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PROLOGUE
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“Silence In The court. All rise, the 13th District Court is now in session, Honorable Judge Robert Galbraith presiding.” The clerk’s voice rang through the room. Overhead, wooden fan blades swam in lazy circles through a soup of warm, humid air.

The air conditioning system, which dated back to the 1970s, was on the fritz again.

The defendant, a tattooed gangbanger charged with first degree murder in a driveby shooting, stood sullenly with his arms folded, looking ridiculously out of place in an ill-fitting three piece suit. His lawyer whispered something to him in a low, urgent voice, and the gangbanger responded with a murderous scowl.

Court reporter Camilla Timmons delicately blotted the back of her neck with a lace hankie, and wished that she could shift to her otter form. Her otter form liked the heat. Her human form did not. Unfortunately, in otter form, she couldn’t transcribe 200 words a minute on her stenotype, so she was stuck in human form until 5 p.m. It promised to be a miserable day in Courtroom 3B, she thought to herself.

She had no idea how right she was.

“Air conditioning’s broken again?” Bailiff Thomas Hamilton said in a low voice, leaning in close to her. A big, beefy, blond farm boy who’d grown up in Oklahoma, he’d recently come back from a 6 month stint in Afghanistan. He always made it a point to flirt with Camilla, who was a tiny brunette with an elfin face and short curly brown hair.

“I’m afraid so,” Camilla said. “And if you make an otter joke, I will stab you with my ballpoint pen.”

“Me? Joke? That’s otterly ridiculous.”

She stifled a giggle and kicked him in the ankle. Then she followed his gaze to the door that led into the courtroom from the judge’s chambers.

“That’s odd. Where is he?” she asked in a low voice. She could see the court clerk glancing worriedly at the door. Judge Galbraith was never late. He was known to fine people who showed up five minutes late for a court appearance.

The entire courtroom was on their feet, waiting for Judge Galbraith, and people were starting to mutter under their breath and glance at the clock on the wall. After a minute, the clerk started to walk towards the door, when it suddenly flew open with a bang, making everyone start.

Galbraith stumbled through the door, and the assembled spectators, defendant, and courtroom personnel, all let out a gasp.

Galbraith was a wolf shifter, a handsome gray-haired man in his sixties who carried himself with regal dignity when he swept into the courtroom each morning – except for this morning. Today, his eyes were glowing red, his ears pointy and hairy, his face a hideous contortion as he struggled between wolf and human form.

He staggered several feet, stopped, threw back his head, and bayed at the ceiling.

“Your honor?” the court clerk’s voice rose in a tremulous squawk.

Judge Galbraith swung to face him, and his face rippled and shifted, his muzzle protruding, black lips wrinkling back to reveal gleaming white fangs. The court clerk stumbled back a step, eyes bulging with alarm, and then the judge leaped forward with a roar, shifting completely in mid-air. Algernon Grey, court clerk of the 13th District, folded like paper underneath the judge’s massive gray form, and let out a gurgling scream as Judge Galbraith ripped his throat out.

Pandemonium erupted in the courtroom. Camilla, blind with panic, stood frozen by her stenographer’s stand. The judge swung around to face her, his eyes glowing red orbs of rage, and crouched down, prepared to leap. Thomas jumped in front of her and charged at the judge, weapon drawn, and fired two shots, two useless shots. The bullets weren’t silver-coated, so their only affect was to further infuriate the judge. Camilla, who’d covered her face with her hands, heard a scream and a ripping sound.

There was more screaming, more horrible death gurgles, and then the defendant’s head flew through the air and landed with a wet thud at Camilla’s feet, eyes wide open and staring, blood splattered across the teardrop tattoos which dripped from the outer corner of his right eye.

Thomas was lying on the floor, blood pulsing from his arm in bright red arcs. With her heart in her throat, Camilla flung herself to her knees next to him, shoved her fingers into his wound, and squeezed hard. The bleeding slowed to a trickle. Thomas stared up at her.

“Run,” he said.

“No.”

“Run, damn it!”

“Don’t be such an otter moron,” she said, tears filling her eyes as she forced a smile on her face.

Screaming and growling, people running, trampling each other in a desperate rush for the exits...the smell of blood and fear...

She looked up and saw that the judge had swung back to face her, and was crouching down again, his eyes fixed on her throat. A picture of her parents and younger sisters flashed through her mind, and she swallowed hard, breath frozen in her chest. Then she heard a series of bangs, and watched as black holes opened in the judge’s chest and flank. The holes began sizzling. The judge crumpled slowly, so very slowly, onto the floor, and Jennifer turned, wild-eyed, to see an attorney standing in the back of the courtroom, hand shaking, finger still squeezing the trigger of his gun even though he’d clearly emptied his weapon. Silver-coated bullets. He’d had silver bullets in his gun.

A bailiff grabbed the attorney’s arm and led him, ashen faced and trembling, from the room.
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CHAPTER ONE
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An angry red sun boiled up over the horizon, a hungry alley cat rattled through a tipped-over trash can, and nobody was foolish enough to mug Jax MacKenzie.

He strolled slowly down Washington Boulevard towards the water, hands shoved in his pockets. He’d deliberately worn a silky blue Armani blazer and carried a Gucci leather briefcase to up the odds, but apparently, the predators who lived in the shadows of Playa Linda’s warehouse district weren’t fooled. They sensed the raw power radiating from the big wolf shifter, and stayed away in droves.

It was a pity, because Jax was spoiling for a fight.

His wolf was pacing angrily under the surface, struggling to get out. He was frustrated and irritable and all he wanted right now was to blow off steam in a whirlwind of fang and fists.

He was about to start working on one of the most important cases of his life, one which came with a huge payoff attached if he succeeded, and those idiots at Hammersmith Security were trying to stick him with some annoying little baby-sitter from the National Enforcers Council. Some pencil-pushing desk jockey named RJ Simpson. Even the name pissed him off.

In the past, he’d had pretty good luck finding likely takers in the warehouse district. He’d come in raging, his fury burning nova hot just underneath the surface of his skin, and would leave bruised, bloody, and feeling much better, with the bodies of those who’d attacked him cooling in the shadows.

But he’d been walking around the warehouse district for an hour now, and he was finding that there was an unfortunate lack of deadly assaults on the menu today. He was just about to wrap it up and head back home when he heard the terrified screams of a woman shred the air, a block ahead and around the corner.

Was it the woman who’d been following him in a not at all stealthy fashion for the better part of the day? The woman who was driving his inner wolf crazy and setting off alarm bells all throughout his body? Somehow, he was willing to bet that it wasn’t. The woman who was following him was a coyote shifter. The woman who was screaming sounded human.

Whatever. Since it was clear nobody was going to mug him today, this would do nicely as a tension reliever.

He broke into an effortless run, racing around the corner faster than thought, to find two jackal shifters ripping the clothes off of a screaming young human. In the amount of time it would take a human to draw a single breath, Jax’s gaze swept the scene. She was young and pretty and far too clean to have come from this neighborhood; her clothes were from the Gap, her hair was golden, flat-ironed and shiny, her purse was a Coach knockoff which had been dumped and spilled on the ground.

She lay sprawled on the ground a hundred feet away from a little green Volkswagen bug which had a plastic flower pot in it; she and the car belonged together. She was a middle-class college girl come slumming.

Jax recognized the jackals, they were a group of wretched, low-level group of gangsta wannabes who sold drugs and mugged tourists. They wouldn’t last five seconds against the real criminals in Playa Linda – but they could still cause plenty of harm to the weak and the foolish.

Take the human in question. She lay sprawled on the asphalt, crying hysterically, her shredded clothes hanging off her body in tatters. Her neon pink bra and panties peeked through the slashes in her jeans and shirt. There was a red mark on her right cheek where they’d struck her; she’d have a massive bruise there tomorrow. On the ground next to her was a plastic baggie full of weed; the jackals had clearly used it to lure her out of her car.

The jackals had been taking their time with her, cutting away at her clothes with knives, which they dropped when Jax burst around the corner with a roar.

They swung towards Jax with a snarl, half-shifting, their clothes falling from their bodies. Their faces elongated and turned into snouts, gray and black fur rippled over their bodies, and black claws sprung from their paws.

Jax shed his jacket and let out a mighty howl of rage, and fell into a half-crouch as the jackals froze where they stood, realizing too late what they were up against. He let the fury sweep over him and transform him, and a red haze descended over his eyes. Bones stretched and muscles shifted, and his sense of smell and hearing blazed to life as the colors of the world around him turned black and gray. He barely registered the yelps of shock and dismay that came squealing from the jackals’ throats as he launched himself through the air, a massive gray blur of fang and muscle and claw.

It was over in less than a minute; what was left of the jackals lay in two bloody heaps twenty feet from Jax where he’d hurled them. Hardly a fair fight; he wished there had been more of them.

He shifted back to human form and quickly pulled his clothing back on. The woman had scrambled over to her car and was pressed up against the door, cringing and crying. Her arm was scraped and bleeding and her eyes were huge with fright; black makeup streaked her cheeks.

Jax swung towards her, his eyes glowing red, his face still half-wolf.

“You look tasty. I haven’t had my dinner yet,” he snarled.

“No! Please! Don’t eat me, please!” she screamed, clutching the open door but making no move to flee. She just stood there shaking and sobbing. Stupid human. What did he need to do to get her out of this neighborhood – run over there and bite her?

“This is the part where you run for your life!” The words came rumbling from his chest.

“Oh! Oh God, Oh God, Oh God...” she wailed. She fell into her car, fumbled for the keys, turned on the ignition, and raced away, her loud sobs drifting through the air through her rolled-down passenger window. She’d left her pocketbook behind. She drove off so fast that she rode up onto a curb and hit a garbage can, sending it flying, and didn’t even stop.

Jax shook his head as her tail lights disappeared, and reached into her wallet for her credit cards, which he shredded with his fangs to ensure that nobody would come steal them and treat themselves to a shopping spree at her expense. Then he ground her cell phone under his foot.

He left the cash scattered on the ground. Somebody was in for a treat today.

With any luck, she’d never set foot in this neighborhood again, never buy drugs again. If she did...well, as Jax’s grandfather had been fond of saying, there’s no cure for stupid.

As Jax buttoned up his blazer, he bent his head and surreptitiously took a deep whiff, scenting the woman who’d been following him. The scent rolled into his nostrils, rich and sweet and heady, a smell that was familiar and yet somehow oddly unique. Female coyote shifter, for sure. Who the hell was she and why was she following him?

His heart still hammered fast, adrenaline singing through his veins. His eyes gleamed with anticipation. She’d been following him since mid-morning, and he was about to find out why. He wouldn’t hurt the woman unless he had to – unless, say, she was an assassin sent to kill him, which was a distinct possibility – but he had no qualms about sending her home crying to her daddy the same as he’d just done with the human female.
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Whoever the woman was, Jax suspected she must be able to handle herself pretty well. She’d managed to stay out of his sight, and she’d come into the warehouse district all by her lonesome, without getting murdered. Yet.

So much the better; it wouldn’t be any fun if she were a yowling little puppy.

He turned and casually strolled back in the direction that he’d come from, hands shoved in his pockets. She was hanging back, staying just far enough away that she could easily duck into one of the mazes of alleyways that snaked through this blasted, godforsaken pit of a neighborhood.

Unfortunately for her, he’d lived in this town for a year now and made a regular habit of visiting these parts. He jogged through the streets at night, he scaled the fire escapes and leaped from rooftop to rooftop by day. He knew every inch of this neighborhood intimately. He felt at home here; it called out to the dark places in his soul.

After a few blocks he slowed down at the storefront of an abandoned grocery store, yanked open the door which was hanging off its hinges, and strolled in.

The counters and shelves of the store were bare, stripped clean long ago, but a sour, musty smell lingered in the air. Thick gray dust coated every surface like fur.

He walked to the back of the store and out the back door, and began quickly weaving his way behind buildings and through alleys until he found her, standing at the mouth of the alleyway by a dumpster, watching the front of the store and waiting for him to come back out.

She was an athletic looking woman, tall and compact but muscular, wearing jeans and a hooded sweatshirt. The hood was down and her hair, so black it was almost blue, was yanked back into a ponytail that dangled halfway down her back. The alarm bells that had been ringing through his body were clanging loudly now. Something about her...

He felt his heart clench with something he didn’t recognize, but he thought it might be fear. Fear of what? She couldn’t hurt him, not that it would have mattered. Pain didn’t frighten him. Nothing scared him. When things attacked you, you fought back and killed them. Or you died. End of story.

That scent, that restlessness he felt in her presence, that unfamiliar feeling that had bubbled up in him...could it be? No. He pushed the dreaded thought below the surface before it even had a chance to form. No, hell no.

She stiffened and tipped her head back, sniffing the air. Despite the sour reek of the overflowing dumpster, despite the fact that a stiff breeze was coming down the alleyway towards her, she had scented him.

Jax rushed down the alleyway before she had a chance to turn around, slamming into her and pinning her up against the wall with her head turned away from him. As he touched her, his senses roared to life and he felt a rush of desire sizzling through his veins, and a very unwelcome swelling in his crotch. He firmly tamped down his lustful thoughts, shoving them to the back of his mind as he pinned her wrists over her head against the wall, trapping her with his body and wrapping one leg around her.

God, that felt good. Way too good.

She went rigid, and didn’t bother to struggle, staring straight ahead and drawing in deep, angry breaths. Even with her face turned away he could see that she was beautiful, her cheekbones sharp enough to cut glass, her small nose tilted impishly.

Jax bent down and breathed in her sweet scent, a mixture of citrus and wildflowers and her unique feminine aroma which smelled good enough to bottle and sell in a French boutique.

“Didn’t anyone ever tell you to stay away from the big bad wolf?” he growled into her ear.

“Why no, but thanks for the advice. If I see a big bad wolf, I’ll be sure to stay away from him,” she said coolly, without the slightest quaver of fear in her voice.

Nice. A sassy one. Under different circumstances, Jax would love to have her over his knee for that. Unfortunately, odds were against them ever dating.

“Princess, you have no idea what you’re messing with. I’m flattered that you find me so irresistible, but I don’t really get turned on by chicks who stalk me. Been there, done that. I spotted you hours ago, by the way; you’re not that good.”

At that, he felt a faint tremor go through her, and he was pleased to see her jaw tighten with anger.

“You’re not turned on?” she said, moving her body against him. “So you normally carry a flashlight stuffed down the front of your pants?”

Damn it. She had him. He was rock hard, and when she slid her rounded buttocks against him, his cock jerked in response. Half the blood in his body had rushed to his crotch. What the hell was wrong with him? He was the last guy to let sex distract him.

Irritated, he bent down again and brushed his lips against the sweet, soft curve of her neck, and felt a vicious thrill when she drew her breath in sharply and choked off a small whimper.

She wanted him as much as he wanted her. It felt good that she wanted him. Of course, it would never happen, because she was either a crazy woman with a crush or someone sent by one of the many people he’d pissed off in the line of duty, but damned if that whimper didn’t tug directly at his dick.

“Okay, you got me. You’re kinda hot,” he murmured into her ear. “Is that what you want from me, baby? I don’t do relationships, but I’m good for a one off any time you want. If you taste as good as you smell, I might even let you come back for seconds.”

“Seriously? You actually get laid with that kind of line?” It came out in a snarl. Not only was she turned on by him, but she was angry about it.

He grinned and tightened his grip on her. This was fun.

“You know you want me,” he breathed into her neck. “Admit it, and I’ll let go of you.”

“I’ve got nothing but time on my hands, babe. I can stand here all day.”

“Oh yeah?” he ran his tongue up the curve of her neck, and she tried unsuccessfully to stifle a low moan, and jerked in his grasp. God, she tasted sweet. His heart hammered against his rib cage. His cock swelled to painful proportions, straining against the fabric of his jeans.

“Just say it,” he husked, and nibbled gently on her ear, then ran his tongue along the shell like curve, and a shudder ran through her body. Her breath quickened, and he could smell her arousal. He took a deep breath, drawing it in through his nostrils. “Say you want me.”

“I would, but I promised my mama I’d never tell lies,” she choked out.

“Bullshit, sweetheart. You’re lying now.” This time he nipped at her neck, and she gasped and let out a delicious little whimper, and arched her back, straining against his grip and breathing hard. He felt her squirming against him, fighting her arousal, the muscles of her lean, hard body taut as a bowstring.

Heat raged through him, burning down his nerves and sizzling across the synapses. God, he wanted her so bad. He didn’t even know her name, hadn’t even looked her in the eye yet, and if she let him, so help him, he’d take her right there in the alley. He’d taste her, he’d plunge inside her...

He spun her around roughly, pushing her up against the wall with one hand on each shoulder and stared down at her.

Her eyes were big and as green as chips of emerald, as green as rolling hills of sweet grass, and when her gaze met his her eyes widened with shock, and Jax nearly fell over. He felt as if a bolt of lightning shot through him, as if the earth had been yanked out from under his feet. She felt it too; he could see it in her eyes.

Fuck. Oh, no.

“You’re-“ he choked out.

And then she lashed out with her knee and caught him in the groin so hard that he doubled over and fell to the ground, searing pain slicing through his body. Sparks exploded behind his eyes and he struggled for breath.

“I have five older brothers, you moron. That wasn’t even a halfway decent wrestling hold. I could have gotten away from you any time I wanted.”

“Oh yeah? Why didn’t you, then?” Jax wheezed, curled up on the sidewalk and cupping his throbbing groin.

She let out an angry hiss of breath and plowed on, ignoring him. “And for your information, I’ve been following you for days, not hours, Jax Mackenzie. I let you spot me today, because I was starting to get bored. You’re not that good.”

And she turned and walked away, leaving him blinking back the tears of pain and struggling between rage and hysterical laughter.

Fuck. It figured. It served him right, it so served him right that the universe would play this karmic joke on him.

Now he knew why his wolf had been going wild for the past few days, howling and clawing beneath the surface, begging to be let free.

The crazy coyote shifter was his Fated Mate.
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Bobbi didn’t stop running for another twenty blocks, dodging down side streets, racing through alleyways, heart pounding in her chest the whole way.

She stopped when she got to the edge of the warehouse district, a decrepit section of town where business owners rolled down iron gates to cover their store windows at night, and giant neon gang graffiti splashed across the sides of chipped and faded buildings. Sullen teenagers lounged in doorways or slumped against building walls, openly chugging from bottles or huffing out of paper bags. Nobody met anyone else’s gaze.

What the heck had just happened to her? Was that some kind of witchcraft, when that guy stared into her eyes? He’d zapped her somehow, sent an electric shock through her body.

Not for the first time, she regretted being raised by humans. Oh, the foster home where she’d eventually landed had been the best of all possible worlds, considering...but her foster parents had not been shifters. She’d been orphaned in Arizona, an area of the country with very few shifters, and the best match that they’d found had been Meg and Samuel, two wonderful human beings who had no experience or knowledge of raising a shifter child.

She’d heard about the concept of a “fated mate” – supposedly, when a shifter met their fated mate, it hit them like a thunderbolt. Was that what had just happened to her? God help her, please let it be something else, she thought. Like an aneurysm.

Bobbi knew better than to depend on anyone, or anything, to stick around for very long. She’d learned life’s lessons early – when you love someone, they tend to die on you. To her, a “fated mate” just meant someone else you’d come to love and then they’d find a way to break your heart, one way or another.

To say nothing of the fact that the big, handsome jerk who’d just manhandled her was an arrogant bastard who clearly had no interest in anything more than a one night stand. If the whole “fated mate” thing was real, shouldn’t he have felt it too? And since he obviously hadn’t, whatever she’d felt back there must have been something else.

Thank God.

It could have been instant lust, temporary insanity...anything but love.

His final taunting question rang in her ears...why hadn’t she escaped from his rough embrace sooner? Why could she still feel his lips brushing against her skin, and why did she want to go back for more?

Bobbi was so distracted that she barely noticed when someone bumped into her as she shouldered her way through a crowd of surly teenagers standing outside of a pool hall. It took several seconds to register with her as she strode north, and by that time, the purple-haired girl who’d bumped into her was quickly dodging around a corner.

Bobbi slapped her hand onto the pocket on the inside of her jacket, where her wallet had been. Oh no you don’t, she thought, breaking into a run.

Fortunately, the girl was only human, which meant that Bobbi outran her easily. She caught up with the girl two blocks away, knocked her down on to the sidewalk, and knelt down, pinning her with her knee on the girl’s stomach. She was a pretty girl with a pierced lip and eyebrow, flat-ironed purple hair, and a cheap, fake leather jacket. A pretty necklace dangled around her neck, with an intricately styled leaf dangling on it. It didn’t match anything she wore; odds were good she’d stolen it.

“Get away from me, you freak!” the girl howled. “Get off me! Help! She’s killing me!”

Bobbi let out a cynical bark of laughter. “We’re in the wrong neighborhood for that,” she said, glancing up. “Nobody’s coming to help you. Or me.” A couple of blocks away, a half dozen scruffy emo kids watched with mild interest, but made no move to intervene.

Bobbi extended a handful of claws to grip the girl by the throat.

“Wallet. Now,” she snapped. “And don’t waste my time denying it. I’m having a bad day.”

Sullenly, the girl fished around in her pocket and pulled out a wallet, which she handed to her. Bobbi flipped it open and looked through it. “Who’s John Mortimer?” she asked.

“Oh...crap! Wrong wallet.”

Bobbi stuffed it in her pocket.

“Hey! Give it back!” the girl protested.

“Nope. I’m going to drop it off at the police station.”

“Oh yeah? Well, tell them that he thought he was going to get a blowjob from a 15 year old behind a dumpster,” the girl snapped.

“Will do,” Bobbi said coolly. “And you’re not 15.”

“Yeah, but he thought I was. Fucking pervert.”

“Give me my wallet.”

The girl fished around in her pocket and pulled out another wallet. “Can you get your knee off my chest now? I have asthma. I can’t breathe.” She tried to make a wheezing sound.

“Liar,” Bobbi said absent-mindedly, opening the wallet the girl had handed her. “Who’s Edgar Polacek?”

“Oh, crud! Give that to me!” She reached for the wallet, but Bobbi held it out of her grasp.

Bobbi stuffed the wallet in her pocket with the other one, reached into the girl’s jacket pocket, and pulled out three more wallets, one of which was hers, a coin purse, and a baggie of little white pills.

She stuffed all the wallets and the coin purse into her pocket, and stood up, releasing the girl, who scrambled to her feet and brushed herself off, glowering at Bobbi the whole time. “That was my whole morning’s work you just cost me.”

“Boo hoo. Let me give you a tip; stick to robbing humans. Most shifters are a lot meaner than I am.”

“Thanks, mom,” the girl sneered, turning to walk away.

“Please. If you were my child I’d give you to the goblins to make into stew.”

“If you were my mother I’d run away from home!” the girl snapped, eyes widening with indignation.

“I’d pack your bags for you and change the locks the second you were out the door.” Bobbi walked away, and the girl changed course and followed, stomping with big heavy boots.

“If you were my mother I’d call Child Protective Services!”

“I’d turn myself in to them just so I could be in a nice quiet jail cell, away from you.”

“Oh yeah? Well if you were my mother-” suddenly Bobbi burst into laughter, and after a moment the girl started laughing too.

They’d covered a couple of blocks by then, and the girl kept glancing over her shoulder as if she expected someone to follow her.

“Slow down! Hey, isn’t this the part where you start preaching or something? Or give me a Narcotics Anonymous Flyer?” the girl asked.

Bobbi kept walking. “Why would I do that?”

“Aren’t you one of those do-gooder types who comes around to try to save us from the horrors of sex and drugs? You’re not from our neighborhood.”

“No, I’m not,” Bobbi agreed, without slowing her stride.

“So who are you? Quit walking so fast!” the girl glanced over her shoulder again.

“You looking for your pimp?” Bobbi guessed.

“Not exactly. Kind of. Sometimes. My...protector. I mean, I just have to get him a certain amount of money by the end of the day, and he makes sure nobody messes with me. It doesn’t matter how I get the money.”

Bobbi made an abrupt turn up the steps of an old Victorian style building which had been converted into a coffee shop. The coffee shop was crowded and the air smelled of steamed milk and ground coffee beans and melted chocolate.

They were out of the bad neighborhood now, and in the recently gentrified section of Playa Linda which attracted a mix of punks, emos, gays and soccer moms.

“I’ll buy you coffee, since I ruined your morning. And by the way, your protector isn’t doing a very good job. I didn’t see him anywhere around when I knocked you on your ass.”

“He was watching,” the girl protested.

“I could have ripped out your throat with my fangs and he wouldn’t have done a damn thing,” Bobbi said, earning her an appalled look from a mother who was pushing two babies in a jogging stroller. The mother scowled and pushed the stroller away quickly, shooting dirty looks at Bobbi over her shoulder.

“Coffee for me. Whatever my friend wants, “ Bobbi said, putting her credit card down on the counter.

“Hot chocolate with whip cream, a roast beef croissant sandwich, a turkey sandwich, three chocolate chip cookies, no, make that five cookies, and a bowl of soup,” the girl said, glancing defiantly at Bobbi.

“Whatever.” Bobbi shrugged. “And put the money back in the tip bowl if you want to keep your hand attached.”

“Jeez! Fine.” The girl grumbled. “How do you do that? Are you part witch?”

Bobbi ignored her, grabbing a weekly newspaper from the rack nearby and glanced at the headlines.

Her gut tightened as she read the headlines.

Judge Galbraith Goes Rabid, Kills 5 In Courtroom

The story went on to detail how the judge had shifted right before the preliminary hearing in a murder case and savagely mutilated the defendant, the defense attorney, the court clerk, and two bailiffs, and chewed through the femoral artery of a third bailiff,, before an attorney put him down with a silver bullet.

Next to it was an editorial by Stanford Roosevelt, a conservative politician, raving that this attack was the very reason that shifters should be confined to their own reservations and kept separate from humans.

Shifters made up a minority of the overall population, anywhere from 10 to 40 percent depending on the region. Some parts of the country were known to be more shifter-friendly than others. California was fairly backwards in its dealing with shifters, with far-right politicians rising up on a fairly regular basis and attempting to inflame fear and hatred among humans.

Harsh memories threatened to flood Bobbi’s consciousness, and she quickly shoved them into a far, dark corner of her mind. She glanced at the girl, who was scanning the room for likely marks.

“Sit with me,” she said, and the two of them sat down at a wobbly round table to wait for their order.

Bobbi’s cell phone rang and she glanced at the screen but didn’t answer.

“I’m Bobbi,” she said, glancing up at the girl.

The girl shrugged, attempting indifference. “My street name is Pixie,” she said.

“Is it really now.”

The waitress served their drinks.

“I’m still waiting,” Pixie said, sipping her hot chocolate. The whipped cream left a little mustache on her upper lip, and she licked it off.

“For what?”

“The pitch. Whatever it is you’re going to try to sell me. Salvation. Rehab. A group home. What is it? You’re not buying me lunch just to be nice. Nothing comes for free.”

Bobbi shrugged. “Maybe I just find you amusing.”

She finished the rest of her coffee in one gulp, reached in her wallet and pulled out three twenties, which she handed to the girl. “You could use this to book yourself a cheap motel room on the north side of town, away from your useless protector. There’s a whole bunch of restaurants and bars up there. You’re cute; you could find a job. Or you could give the money to the asshole who didn’t lift a finger to help you when I knocked you on your ass. Your choice.”

She stood up and walked out as the waitress delivered Pixie’s food, leaving Pixie staring after her.

Part of her wanted
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