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      When Allison is asked to play Cinderella-turned-Fianceé at a Halloween ball, the last thing she expected was to be accused of murder. She has to find the killer or she'll be put to death for the crimes she didn't commit. To make matters worse, the victims are all werewolves.

      On the short list of potential victims, Allison has to act fast, or the killer will have one more body to add to his little black book of corpses.

      There's only one problem: One of the deaths has struck too close to home, and Allison's desire for self-preservation may transform into a quest for vengeance...

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.
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            Foreword

          

        

      

    

    
      I am often asked about how the Witch & Wolf world relates to our own. In many ways, the Earth from the Witch & Wolf novels is very much like our own. However, it is not Earth, not exactly.

      While some of the events in the Witch & Wolf world overlap with our version of Earth, they are not the same. While certain events still happened, rather like fixed points in time from a certain time-traveling series, the specifics are often altered. The years and exact dates may not be the same. Some technologies have developed later—or sooner—than in our Earth.

      Motivations and the execution of certain events, including terrorist attacks, have been changed. The inclusion of the supernatural would alter a great many things, including how wars are waged.

      As such, there are discrepancies between the Witch & Wolf world and our Earth. No matter how hard the supernatural community tries to hide their presence, they have the power to change the world—and they do.

      As always, all errors are my own, but some of those errors with history aren’t actually errors at all—they are deliberate alterations to Earth’s history to better fit with the inclusion of witches, werewolves, and the other supernatural.

      Thanks for reading!
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            Too bad money couldn’t buy me a life.

          

        

      

    

    
      Autumn had come, and I was powerless to stop it—this time. A yellowed leaf clung to its branch, mocking me with its splash of color. The rest of Central Park clung to the hope of summer. I stood on my toes and snatched at it, but a chilly wind ripped it from my reach.

      The leaf landed on the path several steps away. When I reached it, I crushed it beneath my boot.

      “Wake up on the wrong side of the bed this morning, Allison?”

      I twisted my heel while wrinkling my nose. With light brown hair and creamy skin prone to burning rather than tanning, Mark would never be my tall, dark, and handsome, though he was good looking and aggressive with his money.  With my sort of luck, he’d never account for anything more than an occasional lunch buddy who needed my help with his finances. Then again, maybe it was better for both of us that way.

      Some girls had all the luck. Me? I had more money than I knew what to do with, most of it acquired from Mark in management fees like I was some sort of modern-day vampire. Too bad money couldn’t buy me a life.

      “Who said I went to bed last night?” Hopefully, he wouldn’t think too long or hard on my delayed quip.

      “What’s got your tail in a bunch?”

      I shoved my hands in the back pockets of my jeans and swallowed my relieved sigh. No tail. Good. Last thing I needed was to sprout a tail on Halloween at noon. “N-nothing. You’re always ‘blah, blah, blah, something’s wrong.’ Nothing’s going on.”

      Mark arched his brow at me. “So what did that poor little leaf do to you?”

      “It failed its calculus test twice.”

      “Ouch.” Mark’s laugh rumbled. “I failed it four times, thank you very much. You haven’t killed me over it, not yet at least.”

      “You pay me too well for me to kill you. Did you really ask me to come to New York City just to take me to the park? Normally, you’d have me tucked in your office sorting through the stack of papers breeding on your desk, cracking your whip like the evil overlord you like to think you are.”

      “But you like parks. Would an evil overlord take his minions to the park?”

      “It’s cold.” I sniffled, taking my hands out of my jeans to stuff them into my coat. My keys, cell phone, and wallet were still in the left pocket. I was with someone, and muggers didn’t tend to attack couples in the park during broad daylight.

      I hoped.

      “I can’t believe you brought me to New York on today of all days.” I nodded my head at the park, taking in the entirety of the city in a single gesture. Even in the relative peace of Grand Central, I could hear the bustle, the honk of horns, and the noise of the restless cityscape. Atlanta wasn’t much different downtown, but at least it was home.

      “Oh, come off it, Allison. You like Halloween.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Maybe a little. I still can’t believe you brought me here, though.”

      “Anyway, you owe me,” he said before clucking his tongue.

      I winced. He had me dead to rights, and I knew it. Mark gathered favors and cashed them in like currency. Resisting was futile. “Rub it in my face, why don’t you?”

      “Of course I will, but another time. I’m enjoying myself way too much right now. You’re mine for three whole days, like it or not.”

      “I’m doomed,” I groaned.

      He laughed.

      I didn’t have the courage to tell him I meant it. It was bad enough it was Halloween. The full moon would reach its zenith after nightfall.

      If I wasn’t careful, I was going to pop a tail for real. That would surprise him. It would also get me killed. I doubted the NYPD would appreciate a wolf running loose in the center of their city. “Seriously, Mark. What’s so important that you had to fly me in from Atlanta? I do have a job, you know. I’d even like to keep it.”

      “You’re owed three weeks, and at the rate you’re going, they’re probably getting ready to force you to take the time off. The way I see it, I’ve done you a favor.”

      “Mark,” I growled.

      “Okay, fine. It’s Ma. I told her I had a girlfriend so she’d shut up about me getting married for a while. She wants to meet her. To meet you.”

      I broke into a brisk walk, cutting across the grass towards one of the other paths through the park. With luck, he’d get grass stains on his pretty blue business suit. “You brought me to New York to dress up as your girlfriend for Halloween?”

      I guess it really was going to be a night for wearing masks and pretending to be the impossible. It was bad enough I would have to live the dream of having a boyfriend worth keeping, knowing I could never pursue a real relationship with him.

      If I had a mother, I’m sure she would’ve been proud. I didn’t cuss, scream, or pitch a fit. I did keep walking without checking if Mark kept pace with me though.

      He did. “Come on, Allison. I’ll make it up to you, I swear.”

      “A Halloween party with your mother, Mark? Have you lost your mind? She’s never going to believe we’re a couple, for one. Two, you live in New York City. I live in Atlanta. You know, that place you flew me in from? She’s got no reason to believe us.”

      “I might have told her that you are an old college friend, and we’d been seeing each other on and off since we got our degrees. It’s even true, just not for the reasons she thinks. Come on, Allison. It’s only for one night. You’ll save me from marrying a woman I’ve never met.”

      I sighed. “Seriously? Did your mother have you betrothed or something? That’s so two hundred years ago. At least you had the decency to book me into a good hotel. How did you manage a room at the Plaza on such short notice?” Using my brown bangs as a shield, I stared at my friend. He grinned wolfishly.

      “Who said it was on short notice? I had our room booked six months ago.”

      I tripped over my own feet. A startled cry worked its way out of my throat. Mark’s arm slapped against my chest as he caught me. With a low grunt, he hauled me upright. “Careful.”

      My face burned. “Sorry.” I drew a deep breath. Killing Mark in Central Park wouldn’t work—not during the daytime. There’d be too many witnesses. “Our room?”

      “We’re twenty-five. We’re young, healthy adults. There’s no way my ma will believe we’re a couple if we don’t share a room,” he replied. He leveled a scandalous leer in my direction, his gaze taking all of me in.

      I flushed. “You have a perfectly nice condo, Mark. I’ve seen it. Why not invite me there instead of booking us a room in one of New York’s more expensive hotels?”

      “Wait until you see the room,” Mark said. Then he waggled his eyebrows at me suggestively.

      I closed my eyes, stood straight, and once again shoved my hands into my back pockets. No tail. That was a start. I counted to ten. Then I counted to ten again.

      When that didn’t calm me down enough, I systematically considered all of Mark’s banking accounts I could probably hack my way into, calculating how much I could siphon off without him noticing. I wouldn’t do it, but the figure made me feel warm and fuzzy inside.

      When I managed to quell my urge to throttle my friend, I opened my eyes and glared at him. “You reserved the honeymoon suite, didn’t you?”

      “Do try to act surprised when I propose. At least you have an easy line. Don’t worry. We’ll call off the engagement in a month or two.”

      “Mark.”

      “Yes, dear?”

      “Give me a reason I shouldn’t kill you in your sleep tonight.”

      “I’m too good-looking to kill.”

      “No.” It was a lie, but I wasn’t about to let him know that. I couldn’t fault his logic. We were friends, but we were professionals as well. It was just another business arrangement between us, and nothing more.

      Mark couldn’t possibly be interested in me.

      “I pay you exceptionally well for your accounting skills.”

      “True, but no.”

      “You like me?” His voice wavered, and I had to work to smother my grin.

      “You sound so confident,” I murmured. “Fine. I like you. A little. I’ll do it, but you, dear Mark, will owe me.”

      Mark’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. “You wouldn’t really try to kill me, would you?”

      I grabbed hold of his tie and yanked down so I could look him in the eyes. A smile tugged at the corners of my mouth. “I wouldn’t bet your life on it, if I were you.”

      The little color he did have fled from his face. I let him go and resumed walking across the park, whistling a merry tune.
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      If I had to play Mark’s call girl for Halloween, I’d teach him a thing or two about women. By the time I was finished with him, he’d have more than a few reasons to regret using me against his mother. At the very least, I’d make sure he never forgot how even a hillbilly girl like me could transform into a lady for one evening.

      Maybe he thought he had the upper hand. Unfortunately for him, I had over a hundred years of experience on him. It made me feel old. Not just old, but ancient.

      Still, for someone over a hundred and sixty years, I wasn’t in bad shape. To people like Mark, I was one of many in their twenties making their way in the world. I looked like them, and for the most part, I acted like them.

      Our “relationship” was nothing more than make-believe. Our friendship wasn’t much better off, either. Unfortunately, Mark didn’t know that, though he’d learn soon enough. I shook my head to clear it, staring down at my watch.

      3:59 pm.

      I glanced eastward, at the glass-lined wall of the jewelry store I was in. Shoppers hurried about their business in the broad mall hallways, chatting to each other or talking on their cell phones. Beyond the walls of the building, I could already feel the moon calling to me, birthing shivers under my skin. In a little over an hour, it would start to rise. I made a thoughtful sound, turning my attention back to the glass case in front of me.

      It was a full moon on Halloween. Some people would don masks, confident in their superiority as humans, never realizing how close they’d tread to a violent and bloody end. Others would remove the masks they normally hid behind, rejoicing in their one night of freedom.

      A sad few would have no idea what horrors they had sown come morning.

      I was in a lot of trouble. My fellow boogeymen didn’t frighten me all that much. It was Mark who worried me. Mark, as well as the other humans he’d subject me to before the night was done. I hadn’t lost control in years—I doubted Mark’s mother had been born since the last time it’d happened.

      But that didn’t change the fact that it could happen.

      Old or not, I was still a bitch. Others of my kind liked calling themselves Fenerec, but I called it as I saw it. I was a werewolf, and I was bad news for those around me. Without pack or mate, it was only a matter of time before I lost control.

      Mark wouldn’t stand a chance, and when I finally lost my grip on sanity, I wouldn’t even remember killing him. More troubling was the slight chance my wolf would find him suitable as a mate. If she did, Mark would be hunted until the day he died. Why hadn’t I said no? Why had I agreed to travel to New York on Halloween? What had I been thinking?

      I hadn’t been, and that was a big problem.

      “Is there something I can help you with, miss?” a woman asked from beside me. I about jumped out of my skin.

      Shit. I swallowed back my heart and improvised. Without really seeing the jewelry beneath the glass, I pointed at something shiny, hoping it was a necklace. “May I see that please?”

      “That’s a very expensive piece, ma’am.”

      I glanced at the woman out of the corner of my eye. A pastel pink blazer was matched with a pencil skirt that showed off thin legs and knee-high black boots. Glittering bracelets clung to her wrists. “Is that so?” I murmured, focusing my attention on the piece I pointed at.

      Rubies and diamonds winked at me, woven together in a Celtic knot trapped in the center of a web of delicate, diamond-encrusted chains. My cheek twitched.

      No wonder the woman was skeptical and eying me suspiciously. Here I was, in some luxury jewelry store poking around to waste time, dressed in a beat-up leather coat, a baggy sweater, and worn jeans splattered with mud from my walk in Central park. As luck would have it, I pointed at a necklace worth more than any car or house I’d ever seen in person, let alone owned.

      I felt the eyes of every customer in the store settle on me. Great. Just what I needed. An audience.

      Maybe I should’ve acted more indignant. Maybe I should’ve walked away. Instead, I took out my wallet, pulled out my black platinum Amex card, and tossed it on the counter. “May I see that please?”

      The saleswoman stared at the card and then at me, her eyes narrowing. “Do you really think I’m going to believe this is your card?”

      Half of the customers in the store cleared out in the time it took the saleswoman to pick up my card.

      “Is there a problem?” A man dressed in a business suit stepped forward. His blue eyes took in my clothes before settling on the black credit card in his coworker’s hand.

      The woman glared down her nose at me, her gaze settling on my beat-up jacket. “I do believe we have a stolen credit card here, sir.”

      The manager snatched my credit card. “Is this true, miss?”

      Oh hell no. I felt my cheek twitch again. “It’s not. I’ll just take my card to a different store, then.”

      “I think this can be resolved quickly and easily, miss,” the man replied. He frowned at me. “Can I see your ID please?”

      I showed him my license. The manager winced. “I’m sorry, but there has been a lot of theft of valuable jewelry lately by those with fraudulent credit cards and out-of-state driver’s licenses. This will only take a few minutes as I verify this is a real card.”

      Well, at least he wasn’t going to call the police on me right away. I sighed. “Since when hasn’t my driver’s license been sufficient proof? What is this? LA?”

      The saleswoman scowled at my comment.

      Ignoring me, the man picked up a phone from behind the counter, checked the back of my credit card, and dialed.

      “I can’t even believe this.” I tapped my driver’s license against the counter.

      The saleswoman sniffed before stalking away, probably hoping to salvage at least one of the fleeing customers.

      The manager hummed, punching in numbers as he navigated through Amex’s phone system. “Ah, hello. I’d like to verify a credit card. I’m the manager of Lorindale Jewelers of New York, and a suspicious woman attempted to purchase one of our showcase pieces.”

      “I just wanted to look at it,” I corrected.

      Once again, I was ignored. I leaned against the glass and drew smiley faces on the clear surface.

      “Yes. The name on the card is Allison Ferdinan. I can wait. Thank you.” The manager glared at me, cradling the phone between his ear and shoulder. He made a shooing gesture at me.

      I ignored him. Leaving was looking like a better and better option. Replacing the black card was a phone call away. I’d probably have a new one within an hour, complete with complimentary help with buying whatever I wanted in the city.

      I stared down at the necklace. It did match the gown I had purchased from a costume store specializing in vintage apparel. If I did buy it, I could sell it at a charity auction later. I wasn’t about to lose to some snobby manager.

      Best of all, a wolf like me didn’t need to keep trophies. I grinned.

      The hunt was on.

      “Ah, yes. Hello. My name is Mr. Manwich. I’m the manager of Lorindale Jewelers of New York. I have someone here who has possibly stolen one of your customer’s platinum black cards.” There was a pause, then Mr. Manwich frowned.

      I somehow managed not to laugh. “This is going to get sloppy, Joe.”

      Someone behind me snickered.

      “Yes. The name on the card is Allison Ferdinan. What is she wearing? Why are you asking me this?”

      I scrunched my face and adopted the deepest, roughest voice I could manage, then said, “Is she wearing a leather coat that looks like it had seen better days back in the 1920s? That’s her.”

      A few more people chuckled. The color drained from Mr. Manwich’s face. “Yes. I understand.” He hung up.

      The man’s fear was bitter, sweet, and made my mouth water. I swallowed. Then I smiled. “I’m going to a party tonight, Mr. Manwich, and I need a necklace.”

      Mr. Manwich made a horrified noise.

      It took American Express less than twenty minutes to send a concierge. Samantha Morrison grinned at me, slinging a shiny black leather purse over her shoulder.

      “Oh, god. They haven’t fired you yet?” I moaned, making a sign to ward me against evil.

      Samantha laughed. “Are you kidding? I’m the only woman in this city who can handle you, Ms. Ferdinan.”

      “A-L-L-I-S-O-N spells Allison,” I replied with flippant disregard to Amex’s rules on addressing clients, glancing down at my watch with a grin. “Twenty minutes. It’s a new record.”

      “What can I say? When you’re good, you’re good, and I’m good.”

      An hour later, I took pity on the manager. I bought the ruby and diamond necklace.

      The full moon was rising, and I had bigger game to hunt.
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      “I still can’t believe you did that, Allie,” Samantha muttered around a mouthful of McDonald’s fries. At least the fast-food joint hadn’t questioned the use of my credit card.

      I guess I really could have it my way once and again. Either that, or Samantha’s glare frightened them into cooperation.

      “Did what?” I asked, looking up from my ritualistic slaughter of my hamburger. What can I say? Old habits died hard, and hamburgers didn’t exactly classify as hors d’oeuvres.

      “You took that manager for a ride,” she replied. “And I don’t mean the good type of ride.”

      I stabbed a piece of the burger with my fork. “Oh, Sloppy Joe? Yeah. He deserved it. Give me some credit, Sammy. I bought the necklace, didn’t I?”

      “At over a fifty-percent reduction. That was slick, girl. I didn’t know you had it in you.”

      I grinned. “Old dogs can learn new tricks. Didn’t you get the memo?”

      “And speaking of tricks, what are you doing here tonight of all nights? Are you insane? Don’t tell me you decided to join the circle.” Samantha stared at me with wide blue eyes.

      That got a snort out of me. I shook my head. “Owed a client a favor. He needed a date for a party.”

      “You are insane. What if…?” Samantha glanced over her shoulder before leaning towards me. “What if someone finds out?”

      “Don’t worry,” I said, stabbing at another piece of my burger. It lasted all of five seconds before I gulped it down. A lady, after all, didn’t talk with her mouth full. “I have a large enough insurance policy to cover my card, even with that pretty shiny necklace burning a hole in my wallet.”

      “Is ‘pretty’ a new word for ‘gaudy’? And anyway, I’m not worried about that, you idiot. What if they find you, Shimmer?”

      I flinched at Samantha’s use of my nickname. It was a throwback from well over a hundred years ago, but it still made its rounds through the supernatural community with the same virulence of a cold. “Sammy, what do you think will happen? We’ve been around a long time, girl. If they find me, well, it’s because I’ve lost my touch in my old age.”

      “You aren’t that old.”

      “Says the seventy-seven-year-old masquerading as a thirty-something mother of two,” I grumbled.

      “We all have our flaws.”

      I wrinkled my nose and eyed the remains of my burger, stabbing one of the last pieces of meat. It lasted almost half a minute. “I’m going to need a purse.”

      “Okay,” Samantha replied, shaking her head. The look she gave me wasn’t promising. A talk loomed on the horizon, and it’d be at least three days before I could escape New York. “Color? Type?”

      I gestured at my beat-up leather coat. “I may be ancient, but I’m no fashionista. That’s why I have you. My dress is white and red. I even have heels. They’re red.”

      “You’re wearing heels? What the hell kind of party are you going to, and why wasn’t I invited? The purse is easy. Kate Spade and we’re done. There’s one nearby. Let me do the talking this time, please.”

      “You got it, Boss,” I replied. I eyed my plate.

      I abandoned the fries. My wolf wasn’t hungry for deep-fried rabbit food. I cringed and drew several deep breaths. One of these days, I’d stop referring to my inner beast as my wolf.

      She was me. I just didn’t want to admit it.

      “Are you going to be okay? Don’t you usually head out west when this happens?” Samantha fidgeted and glanced at her watch.

      “I’ll manage, somehow.”

      “If you need my help, call me. You know I’ll do anything I can.”

      “I know. Any luck on my new ID?”

      Samantha sighed. “It’s ready when you need it. We still need to go over your options, but that won’t take long. It’ll take twenty-four hours to finalize, though.”

      “Good,” I replied. With luck, I wouldn’t need it, not for a few years. “Everything’ll be fine.”

      Then again, it was a full moon on Halloween. What could go wrong would. There were too many strange, dangerous things in the world for it not to.

      “If you’re sure…”

      I smiled for Samantha’s sake. “I’m sure.”

      With a little luck, it wouldn’t be a lie.
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            You’re a chicken who got trapped in a paint factory.

          

        

      

    

    
      Trading my leather jacket and my worn jeans for rubies, diamonds, and a pearl-encrusted ball gown was not a satisfactory exchange. Cinderella, at least, got a prince worth keeping, if you happened to believe the perfect fairy tales Disney offered. I bet the real Cinderella had snapped her pretty neck when she lost her glass slipper. Either that, or she had wised up and shoved it up Prince Charming’s ass.

      Samantha didn’t leave until the hairdresser had finished torturing my scalp. Apparently perfect curls were in, and my determined stylist was going to work magic on my untamed mane of hair, like it or not. If Mark wasn’t surprised by the transformation, I was going to eat my damned necklace.

      I suspected Samantha helped by cheating, but I wasn’t going to say anything. Unlike me, Samantha was good at using her witch powers for small but useful tricks. I was almost jealous of her. While I classified as a witch too, I couldn’t do anything like Samantha could. Mine was a difficult-to-control power I buried, hoping it would never resurrect.

      I showed up at the Plaza by limousine at ten until nine. A crowd of costumed figures stopped and stared. A man dressed in a classic black-and-white suit with graying hair hurried to open my door, offering me his hand.

      I kept my touch delicate, emerging from the safety of the limo.

      “Are you here for the gala, ma’am?” he asked.

      I inclined my head. He snapped his fingers, and a bellhop appeared with a clipboard. “Your name, ma’am?”

      “Allison Ferdinan,” I murmured.

      “Ah, excellent, Miss Ferdinan. We’ve been expecting you. Mr. Dupree is waiting for you inside. This way, please.”

      I followed the man inside, careful not to step on the hem of my gown. The hotel’s foyer, the definition of wealthy refinement, was layered in cottony spider webbing. The lights were dimmed, and candelabra-lined paths led to the registration desk and other parts of the hotel. I pulled my jeweled fan from my brand-new purse and fluttered it over my face to hide my grin. Men in faux-fur werewolf masks flanked the doors leading to the grand reception hall.

      A peacock stood nearby, leaning against one of the walls, his costume complete with a long tail of brightly-colored feathers. Mark grinned at me, most of his face obscured by a halo of blue.

      My brows rose. “You’re a chicken who got trapped in a paint factory. It suits you, Mark.”

      “And you, my dear, look radiant,” he replied, pushing away from the wall to take my hand. “What have you done with my Allison?”

      I let his possessiveness slide—this time. “Killed her. I threw the body in the Hudson. The sharks looked hungry. I didn’t think you’d mind.”

      He grinned at me, reaching out with his other hand to touch the necklace hugging my throat. “Is this real?”

      Ladies didn’t snort. They didn’t snicker, either. I smiled instead. “Of course not,” I lied. “What can I say? Pretty impressive for a cheap knock-off, isn’t it?”

      If I told him the truth, I suspected he’d try to find out where I had stolen it from. When he found out I hadn’t stolen it, he’d spend the next several months trying to figure out where I’d gotten the money to afford it.

      “You never cease to impress me. So, who are you?”

      “The love child of Cinderella and Dorothy, of course. Who else could I be?” I lifted my skirts enough to show off my red heels. “Ruby slippers and everything.”

      Mark stared at my feet. “Please tell me you didn’t mug Dorothy for her shoes.”

      “Oh, Mark. Don’t be silly. That’s far too much work. I bribed her using your credit card.”

      His laughter drew the attention of both the werewolves and guests loitering in the lobby. “You little bitch.”

      “That’s no way to speak to a lady,” the trembling voice of an old woman scolded from behind me.

      I think it was to my credit that I didn’t jump, whirl around, or grow a tail. I did, however, make a mental note to put my back to the wall as soon as I could.

      I turned around.

      The Wicked Witch of the West grinned at me. Green eyes stared down the length of her beaked nose, complete with several warts. Her pale skin matched Mark’s, the candles giving her a jaundiced appearance.

      My eyes widened.

      I couldn’t really feel the woman’s power, not like some Jedi playing with the Force could, but my heart skipped several beats before fluttering in my chest. I felt something, though, and it made my insides shiver.

      I hid behind my fan. “A good All Hallow’s Eve to you, Great Witch,” I murmured.

      “And to you, child. Mark, baby, won’t you introduce us?”

      Mark bobbed his head, and the plumes of his costume wreathed his face. “Mother, this is my girlfriend, Allison. Allison, this is my mother.”

      If I remembered correctly, the woman wasn’t Mark’s real mother. She had died when he was little. I glanced at him, but he was too busy staring at his mother to notice me. I settled on an oldie but a goodie.

      I curtsied. “I’m charmed, Mrs…?”

      “Livingston. But please, call me Olivia.” The Wicked Witch of the West focused her full attention on Mark. “Such a charming girl. Why haven’t you brought her home sooner? You should be ashamed of yourself, boy.”

      “I—um—I mean, we’re both busy people, Mother. It’s hard to get away from work,” my friend mumbled.

      If my eyes widened any more, they were going to pop out of my head. Mark, a man capable of wearing a peacock costume in public, was afraid of his mother?

      “Allison,” Mrs. Livingston purred. I fluttered my fan and turned my attention to the witch. “However did you meet my son?”

      “He kept failing his calculus tests in college, ma’am. One of my professors begged me to help him pass.” I grinned behind the shield of my fan. “He’s hopeless with numbers.”

      The old woman cackled. “So you appreciate math? How rare. I feared he’d never get a degree. He’s always been more interested in other pursuits.”

      I glanced at Mark. He paled. He never divulged the nature of his income to me, providing receipts and bills using numbered inventories instead of named line items. Did his current work relate to those other pursuits?

      Interesting.

      “He does well enough. He’s smart enough to keep me around.”

      That earned me a hair-raising cackle.

      Some people, like me, wore costumes or put on masks for Halloween. Others took them off.

      I knew one thing for certain: I didn’t want to test Mark’s mom. Werewolf or not, I doubted I’d come out as the victor. I had learned early on there were always bigger, smarter, and stronger predators out there. Or, as the case likely was, a more powerful witch. It was a rule. Power balanced power. If that balance was disturbed, there’d be an Inquisition.

      I smiled, nodded, and conceded defeat.

      With luck, the woman wasn’t aware of that fact. I don’t think she realized I’d seen through her lack of a mask. At least I hoped not. I wanted to live to see the morning.

      Somewhere in the hall, a clock chimed nine.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, ghouls, zombies, and vampire lords, distinguished members of the fae courts, demons, devils, haunts and specters, witches of renown and lovely princesses! Welcome,” a deep voice boomed from hidden speakers. The crowd hooted and clapped. “May this All Hallow’s Eve prove terrifying.”

      A cold wind gusted through the room and the candles went out. Startled cries rang out, followed by the titter of nervous laughter.

      “It was a dark and stormy night,” the voice rumbled, pausing in the overly-dramatic fashion favored by far too many of the wealthy.

      “Really? Does it get any more cliché than that?” I muttered. Thunder boomed from the sound system, and lights flashed overhead.

      “Hush, child,” Mark’s mother chided.

      “The mists of the ether world part, for just this night, allowing mortals and immortals to mingle. Will you gamble your soul away to a devil in disguise? Will you join the Wild Hunt? Will you dance beneath the light of this full moon and join the creatures of the night?”

      The silence sent shivers racing through me. I drew deep, long, and steady breaths to smother the need to answer the full moon’s call. The darkness made the desire worse.

      The night was for wolves, and it was for me.

      I clasped my hands behind my back. No tail. I hadn’t changed. I wasn’t going to change.

      I kept telling myself that until some of the tension flowed out of my muscles.

      “When the light pierces the darkness, prepare yourselves, revelers of the night. This All Hallow’s Eve is a night for masks, a grand masquerade of men, monsters, and beasts. Some among you may vanish to reappear as something more—or less—than you once were. Tonight is a night for mystery. Enjoy, and do not believe your eyes, for they may deceive you.”

      A single candle illuminated the darkness. Shadows twisted away from the candelabras as they were lit.

      Mark was gone.

      For some reason, I wasn’t terribly surprised. I fluttered my fan in front of my face to hide my frown.

      “That naughty boy needs to be punished,” the Wicked Witch of the West said. Then she cackled.

      I shivered. “Indeed.”

      “M’lady,” the deep voice of the narrator murmured at my side. An old man, bent and crooked, held out a glittering mask. “You are to wear this.”

      I stowed my fan in my purse and took the mask. It was designed to cover the eyes, nose, and forehead. White ribbons hung from each side of it. The style was plain, but hundreds of clear jewels studded its surface.

      “Oh, how lovely. Let me tie that into place for you, dear girl.”

      I was really starting to feel like Dorothy, except she had a loyal dog to keep her out of trouble. Good girls wanting to please future mother-in-laws cooperated, I reminded myself. I turned to let the witch tie the mask in place.

      The satin lining was warm against my skin. As the Wicked Witch of the West secured the ribbons around my head, I felt a faint tingle.

      A good girl wanting to please a future mother-in-law who was likely a witch did not react to the presence of magic. I waited until the woman finished tying the mask in place before I turned around.

      “How does it look?”

      “You’re beautiful, child,” Mrs. Livingston said, patting my cheek.

      Her touch numbed my face.

      “Enjoy your evening, m’lady,” the old narrator said before stepping away to disappear into the shadows.

      For some reason, I doubted flippancy was going to work with Mark’s adoptive mom. I swallowed back the need to be sarcastic, retrieving my fan. “Mark didn’t tell me much about the party,” I admitted. “He just said to come in costume.”

      I fluttered my fan.

      “Oh, you’re in for a treat, darling. What better for a party than a little horror and mystery with a chaser of the spooky and fantastical? How like Mark. He always did like his surprises.”

      “It’s part of his charm,” I murmured.

      I was definitely planning some horror for Mark in the very near future for getting me involved with his witch of a mother.

      “Come, dear. Let’s get out of the entry.”

      I smiled because it was expected of me, clasped my hands in front of me, and followed the old woman into the shadowed room.
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      The mask was definitely doing something to me. I felt way too good for someone stuck with Mark’s mother, forced into acting like his girlfriend without the satisfaction of having the relationship and its perks. To make matters even more unnerving, I was aware of the full moon rising, but the need to transform and embrace the night wasn’t there.

      Had the witch detected what I was? Like my wolfish nature, I tried to smother any signs of my other abilities. Out of sight and out of mind was what I preferred. Sometimes, years went by without me remembering that I, like the Wicked Witch of the West, was something more than a regular woman. I kept my talents on a very short leash, so others wouldn’t notice me.

      What did the mask do? Something like that took time to prepare. There were rituals. Sanctifications. Each stone required purification. Was it meant to protect me from the things Mrs. Livingston and her circle of witches knew would be at the party?

      Mark couldn’t have known about my nature. Then again, I never had suspected, not even for a moment, that his adoptive mother was a witch.

      Did he know? It was possible he didn’t. Witches weren’t like werewolves.

      They didn’t have a tendency to bare their fangs and start howling at the moon. They didn’t, to my knowledge, think of members of the opposite gender as food or mates during the winter, either. I held my breath, waited for my lungs to burn, then released it in a slow sigh.

      The air reeked of perfume, sweat, wine and other spirits.

      Without the mask, I would’ve managed somehow. Some wolves, like me, learned to control themselves. Most wolves had their pack to help them when the need to change grew too strong to resist.

      I didn’t have that. I doubted I ever would.

      Once a rogue, always a rogue.

      I closed my eyes. Why would they give me a mask that could tame my nature and hold my instincts at bay?

      I shivered.

      “Don’t like the dark?” the Wicked Witch of the West cooed.

      “I’m surprised nothing’s jumped out at us yet,” I replied.

      “Don’t worry. The frights won’t happen until the lights come back on.” I felt Mrs. Livingston draw closer. She lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper and said, “I helped set it up.”

      “I’m impressed.”

      “Just wait until later. We’ve barely begun.”

      “I don’t suppose there’s a refreshment table, is there?” Vodka probably wouldn’t impress Mark’s dear mother, but I’d take anything to help dull the edge of my nervousness. I kept smiling. I suspected I’d keep on smiling until my face hurt and my expression froze into place. “Water would be fine.”

      “Oh, child. We can do much better than that.” The witch cackled. She led me to a secluded corner of the room. A table surrounded by candelabras waited, covered in wineglasses and cocktail shooters. “Come, then. I guess Mark doesn’t talk about the family much, does he?”

      “Some,” I said.

      “Oh?”

      “His birth mother died when he was little.”

      “He actually told you that?

      I blinked at the surprise in the old woman’s voice. “Well, yes. I think he said he was five or six? Kindred spirits, I guess. I never knew my mother.”

      “Oh, child. I’m sorry. I guess you would understand him a little, then.”

      “He doesn’t talk a lot about his family,” I admitted.

      Neither did I, but unless the witch asked, I wasn’t going to give her my life story. Not when I couldn’t guess which one of us was older at a glance.

      “He doesn’t. Did he tell you anything about his mother?”

      Maybe it was due to the mask, maybe it was due to the sad tone of her voice, but I blurted the first thing that came to mind. “Chocolate chip cookies.”

      “What?”

      “She made him chocolate chip cookies.”

      The Wicked Witch of the West picked up one of the glasses of wine, handed it to me, then took one for herself. I sniffed at the red liquid, which looked a little too much like blood for my comfort. It tasted cloyingly sweet.

      A woman in a red gown glided to the table, edging away from Mrs. Livingston in the same cautious fashion of someone escaping the striking range of a hissing cobra.

      “Caroline, I’m so pleased you could make it,” the Wicked Witch of the West crooned.

      I’m not sure which one of us shuddered harder. Mrs. Livingston stared at the front of the girl’s dress. Pale sequins forming a W across her chest gleamed in the firelight. I fluttered my fan so I could catch the young woman’s scent. Relief left me weak in my knees.

      Caroline didn’t smell like a werewolf, at least. Another witch? It made the exquisite mask make much more sense. With so many real witches around, it would ensure there weren’t any unfortunate mistakes. An old memory tried to resurface, but I quelled it. Witches and wolves were fire and gasoline far too often, and any one of them could’ve been the Inquisition’s slave.

      If I had known helping Mark would involve the risk of burning at the stake by the self-called protectors of humanity, I would’ve already been on a flight back to Atlanta. If I didn’t pass muster with Mrs. Livingston, I’d be in a lot of trouble.

      “What is your costume, Caroline?”

      “Scarlet letter,” the girl mumbled, chugging down the contents of her glass and grabbing another.

      I sipped at mine, struggling to keep my expression neutral. Caroline was wise to fear Mrs. Livingston, and with each passing second, I wanted to join the woman in drinking as much as possible to take off the edge of my growing anxiety.

      The old witch sniffed. “How fitting.”

      Caroline fled.

      “I’m surprised he told you about the cookies,” Mrs. Livingston said, staring at Caroline’s back.

      I blinked, jerking my head in the old woman’s direction. “Why?”

      “I was certain he had gone and recruited some girl to get out of his upcoming engagement. That clever, clever boy.”

      I was going to need a lot more than one glass of wine to deal with this conversation. I took a sip to buy myself some time. It wouldn’t help my ruse if I knew about Mark’s betrothal. I forced my eyes to widen. “What engagement?”

      The Wicked Witch of the West’s gaze snapped to my face.

      I took another sip of wine, hoping my smile didn’t show. When she didn’t answer, I moved my shoulders in the slightest of shrugs. “It is something he would do, I have to admit.”

      “Yes, it is. You’re after his wealth, aren’t you?”

      I choked back a laugh. “I don’t need Mark’s money. I didn’t even know I was going to meet you until I arrived in the city.”

      The darkness hid the old woman’s expression. “Is that so.”

      “It is. Ah, hell. Samantha’s going to kill me if she gets another call today about me,” I muttered. While I was dressed for a gala at the Plaza, that wouldn’t stop me from getting kicked out if I caused too much trouble.

      “Samantha?”

      I didn’t snort. I wanted to, but I didn’t. There was no way I was telling her about my finances, Mark’s mother or not. I’d become the prey she believed her son was. “She’s my assistant whenever I’m in New York.”

      Anger and suspicion burned in the witch’s eyes. “What does a freelance accountant need with an assistant when in New York?”

      I took another sip of my wine without looking away from the old woman’s face. Women, wolves, witches, and the wealthy had a tendency to share one important belief: The one who looked away first was the weakest.

      We locked gazes until the old woman inclined her head. I matched her gesture, and we both averted our eyes at the same time. As Mark’s girlfriend, I had to have the strength to stand up to the wealthy. I had to stand on my own two feet. I had to make her believe I was nothing more than a girl Mark fancied.

      So long as she never guessed I was a wolf, I would live to see the dawn. To do that, I had to make her believe I was a serious contender for Mark’s hand in marriage.

      Faking a wince, I gestured at my gown. “I have the fashion sense of a blind, three-toed tree sloth. Without her help, I’d still be shopping, and my clothes would clash.”

      “Mark may have mentioned your normal attire.”

      I finished off my glass, placing it back on the table. Count Dracula materialized from the shadows, whisking it away. I waited for the man to depart. “What can I say, Mrs. Livingston? Tonight is a night of masks.”

      Maybe it was because of the wine, or maybe I was tired of being pushed around, but I smiled and met her gaze again. “Even a girl like me enjoys playing Cinderella every now and then. If I wanted your son’s money, I wouldn’t date him for it. There’s something called a prenuptial, ma’am, and I won’t marry anyone without one.”

      “And what do you have that my son might possibly want?”

      “That’s something you’ll have to take up with him,” I replied, eying the neat rows of half-filled wine glasses.

      If I got drunk enough, maybe I’d be incapable of a transformation, fancy witch-worked mask or not. The Wicked Witch of the West tested my patience in a way no other woman had in at least fifty years.

      Maybe instead of gold, rubies, and diamonds, I should have worn enough silver to knock myself into a stupor.

      “You have a lot more backbone than I thought you would, Cinderella.”

      “Just wait ‘til midnight,” I muttered, reaching for another glass of wine. The lights turned on. White flashes danced in front of my eyes. “Ugh, they could have warned us.”

      “Mayhem. Murder. Masks,” the deep voice of the narrator boomed through the room. “There is one less of you than there was before. But who could have done it? Why?”

      The lights dimmed and a spotlight fell onto a figure lying on the floor. Caroline’s crimson dress pooled on the floor around her. The crowd converged on her.

      “The rules are simple, children of the night. All of the clues you need to solve this dastardly crime can be found within the Plaza. Good luck, and act swiftly, or you might be next.

      Mrs. Livingston cackled.
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      Caroline was either the best actress I’d ever seen, or she was really dead. I crouched next to her, torn between touching her neck to feel for a pulse and running away before the sweet scent of a fresh kill overwhelmed my restraint.

      A clock chimed ten. The power of the full moon slammed into me, tugging at my heart and tightening my chest. The need to embrace my inner beast and become one with the night quickened my breath.

      Scents flooded my nose. Strong perfumes mingled with cologne, and the sweat of hot, living bodies stirred my hunger. I licked my lips, and for one brief moment, I imagined the salty sweetness of fresh blood on my tongue.

      There was another hunter in the room with me, taunting me with their kill. Their prey was either dead or left to die. It was a challenge to the scavengers, to the hunters, and a warning to the prey.

      “What do you think?” Mark’s mother asked.

      “She’s an amazing actress,” I replied, careful to keep my tone light. I rose to my feet. If I grew a tail, I could only hope my gown would hide it long enough for me to slip from the party and find a place to gain control over myself.

      Or complete the change and go on a rampage.

      Another minute passed in silence. I shook my head. “This would be why I’m not a police officer.”

      The Wicked Witch of the West giggled. I shivered at the sound. “I see. Very well, Cinderella. Shall we mingle with the other guests and learn about this terrible, terrible deed?”

      “I thought this was when Mark was supposed to come rescue me from a fate worse than death,” I muttered.

      Oops. So much for staying civil. I guess it was inevitable. Bodies brought out the worst in me. Especially when the body wasn’t one of my making. To make matters worse, I couldn’t exactly raise the alarm.

      If I did, I’d reveal to those who knew the truth about werewolves and witches that I wasn’t just some girl after a wealthy boy. Then the Inquisition would find silver old enough to reduce me to ashes, purging the world of one more rogue werewolf.

      “Why can’t you be wealthy?” Mrs. Livingston lamented.

      The old woman’s question caught me by surprise. Had she heard me? Did she think it an amusing quip?

      Was it possible the woman actually liked me? Confused at the question, I answered honestly. “Ma’am, who says I’m not? I’m your son’s accountant. Do you really think he’d trust someone who didn’t have access to at least some money with his money?” I glared at the old woman. At least the brewing fight between us distracted me from Caroline’s body a little. “Don’t forget: I know exactly how much he makes a year, where he transfers his funds, who owes him how much, and what he owes. I know how much he’s paid in taxes, and I know how much I saved him last tax season.”

      The witch’s mouth dropped open. “Just what—”

      “I paid more in taxes than he did last year. I’ll let you do the math. Unless, of course, he learned how to count from you.” I pivoted on a heel and stalked my way towards the refreshment stand.

      The lights dimmed, and the spotlight focused on the fallen woman once more. “By now, you have all had a chance to look at the unfortunate victim. Why was she killed? Who can you trust? One among you is the killer. You hide among us, plotting and scheming, biding your time to strike again.”

      The crowd cheered. To me, Caroline looked so pale, strangely peaceful, and entirely alone.

      Guilt nibbled at me before taking a huge bite. A woman was dead, and I had, for a brief moment, seen her as nothing more than wasted food. I might not have known her, but she had been someone’s daughter. Maybe she had a lover. She certainly had friends who would miss her.

      Everyone else saw her as a pawn in a game, unaware of the truth.

      Maybe.

      I despaired. Halloween truly was a night of masks, horrors, murder, and lies.
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      Like Cinderella at the prince’s ball, hiding in the crowd was impossible. My rubies and diamonds twinkled in the light, and drew every eye to me. While the deep voice of the narrator rumbled on, laying out the rules of engagement for the mystery game, I staked out the guests. I listened, I watched, and I waited.

      I also went through two glasses of wine, one for each hand. I was classy like that. It’d take a cask or more to dull the edge of my irritation and quench my thirst for the hunt.

      Dracula passed me with a tray. I drained the last of the wine and plunked down both glasses.

      “Vould the very lovely lady vant another one?” Dracula purred at me.

      “No, but you have my thanks,” I replied. It wasn’t the staff’s fault the wealthy had extravagant tastes and twisted morals, after all. The poor man probably didn’t know he’d passed by a corpse several times while serving other guests.

      “You vould make a lovely bride,” Dracula replied before wandering off. He flashed a smile at me over his shoulder.

      The lights dimmed once more. I sighed. What were the stupidly rich going to try next? Wasn’t the death of one woman enough?

      A wolf howled. The high pitched, reedy sound cut over the murmur of conversation. I froze. It wasn’t a bark of warning or a signal to the hunting pack.

      It was a cry for help.

      “Now that you have heard the rules,” the narrator continued when the howl quieted, “I am pleased to introduce to you the grand prize of this evening’s festivities. Behold! A rare black tundra wolf.”

      A spotlight illuminated the far side of the room. Dark cloth covered a raised platform. Two of the werewolf-masked men in black suits unveiled a cage. White light gleamed on silver bars. Necklaces, bracelets, and rings dangled from chains woven around the wolf’s prison.

      The black animal cowered on a fur blanket. I gasped along with half of the room.

      “When you win this wolf, you will acquire all paperwork and permits required to keep the animal in the state of your choice. Boarding will be provided until you can create a proper habitat for your prize. The winner will also receive one hundred thousand dollars on a prepaid credit card.”

      The crowd applauded.

      I trembled, unable to tear my eyes away from the wolf. It howled again. I breathed in. Fear, excitement, and perfume mingled with the musky scent of a male wolf. A sneeze doubled me over. An itch irritated my nose and spread over my cheeks. My eyes burned. I cursed my werewolf heritage. A human’s nose wasn’t sensitive enough to smell a wolf—or react to their presence if allergic to domesticated dogs.

      “In order to be declared the winner, you must bring proof of the killer’s identity and motivation to the Keeper of Secrets before sunrise.”

      I groaned and retreated towards the lobby. When I found out where Mark had gone, I was going to kill him. He knew I was allergic to dogs, wolves, foxes, and any other beast even remotely related to a canine.

      Werewolves, however, were the worst. I felt the blood drain from my face. With so much silver around, my brother wolf wouldn’t be able to transform back into human form once the lure of the full moon wore off.

      How long could a man live as a beast before he forgot his human heritage? If I lost, I’d never know. If I won, another werewolf would learn I existed. The weight of hopelessness crashed down on me.

      If I made a noticeable, serious effort to win, Mark would notice. Under any normal circumstances, I would’ve left. I dug through my purse for my handkerchief, cursing myself for foolishly believing the Plaza wouldn’t have dogs, let alone werewolves.

      The lights turned on.

      “Please enjoy your night of chills and thrills,” the narrator concluded.

      I wouldn’t, but I kept my mouth shut. The lobby of the hotel was still dark, lit by the flickering glow of the candles. I fished my cell phone out of my purse and started to dial Samantha’s number.

      “I’m sorry, Lady, but cell phones aren’t permitted for the duration of the party,” a zombie said, shuffling for me.

      I squeaked and hung up the phone. Globs of flesh dangled from the ruined remnants of the man’s jaw.

      “Was going to call a friend to bring my medicine,” I replied, choking back a snarl. Even with my nose in its itching, clogged state, I was pretty certain the man wasn’t actually an undead.

      “This way, Lady. The concierge will see to your needs.”

      I put away the phone and followed the zombie across the lobby.

      After tonight, I doubted I’d ever enjoy Halloween or parties again.

      Especially not Halloween parties.
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            You’re really allergic to dogs?

          

        

      

    

    
      Caroline’s body was gone by the time I made it back to the reception hall. Whatever medicines the concierge had given me numbed me for the most part. My eyes were still burning holes into my head, but the itching and sneezing faded to something almost tolerable.

      The wolf’s cage was covered, but his scent lingered in the air. I sniffled.

      “Allison, where on Earth have you been?” The Wicked Witch of the West pounced on me before I’d managed to take three steps into the room. I blinked at her and clasped my hands in front of me so I wouldn’t rub at my sore eyes.

      “Mark didn’t tell you?” I squinted at the old woman and blinked several times to keep my eyes from watering. Sniffling was inevitable.

      The old woman tensed. “Mark didn’t tell me what?”

      “I’m—” I sneezed and covered my nose with my handkerchief. “I’m allergic to dogs.”

      “Oh. Oh! Oh, my. Now, that is a problem, isn’t it?” Mrs. Livingston glanced at the covered cage, deep lines scoring her brow. “Will you be all right?”

      “I think so,” I replied, rubbing at my nose with my handkerchief. It didn’t stop my next sneeze. “They gave me pills.” My tongue felt thick in my mouth. I made a disgusted noise. My normal medication had a little bit of a kick, but whatever they were stashing behind the counter, it was strong, I had to give them that.

      “Who gave you pills?” The Wicked Witch of the West surprised me by grabbing hold of my shoulders in a firm grip. I dropped my handkerchief. Unable to control the widening of my eyes, I stared at her.

      Why would my mention of pills spook the woman so much? “Concierge? I was going to call Sammy, but…” I shrugged.

      “No calls,” the woman finished for me in a murmur, letting me go. Before I could stop her, she stooped down to fetch my handkerchief, pressing it back into my hand.

      “Thank you. Damn, though, they’re strong.”

      “You’re really allergic to dogs?”

      “Well, yes.” I drew a deep breath. The drugs were messing with my sense of smell. “Why couldn’t I have been allergic to cats? I didn’t think there’d be dogs, so I didn’t bring my pills or my inhaler.”

      “Inhaler?”

      I was glad for the mask. I could feel my eyebrows inching their way towards my hairline. The Wicked Witch of the West was worried about me, even after our little scuffle over Mark’s money? Had Mrs. Livingston been testing me, or was there another reason she was so concerned?

      My drug-addled brain offered me no answers.

      “For my allergies.”

      “Not for asthma, then?”

      “No, nothing like that. I’m all sorts of healthy, unless there’s a doggie around. Not so much then. I wish he’d warned me.”

      “He didn’t know. Why don’t we go sit in the lobby? We’ll come up with a plan.” Mark’s mother grabbed my elbow and dragged me out of the reception hall. The strength of her grasp surprised me.

      “Plan? What plan? What for?”

      “To win that wolf, of course. I’ll take the animal, you get the cash. Deal?”

      I tried to hide my surprise. Why did she want the werewolf? I struggled to keep my composure. Why couldn’t she win the wolf on her own? I shook my head to try to clear it of the fog preventing me from thinking coherently. “Oh. I don’t need the money, though.”

      “You don’t?” The old woman’s tone turned suspicious.

      “Ma’am, with all due respect, I told you I don’t need Mark’s money. I don’t need free offerings, either.”

      “You’re wearing a multi-million dollar necklace my son swears he didn’t buy you, and you don’t need the money?”

      Glaring while red-eyed from allergies wasn’t a sufficient deterrent. The Wicked Witch of the West ignored my displeasure. She dragged me across the lobby. I couldn’t shake free of her hand or even slow her down. She didn’t stop until we reached a bench.

      Accepting my temporary defeat, I swept my skirts out from under me and sank down onto the cushion. “I pay off my credit cards every month, I assure you.” I worked my fingers under my mask and pinched my nose. Breathing out of my mouth tickled the back of my throat. The almost drunken feeling of the medicine’s influence eased a little. “This little thing?” I gestured to my necklace. “I’ll donate it to charity after I pay the bill.”

      “To charity?” Once again, the witch sounded surprised. “But why?”

      At the rate I was going, I was going to surprise the woman to death. I wasn’t sure if Mark would be upset with me or not if I did.

      “Cinderella can’t attend a ball without a necklace. That’s all. Why keep something I’ll never wear again?” It didn’t hurt I’d paid less than a million for it once I had finished swindling the manager of the jewelry store. “And anyway, I never said it was real.”

      “It looks real enough to me. You might be able to fool Mark, but you can’t fool my eyes. Tell the truth. Did you steal it?”

      “You’re pretty quick with your accusations, Mrs. Livingston. Did you select Mark’s betrothed through a hundred page application including a full disclosure of her finances?”

      The witch stiffened, glaring down at me.

      Bullseye.

      “Just answer the question,” she snapped.

      “I solemnly swear I did not steal or borrow my necklace.” I sneezed so hard that lights danced in front of my eyes. “Why do you want that wolf?”

      My question earned me another glare. “That’s none of your business.”

      Mark was going to kill me. But war had pretty much been declared between us. In-laws weren’t supposed to like each other, anyway. “Then how, why, and where I got my necklace is none of your business.”

      “How dare you!”

      “What? Expect you to be my equal? Oh, how terrible of me.”

      “You’ll never take my Mark. I do think we’re quite done here, aren’t we? That wolf is mine, Miss Ferdinan. I recommend you stay out of my way.”

      I could have stayed quiet and avoided adding fuel to the flames, but I couldn’t resist smiling. “Last time I checked, Mrs. Livingston, Mark was a free man. Should I find out otherwise…”

      The drug-induced fog in my head cleared a little under the heat of my anger. I sat straighter and clasped my hands on my lap, lifting my chin to meet her stare.

      “You’ll do what?”

      I paused for drama’s sake. The witch recoiled a step. “I’ll destroy you,” I said in as calm of a tone as I could muster.

      The Wicked Witch of the West’s mouth dropped open and her eyes widened. I think she believed me.

      When I didn’t say another word, the old woman cleared her throat. “Prove it, then. Win the wolf, and I’ll believe in your sincerity.”

      I glared at her until she stormed away. “Fine,” I called out to her departing back. Mrs. Livingston halted, but didn’t turn around. “If you really want to dance, we’ll dance
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