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      For the AM Girls.

      Thank you for showing me the kind of person I could be and how to get there. May you always find me worthy of calling me mom. I hope you light a fire in this world that will burn brighter than any before.

      

      ***

      Love is love.
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            A Note to the Reader

          

        

      

    

    
      The Libre Volare came into existence in the summer of 2018. It was a figment of my imagination that served as the setting for the first three books I wrote in the MT Worlds. The resort was created by three brothers, Caleb, Cameron, and Connor. They wanted a sanctuary for themselves and their mates. The characters in those first three stories came to mean a lot to me, way more than I though they would. That’s why I expanded this world and it’s mentioned in each of the MT Worlds I write in. I try to fill in any gaps with each book I write, so you do not have to read any of the books in order and can jump in at any time. However, I also want to create something fun for those readers who have read the other books and there are Easter eggs all over my books.

      Before you read this book, you do need to know that the Libre Volare burned and a new one replaced it. I’ve talked enough about the fire in this book, that you will understand what happened.

      To me, these people have become as real as my own family. I don’t say that for you to worry about my mental stability, but rather for you to understand how much I love telling you their stories.
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      Ruby

      

      Twenty years ago

      

      Ruby scanned the audience, hoping for a familiar face. All she wanted was one person, one familiar face, who was there only for her. It was asking too much for it to be a family member, but maybe a friend or someone from the coffee shop where she worked. But the bodies crammed together in the bleachers became a sea of indistinguishable faces. It was time to face the truth that no matter how much she wanted a supporter; it wasn’t going to happen. People like her didn’t know what support meant. The heavy weight of loneliness pressed on her shoulders, and a fat tear threatened to spill from the corner of her eye. If she couldn’t push aside her feelings and work hard, there would be no winning for her that day.

      “Ruby, are you okay? You ready?”

      Ruby Jameson used her shoulder to wipe the side of her face, nodded, and flip-flopped her head side to side, cracking her neck. “Am I ever not ready?”

      Ruby’s best friend, Avery Sullivan, reached out and took Ruby’s hands. “Are you sure you’re going to okay? No cheating?”

      Ruby took her hands from Avery and crossed her heart with an index finger. “I promise not to cheat. We’re both good and deserve to be on the team.”

      Avery frowned and fixed her gaze on the team’s sponsor. “I don’t understand why they won’t allow two women on the team. Don’t they know computers aren’t just for boys anymore?”

      “They haven’t said there’s only room for one girl.”

      “They may not have come out and said it to our faces, but that has to be it. Last year the team had no girls and took a lot of shit for it. The dumbass sponsors want to appear more forward, more affirmative.”

      Ruby guzzled the last of her Jolt Cola. “There are two open spots on the team. We could both get it, you know?”

      Avery nodded to the sponsors again. “Not when Nick is kissing that much ass.”

      Ruby watched Nick laugh at something the sponsor said. She rolled her eyes.

      Noir Gaming began sponsoring its competitive computer gaming team two years ago. Competitive gaming was still a novelty sports competition but growing in esteem. It took a lot to play computer games aggressively, and competitions like this aimed to prove athletes who used a joystick were just as important as those who used a ball.

      Avery and Ruby were college roommates from the very beginning. They instantly bonded over their love for Castle Knights, a role-playing, real-time strategy game. At the time, they were also the only shifters on campus and still to this day, the only birds of prey shifters. Today, four years later, they competed for a spot on a professional gaming team. It was a dream come true for both of them.

      “Nick is the biggest buffoon I’ve met,” Ruby said.

      A loud whistle accompanied by shouting caught their attention.

      Avery held up her hand for a barely noticeable wave. “Ugh. I told them they didn’t have to come.” She focused on gathering her belongings.

      Ruby used both hands to wave to Avery’s parents. They held a poster with Avery’s name painted in glitter.

      “I think it’s cute. They’re proud of you.” Ruby chuckled when Avery’s dad tore off his jacket and showed off a t-shirt with Avery’s face. “Um, well, that may have taken it too far.”

      Avery’s head shot up so she could see. “What is too far?” Her body stiffened. “Oh, my god. I’m going to die.” She averted her eyes. “My dad is wearing my face.”

      Ruby slung a messenger bag over her shoulder. “When you put it that way, it sounds creepy.”

      Avery’s eyes widened. “It is creepy. You don’t know what it’s like. I mean, they are at everything I do. It’s like I can’t get rid of them. It was cute when I was younger, but now it’s just plain embarrassing.”

      Ruby scanned the crowd one more time then dropped her eyes to the floor. “Yeah, I don’t know what that’s like.”

      Avery weaved her arm with Ruby’s. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it that way. I’m sure your mom or dad will show. You did tell them about it, didn’t you?”

      “I did.” She lied. She stopped telling her parents anything about her life before graduating from high school. They didn’t care anymore. Sometimes, it seemed like they never cared. Avery wouldn’t understand that concept. For her, family was everything. In her world, disinterested parents who were way too consumed with their own shit didn’t exist. The last time Ruby saw her mom, her mother threw a skillet at her and told her not to come back unless she planned on paying rent. The last time she saw her father was the night he claimed to be going out to get gas but never came home.

      Ruby lied about her parents to Avery from the beginning. It was easier then, and it sure as hell was easier now.

      “So, how’s the housing situation looking? I mean graduation is two weeks away, and they’ll be kicking us out,” Avery asked.

      “I’ve got a couple of prospects.” Another lie. “One is close to the coffee shop, so that will be convenient.”

      Avery’s face brightened. “Is it that one on the fifth floor of the corner building? I thought that one was nice. It’s not too late for us to room together. If I stayed in the city and didn’t go away with my family, it would be like college never stopped.”

      “We’ve talked about this. Once you start working for real, you know you won’t be able to get away as much with your family. This is your last family vacation. Once I’m out of the dorms, I’m out of a place to live.”

      Avery’s mom and dad whooped and called her name again. Avery smiled a fake smile at them over her shoulder. “Stay with me.”

      This was not a conversation Ruby wanted to have again. The discussion had started over Christmas break, and Avery still didn’t understand Ruby’s thinking six months later.

      Ruby stopped walking and stepped away from her friend. Avery’s beautiful big eyes watered, and she gave a slight twitch. If she started crying like she did last time they’d talked about the future, there would be no concentrating for her during the competition. Ruby didn’t want that on her conscience.

      “How about we kick some ass, show these little boys that girls play games too, and we’ll talk when it’s over. Besides, when you win, you’ll be too busy to go anywhere except where the sponsor tells you to go.”

      “You think I could really win?” Avery asked.

      Ruby hated to admit it, but her friend was as good if not better than she was. She wanted her friend to be happy, but Avery had a fallback plan. Ruby didn’t. Avery bit her bottom lip, waiting for a kind word from Ruby. Ruby couldn’t leave her best friend without support.

      “Of course, I do. You are an awesome player, always two or three steps ahead of the game. You made it to the end more times than I have.”

      “Yeah, but this is the new version. No one has seen it. What if it’s drastically different?”

      “Then you’ll deal with it as it comes.”

      “We’ll.”

      Ruby wrinkled her face. “Excuse me?”

      “We’ll deal with it. You said, ‘you’ll deal with it as it comes.’ But you meant, we’ll deal with it as it comes.”

      “We need all contestants to take their seats,” the loudspeaker announced.

      Avery kissed Ruby on the cheek. Her lemon and jasmine smell tickled Ruby’s nose and sent a warm pulse through her core to between her legs.

      “Good luck,” she said.

      “Good luck to you. I know you won’t need it.” Ruby hugged Avery.

      The lights lowered, and the announcer went over the rules of play. Each player had the same amount of time to finish the game and earn the most points. Winners would be determined on time, points, and creative skills. The announcer then reminded the audience the premise of Castle Knights was to safely move the princess from the destroyed castle to the one in the Magical Forest where she would be crowned as queen and save all the kingdom from a demonic overlord.

      Ruby snickered. The princess was just a random character. She had no power or even much of a brain as far as Ruby was concerned. When Castle Knights first came out, there were only male knights. Ruby and Avery had been two gamers out of thousands who petitioned for female knights. By the third release, the game creators agreed and added two female knight characters. Both wore fewer clothes than their male counterparts, and their breasts were bigger than their heads. Wasn’t much of a victory as far as Ruby and Avery were concerned.

      Ruby sat at her assigned seat next to Nick, and Avery sat at the table in front of her.

      Nick popped open a soda can and set it next to him. “Prepare to lose, Dyke,” he sneered.

      Ruby leaned closer to him. “Nick, do you know the biggest difference between you and me?”

      Nick obviously had used his last two brain cells insulting her because he stared at her blankly with his lower jaw opened. 

      “I know what to do with a pussy.”

      While Nick stuttered, trying to find a response, the announcer turned on the power, and the game started. It took him almost a minute before he could focus enough on the game to get started. Ruby lifted one side of her mouth in a half-smile. Beating Nick would be a pleasure.

      The first two levels were duplicates of every version before it. Ruby was bored. However, once she started the third level, the game became a lot more interesting. There was a new terrain along with new monsters to battle. A new weapon gave her the ability to disappear. Then on the fifth level, a new knight joined the game and allowed the players to play two characters at once.

      The world around Ruby melted away, and she was in the zone. A small grunt from in front of her distracted her. Avery was in trouble. Ruby peeked at her screen. It wasn’t against the rules to check out where the other players were but avoiding other players’ screens was just proper gaming etiquette. But Avery was her friend, and Ruby wasn’t checking it out for gain.

      Avery faced the level seven dragon. Ruby was getting ready to fight the level eight dragon. Avery’s eyes kept wandering away from her screen to her family. Then they’d move to the person next to her. Ruby could hear Avery’s heart beating harder. Avery was nervous and made mistakes in her weapon choice. She had one more chance to finish this level. If she couldn’t, she’d be done.

      Ruby’s palms itched, and a single bead of sweat rolled down her back.

      The cherry bombs. Use the cherry bombs.

      Avery chose the silver sword.

      Ruby watched Avery’s parents. Her mom bit her bottom lip, and her dad sat on his hands. They knew Avery was in trouble. Avery adjusted her posture and moved her body as her character fought the dragon. Ruby watched her take in a big breath and hold it. It’s what Avery always did when she felt stuck.

      Ruby had never met anyone like Avery. Growing up, Ruby was surrounded by people who judged her by what she wore or where she lived. Nothing good ever came out of the trailer park where she lived, and her classmates didn’t let her forget that. In her junior year of high school, she developed a crush on the class president. It was a mutual feeling, at least as far as Ruby was concerned, but when they were caught kissing, the other girl convinced everyone Ruby forced herself on her and played the victim. Ruby couldn’t wait to graduate and move away from all the judgment. Avery was different. She never judged Ruby, never made fun of her clothes or laughed at where she lived. Avery was goodness, kindness, and love in one package.

      Ruby couldn’t let her friend lose. She had to make a commotion. Scanning her area, she saw Nick’s soda.

      Sorry, buddy.

      Ruby started coughing, quietly at first, and then building. She fanned her face and coughed louder when no one paid any attention to her. She bolted from her chair, grabbing at her neck.

      The players around her began to mumble concerns and ask what was happening. Nick, of course, kept playing.

      Avery swiveled in her chair. “What’s going on, are you okay?”

      Ruby opened her eyes as wide as possible and pointed to Nick’s soda.

      Avery snatched it off the table and gave it to Ruby.

      An official came over and signaled to the judges, who put all the games on pause.

      Ruby continued coughing and sputtering. Avery stepped closer and patted her on the back. 

      When she was close enough, Ruby whispered, “cherry bombs.” Their shifter hearing ensured they were the only ones who heard.

      Avery stretched her head back and tilted her head, her face full of confusion.

      “Cherry bombs,” Ruby repeated.

      Nick pointed to Avery. “You stole my drink. You can’t do that.”

      Ruby cleared her throat. “I was choking. Thanks for saving me.”

      Nick’s face went blank as it had before.

      “You’re a hero,” the official said to Nick.

      Nick finally understood. “Yes, I was. I saved Ruby.”

      A small round of applause broke out amongst the contestants, and everyone patted Nick on the back. The game resumed, and Ruby was more than pleased when Avery used the cherry bombs to defeat the level, gain more lives, and continue the game.

      Three hours later, one player finished the game. Avery finished next, followed by Ruby two seconds later. Nick finished three minutes after Ruby. 

      Ruby wanted to be happy for Avery. Avery was just as good of a player as she was. But regret filled her soul. If she hadn’t helped her, Ruby would have come in second. It was easy to pretend to be happy for her friend, and when it was announced the first player was disqualified because he used cheat codes, Ruby’s stomach twisted into knots.

      It was unbelievable, but it was going to happen. She and Avery were going to be on the Noir Gaming team. They would spend the next year together traveling together and doing what they loved; playing video games. Adult-life could wait one more year.

      Avery and Ruby had moved their chairs together and waited for the official ruling.

      By the time the official stepped up to make the announcement, Ruby’s head was spinning. The official introduced the Noir Gaming representative.

      “We are amazed at how great everyone was today,” the rep started. “We had one clear winner for sure. Avery Sullivan come on up.”

      The crowd went wild, screaming and clapping. Avery’s parents were so excited, Ruby thought they might spontaneously shift and fly around the arena.

      Avery shook hands with the rep and accepted her trophy, then stood next to him.

      The rep held up his hands for everyone to be quiet. “The next winner wasn’t as clear cut. Though we were looking for those who finished the fastest, there was one player who had more points than anyone and showed extreme concern for another teammate. The next winner will join our team with a one-year contract. And that player will be Nick Trujillo.”

       Ruby raced to the bathroom, slammed open a stall door, and leaned over the toilet just as she lost everything in her stomach. Her hands and knees dropped to the floor. At that moment, she ignored the unsanitary conditions on the floor. It was cool and kept her from spinning.

      Knock, knock.

      “Um, excuse me. Are you okay? Do you need some water?”

      Great. She wasn’t alone.

      “I’ll be fine. Just need a minute.” She sat on her butt and rested her back against the stall wall.

      She hated the anger brewing against her friend. It would have been better to let Avery lose. But then Avery would have been miserable. If Avery had been miserable, Ruby would have been more miserable. Avery wasn’t used to disappointment. She didn’t understand what it meant to want more from life than what you were given.

      Avery would be touring the country for a year and then who knew. Several past winners went on to use their fame in building computer companies. With her family’s money, she could do anything she wanted.

      Ruby snickered. Maybe Avery would offer her a job someday. She stood, flushed the toilet, and stepped out to wash her face. 

      Leaning against the sinks stood a short well-dressed woman with a perfectly coiffed bob, the color of snow. The woman’s piercing blue eyes looked up Ruby from head to toe.

      “I’ve never seen a green owl before,” she said.

      Ruby tucked in her chin and turned on the water. In all the excitement, she’d forgotten to hide her shifter side from detection. Most humans never sensed it, but it was always better to be safe than sorry. Ruby didn’t use her shifter abilities too much when gaming, but there was still that chance that someone would accuse her of cheating if they knew. She couldn’t sense anything specific about this woman, but she wasn’t all human.

      “Excuse me,” Ruby said.

      The woman pulled out a few paper towels from the dispenser and handed them to Ruby. “I said, I’ve never seen a green owl before. I hope you’re feeling any better.”

      Ruby took the towels and dried her hands. “I’m fine. Thank you.” When she spun to leave, the room began to move again, and she held on to the counter for support.

      The woman dug through her purse, high end, Ruby guessed by the gold hardware, and pulled out a bottle of water. Ruby declined but accepted it when the woman made a more aggressive motion holding it out to her.

      “Thank you,” Ruby mumbled.

      “You’re welcome. My name is Gerri Wilder.”

      Ruby stared into the woman’s eyes. They were kind and gentle. There was an air of confidence around this woman that Ruby only dreamed of having. She opened the bottle, took a drink, and set it on the counter. “I’m—”

      The door flew open with a thud, and Avery stomped up to Avery. “Ruby Jameson, why did you run away from me like that.”

      Ruby faced Avery and noticed Gerri busied herself with something in her purse, turning away from them.

      Ruby looked at the ground. “I knew I was about to get sick.”

      Avery’s face softened, and she ran a hand down Ruby’s cheek. “Oh, I didn’t know. I’m sorry. What happened? Was it the sushi from lunch?”

      Ruby gave Gerri a sideways glance, but the woman was too engrossed in her purse and wasn’t paying attention.

      “No. I think it was just stress.”

      Avery put her head on Ruby’s shoulder. “I would have never won if you hadn’t helped me. Now that I know you are okay, I’ll let the officials know, and they can take away my win.”

      Ruby pushed her body off the counter. “You sure as hell won’t do that. I didn’t tell you anything you wouldn’t have figured out for yourself. And what would happen if you told them? Do you think they would welcome me with open arms?”

      Avery swallowed hard. “I don’t know what they will do, but I can’t let this stand. It’s wrong.”

      Ruby stepped up to Avery, using all of her slim height-advantage to tower over her friend. “You and I are the only ones who know about this. No one else needs to know. This is how it’s supposed to be.”

      Avery was slightly bent back over the counter. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Ruby stepped back, turned her back, and clasped her hands behind her head. The jealousy of the last four years raced to the surface. Angry tears spilled down her face as she turned back to her friend. “People like you are winners. People like me are losers.”

      Avery stepped closer with her hand out to touch Ruby’s face, but Ruby stepped back. “You aren’t a loser.”

      Ruby groaned in exasperation. “Yes, I am. I was never meant for anything more than ordinary or even less than that. You come from an advantaged world that I could never imagine. So, go get back to your perfect win, your perfect family, and your perfect life.”

      Avery stepped closer again, and Ruby stepped back. “You’ve always hated me because my life wasn’t like yours. I didn’t choose this life any more than you chose yours. Is it a good life? You bet. Are there problems? Absolutely. No one’s life is perfect, no matter how it looks on the outside.”

      “Well, your life may not be perfect, but it’s sure as hell closer than mine. Maybe you should just accept that you will never be able to understand where I came from. I’ve lied to you for the last four years. My parents aren’t busy all the time. They aren’t around and haven’t been around for years.”

      Avery glanced to the ceiling, her eyes filling with tears. “Why would you lie to me about something like that?”

      Her vulnerability at that moment cut through Ruby’s soul like a hot silver blade. Why had she lied? Avery had never given her any indication that she would be any less of a friend if she’d known the truth.

      Ruby was a fool, and Avery deserved better. “It doesn’t matter. You would have never been my friend if you knew.”

      Avery dropped her lower jaw a slight bit and narrowed her eyes. Ruby wanted to reach and hold her; to be held, but she’d broken Avery’s world.

      Avery took in a deep breath and slowly let it out. “And now we’ll never know what I would have done.” She walked to the door, opened it, and said, “I loved you, Ruby Jameson.”

      Ruby’s tough facade crumbled as the door closed. She sank to the floor and held her knees against her chest.

      “That wasn’t easy to watch.”

      Ruby had forgotten she wasn’t alone. She stood and headed for the door.

      “Here’s your water.” Gerri held out the bottle she’d picked up off the counter.

      Ruby ignored Gerri and headed to the door.

      “People don’t walk away from me,” Gerri said.

      Leave me alone.

      Ruby stopped, then kept walking. She opened the door, but an invisible force pulled it out of her hand and closed it.

      What the hell?

      She tried again, but the door wouldn’t budge.

      “As I said, people do not walk away from me. Aliens don’t either, but that’s a different story.” She winked.

      Aliens? Are you insane?

      “You made a big mistake today,” Gerri said.

      “Look, lady, I don’t know who you are or what your deal is, but I want to go home.”

      “I already told you my name and who I am is someone who knows you better than you know yourself.”

      “I don’t need a lecture. I already know I’m a fuck up.”

      “Yes, you are but not for the reason you think. Living in a trailer park is nothing to be ashamed of.”

      How does she know where I lived?

      “I already know a lot about you. Think of it as my special talent. Your special talent is turning away people who love you.”

      Ruby’s shoulders slumped, and she lowered her face.

      Gerri stepped up and placed a finger under Ruby’s chin, raising it. Ruby felt naked under her scrutiny.

      “One day, we will meet again, and you will get a second chance to prove yourself worthy.”

      “To you?”

      “No, to yourself.” Gerri walked out the door.

      Ruby sat on the floor, crying for hours until the janitorial staff came in to clean.
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      Avery

      

      Present Day

      

      Avery stretched her snow-white feathers and pushed off for one last lap around Golden Gate Park. Flying around San Francisco at night was better than the three-hundred-dollar-an-hour life coach she sometimes used. She’d met the coach in a woman’s entrepreneur networking event. Her speech had been so moving, Avery, along with three other women at her table, signed up for the discounted six-month package. Her parents thought she was crazy for hiring a life coach. But sometimes she just wanted another woman, who wasn’t a friend or someone she worked with, to talk to. The coach gave her excellent advice. Like the time she convinced Avery she was ready to start her own company. That had been seven years ago, and it turned out to be the best decision she ever made. Now, Nocturnal Technology was on every success list possible, Fastest-Growing Companies, Top-Ten Tech Companies to Watch Out For, Top Female-Run businesses, Top Minority-Run Businesses, and Most Employee-Friendly Businesses. 

      Not bad for an owl shifter who once wore hand-me-downs from all her cousins. Growing up, her family wasn’t poor, but they certainly weren’t rich. Her parents made it a point of working hard, and all their money went into her future. It was a wonderful treat when she had enough money to send them on their dream vacation. Upon their return, she handed them a set of keys to their new condo in the Nob Hill District. 

      Her father loved the forced grin on the doorman’s face when he realized the black family that had just double parked a moving truck were residents and not workers. Her dad laughed even harder thinking of what the doorman would do if he watched her dad shift into a white owl. 

      The air increased in temperature enough to let her know the sun would rise. She would regret staying out all night, but it was what she needed. The rapid success of her business had been mind-blowing, but it came at a personal price. Even with her extra shifter energy, she was still drained by the end of most days, too exhausted to date, much to her mother’s chagrin. She occasionally made time for her friends, but they always tried to fix her up, which she didn’t have time to do.

      None of her friends outside of work knew she was a shifter except Ginger Baker. Ginger became her first friend when she moved to San Francisco. They met in a dress boutique when they tried on the same dress and came out to see it at the same time. Ginger went and found a hot Scottish wolf shifter who made movies and married him. She was so busy being married and traveling with her mate that she hadn’t been in town for over a year. But Ginger was in town this week, and she and Avery were having lunch.

      The first glint of light fought its way through the fog as Avery landed on her balcony. She shifted and went inside before anyone noticed. The shower water warmed while she checked her phone for messages. It was no surprise that she had many, and most were from Yasmine, her assistant. 

      Yasmine Lazar was the most amazing fox shifter Avery ever met. They had been together since the conception of Nocturnal Technology. She was good at her job, but didn’t handle downtime very well, so she worked all the damn time. It helped that Yasmine was also a fox shifter.

      An hour later, Avery walked into her office before anyone else arrived. After pouring a cup of coffee, she cued up the video chat software and dialed a partner in London. Her current project proved to be bigger than she originally planned. Reinforcements were added. She and Charlie Foster, owner of English Punk Technology, met while she was playing on the professional gaming circuit.

      After two digital rings a friendly face appeared on the screen.

      “Charlie, I’m happy you haven’t gone home yet,” Avery said.

      A scruffy haired man with a beaming smile said, “Go home? We don’t knock off as early as you Americans do.”

      “Riiiight. Because you are such a hard worker.”

      Charlie shrugged. “I keep trying to convince you I work as hard as I play, and we both know how good that can be.”

      Her face warmed, and a tingle filled her body. Yeah, I remember. “I called to talk to you about our project, not flirt.”

      Charlie flashed another smile and ran a hand through his messy hair.

      “Avery, you are a buzz kill.” He directed his attention to someone off-camera.

      “Did I catch you at a bad time?” She pulled off the lid to her coffee and let the first bitter taste of elixir do its magic.

      “No. We were just finishing a meeting.” Someone handed him a stack of papers. “I have some new numbers to share with you. You saved me an email.”

      This is what she dreaded the most about talking to him this morning. Her stress over the budget had kept her awake last night and drove her to flying in order to clear her mind. “Do I want to know?”

      Charlie raised an eyebrow. “They aren’t as bad as you might think. Bringing the coding in-house saved us a lot more than I would have thought. As far as this sprint goes, I think we’ll be fine. Maybe even under budget, but I’m worried about sprint forty-six and forty-seven. If we run out of funds now, we may not have the ability to devote the needed attention to the code. Plus, we also need to confirm the big launch.”

      Each leg of this project, or sprint, had built on itself. They were so close to the end, but the last four sprints were the most labor-intensive, and there was no more money to add to the budget.

      Avery rubbed the bridge of her nose. “Charlie, you are driving me to drink.”

      “Hey, hey, gorgeous, don’t panic yet. You and I both knew this was a potential issue before we started.” He surveyed the paper in his hand and gave her another one of his dynamic smiles.

      “Who is your knight in shining armor?” His question cleared the steam from her mind.

      “Right now, I’m hoping it’s you.”

      “If we approve extra hours instead of bringing in a new person, we’ll save enough to cover the extra labor costs. Also, if we launch in one place instead of a dual launch like we first thought, we may actually finish ahead.”

      Avery’s eyes moved over her computer monitor and watched Yasmine walk in and sit on the couch. “Is that Charlie?”

      “Yasmine, my dream, let me see your smiling face,” Charlie said.

      Yasmine walked over to Avery and stood next to her. “Good morning, Charlie.”

      “It’s not morning here. Yasmine, is it possible that you are prettier than the last time I saw you?”

      “Yes, I only improve with the passage of time,” Yasmine said.

      Avery pushed back in her chair and swiveled to face Yasmine. She used an outstretched leg to pull a chair closer to her desk. Yasmine scooted closer and rested her elbows on Avery’s desk.

      “I guess you’re so happy because you played with the numbers, I sent you last night?” Yasmine said.

      “Yep. I shared them with my team as soon as I got them. We worked over lunch, and I think you’ll both like what I’m sending you,” Charlie said.

      “How late did you work last night? We didn’t leave here until after ten.” Avery turned her head sideways to face Yasmine.

      She shrugged. “I couldn’t sleep. I needed to rework the press kit and finalize the new promos.”

      Charlie leaned in closer to his computer. He whispered, “What would it take to get you over on this side of the pond?”

      Yasmine chuckled. “You couldn’t afford me.”

      “Maybe not in cash, but I could offer a lot of fringe benefits,” he said.

      Avery shook her head. “Charlie, you are deplorable.”

      “I prefer to see myself as charming.” The keyboard clacked in the background. “Just sent you two everything. Confirm, then Avery can sign off. We’re about to make all of us a lot of money.”

      “Sounds good,” Avery said. She ended the call.

      Yasmine headed out of the office.

      “I can’t believe you did all that after we left last night,” Avery said.

      Yasmine stopped at the door. “It needed to be finished. I couldn’t get it out of my mind. It was either stay up late doing it and get a little sleep or not do it and get no sleep.” She nodded to Avery’s desk. “I left you a treat. Let me get my tablet, and we’ll go over your schedule for the rest of this week.”

      Avery hadn’t realized she was hungry until she saw the pink bakery box with the rose logo. Inside sat a blueberry muffin from her favorite bakery. She couldn’t stifle the small squeal that came from her mouth.

      Yasmine returned and sat on the couch. “Okay. I synced everything just now, so you can see your updated calendar.”

      “Thanks for the muffin,” Avery said between bites. “I may have to give you a raise.”

      Yasmine smiled. “You already did at the end of last year.”

      “Was it a good one?” Yasmine handled many of the financial aspects of Nocturnal as well.

      “Yes. Of course, it was.”

      It took Avery over three years to trust Yasmine with all areas of the company. Trust didn’t come easy to her. But Yasmine proved herself again and again. Avery offered her a partnership, but she declined, saying she liked the freedom of not being the one ultimately responsible for the company. She also claimed she wasn’t as good at talking to the clients and the public as Avery.

      Avery unlocked her phone and opened the calendar app. “Tell me what’s going on this week.”

      Yasmine checked her watch. “In twenty minutes, you have an appointment with the recruiter regarding the new position. At nine-thirty, you have a call with the building’s owner. I think he’s ready to talk to you about selling.”

      Avery raised an eyebrow. “It’s amazing how open people are to change when they finally see there’s more to life.”

      “Mmm. I’m sure it’s that and had nothing to do with you threatening to move out and taking every tenant with you.”

      “Well, he’s an ass, and everyone agreed.”

      “He’s not an ass. He’s just stuck in the past.”

      Avery screwed up her face. “He’s an ass. This building needs so many repairs. I offered him more than what it’s worth.”

      Yasmine clicked her tongue. “Moving on. At noon you’re meeting with the Women in Tech people, and then at one-thirty, you’re meeting your friend for lunch. Be back here by three for the staff meeting. You have drinks at five-thirty with the director of that youth center. He wants to talk about the donation you promised. Then yoga at seven.”

      “Good grief. Is tomorrow that busy?”

      Yasmine tapped the screen on her tablet and slowly nodded. “Yeah, I’m afraid so.”

      Avery rested her head on the back of her chair and closed her eyes. “I’m tired, and the day hasn’t even started.”

      Yasmine closed the door. “Did you fly again last night.”

      Avery nodded.

      “The whole night?”

      She nodded again. “You don’t sleep, and it doesn’t bother you?”

      “I sleep, just not that much, but I always manage to get a little. Did you try that tea I gave you?”

      “It smelled funny.”

      “You’re not supposed to snort it. You drink it.”

      “How can I drink it when I can’t bring it close to my nose?” Avery propped up her feet on the desk.

      “You sound like a petulant child.”

      Avery crossed her arms. “I do not.”

      Yasmine lifted one eyebrow. 

      Avery dropped her feet, sat forward, and rested her arms on the desk. “I need a vacation. You need a vacation.”

      “Probably, but it can’t happen until after the launch.” She checked her watch. “The recruiter is late.”

      “Of course, he is.”

      Yasmine stood, walked to the door, and said, “Let me see if I can track him down.”

      “Yasmine, how do you spend your free time?” Avery asked. “I feel like I should know this, but you don’t talk about it much.”

      “When I’m not working for you, I spend my time outside, anything outside.”

      Avery put her elbows on the desk and rested her chin in her hands. “Am I a bad boss?”

      “No, you’re just a busy boss. You take care of all of us.” Yasmine opened the door. “One of these days, you’ll find someone who will take care of you.”

      Avery sighed. If she could just make it until lunch, then she’d have a mini-vacation with her friend. Five hours felt like a lifetime.
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        * * *

      

      Yasmine offered to arrange for a car to pick up Avery for lunch. Avery promised she’d do it. She forgot. Four cabs drove by but ignored her hails. She tripped on a crack in the sidewalk and spilled the contents of her purse for everyone to see. That wouldn’t have been too bad except that the sweet grandma who stopped and helped was picking up the stash of condoms her mother once gave her. 

      By the time she walked into the restaurant, she was cranky and beyond hungry. Ginger waved her over and motioned to the server who took Avery’s order.

      “I’m so happy to be here. You wouldn’t believe the hassle I went through to get here.” Avery drank half of the water from the glass in front of her. When Ginger’s happy face began to fade, she added, “But you didn’t come here to hear me bitch. Tell me all the wonderfulness of married life.”

      Ginger turned to the side and rubbed her belly. “Well, we’ve been busy.”

      Avery’s eyes went wide. “You’re pregnant? I can’t believe it.” She stretched across the table to hug her friend. “You are going to make such a great mom. Married life must be wonderful.”

      “It has been great. Eli is such a sweet, kind man.”

      “What movie is he working on now?”

      “He’s not filming anything right now. He finished the historical piece he shot in Australia. Once that’s edited and ready, there will be the whole promotion tour. That’s more exhausting than making the movie.”

      “When is it coming out?”

      “Probably late summer, early fall. I’m due in October, so I want him done before then, but he doesn’t always control that.”

      The server set down a basket of bread and Avery’s glass of wine.

      “He’s the director. I thought he had complete control,” Avery said.

      “His production company didn’t do this one. He offered to direct it to help a friend. The first two directors quit, and they were desperate to get it finished.”

      “Sounds like a lot of work.”

      Ginger nodded. “It is, but he’s happiest when he’s working on a movie.”

      “I totally understand that.”

      “Huh?”

      “I’m happiest when I’m working. I don’t like sitting around and doing nothing.”

      The server brought their food. Both ladies ate a few bites before continuing.

      “But the last time we talked, you told me how tired you were,” Ginger said.

      “I am tired, but it comes with the territory.”

      Ginger reached for a roll from the breadbasket. “There’s more to life than work, though. Isn’t there anything else that makes you happy. What do you do in your free time?”

      “What’s that?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Free time. What’s free time.”

      “Don’t you ever take off time from work? Are you still flying around Golden Gate Park?” Ginger asked.

      “Not as much as I’d like to, but I love it when I do. But what about you? I know you worked hard to get your boutiques started, and don’t tell me you didn’t.”

      Ginger wiped her mouth with the napkin, took a drink, and leaned back in her chair. “I did work hard, and I still do, but now I have help. One of my sister’s mates helps me a lot.”

      “That’s right. Eliza has two mates. That’s kinda odd, isn’t it?”

      “Cameron was born a falcon shifter who chose a woman named Sky as a mate. He was bitten by a bear shifter and took on the form of a second shifter. His bear chose my sister as his mate. Eliza and Sky are madly in love with each other and with him. They are all mated. Unconventional, I suppose, but they are happy.”

      The conversation lulled as they finished eating. The table was cleared, and both women relaxed in their chairs.

      “So, what about you?” Ginger broke the silence first.

      “What about me?”

      “Are you involved with anyone? Dating?”

      “No. I don’t have time. Work takes all my attention.”

      Ginger clicked her tongue, leaned forward, and rested her elbows on the table. “There you go with work again. I tell you, you need a vacation.”

      Avery bit her bottom lip. “I know you’re right, but I can’t get away for any real length of time.”

      “Then how about a weekend? I know the perfect spot.”

      Avery inhaled and let out the breath in a slow, steady stream. “If it were just for the weekend, it would have to be close.”

      “It is close. And it’s the perfect place for a quick getaway.”

      “Fine. I give up. Where is this oasis?”

      “It’s my sister’s resort in New Mexico, and next weekend will be the perfect time to go. They are having a fundraiser.”

      “Like a bake sale?”

      Ginger laughed. “No, nothing like that. It’s a lot better. They organized a mating auction.”

      Avery sat up straight. “A mating auction? Are you kidding me? They are going to sell people?”

      “When you say it like that, it sounds horrible, but it’s nothing like that. There’s this lady, a friend of some of the other owners, and she’s this great matchmaker. She’ll be there and has assured that everyone will end up with their destined mate.”

      Avery gave her a side glance, cocked her mouth to one side, and lifted her eyebrows. “That sounds creepy.”

      “I wouldn’t suggest it if it was going to be creepy. Go for it. What do you have to lose?”

      She searched her brain for a reasonable excuse. The work-excuse was too lame. She could lie, but Ginger would see right through that. “Maybe if I brought a friend with me, so I wouldn’t look like a total loser.”

      Ginger shook her head. “You are not a loser. I’ll make all the arrangements. The auction is next weekend.”

      “I don’t have to be in it, do I?”

      “No, but you never know if someone interesting will catch your eye.”

      “Are you suggesting I buy someone?”

      Ginger put her hand on Avery’s arm. “Would I ever lead you astray?” She batted her eyes.

      “Well, there was that one time in New Orleans.” Avery winked.

      Ginger pulled back her arm. “We promised to never speak of that again.”

      Both ladies laughed.

      “Those were good times, though,” Avery said.

      “They were but stop sounding like your life is over. There are still good times to be had. The Libre Volare is a magical place, and you will love it. I promise.”

      Avery held up her hands in surrender. “Fine. I’ll go if my assistant can go with me.”

      “Perfect.”

      The ladies settled the bill, said their goodbyes, and parted ways.

      Avery was rushing to catch a cab when she ran into a short woman with a silver-blonde bob. The woman had the most intriguing smile. When she met Avery’s eyes, Avery felt like she showed up naked on the first day of school.

      “I’m so sorry,” Avery started. “I wasn’t paying any attention.”

      The woman said, “Don’t worry. Nothing was damaged.” She looked beyond Avery and waved to a tall hotter-than-hell man across the street. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “Yes, I’m fine.”

      The woman patted Avery’s arm and walked across the street to meet they man. They stood outside a new club she had meant to try. It was gaining popularity and would be impossible to get into soon.

      Avery missed the cab, but another one stopped. She watched the woman and the man from the window as she rode past. An odd feeling of déjà vu settled in her mind. She knew that woman but couldn’t remember from where.
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      Ruby

      

      The alarm on Ruby’s phone buzzed. She hit the snooze, pulled the covers over her head, and rolled over. She worked a double shift at the resort the previous night. Everything was chaotic as they prepared for a big fundraising event. Working at the Libre Volare wasn’t a bad job, but Ruby was tired of people. She craved alone time snuggled in her bed, but she was late on her car payment and needed the extra money. When the phone buzzed, again, she turned off the alarm and got out of bed.

      While she waited for the coffee to brew, she wondered how much money she could make if she invented an intravenous form of coffee. She’d get over her fear of needles real fast if coffee was available to mainline. Before the pot finished brewing, the electricity went off.

      “Fuuuuuccckkk,” she yelled to no one. 

      It was going to be that kind of a day.

      She checked the date on her phone. Yep, her electricity was past due, and they’d shut it off just like they told her they would. Instead of pouring the small amount of coffee made before the power went out, she just added a little milk to the carafe and used it as a mug. Checking the time on her phone, she decided not to shower and swing by the electric company instead. With the tips she made bartending at Tres Corazones, she would be able to pay her current and past due amount.

      The Hanson brothers, Caleb, Cameron, and Connor, along with their mates, ran the resort as a place for shifters and other paranormals to be themselves. It started as a simple vacation spot, but more and more packs came and used the land as a place to run. Urban development left more and more space unavailable for packs to enjoy the freedoms of their animal side. Located in Rio City, outside of Taos, New Mexico. The campus included a hotel, spa, boutiques, brewery, wedding gazebo, and the restaurant, Tres Corazones.

      After college, San Francisco held too many bad memories. One day, she took off in her car and drove southeast, with her only goal being to see the Grand Canyon. Then she kept driving and made it as far as Rio City when her savings ran out and she decided to stay.

      She had been working at the resort since it first opened. Before Connor started working with his brothers, she managed the website and the other computer systems. Connor quit his modeling job in New York and took over most of the marketing, which included the website. With his eye for marketing and her coding abilities, the site was incredible, but it didn’t take two people to keep it running. So, four years after she moved to Rio City, she quit working with the Hansons and opened her own software business.

      At first, most of her time was spent designing websites and minor graphics. But she wanted more. Remembering how much fun she had with role-playing games in college; she designed a simple game that did well enough to bring in a profit. For the first time in her life, she felt like she was in control of her destiny and had a chance at success. Her small game caught the attention of a bigger company. They bought the rights to her game and hired her to design more. 

      She should have realized something was wrong when the advance check had to be deposited two times before it cleared her account. The company assured her it was a clerical error and continued promising her more and more work. She hired a small staff and moved out of her apartment into a real office. It was empowering. Her dreams became a reality.

      She delivered the next big gaming project to the company in record time. They offered her a bonus. But a week after she delivered the final project, they hadn’t paid. Without their payment, she used advances from her credit cards to keep her business going. Her office and staff were important to her. They symbolized leaving her life in the trailer park behind. 

      Then she had to let go of the first person. Laying off the receptionist had been the hardest thing she ever had to do. The staff understood, and everyone agreed to pitch in answering the phone and taking care of the office. A month later, she received notice from a lawyer that the big gaming company had filed bankruptcy. She could attend their hearing and petition the court for her money, but there wasn’t any money left, so there wasn’t much point.

      She went back to the Hansons and explained what happened. She was desperate for a job, and they hired her again without any hesitation. She worked the front desk at night after hustling for her company during the day. Soon she had to let everyone go and walk away from her office. 

      Months later, she heard about the overnight success of a new game. She was flabbergasted when she started playing and realized it was her game. Her client reorganized and opened using her game as their kick-off game. They got rich, and she lost everything.

      By the time she got to the city power office, every chair in the waiting room was full, and several people stood around the room or sat on the floor. She took a ticket and found a corner to stand. The Now-Serving sign said fourteen. Her ticket said forty-two. This was going to take a while.

      She sent a text to Eliza letting her know an emergency had come up and she would be late. Then she pulled out a book from her backpack and settled in to wait.

      It was an hour and a half before they called her number. The woman she spoke to was as friendly as wilted spinach.

      “Account number,” she droned.

      Kill her with kindness. “Oh, I don’t know my account number by heart, can you look it up by my last name?”

      The woman let out an exasperated sigh. It was only ten in the morning. How could this woman’s day have been that hard already?

      When the woman just stared at her, Ruby said, “You want my name?”

      “Well, I’m not psychic, Sweetheart.”

      “Right, right, of course. Sorry, I’ve never been to this office. Never had to do anything like this before. See, I always pay my bills on time. At least I try to pay them on time. But sometimes everything comes due at once, or an emergency happens. I had to get new tires last month. Tires for my car, you know. I hadn’t been saving for something like that, so it took a bit of finagling.”

      “Name,” the woman said with no change in her sour facial expression.

      “Oh, right. My name. Ruby.”

      The woman rolled her eyes to the ceiling and tapped her pen on the counter.

      “Sorry you probably want my last name. Jameson. Ruby Jameson.”

      “Address.”

      Ruby gave the woman her address.

      “You owe for last month and this month,” she said.

      Ruby opened her backpack, took out her wallet, and began counting out the cash.

      “You can’t pay with cash here,” the woman said.

      “Excuse me? You don’t take cash?”

      “No, I don’t take cash. I take check, money order, or debit card.”

      Ruby inhaled a short breath. A knot formed in her throat. She gulped back tears. If she had to go get a money order and come back, it would be at least two more hours before she got to work.

      “I don’t understand what’s wrong with money,” Ruby said.

      “Nothing is wrong with money.”

      “But you just told me you couldn’t take money.”

      The woman clucked her tongue. “I told you I couldn’t take money.” 

      “If nothing is wrong with money, but you can’t take my money, then what the hell am I supposed to do.”

      The woman straightened her posture. “There is no need to get snippy with me. I’m here to help you. You probably want your electricity back on before the next cold front. I could call security, and have you removed.”

      Ruby closed her eyes and willed her heart to slow. “Is there a way I can take care of this without having to leave and come back with something other than cash?”

      The woman pointed to the end of the counter. “Sure, go down to Alison, and she’ll help you out. She takes cash.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me that in the first place?” Ruby collected her money and put it away.

      “You didn’t ask.” The woman checked the Now-Serving screen and called “Forty-five.”

      “Wait, do I need to get another ticket, or can I just go down to see Alison.”

      “Does she have anyone with her?”

      “No.”

      “Then just go down there.”

      Before Ruby could step back from the counter, Forty-Five had spread out her stuff and started explaining her situation.

      Ruby stepped down to the end of the counter. A lady with braided silver hair smiled at her as she approached. “I was told to come to see you if I needed to pay my bill with cash.”

      “You bet. I can help you. Just let me know your account number.”

      Ruby slouched. “I’m sorry, but I don’t know my account number.”

      Alison waved her hand in front of her face. “No worries, child. Just tell me your name, and I’ll look it up that way.”

      Ruby’s tension disappeared. “My name is Ruby Jameson.”

      Alison typed on the keyboard. “Here we are. Do you know your total?”

      Ruby nodded and started counting out the money. Alison smiled, recounted it, and typed more into her keyboard. She handed Ruby a receipt. “Here you go. Is there anything else I can help you with?”

      “Do you know when they’ll turn the power back on?”

      Alison’s smile was so big that her eyes smiled too. “Give me a minute.” She took out her cell phone and made a call. “Ollie, are you on the south side of town today. Oh, good. I got a nice young lady here who brought her account up to date, and I want to make sure her power gets turned back on.” She paused. “Yes, I know you don’t take direct requests. But you are on her side of town. Maybe I won’t save you any donuts the next time I bring in some.” She paused again. “Mmm-hm. That’s what I thought.” She gave Ollie the address. “Thank you, Ollie.”

      Ruby wanted to kiss her. “Thank you so much.”

      “Don’t worry about it. We have to stick together.”

      Ruby wasn’t sure what that meant but smiled as she watched Alison’s eyes change from green to silver. Ruby had been so frustrated and upset that she forgot to use her shifter senses. A beautiful white alicorn danced behind Alison’s eyes.

      Alison reached across the counter and squeezed Ruby’s hand. “Whatever is wearing on you, I promise it’s about to get better.”

      For a heartbeat, Ruby believed her. Then she walked out to her car and realized she’d kept on the lights and the battery had died.
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        * * *

      

      When Ruby finally got to work, the lunchtime bartender let her know Eliza wanted her to help in the resort restaurant. Dottie James, the head chef, wasn’t due back until the next day. Eliza ran both kitchens in her absence, and the stress was evident. Eliza was jittery and barked her orders to the line. Dark lines outlined her eyes, and a big sauce splatter stained her chef’s jacket.

      “Hey, Girl, need some help?” Ruby asked.

      Eliza lifted her head from focusing on the skillet in her hand. “I could kiss you right now. Thank you for helping.”

      Ruby found an apron and tied it around her waist. “I’m just sorry I couldn’t get here earlier.”

      Eliza’s eyes filled with concern. “Everything okay?”

      “Oh, yeah. Don’t worry about it.”

      “If you say so.” She poured out the contents of the pan onto a plate. “Roasted veggie medley.” A runner took the plate to the next station, where another cook added a chicken breast. “Paulie,” she said.

      “Yes, Chef.” Paulie stepped over from the line. 

      “Can you get the corn from the cooler and help Ruby set up on the porch?”

      “Yes, Chef.” Paulie disappeared into the walk-in cooler.

      Eliza turned to Ruby. “I know it’s not very fun, but I have a ton of corn that needs to be shucked. Would you mind?”

      What a relief, a job Ruby could do outside away from people? “Whatever you need help with, I’m your gal.”

      Eliza smiled big enough to wrinkle the corner of her eyes. “Thank you so much. I am dying here. There’s a fresh pot of chili, help yourself to some if you want. I’ll join you as soon as I can get away from here.”

      “Chef,” a line cook called.

      Eliza put her hands on her hips and took a controlled breath. “I’ll be so glad when Dottie comes back. It’s hard to work in someone else’s kitchen.”

      Ruby nodded, filled a mug with chili, and headed out the back door. Paulie had already placed four wooden crates of corn-on-the-cob out there.

      “How did Eliza find corn-on-the-cob in the winter? I mean, we just had snow two nights ago?”

      Paulie shrugged. “I stopped questioning the magic that goes on around here. Being surprised is more fun than analyzing everything.”

      Paulie was human, but the Hansons vetted every human who worked at the resort. They understood the shifter world as much as possible. Paulie started working here two years ago, and nothing seemed to faze him.

      “Let me know if you need anything else.” He turned away and went back into the kitchen.

      Her stomach growled. There hadn’t been time to eat breakfast, and it was now past lunchtime. Ruby turned up an empty crate and sat. Eliza’s chili was one of the things that made life tolerable. It was the perfect blend of spices. If ruggedness gourmet had a taste, this chili would be it.

      The overcast sky created a lazy mood. Ruby dreamed of her bed and the warm blankets. Buried deep inside, it was easy to forget the world outside. But she couldn’t hide inside, and right now, the real world demanded she shuck corn. She finished the chili and started working.

      It wasn’t hard, but a little boring, so she cued up her playlist on her phone. Her favorite songs helped her focus on the rhythm of the job. The rest of the world disappeared, and when a woman’s voice called to her, it startled her.

      A short woman dressed in a pair of dark jeans, boots, and a perfectly fitted blazer climbed the steps and stood next to her. Her white, bobbed hair framed her face. “Are you okay?”

      “Um, excuse me,” Ruby said.

      “Well, I said hello twice before you heard me.”

      “I’m sorry.” Ruby paused the music. “I guess I zoned out. Are you looking for Eliza?”

      “No.”

      “Are you a vendor? You can go through the dining room. You didn’t have to come back here.”

      “No, I’m not a vendor. At least not a restaurant vendor. I’m here before check-in, and so I thought I’d take a walk. It is so gorgeous here.” She pointed to an empty crate. “Do you mind if I join you?”

      Ruby’s eyes went wide, and she stood. “You don’t have to help me. I don’t think Eliza would like it if I made a guest work.”

      The woman ignored or didn’t sense Ruby’s irritation. She took off her blazer, sat on the crate, and took a corn cob. “I’m not afraid of working.”

      Ruby pinched her forehead. Who was this woman? “If I offended you, I’m sorry. It’s just not common for the guests to be back here. There’s the whole insurance thing, I’m sure. Not to mention, it’s just odd.”

      “Well, I had hoped to find you. We should talk. You’re here, shucking corn. I can stand here and watch you or wait until you’re finished. Either way I get to enjoy this beautiful view.”

      Ruby dropped the cob she held and wiped her hands on her jeans. “Wait a minute. If you’re a collector, you don’t have the right to harass me at my job.” She unlocked her phone. “Tell me what company you represent, and I will call them right now and let them know this is not okay.”

      The woman finished with one cob, discarding the husks, and picked up another one. “While a lot of people owe me a debt, I’m not a debt collector. But I am here to talk to you, Ruby Jameson.”

      Ruby knocked the crate behind her when she stood. “You need to leave. I don’t know what you’re trying to play, but it stops now.”

      The woman turned her eyes to the landscape in front of them and sighed. “It would be so much easier if people would just listen to me the first time.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      The woman winked. “You don’t remember me, do you?”

      Ruby narrowed her eyes. When she studied the woman, there was something familiar, but she couldn’t place it.

      The woman discarded another cob and held out her hands. “Do you have a towel I can use.”

      Ruby found one and tossed it to her.

      The woman wiped her hands, stood, and held out her hand. “Gerri Wilder. We met twenty years ago. In fact, it was twenty years, three months, two weeks, and five days.”

      Ruby’s mind processed what she heard. Twenty years ago, she’d been competing for a spot on a gaming team. She’d lost and made a horrible fool of herself in front of her best friend.

      Wait a minute. 

      “You’re the woman I met in the bathroom.” Ruby slowly shook Gerri’s hand.

      “Yes. That was me.”

      “That wasn’t a good day for me, one of my worst. I try to forget that day.”

      Gerri sat back down and picked up another cob. “It was a bad day for you. I’ve never forgotten you. I knew we’d meet again.”

      Ruby put her phone in her pocket. “Why would you remember me?”

      “It’s what I do. I don’t forget people, and I keep track of them.”

      This woman was nuts. Power from her shifter side grew. “Perhaps we should go inside and talk more.”

      “You won’t get your work done if we stop to talk. I like it out here. It’s peaceful. Now stop fretting. If I were nuts and wanted to hurt you, I would have already done so. Tell that beautiful owl inside your head that I am a friend,” Gerri said.

      “Hold up. You’ve kept tabs on me for the last twenty years, and you can see my owl?”

      Gerri nodded. “Stop wasting time being worried. We all have a purpose, and my purpose involves you at this point in your life. Right now.”

      “What’s happening right now.”

      “There’s a mating auction this weekend. A fundraiser. You need to be in it.”

      Now I know you’re nuts.

      “Stop calling me nuts,” Gerri said.

      Can you read my mind?

      “Of course, I can, Ruby. I told you twenty years ago that you would get a second chance to prove yourself worthy.”

      Ruby scoffed. “I remember you saying that now. It was kinda rude then, and it’s even ruder now.”

      Gerri narrowed her gaze on Ruby. “How am I rude?”

      “Seriously? Don’t you get it? You come here and remind me of what was probably the worst day of my life, you say you’ve stalked me since then, and you order me around as I work for you. Do people always do what you say?”

      Gerri snickered. “Most of them don’t.”

      Ruby started to say something, but Gerri held up her hand and stopped her.

      “At least not at first, and they make their lives miserable until they see that what I’m telling them is the right thing. If more listened the first time, my job would be so much easier.”

      “Your job?”

      “I match shifters with their destined mates.”

      “You’re a matchmaker?”

      Gerri nodded. “What I do is more complicated than you make it sound.”

      “So, what? You want me to be in the auction, and my destined mate will win me? That sounds barbaric.”

      “This is a fundraiser for a scholarship in honor of a wonderful young lady. At least what I’ve heard about her makes me think she was wonderful.”

      A lump formed in Ruby’s throat. A fire that destroyed the first resort killed her friend, Maria. Maria traded with Ruby that night. Had Ruby been working, she would have survived the fire, a fact she never forgot.

      Gerri stood, wiped her hands on the towel, and picked up her jacket. “I’ll talk to Wednesday and make sure it happens.”

      Ruby swallowed away the guilt. “I haven’t agreed to do this. I mean, I’m not exactly the kind of person they want. It’s highly doubtful I’d bring in a lot of money. Now, if you don’t mind, I have two more crates of corn to shuck.”

      Gerri stepped close to Ruby and touched her arm. “You have no idea how much you are worth, do you? Do you have a pretty dress?”

      Ruby wanted to answer, but her brain disconnected from her voice. She was in a trance. Staring into Gerri’s eyes, Ruby just knew everything would work out. What was it about this woman?

      “Never mind. You’re a size ten, aren’t you?”

      Ruby nodded.

      “I saw something in the boutique here. I’ll have it for you at the front desk by the end of the day.” She stepped off the stairs but turned her head over her shoulder. “Wear your hair down.”

      Ruby couldn’t speak as she watched Gerri walk away. She sat on the crate.

      Eliza came out of the back door. “Wow, I can’t believe you’re finished.”

      Ruby shook her head, clearing the fog. “Huh?”

      “You work fast.” Eliza picked up one of the crates of corn.

      Ruby glanced at it. The last two crates of corn were now shucked.

      What the hell had just happened?
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      Avery

      

      Avery worked up until the second she stepped on the plane. She had every intention of working during the flight, but once the plane took off, it was too hard to stay awake. Yasmine assured her that nothing important would happen during the hour and a half flight. And if it did, she would take care of it.

      The Rio City airport was small compared to San Francisco International. There was nothing more than a thin wall separating the gates from the entrance. They picked up their bags, found a car to take them, and headed to the resort.

      The landscape whizzed by them in a breathtaking painting of deep oranges, pinks, and splashed of blue from the setting sun. Snow topped the tips of the mountains while the fields were covered in a random patchwork of melted snow. The air smelled crisp and the lack of light pollution enabled them to see the first stars of night.

      “Crap,” Avery said.

      “What?” Yasmine asked.

      Avery leaned closer to the driver. “Can you please stop at a drugstore? I’m pretty sure I forgot my makeup bag.”

      “No, you didn’t,” Yasmine said.

      “I didn’t? How do you know?”

      “I helped you pack last night.”

      Avery slumped against the backseat. “I swear, sometimes I don’t know how my head stays attached to my shoulders.”

      “So, you don’t need me to stop?” the driver asked.

      “No, we’re fine,” Yasmine said.

      “Good, because that was the exit for the only major drugstore in town.” The driver changed lanes.

      Avery watched the lights from the exit as they drove past. “You only have one drugstore?”

      “Nah, there’s two, but only one of them would sell any kind of makeup.”

      Yasmine exited the app on her phone. “This must be a small town.”

      “Where are you from?” the driver asked.

      “San Francisco,” Yasmine told him.

      “Oh, we’re way smaller than that. It’s big enough for us, I guess. We have more independent stores. Not many chains.”

      “I didn’t think that was possible these days,” Avery said.

      “You’ll find Rio City is a bit different than most cities. Many families have been here since the beginning.” The driver pulled off the highway, drove a short distance, and then turned down a road next to a large sign that read, “Libre Volare. Run Free.”

      “This place is beautiful,” Yasmine said.

      “You think you could live out here in the desert, in such a small town?” Avery asked her assistant.

      “In a heartbeat. Don’t get me wrong. I love working for you, and I love San Fran, but this place screams, ‘slow down, live.’”

      “I would never picture you living out here. You work all the time. What would you do?” Avery opened her door and turned to the trunk.

      Yasmine did the same on the other side. “I work all the time because you keep me busy.”

      “Man, I’m really starting to think you deserve a better boss.”

      “Stop it. I already told you, I like working for you. But if I moved out here, I’d do nothing for the first six months. Then I think I’d open an outdoor adventure tour business. In a place like this, I bet there are a lot of adventures to be had.”

      The ladies took their suitcases, paid the driver, and headed through the main entrance.

      “How is it I never knew you were an outdoorsy person? You know everything about me,” Ruby said.

      “I never told you.”

      Ruby stopped just inside the door and studied Yasmine. “Seriously, Yasmine you should quit. I will write you a glorious recommendation,”

      Yasmine linked her arm with Avery’s. “I’m not quitting and we are finished having this conversation. Now, let’s go check-in and find something to eat. I’m hungry.” With her head turned to Avery’s, she couldn’t see the man walking in front of her and stumbled into him.

      “Hey, are you okay?” one of the men asked.

      Avery helped Yasmine right her suitcase and picked up her purse. When she saw Yasmine looking into the man’s eyes, she was shocked. A subtle shade of pink from Yasmine’s neck to her cheeks.

      “Um, er, yes, I’m okay. Excuse me. I wasn’t paying any attention.” Yasmine’s focus never left the man’s face.

      The man held out his hand to touch her arm. “No harm’s been done. As long as you’re okay.”

      Another man walked up to them. “Ryan, I just finished with my last client. Are you ready?”

      The two men kissed in a simple but romantic way.

      “I am. I know I said I would meet you, but I finished early.” Ryan linked hands with the second man.

      “After the day I’ve had, you may not want me for company.” The second man smiled at Avery and Yasmine.

      Yasmine stood ramrod straight; the blush was gone from her cheeks. “Well, okay then. As long as you are okay, we need to check-in.”

      Ryan turned to the second man. “Honey, I was so distracted that I ran right into this lady.”

      The second man said, “He often gets caught up in his own thoughts. He didn’t hurt you, did he?”

      Avery took in a breath as if she was about to say something, but all that came out was school-girl giggle.

      What has happened to you?

      “No, we’re fine,” Avery said when Yasmine didn’t say anything. Avery had never seen her at a loss for words.

      “Where are my manners?” the first man said. He pulled his hand free and held it out to Yasmine. “My name is Doug Nolan. I work here at the resort.”

      “And I’m Ryan Jackson. I manage the ropes courses and all the hiking, kayaking, and rock-climbing activities here.”

      Yasmine nodded, then held out her hand. “My name is Yasmine Lazar. I work with Avery. We’re here for a weekend getaway.”

      Avery waited for Yasmine to introduce her, but that didn’t happen. It was as if Yasmine forgot she was standing next to her.

      She introduced herself. She and the men shared pleasantries, but their attention quickly returned to Yasmine. Avery couldn’t sense any kind of shifter, but Doug was a paranormal of some sort. He smelled of herbs and ash, which made her suspect witch.

      “Um, okay then,” Avery said, though no one listened. “I’m going to check-in.”

      Yasmine absently waved her hand for Avery to go and mumbled something about being along soon. Avery chuckled. Yasmine deserved to have a good time, and if these two gave it to her, that would be great. They were certainly easy on the eyes.

      At first, no one stood behind the check-in counter. She checked the lobby to see if anyone was available. Before she could call out to anyone, three women, one an identical copy of Ginger, one with short, silver-white, bobbed hair, and one wearing workout clothes walked into the lobby.

      “Do you really think she will do it?” The Ginger-clone said.

      “I hadn’t thought about asking any of the staff,” said the one wearing workout clothes.

      The one with bobbed hair said, “You asked me here to make sure everything went well. And trust me, it’s going to, but you have to do what I say. Ruby and I have already talked, and she’s ready to be a part of this. I didn’t give her a choice.”

      Ruby? Avery smiled. Now that’s a name I haven’t heard in a while.

      They stopped at the counter next to Avery.

      The woman in workout clothes said, “I love Ruby, but I still can’t believe she agreed to this.”

      The woman with silver-white hair said, “Wednesday, I know we only met earlier today, but no one says no to me.”

      “Excuse me,” Avery said.

      All three women turned to her. 

      “I’m sorry. Have you been waiting long?” The one named Wednesday walked around the counter.

      “Oh, no. I just got here.” Avery nodded her head to the one who reminded her of Ginger. “Are you Ginger’s sister?”

      “You know my sister? I’m Eliza. Are you here for the weekend?”

      “Ginger and I have been friends for years. Work’s been very draining lately, so she told me about this place. Said it would transform my life.”

      “And you picked the best weekend to be here,” the third woman said. She held out her hand. “I’m Gerri Wilder, and I know your life will be transformed by the end of this weekend.”

      “You’ve been here before, then?” Avery asked.

      “No, this is my first time too. Let’s just say I know things.” Gerri checked her watch and then nodded to Wednesday.

      Avery began to give Wednesday her name when she noticed the woman walking up behind her.

      “Sorry about that. I had to restart the server. You really should let me put in a new system for you.” The woman took Wednesday’s place behind the keyboard.

      “We’ll get you settled in just a second,” Wednesday said.

      When Avery opened her mouth to speak, her voice sounded like a tiny mouse high on helium. She cleared her throat and repeated herself. “Ruby?”

      Ruby lifted her head from the keyboard, her lips parted, and her face froze. “Avery?”

      Wednesday looked between them. “You two know each other?”

      Avery’s heart doubled in time, and the familiar scent of mint and vanilla swirled in her mind. A warm, electrical current traveled to her core, then shot throughout the rest of her body.

      The most precious friend she ever had stood in front of her, and she had no idea how to react. The last time they saw each other was one of the worst days of her life. It should have been one of the best; she’d just won a major competition that opened the very first door to her life now. That win devastated her, though, because it was the last time she and Ruby spoke.

      Wednesday turned between the two of them. “I guess you do know each other.”

      Ruby shook her head as if waking from a dream. “Um, yeah. We went to college together.”

      “A long time ago,” Avery added.

      Eliza leaned on the counter. “Then I bet you have a lot of good stories about our Ruby. I don’t believe she was quiet and shy in college like she is now.”

      Quiet? Shy? That would have been me, not Ruby.

      Ruby’s friendly face melted as she pursed her lips together in a firm line. “Let me pull up your reservation.”

      “Oh, yes. Thank you,” Avery said.

      Avery wanted time to stop and everyone around them to disappear. She wanted to hear everything Ruby had been doing since they last saw each other. She wanted to share all about her business and what she’d done. Mostly, she wanted to apologize for not trying harder to keep in touch. But none of that came out of her mouth. It seemed like Ruby didn’t want any part of that, now. It had been too long.

      “I see you have a double room. Is the second person with you, or are you checking in for the both of you?”

      “I’ll check in for Yasmine,” Avery said.

      Ruby’s eye twitched so small, Avery almost missed it. Was she surprised?

      Ruby continued typing on the keyboard and avoided her gaze.

      “Avery, are you coming to the mating auction on Saturday?” Wednesday asked.

      “Ginger mentioned it to me. I’ve never been to something like that. I suppose it would be interesting.”

      “And Ruby, Gerri tells us you have agreed to be a part of the auction,” Eliza said.

      Now it was Avery’s turn to be surprised. The Ruby she knew would have never participated in something like that.

      Ruby lifted her head, glared at Gerri, and pulled out two plastic cards from a drawer beneath the computer.

      “It’s going to be a lot of fun,” Wednesday said. She draped an arm over Ruby’s shoulders. “I’m glad you’ll be a part of it. I never thought to ask you.”

      Ruby gave Wednesday a closed-lip smile. “It’s for a good cause.” She initiated the two keycards and handed them to Avery. “Welcome to the Libre Volare. Enjoy your stay.”

      There was no emotion behind her words. 

      Avery took the cards. “Thank you.”

      “I’ll have a ticket sent to your room,” Wednesday said.

      “Can I have two?” Avery asked.

      “Of course.” Wednesday walked back to the front of the counter and joined the other women.

      The three ladies agreed it was a pleasure to meet Avery and wished her a pleasant stay. Eliza mentioned calling her sister, and then they walked away. She and Ruby were alone, and the tension between them felt like an elephant sitting on her chest. 

      Yasmine was sitting on a couch in front of a large fireplace. The two men they’d met sat across from her in overstuffed chairs. There was no way she’d be available to get Avery out of this awkwardness.

      She rocked her weight on her toes and then back on her heels. “So, um, you work here?”

      “I work at the resort. Most of the time, I bartend at the restaurant, but it’s been so busy here, I’m filling in wherever they need help.”

      “That’s nice of you.”

      Ruby shrugged. “It’s a job.” She focused on the computer again.

      “Have you worked here long?”

      “A few years, I guess.”

      The tension increased as the conversation stopped.

      Avery nodded to Yasmine. “I guess I should get my roommate so we can settle in.”

      “Roommate?” Ruby quickly said, raising her head.

      Avery pointed to the couch. “That’s Yasmine. She’s my assistant.”

      Ruby’s eye twitched again. “Oh.”

      Ruby focused on the computer.

      “Okay, er, uh, maybe I’ll see you around this weekend.”

      A phone rang. Ruby only smiled the same closed-lip smile as before then answered the phone.

      Avery joined Yasmine on the couch. The pheromones between these three were as thick as the tension she just left. She sighed. This was not shaping up to be the fantastic weekend she’d been promised.

      After ten minutes of listening to the three of them, she gave Yasmine her key and said, “I’m going up to the room to unpack.” She stood to go.

      “I’ll go with you.” Yasmine stood and took hold of her suitcase.

      The two men stood as well. 

      “I’m sure we’ll see each other around this weekend,” one of them said. Avery couldn’t remember their names.

      Yasmine smiled and looked at them through lowered eyelashes. “I look forward to it.”

      Avery and Yasmine walked to the elevator, where Avery pushed the button. “They seemed nice.”

      Yasmine raised her eyebrows. “Oh, they are very nice.”

      Avery stepped back, put a hand on her hip, and studied her friend. “I’ve never seen you like this. You’re glowing.”

      “What can I say. It’s been a while since I’ve seen beefcake as good as that.”

      “Which one?”

      “Both.” Yasmine headed out of the elevator when the door opened.

      “Both! You want to be with both?”

      “Why not?” Yasmine glanced both ways down the hall. “Which room?”

      “Three sixty-two.” Avery checked the room-number sign and followed the arrow to the left. “You didn’t answer my question?”

      “Do I want both? I’m not sure. They are both scrumptious. Might have to try out each of them and see which one I like better. Though that might be awkward, considering.”

      Avery put a keycard into the lock. “Considering what?”

      “They are together.” Yasmine followed her into the room.

      “Then how do you fit in with that?”

      Yasmine got a wicked gleam in her eye. “I don’t know, but it will be fun trying.”

      Avery flopped in a chair next to a round table. “This is honestly a side of you I’ve never seen.”

      “Are you offended?”

      “No, not at all. I just never thought of you as having any kind of love life. You never talk about your private life.”

      Yasmine sat on a bed. “Because it’s just that. Private. We’ve never traveled together for fun. Anytime we’ve ever traveled together, we’ve had to work. When I work, I work, but when I play, um, let’s just say I play to have fun.”

      “I guess it’s good that one of us gets to have fun this weekend.” Avery propped up her feet on the table’s edge and leaned back in her chair.

      “This place is awesome.” Yasmine got up and sat in the chair opposite of Avery. “Schedule a massage and a facial. Take a yoga class and lay out in the sun. Charlie has everything under control, and it’s the weekend.”

      “I know you’re right. I can’t remember the last time I took a weekend off. We just started sprint forty-six and Charlie warned us there could be some problems.”

      Yasmine intertwined her fingers and rested her hands on the table. “Don’t worry about it.”

      Avery unpacked her suitcase, changed into pajamas, and turned on the TV. “They have room service, don’t they?”

      Yasmine walked out of the bathroom where she had been setting out her toiletries on the vanity. “We are not ordering room service. The dining room is open until ten o’clock. Get back into your clothes and let’s go have a real dinner.”

      Avery pouted. “I don’t wanna.”

      “I’m not going to force you.” Yasmine walked over to a desk and pulled out a leather binder. She flipped through the pages then handed it to Avery. “There’s the room service menu. I can bring back something for you if you want.”

      Avery glanced at the menu. It would be more peaceful to sit at a table and eat like a normal person instead of eating in bed. She closed the binder. “Give me a few minutes to change, and I’ll join you.”

      “Good. I did my research about this place. The dining room got a new chef last year, and she’s a pretty big deal. She’s actually in San Francisco right now as a keynote speaker for a cooking conference.”

      Avery pouted again. “Then maybe the food won’t be that good. We should have come a different weekend.”

      Yasmine shook her head. “Stop it. You will not ruin our get away. I won’t let you. Now get your ass dressed. I’m hungry.”

      It only took Avery ten minutes to redress, and they were headed downstairs. The dining room was across the lobby, and in order to get there, they had to walk in front of the check-in counter. When Avery saw Ruby, she knew her weekend would not be wonderful if she didn’t settle things with her old friend.

      She put her hand on Yasmine’s arm. “You go ahead and get us a table. I’ll be right back.”

      Yasmine followed Avery’s stare and smiled. “No problem.”

      “Hey,” Avery said as she stood at the counter.

      Ruby lifted her head and smiled for a second before her expression dimmed. “Hey. Is there something I can help you with?”

      “Everything with the room is fine. I just thought we should chat and catch up. It’s been a long time since we’ve seen each other.”

      “It’s been twenty years. I’m sure there are many things for us to catch up on, but I’m working.”

      Avery’s heartbeat picked up, and her chest felt heavy again. The owl inside her felt restless and wanted to be free. Anxiety increased for both.

      “I can see that, but don’t you get a break?”

      Ruby glared at her and started to say something, then seemed to change her mind. “I’m off in about an hour. I guess we could have a drink at the restaurant.”

      Avery’s heart beat regular, but her stomach started doing cartwheels. Play it cool. 

      “Sure,” she said. “That would be great. I’m off to eat in the dining room. I can meet you back here if you’d like.”

      Ruby nodded. “Okay.”

      “Okay.” Avery walked to the dining room. Maybe something magical would come from this weekend after all.
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      Ruby

      

      Ruby watched Avery walk to her room, pulling her suitcase behind her. Even after twenty years, Avery still made her hot. She wasn’t the nerdy gaming girl she had been. She was tall and graceful and oozed confidence. Ruby had followed the development of her company. It was impressive, and every time she saw something good, she wanted to call Avery and congratulate her. But she never did. The years added on top of each other, and the distance widened. Avery didn’t have time for someone like her.

      Communication goes both ways, though. Avery never bothered to contact her. She never took time out of her seriously impressive success to connect with her, even just to say hi. Ruby wanted to be angry, but she was the one who bailed on their friendship. She should have been the one to make the first step.

      She stepped around the counter and followed her, but as she started to call her name, the elevator closed.

      “She’ll be here all weekend.” A voice came from behind.

      Ruby spun around to see that annoying woman. “What do you want?”

      Gerri crossed her arms. “A little grumpy?”

      Ruby stomped back to the counter. “Did you know she was coming? Is that why you talked me into being in the auction? Let me guess. You think she’ll bid on me, win, and we’ll live happily ever after.”

      Gerri followed Ruby behind the counter.

      “You can’t be back here,” Ruby said.

      Gerri scoffed and proceeded to sit down at an empty workstation. “There are worse things that could happen, you know.”

      “I’m sure we have nothing in common anymore. What would we talk about? What if she already has someone in her life? What if she hates me?”

      “You ask a lot of questions.”

      A guest came up and asked Ruby to check him in for the weekend. 

      After she finished, Gerri said, “I’m going to turn in for the night. I’ve got a busy couple of days coming up. Oh, and I had another idea for your outfit, but it will be here in time.”

      Ruby watched her walk away. Nothing that woman said or did made any sense, and it was more frustrating than anything else.

      She sat at the desk and Googled Avery. Avery’s software company was the very first hit. On the home page was a flashy article about a partnership with English Punk Software. The two companies were working on a software system that was guaranteed to revolutionize home security. It would eliminate all software backdoor entries from hackers. It would be impenetrable.

      Ruby snickered. A lot of companies promised that, but it was impossible to do. She should know. One of the ways she brought in some extra money to help pay her debts was to test software for an internet security company. There had been a way into every software system they brought her. She was that good.

      After losing the gaming competition, she made it her mission to discover all the cheat codes for every game she played. When she found them, she published them under a pseudonym. Noir Gaming had been the first company she blew away. It was a bit sadistic and gave her a small sense of satisfaction. It became a private battle for her to be the first to post the codes. Each time she worked harder and faster, which taught her the skills she needed when she took her software ideas live.

      Scanning the articles and seeing the pictures made her long for the days when she and Avery hung out together. Avery had been a better friend to her than anyone before. They shared their lives. She often wondered how things would have changed after she came out as a lesbian. Some nights, she wondered if Avery would have become a lover. She didn’t know much about relationships as none of hers lasted more than three or four months, but surely the basis of a strong relationship was a friendship as deep as theirs had been.

      The elevator bell distracted her from the screen. Avery stepped off with her friend. Avery’s friend was beautiful, but nothing compared to Avery. Ruby imagined running her hand through her curly hair and staring into her dark eyes again. The owl inside Ruby recognized Avery’s owl this time, and she wanted to come out and play. They flew together before, and Ruby imagined doing it again.

      Avery turned from her friend and walked to the counter. Ruby stared at the monitor.

      “Hey,” Avery said as she stood at the counter.

      She lifted her head and smiled then feared she looked like a fool. “Hey. Is there something I can help you with?”

      “Everything with the room is fine. I just thought we should chat and catch up. It’s been a long time since we’ve seen each other.”

      “It’s been twenty years. I’m sure there are many things for us to catch up on, but I’m working.” Maybe if she remained aloof, Avery would ignore her, go back home, and that would be the end of that. She would have to try, and there would be no risk of rejection.

      “I can see that, but don’t you get a break?”

      Ruby glared at her and started to say something, then seemed to change her mind. “I’m off in about an hour. I guess we could go have a drink at the restaurant.” She blew out the words in one rushed breath.

      I will die if you say no, but what do I do if you say yes? Shit, I’m an idiot. 

      “Sure,” she said. “That would be great. I’m off to eat in the dining room. I can meet you back here if you’d like.”

      Ruby nodded. “Okay.”

      “Okay.” Avery walked to the dining room. 

      What the hell did I just do?
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      The hour passed slower than Ruby ever thought possible. No one checked-in or called. The concierge, who normally didn’t work at night, answered questions about places to go and things to do. None of the guests called asking for another blanket or pillow. So, she sat and watched the fire burn in the fireplace.  

      She had been at the resort all day, and the lack of activity made it hard to stay awake. When her replacement got to work, she was almost too tired to stay and thought about leaving Avery a note, but she deserved better.

      According to her phone, Avery was ten minutes late. She sat on the couch in the lobby. There was no need to panic. However, that’s exactly what she did.

      What if she changed her mind? What if she was so mad at Ruby that she never wanted to see her again? What if she did want to see her, but only to tell her to fuck off?

      “Ruby?”

      A hand on her shoulder startled her. “Avery. Oh, hi.”

      Avery sat next to her on the couch. She tucked a leg under her and rested her arm on the back. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      Ruby waved her hand in front of her. “Um, that? Don’t worry about it. You didn’t scare me. I guess I was just deep in thought.” The smell of lemon and jasmine overtook her senses. She smelled it, tasted it, and was pretty sure she felt it. It was fresh and made her skin tingle, and every worry disappeared from her mind.

      “What were you thinking about so hard. I hope it was something good.”

      Quick, come up with an answer. 

      “Uh, er, you know just stuff. Putting together my grocery list. Important stuff.” She forced a laugh, which ended in a snort.

      That’s it. I’m going to die. Change the subject.

      “Did you have a good dinner?” she asked Avery.

      “It was good.”

      “What did you have?”

      “I had the lentil and kale salad.”

      “Oh, you should have had the pork chops. Dottie’s recipe for smoking meat is phenomenal.”

      Avery rested her head on her hand. “I’m a vegetarian.”

      Ruby stretched her neck back. “How does that work? Owls eat meat.”

      Avery giggled, and Ruby melted a little more. “My owl eats meat when she’s out, but I don’ unless I get too busy to fly. I eat a lot of veggie protein to help compensate too.”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever met a vegetarian shifter before.”

      “Oh, there are plenty of us out there. We just have a rigorous initiation into the club. Many don’t make it.” Avery’s face grew serious.

      “Huh? You’re joking, right?”

      “Of course, I am. But there are a lot of vegetarian shifters.”

      Ruby’s eyes fell to the floor. Avery dropped her hand to Ruby’s shoulder. “You said something about a drink? Where’s this restaurant? Do I need to get a jacket? You’ll have to drive because I don’t have a car.”

      Ruby picked up her bag. “It’s at the other end of the resort. We can walk with no problem.”

      They walked out through the door towards Tres Corazones.

      “So, there’s a restaurant and a dining room?” Avery asked.

      “Eliza, you met her and Wednesday earlier, used to work in the dining room, but after the fire, she decided to open a restaurant. Dottie James took over as head chef. She was Eliza’s sous chef.”

      “There was a fire?”

      Ruby’s breath caught. “Yeah. They were expanding, and some insulation caught on fire. By the time anyone noticed it, a lot of the building had already burned.”

      “How horrible. Was anyone hurt?”

      Ruby cast her eyes to the night sky. She didn’t talk to anyone about this.

      “Are you okay?” Avery asked.

      Ruby inhaled a quick breath. “Yeah, I guess I just don’t talk about this often.”

      “Talk about what?”

      Ruby held open the restaurant door. “I’ll tell you once we get inside.”

      Once they sat at a round booth and gave the server their drink orders, Ruby convinced herself there was no point in hiding the details from Avery. Considering the auction was a fundraiser, she’d find out anyway.

      “One person died in the fire. Her name was Maria. She was human and wanted to study fashion in San Francisco. She was headed to the design institute out there a month after the fire.” Ruby studied her hands sitting on the table.

      “Was she a friend of yours?”

      “Yeah. Maria was a friend to everyone. I mean, everyone loved her.”

      Avery settled her hand on Ruby’s wrist and squeezed. “I’m sorry. It must have been horrible.”

      The server brought their drinks. Ruby swallowed half of her whiskey in one shot. Hearing the words come out of her mouth made her feel raw. It opened a wound that still hadn’t healed.

      “It should have been me,” she said softly.

      Avery scooted closer. “Why would you say that.”

      Ruby lifted her face to see her better. Her eyes still saw into her like no one ever had. It made her heart hurt.

      “She traded with me. I should have been working, and if I had, I would have survived it.”

      “Why, because you’re a shifter?”

      Ruby nodded.

      “You do know we aren’t invincible?”

      “I know that. But we heal better, faster. She was a human and never really had a chance.”

      Avery took in a breath as if she wanted to say something but didn’t.

      Ruby finished the rest of her whiskey. “This auction thing is a fundraiser the Hansons created for a scholarship in her name.”

      Avery took a drink of her wine. “What an incredible tribute to her. Ginger told me some of the story before I came here. I didn’t realize the person who died made such an impact on you.”

      Ruby held up her glass to the bartender who sent over another one. “Let’s change the subject.”

      “Agreed. Tell me about the rest of the resort. Ginger told me some stuff, like about the brothers and their mates. Does one brother really have two animals and two mates?”

      “Yeah, that would be Cameron. He used to struggle with that a lot, but once he mated Skye and Eliza, it was as if both of his sides were happy.”

      “Now that’s not something I’ve ever seen.”

      The server set down Ruby’s drink. She took out the straw and held it in her hand. “A happy shifter or one with two animals?”

      “Most of us get a little moody now and again, but I meat a shifter with two animals.”

      “Don’t know that you will. This restaurant is named after them.”

      “Tres Corazones? Three hearts? I get that. If Eliza is anything like her sister, she has to have a big heart.”

      “I haven’t spent much time with Ginger. I worked her wedding, and I’ve seen her around, but I haven’t spent any time talking to her.”

      Avery ran her finger along the rim of her glass. “I was in London when she got married. I was really bummed when I missed it.”

      “It was nice. It was the first wedding we had in the gazebo Cameron built.”

      The server came over and asked if they wanted to order anything.

      Avery declined, and Ruby thought about declining too. She was hungry, but what if it made Avery uncomfortable.

      Avery must have sensed why she hesitated. “I bet you haven’t eaten all day. Please go ahead and order something. Don’t worry about me.”

      Ruby still hesitated, but then her stomach growled.

      Avery laughed. “I can hear you’re hungry. Eat. Maybe I’ll get a dessert when the time comes.”

      Ruby ordered a hamburger with fries. “I ate a late lunch, but as you heard, I’m hungry.”

      “How long have you worked here?” Avery asked.

      Why are you asking me questions you’ve already asked?

      “Like I said earlier, a few years.”

      Avery shrank back, and Ruby kicked herself for snapping at her. That wasn’t the impression she wanted to give.

      “I started working here to help supplement my business when it needed money,” Ruby said.

      “You had a business. Tell me all about it.”

      Ruby wrinkled her face. “You don’t want to hear about that. It’s like I’m doing all the talking.”

      Avery squeezed Ruby’s hand. “But I do want to hear about it. I want to hear about everything you’ve been up to since we last saw each other.”

      Ruby snickered. “That could take more than just the night.”

      Avery hadn’t removed her hand. It had been a while since someone had touched her so tenderly, making it easy to relax. The sincerity in Avery’s eyes confirmed she wanted to hear the story. So, in between bites of her food, she told Avery her story. She told her all about taking off from San Francisco and driving to the Grand Canyon. Then how she made it as far as Rio City before she ran out of money and how the Hansons hired her the first time. They laughed over the story of Avery’s revenge for Noir Gaming. It made her happy when Avery told her about using some of the cheat codes when she played. She explained every detail of her business. When she was finished, she slumped against the back of the booth, drained, but feeling lighter than she had in years.

      “And so now, you work two jobs to pay back your credit cards and loans? You know, you could have filed for bankruptcy yourself, as that other company did,” Avery said.

      “I thought about it. I filled out all the paperwork and set up an appointment. But I couldn’t do to others what had been done to me. It wasn’t just the credit cards I owed money to. Some of my debts were for people who lived here in Rio City, real people, who had businesses and families to support.”

      “How much more do you owe?”

      “Not much. I should be finished with the last loan soon.”

      Avery sat and stared at Ruby for a minute. It made Ruby uncomfortable and worried that Avery was about to walk away for good this time. The silence made her skin crawl.

      “Why are you staring at me?” she finally asked.

      “I had no idea you were going through all of that.”

      “Does it change what you think about me?” Ruby swallowed down the lump forming in her throat.

      Avery turned her body sideways and bent one leg to rest on the bench. “When I found you in the bathroom that day, I was so happy and angry all at the same time.”

      Ruby nodded. “You were angry at me?”

      “No. I was angry at me. I should have told them I didn’t win fair and square. But everyone was saying such nice things about me, and my parents were beyond thrilled. Dad kept telling me he’d never been prouder. I didn’t speak out. I was mad that I wasn’t as brave as you.”

      Ruby scoffed. “I’m not brave.”

      “Yes, you are. I mean, you’ve always been braver than me. I was miserable on that gaming team. We traveled all the time. There was never a chance for a normal life. We didn’t sleep, lived off junk food and energy drinks, and practiced every free minute we had. My parents finally pulled me off the team after about eight months. I’d lost so much weight and was sick. I’d lost the connection to my owl. It was horrible. But no matter how miserable I was, I would have never gotten in my car and just drove away.”

      Ruby shivered, thinking of Avery being that miserable. It was a big deal for shifters to lose connections to their animals. The animals inside them weren’t just separate identities, like someone with multiple personalities. That animal was them, and they were that animal.

      “I had no idea it would be that bad,” she said.

      “I didn’t either,” Avery said.

      Well, things are a lot better for you now. Tell me about Nocturnal Technology.”

      Avery picked up a small leather folder from the table. “First, let’s order dessert. Cheesecake or chocolate cake.” She signaled to the server.

      “How about one of each and we can share both of them.”

      Avery’s eyes danced. “I like that idea.”

      After placing their orders, Avery said, “I’m sure you Googled me.”

      Ruby’s face burned, and she lowered her eyes to the water glass in front of her.

      Avery laughed. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you blush. It looks nice. Anyway, I started Nocturnal shortly after I recovered from my breakdown. Only it wasn’t anything yet. Just notes that I would scribble down on my lunch breaks and my free time. More than anything, I wanted a technology company that empowered women.”

      “That’s cool.”

      The server brought their cakes and asked about coffee. They nodded.

      “We are a majority female-run company. All of my board is female. It’s also important to me to hire minorities. I’ve gone out of my way to find the best female minority candidates. It’s been an incredible ride for sure.”

      “I read that you were working on impenetrable security software. You know that’s impossible.”

      “I don’t think so. What we’re doing is designing software that anticipates breaches and compensates for them.”

      “Now that’s a good idea.”

      Avery beamed. “I know, right. Everyone else is planning for specific types of hacks. We think the software should be allowed to adapt.”

      “You’re talking AI, aren’t you?” Ruby finished the last piece of her cake.

      Avery put her last piece on the fork. “Yep. It’s amazing to see what we can do now.”

      They didn’t talk much as they settled the check and walked back to the main lobby.

      Avery took Ruby’s hand. “I’ve had so much fun talking with you. I can’t believe that I still feel just as comfortable with you as I always have.”

      Ruby did not want this night to end. What she wanted was to take Avery into her arms and kiss her hard. Then take her home to spend the night. She wanted to tell her everything she felt that she didn’t tell her years ago.

      A wolf cried in the distance, followed by a howl from his mate. That gave her an idea.

      “You know this resort was designed for shifters to be free. Care to join me for some flying time?”

      Avery’s smile made the sides of her eyes wrinkle. “Now that’s an offer I can’t refuse.”
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      Avery

      

      Avery was used to leaving from her balcony. Undressing at the edge of the property was awkward. It was almost comical when Ruby showed her the lockers for their clothes. But if this place was designed for shifters, it made a hell of a lot of sense.

      She toed-off her shoes. “Do non-shifters enjoy it here?”

      “I suppose they do, or they wouldn’t come,” Ruby said.

      “But I mean, what do they do when they find out that guy at the pool is actually a wolf.”

      Ruby leaned her head to the side. “I guess I’ve lived here for so long I never really thought about it. There are many humans in Rio City, and I’m sure most of them know about shifters and other paranormal creatures. We’ve always just lived separate lives.”

      “Are there any disputes?” Avery slipped off her jeans.

      “There are more shifter to shifter disputes than shifter to human. I guess this city is just different than most. Probably why most people don’t leave. There are generations of families here.” 

      Ruby finished taking off her clothes and stood naked. The cold air made her rosy nipples taut. Her ivory skin had no blemishes and reminded Avery of heavy cream. For a heartbeat, she pictured herself licking every inch. There was a time when she suspected Ruby was attracted to her, but that was years ago. The robust smell of mint and vanilla folded itself around her and swirled in her mind. It was hard to imagine that this beautiful woman was not in a committed relationship. If she was, though, wouldn’t she have said so already?

      “What’s it like in the big city?” Ruby’s voice brought her back to reality.

      “What do you mean?” Avery pulled off her sweater and unfastened her bra.

      “I mean between shifters and humans?”

      “I’m not sure, really. I only know of a few shifters.”

      “Really? There have to be a ton where you live?”

      Avery crossed her arms over her chest. Standing this exposed made her feel uncomfortable. Most shifters had no problem with nudity, and it usually didn’t bother her. But standing with no clothes in front of Ruby intensified her self-doubt.

      “I’m sure there has to be. I’m just not friends with them. It’s not like we have exclusive clubs,” Avery said. “And there’s not a secret handshake.”

      Ruby walked down the trail a bit. “How often do you let your owl take over?”

      Avery followed. “Take over?”

      Ruby clucked her tongue. “When we were in college, you were always very controlling. Everything had to be just so. Sometimes you’d even organize my stuff.”

      “I did not!” Avery whined.

      “You did,” Ruby insisted. “That’s why you’ve done so well with Nocturnal.”

      They stopped at the top of a slight downhill slope. Before Avery could say anything else, Ruby’s body contorted as bones broke and shifted. Her arms stretched longer as skin was replaced with feathers. Her face collapsed on itself as her eyes grew in size, and her nose developed a long narrow hooked end. In the length of two heartbeats, Ruby was gone, and an owl hopped from foot to foot on the ground. Avery forgot how beautiful Ruby’s mottled feathers were. Ruby stretched her wings and pushed off from the ground.

      Fuck it.

      Avery backed up three steps then took a leap shifting in the air. Adrenaline rushed through her body as the ground grew closer. It was a game she hadn’t played in a long time. Where was that point of no return? The smell of dirt overwhelmed her. The owl inside wanted free. It squawked loud.

      Not yet, not yet.

      The cold, muddy earth filled her vision. She closed her eyes, held her breath, and gave in to change. Power surged through her like a bolt of lightning. With outstretched arms, her wings formed in time to catch the upstream of the night breeze. Two animals scurried to hide under a pile of rock. She fell again and flew so close to the stream, droplets of the ice-cold water landed on her feathers.

      Ruby called to her as she rose higher in the sky. Her large wings and small body made her graceful flight effortless. No sound blended with the wind as they soared over the canyon. A small pack of wolves ran beneath them. Two bears sat by the water eating. A cougar climbed down a trail, and a horse ran on a flat plateau. Each breed kept to themselves. The peace they projected added to the quiet beauty of this sanctuary. It was a different world.

      They flew from one end of the canyon to the other. They chased and challenged each other, flying higher and faster. When they landed outside a small cave, they shifted and laid on the ground, catching their breath.

      “I haven’t worked this hard in years,” Avery said.

      “I know. I’m worn out.”

      Avery rolled to her side and propped herself up on one arm. “At home, I normally fly around one of the parks. Golden Gate is my favorite. Each one is just a series of trees. The same trees repeat in each park. There is no variety. It gets dull.”

      Ruby’s head rolled to face Avery. “Then why don’t you get out of the city?”

      “I should, but it’s been home for a long time. It’s boring, but each park is predictable. I get the impression from this place that no two flights are the same.”

      “The Hansons’ grandfather found this place over a century ago. From what I heard, the waterfall was just a trickle at that point. You’d have to ask one of the brothers to get the whole story, but Caleb set everything in motion because he wanted a place for his brothers and their mates. When Cameron came home from his time in the Marines, he wasn’t exactly the most pleasant person. Then Connor had a really hard time In New York and needed a place to unwind. The Hansons are very family oriented and Caleb thinks it’s his job to take care of everyone.”

      Avery asked, “And he’s mated to Wednesday?”

      “Yeah. She’s really good for him. Keeps him from being too moody. You see their baby girls. They are about the cutest babies I’ve ever seen.”

      Avery sat up and crisscrossed her legs. “And what about you? Are you mated to anyone? Ever thought of having a family.” Her heartbeat increased, unsure which answer she wanted to hear.

      Ruby sat up, keeping her legs stretched out in front of her. “No. There’s been no one out here who’s caught my attention or my owl’s. It would be better to have someone I loved before starting a family. What about you? You must have a lot of people wanting to be with you.”

      Avery scoffed. “That would be something. It’s hard enough to get over the shifter thing, but then there’s the whole other thing.”

      “What other thing?” 

      “I’m a lesbian.”

      Ruby crisscrossed her legs, and her voice cracked when she said, “Really?”

      Avery laughed. “I thought you knew that.”

      “How would I know that?”

      Avery shrugged. “I don’t know. I just always assumed you did. I’ve been with guys and if the right one came along, I would be open to it, but there’s never been anyone I’ve seen myself with for the long run.”

      Ruby bent her legs up against her and held them closer to her chest. She rested her chin on her knees. “Did you know I was a lesbian?” Her voice was barely a whisper.

      “I did and I always wondered why you never made a play for me.” She pursed her lips and batted her eyes.

      Ruby cleared her throat casting her eyes to the ground. “Did you want me to? I never thought you wanted that.”

      “I think I did. I mean, I wanted to try it, but I always worried it would ruin our friendship.” She swung her legs under her and crawled toward Ruby. “My friendship with you was the most important thing in my life. I should have never let you go.” Avery stopped inches from Ruby’s face. “Is it too late to make a play?”

      Ruby lifted her head and gulped in a breath. “Um, no, er, I think I would like that.”

      Avery responded with a gentle kiss on Ruby’s parted lips.

      Ruby pulled back. “What’s that? Why would you do that?”

      Avery giggled. “A kiss. You do know what a kiss is, right?”

      “Well, yeah, but I wasn’t expecting it.”

      Avery sat back on her heels. “Oh, did I do something wrong?” Her bottom lip quivered.

      At that moment the clouds parted, and the moon lit up the sky. Ruby’s body glowed with moonlight. Tiny beads of perspiration glimmered like diamonds. Her luscious body cast a curvy shadow on the ground. Her chest lifted with each inhalation. She crossed her legs, resting her hands on her thighs and stared into Avery’s eyes.

      “You didn’t do anything wrong.” Random strands of Ruby’s hair moved with the wind. She tucked a piece behind her ear.

      Avery’s eyes traveled down the slope of her neck and the rise of her breasts. “Can I do it again?”

      In response, Ruby crawled over to Avery. Both women raised on their knees. They joined hands and pressed their bodies together. Avery felt Ruby’s heart beat next to her. Each thud intensified the energy pulsing through her body. This is what she dreamed of on late nights when she slept alone or flew around a park. Lovers strolled hand in hand taunting her with something she never thought she’d have. But Ruby was here, right in front of her and all she had to do was reach out and take her.

      She brought one of Ruby’s hands to her mouth and kissed each of the knuckles. Ruby took in a sharp breath. The scent of mint and vanilla danced around them. Ruby let go of her other hand and slid it across Avery’s side to the small of her back. Her fingers dug in deep as she held Avery closer.

      “There must be something in the air out here.” Avery bent her head and nuzzled Ruby’s neck. “I’ve never been this forward.”

      “Because it’s reckless. Who knows who’s out here with us?”

      Avery pulled back, her eyes wide, and she held her breath. “I didn’t think about that.”

      Ruby laughed and sat back; her legs bent under her. “You really haven’t been around shifters in a while.” She held out her hands to the sides. “No one cares about that here. And if they do, I’ll kick their ass.” 

      Ruby sat up and opened her arms. Avery buried herself against Ruby. There was nothing more important to her. All of her stress, anxiety, and every worry vanished. She opened her mouth against Ruby’s and let her tongue take over the kiss. She put her arms around Ruby’s shoulders and held her tighter, closer. A deep hunger took over, and she wanted to become one with the woman she held.

      Ruby pulled away, straightened, and leaned into Avery. With one hand stretched out to catch them, and one holding Avery close, Ruby laid them on the ground. Her body slid to Avery’s side, and she intertwined her leg between Avery’s. Her knee strategically placed to put pressure on Avery’s pelvis. One hand made long, slow strokes up the center of Avery’s body, stopping between her breasts. Avery’s breath caught in her throat.

      Avery ran her hand through Ruby’s hair. It was as soft as she imagined. Moonlight filtered through as it fanned through her hand, falling on Ruby’s shoulder. Ruby took Avery’s nipple into her mouth. Avery arched her hips and pushed the back of Ruby’s head down harder. As Ruby circled the nipple with her tongue, she blew a cold breath against her skin, making it even harder.

      Avery let her hand wander over Ruby’s body. Her hand cupped Ruby’s ass. Avery rubbed herself against Ruby’s knee, wanting more direct attention to her clitoris. Ruby must have sensed what Avery needed because she moved her knee and slipped a finger inside Avery’s folds. They both moaned.

      “Ruby,” Avery said.

      Ruby mewled. 

      Avery put her hand on Ruby’s shoulder and stopped her. Ruby lifted her face and pulled her hand away.

      “Is everything okay? I thought this was what you wanted. We can stop.” Ruby’s eyes filled with concern.

      “Everything is perfect, but it’s moving fast, and I want to make sure you are okay with all of this. It’s been twenty years since you were in my life. If this is going to be a one-night thing, that’s fine, but I won’t do it at the risk of spending another twenty years without you. I need to know because I don’t want to lose my best friend again.”

      Ruby straddled Avery and looked down at her. “I don’t know what this means. When I woke up this morning, I never expected to see you. I want you back in my life, for sure, but can we just go with the flow for right now?”

      Avery put both hands on Ruby’s face. Ruby rubbed her cheek against one hand. “Will you stay in my life as a friend, even if this doesn’t work out?”

      Ruby lowered her body and whispered in Avery’s ear. “I’ve never stopped being your friend. This isn’t going to change that. I promise.”

      A single tear fell from Avery’s eye. There was never a time in her life when she could just be. There was always something she had to do. She couldn’t sit still. Nothing good in life came unless she worked for it. It was hard enough being a woman in technology, but it was damn near impossible to succeed for a black woman. There was always someone she had to represent, her parents, her gender, her race, hell even her alma mater expected greatness. It was too much. But as Ruby trailed tiny, powerful kisses down her belly, she was Avery, a lover whose heart would burst it was so full.

      Ruby’s tongue parted her folds and glided across her nub. She varied the speed and pressure bringing Avery close to the edge and then pulling back. Just when Avery thought she couldn’t take any more, Ruby slid a finger deep inside. Avery’s legs shook, and she bucked against Ruby’s hand, but Ruby wouldn’t let up. Avery fell over the edge, fisting Ruby’s hair. She wanted Ruby to stop but wanted to reach climax again and again.

      There was no way she would not return the favor. The idea of Ruby vibrating with ecstasy because of her touch made her aroused and wanting more. Every time Ruby listened to her whine when their schoolwork got too hard or pushed her to try harder. Ruby saw her true self hidden behind a high wall; this was the time to repay that love.

      Ruby sat next to Avery.

      Avery stroked her arm. “What are you doing.”

      Ruby shrugged. “I don’t know. Guess we were going back, now.”

      Avery sat up and used her hand to push Ruby’s chest. “We’re not going back now.”

      Ruby raised her eyebrows, questioning.

      “Lay down, Ruby,” Avery said.

      “Are you sure.”

      “More than I’ve ever been.” Avery smiled. This was going to be so good.

      Ruby laid back, and Avery moved between her legs. She used her hands to rub the inside of Ruby’s thighs. “You are beautiful.”

      She lowered herself and took her time kissing her way to Ruby’s clits. She wanted to save the delectable, earthy taste of this woman she knew better than anyone and who knew her. This moment was more than twenty years in the making. She wasn’t going to rush it.

      She started with the hood then circled the clitoris, teasing her mercilessly until Ruby called out her name. When she finally let Ruby orgasm, she felt the shudders deep within her soul. It was unlike anything she’d ever experienced. She vowed to make sure that Ruby would become more than a friend. 

      They laid in each other’s arms and slept until the sun sliced through the gray of night.

      Avery woke first and listened to the world around them stir. It was different than the morning noises from the city. There were no dump trucks. No sirens blared in the distance and no street filled with traffic. Instead, she heard the sounds of birds feeding their families, wolves running in the loose dirt, and fish jumping out of the water. However, the most pleasant sound was the small snore from Ruby. It was cute and the most amazing noise she’d ever heard.

      Seeing Ruby’s life here proved to her there was more to life than work. Would it be possible to move here and if she did, would Ruby want her?
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      Ruby

      

      Ruby’s eyes opened, and her hands groped the ground beneath her. Before falling asleep, they’d taken shelter in a small cave. Avery leaned over her, lying on her side. She could get very used to seeing that face every morning.

      “Good morning,” Avery said.

      Despite sleeping on the ground, Ruby felt well-rested and refreshed. “Good morning.”

      “Are you ready to get back? I love the whole nature-thing, but it’s cold.”

      Ruby closed her eyes and stretched. “I can think of a way to warm up.”

      Avery lowered her face and kissed Ruby. “And what way would that be?”

      Ruby snaked an arm under Avery and rolled Avery’s body on top of her. “It would start with something like this.” She put her legs around Avery’s hips. “Then, I would do something like this.” She pressed her mouth hard on Avery’s, parting her lips with her tongue.

      Avery broke the kiss to say, “you have a most excellent proposal.” She gave Ruby a quick kiss. “Is this keeping you from anything?” 

      “I have nothing to do until the barbecue tonight.”

      “So, we have all day to continue catching up?”

      “Or we could spend all day doing this.” Ruby moved her hands up Avery’s back and intertwined in her hair. Avery stretched back her neck, her eyes closed, and her mouth shaped in a small O. Ruby thought Avery was attractive, but in the throes of passion, she was like a magical goddess who came to earth just for Ruby’s pleasure.

      She pushed her upper body off the ground and used her hands to steady Avery as she adjusted her position. Avery sat in Ruby’s lap with her legs crossed behind Ruby. They held each other tight, kissing deep enough they both gasped for air. At this moment, Ruby’s only purpose was to bring Avery to pinnacle levels of pleasure.

      Avery pulled back and lowered her mouth enough to take Ruby’s nipple into her mouth. She nipped the tip with her teeth while she placed a hand on Ruby’s other nipple. She gave one nipple playful, gentle bites while squeezing and twisting the other one. The difference in sensations made Ruby dizzy. When she moved her hand to touch Avery, Avery stopped and shook her head.

      “Just enjoy this.” She put her hands-on Ruby’s shoulders and told her to lie back. She moved up to lay on her side next to Ruby. While she sucked the nipple closer to her, she reached a hand between Ruby’s legs and ran a finger around the outside of her slit. When she sucked hard, she rubbed soft, and when she sucked soft, she rubbed hard. Avery let her fingers wander to Ruby’s clitoris. She circled her finger just above the hard nub. Ruby arched her back and gasped. 

      Avery pulled her mouth away. “I want to watch your face when you come, but you can’t finish until I say. Deal?”

      Ruby’s mouth went dry. She nodded her head.

      Avery brought her close, then changed the pressure and speed enough for the need to decline. Ruby’s thighs shook, and stars formed in her vision.

      “You really want this, don’t you?”

      Ruby nodded.

      Avery kept her on the edge. Ruby wasn’t used to any kind of power play, and though this wasn’t a side of Avery she’d seen before, the lack of control made it even more intense.

      “Now,” Avery said.

      Ruby’s pleasure exploded. She held Avery’s arm and convulsed as waves of ecstasy raced through ever part of her body. Avery slowed her movements until Ruby began coming off her high. Then she laid her head on Ruby’s chest and snuggled close.

      Ruby inhaled lemon and jasmine. Her mind was empty, and she was spent. “It may take me a minute.”

      Avery lifted her head. “I didn’t do that expecting anything in return. I did that because I wanted to give you something special.” She put her head back down.

      “That was indeed special.”

      They snuggled and soon fell back to sleep. When Ruby woke later, she guessed it to be early afternoon based on the warmth of the cave.

      “Avery,” she whispered.

      “Hmm.”

      “I hate to do this, but we should go.”

      “I know you’re right, but I don’t wanna.”

      Ruby laughed. “I don’t either.” She kissed the top of Avery’s head. “This is way more than I ever expected.”

      Avery sat up and stretched. “Me too.”

      They stood and moved their tired and cramped muscles. Then holding hands and jumping together, they shifted mid-jump from the cave and flew back to the resort. 

      After dressing, they walked through the lobby. Ruby’s assistant sat on the couch, wringing her hands. Cameron and Connor sat on either side, and Wednesday sat in front of the couch, talking on the phone.

      The assistant jumped from the couch as soon as Avery and Ruby walked through the door. She rushed over and hugged Avery. Ruby stepped to the side to avoid being trampled by the nervous woman.

      “Where have you been?” the woman asked.

      “Yasmine, what’s wrong?” Avery said.

      Yasmine positioned her body between Ruby and Avery, wrapped an arm around Avery’s shoulders, and walked her to the couch. They sat down. “You didn’t tell me anything about where you were, and I didn’t know. You’ve been missing since last night.”

      “I wasn’t missing,” Avery said.

      Ruby stepped closer to the couch. She wiped her hands on her jeans so she would have clean hands when Avery introduced her to Yasmine.

      “You were out yourself, and I wasn’t worried about you,” Avery continued.

      “But this is a new place. And when I got back to our room, you weren’t there. I didn’t think much of it, but when I woke up and you still weren’t there, I got worried.”

      Wednesday finished her phone call. “I’m glad we have nothing to worry about. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a lot to get ready for tonight. Avery, I invited Yasmine to the barbecue tonight. Make sure you come too.” She left them.

      Cameron clapped his brother on the back. “We need to go, too, Bro. Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked Avery.

      She nodded. “Yes, I am. I promise I didn’t mean to upset anyone. Thank you for your concern.”

      Cameron nodded, then he and Connor walked away.

      Yasmine settled back on the couch, facing Avery. “I guess I overreacted.”

      Ruby moved closer, assuming Avery would introduce her.

      “Don’t worry about it. I get it. But I am a grown woman,” Avery told her.

      “I know. It was just odd.”

      Avery stood. “Well, I’d like to get a shower, maybe sit around the pool.”

      Yasmine popped up and said, “That’s a great idea.”

      Ruby watched as they walked away. Her heart fell, and a knot formed in her stomach.

      What the actual fuck. Did you forget about me?

       Was the lack of manners something common for people in the big city? Did she do something wrong? Was last night nothing to Avery? She was the one who wanted some kind of direction into their future. Had she misread everything?

      Ruby sighed, walked around the couch, and sat down. Confusion and frustration draped themselves over her like a straitjacket. She laid her head on the back of the couch and covered her face with a bent arm. 

      How could she have been so foolish?

      “That doesn’t look like a very happy camper.” The couch cushion depressed as someone sat next to her.

      Ruby moved her arm away. Her head dropped to the side. “I’m fine.”

      Sybil Harris patted Ruby’s leg. “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing.” Ruby moved to get up.

      Sybil Warner was a wolf shifter and retired nurse, who became everyone’s second mom. She was better than Ruby’s mom ever dreamed of being. She was married to Hank, a retired doctor who had delivered almost every shifter in Rio City. She and Hank officially closed their medical practice to enjoy the life of retirement. But they were busier now than they ever were while working.

      “Why are you here?” Ruby asked.

      “I needed to check on some last-minute details for the auction.”

      “I’ll be glad when it’s over. Is everything ready?” Ruby tucked one leg under her.

      “Wednesday told me you’re going to be in the auction.”

      Ruby grimaced. “I said I would, but I wasn’t really given a choice.”

      “No?” Sybil raised an eyebrow.

      “Do you know that short lady they brought in to help? The one who’s supposed to be a fabulous matchmaker?”

      Sybil’s head dropped back and laughed. “Has Gerri gotten her hooks into you?”

      Ruby let her head fall on the back of the couch again and groaned.

      “If Gerri’s in your corner, you must be pretty special,” Sybil said.

      “But that’s just it. I’m not, and what if she thinks I should be with someone I don’t want to be.”

      “That’s not how Gerri works. There’s something about her. She knows what she’s doing.”

      “Is she ever wrong?” Ruby lifted her head and looked at Sybil.

      “No, but you aren’t dating anyone, are you?”

      She knew Sybil didn’t mean anything by those words, but they stung a bit. “Uh, I don’t know. I thought there might be the start of something.’ She paused. “Now, now I don’t know.”

      Sybil’s eyes widened with excitement. “Tell me all about her.”

      Ruby spent the next fifteen minutes telling Sybil all about Avery, their past, and the night in the cave. She also asked Sybil’s opinion about why Avery had ignored her when they got back to the resort.

      Sybil tapped a finger on her mouth. “That is hard to know for sure. I haven’t even met her, just know what you’ve told me. She does sound like a lovely girl, but it doesn’t make sense that she would ignore you.”

      “The only reason I came up with, she’s embarrassed by me.”

      Sybil squeezed Ruby’s hand, resting next to her. “There’s nothing about you that’s embarrassing, and if she’s embarrassed, then she’s not worthy. Trust Gerri.”

      “But why would this matchmaker show up at the same time as Avery?”

      “I don’t know. Have patience.”

      They both stopped talking and watched a tall man walk through the lobby with Opal Ibarra. Opal was the resort photographer. Wednesday brought her in to take pictures of the auction.

      Pheromones perfumed the air.

      Sybil sat forward on the edge of the couch and checked out the guy. “He’s scrumptious.”

      Ruby guffawed. “Sybil, what about Hank?”

      “There’s nothing wrong with looking.”

      Opal walked through the door, and the man watched her walk away.

      Ruby would have given anything to have someone watch her that way. Gerri better know what she was doing.
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        * * *

      

      Ruby walked into her apartment about a half-hour after she and Sybil finished talking. She was confused, and her head hurt from thinking about the mess that was her life. Fortunately, when she flipped on the light switch, a warm glow illuminated the living room.

      “Thank you, Alison,” Ruby said out loud.

      After checking her mail and eating a late lunch, she laid on her couch, snuggled under a blanket, and fell asleep. It was late when she opened her eyes next. She quickly dressed in a pair of black pants and a white shirt, prepared to work at the barbecue. The drive back to the resort was one she could do in her sleep. Some days she was there more than her place.

      “Hey Dottie, welcome back.” Ruby put on an apron and noticed the head chef.

      Dottie had returned from a trip to San Francisco. She was the one in charge of the food for the night. Ruby was secretly happy. Eliza was a good chef, but Dottie did a better barbecue.

      “Hey. Did I miss anything?” Dottie sharpened a butcher knife.

      “No, it was quiet around here. Isn’t it always?”

      Dottie clicked her tongue. “That’s why we all love it here.”

      “So, have you seen any of the people in the mating auction?” Ruby pulled up a stool and sat at the worktable.

      “Well, you know they talked me into doing it?”

      Ruby raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t realize that. Are you ready?”

      Dottie laughed nervously. “I don’t know. Wednesday and Eliza told me not to worry.” She stopped cutting. “But what if no one bids on me?”

      “I can’t imagine that happening. You’re hot. Just remember, it’s for a good cause.”

      “Aww you’re sweet. I told Dash he had to save me from humiliation if no one else wanted me.”

      “Dash? He’s so grumpy. I don’t picture him as the knight in shining armor.”

      “He is not. He’s a sweetheart.” Dottie used her knife to add emphasis to her words. “You just don’t know him like I do.”

      “How is it that you know him so well?” Ruby sneaked a piece of meat from the platter.

      “He eats lunch with me sometimes.” Dottie’s face pinked.

      “Ooooo. I think someone is in love.”

      Dottie slammed her utensils on the worktable. “It’s not like that, so stop it.”

      Wednesday came in the kitchen. “Ruby—” she pointed to the apron, “—you don’t have to work tonight. Now that you’re in the auction, you don’t have to work it too.”

      “You’re in the auction?” Dottie asked.

      Ruby’s face burned. She wanted to hide. “I don’t mind working. You’ll be short a pair of hands.”

      Wednesday pulled up a stool next to Ruby. “Are you nervous?”

      Ruby rolled her eyes. “No. Why would I be? There’s nothing to be nervous about, is there. Should I be nervous?” All her words spewed out in one fast breath.

      “Just remember, it’s for a good cause,” Dottie mimicked her from earlier.

      Ruby grumbled.

      Wednesday said. “You’re fearless. Why would you be nervous about this?”

      “What makes you think I’m fearless?” Ruby asked.

      “When you first got here, you challenged Caleb at every step when it came to the computer stuff. No one else was doing that. You’d give him shit all the time. And then there was the time you proved the bank wasn’t as safe as we all thought. I remember that night. You were working the night shift, and it took you twenty minutes to break into their system. The manager made such a big deal about how they had the top of the line software security.” Wednesday rested her elbows on the worktable.

      “But that was my job,” Ruby said.

      “True, but you never batted an eye when he fumed at you,” Wednesday said.

      “How do you know? You weren’t there,” Ruby said.

      “The whole town heard about it,” Dottie said.

      Ruby shrugged.

      “You can walk out to the barbecue with me,” Wednesday said.

      Dottie came around to their side of the worktable, taking off her apron. “And me.” She called someone else to finish the work.

      “I guess I don’t have a choice,” Ruby said.

      “No, you sure don’t,” Wednesday said.

      The three women walked out to the patio. Wednesday waved to Caleb and joined him at his table.

      Dottie linked her arm in with Ruby’s. Opal stopped them to pose for a picture.

      “You have to sit with me,” Dottie said.

      “Sure.”

      They headed to the bar first for drinks and then found a table near the dance floor. Dottie told Ruby all about her conference. Ruby pretended to be interested, but she couldn’t stop searching for Avery.

      “Are you listening to me?” Dottie asked.

      Ruby had a drink of her beer. “Of course, I am.”

      “Really. Because I just told you a story about a giant monster attacking the plane on my way home.” Dottie giggled.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be rude; I’m just distracted.”

      Lemon and jasmine.

      Ruby zeroed in on Avery the second she stepped outside. She wore a pair of jeans with boots and a long, navy, cable-knit sweater. She searched through the crowd, and her eyes settled on Ruby. Her smile made Ruby’s stomach flip. She raised her hand to wave. Then Yasmine stepped next to her, and Ruby dropped her hand. The insecurity she felt earlier came back like a tidal wave.

      Dottie followed her gaze. “Oh, who is that?”

      Ruby dropped her eyes to the table. “It’s no one.” She pushed back her chair. “I think I’m going to go now.” She stood.

      Dottie put her hand on Ruby’s arm. “You can’t leave. They’re walking over.”

      Sweat broke out on Ruby’s forehead. She couldn’t look away from the table.

      “Are these seats taken?” Avery asked Dottie.

      “No. Please join us,” Dottie said.

      Avery pulled out the seat next to Ruby, and Yasmine sat on her other side. “Ruby, I owe you an apology.”

      Ruby lifted her head. “For what?”

      “I’m afraid it’s actually my fault,” Yasmine interrupted. “I was so relieved when I saw her. I didn’t even notice you. I should have said something to you.”

      Ruby gave her a tight lip smile. “Mmm.”

      A small commotion attracted their attention. Two servers were fussing about something. Dottie pushed back her chair. “Excuse me.”

      A little girl in a cute twirly dress ran by with an older boy chasing her.

      “Cami, you have to stay clean. Mom wants you to wear that dress tomorrow night,” he said.

      The little girl stopped, stuck out her tongue, and ran away.

      “He’s got his hands full,” Avery said.

      Ruby followed them with her eyes. “That’s Eliza and Cameron’s girl, and the boy is Skye’s son.”

      “Skye is Cameron’s second mate?” Avery asked.

      “Yes,” Ruby said.

      “This place is certainly unique,” Yasmine said. She slipped out of her chair and stood. “I think I need to get another drink.”

      Ruby watched her walk to the bar and stand next to Doug and Ryan. She gave them a kiss on the cheek and laughed at something Doug said.

      “Well, I guess she’ll be busy the rest of the night,” Avery said.

      Ruby rested her arms on the table. She couldn’t look at Avery but had to know what Avery was thinking. “Look, I need to know something right now. This Gerri person wants me to be in the auction and she keeps telling me there’s someone out there for me that only she knows about.”

      Avery’s eyes dimmed a little. “Oh, I didn’t realize that’s what it meant when you talked about that.”

      It hurt to see Avery sad. Ruby took Avery’s hand and squeezed. “I know we just reconnected yesterday, and you don’t owe me anything. But I think we really connected, and I’d like to see where this goes.” She nodded to a table where Gerri sat talking to another woman. “I will go over there right now and tell her to fuck off if there’s any chance that we can be together. But you have to stop sending me mixed signals.”

      “Mixed signals?”

      “Yeah, I mean, we were all together, and then we got back here, and you totally ignored me.”

      Avery turned her legs to the side, so she faced Ruby. “I’m sorry about that. I really am. It was just overwhelming.” She pointed to Ruby and then to herself. “What we did last night, that was not like me at all. I don’t do spontaneity. When I saw Yasmine, I started to panic that I’d made a mistake, and maybe you weren’t that into me.” She bowed her head.

      Ruby sat so their knees touched and held Avery’s hands. “It wasn’t a mistake. I’m very into you. I think I’ve always been into you.”

      Avery lifted her head and smiled so big it wrinkled the corners of her eyes. “Really?”

      Ruby kissed her. “I’ll go talk to Gerri. Wait here.”

      She reached Gerri’s table at the same time as Wednesday. Wednesday sat down, but Ruby wanted to stand. It would ensure a shorter conversation. She started to say something, but Wednesday interrupted her.

      “Barbara, I’m thrilled you came this weekend,” Wednesday told the woman sitting next to Gerri.

      The woman smiled. “I haven’t seen those Hanson Boys since they started shaving. It’s nice to see what fine people they’ve become.”

      Gerri turned to Ruby. “Ruby, this is Barbara Wolfe. She’s from Blue Creek.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ruby,” Barbara said.

      “Thank you. I’m happy to meet you too.” She leaned closer to Gerri and whispered, “Can I talk to you?”

      “You’re not backing out of the auction,” Wednesday said.

      “I didn’t realize you heard that.” Ruby avoided eye contact with anyone.

      Gerri reached a finger under Ruby’s chin and lifted her face until they were eye to eye. She smiled and nodded slightly. “You made a commitment. You need to follow it through.” She dropped her hand.

      Ruby wiped her hands on her pants. “It’s just that, um, well, er, I appreciate you wanted to find me a mate and all, but I don’t think I need any help.”

      “I told you, no one tells me no. Trust me. It will all work out,” Gerri said.

      A warm, comforting feeling washed over Ruby. “Yeah, okay.”

      Wednesday clapped. “Perfect, because I need to make some announcements.” She stood and walked over to the DJ stand. Gerri followed her.

      “We need to have all our wonderful volunteers for the auction tomorrow night come up on the stage,” Wednesday’s voice rang through the speakers. After a small group gathered, she said, “Are there any questions?” 

      A tall woman with wheat-blonde hair asked, “What if we don’t like the person who bids on us and wins?”

      “There’s always that chance. If you feel unsafe with anyone, please let us know. You must make plans before leaving tomorrow night. We want to know where you’ll be, not because we are rude or nosey, but to ensure a small measure of safety. If you veer from the plan you share with us, that is on you.”

      Gerri held out her hand for the mic. “Wednesday introduced me earlier. Trust me when I say, you’ll end up with the right person.”

      “And what makes you so sure?” the blonde asked.

      Gerri put all her weight on one side and a hand on her hip. She narrowed her eyes, ruffled by the challenge. “I just do.”

      Wednesday took back the mic. “Okay, we’ll see everyone at six tomorrow. And don’t forget about tonight’s Winter Fest in town. We have a courtesy van heading there if anyone wants to go. Thank you.”

      The music started playing again. Tomorrow night would just have to work itself out because tonight she wanted to be with Avery. She walked back to the table and asked her to dance.
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      Avery and Ruby danced until the last table was cleared, and the DJ packed up her gear. It wasn’t easy to know if Ruby accepted her apology. They laughed and kissed, but it was a tiny bit different from the previous night. 

      There was no decent explanation for why they ignored Ruby before. Yasmine’s energy had overwhelmed her. It reminded her that having sex with someone she just met was reckless and crazy. But Ruby wasn’t someone she just met. It was twenty-four years ago. How different their lives would have been if they stayed in contact. 

      But would it have been better? Avery loved her life right now. Her business was thriving, and she had more money than she knew what to do with. Magazines and newspapers wanted to feature her. News and entertainment programs wanted interviews. She’d even been invited to give a commencement speech last graduation season. There was hardly any downtime, which was good because that’s when she questioned her happiness. That’s when she questioned if lonely nights eating dinner alone in her apartment were worth it.

      Ruby showed her another possible happiness. It was something she’d thought about but never took the energy to pursue. If Ruby was mad, she vowed to do whatever necessary to get forgiveness.

      They walked into the lobby.

      “I would invite you to my place, but I don’t have a place,” Avery said.

      Ruby took her hand. “Would you like to come back to my apartment.”

      “I would like that, but only if you feel comfortable.”

      “Well, it’s not much to look at, and it’s kinda small, but I’m okay with it if you are.”

      Ruby brought her in for a small kiss and held her close. “I would like that.”

      Ruby’s car was at the far end of the parking lot. It was an older model car, but immaculate inside; no worn marks or tears in the leather, no empty food wrappers or trash.

      “You’ve surprised me,” she said after Ruby got behind the steering wheel.

      Ruby scrunched her face. “How so?”

      “When we were roommates, you had a hard time keeping anything cleaned on your side of the room. It was like a country border ran between our two sides.”

      Ruby’s face fell. “I guess I’m not the same person. People do change, you know?”

      Avery reached out and touched her. “I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.”

      Ruby put her hands on the top of the steering wheel and rounded her shoulders. “I know you didn’t. It’s just I don’t think much about the past. It’s overwhelming, and I have a hard time pulling myself out of my head.”

      Avery’s breath caught. “Was your time with me that bad?” She rested her hands on her legs.

      Ruby shook her head. “I loved being with you. It was everything else. I hated myself for a long time after we competed. You were really happy when they announced your name as a winner. But I was jealous and hated you, which made me feel horrible.”

      “I can see that. It should have been both of us on that team. It would have been so much better.”

      “But if I had made it, I wouldn’t have made it out here, and I love this life.”

      “You might not have started your business.”

      Ruby scoffed. “That? That would have been a good thing. I was a fool to think I could have made a go of that business.”

      “Why do you think that? From what you’ve told me, it wasn’t your fault.”

      “It feels like it was my fault like if I had been smarter or something, it wouldn’t have happened. I’m sure you would have made a better decision.”

      Avery clicked her tongue. “I’ve lost count of how many bad decisions I’ve made.”

      “But yet, you’re still going strong. Why is that? Why have you made it work, and I couldn’t?” Ruby slowly turned her head to Avery. There were tears in her eyes.

      Avery’s owl sensed Ruby’s hurt. It went beyond just losing her business. When she used her shifter senses, she saw a lifetime of pain. Ruby had told her enough about her life to know Ruby started out in a much different place than she had. But Ruby had so much going for her. Much of Avery’s success was due to her support system, which went beyond her parents. She had a knack for finding the right people to stand behind her and help her reach her goals while helping them in return. Ruby had no one.

      “I don’t know that I have a specific answer, but I can tell you I didn’t get to where I am alone. Have you ever thought of starting another business? Maybe find someone who can provide some great council to help you?”

      “I have no funds for starting a new business. Ideas, but no funding.” She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand.

      “Well, why don’t you share some of your ideas with me and let me see if I can help you.”

      Ruby smiled and cleared her throat. “I’ve got another idea. Are you up for a drive before we go to my place?”

      “I have nothing else to do.”

      Ruby started the car and drove away from the resort. They drove in silence for the next fifteen minutes then pulled up next to a warehouse that sat next to what appeared to be an abandoned train depot.

      They got out of the car.

      “What’s this place?” Avery noticed a few broken windows at the top, but other than that, the brick building seemed in good repair.

      Ruby leaned on the hood of her car. “This was my building.”

      Avery gawked. “You’re kidding. It’s beautiful. You ran your business from here?”

      “That was the intent. I never moved in completely. But I created a temporary office inside.”

      “Do you have your keys?” Avery headed to the steps.

      “I said it was my building. It was the first thing I lost. The bank owns it now.”

      Avery returned and rested on the hood next to Ruby. “They never sold it?”

      Ruby snickered. “Let’s just say the president from the bank didn’t like that someone broke into his fancy security system. He got into a lot of trouble and almost lost his job. Snatched it away faster than I imagined possible. But he can’t sell it. No one wants it on account of the trains that come through here.”

      “Do they still use it as a depot?”

      “No. The trains haven’t stopped here in years. Right now, there’s so much construction happening on the other side of town that everyone ignores this side. If we had gone to the festival, I could have shown you the gentrification going on in Rio City.”

      “The guy who drove us from the airport gave me the impression that Rio City was a small town and would always be a small town.”

      “It is a small town, but it’s growing. Not so much right inside the town, but certainly just outside. I guess it’s something that happens everywhere eventually.”

      Avery nudged Ruby’s shoulder. “You sound like that’s a bad thing.”

      Ruby shrugged. “I don’t know if it’s bad or good. I mean, a lot can come out of growth, but it won’t all be good. The next city over, Sangre de la Sol, has been growing like crazy in the last ten years, and it hasn’t necessarily worked out.”

      Avery focused on the warehouse. “I don’t know if I could make it in a small town like this.”

      “I bet you’d do better than you think.”

      “But everyone has to be in everyone’s business.”

      “That’s not always a bad thing. The town always comes together to help each other. Have you met Sybil and Hank yet?”

      Avery shook her head.

      “Hank is a doctor, and Sybil, his mate, is a nurse. They had a medical practice for years. Their son, Anderson, mated a dragon princess, and it was a big mess.” She held out her hands in front of her, leaving a shoulder-width space between them. “I mean huge. I guess her mom didn’t like that she was here and sent an army.”

      Avery tilted her head and raised an eyebrow. “Dragons? Army? You’re kidding, right?”

      “No, I’m not. Saffron was the DJ at the barbecue. I haven’t had much of a chance to get to know her, but everyone loves her.”

      “Um, okay. Don’t think we’d get that in San Francisco.” She crossed her arms and feet at the ankles.

      “See that’s just it. This town is like one big extended family. That’s why I bought this building.”

      “Huh?”

      “I wanted to create a cultural center or some kind of open office space. I had this idea of people coming together to create stuff, exchange ideas, socialize. It would have been incredible.” Her voice trailed off at the end of her sentence.

      “Why can’t you still do that?”

      Ruby shrugged. “It just seems like too much work, now.”

      Avery didn’t know what to say, so she chose not to say anything. It was hard to see Ruby sad like this, but she understood what Ruby meant.

      Ruby pushed off the car. “You still want to go to my place?”

      Before Avery answered, she hugged her friend. The scent of vanilla and mint drifted over her like a fine mist. A strong feeling, unlike any she’d ever had before, settled in her core. It wasn’t arousal, although sex wasn’t far from her mind. She wanted to protect Ruby, keep her from the rest of the world, but at the same time, she wanted to let her friend go back out in the world and try again.

      “I would love to go to your place.” She stepped back.

      Ruby took her hand, walked her to her side of the car, and opened the door.
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        * * *

      

      They walked into Ruby’s place fifteen minutes later.

      “Make yourself at home.” Ruby nodded to the couch. “I’ll get us something to drink. I have beer, coffee, or tea, or would you like water, maybe a soda?”

      “Water is fine.”

      She settled on the couch, while Ruby went into the kitchen. There wasn’t much furniture in the living room, a couch with a low table in front of it, two side tables, and a console holding a large flatscreen TV. The bulk of the space was taken up by computer equipment. Ruby had two desktops, both with massive flatscreen monitors, what looked like two dedicated servers, and several laptops and tablets.

      Ruby handed her a glass of water and sat next to her.

      “That’s impressive. You could probably control the world with all that equipment.”

      Ruby laughed. “Nah, it’s not that big of a deal.”

      “What do you do with all of that?”

      Ruby set her glass on an end table. “Do you want to talk about computer equipment?”

      Avery stretched her arm to set her glass on the other table. “Not really.”

      Ruby twisted her body, and she straddled Avery’s lap. “You’re beautiful. Did you know that?” She played with Avery’s hair. “Have you dated much back home?”

      “Just casually. I’ve been open to it, and my parents push me all the time.”

      Ruby moved off Avery’s lap and sat next to her again. “You’re out, aren’t you?”

      “Yes, but my parents are still hoping I’m going through a phase. My mom even gave me some condoms that I still carry in my purse just in case.”

      “You said you’d be open to guys. Do you feel more bi?” Ruby ran a hand up and down Avery’s thigh.

      “The different labels confuse me. Sexual orientation isn’t necessarily a topic for discussion at my house. I always assumed there would be a guy somewhere that I would be attacked to, but there never was.  How about you?”

      “No. Never wanted to.”

      “When did you come out?”

      “I don’t know that I ever really came out. It’s just always been. I thought you knew that.”

      “I was pretty sure you were gay when we were in school.” 

      She tried to say more, but Ruby whispered, “Let’s go back to my room.”

      Ruby stood and held out her hand. Avery took it and followed her down the hall. She sat at the foot of the bed. Ruby sat behind her and ran one hand over Avery’s shoulder down between her breasts. Heat flowed throughout her body and pooled between her legs.

      “I have never felt like this with anyone,” Ruby whispered in her ear. Her hot breath gave Avery chills.

      She rested her head against Ruby as Ruby swept Avery’s hair to one side, exposing her neck. Ruby kissed her way down Avery’s neck with kisses so small they tickled. Then she made her way back up with tiny nibbles that made Avery hungry for more.

      Ruby helped Avery take off her shirt and unfastened her bra. Then she slipped one arm over Avery’s shoulder and took a nipple between one finger and the thumb. She squeezed the nipple while using the third finger to brush over the tip. The tickling sensation combined with the slight pain was intense. Avery swallowed hard.

      Ruby pulled away, taking off her shirt and bra. She pressed herself against Avery, using both hands to hold Avery’s body tight.

      “I could stay like this forever,” Ruby said.

      “Mmm, that would be heavenly.”

      Ruby scooted around and sat next to Avery. “Move to Rio City. I’m sure you can run your business from anywhere.” Her eyes were wild with excitement.

      “I can’t just move. I have employees.”

      “Move them here. Everyone would love it.”

      “I don’t want to talk about my company right now.” She dragged the back of her hand along Ruby’s leg. A chill went across Ruby’s body, and small bumps appeared on her skin.

      “Yeah, I don’t want to either.”

      They moved further up the bed and laid down. Avery draped a leg over Ruby and kissed her hard, tasting her essence. Ruby cupped one of Avery’s breasts.

      Ruby’s heart beat hard and fast against Avery. That increased Avery’s desire. She wanted to be a part of Ruby, be connected to her in a way that only shifters could.

      Mate. The word formed in her mind. But that was nothing they’d talked about. She hadn’t even thought about mating with anyone before. She would not form the mating bond with Ruby until they talked about it. For half a second, she thought about pulling away and stopping so they could talk about it now. That idea disappeared when Ruby moved her finger between Avery’s fold and rubbed her clitoris. She didn’t think about much of anything after that.

      An hour later, they laid together, snuggled under a cover, sleeping.
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        * * *

      

      Avery opened her eyes, unfamiliar with her surroundings, but totally familiar with the minty vanilla smell lingering in the room. She and Ruby had another amazing night together. Maybe she should seriously consider moving here and being with her. Of course, the logistics of moving her company and the twenty employees were nothing compared to moving Ruby to San Francisco. Ruby had been happy there once. Surely, she could be again. 

      Avery would bring her on as a consultant or something. Ruby would make enough in one month to finalize paying off her debt, and they could be together. It was a perfect solution.

      She found a throw that had been kicked off the bed during the night and wrapped it around her shoulders. Ruby was in the kitchen, making breakfast.

      “Good morning. I wasn’t sure what kind of breakfast person you were, so I made eggs and bacon, but I have dry cereal and oatmeal if you’d rather have that.”

      “I’d like some coffee for the moment if you don’t mind. Then maybe just some eggs. Vegetarian, remember?”

      “Ah, that’s right. I forgot. Coffee coming right up.”

      Ruby took out a mug from a cupboard and filled it with coffee.

      Avery inhaled the deliciousness and smiled. “I don’t do much without coffee first.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” Ruby went back to preparing breakfast as Avery sat at the table.

      “I need to talk to you,” both women said at the same time.

      “You go,” Ruby said as Avery said, “You first.”

      They laughed.

      Ruby put eggs on two plates, added some bacon to one, and joined Avery at the table. “I’m worried about the auction tonight.”

      Avery took a bite of her eggs. “Why is that?”

      “I told you about the purpose of this auction and what Gerri told me.”

      “Yeah, it’s a fundraiser.”

      “It’s the other part that bothers me. I tried to get out of it, but she made a big deal, and I’m kinda stuck.”

      “I don’t see what the problem is.”

      Ruby let out an audible huff. “The problem is, I don’t want to be matched up with anyone else but you. If I do this, someone will win the bid, and I will have to go on a date with them. Plus, what if Gerri told them about me and they think I’m meant for them?” She choked on her drink of coffee. After she stopped coughing, she added, “What if no one bids on me?”

      Avery flicked her wrist in the air. “That would never happen. You’re hot. I bet you go for a lot of money. I don’t really know this Gerri woman, so who knows what her deal is. I’m going to the auction, and I’ll make sure I get in the highest bid.”

      Ruby’s face beamed, a smile taking over her whole face. “You’d do that for me?”

      “Well, duh. I don’t want anyone else spending time with you. I’m only here until Monday.”

      Ruby’s face fell. “So, there’s no chance you’d stay?”

      This would have been the perfect opportunity to bring up hiring Ruby and having Ruby come to San Francisco to live with her. Something inside her head stopped her. Ruby was happier now than she had been when they were younger. How much of that was because of this town and the people who lived here.

      Avery put down her fork. “You know what? There’s a lot to figure out either way, so let’s not worry about it right now.”
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      Avery

      

      Avery let herself into her hotel room after Ruby brought her back to the resort. Yasmine wasn’t in the room, but Avery found a note on her bed, letting her know her assistant had gone into town and would be back after lunch. She checked the clock. That should give her plenty of time to see what it would take to either move everyone to Rio City or move Ruby to San Francisco.

      She ordered room service for lunch and settled in to do some work. After answering the thirty-five emails in her inbox, she was too distracted to do much research. She finished her lunch and turned on the TV. The resort-information channel mentioned a yoga class that started in fifteen minutes. It had been a long time since she had been to a yoga class, but it sounded like something that would help settle her mind so she could focus on finding a solution.

      It surprised her to see Doug leading the class. He announced Wednesday, the regular teacher, was too busy preparing for tonight’s fundraiser, and he would teach the class today. That announcement made several of the women in the class smile.

      After an hour of sun salutations, downward dogs, and headstands, Avery melted on the floor during shavasana, dead man’s pose. Doug closed the blinds and lit lavender incense. He walked around and offered a weighted eye mask for everyone. She took one and soon found herself hovering between a euphoric high and sleep.

      “Take in a cleansing breath and ground yourself to the floor. Acknowledge the achievements you made during today’s practice and love yourself for the mistakes. To truly grow, it is important to see mistakes as learning opportunities rather than failure. We only fail when we refuse to see the need for improvement,” Doug said.

      It felt like a lifetime ago when Doug spoke next. “And now as you bring yourself back to the now, wiggle your fingers and toes, twist your ankles in one direction, and then the other. Become more aware of your physical body. Take in three more big breaths and when you’re ready, roll to your right side, hugging your knees to your chest. Sit up when you feel like it’s time and sit in cobbler’s pose.”

      Though Avery’s mind knew the class was over, her body didn’t want to move. As she heard movement around her, though, she opened her eyes, rolled to the right side, and sat up, as Doug had instructed. Every muscle in her body was relaxed. Her owl felt at peace, and they were more connected than they had been in a while. She made a mental note to find more yoga classes when she got home.

      Doug took her mat as she handed it to him. “You seemed to enjoy the class.”

      “It was marvelous. Just what I needed.”

      Doug placed prayer hands on his chest and bowed. “Namaste” he said as a woman handed him a mat. Avery stepped closer to the door.

      “Avery,” he called after her.

      She turned around.

      “Do you like smoothies?”

      “Sometimes.”

      “I missed lunch, and I’m hungry. Would you like to join me?”

      She nodded. “Sure, why not.”

      “Great. Let me make sure everything is ready for the next class.” Doug walked around the room, straightening the yoga blocks, picked up a stray water bottle, and turned off the lights. 

      He held up the water bottle. “I need to drop this off at the front desk, the lost and found.”

      “I’ll follow you,” Avery said.

      After dropping it off, Doug led them through the dining room to a smaller cafe-like area with indoor and outdoor seating. They ordered smoothies and sat at an outside table overlooking the pool.

      Avery pointed to the flowers planted by the pool. “How do you keep flowers like that alive in the winter?”

      Doug sat a little taller. “That’s my doing.”

      “Oh, you have a green thumb?”

      He snickered. “No, I’m surprised you haven’t noticed.”

      “Noticed what?” Avery asked.

      “I’m a witch. Those flowers are hummingbird mint. It has special meaning for Connor and his mate. Since he’s one of the people who sign my paychecks, I wanted to do something no one else could do. I’ve blessed the ground around here. We have growth all year long. Most of the fruits and vegetables come from the resort garden, and we always have fresh flowers.”

      “I’ve never really been around witches, so I don’t know much about them, but that’s kind of awesome that you can do all that. Can you make special brews and potions?”

      “I could, but I mostly practice healing magic. The Hansons wanted this place to be a sanctuary, so what I do falls more into that. I’m also a trained psychologist specializing in PTSD.”

      Avery dropped her lower jaw a slight bit. “Okay, I wasn’t expecting that. You’re a psychologist, too? As in went to school, has an office with a couch, and all of that.”

      “Well, that’s one way of putting it, I guess. My connection to nature made psychology a natural progression of my training.” He slurped the bottom of his cup, finishing his smoothie.

      “And you specialize in PTSD? Do you see a lot of that here?”

      “Cameron and Caleb served in the military. You met them, didn’t you?”

      Avery nodded.

      “Okay. Cameron was in longer and went through some rough stuff. When he got out, he was a mess. I didn’t know him then, but we’ve talked a lot about it since I got here. He works with veteran shifters who have trouble adjusting to civilian life.”

      “Wow. That’s amazing. Just when I think I’ve heard about everything this place has to offer, I hear about something else.”

      Two ladies from the yoga class, wolves from their smell, walked by and giggled as they said hi to Doug.

      He politely smiled and waved back.

      “I bet you get a lot of women chasing after you.” Avery took a drink of her smoothie.

      “Yeah, too bad I’m gay.”

      Avery stopped mid-slurp. “You’re gay?”

      Doug glanced around them. “Well, that’s kinda what I wanted to talk to you about.” He moved his chair closer. “I always saw myself as gay. There’s never been a woman I was attracted to. You know my boyfriend.”

      “Ryan?”

      “Yes, we’ve been together for almost two years now. And now, uh, it’s like, um, well I’m just going to say it. Yasmine is terrific. We both think so. She’s not like anyone we’ve ever met, and it’s confusing.”

      Avery sat back in her chair. This is not where she expected this conversation to go. Was he trying to get some information about her assistant or maybe some kind of approval? Was she coming between Doug and Ryan?

      “Yasmine and I have been together for a long time. I would be lost without her. And you’re right. She is terrific. So, I don’t understand what the confusing part is.”

      Doug averted his eyes and shifted his weight. “It’s probably not fair of me to be talking to you about this. We only just met.”

      Avery reached across the table and put her hand on his arm. “It’s okay. Whatever you’re feeling is okay, but why would you need me to tell you that? You’re the psychologist.”

      “Which is why I know better than to counsel myself. I really hope you don’t think I’ve overstepped.”

      “No, not at all, but you should talk about this with your boyfriend.”

      Doug gave her a half-smile. “Oh, the three of us have talked about this on more than one occasion.”

      Ooo. I don’t want to hear about Yasmine’s sex life.

      “Well, there you go,” Avery said.

      Doug checked his phone. “I have to go. Thanks for talking to me, Avery. Yasmine said you were a special friend, and I can see that now.”

      She stood as he stood. “Well, I’m glad you think that because I will tell you that if you hurt my friend, I won’t be so nice about it.”

      Doug held up his hands in surrender. “Trust me. I have no plans to hurt anyone.”

      They walked through the dining room, parting ways in the lobby. She returned to her room and found Yasmine relaxing on the bed and watching TV.

      “Hey,” she said. “You’ve been with Ruby this whole time?”

      She sat at the table and propped up her feet in an empty chair. “Most of the time. I spent the last hour or so with Doug. You know Doug, right?” Teasing Yasmine was too easy.

      Yasmine sat up and swung her feet to the floor. Her cheeks glowed pink. “You were with Doug? Tell me all about it.”

      “I took his yoga class, and then we had a smoothie together.”

      “Oh, my goodness. I was in town with Ryan. Doug told us he couldn’t go because of that damn yoga class.” She popped up and joined Avery on the other bed.

      Avery scooted against the headboard. Yasmine sat on a bent leg as she faced Avery.

      “You may get mad at me,” Avery said, “but I have to ask. Are you trying to break them up?”

      Yasmine clenched her jaw. “No. I can’t believe you would ask me that.” She got up and sat on her bed, against the headboard.

      “Don’t be mad at me. It’s just that I’ve never seen you like this. I didn’t know what to think.”

      Yasmine’s pout faded away. “I don’t know what to think either. I think I like both of them.”

      “Um, okay. I hadn’t thought about that.”

      “I know it’s strange. Ryan admitted to being bi, and Doug is gay. I would have never seen myself fitting into this kind of relationship, but the sex is so hot. I mean really hot. And it’s like I have a connection to both of them.”

      “So, what’s the problem?”

      “It’s just not something I was expecting.”

      Avery sat next to her friend and held her hands. “There’s something about this place that I just can’t explain. But it seems like there are several unexpected things happening.”

      “What are you going to do when we leave?”

      Yasmine’s sad face returned. “I don’t know.”

      “Well, you’ve got vacation time you haven’t used.”

      Before she could say more, a trill from her computer interrupted her. She went to check the video call. It was Charlie.

      She clicked the answer button. “Charlie, I told you I wanted the weekend off.”

      “And I wish I could give it to you.”

      His face was more serious than she’d ever seen, and he wasn’t flirting.

      “What’s wrong, Charlie.”

      “I just sent you some screenshots and a file. There’s a major glitch with the coding, and I can’t figure it out.”

      “Well, have your team check it out.” Checking code would take forever. She moved the mouse cursor to the top of the screen to check the time. It was an hour and a half before the auction started.

      “Charlie can’t this wait until Monday or Tuesday?” she asked.

      Yasmine had pulled out her tablet and now stood next to her, showing her the files Charlie mentioned. She took Yasmine’s tablet and flipped through the screens.

      “Charlie, this is almost everything we’ve tried to do on this sprint.”

      “I know. And now for the even worse news. The client wants to move up the demo to Tuesday.”

      Avery closed her eyes and blew out a slow breath. “You’re screwing with me, right?”

      “I wish I was. I almost just contacted someone at your office, but this is your baby.”

      “No, you were right to contact me.”

      Charlie said something to someone off the camera. Then he faced Avery again. “There is some good news in all of this, though.”

      “Why didn’t you lead with that?”

      “I’m practical. Get the bad stuff out of the way.”

      Avery said, “Tell me the good news, and it better be real good news.”

      “It is. The reason the client wants to move up the demo is that they have a buyer for their system.”

      The more buyers the client had, the better for them.

      “Do you know who it is?” she asked.

      “Not officially, but rumor has it, wait, are you ready?”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “The United States Treasury Department,” Charlie finished.

      Yasmine slumped in a chair across the table, and Avery almost fell out of her chair. A government contract would be phenomenal.

      “I didn’t mean to ruin your getaway, but I can’t do this without you.” Charlie had no color left in his face, and for a pasty Englishman without much color to begin with, that wasn’t a good look for him.

      This was a desperate situation.

      Avery covered her eyes with one hand. “I know, I know. But I don’t have to be happy about this.”

      They spent a few more minutes discussing the details then disconnected the call.

      She sat back in her chair. A dull ache developed at the back of her head. Well, it didn’t matter if she had a headache or not; she had work to do.

      “Yasmine, you have to help me.”

      Yasmine tapped on her tablet, took out the electronic pencil from the side, and prepared to take notes.

      “You have to go to this auction thing tonight and bid on Ruby,” Avery said.

      “Excuse me.”

      “I promised I wouldn’t let anyone else win her. Man, how I hate saying that. This whole thing seems so archaic.”

      “It sounds kinda fun to me. I’d love to have someone get in a bidding war over me.”

      “I don’t care how much money I have to spend. Don’t let Ruby go to anyone else, do you understand.”

      Yasmine nodded.

      “I need coffee and lots of it. I’ll go down to the business center and see if I can print out these files. It would be easier to see them.” Avery got up and paced around the room. Moving helped her think.

      “Do you think it’s wise to print these in a communal spot?”

      Avery stopped. “Good point. I’ll take them to someone and find a private printer.” She sat in her chair again. “Ruby’s going to kill me. I have to make it to this thing.”

      Yasmine called room service and asked for a pot of fresh coffee to be sent to their room. Then she said, “I’ll get ready then lay out all your stuff. You keep working. I’m ready to do what I need to do if you can’t get there on time.”

      Avery smiled. She wanted to believe she could fix this mess and be there for Ruby, but as she left to find a private printer, it seemed impossible.
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      Ruby

      

      Ruby left Avery in the lobby. She was almost to her car when she heard someone calling her name. It was Gerri. The thought of ignoring her and then claiming that she hadn’t heard anything entered her head, but as annoying as the woman was, she had always been nice and didn’t deserve rudeness.

      She slowly turned and headed back to the lobby.

      “I have your outfit for tonight,” Gerri said once Ruby got close. She gave Ruby a large garment bag.

      “You didn’t have to do this. I have nice clothes.”

      “I’m sure you do, but I told you to trust me. I’ve got this under control.” Gerri turned on her high-heeled boot and marched back into the lobby.

      Ruby threw the bag into the back of her car and headed home.

      After taking a nice bath and an even nicer nap, she decided it was time to start getting ready. She opened the garment bag and gasped. A part of her worried about what kind of outfit Gerri would choose, but the outfit inside blew her mind.

      She squealed as she pulled out the red, strapless jumpsuit and hung it on the back of her bedroom door. The bodice was made of silk with V-notch in the middle, accentuated by rhinestones. The flared legs would accentuate her legs and were amazingly the perfect length. She picked up the bag to sit on the bed and noticed there was still something inside. A small white box and a shoebox sat at the bottom of the bag. Inside the shoebox was a pair of silver, hourglass, stiletto sandals in her size. The other box contained a strapless bra and a matching pair of thong underwear. How did this woman know what Ruby needed to feel incredible tonight?

      After fixing her hair and makeup, she got dressed and returned to the resort. Wednesday had asked all the participants to arrive a little early for pictures and any last-minute details.

      Wednesday’s eyes practically fell out of her head when she saw Ruby. “Damn, girl, if I weren’t mated, I’d be all over you.”

      Ruby’s face flushed. “Stop it. I already feel self-conscious.”

      “Well, you shouldn’t. Now I’m really glad you decided to help us.”

      “Gerri didn’t give me much of a choice.”

      A man Ruby saw the other night stepped over to them and said, “Gerri never gives anyone a choice.” Ruby finally recognized him as the man she saw Gerri with back home.

      When Ruby glared at him, he stuck out his hand and said, “Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt. Dominic Kingston. I’m one of Gerri’s victims, too.”

      Ruby shook his hand and offered a polite smile. “Ruby Jameson.”

      Dottie came over with her arms spread wide. “Oh my God, Ruby, you look beautiful. Red is so your color. Where did you get that jumpsuit?”

      “A friend helped me find it.” Ruby linked arms with Dottie, smiled at Dominic, and walked her away. “I can’t believe how nervous I am. I’m starting to think volunteering for this was a huge mistake.”

      “Did Gerri talk you into doing this?”

      “No, I just met Gerri for the first-time last night.”

      Now that was interesting. Ruby thought everyone was put in the auction for the purpose of finding a mate.

      Wednesday clapped her hands and asked for everyone’s attention. “I cannot thank you all enough for doing this. Maria was such a wonderful young woman and your help with kicking off her scholarship fund is incredible. There are already people who want to get in, so if everyone will head over to our makeshift backstage, I’ll give you the order of appearance. And one more time, if you feel uncomfortable at any time, let us know, and we will take care of it.”

      Ruby and Dottie followed the others backstage, which was really a small portion of the room, draped off from the rest of the room. The pantsuit and stilettos made her feel powerful, but the butterflies in her stomach made her feel like a schoolgirl on the first day of school. There was no turning back at this point. She just had to trust Avery would be saving her this time.
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        * * *

      

      “And now, without further ado, let’s introduce our first volunteer,” Wednesday said.

      The audience cheered.

      Connor stepped up and took the microphone from Wednesday. “All right, ladies and gentlemen open those wallets and dig deep because we have some fantastic people here tonight, and they want to go home with one of you.” He held out a pointed finger as he scanned the audience.

      The first contestant, a female, stepped out on the stage. Ruby couldn’t see any of the audience but followed the action based on what Connor said. “Sold to the lady with paddle number six, six, six. Um, that’s a devilish number.” The audience laughed. “You can settle up with my lovely wife at the ticket table.”

      The two ladies argued loud enough that even everyone backstage could hear them as they walked away.

      “Wish me luck,” Dottie said to her.

      Ruby gave her a big hug. “Go get ‘em.”

      Dottie stepped out on stage.

      “Next up, we have one of our own,” Connor said. “Dottie James runs the fabulous kitchen here at the resort. When she’s not cooking, she enjoys running and drag racing.” Connor gave her a side glance. “I did not know that. Okay, people, let’s start the bidding at one hundred dollars.”

      Connor pointed to a paddle. “We’ve got a hundred, do I hear a hundred-fifty?” He pointed to another paddle. 

      A tenor voice from close to the stage said, “Two-fifty.”

      “All right, everyone, the bid is up to two-fifty. Do I hear three? Remember, this is for a worthy charity.” He pointed to someone in the audience.

      Connor started to say something, but a deep voice from the back said, “Three- thousand.”

      The audience gasped as a whole.

      Connor shielded his eyes from the spotlight. “Wow, ladies and gentlemen, three-thousand.”

      Ruby moved the curtain aside and searched the audience. It was hard to see who said anything.

      The man in the front said. “Three thousand, five hundred.”

      The man in the back let out a deep growl and stepped closer to the last row of chairs. The spotlight settled on him as he said, “Four thousand.”

      Connor had to pick up his chin from the floor. “Okay, okay. Now this is getting fun. Four thousand. Do I hear four thousand, five hundred?”

      The man in front lifted his paddle and started to say something, but the man in the back glared at him as he walked closer. The man from the front put down his paddle. 

      “Ten thousand.” 

      Why did the man in the back just bid against himself?

      “Hey, Dash, are you sure, man?” Connor asked.

      Ruby looked closer and realized the man from the back was Dashiell Miller, the head groundskeeper and in charge of maintenance.

      The other bidder held up his hands in defeat.

      “Okay. Dottie James looks like you’ve got a winner. Going once. Going twice. And done. Dashiell, you’re the winner. Tatum will help you settle up at the ticket table.”

      Dash sauntered up to the stage, held out his hand, and escorted Dottie to the floor. 

      “Up next is a real treat. Dominic Kingston comes to us from San Francisco, where he runs several businesses, including a night club and a horse ranch.”

      There was some back and forth bidding with Opal Ibarra and a group of ladies in the front, and then Dominic sold for six thousand.

      Ruby’s chest tightened, and her breathing grew shallow. If Dottie went for ten thousand and Dominic went for six thousand, she was doomed. She couldn’t ask Avery to pay that kind of money. She’d planned on paying back what Avery spent, but that wouldn’t happen at those amounts. 

      She looked down at the suit Gerri had given her. The off-the-shoulder style made her appear narrower, and her breasts stuck out more. The plunging V nestled perfectly in between her breasts. The red color of the suit accented her pale skin, and the dramatic makeup she chose made her feel like someone else. As she smoothed down the pants, she caught a glimpse of herself in a mirror someone had set up backstage. She looked damn good and totally belonged in the auction. 

      When Connor called her name, she stepped out on stage and strutted her stuff like the badass she always dreamed of being.

      “Ruby Jameson is known as a tech goddess. She moved here years ago but feels Rio City is where she belongs. In her free time, she enjoys playing video games. Let’s open the bidding with one hundred.”

      A paddle on the left went up. She couldn’t see who it was because of the spotlight, but recognized Yasmine’s voice when she said, “Two hundred.”

      Why is Ruby’s assistant bidding on the auction?

      “Do I hear three hundred?”

      Connor pointed in the same direction as before.

      “Five hundred,” Yasmine said.

      A female voice from Connor’s side said, “Seven hundred.”

      “Okay, it looks like we have a three-way bidding war going on now. Do I hear eight hundred?”

      The paddle from before raised. And then the other female voice called out, “One thousand.”

      Yasmine was quick to respond. “Fifteen hundred.”

      Where was Avery? Ruby didn’t want to go with two women she didn’t know and certainly didn’t think Yasmine was to be her mate.

      A man on the left called out, “Two thousand.”

      Ruby’s stomach burned.

      Yasmine stomped her foot. “Two thousand five hundred.”

      Connor looked to the right, but neither of the other bidders raised their paddles or added a bid.

      The man said, “Three thousand.”

      Yasmine blurted out, “Four.”

      He said, “Five.”

      Yasmine stomped her foot again. “Six.”

      Connor stopped trying to interrupt and just watched the exchange.

      “Seven,” he said.

      “Eight,” said Yasmine.

      “Eleven,” he said.

      Ruby held on to Connor because the room began to spin.

      Yasmine gave the man such an evil look, everyone in the audience shuddered.

      “Fifteen.”

      The man opened his mouth, then closed it and bowed his head.

      “Okay, our final bid is fifteen thousand. Anyone else?” He pointed to the audience. “Going once. Going twice.” He paused. “Sold for fifteen thousand dollars.”

      Yasmine smiled and waved as everyone clapped for her. Ruby stepped off the stage and joined her. There were four more people left, but she had no desire to see any more of this spectacle.

      Yasmine joined her outside the ballroom. “Wow, that was fun. I’ve never done anything like that in my life. I dare say I have a knack for bidding.”

      Ruby took her arm and pulled her aside. “Where’s Avery?”

      “Oh, something came up with work, and she sent me in her place. Do you know where I need to pay?”

      Tatum, Connor’s mate, stepped over and explained how to pay. Yasmine held an opened checkbook in hand and followed Tatum back to a table.

      A hot tear pooled in the corner of Ruby’s eyes. Avery promised to help her but sent her assistant instead. Avery’s company was so important she chose to work tonight instead of help out the woman who loved her.

      Ruby swallowed down the hard knot forming in her chest. She did love Avery, wanted to spend the rest of her life with her. But Avery couldn’t be bothered with her.

      Well, Avery may think it was okay to send her assistant to do something personal for Ruby, but Ruby knew how to handle things herself. Ass-kicking was always better to deliver in person.
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      Bang! Bang! Thud!

      

      “Open up, Avery, I know you’re in there.” Ruby stood outside the hotel room.

      Another guest opened their door and checked the hallway.

      Ruby was beyond politeness. “What? What are you looking at? Get back into your room and mind your own damn business.”

      Yasmine rushed down the hall. “How are you able to move so fast in those heels?” She held the keycard in her hand.

      Ruby had stormed off while Yasmine settled the money.

      As Yasmine stuck the card in the lock, Avery opened the door. Ruby’s eyes went wide, and she held her breath. Avery wore her hair twisted high on her head and a thin-strapped summer dress with layers of ruffles at the bottom. A pair of wedge sandals completed the outfit and enhanced the length of her legs and the stunning umber gradient color of her skin. Desire ignited like fire, and she wanted nothing more than to go back into that room, shut out Yasmine, and taste every inch of Avery’s body. 

      She shook her head, erasing that image. Avery had sent her assistant to take care of her as if she was an errand, a fucking errand.

      Yasmine put her hand on Ruby’s shoulder and nodded down the hall. Ruby shrugged off Yasmine’s hand and followed her nod. They had a growing audience.

      “Perhaps we should go inside.” Yasmine used her body to force Ruby and Avery through the room, but she did not join them, instead closing them in the hotel room.

      Just as well, Ruby didn’t want to deal with an assistant anyway.

      She leaned on a wall to balance as she unbuckled one shoe and then the other. Then she took off the long hoop-earrings and bracelets she wore, setting them on the table.

      “Is it all over? I was just on my way down,” Avery said. “You have to tell me all about it. How much was the bid?”

      “Why do you care?”

      Avery knit her brows together. “Excuse me?”

      “I bet you need to know so you can document this business transaction. Since the whole thing was a fundraiser, aren’t you lucky that this trip just became tax-deductible? At least I think it did.” Ruby fumed. 

      The owl inside her screeched and banged against her head. This room was too small, and the walls started caving in around her.

      “What are you talking about? I don’t know if it’s tax-deductible or not.” Avery smiled and winked.

      Is this a big joke to you?

      Ruby did not smile and started pacing in the narrow entryway.

      “Wait a minute. Why are you mad? What happened? Did you get the lowest bid?” Avery stopped talking, and her hand covered her mouth. “Wait, did someone else win? I told Yasmine to go as high as she needed to go.”

      Ruby stopped and glared at Avery. Her eyes settled on Avery’s full lips, and flashbacks of the last two nights chipped away at her anger. Then she understood the last thing Avery said.

      “You told your assistant to go as high as needed?” Ruby moved to a chair next to the table.

      “Yeah, was that wrong?”

      Ruby threw her arms up and huffed a loud sigh. “Was it wrong? Do you even get why I’m mad?”

      Avery crossed her arms and cocked out a hip. “No, actually, I do not get why you are mad. You asked me to make sure that no stranger won the auction.”

      Ruby clicked her tongue. “Is that the only reason you wanted to win?”

      “Well, if I were you, I would hate having to go on a date with a stranger. But if I had been you, I wouldn’t have volunteered for this stupid auction in the first place.” Avery sat in a chair next to the window.

      “Stupid auction! Stupid auction. You think raising money for a scholarship is stupid? Maria was my friend, and she didn’t deserve to die. If I had been there that night, I could have shifted until I healed. I would have survived.”

      Avery sat forward in her chair. “Wait a minute. We talked about this before. Why do you think you’re responsible for Maria’s death?”

      Ruby didn’t have an answer for that.

      “It was a fire. Did you start the fire?” Avery didn’t wait for Ruby to answer. “No, you didn’t. And there’s no way of knowing if you would have survived. We—” she pointed between the two of them “—are not invincible.”

      “It doesn’t matter. I can’t believe you think this whole thing is stupid. That must be why you sent your assistant.”

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

      “Avery, you sent your assistant.” Ruby held out her hands in front of her emphasizing the word assistant.

      “I had a work emergency. I lost track of time.”

      “A work emergency? Oh, that makes it much better.”

      Avery stood from the chair, walked to the table where Ruby sat, and used her hands to lean on the table. She lowered her face closer to Ruby’s. “What is your problem? I did what you asked me to do.”

      Ruby shrank in her chair. The reality of what Avery said hit her upside the head like a baseball bat. She swallowed tears that threatened to overspill from her eyes. “I thought you wanted this.”

      “I did.”

      Ruby’s voice was barely above a whisper. “Yeah, but I thought you wanted to do this for you and not because you owed me a favor.”

      Avery opened her mouth, but no words came out. She sat on the end of a bed. “That’s not how I meant it.”

      Ruby sat on her hands and stared at the floor. All her fighting energy evaporated. She just wanted to get out of there, go home, put on comfy PJs, and go to bed for a long time. What gave her the idea that someone like Avery Sullivan had room in their life for someone like her. Avery was everything Ruby wasn’t. She came from a supportive family, was loved by everyone, and succeeded at everything she did.

      Damn you, Gerri Wilder.

      “I don’t know what to say,” Avery said. “The work thing is huge. It’s the kind of thing that could make my company into something more than I ever dreamed possible. If I had known your feelings would be hurt because I sent Yasmine, I would have never done it.”

      Before Ruby’s mind could stop her mouth, the words, “Would you like me to look at it,” tumbled out.

      “Um, no. It’s, it’s not something I can share.”

      Not something you can share?

      Those five words flamed the dying embers of her anger into a forest fire. Of course, she couldn’t share because Ruby wasn’t good enough to do business with Avery, or maybe Avery was jealous because they both knew Ruby was the better programmer.

      “Are you afraid I’m going to take your code and use it as my own.”

      Avery gasped. “No, of course not. Where did you ever get an idea like that?”

      Ruby stood, picked up her shoes, and gathered her jewelry. “You know what? We had a great weekend. The sex was a good diversion for me. Take care and have a safe trip back to San Francisco.”

      Avery followed her as she walked to the door. “Wait a minute. What the hell is wrong with you. I thought this was the beginning of something. I mean, it has to be fate that we meet after all this time, right?”

      Ruby opened the door but didn’t want to leave. Her owl yearned for a connection to Avery that went beyond friendship. The word mine raced through the owl’s mind. Her body needed more from Avery too. But Avery would never be able to give her that kind of connection. Life had kicked her down so much; she had no fight left.

      She willed her feet to move, each step out of the room and into the hall felt like a step in quicksand. Pieces of her broken heart fell on the floor and unfortunately by the time she made it to the elevator, there was nothing left. Her heart was gone.
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      Ruby

      

      A winter storm rolled in late Saturday night and stayed all day Sunday. Instead of nice, soft, wintery snow, it dropped ice-cold sleet. Rio City had been transformed into a cruel, dangerous-to-be-out-in place, which was fine with Ruby. She had called in sick and spent the whole day bundled either in bed or on the couch watching movies. Playing video games wasn’t even fun, and she didn’t attempt any of her work for the security company. Her body felt numb, and nothing helped.

      Her Monday plan was a repeat of Sunday, but Wednesday called and begged her to come in just until lunch. The auction had been way more of a success than they realized it could be, and there were still a few wrap-up tasks that needed to be finished.

      The ice and sleet had stopped overnight, but the roads were still a mess. She thought about shifting and flying to work, but unpredictable weather wasn’t safe for flying. So, it took over an hour to drive fifteen miles to the resort. It helped that the main road and resort entrance had been salted.

      Many people were already checking out when she walked into the lobby. One particular group of women gave the poor girl working behind the counter all kinds of fits. First, they disputed the extra charges for the honor-bar. They all promised the refrigerator was almost empty when they arrived. They were quite upset over the movie charges because they would never watch those kinds of movies. They wanted a discount because the room was too cold and the beds too hard.

      Ruby stepped behind the other worker. “What seems to be the problem, Jocelyn?”

      “I’ll tell you what the problem is,” one lady said, “the problem is this place sucks, and we will never come back here again. And you better believe my review of this place will be less than one star if I can manage that.”

      Ruby gave her a closed-mouth smile. “Why don’t you step over here and I will see what I can do for you.”

      “Are you a manager?” the woman said.

      “Yes.” Ruby lied.

      “Well, it’s about time we spoke to someone who can actually make some decisions.”

      The whole group of women stepped over to the next computer terminal. Ruby noticed one of the women wore a small tiara and a sash with the word Bride printed in gold, glittery letters. She remembered there had been some issue at the auction with a group of women and decided it had to be this group. Their humanity was painfully obvious. It wasn’t uncommon for humans to come to resort functions for the specific purpose of having sex with a shifter or other paranormal being. She’d seen it before, and it was as pathetic then as it was now.

      “Was this your first stay with us? What name did you use for the reservation?” Ruby asked.

      “Yes, none of us have been here before, and the name I used for the reservation was Alexander.”

      “Hmm, I can’t seem to find it. What was the room number? Did all of you come for the weekend?” Ruby wanted to be as difficult as possible.

      The woman rolled her eyes. “Yes, we were all here to help celebrate our friend’s upcoming marriage. What do you mean you can’t find it? All our information was on her screen. Why didn’t you just use her computer?”

      Because I’m in a shitty mood, and I don’t like you.

      “I can’t grant any refunds if I’m logged in the system under her account. I wanted to make sure your refunds were pushed through as fast as possible.” Ruby’s level of niceness bordered on sickening at this point.

      “Oh, I see. Well, we had adjoining rooms, six-twenty, and six-twenty-one.”

      Ruby moved her head to see around this woman. “So, there were eleven of you in two rooms.” She typed in the information.

      “Yes.”

      Ruby pointed to the screen. “Ah, yes, I see. You were charged two-fifty for the honor bar.”

      “But we didn’t take anything out of the honor bar. It was practically empty, and we didn’t like anything that was in there.”

      “And that was the case for both rooms?”

      “Yes.”

      “Our records indicate the bars were restocked each day you stayed with us. So, we made a mistake four times?”

      “That’s what I’m saying. Aren’t you listening to me?”

      Ruby gave her a fake smile and nodded. “Yes, I am listening to every word. So, you were charged sixty for in-room movies.” She ran her finger across the computer screen. “Yes, I can see why you wouldn’t want those movies listed on your bill. But between you and me—” she waved in the woman and whispered, “—isn’t the main guy in Twisted Panties hot.”

      The woman smiled and nodded once, then must have realized what her reaction meant, and said, “I wouldn’t know. None of us watch those kinds of movies.”

      “Okay, then, I’ll take care of that.” Ruby typed on the keyboard. “And then you said your room was too cold and the beds were uncomfortable. How about I give you a discount for your troubles?”

      “Now, that’s what I’m saying. Maybe I’ll recommend this place after all.”

      “Very well, how about I take off three hundred ninety dollars?”

      The woman’s mouth gaped open, and she bit her bottom lip. Another woman in her group mumbled something this woman couldn’t hear, but Ruby could. This woman had her group convinced that she was something special when, Ruby suspected, she was actually a bully and controlled these ladies through manipulation.

      “That would be perfect, and I think very fair.” She scrolled through something on her phone.

      Ruby said, “Well, let me print out your, oh wait a minute.” She scanned the monitor with her finger, typed on the keyboard, and wrote something on the pad next to the computer. “I see you weren’t charged for the three extra people you had with you.”

      The woman put down her phone. “Excuse me.”

      “Well, each of our rooms has a maximum capacity of four people. If there are more in the room, there is a surcharge of one hundred-thirty per person. I’m also afraid you were charged the member fee. Since you told me this was your first time, I assume you aren’t members, so I have to charge all of you a resort fee of fifty dollars. Plus, it looks like Jocelyn calculated your taxes wrong. Oh, and it looks like you had to have extra keycards made because you lost two. I’m afraid there’s a charge for that.” She made a few more keystrokes on the keyboard then made a grand gesture of hitting the last key. “I’ll print out your receipt. Since you left a credit card with us for incidentals, I went ahead and charged the card on file. Who knows if the weather will turn bad and I want to get you home before that happens?”

      Ruby reached below the counter and pulled off the receipt. She circled the new total in red. The new total was now double the original charge.

      Before the woman could protest and make an even bigger scene, Ruby turned to the woman wearing the bride-sash. “It must be wonderful to have such a good friend that she would bring you here for the weekend. I’m sure you had a great time, and you’re all set to get married now. I wish I had a friend that was as generous as that. I mean, since she planned such a wonderful treat for you, she must be an excellent friend.” Ruby glanced at the other women. “She must mean so much to all of you, which is why I know how important it is to let her take care of you. What better way for her to say, ‘I love you’ to all her wonderful friends than by taking care of the whole weekend for you.” She narrowed her gaze on the flustered woman at the counter. “You really are such a great friend. I hope we see you again soon.”

      The woman sputtered a few words, but when the bride gave her a big hug and thanked her, she stopped talking. Then the other ladies gave her their appreciation, and the woman froze. There was nothing she could do but suck it up and pay for a weekend she probably had hoped to split with the other ladies.

      The ladies smiled and waved as they walked out of the lobby.

      Jocelyn clapped. “That was the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen. You rock.”

      Ruby shrugged. It was fun but mean-spirited. Hopefully, it wouldn’t backfire later.

      “Yes, you do rock. It was a good show, for sure.” A petite woman stepped up to the counter, Gerri Wilder.

      “I don’t want to talk to you.” Ruby said to Jocelyn, “I’m taking a break.”

      She turned from the counter and walked to a private office behind the check-in area.

      “Why are you upset with me?” Gerri followed her.

      Ruby threw herself on a couch, laid her head on the back, and covered her face with an arm. “Guests aren’t allowed back here.”

      “I’m not just any guest. I’d say after this weekend, I’m more like family.” She sat next to Ruby.

      Ruby got off the couch, but Gerri took her arm. Ruby pulled away, but Gerri held tightly.

      “If you won’t leave, I will.”

      “I’ll ask you again. Why are you upset with me?”

      Hot tears formed in Ruby’s eyes, and a heavy weight landed on her chest. She sat down. “I’m mad because you told me everything would be alright. You said I needed to trust you. Everyone said you’d match me with my mate. They made it sound like I would live happily ever after.”

      “Are you happy?”

      “No, I’m not.”

      “And why not?”

      “Why not? Why not? Because I didn’t end up with anyone. Because the woman I thought I loved, doesn’t love me. Now I’m alone and miserable. All I have from this weekend is a red pantsuit. A pantsuit I’m going to have to return because I can’t afford to keep it.”

      “The pantsuit was a gift, you don’t have to return it, but since you brought it up, let’s talk about that pantsuit a minute.”

      Ruby was confused. Gerri wanted to talk about clothes?

      “Remember when I first told you about the auction, I mentioned a dress I saw?”

      Ruby nodded.

      “When I went to get it, I knew it wasn’t right. I called a friend who designed that pantsuit just for you.”

      “Nah-uh. I don’t buy that. There’s no way you could have done something like that.”

      Gerri let out a dramatic sigh. “When will you understand that I can do anything I want?”

      “Okay, fine. Whatever.”

      “Not whatever, dear. Tell me how you felt wearing that pantsuit.”

      Ruby did not have the time nor desire to talk fashion with this woman, but Gerri didn’t move and gave her a haughty glare as she had all those years before. Gerri would only follow and bug her until Ruby answered.

      “I felt, I felt—” she lowered her eyes to the floor, “—sexy.”

      “You should because you were. The woman who strutted across that stage was not the same woman who got sick in the bathroom of a convention hall.”

      “What does that have to do with anything? That was years ago. I never even dreamed of owning something like that.”

      “And why is that?”

      “Because I knew I’d never have enough money. And even if I ever had enough money, I would have never bought anything like that.”

      “But I thought you liked it.” Gerri rested her arm on the back of the couch.

      “I did like it. I mean, I do like it.”

      “I’m confused. If you like it, how can it be something you would have never bought for yourself?”

      “Because it’s just not me.”

      “And who are you?”

      “Not sexy, I can tell you that.” Ruby got off the couch and walked to a window. The sun broke through the clouds, and sunlight reflected off the snow and ice.

      Gerri walked over and stood behind her. Ruby faced her.

      “When are you going to learn, Dear Girl-” she brushed her hand along the side of Ruby’s face and stopped at her chin, “-you are worth more than you realize.”

      Ruby’s anger melted away.

      “Um, excuse me.” Jocelyn walked into the room. “Ruby, I need your help. The main printer isn’t working. There’s paper stuck somewhere, and I can’t figure out where.”

      “I’ll be right there,” Ruby said to Jocelyn. To Gerri, she said, “Thank you.”

      As she walked out of the room, Gerri said, “I told you to trust me. Everything will work out as it should.”

      Ruby opened the main printer door and reset the system to force the jammed paper to print. She expected to see something dealing with the resort, but she never expected to see three pages of computer code.

      “Whose are these,” she asked Jocelyn.

      Jocelyn glanced at them and said, “Those must be from that lady who came down here on Saturday night.”

      “What lady? Why did she print something here and not in the business center?”

      “She said it was very private and worried about printing it in a public place.” Jocelyn stepped over to her computer. “Give me a minute, and I will find her name. She just checked out. Said something about her flight being delayed until later this afternoon, but she didn’t want to wait around here.” Jocelyn entered something on the keyboard. “Yes, her name was Avery Sullivan.”

      Ruby scanned the code on the paper. This must have something to do with the emergency work project from Saturday night. Avery must not have realized there were missing pages. 

      What was so important that you couldn’t be with me?

      A new round of anger settled in Ruby’s stomach, but as she examined the code closer, curiosity replaced that anger. She told Jocelyn she needed to work and would be in the office. If it got busy, she would come back and help.

      When Ruby returned to the office, Gerri was gone. That was strange because she hadn’t seen her leave, and the only way out of the office was through the counter area.

      Better.

      Without any distractions, she’d have a better chance figuring out what she saw on the papers. After pouring a cup of coffee and finding paper and a pencil, she began breaking down the code in smaller chunks. Everything appeared in the right place, but none of it made any sense. If this were code from the project Avery had told her about, it would do the exact opposite of what it should do. She made a few notes and notations of new code possibilities. Avery wouldn’t know about any of this until it was possibly too late. She had to let her know about this. Right?

      She pushed back in her chair and slumped against the back. If Avery wasn’t smart enough to figure all this out, she wasn’t smart enough to run her own business. Ruby didn’t owe her anything. This was Avery’s problem.

      But then she remembered Avery talking about her employees and how responsible she felt. Ruby remembered what that responsibility meant. She also remembered how embarrassing it was to have a failed company in your past.

      No matter what Avery had done, no one deserved to feel that way. Not Avery and not her.

      Reality slammed into her. Her company’s failure was out of her hands. There was no one looking out for her, and she’d been taken advantage of in the worst way. She could blame herself for being ignorant of what could have happened, but she had to stop blaming herself for all of it. She couldn’t save her business before, but she could help Avery now.

      She rushed to the counter, grabbed her bag, and told Jocelyn she had to leave. Then she got in her car and headed for the airport.
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        * * *

      

      City crews cleared the main roads, making driving a lot easier now than it was earlier. Jocelyn had mentioned Avery’s plane had been delayed. All she needed was a plan to bypass airport security.

      Security.

      She broke into security systems as a side hustle. Rio City was not that big of an airport, and though security was tight everywhere these days, it should be an easy system to hack. And if she were caught, she could tell them she’d been hired to do it. As long as they didn’t call her boss, it would work.

      After parking, she sat in the ticket area, hoping for a break, and Avery had not gone through security yet. That’s not what happened. She wasn’t around anywhere.

      Pretending to be busy with her laptop made it easy to observe the traffic flow of people and scan the area for what she needed. She just needed to hardwire her system into something that would connect her to the airport’s system. At the end of the row of chairs where she sat was such an easy solution, she thought the airport deserved to be hacked if they made it that simple. There was a USB port, made available to recharge a phone, courtesy of the Rio City Airport.

      Once she plugged in, she loaded the program she used from her computer into the network. From there, she found a way to connect to one of the smaller airlines and buy a ticket for herself without paying for it. She went to the ticket counter and picked up her boarding pass.

      Once she passed through the security checkpoint, it wasn’t hard to find the gate for Avery’s plane. However, Avery wasn’t sitting around anywhere. Ruby waited a few minutes, but Avery didn’t show.

      “Ruby?”

      She turned and saw Yasmine approaching her.

      “I’m glad I found you. Where’s Avery?”

      Yasmine pulled her suitcase closer to her and put one hand on her hip. “I don’t know if I should tell you. Whatever you did really hurt her.”

      “I hurt her? Imagine how I felt.” Ruby took a deep breath instead of finishing that sentence. “Can you just tell me where she is. I have something very important to show her. It’s regarding Nocturnal.”

      “What do you have to show me?”

      Ruby spun around and saw Avery standing behind her. She looked tired, and there was no joy in her face. Ruby resisted the urge to hug her. What happened Saturday night still hurt, but she needed to focus.

      She pulled out the papers from her bag and handed them to Avery. “These were left in the printer.”

      Avery scanned them, raised an eyebrow, and asked, “How did you get these?”

      “As I said, they were left in the printer.”

      Avery’s face hardened. “I stood right by it. It was done printing.”

      “Yeah, because it jammed somehow.”

      Avery studied the papers again. “What are these notes in the margin?”

      Ruby took out the notebook she’d used. “That’s what I need to tell you. What you have here won’t work.” She showed Avery the notes.

      Avery’s eyes brightened, and a smile spread across her face. This is why I couldn’t get it to work. What made you think to do it this way?”

      Ruby lifted her gaze over Avery’s head. “Look, let me buy you a late lunch, and we can go over it together.” Ruby stepped around Avery to the food bar. Avery didn’t move.

      “You know, I don’t need your help to fix this problem. Once I got home and studied the file again, I would have noticed the missing pages. I would have figured out the mistake.”

      Ruby furrowed her brow. “I have no doubt, and if you want to work on it yourself, I’ll take my notes back, and you can do it.” She pulled the papers Avery held.

      Avery pulled back. “Wait a minute. You already gave these to me.”

      “I know, but if you keep the papers, you have to keep me.”

      They stared at each other, then Avery let go. “Fine, buy me lunch, and let’s talk.”

      By the time they finished eating lunch and going over all the code, Avery missed her flight but sent Yasmine home.

      It was like old times between them. They expanded each other’s ideas and created new ones. After almost three hours, they fixed the mistake, developed new code, and now sat quiet, lost in thought. Ruby’s mind was as aroused as her body. She was energized but drained.

      They ordered another drink then sat staring out the picture window that overlooked the runways.

      “It’s snowing,” Avery said. “Don’t get that much back home.” She stretched her hand across the table. “Ruby, I’m not sure what happened, but I don’t want to leave with you mad at me.”

      Ruby put down her drink, turned from the window, and glanced down at Avery’s hand. She took a deep breath and poured out her heart. “When Gerri asked me, well rather told me, to be in this auction, I thought she was nuts. But then I got excited. It couldn’t have just been a coincidence that we met again this weekend. I believed that Gerri brought you to me. I believed you were my mate.”

      Avery took her hand off the table and put it in her lap. “You don’t think that way now?”

      Ruby turned back to the window and shrugged. “I don’t know what I think now. When I saw Yasmine instead of you, I felt cheap. I felt stupid. If it had been important enough, you would have been there.”

      “It was important to me, but so is Nocturnal.” She pointed to their work on the table. “I hope you see why.”

      Ruby turned her gaze to Avery. “I get it, but I don’t want to play second fiddle to my mate’s work.”

      “I get that. You have to understand, though, I have never needed to balance my attention.”

      “I get that. But with Nocturnal in San Francisco, the only way we can be together is for you to move here or me to move there.”

      Avery nodded. “True. I’ve been thinking about that, though.”

      Ruby’s heart skipped a beat.

      “Did you know the warehouse you once owned is available at a fraction of its value?”

      Ruby didn’t answer.

      Avery smiled. “You just lost all the color in your face.”

      “I’m afraid of what you’re about to tell me.”

      Avery moved her chair around the table, so their chairs were touching. She took the glass Ruby was holding and set it on the table. Then she held Ruby’s hand. “I love you. I think I always have. I’m very unhappy in the city. What I’m trying to tell you is that I want to move and be here with you. If you’ll have me.”

      Her shifter side bounced with excitement. Mine! Mine! Mine!

      Her human side buzzed with sexual energy. Mine! Mine! Mine!

      “Check, please.” Ruby hailed the server.

      He stopped at the table. “It’s already been taken care of.”

      Ruby’s head dropped slightly to the side. “What do you mean?”

      “A few minutes ago, a woman with short white hair came in and settled your tab. She left it open if you wanted to get dessert.”

      Ruby scanned the tables to see if she could find her, but Gerri was nowhere to be seen. Her eyes settled on Avery. To the server, she said, “No, I don’t think we’ll have dessert here.” The server walked off.

      Ruby leaned in and kissed Avery.

      Avery pulled back and said, “Maybe we can get something to go.”

      Ruby thought about that. “Excuse me, could we get something to go?”
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      Avery

      

      One year later

      

      Avery sat in her office with her feet propped up on her desk, thinking. She had to choose between three different logos for the new company, and she liked all three. It was important to give off the right vibe, but she and Ruby weren’t totally in sync. Avery loved Ruby’s big ideas and passion for growth, but after moving to Rio City, she liked small and manageable even more.

      A week after the auction, Ruby went to the demo with Avery and Charlie. The client was very happy with the results and offered a bonus. After they left the client’s office, they all walked over to a lawyer’s office, where Avery completed the sale of her company to Charlie.  She and Charlie helped everyone relocate either to London, set up remote working, or move to another company. Everyone was happy.

      After four months of planning, Avery and Ruby opened up their new business, Idea Wings, in the warehouse Ruby once owned. It took another six months to get it ready to open. The concept behind Idea Wings was to create a place for art of all kinds to thrive. One section was comprised of micro-studios, which allowed artists to rent small places instead of working from home. There were classrooms and meeting places, as well as a large communal area set up for patrons to hang out and relax. A computer lab offered a variety of classes to the community and brought together tech-minded folks to develop software and create graphic arts. Avery’s favorite part of the building was the gaming lounge, where they set up new and retro video games. She and Ruby created the first all-female gaming team Rio City had seen. Actually, it was the first gaming team, period.

      She and Ruby mated two weeks after Avery moved. They shifted and flew to the cave where they spent their first night. Connecting with someone on that level of intimacy was powerful. It filled a void in her soul that she didn’t realize she had.

      Avery fell in love with the Hansons and everyone involved in the resort. They made her feel like part of their family. Her father and Hank Warner went fishing several times, and her father even competed in the most recent ice fishing competition. More importantly, though, her parents embraced Ruby and their relationship. Her parents had always offered their support, but she always wondered if that was just something, they told her because they had to.

      Yasmine walked into the office and sat down in a chair in front of Avery’s desk. She set a paper cup of coffee on the desk then fanned out her fingers. It was hard to ignore the bling on her ring finger.

      Avery grabbed Yasmine’s hand. “Is that what I think it is?”

      Yasmine nodded. “Yep. All our rings match.”

      “Ooo, what do Doug and Ryan’s rings look like?”

      “Same shade of platinum, but they chose a different design for the band. Ryan’s is plain with no frills, but Doug’s has a small beaded trim around the edge.”

      Avery sat back in her chair. “I never thought I’d see you this happy.”

      Yasmine admired her ring. “I never thought I’d be this happy.”

      “Do you miss office work?”

      “Not at all. Last week, I led a hike and rock-climbing excursion by myself. It was exhilarating.”

      “And how’s the new zip line coming?”

      “That’s going slow. Ryan is a stickler for safety, and I don’t blame him, but sometimes he goes way overboard.”

      “I suppose even us shifters need to be safe.”

      Yasmine clapped her hands. “But the best part is we’re putting in the work now to reopen the ski trails and have them ready by next winter. It’s still just be cross-country, but it’s still skiing.”

      “Sounds like you have a lot going on.”

      “Mmm. So, what are you doing?” Yasmine rested her elbows on Avery’s desk.

      Avery handed her the display boards. “I’m trying to decide on a logo. Ruby told me she’d go with my recommendation, but I want one that represents both of us. It’s hard.”

      “You do realize that the grand opening is happening in like fifteen minutes?”

      “You make it sound like we are having a huge gala.”

      “Tsk. It is a big deal.”

      “I know it’s a big deal, but tonight is just about being with friends and family.”

      Yasmine studied the logos. “I like this one.”

      Avery took back the board Yasmine handed her and smiled. “That’s the one I like too. You have an excellent eye. Name your price.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I need you to work for me again. Hell, I’ll make you a partner.”

      Yasmine snickered. “I have never been happier working at the resort. I loved working with you, and I was good. But this is so much better.”

      Ruby opened the door to the office. Avery’s body warmed, and her breath caught. Ruby wore the red pantsuit she wore on the night of the auction. Avery licked her lips and wanted to say something, but she couldn’t make her mouth work.

      Yasmine eyed both of them. “Um, I think I’ll see myself out.” She slipped out the door.

      Ruby walked over to where Avery sat in her chair. She put her hands on the arm and spun the chair around to face her, straddling Avery’s legs between her own. When she bent over to kiss Avery, the low-cut V on her jumpsuit gaped just enough to get a small glimpse of her breasts. Avery couldn’t resist and cupped both of them in her hands. Ruby’s nipples pushed against the fabric.

      “If you do much more of that, we will be late,” Ruby said.

      “Is that a challenge?” Avery slipped one hand under the fabric; the skin to skin contact made her wet and wanting more.

      “I know better than to challenge you, but I came up to let you know your parents are here, and they wanted to see you before this thing got started.”

      Mention of her parents was like a bucket of cold water. She pulled out her hand. “You had to go and ruin it, didn’t you?”

      “Well, let me give you something to think about while we’re at this party.” Ruby used her knee to part Avery’s legs then pushed up her dress. She moved Avery’s thong to the side and ran a finger between her slick folds. Then as fast as she touched her, she pulled her hand away, smoothed down the dress, and stepped back.

      “That is so not fair,” Avery said.

      “No, but it was fun.” She held out her hand. “Are you ready to do this?”

      Avery let herself be pulled from the chair until she stood next to her mate. “I’m more than ready.”

      They walked out of the office and down the stairs. More than half of their guests waited to celebrate with them. Moving to Rio City and going into business with Ruby had been the best decision she made. This is where she always belonged, and this is where she’d stay.
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      Dominic

      

      Present Day

      

      If this guy didn’t shut the hell up, Dominic Kingston would hit him. Not a sucker punch to the gut, but an in-your-face-you’ll-see-it-coming punch. Worse than any kind of pain he could inflict would be the withdrawal of Dominic’s money. And, as much as he didn’t mix business with personal, sometimes the way a person acted outside of the office was a massive indicator of how they ran that business.

      The waitress set down their drinks.

      Christopher Stevens, Dominic’s guest, grabbed her by the waist and attempted to pull her to his lap. “What’s a beautiful girl like you doing running drinks in a shithole like this?”

      Dominic scoffed. First, it wasn’t a shit hole club. It was a number-one hotspot in San Francisco, according to the reviews. Second, the cover charge was higher than any club around. Third, it was Dominic’s club, and that alone assured it wasn’t a shithole.

      The waitress feigned a smile and shimmied free.

      “Christopher, Chris, you realize the women are not on the menu here?” Dominic asked.

      Chris rested against the back of the white leather sofa. The smirk on his face was childish and reminded Dominic of the many bullies he battled as a kid. “Well, they should be.” He let his head drop to the side, then pushed his body upright a little more.

      Dominic followed Chris’s line of sight to see him eyeing another waitress serving drinks. Her top was a bit too small for her chest. Chris licked his lips, and Dominic clenched his fist.

      “As I was saying,” Dominic started, “with a five percent interest and no penalty for paying it off early, you’re looking at a much better deal than the bank would offer.”

      Chris turned up his glass, finishing the tequila in one gulp. “I know you think you’re offering me a good deal. What I know is that you want to buy my diner so you can own the entire building.”

      “That’s been established. It’s not a secret.”

      Chris held up his glass to their server.

      “Wouldn’t you like to finish our business before partying?” Dominic rubbed the purlicue on his right hand. It was a coping method he’d learned in therapy. He let his gaze wander until it fell on the set of framed posters hanging behind the bar. They were a series of three black and whites featuring a distinct part of the female body and a bottle of Dalmore, his favorite scotch.

      A good friend invited him to the photoshoot from last year. He didn’t meet the photographer but saw her from a distance. She was in a heated argument with the client, and his friend worked to settle the dispute. In the end, the photographer flipped her long dark hair over her shoulder, packed up her equipment, and walked out with her assistant. Her confident walk and determined spirit made him hot.

      Several days after the shoot, he saw the pictures she took. It amazed him that a photographer could make an inanimate object come to life in such vivid detail. He bought them, framed them, and designed the bar around those photos.

      He dated a therapist once who told him he needed anger management. He told her to get dressed and go home, so that was the end of that. But years later, when he was arrested for assault after a bar fight, the court demanded he finish six group sessions. Rubbing the sensitive spot on his hand while studying those photos was the best idea he’d gleaned from his sessions, which proved to be more beneficial in the long run than the two-week affair with the group leader.

      “Hey, you were the one who suggested we meet here. Surround a man with beautiful women and free booze, what did you think would happen?”

      Dominic inhaled, held his breath for a count of three, then let it out. “Unlike every other developer who’s approached you, I’ve made you a decent offer to move. You’ll have a bigger place, be able to do more business and bring in more money. Your current diner serves as the down payment.”

      “See, that sounds good, but slick people like you always get the better end of the deal.” Chris crossed his foot over the other knee.

      Dominic’s head throbbed. The single-beat, bass-heavy music annoyed the shit out of him. Night clubs were easy money with inflated cover charges and over-priced drinks, but he hated them. The only reason he met with Chris here tonight is that he found the music and booze made people happy, and happy people made it easy to close deals.

      He leaned forward, moving his arms to rest on his knees. “I understand your hesitation. Your family diner has been an institution in this town. Correct me if I’m wrong, but your grandfather opened it with your father.”

      The female server bent over at the waist to set down Chris’s drink. He moved up and leered down her shirt.

      “They’re not for sale, sir.” Lainey, the server, met his gaze.

      Chris scoffed. “Where’s the blonde from earlier?”

      Dominic scanned the floor for Nat, the first server. She stood at the bar biting her bottom lip staring at them. Tex, the bartender, stood next to her on the opposite side, glaring at them. Tex served as a bouncer when necessary, and he was very protective of the servers. His natural lion-shifter instincts made him the perfect person for that job.

      “She’s busy.” Lainey shifted her gaze to Dominic. “I’ll help you the rest of the night, Mr. Kingston.”

      “I don’t think that will be much longer. Thank you.” Dominic pulled out the contract from his jacket. This guy needed to sign now before he caused a scene.

      Chris finished the drink like it was water. When he moved to set the glass on the low table in front of them, he missed, and the glass fell on the floor. He looked at it, waved his hand, and left it where it fell.

      Ass.

      Dominic unfolded the contract and set it on the table. “I worked with your grandfather and your father. They were good men. I’m sure they would have approved of the diner’s new direction.”

      Chris’s head jerked as he narrowed his eyes. “Don’t mention my father. The bastard is dead and gone. I’m sure hell already kicked his ass to the curb.”

      Dominic stiffened. Frank and Roger Stevens were honest businessmen who went over and beyond to run a successful business.

      Chris yanked the contract from the table and scanned it. His entire body jerked when he burped. He threw it on the table. “I’m not signing. We aren’t moving. As you said, the diner is an institution. We’ve applied for historical status.”

      Dominic noticed Tex stopped wiping the bar. With a simple expression, he asked Dominic if everything was okay. Dominic gave a slight nod. If Chris weren’t bombed yet, one more drink would do it. He left the contract on the table.

      “That request will take over a year to substantiate. You and I both know you’re six months behind on your rent, and the last I heard owed about ten-thousand to your bookie.”

      Chris popped up like a jack-in-the-box. “Have you been prying into my personal life, fucker?”

      Dominic sighed again. He opened his shifter senses and observed the club. Hot, pheromone-reeking bodies moved on all three dance floors. There were only three open tables. Small parties occupied the other two VIP lounges. This may be the busiest night since opening. A brawl with this idiot would not fare well.

      “Chris, sit down.”

      Chris wiped a hand across his mouth. “I think I’ll dance instead.” He staggered to the main dance floor.

      Dominic stood and rested his weight on the railing in front of him. He jutted his chin to Tex and pointed to Chris. Both men watched the other man squeeze into the crowd. He moved behind one woman, lowering his pelvis to her hips and thrusting his hips against her. He stopped when the woman’s dance partner pushed him away.

      Chris shuffled over to a trio of dancing women. The women opened their tight circle and let him dance with them. They wore short dresses that rode up their thighs as they bent and moved. He made his rounds grinding his pelvis against each of them. His confidence swelled. Dominic could smell his pheromones.

      What Chris ignored were the smirks and eye rolls the women exchanged behind his back. It embarrassed Dominic.

      The women must have decided they wanted a break as they made their way to the bar.

      Chris wasn’t happy about that. He grabbed an arm as the last woman walked away. “I’m not ready to stop dancing.”

      Dominic locked eyes with Tex, who was already walking from behind the bar.

      The woman pulled her arm away. “I don’t care.”

      A man dancing next to them held out a hand, separating Chris from the woman. “Hey man, I think she just wants to get a drink. She’ll be back.”

      Chris turned his head. “Why don’t you stay the fuck out of things that don’t pertain to you.” He reached for her again, but she had already moved out of his grasp.

      Chris puffed out his chest and pushed the guy.

      Tex made it to them before Dominic could. He slipped his arms up Chris’ back and over his shoulders, pinning his arms.

      Chris squirmed in Tex’s grip. “Hey, man. What are you doing?”

      Tex pushed him to the bar. “Sit.”

      Chris started to say something but changed his mind when Tex growled. Chris gulped and sat. Tex stood on the other side with his chest puffed out and arms crossed. Only Dominic would notice the lion’s eyes glaring at Chris. Everyone else probably thought it was an effect of the lights.

      Dominic walked around the bar, stood in front of Chris, and laid the contract with a pen on the bar. “This is the last chance I will give you to sign this. You are out of profitable options, and I will not tolerate your kind of behavior in my club.”

      “Your club? This is your club? No wonder it’s a trash heap.”

      Tex pressed forward, but Dominic put out his hand to stop the shifter.

      “Mr. Stevens, I’ve had enough of you for this evening. Please sign and leave. My lawyer can handle the rest of this transaction.”

      Chris reached for the pen to sign, when Nat, the blonde waitress, stepped up to the bar close to him. She set down her tray and placed an order.

      Chris swiveled the bar stool. “Well, well, there you are, my queen.” He slid off his seat.

      Nat’s eyes found Dominic’s. Her fear was enough to make him react. He hopped over the bar, took Chris’s arm, spun him around, and slammed the guy’s face against the woodgrain. “You are done here. I wanted to give you a fair chance. As of right now, the diner is closed, and our deal is finished.”

      It was hard to understand since his face was smashed under Dominic’s hand, but it sounded like, “Youba can’t do dat, mother fudger.”

      “Actually, I can. Your bank is waiting for me to call and let them know this transaction is finished. They want to sell me your diner because you are a liability for them. Your application for historical status was a good idea. I’m keeping it open, but renovating it, bringing it back it what it once was.”

      Dominic nodded to Tex, who signaled two other guys.

      “I’m going to let go. Don’t start anything else,” Dominic said.

      Chris held out his hands. Dominic slowly let the man stand.

      He turned to check on Nat. She’d lost all color from her face. “Are you okay?”

      She nodded, then her eyes doubled in size.

      A heavy weight fell against Dominic’s back. He remained upright and shook his head. Chris was a foot shorter than him. What made him think he could win a fight?

      “There’s no way you’re taking my diner. You piece of shit.”

      Dominic rolled his shoulders back, and Chris fell on his ass. “Family Memories hasn’t been your diner for years. You’ve run it into the ground and pissed on your family’s legacy. Now pick yourself off my floor and get out before you do something you regret.” Dominic turned around.

      Chris lowered his shoulder and charged, hitting Dominic in the midsection. Dominic returned his attack with an uppercut that sent Chris flying across the room.

      Two men pushed their way through the crowd of people surrounding them. They flashed some kind of law-enforcement badge.

      Chris pushed himself to his knees, but when he noticed he’d gained an audience, he crumbled to the floor, screaming in pain. “Arrest him. Did you see what he did? Arrest him.”

      “Looks to me that Dominic exercised his right to refuse service.” One of the men put his badge away then glanced over his shoulder to Dominic. “You okay?”

      Dominic nodded. “Get this ass out of here, Gary.”

      Gary and Dominic went back a long time. Gary’s partner, however, didn’t know Dominic. He walked behind him and tried to pin Dominic’s arms behind his back.

      “What are you doing?” Gary asked.

      “This guy used way more force than he needed.” He motioned to Chris, who still laid on the floor. “Looks like an assault to me.”

      Gary protested, but Dominic noticed the many phones recording the complete scene. Bad publicity was not what the club needed right now.

      He held up his hand. “Do what you must. I understand. We can sort this out at the station.” He locked eyes with Gary and then nodded to the crowd. Gary must have noticed the cameras, too, because his friendly demeanor changed.

      “Fine. We’ll call this in and wait for backup.”

      Gary told the other officer to deal with Chris while he suggested they go to Dominic’s office.

      Nat stopped Dominic as he passed. The young girl hugged him, and he felt small left-over adrenaline tremors. “I’m sorry you got in trouble.”

      He pulled back. “Hey, don’t worry about it. The safety of my employees is always important.”

      She gave him a shy smile, a pink blush rising to her cheeks. “Thank you. No one has ever stood up for me like that.”

      Tex joined them. “Nat, I made you a drink. You can have the rest of the night off.”

      She started to protest, but Dominic interrupted her. “With pay, and we’ll add twenty percent to cover tips.”

      Her eyes glistened as tears threatened to spill. He had to walk away. He hated to see women cry. It wasn’t the tears so much as he just couldn’t stand to see any of them sad or in pain.

      It stemmed from watching his mother struggle with her slow and painful death. Her cancer advanced to where even her shifter healing couldn’t fight.

      “Dom,” Gary said, “let’s get out of the limelight.” He nodded to a man taking pictures with a professional camera. Those pictures were not for an Instagram account.

      He pointed to the man, and Tex agreed to take care of it. The club never allowed paparazzi, but the confusion must have made it easy for one to slip through.

      Inside his office, he offered Gary a drink.

      “I shouldn’t. I’m not on duty, but…”

      Dominic handed him a beer from the fridge. “I won’t tell if you don’t.”

      Gary chuckled and accepted the bottle. After the first drink, he held out the bottle and checked out the label. “I’ve never heard of Wild Horses brewery. This isn’t bad.”

      “Thanks. It’s mine.”

      “Your brewing beer now?”

      “I’m part owner of an upcoming brewery in New Mexico. Right now, they’re just selling local until they perfect the process. Three brothers own it. Had a stupid name, Three Feathers, before I came along. The only thing I made them change was the name.”

      “That’s not a bad name.”

      “No, but it’s Wild Horses’ money that’s funding it.”

      Gary chuckled.

      “So, what do we need to do to clear this up? I want to call my lawyer if we’re going to the station.”

      “Nah, that’s unnecessary. The other guy was the one with the issue.”

      “True, but what about your partner?”

      Gary finished his beer. “He’s not my partner. He’s new, and I drew the short straw. Couldn’t think of anything to do with him so brought him here.”

      “Babysitting?”

      Gary nodded. “Babysitting.”

      Dominic took out his phone, scrolling through his contacts.

      “Don’t call your lawyer. I only brought you in here because there’s someone who wanted to see you. Says you’ll run away if I’m not here.” Gary opened the office door and let in a short firecracker with white bobbed hair.

      Dominic slumped down in his desk chair. “Shit.”

      “It’s a pleasure to see you too.”

      “Gerri, what do you want?”

      “Well, I saw that mess you got your fine ass into and took advantage of an opportunity.” She sat in a chair across from Dominic’s desk. She nodded to Gary. “Thank you for your help. I’ll take it from here.”

      Dominic held out his hands, questioning Gary with his look.

      Gary shrugged. “Sorry, man. She introduced me to Nikki. I’d still be miserable if she hadn’t helped.” He walked over, kissed Gerri on the cheek, then walked out the door.

      Dominic shuffled papers on his desk. “Gerri, as you can see, I’m very busy. Don’t really have time to talk.”

      “I’m not leaving. You might as well get comfortable.” She pursed her lips, her face determined.

      He sighed. “Fine. It’s late, and I’m tired. What do you want?”

      “You know what we need to talk about. It’s time.”

      “For what?”

      “Your mate.”

      Dominic lifted another folder and started to protest. Gerri lifted a finger, waved it back and forth, and clucked her tongue.

      He let out a long breath and resigned himself to this tiny woman who planned to turn his world upside down.

      Gerri Fucking Wilder. This night just got ten times worse.
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