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Chapter One

 


Kaylee stripped and tiptoed out the back
door naked. Her entire body itched to shift, to run free in her fox
form. The door creaked when she opened it, but she stood there
quietly, listening until she was sure Tim, the guy she was sort of
dating, was still steadily snoring away.

Satisfied, she shifted and ran as fast as
her little legs would carry her. The early evening air was warm but
refreshing. Normally, that time of year in Woodlandville, Texas,
would be excruciatingly humid, the air so thick you could spoon it
up like soup. But not tonight.

She dodged around brush and pine trees so
tall you could barely see the tops. She yipped at birds and
squirrels as she ran and bounced excitedly as they scattered.

She thought about Tim as she ran. He’d taken
the day off from work “to spend time with her” but had started
drinking before noon and had fallen asleep by six. Lame. Oh well,
he’d been fun for a time, but the more she got to know him, the
more he pretty much sucked. Besides, he wasn’t a shifter, so she’d
never be able to be her true self around him, anyway.

Yeah, she decided as she jumped a mud puddle
and ran back to Tim’s, this would be her last night with him. She’d
talk to him when he woke up and then get gone.

As she broke through the clearing, she
jumped as high as her little legs would take her, shifted back to
human in midair, and landed in a crouch. The thrill of her run
turned to utter dismay when she looked up and saw Tim’s horrified
face.

Oh shit. Oh shit. Shit! They both stood
there frozen. She’d never been caught shifting before and couldn’t
believe she’d been so careless. Should she run? Try to explain?

Tim’s face twisted to one of disgust. “What
the fuck are you?”

Her limbs shook as she implored him. “Let me
explain.”

“You’re a goddamn freak,” he spat. “I’ve
been fucking a dog?”

“N-no,” she stammered. “It’s not like that—”
She walked toward him slowly, arms out, palms up in a
nonthreatening gesture and stopped just a foot from him. “Please
listen,” she said even though she had no clue what to say to
him.

His eyes burned with fear, disgust, and pure
hatred as his hand shot forward and pain lanced her stomach. Her
mind couldn’t make sense of what’d happened until she saw the
bloody pocketknife in his hand.

Every fiber of her being screamed “run”. She
shifted and ran blindly through the woods. She didn’t know where
she was going, just knew she had to get as far away from him as
possible. By the time the blood loss and pain became too much,
adrenaline the only thing keeping her going, she’d reached the
outskirts of the town square.

She needed help, but who was going to help a
bleeding fox? She could shift to human but had no clothes. A naked,
bleeding girl walking through town would raise too many
questions.

Dizzy, she stumbled but pushed herself back
to standing on all four paws. Maybe she could find some clothes in
one of the dumpsters, then get help from one of the store owners.
She could say she fell on a piece of glass or something, get
patched up, then disappear before Tim could find her, before he
could tell people what he’d seen.

She was about to shift to human when she
reached the first dumpster, but the back door of the shop opened,
and she crouched behind a box and collapsed.

A dark-haired man holding a trash bag
stepped outside. He looked to be mid-forties, handsome for an older
guy. She honed in on his scent and hoped and prayed she’d get lucky
and he’d be a shifter, but he wasn’t. Of course, she couldn’t be
that lucky.

As he moved closer to the dumpster, she
tried to make herself smaller but a pain shot through her, and she
couldn’t contain the loud whimper that escaped her.

 



Chapter Two

 


Jeb chucked the trash bag into the dumpster
behind Jeb’s Country Market and almost shit a brick when he heard a
high-pitched whimper that sounded somewhere between human and
animal. “Someone there?”

He scanned the area, and when he didn’t see
anyone, he decided it must’ve been some animal looking for a meal.
Either that or he was hearing things. It’d been a long day. One of
his employees had called in sick, and the one who usually closed at
night was on vacation.

Just as he opened the door to go back
inside, there was a scuffling by the dumpster. Probably a raccoon.
“Damn coons.” Actually, Jeb liked coons, but they sure made a mess
sometimes. He picked up a box that had fallen behind the dumpster,
expecting to chase off a coon. Instead, he found a fox.

“What in the Sam hell?”

The little fox was injured without a doubt.
Blood leaked from a wound in its stomach. Its deep brown eyes that
were flecked with yellow were wild as it stared at him and tried to
get on its feet to hightail it out of there. But it fell back to
the ground and whimpered again.

“Don’t worry. I ain’t gonna hurt ya, but if
you wanna live, we’re gonna have to stitch ya up.” He took off his
overshirt and bent down to wrap it around the fox and pick her up.
“Now, don’t go bitin’ me. I can’t get ya fixed up if I’m
injured.”

The fox stared warily at him, but seemed to
calm at his words, and thankfully didn’t sink her teeth into him
when he picked her up. “Good girl.”

The fox winced and whimpered as he
repositioned her so he could lock the back door and carry her to
the parking lot where he laid her on the passenger seat of his
truck, then got in the driver’s side.

He glanced over at the oddly calm fox. He
worried she was so calm because she’d lost too much blood and was
on her way out. He didn’t know why he kept talking to her, but it
felt right, and he’d always been a sucker for animals. “Vet’s
closed and my kit’s at home, so you’re gonna have to hold on for
about fifteen minutes more.”

Jeb had been volunteering at the town vet’s
office for years when he could find the time, and he’d picked up a
thing or two. Came in handy on more than one occasion.

She blinked at him and closed her eyes as he
started the truck and pulled onto the main road through town. He
drove as smooth as he could so as to not jostle her too much, but
when they turned onto the dirt road that led to his log cabin, it
was an impossible feat.

Her mouth opened, tongue hanging out as her
breaths came in pants. “Sorry, girl. Almost there.”

Once parked, he gathered her in his arms and
managed to maneuver her inside and onto his bed without her
whimpering too much. He ran to the small room he used as an office,
pulled out his medical kit, and then hurried back to the
bedroom.

The fox lay there, her eyes widening when he
pulled out the syringe with the Lidocaine, but she’d be glad for
the numbness in a few seconds. “It’ll numb you up so what I have to
do doesn’t hurt ya.” He’d swear she relaxed a little at his
words.

He cleaned her up, disinfected the wound,
sutured it, and except for a couple of sharp intakes of breath, she
didn’t balk and didn’t once snap at him. It just wasn’t natural for
a fox, no matter how wounded, to be so … tame.

Could it be? Could she be one of them? He
left her laying there, put his kit away, then pulled out his phone
to call his friend Dax who just happened to be a fox-shifter.

Dax answered on the fourth ring. “Yeah?”

“Hey there,” Jeb said. “Got a situation with
a wounded fox.”

“Fox? Or fox-shifter?”

“Well, I’m sure she’s just a regular ole
fox, but…”

“But?” Dax urged.

“I don’t know. It just seems like she
understands what I’m sayin’. Ya know what? Never mind. It’s just my
tired brain messin’ with me. I’m gonna make sure she’s comfortable
and hope I did a good enough job patchin’ her up so I can get her
to the vet tomorrow. See ya.”

Jeb washed his hands, fixed himself a glass
of sweet tea, grabbed a towel, then went back to check on the fox.
Her eyes were closed, and she didn’t stir when he sat on the bed
next to her. She was a pretty little thing. Mostly white but with
red and black markings. “You try to hold on until tomorrow. I’ll
take ya to the vet, see if he can do more for ya.” He carefully
bunched up the towel around her making a sort of nest for her. She
opened her eyes staring at him for a second before nuzzling her
face into the towel.

Jeb left the fox to sleep and plopped down
in front of the TV flipping absently through the channels. A while
later, there was a knock at the door. When he opened it, Dax was on
the other side. “Let me see her.”

Jeb waved him off. “I didn’t mean to drag ya
away from whatever you were doin’. Told ya it’s probably just my
imagination.”

“I’d rather check it out to be sure.”

Dax was a menacing man. Huge, dark, scarred,
tattooed, and he had a helluva temper. Even though he’d loosened up
some since finding his mate, Opal, he was still a force to be
reckoned with.

Dax followed Jeb to the bedroom. The fox’s
eyes were closed and she lay very still, but her chest expanded
slightly with each breath.

“What the fuck happened to her?”

“Don’t know for sure. Found her behind the
dumpster behind the market. Wound looked like a stab. Why would
someone stab a fox?”

Dax shook his head and corrected Jeb.
“Shifter.” Then he directed his words to the fox and demanded,
“Wake up.”

“You sure she’s a shifter?” Jeb couldn’t
conceal his excitement. Ever since he’d learned of the shifter
world he’d been fascinated.

“Positive,” he said to Jeb. To her, “I said
wake up.”

“Hey, man.” Jeb grabbed his arm and led him
out of the room. “Let her sleep. She’s hurt, needs rest.”

Dax looked down at the hand on his arm and
raised his eyebrows, and if he and Jeb weren’t friends, he’d have
been intimidated by the hard look.

“You don’t know who she is, anything about
her. She’s in your house. Your grandmother’s cabin is out back.
What if she’s dangerous?”

Even though Dax made good points, Jeb just
couldn’t believe the little thing would be any trouble. “I’ll give
ya a call if anything happens.”

Dax glared, but conceded and strode to the
front door. “At least keep a gun with you, and call me when she
wakes up. If someone did stab her, I want to know why.”

Jeb nodded and waved a hand. “Will do. See
ya.”

Jeb checked in on the fox one more time.
Still sleeping. So, he pulled out some leftovers, heated them up in
the microwave, and dug in. He’d like to have a beer or two with it
but didn’t want to fog his brain in case the little fox needed
him.

He couldn’t help but wonder what her story
was. Why had someone stabbed her? What was her name? How would she
look in human form?

After putting the dishes in the sink, he was
on his way to check on her again when his granny barged in the back
door. “Jeb? Oh, there you are. Did I hear Dax’s jeep?”

It never failed to amaze him how good her
hearing was. “Yep. You just missed him.”

“Aw, hell.” She adjusted the black-rimmed
glasses on her face and tucked a lock of stray gray hair back in
its bun. “Woulda liked to have visited with him.”

“What’re you doing up and about, anyway? You
should be in bed. I was just about to come see if you needed
anything.”

She made a face and waved him off. “I’m
fine. More worried about you. No woman. This place is a mess. You
even have clean sheets on your bed?”

He cringed when she peeked into his bedroom.
“What in the Sam hell? Another stray?”

“Granny, she’s injured. Leave her be.” He
closed the bedroom door and led her away.

The older woman waved her hand again. “You
need to focus on findin’ a woman to take care of you instead of
takin’ in all these strays. You ain’t gettin’ any younger.”

He couldn’t help but crack a smile. She was
an ornery old woman, but he loved her, and he knew she meant well.
“I know,” he agreed to get her off his back. “I’m always
lookin’.”

After walking her back to the two-room cabin
that resided behind his, down a short path through the woods, and
making sure she had everything she needed, he went back home. He
locked up, checked on the fox, grabbed a blanket, and got
comfortable on the couch.

His dog, Hobo, charged through the pet door,
jumped on Jeb’s chest, and licked his face before turning his nose
to the air and running to the closed bedroom door sniffing, his
black and white tail wagging wildly. He ran back to Jeb and
whined.

“It’s okay, boy. We have a guest. You can
meet ’er tomorrow.” The dog gave the bedroom door one last look,
then snuggled up with Jeb and went to sleep. It was awhile before
Jeb followed suit. He was anxious to meet the woman behind the
fox.
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