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          First Shift

        

        Something wicked is shifting in Seattle.

      

    
    
      Karina Lang has enough on her mind dealing with college applications, her mother’s ailing health, and busting her butt after school at the café she works at. Forget about boys. With all that is going on the last thing she needs in her busy schedule is to be mugged by a band of thugs before work.

      

      Her destiny is more important than she could ever imagine.

      

      Out of the shadows, a mysterious stranger emerges—her rescuer. Coincidence? Not for him. Devyn St. Cyr reveals a startling truth about Karina—she is a Kitsune—a fox shifter, and she must befriend him to gain the answers she needs. However, uncovering the secret of her heritage threatens more than just her worldview, but also her life. Regardless of her feelings for the dreamy, steamy Devyn, Karina finds herself on unsure footing with him and a hot target for every ambitious otherworldly creature.

      

      Falling in love won’t keep her alive.

      

      As she struggles with her rare gift, Devyn supports her, protects her, and challenges her. But in order for Karina to survive, she must do what no other Kitsune in a century has accomplished: acquire nine tails.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          A note from Karina
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      From one innocent, blissful moment, my world shifted to a nightmare in a blink. Literally. It amazed me how fast life changed.

      A split second was all it took and everything I knew got flipped upside down: who I thought I was, who my mother was, what the world was. I found out I knew nothing, regardless of the straight As on my report card. What I discovered about my life wasn’t taught in schools. The truth was kept hidden from the mortal world: another, secret realm exists—the Second Moon.

      Creatures crawled into our world that weren’t always friendly, as I would soon find out once my eyes had been opened.

      I’ve learned many lessons, but the most important were the ones I learned about myself. Pushed to the limits, I could do things I never even imagined, never thought possible. But more than anything, I wished I could have gone back and done things differently. I should have listened to Devyn. I should have talked to my mom. I should have told my friends I loved them.

      But most of all, I wished … well, it was pointless to wish. Nothing would change my future. I’d made my choices.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter One
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      Two months. Forty-two days to be exact. That was how many days I had left until I graduated from high school and got out of Washington. Not that I was counting or anything.

      I slammed my locker shut and spun around, slinging my backpack stuffed with twenty pounds of books over my back. My friend Hannah talked nonstop, babbling on and on about her weekend plans, but my mind was on the hundred other things I had to do before the day was over. Forty-two days, I reminded myself.

      “You coming to the game tonight?” Hannah asked.

      “I can’t. I’m working.”

      Hannah’s cornflower blue eyes sparkled with excitement. “Come on, K. You work too much. You deserve a little fun.”

      And Hannah Tisdale knew all about fun. She didn’t have any responsibilities, didn’t know what it was like to have to work hard for everything. Still, she’d been my best friend since third grade. We couldn’t be more opposite. Hannah was blonde with big boobs and a big personality to match, yet we somehow complemented each other, rather than clashed. “Fun is a luxury I don’t have time for.” I checked my watch. “I’ve got to go.”

      She followed me, matching my hurried strides. “Please? Please, K? Don’t leave me hanging.”

      “Take Jesse with you,” I suggested, giving her a way to go to the game without me as her sidekick.

      She rolled her pretty eyes that made most guys do double-takes. “He’s on the team. Besides, it’s not nearly as fun ogling the lacrosse team’s ass cheeks without you,” she pouted.

      I smiled. “I imagine not.”

      “Speaking of Jesse. When are the two of you going to admit you have the hots for each other and get it on?”

      This time, I rolled my eyes. “He’s one of my best friends, Hannah. Our best friend,” I reminded her. Jesse Hart and I had been neighbors since diapers. Our parents were friends. We hung out all the time and went on family vacations together. I loved him, just not in the way Hannah was constantly suggesting … or so I told myself.

      Truthfully, I wasn’t sure if I felt something more for Jesse. My life was chaotic right now. There wasn’t time for me to think about feelings. With everything going on at home, school, and at the café, I barely had time eat and sleep, let alone dwell on boys.

      “You could call in sick. No one at the café would even question it. I mean, when was the last time you took a day off? Or you could say you hit a deer.” Melodramatic should have been Hannah’s middle name, which made her perfect for drama club. She could think up a hundred different lies without batting an eye.

      “But I’m not sick. Nor do I want to hit anything with my car. And I really need the money.” I countered her idea, walking out the double doors of Seaside Heights High School.

      Hannah scrunched her nose and stopped at the curb. “I’m not changing your mind, am I?”

      We’d reached the parking lot. I turned around and walked backwards down the curb. “Nope. Text me later.”

      Hannah made a face, and I knew what she was thinking: that I work too hard and needed a life outside of school. What was wrong with wanting to get good grades so I could go to college somewhere far, far away from this small, coastal, Washington town? I’d rather be inside studying than stuck at some lacrosse game where all the jocks are idolized and every girl in school shakes her pom-poms.

      Ugh. No thank you.

      “Fine! Go to work and make coffee all night, but you better text me back!” she ordered, yelling across the parking lot.

      I held my hand in the air, waved, and kept on walking to my car. I tossed my bag into the passenger seat of my white Nissan Maxima and slid behind the wheel. Turning the key, I waited for the engine to kick over so I could get the heck out of here.

      Nothing happened. Well, not nothing. It sputtered—a pathetic and miserable sound.

      “No. No. No,” I said. “Don’t do this to me.” I tried again and a third time with the same disastrous result. “You stupid hunk of junk.”

      This was the last thing I needed.

      My eyes glanced at the clock on the dash. I was going to be late for work. “Shit,” I muttered, my head hitting the back of the seat as my throat closed, tears stinging my eyes. Why today of all days did my car decide to act up? Didn’t I have enough to deal with at home? Ever since the night of my eighteenth birthday, my mom had been ill. That had been months ago. The doctors were of little help. They hadn’t been able to pinpoint what was wrong, meaning they didn’t know how to treat it. As the days went by, I was starting to lose hope they ever would.

      I hit the steering wheel, taking out my frustration, anger, and sorrow on the car. “Please start. Please. I promise not to call you names ever again or threaten to drop you off at the junkyard. Cross my heart.” I closed my eyes and turned the key.

      The engine purred to life.

      I exhaled, a slow grin curving my lips, and kissed the steering wheel, not caring who saw me. “I swear I’ll wash you this weekend.” Yes, I talked to my car. Doesn’t everyone?

      The drive from school to Sugar and Spice Café was picturesque—a view tourists gawked at but I grew tired of. The mountains were almost always visible in the distance, the air smelled of the sea, and hills and valleys were covered in miles of vineyards that bordered the small town.

      I’d been working at the coffee shop after school and during summers since I was a sophomore. It had become an escape, a home away from home. The owner, Naomi, was like a second mom to me and the other high school and college students that worked for her. There were four of us that dedicated our weekends and after-school hours to Naomi Clarke, and she created a fun and safe environment. A fierce, independent, successful businesswoman, Naomi was someone I strived to be—a woman who didn’t need to depend on a man. Never married, my boss put everything she had into making the damn best coffee and baked goods in Seaside Heights.

      I managed to pull into the employee parking lot with one minute to spare. Talk about cutting it close. If I was anything, I was dependable … and predictable, a punctuation queen. Boring, Jesse and Hannah would say, but boring gave me job security and a bright future. I had plans. Big ones. And this job was going to help me pay for college. Unlike Hannah’s parents, who knew the importance of saving money, mine hadn’t started a college fund, and any savings they had was spent on Mom’s health. I was relying on scholarships and hard-earned cash to get me through veterinarian school.

      Grabbing my work clothes from the backseat, I raced across the street and into the alley, a shortcut that led to the back entrance of the café. My hurried footsteps echoed off the buildings lining either side of the empty street. Black garbage bags overflowed out of dumpsters along one wall. I didn’t even let my mind think about the critters scurrying about.

      A trickle of unease dripped down my spine, and I reached to finger the pendant around my neck. The ancient pearl had been in my mom’s family for generations and had been given to me the day I was born. I always wore it, and the weight of it comforted me.

      Seaside Heights is a safe place, I repeated to myself, picking up my pace. Just when I thought my day couldn’t get any worse, two figures appeared from the shadows, blocking my entrance to the café. My eyes volleyed between them, and I seriously regretted my decision to take the shortcut. I stopped, looked around, and then cursed. Time to get out the pepper spray. Too bad it was lip gloss in my pocket.

      A dull ache took up in my gut as I slowed my pace. I guessed they weren’t here for the coffee. My legs continued to move forward regardless that my brain screamed to turn and run. Most often your instincts are right.

      Both of the figures stood a few feet away and wore suits like the Men in Black with slicked back silvery hair and skin that was a tad too pale, but it was their eyes that chilled my blood. There was something not right about them. Where the color should have been in their irises there was none, just a milky white. Freaky.

      I stopped dead in my tracks.

      They had to be high. What other explanation was there for the eyes and the unusually white skin?

      The taller one angled his head to the side, eyes narrowing. “Karina Lang?” His comrade cracked his knuckles beside him.

      Whoa. Didn’t see that coming. How did they know my name? My gaze narrowed as I eyed the pair with suspicion, racking my brain. Did I know them? I was positive I didn’t. They had faces I wasn’t likely ever to forget. The very last thing I expected was for them to know my name. “Depends. Who’s asking?” I was shocked my voice didn’t shake and that it came out with a lot more bravado than I was feeling.

      The taller one smiled as he eyed me, and that smile made me think of all the horrible situations I’d ever read about a girl alone in an alley. My fear spiked. His gaze dropped to my chest, and I let a startled gasp. My worst nightmare rolled through my head. Were they going to hurt me? Violate me? I was rendered immobile with terror.

      His eyes flicked back to mine. He seemed to enjoy the horror he saw on my face. “You have something I want.”

      “Uh, I think you have me mixed up with someone else. I don’t have anything but a work uniform, a granola bar, and my cell phone.” I tended to ramble when I was afraid. “And a knife,” I added, my hand flying to the back pocket of my jeans, pretending to grab onto an invisible blade.

      His buddy’s form rippled like liquid, making him go in and out of focus.

      I squinted.

      Crap on a graham cracker. What were these guys? Aliens?

      Either that or I was hallucinating.

      He gave a sardonic twist of his lips. “Give us your soul.”

      So they didn’t want my body, just my soul. In that moment, I realized they intended to kill me. How else would they get my soul? I took a step backward. “You guys aren’t from around here, are you?”

      Neither of them found my sense of humor funny. Their faces remained stoic. Enough of the chitchat. I dropped everything, turned, and ran. Behind me, I heard them both lurch forward and give chase, but I pushed myself harder. I darted to the side around a corner, but I wasn’t quick enough. I didn’t know what these two guys were or what kind of steroids they were popping, but no human could move that fast.

      A beefy arm whisked around my waist. “Gotcha,” one of them said with victory in his voice. He grasped a handful of my hair, wrenching my head back against his chest. His grubby fingers fumbled with the front of my shirt. “Let’s see what we have here.”

      Panic flooded me, and like a wild cat, I clawed and scratched anywhere and everywhere I could reach. I didn’t care that he still clutched my long dark hair or the agony every moment cost me. I just wanted to break free and save myself from whatever horrible fate they had in store for me. One of my swipes landed across his face, deep enough to draw blood, but not the kind of blood I expected. The cut along his cheek oozed black liquid, bubbling out of the wound like hot tar.

      WTF.

      My astonishment lasted two whole seconds. He gave a growl that rattled my bones. I’d pissed him off, and my punishment was a backhand across the face, hard enough that it sent me flying. Pain exploded down my face as I hit the ground, shooting through my limbs.

      With nowhere else to run, no strength to fight, I curled into a ball against the brick building, huddling into the shadows. Suddenly, I felt something strange. I couldn’t explain what happened inside me, maybe I was bleeding internally, but there was tension in my muscles as if they were morphing, stretching, and changing. Tiny needle pricks of heat traveled throughout my body. It wasn’t exactly painful, but foreign, a sensation I’d never felt before. But I didn’t have time to worry about what bizarre sickness I was coming down with. I had bigger problems.

      “Great. She shifted,” the one I called Ike said.

      What did he mean by shifted?

      I scurried backward on my hands and feet, except … they weren’t hands or feet.

      My eyes popped.

      What the—

      White fur covered my entire body from head to … tail? Holy shit. I had a puffy tail, which might also explain why I stood on all four paws instead of two legs. My long obsidian hair was gone. What had they done to me? Turned me into some kind of animal?

      My butt bumped into the wall, and I tried to scream, but all that came out was a low growl that sounded like a warning. My teeth were bared.

      Okay, this was going to send me over the edge.

      “Easy,” Mike said, crouching. “Just give us your powers and we won’t hurt you … again,” he added.

      I tried to tell him I didn’t have any powers, but instead a whine came out of my throat.

      “Quiet,” he hissed, raising his big hand.

      I lowered my head, my ears going down as I waited for the impact.

      “How about you pick on someone your own size?”

      Mike and Ike both froze in response to the deep, unfamiliar, yet very welcomed voice. Lifting my furry chin, I got my first glimpse of my savior.

      The mystery man stood well over six feet with hair as dark as the sea at midnight. His expressive brows arched over green eyes that glowed in the dim light. He oozed authority. Power. And sexiness. I wasn’t in the position to appreciate his mind-bending attractiveness, but it couldn’t be helped. He had the kind of look that demanded to be ogled.

      It became clear that neither Mike nor Ike were happy to see the newcomer, giving me a glimmer of hope. Maybe I wouldn’t die after all, but truthfully, this new guy was just as much dangerous looking as Mike and Ike were.

      His black T-shirt stretched across his broad chest as he lifted both hands in a crisscross over his head, whipping out two blades that had been strapped behind his back. Dayum. He looked about my age, and I was impressed with his apparent skills to wield not one, but two, blades. They looked at home in his hands.

      And that was when I noticed the snakes.

      I shivered.

      Scaly reptiles gave me a mad case of the willies.

      The handles on his blades interwove with serpents’ tails, extending to coil around his wrists and part of his forearm, making him appear one with the weapons. They hissed with wrath, their heads near the middle of his arm. I’d never seen anything like them. One second they’d been ornaments on the handles, and the next, they were living, breathing vipers.

      “This doesn’t concern you, Sin Eater,” spat one of the odd men, glaring at the mystery man like he was something he scraped off the bottom of his overpriced shit-kickers.

      He moved into the alley. “That’s where you’re wrong. It’s my job to protect her.”

      Protect me?

      I snuck farther into the corner, my tail tucked against the wall. Tail. God, I had a tail! And as I looked to the new guy, I realized I was a whole lot smaller—about the size of a medium dog.

      “You think you can take both of us?” the two chuckled, their cockiness showing in their disregard of the one they called “Sin Eater.”

      A whisper of a smirk pulled at his lips. “Without breaking a sweat. Now, can we get this over with? You’re interrupting my job.”

      The lanky man’s fingers curled into fists. Things were about to blow south, and I needed to make sure I didn’t get swept away. But at the first slash of the Sin Eater’s sword, I found my paws wouldn’t move. Really, where could I go as a … what was I?

      One of them made a low snarl deep in his throat, an animal-like sound. Together, the two idiots lunged toward the stranger. A second before they reached him, the mysterious guy spun, letting his blades whiz through the air. There was a hiss like a thousand snakes at once, and then one of the blades sliced through the abdomen of the one who was slightly smaller.

      As if things could have gotten any weirder, once the blade cleared his flesh, his milky eyes went wide. His mouth dropped open in a silent scream, and then the bastard exploded in a dark cloud of smoke that hovered in the air like thick smog. The head of the snake from the blade that pierced him reared up off the mysterious man’s forearm and opened its mouth. A forked tongue shot out, siphoning the dark smoke from the air until there was nothing left of Ike.

      “Enjoy the trip back to the otherworld.” The strange man pointed his other sword at the other—the one that dripped black gunk. “Your turn.”

      His eyes bounced between the sword and the stranger’s face. He must not have liked his chances. The coward turned and ran.

      The Sin Eater’s lips curved. “Oh good, a runner.”

      He didn’t get more than a few steps. Like a whip, the Sin Eater lashed one of the snakes out at the attacker’s feet. It coiled, tripping him up so he kissed the ground. Black blood dripped from his nose, but he wasn’t about to give up his chance at escape. He scrambled to get back on his feet, but the swordsman was at his side and tossed him across the alley. His body slammed into the brick wall before crumbling to the ground. The impact should have knocked him out, but not this dude.

      “Is that the best you can do?” The attacker didn’t seem to be in a position to talk smack in my opinion.

      “Please. I’m just getting started, Silvermyst.” The dark-haired guy flicked his wrists, spinning the sword in his left hand. With no hesitation in his movements, the Sin Eater slammed the tip of a blade into the gut of the Silvermyst, as he had called him.

      The Silvermyst met the same fate as his partner—the other snake taking a turn at gulping up his hovering ashes.

      I had definitely stumbled into the Twilight Zone or an alternate universe. This kind of shit didn’t happen in Seaside Heights, Washington. We had our share of weirdos, but this took it to a whole new level of strange.

      I was going to puke.

      The assassin sheathed both of his weapons behind his back and came to crouch in front of me. I stared into his green eyes. His thick lashes circled them, and I felt myself drowning in the depths of color. Wariness fluttered in my belly. What was he planning to do? Would he kill me next? Or was it possible he would know how to help me?

      “My name is Devyn St. Cyr, and I won’t hurt you. I’m here to help, Kitten.” He laid a hand on my furry head, and I let out a whimper.

      Kitten? Was that what I had turned into? A little kitten? But that didn’t seem right. I was definitely bigger than a cat.

      If he tried to pick me up, I’d probably bite him. I wasn’t going anywhere with anyone, especially with a guy who played with swords and snakes. But it didn’t matter what I wanted, because something started to happen under his touch. The tingles I felt earlier came back, spreading from my head throughout my furry body, building and building in intensity until it became too much. I’d had enough. The whole situation overwhelmed me. My eyes lost focus, blurring Devyn’s face, and my head sunk, suddenly feeling like it was full of cotton.

      And then it was night-night for Karina, and I knew nothing but darkness.
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      My eyes fluttered open, and I blinked, feeling out of sorts, wrong. A cranberry knit blanket draped over my body, and a feather soft pillow laid under my head. I stared at the vaulted white ceiling, trying to place where I was. It wasn’t my house or Hannah’s, and it most definitely wasn’t Jesse’s.

      So just where the hell was I?

      The leather couch I lay on squeaked underneath me as I shifted my weight. Soft voices floated across the room from the ridiculously large TV mounted above a roaring fireplace. My eyes scanned the rest of the area. It was one big space that opened into a dining room and a galley kitchen. The only light in the room was the soft flickering of the fire and the TV. The apartment had a college guy vibe.

      And just like that, it all came rushing back: the two guys in the alley, the taste of fear burning like acid in my throat, the warrior with the gorgeous glowing green eyes, the twin snakes wrapped like cuffs around his wrists. And the worst: me. I’d been an animal.

      My breaths came in quick, short pants, a panic attack on the horizon. What was happening to me? Why had those guys attacked me? What did they mean that they wanted my soul?

      None of it could be real. It just couldn’t be.

      In what world did a guy go around with swords strapped to his back? Or snakes that sucked up the remains of the dead? I didn’t know the technical term for what went down, but “whacked” came to mind.

      As I put the pieces together, a terrifying thought dawned on me.

      Holy shit.

      I’d been kidnapped.

      A silent scream caught in my throat. It wasn’t enough that I’d been nearly mugged earlier and could have been possibly raped. Now I was trapped in some psychopath’s apartment, chained to the couch.

      I looked down and exhaled.

      No cuffs, ropes, or chains. What a relief. I don’t know what I would have done if I’d been restrained, but it still didn’t explain what I was doing here … or where “here” was.

      Pushing the throw to my waist, I sat up, the blood rushing to my head.

      Holy smokes.

      “Whoa. Slow down. You’re safe now.”

      I knew that voice.

      It was the guy with the green glowing eyes … and the snakes.

      I suppressed the urge to shiver or slap him across the face; I couldn’t decide which it was. My gaze slid to the front door near the kitchen before returning to his chiseled bone structure. I judged the distance and knew from what I’d seen of him there was no way I’d make it.

      He knew it too. His lips twitched.

      Ugh. Arrogant ass-hat.

      “How did I get here?”

      With cool eyes, he watched me. “I carried you.”

      Dear God. He carried me? My cheeks inflamed as I envisioned myself being swept up in his arms. Just figures I’d be unconscious when a hot guy swoops me off my feet. “Oh,” I said, looking down briefly to hide my candy apple cheeks. Like a skittish cat ready to bolt, I kept my gaze on him as he strutted across the room. The swords strapped to his back were gone, and he had changed into a clean T-shirt. “What am I doing here? Why didn’t you take me to a hospital?”

      He sat on the other end of the couch, the leather cushions dipping with his weight. “You had no need for a hospital. You weren’t seriously injured. What you needed was somewhere safe to recover.”

      I nibbled on my lip, pondering what he said, but the small action brought sharp pain. The hit I’d taken earlier had left its mark. I winced, raising my hand to my cheek.

      Devyn took my chin in his hand, surveying the bruise I felt positive was there. “I’m sorry I didn’t get there sooner.” Regret shined in his eyes.

      But he was too close for me to figure out what I was feeling. Too many emotions conflicting with each other made me feel trapped, and I reacted without thinking. “Don’t make me use my rape whistle.” I backed away from him, cornering myself into the nook of the couch.

      It seemed like no matter what I said or did, I amused him. “Go for it,” he challenged me.

      Jerk. He was trying to call my bluff. He didn’t know me well. “Rape! Rape! Rape!” I screamed, hoping someone heard me. It was a long shot.

      His hand flew over my mouth, muffling my cries. The glower on his face was fierce. “That’s your rape whistle?”

      I bit the inside of his hand, and he released me, scowling darkly. “I had to improvise under the circumstances.” I tried to ignore how close he was to me and the fact that I wasn’t afraid of him as I should have been.

      Devyn blinked. “Was that really necessary? After all, I did just save your ass back there.”

      How was it this guy could scowl at me and I found it adorable? “I’ll do a whole lot worse than bite you if you don’t let me go.”

      “As interesting as the offer is, we don’t have time for a tumble on the floor.”

      Oh my God. Don’t tell me he was one of those guys that turned everything into something sexual. “Did you kill them?” I asked, quickly redirecting my mind to safer territory.

      He gave me a funny look. “No, I sent them back to the otherworld.”

      Now it was my turn to look at him strangely. “I don’t understand. What other world? Why did they attack me?”

      Several dark locks of his hair fell forward as he angled his head to the side. “They wanted your soul—the essence of your powers.”

      “I don’t have any powers,” I argued, once again scanning the room. There was no place to hide. It was all too open. Reality sunk in. I’d escaped two lunatics only to be captured by another.

      He noticed my movement, his lips twitching. Everything I did seemed to challenge him. Shifting his long legs, he ended up somehow closer to me than he’d been before. “Tell that to the fox.”

      “Fox?” I echoed. “Holy shit. I was a fox?” I mumbled mostly to myself, forgetting for just a second that he still sat beside me.

      “Don’t you know what you are?”

      Was this a trick question? “If you would have asked me that a few hours ago, I would have told you that I’m just an average eighteen year old about to graduate high school, but after tonight, I’m not certain of anything. Have I lost my mind?”

      “Shit.” He weaved his fingers through his silky hair, his head falling back against the couch. “Well, this makes my job all the more complicated.” The expression on his face was hard to decipher. Annoyed. Compassionate. A hint of anger possibly, but not at me … I think. “Once you reached the age of eighteen, you shed your human skin for the fox. This is known as the ‘first shift’ or ‘first tail’—the ability to shapeshift between human and fox.”

      “You’re saying I’m a fox?” I reiterated, numb to my core.

      His eyes maintained contact with mine, unblinking and serious. “Not just any fox. A Kitsune.”

      “Kitsune,” I echoed. “Like in Japanese mythology?” My mind splintered off into a million different directions, remembering my mother telling me stories as a child. I’d always been fascinated by the multi-tailed shifting fox.

      “Kitten, this is no folklore. Those bedtime stories your mom told you … they are real.”

      He was kidding. He had to be kidding. Heat burned my cheeks. “Stop calling me that. I have a name.”

      His lips slanted. “I know who you are, Karina Marie Lang, but Kitten suits you.”

      So what if he knew my name? He could have gotten that information anywhere. Obviously he was stalking me. How else would he have been able to show up in the alley in time to save me? I should have been afraid, but for some insane reason, I couldn’t completely dismiss him or what he was saying. I needed answers. But I also needed to disarm him of his arrogant smirk. “You think you’re a hard ass, don’t you?”

      Still smiling, he said, “Let me guess, you don’t.”

      I snapped my chin up. “Jury’s still out. I definitely think you’re a mental case.”

      He chuckled softly.

      I folded my arms, frowning, my eyes narrowing. “I wasn’t being funny or cute.”

      “Glad we cleared that up, Kitten.”

      Screw this. I was out of here. How could I take him seriously when everything was a joke to him? I shot to my feet a little too quickly, and the room went topsy-turvy. I swayed.

      Devyn moved so fast I didn’t see him until he stood in front of me, his hands steadying me on either side of my arms. “Hey, take it easy. The first shift is always the hardest.” His voice was soothing, but regardless of the calming quality, my heart beat faster, or maybe it was because the pad of his thumb stroked up and down my arms in comfort.

      “How would you know?” I snapped.

      He leaned down, our noses almost touching, smelling of dark promises. “I will haul you off your feet again if you don’t listen to what I have to say one way or another, Karina. It’s your choice, but you’re not leaving here until you understand what it is you must do.”

      I swallowed.

      The fire of determination in his eyes slowly relaxed as he stared at me. “I don’t mean to frighten you. This isn’t at all how I envisioned our first meeting. Eighteen years I’ve waited for this moment, watching over you in the shadows.”

      Yup. I was right. Total stalker.

      But my mind balked at the idea. Devyn didn’t come across as a guy obsessed with a girl. He was too fierce and masculine. “How can I be a Kitsune and never know it? What you’re telling me … it’s impossible.”

      “There are many impossibilities,” he said. “But it doesn’t make what you are any less real. You can’t escape what you are or the destiny that awaits you.”

      College. That was what awaited me: a chance to get out of Seaside Heights and see the world. My shoulders sunk. He might be right. I might not be able to ignore the truth, but I wasn’t ready to accept it either. I cast my eyes downward to where his hands had migrated to my forearms. “The snakes on your wrist, what were they?” I’d seen a lot of shit today, but I know I hadn’t imagined everything.

      A smile ghosted over his lips. “Wrath and Fury.”

      My gaze returned to his. He had really stunning eyes. I could easily get hung up on them and forget who he was or how I came to be here. “They have names?”

      “How else am I to summon them?” His voice took on a soft, teasing quality.

      I found myself interested. “What are they … like pets?”

      “Sort of. More like companions. They come with the blades.”

      “What is this otherworld?” Like rapid fire, the questions shot off my tongue.

      His hands moved to my waist, keeping me from pulling back as he leaned closer, my chest brushing against his. “You really don’t know anything about who you are?”

      My mind blanked for about ten seconds. “About as much as you know about personal space,” I rebutted.

      His eyes seemed to illuminate. “You’re going to need more than a quick tongue. I sent those two goons back to the Second Moon where they belong. They won’t be able to harm you now, but there are many more creatures who will try.”

      Second Moon? I guessed that was the “other world” he’d spoken of. “Because they want my power,” I muttered. “A power that until an hour ago I didn’t know I had. This is so messed up. And if I don’t want the power, can I just give it up?”

      Like a switch had been flipped, the spark in his eyes fizzled out. “If you did that, you would be sacrificing an entire world.”

      Of course. It couldn’t be simple, not that I understood how I could be directly related to saving an entire world—a world I wasn’t sure really existed. I was only one person—insignificant in the scheme of things. “If I’m a Kistune, what does that make you? Besides arrogant? You’re wicked fast, you fight like a ninja, and you like the dark, considering you keep your apartment like a cave. Please tell me you’re not a vampire.”

      He laughed, tipping his face up so that our lips hovered only inches apart. “I’m your salvation, Kitten.”

      “Wow. Did anyone ever tell you that you’re a jerk?” My eyes had somehow wandered to his lips. Not safe territory.

      “Only once a day.”

      I leaned back against the wall, telling myself to stop thinking about his mouth or his hands still on my hips. “Okay, but the truth is …”

      After a moment of silence, he sighed. “I’m a Shaman. Your health and well-being are my responsibility, as well as to make sure the transition into your new life is as smooth as possible.” He flicked the end of my nose like I was his kid sister, but whatever I felt inside was not sisterly.

      “You failed.”

      His dark brow shot up. “You’re alive, aren’t you? I’d say it was a B or B+ performance.”

      I didn’t know what it was about this guy, but everything about him got to me. Maybe it was his dark, but handsome demeanor or the smug smirk that seemed to be perpetually plastered on his lips. “Why did they call you a Sin Eater?”

      His smirk got bigger, and I swore his chest puffed out. “It’s a name I earned during my training because of Wrath and Fury. They are sin eaters—supernatural creatures that meld with weapons and devour the sins of their victims. They chose me to be their wielder.”

      “This has been an enlightening conversation,” I said dryly.

      He took a step back, his hands shoved into his front pockets. “You still don’t believe me. I should have known you would be as stubborn as your mother.”

      I frowned. “What do you know of my mother?”

      “Where do you think you got your abilities from?”

      Now I laughed for once instead of him. “My mom is not a fox. I think I would know.”

      A know-it-all expression crept across his striking features. “Not anymore, she isn’t. Your mother renounced her birthright when she found out she was pregnant and left with your father. She never returned to the Second Moon.”

      What he implied was preposterous. My mother was sweet, nurturing, the ideal housewife, and had been born in a small village outside of Tokyo. “How could you possibly know this?”

      “Like I said, I’ve been training my whole life to protect you. In essence, it is the entire reason for my existence. The moment you were conceived so was I. That is how it works. Let me guess, your birthday is April fourteenth?”

      It would take a whole lot more than knowing my birthday to convince me. “You could have found that information from a number of sources.”

      His smirk returned. “Do you question everything?”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “Only when I don’t trust someone.”

      His fingers forked through his disheveled hair. “We were born on the same day, at the exact same time. The moment we both entered this world, a bond was forged between us—one that can’t be broken in this world.”

      My mouth dropped open. He had told me that I was linked to him. Forever. This arrogant, sexy Shaman. I didn’t know if it was a curse or a godsend. What I couldn’t deny was the spark between us. It crackled in the air like fireworks on the Fourth of July, vibrant and explosive.

      But I didn’t have time to be a Kitsune. And I most definitely didn’t have time to get mixed up with the likes of Devyn St. Cyr.

      I stepped forward. “I don’t believe this. None of it can be real. I don’t know what kind of game you think you’re playing, but I don’t want any part of it.” I poked him in the chest. He didn’t budge.

      Devyn snorted. “Fine. Next time I’ll let them have their way with you.”

      “There won’t be a next time,” I barked.

      His eyes narrowed. “And when there is, will you believe me then?”

      My phone buzzed, breaking the silence that I let stretch between us. I brushed past him and grabbed it off the coffee table, seeing Naomi’s name flash across the screen. “Crap,” I said.

      “What is it? What’s wrong?” Devyn’s body stiffened, his bright eyes alert.

      “It’s my boss. I didn’t show up for work today. I sort of got held up,” I said, giving him a pointed look. “She’s worried.” How could I have forgotten? Ugh. I was the worst employee. “I’ve got to go.” I gathered my stuff and told myself not to think about how nice it was of him to have taken the time to grab the items I’d dropped in the alley. He’d saved me the headache of going back there to search for them—something I wasn’t sure I could have done, at least not tonight or alone. If he hadn’t been so full of himself, I might have thanked him. He had saved my life. But the smug smirk on his lips brought out the bitch in me.

      He leaned a shoulder against the post in the center of the room. “I’ll be seeing you, Kitten.”

      “I hope not,” I mumbled, a little surprised he allowed me to walk out the door. A part of me had been skeptical, still hung up on the kidnapper scenario.

      “You can’t escape fate.”

      With my hand on the handle, I turned to face him. “Fate can kiss my ass.”

      A small smile parted his lips. “What a fine ass it is.”

      I gave him the one-finger salute as I walked through the door.

      He laughed and the sound followed me even after I slammed the door shut.
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      I walked down the hall and got to a set of stairs when it occurred to me I had no car and no idea where I was. No clue how to get home.

      After having a mini tantrum in the empty hall that included some stomping and a string of f-bombs, I took a deep breath. I had two options. I could wander outside in the dark and pray he hadn’t dragged me to Timbuktu, or I could go back into the apartment.

      Was there a third option? Because neither of those appealed to me at the moment.

      I glanced between the stairs and the door I just left from.

      Fudgesicles.

      Walking back the way I came, I didn’t bother to knock and opened the door to Devyn’s apartment. He lounged on the couch with a smirk on his lips. “Can you give me a ride?” I grumbled, hating that I had to ask him for anything.

      He dangled a set of keys from his finger. “I thought you’d never ask.”

      In the basement of his building was a parking garage, and nestled into a designated space sat a silver sports car. The shiny vehicle gave two beeps as Devyn remotely unlocked the car. I wasn’t surprised he drove something flashy and that probably cost more than my house. To each their own. It was only a means to an end: getting me home.

      I sunk into the plush leather passenger seat, prepared to stare out the window and ignore the overpowering male beside me.

      I lasted thirty seconds.

      Shifting in the seat, I turned my body inward so I could keep an eye on him. But not stare at him, of course. He steered the car effortlessly, moving along with traffic. “How can someone steal my power? Do they have to kill me?”

      Devyn kept his eyes on the road, but a muscle thrummed along his jaw. “No. It’s more complicated.” The car came to a halt at the red stoplight. Devyn reached over and picked up the charm hanging on my necklace. His fingers brushed against my skin, and a jolt of static tingled me at his contact. “It’s in here,” he said, his voice husky.

      Suddenly the car felt too small. I dragged my eyes from the hypnotic pull of his and looked down at the oval pearl framed in a filigree silver setting. The milky substance appeared different in Devyn’s grasp; it moved like rolling clouds. “My power is in the stone?”

      He released my necklace, letting it fall back around my neck. His eyes returned to the road, and he hit the gas, shooting the car forward across the intersection. We were only a few minutes from downtown Seaside Heights where I’d parked my car, and that meant he lived close—a central location between the café, my home, and the high school. I found that interesting. “It would have been given to you the day you were born, and at the moment of your first shift, the stone activated, filling you with the power to shift forms.”

      The necklace had been given to me as a baby, but I had just started wearing it shortly after Mom got sick. Actually, it had been her suggestion. She had made me promise I would wear it always as a reminder that no matter what she would be with me in spirit. Hmm. I wasn’t about to admit that to Devyn. It had to be a coincidence. He made me doubt everything in my life. “And if I throw this necklace into the ocean, will that solve my problems?” Not that I was actually considering doing it, but it didn’t hurt to know my options.

      His fingers tightened on the wheel. “Only if you want to commit suicide.”

      I slouched in my seat, staring at the landscape as it flew by in a blur of colors. “Do you ever have anything uplifting to say or are you only the bearer of bad news?”

      Swinging the car into an empty parking spot, he pulled up alongside my Maxima and shifted into park. “Finding out you have magical abilities is pretty kick ass in my book.”

      I sighed. “And that’s where we differ.”

      He took ahold of my chin in his hand, turning my cheek to the side. A storm brewed in his eyes. “It’s going to leave one helluva bruise.” His jaw tightened, and what I saw in the hard lines of his face sent a warning down my spine. Devyn could be dangerous, deadly even, as I learned tonight. It would be wise for me to remember that. He might have saved my life, but other than that, I knew next to nothing about the Sin Eater. The nickname alone made me shudder, but the guy didn’t.

      Then there was the fact that I wouldn’t be sitting here if it weren’t for him—that much I did know. “Thanks for the ride.”

      “And?”

      I narrowed my gaze at the most unusual and intriguing guy I’d ever met. “You’re off your rocker if you think I am going to thank you for turning my life upside down and kidnapping me.”

      He grinned. “You’re welcome.”

      I shook my head and got out of the car before I said something else stupid. The moment I shut myself inside the comfort of my car, I let myself break down. My brain had a hard time processing everything that had happened tonight.

      I’d been attacked.

      Learned I was a Kitsune (still questionable in my book).

      Devyn was a Shaman born to protect me (again, totally doubtful).

      There was another world.

      And there were creatures who wanted to steal my soul.

      What a joke. How could I trust him? There was no reason I should, except I had really turned into a fox—that much I remembered. It was stamped into my memory: the feeling of my muscles and skin shrinking and morphing.

      Other than shifting—a mind-blowing experience in itself—I really didn’t know what it meant to be a Kitsune. I wanted to believe Devyn had lied about it all, but no matter how hard I tried to block out what happened tonight, I had a sick feeling it wasn’t over yet.

      The tears came hot and fast, streaming down my cheeks like a waterfall. And I let them. I needed to get it all out before I went home and pretended like I hadn’t just had the most life-altering night of my life. It would take an Oscar-winning performance. Hannah had the theatrical bent, not me.

      I sucked at even little white lies.

      This was the biggest secret I’d ever had.

      The moment I pulled the car into my driveway, I steeled myself. Seeing my house sitting there all pretty made me happy to be alive. There had been a few heart-pounding moments I hadn’t been sure I’d ever see this place again. I wanted to kiss the grass and hug the trees.

      Our yard was well manicured, thanks to my obsessive father. He had a thing about his lawn. My father had been in the military and acted like a drill sergeant when it came to certain things in his life. He liked order and discipline, except when it came to me. And Mom. The two women in his life were the exceptions. He doted on us.

      Especially now that Mom had fallen ill.

      My parents met in Japan while my father had been stationed in Sasebo. They fell in love there. Within a year they were married and the rest was history.

      I unlocked the front door with the keypad Dad installed a few years ago and stepped inside. Nostalgia washed over me. So many memories. All the birthday parties Mom had thrown me. The Friday night movies. The late powwows with Hannah and Jesse. It amazed me how a life-threatening situation made you appreciate the little things.

      Speaking of Jesse, as I dropped my stuff in the entryway and moved into the warm kitchen, he sat at the island tabletop, munching on a bag of Cheetos. His sandy hair constantly looked as if he just rolled out of bed. Jesse’s features were too perfect: sharp cheekbones, killer abs, and the most magnetic eyes. They were a combination of gray and purple—stormy.

      “What’s up, K? How was work?”

      “Don’t ask,” I said, dropping into the empty chair beside him.

      I heard his sharp intake of air a second before his hand darted out to take my chin in his gentle grip, much like Devyn had when he dropped me off. “What the hell happened?”

      I jerked my chin out of his grasp. “I’m fine.”

      “That’s not what I asked, K. I’ll kill whoever touched you.” It amazed me how fast his pretty face could turn fierce.

      There was no point lying about everything that happened. I’d stick to as much of the truth as I could and avoid things like shifting, Kitsunes, and Shamans. “I got mugged on my way to work today. They just knocked me down. I’m fine.”

      “Did you go to the police?”

      I shook my head, feeling waves of shame burn my cheeks. “I didn’t have anything to steal. Besides, some guy came by and they took off.”

      “Why didn’t you call me?” he demanded.

      “You’re making a big deal out of this, which is exactly why I didn’t call. I just want to forget about it.”

      He stared at me. I could see the wheels in his head turning. It was his instinct to defend me. He was my best friend after all. Sagging in the chair, the last thing I wanted to do was relive those moments again. “Fine. Have it your way,” he conceded. “Cheetos?” He waved the cheesy puffs in the air in front of my face.

      My stomach couldn’t tolerate food. Not yet. “I need something stronger,” I joked.

      “And I thought I had a rough day getting knocked around tonight at lacrosse.” He got up and went to the fridge, relaxed as if it was his own home. And it was. My house had always been an open door for Jesse. The same for me at his house. His parents adored me, and secretly they hoped Jesse and I would be more than friends one day.

      “You have no idea,” I muttered. He handed me a bottle of water and sat again. I downed half the bottle. “Thanks.”

      “I think there is a plate of leftovers for you.” He wanted to ask me more about the guys who had jumped me in the alley. I could see it in his eyes, but he respected my limits, and I loved him for it.

      There always were leftovers on the nights I worked. “I’m not hungry. Help yourself.” Jesse’s appetite knew no bounds. It was completely unfair that he could eat whatever he wanted, however much he wanted, and still look as if he was sculpted by the gods.

      We sounded like an old married couple. The thought brought a smile to my lips, and I laid my head on his shoulder. Jesse represented the stable life I was used to. He was dependable and normal—two things I craved more than pizza at the moment. “I’m glad you’re here.” I sighed.

      “Me too. You guys always have the best food. Your dad is like magic in the kitchen.”

      That he was. “How’s Mom?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “I only saw her for a minute, but she looked better, stronger.”

      I appreciated his optimism. It was good for me. I snatched a Cheeto from the bag and popped it into my mouth. “I need to hit the shower.”

      Jesse sat back down on the barstool, his dimple playing peek-a-boo. “Thank God. You stink.”

      “Oh yeah,” I challenged him, grabbing the back of his head and rubbing my good cheek all over his, transferring my so-called stank onto him.

      Jesse laughed. “You’re going to pay for that.”

      “Maybe, but not until after I’ve showered.” I stood and ruffled his hair, knowing how much he hated it.

      “You sure you’re okay?” Jesse asked, concern etched into his forehead.

      I paused at the stairs and looked over my shoulder. “I am now.” However, I might develop agoraphobia and never leave my house again.

      Upstairs, I tiptoed past my parents’ room, careful not to disturb Mom in case she was sleeping, and continued down the hall. My bedroom was at the end. I walked into the mint-colored room and stripped, tossing the dirty and dingy clothes into the trash. I’d never wear that outfit again, not after what happened. The nightmare associated with the clothes would have been a reminder of a day I wanted to completely obliterate from my mind.

      Digging out my phone, I sent Naomi a text, apologizing profusely for not showing up to my shift. And then I did something I rarely ever did. I lied, telling her the reason I hadn’t called or been to work was because of my mom. Naomi knew she was sick, and I was going to let her think she’d taken a turn for the worse tonight and she needed me at home. Beside myself, I’d forgotten to text her earlier.

      I felt like shit for lying, but the truth … I couldn’t even get myself to say it out loud. No one would believe that I’d shifted into a fox and two creatures from the Second Moon had crossed realms to steal my soul and consume my powers.

      Heck, I didn’t even believe it.

      Padding into the bathroom, I turned on the shower and removed my bra. I reached to my neck and touched my pendant. Glancing down, I stared at the shimmery pearl. I couldn’t believe that this piece of jewelry that had been passed down in my family for generations encapsulated the source of my power, a key to my soul. Part of me wanted to get rid of it, throw it out the window, or hide it away. But I couldn’t. According to know-it-all Devyn, if I lost the pendant or it was stolen, I could die. The longer my soul and I were apart, the weaker I would become, until poof! I no longer existed.

      Lovely little charm.

      I bit my lip and stared at my reflection in the mirror, half expecting something to be different about my oval face, but it was the same: flawless olive complexion, wide dark blue eyes, and heart-shaped lips. Except for the purplish bruise that had formed on my cheek. I ran my finger over the tender skin and hissed. It would be nasty tomorrow morning, worse than it was now. The bastard had hit me, hard. I wanted proof that what Devyn had told me was true, but even as I studied the mark, I couldn’t believe I was something supernatural. What if the shift had only been a fluke, a one-time thing? I was never going to shift again. Not if I could help it.

      Why should I trust him anyway? I knew nothing about Devyn St. Cyr, besides that he was incredibly drool-worthy. But trustworthy? That was up for debate.

      And I hated debate class.

      I’d probably never see Devyn again.

      Why did that thought fill me with unexplainable sadness and regret?

      Dragging my butt into the shower, I stayed under the scalding water until my skin turned pink, but no matter how many times I washed my hair or scrubbed my body, a faint residue of the fox still lingered. It was as if the fox now claimed a permanent part of me. And I wasn’t happy about it.

      After towel drying my hair, I finished my nighttime routine of brushing my teeth, washing my face, and slipping into my comfiest pajamas. I opened the bathroom door that led to my bedroom. Jesse had spread out on my queen-sized bed, a pile of pillows propping him up. “What are you doing?” I griped. I was cranky, tired, and just wanted to drop into a dead sleep.

      He flashed me his famously sweet, but deadly, smile. “You’re crazy if you think I am going to leave you alone after what happened. I thought we could watch a movie. Help take your mind off what happened.”

      “I’m not in the mood.” I sighed.

      Jesse arched a single brow.

      Damn him for knowing me so well. The truth was I didn’t want to be alone. “Fine. As long as I get to pick the film.” I curled up alongside him.

      He was over six feet tall, and the bed wasn’t quite big enough for him, especially with all the pillows I liked to sleep with. His feet dangled just slightly off the edge. “You make me watch Fifty Shades of Grey again and I’m leaving.”

      My lips quirked at the memory of when Hannah and I had tricked him into watching the super sexy movie. I’d never seen Jesse’s face so red before. “How about a comedy?” I suggested. He didn’t want romance, and I didn’t want action—nothing to jog those memories I was trying so hard to forget. For I knew the moment I closed my eyes, I would see Mike’s and Ike’s faces. The fear would become all too real in my dreams again. Or worse, I’d dream of Devyn. Or of the fox.

      I shivered.

      “You cold?” Jesse asked, pulling the white duvet over us.

      Jesse and I had been inseparable as kids. He was more than just my best friend. We told each other secrets, crushes, and there might have even been a promise of marriage in the fourth grade. He knew me better sometimes than I knew myself. “Did you win your game?”

      He turned to face me. The cocky grin he always flaunted flashing on his lips. “What kind of question is that? Of course we won.”

      “Some day that head of yours is going to pop.”

      “Maybe, but you’ll still love me.”

      I tossed my but first, coffee pillow at him. “That’s because I’m the only one lame enough to put up with you.”

      “What about Hannah?”

      “Hannah is blindsided by your rock hard abs.”

      He gave me an innocent smile. “Is there a girl that isn’t?”

      “I can think of one.” I poked him in the gut.

      “You don’t count.”

      Of course not. In Jesse’s mind, I wasn’t technically a girl.

      My mind traveled to Devyn as I chewed on my lip, finding myself comparing him to Jesse. They both excelled in the looks department and were athletic in their own ways, but there was something about Devyn. He was dangerous and arrogant. Jesse was easygoing and steadfast. Why hadn’t I told Jesse what really happened? I’d left out all the good stuff. Of all the people in my life, he was the one person I knew I could trust with anything, even something as preposterous as being a Kitsune. He would probably think it was awesome.

      Still, something stopped me from confiding in him.

      “Why are you staring at me?” I asked him, scrunching my nose.

      He shifted his head on the pillow. “I don’t know. I can’t figure it out, but there is something different about you.”

      I swallowed. “Like what?”

      “Beats me. Did you cut your hair?”

      I rolled my eyes. “No, but I got my nipples pierced.”

      His eyes flicked down and then back up to my face. “Did you really?”

      “No, you jerk.” I hit him with another pillow. “Now stop thinking about my nipples and put in a movie, or I’m kicking you out the window.”

      He actually looked disappointed. I’d never understand the male mind, but I was surprised that he’d sensed something different about me. If he only knew what it was. Physically, I thought I looked the same, and it only solidified for me that no one else knew me like Jesse did.

      As much as Hannah teased me about my relationship with him, I’d been wondering more and more lately whether there could be something between us other than friendship. I would never hurt Hannah’s feelings and that had always been my excuse.

      Jesse was a great guy, so unlike Devyn.

      And maybe that was the reason I couldn’t get Devyn off my brain. He was unlike anyone I’d ever met before, and in one night, he’d swept the rug out from under my comfortable life. I couldn’t help think it was only the beginning.
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      The scent of coffee and cinnamon woke me—my favorite Saturday smells.

      A smile crossed my lips as I sat up in bed and shoved the hair out of my face. My gaze roamed to the empty spot beside me. Like most nights, Jesse pulled a Houdini act after I fell asleep. I don’t know how he did it, but he always stayed until I was deep in dreamland, sneaking out without so much as disturbing me … or my parents.

      Not that they didn’t know Jesse snuck in and out of my room at all hours of the night.

      In dire need of coffee and a sweet fix, I slipped on a pair of fuzzy socks and headed downstairs. Dad was just taking out a pan of freshly baked cinnamon rolls. To die for.

      Heat drifted from the oven as he shut the door. I was surprised to see Mom sitting at the kitchen table. She looked frail but had a bit of color in her face this morning. Excitement drummed inside me.

      “Hey, sweetheart,” she said, cupping a mug of hot tea. Mom hated coffee.

      Dad and I couldn’t get enough of the stuff. I pressed a kiss to her cheek and was enveloped in the smell of her shampoo. The scent brought so many memories. Even not at her best, Mom had a classic look. Her jet black hair was swept into a low pony, and her deep brown eyes sparkled. She had a petite but perfect figure for someone who never worked out a day in her life. It was all in the genes she said.

      If that was the case, then why did my ass have a mind of its own and my boobs had stopped growing when I turned fifteen?

      “How was work last night …?” Her voice trailed off as she stared at my face.

      I wanted to tell her everything. It all hung there on the tip of my tongue. According to Devyn, I got my so-called powers from Mom. So if he told the truth, she would be able to corroborate his story. But I couldn’t bring myself to ask and once again found myself lying to the people closest to me. I hated it. “Crazy. Don’t get in between caffeine addicts and their coffee. It’s dangerous.” I plopped into the seat across from her.

      Dad brought me a cup of coffee and winked. “Morning, Kit Kat. Jesse stay late?”

      Part of me loved the childhood nickname, but the other part wasn’t a little girl anymore. “We just hung out and watched a movie.” I took a sip from my mug and inhaled the aroma.

      Mom and Dad shared a glance.

      I rolled my eyes.

      Did everyone think Jesse and I should date? Couldn’t we just be friends and that was all? Why was it so hard to believe that a guy and girl could have a platonic relationship without complicating it with sex? I didn’t want to take the chance of losing Jesse. He was too important to me. “Do you need help with anything?” I asked.

      “Nope. Cinnamon rolls are ready,” Dad sung, setting the hot baking dish in the center of the table. He veered back into the kitchen for plates.

      “What happened, Karina?” Her tone sounded pinched with worry, as her gentle hand stretched out to trace over the sensitive skin on my cheek.

      I moved my head to the side, out of her reach. Here comes the lies. I let my hair fall forward to curtain the side of my face. “I’m okay. I ran into the corner of one of the cabinets at the café and got this beauty,” I told her, turning my cheek to the side.

      Mom hissed. “Looks painful.”

      “You know how clumsy and careless I can be. It looks worse than it is, I promise.”

      She dropped her hand back to the table, curling it around her tea, and smiled softly. “You get that from me. Why don’t you let your father look at it?”

      “What’s this?” Dad grimaced. “You got yourself a shiner there, Kit Kat.”

      “It’s a doozy, that’s for sure, but I’ll live to see another day.”

      “Make sure you put some ice on it,” he advised me, handing me a plate.

      I nodded. “I will.”

      Mom sighed, wringing her hands on the table. “You know, Karina, if there is ever a time you need someone to talk to, to trust when you are feeling uncertain, I am always here for you.” I could see her wrestling with the need to say more, but she kept quiet.

      Okay, she acting so weird, and it made me wonder? It wasn’t like I hadn’t ever hurt myself. The clumsy part hadn’t been a lie. I was notorious for hurting myself or tripping over my own feet. “I know.”

      Mom and Dad shared another one of their inside looks, and I’d had enough.

      I stood, grabbing my coffee and cinnamon roll. “Thanks for breakfast, Dad.” I kissed him on the cheek and ran back to the safety of my room where there were no probing questions or weird worried glances.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I changed into a pair of leggings and a baggy sweatshirt before grabbing my laptop. My curiosity had been piqued. Devyn expected me to go back to him for answers, and he could get his “I told you so” moment, but first, I needed to do some research of my own, using the good old Internet.

      I mean, obviously if it was on the Internet, then it had to be true.

      Settling onto the window seat that faced Jesse’s house on the curve of the cul-de-sac, I opened my MacBook. I quickly checked my email and social media, in case I’d missed something, before I went online and searched “Kitsune.” Most of the information I found I’d already heard through stories from when I was little. Mom had wanted me to grow up knowing some of her Japanese culture, and that included the folklore, but now I had to wonder if there had been a hidden meaning to tales she had told me.

      I spent the next hour making my rounds on different sites, roaming from Kitsune to Shaman, and I even googled “Second Moon.” Nothing concrete turned up, nothing that confirmed or denied Devyn’s story, but what I’d seen with my own eyes, what I had experienced, couldn’t be made up.

      Annoyed with myself and with Devyn, I sighed and shut the computer. I checked the clock. I still had a few hours to kill before I had to be at Sugar and Spice.

      My phone buzzed beside me. It was Hannah texting me about shopping this weekend.

      That girl had an addiction.

      I did feel bad for not being able to go to the game with her yesterday, and maybe if I had called into work as Hannah had pleaded, I wouldn’t be sitting here researching the prospect of another world.

      I might never have shifted.

      My life might still be normal.

      Regrets.

      I sent her a text back telling her to pick a time on Sunday and I’d be there.
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* * *

      Sugar and Spice was jam-packed with the lunch crowd. The rush hit for an hour or so, turning the café into a madhouse, but I didn’t mind the chaos. It kept my mind off other things. Bustling behind the counter, making lattés, and serving baked goods distracted me from worrying about shifting into a fox or thinking about the Shaman with glowing emerald eyes.

      We wore pretty standard uniforms at the café: a white shirt and black pants. It amazed me what Becka and Cora could do to sexify their uniforms. They were two of the girls I worked with, plus Tristan, but he wasn’t scheduled today.

      Becka Wick was a freshman at Peninsula College. She graduated from my high school last year. With long, pretty brown hair, Becka was the known flirt at the café. She brought in all the boys and knew how to use her looks to her advantage. The best thing was though, under all the pretty makeup and sexy perfume, she was a genuinely nice person. “I don’t know how you drink this stuff after making it all day,” Becka said, sweeping her hair into a ponytail.

      “It’s called an addiction,” I replied.

      She leaned back against the counter. “I have one of those too, but mine’s boys.”

      I snickered. She was too much.

      Becka took a swig of her water. “So hey, what happened to you yesterday? It’s not like you to blow off work. And can we talk about letting a guy use you as a punching bag?”

      Cora just finished an order and turned around to chime in. “Yeah, girl. It’s not like you to leave us hanging.” Cora Hashway had porcelain skin and big sultry hazel eyes. Everything about her was dainty, except for her disposition. What she lacked in size, she made up for in personality.

      Just two more people I had to lie to. Pretty soon, the lies would be just rolling off my tongue without so much as batting an eye or filling me with guilt. “I know. Sorry. I had to run home. Something came up.” I didn’t want to go into details. The simpler I kept the lie, the less tangled of a web it became. “And no one uses me as a punching bag. I tripped and my face paid the consequence.”

      Cora shrugged. “You didn’t miss much. There were a couple of creeps that hung around for a while, lingering like they were waiting for someone. Then they just got up and left. Never touched their coffee. They stiffed me too. No tip.”

      “Assholes,” Becka mumbled, shaking her head.

      Cora stared at me, her almond eyes narrowing. “Did you really bring homework to the job?” She thumbed through my Lit book. “What did we say about studying on the clock? You’re going to kill brain cells by cramming too hard.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I have finals in a few weeks,” I justified myself.

      Becka grinned. “You don’t need to cram, Karina. You’re already brilliant.”

      During the lags, I often studied or did homework. Today was no exception. While Cora and Becka restocked and gushed about the latest college parties, I had about three minutes to myself, but my time got cut short when a shadow edged into my eyesight. Smiling, I shut my book and glanced up.

      “Here, have a scone,” Naomi offered, placing a small white plate in front of me. “You deserve one after today’s rush.” She took the seat across from me at the table. Her long dark hair was highlighted in bold blonde streaks that caught the sunlight. She had flawless mocha skin and cheekbones I’d kill for.

      I wasn’t the type of girl to turn down a sweet. “Thanks. I’m starving.” I picked off a corner of the orange frosted pastry and popped it into my mouth.

      Noami’s cognac eyes softened. “How’s your mom?”

      My gaze retuned to the scone, avoiding hers. I hated lying. It made me feel like a shitty person. “Better.” A sense of shame curled low in my belly. I glanced up, forcing myself to look her in the eyes. “I’m really sorry about yesterday. I don’t know how I could have been so careless as to not call you. It won’t happen again. I swear.”

      “You’ve had a lot on your mind.” She placed her hand over mine and gave it a quick squeeze. “Just don’t make a habit of it.”

      “Deal.”

      “What am I going to do at the end of summer without you?”

      I smiled. “Hire someone with only half my skills.”

      “Ain’t that the truth”, I muttered as Naomi walked into the back room.

      After my shift, I hurried to my car, avoiding the alley. I never wanted to look down there again, but as I hit the unlock button on my key fob, my gaze swung across the street—unable to help myself. The narrow corridor was empty, yet my throat suddenly constricted. Like a movie reel, the events from yesterday unfolded again, rendering me as fearful I had been then.

      My hand clutched my keys, my nails digging into my skin. Blinking rapidly, I tried to make the images go away. My heart slammed in my chest as a hot flash of tingles spread throughout my veins. My vision sharpened, my bones and muscles transforming in one quick and smooth change.

      No! No! No!

      It didn’t matter how many nos I screamed inside my head. Nothing could stop what was happening to me. Oh, sweet baby Jesus in a manger.

      My worst nightmare happened again.

      I shifted.

      Four snowy white paws touched the blacktop. My paws. Completely blowing my theory of pretending I’d imagined the entire shapeshifting debacle yesterday. My head arched back as I stared at my car. Driving was a bad idea in my current state. I stood there, my eyes darting around, wondering what I should do next.

      I didn’t know how to shift back. Last time Devyn had been there, and I had passed out. I couldn’t exactly make myself faint, and I wasn’t even sure if it would work. But one thing was certain. Standing around in the middle of a parking lot, looking like a lost puppy, was out of the question.

      There was only really one thing to do.

      This was probably the absolutely stupidest thing I’d ever done. That was admitting something pretty epic considering the shit I’d gotten myself into. I’d done a lot of stupid things and made some even stupider choices in my eighteen years of existence.

      When I was eight, Jesse and I thought it would be fun to go hiking by ourselves. We got lost, and it took the police three hours to find us huddled together on a log, freezing to death. That earned us our first trip to the hospital together.

      And I couldn’t forget what happened at the age of twelve when Brody Hicks convinced me to stick my tongue down his throat. He got freaked and bit my tongue. Totally not cool. You can’t imagine how much blood a tongue can ooze. Disgusting. That also ended with another trip to the hospital. My poor mother. God bless her soul.

      If she knew what had happened and what I planned to do, it would destroy her.

      I mean, who willingly returns to her kidnapper’s house? Alleged kidnapper. I still wasn’t a hundred percent sure I believed his cock-and-bull story about there being another world, etc.

      But what choice did I have? I couldn’t go home like this: a fox.
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      I trotted down the edge of the road, careful to stay hidden in the trees. I noticed my sense of smell was heightened. I could smell the barbeque chicken from the BBQ Shack way over on the boardwalk, the damp moss deep in the woods, the moisture in the air. There were so many aromas. It was a sensory overload.

      Disbelief circulated within me. I couldn’t believe this had happened to me. Again. Suddenly, I wished I hadn’t been so quick to ignore Devyn and his warnings.

      If my life really was in danger, then at any second I could be attacked. What protection did I have against beings from a magical realm?

      You have Devyn, my subconscious reminded me.

      Yeah, if he hadn’t abandoned me. I hadn’t been exactly willing to listen to what he had to say or been very grateful to him for saving my life and taking care of me. He could have very well left me in the alley unconscious, but he hadn’t. His job was to protect me.

      Well, where the hell was he now?

      I needed him.

      Relying on memory and instinct, I stood outside the building I felt ninety-five percent sure was Devyn’s. The problem: just how the hell was I going to get in without hands to open the doors? The answer came in the form of an elderly woman with a cane and hopefully failing eyesight. As she opened the main entrance, I weaseled my way through the door before it closed on my fluffy tail. It would take some time to get used to having an extension on my rear end.

      I took the stairs to the top floor, the pads of my paws sinking into the plush carpet of the hallway. It was strange being in an animal form. My thoughts were still mine, but being unable to communicate was bothersome. I couldn’t cry for help or tell someone to buzz off.

      I came to number nine. The door swung open before I had a chance to knock … I mean, scratch. My neck craned upward as I looked upon him with pitiful, help-me eyes. He leaned against the doorway shirtless and barefoot, in nothing but jeans. Obviously he hadn’t been expecting company. For the first time, I was glad I was a fox. Devyn wouldn’t be able to see my jaw drop as my eyes assaulted every inch of his bare chest.

      That line of thinking wasn’t helpful in the least.

      His jaw hardened, those sharp green eyes darting behind me. “Get inside,” he ordered.

      I released a growl as I trotted past him, letting him know I didn’t like his tone. No one ordered me about, and I planned to tell him so as soon as I stood on two feet. He should feel lucky that I didn’t take a bite out of his shin.

      “I wondered how long it would take you to wander back.” He crouched so we were eye to eye. “Haven’t figured out how to control the shift yet, huh? Let me help you.” The hypnotic effect of his gaze washed over me. Leaning forward, he placed his palm on the top of my head, and just like that, I felt the heat wave of tingles radiate inside me. In what could only have been ten seconds, I went from fox to human, shedding my fur for skin. But what I couldn’t wrap my head around was how I ended up completely clothed. Not that I wasn’t grateful. It would have been highly embarrassing if I found myself naked after each shift.

      Yay, for small wonders.

      Devyn stood to his full height, crossing his arms over his chest. “Better?”

      Don’t think about his nakedness. Ignore his ridiculously firm abs. “Um, I’ll get back to you after my head stops spinning.”

      He moved into the kitchen, talking as he walked. “Once you gain control, there won’t be any aftereffects. You want something to drink?”

      It wasn’t the shift, but Devyn, that messed with my head. But he brought up a good point. “Uh, sure. How do I control it?” I asked, taking a seat on the couch. I tried not to think about how it had only been twenty-four hours since I’d last been here.

      He came back with two glasses of orange juice. “Right now, your emotions are causing the shift. Fear. Anger. Sadness. The powerful ones. They’re sparking your fight-or-flight response, which triggers the change.”

      I blinked slowly, taking it all in. This was my life now. It became crystal clear I couldn’t run from this. So I needed to learn everything I could as fast as possible, like cramming for finals. “Okay, but how do I stop it?”

      Devyn exhaled. “By learning to control your emotions. I can help you, if you let me.”

      I nibbled on my lower lip, staring at him, rolling the glass of juice in my hand. “Do you own a shirt?”

      His lips curved into a wily smile. “Why? Is my manliness bothering you?”

      A sudden heat burned my face. “No,” I shot back, taking a sip from the glass. Letting Devyn help me meant I believed his crazy tale. It meant we would be spending time together, and seeing as a mere glimpse of him turned my mind to a smorgasbord of incoherent thoughts, it gave me pause. I didn’t know what it was about this guy, but my body became someone else’s when I was around him, tingling, flushing, and yearning for something I couldn’t see. On the flipside, what if I accidently shifted at school? Or in front of my friends? What would I tell them?

      “Okay,” I agreed. The alternative of being branded a freak was worth being subjected to Devyn’s intense good looks, not to mention his cockiness and mesmerizing eyes.

      His brows shot up. “Okay, what?”

      “I want you to help me.”

      He blinked. “Say it again.”

      I gave him a droll glare. “Isn’t it your job to protect me or something, and not be a pain in the ass?”

      Devyn flashed a cheeky grin. “It’s called multitasking, Kitten.”

      “I’m quite familiar with the term. Remind me again why I’m here?”

      “Because I’m irresistible.”

      I snorted. “Whoever told you that has been filling your head with lies.”

      He chuckled. “Oh, this is going to be fun. I think we’re going to be good together.”

      “What does that mean, exactly?”

      He shrugged. “It means I’ll help you … but you have to keep an open mind and do what I say, no questions asked.”

      My brows furrowed. “That doesn’t sound like much of a deal.” He’d asked me for blind trust. Could I give him that?

      “The only way this works is if we trust each other.”

      “I barely know you.”

      Devyn wrapped an arm around my shoulder. “When we’re done, Kitten, we’ll know each other intimately.”

      Why did he say things like that? To torment me? I had enough problems concentrating without his voice going all smooth and sexy, or him touching me. “Fine, we can meet on the days I don’t work at the café.”

      “Good. The sooner you learn to control your shifts, the sooner we can work on your combat skills.”

      I sputtered and then shrugged off his arm, facing him with disbelief coloring my cheeks. “Excuse me? You want to teach me to fight?”

      “How else are you going to survive? Let me make something clear: there are people coming after you. People that are like you and me that have abilities, and they don’t want to be your friend.”

      They wanted my soul: the source of my power. I got that part. “Am I good?”

      A strange look flickered over his face. “What do you mean?”

      Tucking my hair behind my ears, I leaned my weight to one side. “Being a Kitsune, is that a good thing? Like I’m not evil, am I? I read all this stuff about Kitsunes on the Internet being tricksters and often being perceived as mischievous.” My mind kept flittering back to those two guys who had tried to kill me. They were from the otherworld—Silvermysts, Devyn had called them. And if I was a Kitsune, that meant I was partly from the Second Moon.

      Ohmygod. I was technically from another world. Well half, at least. Being partially alien was one thing, but being entirely from a different world … that was more than my mind could handle.

      He grinned. “You googled Kitsune?”

      “Yeah. I don’t get what is so amusing about that. Everyone googles. It’s what you do when you need answers.”

      “Or you could have asked me or even your mom for that matter. Who would know better than another Kitsune?”

      “So here’s the thing. Yesterday, I felt pretty sure you were out of your mind. I didn’t want to believe anything you had to say, and I wasn’t about to involve my mom. She has enough to deal with.”

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “Of course you didn’t. This whole thing would have been so much easier if your mom had told you.”

      No argument there. I didn’t understand why she had hid something this important from me. “Maybe. But she didn’t. And eventually I will ask her about it, but—”

      “But you’re still not a hundred percent convinced,” he finished for me.

      I exhaled. “Can you blame me?”

      “Humans can believe in gods, Bigfoot, the boogieman, E = MC2, but you can’t believe that you’re a shapeshifter or that there is another world out there other than Earth?”

      I stepped to the counter and set down my empty glass. “Well, when you put it that way, it doesn’t seem so farfetched.”

      “Finally, progress.”

      “It’s just a lot to process,” I said, defending myself.

      His lips thinned. “And that is what is going to hold you back from controlling the ability to shift at will. You have to believe in yourself, believe what you can do.”

      I really wished he would put on a shirt. My eyes kept drifting from his face to check if his abs were really as hard as they looked. “I’ll work on it.”

      “Good. It will save me some time from having to constantly keep an eye on you.” The comment was said offhandedly, but it shot up a red flag inside me.

      “You’ve been watching me?” That was kind of creepy … and kind of hot. But it also explained how he knew things about me.

      He moved to stand close to me. Too close. “It’s my duty.” His breath stirred my hair.

      So he kept saying. If Devyn hadn’t shown up when he did last night, I don’t know what would have happened to me. “Right, to keep me safe. How did you know I was in trouble?”

      He gave a one-shoulder shrug. “I sensed your fear. And then I felt your first shift.”

      “What do you mean ‘felt’?” This whole being connected to Devyn thing was trippy. I couldn’t wrap my head around it.

      “I have a connection to the Second Moon, and when you shift into the fox, you tap into the magic of the otherworld. It gives off a signature that I can feel. My body responds to your shift—only your shift.”

      I sucked in a breath. The idea of his body responding to anything that had to do with me made me feel funny. My belly cartwheeled. “Is that why your eyes were glowing?”

      “You don’t miss anything, do you? Not even when you’re scared out of your mind.” He sighed, leaning his back against the counter. “Yes and no. It is the connection to the Second Moon that makes them glow. They respond to any being from the otherworld, including you.”

      It was hard to believe another world existed when I’d never been there or seen it for myself. One step at a time. I’d barely processed that I was a Kitsune. How could I think about an entire new world? “Have you ever been to the Second Moon?” I wanted to know more. Knowledge held a power of its own, and if I were in danger, it would be wise for me to learn everything I could about what I dealt with.

      He nodded. “I was born there.”

      I don’t know why that surprised me. Each of us was born on different worlds, yet we connected. Talk about a mind-bender. If I had just met Devyn on the street, I wouldn’t have thought twice about him being different.

      But now that I knew what he was, I couldn’t imagine him hanging out with any of the guys at my school. They didn’t measure up.

      “What’s it like?” I asked, genuinely curious.

      “There are five regions: Orangeoland, Thornland, Willowland, Katsura, and Ashland. I lived in Ashland, but spent most of my time in Thornland training.”

      I shook my head. “There is so much I don’t know, don’t understand.”

      “Where’s your phone?”

      My eyes narrowed. “Why?”

      He sighed, holding out his palm. “Just hand it over.”

      Reaching my hand around to my back pocket, I came up empty handed. Crap. I had totally forgotten. “Um, I kind of dropped it during the shift. It’s probably under my car, shattered to pieces.”

      “Come on.” He gave a nod with his head. “I’ll drive you back. Is this going to be a habit?”

      “Depends on how often I spontaneously turn into a fox,” I muttered.

      

      I don’t know how, but my phone survived the fall. The case, on the other hand, didn’t fare so well. A small crack ran down the glittery pink case. Devyn held out his hand, and I placed my phone, my life, into his possession. “Stay out of my pictures.”

      A corner of his mouth turned up. “You got some nudies?” He had put on a shirt finally before we had left his apartment.

      “You wish.”

      “This is my number. Use it.” He handed me the phone, his eyes still on mine. Devyn lifted his hand and removed a strand of hair that had drifted over my cheek, his fingers lingering on the purplish bruise. “I hate that I wasn’t there to prevent this.”

      I swallowed, wishing I had something witty or flirty to say, but when he looked at me like that, I couldn’t think. “You came. That’s all that matters.”

      His green eyes flashed with specks of gold. “I won’t let it happen again.”
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      The acceptance or denial letter from UC Davis in California stared at me from my bed. It was accompanied by two others from my backup colleges. I’d been waiting since freshman year for this moment, but now that it stared me in the face, I saw all my hopes and dreams slowly fading away. I’d dreamed about moving away for so long, I’d never had another plan, but now the thought of being someone new and different far from home frightened me.

      “Can you believe we’re going to graduate?” Hannah asked. She lay belly down on my bed with her feet in the air, fingering the side of one of the white envelopes. Her blonde hair tumbled over her shoulders, spilling onto the comforter.

      I bumped my shoulder lightly with hers. “It doesn’t seem real.”

      “What am I going to do without you next year when you go off to some fancy college?” She flipped around to sit beside me and gave me a hug. Good question. Hannah, Jesse, and I were a trio.

      As an only child, there weren’t any brothers or sisters for my parents to turn their hopes and dreams into if I failed. I was it: their golden child.

      How could I let them down?

      But everything had changed. Although I still didn’t understand how I was connected to the Second Moon or why I had a target on my back, I couldn’t help but think my dream of being a vet was slowly fading out of my reach. Funny that my dream had always been to take care of animals, and I myself could turn into an animal. It was all too much to think about. College. The Second Moon. The Shaman.

      So I would go shopping with my best friend, and for a few hours, I would just be a teenager. I turned around and scooted off the edge of the bed. “You ready to go?” I asked over my shoulder.

      Hannah flopped on her back and looked at me with raised brows. “You’re not going to open them?”

      I shook my head, my gaze volleying between her and the unopened letters. “I’m not ready yet. Besides, I think I’ll wait until my dad is home.”

      She tapped a pink painted nail on her lip, giving me a look I knew well. “Why don’t you change so we can leave?”

      I glanced at my yoga pants and sweatshirt. “What is wrong with what I’m wearing?”

      She wrinkled her nose. “Everything. How do you expect to catch a guy if you look like you just woke up?”

      Okay, that was harsh. I was allowed to have days without makeup or tight jeans. Today was one of those days. “Who says I want a guy?”

      She sat up, letting her legs dangle over the side of the bed. “Don’t give me that crap about not having the time. You deserve to be young and happy, have a little fun … with the opposite sex. Jesse does not count.”

      My mind went straight to Devyn, and I must have gotten that far-off look in my eyes, or maybe I sighed, but Hannah knew something was up.

      She grinned, jumping to her feet. “You naughty girl. You met someone. Who? Why haven’t you told me? You tell me everything.”

      True. I did. But lately I kept all kinds of secrets, including Devyn. I made a face. “I’ll go change,” I said, rushing into the bathroom. A few minutes later I emerged in skinny jeans, ankle booties, and a light jacket. “Happy?” I asked Hannah.

      Her gaze roved from my top to bottom. “See, I knew there was a body under that baggy shirt. You look amazing.”

      “Gold star for Hannah. Now stop trying to butter me up. Let’s go.”

      She held up her car keys and jingled them. “I’ll drive. I’m parked behind you anyway. Grab your credit card. We’re about to do some serious retail therapy.”

      Joy.

      Hannah would get her rehabilitation, and I would be nickeling and diming my bank account until I got paid next week.

      We arrived at the mall and made our ritual stop at the food court. I scraped up just enough from the bottom of my purse to grab an iced coffee from the food court. Taking a swig, I waited as Hannah paid for her passion tea tango lemonade. What a mouthful. Just give me coffee. Cold. Hot. Didn’t matter as long as it was caffeinated and loaded with sugar.

      With bags in one hand and refreshments in the other, we turned around to tackle the last wing of the mall and bumped into the last two people I wanted to see on earth.

      Madison Shuman and Valerie Miller.

      Seaside Heights’ very own rich, entitled, mean girls.

      I stifled a groan.

      Madison had a problem with me, and I didn’t know why. Maybe I had wronged her in another life, but for as long as I could remember, Madison and I butted heads. Something about her—other than the acrylic nails, bleached hair, and expensive French perfume—got under my skin. She was a shallow person, and it showed.

      Madison clutched her Luis Vuitton handbag as her cherry lips curled into a sneer. “Where’s Jesse? Or did he finally get a clue what losers the two of you are?”

      Savannah snickered beside her.

      Like I didn’t have enough going on. Now I had to deal with Madison, the skank of Seaside Heights. She tended to make a scene wherever she went.

      Hannah didn’t have my restraint, verbally or physically, just one of the many reasons I loved her. “Jesse has taste and class. He knows a skank when he sees one. And you, Madison, are a two-faced, lying, cheating bitch,” she snapped. I half expected Hannah to fly across the mall and make good on her threat.

      Note to self: never piss off Hannah. This was one of those instances I was glad she was my friend and not my enemy.

      “You’re right,” Madison said to Valerie. “They’re trash.”

      Hannah’s fingers tightened on her drink. I thought for sure she was going to throw it in Madison’s face. “You’re a real bitch, you know that?”

      I laid a hand on Hannah’s arm just in case she decided her tea might look better on Madison’s head after all. The last thing I wanted was a brawl outside of the food court. “Come on. Let’s get out of here before you decide to go round two, Rocky.”

      Hannah gave one long squinty eye in Madison and Valerie’s direction. “Argh. Girls like that burn my ass. Who does she think she is?”

      What really bothered Hannah was that Madison had implied she wasn’t good enough to date Jesse, which was just plain bullshit. “Don’t let her get to you. She isn’t worth the brain power.”

      “You’re right.” Hannah hooked her arm through mine. “I just hate how she thinks every guy at school is dying to fall at her feet, like she’s some goddess.”

      “Jesse wouldn’t. He’s one of the good guys.” Hannah couldn’t argue that point.

      The shopping mood had more or less been compromised, and after wandering aimlessly around Victoria’s Secret (Hannah’s favorite store) and coming out empty-handed, we knew it was time to go.

      As we headed toward the other end of the mall where we had parked, a strange feeling came over me that caused the hairs on the back of my neck to stand up. At first, I thought maybe a shift was coming on, and my palms began to sweat, but as we continued walking, I realized it was my inner alarm telling me we were being followed.

      I took a sip from my half empty drink and glanced over my shoulder, but there was no one, which didn’t explain why the whisper of unease tiptoeing down my spine amplified. Hannah chattered on, running her mouth a mile a minute about Madison, Jesse, graduation, college—jumping from one topic to the next. I heard what she said, but her voice sounded as if it was underwater, muffled by an instinct inside me, telling me we were in trouble.

      I shook my head. You’re being ridiculous. Paranoid after what happened.

      Yet I would swear on my Grandma Alice’s grave we were being followed. But every time I swung my head behind me, there was no one suspicious. Little beads of sweat slid down the front of my shirt, between my boobs.

      “What’s wrong with you?” Hannah asked. She studied me like I stood two steps away from going off the deep end.

      I ran my fingers through my hair, forcing my feet to keep moving. “Nothing,” I replied. “I just can’t shake the feeling we’re being followed.”

      Hannah held the door open as we walked outside into the cool, crisp evening. “Oh goody. Hopefully it’s a pair of hot guys.”

      I rolled my eyes. Only Hannah would turn a tense situation into a possible date. There was definitely something wrong with my best friend. She had testosterone on the brain. “Don’t think about asking me to go on a double date with you.”

      “Aw, come on, K. It could be fun.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      The moon filtered through the trees, spilling over the parking lot. Seaside Heights had always felt like the safest place on the planet … until this weekend. Lamplight from the posts shined along our path. A rock skipped on the pavement behind us.

      I stopped and whipped around, my eyes darting over the parking lot. My hand tightened on my shopping bags as I listened. For what, I wasn’t sure. The area was well lit, and still I couldn’t help feeling like the stupid girl in every horror film being stalked by some creep who was going to torture and gut me.

      “You really are jumpy,” Hannah whispered. “You’re starting to freak me out.”

      I was trying to protect her. If anything happened to Hannah because of me, I’d never be able to forgive myself. Maybe I should text Devyn, just to be safe.

      I gulped, swallowing the knot that attempted to form in my throat. “I just have a really bad feeling,” I muttered, pulling out my phone.

      We kept walking, and I could see Hannah’s SUV. Just a few more—

      Another rock skipped across the ground, but this time, it was followed by the unmistakable sound of footsteps. Screw this. I wasn’t about to second-guess this instinct inside me to run. “Get in the car now!” I took off, grabbing Hannah’s hand in the process. She matched my strides, not even bothering to ask what my problem was.

      We scrambled into the car, tossing our packages in the backseat. Hannah reversed, tires screeching as we left burnt rubber in our wake. I glanced in the side mirror, and I definitely saw something. A flash of two metal swords sliced in the air at a figure that shimmered silver under the moon.

      Devyn.

      He had come.

      And I wasn’t crazy. Something had been following us.

      Warmth and relief flooded me, and I sunk into the leather seats with a sigh. My traitorous heart reacted, thumping wildly in my chest. I was actually glad I had a stalker (said no girl ever), but tonight I was. Without Devyn I shuddered to think what might have happened to Hannah and me.

      Speaking of my best friend, a frown pulled at Hannah’s rosebud mouth as she guided the car onto the main road. “Are you going to tell me what just happened back there?”

      I closed my eyes for a moment. “I saved us from being jumped at the mall.”

      Taking her eyes off the road, she glanced at me. “Oh shit. I’m sorry, K. I totally forgot. Jesse told me what happened Friday night. You should have told me.”

      “I didn’t want to talk about it.” My hand lightly touched my cheek, and my thoughts traveled back to Devyn. He was back there fighting a Silvermyst, probably, or whatever extraordinary being had been sent from the Second Moon. I should have stayed. I wouldn’t be much help, but at least I would have been able to see if he was okay. Now I was just left wondering and worrying. I couldn’t explain it, but the idea of Devyn being hurt (or worse) left me horror-stricken. On the tip of my tongue balanced a demand for Hannah to turn around.

      And then my phone lit up in the dark car. It was Devyn. Are you okay?

      I exhaled. Yeah, I’m fine. Thanks to him. Twice now I owed Devyn my welfare.

      “And we won’t talk about it. Not until you want to,” Hannah said, bringing me back to our conversation.

      Hannah’s ability to know what I needed amazed me. I didn’t know what I would do without her and Jesse. It sucked serious goat balls that I couldn’t confide in them. As I studied my friend in the dark, her face illuminated by the interior blue lights of her car, I wanted more than anything to tell her everything. I had a guy in my life, sort of, and I couldn’t talk about him with the one person I wanted to. Seriously unfair.

      Hannah dropped me off at the end of my driveway, and I waved as she took off toward home. I turned, entered the house, and headed straight for my room. I sat on the ledge of the window seat, looking at the million stars that twinkled in the cloudless night. There was a whole universe out there, and I wondered if the stars looked the same in the other world. Moonlight spilled over the houses in the cul-de-sac, including Jesse’s.

      I felt tired, but I wouldn’t be sleeping. Every time I drifted off, I dreamed of the alley and the two Silvermysts who attacked me. And I had dreams of me running through the woods as a fox with winter white fur and sapphire eyes. Occasionally, there were flashes of glowing green eyes and the hiss of snakes.

      It all seemed ridiculous.

      Laying my head back, thoughts of Devyn invaded my mind. No matter how hard I tried to block out the images of the dark-haired Shaman, he poisoned my brain like a drug I couldn’t get enough of.

      The bushes under my window swayed, and I leaned forward, pressing my nose to the glass. A logical explanation would have been the wind, but after everything that had happened, I was on edge. The tree that led to my second-story window began to shake, and I thought for sure someone was climbing the trunk and branches like a ladder. What if it was another Silvermyst determined to steal my soul? A flash of white caught my attention, stalling the air in my lungs.

      For the second time that night, my hand reached for my phone, prepared to dial Devyn, but when I turned back around, a face peered at me through the glass. A silent scream bubbled up in the back of my throat.

      “K? Let me in.”

      “Jesse?” I exhaled a whoosh of air. Duh. Of course it was the boy next door. He’d been sneaking through my window from the moment he learned to climb a tree. I quickly unlocked the clasp and opened the window.

      “Why is your window locked?” he asked, climbing over the frame and into my room.

      Another tidbit I’d overlooked in my paranoia: I never locked my window. Never had a reason to before. Seaside Heights was a safe place, and the only person dumb enough to climb the tree and bridge the gap from the branch to the house was Jesse.

      I looked up at him. His hair was windblown and had a leaf in it. I lifted my hand, plucking it from a loose strand. “What are you doing here?”

      He gave me a funny look. “I saw you in the window. You looked sad.”

      I sighed and curled up on the end of my bed. “I was just thinking about how this will be our last summer together. Everything is changing.”

      Jesse sat beside me, our shoulders touching. “Maybe. But one thing will never change: I’ll always be your best friend.”

      Would he? If he knew what I was, would he accept me? I thought about Devyn and Jesse meeting, and the idea made my stomach churn. Something told me there would be no bromance brewing between them. I needed Jesse in my life, depended on his friendship, but it was also becoming clear that I needed Devyn. One day my past and my future were going to collide. I didn’t want to be stuck in the middle when that tornado hit.

      I laid my head on Jesse’s shoulder. “I hope so.”
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      The next morning, my eyes burned with fatigue as I roamed from class to class. Last night had been rough after Jesse left. I’d laid there with my eyes open, staring at the ceiling. Before I knew it, my alarm buzzed in my ear and the sun crested over the horizon. Devyn was meeting me after school, but I wasn’t sure how much longer I could function without sleep. Guess I would find out. Not that I was all gung-ho about my shifting session with Devyn, but I was anxious to see him.

      I had more questions, but that didn’t explain the anticipation dancing inside me.

      I would be lying to myself if I kept pretending I didn’t want to see him.

      Throughout the day, I found myself searching for him, wondering if he would just pop up when I least expected it. He didn’t. And I was irrationally disappointed. My brain couldn’t make up its mind about Devyn. He was bad, yet I wanted to see him. He was dangerous, yet he made me feel safe. He was different, yet I felt like I understood him.

      Students hurried through the halls after the final bell, pouring into the school parking lot and to the buses that lined the street. Devyn leaned against his shiny, sleek car parked beside my white one, looking like a renegade hell-bent on disrupting my life. He wore a black T-shirt that stretched over his hard-won muscles. His hands were stuffed into the front pockets of his dark jeans. Shadows cascaded over his face, hiding those magnificent emerald eyes, but not the curl of his lips.

      Excitement spread through my veins. The moment our eyes met, my mouth went dry, and I lost focus of my surroundings. He was all that I could see.

      “Who. Is. That?” Hannah purred.

      I blinked. “Uh, my self-defense instructor.” Wow, that sounded lame, and I highly doubted Devyn would take to being my “self-defense” instructor. Or then again, maybe he would.

      “Are you shitting me?” Hannah gasped, drooling. I couldn’t blame her. “He is totally chili pepper hot.”

      Jesse scowled. “He looks like a douche.”

      “And that shows how much you know about girls and what they want. How do I sign up?” Hannah asked, her glittering eyes roaming over Devyn.

      I cleared my throat. “He isn’t taking new clients.”

      Hannah smirked. “Oh, I see how it is. K doesn’t want to share her shiny new buff toy. I thought we shared everything.”

      I hiked my backpack higher up on my shoulder. “Not boys, remember?”

      “Right. Girl code.” She winked.

      Hannah and I had made a promise long ago never to date the same guy. First dibs got him, and the other didn’t even look twice. So far it worked just fine for us. It also helped that Hannah and I had completely different taste in guys … except apparently when it came to Devyn.

      You don’t like Devyn, remember?

      Ha. If only my body and brain could get on the same page. I looked over at Devyn again, and his eyes drank me in, as if I were the most beautiful thing in the world.

      Oh wow.

      “You never told me you were taking self-defense.” Jesse still frowned. In fact, it had deepened.

      What had he said? Oh right, self-defense. “I don’t tell you everything.”

      “You used to,” he grumbled.

      “Hello. I’m still here,” Hannah said, waving her arms in the air to draw attention to herself. “Can we get back to the subject of that tall drink of water over there?”

      Hannah and I weren’t the only girls eyeing the impressive Devyn St. Cyr. He knew how to stand out, but those eyes never strayed from my face.

      My stomach did a series of senseless cartwheels. “What about him?”

      “Okay, judging by the look on your face, he is teaching you a whole lot more than how to defend yourself. He’s the guy you met, isn’t he?”

      “What guy?” I responded automatically.

      Hannah rolled her eyes, smiling. “Oh yeah. Someone has a serious crush on her instructor. He probably knows your bra size too.”

      Shock smacked me in the face. “Hannah,” I hissed between my teeth.

      She grabbed my arm and began dragging me across the lot. “I want an intro. Now.”

      “I’ve got practice,” Jesse mumbled, turning toward the field locker rooms. “I’ll see you later.”

      “Your instructor has Jesse’s boxers in a wad. I wonder why.” She tapped a bubblegum pink nail on her lip, pretending to ponder the thought.

      My cheeks grew hot. “How many times do I have to tell you? There is nothing between Jesse and me. Besides, I thought you had a thing for him.”

      Hannah’s mouth fluttered open and then closed. Speechless. There was a first time for everything.

      Devyn’s gaze slid over me, and he gave me a smirk as Hannah and I approached. “Devyn, this is my best friend Hannah.”

      Hannah and Devyn exchanged looks. “Do you have a girlfriend?” were the first words out of Hannah’s mouth.

      I wanted to crawl under my car. “Hannah,” I snapped at her.

      Devyn’s disarming grin grew. “Are you offering, sugar?”

      “No, she’s not,” I answered for Hannah, unsure what came over me.

      Devyn lifted a brow. “You ready, Kitten?”

      I could have hit him for using a pet name he had no right using.

      Kitten, Hannah mouthed, the excitement on her face twinkling. I steered Hannah toward the other side of the parking lot. “I’ll see you tomorrow. Okay?” It was time for her to go. She’d gotten her introduction and had embarrassed me in the process. That was all I could take in one day.

      “Oh, you bet your ass you will.”

      I leaned against my car to find my balance and exhaled before facing Devyn.

      “We should go,” he said, a pleased-with-himself grin saturating his lips. He liked making me uncomfortable. I could see it in his glittering eyes.

      Nodding, I slipped into his car and glanced sideways at him, studying his profile. Being enclosed in the car and surrounded by his scent wreaked havoc on my brain. I found I longed for things I shouldn’t want, not with Devyn.

      “It’s going to be okay,” he assured me, his voice gentle.

      The damn thing was, I believed him. “How could you tell I am worried?”

      “Your eyes. They give away your emotions. And you were doing that lip thing you do when you’re mulling something over.”

      “Oh.”

      His lips curved. “Did you think it was something else?”

      I shrugged. “Maybe. You knew I was in trouble last night without me calling for help.”

      He nodded, his hands flexing on the steering wheel and then tightening. “You seem to be in danger a lot lately.”

      And according to him, it was only going to get worse—precisely why I sat here with him now, agreeing to learn about a curse I didn’t know I had. I was having a hard time seeing anything good coming out of being a Kitsune.

      He swung his car into a secluded part of the beach where the towering trees lined the oceanfront. As I stepped out of the car, the sound of waves crashing against the dark rocks sang a harmonious tune to my soul. Peace and tranquility foamed and lapped at the shores. It was a beautiful view with the crystal aqua waters stretching as far as the eye could see.

      Driftwood laid scattered over the sand as we walked toward the waterline, and large cliffs jutted out into the sea like a boardwalk, untamed and rustic. “I haven’t been to this side of the town since I was little. I forgot how beautiful it is.”

      “And secluded. It will serve our purpose well. No distractions of the city to disrupt your concentration.”

      Ironically, he distracted me way more than the bustle of downtown Seaside Heights. “Okay then. What do I do?”

      His eyes were intoxicating. I tried not to stare. “Turn into the fox.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I know that, smartass. How?”

      His lips twitched. “Emotional triggers work the best, at first, until you learn to switch between forms at will.”

      I tucked my hair into a ponytail. “I’m not feeling very emotional at the moment.”

      Devyn’s lips pursed. “Let’s see if we can change that.” I didn’t even see him move. Suddenly, he was behind me. “Are you afraid?” he whispered near my ear, his grip steady on the sword he pressed to my throat.

      I shivered, but for all the wrong reasons. He held a blade to my neck, but all I could think about was how his body felt against mine. I swore I could feel his heartbeat. “No. Should I be?”

      The muscles in his chest and arms relaxed. “So you do trust me.” He lowered the blade and spun me around.

      I stared into his eyes. They glowed like the northern lights. “I guess enough to know you won’t hurt me.”

      His bright eyes narrowed. “We’re going to need a new tactic.”

      My gaze moved to the hilt of his sword. “Is that Wrath or Fury?” I asked, eyeing the sleek snake coiled around his wrist.

      His lips twitched. “Fury.” He held the blade so I could see.

      As if she heard her name, the olive-colored snake lifted her head, her black forked tongue tasting the air. All my life, snakes had been one of my greatest fears, but like Devyn, the serpent intrigued me. And by the way the dark slits watched me, Fury had just as much curiosity about me. She was small and thin, nothing like the giant cobras I’d seen in the zoo behind glass. “Do they go everywhere with you?”

      “Always.” A fierce protectiveness coated his tone, and his eyes softened, filling with an inner glow. If you messed with Wrath or Fury, you would have to deal with the Shaman.

      “Now what? Got any other scare tactics up your sleeve?”

      He sheathed his blade, putting it back with the other. “Nope. It’s all you now, Kitten.”

      I opened my mouth to tell him not to call me that, but snapped it closed when I caught the smirk on his lips. My head already throbbed, and we had barely begun. Fear, sadness, and anger were triggers—emotional connections. I massaged my temples to ease the tension building there. “Got any suggestions?”

      His dark T-shirt strained against his chest when he leaned on a tree. “You could try to think of something that makes you sad.”

      These days, I had doses of sadness that hit me out of nowhere. A few tears shouldn’t be a problem … if I didn’t have an audience. “Could you turn around or something? I can’t concentrate with you watching me.”

      He gave me a look that radiated smugness, and I made a face at him, but he finally complied and pivoted to face the car, leaving me to my own devices. It crossed my mind to run, leave all this behind, and never look back, never see Devyn again, but I knew he would find me no matter how far I ran.

      I glanced out to the ocean, watching the waves rise and fall onto the shore. This was so surreal. I was standing on the beach with the hottest guy I’d ever laid eyes on, trying to turn into a fox. Since when had my life become an episode of Supernatural?

      “Anything?” His dark voice carried with the wind.

      I turned over my shoulder and looked at his profile, the gentle breeze tousling his obsidian hair. “It’s going to take me more than thirty seconds. Check your email or something.”

      He chuckled.

      I racked my brain for the saddest idea—something that brought forth all the feels. Of course every time I thought about living without my mom I broke down. Now was no different. The first tear trickled down my cheek, and a pressure in my chest clamped over my heart. It came on quick, engulfing me with more emotion and pain than I was prepared for, but it also pulled out other sensations.

      Heat enveloped me from the inside out, like a flash flood of warmth. And with this surge of fever came the contorting of my body. It was neither painful nor pleasant but felt as natural as walking. And in less than ten seconds, I went from standing on two feet to four furry paws.

      Shifting this time was different than the other times. I wasn’t in any immediate danger. No one was chasing me or trying to steal my soul, allowing me to notice things I hadn’t before. Like my nails: they were long and curled over my paws, coming to a sharp point that could undoubtedly be used as a weapon. In the distance, over the sound of crashing waves, a flock of western sandpipers squawked as they skimmed over the surface of the water in search of food.

      Everything seemed more intense. Sights. Sounds. Touch. Smells, from the sea salt air to Devyn’s scent carried in the wind. I closed my eyes, letting my senses take over. It was incredible. I lifted my face to the sun. When my eyes fluttered up, I saw Devyn standing with his fists clenched at his sides, an undecipherable emotion on his face.

      I wanted to ask him what was wrong, but communicating as a fox wasn’t possible. My ears went down as I looked up at him towering over me. How did I shift back? The first time I had passed out, and the second, Devyn had done something to cause the shift.

      What if ended up stuck as a fox?

      I could never go home again. Never see my friends. Or graduate from high school.

      Panic set in, and my skin began to tingle and burn, the fine hairs on the back of my neck rising. My heart drummed erratically in my chest, and I recognized the warm sensation that flooded into my blood.

      I stood in the sand—back in my human skin for one minute, then two—trying to get my body under control. My ears rang, and I trembled inside as I tried to focus on Devyn’s face.

      I stumbled in the sand. Devyn’s arms snaked around my waist, preventing me from falling to the ground. I grabbed onto the front of his shirt, fisting the material. His muscles bunched under my hand as he held me. He felt so strong, so steady, that I leaned into him, letting him support more of my weight.

      Lifting my head, our gazes locked—my blue with his green. A tendril of concern filtered into his beautiful eyes. His black hair fell over his forehead, as if he’d plowed his fingers through it in worry.

      He watched me with cool eyes. “See, not so hard. Now we just have to get you to do it without going as white as a ghost. Here, drink this.”

      He offered me a bottle. With an unsteady hand, I took the drink and guzzled half of it. “Orange juice?” Not that I didn’t enjoy a tall glass with breakfast, but he had given me the stuff twice now.

      His hand reached out, brushing a lock of hair back that had fallen out of my ponytail. “The sugar and vitamin C help restore your blood sugar and energy level after a shift, at least until your body stabilizes.”

      Thankfully the fog thinned in my head, and the ringing in my ears faded. The world swooped back into normal motion, no longer enhanced by the fox’s senses. It was going to take more than a few shifts for me to get used to the change from one form to the other. “Why am I doing this again?”

      His finger slid under my chin, lifting my face upward until I stared into his eyes. “Only those who are taught to fear the shadows hide. You, Kitten, are a fighter. It’s in your blood. All we have to do is unlock it.”

      “You make it sound so simple, like riding a bike.”

      “It is. Trust me. I’ve seen Kitsunes who can shift back and forth in a blink of an eye, blending their human and fox forms. It’s impressive … and extremely powerful.”

      “In the Second Moon,” I supplied. I angled my head to the side, studying him. “A part of me still thinks you’re crazy, but I’m trying to keep an open mind.”

      His fingers around my waist spread, reminding me he still held me. “Oh, I’m definitely crazy, Kitten.”

      I scoffed. “That’s comforting.”

      His eyes were a heated green, consuming in their intensity. They drew me in, making me forget all the reasons why getting involved with Devyn was a bad idea. His head lowered, and I didn’t pull away.

      Oh my God. Was he going to kiss me? Should I let him?
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      Devyn had lips that could potentially get me in trouble. They hovered a breath away from mine. All I had to do was lean in a fraction of an inch and we’d be lip-locked. Wild anticipation built inside me—the hope that something could happen between us. Did I want him to kiss me? Did I want to kiss him back? I feared both answers.

      And then my stomach growled.

      How humiliating!

      “Hungry?” he asked, the corners of his lips tilting. “Because I’m starved.”

      The way he looked at me had me wondering if he was talking about food or something else entirely. My cheeks warmed.

      A part of me kind of hoped he hadn’t meant food.

      But it would be crazy to get mixed up with someone like Devyn. He wasn’t the type of guy you brought home to family dinners, not to mention, he was from another world.

      But technically, so am I.

      Maybe that meant we were more compatible than my brain wanted to admit, because it was pretty obvious my body was ready to go a round or two in the backseat of his car.

      I cleared my throat and looked out into the ocean, needing to break away from the trance of his eyes. “I could eat.” It would give me some time to grill him with the other gazillion questions that had been swimming around in my head since he stumbled into my life.

      Devyn stared at me for what felt like forever. He stepped back, his hands dropping from my hips. “Good. You pick the place.”

      Excitement rushed through me like a wolf chasing the moon—dangerous and unpredictable. I should have declined and gone home to tackle the mound of homework waiting for me or the laundry scattered in my room, but I wasn’t ready to leave yet. I wanted more time with Devyn. For what, I wasn’t certain.

      Somehow I’d survived my first lesson with only a splash of humiliation. It could have been ten times worse, and I had learned a little more about Devyn.

      Did I want to know more?

      Yes.

      The answer made me uncertain. I felt myself becoming a different person when I was with him. The question was: how much of myself was I willing to lose?

      [image: ]
* * *

      I loved riding in Devyn’s car. The windows were down, the wind blew in my hair, and the radio blasted Madonna’s acoustics through the speakers. I’m walking through the wilderness. Somehow I made it through-ough.

      Unable to stop myself, I started singing, my hand thumping along with the beat. “I didn’t know how lost I was, until I found you. I was beat, incomplete. I’d been had, I was sad and blue.”

      Devyn watched me from the corner of his eye. “Don’t stop. You were on a roll.”

      Holy crap. How much more could I embarrass myself in one day? What was it about this guy that made me forget myself? “Sorry, I love to sing, but only in the car or in the shower.”

      “I know.”

      Tearing my eyes from the view out the window, I looked at Devyn. “How would you know that?”

      A wicked smile lifted the corner of his mouth. “I know everything about you, Karina Lang.”

      It was true he had an unfair advantage. The bizarro connection he had to me seemed to be only one-sided. I pressed my hands into my lap. “Maybe so, but I know nothing about you.”

      The setting sun cast a soft, golden glow over his face. “What do you want to know?”

      Everything popped into my head at once. “Do you have parents?”

      He shot me an easy smile. “I wasn’t hatched from an egg.”

      Devyn had the ability to make me weak in the knees with just one look. He had everything most girls would want: dark, good looks, a hard body, and something else that drew you in. I might be attracted to him, but that didn’t mean I had to fall prey to his dark charm. “Do they live on the Second Moon?”

      He nodded. “My mother does, as well as my little sister.”

      Devyn had a little sister? The idea seemed strange. “And your father?”

      His expression never changed, but his body stiffened. “He died shortly after I was born.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry.” We were near the boardwalk, not far from the coffee shop. There were plenty of places to eat downtown.

      “Yes, you did. And it’s okay. There is nothing I won’t tell you. I won’t keep secrets, because that’s not how our relationship works.”

      Relationship. Good God. In my head, I knew he meant as my bodyguard, but my heart had jumped onto something more intimate. Since the moment of our almost-kiss, I couldn’t stop thinking about what it would be like to feel his lips on mine. I shook the hormones from my head. “What is it like in Katsura?” Katsura was the hub of the Second Moon, located in the center of the other four regions and according to Devyn, where my mother had been born—impossible for me to imagine.

      Devyn sighed and glanced out the window as the sun glinted off flecks of gold in his eyes, like a cat. For a moment, only a moment, his eyes radiated sadness. Then the hard-ass mask took over, shielding any real emotion from me.

      “You miss it.”

      A beat of silence passed. “I do. This world lacks magic. Although I’m accustomed to Earth, the Second Moon will always be my home. Katsura is the golden city. The air smells like fall, spicy and warm.” His voice took on this smooth quality that in no time had me mesmerized. I leaned on my hand and listened as he described the Second Moon. “In the center of the city is a pyramid building that feels as if it reaches the sky. The sidewalks are paved in gold. Well, not literally gold, but a mineral found deep in the Second Moon that shimmers like gold. It is a magnificent city, eye-catching to behold. I remember the first time I walked through its gates. I was dazzled.”

      It sounded enchanting, a place I might have read about in a fantasy book, untouchable. An urge filled me to see Katsura with my own eyes, and the pull scared me. I’d always wanted to travel and see exotic lands—run through the hills of Ireland, traipse the deserts of the Sahara, roam a castle in Scotland, or scale the Great Wall of China. But to explore another world … I suddenly didn’t want to leave my life, my world, but I would be lying to myself if I denied that I was fascinated. This had been the realm my mom had been raised in—the place she had fled from. “You weren’t born in Katsura?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “No. I was born in Willowland, the region to the north of Katsura.”

      I pulled a leg underneath me, relaxed, and pressed my cheek to the seat. Devyn could drive around in circles and I would be content to sit in his car, learning about this whole other world I came from. “And are the streets gold there as well?”

      A soft chuckle escaped his lips. “Definitely not. Willowland is not as wealthy as Katsura. It is the softest region in the Second Moon. The trees all bloom with petals of pure white snow that blanket the ground year-round. The air is neither hot nor cold, but somewhere in between with a gentle breeze. It is heavenly.”

      “How did you learn to fight?” I asked. The blades that were always strapped to his back weren’t there now. They seemed to appear when he needed them and disappeared when he didn’t. I folded my arms over my stomach.

      Devyn’s jaw popped, and I wondered if I’d hit a nerve. “I was sent to train in Thornland. For as soft as Willowland is, Thornland is equally as harsh. It is a place shrouded in a perpetual fog with a sharpness that cuts into the soul. Thornland is where warriors are bred.”

      Mental note: stay away from Thornland. It didn’t sound like a place I’d be interested in visiting. “Like the Silvermysts?”

      He nodded, his knuckles tightening on the wheel. It appeared neither of us wanted to remember that night I’d first been attacked.

      “Were you really born to protect me?” I couldn’t fathom that his sole existence was to keep me safe.

      His eyes caught mine, piercing deep into my soul. When he looked at me like this, it made me feel as if he knew me on a distinctive level, so different from the lifelong friendship Jesse and I had. I couldn’t find the words to properly describe the connection I sensed when Devyn and I were together. “I will only tell you the truth. Yes, I was born with the instinct to protect you. For as long as I can remember, I dreamed of you from the Second Moon, watched you as you grew up. The moment your grandfather died, I was sent here to find you and protect you, until you are ready to return home.”

      I was uncertain how our connection made me feel. I was uncertain about a lot of things, including going home, as he’d said. So he was here to bring me back to the Second Moon. I didn’t want to talk about that right now. “Is this bond between us one-sided?”

      The car no longer moved, and Devyn draped an arm on the back of my seat, flashing me a million-dollar smile. “That depends on you.”

      “How so?”

      “On whether you decide to accept your fate. As a Kitsune, you have undiscovered abilities. The stronger you become, the more enhanced your gifts will be. A Kitsune can have up to nine tails. You’ve already earned your first: the power to shift skin. But your link to the Second Moon is weak. For now, I am the only tie you have to that world, but in time, as you grow stronger, the bond between us will make itself known within you.”

      “Is there an emotional link between us as well?” I couldn’t believe I had just asked that. Yes, it had been on my mind, but I hadn’t meant to voice the question. This was one of those moments where my mouth moved before my brain had a moment to tell it to stop.

      A single brow shot up on his face. “Why? Do you feel something for me?”

      The sound of his voice sent shivers through me. “Other than annoyance?”

      Devyn tipped back his head and laughed. “Give it time. I’m sure I can make you feel something more.”

      “I have a hunch that you don’t have a girlfriend in the Second Moon.”

      He threw me a look that was all kinds of dirty. “Don’t you worry about my love life. It won’t interfere with what I have to do. Besides, it’s best we don’t complicate our relationship.”

      He didn’t really answer what I wanted to know without me having to come out and say it. Did he have a girlfriend or not? “Not a problem,” I huffed.

      “Good, because I would hate to think I was a distraction. You have a long road ahead of you.”

      He more or less threw my words back at me from earlier today when I had asked him to turn around. Devyn was a distraction all right, but in a why-can’t-I-get-you-out-of-my-head way. “You’re impossible.”

      Leaning closer, a glint of trouble lit his eyes. “Impossibly good looking.”

      I resisted the urge to be amused. It would only fuel his ever-growing cockiness. Resting my chin on my hand, I had a hard time taking my eyes off him. Like a magnet, I found myself both pulled and repelled by him. “Why is it so important that I accept this curse?”

      We still sat in the Sushi Shrimp restaurant parking lot, neither of us making a move to get out of the car. “A curse, huh? That is one way to look at it. But I think over time you will find your abilities to be a blessing in disguise. The things you will be able to do … you might even end up as badass as me.”

      “So there is an upside to all of this. I might be able to kick your ass in the distant future.”

      “Someone is feisty tonight. Good, because you’re going to need that kind of fire for what is required of you. Without a ruler, Katsura is dying. It cannot sustain its life force without a ruler to give it energy. And because Katsura is the hub of the other four regions, they too will slowly start to fade. Everything and everyone will die.”

      “The Second Moon will cease to exist?” The idea filled me with surprising anguish.

      He blew out a breath, killing the engine. “I’m afraid so. More and more feys will cross into this world on the chance to survive if it comes to the point that the Second Moon is no longer habitable.”

      “Why doesn’t someone step up as the new ruler? Surely there is a succession of command in place.”

      “It’s more complicated than that, but essentially there is. The throne goes to the next living blood relative. Your fur is white because of your royal blood—a symbol of your importance to the Second Moon. Your grandfather, who was the ruler of all Katsura, recently passed to the realm of the dead where his spirit will live on. With his death, an entire world is without a leader. His throne sits in the hands of his advisor until a member of his bloodline claims the seat.”

      I was pretty sure I knew where this was going. I was that heir. “Me?” I interjected, my voice squeaking. I didn’t want to believe it. How could I be that important to an entire world? It was absurd.

      “You, Karina Lang, are the last royal descendant of Ryo of Katsura.”

      Holy shit. It was one thing to be a shapeshifter. It was another thing entirely to be the heir to a world. I wasn’t a leader. I was a high school senior with plans to go to college. Ruling a world was not part of my plan. “Are you saying that I am the only one who can save Katsura?”

      “Your grandfather has two brothers, who each have a son, Ryker and Talin. They are the heirs of two of the five regions that make up the Second Moon: Orangeoland and Thornland. Ryker and Talin would strike the other dead in a heartbeat to gain control of the Second Moon. The two regions have been at odds for centuries, and it has become a race to see who can claim your power first. With you out of the picture, it would be a fight for the throne.”

      “So they’re sending the assassins to kill me?” I guessed.

      A fierce scowl marred his features. “Yes. And they won’t stop until they have your soul. Without it, neither can reign from the throne of the Second Moon.”

      My fingers raked through my hair. “This is so surreal.” It was hard for me to believe this was a tangible place, never having seen it with my own eyes. Suddenly I felt quite happy with Seaside Heights and had no plans to ever visit the Second Moon.

      “There’s more.”

      I threw my hands up in the small space of the car. “Of course there is.”

      “Each new tail you gain, the harder they will come for you.”

      “What do you mean more tails? Isn’t one enough?”

      “A Kitsune can have up to nine tails. Each one gives you a new ability.” His fingers grazed my neck, picking up my pendent. “This is your soul star: the source of all your powers and a Kitsune’s most prized possession. It is like your life source.”

      My brain shorted out the moment his hand grazed the spot between my neck and chest.

      “But the energy within it can also heal the dying land of Katsura.” His voice had gone soft.

      With all this new information, I wasn’t positive my brain was categorizing the necessary facts or understanding it. And I wouldn’t get the chance to sort it out, not at the moment.

      As I stared at Devyn’s face, everything about his demeanor changed. His shoulders stiffened. His eyes hardened, but the glow brightened. And most importantly, the dual swords appeared at his back. “Kitten, duck!”
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      Devyn threw his arms over my head as I dropped below the dashboard. The window shattered, glass raining down over me and tangling in my hair. Whoosh. Something whizzed over our heads. Thump. It sunk into my side of the car.

      Devyn lifted his head. Whatever he saw, he didn’t like. Anger blew off him in waves of heat, his green eyes radiating like radioactive goo. My eyes went from Devyn to the door. A dagger with some seriously serrated teeth was embedded in the plastic interior.

      Holy crap.

      I had barely processed what had happened, and Devyn was already on the move. He wrenched open the door to his car, the twin blades suddenly in his hands. Wrath and Fury hissed as they wound themselves around his wrists. “Stay here. And lock the door.”

      “You’re leaving me?” I squeaked.

      “Never. I’m saving you.”

      “Right.” I exhaled, but he was already gone.

      I quickly hit the lock button, my heartbeat frantically pattering in my chest. Looking left and right, I searched for any sign of Devyn. He had told me to stay put, but the not knowing where he was or what was out there made my anxiety spike. And as I learned today, strong emotions, like fear, were triggers. If I didn’t calm down, I was going to be a caged fox.

      “Dammit, Devyn. Where are you?”

      Something crashed onto the top of the car, making me jump. My head practically hit the dented ceiling, and I let out a screech of surprise. Two bodies tumbled down the windshield, rolling off the hood before hitting the ground.

      “Devyn?” I straightened in my seat, trying to see over the car.

      A group of girls burst through the doors of The Sushi Shrimp, laughing and completely oblivious to what they were about to stumble into. They drew my attention away from the front of the car momentarily. Then Devyn and something else popped up, swinging.

      The being from the Second Moon threw a punch, but it didn’t have an ordinary fist; it was accompanied by a yellow light that encompassed his entire body. Devyn ducked, springing up behind him with both swords drawn.

      This dude wasn’t a Silvermyst, like the ones before.

      But what was he?

      I stared in awe at Devyn, watching the twin snakes climb up his wrists, fusing the sword to part of his arms. Spinning around, he planted his boot into the back of the guy, sending him stumbling forward. The glowing man turned and spun around, baring a row of razor-sharp teeth.

      The group of girls got one look at what was happening on the other side of the street and took off screaming and running. I could have cared less. My gaze zeroed in on Devyn and the guy headed in my direction.

      “Are you kidding me?” I muttered.

      Raising his glowing hands, he slammed them down on the hood of the car, and I felt the charge, a bolt of electricity that had the tiny hairs on my arms standing up. I pushed myself farther back into my seat. It didn’t help. The longer he had contact with the car, the more powerful the electric current became, to the point that the shit really began to hurt.

      Devyn came up behind him, jamming both swords into the electric dude’s back. Sinking in deeper, the tips of Devyn’s blades pieced through his belly like a shish kabob. The guy stared at me for a moment, his eyes wide and mouth open. A burst of gritty smoke ballooned in front of my face through the glass. It coated the car a moment before Wrath and Fury sprung forward off Devyn’s wrist. Mouths open, the snakes feasted on the being’s remains, a rather unappealing sight.

      Devyn wiped the ends of both blades on the thigh of his jeans and secured them behind his back. He slid into the car like nothing happened. He seemed as cool, calm, and collected as he had been ten minutes ago.

      I, on the other hand, was not. “What was that?”

      His jaw set in a firm line as he flicked his gaze to mine. “An Aureus.”

      No clue what that was, but the details didn’t seem important. Devyn was bleeding—nothing life threatening, just a small cut by his lip. “Are you okay?” I asked, leaning over in my seat to get a better view of the wound and dabbing at bit of blood with the pad of my thumb.

      His lips split into a grin, regardless that the movement had to sting. “Don’t tell me you were worried about me.”

      “Hardly,” I replied. A wet spot on his shirt caught my attention. I don’t know how I spotted it against the dark material, but I felt positive it was more blood. “Jesus. How many jabs did he get on you?” Before I thought about what I was doing, my fingers were at the hem of his shirt, wrestling it up to expose his chest.

      He stilled, raising both brows. “You’ve been itching to get my clothes off since we met.”

      Without saying a word, I ran the tips of my fingers along the series of marks along his right side, just under his arm. They were teeth marks. “He bit you,” I whispered.

      A shiver rolled through him, and the muscles on his belly tensed. “It’s nothing. Now, as much as I know you’ve been dying to get your hands on me, this isn’t the time or place. We need to go. Where one Aureus is, others follow. They tend to travel in pairs.”

      What had possessed me to lift up his shirt? My cheeks flamed as I jerked my hands off him. “I have not been dying to touch you as you so pompously assume,” I argued, but it didn’t explain the sense of disappointment inside me.

      His gaze locked with mine for what felt like an immeasurable amount of time before he finally spoke. “We can argue about how much you don’t want to touch me on the way home.” The engine roared to life.

      I slumped in my seat. We were so not going to argue that point.

      With my stomach still in knots, I didn’t even mind that we drove off without dinner.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “How was self-defense?” Jesse’s voice sounded strained. He appeared out of the shadows, walking toward me from across the yard.

      I stopped, waiting for him to reach me. Clouds hid the moon, casting an eerie darkness to the night. “It was enlightening,” I told him. Jesse was fishing for information on Devyn. It was cruel to tease him, but I couldn’t help it. Jesse had never acted so possessive before. Then again, there’d never been a guy like Devyn before. I’d dated casually, but nothing serious. My studies had always come first.

      “I bet,” he snapped.

      My lips pursed. “What’s your deal?” It had been a long day, and I just wanted to get inside and hit the bed for at least eight hours of uninterrupted z’s.

      Scowling, he said, “I don’t like the guy. He gives me bad vibes.”

      Funny, those weren’t the vibes Devyn gave me. “He would never hurt me”—literally. The guy had been born to protect me. How many girls could say that? It was intense to even consider.

      A breeze picked up pieces of Jesse’s sandy hair, and he crossed his arms over his chest. “You don’t know guys like him.”

      “And you do?” I shot back. He was being ridiculous.

      “I’m a guy,” he said, stating the obvious. “I know what is going on inside his head when he looks at you.”

      My annoyance bubbled to the surface. I didn’t have the energy to go a round with Jesse about Devyn. “Really? Don’t leave me in suspense. What is he thinking?”

      “He is wondering how quick he can get into your pants.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Sex. How very stereotypical of you. Is that what you think about when you look at me? I mean, you are a guy after all, as you so blatantly pointed out.” I started walking toward my house, not really caring if he followed me or not.

      He did, his long strides catching up to me in no time. “No, of course not. You’re my best friend.”

      We reached the porch, and I spun around. “So you’ve never thought about what it would be like to kiss me?”

      He made a face. “Ew. Have you?” He peeked at me from under his lashes.

      I couldn’t help but smile at his apparent awkwardness. This conversation made him very uncomfortable, and I loved it, but in truth, it was probably long overdue. “Sure. I’ve been curious a time or two.”

      “You have?” His stormy eyes deepened, and he rubbed a hand over the stubble under his chin.

      “But I’d never do anything to jeopardize our friendship,” I quickly added. Any girl would be lucky to have Jesse. Just not me. Our friendship was too important.

      He exhaled. “Right. Neither would I.”

      Shifting, I leaned my weight on my left foot. “What makes Devyn so different?”

      His lips turned down, seemingly not thrilled that I was defending Devyn—a guy Jesse clearly had a problem with. “I’ve known you forever. And I don’t look at you as if I’m picturing you naked.”

      I nibbled on my lower lip. “He does that?”

      Jesse’s brows drew together. “You like him.” His hands forked through his hair. “I can’t believe you fell for a guy like that. You deserve someone better, K. Don’t you see that?”

      Jesse cared about me, but his standards where my dating life was concerned were too high. There would never be a guy good enough for me. I’d be a nun if Jesse and Dad had their way. “You’re being impossible. Did I say something to you last year when you dated that bimbo, Amber Reed?”

      “No, but maybe you should have.”

      I grinned. “Nah, it was too much fun watching you figure it out on your own, and you did. You’ve got to trust me enough to let me decide who is good for me.”

      “I still don’t like him,” he grumbled, leaning back against the porch railing.

      I stared up at Jesse’s face highlighted by the soft yellow glow from the porch light. He had amazing cheekbones and a jaw with a hint of stubble that made him appear older. “You might if you gave him a chance,” I said.

      “Doubt it.”

      “Can we agree to disagree?”

      A slow grin spread across his face. “Yeah. Just promise you’ll be careful.” He was more or less humoring me now because neither of us liked to fight.

      I bumped my shoulder lightly into his. “Always. Besides, I have more important things going on than dating.” It wasn’t Devyn Jesse needed to be concerned about. The bigger problem was all the feys coming after me to steal my soul. But I couldn’t tell Jesse that. Regardless of the fact that the urge was there to spill my guts, I refused to get him and Hannah mixed up in another world’s drama.
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      The next few days flew by. School, the café, Devyn, and obsessing over the astonishing fact that I was a Kitsune. It was hard to roll back into my daily life when I constantly worried about accidently shifting into a fox. My control was still on the fritz. I could be in the middle of a lecture in environmental science or making a cinnamon dolce latté at the shop, and I’d recognize the familiar tingles I now associated with a shift. The unknown of when my new ability might strike kept me up at night.

      I glared at the ceiling, wondering what Devyn was up to—if he was out there doing what he was born to do: keeping me safe.

      Most nights the thought comforted me, but today it made me restless, and I couldn’t figure out why. So what if I missed him? It didn’t mean anything. The harder I tried to convince myself, the less sleep I got. I ended up losing the battle.

      

      Morning dawned bright and early for me. Forget that it was Saturday and I didn’t have to work for once. I couldn’t even sleep in!

      Kicking off the covers, I sat up, catching my reflection in the mirror. Good God, I needed a trim. My hair looked a little frizzy at the ends. I reminded myself to deep condition my hair the morning before school. But as I stared at myself, I noticed something else off.

      My eyes.

      They were different.

      I leaned in. A speck of gold dotted the center of my irises.

      It was as if the fox inside me wanted to make itself known.

      Oh, I know you’re in there. How could I forget?

      And if I could see it, who else could?

      The longer I stared at my reflection, the more my curiosity spiked. What did I look like as a fox? Once the thought took root, I couldn’t stop thinking about it. Before I gave myself a chance to second-guess the fact that I was about to shift in my bedroom, I took the plunge.

      It was becoming easier to shift, which scared me. The moment it became effortless meant I’d fully accepted what I was, and I definitely wasn’t at that point yet.

      One moment I was a person and the next a fox—pure magic. I had just stepped from one form into the next right in front of my own eyes. I wiggled my nose to shake away the last tingle of the change. It always took a few seconds to adjust to moving on four feet instead of two.

      Holy guacamole!

      I couldn’t stop staring at myself. My fur was a soft, fluffy white with a beautiful sheen that shone in the moonlight. The pads of my paws tickled from the carpet as my nails sunk into the fibers. Turning left and then right, I noticed that I was a lot bigger than I’d imagined and darn cute. If this weren’t me, I’d want to keep me and cuddle me like a puppy. And then I showed my fangs. Whoa. I jumped back. My canines were scary and could do some serious damage. Let’s just put those bad boys away before I hurt myself.

      Other than the blue hue of my eyes, nothing of my human form resembled the fox. It was impossible to believe that under the fur, I was me.

      Shifting back into my human skin, I glanced at the clock on my nightstand. There was no way I could go back to bed, not for the two hours I had left before the alarm went off. The transformation left me energized. Why not put it to good use? Instead of catching a few more hours of beauty rest, I cleaned my room, showered, did my makeup, and made breakfast for Mom and Dad.

      “What is the special occasion?” Dad asked, glancing up from the newspaper. Both of them sat at the table sipping coffee in their pajamas.

      The scene of the three of us sitting at the table seemed so normal, and then it hit me. At the end of summer there would be less early morning breakfasts. No more Friday night pizza and a movie. I was going to be miles away at college … or in another world. “Why does there have to be a special occasion for me to cook?”

      Dad peered over the top of his paper. “Because, Kit Kat, you hate cooking. And it’s Saturday.”

      Very true. Mom and I were spoiled. Dad was an amazing cook and did most of the meal preparation. He had even packed my school lunches when I was younger. “I was hungry, and no one had started it yet.” I flipped a piece of French toast onto my plate, scowling at the dark grill marks. Ugh. It might be crispy, but they would never complain.

      “What are you, Jesse, and Hannah doing today?” Mom asked as she forked a piece of French toast. Little, everyday tasks left her weak. Both Dad and I struggled to see her like this. She’d always been a vibrant woman. Sakura Lang had been an art dealer before she had gotten ill. Giving up something she loved doing had been devastating, and Mom clung to the hope that one day she’d be able to pick the business back up. Until then, Mirror Gallery’s doors remained closed.

      Mirror Moon Gallery.

      The name of Mom’s store echoed in my head. Holy crap. I’d never thought much about it, but now that I’d learned there was another world, I wondered if the name of the shop had a meaning I didn’t understand. My eyes bounced from my plate, to Mom, to Dad. Did he know? I stared at the man I looked up to and wondered if he had any idea who the woman he married really was.

      I didn’t just randomly become a Kitsune. It was a hereditary mutated gene or some shit.

      “Karina?”

      My gaze focused on her, pulling me out of my own head. What had we been talking about? Oh right, my friends. I shrugged, drenching my breakfast in syrup. “I think we’re going to hang out at The Dome. One last hoorah before graduation.”

      “That will be nice.” Her long obsidian hair cascaded down her back. “Are you okay? You seem distracted. Did something happen?”

      Hell yes, something happened. I opened my mouth, prepared to spew a bunch of emotions and nonsense that wouldn’t make any sense to anyone but maybe my mom. Yet, I couldn’t do it. I closed my mouth. A part of me wanted to be angry with her for keeping such a huge secret from me. Not only was I a Kitsune, but she was as well and had been born in another world. I was hurt that she hadn’t confided in me, prepared me. Instead, I’d tripped into this new life blindfolded and almost got killed in the process.

      Not cool.

      And so not like Mom.

      Then there was this other part of me that wasn’t a hundred percent sure I could trust Devyn. I’d never had a reason to doubt my mom, and it tore me up inside, unsure what I should or shouldn’t say. We had the kind of relationship that, under normal circumstances, I could tell her anything.

      I pressed a kiss to her cheek. “I’m fine. You don’t need to worry about me. Just get better.”

      She laid her hand over mine resting on her shoulder and gave it a squeeze. It was a light squeeze, lacking the strength she used to have, reminding me that even though she might be having a good day, my mom was still sick.

      For the rest of the morning a dark cloud hung over my head I couldn’t shake. Numerous times I opened my bedroom door, prepared to ask Mom the questions I’d been avoiding, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I didn’t want to take the chance of upsetting her.

      Devyn. His name flitted through my head. I wished he were here so I could grill him. He was the only person I could talk to. It seemed weird to depend on someone other than Jesse. He had been the only guy in my life for so long that I never considered there being room for someone else to rely on in the way I did with Jesse. But it was becoming very clear that if I wanted to endure this unexpected twist in my life, I was going to need Devyn.

      He had filled my head with so much information. What he wanted from me I wasn’t sure I could give to him. How could I leave my world? But if I didn’t, would I be putting the Second Moon in jeopardy? My desires and dreams no longer seemed as important, but I wasn’t about to throw it all away without proof.

      I needed Devyn to take me to the Second Moon. I saw no other way for me to decide which choice would be wrong or right without seeing the whole picture. The Second Moon wasn’t real to me, and if I was honest with myself, a part of me never wanted it to be. I’d rather pretend it didn’t exist and go on living my peaceful life.

      But even if I put my blinders on, I could never ignore what I knew now. The first shift had unlocked something inside me, opened it up, and since it had been unleashed, it wouldn’t be locked away again.

      Out of nowhere a restlessness grew inside me, as if the fox felt caged and longed for space. A quick glance at the clock said I had thirty minutes until Hannah and Jesse would be here. Since I was already dressed and ready to go, I went outside for some air and to clear my head, giving into the urge.

      The afternoon sun stood boldly against the dreamy blue sky, like a canvas of vibrant spring colors. A hint of new growth and fresh flowers fragranced the air. As I trotted down the driveway, my nosey neighbor, Ms. Jones, sat on her porch with Maddie, her fluffy pooch, at her feet.

      I waved. Ms. Jones’ lips thinned. The woman had never liked me and constantly watched Jesse and me like hawks. “Witch,” I muttered under my breath, keeping my smile pasted on my lips. Maddie started barking and darted across the yard toward me. She normally loved me, but not today. In fact, she looked like she wanted to tear my face off. With her tiny canines exposed, she growled, trying to take a hunk out of my thigh. I’d had enough.

      Getting down lower, I narrowed my eyes and bared my teeth, doing some growling of my own as I let a little of the fox loose, but not enough to cause a shift. A neat little trick. Maddie’s ears went lower, and she tucked her tail between her legs as she took off whimpering.

      I grinned. There. Problem solved.

      A laugh sounded behind me. “Your control is getting better. She smells the fox on you.”

      I spun around, and my belly did its usual flip-flop. It was him. “Who asked you?”

      “Someone ate a bowl of bitch-flakes for breakfast,” Devyn said, a wicked smile on his lips. He leaned against my car. His dark, unruly hair tumbled over his forehead, making him appear treacherous. He wore dark jeans and an equally dark T-shirt that displayed his muscular chest.

      The sight of him took my breath away, stealing the air from my lungs, a feeling that was quickly becoming bothersome. It happened every time I saw him. What was the deal with this guy? “Lack of sleep makes me irritable.” Devyn had the power to send my pulse leaping. He was trouble. His world was trouble. And yet my insides melted the moment he came within an inch of me … or a mile.

      His eyes drank me in, amused. “Is that what you call it? Irritable?”

      I crossed my arms, ignoring the effect his intoxicating scent had on me. “Are you here just to annoy me, or do you actually need something?”

      His mouth quirked up. “You seem off today, like you could use someone to talk to.”

      Something about his face, or maybe Devyn in general, affected me inside, like tendrils of heat intensified only by his presence. Glancing at him, I frowned. “What? Are you still stalking me?” His intuitiveness got under my skin. He always seemed to know what I was feeling or thinking—sometimes before I did—like a very attentive boyfriend, but he wasn’t my boyfriend.

      “It’s my duty,” he replied in a tone that was hard to describe.

      “It’s creepy,” I countered.

      He stepped into my personal bubble and angled his head enough to the side that our lips lined up. “Is that what you think?”

      His gaze ensnared me, like an enchanting spell. “No. But I should.” I could feel the heat from his body, as ardent as a fire, and I leaned closer to him for no good reason other than I wanted to be near him.

      His fingers brushed a loose strand of hair off my cheek, tucking it behind my ear. “Have you talked to your mom?”

      Oh dear God, he’d touched me. Don’t faint, Karina. I shook my head. “No. She isn’t well. I don’t want to upset her.”

      Those eyes that had been warm a second ago hardened like glass. “She’s sick?”

      I nodded. “She has been for the last three months. It came out of nowhere. One day she was strong and healthy, and then the next day, she could barely get out of bed. At first we thought she just had the flu, but as the days went by, it became clear it was so much more than a common bug. The doctors still don’t have any answers or successful treatments. Everything they have tried has failed.” Why had I poured my heart out to him? Once I started, I didn’t seem to be able to stop. The words flowed from my mouth like an emotional purge. Strangely I felt better afterwards—less pent-up feelings.

      Devyn might be good for the soul … if he wasn’t so arrogant all the time.

      “That makes sense.”

      “What are you talking about? How does my mom being sick make any kind of sense?” I asked.

      His hands moved to my arms, sending a shiver of tingles down my spine. “She has a connection to Katsura, even though she renounced her heritage and left the Second Moon. You can’t change what is in your blood. And Katsura, the land, is in her blood. Ryo kept the land alive with his power, his essence, and with him gone, the land is dying. With your mother being so far from the Second Moon and not having been back in years, she has felt the effects faster. She is sick because Katsura is dying, because it doesn’t have anyone to keep it alive.”

      The dots all began to connect. “What happens if I go to Katsura? Could I possibly save my mom?”

      “You going there would only be a temporary fix, like a Band-Aid. It doesn’t solve the problem,” he said.

      Swallowing, I debated my next move. “Okay, what does then?”

      “Power. You need more tails. Once you have the ability to commune with Katsura, you will be able to heal the land and all those connected to it. Including your mom.”

      I kept my face impassive and showed none of the hope I felt inside. I was going to save my mom. All I had to do was get more tails.

      No sweat.

      “Not so fast, Kitten. I can see hope in your eyes,” Devyn said, reading my emotions.

      How did he do that? It was pretty unfair. I shook my head. It didn’t matter how he knew what I was thinking or feeling. What mattered was how I could obtain the ability to commune with Katsura, a place I’d never been to in my life. “What’s the big deal? I thought you supported me embracing my destiny.”

      His lips thinned, and he shoved his hands into the pockets of his jeans. “I am. I just want you to understand what you’re about to take on.”

      What was there to think about? “I need to obtain nine tails, right?” It wasn’t like we were talking about rocket science. How hard could it be? Hell, I got the first tail without even trying. Piece. Of. Cake.

      “Uh-huh.”

      I didn’t like the smug expression on his face, and I was about to tell him so too when a voice I recognized came from behind me.

      “You didn’t tell me Devyn was joining us.”

      I jumped. “Christ, Hannah. You scared me.” Jesse stood rigidly beside her, frowning as if his face was permanently stuck like that. “Um, he was just …” I fumbled for an explanation for Devyn being at my house when I was supposed to be going out with Hannah and Jesse.

      “… telling Kitten that I’m really looking forward to getting to know her friends.” Devyn completed my bumbling thought.

      He is what? My mouth dropped open. And as the cherry on the top, he’d called me “Kitten” again in front of my friends. He was so dead meat.

      A naughty grin crossed Hannah’s face, accompanied by a bounce of excitement in her cornflower blue eyes. “Great. A double date.”

      I choked.

      Devyn grinned like a shithead.

      And Jesse’s eyes flashed. For one brief moment, I thought he might make a snide comment or tell Devyn to get lost, but his jaw only worked up and down.

      I exhaled. My two worlds were colliding, and I didn’t like it. Once I made it through tonight, Devyn and I were going to have words. He needed to understand that I wanted to keep my normal life as far from my supernatural life as possible, for as long as possible.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” I whispered between my teeth as we walked toward Jesse’s.

      “Would you rather I lurk in the shadows?” Devyn murmured, slipping into the back cab of Jesse’s truck.

      I glared sideways at him, occupying the seat beside him.

      A satisfied smirk crossed his lips. “That’s what I thought. Besides, this should be interesting.”

      “I don’t need a babysitter,” I hissed. Jesse cast a wary glance at Devyn and me from the rearview mirror.

      Devyn cleared his throat. “I beg to differ, or have you already forgotten that each time you step out of the house you get attacked?”

      I hated that he was right … and so arrogant about it.

      “What are you two whispering about back there?” Hannah asked, turning so she could look at us from the front seat.

      Jesse circled the cul-de-sac and took off with squealing tires.

      “I was just telling him about The Dome. He’s never been there before,” I replied a tad too cheerfully.

      Hannah flashed Devyn her flirty grin, dimples and all. “Oh my God. You’re going to love it.”
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      The Dome was a huge recreation center and so much more. Besides the rock climbing walls, arcade, and bowling alley, there was also a movie theater and food court. It had a big draw in the small town of Seaside Heights.

      A group of college students left a corner table just as we came in. The four of us claimed it, throwing our bags onto the table. Devyn volunteered to get us drinks, which was really nice and thoughtful of him—emotions I didn’t really associate with the Shaman, but I guess he could still surprise me. There was a lot we still didn’t know about each other.

      Jesse sat beside me, slumped in his chair and stared at Devyn’s back as he strutted across to the food court. “I can’t believe you invited him. Since when are you and your defense instructor hanging out?” If I wasn’t mistaken, I would swear jealousy laced his tone. So unlike Jesse. He could be protective, but his normal personality was so easygoing. Everyone loved Jesse.

      I patted his knee and slapped on a smile. “Be nice.”

      Jesse squinted. “Are you dating him?”

      “What? No. We’re just friends. He helped me through a difficult time … is still helping me,” I added, coating on a layer of guilt.

      “I wish you would have let us help you,” he grumbled.

      “You did,” I assured him. The less they knew about what had really happened to me, the safer they would be, and that was more important to me than Jesse getting his feelings hurt.

      Hannah made a face at Jesse. “I still can’t believe you’re not dating him. What is wrong with you?” she prodded me.

      I could feel one of Jesse and Hannah’s notorious arguments coming on, and I quickly jumped in to diffuse the situation. Sometimes they could be so frustrating. “Can we talk about something else before he comes back?”

      Hannah and Jesse shared a glance.

      “What is it with the two of you?” I asked, my eyes volleying between them and then squinting. They were acting weirder than usual. And that was saying something.

      Devyn came back with a pitcher of pop and four glasses. He arched a brow when he got a look at my face. “What did I miss?”

      “Absolutely nothing.” I gave a tight smile that didn’t reach my eyes, and I knew I wasn’t fooling anyone, least of all Devyn.

      Thank God Hannah’s mouth took over. “How long have you lived in Seaside Heights?” she asked Devyn as Jesse poured the drinks and passed them around.

      “Only for a few months.” His green eyes slid to mine. “It’s growing on me.”

      “Where did you live before?” Hannah leaned on her hands, hanging on Devyn’s every word. I thought about pinching her.

      “In another world.”

      I kicked Devyn under the table.

      He scowled at me.

      Hannah giggled. “I know what you mean. Sometimes Seaside Heights feels like it is on the other side of the universe.”

      Jesse stood. “I’m going to hit the arcade. You coming?” he asked me.

      Normally I’d take Jesse up on a battle of Pac-Man, but I didn’t want to leave Hannah with Devyn. I was afraid what might happen. “Take Hannah.”

      Jesse wasn’t happy, but he nodded and stood as if he couldn’t wait to put distance between Devyn and himself. Hannah glanced over her shoulder and winked, as if she was doing me a favor by giving me alone time with the drool-worthy Devyn.

      My head whipped toward the Shaman. “What are you doing?”

      He lounged back in his chair, a curve to his lips. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Look, I’m not ready for my friends to know what you really are.”

      “Or what you really are?” he added.

      “Yes,” I hissed.

      “Why not? They’re bound to find out,” he pointed out.

      I fumbled with my straw, jabbing it in and out of the ice. “Because I don’t want some supernatural being trying to use them to get to me.”

      “They’ll probably do that regardless. Better to have them prepared than taken by surprise.”

      My eyes widened, and I leaned forward, elbows on the table. “Are you serious? Oh my God. They would actually hurt my friends.”

      Devyn shrugged. “I would if I was hunting you.”

      That was so not a comforting thought. “Devyn, you have to do something.”

      “I’m here, aren’t I?”

      My stomach pitched as my mind replayed what Devyn had said about being attacked whenever I left my house. Was that the case? “What if coming here was a mistake? What if they come after me while we’re together? I can’t handle it if anything happens to them.”

      He shot me a grin. “That’s why you have me. I’m not pretending to be a badass. I. Am. A. Badass.”

      I rolled my eyes, shaking my head. “Great. I feel so much better.”

      My hand rested on the table, and Devyn interwove his fingers with mine, his gaze lingering on me. “You should. I’ve saved you twice. And I will do it again and again.”

      I sighed. I knew he would, but I wasn’t concerned about myself, only those I cared about. This whole thing was spinning out of my control. It was one thing to have my world turned upside down, and another thing completely to drag my friends into it. “You didn’t come here just to keep me safe. You’re supposed to help me get my tails and bring me to the Second Moon. I’m not stupid. I realize that your world is depending on me.”

      “Our world,” he corrected me.

      My eyes strayed to our still connected fingers. I had no desire to remove my hand from his, not when his touch offered so much comfort and security. “I’ll do things your way, under one condition.”

      A single dark brow arched on his face. “I don’t think I want to know what it is. And since when did this become a barter?”

      “Too bad. I want you to promise you’ll keep my friends and family safe.”

      “I can’t be everywhere at the same time. Not unless you can make clones, which would be pretty kick ass. I rarely admit this, but even I have limitations, very few limitations granted. Besides, what I do only works because I’m connected to you.”

      My face fell. I understood he wasn’t Superman, but damn if somehow in my head he wasn’t close. Something about Devyn made him appear invincible.

      “Don’t look so glum.” His fist rubbed the spot near his heart as if he felt my disappointment.

      “Can you be killed? You’re not like, indestructible, are you?”

      The pad of his thumb stroked the top of my hand as his lips curved. “I’m damn close, and you don’t need to worry about me. There are other much more important things.”

      Right. Saving my mom equaled saving Katsura, which I needed more power to do. “So, how do I get these other tails?”

      Devyn shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      I choked on my Sprite, spitting some of it onto the table. “What do you mean you don’t know?”

      “Just that, Kitten. I’m not a Kitsune. The magic of the nine tails isn’t something your kind goes around blabbing about. It is sacred and a safeguarded magic. If everyone knew how it was done, then it would be that much easier for others to stop you. It has been over a century since a Kitsune has been able to acquire all nine tails, and it happened to be your grandfather.”

      Who was now dead. A hundred years? “Fan-freaking-tastic.”

      He scooted closer from across the table, lowering his voice. “What I do know is, the process isn’t science. You can’t just follow the steps like a recipe and boom, you grow another tail. The ability has to be earned; you must be worthy of the gift.”

      “Well, who the hell deems whether I’m worthy or not?”

      A frown marred his still gorgeous face. If anything, it might have added to his attractiveness. “That is a question bigger than me, but some say it is the Kitsunes of the past. You know who could probably answer your questions?”

      “My mom.” I sighed.

      He nodded. “Although she only had three tails at the time of her banishment, it might be a start, because we’re running out of time. We have an impossible task set in front of us, and it usually takes years for a Kitsune to acquire a single new tail. We don’t have that kind of time. Not if we want to save the Second Moon.”

      “Aren’t you just the bearer of good news?”

      His lips twitched. “I hadn’t expected you to be so …” His voice trailed off, leaving me wondering.

      “So what?” I prompted, curious about what he thought of me. Putting myself in his shoes, I imagined he had been quite inquisitive about the girl he was born to protect with his life. The concept was surreal. I wasn’t sure I would be okay knowing the whole reason I was born was to constantly put someone else’s needs above mine. Selfless. I’d never thought of Devyn that way before, but I did now. While I had gone to school and gotten a traditional education, Devyn had been in the Second Moon, training to be a Shaman—a supernatural warrior.

      “Uh, difficult or stubborn. And pretty.”

      “You think I’m pretty?” I asked, angling my head to the side.

      He smirked. “I guess, for a Kitsune.”

      “Oh what? Are Kitsunes not known to be attractive?” I challenged. There was something entertaining about razzing Devyn.

      The devastating smirk slipped from his lips, and his eyes started to glow like green fire. “We need to go.” He bolted to his feet, taking me with him. His hand slid under my elbow, leading me toward the exit.

      I dug my heels in, wondering what kind of bug crawled up his butt. “We just got here,” I argued, tearing my arm from his hold. “Let go of me. You can’t just manhandle me because you feel like it.”

      He shot me a look of annoyance. “You want to keep your friends out of danger? Then move your pretty little ass.”

      “Fine. You don’t have to be such a dick about it.”

      “Well, if you wouldn’t contradict everything I say, we’d already be leading them away.”

      “What are you waiting for?” I spun and went straight for the door, knowing he would be right on my heels.

      “Kitten, you’re going to be the end of me,” he grumbled.

      The evening air washed over my face as we stepped outside together. “Where to, genius?”

      Devyn stood at my side, a calculating light filling his eyes. “As far from here as possible.”

      As Devyn dragged me down the sidewalk, I pulled out my phone and sent Jesse and Hannah a group text, telling them that I wasn’t feeling well and Devyn was taking me home. I’d talk to them tomorrow. “We’re not really going to walk all the way to my house, are we? Maybe we should call an Uber or something.”

      “A what?” he asked. His eyes never stopped scanning the darkness.

      “Uber? You know, like a taxi.”

      He suddenly stopped, throwing an arm out in front of me. “Shh.”

      Did he just shush me? Oh no, he didn’t.

      I opened my mouth to tell him so, but something caught my attention and not in a good way. An evening fog rolled in, surfing the ground like waves hitting the shore. “What is happening?”

      Abruptly, Wrath and Fury appeared at his back and were in his hands in one quick swoop. “The greeting party has arrived: Silvermysts.” Devyn shifted into his fighter stance.

      I didn’t like the sound of that. Party meant more than one. “Who invited them?” I said with a dry humor. No one laughed.

      Devyn stepped in front of me, which I found both annoying and sweet. A part of me wanted to peek around him and check out the assassination party, but the other part of me wanted to cower behind Devyn’s back. But I was no coward.

      “Karina, you’re going to make a run for it as soon as I tell you to. Got it?” he said urgently. “The moment I tell you to, you’re going to shift and run. Don’t look back, and keep running until you get home.”

      Did he have any idea how far that was? I could barely run the mile at school, let alone six miles. Not to mention, I didn’t want to leave him, nor did I want to die. But I trusted Devyn. Nodding, my heart jumped in my chest.

      From out of the darkness stepped five feys, heading straight for us—too many for Devyn to defeat on his own without risking his heart being ripped out. But in the short time I’d gotten to know the Shaman, I knew he would take on an entire army of fey if it meant saving my life.

      Damn.

      They were tall and lithe with long hair of white silver that reached their shoulders. Their skin glowed so palely that it seemed to shimmer under the moonlight. All of them wore jeans and T-shirts, no doubt to blend in with the human world, but there was no mistaking the weapons in their hands—dead giveaways.

      Try as they might, it was a wasted effort. Nothing could make them look human.

      I sucked in a sharp gasp that shouldn’t have been audible, but Devyn angled his head a fraction of an inch toward me. What struck me the most as my gaze locked onto him wasn’t how incredibly lethal he looked—because he did—but the regret I saw in his eyes.

      It made my stomach drop.

      Standing in a triangle formation, the Silvermyst in front held out his sword across his chest. “Hand over the fox and we won’t harm you, Shaman.”

      “If you know what I am, then you know that will never happen. I have another proposition. How about I introduce your face to one of my blades?”

      The Silvermyst spoke again, but this time in a language I didn’t understand. The words were nothing but gibberish. However, from the deep lines etched on Devyn’s face, he didn’t like what he had to say, because before he finished the sentence, Devyn sliced his throat. Wrath and Fury gave a uniform, greedy hiss before lapping up the fey’s sins like he was the last slice of pepperoni pizza.

      Then shit hit the fan.

      “For once, Kitten, do what I tell you. Shift. Now!” Devyn growled.
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      I felt the rush of air as I shifted into the fox, but not the impact of the Silvermyst until I was flying through the air. One of them charged at me while the others kept Devyn occupied, and I hit the ground with a jarring force, the kind that left little Tweety birds circling my head.

      Black mist swirled around me, surrounding me in inky darkness. I must have blacked out for a minute or two. Blinking, I came to, hearing the sound of Devyn’s voice screaming my name.

      “Karina! Run!”

      I blinked again, but I couldn’t see anything. Only darkness. It was weird. With my enhanced abilities, I should have been able to see through the night. I started to panic. Tingles of fear prickled my arms, and I almost screamed but remembered I was in fox form.

      “Karina!” Devyn yelled again. “Run, Kitten. You must get out of here now!”

      A thread of our bond unspooled inside me, and just like that, the world snapped into focus. My eyes clashed with his, an ice green so sharp it cut like a knife. Wrath and Fury coiled around his wrists, hissing at the Silvermysts who had come for me.

      They surrounded him.

      I took a step backward.

      Devyn twirled both blades in the air. They hummed with power and promised death. Anticipation withered in the beady eyes of Wrath and Fury, the sin eaters. Devyn ducked as a claw swiped the space a mere inch over his head. Wisely he kept low as he sliced at the Silvermyst’s legs and drove him into the ground.

      The wind rose up again.

      The Silvermyst gave a scream, an ominous noise that froze the blood in my veins. Devyn’s voice whispered inside my head, begging me to listen, pleading with me to run. This time I listened. I turned and ran—away from Devyn, away from death, away from the feys.

      I got to the end of the block before I stopped, panting with fear and my heart pumping out of my chest. Cold sweat trickled down between my furry ears as another inhuman cry sounded behind me.

      Devyn.

      A wild mix of fear and elation tore through me as I fought to decide my next move. I could keep on running, see myself to safety, or I could go back there and help Devyn—not that I was positive I would be much help.

      If I ran, Devyn might die.

      In that moment, the clarity of the situation flashed in front of me.

      A terror I’d never felt before rose inside me like an insidious mist, robbing me of air. Devyn couldn’t die. How would I survive without him? How would I stop what was coming? How would I gain nine tails if he weren’t here to help me? I needed him.

      I had to go back. There was no other choice.

      My brain clicked off, and I sprinted back the way I came. The Silvermysts had come for me. I didn’t have a plan, other than to lead them away from Devyn. If I could get one or two of them to chase me, it would give Devyn a fighting chance.

      It worked.

      I catapulted onto a car. The Silvermysts picked up my scent. Seeing them coming at me, my bravado slipped and in trickled fear. Then I caught sight of Devyn. Was that blood leaking from his nose? The sight filled me with a renewed sense of power. I wasn’t just a weak seventeen-year-old girl. I was a Kitsune. Something about Devyn made me feel like I could do anything, even something as crazy as take on a Silvermyst—a fey I knew virtually nothing about, other than they wanted to kill me and take my soul.

      Sounded like a fun time, if you were into living on the edge.

      Devyn was alive. More impressively, only two Silvermysts had survived his onslaught that I could see.

      He scowled at me, and I could see in his eyes that he was furious I hadn’t listened. The Shaman was dying to yell at me, but he would have to wait until we get out of this mess. Something to look forward to.

      I tried to figure out a way to turn my speed into an advantage, but the second Devyn saw me, he hesitated, and I realized my mistake. His concentration was back on me when it should have been on fighting and staying alive. Fool. Elongated jaws stretched around sharp, white fangs as the closest Silvermyst took advantage of Devyn’s momentary distraction.

      I had to do something.

      Throwing myself off the top of the car and onto the Silvermyst, I snapped at him to get his attention and caught his throat. A mouthful of flesh, I felt my eyeteeth snag flesh and blood spurted out. Disgusting. It wasn’t a mortal wound, but it should slow him down, giving Devyn time to recover and get his head back into the fight.

      Only the Silvermyst didn't stop.

      Shit.

      I took off, but he was hot on my heels as I dashed past Luke’s Sub Shop and across the alley behind the Smoothie Bar. Great. Another freaking alley. Maybe I was destined to die alongside someone’s trash.

      Spurred by a hunting rage, the Silvermyst ran faster than I could, even on four legs. If I had more tails, I might have stood a chance against him alone, but with my only ability being to shift, it wasn’t going to do me much good. I didn’t know how long I was going to be able to outrun him. He was catching up to me.

      Taking the corner, I caught a glimpse of his silver hair, and then he lunged. I squeezed my eyes shut and waited for the impact. It was like being hit by a stampede of bulls. But the pain didn’t end there. The bastard sunk his teeth into my neck, slamming me into the ground.

      A scream wrenched from my throat, and only then did I realize the Silvermyst had managed to force me to shift after he bit me. Frantically, I struggled to free myself from the hold that pressed my hands to either side of my head. This couldn’t be happening.

      The Silvermyst put a knee into my chest, using his whole body weight to keep me pinned. “Let’s not make this more difficult than it has to be. There’s nothing you can do to stop your death.” He released one of my wrists and lifted a strand of my hair.

      My chest rose and fell sharply. Sheer terror spread its way through my veins like a virus. “If you’re going to kill me, just get it over with.”

      Laughing, his black eyes hovered over my face. “You’re a disgrace to the Second Moon. Where’s your fight?”

      I shook my head, my entire body shaking. “Screw you.” My hand rose in the air and whacked the Silvermyst’s cheek, palm open. Oh. My. God. Did I really just bitch slap him?

      Yup.

      And the being wasn’t happy. The muscle along his jaw drummed. “You stupid little fox bitch,” the Silvermyst spat. His head twisted. I heard the crack, before I felt the pain. I screamed as a wave of agony roared through my face. Shocked, tears rolled down my cheeks. The jerk had hit me. I guess they didn’t have the no-hitting-girls rule in the Second Moon.

      With quick silvery hands, he went straight for my neck and lifted me off my feet. I clawed at the hand around my throat, my fingernails tearing into his flesh. I gagged. Air. I needed air! I couldn’t breathe and had no real hope of getting his fingers off my neck. Then as if I was nothing but a discarded toy, he threw me backward. My head hit the ground first. A fresh bout of red-hot pain lanced through me, leaving me stunned and gasping for air. I stared up at the pitch black sky, watching the stars twirl.

      The Silvermyst solidified over me, a cruel smile forming on his lips. “You’ll never be anything in the Second Moon, nothing but a weak human.” Snatching up my silver chain between his fingers, he caressed the milky charm like it was precious. “This won’t hurt … much.”

      Somehow, I didn’t believe him.

      I went nuclear underneath his weight. Full-blown panic set in as his hand crushed my split lip. Eyes wide, I beat my fists against his chest, but it was wasted effort. He was too strong. Too big. I felt every little pebble dig into my back, every scratch tearing into my flesh, but nothing was worse than the lack of oxygen. His fingers wrapped around my throat, and no matter what I did, I couldn’t breathe.

      I choked on my own tears, each convulsion causing sharp pain to puncture my chest. OhGodOhGodOhGod! This was it. I was going to die. My body went numb, becoming weightless, and I stopped struggling. The energy was gone, and as I lay there, my thoughts drifted to Devyn. Maybe I should have listened. Maybe I should have kept running.

      A shadow loomed over us, and I immediately caught a familiar scent. Hope rose within me like a tidal wave.

      Devyn looked down with murder in his green eyes glowing brightly. They moved from my battered face to the Silvermyst who still had his dirty grubs on my soul. “Not today, asshole,” Devyn roared.

      I’d never been so happy to see a pair of snakes in my life. Wrath and Fury let out a long angry hiss as Devyn sent both blades into the Silvermyst’s chest. And then he was gone, as if he never existed at all.

      I closed my eyes, afraid to move. The danger was gone, but unfortunately the nightmare persisted. Starbursts danced behind my eyelids, and the world spun in dizzying loops, rocking my center of gravity.

      Don’t pass out. Don’t pass out.

      Sensations led the way. Pain radiated everywhere—the first indication something was very wrong with me. Each breath I took only intensified the agony.

      I whimpered.

      “Don’t move.” Devyn’s blurry, but still damn gorgeous, face came into view. “I told you to run, Kitten.” Sorrow cloaked his voice, and I thought I heard him suck in a sharp breath of pain just as one sliced through me.

      “Devyn?” I croaked.

      “Shh. Don’t talk. But this time when I give an order, you better damn well follow it.” He brushed the slick and crusted hair from my face. It was drenched in my own blood. “Shift,” he ordered me.

      Really? I could barely get air into my lungs. How did he expect me to turn into a fox? “I-I can’t.”

      “Yes, you can,” he urged me, fierce determination lining his face. “If you want to survive, you must. I swear it will ease your pain.” His words implored me to live, to find the strength to do as he asked.

      “I hurt so much.” Tears tracked down my cheeks, mixing with blood and soot.

      With the pad of his thumb, he caught the tears as they fell. “I know, love. Have I ever lied to you?”

      “No,” I wheezed. “Not that I know of.”

      He chuckled. “You trust me. I can sense it. Then do this one thing for me. It won’t be easy, but it will save you. I can’t lose you.”

      “Because it’s your job?”

      “You’re way more than a job, Kitten.” Devyn slipped his hand into mine.

      I clung onto his fingers as if he were my lifeline and squeezed my eyes shut, concentrating on the feeling inside me that prompted the change. My body jerked as the transformation began, and I almost lost control of the shift but somehow managed to hang on by a thread.

      It was by far the most agonizing shift to date. Normally I marveled at the change my body underwent, but this time, I could feel each bone, muscle, and tissue mend as it morphed. My body contorted, and I threw my head back, my mouth dropping open as a cry wrenched from my hoarse throat. It ended on a howl.

      Then, silence.
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      I woke up alone in Devyn’s apartment with the sun seeping into the room, bold and bright, casting streams of pink and gold across the dark gray floors. From the moment my eyes opened, I knew I lay in his bed. The sheets, the room, everything smelled like Devyn—like a fresh, cool rainfall.

      Twisting in the bed, I buried my face into the pillow and inhaled. My heart rate picked up. I spent the night in Devyn’s bed.

      And I couldn’t remember a thing except for blacking out on the street after I’d shifted into a fox. Everything after that seemed like a black hole, including how I got into his bed.

      My cheeks flamed. Had he undressed me?

      I whipped the blankets aside and released a breath. The tattered clothes I’d been wearing yesterday were still on my body, minus the shoes. There was a God. I didn’t think I’d be able to live down the embarrassment if he had stripped me.

      Tugging on my bottom lip, I wrestled with the decision to get out of bed or stay here all day. Something about being at Devyn’s place made me feel as if it was the safest place on earth. It was the utter quiet that finally made me roll out of bed. After a quick tour through the one-bedroom apartment, I realized he was gone. So I made quick use of the bathroom. I wanted nothing more than to shower and scrub the dirt and blood off me.

      I didn’t think Devyn would mind, and if he did, then he shouldn’t have left me alone in his apartment. There were all the things you’d expect in a guy’s bathroom. The bare necessities: toothbrush, comb, and a shampoo/conditioner combo. My hair was going to hate me, but it was going to have to do without a leave-in conditioner.

      I loved each second of the glorious shower, and I didn’t care that I was going to smell like I just took a bath at the Abercrombie & Fitch store.

      Tucking my dark, damp strands of hair into a messy bun, I slipped into one of Devyn’s T-shirts. The material felt like butter on my raw and bruised skin and smelled like heaven. He had been right: shifting had mended the majority of my battered body—the important stuff. What was left behind would heal on its own in time.

      Standing in front of his misty bathroom mirror, I stared at my reflection. I had thought my first attack was horrendous, but it had been a piece of cake compared to last night. Tears pricked my eyes as I released a breath. I’m okay. Devyn’s okay.

      Padding out into the main room, I went in search of my phone. I was hopeful Devyn had managed to take the time to search for my belongings after the attack. I was learning he was a guy of many talents. A small smile tugged at the corner of my lips when I noticed my phone sitting on the kitchen counter.

      “Nice shirt.” The soft click of the door sounded behind me.

      I spun around and grinned, my fingers fumbling with the hem of the material. It reached to just above my knees. “You might not get it back.”

      Devyn moved into the room, his eyes never leaving mine. “Keep it. Looks better on you anyway. How do you feel?”

      A little underdressed, and if he kept looking at me like he was curious what I wore under his shirt, I was going to pull my old clothes out of the garbage. “Better. I used your shower. I hope you don’t mind.”

      “No, why would I?” He set a little white bag on the counter. “I brought breakfast. One strawberry frosted donut.”

      My favorite. “Coffee?” I asked.

      “Like I would forget your caffeine addiction. There are those little coffee cups in the cupboard above the coffeemaker. Help yourself.”

      Dear God. Devyn might just be the perfect guy. He knew everything about me all right, even my breakfast choices. The only guy besides my dad who brought me breakfast was Jesse, and half the time he couldn’t remember if I liked cream or sugar in my coffee. It was both.

      A stretch of silence ensued as we stared at each other, and I toyed with my necklace. The events of last night sunk in, hitting me like an unexpected snowstorm. Devyn had risked his life to protect me, and I didn’t know how to repay him. It became very clear to me that everything he’d ever said to me was the truth, and that scared me almost as much as losing him. I threw myself into his arms. “Thank you for saving me,” I whispered near his ear. Later, I would be embarrassed by my actions, but for now, it felt wonderful to be wrapped in his warmth.

      “Always,” he murmured, his arms settling at the small of my back. He pressed a kiss to my temple in what I was sure was supposed to be a brotherly gesture, but something happened the moment his lips touched my skin.

      My chest spasmed, and I found I couldn’t step out of his embrace. I pulled back to glance up into his face, curious to see if he felt what I did. So much emotion churned in his eyes, my knees nearly buckled.

      “What you did last night … coming back was reckless. You could have gotten yourself killed. Don’t ever do that again. I don’t know what I would do if anything happened to you.” Devyn’s gaze landed on my mouth, and I felt his chest rise in time with mine.

      My body had a mind of its own, curving into his and willing him to touch me. “I couldn’t leave you.”

      “That’s exactly what you should have done.” He lowered his head, pressing his forehead to mine, and I knew he was going to kiss me. Our bodies were flush, fitting together with my fingers secured around his neck. The intensity in his green eyes glowed, promising things I probably couldn’t even begin to comprehend. “Kitten …”

      The low growl in his voice sent a stream of heat through me. I didn’t think about Devyn being able to sense what was happening inside me, what he was making me feel, what he could see in my eyes, because it was only a reflection of what I saw and felt in him.

      This was dangerous.

      And then he kissed me. Feather soft at first, as if he was memorizing the shape of my lips with his. My eyes fluttered shut. He left me temporarily dazed. And then a moan escaped me, and he swept his tongue inside my parted lips, kissing me so deeply I got lightheaded.

      My body sparked to life, sending a rush of blissful sensations across my body. His fingers skimmed down the dip of my waist to the flare of my hips, pulling me closer. I’d been kissed before, but nothing compared to what Devyn could do with this tongue.

      His lips swept over my cheek, tasting my skin with such appreciation as his tongue traced the outline of my ear, nipping at the lobe. A soft shudder rolled through him. “You taste good. Like a strawberry lollipop.”

      A streak of possessiveness stirred within me. It came out of nowhere, taking ahold of my heart. I didn’t want to talk. Lifting up on my toes, I nuzzled a path of kisses directly to his lips for another searing kiss. He brushed the back of his knuckles over my cheek with a tenderness that reached my soul.

      And then Devyn stepped backward, shoving an unsteady hand into his disheveled hair. His expression changed, and a look of determination replaced the passion. “We can’t do this. I shouldn’t have kissed you.”

      Several moments passed as I tried to get my heart under control and make sense of the disappointment. I angled my head, letting my hands fall to my sides. I didn’t know what else to do with them. “And why is that?”

      “For a number of reasons, but mostly because I’m here to protect you, not seduce you. Rule number one of being a Shaman: never get emotionally involved. Feelings are messy, and there is no room for error when I’m expected to keep you alive.”

      With a mixture of anger and euphoria, I made myself take a breath. My cheeks were flushed from his kisses. “And you’re a stickler for rules.”

      “What’s wrong with law and order?” His expression turned into a grin.

      “Besides being boring,” I grumbled, annoyed that I couldn’t stay irritated with him.

      “Eat your breakfast. And put some more clothes on,” he added.

      I grinned and turned around, walking into the kitchen. After brewing a cup of coffee, I took a bite out of the strawberry frosted donut and knew that Devyn had ruined my favorite donut in the world. It was always going to remind me of him, remind me of that damn kiss.

      “Why the frown? I thought strawberry frosted was your one true love?” He watched me from the other room.

      “It was … it is,” I corrected myself. “I was just thinking.”

      “Emotions I can read, but your mind, sadly I cannot.” He strode toward me in the kitchen. “What are you thinking about, Kitten?”

      Well, if he stopped talking to me in that sexy, deep voice, I wouldn’t be thinking about him. “I think I’m ready now to accept my fate.”

      “Good. I was getting tired of waiting.” A teasing, sexy undercurrent ran in his voice.

      I backhanded his shoulder. “You’re still a jerk.”

      “Maybe, but you can’t help but like me,” he said, his lips turning into a smirk.

      Wasn’t that the truth? Lord help me. “One tail down, only eight to go.”

      His eyes flashed into brilliant jewels. “If anyone can do it, Kitten, it’s you.”

      “I don’t have much of a choice, do I?” But with Devyn by my side, I stood a much better chance.

      

      I walked through the front door and realized I was going to have to explain to my parents why I hadn’t come home last night. I was surprised there wasn’t an APB out on my disappearance, but knowing how distracted they’d been since Mom got sick, they might not have noticed I wasn’t in my room sleeping. It would be better if they hadn’t, and I could just slip inside. I contemplated using the tree to get into my room like Jesse did but didn’t want to risk my neck a second time in twenty-four hours. There had been enough broken bones, cuts, and bruises for one day.

      The house was quiet. Too quiet. For a Sunday morning, there should have been some activity. Breakfast being made. Laundry being done. TV in the background. It was like no one was home. I tiptoed down the hallway toward the stairs, careful to avoid the creaky floorboards. My hand wrapped around the banister when I heard my name.

      “Karina.” Mom’s voice filtered in from the kitchen. “Is that you?”

      So much for a clean getaway. I exhaled and turned to face the consequences. There were rules in the Lang household, and not letting my parents know where I was at all times broke one of those rules.

      Mom sat at the kitchen table, and her head lifted as I entered the room. “Karina, we need to talk. There’s something I need to tell you.”
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