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      “I have three interviews next week and a job offer I don’t know if I want to take.” My niece’s voice came through tinny over the speaker of my phone, which balanced precariously on a landscaping boulder while I raked up sodden needles and broken branches. “It doesn’t sound meaningful, fulfilling, or like it’ll enhance my skills for my résumé.”

      “Doesn’t pay enough for you to move out of your parents’ backyard, huh?” I tossed pine boughs into the cart I’d driven onto the lawn.

      Sun beamed from the morning sky, but a wicked windstorm the night before had left debris all over the grounds of Sylvan Serenity Housing. Most of the time, I appreciated how much verdant acreage the apartment complex sprawled across, especially given its suburban Shoreline location near the busy freeway. This was not one of those times.

      “Not even close,” Jasmine said. “I’d make more pouring coffee drinks at the bikini-barista espresso stand.”

      “Those girls earn a lot for standing in the damp Seattle climate while so scantily clad. You can’t expect a job that competes with that.”

      “I’m halfway to a master’s degree and have been working in the field with my mom for almost ten years.”

      “I’ve heard they can make six figures in tips alone.”

      “Oh, please.” After hesitating, Jasmine asked, “That’s not true, is it? Because if it is, I may need to rethink my job hunt. I’m trying to prove myself to the world through my great work ethic and the power of my brain, but… I’m super hot in a bikini.”

      “I have no doubt.” Lower back sore, I stood straight to massage it. “But I’m not actually sure what they make. Oddly, I’m not compelled to visit their establishments that often. I’m more drawn to…” Movement in the woods bordering the property caught my eye. Leaves stirring. In the wind?

      “Scantily clad penises?”

      “If they’re attached to charming, intelligent men who make me feel good about myself, yes.”

      “How is Duncan? There’s a rumor going around the pack that he might put himself forward as a candidate to be our next alpha. Lorenzo is pretty old, and the young upstarts are always talking about challenging him. But I doubt they’d challenge someone who can turn into an old-school, two-legged werewolf with superpowers. And did your mother give him that magical medallion that the male alphas in the pack historically wore?”

      Focused on the woods, I only half heard my niece. Though I was more than a hundred yards from the trees, I thought I sensed someone out there. Someone with magical blood.

      Had the pack sent a relative to spy on me? Or on Duncan? Or, more likely, had Lord Abrams—pissed off that we’d killed his scheming business partner, Radomir—sent spies? Or potion-enhanced thugs with rifles loaded with magical silver bullets that could kill werewolves such as me?

      “Aunt Luna?” Jasmine prompted.

      I picked up the phone and leaned my rake against the boulder. “Yes, I’m still here. Duncan hasn’t said anything to indicate he craves leadership of the pack—I’m not sure he even likes anyone he’s met in the pack besides me. As for the medallion, he’s borrowing it while we deal with our mutual challenges.”

      As I focused on the woods, I grew more and more certain that the being out there had a lupine aura. Another werewolf.

      “I have a visitor,” I said. “Let me call you back.”

      Gardening tools set aside, I grabbed the magical sword sheathed in the cart next to the branches. It had been a gift from Duncan, one I’d recently recovered from Radomir’s lair. Technically, it had been in his armored SUV with him, a vehicle that my truck and I had a lot of reasons to hate. Fortunately, the SUV was as mangled as Radomir’s body, last seen at the bottom of a ravine along a remote mountain road.

      Now armed, I strode across the lawn toward the woods. Nothing moved among the trees, aside from a few bare branches and fir needles stirred by a breeze, but I continued to sense a werewolf. Someone watching me.

      Halfway to the woods, I halted, now close enough to recognize the aura.

      “Lykos?” I asked, the face of the eight-year-old boy who happened to be Duncan’s clone brother popping into my mind.

      Maybe his presence shouldn’t have surprised me. He’d been here once before, just a few days earlier. Duncan had gone out to attempt to befriend him, but that hadn’t been fruitful. From what I’d heard, the kid had hidden in the woods while Duncan tried to lure him out and explain his hobbies of metal detecting and magnet fishing. Duncan had mentioned wanting to practice being paternal in case he was ever inspired to partake in parenthood, but a half-feral werewolf kid wasn’t the easiest subject to father.

      My senses told me Lykos was backing away. Maybe he’d wanted to spy without being noticed.

      Well, that was too bad. I didn’t want to be spied on, not by some vengeful scientist’s pawn.

      Since Abrams was the one who’d created the kid, and who’d presumably been housing and feeding him, Lykos might have come because his master had ordered it.

      I looked toward the parking lot, thinking Duncan would be the logical one to deal with our visitor, but his modified Roadtrek camper van wasn’t there.

      “I’ll have to confront him myself.”

      I contemplated finding an evergreen bush to undress behind, turning into a wolf, and going out to challenge Lykos, but Duncan hadn’t given up on befriending the kid. And I had no reason to hold a grudge against him either. The last time we’d faced off, Lykos had realized I was bigger and stronger than he, at least for now, and he’d fled.

      Though I kept the sword, I detoured to my apartment for another type of weapon. Since I hadn’t purchased any salami logs lately—it had been a while since I’d felt the need to bribe the young werewolves in my family—there weren’t any in the fridge, but I did have some sandwich meat. As a semi-carnivorous type myself, I was rarely without such staples.

      I peeled a number of slices of salami from a package and walked back out to the woods. A mossy stump just past the property line—where my landscaping obligations ended—was flat enough to serve as a table. Aware of the kid watching—I couldn’t see him, but I continued to sense him since he had an aura as powerful as Duncan’s—I laid out the pieces.

      The pungent scent of cured meat wafted up to my nose, making me aware that the lunch hour approached. Nobly, I resisted the urge to eat the salami myself.

      About forty feet away, a head leaned out from behind a tree. With tousled brown hair, curious brown eyes, and a lean face with less baby fat than one would expect in a kid that age, Lykos looked exactly like what he was: a young version of Duncan.

      I waved at the salami, trying to indicate that he could have it without any strings attached, and backed up. Realizing the sword had to make me look threatening—more like I was baiting a trap than providing a friendly offering—I leaned it against a tree.

      “I’m expecting Duncan before long,” I called over the rumble of nearby freeway traffic. “He’d like to see you. He’s curious about you. Are you curious about him?”

      The kid blinked a couple of times. Thus far, I hadn’t heard him speak and wondered if he was verbal at all. Might being raised by Abrams have traumatized him? Kept him from learning to speak?

      “It didn’t traumatize Duncan,” I muttered.

      Well, that wasn’t fair. It probably had, but by fifty years old, he’d had time to get over his childhood—and learn to be exceedingly garrulous. Still, the shackle scars on his wrists were a reminder of his past.

      “He’s pretty fun to hang out with too,” I called, groping for ways to entice the kid to establish a relationship with Duncan. And to come over to our side. Abrams wasn’t worth working for, damn it. “Did you ask him to show you all his magnets and what they can do? He’s got a huge collection for a guy who lives in a van.”

      “Uhm,” came a man’s voice from behind me. “Are you the property manager?”

      I spun, grabbing the sword. Because of the traffic noise, I hadn’t heard anyone approaching.

      A man with a large digital camera around his neck and a drone in his arms skittered back, almost tripping over his heels in the damp grass. He fumbled the drone but didn’t drop it.

      “Sorry,” he blurted. “But the kid in the leasing office said I should talk to you about… er.” He eyed the sword. “Are you the property manager?”

      “Yeah.” Behind me, I sensed Lykos slinking away. “I’m head of security too.”

      As if that would explain me waving around a sword in a twenty-first-century Seattle suburb. I lowered it to appear non-threatening, though my hackles wanted to rise up when I realized who this was. He’d been here once before to take photos of the property for the real estate listing. As I was reminded every day, my employers were trying to sell Sylvan Serenity, my home and place of employment for more than twenty years.

      “What can I do for you?” I kept my tone level, not bleak and full of distress at the reminder that I needed to join Jasmine in seeking a new job.

      Going to one networking event that had resulted in me turning into a werewolf to battle the host’s werewolf sister in his bedroom closet... probably didn’t count as job hunting.

      “The Sylvans want some new photos of the grounds and of a unit I guess you just cleaned but that is still vacant. I didn’t realize the storm yesterday had brought down so many branches though. Is there any chance someone will be by to tidy up in the next hour or so?” He looked toward the cart I’d already filled with branches.

      If he thought it was a mess now, he should have been here at dawn when I’d started. Given how many boughs had come down near the parking lot, the tenants were lucky none of their cars had been taken out. We had a lot of tall old trees in the Seattle area, and I’d seen them snap in windstorms and flatten cars, gazebos, and even houses.

      “I’m cleaning the grounds,” I said, “and I’ll get it done as soon as possible. Why don’t you take a lunch break and come back?”

      Or take a lunch break and don’t come back, I thought. Unfortunately, there were already a number of great-looking photos of the place, and the listing had prompted a lot of interest. Since an apartment complex of this size had a limited buyer pool—not many people could scrounge up millions and millions of dollars to pay what it was worth—it wouldn’t sell overnight, but I had little doubt that it would sell.

      “How long do you think it will take?” He looked at my sword as if to imply I’d been screwing around instead of working.

      I bared my teeth at him, not hiding my extra pointy canine—lupine—teeth, and contemplated using the blade to give him a buzz cut.

      Eyes widening, he skittered back and fumbled his drone again. “Never mind. Take your time. I’ve got another property I can do first. I’ll come back this afternoon.” He eyed my teeth. “Late afternoon.”

      I kept myself from telling him not to come back at all. Barely. As a dutiful employee, I would do my best, as I always did. Though I sometimes wondered what it would be like to work for myself and be my own boss. I looked forward to the day when I had enough money saved for the down payment on a four-plex and could live in one unit, rent the others, and have the tenants to pay off the mortgage… until the debt was gone and I could retire on the income.

      As I traded the sword for the rake, my phone rang.

      The name that popped up on the screen made me groan. Chad Schneider. My ex-husband.
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      I didn’t answer Chad’s call, nor did I check the voicemail that he left. Whatever he wanted, I wasn’t interested.

      My ex-husband was the one who’d originally propelled Duncan into my life. Even though that had turned out better than expected, it wasn’t due to anything Chad had done. He’d hired Duncan to steal the magical wolf-lidded case from my apartment. That was after years of cheating on me, rarely contributing anything to the family’s finances, and even, before his final departure, leaving me in debt he’d created and wiping out the kids’ college funds. If he ever showed up in Seattle again, I might tear his throat out—whether I was in my wolf form or not.

      My frustrations fueled my energy to clean up the storm debris, and by the time Duncan showed up in early afternoon, the lawn looked good again.

      He gave me a cheerful wave as he headed across the grass toward me, his aura noticeably similar to that of the boy’s. The sun highlighted his twinkling brown eyes, the three days’ worth of beard stubble framing his strong jaw, and the only slightly creased forehead that looked extra appealing now that the scar he’d had all his life had disappeared. When it had linked him to that control device Abrams had held, I’d worried if I could trust Duncan not to turn on me. That had, more than once, kept me from inviting him to my bedroom, even though I often woke up in the night, wishing for his company, stirred by urges that I’d thought I was, at almost forty-six, past having.

      “Greetings, my lady.” Duncan paused a few feet away to bow. “I do love it when you gaze at me with avid lust and longing in your eyes.”

      “You’re imagining that,” I said, even if that was exactly the look on my face. I couldn’t admit it to him. He was already full of himself.

      “That can’t be. Over the course of my life, I’ve bestirred lust in many a woman. I know the look well.”

      “You’re awfully cocky for an itinerant treasure hunter who rarely discovers more than rusty shopping carts and bike frames.”

      “You know I’ve found more than that during my adventures.” Duncan winked and lifted a chain around his neck, pulling a medallion with a wolf head out from under his button-down shirt. Despite the brisk January air, the top couple of buttons were unfastened, and I glimpsed the swell of his pectorals. My libido hummed with renewed interest.

      Hell, he was right. I was lusting for him.

      Duncan smirked at me, released the medallion, and unfastened another button. His eyelids drooped, and he gazed invitingly at me through his lashes. He read me all too well.

      “Didn’t you only find that because of a vision my case and my mom’s medallion gave you?” I asked, trying not to feel flustered. Or horny.

      “Not only, surely. I was hot on the trail and only slightly aided by those events.”

      “I see.”

      “Though your intervention most certainly made my life easier and quite interesting as well.” Duncan beamed a smile at me and waved at his forehead.

      “I hope you’re not talking about how I, in a huff of lupine frustration, destroyed that control device, which resulted in you being cursed to die.”

      “That was more alarming and distressing than interesting. Fortunately, all is resolved, and I’ve been feeling quite fit and hale these last few days.” Duncan gave me the lids-drooped, bedroom-eyes look again, then lowered his voice. “I was admiring you from around the corner for a few moments before you noticed me.” His gaze descended toward my chest to suggest exactly which parts of me held some fascination for him.

      That turned me on more than it should have. He’d essentially been ogling me while spying on me from a distance. I should have been affronted, but damn if it didn’t feel good to be ogled, especially at my age.

      Oh, I’d been feeling fitter, and even younger, since I’d stopped taking the potion that sublimated my magic, but that didn’t mean I didn’t look my age and have two grown sons. Having someone drawn to me made me feel young and hot again. And Duncan… He’d been at my side, helping me with all my problems—and all my enemies—since realizing he liked me a lot more than he did my ex-husband. That alone was enough for me to want to invite him to my bedroom… or behind the nearest rhododendron.

      Only the fact that my mother, every time we visited, kept trying to urge us to mate so Duncan could get me pregnant made me hesitate to do exactly that. Each time Mom had brought that up where he could hear, he hadn’t looked thrilled. Even if his near-brush with death had prompted him to reconsider fatherhood, what kind of guy wanted to be manipulated into a relationship by his potential girlfriend’s mother?

      “You did sneak up on me,” I said into the silence, aware of his brazen gaze roaming over me. “Like a stalker.”

      He lifted his gaze to my face—checking to see if I minded his perusal? “You’ve admitted before that me stalking you doesn’t disturb you as much as it should.”

      “I know I have. And it doesn’t. I want…” I lifted a hand. I wanted him.

      His eyebrows rose.

      “To let you know that if we were to do anything right now, we would have a spy.” I shifted my raised hand to point toward the woods. “Did you notice?”

      His brow creased. “Did Abrams send men? I’ve worried he would bother you.”

      “Sort of. Your half-sized doppelgänger has been lurking among the pines.” I waved toward the stump where I’d placed the slices of salami. Since my heritage enhanced my eyesight, even from a distance, I could see that the lunch meat had disappeared.

      Had Lykos gotten it? Or the crows? For that matter, Duncan might have smelled it and helped himself. Werewolves had excellent noses—and voracious appetites.

      “Ah. I haven’t yet sensed him, but if he saw my van arrive, he would have a good idea about how far away I can detect paranormal beings, so he could have slinked off, roughly out of range.” Duncan scratched his jaw. “Actually, he knows exactly what my range is.”

      “Must be weird having a clone.”

      “It is, yes. Let me go see if he’s out there and wants something. Later, perhaps, we could…” His gaze swung back to me, lust lingering in his eyes.

      “Go on a date to a nice restaurant?” I asked.

      “I… was thinking we could skip to getting horizontal, perhaps in a romantic setting, but I do enjoy eating and am always amenable to doing so with you.”

      “Would the horizontal romantic setting be the twin bed in the back of your equipment-stuffed van?”

      “It could be.”

      “In the crowded presence of SCUBA gear, metal detectors, and enough magnets to short-circuit your genetic material?”

      “Such things definitely put me in the mood. And I’ve told you before that magnets aren’t a threat to our virility.” Duncan winked at me, but his head swung toward the woods. He must have caught the aura of Lykos. “Keep that in mind. I’ll be back soon.”

      “Keep your… virility in mind?” I asked after him.

      “Always.”

      I snorted and finished the last of my clean-up, then walked toward the parking lot so I could get my truck and haul the debris-filled cart to the composting facility for disposal. On the way, I ran into Bolin heading from his SUV to the leasing office with two coffee drinks in his hands and his leather man purse draped over his shoulder. He’d had the strap repaired since our last parking-lot battle against hoodlums.

      “Is Jasmine coming to visit you?” I nodded toward the whipped-cream-covered and caramel-drizzled mochas, thinking one might be for her, though she hadn’t mentioned coming by.

      “I wish.” Bolin glanced at me. “Though I wouldn’t invite a friend or even girlfriend to come visit me during work hours, of course.”

      “Of course. That wouldn’t be professional.” I avoided looking in the direction that Duncan had gone.

      “These are both for me. I was up late practicing…” Bolin glanced around, spotted a tenant with a laptop bag cutting across the lawn, and lowered his voice. “My art.”

      As if those vague words had needed to be delivered in a whisper.

      “You didn’t get your usual pair of giant caffeine bombs first thing this morning?”

      “I did, but I already drank them, and the caffeine has worn off. Like the resurgence of animals and vegetation surrounding Chernobyl after the meltdown, my natural state has returned.”

      “Interesting metaphor. Is that the kind of poetic imagery that Gen Z women dig?”

      “You mentioned bombs. Naturally, I thought of exploding power plants.”

      “Naturally.”

      “The grounds look good.” Bolin sipped from the left-hand beverage. “The real estate photographer will be pleased.”

      “I do ache to satisfy him.”

      Bolin choked on his beverage.

      I waited to see if he needed the Heimlich Maneuver—he did not—then pointed toward my truck.

      Before I could walk away, Bolin raised a finger. “My father wanted me to warn you that some new prospective buyers will be coming for a tour this evening.”

      “Great.” I bared my teeth to let him know that it wasn’t great.

      Bolin didn’t skitter backward or fumble his drinks. He’d either grown accustomed to me—and my grumpy streak—or his burgeoning druid powers gave him confidence that he could handle himself if my wild instincts overtook me. And maybe he could. Not only did he have a collection of potions that he always carried in his bag, but I’d witnessed him calling up vines from the ether—technically, the parking-lot pavement—to halt a two-ton van. He was halfway on his journey to turning into someone badass, the gilded-leather man purse notwithstanding.

      “Do you need any more invitations to networking events?” Bolin offered. “Even though I look forward to moving on from my internment in Shoreline, I know you like this area and might want to continue to live in your unit here.”

      “Internment? It’s not a concentration camp. It’s a beautiful apartment complex that hasn’t been pestered by crime in almost a week.”

      “It’s not horrible, but…”

      “I know, I know. You want to manage your parents’ complexes in more exotic areas. Even though Jasmine lives happily here.” I waved toward the east.

      Her parents’ home was in Redmond, not Shoreline, but it wasn’t too bad of a commute for a dating couple.

      Bolin opened his mouth, then closed it. At a loss for words? That was rare for the former spelling-bee champion.

      “If we get, uhm, serious…” His cheeks flushed red even though, as far as I knew, they hadn’t done more than hold hands yet. Maybe kiss. “Maybe she would like to travel with me. My parents could even hire her, and she could assist me, er, my family with our real estate endeavors.”

      “Werewolves aren’t the assistant types. We’re strong and independent and very hard to shoehorn into traditional employment positions.” I didn’t mention Jasmine’s brief flirtation with the idea of a career as a bikini barista. “Especially for our boyfriends’ families.” I didn’t have to ask Jasmine to know that was true.

      Bolin sighed. “I suppose I’ve sensed that about her. She’s a free spirit and very independent. And so beautiful.” He sighed again, oozing the longing of a Wordsworth poem. “Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad if this place didn’t sell right away. I could keep working here while we explore our compatibility.”

      “That sounds like a good plan.” I sensed Duncan approaching from the woods and nodded across the lawn toward him.

      There was no sign of Lykos. Had the boy let Duncan find him?

      “Especially the part where I don’t have to find a new home for a few months,” I added.

      “You wouldn’t continue to live here? I’m sure a new owner wouldn’t kick out the existing tenants. Though… I suppose your rent wouldn’t be waived if you weren’t working here.” Bolin hesitated, looking like he wanted to ask if I could afford to live here if it wasn’t a part of a compensation package.

      “Probably not. The rent isn’t that high, but it would be hard not to… keep working on the place. After all this time, I’m used to being the one on call.”

      “You do do… everything here.”

      “Yup.”

      “The new owners might find it odd if one of the tenants started replacing the toilets of the other tenants.”

      “I would assume so, yes.”

      As Duncan joined us, apparently having heard a portion of the conversation, he asked, “Have you ever considered buying this place yourself, Luna? That would solve a lot of your problems.”

      I laughed. “You might not have guessed this from the Goodwill clothes I wear, but I don’t have a family fortune that would allow me to fork over tens of millions of dollars for a real estate investment.”

      “Your clothing is lovely—” Duncan smiled as he glanced toward my shirt—or maybe my boobs, “—but I did assume you would need backers.”

      “Nobody’s going to back a middle-aged woman with no college education, no rich connections, and no existing real estate portfolio who gets furry and howls at the full moon.”

      Bolin knew about my heritage, but he still raised his eyebrows at the imagery.

      “You wouldn’t necessarily need to mention that last,” Duncan said, “though it would earn my buy-in as a backer.”

      “Uh-huh. Would you be putting one or two wheelless, rusty shopping carts into the pot?”

      “Oh, five or six, I should think. This is a quality property with an excellent manager. Why don’t we discuss it tonight on our date?”

      “Shopping carts do get me in the mood.”

      “I find them quite appealing.”

      “Because you’re odd.”

      “A trait you’ve admitted you adore.”

      “I don’t think that’s the exact word I used.”

      Bolin must have decided we needed our privacy—and that I wasn’t on the verge of submitting an offer for the property—because he slipped away, drinking from the right-hand cup as he continued his walk to the leasing office.

      “I was able to get close to Lykos,” Duncan said, growing more serious now that we were alone. “I offered to take him magnet fishing.”

      “He didn’t immediately jump at the invitation?”

      “Apparently, he’s here on business.”

      I waited for Duncan to expound. He looked thoughtfully, or maybe pensively, toward the woods. My earlier concern that Abrams had sent the boy for nefarious reasons came to mind. Maybe I didn’t want more details.

      “Does Lykos speak to you?” I asked.

      “He’s on the laconic side, but yes.”

      “Has he admitted he finds you charming and affable and that he wants to spend time with you?”

      “Actually, he said he’s here to kill me.”

      “I guess the affability isn’t genetic.”

      Duncan’s smile was bleak, but he couldn’t be worried about Lykos succeeding at killing him. Both as a man and as a wolf, Duncan was twice the kid’s size. At least. I presumed that would hold true if they turned into the bipedfuris too, though I seemed to remember hearing that even the werewolves with that ability didn’t gain it until puberty.

      “Abrams sent him,” Duncan said.

      “To kill you?”

      “To study me, learn my weaknesses, find a way to exploit them, and then kill me.”

      “Are you… concerned that he could do that?”

      In a fair fight, Duncan could fend off Lykos, but was it possible the kid was smart enough to do what Abrams suggested?

      I growled. If the old bastard wanted Duncan out of the picture, he ought to be man enough to take on the task himself.

      “Not too concerned. While Lykos admitted these things to me, he was eating your salami and watching me pull a fender out of a pond.” Duncan tapped a pocket in his jacket, the outline of what had to be a rope wrapped around a large cylindrical magnet visible. “He looked intrigued.”

      “Fenders are pretty fascinating.”

      “I think so. I believe this one was off a 1970s Volkswagen beetle. Such a fun little car. That fender must have been down there for decades.” Duncan touched his chest and took a moment to gaze into the distance as he cherished the find.

      Less moved to cherishment, I asked, “So, you don’t think Lykos is a real threat?”

      Duncan lowered his hand. “I’m not that worried about him, but I do believe he’ll divulge anything he learns about us to Abrams, who, it sounds like, is feeling vengeful.”

      As I’d feared.

      “We’re going to have to deal with him at some point,” I said.

      “I know. I⁠—”

      My phone rang, and Duncan paused.

      Worried that Chad might be calling again, I grimaced and almost didn’t take it out of my pocket. But my youngest son’s name popped up on the screen, and I tapped the answer button without hesitation. Austin hadn’t called since he’d sent that letter, admitting he hadn’t known what to do or say since seeing me turn into a werewolf. Respecting his need for time, I also hadn’t called him, but I’d written a letter back and said I would be here to answer questions whenever he was ready.

      “Hi, Austin.” I strove for a casual tone, though I desperately wanted him to say he was ready to talk. After so many years of withholding that secret from my sons, I longed to come clean and also explain why I’d made the choices that I had.

      Duncan backed away to give me privacy for the call.

      “Hey, Mom. I’ve only got a minute before I need to take my turn as duty officer, but, uhm, I wanted to warn you about something.”

      “What’s up?”

      “I, uhm, think I told you that I talked to my brother about… that night.”

      “You mentioned it in your letter, yes.”

      “I guess Cameron talked to Dad.”

      I grimaced.

      “From what Cam said, Dad was going to be in the area for work, so they’re both heading up there.”

      “In the area?” I stared at the phone, thinking of Chad’s call. He hadn’t been calling from Seattle, had he? “Like here?”

      “Seattle. I’m not sure where they’re going to stay. Cam left his camper in Texas, I think.”

      I hadn’t even known he was in the South. The last I’d seen on Cameron’s socials, he’d been cruising through the Everglades, searching for the meaning of life. And, I hoped, gainful work he could do from the road since he showed no inclination toward settling down.

      “What are they going to do here?”

      “Some kind of work that Dad got offered. I didn’t get many details. I just thought… you might want to know.”

      “Yes. Thanks.” I looked toward the woods, as if Chad might be out there spying on me right now. No, his methodology relied on hidden cameras in my bedroom, not skulking behind trees. The creep.

      “Sure. I gotta go. Talk to you later.”

      Austin hung up before I could tell him I loved him. I sighed, feeling bleak. And more worried about Chad—and what he wanted—now that I knew he was in the area.

      Off in the grass, Duncan stood with his hands in his pockets, waiting. He raised his eyebrows toward me.

      I didn’t know what to say, but if Chad showed up here, I wouldn’t hide Duncan—or that we were attempting to have a relationship… when the world allowed it.

      The phone rang again, and I winced, certain that was Chad calling now. But Lorenzo’s name appeared on the screen.

      “Hello?”

      “Luna,” he said, his voice grave. “Your mother would like you to visit.”

      “Is she… okay?”

      She wasn’t, not with her cancer advancing, but I didn’t know how better to phrase it.

      “It hasn’t been a good week for her.”

      I swallowed around a lump, wishing some of the magical artifacts we’d tried on her had healed her malady. The Taint, as the wise wolf called it. But it seemed magic was better at healing wounds than curing diseases.

      “Okay,” I said. “I’ll head up there soon.”

      It wasn’t as if I wanted to be home if Chad showed up anyway. Since he’d lived here with me for most of the years of our marriage, however itinerant he’d been during his career as a traveling software sales rep, he well knew how to find the place. He didn’t know much about my lupine family though. I’d never visited them in the years we’d been married—in the years I’d been taking the sublimation potion. He shouldn’t find me up there.

      “Maybe I can hide out at Mom’s cabin for the week,” I muttered after hanging up, thinking of the potential buyers and real estate photographer that would also be around over the next couple of days.

      “Need a ride somewhere?” Duncan offered, joining me again.

      I started to say no, but if Mom was noticeably worse… I could use some moral support. Besides, did I want Duncan to be here if Chad showed up? That might start trouble. Even if Duncan had once agreed to find the case for Chad, they’d parted ways, and I’d overheard one rant-filled phone call where Chad had threatened Duncan.

      “Yes. I adore sitting on the equipment stacked all around your passenger seat, with my knees to my chin.”

      “I have other things you can sit on.” Smirking, Duncan pulled out his keys.

      “Is it strange that I’d rather spend time with you than my ex-husband?”

      “No, that’s normal. I’m a delight.”

      “That word may not mean what you think it means.”

      “We can consult your etymologist later.” Duncan waved to indicate Bolin in the leasing office, then led me toward the Roadtrek.

      I followed more eagerly than I otherwise might have, given our grim destination. But leaving didn’t keep me from worrying that I would have to deal with Chad sooner or later.
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      “Things have gotten worse for your mother?” Duncan asked as he drove us toward Monroe.

      “That’s what Lorenzo said.”

      “That’s unfortunate. She’s still sharp and seems like she’s kept herself fit most of her life.”

      “Oh, she has. Disease isn’t fair about who it strikes down.” Glum, I gazed out the window at the traffic, sun glinting off car frames and windshields. Cold rain would have felt more appropriate, but the weather was determined to be nice in the aftermath of the previous day’s storm.

      “I suppose you won’t be in the mood for that date I suggested,” Duncan said.

      “I… might need a distraction.”

      “Some dinner then? Followed by a drive-in movie?”

      “A drive-in? Are there any theaters left around here that do that?”

      “It’s a bit of a commute, but there are a couple. I looked them up. Don’t you find the privacy of one’s vehicle much more appealing than a crowded theater?”

      “After we helped the local theater owner—Harold—he might be willing to put together a private showing for us,” I said.

      “That could be appealing, but he would probably frown upon us having an intimate moment, were we moved in such a direction by the story unraveling on the screen. Whereas if we were in my van at the drive-in…”

      “What’s playing right now that you think would be so moving?”

      “The drive-in is currently offering a chainsaw-massacre thriller and an alien-invasion movie.”
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