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      Apex Investigator Dylan is just the man for the job when a werefox comes to the agency needing help after the murder of a client. He has no idea what a can of worms he's opening when his boss assigns him the case, though.

      

      Ever since finding the dead body of one of his clients, foxy Rey Mercier’s life is a mess, and he needs help desperately. He has no idea why he’s the target a ruthless killer, and he hopes Dylan and his motley crew of shifters at Apex Investigations can help him find out. Dylan and Rey have to deal with literal corporate tigers and dire crocodiles shifters… all while deciding what to do about the mate bond that’s becoming undeniable. And is that even possible between fox and wolf?
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      Fox and Wolf

      Jaguar and Grizzly

      Mountain Lion and Bobcat

      Alpha and Bear
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      The minute the fox walked in his door, Mick Hartness knew he was going to be trouble. The guy was a ginger, after all, and they were always, always full of surprises, and not the good kind. This client wasn’t going to be a “here’s chocolates and flowers” kind of shocker. No, he was going to be “hey, I’m a serial killer.” That was the way of things for a private investigator, though. When you worked for other shifters, you never knew what you’d get.

      Mick stood, holding out a hand to shake. “Mr. Mercier. Pleasure. Please, have a seat and tell me what I can do for you.” He had an idea, because his assistant, Carrie, usually got a few details, but Apex Investigations Inc. was ever discreet. He only got in detail in person.

      The shake was firm, but the little man’s hand was sweaty, and the look in the copper eyes was worried. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Hartness. You come highly recommended.”

      “Thank you.” They settled, and Mick waited for the knock on the door. Carrie always offered drinks and snacks, so there was no sense in starting before she did.

      The tap was gentle, then his favorite she-wolf on the face of the earth came in. “Can I get anyone anything? Coffee? Water?”

      “Can I please have a cup of coffee, ma’am?” Oh, Mercier was polite and jittery. Nice.

      “Of course. Cream or sugar?” She smiled gently. Carrie was all maternal instinct.

      “Black is fine. Thank you, ma’am.”

      “Mick?”

      “The usual.” He took his with cream and half a dozen sugars. And with cookies. Peanut butter. He needed his energy.

      “I’m on it.” She let herself out, closing the door behind her.

      Mercier stared at him, so Mick cleared his throat. “So, I understand you’re under some sort of threat? Can you give me some idea what we’re dealing with?”

      “I’m an information broker. I sell what I know. It’s weirdly like what you all do, right?”

      “Right. I guess that can be a hazardous profession, just like mine.” Mick smiled, humoring the guy.

      “Exactly. I was hired to retrieve a file from a corporation for an individual and, somehow, I’ve fallen into a bit of trouble.” Mr. Mercier’s face took on a strained expression.

      “What kind of trouble? A vague description here is no one’s friend.”

      “To be honest, I’m not exactly sure. After the file—a quite physical one, mind you—was delivered, I began to receive emails begging me to come pick it up from my client. I agreed, and when I went to get the papers to replace them?” Mercier shuddered. “She was dead. Drowned in her pool.”

      “So, someone killed your client for, what? The files you got for her??”

      “No. No, the files she’d requested were her own HR record. What could have been in those files worth killing for?”

      “Huh.” Mick sat back, steepling his fingers under his chin. “You found her?”

      “Yes.” The fox went pale as milk. “She was frantic. I read those files. There was nothing in there. Nothing of importance.”

      “Okay. So what happened then?” He didn’t have to take notes. He had a great memory. Really great. Anything Rey Mercier told him would be stored away in his very own hard drive.

      “I ran. I went home. Then the phone calls started, the texts, the emails, threatening me if I didn’t return the files. I don’t have them.”

      “You had returned them from your client’s house, yes?” Something wasn’t adding up here. What would be so important in an HR file to kill someone over?

      “No. No, I returned them to the corporation, by the way.”

      Mick shook his head, confused. “Okay. Let me see if I have this straight. Your client asked you to get her HR files from a company she had previously or did now work for. You gave them to her, and she began getting calls and threats. So she called, asked you to take them back to the company. When you came to do that, she was dead?”

      “I returned the files as soon as I could. I didn’t really know what to do, since she was dead.”

      “Why paper?” Mick asked. No one was solely paper anymore. It was foolish, ridiculous. Utterly silly.

      “The company didn’t give me an option. I think they were manipulating data but didn’t want any trail. I don’t know why they couldn’t send a PDF or something, but this was a weird legal situation, which was why I was called in as a secure courier, which is also a service I provide.”

      “Like handcuffing a briefcase to your wrist?”

      “Exactly so.”

      Mick wasn’t sure why someone would hire this little man for something that required security. He didn’t seem the type.

      “And you’re sure you didn’t take anything else from the company HR office?” He knew exactly who he would be turning this case over to, but he needed to have all the t’s crossed and i’s dotted in the interview first.

      Carrie tapped on the door, returning with coffees and sweets.

      “Thank you.” He smiled at her, and she winked. She loved playing like she wasn’t half the brains of their operation. Mick would be lost without her.

      “Of course. I brought extra cookies. They’re delicious.”

      “Thank you, ma’am,” Mercier muttered.

      “They really are good cookies,” Mick said when Carrie left. “Peanut butter. Looks like oatmeal raisin too.”

      “I love raisins.” Mercier’s nose twitched, scenting the food.

      “Well, here. I’m a peanut butter fiend.” Mick turned the plate so oatmeal raisin was on the fox’s side of the desk.

      “Thank you.”

      Mick heard the snarl of Mercier’s stomach. Hmm. Someone was a little desperate. Maybe Rey Mercier had been on the run, and that was why his chickens seemed so scattered.

      “Would you like something more substantial? I can have Carrie order in sandwiches while we wait for Dylan. That’s your investigator.”

      “No. No, this is lovely. Thank you.” Hunger gleamed in Mercier’s eyes for a moment, though.

      Mick grabbed his phone under the desk, texting Carrie quickly. “Subs and chips.”

      “Yes, boss.”

      “Can you help me?”

      “Of course. We’ll help look into it.” Mick tilted his head, scenting a tiny hint of fear. “Do you have a place to stay?” He would need to put someone on safe-house duty if the guy was in a hotel or something.

      “I’ve been driving. My apartment isn’t safe.”

      Rey meant sleeping in his car. “Okay. Well, as much as I hate to, I need to talk budget.” Hourly billing added up. People didn’t think about it, but it was so true.

      “Of course. I’m willing to pay to find out who’s doing this.”

      “Here’s a listing of our rates.” Mick found it easier to hand over a piece of paper. Boom, all in writing and set in stone so his clients could read it.

      “Do what you need to.” Rey set the paper aside with no more than a cursory glance.

      Damn. Carte blanche. He hoped the guy meant it, because this job could be expensive.

      “Okay.” Mick sat back in his chair again, grabbing his coffee so he could contemplate. “I want to call in Dylan, get him digging. Do you mind meeting with us both?”

      “No, of course not.” Mercier nibbled a cookie, watching him closely.

      “Thanks. That helps, all of us being on one page.” Mick tugged out his phone again, this time obviously, so he could text Dylan. He fucking hated trying to figure out the unbelievably complicated desk phone Carrie had forced on him. Honestly, what did they need those things for?

      Dylan knocked on the door only a few moments later, and damn, Mick was relieved. Time to turn this interview over to the investigator, and he couldn’t think of anyone better to take it on than his resident ex-cop.
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      Dylan walked into his boss’s office, eyebrows lifting at the cozy scene. Cookies and coffee. A sharp, copper-all-over fox shifter. Mick looking scowly. Yay.

      “Boss. You rang?”

      “I did. Meet your new client. Rey Mercier, meet Dylan Weems. Dylan. Rey.”

      Mercier stood, held out one hand to shake.

      “Mr. Mercier.” He shook hands. No calluses, but not soft. The grip was firm but quick, as if Mercier was unused to touching, or maybe intimidated by him.

      Either way, Mercier was nervous.

      He sat, intrigued by the nerves, by the buzz of energy. The little man made his nose work, made his hand tingle where they touched.

      Mick smiled, but it was strained, more predatory than anything.

      Dylan stifled a grin of his own. Mick was really ill-suited to schmoozing with the clients. He could only do it for so long before getting antsy.

      The door popped open again, Carrie coming in with a big bag from the sub shop downstairs. “Working lunch!”

      Oh, a big enough client for sandwiches. Impressive. The budget must be good on this one.

      Dylan grinned at Carrie. “Cheesesteak?”

      “Two footlongs. Spicy Italian for the boss. I got a variety you might like, Mr. Mercier. Cheese and veggie, or tuna, or turkey and provolone. Or all three. There are chips and pickles in the other bag.”

      A rush of hunger seemed to pour from Mercier, and Dylan felt the hair on the back of his neck raise at the scent. What the heck was that all about?

      “I’d like to pay for lunch,” Mercier said, reaching for his wallet.

      “Nonsense! I’ll expense it to your new account.” Laughing merrily, Carrie left the room, closing them in with the food.

      Mick doled out sandwiches. Two each for them, three six-inch subs to Mercier. “Eat any and all. For real.”

      Ah, so it was like that, was it? Someone was starving.

      Mercier took one of the sandwiches and unwrapped it with shaking fingers.

      He was trying hard not to devour it and make a mess, Dylan thought. He and Mick both bent their heads over their food, giving Mercier a little time to hoover in that first sandwich and bag of chips. Then they could all relax and stop wanting to guard their resources like the canids they were.

      He spent a few minutes surreptitiously checking the fox out. Mercier was running on fumes—dark circles and twitching nose proving that. The shirt was clean but not pressed, and the man’s sneakers were blown.

      Clearly, he was clean and he had enough cash to expense their services, so his condition meant he was scared. Unable to light in one place for fear of getting caught.

      “So, what information do you need from me? I don’t know where we would even begin.” Mercier pushed his hair behind his ear.

      Dylan looked to Mick.

      “Someone thinks he stole information he doesn’t have, is the short answer.”

      “Okay, then I start by retracing your steps. I need to know about any corporations involved so I can see what sorts of trade they do.” Dylan started ticking off things on his fingers.

      “Pearson Inc. is the business involved. PR work, mostly for politicians, businessmen, etc. My client was Elise Barker. She’s… gone.”

      “Politicians and big business….” He and Mick exchanged a nod. “That’s always trouble.”

      “It was a simple job. Nothing dangerous.”

      “Of course, but what did you know about your client?” Dylan smiled a little, knowing he was far more approachable than Mick with his shaggy hair and more craggy than sharp face. “She could have been involved in any number of things for the company.”

      “All I did was retrieve her HR file. Simple, straightforward.”

      “I’d still like to retrace your steps, if only virtually. Our first action is to get you a safe place to stay.” He noticed Rey had gone for the turkey and provolone, then the cheese and veg. The tuna stayed wrapped up.

      If he didn’t eat it, Brock or James would take it from the fridge later. Kitties and their damn tuna.

      “I’ll be okay if I keep moving. I don’t have what they’re looking for. I returned everything. There was nothing in there.”

      “I believe you.” Dylan said it in a steady, not condescending voice, wanting Mercier to know he really did believe it. “However, as my client, I need to know you’re safe. We can move you regularly, but let us handle accommodations.”

      It really wasn’t negotiable. He couldn’t waste time following the fox around and do his job at the same time.

      “Oh, I—well….”

      Mick snorted. “Better not to argue with Dylan. He’s stubborn.”

      “I’m quick more than stubborn, but I have my moments.”

      “I imagine so.” Dylan finished up his chips, then licked his fingers, noting the way Mercier’s gaze lingered when he did. Now the five-hundred-thousand-dollar question was, did Mercier covet his chips or his mouth? Probably the chips, more’s the pity.

      “I vow I didn’t do anything to cause this. I don’t have the file they want.”

      “Good. That will make it easier. It’s harder when the client isn’t being honest.” Dylan stood. “Come on back to my office. I’ll get you to write out names and such, and then I can work on the basics while you get some rest.”

      “All right. It was good to meet you, Mr. Hartness.” Mercier stood and held one hand out to Mick.

      “You too. Good luck to you.” Mick slipped the tuna sub off the desk. He was probably thinking of their kitties too.

      “Thank you.” Mercier followed Dylan, steps absolutely silent behind him.

      He could understand why this guy would be used for stealth. And he would be the kind to sit quietly in a corner and record everything. Yeah, a good information broker. Dylan let Mercier into his office, then indicated the chair across from his desk.

      Mercier sat gingerly, bright eyes shining at him.

      “Okay, so I’m gonna say something I used to say all the time when I was a cop.” He plopped into his chair. Leaning, he steepled his fingers under his chin. “You’re gonna get sick of me asking the same questions over and over. Unlike a perp, I’m not trying to catch you in a lie. I’m trying to find every angle, every bit of information you don’t even know you have.”

      Those eyes didn’t miss much, he’d bet. Such a gorgeous color.

      “Information is my life. Ask away.”

      “How did your client come to hire you?” Dylan tugged a legal pad out of his desk, then grabbed a pen. Unlike Mick, he couldn’t remember anything unless he wrote it down.

      “She contacted me via a client of mine—a young man that uses me for research.”

      “So it was word of mouth. Do you think he’d be willing to speak to me?” He’d learned to write without really glancing down years ago. What the interviewee’s face said told Dylan as much as their words.

      “I’ll call him. I don’t see why not. I don’t want him put in danger, though. He’s a dear friend.”

      “No. I can meet with him over the phone, if need be, and make it as anonymous as possible. In fact, I’ll have you call him from a burn phone I provide.” A dear friend. Why did Dylan feel a tiny spurt of… what? Anger? Jealousy?

      “That’s fine. I just hate thinking I got him hurt.”

      “Of course.” He tapped his pen on the pad. “And what did she do at the corporation?”

      “She had been a public relations specialist for a senator. He had a PR crisis involving a relationship with an underage girl. She was fired.”

      “I see.” He did see. He had to research the senator and the girl. He scribbled, fascinated in spite of himself. Dylan loved puzzles, loved how everything fit together when it shouldn’t, or shattered when he tried to force it to fit.

      He watched Mercier, the fox sitting perfectly still and somehow constantly moving at the same time. The exhaustion was getting to the man, he could tell. He could see it written on the fox like glow-in-the-dark ink.

      So he asked a question or two more, but he had enough to start with. Time to let the guy rest. Then go get that tuna sandwich before kitties did, because he was still starving.

      “Here, Mr. Mercier⁠—”

      “Rey, please. I feel weird being mistered.”

      “Sure. Here, at the back of the office.” He rose, showing Mercier to his little wonder room. They each had one in their office, which showed how Mick got the kind of work they did. There was a sink, a rolling closet, and a twin bed, as well as a bookshelf of reading material. “The blankets are all freshly washed. Please, rest up while I start making calls. You’re safe here.”

      “Really?” The man’s face began to elongate, the fox right at the surface.

      “Really. Seriously, curl up. Fox out, if you need to.” He stepped back, allowing Rey into the room. God, he knew how that felt, being too tired to cope. After years of being a cop, he knew how it felt to sit in a car too many days in a row. Never fun.

      Rey moved to the bed and curled up on the mattress. Dylan would bet his bottom dollar that there would be a fox there in minutes, sleeping hard.

      He didn’t stay to watch, even if he was obsessed with how other shifters worked their change. Dylan’s hurt. Every time. Rey was even more fascinating than others too. So he couldn’t watch.

      Instead, he went to the breakroom, hunting….

      Damn.

      “Hey, James.”

      The big golden-haired mountain lion shifter nodded, munching the tuna sandwich. “Mmmph.”

      That was totally unfair. His mouth had been set on that sandwich.

      James jerked his chin to one side and swallowed. “There’s at least two more bags of sandwiches. Carrie had more brought up when she realized we were all in.”

      “Oh God.” Damn. He found the bags, pulling out an Italian and a tuna. “Hallelujah.”

      “You got two hollow legs, Dylan. Swear to God.”

      “I do. I was premature and I never really feel caught up

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/foxandwolf_highr08122020.jpg
JULIA TALBOT

APEX INVESTIGATIONS





OEBPS/images/julialogonewlight.jpg
Jidla fa/ﬁ







