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Chapter One

​ I thought I heard a scream. It was hard to be sure
with the shower running and hitting me in the face, so I turned it
off. I listened.

Bam! Bam! What the…? Then, another shriek.
That sounded like Annamae!

I jumped from the shower, grabbed my big
bath towel, and rushed to the door, suds running down my face from
my wet, half-shampooed hair. My foot hit the edge of the trash
container by the sink, knocking it over and scattering used paper
towels, dental floss, and all the other stuff usually found in the
bathroom trashcan. I also bashed the hell out of my right pinkie
toe and went hopping out the door, trying not to slide as I ran
down the hall to Annamae’s room.

I threw open her door, my adrenaline filled
heart flapping like a crazed hummingbird and my pinkie toe
throbbing with pain. I was trying to hold on to my towel as I
blinked the shampoo suds from my eyes. Water pooled around my feet
and beaded up on the hardwood floor.

Annamae squatted in the corner by her small
dresser, shoe in hand, beating the crap out of something on the
floor.

“What… what happened?” I panted, holding on
to the door and my towel. I scrubbed my face down one lifted
shoulder, trying to clear my eyes of suds.

“I got it, Mom!” she exclaimed triumphantly,
rising to her feet, grinning fiercely and clutching her shoe.

“Got what? Girl, you scared the mess
out of me! What were you screaming about?” I peered over, trying to
see what she’d “got.”

“The spider! A big one, too! It was just
sitting there glaring at me, and I clobbered it with my shoe!” she
said with satisfaction. She hopped up on her bed, her pajama legs
scrunching up around her skinny calves.

I noticed she’d gotten off one hole when she
buttoned her pajama top, making the collar stick up on one side and
the bottom uneven.

“Mom, get rid of it for me?” she asked, her
eyes going pitiful as only a nine-year-old with a cute elfin face
could.

She’d kill a spider but was too squeamish to
clean up the mess.

I sighed, my heart rate slowing down. I was
relieved it was nothing but annoyed at having my shower
interrupted. I limped over and grabbed some tissue from the box on
her dresser.

“I hope you know I broke my toe getting in
here to see what was killing you,” I grumbled. Still trying to keep
my towel in place, I stooped down to wipe up the spider.

…. And saw she’d murdered the shit out of a
small clump of hair.

Girl needs some glasses, I thought,
shaking my head as I straightened back up, holding the hair clump
in the tissue.

I smiled. “Want to see it?” I knew she
wouldn’t want to, so I sat on the bed beside her and held out the
tissue.

She shrieked and scooted further up on the
bed away from me.

“No! Get that thing away, Mom!” she cried
frantically.

“Annamae,” I said calmly, “Look at what you
“killed,” sugar--a piece of hair.” I was trying my best to keep my
face straight.

She paused in her frantic movements. “Huh?”
She scooted back down and leaned forward to peek--cautiously--at
what I was holding. She sagged with relief--but I saw some
disappointment there, too.

That girl liked to kill spiders. She
hated them.

“Mom, I swear it looked like a spider
to me!” She sighed. “I thought I was getting a big, juicy one,
too.”

“Don’t swear,” I admonished
hypocritically.

Okay. I do swear--occasionally--just
not out loud around her. Most of the time.

I lifted an eyebrow at her. “Sugar, I think
we need to get you to the eye doctor. This isn’t the first time
this happened. Remember when you poured an entire shaker of salt on
that piece of gummy bear out on the patio thinking it was a slug?
Or smushed the pea that rolled down under the table in the kitchen
last week because it looked like one of those beetles that live
down by the creek?”

“Aw, Mom! I don’t need glasses. I just
looked at it too quick.” She propped her chin in her hands, leaning
forward to verify it actually was hair and not a spider.

“No, you’re going, all right. I’ll call and
make the appointment in the morning. You’re going to make me kill
myself running to see what’s wrong when you scream like that, and
what if something is actually wrong but I’ve gotten used to you
going off about things like this, and decide not to come?”
My toe pulsed angrily. I hoped it wasn’t broken.

She gave an unhappy shrug, and sighed. She
knew she was going to the eye doctor no matter how hard she
protested. And there would be no reprieve by going to her father.
Not when I used that tone of voice.

I was getting chilled sitting there in my
damp towel, and my hair was still dripping. I was also getting
Annamae’s covers wet. I stood.

“Time for bed, Sugar. I’m going to finish my
shower and dry my hair.” I stopped, thinking. “Did you finish your
homework? You’ve got that thing you were supposed to do on the
computer for tomorrow --”

“I finished that, Mom. I already printed it
out, and it’s in my bag.” She pulled the covers back and slid under
them. She pushed her full little lips out at me in a cute pucker.
“Gimme a kiss. I promise not to hit any more inanimate objects
tonight,” she added sheepishly. She’d been learning new words, and
liked to throw them out there when she could.

“Okay.” I leaned over and gave her a kiss on
the chin as her kiss hit my nose. Sweet kid. Love her to death, but
she surely can’t see. I tucked the covers up around her, and
twirled one of her pigtails.

“Goodnight, sweetheart.” I limped back to
the bathroom to finish my shower.

******

Just as I finished cleaning up the mess from
the trash can and wiping up water from the floor down the hall and
in the bathroom, I heard a key turn in the front door downstairs. I
put down the trashcan, threw my towel in the hamper, and hurried to
my bedroom. I was pulling my sexy green caftan over my head, when
Sam shouted up the stairs.

“Hey, Babes! I’m home!”

He was early. It was only nine o’clock, and
he didn’t usually get in until ten.

“Be down in a minute!” I called back as
quietly as I could. I was trying not to awaken Annamae, who had to
be asleep by then. I shrugged the caftan down, and headed for the
stairs, still limping.

I checked the pinkie toe and didn’t think
I’d broken it, but it still ached a bit, and the nail was split on
the end. I limped into the kitchen, where I could see Sam’s
entirely fabulous ass sticking out the fridge as he searched for
his supper.

“Hi, Hun. What are you doing home so early?”
I went over and pulled him out of the way so I could get the
casserole out to heat it up. I usually had his food warmed and
ready to eat by the time he got home. That’s what he got for being
early. He bent down and gave me a buss on the lips as I came up
with the dish.

Mmm. That man still had the ability to make
my heart go “lub-dub” after fifteen years.

“Got done early.” He watched me, his brow
furrowed, as I cripped over to the microwave. “Uh, why’re you
limping?”

I explained about tripping over the trashcan
and about Annamae’s assassination of the hair clump. I’d eaten
earlier with Annamae, but I decided I could use a snack, so I got
two plates down from the cabinet.

He chuckled. “Well, that piece of hair won’t
be bothering anybody else. Sounds like she did a pretty good job of
wasting it.” He sobered and shook his head. “Seriously, though, I
think you’re right; she does need to go in for an eye check. This
sounds like the massacred gummy bear and the pea she snuffed.” He
eyed me limping back over to pull the casserole out. “And you might
need to change to fix that pinkie toe of yours. It could be broken,
you know.”

I dished out his plate, put a snack-sized
amount on mine, and sat down across from him. I frowned. “Nah, I
don’t think it’s broken. Just needs a good soaking.”

Damned if I wanted to morph into my wolf
form right then just to get my toe to stop hurting. I’d save that
for something a bit more serious. Like a broken back or neck.

He shrugged as he forked down his food. No,
he didn’t wolf it down. He has great table manners and never
even licks his fingers while eating. Of course, he sometimes licks
mine, but that’s another story, involving chocolate--and chicken
grease. And that’s none of your business.

“Suit yourself, Cady. How’d your day go? I
mean before you got home and had to do a crime scene clean up after
the slaughter of the hair clump?”

I smiled. All my close friends and family
call me “Cady” instead of the “Cadence” everybody else does. Mom
decided to name her daughters for her sisters, and one of her
sisters is named “Cadence,” the other, “Hortense.” I have a sister
named “Hortense,” and while it’s a perfectly good name, I’m kind of
glad I wasn’t the first-born daughter. Even my sister isn’t fond of
the name. She won’t answer to “Hortense.” Try “Tensy.”

I thought back over my day and my job at the
barbershop. What? You never heard of a werewolf barber? Believe me,
we work everywhere. Besides, I like my current job. I’ve had worse.
Much worse. And much more violent. Besides, between my job as a
barber and Sam’s as a masseur--yeah, I know--we make out pretty
good.

“My day went quite well, thank you. No
excitement, just gossip and shop talk. Just the way I like it. How
was yours?” I smiled when he developed a small frown between his
eyes.

He usually liked his job down at the massage
parlor. Generally, it was just as unexciting as mine, and you can
believe it when I say he was all over unexciting. So was I.
Apparently, today it had been a bit more exciting than he would
have preferred.

“Eloise came in today,” he said heavily.

Somehow, I knew he was going to say that. He
only gets that little frown of irritation when she’s been around.
Sam is a really yummy looking guy. That golden blond mane on his
head, and his height of six and a half feet coupled with a fine
body of divinely defined muscles, not to mention an outrageously
gorgeous face surrounding a set of piercing blue eyes, formed a
pretty pleasing package. Talk about your chick magnet.
Cubed. But as long as I’m Mrs. Sampson Hilliard--which I
will be ‘til the day I die, or forever, if I can swing it--they can
look, but they better not touch.

Most women, when they saw the ring, which he
never removed, were polite enough to at least flirt covertly. Not
Eloise. She started showing up at the parlor every two or three
weeks about four months ago, and always specifically asked for him.
She was a shameless flirt. He told me that, lately, she’d even
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