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      Come howl at the moon with these all-new tales of wolves in the city!

      This thrilling collection contains eight exclusive novellas by today's top urban-fantasy authors:

      Fox Hunt by Aimee Easterling – Mai's life revolves around acting human and teaching fencing to middleschoolers. Then a student goes missing just as werewolves start breathing down her neck. Can she hunt the hunters without revealing her identity as a fox?

      Wereabouts Unknown by Jenn Stark – Having strutted her way from cop to carny fortune teller to the newest, most fabulous member of a group of Tarot mystics, Nikki Dawes has the world in the palms of her bedazzle-gloved hands. But now a pack of displaced werewolves is relying on her to find the rest of their kind. Can she reunite those snarly, sexy beasts in time to win the war on magic?

      Elemental Witch by B R Kingsolver – After a magical disaster puts Joanna's future in jeopardy, the Supernatural Council gives her a second chance at Midleton College. New friends, a hot wolf shifter, and a serene campus grow on her fast. Then some fool summons a demon. Can Joanna clean up the mess before the demon kills her friends?

      Dragon Tears by Marina Finlayson – New wolf Nat Turner jumps at the chance to escape her controlling pack when she’s offered a job as bodyguard to a powerful dragon. But her dream job becomes a nightmare when she realises she must also protect the magical gems known as dragon tears that contain his power. Because holy hell, does that man have a lot of enemies.

      Lunaticking by Dale Ivan Smith – Sorcerer-Agent Elizabeth Marquez tracks illegal wolf-men manifestations. Shifter Chloe must find her kidnapped pack leader. Together, these two wielders of different magics must find the supernatural culprits behind both crimes, and stop a far greater one from happening.

      Prowl by N. R. Hairston – Wereskunk Anise is constantly ducking werewolves and vampires intent upon harvesting her high-dollar skunk oil. Will alpha werewolf Brick really help, or is he just another poacher hunting her?

      Full Moon's Curse by Jenn Windrow – Sometimes the cure is worse than the curse. Cursed by a witch on a power kick, Julia Monroe has twenty-four hours to kill the leader of the local coven. If she fails, she’ll be forced to live as a wolf for the rest of her life. If she succeeds, she’ll be excommunicated from her pack and her family.

      A Myth in Moonlight by Becca Andre – Leena knows that mythical creatures don’t exist – not in the modern magical world. But when the old werewolf myth proves to have some…bite, she must reexamine her beliefs to break an improbable curse before it runs wild in Cincinnati.
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      A werewolf howl curled across the dappled shade sheltering musicians and concertgoers alike. I frowned and reassessed. No, that wasn’t a howl. Not in broad daylight in a city park full of smiling humans. The undulating tone had to be the result of one really badly tuned violin.

      Still, I started counting heads anyway. First my ten-year-old sister Kira—half Japanese like me, and also the only other one in the crowd who wasn’t rich and white as Wonder Bread. Next, I moved to the students three years older who were paying top dollar for this summer enrichment opportunity. As long as all twenty were present and accounted for, there was no point in worrying about whether that sound had been more than a strange violin.

      “Stay away from wolves.” Dad’s warning whispered in my memory as I continued eying students. Twelve, thirteen.... Drat. I was 100% certain I’d considered that towhead before. Someone must have switched places on me.

      Meanwhile, one half of the inseparable Raven twin duo popped up to hover at my elbow. “Ms. Fairchild?” she started, ignoring the glares of audience members who would have preferred she remain seated. The stage was slightly elevated, but the rest of us were lounging—or, in Charlie’s case, standing—on blankets spread across the grass.

      Which meant Charlie was now obstructing the view of approximately a dozen people arrayed behind us. A dozen people who were rustling and murmuring their dissatisfaction. Well, I’d fix that public-relations issue as soon as I finished my count.

      Eighteen, nineteen....

      Charlie’s next words filtered through the music just as I ran out of students. “Jessie’s been in the bathroom an awfully long time.”

      Ah. So my math hadn’t been off after all. And the absence of a sister to finish Charlie’s sentences also explained why the curly-haired and snub-nosed teenager had taken so long to get to the point.

      I lurched to my feet, ignoring the increased griping behind me. I’d check the bathroom, then....

      I didn’t do any of that. Instead, I froze as the crescendo of percussion gave way to a momentary silence.

      Silence from the orchestra, not silence from somewhere just outside the assemblage. There, an unmistakable howl barreled into the musical gap so obviously that it caught even my charges’ attention.

      “What was that?” Kira asked, dark eyes widening. She abruptly looked every bit the younger tagalong...a tagalong aware of the secrets we both hid.

      “What?” Charlie, less tuned in to sounds, scrunched up her freckled nose in confusion.

      “The...” Kira met my gaze then trailed off.

      A snooty woman behind us muttered something about children needing to be seen rather than heard. Ignoring her gripes, I donned my best teacher voice. “It’s just a dog,” I told my students. “I’ll check on Jessie. The rest of you, stay put.”

      Charlie subsided but I knew my sister would be far less malleable even though she lacked the twin’s years. Sure enough, Kira met my gaze head-on, her mouth flattening until she looked like a small, female clone of our father. Dad had been tenacious to a fault. Had to be as a human raising two girls with magical abilities after our mother died.

      Today, Kira’s tenacity seemed inclined to get us both killed. She was already halfway to her feet when she spat out: “I want to see it.”

      I shook my head, hating to pull rank but having no other option. Teacher voice wouldn’t work here, but threats might. “You promised not to be a hindrance. Do you want this to be the last summer session you attend?”

      Kira winced, and rightly so. If she didn’t follow me to work, her other option involved sitting around our tiny apartment with nothing other than a book to amuse her. Our computer was so slow you could barely use it to play solitaire. I couldn’t afford to pay for a second cell phone.

      No wonder my sister subsided after one tense moment. “I’ll keep count,” she promised, squaring her slender shoulders. As if she thought it was no problem to put herself in charge of kids three years her senior.

      Her senior, but more innocent of the dark nature of the shadow world. I nodded acceptance. Then I strode away toward the source of the howls.
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      Instinct told me to hurry. But my job required me to make a pitstop before I could deal with the larger issue of werewolves. I couldn’t leave a ten-year-old solely in charge of nineteen middle schoolers after all.

      Instead, I stalked past the point where my nineteen-should-be-twenty girls ran into Tony’s seventeen boys. I pretended not to notice the PDA where the sexes came together, averting my eyes and continuing on to the math teacher who was as human as his charges.

      Tony was an ultra-pale redhead who’d been known to burn in the middle of winter, but still he lounged with his face upturned toward July sunshine. His eyes were closed and a blissed-out smile sweetened his angular face.

      “Can you watch my girls for a few minutes?” I murmured, ignoring the bawdy joke one of his students made in response to my ill-chosen words. I’d learned over the years that if I left any opening for innuendo, teenagers would run through the gap with cheerful abandon. The best response to such a misstep was to ignore, ignore, ignore.

      Which was what my co-worker appeared to be doing to me. I would have been annoyed if I didn’t know that his math mind considered classical music an inspiring puzzle. “Tony,” I repeated, louder this time.

      “Quiet.” The same woman who’d muttered at me earlier was angry enough now to call her chastisement down the row of fidgeting students.

      Ignoring both the snarky woman and the raised hairs on the back of my neck, I waited for my counterpart to blink his way out of a musical reverie. Finally—

      “Problem, Mai?” Tony asked at last. His volume, unlike mine, Charlie’s, and Kira’s, was concert appropriate. Still, the woman behind us huffed yet again.

      And Tony turned clear blue eyes away from me to assess the audience member in question. She was dressed to the nines, as if she’d expected plush velvet chairs in an air-conditioned concert hall rather than the chance to sprawl ourselves out beneath maple trees. And Tony’s words came out so smooth it took a moment for either of us to realize they represented a verbal slap.

      “Behaving appropriately for the space you find yourself in is a very difficult skill to master, isn’t it?”

      Leaving the overdressed woman to mull over the implications, Tony turned to face the next disrupter, the boy who’d made reference to my breasts. This time, my fellow teacher didn’t even need words to get his point across. Instead, he raised one eyebrow and waited until the kid dropped his gaze to the grass. Only then did he turn back to address me.

      “Sorry about that. You were saying?”

      Right. As amusing as it was to watch Tony deal with the unruly, I had more important issues on my mind. “Jessie’s been in the bathroom quite a while. I need to check on her. Can you...?”

      “Take care of your hooligans as well as my delinquents? Sure.”

      My co-worker’s quick acceptance was followed by a reassuring touch of three fingers to the back of my hand. Or was that gesture meant to be reassuring? I blinked, reassessing the way Tony’s gaze bored into mine, the way his pupils expanded despite the stark sunlight.

      Tony wasn’t acting like a friend and colleague. He was acting like someone who wanted to take our relationship to a new level.

      Unfortunately, I had far too much on my plate at the present moment to even consider dating. Problems like students with no interest in learning. Bills that stubbornly refused to pay themselves. A kid sister for whom I was the legal guardian...and who shared the same heritage that would make werewolves consider us prey.

      Plus, Tony was so very, very human. There was no spark when his skin grazed mine.

      Still, I thanked him. Smiled even though I didn’t feel like smiling. Managed not to flip off the woman fuming behind us as I momentarily obstructed the view of an entire row of audience members.

      Only once I was out of the press and past a row of trees did I clench my fists and break into a run.
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      Sliding my hand across the rough brick wall of the bathroom exterior, I paused to take in the rush of water in an endlessly running toilet. The squat, dark structure was just as ordinary as I remembered, making me doubt my own conclusions. Would werewolves really come here?

      Still, my skin prickled as if a predator was watching. And my muscles tightened when Jessie didn’t answer my call.

      I didn’t take that silence as definitive, however, despite the itch in my feet begging action. Instead, I swept through both the women’s stalls and the men’s stalls, straining my ears for a howl that failed to repeat itself. Equally telling was the other absence—any whiff of Jessie’s scent.

      Alright. Now it was time to stop sleuthing and start acting. I slipped into one of the stalls to take advantage of the barest modicum of privacy, stripping out of my clothes then letting the magic werewolves lacked suffuse my entire body in one overwhelming wave.

      Tingling, prickling. My body shimmered while a loop of magic squashed my clothing inside a newly created fanny pack. Because even though Kira’s and my heritage could be hazardous, it had fun benefits as well.

      Benefits like creating a physical something out of nothing, then still having enough energy leftover to turn fox. Fast as sunlight flickering through tree leaves, I shifted into my alternate form.

      Shaking dainty black paws, lack of shoes made the puddle of I-didn’t-want-to-imagine-what on the floor even more disgusting. The urge to lick myself rose in my gorge.

      But I wasn’t an animal even if I looked like one. So I focused on Jessie’s absence while sidestepping puddles. Then I leapt to the top of the stall divider, slunk out the gap below the roof, and landed fox-silent in the bushes outside.

      Sniffing the ground in an ever widening circle around the bathroom, my tail fluffed out even more than usual. Here at last, my sensitive animal nose had picked up signs of not one but several werewolves, the scent both like and unlike that of me and my sister. Equally furry but considerably wilder. Rougher. Less reminiscent of playful antics and more suffused with the hunger for blood.

      Their presence, while daunting, wasn’t all that surprising. In the big picture, werewolves were far more common than fox shifters. Only, they didn’t come here. This city was on the edge of Atwood territory, far enough from the pack’s center of operations so anyone with the right to be present seldom passed through.

      These wolves, I suspected, didn’t have the right to be present. So why were they invading territory that had seemed safe enough for an under-the-radar family of three foxes—whittled down to two when our mother died on Kira’s zeroeth birthday—to settle within?

      The issue of why would have to wait. Because I caught the odiferous thread of Jessie’s strawberry shampoo at last and followed it away from the bathroom in an odd direction. Not toward the concert and not toward the nearest row of shops, the obvious location where a thirteen-year-old might play hooky.

      Instead, she’d passed deeper into the trees, through a wilder part of the park where the understory wasn’t mowed and manicured. Thorns grabbed at my fur and triple layers of leaves dimmed afternoon into twilight. Here, predators might stalk without danger of being sighted...until, that is, they were ready to pounce.

      I heard the result before I saw it. Not words but swords. The clang of metal against metal that had been music to my ears ever since my father let me pick up a practice weapon nearly as long as I was. That first sword had been a grounding in the human world, a way to grow a new identity after the only adult fox shifter I knew—my mother—had died.

      Swords were my salvation.

      Now, though, the harmony of swordplay turned harsh. Because scent promised Jessie was on the receiving end of the metallic clashes. And, having had the girl in class for one tripping-over-her-toes semester, I knew she couldn’t stand up against a serious fighter.

      I didn’t bulldoze forward however. Instead, I stuck to the cover of undergrowth, padding a loop around the battle. A fox knew how to scout rather than rage in with sword raised.

      And, as I poked my snout through a gap in the leaves, this didn’t appear to be the time for rage after all. Sure, Jessie’s cheeks were red with effort, sweat plastering her bangs against her forehead. Plus, she wasn’t wielding a practice sword but rather an edged weapon—and where had she come across that?

      Still, this wasn’t so much a battle as a courtship. Swords slid past each other elegant as dancing. His blade grazed hers not to attack but to buoy her up.

      The result should have been beautiful. Would have been too...if the participants hadn’t been a human girl and a bare-chested werewolf.

      Jessie didn’t understand the danger, so her eyes were wide with attraction. Plump lips parted as if she hoped for a kiss.

      And no wonder. Her opponent was handsome if you liked pretty boys with hair that swished back and forth across mahogany eyes with each sword stroke. I got the distinct impression the young man—nineteen maybe, or eighteen or twenty—hadn’t lost his shirt while shifting but had instead removed it to show off his ripped abs.

      Clothes. Focusing on his lack of shirt made me realize that I’d shifted back to human form and now stood in the park buck naked save for my fanny pack. Unleashing the magic that had brought my jeans, shirt, and boots along with me, I quickly dressed while the human girl and the handsome werewolf continued to cross swords.

      I intended to be ready in case their bout devolved into more than courtship. But, so far, the back and forth seemed innocent enough. Jessie tried to parry and instead lost her footing on wet leaves. That prompted her opponent to drop his sword and scoop her up to lie panting against his hard, bare chest.

      “You’re phenomenal,” he lied.

      Or maybe it wasn’t a lie. Maybe he was referring not to Jessie’s so-so swordsmanship but instead to the way she peered up at him as if he hung the moon.

      “I....” The girl was breathless, words stuttering nonsensically. “You....”

      “We,” he replied, the faintest curve to his wide mouth either adorable or menacing depending on your perspective. His head dipped down, not toward her lips but toward the soft curve between shoulder and neck.

      For my part, I summoned a cold trickle of magic, the same magic that had allowed me to shift earlier. All it took was a moment of focus, then my hand clenched down around a sword hilt that hadn’t existed a moment before.

      After all, Jessie was my responsibility until parent-pickup hour. And the teenagers’ banter no longer appeared innocent in the least.

      Not when this werewolf was about to bite my student’s neck and claim Jessie as his mate.

      Even by human standards, their age difference was too great to be kosher. Add in the fact that Jessie had never even heard of werewolves....

      “If you can’t stay away from wolves,” Dad had warned, “strike first. They’re too dangerous to treat respectfully.”

      I’d never before met a werewolf, but if Dad considered them dangerous then I agreed with him. Now it was time to rage.
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      Bare-chested Wannabe-Biter dropped Jessie on her butt the instant my sword flicked toward him. Proof that he hadn’t been lost in the same haze of pheromones and puppy love that consumed my student. Instead, he’d likely heard me approach. Smelled me just like I’d smelled him.

      Perhaps assumed because I was female that I was irrelevant? You know what they say about assume—makes an ass of you and me.

      The truism had me smiling as I lashed out, aiming for that broad target of exposed skin with my sword tip. Unfortunately, I didn’t manage to make contact. Not when the pesky werewolf wasn’t even trying to move at human speed.

      “What’s going on?” Jessie yelped as the werewolf slid sideways faster than her eyes could follow. He danced away from my sword as ably as I dodged student blows, my own fox-assisted eyes barely able to keep up.

      Swooping down to retrieve his weapon, he came up behind me next in a manner that would have been frowned upon in fencing class. After all, stabbing someone in the back was far from polite.

      We weren’t fencing however. We were brawling. And I knew how to fight dirty too.

      So I let my sword drift out of lax fingers, mimicking Jessie who had frozen like a deer in the headlights. She was bamboozled by the speed with which her wannabe-lover had turned into a to-the-death fighter, and it didn’t take much effort to don her slack-jawed gape. I needed this werewolf to think I was confused about where he had disappeared to. Confused about what to do next.

      Then, as a rush of air promised a blade was aiming for my unprotected spine...I dropped. Flat onto the ground, right foot sweeping up to hook around his legs and toss him off balance. Rolling, I landed on top of someone twice as large as I was, my weight insufficient to keep him in check.

      He bucked and I struggled not to relinquish my grip on his shoulders. Our bodies tumbled sideways, away from my sword.

      The werewolf, darn him, had accidentally gained an advantage he wasn’t even aware existed. Because my sword’s magic was part of my being. Distance seeped strength out of my muscles, an effect that would worsen quickly as the space between me and my magic grew.

      But I wasn’t extending that separation. Instead, I glanced at Jessie to make sure the sword was out of her sightline. Then I sucked in a breath and called the weapon back, smiling as it thunked into my waiting palm.

      The werewolf beneath me surged yet again, trying to dislodge my stranglehold. But this time my blade proved to be a more than adequate deterrent. Snug as a kitten, I nestled its edge just shy of cutting into the soft flesh beneath his skin.

      Now, finally, he stilled.

      “What did you think you were doing?” I demanded, pressing hard enough to make sure the werewolf knew I meant business.

      He swallowed, or tried to. My sword prevented the bulge of his throat from traveling down and his eyes widened. One hand rose as if to stop me, then he reconsidered that course of action and went limp.

      I’d won, but I didn’t let my opponent go. Not with Dad’s warnings echoing in my memory. Instead, I sawed until the faintest trickle of blood materialized beneath my blade. “Well?”

      This time he answered, his voice a growl. “She smells good.”

      “It’s body wash.” Jessie had found her feet and was now skittering in a circle around us. “Strawberry Sensation. Isn’t it delicious?”

      She was missing the point of the werewolf’s declaration...which was probably a good thing since the reality made me shiver. Jessie smelled good to a randy werewolf because she’d showed up this morning in an outfit that didn’t fit the school clothing policy. I’d given her a used t-shirt out of my own gym locker rather than making her face the principal.

      In other words, the randy wolf wasn’t talking about fake strawberries. He was talking about the residual scent of fur.

      A scent of fur that would fade from Jessie but was impossible to wash off myself...and my little sister. The thought of Kira made my sword dig in deeper. The werewolf’s eyes bulged but Jessie was the one whose voice turned strangled.

      “Ms. Fairchild, Shane wasn’t going to hurt me! You need to let him go!”

      The girl didn’t comprehend the thinness of the ice she was stomping on, and I wasn’t about to clue her in to the supernatural bits. Still, she needed to come to terms with some fragment of the seriousness of the occasion. “He was heading,” I said, sticking to an explanation humans would be familiar with, “toward statutory rape.”

      “No! You don’t get it!” Jessie’s babbling veered off into a dissertation on love and soul mates. Which was handy. The stars in her eyes would prevent her from seeing what was right in front of her nose.

      So I let her talk while I lowered my voice to a register wolves could hear but humans couldn’t. “Jessie is under my protection.”

      As I spoke, I turned the sword until the flat lay against my opponent’s skin. Pressing now wouldn’t risk permanent damage, but it would cut off his airflow. With wolves, Dad had informed me, you had to be firm if you wanted to be understood.

      So I pressed. Hard.

      Unfortunately, Jessie caught on before I got my point across. “Ms. Fairchild!” She clawed at my shoulders with soft human fingers. “You’re hurting him!”

      I let her fight me for a slow count of three, then I released the pressure. “Do we understand each other?” I asked Shane, ignoring my student.

      For a long moment, he lay there, sucking in great gasps of oxygen. Then he nodded once, very slowly, the tightness of his mouth suggesting he expected the sword to bite again.

      When it didn’t, his head bobbing turned frantic. “Yes,” he answered before tacking on an honorific. “Ma’am. I understand you.”

      Young wolves, unlike young humans, apparently knew how to accept when they’d been bested. Because Shane’s eyes stayed on the ground even as he tacked on a quiet question. “May I leave now?”

      “Go,” I answered, ignoring Jessie’s huff of annoyance. Keeping my eyes trained on Shane, I waited as he collected both his sword and Jessie’s. The shifter didn’t so much as glance at my student before disappearing into the undergrowth.
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      The issue wasn’t settled, but the rest of the concert went as smoothly as could be expected. One of Tony’s charges shook up a soft drink then opened it, squirting everyone within a twenty-foot radius with the sticky fluid. The snooty woman behind us got a dose to the face, which I really shouldn’t have laughed at but did.

      Later, while filing out of the park, two of my girls somehow ended up knocking a very large drum off its stand. There was swearing aplenty as the musician chased after his instrument, catching it just before it rolled into traffic. But, afterwards, he was more polite than expected about the blunder. I attributed his forbearance to the way my skirt-wearing students rolled up their waistbands to bare the better part of their thighs.

      So, par for the course when dealing with middle schoolers. “Nobody dead,” I observed as Tony, Kira, and I stood on the steps of the school watching the last parental car carry away the last day camper. My sister was glued to my side, which I hoped meant she’d take what I was soon going to tell her better than she usually might have.

      “No bones broken,” Tony agreed, oblivious to the undercurrent between me and Kira. “Definitely a good day.”

      His cheeks were mildly sunburnt, or maybe that glow to his skin had more to do with the way his hand was inching toward my fingers. Our skin connected and I flinched nearly as obviously as Shane had done.

      “Gotta go,” I gulped. “Kira needs a snack.”

      Mention of food sent my sister sprinting toward home and calories. I followed, glad of the excuse to leave without really saying goodbye.

      Tony didn’t let the moment pass however. Instead, he called after us: “I’ll drive you.”

      I waved a “thanks but no thanks.” Which didn’t stop him from taking yet another stab at it.

      “See you tomorrow?”

      I was already half a block away and I could have pretended not to hear him. But I liked Tony...just not in the way he apparently liked me.

      So I turned around to walk backwards. “See you tomorrow,” I agreed.
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      “Mr. Murphy wants to take you out on a date,” Kira observed as she blew in the door of our apartment, shedding shoes, backpack, and water bottle in random locations she’d never remember when she wanted them again.

      Following behind, I nudged belongings into their proper cubbies while evading Kira’s conversational gambit. “He’s a nice guy.” Then, before my sister could shift and start dancing on the countertops, I caught her in a one-armed hug. “Hey, slow down for a minute. I need to talk to you.”

      Her back immediately tensed. “But I stayed put.”

      “You were great,” I agreed. “That howl, however....”

      “Was a wolf.” Kira raised one eyebrow at my silence. “You think I never heard you and Dad talking? Wolves are serious bad news. But I have a solution. We’ll chase it out of town!”

      I could just see her trying. Kira was like one of those chihuahuas who faced down a rottweiler, instigating a fight she was certain she’d win.

      Unfortunately, the hypothetical rottweiler could swallow a chihuahua in one gulp, and a wolf could eat a fox just as easily. “I’ll deal with it,” I promised her. “But you’re going to have to stay home for a few days until things are settled. It’s not safe to be out and about right now.”

      I waited for Kira’s sunny disposition to cloud. But she surprised me. Maybe she was growing up, or maybe she’d just been more spooked by the howl than she let on. Because she nodded. “If you get me the gear you promised, I’ll stay put.”

      Of course Kira would jump at the opportunity to turn the thumbscrews about this week’s coveted acquisition. A pet-agility track would take up our entire living room...a space which doubled as my bedroom. It would also set my finances back so far that I might have to beg for an extension on the rent.

      But if the purchase kept Kira busy running through in-apartment tunnels until the werewolf threat blew over, it would be well worth it. I squeezed shoulders that had loosened into their usual gangly suppleness and promised the moon to my only living family member.

      “It’s a deal.”
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      Unfortunately, I hadn’t thought through the problem with pet stores when I left Kira stirring boxed macaroni into boiling water. Hadn’t considered that wolf shifters likely found the commercial establishments just as useful as fox shifters did.

      After all, dental-health dog bones prove awfully useful when you don’t feel like going two-legged to brush your teeth. Or at least so Kira told me when she added them to my shopping list.

      To cut a long story short, my wince at the price tag on dog-agility equipment turned into a full-on shudder when a whiff of fur carried toward me from the next aisle over. This wasn’t Shane, either, who I could have slapped down without breaking a sweat. Instead, the scent came from the same direction as two voices, both older and male.

      “Cooperation is key.” The first speaker’s words were full of the same sort of heady dominance that had drawn Jessie toward Shane. But this was the more mature version. Deeper. More growly. I was struck with simultaneous urges to swoon and to run.

      I did neither. Inside stores, air movement was governed by fans, so there was no danger of the wind shifting and revealing my presence. If I was cautious, I could sneak out before either of the werewolves knew I’d been present. So I selected the cheapest box from the display in front of me and started manhandling it into my cart.

      The second voice still wasn’t Shane’s, but it had more in common with that teenager than the first voice did. “Cooperation is key for you, maybe,” the younger shifter complained. “All I want is a neighborhood.”

      “This city won’t go by neighborhoods.” A footstep. A gasp. Deep Voice was doing something intimidating or painful. His voice lowered into a growl as he continued. “After the fight, you’ll either be with me or against me. Think on that then show up at the Arena tomorrow by high moon.”

      The Arena. I winced. The werewolf’s reference to the under-the-radar venue where I fought in exchange for much-needed supplemental income slowed my attempt to push my cart without letting the wheels squeak. I was supposed to take part in a match tomorrow. The money I hoped to make was already spent in my mind.

      Spent on the bulky box I was even now wheeling toward the checkout.

      I couldn’t attend, however, if werewolves planned to use the match to duke out ownership of the city. This safe harbor was safe no longer. Kira and I would have to flee.

      But flee to where? Every inch of land around us was owned by a wolf pack. Finding another unused territorial edge where I could make a living and Kira could get a quality education would take time while opening up additional dangers for my sister.

      Would it be safer to hunker down and wait out the current intrusion? Hope the werewolves growling in the next aisle over tore each other to shreds and left no survivors to threaten Kira and myself?

      I was deep in planning mode when a hand landed on my shoulder. I didn’t even have time to create a sword before I was spun around.

      “And who are you?” asked the growly, deep-voiced werewolf who’d taken advantage of fan-assisted air patterns to sneak up behind my back.
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      “Lose your friend?” I retorted, scanning what I could see of broad aisles jam-packed with over-priced pet toys. There was only one werewolf present. One werewolf with hair long enough to be curly and a muscle shirt outlining his better-than-human physique. He was ten times more handsome than Shane...if I ignored the acquisitive gleam in this werewolf’s eye.

      Ignored that and the way he sidestepped my question. Holding out the same hand he’d used to halt my forward momentum, he graced me with a breathtaking smile. “I’m Jackal.”

      Something about the force of his grin had me reciprocating before I thought better of it. I took the offered palm in mine then shivered as a tremor of attraction spun through me.

      The response was as purely physical as the goosebumps that rose on my arms when I dove into the public pool every summer for the first time. Tony had been sweet yet elicited no chemistry. Jackal was the opposite—alpha hotness wrapped around deeply bad news.

      So I didn’t offer my name. Instead, I released the handshake as quickly as I’d accepted it, sidestepping Jackal and pushing my cart forward. With no need to silence the squeaking, I was able to progress much faster this time.

      Jackal, unfortunately, paced me step for step as he murmured slippery pleasantries. “What a surprising treat to find in my city.”

      I didn’t glance sideways, but I could feel his eyes gliding across my body like acquisitive fingers. The sensation was approximately as welcome as a root canal.

      Perhaps that’s why I let my tongue sharpen. “Your city? I wasn’t aware the Atwoods had started hiring carcass-eaters.”

      An abrupt tartness in the other shifter’s scent suggested my blow had landed dead center, but he didn’t address the dig about his name. “The Atwoods aren’t doing anything with this city,” he growled instead. “Not while their alpha lies dying. I expect it to take months for the son to bring his pack to heel. By that time, everything around you will be mine.”

      Jackal was probably right about that, unfortunately. Territories didn’t last forever. A weakness in the center allowed neighbors or lone wolves to nibble away one edge at a time.

      Still, the Atwoods’ trouble was none of my business. An ungreased wheel whined complaint as I gave the cart another heave.

      Jackal’s fist on the wire side stilled my forward progress. His face was so close I could smell the remnants of Doritos. “Mate with the winning wolf,” he informed me, voice level, “and you’ll be taken care of.”

      My eyebrows rose. That was a turn I hadn’t expected. “Is this your way of saying you find me attractive?”

      Jackal snorted a not-so-soft puff of air out his nostrils. “No. This is my way of saying that I’m making you an offer that’s in both of our best interests....”

      His voice trailed off as his eyes lit on the side of the box I’d chosen. I’d grabbed the cheapest setup, the one intended for canines under thirty pounds. Which meant the tunnels would be too small for a full-grown wolf, even a female one.

      My breath caught. Getting roped into a werewolf territorial battle was bad enough. If Jackal realized my true form....

      Chest tightening, my lungs stuttered to a halt. Jackal’s smile widened, his eyes gleaming with predatory glee. “You have a pup? I can be a stepdaddy.”

      Breath wheezed out and in again. He’d jumped to a conclusion that was both right and wrong. The box I’d chosen was for a pup, just not a wolf pup.

      The beep of a scanner interrupted our fraught moment. We’d ended up in the checkout line and a human worker had come around to scan the box too large to fit on the conveyer belt.

      “Who’s paying?” she asked, popping her gum.
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      Jackal tried to swipe his credit card, but I insisted on my independence. And he laughed like a hunter who knew his prey had no way out of a box canyon. A hunter who was ready to let that prey run just a little longer before he pounced.

      “I’ll be at the Arena tomorrow at high moon,” he told me, then rephrased when my brows wrinkled in confusion. “The time when the moon reaches its peak. Right now, that’s sunset. Either come as my mate or be prepared to lose your pup.”

      His threat was ominous both in tone and lack of details. No wonder my heart rate increased, instinct warning me to abandon the agility equipment and make a run for it.

      But Jackal would simply follow my scent back to Kira if I didn’t accept his ride. And wouldn’t it be better to make him think I was obeying? Playing along should win me another twenty-four hours at least.

      So I let him toss my purchase in the back of a jacked-up pickup. Let him drive me all the way to the front of the apartment complex where Kira and I lived.

      “Until tomorrow,” he repeated as I slid out under the shadow of our shabby high-rise. The words were a warning. The eyes on the back of my neck as I manhandled the box down from the pickup raised warning hairs.

      He didn’t follow me, though, as I laboriously bumped the box up the steep, dark stairs inside. And Kira, thankfully, was too gleeful over assembling her long-sought toy to notice my worry that evening. The next morning, she was too excited about running through the course for me to think she’d break her vow not to set foot outside the door.

      So I headed to the school as usual even though my head spun with worries and possibilities. There had to be a way out of the trap Jackal had set for me, if only I could find it. I ushered kids through the local science museum, my thoughts on wolves instead of dinosaurs. And when my fencing students assembled in the gym after lunch, for once I was too frazzled to take attendance.

      Because the conclusion I’d come to was as unsavory as it was inevitable. We’d have to flee. I’d pack up Kira and take her...somewhere. After that? Who knew.

      Charlie was the one who broke into my planning by alerting me to an even more pressing problem. Charlie who, I noticed, was wearing the friendship bracelet her twin usually had wrapped around her wrist.

      “Ms. Atwood, can I talk to you?” The girl was almost in tears, so I set the others on a series of drills that were unlikely to result in eyes getting jabbed out. Then I led Charlie over to the bleachers and sat us both down.

      “What’s up?”

      “It’s Jessie.”

      I scanned the wannabe fencers, searching for the other Raven twin. Jessie wasn’t present. I frowned. “Is she sick?”

      Charlie shook her head, wordless. And I put the pieces together.

      “The bracelet. You’re covering for her.”

      “We’re in different morning classes,” Charlie confirmed. “I pretended to have a stomachache and asked to go to the nurse’s office. Then I apologized for being late when I showed up to Jessie’s class.”

      “Where is she?”

      I somehow knew the answer even though Charlie was silent, eyes down as her toe traced the streak made by a skidding gym shoe. The scent of fur on my old t-shirt rose in my memory as if it had just been struck by the sun.

      “You can tell me,” I prodded, using my gentle teacher voice this time.

      Charlie swallowed, her eyes watery. Then she admitted, “I haven’t seen Jessie since dinner yesterday. She’s been gone all night.”
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      I locked the students in the gym for their own safety and leaned my head against the cool metal of a locker in the hall. The main doors beckoned, my fox nature twitching at any delay in rescuing Jessie. But the students in the gym were also my responsibility. I’d need the help of an ally if I didn’t want my rescue mission to leave havoc behind.

      Unfortunately, my only ally on campus was Tony. Tony, who I usually met in the staff room for a snack and grouse session during our shared planning period. Tony, who’d sent me a text to make sure I was okay after I stood him up this morning, a text to which I’d replied with a single word: “Fine.”

      I’d been avoiding him all day so I wouldn’t have to say things that would risk our friendship. Unfortunately, making sure we were in different places at all times until Tony got over his ill-conceived crush was no longer going to work.

      So I headed around the corner to his classroom, peering in the open door at a hive of enthusiastic activity. Tony was in his element, arms waving and students hanging on his every word, the hubbub reminding me why I’d initially befriended him. How could I not admire a teacher who drew youngsters toward the delights of the mind?

      Hoping our fellowship could survive current events, I knocked on the side of the door jamb. “Hey, can I talk to you for a minute?”

      Tony’s gaze rose to meet mine, his eyes squinting with pure pleasure. “Sure.” He murmured a bit more mathematical mumbo jumbo then came out to join me, pulling the door closed behind his back. “What’s up?”

      There was no time for verbal foreplay so I launched right into it. “Your aunt’s cabin. Is it available this weekend?”

      The cabin was the carrot Tony had been holding out in front of all of his students this summer. Up in the forest, with a big pond and trails and the promise of campfire stories. Anyone who behaved at least moderately well would be invited to take part in a big end-of-summer sleepover. Before I’d realized what was boiling up between us, I’d promised to be the female chaperone.

      Now, the cabin was the safest place I could think of to stash Kira while I dealt with werewolves. Plus, Jessie’s parents could rest easy thinking their kids were on a school-approved field trip. Hopefully that would prevent them from calling the cops.

      I didn’t say any of that, however. No wonder Tony’s eyebrows drew together. “Sure. Do you and your sister want a weekend away?”

      I shook my head. “No. I need you to take Charlie up there tonight, along with any other student available on short notice. Kira too. Don’t leave the property until I call.”

      I was already scribbling a note to my sister on the back of a receipt as I debriefed Tony and ran ahead in my mind to the tasks awaiting me. Find Jessie, deal with Jackal and the Arena fight, then go from there.

      None of which I could do while herding youngsters. Speaking of which: “I locked my class in the gym. Can you keep an eye on them until the end of the day? Maybe let everybody play volleyball while you call parents to expedite permission slips? Make sure the Ravens send two sleeping bags.”

      Their parents would assume the second was for Jessie, thus covering for the missing twin’s absence. Meanwhile, Kira would need bedding since we owned nothing portable. Two birds, one stone.

      My feet itched to be gone, but I paused, meeting Tony’s eyes. He was usually malleable but now he frowned, shaking his head.

      “That won’t work. Issue one: short notice means most kids won’t be able to come on a trip I’ve been promising for weeks. Issue two: I can’t take a mixed-gender class on an overnight field trip without a female chaperone.”

      Really? The roadblock was school policy? “Pretend I drove up early and came down with a stomach flu,” I suggested. “Is there a room with a door? Kira can check on me a few times. Bring ginger ale. It will work.”

      I expected Tony to say yes immediately. Sure, he’d be risking his job if anyone called his bluff. But he was always offering me rides and other favors. He’d left little doubt that if I needed a wingman he was ready and willing to be on call.

      Now, he took a step toward me until we were just a little closer than was really appropriate for co-workers. “And after this is over, you’ll tell me what’s going on? Over dinner?”

      I’d thought I could ignore Tony’s gentle flirtations until they subsided. That we could skirt an overt conversation that risked our friendship. Apparently, I’d been wrong about that.

      But the safety of Kira and my students now trumped loss of friendship later. So—

      “Dinner,” I promised. “Tomorrow night.”
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      Getting help from Tony had been easy enough, if I ignored the potential repercussions. Tracking down Shane and Jessie, on the other hand, required a trip to a shadier part of town.

      In broad daylight, the outside of the Arena blended in with all of the other abandoned buildings in the Warren. The big, blocky structure had once been a factory, but the sign above the main door had faded so much that words were now impossible to make out.

      Not that the Arena needed a sign. Locals knew to cluster around when the windows lit up like eyes glaring into the night. As soon as the doors opened, spectators streamed inside to fill the concentric rings of stadium-style seating, pressing close to the dented cage of a platform promising that the only thing produced here was fights.

      Or that’s what the interior usually looked like. Today, the clang of metal on metal wasn’t swords but something different. Stepping through the front door, I found three burly bouncers unscrewing seats off the concrete floor then hauling them away to stack in a back room.

      Meanwhile, their tiny, seventy-something boss pointed and ordered and ensured that no one even considered taking a break. Ma Scrubbs’ eyebrows shot up, however, when she saw me. “Mai. Didn’t you get my message? Tonight I don’t need you. The idiot who rented us out has bad credit, so I made him pay double in cash. Your gain. Paid day off.”

      She started peeling bills off of a huge wad, pausing only to flick a middle finger at someone who’d huffed out a complaint behind her back. I didn’t blame the guy for his assertion of unfairness either. I was even less of an employee than he was and none of us merited vacation time. Plus, despite her name, I was no relation to the Arena’s boss.

      But Ma Scrubbs knew how close my finances hovered on the edge of zero and she owed some sort of favor to my dead father. Dad had never spelled out the specifics, but he’d left me a list of people I could count on to help—once. Ma Scrubbs was at the top of that list, and I suspected Dad’s favor was the original reason she’d hired me on.

      Dad’s favor was likely also the reason I was suddenly being graced with a paid vacation, one I couldn’t afford to turn down. “Thanks,” I said while the Arena’s owner continued peeling off twenties. “But that’s not why I’m here.”

      The helper who’d complained now took advantage of Ma Scrubbs’ lack of attention to drop into a seat for a breather. The action had taken place outside her sight line, but somehow Ma Scrubbs knew what was happening anyway. Whirling, she pointed one bony finger at the errant employee. “You! Did I say it was nap time?”

      “Eyes in the back of her head,” muttered a guy who was on his knees ratcheting big bolts out of the concrete. “I warned you.” Rather than replying, his friend shot out of the seat so fast it would have fallen over if the base hadn’t been attached to the floor.

      I scratched my cheek in order to hide my smile. Ma Scrubbs was entirely human and had no supernatural eyesight or hearing, but she sure managed to give that impression. Mimicking her had turned into my MO on the first day of school every year. The result was startling. Students stepped into line so fast I was able to treat them gently for the rest of the term.

      Ma Scrubbs, in contrast, never went from harsh to gentle. Now, she glared at the mutterer. “Is there something you want to say to me?”

      The recipient of her glare weighed three times as much as his boss and had all of the extra weight in height and muscle. Still, he shook his head vigorously then returned his gaze to his task.

      One long moment of silence followed, during which Ma Scrubbs stared and her employees worked faster than ever. Finally, she turned back to face me. “As you can see,” she snapped, “I’m busy. Can your problem wait?”

      Despite the terseness of her words, she didn’t outright dismiss me. This is what my father’s favor did and I was loathe to lose it. Plus, I’d promised Dad that I wouldn’t call in Ma Scrubbs’ boon unless my sister or I was in imminent physical danger.

      Still, my father had treated his students like family. He wouldn’t have hesitated to use whatever tool he had at his disposal to keep Jessie safe.

      Or at least that’s what I chose to believe.

      So I shook my head. “No. I’m calling in my father’s favor. I need your help.”
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      For a moment, Ma Scrubbs’ face softened and she almost appeared grandmotherly. “Is your sister bleeding? Did she swallow poison? Call an ambulance. You don’t want to waste your favor today.”

      I lowered my voice just in case the guys behind us were listening. “I need to know where someone new to town is staying. He goes by Shane. Late teens. About yay high.” I reached up a foot taller than my own crown to demonstrate. “Puffs out his chest like a rooster. Thinks he’s hot stuff.”

      Ma Scrubbs shook her head slowly, and for a moment I thought she either wouldn’t or couldn’t help me. Then she put that worry to rest. “Last chance to hang onto your favor. Fighters without favors don’t get paid days off. They don’t get called in to fight if they’re not making me money. Think of your sister. You won’t know how good you had it until the kid gloves come off.”

      I hesitated, my certainty shaken by the mention of Kira. Was a student’s safety now really more important than my sister’s safety later? Didn’t family always come first?

      And, as usual, Dad provided the answer. Not in specific words this time, but in the memory of a time when I’d been just a few years older than Kira was now.

      A bad day at school, my new buds of breasts drawing the attention of the loudest bullies. One boy had tried to snap my bra strap and had instead found the back of my shirt underwear-free.

      I’ve since forced myself to forget the exact words he’d thrown at me. But their bite. The twist of my stomach. The cruel laughter of his friends. All remained as fresh as if I was still that thirteen-year-old underdog.

      I’d maintained a stiff upper lip until the last bell rang, but then I’d run home and made a beeline for Mama. She’d fix the problem, I was positive. No matter that my mother was eight months pregnant with Kira, her eyes perpetually worried and her energy levels sagging to an all-time low.

      The light in her bedroom was off when I slammed in the front door, but I headed in that direction anyway. Mama had taken to resting in the afternoons. I knew where to find her.

      Only, Dad stepped into my path before I could achieve my destination. He’d been juggling teaching full time and fighting in the Arena along with handing me lunch money and checking over my homework. Now, clean laundry hung from his calloused fingers as he asked, “What’s up, kid?”

      “You can’t help me.”

      “No? Wanna talk about it?”

      “Absolutely not.”

      And, somehow, Dad had ended up canceling his evening match so he could take me out for hamburgers. The grease did its intended job, lubricating my tongue and warming my stomach. I admitted my embarrassment, then we headed to the store so I could try on bras.

      Bra shopping with my father should have been as mortifying as the event that preceded it. But Dad ended up charming the saleswoman and customers alike, turning himself into the life of the party rather than the odd man out in the lingerie department. Between all of us, we selected bras so perfect I later passed two down to Kira. I’ve grinned every time I thought about our cackling joy since.

      That wasn’t the end of it either. After a good night’s sleep, Dad called both of us in sick so we could hop in the car for an impromptu road trip. I got to choose every stop and direction, leading us in a wiggly loop around the city and the surrounding countryside.

      Back at the edge of town, a giant ice-cream sculpture had proven irresistible to my vulpine nature. Dad—the guy who lacked an inner fox and preferred everyone keep their feet firmly planted on the ground—let me clamber up the side.

      “I’m going higher!” I’d exclaimed, switching my melting ice-cream cone to the other hand as I worked my way up the hot metal. A slop of chocolate slid off my confection to drip directly into Dad’s eyes.

      And he’d smiled, snapping picture after picture. By the time I slid back down the spoon to land erect and unhurt on the pavement, we were both laughing so hard that we barely made it out of the parking lot before the proprietor called the cops.

      “A woman,” Dad told me when we paused at the next stoplight, “chooses her own adventure. Congratulations on your first step into womanhood.”

      Rather than answering, I’d raised my hand to smooth a twisted bra strap. My new breasts felt like a badge of courage instead of a curse.

      And when Mama died a few weeks later, I clung to that sunny memory of me alone with my father. Only later did I realize he’d known how much I’d need remembered sunshine. Only later did I realize how hard he’d worked to squash his worries about Mama in order to give me that one perfect day.

      So, yes, family always came first. Ma Scrubbs was right.

      But a woman also chose her own adventure and sacrificed to look out for those who depended on her. Even if it meant spending a day away from an ailing spouse whose time was limited. Or, in my case, putting off Kira’s needs until they actually exploded in my face.

      Doing the right thing was the true way to honor our father’s memory. So I hardened my voice until it cracked nearly as whip-like as Ma Scrubbs’. “Shane?”

      The old woman eyed me for a moment then shrugged, tucking the money she’d been about to give me away in an interior pocket. “Your funeral. Check the pay-by-the-hour motel at the edge of the Warren. Room 17. Last I heard, he’s still asleep.”

      The pleasure of knowing where my quarry denned curled my lips upward. I turned away, but Ma wasn’t done with me yet.

      “You! Go with her. Do what Mai says.”

      I’d barely noticed the third chair-hauler before I turned back around to see who Ma Scrubbs was addressing. He was bigger than the other two, like a Mr. Clean with lots of tattoos and no smile. His inability to be stealthy proved itself as he stomped toward me in steel-toed boots.

      “No thanks,” I started, but Ma spoke over me.

      “Favors don’t come in halves, girl. Might as well take everything I’m offering. This will be the last freebie you get.”

      I hesitated. Ma Scrubbs had her finger on the pulse of the Warren, as evidenced by how easily she’d recognized my description of Shane. If she thought I needed help, I might as well take it.

      “Okay,” I agreed reluctantly. “Thanks.”
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      Mr. Clean had his own set of wheels, something flashy that shouldn’t have stood a chance parked on a Warren street. The vehicle hadn’t been vandalized, however. And, as I waited on the passenger side for him to push the button on his key fob, he shook his head at me. “It’s unlocked.”

      The door was unlocked...and those were the last words Ma’s employee graced me with until we arrived at our destination. “I don’t think I caught your name,” I offered halfway through the commute down winding alleys and up a hill so steep we couldn’t see over the top. His answer came out as a grunt.

      Well, we didn’t have to be friends. If all went well, Mr. Clean and I wouldn’t be spending more than an hour together. Plus, I was quite capable of amusing myself.

      So I pulled out my phone and tapped in a request for information from one of Dad’s old students. His letter of recommendation had gotten Sarah into Cornell’s computer-science department despite grades that ranged from bad to awful. Then, when she dropped out halfway through her second semester to learn gray-hat techniques on her own, Dad had called Sarah up to tell her how proud he was that she understood her own needs.

      Like many of Dad’s students, Sarah didn’t precisely owe me a favor. But I had a feeling she wouldn’t mind doing a little sleuthing on the side anyway. Because something Ma Scrubbs said had suggested....

      Mr. Clean’s door slammed before I realized we’d stopped in front of a seedy motel. The single-story building consisted of one long wall broken by a row of evenly spaced doors. If I remembered correctly, each rental had a matching window around the back.

      Shotgun rooms would make for an easy capture. “Wait here for five minutes, then kick in the door,” I told Mr. Clean. As he jerked his head in a gesture that might have been agreement, I counted room numbers to make sure I’d end up at the proper window. Then I trotted around to the back.

      Every shade was drawn and no wonder since this side of the motel overlooked a sewage-treatment plant. The smell wafting off settling pools scraped at the inside of my throat, but I ignored the discomfort. Ignored my cell phone, also, when it vibrated with an incoming phone call. Instead, I glanced in both directions then materialized my sword directly into my fist.

      By my count, I had two minutes left, but I doubted Mr. Clean took numbers seriously. So I positioned myself outside the proper window...one second before a thud followed by a squawk emerged from inside.

      Mr. Clean didn’t bother speaking and Shane didn’t ask for an explanation. Instead, the latter dove through the shades and screen as if he thought he was in wolf form. I let him land on his hands and knees in the gravel before pricking the space between his shoulder blades with my sword. “We meet again.”

      The werewolf whimpered and I revised his age downward. Maybe Shane wasn’t seventeen. Sixteen? Fifteen?

      What was life like for a teenage wolf lacking a territory? Maybe not much better than the fate of two fox shifters lying low.

      Remorse prompted me to withdraw my sword and nudge him with my toe more gently than I might have done otherwise. “Roll over.”

      Shane obeyed, the gesture giving the air of a wolf displaying his belly to a stronger canine. His submission was complete enough that I risked calling a question to Mr. Clean over the werewolf’s prone body. “Anybody else in there?”

      His grunt was followed by the crash of furniture being upended. Mr. Clean’s upper body emerged in the window. “Nope.”

      Nope? Okay, forget remorse and empathy. It took an effort not to slice at Shane with my sword.

      Meanwhile, my phone vibrated again, which made me distinctly twitchy. Few people called me and never twice in quick succession....

      Still, my student was my top priority at the present moment. I waved the blade in front of Shane’s nose. “What have you done with Jessie?”

      The young werewolf’s response was a babble of vague information. “He told me I’d be safer if I threw in my lot with him. Said I wouldn’t have to fight tonight if I proved myself. All I had to do was call her and ask her to meet me. I didn’t even have to show up.”

      The her was obviously Jessie. The he.... “Who told you?”

      Shane peered up at me with watery eyes. “Jackal. The....” He slid a glance at Mr. Clean then lowered his voice to a husky whisper. “The alpha.”

      Jackal. Of course.
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      Knowing who held Jessie should have been a win. But how exactly would I find the troublesome werewolf in a maze-like city famous for the pair of tourists who’d spent ten hours hunting each other after getting separated one fateful summer? When the newspaper interviewed the duo after the fact, it turned out they’d never been further than three blocks from each other. Despite that, they might have kept wandering indefinitely if the wife hadn’t had the clever idea of asking the police for help.

      In the modern day, cell phones expedited tourist reunions. But I didn’t know Jackal’s number and he was unlikely to answer if I did call him. Meanwhile, summoning the police wasn’t an option when dealing with wolves.

      What I knew was Jackal’s planned location at sunset. A location that was a last resort since it involved giving in to an ultimatum I very much hoped to avoid.

      That thought trail didn’t help solve the larger problem, but it did remind me of the relentless buzzing of my own cell phone. I twitched my sword in preparation for sheathing it...and Shane yelped as if I was about to slash his throat.

      “You’re free to go,” I told him, overtly swinging the weapon further away from his sensitive organs.

      “Really?” The werewolf looked even younger now, eyes widening. Had he never been given a second chance?

      “Really,” I agreed, releasing eye contact. Shane scurried away the second my gaze slid to my phone, and I only granted him the bare minimum of attention after that. Instead, I blinked at the sheer quantity of messages cluttering my screen.

      All were from Tony. Without bothering to check either texts or voice mails, I called my co-worker back.

      “Problem?” I opened, watching Shane slink back through his window. Then I lost interest in the werewolf as Tony replied.

      “Mai?” His voice was tense, I noted. And, unlike his usual MO, he didn’t dive right into conversation.

      “Yes,” I said into the silence. Silence that wasn’t so silent as a car started up on the other side of the motel. The engine gunned and I knew without peering into Shane’s room that the space now held only its original occupant. Mr. Clean had completed his task and headed back to his usual job.

      Which was fine. I could handle myself in the Warren. However, I was no closer to retrieving Jessie...and apparently I had a more immediate disaster on hand.

      Because Tony finally found his voice in order to relay a story that tightened my throat. Charlie had been the only kid able to attend his sleepover on such short notice, so he’d let her tag along as he swung by to pick up Kira at our apartment. Everything had seemed fine at first. Tony handed my sister the note and she asked Charlie if the other girl would help pick out clothes for their upcoming sleepover. The pair disappeared into the bedroom, closed the door...and never came back out.

      “Kira went down the fire escape,” I guessed. “With Charlie?” That was the part that didn’t make sense. If my sister had gotten spooked by the howl yesterday followed by my note today, why bring along a human when she split? Instead, she should have followed our emergency plan—go fox and head to the cemetery to hide inside the massive weeping willow that marked our parents’ final resting place.

      An emergency plan that had sounded better before werewolves invaded the city. Before the residual aroma of fur on a t-shirt became enough to nearly get a human teenager’s neck bitten.

      I only realized I was squeezing my phone so hard I obstructed the speaker when the mumble of Tony’s words came out too soft to hear. Loosening my fingers with an effort, I cleared my throat. “Could you repeat that?”

      Tony’s voice was still tense, but he showed no impatience at my request. “When I barged in, I didn’t see either girl. But, yes, the window was unlocked.”

      “Okay. I’ll find them.” I pressed my face against Shane’s window screen to make sure the young werewolf wasn’t going to cause any additional problems. Luckily, like any teenager woken before he was ready, Shane had sprawled back out across the bed, his eyes veering to mine but the lids already sagging. I had a feeling as soon as he heard me leave he’d begin to snore.

      “I appreciate everything you’ve done,” I continued, leaving the werewolf and making my way around to the front of the motel. Could I afford to call an Uber? With the deadline of sunset looming, could I afford not to call one? While debating, I salved my co-worker’s delicate conscience. “You’re off the hook.”

      Tony released a huff of laughter that didn’t have any real pleasure in it. “Mai. I’m not going to leave you in the lurch. Where are you? I’ll pick you up and we’ll track down the girls together.”

      I frowned, not understanding. “You’ve already done me one favor.”

      For a long moment, Tony was silent. Then he used the same gentle schoolteacher tone I brought out for kids afraid to spill their guts about parental trouble. “There’s no such thing,” he explained, “as favors between friends.”
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      I paced for a while, then called Tony back with another request. And he broke school rules yet further by reading Charlie’s cell-phone number off the permission slip she’d filled out an hour ago. “She didn’t answer when I tried,” he warned.

      So I was surprised when my student picked up on the second ring. “Hello?”

      “Charlie. This is Ms. Fairchild. I need you to tell me where you are.”

      A honk came through the speaker. The dull hum of tires on pavement. If I had to guess, the girl was riding a bus. The question became—a bus heading where?

      My student’s voice turned coy. “I can’t really....”

      She was about to hang up, and that wasn’t acceptable. “Charlie,” I barked out, mean-teacher voice in full effect now. “Put my sister on.”

      Charlie was used to obeying me. So I wasn’t surprised by the rustle as the phone changed hands.

      Kira, in contrast, was a fox to her core. She sounded distinctly uncowed as she chirped out a cheerful, “Hello.”

      Cheerful was good. Cheerful meant my sister might slip up and keep the line open long enough for me to ferret out some sort of identifying information.

      “Kira.” I kept my voice low while relaying information not approved for human ears. “You know why you can’t be out in the city right now. Don’t draw Charlie into something that will get her hurt.”

      Kira blithely ignored the werewolves I was reminding her of. “I’m not drawing Charlie into anything. It was her idea. She said you’re hunting Jessie. We’re going to help.”

      I winced. When my sister helped, plates broke. Windows shattered. On one memorable occasion, a riot had been sparked.

      “Maybe helping isn’t the best idea,” I started, only to pause as Tony’s car pulled up beside me. My co-worker reached across to push open the passenger door, then flushed as it became clear there was nowhere for me to sit.

      Not because of empty fast-food containers or similar debris. No, the space was full of textbooks, academic journals, geeky measuring tools I didn’t know the name or purpose of.

      No wonder Tony’s face reddened, the color emanating from embarrassment rather than attraction this time. “Try not to be such a nerd, Tony,” he muttered, low enough that a human wouldn’t have caught the self-slander. Scooping up armloads of mathematical debris, his gaze lowered as if his eyes and mine were similarly charged magnets physically unable to meet.

      Which wasn’t fair. Tony was helping me. He shouldn’t be beating himself up for being smart.

      I covered the microphone with one hand while touching his shoulder with the other. “Kira and Charlie are on the line,” I murmured. “I’ll put them on speaker phone. See if you can hear any clues I’ve missed about where they are.”

      My gesture worked. Tony’s blush faded and he didn’t apologize as I sank into the cleared passenger seat. We both listened as brakes squealed and an engine roared.

      “Kira,” I started. “How about this: we’ll all hunt together.”

      “Not likely.” My sister snorted. “If you find us, you’ll lock us away and we’ll never get to have any fun.”

      Werewolves weren’t fun. Kidnapping and against-her-will mating weren’t fun. But I couldn’t say any of that. All I could do was repeat my sister’s name. “Kira....”

      “Gotta go!” she chirped. “If you find Jessie, text us. We’ll do likewise.”

      “Wait!” One word only, then Kira had severed our connection.

      So why was Tony smiling?

      “I know,” he told me, “where they are.”
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      Well, Tony didn’t know the girls’ exact location. But he’d guessed which bus line they’d chosen. Had extrapolated how far they would have travelled based on the time elapsed since they’d raced down the fire escape. “If we take the hypotenuse, we can catch them here,” he observed, tapping a location on the paper map disinterred from the pile of math paraphernalia.

      “How can you be sure?” I demanded as he steered toward the spot in question. Not that I doubted his grasp of geometry. But—“You recognized something about the sound of the road?”

      Tony graced me with a true laugh this time, his eyes sparkling as he shook his head. “I recognized the brakes. I took that bus last week when I had to drop my car off at the garage. It squealed at every stop. Same register, same intensity, same bus.”

      In my experience, lots of bus brakes squealed. But we had nothing else to go on. So I didn’t complain as we crossed town, leaving the Warren behind and entering a retail district. Shops whipped past, their awnings tattered and streaked with bird droppings yet still managing to shade most of the sidewalk. This was an area where public transportation needed to be, and was, dependable. Sure enough, a bus pulled up to the curb before we could find a parking spot.

      I was yanking on the door handle, my seatbelt unbuckled, before I thought to glance at my temporary partner. “Go,” he agreed, slowing to a stop despite the horns blaring behind us.

      I sprang out, using a little extra fox speed to wedge my foot into the bus door before the barrier could slide all the way shut. “Wait!”

      “Make up your mind,” the balding driver complained. “In or out.” Then as I padded up the steps toward him, he added, “Fare card?”

      “I don’t have one with me,” I murmured, scanning the interior of the nearly empty bus. An old woman sang quietly in Spanish to the toddler in her lap. Two high-school-aged boys with locks swayed to their earbuds. A woman in a business suit sat so erect her back didn’t touch the seat.

      Kira and Charlie weren’t present. I turned back to the driver. “Did you see two girls? The younger one looks like me minus thirteen years. They...”

      “You’re gonna make me late, lady,” the driver groused. “Pay or get off the bus.”

      No, he didn’t just grouse. He was halfway out of his seat, ready to push me down the steps without providing any information about my sister.

      Then Tony was there. Out of breath, cheeks red from exertion. “Here you go.” He slipped the driver a bill that was far too large to pay for a ride for two. “Keep the change.”

      “What for?”

      “Taking your break now so you can answer a few questions,” Tony said, his gentleness defusing the driver’s annoyance. “The girls?”

      “Haven’t seen ‘em.”

      “And your brakes. They don’t squeak, do they?”

      The driver rolled his eyes. “Nope. I get mine checked, unlike Roy.”

      “Roy’s bus.” Tony leaned in a little closer, his excitement palpable. “It’s on this route?”

      “Half an hour behind mine.”

      Tony eased back down the steps, waiting at the bottom to offer a hand I didn’t need while nodding at the driver. “Thank you for your time.”
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      The idea of cooling our heels for half an hour, hoping Tony’s guess panned out, chaffed like the wedgies middle schoolers seemed to think were a fun way of pranking their classmates. I paced for less than a minute, brain moving far faster than my body. Then I smelled werewolf fur on the breeze.

      The relief of forward momentum had me spinning toward the alley before I remembered my human investigative partner. He, however, didn’t let me go so easily. “Mai! What are you doing?”

      “Wait here,” I called over my shoulder. “I’ll be back. If the girls turn up first....”

      Tony sighed. “I’ll take care of them. Do what you need to do.”

      If a shifter had given in so easily, I would have doubted his word. But Tony’s footsteps didn’t pound after me. When I glanced back, his eyes were on the street, obeying my command.

      So I didn’t worry about my co-worker as I followed the thread of fur down the alley to the next cross street. There, the scent grew stronger rather than weaker. I was clearly doing the unimaginable—racing toward a werewolf instead of away.

      Well, not racing. Werewolf senses were as good as fox senses. I preferred to be the one benefiting from the element of surprise.

      So I slowed, following the thread of scent as it turned left onto a major thoroughfare. Left again down an alley. Left onto another thoroughfare. And...left back into the alley I’d started in.

      The around-the-block technique was a simple trick I’d used myself to set up ambush. Hairs on the back of my neck rose, but I paced forward anyway. “I just want to chat,” I murmured, knowing wolf ears would catch every word I uttered.

      No answer. And no movement. But the werewolf reek in this small space between a wine shop and a cafe had grown as strong as damp, unwashed dog. I continued forward another step....

      And only then, when I was fully in shadow, did the predator pounce. Only once I was too far from busy streets to call for help...not that I intended to bring anyone else into this mess.

      Instead, I pulled at my magic, forming a sword behind my left leg even as the whoosh of air past my right cheek promised the werewolf was leaping toward me. At first I didn’t see him. Then I caught a blur of deeper darkness within the shadows. A wolf, in animal form, lunging for my jugular.

      No, not my jugular. Hanging around Tony was making me think in angles, and this angle seemed to terminate at the curve between my shoulder and my neck.

      Something about that niggled at my memory. But this wasn’t the time to solve puzzles. Instead, I slashed my sword just close enough to the wolf’s back to be a warning rather than a wound. A cloud of gray hair spun up to encompass us both.

      “My sword is sharp,” I observed, dancing lightly on my feet to match my opponent’s circle. “Next time, I’m aiming for blood.”

      The wolf huffed at me and I got the distinct impression he thought my threat was cute. My size and gender meant I got that response often. No wonder I’d learned to turn the tables on those who underestimated me.

      The wolf attacked again and this time I used his momentum against him. He was aiming for my legs, not with his jaws but with his shoulder. As if his goal was to trip me up rather than to bite me. To bring me down to his level so he could...what? Rip out my throat? Slobber on my face?

      Regardless of his intentions, the wolf was moving so fast a human wouldn’t have been able to follow his trajectory. But I wasn’t human. I bent my knees to evade before he could knock them out from under me. Then I stabbed my sword through the muscle of the wolf’s upper foreleg.

      He squealed like a stuck pig, the tone high-pitched and endless. Or, no, that wasn’t the wolf squealing. That was brakes in need of replacement.

      “Gotta go,” I told my opponent. Leaving him there, I sprinted toward the noisy bus.
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      “Good timing,” Tony noted as I slid to a halt beside him. The bus had stopped but the doors hadn’t yet opened, which meant I couldn’t see inside. I rose onto my tiptoes, trying to catch a glimpse...and Tony’s hand settled around my wrist.

      His grip was gentle, yet I still had the distinct urge to yank myself free. My fox nature hated being restrained.

      Then I was given a different reason to evade as Tony dipped a finger from his free hand into the blood splattered across my forearm. “What happened?”

      “It’s not mine,” I answered...which, I guess, wasn’t the right thing to say. Because Tony’s orange eyebrows drew together and I suspect he would have finally demanded answers if the whoosh of hydraulics hadn’t promised the bus doors were opening up.

      Charlie was the first one to hop off. She’d clearly already seen me and Tony because she smiled and ran toward us, almost as if she hadn’t just been responsible for a wild-goose chase that sidetracked us from hunting her sister.

      No, I corrected myself, Charlie wasn’t responsible for our dogleg. Kira had almost certainly been the main instigator and also the one who understood the full stakes of the matter.

      I peered over Charlie’s shoulder, trying to decide how hard to crack down on my sister for something I likely would have done exactly the same way in her shoes. Then I frowned as a different girl followed Charlie down the steps. “Jessie?”

      The twins were genetically identical, but I’d never had a problem telling them apart. Charlie’s face was just a little sharper, Jessie’s gentler and rounder. Now, the two looked even more distinctive since Jessie’s clothes and hands were embedded with what looked like long smears of dirt.

      Tony’s tensed jaw suggested he saw the same things I did, likely also noticing the way Jessie flinched when a random stranger brushed past her along the sidewalk. The girl was traumatized. No wonder my co-worker pulled out his phone. “I’m calling the police.”

      “No.” I barely managed to restrain myself from knocking the device into traffic. Instead, I lowered my voice to last-chance-to-listen teacher mode. “You don’t understand the big picture. I swear to you, police will make everything ten times worse.”

      “That’s what Kira said too,” Charlie observed, slipping her hand into her sister’s. She tugged Jessie forward until all four of us were out of the flow of foot traffic, shielded by the outdoor seating area for a restaurant that didn’t appear to be attracting any business.

      No one offered further explanation, but Tony humphed and subsided anyway. Which gave me leeway to peer over the girls’ shoulders once again. Kira would come prancing down the steps of the bus any second now. She’d be proud and sassy, her dark eyes sparkling with glee at having saved Jessie and one-upped me....

      Instead, the hydraulics hissed and the doors eased shut.

      I was running past the girls before anyone could stop me. Pushing through a crowd of tourists who were gawking at something I didn’t care about. The bus picked up speed as I shouted, “Stop!”

      The vehicle didn’t stop, but its acceleration was slow enough for me to catch up with the door anyway. I pounded on the glass, repeating my command louder and more forcefully. But the bus driver just rolled his eyes and slammed his foot down on the gas.

      In a puff of exhaust, the bus was gone. And so was any chance Kira would disembark.

      I only realized I was standing stock still in the middle of an active lane when someone screamed obscenities at me. In a daze, I stepped back up onto the curb.

      From the restaurant seating area, the twins peered at me wide-eyed. Okay, so maybe it wasn’t ordinary human behavior to run after a bus and bang on its side, screaming. So sue me. My sister was missing the same way Jessie had been missing an hour earlier, and of the two Kira was in considerably more danger from wolves.

      With an effort, I urged my feet to carry me back to the only available source of information. Then I forced a single word through lips so tight they felt like overstretched rubber bands. “Kira?”

      Charlie winced but answered. “Someone called me from Jessie’s phone with the offer of a swap. Kira agreed to trade herself. We bought a tracker first so it’d be easy to find her later. But we didn’t think of the subway. The guy took Kira down the stairs and the app hasn’t been able to locate her since.”
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      I squashed my emotions long enough to listen to Charlie’s description of the kidnapper, one that matched up perfectly with Jackal. Blood pounded in my ears. My sister was in the hands of a werewolf—the one thing both our father and mother had repeatedly warned against.

      My teeth tried to sharpen, but I closed my eyes and forced calm to blanket me. None of this was the Raven twins’ fault. They didn’t know the danger they’d pointed toward a ten-year-old child.

      Focusing with an effort, I used all my senses to take stock of the situation. Jessie was no longer wearing my t-shirt. Flaring my nostrils, I sniffed as surreptitiously as possible. Yep, the scent of fur had also faded from her person.

      “Take them to the cabin,” I ordered Tony. “Or clean them up and send them home. Whatever’s easiest. I’ll deal with this.”

      They didn’t move. Instead, all three humans peered at me like I was crazy. Tony was the one who voiced their answer. “That would be an infinite amount of no.”

      Jessie’s cheeks lifted into the barest hint of a smile at the geekiness of his answer. Which was good. I wanted the kid not to be traumatized.

      I wanted more to find my sister. “Jessie.” It took a crazy amount of effort to keep my voice gentle, but I managed. “Do you know where he held you?”

      “No,” she murmured, voice mouse-meek. “He taped my eyes shut and put sunglasses over them to hide what he’d done. Then he warned me not to make a sound or he’d stab me. I felt the knife so I didn’t say anything even when someone came up and asked if we needed any help. I crawled down a tunnel and let him lock me in some sort of underground dog kennel. I was an idiot.”

      “You weren’t an idiot,” Charlie countered, eyes flashing and sisterly devotion in full effect. “You survived a bad situation.”

      “It was idiotic to trust Shane,” Jessie shot back, her voice firmer even though she was beating herself up verbally. Then she turned to me. “You were right, Ms. Fairchild. Shane was using me.”

      “A lesson we all have to learn the hard way.” I took her hand and squeezed it even though everything inside me was screaming “Go, go, go!” I couldn’t rush off and save Kira if I had no clue where she was being held.

      I did, however, have a clue as to where she’d turn up. Yesterday, Jackal had threatened my sister if I didn’t join him at the Arena by sunset. I eyed the sun, already dipping below the tops of the tallest buildings. If I had to, I’d march into the repurposed warehouse and trade myself for Kira just like Kira had traded herself for Jessie. But there had to be another way....

      Then I realized what had bugged me about the wolf fight a few minutes earlier. That shifter had been lunging for my neck, but not as if he intended to kill me. Had he instead been trying to force a mating like Shane had initially planned to do with Jessie? Was there more to tonight’s territorial battle than I currently understood?

      I pulled up the bus system’s app, swiping through options with increasing annoyance. I’d have to make three transfers on my way back to Shane’s motel if I wanted to ask another round of questions. By the time I arrived, I would have used up all of my buffer time before Jackal’s deadline.

      I squared my shoulders. So I wouldn’t follow this thread of sleuthing. Instead, I’d go in blind and defenseless—well, not quite literally. Not like Jessie had done. Unlike the human girl, I possessed a glowing ball of magic which I was able to turn into a sword at a moment’s notice. And, if it came down to Kira’s life versus our secrecy, I had my inner fox ready to scratch and bite.

      Mind made up, I considered the public-transportation route to the Arena. It was just as circuitous as the one to the motel, but I could get there in time.

      Or at least so I hoped.

      The air suddenly felt cold against my skin, and this time I didn’t shake off Tony’s hand when it fumbled for my fingers. “Hey, we’ll figure this out,” he promised. The words were meaningless since he didn’t know shifters existed. Still, his next question wrung a nod out of me. “Want a ride?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

        

      

    

    
      I wasn’t surprised to find the door to Shane’s motel room open a crack. Likely after Mr. Clean kicked it down, the latch would never close properly again.

      What was more surprising was Shane’s activity when I pushed the door open. The werewolf was up and packing, and as we entered he straightened and met my gaze head on. “I got a call that Jackal has your sister. I’m sorry. I didn’t intend that. She’s just a kid.”

      Was he apologizing for fear of my sword, now disintegrated back into raw energy? I didn’t think so. “Second chances,” Dad once told me, “sometimes have profound consequences.” Sure enough, Shane’s body language suggested he’d done an ethical about-face.

      I softened...but Charlie didn’t. I’d told Tony and the twins to stay put in the parking lot, but I wasn’t particularly surprised when feet slapped the pavement and Charlie pushed into the doorway beside me. “And my sister isn’t a kid?” The corollary—that Charlie was also a kid—wasn’t apparent in the flashing of her eyes.

      Then Jessie was there too, wriggling between us and charging into the room. She didn’t look like a kid now either. More like a whirlwind of rage as she barreled toward Shane, stopping just in time to slap him across the face.

      Well, not really the face. My student was shorter than her target by a considerable margin, so her fingers only made contact with Shane’s chin and mouth. Still, my sword was in my hand and I was between the two before either could blink twice.

      After all, it’s not wise to slap werewolves unless you’re ready to back up that show of force with something pointy. Luckily, I was properly prepared.

      Only, Shane didn’t attack. Instead, he cupped his chin and nodded. “I deserved that,” he told Jessie, leaning around me so he could meet her gaze. “I’m sorry I lured you in yesterday. It was a dick move.”

      I only realized Tony had joined the twins in the doorway when he started making guesses. “So why did you do it? Is this a gang hazing ritual? Has organized crime moved into town?”

      Shane’s gaze slid to mine and I shook my head almost imperceptibly. In response, he cleared his throat and evaded the question. “Something like that. But I swear I won’t repeat my mistake.”

      His words shivered through me as if they held werewolf power I hadn’t formerly been aware of. Whatever that tingle meant, I found I believed the young shifter. Shane really hadn’t intended for Kira to be kidnapped. He was now ready to turn over a new leaf.

      And Tony must have believed him also. Because my co-worker pulled out his phone and tapped out a text. He waited a moment then offered Shane a lifeline.

      “I have a friend out in New Mexico,” Tony observed. “He’s running a regenerative-agriculture operation in the desert. It’s long hours of hard work in hot sun with very little pay. But if you’re serious about keeping your nose clean, he’ll take you on. A bunk and food are included. No one will find you there.”

      Again, Shane glanced at me, eyebrows rising. He likely wanted to know if this farm was within peak werewolf territory. But he was more likely to have that information than I was, so I just shrugged.

      And Shane made his choice. “Yes, sir. I’d be in your debt if you’d recommend me to your friend.”

      Which was all well and good. A change of heart. A werewolf rising above his predatory nature.

      But that didn’t help my sister.

      “In the bathroom,” I ordered Shane. “You and I need to talk.”
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      I herded him into a space so small he had to back into the shower to make room for two. Shutting out the humans, I turned on the sink faucet just in case one of the twins got the bright idea of pressing her ear up against the door. “Now,” I demanded, “explain about the neck-biting thing.”

      Because I’d only assumed it was a werewolf mating ritual. Had read that once or twice...in paranormal novels. Here in the real world, it might make sense that a lonely youth like Shane would seek out a human life partner. But that wolf in the alley—he’d had no reason to want to mate with me.

      Unfortunately, this was apparently information all werewolves should have sucked up with their mother’s milk. Shane’s brows drew together. “I mean, it’s obvious, right? Neck biting is the old way of forcing a mate bond. What do you want to know?”

      “Start at square one,” I nudged, hoping he’d assume Kira and I were orphans who hadn’t had access to shifter culture up until this point. I was walking a fine line here, teasing the reality that foxes were unlike wolves. But I had to hope Shane would be too concerned about his own skin to do the more advanced math. “Why does everyone want a mate so badly?” I continued. The yearning obviously had nothing to do with love.

      “Our women stay in packs,” Shane said after a moment’s consideration. “There aren’t any lone-wolf females. I mean, not counting you, of course.”

      “Of course. Let’s not talk about me. Let’s talk about you. You wanted to mate with Jessie because...?”

      “I thought she was like us. A true mate boosts our dominance.”

      “True mate?” I lifted my eyebrows and Shane’s chin drooped.

      “Yeah, I know she wouldn’t have been my true mate. But even just looking like you have a mate helps. Half the battle is posturing. Wolves who appear stronger don’t have to fight so much. I needed all the help I could get.”

      That I understood. The same was true during sword fights. Mess with your opponent’s mind and you didn’t always have to be more skillful with your blade.

      “Jackal wanted Jessie for the same reason?” I guessed.

      “Yeah, until he figured out she was human. Then he wanted your sister. Having a mate will make him seem more like an alpha.” Shane’s voice dropped even lower than it already was. “He’s not, though. I thought I could pretend this was a pack he’s forming, but I can’t. A pack is a family. This is just a power struggle. A war like the rest of outpack life.”

      “Okay.” His explanation was bad news for me and, I hoped, good news for Kira. Jackal wanted the mate who would make him look like the biggest wolf possible. So he’d traded up from a human to a shifter child. Surely that also meant he’d trade up from Kira to me.

      Or at least so I hoped.

      Either way, I needed to get to the Arena fast and deal with this werewolf war I’d stumbled into. First, though....

      I leaned into Shane’s personal space, not bothering to raise my sword but putting its bite into my words instead. “You will never again attempt to mate with someone against her will. If you do, I will find you and I will skewer you. Do we understand each other?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Shane replied, his nod reminiscent of a bobble-head doll. “I swear! I—”

      Before he could add to his promise, a knock on the bathroom door interrupted us. I turned off the sink. “What?”

      “The app,” Charlie called, louder than she really needed to. “It pinged me. It’s showing where Kira is.”
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      The red circle on the map pulsed above the Arena’s location. No wonder when I looked out the door and saw the horizon beginning to glower with orange and red.

      And above the descending darkness, the moon. A sharp crescent, like a curved sickle blade.

      High moon—sunset—had snuck up on us. The fight would be starting momentarily. And Kira was in the middle of the mess.

      This time, I was the one who asked for help. “Tony, I need to be there now.”

      “On it.”

      We piled into the car with a minimum of discussion. Tony drove. Shane took shotgun because I wasn’t about to cram him in the back with the twins. Then Jessie, Charlie, and I plopped down amid the textbooks and pointy math debris. It was a tight fit, but the ride was short.

      And I was focused on my sister rather than on any current physical discomfort. By the time the Arena came into view, I’d worked out a plan.

      “Wait here until I send out Kira,” I instructed. “Drop Shane off at the bus station, then take the girls somewhere safe. I’ll contact you when I’m able to pick up my sister. Please and thank you.”

      The car screeched to a halt. I flung my door wide...and all the other doors popped open as well.

      Tony met my eyes across the top of the car. “We’re coming in with you.”

      “You are not,” I countered, voice harsh. “And I have no time to explain.”

      The air hummed with disagreement. Shane was the first to fold, taking one look at me then disappearing back into the car. The twins, on the other hand, watched Tony, waiting for a cue.

      And Tony wavered. Didn’t reiterate his offer, but didn’t obey me either. I frowned. Now he’d decided to stand up for himself? To stop letting me captain the ship?

      “Tony,” I hissed. “I’m serious. This is life or death. I need you to get in the car and wait for my sister to come out this door.”

      “I’ll get in the car,” my co-worker countered, “for ten minutes. Then I’ll drive both you and Kira to safety, or I’ll come in and get you both out.”

      I swallowed. Tony was purely human. He possessed no supernatural reflexes and he couldn’t even use a sword. The protractor that had poked into my butt during the ride over was his best potential weapon, which wouldn’t go very far against an Arena full of shifters.

      But I didn’t have time to argue. Had no hold over Tony that would force him to obey me. So I nodded. “Ten minutes then Kira and I will both come out. Be ready.”

      My words lingered in the air as I turned away and headed into the Arena to deal with wolves.
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      On ordinary fight nights, the doors would have been blocked by Mr. Clean and his fellow bouncers, who collected cash and made sure no troublemakers made it inside. But Jackal had rented out the entire space and Ma Scrubbs had given all of her employees the evening off as a result. So there was no one to stop me as I stepped in through a side door.

      This was where I usually entered in the evenings, trotting down the stairs on my left to check in with Ma Scrubbs before heading back up then opening the door on the right to dive into the Arena itself. Just as it had on other fight nights, the pulse of voices and scents pressed against my skin through the tightly shut Arena door while the route leading down was quiet and dark.

      I glanced at the tracker app that Charlie had added to my phone during the drive over. The pulsing dot suggested Kira was on the far side of the building but it gave no indication of elevation. The question was, upstairs or down?

      I wavered, trying to guess how Jackal would play this. He could tie Kira up in the stadium itself, using her presence to boost his alpha status. But a girl held against her will wouldn’t be good for optics...assuming Jackal hadn’t forced a mating already.

      “I’ll be at the Arena tomorrow at high moon,” he’d told me in the pet store. “Either come as my mate or be prepared to lose your pup.”

      Why threaten me if he intended to settle for Kira as a consolation prize? No, Jackal would be holding the line until the last minute, expecting me to appear.

      That hope led me down the dark stairs that opened onto Ma Scrubbs’ office and the changing rooms. As I descended, sounds and scents dampened. Soon, my whispering footfalls were all that broke the silence.

      Which was a bad sign. A trapped Kira wouldn’t be silent. Unless she’d been knocked out or gagged, my sister would be biting and screaming. She’d once caught a trailing scarf in an automatic door and nearly taken the building down with the heat of her rage.

      I swallowed. Maybe Kira wasn’t here after all. Still, I’d chosen to head down these stairs. Best check the room at the end of the hallway, the location the tracker seemed to be leading me toward.

      I padded closer...and Jackal’s voice threaded out toward me. “Cutting it close, aren’t you, Mai?”
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      I drew my sword out of thin air, spinning into the cramped changing room. This was the space I was usually assigned to, and was that a coincidence or yet more evidence that my mere scent was a hazard around werewolves?

      The possibility didn’t matter. All I had eyes for was the sole inhabitant—Jackal. “Where’s Kira?” I demanded.

      “Safe.” His grin was sharp-toothed, his eyes sparkling with pleasure at having won this first round. “And she’ll remain safe as long as you join me above as my mate.”

      “Assuming you win,” I countered, buying time. If Kira wasn’t here, why had the app pinpointed this location? My eye lit on the little black box resting on the chair beside Jackal. “Did you strip my sister to find that?” I demanded.

      Jackal snorted. “Please. She stuffed it down her sock. It was evident at a glance.”

      I doubted my sister would be so obvious, but there was nothing I could do about the past. “And where is she now?”

      “I’ll bring her to you once I’ve won,” Jackal promised. “Of course, if I lose, no one will ever find her. Poor child, withering away without her sister. She’ll...”

      The mental image bit like wolf fangs. I broke into his mind-warp with a warning of my own. “If Kira and I aren’t out of here in ten minutes, you’ll have humans intruding with 911 on speed dial. Is that how you want to begin your reign as alpha? Dealing with police?”

      “The fight could be over in as little as thirty seconds,” Jackal countered, taking a step toward me. He raised his hand to the level of my face and it was all I could do not to flinch as he teased a finger across my cheek. “The timeline depends upon you,” he continued. “Bare your neck and let’s get this over with.”

      The moment had arrived when I had to choose between my own future and the safety of those I cared about. Unfortunately, Jackal’s touch—unwanted, unasked for—made it hard to think.

      So I focused my breathing the way Dad had taught me to. In for four, hold for four, out for four, hold again. “Center on what’s important,” he’d admonished. “Choose a signpost and follow its lead.”

      Dad had been my signpost ever since Mama died. He stood between our family and the wider world, protecting me and Kira with broad shoulders that were entirely human. Even while doing that, he’d still had the energy to take students under his wing when their own parents proved worthless, helping dozens of lost souls grow into the strong adults they were meant to be.

      Dad would never have considered letting Kira, Tony, and the twins get sucked into a werewolf power struggle. But he might not have barreled directly into danger either. While teaching me to fight, he’d drilled me on evasions long before he’d let me start attacking. “If there’s no obvious way to win,” he’d said once, “stall. Serendipity might come to your aid if you wait long enough.”

      There was no obvious way to win, so I’d bet on serendipity. Hunching my shoulders to shield my neck, I shook my head. “No bites, but I’ll fight at your side.”
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