
	Wanting to make her family proud takes a turn when she has to break-in for work, including snagging an elf who roars.

	 

	 

	Karo wants to be in the shifter’s guild, and she wants to be a hunter. With her animal form lacking certain ferocity, she chooses to focus on stealth. Her aunt sets her on a training circuit, and when the time comes, she gets the position of hunter with no hesitation.

	Spending her life finding things lost or stolen is her niche, and when she is offered a job while on holiday, she couldn’t imagine what sequence of events are kicked off.

	Looking for a lost fey-lion becomes a rescue mission for a flock of shifters and makes her exit a tangle of exposure, desperation, and exhaustion. Karo never thought she would see him again, but the fey are tricky creatures, and she was no longer the predator but the prey.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Karo grabbed the picks she had carefully crafted, and she balanced while she slid the steel into the keyhole. Her hands shook, she inhaled and exhaled slowly and carefully while she felt for the tumblers.

	Being two hours out past her curfew had been essential to this part of the process. One couldn’t break-in if one wasn’t locked out.

	The first two tumblers clicked easily, and she worked at the third carefully, finally feeling it move into position. Her giggle came out as a hiss, and she continued on to the fourth protrusion inside the lock. It was open. She just needed to turn the knob to open it.

	Her small hands gripped the knob, and she twisted. It rattled in her grasp, but she couldn’t turn it. She tried for two minutes, but the slick metal slid against her skin.

	She wanted to curse, but she didn’t have any good words. She crossed her arms and tried to think of another option.

	The door opened and light spilled over the dark porch. Her cousin smiled and spoke softly. “Come inside, I will put the chair away.”

	Karo knew when it was time to give up. She watched her cousin remove the picks from the lock, and then, Karo ran past her and up to her room. Pushing the door shut took a lot of effort, but when she was done, she ran to her bed and burrowed into the sleep shirt that she had left out on the bed.

	The shift from raccoon to human was still new enough to hurt, but once she got her arms into the sleeves, she was ready to face her punishment for the nocturnal excursion.

	When Delia pushed her door open and flicked the light on, Karo flinched. “Ow.”

	“You are lucky that Mom is at the Field’s farm delivering a calf. She wouldn’t have found it as funny as I do.”

	Delia handed over the lock picks. “These are cute. Did you make them yourself?”

	“Yes. It took a while to get them strong enough but small enough to work in my smaller hands.” Karo flexed her fingers.

	“Why did you disobey curfew?”

	Karo’s Aunt Laura was standing behind her daughter, her disapproving voice stern and darkly irritated.

	Karo looked up at her aunty, and she lifted her chin. “I needed the door locked so that no one would open and lock it again while I was working.”

	Her aunt looked her over and held out her hand. “Come with me.”

	Karo straightened to the height her fourteen-year-old body could manage, and she took her aunt’s hand, walking past Delia with a guilty shrug.

	When they were past the rooms where the other foster kids slept, Karo murmured. “You are home early, Aunt Laura.”

	“The calf was cooperative.”

	Her aunt didn’t say anything else until they got into her study with the door closed.

	“Sit down, Karo.”

	Karo had a seat across from her aunt’s position behind her desk.

	Her aunt looked at her with dark versions of her own pale green eyes. “Karo, what do you want to do with your life?”

	Karo tilted her head. “You have never asked me before.”

	“You were late to your first transformation, so I wasn’t sure what world you would end up in. As you are heading to use your fur form more frequently, I think that life in the shifter world will be for you.”

	Karo nodded. “I want to be a hunter, like my dad.”

	Laura let out a sigh that was part groan. “I thought you would say that. You know, my brother Terrence wasn’t a good hunter.”

	Karo stiffened, but she nodded. “I know. My father meant well, but he was still one of the only raccoons in guild service. That is what I want for me. I want to take up a position there, and I want to make it my own. I have been teaching myself skills since I was first able to transform, and now, I want to learn how to use them properly.”

	Her aunt leaned back in her chair and tented her fingers. “Were you able to open the door?”

	“I was able to unlock it. I couldn’t turn the knob.”

	Laura nodded. “When you can open the door on your own, we will talk.”

	“Wait. What? You are going to let me do this?”

	Laura chuckled. “I am your aunt and your guardian. I am giving you full rein to do what you want as long as your grades don’t suffer and you keep up with your chores. By the way, you are now going to get more chores, as you are training to become something more. The guild demands a lot of you, and you need to be ready to multitask at a moment’s notice. If you are sure that this is what you want, I will start training you.”

	“You will train me?”

	Laura smiled. “Before I had Delia, I was also involved in the guild. I can get you into shape to pass the exams and tests they will put in your path. You will earn your place to represent our family in the guild, and if you can manage to finish your training to my satisfaction, I will send you on with a clan recommendation.”

	Wow. That was huge. A clan recommendation would get her application in front of the hunter council, and she would have a leg up on getting into action.

	“When do I start?”

	“I will prepare a listing of what you need to do and what form you need to do it in. When you finish the chores in the shapes that I order, you will be ready for the recommendation.”

	Karo waited for the answer.

	“You start at dawn, and you can’t be late for school. Get some rest.”

	Karo jumped up and sprinted to the door. “Thank you, Aunt Laura. You won’t regret this.”

	“I am sure at times, you will. Goodnight, Karolyn. Get what rest you can. Your chores will be listed and slid under your door as well as emailed to you.”

	“Yes, Ma’am. I had better get to bed. Thank you again.” She waved and then bolted out of the study and up the stairs as quietly as she could.

	Delia was waiting, and she whispered, “Well?”

	“I get to start working myself into a stupor in order to earn my recommendation to the guild.”

	Delia blinked. “You are going to do it?”

	“Of course. Your mom has been great, taking me in, but I need to start training for what happens when I am an adult, and this is the right time for it.” Karo folded her blanket back and set her alarm for five hours later. “I can screw up now all I need to so that I don’t do it later.”

	“Right. Well, goodnight.” Her cousin waved goodnight and left, closing the door behind her.

	 

	Karo got up when the alarm sounded, and she rushed to her door, the promised paper lying there with the order, Collect the eggs, feed the goats, and clear out the stalls in raccoon form.

	She pulled on a sweat suit, slipped her lock picks in her pocket and headed for the barn.

	The pre-dawn light was brightening the yard, and the chickens were sound asleep when she arrived at the barn. The chickens were not particularly fond of their raccoon forms.

	Karo thought through the logistics and smiled. If she got the chickens’ food ready and delivered it in the front of the yard, she should be able to open the rear hatch and get into the coop from there. Dragging the collection basket would be messy, so she was going to have to take the eggs out one at a time.

	She put the lock picks in her mouth and shifted, crawling free of her suit. It was time for phase one of her assignment.

	 

	Karo carried the last of the eggs into the barn with her stubby legs moving as fast as she could. Once inside, she clutched the eggs and pushed back on the door until it closed tight enough to keep the cascade of attacking chickens.

	She huffed and waddled back to the collection of eggs, setting her last three onto the pile in the collection basket, high up on a stack of boxes.

	The goats were stirring, and feeding them was going to be difficult at ground level, so she climbed up to the hayloft and chewed the straps holding the bale together. The hay puffed outward and knocked her back. She squeaked as her little fingers gripped the edge of the loft as she dangled. The goats below were interested in her fur, and a few went up on their hind legs to try and nibble at her tail.

	Karo swung her body and gripped the nearby ladder, returning to the hay and pushing it, chunk by chunk, into the feeder below.

	The goats would get their particular mix when they were milked, but it was too early for that right now. It took dozens of trips before the hay was in the feeder, and it was time to move the goats.

	Karo’s raccoon arms were tired as she crossed the barn and opened the holding stall across the hall. This was the moment. If she opened it and the goats made a run for the feeding stall, she would be trampled.

	Her limbs started to shake, and she fought the change back to human. It was no use, Karo was naked and shivering in the middle of the barn a second later.

	“Congratulations, Karo. You did far better than I imagined. Get dressed and get some breakfast. I will finish the goats and get them ready for your next assignment.”

	Karo was dazed. “Next assignment?”

	“You have to milk six of them then make it to school on time. If I were you, I would hurry to breakfast.” Aunt Laura shooed her away.

	Karo struggled into her sweats and saw that her picks were still clutched in her hand. Her hand was cramped around them. Her shoes fought her feet, so she clomped back to the house.

	The smell of breakfast was intriguing, and Delia smiled at her, sliding a full plate onto the table for her. “Wash up and eat. Mom has given me
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