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Dedication




To all those Content Creators and friends and random neuro-divergents who helped me identify my ADHD: thank you. 

To everyone who helped me and loved me for all those long years when I didn’t know why I bounced between focus and complete lack of focus, and what’s wrong with me, and all that: thank you.

To everyone who told me I was disorganized and lazy and weird and not working up to my potential: mind your own business. 

Macey’s for me and for everyone who was in the gifted and talented program, but never became a millionaire. And for those who can organize chaos, but can’t keep their desk tidy.








  
  
Prologue




Macey pulled back slightly, not letting her lioness instincts take over and rip Ella to shreds. Her jaws clamped around her rival’s throat, pressing fangs into the flesh just far enough to let the bitch know she could be bleeding out on the floor if it weren’t for mercy. 

Macey’s mercy. 

Ella’s mate was watching, still in human form, claws extended. She made eye contact and growled and he blanched. He could have jumped her from behind even though he was far from dominant – submissives tended to get protective of their mates. Submissives? Non-dominants? Macey would have to get used to showing more respect for the less powerful. 

The flood of reality of what she’d done hit her. She was now the alpha of a major, if flawed, pride of lion shifters. Since most other shifter species didn’t adhere to any sort of pack or herd structure and she figured she could kick the ass of a wolf or a deer, she was now…what? Queen of the world? Of the USA? Of Northern California? She breathed in deeply through her nose, tightening her jaw just slightly, drawing a whine from Ella. Queen of a failing town in the foothills of California where a bunch of cocky lion shifters lived and commuted to the small city nearby where there were actual jobs. 

There was still roaring and shouting and crashing in the school cafeteria, but up here on the small stage area at one end of the big room, there was silence except for labored breathing and Ella’s occasional whine. Two other pride mates, both elders – who would be sure it was a fair fight, but who wouldn’t be strong enough to intervene – stood to one side. A small group of strangers with the look and smell of wolves clustered around the front of the stage, well back from the fight. She growled at them for good measure and the big guy smirked at her. Maybe she couldn’t kick wolf ass and maybe there were observers who could intervene if the fight got dirty.

There were smears of blood and tufts of fur everywhere, hers and Ella’s intermingled. Pain flared from the claw slashes and bruises around her head and ribs from fighting for her life against an opponent who outweighed her and very nearly matched her in strength. Macey never could have defeated the Ella of ten or twenty years ago, when her cruel nature had become obvious. She might not even have been able to win today if Tremaine, her best friend’s new lover, hadn’t taken the brunt of Ella’s first attack and if Ella weren’t almost sixty years old. 

She would try to forgive herself for not forcing the end of Ella’s reign sooner. 

Ella finally shifted back to a pale woman with deep claw marks on her scalp and shoulders, blood dribbling down her face and arm. Macey tightened her jaws around the fragile human throat and shook her once before letting go and stepping back, ready to spring again if Ella came at her. One of the elders called out to Tremaine’s birth father. In human form and wearing only jeans, he trotted up the four steps to the stage and rolled Ella to her stomach before zip-tying her hands and ankles. 

Mercy shook herself, fur settling, and shifted back to human, looking around for the clothes she’d flung off as she leapt into battle. 

She yanked on her jeans over the gouges in her left leg, wrinkling her nose at the stench of airplane on them and hoping she wasn’t introducing infection. She’d arrived in the nick of time after a long day and two long flights and only thanks to an Uber driver who broke the speed limit on the rural highways because she showed him her claws and several twenties. She was going to have to go on the app and give him a bigger tip. She wondered where he’d left her suitcase and hoped it wasn’t in a ditch.

Jen Monroe came through the side door, her frantic face moving to grim satisfaction when she saw Ella on the floor. Jen had two adolescent boys who were safely hidden with a foster family, no thanks to Ella, after their stepfather abused them. Jen was probably loyal to the bone to Macey’s best friend, who had handled the kid-hiding. 

“Hold her for the police, will you?” Macey asked Tremaine’s birth dad, a powerful though aging lion. Luckily, Angel had sent a picture of him or Macey would probably try to fight him, too, but Macey was pushing down the urge to growl at him. “Make sure her mate doesn’t go anywhere, either. He stole the money as much as she did.”

She wondered where her bra was as she found her shirt on the stage, yanked over her head, and tucked it into her jeans. Better this smelly t-shirt with a coffee spill on the front than bare boobs for her first speech as alpha. She stepped to the front of the stage, looking out over the school cafeteria where fighting had settled to growls and whines.

Alpha?

Shit. 

She put her fists on her hips and waited until everyone was paying attention. 

Her pride.

“Good evening,” she said, then spotted her bright blue stretchy head scarf and bent down for it, dragging it over her head and then back up to hold back her hair, which probably looked like it had been through a windstorm, especially after the week she’d had with finals and her dissertation defense. Her head needed coconut oil and careful unpicking.

She looked around over the twenty or so anxious, angry faces of the pride mates who had stayed to fight it out, and spotted her young cousin DeAnthony holding down some lioness. She was surprised she still recognized him in his lion form, since he’d grown a lot in the last two or three years and even more in the many years since she used to babysit him. She firmly believed in his solid character and family loyalty and was going to make sure he was in her inner circle.

“I think everyone knows me at least a little bit. I am Macey Smithson, granddaughter of Naomi Singh, leader of this pride until her overthrow by Ella’s mother about 35 years ago. I have defeated her daughter, Ella, in single combat. I pledge my strength to the good of the pride.” She allowed herself a small smile. “And I pledge to do my best to make future pride meetings much less exciting.”

And so it began.








  
  
Chapter one



Macey, alpha lioness of a pride of pig-headed fools. 

Macey, physician’s assistant in the small, underfunded hospital in a smallish city. She answered to a different doctor every day of the week and about half of them had their heads up their asses. Decent doctors for the most part, she allowed, but bedside manner and how to talk to underlings were not their strengths. 

Macey was no average underling.

Macey, Black in the eyes of most people, but with Asian and white colonizer thrown in. 

Macey, who hadn’t slept more than a handful hours over the past three days. 

By her own accounting as she drove up the winding, tree-lined state highway to her hometown of Freiburg, California, she hadn’t had sex in two years, almost to the day. She'd never been lonelier. Sure, one of the nurses in the mobile clinic they called the Plaguemobile had invited her for dinner, but Macey had turned her down to go to an important meeting with lawyers, forensic accountants, and detectives.

It was early summer in the foothills and two months, almost to the day, since she’d defeated the former alpha and taken over the pride. The resulting administrative headaches had eaten up her life – or what remained of it when she wasn’t working her full time job.

She rolled down the window to listen and smell for intruders as she pulled up in front of the mostly empty, oversize house with expensive floors and windows.

The right-hand door of the five car garage opened onto emptiness – the Range Rover and two BMWs had been sold, too – for her to drive her ten-year-old, silver, hybrid Honda sedan into. Her grandpa car, as her best friend called it. Angelica had talked her out of getting a minivan, but she’d wanted something big enough to give rides. 

Bravely leading her people into a happy, prosperous future was turning out to be mostly about accounting and grandpa cars and meetings. 

Rah.

Still, as she hit the button to close the garage door, the growl and clunk of the door echoing in the vast, barn-like space, she counted her blessings and put at the top of the list that her own treasurer-slash-beta was honest and reliable. If he weren’t, his mate, Macey’s best friend since childhood, would make his life a fucking misery.

Macey might be a badass alpha, but the empty house was creepy as she slipped into it and rearmed the alarm system. She didn’t believe in ghosts. Well, maybe a little. She shuddered, knowing it was the wrong thing to think about when home alone with the sun going down.

The doorbell rang with those damn chimes that had cost five hundred bucks, not including several hundred more for wireless speaker installation in the kitchen and the two upstairs hallways. What was wrong with normal doorbells, anyway?

She peeked through the peephole. 

Charity. 

Ella’s daughter and beta who was about a hundred miles from strong enough to be the beta of a kindergarten.

Charity, who was twenty-eight to Macey’s forty.

Charity, who had testified against her mom and dad in return for leniency, making the investigation stages of this whole clusterfuck marginally easier. And yet Charity, who was responsible for a big chunk of missing change and who blinked in wide-eyed innocence when asked about offshore accounts.

Charity, who hid behind Macey’s best friend Angelica, and therefore, behind Tremaine.

Charity, who, when Macey opened the front door, looked at her through big, blue eyes, only making eye contact for a fraction of a second before looking away, her pale cheeks faintly pink with a sweet blush.

Charity was definitely not the woman who should get Macey’s hormones racing.


      [image: ]Charity was shaking in her hiking boots. She hadn’t come face to face with Macey, her new alpha, since right after her last deposition about finances and roads. Even then, there’d been a dozen other people milling around. 

Being in Macey’s presence made her want to weep and beg forgiveness for the sins of her family. It also made her interested in sex, which didn’t happen often. Sex was never going to happen this time, though, with the way her alpha looked at her like she was a tapeworm.

Macey sighed and in her overly careful, don’t-scare-the-submissive voice, said, “How may I help you?”

Under normal circumstances, Charity would be living alone with ten house cats, ordering food online, and only leaving the house if it was on fire. She wasn’t sure if it was a dominance issue or also an anxiety issue. 

But Macey had asked her a question and Charity was staring at the ground, trembling.

Macey didn’t quite hide her impatient sigh. “Do you want to come in? I just got home and was going to make tea.”

Charity knew Macey had just gotten home because she’d been waiting downwind behind a large tree. She whispered, “Yes,” and followed Macey into what had been her home since she was eight and her mom had become alpha. 

The empty public rooms they passed made her want to cry and blame the intruder, Macey, for ruining everything. She knew intellectually that the pride had sold everything expensive to get cash for basic services, but the second sitting room on the right had always been hers and now her big TV was gone and her soft couch in someone else’s home. She stopped in her tracks with a soft “Oh!” 

Macey turned and sighed.

“The pictures?” Charity had hung dozens of her own works on these walls and the ones in her bedroom. Pretty women and sweeping mountain ranges. All those art classes and paint and time.

Macey stared at her longer than comfortable. “We sold the expensive frames. The pictures and the rest of the frames are in a box upstairs. One of the bedrooms.” She waved her hand vaguely at the ceiling. “I guess your old bedroom?”

“Oh,” whispered Charity.

Macey turned and started walking again. “The art appraiser we had in last week said they were probably by an amateur and, though very good, had little resale value. I was going to call you to pick them up. Angelica said we should give them back to you even if they did have resale value.”

“Angelica did?” Charity’s voice was too loud with surprise and she cringed. Angelica had hugged her as she cried the first morning after her mother lost to Macey. But Angelica was mated to the new beta and besties with Macey and definitely on their side, not Charity’s.

“Did you do them?”  Macey pushed open the swinging door into the gleaming kitchen and waited for Charity to catch up.

“Yes?” Charity whispered, slipping past Macey.

“We thought so. We gave the art supplies to the art department at the high school. They’re good.”

“Thank you?” Her paints, easel, stretched canvases, nine hundred pencils and pens. She wondered where her sketchbooks were and felt a rush of anger, followed quickly by a rush of guilt. She’d had anything she wanted – almost anything – while the rest of the pride struggled.

“I meant the drawings and paintings are good and I like them. And the art department was happy about the donation.”

Charity sighed softly. Almost no one had seen her art and no one had praised it, but here were Macey and an art appraiser saying they were good. And she loved the high school art department and had donated to it in the past. She wondered why the teachers there hadn’t told her they had her stuff.

Macey put a kettle on the average-looking, obviously old gas stove that took up only half the space where the enormous Viking range used to stand, where she used to cook for her parents and their guests. She glanced around and found the built in, glass fronted china cabinet was stacked with mismatched plates and cheap glasses instead of displays of matching stoneware and delicate teacups. She figured the freestanding cabinets in the dining room had been sold along with their fine china. The whisper-soft, restaurant quality dishwasher was gone, the hole boarded over. Macey must wash her dishes by hand. No, she probably had the cleaners do it. Did she even have cleaners?

Macey pulled several bright boxes out of the cupboard by the stove. “Want some tea?”

“Sure?” Charity whispered.

Macey took out two mugs, both with Middleton Hospital Urgent Care printed in blue. She gestured to the piled up boxes with her chin. “Pick your poison.”

Charity looked at the boxes from ten feet away and said, “Rose hip?”

Macey’s lips quirked up. “Is that a question asking what a rose hip is or do you want the rose hip tisane?”

“The rose hip tisane, please.” She could fall back on her manners if she tried a little harder. 

“My mom sent me the tisane,” Macey said as she pulled out a teabag and dropped it in one mug, then got one out of a yellow box for herself. “Mom’s into herbal remedies, alternative remedies, Reiki, stuff like that. I think I’ve talked her off the homeopathy ledge and hopefully debunked any remedies which are actually dangerous. Vitamin B17 is cyanide, in case anyone offers you apricot pits for their health benefits.”

After a stilted silence, Charity cleared her throat and asked, “How’s your mother?” She remembered Macey’s mother watching her with sympathy as Charity stood in the background at some pride function, wishing to sink into the ground.

Macey tipped her head. “Good. Lots of aches and pains, but good for a person in her sixties. The lion genes help, but we’re still prone to geriatric conditions.”

Charity nodded, remembering the way her grandmother’s body had crumpled with arthritis before she died of a heart attack at the age of 77. 

The kettle whistled and Macey swirled the water a few times before pouring it into the mugs, then refilled the kettle from the tap and brought the mugs to the table. “Sugar? Lemon? I would ask if you want milk, but the rose hips would curdle it.”

“Sugar, please.”

Macey snagged a sugar bowl from the same cupboard, pulled open a drawer – the wrong drawer, Charity thought – for a spoon, then took an ice cube tray out of the freezer. “Ice? I’m not patient enough to wait for it to cool off.”

“Sure?” Her voice squeaked.

Macey dropped an ice cube in. “You sound sure. For sure.”

An awkward silence as Macey replaced the tray in the freezer and came to sit across from her at the oilcloth-covered kitchen table. “I’m out of cookies, but we can make sandwiches if you’re hungry.” She sipped her own tea. “So, Charity. What are you here for?”

Charity swallowed a sip of rose hip tea and set the mug down. “I need a job.”


      [image: ]Macey paused, her mug of linden tisane halfway to her mouth. The stuff smelled like trees and tasted like ass, but her mom said it had sedative effects and reduce high blood pressure and the internet agreed. Since she needed to sleep more, she drank it before bed most nights. She sprinkled some sugar into her mug straight from the sugar bowl before snagging Charity’s spoon from the table and stirring it. Slightly better, but her mom would tell her refined sugar caused cancer or whatever.  She set the spoon down again. “What sort of job?”

“In the last two months, I’ve been temping. It’s been irregular because I kept having to clear my schedule for lawyers and no one really trusts me.”

Macey huffed at the understatement.

“I mean, rightfully so.” Charity stared into her pink tea for a few seconds, blushing. “I have to create my own reputation from here on out.”

Macey nodded. 

“I’ve been living in the apartments the pride owns. I Uber to get to my jobs, since they’re all in Middleton.”

Macey nodded again. Charity wasn’t the only person in town who suffered from lack of public transportation.

“And anyway, if I could find a steady job here or in Middleton and eventually get an apartment and car of my own, it would be a lot easier. So first I need a job and rides.”

Macey sighed and set her mug down. She watched Charity turn pink again under her gaze and Macey softened slightly, wanting to pet this lioness. She sighed again. “I was going to say no. But OK, I’ll ask around.”

Charity relaxed slightly. “Thank you,” she whispered.

Macey narrowed her eyes. “And in return, how about you tell me if there are offshore accounts and what happened to the other eighty-ish thousand dollars you took out of your bank account as cash?”


      [image: ]Charity froze, staring into the depths of the remaining half mug of rose hip herbal tea. She took a deep breath. “No.” Her voice was clearer than usual. She didn’t look up.

“That’s a lot of road work and college scholarships, Charity.”

“I know. I don’t have it anymore. I spent it over the course of ten years, which averages out to about eight thousand a year. I’m sorry, but eighty thousand isn’t what drained the accounts.” She swallowed a sip of tea. “And I never had knowledge of or access to offshore accounts, if there were any.”

“Need I remind you your immunity from prosecution is limited?”

Charity thought she was going to throw up. She stood, needing to get away from the angry alpha. “It’s gone.”

Macey shook her head, her eyes having gone lioness and even more beautiful. “Drugs? Parties? There isn’t any evidence you traveled and shopped like your mother. The upgrades to this house are excessive, but all accounted for. The money for it and the cars came straight from pride funds.”

“My parents were open about their expenditures. They gave me money as a stipend for the work I did for the pride. I spent it.” Her alpha’s eyes were compelling her to tell. “I gave most of it away.”

Macey’s eyebrows shot up. “Charitable giving?”

“Yes, but I didn’t declare it as such on my taxes, I just paid taxes. I didn’t want my mom asking questions.” She realized she had her mug still in her hand and, to cover her unease, drank the rest of the tea, which scalded all the way down. 

Macey stared for a little longer, then shook her head, blinked her eyes back to brown, then stood. “I’m sorry, I haven’t had much sleep in the last few days and I have an early shift tomorrow. I need to go to bed. I’ll ask around for work for you, but I want you to reconsider holding back any more info you have about the money. And with the hearings and depositions fading out, you can ask your temp agency for something long term, right?”

Charity slunk out of the kitchen, the predator at her back all the way up the hall not bigger than her, not in this form, but radiating the strength of her inner lioness. She opened the front door and paused, glancing back into her beautiful, fierce face. “Macey?”

Macey stepped past her, scanning the yard and tree line for intruders, sniffing and searching for threats. “How did you get here? I didn’t know you were here until you rang the doorbell.”

“I walked up from town. It’s only half a mile.”

Macey nodded. “Yeah, but the bad part is that I didn’t know you were here. Seems like a security hole.”

“It wasn’t the usual path. I grew up in these woods and I like to hike.”

Macey narrowed her eyes, considering her, and she dipped her head again.  “I’ll ask Tremaine if he has time for you to show him your paths. He’s the security guy.”

Charity nodded, but wished Macey had wanted to walk in the woods with her, not dump her on grumpy Tremaine who only tolerated her because his mate told him to.

Macey nodded back. “Do you want a ride back to town?”

“No, it’s fine. I’ll follow the road back now that it’s dark. I’m a lioness and can protect myself.” 

“You sure?”

Charity shrugged stiffly. “Yes. Thanks, Alpha.”


      [image: ]Macey watched as those narrow hips swayed toward the road, staring hungrily now that Charity wasn’t watching. She hadn’t seen Charity as an individual before, just as Ella’s beta who should never have been a beta. The object of resentment in a distant way, being the spoiled child who benefited from her mother’s grift while Macey and her mom struggled.

“Hey Charity?” she called.

Charity turned, her blonde highlights from three months ago more obviously not matching the rest of her light brown hair in the black and white of dusk. “Yes?”

“Email me your resume and tell me what sort of job you want.” She knew as soon as she agreed to help Charity, she was going to have to help everyone else who was looking for work. She wondered if she could dump this on Angelica. She thought vaguely that the county-wide library system already had a job thingy.

She barely heard the “Thank you” from the woman in the dark before going back inside and arming the alarm. 

She wondered if it was really all Charity wanted or if she had stopped by to spy for the pride members who were giving her grief. As she ran through the list of pride members who might be out to get her, she wondered if she was paranoid.

But she fell asleep to thoughts of the fierce beauty of Charity getting angry and standing up for herself.








  
  
Chapter two



“Obviously, we need more businesses in town.” Wanda sat back, muscular arms crossed, gloating. 

Macey tried to hide her impatience. “Yes, I’m well aware of that.” She’d said as much at the beginning of this endless meeting, and it was written on the urban planning item on the agenda she’d handed out. Was it urban planning in a tiny town? “But there are fewer than a thousand people in town and no tourists, so there aren’t a lot of businesses willing to move in.”

Wanda looked triumphantly down her nose as if she’d scored a point. For the other five women in the dining room of the Alpha House, maybe she had. Macey didn’t trust any of them, anyway. How the fuck had she gotten trapped in this meeting without anyone on her side? Macey was too direct to be a politician.

“I said that I am asking for ideas on which businesses we could entice or help start up. We have the cafe opening in a couple weeks, which we hope to be a draw for morning commuters and a gathering place throughout the day.” Wanda started to speak again, but Macey kept going. “I’d particularly like a grocery store, even a corner shop type place, like a bodega in New York, but without the huge markup. It’ll need to take food stamps and have fresh produce.”

“Not asking much, are you?” Wanda said with a wrinkle of her nose. “Just a tiny hole in the wall that’s perfect and sparkling. Probably have vegan options, is that what you learned on the East Coast?”

Macey sighed. For fuck’s sake. That’s how most of the country thought of Californians. “Still a lioness, Wanda. I’m not against vegans, but I’m still an obligate carnivore at heart.”

Wanda blinked her eyes. “Awfully big words for you.”

“I went to college, you know,” Macey said, her anger rising enough that the others could certainly detect it in her face or her smell. She’d had about enough of Wanda’s shit. She took a deep breath and smiled tightly. “A real college with real biology classes. Obligate carnivore means that the animal, such as cats of all types, are obligated to eat meat for their health.”

She’d gone too far in out-condescending Wanda, because the latter had her eyebrows way up in hurt. “I know what it means.”

“Well done. Now does anyone have any constructive ideas for other businesses or contacts with businesses in Middleton or beyond that would be willing to open a branch here? Or know someone who would?”

“What? A franchise? You want a McDonald’s on every corner now?” Wanda asked with a deranged titter.

“I was thinking a restaurant, perhaps some seating, some carry-out. Or more than one chef who could each come in a couple days a week and have a variety of things and –”

“Wouldn’t that put the cafe out of business? That’s a terrible idea.”

Macey hadn’t done more than daydream about her idea and chat with Angel, but she had a pretty good picture built up in her head, if only she were allowed to finish one goddamn thought. “I was thinking we could fix up another space and have it open only in the evenings. Or use the cafe kitchen, at least at first. Or invite a couple food trucks for a community event once a month.”

Wanda wrinkled her nose as if smelling something bad. “I thought we were trying to make jobs for our pride. You’d want those eagles from India to come in, wouldn’t you?”

Oh yes, Macey was planning on calling Mrs. Patel, especially since Macey knew very little about the restaurant business, except for the few months she’d spent waiting tables in a Denny’s. She’d had to tamp down her dominance constantly to not growl at idiot customers or her incompetent manager. 

“No one in this town would eat that sort of thing,” Wanda said with a little shrug. “Too exotic.”

Some of the others around the table fidgeted nervously, signaling that maybe Wanda had gone too far, even for her audience of sycophants.

“You know, Wanda, half of the lionesses here are related in some way or another to the Singh family. Some of us grew up eating exotic food.” Oh lord, she could go for a samosa. Was this meeting taking forever? Wasn’t it time for lunch yet? Did she have anything in the fridge? “And some of us would like to have restaurants in Freiburg instead of funneling all our food budget straight out of town.”

“Our food budget? Just how much are you spending on our food budget?” Fiona, one of Wanda’s friends asked, with a gotcha expression. Fiona, who, like Wanda lived in fucking Middleton and surely spent her entire food budget in Middleton or at the Costco the next city over.

Oh my god. “Aw, that’s sweet. Are you worried about my nutrition? Let’s see, I had whole wheat toast, ham, and a banana for breakfast today. Last night, I had a burger and fries at the hospital because I was on duty in the ER. And two apples when I got a break. My fridge is almost empty, but instead of going to a store this morning, I scheduled a meeting to get input on how we’re going to develop Freiburg, but there’s been a distinct lack of cooperation. I have another meeting this evening for people who work days and another on Sunday afternoon. Any more questions? Because I need to grab lunch on my way to a half shift at the hospital and then use my pay from that at a grocery store in Middleton instead of here in Freiburg.”

The women left soon after, whispering and smirking. 

Macey had a sinking feeling the whole thing was a fiasco and she was about to get screwed by a small group of stay at home moms who lived in Middleton, and had husbands who kept them in diamonds and big houses and SUVs and home gyms. Except the crunchy-granola Fiona, who smelled of marijuana and patchouli, drove a brand-new, high-end electric car, and wore vegan Birkenstocks. Who’s the vegan now, huh?

For the thousandth time, she wished she were either independently wealthy or the sort of person who could take a few extra hundred thousand from the pride funds and do whatever she wanted. She barely inhabited this mostly-empty mansion and this role as alpha.

She’d accepted only because Tremaine Jones had been desperate to depose Ella, but he didn’t want to be alpha. And because her best friend, Angel – Tremaine’s mate – asked her.

She took her phone out and texted Angel: I don’t know if I can do this

You can do anything, the response came almost immediately. Which part?

Macey: Not murdering the stay at home moms

Angel: I TOLD you not to have a meeting during the work day

Macey: yeah, but you didn’t mention they’re so annoying

Angel: yeah, Wanda organizes all the school festivals, book fairs, etc in Middleton. Poor Robbie’s going to have Wanda’s kid in his Kindy class this fall

Macey: Maybe De can beat her up for us

Angel: now now. De could charm her

Macey: I doubt it. She hates me and I never did anything to her

Angel: I bet she wanted to be alpha

Macey: Tremaine shoulda asked her 

Angel: ugh no *puke emoji*

Macey didn't know how to do all this shit that was falling on her. Ella had gotten by with doing very little, but that was because she didn’t care. Macey cared too much. 

Macey: I need an admin team that knows how to run a town.

Angel: SO let’s find you an admin asst

Macey: but who?

Angel: Mellie?

Macey: she’s busy

Angel: true. Let her answer the phone for you sometimes?

Macey sighed and stared at the screen for a minute. Yeah OK. We can have the official pride phone roll to her while I’m at work

Angel: or in a meeting. Or sleeping b/c you don’t sleep enough

Macey: a mom with a baby isn’t sleeping either 

Macey might not have kids, but she’d done her pediatrics rotation and seen parents falling asleep in the waiting room and crying because the sick baby had kept them awake all night.

Angel: M just texted me back and said could try during the day

Macey sighed. She hated messing with the software that routed the pride calls. Just gotta figure out how. Going to work rn

Angel: stop by library on way past?

“What do you want now?” she snapped irritably at the screen, which was horrible and rude and she would never say anything of the sort in person to her best friend and ally. Then texted back: OK. Just 2 minutes, though. 

She threw on scrubs and her work shoes and pulled her hair back, thinking she needed to get braids or something instead of relying on hair ties and headbands. 

She parked as close to the library as she could and strode in, mind already on the afternoon she was about to spend in the mobile clinic with one of her least favorite doctors. As she stepped inside, Angelica’s resting bitch face brightened in pleasure and Macey’s mood eased.

Macey was back on the road with the lunch Angel had packed for her and a box of doughnuts, thinking instead about how she needed more kindness in her personal life.

Later that night, when she’d returned home from work riled up, she went for a run in the forest by the Alpha House to check boundary markers and solidify her knowledge of the forest she hadn’t been in since she was a kid

She slid not-quite-silently to a stop as she came around a corner, and flattened herself to the damp dirt as a big male lion shifted to human, crouched down to mess with something, then shifted back to lion and trotted away.

She eased forward, careful to sniff out if the male had really left the area, and paused where the shape of the prints changed from huge paws to human feet. Something metallic had been set down and picked back up. She yanked back in the nick of time to keep from sticking her face into a bear trap. 

She shifted to her human form and crouched with a shiver in the cold spring night. She wished she had a flashlight and willed her eyes back to lion night vision. She poked at the trap with a stick and nothing happened, so she doubled back and found a largish rock, which she dropped on it from a height, making it clang shut. The damn thing wasn’t anchored to anything, so the intent was not to trap someone here in the woods a mile from anyone, but to injure them badly so they would be permanently maimed, if they even survived.

Son of a bitch.

She found two more traps, sprung them all, and carried them home with her, fuming and heartbroken.

Someone was going to get hurt or killed if this sort of thing continued.








  
  
Chapter three



Charity checked her phone again. She’d awoken at 4 AM to it vibrating on the kitchen chair she used as a nightstand and jolted fully awake when she read the message from Macey to everyone in the pride that a strange male lion had set bear traps in the woods. 

She’d tried to distract herself with her sketchbook until her ride to work got there, but her mind kept churning over the traps on her favorite trails, and the senseless violence they represented. She finally gave up and put a livestream of a morning talk show on her phone to empty her head with celebrity gossip over breakfast.

She’d just clocked in for her temp job as a receptionist for a medical billing company when her phone buzzed again. She waited half an hour before telling her supervisor she had to use the bathroom and took her phone along to check it. It was a message from Tremaine saying someone had sabotaged the bathroom in the library. The water damage had missed the shelves and books, but the library bathroom would be unusable for the next few days.

He was probably extra mad because it was his mate’s workplace. Charity had the feeling in her gut that the library had been chosen precisely because Angelica was the new library supervisor and because she was mated to Tremaine.

The next morning, there was a similar sabotage incident in the old Freiburg Elementary school. They were remodeling it to start a charter school there, so it felt to Charity like they were targeting both the people and the location, since Macey had fought Charity’s mom in the cafeteria-slash-meeting room. The new schoolteacher was apparently distraught, but the same people who were gossiping about the damage were also talking about how DeAnthony was flirting with him. 

And here Charity didn’t even know DeAnthony or the teacher were gay. Or bisexual? Charity was surprised at how surprised she was, since she’d lived more wildly when she was in college in Southern California than she could do in Freiburg.

All Charity could think of was how Macey must feel alone and scared. Macey? Scared? Not likely. Charity should definitely check on her. That evening, she put on jeans and boots and hiked up the hill to the Alpha House. As she got closer, she stepped into the woods, watching for saboteurs and traps, but knowing if she ran into Tremaine or Macey’s cousin DeAnthony, or anyone at all who was patrolling out there, they would think she was there to sabotage Macey’s rule.

Macey’s rule? Macey was not a ruler. Charity hoped not, anyway. She wondered if Macey would become a petty tyrant like her mom had – rude and dismissive and selfish.

It broke Charity’s heart that she had known all along that her mom was not a good person and not good for the pride, but Charity hadn’t had the strength to stand up to her. She’d tried to quietly fix problems behind her mom’s back and hold the pride together, but there was no way she could pay to fix roads and buildings, and no way to offer naming ceremonies or to foster the cubs who needed homes without her mom actively involved. 
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