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Chapter One

Fredericka Lakota slipped the polished hammered wolf pendant on the silver chain, and hung it up. Stepping back, she … frowned. She was a better artist in her head than she was in the flesh. But wasn’t that appropriate? She was better at everything in her head—even a better person—than she was in life, too.

Not a good person, but better than most people considered her. But people were like jewelry, the quality depended on what you were made of. She hadn’t come from great stock.

Not that she wasn’t pure-blooded werewolf. Any supernatural could tell that by looking at her pattern. But her parents had been rogue. Or at least her father had, she’d never known her mother.

She stepped back and looked at her ten jewelry sets. At the bottom of the black velvet display case she’d made was her logo painted in silver script: Ricka Lakota Designs.

Ricka because Fredericka was too long. In time, she supposed the nickname wouldn’t bother her.

Was her work good enough to show in a gallery?

In the morning she’d take her entire collection into Fallen, where after viewing her work, Brandon Hart, the owner of the new gallery in Fallen, would either invite her to sell her wares in the new business, or she’d be told to take a hike.

He planned to pick ten individuals’ works to display in his gallery.

However, he’d warned her in an e-mail that he’d already had two other jewelry artists make appointments and only wanted one.

She didn’t know shit about Brandon Hart—she guessed he was human. Was he even qualified to judge her work? What if he didn’t like it? Or didn’t like her? She wasn’t what anyone would call likable. Raised a rogue, always a rogue. So many supernaturals believed it. And she’d given up trying to prove people wrong.

All of a sudden she heard footsteps. The workshop located behind Holiday James’ cabin was off the beaten path. Fredericka didn’t get a lot of company, which was exactly why she liked it. The only one who’d seen her work was Holiday, who also happened to be the owner of the school. Which was another reason the interview frightened Fredericka.

Moving to the opened window, she pulled air through her nose to see who trotted through the woods toward her. Instead of picking up a scent first, she heard the rush of waterfalls. What the heck? She’d woken up in the middle of the night hearing it, too.

Then catching the scent, Fredericka hurried over to the chair where her long-sleeved shirt lay and slipped it on over her tank top.

She’d barely gotten the shirt on when Kylie, a chameleon, the rarest species of supernatural, knocked. “Fredericka?”

The door swished open. Fredericka shot in front of the display. Her shirt slipped off her shoulder but she snagged it back before Kylie’s gaze went there. “What?”

“Holiday sent me,” Kylie said. “Someone’s at the office to see you.”

“You must have misunderstood.” Fredericka stepped forward, hoping the girl would step out. No such luck.

“I don’t think so.” Kylie made an apologetic face.

Oh, please, no one had come to see Fredericka. Case in point, she’d been here six months and hadn’t had one visitor. On Parents’ Day she always found a place to hide out. The last thing she wanted was for her peers to start feeling sorry for her. That was worse than them judging her.

Kylie remained in the doorway. “Holiday said she tried to call you, but you didn’t answer. She texted me and asked me to see if you were here.”

Fredericka pulled her cell phone from her back pocket. It was out of battery again.

“Then let’s go,” Fredericka said, certain Kylie had misunderstood the reason Fredericka was being summoned, but eager to get the girl out of her private haven.

Fredericka gave another wave toward the door. Kylie leaned to the right.

“Wow! Did you make those?” The girl moved around Fredericka. She touched a necklace. Fredericka almost told her to keep her paws to herself.

“Ricka Lakota Designs,” Kylie read then looked back. “Ricka. I like that. Is that your nickname?”

“No.” Fredericka emotionally flinched. And after hearing the name from someone’s lips, she knew her next order of business was to change her logo.

“Can we go?” She motioned to the door for the second time.

“Sorry.” Kylie backed out.

Fredericka locked the door. Kylie waited to walk with her. Any other person would have skedaddled, especially after Fredericka had been so curt. But Kylie wasn’t just anyone.

Not only was she the rarest of supernaturals, who could go invisible—and yeah, Fredericka had actually seen her do it—but unlike so many of those here, she was the type who tried to see good in everyone. The poor thing had to look long and hard before she spotted any in Fredericka. Especially considering they’d had a rocky start. Like boulder-size rocky.

Kylie had taken the one guy Fredericka had thought she loved. Key word, thought. Not that Fredericka held it against Kylie now. Lucas had been the one pursuing the relationship. Fredericka had come to see that.

They started down the path. The cool breeze, scented with wet earth, whispered through the trees and brought with it the sound of rushing water again.

Fredericka stopped and glanced back in the woods. “Do you hear that?”

Kylie glanced over her shoulder. “Hear what?”

“The water.”

Kylie’s eyes widened as if Fredericka had asked something weird. “You hear the falls?”

“Yeah. Why? Is that bad or something?”

“No, it’s just…”

“Just what?” Fredericka asked.

“Usually, when you hear the falls, it’s calling you.”

“Why would it call me?” Fredericka asked.

“Normally, it’s when the death angels are trying to communicate with you.”

“Oh, I have nothing to say to them.”

“I don’t think they call you to the falls to punish you,” she said, reading Fredericka’s fear.

Fredericka’s shoulders tightened. She didn’t like being read. And she sure as hell didn’t want to be called. “Well, if they want me, they’ll have to text me.” And she hoped like hell they didn’t. The death angels were spirits who held supernaturals responsible for their actions. Fredericka had more than her share of negative checkmarks on her conduct card.

Kylie shrugged and they continued on. Before they even got past Holiday’s cabin, the girl spoke again. “Why don’t you want anyone to see your work? It’s amazing. I’d give anything to have talent like that.”

Call it stupid, but the compliment fell like soft rain on Fredericka. “How about I swap you my jewelry-making talent for the ability to go invisible?”

Kylie laughed. “It’s not nearly as cool as it seems.”

“You aren’t gonna convince me,” Fredericka said.

“Seriously,” Kylie said. “That necklace was gorgeous.”

“Thanks. I guess I’ll know for sure tomorrow.”

“What’s happening tomorrow?” Kylie sounded genuinely interested.

Fredericka didn’t have a clue why she did it, but she told her about the interview.

“Oh, you are so gonna get it!”

“I hope so,” Fredericka said, and got a buzz of excitement talking about it. Right then, she realized the reason she might not have told anyone about her work was because she didn’t have friends. Or at least, she didn’t have girlfriends. She hung out with the guys. And face it, those guys weren’t interested in her jewelry making.

Not that she needed anyone to be interested. She simply got along better with boys. Girls could be bitches.

For a while, a rumor spread around the school that she was gay. But nope. She was totally into the opposite sex. In particular, Cary.

Almost if Kylie read her mind, she asked, “So how are things with you and Mr. Cannon?

“Good,” Fredericka said, but they’d be so much better when school was out. Cary Cannon, a full were, taught history at the Academy. Only two years older than she, the guy took her breath away the first time she’d laid eyes on him. Smart and sexy. She’d never been a history fan until now.

He’d acknowledged his attraction to her, but insisted they only be friends until she graduated. The wait was killing her. Meanwhile, they met every day after school, and she’d listen to him talk about all his trips to see historic places—Paris, Rome, Egypt. If it had history, Cary had been there or wanted to go there. Someday she hoped to go with him, too.

“How good?” Kylie smiled in that way girls did when they wanted you to tell them a secret.

“We’re just friends,” Fredericka said.

“Well, think how good it will be when you move it to that next stage. You two will know everything about each other.”

“Yeah.” It hit her that while she’d gotten to know a lot about Cary, he didn’t know much about her. Not his fault. She wasn’t exactly forthcoming.

She’d almost told him yesterday about her jewelry, but had chickened out. He wasn’t like the male were students. But face it, the man got excited about pyramids, about Notre Dame. Her biggest fear was that he’d think her passion for jewelry was silly. And that was the last way she wanted him to see her.

“This is where I drop off,” Kylie said when they got to the main path, obviously going back to her cabin. Her smile came off so real and it made Fredericka wish that she could be like other girls and have close friends. The way Kylie was with her witch and vampire roommates.

“I want to hear how things go tomorrow. Good luck.”

Fredericka nodded, then instantly realized the downside of having shared her secret. If her work didn’t get accepted, everyone would know she’d failed. Why hadn’t she just kept her mouth shut?

Fredericka took off, her pace faster than it had been in the morning. With a full moon coming soon, her strength grew greater daily.

“Hey.” Kylie’s call had Fredericka glancing over her shoulder. “You may want to mention to Holiday about hearing the falls.”

“Yeah,” Fredericka said, but she wouldn’t. She wanted to forget about that.

As she got closer to the office, she wondered exactly what it was that Holiday wanted, because no one could be here to see her. But when she stepped on the front porch, she caught the trace of another were. A familiar trace.

She curled her hands into fists.

What the hell did Marissa Canzoni want? Her gaze shot back to the trail. She didn’t have to face this. Her feet were poised to swing around, when she remembered she’d stopped running from her problems a long time ago.

Bracing herself for whatever shit Marissa had dug up and the emotional backlash that seeing her would bring, she walked into Holiday’s office.

*   *   *

“Ricka.” Marissa nodded as Fredericka walked in. “Look at you. All grown up.” Thankfully, the woman didn’t appear to be about to put on some front, like jumping up and hugging her. There was no affection between them. Not that Fredericka hated her. She’d been the nicest in the long line of her father’s bitches who he’d expected to take care of Fredericka the first ten years of her life. Her father would bring them into his home, sleep with them, make house with them for a month, maybe two, and then disappear for weeks at a time. Work, he called it.

But Fredericka always wondered if deep down he’d simply been trying to get away from her. How could he not resent her? Her mother had died giving Fredericka life. Nothing like growing up knowing you’d killed your own mother—especially when you saw the grief in your father’s eyes each time he looked at you and said, “You look just like her.”

Some of her dad’s women really hated Fredericka. Like Donique, who’d left those damn scars on Fredericka’s arm. Like Shelbie, whose cruel words left scars on Fredericka’s heart. Or Karine, who simply neglected to feed her. Marissa had simply tolerated Fredericka. A far cry from feeling loved, but who needed to feel loved, as long as you weren’t abused, called terrible names, or left hungry.

“Hello, Marissa.” Fredericka moved in and sat down on the sofa in Holiday’s office. “What brings you here?” she asked, and tried not to look at Holiday—not wanting to give the fae an opportunity to read her emotions.

“It’s your father,” Marissa said. “I’m sorry, but he was killed last week.”

It felt as though her words floated around the room for several seconds before Fredericka could take them in. Even then, Fredericka sat there, not letting one pinch of emotion sneak out. It wasn’t the announcement of his death that took a bite out of her heart, but rather the time of his passing. She had always felt better believing he’d been dead these last eight years. Better than believing he’d purposely abandoned her with a pack of rogue weres.

Thankfully, Lucas Parker’s dad had taken pity on her and assigned one of his pack matrons to watch over her. Not that there had been any love there either, but the woman had never dared mistreat her, for fear of Mr. Parker’s retaliation.

“I, uhh, had a few things to give you.” Marissa held an envelope but reached into her purse and handed Fredericka a small strip of photos. The pictures felt thin, aged. Fredericka didn’t look at them—didn’t have to.

She knew exactly what they were. She’d been five and her father had taken her to a mall where there had been one of those photo booths. He’d put his money in and they’d made funny faces as the camera took their pictures. It was one of her favorite memories and it had been captured on film.

Fredericka’s breath hitched in her lungs. Just holding those images threatened to unearth her vulnerability and lack of self-worth she fought so diligently to deny.

“He loved you, Ricka. I know he didn’t show it all the time, but he carried those four photos with him forever. He never carried one photo of me, or the other women he called his own. And when he came to me these last eight years, he would always ask me, “Do you think she’s happier, there?”

Loved? He’d abandoned her.

Strangely, the most Fredericka had ever felt loved by the man was when she saw him kill Donique after she showed him the burns on her arm. But that had done a number on Fredericka, too. And she’d never told him any of the things his next bitches did to her. Then their deaths would have been on her, just like Donique’s, like her own mother’s.

“Thank you for letting me know.” Fredericka stood and shot out.

She heard Holiday call her back, but no way in hell would she turn around.

No way in hell would she cry either! She wouldn’t. Folding the pictures, she tucked them in her pocket and ran back to the workshop, determined to make another display board. One where the nickname her father had given her wouldn’t appear. If she never heard that name again, it would be too soon.

As her feet hit the hard cold earth, her thoughts echoed from her head to her heart. He’d been alive. All this time, he’d been alive. All of those birthdays, Christmases, when others clung to their families, she’d been alone. He could have been there.

“Rest in hell, Daddy,” she muttered.

She got to the workshop and dug into her pockets for the key. First the right pocket, beneath the photos. It wasn’t there. Then the left. It wasn’t there either. What the hell had she done with it?

She considered just breaking down the door, but that door didn’t belong to her. Holiday and Burnett had entrusted her with the shop. Destroying it would have been unacceptable.

She searched the ground, thinking she might have dropped it. Even got on her hands and knees. The position tugged at her inner wolf and she longed for the full moon that was less than a week away. A time when her spirit felt free of the emotional ties of the human world.

That’s when she heard it again. The rush of water cascading down.

It grew louder and louder.

“Come get the key,” a voice echoed from the sound.

She looked down the trail. The death angels had taken it? What right did they have to take something that didn’t belong to them? She stood up, her fear of the death angels shattered. Nothing but fury motivated her now.

Did they want to condemn her for how she’d turned out? Hold her responsible for her inability to trust, to let people close? For occasionally shooting life the middle finger? Where were they when she’d been young?

The anger and a shitload of resentment had her running down the path, ready to offer a little comeuppance to anyone who dared to judge her.


Chapter Two

The sound of the falls grew louder and louder. Fredericka veered off the path and let her ears and her own hostility guide her. Pushing through thick brush and low-hanging trees, thorns clung to her jeans and occasionally caught hold of her long hair. She kept hearing Marissa’s words. He loved you, Ricka.

Lie. Lie. Lie!

The rumble of the falls vibrated the ground. Suddenly the forest ended and she came to an abrupt halt. The falls stood twenty feet from her. Water roared and rushed down into a pond that looked so serene she wanted to toss a rock at it.

Tiny drops of water danced in the verdantly scented air. The trees, the plant life, they all looked … fresh. Fresh like spring, but it wasn’t spring. It couldn’t be real.

Then she felt it … an aura that she could only define as hope. Like how she felt when she was just beginning a jewelry project, when the thrill of making a new piece hit. Before she was blindsided by her own limitations.

A shadow moved behind the wall of water. She could swear it motioned her inside.

She didn’t trust it, but just to prove she wasn’t a coward, she stepped into the pond. Her breath caught when she moved but the water didn’t.

She pushed on, walked through the wall of white cascading water.

The wet coldness prickled her skin. Her hair hung limp past her shoulders, and water dripped from the dark strands. The person, or spirit, whatever it had been that had waved her inside, wasn’t anywhere to be seen. A serene quietness invaded the space.

“What do you want with me?” she yelled, hoping to prove she wasn’t afraid—or maybe that her fury outweighed her fear. Either way, she was here. Let them throw her sins at her like stones. She’d take it, and then she’d throw them back and remind them she hadn’t asked to be like this. The world had shaped and molded her into who she was.

She moved up to the rock floor, stood there and sensed the brewing of a perfect storm; the calm of this place coming face-to-face with the emotional turbulence raging inside her. He had not loved her!

The folded pictures in her pocket felt heavy like a rock.

Slipping them out, never looking at them, she ripped them into shreds.

“You want to blame someone? Blame him!”

She dropped down on her butt. Her chest ached. The hairline fractures in her heart gave way to become real cracks. Then she felt them—the tears she’d vowed not to cry. Looking at the tiny pieces of photographs in her hand, she caught one glimpse of her daddy’s smile. She threw the shredded photos into the water, wanting them and the pain to go away. To stay away.

The still water started moving in circles, slow at first, then faster. Fredericka’s breath hitched in her lungs. The wake of the water brought all the bits of papers into a little cyclone. Round and round they went until piece by piece, like a jigsaw puzzle, all those tiny bits of images came back together.

She blinked, not believing it.

Then the ebb and flow of the water brought the strip of four images back to her. Left them at her feet.

Through tears, she saw the two smiling faces staring up at her. Her father and her at their happiest moment.

Stunned and completely leery of the power it took to undo her destruction, she scooted back away from the images.

Sobs, sad little hiccups suddenly filled the alcove of rock. It took several seconds to realize that noise came from her.

A shift, a movement behind the wall of water brought her wet eyes up. Then a shape moved through the liquid divide.

Ready to kick ass and ask questions later, she got up onto her haunches. But the person emerging was the last person Fredericka would hurt. She dropped back on her butt and looked up at Holiday.

“Kylie said it was calling you,” Holiday said.

“I don’t want to talk about this.” Fredericka found just an ounce of strength to pull herself together.

The redheaded fae came and sat down beside her.

“I won’t push you to talk about anything, but … I need to tell you that you have an envelope with what looks like a couple of letters in it, waiting for you in my office. And I just want to make sure that you’re okay. You were so upset and I—”

“I’m fine. I always am.” For the first time, Fredericka looked around. As serene as the outside of the falls was, inside was even more beautiful. The sun came through the falls and cast flickering rainbows on the cavern walls. Colors danced and meshed and melded together.

“What is this place?” Fredericka asked.

Holiday looked at her. “You have Native American blood in you, don’t you?”

“Yes. Why?” Fredericka asked.

“The Native Americans used the falls for spiritual ceremonies. They considered it a private place. Very few people are called to visit. It’s believed that some descendants of those Native Americans are among the few who are called.”

“What do they want with me?”

“It’s different for every person, but … coming brings peace, or … prepares us for difficult times. It’s like a spiritual hug.”

“I have my quota of difficult times. And I don’t do a lot of hugging.” Fredericka stood up and took a step to leave.

“You forgot this.” Holiday held out the strip of images.

Fredericka’s gaze shifted to the photos of her father holding her, laughing. “I don’t want them. I’ve torn them up once.”

Holiday stared at her a little confused, then looked down at the photos.

“It put them back together.” Fredericka motioned to the water and half expected the woman to accuse of her lying. She didn’t. “Does weird shit like that happen here all the time?”

“Sometimes.”

“Too freaky for me.” Fredericka turned to leave again.

“Fredericka?” Holiday called. When she turned around, Holiday had a slight frown on her face. “You should know that … that sometimes coming here brings on some special gifts.”

“It’s not my birthday. So no thank you.”

“That doesn’t seem to matter,” the fae said.

Fredericka hesitated to ask. “What kind of gifts?”

“It’s different for everyone, but … a very common one is … is being able to communicate with spirits.”

“No.” Make that a hell no! “Tell them to keep their gifts, and their hugs. I just want to be left alone.” Fredericka ran off.

*   *   *

She went back to the workshop, only to remember she’d lost the key. Recalling the death angels had lied to her and said they’d had it, she was tempted to just break the door down. She stopped herself a second before she barreled her shoulder through the entrance. Just because she felt emotionally destroyed didn’t give her the right to destroy property that didn’t belong to her.

Her emotions still spiraling, her phone dinged with a text.

She looked at it, and muttered a curse. She’d forgotten she was supposed to meet Cary. She considered texting him back and claiming she had a headache. But no. If there was a time she needed a friend it was now. She started toward his classroom where they always met. Her heart ached and her head searched for a way to tell him what had happened. As she neared his office she envisioned his arms around her. So shoot her, she wanted … needed a hug. Not by a death angel but by a friend, a boyfriend, or at least a potential one.

Cary was in the little office in the back of the classroom on his laptop. He looked up with a big smile on his face. His emotions were so opposite of hers that it felt awkward. Or would be when she spilled her guts.

“You aren’t going to believe this.” Passion sparkled in his green eyes.

“What?” she asked, pushing her issues aside, guessing his excitement was something about history. And for the first time, she resented it just a little.

“Remember I told you that there were about five of my friends who wanted to go to Europe for six weeks but it was canceled because it was going to be too expensive? Well one girl has found a group deal and now it’s back on for the summer.”

“This summer?” she asked, trying not to sound devastated, but wasn’t this summer supposed to be about them? She waited, wondering if he was going to say: And I want you to come with me. It would be hard financially, but maybe if she got the gig at the gallery and sold …

“The flight leaves the day after school is out, so I won’t even have to miss work. Isn’t that fantastic?”

She nodded. “Yeah, that’s … I thought we were going to spend some time together this summer.”

“We will when I get back,” he said.

She pulled in air, pushing her resentment away, and nodded. This was Cary’s passion, the last thing she wanted was to become a clingy girlfriend who resented his hobbies and wanted his world to only focus on her.

Just because he wasn’t as excited as she was about moving their relationship forward, didn’t mean anything. Well, it did, and it stung, but it wasn’t a deal breaker.

Was it?

“Look at the pictures of the place she’s found for us to stay.” He pointed to his screen.

She sat down in the second chair and stared at the images of the apartment, trying to get the pictures of her dad out of her mind. Blinking again, she focused on the screen. It was just an apartment, nothing special, but she still said, “That’s nice.”

“Are you wet?” he asked, staring at her hair.

She nodded.

“How did you…?”

Her mind raced, her heart still breaking. Could she tell Cary? She wanted to, but where to start? “I … was working in the workshop when Kylie came and got me. Holiday had…”

“Workshop?” he asked. “Doing what?”

“I design and make jewelry,” she said, but the thrill of what she did felt buried beneath the grief. Hidden beneath the memories of her past. Painful recollections that she wanted to disown.

He looked confused. “You string beads?”

Ouch! “No. I … some of them might have beads, but I do it with metal and wire. I weld pieces and I use silver a lot.”

“Oh.” He looked confused. “So what does that have to do with you being wet?”

“I … was just starting at the beginning.”

“The beginning of what?”

“Of what happened.” Her chest tightened. Why did she feel insignificant right now? As if what she had to say wasn’t important.

“What happened?” He looked at her hair. “It’s not raining.”

“No, I … went to the falls.”

“The falls?” he asked. “That freaky place on the property?”

She nodded and wished this was easier.

“Why would you go there?”

“I was…” called, but she didn’t want to say it. It wasn’t important. And suddenly what was important bubbled to the surface and she swallowed to keep her tears back. “My dad died.”

Cary’s eyes widened. “I’m sorry. But wasn’t…?” He raked a hand through his hair. “I thought your dad was already dead?”

She had halfway thought that, too, but she couldn’t remember telling him. “No.”

“But you said something about growing up with Lucas’s pack, so I just thought that meant your parents were dead.”

“No,” she said. And for some crazy reason her mind and heart gathered up all the details she knew about his parents. They lived in Dallas. His dad was a professor. His mom was a part-time nurse. He had one sister and she was going to college to be an accountant. That’s when it hit. She knew these things not because he’d told her, but because she’d asked.

He hadn’t asked.

He continued to stare at her. “But you aren’t close to him, are you?”

Her sinuses stung. “I haven’t seen him in eight years.” She swallowed that pain and it lumped together with all the other knots of regret.

“So I guess it’s not … that big of a deal, huh?”

His words just sort of hung in the air, heavy. She tried to push back how hurtful those words sounded, but like the lump in her throat, it wasn’t moving.

She shot up from the chair. “It’s a bigger deal than going to Europe for six weeks.” The words almost unleashed her tears.

He stood, anger brightening his eyes. Then it faded. “I … I didn’t mean…” He brushed a few damp strands of hair off her cheek, then pulled her against his shoulder. She went, and didn’t realize how cold she was until she came against his warmth. The warmth of a were. She longed to have his arms around her. To feel comforted, to know someone cared.

“I know you’re upset. I forgive you for lashing out.”

He forgives me?

He.

Forgives.

Me?

She pulled back. “I don’t … need to be forgiven, Cary. You do.”

“What?” His eyes brightened again.

She shook her head and the reality of what they’d had these past few months—and what they hadn’t had—sank in.

“Forget it,” she said. “Forget this.” She waved a hand between them. “Forget us.” She turned to leave.

He caught her by her arm. The one with scars, and his grip was just the slightest bit too tight.

“Don’t act childish,” he said.

She felt her own eyes grow bright. “Childish?” She wanted to call him a self-absorbed, history-loving dog and to tell him to mind his paws, but she didn’t. Because that would have proved him right.

With pride, the kind that came with being a were—a were who already had shame to hide—she lifted her chin and met his eyes directly. “I tell you my dad died and you say it’s not a big deal? I came here needing … something, support or just understanding, but you obviously don’t know how to offer that.” She inhaled. “See you in class on Monday, Mr. Cannon.”


Chapter Three

The next morning Fredericka parked in front of the soon-to-be gallery. After she’d left Cary’s last night, she’d decided against coming today. She’d wanted to curl up in a little ball and forget everything. Her heart and spirit were just too broken, but at a quarter to nine this morning, her spirit raised its ugly head and refused to give up without at least trying.

Fredericka Lakota wasn’t a quitter.

She ran to the office to get another key from Holiday then ran to gather her things. When she grabbed the display board and saw her nickname, her heart took another dip. She almost didn’t bring it. Then because the black backdrop gave her work a more professional flare, she grabbed it anyway. She wasn’t going in half-ass. Screw the pain! If she let it overtake her, she’d drown in it.

If she was going—and she was—she was going in to win this, to convince Brandon Hart that she deserved a spot in his gallery.

Now, staring at the old house on Main Street, she noted the place looked a little run-down. Or maybe not so run-down as abandoned. The lawn needed cutting and the property needed something to make it look inviting, or maybe commercial. Several of the older homes on the street had been turned into shops, but this place still looked like a residence—an empty residence.

According to the flyer Holiday had given her, he planned on opening in two weeks. The guy had better get his ass in gear.

She cut her engine off. Her phone dinged with a text. At least the dang thing was still working. Reaching onto the seat where she’d left it, she read the message.

I’m sorry. Come see me, please. It was from Cary.

Her chest tightened. Should she give the guy another chance?

Her gut said no. Her heart said yes. But was her heart just lonely? Oh, hell, now wasn’t the time to think about that.

Getting out of the school’s car Holiday had been so kind as to loan to her, she reached into the backseat to pull out the small suitcase on wheels that held her display board and jewelry. Feeling nervous, she walked up to the porch. The sound of suitcase wheels bumping and rolling behind her seemed too loud, as if the whole world held its breath with her.

A cold breeze stirred her hair as she stepped up onto the porch. The door, left slightly ajar, creaked, reminding her of the sound effects for some scary movie. She inched closer. Should she knock or just walk in? Now a bit closer, she peered inside. Several glass display cases had been set up and the walls were lined with shelves—a perfect place to exhibit art. But she didn’t see Brandon Hart. Then again, she was early.

She considered going back and sitting in the car, but then after a second glance around the room she spotted a woman looking out the back window. How had she missed her? Could Brandon be a woman?

Fredericka stuck her head in a little. “Hello?”

The woman, around thirty years of age, with long sandy-blond hair, turned around so fast her hair spun in the air. Surprise widened her bright green eyes.

“I’m sorry. I’m Fredericka. I … was supposed to meet Brandon Hart here at ten? The door was open.”

The woman stood silently for several long, uncomfortable seconds before she found her voice. “That’s my brother. He … he’s in the backyard working on his art.”

“Should I come back in fifteen minutes?” Fredericka asked.

“No. Come in. I’m … Linda.”

Fredericka picked up her case and eased in, looking around as she moved. In the corner of one room were eight wind chimes hanging from the ceiling. One of the artists’, Fredericka assumed.

The chimes started moving and the soft ringing sounds filled the room.

For all the gallery lacked on the outside, the inside looked good. Fresh paint brightened the walls and the floor had been polished. The shelves against the wall appeared new. The refurbishing smells hung in the air, stinging Fredericka’s sinuses.

“Should I set up my stuff for him to see?” Fredericka motioned to the top of one of the glass display cases.

“Sure.” Linda twisted her hands together as if nervous, which didn’t make sense, since Fredericka was the one about to be judged.

A rhythmic thud came from the backyard. She couldn’t help but wonder what kind of art Brandon did and if that was him making that noise. But not wanting to come off as nosy, she pulled out her black display board and fit the small hooks into the board, then started pulling out her jewelry. As her gaze passed over the name scrawled across the bottom, she pushed the hurt aside.

While the sounds outside continued, the house grew too quiet. An awkward kind of silence thickened the air. “Your brother said he was interviewing other jewelry artists. I’m hoping he’ll appreciate my work.”

When Linda didn’t answer, Fredericka looked around. The woman was gone. But damn, she moved soundlessly. With Fredericka’s were hearing she didn’t miss much. Fighting a chill, the wind chimes started up again. The sound was almost sad.

She hung her last necklace—even rearranged the placement of one pair of earrings. Looking around to make sure Linda hadn’t returned, Fredericka inched closer to the window, wanting a peek at the man who would judge her. Her breath caught when she saw the sculpture. The wooden horse stood at least six feet tall. Carved to perfection, each dip and valley on the animal showed bone and muscle.

Then her gaze shifted to the second very nice piece of art. Only this one was flesh and blood. Standing with his back to her, the dark-haired artist wore jeans, and the faded blue denim nicely fit the lower half of his body, showcasing his own perfection.

Equally nice was the shirtless upper part of his body. He pulled the axe out of the large piece of tree trunk and brought it down again.

She admired the way his body moved, muscles rolling under light olive skin. This time however, when he pulled the axe out of the wood and swung the tool up, she saw it. The side of his torso.

Air locked in her chest as she studied his scars.

Burn marks.

She knew, because she’d stared at her own too long. He shifted his stance, and gave her a view of his profile. He bore a scar on the left side of his cheek, then another one on the left side of his forehead. They weren’t as bad as the one on his side, not puckered, just a slight discoloration, and the skin looked pulled a little tight.

All of a sudden, as if he sensed someone watching, he swung around. His eyes, blue, bright blue like a summer sky, met hers. His gaze and his frown became so intense, she felt trapped.

He snatched up a shirt hanging over a patio table and she recalled doing the same thing yesterday when she’d heard Kylie coming to the workshop.

She should have looked away, offering him a bit of privacy, but she couldn’t. Instead, she watched him slip his arms into the shirt and tackle one button at a time.

One.

Two.

Three.

He was covering that beautiful chest.

But good God, she shouldn’t be watching. Especially when he watched her watch.

It wasn’t until that last button was secured that she snapped out of it. She turned and stared instead at his art. But her gaze didn’t stay there. She glanced back at him.

There was just something … raw and feral about this guy. And it both fascinated and scared her. That was a first. She’d never found herself the least bit fascinated, or scared, of a human.

Or was he even … human?

Right then he snagged a baseball cap off the table and slipped it on, covering his forehead, and covering the pattern only supernaturals could see to identify species. With a definite frown in place and his shoulders tight as if in defense mode, he hurried inside. His pace, his intensity reminded her of a … wolf.

One about to attack. And she was his prey.

“Can … I … help you?” His voice came out deep and masculine, his frustration clear in his clipped tone. He gave the door a good swing behind him and it slammed with a whack.

She jumped. “I … I’m Fredericka Lakota.” Her voice shook, and her skin felt supersensitive, like just before a shift. What was it about this guy?

Then a better question hit. What was this guy? She lifted her gaze up to his forehead again. The hat covered it. She inhaled, trying to pick up on his scent. She got human, but … maybe something else.

He stood there for a second, his expression shifting away from anger. He gave the bib of his hat a good tug. “I’m sorry, I … completely forgot about the appointment. I do that when I’m starting a new piece.”

“No problem. I do that, too.”

He glanced at the display board standing up on his table. He eased in, offering her only the right side of his face, no doubt to keep his scars out of her line of vision.

“I’m guessing this is yours?” He motioned to her display.

“Yes.” As soon as his gaze shifted from her eyes, hers shifted back to his face, trying to see under his cap’s bib to catch a glimpse of his pattern. She even leaned in a bit.

He unexpectedly shifted his gaze back to her and caught her staring.

She glanced away, too quickly, and damn it she knew he thought she was looking at his scar. She almost wanted to explain, but what could she say, I was just checking to see if you were human? Yeah, that would go over like a fart in church.

“These are silver, right?” he asked, glancing away, but not before she saw emotion touch his eyes. She wouldn’t call it embarrassment, but it was something close. That feeling one got when they were exposed and wished they weren’t.

And damn it, but she knew that feeling so well.

“Are they silver?” he repeated.

“Yes,” she answered, flustered.

“You like wolves?” he said, quickly cutting his eyes up to her face. Was he trying to read her pattern? Before she could tell, he focused back on the jewelry.

“Sort of,” she said, now more curious.

“You use a kiln?” He didn’t look at her now. For some reason that stung.

“No, a torch.”

He nodded. “So … how much are you pricing these for?”

“I’m thinking ninety for the chain and pendant, or the whole set with the earrings for a hundred and ten.” She waited for him to tell her it was too much. That she simply gave herself way too much credit.

“You need to charge more,” he said.

Stunned, she could barely find her voice. “You think people will pay more?”

He shifted his eyes to her without moving his face. “I think you’re worth more than that.”

A breeze of pure joy whispered through her. He liked her work. On the inside she did a happy dance. On the outside she stood completely still, an odd kind of energy buzzing through her.

“Can you do custom designs if someone wants it?”

She hadn’t considered it, but she could. She nodded.

“Is this all the stock you have?”

“Right now, but I could do at least three more sets before the store opens.” That was pushing it, but damn it, she wanted this.

“Okay.”

Okay what? “Does this mean I get the gallery space?”

He hesitated. Fredericka’s heart stopped. Everyone at the school had plans, career choices, college choices. Fredericka only had her art. Was it too much to want it to mean more than just a passing hobby?

“You haven’t seen the contract yet,” he said.

“I’m sure it will be fine.” She felt herself smiling, something she didn’t do a lot of.

He turned his head to look at her. She caught a quick glimpse of his scar again, before he turned back. Her thoughts shifted from curiosity to empathy. How would she feel if she couldn’t hide her scars? If they were out there for the world to see? She’d have become a hermit. But maybe her scars were deeper than his—tied to shame and … murder.

Either way, her admiration for Brandon Hart inched up.

With half his face turned away from her, he looked from her jewelry to her. “You … you’ll have to man the store at least two days a week.”

“Weekends okay?” she asked.

He stood there as if thinking. “You work somewhere else?”

“No, I … I’m finishing up school.”

“College?” he asked.

“High school.”

“How old are you?”

“How old are you?” she countered.

He frowned ever so slightly. “I’m not applying for a job.”

“Maybe I’m just curious,” she said. And she was, and not just about his age. But about his scars and … even more about his species. Was she wrong that his scent actually had some trace of supernatural in him? If he’d take off that darn hat, she’d be able to know.

He stood there waiting as if expecting her to give in and tell him her age. She didn’t budge. The silence hung heavy. Then he caved. “I’m twenty.”

She nodded. “I’ll be eighteen next month. I got a late start in school.”

“Can you do some half days during the week?”

“I might be able to swing it.” Hopefully she could convince Holiday.

“Ten percent of sales goes to help pay for the upkeep of the gallery.”

“Sounds fair.” Her lips twitched and she realized she was still smiling.

He was still staring at her smile.

She found herself wishing he would smile. Wishing she knew his story. Hoping his story of how he’d gotten those scars wasn’t anywhere as devastating as hers.

“Follow me, Ricka, and I’ll get you the contract.” He started down the hall.

“Fredericka,” she said, her smile fading.

“You don’t look like a Fredericka. I like Ricka.”

“But I don’t,” she said, her tone serious.

He paused and looked over his right shoulder at her. “Why?”

Because the man who called me that just died last week. Because that name reminds me of the good, the bad, and the evil that came with it. “What if I called you Bran?”

“Deal.” He turned and commenced down the hall.

“What deal?” She stared at his shoulders, held tight and proud. She liked how he carried himself.

“You call me anything you want, and I’ll do the same, Ricka.”

“Okay, asshole,” she said before she could stop herself.

He laughed.

She started to tell him she hadn’t meant it to be funny, but realized she was smiling. It was his laugh. It sounded almost musical. She found herself wishing she’d seen his face when he’d done it. Damn this guy was a mystery.

She stepped a little closer, hoping to catch his scent again. Her gaze locked on the dark brown curls that hung just a little long and brushed against the collar of his light blue shirt. Practically mesmerized at how soft his hair looked, she didn’t realize he’d stopped. Or she didn’t until she walked right into him.

Her breasts came against his shoulder blades, and her hand automatically came around his waist. A spark of something sweet hit when their bodies came in contact. The kind of sweetness that made her feel small against his large frame. The kind that made her wish she’d put on a little makeup, and done something special with her hair.

Her breath caught. Attraction. But holy hell, she was attracted to a human. Or at least someone who was mostly a human.

“Sorry.” She stepped back, but not before she heard his breath catch or before she took in a nose full of air. He smelled like raw wood, like outdoors, he smelled … good.

He moved into a small office, pulled a contract out of a drawer, then dropped into a chair. His butt had barely landed when he swiveled the chair to the left, giving her his right side. Did he do it automatically? Or was he more self-conscious because he thought she’d been staring at his scars?

He pushed the paper and a pen to her. She dropped into the chair and pulled the paper closer to read it. It was simple and short.

She signed it. And filled out the request for information. And when she looked up she realized she was smiling again. I think you’re worth more than that.

His earlier words moved around in her head, leaving a trail of something sweet in their wake. Was it sad that it had meant so much?

Probably, but she’d take it.

He ran his fingers over the edge of the desk. “I guess I’ll see you in two weeks.”

Two weeks seemed like a short time for her to get three more jewelry sets made, but it suddenly seemed like too long of a time before … before seeing him again. Before peeling off the layers of Brandon Hart and discovering his secrets. And for some unknown reason, she really wanted to know his secrets.

She heard the seconds tick by on some clock close by. And with every tick marking time, the more awkward it became. Him. Her. Staring at each other.

Her phone dinged with another incoming text. She remembered Cary, but he didn’t feel so important right now.

“I look forward to working with you,” Brandon said and that sounded like a send-off.

She nodded, got up, got all the way to the door, then couldn’t help it. She looked back. This time he was the one caught staring. At her butt.

He lifted his gaze, and a touch of boy guilt—the look good guys got when they were caught checking you out—flashed in his eyes. He continued to gaze into her eyes, but he still kept his left cheek turned just so she wouldn’t see his scar. Somehow she wanted to convince him he didn’t have to hide from her.

“You need something else?” he asked.

Yeah, answers. Lots of answers.

She should leave. Go while the getting was good. But damn it. Instead, she turned completely around and faced him. “Could you use some help getting the place ready?”

He picked up the pen, clicked it once, and hesitated. “I … I don’t have the funds to pay right now.”

“I didn’t ask you to pay me.”

He still hesitated and clicked the pen one more time.

Afraid he was going to turn her down, she spoke up. “I’ll see you tomorrow around ten.” She took off feeling the buzz of excitement and clueless as to where she’d gotten the gumption to push, but somehow proud that she had.

As she stepped out of the hall, she heard the musical sound of the chimes playing.

Moving quickly, she collected her jewelry, storing it in the suitcase, fearing he was going to come out and shoot down her plan.

Finished in less than a minute, she picked up her case. The chimes were still playing. Glancing over at them, she saw them moving back and forth, yet a cold stillness seemed to fill the room. She cut her eyes up to the ceiling, thinking a vent must be pushing in cold air, but there wasn’t any vent. There wasn’t any air flowing, but the chimes shifted gently and played a song.

As she moved closer to the door, she looked back over her shoulder toward the hall leading to the other side of the house, half expecting to see his sister. She wasn’t there, but her were sixth sense said someone was watching.

“Bye,” she called out as she walked out the door.

“Later,” she heard him say.

She got into Holiday’s silver Honda, still feeling as if someone watched.

Starting the car, she put it in reverse. Her tires crunched on the gravel and she backed out of the driveway. She was putting the car in drive when she spotted Linda, Brandon’s sister, standing at the side of the house staring down at the small unkempt flower bed. Fredericka waved but Linda didn’t see her. She started forward, right as a cop car pulled into the house’s driveway.

She inched away slowly, slow enough to see the two uniformed cops walk up to Brandon’s door and knock. Slow enough to see him open the door. Slow enough to see his devastated expression.

Was Brandon Hart in some kind of trouble?


Chapter Four

“I got it.” Fredericka walked into the office to drop off the car keys before she went to work on her jewelry.

“I knew you would.” Holiday smiled.

Fredericka inhaled, not wanting to think about yesterday—about Marissa, her father, or even Cary. But from the moment she’d pulled into the parking lot, the joy she’d found at the gallery had been leaking out of her. And the pain that was her past was slowly filling her soul.

For years, she’d kept that pain buried; why did it have to rear its ugly head? Especially now, when she’d finally taken a step to building her own way in this world.

“Have you ever met Brandon Hart, the guy opening the gallery?” Fredericka dropped down in the chair.

Holiday shook her head. “No. From what I heard, he just got into town about a month ago. Why?”

“It’s just…” She didn’t want to tell Holiday she found him fascinating, because Holiday knew she’d also found Cary fascinating. “Brandon’s scent was … human, but maybe not all human.”

Holiday appeared to be surprised, and sat back in her chair. “What did his pattern tell you?”

“He wore a baseball cap.” Fredericka almost told her about the cops showing up, but was afraid Holiday would have concerns about her working with him. And Fredericka’s gut said that Brandon wasn’t bad. There were all sorts of reasons the cops could have shown up.

She just couldn’t think of one right now.

“I agreed to help him do some things around the gallery tomorrow. Is there any way, if it’s not too much trouble, I could use the car again?” Fredericka hated asking for favors. But if things went well, maybe she could afford to buy her own car soon.

“Sure.” Holiday glanced down at her desk.

Fredericka saw what she was looking at, too. A manila envelope. The one Marissa had brought with her. And just like that the pain from yesterday bubbled up inside and crowded out what was left of her recent joy.

When Holiday looked up, Fredericka shook her head. “I don’t want it.”

“But…”

“There are no buts! He left me. I was ten years old. He left with the rogue pack—no explanation, no good-bye. I woke up one day and he wasn’t there. For weeks, I waited for him to come back.” Tears filled her eyes, but she swallowed to keep them at bay. “When he didn’t, I told myself he was dead. It was easier. So as far as I’m concerned he died a long time ago.”

“I’m sorry,” she said softly and Fredericka cringed at the pity she saw in the fae’s eyes. “But I’m sure you have questions. And the answers might be in here.”

“Maybe I don’t care about the answers. It’s not going to change anything.”

“Or maybe you’re just not ready. I’ll keep this right here.” She picked up the envelope and put it in a drawer, almost as if realizing the sight of it caused Fredericka pain. “When you’re ready, you come to me.”

Fredericka stood up. She doubted she would ever be ready. She’d already grieved for her dad once, she shouldn’t have to do it again. And yet she was, wasn’t she? At least part of her was.

Except when she was at the gallery, it had been … easy not to think about it. Brandon Hart and the mystery that surrounded him was just the diversion she needed. Ten o’clock tomorrow couldn’t come fast enough.

Until then she’d have to rely on her art to offer a small reprieve. Thankfully, she didn’t have any time to waste before diving headfirst into that bit of escape. She had three jewelry sets to make.

*   *   *

Fredericka, wanting to get a jumpstart on the three sets of jewelry, had started her sketch for her next design when her phone dinged with a text. She flinched thinking it would be from Cary again. What the hell was she going to say to him? Hadn’t she already said it? Wasn’t her parting comment about seeing him in class on Monday enough to let him know she was done thinking of him as anything but her teacher?

The text wasn’t from him. Instead it was from Kylie.

Holiday told me you got the place in the gallery. Super excited for you.

Fredericka smiled. And again she considered how she’d missed out on things by not having girlfriends. Someone to share secrets with. Someone who gave a damn. Maybe someday she’d be able to do that. To let others close.

You string beads? Cary’s words about her jewelry making filled her head. She knew it was partly just about being a guy, but when she considered all the other hurtful things he’d said, it seemed more like a jerk thing than a guy thing.

I think you’re worth more than that. Brandon’s words echoed behind Cary’s. Brandon was for sure all guy—an image of him cutting wood filled her head—yet he’d managed to say something nice—something that boosted her confidence instead of knocking it down a notch. The fact that he was an artist might have given him an edge, but … Footsteps echoed in the distance.

She moved to the window she always left cracked open for just this purpose. Those footsteps were familiar. Damn. Lifting her face up to catch any scents, she identified the intruder.

A few seconds later a knock came at the workshop door. Since when did Cary come looking for her?

“Come in.” She turned away and put the pen on her paper, pretending to be sketching.

He moved in beside her. But she kept her focus on the sketch and even shaded in one part.

“You didn’t answer my texts,” he said.

“No, I … I had my interview at the gallery.”

“What gallery?”

The one that wants to sell my strung beads. “I’m going to be showing and selling my work in a new gallery in Fallen. The owner wants me to have three more jewelry sets before we open. So if you don’t mind I really need to—”

“You don’t have time to hear me apologize?” he asked, sounding somber.

She looked at him for the first time. He looked apologetic. And he looked good—more like a guy she liked and less like a teacher. He wore jeans, and a light blue T-shirt that hugged his broad shoulders. His green eyes held a touch of remorse.

“For a quick one,” she said, remembering that just yesterday she’d had her head filled with dreams of what they would have soon. Funny how the loss of that dream hadn’t cost her that much.

“What I said about your dad came out all wrong. Forgive me?”

She inhaled and when she was about to exonerate him, she stopped herself. “It’s not just what you said, Cary. It’s that … I think I’m a lot more into you than you are me. And that doesn’t feel right.”

“Is this about my trip to Europe? I had planned that trip before you and I ever liked each other. I know it got canceled but still—”

“It’s about everything,” she said.

“What’s everything?” He reached up to brush a strand of her hair off her cheek. His touch was sweet, but for some reason she recalled a stronger sweetness earlier—when she’d bumped into Brandon.

“What do you know about me?” she asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Just that, Cary. What do you know about me?”

He paused and she could tell he was searching for something he could tell her. But he came up empty. “You don’t talk about yourself.”

“Neither do you. Well, not about the personal stuff. But I asked questions. I know where you were born, about your parents and your sister. I know you like mustard on your hot dogs.”

“That’s not fair,” he said.

“What’s not fair?” She held her chin up.

“I’ve purposely kept my distance, trying to … If I got to know more about you I’d want…” He leaned in. “This.” He kissed her. She didn’t respond at first, but then she did—wanting to experience the magic of it. To feel like somebody’s girl. It had been so long since she’d been kissed.

Then she felt it. The soft purr of a male were. He wanted her. Wanted more than just a kiss. That should make her feel good, and it did, just not as much as she thought it would. She pulled back.

“Don’t give up on us,” he said.

She looked at him. On the tip of her tongue were the words, I won’t. But those weren’t the words that slipped out. “I don’t think there is an ‘us.’”

Right then she knew the reason, too. The mystery that awaited her in Brandon Hart. Oh, hell, was she nuts? Cary was full were and a perfect mate for her. For all she knew, Brandon could just be human.

And getting emotionally involved with a human would be crazy. Even thinking about it was crazy considering she didn’t even know if he liked her. Just because she’d caught Brandon eyeing her butt didn’t mean anything.

“Don’t play games,” he said, his eyes growing bright with anger. Then he grabbed her arm, the one with scars, and his hand buried into her flesh.

“I don’t play games. Now leave, or do I have to escort you out?” And she would have.

He walked out, but something warned her that she hadn’t heard the last from him. Obviously, Cary Cannon didn’t like not getting his way. Too bad.

She’d let people bully her for the first ten years of her life—she had the scars to prove it—but no one, no one manhandled her now.

*   *   *

At ten the next morning Fredericka pulled up in front of the soon-to-be gallery ready to work. Ready to uncover some answers about Brandon Hart. Ready to find something else besides her past to consume her and gnaw away at her sanity.

She’d spent half the night remembering her father, grieving for a man who had thought so little of her that he’d left her with people he barely knew. And then spent the other half angry that she had to do it all over again. That she still cared.

But I’m sure you have questions. And the answers might be in here. Holiday’s words played in her head like a broken record. While temptation pulled at her head and heart, she couldn’t think of one reason her father might give that would make abandoning her okay. Not one.

So why subject herself to the pain of even reading it?

Taking a deep breath, and pushing her thoughts from her issues, she focused on the house—the soon-to-be gallery. Trying to come up with ideas to make it … more inviting. Some paint. Maybe a bright color. A sign. Yes, he needed a sign hanging from the eaves. The flower beds needed to be replanted.

In the morning sun, the house looked sleepy, as if it hadn’t woken up yet. No lights on. The blinds were still closed. Was he waiting on her? Was he even awake?

Still holding onto the steering wheel, she imagined him in bed, shirtless. Her heart started to race, and she gave herself a mental kick in the butt. Letting the crazy attraction blossom was all kinds of wrong. On top of him probably being human, she’d be working with him. Any kind of a relationship outside of a common friendship would complicate things.

And her life was complicated enough.

She got out of the car, slipped her phone into her back pocket, and went to start her day. The cool air brushed her hair back and she remembered that in four days the moon would be full and she could find solace in her run in the woods. Whatever problems weighed on her heart at a full moon, they became lighter when she shifted and could just let her inner wolf run and romp in the night. It was almost like having a great dream, it made for a little escape that hung on for a few days.

The door stood slightly ajar as it had yesterday. She leaned close and peered inside, half expecting to see his sister again. She wasn’t around. The chimes hanging from the ceiling, in what looked like it had once been the dining room, played a soft song as if welcoming her inside.

She knocked.

“Coming,” a deep voice said, and she recognized it to be Brandon’s. She took in a breath, a tiny bit of excitement flowing through her, hoping he wasn’t wearing his hat today. And god help her, but kind of hoping he wasn’t wearing his shirt either.

Just friends!

But as he cut the corner from the hall to the office, she saw him. He wore a dark green T-shirt and a baseball hat.

But his frown caught most of her attention. That and the fact that he was already turning so she couldn’t see his scars.

“Good morning,” she said, and while she was three feet from him, she could smell him and his freshly showered aroma. Teasing her senses were the scents of a guy’s spicy soap, shampoo, and minty toothpaste. But he still held his natural scent of wood and outdoors—and the slightest hint of some kind of paranormal. She just couldn’t put her finger on it.

As crazy as it sounded, she wanted to bury her face in his neck and that smell. She wanted to taste the mint on his breath. No doubt, the upcoming lunar change was heightening her awareness of the opposite sex. Heck, if she could just make it past the full moon, she might not even find him all that alluring.

She could hope.

Then it hit her that yesterday she hadn’t been the least bit lured by Cary’s scent or even his kiss.

“Is it good?” he asked and Brandon’s frown tightened.

“Not a morning person?” And she did it again. Smiled. What was it about this man that made her want to be happy? It hit then. It wasn’t just about being happy, it was about wanting to see him happy. Was it the scars? Did she just assume he was as haunted as her on the inside? Or was it the sadness in his eyes that reminded her of what she saw when she looked in the mirror?

Was Brandon Hart damaged?

“I’m generally fine with morning, if I’ve slept.”

I didn’t sleep either. “Something keeping you up?” she asked and as crazy as it sounded she wanted him to confide in her.

“Yeah.” He shrugged and looked around, his gaze landing on the chimes still playing soft music.

Her gaze went back to him. She liked the way his hair, appearing still a little damp, curled up on the ends. What she didn’t like was that he purposely kept his left side away from her line of view.

“Worried about the opening?” she asked.

“I need caffeine.”

Okay, so he didn’t want to explain why he hadn’t slept. He was obviously keeping his guard up, didn’t want her getting too close, and that should be a message for her to do the same thing.

Should be. But damn it, here again, she’d never been good with “shoulds.” It seemed her natural instinct was to go against “shoulds”—as if some part of her longed to be a rebel.


Chapter Five

Fredericka followed him into the opposite side of the house that held the office. She ended up in a kitchen, painted bright yellow with red accents. It didn’t look like a guy’s kitchen. She remembered Brandon’s sister. Did she live here?

He stopped at the counter and glanced back at her with the good side of his face. She almost asked about his sister, when he spoke up.

“Would you like some coffee?”

“Never acquired a taste for it. But I’ve always loved the smell of it.”

He poured himself a cup. And turned a little more than halfway, still hiding. The fact that he knew exactly how far he could turn his face toward her, allowing her to see both his eyes, but the scar under his cheekbone close to his ear remained out of sight, didn’t get past her.

Their gazes locked and in the bright blue of his eyes she saw a bit of exhaustion there. Oddly, the same feeling echoed inside of her. The silence grew awkward really quickly.

“I was thinking of all that needs to be done out front. Would you like some suggestions?”

“Sure.” He sipped from his cup. The steam rose up and gathered under his cap.

She recounted to him her ideas: the paint, the garden, the sign. He listened and sipped his coffee. “I had plans for all of that except painting. Not sure I have time for that.”

“You would if I help.”

“You paint?” he asked.

“Yeah.” She ignored her phone that dinged with a text.

“You need to get that?” he asked.

“I’ll check it later,” she said, fearing it was from Cary. He’d sent her one text early this morning about wanting to talk to her. But she’d said all she had to say to the guy.

“Come with me, I’ll show you something.” He led her through a door into a garage. The smell of fresh paint hit her.

On a workbench she saw it. The sign. It read, FALLEN GALLERY. It was painted in yellow and black, and had some red accents. Kind of like the kitchen, only a little less bright. It looked both artistic and classy. She looked at him and smiled.

“That’s exactly what I had in mind. Why don’t we paint the porch the same yellow? Then we can plant the gardens with some flowers that have a little yellow and reds. You’ll also need a sign that lists the hours. And maybe put a nice bench on the front porch. You know, for the man’s man who isn’t into art and is just waiting on his wife or girlfriend.”

He stood there staring at her and sipping from his cup. The temperature in the garage seemed at least ten degrees below that in the house and his coffee sent up steam. When he still didn’t speak she got worried.

Had she sounded too eager? Was she overstepping her bounds by making too many suggestions? Showing too much enthusiasm?

“You don’t think real men are into art?” he asked, but there was almost a teasing to his tone.

“No, I just mean the macho types, who don’t give a flip about walking through a gallery.”

He lifted one brow and the smile, while not on his lips, was in his eyes. “So you don’t think men who are into art are macho?”

“I didn’t say that,” she said, not sure how to react. Was he flirting?

Did she want him to be flirting? Oh, yes, she did. But was it really a good thing? Her gaze lifted to his forehead covered by his hat, but afraid he’d think she was gaping at his scars, she quickly looked away.

“Would you like to ride into town with me and help pick out the paint and flowers?”

“I would love to.”

He nodded. “Wait right here. I’ll get you a helmet.” He walked out, leaving her in the garage.

“A helmet?” Her words seemed to hang in the cold, empty room. Then she looked around and saw the red motorcycle parked beside the silver Malibu. She’d never been on a motorcycle. But she’d seen plenty of women with their arms wrapped around some hot guy as he drove right into the wind. She’d always envied those women. They had someone to hold onto. There had been times in life when she would have liked to have someone like that.

She stared at the motorcycle and realized how close they would have to be to each other. A soft thrill ran through her, but so did a little tickle of fear.

“Here you go.” He walked back in with two helmets in his hands, still only offering her the unscarred side of his face. His hat was gone, but he’d replaced it with a blue-and-black bandana and his dark hair flipped up around the cloth. Over his T-shirt he wore a dark brown leather jacket. It looked faded, worn, and warm. Right then, chills prickled her arm.

Running her hands up her arms, over the long-sleeved shirt, she looked down at the helmets.

He held one out. She took it, without thinking. Then he put his on. Turning around, he reached over to the wall and pulled down another leather jacket that hung on a hook.

“The wind can make it feel a lot colder than it is.” He held the black jacket out.

She gazed back at the bike. Envisioned them on it, her body pressed against his, her arms around his waist. She didn’t anticipate she’d be cold.

Warning bells rang in her head as anticipation whispered down her body.

“How … how are we going to bring back the paint?”

“We aren’t. We’ll just buy it and have it delivered.”

“We … we could just take the car.” She glanced at the Malibu.

“It’s … not mine. It’s my sister’s.” His gaze went to the door leading back into the house and held there for several seconds.

“I could drive,” she offered. “The car … it’s out front.”

He studied her, still holding out the black jacket. “Have you ever ridden on a bike?”

She shook her head.

“You afraid?” There was a touch of challenge in his voice.

“No,” she said, but she recognized the one word as a lie. Just not for the reasons he accused her of.

“Then let’s go.” He casually tossed the jacket over his shoulder and then threw one leg over the bike, and looked back at her. “Climb on.”

For some reason, his two words sounded like a dare. Her heart raced. She could tell him no. She could. But instead, she slipped the helmet on and fastened it.

And with her body buzzing with anticipation, she walked over to him. He held out the jacket.

She took it. Their fingers touched, and a jolt of awareness shot up her arm. He watched her put it on and zip it. It was big, but felt good, warm. And the scent that rolled off it was uniquely his.

“Just slip in behind me.” The helmet covered his scars completely. Their eyes met again. He smiled.

And it was as breathtaking as she’d imagined it. She smiled back.

“Hop on,” he said.

She did as he requested, but allowed a couple of inches between their bodies.

“Hold on to my waist,” he said, his voice low.

She inhaled and cupped her hands on each side of his waist. The leather beneath her palms felt cool. But what she mostly felt was him beneath the material, his lean waist. She remembered seeing him without his shirt.

Her pulse increased, the air in her lungs hitched. And she could swear she heard him let out a gulp of air as if he’d felt it, too.

“See the motor?” He pointed back with his right hand.

“Yes,” she managed to say, but her voice came out a little high.

“It’s hot. Don’t let your legs touch it. Keep your feet on the foot pegs. You see them?”

“Yes.” She put her feet up on them.

He hit something attached to his handlebars and the garage door opened. He started the engine. The bike jolted forward and brought her against him. Her breasts pushed against his shoulder blades.

She couldn’t help but wonder if he hadn’t done that on purpose. But she couldn’t get mad at him. It felt wonderful to be that close.

He reached down and pulled one of her hands from his waist to wrap around his middle. “You need to hold tight.”

Her forearm pressed against his stomach. She felt his hard abs, and then she felt him breath. Hesitantly, she moved her other arm around him as well.

She stared at Brandon’s back, covered in the worn material, and his scent along with the smell of leather flavored the air.

“Just hold on,” he said. The roar of the motor filled her ears. She automatically tightened her arms around him. Then he took off.

The wind caught the long strands of her hair, whipping it around her. The roar of the bike stirred her senses.

When he turned, the bike leaned closer to the ground. She clung to him a little tighter; the bike carried their weight as if they were one. Oddly, she realized how Brandon’s body temperature was almost equal to her own. And weres ran higher than humans. Was it possible that he was … part were?

He turned his head to the side. “You okay?”

“Yes,” she said, and realized she was smiling. “This is fun.”

“I know.” The vibrations of the engine filled her entire body and reminded her of the purr of a male were when close to a potential mate. No matter how hard she fought it, she felt her own body tighten with awareness.

*   *   *

They rode for a good fifteen minutes. And it wasn’t just to a store. He drove past town on some scenic drive, where the trees clung to the fall color. He maneuvered the bike around winding roads and he didn’t stop until he came to a lake where the red and orange leaves reflected on the still water.

When he cut off the engine, he dropped his legs down to hold up the bike. He didn’t talk, just stared out at the view. She stayed completely still, her arms still around his waist.

“It’s beautiful,” she finally said. She wasn’t just talking about the scenery. But the moment. The sense of freedom from the ride. The warmth of his back against her chest. The sensation of having someone to cling to.

“I know. Peaceful, isn’t it?”

“Yeah.” She recalled the falls, and how this natural beauty was reminiscent of that, yet it lacked the odd sense of power. Still, somehow, being here with him made this place just as impressive.

He glanced back at her over his shoulder. “I hope you didn’t mind the ride.”

“No. I enjoyed it.”

“Good.” He paused. Only the sounds of nature could be heard. A duck called out. A fish splashed, sending a few ripples in the water, and he looked back at the lake. “Where are you from, Ricka?”

She flinched when he called her by her nickname, but she answered, “A real Texan. Lived mostly in the Dallas area. You?” she asked.

“Born in Houston, but lived most of my life in Los Angeles.”

It felt a little odd having a conversation with someone when you couldn’t see their face. A sad thought hit. Because of his scars he was more comfortable this way.

“What brought you to Fallen?” she asked.

“My sister,” he said and she felt him tighten as if for some reason the thought had caused him stress. After a few more beats of silence he asked, “How long have you made jewelry?”

“About two years. I went to a Renaissance festival, saw someone doing it, and I practically stayed there all day just watching.” She paused and then asked, “How many awards have you won with your work?”

“How do you know I’ve won awards?” he asked, sounding humble. When she didn’t answer right away he asked, “You didn’t Google me, did you?”

“No, I saw your horse sculpture, remember? It’s amazing. You had to have won awards. But … now that you mention it, I’ll probably Google you when I leave here.”

He laughed. “I’ve won about twelve. And I did Google you.”

“You did?”

“Yeah.” He paused again. “Didn’t find a thing. I find that a little strange,” he said. “Why is that?”


Chapter Six

“Is it strange?” Fredericka asked.

“Yeah. No Twitter accounts or Facebook friends?”

No friends. “I’m not into it,” she lied.

There was another pause and she wanted to redirect the conversation. “What made you get into wood sculpture?”

“Kind of the same as you. I saw another artist do it. I’d always liked art, but when I saw his work, I knew that was the medium I wanted to work in.” Another fish splashed and some birds called as they flew about them. “I guess we should go shopping now,” he said.

“Probably,” she answered.

The drive back was just as impressive as the one there. As they retraced their path, she realized that unlike Cary, Brandon was curious about her. A few minutes later, he parked the bike at the hardware store. She let go of him for the first time since they’d left the gallery, and she kind of didn’t want to.

He climbed off, and she did the same. As she unstrapped her helmet, she waited to see him do his. Would she finally be able to see his pattern?

But as he pulled the helmet off, the bandana stayed in place. And once again he was back to giving her only the right side of his face.

They started in. As odd as it sounded, she missed his touch. And when he put his hand on the middle of her back, she wondered if he hadn’t felt the same way. Especially when his soft touch sent warm shivers up her spine.

The closest entrance was the gardening area.

“Why don’t you go look for the type of flowers you think would work? I want to go talk to the manager to make sure they can deliver by tomorrow.”

“Okay.” She took a few steps then she turned around to watch him walk away. He took a few more steps then he glanced back at her. Their eyes met and they both smiled. Warmth and something wonderful filled Fredericka’s chest.

Then embarrassed, she went to look for the right flowers. She’d just turned down an aisle when she heard someone, a female someone call out, “Brandon, is that you?”

Shifting to where she could peer through the pansies, and not be seen spying, she saw a woman walk up to Brandon. She looked around thirty and wore her light blond hair in a ponytail.

“Katie,” Brandon said.

The first thing Fredericka noted was that he didn’t turn his scarred side of his face away from the woman. The second thing she noticed was how Brandon glanced back to see if she was still there.

“Yeah,” Brandon said, and again looked to where she’d been standing a few seconds earlier.

“I got your call.” She gave him a quick hug.

A crazy thought hit. Was this woman his girlfriend? She looked a little old for him, but maybe he liked older women.

“Sorry, I was out of town Thursday and Friday. Did you need anything?” She frowned. “Oh, my. Do we know anything else?”

Anything else about what?

“No. Still nothing. The sheriff came by, but had nothing new.”

Curiosity piqued and she tilted her head to make sure not to miss anything.

“I’m sorry,” the woman said.

Sorry about what?

“Yeah.” Brandon gave the aisle another glance. “The reason I called is that I … hired one of your students and I just … well, I kind of wanted a character witness.”

Student? Was he talking about her? Fredericka felt her shoulders tighten when she realized she hadn’t told Brandon what school she attended, but her address had listed the school. He must have assumed she went to Fallen High School.

“A Ricka Lakota,” Brandon said.

Air hitched in Fredericka’s throat. She shouldn’t blame him for wanting to check her out before hiring her, but oddly it felt like an insult. Hadn’t she been judged enough in life?

“I don’t have a student by that name,” the woman said.

“She’s a senior,” Brandon replied.

“Sorry.” Katie shook her head.

“Is there another school around here?” he asked.

“Parker High, but it’s about twenty-five miles away. Oh, wait.” The woman made a face. “There that’s school for troubled kids. Shadow something? You don’t think she’s from there, do you? I mean, I’ve seen a few of those kids around town, and let’s just say they make me nervous.”

Trepidation filled Fredericka’s stomach.

“I’m sure I just misunderstood,” Brandon said, but something in his voice told her he knew he hadn’t.

And what was he planning on doing about it? Dread started unraveling the newfound happiness she’d found these last few hours.

*   *   *

“Did you find the right flowers?” Brandon asked as he came and stood beside her.

“Yeah, I think these yellow ones and those red ones. They’ll die if we get a freeze, but how often does it freeze here?”

“Not that often,” he said. “You want to go check out the paint?”

“Yeah.” She looked at him, still giving her the unscarred side of his face, when he hadn’t felt compelled to hide from Katie. And she heard it in his tone, that slight difference as if he no longer trusted her.

That hurt.

But it shouldn’t, she told herself. She’d been judged all her life. Just not from the human world. Why would they be any different?

They selected the paint, bought some tools to get ready to paint, paid for everything, and set up the delivery for the next day. Brandon hardly spoke to her. And she noted that he never hid his scars from the salesclerk.

With the small bag containing the wire brush and scraper in his hands, and obviously with Katie’s warning in his head, Brandon led the way out of the store.

While unstrapping the helmets, he asked, “Do you take art in school?”

Fredericka tensed. “Why don’t you just ask the question, instead of dancing around it?”

He looked up, forgetting for one second about his scars, and then shifted. “Ask what question?”

She stiffened her shoulders and decided to just put it out there. “I heard what that woman, Katie, said to you.”

He blinked, looking a little confused, but not at all embarrassed. “How could you have heard, you weren’t around.”

“I don’t know, maybe your voices carried, the point is that I heard it.”

He stood there for several seconds just staring. “Okay.” After a few more long seconds he asked, “What school do you go to?”

She lifted her chin, refusing to appear ashamed. “Shadow Falls Camp. And for the record I never kept that from you. On the contract, it’s listed along with my address. It’s not my fault that you assumed incorrectly. And it’s not my fault that some people like to judge others before knowing the facts.”

His eyes tightened. “I’m assuming you are talking about the comment Katie made about the school.”

“You assume correctly,” she said.

He stood there, a beat of silence too long. “Okay. What are the facts? What kind of school is it?”

Fredericka remembered hearing Holiday set one of the local residents straight about the school and she repeated almost verbatim what she’d said. “It’s a camp and school for the gifted. Teens who are a bit different, but need a place to grow. Since the camp started over four years ago, there hasn’t been one arrest of a student. I doubt that Fallen High School can claim the same.”

He continued to just stand there. “Have you ever been arrested?”

His question stung. “Have you?”

He tensed. “I’m hiring you.”

“Yeah, and I’m working for you, and I even saw the cops show up at your place. But I guess I’m not so fast to judge people.” She tilted her head back. “But to answer your question, no, I have never been arrested.” Her sins had never been reported to local police. And even if they had, she wasn’t sure the courts would have held her as responsible as she herself did.

He inhaled. “The cops weren’t there about me.” His shoulders dropped. “I’m sorry. I think.” He frowned.

“You think?” she asked. She’d never heard anyone apologize and take it back in the same breath.

“Yeah, I think. I mean, I’m hiring you. I have a right to ask questions.”

“And I’m working for you, so do I not have the same rights?” she asked. And before he answered, and before she considered what she was doing, she tossed the question out that bothered her the most. “Why do you hide your scars from me, but you didn’t from Katie, or the salesclerks?”

He frowned and freed the first helmet, then handed it to her. His gaze met hers and he didn’t turn his cheek this time.

“Maybe I care more about how you see me than how they do?”

His words had her frustration evaporating. And she realized instantly what a hypocrite she was.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“Don’t be.” She heard it in his voice. He hated pity as much as she did.

“No, that’s not what I meant.” She paused. “I meant … I shouldn’t call you out for hiding your scars when … I’m…” She pulled her jacket off and tugged her unbuttoned shirt that she always wore over a tank top off her shoulder and down her arm. “When you’re not the only one hiding.”

His gaze widened when he saw the tightly pulled marks the size of a teaspoon that ran up her forearm. She knew the exact shape and size, because it had been a heated teaspoon that had made the marks.

He opened his mouth to say something, but then shut it. He shook his head, his eyes filled with empathy. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.” She repeated his own words and then pulled her shirt up and slipped the warm leather jacket back on. The realization hit then. She’d never willingly shown anyone her scars. Was it because he had them, too? What exactly was the lure she felt for this guy?

A car pulled into the lot and parked right across from them. Brandon glanced at the car and then looked at her. “Can we talk about this…”

“Later.” She finished for him and nodded.

He put on his helmet and she started to do the same when she heard footsteps approaching from behind her. Her next intake of air brought with it a were scent. The air locked in her lungs as she recognized the trace.

“Fredericka, what are you doing?”


Chapter Seven

Fredericka turned and looked at Cary, now standing right behind her. He stared at the motorcycle helmet she held in her hand, then he looked up at Brandon. His gaze shot to his forehead hidden beneath the helmet.

She knew he wanted to see his pattern, and probably considered it rude for him to be hiding it. Then she saw him lift his head slightly to take a big nose full of air, hoping his scent would tell him Brandon’s species.

From the puzzled look in the teacher’s eyes, she knew he found it as puzzling as she did. Tension built so fast that Fredericka’s mind rushed to find a way to put a stop to what could be a huge disaster.

“Mr. Cannon, this is Brandon,” she spoke quickly. “Brandon Hart, he owns the gallery. I’m helping him get the gallery fixed up for the opening.” Fredericka’s gaze went to Brandon, who looked as puzzled at Cary. “This is Cary Cannon, he’s my history teacher.”

Brandon’s expression softened with the introduction. “Nice to meet you, sir.” He extended his hand.

Cary ignored Brandon’s hand, and his gaze shifted back to her. She saw his eyes start to brighten.

“How is driving around on a motorcycle helping with the gallery?” Cary asked.

Fredericka sensed Brandon’s concern as he dropped his hand. Her own shoulders tightened and she felt her hackles start to rise. Trying not to let emotion brighten her eyes, she blinked and took in a deep breath.

“We were picking out paint,” she said. “And we were leaving,” she added. “So if you will excuse us.” She started putting on the helmet.

“Can I speak with you a second?” Cary caught her elbow. His hold was a bit too tight. She felt her eyes grow warmer, a telltale sign that her eyes were lightening.

In the corner of her eye, she saw Brandon’s gaze go to Cary’s hand grasping her elbow. Not wanting any trouble, she looked at Brandon, praying her eyes were not so bright he’d notice. “Excuse me one second.”

She started walking away, and Cary didn’t remove his hand. She got a few feet away, turned her back toward Brandon, and then seethed. “Let go of me.”

He did, but his frown said he disliked her tone. Thankfully, she didn’t give a frack about what he liked or disliked.

“What is he?” he asked.

“My boss,” she offered, knowing what he really asked, but too pissed to answer.

“You know what I mean.”

She had to take a few gulps of air to calm herself enough to explain. “I got just what you got.” Meaning his scent.

“And yet you are hanging out with him?”

“I work with him at the gallery.” The fact that she wanted a completely different kind of relationship wasn’t any of Cary’s damn business.

“I think Holiday would be very disappointed in you,” he growled.

“Holiday knows where I am!”

“Then dare I say I’m disappointed in you. Since when do you go around flaunting yourself to the likes of him?”

Her mouth dropped open. “First, I’m not flaunting myself. Second, if I was flaunting myself it’s my prerogative. So take your attitude and stick it where the sun doesn’t shine.”

“What about us?” he growled.

“How many times do I have to tell you that there isn’t an ‘us.’ There never was an us. Just an idea of us. And I no longer like that idea! And frankly neither did you when you made plans to leave first thing this summer.”

“You are dumping me for him?”

“No, I told you that you and I weren’t going to make it before I ever interviewed at the gallery.”

“But you aren’t denying that you and he are more than employer and employee?”

“I don’t have to deny anything to you.”

“Fine, but you’ll regret this,” he snapped, his threat clear in his tone.

She looked at his bright eyes. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Holiday and Burnett trust me. If I go to them with problems about someone, don’t you think they’ll listen?”

She immediately understood what he was saying. “What problems? I haven’t done anything!”

“But who do you think they’d trust more, me or one of their freeloading students?” he said. “So why don’t you just come back with me?”

“Why don’t you go to hell! I’m pretty sure there’s a special spot for you there.” She didn’t know what made her angrier: the blackmail threat, or his freeloading comment. Because damn him, she wasn’t freeloading. She’d already spoken to Holiday about paying her back.

She swung around and left Cary.

She walked over to Brandon who stood watching them, concern tightening his expression. Aware her eyes were probably a pissed-off orange, she glanced away, keeping her eyes away from his gaze. She could hear her heart thumping in her ears and she recognized the emotions making it race. And it wasn’t just anger.

Fear.

If I go to them with problems about someone, don’t you think they’ll listen? As much as she wished it wasn’t so, Cary was right. Holiday and Burnett would believe Cary over her. How could they not? She was, after all, the daughter of a rogue.

“Let’s go,” she said, glancing down and busying her hands by putting on the helmet.

Brandon hesitated one second. “Fine, but it’s another thing I’m going to need an explanation about.” He crawled onto the bike and she crawled on behind him.

She wrapped her arms around Brandon and leaned in. “Cary Cannon is an asshole. How’s that for an explanation?”

“I figured that out all by myself,” Brandon said, as he started the motor and drove off.

She felt Cary’s glare on them all the way out of the parking lot.

*   *   *

Fredericka held on tight during the ride. When he pulled up in front of the gallery, another car was parked in front.

“Damn it. We’ve got company,” Brandon muttered. A frown sounded in his voice, and she felt his muscles tense beneath her hands. She wasn’t sure if he was annoyed because he’d have to delay their conversation or because he didn’t like the person waiting in the silver Saturn parked in front of the mailbox.

Or maybe both.

However, for Fredericka it gave her just a few more minutes to decide how to answer Brandon’s questions about Cary.

The garage door opened and Brandon pulled in.

“I’ll be right back.” He took his helmet off. His bandana stayed in place. “If you don’t mind, go on in and I’ll be in shortly.” He frowned. “It’s an old boyfriend of my sister’s.”

“Sure.” She watched him walk out, but couldn’t help wondering why his sister didn’t take care of her own boyfriend issues. Or maybe that was just what brothers were for. She wouldn’t know, never having had one.

Having already gotten caught eavesdropping, she escaped into the house. Her first step inside made her realize again how pretty the yellows and reds made the kitchen. But as warm as the colors were, the room was cold.

She walked into what would be the gallery part of the house. An odd quietness seemed to echo within the rooms. She realized what it was, or wasn’t. Her gaze moved to the wind chimes. Dead still.

Pulling her coat tighter, her mind focused on how she was going to explain Cary’s possessive attitude, she moved to the window facing the backyard. Her breath caught when she saw the new piece of art that Brandon was working on.

It wasn’t finished, only about half of the large piece of wood was carved. But there was no mistaking what it was.

A wolf.


Chapter Eight

“Damn it’s cold in here.”

Fredericka nearly jumped when she heard Brandon. She’d been so shocked at his wolf sculpture that she hadn’t even heard him walk inside.

“You’re carving a wolf?” She turned.

“Yeah,” he said and she noted he was looking right at her, no longer hiding the scars. But the bandana still hid his forehead.

“Why?”

He shrugged and moved to stand beside her. “I’ve had a fascination with them. Got it from my grandmother.”

Inhaling again, she checked to see if there wasn’t a hint of were in his scent.

It was there, wasn’t it? Or was she just hoping?

“Why did she like them?” she asked, feeling his warmth from his shoulder beside her. Warmth like a were? It had to be were, didn’t it?

“She was an odd duck.” He stared out the window. “You going to tell me about this teacher?”

She closed her eyes and all of a sudden she decided to go with the truth. She glanced at Brandon. “I used to like him. We never … I mean…” She glanced back out the window. “Because he’s my teacher we decided to wait until I graduated to let our feelings go anywhere. But … I recently realized that he and I aren’t really a good match.”

“You mean with him being an asshole?” he asked.

She grinned, and looked up at him again. His eyes were so blue she wanted to just lose herself in there. And it wasn’t until now that she realized how tall Brandon was. He stood a good six inches over her five-eight frame.

Very few guys made her feel feminine. And yet somehow he managed to do it.

“Yeah.” Then she recalled Cary’s threat and her smile faded.

“What are you going to do?” He lifted one of his brows.

“About what?”

“I mean about his trying to blackmail you?”

She shook her head. “How did you…? You were too far away to hear what he was saying.”

“Guess your voices carried,” he said, repeating her earlier words back at her. “I’ve always had extra keen hearing.”

What else did he always have? She was a breath away from asking, or from reaching up and pulling off his bandana.

“How did you get your scars?” he asked.

Her breath caught and thoughts of seeing his pattern flew out the window. She should have known that by showing him her scars that he would ask. And yet exposing her physical scars was nothing compared to exposing her emotional ones.

When she didn’t answer, he started speaking.

“My mom was an alcoholic. She’d sober up for a year or two and then go back to it. Back and forth.”

It only took a second for his tone to completely pull her in. She listened with her heart, because somehow she sensed how hard this was for him to say.

“When she’d get bad, I’d go live with my grandmother—sometimes I’d stay for six months or more, until my mom would sober up. Then my grandmother died when I was eight, and I started going to stay with my dad during her bad times. That’s what she called them, too. Her bad times.”

He paused to look out the window. “I was fifteen, back at home with my mom again. I already had my driver’s permit. She came to pick me up from football practice. She was drunk off her ass again. I told her to let me drive. She wouldn’t. She got all mad and for a reason I’ll never understand I let her talk me into just giving in.”

He closed his eyes for a second. She reached over and laced her fingers through his. Their hands came together like pieces of a puzzle that belonged side by side.

“She missed a turn, and ran into a tree. She wasn’t wearing her seat belt. She was thrown out of the car and died immediately. I was knocked unconscious. The car caught fire. A cop saw the accident and pulled me out.”

The words “I’m sorry” were on the tip of her tongue, but she didn’t say them, because even though she was, they weren’t enough. She just squeezed his hand.

And after swallowing the emotion down her throat, knowing she owed him the same thing, she started talking.

“My mom died giving birth to me. It was just my dad and me. He was … I suppose you could say he lived on the wrong side of the law. But I guess I loved him because … he was all I had. We were always on the run. He’d have his girlfriends watch me. I was five. This girlfriend was … on something. I don’t know what kind of drug, but she’d take it and get mean. She … believed in the adage: ‘Spare the rod, spoil the child.’ Only … her rod was a heated spoon.”

“Oh, hell!” he said and he turned her around and pulled her into him. Her head came to the wonderful spot on a guy’s shoulder. Between his warmth, his scent, and having his arms around her, the pain in her chest lessened.

She stood there just holding him, and letting him hold her. It suddenly dawned on her that the eerie silence she’d found in the house earlier had vanished. The wind chimes, the ones that seemed to play by themselves, were back to making music.

Finally, she pulled back just a little and rested her chin on his chest and looked up at him.

“We’re a pretty pathetic pair, aren’t we?” she asked, teasingly.

He shook his head. “No,” he said, completely serious. “We’re amazing. Look what we came through.”

Her chest tightened with his declaration. “You yes, but … don’t give me that much credit. You don’t know me all that well.” And when he found out …

He leaned his head down. His forehead rested on hers. “Something tells me that you don’t give yourself nearly as much credit as you deserve.”

Their eyes met and held and she was positive he was going to kiss her, or would have if her phone didn’t ding with a text.

Suddenly the moment felt awkward. She pulled away and snatched her phone from her back pocket.

The text was from Holiday. Its message was short.

Can you be back here by four? Need car. Holiday.

Fredericka wasn’t sure how she knew, but she did. Cary was behind this. He’d already started initiating her punishment.

“Problem?” Brandon asked.

“Uh, no, not really,” she said, deciding not to pull Brandon into this. “I just have to be back in…” she looked at the time, “in two hours.” She pushed back her concern. “Why don’t we start scraping off the paint on the porch? I’ll come back tomorrow afternoon and we can start painting then.”

“You really don’t have to do that,” he said.

“Hey, I offered, remember?”

He smiled. “Okay. I’ll get the tools. You go figure out what all you think should be painted. Oh, and I’ll order us a pizza. I mean, if you like pizza? I’m starved.”

“Yeah, that sounds good.”

When he walked out, she looked back at her phone. Holiday’s text still showed on the screen. A feeling hit that she’d better come up with a plan, or Cary would try to ruin everything: her work at the gallery and whatever type of relationship was blossoming between her and Brandon. Hell, he could get her kicked out of Shadow Falls.

Yup, she’d better come up with a plan. And fast.

*   *   *

By the time pizza arrived they’d finished prepping the bottom half of the porch to paint. Brandon and she ate sitting on the concrete steps, and they chatted about the ideas for the gallery, about art, about the weather. It almost seemed as if they’d both had enough of hard discussions and agreed to keep it light.

Light was good.

Light was comfortable.

When they’d finished off the large meat-lovers’ pizza and each drank two glasses of sweet iced tea, Brandon went and pulled two ladders from the garage for them to start getting the top half of the porch ready to paint.

Fredericka noticed that for the most part, he no longer hid his scars from her. But something told her he was still very aware of them. And it made her extra careful not to focus on them. Even though her eyes kept wanting to go to his forehead where the bandana seemed to slip down on his brow.

The last thing she wanted was for him to think she found him unpleasant to look at. Because it was quite the opposite.

He only wore a T-shirt and jeans. And she’d enjoyed working at his side, watching him work. Watching him move. Watching his muscles shift like liquid beneath his skin. And a few times she felt him watching her and all she could think about was the kiss the text had interrupted.

Part of her worried the reason it hadn’t happened was because like her, Brandon was concerned about them having a relationship while she sort of worked for him.

He set up the ladders on opposite sides of the porch. “Be careful, these ladders are old and wobbly.”

“I’m sure they’re fine.” She grabbed her wire brush and started climbing. Brandon did the same. They worked side by side, comfortable. Not talking. But it wasn’t an awkward kind of silence. The sound of their wire brushes raking across the wood was pleasant. Every now and then they’d crawl down and reposition their ladders. After a while, she set her brush down on the top of the ladder and reached in her back pocket for her phone to check the time.

Brandon glanced at her.

“I should be heading out in a few minutes,” she said.

“Already? Time flies when you’re having fun.”

“Yeah,” she said. And she meant it. She’d had fun. “I’m gonna get that last little spot,” she said and slipped her phone back into her pocket and climbed one more step.

She was almost to the top when she felt the ladder start to lean. A squeal left her lips as the ladder went one way and she went the other.

Somehow, and she didn’t have a clue how, Brandon managed to get down his ladder and position himself beneath her. She free-fell for about five feet and then he caught her.

“Gotcha,” he said, his blue gaze staring down at her with concern.

Breath held, she became aware of being in his arms. Held close and solid, not even a wobble in his stance. Considering she wasn’t one of those hundred-pound petite gals, it was amazing he could even hold her up. Brandon was strong. Stronger than your average human. And his hearing was keener. His temperature warmer.

He had to be …

She blinked and that’s when she realized he’d lost his bandana. Instantly unfocusing her eyes, she stared at his forehead to get the answer to the question she’d longed to know since she first laid eyes on him.

What was Brandon Hart?


Chapter Nine

She stared at the answer.

Human, mostly human, with were and a smaller percentage of fae.

“You okay?” Brandon asked.

Was her off-focus stare at his pattern confusing him? Did that mean he didn’t know what he was?

Considering he was about 75 percent human, she supposed it was possible. She’d never lived among mixed breeds to know what they knew or didn’t know. But it was true that some kids at the camp hadn’t known when they arrived.

So, she supposed, it was possible that Brandon was completely unaware that he wasn’t all human.

“Are you okay?” he repeated.

“Yes, I … I’m just stunned a little. You … moved really fast.”

“I’ve always been fast on my feet,” he said, still cradling her against him.

She couldn’t remember the last time anyone actually held her. And it appeared he wasn’t even straining to do it.

“Strong, too,” she muttered.

“What?” he asked.

“I said … you can put me down.”

He smiled. “Or not.”

“You’re going to hold me all day?”

“It wouldn’t be a hardship.” His smiled faded. “But I’m not sure it would be wise, huh?” He set her down.

Perhaps, she should have let what he said go, but the words spilled from her lips. “Because I kind of work with you?” she asked.

“Yeah. It might be … awkward.” He ran a hand through his hair. “We should probably think it through, before … jumping into anything.”

She inhaled, unsure what to say. “I guess I should…” she motioned to her car, “get going.”

He nodded. She turned to go.

“Ricka,” he said her name. Or her nickname, and oddly, hearing it didn’t feel so bad this time.

She faced him.

“Are you going to be okay with that teacher?”

She nodded, not really sure, but still so high on his touch that she didn’t want to think about it. “Everything new can feel a little awkward.”

He smiled, but his blue eyes still looked torn. “I know.” He took a step closer and reached up and brushed a few strands of hair off her face. Then he leaned down and his lips touched hers. His scent, like the outdoors, filled her senses. And he tasted like … like pizza, and a little like sweet tea. His tongue slipped so easily into her mouth, and she felt herself lean into him.

Then, way before she was ready, he pulled back. He ran a palm down his face; she ran her tongue over her bottom lip.

He sighed. “Okay, I probably shouldn’t have done that.”

She smiled. “I’m glad you did. I … liked it.”

He exhaled. “Me, too. That’s the problem.”

Grinning, she met his eyes. “Maybe it’s not that big of a problem. Why don’t we talk about it tomorrow? I’ll come over after school. We can paint.”

He nodded. Right then a phone rang inside his house.

“Tomorrow,” he said and reached over and squeezed her hand before running inside for the phone.

*   *   *

Still smiling, she got into the car and wished it was already tomorrow. Starting the engine, she pulled out of the drive. She looked at the house as she pulled away. And that’s when she saw her.

Brandon’s sister, Linda, stood at the side of the house, in front of a flower bed, the same one Fredericka had seen her at yesterday when she’d pulled away.

Had his sister seen Brandon kiss her? For that matter, had she been home all day while Fredericka and Brandon painted?

Fredericka waved, worried his sister might not approve of her. The woman waved back. Suddenly, leaving without even speaking seemed rude. She pulled the car over to the side of the street and put the car in park. She got out of the vehicle, prepared to just offer a quick hello and good-bye. But when she stepped up onto the curb and looked up at the side of the house, the woman was gone.

Vanished.

Fredericka stopped and just stood there, a cold breeze sent goose bumps up her back. She started to get back in her car when she heard, or maybe just felt something behind her.

She swung around, but nothing was there.

Nothing but a dead cold that had her catching her breath.

*   *   *

“What does a ghost feel like?” Fredericka blurted out when she first walked into Holiday’s office. Fredericka hadn’t been able to shake the eerie feeling she got standing outside Brandon’s house.

Holiday looked up, surprised, as if she hadn’t heard Fredericka walk in. “What happened?”

Fredericka set the keys down on the camp leader’s desk and dropped down into a chair. “I met Brandon Hart’s sister the first day I went to be interviewed. She … was quiet and disappeared and then … it happened again today.”

“Are you talking about this woman?” Holiday slid the Sunday newspaper across her desk.

The picture of a woman, blond, her hair hanging down around her shoulders and a smile on her face, stared up at Fredericka. “Yes, that’s her.” Fredericka read the first line.

Missing Fallen resident feared dead.

She gasped.

Holiday frowned and reached over and put her hand on Fredericka’s, still resting on the paper. “You’ve seen her?”

Fredericka nodded and glanced up. Calm flowed into her from Holiday’s touch and yet the realization that she had seen a ghost, actually seen her, spoke to her, brought on a fresh wave of panic. “So she’s really…?”

Holiday nodded.

“Damn!” Fredericka closed her eyes and concentrated on breathing and not freaking out. But how could she not freak out? She’d seen a ghost. Not just once but three times.

Holiday must have sensed her rising panic, because she put her other hand on top of Fredericka’s. “It’s okay.”

Fredericka opened her eyes. “What’s okay about this? Name one thing that’s okay about this.”

“I know it’s scary, Fredericka, but just think, you will be able to help her and her brother.”

“How?” Fredericka asked.

“Linda Hart needs to cross over. Usually they stay here for a reason. And her brother needs answers.” The fae lifted one brow. “Everyone needs answers.”

Even in her panicked state, Fredericka knew Holiday was referencing back to the envelope containing letters from her dad. As if Fredericka didn’t already have enough crap to worry about at this moment.

Holiday sighed. “Does she know she’s dead?”

“How would I know? I didn’t know she was a ghost so it’s not as if it came up in conversation.”

Holiday just smiled as if she had patience to spare. Something Fredericka completely lacked right now.

“Does she show signs of being injured?” the camp leader asked. “Does she have wounds?”

“No. She … looked fine.” Fredericka thought a minute. “She did look dressed for summer and not winter.”

Holiday nodded. “According to the paper she went missing six months ago. So that would make sense.”

Suddenly, Fredericka recalled seeing the police come to Brandon’s door. “They don’t think her brother did it, do they?”

“No.” Holiday looked down at the paper. “It says here that he didn’t come into town until a few months ago.” She leaned back, moving her hands from Fredericka’s. “Have you gotten a look at his pattern?”

Fredericka nodded and remembered that before she’d seen Linda again, it had been a subject she’d longed to discuss with the fae. “He’s around seventy-five percent human. He has were and then a smaller amount of fae.”

“Is he aware of this?”

“That’s what I wanted to ask you. I mean, he’s never said anything about being anything. But he has some of the were abilities. He has the sensitive hearing and is fast and strong. And I know it came from his grandmother because he mentioned she liked wolves. Is it possible that he still doesn’t know?”

“Very possible. Were blood is one of the most likely to go unnoticed. Anything less than half were and they usually don’t turn with the moon and their abilities ebb and flow with lunar cycles. A lot of humans who believe in the full-moon craziness are actually part were and don’t know it. Other than slightly elevated body temperatures, for some there are no obvious outward signs.”

Fredericka took a gulp of air and remembered how warm it felt to be close to him.

Holiday leaned in a bit. “You don’t think his grandmother told him anything?”

Fredericka shrugged. “He called her an odd duck.”

Holiday picked up a pen. “So maybe she told the family, but no one really believed her.”

Fredericka just nodded. “So I shouldn’t tell him?”

“No.” Holiday frowned. “However, it’s believed that just being around someone who shares the same type heritage will trigger a mixed breed into awareness. And if he was told by his grandmother, it’s very possible that he may see some truth in it.”

“Would that be so bad?” she asked.

Holiday hesitated. “It could be.” She rolled the pen in her hand as her frown deepened. “Which basically means that your working for him could bring about some complications. I know this means a lot to you, but are you sure that this is worth it?”

“Of course it is!” Fredericka answered quickly. “This is my dream. Please.”

“I…” Holiday set the pen down and hesitated as if contemplating. “I don’t want to rob you of your dream, Fredericka. But Mr. Cannon came by earlier and said he was concerned about you.”

Fredericka stiffened. So she’d been right. Cary had already started initiating her punishment. Her first impulse was to tell Holiday of Cary’s threat. But why? She’d believe him over the word of a rogue’s daughter every time.

“He explained that you just haven’t been yourself and your studies are slacking. I know hearing about your dad has probably upset you. I just don’t want you taking on more than you can handle.”

“I can handle it,” Fredericka snapped, and she would, just as soon as she figured out how to handle Cary. “And I told Brandon I would help him paint after school tomorrow.”

The concerned look didn’t fade from Holiday’s eyes. Had Cary told her that he thought Fredericka was interested in Brandon?

Holiday nodded. “I wouldn’t recommend getting too friendly with him.”

“I’ll be fine.”

“Even with the spirit?” Holiday asked.

“Yeah,” Fredericka said, but the thought sent another shot of panic to her gut. “But that problem will go away, right? They cross over.”

“With your help,” Holiday said.

Oh, crap. “What … exactly do I have to do?”


Chapter Ten

Fredericka spent the rest of the afternoon working on her new pieces of jewelry and trying not to panic about getting information from Brandon’s sister on how she died. Then after she had that information, she’d have to figure out how to share it without informing anyone that she was talking to dead people.

How the hell did Holiday and the others who had this so-called gift manage to do this without completely losing it? If Fredericka was a little closer to Kylie, she’d go to her and ask some questions and maybe even for some advice. But Fredericka didn’t know her that well. She wasn’t close to anyone. Not really.

Right then she recalled how close she’d felt to Brandon.

I wouldn’t recommend getting too friendly with him. Holiday’s warning played in her head.

Fredericka would bet that meant no kissing. It was too late for that, wasn’t it?

And if he tried again…? Oh, hell. She knew she didn’t want to stop it.

She’d just finished putting away her tools, when her phone rang. Frowning, she snatched it up, thinking it might be Cary.

But the number wasn’t his. Or at least not his cell phone. Oh, hell, had he bought a burner phone so she couldn’t prove he was blackmailing her?

“Hello,” she said, ready to give Cary hell.

“Ricka?”

She recognized Brandon’s voice immediately but wasn’t expecting it. “Hi.”

“You busy?” he asked.

“No.” She remembered she’d left her number on the contract. “Just putting away my tools. I’m almost finished with the next pair of earrings.”

“I just finished working, too.” A beat of silence hung long before he continued. “I … was concerned about that teacher. He’s not going to cause you any trouble, is he? If you need me to talk to someone, I will.”

“No, I’m fine,” she lied. Other than a warning, there hadn’t been any consequences. And she’d be extra careful from here on out to record all her homework, so he couldn’t claim she wasn’t doing it.

“That’s not the only reason I called,” he said.

“It isn’t?” she asked, and prayed it wasn’t to tell her he’d decided she and he weren’t going to work.

“No, I … just wanted to say that I had a great time today and I already wish it was tomorrow.”

“Me, too.” She smiled, and for the first time, all the negative feelings about dealing with the dead faded and she felt … happy. Fredericka Lakota was happy. And considering how long it had been since she’d really felt this, it was kind of amazing. She dropped down into the chair and pulled her knees up to her chest.

“I tried telling myself that we needed to put a stop to it. And it might be the smart thing to do, but I don’t want to do the smart thing right now.”

“What could be so bad?” she asked and ran her finger over a threadbare spot on her knee.

“Well, we could break up and then you wouldn’t want to work here.”

“First I’d like to think we’re both mature enough to handle anything, and second … you should never go into something thinking it will end.”

“That’s almost exactly what I told myself,” he said and she could swear she heard a mattress sigh. Was he in bed? While it shouldn’t matter where he was, in a silly way she liked thinking of him in bed.

Maybe even shirtless.

“It’s crazy, I feel this strange kind of connection with you. And it’s not just our…”

“Scars,” she finished for him and she recalled what Holiday had said about a mixed blood recognizing themselves in another of their kind.

“Yes. I mean, there’s the fact that we’re both artists, but it seems even more than that.”

“I feel it, too,” she said and she was surprised at how her voice sounded wispy.

“Good, I feel a little less crazy.” There was a pause. “Tell me something about yourself.” His voice sounded a little lazy.

“You already know a lot,” she said, instantly worrying that when he knew everything about her, he’d decide she was too … damaged.

“Tell me more,” he said.

“I’d rather not.” She leaned her forehead down onto her knee. The happiness living and breathing in her chest felt vulnerable.

“It can’t all be bad,” he said.

“Yeah, it can,” she said.

A silence filled the line. “Where’s your dad now?”

She swallowed. “He’s dead.”

“How old were you?”

She felt that ache she’d been fighting the last few days swell up in her chest. “It happened a little more than a week ago.”

“Damn. I’m sorry. That has to be tough.”

“I hadn’t seen him in eight years.” Her throat tightened. “He wasn’t what you would call a great dad.”

“It doesn’t matter. He was still your dad.” He inhaled and she heard him roll over again. Definitely on a mattress. “It took me a long time to realize that. I mean, my mom wouldn’t have ever won a mother-of-the-year award, but I still loved her, even when I hated her. And I grieved for her. At first it pissed me off. I felt as if by grieving I was allowing her another way of hurting me. It’s not so. You have to grieve.”

Fredericka heard his words and she wondered how he could know just what to say.

Right then she recalled Cary’s callous remarks about her father’s death and tears filled her eyes.

“Thank you,” she said.

“For what?”

“Saying the right thing.” She brushed a few tears from her eyes.

“You okay?” he asked, as if he could tell she was crying.

“Yeah.” She took in a shaky breath. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be. You want to hear me bitch about something? Maybe it will make you feel better.”

“Go for it,” she said and chuckled just a bit.

He laughed, but something about the sound said he was serious. “My sister.”

Fredericka glanced down at the newspaper still on the workbench. She’d brought it with her from Holiday’s office. She’d read the whole thing before she’d gotten to work.

When he didn’t say anything else, she spoke up. “I read about it this afternoon.” She paused. “What do you think happened to her?”

“What do I think happened? I think that asshole of a boyfriend happened. But I can’t prove it. I can’t even prove she’s dead, but I know she is. If they could just find her body then … then maybe they could hang that guy high.”

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“Me, too.” There was a long pause. “She was only my half-sister. My dad was married to someone else before he knocked up my mom. Linda was ten years older than me. She used to tell me, ‘Don’t you sass me, I changed your diaper.’ We never lived together but we saw each other three or four times a year. But when I was in the hospital after the accident, she came to see me every day.”

Tears filled Fredericka’s eyes. And just like that she wasn’t afraid of seeing a ghost. She wanted to see her. Wanted to find a way to help both his sister and Brandon.

“I’d come to see her when she’d just moved here,” Brandon continued. “We were looking for a place for her to buy and we found this house. It was more money than she had. I’d just gotten paid for two big pieces I’d done, so I agreed to help her with the idea that when I got four or five pieces to show, she could open the front two rooms into a gallery.

“You want to hear something crazy?” he asked.

“Sure,” she said.

“I sometimes feel her. It’s as if she’s here.” She heard him inhale. “Have you seen the chimes hanging up in the front room?”

“Yeah.” Chills ran down Fredericka’s spine, remembering the ghostly sound of those chimes. And then she recalled going into the house to the absence of that sound when Brandon had gone to speak to … Oh, shit. Brandon had said the guy waiting in the car had been one of Linda’s old boyfriends. Was it the same boyfriend Brandon suspected of killing her? Was that why they had gone dead silent? Was Linda trying to tell her something?

“They were hers.” Grief sounded in Brandon’s voice and she ached for him. “She made them. She used to say she wasn’t really an artist, but she was. She needed to believe in herself. I hung them right after I got that room finished. Not to sell, but … because I just wanted some of her in the shop. But sometimes when they ring, there’s not a bit of air flowing in the house.”

*   *   *

The next day, Fredericka walked into history class, her last for the day. Afterward, she was heading to the gallery. When she saw Cary standing by his desk, offering her a slight smirk, she pushed back her fury. She didn’t do it because it was the right thing to do; she did it because if she was going to outfox and stop the jerk from causing her trouble, she was going to have to have all her wits. And when livid, one was often witless.

Cary met her gaze again, briefly, and she saw it. He wasn’t finished punishing her.

Game on, Fredericka thought. All she had to do was figure out what he planned on doing and put up a roadblock. It wasn’t even all that hard to do—just start thinking like an asshole, because that’s exactly what he was.

He moved in front of the class. As he did she wondered how she could have ever thought he was someone she wanted in her life.

“Okay, everyone, pass up the twenty questions you were to answer. And I’m not going to lie to you. These will count for a big part of your grade.” Something about the way he said it sent a warning bell through her.

Fredericka looked down at her paper. She’d spent two hours last night on her homework, making sure she hadn’t missed one question. No way in hell was she going to let him accuse her of not doing her work.

“Here.” Della—a vampire and one of Kylie’s roommates—who sat behind her, handed up her homework along with the other three students’ behind her. Fredericka hesitated and then she purposely didn’t put hers in the stack when she passed them up.

Only after Cary had collected all the papers in the front row and set them on his desk, did Fredericka raise her hand. “I’m sorry, I forgot to put mine in the stack.”

She stood up, and then turned to Miranda, the student sitting in the next row. She held out her paper to the witch. “Oh, did I complete them all?” she asked as if worried.

The witch leaned in.

“Weren’t there twenty questions?” Fredericka asked.

“Yeah,” Miranda nodded and glanced up from the paper.

“Good,” Fredericka said and then moved up and in front of the entire class, she put her paper on top of the others.

Cary stared at her, another flicker of anger bright in his eyes. His face even got a little red. He knew exactly what she was doing. Covering her ass. But she’d let him know. She didn’t give a damn what he knew, or how much it pissed him off, as long as he wasn’t able to tell any more lies about her.

Forty minutes later, a bell rang announcing the end of class. Fredericka, her books already stacked, was the first to stand up.

“Fredericka,” Cary said, over the bell. “I need to speak with you a second.”

The temptation to just walk out hit her, and hit hard. But she knew he’d use it against her. Standing there, listening to the shuffle of students leaving, she was left to face him.


Chapter Eleven

“Where were you running off to?” Cary asked Fredericka, as soon as the classroom door closed.

She wanted to tell him to mind his own damn business, but that might add fuel to his fire. So instead she just lied. “Nowhere in particular.”

“Then why don’t you stay and help me grade some papers?”

She stiffened her shoulders. “Sorry, I’d rather not.”

His eyes turned a lighter shade of blue. Disturbing blue. “You really don’t want to piss me off,” he said, his tone so threatening she almost flinched.

“I’m not trying to piss you off, Cary. But what was almost between us is over. Let it go.”

“It’s over when I say it’s over!” He took a step closer. “And you’re damn lucky I’m even interested. Do you think I don’t know that you were raised rogue?”

“And you’re a prime example that even someone from a good background can grow up to be an asshole.” She turned and walked out. Not giving him the privilege of knowing he had the power to hurt her. But his words echoed in her head and landed with a thump on her heart; at times she questioned her own self-worth.

*   *   *

That hurt stayed with Fredericka until Brandon opened the door and met her with a smile. A smile that said welcome. That said he was happy to see her. A smile that said he didn’t judge her.

And just like that, the heavy weight in her heart faded to almost nothing.

“Come here,” he said.

For a second she thought he was going to kiss her. And she would have let him, too.

He caught her hand and led her into the gallery. “I want you to see my project. I woke up and couldn’t sleep, so I worked.” They walked through the first two rooms to the back door and then stepped outside.

Fredericka’s breath caught at the site of the wolf sculpture on the patio. “That’s beautiful,” she told him and continued to admire how lifelike it looked. “Wow. Really beautiful.”

“Yeah,” he said.

She looked at him. He wasn’t looking at his art, but at her.

“Beautiful,” he said and inched closer. His arms slipped around her waist, and that’s when he kissed her.

The kiss started out slow, a little sweet, but got hotter. As crazy as it was, she could almost feel his purr. His heart raced against her. His hand moved to the hem of her T-shirt and moved up to touch her waist. The feel of his fingers on her naked skin had her melting closer to him. Had her wanting …

He pulled away and took in some quick fast breaths. “Sorry,” he said, looking at her, his eyes bright with passion.

“For what?” she asked.

“We should take it slow, right?”

And it was a question. He waited for her answer. And she knew what he was really asking.

A part of her wanted to tell him no. She wanted this. She wanted to feel the magic of it now and not wait. But wisdom said not to rush it.

She nodded. “Slow’s good.”

“Okay,” he said. “I promise to behave.”

She grinned. “I’ll try to do the same.”

He laughed. “So you’re having a hard time keeping your hands off me?”

“Yeah,” she said.

He pulled her against him. “Good.” Passing a finger over her lips, he said, “I guess we should go paint.”

“Yup,” she said and pulled out of his arms, even when staying there was so nice.

They both stepped back inside. “Can you stay on a ladder this time?” he asked with a tease in his voice. “Or am I going to have to catch you again?”

She grinned. “Maybe this time I’ll catch you.”

“Oh, I’d like to see that,” he said.

“You might be surprised,” she said, wondering and just a bit worried what he’d really think if he knew just how strong she was.

They were almost in the kitchen when the chimes started. They seemed to notice at the same time, because both of their smiles faded at the same instant.

“Told you,” he said.

Fredericka listened. The sound wasn’t so sad this time. It was almost … almost romantic.

Was his sister watching?

Looking over her shoulder at the chimes, relief struck when she didn’t see her there. When she looked back at Brandon she recalled her need to help the spirit pass over. Holiday had said that oftentimes, if a person was murdered, they stayed here to get justice against the person who’d killed them.

Brandon walked into the garage to collect the paint that must have been delivered that morning.

“Have you told the police that you think this old boyfriend could have hurt her?” she asked.

“Oh, yeah. Why do you think he came over the other day? He was outraged that I told the police that he could be responsible for her being missing.”

“Why do you think he would have hurt her?” she asked, grabbing one of the ladders and following Brandon outside.

He set his ladder down beside the porch. “Because two days before she went missing she told me that they’d had a bad argument and that she was going to break up with him. She even told me that she was … kind of afraid of him.”

He passed a hand over his face as if to wipe away his frustration. “I got upset and told her she sucked at picking boyfriends. I told her it was because she had daddy issues. And while I was telling the truth, it hurts that my last conversation with her was me criticizing her.”

Fredericka put her hand on his shoulder. “I’ll bet she knows you just got upset because you were concerned.”

“I hope so,” he said.

They spent the next two hours painting, working side by side. They talked about art and their plans for the gallery. He asked her to send some photographs of her pieces so he could start posting things online and hopefully drum up some business. She found herself getting excited about the prospect of selling some of her work.

Around five, when the sun was slowly sinking behind the western sky, she finished off one last section and told him she’d better start packing up her things. She got ready to go wash her brush.

“Why don’t I take you out for dinner?” he asked. “It’s the least I can do for you helping me.”

She wanted to say yes so badly, but her gut said she needed to get back to Shadow Falls and see just what crap Cary had set out for her this time. She moved into the garage where she’d seen a sink, a perfect place to wash out the brush. He followed her.

“How about a rain check? Maybe Friday evening?” she offered, knowing Thursday was the full moon and she really shouldn’t be seeing him again until afterward, especially when temptation was present.

“Then it’s a date,” he said.

“Great.”

“What about tomorrow?” he asked. “Can you come by and help me plant the flowers?”

She hesitated, knowing she shouldn’t, but damn it, she didn’t want to go two whole days without seeing him. It was only when she was with him that she felt happy.

“Sure,” she said.

“You don’t have to,” he said as if he’d noted her pause.

“I want to,” she said as she turned on the faucet and stuck the brush under the stream of water. “I won’t be able to come by on Thursday, though. I have to … study for a big test.”

“I could always help you study,” he said and moved in close. His hip brushed against hers as he held his brush under the water as well.

She felt the tingle of his touch. She dropped her brush and faced him. Leaning in, she lifted up on her tiptoes and kissed him. His brush dropped to the bottom of the sink with a slight thud.

His arms came around her and she held on. After several long seconds, and before she wanted to, she pulled away. “If I came here to study, I’m afraid I wouldn’t remember a thing, but … how blue your eyes are, or how your smile is just the slightest bit crooked, or how good your lips feel on mine.”

He smiled. “You’re probably right.” He pressed a finger over her lips. “But I’ll see you tomorrow?”

Yeah,” she said. “As long as the creek doesn’t rise.” Or Cary doesn’t do something to prevent me from coming.

*   *   *

As she drove away, Brandon stood on the porch waving. But as she pulled past the house, her gaze automatically shifted to the side of the house where she’d seen his sister twice.

Her breath caught when she saw her there again, kneeling at the flower bed. In her rearview mirror, she saw Brandon move inside. She drove away slowly, remembering Holiday’s advice.

You need to talk to her. When you see her next time, approach her. Ask her if she remembers what happened to her.

But holy hell, Fredericka didn’t want to do that. Nope, not even a little bit.

Then she remembered Brandon talking about his sister. How he wanted to find out what happened. Fredericka owed it to him to do this.

She pulled over and parked. Getting out of her car, she walked down the street. Linda still kneeled at the flower bed. The closer she got, the colder it got. Chills crawled up Fredericka’s spine.

Stopping about five feet from the spirit, Fredericka forced herself to speak.

“Linda?”

When she didn’t answer, Fredericka spoke again. “I just want to help.”

The woman shifted back just a bit. “I’m dead, aren’t I?” she asked, then she slowly looked over her shoulder.

Half the woman’s face was beaten to a pulp, her eye dangled out of the socket.

Fredericka screamed. When she went to step back, she tripped over her own feet.

She landed on her ass, and was still screaming, butt-scooting backward, when Brandon came running over.

“What happened?”

Panic still gripped Fredericka. She glanced back at his sister, but the woman was gone.

“I … I…” If she told him the truth, he’d think she was nuts. “I dropped my phone and I … saw a bug.”

“A bug?” He held out his hand.

She got up without his assistance.

He looked puzzled. Disbelief brightened his eyes. “You don’t seem the type to be afraid of a bug.”

She searched her mind for something more credible, but nope, nothing came, so she stuck with it.

“It was big,” she snapped. “I … gotta go.” She took off.

He called her name, but she ignored him. When she drove off she saw him standing in the same spot, staring as if … as if he didn’t buy her bug excuse.

And right beside him was his sister, waving good-bye, her eye still dangling against her cheek and the front of her sundress stained in blood.

As disturbing as that was, more disturbing was the fact that as she went to turn off Main Street, she recognized the car behind her.

Cary.


Chapter Twelve

After tossing and turning most of the night, Fredericka jolted awake an hour late, Wednesday morning. “Crap!” Bolting out of bed, she realized class had already started. She went to her closet and gathered her clean clothes.

She’d spoken with Holiday when she’d gotten home yesterday and told her that now Brandon’s sister knew she was dead.

Holiday had given her some pointers on how to encourage the spirit to open up. Just talk to her, don’t freak out.

Right! How could one stand there and have a discussion with someone whose eye was dangling out of their socket and not freak?

As a matter of fact, it had been Holiday’s warning that the spirit may come to see Fredericka, versus Fredericka having to go see her that had caused Fredericka’s sleepless night.

Seriously, who could sleep knowing a dead person could just pop in? Well, Fredericka had finally cratered, after about four hours.

Of course, also keeping her awake had been Cary. He hadn’t followed her all the way back to the camp last night. No, he was smarter than that, because someone might have seen him and had she chosen to tell Holiday about his obvious stalking, then the camp leader might have believed her.

Finally dressed, she ran a brush through her hair.

Between Cary’s ire, and the trouble he was causing, and ghosts, you’d think she might just throw in the towel and stop seeing Brandon. But nope. And it wasn’t just about the position at the gallery, either. Or because she was too damn stubborn. Though that was part of it.

But it was mostly … him. How just being with him made her smile. How with him, she didn’t feel so … damaged.

She felt … beautiful. Feminine. And happy.

She glanced at herself in the mirror, noting she even looked happier.

Which meant this afternoon, she’d go back to Brandon’s and … well, try to look a ghost in the eyes. She’d try to help him find the answers he needed.

Holiday’s words echoed in Fredericka’s head. Linda Hart needs to cross over. Usually they stay here for a reason. And her brother needs answers. Everyone needs answers.

Did Fredericka need them?

Pushing that from her mind, because it hurt too much to think about, she slipped on her boots and went back to thinking about this afternoon. Spending time with Brandon.

She’d be extra careful when she left, just to make sure Cary didn’t follow her.

Somehow she was going to have to warn Brandon, too. Not that she really believed Cary would hurt him. Everyone knew that messing with humans could get you in a world of trouble with the Were Council. Cary might be an asshole, but he wasn’t stupid enough to risk his job and way of life just to get even with her. At least she hoped not.

God, she really hoped not.

Looking at the clock, she just dropped back down on her bed. No use interrupting math class when she’d only attend a few minutes.

She tried to relax for a few minutes and then headed out to attend her second-period class. After English she had lunch, and then, ready to face Cary, or at least telling herself she was, she went to her history class. The second she walked in, he met her eyes, and she got a sense he had something else up his sleeve. There was just something cocky about his smile.

Fifteen minutes later, she’d almost convinced herself that she’d simply imagined it. But then Burnett James, Holiday’s vampire husband, half-owner of the school, and an agent for the Fallen Research Unit—basically the FBI for supernaturals—walked into the class. While everyone here considered the man fair, he had the presence of a hungry pit bull in a meat market.

His gaze shifted around the room and came to rest on Fredericka. And it wasn’t a restful gaze, like a simple hello. Her gut tightened and her instincts said the shit had just hit the fan.

Mr. James spoke to Cary, and then motioned for Fredericka to come with him. Picking up her books, fighting the urge to start screaming: I didn’t do it, she followed Burnett through the door. She looked back over her shoulder and saw that cocky smile touch Cary’s lips again. Fury rose up in her chest.

What the hell had he done this time?

*   *   *

Fredericka sat across the desk in Holiday’s office, staring at the evidence placed before her. Supposedly, Miranda, Kylie’s roommate, had found it pinned to their cabin door after lunch.

“I didn’t do it,” Fredericka said, looking down at the picture of Kylie Galen with a doodle of a knife drawn through her chest, the word DIE written across the front. The edges of the photograph were burnt as if someone had used a torch. Probably her torch, too.

On Fredericka’s lips were the words: Cary did it. But she didn’t say them. Why waste her breath? They wouldn’t believe her. Not without proof.

And she didn’t have any.

“The edges look as if someone used a torch,” Burnett said. “Has anyone had access to your shop but you?” His head tilted to one side as if to hear her heartbeat.

“Not that I know of,” she said and she didn’t look at him because … because she didn’t want to see disbelief in his eyes. Oh, he would know she was telling the truth, but everyone knew that some people just excelled at lying. He probably thought she was one of them. Why not? She was the daughter of a rogue, after all.

Oh, she could remind Holiday that she’d lost a key, and anyone could have gotten in there. She could tell her about her realization that she and Cary were through, and that he was having a hard time accepting it. But again, what did that prove?

“Fredericka.” Holiday said her name. “I know you’ve had a lot on your mind lately. With your father’s death and then the ghosts. I think maybe—”

“I didn’t do it!” she repeated. “I don’t hate Kylie anymore.”

“But you used to hate her, didn’t you?” Burnett asked, as if testing her ability to lie.

“Yes, I used to hate her. Not anymore.” She closed her hands into tight fists. Not angry at Holiday or Mr. James. Her fury was directed at Cary.

“Why didn’t you show up at math class this morning?” Mr. James asked.

“I overslept,” she said, and even to her ears it sounded like a lie. “Are we finished here?” she asked, wanting to go for a long run. Wanting to feel oxygen burn her lungs, until the burn of anger in her chest subsided.

“No, I’m not finished,” Mr. James said. “What are you not saying, Fredericka? You are holding back. I can tell!”

She inhaled and tried to fight the sting in her eyes. Not just from her emotions making them bright, but from tears. Tears of injustice.

“I’m supposed to go help Brandon Hart plant flowers in front of the gallery. Can I please be excused?”

“No!” Mr. James snapped. “You will not leave here today until you start talking.”

She tilted up her chin, inhaled his vampire scent that instinctively annoyed her senses, and met his bright eyes.

“What does it matter what I say? I’m the daughter of a rogue. You’ve already got me down as guilty!” Would her father’s sins ever stop haunting her?

She stood up and walked out.

She heard Mr. James call her back, but then she heard Holiday say, “Let her go.”

Fredericka couldn’t help but think that Holiday would be happy if she did go. Far away. If her shadow never fell on the school again.

Tears of anger, of frustration, burned her eyes and she headed for the woods to run until it hurt to breathe.

She ran five laps around the property. The perfect blue sky peered down at her through the trees as if mocking her angst. The smell of the forest, of the wet earth, just reminded her of a certain artist and his woodsy scent.

Each time she came close to the fence, the temptation to jump over it and go see Brandon hit. She didn’t. Because that would just make her look guilty.

After about three more laps, her lungs struggling to breathe, she collapsed on a large rock by a stream. Only a little more than twenty-four hours until the full moon offered her escape from the hurt, but it couldn’t come soon enough.

She pulled her knees up to her chest and hugged them. Then she closed her eyes and let the tears flow freely.

Once she’d cried it out, she pulled her phone from her pocket and texted Brandon.

Sorry. Can’t make it today. See you Friday.

She hoped she could see him Friday. Hoped by then she’d figure a way out of the jam Cary had put her in.

She got a text right back.

Damn. I was looking forward to seeing you.

Me, too.

Everything OK?

No,

she typed. Then deleted it. The last thing she wanted was to get Brandon involved in her problems. He had enough on his own plate.

Fine. Except missing you.

Miss you, too. How did you get under my skin so fast?

Sorry.

Don’t be. You make me … happy.

Closing her eyes, she held the phone to her heart. His message offered a slight reprieve from the pain collecting there. What she wouldn’t give to have him hold her right now. To feel the sense of happiness sneak into her chest and chase away all the pain, the injustice that seemed to be a legacy left to her by her father.

A few minutes later, she jumped off the rock and started back to her cabin, but that’s when she heard it again.

The rush of water.

What did the falls want with her this time?

*   *   *

It was dark, almost seven, and her clothes were still wet from the falls when Fredericka stepped up onto the cabin’s front porch. Somehow the trip to the falls had led her to this idea. Had it come from the death angels? Maybe. She just hoped it worked.

The door swung open before she knocked.

Della, her vampire eyes already a bright lime green, stood there staring at Fredericka. “Just take your wolf ass away from here. I swear to God, if you lay one finger on Kylie, I’ll have you whimpering like a pup.”

Fredericka held her chin up. “I didn’t do it.”

“Really?” Della said, but with her head still tilted to the right to hear Fredericka’s heartbeat, she looked puzzled.

Fredericka inhaled to find out if Kylie was here. When the chameleon’s scent was absent, Fredericka asked, “Where is she?”

“Like I would tell you,” Della said.

Fredericka frowned. To make this plan work she needed Kylie. The same girl she was being accused of threatening. She just prayed that Kylie didn’t believe it. Because if she did, she’d have no reason to help Fredericka.

“Let her in,” a voice called from inside.

Fredericka recognized Miranda’s witch scent, and her voice. For some odd reason, she felt she had an ally in the girl. And right now, Fredericka could use all the help she could get. Though, she didn’t have a clue why the witch would agree to help.

“Can I please come in?” Fredericka asked.

Della didn’t move, except to look back over her shoulder, at Miranda. “Why should I let her in?”

“Because I believe her,” Miranda said.

She does? Fredericka lifted up on her tiptoes, to see Miranda standing by the kitchen table.

Della huffed. “Yeah, but you still believe in Santa Claus, too!”

“Just let her in,” the witch said.

Della stepped back, but she gave Fredericka a hard, cold look. “I’m watching you.”

Fredericka rolled her eyes and moved in. Rumor was that Della was one kickass vampire. Oddly, Fredericka wasn’t afraid of her. If Kylie liked her, the girl couldn’t be all bad.

Fredericka walked all the way inside to stand beside her newfound ally, Miranda.

“Where is Kylie?” Fredericka asked the witch.

“Don’t answer her.” Della shut the door and came into the kitchen.

Miranda smiled and ignored the vampire. “She and Lucas ran to the store for Holiday. But she should be back in a few minutes. Sit down.” She walked over to the fridge and pulled out two Diet Cokes. She held one out to Fredericka and one to Della. “You want one?”

“Thanks.” Fredericka reached out and accepted the drink and sat down. Then curiosity got the best of her and she looked up at the witch. “Why do you believe me?”

“Now there’s a good question.” Della plopped down in the chair at the end of the table.


Chapter Thirteen

Fredericka waited for the witch to answer.

“I don’t know,” Miranda said and popped the top of her soda. “Sixth sense, maybe.”

“Like that’s dependable,” Della said and opened her soda.

“Just ignore her,” Miranda said. “We have to do that all the time. She’s difficult. It’s not her fault. A bitch bug crawled up her butt accidently. We love her anyway.”

Fredericka looked at the vampire who shot the witch the finger. The two of them were famous for arguing, but something told Fredericka they were the kind of friends Fredericka could only dream of having.

“I really didn’t do it,” she told Della. “Kylie and I have made amends. I don’t wish her any harm.”

Della tilted her head again to listen for lies. “Okay, if you didn’t do it, who did? Who wants to hurt Kylie?”

Fredericka hesitated to answer, but decided if she was going to tell Kylie—and she was—she might as well tell these two. She had a feeling they shared everything. “I don’t think anyone is trying to hurt Kylie. It’s me they want to hurt.”

Kylie walked in right then. “Who’s trying to hurt you?” She went straight to the refrigerator and got herself a drink.

“I didn’t leave that picture,” Fredericka said, not sure how much the girl had heard.

“Oh, I know that.” The confidence with which Kylie said it brought some emotion to Fredericka’s chest. Was this what it was like to have friends? That they just believed in you when no one else did?

“Thanks. Not everyone thinks that,” Fredericka said.

“If you mean me, I didn’t say I believed you did it,” Della said. “I’m just being cautious. It’s part of a vampire’s nature.”

Fredericka looked at Della. “I didn’t mean you. I mean … Holiday and Mr. James.”

“They don’t think you did it either,” Kylie said and dropped down in a chair.

“Yeah, they do, but that’s not important. I came to see if you would help me … help me prove it to them.” Fredericka noticed all three girls looking at her. “No one will get hurt. It’s completely safe.”

“Well, you just took all the fun out of it,” Della said.

“Would you shut your trap and let her finish?” Miranda snapped.

“What’s your plan?” Kylie asked.

*   *   *

At seven the next morning, Fredericka slowly walked into the cabin where she had history class. She inhaled to make sure Cary was there. He was.

She didn’t pick up any other scents, which was good. Please let this work.

With her nerves firing, she walked toward the back where he usually hid away in his office. But then she stopped. Better if it took place out here.

Just to get his attention, she dropped her books on his desk. She heard him scuffling out of his chair. No doubt, he’d already picked up her scent and knew it was her. Considering tonight was a full moon, and a were was at his strongest right now, it wasn’t the ideal time to do this. But she had to clear her name.

“Look who showed up early.” He leaned against the door frame. “Have you had a change of heart?”

She felt her pulse racing, praying this worked. She’d spent most of the night trying to think of exactly how to play this. Exactly what to say.

“Why are you doing this?” she asked.

“Doing what?” He offered her his cocky grin.

“What is it going to take to stop you?” she countered.

He let his gaze move down her body, in a totally indecent way. Then he inhaled again, as if checking to make sure no one else was around and deciding whether this was a trick.

It was a trick. But she prayed he didn’t figure that out.

“You know what I want?” he said after testing the air.

“No, I don’t know. Because honestly, I don’t think you even like me that much. You’re going to Europe as soon as school’s out instead of staying here with me.”

“I told you I wasn’t going to be gone all summer. Not that … we have to wait until summer to get to know each other.” That look appeared in his eyes again.

“I thought you were worried about your job?” she said.

“That was before.”

“Before what?” she asked.

“Before I knew exactly the type of relationship we would have.”

“And what kind of relationship is that?” She felt the sting all the way to her toes.

He shook his head. “You are a daughter of a rogue, Fredericka. You know we can’t have a real relationship. But I can give you what you need so you don’t have to throw yourself at some human.”

It took everything she had not to go for his throat and tie his freaking vocal cords around his neck. “He’s my boss.”

“He was your boss. You’re going to tell him that you changed your mind.”

“I signed a contract,” she said, not sure how much she needed him to say.

“You will walk away from him!” He moved in and grabbed her elbow. His fingers dug into her forearm. “Or I’ll get your ass thrown out of this school. Do. You. Hear. Me?”

“I. Hear. You! Release her!” Burnett’s voice boomed into the room before he became visible. As long as he held Kylie’s hand, no one would see or hear him. Obviously, he’d released her. He became visible … and his presence held more intimidation than his voice. Within seconds, he had Cary against the wall, his hand around his throat.

“You will pack your things and be out of here before class begins. And don’t you think I won’t report this. Your teaching career, Mr. Cannon, is history!” Burnett seethed and dropped his hand.

As Cary gasped for air, Burnett looked at Fredericka. “Are you okay?”

“Fine,” she said and didn’t realize until then that she was rubbing her arm where Cary had held her.

“Kylie, can you walk with Fredericka to the office?” Burnett asked. “I still have a few things to discuss with this piece of shit.”

*   *   *

“I’m sorry,” Fredericka said to Holiday a few minutes later. Kylie had left. Burnett was still escorting Cary off the Shadow Falls property.

“What are you sorry for?” Holiday asked.

“I brought on all this trouble.”

“He brought on all this trouble, young lady. You didn’t do a thing. Except not tell us what was going on.”

“I thought I could solve it myself.”

Holiday sat up in her chair. “No, you were afraid to trust anyone else. There’s a difference.”

Fredericka looked down at her lap. Holiday was right, but … “I went to Kylie.”

“Yeah. I suppose that was a step.”

Mr. James walked in. He looked down at Fredericka. “Don’t ever let a man treat you like that,” he growled.

She nodded and bit back the need to apologize.

He looked at his wife. “Did she take it?”

Fredericka got a feeling she knew what they were talking about.

Holiday shook her head. Burnett sat on the edge of the desk, opened a drawer, and pulled out an envelope. “You know, most weres are more afraid of being afraid than they are actually afraid. You’re an exception.”

She looked at him, her mind racing to understand his meaning. “Is that a roundabout way of calling me a coward?”

“Are you?” he asked. “A coward?”

She wasn’t really angry, just annoyed. “You two,” she said, pointing to him and Holiday, “act as if by reading this, it will fix something. There’s not—”

“Oh, hell no, it won’t fix shit. You can’t fix the past, Fredericka. But you can learn from it.” He paused. “You can get answers. Some of us would love answers.”

“Look…” Holiday started to speak up, but her husband shook his head at her. “Let me finish,” he told his wife and faced Fredericka again.

She stared up at him, not really following him.

“I’ve never told anyone this other than my wife, but I was found at a garbage dump when I was six weeks old. And I’m not too proud to tell you that it hurts like hell knowing I meant so little to my parents. Especially now that I have Hannah and know how precious children are. But if I had an envelope that could tell me something, I’d read it so fast your head would spin. You know why? Because … I know that what I imagine has to be worse than the truth.”

Tears filled Fredericka’s eyes; partly for the strong man baring his soul, and partly for herself. Right then she understood why so many of the students respected this man.

“But it is worse,” Fredericka said. “I already know that. I told myself he was dead all these years. It was easier believing that than … than thinking he just abandoned me.”

Burnett inhaled. “Look, Holiday spoke with the friend of your dad who brought this envelope. She knows some of what is in here and she tells me that you need to read it. And my wife,” he put his hand on Holiday’s shoulder, “knows her shit. Trust her. I know it’s hard. When people have let you down in life, it’s hard to trust. It took me forever to learn that. But I finally did. I realized that you can’t let the past control you or define your future. This is your life, Fredericka. You define what you are by how you live, but to do that, you need to let go of it. Read this.”

He held out the envelope. Fredericka’s hands shook, but she took it.

*   *   *

At eleven fifty that night, her blood fizzing, preparing for the upcoming shift, her heart reeling from reading her father’s letter, Fredericka started out to meet the other Shadow Falls weres. As she moved through the woods, she lifted her face hoping to catch Lucas’s scent. He wasn’t nearby yet.

She’d heard he’d been looking for her earlier, but she’d spent the afternoon and evening working in the shop, trying to get her necklace sets finished. Now, however, she needed to explain why she wouldn’t be running with the pack tonight.

Standing in the midst of the woods, night noises filling the dark silence, her phone dinged. Earlier, she and Brandon had been texting back and forth. She’d been tempted to go see him this afternoon, but with her emotions heightened and the slight physical changes due to her upcoming shift, she worried he might notice something. But as the night grew darker, she started worrying about something completely different.

Brandon’s safety.

Now that Cary couldn’t hurt her, would he go after Brandon? Before she’d assumed Cary cared too much about his job to do something stupid. Now he didn’t have that job.

She’d warned Brandon about Cary—the best she could. Telling him only that the teacher had quit and was upset, and that she’d explain later, but for him to be careful.

She was unclear about what all she could tell him. She knew she couldn’t tell him she was worried her teacher would show up at his house as a were.

Cary wasn’t stupid, he knew that crimes done by weres when they were shifted were often overlooked. At least by the Were Council, but not so much by the FRU.

And yes, Burnett had informed her that he’d warned Cary that he would be keeping an eye on his every step. But was Cary arrogant enough to think he could get away with anything?

She pulled her phone from her pocket, and saw Brandon’s name. She read his message.

You’re probably asleep, but I just walked outside and realized what tonight is. No wonder I feel so … antsy. Do you ever feel that way during a full moon? If you’re still awake, go peek at it. It’s beautiful and somehow alluring.

She stopped and looked up at the moon through the trees. Would it be so wrong to tell him the truth? She recalled Holiday saying it could be bad. Could. Could be bad. Which meant there was a chance it could not be bad?

So caught up in her thoughts, she didn’t pick up the scents or hear the footsteps until they were right behind her.

Startled, Fredericka swung around, a growl on her lips.


Chapter Fourteen

Lucas and Will, another were, moved in.

“There you are,” Lucas said, his voice deep and his frown apparent. Then he glanced at Will. “I’ll meet you in a few minutes.”

As Will treaded off, his footsteps almost silent on the damp earth, Lucas’s unhappy gaze fell back on her. “What’s going on with you?”

She waited until Will was far enough away not to overhear her response. “What’s wrong?”

“You know what’s wrong!” he growled, and even in the dark night with only a few moon rays to add light, she saw his blue eyes bright with familiar frustration. For sure, she’d heard that tone from him so many times—always when he’d been giving her hell about the tension between her and Kylie.

To his credit, most of those times Fredericka probably deserved his anger, but it hadn’t stopped it from hurting, and more importantly, she didn’t deserve his attitude this time.

And with her emotions on her sleeves due to the lunar energy, Fredericka’s hackles rose. “If this is about that picture of Kylie, then you need to pull your head out of your ass, because I’ve been cleared of that charge! I wouldn’t hurt—”

“I know that,” he interrupted. “I’m talking about Cary Cannon, and your not coming to me when he started acting like an ass! You’re like family to me. And I’m the leader of your pack. You should have come to me.”

“I … I went to Kylie. You two are attached at the hip, so it’s practically like going to you.” Oddly, she hadn’t even considered going to Lucas. And maybe she should have. The pack leader was there to help, but her problems with Cary were … relationship based, not werewolf based.

He frowned. “It’s not the same.”

“Almost,” she said, realizing it felt kind of good knowing he cared. “I’m glad I ran into you. I’m going to run off somewhere after the turn. I’ll catch up with you guys later.”

His frown tightened. “What’s his name?”

“Excuse me?” she asked.

“His name. This guy, the gallery owner that you have a thing for.”

“Kylie told you?” she asked, but strangely she wasn’t really annoyed. When explaining Cary’s behavior to Kylie, Miranda, and Della, Fredericka had mentioned Brandon. Barely mentioned him, but all three of them had picked up immediately that there was more to it than she was willing to say.

“Spill it, were,” Della had said. “And don’t try to lie, because I’ll know.”

They’d finally gotten her to admit that he was … well, hot, and drove a motorcycle, and was, well … really hot. Then she’d told them he was part were and how he’d kissed her. She probably shouldn’t have told them that, but … it had felt kind of good.

All three of them had announced they were coming to the gallery’s open house just to get a peek at the new hot artist in town. As crazy as it seemed, Fredericka had felt as if she’d been a part of something that night. A girl something. Like maybe she might even become friends with them. It seemed almost impossible, but she could dream.

Lucas cleared his throat, drawing her back to her problem at hand. “Yeah, Kylie told me about him. We’re joined at the hip, remember?” Lucas said.

Fredericka rolled her eyes. “Hips don’t have ears.” She waited for him to warn her against getting close to a human, but then recalled Lucas was different. He himself was breaking the Were Council’s rules and was planning on marrying Kylie. Fredericka admired him for that.

“Does he shift?” Lucas asked.

“No,” Fredericka said.

“Does he know you…?”

“No,” she said. “He doesn’t even know that he has were blood. I mean, I think he senses it, but just hasn’t accepted it.”

Lucas shook his head. “But that’s where you’re headed, isn’t it, to see him? Why? If he doesn’t know, this is not the way to tell him.”

“I’m not. I’m going there to…” She hesitated one second, then decided she might as well tell him. “I’m going there to protect him. I’m scared Cary might try something.”

*   *   *

As soon as the shift was complete, Fredericka’s paws hit the dirt and she moved with the wind. She wanted to get to Brandon’s as soon as possible, before Cary did—if that was his plan. Of course, she could be wrong, as Lucas had pointed out, but she didn’t want to chance it.

Brandon was … already too important to her.

As always her muscles burned and ached a bit after a turn. But it was a good pain, like someone rubbing a sore shoulder. Pushing herself into a full-fledged run worked the soreness away. Soon the liberating feeling of being in her were body took over.

As she ran, cutting through the woods, hiding in shadows as she darted through neighborhoods to get to his house, a sad thought hit. Brandon would never feel this. Never know the freedom of shedding his human form and seeing the whole world through different eyes.

Then she remembered how it had felt to ride his motorcycle, a sense of freedom and power. Had he subconsciously turned to riding to experience something that gave a similar sensation to shifting?

As she neared Main Street, she picked up some lingering were scents, not strong enough to know for sure if they were Cary, but enough for her to push herself to move faster.

She was less than a block from Brandon’s home and gallery when the were scent grew stronger. Inhaling, the hair on her back stood up as she recognized the scent. Cary was already here.

Knowing how fast a were could kill a human, her speed grew faster.

A growl rose from Fredericka’s throat and she prayed she wasn’t too late. Now with the gallery in sight, she spotted Cary in wolf form leap over the back fence. She charged, her hind legs pushing against the ground as she flew over the fence after him.

He must have sensed her, for her paws hadn’t hit the ground when he pounced. Their bodies met midair and the fight began. Unprepared for his attack, his jaws clamped down on her neck.

Thankfully, the fall to the ground offered her a chance to escape before his sharp teeth ripped into her flesh. She rolled once on the ground, shot up onto all fours, and growled. He already had his stance, ready to pounce. His eyes glowed orange, but no doubt hers did as well.

He had more weight on her, and probably strength, but she’d never backed down from a fight and had lost few. His lips curled up in a menacing growl, and she sensed he wasn’t just out for blood. This was a fight to the death.

He charged again. They met in midair. His weight knocked her to the ground. He landed on top of her, his teeth cutting into her side. Pain had a howl slipping from her lips. She turned, sinking her teeth into his neck. Blood, his blood, spilled on her tongue. His jaws released and his yelp brought her pleasure. But she knew she’d barely broken his skin.

He bolted back; for one second she hoped he was satisfied that he’d left her injured and would leave. But his menacing growl said otherwise. He didn’t plan to stop. One of them wasn’t going to make it through the night. By no means was she backing down, but with the wound in her side, she accepted her odds were not great.

A cloud must have shifted in the sky, because the wooden wolf statue seemed almost spotlighted. Anger rushed through her with the thought that if she failed, Cary wouldn’t stop with just her. He’d go after Brandon.

A surge of adrenaline fueled her fury. She wanted to live. Wanted to protect the artist whose hands had made the wolf. She wanted to know his kisses, to spend time basking in his smiles.

She attacked. Her mouth found the spot on his neck and she buried her teeth in deep. He pulled away, but not before she tasted more blood.

He howled, his eyes growing brighter. His breathing labored. At least now they both fought with their own wounds.

Suddenly in the distance she heard several other wolves. Fredericka recognized those howls. Lucas and some of the pack had come after all. But they were too far away to stop this now.

Cary pawed at the ground, as if ready to finish it. She lowered her head and growled, telling him she wasn’t going down easy, and ignored the pain in her side.

Suddenly something flashed past. Fredericka knew immediately it was a vampire. And not just any vampire, but a certain half-Chinese vamp whom Fredericka had enjoyed diet sodas with just a few nights before. Then landing beside her was another vamp, or rather a chameleon in vamp mode.

If anyone had told Fredericka that she would have been happy to see vampires on a full moon, she would have thought them crazy. If anyone had told her that Della and Kylie would have come to her rescue, she’d’ve called them a liar.

Cary’s hair stood up on the back of his neck and he growled at the two vampires. The howls of her pack echoed closer and Fredericka saw when Cary knew he was beat. His orange gaze shot to the fence, and he leapt up and over six-foot slats of treated lumber to escape.

“That’s right. Run, you chicken-shit dog!” Della said, sneering after him, her canines extended and her eyes glowing neon green. The two vampires’ gazes shifted to Fredericka.

“You okay?” Kylie asked, her eyes fading to their soft blue color.

Fredericka nodded. Her wound was not fatal, but it would have kept her from fighting at her best, which might have allowed Cary to finish her off.

“You go,” Kylie said. “We’ll hang out here to make sure he doesn’t come back.”

But then Della muttered something, and they both flashed off.

And that’s when the light on the back porch flashed on.

The sound of the back door opening echoed in the night.

Every were instinct inside her told her to run, to leap over the fence. Every Fredericka instinct told her to stay.


Chapter Fifteen

Brandon stepped out onto the porch, wearing only a pair of navy boxers. His hair was mussed, his eyes heavy from sleep. The moon brushed against all his bare golden skin. She noted his muscles seemed more pronounced than before. He might not shift, but his body still grew stronger due to the moon.

Fredericka couched down a bit, hoping he could read her body language that she wasn’t there to hurt him. She knew the exact second his gaze found her, because he gasped. Yet it didn’t seem to come from fear, but perhaps awe.

He moved slowly toward her. When he got a few feet from her, he held out his hand. “It’s okay. I won’t hurt you.”

In her heart, she knew it to be true. She let him touch her. He turned his hand over slowly and ran his fingers over the top of her head. As a wolf, she’d never been petted by a human, and it felt wonderful. And for the first time she understood the few weres that actually hung with humans while shifted.

“It’s not you, is it, Nana?” he asked.

Fredericka’s heart jolted. He knew.

He dropped down on his knees, and looked her right in the eyes as if searching for her identity. Fredericka got a feeling she should go. But not before saying good-bye.

She moved in and brushed her unwounded side against his arm.

“Don’t go,” he said. But she couldn’t stay. She could hear Lucas and several others in her pack nearing the other side of the fence.

She went to give him one more brush with her snout when he ran his hand down her other side.

He pulled his hand back quickly, glancing down at the blood. “You’re hurt.”

She moved away. Looking back one more time, she saw his sister standing behind him. Thankfully, her eye was in place.

Fredericka nodded her head at the woman, then leapt over the fence.

*   *   *

Burnett had Cary picked up the next morning. Because he hadn’t actually killed anyone, and it came off just as a fight between two weres, Burnett couldn’t arrest him, but Burnett promised to put the fear of God in him. Knowing Burnett, she didn’t doubt his ability to do just that.

Fredericka was both excited and nervous about seeing Brandon. After her first class, she ditched school, and went to talk to Holiday.

“He knows.” She told her about what he’d said to her the night before.

“But he doesn’t know what you are, right?”

She dropped down into the chair across from the redheaded camp leader that she’d come to respect. “I don’t think so, but I want to tell him.”

Holiday exhaled. “You really like him, don’t you? And not just as a boss?”

Fredericka didn’t deny it. She told Holiday about his scars, and how she’d never shown anyone her own scars and yet she’d shown him. “I know it sounds crazy, but it almost feels like I understand him better because we both have them.”

The fae leaned back in her chair. “It doesn’t sound crazy, but … it’s best if you let him come to the realization himself. Hearing someone say this can really mess with a human’s mind.”

“But what if he never comes to the realization, or never says it aloud?”

“From what you told me, he’s close,” Holiday said. “Don’t push it.” Then she leaned forward. “Have you seen the sister again?”

“Briefly last night. But I … might see her today.”

Holiday nodded. “Remember what I said. Stay calm and try to get her to talk to you.”

Fredericka stood up to leave. She got to the door when Holiday spoke up.

“Did you read it?”

Fredericka turned around. “I can pay my tuition now. He left me over a hundred thousand dollars in the bank.” She noted Holiday’s surprise. “Didn’t Marissa tell you about the money?”

“No,” Holiday said. “She told me the reason he left you with Lucas’s father was because he had enemies after him and his biggest fear was that they would take you to hurt him.”

She nodded. “He wrote that in his letter.” She swallowed the lump of hurt that swelled in her throat. “I still say he was wrong. He should have at least told me.”

“People make mistakes,” Holiday said.

“He was a hit man for some human mob boss.”

“Some of those mistakes are worse than others,” she said, sadness in her voice.

She hesitated to say it, but because it was the one thing that made her a bit less angry, she forced the words out.

“Did she tell you how he died?”

“No,” Holiday said.

“He’d been hired to kill someone. He didn’t know until he went there that it was a girl. A young girl. He couldn’t do it. Instead, he went to the girl’s father, who was the real target, and warned him. My dad wrote me in a letter that she reminded him of me. He said that he knew if he didn’t do the job, the person who hired him would come after him, but he did it anyway because he felt as if it was his way of redeeming himself.”

Fredericka felt tears sting her eyes and she saw similar tears appear in the camp leader’s green gaze. Then Holiday spoke. “He gave his life for someone else. He wasn’t all bad.”

“I guess not.” She started out, then turned back. “Thank you for encouraging me to read it. It still hurts. But you were right. It helped.”

*   *   *

She almost called Brandon to tell him she was coming early and then decided to just surprise him.

Much to her dismay, he wasn’t home. Or he wasn’t answering his door. For one second, she worried Cary might have gotten to him.

Snatching her phone out, she dialed his number. By the second ring she was panicking, then he answered.

“Hey,” he said. “If you’re calling to cancel, I’m not hearing it.”

She chuckled, relief washing over her, the sound of his voice pulling a soft emotion to her chest. “No, I’m calling because … I came early. I’m here and you’re not.”

“I’m in Bayberry … about an hour north of Fallen, at a storage shed my sister had. She had some of my stuff here from years ago.”

“Art?” she asked, thinking he could have other pieces to add to the gallery.

He paused. “No. My … grandmother’s things,” he said. “She had a diary.”

She swallowed and her heart raced. “Really?”

“Yes. She wrote some really interesting stuff,” he said. “And some of it … some of it reads like … it was written to me.”

“Really?” she said again because she didn’t know what else to say.

“Yeah, I’ll tell you about it when I get there.”

“Okay.” She bit down on her lip.

“Go on inside. Wait for me, okay?”

“Yeah. But it’s locked,” she said.

“There’s a key under the fake dog poop in the front flower garden.”

“Fake poop?” She laughed.

“Yeah. My sister’s idea. I’m gonna head out. See you in a bit.”

*   *   *

Fredericka found the fake poop and unlocked the door. She’d barely gotten the door open when, in the corner of her eye, she saw a flash of yellow, the same color of Linda’s sundress, disappear into the kitchen.

Pushing back fear, Fredericka hurried inside, and followed her.

Only Linda wasn’t there. Or maybe she was, but just not showing herself. The cold from the room sent chills up Fredericka’s arms.

Remembering Holiday’s advice, she forced herself to speak. “Linda? Can we talk?” And please have both your eyes in their sockets.

The sound of the wind chimes from the other room filled the cold air. Fredericka walked into the front room where the chimes hung.

“Brandon told me you made these,” she said. “They are beautiful.”

She waited to see if she would show herself. She didn’t. But the chimes kept playing.

“I want to help you,” Fredericka said. “I want to help Brandon. He wants answers. And … answers are good things sometimes.”

Still nothing.

Then the chimes stopped ringing. Like really fast. The dead silence of the room reminded Fredericka of the other time when …

She heard a car stop in front. She heard the motor cut off. Then she heard footsteps treading across the front yard.

Moving to the front door that she’d left open, she confirmed what she’d feared. The man standing in the side yard looking between the two houses was the same guy she’d seen in the car a couple of days ago. The man Brandon said was Linda’s old boyfriend. The same one Brandon believed killed Linda.

Then he swung around and started for the porch. Fredericka probably should have been afraid, but all she felt was fury. This man had taken Linda’s life.

He stopped when he got onto the porch and looked at her, still standing in the doorway. Looked at her the way disgusting men looked at women. The hair on the back of her neck rose, warning her that this man was trouble.

She checked his pattern to make sure he wasn’t anything more than human. He wasn’t. But she noted his pattern was murky. So her perception of him was right on target.

She took a small step back, but not so far he’d think it was an invitation to come inside.

“Hey, gorgeous. Where’s Brandon?” He moved in closer and even leaned against the door frame as if he was too sexy to stand on his own two feet. But holy shit, what she wouldn’t give to knock him on his ass and give his ego a good squashing. Squash it like the no-good worm he was.

“He’ll be here shortly,” she replied matter-of-factly, if not a bit cold.

“Can you give him a message for me?” He reached out to touch her hair.

She stepped back and glared at his hand.

“Sorry, it’s just so pretty. Girls like you make guys wanna touch. And be touched. I even have a few scars if that’s what turns you on.”

Her hackles rose up so fast, she had to hold back a growl. “Does your message have anything to do with Linda and her disappearance?”

His demeanor changed from guy-on-the-prowl to pissed-off murderer. Changed so fast, she suspected this guy either had mental issues or was a user of some badass drug. Or maybe both.

“Yeah.” He leaned in. So close she could tell he’d had garlic for dinner last night and had overlooked his oral hygiene. Then he put his face right in hers. And that was the wrong thing to do. Everyone knew you didn’t get in a were’s face.

Well, not everyone knew, but she didn’t mind teaching the lesson to this ignorant human.

Before she started initiating that lesson he spoke again. “Tell Brandon to stop telling these stories to the police, or they’ll be looking for his body!”

She tilted up her chin, showing him she wasn’t afraid, and well, maybe egging him on. “You know, that’s a threat and I think it’s against the law.”

His eyes glittered with rage. He caught her by her arm. She could have dodged his reach, but nope, she actually hoped he’d give her a little something to justify what was coming.

His hand tightened. “No, sweet ass, that’s not a threat. It’s a promise.”

She lifted one eyebrow, leaned in just a bit, and looked him dead in the eyes. “Wanna hear my promise?”


Chapter Sixteen

His hand tightened on her arm.

“I promise that I’m gonna find out what happened to Linda, so your butt will rot in jail. Oh, yeah, I also promise you that this is gonna hurt!” She lifted her knee with were force and got him right in his gonads.

The man went down to his knees. Between gasps for air, she heard him call her a few names. However, what she mostly heard were the wind chimes playing a beautiful song.

She stepped back and shut the door, and looked back at the chimes. She still didn’t see Linda, but she knew she was there. “You liked that, didn’t you?”

The chimes played louder.

*   *   *

“Please talk to me,” Fredericka said five minutes later.

Linda’s killer had managed to get his sorry ass and sore balls into his car and drive off. Fredericka walked around the house talking to a ghost who apparently had disappeared. The chimes were still silent. Not the dead kind of still from before, but just silent.

Suddenly remembering seeing Linda outside by the flower bed several times, she walked out.

As she cut the corner, she saw her, sitting there, hugging her knees. Eyes all in the proper sockets.

“Can we talk?” Fredericka asked.

The spirit looked up. “Why can you see me and no one else can?”

“I guess I’m supposed to help you.”

She smiled. “I like what you did to Brice.”

“He … hurt you, didn’t he?” Fredericka asked.

Linda nodded and her gaze moved to Fredericka’s arm. “He hurt you, too.”

Glancing at the bruises, Fredericka said, “This is nothing. But if you can tell me about what he did to you, maybe I can make good on my promise to him. To get him arrested before he hurts anyone else.”

Linda inhaled. “This is where I am.”

Fredericka didn’t understand. “I know, I see you.” She moved in a little closer. She heard a car pull up in front of the house, a different-sounding motor than the one she’d heard the creep drive away in. So she ignored it, because she didn’t want Linda to disappear. “Remember I saw you the other day, too.”

“No, not this me.” She touched her chest, pressing her hand over her heart. “The other me.”

The other you? All of the sudden Fredericka understood. “You mean…”

Linda nodded. “I was … planting the flowers, early in the morning before it got too hot, and he … dropped by. I’d broken up with him and he didn’t want to accept it. He yelled at me, then he … took my shovel and hit me with it.” She glanced at the flower bed. “The shovel is in there, too. And I think I scratched him, so there should be proof under my fingernails.”

“I’m sorry,” Fredericka said, her chest aching and suddenly wishing she’d neutered that bastard instead of just bruised his boys.

“Me, too. There was so much I wanted to do. But I think … I think it’s gonna be nice where I’m going. Isn’t it?”

“I think so,” Fredericka said. She wished she knew more, wished she could offer Linda something more, but she didn’t know for sure, and the last thing she was going to do was lie to a dead person. “I’m kind of new at this, but Holiday—a friend who does this a lot—said you would be happier there.”

Linda stood up. “Will you take care of Brandon? He’s a good guy. Oh, he pretty much takes care of himself. He had to because of his mother. But since he’s met you, he’s been happier. A lot happier. He needs that. He deserves it.”

“He makes me happy, too,” Fredericka said, and right then she heard the footsteps behind her, followed by his voice.

“Who makes you … Who are you talking to?” Brandon asked.

Linda moved a little closer. “You can tell him. He knows I’m here. He talks to me. But I don’t think he hears me. That’s why I started playing the chimes.”

“I didn’t hear your motorcycle.” Fredericka turned around.

“I drove Linda’s car,” he said, looking at Fredericka a little strangely.

“How’s your side?” he asked.

“Fi—” She gasped a little.

His gaze went to her forehead. He was attempting to read her pattern.

“Your…” He touched his forehead. “It’s different.”

She just stood there.

“My grandma told me how to … I never tried. I thought, everyone in the family thought she was crazy.” He continued to stare at her. “Then she wrote it down for me. In the diary.”

He pushed a hand through his hair. His blue eyes looked puzzled and wide. “Don’t stand there and let me think I’m crazy.”

“No, I … You’re not crazy. You are … part were.”

“Part?”

She nodded. “You’re like seventy-five percent human and then were and a little fae.”

“She said that, too.” He nodded. “And you…” He squinted again. “You’re full were?”

She nodded.

He blew out a big sigh then took a long gulp of air. “Shit.” Then he looked at her again. “That really was you last night, wasn’t it?”

She nodded.

He stood there as if thinking. “Can I change into…?”

“I don’t think so. I don’t know a lot about what mixed bloods can and can’t do. But I know someone who does.”

He seemed to contemplate what she’d said. “The school? That’s what…?”

She nodded.

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

She shrugged. “I was … told it was best if you came to the conclusion.”

“Okay.” He stood there for a second, as if a little overwhelmed, and finally said, “Damn!”

Then he smiled.

She smiled back.

Then he kissed her.

She kissed him back.

And then when that ended—after several glorious seconds, he asked, “Who were you talking to?”

“Just tell him,” his sister repeated and Fredericka winced because she’d forgotten she was there. And that kiss hadn’t been one a sister should have seen. Not even a dead sister.

Fredericka hesitated. How much could he handle in one day? Should she lie? But she needed to tell someone so they could … find the body. Didn’t she? She glanced down at the flower bed, trying to think.

“Hey,” Brandon said.

She looked up. Oh, hell, she sucked at lying. “Your sister. I was talking to your sister.”

*   *   *

“Do you want to press charges?” the sheriff asked, looking at Fredericka’s bruised arm. Two officers walked past, rolling yellow tape. They had just started digging, looking for Linda’s body.

“Nah, I … think I got even.” She’d told them about busting the man’s balls. So far nobody seemed to blame her. “I mean, unless you need me to.” Standing on the porch, she glanced at Burnett in the front yard talking to Brandon.

Right after she’d told Brandon about seeing Linda, she’d called Burnett for advice on what to do next. He’d shown up ten minutes later with instructions on what to say to the police. Then he’d hung around to make sure it all went smoothly.

Basically, she’d told the truth. Leaving out the ghost part, and perhaps exaggerating the boyfriend’s interest in the flower garden on the side of the house. And it worked like a charm, just as Burnett said it would.

“Why don’t we wait and see what we find here,” the sheriff said. She could tell he was still doubtful, not that she blamed him. He hadn’t seen the ghost with her eye hanging out.

Fredericka nodded again and looked at Brandon. She’d noticed him checking out everyone’s forehead. His gaze shifted and landed on her.

He smiled and that was all it took for her heart to fill with some warm emotion. She’d never been one to believe in sappy shit like love at first sight, but she couldn’t deny she’d been drawn to Brandon from the start. Then again, he’d been shirtless and wielding an axe. Most women would have been drawn to him.

Suddenly voices rose at the side of the house. One of the officers called the sheriff over. The words weren’t said, but she knew, and so did everyone else.

Linda’s body had been found.

She saw the look of grief cross Brandon’s face. While she knew he’d wanted to find answers, it still hurt. Considering her own unearthing of answers, she understood that all too well.

When she saw him walk through the garage to go inside, she went in herself.

He was standing in the front room, beside the chimes. She moved beside him and wrapped her arm around his waist.

“I’m gonna miss her,” he said, his voice tight.

“I know,” Fredericka said.

After a few minutes of just standing arm in arm, he looked down at her. His blue eyes were misty with tears. “How did I get so lucky to find you?”

She just grinned. “I’m the one who’s lucky.”

“Do you believe in fate?” he asked.

She nipped at her bottom lip. “I don’t know.”

He ran a finger over her lips. “Don’t worry. I believe enough for the both of us.”

She took in a big breath. “There are still things about me that … that you don’t know. My dad … he was rogue. He did a lot of bad things. And in the were world if you were raised rogue, then you are considered—”

“Stop.” He shook his head. “Do you really think that’s going change my mind about you?”

“I just want you to know in case—”

“All I need to know is you.” He brushed a strand of hair off her cheek. “I know we just started … but I’ve never felt this kind of connection with anyone. Don’t you feel it?”

“Yes,” she said. “I do. But…” She hesitated and then forced herself to say her fear. “What if what you’re feeling is just because I’m were? There are a lot of were chicks out there with good family history.”

“I got a feeling there’s only one Ricka. And do you think I’m looking for family history? I’ve got a pretty messed-up family history myself. I’m looking for someone who makes me happy. Who can make me laugh. Who understands art. Who knows what a scar is … and isn’t. I’m looking for someone who with one look can make my heart feel whole. And that’s you. You do that for me.”

She smiled. “And that’s you,” she repeated. “For me. I’m still just a little scared.”

“Don’t be.” He leaned in and kissed her. The kind of kiss that tasted like promises, love, and a future.

Oh, hell, maybe Fredericka did believe in fate.
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