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      Only a week after solving their last case, Raven is itching for a new assignment. In her downtime, she’s focusing on the two most important men in her life: her father and Christian. But there’s no rest for the wicked.

      When an old friend seeks Raven’s expertise on a delicate matter, Viktor reluctantly accepts the case. But without evidence of a crime, they might have no choice but to walk away, even if that means countless bodies filling the graveyard. Dark secrets, evil forces, and an unexpected visitor will keep you on the edge of your seat.

      If only the dead could talk.
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      “Who wants cake?” Wyatt leaned out of the kitchen entryway and brandished a butcher knife.

      Shepherd glowered at his partner, who stood beneath an archway of colorful balloons. “If you cut that cake, I’ll cut out your heart.”

      “Easy there, Hannibal Lecter. I’m only having some fun.”

      I took the knife from his hand and replaced it with a plastic bag of uninflated balloons. “If you want to have fun, finish blowing these up.” I set the knife on the long table behind Viktor’s chair, which we normally used for alcohol. Today it was filled with plates of sugar cookies and a large bowl of fruit punch. Kira was busy preparing a birthday feast for Hunter, who turned six today.

      Balloons outlined the doorways, plates with cartoon characters filled the table, and colorful streamers hung from the iron chandelier. I’d been to a few birthday parties in my time—more than these guys had—and was put in charge of buying party supplies. I could have let Shepherd do it all, but I’d needed the outing. It had only been a week since closing our last case, and while the paycheck should have been enough to satisfy me, I still felt unsettled after my burial. That gap in my memory gnawed away at my sanity each night, and when I’d tried calling the White Owl twice to speak to Houdini, he wasn’t there. Even if he wasn’t the one behind it, he might have seen something. The last thing I remember before waking up in a coffin was walking out of his club. After that… nothing.

      Gem rolled around me and skidded to a stop. “Are you okay?”

      I smiled at her outfit. “You look more festive than the decorations.”

      With her hip jutting out, she glanced down at her pink romper. “Do you think the skates match?”

      Her roller skates shimmered like prisms and reflected light from every direction, the laces and wheels both pink.

      “I almost chose the all-pink ones,” she explained, “but that would be too much pink.”

      I gestured to her crystal necklace. “They match your jewelry.”

      Her violet eyes widened. “You’re right! Oh, I adore celebrations. It’s my first party. I don’t mean the fancy balls we go to but a real birthday party with presents and balloons. It’s better than television! Nobody better spike the punch. I want a big glass of it,” she said, rolling away with a streamer tangled around one of her wheels.

      Gem was the only one who had dressed up for the occasion. The rest of us looked ready for a street fight, especially Shepherd, who had a pack of cigarettes tucked inside the sleeve of his black T-shirt.

      I finished taping the last inflated balloon to the back of my chair.

      Christian waltzed in and dropped two giant handfuls of candy on Hunter’s empty plate. “The sweets are from me.”

      A balloon escaped from Wyatt’s lips and noisily deflated in an erratic pattern above the table before dropping to the floor. “Hold your ponies. Those are from my vending machine. Did you break into it again?”

      Christian smiled wryly as he took a seat. “’Tis the thought that counts.”

      I sat next to him. “Why didn’t you buy him a gift? It’s not like you don’t have any money.”

      Christian folded his arms. “We didn’t have presents when I was growing up, and I turned out just fine.”

      Shepherd finished taping up the Happy Birthday sign on the far wall and wiped his brow. “Fucking hell, whose idea was this?”

      “Yours,” we all chanted.

      “I don’t recall asking for all this bullshit,” he grumbled, eyes darting between the decorations.

      Secretly, Shepherd was enjoying the hell out of it. He’d gone out of his way to buy his son presents on the sly. Hunter had picked them out himself without knowing it on a recent shopping trip. This would be his first genuine birthday party, and we aimed to make it memorable. We knew Patrick Bane, the cruel bastard, had never done anything special for the boy.

      I couldn’t help but wonder how Shepherd was handling this momentous day. It wasn’t just Hunter’s birthday but also the day of his wife’s death and one he had thought was his son’s death. Those tragic events traumatized him physically and mentally. He’d only recounted the story once, but the scars covering his hands, arms, and chest were a constant reminder. Shepherd must have dwelled on that tragedy every June 2, but today would mark the first time it would mean something entirely different.

      “A monkey could do better than that,” Shepherd growled, pushing Wyatt aside. “Let me handle it before you mess everything up.” Shepherd removed three inflated balloons from the archway and repositioned them in a way that didn’t make any difference.

      Christian leaned back in his chair and rested his hand on my thigh. We quietly watched the team scurry about to get the finishing touches in order.

      Blue rushed into the room, her feather earrings fluttering behind her and a bag in hand. “Sorry I’m late. Do you guys need help with anything?”

      Cookie crumbs fell from Wyatt’s mouth as he gobbled up one of the treats. “Ask the warden.”

      Still winded, Blue leaned over Hunter’s chair and noticed the presents. “I wanted to get him a bow and arrow, but Shep said no.”

      “Damn right I said no,” he parroted from the doorway.

      She shook her head. “He’s the right age for it. Anyhow, I got him something better.”

      Shepherd finished adjusting the last balloon and returned to the table. “Better not be an axe.”

      “Modern toys don’t make sense to me,” she said. “I know a guy who makes hand-carved toys, and I asked him to design little people and a horse. Kids should be spirited away by their imagination, not electronics.”

      Wyatt strutted to his chair and sat. “I don’t know what you’ve got against my gift.”

      She threw him a sharp look. “A Nincompoop?”

      “Nintendo. And it’s vintage.”

      Gem rolled out from the kitchen and whispered, “She’s making spaghetti and meatballs.”

      “Why are you whispering?” Wyatt asked.

      Gem grimaced. “Because I don’t think she’s using beef for the meatballs.”

      Wyatt shrugged. “Maybe it’s squirrel.”

      Gem wrinkled her nose and shuddered, which made Wyatt laugh.

      Shepherd smacked the back of Wyatt’s head, knocking off his slouchy cap. Then he took his seat between Wyatt and Gem. “The meatballs are ground pork and Italian sausage. It’s an old recipe that… well, it’s good.” He stared at the mountain of gifts, which were mostly from him. “Where’s Claude?”

      “He’s the lookout,” I said. “I sent him to let us know when they’re on their way down. Someone should call Viktor in here before the party starts.”

      “He’s still on a business call,” Christian informed me, and I sensed something in his tone.

      I twisted in my chair to look at the gifts lined up against the wall. They were identical in length and size, each wrapped in a different colored paper. Two long ones were leaning in the corner beside a wider package. “What the hell is all that?”

      “A bookshelf,” Gem said. “It’s from Claude.”

      I snorted. “He wrapped each individual shelf? That should be exciting. Too bad we can’t take pictures of the kid’s face when he tears away the paper and finds a plank of wood.”

      Gem giggled while clutching her crystal pendant. “Claude likes to be funny. It’s going to be a project for them to assemble together. You know how boys like to bond over tools. I think he bought it to hold all the new toys.”

      Shepherd scratched his whiskery jaw, his dark eyes pensive. “I didn’t think about a shelf. Good idea.”

      Gem slapped the table with her palms. “I’m so excited I can hardly stand it!”

      Wyatt leaned back, hand over his stomach. “I’m so hungry I can hardly stand it.”

      “I need a smoke,” Shepherd complained.

      Gem poked his shoulder. “Don’t you dare stink up this room with your cigarettes. It smells heavenly right now. Like cake, frosting, cookies, and⁠—”

      “Rubber,” Wyatt added, sniffing his tattooed fingers.

      Niko entered the room with a basket of freshly cut peonies. “I hope these will suffice. I’m not able to see their blooms, but they smelled good enough to pick.”

      Blue collected the basket. “Thanks, amigo. They’re perfect. I’ll go put them in a vase.”

      Everyone quietly grinned at Niko’s unicorn shirt, all except Gem. Her knowing smile made me wonder if Niko had told her that he knew about the team’s little prank on his wardrobe.

      “So what are we supposed to do when he walks in?” Wyatt tucked his chin in his palm. “Jump out and scare him?”

      Gem worried her bottom lip. “Maybe we should play some music. I’ve got Spice Girls on my phone.”

      Shepherd shook his head. “He wouldn’t like all that noise.”

      “So we just sit here?” Christian shifted in his seat. “Sounds like a grand idea. Someone pour me a glass of wine.”

      “No alcohol,” Gem said, touching up her pink lipstick. “You can’t drink at a child’s birthday party.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Christian murmured.

      I had to smile. A kid’s birthday party was the last place a fanghole like Christian would be. Then again, Keystone wasn’t exactly the Brady Bunch. Shepherd had no choice but to assume a fatherly role, and in many ways, he reminded me of Crush with his unorthodox method of child-rearing. A man with no experience, trying to do the best he could without screwing it all up. If anything, Hunter’s presence was a diversion from all the hardcore stuff we dealt with on a daily basis. He served as a constant reminder of what we were fighting for—so little guys like him would have a better world to live in.

      Claude whooshed into the room so fast that he dislodged a balloon from the wall and sent it flying. “Get ready. They’re coming,” he said quietly.

      Blue returned from the kitchen and set the vase of flowers near me.

      We all rose from the table when Switch entered the room and winked just seconds before Hunter dawdled in behind him.

      The second Hunter noticed the decorations, his jaw dropped, and his eyes rounded. Damn. Why didn’t we yell out surprise? Instead, I began singing the “Happy Birthday” song. The others joined in.

      Except Christian. He just added silly sound effects between the lyrics, which made Shepherd give him a thorny look.

      Hunter clutched Switch’s hand and marveled at the streamers, balloons, and the pile of wrapped presents.

      After the song ended, we clapped and whistled.

      Shepherd approached Hunter and held out his hand. “Come on, little man. You’re six years old today. This is the day you were born, and we’re having a big party.”

      Wyatt pointed at the table behind Viktor’s chair. “You want a cookie?”

      “Not yet,” Shepherd barked, leading Hunter to his chair.

      Hunter excitedly sat down on his folded legs so he could see everything. Sometimes I caught a strong resemblance to Shepherd in his features. Though Shepherd kept his hair short, I imagined it would be wild like Hunter’s if he grew it out. But Hunter must have inherited his big blue eyes from his mother.

      Shepherd moved the candy and plate aside and slid a box in front of him, which earned a great big hug from Hunter. He didn’t seem to know what it was, only that it was pretty.

      Shepherd started to tear the paper, and Hunter jerked the box away from him. “You gotta see what’s inside. This is all for you. Go on. Tear it open.”

      After admiring the printed balloons on the wrapping paper, Hunter slowly peeled it away, taking an excruciating amount of time to open his gift.

      Wyatt stole a seat. “Hurry up, kid. I’m growing roots over here.”

      When Hunter finally got the last bit of paper off and opened the box, his eyes lit up.

      “That’s the one you liked.” Shepherd puffed out his chest. His grin was almost sinister and unnatural, but he was clearly proud of himself.

      Hunter clutched the stuffed black cat and gave it a tight squeeze. Shepherd slid another box in front of him, and everyone took their seats and watched him slowly tear open the paper as if it might trigger a bomb to go off. Inside that one, a dinosaur that roared. The next gift was a Barbie. Seeing what Hunter picked out was about as pure as it got. Prior to staying with us, this kid had lived a sheltered life with no television or playmates.

      When he opened a bag filled with rubber balls, we didn’t think Shepherd would be able to get him to stop throwing them around the room. But the gift-opening ceremony wasn’t over yet.

      Switch collected all the torn paper and ribbons and cleared the table without a complaint, his long hair seeming to draw attention to his handsome yet animalistic features. He wasn’t good at hiding his thoughts. This wasn’t a conventional home for children, and I often saw the concern on his face. But not today. Before taking out the trash bag filled with wrappings, he stuck a blue bow on Hunter’s head.

      Hunter smiled from ear to ear as he dug through a bag of socks. All of them were predominantly pink but with different designs and patterns.

      Niko reached out to touch the gift. “These are from me. Blue helped me pick the right color. Do you like them?” While Hunter didn’t answer, Niko nodded as he looked in his direction. Niko could understand Hunter in a way the rest of us couldn’t by simply reading his light.

      “I’m pleased,” he said. “Shall we tell Kira we’re ready to eat?”

      Viktor finally strode into the room. “We cannot eat until we have cake! Always dessert first on birthday.” He took the bow off Hunter’s head and rumpled his hair. “You are big boy today. Happy birthday,” he said, repeating it in Russian. “I see you have many gifts. Open your hands.”

      Hunter splayed his fingers and looked up at him.

      “Nyet. Cup them together like you are holding water.” When Viktor reached in his pocket, it jingled, and he dropped several coins into Hunter’s hands.

      I leaned over the table to see.

      “These are special coins. Very old. You should keep them in a special box. Do you have a box to put important things in?”

      Hunter shook his head.

      “You do now,” Switch said, returning from the kitchen and holding out a wooden box. He opened the lid, and Hunter dropped the change inside.

      When the box closed, Hunter placed it on the table and ran his fingers over the wolf carved on the lid.

      “That was nice of you,” Gem said.

      Switch put his hands in his pockets and shrugged. “Can’t have coins without a place to put them. When Viktor told me what he was giving him, I thought about a box I had as a kid. I used to put all my treasures in there, which amounted to nothing more than rocks, a watch face, a map of all the places I wanted to visit, an arrowhead I found once while digging in the yard, and a pack of gum.”

      I jerked my head back. “Gum?”

      “Yeah. They discontinued it, so I saved my last pack.”

      “Some brands last for years,” Wyatt said, twirling a fork between his fingers. “Have you ever tried the stuff made from whale blubber? It’s the best.”

      Christian hooked his arm over the corner of his chair. “Do you know what happens to whales when they’re trapped?”

      I pinched his leg. “Not at this party,” I hissed. Christian didn’t come with a filter, especially when it came to random animal facts that might repulse others.

      He clenched his jaw and glowered at Wyatt before steering his gaze to the kitchen entryway.

      Kira floated in with a three-tier cake that was the most colorful creation I’d ever seen. She had masterfully used rainbow stripes over the blue icing, and it looked like a professional cake you would order.

      “I showed her a magazine,” Gem said with a deliberate nod.

      Shepherd rushed to help Kira, no doubt fearing she would drop the tray. The six candles lit on top were precariously close to setting her kerchief on fire. When they reached the table, they gingerly set the cake in front of Hunter, the flames dancing, wax dripping down the candles.

      Wyatt began singing “Happy Birthday” again, and even though we’d already been through this, we joined in for an encore. This time, we were loud.

      Shepherd held his spot behind Hunter’s chair and quietly watched. It was near sunset, and Kira hadn’t lit the lanterns or chandelier, so the six bright candles illuminated Hunter’s enthralled face.

      Claude folded his arms over the back of a chair. “Go on, little one. Make a wish and blow them out. If you wait too long, the cake will melt.”

      Hunter tilted his head up and looked at Shepherd, who pressed his lips tightly together. When his father nodded in approval, Hunter leaned forward and blew out two candles. Shepherd’s eyes glistened as Hunter struggled before snuffing them all out.

      His victory received a thunderous applause of palms slapping against the table.

      “Finally! We can eat,” Wyatt exclaimed.

      Hunter plugged his nose and waved away the smoke.

      While Kira pulled the candles out of the cake, Viktor circled the table to his chair and briefly glanced at the snacks behind him, no doubt wondering where his wine collection had gone.

      “We’re not drinking tonight,” I informed him, watching Shepherd hack through the beautiful cake.

      Instead, Viktor filled a crystal glass with punch and took his seat.

      With a stuffed cat on his lap and toys within reach, Hunter nibbled his dessert and then fed cake to his dinosaur. He tried putting one of Blue’s carved figures into his box, but it wouldn’t fit. Shepherd dragged his chair next to his boy, his elbow on the table and his fist tucked against his cheek as he watched Hunter delight in all his goodies.

      “Was your phone call a job offer?” I asked Viktor hopefully.

      “That was… personal call.” A smile touched his lips. “I’ve made plans to dine with the enchanting Miss Parrish.”

      “Lenore?” Had I been eating, I would have choked on my food. “Do you normally go out to dinner with your associates to talk business?”

      “This is not work related, and she is the one who invited me.”

      Christian’s chair scraped against the floor as he scooted back and got up.

      Gem walked around the table to hand Viktor his cake and then set a plate in front of me. “You have a date, Viktor? Do tell.”

      Blue scooted over to Christian’s chair. “Isn’t that a conflict of interest to have a personal relationship with someone who contracts work for us?”

      Christian returned from the punch bowl and handed me a glass. “Perhaps you should find yourself a lass who will let you wear the pants. That one is all trousers.”

      Gem frowned as she sat in her chair. “Since when are men the only ones allowed to ask someone out? That’s an archaic ritual with no purpose except to assert that women should have no power over what happens in their lives. Good for you, Viktor.”

      “Women complain that chivalry is dead.” Wyatt licked icing off his fork. “But the minute you go old school with chivalry, they call you a chauvinistic asshole.”

      “Maybe that’s because you are an asshole,” Blue retorted. “Ever thought of that?”

      He swallowed his bite. “All I’m saying is that women never ask me out, so I’m the one doing all the work.”

      “That doesn’t help prove your case,” Blue countered.

      “Whatever you say, bird lady. If a woman’s pretty, I let her know it. But I treat them with respect. Ask Claude.”

      “It’s true,” Claude said from across the table. “Wyatt speaks to females with respect. It’s what he does with his eyeballs that I have an issue with.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Wyatt shoveled a large bite into his mouth.

      “Aye, you don’t have any control over your leering ways,” Christian agreed. “Those eyeballs of yours would incinerate if splashed with holy water.”

      “Can we change the subject?” Gem snatched a candy ring from the table and put it on her finger. Instead of eating it, she admired it as if it were a real ruby.

      We kept the conversation light and let Hunter play with all his toys for about an hour before Kira served spaghetti and meatballs. Because it was a special occasion, she and Switch stayed in the room, though they chose to sit in one of the booths. Normally they ate at a different time so they wouldn’t overhear sensitive discussions we had about work.

      I wasn’t sure where Wyatt put it all, but after gobbling up ten cookies, he enjoyed two helpings of dinner. Hunter nibbled on everything, but he was too excited to sit still and eat his entire dinner. I’d given him a giant bottle of bubbles—which he blew on everyone—and a kite. I figured since we had plenty of land behind the mansion, a kite would give Shepherd some father-and-son time with him.

      “You seem a million miles away,” Christian said, his arm around me, his chair scooted close.

      I stared at the empty plates and cake crumbs on the table, listening to everyone in the gathering room as Hunter played with his new toys. “I’m just tired.”

      “Nightmares?”

      I shut my eyes. The nightmares used to be about Fletcher chaining me to a wall, but now those dreams mingled with darkness, a coffin, and suffocation. “I think I just need a new mattress.”

      “Don’t be fibbing. I haven’t brought up your burial since that night, but if you want to talk about it, I’m your man. I’ve been there. I’ve done that.”

      I tugged on his fingers that rested over my shoulder. “Talking about it doesn’t make it go away. It doesn’t make me feel better. What would make me feel better is finding the person who did it.”

      “And what would you do? Spoon out their eyes?”

      I flicked his palm. “I want to know why they did it. If they’re getting back at me for something, if I know this person…”

      Christian sighed melodically. “You’re too young to appreciate patience. You can’t let something like this consume your every thought, or you’ll never enjoy your life. Put all those emotions stirring inside you on the back burner.”

      I smiled. “That’s such a human thing to say.”

      “Would you rather I suggest you dismember their corpse in a wood chipper and feed it to wild boars?”

      “How did I find such a romantic?”

      He kissed my head. “I’ll never feed you to the hogs.”

      Switch swaggered over, flipped Wyatt’s chair around, and straddled it. “Do the lovebirds have plans today?”

      “You’re a wanker,” Christian said.

      Switch gave him a bored look. “News flash—I don’t give a shit what you think. I’m not here to impress you.”

      “Mission accomplished.”

      Switch addressed me with a look. “Going to see your old man?”

      “I hadn’t planned on it. Why?”

      Switch rubbed his chin against his arm and looked at the empty cookie tray. “Just wondering.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      He shrugged and averted his wolfish eyes, which went against his nature. Switch wasn’t supposed to meddle in my work or personal life, but something was bugging him, and apparently he couldn’t help himself.

      “Switch, I’ve got a knife in my boot. If you don’t tell me what’s going on, I’ll add two more ornaments to my Christmas tree.”

      His gaze darted to the gathering room and then back to me. “I don’t know for sure. I’m not around the local packs as much as I used to be, but I drove out there yesterday, and something’s off.”

      “Off how?”

      “My father had a few important people over, including Crush. When I walked in the door, they got real quiet and gave me the look.”

      “What look?”

      “The look Keystone gives me when I accidentally walk in on deep discussions.”

      I folded my arms on the table. “Why would my father be involved in Shifter business?”

      Christian snorted. “Why wouldn’t he be? Your da has a gift of inserting himself where he doesn’t belong.”

      When Switch sat up straight, his chair creaked. “If there’s anywhere Crush belongs, it’s in the middle of pack business. Well, at least with the packs in that area. They’re family. Anyhow, just thought you might want to pay him a friendly visit.” Switch stood and flipped the chair around. “They don’t tell me much about pack business anymore. Not since…” He rapped his knuckles against the table. “I need to put together some study guides. See ya.”

      I watched Switch strut out of the room with a rock star stride that must have beckoned the ladies… up until they learned about his sketchy past. From my understanding about Shifters, the protection that came with belonging to a pack was paramount, but none of that mattered now since he couldn’t settle down and mate until his time at Keystone was up.

      What mess has my father tangled himself up in?

      I scooted back my chair. “I’m heading out.”

      “Have a nice ride.”

      That was Christian’s way of not inviting himself. Just as well. Whenever he and my father were in the same room, they were like two sticks of dynamite with a short fuse.

      I swung my leg over Christian and straddled him.

      “Mmm, I like that,” he said, his voice low and sexy.

      I gave him a feather-soft kiss and then nipped his bottom lip. Before his erection reached full capacity, I broke the kiss and nuzzled into the crook of his neck. His pulse ticked against my lips but didn’t tempt me. My thoughts were elsewhere. “I might be home late. Keep the bed warm?”

      “You think I want to hang around here with the loons? Perhaps I’ll go out for a pint.”

      When I licked his neck, Christian hissed and jumped in his seat as if a snake had bitten him.

      “If you keep that up, Precious, I’ll take you right here on this table.”

      We both turned our heads when Claude forcefully cleared his throat. He glared at us through one of the archways in the divider wall like a judge about to sentence a criminal.

      “Why don’t you shove a fecking cookie up your nose, Chitah?”

      It wasn’t as if Hunter was anywhere near us or within earshot, but Claude couldn’t help reacting to emotional scents.

      With that, I stood and briefly touched the onyx ring on Christian’s finger. He centered his eyes on my ruby necklace, and it felt as though we were claiming each other with that quiet exchange.

      I stretched away. “If you go out, behave yourself, Mr. Poe.”

      “Always do, Precious. Always do.”
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      When I pulled my truck into my father’s driveway, the trailer porch light switched on. I honked my horn, a sound he was familiar with since this was his old truck. It was either that or risk him charging outside with a shotgun pointed at me.

      Crush leaned on the railing while I parked. “You got mud on your truck.”

      I slammed the door and rounded the front. “It’s old, like you. It’s gonna get dirty.”

      Crush chuckled. “Don’t I know it.”

      When I reached the top of the steps, he wrapped me up in a bear hug.

      “I missed you, Cookie.”

      I squeezed him hard and let go. “It’s barely been a week.”

      He folded his arms over the Harley logo on his tattered, oil-stained T-shirt. “You’re not still wound up about that little errand, are you?”

      Crush still didn’t think giving me a necklace with a hidden camera on my last mission had been a big deal even though that little stunt could have gotten him killed or blown my cover.

      Walking past him, I glared. “The next time Viktor asks you for a little favor, say no.” Once inside the small trailer, I waited by the round kitchen table on my left and stared at an empty TV dinner tray. Nothing left but a few brownie crumbs, chicken bones, and a puddle of grease. “Tell me you’re not back to eating that crap.”

      “I’m too damn tired to cook when I get home. Fruit spoils in a day. That shit will last in my freezer for thirty years.” He lifted the plastic tray and dropped it into the trash. “Quit judging my life.”

      I pulled out a vinyl chair and sat. “You could at least buy one of those roasted chickens. They have premade dinners at the grocery store. Containers filled with salad, beans, soups—healthy stuff.”

      “I had chicken tonight. That’s healthy.”

      “You do realize that’s nothing but grease and sugar.”

      “Isn’t that what fathers are made of?”

      “You’re practically pickled.”

      He rummaged around in a drawer. “Don’t give me that sass.”

      There was no point in trying to change his bad habits, but I kept hoping that maybe one day he would listen.

      I stared at the muted television in the living room and recognized The Honeymooners playing. Crush liked watching old shows—especially comedies. It seemed like just yesterday I was living here. Everything was the same, and yet so much time had passed. Of all the enemies I’d fought over the years, time was the most elusive and cruel. I twirled a large skull ring in the center of the table before cleaning off the motor oil with a paper napkin.

      Crush returned to the table with two bottles of orange soda. “Feel free to tell me all about your last assignment. The whole damn city knows about it now. Well, they don’t know about you specifically, but I might have bragged to one or two of my buddies.”

      The ring swallowed up my finger. “You can’t talk about my job to anyone, not even people you trust.”

      After sipping his bubbly drink, he set down the bottle and pulled the elastic band out of his grey goatee. “You looking for a place to crash for a while? Trouble in paradise?”

      I sat back. “Don’t look so hopeful. No, everything’s fine with Christian.”

      He flicked the bottle cap across the room, showing his disappointment.

      “I’m actually here about you.”

      The creases in his brow deepened. “If this is some kind of fried-chicken intervention, you can get back in that muddy-ass truck of yours and roll on outta here.”

      “Rumor has it that something’s going down, and you’re in the middle of it.”

      His blue eyes narrowed before he nodded in understanding. “I’m not sure which is bigger—Switch’s mouth or his imagination.”

      “Cut the shit. I can tell something’s going on. You’ve got that look.”

      He belted out a laugh. “What look?”

      “You’d be the worst poker player with your tells. Like the way you’re scratching the back of your neck and avoiding eye contact. And now you’re rubbing under your eye to stop scratching your neck.”

      “Dammit, Raven. Maybe I got fleas.”

      This time I laughed. “Still the same old bulldog.”

      “I’ll drink to that.”

      We clinked our bottles before taking a sip.

      “So spill it. I’m going to find out one way or the other. You know I don’t want you involved in dangerous shit. Self-care means managing your cholesterol, eating healthy, avoiding stress, and not getting yourself killed.”

      He sniffed. “You’re just mad because I told Wizard and his boys to take a hike. I don’t want their wolves pissing around my property, babysitting me like I’m a fragile fucking human. It’s bad enough they did all the repairs.”

      I snorted. “Bad enough? They saved your home from collapsing on you or burning down. You shouldn’t have done that. I have a dangerous job, and I like knowing you’re safe. Having a wolf on the property isn’t the worst thing that could happen to you.”

      He arched his brow while holding the bottle to his lips. “Since when did you become the parent?”

      “Quit steering the conversation and tell me what you’re up to. You can trust me.”

      “Jesus, girl. I know that.” Crush got up, peered out the window behind me, and closed the short curtains. Then he ambled into the kitchen, opened the freezer, and took out a gallon of ice cream. He set it down between us and offered me a serving spoon.

      “You do realize they sell this in pint size.”

      “Not this brand of pistachio. Just the fancy, expensive shit. That’s how they rip you off.” When he pushed his spoon in and tried to pull out a scoop, the handle bent. After straightening it, he shoveled the ice cream into his mouth.

      I tapped my spoon against the edge of the carton, waiting for the condensation to crystallize and the ice cream to soften. “Are you in trouble again?”

      He sighed. “It’s not about me. Funny you came by, because I was gonna call you.”

      “About what?”

      He locked his fingers together, his rough hands clean but the cuticles stained with grease. “Shifters are dying, and the packs don’t know what to make of it. The local Council hired bounty hunters, but this isn’t their area of expertise.”

      I scooped a shaving of the ice cream even though I didn’t like the flavor. “Did they reach out to the higher authority for help?”

      “Let’s just say that after the recent bust, the packs aren’t feeling too confident about working with that side of the law. Besides, the higher authority expects them to handle their own shit. They barely tolerate giving Shifters land. You can’t blame the packs for not trusting any of those people.” Crush waved a hand dismissively. “I guess you already know how many of them were involved in the fighting rings. Shifters don’t take that shit lightly. I got buddies who were once slaves. Some were kept in animal form for decades while serving their master. Anyhow, there’s no way in hell they’re involving the higher authority. The trust level is nonexistent until some of those fuckers prove themselves. They’ve got a lot of relationships to rebuild.”

      I set down my spoon and rested my arm on the table. “So why are you involved?”

      “Little girl, I’m involved in all the shit that goes down around here.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “I’m sure that’s true, but why are you really involved?”

      He dug in for a big helping this time. After taking a purposeful bite, he studied the spoon. “I might have dropped your name as someone who can help.”

      I chuckled. “If they don’t want the higher authority involved, what makes you think they want me? They think I’m a Mage, and my kind used to keep their kind as slaves. Remember?”

      “They trust me, and that includes you by default. They’ve known you since you were a little girl. My buddy Ren is impressed with your work. You saved Shifters, and that’s something they won’t forget. Ren wanted to know if this was something in your wheelhouse, but hell, I’m not even sure what all you do. He wants to know what’s involved and how much it’ll cost.”

      I stared at the spilled drops of ice cream on the table. Viktor didn’t work exclusively with the higher authority. Granted, that was where the big money came from, but we did other jobs. People might not know our names or faces, but the right ones knew about Keystone. Viktor was already passing out smaller assignments. Would he let me form a small group to check this out?

      “You’re not in any danger, are you?”

      Crush wiped his mouth on the back of his arm and sank the spoon into the center of the ice cream. “Shifters are dying, but it was a few dead alphas that got everyone’s attention.”

      My eyebrows reached for my hairline. “I thought Packmasters were strong and well guarded by their pack.”

      “I didn’t say they were Packmasters. And it’s not all alphas. Some women, some children. We don’t have all the details.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because it’s not just wolves. Some of the other animal groups don’t like comparing notes, so we only know what we’ve heard. Shifters don’t report deaths to the Council. It’s not protocol.”

      “But you think someone’s killing them?”

      Crush studied the tattoos on his left arm. “It’s just speculation. Better than the alternative.”

      “Which is?”

      “A disease. I think Ren just wants to cover all bases. Even if it’s a virus, someone had to cook it up in a lab. If it’s contagious, I don’t know what the fuck they’ll do. The higher authority will probably quarantine all Shifters.”

      I stood up and went to wash my spoon in the sink. “I’m not really sure what I can do. This might be out of my scope.”

      “I’m asking as a favor.”

      It got real quiet, and I returned to my seat.

      Crush put the lid back on the carton of ice cream. “I just want them to know that I did everything in my power to help, and you’re my everything. Only a few Packmasters know about it, and they’re not going public. They don’t want to start a panic before they’ve looked into it. Maybe it’s nothing. Ren will talk to Viktor, but I think he wants to sit down with you first and see what you think. He doesn’t want anyone else involved; that’s why he’s not going to Viktor first.”

      “It doesn’t work like that. I won’t do a job without Viktor’s permission, and I sure as hell won’t work it alone.”

      “He won’t want a Vamp on the case.”

      “That’s not up to him.” I folded my arms. “He’ll just have to get over it if he wants my help. We have partners for a reason—we look out for each other.”

      “I know,” he said, waving his hand. “I don’t like the peckerhead, but only a fool goes into danger alone.”

      I tapped my chin. “Hmm. Like that time loan sharks were coming after you?”

      He gave me an indignant look that we both knew I didn’t deserve, but that was Crush. He always had to be the exception to the rule, always had to protect his pride. But his grit was exactly why I was still alive. Crush had given me all the tools I needed to survive in this world even though he didn’t know at the time that I would lead a less than normal life.

      “Do you have his number?” I asked.

      “I’ll set up a meeting.”

      “Maybe you better not. If you involve yourself and this turns out to be something, I don’t want you in the middle of it. You’re all alone out here.”

      He swung his arm and pointed at a shotgun mounted on the living room wall. “See that? A man with a gun is never alone.”

      “Jesus. You should be a billboard for one of those gun shows.”

      He wiped an ice cream stain from his Harley shirt. “I live in a sketchy area of town and run with Shifters. I’d be an idiot not to be packing. If I’d been a banker living in some middle-class neighborhood, I might have raised you differently.”

      “Bankers get robbed.”

      “Yeah, but they have alarm systems, gates, dogs, multiple exits if there’s a break-in…”

      I stood up and circled behind him, crossing my arms around his neck. “That’s why you should stop eating all that fried food. If someone busts through the front door when you’re sleeping, how are you gonna squeeze your spare tire through these tiny windows? You won’t have time to get in the closet and load your guns.”

      He patted my arms. “That’s why I keep a machete.”

      “I’ll see what Ren has to say, but my hands are tied if Viktor puts me on another case.”

      Crush shifted in his chair to look up at me. “That’s all he wants. Just someone to check it out. I couldn’t think of anyone better for the job than my baby girl.”

      I could only imagine how much my father had been bragging about me after the recent bust with the cage fights. But Viktor might not accept the case, so I’d have to tread carefully with how much commitment I gave Ren.

      “I’m heading out,” I said, still hugging him from behind. “Do you need anything? Food? Fruit juice? A stress test?”

      “Get your ass outta here before I swat you.”

      I kissed his head and smiled. “Empty threats.”

      He stood to face me and put his hands on his hips. “I still have that paddle that used to hang on the wall.”

      I belted out a laugh. “The only time you ever took that showpiece off the wall was during a party when Wild Bill backed his truck into your bike.”

      He frowned. “How the hell do you know that? You were supposed to be inside sleeping. I didn’t let you roam around at that age during our parties.”

      “I had a ringside seat through the windows.”

      Crush stared at me long and hard. “What else did you see?”

      “Dogs. I always thought your friends brought over their pets. Now I know better.”

      “They weren’t supposed to shift around you. That was always the rule.”

      “I never saw them do it. If I had, I probably would have just remembered it as a dream or my imagination.” I gripped the back of the vinyl chair when a thought sprang to mind. “Why don’t you get a roommate?”

      Crush reached out for the door and swung it open. “Time for you to go, little girl.”
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      After towel drying her hair, Blue stepped out of the bathroom and padded down the empty hallway. The stone floors chilled the soles of her feet but nothing like they did in the winter months. She could have chosen a room with an attached bathroom, but when Viktor had shown her the corner room, she’d fallen in love with the light. One set of windows faced west, providing a sweeping view of every sunset. As long as Blue could see the sky, her falcon was at peace.

      Once inside her room, she glimpsed herself in the standing mirror to her left. She backed up a step and took a longer look. From the side, nothing looked unusual. Men had often admired her full breasts and lips, but Blue never considered those features the source of her femininity. It was her formidable stance, the depth in her eyes, and the power she exuded each time she wielded her tomahawk. Those qualities, in her view, defined her as a woman.

      As she pivoted on her heel and stared at her reflection head-on, that confidence waned. Vanity had nothing to do with it, although a small part of her resented those scars for the way men looked at her differently. She had never liked the attention, but eyes once filled with desire now looked upon her with revulsion when they noticed even a fragment of the scars. Sometimes she wanted to rip off her shirt and show them everything. A smile touched her lips at the thought of grown men fainting at the sight of her.

      Male Shifters often kept their scars to remind them of a victorious battle or a life saved. Most of those men weren’t half the warrior she was.

      Blue had spent endless hours staring at her reflection since the attack. It was the only way to get used to the change and accept what the fates had given her. At least her falcon was still flawless. The feathers overlapped the marks, which were smaller on her animal.

      She opened her armoire, looking for her red dress. She loved the wide hood and bell sleeves that gave it a medieval appearance. It wasn’t really hers—she found it in the armoire when she first joined Keystone, as if it had been waiting for her. Whether it was left behind or Viktor had put it there, she claimed it as her own. That and a blue cloak were small things that helped her detach from the outside world, so she enjoyed putting them on at night, after their work was done. Everyone needed a ritual.

      The dress wasn’t there.

      She let the towel drop to the floor and reentered the hall. Even though Wyatt’s office and some of her teammate’s bedrooms were on the same floor, no one ever wandered to her corner of the mansion. Not that she cared. When Blue reached the balustrade, she swung her legs over and jumped. She hated the weight of her body in human form as it fell, but she and her animal were in sync, and seconds later, Blue felt the familiar rush of sliding out of her body as her falcon emerged. Her outstretched arms shrank and transformed to beautiful wings, powering her upward for a moment before she swooped to the first floor and down the hall. On its own, her falcon could get lost in the maze of hallways, but Blue was able to communicate her desires and steer her animal in the right direction. Of course, all animals had free will, and there was no predicting if they would listen or not. But since Blue let her falcon out regularly, they maintained a symbiotic relationship.

      How she loved the freeing sensation of flight. Land Shifters bragged about running at high speeds or taking down large prey. Few appreciated avian Shifters for anything but a lookout. They had never experienced the thrill of ascending to the clouds where the only sound was the wind against your wings. The world beneath became smaller. People were insignificant specks that vanished into the vast landscape.

      Her falcon flapped its wings, pushing down air and propelling her through a long hallway that cut through the mansion. When she reached the foyer, she veered right and swooped over Wyatt’s head.

      “Hey! Watch it, ladybird!”

      Blue’s falcon perched atop a statue. Many were intimidated by her gaze, including Wyatt, who hustled up the stairs without looking back. Blue relayed her desires to her bird, and within seconds, they took flight. Her falcon dove at Wyatt and snatched the slouchy beanie right off his head.

      “Son of a ghost. Give that back!”

      She flew toward the winged statue near the door and dropped the hat on its head before heading down the east hall toward a painting. When she made a sharp left down the outer hall, she glided by a long row of beautiful stained glass windows.

      Blue spotted her dress by the door where she’d gone out the previous night. Sometimes she got it on the way back in, but last night, Blue’s falcon wanted to perch on the rooftop for hours. Afterward, she’d flown through her open bedroom window and gone directly to sleep.

      Up ahead, Viktor was admiring himself in a mirror.

      He raised his arm. “Blue, if I could have a moment.”

      Blue soared past him. When she reached the side exit, she landed on the floor next to the pile of fabric and morphed. Without skipping a beat, she slipped the dress over her head from a kneeling position and stood.

      Viktor hadn’t pried his eyes away from his reflection.

      Flipping her hair out from the collar, she strode toward him. “We didn’t see you at dinner tonight. Are you securing a big case?”

      “Nyet.” He grumbled something in Russian and finally turned toward her. “I cannot straighten tie. Why must these be so complicated? Can you fix?”

      She approached him and undid the knot. Ties weren’t really Viktor’s style. He exuded casual sophistication—usually chinos with pressed shirts and cardigans. Blue slowly adjusted the length of the necktie, something she’d learned to do since they occasionally went to formal parties, and the men in the house were hopeless. “I don’t think I’ve seen you wear a tie to a business meeting.”

      “Not meeting. My date with Miss Parrish is this evening. I would have bought a tailor-made suit if it wasn’t on such short notice.”

      Was Lenore worthy of a man like Viktor? “Maybe you should wear the clothes that you like. Be yourself.”

      “Fancy restaurants require fancy clothes. I must look good.” His cheeks flushed. “Is this acceptable?”

      Acceptable? Viktor was the definition of handsome. Seasoned by the years, his silver hair, often combed back, was peppered with dark grey. He kept in shape—just the right amount of definition in his arms and torso. And there was something about the way Viktor looked at a person that made them feel noticed. Men like Viktor possessed a quality that couldn’t be taught: charisma.

      “Miss Parrish is a lucky woman” was all she could say.

      Viktor stroked his short beard, neatly groomed on the sides and longer around the chin and mouth. Aftershave wafted off him, and she noticed a bloody piece of toilet paper stuck to his neck.

      After adjusting his tie, she reached up and removed the toilet paper, flicking it to the floor. “A man like you doesn’t need to slice his jugular to impress a woman. Your reputation precedes you.”

      He cupped her cheek in his hand, and she warmed. “What would I do without my Blue?”

      She stepped back. “Do you really think it’s wise for people like us to pursue relationships? Gem’s boyfriend lost his head. And if Raven and Christian split, it’ll get ugly no matter what they say now. I always assumed you wanted us to keep any relationships we had with outsiders casual.”

      “In this job, it is for the best. But there comes a point when I cannot rule your lives, and I cannot predict my own path. Miss Parrish is an exception—she is not an outsider. She is privy to our secrets.” He turned to the mirror and admired Blue’s handiwork. “I do not think this will flourish into a romance. I am not deserving of a woman such as her.”

      Blue considered Lenore’s beauty. While she didn’t think much of her personality, there was no denying Lenore’s attractiveness. Flaxen hair, a slim physique, money, class… and the flawless skin of a Vampire. “Any woman would be lucky to have you at their side. Don’t let her intimidate you. Beautiful women have a way of doing that, and just because she asked you out, don’t think that she’s the one who has the upper hand.” Blue stood behind him and brushed lint off the back of his jacket. “Look at what you’ve built, and all without the help of a pack. People respect you, Viktor. You can have any woman you want.” She gazed at him through the mirror. “Just be careful.”

      Blue wanted to warn him that Lenore had the power to charm him with a look, but Viktor obviously knew the risks of dating a Vampire. Why, of all Breeds, did it have to be a Vampire? Does he not want the loyal companionship of a wolf?

      She folded her arms. “Any new jobs for Niko and me?”

      He turned around and fiddled with his cuffs. “Perhaps I might need a scout. I have not yet reviewed the details.”

      Blue clenched her fists but quelled the frustration in her tone. “I’m more than just my bird, Viktor. Any assignments that I can work in human form?”

      “I have nothing. If you are bored, go relic hunting at the pawnshops or help Wyatt with side work.” Viktor blew out a shaky breath, obviously distracted by his evening plans. “Well? How do I look?”

      “Like a million bucks.”

      Viktor glanced at his watch. “I must hurry.” He turned away and quickened his pace as he put distance between them. “Spasibo!”

      Blue strolled to the back of the mansion and glided through the shadows, her long dress swishing at her feet. Most of the halls were identical—stone floors and walls, gorgeous arched ceilings that were expertly crafted, the only light provided by candles. Keystone was like stepping back in time, and the mansion was built to last. Blue wasn’t easily spooked, but sometimes in the late evening, it felt as if the ghosts of her past were hiding in the pitch-black corners. After ascending a flight of stairs, she took a shortcut to her room.

      Wyatt jogged around the corner, out of breath. “I’ve been looking all over for you. I need to put a tracking device in your ass.”

      “If you insert anything inside me, I’ll shatter your skull.”

      He swaggered up, hands in his pockets. “Tell that to the man in your room.”

      Her eyebrows furrowed. “What’s Niko doing in my private chamber? If you guys are playing a prank, I’m not up for it.”

      “It’s not Niko.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Niko’s the one who let him in.” Wyatt stretched out his arms before letting them fall to his sides like dead timber. “But since you put my hat on the damn statue, I’m not telling you anything else.” With that, Wyatt whirled around and strutted away.

      Blue had quickly learned that living in a houseful of men was like living with adolescent boys. They all had a relentless sense of humor and pranked each other to pass the time. Sometimes Blue and Gem were caught in the cross fire but rarely were they the center of the joke. Keystone men knew better than to target a woman with their juvenile sense of humor. Gem was sensitive and made them feel guilty.

      Blue would just make them live to regret it.

      “There better not be a bird in there,” she muttered, reaching for the knob.

      When Blue opened the door, she was startled to find a man kneeling before her fireplace, lighting the kindling. The lanterns in her room provided sufficient light, and it wasn’t cold enough for a fire. Was Shepherd wearing a long wig, trying to pull a fast one on her?

      No, the man was much taller.

      His sleeves were loose and tattered, his clothes as brown as the mud on his boots. And his hair! It was as long as Niko’s but messy and unwashed, adorned with a random braid here and there.

      Blue tiptoed to the desk on her right and stealthily lifted her tomahawk.

      “You can’t sneak up on a Chitah,” he said softly.

      The rich timbre of his voice raised the hair on the back of her neck. After he set the screen in front of the fireplace, the man stood and looked over his shoulder at her, a sideways smile inching up his face.

      Blue squeezed the handle of her axe, her heart pounding against her chest. It was him—the Chitah who’d helped them in West Virginia. The one who carried her naked and bleeding body back to the cave after the lion attack.

      The man she’d kissed to repay a favor Raven owed him.

      As he approached her with a purposeful stride, she suddenly began to regret that kiss.

      The Chitah folded one arm over his middle and bowed. “Matteo Leone, at your service.”

      “I know who you are.”

      He straightened his back and locked his golden eyes on hers. Matteo was tall like most Chitahs, but few had his dark hair, and he made no effort to hide it with its long length. Even his beard was long and sparse, bound with a few small elastic bands.

      “Forgive the formal introduction, female. I assumed that your memory of me might be hazy.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with my memory, but I think there’s something wrong with your head. What are you doing here? And I don’t just mean in Cognito but in my bedroom. Did you change your mind about a cash payment for helping us? I was under the impression that you accepted a guide job at the children’s sanctuary.”

      Matteo took a step forward and held her gaze. “When a man reaches a fork in the road, he must choose his path. It’s an honor to help out those children, but I keep glancing at the other road, and I have to know if it’s worth traveling.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      He suddenly took her free hand and lifted it to his mouth before placing a lingering kiss on her knuckles. “Female, I’m here to court you.”
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      Early that morning, I received a text from my father. He asked me to stop by before going to see Ren, but I had no intention of taking him with me. Crush needed to stay uninvolved in dangerous affairs, even if the Shifters were his friends.

      After putting on ripped jeans and a maroon T-shirt, I stood in front of the latticed window in my bedroom and gazed down at the vast estate behind the mansion. Hunter was running as fast as he could down a grassy hill, holding a spool of string in his hands. Shepherd held the kite over his head. Neither of them looked like they knew what they were doing, but they were having fun. The estate behind the mansion, cleared of most trees except a few here and there, resembled a rectangular carpet that rolled out before us. There were patches of wildflowers, especially near the hill that sloped down. The outer perimeter was surrounded by trees that went on as far as the eye could see. My gaze skated off in the distance toward the far tree line on the right near the pond, and I noticed a man circling a tent. I squinted, but it was too far to make out any details.

      “What the hell?”

      Panicked, I grabbed my purse and flashed down the hall to the second floor. “Someone’s outside,” I said, flying into Wyatt’s office, out of breath.

      Gem and Claude’s apathetic faces greeted me from the black L-shaped sofa, where they were snacking on miniature donuts.

      “Didn’t you hear me?” I asked in disbelief. “There’s a strange man lurking out back on our property. I couldn’t see if there are any others, but he pitched a tent.”

      Wyatt slowly swiveled his computer chair and yawned. “That’s Blue’s new boyfriend.”

      My heartbeat slowed. “What?”

      Blue peered over the beanbag chair in front of the TV and stared daggers at Wyatt. “What did I tell you about the jokes?”

      Wyatt angled his chair to hide from her and gave me an exaggerated wink. “What I meant to say is that he’s courting Blue against her will.”

      Claude dusted the powdered sugar off his hands. “That’s Matteo. Do you remember the man who helped us deliver the young to the sanctuary? I think they called it Wonderland.”

      I jerked my head back. “That’s him? He came all this way just for Blue?” Matteo the mountain man must have been desperate for female companionship to travel all the way up to Cognito. On the bright side, at least he wasn’t here for me.

      Gem practically swooned as her head fell against the back of the sofa. “I think it’s romantic.”

      Blue stood. “There’s a fine line between romance and stalking.”

      “Give him a chance,” Gem urged. “He’s a little dirty, but he’s amiable and brave. Claude told me all about what he did.”

      Blue leaned against the vending machine and lifted her chin, daring anyone to challenge her. “I don’t want him inside the house. If he wants to camp out on private property, Viktor can deal with him. I’m dead serious. The last thing I need is a lovestruck Chitah following me around.”

      “Courting is our way.” Claude crossed one leg over his knee, wearing nothing but grey sweatpants and a lazy grin. “I don’t know why Matteo would choose a Shifter when his kindred spirit could be out there, but don’t dismiss the seriousness of his intentions. This is how we prove ourselves the most worthy of all males. If he’s courting you, he’ll do it in the most honorable way.”

      She folded her arms. “We’ll see how much honor he has left when he has to bathe in the pond.”

      I hooked my purse strap over my shoulder and heaved a sigh. “Has anyone seen Christian?”

      “Not since he left early last night,” Claude replied.

      Wyatt rolled his chair around. “Maybe he’s cuddled up postcoital in the arms of a blond waitress, regretting his life choices.”

      “If anyone sees him in the next hour, tell him to meet me at Crush’s house. If I’m not there, he can text me.”

      Before leaving the room, I casually strolled over to the surge protector and stepped on the switch. All the electronics on Wyatt’s desk shut off.

      “Hey!” Wyatt shouted as I left the room. “You’re worse than the spooks!”
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        * * *

      

      Following a lengthy detour, I pulled my truck into my father’s driveway and parked behind his shiny red pickup. When I glanced at my passenger, I realized my father was going to murder me. After sleeping on it the night before, I decided that if he didn’t want one of his Shifter buddies babysitting him, I would find a suitable replacement. So I’d stopped off at the local animal shelter and found him a dog.

      Well, more like a beast.

      Aside from a rabbit he’d once given me, Crush had never owned a pet. Now that I knew about all his biker buddies, I understood why. Shifters generally weren’t fond of pets. It wasn’t that they didn’t like animals; they just didn’t like the idea of owning an animal that, in their mind, should be living free. As if poodles and basset hounds could ever run wild. They needed a master.

      And Crush needed a guard.

      I had walked by every cage, trying to decide what type of dog he might like. The cute, fluffy ones were automatically off the list even though I knew Crush had a soft heart. He needed a fierce companion that could protect him. The pit bulls available were too hyper, the bulldog was too lazy, and the German shepherd had no teeth. I really hesitated on that bulldog. Not only was it my father’s nickname, but he also had a tattoo of one. I finally settled on the dog that approached the cage door and looked ready for me to leash him up and take him home.

      I glared at the pooch in the passenger seat, who sat taller than me. “You better make a good first impression.”

      Once out of the truck, I opened the passenger door and let the dog free. He was big and muscular, a beautiful shade of red with a black muzzle and ears. When I glanced over the paperwork at the shelter, I realized he weighed more than I did. The leash had to go, mostly because he kept chewing on it during the ride. Plus, I had my doubts it would be effective. If he decided to bolt, he’d wind up dragging me down the street. The dog shook his head before following me up the porch steps.

      I rapped my knuckles on the door. “It’s me—your spawn.”

      Crush answered while taking a bite from a hot dog. “Just in time for lunch,” he said. Then his eyes flicked down and his smile vanished. “What the fuck is that?”

      “Your new best friend. Let us in.”

      He narrowed his eyes at me and swallowed. “You got three seconds to tell me that’s a Shifter friend.”

      I nudged him out of the way and went in, but the dog remained on the porch. “Happy birthday. This is your new best friend.”

      “It’s not my birthday, and April Fools’ Day is over.”

      The dog sat and cocked his head at the grumpy old man.

      “What are you lookin’ at?” Crush barked.

      Easing back to the doorway, I leaned against the doorjamb. “He’s a bullmastiff. I think the guy said it’s a crossbreed, like me. A bulldog and a mastiff. He might have a little mutt mixed in, but he was the best-looking boy in the kennel.”

      “You need to take him back.”

      “He was scheduled to be put down in a week.”





OEBPS/images/image-200x200-for-vellum.jpg





OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

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

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

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

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

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

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


OEBPS/images/book10-cover1.jpg
USA TORASISBES T SELLTN GEAU T HEOR

DANNIKA DARK





