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			She doesn’t need his kind of trouble. But her heart forgot to steer clear.

			The woman Silas spots at a society wedding is unlike any fox shifter he’s ever encountered. Who is she? And why does she seem unimpressed with his ruling class status? Not that Silas cares, but he’s…intrigued.

			A generation removed from Maine’s tangled web of fox shifter politics, Marlene plans to move closer to her ailing grandmother, while keeping the clans at arm’s length. Silas is going to be trouble—maybe the good kind. But the truth she learns from her grandmother is another kind of trouble. The kind that changes everything…
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			Chapter One

			If he never went to a wedding and reception again, Silas would be content. 

			The bride had eight bridesmaids, and the matching groomsmen all had a trapped, desperate air. He endured it all with the internal panic of his fox side needing to chew their leg off to escape a snare. He’d told his parents he would go, and here he was. Silas Shunokh was not an obedient son by any means, but the recent drama around his brother made him be a little more inclined to accede to his parents’ wishes. 

			This pompous nightmare was a far cry from Maddox’s low-key wedding to Dakota, his one true love. Then again, these two had been more or less been engaged since the day they were born, courtesy of their social-conscious fox parents. Whether they were in love or not, they were always going to be married.

			Silas had escaped to the reception as soon as the newlyweds went down the aisle. He needed a drink. Now, a half hour later, he took up residence at the bar while the guests continued to stream in.

			The decorated hall was every bit as big an event as the wedding was. The cake had nine layers and must have cost thousands with its themed princess design. The place had been decorated in a pink theme that made Silas’s eyes hurt. The gift table groaned with the weight of presents, and he bet that all eight of the groomsmen would get pressed into service to carry the loot home. Silas was confident the bride would be prompt with her thank yous. She was a good fox woman, and followed all the proper etiquette. 

			That sort of thing made Silas break out into hives.

			Silas tugged at his bowtie, wishing he were anywhere but here. Much more of the pomp and circumstance and he was gone. He understood why he was here. This marriage featured all of the pureblood clans in attendance. His parents were after him to find a mate, and what better place than a wedding with eligible foxes everywhere?

			Silas stood at the bar nursing his beer. He’d allotted himself two drinks and no more. The last thing he needed to do was get sloppy drunk and wake up next to some grasping fox. Then he’d be the one standing in an uncomfortable tux watching his life fade away.

			Movement caught his attention as a woman glided in the direction of the bar. This was the back half of the room, where courtesy or custom invitees wound up—those who had to be invited but didn’t merit a spot any closer.

			As a member of the Shunokh clan, Silas was near the front, but he preferred the back. He’d always liked to go where he shouldn’t.

			The newcomer’s clothes were acceptable attire for such an event, but she wore them like she’d rather rip them off and dive into a pair of sweats. Her hair was short, cut more for expedience than fashion, and showed no sign of having products in it. Her nails were polished, but he suspected that was not a normal occurrence.

			He smelled the fox on her as soon as she got close enough. She was a shifter, but not one he recognized. A black sheep, perhaps, or a distant relative of one of the elite families. If he’d spotted this woman around before, he would have remembered.

			Her skin had a dusky quality that suggested some sort of Mediterranean heritage, but he couldn’t place what. She might be a cousin from somewhere. He couldn’t be sure. The way she moved in the form-fitting dress piqued his interest, and his libido. She had an athletic grace, that matched her no-nonsense style. 

			He’d never met her before.

			He wished he had.

			She got to the bar and nodded to him before turning to the bartender. She showed no signs of being aware of who he was—or of caring.

			“I’ve been told it’s beer and wine and that’s all, but you’ve got to have some harder stuff hiding somewhere. Unless the groomsmen smuggled in flasks on their own. Got some for a gal who will leave a great tip if you slip her a finger or two of whiskey?”

			The bartender shook his head. “I can’t say if someone else has that, but I don’t. All I got is beer and wine. Maybe one of the front bars…” His voice trailed off as he seemed to temper the suggestion that she go there. All three of them were aware that this was the hinterlands of the guest list. 

			She sighed, a muscle jumping in the back of her jaw. “Fine. Wine. Make it two glasses, since I’m, um, carrying one back for my grandma.”

			Her voice was low, with a faint rasp that settled into Silas’s stomach like a pair of grappling hooks. His cock stirred, the sultry tones making his body twitch with interest. He had no clue who this woman was, but he could change that.

			“I’m Silas Shunokh,” Silas said, sticking out his hand.

			One of her eyebrows went up. “The Shunokhs? Leader of the local red foxes here in Maine? You’re familiar to me, of course, though I don’t spend a lot of time with Grandma. What are you doing slumming in the cheap seats?”

			He could listen to that voice for days, and stare at the woman for longer.

			“The bride is the youngest daughter of the Reynarde clan. All the foxes are here.” He took a swig of his beer and, like this mysterious woman, wished for something stronger. He counted off the minutes in his head. They hadn’t even tossed the bouquet or done the stupid garter toss. He couldn’t leave yet. “As for why I’m in the ‘cheap seats’ as you put it—would you be up there?”

			He was out of sight of his parents and sister, and preferred it that way. 

			She stuffed a dollar into the tip jar. “I sure wouldn’t. There’s a reason we live far away.” She took a sip of the alcohol and grimaced. “The Reynardes may have money, but they cheaped out on the wine.”

			He grinned and hoped she would respond. She gazed at him with clear brown eyes that went right through him. Here in Maine, he wasn’t used to being dismissed.

			“I’m sure it’s still several bucks a glass. It’s like getting a drink in one of the trendy bars in Boston. I pay way more than I should for a decent martini and half the time they don’t even throw in the olive.”

			A reluctant smile tugged on the corners of her mouth, leaving him craving a full one.

			“I’m here with Grandma. She had nobody to join her so I came up for this event. I don’t come to town very often. You’re in Boston? I’m thinking of relocating there. I was going to swing down after this is over—hence part of the reason I’m here. That, and who can’t miss an opportunity to get dry chicken and a slice of over-frosted wedding cake?”

			“I’d be happy to show you around. Boston is a nice, livable city. Where are you now?” She’d said out of state but still hadn’t told him her name. Silas considered pressing it, but let it stand. He was curious where this was going to go. And who she was.

			“I’m in Nashville, still living at home for the time being. It’s been good, but it’s time to establish my own identity. Boston has lots of job opportunities.”

			“It’s also hella expensive.”

			She gave him a bright smile that lit up the area—or perhaps just him. “So is Nashville, although maybe not as much as Boston. I’m trying to consider Grandma as well. Boston is near enough that I can get up on the weekends. Now that she’s gotten older, that is a factor. I won’t live in Maine, but if I were in Boston, I could be here in about two hours in an emergency. New York is too big. Boston is better. Hartford is an additional possibility, or perhaps Burlington.”

			He had it. He knew who she was, if not what she was called.

			“You’re Mrs. Lisica’s granddaughter—the old lady who lives on the outskirts of town. She keeps to herself and isn’t interested in the fox hierarchies. My folks don’t talk about her much but I got the impression they didn’t like the fact that she was outspoken and independent.”

			She took a sip of the cheap wine and grimaced. “Hence why we live so far away. We’re our own foxes and refuse to be led. I’ve never understood why, but your parents leave Grandma, and us, alone. We are what we are.” She studied him with a knowing expression. “You are pretty smart.”

			He held out his hand a second time. “I didn’t catch your name. I am not sure I’ve ever been told.”

			She put down her wine glass and took his hand. “I’m Marlene Lisica. Nice to meet you.”

			*.*.*

			Marlene tried to keep her reaction to Silas’s handshake from showing. His hand was cool and damp from the beer, but the touch of his skin sent shockwaves bolting up her forearm. She’d spotted the good-looking man sitting at one of the main tables when she’d come in, but was too busy getting her relative to her remote spot in the hinterlands of the room to track his whereabouts. It wasn’t by accident she’d come to this beer and wine station. 

			Not that she would admit that to Silas. 

			She doubted they would be enjoying this private tete-a-tete for much longer. The sole reason the high-ranking foxes hadn’t tracked this eligible specimen down is that they were distracted by the wedding party. Or perhaps the bride was being demanding. Marlene didn’t have any information on the bride, but this pink nightmare spoke of someone high maintenance. Marlene hoped when—if—she ever got married, she would not be a bridezilla. Or that her man would be a groomzilla. Life was too short to worry about whether her flowers matched the blush pink of her hand-dyed shoes—ones she would never wear again.

			Her outfit had been purchased right before the trip and just made the cut. To Marlene, the ankle-length maxi dress in emerald green and taupe-colored shawl was as dressy as she went, but there were many in attendance who had raided the designer shops in Portland—or perhaps Montreal—for their elegant attire. She wouldn’t let Grandma go to this event alone, but wasn’t about to spend a thousand dollars for a “wear it once and relegate it to the back of the closet” dress. This one, that she picked up in a second-hand store in the heart of Nashville, would do fine. And she could use it again.

			Maybe she’d have occasion to do so in Boston. With Silas.

			That was not going to happen. She had to be nuts to think something like that.

			“That’s a pretty name. Marlene. I’m not too familiar with you.”

			Marlene shook her head. “With good reason. We’ve lived in Nashville all my life. You and I never crossed paths.” 

			She noted that a woman had focused on Silas and was making her way to them. She shouldn’t be sad that this bit of fun was coming to an end, but she was.

			“I think we’re about to get interrupted. Whoever this is doesn’t like the idea that you’re in the cheap seats, from what I can make out of her body language.”

			Silas groaned and ran a hand through his thick brown hair. The locks were cut in a fashionable style, and his suit was well tailored and reeked of designers. Silas was someone who had all the finer things in life, and she was sure that included women. The fancier the better. She was not among that type of woman, and never would be.

			“It’s got to be Cordelia, the maid of honor and the bride’s sister. The couple has been gone for a little while and I bet that the dog and pony shows of the garter and bouquet are coming. No doubt Mom and Dad have plans for me to catch that garter.”

			She tried not to take note of the woman approaching them. If a person could have been preceded by steam, like a railroad engine, smoke would be pouring from her nostrils.

			“There’s a story there, but I don’t have time to figure it out. Nice to meet you, Silas.” She turned to go but he snagged her wrist with a hand and kept her where she was. Marlene tugged at his hand, her desire to flee from the woman bearing down on them warring with her need to know him better. 

			“Stay. I’d like to talk to you some more.”

			He released her and despite herself, Marlene did as he asked. She told herself she needed to go, but instead she watched, fascinated, as the elegant woman dressed in a gown that must have cost several thousand dollars barreled to the bar. Those nearby cleared a path, scattering to their tables. Marlene may not recognize the woman, but the rest of the guests did. 

			“I doubt we’ll have that chance.”

			The woman came to a stop in front of Silas. She gave Silas a huffy breath that suggested that he had no business being here.

			No question about it. He might be as handsome as all get out, but Silas was trouble.

			“I was sent to fetch you. The events are about to begin. You’re needed at the main table.”

			She didn’t address Marlene, nor introduce herself. If this was how the foxes conducted themselves in a celebratory setting, they must be a nightmare elsewhere. No wonder her parents didn’t live in Maine.

			Silas shook off Cordelia’s insistent hands.

			“Later.”

			“No. Now.” Cordelia’s voice was steel. 

			Cordelia, a sleek brunette who was coiffed and made up so that she could have been on the cover of a magazine, held out one gloved hand for Marlene to shake. 

			“I understand you’re Mrs. Lisica’s granddaughter. Thank you for coming. I’m Cordelia Reynarde and I am stealing Silas away. My apologies.”

			“It’s fine, Silas. Go do your duty. I was about to go anyway.”

			Cordelia didn’t appear apologetic as she didn’t even wait for a response before
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