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  Shiftless by TA Moore


Night Shift is the city's thin, silver line - and some nights it's thinner than others. 

It isn't the fact he almost died last night that's thrown Night Shift officer Kit Marlow. He's used to that. It's the fact that instead of a werewolf trying to rip his throat out, it was his friend and colleague who tried to put him in the ground.

Well, 'friend.'

Now Marlow's been framed for a murder he didn't commit by a man who's committed more than his fair share. Half the cops in San Diego want to see Marlow behind bars for what he's supposedly done, and the other half want him dead before he can tell his side of the story. The problem is that he can't tell them apart.

There's only one person in town that Marlow can trust, even though he knows he shouldn't drag Cade Deacon into his problems. The sharp-tongued CEO of a private security firm might have gotten close to Marlow over the last few weeks, but taking on the SDPD is a lot to ask. 

Marlow doesn't have much choice, though. If he can't clear his name before the last full moon of the month sets, he might not see another one. That'd be a shame since Marlow would really like to spend the night with Cade without needing protective gear.
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Chapter One


SPLINTERS OF GLASS  washed out of Cade’s hair and fell onto the tiled floor between his feet. They glittered in among the suds the water swirled around the drain. Cade curled his toes and felt grit under his feet.
Most of the time, Cade was glad he didn’t remember what the wolf did. No one needed to know exactly what it was like to eat a seagull; the taste of the leftovers between his teeth when he’d woken up had been bad enough. And if Cade had eaten Marlow last full moon, the last thing he’d have wanted was the gory details. 
Cade would put money on that being one of the rare times that reality really would have been worse than anything his imagination could come up with. And his imagination had worked overtime on that one.
Sometimes though—Cade flicked the pressure on the shower to high and let needles of hot water batter his head and shoulders—he had to wonder what the hell his furry self had gotten up to.
“….”
The white noise of the shower almost drowned out the sound of someone’s voice. Cade just caught the ghost of it from the other room. He slapped the water off and raked his fingers through his hair to squeeze the water out.
“Hold on,” he said, voice pitched to carry, as he stepped out of the shower. “I need to get dressed.”
“It can wait,” Lem said. There was a pause, and then he added, “You won’t be happy if it does, though.”
Clean clothes were folded neatly on the table next to the sink. It would take Cade a couple of minutes to dry off and get dressed. There wasn’t much that couldn’t wait that long… But Lem knew that, and he’d still interrupted.
Cade grabbed a towel and slung it around his hips as he padded out into the office. The morning sun bathed the stark gray and black room with stripes of honey gold light. Lem was perched on the arm of the couch, a tablet balanced on his crooked knee.
“What?” Cade asked.
“You know,” Lem said. “If you aren’t going to take the full moon off, you could get an apartment in the city. Houses, even. Nice ones.”
There were. Except the farmhouse was the dream. Everyone had one in their line of work: The girl back home. The boy you messaged every night. Parents you wanted to help in their old age or prove wrong about everything. It didn’t matter what it was; you just had to have something to make the shit parts of it all—the bag jobs, the dirty jobs—worth it.
For Cade, it had been a farmhouse in the country with room for family and a BBQ on the back porch that he lit every weekend. Now he had the farmhouse and the BBQ, but he’d never gotten around to lighting it.
No family either. Except for Lem, who considered the suburbs a trip into the wilderness.
“That feels like giving in,” Cade said. “Once I get a new COO in, someone to take up a bit of the slack, I’ll be able to get out there more.”
From the skeptical look on Lem’s face he didn’t buy that assurance, but he didn’t argue the point either. Instead, he tapped the tablet screen, turned it around, and held it out to Cade.
“…of course, it was a Blue Moon,” a rigorously handsome man with carefully unobjectionable styling told the camera. Or his phone. One of the two. “Perhaps that had something to do with the unfortunate events that rocked San Diego’s Night Shift last night.”
Despite the heat that lingered in his lightly scalded skin, still pink from the shower, Cade felt a cold sweat break out on him. He felt his throat tighten as he prepared himself for the blunt announcement of Marlow’s death. No one ever bothered to sugarcoat it when someone on the Night Shift died. It wasn’t as if anyone would be surprised.
The camera shifted to a grainy, zoomed-in shot of a big blond man perched on the back of an ambulance. He was shirtless, with stark purple and blue bruises blotched over his pale chest and smeared down over his stomach. The paramedics kept trying to slip an oxygen mask over his mouth and nose, but he pushed it away impatiently as he talked to the woman next to him.
After a moment, the camera pulled back to show the Night Shift in formation around the ambulance, as wolves snarled and tested the line around them.
“Officer Cordell Franklin, a veteran Night Shift officer who served in both San Francisco and San Diego, was reportedly shot tonight during the performance of his duties,” the man said. His voice wobbled with borderline inappropriate excitement. A lot happened during the full moon, but most of it only had limited local interest. People tuned in the morning after to find out what happened to their house/wife/neighbor’s extension, but this could get some airtime. “At the moment, we don’t know exactly what happened, but we have heard that another Night Shift officer was on the scene and is now being sought by his colleagues. A source has told us that the officer in question is Kit Marlow, who was involved with the corruption scandal that saw Lieutenant Ned Piper stripped of his commission and imprisoned. Perhaps, in light of tonight’s events, there was even more to that story. This is Dalton Reeves for—”
The clip ended abruptly. Relief washed over Cade, and he felt his knees weaken with it. He’d worry about what had gone down last night later. Right now, Marlow was alive and the Night Shift was corrupt. Same as yesterday. That was better than what Cade had expected to hear.
A frame-up could be fixed; death couldn’t.
“Okay,” he said as he handed the tablet back. “When you said it couldn’t wait, I thought someone was dead.”
Lem shrugged and tapped at the screen. “Well, the word on the neighborhood forums has it that someone is,” he said. “The resident’s ex-boyfriend, Barney ‘Something,’ was brought out in a body bag after the Night Officer who got shot. The verdict is that Night Shift killed Barney and that it was about time. He’d apparently come to piss on the property every full moon since he broke up with the guy that lived there.”
“It happens,” Cade said. “Night Shift won’t kill him for pissing, but if he escalated—”
Lem held up a finger to shush him. “One problem with that,” he said. “I got the ex’s name from his rental contract and ran a quick background check on him. He made reservations at the Hilton Bayfront for three nights, the full moon getaway deal. Sunset check-in.”
So no one had been at the property when Barney got there. That would make it hard to justify the kill. Technically, Night Shift’s remit allowed them to deploy deadly force in defense of themselves or another, but self-defense was a hard sell. The Night Shift’s lives were in danger from the minute they went out on the streets, so they could kill who they wanted and claim self-defense. 
They were the only ones who’d know if it was true or not. The same way they were the only ones who knew if the accusation against Marlow was true or not.
“Is there any news on Marlow?” Cade asked.
Lem shook his head. “The cops are looking for him, but they just say he’s a person of interest. No details. So he’s in the wind, but why and where we don’t know.”
The “why” didn’t matter. Cade didn’t care if Marlow had murdered someone. To be honest, it would pull some of the teeth from the background worry that, despite everything Cade had built up to keep him-now and him-then apart, Marlow could do better.
The “where” could be solved, but it would take time—
“You cannot go in there!” Cade’s assistant objected from outside the office. Her voice was shriller than usual. “Unless you have a warrant or—”
The sentence ended on a startled “eep,” and the door swung open to let O’Hara stalk in. A few paces behind him came Bennett, her face set in an unhappy scowl despite her split lip.
“Captain,” Cade said, his voice coldly impersonal. “This is unexpected. Did we have an appointment?”
“Shut up,” Bennett said.
O’Hara held his hand up to quiet her. She clenched her teeth, the tight muscles visible along her jaw, and held her tongue.
“Have you seen or spoken to Marlow?” Cartwright asked.
Cade raised his eyebrows and glanced at Lem. “What time is it?”
“Six a.m.”
“So if I did, I ate him,” Cade said. He tasted bile in the back of his throat for a second, and it stung when he swallowed. Apparently, it wasn’t funny yet. O’Hara didn’t need to know that. “Is that all?”
“No.” O’Hara reached into his pocket and pulled out a photo of a dead man to show Cade. His hair was wet and sandy brown, slicked severely back from his lax, sallow face. “Do you know Barney Lyons?”
Cade glanced at the photo briefly and shrugged.
“No.”
“Really?” O’Hara said. “Because he worked just down the street, in The Fat Fish. That’s not even a block away. You’ve never been there?”
The memory of the unexpected encounter with Marlow on the street outside was so vivid that Cade could feel the warmth of Marlow’s kiss on his lips. He remembered the crumpled sticker on the wrapper he’d tossed in the trash for the cleaners to sort and dispose of. 
Anyone who watched TV knew it was surprising the amount of things you can find out from someone’s trash. Not many knew how easy it was to actually track your discarded bags from the backyard to the dump if you were motivated enough. If the SDPD were on the ball—even if it was the wrong ball—it wouldn’t take them long to find out he’d been there. Once or twice, at least. A blunt denial could be used against him later.
“I’m bad with faces,” he said. “I might have seen him around, but we never got beers together. Why?”
“He’s dead.”
“…obviously,” Cade said. “They wouldn’t have let him work with food if he looked like that under normal circumstances.”
The corners of O’Hara’s mouth twitched with repressed annoyance. He tucked the photo into his pocket.
“You have been a royal pain in the SDPD’s ass since you arrived in town,” he said. “So I get that you have invested a lot in this knee-jerk anti-authoritarian persona that you’ve cultivated. This isn’t the time.”
Lem snorted and shrugged when both O’Hara and Bennett glared at him. “Don’t flatter yourself,” he said. “You aren’t the first cops he’s thought were stupid. The SDPD isn’t even in the top five.”
“Maybe that says more about him,” Bennett said.
“Well, duh.”
Cade ignored both of them as he looked at O’Hara. “What is this about, O’Hara? And can it wait till I have pants on?”
There was a long pause as O’Hara weighed his response. Finally, he nodded briefly to himself and stepped forward into Cade’s personal space. So apparently, “no” on the second question.
“Last night, one of my best officers killed a man and tried to kill another Night Shift officer when they tried to stop him,” O’Hara said, his voice grim. “And when I start to dig, your name turns up every time one way or another. Lyons worked a few doors down from your offices. Haley was killed on property you provide security for. And, despite the fact you nearly killed him, Officer Marlow keeps turning up in your company. I don’t believe in coincidence.”
Cade crossed his arms. His elbows nudged against O’Hara’s chest as he did so.
“A hundred people work within a few doors of my offices,” he said. “Some of them probably died in the last month, but that doesn’t mean I had anything to do with it. Same goes for Haley. If I had anything to do with that, I wouldn’t have solved the crime for you, would I?”
“You have an answer for everything, don’t you?” O’Hara said. “People with something to hide usually do. What about Marlow? You have been very vocal about your contempt for the police. What makes him the exception to the rule? Why do you suddenly enjoy his company?”
Cade leaned in until their noses almost touched. He could smell the sourness of a long night and no time to catch a break on O’Hara’s breath.
“I want to fuck him,” he said. “That answer your question?”
The blush was unexpected. It crawled up into O’Hara’s cheeks, under the scruff of graying gingery stubble, and turned his ears bright red. Despite the barely repressed anger that fairly seeped out of Bennett, she gave a brief snort of amusement at the jibe. 
O’Hara ignored her. He stepped back out of Cade’s space and cleared his throat.
“I’m afraid not,” he said. “Not all of them. We’d like to speak to you down at the station.”
“Are you asking or telling?” Cade asked.
O’Hara popped his knuckles absently. “Until you refuse, we’re asking,” he said.
There was too much wolf under Cade’s skin—antsy with the promise of another two night’s mayhem—for him to swallow the implied threat easily. The back of his neck itched, and his teeth felt very sharp against his tongue.
O’Hara had been right about one thing. Cade did like his antagonistic relationship with the local LEOs. For one thing, he didn’t have much use for cops—in his personal experience they were either useless or in his way—and it also tested well with Cold Winds’ target market. Someone who hired private security generally didn’t want the police involved in their business.
That didn’t mean they wanted a straight-up dark web mercenary either, and there were conduct clauses in the contracts. So far, no one had ever used them against Cold Winds. But they could.
“Well, since you asked so nicely,” Cade said. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to get dressed and call my lawyer first. You can wait in reception unless you want a show.”
He untucked the towel from around his waist and rubbed it over his soaked hair. O’Hara didn’t look. Good for him.
“Don’t take too long,” O’Hara told him. He checked the time on his wristwatch briefly as he turned to leave the room. “Courtesy expires in twenty minutes, Mr. Deacon. After that, well, the station has seen your ass before.”
Bennett hung back as he left. “Only guilty men need lawyers,” she said, “in my experience.”
The door closed behind O’Hara and left the three of them alone.
“Please,” Cade said. “Does that ever work? Everyone needs a lawyer. The guilty just know it.”
Her bruised mouth twitched in a cold smile. “So you admit it?”
“Not without my lawyer present,” Cade said. “Now, get out of my office.”
Bennett took a step back. “You think you’re slick,” she said. “But I knew Ned Piper, and he played this city like a drum for years. You aren’t on his level. So I don’t care how you talked Marlow into this shit storm; you’re going to pay for it. I’ll make sure of that. Lawyer or not.”
She turned on her heel and stalked out of the office after O’Hara. Cade waited for the door to swing shut behind her with the solid click of good craftsmanship and reinforced metal under the polished layer of wood. 
“Find him,” Cade said. 
“What?” Lem said. 
“Marlow.” Cade slung the damp towel around his neck and gave his brother an exasperated look. “By the time I get back from my…. completely optional… chat with the SDPD, I want to know where he is.”
Lem made an exasperated gesture as he stood up and nearly knocked his tablet to the floor. He grabbed it awkwardly and rested the edge of it against his hip.
“And how do you think I’m going to do that?” Lem asked, frustration in his voice. “The Night Shift and half the city are looking for him, but I’m just supposed to ‘find him’? How do you expect me to do that, Cade?”
“I don’t care how you do it. I just want it done,” Cade said. “I’ve spent years telling our clients, the press, and various local government officials that Cold Winds is better funded, better staffed, and just plain better than the SDPD. So don’t make a liar out of me. Find Marlow before they do.”
Lem grimaced and looked down at his tablet. When he looked up, his face was set in determined, unhappy lines.
“You sure about this?” he asked and held up a hand to intercept whatever Cade was about to say. “And don’t just tell me to mind my own business. This is Cold Winds money and man-hours you’re sinking into this personal interest of yours. I remember how pissed you were at Justin for doing the same. Maybe you’re letting your personal feelings—for a guy you’ve known a month, Cade, or not even a month—get in the way. I want you to be happy, big brother, but this Marlow might turn out to be a bad bet. Maybe he did what they say he did. Maybe we shouldn’t get involved.”
Cade dropped the towel onto the floor to sop up the moisture from his wet feet. 
“Maybe you should do your job,” Cade said. “Which, unless I’ve missed a memo, is cybersecurity, not the personal angel on my shoulder.”
“So you admit I’m right?” Lem asked. “This is a bad idea?”
Cade shrugged as he turned and headed back into the small bathroom to get dressed. “It could be,” he said over his shoulder. “But this is my company, and I get to make that call. Not you. And tell Beth to meet me at the police station. I don’t want this to take any longer than it has to.”
Lem sighed, loud enough to still be heard as Cade closed the door behind him. 
“So now I have to do the impossible and talk to my ex?” he said. He slapped his hand against the door twice. Their father had done that when he was done with their shit. It had been the double-tap on his ability to control his temper. All these years later—and even knowing it was Lem, who’d never raised his hand to anyone—Cade’s shoulders still tightened at the sound. “Maybe I should take Justin up on that job offer, huh? At least I wouldn’t have to care if he was fucking himself over.”
They both knew Lem wouldn’t. They—probably—both knew that Cade didn’t want that. Lem was the only family he had, and neither of them had the emotional skills to maintain a relationship if they didn’t work together.
None of that helped Cade not be a dick at the moment.
“Go ahead,” he said. “You might be looking for a new job anyhow if you don’t get off your ass and do what you’re told.”
There was a pause, and then Lem snorted. “Fine,” he said. “But I hope this guy is worth it.”
Cade hitched his jeans up over lean, damp hips. “Me too,” he said, but he’d waited until he heard Lem leave. The problem was—Cade glanced at his reflection in the mirror and rubbed a hand over his stubbled jaw as he debated a shave—he knew Marlow was worth it. He had no doubts.
That scared him.
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Chapter Two


“WELCOME TO  BONES and Broth. How can I help you?” the girl behind the counter rhymed off the question by rote. “Today’s special is tilapia and pupfish broth, sourced from the Salton Sea. You can add a fat bomb for only another dollar, and that will pick you up until the moon’s up.”
The “do you serve coffee” was on the tip of Marlow’s tongue. He choked it down as he glanced at the board behind her, the day’s offerings almost unreadable in hand-written chalk. 
“Grande beet kvass,” he ordered instead. “And a yogurt.”
She rang it up on the till. “That will be $12.40,” she said. “Do you have a loyalty card?”
He did not.
He hadn’t exactly expected to be asked to pay either. 
Usually he did—fairly often, anyhow—but it was easier to just let people buy you a coffee during the full moon. For your service. Not that he’d be able to tell one wolf from another in the dark, but people seemed to like the idea that keeping the Night Shift sweet had some impact. 
Marlow patted down his pockets as he tried to recover. It took him a second to remember that his wallet—along with his ID and his house keys—was still in a lockbox in the armory. The girl behind the counter started to look annoyed.
“If you need to go and get your—”
“No,” Marlow said. He fished the emergency fifty-dollar bill out of his back pocket and handed it over. It had been in there—one pocket or another—for five years. The creases were so set that when the girl unfolded it, the paper was threadbare in places. “Sorry. My ex is a dick.”
It wasn’t actually a lie—a number of them were—but it wasn’t an explanation either. The girl took it as one, though. Most people did. The details got filled in from their own experience, and they were either sympathetic or decided not to get involved as a result. 
It was one of the things you learned when you were economical with words. People would read more into what you didn’t say. For once, it was useful.
“Ugh,” the girl said as she counted out his change. “I’ve been there.”
Marlow tipped reasonably, took the kvass and yogurt, and retreated to the back of the cafe. They had stools instead of seats, rickety on thin metal legs. He perched on one that let him keep his back to the corner and let himself relax—a bit.
The sun was up, and the wolves were back to buying bone broth and flirting in the morning sun. Marlow still had problems to deal with, but he had time for that now. None of them were going to rip his throat out the minute he let his guard down.
Marlow dipped a spoon in the yogurt and stirred to dredge up the peanut butter and jelly sludge at the bottom. His stomach grumbled, loud enough to make him look up awkwardly. No one else in the cafe had noticed. 
He’d broken into some wolf’s house last night to wait for the dawn. It hadn’t been difficult. Null houses had metal shutters, deadbolts, and security cameras with dedicated streams, because if someone broke in, it was probably to eat them in their bed. The wolf had a cylinder lock and a sash window he’d left half-open because most burglars weren’t desperate enough to risk working during the full moon.
Marlow had raided the wardrobe in the master bedroom for the jeans and shirt he had on—pale pink with a gray check, the sort of shirt that everyone who knew Marlow knew he wouldn’t wear. The rucksack he’d grabbed to stash his Night Shift gear in was currently locked in the trunk of his wrecked Firebird in the mechanic’s lot.
He could have picked a worse house, but the cupboard had been bare. All he’d found was gauze bags of bone broth and a stash of saltines.
Marlow spooned the yogurt goop into his mouth. The edges of the plastic spoon were sharp against his lips as he sucked it clean.
He’d never thought what it was like for wolves the morning after. Even those who got Crated for the night weren’t his problem once the sun came up. Day Shift dealt with them, and Marlow was
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