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Prologue

 


Theodore
Ross waited for the coffee machine to go through its cycle before
he carried his steaming cup of coffee to his desk. He sat and
glared at the pile of files he needed to go through. The hawk
shifter never straight-out hated his job, but there were some parts
he truly despised. The Supernatural Policing Force, known as SPF
for short because the true name was too much of a mouthful, was a
small team of shifters who helped keep the supernatural world
hidden from human eyes. The team was mostly made up of wolves,
lions, and bears. Theo was the first bird shifter to pass the entry
exam, and he always felt like he constantly had to prove himself to
the rest of the team. Hard to accomplish if he wasn’t allowed to go
out on missions. No, he got the mountain of paperwork.

He
sighed and took the top file off the pile.

“Ross.”

He
glanced up in surprise at the familiar tone of Captain Grant
Corbyn. The large bear shifter had been the driving force for
creating the SPF. With his stark-white hair and neatly trimmed
beard and mustache, he resembled a man in his sixties. Theo knew he
was closer to a hundred.

“Yes, Captain?”

The man
glanced around the room. A few of the men observed them, not
bothering to hide their curiosity. Damn, was he in trouble? He
frantically searched his memory for some incident or accident that
would have brought the attention of his boss.

“Into my office, Agent Ross.” Captain Corbyn didn’t wait for
his reply. Instead, he disappeared into his office without even a
backward glance to see if Theo followed him.

“Don’t keep the old man waiting, newbie,” Vaz Lineman said from
his desk. With his vibrant, dark-red hair, a trait all fox shifters
shared, he was impossible to miss in a crowd.

“I’m trying to figure out what’s wrong.” His mind whirled with
possibilities.

“It’ll get worse the longer you take.”

He
wasn’t wrong. Captain Grant Corbyn might have resembled a giant
teddy bear, but it was ill-advised to piss the old grizzly
off.

The
captain was reading something off a sheet of paper when Theo walked
in. A plate of chocolate chip cookies and a cup of coffee sat on
his desk. He didn’t drink the same as everyone else, but a special
blend. Theo scanned the rest of the room. Photos of the grandkids
on the desk, one of his wife Clara. A pile of files that rivaled
his own. A red light flickered on the telephone, was someone
listening in?

“Take a seat, Ross.”

He
pulled a chair out, sat, and waited.

“You know Ms. St. Clair, don’t you?”

The name
gave him pause. His reaction to it intense. Like an impending heart
attack or a kick to the balls. He frowned. “Is she
okay?”

“It wasn’t the question, Ross.”

“She’s an old girlfriend. Last thing I heard, she worked as a
ME at Grenfell. Spider shifter,” he added on the end. Her race
never bothered him, but the arachnid branch of the supernatural
tree wasn’t well-liked.

His boss
handed him the sheet of paper he’d been reading.

“What’s this?”

Captain
Corbyn didn’t wait for him to read. “A body turned up in our
morgue. A man was poisoned. The toxin isn’t in our system. I want
you to go to Grenfell and find out if your ex-girlfriend is
involved.”

“Ava’s not a killer.”

The
older man leaned on the armrest of his chair and rubbed his bottom
lip. “It’s been a few years since you’ve seen her last. How can you
be sure? People change.”

It was
hard to put into words, and his boss wouldn’t take Theo’s gut
feeling as an acceptable answer. “And what happens if I find out
she is involved?”

“Rogues don’t have a place in this world, and her kind is
dangerous,” he replied bluntly. “You take her out of the equation.
Can you do that?”

While
Captain Corbyn hadn’t told him to kill her, he knew the rules, and
while he’d been itching to go on an assignment, he hadn’t suspected
his target would involve someone he knew. Even if their time
together was from a lifetime ago. “When do I leave?”


Chapter
One

 


Ava St.
Clair glanced at the dead body on her slab and sighed. As the
Medical Examiner for Grenfell, thanks to her profession, she saw
more than her fair share of dead bodies. It never got any easier
especially when they were someone she knew. Most of them were
human. Shifters had their own protocols, and the bodies were
collected by someone who worked with the SPF before they ever
reached her. Which she preferred. She hated those assholes. Who
decided they would be judge, jury, and executioner? She’d never
been more thankful she made the tiny human town her home. It meant
her path rarely crossed with theirs.

She
retrieved her tablet and scrolled through the information sent to
her by Grenfell Hospital. When she was ready, she took out her
small recorder, flipped the switch, and began the process of
cataloging every detail.

“The victim is a twenty-five-year-old female. Name, Violet
Dean. Worked at the Sugary Buns bakery on Main Street. Her body was
discovered by Ned Sands by the bins at the back of her bakery.
There are no obvious signs of trauma. Suspected heart attack. Rare
in someone young and in good health, but there’s a family
history.”

She put
the recorder in its usual place, washed her hands, and pulled her
gloves on. First, she took samples from underneath her nails. The
hospital had taken their samples, but Ava liked to be thorough. She
brushed out the girl’s dark hair, making sure to catch anything
that came free into another bag. When she was done with the task,
she worked on removing the clothes with a set of scissors, leaving
Violet in her unmatching underwear. The clothes went into another
bag.

She
affectionally smiled at the dead girl. “I’m going to look after
you. I promise.” Ava had little time for the living. They lied and
said horrible things. They rarely told the truth. On the other
hand, the dead told no lies.

Han
Tsang had already sorted out her sterilized instruments. He also
asked if he could observe the autopsy, but she’d refused his
request. He’d been in her department for a few weeks and while
observing was on the list of things he needed to do to pass the
class, Ava wanted to wait for someone more suitable. The girl
didn’t need to be gawked at, especially in death. She readjusted
the cold white light above the girl’s body and got to
work.

Later,
Ava sat in her office and finished up her notes. Violet had been
placed into cold storage until the tests she wanted to run on her
heart were completed. There had been signs of distress that could
have sparked the sudden attack, but until she was a hundred percent
sure, the young girl wouldn’t be leaving her morgue. She placed the
file into a storage box underneath her desk.

Grenfell
wasn’t a big town, and she’d met Violet. All bright-eyed with an
easy smile. She’d told her she had a boyfriend and was excited by
the fact, but Ava hadn’t met him. She leaned back in her chair,
closed her eyes, and rubbed the bridge of her nose. Her job wasn’t
easy, especially when someone she knew lay on her counter. There
wasn’t anyone in town she hadn’t met at least once. Humans were
squishy and not as hardy as a shifter.

She
opened her eyes when Han Tsang walked into her office. With
jet-black hair and dark-brown eyes, there was no denying the cat
shifter was handsome. Ava had sworn off relationships, but she
wasn’t blind. She smiled as he placed the cup of coffee in front of
her. Not many people liked working with her because of the creature
she shifted into. Han was a hard worker and made a decent cup of
coffee. One day, he’d make a fine doctor. Then she would have to
worry about finding his replacement. Half the time, she could run
the department herself, but it was nice to have help for a change,
especially from one of her own kind. Someone she didn’t have to
hide her true self from. In shifter circles, she was known as the
Spider Queen and wasn’t well-liked because none of her kind were.
The whispers and barely hidden sneers didn’t bother her anymore,
unlike when she’d been a child. When she was younger, the other
foster kids said she slept in large webs. It wasn’t true, but the
other kids in the foster home were assholes.

Not
everyone could be a cool wolf or bear.

She
smiled her thanks as she picked up the cup and breathed in the
heady aroma. “The salted caramel blend, my favorite. You’re
spoiling me,” she replied happily before the reason dawned on her.
The coffee was only brought out when something was
wrong.

He
perched on the corner of her desk. His ribbed dark-gray jumper
covered broad shoulders and a body used to exercise. “Promise me
you won’t lose your temper?”

Ava put
her cup onto the table. “I should have known something was wrong.
Well, spit it out.”

He
handed her a letter he’d tucked underneath his arm. She ripped the
envelope open and pulled the slip of paper free. With the logo in
the corner, she knew who sent the letter before she started
reading. Ava scanned the words and frowned. A rare flash of anger
shot through her and she slapped the letter down with a little more
force than was necessary. The desk creaked under her shifter
strength and she fixed Han with a stare. The young man paled. Her
inner creature probably reflected in her amber gaze.

“If this is a joke, it’s a bad one.”


****

Theo
straightened his tie. He wore a dark-blue suit and white shirt,
coupled with a tie in a matching shade. The outfit was
uncomfortable as hell to travel in. He should have driven his car
instead. He wished there was time to change into his jeans and
t-shirt.

Bright
side was Ava always liked him in a suit.

How long
had it been, ten or fifteen years? The day he left and joined the
Air Force. They’d known each other since they were twelve, spending
a few months together in the same foster home before they’d been
separated. They ended up reconnecting in college. Their
relationship had burned bright and the memory of her had been
scorched into his mind. She’d always been passionate, but she
wasn’t a murderer. The thing connecting her to the dead body at SPF
was the unknown toxin. He needed to prove the poison wasn’t
hers.

He could
hope she wouldn’t try to attack him before he got a sentence out.
Sex. Love. Pain. Shifters’ emotions always ran hot.

A
familiar feminine voice reached him as the door swung closed behind
him. “This is ridiculous. This says the eighth. Today’s the eighth.
Why am I seeing this now?”

Need
made his stomach clench in anticipation of seeing her. An intense
reaction that rattled him.

A young
woman glanced up from her desk and the magazine she’d been reading.
She smiled brightly at him. With red hair cut into a sharp bob and
blue eyes, she was stunning. Another shifter. She didn’t appear
affected by the annoyed voice of her boss in the slightest. A mark
of a good secretary. “Afternoon, do you have an
appointment?”

He gave
her a half smile. “I’m the reason your boss lost her temper. I’m
Agent Ross.”

Her eyes
widened. She was scared. Not an unusual response for someone
confronted by the department. “You’re with the SPF?”

He
leaned on the counter, unleashing some of the Ross charm. She had
nothing to fear from him. “Guilty as charged. Can you tell Ms. St.
Clair I’m here?”

There
was another frustrated scream.

The
secretary pointed at one of the chairs in the waiting room. There
was a noticeable tremor in her hand. “Please take a seat. I’ll tell
her you’re here.”
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