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      “Love bites.”

      I threw myself on the worn couch in Dillon’s apartment above Carpe Noctem, staring at the Christmas tree across the room. Something about it seemed off, but maybe that was just my funky mood. Blue Christmas churned out on the record player in the corner of the small living room, the perfect vibe for my melancholy statement.

      “Sorry, man,” Dillon said, running a would-be casual hand through his messy blond hair as his eyes danced between me and the door. “Did something happen?”

      “No. That’s half the problem though.”

      Dillon muttered some sort of an assent, his free hand tapping against his leg. Dillon was a drummer in the local band, the Lost Talisman, so the fidgeting wasn’t unexpected, but combined with the shifty eyes, I was starting to suspect something was up. The amount of coordinated seasonal decor in his little apartment was surprising, but what did I know. Maybe he was a secret decorator at heart. Still, something was decidedly different about the apartment since I’d last been here. And that damn tree… I looked back at it and got to my feet, moving to inspect it closer.

      “Dude. Did you measure the distance between your ornaments?”

      “What?” Dillon scoffed, his expression far too dramatic to be normal. “No.”

      I held out my hands, thumbs touching, to gauge the distance between two, then moved them over to the next branch. “This is way too specific to be accidental.” I moved my hands, raising a brow as, once again, the round ornament was perfectly equidistant from the others.

      “Can’t a guy feel festive this time of year?” Dillon shoved his hands in his pockets, looking at the door for the third time in this short conversation.

      I crossed my arms, turning back to the couch that was my new home. Living with my twin brother Cole and his new mate, Skylar, had become painfully awkward once their baby had arrived a few months ago, and it was time to go. I could only take so much of listening to the baby cry, or worse, listening to the two of them go at it.

      Usually, renting somewhere in Deadlights Cove wasn’t an issue, but there had been shockingly few options when it came time for house hunting.

      “You’re sure I can stay here?” I asked, giving Dillon another out as I crossed the space to the galley kitchen. Everything was color coordinated — strange for a bachelor — but the final nail in the coffin that Dillon no longer lived alone was the inside of his fridge. Clear, neatly stacked containers lined the shelves and there were more vegetables than Dillon had probably eaten in his entire life. I bent over to grab two beers and paused to read the label on a container of lettuce. “Does that say Romaine Calm?”

      “Yeah.” Dillon waved me off, a weird laugh rising out of him. “And I’m positive you can crash here.”

      I narrowed my eyes as I handed him a beer, my ears pricking up at a noise in the stairwell that he, a witch, wouldn’t have heard yet. “Are you absolutely sure there’s no one you need to” — a jangle of keys, and the door swung open — “check with?”

      Kymari stood there, a fluffy cream-color sweater making her dark skin glow as she glanced between Dillon and me.

      “Oh, Kymari! Hey!” I feigned shock, throwing Dillon a look that said Really, dude?

      “Casey, how… unexpected to see you here.”. Kymari put her bags down by the door and slipped off her shoes, setting them neatly in the boot tray, and joined us in the living room.

      “Dillon was just saying it was absolutely no problem for me to crash here for a bit.”

      “Hmm.”

      That was Kymari’s response. Dillon grimaced.

      Her lips pursed. “How long is a bit?”

      “Just tonight, right, Case?” Dillon asked, eyes wide.

      Well, shit. That hadn’t been my plan, but anything was better than listening to my brother bang his mate for the thousandth time.

      The three of us entered into a weird stare-off I broke by taking a long sip of my beer and mumbling an assent. If there was a photo of Awkward in the dictionary, it would show us in that living room. Despite the tension we could cut with a knife, I currently had nowhere else to go, so fuck it.

      Finding a new place to crash was tomorrow’s problem.
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      After a relatively painless evening — thank you, alcohol — Kymari and Dillon retreated to their bedroom, and I pulled off my shirt and traded my jeans for a pair of grey sweatpants, then plopped on the couch. The matching throw pillows didn’t fix that this couch was uncomfortable, a hand-me-down from who knew where, the last remnant of Dillon’s former bachelorhood.

      Once I settled into the least uncomfortable position I could find, I sent a middle-finger selfie to Cole for good measure. Immediately, he sent back a link I knew better than to click — the skulk version of Rick Rolling was What Does the Fox Say and I would not give him the satisfaction.

      Tossing my phone onto the coffee table, I had just closed my eyes when a series of unmistakable thumps and moans started up from the bedroom. Letting out a frustrated sigh, I stared up at the ceiling, begrudging my singleness yet again.

      When all of my friends had been single together, the idea of mating and marriage had seemed so far off, it was hardly a passing thought. But now Kit and Cole were both not only mated but dads, and everyone in town seemed to be pairing up.

      Nothing made you want a mate to come home to like living in a sex den you reaped no benefits from.

      A loud moan punctuated my thoughts, and I ground my teeth together. Sometimes it would be helpful to be able to turn off my fox shifter hearing.

      Grabbing two throw pillows, I pressed them against my ears, wishing I hadn’t forgotten my earbuds back at my house. Cole’s house. Whatever.

      I was so distracted trying not to hear anything that I almost missed the knocking on the door.

      Tossing the pillows aside, I pulled myself to my feet and wrenched open the door, momentarily forgetting this wasn’t my apartment.

      “If you need Dillon, he’s a bit” — I blinked at the woman who stood before me, her honey-brown hair in a long braid over one shoulder under a Lost Talisman beanie — “busy.”

      Natalie, one of the band’s guitarists I’d met in passing a few times, looked me over before peering behind me into the apartment. I took the opportunity to really take her in, and damn, she was gorgeous. Blue eyes, a light dusting of freckles across her nose, and the lean build most shifters had. She was a few inches shorter than me, but just tall enough I wouldn’t sprain my neck leaning down to kiss those deep pink, luscious lips I couldn’t look away from.

      She cleared her throat, and I looked up to meet her mischievous expression as she shared at my bare chest. Natalie was a wolf shifter, not a fox, but same as me, she could not only hear what was happening in the apartment behind us, but smell the direction of my dirty thoughts.

      I mentally gave myself a
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