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      Black Arrowhead Series: Book 2

      

      Hope is a young woman on the brink of a successful career as a jeweler. The last thing she needs right now is trouble, but trouble finds her when she’s caught trespassing on private property. Bad luck is following her like a menacing cloud, and the only way to survive the storm is to walk through it.

      Tak is a fish out of water in the city, but settling unfinished business with an old friend means leaving tribal land and traveling to Austin. Things heat up after a chance meeting with a captivating woman who commands his attention. Hope is intelligent, unpredictable, and knee-deep in trouble. Instead of burying the hatchet with his old friend, Tak risks everything to protect a woman he barely knows.

      Two Shifters are on a collision course with destiny, but will the sins of their past prevent them from having a future?
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      I rapped my knuckles against Melody and Lakota’s bedroom door. “Wake up, lazybones. You’re working the early shift today, remember?”

      “I’m coming, I’m coming,” Melody grumbled.

      I drifted down the hall toward the kitchen to see if the coffee was ready.

      “Hope!”

      I whirled around. When Lakota poked his head into the hall, I giggled. His hair looked like it had been through a wind tunnel.

      He squinted from the light in the living room behind me. “What time do you get off tonight?”

      “Nine at the latest. It depends on how busy we get.”

      He eased into the hall and shut the door behind him, his red shirt halfway tucked into his boxers. “We need to do something about those hours. It’ll be fall soon, and I’m not having you two working after dark.”

      I snorted. “You’re my brother, but remember that I’m not someone you can order around. Be sure to let me know when you break the news to Melody that you’re deciding our business hours, because I’m dying to see her reaction.”

      “Hire the twins. They could use some part-time work.”

      I loved Melody’s younger brothers, but that wasn’t going to happen. “You don’t think it’s inappropriate to ask two alpha males to work beneath me in a low-paying position? How will that groom them for a leadership role in a pack? They have their own destiny to follow.”

      He rubbed his face. “Just be sure to come straight home instead of going to see Mother.”

      Lakota and Melody had recently formed a fast and permanent relationship, and shortly afterward, Lakota had moved in with us. It was wonderful having my older brother around, but the apartment was quaint, and a couple needed privacy that the thin walls couldn’t provide. I respected their needs and occasionally went straight from work to visit with my old pack, which my father led. I loved having wolves around me, but Lakota and I weren’t a pack, and hearing the carnal cries of my best friend and brother wasn’t my idea of a fun Friday night.

      Or almost every other night of the week for that matter.

      “I planned to visit with Mother before they left town in the morning, but if you insist, I’ll be here. Now dress yourself. A sister shouldn’t have to see such things.” I smiled, shading my eyes as I turned on my heel.

      He chuckled before closing the door.

      Lakota was my half brother but my whole heart. We hadn’t grown up in the same house, but he’d always been my protector, and we visited every chance we got. For the past few years, he’d taken on a job as a bounty hunter, and that meant seeing him less often. But after mating with my best friend, Lakota was in search of a new beginning. No rush. He had plenty of money saved and wanted to extend his honeymoon with Melody for as long as possible before figuring out his life. Even though we occasionally bickered, I loved having my big brother around. He was a good man who took care of those he loved.

      If only he took care of his dirty laundry instead of tossing it on the bathroom floor.

      I swept my long hair behind my shoulders and padded down the hall, the wood floor chilling the soles of my bare feet. When I reached the living room, I swung right toward the kitchen. I loved early morning regardless of the weather. There was something spiritual about the start of a new day—a time when I felt the most connected to my wolf.

      Since our apartment building had interior halls and elevators, it was safer than most places in the Breed district. A beautiful row of tall windows spanned the living room on my left, all the way to the kitchen. I approached the short pony wall that separated the two rooms and poured a leftover bottle of water into one of the houseplants on the ledge. Mel and I had different tastes when it came to decorating, so she claimed the living room, and I had dominion over the kitchen. I’d selected every dish, and the trivets and pot holders were handmade by members of my former pack as going-away gifts when I moved out. Melody’s grey room and hot-pink couch might have clashed with my earthy tones, but I loved the visual contrast between our personalities.

      Melody strolled into the room in her favorite patchwork jeans and a cotton shirt. She yawned noisily and plopped down on a barstool, yesterday’s makeup smeared beneath her heavy-lidded eyes.

      “Did you at least brush your teeth?” I asked.

      Mel scratched at her messy ponytail. “I’ll brush them after breakfast. I don’t know why you bother waking up this early when you don’t have to work until the afternoon.”

      I smiled and slouched on the stool across from her. “Do you really need to ask? I’ve always liked getting up with the sun.”

      “Maybe we should have called our store Sunbeam instead of Moonglow.”

      I chuckled softly and gazed at the suncatcher in the window. Because we managed the business together, we had the luxury of managing our schedules. We could have made them fixed, but we’d decided it wouldn’t be fair for one person to always work the late shift and miss the opportunity to go out on dates.

      Not that I went out on dates, but Mel and Lakota enjoyed having drinks at Howlers or seeing a late show at the Alamo Drafthouse.

      When the coffeepot beeped, I set the carafe on a trivet between us and retrieved buttermilk biscuits and bacon from the warming oven. Mel poured coffee into a mug she’d bought as a souvenir on her last trip to Dallas.

      Lakota appeared, scratching the scar on his bare chest before hiking up his loose jeans. He leaned on the island and swung his keys around his index finger. “I’ll drive you to work.”

      Mel chomped on her biscuit, crumbs showering her plate. “Think again.”

      He peered behind him at the red scooter leaning against the wall by the front door. “Maybe it’s time for you to buy a car like a real adult, wife.”

      She narrowed her green eyes at him. “I like the exercise and the wind in my hair, husband.”

      He chewed off a piece of bacon, which was no longer crispy after spending an hour in the warming oven. “No worries. Something tells me you’ll be changing your tune when it’s forty degrees outside and raining.”

      “This is Austin, not Cognito. It’s not like we’re going to get buried in twelve feet of snow. A few chilly days out of the year won’t stop me. Besides, I own a raincoat.”

      He kissed her temple before swaggering off. “We’ll see, Freckles.”

      She glared at me with a look of annoyance. “He thinks he knows everything. I’m not a girly-girl. A little rain never hurt anyone.” After taking a quick sip of coffee, she wiped her finger beneath her eye and stared at the dark smudge on her fingertip. “I need to take a shower and get ready. Are we putting out your new line of earrings today?”

      I cast my eyes down at my grey harem pants, which looked more like a skirt since the legs were so wide. “Maybe.”

      I was proud of my jewelry, but launching a new line gave me butterflies. I’d spent weeks with my assistant on these earrings, and I wasn’t sure how they would sell since they were comprised of feathers and small beads. Most of my other pieces were quality gemstones, but what set these apart were the feathers, which had once belonged to Shifters. Would customers be willing to pay the asking price? Would they laugh?

      “Not to hassle you, but I need to know whether to put them out or not,” Melody continued. “We’ve had that empty case on reserve for the past week, and people are excited to see what’s coming.”

      I squared my shoulders and tamped down the urge to chicken out. “Go ahead and put them out if you want.”

      “Well, gee… don’t get all happy on me now. Nervous?”

      “Guilty as charged.”

      She smiled warmly. “The mind boggles. You’re going to sell the heck out of those earrings, and you know it. Nobody else around here is selling feathers, and people will love the Shifter connection. It was such a good idea.”

      I took her empty plate and turned away to rinse it in the sink. “Did you two finish packing for your trip?”

      “I think so. Do you want to help me dye my hair tonight?”

      I peered over my shoulder at her. “Since when do you need my help? You’ve been dying your hair since you were what… thirteen?”

      She twisted her mouth to the side. “Because I’m dying it brown.”

      My jaw slackened, and I shut off the water. I hadn’t seen Melody’s natural hair color in more than a decade, not unless you counted her roots showing in the past few weeks. “What do you mean you’re dying it brown?”

      Mel broke apart a piece of bacon and gave me a sheepish look. “I’m about to formally meet his adoptive family, and I’m afraid I’ll embarrass him. They know all about me, but seeing me in the flesh with purple hair? They’ll think I’m immature and not serious about our relationship.”

      “Then maybe you should dye it back to blue.”

      She glared.

      I dried my hands on a dish towel. “Mel, you have to be true to yourself. Don’t pretend to be someone you’re not. If you dye your hair and change your clothes, who will it be that they’re accepting? You or an impostor?”

      She twirled a lock of loose hair around her finger. “It’s not just his parents I’m meeting. It’s everyone. Uncles, friends, cousins… I just want to make a good impression. All his uncles will be there, and I’m afraid of making Lakota look like a fool.”

      “Who looks like a fool?” Lakota boomed from across the living room.

      I nodded at Mel. “Your mate wants to dye her hair brown before the trip.”

      He reached the end of the kitchen island and rested his elbows on it. His hair hung past his shoulders, shielding the edges of his face, but I could still see him giving Melody a pointed stare. “What’s she talking about?”

      Melody’s right shoulder lifted in a subtle shrug, but she didn’t answer. Normally Mel didn’t care what the world thought about her. But she loved Lakota deeply, and family acceptance was everything among Shifters.

      “Tell you what,” he said. “I’ll help you dye it. We’ll swing by the drugstore after you get off work and pick up some purple dye. Your roots are showing.”

      Mel raised her eyes toward him, tears glittering in the corners. “Don’t make this into a joke. Meeting your parents as your mate is a big deal. We mated without telling anyone, and that’s already left a bad impression with the whole family. Now they’re going to take one look at me and⁠—”

      “Understand why you’re the woman of my dreams.” Lakota reached out and captured a tress between his fingers. “Do you think my parents are superficial? Have you seen my wardrobe? You’ve got moxie, and I’d be embarrassed as hell if you went to see them with your tail tucked between your legs. Be yourself. I want them to meet the woman I fell in love with, the woman who stole my heart.”

      She slapped his shoulder and stormed off. “Why do you always have to be so romantic? I can’t even argue with you anymore.”

      Lakota rocked with laughter and winked at me. “She’s got her mother’s fire in her. Thanks for breakfast, little sis. I’m heading out to the Weston house in about an hour to talk with Reno.”

      “Is my brother going to be a private instigator?” I quipped.

      “Investigator,” he corrected. “You’re too sassy for your own good.” He gobbled up another piece of bacon, speaking with his mouth full. “I’m still undecided, but since I have plenty of money in reserve, there’s no rush. I’ve worked my tail off these past few years, so it’s nice to have a little vacation.”

      “Any more time off and our sofa will have a permanent impression of your backside.”

      He snorted. “You want to ride with me? I won’t be gone long.”

      “I can’t.”

      His brows furrowed. “Why not?”

      “I’m heading out to a cast.”

      Lakota stood up straight. “As in… a cast of hawks? Do I know them?”

      “Well, I don’t think they’re all hawks, so I’m not exactly sure what to call them.”

      Not all Shifters lived in the same animal group. Some wildcats lived together, but many were loners by nature. Other races banded together for security, such as birds. I’d recently heard about a cast of hawks living nearby, which had planted the idea of feather jewelry. Sure, I could have bought a bunch of feathers off the internet, but I wouldn’t know anything about their origin. The personal connection between my jewelry and the Shifters was essential since most of my customers were Breed.

      “Shifter feathers aren’t easy to come by, not unless they’re voluntarily given up or found,” I informed him. “The lady I spoke with seemed willing to provide a limited supply.”

      “So they don’t mind you plucking them bald?”

      I poked his arm. “They lose feathers during a shift. My contact has access to different species, everything from pheasants to peacocks. When I offered to pay her money for something that was going into the trash anyway, we struck a bargain. Out of respect, I agreed not to discount her pieces like I do with some of my other merchandise.”

      Lakota stared at me, unblinking.

      “They’re a respectable group of Shifters,” I said, reassuring him. Lakota could be overprotective to a fault. “They’re all women, in case you’re concerned about a male performing a dance of seduction in front of me.”

      His shoulders sagged. “All women? That’s fine then.”

      “You’re so silly.”

      “No way in hell is my sister gonna be wooed by a flamingo.”

      “Aw, but you know how I love skinny legs.”

      As I steered around him, he caught my wrist. “Be careful, little sister.”

      “Always am.”
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      I parked my green Toyota sedan next to a pickup truck with so many hood ornaments affixed to the exterior that I couldn’t even see the paint. I’d seen all kinds of unusual cars in Austin, so nothing surprised me. When I got out, a gentle breeze lifted a few strands of my hair. I smoothed them back in place before tightening the knot at the bottom of my white button-up shirt.

      When Melody and I had dreamed up the idea of Moonglow, I’d never imagined our job would include anything other than working in the store and designing the merchandise. But here I was, scheduling meetings and learning how to negotiate contracts.

      The lady I’d spoken to regarding the feathers lived in a quaint house by Shifter standards. It reminded me of a Spanish villa—stucco exterior, clay-tile roof, and archways at the entrance. Wind chimes hanging from a nearby tree sounded like tiny bells playing a nonsensical tune. Tall trees bordered the property, and giant pink crepe myrtles added a splash of color to each corner of the house, front and back. The houses in the neighborhood were spaced generously apart, and most of the homes had paved driveways. I walked around the circular driveway, admiring the fountain in the middle.

      When I rang the bell, no one answered.

      “Are you Hope?” a woman yelled from above.

      I backed up several steps and swung my gaze to the upper balcony.

      A lady in a floral shirt pointed to my right. “Asia’s in the backyard. You can walk around.”

      I waved and followed the narrow sidewalk around the side of the house, careful to avoid a large ant mound that had taken over some of the concrete. When I reached the back, the first thing that entered my mind was that they didn’t have a pool, something I often saw in Shifter homes. They had plenty of room, but maybe bird Shifters weren’t big fans of water. Instead, they had a tiled patio with a fire pit. The sheer number of beautiful plants around the yard and in planters made it a horticulturist’s dream.

      Asia stood in front of a large cactus, spraying water on a cluster of aloe vera plants with a green hose. She glanced up at me and flashed a bright smile. “You’re early!” The water splattered on the patio when she turned around, some of it spraying onto her beige shorts and white tank top. “Hold on. Let me shut the water off.”

      I strolled over to a glider bench near the house and took a seat in the shade. I’d never asked Asia about her name, but I found it curious since she was Asian. Either her parents had a sense of humor or it was a nickname. Most Shifters gave little consideration to social norms.

      The faucet squeaked as she shut off the water. Asia strode toward me, leaving behind a trail of wet footprints. “Do you want something to drink?”

      “No, I’m fine,” I said. “Don’t trouble yourself.”

      She took a seat and fanned her face with her hand. Loose strands of hair floated free from the messy knot on top of her head. “It’s hot today.” She kicked the rocker to set it in motion and straightened her legs as a child might. “We need a cool breeze. Why doesn’t Mother Nature understand that we are delicate women? This sun is no good for my skin,” she said, holding out her arm. “You see? I already have a burn.”

      I laughed. “There’s always sunscreen.”

      She waved her hand and wrinkled her nose. “I don’t trust what those humans put in bottles. All those chemicals. It’s a conspiracy. Their food and products make you sick, and then the doctors and pharmaceutical companies swoop in to make a fortune selling you drugs to get well. We don’t get cancer or things like that, but I still don’t trust them. One day they might end up making something that actually does make us sick. You know… there could be one of us working in their labs. Someone who wants to discover a chemical that’ll destroy Shifters.”

      I smiled inwardly, the glider giving me a taste of wind against my face. I hadn’t pegged Asia as a conspiracy theorist, so I decided to switch topics before she got on a soapbox. “We’re launching the new jewelry today. I wanted to stop by and give you the news but also speak to you about a contract.”

      Her thin brows arched. “Contract?”

      “I know we talked about it, but if sales go well with this first batch, I’d like to work exclusively with you. It’s not fair for either of us to go into business together without working out the details. I’m still uncertain how they’ll sell, but I think it would be wise to create a short-term contract in case I need immediate supplies, and then we can negotiate for something more long-term. This is a great opportunity for both of us.”

      Asia drew up her slim legs and gripped her knees. “Does that mean I have to make a contract with my suppliers? Or do you just want one with me? I don’t know. This sounds too complicated.”

      “That would be up to you,” I said, praying she wouldn’t find this too overwhelming. “If I were in your shoes, I’d create a basic contract with everyone I obtained feathers from. It’s really easy. There’s nothing to it. I know someone who can draw up the paperwork and go over it with you. A contract is just peace of mind so that no one leaves you hanging, especially if you’re paying them a cut. I had issues with my old gemstone supplier, and right before our store launched, he tried to swindle me out of money and then backed out when I refused to pay.”

      “What an asshole.”

      “It almost ruined our launch. A good contract would have made him keep his end of the bargain until the renewal period, and by then, I could have found a replacement without putting my business in jeopardy. You’re someone I trust enough to work with, but I don’t want either of us in a vulnerable position.”

      She reclined her head. “Contracts sound like a lot of work. We have girls in the house who make lots of money. I just water the plants.”

      Asia was no different from low-ranking packmates who didn’t have an important job. Sometimes their duties were around the house, allowing other Shifters to shine and bring in the big money.

      “This is a chance for you to show those women how important you are in this community,” I continued. “Think about it. All these feathers you have lying around are worth something. I think you’ll enjoy the responsibility. I’ll need quality feathers, and I’m sure you have ideas on the best way to acquire those. Everything starts small at first, but you might come up with some great ideas to expand the variety. As for negotiating with outside Shifters, it’s better to pay them a flat fee than give them a percentage of your cut. Don’t let a supplier talk you into a royalty share. All you have to do is clean and package everything for me. We’ll touch base every now and again to discuss pricing strategies based on sales. If the demand goes up, then so will the price. You’ll get a percentage, and that’s not a deal I’d normally make with anyone. But I like you, Asia, and you deserve to be a part of this venture. You can either keep the money for yourself or share it with the house; it’s up to you.”

      Asia tilted her head to the side. “Me… a businesswoman. You would laugh if you knew about my humble beginnings.” She patted my hand. “You are a good speaker, Hope. Very smart girl. Send me the paperwork and make sure to put down how long the contract is for so I can estimate how many feathers I’m able to give you.”

      I smiled and tried to hide my relief. “We’ll work it out. Why don’t you run an estimate on how many you can provide me per week, and we’ll go from there?”

      “Oh, I’m good with math,” she boasted. “But I need to think about what to do when my housemates are away on a job and they won’t have anything to contribute.”

      “Understood. I wouldn’t want you to go around plucking their feathers out in the middle of the night to make up for the loss.”

      She laughed melodically and got up. Then she bent forward and spoke in a hushed voice. “You know I laugh, but there’s one girl I would do that with. She always puts out her cigarettes in my plants. I’d like to pluck the feathers right off her bird’s little ass.”

      I snorted and tried not to laugh. I liked Asia’s bluntness. She spoke in an animated voice that was endearing, none of her emotions veiled. “I hope you don’t mind my coming out here this morning on short notice. I prefer having these kinds of discussions face-to-face.” Knowing someone might be listening in, I lowered my voice. “Also, if you don’t trust the leader of your house to have your back, you should consider creating separate contracts with everyone.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “Why?”

      I wasn’t sure how to put it delicately, but sometimes the people you trusted most were the ones who made your life hell. “Since they’re also supplying the goods individually, you’ll want to make sure no one is going to change their mind one day and put you in a tight spot. They need to know their roles are important even if they’re not doing any work. They should always have an option to quit, but a contract will make sure they finish out the time frame set in the terms so none of us get screwed. I can’t involve myself since it’s more of a family meeting. Make sure everyone is okay with you collecting their fallen feathers. If you plan to keep the money for yourself, they’ll need to know. That might change how they feel about giving you their feathers. They might not care, but people can be funny about certain things.”

      “Some people are so funny that they like putting out their nasty cigarettes in my plants. They say birds of a feather flock together, but they don’t tell you the part about how some people have a big beak and poop all over your garden. Do you want to stay for lunch?”

      I stood up. “I’d love to, but I need to work on a few pieces before my afternoon shift. Maybe next time?”

      She held up her finger. “I’ll hold you to that. I make good food, the best you’ve ever had. You come by next time, and I’ll make tempura, miso soup and… Do you like Japanese food? I can cook anything. You’ve never had my barbecue!”

      I chuckled and tucked my long hair behind my ears. “Call me after your family meeting, and we can get together. If I don’t hear from you by, say Tuesday, I’ll call and fill you in on how it’s going with sales.”

      Asia clapped her hands together. “Okay! Sounds like a plan. I have to finish watering my plants,” she said, heading toward a watering can. “Nobody around here cares. If it were up to them, they would just let them wither and die.” Asia turned her gaze to the upper balcony and shouted, “Unless they burned the house down with their cigarettes!”

      I waved goodbye and headed back to my car. My gosh, that girl was a riot! She and Mel would get along famously. I only hoped she could convince the others in the house. Otherwise, our new line would be nothing more than a limited edition. Not a big deal since my gemstones brought in a lot of business, but I hungered for more than just money. The dreamer in me wanted to test my creative boundaries.

      After I started the car, I rolled down the window and circled the fountain on my way back to the main road. The wind cooled my skin, and I leaned my head out to savor the feel of it combing through my hair. Teased by the beautiful weather, my wolf paced beneath my skin, itching to go for a run.

      The downside of living in an apartment in a congested city was not having enough space for our wolves to stretch their legs. They couldn’t smell pine and earth or feel cold water splashing beneath their paws as they crossed a stream. Wolves weren’t meant to be confined, and I wondered how much longer I could survive in an apartment. The human side of me loved the convenience, but my animal paid the price. She only got to enjoy the outdoors on scheduled trips to my father’s house, where he lived on the outskirts of Austin. And how long did I really want to keep that up?

      I steered left, remembering a nice patch of land on the way back owned by the Shifter Council. They’d bought up a lot of land in the early days to keep it in reserve. No one ever went out there. My wolf was smart enough not to cross any boundaries that would lead to occupied territory, and it wouldn’t be the first time I had run wild on land the Council owned.

      When I reached the stretch of land, I pulled my car off the road and parked near a short barbed wire fence with sunflowers clustered around it. To keep thieves and nosy people away, I lifted the hood and left it open using the rod. Then I locked my purse in the trunk and hid the keys inside a cooler in the back seat. A giant oak tree shaded half my car, and after a quick glance around, I stripped out of my clothes and folded them neatly in the passenger seat. A mockingbird sang from a branch overhead before diving at a squirrel that scurried into the high grass. My wolf wanted to chase it too, so I gripped the fencepost and hopped over, careful not to catch myself on the barbed wire.

      A jackrabbit sprang out of his hiding spot near my feet, his strong legs jarring loose the white florets from dandelions as he trampled them. A blue jay squawked overhead, alerting all to my presence. Wild animals could sense a Shifter. We weren’t like them, so predators ignored us, and prey fled for their lives. I waited patiently as my spirit wolf prepared to come out. Overhead, miles of blue sky washed over me like an ocean.

      I closed my eyes, arms spread wide, as my wolf emerged in pursuit of the rabbit.
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      By the sun’s high position in the sky, I guessed it to be around noon. I stood up and brushed the dirt off my naked body, relieved that I had plenty of time to shower before going to work. My leg muscles ached, a typical side effect whenever my wolf had a good run.

      With my car still parked in the same spot, I stole a quick glance at the empty road before springing over the barbed fence, which was designed to mark territory rather than keep people out. Nothing would startle a human more than seeing a naked woman walking around in the woods.

      When I opened the passenger door, I gaped at the empty seat.

      “Where are my clothes?”

      Had I remembered it wrong? Maybe I hadn’t put them in plain sight this time. I felt beneath the seat and searched in the back.

      Nothing.

      They’re gone! This can’t be happening.

      My heart raced as I looked underneath the car and even inside the engine. The rational side of my brain knew that I would have never placed them by the fence, but I checked anyhow before returning to the car.

      What an absolute nightmare!

      After grabbing my keys from the cooler, I searched the trunk only to find my purse and a spare tire. Flustered, I tossed my purse in the back seat and looked around once more.

      “What am I going to do?” I cupped my cheeks in my trembling hands, the gravity of the situation sinking in as my shoulders and chest burned from the blazing sun. Sweat trickled down my nape, and I wiped away the beads of sweat forming on my upper lip.

      Had we lived in a rural area outside city limits, it wouldn’t have been a big deal. I could have shifted and let my wolf guide me home. But driving into the city naked? Not an option.

      When I heard the sound of an engine picking up speed, I ducked behind my car until it sped by.

      Crouching in the dirt, I stared at my blurry reflection on the door. “You are in so much trouble.”

      There was no possible way I could drive naked into the city without a cop pulling me over or someone taking a picture on their phone. And riding up the elevator into our apartment? Forget it! Mel was at work, and I would rather live in the woods as a wild woman than call Lakota. He’d deliver a lecture for the ages about trespassing on private land, even though I’d seen him do it once or twice. Calling my family was out of the question. It would disappoint them that I couldn’t live independently without asking for their help. Aside from that, my father would shoot me if he knew I was standing naked on the side of a public road, and Lorenzo Church was a force to be reckoned with. Nothing would embarrass a Packmaster more than word getting out that his daughter went for a joyrun on private land.

      The thought crossed my mind to call Asia, but that wasn’t exactly the best way to secure a contract. I needed to keep things professional with her, not give her any reason to doubt my abilities.

      My eyebrows pinched together when I heard another vehicle slowing down. The motor thrummed, and the windows must have been down because some rock band was screaming the phrase “head like a hole.”

      I waited for the music to fade as the car passed, but the volume never changed. Curious, I peered through the window at a big white truck with red mud caked on the bottom. The incline placed his truck higher, preventing me from seeing the driver.

      “Is someone out there?” a voice boomed.

      I froze.

      “Please leave, please leave,” I whispered. The last thing I needed was for my wolf to get spooked and jump out.

      The music abruptly shut off with the engine. When a door clicked open, my pulse skyrocketed.

      “Stay where you are!” I shouted.

      The man chuckled, his deep voice a rich timbre. “And why’s that?”

      As his heavy footsteps drew closer, every hair on my body stood on end. This situation had just escalated from bad to worse because the mysterious stranger on the other side of the car was undoubtedly an alpha. His power rippled through the air like an electrical storm.

      By the time he rounded the front of my car, it was too late to argue. He glimpsed me and immediately turned on his heel, rocking with laughter. The long braid down his back made me wonder if he belonged to a pack or a tribe.

      Though crouched low with my long hair concealing some of my profile, I knew he’d gotten more than an eyeful of my backside. “Stand down, alpha. An exposed female is present.”

      He bent over in stitches, and his sonorous laugh made me want to find the nearest stick and poke his eyes out. Instead, I tossed a small rock at the back of his head.

      “Ow!” His shoulders hunched, and he rubbed at his scalp. “I’ve never met such a bashful Shifter. I can’t help it. So, uh… car trouble?” He erupted in another fit of laughter.

      I sprang to my feet and snatched the sunshade from inside my car, using it to shield myself. I had no qualms about nudity during a shift, but I didn’t make a habit of parading around naked in front of strangers while having a conversation. Especially not alphas. “You can turn around now.”

      When he peered over his right shoulder, I glimpsed his face. He had a strong jaw and masculine features—very much Native American. I’d never seen a man with such broad shoulders and a heavy brow. He was a beast of a man, like a barbarian in modern clothing.

      When his eyes traveled down to the sunshade, he choked with laughter and bent over again. “I’m going to piss myself.”

      I glanced down at the Daffy Duck sunshade and didn’t see the humor. “You might be an alpha, but you must not hold a Packmaster’s rank.”

      The laughter died in his throat, and he straightened. “I thought someone needed my help. I must have thought wrong.” He slid on his dark shades and headed to his truck without looking back.

      I jogged after him, but he’d already reached the road. “Wait! Please… I do need your help. My clothes are gone.”

      The alpha stopped short but didn’t turn around. His sleeveless black shirt revealed beefy arms that were perfectly sculpted but not grotesquely muscular. Though his cargo pants hung a little loose, I could easily see how built he was beneath them, and he carried himself like a man who feared nothing. I guessed him to be around six and a half feet or more, excluding the extra lift his boots provided. His deep, commanding voice had a luscious undercurrent that changed the texture in an indefinable way.

      “Where are your clothes?” he asked.

      “If I knew that, I wouldn’t be standing naked on the side of the road.”

      A car flew by and honked.

      “Did your car break down?”

      “No, my car is fine. I just…” Out with it, Hope. Fess up. “I was joyrunning on private property. I don’t have a pack, so before you question me about why I didn’t shift on my own land⁠—”

      “I don’t really care what you do out here,” he said matter-of-factly. “It’s not my business. Do you live close by?”

      “No. I’m from the heart of Austin.”

      His lips thinned. “This isn’t Austin?”

      “This is Greater Austin.”

      A gust of wind cooled my bare back, reminding me of my dire situation.

      He opened the passenger door of his truck and reached inside, whistling the whole time. A few moments later, the man turned, and I took three steps back.

      I’d never seen anyone with permanent ink on his face. A tribal design covered the entire left side, and though his eyes remained hidden behind black shades, I could feel them all over me.

      He tilted his head to the side. “My name’s Tak, and I’m visiting from Oklahoma. I won’t eat your face off.”

      My feet rooted in place as he approached, a masculine swing in his step, his face sculpted like a warrior’s. This was a man who could easily deliver a deathblow with one swing.

      Tak offered me a handful of garments and flashed his teeth. “They won’t fit, but they’ll get you home. You needn’t worry. I’m only dangerous when provoked.”

      I held the shade against me with one hand and gathered the clothes in my free arm. “Thank you, sir. Are you attached to a pack or are you a… maverick?”

      “Maverick? That’s an interesting but polite way to put it. I’m not a rogue, and my Packmaster doesn’t need to know about my chivalrous deed. I won’t receive any medals for doing what any decent man would do. I’d get a lashing if I left you as I found you.”

      I inclined my head and stepped back. Kind or not, I didn’t trust outsiders and wanted to put distance between us.

      He started to turn away and then snapped his fingers. “Actually, there is one favor you can do for me.”

      I mashed my lips together at his roguish grin.

      “I’m lost,” he explained, rocking on his heels. “Men aren’t supposed to ask for directions, so I’m entrusting you with my little secret. The city is… confusing, and I need to find a gas station to buy a map of Austin.”

      My eyes flicked back to his truck, which faced right. “You’re going the wrong way. This road eventually leads to a lake. Turn around, and after a mile or two, you’ll hit a major intersection. Go right until you reach the big gas station on the left. You can’t miss it, and they’ll have whatever you need.”

      “Do they have a sunshade like yours?” He winked and circled around to the driver’s side.

      Thank the fates for sending a man generous enough to offer me his clothes. Just the fact that he had a spare outfit was a good omen. It could have been so much worse had the cops thrown me in a human jail for public indecency. I had no pack, and breaking Council laws could tarnish my reputation.

      When he got in the truck and started it, the music blared. Before he took off, I rushed toward the open passenger window, stopping short of the fiery hot asphalt.

      “Something else?” the alpha asked, turning down the radio.

      “I… I appreciate your kindness.”

      He grinned. “Anytime, Duckie.”

      The back tires spun, and I stepped aside as he lurched forward and made a U-turn. A red car suddenly raced by so quickly that a gust of wind ripped the shade right out of my hand. It spun in the air like a butterfly, and I stood naked on the side of the road, listening to my rescuer’s laughter as he sped away.
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      At least I’ll never see him again, I thought, waiting for the elevator to reach my floor. My least dignified moment would just have to be getting caught naked on the side of the road while joyrunning, wouldn’t it?

      Especially by an alpha.

      While his name sounded vaguely familiar, it was a relief to discover he wasn’t a local Packmaster but a visitor from out of town. Gossip traveled fast among Shifters, and a rumor like that might affect our business sales. Moonglow was not only my venture but also Mel’s. This was our security deposit on our future—a sustainable income that would be an attractive asset for a Packmaster accepting new additions. In an ideal world, Melody and I would join the same pack. But even if we didn’t, creating separate business accounts wouldn’t be terribly difficult. Yet careless stunts could jeopardize not only our business but also our chances of joining a reputable pack in the territory. It hadn’t sunk in until the moment I was caught.

      I gripped the waistband of the baggy jeans the stranger had given me and headed down the hallway toward my apartment. What kind of world did we live in where people freely stole clothing without regard? Thank the fates they hadn’t found my keys and taken off with the car.

      As soon as I opened the door, Lakota materialized in front of me.

      “Didn’t you get my messages?”

      I set my keys on the accent table. “No. Was there an emergency?”

      Lakota’s cross look made me shrink with guilt. He must have left the messages when I was out on my run, and I hadn’t bothered to check my phone on the way home.

      “I have to get ready for work.”

      Lakota folded his arms. “Where have you been all this time? When you didn’t answer, I came back home to see if you left your phone behind. Needless to say, I’ve been worrying my ass off. This is what happens when you don’t tell me where you’re—” His eyes skated down and narrowed. “Why are you wearing men’s clothes?”

      I swung a left, the long pants dragging beneath my feet as I shuffled down the hall.

      “Where have you been?” he said sharply.

      “You’re not my keeper!”

      Lakota seized my arm. “Don’t play these games, Hope. I’m not your Packmaster or even an alpha, but I’m your brother. I’m family. That should count for something. Family looks out for each other, and maybe I’m concerned that my little sister was incommunicado for the past six hours and then shows up in men’s clothes.”

      I sighed and turned to face him. “Must I always explain everything I do and everywhere I go? Don’t you trust me?”

      “Ask me how much I trust some of the jokers in this town who would like nothing more than to bang Lorenzo Church’s only daughter. You’re a trophy to half the men around here.”

      Still gripping the jeans with one hand, I gently pulled my arm out of his grasp. “You have nothing to be concerned about. I’m a woman of twenty-four, Lakota. I would never pair up with an unworthy man, especially behind your back. I have too many good things in my life to throw it all away for a wolf who doesn’t respect me enough to meet my family. Will you trust me on this?”

      He lowered his head and sighed. “Come home as soon as you lock up the store. We’re still planning to leave tonight.”

      “Most people begin trips in the morning.”

      He lifted his head and flashed a bright smile. “I’m not most people. Traffic is better at night, and Mel will sleep until morning. Then we’ll switch so we can drive straight through. Promise me you’ll be here? I can’t leave without knowing you’re home safe.”

      “I promise.”

      I reached for the doorknob.

      “Good. And Hope? I trust you. But someday soon, you’re going to tell me why you’re wearing those clothes.”

      When I closed the door to my room, I let the jeans drop to the floor. I hated lying to Lakota, but even worse, I hated his criticism. Shifting on private property owned by the Council was wrong, but what choice did I have? We didn’t own land, and if I hadn’t let my spirit wolf go for a run, there could have been consequences. I was still learning to find harmony with my animal, so I had to release her lest she decide to shift at an inopportune time, like at work later this afternoon.

      I reached across the bed and closed the blinds. Because we had a corner unit, plenty of light poured into the bedrooms as well as the living room and kitchen. Both bedrooms were on the right side of the hall and the bathroom at the end. To give myself room to work, I’d purchased a twin bed for the right-hand corner. Against the left wall was a desk my mother had built. Wide drawers framed each side, and she’d built a back shelf with small drawers and hooks to hold my stones, beading, and accessories. Shikoba sent me gemstones in large shipments, and the boxes easily fit beneath the desk until I could sort through them. It was a beautiful thing to be able to wake up each morning and look at my dreams.

      I removed my sandals and placed them on the shoe rack inside my closet, which was filled to the brim with some of Melody’s fabrics. We were running out of room, especially since Lakota moved in and they bought a larger bed. She had a sewing machine in there, and though she outsourced labor to a local pack, she still worked for hours at a time, creating new designs. His clothes filled all the empty spaces in their closet, so she used mine for overflow. We could have moved our work into the living room, but we agreed long ago to keep that space separate from our work life. On top of that, our things would just clutter up the apartment and make it feel less like a home.

      I closed the closet door, my thoughts drifting back to a question that often kept me awake at night. Lakota would never ask me to leave, but what if he wanted me gone and was too ashamed to say anything?

      I folded the jeans and then slipped out of the baggy T-shirt the stranger had given me. Before folding it, I held the garment to my nose and drew in a deep breath. It hadn’t been worn recently; I could smell the laundry detergent. But there was another distinct smell clinging to it—a pleasant one. It had a woodsy fragrance with a hint of musk. I folded up the black shirt, wondering what to do with his clothes. When the memory of his laughter as he sped away entered my mind, I considered setting them ablaze. It wasn’t my nature to cower before a man the way I had, but I’d never seen anyone quite like Tak.

      I placed the garments on the bed and then appraised myself in the full-length mirror. Tak’s indifference made me wonder if he found me undesirable. The men in this town knew who I was, so their perception of me was shaped by my father. Having a stranger assess me based on looks alone was humbling. Was my long hair not pleasing? Granted, it was a plain color. Not silken black like my father’s or even mahogany brown like my mother’s, but closer to the color of potting soil. I’d always been told that I had the dark eyes of an old soul. I frowned, a tiny line appearing between my eyebrows. Since going through the change, I’d put on weight. My breasts had always been full, and though I had a narrow waist, my hips and backside were full of curves—another reason I preferred baggy pants. Shifter men liked curves, so the less attention I drew to myself the better. But what could have made that stranger run away so fast? Were my features displeasing?

      And why was I spending so much time thinking about it? I’d never cared before if men found me desirable.

      I inched closer to the mirror and touched the left side of my face. My fingers traced across the puncture scars on my lower jaw and temple where a rogue wolf had savagely bitten me. The white marks had grown more noticeable over the years, especially since I didn’t cover them with makeup. They could have been a whole lot worse had a Relic not treated me. Shifters considered scars on women a sign of weakness. Scars from bicycles or other mishaps were easily distinguishable from the telltale marks of a wolf’s fangs. It was common to see young men instigating fights before their first change, and those scars implied a lot of things. Maybe that person was a troublemaker, maybe they’d displeased their Packmaster, maybe they weren’t a good fit for a pack. Men were aggressors, so scars were par for the course. But for someone to attack a woman, it must have been a serious event. It was a double standard, but the truth rarely mattered. If there were two things I’d learned, it was that life isn’t fair, and assumptions always prevail.

      The fates had marked me for a reason.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Are you sure you don’t have any in the back?” the gentleman asked, his gold ring tapping against the glass counter. It was a gaudy ring of a bear’s head, which made me curious why he would take an interest in my jewelry.

      I pushed a clipboard toward him. “Write down your name and number if you want to go on the waiting list. We sold out this morning.”

      “I’ve seen three women wearing them today,” he went on. “Everyone’s talking about them.” He pointed at the feather earrings dangling from my ears. “Are those them?”

      “Yes, but these aren’t for sale. These were the prototype, and they’re sentimental. Is there a special lady you want to buy something for? We have a lovely collection of necklaces that might interest you.”

      He released a controlled sigh as if calming his growing impatience. I quickly assessed his wealth by his designer watch and the BMW parked out front. My earrings weren’t comparable to a diamond necklace, but people were funny about desiring items that were unique.

      I glanced up at the wolf clock on the wall that ticked one minute past nine in the evening. “You’ll be the first one I call when the next shipment arrives.”

      He leaned against the counter, his blue eyes twinkling. “I’ll pay you five hundred for the ones you’re wearing.”

      Yeesh. What an unforeseen turn of events. I expected curious customers to come in and check the jewelry out, but I would never have imagined that my earrings would sell out by noon. “Tell you what, I’ll put a star by your name and make sure you get first choice. I can’t guarantee I’ll have the design you’re looking for, and I don’t make custom pieces on request. I use different kinds of feathers, but each set is certified Shifter-authentic.”

      He licked his lips and looked around. I couldn’t help but notice how smooth his shave was, how strong his cologne, how stylish his button-up and slacks. He emulated a male model like those in magazine ads. Every strand of his blond hair was perfectly combed back, and his eyes were a crisp blue. There was nothing boyish about his features; he looked like a sophisticated man who knew how to get what he wanted in every situation.

      He scribbled his name on the form. “This is my phone number. If I don’t answer, leave a message.” He put a giant asterisk next to his name. “I’m Dutch. What’s your name?”

      “Hope Church.”

      He tilted his head to the side, his eyes narrowing. “You’re Lorenzo’s little girl, aren’t you?”

      I lifted my chin. “I’m only little to those who look down on me.”

      Humor danced in his eyes, and he set down the pen. “I’ve seen you walking along the streets every so often, but I didn’t know you were related to the Church pack.”

      I smothered a laugh and collected the clipboard before glancing at his name. “You’re probably the only one in this city who doesn’t know me by sight. Do you live around here?”

      He studied the expensive pieces inside the counter. “I own a fine jewelry store two streets over.”

      “Ah. So you’re my competition. Did you come here to spy on my wares?”

      He barked out a laugh. “You’re not even in the same ballpark.”

      I folded my arms and shifted my weight to one leg. “I charge what’s fair. Maybe it’s you who is overpriced.”

      He leaned on his elbows. “Give me your number.”

      My cheeks burned hot.

      Dutch gave me a playful wink. “A woman who blushes. Be still my heart.”

      Flustered, I set the clipboard in a drawer, and the pen went rolling beneath the counter. “I need to close up the store now.”

      He snatched a business card from the holder on the counter and tapped it against his nose. “This’ll do. Promise you’ll call when you get the next shipment?”

      “You have my word. Have a wonderful night, Mr. Day.”

      Dutch snorted as he pivoted around and headed out. “You do the same.”

      I removed the drawer from the register and locked it in the safe under the counter. As I reached into a cabinet to retrieve my purse, a peculiar noise made me perk up my ears. It sounded like the squeaking my paper towel made when I washed the front windows.

      I stood up and looked across the empty store.

      Odd.

      Since I’d already locked the display counters a short time ago, I grabbed my keys and flipped off the lights. When I crossed the room and took another look around, my phone rang.

      “Are you locking up?” Mel asked.

      “I had a last-minute customer, so I’m running a little late. Do you want me to bring you two something to eat for your trip? I can swing by the sandwich shop before they close. You can pack them in a cooler if you’re not hungry.”

      I stepped outside and locked the door, my phone pinned between my shoulder and ear.

      “No, you don’t have to bother,” she said. “I ate that leftover burger in the fridge, and Lakota wants to have a midnight dinner in Dallas at this taco place that’s open late. I’ll probably nod off by the time we get to Waco, so he’ll just have to go inside and eat a chimichanga all by himself. Road trips at night have a narcotic effect on me. I just wish he had a bigger truck so I could stretch out.”

      “Well, you could always put a mattress in the back,” I quipped.

      Melody laughed and relayed the joke to Lakota.

      Before turning away, I noticed a white letter envelope taped to the window. I peeled it off the glass and turned it over. There wasn’t a label, but Breed messengers relayed notices all the time on behalf of others. In a hurry to get home, I tucked it in my purse. “Be sure you take all the water bottles in the fridge. That’ll save you from having to make any unnecessary stops. Don’t worry about leaving me any; you know I prefer tea.”

      “Lakota! Can you grab the water out of the fridge?” she yelled in my ear. “Sorry.”

      “That’s okay,” I said, getting in the car. Once the door closed, I turned the key and tossed my purse in the passenger seat. “Did you pack your favorite pillow?”

      “Lakota!”

      I laughed. “I should let you go before you forget something else. I’ll be home in just a few minutes.”

      “Awesome! See you then.” Melody hung up, and I slipped my phone in my purse.

      A thrill raced through me while I admired our store through the windshield, the headlights spotlighting the mannequins in the window display. Everything was falling into place. We had regular customers, and if I could secure a deal with Asia, we’d have something unique to offer the Breed community.

      Some immortals considered Shifters to be at the bottom of the totem pole—hate spawned out of jealousy for our gift of transformation. After slavery was abolished, Shifters no longer hid in the shadows. Even though I was a wolf, the feather earrings instilled a sense of culture and respect for all. My jewelry connected the wearer with Breed life—a visible badge of sorts. Mel called it Shifter pride, but many of the customers asking for them weren’t Shifters at all. Maybe they were supporters and wanted a way to show others, or maybe having a small piece of our power felt like magic in their hands. In any case, each pair of earrings came with a certificate of authenticity, which also included a brief history about the type of bird Shifter they were derived from and the meaning behind any stones that might be part of the piece. It was the best way to honor the avian community.

      What I’d already accomplished was more than I ever dreamed possible.

      And now, after trying something risky and new, I finally believed that my life wasn’t about luck or timing. Maybe the fates were watching over me and I’d finally gotten into their good graces again.

      One could only hope.

      I glanced at the envelope poking out of my purse and wondered, Why wait?
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