”

      “You gotta spend money to make money,” I informed him. “Get a jukebox, and buy a few neon lights to dress it up in here. And hire a cook. You don’t have to offer a big menu or serve food all day. Create a four-hour lunch window and offer beer at discounted prices during those hours. They’ll come for beer but smell that savory food cooking. Draw in the families during the day. They can’t take their kids to a place like Dragonfly’s, and there’s nowhere else to go around here.” I took a deliberate look around the establishment. “Look at all the empty seats, Calvin. This can be more than just a place where people get wasted.”

      He finished drying the last glass. “Yep. I’m going to regret this. I don’t suppose you know anyone who can cook?”

      Only one person came to mind, but offering his name without his permission wasn’t considerate. Bear cooked all the meals for the pack, and that often required hours of preparation. On top of that, he was doing manual labor outdoors. Bear worked the equivalent of two full-time jobs. Was it fair to ask him to work a third without getting his opinion?

      “I’ll see what I can do,” I promised Calvin. “Please think about ditching human beer, and stop selling yourself short. This place could generate a substantial profit if you’re willing to take a few chances.”

      “I don’t see how a few fucking onion rings are going to matter,” he grumbled. “I’ve eaten the food at that other place. It’s good.”

      “Ain’t it, though? Their steak was delicious. But if this works out, I know someone who cooks even better. He can make anything from beef enchiladas to seafood, but where he really shines is Southern food. Barbecue ribs, slow-cooked pot roast, chicken and dumplings, and a homemade macaroni that’s to die for.”

      “Fuck me. You’re a regular Mary Poppins, flying in on your umbrella to fix all my troubles.” He wagged his finger at me. “If your ideas wind up costing me, you’re working here for free until you’ve cleared your debt. That means I’ll garnish your tips along with your wages. I’ll talk to your Packmaster about it, but that’s the deal. This is my ass on the line—my money.” He threw his rag in the sink. “I’m not gonna get a wink of sleep tonight. Goddammit!”

      “Watch that potty mouth of yours. There are ladies present. You can’t talk that way if women and children come in.”

      He turned around and stalked off. “Fuck me.”

      I strutted over to the four men playing pool. “How are you gentlemen doing over here? Can I refill that pitcher for you?”

      One of them offered a sympathetic smile. “You don’t have to take his shit.”

      “Who? Calvin? He’s as harmless as a toothless gator. I had a belligerent granddaddy like him,” I said, collecting the empty pitcher.

      “Is he really gonna sell Shifter beer?” the man asked. “Most of the breweries have exclusive contracts. I should know. I’ve got an uncle who works at one.”

      Putting my arm around him, I said, “You might be my new best friend.”
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1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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