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SUMMARY


While most of Maria, New Mexico is
getting into the holiday spirit, coyote shifter Diana Shapely has more pressing
concerns. For one thing, the due date of her twin niece and nephew is rapidly
approaching and she needs to find them the absolute perfect welcome-to-the-world
gifts. For another, the girlfriend she ghosted a year ago just showed up out of
the blue.


 


Lanie Chappell is a tough cookie who
knows how to take “no” for an answer, but she also knows there’s something off
about Diana’s rambling rationale for dumping her. Diana claimed she merely
wanted to protect human Lanie from the dangerous world of shapeshifters, but
Lanie had never asked to be coddled. She didn’t spend more than a decade in the
Army hiding from challenges. Furthermore, if there’s anyone who needs her back
watched, it’s Diana.


 


The truth is that Diana was
terrified that Lanie would realize Diana didn’t stack up. After being told all
her life that she’d never make anything of herself, Diana decided that she’d
rather cut her losses than be the one who gets left.


 


Steady Lanie is the soothing
counterbalance to Diana’s wilder spirit and the champion she’s always wanted.
But if Diana can’t shake off the deep-seated insults of the past, she’ll never
be able to claim the mate she deserves.


 






CHAPTER ONE


Holy hell, there are
two of them.


Energized by the prospect of a good deal, Diana Shapely
stuffed the wad of estate maps and inventory flyers she’d been carrying into
her tote bag. She also set down the still-full glass of complimentary champagne
the caterer had thrust toward her at the door. Nestled in a dark corner near a
reproduction suit of armor and several rolled-up Persian rugs was a pair of
gorgeous two-foot-high cherrywood chests.


From a distance, those boxes, with their rounded tops and
smooth, unadorned sides looked to be in pristine condition. Better yet, they appeared
to be identical.


The identical aspect was important because in about a month,
she was going to have her very first niece and nephew, and she couldn’t just
give them the same sort of store-bought gifts as everyone else. People expected
more from her. After all, she was the sister of the highest-ranking coyote
shifter in the town of Maria, New Mexico. Moreover, Blue practically oozed
money. She had to outdo everyone—if not with expense, then with
uniqueness.


Even if it weren’t for the fact that she lived under a
microscope of scrutiny, Diana would still want those kids to have something
that would last. Growing up with a father who discouraged softness in any form,
Diana had never been able to get attached to anything. She wanted more for
them. They could have more than she had.


Plus, being the innately morbid sort, Diana had decided that
when she was dead and gone, she wanted those kids to think, “Oh, Aunt Diana.
You were such a mess, but we loved you anyway.”


That was all anyone ever wanted, in her estimation—to
be loved, in spite of what they couldn’t be.


Easing toward the corner carefully so as not to draw
attention to the objects, Diana put her phone to her ear. She murmured some
nonsense words into it and tried to make herself look distracted.


Like hell I’m going to
be sniped by a bunch of amateurs.


The gaggle of ladies-who-brunch who had been conversing in
that corner of the giant hacienda’s large study suddenly seemed to multiply.
There were six of those cowboy hat-wearing ranch matriarchs, fondling their
pearls as they sipped weak mimosas and chatted about the dearly departed who’d
owned the place. They weren’t even shopping. They were just shooting the shit.


Diana growled softly into the quiet phone and wondered if
she could edge behind them for a closer look at those chests without upsetting
the order of things.


She hadn’t known the deceased homeowner. She’d learned about
the estate sale in the same way she always did as of late: from invitations
shoved hastily through her apartment’s mail slot. She hadn’t lived in Maria
long enough to be on the best mailing lists, but she’d gotten around enough
that people knew that if she showed up, she bought prolifically and she paid in
cash. After all, she was a pro. Being a professional organizer, she knew all
the best ways not to waste people’s time.


Two more women joined the brood. The corner was so tight with
bodies that there was no way Diana could wedge into it without having to buy
them all drinks afterward or—she shuddered at the thought—actually
communicating with them. It wasn’t that she minded talking to people. She
simply had things to do. Groceries to buy. Coyotes to nag.


That last thing was nearly a fulltime gig, and an unpaid
one.


The matrons hadn’t seemed to notice those chests yet. She
didn’t want them to notice. She wanted to cart those things out without having
to haggle over them, and those women looked like hagglers.


They don’t even want
half the shit they buy, probably.


Sighing, she glanced back at the doorway, wondering if the
attorney in charge of the shindig could assist. Some tactfulness was required.
Maria was a small town, and there was no doubt she’d be seeing those women
again. Wealth flocked with wealth, and everyone knew Blue had more money than
anyone. The last thing Diana needed was for them to spread around that she’d
been overly aggressive and rude. Diana was trying to get her organizing
business off the ground again. Early word of mouth in her new town was going to
either make her or tank her.


Squaring her shoulders, she dropped her phone into her tote
and withdrew her wallet. She made her way to the estate sale assistant
stationed behind the desk and had a stack of cash out by the time she got there.


“Those two chests,” she said, discreetly gesturing toward
the birds in the boots. “You got any notes about their condition? I really
don’t want to buy without examining them, but—”


The lady put up her hands in a say no more gesture and then
chuckled as she opened a thick binder. Her tight, dense braids fell forward
into her face as she dragged a fingertip down a page.


Diana shifted her weight impatiently. One of those ladies
was looking around like she needed someplace to sit. If she sat on one of those
chests, she might actually want to take a closer look at them.


“The chests convey with whatever is inside them,” the
assistant said. “We don’t have the keys, and the executor didn’t want to spend
the money on a locksmith. The items inside may not be worth the cost of the
service.”


“I’m not worried about the stuff inside,” Diana said in a
rush. “I just want the furniture. Any notes about damage? Rot?”


“No. I’m not certain, but I believe those were stored in the
mansion’s housekeeping closet. They would have been maintained well. I bet they
contain tablecloths and napkins and such. None of that was accounted for when
we were doing inventory.”


Diana had no use at all for fancy linens, but if they were in
there, she’d respectfully find a new home for them. “How much?”


“Fifty dollars each if you cart them away yourself,
but—”


Diana peeled off five twenties and thrust them at her.


The woman’s brow furrowed. “Don’t you want to look at them
first?”


“No,” Diana said through clenched teeth. “I want you to take
this money in your pretty little hand and give me two of those stickers that
say ‘Sold.’”


The woman sucked in some air and gave Diana a wary look.
“You know there are no refunds, right? Policy says if I take that money and
write you a receipt, I can’t give it back.”


“For a measly hundred bucks, that’s a risk I’m willing to
take. My time is worth way more than that.”


With Christmas rapidly approaching, there were probably a
dozen places she could have been at that moment, and plus, it was Tuesday. On
Tuesdays, she was on the hook to escort Maria’s mostly-shapeshifter Girl Scout
troop to crafts night at the nursing home. She was trying to teach them all
about punctuality, and that meant she needed to actually have her ass there on time,
too.


“I’m really not trying to give you a hard time here,” Diana
told the woman. “In fact, I’m trying to preempt a bidding war. I want those
chests for my brother’s kids. They don’t need to be perfect, but they do need
to match.”


“Everyone gives me a hard time.” The woman gently took the
cash and started a receipt for Diana. “Not sure what it is about this place.
Every time we do a sale in Maria, there’s always some issue. What’s your name?”


“Diana Shapely. And I’ll be back to pay for some other stuff
later.” She’d seen some bookcases that were just screaming for re-homing. They
were fifty years out of style, but that didn’t matter. She’d find a way to make
them work, wherever they ended up. “Those chests are my priority.”


The lady handed over the receipt and attached two stickers
to the back of her hand. “All right. Let’s go tag ’em.”


“I appreciate your assistance,” Diana said as the woman made
her way around the table.


“Oh, no worries. We’re in the business of settling estates,
not running museums.”


Diana laughed as they approached the crowd. “In that case,
let me give you my card before you pack up and leave town. Let me know directly
the next time you’ll be in the area, and I’ll show up on preview night with a
hand truck and wearing my coveralls.”


The lady laughed and said to the milling matriarchs, “Excuse
me, ladies. We need to get these chests out.”


They parted and, looking a bit stupefied, all turned to look
at the trunks behind them.


“You mean those?” One woman pointed with her mimosa glass.


“Yep.” The assistant smacked an orange sticker onto each and
looked at Diana, wearing a tight smile. “Do you have a truck?”


Wiggling her eyebrows, Diana rocked back on her boot heels. “Yep.
Rented one from the moving van place.” She tried to be prepared as often as she
could be. She may have looked like she’d just crawled out of a wild fetish
weekend in her tight black attire and aggressively winged eyeliner, but working
those sales and getting her purchases where they needed to be was one of the
few things she was really good at.


“Well, how much are they?” One woman was searching in her
purse.


Another had put on her reading glasses and was peering critically
at their construction.


“They’re not for sale,” Diana said.


You snooze, you lose,
broad.


She chuckled low as she knelt in front of the first chest and
smoothed her hands over the wood. “Good quality. Gorgeous brass hardware. Minor
wear.”


They’d look perfect in the kids’ nursery.


She tuned out the chattering birds behind her and snapped a
quick picture of each on her phone. With that task done, she tapped out a text
message to Kenny, one of her brother’s lieutenants.


 


Buying heavy stuff. Can you find me a couple of
Coyotes who can do two hours of work? I’ll pay cash under the table as always.


 


He immediately responded: Address?


 


Diana chuckled deviously as she tapped in the location. “So
efficient, Ken. Love the way you work.”


Mission accomplished, she dug into her tote for the sale map
and headed for her number two priorities—coat racks and umbrella stands.
Nobody had those anymore, and she didn’t understand why not. They were terribly
useful.


She squatted beside a heavy, wrought iron coat tree and
wondered if the paint had lead. “I need a local go-to person to check for lead.
Used to have a guy.”


“You having a guy would explain a lot of things,” came the deadpan
quip from the other side of the room.


Diana jolted upright, nearly knocking the rack over in the
process.


That voice…


She shouldn’t have been hearing it there. Lanie Chappell wasn’t
supposed to be in Maria because Diana had told her ex in very explicit terms
the last time she’d popped in that there wasn’t going to be a them anymore.


Lanie had asked for a good reason why not.


Diana had given her a reason—that she didn’t want
Lanie, a run-of-the-mill human, all mixed up in the shapeshifter bullshit.


Lanie had responded, “I said a good reason, Diana.”


The conversation had devolved precipitously from there.
After about an hour of arguing in the back alley of Maria’s most popular bar,
Lanie had to leave to catch her plane home to Oregon, and Diana had thought
she’d seen the last of her. She was convinced that they wouldn’t ever have to
have that fight again, and that she could finally mourn the breakup properly.


But there Lanie was, hovering in the wide doorway with that
military-straight posture, wearing the coyest of smiles on her lips. Pink Lustre lips. Always the same color.
Muted. Flattering. Subtle enough to meet strict Army dress codes. Lanie wasn’t
in the Army anymore, but old habits died hard with her.


Apparently, Diana was one of them.


Diana’s hand found the pole of the rack. She didn’t know if
she was balancing it or if it was keeping her
upright, but she was afraid to let go.


Lanie.


Diana’s instinct was to always run to her. The wild part of
her that had already decided, Well, this
one can stand you. May as well keep her, was to blame, but Diana’s higher
logic reminded her of how dangerous it was for a creature like her to be kept.


She’d never wanted to hurt Lanie. She loved that woman more
than her own life, and that was why she’d let her go in the first place. All
signs pointed to Lanie being Diana’s mate. As rare as that was for a person who
wasn’t a shapeshifter of any sort, Diana couldn’t commit. There were too many
reasons why she couldn’t, but mostly, Lanie didn’t belong in Diana’s world. She
belonged someplace where there was a normal order to things, and brilliant as
she was, she belonged with someone who had some sense.


According to Diana’s father, Randall, “sense” was something
that she’d been born without and would never develop without celestial
intervention.


Lanie took a step into the room, hands in the pockets of her
black slacks, and studied the ceiling. “Huh.”


Diana blinked, then looked up.


She regretted looking up. There was a mural on the
ceiling—a bastardization of “The Creation of Adam.” A bronco had replaced
Adam, and a cowboy with a lasso played the role of God.


The fuck is wrong with
people?


She sighed and knocked a bit of flaking paint from the coat
rack off her hands. “What are you doing here, Lanie?”


“Figured you’d be here. When I got into town and saw you
weren’t at your brother’s house, I figured I’d check the other obvious places.
You never could resist an estate sale.”


“That wasn’t what I asked and you know it.”


Lanie took a few more steps into the room. She paused at the
edge of the faded rug and nudged the fringe with the toe of her pump. “I don’t
know what you expect me to tell you, except the same truth as always. I missed
you, and wanted to see you.”


I miss you, too, a
pitiful little voice in Diana’s head chimed in.


Diana could never admit it aloud. She could never let Lanie
think there was a chance, or let her know how badly Diana wanted her still.


“Shouldn’t you be at work?” she asked Lanie in the most
neutral of tones.


“Technically, I am at work. Call it a layover. I flew into
Albuquerque to collect some artifacts that are being repatriated to Ethiopia.”


“Oh, well, that’s nice.” That was all Diana could think to
say. If anyone were to ask her what Lanie did for a living, she wouldn’t be
able to describe it well. Like Diana’s brother Blue, Lanie had a graduate
degree in folklore. They’d gone to the same school. Blue was the one who’d
introduced Lanie to Diana, and at Lanie’s request.


Diana had been stunned by the introduction. Geeks didn’t
generally have big enough huevos to ask
her out.


“Are you working?” Lanie asked, smiling.


“Um.”


That smile always made the bottom of Diana’s belly feel like
it had fallen out, or maybe it was Lanie’s face in general. The perfect
symmetry from her temples down to her gently pointed chin. The high-planed
cheeks. The deep-set, chocolate brown eyes with those thick lashes and
assertive eyebrows.


It was a face perfectly designed to both intimidate and enrapture,
and Diana played the part of sucker to it every time.


She managed to start thinking clearly again when she closed
her eyes. It was easier to ignore Lanie’s numerous appealing qualities when
Diana didn’t actually have to look at her. It was also easier for her to ignore
the damned whiny dog inside her who wanted to herd Lanie back into their little
pack of two. “Yes and no,” she said thickly. “I came here for… But then I…”


The part of Diana that was the wild coyote was on high alert
long before the human part of her could register the danger of Lanie’s improved
proximity. The fine hairs on the back of her neck were standing on end. Lanie
couldn’t have been more than three feet away. Diana suppressed the compulsion
to rub down the prickling hairs.


Opening her eyes, she straightened to her full height of
nearly six feet and carried the coat rack toward what she intended to be her “keep”
corner. “I came for gifts but am staying for work,” she managed.


There! she thought,
jubilantly. Actually sounded sure of
yourself, for once.


Lanie’s ability to turn Diana into a simpering pile of mush
had only strengthened since their breakup.


Blue had once asked her why she wore so much leather, and
Diana had thought she was being cute when she’d responded, tartly, “Because of
Lanie. It holds me together.”


He hadn’t laughed, probably because he understood the “joke”
all too well. She hated her big brother sometimes.


“Doesn’t seem to be your style.” Lanie gestured to the
house, or likely the eclectic palette of the decor.


“At sales like this, novices get distracted by style. I
don’t.” Diana peered at her map, glanced through the open doorway to ascertain
the location of the chatting broads who were probably waiting to use her as the
canary in the coal mine to find the good stuff, and then hurried upstairs. Another
estate sale attendant was stationed at the top.


Lanie followed.


“Looking for beds and dressers?” the attendant asked.
“That’s usually what folks want. That, and art.”


“Nah. Benches and storage.”


With a nod, the attendant directed her rightward. “Master
bedroom. Look in the closet. All the clothes are still in there, but if you can
see past those, you’ll note that none of the fixtures are built in.”


“I like you. What’s your name?”


The lady beamed. “Sarah.”


“You can be my friend today, Sarah.”


The lady was about to say something, but before she could
get it out Lanie cleared her throat and said, “Your competency is appreciated.”
She nudged Diana along.


Diana glared at her in silence as they passed the stair
railing and crossed into the quieter hall. Lanie wasn’t usually the rude type.
Impatient, on occasion, but never rude.


She didn’t think Lanie was going to say anything in her own
defense on the matter. She probably didn’t think an apology was necessary. Her
lips were pressed tight as they stepped into the master. There were some
couples in it, peering at the heavy, gilt frames around the art and assessing
the sturdy dressers and night tables. The furniture was the kind that was built
well enough to have survived a stampede.


Maybe it has.


Diana wasn’t in the market for bedroom furniture, though.


She darted toward the neglected closet, ignoring the raised
eyebrows from the onlookers as she entered. Those people didn’t know how to
shop.


“Why do you always do that?” Lanie whispered when Diana
paused to assess the spacious, custom-built walk-in.


Holy shit.


The room was nearly half the size of the bedroom, accounting
for at least two hundred square feet of real estate. It was stuffed
wall-to-wall with custom racks and shelving.


A bead of sweat trickled down her back and her breath
suddenly went thready.


It was an organizer’s dream come true, and all real wood.


She started counting units.


Two. Four. Six…


“Diana,” Lanie
whispered aggressively, tugging Diana’s attention back to her.


She was blocking the doorway and leaning against the trim,
arms folded over her chest.


Diana swallowed the lump in her throat. “What?”


“Every time I see you lately, you do that. It’s disrespectful.”


“What do I do? Work?
I thought you knew that after Blue and I defected from our father’s pack that
he cut me off. I’ve got to actually work for a living because I don’t have a
safety net anymore. In the past, you would have appreciated that sort of
gumption from me.”


Once, Diana had jokingly suggested that Lanie sponsor her
life of leisure. They’d both been naked at the time. Lanie hadn’t said anything
in response. At least, not out loud. But she’d always asked Diana about her
work—about what she was going to do,
and Diana didn’t always have an answer.


She wasn’t like Blue. Her father was right that she didn’t
have a brain for books and history. Her instincts had always been her guiding
force. Usually, they were good enough to distract people from her disinterest
in academics, but she knew they’d all figure it out eventually. If it weren’t
for her organizing skills and natural ability to corral wayward Coyotes,
there’d be nothing impressive about her at all.


A little muscle at the side of Lanie’s cheek twitched.


Trying to ignore what it meant, Diana resumed counting and
fidgeted with her phone.


Two, four, six…


“Lately, you always do that,” Lanie whispered. “You deflect,
and when deflection doesn’t work, you flirt.”


Diana stopped counting again and stared with agitation at a
particularly garish fur coat.


Who the fuck needs fur
in New Mexico?


She really hated rich people sometimes, regardless of the
fact that she’d once been one of them. Sometimes, they seemed to have more
money than sense.


Her phone buzzed. She peered at the screen. There was a
message from Marco, one of the pack’s lower-tier Coyotes. He didn’t have a huge
amount of shapeshifter energy, but he had a strong back. That counted for
something in Diana’s estimation.


 


We outside, Deedee. Me and Dirk. Where ya at?


 


Diana sighed and tapped in a message in return:


 


Hold
tight. I’ll be down in a minute.


 


“Diana,” Lanie said.


Diana held up a hand to shush her and counted units. “Two.
Four. Six. Eight. Ten. Twelve. Fourteen. Are those padded benches nailed down?”


Lanie’s brow furrowed and she stared at Diana with patent
annoyance, but then she got moving. She lifted the lids of each bench to check
for inside capacity, and then managed to work her fingers beneath both. She
lifted the corner of each, one after the other, off the floor to indicate their
portability. Standing, she knocked the dust off her hands.


Diana nodded and bolted out of the closet before Lanie could
say anything else.


She could tell herself that she was just trying to protect
her deal, but she knew better.


That woman… Diana couldn’t just stand there with that woman
and act like nothing had happened between them.


And she couldn’t pretend that she’d ever be good enough for
Lanie.


She wouldn’t be.


They both knew that, and that was why Diana had dumped her.






CHAPTER TWO


Years prior, when Blue Shapely had shown up at a graduate
student alumni reception with his sister in tow, Lanie had taken an immediate
interest. So much of an interest, in fact, that she’d thrust her drink at the
professor she’d been trying to sweet-talk a reference letter out of and made an
immediate path for Blue.


His sister had drifted off by the time Lanie had made it to
the door, interested in the paltry spread of finger foods on the banquette.
With Diana’s attention otherwise focused, Lanie had no qualms about sidling up
next to Blue and mumbling, “Who’s that?”


Blue had answered under his breath, “Avoid.”


“Why? Straight?”


“No. Messy.”


Lanie had laughed at that. “But who is she?”


“My sister.”


“She’s your
sister?”


He’d spoken of her before in vague terms, of course. They’d
spoken about a lot of things in vague terms back when they’d been working
cooperatively on research for their theses. They were looking at some texts
about ancient Egyptian spirituality and were bouncing bibliographical
references off of each other. One thing led to another. Lanie couldn’t remember
exactly how the subject had come up, but Lanie had put two and two together and
worked out that Blue was some kind of shapeshifter.


He’d been wary about admitting he was, but she’d quickly
dismissed his horror.


She was good at keeping her mouth shut about other people’s
business. That was how she’d managed to leave the Army after thirteen years
without too many enemies, and she’d
seen some seriously twisted shit.


All Lanie had known about Blue’s mysterious sister up until that
reception was that Diana was a bit younger than Blue and that she was something
of a wildcard.


Lanie had this picture in her head of Diana being a bubbly,
energetic, puppy of a woman. Blonde with big expressive eyes and a smile that
could be seen from space, perhaps.


She wasn’t that.


She was tall and svelte. Dark-haired and pale-eyed. She had
a killer smile, for sure, but it wasn’t the friendly sort. It was the kind that
people wore when they suspected that they were worshipped as queens in past lives.
And she walked with swaying hips and heavy steps like the ground offended her
and that it deserved every stomp she gave it.


Before she’d seen that woman, Lanie had never understood
people being called “animalistic.” With Diana, the word made perfect sense. She
was absolutely primal.


“I wouldn’t do that to you,” Blue had murmured into his
drink, eying his sister sideways.


She’d started talking to a geriatric professor of folklore—actually
bending patronizingly to look into his eyes—and he hadn’t even seemed to
notice. The usually terse old asshole had kept right on talking and talking.


Diana had kept smiling.


“How messy?” Lanie had asked Blue.


“Are you serious?” The man had sounded genuinely perplexed.
“I know your ex. She’s a Stepford wife in training. Diana…isn’t that.”


“Yes, I know exactly what my ex is.” Lanie had thought she’d
wanted that for a while. She’d left the Army and put herself on the fast track
to marriage, kids—all of that. Francine had been sweet and shared Lanie’s
goals of domesticity.


But Francine didn’t have a life of her own. Her only
interests were Lanie’s interests, and that was cute at first, but it got
boring.


Everything about
that relationship had gone stale.


Lanie hadn’t wanted that again. Why the hell would anyone
want to be with a personality-clone of herself, especially when the clone
couldn’t adapt?


“You make the introduction,” Lanie had told Blue. “Let me
worry about whether or not she’s too messy for me.”


At that, Blue had thrown up his hand in frustration and made
the introduction at the earliest possible moment. Diana had been charming and
irreverent, and all Lanie had been able to think was, I want to take you home.


She still wanted to. Unfortunately, Diana had become far
less cooperative in recent years. She was getting wilder rather than more
settled, but that didn’t bother Lanie.


Yet.


Following Diana at a safe distance to the stairs, Lanie
tapped out a text message to Blue.


 


Found her.


 


Diana stopped to chat with the estate sale employee at the
top of the stairs. Lanie overheard, “I want every unit in that closet. Would
cash be weird?”


The woman blinked several times before shaking her head.
“Well. No. But that’s a lot of ca—”


“I’m good for it,” Diana called over her shoulder as she
bounded down the stairs.


For a few seconds, the woman watched Diana strut away, and
then she ferreted a calculator out of the pile of junk atop her makeshift
podium.


Lanie didn’t wait to watch the woman do the math.


She followed Diana through the front door, furrowing her
brow at the two newcomers on approach.


One wore a back support brace. The other kept tossing a leather
utility glove in the air and catching it. Neither appeared to have showered in
recent days.


“Here’s the key to the back of the truck.” Diana thrust a
padlock key at them. “I’ve got a couple of chests for you to start with. If you
put a single new ding or scratch on them, I’m going to have you running laps
barefooted in the desert at midday. Do you understand me?”


Both men gulped.


Ah.


Coyotes, Lanie
guessed. She hadn’t been around many in the past five years, aside from Diana
and Blue, and occasionally one of Blue’s lieutenants. She was good at guessing
relationships, though, and those men looked as though the threat was one Diana
would actually carry through on.


The phone quivered with the incoming response from Blue.


 


Good. I
won’t bother wishing you luck. Not sure luck’s going to help you.


 


Lanie lifted an eyebrow and looked up to watch Diana breezing
past her with the Coyotes.


She said to the men, “After you’re done with the trunks and
that rack over there, we need to…” Her voice trailed off as they disappeared into
the house.


Lanie texted Blue back. I’m not
relying on luck. I plan on employing logic.


 


Logic?
With Diana? She won’t let you make a complete point. That’s her tactic.


 


Lanie could practically hear Blue’s deep, bellowing laugh
through the letters displayed on the screen. “You underestimate me,” she
murmured. She tapped out one last message.


 


Facts persist even after fables fade from collective
memory, Alpha. Even a wild element like your sister would know that.


 


And know what was best for her.


Lanie was best for Diana. Everyone seemed to know that
except Diana, for some frustrating reason.


She put away her phone and followed the sound of Diana’s
voice up the stairs.


“Be delicate with the clothing,” Diana instructed the
Coyotes. “Someone wore these with pride, I imagine, so respect their memory and
preserve their condition. Sarah says to start laying everything in front of the
balcony doors.”


The attendant knelt in the corner of the room, counting
cash.


“Get the stuff downstairs first,” Diana said, “and then
start up here.”


The Coyotes retreated.


Diana joined Sarah, ignoring Lanie. “How was my math?”


“I’d give you an A-plus.” Sarah winked.


Lanie pressed her lips tightly together.


“I’ll be out of your hair in an hour,” Diana said. “Those
guys look scrawny, but they’re like ants. They can carry many times their body
weights.”


“No rush. I find myself delightfully entertained, for a
change.”


Lanie pressed her lips even tighter. She imagined she must
have been wearing that face that used to make her subordinates back the hell
away from her desk and come back later. Given that Sarah wasn’t looking at her,
she wasn’t at all affected.


“Take some of my cards.” Diana tucked a couple into the
woman’s blazer pocket. “Trying to get a business back off the ground. I’d
appreciate any word of mouth.”


“Hey. Absolutely.”


Diana grinned at her.


Lanie said in a soft voice, “My, I hope someone unbolted the
second half of the front door so the men can get that furniture out in one
piece.”


The sales attendant zippered the cash into her bank pouch
and scrambled downstairs.


Diana scowled at Lanie.


“You’re doing it again,” Lanie said quietly.


She’d never been the sort who’d make a scene, but sometimes
with Diana, things escalated quickly. Lanie was prepared.


“Doing what?” Diana snapped.


Sliding her hands into the pockets of her slacks, Lanie made
her way to the railing and looked down into the foyer. The staff was scrambling
to unfasten the latches and unbolt the usually stationary half of the front door.
“You know what you do,” Lanie said. “You know the effect you have on people.
They can’t resist you.”


Actually, they didn’t particularly try to resist her. Lanie
hadn’t been so successful at that, either, but the difference between her and
all the rest of them was that she had a legitimate claim. She’d put in the
work. She’d decided that she was going to love that woman and her messes, and
things hadn’t gotten hard until Diana had decided she didn’t want to be loved.


That would never make sense to Lanie.


“I don’t like being scolded,” Diana said. “I’m a grown
woman.”


“I’m not scolding you yet, Diana. If I were, I think you’d
know it. I’m simply asking you to avoid agitating me on purpose. That scheme
has never made me storm off before, and I’m not entirely certain why you think
that would change now.”


“I’m working.”


“And I will let you work.”


Lanie pulled her hands from her pockets and peered at her
watch. Eleven. It wasn’t going to take long for those Coyotes to transfer the
furniture into the truck and then deliver it to wherever Diana meant for it to
go. Three hours tops, she guessed. They’d be done in time for a late lunch.


And that was fine. Lanie had some things to do in the
meantime.


“I wanted you to know I was here.”


Diana wrapped a couple of fingers around the end of her ponytail
and locked her gaze on the commotion at the front door.


“I’m going to make some calls.”


Diana shifted her weight. “Nice seeing you.”


Lanie wasn’t done being seen, but she had nothing further to
say at the moment. She descended the stairs, admiring the hand-carved banister
as she went. Overly ornate, but the craftsmanship was so outstanding that the
excessiveness almost didn’t matter.


She nodded to the sale attendant on the porch on her way out
and left without looking back.


Lanie rarely saw the point of looking back. Either Diana
would be there or not. It didn’t make a difference if she was. Lanie’s goal
wouldn’t change. She was there to get Diana to commit, and whether or not she
got a single longing stare from the Coyote, she was going to follow her plan to
the letter.


“Next stop,” she murmured as she climbed into her rental
SUV. “Blue Shapely’s place.”






CHAPTER THREE


“She’s at your house, isn’t
she?” Diana asked without preamble as soon as her brother answered his phone.


Carefully, she edged into traffic with the moving truck and
checked her mirrors for the Coyotes behind her. They’d been manageable enough,
but sometimes Coyotes got distracted. She didn’t want them to forget that they
weren’t going to get paid until all those shelving units were unloaded at the
storage facility.


“Who?” Blue asked. “Mom? Because if you’re asking about Mom,
no, she’s not here. She’s helping some of the Coyote women string up holiday
lights in the town square. Community volunteer stuff. Always looking for a
project, isn’t she? I guess that’s not a bad thing.”


“You know damn well that isn’t who I’m talking about.”


“Willa? I’m sure she’d appreciate you asking about her, but
Willa drove into Albuquerque for the day with her aunt and my credit card. They
said something about layettes.”


“Not talking about her, either, you annoying ass-boil. Stop
toying with me.” She put the phone on speaker and propped it in the cup holder.
She really needed two hands to drive that big truck. She wouldn’t have made the
call at all if not for the fact that she felt like she needed to cut off whatever
plan Lanie had formed before she could fully implement it. Diana wasn’t going
to fall victim to her allures.


So ridiculous.


Lanie always accused Diana of being the charming flirt, but
the effect Diana had on people was always fleeting. They didn’t give a damn
about her after she walked away. They were only interested in her for as long
as she was standing in front of them. The part of her that was a wild canine tickled
their ids. They read her as a sensual, adventurous thing that they wanted to
hitch their lust to. Sometimes, that was convenient. Coyotes liked flattery and
attention, and Diana was certainly no different in that regard. But sometimes,
Diana wanted to be treated the way others were—without the guesswork of
whether or not she’d be good enough for them once her gleam wore off.


She rarely was.


“Is Lanie there?”
she asked with impatience.


Blue didn’t respond.


“I guess that means yes.”


Typical. My own
brother selling me out.


“She’s working,” he said finally. “I let her use my office.”


“Why can’t she use her hotel room for that?”


Again, Blue didn’t respond.


Diana gritted her teeth and tightened her grip on the
steering wheel. “Let me know when she’s gone.”


“If you want.” Blue disconnected.


His words may have been conceding, but his tone was laced
with their typical taint of brotherly I
do what I want machismo.


Apparently, Diana wouldn’t be able to call on Blue to be her
shield. It was ridiculous that she’d even need him to be. She was an adult. She
could handle her own problems and send Lanie away, once and for all.


Diana nodded until she could believe that.


Her neck hurt.


 


*


 


Diana’s pale eyes went wide when she looked up from her key ring
and spotted Lanie leaning against the door of her walk-up.


Lanie glanced at her watch. 1:57. Somehow, she managed to suppress her shimmy of triumph for making
such an accurate guess about the Coyotes’ completion time.


Diana looked tired with those dark smudges under her eyes,
and her lounge-chic attire of fitted black track pants and designer T-shirt
were streaked with unidentifiable substances.


She looked wonderful.


“I know.” Lanie put up her hands. “You’re going to ask me
why I’m here. I’ll save you the breath. We’re going to have lunch. I’m
reasonably certain you haven’t eaten.”


“I don’t need to be managed.”


My ass, you don’t.


Regardless, Diana should have known better than anyone that
wasn’t what Lanie was doing. She hadn’t shown her that sort of intensity.


Yet.


At times, she wondered if she should treat the Coyote the
way she used to treat all the men in her Army unit who couldn’t get their shit
together, but in the end, she always trusted that Diana had the capacity and
the executive functioning skills to discover what she needed without influence.
Sometimes, she just needed a little motivation to get things done.


“What’s good to eat around here at this time of day?” Lanie
asked.


Diana shifted her weight and fidgeted with her keys. “I
thought you were at Blue’s.”


“I was. Now I’m here.” She was there looking at Diana and watching
her squirm. Lanie found it amusing that Diana could walk into the middle of a
biker brawl without breaking a sweat, but the moment Lanie arrived and asked
her if she’d eaten, she came apart at the seams.


“Uh.” Diana squeezed her eyes shut and tapped a key against
the door. “Normally, I’d suggest my friend Tiny’s taco truck, but he has it at
the repair shop.”


“Well, that’s a shame. I’ve heard so many people talking
about it.”


“Yeah, Tiny and his mom have become local celebrities.”
Diana got on with the business of unlocking the door. The thick, green wooden slab
was heavy on its hinges. She had to lift it to swing it open and reveal the
staircase leading up to the second floor. “You may as well come in for a
minute.”


And then you need to
go seemed to be the implied statement at the end of that. Lanie smiled
anyway and passed Diana to climb the stairs.


“Did you buy this place?” Lanie asked as she mounted the
landing. The stairwell was dark and narrow. There was barely enough room for
Diana to squeeze past her to unlock the second door at the top.


Standing in such close proximity, the urge for Lanie to touch
the places that had once belonged to her was intense and mocking, but Lanie
kept her hands to herself. Diana was already out of her comfort zone. Lanie’s
plan hadn’t been to show up in Maria and make the woman feel caged. She wanted
the opposite, actually. She wanted to free Diana from the fruitless mindset
she’d been embracing as of late.


“Home sweet home,” Diana announced. She flicked the
apartment light on and gestured for Lanie to enter. “And no, I haven’t decided
to buy yet. I both hate it and love it.”


“Oh?” Lanie didn’t know what to expect as she crossed the
threshold. She hadn’t been able to make any inferences from the street, except
that the interior would probably be reflective of the building’s 1817-built
exterior.


And it was. The converted space still had the original exposed
beam ceilings and wide-plank floors. There weren’t any partition walls, except
the one at the back that probably hid the bathroom and closet.


The rest was a huge, open space that still seemed to be in
the process of being moved into.


Diana cleared her throat and quickly hid the evidence of
consumed snack cakes from the coffee table. She stuffed the wrappers into her
pocket and gave Lanie a sidelong look. “I’m renting. I have the option to buy the
unit, but as I said, I haven’t decided yet.”


“It’s…massive,” was all Lanie could say. Massive would have
been a good thing if not for the lack of walls. Lanie happened to think walls
served a useful purpose.


“I know what you’re thinking.” Diana bent to untie her
sneakers. “Not enough structure for you.”


Lanie laughed. “I might have been thinking something along
those lines, yes.”


“I could add walls if I wanted to.” Diana walked toward the
windows. Stopped. Turned on her heel. Returned to the shoes, picked them up,
and blushed red as a beet as she carried them to the basket by the door.


Lanie raised a brow as Diana shuffled away.


Opening one of the windows facing the street, Diana said,
“When I was looking for someplace to live in Maria, there wasn’t much open real
estate that would suit solo living. My friend Noelle found me this place the
morning the truck showed up with all of my shit from Sparks. The owner is
allowing me to build to suit.”


“Well, that sounds promising.” Diana choosing that unit
seemed like forward thinking, actually, but Lanie had learned the hard way to
couch her compliments to Diana into more benign statements. For whatever
reason, Diana was sensitive about her designs for the future.


Diana waved at someone down on the street and turned. She
wasn’t quite looking at Lanie, but in her general vicinity.


Not nearly close enough, but Lanie wasn’t going to quibble.


Yet.


“Yeah. There’s potential.” Diana’s scoff came out sounding
half-hearted. “So much depends on how long my neighbors downstairs decide to
occupy that space.”


“The bike shop?”


Lanie had wandered around the block while waiting for Diana
and had gone into the bike shop on a whim. They had a surprisingly extensive
selection of bike frames and wheels, and some accessories Lanie had never even
heard of before. She’d bought a new reflective jacket, since she was in there. The
markup was rapacious, but that was the cost of patronizing businesses in small
towns.


“Don’t get me wrong.” Diana leaned her rear end against the
windowsill and folded her arms over her chest. “During the day, they’re great.
They do a lot of out-of-town advertising to draw tourists here to use our
trails and such. I appreciate any efforts people devote to promoting outdoor
activity. Their nighttime endeavors are what drive me nuts.”


“Oh? What do they do?”


“They have these Bikes and Brews nights, or whatever they
call them. Every damned Tuesday and Friday. Local bands. Lots of drinking.
People lingering in the courtyard behind the building until after midnight.”


“Not your scene, huh?”


“In recent years, I’ve come to appreciate the necessity of a
good night’s sleep. I’ll put it that way.”


“Ha! You used to mock me for being a ‘Get off my lawn’
type.”


Diana sniffed and straightened up. “Well. We’ve all got to
grow up sometime, hmm?”


There didn’t seem to be any blame or castigation in Diana’s
tone, or even resignation. The statement was a simple fact to her, apparently,
and she’d taken a neutral position regarding the truth. Lanie wouldn’t have
expected that from the woman who’d crashed a dull grad student reception for
shits and giggles.


“Guess so,” Lanie demurred. “Are the events downstairs meant
to be permanent?”


“I asked. The store’s owners gave me some cryptic, new age,
crunchy hipster line of bullshit about ‘seeing what happens.’ I was about two
seconds away from baring my fangs at him. The only reason I didn’t was because
Willa happened to be with me at that moment, and she was doing that
behave-yourself squeeze on my arm.”


“Sounds like your sister-in-law has already learned your tricks.”


Diana shrugged. “She’s intuitive, I guess.”


“I hope I can meet Maria’s favorite demigoddess soon. She
wasn’t at the house when I was there.”


Diana raised her brows noncommittally and moved toward the
door at the back of the unit. At the sound of the knock, seemingly from the
door at street level, she stopped.


“Expecting someone?” Lanie asked.


“Yeah. Just that quickly, I forgot. I was distracted for
some reason.”


Lanie wasn’t going to take the bait.


“Hold on a sec.” She hurried back to the window and hung out
of it. “Hey, boys. Door’s unlocked. Bring those trunks up.”


“Okay, Deedee,” boomed a male voice.


Diana got the upper door opened and stood there holding the
knob as men grunted, swore, and stomped up the stairs.


The two rough-dried creatures Lanie had seen at the estate
sale lumbered into the apartment with the first trunk.


“Set it down over by the window, off the rug,” Diana told
them. “I’ll de-fang you if you get mud on my rug. My mother had that thing special-ordered.”


The Coyotes got the first trunk into position and quickly returned
with the other.


She handed them each a wad of cash. “Don’t tell anyone where
you got that. I don’t want to issue tax documents to you next year.”


“I’mma pretend I never even seen it,” one man said. He
stuffed the bulge of paper money into one of the tight front pockets of his
jeans, which was an unfortunate choice in Lanie’s opinion. Everyone he passed
was going to be doing double takes until he took that cash out. He didn’t seem
to care.


Lanie stopped herself from giving her head a matronly shake.


“You want us to drop the truck off at the rental place for
you?” the other guy asked.


“Will you?” Diana rooted another twenty-dollar bill out of
her wallet. “You can just put the keys in the drop box. No need to go inside
the agency.”


Jeans Guy snatched the money before his buddy could. “Let us
know if you need anything else.”


“Call me first if
you need anything,” the second Coyote said. “I’m stronger ’an him, and my
back’s not busted.”


Jeans Guy rolled his eyes and pushed his buddy toward the
door. “Bye, Deedee.”


Diana massaged her temples and muttered something
incomprehensible under her breath.


Lanie’s immediate instinct was to troubleshoot—to
identify the cause of frustration, and then fix it for her—but she
suspected Diana wouldn’t welcome the intrusion into her space just yet.
Instead, she asked, “What’s wrong?”


Diana dropped her hands from her face, sighed, and headed
toward the back of apartment again. “Nothing. Just Coyote energy. When males
are in competition with each other, the hormones crank up a lot. Less powerful
shifters don’t know how to control their energy output, and may not even be
aware that what little magic they have is flaring. Makes my head ache. I’m
better now, though.”


“Oh.” Lanie was surprised Diana had even said that much. She
usually kept the Coyote aspects of her life securely tied down, or tried to
obscure them from Lanie. Lanie didn’t understand why she did that. Whatever
Diana wouldn’t tell her, Blue would. It seemed self-defeating that Diana
wouldn’t just tell her.


Lanie perched on the arm of the sofa and leaned forward to
sift through the pile of magazines atop the otherwise minimalist coffee table.
Design and organization journals, mostly.


“Give me ten minutes,” Diana called out right as water began
to patter against the floor of the shower.


Lanie pressed her lips tightly together to suppress her
retort as the bathroom door closed.


She’d quit her beloved coffee habit for good if Diana
managed to get out of the shower in less than twenty minutes. It tended her
take her five to get the water temperature exactly the way she liked it.


“A-ha.” Lanie
laughed quietly as she reached the bottom of the magazine pile. Diana never
expected anyone to dig down that far.


Lanie sat back with the copy of volume three of the Saga comic book series and was nearly
done reading it when Diana emerged. She was fresh-faced—almost
unrecognizable without her signature black eyeliner and bright lips. Her hair
was still slightly wet and clung to the back of her terrycloth romper.


As Diana rooted through a drawer in the kitchen, Lanie
furrowed her brow and returned the comic to its hiding place.


The romper—as sexy as Diana was in it with those
tanned legs and her pert backside—disconcerted her. That wasn’t the robe
Lanie remembered. Diana’s robe was a long, ill-fitted, ragged thing that had
holes at the elbows and a missing belt. She’d always said that familiar things
made her feel safe, and that robe was among her most treasured vices.


So where is it?


For that matter, where were any of the comfort items Diana had amassed during their
relationship? Where was the tattered, striped throw pillow that leaked feathers?
The small, framed fairytale print she’d kept mounted near the front door at
every place she rented? The pathetic snake plant that barely thrived but
wouldn’t die, even when Diana neglected to water it for weeks on end?


Did she not need those things anymore, or had she told
herself that she’d moved on?


Because if she’d decided she didn’t need those, maybe she’d
meant it when she said she didn’t need Lanie, either.


If that was Diana’s idea of “growing up,” Lanie didn’t like
it.






CHAPTER FOUR


Diana rooted through the kitchen junk drawer she hadn’t
cleaned out once since moving into the apartment. She was relatively certain
she’d tossed a few take-out menus in there when she’d been sorting mail. She’d
always been slow to throw things away.


“Just give me a sec,” she called back to Lanie. “We can get food
delivered. In a town this small, there aren’t so many options, but…”


Lanie didn’t interrupt as expected, so Diana stopped talking.
Her plan hadn’t gone according to spec.


Normally, Lanie would interject that it was fine, and that Diana should get what she
wanted, and that she should take her time. She had a knack for predicting the
sources of Diana’s stress and eliminating them, but she didn’t say anything.


Warily, Diana turned to look at her.


Lanie was seated on the arm of Diana’s sofa, arms crossed,
looking at her with undisguised curiosity.


Diana gulped. “What is it?”


“What happened to your robe?”


“My…robe?” Diana’s
brain scrambled to grasp the elusive connection. She didn’t know what her robe
had to do with anything. Maybe one day, she’d again be able to think clearly
when Lanie was in the same room with her. That day didn’t seem to be imminent.


“Yes, Diana. Your robe. You remember? It was mint green and
had some holes.”


“Oh.”


The robe.


The mere thought of that old, ratty thing made Diana’s pulse
kick up a few notches. She turned back to the drawer before Lanie could see the
heat creep up Diana’s face or her eyes go glassy over stupid shit.


It was just a robe, but Diana had more or less lived in that thing for years. It’d been
familiar and comfortable, and it was one of the first things she’d ever bought with
her own money. She wanted it back, but it was gone for good. No one could make
a wish strong enough to change that.


She found the deli menu and snatched up her phone to call in
an order. She needed the distraction. Without further consultation from Lanie,
she put in an order for a couple of subs and some sides. She figured getting
delivery would be wiser than leaving and airing out her and Lanie’s dirty
laundry in public. Lately, she couldn’t predict how heated a conversation with
Lanie could get. Things hadn’t been like that until after Diana had broken up
with her.


In fact, before the breakup, everything had been perfect.


Everything except for Diana, anyway.


“I lost the robe during the move.” Diana swallowed to ease
the tightness in her throat. “It—was in a box with some other things. I
guess the movers thought the stuff was too close to the trash pile. They tossed
it, and I was already here in Maria. I was going to fly out to Sparks and see
if the stuff might still be in the dumpster behind the building, but Blue kept
me here. Things were still pretty tense with our old Coyote pack in Sparks and
he didn’t want me to risk getting abducted or something. Plus, he reminded me
that the trash would have already been picked up by then. He counseled me
against making an excursion to the landfill. Too reckless to go out there for a
fucking bathrobe.” Of course, the idea sounded silly now. She still wanted the
robe, though. Maybe she would never stop obsessing over it.


“I’m sorry.”


Diana shrugged. She didn’t have any words.


Lanie padded over, smoothing down her flat-front slacks as
she moved with her usual straight-backed authority.


Once upon a time, Diana had teasingly sprung to attention
and saluted whenever Lanie did that. Lanie had thought that was funny, but she
had loosened up a bit. At least, around Diana.


“I’d offer to buy you a new one,” Lanie said, “but I imagine
it wouldn’t be the same.”


“You’re right. It wouldn’t, but…” She stole a glance at
Lanie and took a bolstering breath before continuing.


Courage, Coyote. Find
some.


“Thank you for the offer. I know you mean it sincerely.”
Because Lanie was perfect and always fixed things.


Lanie gave a curt nod.


Diana let out the breath, grateful Lanie wasn’t going to
dwell on the topic. She was also grateful that Lanie wasn’t going to state the
obvious: “If I’d been there, I could have
helped you.”


Diana opened the fridge and scanned the beverage options.
She needed something stronger than water but weaker than vodka.


She settled on beer.


She held up a bottle in offer to Lanie.


Lanie shook her head. “Just water, please.”


“Flat or sparkling?”


“You have sparkling water?”


“No. I’ve just always wanted to ask someone that. As you
know, I’m not much of a hostess.” Diana lifted the filtration pitcher from the
bottom shelf and set it on the counter. She quickly found Lanie a glass and
left her to her devices in the kitchen.


Tossing the beer’s twist-off cap into the trash as she went,
she headed to the chests. She wanted to take a good look at those locks.


“Are you settling in well here?” Lanie asked from the
counter. She’d poured her water and was nursing the glass with both hands.


“Surprisingly, I think I am. I never expected to stay, you
know?”


“Tell me the story. I’ve only caught bits and pieces.”


“Oh.” Diana set her beer atop a coaster on the coffee table
and settled onto her shins and knees in front of the first of the chests. She
lifted its lock and studied the underside. No brand insignia. No markings. What
she knew about locks could probably be printed on a piece of paper small enough
to discard in a thimble, but she got the feeling that those locks weren’t modern.
They looked about as old as the chests, and those were verifiable antiques. Snipping
the locks off with a bolt cutter didn’t seem right.


She ferreted her phone out of the pocket of her romper and
did a quick search for local locksmiths.


“Well,” she said to Lanie as she worked, “pretty much what
happened was back in April, I think, my father called me and told me that he
was sending me to New Mexico to see what Blue was doing with the pack down
here.” Talking to Lanie about Coyote shit felt strange and forbidden, but Lanie
had been right. Blue would have told Lanie everything she wanted to know if she
asked. At least if Diana relayed the story, she could tell it her way. “I was supposed to be very
present, you know? I was supposed to make sure Blue knew I was here and why I
was here. My duty was to report back about the situation.”


“And what exactly was the situation?”


Diana wasn’t certain how well she could explain everything without
doing a deep dive into Coyote politics. She’d always tried to shield Lanie from
those. She wanted to keep Lanie out of that part of her life completely because
all too often, lovers became pawns. Diana was the daughter of one controversial
alpha and the sister of another. She knew without a shadow of a doubt that any
territory she went into, she was going to encounter Coyotes with strong opinions
about her—good or bad.


She fired off a quick text message to the first locksmith
that turned up in the search, asking about her availability.


“Let’s see how I can make this digestible for an outsider.” Diana
reached back for her beer. “The Coyote pack here in Maria had been without an
alpha for a while. The demigoddess attached to the pack—”


“Willa.”


“Right. Willa. Well, she’d put out some feelers for a new
alpha. She couldn’t manage the pack. She doesn’t have the constitution for bossing
people around, and she isn’t a shifter. She needed someone with actual Coyote
magic.”


“Go on.” Lanie’s face gave nothing away, beyond her
exceptional focus.


She’d never made Diana beg for her attention. If Diana had
things to say, Lanie listened intently, even if she fully intended to declare
Diana’s statements “bullshit” when she was done. “She’d sometimes say, “I’m not going to let you get away with
that, Diana. You can do better.”


Idly, Diana twirled a tendril of her hair between thumb and
index finger, remembering those conversations. If anyone else had called Diana
out the way Lanie had, Diana would have gone on the defensive. She would have
dismissed them. Lanie had always made Diana feel like she said those things
because no one else would and because she loved her.


Loving Diana must have been very hard work.


The wilder part of Diana writhed with frustration inside her
consciousness. The dog was sick of being pitiful, but Diana couldn’t think of
an immediate cure for that, especially not when the cause of her longing was
less than fifteen feet away.


Stay on topic, woman.
Don’t dwell on the heartbreak.


“Right, so,” Diana said with forced enthusiasm, “Blue found
out about the gig. I think he was supposed to ask around and make a list of who
he knew could do the job, but he ended up deciding to step into the role in an
interim capacity. That was what he told our father. He presented it as a good
opportunity to learn about the muscle down here, and whether or not there was
potential for the pack to become an affiliate of the one in Sparks.”


“Obviously, your father didn’t completely trust that.”
Lanie’s voice was closer.


Diana’s body was tense.


Farther away was better. The compulsion to sidle up beside
her so Lanie could wrap her arm around Diana’s waist the way she always did was
easier to ignore from half a room away. A glance over Diana’s shoulder revealed
that Lanie had moved back to the sofa. She sat on the cushion nearest the
window, water glass in hand, legs crossed primly at the ankles.


She was always so well mannered, but of course she was.


Diana had met her mother. The woman was prim and immaculate.
She’d been polite enough, but she’d looked at Diana like she was the trash the
dog had dragged in. Apparently, she could see right through the pretty floral
dress Diana had bought especially for the meeting and peg her for the mess she
truly was. Lanie never had told her what her mother thought of Diana.


Diana hadn’t asked, either. Her self-esteem was already
fragile enough.


She looked down at the flashing screen on her phone. There
was a message from the locksmith:


 


Gotta go service a car lockout, but I can look at
your problem in about an hour. Address?


 


At the welcome distraction, Diana’s breath fell out in a whoosh of relief. She thanked the woman
and sent her the address. She needed to walk the tightrope with Lanie for just
a little while longer.


To Lanie, she said, “No, my father didn’t trust Blue. That
was to be expected, though. Whenever an alpha has a son who’s also got the
right mix of strength and magic to be an alpha himself, he’s going to worry
about being usurped. At least, he is if he hasn’t treated that son particularly
well.”


“I could see where that’d be an issue.”


“Yeah. So, Blue knew why I was here. I did the bare minimum
to keep our father off my back, and his.”


“And to not get your funds cut off.” There was laughter in
Lanie’s voice.


She joked, but she’d gotten the gist.


Diana grimaced, but nodded. She continued, “When it’d become
very clear to me that Blue was going to stay here, I found myself becoming invested
in the idea, too. He was managing a different sort of pack here and there was a
lot of work to do in that regard, but it was…nice to be somewhere where no one looked at me and knew that I was just
a mobster’s enforcer. I hated that shit.”


Lanie’s brows snapped together. “You never told me about that.”


Diana didn’t tell anyone
about it. She didn’t want to think she was capable of carrying out such cruelty,
and she’d told herself that it was expected of her, so it was fine.


But it wasn’t.


She’d scared so many women in the Sparks pack, and over
trivial matters. Her father’s edict was to keep them in line—to squelch
dissent.


The fact that she’d always given the pack women warnings
before she turned up didn’t make what she’d done okay. She’d evicted families
from pack-owned properties, coordinated repossessions, had assets frozen.


She’d be making amends for some of those sins for the rest
of her life. It was a wonder that any of those people still spoke to her.


It was a wonder that any
of them had fled to Maria to join Blue’s pack, even knowing that she was there.


Diana took another bracing breath and fidgeted with one of
the locks again. “Long story short, I guess. There was a lot going on that I
couldn’t tell you about last year. My father had already arranged a marriage
for Blue that Blue was looking for a way to get out of, and I knew I was going
to be next. I knew my father was eying an alpha’s son up in Cascadia to match
me with. I tried to circumvent that. I sent the guy a message directly asking
if he’d heard that I was a lesbian.”


“What’d he say?”


Diana snorted and pushed herself to her feet. “He said it
didn’t matter. I knew from that point, pretty much, that I was screwed. No one
was going to save me. I was going to have to find my own way out.”


“You were going to vanish, weren’t you?”


Shaking out her trembling hand, Diana looked out the window
and down Main Street. From her corner apartment, she could just barely make out
the activity in the town square. Her mother was probably still out there
stringing up lights and hanging wreaths with the other mature shifter broads.


Before Lanie, no one had ever asked her directly what she’d
planned on doing.


No one had ever asked if she’d ever thought of running.


She’d thought of running every damn day back then, but
didn’t know if she could successfully get away.


“I…was going to try,”
she said thickly, clutching her beer bottle for security. “I was going to go
someplace where no one knew me and try to start a new life. South America.
Australia.” She exhaled a dry laugh. “Poland.”


“You should have come to me.”


“And then what?”


“I would have taken care of you.”


Diana gave her head a hard shake and let out another one of
those strained laughs. “You would have become his very next target.”


“I can take care of myself, Diana. I think you forget that I
spent thirteen years of my life being trained to solve problems and eliminate
threats.”


“And you think you would have still wanted me, knowing all
the shit I did? Knowing how many people I humiliated and terrorized?”


“You didn’t want to do it.”


“That doesn’t matter. I still did it. I wasn’t strong enough
to say no. I was too weak to push back. Too afraid to—”


“Diana, stop.”


“But—”


“No.” Lanie eased
to the edge of the sofa and, saying nothing for a long while, twined her
fingers together and peered down at them. When she spoke again, her voice was
soft. Lulling. “I’m sure you’ve done the postmortem of every order you took,
every act you carried out, numerous times since you’ve left Sparks. Does
anything ever change? Hmm? Do you
ever tell yourself anything beyond the fact that if you had it all to do over
again, you wouldn’t have done it?”


Slowly, Diana shook her head. The chastisements she slapped
herself with were always the same. She never thought, I should have been kinder. I shouldn’t have said that thing. She
only thought, I should have left sooner.
That way, I wouldn’t have had to do it at all.


The past was never, ever
going to change, because time machines weren’t real.


“I do that sometimes,” Lanie admitted. “I think back on the
things I can’t change and waste too many minutes, too many thoughts. Trust me,
I’ve dissected probably every minute I spent in the Army in every possible way.
I learned lessons. Now, I’m moving ahead with the knowledge.”


Their gazes met again.


Lanie’s was tender, but forthright. Always so forthright.


“If you want to tell me all your dirt, Diana—I’m here
to hear it. But what I’m telling you now is that you don’t have to. I don’t
need the nitty-gritty. I don’t need the shameful details. What I need is for
you to tell me is where you stand.”


“I’ve always tried to be decent. Maybe I’ll never be decent
enough. Maybe I’ll never be forgiven for the things I’ve done.”


“Whose forgiveness are you seeking?”


Diana opened her mouth to tell her everyone’s, but the word caught in her throat. It wasn’t an honest
word. It was an impossible word, and
so she’d never achieve it.


Forgiveness may have been impossible, but perhaps people could
at least understand her. They could know why she’d done what she had and know
she was sorry for it. It’d be up to them to forgive her or not, and she had to
get past the dread of fearing that they wouldn’t.


The forgiveness she needed most to concern herself with was
her own.


There was a knock on the door downstairs before Diana could
figure out a way to properly articulate that, and she was relieved.


She hurried down to street level and found the sub shop
delivery guy at the door. “That was quick,” she said.


“We’re right around the corner,” he said with a laugh,
accepting the twenty-dollar-bill she held out. “Didn’t have any orders ahead of
yours. Call us anytime.” He gave her a mock salute and jogged over to his bike.


Back upstairs, she set the food bag on the table.


Lanie hadn’t moved. She was still on the sofa, peering
sideward at Diana in that curious way she always did when she had something
profound to say.


Diana didn’t know if she had enough mojo left for Lanie’s profoundness.
She needed silliness or her mood was going to be too dark for anyone to bear.
That wouldn’t be fair for those sweet Girl Scouts she was supposed to chaperone
later.


“They always bring me way too many mayo packets,” Diana said
as she unloaded the bag. “I haven’t had to buy a single condiment since I’ve
moved in.”


Lanie stood. She made her way to the table with a leisurely
amble, hands behind her back, shoulders squared.


She looked like she was about to dress Diana down for being
such a useless shit, but she didn’t say anything. She pulled the sandwiches
closer and read the hastily scrawled labels on the wrappers.


Perhaps Diana had been presumptuous. She’d ordered what
Lanie always ate—or had eaten.
She should have asked, but she hadn’t been thinking clearly. Still wasn’t.


But Lanie sat, picked up the pastrami on rye, and
bird-dogged the sole mustard in the mountain of mayo packets.


Diana was able to breathe deeply for the first time since
Lanie’s arrival.


It seemed ridiculous to feel relieved over such a small
thing, especially when her intent was to make the woman leave. Diana would have
been doing everything in her power to make the woman uncomfortable, so that she could be comfortable.


But instead, Diana was searching the cabinets for the good
napkins and pinching open the premium bag of pita chips she’d hidden from Blue
the last time he’d visited.


She sat across from Lanie, fidgeting with the wrapper of her
sandwich and hoping Lanie couldn’t hear the pounding of Diana’s heart.


She’d walked away from scuffles with Coyotes, Cougars,
Bears, and Wolves without breaking a nail or a sweat and without ever getting
her blood pressure up.


That woman, however, defeated her just by sitting there.






CHAPTER FIVE


Diana had barely touched her sandwich, and she kept looking
at the clock. She looked at it so much that Lanie felt a rare surge of
irritation rise. “I’m certain there are numerous other things you’d like to be
doing right now,” she said flatly.


“Huh?” Diana faced forward, blue eyes wide with confusion.


“You seem preoccupied with the clock.”


“Oh. Well, I’m just wondering if the locksmith might finish
before I’m due to do a thing.”


“A thing?”


“With the kids. The paranormal weirdoes in Maria established
a Scout troop for the girls. Shifters and witches, mostly, and few stray humans
who don’t know any better.”


Lanie arched a brow. She hadn’t expected that. Perhaps she
should have. Diana had never been the predictable sort, but fortunately, she
was predictable in her unpredictability. She’d never done anything that truly
shocked Lanie, except dumping her.


“How did you get lassoed into that?” Lanie asked.


“I have no idea. Sometimes, I think I’m just in the right
place at the right time. Someone will express a need, and I’ll find myself
volunteering.” Diana shrugged and picked up her sandwich. “The spirit of
volunteerism is a pesky little demon, and I’m apparently unable to exorcize it.”


Lanie laughed. She couldn’t deny that she, herself, had been
swindled out of free labor more times than she could count. “What time are you
supposed to meet them?”


“Five.”


“I think you’ll make it.” Lanie certainly wasn’t going to
hold her up. She wasn’t about that. She’d never tried to hold Diana back, but
Diana seemed to forget that at times.


“What time are you expected in Albuquerque?” Diana asked.


“Morning. Early afternoon. Sometime in there.”


“Oh,” Diana mouthed. She took a bite of sandwich, gaze
tracking toward the ceiling.


Naturally, Lanie’s went there, too. There was no Wild West mural
on it, fortunately, only exposed beams and boring black light fixtures. “Do you
see something up there I don’t?”


“No.”


“Is making eye contact with me so difficult? It didn’t used
to be hard for you.”


Diana sighed and set down her sandwich.


“In fact,” Lanie continued, “I have explicit memories of
your gaze being exceedingly focused, even when I put you in some very
overwhelming situations.”


Diana tugged at the collar of her romper-robe and breathed
out a dry chuckle.


“You’re the only one who was ever able to do that, you know,”
Lanie said.


“I find that hard to believe.”


“You’d be surprised.”


“Actually, I don’t want to think too much about whether or
not I would be surprised,” Diana said. “I don’t want to think about what you
were doing to them that would make them too weak to look at you.” The tip of
her tongue lashed over the points of her elongated canine teeth. “But if you
want to tell me all about it, don’t be surprised if I suddenly remember a few
stories of my own to tell you.”


That made Lanie grin as she chewed. The sandwich had good
bread. Nicely chewy. Just the right amount of crust. Might have actually been
baked in-house. Her closest sub shop back home used the factory-made bread that
came in giant bags. “Tell them to me,” Lanie said. “We’ve never really
discussed our various exes. Why not do it now?”


Diana’s eyes narrowed.


“How far back do you want me to go? Should I start with my
early years in the Army, or—”


“You’re wearing a different kind of bra,” Diana blurted
angrily.


Lanie scoffed, taken aback by the random segue. “What?”


“Don’t tell me it’s not true. You are. Your rack is higher
than it should be.”


“My rack is the same place it’s always been, sweetheart.”


“Bullshit. I noticed the difference the moment I saw you at
the estate sale. Your tits are locked and loaded and ready to take flight.”


“Maybe my bra straps are a bit tighter than usual. That’s
all. It’s a new bra. The elastic will give way in time, just like it always
does.”


“I don’t believe you.”


Lanie set down her sandwich, blotted the grease from her
fingertips, and pushed back from the table. Some things were easily proven.
Diana always fixated on the strangest things. Lanie had learned to go with the
flow.


She started unfastening blouse buttons.


Diana’s eyes went round as saucers.


Cute.


Diana had seen everything beneath Lanie’s wrapper hundreds of times.


Once the bottom button of her shirt was unfastened, Lanie
tugged the hem free of her pants and splayed the plackets aside. “See? Same as
always.”


Same size. Same brand. Same cut. Lanie didn’t see the point
of variety when she’d endured so much frustration finding the right size and
fit with just one bra. If that brand ever folded, she’d likely have her first-ever
panic attack.


Diana’s gaze settled on Lanie’s torso, unblinking.


She stared for so long that Lanie looked down, too.


She didn’t see anything interesting except that her décolletage
tan had finally faded. While attending a destination wedding on a Fijian beach back
in November she’d neglected to slather herself in sunblock. Afterward, she
hadn’t been able to wear high-necked shirts for a week because her skin had
been so tender.


“You lied,” Diana said accusingly. “You’re…spilling.”


Lanie shrugged. “So I gained a little weight. And maybe I
adjusted the band differently.”


“You still lied. Fabric’s different.” Diana’s teeth notched
into her lower lip and eyelids lowered slightly.


“Inconsequential. Satin instead of lace. Same cut.”


“Scalloped edges.”


“Same mold, then.”


“’K.”


Lanie snorted. “’K?”


“What can I say? I was right.”


“Fine. You win.”


“Yes,” Diana murmured. “I do.” She wasn’t paying any
attention at all to her sandwich anymore. Her focus was sharply aimed at Lanie’s
chest and her hands tightly gripped the edge of the table.


Lanie arched a brow, curious about the reaction, and reached
for the first of her shirt buttons.


That got Diana onto her feet in a hurry. Before Lanie could
even blink, she was pulling Lanie’s chair out and bracing her hands on the
arms. Leaning in. Breathing heavily.


“You did it on purpose,” Diana whispered as her hands inched
further up the arms and her stance widened around Lanie’s feet.


“I honestly have no idea what you’re talking about.”


In fact, at that moment, Diana was far more provocative than
Lanie was being—planned or unplanned. That romper she was wearing really
wasn’t all that well-structured. Lanie could see every single freckle on Diana’s
breasts when she bent, and if Lanie tilted her head just so, she could make out the top of her tattoo. It started low down
in her cleavage and embraced the undersides of her breasts. A fancy filigree
design Lanie had doodled on scrap paper while watching television one night.
Diana had wanted to keep the art somewhere it couldn’t be easily disposed of.
She’d surprised Lanie with the tat, eagerly pointing at it the moment Lanie had
walked into their apartment from work.


“What do you think?”
Diana had asked, knowing full well Lanie would love it. How could she not? It
was an honor for Diana to have put some part of Lanie on her skin.


But that was another thing that hadn’t made sense later.
Diana had wanted to cling to Lanie’s throwaway sketches, but not Lanie.


Lanie’s hands tightened around the arms of her chair, too.
She didn’t know why Diana thought she could stand so close, putting her body on
display as she was, and not expect Lanie to want to touch her. Taste her.


“Maybe you should button up,” Diana said hoarsely.


“Fine.” She planned to do it as soon as Diana moved.


Diana didn’t move.


“Maybe you’ve forgotten,” Lanie told her. “But I’m just
human. I don’t have any neat magic tricks that could put a shirt back together
without using my hands. I’m being a good girl and trying to keep them to
myself.”


Diana backed away in a hurry then. Cheeks blazing red, brows
knit in consternation, fingers threaded through the back of her thick hair.


She must have stopped
dyeing, Lanie mused. For as long as Lanie had known her, Diana’s hair had
been darker, with subtle blue and purple highlights. There were about six
months worth of new growth showing now, and it was the sort of brown hue
generally seen on children who spent hours every day in the sun. A youthful
brown.


A sweet, approachable brown.


Apparently, that hadn’t suited her image.


Lanie wanted to touch those tattling roots—wanted to
feel the honesty of them and will all the darker bits away—all the lying
parts.


“No, you don’t have any magic.” Diana was pacing away her
agitation near the table, not meeting Lanie’s gaze.


“Is that where we are again?” Lanie asked, voice quiet. “You
want to talk about what I am and what I’m not?”


“Isn’t that part of the reason we broke up?”


“As far as I knew,” Lanie said flatly, “it was the only
reason. Were there others?”


Diana stopped pacing. She still wouldn’t look at Lanie.


Lanie gave a head a clearing shake and stood. “Of course
there were others, hmm? Be a good
sport and be honest. Tell me what they were.”


Diana didn’t respond.


She turned on her heel and stormed toward the bed area.
Flinging her damp hair over her shoulder, she stalked to the front of her open
dresser drawers and peered in.


Lanie folded her arms over her chest and waited beside the
dresser. She wanted her answer. She wanted Diana’s truth.


Diana ignored her. She found a bra. Panties. Then she went
to the closet, unclipped black leather pants from their hanger, and found a
crisp white shirt. She tossed the clothes onto her tightly made bed and yanked
off the romper.


If Diana wasn’t going to bother being discreet, Lanie
figured she wouldn’t bother looking away. “You’re being purposefully inciting,”
Lanie said.


“’K.”


“Why?”


“Think what you want, Elaine. I’m just trying to get
dressed.”


But she didn’t get dressed. She sat on the edge of the bed
in only her panties and whipped a wide-toothed comb through her hair. She
grimaced at each dry snag, making her body tense, but her detangling didn’t get
any gentler. She swiped at her hair as though it’d done something to
her—as though it had harmed her in some unforgivable way.


Lanie stepped in and pried the comb out of her fingers. “Stop.”


“I—”


“Just stop.”


Diana was rocking a bit then and staring at her lap, or
maybe at her watch.


Lanie sighed and stood behind her. She gathered up Diana’s
hair at the scalp and started to gently detangle it. An old routine for them. Diana
liked her hair long, but she didn’t like the work. She got bored, but Lanie
always found the time to make it pretty.


“You think this is funny, I bet,” Diana said so softly that
Lanie almost couldn’t make out the words over the sound of the detangling.
“That I can’t get myself together. That I’m so disorganized and out of sorts.”


“Have I laughed, Diana?” Diana didn’t respond, so Lanie
repeated the question. “Have I laughed?”


Diana gave her head as large of a shake as she could with
the majority of her hair being clamped in Lanie’s fist. She’d never really been
into hair pulling, even if Lanie was.


Lanie resumed her work.


Diana kept looking at her watch.


“Conditioner would help,” Lanie told her, ignoring her
impatience.


“I can’t find it here.”


“You can’t find a single bottle of conditioner in this town?
I find that hard to believe.”


“No, the…the one you bought.”


It took Lanie a minute to figure out what Diana was talking
about. When they lived together, they’d shared toiletries. The pooling of
products wasn’t something Lanie paid much attention to. Diana tended to get
busy and forget to replenish the stock. If things ran out, Lanie bought
whatever she used, and Diana didn’t complain. She hadn’t thought that Diana had
a particular attachment to any of that stuff.


“I can’t find it here,” Diana said quietly. “The lady at the
salon had never heard of it.”


“Oh.” Lanie went into the bathroom and found a spritz bottle
inside the cabinet. She wet down Diana’s hair and set her attention on a particularly
malicious knot. “Yes, I imagine she wouldn’t have. It was a brand I started
using when I was stationed overseas. I have to buy it in bulk from the company
that distributes it in the U.S.” She tossed a freshly unknotted swath of hair
over Diana’s shoulder and parted off the next section. “You know, you could
have used literally anything else.”


“I tried to. Didn’t work the same.”


“So why didn’t you ask me?”


Diana’s shrug was jerky.


Okay. I see.


Lanie carefully picked through the rest of the hair and
combed it out until it hung in somewhat frizzy waves. She had a travel bottle
of that conditioner in her suitcase. If she’d known Diana had been having some
kind of dysfunction regarding her hair, she would have carried it in. With as
much hair as Diana had, the bottle wouldn’t last very long, but she’d be able
to make due until Lanie could get her a larger size.


Lanie narrowed her eyes and gathered up Diana’s hair again
to put a braid in it. There was no use doing all that work if her hair was just
going to mat again from Diana’s negligence. “What else have you been doing
without?”


Diana shrugged again.


“I see. Am I going to have to squeeze the words out of you?
Should I make a list of every consumable item in my apartment and ask if each
thing is something you require?”


Saying nothing, Diana fidgeted with the end of the braid. She
seemed to be in a daze and was starting at the window. From where she sat, she
couldn’t be seeing much more than sky.


Water from her hair was tracking down her shoulders to her
chest, beading on her breasts.


She had to be cold and uncomfortable, but she didn’t move. Instead,
she stared while idly gripping the comb Lanie had handed back to her.


Lanie grabbed the wadded-up romper and used a section of the
terrycloth to dab at the water.


Diana finally looked down, likely noticing the gentle
assault to her breasts.


Lanie had finished the chore. She was going to carry the garment
to the bathroom and store it where she assumed Diana would have a hook, but
Diana grabbed her wrist before she could back away and pulled Lanie’s hand back
to her chest.


“You’re dry now,” Lanie told her.


Diana kept moving Lanie’s hand with the towel over her body,
drying the same spots over and over again, gaze somehow both calculating and
shy.


“You could just ask me,” Lanie said. “If you want me to
touch you, say so. When have I ever told you no?” She couldn’t remember
refusing Diana much of anything. She’d always enjoyed treating her, taking care
of her. Usually, Diana had let her.


“I shouldn’t ask,” Diana said. “I don’t have the right.”


“Oh?”


Diana lay back and let her head fall to one side. Her
eyelids drifted down. Her throat convulsed with what seemed to be a labored
swallow.


In another time and place, Lanie might have taken Diana’s
behavior as a brazen invitation. Her lounging so bare the way she was would
have been a less than subtle way of telling Lanie how she wanted to be
worshiped.


But it’d been a year since Diana had packed up all her shit
and left without a word while Lanie was working out of the country.


It’d been a year since Diana had sent her that rambling
fucking email talking about Coyote bullshit and how she had to worry about
Lanie’s safety enough for the both of them.


Lanie hadn’t bought the excuse then, and she still didn’t.


“What do you want from me, Diana?” Lanie whispered.


Diana swallowed again, eyes still closed.


“What do you want from me besides hair conditioner and
whatever other silly, replaceable thing you can easily get? What do you want
from me that only I can give you?”


“Why won’t you touch me?”


“You haven’t given me permission to. I’m not going to take
anything I haven’t been offered.”


In fact, that was the entire basis of Lanie’s post-Army
career—the opposite of taking. Her job was putting things back where they
were supposed to be by returning artifacts to their rightful places. She gave
things back to the people they belonged to.


Diana didn’t belong to Lanie anymore, and Lanie didn’t
belong to her. That was what Lanie was trying to change, but Diana hadn’t yet
agreed to take back possession of what she owned.


“Why does everything have to be so difficult?” Diana asked
in a petulant murmur. “Why can’t some things just be—”


“Taken for granted?” Lanie leaned over Diana and put a hand
at either side of her face, waiting for her to open her eyes.


She didn’t.


“Look at me, Diana.”


“No.”


“Why won’t you look at me?”


“Because it’s easier for me to feel like I know what the
fuck I’m doing if I don’t look at you.”


The statement was so patently preposterous that Lanie had to
sit back for a moment to pick the words apart.


In her memories, Diana had always seemed to know what she
was doing, or at least was shameless enough to fake it when she didn’t. Her
sudden inability to push back against Lanie’s ribbing was unusual for her.


“Well, unfortunately, you can’t get one thing without doing
the other,” Lanie said finally. “If you want me to touch you, pay me for the
favor by looking at me while I do it. I’m not going to be merely tolerated by
someone who once claimed to love me.”


Diana breathed out a vicious-sounding growl as her long legs
twined around Lanie’s waist. Her eyes snapped open and she rolled her head
forward as she yanked Lanie onto her. “Tolerate?
You think that’s what I do?”


She was planting Lanie’s hand onto her body, making Lanie
squeeze her, making her take from her.


Lanie couldn’t resist that sort of beckoning—couldn’t
believe that noise Diana made when
she couldn’t endure the teasing and wanted satisfaction.


She wanted Lanie
to satisfy her.


“You’ve been pushing me away for going on a year, Diana.
What am I supposed to think?” Lanie bent and pulled one plum nipple between her
lips, letting her tongue’s memory of the tantalizing point do its thing. She pulled
more of the breast into her mouth as Diana’s breathing sped.


But Diana didn’t respond, so Lanie let go.


“No!” Diana whined.


“I asked you a question.”


“Touch me! You
don’t know how badly I’ve needed it.”


“My phone number hasn’t changed.” Lanie leaned away from Diana’s
hands. Diana was trying to search inside Lanie’s bra. Too easily, they could
get carried away—their naked torsos aligning, skin gliding, points
tickling each other’s most tender expanses of flesh.


They could lose their minds in a minute and not come up for
air until their bodies were pink with exertion, hands cramping, lips numb.


“My phone number hasn’t changed,” Lanie repeated. She was on
her feet, fixing her bra and buttoning up her shirt. “Neither has my email
address. You could have reached out to me at any time. You could have come home at any time, but you decided to
sever things so cleanly between us that I honestly believed there was someone
else. I was going to leave you the fuck alone and let whoever it was just have
you.”


Lanie took a few steps back as she tucked her shirt into her
snug-fitting pants so keeping her hands to herself wouldn’t be such a grueling
feat. Diana looked like some kind of wild goddess sprawled atop crisp white
sheets with that dark hair and those long, tan limbs.


The sight incited desires for Lanie to hook her thumbs
beneath the panty elastic and yank the flimsy fabric down, exposing her in full,
because obviously that was what she wanted. Diana wanted the situation to be
out of her hands and all the blame of what would happen to be placed squarely
on Lanie’s shoulders.


Lanie wasn’t letting Diana phone in intimacy. If Diana
wanted to be wanted, she’d have to sit up and ask for attention the frank way.


“You know there wasn’t anyone else,” Diana said through
clenched teeth, white fangs peeking through her tightened lips.


“Of course I know that.” Lanie adjusted her belt and took
brisk strides to the table. “Your brother told me. If it weren’t for Blue, I
would have moved on, Diana.”


“What?”


Lanie could hear Diana scrambling, then. The creak of the
bed as she rushed to her feet. The soft patter of her soles against the floor
as she found her clothes and put them on.


Lanie picked up the remnants of her sandwich and took a
bite. “You ever wonder how it is that I always know where you are, sweetheart?”


“I’m going to kill him,” Diana spat.


“That says a lot.”


“That says absolutely nothing at all. He should have minded
his own business!”


“Why, because your time with me was the most horrible period
of your life?”


“No, you antagonizing harpy, you know it wasn’t.” Diana
stormed over in her unfastened pants and shirt, clutching tubes of deep black
eyeliner and mascara. “It was… It was the best
period of my life, but I tried to move on because I knew it couldn’t last. We
couldn’t have each other. I told you that, and I still think that.”


“You are utterly ridiculous.”


“So leave.”


“You want me to leave?” Lanie pressed her hands to the table’s
edge and leaned toward the angry Coyote. Diana was practically vibrating with
agitation.


Good.


That was better than her being passive—better than her
not fighting. She fought for everything else. Why not Lanie?


“You want me to leave, Diana? Or do you want me to take off
my shoes and get comfortable enough to spend the night? Hmm?”


“I—”


“You what?”


Diana did another one of those labored swallows and fastened
her shirt buttons. Her eyes were angry blue slits.


Lanie held her ground, having no idea what words would come
out of the flustered woman’s mouth next.


But then there was a knock on the door downstairs, and it
didn’t matter.


Diana slapped her cosmetics onto the table, flicked her
braid over her shoulder, and marched to the door like she’d been the one doling out the hard questions and like she’d
made some a-ha point.


Gritting her teeth, Lanie slinked into the chair she’d formerly
abandoned and watched Diana disappear down the stairs.


She’d once thought she understood that woman, but she was
coming to believe that Diana Shapely would do anything in her power to prevent
anyone from knowing her next moves.






CHAPTER SIX


Spend the night?
Diana thought as she jogged back up the stairs with the locksmith in tow.


Diana couldn’t imagine anything she wanted more than to have
Lanie available and accessible, idling in Diana’s space. She could be the sure
and focused rock Diana had counted on her to be for so long.


And that body…


She let out a soft groan as she nudged the top door open.
Lanie said she’d put on a little weight. Maybe she had. Maybe she didn’t have
time for the grueling, military-inspired workouts anymore, but the softness
made the canine part of Diana want to bite. It was always more fulfilling for
her to sink her teeth into smooth, pliant flesh than into unyielding muscle.


“The chests are over there, by the window,” she told the
locksmith.


“Got it.” The lady waved to Lanie and made a beeline for the
job at hand. She probably had another gig lined up immediately afterward. As
much as she wanted the stranger to hang around and stall until she could figure
out what to do with Lanie, she knew that’d be unreasonable.


Lanie ambled over and looked on curiously as the locksmith
studied the first of the locks. Given her occupation, she probably witnessed
the destruction of locks and the rediscovery of old junk every single day, but
of course she was curious. She was always curious. Always learning about
things, just like Blue.


Sometimes, Diana felt like her brain was a sponge that was
already too full and that it couldn’t possibly accept one more drop of
knowledge, and those two…those two
were soaking up everything that seeped their way, and they seemed to understand
it all.


Diana couldn’t understand that. She couldn’t fathom the way they processed all of that trivia
and then knew what to do with it. Her father had insisted she wasn’t cut out
for that sort of thing. “You’re a born
follower, Diana,” he’d always said just before patting her on the head.


Maybe I am.


Diana sighed and set her attention back on the new visitor.
She could allow herself some moments of self-pity later.


“So, are you trying to keep these locks?” the locksmith queried.


“Why do you ask?” Lanie responded before Diana could get a
word out.


Diana was chagrined, but she kept her lips pressed closed,
assuming Lanie had a reason for the question beyond the desire to make polite
conversation. She wasn’t generally all that chatty.


“They’re collectible,” the locksmith said with a shrug. “More
so with the keys, but some folks are so desperate to get them that they’ll buy
them without. No chance of you finding the keys, huh?”


“Those chests came from an estate sale. I’m sure if the coordinators
had the keys to the trunks, they would have had them itemized on the inventory
list. At least, that’s been the case in every sale I’ve been to.”


“Pity.” The woman looked to Diana. “Do you want me to snip
them or attempt to pick them?”


“What’s the difference in price?” Diana asked.


At the same time, Lanie said, “Pick them.”


Diana glowered at her.


Lanie didn’t seem to notice. She leaned against the
windowsill and folded her arms over her chest. “How long will picking take
you?”


“Between thirty seconds and an hour.”


“Go for it.”


The lady shrugged and unrolled a leather case of tools onto
the floor. From her bag, she extracted a headlamp and turned it on while
sliding on her glasses.


“I’ll give you some space.” Lanie moved to the kitchen.


Annoyed, Diana followed. She snatched her makeup off the
table and canted her head toward the bathroom.


Lanie made a face of confusion.


Diana tilted her head toward the apartment rear again.


“Oh.” Lanie made an after
you gesture, so Diana went.


Lanie followed.


Once they were closed into the tiny room, Diana propped her
fists onto her hips and snapped in a tart tone, “Do you mind?”


“I was only trying to help you get the most out of your
purchase, Diana. Sometimes, you might be looking at gold and not know it. Don’t
miss the opportunity.”


“It’s my
transaction.” Diana unscrewed the cap from her eyeliner pen and leaned in close
to the mirror.


“You’re looking for things to argue about. Why?”


Somehow, Diana managed to draw a perfect wing on the first
try, in spite of the fact that her hand was shaking with fury. “I’m not arguing
with you. I asked a question.” She switched the pen to her left hand and held
her breath. The left side was always a trial.


She closed her right eye, swiveled her head slightly toward
the door and lowered her left lid halfway. Poising the tip of the pen near the
corner of her eye, she very nearly wet her pants when the locksmith called out,
“Got the first one!”


Shit.


There was now a streak of black liner on Diana’s cheekbone.


Lanie chuckled and swiped at the makeup with the pad of her
thumb. She took the pen from Diana and called out, “Be there in a sec,” all the
while perfectly matching the precise angle of the right wing’s lid.


She capped the pen, handed it back to Diana, and then opened
the door.


“I hate you for being so perfect,” Diana muttered under her
breath as she gripped her mascara tightly.


She knew the words were ridiculous before she’d even
finished spewing them. People would have killed to be with a woman like Lanie,
and Diana had had nothing but complaints since she’d arrived.


Obviously, there’s
something wrong with me.


The worst problem, in her estimation, was that Lanie didn’t
see that.


She gave her lashes a few quick swipes of mascara before
rejoining the women in the living room. The locksmith had moved on to the
second lock. Lanie was holding the first one. The shackle hung open, and she
was peering at the underside of the body.


Evidently sensing Diana on approach, she lifted it and
tilted her chin toward her. “Carlotta says there are websites for lock devotees
where they swap locks and keys. You might get lucky and find matches for yours.
Each lock is numbered on the shackle. For every number, there are three
different tumbler configurations, so if you find a correctly numbered key, you
still only have a one-in-three chance of it working.”


Diana blinked at her, already overwhelmed.


Lanie’s lips quirked. “I can poke around and see if I can
find some keys, if you want me to. Just out of curiosity. Need something to do
during long flights.”


Diana nodded. Even she knew there was no good reason to say
no. It made sense that if she were going to keep the locks intact—which
it seemed she would be—that she have them be completely functional.


“Didn’t you say these were used by the housekeeper?” Carlotta
asked in a strained voice. She was squinting at the second lock, working thin
tools into the keyhole while clamping another between her teeth.


“That’s right,” Diana said.


“Did anyone try to track her down?”


“She’d been dead for years and the homeowners didn’t replace
her,” Lanie said.


Diana leered at her. “How did you know that?”


Lanie held up her phone and tapped it against her forehead.
“Usually, when you’re talking about an estate that size, you’re almost always
going to find some published family history if you know where to look. Just out
of curiosity, I looked them up before I found you earlier. Only now did I
remember the part about the housekeeper. It was one paragraph out of pages and
pages of information.”


“Oh,” Diana said weakly.


Of course. Lanie
had done the extra-curricular studying. She was usually the most informed
person in a room, assuming Blue wasn’t there.


There was a click.


“Boom!” Carlotta held up the second lock and did a little
seated shimmy. “Just call me the Lock Whisperer.”


Lanie grinned and took the lock. “Longer number,” she said,
examining the U. “Later production date, maybe.”


“Probably so. Color’s a little darker than the first, too. The
manufacturer probably changed the metal composition in the years between,
likely to make them stronger.”


Carlotta started putting away her tools.


Diana tapped her chin and tried to remember what she’d done
with her wallet.


“I might even get home in time for dinner tonight.” Carlotta
got to her feet and gathered her tools.


“How much do I owe you?” Diana asked.


Lanie thrust a credit card at the woman and guided her to
the door, chatting all the while. “Do you have a business card? I work in
artifacts and anthropology. I always like having people in my contacts app who I
can call to ask very specific questions.”


“Hey, sure, I like being useful.” Carlotta’s voice faded as
they descended the stairs.


Are you kidding me,
woman?


Diana stood by the door, arms folded over her chest, tapping
her foot with impatience.


Lanie ignored her when she returned, except to look down at
that Diana’s foot. At the kitchen table, she photographed both locks from all
angles with her phone and then handed them to Diana.


“Did you look inside?” Lanie asked.


Diana kept tapping her foot.


“Are we having an argument?” Lanie leaned her rear end
against the table, smile waning. “I’m pretty sure you want to have an argument,
sweetheart, and I’m not going to indulge you.”


“You think you know me so well, hmm?”


“I know you better than anyone.”
Her assessing gaze raked down Diana’s already-rumpled form. “Inside and out.
You want to quibble about me charging sixty bucks to my credit card, do it in
your head. If you insist on paying me back, you can, but you shouldn’t. It
wouldn’t take a genius to guess what kind of pace you’re blowing through money
at right now, and unlike when you and your father were still on speaking terms,
you don’t have that safety net.”


Diana scoffed with indignation. “How dare you?”


Lanie shrugged. “Too personal? Too honest? Well, you should
expect that from me. That’s what I gave you for five years. You shouldn’t
expect that I’ll turn over a new leaf now that you have your head up your ass.”


Diana’s jaw dropped.


Being what she was and related to who she was, she’d never
been particularly easy to scandalize, but that burn had hurt.


She closed her mouth and growled at the woman. “Leave.”


“Why?”


“Because I said so.”


“I will if you want.”


“I do.” Diana’s foot began to tap faster. “I do want that.”


Lanie stared at her for an age—an entire minute,
maybe—before she grabbed her bag from the console table and opened the
door.


“Fine. Consider me gone.”






CHAPTER SEVEN


“Well?”


Lanie brought her cup of hot chocolate to her lips and took
a cautious sip. She’d meandered over to the town square to kill some time and
plan her next moves, and Blue had quickly spotted her. He’d cut a path across
the square with a very pregnant woman in tow.


The woman nudged him with her elbow and whispered, “You
should say hello first.”


Blue sighed and let go of the woman’s hand long enough to
rub his eyes. “Sorry. Right, right. Manners. Willa, this is the notorious
Elaine, AKA Lanie, AKA She Whom Someone We Know Pretends Doesn’t Exist.”


Willa’s hand flew to cover her mouth and she giggled.


“Pleased to finally meet you,” Lanie told her. Willa was the
first demigoddess Lanie had ever met. Lanie had a ton of questions she wanted
to ask, but knew she’d have to indulge her curiosity at some other time and in
a less public place.


Lanie pressed down the sip cover on her cocoa cup lid and
gave Blue a speculative look. “She’s…uncooperative.”


“What’s her excuse this time?”


“Same as before, though with a less strenuous delivery and
more embellishments. I don’t know what it’s going to take to get her to tell me
the truth.”


“How do you know she’s not being honest?” Willa asked. “I
know Blue can usually tell when Diana’s lying, but that’s due more to Coyote
magic than observational skills.”


“I don’t need magic,” Lanie said. “I’ve got logic. Usually,
when things don’t make good sense, there’s a practical reason.”


“Oh, good. Blue, you’re here,” came a husky feminine voice from
several yards away. A woman in wire-rimmed glasses and a lilac tracksuit waved
at him.


“Don’t make eye contact,” Blue warned in a whispered rush.
“She’ll put you to work.”


“Yoo-hoo!” the lady called.


“Blue,” Willa
murmured through unmoving lips. “You’re not invisible.”


Obviously not, because the lady bounded over and fixed her
narrowed gaze on the Coyote. “Stop ignoring me. I need you to climb a ladder.
None of the other committee members will do it. Delia shattered her hip last
year, Christine’s depth perception is shot all to hell, and I’ve got vertigo.”
She thrust a wreath at him. “Go on and hang that. You won’t break.”


Blue snorted. “No, but maybe I just don’t want to.”


“Afraid being a little bit jolly will sully your bad boy
reputation?”


Blue’s silence was telling.


Lanie pressed her lips together tightly to keep her laughter
from tumbling out.


Willa seemed to be having a similar dysfunction. She’d
turned her back to the confrontation and her shoulders were trembling with the
telltale sign of repressed giggles.


“You won’t be any less of an alpha if you’re caught holding
some garland,” the lady said.


“You think you’re slick,” he said. “You handed me a wreath. I’ll hang your damn wreath, but
the garland can hang itself.”


The lady pushed her glasses up her nose and blinked at him.


“Come on, I don’t
have time.” Blue’s tone was practically a whine—an odd sound coming from
a man who was over forty. The fact that he’d so quickly reverted to that state
told Lanie everything she needed to know.


She held out a hand to the woman. “You must be Blue’s
mother.”


“Whether he likes it or not.” She shook Lanie’s hand and cut
Blue a sideways look.


He rolled his eyes, pressed the wreath beneath his arm, and
made ground-eating strides to the light post a couple of older women in Festival
Committee T-shirts were staring up at.


“Deb, this is Elaine,” Willa told her.


Deb put a hand over her heart and did one of those long
intakes of air like she was about to sing “Bohemian Rhapsody” without taking another
breath. “The Elaine?”


“Apparently, my reputation precedes me,” Lanie said.


Diana had never talked much about her mother during their
relationship. It seemed to have been a sore spot for her. What Lanie knew about
the ex-Mrs. Randall Shapely, she’d learned from Blue. Being older and more
aware of the circumstances surrounding his parents’ divorce when it happened,
his perception of his mother had been far softer than Diana’s for a long time.
She’d been young and had needed a mother, and all she’d known as a girl was
that Deb had left.


Technically, Randall had Deb expelled from the territory and
cut her off from their kids. They didn’t have much of a relationship again
until after Blue turned eighteen. Diana had needed more time to figure out who
deserved the blame for the estrangement. According to Blue, Deb and Diana had in
recent years developed a perfectly functional relationship, and Randall was the
one in the gutter.


Deb waved a dismissive hand in Lanie’s direction. “Oh, Diana
was very tightlipped about you. I didn’t know you existed until after I moved
to Maria, and you’d been broken up for…”


“Six months at least, probably,” Lanie said.


Deb nodded gravely. “She’d never been the sort to be so
quiet about who she’s dating. I mean, don’t get me wrong, she’s never been
explicit, but— Blue, you need to hang that wreath higher!” Deb pointed to
the nearest pole. “See? Like that one?”


Blue’s lips practically disappeared in his scowl, but he
lifted the decoration higher.


“Right there! That’s good.” Deb turned her attention back to
Lanie. “Diana had always been very matter-of-fact, but for as long as you were
together, she said nothing.”


“She cared too much,” Willa said.


“Ridiculous,” Lanie said. “Nothing would have happened to me
if people from the old pack found out about me. I may not be enmeshed in your
world, but I’m not ignorant of it, and I know how to protect myself. In fact,
I’m probably better prepared to survive shapeshifter bullshit than most shifters are.”


“I think she was right that Randall might have tried to
eliminate you if he’d caught wind of you being a competing influence in Diana’s
life,” Deb said. “Hell, after the divorce, even I was afraid to start dating
again for fear he’d mess with the men just to teach me one more lesson. If it
were up to him, I would never be happy.”


“But that doesn’t seem to be her excuse now,” Willa said
gently. “Randall wouldn’t dare antagonize anyone in Blue’s territory. The last
time he tried, he lost more than a third of his pack to us.”


“There’s something else going on with her,” Lanie said. “I’m
trying to ferret out what it is, because as much as I love her, I can’t keep
beating my head against a wall waiting for her to come around. It’s time, you
know? I want to get married and start a family. I want to do those things with her, but she’s trying to shut me out. I
can’t force her to come around. She has to want to do this.”


Deb twined her fingers in front of her belly and scrunched
her nose.


“What?” Willa asked her. “You’re making an odd face.”


Deb breathed out the tiniest of grunts and gave her
daughter-in-law a conspiratorial look. “Did you know that a female coyote shifter’s
sense of smell is approximately ten times more sensitive than their male
counterparts?”


“I think I heard Blue mention that once,” Lanie said. “Are
you smelling something you want to tell us about?”


Deb canted her head, eyes narrowing again. “Maybe. You know,
Randall didn’t like people knowing that I had some abilities that were unusual.
He didn’t take pleasure in being able to boast that I brought some magic to the
mix that didn’t exist in his family first.”


“You’re talking about your sense of smell in particular,
right?” Willa asked.


Deb nodded.


“Ah,” Willa said, nodding too.


“Want to fill me in?” Lanie asked.


Willa turned to her, gaze flitting in her husband’s general
direction, likely to check that he wasn’t near enough to overhear. “Before Blue
and I got together, Diana told me that I smelled like him. Not just that his
odor rubbed off on my clothes, but—”


“It’s inside,” Deb interjected. “It’s a hormonal
rebalancing. All Coyotes can smell hormone changes to some degree, but most
can’t discern subtleties. Not even the women. Most wouldn’t be able to
tell—” she gestured to Willa, “if the smell is inside or outside without
a lot of effort.”


“And you can?” Lanie asked.


“Yes. And obviously, Diana can. She inherited my nose. I’d actually
be comfortable making the claim that hers is even more sensitive than mine.”


“So, she would know,” Willa said.


“Know what?” Lanie
asked.


“That her scent’s clinging to you. Even if she has more or less
gone numb to her own scent, after the two of you were apart for so long, she
certainly would have noticed it when you returned.”


“Okay, so I’ve got her scent. What does that mean?”


“Scent branding is an evolutionary hallmark of certain ancient
shapeshifter groups. Some individuals are better at it than others. Generally,
if you’re carrying another animal’s scent, it’s because you’re a permanent
partner to that creature.”


Jarred by the new information, Lanie stared agog. Deb had
said “permanent partner.” Lanie had known that Diana was hers all along, but
having science back up her gut feeling was like stumbling into a pot of gold at
the end of a rainbow.


“So…” Lanie fidgeted with the lid of her hot chocolate and
closed her eyes, contemplating. “I take it that is something irreversible?”


“Yes.”


“And it’s something she did on purpose? Because that
wouldn’t make a hell of a lot of sense, given her behavior.”


“Oh, no,” Willa said. “Blue tells me that it happens when
the animal part of a shifter has chosen a mate. The human part of the brain has
nothing to do with it.”


That almost made too much sense to Lanie, considering
Diana’s recent behavior.


At least the wild part
thinks I’m irresistible.


She didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.


Lanie opened her eyes in time to see Blue on approach,
knocking pine needles off his shirt. “Why didn’t you ever tell me I smelled
like your sister? Even if your nose isn’t as sensitive as your mother’s, you’re
an alpha. You’re not an average dog.”


Blue’s brow creased. “I didn’t tell you that?”


Lanie glared at him.


He shrugged. “I thought I had. We’ve been surfing this
ridiculousness for so long that I can’t remember what I have and haven’t told
you, but yeah.” He pulled Willa against his chest and tucked his chin atop her
head. “You do.”


“Otherwise, you wouldn’t have helped me.”


“Probably not. Most shifters nowadays don’t have mates in
that way. They connect on a human level, but not necessarily on a magical one.
Used to be that people would hold out, whether it seemed they would ever find
that perfect mate or not, but not too many people do that anymore. They want to
live normal lives as much as they can, and sometimes that means settling.” He
made air quotes around the word “settling.”


Lanie’s bunched her lips quirked upward at one corner. “You
didn’t settle.”


“Shit, I didn’t even know I was looking.”


Deb poked his shoulder. “The wild coyote in you did. He’s
what made you call off that wedding to Bruno’s girl, what, three times?”


Blue shrugged again. “Lost count.”


Willa got pulled away by some smiley, smooth-talking member
of the decorating committee, and Blue padded after her with a worried look on
his face.


Deb edged in closer to Lanie.


Lanie watched her watch the couple.


They stood in companionable silence for a while, and then
Deb said in a near-whisper, “I don’t know what Diana’s hang-up is, but I think
I know my daughter well enough to guess that if she’s pushing away someone
connected to her on such a rare level, there must be some serious anxiety
getting in the way.”


“But what could possibly be causing it? Not the shifter
stuff. I don’t buy that. Never did. It’s not my disgust over the things she
might have done when she was still attached to your ex-husband’s pack. I know
her heart. I know how wrecked she must feel over those decisions. I won’t
abandon her for those. If she’s slept with someone else? I don’t care.
Whatever. But this push and pull she’s doing—”


“You scare her.”


“What?” Deb’s
out-of-the-blue statement was preposterous.


“That’s the only thing it could possibly be. That’s the only
thing that makes sense.”


“Scare her how? I’m not the one with fangs.”


“I don’t know how,” Deb said, “and I doubt she’d confide in
me about it. She would tell me that everything is fine and that I have no
reason to be concerned.”


“But you are.”


“Of course I am.
Any mother worth a damn would be. In the years she needed me most, though, I
wasn’t there. Maybe things would be different now if I had been. Maybe she
would know how to sort through this murk on her own without messing things up
even more.”


“It’s not your fault.”


Deb’s shrug was so redolent of Blue’s that there could be no
doubt whom he’d inherited the body language from. “Fault doesn’t matter,” the
older woman said. “The effects are what matter. That’s what we need to
overcome.”


“We?”


Deb’s shoulders fell and voice went quiet. “Don’t abandon
her, Elaine. Maybe that plea doesn’t mean much coming from me, but I wish you’d
listen.”


“I don’t want to
give up on her, but—”


“I know.” Deb sighed and wrung her hands. “The waiting is brutal.
I just think that if you find the right combination of words to tell her, or if
you can sift out whatever it is that’s holding her back so the two of you can
finally scream out your frustrations, you can get past it. Give her a little more
time.”


“How much time?” Lanie asked, but she knew better. She knew
already that the correct answer was forever.


Lanie was so used to having her life perfectly sorted and
ordered—to making lists and checking off the items. To giving herself
deadlines to achieve success, on both small and large scales.


But she was pushing against something she didn’t quite
understand, and might never truly get. She may have earned advanced degrees in
anthropology and folklore, but magic was something to be lived with—not
read about. She could make all the lists and timelines she wanted to, but none
of those would make a damn bit of difference until she could figure out what
was preventing Diana from ignoring what the wilder part of her had already
decided to have.


“Time for a change in strategy,” Lanie murmured, rubbing her
chin.


“Can I do anything?” Deb asked.


Lanie shook her head and started walking toward Blue and
Willa. They’d been press-ganged into attaching garland to the gazebo railings.
Lanie could pitch in and help speed up the misery.


“No, but thanks.” Lanie took a final slug of her hot chocolate.
She tossed the cup into the trash before reaching into the garland pile. “I’m
going to give her everything she wants, and then we’ll see what happens.”






CHAPTER EIGHT


Diana paused in the doorway of the nursing home’s rec room
and emitted a tiny growl.


She should have known Lanie would turn up somewhere. She should
have known Lanie wouldn’t have left town just yet, and certainly not when she
still had antagonizing to do.


Apparently, Lanie had found time to change into less
professional attire. Fitted black jeans. Stack-heeled black ankle boots. A
heather gray turtleneck tucked into the belted waist of her pants. That was
what Lanie called “dressing down.” Sneakers and sweatpants were for jogging,
and Lanie was always out of those by
eight in the morning.


She was currently overseeing the construction of pinecone
tree ornaments by six Scout girls and four boisterous retirees.


Diana’s stomach lurched upon identifying them. Why those six?


Five wildling Coyotes and one unfiltered Cougar.
Instinctively, she knew she needed to intervene.


Diana got moving, only to have her elbow grabbed and for her
to be tugged into a debate.


Best friends Leslie Oppenheimer and Shannon Pratt were at it
again.


“Tell her, Diana,” Leslie said, shielding her mouth from the
paranormal-oblivious humans in the room. She was one of those Coyotes who
couldn’t keep her fangs concealed when she was nervous, which was most of the
time.


“Tell her what?” Diana asked, confused.


“Tell her that if Bibby gets fixed, that means his animal
form is gonna shoot blanks, too. He’s telling her it don’t work like that.”


Diana pressed her lips together and tried not to give away
any emotion on her face. The women’s expressions were stone-cold serious, but
they all knew that Bibby Pratt didn’t possess enough sense to pour piss out of
his boot, even if the instructions were on the heel.


“We’ve been talkin’ about it a real long time,” Shannon
said, tilting her head toward the Scouts. Three of the girls at the table with
Lanie were Shannon and Bibby’s, each born less than a year apart from the next
eldest. They had five more at home.


“I imagine you have been,” Diana demurred. “But listen. I’m
not an expert on this. Blue would probably be able to tell you better—”


The ladies gave their heads vigorous nope shakes.


“No, no, no. Not gonna catch me asking the alpha about
getting the snip,” Shannon said.


Diana sighed. “Okay. From what I understand, if he gets it
done far enough outside of the full moon’s rapid healing window, that
physiological change is going to carry over to his animal form. Coyotes heal
best the closer to the full moon we are, right? So, he’d need to get it done
two weeks before or after and not shift
into his animal form for the entirety of those two weeks. If he shifts, the
transformation magic is going to try to repair any recent wounds.”


“You know anyone it’s worked for?” Leslie asked.


Diana nodded. “Lots of people, actually. Some had to do it
twice because the tubes regenerated, but that’s a rare occurrence.”


Shannon nodded with finality. “I’ll tell him you said so.”


“Don’t get me tangled up in your marital strife,” Diana said
with a laugh. “If he comes to me bitching, I might have to kick his ass. You
know I’m trying to turn over a new leaf.”


“I don’t care if you beat him up a little,” Shannon said
solemnly. “Might help him shake off some of that lustfulness of his.”


“You know, condoms are a thing.”


Shannon gave her a bored look.


Diana knew what it meant.


Coyote men were so whiny about contraceptives. They were
driven to multiply. The unfortunate truth was that the most fertile amongst
their kind weren’t necessarily the ones who were good at realizing the
long-term effects of such decisions.


“I’m going to go play with glitter and glue,” Diana told the
ladies. “If Bibby comes a-stalkin’, I’ll be ready.”


“Thank you!” Shannon called after her.


Diana made her way around the room, gathering up the Scouts who’d
arrived at the same time she did and getting them grouped with waiting seniors.


The group at Lanie’s table had arrived earlier than the
start time and apparently, the nursing home staff had immediately put them to
work.


What Diana still wanted to know was why Lanie was there at all.


She made her way to her table slowly, trying to look as
though she had no special interest in what was happening there, when in truth,
Lanie was all she cared about at the moment.


Kneeling between Bonnie Pratt and Barbie Pratt, Diana
cleared her throat and made a show of looking around the table at the projects.
“My, you’ve been industrious.”


Babe Pratt held a sparkle-covered pinecone out to her.
“Easiest when you paint the glue on and dip ’em in the glitter vat.”


Lucille Moreno adjusted the tube of her oxygen machine and
gave the girl a teasing nudge. “Who’s gonna spray ’em? Someone said somethin’
about a spray to keep all the glitter on. I can’t spray ’em.”


“Oh, no,” Babe said, wide-eyed. “You’d probably die from the
fumes.”


Lanie turned her head to the right, obscuring her
expression, but Diana could see the red creeping up her neck and the way that
one vein pulsed more prominently whenever she was stressed. Lanie wasn’t going
to laugh, though. She was far too civilized for that.


“I’ll spray them all,” Diana said, snickering. “I’m taking
them down to the auto body shop to use their painting stall. They’re equipped
for that sort of stuff.” The idea had been a rare stroke of genius on Diana’s
part. She was expecting a pinecone or two per person, not a bushel each. The town’s
festivities committee would certainly find something to do with all of them,
though. She just hoped she wouldn’t have to participate in attaching them to
those miles of garlands.


“Why’d you girls get here so early, anyway?” Diana asked.


Barbie, the eldest of the Pratt brood, sniffled pitifully
and turned a curiously deformed pinecone to its underside. “G-got the t-t-time
wrong. C-couldn’t find the paper with the stuff.”


“Oh?” Diana edged a little closer to her. There was a bead
of sweat forming at Barbie’s hairline. Although the retirement home was heated
to seventy-two degrees—which would have been downright stifling for any hot-burning
shapeshifter—Barbie’s light attire should have been a foil to
overheating. That wasn’t the problem. Diana could smell her distress rolling
off of her. The girl’s hormones were ping-ponging and teasing before receding
back to baseline, only to ramp right back up again. That wasn’t puberty. She’d
started that a year ago. Barbie’s problem was supernatural.


Diana draped an arm around Barbie’s chair and watched the
girl dab glue onto the bottom of the pinecone. “You should get a planner,”
Diana told her. “A Pratt planner. That’ll keep all your stuff organized.”


“There’s so many of you, I don’t see how you ever get
anywhere,” Estelle Collier said. She straightened her wig and sprinkled glitter
onto the cone of the quiet little girl beside her.


Diana had always tried to follow her mother’s rule of giving
old people the benefit of the doubt—their verbal filters weren’t what they
used to be—but those Pratt kids couldn’t help their situation. They
didn’t ask to be born virtually on top of each other.


Lanie got the words out first, though. “Oh, I don’t know. If
an Army unit can organize hundreds of men who’ve just left their mothers’
bosoms using only a lean, mean staff, I’m sure the Pratts can manage just fine.
And let me tell you, there’s nothing worse than a bunch of eighteen- and
nineteen-year-olds who think they’re men but have never even cracked an egg for
themselves yet.”


“I’m g-g-good at cracking eggs.” Barbie carefully nestled
tiny silver plastic doodads onto the ends of the pinecone “branches.” She
added, “I crack…a dozen every morning. That’s my job. I do the eggs and toast.
Mama taught me…when I was eight.”


“And what do you do?” Lanie asked Babe.


“I make the sandwiches for the lunchboxes while Mama’s in
the shower.”


Lanie smiled at her. “That’s very helpful, I’m sure. I used
to have to take my lunch to school, too.”


“School lunch is…t-too expensive for all of us,” Barbie
stammered. She’d set down her glue brush and sat with her eyes closed.


Diana glanced back at Shannon, but Shannon had found a seat
and had promptly fallen asleep in it. The two women on either side of her were
talking around her.


Shit.


Diana put a hand on Barbie’s back and rubbed. Barbie needed
to go home. She probably didn’t even know why she didn’t feel well. But if she
went home, she probably wasn’t going to get the attention she needed. There
were four other Pratt kids there to consider, and they couldn’t just be left at
home.


She trickled a little quelling energy into the child and
tuned back into the conversation as Lucille asked, “How much is hot lunch now?”


“Three dollars,” Barbie said. “That’s if you want milk. If
you want juice, it’s another fifty cents.”


Lucille made a sour face like she didn’t like that math.


“Make your lunch at home and you get cooler snacks, huh?”
Lanie asked. The question was directed to the kids, but she was eying Diana, or
perhaps where her hand was.


Diana really needed to go check on the other
kids—after all, that was her gig for the night—but she didn’t want
to pull away yet. The moment she took her hand away from Barbie’s back, that wild
energy inside of the child was going to ricochet around again.


That usually happened for a year or two after puberty started
in Coyotes. The inner animal was prone to assert itself at unexpected times. It
threw itself about, trying to make some room in a brain and body built only for
one. In time, the two parts of the shifter consciousness would entwine and work
seamlessly, but the first couple of years were rough for most Coyotes. And sometimes,
personalities didn’t shake out to be quite the same as they were when they
started.


“I don’t…feel so good,” Barbie whispered. “Can’t go home.
Daddy’s sleeping. Working third shift. Can’t wake him up yet.” Suddenly,
gasping, she reached for Diana’s wrist and squeezed it so hard that if Diana hadn’t
been a dominant Coyote, Barbie might have fractured the bone.


Okay. Okay.


She winced through the pain.


“All right, just breathe,” Diana whispered. Another glance
back at Barbie’s mother revealed that she was still asleep.


Diana got to her feet, carefully looping her fingers around the
child’s thin arm. “Come with me, Barbie. Let’s see if we have any more clean paintbrushes.”


She hustled the panting child out to the foyer and meant to
deposit her there and go back to rouse her mother, but before she could get to
the doorway, Lanie darkened it.


“I don’t have time for this right now,” Diana said with
aggrieved exasperation.


“What’s wrong with her?” Lanie asked.


“Just…Coyote
stuff. Listen, don’t worry about it. I—”


“What can I do to help?”


Diana gave her head a clearing shake. “What?”


“What can I do to help?” Lanie edged closer, fixing the
child in her stare.


Barbie was seated on a hard wooden bench, arms wrapped
around her body, torso swaying front to back as though she were trying to work
out a bad cramp. “Diana!” she shouted.


Diana hurried back to her and scooped her up, trickling a
bit of magic into her. Waiting around was reckless. The best place for Barbie
was out in the desert, where no one would see her coming apart at the seams and
the dog trying to make her way out. She was ready
to come out. Barbie wasn’t ready, but her inner animal wasn’t going to wait.


“Just go,” Lanie said, making a shooing motion. “Go. Do what
you need to. I’ll manage things here.”


“But you don’t even—”


“I was an Army captain, Diana. I know how to keep people
ignorant and how to shut things down. I’ll gather all the ornaments and clean
up in an hour. Just tell me what to tell her mother.”


“Tell her we’re going to the Coyote rock. She’ll figure it
out.”


Lanie nodded.


“Thank you.” Diana didn’t know if she’d even gotten the
words out before she’d barreled through the double doors and out into night
air.


She shouldn’t have left Lanie in that place with all those
shifters and locals who were all too close to Diana’s life, but Barbie was
important. Diana was one of the few people in the pack who could actually make the
period less miserable for her.


“It hurts!” Barbie shouted as Diana buckled her into her
SUV. Her sweating had become profuse, and she was shaking without ceasing.


“I know it does, sweetheart. Just try to hang in there.
You’ll feel better in a bit, okay?” She pushed a little more energy into Barbie.
Perhaps too much at once. Diana went lightheaded for a couple of seconds but
recovered by the time she was behind the wheel.


She glanced into her rearview mirror and spotted Shannon in
it, wringing her hands. She waved out the window and put her foot on the gas.


Shannon should have been the one taking Barbie out to run,
but there was no plan for that. There were other Pratt kids to see to, and at
least Barbie wouldn’t be alone if Diana took her.


Diana had been alone during her untame years. She hadn’t had
anyone because her father hadn’t cared, and Blue was already gone.


She could do her part to help. It wasn’t much, but it was
something she could do that didn’t hurt anyone.


And it felt good to be useful in a way that didn’t hurt
anyone. It felt good to know that she knew how to do something that no one else did.






CHAPTER NINE


Lanie probably would have been more comfortable waiting in
her rental car, but she wanted to be at the door when Diana got home. Diana
wouldn’t have to seek her out for information about the Scout event or track
her down to find out where all those sticky pinecones went.


When Diana trudged around the corner of the building at one in
the morning with dark circles under her eyes and mouth pinched with
aggravation, Lanie wasn’t surprised to see that she was confused at the sight
of her.


Music from the bike shop’s soiree thumped in the back
courtyard, which Diana had no doubt cut through. Her tenant parking space was
back there somewhere.


“The nursing home staff let me store the ornaments in their
conference room,” Lanie said. “They were still a little tacky when I sent
everyone home, so they turned the fan on in there. You can pick them up
tomorrow, if you want.”


“Oh.” Diana fidgeted her keys and shifted her weight. “Um…”


“Barbie?”


“Fine. She’s fine. I took her home. She fell asleep before
she hit the bed. Her mother’s going to try to take her out to run tomorrow.”


“What happened?”


“Off-schedule shapeshift,” Diana murmured low, putting her
back to the street. A couple of revelers from the Bikes and Brews event were
lingering nearby. She unlocked the bottom door of her unit and gave Lanie a
curious, sideways look. “You can…come up, if you want. It’s so late. I don’t
imagine you’re going to drive to Albuquerque tonight.”


“I didn’t wait here expecting you to invite me in.” Lanie
wouldn’t pretend that the invitation didn’t suit her purposes, though. At no
point did she want Diana to feel like she was forced to do anything. Lanie was merely
making herself visible and available so Diana wouldn’t have to stress about
whether or not she was inconveniencing Lanie. Lanie would endure pretty much any inconvenience for her. She’d told
Diana that countless times before.


Diana stared silently at her as though she was testing the
weights of words in her mind, but then she pushed the door open and gestured to
the stairs without saying anything.


Lanie handed Diana the bottle of hair conditioner from her
suitcase before ascending. She heard Diana’s whispered “Oh,” as she climbed.


Diana was at the top of the steps unlocking the second door,
flinching with each heavy boom of bass from the party when Lanie got motivated.
“Stay right there.”


She stepped out onto the sidewalk once more and headed
toward the entry of the alleyway between the bike shop and the neighboring
building, scanning second-floor lights as she went. Her quick count hinted that
there were at least five residential units within close proximity of the
courtyard the business used for its parties, and apparently, Diana wasn’t the
only one having trouble sleeping. Lanie could see a couple of people pacing by
their windows.


“Ridiculous.” She didn’t give a damn if those storeowners
got mad at her. She wasn’t a local and suspected that the business owners
really weren’t, either. Given the fact that she was leaving soon, she didn’t
have to worry about hurt feelings.


She rolled up her sleeves as she edged through the milling
crowd and glanced at her watch, just for the reminder that it really was as
late as it felt.


A man strode nearby holding a tray loaded with empty beer
mugs.


Lanie flagged him and got into his path for extra emphasis.
“Excuse me. You’re one of the owners of this business, right?”


His gaze flitted around in the telltale truth or lie? way, so Lanie figured she should press on.


“Great,” she said, smiling. “Listen. I don’t know if you’re
aware of this, but this bit of downtown is apparently zoned for mixed use. Do
you know what that means?”


“I mean…yeah, I guess.” He shifted his weight from side to
side and looked over Lanie’s head, probably in search of reinforcements.


Lanie didn’t care. She could have a chat with whoever joined
them, too.


“Well, good. I’ll remember you told me that. Listen. Here’s
the problem. The hour is closer to dawn than to sunset, and your music is
keeping people awake. Some of these people have to get up early to go to work.”


“They knew what they were—”


“Don’t even,”
Lanie interrupted and gave her head a scolding shake. She caught Diana in her
periphery, standing at the mouth of the alley, probably curious about what
Lanie was up to.


Lanie tried to always use good manners around Diana. She
didn’t want her to think Lanie was that hard-ass all the soldiers in her unit
accused her of being. Lanie knew how to leave work at work and didn’t want
Diana to think she’d ever use that authoritarian bent on her. Diana was squirrelly enough already.


“Don’t give me that tripe about how they knew what they were
getting into when they moved in. According to that big decal on your front
window, your shop has been established for less than a year. I guarantee some
of these people predate you here, and that whatever business existed here before
yours didn’t disturb the peace.”


Really, Lanie was guessing with that. She had no idea what
was there before the bike shop. For all she knew, it could have been a fetish
club that made visitors bang heavily on the door and shout cryptic passwords to
the bouncer.


“We’re just trying to run a business here,” said a second
dude-bro with a tray.


Lanie twined her fingers in front of her belly and staunched
the compulsion to crack her knuckles. She suspected that her smile was tight
and eyes were a bit cold, but she didn’t care. They had to know at that point
that she was just pretending to be polite.


“I appreciate that you’re trying to run a business,” she
said in a cloying, soft tone. “I really do. My parents actually own one of the
last few independent bookstores in their region, and they’re grateful for every
single tourist who walks through their doors. But you know what? They actually
understand the community they work in. They weren’t outsiders who saw an
opportunity and decided to plop down a shop near the town square. You want to
do these things?” She gestured to the tourists in the courtyard, who were
trying—and failing—to act as though they weren’t listening. “I
suggest you come to an accord with the people who have to live here, or you’re
going to find that really cranky, tired residents are going to start calling
the police to break up the party.”


“There are ordinances!” someone shouted from an open window.
“I looked them up. Ten P.M., the noise has to stop!”


“Well, then,” Lanie said, grinning. “It sounds like they’ve
been very accommodating so far. Probably because they’re too nice to stir up
shit, but I’m not.” She made her grin even broader. “I’m really not. Turn off the music and break this thing up, now, or I
will guarantee that everyone in a two-block radius is going to have the
sheriff’s department on speed-dial.”


The first guy huffed but waved a hand in the general
direction of the DJ.


The DJ killed the music.


“Thank God,”
someone said out another window.


“Thanks, fellas,” Lanie said cheerily as she turned away.
“Nice shop, by the way. Keep doing what you do. Just be less sleazy about it.”


She hooked her arm around Diana’s on the way past and,
saying nothing, led her back out to the sidewalk. She still didn’t say anything
until they’d climbed the steps and Diana had locked the door behind them. “The
right to a good night’s sleep should be clearly defined in the Constitution.”


“You must think I’m a loser for not having said anything to
them.” Diana leaned against the kitchen island, trying to heel off her boots
without looking. Her limbs were moving slowly, listlessly.


Lanie knelt and grabbed one ankle, stilling Diana’s spastic
movements, shushing her. “Don’t worry about that,” she murmured. “I get it. You
didn’t want to make a scene because you have to walk past their shop every
day.”


“I used to be better at making scenes.”


Saying nothing, Lanie slid the boot off Diana’s foot and
reached for the other.


“I can’t tell anymore when I’m even…justified in making one.
My head is so screwed up.”


“Your head is fine.” Lanie grabbed the boots by the shanks
and carried them to Diana’s closet. She’d always had an organization system for
her shoes and Lanie bet she’d be able to figure out exactly where to put those
boots. Season. Height. Color. Purpose. “You’re tired, right?”


She nestled the boots into the one clear plastic box that
didn’t have occupants and left the lid cracked open the way Diana had taught
her. “Gotta air those bitches out for a
few hours, Elaine,” she’d always
scolded.


The memory made Lanie smile.


She emerged from the closet to find Diana on the bed,
loosening the button of her pants. Task completed, she flopped back, arms
spread wide, and closed her eyes.


“Are you sleeping in that?” Lanie asked her.


Diana grunted.


She was already half asleep. Lanie could tell by the way her
breathing had so quickly slowed. That had scared the hell out of her when
they’d first started dating. Diana would come home from gods-knew-where and
pass out within five minutes. Lanie had thought Diana was having some sort of narcoleptic
episodes, but Diana had brushed off her concerns. Lanie had finally had to call
Blue and ask what was happening.


“Oh,” he’d said, unbothered. “Coyotes expend a lot of energy
changing forms. Diana’s less affected than most because she’s got more powerful
wiring, but she’s not the kind of lady who’ll half-ass her job. Takes a lot of
effort to keep up with all those teenagers. They’re not good at orienting in
the first few years after their beasts assert.”


“And that’s her job?” Lanie had asked.


“No. It’s not her job, but she does it because no one else
thinks to. We try not to talk about Coyote pack shit, and she wouldn’t accept
the compliment from me, but she is
really good at it. The kids in Sparks are terrified of her when they’re in
their human forms, but when they’re on four legs, they instinctively know who
to look to.”


“Why are they terrified of her?”


“Dunno.”


Hmm.


Lanie shimmied her phone out of her pocket and scrolled down
her contacts list. She needed to ask before she forgot. She texted Blue:


 


You once told me that the young Coyotes in Sparks
were terrified of Diana. Is it the same way here?


 


Surprisingly, he instantly responded. Soon realizing he was
sending a series of texts, she waited until he was done to read them all.


 


No. I
think the problem there was that they were scared of her because they were
terrified of our father.


 


Here, they
didn’t have anything to prejudge her on. They gravitate to her. They read her
energy as a kind of safety beacon, I think.


 


Supposedly,
that’s normal for Coyote women who have dominant energy, but the pack in Sparks
was always so oppressive that we might not have ever learned who had that
natural ability.


 


Why?


 


Reading the time, Lanie gave Blue’s messages a matronly
squint. She texted, Wait. Why
are you up?


 


Wake up
every time Willa’s bladder beckons. Can’t sleep until she’s back down and
settled. Answer the question.


 


I’m just trying to fit some puzzle pieces together.
So, her role in your pack isn’t just run-of-the-mill, then?


 


Nah. I
can’t imagine having a Pack that doesn’t have someone like her in it. She
thinks about the shit no one else does. She’ll be the first to suggest that
something is going to bite us in the ass—even the small things that
should be inconsequential. I think being cautious is in her nature, which is…not generally a Coyote trait. I’ll put it that way.


 


Lanie smiled down at her. She chuckled at Diana wriggling
her toes in her socked feet and talking to herself in sleep. Being called “cautious”
probably wouldn’t have been high praise for most people, but Lanie had seen
Diana fighting against her nature for too long to try to be what her old pack
demanded of her. And it was a good nature. It meant she was safe and
dependable—qualities people looked for in partners. Those were qualities
that would make her the best sort of friend and confidante.


The best sort of mother, too.


Carefully, Lanie notched her fingers into Diana’s waistband
and gave it a slow, downward tug.


Diana’s eyes flew open.


“I don’t care how many times you’ve done it before,” Lanie
whispered. “You can’t sleep in this. Leather pants aren’t pajamas.”


“I’ll take them off.” Diana’s eyelids drifted back downward.


“Uh-huh.” Giving her head a wry shake, Lanie worked them
past Diana’s hips and thighs. She had to carefully loosen them from her knees
and calves before tugging them over her heels. “Better?”


Diana’s breathing had slowed again.


“Diana.”


“I’ll brush my teeth tomorrow,” Diana whined.


“At least get under the covers.”


“Okay.” She didn’t move.


“I’m going to put you under the covers.”


“I hooked my bra wrong after shifting back,” Diana murmured.
“Fucking underwire’s digging into my ribs.”


“Sorry.” Lanie crawled onto the bed and got her hands
beneath Diana’s armpits. She somehow managed to drag her up to her pillow.


“Take it off.”


“Can’t do that without taking off your shirt, sweetheart.”


Diana pouted in her semi-conscious state and flopped her
hands onto her torso, scratching at her shirt buttons. “Help me.”


“What do you want me to do?”


“Undo them.” Diana let out a short, exhausted breath. “The
buttons.”


“All right.” Lanie worked the buttons down from top to
bottom, pausing each time Diana’s hand glided onto her wrist. She was patting
Lanie’s hand—feeling her in pseudo-sleep, not pushing her away.


“You’re making this harder for me,” Lanie whispered as she
pulled her hand out from beneath Diana’s.


“Hmm?”


“Nothing. Sleep.”


“Okay.”


Lanie got Diana’s shirt open enough to reach beneath and
access the catch at the back. She freed it and somehow managed to get Diana neatly
under the covers.


“Are you spending the night?” Diana’s eyes were still shut.
Lanie couldn’t be entirely sure she wasn’t talking in her sleep, but she
figured she should answer anyway.


“If you want me to, sweetheart.”


“Okay.” Diana hooked her arm around Lanie’s waist and pulled
her down beside her. She smacked her lips a few times. Her eyelids fluttered.
And then she snored softly, succumbing to the sleep of the weary.


Lanie sighed and closed her eyes. “Just like old times.”






CHAPTER TEN


Stirring awake, Diana opened her eyes and blinked several
times to clear them. Something wasn’t quite right.


No. She wasn’t
quite right.


Her shirt was all tangled up, and she was awkwardly gripping
something—no, someone.


Lanie was asleep at Diana’s left with her forearm draped
over her eyes. Stiff as a board. On her back. Fully dressed.


“Oh,” Diana whispered. She vaguely remembered creeping home
after getting Barbie sorted and being placed into bed. Her bra had been
bothering her.


Still was, actually.


Rubbing her eyes, she sat up and looked down. She shouldered
off her shirt to rid herself of the dangling bra. She had one arm back inside
the shirt, preparing to put it on again when she wondered why she should waste
the effort.


The sun was barely up. She could go back to sleep and sleep
more comfortably.


She tossed the shirt onto the floor and settled back beneath
the covers.


Nope. Still not
comfortable.


Lanie was pinning the covers down on her side. She needed to
be beneath them for Diana to be able to spread out, so Diana did a typical-Diana
thing and poked her.


Lanie’s eyelids snapped up. Her eyes were bloodshot and
unfocused.


“Move,” Diana said, tugging at the covers.


Lanie sat up and turned her legs toward the bed’s edge. “I
was there because you put me there. I’ll sleep on the sofa.”


“No!” Diana was behind her before she could stand, arms
around Lanie’s neck, thighs squeezing her hips, bare breasts pressed against
her back.


Lanie was so warm and smelled so familiar. She didn’t want
to let go. Since she was there, Diana figured she might as well hold on. “Stay
here,” Diana pleaded. “Just…give me my covers. And take off your shoes, maybe.”


Lanie chuckled and after a moment, took off her boots.


Diana gave her some room to move. She pulled back the covers
and patted the bed beside her. “Just like old times, right?”


Lanie scoffed as she took off her belt. “I wore less
clothing in old times.”


It dawned on Diana that Lanie was about to get into the bed
in her turtleneck and jeans. She actually had one knee on the mattress when
Diana reached for her again, tugging at the hem of her shirt. “You don’t need
that.”


“Yeah, I do.”


“Is it too cold in here for you? I’m always hot. You know
that. I keep the thermostat set at—”


“It’s not that.” Lanie reclaimed her former place. She laced
her fingers behind her head and stared at the ceiling.


“Then what?”


“I don’t want to give you any ideas.”


“And what ideas would those be? That if you take your
clothes off, I’m going to fuck you?”


That was actually true, and they likely both knew that, but
Diana didn’t like that Lanie made that sound like such a bad thing.


“We fuck, and then what?” Lanie asked.


“I don’t know what you’re getting at.”


“Yes you do. You’re smarter than that.”


Smarter?


Diana huffed and rolled her eyes. She didn’t know about
that, but she knew that if Lanie was going to play the role of pursuer, she
shouldn’t stop halfway to the finish line. She needed to go all the way.


“Stop making this complicated,” Diana said. “Of course I
want you to touch me. And of course I
want to see you—all of you. That has never changed. Why can’t you give me
that?”


“Maybe I think the pushing away and pulling back gets
tiresome. Do you only want me when I’m horizontal?”


“You know that’s not true.” Diana crawled over her and
straddled her waist, pinning her against the bed. She pressed her hands against
the mattress beside Lanie’s shoulders and leaned down to whisper, “I want you
when you’re upright, too. I just know I shouldn’t have you.”


“Why not?”


“Because I—” Diana pressed her lips closed, pinching
off the sentiment. It didn’t matter—at least, not right then. She wanted
to do something that would make her feel good. She deserved it. She deserved some
time with Lanie, even if it were fleeting. Even if she had to drive her away to
make her understand how bad for her Diana really was.


Instead of making Lanie go, Diana lowered herself more and
found her soft, satiny lips. They parted for her as she felt the rims with the
edges of her own. And then her teeth were drawing up the luscious bottom lip
and gently kneading as Lanie’s hands roved over her back.


Yes. Touch me.


Her hips undulated from the memory of past touches—of
slick heat and desperate grinding. Of fingers notched deep into her flesh and
holding Diana back until she relented. Until she breathlessly said, “Please.”


Gods, she’d missed her. She’d missed Lanie being in her
space, missed her understanding how her fucked-up head worked. Missed her
knowing what was missing without Diana needing to ask. Lanie always knew. She
always fixed things.


Diana thrust her tongue into Lanie’s mouth, needing to taste
her, and needing to remind herself that the sense memories she had were true
and that Lanie still felt the same way. As always, the kiss quickly went from
sweet to carnal as their tongues sparred, each trying to dominate, but they
both knew damn well who sat on the throne for that role.


Diana scraped at Lanie’s hands, trying to get her to explore
deeper—to touch her in the places that burned. Diana wanted to get her to
stop teasing her, and Lanie must have known that because she suddenly laughed.
She actually broke the kiss to laugh at Diana and grab her wrists. She pinned
them in front of Diana’s belly, forcing her to sit up.


“Stop laughing at me.”


“Stop rushing me.”


“I wasn’t rushing.”


“Yes,” Lanie whispered. “You were.”


She rolled Diana onto her back and pressed her hands over
her head, staring down at her while wearing a mocking grin. “You know I don’t
like that, Diana. I do things at my own speed.”


“Just do something,”
Diana whined. Anything. She’d take
anything from Lanie, as long as it was pleasure and not more longing. She was
sick of tragedy.


“Keep your hands there,” Lanie whispered. “Understand?”


Swallowing thickly, Diana nodded.


She squirmed nervously beneath Lanie’s knowing stare, and
Lanie knew better than to take her hands away just yet. She knew Diana would
reach for her again, so she waited.


Diana closed her eyes and willed the overeager wild part of
her to settle. Take it easy or we won’t
get this. I deserve this. I want this.


Finally, Lanie’s grip abated from Diana’s wrists and her
weight shifted backward. Diana didn’t open her eyes. She wanted the surprise.
History had taught her that she would adore anything Lanie did, except leaving.


She didn’t want her to leave. She never wanted her to leave.


Lanie’s lips pressed against Diana’s chin, so Diana lifted
it, but Lanie didn’t linger. Her lips skimmed down the column of Diana’s neck,
gently enticing and awakening the sensitive flesh—reminding it of who’d
owned it and who knew it so well.


Collarbones were next. Soft kisses trailed along the ridges,
tickling just enough to make Diana gasp. Just enough to make her spine arch and
make her wantonly thrust her breasts upward.


Lanie’s renewed chuckles were soft as she kept working down,
skipping Diana’s breasts altogether and lingering instead at her navel. Her
fingers curved around Diana’s waist as hot kisses trailed around the
indentation, becoming wetter the lower she went.


Still, Diana didn’t open her eyes. She concentrated on
keeping herself still and on curling her toes into the mattress as Lanie notched
her fingers into the sides of Diana’s panties.


Yes! Yes!


Lanie could take them off. She could be rid of them and keep
those hot, wet kisses moving lower. She could tuck her fingers into more
intimate places in that masterful way she had, and Diana would stay perfectly
still for her.


Her panties were suddenly down her thighs with one quick
tug. Diana swallowed her gasp.


The routine should have been familiar to her: Lanie’s careful
inspection of her body, her excruciatingly long stares and slow movements.


Begging wasn’t going to do her any good. Diana knew that
already, so she waited, notching her teeth into her lower lip and suppressing
the urge to spread her legs more.


Lanie’s kiss next landed on the inside of Diana’s knee.


Diana kept her disappointment silent and her body still,
even as Lanie moved on to the other side. But then Lanie’s lips inched upward,
mouthing the tender skin of Diana’s thigh, tantalizing the soft skin with her
breath.


Diana tried to get her own breathing under control as Lanie
moved upward, as the tip of her nose skimmed against her leg and teeth sank
into the crease between pubic bone and thigh.


She swallowed a whimper as Lanie pressed a hand to the same
place on the other side, thumb falling slowly down her slit, teasing at the
entrance.


Yes. Right there.


But as always, Lanie was slow to give her that pleasure. She
kissed up to the top of her mound, only to pull away.


Annoyed, Diana opened her eyes, expecting to give Lanie a
tongue-lashing for the tongue-lashing Diana wasn’t
getting.


But Lanie was only taking off her shirt.


“Might get messy,” she said, wearing that smirk that always
made Diana think of trouble—that always made her want trouble. The trouble never seemed to create guilt when she was
with Lanie, though. Maybe that meant it was the good kind.


Lanie dove back in, tracing the pads of her thumbs up
Diana’s seam, slowly and torturously teasing the lips apart. And then Lanie’s
lips were at the top again, softly nuzzling her mound. Plying Diana with
anticipation.


Lanie wasn’t the sort of woman who would be rushed, though.


She closed her eyes again and concentrated on keeping her
hands still, even as Lanie lifted her knees and settled down low.


Tongue to soft folds, thumbs hooked gently inside her,
widening Diana for sensual access.


Diana tried to remember to breathe, but each flick of
Lanie’s tongue had her drawing in air and not so much letting it out. Each rub
of Lanie’s fingertips against her clit had the arches of her feet cramping and
thighs quivering. Each notching of an index finger, and more, into her channel
had her hips arching forward and her hands aching to grab the woman by the back
of her head and press her down firmly.


But if she did that, Lanie would stop, and Diana might die
if she stopped.


She’d missed her touch—she’d missed her—for so long, and she wouldn’t
do anything to sabotage the pleasure.


“Gods,” Diana whimpered as Lanie’s fingers sped and the suction
around her clit increased. She could only squirm, but her body felt as though
she would topple over. The heat building inside of her constricted her
breathing yet again and the dull prickles building low in her core had her legs
straining, heels pushing into the bed for counterbalance.


And when Lanie’s hand crept up Diana’s torso and found one
straining nipple, Diana gave up on any pretense of drawing out the suspense.
She’d never been able to handle all those sensations at once.


No sooner had Lanie pinched that nipple and sent stars
cascading to the backs of Diana’s eyes did her body start its graceless convulsions,
squeezing Lanie’s fingers vise-tight inside her, bucking against the bed with a
shout.


Lanie sat back on her heels, pouting. “You never give me a
chance to get any real work done.”


Diana heard the words, and she understood them well enough,
but she was working on her breathing. She couldn’t talk, anyway, while her body
was coming down from the high. Her limbs were still shaking, core still
thrumming from the magic of Lanie’s mouth and fingers.


Smiling with satisfaction, Lanie disappeared into the
bathroom. She returned a few minutes later in her bra and panties and snuggled
into the bed beside Diana. She fixed the covers around them and lay on her
side, staring at Diana.


“What?” Diana asked hoarsely, her brain a fog of lingering
pleasure and exhaustion. “Oh. You want me to—”


“No.” Lanie shook her head. “I’m fine. I’m not looking for
reciprocation.”


Oh.


Diana wouldn’t have minded. She always thought that she
didn’t do as good a job as Lanie did, though. Lanie seemed to know the exact
sequence of buttons to press every single time, whereas Diana took a less
ordered approach: Oh, this looks nice.
Mmm, that tastes good. Wait, can’t forget about this bit. I want to suck that
now, but this here, too.


“I’m just wondering if you still need to be the little spoon,”
Lanie mused.


“You want me to spoon you?” Diana asked.


Lanie shook her head.


Lanie could probably sleep any time, anywhere, no matter if
she was standing up, sitting up, or lying down. That was a skill she’d apparently
developed in the Army.


Well, then.


Diana rolled onto her right side and pulled Lanie against
her, looping her leg atop hers and stretching Lanie’s arm over her waist.


For the moment, she didn’t want to think about anything. She
didn’t want to worry about how things were bound to fall apart soon and how she
shouldn’t be leading Lanie on, but right then, she had to allow herself that
bit of comfort.


She’d been without comfort since walking away from Lanie.
Although that was no one’s fault but her own, she wanted a respite from the self-inflicted
punishment for just a little while.


And then later, they’d get back to the business of being
apart.


They had to be. Lanie had to sense that.


Certainly, she could tell that Diana couldn’t keep up.






CHAPTER ELEVEN


“Look at this.”


Lanie set the two coffee mugs down on coasters and reached
for the stack of papers Diana held out. “What is it?”


“It looks like a hand-written how-to guide for large
household management. I think the housekeeper at the hacienda must have drafted
it. I wonder if it’s publishable.”


Lanie settled onto the sofa and tucked her legs beneath her.
She settled the papers atop her thighs, but she was more interested in Diana’s
enthusiastic discovery of what was inside those trunks.


At around nine, she’d sat up like a bolt in bed, startling
Lanie awake. Lanie had thought there was a fire or something, but Diana had
only scrambled to her feet and said, “What’s in those things?”


Having no idea what the woman was talking about, Lanie had
followed, rubbing her eyes.


They were already poring through the second trunk. The first
had been filled with fine linens and an assortment of silver serving utensils.
Lanie suspected that the rest of the silverware set was at the bottom of the second
trunk. Half an hour into the exploration, Diana was still distracted by papers
at the top. The housekeeper seemed to have been a fascinating woman.


“Oooh.” Diana held up a tattered book with mid-century cover
styling. “Table setting guide. I guess the owners did a lot of entertaining.”


“I sort of got the impression that their preferred style of
entertaining involved roasting large sides of meat over open fires and eating them
standing up.”


Diana snorted. “Maybe so, but I think their housekeeper came
out of a different sort of environment. They probably hired her away from a
finer family.”


“Could be. I wonder if I can find out anything else about
her.”


Diana chuckled and set the book atop the stack of
publications she’d started. “How would you even do that?”


“Might be easier than you think. You start with a name and
an approximate age. You’d be surprised what you could quickly learn about a
person, even if they didn’t have much of a footprint online. Doing deep dives
into research is kind of my thing. It’s fun.”


Diana’s smile waned and a bit of red bloomed in her cheeks
and receded so quickly that Lanie doubted it’d even been there.


“Do you want me to—”


“No, that’s all right,” Diana said in a clipped tone Lanie
didn’t understand. Diana picked up her coffee and sipped while rummaging
through the trunk with her other hand.


Lanie didn’t press. Diana had been in a fair mood up to that
point and Lanie wanted to keep her in it. She hoped that the longer Diana was
calm, the easier it would be to massage words out of her at a later time.


“Well. Okay,” Lanie said with hesitation. “So, what are you
going to do with all the stuff inside?”


“I haven’t decided yet. It’d be one thing if some of this
stuff was completely garish. I’d give it all away without a second thought.”


“But some of it is valuable.”


“Not only that, but it’s actually usable, you know? Maybe when I grow up and get my shit together, I’ll
have a credenza to store it in and could actually invite people over to eat
stuff that isn’t take-out.” Her laugh was self-deprecating.


Lanie didn’t see anything funny about the dream.


“You’ve got room for a credenza, Diana.” Lanie gestured
toward the space where the dining room could have been, had the place had
walls. “You’ve got room for a credenza and a dining table that seats twelve.”


Diana stared at the space Lanie indicated, brows knitting.
She didn’t say anything, just stared for so long that Lanie wondered if she
were having one of those unusual conversations in her head with her inner
beast. She wondered what they might talk about, and grinned at the prospect
that it could be something entirely inane—like whether or not Wile E.
Coyote was a fair representation of the race.


And then Diana snapped her stare away and resumed her
exploration of the trunk.


“I’ve got to go, Diana.”


“Huh?” Diana turned quickly back to her, obviously taken
aback.


Lanie understood. She hadn’t wanted to give Diana a warning
because she hadn’t wanted Diana to spitefully rush her out the door. It was
getting late and Lanie had waited longer to leave than she should have.


Lanie got to her feet and took one last, long draw on her
coffee. “I’ve got to get to Albuquerque. I’ve got meetings there, and I’m
supposed to fly to Africa this weekend.”


A litany of expressions tracked so quickly across Diana’s
face that Lanie couldn’t be certain she’d correctly identified any of them. The
last one, though, was a contrived blankness. It was the face she always wore
when she had to pretend she didn’t care about something. Lanie had seen it
plenty of times, but Diana had never used it on Lanie before.


“I…won’t bother telling you to be safe and all that,” Diana
said in a flat tone. She examined a tiny swatch of dining room upholstery
fabric from the trunk that was probably as old as she was.


“Of course I’ll be safe, but I wouldn’t mind hearing you
tell me, anyway.”


“Be careful, Elaine.”


And that was all. Diana wouldn’t even look at her when she
said it.


Okay, love.


Lanie rinsed her mug and set it inside the dishwasher. She
put her clothes on and her boots, tidied her hair in the bathroom, and found
her bag in the kitchen.


Diana was giving her a curious sideways look as she strolled
to the door—an I’m not really
looking look. It was the behavior of a predator who didn’t want her prey to
realize yet that she’d been seen.


Fortunately, Lanie had expertise in the ways of predators,
and Diana had never been a very good one where Lanie was concerned.


Lanie let herself out. She walked to her rental car, smiling
at the chastened-looking owners of the bike shop as she passed their door. She
sent a text message to Blue when she reached the car.


 


She’s still doing that thing where she pretends that
she doesn’t care.


 


But she
obviously does, Blue responded.


 


Very obviously.


 


I wonder
why she’s doing that.


 


I don’t know. We’ll figure it out. I’ll be back next
week. I won’t bother her again until then.


 


I’ll see
if she says anything.


 


She won’t.


 


I know.
But wouldn’t life be so much easier if she did?


 


*


 


“I know I could have waited for the baby shower, but I
wanted you to have these before then,” Diana said to her brother and
sister-in-law. She rocked back on her heels and waited for her Coyote hired
hands to finish setting the trunks down in the living room. “They’re identical
and made really well. The kids could hold on to them indefinitely.”


Willa let out a little gasp and trundled over to the first
of them. “Such a perfect color. It matches all the trim.”


“So…you like them?” Diana asked timidly. She thought she’d
scored an excellent find, but doubts had been plaguing her. She worried the
pieces were too much her taste and not enough Willa’s or Blue’s.


“I think they’re wonderful!”
Willa exclaimed, sliding her hands over one of the smooth domed tops. “There
are so many things we can store inside, and they’re much prettier than anything
we’ve seen in furniture stores.”


Diana exhaled with relief.


“Diana’s got an eye for that,” Blue said. “She’s always been
good at finding value in pieces nobody else would think about.”


Diana waved a dismissive hand at them. “Aw, I’m just big on
storage furniture, that’s all. Everything should have a place.”


“Maybe so, but that doesn’t make the gift any less
thoughtful. If it’d just been about the storage, you could have bought any old
thing. You went out and found something special.”


Diana shrugged.


“Don’t shrug at me. Come here.”


Diana sighed and let Blue pull her into a hug. She hated
when Blue got emotional, because when he did, she cried, and she hadn’t worn
waterproof mascara. She didn’t want to prance around Maria looking like a
bedraggled Hela. She got that comparison too much already. That likely had
something to do with all the leather.


Or perhaps her cloak.


Diana was trying to singlehandedly drag cloaks back into
fashion. They were terribly useful on chilly, windy days.


“Don’t make me cry,” she whispered. “I don’t have the endurance
for it today.”


“What’s wrong?” Blue squeezed her tighter.


Her nose began to run.


“Nothing,” she blubbered.


She caught Willa moving in her periphery and her quiet
directions to the Coyotes to go ahead and take the trunks upstairs.


“Something,” Blue said. “The animal in you is restless.”


“Don’t do the alpha thing on me. My inner coyote doesn’t
respect you one little bit, you dork.”


“Uh-huh.”


“Leave me alone.”


“No. Why are you doing this to yourself?”


“Doing what?” she asked feebly.


“You know what you’re doing. If you want me to say all the
words and embarrass you, I will, but why should I have to?”


“I hate you.” She sniffled and tried to rub her nose on the
shoulder of Blue’s pristine white shirt, but he held her back just in time.


“This is why after you were born, I always begged for the
stork to take you back to wherever he’d gotten you,” he said drolly.


“Shut up.”


“You’re falling apart.”


“I’m not.”


“You are, D, and
it’s your own fucking fault. You chose to abandon your mate. Congratulations.
It’s biting you in the ass.”


Diana gaped at the well-targeted accusation, having not
known he’d been aware of Lanie’s mate status. He’d never said anything about
it, but Blue was inscrutable, even on the best of days. Somehow, she managed to
quickly fix her face. Being an alpha shifter, he could certainly smell when she
was lying or when she was stressed, but she wasn’t going to make reading her
any easier than she had to. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”


“You really want to have that argument?” he asked.


She sure as shit didn’t. She already knew who was right.
That didn’t mean “right” was “final.” Sometimes, people had to ignore what was
right for them and do what was best for others.


That didn’t really make sense to her, but she was certain
the pieces would come together in her mind eventually.


“I’ll…be fine,”
she said with forced lightness.


“You won’t.”


“I hate you,” she repeated. Her sinuses burned from the
tears she tried to hold back and her nose started running again.


Sighing, Blue scooped up a box of tissues from a side table
and tossed them at her. “Why are you doing this, Diana? It’s not the Coyote
shit. Lanie couldn’t give a damn. You know that. I know that. Hell, every
Coyote in Maria knows that. She navigates that stuff just fine. So what is it,
really?”


“I don’t know if I can—”


Blue held up a hand when his phone buzzed somewhere on his
person. He dug it out of a back pocket, squinted at the screen, and then
answered without any further hesitation. “Everything all right?”


“Yeah, just had a question for you and wanted to see if you
could answer it fast. Sorry for the bad connection. I can’t guess what it’s
like with me being all the way over here.”


Lanie.


Diana’s stomach fell straight through her feet and down into
the basement. Blue didn’t have to turn on the phone’s speaker. Diana could hear
her just fine at regular volume.


“What’s up?” Blue asked, cutting a quelling gaze to Diana.


She was fidgety—distracting him, perhaps—but
worst-case scenarios kept playing out in her head. If Blue thrust that phone at
her, for instance, she was going to either babble into it or bolt. Diana was
through with having that woman witness her embarrassing herself.


“Got done with work a little early,” Lanie told him.
“Puttering around with something else right now, but honestly, it’s not really
my bailiwick. I remembered that you studied Phoenician stuff a little more than
I did. I’ve got this—”


Diana tuned out whatever Lanie said after that, opting to
pace in front of the stairs that Willa and the Coyotes had just gone up.


Then she decided to follow. She didn’t want to catch scraps
of conversation that weren’t meant for her to hear and that would only make her
more anxious.


She poked her head into the nursery where the Coyotes were
sliding each trunk into position in opposite corners of the massive space. The
room was perfectly symmetrical. Each half had its own crib, dresser, changing
station, rocking chair, and trunk.


Willa waved her in. “Can’t figure out what to do with all
those tiny socks. They seem to vanish, or else multiply.” She giggled and
twined her fingers beneath her big belly.


Diana loved hearing Willa laugh. She’d had such a tough time
before Blue arrived, and she was still trying to get used to things being
easier—and safer. Relaxing was difficult for her.


Blessedly back in her organizing element for the moment,
Diana dried her eyes completely and then plopped her hands onto her hips. She
scanned the room. “Well, as a temporary measure, you could get some of those
cheap-o plastic shoe hangers and hang them behind the closet doors. Put the
identical pairs into each pouch. That way, you’ll know what’s missing come
laundry time.”


“Ooh, I like that idea. Deb thought we should color-code the
kids so folks could tell them apart. One kid would wear green everything, and
the other yellow.”


Diana’s upper lip quivered in distaste. “Oh, no. As much as
I love my mother, sometimes her plans aren’t completely thought through.
Honestly, if I were you, I’d keep both kids in whatever I could bleach the hell
out of until they’re not such persistent stain magnets.”


“When’s that gonna be?” Marco asked, pointing to a red sauce
stain on his shirt.


Diana ignored him and said to Willa, “You get my drift.”


“I do. What about this?” Willa waddled to the changing table
and opened the storage compartment beneath. “We stashed all the diaper stuff
down here, but—”


“But you’d have to fetch everything before setting the baby
down. Yeah.” Diana rubbed her chin and checked both sides of the room for
space. “I understand the compulsion to hide all that stuff out of the way, but that’s
not practical. Put a little shelf right here.” She gestured to a spot on the
wall that was level with the top of the changing table. “Just large enough to
hold a basket that has a few diapers and wipes. Then you can keep one hand on
the baby at all times. When you’re done with changing, you can replenish
whatever’s in there.”


“Like replacing the toilet paper roll for the next person,” Dirk
said, smiling broadly.


Sighing, Diana dragged a hand down her face, but Willa
laughed.


“I’ll get them out of your hair,” Diana said.


“Oh, I don’t mind. I don’t see folks nearly as much
nowadays. It’s nice to see what the pack’s up to.”


“I got my ear pierced.” Marco pointed demonstrably to the
little stud in his left earlobe.


Of course, Willa smiled at him, and probably even meant it.
“Very suave.”


He gave Dirk a little punch to the arm. “See. Told you.”


“Whatever,” Dirk muttered.


Diana shooed them out and said over her shoulder to Willa,
“And you need to get some of those stuffed animal nets that can be hung in the
corners. I assure you that the stuffy population will explode from two to
dozens once you bring the babies home. Netting them keeps them off the floor,
and you can swap out their little friends as moods change.”


“I’ll order some today.”


“Nah, don’t bother. I probably have six or eight in storage.
One of the last projects I did in Nevada was a nursery. Yours is way bigger.”


“Anything else useful in that storage unit of yours?”


Diana couldn’t be sure, but it sounded like there was actual
anxiety in Willa’s tone. When she backtracked to her, still standing in the
doorway of the nursery and wringing her hands, Diana murmured, “Oh, Willa.” She pressed her hands to the
demigoddess’s shoulders. “You’ll be fine. You’ve got this.”


“I just want to do it right. It seems like…it’s going to be hard. I’m worried I won’t be able to
stretch myself enough between the two.”


“You’re going to do the best you can, and you’re going to
have a lot of help.”


Willa looked doubtful. She looked like there wouldn’t be
enough help in the world to get her
through those first few months. Diana knew she’d be fine, though. Diana had
excellent instincts for knowing what people needed, and Willa really didn’t
need her interference.


“What if Blue has to go away?” Willa whispered.


Blue was still on the phone downstairs. He might have been
able to hear, but he probably wasn’t paying close attention.


“You’ll still be okay,” Diana whispered back, just to keep
Willa calm. “Mom will be around a lot, as will your aunt Artemis. And I’m
certain lots of the Coyote girls would be thrilled to come and just be an extra
body in the room if you’re feeling outnumbered.”


“And you?”


Diana snorted. “Oh, you couldn’t keep me away, even if you
tried. I’ve got to start building my reputation as the eccentric aunt early on,
right?”


Willa laughed. “Not so eccentric compared to some.”


“I guess you’ll see.”


Diana bounded down the stairs, still smiling. She was planning
to take off before Blue ended his call and pounced on her again.


No such luck.


She passed by his office on the way to the front door, and
he called out to her, “Diana, wait,” and then switched right back to talking
about spreadsheet formulas. And databases. And academic journals Lanie should
look into. And alumni networking this and that.


In that instant, something broke in Diana. Some small thread
that had already been frayed and chewed up, but that had still been managing to
remain intact.


It came apart, and the things the string had been holding
together crashed down.


So did she.


She fell to her knees in the foyer, hung her head, and
sobbed.


She couldn’t stop. Not when Willa hurried downstairs and put
her arms around her—actually, that made things worse.


Not when those Coyotes doubled back to the door and poked
their heads in and looked at her with such concern.


That definitely
made things worse.


But what made things worst of all was Blue kneeling in front
of her, phone in hand, the MUTE
icon clearly engaged on the screen. She was still on the other end—Lanie,
somewhere in Africa, where she was being paid to think about important things.


“You don’t even get it,” Diana said, sounding pitiful, even
to herself. “You don’t even understand what it’s like to live with her. To be
sitting next to her and to feel so left out when she starts talking about
things I don’t understand, like it’s all so normal. It’s one thing to have a
genius as a brother. I can gloat about that. It’s another thing altogether to
have to be with someone like that and not be able to keep up. And people look
at me like—”


“Stop,” Blue whispered.


“It’s true,” Diana
insisted and glowered at him. She didn’t care if her makeup was smearing and
that her nose was running. She just didn’t care.
Everything was falling apart, anyway. Everyone was going to find out that even
on the best of days, she was only pretending to be competent. The best she
could do was not embarrass Blue. He had done so much good work in Maria, and
she didn’t want to recklessly and accidentally undo any of it.


“You never had to go to one of those events and have people
look at you like you’re some kind of bauble because you’re younger and
obviously so much dumber,” Diana said. “It starts to grate, and I can’t change anything about it. I’m never
going to think the way the two of you do. I’m never going to—”


“Stop,” he
repeated, but that time, he put some force behind his words—the kind of
force he’d never used on Diana before. It was a quelling, suppressing touch
that had the animal energy inside of her rising up and filling in all of her
gaps so thoroughly that she couldn’t breathe, much less provide any added
defense of herself. She wanted to explain, but Blue wouldn’t let her.


He just knelt there, brown eyes dark with worry. His magic swirled
around her, caging her in.


“We take the mates we need,” he said after long moments of
silence. “When we’re in our right minds, that’s what we do. We pay attention to
what the wild parts need, and yours said that you needed her.”


“You should celebrate that,” Willa whispered.


But how could I?


“Shit.” Marco fondled his earring and leaned in the doorway,
giving his head a doleful shake. “I wish some lady would stalk me to the ends
of the Earth and try to make me act right.”


Diana wanted to tell him that it was easy for him to say
that when he wasn’t the “lesser” one in the relationship, but she couldn’t
speak. Blue still had the equivalent of a magical stranglehold on her.


“I shouldn’t even have to tell you this,” Blue said. “You’re
being unbelievably ridiculous right now, but obviously you need to hear it, so
here you go. You concern yourself too much with a person’s ability to
regurgitate the things he’s learned and memorized. Big deal. It’s a specific
skill set that happens to help me in certain ways, and obviously also Lanie.
There’s an entirely different kind of intelligence that you have that we just
don’t talk about because we don’t understand it, and maybe it scares us a
little. Your instincts are unimpeachable.” He scoffed. “Except in circumstances
concerning yourself. You can’t seem to sort things into the proper boxes where
your own problems are concerned, but that’s okay. We can do that for you, hmm?” He looked to Willa.


“Of course,” she said immediately and gave Diana another
squeeze.


“Never let anyone tell you that having sense isn’t the same
thing as being smart,” Blue said. “If I’d listened when certain people told me
that I was wasting my time getting educated—”


“Like our father,” Diana interjected, forcing out the words
because she was finally able to speak again. “But he told me I didn’t have any sense.”


And she realized then that their father had told each of
them different things. He’d told Blue that he was weak for needing his books.
He’d told Diana that she was never going to develop a stunning intellect, so
she’d better find a man to do her thinking for her.


Blue hadn’t fallen for it.


Diana had.


She’d fallen for the lie and taken it to heart and convinced
herself that she’d never be good for anything except following someone else’s
orders.


That was what her father had wanted. One more follower in a
Coyote pack of so many.


Diana hung her head again. Not because she felt so small,
but because she’d believed the lies for so long, and she’d used them to
insulate her from the people in her life who wanted her to shine.


Blue stood, pulling his energy away from her. He went to the
door and chatted quietly with the Coyotes.


Willa stayed holding her, resting her head atop Diana’s
shoulder. “Digest it,” she whispered. “Chew it up, swallow it, and be done with
it. You deserve better than this. You know that, don’t you?”


Diana was afraid to nod. She was afraid lightning would
strike her down for daring to be so bold, but she managed to make the motion,
anyway. And then she nodded harder, forcing herself to accept her due.


Lanie was hers, and had been
hers from the day they’d met. Diana may have left, but Lanie kept pursuing
because she’d apparently known what Diana hadn’t been able to accept.


There was no one else. They’d been carved to fit together,
to balance each other. They stood
straighter when they weren’t apart.


“When’s she coming back?” Diana asked in a tired voice,
sniffling.


Blue unmuted his phone and asked Lanie that very question.
Covering the mouthpiece, he told her, “Back in the U.S. the morning of the
twenty-fourth.”


“Okay.” Diana stood, fixed herself up the best she could,
and dried her eyes on the back of her hand.


She’d have herself together by then, some way, somehow.


She nudged the Coyotes down the walkway and toward the
pickup truck they’d arrived in. “Keep your mouth shut about this,” Diana
snarled.


“Yikes. Hey, I don’t know nothing about nothing,” Dirk said.


“Me neither,” Marco said.


“Great.” She cleared her throat and tried to put away her
scary dominant Coyote voice. “So! If you’ll bear with me for a few more hours,
I’ll make the trouble worth your while. I’ve got to get some stuff out of
storage.”


“For you, Deedee?” Marco asked. “Anything. As long as you’re
payin’.”


She rolled her eyes, but laughed. “Yeah, I’m paying.”






CHAPTER TWELVE


Diana wanted to be waiting for Lanie at the airport when she
flew back into Albuquerque. She’d never done that before. She’d always taken
for granted that Lanie would find her if she wanted her, but she couldn’t keep using
that tactic and expecting things to be different.


And she did want
things to be different. She understood, finally, that the puzzle pieces
connecting them had been put down in the right sequence all along. She’d been
the one blowing them away from each other. She’d let fear ruin her, and she
wasn’t going to do that anymore.


Diana stood in baggage claim near the stream of passengers
arriving from inbound flights, hoping she’d chosen the right place. After forty
minutes, she began to worry that she hadn’t. She looked down at the memo saved in
her phone and verified the flight number and time. The sign did say international arrivals.


Finally, Lanie came through the corridor, chatting amiably
with a woman holding a briefcase and not looking her way.


Diana called out to her. Blurted, really, not knowing what
else to do.


Lanie stopped. Looked. Recognition dawned on her face
followed quickly by a beaming smile. She turned to her companion. Evidently, she
gave her regards because the lady went her separate way.


Lanie hurried around the barrier, reaching for Diana before
Diana could even think to thrust the bouquet she’d been holding at her.


A dozen roses crushed between them as Diana added her own
force to the embrace. With an arm wrapped around Lanie and her face buried in
her flight-mussed hair, they rocked.


Lanie whispered, “What are you doing here?”


“I figured I shouldn’t make you do all the chasing. I’m so sorry.”


“Yeah?”


Diana sniffled. She wasn’t going to cry. She’d committed
herself to that goal as soon as she’d climbed into her SUV that morning and
headed east. She’d said she wasn’t going to cry, and that she wouldn’t make any
more excuses for why they couldn’t be together.


“Do you have a bag?” she asked weakly, and they moved out of
the way of the foot traffic.


Cringing, Lanie did her best to fluff up the heads of the
roses. “Yeah, it should be bobbing around the conveyor now. I was all the way
at the back of the plane. Took forever for me to get off.”


Diana grabbed her free hand and searched for the appropriate
carousel. Finding it, she edged Lanie up and swiped her bag as it bobbed toward
them.


“Surprised to see you,” Lanie said as they made the trek
toward Diana’s vehicle. “I mean, don’t get me wrong. I’m thrilled to see you. I just wouldn’t have expected you to come.”


“I’m trying to do better.”


“And…why’s that?” Lanie asked, slowly. Warily.


Diana supposed she deserved that.


Diana didn’t say anything as they approached her SUV and
loaded up. She didn’t say much of anything until they were nearing Maria and
the beast part of her had calmed down enough for her to put her words in a
sensible order.


“I made a lot of mistakes. I want to fix them, if you’ll let
me. If you can…stand me.”


“Standing you has never been a burden, Diana. You know
that.”


“Maybe not, but I worry that one day, you’ll change your
mind, and I’ll be left on my own like my father told me I’d be. The fear of
that—well, you don’t know how much it just fucking cripples me. It’s not
an easy thing for a shifter to find a mate that our animal halves agree that we
should pursue, and even if our drive to keep her is high, the fear of not being
enough still rears its ugly head.”


“Of course you’re
enough,” Lanie said, grabbing her right hand. “Why the hell did he tell you
otherwise?”


Diana didn’t say anything. She didn’t have the words to
explain Randall Shapely’s motivations or how, as fathers went, he was one of
the worst sorts. It didn’t matter, anyway. Lanie was smart. Eventually, she’d
figure things out on her own.


“You’re everything I needed,” Diana said, “and I never even
knew I wanted. I thought it would be easier to give you up on my own than to
have you stay for years, and then leave after I’ve become too dependent.”


“I’m not going anywhere. I was trying to show you that. You wouldn’t let me.”


“Put yourself in my shoes. No. Actually, don’t. Never do
that. Just…keep being you, and I’ll try to accept that you see something in me
worth having.”


“Oh, God.” Lanie
rolled her eyes.


She didn’t say anything else until Diana had parked behind
her building and gathered her things from the trunk.


“Wow. They hung more lights.” Lanie’s assessing, intelligent
glaze flitted to each corner of the courtyard and the entrances of the
alleyways. “It’s festive, huh?”


“Yeah, it is.” Diana hooked her arm around Lanie’s and
guided her to the door of her unit. She suspected her place was a mess, but
there wasn’t anything to be done about that. Lanie would understand.


She hoped.


She unlocked the street level door.


Lanie bounded up the steps and through the top door that had
been left open.


She stopped on the mat, just like Diana expected. “Christ,
what happened? There…seems to have been a struggle.”


Diana joined her at the top and pushed Lanie’s suitcase out
of the way. “Yeah, it’s just temporary. I pulled a few things out of storage to
make myself a little more comfortable while I renovate, and I haven’t had a
chance to put things in place yet.


Lanie turned to her with one eyebrow raised high. “Renovate?”


Diana shrugged. “Why not? It’s a good location. All the
Coyote kids know where I am and certainly aren’t shy about coming up to ask for
snacks. It’s within walking distance of everything that matters, and…it has
good water pressure.” She shifted her weight nervously. “I thought…maybe you
could help me with the layout. Blue’s going to help me buy the whole building outright,
which means I’ll become a landlord to those assholes downstairs, and—”


“Yes.” Lanie whipped around to look at her and repeated that
gorgeous word. “Yes.”


Diana blinked at her, uncertain.


“Ask me, Diana. Ask me whatever it is you’re holding back.”


Diana shoved her hands into the pockets of her sweatpants
and shifted her weight again. She didn’t bother asking how Lanie always knew
there was something left unsaid. Of course Lanie would know. She was one of the
very few people on the planet who was equipped
to know.


“Maybe it’s a…pipe dream,” Diana started. “But I thought
maybe we could try living together again. Just sometimes, maybe. I know that
Maria is kind of in the middle of nowhere, and—”


“Sweetheart, I can work from anywhere.” Lanie moved against
her, gripping Diana’s wrists, freeing her hands from her pockets. Twining Diana’s
fingers with her own. “What else do you want to tell me, Diana?”


“That…I want you here, and that you terrify me because
you’re so fucking brilliant, and I’m a wreck.”


“It’s sweet that you overlook all my flaws.”


“You don’t have any.”


Lanie laughed, loud and long, doubling over at the waist,
face going red from the exertion. Diana was finding it difficult not to take
the response personally until Lanie straightened up and grabbed both of her
hands. “That is exactly why I love
you. You want me anyway, even as I am.”


“Who wouldn’t?”


“Lots of people.”


“They don’t matter. You’re mine.”


Lanie grinned. “Am I?”


“Yes. And I’m not going to punish myself anymore. I’m going
to let myself believe that you’re mine for a reason, and I’m going to be good
to you. The best to you.”


“That was all I ever asked for, Diana.”


“I know. I wasted our time, but I’m going to make up for it.”


Lanie’s brows snapped together. “Oh?”


Diana shifted her weight. She knew Lanie wasn’t going to
refuse her, but getting the words out was still difficult. Diana was truly
putting herself out on a ledge. “We…could get married after the full moon?” She
could hear the pounding of her heart in her ears and she stared at the floor
because the floor couldn’t judge her for being so emotionally disordered and
messy. She was afraid to see doubt on Lanie’s face when for so long, there’d
been conviction. “I kind of have my hands tied before then, you see.”


“Yes.”


Diana looked up again.


Lanie’s smile was serene.


Smug, even.


“Yes?” Diana confirmed in a weak warble.


“Of course,” Lanie
said emphatically, and then repeated in a tender whisper, “Yes.”


Oh.


The wild beast inside of Diana pawed at the seams of her
consciousness and seemed to dance in told-you-so
triumph. The human side of her couldn’t help but smile and to breathe. Finally,
deeply breathe.


“Anything I can do to help?” Lanie pulled Diana’s head down
so they were forehead-to-forehead, lips-to-lips. “With your full moon problem,
I mean.”


“You’re always trying to troubleshoot my problems.”


“Just being a team player. Obviously, I’m going to do
whatever I can to get you to come home to me sooner.”


“I see.”


She liked the idea of Lanie being at home—in her
kitchen, on her sofa, in her bed—very
much.


“I’m sure I could think of something you can do,” Diana
whispered. She pressed her forehead against Lanie’s and closed her eyes. They
rocked a few gentle beats in time to the holiday music in the town square she
hadn’t even been paying attention to before.


She let herself be soothed by the woman standing on her
welcome mat. More than that, she allowed the doubts to be chased away by her
triumphant inner coyote that had been trying to get her to be brave all along.


Diana had been brave about every other thing in her life,
but Lanie had been her biggest obstacle. The heart was such a delicate thing.
It didn’t matter if the person who owned it had sharp teeth and claws on
occasion.


“Tell me what to do,” Diana whispered to her. “Just tell me
what to do.”


“Love me as much as I love you. That’d be a proper start.
We’ll figure out the rest one day at a time. Between the two of us, that should
be a piece of cake. Okay?”


Diana nodded. Agreeing to that was the easiest decision she’d ever made.






EPILOGUE


The following February


 


Diana stood, half-naked and looking bored as a teenager,
atop the big rock at the Coyote pack’s running grounds. “All right, you
reprobates,” she shouted out. “Since Blue’s on paternity leave, Lance is
traveling, and Kenny’s otherwise occupied, I’m the bitch in charge for the time
being.”


Lanie turned her head slightly and snickered.


Barbie Pratt, at her side, blinked curiously at her.


“Ignore me,” Lanie said, still trying to choke back
laughter. The last thing she needed was for that child to be further agitated. Barbie
still wasn’t used to running with the pack on full moon nights. She was in a
sea of adults and nervous as all get-out.


Lanie couldn’t help but be amused by the collective Coyote
fear of Diana. She might never understand why so many of the men thought she was
frightening.


“You know the rules,” Diana called out. “Be back here in
your human skins by dawn. If any of you think you’ll be unable to get into work
tomorrow, call in now. Be responsible.”


A few pack members broke off and shambled toward their
vehicles.


Diana looked up at the moon. “And finally, stay off of other
people’s private property. You guys have been doing an awesome job respecting
those boundaries as of late, and I want to commend you all for keeping each
other in check. I want to see more of that tonight. Buddy up. Keep each other
out of trouble.”


“Who’s gonna keep you out of trouble?” Dirk shouted
cheekily.


“Worry about yourself, bud,” Lanie called over to him. “I’ll
worry about her.”


“Well, all right, then. Just checkin’.”


The Coyotes took off, seemingly collectively knowing exactly
when to settle onto all fours and shift into their furry shapes. They ran into
the desert, grouped in twos and threes.


Diana strode over, wiping sweat from her brow, looking staggeringly
uncomfortable in her own skin, but she had to be. She could probably resist the
urge to shift, but with everyone else around her doing so, the drive was
greater. She’d explained that to Lanie, and all sorts of other Coyote trivia
when they were holed up in a motel room as studs and drywall were installed at
Diana’s place. An expensive endeavor, for sure, but Lanie was considering it an
investment.


“Ready?” Diana asked Barbie.


Even to Lanie’s unseasoned perception, Barbie was beyond
ready. She was convulsing at Lanie’s side. Her parents had run ahead into the
desert, leaving her in Diana’s care. They all knew who was best at keeping
those young ones corralled. Diana would find them all and keep them out of
danger.


Barbie nodded weakly.


“Go on.”


Barbie rushed to the back of the rock, sending her clothes
flying from the private shadows behind it.


Diana gave Lanie a short but soulful kiss and murmured, “Got
everything?”


“I’ve got snacks, coffee, earplugs, and a long book. I’ll be
fine. I’ll be here when you get back.”


“I’m looking forward to hearing you say that every single
month.” Diana winked.


She handed Lanie her bra and panties, and then ran after Barbie,
shifting silkily into her Coyote form without so much as a moan or a howl.


“And to think she’s intimidated by me.” Lanie scoffed and threw up her hands. “What a weirdo.”


And that beautiful weirdo was all Lanie’s.


Finally, all hers.






AUTHOR’S NOTE


This Maria story takes place the
month after the events of The Coyote’s
Bride. The next novel, The Angel’s
Fire, actually takes place before The
Coyote’s Comfort. But don’t worry! Because this novella is a standalone, it
doesn’t impact the overarching series storyline at all.


 


If this was your first Maria story,
welcome! You can learn more about Maria’s Coyotes in the books listed after
this note. The Masters of Maria series (which starts with The Demigod’s Legacy) is actually part of a much larger story world
filled with witches, shifters, gods and demigods, and even some angels and
demons. You can see
how the continuity connects at my website. 
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OTHER ROMANCES MADE IN MARIA


Blue Shapely and Willa
Matheson – The Coyote’s Chance


Austin Stuart and Sheena
Esposito – The Coyote’s Cowboy


Lance Aitkenson and Lily
Baxter – The Coyote’s Bride


 


 


ANOTHER MARIA HOLIDAY ROMANCE!


 


Ben Swain and Alex Cavanaugh
– The Wolf’s Joy
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