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      “Look what I can do.”

      I sipped my coffee and slid my eyes to Sami, my eight-year-old daughter, as she finished a rather impressive tumbling act in the middle of our living room, ending with a loud thud as her feet hit the ground. The smile she sent me was serene as she waited for me to applaud, a tendency she gets from her mother, who also likes to show off.

      “Nice job, Sami,” I commented as I offered her an indulgent grin. She looks like me, wild black hair flying. She has my eyes and coloring. There’s nothing of her mother in her ... until she opens her mouth. “I thought your mother told you to stop cartwheeling in the house, though.”

      Sami’s eyes darkened. “Do you see Mom around?”

      I barely managed to keep from laughing. It would only encourage her, and as much as I enjoy watching Sami and my wife Zoe go head to head, I know better than to undermine Zoe’s authority. She’s a good mother ... even though she often questions her ability. Before we even brought Sami into our lives, we agreed that we would always work together for her benefit. That meant being parents instead of friends. “I don’t,” I acknowledged, “but that doesn’t mean I don’t know the rules. Don’t do it again.”

      Sami jutted out her lower lip, an expression she also inherited from her mother. She recognized I was more likely to kowtow to her demands if she pouted first. I may be a wolf shifter with a powerful mage for a wife, but I, Aric Winters, am also a big softie when it comes to the two females in my life. Zoe came first and wore me down, and Sami follows in her mother’s footsteps.

      “Don’t do it again,” I repeated, determined to be firm. “You have a huge yard to tumble in.”

      “It’s not as much fun.”

      “Yeah, well ... .” I trailed off when I heard noises emanating from the other side of the living room. My hearing is keen — something that drives my wife crazy because she can never sneak around without me knowing — and I recognized the telltale sounds of her imminent arrival. “We’ll let your mother decide,” I suggested.

      The look Sami shot me was straight out of Zoe’s repertoire. The kid looked like me and acted like my wife. Most men would say they prefer a demure child with impeccable manners, but that’s not how I roll. Don’t get me wrong, I want Sami to grow into a respectable adult, but I like her attitude. That attitude is what drew me to Zoe from the start ... and I’ve never regretted one moment of our lives together. I want Sami to be strong like Zoe, and the attitude is part of the package.

      That doesn’t mean my kid isn’t too much to take at times.

      “She’s wearing those boots I hate,” Sami announced, making a face. She’s only eight but considers herself a fashionista in the making. “You know I hate those boots. They’re embarrassing. If she’s dropping me off at school in those boots I’ll be really upset.”

      Brow furrowed, I narrowed my eyes. “How do you know she’s wearing the boots?” I’d yet to interact with Zoe this morning — other than her usual grunt of acknowledgment as she trudged toward the master bathroom (she’s not much of a morning person) — and I was fairly certain Sami hadn’t seen her either.

      “They squeak on the floors,” Sami replied darkly. “They sound like dying mice.”

      Huh. That was interesting. Super hearing was a shifter thing. Sami was a hybrid — half shifter, half mage — and she’d shown more mage characteristics to date. I didn’t care if she took after her mother in that department, because that would make her powerful. My father was another story. He took great pride in being a shifter and remained upset that Sami wasn’t a full wolf.

      “You can tell the difference between your mother’s shoes?” I was impressed. I could often tell the difference in Zoe’s shoes, too. I’d stopped paying attention at a certain point, because she lived in Converse as often as possible. I knew exactly what boots Sami was referring to, though, and I was amused at the thought of Zoe wearing her Old Gringo sugar skull boots, because I liked the way she looked in them. Sami, on the other hand, was often mortified by her mother’s fashion choices.

      “She’s wearing them.” Sami’s expression darkened. “She wants to embarrass me.”

      “Oh, we live to embarrass you,” I supplied. “That’s not just a thing your mother does. I enjoy embarrassing you, too. In fact, I’m looking forward to your teenage years because your mother and I are going to compete to see who can embarrass you most.”

      “Ugh.” Sami made a disgusted sound before snapping her head in the direction of an opening door. Her hearing was clearly more developed than I realized. Perhaps it was an ongoing thing. When she was younger she wouldn’t have picked up on the sounds of the house as she did now.

      It was an interesting development, one I didn’t have time to dwell on because my wife was about to join the party.

      Sure enough, Zoe strolled in from the bedroom. Her eyes were much more alert than they had been forty minutes earlier and her blond head shimmered under the sun that filtered through the huge windows at the back of the house. She smiled at me before shifting her gaze to Sami.

      “Have you been tumbling in the house?”

      Sami scowled. “No ... and how can you possibly know that?”

      “Because I have special powers,” Zoe replied, extending a finger. “We talked about this. You have to do those flip things you do outside. You’ll break something in here.”

      “I thought you hated the decorations in here,” Sami challenged, refusing to back down. She was like her mother in that regard, too. She never met an argument she didn’t want to win. “Grandma picked them out, and you said they remind you of a funeral home.”

      I arched an eyebrow as Zoe’s gaze slowly tracked to me. Her relationship with my mother was fine on most fronts, but they still waged the occasional battle when it came to decorating. In truth, my mother attempted to wrest complete control from Zoe soon after construction of the house was completed. They were still battling over it eleven years later. “A funeral home, huh?”

      Zoe merely shrugged. “We have, like, eight urns up there.” She gestured toward the recessed shelf I had built into the wall. “Where else do you see urns but in a funeral parlor?”

      I followed her finger and snorted. “I think those are vases.”

      “They have lids. You can put stuff in them ... and what’s meant to be put in them are people’s ashes.”

      “How do people become ashes?” Sami asked, clearly taking Zoe by surprise with the question. “Do they fall in the fire?”

      Zoe opened her mouth to answer but no sound immediately escaped, which caused me to snicker. Sami was at the age when she asked any number of questions and, unlike when she was younger, it wasn’t easy to point her toward a different avenue of discussion as a distraction.

      “Yeah, Zoe, do they fall in fires?” I taunted.

      She glared at me. “Don’t you start.” She strolled past Sami and into the kitchen. I was going to make breakfast this morning but Sami ultimately wanted cereal so that never came to fruition. Instead of complaining, Zoe headed straight for the Fruity Pebbles. She was a slave to sugar ... something she’d passed on to Sami. “So, are you guys excited about your day?”

      The conversational shift threw me for a loop. “Who are you talking to?” I glanced around the open space, confused. “Who has a day together? Are you talking about you and me? I had no idea you wanted to spend quality time with me.” I lowered my voice to a suggestive flirt. “Are we dropping the kid off at school and having a Manic Monday or something?” She hadn’t mentioned wanting to spend quality time together — something we occasionally did when Sami was safely ensconced at school — but I was all for it.

      Instead of responding with a fountain of flirt of her own, Zoe simply rolled her eyes. “No. That’s what we’re doing Sunday when your parents take Sami for the day.”

      “I heard a rumor that you can take off days for ... loving ... more than once a week,” I pointed out.

      Sami made gagging noises from across the way. “I know what you’re talking about. You try to use weird words, but I know exactly what you’re talking about,” she accused. “You’re talking about sex.”

      I tilted my head to the side, considering. “How do you know about sex?”

      “Mom watches dirty stuff on television,” Sami replied without hesitation. She was always open to sacrificing her mother on the altar of disparagement. “You think you’re fooling me but you’re not.”

      I flicked my eyes to Zoe. “What dirty stuff are you watching without me? I thought we agreed that all dirty stuff should be watched together.”

      “She caught me watching General Hospital,” Zoe replied, unruffled. “It wasn’t dirty.”

      “Well, as long as you’re not watching dirty stuff without me.” I winked at her and turned back to Sami. “You’re too young to know about sex. Go back to playing with dolls.”

      “I don’t like dolls.” Sami turned haughty. “I want to go back to the ashes.” Her eyes moved to the shelf with the vases Zoe insisted were urns. “Are dead people in those? I don’t want to live in a house with dead people on the shelf.”

      I folded my arms over my chest and stared at Zoe as she poured milk into her cereal and steadfastly refused to make eye contact. “Way to go.”

      Instead of responding to me, Zoe focused on Sami. “There’re no dead people up there,” she promised. “Those are empty. However, at a funeral home, those types of vases would be for sale.” She sounded as if she were conducting an infomercial. “Sometimes, when people die, they don’t want to be put in the ground. They prefer being cremated and turned into ashes. When that happens, sometimes the ashes are put into an urn.”

      Sami was downright flummoxed now. “What happens the other times?”

      Zoe shoveled cereal in her mouth and waited for me to answer the question, which was the last thing I wanted to do. Still, we’d promised Sami — and ourselves, for that matter — we would always answer truthfully when possible.

      “Sometimes people want their ashes to be spread at certain places,” I explained, choosing my words carefully. “Like a favorite spot by the river or at sea.”

      “Why?”

      “Because ... they have a special attachment to the ocean or boats. Some people go to the mountains. It’s all a personal choice.”

      Sami was thoughtful. “So ... it’s a place that means something to the dead person?”

      I bobbed my head. “Exactly.”

      “Does that mean you and Mom want your ashes spread in the hot tub? I mean ... that is where you spend all your time. You make me go to bed early and then run out there and splash around. It’s completely unfair.”

      “We’re adults,” I reminded her. “We don’t need bedtimes.”

      “I don’t need a bedtime either.”

      I turned back to Zoe. “It’s time for you to take over this conversation.”

      Zoe was blasé. “Your father and I don’t want to be cremated,” she said. “We plan to die at the exact same time, so you can just throw us into the same casket. If your father lingers a few days more than me — you know, because his broken heart hasn’t caught up to him — just throw him in anyway. We want to be together forever.”

      I flicked her ear and shot her a dirty look. “Don’t tell her things like that. She’s very literal.”

      “She gets that from you,” Zoe fired back. “But you’re right. We don’t have time for deep conversations this morning. I have to get going.”

      Confused, I glanced at the digital readout on the microwave. “It’s still early. Sami doesn’t have to be at school for an hour.”

      “Sami isn’t going to school today.”

      I flipped through my mental calendar. “Why? Is it another dead president’s birthday or something?” Seriously, I don’t remember having so many days off from school when I was Sami’s age. It often seems the students are out more than they’re in.

      Zoe shook her head. “No. It’s some teachers in-session thing. I don’t know exactly. She’s not in school, though, and she’s spending the day with you. We talked about it yesterday.”

      Wait just a second ... . “Um, I think I would remember that.”

      “We were in the hot tub.”

      Suspicion rolled through me like a tsunami. “Excuse me? You mean when we were ... you know?” I spared a glance for Sami and noticed she was watching the exchange with overt curiosity. There was no wonder she picked up on things we didn’t want her to know about. She has big ears ... like me. “That doesn’t count,” I added. “You can’t tell me things when we’re spending private time together. I can’t listen and play at the same time. You know I’m bad at multi-tasking.”

      Amusement flitted through Zoe’s blue eyes, reminding me of the first time we’d met. Even then, back in my early twenties when we had nothing but ambition and open timelines in front of us, I realized she was all I would ever want. That doesn’t mean she’s not a pain in the butt.

      “I can’t take her with me today.” Zoe was firm. “I have a meeting with my publisher.” She writes romance novels under a pen name, and while she isn’t always dedicated to her profession she is determined to make sure she brings money into the family coffers. She refuses to live off the money I make — which is substantial — and instead insists on keeping a career she isn’t overly fond of.

      “Move the meeting,” I suggested, my mind busy. “She can’t come with me, Zoe. I have work at the lumberyard.”

      “You always have work at the lumberyard. She can play in your office.”

      “I don’t play.” Sami turned disdainful. “I’m big now. I don’t play.”

      “You were just tumbling in the living room,” Zoe reminded her. “I told you not to do that. If you’re big, you should be punished for that.”

      “Fine. I’m little.” Sami rolled her eyes. “I’ll stay little forever. Does that make you happy?”

      “It makes me happy,” I admitted. “That way I don’t have to worry about boys.”

      “I already have a boyfriend.”

      I stilled, surprised. “What?”

      “Skyler Green,” Sami replied. “We sit next to each other at lunch and everything.”

      This was news to me. “You’re too young for a boyfriend.”

      “He’s not a real boyfriend,” Zoe countered. “They basically pull each other’s hair. Get over it.” She refused to deviate from the conversation. “I can’t move my meeting. They’re flying out here. It’s not as if they’re local. She has to go with you.”

      Frustration washed through me as I shifted my eyes to my daughter. I wasn’t the sort of father who pushed off his duties on others. I didn’t want to be that sort of father. Heck, I love spending time with my kid. But today was a bad day.

      With that in mind, I lowered my voice and leaned closer to Zoe. “My father is bringing several members of the wolf council to the office today.” I couldn’t remember if I’d previously shared the information with her. Zoe was iffy on the council and didn’t want the members invading our lives. She wasn’t alone in that desire, which was why I insisted the delegates come to my office rather than invade our home.

      There was one other consideration. “If Sami is with me, they’ll see her.” I didn’t go into a lot of detail, but I recognized when Zoe comprehended exactly what I was trying not to say.

      “I don’t see where we have much choice,” she said after a beat. “I can’t take her to the meeting with my publisher.” She was firm. “She might let something slip about ... you know.”

      I blinked several times before responding. “Sex?” I finally asked.

      Zoe’s expression was withering. “Not sex, you dope.” She flicked me between the eyebrows, causing me to catch her hand. “The wolf stuff. The mage stuff.”

      I caught on. “Oh.” I didn’t release her hand, instead keeping hold and pressing a kiss to her fingertips as I considered the conundrum. Sami was fairly good at keeping her mouth shut about certain things, but she’d been asking more questions about magic lately. If she slipped in front of Zoe’s publisher, that wouldn’t go over well. If she slipped in front of the wolf council, it wouldn’t be the end of the world. Still, I wasn’t comfortable.

      “What if they question her, Zoe?” I was serious. “I don’t want them digging their claws in and trying to learn things about her abilities. We don’t even know what she can do yet.”

      And that right there was the biggest worry Zoe and I had. Sami was our only child by design. We’d pledged ourselves to keeping her safe. We had no idea when she would manifest. Heck, there was a chance she never would.

      Still, there were signs littering her childhood that she might turn out to be powerful in a way neither of us was prepared to handle. Our main goal was to keep her safe, and that meant hiding her away from certain actions. The wolf council was one of them.

      “I don’t know what to do.” Zoe stared hard at Sami. “I guess I can cancel my meeting. That means they’ll probably drop me, though.”

      I considered the statement for a long beat. I would be fine if the publisher dropped her. We were hardly hurting for money. But it would affect her, and not in a positive manner. “No.” I immediately started shaking my head. “I’ll take her.” I would somehow make it work. “I’ll make sure things don’t get out of hand. Go to your meeting.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah.” I flashed a smile for her benefit and leaned closer. “You’re going to have to take a day off work with me later in the week to make up for it.”

      She returned the smile. “I think that can be arranged.”

      “Ugh!” Sami stomped her foot. “You’re talking about gross stuff again. I can tell because you turn all mushy. I hate it!”

      “Yeah?” I slid my eyes to her. “Get used to it, because we’re never going to change. Speaking of changing, you need to get dressed in different clothes if you’re spending the day at the lumberyard with me.”

      “What if I don’t want to change my clothes?”

      “I’m not giving you a choice.”

      “And that’s why parents suck.” She turned on her heel and stomped toward her room. “I can’t wait until I have some little kid to boss around. You guys make it look so fun.”

      I pursed my lips as Zoe shifted her eyes to me and we spoke at the same time.

      “She gets that from you.”
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      I helped Sami pack a backpack for her day at the lumberyard. All the workers knew her — she even had her own hard hat — but she had to stay close to me for the duration of the day ... and only part of the reason had to do with the dangers associated with a working environment such as the one I ran. The other part was that Zoe and I were always on the lookout for someone coming after our child. She was something of a magical prize, but we wanted to make sure that she was valued for who she was, not what she was.

      “Do you want to set up in my office or the lounge?” I asked Sami when we hit the parking lot. I helped her out of my truck and grabbed her backpack.

      She shrugged, her eyes immediately moving toward the busy yard. At least forty workers flitted to and fro, arranging planks and readying shipments for delivery. I understood what she saw, recognized the longing on her face. As a wolf, the yard seemed the greatest playground imaginable. She probably had high hopes for jumping off the top of the stacks and playing with the heavy machinery — things she’d done previously — but I wasn’t sure it was in the cards today.

      “You can’t be out here,” I said quietly, hating the way her smile slipped. “Sami, I need you to stay close to me, and that means being inside ... at least until the council reps leave. If I can hurry them out, I will. Then we’ll go for a walk, have some lunch and I’ll get you some ice cream.”

      “I don’t know why they’re even coming here,” Sami lamented. She’d pulled her long hair back into a ponytail so it wouldn’t get in her face. It grew fast — also part of her wolf heritage — and Zoe was constantly complaining that she needed a haircut every two weeks. “Mom says all they do is sit around and thump their chests all day while making gorilla sounds.”

      I frowned. Zoe’s disdain of the wolf hierarchy was well known. They’d stepped in and helped several times when we needed it. They’d also interfered. They’d forced me to make a choice in college that I regretted to this day, one that put her in danger and separated us for almost a full year. I was aware of the way they operated and accepted that the right thing to do was to distance ourselves from them. Zoe held a grudge, though, and I couldn’t blame her. Still, she shouldn’t be saying things like that in front of Sami. When she was old enough, I wanted my daughter to have all the facts and then make her own choice.

      “Sami, they’re not necessarily bad men,” I hedged, slowing my pace. “They’re just ... not who we choose to spend our time with.”

      She slid me a sidelong look. “So, they don’t make gorilla noises?”

      “No. I can’t believe your mother told you that.”

      “She didn’t tell me about the noises. I just assumed that because you make those noises when you think I’m sleeping and you’re in the hot tub.”

      Ah, well, crud. Life was so much easier when she slept twenty hours a day like a cat. “Forget the noises in the hot tub. And, for right now, forget what your mother said about the wolf council. They’re not bad men.”

      “So ... we should like them?”

      Another slippery slope. “You should be respectful,” I clarified. “If you don’t like someone, though, I don’t want you to force yourself to be friendly with them. That inner voice you hear, most of the time it’s telling you the right course of action. So, if you don’t like one of them, tell me and I’ll handle it.”

      She was solemn. “Okay. You should know that my inner voice often tells me to have candy for breakfast ... and lunch ... and dinner.”

      I chuckled, genuinely amused. “You can have candy with your lunch if you’re good. You still have to eat something substantial, though.”

      She beamed, happiness radiating off her. “Yay! I love candy. Mom lets me have it for lunch when I’m good.”

      “That’s because your mother is a big softie.”

      “That’s what she says about you.”

      “We do have that in common.”

      

      I’D BEEN SETTLED AT my desk for a full hour before four vehicles pulled into the parking lot at the same time. I recognized my father’s BMW right away and rolled my neck until it cracked, preparing myself for what I was sure would be an annoying meeting. He’d been purposely vague when it came to explaining why the delegates were making a visit. That meant he was up to something.

      I pushed myself to a standing position and started for the door. Sami had opted to set up shop in the lounge. It had a television and vending machines, so I wasn’t surprised. Still, instead of closing the blinds as I normally would when busy, I kept them open so I could see if she decided to invade the main office and start entertaining the workers.

      In fact, when I strode through the office door to greet our guests, I found her sitting on the floor behind a catalog stand. Mike Torrence, a longtime worker with infinite patience, was updating the catalogs, and she was keeping up a running commentary as he listened.

      “And then they make a lot of animal noises while splashing around,” Sami explained. “I’m supposed to be sleeping, but they’re so loud I can’t help but listen.”

      “I’m sure they’re not playing games without you,” Mike said helpfully. “You probably don’t understand what they’re doing because you’re not old enough yet.”

      “Oh, I know all about sex ... and that’s what they’re doing because they’re naked. I’m not stupid.”

      I cleared my throat to get their attention. Mike had the grace to be abashed. Sami merely met my gaze.

      “What?” She shot me a “what are you going to do about it” look. “I wasn’t doing anything.”

      I had my doubts. “I thought you were supposed to be in the lounge,” I reminded her. “You have your tablet ... and coloring books ... and your Kindle. Why are you out here?”

      Sami shrugged. “I get lonely. I’m sad when I’m lonely.”

      As an only child, Sami was used to entertaining herself. She was generally fine with it. “You’re lonely? You could’ve come in my office with me.”

      “I always get to see you. I don’t ever get to see Mike.”

      In response, Mike winked at her. The way Sami’s smile widened and her return wink told me all I needed to know. She had a crush on him. She was eight and already had a crush. It was not the news I wanted. “Come on.” I extended my hand and pulled her to a standing position. “Your grandfather is here. He’ll want to see you. He doesn’t realize you’ll be spending the day with us.”

      Sami brightened considerably. “Did he bring me a gift?” She forgot all about Mike as she hurried around me. “I bet he brought me something.”

      My parents, big on bribes, always brought Sami gifts when they visited. Sometimes they brought her entire vehicles full of gifts. I very much doubted that would be the case today. “Your grandfather didn’t know you would be with me,” I reminded her.

      “He still brought me something.” So certain was Sami that she raced toward the door when she caught sight of her grandfather’s familiar silhouette. She was on him before he had a chance to register her presence. “Grandpa!”

      Dad caught her in mid-air, smiling delightedly when he realized who he was dealing with. “Hello, sweetie!” He hugged her tightly. “I didn’t know you would be here.”

      “She has the day off school,” I explained, striding forward to greet my father. “Zoe had a thing, so I brought her with me.”

      “Well, it’s a happy surprise.” Dad smacked a loud kiss against her cheek. “I have something for you.”

      Sami shot me an “I told you so” look that had me biting back a laugh as Dad lowered her to the ground and dug in his pocket. He came back with a small pouch that had me curious.

      “What’s that?” I asked, leaning over Sami’s shoulder.

      “It’s an artifact of our people,” Dad replied, grinning as Sami tugged open the pouch and pulled out a strange necklace. It had a leather strap for a chain and what looked to be a clay symbol as a pendant. “That right there is our symbol for strength. They found the clay token in a cave in Spain — and it’s from a long time ago — so I had it restored for you. It will make you strong.”

      I wanted to take the necklace from Sami and give it a better look, but Dad was already fastening it around her neck.

      “Isn’t it pretty?” Sami asked, her eyes sparkling.

      Pretty wasn’t the word I would use. The piece was striking, but it left me with an odd feeling of unease that I couldn’t quite put my finger on. I wasn’t entirely comfortable with Sami wearing it, although I had no rational reason for the emotion rolling through me. She didn’t appear to be in any danger, but I made a mental note to wrest control of the necklace from Sami later so Zoe could have a look at it. If there was something wrong, she would figure it out.

      “It’s very nice,” I lied, straightening as my attention moved to the men standing behind my father. There were seven of them, all dressed in expensive business suits and looking out of place in a casual work environment, but every set of eyes was on me. “Welcome to Winters Lumber,” I said calmly. “I’m glad you could all make it.”

      “Oh, where are my manners?” My father let loose an embarrassed chuckle. “I’m sorry. You have to forgive me. Sami is my only grandchild and I didn’t know I would be seeing her today. I get excited.”

      “Because I’m exciting,” Sami offered helpfully, beaming.

      While most of the people who worked for me would’ve laughed at her response, none of the men did. In fact, the looks on several of their faces set my teeth on edge. Girls in the wolf world were not treasured as they should be. They were seen as necessary for population growth, but it was the boys who were coveted. I didn’t like that attitude ... and Zoe downright hated it.

      “You’re definitely exciting,” I agreed, sliding my arm around her shoulders in a protective move that I knew would penetrate to the other men. “You’re the most exciting person here ... by a long shot.”

      Sami smiled at me, although it was watery and didn’t make it all the way to her eyes, and then decided to make her escape. “I’m going back to the lounge to play my game. I ... um ... you’ll come get me for lunch, right?”

      I nodded. “I will. It won’t be long.”

      “You can come with us for lunch,” Dad suggested.

      Sami didn’t look thrilled with the suggestion, and I didn’t miss the way she shuddered as a chill that went down her spine. “I think Daddy and I are going to lunch together, just the two of us.”

      That’s what she wanted. It was a nudge. Something about the men made her nervous, and I wanted to encourage her to follow her gut, so I decided to reward her for being polite despite her obvious discomfort. “It is going to be just the two of us,” I agreed, locking gazes with my father. He would argue about the choice, but not in front of his granddaughter. “I promised her we would have special time together this afternoon.”

      “We’re going shopping, too,” Sami announced, causing me to cast her a sidelong look.

      “Don’t push it,” I warned, shaking my head.

      This time the grin she shot me was genuine, and I was glad to see it. “I’ll go in the lounge,” she offered. “Come get me when it’s time for candy.”

      “You’re eating a burger, too.”

      “I’ll put the candy on a burger.”

      “I can live with that.” I waited until she was gone to focus on the other men. “I think introductions are in order,” I prodded my father.

      “Of course.” My father turned serious. “This is Brett Cavendish,” he started. “He sits on the wolf council and has risen through the ranks quite quickly.”

      I studied the man for a long moment. He looked to be about five years older than me, and his exploits were legendary, even making their way down to me despite the fact that I was far removed from the council. I knew what my father was insinuating, although he would never come right out and say it in front of our guests. He wanted to make a point that I could’ve risen through the ranks just as quickly — if not quicker — had I applied myself. If I’d married another wolf and procreated to the point where we were both ready to collapse, I would be where Cavendish was now standing. It wasn’t a position I wanted.

      “That sounds great for you, Mr. Cavendish,” I said smoothly. “More power to you. I don’t understand how you can deal with the politics associated with the council, but I’m in awe because that’s quite impressive.”

      I felt Dad’s eyes on me but refused to meet his gaze. He was annoyed at my response. I was annoyed at his machinations, so I figured we were even.

      “Call me Brett,” Cavendish insisted. “I have a feeling I’m going to be in this area quite a bit the next year or so. It would be better if we’re friendly.”

      Better for whom? That was the first question that popped into my head. Now was not the time to ask it. “Sure. Call me Aric.” I gestured toward my office. “Let’s head that way so we don’t infringe on business. Also, if Sami sees us out here she’ll be more likely to interrupt.”

      “And we can’t have that.” Cavendish nodded once. “Your office sounds like a lovely choice.”

      At first I thought he was joking about Sami interrupting — he had to be, right? — but the look on his face told me otherwise. “Let’s head into the office and make the other introductions there,” I agreed. I was already uncomfortable with the set-up, and my father and I were going to have words before it was all said and done.

      Once in my office, the door shut, my father continued breezing through names. None of them stuck. Cavendish was clearly the central figure in this operation. He was leading the charge. It was time to find out exactly what he wanted. No matter how much I loved my father, I was willing to put up with only so much.

      “Why are you here?” The question came out more abrupt than I’d intended. “I mean ... you clearly have something on your minds,” I added hurriedly. “Is there something specific you’re looking for?”

      Cavendish nodded without hesitation as the other men exchanged looks. Clearly they were surprised by my reaction. Other people may bow down to Cavendish, but I didn’t live my life according to pack rules. I’d created my own pack, and my allegiance was to Zoe and Sami. It was impossible for me to get worked up about this man deigning to visit me.

      “I like a man who gets right to the point,” Cavendish acknowledged, leaning back in his chair. “You’re a businessman who doesn’t have time to waste playing games.”

      Clearly I had time to waste, because I was talking to him. I didn’t say that, though. “I’m merely curious.”

      “Well, then I’ll put an end to your curiosity. We want to build a lodge here. In fact, we’ve already found a tract of land that we’re partial to. It’s very close to your property.”

      My heart skipped a beat. “You want to build a lodge here? A permanent lodge?”

      Cavendish nodded. “We have facilities north and south in the state, but the middle is something of a vacuum. We want to change that.”

      “And what would you do at this lodge?” I asked, working overtime to remain calm. The last thing I wanted was a bunch of council representatives crawling up my backside. I preferred being segregated from them. More importantly, I preferred my wife and child be kept separate.

      “It wouldn’t be a big deal,” Cavendish replied. “It would be more for occasional visits. Our hubs are set. Still, this area offers a lot of the things we cherish ... like open land. Plus, you’re here. A new lodge would allow you to participate more often.”

      Ah, there it is. My father came up with this plan ... or at least played a part in its design. He was always complaining because he didn’t feel I spent enough time with the pack. That was a purposeful choice that he refused to accept.

      “Is there a reason you don’t want a lodge here?” Cavendish asked pointedly.

      Before I could answer, I caught sight of a blur of movement through the window that looked out on the store floor. There, Sami happily tumbled as Mike gaily laughed at her antics. I could see Sami’s mouth moving even as she flipped end over end, and I knew she was having a good time.

      Dad glanced over his shoulder and smirked when he saw what caught my attention. “She is a fireball.”

      “She is,” I agreed, my lips curving. “But she’s not supposed to be tumbling indoors.”

      Cavendish made a noise in the back of his throat that signaled annoyance. “I’m assuming that’s a girl thing. I only have boys, so I don’t recognize the behavior.”

      His tone irked. “I think it’s a child thing,” I replied calmly. “We don’t really term things in that manner in our house. Boy thing. Girl thing. It honestly doesn’t matter. Sami doesn’t have gender roles assigned to her.”

      “Still, she’s a girl,” Cavendish pointed out. “I have boys and they don’t do that.”

      I wanted to punch him. Worse, I wanted to unleash my wife on him. Not her powers, mind you, but her mouth. Cavendish was prim and proper, but I had no doubt my wife could make him cry in ten seconds flat. She was good that way.

      “She’s not hurting anything.” Even though I knew I should stop Sami from showing off for Mike’s benefit, I had no intention of giving in to Cavendish’s whims. “Why don’t you tell me about this lodge and I’ll tell you if I think it’s a good fit? We’ll go from there.”

      If Cavendish recognized the warning in my tone he didn’t show it. “That sounds like a fabulous idea. Let’s get started.”
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      Cavendish’s imperious attitude bothered me. I had no doubt my aloof nature bothered him, because at a certain point he sent everyone except my father out of the room and tried to talk to me on a man-to-man basis.

      “You must see the benefits to having a lodge in this area,” he pressed.

      I leaned back in my desk chair. It gave me a position of power ... something Cavendish clearly didn’t like but swallowed. “I honestly don’t see the need,” I replied, my voice even and calm. “We have lodges in various parts of the state. We don’t need another.”

      “It would be more convenient for you,” Cavendish pressed. “You’re outside of the loop now. You can’t like that.”

      On the contrary, I was comfortable with that ... and for a variety of reasons. “I’m fine.”

      “You’re pack-less.”

      “I have a pack. It’s simply a small pack.”

      “Your father and mother don’t constitute a pack.”

      Briefly, I shot my eyes to my father before returning my gaze to Cavendish. “I was talking about my wife and daughter.”

      “Your wife is a mage and your daughter a half-breed. You must see the need for a full-blood heir.”

      Temper churned hot in my stomach. “No. I have my heir.”

      “A girl.”

      Here’s the thing: The wolf population puts such a premium on boys it turns into a sickness. Cavendish was obviously laboring under the delusion that I felt the same as him. It was time to divest him of that belief.

      “My daughter is just as good ... as strong ... as perfect as any male heir,” I shot back. “My wife might not be a wolf, but she’s stronger than any shifter — wolf or otherwise — that exists today. They’re my pack, no matter what you say.”

      Clearly expecting the argument, Cavendish offered up a breezy wave. “You love your wife.”

      There was no question about that. “I adore my wife,” I corrected. “She’s my favorite person in the world.”

      “You can keep loving your wife and still be a member of the pack.”

      “Actually, I think that was proven false years ago. I have no interest in revisiting those dark days.”

      Cavendish exhaled heavily, the sound long and drawn out. “There’s no need to get snippy. I heard that was your wife’s go-to emotion.”

      His tone rankled. “My wife doesn’t get snippy. She gets mean. I wouldn’t push her if I were you.”

      “Did I say I was going to push her?”

      “No, but I know your type. In fact ... .”

      Dad made an odd throat-clearing sound as he shifted in his chair. He clearly sensed things were careening off the rails. “I don’t think now is the time for this conversation.”

      “I agree,” I supplied without hesitation. “There’s no need to ever have this conversation. If you want a lodge up here, that’s certainly your prerogative. I obviously can’t stop you. I will not, however, be joining any official events.”

      My father snapped. “Aric!”

      Cavendish gripped the chair armrests and leaned forward. “You would snub your own people?”

      “My wife and daughter are my people,” I shot back. “They’re what’s important. That’s not going to change.”

      “Your child is weaker because she’s not a full wolf.”

      The simple statement felt like a nuclear attack. “My child is stronger than you will ever know. There’s nothing wrong with her ... other than the fact she inherited her mouth from her mother. Truthfully, I kind of like that, because it means she will inspire awe and fear in people.

      “As for the comparison to a pure wolf child, I don’t care about that,” I continued. “She’s strong, smart and beautiful. She’s often a joy. Not always, of course, because she’s a kid and children are never joys all the time. But she’s my pride and joy, and I have no interest in adding to my family in an effort to supplant her.”

      Cavendish was taken aback. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Oh, I’m serious.” I flicked my eyes to the window, to where Sami chewed on a licorice rope that had somehow materialized out of nowhere, and smiled. “She’s her own person. As a parent, that’s all I care about. The rest of it is all window dressing.”

      “But you haven’t even listened to my plans,” Cavendish persisted. He clearly wasn’t used to being shut down. “I have everything planned. We’re going to take you to lunch and show you the blueprints.”

      That sounded like a terrible way to spend a day. “I promised my daughter lunch,” I said. “We’re spending the day together.”

      “She clearly has someone to look after her.” He jerked his thumb in Mike’s direction. “I insist you join us for lunch.”

      “Oh, well, if you insist.” I rolled my eyes. “I promised Sami we would have lunch together. I promised her ice cream and candy. She thinks she’s going to be able to manipulate me into taking her shopping. You know what? Odds are good it’s going to happen.

      “It doesn’t really matter what we do, though,” I continued. “I would much rather spend time with her than you. So ... I believe that’s all.” I pushed myself to a standing position, ignoring the look my father scorched me with. He was clearly furious, but I was beyond caring.

      “I insist we have lunch,” Cavendish snapped. “It’s only polite. We came all this way.”

      I pursed my lips. “It’s up to Sami.” Internally, I smirked when I pictured her face at the suggestion. “She gets to pick the restaurant. If she doesn’t want you there, then you can’t come. It’s as simple as that.”

      “So ... you’re going to let a child dictate your afternoon?”

      “Yup.” I strolled past him and shoved open my office door. I planned to call to Sami and let her pick where she wanted to eat. I knew which restaurant she would select. She was a big fan of the local Coney Island (as was her mother) and I had no doubt I would be eating diner food within the hour. The question died on my lips, though, when I realized Cavendish’s traveling companions were buzzing about the showroom in an unexpected manner. “What’s going on?”

      Eyes wide, Sami turned to me, her tablet clasped in her hands. “One of the guys is missing.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She shrugged. “He’s missing. They can’t find him. He was here a little bit ago and now he’s gone.”

      Instinctively, I strode toward her instead of the men, and hunkered down so we were eye to eye. “Did something happen?”

      “I don’t know.” She looked bewildered. “I was talking to Mike. They were making me nervous and stuff, but I tried to ignore them because I didn’t want to be bad and upset you.”

      My heart rolled. “You’re not bad. Even when you’re naughty — something you inherited from your mother, by the way — you’re never bad. Okay?”

      She gazed into my eyes and nodded. “What’s going on?”

      “I don’t know. Stay here.” I pressed a kiss to the top of her head and exchanged a weighted look with Mike before crossing to the front of the store. He understood the message I conveyed without saying a word and moved closer to Sami, cutting her off from the other men in the process. “Who is missing?” I demanded.

      “Someone is missing?” Cavendish asked, sliding into the spot behind me. I didn’t particularly like him standing there, because I didn’t trust him, but I managed to hold it together and refrain from lashing out.

      “One of your men apparently,” I replied. “I’m not sure which one.”

      “It’s Franklin Horton, Mr. Cavendish,” one of the other men volunteered.

      The name meant nothing to me, so I waited to see how Cavendish responded.

      “Franklin?” He furrowed his brow. “Where did he go?”

      “I don’t know, sir. He was here and then ... well, we simply didn’t see where he went. He’s gone, though. He’s not in the store.”

      “Did you check the yard?” I asked. “He could’ve wandered out there.”

      “We have, sir,” the man confirmed. “Your men outside said they didn’t see him. We don’t know what to make of it.”

      Slowly, I tracked my gaze to Dad. He looked as perplexed as I felt. “What do you think we should do?”

      He shrugged, noncommittal. “I don’t know,” he replied after a beat. “I don’t know what to make of it. I just ... we can’t pretend he wasn’t here. Franklin comes from a prominent family.”

      Of course that was what he was worried about. I should’ve seen it coming. “I’ll head outside and see what I can find.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Dad volunteered.

      “We’ll all go with you,” Cavendish corrected, his tone telling me that arguing wouldn’t be welcome.

      “I’m going outside, Sami,” I announced. “I want you to stay here with Mike. Do you understand?”

      She nodded, but I didn’t miss the flash of fear in her eyes.

      “I’ll be right back,” I promised. “Don’t leave. I’ll tell your mother to wear those boots you hate to the next parent-teacher conference if you do.”

      Her lips curved down. “You wouldn’t dare.”

      “Try me.”

      

      AFTER AN HOUR OF FRUITLESS searching, we regrouped in front of the store.

      “He’s not here,” Cavendish announced.

      “Really? I never would’ve guessed,” I said dryly, shaking my head. My father’s heated look was full of warning, but I ignored it. “He left on foot, but I can’t keep up with his scent because there are too many bodies here. I have no way of tracking the direction he went.”

      “No cameras?” Cavendish challenged.

      “No. I don’t want cameras here.”

      “He could be in trouble,” Dad said pragmatically. “He could’ve wandered out there to take a look and tripped and hit his head.”

      “He’s a wolf,” Cavendish argued. “That doesn’t generally happen to wolves.”

      “No, but nothing is out of the realm of possibility.” Dad held firm. “We have to look for him.” His eyes hopped to me. “You agree we have to look for him, right?”

      I did, but not for the reasons he assumed. “Yes.” I pressed the tip of my tongue to the back of my teeth as I considered our options. “We’ll break into teams. Just let me lock Sami in with Mike to make sure she’s safe before we head out.”

      “You want to leave Sami behind?” Dad didn’t appear to be on board with the suggestion. “She could help us.”

      I was instantly suspicious. “How?”

      “She can do that thing Zoe does.”

      My spine stiffened as I worked overtime to remain calm. I knew exactly what “thing” my father referred to. It was a mage power Zoe unleashed while still in college, using magic to track individuals. While my wife had become adept at it, my daughter had never as much as tried.

      “No.” I immediately started shaking my head. “Sami is not getting involved in this.”

      “We have a missing man,” Dad argued. “Besides, this is a chance for you to show Cavendish how strong Sami really is.”

      “I don’t care if he believes she’s strong or not. She’s staying here.”

      “We need her.” Dad refused to back down, and it set my teeth on edge. “You said it yourself. We’re searching blind without a trail.”

      “Have you considered he purposely hid his trail?”

      A muscle worked in my father’s jaw as he bobbed his head. “I have. Why do you think I’m so worried?”

      “And still you want me to take my daughter on the hunt for a man who might have willingly disappeared.”

      “She’ll be safe with us,” he countered. “Do you really want to leave her behind in case he circles back? Mike is a nice guy and I have no doubt he would die to protect my granddaughter, but he won’t be able to take Franklin in a fight if it comes to it.”

      I wanted to argue, but he wasn’t wrong. To buy time to think I slowly turned my gaze to the people watching us. It was only after a full minute that I recognized another presence moving in behind me. When I turned, I found Sami standing in the open doorway. She looked worried.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked automatically.

      “You’re upset,” she said simply. “What’s wrong with you?”

      She had a knack for picking up on emotions. She didn’t know why yet, but I did. Her mother’s powers ran strong through her. She was simply too young to completely manifest. That was a good thing in my book. The more time she had to remain a little girl, the better.

      “We can’t find the missing man. We’re going to have to go into the woods. Your grandfather wants you to come with us.”

      “He does?” Sami didn’t look frightened as much as intrigued. “What can I do?”

      “I don’t know if you can do anything,” I answered honestly. “Your mother has a special ability. She can ... occasionally find missing people.” I didn’t want to put unnecessary pressure on my child. It wasn’t fair to compare her to Zoe, who had developed her powers over an extended period of time.

      “How does she do it?” Sami asked.

      “I don’t know.” That was the truth. “She just ... concentrates and follows a trail.”

      “And you want me to try?”

      “If you want. You don’t have to.”

      She swallowed hard and looked between her grandfather’s hopeful face and mine. “I want to try,” she said finally, puffing out her chest to show her bravery.

      That was exactly what I was afraid she would do. I didn’t like this at all, but it was too late to do anything about it.

      

      SAMI GAVE A GOOD effort, but she couldn’t make the magic work. Her frustration was evident and she was ready to dissolve into tears before I stepped in and scooped her up.

      “You tried. It’s okay.” I kissed her cheek as she rested her head on my shoulder. Over her head, I didn’t miss the way Cavendish rolled his eyes. If I didn’t have Sami to worry about, I would’ve explained — with my fists, mind you — exactly what I thought of his attitude. That was the last thing Sami needed. “You did your best.”

      “Mom could’ve done it,” she lamented.

      “Mom is older and has practiced more,” I reminded her. “You did a good job.”

      “I didn’t find him.” She didn’t lift her head from my shoulder as I shifted her. It was easier to carry her when her legs were wrapped around my waist. She sighed as she tapped my shoulder and whispered one word. Left.

      I stilled, surprised. I wasn’t sure I’d heard her correctly.

      “Left,” she repeated, her voice barely audible.

      On a whim, I clutched her tighter and started walking. I heard my father calling out to us, asking where we were going, but I ignored him.

      “Straight,” she said on an exhale.

      I followed her directions, my hands gripping her tighter as we emerged in a small clearing. There, the scent of another wolf was unmistakable despite the overwhelming evidence that blood had been spilled on the land.

      “What are you doing?” Dad asked, chasing behind. “I ... .” He broke off when he picked up on the warring scents. “That’s blood.”

      “It is,” I agreed, keeping my arms firmly wrapped around Sami as her head remained planted on my shoulder. I had a million questions, but I couldn’t ask them in front of an audience. Had she always known where to go and balked at saying it out loud? Was the instinct to lead me here overwhelming only because I’d picked her up? It was a tantalizing mystery ... and one that would have to wait.

      “Is that Horton’s blood?” Cavendish asked as he strode into the clearing. “Is he dead?”

      “You know what we know,” I replied, swaying slowly to keep Sami calm. When she was an infant, she tortured Zoe and me for days until we learned the appropriate sway to soothe her. “There’s only blood as far as I can see.”

      “No body,” Dad agreed, straightening. “If there was a body here, someone moved it.”

      I kept my eyes on the ground as I swayed and circled. “I don’t see how a body could’ve dropped here without us being able to identify the exact spot where it happened.”

      “What are you suggesting?” Cavendish looked legitimately curious.

      I shrugged. “Maybe he was injured and walked away.”

      “I think we would be able to pick up his trail if that were the case.”

      Sadly, I agreed with him. “Maybe something or someone else is involved,” I supplied. “Maybe someone carried him out.”

      “I think we would be able to pick up that trail, too,” Cavendish argued.

      “Not if someone masked it,” Sami volunteered, taking me by surprise. Her head was still on my shoulder and she felt surprisingly heavy. When I pulled back to stare at her face, I realized her eyes were hollow, lids drifting lower. She was exhausted.

      “Masked it how?” Cavendish challenged, ignoring the way I stared at my child. “There’s only one way to do that. Magic. As far as I know, there are only two magical people in this area. Are you saying you did it, girl?”

      I jerked out of my reverie and glared at Cavendish. “She was in the office. You saw her.”

      “Then it must have been her mother.”

      “My wife is at a meeting in a nearby town,” I corrected. “Don’t even think of pointing the finger at her.”

      “Who else is there?”

      That was a good question. I didn’t have an answer. That didn’t mean I wasn’t ready to fight. “I don’t know, but it wasn’t a member of my family. You brought him here. He’s your responsibility.”

      Cavendish was taken aback. “That’s it? You’re not going to help?”

      “I did help. I led you here. The rest is up to you.” I spun on my heel and stormed out of the clearing, heading back toward the lumberyard. The only thing I could think of was getting Sami away from these people.

      A little voice inside kept telling me she wasn’t safe. I decided to listen and take her away. It was the only thing I could do.
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      Sami never got her promised lunch, and that made me angry.

      She was bone weary, and even though I tried to return to work, the fact that she was curled up in one of my office chairs sleeping caused me to call it a day early. I took her home, allowed her to nap on the sofa in the living room and waited for my wife to return so I would have someone to hear me rant. She was prompt, which I appreciated.

      “What’s wrong?” Right away, Zoe knew something had gone sideways. She put her bag on the counter and immediately started scanning the living room. When her eyes fell on a sleeping Sami, she was confused. “Is she sick?”

      I pressed a finger to my lips and gestured toward the balcony. It was fall, but the weather hadn’t turned cold enough to chase us from the outdoors, and I wanted to make sure Sami didn’t overhear us. Zoe didn’t put up a fight and instead followed me outside and patiently (at least for her) waited until I tugged the door shut. We could see Sami, but she couldn’t hear us.

      “Don’t make me kill you,” she warned, her voice low. “What happened?”

      I told her about my morning. When I was finished, instead of being enraged, she seemed intrigued. “She knew where to lead you?”

      I was expecting a rant of the highest order, so I had to adjust my expectations accordingly. “It seemed like that,” I confirmed. “It tired her out, though.”

      “She’s a child.” Zoe’s expression was thoughtful as she gazed through the glass. Because she was obviously worried rather than furious, it tempered some of the anger I’d been hoarding like gold, and I instinctively reached out and ran a finger over her cheek, causing her to look back at me.

      “I don’t like it when you’re quiet,” I admitted, causing her to grin. It lightened her features, which were already angled and beautiful. Sometimes when she smiled it caused me to remember the first time I ever saw her, and I grew warm all over. This was one of those times. “Tell me what you’re thinking.”

      “We knew she would manifest,” Zoe replied simply. “I think we both hoped there was a chance it wouldn’t happen, but deep down we knew it would.”

      “I don’t know if she understood what she was doing,” I hedged. “She might not realize.”

      “She realizes. That’s why she let you carry her around, put her to bed in the middle of the afternoon. On a normal day, would she have allowed either of those things? I think not.”

      “Were you exhausted after the first time you did that spell?” I was honestly curious. I was with her that day and didn’t remember things being so difficult.

      “No.” She shook her head. “But I was older. I’d unleashed more frightening magic by that point. I was also running on adrenalin.”

      “I remember.” I slid my arm around her waist and pulled her to me. My wife was a ball of energy, always raring to go. She was surprisingly open to quiet moments, too. I needed one now as I buried my face in her hair. “What are we going to do?”

      She patted my back. “Protect her, like we always do.”

      “And how are we going to do that?”

      “I don’t know yet.” She leaned into the hug a bit longer and then eased back. “Let’s sit. You can tell me about these men.”

      I followed her to the daybed we’d purchased from Restoration Hardware at the beginning of summer. I would have to store it for the season soon, but we could enjoy it today, which was nice because we both loved it. I rolled in first and brought her with me, waiting until her chin landed on my chest before speaking.

      “Brett Cavendish,” I volunteered. “He’s one of the big wigs with the council. He’s the youngest member, which means he ascended fast. He’s the yardstick my father measures me against.”

      Zoe narrowed her blue eyes. “Would you like me to find a bigger stick to beat him with?”

      I couldn’t contain myself and barked out a laugh. “I don’t think that will be necessary.”

      “I’ll do it.” She always knew how to lighten my mood. We were a good fit, in every possible way. I think part of me knew from the start that she was the one thing that would always make me happy. I’d almost lost her, and when I got her back I’d promised myself (and her) that it would never happen again. That meant putting her ahead of everything (and everyone, for that matter) else. It was a relief when that happened, because I no longer felt as if I had split loyalties. Then, when Sami came along, we made another vow to each other. We put her first. We were a unit no matter what, and that would never change.

      “I could even drop a building on him if you want,” she offered.

      I wrinkled my nose and rubbed it against her soft skin. “I’m okay. It probably sounded like I was feeling sorry for myself, but that’s not the case. I just … I wish my father would get it through his head that I’m not coming back. I don’t see why he can’t just accept who I am and be happy with it.”

      “I’m happy with it,” Zoe offered, causing my grin to widen because she was purposely being flirty. “That’s the most important thing. As for your father … I can beat him up if you want. I’m stronger than I look.”

      “You’re the strongest.” I rolled her so she was completely on top of me and I could hold her close. “I love you, Trouble.” I kissed the top of her head. “I know you’re trying to figure out how to make me feel better, but that’s really not necessary. Cavendish is a tool. He’s not a concern … other than the fact that he might be aware of what Sami did this afternoon.”

      It was obvious the notion hadn’t occurred to Zoe, because her forehead wrinkled as she lifted her head and stared into the house. “If he comes after her, I’ll kill him.”

      Anyone who didn’t know her would’ve laughed. I’d seen what she could do, though, and recognized it wasn’t an idle threat. “I don’t think he’ll come after us, at least not the way you mean. Trust me. He’s a purist. He thinks wolves are the strongest creatures out there. Still, he either thinks I magically found my way to the spot on my own or that Sami led me. Both possibilities could lead to issues.”

      “Right.” Zoe rolled to a sitting position on my stomach, her hands pressed against my chest. “Tell me about the missing guy.”

      “I don’t have much information. I know things in a very vague way. I mean … he’s Franklin Horton. He’s several years older than me and supposed to be the best hunter in the pack.”

      “With a gun or claws?” Zoe asked.

      “Does it matter?”

      “Yes. I’m more afraid of guns than claws, because people can hide behind trees and in ditches and fire a gun without us seeing them. If someone comes after me with claws I figure I’ll have plenty of time to protect myself.”

      It was an interesting point and I shifted to stare at the perimeter of the property. Early on, I’d erected a fence to keep others out. In the process, I recognized I was keeping Zoe locked in. Even after we realized she was pregnant it was important not to segregate her from the rest of the world. Still, there were times I thought about re-erecting the fence to keep my child safe.

      As if reading my mind, Zoe forced a tight-lipped smile. “If you want to put up the fence because you’re worried some great hunter is out there, it’s okay.”

      “No.” I was adamant when I shook my head and stroked my hand over her hair. She would give of herself to make me feel better. I would do the same for her. It was best for both of us if we straddled a certain line, and I had no intention of breaking from that tradition now … especially if I had no cause. “We don’t know what’s going on. Heck, he could’ve had a hot date.”

      “You said there was blood on the ground.”

      “There was. We don’t know it belonged to him.”

      “What are the odds it didn’t?” She was oddly pragmatic on certain matters. “I mean … it seems like a strange coincidence for the blood to belong to someone else.”

      She wasn’t wrong. “I don’t know.” I exhaled heavily and stroked my chin. “I would’ve liked to stay out there longer and take a look around, but I couldn’t because I had Sami.”

      “Well, isn’t it convenient that we have a babysitter staying with us tonight,” she intoned, her lips curving. “Your father will be here, and he likes to dote on Sami.”

      “My father would die for her,” I acknowledged. “I’m not sure I’m okay leaving her alone with him when I feel this unsettled.”

      “So, we’ll put up the fence.” She was blasé as her eyes landed on the woody expanse that stretched out beyond our property. “While we’re gone, we’ll put up the fence. If there is something out there, we’ll be able to fight it. I’m sure we’ve taken on stronger foes before. While we’re searching, we can rest assured that no one can get past the fence.”

      “Are you sure?”

      She nodded without hesitation. “If Sami is in trouble, I’ll know.” She seemed sure that was true, so it made me feel more at ease.

      “Okay. We’ll wait for my father to arrive, have dinner and then take a walk.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” She turned her pretty smile back to me. “Wait … you don’t expect me to cook, do you?”

      It was a running joke in our house. The only thing Zoe could cook up was trouble. “Perish the thought.”

      “We should order something delivered. I’m in the mood for pasta.”

      “No garlic,” I warned. “I have plans for you later.”

      “Would the garlic really stop you?”

      She had a point.

      

      “WE SHOULDN’T BE GONE LONG,” I announced after dinner, shoving the dirty plates into the dishwasher as Sami sat at the counter, her gaze bouncing between Zoe and me.

      “I don’t understand.” Sami was hesitant as she unwrapped a cupcake. Zoe ordered an entire tray of them to be delivered, and I couldn’t help but wonder if she did it because she knew Sami loved chocolate or because she wanted my father to have to deal with a sugared-up Sami in our absence.

      “We’re going out to look for the missing man,” Zoe volunteered, taking me by surprise. I was trying to concoct a believable lie, but she went straight for the truth and didn’t back down. “While we’re gone, your grandfather will be with you – and we’re putting up the fence.”

      Dad’s eyebrows hopped. “You’re putting up the fence?”

      “That’s what I said.” Zoe met his gaze. “Don’t let anyone in while we’re gone. I don’t care if you think you know them … and that includes this Franklin Horton guy.”

      Dad scowled. “I think I’m capable of recognizing the difference between friend and foe.”

      “No one,” I stressed, firm. “Until we know what’s happening here, I want my kid safe. If you can’t promise to make that happen … .” I left the statement hanging.

      “She’s my granddaughter.” Dad was obviously affronted, but I didn’t back down. “I’ll take care of her.”

      “Great.” I forced a smile for Sami’s benefit even though residual anger from the ambush this afternoon lingered. “While you’re at it, can you forward what you have on Franklin to my cell phone? I’ll go through it while we’re searching.”

      “Franklin is a good man.”

      “He may be. Right now he’s also a potential danger to my child. Forward the information to me.”

      Dad waited a beat and then nodded, stiff. “Fine. I’m only doing this because it’s what’s best for Sami. Before I leave, you and I really need to have a talk.”

      I was expecting this. “I couldn’t agree more.”

      

      DAD KEPT A FIRM HOLD on Sami’s hand as we crossed the perimeter. We raised the fence, smiled as if we were about to hop on a rollercoaster and encouraged Sami to wave at us. The look on our daughter’s face was dour, though, and if we thought the act we’d been putting on for the better part of the afternoon had worked, we were sadly mistaken.

      “We’ll be back soon, Sami,” Zoe promised. “While we’re gone, why don’t you show your grandfather what happens when you eat three s’mores and two KitKats?”

      A reluctant smile tugged at the corners of Sami’s mouth. “I’m not supposed to eat that much sugar after dark.”

      “It’s a special occasion.”

      A quick glance at my father told me he knew exactly what Zoe was doing. His resigned expression caused me to bite off a laugh and wave.

      “We won’t be gone long,” I called out. “Show Grandpa your tumbling, too. He’ll be impressed. Actually, make him practice with you. Your grandfather is a world-class tumbler.”

      Officially intrigued, Sami stared up at him. “I didn’t know that.”

      “That’s because your father is making it up to punish me,” Dad said.

      “I still think we should try.”

      The last thing I saw before disappearing into the trees was Sami tugging on his hand. He doted on her, so I knew my father would acquiesce to her demands. At least that would keep them busy for the next few hours.

      “Which way?” Zoe asked once the lights of the house diminished. She was great in a fight, murder in the kitchen and often at a loss when it came to following a map.

      I chuckled and pointed. “That way. It’s about three miles.”

      She scowled. “We should’ve driven.”

      “Then we would’ve drawn attention to ourselves.”

      “I know but … you know what we should get? They have ATV things to drive in the woods. They’re like little cars.”

      “Which also make noise and allow people to know we’re coming,” I reminded her.

      Her frown didn’t diminish. “I bet I could find a way to fix that.”

      “How?”

      “I could put a dome around the ATV. If I can do it for us when we’re walking, I can do it for an ATV. I’m serious about looking into it.”

      “And this in no way has to do with the fact that you’re lazy?”

      “I think I should be offended.”

      I gave her rear end a smooth pat. “I happen to like you lazy.”

      “I’m still offended.”

      By tacit agreement we lapsed into comfortable silence. Zoe was oddly adept in the woods. She knew how to be quiet, not alert others to her presence. It was probably a mage quality, but I’m not sure she even realized she was doing it.

      It took us almost a full hour to get close to the area where the blood was discovered. That’s where I planned to take her so she could use her magic and uncover a trail for us to follow. We didn’t make it that far, because I pulled up short when a familiar odor assailed my olfactory senses.

      Zoe didn’t have my keen sense of smell, but she’d learned to read my body language over the years, and she froze.

      I pointed toward the right and she instantly turned in that direction. I intended to get in front of her – it wasn’t a man thing as much as a love thing, mind you – but she was already on the move. She burst through the heavy brush and stopped cold when her gaze fell on a body. It was out in the open, on display … and there was blood everywhere.

      “How did you miss this?” she hissed.

      That was a good question and I didn’t have an answer. Instead of seeking one, I stayed alert and scanned the immediate area for hints of movement. Zoe moved directly toward the body and knelt.

      “So, this is Franklin Horton, huh?” She didn’t look impressed. “What do you think he’s doing here?”

      I had some bad news for her. Not only didn’t I know the answer to her question, we had another problem. “That’s not Franklin Horton,” I offered.

      She jerked her eyes to me, surprised. “It’s not?”

      “Nope.”

      “Who is it?”

      “I have no idea, although he’s clearly a wolf.” Satisfied that we were alone, I moved closer to study the body under the limited light offered by the moon. “I don’t recognize him.”

      “How long would you say he’s been dead?”

      “I don’t know. I’m not a coroner.”

      “Ballpark it for me.”

      She wasn’t going to let it go. “Since sometime this afternoon.”

      “Do you think he was out here when you were?”

      “I don’t know.” That was the truth. “We need to figure it out. If Franklin wasn’t the one hurt, it seems to me that he was the one doing the hurting.”

      “Unless they were both victims of something else.” Zoe was grim as she straightened and stared at the forest. “We should call your father so he can get a cleanup crew out here. Then I want to get home.”

      I knew what she wasn’t saying. She didn’t like being separated from Sami in instances like this. I happened to agree with her.

      “I’m on it.” I dug in my pocket. “Keep watch, okay? Don’t leave any blind spots.”

      She flashed me a wan grin and squeezed my butt. “I’ll protect you with everything I have, in case you’re worried.”

      “Ha, ha.”

      “I’m serious.”

      “I’m going to protect the crap out of you when we get home. Just you wait.”

      “That sounds like the best offer I’ve had all day.”
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      I took a moment when I woke the next morning to bask in the quiet warmth I knew would disappear the second I climbed out of bed. Zoe was warm, tucked in at my side, and making little whirring noises that told me she was still asleep.

      She sleeps hard ... and drools. She was embarrassed the first time I pointed it out, but I’ve always found it endearing. We’ve been together so long I rarely think about it now. She could practically drown me in drool and I would still be so thankful for her presence in my life I would gladly dog paddle through it.

      Thankfully, it’s not that bad … and I would never say anything that schmaltzy out loud.

      I stroked her hair to keep her quiet. It was early, and once she rose things would become more difficult. I love my wife, don’t get me wrong, but she can take a conversation from a two to a ten with minimal effort. My father was apparently worried about the same thing, because I caught a hint of movement under the door, telling me he was up and about and eager to talk. I kissed Zoe’s forehead and reluctantly extricated myself from her before grabbing a robe and draping it over my shoulders.

      I wasn’t surprised to find Dad standing in the hallway.

      “Did I wake you?” he asked.

      “Do you care if you did?” I motioned for him to move away from the bedroom and trudged toward the kitchen. “Sami isn’t up, is she?”

      “Sami is down and out,” he replied. “I checked on her. She sleeps sideways on the bed and still clutches that dog you got her when she was five. It’s kind of cute.”

      I smiled. I was familiar with the scene. “She sleeps like her mother.”

      “Most wolves would be up by now.”

      Whether he meant it as a dig or not, I took offense. “She’s eight and had a big day yesterday. Leave her alone.”

      “I’m just saying ... it must be the mage in her. The sleeping thing, I mean.”

      “Or she’s simply a girl who needs her rest.” I wasn’t in the mood for an argument with my father, but it looked as if the day was going to start that way. “Stop trying to make her something she’s not.”

      Dad balked. “I’m not!”

      “You are.” I grabbed the coffee pot and filled it with water from the tap. I was going to need the caffeine. “She’s fine the way she is.”

      “Did I say otherwise?”

      “You insinuate it quite often. I won’t have her growing up thinking she’s less than perfect simply because she’s not full wolf.”

      He opened his mouth to argue and then snapped it shut, thoughtful. “I didn’t mean to make her think that,” he said finally, resigned. “If I did ... you know I love her.”

      “I do know that.” I scooped coffee into a filter. Zoe was likely to need an extra jolt, so I added an additional scoop. “She can’t ever be what you want her to be, though. You need to love her as she is.”

      “I do.”

      “Then why did you bring the council here?” I expected to be able to hold off the conversation until it was just the two of us and there was no chance of being interrupted but I couldn’t stop myself from pressing the issue. “Why invade my territory?”

      “Your territory?” His eyebrows flew up his forehead. “This is family land I gave to you when you married. This has always been wolf territory.”

      I didn’t like his tone. “And this was land you weren’t particularly interested in,” I reminded him. “I’m the one who asked you for the land. I was willing to pay for it. I still am. If that’s an issue ... .”

      “It’s not an issue. Stop setting fires when it’s not necessary. I wanted you to have this land because you always loved it. You’ve made a fine home here. The council considering a presence in this area is a good thing ... and it’s solely because of you.”

      The mere notion of that grated. “I don’t want them here.”

      “That’s ridiculous. Why wouldn’t you want the council present in your life? I understand you lived too far away to make regular meetings before, but now ... .” He purposely left it hanging.

      “I don’t want to attend regular meetings.” I was firm as I crossed to the refrigerator. “That’s not even remotely important to me.”

      “But ... think about how it could benefit Sami. She knows almost nothing about her own heritage.”

      “She knows that she’s loved,” I fired back, leading with my building fury. “She’s not a wolf.”

      “She’s half wolf.”

      “And she’s half mage. She’s not a pack member. You’ve got to get that through your head.”

      “She could be a pack member.” My father was stubborn, I had to give him that. He had no intention of backing down. “Just because she’s not pure blood, that doesn’t mean she can’t be part of the pack. As your daughter, she has a special place in our hierarchy. Why won’t you let her enjoy that?”

      “Because I know what that will entail,” I replied without hesitation. “She won’t be able to keep up physically so she’ll always feel left behind. Some of them will look at her with suspicion because they don’t understand the mage part of her. I’m not putting her in a world where she’s not comfortable.”

      “And this is why you should’ve married a wolf,” Dad muttered under his breath.

      “Don’t push me,” I hissed, leaning closer. I wanted to shake him and yell, but that would only make matters worse. “I love Zoe. I’ve always loved her. If you think I’m sorry about the world we’ve built together, you’re wrong.”

      “I love Zoe, too.” He was calm in the face of my rage. “Do you think I don’t? She’s hard not to love ... even when she’s being impossible. I didn’t mean that the way it sounded.”

      “I know exactly how you meant it.” I surveyed the eggs, hash browns, sausage and bread on the counter and debated where to start. “Sami is going to be a remarkable person. She’s going to be more than a wolf.”

      Dad’s expression told me he thought that was an insult, but he wisely kept his opinion to himself. “We need to talk about the dead wolf you found ... and Franklin.”

      It was an abrupt shift, but I welcomed it. “Great.”

      “We definitely need to talk about it,” Zoe agreed, padding into the room. Her fuzzy pajama pants and unicorn slippers made me smile. Her hair stood on end — it always did in the morning — and her eyes were muddled with sluggish crabbiness.

      “Hello, Trouble.” I kissed her cheek. “I thought you might sleep a little longer.”

      “I smelled the coffee.” She headed straight for the pot. “Is Sami still asleep?”

      “Last time I checked,” Dad answered.

      “That’s probably good.” Zoe sipped her coffee and eyed my father contemplatively. “I don’t want her to hear me yelling at you.”

      “Oh, geez.” Dad rolled his eyes and stared at the ceiling. “Now what?”

      “Stop pushing the council on her,” Zoe replied, matter-of-fact. “I mean it. We don’t want them in her world.”

      “Why?”

      “Because they’ll try to change her.”

      “They won’t.”

      “They will.” Zoe was never one to back down, and she held strong opinions about the pack. “They’ll try to mold her into their image, put the pack before individuals. That’s not who she is, and I don’t want her to feel pressured to make decisions she doesn’t want to make.”

      “Oh, is this about what happened when you were in college?” Dad complained. “That wasn’t a big deal ... even though you insist on making it one.”

      I upended the package of sausage links into a frying pan. “We broke up over it,” I reminded him. “It was most certainly a big deal.”

      “You made up.”

      “Because I’m a benevolent soul and decided to forgive him,” Zoe countered.

      I shot her a look. “And you missed me,” I prodded.

      She grinned despite herself. “And I missed you,” she conceded, lightly patting my rear end as she crossed behind me and grabbed the hash browns. She wasn’t much of a presence in the kitchen, but even she could pour potatoes into an oiled skillet without ruining a meal.

      “It doesn’t matter why we don’t want them here.” I steered the conversation back to what was important. “It matters that we don’t want them infringing on our lives. You should be aware that if they come here I will not be attending meetings.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I enjoy spending time with my family. Wednesday is bowling night.”

      It was meant as a joke, but Dad took it seriously. “So bowl on Thursdays.”

      “That’s s’mores night,” Zoe interjected.

      “It doesn’t matter what night the meetings are held, I don’t want to be a part of them.” I met Dad’s disappointed gaze. “I’m sorry. I know this upsets you, but ... this is the life I want.” I slung an arm around Zoe’s shoulders. “That kid sleeping sideways on her bed upstairs and this woman with her hair standing on end are important to me.”

      Zoe made a face as she dragged her fingers through her hair. “You could’ve told me.”

      “Your hair is like that every morning. You should already know.”

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      Dad shook his head. “Spending time with you two is often painful. I hope you know that.”

      “We work hard to create just the right mystique,” Zoe drawled. “In fact ... .” She broke off and jerked her head to the right, her eyes finding Sami at the exact moment I realized our daughter had emerged from her upstairs bedroom. “What’s wrong?”

      Sami’s hair was a snarled mess. She wore pajamas that looked a lot like what Zoe was wearing. Her slippers, however, were wolves. “There are people outside,” she murmured.

      I abandoned the breakfast preparations and hurried to her, peering out the window. I recognized the three men standing in the backyard talking. They were part of my father’s cleanup crew. I had no idea they were still hanging around. “Sweetie ... .”

      “I thought they’d left,” Dad said, joining us. “I’ll get rid of them.”

      “Who are they?” Sami asked. “Why are they here? Did you find the missing man?”

      “No.”

      “They pick up dead bodies,” Sami pressed.

      I cocked my head to the side, curious. “How do you know that?”

      “Because I’ve seen them before. They were here a few weeks ago when Mom was lighting off fireworks in the yard. At least … that’s what you said she was doing. I knew better. I saw the bodies.”

      I knew exactly what incident she was talking about and felt sick to my stomach. Two vampires — both hungry and on the hunt for special blood — sought out our house because they could smell Zoe and Sami’s unique genetic life force from miles away. Zoe easily killed them, and their bodies disintegrated. Unfortunately, they had two human companions who needed to be dragged away after the fact. I thought Sami had been asleep during the melee. Apparently I was wrong.

      “Sweetie, um ... Mom and I found something in the woods last night.”

      “The missing man?” Her voice was flat, cold.

      “No. We still haven’t found him. We did find someone else, though, and he was dead.”

      Slowly, her eyes tracked to me. “Did you kill him?”

      “No! He was already dead.”

      “Oh.” Sami pursed her lips. “I guess it’s my fault, huh? I should’ve been able to find him. I heard stuff in my head, but it didn’t tell me about the body.”

      “It’s not your fault.” I dropped to my knees and turned her to face me. “You did so well yesterday. You took us to the spot where the blood was. We wouldn’t have found that without you.”

      “I didn’t find the dead man.”

      “I don’t think you could’ve found him. He was a bit away from the original spot ... and we don’t know what he was doing there. Heck, we don’t know how or when he died. You did your very best and I’m proud of you.”

      “You are?” Sami’s eyes widened in surprise. “Why? I didn’t do anything.”

      “You did exactly what we asked.” I scooped her up, gave her an extended hug and carried her into the kitchen. Zoe was back standing in front of the stove and watching the food, although I didn’t miss the thoughtful look on her face. “What kind of juice do you want?” I placed Sami on one of the stools so she could watch us work. “Orange or apple?”

      “Tomato.”

      I frowned. Zoe lived on tomato juice in the mornings. Sami kept trying the juice because she wanted to be like her mother ... and hating it. “How about orange juice?” I suggested. “We’ll save the faces you make when you’re drinking tomato juice for another day.”

      “Fine.” She blew out a dramatic sigh. “Why was there a different dead man in the woods?” It was an obvious question and she seemed keen for answers. “Where is the missing man?”

      “We don’t know,” Zoe answered honestly. “It’s a mystery we’re trying to figure out.”

      “Speaking of that, I have a name for the dead man,” Dad said, moving to the computer he had set up on the kitchen table. “Ralph Stewart.” He read from a document on the screen. “It says he owns a restaurant in the area. He’s a wolf, but not part of our pack.”

      I didn’t know what to make of that. “Can you find any ties between him and Horton?” I asked. “I mean ... it seems weird that Horton disappeared within a mile of where the body was found. We still don’t know where he is.”

      “Maybe he killed him,” Sami suggested. She’d grown tired of waiting for me to bring her juice and had hopped down to get it herself. Even though she initially seemed upset, she’d perked up since I’d insisted nothing that happened was her fault. I was glad for it. “Maybe he only came with the other men so he had a reason to be here that no one would ask him questions about. You know a ... a ... a ... .” She snapped her fingers to jog her memory. She had an expansive vocabulary for a kid her age, but she couldn’t always remember.

      “Alibi,” Zoe supplied, smiling at her. “You think he came with the wolf council contingent to create an alibi and then somehow took off into the woods.”

      Sami shrugged, noncommittal. “I think it’s weird that he was in the store and then he was gone out of nowhere. No one saw or heard him leave.”

      That was true, and I’d yet to ask her about the moments leading up to it. “Do you remember seeing him?”

      “Yeah. He was making faces — and not good ones — when I was showing Mike how I could do a roundhouse cartwheel.”

      Zoe’s forehead puckered. “You were tumbling in the store?”

      Sami adopted a “well, duh” expression that reminded me so much of her mother that I had to bite the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing. “Maybe.”

      “You’re not supposed to tumble in the house.”

      “I wasn’t in the house.”

      “You were inside.”

      “But not inside the house.” Sami, much like her mother, never met an argument she was willing to back away from. Sometimes it was annoying, but often it was adorable. “You never said I couldn’t tumble inside the store.”

      Zoe looked to me for help. “Tell her.”

      “Hey, you never said she couldn’t tumble inside the store,” I repeated. “That space is open. She wasn’t hurting anyone. And ... .” Zoe’s eyes narrowed, causing me to sigh. “No tumbling in the store, Sami,” I ordered. “You can only do it outside.”

      “I’ve never broken anything,” Sami complained.

      “I’m not worried about you breaking something other than your head,” Zoe shot back. “You could hit your head on the fireplace or those huge stacks of logs your father keeps in the office and really hurt yourself. I’m not trying to be mean. I have a legitimate reason for not wanting you to tumble in the house where there are a lot of sharp edges. The same goes for your father’s store.”

      “Fine.” Sami folded her arms over her chest and jutted out her lower lip. “I can’t do anything.”

      “You can drink your juice,” I suggested, my eyes flicking to Dad, who was still working on his computer. “What are you doing?”

      “I can’t find any connection between Horton and Stewart,” he replied. “I’ve been over everything I can think of. As far as I can tell, they didn’t know each other.”

      “Then why is one of them dead?” Zoe challenged. “I mean ... I guess it could’ve been a crime of passion. That was a bloody scene. It didn’t strike me as something that just happened. I think there was a true motive behind it.”

      “And what would that motive be, Zoe?” Dad queried.

      “I don’t know, Jack.” Zoe’s disdain for my father’s question was obvious. “We’re missing something. You need to dig deeper. I’m not sure what we’re dealing with, but there’s an answer evading us. We simply need to find it.”

      “Oh, well, if you say so.” Dad turned haughty. “It must be nice to know more than everyone else combined.”

      “It is,” Zoe fired back. “Being a genius is difficult but worth the effort expended.”

      This time whatever Dad grumbled under his breath was impossible to make out. That didn’t stop Zoe from poking him.

      “I heard that!”

      Is it any wonder I love her? She’s an absolute delight morning, noon and night.
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      Sami had school, and she wasn’t happy.

      “I want to stay with you.” She folded her arms over her chest and glared at Zoe and me as we dropped her in front of the oversized building’s main entrance. The school security guard — a man we were familiar with because he was a wolf — watched us deal with our petulant child, and while I couldn’t see the smile on his face I knew it was there.

      “You have to go to school.” Zoe was firm. “If you don’t learn stuff you’ll embarrass us, and that’s not good for our self-esteem.”

      I flicked my wife’s ear and shook my head. “Don’t tell her things like that,” I admonished. “You’re a very bright girl, Sami. We want you to keep learning. Besides, we’ll go to jail if you don’t attend school. Do you want that?”

      She didn’t look upset at the prospect. “Maybe,” she hedged, thoughtful. “I would have the house all to myself if you went to jail.”

      “You would be living with your grandparents if that happened,” I countered.

      She broke out in a smile. “They spoil me. I’m fine with that.”

      “My mother and father,” Zoe corrected, smirking as Sami’s smile faded. She was fond of all her grandparents, but my parents definitely spoiled her more. Zoe’s parents seemed to understand there was a line that didn’t need to be crossed. In the end, Sami would appreciate them for it. For now, she gravitated toward the indulgent set of grandparents because it benefited her.

      “Fine.” Sami let loose an exaggerated sigh. “I’ll go to school. What are you guys going to do while I’m stuck here? Oh, wait, let me guess,” she continued, her tone persnickety. “You’re going to play in the hot tub all day, aren’t you?”

      “That’s what we do on Fridays,” I countered. “We like getting coneys delivered from your favorite restaurant and eating them with our feet propped up. Your mother and I have other things to do today ... and nothing about our to-do list could be construed as fun.”

      Sami sobered. “Are you going to find the missing man?”

      “We’re going to try,” I replied, tucking a strand of Sami’s dark hair behind her ear. “Earl is over there waiting for you.” I inclined my chin toward the security guard. “You should head inside. Someone will be here to pick you up after school, so don’t get on the bus.”

      “That means you’re really worried.” Sami shook her head. “You should take me with you. You might need me.”

      “I always need you.” I kissed her forehead. “Right now I need you to go to school. We’ll catch you up on everything when we see you again.”

      “Fine. But I’m not going to like it.” She turned on her heel and stomped toward the door, causing Zoe and me to snag each other’s gazes.

      “She gets that from you,” we said at the same time and then broke into laughter. It didn’t last long. We really did have things to do. The reprieve was nice, though.

      

      MY FATHER CAME THROUGH with information on Ralph Stewart. It wasn’t much, but he’d been cited outside the same bar four times, so it was obvious that was a hangout. The bar catered to local bikers — a group I steadfastly avoided because it was often filled with shifters who preferred being on the move — but there was no doubt we would have to start there.

      So that’s what we did.

      Big Al’s Armada was one of those hole-in-the-wall places you know about but never really visit. In my younger days I might’ve been tempted by the rough exterior of the building. I liked a good brawl now and then, after all. By the time Zoe and I moved to the area, though, we were sick of fighting. We wanted peace.

      After Sami came along, the idea of brawling grew out of necessity, not boredom. I would fight if I needed to protect my family. There was no other reason to engage.

      Now it seemed that fate had other plans for us.

      “Let me do the talking,” Zoe insisted as she reached for the door. “I know how to handle bikers.”

      I snagged her by the back of the neck before she could get ahead of me. “Absolutely not. I’m doing the talking.”

      “I speak their language.”

      “I don’t think you do.”

      “But ... I do.” To those who don’t know her, Zoe looks like an angel. She’s blessed with blond hair for miles and a smile that will melt you to your core. Her eyes are big and bright, and she almost has a glow about her that might come from magic, but I choose to believe it’s simply who she is. What people don’t understand is that her looks are deceiving. There’s nothing angelic about her ... which is only one of the reasons I love her.

      “I’ll do the talking,” I insisted, linking my fingers with hers. “In fact, it would be better for us if you waited in the truck. I know you won’t do that, though, so I need you to stick close to me.”

      “I’m definitely not sitting in the truck,” she agreed. “Why would you even suggest it?”

      “Because bikers don’t have the best reputations when it comes to dealing with women.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You’re basing that on that television show with the bikers. Um ... Sons of Anarchy. That’s the one.”

      I frowned. “I don’t base my opinions on television shows. I’ve known a biker or two in my life. This place is known as a shifter stronghold ... and these are rogue shifters. They’re not part of a pack.”

      “Oh, well, maybe I’ll like them.”

      I let loose a sigh. “I doubt it. Please don’t open your mouth. I don’t want to get in a fight.”

      Zoe was blasé. “If I get in a fight, I’ll handle it. I’m more than capable of taking care of myself.”

      That’s exactly what I was afraid of.

      

      THE INSIDE OF THE BAR WAS exactly what you’d expect ... except for the twinkle lights wrapped around every post. They were red, which gave the space an ominous feeling, but they were still twinkle lights, and they seemed a random accessory to display in a biker bar.

      “Well, well, well. Look what we have here.” Someone let loose a low wolf whistle as all eyes turned to Zoe. She was out of place in this particular facility — especially with the other women in attendance wearing leather and having their goods on display — but she didn’t seem fazed as she crossed the room.

      There, in the center of everything, was a huge guy practically spilling out of a leather vest. He was big, although not all of it was due to being overweight. He was one of those men who could be muscular and chubby at the same time. It was an interesting — and yet disturbing — picture.

      “Hello, gentlemen,” I greeted them. Even though it was hazy, I made out at least fifteen bodies around the bar. Some of them clearly recognized what I was, although the who was probably less obvious. “My name is Aric Winters.”

      There was a sharp intake of breath from the corner. It sounded female, but I couldn’t be sure. I wanted to take a closer look, but sticking close to Zoe was important. She could take care of herself — there was no doubt about that — but the last thing I wanted was fifteen dead bikers and an enraged wife.

      The thing is, years before — right about the time she became pregnant with Sami — she absorbed a magical book. It briefly took her over, to the point I thought I’d lost her, but she regained control. The Archimage was still inside her. She controlled it to the best of her ability, but there were times she lost her temper. If that happened here, she would be fine. Fifteen bodies would take a lot of effort to hide, though.

      “We’re looking for information on Ralph Stewart,” I volunteered. “Word on the street is that you were tight with him.” That was a gross exaggeration. The only reason I knew to come to the bar at all was the man’s arrest record, which basically consisted of a string of drunk and disorderly and open intoxicant complaints. I had to start somewhere.

      “Word on the street, huh?” The man leveled his gaze on me. “Who is this word coming from?”

      “Various people.”

      “That’s all you’re going to tell me?”

      “That’s all I’m at liberty to say.”

      The room descended into silence, the only sound coming from the chair as the man readjusted his weight. Finally, he spoke. “My name is Al.”

      “You’re Big Al?” Zoe interjected, grinning. “It’s nice you have your own establishment.”

      “I’m a businessman at heart,” Al drawled. He seemed amused by Zoe. Her lack of fear often drew people in. “You’re a cute little thing, aren’t you?”

      The woman standing behind Al shifted from one foot to the other, clearly uncomfortable. If I had to guess, she was his girlfriend, and didn’t like Al’s overt interest in my wife.

      “I am cute,” Zoe agreed, “but I’m not one to be messed with. We’re looking for information.”

      “On Ralph?” Al arched an eyebrow. “Why do you care about him?”

      That was a sticky question. My father’s crew came in to survey the site where we’d found the body. I had no idea how they were going to handle the situation. His death would not be covered up, though. We didn’t kill him, so there was no need.

      “He’s dead.” I blurted it out because beating around the proverbial biker bush wasn’t my style.

      “What?” Al’s mouth dropped open. “What do you mean?”

      “He’s dead,” I repeated. “He was found on my property last evening. We’re trying to ascertain why he was there.”

      “How did he die?” The question came from someone in the back of the group.

      “I don’t know.” That was sort of true. There was blood on the body but I didn’t get a close look at any wounds. “The nature of the death was suspicious. That part is out of my hands now.”

      “Well, if that’s all you have ... .” Al turned haughty. “I think we’re done here.”

      I squared my shoulders, prepared to explain exactly why we weren’t even close to being finished, but Zoe took it upon herself to make things worse without as much as a glance at me.

      “We’re not done,” Zoe shot back. “We want information, and I’m positive you have it.”

      “Well, little girl, if you want information you’re going to have to work for it.” Al patted his lap. “Why don’t you sit here and we’ll talk?”

      I swear I felt every vertebra rise one at a time as I glared at the man. “Watch yourself. That’s my wife.”

      “I think she wants to trade up.”

      Zoe rolled her eyes. “Please. The only person who wants to trade up to you is a grub.”

      I slid her a sidelong look. “I don’t think that’s helpful.”

      She ignored me. “Just tell us about Ralph and we’ll be out of your hair. I don’t understand why that’s so difficult.”

      “I don’t think she’s smart enough to understand,” the woman behind Al sneered. “It must be all that blond hair.”

      “Oh, your wit astounds me,” Zoe drawled. “Why don’t you shut your trap and let the adults talk, huh? I don’t know about everyone else, but I’d really appreciate it.”

      “What did you say to me?” The woman took a threatening step in Zoe’s direction.

      I wasn’t particularly worried. Zoe had fought far worse. It seemed to me that we were a bit old for a bar fight, though. Plus, well, the place was dirty. I feared I would get hepatitis if I landed on the floor.

      “You heard me.” Zoe didn’t back down. “Shut your hole and mind your business.” Her eyes snagged with Al’s expressive orbs. “Why would Ralph be on our property? What was he doing there? Did it have something to do with the arrival of the council?”

      I couldn’t believe she blurted out the question that way. Actually, I could. She rarely thought before she spoke. Still, it was the worst thing to say. Instead of acting surprised — or even confused — Al snickered.

      “You think we care about your council?”

      I’d sniffed him out as a shifter before we came face to face. As far as I could tell, everyone in the bar was a shifter. It was a mini-pack of sorts. They understood how the official hierarchy worked and decided to branch out on their own. That made them dangerous.

      “We don’t care if you’re interested in the council.” I chose my words carefully. “Technically, they’re not our council.”

      “They’re in town to visit you,” Al pointed out. “Everyone knows about your family. You guys keep to yourselves, but we’re very much aware of your presence.”

      “Everyone knows about your kid, too,” the woman barked.

      Al glared at her. “Shirleen, zip it.”

      “Yeah, Shirleen,” Zoe echoed. “Zip it.” She was smug, something that was bound to set off alarm bells with any female shifter. My wife didn’t care about societal niceties and pecking orders. She was the only alpha that mattered as far as she was concerned.

      “It’s probably best that you don’t mention our daughter,” I warned, barely managing to keep my temper in check. “She is off limits.”

      “And if you even look at her funny, I’ll burn your bar to the ground,” Zoe warned.

      Al narrowed his eyes to dangerous slits. “You listen here, missy, this is my bar. I decide who comes in ... and who leaves with their hide still intact. If you don’t want to be on the receiving end of my wrath, you’ll watch yourself.”

      Zoe feigned a yawn. “I’m shaking in my boots.”

      A quick glance told me she was indeed wearing boots, the ones Sami loathed. “Zoe ... .” I didn’t get a chance to finish what I was going to say because Al was on his feet.

      “Get out,” he instructed, furious. “I don’t have to listen to you.”

      “We need answers.” I refused to back down despite the fact that I heard growls emanating from the poorly-lit area surrounding us. The wolves were getting into formation. I should’ve seen it coming. “All we want to know is who to talk to, the person who was closest with Ralph.”

      “And we don’t want to share that information.” Al took a threatening step toward Zoe, but she didn’t back down. “I hear you’re powerful.” His eyes flicked to me. “Both of you. But she’s supposed to be something special.”

      “She’s definitely something special,” I agreed. “You don’t want to tick her off.”

      “I’m not afraid of her.” Al sounded certain, but there was a momentary flash of worry in his eyes. He sensed too late that things were about to get out of hand.

      “You should be,” I growled.

      I expected the move. He probably thought he was fast, clever even, but Zoe’s reflexes were legendary. He reached for her as my fingers elongated as claws started stretching and I swiped out to stop him. At the same time, Zoe unleashed her magic on the wolves that were closing in, slamming them into walls.

      The sound was deafening as tables flipped and bodies sprawled to the ground. Al’s eyes widened as he took in the spectacle, but his forward momentum didn’t cease. His fingers closed over Zoe’s shirt at the same moment I grabbed his wrist and shoved him with everything I had.

      Al was bigger than me — had a good fifty pounds in his favor — but he flew across the room like a rag doll. There was a possibility that Zoe had something to do with it, but I couldn’t focus on that now. Instead, I leaped after the man and pinned him to the ground as he fruitlessly struggled against my strength.

      “Don’t ever touch my wife,” I hissed. “Not ever.”

      The only one still on her feet was Shirleen. All bravado had fled her strong shoulders, though, and she looked terrified as Zoe pinned her with a look.

      “I’m not doing anything,” Shirleen offered. “I just ... I’m not doing anything.”

      “That’s not true.” Zoe pasted a pleasant smile on her face as I pressed my forearm to Al’s windpipe to keep him stationary on the floor. “You’re going to tell me what I want to know about Ralph. That’s something.”

      “I don’t know anything about him,” Shirleen protested. “He’s not a regular member of our group. He comes and goes as he pleases.”

      “That’s the strength of our pack,” Al gritted out.

      “You know something,” Zoe pressed, taking a step forward. “Tell me and we’ll go. We’ll leave you to ... whatever it is that you do all day ... and get out of your hair.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you,” Shirleen whined. “Honestly, there’s nothing to say.”

      “There’s something.” Zoe pursed her lips. “You’re hiding something. I guess I could dig for it. By that, I mean I could use a magical shovel and sift through your brain. I’ve done it before. I hear it’s excruciating.”

      Shirleen paled. “I ... his ex-wife!” She barked out the words at the top of her lungs before Al could order her to do otherwise. “His ex-wife is local. She lives on the other side of town. She never hung with us, always chose to keep to herself. Ralph was tight with us, but she wasn’t. If you need information, she’ll have it.”

      Zoe turned serene. “Great. I’ll need her name and address. And if I find out you’re lying I’ll be back, and next time I won’t be nearly as nice.” The smile she turned in Al’s direction was evil. “Thank you for your cooperation … you big turd.”
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      The information on Stewart’s ex-wife turned out to be true. Maggie Stewart lived in a non-descript ranch house close to the woods. A small blue bicycle was parked in the driveway, indicating a child. Otherwise, the house was dark and quiet.

      “Maybe she’s at work,” Zoe suggested as she hopped out of my truck and focused on the house. “Not everyone owns their own business and can run around willy-nilly on a whim.”

      I was amused despite myself. “Willy-nilly, huh?”

      She shrugged. “You know what I mean. We both have jobs that afford us the luxury of doing what we want, when we want. Most people don’t have that option.”

      “No, they don’t,” I agreed, absently moving my hand over her back as I stared at the silent abode. “Do you want to talk about what happened at the bar?”

      She remained calm, didn’t as much as stiffen, and shot me a questioning look as I studied her profile. “I didn’t realize we were supposed to talk about what happened at the bar. Are you upset about the outcome?”

      She sounded utterly rational, which set my teeth on edge. My wife was anything but rational. “I thought we’d agreed that I would do the talking.”

      “You did the talking.”

      I scowled. “I started the talking and you finished,” I corrected. “There’s a difference.”

      “I don’t see how.”

      The real trouble with my wife is she honestly doesn’t recognize the difference. That’s what made her unbelievably frustrating ... and altogether fascinating. The woman is a mystery wrapped in a pretty bow that just happens to be made of razor wire. You could never gauge which direction she would go.

      “Zoe, they were wolves.” I chose my words carefully. The last thing I needed was an argument. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not afraid to fight with my wife. I simply prefer doing it when we’re not mired in a mystery that could lead to trouble. When it comes to a battle, I prefer smooth sailing with my significant other.

      “I know they were wolves.” There was an edge to Zoe’s tone I didn’t like. “I’ve worked with wolves before, in case you don’t remember.”

      “Oh, I remember.” My memory drifted to a huge battle right before she graduated, one that could’ve ended with either of us dead. Luckily we won, but I would never be able to forget that chapter of our lives. “I still think I should be the one who deals with wolves when they cross our paths. I’m a wolf. I know more about the politics of wolves by nature of my birth.”

      The expression she lobbed in my direction was so exaggerated it took everything I had not to burst out laughing.

      “Those weren’t regular wolves,” she pointed out.

      “I’m aware of that.”

      “They were rogue wolves ... and not fun ones like we met two years ago, the ones who were dancing naked in the woods while camping,” she said. “They were jerk wolves.”

      “They were definitely jerks,” I agreed, my lip curling with distaste when I remembered the way Al looked at my wife. “The gross dude in charge wanted to take a bite out of you.”

      She snorted. “I don’t think you have to worry about me letting anyone bite me but you.”

      “Yes, well, I can’t help myself.” I gave the back of her neck a light squeeze. “You happen to be my favorite person in the world.”

      “What about Sami?”

      “I love Sami.” I meant that with every fiber of my being. “She’s only ours temporarily, though. I mean ... she’ll always be our daughter. We’ll always be a part of her life. But once she’s an adult she’ll go her own way and find her own favorite person in the world. If she could wait until she’s thirty, that would be great.

      “You, however, will always be with me,” I continued. “We’re going to grow old together. We’re going to yell at kids to get off our lawn together. We’re going to have matching rockers and eat dinner at four in the afternoon together. You’re always going to be with me.”

      Zoe was so quiet I thought she’d lost interest in the conversation. However, when I turned to look at her, she was watching me in a way that sent shivers down my spine.

      “What?”

      “You’re my favorite person in the world, too,” she said after a beat. “That was really sweet. Sometimes I forget how romantic you are.”

      “I’m a romantic fool,” I agreed. “At least when it comes to you.”

      Impulsively, she leaned close and gave me a hug. It wasn’t particularly sexy, but it was emotional. I returned the embrace and watched her for signs of what she was feeling.

      “I love you.” She beamed at me as the words caused the weight resting on my shoulders to lighten. “I think you should let me do the talking this time. I understand women better.”

      My eyebrows drew together. “You don’t get along with women,” I challenged.

      “That’s not true. I have Kelsey and Paris in my life and get along fine with them.”

      She was referring to her two college roommates, both of whom put up with her even though they needed frequent breaks. “I have more female friends than you.”

      “You’d better not. You know I get crazy jealous about that stuff.”

      I poked her stomach and caused her to grin. “I think I should do the talking.” I meant it. “She’s a wolf. I can smell it from here. She needs to be approached in a certain manner.”

      “And you think you know that manner better than I do?”

      “Yes.” I answered without hesitation, even though I recognized it would agitate her. “You tend to say whatever comes to your mind without taking time to read a room. I think I would be better asking the questions in this particular instance.”

      “Oh, well, fine.” Zoe’s tone told me she would seek retribution later. “You’re in charge. Go get her, you big, strong wolf.”

      Ugh. She was going to be a pain about this. I just knew it. Rather than dwell on it, I strode toward the front door and knocked. At first I thought the house was empty, but my sensitive ears told me that someone was inside.

      “Mrs. Stewart,” I called out, knocking again. “My name is Aric Winters. I need to talk to you about your ex-husband.” I felt a presence and knew she was close to the door. “We mean you no harm. We simply have questions about your ex-husband and what happened to him.”

      To my utter surprise, the door flew open quickly and a tiny woman — much smaller than a normal wolf — stood in the doorway and fixed me with a hard look. She had blond hair, although it was duller than Zoe’s, and sharp green eyes. “What happened to Ralph?”

      I hadn’t considered the fact that she’d yet to be informed of his passing. “Oh, well ... .”

      “He’s dead,” Zoe blurted out, causing me to stiffen. “He was found on our property last evening. I’m sure the police will be making official notification soon. If you were his current wife instead of his ex-wife you probably already would’ve heard. Sorry for that.”

      I slid her a sidelong look that promised we would discuss her big mouth later. “Um ... .”

      Maggie sucked in a breath. “Ralph is dead? Are you sure?” She didn’t look particularly surprised or crestfallen. There was something going on behind her eyes that piqued my interest.

      “We’re sure.” I pressed my hand to the small of Zoe’s back to keep her on point. “We’d really like to talk to you.”

      Maggie lifted her nose and scented the air. “You’re a wolf.” Her eyes landed on me.

      “I am.”

      “You’re not.” Her gaze shifted to Zoe.

      “Definitely not,” Zoe agreed.

      “We’re not here to hurt you,” I offered. “We simply need information. Your ex-husband was found on my land. The only reason we found him is because we were out looking for another individual who has gone missing, Franklin Horton. We need some information.”

      This time I was certain she jolted. “Franklin?”

      Suspicion dropped over me like a heavy blanket. “Do you know him?”

      “I ... .” She looked uncertain as she gripped her hands together in front of her. “I guess you’d better come in. Talking out of turn isn’t usually my thing. but there’s something you need to know.”

      

      MAGGIE LED US TO HER clean and comfortable living room, gesturing toward a small couch that Zoe and I shared while she took the chair across from us. She looked shaken, as if she couldn’t quite wrap her mind around what was happening. I found it interesting that she was only moved to cooperate after mention of Franklin.

      “What do you want to know?” she asked as she rubbed her palms over her knees. “I’m not sure what help I can offer.”

      Zoe, proving she was more observant than she sometimes got credit for, started talking before I could form words. “How do you know Franklin?”

      “I ... what makes you think I know Franklin?”

      “Because I have eyes.” There was no edge to Zoe’s voice, which I was thankful for, and she appeared calm.

      Maggie blinked several times in rapid succession before letting loose a sigh. “I knew this would come back to haunt me.”

      “What ‘this’ are you referring to?” I cajoled gently.

      “Franklin.”

      “What about him?”

      “We were ... involved.”

      “While you were married?” Zoe asked, intrigued.

      “It’s more convoluted than that,” Maggie offered. “It’s a long story.”

      “We have time.” I leaned back on the couch and collected Zoe’s hand in an attempt to keep her in check as Maggie talked.

      “It started when we were teenagers,” she began. “We were sixteen. He was new in school. I liked him from the moment I saw him, but I never thought he would look at me.” She adopted a rueful smile. “You’re a wolf, so you know that pack females are usually taller than me. I fade into the background at gatherings. I thought it would be the same way forever, that Franklin would ignore me and that would be that.”

      “Hold up.” Zoe shifted. “Are you saying that you’re less desirable because you’re short?” She was incredulous when she turned her eyes to me. “Is that really a thing?”

      “Why are you looking at me?” I countered. “I didn’t even marry a wolf. I went for you.”

      “And I’m shorter than most of the female wolves I’ve met,” she mused, thoughtful. “Huh. I never noticed that. You should’ve told me. Wait ... is that why you keep track of how tall Sami is on that wall in your workshop?”

      Now wasn’t the time for this conversation, but I knew she wouldn’t let it go unless I answered. “I keep track of how tall Sami is growing because that’s what my father did when I was a kid. He still has a wall in his office closet that marks how tall I grew every year. It’s tradition.”

      “Oh.” Slightly mollified, Zoe shook her head and focused on Maggie. “I’m sorry. Continue with your story.”

      “Oh, may I?” Maggie rolled her eyes, but the sarcasm simply washed off Zoe. “We started dating. It took me a bit to accept that he really liked me, but he did, and we were involved for two years. Unfortunately for both of us, we went to different colleges. He went to Michigan State University because he had really good grades, and I went to Covenant College.”

      Zoe and I exchanged quick looks. That was our alma mater, but we didn’t know her. Maggie looked to be a good five years younger than Zoe if I was placing bets.

      “I’m guessing you broke up due to the separation,” Zoe prodded.

      “We made it a full two years before it got to be too much,” Maggie explained. “By then my parents were insistent on making a match, so ... it was doomed from the start.” She looked legitimately sad. “I didn’t want to lose him. I loved him. But my parents refused to even barter with his family, so he was never an option for me.”

      Zoe slowly slid her eyes to me. “I don’t understand. Barter?”

      “You know, like a dowry,” Maggie replied.

      “So ... Ralph got money for marrying you?”

      “His parents received a tract of land and my parents received status for the union,” she corrected.

      Horror flooded Zoe’s pretty features. “You have got to be kidding me.” Her eyes were accusatory when they landed on me. “You didn’t tell me that!”

      Ugh. This was not how I saw this conversation going. “It’s an antiquated practice,” I replied carefully. “Not all families participate. Mine does not ... although mostly because there’s nothing others can offer that my family needs.

      “Besides that, once I met you I knew that you were the only person I wanted,” I continued hurriedly. “My parents weren’t happy when I shut them down. They had plans to introduce me to formal courting rituals, and soon ... but I refused to participate. My father thought I would outgrow my adamant refusal to participate until he saw us together. After that, he knew it was a losing fight.”

      “I remember when word came down that you were being withdrawn from the rituals,” Maggie mused. “I was younger than you. There was a lot of whispering in small groups because it was unheard of. People were upset, thought you were being stolen from the pack. I thought you were brave.”

      I smirked. “Bravery is a necessity when living with my wife.”

      “Ha, ha,” Zoe intoned, rolling her eyes. “I still can’t believe this is a thing. If you think for a second that Sami is participating in that, well, we’re going to throw down.”

      “Oh, trust me, I know Sami will never be a part of any of that.” Zoe wasn’t the only reason for that decision. I had no intention of putting my daughter on display like a pair of shoes. “We’re not here to talk about ourselves. We’re here to talk about Maggie and Franklin.”

      “Fine.” Zoe blew out a sigh. “Continue.”

      “I ended things with Franklin because I thought it was best for him,” Maggie explained. “After a bit, I knew my parents wouldn’t back down. They allowed me to date him because they thought I would outgrow the relationship before they had to exert control.

      “They didn’t like his family. They said they were uncouth and low born,” she continued. “I didn’t care about any of that. I loved him. I even thought of fleeing the family and doing my own thing like Aric did ... but I was afraid. Ultimately I was a coward and couldn’t bring myself to run.

      “So instead I followed my parents’ orders and attended various mating parties,” she said. “I met Ralph at the third one. He seemed nice enough, if boring. There was no spark. I wasn’t afraid of him. He seemed like a nice guy who wouldn’t spend all of his time bossing me around.”

      “There’s the basis of true love,” Zoe muttered, obviously frustrated. “Did Franklin just let you go? I mean ... did he even put up a fight?”

      I knew what she was really asking. The year we’d spent apart was hell for both of us. She thought I simply walked away when I hadn’t. Once she realized we were still fighting for each other, it was easier to reconnect. I vowed the day we reconciled that she would always come first and I’d never gone back on my promise. It was hard for her to understand why Franklin didn’t do the same.

      “He did for a bit, but there was nothing he could do,” Maggie replied. “My parents talked to his parents, and he was ordered to stay away.”

      “Did he?” I was honestly curious. Had I been ordered to stay away from Zoe, I would’ve fought it. I couldn’t imagine ever giving up on her. Had she not forgiven me, accepted me back into her heart, odds were that I would still be pining for her.

      “For a long time he did.” Maggie turned wistful. “I heard he was engaged at one point. This was two years after I married Ralph. My heart still yearned for him, but it wasn’t an unhappy marriage. There was no passion, but there was no strife either.

      “Then, one day almost three years after we married, Franklin showed up out of nowhere,” she continued. “It was the eve of his wedding and he said he needed to see me before he could vow to share his life with another. He said he was miserable and wanted me back. He broke down and wept ... and that caused me to break down.”

      Something about the story niggled the back of my brain. “You were with him, weren’t you?”

      Maggie’s cheeks flooded with color. “I ... we ... .”

      “It’s okay,” Zoe supplied. “We don’t care. Franklin was obviously your true love.”

      “He was,” she agreed. “I was still married. Ralph and I were making a real go of it.”

      “You still hooked up with Franklin, didn’t you?” I wasn’t disgusted as much as suspicious. There was something lacking about the story, but I couldn’t put my finger on what.

      “I did.” Maggie bobbed her head. “We spent a glorious night together. I realized then that I still loved him and always would. But I couldn’t run away with him. I wasn’t strong enough to be cut off from my family.”

      “So, what happened?” Zoe asked.

      “I went back to my husband, and Franklin married his fiancée.”

      “That’s it?” Zoe made a face. “That can’t be the end of the story.”

      “It’s not,” Maggie agreed. “Four weeks later I found out I was pregnant. Eight months after that I gave birth to my son.”

      “Who was the father?” I asked.

      “I honestly don’t know. Ralph was fair and Franklin was dark. My son, Granger, looks a lot like Franklin.”

      My heart sank. “Does Franklin know?”

      “He didn’t for the longest time. Then, last month, he happened to be in town and saw me with Granger. One look at his face told me all I needed to know. He understood what I’d been keeping from him and freaked out. He’s with the council now, but several of the men he was with dragged him away when he tried to confront me. I haven’t seen him since.”

      “Yeah, well, he’s back,” I said. “Not only that, but your ex-husband is dead and your child’s father is missing.”
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      “Are you sure that Franklin knows Granger is his?” Zoe asked the obvious question, fidgeting. She was clearly uncomfortable with the conversation. She wasn’t the only one.

      “Sure? No. If you’d seen his face … .”

      “Did something happen to him while he was here?” I asked, my mind churning. “You said he was dragged away. Why?”

      “Because … because he was following Granger around.” Maggie turned misty. “I saw him outside the school watching from his truck. He looked … stricken. I wanted to talk to him, but Ralph was being difficult.”

      “Difficult how?”

      “Well … he knew about Franklin,” she explained. “I mean, we talked about it. The thing is, Ralph wasn’t a bad man. We simply had no spark. It took us years to talk things over, our problems, but he was in a similar situation as me and his parents insisted that our union was more important than his feelings.

      “Believe it or not, we bonded after that,” she continued. “It was never really romantic between us. We became friends, though. He was comfortable letting me do my own thing, and I felt the same about him.”

      “Does that mean you both kept lovers?” Zoe asked, confused. I was glad she asked the question because I was uncomfortable doing it myself.

      “No. I mean … I guess he could have, but that was never discussed. It was more that we both had outside interests. I joined a reading group and focused on Granger. He hung around with his own group.”

      “The motorcycle gang,” I surmised, remembering the way the members looked at one another when we pressed them on Ralph being a member.

      Maggie bobbed her head. “I wasn’t exactly a fan of the club. They call it a club, by the way. I don’t think they appreciate being referred to as a gang.”

      “We could call them motorcycle douches,” Zoe suggested, earning a stern look from me, which she promptly ignored.

      “Was Ralph involved with one of the women in the ‘club’?” I asked, something occurring to me. “I mean … you said you were friends. He might’ve decided to find romance someplace else if he wasn’t getting it from you.”

      “I honestly don’t think Ralph was the cheating sort,” she replied. “He was a good man. When we decided to divorce, there was no animosity. We even stayed friends and went to Granger’s school functions together. We simply weren’t in love.”

      “Did Ralph know about the possibility of Franklin being Granger’s father?” Zoe asked.

      “I … .” Maggie broke off, uncertain. “I want to say no, but I’m not sure that’s true. Occasionally he made jokes about how Granger didn’t look like either of us. He knew I loved someone else at one point, but he never asked questions. To my knowledge, he had no idea who Franklin even was.”

      “I think it’s possible he might’ve found out,” I countered. “Ralph is dead. Franklin is in the wind.”

      “I don’t understand what that means.”

      “Franklin came with a council contingency,” I explained. There were several men. While I was meeting with Brett Cavendish in my office, he was in the display area with the rest of the operatives. Somehow – and we’re still not certain how – he disappeared.

      “We tried looking for him in the woods,” I continued, thinking of Sami’s manifestation of power. “We found blood but not Franklin. I went back later with my wife to look closer. That’s when we found Ralph. He was dead … and it wasn’t a pleasant death.”

      Maggie gnawed on her bottom lip. “You think Franklin killed him.”

      “I think that it seems like one heckuva coincidence if he didn’t.”

      She sat in silence, blinking. For a moment I thought she was in shock. Finally, she shook her head. “No. He wouldn’t do that. He has a kind heart.”

      “He’s a wolf,” I reminded her. “I like to think I have a kind heart, too. That doesn’t mean I wouldn’t kill to protect what’s mine.”

      “He doesn’t know for sure that Granger is his,” she persisted.

      “You said that Granger looks like him,” Zoe pressed. “He probably noticed the resemblance right away. Plus, well, he could do the math.”

      “Then why wouldn’t he approach me?” Her voice cracked. “Why not ask me about him?”

      “Maybe he’s angry,” I suggested. “You kept his child from him.”

      “I still don’t know – not a hundred percent anyway – that Granger is his. He looks like Franklin, but I’ve never done a DNA test.”

      “I think you didn’t do the test because you felt it was unnecessary,” Zoe suggested, her voice soft. “I think knowing in your heart was enough. You probably figured that was the only piece of Franklin that would ever truly belong to you.”

      “Was Ralph a good father to Granger?” I asked.

      Maggie nodded. “He was a wonderful father. Granger loves him. I don’t know how I’m going to tell him what happened.”

      “How old is he?”

      “Eight. He’s in third grade.”

      “Same as Sami,” Zoe remarked.

      “Yeah.” I exhaled heavily. “I think you’re going to have to get that DNA test no matter what. Ralph is gone. Granger deserves to know where he came from. That said, Franklin is still out there. I don’t know him … or what he’s capable of.”

      “He didn’t do this.” Maggie was insistent. “He didn’t kill Ralph. There has to be another explanation.”

      “You might want to believe that, but I don’t know if it’s realistic.” I was careful when expressing myself because I didn’t want to shake her. “I don’t want to make you feel bad, but I would be furious if someone kept my child from me. In fact … there’s nothing I wouldn’t do to claim that child.”

      Zoe shot me a curious look. “Nothing?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Would you kill me to do it?”

      I worked my jaw. “I don’t like that question,” I said finally. “I always knew Sami was mine – and I would never hurt you.”

      “Still,” she pressed. “You said it yourself. The tie to a child can be fierce. If Franklin realized after the fact that he lost out on eight years of his child’s life he might’ve snapped. Maybe he confronted Ralph, thought he was the one who kept his child from him.

      “If Ralph didn’t know, it would’ve come as a shock,” she continued. “They could’ve fought. It might’ve turned bloody. There’s every chance Franklin didn’t set out to kill Ralph. It could’ve been a ‘do-or-die’ situation.”

      I pressed my lips together, contemplating. “If that’s the case, where is Franklin now?” I asked after a beat. “Did he panic after killing Ralph? Is he on the run?”

      “If he runs now, he loses whatever chance he had of getting to know Granger,” Zoe pointed out. “There’s no coming back.”

      “He didn’t do this,” Maggie insisted. “It’s not in his nature.”

      “A man’s nature will change if he thinks he’s protecting his family,” I pointed out. “Zoe is right. He won’t leave without Granger.”

      “And Granger is at school,” Zoe noted.

      I shifted my eyes to her. “Which means that Franklin is probably very close to the school. We have to get over there right now.”

      

      ZOE’S LEGS MAY BE shorter, but she burst into the elementary school a full five feet in front of me. She’d been calm when we left Maggie’s house – the woman following us to the facility – but her anxiety grew with every moment until she was practically champing at the bit.

      “I want to see Sami Winters right now,” she demanded when we stopped in front of the secretary.

      Confused, I furrowed my brow. “Granger Stewart,” I corrected. “We’re checking on Granger Stewart.”

      “Sami Winters,” Zoe corrected, shaking her head. “We’re her parents.”

      I recognized the woman behind the counter. Sarah Something-or-other. I couldn’t remember her last name. The look she shot Zoe was right out of a bad movie. “I know who you are, Mrs. Winters.”

      Zoe didn’t bother to correct her that it was “Mrs. Lake-Winters” and instead remained focused. That’s how I knew something was seriously wrong. “Sami,” she repeated. “I want to see her right now.”

      “She’s in class,” Sarah replied, forcing a serene smile on her face. I could practically read her mind. She thought Zoe was crazy. “You can wait and we can collect her once she’s out of class, but we don’t interrupt unless we have good reason.”

      “I’ll give you a good reason,” Zoe snapped, lurching forward.

      Expecting the move, I caught her around the waist and cradled her close to my chest. “You’ll have to excuse my wife. She often loses her mind.”

      Sarah didn’t as much as blink. “That tidbit has already made the rounds.”

      Before Zoe had time to respond, Maggie was through the door. “Is he here?” she asked, breathless. “Is he safe?”

      “Is who here?” Sarah asked.

      “Granger Stewart,” I responded. “We’re looking for Granger.”

      “I thought you were looking for Sami.” Sarah furrowed her brow. “I’m confused.”

      “Oh, I’m going to confuse you,” Zoe muttered under her breath, struggling against my grip. We both knew she could magically separate herself from me if she wanted it badly enough. She would never hurt me, though. I had no doubt about that.

      “We’re looking for Granger.” I was calm and offered up my flirtiest wink. Women everywhere went gooey at the knees for it … even Zoe, although she wouldn’t admit it. “His mother has some concerns and it would make her feel better if she could see him.”

      “But … your wife said you were looking for Sami,” Sarah pressed.

      “My wife is … on a sugar high,” I volunteered. “She’ll come down eventually.”

      “Uh-huh.” The look Sarah shot Zoe told me she thought otherwise. “As I said, the children are in class. We don’t interrupt unless we have no other option.”

      “Yes, well, I think we’re going to have to insist.” I managed to keep hold of Zoe despite the fact that she was fighting even harder. “If you could get the principal, I would appreciate it. We’ll deal directly with him.”

      “He doesn’t want to be disturbed.”

      “Well … .”

      “I’m going to make the biggest disturbance in the world if you don’t get him right now,” Zoe threatened. Her urgency threw me for a loop. I didn’t understand.

      “Fine.” Sarah exhaled heavily and rolled her eyes. “I’ll get him.” She stomped toward the door at the back of the office, giving me a chance to turn to Zoe so I could look her in the eyes.

      “What are you doing?” I hissed. “You’re acting like a madwoman.”

      “Sami is in trouble.”

      “We’re not here for Sami,” I reminded her. “We’re here for Granger. He’s the one in trouble.”

      “Sami is in trouble, too.” Zoe stopped fighting and sent me a beseeching look. “I’m not making it up. I feel it.” She thumped her chest for emphasis. “I swear.”

      I slid a glance toward Maggie and found her watching the scene with wide eyes. “Okay.” I released Zoe and ran my hands up and down her back. “Okay. We’ll insist on seeing Sami no matter what they say. Granger, too. I … .”

      The sound of a door opening caught my attention and I turned toward the principal’s office. I recognized the man – his name was Dan Weaver and Zoe referred to him as a milquetoast – but the expression on his face sent a chill down my spine.

      “How did you know?” Weaver asked, moving closer. “I was just about to call you.”

      “Know what?” I asked, dread pooling in my stomach.

      “That Sami is missing.”

      I wanted to wrap my hands around his neck and squeeze. Instead, I kept my voice even. “What do you mean? How is she missing?”

      “She didn’t come back from recess,” Weaver replied simply. “We didn’t notice until classes started. She managed to sneak away with another student.”

      “What student?” Zoe demanded. “Who is she with?”

      Weaver’s eyes flitted to Maggie. “Granger Stewart,” he replied, confusion etching his face. “They’re together … we don’t know why. I’ve never known them to spend time together before this.”

      I viciously swore under my breath as Zoe exploded.

      “Son of a … !”

      

      BECAUSE THE LAST PLACE ANYONE saw her was the playground, that’s where we headed. The recess monitor and principal met us on the grounds. Maggie was a mess, tears coursing down her cheeks. Zoe was mostly silent, a fact that worried me as she prowled the grounds.

      “Where was she?” I asked the young woman standing behind Weaver. She looked terrified that I was about to start pounding her in the face. My anger had teeth, but it was not directed at her.

      “She was over by the jungle gym.” The young woman’s finger shook as she pointed. “She was talking to Granger.”

      Zoe jerked up her head. “They were talking to each other?”

      She nodded. “I don’t know what they were saying. They didn’t look to be fighting. There’re a lot of kids to keep my eyes on. I don’t remember seeing them after that.”

      “So, they just took off?” I flicked my eyes to the woods surrounding the playground. When Sami first started attending the school I liked the trees. She was only half-wolf, but nature – the scents, sights and feelings – was soothing to the beast inside. Now the wilderness seemed vast. “We have to go in looking for her.”

      Zoe was already moving, Maggie close on her heels.

      “We’ll contact the authorities,” Weaver offered.

      I slowed my pace as I considered the suggestion. A “normal” parent would want the police in on the action. But Maggie and I were shifters who would fight to the death to protect our children. Zoe was something else entirely. If the police witnessed Zoe unleashing her fire and brimstone act, they might not understand.

      On the flip side, it would be suspicious if we didn’t ask for help. “Tell them we’ll be searching the woods,” I instructed, making up my mind on the fly. “There are children out there. Don’t let them get trigger-happy.”

      “I doubt they would shoot first and ask questions later in this sort of scenario.”

      “Let’s hope that’s true.”

      I turned and lowered my head so I could catch up with Zoe. She was smaller than me, but when she was determined there was no stopping her. She was a good way into the trees when I found her.

      “Hold up.” I grabbed her arm before she could increase the distance between us again. “Stop running.”

      Her eyes flashed with fury. “Don’t tell me what to do!”

      I pinned her with a dark look and waited for her to get a grip. “Are you finished?”

      “Not even close!” She jerked her arm away from me. “Our child is out here.”

      “Do you think I don’t know that? You’re going about this the wrong way. Running around in the woods with no idea which direction they headed is a mistake.”

      “Do you have a better idea?”

      “As a matter of fact, I do. You can find her the same way she found the blood.”

      Zoe stilled, realization washing over her features. “Oh.”

      “Oh,” I repeated, dragging a hand through my hair. “You’re the one who can find them, Zoe. You’re uniquely qualified for this. Use your magic.”

      Maggie hopped from one foot to the other, surprised. “Magic?”

      “Zoe is special,” I explained. “She can find the kids … and fast. Then, once we’re with them, she can handle whatever spooked them into the woods. You have no idea how powerful she is.”

      “That’s great,” Maggie said dryly. “I’ll gladly let her fight whatever we find … and die trying if need be. We don’t need her to find the kids, though.”

      I was understandably confused. “Why not?”

      She tapped the side of her nose. “I can smell them. They went this way.” She pointed deeper into the forest. “They’re not alone. I smell at least eight different trails. Some are more familiar than others. They’re in trouble.”

      I straightened, ashamed that I’d missed the obvious answer. “Lead the way.”

      “Great. Let’s go.”

      I linked my fingers with Zoe’s and dragged her with me as she fumed. I was hopeful the kids were safe. If they weren’t, whoever was chasing them would pay with blood. No matter what happened, Zoe would go on a rampage. I was prepared for it … but I was terrified for what was to come.

      Goddess pity the person who touches my child, for Zoe will have none … and she would leave only one witness to tell the tale so no one would be tempted to come after our child again. It was hardly the first time this had happened, and I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt it wouldn’t be the last.

      Things were about to get bloody.
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      I couldn’t see Sami.

      I could smell her, which was a small comfort, but I couldn’t see her.

      The fact that Zoe was starting to pick up a sense of her and felt the need to increase her pace worried me.

      “Where?” I demanded, hands on hips, and glanced between Maggie and Zoe when they slowed their pace at the same time.

      “There.” Maggie pointed toward a heavy stand of trees and started stalking in that direction. My fingers elongated and acquired dangerous claws as I moved to follow. Zoe grabbed my arm before I could move too far.

      “They’re not alone,” she replied to my unasked question. “There are people with them, surrounding them. I’m not sure how many, but we’ll have to fight.”

      She said that like it was a bad thing. “Do you think I won’t fight for my child?”

      “No. I think we’re going to have to kill for our child,” she replied simply. “You know what that means. You know the promise I made.”

      I did know. I remembered well bringing Sami home from the hospital as an infant and finding four monsters — to this day, I don’t know what they were — hiding in the bushes. They attacked when my wife was still weak and recovering, the physical trauma healed by her own hands but the mental exertion still weighing on her.

      Sami was the only mage-wolf in existence. She was coveted. Black market sellers wanted her, had plans to utilize the powers they were certain she would manifest.

      Zoe was furious that day. She unleashed so much magic I thought for sure she would knock herself out. She burned them where they stood, leaving one standing (although he was badly maimed) as a warning. Then she sent him to spread the word. She wanted people to know what would happen if they attacked our family. There were still attacks after that, but Zoe’s bloodthirsty nature made the rounds and people were terrified to go toe to toe with her.

      This would be a similar situation.

      There was a reason we had only one child. We need to focus on protecting her. We couldn’t risk our priorities being split. Sami was it for us ... and we were both fine with that. It meant we would do whatever necessary to keep her safe.

      “We’ll leave one alive,” I offered, knowing where her mind had drifted. “We’ll kill the rest.”

      “You can’t kill Franklin,” Maggie protested, her eyes going wide. “He didn’t do this. I swear ... something else is going on.”

      She was so desperate I wanted to believe her. Sami’s safety was my biggest concern, though, and I could make no promises. “If he’s innocent I’m sure we will figure it out. We need to get to the kids. That’s the most important thing.”

      Tears glistened in her eyes, but she nodded. “Just ... at least give me a chance to talk to him.”

      “We’ll do what we can,” Zoe said, pushing past me to break into the woods. “We have to get in there. We can’t wait any longer.”

      I didn’t hesitate to follow her. “Come on, Maggie,” I prodded. “We’ll figure it out.”

      

      ZOE WASN’T SLOWING and she didn’t wait for me to catch up before sliding past the last row of trees.

      We found ourselves in a small clearing, surrounded on all sides by brush and trees. At the center glowed a lone maple that had clearly stood for generations. It played host to a treehouse, and poking her head out the window of that treehouse – a good twenty feet above the ground – was Sami.

      “You’re going to be sorry,” she screeched. “When my mom and dad get here, they’re going to rip your heads off and feed them to you.”

      I shifted my eyes to the ground, where a variety of figures surrounded the tree. To my utter surprise, we were not dealing with members of the council. It was the motorcycle gang that had come to play. As for Franklin, he stood at the bottom of the ladder, his arms spread wide as he protected the area and faced off with Al and his cohorts.

      “Stay away from them,” Franklin warned, his eyes never leaving Al’s face. “I don’t want to kill you, but I will to protect these children.”

      “I don’t think you’re in a position to threaten us,” Al barked. “You’re badly outnumbered. You can’t take us all ... especially when you’re alone.”

      “He’s not alone.” Sami’s head poked back out the window. I could see movement behind her in the treehouse. If I had to guess, Granger was in there with her. They looked to be relatively well cocooned, but they wouldn’t be able to hide inside forever. “I’m here and I will set every single one of you on fire,” she raged.

      I slid my eyes to Zoe and found her smiling. “She gets that from you,” I whispered softly, only making Zoe’s grin broaden.

      “She does,” my wife agreed. “She’s won’t be the one burning things to the ground, though. At least not today.” She surveyed the scene for a moment. “I’m going to create a hole right in the center of the group. When I do, you need to offer Franklin backup while we sort this thing out.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” I leaned over and gave her a quick kiss. “Don’t play with them too long,” I admonished. “End it quickly if you can.”

      Zoe shot me a derisive look. “I have no intention of playing with them.”

      I cocked my head and arched an eyebrow, causing her to scowl. “Don’t play with them,” I repeated. “We have two children here and an explosive situation. Let’s end it fast.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” She made a dismissive gesture with her hand. “Just be ready. You’ll know when you see your opening.”

      “Wait. What about me?” Maggie stepped forward. “My son is in that treehouse, too.”

      “You have to stay with Zoe.” I was matter-of-fact. “She’s strong ... and powerful ... and will wipe the ground with them. She still needs someone to watch her back. I’m a stronger barrier for the bottom of that ladder, a bigger target. That means you have no choice but to stay with Zoe.”

      Maggie worked her jaw, clearly unhappy. Finally, she nodded. “Okay. I’ll stick with Zoe.”

      “Thank you.” I briefly ran my hand over Zoe’s back. “I’m ready when you are.”

      She nodded, grim. “Let’s do this.” Almost immediately, her arms flew into the air and she unleashed a wall of magic that ripped an opening between members of the biker gang. The power rushed out of her with a distinctive whoosh, acting as an invisible train plowing a path.

      Wolves flew end over end as the pathway opened. I didn’t look over my shoulder, instead trusting that my wife could handle herself and focusing on the true prize. I broke into a run, pumping my legs hard so I could skirt through the opening long before the wolves managed to recover. By the time Al’s gang members were on their feet, I was standing next to Franklin, my chest heaving. Zoe remained in the power position behind the group.

      “Who are you?” Franklin asked, confused.

      “I’m the mouthy one’s father,” I replied, pointing to the treehouse platform.

      “Oh. Aric Winters. I saw you briefly when we stopped at the lumberyard yesterday. I didn’t pay much attention. I apologize for that.”

      He was polite. I had to give him that. “Yes, well ... may I ask what you’re doing out here?”

      “Protecting my son.” Franklin’s mouth firmed as he glared at Al. “I won’t let anything happen to him. I haven’t been around his entire life. I won’t let that continue.”

      Up until this very moment I couldn’t be sure Franklin knew the truth. I had a hunch, but the confirmation relieved considerable weight from my shoulders. “I think Maggie will make sure that happens. But ... did you kill Ralph?”

      He studied me for a long beat before finally nodding. “I thought he was purposely keeping my son from me. I confronted him. We argued in the woods and he threatened that he would never let me take his son away from him.

      “I wasn’t expecting a fight,” he continued. “I thought we would be able to work past it. Instead ... well ... he attacked. That’s what happened at your lumberyard. If you want me to pay for any damages, I will.”

      I furrowed my brow. “No one mentioned a fight.”

      “It was in the woods, away from the building. I contacted him before I came to town, told him I wanted to talk. He agreed to meet me by your facility. I thought we would talk and at least try to work things out.”

      There were a few holes in that story. “You thought he would simply accept everyone in the pack finding out he wasn’t Granger’s father?”

      Franklin shook his head. “No, but ... he and Maggie were divorced. They weren’t together any longer. Besides, he wasn’t part of the official pack. He left when he filed for divorce – although I happen to believe he emotionally separated himself from the hierarchy years before – because the council threatened him if he went through with the separation.”

      I was confused. “Wait ... they threatened him with what when talk of the separation arose?”

      “Banishment.”

      Honestly, banishment was worse than voluntary separation from the pack. I shouldn’t have been surprised that the pack elders were jerks when it came to Ralph’s and Maggie’s private lives, but the news still jolted. “Seriously, why can’t they mind their own business?”

      “My thoughts exactly.” Franklin’s eyes shifted to Maggie, who stood close to Zoe and watched the interaction. “She looks good.”

      I was amused despite the situation. “Don’t get all squirrelly. She’s always loved you. She told us that herself. I think assuming Granger was yours somehow kept her sane throughout the years. By the way, you’re still going to want a DNA test. Just because he looks like you ... .”

      “It doesn’t matter. She’s all I’ve ever wanted.” Franklin turned misty. “You probably don’t get that because you’re revered by the pack, but it’s hell when they want to keep you from the person you love.”

      “I do get that.” I meant it. “My wife isn’t a wolf.”

      “I know. I heard all about her on the ride here.”

      I was pretty sure I didn’t want to hear what was said about Zoe. It would only enrage me. “I don’t suppose you know how my kid ended up with your kid, do you?” I asked, changing the subject.

      “Actually, I had no idea she was yours until she started spewing threats,” he admitted, rubbing his stubbled chin. “I mean ... I saw her at your store yesterday. She made me laugh with the tumbling ... and telling stories about her parents making her go to bed early so they could do stuff in the hot tub together.”

      I frowned. “That kid has a huge mouth. She gets it from her mother.”

      Franklin chuckled despite the tense situation. “I don’t think that kid had a chance to be demure because she got a double dose of mouthiness. I knew Granger was in trouble. I figured after what happened with Ralph that it was only a matter of time. I wanted to talk to him at the school, but it was already too late. Al was coming ... and I knew I had to get him away. Sami insisted on coming, and I had no choice but to take her because she wouldn’t shut up.”

      Yup. That sounded exactly like my daughter. “Well ... we’ll talk about it later. For now, we have to deal with Big Al and whatever he’s got planned.” I narrowed my eyes as they snagged with Al’s furious orbs. “Hey, big guy,” I called out. “I think you left some things out when we talked earlier.”

      The huge man issued a growl that made me think of a bear.

      “You’re going to have to talk clearer,” Sami bellowed from above. “We can’t make out the words when you mumble like that, you big oaf. Use your words!”

      I tilted my head and looked up. Sami, perhaps sensing my eyes on her, made eye contact. When she realized I was directly beneath her, she made a theatrical gasp sound and clutched at the spot over her heart.

      “I’m so glad you’re here, Daddy,” she announced. “I was terrified without you. I haven’t been able to stop crying.”

      Her eyes were completely dry. “You’re in big trouble,” I countered, firm. “We’ll talk about it when this is over. For now, stick your head back in there and keep quiet.”

      Sami balked. “It’s not my fault,” she shot back. “Bad things were going to happen. You told me to follow my gut.”

      “I’m pretty sure I didn’t mean this,” I yelled back.

      “You didn’t say you didn’t mean this. It’s unfair for you to ground me because I didn’t know.”

      “We’ll talk about it later,” I growled, meeting Al’s challenging gaze. “What?”

      “Your daughter is cute,” he enthused. “She’s got a mouth like her mother.”

      “I told you,” I yelled to Zoe, my voice cutting a swath through a bevy of frustrated people. “She’s just like you.”

      “Oh, stuff it,” Zoe supplied. “We have bigger things to focus on.”

      Even though he had to be aware I wasn’t alone before she spoke, Al swiveled slowly to meet my wife’s terrifying gaze. I mean ... I love her. I would die for her. I enjoy doting on her. She can shrivel the testicles of men the world over with one glance, though, and that’s the look she bestowed on Al now.

      “I think it’s cute that you bring your wife to fight with the stronger gender,” Al drawled.

      I knew exactly what he was doing. “Yeah? I think it’s less than cute that you’re out here terrifying children. Why are you doing this? What do you want from Granger?”

      “Perhaps we’re simply protecting him because his father would’ve wished it,” Al sneered. “Have you ever thought of that?”

      “My ass,” Zoe countered. “You want something specific from him.” She narrowed her eyes to slits and I knew exactly what she was doing. Al, obviously, was too stupid to realize she was invading his mind. He remained haughty ... right up to the moment Zoe’s icy magic slammed into the forefront of his brain.

      “What’s that ... ?” Al staggered as he fought to remain upright, his hands immediately going for his temples. “What is that?”

      “What is she doing?” Franklin asked, confused.

      “She’s trying to figure out why they’re here,” I replied, my eyes never leaving the murmuring wolves. They were confused … and ready to pounce. “She can read minds if she puts a bit of effort into it.” The momentary distraction gave me a moment to study the treehouse. Sami, her expression defiant, continued to stare out the window as she waited for the fireworks to begin. “Sami, come down here,” I ordered.

      She slowly moved her gaze back to me. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” She didn’t look keen on leaving the safety of the treehouse. “I think it’s better if we stay up here.”

      “And I think you should come down here,” I stressed. “Bring Granger with you. We might need to run.”

      Sami made a face that was right out of her mother’s répertoire. “We’re not going to run. Mom is here. She’s going to kick their ... .”

      I cut her off with a dark look. “Young lady, I said to come down here right now. Bring your friend. I’m not messing around.”

      Sami blew out a sigh, the sound long and drawn out. “Fine. But I demand an appeal if you try to ground me. This is not my fault.”

      “We’ll talk about it when you get down here.”

      “How does she even know what an appeal is?” Franklin asked. “She’s like ... six.”

      “Eight,” Sami barked from inside the treehouse, causing me to smirk.

      “She’s half wolf,” I told him. “She can hear the same as you and me.”

      “And yet she’s half ... whatever it is your wife is,” Franklin noted, his eyes moving back to Zoe as she drilled her way inside Al’s head. “Seriously, what is she doing?”

      “She’s not great at this part,” I admitted, my eyes flying up as the trapdoor above me opened to reveal Sami’s face. I opened my arms so she could drop into them, but she shook her head and reached for the ladder. “She’s better when it comes to frying people alive. The things that take finesse she struggles with. I don’t know what to tell you.”

      “Come down, Granger,” Franklin prodded, his voice easy. “I’ll protect you.”

      Granger looked uncertain. He glanced between the stranger he most likely shared DNA with and his mother, who was too far away to take him in her arms.

      “Come down, buddy,” I pressed, grabbing Sami by the waist as she swung like a monkey and curled into my arms. “We’re going to take care of you. I promise you’ll be safe.”

      “He means it,” Sami offered, giggling when I briefly tickled her. “He won’t let anything bad happen to you. He may tell your mother to ground you. He’s a bummer that way.”

      “I’m going to be a huge bummer to you if you’re not careful.” I smacked a kiss against her cheek and then swung her around so she could land on the ground. I pushed her behind me, just to be on the safe side, even though I knew Zoe had things well in hand.

      While Franklin worked to get Granger on the ground, I focused on my wife. She was concentrating ... hard. Al looked as if he was in terrible pain as his knees buckled. Still he struggled against her mental assault.

      “Anything?” I asked. I was genuinely curious as to why Al would go after children this way.

      “Something,” Zoe muttered, shaking her head. “I ... .” Her vision cleared as she snapped her head back and focused on me. “Oh, my ... bunch of jerks.” She stomped her foot as Al fought to recover, his eyes dazed. “I’m going to kill them all. I’m not even waiting for an explanation. This is it. Prepare to burn!”
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      As far as threats go, it was a little over the top. Funnily enough, Zoe clearly meant it, because she raised her hands and unleashed a torrent of sparkling magic in the direction of the nearest wolf without waiting to see if our enemies would react.

      I didn’t know his name. There was a chance I never would. Within seconds, the wolf was engulfed in bright red flames, screams ripping from his throat. Ever calm, Zoe never moved her eyes from Al’s face.

      “Do you see what I just did to him?” she challenged.

      Al swallowed hard and nodded.

      “That’s nothing compared to what I’m going to do to you.”

      “You tell him,” Sami barked, instinctively moving toward her mother.

      I grabbed her around the waist and hoisted her up, making sure her legs were locked around my hips before I pinned her with a dark look. “You stay here. You’re in enough trouble.”

      She batted her eyelashes and feigned tears. “I’m so happy to see you, Daddy.” She threw her arms around my neck. “I was afraid.”

      She only calls me “daddy” when she wants to get her way. Still, I was so relieved to have her in my arms I felt my resolve melting as I hugged her back. “You’re not hurt, are you?”

      She shook her head. “Mr. Horton told us to go up in the treehouse before they caught up to us. He told us, no matter what, not to come down.”

      “That was smart of him.” I rocked back and forth as Zoe stood chest to chest with Al. “You’re still in trouble. No ice cream for you tonight.”

      Sami sniffled. “That’s so unfair.”

      “Yes, well ... .” I trailed off as Al found his backbone and started arguing with my wife. This wouldn’t end well.

      “I don’t know what you think you saw ... but you’re mistaken.”

      “I’m mistaken?” Zoe’s eyebrows practically flew off her forehead. “I’m mistaken?” She turned shrill. “I don’t think so. I know what I saw. You’re moving meth in the area, and I think you’re a big piece of ... .”

      I drowned her out with a cough so Sami wouldn’t be able to hear her choice words. “Maybe a little ice cream,” I conceded when Sami stared into my eyes, a shiver of fear causing her to shudder. I spared a glance for Franklin and Granger, and found them eyeing each other with a mixture of curiosity and nervousness. They did look alike. Granger was Franklin’s mini-clone. I had no doubt they were father and son. It would take a bit for their relationship to blossom, but I had a feeling it was going to work out ... for all of them.

      “They’re cooking meth?” Maggie was incensed. “Ralph didn’t mention that. I can’t believe he would do something like that. It doesn’t sound like him.” She almost looked desperate when she glanced to Zoe for confirmation.

      Zoe wasn’t the type to take the easy route, so she told the truth. “He didn’t want to, but he was a member of the gang and he had no choice.”

      “Motorcycle club!” Al barked. “We’re a club, not a gang.”

      “You’re a douche nozzle is what you are,” she argued. “Now ... shh.” She pressed a finger to her lips. “The adults are talking. If you keep pushing me, that simply means you’re going to die faster. Is that what you want?”

      Al blanched. “I’m not afraid of you.”

      “You should be.”

      “Yeah, you should,” Sami echoed, resting her head on my shoulder as I rocked her. Exhaustion was getting the better of her again, something I recognized from the previous day.

      “Did she use magic?” I asked Franklin.

      He shrugged, keeping one eye on Granger as he focused on me. “I don’t know. She seemed adamant that we head this way. I thought I was leading our little caravan, but it turned out to be her.”

      “You didn’t pick this spot?” I was surprised.

      He shook his head. “I don’t know this area. She said to come here.”

      “How did you know that?” I asked, rubbing her back.

      “I don’t know. I heard a voice.” She sounded sleepy. “It told me to come here.”

      “What did the voice sound like?”

      “You.”

      “Me?”

      “You told me to find high ground.”

      I wasn’t magical. I didn’t understand why she heard my voice. It would make sense for her to hear Zoe, but me? It was a mystery. “Well ... you did the right thing.”

      “Does that mean I’m not grounded?”

      “No. Nice try, though.”

      “Ugh.”

      I kept my hand busy on Sami’s back as I watched Zoe continue to argue with the bikers.

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Al hissed. “You have no idea what you’re even saying.”

      “Oh, I know.” Zoe made a tsking sound as she shook her head. “I know exactly what you are and what you’ve been doing. You blackmailed Ralph into helping you.

      “Don’t get me wrong, he wasn’t perfect,” she continued. “But he loved Granger. He didn’t want to embarrass him. He also didn’t want to risk his son falling in with a bad crowd.

      “You knew that and you used it against him, especially when you found out that Granger didn’t share DNA with him,” she charged. “How did you find that out?” She grimaced as she dived back inside Al’s head, pushing hard. “Ah, here it is. Cavendish.” She flicked her eyes to me. “I don’t understand.”

      That made two of us. Although ... . “There were rumors when he started his ascent years ago that he did it through illegal means,” I offered, shifting Sami slightly as she rested her head on my shoulder. She was legitimately bone tired and ready to pass out. “I didn’t keep up on him. I didn’t care. After what happened with ... well, you know. I never looked back.” There was no need to rehash an old fight. I made a clear choice when I decided to get Zoe back. I never deviated from my track, and I wasn’t sorry I worked so hard to reclaim what mattered most.

      “You didn’t pay attention,” Zoe surmised, her eyes on Sami as I rocked her. She looked concerned. “He’s involved in this. He’s up to his nose. He ratted out Franklin’s ties to Granger, but I’m not sure why.”

      For the first time since entering the clearing, Shirleen spoke up. “He did it because Ralph had ties to a group of long-haul truckers from his former job. He managed them for a local outfit.”

      “That’s true,” Maggie offered helpfully. “He did have those ties. But I can’t imagine Ralph purposely helping with this. It sounds so ... unlike him.”

      “What if he thought he was going to lose Granger?” I asked.

      “He didn’t know.” Maggie sounded certain, but her expression told a different tale. “I’m sure he didn’t. I mean ... it would’ve crushed him to find out.”

      “Maybe that’s why he didn’t say something to you,” Zoe suggested, thoughtful. “He probably didn’t want it confirmed. He already loved Granger. Just because they didn’t have a genetic link didn’t mean he was willing to lose him.”

      “He’s mine,” Franklin snapped, causing Granger to cringe.

      “Children aren’t property,” I chided. “You have to learn to love them on their level. You have to be willing to give of yourself.”

      “Who came out here to keep them safe?” Franklin challenged. “That was me.”

      “Safety and love are two different things.” I kept my voice low. “I can tell you right now that yelling in front of a child who just lost the only father he has ever known is a bad idea. He needs time to accept what’s happening.”

      Franklin opened his mouth to argue and then snapped it shut, sliding a sidelong look in Granger’s direction. “Right. Um ... right.”

      “What’s Cavendish’s tie to this?” Zoe demanded of Shirleen, her hand raised in case Al decided to rush her. The annoyed biker was starting to regroup and looked as if he was about to make the dumbest decision of his life.

      “He gets us product,” Shirleen replied.

      “Shut up,” Al growled. “No one said you could talk.”

      “I said she could talk,” Zoe countered. “I’m in control here.”

      “No, you’re not.” Al was either stupid or a glutton for punishment. I couldn’t decide which. “You’re not in control. Women are never in control. Just because your husband allows you to run off at the mouth, that doesn’t mean I am.”

      Zoe looked to me, her expression unreadable. I knew what she was thinking.

      “Get the rest of the information out of him first,” I supplied. “We need to make sure if we’re going to take down Cavendish.”

      She looked almost disappointed.

      “Then you can fry him alive,” I offered, grinning.

      She brightened considerably. “Great!” Instead of focusing on Al, she turned to Shirleen. Obviously she knew that would drive Al bonkers, but she didn’t care. “How long has Cavendish been supplying product?”

      Shirleen shrugged. “I don’t know. At least five years.”

      “How does it work?” I asked.

      “It’s simple,” she replied. “He trucks in product once a week. Ralph got us in with one of the trucking companies, and they distribute the product around the state. Everyone gets a small piece of the pie ... although Cavendish’s slice is bigger than everyone else’s combined.”

      “I don’t get it.” Zoe turned to me. “I thought the council members were rich.”

      “Some are,” I said. “The thing is, it’s a game of politics. You need money to run. He ran hard and fast, never really building his wealth before making the run. He obviously needed an influx of cash.”

      “He won’t be able to keep his position, will he? What he’s doing isn’t allowed in wolf circles, is it?”

      “Running drugs is not allowed.” I was certain of that. “I don’t know what his punishment will be, though. It could be just a slap on the wrist.”

      Zoe’s expression told me she had no intention of letting him walk with a minor punishment. We had other things to deal with first. “Take Sami and Granger out of here,” she instructed. “Take Shirleen, too. She helped. She’s free to go.”

      I licked my lips, uncertain. “Don’t you want me to stay with you? I mean ... just in case.”

      She shook her head. “No. I want you to take Sami out of here.”

      As if on cue, Sami lifted her head. “Is it time for ice cream?”

      I chuckled. “I told you that ice cream was out of the question because you’re in trouble.”

      “But ... it’s been a terrible day,” she wheedled, batting her eyes. “I just want a little to make me feel better.”

      I was on the verge of giving in. She knew it. Zoe knew it. Most importantly, I knew it. When I looked to my wife for help, she merely smiled.

      “Get her ice cream,” she instructed.

      “I don’t think this is how punishment is supposed to work,” I grumbled. “She’s supposed to be grounded.”

      “Yeah, well, we can ground her after the ice cream.”

      “And people say I’m the softie.” I gave Al’s group a wide berth and motioned with my head for Shirleen to join us. She looked conflicted, but she was obviously a survivor, because she fell into step with me.

      “What is going on?” Al asked, furious. “Shirleen, you get your ass back here. We’re going to have a long talk about your big mouth. I just have to handle the blonde first and then it will be your turn.”

      The blonde in question was my wife. On a normal day, nothing could drag me from her side even though she was capable of taking care of herself. I knew why she sent me away, though. She didn’t want Sami to see.

      One day — and maybe not far in the future — Sami would have to kill to protect herself. For now, she could mostly remain a child. That’s what we both wanted for her.

      So, even though I didn’t want to be separated from my wife I kept to the code. “We’ll be at the school waiting for you. Don’t take too long.”

      “I won’t.” Zoe flashed a smile that didn’t make it all the way to her eyes. “I’m going to want an ice cream cone, too.”

      “I think we all will.”

      I did my best to keep my face forward as I carried Sami out of the woods. Granger was anchored between Maggie and Franklin, reunification with his mother loosening his lips. They had a long way to go as a family, but something told me they would be fine.

      Shirleen looked lost and forlorn. She sniffled when she heard a few cries in the distance, recognition that Zoe was ending her way of life briefly flashing over her features. She didn’t say anything, and I wasn’t sure how far I should push her. Finally, I gave in to my urges.

      “You’ve been given a second chance.” I kept my voice low. “Remember what my wife can do. Even if she’s not around, I can inflict my own brand of damage. What you and Al had going is not allowed, not in this area or near my child.”

      “I’m well aware,” she gritted out. “I don’t intend to make that mistake again.”

      “Good.” I shifted Sami so her head rested on my other shoulder and I could see the lines of Shirleen’s tense face. “Don’t go looking for Cavendish either. After I get my family ice cream I will be handling that situation. If you warn him ... .”

      “I won’t warn him,” she said hurriedly, her voice cracking. “Trust me. All I care about is getting away from this place. You’ll never see me again.”

      “See that I don’t. Although ... if you want to spread the word about what will happen if your compatriots keep shipping meth out of this location, that would be appreciated.”

      “Consider it done.”

      

      HOURS LATER, ZOE FOUND ME on the couch, remote control in hand as I watched Sports Center. The house was quiet, the security system engaged, and Sami was amusing herself in her room. I didn’t know if she was asleep or reading, but she wanted quiet time with Zoe before tuning out for the night, so my wife acquiesced and went with her.

      “How is she?” I asked, making room on the couch for Zoe so she could snuggle close. I grabbed the blanket from the back and wrapped it around her. Wolves run hot, but my wife is always plagued by cold feet.

      “She’s okay.” Zoe automatically rested her head in the hollow between my neck and chest. “She’s confused. She said she doesn’t understand what happened, but she’s certain she used magic. We’re going to have to start watching her. I don’t think she’s ready to manifest on a grand scale just yet ... but it’s coming.”

      I happened to agree, although the thought didn’t make me happy. “She’s a strong and graceful girl. Er, well, sometimes. That taunting thing she did from the treehouse is right out of your playbook.”

      Zoe snickered. “She has a bit of both of us in her.”

      “I guess.” I kissed her forehead. “I talked to my father, by the way. Cavendish has been taken in for questioning. He denies all the charges – although, oddly enough, he doesn’t deny telling Ralph that Franklin was coming for Granger. But that’s something for the council to worry about – and I’ve already warned my father he’s not welcome here. If he tries to invade our space ... .” I didn’t know how to finish.

      “We’ll handle it.” Zoe was blasé, unbothered by the lingering threat. “I’m not afraid of him.”

      “You haven’t met him.”

      “No,” she agreed. “You understand wolf politics better than I do, that’s for sure. I very much doubt he will come back and pick a fight, though. No matter what Shirleen said, I’m guessing she hung around long enough to deliver a message before retreating.”

      “I made it clear that’s what we wanted.” I smoothed Zoe’s hair and snuggled her close. “My father sent a team out to the clearing to clean up. He said everything was pretty much destroyed when he went out there. Apparently you did a thorough job.”

      “I’m nothing if not thorough,” she agreed, causing me to chuckle.

      Sami picked that moment to emerge from her bedroom. She wore fuzzy sleep pants and a T-shirt, and I had no doubt she would sleep a solid ten hours to recover from the day. Still, something was obviously on her mind.

      “What is it, sweetie?”

      Sami glanced between us for a moment and then focused on Zoe. “How come Granger has a new dad?”

      “Oh, well ... .” Zoe shifted, uncomfortable. “Sometimes there are mistakes ... or people get confused. Granger simply has two dads. One was his biological father. One was a different sort of father, who is now gone. That doesn’t mean his other father didn’t love him.”

      “Do I have two dads?”

      I shook my head. “You, my dear, have only me. I hope you’re okay with that.”

      To my surprise, she looked relieved. “I am. I don’t want another Dad.”

      “They why did you ask?” Zoe queried. “Don’t you think we would’ve told you if that were the case?”

      “No one told Granger.”

      “You’re not Granger ... and we’re not Granger’s parents. We’re your parents.”

      “I know.” Sami pursed her lips. “I’m glad I don’t have another dad. I kind of like the one I already have.”

      I smiled as warmth spread through me. “I feel the same way.”

      “Although, it would’ve been cool to get double the presents at Christmas,” she noted, causing Zoe to stifle a laugh. “Maybe I’ll make two Christmas lists this year just to be on the safe side. You know ... just in case.”

      I sighed. “I think one Christmas list will be enough.”

      “You never know.” Sami waved and then darted toward her room. “I’m going to start right now.”

      “It’s September,” I called after her, but she ignored me as she pounded up the steps. Slowly, very slowly, I turned to face my wife. “She gets that from you.”

      Zoe’s chuckle was flirty. “Yes, well, I might make two lists this year, too.”

      “Oddly enough, because I know what’s going to be on your lists I’m fine with that.”

      “I knew you would be.”

      “I’m good like that,” I agreed. “Now, give me a kiss and tell me about what happened in the clearing. You know it gets me going when you turn badass. I always imagine you dressed as Wonder Woman when it happens.”

      “I thought you’d never ask.”
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