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      For anyone who has put other’s desires before their own, what you want matters, too.

      

      Go for it.
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      I flipped up the hood of my plaid flannel against the chill of the night, the crackling fire only warming half of me. It was the Saturday before Halloween, and every year, my friend and local demon bartender Sabazios, better known as Blaze, threw a rager at the beach in front of his house. The cool autumn breeze coming in off the ocean mingled with the scent of bonfires and barbeque. Several members of my fox shifter skulk stood around the firepit with me, joking and boasting about the latest prank they’d pulled on the wolf shifter pack. 

      “The key was,” Casey said, all sly nonchalance, his pale skin a contrast to the solid black flannel he wore and his black hair, “I waited until the printer confirmed the t-shirt order with Julian. That’s when I hacked into their system and uploaded Cole’s design.”

      Akil — my eighteen-year-old highly influenceable younger brother, who shouldn’t have even been here — was hanging on Casey’s every word, practically bouncing in his crisp white Air Jordans. His features mirrored my own somewhat, but his skin was a slightly lighter bronze than mine, no doubt from all the hours he spent mixing music and editing videos indoors. While we had the same dark brown hair, his was cut short on the sides and carefully gelled up with pink-dyed tips. “What did you change it to?”

      Casey smirked at Cole, his twin, who had longer, wavier hair than Casey, and, if it were possible, an even more conniving cut to his features. Wearing a black Cowboy Bebop tee over a maroon long-sleeve shirt, Cole pushed up the sleeves. Like most of our skulk, his forearms were covered in swirling tattoos, black against his pale skin. He pulled out his phone to show the design he’d made — a petite wolf in a butler’s outfit, feeding grapes to a smug, lounging fox.

      Just then, a few wolves passed our group, only making Casey’s audience laugh harder at their unamused expressions. We had an ongoing rivalry between their pack and our skulk, which only got better every time we outsmarted them. It annoyed the pack to no end that our pranks were always successful, and their attempts at retaliation were thwarted.

      I shook my head, but a smile tugged at my lips. I knew my father — our Alpha — wouldn’t approve of their actions, but the joke was harmless. Like the foxes whose souls lived within us, we couldn’t help causing mischief. Nevertheless, I felt too distracted to share completely in their laughter tonight, and it had nothing to do with the fact I needed to maintain a certain level of detachment from their antics. As the future leader of our skulk, I couldn’t be seen condoning this sort of thing, especially not since my father’s Second, my uncle Jayesh, had stepped down, and I’d been forced to take his place. 

      No, the real reason I couldn’t laugh alongside them tonight was something else entirely. Something that I then sensed with a jolt that shot through my entire body as a small group walked towards the beach from Blaze’s house.

      I willed myself not to look over at her, but the secondary soul inside me, the fox whose form I could take, won that battle. Even with the quick glance I allowed, I could tell Nimue Fitzpatrick was just as beautiful as the last time I’d seen her. Long brown hair flowed freely over her shoulders, curled lightly under the red Rockford Peaches hat she wore for her A League of Their Own costume. I didn’t mean to notice how the pink skirt flared just right at her waist, stopping shorter than those uniforms did in the movie. And I definitely didn’t notice the red knee-high socks with tiny bows against her alabaster skin. 

      When I returned my attention to our group, Akil’s eyes were on me, the cup he held in front of his face barely hiding his cackling amusement.

      “You’re pathetic. Why don’t you just go talk to her?” 

      I flicked his ear. “Did I just hear you say you want me to call Ma and tell her you’re here tonight?” I looked pointedly at his red plastic cup that definitely did not hold soda.

      His dark eyes blew wide as he snapped his mouth shut. The others chuckled at his fear of our mother, though at least my cousin Nadir and other brother Emerson understood why. As the youngest, Akil got away with far more than I ever had, but Ma was still a force to be reckoned with when angered. And she certainly would not approve of his being at this 21 and over event. With that, he muttered something about wanting to check on his set, and scurried off.

      Even if I wanted to talk to Nimue, I couldn’t. 

      What would I say? 

      It had been three years, nine months, and twenty-seven days since I’d last seen her, and not a day had gone by that I hadn’t imagined this very moment.

      I let out a breath, avoiding Nadir’s knowing gaze as I stared into the flames. No matter what I wanted, I couldn’t have it. I had to push her away. It would be cruel of me not to. Cruel to open either of us up to something that could only lead to more pain.

      Because Nimue Fitzpatrick, a demon and my childhood best friend, was my mate. And she didn’t deserve to either feel the guilt of rejecting that, or be doomed to live as a mate to a shifter. 
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      With the full moon overhead, my senses were overloaded as I listened to Lysander and his band churning out cover songs. The Black Keys’ Howling for You blared over the speakers by the stage, and I slipped away from the guys to get some air, moving down the beach. Usually, this party was one of my favorite nights of the year, but I couldn’t handle it tonight. 

      The further I drew away from the stage, the smell of alcohol and sounds of rowdy laughter were replaced by the salty ocean air, and the crashing waves and pebbles crunching under my shoes. 

      Everywhere I looked tonight, there she was. Unavoidable. Even though I’d spent the last several years doing exactly that. 

      I couldn’t leave — my father had put me in charge of my generation of shifters tonight. Everyone was excited to run in the forest outside of town in mixed company, away from our skulk’s ground, and I could still hear the lecture that accompanied this responsibility. 

      Don’t let them taunt the wolves; they get too riled up with the moon. 

      Yes, Pa.

      And the alcohol. Don’t let them drink too much. It makes them stupid. You shouldn’t drink either.

      I know, Pa.

      Were we drinking? Yes. But technically, I hadn’t lied because I did know that alcohol could make us stupid. 

      That’s wolf territory. So if anything does happen, get everyone to leave. Don’t escalate it. Nadir will help you.

      I understand, Pa.

      After the murder and magic-tampering here last month, you have to be more on guard than ever before. You have a duty to protect them as much as they have a duty to you. Never forget that.

      At 29, I hardly needed to be reminded of this. Although I was still young for a shifter, I’d already been leading my generation for years. Even hours after his lecture, the heavy yoke of responsibility weighed on me, dragging me down. I wanted to run. To shift into my fox and flee. To get away from this. From her.

      Besides, it wasn’t as though there’d been any more signs of whoever was behind the rituals and sacrifices. For all we knew, they’d moved on.

      The scent of rosewater hit right before Nimue dropped onto the rocky shore beside me, bumping my knee. I stiffened on reflex, hastily shutting down my emotions before she could get a read on anything. As a demon, Nimue could sense impulses, and right now, mine were all over the place. I’d been tracking her every move all night to avoid this exact scenario. Being alone with her. 

      “Hey.” She gave me a tentative smile, her black irises searching my face as she fixed her pink skirt, flaring it around her legs.

      I swallowed, throat tight as my gaze flicked from her back to the Cove’s open water. Despite that, I was still somehow hyper-tuned in to her every movement, every breath, and beat of her body. “Hey.”

      Her breath caught slightly at my response, or lack thereof, and I glanced back her direction. I hated to see her hurt or confused by me and my reactions, but wasn’t it better than the alternative?

      “Good party,” Nimue remarked, trying again.

      I nodded, sparing her a glance. “Blaze always throws a good one.”

      “I think I might have done something I shouldn’t have.” She pressed her lips together to contain a smile, but all it did was draw my eyes to them. I tore my gaze away and turned toward the ocean once more, watching the crests glint in the moonlight.

      “What’s that?”

      Nimue leaned back on her hands, rotating to look behind her to see if anyone was nearby, and I sat up straighter, forcing distance between our bodies. Not sensing my own control slowly slipping, she leaned a little closer to me, her arm brushing mine, and my skin prickled. 

      “I think I talked Dev and Orion into giving it a shot,” she whispered conspiratorially, giving me an overly-wide, uncertain grin that held absolutely no remorse for her actions. The sight of it had a smile pulling at the corners of my mouth despite myself, and something tugged against my heart. I missed her antics, her harmless and lighthearted fun, how easily she could put people at ease and —

      “At least for tonight.” She tilted back away from me. I had to stop myself from following, from closing the distance between us. Shit, I had to get a lock on that.

      “You’re kidding.” I was gawking, I knew it, but no one ever surprised me the way Nimue could.

      “What?” She smiled innocently, but I knew better than to fall for that. She always knew exactly what strings she was pulling. “They’re both too uptight, and I didn’t encourage anything they weren’t already thinking. I just… nudged them a little in the same direction.”

      “And by giving it a shot, you mean…” 

      She lifted a shoulder with a playful smile. “That part is up to them. Maybe it’s a handshake. Maybe he’ll bang her. To be determined.”

      A laugh escaped me, and I shook my head, staring down at my hands draped over my knees. “I wouldn’t go spreading that around to just anyone. Unless you want Dev to hex you.”

      A pause stretched between us, and I knew she was watching me. I willed all my impulses to the back of my mind, trying to replace them with other, less incriminating urges. I wanted to shift and run along the beach. I wanted to eat pizza. I wanted to taste her neck. Fuck. No. Okay. Well, now I wanted another drink. 

      “I’m not spreading it around to just anyone,” she murmured. “Only you.”

      I needed to get out of here. I couldn’t do this. I couldn’t sit here, next to her, and keep pretending that I didn’t want —

      “But I can see you’re…” she paused. When I glanced at her, hurt flashed over her face, and I hated myself. I wanted nothing more than to open up to her, to tell her why I was behaving this way, but that would defeat the purpose entirely. “Anyway. I guess I’ll see you around some other time, Kit.”

      She pushed herself to her feet, brushing sand off her skirt and sending her scent all the more strongly my way. Waiting a beat to see if I would respond, she gave a quiet huff of frustration. It was the only indication of her annoyance, but I knew her well enough to recognize it for what it was. Without another word, she headed back up the beach to the main hum of the party.

      Once I heard her footsteps rejoining the others’, I let out a breath, falling to my back as I stared at the night sky. I knew I was being an asshole to her, but what else could I do?

      Several minutes passed while I contemplated dozens of scenarios where Nimue and I could be together, and I promptly found the obstacles to each one until I sensed members of my skulk approaching through the mental link we all shared through our shifter magic. I let out a slow exhale before a hand reached down to pull me to my feet. It was Nadir, his skin slightly lighter than mine due to his mother’s German and English roots, followed by my middle brother Emerson, his face half hidden by the large hood of his sweatshirt as always, and the twins. Nadir’s olive green eyes surveyed me knowingly, but he said nothing, and for that, I was grateful. The last thing I needed was for Emerson to realize what was going on with me, and let it slip to our parents. Well, more likely to Akil, who would tell our sister Lily, who would wait and play that card strategically to get herself out of trouble.

      The twins had a dangerous gleam in their eyes. “Some of the wolves left their car windows open,” Cole said, flashing his teeth at the rest of us.

      Casey pulled open a backpack to showcase at least two dozen canisters of shaving cream. “Shall we?”

      Nadir passed me a beer. “For courage,” he teased, a challenging lift to one dark eyebrow. Unlike the others, I knew he was doing this to help distract me, and I shifted one claw to pierce the aluminum.

      The twins cheered as I shotgunned it, Emerson critiquing my method the entire time. Crushing the empty can against my leg, I wiped my mouth before waving up the beach. This was probably not the best idea, but I wanted to do anything but think about the demon that haunted my every waking moment. Dominating the wolves yet again, even in this small way, sounded like a good enough distraction to me. 

      “Lead on, young pups.”
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      Kit Sayana needed to get a grip. 

      He’d been acting absurd ever since we’d kissed. The second time, that is. 

      The first time — twenty-one years ago — we’d been kids and were just experimenting. As eight-year-old best friends, we thought it was only natural. A quick peck, try it out and get a little practice in for later. For other times. It was awkward,  but we laughed it off and stayed friends.

      But the second time we’d kissed? That was right before I left town almost four years ago, and one I’d never forget. But Kit had been avoiding me ever since. 

      Maybe because I was a demon. Just like shifters had heightened senses of smell and hearing, I could sense intentions and urges. But so what if I’d sensed he had the urge to take the kiss further? In the heat of the moment, I’d had the same impulse before logic — and a bit more sobriety — had kicked back in. Kit was hot, nice, funny, and my best friend.

      Every time I’d come back into town over the last four years to visit my cousin Blaze and my mother Mo, Kit had avoided me. I’d even stopped in his tea shop a few times, but he’d always been on break, probably hiding in the back. Even though I could sense his impulses just below the surface, I didn’t understand his actions. 

      Maybe he didn’t want to be friends anymore. 

      That thought hurt more than I cared to examine, even though it had been years since we’d been as close as we were as kids, just a demon and a fox shifter on the hunt for wild blackberries. We’d both grown up and changed in our twenties. He probably had a whole life I didn’t know about now. 

      From my vantage point back amongst the crowd, I watched as a few young guys approached him by the waves — the members of his skulk closest to him, some of whom I knew from when they’d sneak out with us. My shoulders relaxed slightly when I saw Kit smiling with them. Even though he’d been kind of a jerk to me, I was glad they were trying to help him out of whatever funk he was in. He got lost in his own head so easily. Even if I wasn’t the one bringing him out of it, it gave me some relief to know there were still people in his life who could. 

      Then I saw them cast a furtive glance back towards the party before slinking off into the darkness, and I knew they’d be up to no good soon. 

      I grabbed a glass of demon wine — not poison, my friend Devanna assured me since she’d made it herself — and slowly wandered through the throngs of people. I had half a mind to find Blaze and his new human girlfriend, Petra. My cousin was obviously besotted with her, and I was excited to get to know her. Hopefully, we could become good friends — I was ready to support her if she ever needed to gossip about Blaze. God knew I had more dirt on him than anyone. Except for Mo, of course, but her skills were unparalleled. If I ever had half the nose for mischief as the woman who raised me, I’d consider myself gifted indeed.

      I got the feeling, though, despite what a reprobate Blaze could be, that he’d never do anything to make Petra need to vent about him. Even with the little I’d seen of them together, they seemed to fit.

      Close to midnight, the wolves started leaving the party, many heading to their cars to strip, leave their clothes inside, and shift. As they approached their vehicles, shouts of, “Fucking shit!” and “Goddamn foxes!” reached me. I pressed my lips together to suppress my smile, even as I wondered what the guys had done. Hopefully, Kit and his skulk were already halfway home because they were about to have a pack of pissed-off wolves after them. But that wasn’t my problem.

      I passed Selene, complete with blonde wig and armor for her Daenerys costume, laughing and chatting with Mo, a slight flush to her tan face that was no doubt due to Blaze’s Halloween punch. Finally spotting Blaze and Petra, I made my way over and sank down to the rocky beach to join them. Blaze’s normally wild dark hair was gelled into a combover for his Casual Orion costume, complete with khakis and boat shoes — a sight I’d never forget. I pulled out my phone, holding it up to snap a picture of him, his arm thrown around his red-headed Alice in Wonderland, Petra, whose blue pinafore matched her eyes. He caught me taking the photo and gave his most serious, Official-Mayor-of-This-Town scowl for the camera — which looked absurd on him — and I laughed as I snapped a few more photos. 

      My phone was just back in my pocket before the demon blood in me called so strongly that I couldn’t help but stick my fingers in his hair, raking it back out of order. 

      Chaos. 

      Much better.

      “How was it?” Blaze asked, wicked delight glinting in his dark eyes as he ducked from under my hand. 

      I leveled a stare at my meddling, nosy cousin. The male was as bad as Mo — not surprising, as she’d all but raised him too. “How was what?” I tossed back pointedly, and he let it drop, only smirking at me.

      “Petey’s decided to stay in town, Nimmie.” He nibbled at his human’s ear, and her bright red hair almost matched the deep blush that took up residence on her face, her freckles darkening. 

      “Maybe not if you keep calling me that.” Petra narrowed her eyes at him, but I could sense the affection underneath it.

      “Good. Maybe she can keep you out of prison for a little longer than usual.” I tilted my head to the side before continuing, “Although, maybe not. Didn’t I hear you were with him at the crime scene, Petra?”

      I smiled broadly at her so she knew I was joking, then nudged Blaze’s shoulder. 

      Blaze grinned as he tilted Petra’s face up to kiss her. “And then she fought to prove my innocence.” 

      I couldn’t watch, even if my heart warmed to see my cousin so happy and settled. Blaze had always been a bit of a rolling stone, hopping from one thing to the next, never truly criminal in his impulses but causing enough trouble all the same. He finally pulled away to turn back to me. “So you should stay in town, too. It’s all the rage.”

      “Uh-huh,” I said, rolling my eyes. It was only the hundred-thousandth time he’d asked me, but I couldn’t move back. At least, not while things were so weird with Kit. In a town this small, I’d see him everywhere, and I couldn’t stand it if he wouldn't talk to me.
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      After the skulk emptied all the canisters of shaving cream into the wolves’ cars, we threw our clothes in Casey’s backpack, tossed that in Akil’s car, and shifted to get the fuck away from the party before the wolves caught on to our prank. Shifters got over their modesty, if they had any, very early on in life if they wanted to keep an intact wardrobe. 

      We raced through the woods into town, foxes of every color scampering through the underbrush with the eerie howls of wolves at our backs. Another howl rang out, closer this time. Despite the ominous call of the pack, I wasn’t worried. Even though our foxes were smaller than their wolves — but still larger than natural red foxes — we were faster than the wolves any day in a short race. 

      As future Alpha, I was the largest of us and had the brightest red coat; Nadir’s was more orange with a black cross stretching over his shoulders and down his spine; Emerson had a black coat with a frosting of silver tips, a variation he inherited from our mother. The twins were nearly the same shade of tawny brown, the only difference being that the tips of Cole’s ears were black.

      I was slightly worried about leaving Akil behind. Not worried that anything would happen to him at the party in retribution — Blaze would take care of him, I was sure of that — but over my father’s reaction if he found out I’d left Akil behind.

      Technically, I’d left him with my sister Lily and cousin Sophie, Nadir’s sister, who were still at the party. But Lily had been hanging around Julian, the wolf pack’s Second, a lot lately — I didn’t know if they were friends, dating, fuck buddies, or something else, and I didn’t want to know. She might have left by now if she was running with the pack, and it was anyone’s guess what Sophie got up to at these things.

      It was well after midnight when my skulk and I made it to my apartment above Immortali-Tea, throwing on sweats from the bin by the door — a staple in every shifter home. My two-bedroom apartment was sparsely decorated — furnished with mismatched furniture I’d collected from members of the skulk over the years as they were throwing them out, and storage for the tea shop in the second bedroom. The living room was the beige color it had been when my grandmother bought the shop decades ago — I’d repainted it, but couldn’t decide on a color, so I had settled on the same one as before.

      The only real upgrade I’d made to the space over the years living here was the kitchen. All new appliances. Massive kitchen island with six barstools and open to the living room. It wasn’t big enough for our group to hang out comfortably, but most of them still lived at home. The sight of my friends and family crammed onto my two couches and sprawled on the floor — a few others had shown up after we’d arrived — reminded me that someday, I’d need to abandon this place. My job as Alpha would demand I had enough room for the whole skulk to congregate. 

      “Pass me a slice of pepperoni,” Nadir called to me from across the island. I opened one of the many boxes strewn across the counter, pulled out a slice, and handed it over. The heart-warming tones of The Hero of Canton, the Man They Call Jayne, reached me from the television as I made my way to the sofa. Nadir groaned as he sank beside my brother.

      “Emerson, really? Firefly again?”

      Emerson gave him his signature impassive stare and pointed at the TV. “This is a classic.”

      “Sure, but didn’t you watch it last month?” Nadir gestured to the hand-held video game in his hands. “And you’re not even watching.”

      My brother’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly. To anyone else, he might have seemed annoyed, but I knew my family well enough to know that both males were amused. “I can do two things at once,” he said. Nadir rolled his eyes as the twins slumped down on the light-grey sectional with their pizza.

      “Napkins, boys,” I shot at the twins where they lay. “We’re not animals.” At that, they laughed. “But seriously, if you get grease stains on my couch, I’ll kick you out, and you can spend the night facing the consequences of your actions.” I inclined my head towards the window, where the faint howl of wolves still reached us. The pack wouldn’t hurt us, but I doubted anyone wanted to spend the night being chased down.

      Casey glanced in my direction, and I could tell he wanted to flip me off, but I didn’t break eye contact. My command suddenly became that of an Alpha, and he had no choice but to nod in agreement. I cared less about the stain itself than the lack of respect it implied, so it wasn’t something I could let slide.

      Asher, another member of the skulk who lived with the twins, was feeding a slice of veggie pizza to his new mate Mikaela. The scene was entirely too sensual for the rest of us to be present, moans and all, as she ran her hands over his plaid-clad chest. His eyes went fully golden as he watched her. Apparently, I wasn’t the only one with this thought — a pillow zoomed across the room, slamming into Asher’s head, knocking his backwards baseball cap off to reveal his dark russet hair, and jarring him from their intimate moment. 

      “Have you no decency? There’s a child present!” Cole indicated Emerson with a wave of his hand. My brother, only a few years younger than the twins, flipped him off. “Get a fucking room.” 

      “I never want to be mated.” Emerson shook his head, pointedly not looking in Asher and Mikaela’s direction as he played the video game in his lap. “That shit is gross.”

      Asher chuckled, a sly smile spreading across his face as he glanced from Mikaela at his side to Cole and Emerson, his eyes shifting back to blue. “You say that,” his eyebrows rose, “but you’d be humming a different tune after you’ve felt your —” 

      Mikaela slapped Asher across the chest, stopping whatever he was going to say, and he brushed her blond hair out of his way to nip at her neck. I sighed heavily. The hormones in this room were stifling. And honestly, I didn’t want to hear about it because then I’d know what I couldn’t have with Nimue.

      I still couldn’t believe she was here, just across town. My fox was screaming at me for the distance I’d put between us, demanding I go and claim her in every way a mate could, but there were so many reasons I couldn’t do what he wanted.

      Occasionally shifters mated outside their species, but it was almost unheard of for a shifter to mate a non-shifter. There were too many aspects of our lives defined by our animal that a non-shifter would never be able to understand. The importance and hierarchy of the skulk or pack was one of them, but living with two separate but entwined parts of your soul was another. The fact that I would be the next Alpha to our skulk added another level of don’t go there. I worked at the tea shop for now, but eventually, being the Alpha would be my job, and every aspect of my life would be consumed by responsibilities to the skulk.

      Besides, what could come of a demon-shifter cross? A fire-wielding fox? We weren’t Pokemon, for Christ’s sake.

      No. I was better off staying away.

      “I saw you talking to Nimue at the party tonight.” Nadir turned to me as the others continued their bickering and relentless teasing of Emerson. Nadir, my best friend, future Second, and cousin, had the annoying habit of picking up on exactly what I was thinking. That would be great when we were in charge of our skulk, but right now, it was fucking annoying.

      I mumbled an assent but said nothing. Nadir only stared harder. “I said hi,” I finally admitted, hoping he’d drop it.

      Nadir nodded, tilting his chin up, not dropping it. “Must have been a really friendly hi. You both looked upset.”

      I swung my eyes to his, my Alpha energy rising as I stared him down. “Stay out of it, Nadir.” 

      Instantly, he dropped his eyes at the reminder that I was his Alpha before his friend, and let it go.

      Each time I had to pull rank rubbed me wrong. I’d watched my father order our skulk around my whole life, always with everyone’s best interest at heart, but the constant need for discipline was draining. I knew that was my future, and I wished I could say I wanted it.

      Watching out for everyone, keeping us all safe, that part I could handle. Gladly. I had always been the most cautious of our group anyway — not to say that I didn’t take risks. I was a fox, damn it. Risk was my middle name. I just assessed the risks first. Calculated backup plans for everything. Safety meant we all got to live to our next prank.

      CRACK.

      Every head snapped to the windows facing the street, the sound jolting me from my thoughts. A sticky yellow glob slowly slid down the glass, and Nadir stood to look out the window. Cole and Casey were right behind him, peering over his shoulder into the darkness below.  

      “They’re egging your shop!” Casey laughed. That got Emerson to set his game down as he moved to join them at the window. 

      I quickly hopped down the steps to Immortali-Tea, using only the streetlight outside to guide my way through the darkened shop. As a shifter, my eyesight was better than a human’s, but I also enjoyed how the wolves’ eyes widened as I stepped out of the shadow and stopped in front of the window, staring out at the wolves on the sidewalk.

      “Thought you might need some eggs for breakfast,” Julian called out with a smirk, and the wolves around him laughed. His light brown hair was tied up loosely on his head, his pack tattoos on full display with the sleeves of his denim shirt rolled up.

      But it wasn’t just wolves around him. I sighed internally as I saw my sister Lily, nearly a decade younger than him, at his side. In ripped jeans, motorcycle boots, and what seemed like Julian’s shirt, she looked every bit the defiant female she was. I fought the urge to roll my eyes at my rebellious sister or order her into the shop with me, the second of which would indicate to these wolves that I thought they were a threat. At 25, she was an adult and could take care of herself.

      Even when Julian slung an overly-familiar arm around my younger sister, brushing her wild brown hair over her shoulder, I showed no reaction. I only unlocked and opened my shop door, crossing my arms and leaning against the frame as I smirked at them.

      “Wow. Vandalism from a law-man. Didn’t see that coming. You guys think of this all by yourselves, or did you need to bring in the local middle schoolers for a professional consultation?” 

      A few wolves growled at my taunt, but Julian silently met my stare with one of his own, confusion playing on the edge of his features as he tried to puzzle out my reaction.

      “Watch out, Jules. Wouldn’t want you to hurt yourself thinking so hard.”

      He narrowed his eyes at me, a few of his wolves taking a step closer, but I only chuckled. “You know this building is a historical landmark, right?” I pointed to the side of the building where a placard stating as much was affixed to the brick. “I can’t wait to show this video footage to the Ladies tomorrow. I wonder what they’ll do about it?” I grinned at them, my lips pulling back to show my teeth, before turning my back on them and shutting the door.
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      “Can demons erase memories?”

      Devanna’s blue hair was draped across the counter where she slumped over the kitchen island of my carriage house behind Blaze’s cottage as I descended the stairs to the main floor. She looked a little worse for wear, and not only for the rumpled cat costume she still wore from the night before, having crashed on my couch after the party.

      “Uh oh,” I laughed, pulling my chestnut hair up into a loose bun as I rounded the island to start a pot of coffee. I pushed up the sleeves of my fuzzy pink sweater, which I’d paired with slightly faded grey jeans and black suede ankle boots. I could see Dev wincing slightly with each click of my boots, so I transferred my weight to my toes. “What happened?”

      Only a groan answered me as she pressed her forehead into the cool grey quartz countertop. Of course, I knew part of what this was about, but I’d let her come to me with the details. Dev was like a cat, not only in costume — you could never let her know how much you wanted to connect, or she’d bolt.

      “I think I made the worst mistake of my life last night,” she mumbled into the counter. “Like, horrible. I can never come back from this.”

      When the coffee finished percolating, I poured two cups and slid hers across the island to her — black — and added a splash of cream to mine. 

      “Aw, Dev. I’m sure that’s not true.” I slid into one of the ballet pink velvet stools beside her, content to sip my coffee slowly and wait her out. 

      She was going to tell me eventually. She was dying to.

      I glanced around the room, admiring the white backsplash, and how it contrasted against the pretty light wood cabinets and the grey counters. But the gold globes suspended over the island were my favorite — Blaze had done a great job renovating this space for me, and I missed it.

      “No, Nims.” She groaned again, pulling herself upright to take a long, desperate sip of coffee, adjusting her thick-framed glasses on her warm brown skin. “You don’t understand. This was the worst thing I have ever done.” She glared at me, willing me to understand her dismay, before her expression softened slightly. “But the worst part is…” she shook her head, taking another long gulp.

      “Hmm?” I blinked innocently at her, knowing exactly where this was going. 

      “Okay. I’ll say it.” She took a deep breath. “I — we — he — I might have… complimented Orion’s costume to him last night. God, I think I even smiled at him.”

      Only from my favorite blue-haired witch was being nice to someone cause for so much angst. I gasped in shock like I’d had no idea. But, of course, I’d practically set the whole thing up. Nudging them towards each other. Nevertheless, I grinned like the Cheshire Cat. 

      “Niiiiims,” she said, putting her head down again. “If you tell your stupid cousin, I’ll hex that stupid smile off his face.”

      I mimed zipping my lips shut, locking it, and throwing away the key. “Secret’s safe with me.” I wasn’t about to be the one to tell her that smiling at someone was hardly cause for gossip — though, to be honest, around here, and from Dev to Orion, maybe it was. I leaned in, nudging her elbow where it rested on the counter. “But I have to know… isn’t there a tiny part of you that wants to know if he’s as buttoned up in the passion department as he is in everything else?  I bet not. I bet he kisses like —”

      “I’m not talking about this.” Her voice was muffled, face pressed into the counter still. “I regret telling you already. How’s Colorado?” she asked, and I smiled at the drastic topic change; just like her to deflect away from something personal.

      “Good, when I’m there. Boulder is fine, but everyone there is young, and usually high, or drunk, or both. So, inhibitions are low, and it’s hard to block out all of the urges in a city of college kids. It’s tiring.” I didn’t think I’d ever voiced that out loud before, but Dev had known me my entire life. She understood what I meant. “I did fall in love with this little shifter town up in the mountains, though. And I like traveling. I’ve traveled to so many places I’ve always wanted to photograph, and the portfolio I’ve built for myself while I’ve been there has made it worth it —”

      Dev immediately put her hand out for my phone, and I swiped it open to my portfolio for her to scroll through while I continued. “To be honest, though…” I trailed off, unsure whether I wanted to give voice to my thoughts.

      “You want to come home?” she asked as she sat up straight. 

      I shrugged, sipping my coffee. “I miss it here. Having a more permanent home base, having people around who understand you. I made friends with a few shifters, but I miss my Devvie.” I leaned over, resting my head on her shoulder.

      “For the love of God. No.”

      I laughed, trying to lighten the mood again. The fact that I was slightly discontent in my current life wasn’t really Dev’s problem. “But on the whole, it’s been good for me, I think.”

      “I’m trying very hard to be supportive of you,” Dev answered, and I smiled at her honesty, “but I’d really rather you just move home.” Her head dropped down against mine. “I never have anyone to talk to here anymore.”

      “Blaze said you spend a lot of time at the bar with him.”

      Dev chuckled, her shoulder shaking lightly under me. “He doesn’t count. But he does give me free whiskey.”

      “Self-service?”

      Dev nodded. “Damn straight.”

      I couldn’t help but chuckle at my challenging friend. She was as assertive and confident as they came, and on paper, we seemed opposites. But what you couldn’t see on paper was Dev’s fiercely protective side, and I was lucky enough to have earned that protection and loyalty from her. In exchange, my demon magic seemed to work in reverse for her, pulling on her desire, however buried, for calm. I loved providing that for her.

      Her thumb stilled over a photo of a serene pond, the water perfectly mirroring the tall pines surrounding it and the stars and moon overhead. “Where was this one?” She cocked a too-knowing brow at me as she handed my phone back over, and I clicked it off.

      I laced my arms around her, and she grumbled at both my lack of answer — though we both knew where it was — and the physical affection. 

      “You staying here?” I asked as I let go. Dev muttered something I couldn’t quite make out, more of a groan than anything. “I’m headed to Mo’s for breakfast, but I’ll be back later.”
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      Picturing Mo’s house was enough to ignite my demon magic, and instantly, I slipped through the ether, flickering from my carriage house at Blaze’s to Mo’s across town. I smiled as I skipped up the steps to the magenta and teal house. The hydrangeas were
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