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Chapter 1
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I showed up at the job interview with salt packets in my pocket and a grease stain on my right knee. Scanning the museum steps for a woman with a rose pinned to her blouse, I came up empty. Good. I was early enough to nip inside and wash up.

Unfortunately, I didn’t quite make it to the ladies’ room before words a human wouldn’t have been able to decipher percolated into my lupine-enhanced ears.

“I’d hit that.”

“Mm mm, me too!”

I turned just a little so the glass case I was walking past reflected the faces of the girls behind me. They were around my sister’s age. Sixteen, fueled by raging hormones, and currently proving that men weren’t the only ones who objectified members of the opposite sex.

“I mean look at that butt.”

“Can’t. Too busy with his biceps.”

They sounded like they wanted to lick the object of their admiration. And even though I was on a deadline, I swiveled all the way around so I could follow their gaze.

No wonder the girls were excited. The man leaning forward to peer at the brush strokes of a Renoir measured over six feet of rope-thick muscles. His shoulders were so wide I wouldn’t have been surprised if he had to turn sideways to fit through doorways.

He also moved with the grace of a werewolf. I flared my nostrils then coughed as my throat flooded with the wildness that only another shifter could exude.

My fists clenched. Coming face to face with a male werewolf was bad news, even if both of us were currently playing human. If I was lucky, this stranger would acknowledge my right to pass through a territory I didn’t rightfully belong in after he saw the rectangle of paper in my pocket. But my get-out-of-jail-free card wasn’t likely to hold up to many testings. Better to fly under the radar....

Leave. Now, my inner wolf whispered. Our heart rate sped up. Human feet were pointing toward the exit with wolf speed hurrying their motion when the girls hissed out disappointment.

“Ew. What a face.”

“I’d still do him...if he tied a bag over his head.”

Their words descended into giggles and curiosity stole my momentum. This time, I turned all the way around to see what grotesqueness had squashed their juvenile infatuation.

I was too late to catch more than a glimpse before the man angled his body away from us. I’d seen enough, however, to note the relevant facts.

Skin a middling brown that I suspected spoke to a Latin American heritage. Bushy eyebrows. A nose that had been broken and reset without medical attention. Scars, multiple scars.

But that wasn’t the reason the girls had reacted so negatively. The charisma of an alpha—and he was an alpha; I could smell that on him—should have attracted human women as thoroughly as it intrigued female werewolves. Only, something was off about this particular specimen. Something related to the scars streaking through what might otherwise have been appealing features.

I cocked my head, trying to understand the girls’ repulsion. This was an unexpected twist in the well-worn path of werewolf charisma. The strength of an alpha, apparently, could either attract or repel.

And as I squinted, I could almost see what had turned the teenagers off about Mr. Broad Shoulders. More than the scars. Something deeper....

Then I blinked and my face blindness kicked back in.

Well, my face blindness plus his evasive action. Instead of responding with the rage I would have expected, the alpha turned even further so we couldn’t catch even a glimpse of his supposed ugliness. Maybe that’s why I broke my cardinal rule—never draw attention to yourself.

“The perfect male body,” I mused aloud. “A rare art form. I believe I saw two specimens on the fourth floor, third gallery over from the stairs.”

I had, too. Last Sunday when I wandered through the Roman marbles. The men in question, let me be clear, were statues. Naked, though. Muscular. Perfectly featured. The girls would appreciate their chiseled physiques.

I was tempted to add a zinger. Something about the cold harshness that often went hand in hand with perfect masculine beauty. The warmth of spirit that was far more important outside museums.

But these girls were kids. Too young to know better.

So I let their giggling recede without dousing them in the cold water of adult wisdom. Then I turned my own feet toward the exit, already thinking ahead to my upcoming meeting...

...and ran into a wall of hot, living werewolf chest.

***
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“THAT WAS SWEET, CHICA.” His voice was deep, gravelly. Before I could retreat, he took a single step sideways. Now he was toeing the line of appropriate personal space while also opening my path to the exit in case I needed to make a run for it.

And I did need to make a run for it. I’d wasted my hand-washing minute educating teenagers. If I didn’t leave now, I’d be late to the job interview. Which, in turn, was likely to cascade into making me late visiting my sister. Late preventing family drama from a stepfather who reveled in inserting monkey wrenches into my well-laid plans.

But my feet merely swiveled so I could stare upward into the face of the stranger. He was taller than I’d thought from a distance. Maybe because he’d been striving at the time not to scare gawking teenagers? Had his shoulders been hunched earlier? His spine bent?

Whatever the reason, I was the scared one now. Or maybe scared wasn’t the proper word. Some heavy emotion I couldn’t quite fathom struck me in the chest area. It was abruptly hard to breathe.

“But unnecessary,” the man continued, and for a moment I forgot what he was talking about. “I know what I look like.”

Oh, right. Human standards of external beauty.

“We have such a strange obsession with facial symmetry,” I observed, forgetting for a moment that I was talking to a male werewolf who could likely freeze me in my steps and force me to do his bidding. “Presumably based on the evolutionary advantage of choosing the healthiest mate. Infections during childhood....”

“These scars didn’t come from childhood infection.” His head cocked and he smiled, a slow display of sharp teeth that—I’ll admit—sent a tremor down my spine. I flinched and his mouth snapped shut, lips going instantly flat.

“I apologize.” His eyes struck the floor, as if he was afraid of me.

I wanted to stay and tell him he had nothing to apologize for. Because even as the tremor flew through me, I understood it for what it was—instinct no more rational than that which had disgusted the teenagers.

But I was late. My sister needed the cash this job would offer.

And this man was a werewolf. Dangerous to me in ways I couldn’t afford to handle. A threat to my tenuous understanding with another alpha, one that allowed me to see my sister while she lived far too close to the heart of his territory.

“Keep your chin up,” I told the stranger as I spun toward the open door. And why, when distance eased the tightness in my chest, was I left feeling heavy rather than light?
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Chapter 2
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I recognized my employer-to-be by the rose on her blouse, just like she’d promised. Unfortunately, my handshake wasn’t up to her standards.

“What have you been handling, Athena?” Marina offered in lieu of a greeting. Pulling a dainty, lace-edged handkerchief out of her handbag, she dabbed at her fingers as if we were attending a tea party rather than hovering at the edge of a roiling crowd.

Oops. I’d lost track of the grease from my sister’s fries in the midst of my werewolf sighting. Still, I wasn’t the only one who’d overshot societal cues.

“I replied to your message telling you this was a bad time,” I countered, “but your account had been closed.”

As I spoke, my gaze dropped to my cell phone. Harper’s weekly visiting window started in two hours. And while I’d been willing to be late to this job interview, if I didn’t show up in a timely manner at my sister’s boarding school afterwards, her dad would sneak in and “visit” instead....

“Do you have somewhere more important to be?” Marina’s voice was steely as she interrupted my contemplation of time and sisterhood.

I was losing whatever chance at this job I’d once had. Still, I answered honestly: “Yes.”

The word hovered between us for several seconds before Marina shrugged. “Then we might as well get on with it.”

As she spoke, she gestured up at the pseudo-Grecian facade of the museum behind us. Surely she didn’t mean...? I’d assumed this was a neutral public meeting place, not....

“I don’t steal from museums.” That clinched it. Marina was too much trouble and....

The check materialized out of nowhere. One moment my right hand was empty. The next moment, my fingers clasped a crisp rectangle of paper sporting more zeroes than I’d ever seen in my life.

I blinked. Magic? Or just my tired eyes playing tricks on me?

Either way, my free hand slipped into my pocket, feeling for the salt packet that went with my sister’s weekly fast-food treat. Harper liked her fries double-salted. She’d be sad if I lost her favorite seasoning.

Still, I found myself worrying one corner until it frayed open. Then I let a few grains dribble out onto the pavement. Better safe than sorry, right?

And...Marina took a single step backwards. Coincidence, I was sure of it. After all, magic didn’t exist. Well, I mean, magic other than werewolves.

Shaking off my uncertainty, I stuck to the tangible. “What’s this?” I asked, waving the check between us.

“The first half of your payment.” Marina leaned in closer than was really appropriate by human personal-space standards. She didn’t, however, step over the line of salt.

Still, she was close enough now for me to count her pores...or would have been if she’d had any. Instead, her skin was so smooth she might as well have been airbrushed. My nose, though, didn’t report any metallic hint of makeup.

Instead, Marina reeked of rose petals. Not from the flower at her lapel, which appeared to be a simple, unscented supermarket offering. But if the rose aroma emanated from a perfume, why couldn’t I distinguish an oil or alcohol base?

Curious. Still, it was the zeroes that prevented me from taking my own step backward, that prevented me from hightailing it away to my more important engagement. “What do you want in exchange for another check like this one?” I asked finally.

Marina’s lips didn’t turn upward, but I scented her smugness. I’d been the first to cave. She’d won that round.

“Follow me,” she promised, “and you’ll find out.”

***
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SHE TURNED AWAY, HEADING up the stairs without waiting to see if I’d follow. I flared my nostrils...and something furry and wild impinged.

Wolf. Not from Marina. Not from the ugly-fascinating man I’d met inside either. Instead, the scent rose from behind me, the variety of sub-odors suggesting multiple shifters were present amid the chattering humans entering and exiting the museum.

I itched to swivel and hunt for trouble. Instead, I kept my eyes on Marina. After all, she was the more immediate danger and I’d run out of salt.

“The museum doesn’t own the object in question,” she called back, heels clicking as she strode up the marble steps away from my stationary figure. “It’s on loan from a rich, white dude. And isn’t your sister’s tuition due soon?”

Her knowledge of my preferred thieving target—complete with slang that sounded awkward on her lips—plus my familial weakness was chilling. More dangerous than shifters because it was more focused. I dismissed the wolf scent and jogged to catch up with my maybe-boss.

“I chose you for this job because of your special abilities,” Marina continued as we wended our way past the recommended donation box. She ignored it while I dropped in a ten-dollar bill.

“Special abilities?”

“Furry abilities.”

My feet froze on the stairs I’d been following her up. My nostrils flared again.

But there was no wolf scent about Marina. No fur. No wildness. She shouldn’t have known what I was capable of.

Still, I disabused her of that notion. “I don’t use any furry abilities on the job.”

Not since making a deal with the local alpha, that is. Not since Harper had begun attending boarding school so close to the heart of Rowan McCallister’s pack.

“What, never? Well, no matter.” Marina’s voice was perfectly museum appropriate as she dismissed my refusal to use my wolf and returned to the object of her fixation. “Before the current owner took possession, the item had been in my family for generations.” She paused long enough to spear me with eyes bluer than the sky. “I’m not asking you to steal, Athena. I’m asking you to return what’s already been stolen.”

Again, she turned away, this time leading me into a well-lit gallery. We didn’t speak as she made a beeline for a glass case housing a metal bracer.

It was a decorative arm cuff, meant to be worn at the wrist. Three inches wide, made of pounded gold and silver.

The pattern portrayed a running wolf.

I shivered. A wolf...like me? Like the scent outside? Like the world I did my best to steer clear of?

Ignoring what felt like more than a coincidence, I focused on the sign beside the artifact. What I saw there made me shake my head in disappointment.

Of course Marina had lied. All of my employers lied sooner or later.

“This is over a thousand years old,” I noted, raising my eyebrows. “It was dug up last month somewhere in England. You couldn’t even bother dreaming up a story that matches the obvious facts?”

“It was stolen from a cemetery,” Marina countered. “A cemetery in which my ancestors were buried. Do your research. Then cash the check if you want the job.”

The sweetness of rose petals wafted past my nose as Marina turned away. She was leaving. Walking out on me.

Which was good. Safe. And yet....

All those zeroes prompted me to call after her. “What’s to prevent me from cashing the check then disappearing?”

At first, I thought she wasn’t going to answer. But Marina spun in a cloud of flowing fabric when she reached the arch separating the gallery from the hallway. Her hair looked more blue than black there. Her teeth appeared werewolf sharp.

“I wouldn’t recommend it. Harper would regret anything that prevented me from receiving my prize.”

Her use of my sister’s name chilled me down to my marrow. My breathing didn’t slow until the scent of rose petals had faded to nothing on my tongue.
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Chapter 3

[image: image]




I hadn’t decided whether to take the job, but I did my due diligence anyway. Wasted precious minutes pretending I was interested in other items in the gallery beyond the bracer so the security footage wouldn’t look so suspicious if this turned into a crime scene.

In fact, I was snapping photos of a Viking’s helmet when the scent of wolf once again surrounded me. This time it was closer. Stronger.

I whirled...then relaxed as I took in the same ugly shifter I’d met downstairs.

“You’re very recognizable,” I greeted him.

I’d intended my words as a compliment, my face blindness meaning that I often couldn’t pick out people I’d met only once or twice or, let’s be honest, seven times before. The stranger didn’t take it that way.

Instead, he sidestepped as if once again opening up my escape routes. His face tilted away from me so I could only see the unscarred left side, and his voice was apologetic as he rumbled, “I didn’t intend to startle you.”

“I wasn’t startled,” I began. But my nostrils flared and proved me wrong.

Because I didn’t smell wolf now. I smelled wolves, plural. More than this single gentleman in a shifter’s malleable skin.

I spun, not quite comfortable with having the wolf I knew at my back but even less comfortable with being unable to see the wolves I didn’t know. There were two of them. Both just as tall as the one behind me but totally different in every other way.

The one on the left was white, tattooed, and decked out in studded leather. A biker or biker wannabe. Definitely someone I’d cross the street to avoid passing alone at night.

The one on the right was black, clad in a suit that could only be tailored. As perfectly featured as Marina while still exuding virile masculinity. This one the chatty girls would have eaten up.

Still, something about his eyes suggested his gentility lay only skin deep. His wolf scent was overwhelming. The hairs on my arms stood on end.

So I was relieved that the biker spoke instead of the more dangerous man beside him. “What’s this?” he asked, his eyes skimming over me then rising to meet those of Mr. Ugly. “Tank?”

Tank’s answer confirmed his identity. “She was here when I arrived.”

For half a second, I relaxed into the already familiar rumble. Scary men stood between me and escape, but Tank wasn’t scary. He was gentle beneath his massive exterior. The kind of man who forced himself into a small box for the sake of skittish teenagers.

And...his breath was hot against the back of my neck.

Maybe not so safe then. Tank had advanced without me realizing, sandwiching me between himself and the other two shifters. His earlier sidestep now seemed less like politeness and more like baiting a trap.

A trap I’d blithely strolled into.

I swallowed. Tried to talk my way out of a situation that would have been better avoided. “Look, I have a card in my pocket from the local alpha. He’s granted me permission to hunt here....”

“Does it look,” Scary Suit asked, “like we’re interested in cards?”

Adrenaline consumed me. Fight or flight. Unfortunately, neither was an option at the present moment. Not when I was penned in by shifters, each of whom boasted double my mass....

Reprieve came from an unexpected source.

“Are these men bothering you?”

The interruption materialized into an ordinary human. Museum security guard, if his uniform was any indication. Late fifties, chubby around the middle. Nowhere near a match for one of these werewolves, let alone all three.

Still, his official tone and the gun at his hip promised an authority that might just get me out of this mess. I grasped at the offered straw.

“Yes,” I answered, tarring all three shifters with the same brush. Never mind that Tank had been nothing but polite to me. I tried to ignore the bitter disappointment wafting from him as I continued, “They were.”

The guard lifted his walkie talkie, calling in backup. I slid out from between the trio of werewolves, expecting at any moment for a hand to slam down and pin me in place.

None did. No one stopped me. Not even the security guard as I slid past him, through the arch, and hurried down the hall.

Four museum patrons seemed to be too much for one security guard to juggle. So I didn’t have to use my backup plan—begging for a bathroom break then using the ladies’ room as a staging ground for escape. Didn’t have to give my name and address. Just slid away from the werewolves and the human authority figure like the burglar I was.

I did spare a hint of remorse for Tank. But I doubted he’d be held up for long. After all, security cameras would confirm the men had only spoken to me, never even touched me. The guard would have no reason not to let them go.

Which meant I needed to make tracks before they were released. My tennis shoes snicked softly against marble as I plummeted back down the main stairwell. The front entrance drew me, but a stray thought changed my trajectory. Scent trails. It had been a year since my last run-in with other werewolves, so I’d almost forgotten. I needed to think less like a human and more like a wolf.

I wasted thirty seconds spinning through the smelliest aisle of the gift shop. Scented candles were always good for overwhelming a lupine nose....

They certainly overwhelmed mine. I had to pinch my nostrils shut to prevent a sneezing fit as I inserted myself amid a large family exiting the museum. These humans were just as stinky as the space I’d rushed out of. Fruity shampoos and manly body washes. Helpfully foul. I let their forward momentum carry me two blocks in the wrong direction before peeling away to strike off on my own.

That should be enough. Or at least I hoped so. The benefit of a city—there were too many people passing to make it easy to trace a single scent trail for very long. Add on my evasions and any followers wouldn’t stand a chance....

Not that I really expected the trio to track me. They had no reason to. Yes, I was a female shifter, but I didn’t possess the enticing chocolate aroma of a pack princess. My half-blood heritage had provided that much for me at least.

And my wending route away from the museum had turned up an unexpected side benefit. A fleeting glance down an alley caught golden arches on the next street over. Perfect. I’d pick up another salt packet for Harper before heading back to my car....

I was halfway down the alley when the scent of wolves rose around me. Halfway down the alley when something leapt from above, landing on my back and bearing me all the way to the ground.
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I rolled while jabbing upward with my elbow. Someone grunted. The grasp on my shoulders relaxed just enough for me to wriggle free.

But whoever had leapt off the dumpster wasn’t my only problem. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a glimpse of wolf fur that matched a warning growl. Meanwhile, the thud of boots on pavement promised there was at least one undamaged two-legger backing up the one swearing on the ground.

Then the wolf was upon me. Gray around her muzzle suggested age but her speed rivaled that of a teenager. She snarled. Snapped. Stopped one inch away from my skin.

I was on my hands and knees, lacking the leeway I needed to scramble upright. The wolf was providing just enough breathing room so I could scuttle backward. An attempt to herd me toward whoever I’d elbowed? I couldn’t see him, but I could hear him griping, the expletives loud and harsh.

He was the least of my worries, however. So was the wolf.

Or, at least, that wolf. My own inner animal was alert, angry, powerful. She grabbed at our shared body, doing her best to burst free of my skin and clothing....

And her instincts were good. Going wolf would help us escape this ambush. But I couldn’t afford to break the rules I’d agreed to when I accepted the card in my pocket.

Not now, I told my inner animal. Harper needs us.

Without the card, we couldn’t see our sister. Would be forced to leave this territory and beg for refuge in another. Or, more likely than begging, would be forced to make a deal we didn’t want to make.

My inner wolf was driven less by rational thought and more by instinct. But even she could see the juice wasn’t worth the squeeze in this instance. So she subsided...for a moment, until the gray-muzzled wolf snapped another offensive, her teeth cutting through my shirt and into my wrist.

Great. Just great. Wolves always responded so very rationally to physical challenges.

Not.

The growl rising out of my throat didn’t originate with my human self. Fur slid from the skin of my arms....

And I held my breath while scrabbling atop the greasy pavement in search of a weapon. If I could prove to my wolf that I wasn’t defenseless, she’d subside. Or at least I very much hoped so.

Fingertips turned up a bottle cap. A flattened piece of metal. Nothing useful. Couldn’t the litterbugs be bothered to drop a knife now and then?

“We’re not going to hurt you.” The voice twenty feet down the alley was deep, soothing. Tank. Why did his presence here make me so disappointed?

Still, he’d been helpful. My inner wolf stopped struggling the instant he spoke.

“Of course you aren’t,” I agreed just as my hand closed around something sharp and pointy. Aha. The litterbugs had come through after all.

The shard of glass bit into my palm as I fisted the found weapon. It wasn’t much. But perhaps enough to get out of this mess without going lupine? I hoped so.

“That’s why you’re attacking me in an alley,” I continued.

As I spoke, I eyed my route to safety. I’d only have one go at it. Slash the wolf’s face with the shard of glass, kick out a second time at whoever had initially leapt on top of me, then vault on top of the dumpster and from there onto the fire escape.

The shaky vertical staircase would keep the wolf from following until she could shift back to human form. I hoped Tank’s distance and my original attacker’s nosebleed would similarly slow them down.

It was a sliver of a chance, but I’d take it. Better than going full-on fur and wearing out my welcome in the city closest to Harper’s boarding school.

So I feinted with my empty fist. The wolf swerved just the way I knew she would. The glass shard bit into my skin as I teased it out behind my fingers...

...then something hard and unyielding clenched around my middle. Air wheezed out of me. My chin sunk to my chest as I peered down at tattooed arms cocooning me in an unaffectionate bear hug.

Meanwhile, the wolf shimmered upward into a woman. Mid-forties if I had to guess, with short black hair and dark eyes that seemed to see all the way through to my inner wolf.

Her voice was dry as she turned our recent fracas into a minor misunderstanding. “We just want to talk to you,” she said, walking away to pick up a pile of clothes from behind a dumpster.

Not only clothes. There was a gun there and a shoulder holster. The woman donned the combination so easily I had a sinking suspicion her profession lay in the field of law enforcement.

My past, it appeared, had caught up to me. Now I wished this had been a mere mugging carried out by an unruly group of male werewolves.

“I have the right to remain silent,” I informed her, trying and failing to hold my body away from the biker’s.

Because, of course, that’s who had disarmed me in the most embarrassing way possible. Or I assumed so, despite the way faces tended to slither out of my memory. How many other tattooed, leather-clad werewolves were likely to be hanging out downtown?

Meanwhile, Nose Bleed rose from the ground and materialized into a beautiful black man. The third member of the museum trio, presumably. Great. Just great.

This time, there was no security guard to rush to my aid. Instead, I bristled, not wanting my assailants to realize how intimidated I was by the odds, the gun, the badge the woman surely had in her pocket.

But one of them noticed. “Will you feel safer in a public space?” Tank murmured.

One minute ago, he’d been on the far side of the alley. Now he was so close his heat warmed me. Tank’s huge hand closed around my right wrist, then he jerked his chin upwards. “Ryder. I’ve got her. You can let her go.”

The tattooed biker snorted. The arm around my waist tightened. “Finders keepers.”

Tank growled and I got the absurd impression I was being fought over like a bag of Halloween candy. The air sharpened with alpha electricity and....

“Boys.” To my surprise, the woman’s voice stopped the incipient battle before it had time to begin.

Ryder released me. Tank took a step away from his former opponent, even though his hand remained clenched around my wrist.

Without meaning to, I’d followed Tank sideways. Now, I peered up at him, trying to assess his intentions. But his face twisted sideways. Not away from Ryder’s glare. Away from my searching glance.

“Should we take this somewhere more public?” he rumbled, repeating his question. The uncomfortable bend to his neck seemed habitual. A way to see me out of the corner of his eyes, I guessed, while hiding most of his own face from view.

His grip, meanwhile, was firm but not painful. I expected my wolf to rise onto the offensive. Instead, she sighed and settled down for a nap.

Traitor. Perhaps that’s why my voice came out curter than I intended.

“I’d feel safer if strange men stopped manhandling me.”

Tank’s lips—what I could see of them—thinned. But he didn’t release me.

And the woman, once again, took the lead. “I have handcuffs if you’d prefer. Can’t risk you doing another runner.”

Her eyes promised she was far scarier than Scary Suit. Whatever she wanted to talk about mattered to her as much as bringing fries to my kid sister mattered to me.

I swallowed down aggression and accepted reality. The faster I gave them what they wanted, the sooner I could see Harper. “A public space it is.”
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Chapter 5
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We walked right past the McDonald’s. Breezed into a fancy coffee shop where the only item on the menu that appeared to contain sugar was a so-called Super Shake...which came out green and seedy and thoroughly disgusting.

I gave up on my beverage after one abortive sip then focused on Tank’s fingers curled into my fingers. Because he’d slid his grip down to my hand while walking. As if we were lovers instead of captor and prisoner. Even now, our intertwined fingers rested atop his knee.

I hated how aware I was of the flesh separated from mine by one thin layer of fabric. Of the muscles that slid beneath our joined hands when he leaned over to draw the sugar dispenser down the table toward us. Of the care he took tearing open sweetener packets to pour into my drink.

Thus doctored, the Super Shake became marginally less vile. The fact Tank had noticed my disgust and made an effort to remedy it was far more enticing.

There’s nothing sexy about being kidnapped, I reminded myself. Inside my belly, my wolf hummed disagreement. I clenched my free fist and told her to shut up.

Thief, I reminded myself. Cop. Bad combination.

“What do you want from me?” I asked Lupe—the woman, who appeared to be these werewolves’ leader. We’d faked amiability while ordering, sharing introductions. First names only. I wasn’t about to offer identifying information to someone who had attacked me in an alley and Lupe didn’t press the point.

Now she smiled before answering, as if she was well aware of my lupine half’s interest in Tank’s proximity. “The Samhain Shifters....”

Shifter I understood. But—“Saw Win what?”

“Samhain,” she said again, slower. “Sunset on October thirty-first through dawn on November first. The Samhain Shifters are a group assembled to keep the most dangerous night of the year safe.”

She eyed me, as if expecting instant understanding. And, yes, I could do calendars. “Halloween,” I confirmed. Then, unable to help myself, I glanced around at the guys who were silent observers of our conversation. “They don’t even need costumes. Posh Spice. Biker Spice....”

“And Ugly Spice,” Ryder—the tattooed biker—suggested when I couldn’t come up with a name for Tank.

“No, he’s....”

Lupe spoke over me before I could finish my sentence, which was probably a good thing since my rebuttal had originated with my wolf and involved the word tasty. “This isn’t about trick-or-treating,” the gun-wielding female told me. “Nodes pop up every Samhain. I’m one of several full-timers who assemble a crew of shifters two weeks beforehand, a member of which is drawn from each nearby pack. Our teams start out as strangers and train just long enough to learn to work together without building pack bonds. After that, we keep the fae in check for a very critical fourteen hours.”

I was nodding along until the last sentence, at which point my eyebrows scrunched up in confusion. “Are we talking bad fairies? Like Tinkerbell with an attitude?”

Lupe shook her head, humorless. “More like full-size beings who use glamour to look and smell like your best friend then suck your pack bonds dry to fuel their depredations. Thus the short-term team.”

Pack bonds. My lips thinned. Based on a bad encounter as an orphaned teenager, I’d sworn off werewolf packs for the duration. I certainly had none of those much-touted connections with other shifters to be threatened by these hypothetical fae.

Still, I’d heard how pack bonds worked. They let mates communicate telepathically, allowed an alpha to locate his underlings, and could even be used to heal. So I guessed I could see why others found them so important. Regardless, they had nothing to do with me.

“Our job is essential,” Tank told me, sliding into the silence my lack of a response offered. “I met a pack once that was impacted by fae. They self-destructed. Tore each other to pieces. The few survivors told me they didn’t even understand what was happening for months after it started. They just thought long-time friends had turned into enemies. Family members became backstabbers....”

His cheek twitched. The pack, I could tell, had mattered to him. Despite myself, my left hand slid toward the one Tank had rested on the table. I stilled the pesky appendage before it could get me into more trouble than I was already in.

Lupe watched us both with eyes dark and hard. “The fae aren’t always that overt,” she told me. “The subtle ones are even more dangerous.”

“Dangerous enough to make it kosher to assault total strangers in an alley?”

In response, Lupe speared me with one of those alpha glares that made underlings shiver. “If we think she can help us, then yes.”

And maybe I could help. Marina’s rose-petal aroma shimmered in my memory. The way the check with all those zeroes had materialized out of thin air. “I might have met one.” I hadn’t realized I was speaking aloud until Lupe’s eyes narrowed. “A fae,” I elaborated. “Fairy. What’s the singular?”

“No.” Lupe shook her head. “The fae—singular and plural the same—only cross over during Samhain, although they can talk mortals into working for them in the interim. We call those helpers Sleepers. They’re trouble, but not our primary objective.”

A burst of masculine annoyance: “Why are you telling her this?”

I blinked. I’d forgotten there were others present beyond me, Tank, and Lupe. Now, I shifted my focus to the black man I’d punched in the nose. Butch, his friends had called him, even though the name made no sense for someone blessed with such sublime physical perfection. Despite my punching, his face remained as perfectly formed as before.

“We tracked Athena down,” he continued, voice melodious and at the same time grating, “because Ryder had a hunch she was a Sleeper. She could be taking notes right now, intending to sell us out to the enemy.”

“She’s not a Sleeper,” Lupe interrupted, still pinning me with her gaze. “Are you?”

About that, at least, I could be honest. “This has nothing to do with me. I appreciate the invitation and the drink....”

Ryder snickered. He was the one who’d recommended my so-called treat. He’d known, I now realized, that the Super Shake was full of kale and chia seeds.

My punishment for leaving him to the mercy of the security guard? Or a jab at Tank, who’d been ready to fight Ryder over who got the pleasure of restraining me?

Whatever the reason, Ryder’s childish means of retaliation reminded me to glance at my watch. And what I saw there made me wince.

I needed to leave now if I wasn’t going to be late to Harper’s visiting hour. Sixty minutes once a week. Stepfather aside, I wasn’t willing to lose one second of sisterly bonding time.

“As delightful as it was to meet you all...” I rose, or tried to. Unfortunately, Tank’s loose grip on my fingers had hardened to the implacability of iron.

“This is important,” he told me. “My alpha’s territory is close to the node this year. We have pack mates there overcoming trauma. Pups who require a safe haven. Their fate depends upon Samhain Shifters. On us.”

His point made, he turned his attention to Lupe. “Athena has skills our team lacks.”

I hadn’t thought Lupe was particularly impressed with me, but she nodded. “Our team could use another woman. Consider it your civic duty to participate. Like voting, but more intense.”

To save the world...or at least werewolf pack bonds? For half a second, I wavered. This was what I’d dreamed about when I was a child. Making a difference, not stealing baubles from and for the rich.

But childish dreams didn’t last into adulthood. “Does the job pay?” I countered, knowing it didn’t.

Only, I was wrong. “I could squeeze a little out of the budget,” Lupe answered, ignoring the way Butch’s face wrinkled in disgust that, on him, still appeared beautiful.

So that’s what this was? Another job interview? “I’m flattered,” I answered, “but no.”

After all, squeezing out a little cash didn’t sound like it was going to pay Harper’s tuition. I couldn’t afford to save the world pro bono.

Saying no to werewolves, however, was a bad idea. I tensed, fully expecting the kid gloves to come off.

Instead, Tank released me. Released me...and pressed a business card into my hand before I could retreat.

“At least think about it.” His words and his touch made it hard to swallow.

Still, I managed to rise this time without being yanked backwards. Took a step away from the table...and no one leapt up to stop me.

“Sure, I’ll think about it,” I said, knowing every one of these werewolves could smell my lie.
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Which is how I came to be both saltless and late when I rolled into the parking lot of Harper’s prestigious boarding school. Despite the buzz of voices elsewhere, the picnic table where my sister and I always sat was empty. But the scent of middle-aged alcoholic led away from the table along with an aroma that matched my sister’s shampoo.

Unlike most werewolves, I couldn’t latch onto signature aromas. A symptom of my face blindness, likely. But the combination of coconuts and stale beer could be none other than Harper and Nick.

So I followed. Hurried down a tree-lined path, out onto a grassy field...and stopped in my tracks.

There in front of me was the slender and ever-moving body I’d recognize from a mile away as Harper. But she didn’t have her feet on the ground. Instead, she was perched atop a horse that could likely trace its ancestors back to the Mayflower. Its neck curved proudly, hair shining in the sun.

In contrast, my sister appeared a little shaky—after all, this was only her third term at Highlands and most of her time had been spent catching up on the academic and the social. Still, she was riding. My kid sister, an equestrian. My cheeks stretched into a doting grin.

Harper was too engrossed in her task to notice me, but Nick did from atop his own horse. His greeting was fake-jovial. “Athena. Pull up a horse.”

So...my stepfather wanted something. Still, I strode forward. “You look good, Harper,” I called to my sister.

She swiveled in her saddle to wave, loosening the reins as she did so. Which is the moment disaster struck.

I can’t say whether all horses dislike all werewolves. But I can say that equines have never been my biggest fans. Still, I was too far away for the horse to have been bothered by me. Or at least so I thought.

Still, a haze of floral scent curved around me in a mini-tornado. Fallen leaves whipped up, flashing across the field in a burst of color. One second later, Harper’s purebred steed flinched as the wind and debris slapped it in the face.

Maybe it was the leaves or my own wolf scent flowing in the same direction. Whatever the reason, Harper’s horse rolled its eyes to show white as it flared its nostrils. Then, whipping its head sideways, it yanked the reins out of Harper’s hands and broke into a run.

***
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THIS WAS MARINA’S FAULT. I somehow knew it. A warning? A test?

Didn’t matter. My sister was atop a runaway horse.

Her feet had already slid out of the stirrups. She grabbed for reins that whipped wildly. Came up with only a few tendrils of mane.

And Nick, who was a mere six feet away, watched impassively. Or maybe he was frozen with terror. I’d give him the benefit of the doubt.

I wasn’t frozen. Even though my inner wolf might have been what set the horse off in the first place, I sprinted toward disaster rather than away from it. Hooves slammed down inches from my sneakers, but I dove beneath the massive beast’s neck anyway. Slid my fingers between polished leather and hot flesh...

...And hung on as the horse reared up, up, up. I didn’t weigh enough to keep the beast from rearing. Didn’t know enough about horses to prompt it to stop.

Harper shrieked. I could just imagine her sliding straight off the animal’s back. If she hit the ground wrong, she’d break her spine....

And there was nothing I could do about it. Not until the ride reversed.

Down, down, down. My feet struck just before the horse’s did. Then Harper was beside me, alive, whole, grabbing the reins and jerking them sideways to force the horse to walk rather than rear again.

“I think maybe your wolf spooked her,” she told me, voice solid even though her chin quivered. “I’ll walk her away from you....”

Suiting actions to words, she turned the massive beast and started it moving. Pride and fear made my eyes stay on her even as I strode in the opposite direction. Harper was nothing like her father. She felt fear and pushed through it. He felt fear and...

“I need a drink,” Nick muttered, right on cue.

Then hooves were pounding toward us from the direction of the barn. A student slid down off her mount. “Whoa. That looked gnarly. Are you okay?”

“Hey, Clara,” Harper greeted her roommate, her voice staying carefully level. Right, I should have realized that was Clara, with her long, tangled hair and unfashionable glasses. I likely would have if my sister hadn’t been pressed up against a horse whose eyes were still rolling back in its head.

But the thousand-pound animal only twitched an ear and kept walking as Harper relayed what had happened in an animal-friendly sing-song. “I’m fine. Athena is fine. Cloudburst is fine. We’re all just fine.”

The skin on the horse’s neck stopped twitching midway through Harper’s litany. Or maybe the animal was responding to the fact that I’d finally found a downwind spot where it could neither see nor smell me.

I took advantage of the momentary respite to spin in a circle, hunting Marina. But there was no one else present. And the floral scent, now that my sister was no longer at risk, materialized into late-blooming honeysuckle on the fencepost beside me. No rose petals. No magic. Just a plant out of sync with the season.

Plus, Lupe had told me there would be no fae present until Samhain. I shook away the conspiracy theory, focusing on my sister instead.

Harper’s cheeks were still red, but her breathing had slowed. Meanwhile, now that his daughter had everything under control, Nick finally decided it was safe enough to approach. Sliding off his horse, he held his mount’s reins so laxly I half expected it to bolt also. “Here, take the horses back to their stalls, why don’t you?”

Clara snatched his reins one moment before they dropped. And even though Nick had been the one to screw up, Harper was the one whose shoulders slumped.

“Sorry, Dad. I know you were looking forward to riding.”

“No problem, kiddo.” He shrugged, but his tone of voice didn’t entirely let her off the hook. He never did. An anxious child was far more eager to please him. “Run along and meet us back at your picnic table.”

I wanted to punch the guy, but Nick was Harper’s father and legal guardian. The line I walked here was a precarious one.

A fact that Nick knew as well as I did. His gaze turned to me and his eyes went predatory. “I have something to discuss with Athena.”
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The girls and horses walked one way. Nick and I ambled in the other. Silence hovered over us until Nick reached out to finger the hem of my leather jacket.

Despite myself, I jerked away. This jacket was the only item of my mother’s I still owned. The rest of her possessions had long since been sold...by Nick, without my permission. This one thing I intended to keep.

“How much do you need?” I demanded. Only after I spoke did I realize my voice had been louder than intended. If Harper possessed wolf ears, she would have heard my opening.

Harper didn’t possess wolf ears, though. All she had was a no-good, alcoholic father and me.

Speaking of the no-good alcoholic, Nick stepped closer until his fumes enveloped me. “A couple of grand. No, make that ten grand.”

“Ten thousand dollars?” Breath hiccuped out of me.

“You make it sound like a few bucks is an imposition. We’re family, aren’t we? Family gives and family takes.”

I knew better, but I let myself get drawn into the argument anyway. “Family gives and family takes? The taking part I get, but what have you given lately?”

Nick waited a solid second, as if he knew he possessed the trump card and wanted to relish his moment of victory. When he spoke, I realized he was right.

“Harper.” His eyes narrowed. “I give you Harper. I sign the papers and let her attend a hoity-toity boarding school, don’t I? I stay out of your way for weekly visits. I ignore the fact you’re an animal, a threat to her safety. Seems like I give a lot.”

He was right and I had no rebuttal. Instead, I picked up my pace, heading toward the picnic tables. Nick would follow. He always did.

Sure enough, the reek of cheap liquor caught up with me before the rest of the visiting families came into view. Nick’s taller form cast a shadow across my face as we stepped out of the trees side by side.

“I could yank her out of school today you know.” His words were ice picks in my spine. “Take her home with me.”

Home to the beer cans, the late nights, the gambling debts piling up. Harper worked hard at Highlands. She didn’t deserve being forced into unpaid maid service.

“How about I pay whoever you owe?” I suggested. Because that was when Nick came to me for extra beyond his usual weekly stipend. When he gambled too much and IOUs were called in all at once.

I’d learned the hard way that it was safer to deal with his creditors directly. Then the debt was sure to be cancelled. Otherwise, my hard-earned money slid down the black hole of another binge.

Unfortunately, Nick’s scent morphed into bitter anger. “I’m not a child. I won’t be treated like one.”

I’d pushed it too far. And we’d spent too long discussing the issue too, because Harper was now entering the picnic area from the opposite direction.

Boarding schools must have staff members to take care of horses for the students. Whatever the reason, my sister was unencumbered as she waved at us. She’d be within human earshot within seconds.

Nick didn’t budge. “Well?”

“Give me a week,” I told him, “and you’ll get your cash.”

***
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THE REST OF OUR VISIT went nearly as badly as the first half. Harper pretended not to be disappointed by the lack of salt packets. “I forgot,” I lied when she dug through the sack and came up empty.

“They’re salty enough,” Ms. Stiff Upper Lip lied back.

Nick, of course, was always good for lowering the mood yet further. He glowered as Clara and Harper competed to see who could stuff more soggy fries in their mouths. But, for once, my kid sister was having too much fun to focus on her parent’s moodiness. So, yeah, that part didn’t suck.

Since Harper didn’t seem bothered, I didn’t exert myself to tease Nick into good humor. Instead, I leaned on the picnic table and reveled in the fact that Harper was hanging out with someone who looked more like a friend than a colleague.

This was a major change from her first year at Highlands. For two terms, I’d watched and worried as my sister nurtured acquaintances, ensuring she’d have a warm body to spend vacations with if her father failed to step up to the plate.

But now Harper appeared to relinquishing thoughts of the future. She was laughing and being silly like a child. That felt unbelievably good.

The thought of vacations, though, reminded me of something I’d meant to discuss with her. “Break is week after next, right?” I asked.

“Next week,” Harper countered. Her face shuttered, my fault this time instead of Nick’s. “It starts Friday at 5 pm. But, I mean, if you guys are busy, I can stay here. Clara does.”

Clara did because her mother was the headmistress. “It’s like a mausoleum,” the other girl countered. “Dark. Cold. Dinners in the cafeteria with Mum.”

Harper’s eyes smiled even if her mouth didn’t. “I like your mother.”

“She’s a termagant.”

Whatever that meant. Highlands students definitely liked their big words.

“She’s fair,” Harper countered. “And...she’s directly behind you.”

So, yeah, that was uncomfortable. The headmistress peered down her nose at her daughter before turning to face me. “Your tuition payment is overdue.”

I hated discussing this in front of the kids. But the headmistress clung to silence until I muttered, “I’m on the monthly payment plan....”

“And late.” Then, turning to Nick, she added, “Meanwhile, you haven’t signed the parental agreement for this semester. That, at least, is easily remedied.” As she spoke, she whipped out a sheaf of papers, as if she expected Nick to jot down his signature right there at the picnic table.

Which, knowing my stepfather, was probably a good idea. He wasn’t the best at follow-through unless it involved accepting a round of drinks....

But Nick didn’t seem to be in any hurry to grab the papers. Instead, his eyes slid to me as he spoke to the headmistress. “I forgot my pen.”

“I have one.” Clara was either deeply oblivious to the mood or very, very good at pretending. Either way, she dug into her backpack and came up with a glittery, sparkly thing that I supposed could have been called a pen.

“Naw.” Nick waved away the writing utensil. “I’ll sign it when I bring Harper back from vacation.”

“I’ll expect full payment of this and next month’s tuition payment at the exact same time,” the headmistress agreed before sweeping away.

The coldness of her reaction seemed to take all of the autumn sunshine with her. No wonder the four of us sat there in stunned silence for a solid minute before Clara dipped back into the insulated bag for another soggy fry. “Don’t mind Mum. She has to be a hard-nose or no one would ever pay her.”

I nodded, accepting the fact that it was likely just as awkward for Clara to be the daughter of the headmistress as it was for Harper to have an alcoholic father and a sister who had trouble dealing with bills on time. I cleared my throat. “Anyway, about break, I’d love to have you both come stay with me. Girl time. We’ll paint our toenails. Binge on ice cream....”

Nick opened his mouth to interrupt and I raised both eyebrows. A reminder of our agreement. He’d get his cash. In exchange, I’d get Harper for spring break.

And...Nick nodded. Closed his mouth without anything vile spewing out of it.

Gradually, the sun emerged from behind the clouds. Clara and Harper regaled us with chemistry-lab mishaps and crushes on actors.

And, on the way home, I stopped by the bank to deposit Marina’s check.
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The museum was impenetrable to thieves...well, to human thieves. Luckily, I had an ace up my sleeve.

The ability to transform into a wolf.

And, yes, I knew it was a bad idea. I’d never utilized my lupine form during previous heists for three very good reasons—the card in my pocket, the alpha it represented, and the necessity of keeping the existence of werewolves a secret from the larger human world.

If I was found out during this heist, I put my ability to visit Harper in jeopardy. The idea of losing our weekly visits left bitter terror in my mouth.

But two days of scouting showed up no other obvious avenues of entrance. The night guard I brushed past on the sidewalk at the end of his shift had dog hairs on his trousers. And the deadline of Harper and Clara’s fall break loomed.

Plus, there was the check I’d already cashed with all those zeroes on it. The carrot that a single job could pay Harper’s tuition all the way through to college. And the stick—the memory of smelling flowers that really shouldn’t have been blooming at the end of October moments before Harper had an incident with her horse.

“Just this once,” I decided. “We can be in and out before anyone notices. Authorities will assume I’m a dog with a human handler...and if they see no signs of the handler there will be no leads to follow up.”

Inside my belly, my wolf pranced. She was in total agreement with any opportunity that allowed us to don our fur form and get frisky. She’d been cooped up way too long, other than short shifts inside our apartment. It wasn’t smart to take her enthusiasm as evidence I was making the rational choice.

But there were no other avenues open to me, so I took her approval at face value. Started planning a heist that seemed inclined to be easy...as long as the local alpha never heard about it.

I dropped my standards in another way also. After hitting a town I seldom visited to purchase supplies, I drove up to the Highlands campus. “Harper lost her inhaler,” I lied in the main office. “She needs a replacement.” They pulled her out of class to chat with me as I’d known they would.

“Is everything okay?” My sister was wild-eyed when she met me in the quad. She knew she didn’t use an inhaler.

“Fine. Here, take this.” I slipped her a shopping bag with everything she’d need in it. Gloves. Burner phone. “I was hoping you could help me out with a job.”

“Yes!” Harper sparkled at this evidence of my trust in her. She’d begged for years to be included in the family business. For years, I’d told her it was too dangerous for the underage.

“What do you want me to do?” she continued. “I can sneak out anytime after curfew. Hitchhike to town....”

I held up a hand before my sister could give me a heart attack. “All I need you to do is to take a call for me. Then drop the phone in the culvert at the west end of campus. Fifteen minutes, then you’re back in bed. Do we have a deal?”

Harper wanted a larger part in the project, but she could tell that was all I was offering. So she shrugged and quieted while I provided the rest of the details.

Which is how, by 9 pm, I was ready to put my plan into action. Wrapping the sparkliest collar imaginable around my throat, I shifted at the edge of the park where a muddy morass made it easy to roll soft fur into matted awfulness. My costume was now complete.

At 9:15, a sad, stray version of myself padded up to the guardroom. Security cameras caught every feature in their databanks, but who would recognize me? It’s not like facial recognition works on wolves.

Bullet-proof—or technology-proof at least—I ignored the surveillance and scratched the glass door panel. Whined. Peered up into the guard’s concerned eyes.

The door opened. The guard was even more covered with dog hairs than he had been last time. Curly, white. They belonged to a miniature poodle, if I didn’t miss my guess.

But the guard wasn’t averse to larger canines. Crouching, he held out a hand toward me—the ultimate in dog-greeting politeness. I sniffed his fingers, pretending to hesitate. Then I let him scratch behind my ears.

“You poor thing.” The guard’s hand was skilled. And in the right position so a twist of my neck tapped him with the tag dangling from my collar.

Just as I’d hoped he would, the guard pinched the metal between thumb and forefinger. Rubbed mud off the digits. “Let’s call your owner and get you cleaned up.”

So, yeah, it was going to be the easiest heist of my career. Would have been, too, if Tank hadn’t shown up.

***
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I DIDN’T EVEN REALIZE anyone else was there until the guard sank back onto his heels. “Two strays?”

I craned my neck and took in the wolf who had padded up behind me when neither the guard nor I was looking. Tank hadn’t mudded up his fur like I had, but body language made his tremendous size inconsequential. In lupine form, his scarred face was endearing rather than wince-worthy. He whined and pinned his ears, shrinking in on himself.

The posture had worked on the testy teenagers, and it worked just as well on the museum guard. “You poor thing,” he repeated.

Invisible to our human companion, I glared at the big, burly wolf who was going to ruin my night, my financial solvency, and my sister’s safety. Then I widened my eyes and curled my lips back in silent warning.

This was my turf. Tank needed to move along.

Not that my lupine half wanted him gone. Even as my lips snarled, my body swayed toward him. I sucked up a deep breath of Tank’s aroma, strong and furry and deeply male.

And that’s what Tank chose to respond to. When I curled my lip, he took a step backward. But then he sank down onto his rump and brushed his plumy tail against the dusty concrete. Cocking his head, he whined a second time, the sound as thready as a pup’s.

No wonder the security guard took out his phone and dialed the number from my tag. Tank, of course, lacked both tag and collar.

So that part of my plan was working at least. Together, all three of us listened to ringing on the other end. Then...

“Oh, please tell me you’ve found Princess!”

I winced. Harper was overplaying it. After all, the guard hadn’t even stated his business.

But he was a dog lover. Maybe he believed that someone missing their pet could be as single-minded as my sister, answering every call from a stranger with a heartfelt plea.

“Yes, ma’am,” the guard replied. “We’re....”

“Oh, thank goodness! Can you believe she jumped a ten-foot fence? I really think she might be in heat....”

Tank’s tongue lolled out. I wanted to grab my sister and shake her. The ten-foot fence part wasn’t even in the realm of possibility. The heat part was just plain embarrassing.

“Ah, so this big mutt dogging her footsteps is looking for a date?” The guard insinuated himself between me and Tank. One boot shot out to nudge Tank sideways, as if the guard intended to protect my canine virtue. As if a dog in heat would be waiting to have sex rather than pouncing the moment a male came within range.

A pause. I hadn’t expected there to be another werewolf present, and Harper wouldn’t know what to do with that information. Hopefully she’d realize I always worked solo. Hopefully....

“Oh, no, you don’t need to worry. Cutie-Pie is neutered. But he’s devoted to Princess. He follows her everywhere. Please, can you lock both of them in then stand on the street so I can find you?”

“It won’t be hard to find me, ma’am.” The guard was reaching in his pocket now for a milk bone. He waved the doggie biscuit in front of my nose.

My stomach rumbled. Tank raised one furry eyebrow. So I’d skipped dinner. It wasn’t as amusing as Tank’s gaping grin suggested. I had a sudden impulse to bite off his tongue.

Or maybe that was an impulse to slide my tongue into his mouth and take what his body language suggested he was offering. I found myself sidling closer. One step, then another, as the guard gave my sister directions she didn’t need.

“I’m at the art museum downtown. The building has big columns out front. It’s really unmissable....”

“Oh, please.” Harper and I had rehearsed this part of her schtick together. “Princess takes her sense of direction after me. I’m really afraid I might miss the museum if you’re not outside waiting for me. And I do so want to pick up my darlings as soon as possible....”

One second before my furry flank rubbed up against his, Tank rose, stretched, and trotted up to the closed door of the museum. The milk bone wasn’t even in front of his nose now. He was terrible at subterfuge.

And...the security guard didn’t notice. Waving his ID against the sensor then pulling the door wide, he continued to soothe my sister. “I understand, ma’am. I’m taking the dogs inside now. How soon can you be here?”

“Five minutes. No, three minutes. I’ll stay on the line. Just, please, protect my fur babies!”

The milk bone descended back to nose level. From inside the guard room, Tank’s eyes twinkled.

He was in and I was out and this was my one chance to steal Marina’s bracer. The only reason not to enter? I didn’t trust Tank...and, even more, I didn’t trust my own reaction to him.

As if responding to my thoughts, Tank barked, a quick yip of impatience. “Come on, Princess,” the guard wheedled.

What could I do? I accepted the treat graciously and trotted inside.
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A glance around the room made this gig seem easier and easier...as long as Tank stayed out of my way. To start with, a bank of screens broadcasting camera data from inside the museum was fully visible without the need for human fingers to scroll through it. My own lupine face stared back at me from one image...but stepping a yard away from the computer terminal shielded me from view.

Well, that will be easily avoided.

Meanwhile, the door leading from the guard room to the rest of the museum had no swipe plate beside it. So I wouldn’t need to pretend to be dying of thirst in order to get through that barrier.

Scene surveyed, I settled myself in a perfect “Stay” position while Harper gave the illusion of prattling while actually following through on phase two of our plan. “Is Princess okay? I hope she doesn’t look agitated?”

“No, ma’am. Both of your dogs are very well behaved.”

That was Harper’s cue to get the guard outside as soon as possible. So she did, diving back into her concern about a supposedly faulty direction sense. “I suppose I should just get a PGS,” she said, purposefully mangling the acronym. “But I’m so concerned about the radiation damaging my poor doggies’ brains.”

“Don’t worry about it.” The guard patted me once, did the same for Tank who had sunk down beside me, then turned back to the outside door. “I’ll be waiting for you on the front steps. I’m wearing a blue uniform and....”

His voice was cut off by the only real barrier to entrance. I was inside the museum and the guard was outside. It was hard not to be smug.

Still, I waited fifteen seconds just in case the guard remembered something. Then I sidled backwards into the small camera-free zone beside the interior door and shimmered upward into humanity.

My hands were at my throat, pulling items out of the pouch I’d attached to the inside of my collar, when warmth pressed up against my bare back. “What are we doing?”

Ripples of awareness swam through me. Tank was there, behind me. Naked just like I was, our bare skin separated by nothing but air and not much of that. I swallowed.

His voice was irresistible. Even though I knew better, I angled my chin to see what he looked like without any clothes.

Muscles. Shadows. A hint of stubble on his jaw....

He wasn’t looking at me, though. Instead, his face was partially averted. As if my nakedness held no appeal.

Annoyed by my own focus on the immaterial—or, rather, the very material—I swiveled to face my un-asked-for companion head on. “We’re doing nothing,” I snapped back. “You’re pretending to be a good dog while I visit the museum for a couple of minutes. After that, we’re parting ways and will never see each other again.”

Tank totally ignored the part of my statement I’d intended to be incendiary. Instead, he straightened his neck until his face came back into view.

I felt the moment his gaze struck my nakedness. Heat flooded my body and I smelled a surge of awareness emanating from him as powerful as my own.

Okay. Not so uninterested then.

Still, his words were flat. “You’re stealing art from a museum.”

There’d been no overt judgment in his tone, but I responded as if there had been. Fighting was safer than dealing with this whatever spinning between our wolves and our bodies.

“I’m stealing art on loan to a museum. Art belonging to a rich guy. He won’t miss it and neither will the museum.” Because, yes, I’d double-checked the ownership issue. Harper’s needs aside, I didn’t willy-nilly deposit that check.

Tank leaned in a hair closer. His heat pressed up against my chest, my throat, my stomach. We were separated by a millimeter of air space. That distance suddenly felt like far too much.

Until his words slapped me. “When the museum’s insurance premiums go up, they’ll miss whatever you take.”

His business card, I remembered now, had been succinct yet edifying. Tank Morales. Attorney-at-Law. The profession explained why he jumped straight to rising insurance rates. But I had an answer for that as well.

“The rich guy has it insured. The museum doesn’t. That fact was in the newspaper article. A quote of appreciation from a board member. The museum won’t lose out.”

As I spoke, I dropped the small block of wood from my collar pouch to the ground, kicking it close to the door and preparing to wedge the space open for easy retreat. Finally, I shook a mini pry bar out of the pouch, letting it fall onto my palm.

No fingerprints on either item. There wouldn’t be, even after I was finished. Just wolf saliva. My preparations were complete.

“Are we done with the inquisition?” I demanded, preparing to turn the door knob. I was frustrated by my own reaction to Tank’s presence. I needed to focus and the hormone storm inside me was making that difficult.

Taking a deep breath, I ran through the plan one last time. The door knob was the only part I needed human fingers for, and if I smeared as I turned there would be no prints left behind. After that, I would be an unidentifiable wolf. It would work....

“Ready,” Tank agreed, reaching around me to yank the door open. Wedging his body into the gap, he used the back of his hand to smudge away any evidence of his grip.

That solved the fingerprint problem, but a question ripped out of me anyway. “What are you doing?”

The faintest smile pulled subtly lopsided lips upward in a gesture that was almost beautiful. “Every thief needs a good lawyer. I’m coming with.”

***
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THERE WASN’T TIME TO argue. Not when opening this door would make the first warning ping show up on the guard’s cell phone.

So I gave in. Shimmered back down to wolf form in tandem with Tank, falling through the doorway even as the door glided shut.

Or, rather, not quite shut. The wooden block stopped the metal barrier one inch shy of its frame just as I’d intended. Meanwhile, my second tool—the iron pry bar—lay cold against my tongue.

Then I was running, counting down the seconds. I had no way of dodging motion sensors, so I didn’t try to. Which meant the security guard would be getting a second alert right about now. The question was, would Harper be able to talk him into ignoring the double dose of digital caution? How long did we have before he realized notifications were more than a malfunction and alerted the police?

Despite the countdown, I was exhilarated as my nails clicked against smooth marble. The scents of old paint and new floor cleaner curled around me. Tank, at my shoulder, was a presence that felt strangely right.

Then the ancient British exhibit loomed before us. The plexiglass case that covered the bracer wasn’t alarmed or high-tech, its purpose just to shield the art from sticky fingers. My pry bar would do the trick.

I’d practiced this with wolf teeth. Tricky to hold the tool between sharp canines, but doable. Trickier, I found, to try the same while standing up on my hind legs.

The pry bar made my teeth feel brittle. The beveled end should have slid into the crack, but it refused to do so. Instead, the tool bounced off, the other end biting into the soft interior of my cheek.

Despite myself, I whined. This wasn’t going to work. Seconds were ticking by faster and faster. I couldn’t leave Harper on the phone long enough for cops to be alerted and start tracing the call to Highlands....

I huffed out frustration. I’d have to abort.

***
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THEN TANK WAS ABOVE me. His furry body cupped mine far too intimately. As if I really was in heat and he was an animal guided only by the urge for reproduction.

I froze.

He responded by biting me. Gently, on my nose. Not an animal bite. A human bite, telling me to hurry up.

To shift. Use human fingers while his body shielded mine from the inevitable cameras.

That required trusting him. Trusting a male. Worse, a male werewolf. Something my past promised was a very bad idea.

But this wasn’t depending on a guy to watch my back for the long term. This wasn’t signing on the dotted line and giving a drunk access to my bank account. This wasn’t agreeing to be part of a pack.

No, this was one moment of accepting assistance from a willing companion. I wasn’t so emotionally scarred that I couldn’t do that.

So I slid into humanity. Tank’s fur brushed against my bare skin, making me shiver. Ignoring the sensation, I spat the pry bar into shaking fingers, forced the narrow end into the gap between plexiglass lid and matte black pedestal, then pounded down on the other end of the lever with my fist.

The hinges snapped. The plexiglass lid toppled off. The bracer before me gleamed in the dim light of the glowing exit sign.

I tensed, waiting for Tank to snatch up the precious artifact. After all, why else had he come along? Did he intend to turn me in or take the prize for himself?

Neither. Tank nipped me again, even gentler than before as if he was well aware of the effect wolf teeth would have on the thin, human skin of my shoulder. He hovered above me, a protective presence, while I thrust the pry bar back into my collar—wouldn’t have to leave it behind after all. Then I shifted and plucked up the bracer between lupine teeth.

Only after Tank saw that I had what I’d come for did he leap down and take the lead for our retreat.

We sprinted back through the dark museum together. Retraced our footsteps past the stairs I’d hurried down yesterday in an effort to escape the Samhain Shifters, back through the staff-only hallway, all the way to the door I’d doctored with my wooden door stop.

It was still open. But my conversation with Tank plus my moment frozen by the bracer had added up. Harper must have gotten off the phone just when I told her too...which ended up being one minute too soon.

Because the security guard was coming back through the outside door just as we reached the cracked opening of the inner door. His eyes were trained on the bank of monitors, not noticing that we were mere feet away.

The external door was slowly sliding shut behind him. If we were fast, Tank and I could make it out before it clicked shut and required a shift to humanity to reopen.

But the guard blocked the exit. The room was too small to be sure we could rush past him. And I was wearing the collar I’d used to stash my tools in. A collar that would be easy to grab....

Tank leapt at the guard before I could decide on the best course of action. His scent was perfectly calm, yet he snapped and snarled like a wild animal. One bite that didn’t quite connect. A bone-chilling growl. Then he’d slid past the guard and into the night.

He meant to clear the way for me. I knew that. After all, any normal rent-a-cop would have been traumatized by Tank’s behavior. Would have backpedalled and provided me with an easy escape.

But this security guard was a dog person. He wasn’t traumatized and his eyes were keen. “What’s in your mouth?” he demanded, lunging for me.

I tried to sidestep, but I wasn’t quite fast enough. The guard caught my right hind leg just as I made it to the exterior door.
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Chapter 10
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I wasn’t about to drop the bracer, which meant I couldn’t bite the hand that held me. But I could kick backwards for all I was worth. Maybe my toenails would catch on the guard’s skin....

No dice. The foot he wasn’t holding skittered off his clothing. The guard swore and clenched down tighter on my other leg.

The door pressed against my shoulder as I was dragged inexorably back into the guard house. A wild glance in the opposite direction proved that Tank was too far away to stop the inevitable. Within seconds, I’d be locked behind a door that required a keycard to open. I’d lose the bracer and be captured in my lupine skin.

No. Wasn’t happening.

I twisted, ignoring the pain in my stuck ankle and the strain down my side that felt like the worst sort of power yoga. Lashing out with my right front paw, I scratched at the guard’s face, careful to steer clear of his eyeballs.

And this time, he reacted. His hand twisted against my ankle, pain and instinct working against his impulse to be kind to furry critters. A sharp spike of agony ran up my hind leg. Despite myself, I yelped.

The yelp, not the scratch, is what made the guard let go. He was a dog lover at heart and he knew he’d hurt me. His formerly unbendable fingers sprang away as if my leg had turned into a hot poker...

...And I accepted the reprieve. Squirmed out the gap between door and frame, glad that I had four legs so running was feasible despite the throbbing in my right rear appendage....

I was ten feet from the door when something furry brushed past me in the opposite direction. Tank. Darting between our pursuer’s legs and tangling him up. Or so I assumed from the burst of expletives and the thud behind my back.

Tank hadn’t left me. Even when my injury turned me into a liability. My lungs expanded, something fierce and joyful pushing my legs faster.

Unfortunately, the guard was equally tenacious. Tank caught up to me within seconds, but human footsteps weren’t far behind us. And unlike Tank, I couldn’t outrun our pursuer. Not when I was hobbling on three paws, biting back each jolt of pain when I skipped the fourth.

It was all I could do to follow Tank’s tail as he led me to a hole in an old wooden fence. As if he’d scouted out a human-proof escape plan before joining me. My own plan was fuzzy beneath the pain of my ankle. All I could focus on was Tank, waiting solid as a stone.

This time, I didn’t even consider distrusting him. Instead, I shimmied through the gap. Followed as Tank once again took the lead and guided me down a path I was unfamiliar with.

Behind parked cars. Down dark alleys. I could neither see nor smell the guard now. We’d left him far behind.

Only then did I realize we were traveling in the wrong direction. Away from the safety of my apartment rather than toward it. Still, I didn’t curve toward my original destination as Tank skittered down a steep slope into a pool of pure darkness. Instead, I followed, my paws splashing into slowly moving water. In front of me, Tank had finally stopped.

I did too, panting hard and trying to ignore the throb of my injured ankle that made my teeth ache. Tentatively, I dropped that paw down to join its fellows. Frigid liquid soaking through dirty fur felt unbelievably good.

As I recovered my equilibrium, I remembered the spot we were in from earlier scouting. The stream where I soaked my sore paws rose to the surface for half a block before being channeled back beneath streets and residences. It wasn’t a park. Just a forgotten corner of wild land.

No one came here in daylight. In the dark, it was bound to be empty. Safe enough to risk shifting into humanity.

Safe...other than my lupine companion. Still, ignoring the shiver of bad experiences with other male werewolves, I sucked in courage and shifted up.

***
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COLD AIR STRUCK HUMAN skin as fur receded. I shivered. Spat the bracer into one hand, slapped it onto my opposite wrist for safekeeping...then fought for balance as my injured ankle collapsed beneath my weight.

Broad hands caught my shoulders before I fell. For an instant, they burned heady awareness into me. Then exhaustion and pain beat out attraction.

And it was as if Tank could smell my mood. His fingers stayed far from erogenous zones as he growled out an order. “Sit,” he demanded, lowering me onto the muddy stream bank.

Then his fingers were prodding my ankle. I hissed, barely able to see the buckling of skin as his jaw tensed.

I didn’t want to know, but I asked anyway. “How bad is it?”

Tank’s head shook ever so slightly, a flutter of movement in the darkness. “Could be worse. Probably a minor strain.”

“Minor?” Despite the cold water, my ankle felt like a train had run over it.

“If you keep the foot elevated, it’ll likely heal within twenty-four hours.”

Well, that was impossible. Not the healing part—the keeping my foot elevated part.

After all, I needed to collect my car then head up to Highlands to nab Harper’s cell phone. She’d promised to remove the battery as soon as she hung up, but I couldn’t trust a teenager to dispose of incriminating evidence. The guard had seen me leave the museum with the bracer. This wouldn’t be a cold case, unnoticed until the following day....

Tank’s hand returned to my shoulder, pressing me backwards. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“The job’s not complete. I need to....”

My voice trailed off. I wasn’t about to spill my guts in front of a stranger. It was oddly difficult to remember that about Tank. That he was a stranger.

“Stay here,” he ordered, ignoring my abortive explanation. His hand retreated and something in me regretted the loss of contact.

Just because of the cold, of course. Cold air, cold water. A bit of shock in the aftermath of my injury. I was shivering and Tank’s hand had provided much-needed warmth.

Now, he loomed above me, more like a tower than a tank. “I’m getting my car. I’ll be back in five minutes.”

Before I could answer, he was gone.

***
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I DIDN’T INTEND TO wait, of course. Not for a man who’d butted his way into my life without explanation or permission.

But it took over a minute to feel around for a stick hefty enough to lean on. And when I struggled my way to standing, there was someone present at the top of the bank.

Not Tank. Not a male of any sort. Instead, the streetlight behind her silhouetted feminine curves. Meanwhile, I inhaled the scent of blackberries so strong I could almost taste summer on my tongue.

Marina’s voice had all of the berries’ tartness and none of their sweetness. “You look...terrible.”

“How did you find me?” I demanded as she picked her way down the slope. Her lack of answer was answer. She’d found me, I knew, because she was more than human. Whatever Lupe thought, Marina was somehow affiliated with the fae.

But that wasn’t the most relevant point. She held out her hand in silence, demanding the bracer. Instinctively, I twisted sideways so the thick metal bracelet wasn’t within stealing distance. “The check,” I countered.

Unlike most of my employers, Marina didn’t try to cheat me. “Of course,” she murmured. “Must adhere to the formalities.”

And...there was a check between her fingers. I was 99% certain there hadn’t been one present a second earlier. But the night was dark and my ankle throbbed and Tank would be back any minute.

I took it. Unfolded the paper to ensure my name appeared on the proper line and a scrawled signature on the other. There were quite a lot of zeroes. More, if I was honest, than I’d seen in my bank account in my life.

While I gawked, Marina plucked her own prize from my wrist, raising it to rub against her face. Like a cat scent-marking her favorite armchair. The aroma of blackberries intensified. Out of the corner of my eyes, I thought I caught half a dozen fireflies illuminating a city sidewalk.

“Should I leave you alone to make out with your jewelry?” I asked dryly, sliding the check away into the hidden pouch in my wolf collar. Even though the precious paper would be safe there, my fingers lingered for a second before I managed to force them away.

Marina didn’t miss my reluctance to lose skin contact with my payment. Her eyes glinted...which they shouldn’t have. Not here in the darkness by the creek.

After all, the moon—if there was one—was hidden behind clouds. The street lights were arranged to illuminate road and sidewalk rather than stream bank.

Her voice, when she spoke, was similarly wrong. Musical, like the peal of bells. “There’s more where that came from.”

I didn’t need more. For once in my life, I had enough cash. I could finally consider scratching itches that had seemed irrelevant while serving as Harper’s secondary guardian. Perhaps I’d sign up for an art class....

And yet, my body disagreed with me. It leaned forward without my permission. My mouth echoed Marina’s assertion. “More?”

She smiled, the gesture so beautiful it shouldn’t have chilled me. But it did. “If you’re interested, I’ll be in touch.”

She turned away...and my greed popped like a soap bubble. What was I thinking? If there was even a 1% chance that Marina had been involved in the horse incident....

“This is between you and me only,” I called after her. “My sister isn’t involved.”

But Marina was already gone.
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Chapter 11
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I wasn’t alone for long. By the time I fought my way to the top of the bank, a car idled there. Emerging from behind the wheel was the male werewolf I’d met yesterday, the one whose ugliness scared teenagers and whose refusal to leave me alone raised my blood pressure...and woke other long-sleeping parts of my limbic system.

To my combined relief and disappointment, he was dressed now. Because werewolves tended to keep spare clothes in their vehicle. The contrast to my nakedness made his power even more intimidating when his hand clamped down on my right elbow.

“Where to?” he asked, his words quiet. He hadn’t intended to intimidate me, I gathered as he half lifted and half guided me toward the passenger seat. There, he pulled out baggy sweats and steadied me as I wriggled into them. He even knelt to assist my injured ankle through the door.

He stayed down there, too, eyebrows raised while waiting for my answer.

Or at least, I thought his eyebrows were raised during the fleeting glimpse he granted me. After that, something Tank saw on my face must have reminded him of his supposed ugliness, of the brightness here beneath a street light. Because he curved his neck away from me, twisting so far tendons bulged out of his skin.

That wasn’t why I agreed to go with him, of course. I was just reacting to the sure knowledge that my throbbing ankle wouldn’t have been able to press the gas and brake pedals of my own vehicle. Urgency pulsed through me, the need to ensure my sister’s safety.

That was the only reason I didn’t shoot Tank down.

“Head for the highway,” I said against my better judgment. “I’ll tell you where to turn next.”

Directions were our only conversation for the next hour. As if Tank didn’t want to scare me out of the decision to trust him. Still, I regretted my choice the instant the tree-lined curve at the furthest corner of Highlands’ grounds opened out before us. There was the culvert, an easy hiding place for a misused cell phone. And there was a human shape standing next to it, arms crossed and feet spread hip-width apart.

The car slowed as Tank took in the same view. “You didn’t say you were meeting someone.”

“I didn’t think I was.” After all, I’d given Harper strict instructions to ditch the cell phone and go back to bed. Not stand shivering in the cold, dark forest waiting for me.

But that shape was my kid sister. I could tell by the way she swiped hair off her face, the way she shielded her eyes against our headlights. She wasn’t sure this was me. Perhaps recognized that the shape of the car was wrong the same way I’d recognized the shape of her body was right.

Tank slammed on the brakes a good long trek from the culvert. “Stay here. I’ll deal with it.”

The car stank of aggression. He thought Harper was, what, a cop? A backstabbing co-conspirator? I guessed I couldn’t blame him since I’d turned up the radio and ignored his one attempt at questions during the commute.

But—“No. You stay here. That’s my....” Sister. I snapped my teeth closed around the word. Couldn’t imagine why it had almost come out in front of this near stranger in the first place.

After all, the purpose of this trip was to protect Harper from repercussions. Not to throw her under the bus.

Tank waited for me to finish the sentence. When I didn’t, he reached behind the seat and came up with yet more spare clothing.

“I’m already wearing more than I need,” I reminded him. The clothes he’d lent me didn’t fit, but they were functional. Only my feet remained bare.

Tank apparently disagreed. Shaking his head, he continued rolling the sweatshirt up into a bundle. “Padding. For your stick,” he rumbled while pressing the fabric down over the jagged wooden end of the object in question.

As if he’d noticed the scratches on my armpit from using the found crutch to pull myself up the stream bank. My skin warmed, then I focused.

Tank’s padding meant he wasn’t going to raise a stink about me going to speak with my sister solo. This felt too easy.

I cocked my head. “You’ll stay here?”

“No.”

My fists clenched...then relaxed as he continued.

“I’ll drop you off and drive past. Park far enough away to be out of earshot. If you need me, just wave.”

It was impossible to be angry with him after that.

***
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“DID IT WORK?”

Harper was bouncing with excitement at being part of something grownup and illicit. So I didn’t have the heart to chastise her for waiting out where anyone could see her. Didn’t have the heart to tell her that she’d taken off her gloves too soon—the plastic bag she’d slipped the phone into would carry prints.

But I’d dispose of everything carefully enough so she wouldn’t be implicated. The phone, I noted, had both battery and SIM card removed and dropped into the bag separately. So I leaned in and planted a kiss on her forehead. “You done good, kid.”

“I know.” Harper was dancing around me now, oblivious to the fact I was leaning on a homemade crutch and barely managing to stay upright. But she was fully human. Unlike me, she couldn’t see in the dark. “That guy on the phone totally believed that I was a crazy dog lady. He recommended a trainer and a groomer. You could use a haircut, especially if you’re working with other ‘dogs’ now. Do I get to meet him? Is he cute?”

Harper pranced in closer as she spoke, arm extended as if she intended to grab my hair to illustrate her point. But her eyes weren’t good enough to see where she was going, and I was too tired to take evasive action. Whatever the reason, Harper’s heel came down on the unshod toe of my injured foot.

I hissed. I didn’t mean to, but breath escaped along with a word I tried not to say in Harper’s presence.

“Athena?” She froze. “What’s wrong?”

Then hands were on my shoulder. Big hands. Hot hands.

Tank. I blinked, trying to figure out how he’d materialized out of nowhere.

He hadn’t, obviously. Instead, he’d done exactly what he said he would—parked beyond the reach of wolf ears. Then he’d used the hum of the idling car engine to cover up the sound of his approach.

“Who are you?” Harper demanded. Her fists were clenched. She was going to punch him. This was why I kept my sister far away from werewolves, myself excluded.

I tensed when Tank stepped sideways, one arm slipping down to cradle my waist. The gesture felt far more intimate than I suspect he intended. As if he was doing more than holding me up.

But the important part was how he responded to my sister’s show of aggression. “Tank Morales,” he answered, extending his free arm for a handshake.

I exhaled, tension I hadn’t even realized existed flowing out of me. Tank was being a gentleman. Harper, after a moment of consideration, accepted the peace gesture. “Harper D’Argent,” she replied.

“Good grip,” Tank observed. Which likely meant my sister had tried to squeeze his fingers off.

“Ditto,” Harper answered. Her eyes, when they met mine, were full of questions.

Well, there was no point in pretending we weren’t sisters at this point. “I’ll pick you up tomorrow at five,” I told Harper. “We can talk then.”

And, to my surprise, she accepted the brush off. “Okay,” she agreed. “Nice meeting you, Tank.”

She slid me a glance that was full of mischief. Her eyebrows wiggled. Then she took off, heading back to her simple human life.

Together, Tank and I stood watch until my kid sister made it safely back across the lawn and into her dormitory. My foot and ankle both throbbed, but my waist was warm where Tank’s arm encircled it.

The contact felt strangely right.

***
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IT WAS SO LATE THAT even the highway was empty by the time we made it back to the exit closest to my apartment. Which meant no nosy neighbors noticed when Tank pulled into an empty parking space and helped me pry myself out of the car.

By this point, one of my toenails had turned purple from where Harper had stepped on it. My ankle had swollen to the size of a cantaloupe. My muscles felt like they’d been attached to lead weights.

For the first time, I sincerely regretted choosing an apartment on the seventh floor.

But even though stairs felt insurmountable at the present moment, I wasn’t about to lead Tank into my ramshackle building. Not that I was ashamed of the books spread across my couch and the dirty dishes in the sink...much. The real issue was who he was and who I was. No way I was inviting a strange werewolf into my den.

“Thanks for the ride,” I dismissed him.

Rather than leaving, Tank waited, head turned slightly away. Silent. Immovable.

I sighed and unlocked the downstairs door.

“Look, you don’t need to come up with me. I’ll be fine,” I told him at the bottom of the dark stairwell. It seemed to rise up into eternity, as if I lived at the top of a lighthouse rather than in an ordinary, if run-down, apartment building.

Tank’s response was diffident. “I don’t have anything better to do.”

I blinked and his arm was around my waist again. I was leaning into him...for no reason other than the fact that each stair loomed approximately ten feet tall. When had they expanded from their original size?

“Step up,” he murmured, and I did. Again and again and again. Time and space tunneled. I lost a few minutes to a strange combination of pleasure and pain.

Then we were on my landing. Tank’s hand rose in front of me, palm up. “Key?”

My growl was half-hearted. “I can open my own door.”

After I fumbled at the lock for ten long seconds, however, me swaying and Tank as solid as his namesake, it became apparent Tank had won that round. Who knew silence could be so effective? He turned the key in the lock, opened my door...and froze.

Adrenaline woke me out of my haze as I took a step forward. “What?”

My nose provided an answer. The air, which should have stunk of carpet that refused to release its dirt plus the musty hint of ceiling mold, was filled with the wildness of wolf. Someone had been in my apartment since I was here last. Had shifted and, if I wasn’t mistaken, had peed on the door jamb.

I’d hoped to have at least until morning before anyone heard about a pair of wolves robbing the local museum. But word, apparently, travelled fast.

“Keep an eye on the stairs,” Tank demanded before pushing me back out the door and closing it in my face.

I rattled the knob. Blinked. Had he seriously just locked me out of my own apartment?

Endless minutes later, the door I was leaning against opened. Tank’s grip on my arm was firm as he pulled me into the overwhelming brightness of my own living room. “There’s no one here. I tried calling Lupe, but my phone doesn’t have service.”

“The office building across the way blocks it.” I waved vaguely. “You’ll get three bars down on the corner.”

Tank lowered me onto the couch, propped my injured leg up on a pillow, then crouched down to my level. His head was averted as he spoke to the wall. “I’m going to lock the door behind me. Stay here. I’ll be back once I’ve made a call.”

The raised hairs on his arms and neck were too long to be human so I didn’t bother arguing with him. Tank was acting like an alpha werewolf, which meant he wouldn’t listen to reason. I’d learned that the hard way. Didn’t need to beat my head against that particular wall ever again.

Instead, I watched him leave. Waited as my own key turned in the lock to protect me from danger that wouldn’t come from that direction.

Then I wrestled my way back to my feet. Hunted down my wallet. Opened the sliding glass doors across from the metal one Tank had locked behind him....

The instant I stepped out onto the seemingly empty balcony, a werewolf dropped down from above.
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Chapter 12
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“Rowan,” I greeted the alpha I’d known would be lying in wait for me. The one who’d given me the card in my pocket. The one I’d hoped never to see again.

“Ace’s daughter.”

As if I had no name other than a relationship to an absent father. My face twisted but I didn’t argue. After all, I was the one in the wrong.

Instead, I dug in my wallet for the card that had granted me safe passage through this alpha’s domain for the last year and change. I’d known what I was risking when I took the furry shortcut at the museum. Had hoped it wouldn’t come to this, but had accepted that it might.

Losing access to Harper’s visiting hours was a gut punch, but it would be worth the loss now that I could afford to pay for the rest of her high-school career and part of college. Our relationship would survive the hiatus. I could always call my sister and bug her with endless emails and texts.

Swallowing down bitter regret, I held out the card representing an in-person relationship with my sister. “You want this back.”

Rowan didn’t snatch it out of my hands the way I’d expected him to. Instead, he stepped in closer. The musk of alpha werewolf made me choke on my own inhale.

“That’s not enough, Ace’s daughter. You fucked up. You really fucked up this time.”

“Did I?” I straightened despite the fact my ankle was trying to tell me how much it missed the couch and pillow. “If you already know about my mistake, then you’ve had plenty of time to cover up any leaks. Admit it. You have the police in your pocket. The story won’t even show up on social media let alone in the evening news.”

Rowan’s head shook slowly. “No.” His eyes glinted in the darkness. “You stole from a museum. They filed a report with a national alert network at the same time they contacted the police.”

Goosebumps rose on my arms. I’d sent Tank away so he wouldn’t do something stupid while I accepted the knocks I had coming. But...this was bad. Rowan wasn’t taking my card and tossing me out of his territory the way he’d threatened to. The story of my furriness had escaped his control.

I swallowed. “What do you want then?”

Rather than answering, Rowan peered down over the railing into the darkness beneath us. When the apartment complex had been built, I suspect there’d been a rather nice view from each balcony. Since then, more buildings had sprung up cheek to jowl. By the time I moved in, the only view was of a dirty alley, now barely lit by a couple of lights above back doors.

Still, I could make out two lupine forms down there, moving toward the center from each end of the alley. Of course Rowan hadn’t come alone. He was the alpha. He travelled with lackeys for appearances’ sake. Plus, he wouldn’t want to be the one huffing and puffing after me if I thought running was a good idea.

I shifted my weight, well aware that I had no ability to run tonight.

“Alpha?” I prodded when the silence stretched longer than I’d expected it to. But Rowan didn’t answer. Just kept peering downward, brow wrinkled as if he wasn’t just staring off into space.

Of course. Pack-bond communication from alpha to underling was common among werewolves. But the effort didn’t usually last this long or cause so much facial contortion.

I sidled away from Rowan’s overwhelming presence to give myself a little breathing space then leaned over the railing, pulling on a little wolfishness of my own. Vision enhanced, I finally saw what Rowan was reacting to.

There was a cat down there—Mr. Fletcher’s tabby, I was guessing—being stalked by Rowan’s lupine underlings. They had the feline cornered in an indented stairwell and seemed an inch away from progressing from tease to torture.

They were going to tear the poor thing apart. Or would have if their alpha hadn’t stopped them.

Rowan’s frustration was bitter on my tongue. His words, when he gave up on the pack bond and went audible, came out as a bark.

“Leave the damn cat alone and get up here!”

The wolves ignored him. One slammed his paw down on the cat’s back. The other widened his jaws as if to swallow the hissing feline whole. And....

“Now!”

The cold blast of alpha compulsion froze both me and the shifters in the alley. As the effects faded, I stumbled back onto the cheap plastic folding chair that had come with the apartment. What happened to the wolves in the alley I could no longer tell.

I could, however, see Rowan turning away from the railing. He had no interest in the cat’s survival. He’d only snapped at his crew because a wolf-mauled pet threatened shifters’ ability to slide beneath the radar.

After all, Rowan was alpha. His priorities revolved around the future of his pack.

Which was bad news for me. My theft in wolf form was ten times as dangerous in that regard as tearing apart a house cat would have been.

***
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WHEN I OPENED MY EYES, Rowan stood above me. Barely restrained fury pinned me in place the way it had a decade ago when I tracked him down in his office to beg for help.

“You’re not my father,” I’d said then, bamboozled by the fact that the name on my child-support checks had materialized into someone only a few years older than me.

“You figure?” Rowan leaned forward, sniffing as if he was in wolf rather than human form. Just like today, I’d backpedalled until I fell onto my butt.

I had no weapon other than words, so I used them. “I want to speak with my father.”

“About what, exactly?”

“My mother’s dead.”

Rowan nodded and strode to his desk, giving me a second to pull myself together. By the time I scrambled to my feet, he’d drawn a checkbook out of a drawer, uncapped a fancy fountain pen, and raised one eyebrow. “How much extra do you need?”

“My little sister....”

Both eyebrows pulled down into a V over his nose. “Harper stinks of humans. She’s not my problem.”

Rowan had been close enough to smell my sister? “I don’t want your money!” I exploded, the four feet between us enough to unleash my teenage temper. “And I don’t want you close to my sister either!”

If I’d taken the time to think about it, I would have expected to be slapped down. After all, Mom had warned me so many times about male werewolves, alphas especially. She might have only spent one night with my father, but she’d made other connections—and later severed them—when I turned old enough to shift.

But Rowan didn’t live up to her warnings. Instead, he merely cocked his head. “What do you want then?”

So I told him. The whole sad story in three short sentences. “My stepdad is a drunk. I can take care of my little sister on my own, but I need someone over eighteen to be in charge on paper. All I’m asking is my father’s signature on a few forms....”

As I spoke, Rowan came out from behind his desk. He advanced on me, step by step, something sharp and interested in his eyes.

“I could, perhaps, make your life easier if you had something to offer.” His voice was low and lupine. “Something that would make the effort worth my while....”

The air stank of an aroma both pungent and wild. I couldn’t pull in enough breath to deny him. Could only frantically shake my head.

And Rowan shrugged. Clicked the cap back on the pen he held, as if nothing had happened between us. “In that case, your sister isn’t worth the hassle.”

The only reprieve I’d been able to dream up was disappearing like the shreds of my own childhood. And while I couldn’t accept what Rowan had offered, I wasn’t too proud to beg. “Just let me talk to my father. Tell me his name....”

Rowan breathed out through his nose, not quite a snort but more than an ordinary exhale. “You don’t get it, do you, pup? I’m the alpha. I say no and your father won’t speak with you. Now, how much extra money do you need?”

He twirled the pen around his fingers, the motion captivating my attention. This was a leash and I knew it. If I took his money, I’d also be accepting the barely concealed deal his wolf was offering.

So I swallowed back terror. Ground out: “None. I need none.”

It was a lie, of course. Without Mom’s steady paycheck, our family was floundering. But I could get a job. I could fend for myself and my sister....

And I could find my father. It wasn’t really all that hard. The day after slamming out of Rowan’s office, I paid for a copy of my birth certificate at the county courthouse. Memorized my father’s name from the appropriate line and used that information to track Ace to his lair.

There...my father had refused to so much as speak to me without his alpha’s permission. Pack wolves. They had no concept of self will. No interest in family outside the alpha-approved clan.

And, despite all that, my child-support checks kept coming. They doubled, in fact. Started being made out to me instead of to my mother.

I cashed them. Had to when my employment prospects as a sixteen-year-old high-school dropout became obvious. I cashed the checks and waited for the other shoe to drop.

But the shoe just hung there above me for a decade. Checks arrived every month like clockwork. Long past the point where I needed the cash.

Which is what gave me the idea, a bit over a year ago, to make a new deal with Rowan. At that point, Harper was starting school much closer to the center of the pack’s territory than I’d dared travel after my sixteen-year-old slap down. I needed to be able to visit Highlands without being hassled by Rowan’s pack mates more than I needed additional money.

So I’d traded in my chips for the card in my hand. The card Rowan now said wasn’t enough to make up for my museum lapse.

Thirteen months ago, Rowan had made me another offer. A more overt one. But he’d let me walk away when I refused.

Unfortunately, I had a bad feeling I wouldn’t be able to walk away this time. I swallowed down bile as I stared up at the alpha who had grown older and more powerful since I first met him. He took a single step forward and my wolf bowed down my head.

Sure enough, the scent emanating from Rowan now wasn’t the sour scent of annoyance he’d exuded earlier. Instead, his aroma had morphed into something sweeter that was even less appealing.

“You’ve grown into an appealing woman. So I’ll deal with your mistakes.” Rowan’s murmur should have been heartening, but it wasn’t. Instead, my blood chilled as he continued to let me off the hook. “I’ll stand up for you when other packs call for your blood. It’s an alpha’s prerogative.”

I felt sixteen years old again. My reply came out as a squeak. “And in exchange?”

“In exchange, you’ll take your proper place in my pack.” He leaned in closer. “Assuming, that is, you want access to the territory your sister calls home.”
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Chapter 13

[image: image]




There was no answer on the tip of my tongue, so it’s a good thing the door behind me slammed open. I hadn’t heard the scratch of a key in the lock first. Still, I had to hope this was rescue....

I spun to see who had kicked my door down. A mistake, I realized, the instant Rowan’s hand clamped down on the back of my neck.

His gesture wasn’t reassuring. Instead, it screamed ownership. Threat. Fingers squeezed my spine as if my bones were sticks ready for cracking....

And the person who’d kicked open my door materialized into...not Tank. Instead, it was a woman who ignored me while speaking to Rowan over my head.

“Chief McCallister. I thought we had a deal. We protect your pack from the node. You provide every requested assistance. Which, primarily, means staying out of our way.”

The woman’s hand slid toward the bulge holstered under her arm, and I recognized her at last. Lupe. Tank’s temporary boss. The one who’d tried to hire me.

The one who, I was pretty sure, had a day job as a cop.

“I’ve left your affairs alone,” Rowan growled. “I recommend you return the favor.”

I wasn’t sure what he was talking about—other than me—until my ears popped. Then I heard it. The snarls of wolves in the stairwell were quiet enough not to wake the neighbors. But scritches of fast-moving toenails were more ominous for the muted nature of the resultant thuds.

No wonder Rowan’s fingers pinched down harder. It was all I could do to prevent my shoulders from hunching upwards. This, I’d learned, was a fact of life around alpha werewolves. They took out their aggressions on those under their thumbs.

Literally in my case.

Lupe took a step closer, which didn’t help matters. She was goading him, whether she meant to or not. Rowan’s body twisted behind me, and now there were two hands around my throat. Two hands squeezing, cutting off my oxygen....

And instinct took over. My head morphed before my body. Wolf teeth bit into Rowan’s forearm even as the rest of me became a dead weight dangling from his grip.

“Shit!”

He flung me against the wall, the electricity of his impending shift prickling against my nostrils. I scrambled to four feet, trying to work my way out of the baggy sweats Tank had lent me. My wounded ankle throbbed.

Okay, that wasn’t working. Giving up on shedding clothes, I gathered my haunches under me anyway even though my right hind leg felt like I’d slammed it in a door.

Then Lupe was between me and Rowan. She hadn’t drawn her gun and her body was still fully human, but the air oozed with near-shift tension. “Athena is one of mine for the next week and a half.”

Rowan, to my surprise, reined in his feral impulses. There was fur on the outside of his throat, but his speech was fully human. “Is this true, Athena? You’re a Samhain Shifter? You chose to give up your lone-wolf status to someone other than me?”

He’d smell a lie. It was one of many downsides of hanging out with werewolves.

So I made my answer truthful. Accepted Lupe’s offer, belatedly and in my head only.

Then I nodded. Barked out a soft yet audible reply.

Rowan’s cheek twitched. He was annoyed but holding onto his anger.

“Alright then.” He spoke to Lupe, not to me. “She’s your problem until Samhain. Come November, though, Athena will be mine to command.”

***
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THAT WAS BAD...BUT a problem for the future. Because Rowan left, muted growls from the stairwell cutting off the moment he passed out of sight beyond my shattered door frame. Seconds later, two wolves entered my apartment, shimmering upward into Tank and—I assumed based on his tattoos—Ryder. Both were naked, but I had eyes for only one.

Tall. Broad. Magnificent. I took a step forward without meaning to and....

“Pack your stuff,” Lupe demanded, drawing me away from my perusal of masculine perfection even as she tossed Ryder and Tank clothes I hadn’t noticed her carrying. “Bring whatever you need for the next five days.”

Her words slapped me with the need to obey. An alpha imperative, even if she wasn’t an official pack leader. I winced, realizing that my stint as a Samhain Shifter was going to suck.

Because it wasn’t any more palatable having my legs forced into motion by a female alpha than by a male alpha. Muscles struggled against themselves. Behind Lupe, Ryder smirked as he yanked up his jeans.

He clearly wasn’t impressed by my addition as team mate. And, having survived middle school, I knew what it meant when one of the cool kids had it in for you.

The solution was to prove you were stronger than they were. Browbeat the bullies until they left you alone.

Among werewolves, power equated to alpha commands like the ones Lupe and Rowan tossed around—something I was incapable of. Instead, I aimed for the next best thing. A snappy shift.

Unfortunately, exhaustion dragged me down like glue on my paws. I scrabbled my way to humanity rather than bursting out of my fur.

A show of weakness. Ryder rolled his eyes and turned his back.

Not because I was naked either. Because I wasn’t, not really. My human tongue untangled itself while I struggled to get my arms back into the top that had twisted around my neck.

“I took the job, but that doesn’t mean I have to leave my apartment.” My voice, I was glad to hear, was firm. “My sister and her friend are coming here tomorrow for fall break. I won’t let them down.”

Although I’d be letting Harper down for sure in a week, unless something miraculous happened. Rowan wanted me in his pack, and I intended to refuse him. Which meant I’d be explaining to Harper why I couldn’t come see her. Why the alpha whose territory encompassed her boarding school was refusing me access.

Our impending separation made spending her upcoming vacation together even more important. So I stood firm, even in the face of an alpha unlikely to appreciate that stance.

Annoyance rolled off Lupe, but she wasn’t the one who answered. “Bring them along.” Tank’s face was hidden as he tapped into his cell phone. His clothes were rumpled, as if he’d spent more time focusing on the device in his hand than on dressing. “Kira’s close to their age. She said she’d keep your girls company and out of trouble.”

Lupe huffed deep and low in her throat, then turned her reaction into words. “Kira isn’t the one who makes that decision. You’ll have to wait until morning to see what Mai has to say about that.”

Another round of thumb typing. Another answer without glancing in my direction. “Mai’s awake too. She says it’s not a problem. She wouldn’t mind a brief vacation from parenting a teen.”

Mai? Kira? Mate and daughter? My clothing mishap was now sorted so I shouldn’t have felt so cold.

Ryder’s annoyed interjection was almost welcome. “We’re babysitting?” He turned back around, arms crossed. “I thought we had a single goal until Samhain. Fae. Not puppies. This is bullshit.”

Lupe pressed a finger to her lips and Ryder’s complaint petered off. Not a pack leader, huh? She certainly acted like one.

Whatever Lupe’s role, all three of us waited out her silence as she considered the two males, then me swathed in Tank’s baggy clothing. She hummed noncommittally then addressed Tank.

“You’ll deal with it?”

It, I gathered, was me. Harper. Clara. Babysitting duty.

Any attraction I’d felt toward Tank vanished as he nodded. “I’ll deal with it,” he agreed, as if I was twelve bags of groceries waiting to be unloaded out of the car.
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Chapter 14
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Tank’s way of dealing with logistics was heavy-handed. “Athena will spend the night here. I’ll watch her.”

“Watch her?” Ryder’s eyebrows waggled. “Is that what the kids are calling it these days?”

“Go home,” Tank growled. And I must have been tireder than I thought because when my eyes blinked back open, he and I were alone.

Alright then. I hadn’t invited Tank into my home, but this was better than packing up and leaving while my ankle throbbed like the pounding of a heavy-metal drummer. I would make the best of the cards I’d been dealt.

“There’s an air mattress in the closet.” I sucked in a deep breath and started hobbling in that direction, but Tank was in front of me. Immovable. He didn’t bring his hands down on my shoulders this time, but he did sidestep to prevent me from walking around him.

“The couch,” he rumbled, “will be fine.”

“It’s ratty. I mean, not actually ratty. No vermin. But this isn’t the cabin in the woods I always wanted.” I tended to run at the mouth when tired, and now was no exception.

Arms swept me up as Tank asked, “What would your dream cabin look like?”

One of his hands was beneath my knees as if I was a child; the other cradled my back. I was airborne. Tingling everywhere his fingers touched. And, at the same time, relaxing in a way I hadn’t since my mother died.

Perhaps that’s why I answered his nosy question. “There’d be light. Lots of light for painting.”

Tank hummed as he carried me toward my bedroom without asking for instructions. He’d already scouted it out while I was locked in the hallway, I gathered. Plus, it wasn’t as if there were many doors to choose between.

“What else?” Tank rumbled.

I tried to squash my lips shut, but they kept flapping. “A potbelly stove. The roar of a waterfall rather than traffic outside.”

Tank was silent as he lowered me onto the bed, mattress so soft it almost made up for my ankle throbbing. I blinked. How exactly had Tank managed to pull the sheets and blankets down while holding me? Everything was turning fuzzy, the weight of the day and my choices falling down on my head.

“Do you need both of these pillows?” Tank demanded.

“What?” I pried my eyes open with an effort. I couldn’t believe I’d fallen asleep with Tank looming over me. I needed to wait until he was out in the living room then push my dresser under the door knob. The effort wouldn’t keep me safe, but it might slow Tank down in case his animal nature came to the fore in the night....

“Do you,” Tank repeated more slowly, “need both of these pillows?”

There was no animal in his eyes. Or what I could see of his eyes before he twisted his head away from me. That habitual gesture drove me crazy. I might have growled, just a little bit.

“Athena?”

Right. The pillow. I fumbled for the spare I’d bought so Harper would stop bugging me. “If you only own one pillow, you’re telling the world you want to sleep alone for the rest of your life.”

“Here,” I said, handing my sister-silencing pillow over to the first man I’d willingly allowed to visit my apartment since moving here. Of course he wouldn’t want to bed down with only couch cushions to support him. “There are sheets in the closet....”

My jaw cracked as I lost words to a yawn so intense it brought tears to my eyes. And when I wiped them away, Tank was gone.

No, not gone. His fingers settled on my injured ankle. Gentle as butterflies, they lifted my foot and slipped the sister-silencing pillow beneath it.

When exhausted, I lost my filter. That’s the only explanation I can give for the words that slipped out of my lips. “Mai is one lucky woman.”

“Mai?” I smelled Tank’s confusion one second before a huge hand settled on my forehead as gently as a cloud kissing a mountaintop. “You mean my alpha’s mate?”

Absurd as it was, his answer softened the mattress yet further. I’d forgotten, for a second, that Lupe wasn’t Tank’s alpha. That he answered to another shifter somewhere in a nearby territory.

But that wasn’t what my tired brain fixated on. Instead, it drew other connections.

Mai wasn’t Tank’s mate. Kira wasn’t his daughter.

A feather of breath fluttered against my forehead. “Dream about your cabin,” Tank murmured. “You’ll have it someday. You deserve it.”

I forgot about the dresser and the doorknob and let myself drift into the healing silence of sleep.

***
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HOURS LATER, I WOKE to an empty apartment. Crutches leaned against my bedside, which should have chilled me. After all, it meant Tank had entered my room while I was sleeping and I hadn’t noticed. Instead, I leveraged myself to my feet, tested my ankle, then winced as swollen muscles twinged beneath my weight.

“Tank?” I called, sliding the crutches beneath my armpits.

No one answered. When I limped my way out into the combined kitchen/dining/living room, the only sign that he’d ever been there was a nearly invisible dent in the couch cushions.

Well, that’s not quite true. There were other signs when I widened my search perimeter.

For example, the reek of wolf urine in the entranceway had been replaced by the cheap chemical aroma of my dish soap. When I opened the repaired door, I discovered a metal plate on the inside of the door jamb, presumably to make it harder to kick in. And....

“Are you ready to go?”

The voice just out of sight in the hallway wasn’t Tank’s. I jumped, a bad idea with crutches. Especially when no helpful hands were there to catch me when I fell.

Luckily, the door was once again solid. I clung to the knob and got one crutch back under me while holding the other out like a weapon. “Who are you?”

Because the speaker was now visible. A well-dressed man stood just outside my door, close enough so I could smell the fur of wolf about him. He cocked his head. “You really don’t remember me? We met less than a week ago.”

I noted the elegance of the man’s posture. The darkness of his skin.

His face, like everyone’s, told me nothing. But, yeah, this probably was the fourth member of the Samhain Shifters. The one I’d spent the least time around. The one whose name didn’t match him at all.

“Butch,” I acknowledged. “What are you doing here?”

Keys twirled around his pointer finger. “I’m here to take you to camp.”
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