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      In the right situation, given just the right set of circumstances, coffee could easily save a person’s life. Melissa was sure of it.

      Take tonight, for example.

      Beautiful blissful sleep shattered by the blaring, incessant ringing of her cellphone. Called out in the middle of the night to the scene of a museum heist. It all had the potential to end very badly if she couldn’t get her hands on at least one tiny cup of the stuff. But at this hour that appeared unlikely. She had passed two convenience stores on her way to the scene and neither was open 24 hours.

      “Son of a bitch,” she muttered aloud, sending death stares at the dark building as she drove past it.

      She stifled a yawn and glared at the clock in her car. 3:54 a.m. It wasn’t even four freaking o’clock in the morning yet, and she was out and headed to work, with no coffee in her system.

      None.

      Zero.

      Whoever had decided to call her out for this case was most likely about to regret it, and she would not be held accountable. Until she was able to caffeine up, everyone around her was in serious danger.

      She pulled to the curb and threw the car into park. Taking the hair tie from around her wrist, she gathered her shoulder-length dark brown hair up into a slightly messy ponytail. Then she climbed out of the vehicle, squinting at the bright rotating lights of the marked police cruisers and the ambulance. She tugged uncomfortably at the un-ironed, rumpled blue shirt she had shrugged on in haste before sprinting out the door.

      She envisioned digging her hands deep into a pile of fragrant, gourmet, dark roast arabica beans. The image was strangely comforting, so she held onto it and made her way across the street to the Brinkley National Museum.

      “Hey, Mel, wait up!”

      She slowed down and glanced over her shoulder to see her partner, Jamison Cord, jogging toward her. He was smartly dressed and fresh faced, as though he always began his day in the middle of the night.

      “Nothing like a 3:30 am callout to get your blood going, huh?”

      Melissa glared at him, but didn't respond.

      Jamison bounced up the steps of the museum, unaffected.

      She took a deep breath and trudged up after him.

      Inside, the museum was brightly lit, and Melissa scowled. As a child, coming to this place to spend an afternoon looking at all the exhibits was a treat. She remembered roaming these treasure-filled hallways for several shared adventures with her sister and brother. But right now all she wanted was to return home to the comfort of Trevor’s warm bed.

      Fat chance of that happening anytime soon.

      She and Jamison were escorted down a long corridor and through a set of double doors with the words Natural Wonders mounted above them. Once inside, she spotted their boss, Lieutenant Maddox, talking to a couple of uniformed officers a few yards away, so she marched over with Jamison right on her heels.

      “Excuse me, sir, but why have we been summoned to the scene of a museum heist? Isn’t that a job for the robbery division?”

      Every police force across the country did things differently, but at their department, the detective section was divided into six divisions — homicide, violent crimes, narcotics, robbery, fraud, and cyber crimes — and most detectives usually liked to stay firmly inside their own little boxes.

      Maddox looked at her with a toothy grin, and Melissa knew instantly he was already way too upbeat for her at this time of the morning.

      “Well, ordinarily yes, Cartwright. But two of the night security guards here at the museum have been murdered.”

      “Ripped apart would be more accurate,” the Medical Examiner said. “At least for one of them.”

      “And that makes it a homicide. A gory one at that, which is why I called on you.”

      Maddox’s grin mocked her.

      Melissa’s stomach tightened, as though someone had reached in, taken a fistful of her gut, and twisted. She tried to take in a steadying breath before she looked over at the M.E., but her lungs were momentarily refusing to work. “Not again, Terri.”

      Terri shrugged her shoulders. “I just work here. Come on, let me show you.”

      “Lead the way.” Melissa pulled a pair of blue latex gloves from her coat pocket and followed Terri over to where the bodies lay.

      “This one over here was shot in the chest. Shell casings look like a .38 caliber, but I’m only guessing.” Terri gestured to the security guard by the wall. “But this one is a very different story.”

      Melissa knelt down to get a better look. The sheer amount of blood everywhere confirmed for her the fact that he had definitely been mauled. But the large deep gashes across the security guard’s abdomen, the exposed intestines, and the four claw-like rips of his uniform shirt and his skin told her even more.

      “Wow.” Jamison ran a hand over his closely-cropped hair as he looked around at the scene. “Okay, I know those murders a few months back were ultimately ruled animal attacks, but how do you explain this, Terri? I mean, no wild animal I know of would step foot inside a natural history museum to steal a priceless…” His voice trailed off and he frowned and glanced around. “What the hell was stolen anyway?”

      Melissa shook her head at the senselessness of it all.

      No wild animal did this evil deed. The carnage had the Lycan Syndicate’s paw prints all over it, but she had to keep that knowledge to herself. She really needed a cup of coffee. It was way too early in the day for sinister werewolf shenanigans.

      “I’m afraid Jamison’s right,” she said, looking up at the M.E. once more.

      “Trust me, Mel, I know that.” Terri looked her in the eyes with a grave expression. “But I can’t explain what we’re looking at here. I mean, I don’t like it any more than you do. This could call into question my earlier judgement when ruling those other deaths animal attacks. You know how that would look on me? I could lose my job over something like that. They could reopen every case I ever worked on.”

      “Shit.” Melissa’s heart did a tuck and roll down into her stomach.

      She bowed her head and took slow deep breaths and stared at the blood-stained swirled pattern of the carpet. The very last thing she needed was for that earlier case to be reopened, because if it was, Trevor — her very handsome and very secret werewolf boyfriend — would become suspect number one all over again.

      “I swear there are some strange things happening in this city lately.” Jamison placed his hands on his hips as he looked around at the gore.

      Head still bowed, Melissa closed her eyes and mumbled to herself, “You have no idea.”

      She stood up and pulled off her gloves.

      “Okay, maybe we’re jumping the gun a little, Terri. Let’s not borrow trouble if we don’t have to just yet. We’ll work this case like normal and see how it shakes out, all right?”

      Terri nodded in response, but Melissa could see the worry in her friend’s pretty, blue eyes.

      “You do your thing and let me know what you find.”

      She stepped away and began to examine the scene beyond the two dead bodies, letting her eyes and her brain take in all the available information. Off to the side, she spotted an attractive young woman with olive skin and dark hair, and a tall older gentleman with gray hair watching the action with great concern. She approached them with a nod of her head.

      “I’m Detective Melissa Cartwright. This is my partner, Detective Jamison Cord. I’m assuming you both work here at the museum?”

      “Yes, Detective.” The man stood up straight and clasped his hands together as he addressed her. “I’m the museum director, Gene Pruitt. This is our curator, Holly Garner.”

      Melissa glanced to see Jamison jotting that information down on a small notebook, and she was grateful. “And were either of you in the building when the heist took place?”

      “Oh, no, no. The museum has been closed for hours.” Mr. Pruitt used his hands to emphasize his point as he spoke. “There was no one here but the night security. When the alarm goes off, the protocol is for the guards to call the police immediately, and then to call me.”

      Melissa nodded. “Does the museum keep any security camera footage that might help us clear this up, Mr. Pruitt?”

      “Yes, there may be. You would have to ask one of the other guards on duty to pull that up for you,” he answered.

      “We will. But first, can you tell me how many security guards are on duty on any given night?”

      The man appeared to give that a little thought. “I believe there are only about twelve individuals in total. They rotate three shifts throughout the day, and there are usually four of them on duty each night.”

      “And have there been any recent changes to the security staff? Anyone you’re not familiar with?”

      The man got a slightly haughty look on his face.

      “On the security staff? No. The only recent change to the museum’s roster has been the hiring of our new curator.”

      His gaze drifted to his right, although he refused to look at the woman directly, and Melissa could feel the sudden bristling of the woman who had been silent until now. As Melissa looked at her, the woman’s face blanched before she turned to the museum director in defiance.

      “Are you implying that I had something to do with this, Mr. Pruitt?”

      The man’s face flushed with color. “Well, I did not say that.”

      “You didn’t have to! You implied—”

      “All right, no,” Melissa held up a hand to stop the argument from moving forward. Then she turned her attention to the woman.“So, you’re new to the museum, Ms. Garner, was it?”

      “Dr. Garner.” The woman corrected Melissa with an attitude and folded her arms across her chest. “And yes, I was recently hired by the museum board. Much to Mr. Pruitt’s chagrin!”

      The man let out an exasperated sigh and rolled his eyes. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      The woman turned on him again, ripping into him with her cutting remarks, and Melissa closed her eyes and took a deep breath as they bickered. A bloody double homicide at four in the morning — with no coffee in sight — was rapidly making her feel homicidal.

      “Oh, you have given me nothing but grief from the moment I stepped foot inside this place,” Dr. Garner all but yelled. “I’ve heard from several members of the board how much you vehemently protested their choice for the position!”

      “That’s enough,” Melissa said, attempting to regain control of the situation.

      “Well, maybe certain board members should learn to keep their mouths shut,” the man fired back.

      “I said that’s enough!”

      Everyone within earshot snapped their attention Melissa’s way.

      She hadn’t meant to shout.

      Melissa lowered her head and counted to ten, fighting to regain her control. She didn’t often let her cool slip, but she was sleepy and grumpy and in great need of caffeine. And she would give just about anything to be back at home, snuggled deep in bed, in Trevor’s arms.

      Whoa.

      And that thought irritated her too.

      When had she begun to think of Trevor’s place as home?

      She silently sighed and refocused on the case.

      The museum director and the curator were staring at her like children who had just been scolded by their mother, and she took in another deep breath before addressing them again.

      “How long have you worked here, Dr. Garner?” she asked in a much more neutral tone of voice.

      “Just four weeks or so,” the woman responded. “I’ve barely settled in. But this exhibit was going to be my triumphant entry, so to speak. The first under my tenure, and it’s in my specialty too, so naturally it’s incredibly important to me. I am beside myself right now. I had to call in a lot of favors to get this gem exhibit here, and the Saudi Arabian government is not going to be happy about this.”

      She sounded genuinely distraught, and Melissa actually felt bad for her.

      Mr. Pruitt, on the other hand, practically snickered. “And they will take their displeasure out on this museum no doubt. I’m sure the board will be thrilled with the legal and insurance ramifications.”

      Dr. Garner rolled her eyes at his remark.

      “How much of the exhibit did the thief make off with?” Melissa asked.

      “A diamond pendant,” Dr. Garner replied.

      Melissa looked at the woman with an expectant expression. “And?”

      “And?” Dr. Garner repeated. “And? I’m sorry, but I don’t think you understand, Detective. The Enchanted Moonbeam is a stunning moonstone and diamond pendant. It is a rare, one-of-a-kind piece. It’s the largest rainbow moonstone known to exist, and it’s surrounded by 30 perfect, flawless diamonds that total 124 carats in weight. It is a very big deal!”

      “Okay.” Melissa looked at her with raised eyebrows. “Any chance I can get a picture of this pendant, please? An exhibit brochure, or something?”

      “Yes, of course. I have some in my office.”

      “Great.” Melissa turned to Jamison. “Why don’t you go see about that security footage while I obtain an image of the pendant.”

      “Yep.” He looked at the museum director. “You want to lead the way, Mr. Pruitt?”

      They walked off and Melissa motioned to Dr. Garner. “Shall we?”

      The woman led her off in the opposite direction.

      “So, what is your specialty, Dr. Garner?” Melissa asked as they headed for her office. “Back there you said that this exhibit was in your specialty.”

      “Yes. I’m a trained gemologist,” the woman answered. “Before I got my master’s in museum studies I earned a degree in gemology. At one time I considered a career as a diamond broker.”

      “Really? But you ended up in museum work instead.” The surprise in her tone was evident.

      “I know what you’re thinking, and yes. The money would have been much better. But it’s not always about the money, is it?”

      Melissa smiled at her. “You’re talking to a civil servant who loves her job. Even when she’s called to the scene of a double homicide in the middle of the night. More money would be nice, but probably not half as rewarding.”

      “So you understand.” Dr. Garner smiled. “I decided museum work would afford me a better chance to see more of the rare gems I was always so fascinated by. Until tonight I’ve never regretted my decision.”

      When they entered her office she grabbed a pamphlet from her desk and handed it to Melissa. “It’s a mock-up of the program for the exhibit.”

      “A mock-up?” Melissa frowned at her.

      “Yes, there were a few typos that still needed to be corrected yesterday. And since the exhibit wasn’t supposed to open until tomorrow afternoon, the actual programs are scheduled to be picked up from the printers first thing tomorrow morning. Or… later this morning I guess I should say.”

      Melissa flipped through the pamphlet, stopping at a page titled: The Enchanted Moonbeam. “Wow. That is beautiful.”

      She couldn’t help the tinge of wonder in her voice. The pendant was truly stunning, even on paper.

      “And that picture is not even close to the splendor of the real thing,” Dr. Garner said.

      Melissa looked up from the picture and studied her for a moment. “Okay, you’re a gemologist, Dr. Garner, and I’m no jewelry expert, so tell me… aren’t moonstones fairly inexpensive?”

      “Yes, they are. But like I said… this particular moonstone is quite unique in its size. Think large goose egg. It would completely cover my palm.” She held her hand out to illustrate her point. “There’s not another one like it in existence. But it’s surrounded by 124 carats-worth of flawless diamonds. Now, I know we tend to hear that term a lot. But the reality is, flawless is a very special rating in the diamond world. True flawless grade diamonds have zero inclusions or blemishes under 10x magnification. Do you know how genuinely rare that is, Detective?”

      Melissa shook her head. “No. I don’t.”

      “Only less than one percent of all the diamonds in the world are given that clarity grade. The moonstone itself may be rare because of its size, but the diamonds surrounding that moonstone are priceless.”

      Melissa nodded. Now they were getting somewhere. “So the diamonds themselves would make a very attractive target to a professional jewel thief.”

      Or to a greedy and corrupt Lycan Syndicate.

      But she would keep that thought to herself for now.

      “Yes, precisely. Whoever this thief was, they knew exactly what they were after. The Enchanted Moonbeam must be recovered at all costs, Detective. Before the thief can disassemble it and sell off those diamonds one by one.”

      “May I keep this?” Melissa held up the pamphlet with the pendant’s picture in it.

      “Yes, of course.”

      She folded the brochure and glanced around the woman’s office. “Dr. Garner, what happened back there between you and Mr. Pruitt?”

      The woman looked irritated at the very mention of his name. “He’s not my biggest fan.”

      “And why is that? What caused the bad blood?” Melissa asked.

      “I wish I knew!” A frustrated smile crossed Dr. Garner’s face. “That man has been nothing but hostile to me since I arrived. And I’ve heard from more than one of the board members who voted to hire me that he was less than thrilled at their choice.”

      “Did they say why?” Melissa asked. At this point, she wasn’t certain their feud had any bearing on her case, but she needed all the facts anyway.

      Dr. Garner shook her head. “They assumed he simply appreciated the other candidate’s experience level. But the board wanted to go with someone fresher. Someone a little more… hip.”

      “Someone younger,” Melissa stated. “Like yourself?”

      “I suppose.” Dr. Garner nodded.

      “Hmm. Well, thank you for your time, Dr. Garner. I’ll be in touch.”

      She left the woman’s office and headed back to the scene of the murders when her phone beeped. She pulled it out to see a text from Trevor.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Trevor:

      

      
        Meet me at the lair as soon as you get a break

      

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Melissa:

      

      
        Ok

      

      

      

      

      

      

      She frowned wondering what that was about. Then she put her phone away when Jamison approached.

      “The security cameras were wiped clean,” he stated.

      “How convenient,” Melissa said with a smirk. “Are we thinking our jewel thieves might’ve had a little inside help?”

      “Either that, or they stopped to erase the footage somehow.”

      “Not likely. If you’ve just pulled a major league smash and grab you’re not slowing down to erase the camera footage. We’re going to need to bring the rest of the security staff to the house for questioning. Not just the other two who were on duty tonight, but all of them.”

      “I’ll get a list of names and have patrol pick them up,” Jamison said.

      “I also want our IT guys to go over the security tapes. See if maybe whatever was erased can be recovered.”

      “You got it,” Jamison said.

      He walked away to see to her orders, and Melissa looked around and took a deep breath. It was going to be a long day. She really needed to find some coffee.
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      Just before seven a.m., Melissa pulled the hair tie from her ponytail and flipped down the driver’s side mirror. She dug a spare brush out of the glove compartment and ran it through her hair a few times. She looked tired. She hadn’t bothered with any makeup at the ungodly hour she was called in, and her usually warm medium-brown skin looked pale. A quick dab of tinted lip gloss finished her primping.

      “That’s as good as it’s gonna get right now, Mel,” she mumbled to her reflection.

      She got out of the car and stood looking at the building.

      Dare’s Lair.

      The chic private clubhouse that served as the new meeting place for the Rain City werewolf pack. Why Trevor wanted her to meet him here, she didn’t know, but as she stood there staring at the building her breathing began to shallow. The last time she was here just two weeks ago, they had stepped out the front door and been attacked by five huge wolves sent by the Syndicate.

      Melissa flinched at the recall.

      She closed her eyes tight and pushed those thoughts to the darkest corner of her mind. Then she lightly shook out her arms in an effort to loosen up. She could do this.

      A quick snort escaped her, and she rolled her eyes at herself and the situation.

      What kind of perverted irony, or curse, or witchcraft had made a woman who was terrified of dogs fall in love with a werewolf?

      A real live werewolf, for God’s sake!

      She took a deep breath, squared her shoulders, and found her game face — the hard, emotionless expression she used every time her job placed her face-to-face with the world’s horrors.

      She put one foot in front of the other.

      Then she did it again, and again, pretending she was confident and unconcerned about walking into a den of wolves.

      She stepped inside and froze when half a dozen sets of eyes turned her way.

      The lively chatter ceased, and the small group of people stared at her with blatant curiosity. She smiled, fighting the urge to check her appearance.

      Clomp, clomp, clomp.

      The sound of her shoes against the hardwood floor echoed with each step she took.

      Why was she so rattled about this?

      She was in Trevor’s lair, after all. These were his new pack mates. He was their Alpha. If they hurt her, they would surely face his wrath, and she knew none of them wanted that.

      Her smile came easier after that thought, but the unease continued to crawl along her skin like a big hairy spider.

      “Mel, hey!”

      The friendly voice stopped her in her tracks, and she turned to see Roxy Patrick emerge from one of the back rooms, her long auburn hair flowing past her shoulders like a luscious waterfall. The beautiful young Born had sought Melissa out at that meeting two weeks ago and declared them friends.

      “Hey, how are you Roxy?” Melissa asked as the girl rushed over and hugged her.

      “I’m great. It’s good to see you!”

      “Thanks. You too.”

      “Oh, come over here.” Roxy tugged on Melissa’s arm and led her over to the small group of people whose eyes had been on her since she walked in. “Did you meet these goofballs the other night?”

      “Um, probably. I’m not sure. I met so many people that night.” Melissa smiled at them, still feeling very on display.

      Roxy remained completely oblivious to her discomfort as she began the introductions.

      “Well this is Dave, Ronnie, Todd, Barry and Marilyn. Mare is my best friend, and the guys are all part of Alpha’s new beta team!”

      Melissa offered up the appropriate friendly nods, and shook many hands.

      “It’s good to see you all again.”

      Everyone greeted her with polite smiles of their own, but she could see the curiosity written all over their faces. They all wanted to know why she was still human, and if their new Alpha had any intention of turning her soon, like the Syndicate was pressuring him to do.

      “So, are you here to have breakfast, Mel?” Roxy asked.

      “Yes, she is.”

      The deep voice oozed the confidence Melissa lacked in this company.

      It came from behind them, and they all turned as one to see Trevor Dare emerge from the office beyond the bar. He approached them with a coy smile, and Melissa’s anxiety melted away with each step he took in her direction. It was insane how his mere presence calmed her and lifted her up.

      “Hello, dove,” he whispered as he leaned in and kissed her cheek.

      Melissa blushed at the term of endearment, although she loved the sentiment behind it. He had recently admitted to choosing it because the turtle dove mates for life.

      “Well, I was going to invite you to join us, but I see you already have a date.” Roxy shot her a playful smile.

      Melissa grinned at her. She liked Roxy a lot, and she remembered how fascinated the girl had been when asking what it was like to have a real Fated Mate.

      “Yes, she does. Excuse us, please.” Trevor took Melissa by the hand and led her to a small table at the back of the room. Once they were seated, one of the kitchen workers brought over a tray loaded with plates of pancakes and sausage and a large pot of coffee.

      “What is this?” Melissa’s eyes lit up as the server poured her a big cup of the beautiful steaming liquid.

      Trevor grinned at her and opened up his cloth napkin and spread it across his lap.

      “Well, you got called out so early this morning without so much as a piece of toast in you. So I figured you must be ready to fuel up by now. And I know you would’ve hit the roof if I had dared to bring you breakfast at the police station, so—”

      “So you lured me here with a text instead,” Melissa finished, as she dumped two packets of sugar into her black coffee.

      “Yes,” Trevor confirmed. “Here, where no one from the PD will ever see us together.”

      Melissa looked at him and sighed. “Trevor, it’s not that I don’t want anyone from the PD to know about us. It’s just that—”

      “I know,” he interrupted and poured syrup on his pancakes. “You want to give it some time. You want the so-called animal attack deaths to fade from your colleagues’ memories a bit more so that my involvement in them never comes to light.”

      He referred to a series of very bloody murders he had committed in wolf or werewolf form only a few months ago. The murders were payback for the Syndicate’s brutal killing of his former wife, Jenny, and his vigilantism had been a major sticking point for Melissa when they first got together. In fact, it was something she still struggled with.

      “I get it,” Trevor continued. “And I do appreciate the fact that, in your own way, you are simply trying to protect me. Whether I ask you to or not.”

      Melissa didn’t know how to respond to that. None of what he’d just said was untrue, but somehow it all sounded a little scummy laid out like that. She looked down at her plate of food.

      “This looks delicious.”

      She was purposely changing the subject, and Trevor smirked as he picked up his fork and let her. They ate in a companionable silence for several long moments and he watched her.

      “So, tell me about your case. What was so dire at four in the morning?” He took a sip of his coffee.

      Melissa swallowed her mouthful and shook her head as she picked up her coffee cup. “Would you believe there was a heist at the Brinkley National History Museum?”

      Trevor’s eyebrows shot up. “Really? Well, that is not what I expected you to say.”

      Melissa giggled and took a savored sip. “I know, right?”

      “My mother sits on the board of that museum.”

      Melissa nodded and set her cup down. “Yes, I know. I just looked that information up for my investigation.”

      “But why are you on a robbery case? You work homicide.”

      “Well, it actually is a double homicide. Two security guards were killed during the heist, so Jamison and I got called out because of the nature of those deaths.” She took another bite of her pancakes and thought about the bloody crime scene again.

      “The nature of those deaths?” Trevor narrowed his eyes, and Melissa knew he was studying her closely.

      She nodded. “One of the guards was shot. But it looks like the other was mauled.”

      Trevor let out a heavy sigh and looked away for a second, his gaze drifting around the lair before he met her gaze again.

      “I know what
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TERMINATION
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DISCLAIMER
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