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Dedication


To those who are waiting for that special someone to arrive.






Chapter One
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She leaped over the fallen log, clearing it by mere inches as her panther kept its body as low to the ground as possible. On one side of her, the dark gray wolf of Alanna Bradbury weaved around a couple of pines while, on her other side, Eve Hartlow’s tiger sprang off a massive cypress tree. The wind rustled her tawny fur as she hit the ground, springing forward in a mad dash to race ahead of the others, the afternoon sun peeking through the thick branches of pine, oak, and cypress overhead. It was Lainie Everest’s first day off in over a week, and she needed to blow off steam. Not because of the hectic work week or the daily constant calls for emergency service, even though Old Man Tucker would think his constant losing of his keys made up an emergency. No, she needed to blow off steam from the monotonous day-in, day-out of life in Bull Creek. The wearisome humdrum activity of the small community was about to drive her bonkers. Not that it would be a long trip these days. Eve’s ex sneaking back to force her to return home was the last bit of excitement they saw, and that was a couple of months ago. 
She had to admit, when she left Draven Falls over a year ago, she had been eager to leave the constant bustle of the small town. Not that it had been a metropolis by any means. It was tiny by most people’s standards, but it was ten times the size of Bull Creek, where barely one hundred people lived. However, over the past year, the town seemed to have gotten even smaller with absolutely nothing to do, and she knew in part it was because there were few single men available here and no chance of really meeting new ones.
When she first followed her brother, Dimitri, to Bull Creek, she had visions of her and Josh Rayburn rekindling a relationship that her father had soured just as it was getting started. However, Josh showed up on her doorstep, which had actually been his apartment that she took over once her father kicked her out of the house, with Alanna in tow. Lainie could tell right away that the two were destined mates, even if they hadn’t marked each other yet, and any idea that Josh would keep her warm at night once she moved to Bull Creek went out the window.
Now she was stuck in this no-man’s-land with no one to knock around with. Her dry spell was about to send her over the edge. She had hoped there would be enough for her to do as one of Chet Einstein’s deputies, but that proved futile as well. Oh, there had been some scuff ups here and there, like when Bane Kastner appeared again a couple of months back in his vain attempt to take over the community and then that business with Ezra’s special forces friends and the little girl they had to protect a year ago, but that had been about all the excitement Bull Creek saw outside of watching the ground dry after an afternoon storm. And in Florida, there seemed to always be an afternoon storm.
Lainie’s panther leaped onto a fallen palm tree and sprang up into the lower limbs of an oak. In the distance, she scented a doe drinking at one of the many lakes that dotted the area, and her animal purred at the thought of fresh meat. However, she bit down on the urge, keeping control. She didn’t need to shift with the taste of blood in her mouth.
You quitting already, Alanna sent with the shifters’ mindspeech. I thought you wanted to run.
So did I, Lainie sent back as Eve’s tiger appeared beside the wolf. Now all I feel like doing is getting drunk and crying in my beer. Not that it would actually happen, not with the stuff Wes served. Alcohol didn’t really affect shifters, or at least, not the amount most humans would drink. It took a lot of booze to get a shifter schnockered, and there wasn’t enough at Everglades.
What are you crying about? Eve asked.
The lack of action around here. Lainie leaped back to the ground. I can only find Old Man Tucker’s keys so many times before even that gets boring, especially since they’re right under the table where he dropped them. She sighed as she padded her way back to where they had left their clothes. I’m ready for some excitement.
We could always go to St. Cloud or Melbourne, Alanna suggested, falling in beside Lainie’s panther.
But Lainie wasn’t keen on that idea, either. Oh, she loved going out with her friends, but almost all of them were now mated, or in Josh and Alanna’s case, almost mated. Dimitri had his new mate, Adira, and a couple of months ago, Eve found Arlin. Even Wes played footsies with his serving girl, Noel. And while Lainie liked Ezra well enough, he wasn’t the one she wanted waking up to her the next morning. Ignore me, she sent. I’m just feeling sorry for myself. It’ll pass.
Does that mean no road trip? Eve asked. Now I feel like crying.
They made it back to the edge of the lake where they left their clothes, shifting back into their human forms. Everyone reached for their pants, the cool breeze caressing their flesh as they slipped back into jeans and T-shirts. The breeze did nothing for her mood, however. As she straightened her shirt, she did her best to shake her sour disposition, but it seemed impossible. She simply could not shake her funk.
“You are antsier than a junkie needing a fix.” Alanna shook her head. “I know what’s wrong with you, and if you want, a night at my place like we had back in Draven Falls just might ease that tension.” She winked over at Lainie, grinning.
Lainie giggled as she reached for her shoes. “Thanks, but as tempting as that sounds, I think I need something else. I just don’t know what.”
“Well, I offered. If you change your mind, you know where to find me. Now, how about lunch at Gracie’s?” Alanna finished pulling her pants into place. “After that run, I could use something to eat.”
“Sounds good to me,” Eve chimed in, walking over to join them. “Arlin is out with his brother, trying to learn how to fish, so I’m free.”
“He doesn’t know how to fish?” Lainie asked, feeling her brows furrow. “How hard could it be? You bait the hook and throw the line in the water.”
Eve shrugged. “I think it’s more a patience thing. Arlin hates simply sitting there waiting for a fish to bite. I think he’s more the hunter type, preferring to track than sit.”
“You sit in hunting, too.” Alanna buttoned her pants and looked up. “Has he found a job yet?”
Arlin Landry moved to Bull Creek right after mating Eve, leaving Draven Falls behind. He also left some trouble behind, but most of it was shifter politics more than anything else. Of course, Nathan was happy to have his older brother living in Bull Creek, and the two seemed to spend quite a bit of time together whenever Arlin wasn’t with Eve.
“Wes’s bouncer quit and moved, so he gave Arlin the bouncer position at Everglades,” Eve replied. “Seems a perfect fit for him, and I get to sneak in and get a free drink once in a while.”
“We really need to talk to Wes about getting in something that will give us at least a buzz,” Alanna said, as the ladies walked towards Lainie’s cabin and their cars. “I mean, I love drinking and not getting drunk all the time, but once in a while, it would be nice to at least feel something with as much as I spend on alcohol.”
“You mean as much as Josh spends.” Lainie looked over at her friend, a smirk on her face. “Have you bought a drink since he moved to Bull Creek?”
“Hey, sometimes I go by myself.” An indignant look crossed the redhead’s face. “That was simply rude.”
Lainie and Eve just laughed as they stepped out of the woods and onto the gravel road. “My bad,” Lainie said, still laughing.
It only took ten minutes for them to reach Gracie’s Diner, which rested on the corner of Highways 192 and 441. The streets had real names, of course, but what was the point of using them? Saying the numbers was quicker.
Attached to the diner was a small convenience store with gas pumps, so they shared the cracked asphalt parking lot. Gracie’s wasn’t anything fancy and served typical diner fare. It beat going to one of the bigger towns, so everyone in Bull Creek ate there regularly, giving Gracie a captive audience and steady income.
Lainie entered the small diner, passing the long counter at the entrance for the rickety wooden tables in the main dining area. The place was only half-filled with customers, mostly couples or young mothers who enjoyed an afternoon without kids. She had never thought about kids before, her career in law enforcement making her fear the possibility of leaving her children without a mother. Of course, her father had expected her to marry for the family, which was something Lainie flat out refused to do. That was the entire reason she followed Dimitri to Bull Creek. Her father expected her to marry Miles Hemingway, just so he could merge Everett Paper with Hemingway Trucking and cut back on his delivery costs. She refused to be his whore, and he kicked her out. Got to love ambitious, dipshit fathers.
She dropped into a wooden chair, instantly grabbing for the silverware wrapped in a paper napkin and ripping it open. As she draped the flimsy napkin over her lap, the others doing the same, Eileen stepped up to take their drink orders. As soon as she jotted them down, not that she really had to since they never changed what they drank, the petite blonde promised to be back soon with their beverages and left. 
“If Gracie was a shifter, what do you think she’d be?” Eve asked them.
“What makes you think she’s not?” Lainie asked, cocking a brow at her friend.
“Well, Arlin said shifters can usually scent other shifters,” Eve said, now looking puzzled. “And since our mating gifted me with a tiger, I can sometimes scent others when I’m close enough. I just assumed it would be the same with Gracie, and since I never have, I guess I just assumed she wasn’t one.”
Alanna chuckled as she clasped her hands together and leaned on the table. “How can you smell anything in here besides grease?”
“Besides, why would you want to get close to her?” Lainie asked, shuddering. “She scares the hell out of me.”
“Gracie? Really?” Alanna shook her head. “She’s the sweetest woman I know. She’s just old school and set in her ways, that’s all.”
“I’m thinking a bear or gorilla,” Eve said, still chewing on her question. “She seems gruff most of the time, surly even, like Wes.”
“You know, that’s one animal we don’t have around here,” Alanna said, as Eileen returned with water for Eve and Alanna and a sweet tea for Lainie. “Gorillas. I wonder why that is. We have plenty of trees for them to swing on.”
Eileen took their orders, ignoring their conversation. The server had been around long enough to know not to ask many questions. She had seen enough as well. So had Gracie, for that matter.
“Ezra’s friend, Liam, is a capuchin monkey,” Eve said, once Eileen left. “We don’t have any of them, either.”
Lainie popped her straw through its wrapper and then dunked it into her tea. “There are plenty of shifters we don’t have in Bull Creek, and for the record, I’m kind of glad. It would just be harder to keep pack personalities in check. We have enough bullshit around here on a normal day.”
Eve gave a weak shrug. “I don’t know. The past month has been quiet.”
Alanna busted out laughing. “Like hell it has. Since you mated Arlin, that’s all I hear. You two going at it. I swear, you’d think you two never had sex before.”
Eve blushed as she sank a little lower in her chair. “Well, I’ve never had it like we have it, so it’s kind of like it’s all new to me.”
“Oh?” Alanna cocked an inquisitive brow as she leaned forward, a mischievous grin twisting her lips. “And just how do you have it?”
Eve’s blush deepened as she squirmed in her seat, saying nothing for once. 
The others busted out laughing as they rocked in their chairs slightly. However, if they forced Lainie to admit it, she was a little envious of her friend. It had been over a year since she had sex, and that had been with Alanna and Josh when they picked her up in Draven Falls to bring her to Bull Creek. The fact that the two of them refused to act on the mating pull everyone knew they felt frustrated Lainie and left her sulking in her loneliness. Lately, she felt that loneliness even more, which is why she threw herself into her work. Now if something big would just happen in Bull Creek, she could save money on the batteries she needed to get through those lonely nights. The problem was, Eve was right. It had been too quiet lately.




Chapter Two
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Rance Culpepper ran a hand through his dark, pristine hair, frustration filling him. “How the hell did they let him get away?” 
His boss and the district attorney, Scott Campbell, chuckled, shaking his gray head. “That’s not even the funniest part.”
“This is funny?”
“They can’t even tell me when he disappeared.” He stared out his picture window, sighing. “Fucking idiots. We need to get to him before Duster does, because if that happens, Roger O’Brien’s a dead man and the Serpents walk. They’ll get away with murder, and that family won’t get justice. We can’t let that happen.” He spun, blowing out an exasperated breath. “Find him.”
Rance simply nodded as he turned and left his boss’s office. He should have known Briggs and Thomas would fuck up a simple babysitting job. All they had to do was make sure the man didn’t bolt. He had warned Scott not to leave them in charge. They should have taken the man and stashed him in a hotel until the trial. Roger was already looking to skip town, nervous as hell, and they had to threaten him to get him to cooperate. He said he had proof, a video he showed them a few seconds of, but he was afraid to give it to them without protection. Smart man. Rance knew that as soon as he turned it over, Scott would have pulled the man’s protection and then Duster would kill him. And knowing Duster, it wouldn’t be a pleasant way to go.
Entering his office, he snatched his sports coat off the filing cabinet and headed back out. He would go to Roger’s house and look around there first. If he was lucky, there would be something to tell him which direction to go. 
Once he slid into his car, he hit his assistant’s name on his phone. The man was a whiz with computers, and he was sure he could find Roger’s trail.
“Why are you calling?” Kace said in way of greeting. “I’m right down the hall.”
“I’m not in the office. Briggs and Thomas handled things in their usual half-ass manner. Roger O’Brien’s in the wind.”
“Shit,” Kace spat. “We warned Scott it wasn’t a good idea to leave those two idiots watching him. What do you need?”
“Dig into his phone records. The cloud. His browser history. Anything you think you can do to find out where the son-of-a-bitch went. We need to find him before Duster does.”
“On it.” And then the call ended.
Rance shook his head and weaved his way through Pensacola to the edge of town where Roger O’Brien lived. The further he got, the more he thought the man already had one foot out of Pensacola just from the location of his house. He envied the man, actually, living among the trees. Pensacola was mostly iron and concrete, and it left little room for his wolf to roam when necessary. He had to drive to the outskirts himself when the need arose, which didn’t happen as often as he would have liked. It worked out, though, since his parents and sister lived out there. He could visit them and let his wolf run.
When he finally reached the home of Roger O’Brien, it was obvious he wasn’t the first to get there. Noticing the front door slightly ajar, the lock busted and splinters of wood scattered on the ground, he pulled his gun from the holster on his waist and slowed his movements. Leaning closer to the crack, he inhaled deeply through his nose, searching for a sign that whoever had busted into Roger’s house wasn’t still there. He hated surprises. 
He couldn’t detect anyone inside, but he still took it slow. Easing the door open, he remained off to the side just to be safe. Too many rookies went into a setup thinking they knew the place was clear only to have a perp leap out at them from some hidden spot. Rance intended to keep his head on his shoulders.
However, it turned out to be unnecessary, as the house was empty. He cleared each room, and even did a perimeter sweep before starting his investigation, using his wolf’s nose, as well as his eyes and shifter hearing. He could tell that Roger had been there at some point, but it had been at least a day ago, if not longer, his scent almost gone. There were others, their scent stronger than Roger’s, meaning they had been there sooner. Two at the least, maybe three. From what he could tell, they only had a day’s lead on him.
Once he finished clearing the house, he wondered if he wasn’t wasting his time being there. Whoever had busted through the front door did a thorough job of trashing the place. They had overturned furniture, ripped out drawers and dumped their contents, stripped cabinets of whatever had been inside, strewing it all over the floor. They had even dumped the refrigerator for good measure. Nothing like being thorough.
He sighed as he stood in the middle of the living room, running his gaze over the chaos. “This is a fucking mess.” He shook his head, wishing he could get his hands on Briggs and Thomas. If they did their damn job, he wouldn’t be standing there now. 
Blowing out a breath, he moved over to a roll-top desk they had tossed on its side. Might as well get started. Squatting to the floor, he picked up the papers scattered at his feet and started sifting through them. There were plenty of past due bills, some threats from collection agencies, and a final notice for his electric bill. “Well, I guess you don’t have to worry about that now.”
He continued his search, sorting through the debris left behind. It surprised him how many clothes were still there. Roger must have left in a hurry, deciding to take the bare necessities, whatever that meant to him, because clothes cluttered the floor from where whoever ransacked the place had dumped out the dresser drawers and closet. There was no way the man packed a bag. His toiletries still filled the bathroom. Rance stood in the doorway wondering if Roger had even taken a change of clothes.
His phone rang, almost making him jump as it sliced through the silence. He pulled it out of his coat pocket. Kace. “What did you find?” he asked after answering the call.
“I’m still searching his browser history and clouds, but I did get some hits on his credit cards. Looks like he gassed up in Kissimmee and then bought some groceries at a Publix there. From the dollar amount, I’m guessing he’s planning on holing up there for a while. This is a grocery bill, not a few snacks.”
Rance ran his hand through his hair as he moved over to some pictures tacked to the wall. “All right, scour his friends and family. There’s got to be a connection there. He wouldn’t just pick the place on a whim. He’s not that clever.”
“You got it,” Kace told him and then he ended the call.
Rance ran his gaze over the photos, most of which were of Roger fishing out on some lake. The man seemed at ease, peaceful, enjoying himself with whoever took the picture. “Where the hell is this at?” He ran his gaze over the rest of the photos, thinking it was an odd way to display photos. Why not in a photo album? Or one of those digital picture frames everyone seemed to have now? Why pinned to the wall? And then he noticed something he didn’t see before. One of the pictures was missing. There, at the top right, there was a space, breaking the pattern of pictures. He searched the other pictures, looking for any sign of why these photos were important and not others. They were all taken on the same trip. 
He pulled one photo off the wall, looking at the back. Roger had dated it two years ago. Fishing trip with Neal in Bull Creek. Why did that city sound familiar? And who is Neal?
Pulling his phone from his back pocket, he called Kace.
“What’s up, boss?”
Rance stared down at the photo. “I need you to find me some information on someone named Neal in a town called Bull Creek.”
“Give me a second,” Kace said. “It might take me some time to find out whoever this Neal is, but I should be able to… Here you go. Bull Creek is a small, almost negligible township in Florida between Melbourne and St. Cloud. It only has like a hundred residents. Most live in cabins. The entire area is owned by some group in Draven Falls, North Carolina. Here’s something. According to this, they’ve had some trouble a little while ago, some sort of hostile takeover or rogue group of ruffians.” He chuckled. “I don’t know, to be honest. The sheriff’s report makes no frickin’ sense. Shit.”
“Shit? Why shit? Shit isn’t good. Why did you say shit?” He dropped his arm, clutching at the picture as he stared at the wall. Kace saying shit was never a good thing.
“There was someone named Neal Porter who lived there over a year ago,” Kace said, and Rance could hear the confusion in the man’s tone. “He had a digital footprint until June of last year, and then nothing. No bank accounts. No credit card charges. No car in his name. Or utilities. Nothing. It’s like he simply stopped existing. However, he did own a cabin in Bull Creek before his vanishing act.”
“What can you tell me about this town?”
“Not much, to be honest. It’s near a nature preserve. There’s a ranch east of it, and a small town called Holopaw just to the west of it. It has no businesses to speak of or leadership that I can find. It’s almost like a fishing camp or hunting preserve or something weird like that. To be honest, I can’t even tell you the name of the company who owns the land. Just that their headquarters is in Draven Falls.”
“Thanks. My guess is that’s where Roger rushed off to in his feeble attempt to escape doing his duty.”
“Well, I have some more bad news for you. The video we hoped had transferred from his phone to the cloud didn’t make it. My guess is he stopped syncing his phone in order to keep us from getting it on our own.”
“Smart on his part. That’s exactly what Scott wanted to do. Damn!”
“You know what this means, right?”
Unfortunately, he did. “We need Roger’s phone. Can you track it?”
“It’s off, but I’ve put in a warrant to get it turned back on.”
Rance glanced around at the disaster the Serpents made of Roger’s house, wondering if a warrant would come too late. “How far away is this Bull Creek from here?”
He heard the other man pounding away at the keyboard, more than likely using Google Maps. A couple of seconds later, Kace said, “Roughly seven hours. Seems simple enough. Take I-10 to I-75 to the Florida Turnpike and get off on Highway 192, heading east.”
He glanced down at his watch. Ten o’clock. Seven hours would get him there around five, probably six, stopping for gas and food. He hated to make the trip, not knowing if it was where he needed to truly be, but something in his gut said that’s where Roger went. 
Dropping his gaze to the picture once more, he said, “Find me a place to stay near there and send the details to my phone. I’m going to head that way and see what I can find. We have two weeks to get that damn video off Roger’s phone or Duster will get away with killing that father and son.”
“You got it, boss,” Kace said. “Do you want me to tell Scott what’s going on?”
He already knew Scott wouldn’t be happy about him heading south, but what choice did they have? “I’ll call him once I hit the road. Just find me a place to sleep in case I need it. I’ll check things out tonight and then hopefully head back tomorrow with what we need.”
“Good luck.”
“Thanks.” He ended the call and dropped his arm, staring once more around at the detritus the Serpents made of Roger’s life. I have a feeling I’m going to need it.




Chapter Three
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Looking into another person’s eyes usually revealed… well, something. There was always emotion behind the eyes, some hint of what the person felt or thought, a motivation, a truth, or a lie. Yet, looking into the eyes of a corpse only revealed that life was too damn short, and you needed to grab everything out of it if you could while you still drew breath. For one Mister—Lainie Everest glanced down at her notes—Roger O’Brien that chance was over, and whatever he had failed to grab out of life was now lost forever.  And now I’m stuck trying to figure out why. Well, I did say I wanted some excitement.
“What can you tell me?” The portly Sheriff Chet Einstein stood beside her, his sheriff’s hat clasped in both hands in front of him, the afternoon breeze making a mess of his gray hair as he stared at the prone body on the ground. Deputy Johnson stood opposite Lainie, his hands in his pockets as he waited for her answer, letting her take the lead. After being there just over a year, she appreciated them finally giving her the opportunity, even though it made her nervous as hell. Sometimes, there was a safety net having someone else in charge.
Lainie squatted beside the corpse, her forearms resting on her thighs, her gaze still fixed on the lifeless man. The sun peeked through the trees to the west, starting its descent. She had almost gotten off work before anything tragic happened. “Roger O’Brien, age forty-two, he’s only been here a couple of days. The only reason I know how long he’s been here is because I noticed when Neal’s old cabin came to life. Dimitri would know more about him than me, I’m sure. Still, I haven’t noticed him out and about anywhere.” She glanced up at her boss, her lips twisted into a grimace. “This is Bull Creek, though. People sometimes stick to themselves. Hell, there are a few residents at the edges of the community I’ve never even seen.” She glanced at her notes once more. “According to his license, he seems to have arrived here from Pensacola, reason unknown, obviously. I’m not sure if he was just visiting or planning to take up residence. Of course, like I said, it’s only been a couple of days. It’s possible he’s on vacation and expected to see Neal here when he arrived. There wasn’t a lot of news made about Neal’s death.” It was hard to go public with a murder when it involved the paranormal world. “From all appearances, he was shot while out taking a walk, two in the chest, no defensive wounds, so I can assume no struggle. I doubt he saw it coming.” She pushed herself into a standing position as she took a deep breath. “I can ask my brother if he knows about him. Dimitri usually makes it his business to at least talk once to new folk, making sure they know the rules of our little township. Talquin may have given him a heads up as well if the guy requested the use of a cabin.”
Chet nodded. “Seems whatever he was running from finally caught up with him.”
“What makes you think he was running from something and that this wasn’t just a robbery or something?” Deputy Johnson asked, his brows pinched in puzzlement.
Chet shrugged. “Because this is Bull Creek.” He glanced over at his deputy. “And no one here has much to steal and everything to hide.”
Both Johnson and Lainie nodded in agreement. “I’ll do a full background check on him when I get back to the office.” Lainie tapped her notepad with her palm.
“No, Johnson can do that,” Sheriff Einstein said. “You go talk to your brother. Find out what he knows about our victim.” He then glanced around the area, making sure no one was within hearing range, before turning back to Lainie. “Any possibility you can tell whether this man was anything besides human? Might help us know a little more about why someone killed him.”
Lainie glanced at Johnson, who just shrugged, and then gave a quick scan around them before kneeling back down, leaning forward, and inhaling deeply of Roger O’Brien. Sitting back on her heels, she shook her head. “Human. I doubt this has anything to do with our paranormal
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