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Chapter One

​ I thought I heard a scream. It was
hard to be sure with the shower running and hitting me in the face,
so I turned it off. I listened.

Bam! Bam! What the…? Then, another
shriek. That sounded like Annamae!

I jumped from the shower, grabbed my
big bath towel, and rushed to the door, suds running down my face
from my wet, half-shampooed hair. My foot hit the edge of the trash
container by the sink, knocking it over and scattering used paper
towels, dental floss, and all the other stuff usually found in the
bathroom trashcan. I also bashed the hell out of my right pinkie
toe and went hopping out the door, trying not to slide as I ran
down the hall to Annamae’s room.

I threw open her door, my adrenaline
filled heart flapping like a crazed hummingbird and my pinkie toe
throbbing with pain. I was trying to hold on to my towel as I
blinked the shampoo suds from my eyes. Water pooled around my feet
and beaded up on the hardwood floor.

Annamae squatted in the corner by her
small dresser, shoe in hand, beating the crap out of something on
the floor.

“What… what happened?” I panted,
holding on to the door and my towel. I scrubbed my face down one
lifted shoulder, trying to clear my eyes of suds.

“I got it, Mom!” she exclaimed
triumphantly, rising to her feet, grinning fiercely and clutching
her shoe.

“Got what? Girl, you
scared the mess out of me! What were you screaming about?” I peered over,
trying to see what she’d “got.”

“The spider! A big one, too! It was
just sitting there glaring at me, and I clobbered it with my shoe!”
she said with satisfaction. She hopped up on her bed, her pajama
legs scrunching up around her skinny calves.

I noticed she’d gotten off one hole
when she buttoned her pajama top, making the collar stick up on one
side and the bottom uneven.

“Mom, get rid of it for me?” she
asked, her eyes going pitiful as only a nine-year-old with a cute
elfin face could.

She’d kill a spider but was too
squeamish to clean up the mess.

I sighed, my heart rate slowing down.
I was relieved it was nothing but annoyed at having my shower
interrupted. I limped over and grabbed some tissue from the box on
her dresser.

“I hope you know I broke my toe
getting in here to see what was killing you,” I grumbled. Still
trying to keep my towel in place, I stooped down to wipe up the
spider.

…. And saw she’d murdered
the shit out of a small clump of
hair.

Girl needs some
glasses, I thought, shaking my head as I
straightened back up, holding the hair clump in the
tissue.

I smiled. “Want to see it?” I knew she
wouldn’t want to, so I sat on the bed beside her and held out the
tissue.

She shrieked and scooted further up on
the bed away from me.

“No! Get that thing away, Mom!” she
cried frantically.

“Annamae,” I said calmly, “Look at
what you “killed,” sugar--a piece of hair.” I was trying my best to
keep my face straight.

She paused in her frantic movements.
“Huh?” She scooted back down and leaned forward to
peek--cautiously--at what I was holding. She sagged with
relief--but I saw some disappointment there, too.

That girl
liked to kill spiders.
She hated them.

“Mom, I
swear it looked like a
spider to me!” She sighed. “I thought I was getting a big, juicy
one, too.”

“Don’t swear,” I admonished
hypocritically.

Okay. I
do swear--occasionally--just not out loud around her.
Most of the time.

I lifted an eyebrow at her. “Sugar, I
think we need to get you to the eye doctor. This isn’t the first
time this happened. Remember when you poured an entire shaker of
salt on that piece of gummy bear out on the patio thinking it was a
slug? Or smushed the pea that rolled down under the table in the
kitchen last week because it looked like one of those beetles that
live down by the creek?”

“Aw, Mom! I don’t need glasses. I just
looked at it too quick.” She propped her chin in her hands, leaning
forward to verify it actually was hair and not a spider.

“No, you’re going, all
right. I’ll call and make the appointment in the morning. You’re
going to make me kill myself running to see what’s wrong when you
scream like that, and what if something is actually wrong but I’ve
gotten used to you going off about things like
this, and decide
not to come?” My toe pulsed angrily. I hoped it wasn’t
broken.

She gave an unhappy shrug,
and sighed. She knew she was going to the eye doctor no matter how
hard she protested. And there would be no reprieve by going to her
father. Not when I used that
tone of voice.

I was getting chilled sitting there in
my damp towel, and my hair was still dripping. I was also getting
Annamae’s covers wet. I stood.

“Time for bed, Sugar. I’m going to
finish my shower and dry my hair.” I stopped, thinking. “Did you
finish your homework? You’ve got that thing you were supposed to do
on the computer for tomorrow --”

“I finished that, Mom. I already
printed it out, and it’s in my bag.” She pulled the covers back and
slid under them. She pushed her full little lips out at me in a
cute pucker. “Gimme a kiss. I promise not to hit any more inanimate
objects tonight,” she added sheepishly. She’d been learning new
words, and liked to throw them out there when she could.

“Okay.” I leaned over and gave her a
kiss on the chin as her kiss hit my nose. Sweet kid. Love her to
death, but she surely can’t see. I tucked the covers up around her,
and twirled one of her pigtails.

“Goodnight, sweetheart.” I limped back
to the bathroom to finish my shower.

******

Just as I finished cleaning up the
mess from the trash can and wiping up water from the floor down the
hall and in the bathroom, I heard a key turn in the front door
downstairs. I put down the trashcan, threw my towel in the hamper,
and hurried to my bedroom. I was pulling my sexy green caftan over
my head, when Sam shouted up the stairs.

“Hey, Babes! I’m home!”

He was early. It was only nine
o’clock, and he didn’t usually get in until ten.

“Be down in a minute!” I called back
as quietly as I could. I was trying not to awaken Annamae, who had
to be asleep by then. I shrugged the caftan down, and headed for
the stairs, still limping.

I checked the pinkie toe and didn’t
think I’d broken it, but it still ached a bit, and the nail was
split on the end. I limped into the kitchen, where I could see
Sam’s entirely fabulous ass sticking out the fridge as he searched
for his supper.

“Hi, Hun. What are you doing home so
early?” I went over and pulled him out of the way so I could get
the casserole out to heat it up. I usually had his food warmed and
ready to eat by the time he got home. That’s what he got for being
early. He bent down and gave me a buss on the lips as I came up
with the dish.

Mmm. That man still had the ability to
make my heart go “lub-dub” after fifteen years.

“Got done early.” He watched me, his
brow furrowed, as I cripped over to the microwave. “Uh, why’re you
limping?”

I explained about tripping over the
trashcan and about Annamae’s assassination of the hair clump. I’d
eaten earlier with Annamae, but I decided I could use a snack, so I
got two plates down from the cabinet.

He chuckled. “Well, that piece of hair
won’t be bothering anybody else. Sounds like she did a pretty good
job of wasting it.” He sobered and shook his head. “Seriously,
though, I think you’re right; she does need to go in for an eye
check. This sounds like the massacred gummy bear and the pea she
snuffed.” He eyed me limping back over to pull the casserole out.
“And you might need to change to fix that pinkie toe of yours. It
could be broken, you know.”

I dished out his plate, put a
snack-sized amount on mine, and sat down across from him. I
frowned. “Nah, I don’t think it’s broken. Just needs a good
soaking.”

Damned if I wanted to morph into my
wolf form right then just to get my toe to stop hurting. I’d save
that for something a bit more serious. Like a broken back or
neck.

He shrugged as he forked
down his food. No, he didn’t wolf
it down. He has great table manners and never
even licks his fingers while eating. Of course, he sometimes licks
mine, but that’s another story, involving chocolate--and chicken
grease. And that’s none of your business.

“Suit yourself, Cady. How’d your day
go? I mean before you got home and had to do a crime scene clean up
after the slaughter of the hair clump?”

I smiled. All my close friends and
family call me “Cady” instead of the “Cadence” everybody else does.
Mom decided to name her daughters for her sisters, and one of her
sisters is named “Cadence,” the other, “Hortense.” I have a sister
named “Hortense,” and while it’s a perfectly good name, I’m kind of
glad I wasn’t the first-born daughter. Even my sister isn’t fond of
the name. She won’t answer to “Hortense.” Try “Tensy.”

I thought back over my day and my job
at the barbershop. What? You never heard of a werewolf barber?
Believe me, we work everywhere. Besides, I like my current job.
I’ve had worse. Much worse. And much more violent. Besides, between
my job as a barber and Sam’s as a masseur--yeah, I know--we make
out pretty good.

“My day went quite well, thank you. No
excitement, just gossip and shop talk. Just the way I like it. How
was yours?” I smiled when he developed a small frown between his
eyes.

He usually liked his job
down at the massage parlor. Generally, it was just as unexciting as
mine, and you can believe it when I say he was all
over unexciting. So was
I. Apparently, today it had been a bit more exciting than he would
have preferred.

“Eloise came in today,” he said
heavily.

Somehow, I knew he was
going to say that. He only gets that little frown of irritation
when she’s been around. Sam is a really yummy looking guy. That
golden blond mane on his head, and his height of six and a half
feet coupled with a fine body of divinely defined muscles, not to
mention an outrageously gorgeous face
surrounding a set of piercing blue eyes, formed a pretty pleasing
package. Talk about your chick
magnet. Cubed. But as long as I’m Mrs. Sampson Hilliard--which I
will be ‘til the day I die, or forever, if I can swing it--they can
look, but they better not touch.

Most women, when they saw the ring,
which he never removed, were polite enough to at least flirt
covertly. Not Eloise. She started showing up at the parlor every
two or three weeks about four months ago, and always specifically
asked for him. She was a shameless flirt. He told me that, lately,
she’d even started hanging around the gym next to the massage
parlor where he went to work out. He’s considering going to a
different gym.

Unfortunately, when she
comes in to get a massage, he can’t avoid her. So, when he said she
came in today in that tone of voice, I knew she must have been
particularly bothersome. I didn’t ask what she did. She just won’t
believe he’s a happily married man. We’d met, and it was obvious
she was shocked I was his wife. It was easy to follow her train of
thought: what the hell is he
doing with her?

Clearly, she thought I
wasn’t all that much with my short, kinky, off-black hair, my plain
brown eyes, and so-so figure. Not to mention I’m what’s become
sarcastically known as “vertically challenged”--I’m five feet two
inches tall, thank you. Or that’s my story, anyway. And I’m dark
chocolate, which seems to throw some folk off around here when they
meet Sam and me for the first time and discover I’m not just the
nanny to the cute little girl with us. And, I have a thin scar that
runs down the right side of my face, curving down and ending
underneath my chin. It also runs up into my hair--which is why I’ve
got a pure white streak on that side. My hair grew back after the
injury that caused the scar, but the color was leached out, never
to return, and while the scar isn’t nearly as prominent as it
initially was, it’s still there and noticeable. I’m cool with it.
Sam loves me just the way I am. He married me after I got the scar. This scar is
one reason why we don’t like excitement.

Eloise lives in our general area,
about four or five miles away, though not in our subdivision, and
seems to think she’s got a good shot at getting Sam into a
compromising position. She just doesn’t know. Sam doesn’t
compromise on some things, especially his marriage vows. Neither do
I.

We’ve been living here in the town of
Matthews, North Carolina, for five years now, and we like it here.
The school Annamae attends is a good one; we live in a nice,
single-family two-story on a half-acre lot with a small creek
running through the woods in the back, and we have good
neighbors.

Our town is adjacent to a
fairly large city, Charlotte, with all the amenities you might
want--if you wanted such amenities--and though it was murder for a
while getting to our jobs in the city during rush hour traffic no
matter which route we took, we still think it’s one of the best areas
we’ve lived in. And last year, after we managed to get our work
hours changed so that now I don’t have to be at the barbershop
until nine-thirty and Sam doesn’t go in to the massage parlor until
eleven, it’s even better since we’re able to avoid most of the
heavy traffic, now. Besides, this beats the wheels off the last place we
lived.

We finished eating, and I stacked the
dishes in the dishwasher, which meant it now had a full load, so I
turned it on. Sam stood, stretched, and brought his arms down
around me. He grinned down at me, raising an eyebrow. I love it
when he raises an eyebrow.

“You ready to go upstairs, Babes? We
can --”

The doorbell rang. Damn. Now, who
could be ringing the bell at ten o’clock on a week night? And just
as Sam was raising his eyebrow. I sighed and slipped out of his
arms. He followed me to the door.

The faint scent I was
getting through the door seemed familiar. I peeked out through the
sidelight to see… Eloise? What the hell
was she doing on
my porch this time of night? Crap. Can’t even think of the devil
without her showing up. I opened the door.

“Hello, Eloise, what’s up?” I asked
unenthusiastically. Sam nodded his greeting--just as
unenthusiastically, I might add.

Eloise is drop-dead gorgeous. We are
about the same age, but otherwise, she’s everything I’m not: tall,
blond, svelte, with a pert little nose and clear blue eyes. And
white. I thought her lips were a little on the thin side, but
that’s just my opinion.

“I’m sorry to bother y’all this time
of night,” she said in that voice that--to me--sounds as if she’s
gasping for air.

My friend and neighbor, Sandy, calls
it “breathless” and said it’s supposed to be sexy, but as far as
I’m concerned, it still sounds like she’s running out of air and
could use an oxygen tank.

“I was on my way home from
the Harris-Teeter when my car started making this
awful noise and just
stopped! I knew y’all lived around here somewhere, and when I saw
Sam’s car parked out front, why, I knew I was in the right place,
then!”

Talk about blatant.

“Uh, come in, Eloise,” I said with
even less enthusiasm. How dumb did she think we were? But I’d play
along. I led the way to the living room. “Did you call someone to
come pick you up?”

“Well, I tried to call a friend, and
my brother, on my cell but I couldn’t get a signal. I hate to be a
bother, but I thought maybe Sam could come take a look at my car?
Maybe he can get it going again, or if not, maybe he can drop me
off at my place. I don’t live too far from here.”

It was almost all I could do to keep
from snorting.

“Sam was just on his way to the
shower.”

It was real obvious--to
me--she was snooping, maybe thinking she could get Sam out of the
house. I don’t think anybody has tried that old car-broke-down ploy
since century before last. She apparently didn’t realize how
transparent she was. She also didn’t know much about Sam. He
doesn’t know diddly about cars. But I do. Daddy is a mechanic, and I
used to hang around the garage bugging him so much that he finally
decided to teach me a few things. ‘Nother story.

Sam, bless his heart--see,
I’m learning Southern talk--said, “I don’t think I can help you
with the car, Eloise, I don’t know much about them.” He eyed her
obliquely, then looked at me as if he suddenly had a marvelous
idea. “I know--why don’t you
take a look, Cady? You’re good with
cars.”

I saw the twinkle in his eyes, though
he kept an innocent look on his face. What the flying bat poop was
he doing?

Eloise looked thrown.
“You can fix
cars, Cadence? I didn’t know that.” Her eyes got crafty. “Okay,
then I’ll tell you where the car is--”

Nope. Wasn’t going to work. If she
thought I was going to leave her here with my husband while he was
in the shower…

“Oh, it’s best if we go together,
Eloise, so you can show me exactly where it is. I’m terrible with
directions.”

Not a lie. If I have to go by
somebody’s instructions, I can get lost out in the backyard.
Although, as long as I can smell, I’ll never really get
lost--sidetracked maybe, but not lost. She didn’t have to know
that.

“Let me go change out of this caftan,
and I’ll be right back. Sam, come with me, gotta tell you
something.” I headed for the stairs going fast.

I ran up the steps with
Sam right behind me. We got to the bedroom, and I started shucking
off the caftan, and hissed, “Are you out of your mind? You
know she was just
snooping to see if you actually live here! The nerve of the woman coming to
my house in the middle
of the night trying to make a move on my husband right in front of
me…”

I pulled on an old tee shirt and
grabbed a pair of jeans, and as I stepped into them, I saw Sam was
turning red from trying to hold in a laugh. He was practically
shaking.

“And what are you laughing about?” I
growled as I pulled my pants up.

He wiped at his eyes,
grinning. “You’re so damned cute
when you’re mad--whups, wait, Babes, don’t hit me
yet,” he said, chuckling and holding his hands out defensively as I
picked up the bed pillow to bash him. “I suggested you go just in
case she really does have a car problem. If she does, you can
either fix it or tell her who to call to get it fixed. If her car
starts, you will have called her buff, and she can get in her car,
pretend it must’ve just needed to cool down or something, and go
home. In either case, she won’t try something this stupid
again.”

Okay. He had a point. I was still
pissed, though. He leaned down, wrapped his arms around me, and
brushed my lips with his.

“I’ll be waiting for you, Babes,” he
whispered in that husky voice that he knows sends thrills down my
spine. And he raised his eyebrow.

Besotted as I am with him,
of course resistance was ineffective and useless; I melted against
him and turned that lip brush into something a tad more
impassioned. He looked downright stupefied as I left the room and
floated back down the stairs with my sneakers in my hand. I
know I was.

“Lemme get my shoes on, Eloise, and
we’ll go,” I said as I plopped down on the bottom step and started
pulling them on. “I have to stop in the garage first to get some
tools.”

Eloise looked surprised. “I thought
we’d be driving! It’s about a mile away. Can’t we drive
there?”

I looked at her standing
there in her designer skinny jeans and low heeled
Gucci shoes, and started
to give in and get my pick-up. No. I shook my head. She
interrupted my night. I was not obliged to make her comfortable. Besides, I
don’t mind walking.

“Nah, it’s a nice night, and I can use
the exercise. We can make a mile in ten”--I looked at the shoes she
was wearing--“fifteen minutes. Let’s go.”


Chapter Two

​ We walked in silence for about five
minutes, then Eloise said, “I know you think I came by just to get
Sam out of the house, Cadence, but my car really did break
down.” She indicated we should turn and go left at the
corner.

I glanced up at her--she’s
a lot taller than I am, at least five-ten or so--and was startled
to see that worried “I-don’t-want-you-to-think-badly-of-me” look on
her face. Okay. She was Southern, which was obvious by her
accent--the stretched out words, her “you” coming out as “yew,”
that sort of thing, not to mention the “y’all”--but I hadn’t pegged
her as somebody who’d give a rats ass what I thought. I shrugged.

“It’s all right, Eloise, I don’t think
that.” Okay, so I lied.

I thought about her saying
she couldn’t get a signal on her cell. Well, there
were some dead zones in
this area. Maybe she’d hit one of those. We tromped along for a few
more minutes, making a right at another corner. Uh-huh. Sure as
shittin’ I would definitely have had to
start sniffing out whatever trail she’d left.

“How did you and Sam meet?” she asked,
“I mean, if that’s not getting too personal.”

“No, it’s not.” I gave her
the simple story. “We met at the train station in Boston. He was
waiting to catch a train to get to Salem, and I’d just gotten off
the train from New York and was trying to get to the taxi-stand so
I could get to Cambridge. A man ran into me, knocked me down, and
tried to run off with my shoulder bag. Sam came to my rescue.” That
was all I ever told anyone who was not a werewolf, or some other
kind of supernatural. And usually didn’t even tell
them the whole thing.
Too involved.

“Oh! You poor
thing! To have somebody
try to rob you
like that! Why, it’s a good thing he was around, and such a
gentleman!” she gasped.

I smiled. Yeah, Sam’s a gentleman all
right. Most of the time.

“Yep. We had coffee after that, he
missed his train, we exchanged numbers”--almost true--“and it
developed from there.”

I could see a silver, late model
Mercedes ahead, pulled close to the curb but with the back sitting
out as if it had just sort of drifted there.

I inclined my head at it. “That your
car?”

“Yes. It just started sputtering and
stalling, so I pulled over to the side. I kept trying to get it
restarted, but it just sat there making a horrible noise every time
I tried.” She sighed, shaking her head. “I just had work done on
it, too. It was running great when I got to the store. It only
started acting up after I got out of the parking lot and headed
home.”

Hmm. I looked around the area. It was
at the edge of my neighborhood, where there were no nearby houses
and not many street lights. You could see the distant lights from
the main road and cars going by--not many this time of night--so it
was pretty dark. A good area to get mugged. Not too much of that
going on out here, but you could never be too careful. I sniffed
the air. I smelled pine trees, car fumes, and somewhere not too
close, thank the Lord, somebody had hit a skunk. I set my tools
down.

“Open the door, and we’ll try it,
Eloise. Could’ve just been a momentary glitch. Maybe it’ll start
now.”

She hauled out her key and got in. I
waited while she put it in the ignition and gave it a turn. It made
an ugly noise, and the engine didn’t turn over. She kept trying
‘til I waved at her to stop.

Well.

“Pop the hood for me. I’ll take a
look.” I leaned in, and over the scent of the gas, smelled an odd,
sweetish odor. I straightened up, thinking.

I walked back to her gas tank cover
and peered closely at it. Deep scratches around the edges. It had
been pried open. I was betting somebody had poured something into
her tank. Something designed to make the car stop after a few
miles. My guess was antifreeze, which meant the car wasn’t starting
again until the gas tank was drained and cleaned.
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