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All Oakley wants is a quiet life, to run his
cupcake shop in peace, chat with the regulars, and be left alone
otherwise.

 


Well, he'd also like a lover and a house full
of kids, but thanks to his asshole relatives and their attempts to
murder prominent members of the Lost Shifters Foundation, that's
not likely to happen anytime soon. So he settles for quietly pining
after men who will never look at him that way.

 


Then a sudden burst of impulse leads to a
date—a date quickly ruined by an unexpected murder that is almost
immediately followed by another, and another…
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Chapter One

 


 


Oakley groaned as he finished frosting a
batch of Dark Delight cupcakes and set the tray aside to be
taken up once the crew started showing up. Arden, his manager,
would be in any time now, but the rest of them wouldn't show up for
another hour.

He stretched, then glanced at the clock on
the wall, which showed it was four-twenty. Soon Arden would be
bustling in, and the super early customers were likely snuggled in
their cars, filling the small parking lot, staying warm while they
waited for Arden to unlock the door and start letting them in.

Though Sweet Nothings was technically a
cupcake shop, Oakley did a brisk business in muffins as well. Three
local businesses had them regularly delivered, and countless others
made not-infrequent and semi-regular orders. It was getting to the
point he'd have to expand soon and take on more staff, but that was
a headache he was avoiding for as long as possible.

He drained the last of his coffee as he went
to check on the nut-and-berry muffins, dubbed Harvest Dream
by Arden, in oven number four.

The door opened just as he was putting them
on a tray, sending a blast of cold air through the hot kitchen and
depositing one half-frozen, shivering and swearing manager.

"Fuck this weather!" The teensiest hint of
Australian was in Arden's voice, making Oakley smile like always.
Arden had come to the States when he was eight and quickly
acclimated to 'life as a Yank.' But when he was tired or pissed,
the accent snuck into the edges of his words.

"Language," Oakley said as he poured himself
a fresh cup of coffee and fixed one that was more cream and sugar
than coffee for Arden.

Arden didn't reply to the familiar tease, too
busy wrestling with the fifty pounds of winter gear he insisted on
wearing the second the temperature dropped below sixty. Despite
being a platypus shifter who could handle cold water for hours at a
time, and so as a human should be able to handle cold weather, he
was a complete and total baby about winter.

When he was finally free of his jacket and
other layers, he fussed his shirt into place and smoothed down his
red-brown hair, which was slicked back on top, with the rest
trimmed in a high fade. He was sharp and pretty as always, small
and trim, with moss-green eyes and freckles everywhere, and
delicate gold-rimmed glasses on his nose. He pushed at them, though
they fit perfectly, and said, "G'morning, Boss. Weather sucks."

"It's not even snowing that much," Oakley
said with a laugh. "How was your trip in?"

"Numbing." Arden lived only a few blocks away
and, unless the weather was downright dangerous, tended to walk. He
took the coffee Oakley held out and moaned as he drank it. "Thank
you, I love you, thank you."

Oakley rolled his eyes, but smiled as he
moved muffins and cupcakes to the front of the shop. Arden was
right behind him, and deftly set to work loading the display case
and the baskets behind the counter where the muffins were kept. He
then got coffee going, and the water for tea, and all the other
little details that went into starting their day and preparing for
customers.

As the clock ticked to five am, and Arden
unlocked the front door, the first stream of early morning
customers filed in. Some were gearing up for long commutes into the
city an hour and a half away. Some were coming off night shifts.
Others just wanted to get in the shop bright and early, when they
still had a chance of grabbing their favorites.

Oakley retreated to the back, more than happy
to leave Arden to handle the front of the shop while he finished up
the final batches of cupcakes that would be going to various
offices, schools, and more throughout the town.

Jackass Robbie at the bank had laughed when
he'd said the business loan was for a cupcake shop. No one had
thought he'd be able to compete with Rise and Shine, the town
bakery that'd been going strong for nearly thirty years now. No one
had thought Oakley could pull it off. But he'd had impeccable
credentials and a solid-looking business plan, and no reason but
their own stupidity to refuse him.

Now here he was, six years later, doing a
brisk business in muffins and cupcakes. Rise and Shine wasn't
thrilled he'd overtaken that tiny corner of their business, but
they still ruled the roost, as it were, so there wasn't much they
could really do except grumble and whine and dislike him on
principle.

It was a shame, because he'd thought that he
and Tadeo, who currently ran the bakery and would inherit ownership
someday, were becoming friends. He'd never hidden he'd wanted to
open a cupcake shop, and Tadeo had never seemed to care. Then he'd
actually done it, and suddenly Tadeo treated Oakley like he'd
committed murder.

Trash bandit, they all called him behind his
back. A grubby, thieving trash bandit. A pudgy, good-for-nothing
raccoon shifter who could only steal from others and had nothing
original of his own to offer.

Whatever. He had Arden, his crew, his shop,
and his little home just outside the town proper.

He removed a tray of butter pecan cupcakes
bound for an office retirement party and set them to cool while he
got to work on the chocolate praline frosting that would top them.
Humming along with the radio as he worked, absently listening to
the noise and chatter of the front end, Oakley worked happily, sunk
into this life he'd given everything to build and loved more than
anything else in the world.

If he got a little lonely sometimes, well,
better to be alone and lonely than surrounded by family and
'friends' and still completely alone. He had the shop. Arden was a
good friend who seemed to understand family woes. He had his house.
His favorite customers…

Oakley glanced up reflexively at thoughts of
favorite customers and brightened as he saw the time.

Hastening over to the sink, he washed up, put
on a clean apron, and tried to squash his dumb hair down to
something resembling 'functional adult.' He'd always hated his
hair—thick, straight, fluffy, and unable to pick a single direction
no matter what he did, short of the kind of shellac meant for wood.
Combined with a squashed-looking nose and eyes the color of mud,
and an overall 'meh' appearance, he didn't hold out much hope for
drawing the kind of attention he'd love to have.

But hope sprang eternal, and right now his
hopes were tenuously spread between a silly crush on his manager
and a ridiculous infatuation with Officer Yamada. Grabbing refills
for some of the more popular muffins, he slipped through the door
and set to work.

A few minutes later, the door opened, and
Oakley squashed the urge to rush to the counter and greet Yamada
with all the enthusiasm he'd like to show. The last thing he needed
was anyone making fun of him, or Yamada realizing what was going on
and shutting it down hard. Oakley would like to put off having his
hopes dashed for as long as possible.

Officer Yamada had transferred to the town of
Meijer Pond just a year or so after Oakley had opened his shop,
coming from the city he'd claimed was 'getting to be too much.' No
one knew much else about him—that he was a good cop, a crane
shifter, and his parents had immigrated from Japan.

He was also ridiculously good looking, like a
super model or a romance movie hero. Black hair, dark gray eyes,
fine cheekbones and a mouth Oakley wanted to lick like frosting
from his fingers. He was tall, skinny, and looked absolutely
dashing in his uniform, skin flushed, eyes bright. "Good
morning!"

"Morning, Officer," Arden greeted, sliding
his usual coffee across the counter. "What's your pleasure
today?"

"It's Tuesday, right? Switching to first
shift is a bitch."

Oakley laughed. "I only know the days because
of the baking schedule, trust me. Life is weird when you start at
two in the morning and your workday is over no later than noon. But
it is Tuesday, so do you want the banana nut or the harvest?"

"Gimme one of each; I'll need the snack
later." He handed over a five, and Arden rang the muffins up,
dropping the change in the jar when Yamada motioned for him to do
so.

Oakley picked out the best of the Going
Bananas and Harvest Dream muffins and bagged them,
smiling as he handed it across the counter. "Hope you have a quiet
day, Officer. Maybe the snow will keep all the troublemakers
inside."

"Let's hope, because the weather report says
this is going to get worse way before it gets better, and there's
talk of a blizzard showing up next week."

Arden wrinkled his nose. "God, I hope
not."

Oakley made a mental note to check the room
above the shop. Mostly he used it for storage and such, but he
occasionally crashed there when the weather was really bad, or he
had to be up even earlier than usual for an especially big order.
If the weather was going to be as bad as feared, maybe he should
just stay here for a few weeks, be on hand should anyone need food.
Muffins and cupcakes weren't much, but they were something. He'd
have to increase that week's order to make sure he had supplies
enough to bake for a while without a new shipment coming in.

"Oaks?"

He startled, stared at Arden and Yamada
blankly for a moment. "Sorry, what? I got lost in thought."

They both chuckled, smiling at him with what
he would have thought was fondness if they were looking at anyone
else. Arden pushed at his glasses and said, "We asked if you were
planning to stay here like you sometimes do in bad weather, but I
can tell from your zoning out that you definitely are. Don't worry
about the supply order, I'll take care of it. We've got plenty in
the winter budget to overstock on stuff."

"You're the best," Oakley replied.

Arden grinned. "Obviously."

Oakley rolled his eyes, and Yamada laughed,
but replies were forestalled as the door opened again, this time
admitting two of the four workers who ran the shop with Arden
during the week. He had two other employees who helped with baking,
but they came in at night and worked while the shop was closed.
Oakley then showed up at two a.m. and did all the finishing work,
last minute orders, and the day's muffins.

He left them to it, with a last stolen,
wistful glance at Yamada before returning to his quiet domain of
cake and frosting. He remained there, with little interruption from
the front end, for a couple of hours, frosting, boxing, and
cleaning.

"Boss!"

It wasn't the word that caught Oakley's
attention so much as the way it was urgently hissed. He looked up
from where he was carefully piping hearts onto some anniversary
cupcakes to see a wide-eyed Arden staring at him. "What's
wrong?"

"There's a fucking alligator in our shop!
That's what's up!"

"Alligator?" Oakley's good mood evaporated,
heart dropping into his stomach. The only alligators in town that
induced that kind of panic were the ones who owned Rise and Shine.
They also owned the local butchery, but it was Rise and Shine that
mattered. "Which one? What do they want?"

"It's Tadeo."

Oakley glanced at the clock, but sadly it did
not show that it was either a, quitting time, or b, drinking time.
He sighed and set aside the bag of pink frosting, then cleaned up
as best he could, brushing away flour and sugar and wiping off
globs of frosting. "Did he say what he wanted?"

"No, he's just prowling around like he's
looking for something to drag into the water and drown."

"Arden."

"Look, it might not be nice, but that doesn't
make it any less true."

Oakley sighed and finally abandoned the
kitchen to head to the front, making one last futile attempt to
tame his hair before he pushed through the swinging doors and swept
a gaze over the shop.

The front end was relatively simple in
design, meant more for people to grab and go than linger, though
he'd put out a couple of tables and some chairs for those who did
need to wait, or didn't want to eat in their car or whatnot.
Wanting to avoid the usual pink-and-lace cutesy vibe of most
cupcake shops, but not eager for sterile minimalism either, he'd
gone with greens, blues, and warm golds, with lots of plants and
flowers that he paid a local company to maintain for him, along
with the grass and plants outside. The whole place had, he liked to
think, a friendly, relaxing vibe, punctuated by the scents of
coffee and cupcakes. Currently, the air was mostly redolent with
the smell of chocolate, since that comprised the majority of his
orders for the day.

Over by the colorful picture menu he'd put on
one wall, looking at it like he was reading the world's most boring
news article, was Tadeo. If Yamada looked like the dashing hero of
a romance novel, then Tadeo looked like the entirely too handsome
villain of some fantasy movie that everyone secretly (and sometimes
not so secretly) preferred to the bland, cardboard hero. He had
light brown skin, floppy brown hair, and sharply chiseled features,
with eyes like black licorice.

Looking at him hurt, because he should have
been a friend. Oakley had thought—trusted—that he was a
friend. Then that friend had proven to be nothing of the sort,
without explanation or warning.

Now here he was, after years of being nothing
more than a figure spied at a distance, and all Oakley could feel
was dread. He motioned for the others to retreat, and once he and
Tadeo were alone in the front end, said, "Can I help you with
something?"

Tadeo turned toward him slowly, smiling the
toothy smile that Oakley had once loved dearly. "Hello, Oakley.
Long time no chat."

"That was your choice," Oakley said quietly.
"What do you want?"

"Just to say high to an old friend."

Oakley's mouth flattened. "We aren't friends.
You made it pretty clear we never were. Stop playing games. I have
work to do, and I'd like to get back to it."

The smile dropped like trash into a bin. "I
want to talk. Businessman to businessman. Are you free for dinner
tonight?"

"I don't know," Oakley said. "I've got a lot
to get done today and the bad weather to prepare for. Even if I did
have time, why in the world should I give it to you?"

Tadeo strode across the room, and god, Oakley
had forgotten how sinuously he walked, the way those hips moved,
just how lean and long and beautiful Tadeo was. Stupid, he was so
stupid.

Reaching the counter, Tadeo set a business
card down and slid it across. "I promise the conversation will be
worth your while. Call me, tell me when you can do dinner, and I'll
make the reservation. My treat, of course." He winked, and then was
gone.

Oakley stared at the business card, then
picked it up like it might bite him and stuffed it into the back
pocket of his jeans. He didn't know what the hell was going on, and
he had no intention of finding out.

At any rate, it was a problem for later.
Returning to the back, he shook his head at their questioning
looks, sent everyone back to work, and settled into finishing up
the anniversary cupcakes and then putting the final touches on a
batch of chocolate salted caramel cupcakes bound for an office
party.

By the time he was done with everything and
had the kitchen spic 'n span, he was ready for a nap. He grabbed up
the two trash bags that needed to go out and hauled them across to
the back door and out to the alley that ran behind the little strip
where his shop was located.

Movement caught his eye as he was opening the
dumpster, and he turned to see someone walking down the alleyway
like they were in a hurry, hunched in on themselves, and speaking
in low, angry tones on the phone. He had a hood up, and the snow
further obscured everything, but his voice was deep and beautiful,
even angry and muffled. Oakley caught a whiff of musky, spicy
cologne as the man passed and briefly met eyes that were the very
orange-yellow color of good amber.

Then the stranger was gone.

Shaking himself, Oakley threw the trash in
the dumpster, closed it, and headed back inside. He found Arden,
but got caught in a yawn before managing to get out, "I'm going to
crash upstairs for a bit. The place is yours—try not to let it burn
down."

Arden laughed and waved him off. "Enjoy your
nap, Boss."

Oakley headed up the stairs at the other end
of the shop, marked with a 'No Trespassing' sign that kids were
always trying to sneak under, and headed up.

The living room was filled with boxes and
overstock, holiday items and other such junk. Past it was the sole
bedroom in the place, which actually looked like a proper bedroom,
complete with spare clothes, toiletries, and a few books he never
got around to reading.

Oakley stripped down to his boxers, closed
and locked the bedroom door, and sprawled on the bed. He flicked
idly through his phone, switching between mindless games and
various articles, sighing at a confirmation that the weather was
definitely going to get worse before it got better.

Eventually, he was yawning too much to keep
matching cookies, and he set the phone aside, closing his eyes and
idling pondering what he should do when he woke up. Call Tadeo and
have dinner? Head home and take the night off? Or run errands in
preparation for the coming weather?

He drifted off before he'd made up his
mind.


Chapter Two

 


 


Oakley woke to a weather alert on his phone,
informing him that they were soon going to get dumped with a whole
lot of snow. That was way earlier than expected.

He rolled out of bed and went to the
bathroom, then pulled on clean clothes and tried to put his hair in
some sort of order. His phone said it was about a quarter to noon.
Plenty of day left to run errands, which he should probably do
before the weather made it impossible.

Rolling his neck to work out some kinks,
Oakley headed back downstairs, where he found the place unusually
busy for that time of day. Most of their work was for offices and
such; they didn't get many walk-ins past the morning rush for
muffins.

Though he wanted to step in and see how
things were going, the afternoons were all Arden's, and Oakley was
more than happy to trust him to it. Instead, he managed to hurry on
by and slip out the front door.

He slid into the front seat of his car with a
sigh and got it started, giving the heater a few minutes to warm up
while he sorted out where he was going and what he needed to buy.
Most of his shopping would be at the grocery store, then he just
needed to get some things for the apartment to make it a bit more
livable. After six years, it seemed silly to keep it so barren and
sad.

Once his lists were made and his car toasty
warm, Oakley headed out, driving slow and careful on the slippery
roads. Already he could see cars mired and crunched, frazzled
people and harried police.

Maybe running errands hadn't been his wisest
recourse. Too late now.

The radio station his car was set to started
to fritz in and out, and he was stuck behind three cars, all of
them waiting for an intersection to clear from where a flashy
Porsche SUV had slid into a Land Rover and were jamming everything
up by bickering instead of moving their cars first.

Oakley sighed again and fiddled with the
radio, until it finally cooperated on a news station. Well,
couldn't hurt to hear the weather report whenever it popped up.

Unfortunately, the next item on the jockey's
list, as he wrapped up a story about the local frost fair that'd
happened a few days ago, was about something far less pleasant.

A couple years ago, a raccoon shifter had
assaulted some duck shifters, whose mother was a central figure in
the drive to improving adoption processes and options for shifters.
Her goal, along with those of her sons, was to enable shifters to
adopt outside their species. A snake shifter had recently adopted
wolf cubs after a whole crazy thing with their mother leaving them
to die and trying to frame the snake, and it had caused huge
ripples in the shifter world. Shaken things up good.

Then Oakley's stupid-ass cousin had, with
family backing—family funding—gone to attack the ducks in
the hopes of getting the mother to back out of the whole thing,
ensure her side of the argument failed and shifter life resumed
status quo.

Now everyone hated raccoons more than ever,
and Oakley couldn't entirely blame them, not when raccoons were
such staunch fans of keeping to the old ways. He wasn't, and he
wanted no part of his family's BS. He hadn't talked to them since
the incident had happened and did his damnedest to stay as far away
from them, literally and figuratively, as possible.

He hated them so much. He'd wanted kids, and
had hoped to adopt someday, since it seemed increasingly unlikely
he'd ever have a family the more traditional way. Now he wouldn't
even be able to adopt raccoon babies, let alone outside his
species, because his family was marked with approximately two
hundred red flags.

On the radio, the jockey and some companion
in the studio or something, discussed how the raccoon responsible
for the attack was being sentenced, his trial having found him
basically guilty as hell.

Oakley turned the radio off and tried to
think about something else. If he kept thinking about his stupid
family, he'd put himself in a bad mood, and he didn't want that,
especially given errands were strenuous enough when he was in a
good mood.

He pulled into the grocery store parking lot,
unsurprised to see it packed. Sighing, he managed to find a spot
all the way in the back, sandwiched between two towering pick-ups,
and hiked across the lot to the store.

Securing a cart with a squeaky, wobbly wheel,
he pulled out his list and set to work.

Unfortunately, the thing about a small town
was that everybody knew everybody, and everybody had to chat when
they saw him. They all started with the same questions:

 


How about this weather?

Was he going to be open during the storm?

How was he getting on?

 


After that the questions varied, from what
sort of cupcakes he'd made lately, to was the business doing well,
to not remotely subtle questions about Arden, who was counted a
catch around town by all the young folk and several of the
older.

A trip that should have taken him twenty
minutes, maybe forty at most with the crazy lines, wound up taking
nearly two hours. By the time he escaped, he was ready to go back
to bed and stay there through the rest of winter.

He was loading groceries in his car when he
heard his name called yet again. Oakley nearly groaned aloud and
was on the verge of pretending not to hear it when he registered
the voice. He turned, and sure enough, Yamada was walking toward
him, dressed in regular clothes and prettier than ever. God, Oakley
could eat him like ice cream.

"Braving the store, huh? How long did it take
you to escape?"

"Hours," Oakley said with a groan. "You?"

"Oh, haven't started yet," Yamada said with a
grin. "I'm using you as a delay tactic, though I would have said
hey anyway. Drove by your shop earlier on my way back to the
station, saw it was crazy busy. Did you put something in your
cupcakes today that I need to be concerned about?" He winked.

"If there's a secret ingredient, my staff had
the sense not to tell me about it," Oakley said with a laugh. "I
have no idea what it's about. I didn't linger to ask questions.
Figured if I needed to know, Arden would tell me."

Yamada brightened ever so slightly at the
mention of Arden. "Good guy. He always does my yard when he does
his, won't let me pay him. I usually do anyway, just all
stealth."

Oakley blinked at this newfound knowledge.
"How did I never know you guys are neighbors?"

"Neighbors-ish. He lives a few houses down,
but we're always saying hey and stuff when our paths cross. Well,
since we met in your shop. Is he staying with you during the storm?
He mentioned something about it, but didn't sound sure."

"He must be planning to talk to me tomorrow,
or when I go to help with the money at close," Oakley replied. Just
how much had he missed while he was napping? Good grief.

Yamada laughed. "Whoops, guess I spilled
that. Don't tell him. He's been worried about you. Good guy." He
clapped Oakley on the shoulder. "I should probably get to shopping
before it gets any crazier."

"I think the entire town is in there, so
hopefully it can't get much worse."

"Oh, I imagine there'll be plenty of fights
for me to break up," Yamada said with a sigh. "I'll see you later,
Oakley. Take care of yourself!"

"You do the same."

Then he was gone, leaving Oakley slightly
bereft as always. But now with an unhappy squirm in his gut. Yamada
liked Arden? Was it mutual? Why hadn't they done anything?

Figured the two guys he was crushing on
wanted each other.

Sighing loud and long, Oakley slid into his
car and headed out, bound for the Target at the far end of town to
pick up some things for his apartment. Did Arden really want to
stay with him? Why? He'd never bothered to stay over during
blizzards before. Heck, last year he'd walked through the miserable
snow to help Oakley out and declined when Oakley suggested he sleep
upstairs instead of trudging back home.

What had changed?

Parking in the very back of the lot again,
Oakley slammed the door shut, huddled deeper into his jacket—was it
just him or had it suddenly gotten colder?—and made his careful way
through ice and slush to the store.

He'd only just gotten a cart and started
heading for home goods when someone called his name. Oakley stifled
a groan and stopped, turned and watched as Tadeo walked toward him.
He could see Tadeo's sister and one of his cousins back by the
coffee shop at the front of the store, so they must have spied him
when he walked in. Since when did they care?

"I already told you no," Oakley hissed as
Tadeo reached him, looking around to make certain there was nobody
in ear shot who would start listening in for the juicy gossip.

Instead of a smarmy smile or being pushy,
Tadeo's face filled with a sad sort of urgency. "Look, I understand
why you're mad at me. I deserve it. But I promise there's more to
what I did than it seems."

"Oh?" Oakley asked with a glare. "Why should
I care?" He dropped his voice and pasted on a smile as he saw Mr.
Whittleby slowly walk by. "I'm busy, Tadeo."

"Please, just have dinner with me. I promise
it'll be worth it, one way or another."

Oakley rubbed the bridge of his nose, wishing
that he'd just decided to take the night off or something. "Look,
I'll think about it, all right? But right now I have stuff to do,
and I'm already hours behind because people keep stopping me to
talk."

"You still have my card?"

Oakley still had his number in his phone, but
he'd rather go lay down in traffic during rush hour than ever admit
that. "Yes. Now please, I'd like to get on with my day, and your
family is scowling at us something fierce."

For a single moment, there and gone
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