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      Fighting to protect their mates, these shifters refuse to relent. 

      They’re gruff, they’re warriors, they’re enemies, and they’ll be brought to their knees by the women who own their hearts. Expect a secret child, friends-to-lovers, high stakes, and laughs.

      Originally published separately, this box set contains books four, five, and six of the Werewolves of Greenville City series: Warrior, Scoundrel, and Brawler.
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            Chapter One

          

          Dax

        

      

    

    
      No one spent Christmas alone, not if they had a choice. I was no different, and was perfectly content to spend my evening the same way I spent every fourth Tuesday of the month, work permitting—at a book club meeting.

      Rosemary, thyme, garlic, turkey: the aromas wafting in from the kitchen were nearly as pleasant as the company. Two of my favorite women sat in their regular chairs around the circle in the living room. Both were human widows in their mid-sixties, one with white hair, the other with orange. The only one missing was Agnes, who was checking the turkey. She was a few years younger than the other two, had never married, and was always the host of our gatherings. Ethel, Susan, and Agnes had made me feel right at home when I first moved to Glendale Street. And I'd spent every holiday with them since.

      I leaned into the velvety, high-back, puke green chair and took a swig of my longneck. This was my designated seat, for every occasion. Being that it was Christmas, I was between the fully-decorated fir tree and the warm, crackling fire that burned in the hearth. Orchestral holiday carols played softly from the stereo in the kitchen, adding to the wintery ambiance.

      “No way are you picking the next book.” Susan peered up at Ethel over the top of her cat-eye, tiger-striped glasses. The orange frames were just a shade lighter than her hair.

      “I know. I know.” Ethel leaned her elbow on the arm of her chair. “My last pick didn't turn out so well.”

      “Not so well?” Susan eyes grew wide. “It was beyond horrible.”

      “I liked the cover.” Ethel shrugged and took a long sip of her merlot. “I remember reading a good review about it somewhere.”

      “Like the wall of a public bathroom?” Susan snorted.

      Ethel smiled. “More like Goodreads. You're bound to dislike the book of the month some of the time.”

      “Dislike is the understatement of the year,” Susan said. “I'll never forget that line.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Ethel shook her head. “We all know.”

      “His throbbing, metal member burst forth, releasing itself from its denim dungeon,” Susan said in her quoting-a-book voice.

      “I liked it,” I said. Both women turned to me.

      “You liked the robot with the chainsaw arm.” Agnes peeked her head through the doorway from the kitchen.

      “And the laser sharks,” I agreed.

      “Never. Picking. Again,” Susan said, before taking a gulp from her flask.

      “I think it's supposed to be Dax's choice this month anyway,” Agnes called.

      “This should be good,” Ethel said. “So what'll it be, Dax?”

      I'd spent more time than usual looking for my next book club pick. I'd searched through everything from true crime to memoirs. This month, I was in the mood to pick up something classic that I hadn't yet taken the time to read.

      “The Time Machine,” I said. “H. G. Wells.”

      “That's a good one,” Susan said. “Maybe we could watch the movie together after, see how it compares.”

      “I didn't think the movie was that great,” Ethel said. “The movie's never as good as the book though.”

      “Agreed,” I said. “But it could be fun anyway.”

      “Turkey's done,” Agnes said. The three of us rose from our seats and made our way to the kitchen to help set the table. The little bells on Susan’s sweater jingled as she led the way. She always seemed to be in a hurry, everywhere she went.

      When I stepped through the doorway, Agnes handed me the kind of fork and knife that could help me devour that bird in only a few bites.

      “Carving duty,” she said.

      “Yes, ma’am,” I replied, and set to work.

      The women carried trays of cranberry sauce, stuffing, and roasted vegetables to the table. There were rolls and mashed potatoes. My stomach rumbled as I spotted each tray. When the slicing was completed, I carried the serving plate full of turkey to the long, wooden dining room table Agnes had decorated with white pillar candles and her red Christmas tablecloth. As I took a seat next to Ethel, I noticed there were five place settings instead of the usual four.

      “Are we expecting company?” I asked. It wasn't unusual for one of the women to bring a date or a friend who didn't have other plans to our holiday meals. The more the merrier.

      The doorbell rang.

      “Yes,” Agnes said. “And it looks like she's here.”

      Something touched the top of my head, and I looked up to find Susan beaming at me as she adjusted a red and white Santa hat above my ears.

      “Perfect fit,” she said, and sat down across from me.

      “Just wait 'til you see what I got you,” I said to Susan.

      “Is it a sweater?” she asked. “You know how I love ugly Christmas sweaters.”

      “It might be.” It was.

      “Good. But you know it won't be half as ugly as the ones I brought,” she said. “I got one for each of you.”

      “Oh, joy.” Ethel’s dry tone made me smile.

      I turned back to Susan. “You've given me a whole collection.”

      “You need one for every day of the month,” Susan said.

      “I’m not wearing mine.” Ethel cast a warning glare at Susan.

      “You never do, but I’m going to keep on knitting them for you anyway.” Susan laced her fingers together on the table.

      “Seems like a waste of time to me. But that’s your choice.” Ethel reached across the table and snagged two rolls from the basket.

      “You eat all of those, there’ll be hell to pay.” Susan narrowed her eyes at Ethel.

      I heard the sound of the locks turning, and the squeak of the door as Agnes opened it.

      That’s when I caught the scent of something more delicious than turkey, more alluring than the pine of the tree or the wood burning in the fire. I stared at the doorway and waited for a glimpse of her, of the she-wolf who smelled like a spring morning in a garden filled with roses. I recognized her scent, though we’d never officially met.

      I’d seen Cora from a distance over the years, me as Hunter Briggs’s bodyguard, and her as his father’s. But Cora spent most of her time on the top floor behind a desk, while I spent mine on the ground.

      Even from afar, she stole my breath.

      The sharp poke of Ethel’s finger in the side of my cheek pulled me from my thoughts, though I kept my eyes trained on the doorway to the hall, to the direction she was coming from.

      “I think we lost him,” Ethel said.

      “Helloooo,” Susan said, waving her hand back and forth in front of me.

      “Yeah,” I said, in an attempt to multitask. “A new sweater for every day.”

      Agnes walked through the doorway from the hall, and then so did the woman who smelled like roses.

      Her eyes were sparkling emeralds, trapping me in her smoldering gaze. Her cheekbones were high, her nose and chin, sharp. Her hair was long, black silk, brushing over her perfect, exposed collarbones and thin neck. My inner wolf tore at me to press my mark into her flawless alabaster skin. Her frame was small, with her flowing, red dress cinched at her tiny waist. She was the perfect size to grab, to hold, to be mine.

      “You all know my granddaughter, right?” Agnes asked. I had no idea that Agnes had relatives who were shifters, let alone that Cora was related to her.

      I bumped into the edge of the table before I realized I'd risen to my feet.

      “Dax?” Agnes said. “Have you met Cora?”

      “No.” Though there was nothing I wanted to do more in my life than to speak to her, to touch her. More than anything, I wanted to know this woman.

      “Hi.” Cora’s small smile made her impossibly more beautiful. She crossed the room to the open seat beside me. And I knew my life would never be the same.

      We both sat down and I offered her my hand. “Dax Little.”

      “Cora Andrews.” She placed her tiny hand in mine. Her touch was lightning, a shock that I now knew I'd forever crave. Her grip was strong, her shake as formidable as any man's. Who was this woman, and how had I survived until this moment without her?

      “I can't remember the last time someone looked at me like that,” Susan said softly, leaning in toward Ethel.

      “Joe was a beast in the bedroom,” Ethel whispered back. “He was a scrawny thing. But he was my scrawny thing. None of my other lovers will ever compare.”

      Cora pulled her hand back, and I could still feel the echo of her touch.

      A million things ran through my head. Where have you been all my life? Tell me everything about you. Can I take you for a drink after this? None of the ideas were right.

      But I didn’t have to say a thing, because Cora spoke first. “How long have you been drinking with my grandmother?”

      “It's a book club,” I replied. “And once a month for the past three years.”

      “Do you have any more of those?” she asked, pointing to my drink.

      “Six-pack’s in the fridge,” I said.

      “Is this a bring-your-own kind of affair or can I have one?” Cora asked.

      “Absolutely,” I said. “You like beer over wine?”

      “You think Ethel's going to share?” Cora asked.

      “Nope,” Ethel said.

      “See?” Cora’s eyes sparkled with mirth.

      “There's another bottle of pinot grigio in the fridge if you want a glass,” Agnes said.

      “I'll go with the beer,” Cora said, then rose from her seat. Her eyes remained locked with mine until she left the room. Then I could breathe once again.

      Agnes walked by my chair before following her granddaughter to the kitchen. “Looks like you've found your mate,” she whispered with a wink.

      I knew without a doubt that she was right.

      Also, what exactly did Agnes know about my kind? Did she at one time have a shifter mate of her own? I thought back in search of answers in our conversations over the years and came up with nothing. And I stared at her, stunned, but it wasn’t the time to ask her all of my questions.

      Cora stood in the doorway, pulled the cap off the beer, and looked at me. “I know I have a beer right here, but do you want to grab a drink after this?”

      More than anything. “Yes.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Dax

        

      

    

    
      Dinner went by in a blur. Ethel and Susan debated which of their boyfriends looked more like the turkey, but I only caught bits and pieces of what they were saying. The food was amazing, as it always was, but by the time I finished, I couldn’t even remember what I’d eaten. My attention was utterly focused on the woman beside me—Cora Andrews, Agnes’s granddaughter, my mate.

      The drive into town was much the same—me hyperaware of how close she was to my side, my focus on every little movement that she made, and more so, me trying not to stare. We took her Escalade, and she drove. She said she knew a bar nearby, and I couldn’t wait to see where she would lead me.

      The last place I expected was near Briggs Unlimited, the place where we both worked. There was only one bar I could think of around there, and it wasn’t what I’d had in mind.

      Cora turned on Fern Street and threw the Escalade into park by the curb. I looked up at the sign—Blitz. I’d driven Hunter here on occasion, but had never gone in.

      “Here we are.” Cora opened her door and climbed out, leaving the keys in the ignition.

      I looked from her to the entrance of Blitz Bar. A line of well-dressed business men wrapped around the building, all waiting for the bouncer to lift the velvet rope.

      I opened my door and climbed out. This wasn’t a bar so much as a fancy club for the wealthy. Everyone in line was wearing an expensive suit. It was a stark contrast to my jeans, Santa hat, and the sweater Susan had gifted me.

      A young guy with a red bow tie and a hat just like mine came running over. He had his sights set on Cora. I gave him a scowl.

      “Good to see you again, Ms. Andrews. I’ll take good care of her, promise.”

      He gave me a quick glance and his face paled. Then he climbed into the driver seat and drove away.

      I turned to Cora.

      A thin cloud of steam escaped her lips as she exhaled. “Shall we?”

      “Yeah,” I said. I would have preferred any other bar in Greenville City. Hell, I’d have been more comfortable sitting on the curb in front of the liquor store than here. But I wouldn’t pass up an opportunity to spend time with Cora, not for anything.

      I’d watched from afar when Hunter had dated her, when he’d broken her heart. Now I was finally going to get my chance, I was finally going to get to know the woman who took my breath away.

      Cora strode toward the door, ignored the line, and instead approached the bouncer. I kept pace, walking beside her, waiting to see what happened next.

      The guy manning the rope was wearing a suit and was nearly as big as I was, which was saying a lot for a human. I’d always been big for a wolf shifter, towering over just about everyone I met. My mom’s side of the family was all built like that—grizzlies.

      The bouncer’s eyes narrowed as he looked at me. Then they softened when he turned to Cora.

      “Merry Christmas, Ms. Andrews.”

      “Merry Christmas, Lial.”

      “Finally got yourself some real security?” He nodded his head toward me without shifting his gaze from my date.

      “I told you I don’t need protection,” she said.

      “Uh huh.” He shook his head and unclasped the rope. “Have fun, and try not to break too many hearts.”

      She shook her head at him and opened the door to step inside.

      A soft orchestral sound poured out into the dark street. It sounded a bit like Silver Bells. But I wasn’t sure without Bing Crosby singing along. I followed Cora through the door. Yeah, it was definitely Silver Bells—both in the song and hanging from the crystal chandeliers.

      Everything was black and white, like a zebra had barfed all over the place. The black chairs were frail little things with striped cushions. The tables were black, and the floors were tile, and also black and white. There were little white plates on the tables, with white cloth napkins folded like the newspaper sailor hats my mom had made me when I was little. And there were tall, thin Christmas trees in every corner. It was the only splash of color in the whole place except for the red shelves behind the bar.

      The dress code seemed to be monkey suits all around, except for the few women in black and white dresses. Then there was Cora, who slid the black jacket from her shoulders and revealed her red silk dress, a beacon of color and beauty in a world completely lacking. And then there was me, in my Rudolph sweater, the red nose blinking in time with my pulse.

      “Ms. Andrews.” A woman in a black dress popped up out of nowhere with black menus in hand. “Your usual booth is ready.”

      “Thank you,” Cora said.

      The woman led us to a large booth in the corner of the room. The seat curved like the letter C, with a small table in the center.

      The woman set down the menus and looked to Cora. “Javier will be right with you. Enjoy.”

      She walked away, and Cora slid into the booth.

      I followed, leaving space between us. The seat was soft and velvety, the back of it stiff.

      “Have you ever been here?” Cora asked.

      “No.”

      “Hunter keeps the table reserved for meetings outside the office,” she said.

      “I know.”

      She shifted in her seat. “I guess you would, wouldn’t you. You’ve probably been driving him here for years.”

      I nodded.

      It felt a little strange hearing her talk about Hunter. It shouldn’t have bothered me. The Briggs family was what we had in common. Judging by the bar, maybe the only thing. I pushed down the thought. Even though the two of them had dated, Hunter had since found his mate, and she wasn’t Cora.

      Her green eyes sparkled as she looked at me, and everything else faded away.

      “Do you want to look over the menu?” she asked.

      “Just a drink for me,” I said. “I’m still stuffed from dinner.”

      “Me, too.”

      “Then I’ll let you be my guide. I’ll get whatever you’re having.”

      Cora raised her hand up, without looking away. I felt bare beneath her gaze, like she could see right through my Rudolph sweater, straight to who I was.

      A man approached the edge of the table but neither of us broke eye contact. I knew her, at least in part, the way she knew me. Our inner wolves called to each other in a primal way that promised that this person was meant to be everything. This person was forever.

      “Two whiskey sours,” Cora said.

      “Yes, ma’am.” The waiter walked away as quickly as he’d come.

      “How is it that we never officially met before today?” Cora asked.

      That was a good question, one with a simple answer.

      “I was intimidated,” I admitted.

      “Of what?”

      “You.”

      She laughed, and I hadn’t thought it possible, but she was even more beautiful when she smiled.

      “I’m surprised anything would scare you,” she said. “What are you, six-two? Six-three?”

      “Six-four.”

      “And you’re built like a linebacker. I’m tiny compared to you.”

      “I’m half grizzly,” I said.

      “Grizzly, really?”

      I nodded.

      “Seems like everyone in Greenville City is either human or wolf,” she said. “Are you from Greenville City?”

      “Frozen Peaks. It’s way up in Alaska, and it’s so small it can hardly be called a town.”

      “Oh okay. Are there more bears out that way? In Frozen Peaks?”

      I nodded. “There used to be. Everyone got chased out by the Tribunal a few years back. The pack’s still around, just a little farther into the wilderness than they were before.”

      “Strange that the Tribunal would relocate an entire pack.” Cora looked at me thoughtfully.

      I didn’t have any answers. As far as I knew, no one did. It just was what it was.

      The waiter brought our drinks, and the worry I’d felt when we’d first arrived was completely gone. It was Cora. We could be anywhere together and I’d be content. In her company, the world faded away and there was only her.

      “How about you?” I took a sip from my drink. It was strong, and decent—Cora had good taste in drinks. Add that to the list of things I liked about her.

      “Oh, I grew up in Greenville City.” Cora leaned back on the seat. “Born and raised a part of the Greenville City pack.”

      “Always close to the Briggs family?” I asked.

      “No, Alexander hand-picked me after my first shift to work for him. Before that, I hardly had anything to do with any of them.”

      “And after?”

      “The rest is history, I guess.”

      Did that mean she didn’t want to talk about it? Talk about how she’d dated Hunter? Or maybe about what had happened when his father, Alexander, had been poisoned? As his personal bodyguard, the whole situation must have been difficult for her. But it wasn’t her fault, and anyone with any sense knew that.

      “And that’s how it’s going to be. Alexander let me go.”

      “What?” I hadn’t expected that. “Why?”

      “It’s not what you’re thinking,” she said. “It’s not because of what happened to him. He says he doesn’t blame me, but I do blame myself.”

      “It wasn’t your fault,” I said. And it wasn’t. Cora was good at her job—no, she was excellent.

      “Either way, I’m not getting fired exactly. It’s more of a lay-off. Alexander just doesn’t need full time security anymore, since he’s retired.”

      It was true that Alexander had stepped down as lead at the company and as lead of the pack. I hadn’t seen him around in a while, but it still seemed like a mistake to let Cora go.

      “So what are you going to do?” I asked.

      Cora shrugged. “Working for the Briggs family is all I’ve ever known.”

      I couldn’t imagine how hard that must have been for her. To lose that stability.

      “Now I’m starting a new adventure, the next chapter in my life. I’m moving away from Greenville City to start my own security firm. A fresh start. It’s a little exciting, and also a bit terrifying.”

      My heart sank. I felt the same conflict—thrilled by the prospect of finding my mate, and fearful that our time together was over before it had ever begun.
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          Cora

        

      

    

    
      New city, new year, new life.

      Sticky residue clung to the frosted glass as I peeled off the stencil and tape—nothing a little rubbing alcohol couldn’t fix. And that was it, the final touch.

      Andrews Security—I looked over the words. The letters were a bit crooked, the lines not quite crisp, but it was mine, and I loved it.

      I stepped into my new office and lit all five of the scented candles on the desk by the door. The vanilla soy pillars were all-natural, the only way I could stand anything scented. The melting wax added a warmth to the frigid space, and with a little luck, they’d help with the smell. There wasn’t any heat yet. The radiator just hissed and clanked when I tried to turn it on, and the room reeked like a high school gym. Well, now it smelled like sweaty socks and french vanilla. I hadn’t decided if that was better or worse.

      The office was small. There was just enough space for a reception desk and a few chairs in the area I had fashioned into a lobby. In a separate, closet-sized room, I put my desk and bookshelf, and one chair across from mine for future clients. There wasn’t space for anything else.

      There was a large window behind the desk, which would have let the sun in if it wasn’t a foot away from the adjacent building. As it was, no light came in, and even if it did, I’d have kept the curtain closed so I wouldn’t have to watch my neighbor dance naked by the window. Which had happened already, twice.

      Inches away. Too close. Too cramped.

      No, the office wasn’t small. It was cozy. And it was going to be great. I would make it great.

      I took a seat behind my desk and stared at the phone.

      Ring. Ring, dammit.

      I lifted the receiver to my ear. There was a dial tone, so it was still working, just as it had been the last ten times I’d checked. The fliers, too, I had checked multiple times. And they had been printed correctly. It was only a matter of time. It was going to be great.

      The heavy thud of the stairwell door sounded in the hall. I assumed it was another patient for the sleep lab across the hall until I caught the scent of someone familiar—wild like a stream in a mountain forest, but with a metallic bite—Dax Little.

      There was no sound of footsteps, but it had to be him. I stood and peered out to the reception area just in time to see him fill the doorframe. He really was massive, his shoulders spanning the entire width of the entry. Black ink coiled up from the collar of his white button-down shirt, the top of the design hidden behind his full black beard. He knocked gently on the door.

      “Cora?”

      “Hey.” I stepped out.

      His brown eyes lit when he saw me, and a small smile crossed his face. It was disarming.

      I’d been trying not to think about him since our failed date Christmas night. Everything had been going well until I’d mentioned moving. After that, he’d been distant, so I went home alone and wrote off the possibility of there ever being an us. If he wasn’t interested, it was better to move on than waste our time.

      “I brought you an office-warming gift.” Dax held out a vase brimming with roses. Beautiful red roses. It was the nicest thing in the whole shitty office.

      “Thank you.” I accepted them and inhaled.

      “You like flowers, right?” he asked. It was strange seeing such a big guy appear nervous. “I thought, well, I was going to go with something else, but the scent...they reminded me of you.”

      “They’re lovely,” I said. “Thank you, again.”

      The roses reminded him of me. I smiled at the thought, at the whole situation, at him coming all the way here to visit.

      “I love how your name’s on the door. It makes it official. And the office, it’s nice.”

      “It’s something,” I said. “It’s mine.”

      “It’s cozy.”

      It really was. I smiled again. It was strange. I never smiled, then Dax strolled in and I couldn’t stop. I set the flowers on the desk, opposite the candles.

      “Want the grand tour?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “So this is where the receptionist will sit...when I get a receptionist.”

      Dax nodded.

      I headed back through the door to my little cubby. “And this, well, this is where the magic happens. I sit right here at the desk, and I wait for the phone to ring. Still waiting.”

      “It’s going to happen,” Dax said. “The city of Keanston is lucky to have you.”

      My cheeks flushed.

      The only response I could think of was ‘thank you,’ but that was practically the only thing I’d said to him since he walked through the door.

      Dax turned his back to me, and I watched the flex of his shoulders through his white button-down shirt. He ran his fingers over the wood of the desk, and for a moment I wished instead, they were running over me.

      “Have you started interviewing receptionists yet?” he asked.

      “Not yet. I’d like to hire a few guards, too. But I need to secure a client to actually pay for everything.”

      “I bet you could put some ads out for guards, and by the time you figure out who to hire, you’ll have clients lined up.”

      “I hope so,” I said. “It’s been exciting and a little overwhelming trying to set everything up so far. It’d be a lot easier with a partner.”

      Why did I say that? I’d always done things on my own. I didn’t need anyone else. I could do this. I already was doing this.

      Dax looked down at his hands.

      Fuck. I’d made him uncomfortable.

      He reached into his pocket.

      “Sorry,” he said. “I have to go.”

      He held up his phone. On the center of the screen was a text from his boss—Hunter Briggs. Just one word—ready.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “Thanks for stopping by. I adore the flowers.”

      “It was my pleasure.” With that, he turned to go. I watched him as he walked away—his long strides, his tight ass. Dax was hot, no question, but I didn’t need any additional complications in my life. Not with the move and starting my own business. Uncomplicated was what I wanted, what I needed.

      I went back inside, and it was just me again in the quiet office. Somehow it felt quieter than it had been before. But, the smell of feet was a little less with the roses, or maybe I was just getting used to it. I chose to believe it was the former.

      The bouquet really was beautiful, with two dozen vibrant blooms. Tiny white flowers and thick verdant leaves were spread throughout the arrangement, and the vase reminded me of one my mother used to have when I was little. It was her favorite—crystal with an intricate swirl design. Or it had been her favorite, until my brother broke it.

      Someone in the hall cleared his throat. I hadn’t even noticed the scent of wolves or the sound of their approach. I’d been too distracted.

      Three men entered my office, all dressed in mid-grade suits. Two crossed their arms and stopped just inside the door. By their demeanor, I assumed private security.

      The third was not too much taller than me, with a round face. He wore a fedora over his shaved head, and he carried himself with the kind of confidence that came from money.

      My first client!

      I smoothed my skirt and stepped out.

      “Good afternoon,” I said. “How can I help you?”

      He stared down at the candles and squinched his nose. Too bad my first client had a shifter sense of smell.

      “Are you the Andrews of Andrews Security?” He cupped his hands together and straightened his shoulders. Then he titled his chin up and looked down his nose at me. No problem. I could deal with snooty.

      “I am. Cora Andrews.” I offered him my hand.

      He didn’t accept. Instead, he looked around the room. “And you’re alone.”

      The bite in his words made it seem like a threat. I wasn’t afraid. Since he clearly wasn’t interested in shaking, I pulled my hand back. “Just setting up shop. I assure you I’m plenty capable of handling—”

      “You’re going to shut it down. Close up this little shithole and crawl back into obscurity.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Keanston belongs to me.” His thin lips curled in a sneer and his beady eyes narrowed.

      “Is that so?” I crossed my arms and squared my shoulders. “And who exactly are you?”

      One of the goons by the door took a step forward. He had a hard face and slick ponytail, and the same quality his boss had that screamed asshole. I kept an eye on all three of them at once, retaining my composure.

      The guard reached into his jacket.

      One wrong move and I could shift. At the first sign of trouble, I’d show them exactly what kind of person they were messing with.

      It was a card. He pulled out a business card and held it out for me.

      I accepted.

      Norman Maxwell. Maximum Security.

      “Maximum Security?” I asked. It sounded like a bad joke.

      “Here’s how things work in Keanston,” Maxwell said. “I’m the one people go to when they have a problem. I don’t have competition, and I’m not going to. Great talk.”

      Yeah, great talk. Nice to meet you, neighbor.

      Maxwell turned and walked away, his two guards lingering a moment longer. The one who’d given me the card swiped his hand across the reception desk, knocking the candles and the vase to the floor. The glass shattered and roses scattered.

      His eyes were black beads of indifference as he met my gaze. I refused to blink, to turn, to give the bastard the satisfaction of a reaction. Deep down, I was ready to scream, to burst.

      Then he turned to go, crunching the blooms with heavy heels.

      I listened to the door shut at the end of the hall, and with it, the scent of wolves faded.

      Fuck.

      I sighed and dropped to the floor. The flowers were ruined, the one beautiful thing in my shitty little office. I righted the candles and blew out the flames. Then I sat and peeled the warm wax from the hardwood, and gathered the shards of shattered glass.

      Everything was going to be fine. It was only a matter of time. I’d make everything okay. I could do this alone.

      I leaned my head back against the freshly painted wall and stared up at the ceiling.

      New life, new problems.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Dax

        

      

    

    
      When Hunter inherited his father’s company and his place in the pack as alpha, I’d expected more excitement. I’d expected more opportunities to get my hands dirty in interpack conflicts—tackling and subduing assailants, chasing rogues from the territory, anything but this.

      Turns out, Hunter was a great alpha. And great alphas used their words to solve problems. Which left me standing in the corner of the conference room, more a part of the furniture than an actual bodyguard. Deep down I’d always known that Hunter would become an adept leader. And I was glad for it, if selfishly wishing for someone to bust down the door at any given moment.

      “Thanks so much for the pastries you sent,” Hunter said.

      The woman across from him had a wild head of red hair, and a friendly smile. Trixie Tenbrook and her mate led one of the neighboring territories. She leaned back in her hard seat, completely at ease in her long polka dot dress. She was Hunter’s last meeting of the day, and she wasn’t a threat. It was obvious in the way she carried herself. And I’d come to the same conclusion every time they met.

      “You’re welcome. They were my favorite during pregnancy, so I thought Grace might like them, too.”

      “She enjoyed them all, the very first night.” Hunter laughed.

      Trixie did, too.

      I kept my gaze set straight ahead of me, listening to the tone of their voices, listening for noise in the hall, listening for any sign of danger. And while I waited, my mind wandered.

      My mind wandered to Christmas dinner, and to the bar after, to the way every cell in my body responded to Cora’s closeness. She was as sharp as she was stunning. There was something about her that made me feel like I was at a disadvantage, even though I was three times her size.

      The smile she’d worn when I’d given her the roses—thinking of the soft curve of her lips, of the subtle change in the emerald of her eyes—the memory tugged at my chest. Cora needed a partner, and I’d wanted to volunteer. She hadn’t asked a thing from me, but I wanted to give her the world. She was my mate. I knew it to my core, yet here I was miles away from where I wanted to be. An entire city away from Cora.

      If I followed my heart, this very moment I’d be standing on her doorstep. I’d spend every waking moment learning everything there was to know about her, if she’d let me. And I’d cherish all of it. But I couldn’t do that. Even if there hadn’t been an incident in months, even if life was calm, there was always a storm brewing. The Silent Butchers had proved that time and again. I had a responsibility to my pack, to my alpha. Hunter needed me.

      “I agree.” Hunter stapled his fingers together on the table. “There’s no reason peace can’t continue as it is, become the new status quo.”

      Peace could end at any time. Conflict could spring up at any unexpected—

      “Everyone’s happier than they’ve been in a long time. No conflict, no danger,” Trixie said. “I think there’s no reason to expect otherwise.”

      But I’d be there for when a new threat appeared.

      “With the treaty between all of the neighboring territories, I can’t see any danger on the horizon,” Hunter smiled.

      I sighed inwardly, but remained stoic.

      “What better situation for raising the next generation?” Trixie asked.

      “We live in fortunate times,” Hunter said.

      “Well, I should get back. It was nice catching up.” Trixie rose from her seat. Hunter did, too.

      “It was. Send Lance my regards.”

      “I will. You send mine to Grace.”

      “Done.” Hunter nodded, and the two shook hands.

      Trixie waved and walked out the door. Her heels clicked down the otherwise quiet hall, and then there was silence.

      Hunter turned to me. His hands were in his pockets, his eyes were distant, and a smile still lingered on his lips. “I bet that was a boring one for you, huh? All the talk of kids. I used to hate all of that when I was single.”

      “Uneventful means you’re safe.”

      Hunter raised his eyebrow at my response, then turned for the door. “Not going to answer me?”

      “Your conversations are your business. I don’t have an opinion.”

      “Sure.” Hunter jabbed the down arrow, and the elevator doors opened.

      He stepped inside, and I followed.

      I leaned against the back rail, just a step behind him, as always. It was my place, and I was comfortable with that. We rode down in silence, until the elevator opened to the parking garage. With a click of the fob, I unlocked the Rolls-Royce, Hunter’s current favorite. I climbed in front, he climbed in back.

      As I turned the key, the engine purred. And Hunter slid the glass window open between us.

      “You’re different,” Hunter said.

      “Different than what?” It wasn’t me who had changed. I was the same man I’d always been.

      “Than you used to be. It’s not a bad thing.”

      I backed out of the parking space and drove through the dark garage toward the exit. Daylight still clung to the sky. Before Grace, we always left after dark. Ten was an early night, while a late one was two or three in the morning. Now, Hunter left by five every evening, a little earlier on the days Grace had off work.

      I missed late nights busting skulls. But I did have more time now for gardening. And reading. I liked doing those things, too.

      I could feel Hunter’s gaze on me as I drove. I glanced back. His hands were crossed in his lap. He looked completely at ease, except I could tell he still wanted to talk. That was new, too.

      “I know I’ve been different recently, too,” Hunter said.

      He wasn’t going to let me bow out of this conversation, so I gladly let him steer the conversation to him.

      “Do you like the man that you’ve become? Or do you miss the man you were?” I glanced into the rearview.

      “I’m happier since I found my mate.” His eyes always sparkled in a wistful way when he spoke of her. “Grace, she’s my world.”

      “I know.”

      “But it’s not just her, it’s becoming alpha, taking over the company—all of it’s been positive. I don’t miss dealing with clients like Leonard Fallow. It’s nice to be the one who delegates. And the alliances my father formed with the neighboring packs have made my job as alpha relatively painless.”

      “That’s you, not him.” I glanced back and met his gaze, keeping most of my attention on the road ahead.

      “What’s me?”

      “It’s the way you talk to the others. They respect you. They like you.”

      “I like them.”

      I nodded and pulled up to the curb in front of Hunter’s building. I reached for the door handle, but he spoke before I could open it.

      “But you’re not happier. Something’s going on with you. What is it?”

      “Nothing.”

      “What changed over Christmas?”

      Cora.

      “Dax? If something’s going on with you, you should tell me. I might be able to help.”

      I sighed. He wasn’t going to let this go.

      “It’s been difficult for me having little to do,” I said.

      “Is there something you’d rather be doing? Honestly, you’re overqualified for what I need. If you have something in mind, need a vacation, it’s really okay. You haven’t taken time off in...ever.”

      “There is something,” I said. “But I don’t want to break my commitment to you.”

      “Dax, I’m fine. You figure out what you need, and I’ll set up some coverage for you. You deserve to be happy, too.”

      He climbed out of the car without waiting for me to get his door. Then he headed inside.

      What did I need? Excitement? Adventure? Cora—I needed Cora.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          Cora

        

      

    

    
      Andrews Security had yet to attract a single client. Or a single employee.

      It was a catch-22. No one wanted to hire a security company that consisted of one person, and there was no money to hire a qualified applicant. That left me with few options, mostly mall-security rejects, like Mr. Craven sitting across from me.

      His scent was one of terror mingled with sweat and potato chips. With his forehead coated in a thick glaze, his feet were pulled up on the seat as he clutched his knees, and his eyes were so wide they bulged out of his head. Jaiden Craven was a buttery ball of nerves.

      “So what kind of shifter did you say you were, Mr. Craven?”

      “Porcupine.”

      With his pointed nose, beady pupils, and fetal position, I could see the resemblance.

      “I see that you haven’t listed any security experience on your application. Or any job experience at all.”

      “I was in the Army.”

      “Oh?” Maybe this wasn’t going as badly as it seemed to be.

      “Oh yeah, I served for six years.”

      I made a note of his service on my notepad.

      “Why didn’t you list this under applicable experience?”

      “I wasn’t sure if you’d count it.”

      “Military service is definitely worth mentioning.” I studied his face.

      He bit his lip as he met my gaze, then he looked down immediately. Nothing about this man said soldier to me. Perhaps he’d worked for the military in a different capacity.

      “What was your designated role in the Army?”

      “Summoner.”

      “Summoner? Is that a type of scout?” I didn’t understand.

      His eyes lit up, and he put his feet down and leaned forward. “No, you’re thinking of rangers. They’re the ones with the bows and arrows.”

      “Bows and…”

      “Summoners call forth beasts to do their bidding. It takes a lot more skill to train a wraith than to shoot an arrow.” Craven laughed at a joke I’d missed.

      Wraith?

      “What Army did you say you served in?” I asked.

      “Pownies.”

      “The Pony Army?” I took a deep breath. Another crazy.

      “Not like the itty-bitty horses.” A smile overtook his face, and the scent of fear faded. A little. “Pownies like pew pew—owned. Army of the Seven Kingdoms, it’s an MMORPG. Don’t you know it?”

      “Oh. No, I’m not familiar.”

      “You’re seriously missing out. It’s pretty much the most balltastic game ever made.”

      I pursed my lips and weighed my next words. “What draws you to security?”

      “Oh, we’re done talking about...okay. What makes me want to whip a gun around while defending priceless treasures and winning the favor of the princess?” He formed his thumb and forefinger into an L and pointed it around the room with narrowed eyes.

      There was a lot to unpack there.

      “Besides the fact that it would be amazeballs,” he continued, “I have to get a job. My mom’s making me. She says if I don’t get a job, she’s going to kick me out.”

      I nodded. I’d heard it before.

      “Well thank you for your time, Mr. Craven.” I rose to my feet and held out my hand.

      He accepted and stood too. As we shook, he left a slimy residue on my palm. The urge to pull away and wash my hands was strong. Very strong.

      “We’re done already?” he asked. “Does that mean I’ve got the job?”

      “I’ll be in touch,” I said. The sad part was, I might have to be. Jaiden Craven was the most qualified candidate I’d interviewed so far.

      “Sweet.” As Craven left, I spotted my next interviewee standing by the door, waiting.

      He was short compared to most applicants I’d met, with a mop of bleach-blond hair. He wore baggy jeans and a sleeveless white shirt without a jacket, even though it was the middle of winter. A hemp necklace hung from his neck, with a shark tooth in the center. He looked more like he was ready for a stroll on the beach than for a job interview, but that wasn’t unexpected by this point. I’d only interviewed one man in a suit, and he was even less qualified than Jaiden Craven.

      The most alarming characteristic of the guy in front of me had nothing to do with his appearance. It was his scent—human. I was set on hiring a shifter. Not only did shifters have heightened strength and senses, but if I had to hire a human, I couldn’t shift in a fight. And I’d have to take on damage control when someone else inevitably did. It was too much to deal with, but I was desperate.

      I flipped through my notebook to the loose paper with his information.

      “Tristan Lanford?” I wiped Craven’s slime onto my skirt from my palm, then walked over and held out my hand.

      Mr. Langford shook his head, knocking his earbuds down onto his shoulders.

      “Hey.”

      “Hello,” I said. “You’re Tristan Lanford, correct?”

      “Yeah-huh.” He smiled, but ignored my offer to shake.

      I sighed and pulled my hand back. “Let’s get started.”

      I turned and headed back to my office and took a seat behind the desk. Mr. Lanford didn’t follow. Instead he was still standing by the reception desk staring down at the unlit candles. I hadn’t needed to light them this week, as the foot stink had faded away.

      “Mr. Lanford?”

      “Hmm? Yeah?” He looked around like I could be anywhere, in the corner behind the potted fern, or hidden beneath the reception desk.

      “Can you join me, please?”

      “Sure.”

      He strolled into the office with long strides, and he bobbed his head as he walked. It was a strange laidback strut, a little like a runway model. Then he dropped into the seat and slouched low.

      This was it, the last interview. I could tolerate slouching. I could tolerate a lot if he was even remotely competent. His application implied that he was.

      “I see that you’ve worked in security before,” I said.

      “Sure. I was one of them mall cops a while.”

      I practically squealed in delight. But I didn’t.

      “What led to you leaving the mall?”

      “They don’t let you sleep there. I had to leave lots of times. Every day.”

      Shit. He was dumb. Maybe it wasn’t as bad as it seemed.

      “Most employers will expect you to do your sleeping at home, including me.”

      “I like to sleep. Got me one of those big nets that swings in the trees. Great for sleeping, those things. Except for the spiders. Bastards love that net.”

      “Hammock?”

      “No thanks, I’m not hungry.”

      Dumb as rocks.

      “Why are you no longer employed at the mall?” The answer seemed obvious.

      “You know those free pretzels they’re always giving people?”

      I nodded. “Samples.”

      “Apparently you’re not supposed to eat the ones behind the counter. At least that’s what they told me when they took my keys. Seems like there should be a sign or something.”

      “You got fired for stealing pretzels?”

      “It was a misunderstanding. At least I think it was. You’d think those guys would have been confused too, because there isn’t a sign.”

      “Is this a frequent problem for you?”

      “The pretzels? Well, they don’t let me back in the mall now. So it hasn’t been a problem since.”

      “I meant requiring signs to not break the law.”

      He scratched his chin. “No?”

      “You don’t sound sure.” I set down my notebook and pen. It was too much to hope that this guy would be competent.

      “Did I write the other job in there, too? Where it asked for his story?”

      His story.

      “History?” I asked.

      “That’s what I said. There wasn’t enough space for my whole story, just the one. But I’ve had other jobs in security, too.”

      I looked again at the form, at what Lanford had written.

      His story is security guard at mall. The pretzels delicious. I work security.

      “Why don’t you write down the information for your past security employers for me, and I’ll make some calls.”

      “Yeah, okay.”

      The way this was going, I figured he’d probably draw me a picture of a unicorn and a cat for his references. And that would be that. But it appeared he was actually writing names and phone numbers.

      “Anything else you want to know?” he asked.

      “Yes,” I said. “Why do you want to work for Andrews Security?”

      “I want to help people.” His eyes were hooded, in a bit of a dopey way, but I sensed no deception in his words. Honestly, I could do worse.

      “Thank you for your time, Mr. Lanford. I’ll be in touch.”

      He pulled his hands tight to his chest. “Let’s not touch. I like you fine and all, but you’re not my type.”

      It took me a moment to understand that he assumed I’d be literally touching him instead of calling him in the future. Better to say nothing than to try to explain.

      “Thank you for your time, Mr. Lanford. Please leave.”

      “Okay.”

      I shook my head as he walked out the door.

      Dumb-as-rocks was the best candidate. Andrews Security was screwed.

      A knock came from the hall by the outer door.

      I rose from my seat, expecting that Mr. Lanford had likely gotten lost on the way out of the tiny office. He probably needed directions.

      Instead, I found my grandmother standing in the doorway clutching a cloth bag to her chest. It smelled like lasagna. Grammy Agnes made the world’s best lasagna.

      “I hope I’m not interrupting.” Her smile was as warm as always, her cheeks rosy from the cold. Her straight gray hair was tucked into her fluffy scarf and the collar of her burgundy pea coat.

      “Not at all.”

      “You look tired. And thin. I brought lunch.” She lifted the bag and her brows.

      “Thank you. I could really use it.” All of a sudden I was tired and hungry. It was like the weight of the world finally hit me, and just in time for Grammy’s visit.

      She looked around, then sat down on the floor, took off her coat, and started spreading out china as if my office floor was a table in a fancy restaurant.

      I joined her.

      “Tell me everything,” Grammy said. “How’s the hunt going so far?”

      I laughed. It was comically awful. It really was. If I didn’t laugh, I’d probably cry.

      “Did you see that last guy leaving?” I asked.

      “The stoner surfer?”

      “That would be him, my latest interviewee.”

      “He wore a tank top for a job interview?”

      “He did.”

      “He’s going to catch pneumonia out in this weather without a coat. Tell me you have better options.”

      “Not so much.”

      “Not yet.” Grammy tilted her head and smiled.

      I was trying to stay optimistic, but it was difficult.

      I lifted a forkful of hot pasta to my lips. The scent alone had my stomach rumbling. The taste, well, that made me melt. I closed my eyes and let the flavors of robust tomato, fresh herbs, and savory meat and cheese roll over my tongue.

      “At least the stoner’s not bad to look at,” Grammy said. “How about reception, did you get some young eye candy in here to answer the phones?”

      I laughed. “No.”

      “Anyone at all?”

      “Not yet,” I said, repeating her words of optimism.

      She nodded. “Well then, it’s settled. I’m going to work for you.”

      “What? No, I couldn’t ask you to—”

      “It’s settled, dear. I’m going to answer your phones until you can get set up. That’s one less thing on your plate. Speaking of, I expect you to eat every bite. You’re much too thin.” She patted my hand. It was a sweet gesture, but it was too much for her to drive up here every day to help me.

      “I don’t think—”

      The scent of large cats filled the hall outside the door.

      I moved my plate to the side and began to stand, but before I could, Grammy was on her feet, greeting the men at the door.

      “Good afternoon. Welcome to Andrews Security. What can we do for you today?”

      Two men entered. One was definitely a bodyguard. The other had on an expensive suit. He was small for a mountain lion shifter, with dark skin, sharp blue eyes, and a short jaw.

      “I’m looking for Cora Andrews.”

      “That’d be me.” I dabbed my lips with my napkin and smoothed my skirt. “How can I help you, Mr.—”

      “Torres, Ronald Torres.” He offered me his hand, and it wasn’t even gross. Maybe my day was about to turn around.

      “How can I help you, Mr. Torres?”

      He looked down at the plates on the floor, but didn’t seem fazed.

      “Asher Andrews recommended your firm.”

      My brother. Thank you, Asher.

      “I’m looking for protection for my daughter.” Torres’s eyes narrowed as he stared at me. It was as if he was searching something in my gaze.

      “That’s what we’re here for,” I said.

      Seemingly appeased, he lowered his chin and his expression softened.

      “She needs an escort out of Keanston straight away.”

      “What’s the nature of the threat?” I asked.

      He sucked in a deep breath and his chest expanded. He let it out slowly. Whatever the threat was, it was bad.

      “I’m not sure how familiar you are with Keanston, but the city is divided. There are two packs—mine, and the bear’s.”

      “Gudbrandt.” I’d done my research before moving here, as any sane shifter should. It was unwise to relocate without knowing the basics of the territory. My understanding was the two packs were at peace, but often disputed the boundaries of territory. Neither was welcoming to outsiders, but so long as it was a single shifter relocating and not an entire pack, both were amiable so long as there wasn’t trouble.

      “Gudbrandt, yes.” Torres nodded. “He wishes to leverage my daughter against me.”

      It seemed interpack politics were prickly at best. But if the job was limited to transportation, I could act as an escort.

      “I’ll need more details,” I said, “but Andrews Security is up to the task.”

      Torres nodded. “Good.”

      “I’m Ms. Andrews’s assistant,” Grammy said, moving in next to me. “Let me get all of your information, and we’ll get started right away.”

      Grammy turned and winked at me, then led Mr. Torres to the reception desk like she knew exactly what she was doing. I guessed she did.

      Apparently I’d found a competent receptionist, even if only temporarily, and I’d snagged my first client. Maybe this day wasn’t so bad after all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Dax

        

      

    

    
      Fire flickered in the hearth, filling the living room with dry, smoky heat. From my seat in the high-backed green chair, I watched the oranges and reds dance over blackened logs.

      “So, Dax, The Time Machine was your pick. What did you think?”

      I looked up to find Susan staring at me over the tops of her cat-eye glasses. With her fingers steepled in her lap and the impassive yet expectant look on her face, she reminded me of a TV therapist. Though her fluffy pink sweater with tassels did take away from the smooth, professional effect.

      “Honestly, I wasn’t that into it,” I said.

      “Thank you,” Ethel said.

      “Really?” Agnes’s brows shot up.

      “Maybe we should skip the classics and stick to the books Ethel finds.” I’d thought I would have enjoyed the book, but I hadn’t. But the book probably wasn’t the problem. More likely it was just me. It was like I’d been walking in a fog the past few weeks, distracted and unable to focus on or enjoy anything.

      Susan scoffed.

      Ethel nodded, her light blue eyes sparkling with amusement. “The fifth Cyborg Rodeo Ménage book just came out.”

      “Of course you would know that.” Susan shook her head.

      “I’ve been patiently waiting. And it’s far more interesting than your last pick.” Ethel wiggled her glass in Susan’s direction.

      “So The Time Machine—” Agnes barely got a few words in before Susan raised her voice and continued.

      “Can’t blame a girl for preferring billionaires and lumberjacks to made up science fiction monstrosities.”

      “My chance of being abducted by an alien cowboy with strong, metal arms and nimble mechanical fingers is at least as likely as you finding a lumberjack billionaire.” Ethel matched Susan’s pose—steepled fingers, ankles crossed.

      The two stared at each other, neither willing to be the first to blink.

      I looked back and forth between them and then settled my gaze on Agnes. When I’d first started coming to these book club meetings, I’d thought Ethel and Susan hated each other, but it didn’t take long to understand the truth of it. They were just a little too much alike, so they bickered like sisters. And they cared for each other like sisters, too.

      “I think it’s time for another round of drinks.” Agnes rose from her seat and gave me a pointed look. “Dax, would you help?”

      “Of course.”

      Susan and Ethel kept on talking and ignored us as I followed Agnes to the kitchen.

      Agnes opened the fridge, pulled out two beers, and handed me one. “So, what’s going on with you?”

      “What do you mean?” First Hunter, now Agnes. Maybe I really was acting differently than usual.

      She leaned on the counter behind her and twisted the cap off her bottle. “You’re mopey.”

      “I’m not—”

      “It’s obvious.”

      Out of sorts, maybe. Mopey, no.

      “It’s girl trouble, isn’t it? Come on, spit it out.”

      “Maybe I’ve been off lately, but there’s no trouble.”

      “You’re taking it hard now that Cora’s gone, aren’t you?” Agnes took a sip of beer. “That’s how it works for your kind.”

      “My kind?”

      “I don’t mean men,” she said. “Though that, too. I meant shifters.”

      If she wanted to get personal, I was going to ask my questions, too. But first I glanced to check on Ethel and Susan. They were busy making obscene gestures with their hands and laughing, and definitely not listening to us. Still, I kept my voice quiet.

      “What’s the story with that?” I asked. “You made a point of telling me you never married, but you have a granddaughter. And you’re familiar with the term mates.”

      “It’s a simple thing, really,” Agnes said. “I figured you’d have picked it up in one of Ethel’s stories. When a man loves a woman—”

      “Let’s just skip over wherever this is going.”

      “Well in my case, there was no hydraulic cyborg penis.”

      “Thanks for sharing.” I shook my head and sighed.

      “I met a man when I was in my twenties. It was just a quick fling, what one does in one’s youth. He was a real stud, and a growler in bed.”

      “You weren’t mates?”

      “He was in the military, just passing through. I didn’t promise him forever. Hell, I didn’t give him my real name. I didn’t know a thing about shifters until my son changed for the first time. After that, I learned a lot about shifters. As much as I could, as fast as I could.”

      “That must have been difficult as a single parent, raising a shifter.”

      “Hon, being a single parent is hard on anyone. Being a parent in general, too. But it’s worth it. Every sleepless night, every headache, every scar. It’s love. And you’re supposed to fight for it, not against it.”

      “I see what you’re doing there.” She was trying to steer the subject back to me.

      “So tell me about my granddaughter. Have you told her how you feel?”

      “No.”

      “You’ll feel a lot better when you do.”

      “I can’t.” I couldn’t tell her. What would she do with that? We hardly knew each other and we didn’t even live in the same city anymore. She had her own life, following her own dream. I couldn’t ask her to come back. And I couldn’t leave because I couldn’t abandon my responsibilities to the pack.

      “Being vulnerable is scary, but you’re strong enough to handle it. And I’ll tell you, Cora could really use you right now.”

      “Is she okay?” My chest tightened.

      “You haven’t even talked to her?” Agnes shook her head. “She’s had a terrible time with hiring. I’m filling in for her as receptionist. And she has no one qualified to help with her first job. It’d be a real shame if her business went under before she had a chance to start.”

      I noticed her side eyes as she pretended she wasn’t looking at me and the small curve of her smile as she hid it behind her beer. I knew she was leading me, but she was right, too. Cora had said she needed a partner. Even though I was uncomfortable leaving Hunter without my support, he had told me to take time off if I needed to.

      If something happened to Hunter while I was away, I wouldn’t forgive myself. But if something happened to Cora…that was worse.

      “I might be able to get time off for just one mission.”

      “Great, sounds like it’s all set then. I’ll let her know she can count on you.”

      “Agnes—”

      She held her hands up in defense. “Just the one job. You want to walk away, that’s your prerogative.”

      I nodded. It was agreed.

      But that sparkle in her eye told me she wasn’t going to let it be that easy…not that walking away from Cora would be anything less than agony.

      From the other room, Ethel called, “Dax, Agnes, get in here.”

      We went back in and saw Ethel beaming with a grin that meant nothing but trouble.

      “Uh-oh,” Agnes said.

      Ethel’s grin got even wider. “Susan and I have decided, we’re writing our own story. One with a lumberjack, a billionaire, and a cyborg from outer space.”

      Susan lifted her flask. “Hell yes.”

      I had to admit, I was already looking forward to reading it.
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