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      Curvy and bootilicious Laken Araya has to serve as a judge in the equivalent of a shifter Supreme Court. No problem right? Until the one presenting the case is a one-night stand she never should have had.

      

      Polar bear shifter Malachi—Ky—Romanoff is in a hell of a position. He’s representing the petitioner in front of a woman who was butt-naked in a reverse cow-girl the last time he saw her. He couldn’t even find the memorable woman because they’d never exchanged names. And now he can’t talk to her outside the confines of the case.
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      Black panther shifter Laken Araya shoved the notice back in the envelope and turned to her sisters Cadence and Carina. “I have to. It’s the right thing to do.”

      Damn it.

      “You can’t do this, Laken. You need to tell them you can’t serve. We never get to see you. This vacation…” Cade’s olive complexion was shaded with an angry red hue, her black eyes glittering. “When will you come home? To stay?”

      True. Laken was hardly ever home. She spent most of her time overseas in one country or another, serving as a doctor. How could she not? She had a cause. She knew firsthand the devastating effects of land mines. She couldn’t bear the idea of not helping others.

      What I don’t want now is a lecture on my life choices.

      She studied the return address stamped on the envelope in bold black letters. SSC. New York, New York.

      Every shifter knew what SSC stood for—Shifter Supreme Court. Well, maybe not every shifter, but for certain the ones that were in the database of the SSC.

      Laken jammed the envelope in her purse. “We can reschedule the vacation, Carina. Cozumel isn’t going anywhere.”

      “Yeah, but you are. You’re leaving right after you do this thing with the SSC, right? Where to this time?” Carina turned away, looking out the window.

      Laken knew this was Carina’s attempt to keep her emotions hidden. She followed her sister and put her arm around her.

      This thing was Laken’s summons to serve as a judge on the SSC for a case.

      “Africa,” Laken whispered, answering Carina’s question about where she was going. She and her sisters had no one else in this whole world but each other. Laken felt like shit for leaving her sisters behind, but she had to go.

      Cade fisted her hands, raised them chest level and dropped them. At the same time she exclaimed, “I knew it!” Her hair had loosened from its ponytail and cascaded around her face, tendrils sticking to her skin. She was still in her yoga outfit, and a light sheen of perspiration shone on her face.

      Carina turned away from the window overlooking Central Park, her obsidian eyes sparking with anger. “You’re not going to get out of serving on the SSC? Not even try?”

      The Shifter Supreme Court was nothing like the judicial system in the human world. It was based on hearings, and was designed to resolve matters peacefully between shifters and shifter clans. After many years of battles between clans over territories, rights, and other matters, the shifter community had formed the SSC.

      Judges for the SSC were pulled from a bank of names of those who had offered themselves for the cause. Not all shifters opted for this route; several still elected to use violence to resolve disputes.

      Laken Araya had put her name in the bank for serving when she returned from her service in the Middle East. She’d seen enough violence against humans and shifters. She and her sisters had lost their parents to violence of shifters on shifters. And these days she saw way too much violence in war zones. No, there was no way in hell Laken wasn’t going to do her duty.

      “No. I’m serving. I’m not going to try to get out of it.”

      Cade stomped her foot. Carina turned back toward the window. Both her sisters were disappointed. Laken got that.

      She exhaled. Her younger sisters didn’t understand it. Maybe they never would.

      They hadn’t lost a leg.
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      Shifter Malachi Romanoff—Ky, to his family and close friends—knocked on Uncle Mikhail and Aunt Miriam’s front door.

      The monthly Sunday dinner. Each week, his brothers and aunt and uncle all gathered to share a meal. When their cousins were in town they joined in too, but all of Mikhail and Miriam’s offspring lived out of town. It was interesting that the ones who’d stayed in New York were Ky and his brothers.

      His polar bear shifter hearing picked up the sounds of merriment on the other side of the door and a smile crept to Ky’s face. His aunt and uncle were the closest thing he and his brothers had to parents since they’d lost their own.

      “Come in, Malachi. It’s unlocked.” Mikhail’s baritone came through the wood.

      Ky turned the handle and cracked the door a few inches.

      “Welcome, nephew.” Aunt Miriam, a voluptuous woman with red hair and a sweet temperament—except when she was irked—adored Ky, and it showed in her smile. She wrapped her arms around him. “I have your favorite,” she whispered.

      Ky almost laughed out loud. Shifters could hear far better than humans. She wasn’t hiding her statement from anyone. Anyway, he’d already smelled the blueberry muffins. Ky leaned in and gave her a kiss on the cheek.

      She giggled and pushed him away. “You should come around more often,” she chastised him. “I thought I’d see you more after you came back from the Middle East.” She pouted. “Your brother beat you here.”

      I know, I scented him.

      “When are you going to bring a young lady home for us to meet? Isn’t it time you had happiness of your own?” She rubbed his arm as if she was consoling herself.

      Ky motioned for her to precede him, resisting the urge to shake his head at her matchmaking wishes. His uncle and brother Isaac were waiting in the middle of the study, drinks in hand. Courvoisier, Mikhail’s favorite. Though alcohol didn’t affect shifters, he liked the flavor.

      Give me a cold ale anytime. Ky humored his uncle and took a snifter.

      After exchanging pleasantries, Ky turned to his brother Isaac. “Where’s Jonah?” Their other brother. “How’d you beat me here?”

      “He couldn’t make it. Check your phone. He left a text.” Isaac rubbed his eyes, the dark circles prevalent. “I haven’t been to bed yet.”

      As an NYPD detective he often wore a haggard look to their Sunday dinners, but today he looked particularly bad.

      “The cat burglar.” A scowl formed and planted itself on Isaac’s face.

      “I saw that on the news.” Aunt Miriam passed a tray of finger food appetizers around. “They said that they were calling in reinforcements.”

      “I’m the reinforcements,” Isaac said. “I’m officially on the case now. What about you?” He turned to Ky. “Anything going on with the SSC?”

      “Nah. I’m between cases.”

      Ky served as one of the representatives for the Shifter Supreme Court, which was very different from the human judicial system. Representatives in the SSC were there to facilitate mediation hearings and clarify questions the judges might have. There were no opening or closing arguments, no objections—just a hearing, where facts were determined as best as they could be.

      “Guess who’s coming to town? Gavin and Layla.” Aunt Miriam glowed with joy.

      An arctic fox like her mother, Layla was his aunt and uncle’s only daughter, and as close to Ky as if she were his own sister.

      “And Layla’s expecting!” Mikhail boomed.

      Aunt Miriam slapped him on the arm. “They wanted to share the news themselves.”

      “I can’t help myself.” Mikhail didn’t look like he regretted it one bit.

      Ky turned to Isaac. “So what’s the deal with the cat burglar? Why’s this case so hard to crack?”

      “Well…” Isaac hesitated.

      Ky shook his head at his idealistic brother. “Why do you do that? Why do you live and work in the non-shifter world?”

      “Because I can make a difference.”

      “A shifter assigned to a cat burglar case.” Ky laughed at the irony of that one.

      Isaac shot him a dirty look.

      Ky froze mid-laugh. “A polar bear is working on a cat burglary case. You don’t find that funny?”

      “No. And I don’t think it’s an average cat burglar.”

      “No shit?”

      Aunt Miriam gasped at his language
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