
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
  
    
      DOGGONE MESS

      
        A Magical Romantic Comedy (with a body count)

        Book 20

      

    

    
      
        R.J. BLAIN

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Pen &amp; Page Publishing]
        

      

    

  






Doggone Mess

A Magical Romantic Comedy (with a body count)

by R.J. Blain







[image: ]



  *



Single, female lycanthrope: check.

Bills to pay: check.

A bounty for the hottest single lycanthrope on the block: check.

As the sole holdout of the corporate buyout of her apartment building, Joyce Gray is determined to transform her stubborn pride into a masterpiece in order to stay off the streets. Dipping her hands into the dark world of bounty hunting would give her the funds needed to find a new home, somewhere safe from the wolf who’d infected her with the lycanthropy virus.

On the surface, the job is simple. For a period of three days, she must keep Wayne Barnes from returning to the New York City area. The owner of the corporation determined to reduce her apartment complex to rubble has a reputation of being straitlaced and playing for keeps. Worse, her virus is ready to roll over to have her belly rubbed and enjoy some positive and intimate attention.

But with twenty thousand on the table and a chance to get ahead for once in her life, she’s prepared to get her hands dirty no matter the cost.

What she doesn’t know will change her life and plunge her into the murky depths of the black market, where secrets are worth more than money, life is cheap, and anything can be purchased for a price.
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1. Her promise of better days to come startled me.




2. My virus refused to continue the violent cycle that had bound us together.




3. Sometimes, I hated being a single lycanthrope.




4. No wonder the police chief had opted to come along for the ride.




5. “I’ve learned an important lesson. Never accept a lift from a cindercorn.”




6. “Yours is laced with the best pixie dust money can buy. Mine is not.”




7. My poor little car. If it took another hit like that, I might have to think about replacing it.




8. Sometimes, all a woman needed in life was some good old-fashioned destruction.




9. “There’s a bathroom in the bathroom.”




10. “You’re a what?”




11. “There is no point in making a dress out of air.”




12. “Are you shy, Mr. Barnes?”




13. “Lucifer has a reputation.”




14. “I finally found a male lycanthrope I can tolerate, and he’s going to be murdered by his own boss.”




15. “Your frugal heart must be singing with joy.”




16. “It was an accident.”




17. “I’m the Lord of Lies, not the Lord of Plays Fairly.”




18. “Have you been working magic on my child again?”




19. I covered my mouth so I wouldn’t burst into giggles at the sight of unicorns wearing reindeer horns.




20. Chaos did exactly what she wanted.




21. Nothing beat coming home to a fluffy lycanthrope.




22. Demons and devils alike tended to have problems with sharing.




23. “I cried because I didn’t get to see the foals?”




24. “Well, one of you is enthusiastic; the other is doomed.”




25. “How does it feel being one of the most normal beings making up our circus, Belial?”




26. “I am almost best cindercorn. Foals best cindercorns.”




27. “Joyce, we do not play with the swans. They hit harder than we do.”




28. Never again would become my motto.




Epilogue: “The lycanthropy virus can be somewhat enthusiastic at times.”
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Foreword









Dear Reader, Doggone Mess originally appeared in Dirty Deeds, a collection featuring titles from myself, Diana Pharaoh Francis, Devon Monk, and Faith Hunter. As such, it was written before the events of Plaidypus took place. As I knew Doggone Mess would be heavily delayed from its standalone release, I planned the promised expansions to happen in phases. Mostly, the dividing line is “Before Plaidypus” and “After Plaidypus.”

101 Ways to Die complicated things a little more, because 101 Ways to Die happens after Plaidypus but during Doggone Mess’s events. Fortunately for my sanity, there is very little overlap between 101 Ways to Die in terms of the characters’ actions. With a small exception. Pay close attention to Mr. and Mrs. Police Chief Quinn. You may notice some amusing events surrounding them.

As promised, the Quinns will be making an appearance along with Lucifer and his family. And, bringing the importance of Plaidypus and the timing of Doggone Mess into play, the Chicago vampires.

While Doggone Mess’s beginning was written before Plaidypus, there are important reasons for why I didn’t renumber the series and insert Doggone Mess before Plaidypus. Doggone Mess’s events after Plaidypus require Plaidypus to truly make sense.

So, the answer remains the same when asked about this series: What order should I read these books in?

Read them in the order that is currently on Amazon (or in the list below.) Everyone else is incorrect about which order the books should be in. Why? Usually I hate saying ‘Because I said so’, but in this case, it’s accurate. Yes, a Chip on Her Shoulder is the first book chronologically… but it was truly meant to be read where it is, deep into the series.

It is very strange to be working on wrapping this series. With the possible exception of Whiskers on Kittens (which I’m writing because I want to, not because it’s plot critical), everything else moves the series to its ultimate conclusion.

There is a slim possibility I may be inserting one or two more books on the way; I’m currently doing some outline and puzzling work to see if it works with where the final book needs to go. (The end of the series has always been predetermined, from the instant I started writing Playing with Fire. I knew where the characters were headed from the very beginning. In some cases, I changed the path a little, but the goal/intent to end the series where I do is something I can’t/won’t compromise on. It was ALWAYS meant to end where I will be ending it.) So, here we go. The series order in its full glory, with the two spots I may need to add an expansion novel. It depends on if the things that need to happen can be nestled in the titles sandwiching those spots. (In good news, I have time to think about it.) 

Playing with Fire Hoofin’ It

Hearth, Home, and Havoc Serial Killer Princess Whatever for Hire Owl Be Yours

Last but not Leashed No Kitten Around Fowl Play

Blending In

Cheetahs Never Win Burn, Baby, Burn Double Trouble

Grave Humor

A Chip on Her Shoulder The Flame Game

Murder Mittens

Catnapped

Plaidypus

Doggone Mess

101 Ways to Die

Whiskers on Kittens Dragon Her Heels Herding Polecats How Hawkward

On Point

(May be a Title (or two) Inserted Here) Probable Caws

Cobra Chicken

The Heir of Hell 

There will be one or two (or more) anthologies of short stories, novellas, and short novels at my whim before and after the main series conclusion. The Heir of Hell does not mean I will stop writing in the world every now and then. It just means the series is over. If a Magical Romantic Comedy grabs me, I’ll probably write it because the world is FUN.

Yes, there will be the Client from Hell continuation and the Otter side stories, but that’s a discussion for another time.

Thank you for reading, and most importantly, thank you for joining me for this wild, wild ride.

 

~R.J. Blain
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Her promise of better days to come startled me.











Shortly before the events of Plaidypus…





After a long week of work, I couldn’t really blame anyone for grabbing fast food on the way home, but did everyone in Long Island have to visit my specific branch of McDonald’s? From vanilla humans, lycanthropes, practitioners, and centaurs to devils, demons, and even an angel, everybody wanted a hit, and they wanted me to give it to them.

I questioned the angel. How did they eat without a head? Did they eat? Why did an angel want nuggets? Why did everyone want nuggets today?

If I judged from the angel’s rather feminine voice, my thoughts amused her. After handing over her meal, her promise of better days to come startled me. Had it been a calmer shift, I might have spared more than a moment to contemplate her words. But as a moment was all I had to spare, I filed her words away as empty politeness and went back to work.

While all the lines were busy, mine had twice as many people, and I doubted I’d survive to the end of my shift in an hour.

I considered asking some divine for help, but I opted against the idea. With my luck, the Devil would join the mayhem and give me one hell of an order.

One close brush with the divine was enough for me.

The nuggets held the place as the day’s reigning champion of sales, with the smart people ordering twenty, as it was approximately fifty cents more expensive than ordering ten. Burgers took the second spot of the day, and the underdog salad came in a close third, resulting in general mayhem in the back, as we hadn’t prepared for a salad bender.

Oddly, the lycanthropes led the charge on the unexpected salad bender. Had someone slipped pixie dust into our dressing when I hadn’t been looking? I could use a hit of pixie dust, and I held no doubt my fellow lycanthropes could use a dose as well. While filling an insane order consisting of a hundred and sixty nuggets, ten fries, and enough soda to float a boat, I checked one of the labels to make sure.

Nope, no pixie dust.

I fought my urge to sigh. For some damned reason, the CDC got cranky when those infected with a contagious life-altering disease became snuggle fiends. My driver’s license specifically barred me from ingesting any pixie dust without a prescription, the cruelest of blows in my life outside of my unwanted lycanthropy infection. Pixie dust turned me into a snuggle fiend out on a mission to love everyone, making me a high infection risk.

The CDC would consider removing the flag after I mated, as they believed I would become a snuggle fiend with my mate, something they viewed to be acceptable. If I could resist the urge to cuddle with everyone, pixie dust would be legal for me again.

I’d been tested once and only once, and I had tried my hardest to get affection and hugs from anyone to cross my path. The concern I would be lured off by a user and abuser influenced their decision to bar me from the substance.

I hated the CDC, especially as my virus agreed with their idea and appreciated their caution. I bet my terrorist virus just wanted me to settle down and used pixie dust to her advantage, although I’d resisted her wicked ways thus far.

Damn it, I needed a vacation. I also needed more than three days off before my next chain of thirteen days of twelve hours a pop. If I worked fourteen days in a row without a break, the labor board might get upset. I should have complained about the low pay and long hours, but I needed the money to pay my rent. I kept smiling, bagged the boxes of nuggets, triple counted boxes to make sure I wouldn’t have a cranky lycanthrope storming back complaining he’d been shorted, and went about my work with the same general efficiency and life as the average robot programmed to be the perfect public servant.

No matter what, I couldn’t afford to join the ranks of the unemployed. As a confirmed lycanthrope, jobs came few and far between, and I didn’t have a pack.

Single lycanthrope women in packs didn’t stay single for long, and I refused to have anything to do with the local packs, especially since I had no idea which one of the mangy bastards had infected me in the first place—or if I’d been the victim of an unidentified hot spot.

Considering how I’d spent a long time in the hospital thanks to some asshole, I’d been infected by a mangy bastard. Judging from my virus’s reaction to some men, she hated anyone who resembled the asshole who’d stolen my humanity almost as much as I did.

The CDC wanted to do tests to determine if I had a known strain, but I’d refused. The way I figured, I was better off not knowing. However much I disliked the organization, I appreciated the freedom to decline those tests.

I’d suffered enough, and they did their best to limit unnecessary anguish. Some people liked closure, but I cared little for the identity of the asshole who’d infected me and more about making the most of my changed circumstances. Before my infection, I’d had choices. One of those choices had involved crawling back home to my parents to beg forgiveness for having run away as a teenager.

They might have forgiven me for that, assuming I put away my practitioner tricks and never spoke another word about magic, but they would never accept me as a lycanthrope.

They embraced their vanilla human lives to an extreme degree, and my very existence broke their precious rules.

When I called, magic answered—and I suspected that magic had played a significant role in my survival when I’d been attacked by a rogue lycanthrope.

My virus and I agreed on little, but she disliked that I hadn’t been a willing victim with a male on hand to cater to my every need. My virus wanted me to find someone—anyone—to scratch my various itches, and I considered myself lucky that wild part of me didn’t push too hard.

I figured the CDC’s perfume helped with that.

As the restaurant’s token wolf, present to serve those who were either willing to risk infection to get their food faster or were also confirmed lycanthropes, I’d stay hired as long as I kept my work performance up and didn’t complain I only got three days off every thirteen or so days.

In reality, my boss worked hard to make certain I worked myself to death, preferring if I forgot I was entitled to time off work. The jackasses in upper management understood my situation a little too well.

I needed the work, so making a peep about the abusive hours would win me precisely nothing. In exchange, returned meals made their way to me more often than to others. My co-workers never complained about the slight favoritism.

They did everything in their power to avoid working my shifts, afraid of contracting the virus.

While a little exposure could spread the virus, the wise lycanthropes took great care with those around them.

According to my nose, only a few in my line were infected, and to my disgust, right before I was scheduled to escape, Wayne Barnes proved to be one of them. Thanks to my wolfsbane perfume, a gift from the CDC to keep my status as an unmated lycanthrope female hidden, most customers assumed I was the sacrificial lamb, chosen by the managers to deal with the cranky lycanthropes, using the perfume to deter infected customers from making a move on me. As far as Wayne was concerned, I was the annoying holdout in what would one day be his apartment complex, refusing to move out so he could purchase the building.

I bet the bastard had come to my workplace to make yet another offer to get me to move.

I worked through the orders until it was his turn, and bracing for the worst, I went through the ceremonial greeting and asked for his order.

My virus wanted me to take a moment to enjoy his presence, and I had no idea what she saw in his brown eyes, but she adored him and waited with bated breath for him to speak. From our first meeting, she’d fixated on his soft tenor.

I could understand why; I’d been attacked by someone with a deeper voice, one with a gravelly edge.

I questioned what my virus remembered that I didn’t, but one thing came across as a certainty: Wayne Barnes was as different from my attacker as it could get.

“Busy night, Joyce,” he commented, regarding the menu as though he hadn’t just spent twenty minutes waiting for his turn. “I can’t decide, so pick your favorites, give me six orders worth of it, and surprise me for the drinks. It’s to go.”

For fuck’s sake. His statement took my virus out, and she did the equivalent of writhe on the floor from pure joy. One of these days, he’d really kill me, but I went to work tapping in my dream order, which involved two different salads, a Big Mac, six chocolate chip cookies, two regular cheeseburgers, three grilled chicken sandwiches, and twenty nuggets. As his nose couldn’t tell if I had the virus thanks to my perfume, I’d play as an uninfected human for a while. I gave him unsweetened iced tea, and then I duplicated the order six times before submitting it and gesturing to the digital display. Then, as I still had receipts showing I’d purchased everything recently, I showed him the proof.

He chuckled, submitted his payment, and checked my receipts. “I’m impressed.”

“You asked me for my favorites. I just happen to have a lot of favorites, so I give myself variety.”

I was sure the businessman could afford the bill, which was about average for a lycanthrope during a virus spike. My blessed perfume kept my food bill tolerable, although I could eat through a shameful amount when my wolf wanted some action.

At the moment, a spike would break my bank account and force me to take on more shady work, including picking up a bounty or two from the legalized system. With Wayne Barnes in my territory, I’d be hitting up the system once I got home, accepting the inevitable.

When he came around, my virus got rowdy. Inevitably, we’d take our irritation out on lycanthropes on the wanted list, tossing them to law enforcement when we were finished with them.

None of them came close to Wayne in my virus’s eyes. In a way, I appreciated her picky nature. Had she found every man interesting, I would have reached the end of my rope already.

He checked the receipt a second time, as though marveling at what a human woman could pack away. “So I did.”

I trusted the perfume to hide the truth, but I’d learned attitude and bearing told the most lies. If I played at a human woman, he would believe until his nose told him otherwise.

As the payment processed, because my co-workers would kill me if I didn’t help make sure his monster order went through without a hitch, I left the register and began gathering what I could, tallying off parts of the order as they finished and triple-checking everything. I bagged everything as efficiently as I could, although I expected the lycanthrope would make two trips to his car.

At least the rest of the customers understood lycanthropes could eat a ridiculous amount; nobody peeped a complaint. I counted that as a miracle. Within five minutes, thanks to more miracles in the back, I sent Wayne on his way. I breathed a relieved sigh when he left.

My virus whined, as she recognized Wayne as a single lycanthrope of the appropriate species—a safe one, one she could trust.

I needed a new life, but rather than bitch about it, I went back to work and thought curses rather than muttering them.












TWO




[image: ]



My virus refused to continue the violent cycle that had bound us together.









Wayne tripped my virus’s trigger, riled her up, and turned the rest of my shift into a living nightmare. My virus initially viewed every customer as a potential mate, although she ultimately rejected them all in favor of the man she often focused on. Wayne leaving in possession of my favorite foods made her long to follow at his heels and beg for more than just dinner.

Unfortunately for both of us, dinner would be the last can of tuna in the cupboard, my next pay was in a week, and rent was due on Monday. Fortunately for both of us, I’d planned for the rent, but I would have approximately five cents left over when I finished paying it.

A hungry lycanthrope became a cranky lycanthrope, and cranky lycanthropes ran a high risk of picking fights. My virus, when hungry and cranky, went for the businessman who wanted to buy out my building and put me on the street. Reminding her that he wanted to turn the apartment complex into an office wouldn’t help.

She cared about food, mating, and puppies, and not necessarily in that order. On a bad day, my virus surged and goaded me into heading to the nearest playground to watch the children play, the closest we were getting to puppies without catching a male lycanthrope. She rejected human men, and I understood why.

However inhuman, my virus refused to continue the violent cycle that had bound us together.

While essentially a sentient disease lurking under my skin, my virus understood the food problem; when I couldn’t afford to eat, I couldn’t afford to eat, and that was that. When the going got tough, the tough went to the nearest state park, became a wolf, and hunted for mice and other small animals to take the edge off until the tough could afford to pay for dinner. The virus helped a lot with the hunting, as she hated starving as much as I did.

I finished my shift without incident, wished the restaurant offered consistent free meals instead of decent discounts, and headed home, debating how I’d handle my weekend. With exactly zero prospects for dinner for the next week, I’d either have to pick up an easy bounty or spend my weekend hunting.

The next week would more than suck, and I wanted it to be over with.

To add insult to injury, Wayne Barnes couldn’t leave well enough alone, and he waited in the lobby of my apartment complex armed with most of his dinner and one of the unsweetened iced teas I’d foisted on him.

What a dick.

Ignoring him might make him go away, and I marched for the stairwell, as the elevator had given up the ghost yet again and needed an exorcism to work.

“It seems my information on when you’d be getting off work was right,” Wayne announced.

Why was killing the obnoxious male illegal? “What do you want, Wayne?”

My virus had other ideas about what we could do with the lycanthrope, although the food he held dulled the edge of her desire for him.

“Twenty minutes of your time in exchange for your favorite foods.”

I halted, and my virus perked up at his reply. She wanted the food first, and she wanted him for dessert. With a simple practitioner trick, I could heat my food back up to the temperature I liked without making it chewy, spongy, or otherwise yucky, a common problem with reheated fast food. A stronger, better woman wouldn’t have considered his offer at all, but when I faced a choice of my last can of tuna or free dinner, free dinner I could warm to be perfect would always win. “I’ll give you twenty minutes of my time, but I’m not signing anything, and I hope the sounds of me chewing drown out your prattling.”

My virus did the equivalent of roll onto her back and expose her belly for attention.

Rather than become annoyed as he should have, he laughed. “I have a new offer for you, and I figured twenty minutes would give you enough time to ask your questions.”

Ugh. The last time he’d come with an offer to get me to move out, he would’ve paid for a year of my rent in a new place, which would have given me a year of life before I could no longer afford to live in Long Island, as my status as a single lycanthrope female barred me from having non-infected roommates. Without making at least three times as much, I couldn’t afford a new place.

Even if I scraped every penny for a year, I figured I wouldn’t be able to afford three months at the next cheapest place, not without picking up extra bounties.

I hated my side job. Without fail, it exposed my status as infected to the wrong people.

Before I could worry about my side job and figuring out how I’d continue to survive in the area, I needed to deal with Wayne. Until I could somehow make the impossible possible, dealing with Wayne involved driving him out of my territory. “I’m not going to have any questions because the answer is no.”

“You could at least wait until you hear my offer before you decide.”

I grunted, but as he had food and was willing to share it with me, I waved for him to follow. “I said I’d listen. Don’t be surprised when the answer is no.”

“Stubborn woman,” Wayne muttered under his breath, and if I hadn’t been a lycanthrope like him, I wouldn’t have heard him. As such, I ignored his complaint and marched up the steps to the fourth floor, taking the opportunity to beat him to my apartment, unlock the door, and grab the spray bottle laced with wolfsbane perfume and spray it all over the studio apartment so he wouldn’t be able to detect the scent of my virus. With luck, the lemon air freshener in the bottle would mask my activities. I returned the bottle to its place on the stand beside the door and shucked off my coat, grateful I kept my apartment immaculate.

One never knew when the CDC might come calling.

Wayne meandered down the hall, talking to someone on his phone. I hadn’t heard the phone ring, so I assumed he’d been the one to make the call.

“I’ll call you back in half an hour,” the lycanthrope promised before hanging up. “Sorry about that, Joyce. May I come in?”

Well, he got points for being polite. He’d seen the other apartments in the building, and he’d bought out the other tenants already. He had no reason to come in. I appreciated his understanding of that, giving me some control in how to handle the situation. I clung to my home, and I wondered how he’d work around me when he discovered I refused to move without an eviction notice.

The law sided with me, at least for the moment.

“Come on in,” I replied. With a hair over four hundred square feet, the place barely had enough room for me. The kitchen had no counter space, but I did have a full-sized fridge and stove. I sacrificed a lot of room having a kitchen table, but I needed somewhere to make my dinner when I did have enough money to cook.

The only upside was my bathroom, which had a fairly deep tub. Instead of a door, I had a bead curtain.

I missed having a bathroom door. My virus wanted to peep to see if Wayne looked as good out of his clothes as he did in them.

Ignoring my virus took work, and I sat at my kitchen table, which had enough room for two. Wayne closed the door behind him and joined me, skipping the awkward social dance and inviting himself to have a seat. He placed the drink in front of me along with the bulging bag. “My bribe for your time, Miss Gray.”

I thanked him, peeked into the bag, and laughed at the exclusive presence of salads, both of which were my favorites of the lot, as the rest cost less for more calories. “Too manly to enjoy a salad, Wayne?”

“I am absolutely the manliest man in this building.”

“You’re the only man in this building.” Not even the landlord lived in the building anymore, having accepted Wayne’s bribe while wishing the businessman luck getting me to move out so he could continue his plans to take over the building. I removed the first salad, snagged the packet of dressing, and checked the label in the hopes pixie dust had made its way into the ingredients.

Alas, no dust for me.

I tore the plastic, added the dressing to the mix of greens and grilled chicken, and began the ritual of stabbing the first bite of my dinner and dipping it into the dressing rather than shaking it or stirring it in like most people did. I took my time enjoying the mix of flavors, careful to keep from sighing at the relief of having something in my stomach after a long day of work. “All right, Wayne. What’s your offer this time?”

“Upon researching your income, your workplace, and your current rent, I’ve come to the conclusion your refusals are purely financial in nature. Most of my offers would put you in a good financial position for a year and only a year, after which you would suffer difficulties. You are a methodical woman, and as such, you are considering the long game. My prior proposals would put you in an unsustainable situation.”

Holy hell. Wayne Barnes had actually checked into my situation and income?

The realization he wasn’t just a pretty face knocked my virus out for the count. While she swooned, I struggled to come to terms with the display of base intellect.

When honest with myself, street smarts started my engine, too.

The CDC’s perfume might not keep hiding my secret if I kept letting him get under my skin. I’d been warned the perfume could only do so much. Breathing might help control my emotions.

I took a single purifying breath before asking, “You profiled me?” I stabbed my salad, glared at him, and chomped, taking my general frustration out on the chicken and greens. Between bites, I breathed.

It helped.

Wayne relaxed in his chair, taking care with how much pressure he put onto the back. A wise move, as if he tested his luck, I’d get a show of him tipping over and hitting the floor. “Yes. I asked a member of my pack to look into your situation, and as he is a frequent consumer of fast food, he noted when you were on shift. I also did some research into the average pay rates of women working in a similar position as yours, and I calculated your hours from the information I have on your schedule. Thirteen day shifts of twelve hours a day is unhealthy.”

My brows shot up at that. Since when did he care about my work hours? My virus roused from her swoon and focused on the lycanthrope, sharing my startled state. “Are you serious?”

“Very. As such, I’ve come up with a new proposal, one that would take your realistic financial situation into consideration.”

I snagged the straw, ripped off the paper, and stabbed the lid before taking a sip. There had to be some form of trap, one that would leave me either destitute or in dire straits of some sort after a year. “What’s the catch?”

“Well, you’d have to move out of here, but you’d find your new living accommodations pleasing, especially when you see the terms of your new leasing agreement. As pure monetary incentives aren’t effective on you, I tried to think of what might interest you. This apartment has minimal increases in your yearly rent and very restrictive terms in which you can be evicted, a factor in our current situation.”

Well, well, well. Wayne Barnes had taken the time to understand my position—and sympathized with it. Would wonders never cease? I stared at him and took another sip of my tea, opting to wait rather than nibble on his bait and start asking questions.

“You’re stubborn,” he complained.

I nodded and took another bite of my salad before getting up, taking the rest of my bounty to my fridge and stuffing it inside.

His bribe would keep me fed for at least a few days, and while I’d be hungry, I wouldn’t starve. I’d still take a look at the bounty system to see if there were any jobs worth taking to make up the difference in the meantime. Even if presented an offer I couldn’t refuse, I’d make him wait at least a week for an answer.

Nobody else seemed to put the man in his place.

With a little luck, I could find a low-tier job for the cops meant to lure somebody out of hiding. My wolf enjoyed those jobs. She could get her hits in against a user or abuser without consequence, and I always fed her with the money we earned. Even a hundred extra dollars would make a big difference.

Unfortunately for me, those jobs went early, requiring a lot of luck and perfect timing for me to snag one.

“Are you the alpha of your pack?” I asked, addressing the next concern on my list, returning to the table and resisting the urge to scarf down my dinner. The rest of my salad needed to be savored.

Enjoying my meal might help ease the sting if Wayne proved to be the alpha of his pack. The last thing I needed in my life was to be involved with other lycanthropes, and a deal with an alpha was no deal at all.

The CDC wanted me to meet with the local pack alphas, but every time they tried, my virus panicked, which set me off. The last time they’d tried, I had lost my grip on my base instincts, launched into orbit, and climbed on top of a cabinet, growling at anyone who’d come too close.

My pride had taken a few hits, but after coaxing me from my perch, they’d footed the bill for my dinner, gave me a low dosage of pixie dust, and had tossed me into the same room with a lycanthrope’s young daughter. I’d gotten to cuddle with the little girl, and my virus had calmed.

I’d been given an invitation to spend time with the kids of lycanthropes if I needed to center myself and have a taste of the physical contact lycanthropes craved.

I’d yet to accept the invitation, but I thought about it from time to time.

Wayne regarded me with a puzzled expression before shaking his head. “I’m not. I don’t have the time or the interest to act as an alpha, although I do enjoy a higher position within the pack. Should something happen to my pack’s alpha, I might end up with the job, but I’d rather that not happen. I prefer working as the pack’s accountant and general financial manager. I do have the authority to discipline within the pack, though. That ranks me as a pack beta, and our pack is large enough to have several betas.”

I’d been told about pack betas by the CDC. Alphas enforced the rules, but the betas were the pack’s glue, handling the little problems so they wouldn’t blow up while monitoring the pack’s cohesion. Alphas kept the pack out of trouble. Betas tended to support the pack’s emotional health.

Pack betas were the ones who made everyone else feel safe within the pack. My virus went back to swooning at the news, and if given a choice, she would have thrown herself across his feet and presented her belly for attention. “Would this agreement put me into contact with the pack often?”

“You would have as much or as little contact as you want, with an exception.”

I detected trouble. My virus wanted him to scratch her every itch and pay attention to her. Was my virus even aware Wayne couldn’t sense her because of the perfume? “What exception?”

“You would have to deal with me regarding your lease, as I’m the owner of the building you would be staying in.”

“You could just leave my unit alone and demolish everything else,” I grumbled.

He chuckled and shook his head. “I’m afraid I can’t do that, Joyce. I’ll be turning this building into a commercial venue, and I plan to have the entire building torn down to its foundation and completely rebuilt. It would be rather challenging to do a complete rebuild while you were living here.”

Damn it. “Maybe I like this apartment.”

His gaze focused on my bead curtain. “You enjoy living in an apartment without a bathroom door?”

“It’s not like I need a bathroom door when I live by myself.”

“While that’s true, I find this arrangement to be offensive at best, and the day this building is demolished, I may directly help with the dismantling of this unit.” He wrinkled his nose, leaned back a little more for a better look at the bead curtain, and grunted.

Lycanthropes. Once they decided to do something, they did it, and I saw no reason to think Wayne was any different. I had my moments, too.

My refusal to move out counted.

“If you’re expecting me to apologize, you’ll be waiting a long time.”

“I’m not. I would never begrudge you for wanting to stay in your home.” His eyes focused on me. “That’s part of why we’re at an impasse. I simply won’t displace you without coming to an agreement acceptable to both of us. My offer would include a rather spacious bathroom with a door, and the tub is an upgraded model.”

“What do you mean by upgraded? Is it as deep as mine?” As a good bathtub might be able to convince me to leave if I could make the long-term math work, I abandoned my dinner to head to my bathroom. I shoved my hand through the bead curtain and pointed at my tub. “Is it deeper than that?”

An amused Wayne joined me, peeking through my bead curtain to have a look at my bathroom. “I can promise you it is deeper, longer, and wider. It also has a control panel, heaters, jets, and nice ledges for you to place things you might enjoy, including candles.”

My eyes widened at his declaration. It would take days—maybe even weeks—for my wolf to recover from the thought of a jetted tub we could enjoy at our leisure. Worse, the offer would make it hard to fight her. Her sole experience with a jetted tub had convinced her they were almost as precious as life itself. “It has jets?”

“It’s a rather nice jet tub, yes. Upon researching your situation, I determined it would take some incentives in addition to ensuring your long-term stability to get you to do what I want. The inclusion of such a tub and some other creature comforts involve short-term expenses but render long-term rewards for both of us. The leasing agreement will list all amenities and luxuries I’m required to provide for you as your landlord, the restrictions on when and how you might be evicted, and the restrictions on when and how you can break the lease. You’ll find that portion of the contract to be rather strict, as you will be getting a lot of concessions from me. You will be expected to remain for the full term of the lease.” After checking the rest of my bathroom, he chuckled and regarded me with a raised brow. “I’d have to measure, but the entirety of your bathroom might fit in your new tub.”

I stared at the bathroom, which I suspected lacked a door because it was too small for one to fit. If the entire bathroom could fit in the jet tub, how large was the rest of the place? “How long is the lease for?”

“It’s a five-year lease, and the lease includes the renewal terms, rates of rent increase following each five-year period, and the additional restrictions, such as when you can be evicted or can sever the lease. At the end of each five-year term, you will be able to move out without penalty, although I think you will find your future living accommodations difficult to beat. There are a few considerations I should tell you now.”

I returned to my table, sat, and nibbled on my salad to buy myself some time to think. Five years changed everything.

I wouldn’t just survive anymore on a five-year lease. I could live again.

Only a fool would reject his offer without hearing him out. “I’m listening.”

Wayne followed me and reclaimed his seat. “I would pay for you to live in a nice hotel effective within a week of signing a contract until your new accommodations are ready, which will take two or three weeks. I will pay for your movers and any of your belongings that need to be kept in storage during this period. Your commute to work will be limited to thirty minutes each way, which I do understand is an additional burden and part of why I added some extra amenities to your accommodations.”

I’d do a lot more than accept a longer commute to work for some luxury and security in my life. A lot could happen in five years, but if I could make the finances work, I wouldn’t lead Wayne on for too long before I accepted his proposal and took him for all he was worth and then some.

I wanted to live again. I wanted it enough the hope of escaping base survival hurt my chest. Despite the relief securing a better life would bring, I would still toy with Wayne some.

The lycanthrope deserved to pay after annoying me—and scaring me—for so long over where I lived.

I pushed my salad around in its bowl before stabbing a piece of chicken and nibbling on it. “What’s the catch? There has to be a catch.”

“As I said, the lease will be fairly restrictive. I won’t be able to show you the unit in advance, and you’ll be tied to a five-year term. In exchange, you’ll pay a reduced rent, which I will not be able to raise more than one percent every five years.”

“Wait, the rent restriction is for a single percent every five years?”

“Yes. The lease would bar me from raising your rent during its term, and I can only increase it by a percent at its renewal.”

In the New York City area, a single percent increase every five years counted as the Holy Grail of rental terms. I wouldn’t find better, not even if I tried. With the ever-increasing costs of living, only a fool would walk away from the deal.

I’d scorned everyone else for dealing with Wayne Barnes, but if they’d gotten anything close to what he offered me, I couldn’t begrudge them.

His offer would change my life. But at what cost?

I braced for the bitterness of something out of reach and asked, “How much is the rent?”

“I will set your rent to thirty-percent of your earnings at McDonald’s, assuming you are only working seven hours a day and five days a week. I am guessing, due to the number of hours you work and the cost of your current rent, that you work part-time jobs to make ends meet, although I do not have any information on your part-time work.”

“Yeah, I do part-time work. What I do is none of your business.”

“I am rather impressed you have time to sleep and have a part-time job in addition to the number of hours you put in at your regular job.”

I had time to sleep? I snorted. “I work efficiently.”

“I guessed as much. If you have been forced to work in evening entertainment, you will be given assistance to get out of that line of work.”

I choked on my salad, wheezed, and pounded on my chest to dislodge the rogue piece of lettuce. “You think I’m a prostitute?”

Wayne stared at me, and I gave him credit; his expression remained a neutral mask. “You’re certainly lovely enough to be successful in that field, and it would offer you an opportunity to pay your bills despite limited hours. We tried to come up with other part-time work a young lady might do on limited time, but we weren’t able to think of any beyond evening entertainment.”

How nice. Wayne thought I was lovely. My virus particularly liked Wayne’s attention, and she wanted to find out how lovely he thought I was. If I let her have her way, I’d be reduced to enthusiastically working as his evening entertainment for the rest of our lives.

Ugh. Could my night get any worse?

“We?” I asked.

“My pack. We’re lycanthropes, and we tend to become easily offended by such things.”

“And why would you become offended?”

“Nobody should be forced to work in evening entertainment merely to survive.”

Right. I dealt with protective male lycanthropes, relatively new territory for me. Until Wayne, I’d been limited to violent male lycanthropes, specifically the one that had infected me and sent me to the emergency room. “Well, you can rest easy tonight knowing that I have not been working in any form of evening entertainment, nor do I need to be rescued from my part-time job.”

If anything, if the wolf crossed the CDC, he might need to be rescued from my part-time job. As far as obnoxious males went, I would hope he remained on the right side of the line or one of the various legal entities needed him for his expertise.

That sometimes happened.

But only sometimes.

“Excellent. As I already have spoken with your current landlord, I won’t need to run a credit check on you or even ask for a pay stub. I will be basing your income on different criteria. Shall I bring the contract over for your evaluation?”

“Email it to me and give me a week to think about it, then we’ll talk.”

Wayne chuckled at that. “Should I be grateful you’re only making me wait a week?”

“Absolutely.”












THREE
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Sometimes, I hated being a single lycanthrope.









Forgetting to give Wayne Barnes my email address counted as ruthless, but I assumed he could get it from my landlord if he pressed hard enough. Satisfied the wolf would be distracted for at least a few hours, I tested my luck and logged into the bounty hunter system, which offered a mix of public and private jobs.

As the public offers tended to disappear in a hurry, I checked those first. After five minutes of browsing, I located a good one in Manhattan. The bounty hire, one of Manhattan’s police chiefs, would pay all transit costs, breakfast or lunch at the bait location, as much coffee or tea as I could guzzle while waiting for the bounty target to show up, and a minimum of a hundred dollars. Upon closer investigation, the offer may as well have been private. The hire sought a single lycanthrope female who enjoyed a good fight and had experience taking out dangerous humans. A note in the file indicated the offer had only gone to women matching my general description.

While making the hike to Manhattan would suck, I snagged the offer, plugged in a note I could show up as early as eight in the morning, and turned on notifications, which would make my apartment phone ring if there was an update.

With a police chief backing the bounty, I expected the process would move as though we lived in a world free from bureaucratic red tape.

I didn’t even have time to check for any private offers before my phone rang. Upon picking up, a pre-recorded message informed me I had a notification requiring my immediate attention. Laughing over the idea a police chief lurked on the system waiting for a bounty hunter, I went back into the offer to discover somebody had confirmed my time and indicated there would be a healthy gathering of armed officers present to keep me as safe as possible while I served as their bait. An address, instructions on how to claim my unlimited beverages and food, and a portfolio of the target waited for me. As I didn’t own a cell phone, I would have to memorize everything or print out a copy.

Maybe one day I could afford a cell and the bills that went with it.

I downloaded the files to review and confirm before checking the private system. To my delight, I had three offers. One I automatically rejected, as I didn’t play at being an assassin. The second required someone to clean house, and due to my general dislike of theft, I rejected that one, too.

I understood why those with nothing stole to make their ends meet, but I’d never been able to bring myself to dip my toes into the world of crime, petty or otherwise. Without the bounty system, I might have cracked under the pressure, but I scraped by. I rarely had good weeks, but I kept myself and my virus fed most of the time and I managed to pay my rent without fail. Everything else I viewed as a job well done.

Hoping for a little better luck, I checked the third offer. To my delight, it involved playing as bait, luring away a male lycanthrope in my area and keeping him busy for a period of three days. A special flag indicated if I enjoyed the male’s company, he had been vetted and was considered to be a suitable candidate for someone in my position.

As being unmated and serving as bait for an eligible male, I would bag twenty thousand for the work, which caught my attention. Before I could learn more about the target, I needed to sign an NDA, which would prevent me from discussing the job with anyone outside of my hire and the target, who could be told limited amounts of what the job entailed, including a confirmation of his safe return after a period of three days.

Another special note indicated it was up to my discretion if I wished to inform the male that he was being used to acclimate me to positive interactions with other lycanthropes in addition to accomplishing their primary goal of removing him from the area for three days.

I could only assume the hire wanted the target out of the way for a few days to make a move on a female wolf they both wanted. Why else hire a female, unmated lycanthrope to remove a male from the area for such a short period of time? I could see the CDC throwing me the lucrative bone due to my circumstances.

They’d been very careful to introduce me to mated lycanthrope females or children due to my history, although I’d bagged more than a few unscrupulous males in need of rehabilitation and general correction.

Sometimes, I hated being a single lycanthrope. With twenty thousand, I’d be in a better position to deal with Wayne Barnes—or not, however I saw fit. No, it wouldn’t just help, it would completely change my life.

If I started immediately after my morning bounty, I’d only have to take a single day off work to earn the money. I’d happily accept a scolding from my boss with twenty thousand extra in my bank account. Depending on who my target was, I might even opt to allow my status as a single female lycanthrope to go public.

Every single male lycanthrope in the city would chase me if I removed my perfume and made my presence known.

With a lot to lose but twenty thousand to gain, I accepted the NDA to learn more about my target, plugging in my digital signature to confirm I would review the target and keep my mouth shut if I didn’t want the job.

A rather familiar and handsome face greeted me on the next screen, and if I’d checked the bounties before my unwanted guest had brought me dinner, I would’ve had the easiest bounty ever in the history of all bounties.

To sweeten the deal, I would be paid five thousand in advance to make the man disappear, and the payment would be processed immediately upon acceptance as a deposit.

Wayne Barnes did tend to annoy people, so I could readily believe someone would want him to vanish for a while. Keeping him busy for three days would amuse me, although I’d kiss my nice new bathroom goodbye along with having to bail town with my twenty thousand, as nothing complicated things more than kidnapping my future landlord.

Then, because my life could have silver linings, sunshine, and cookies, an official flag on the job caught my attention.

The CDC had vetted the bounty, declared it legal, and authorized use of controlled substances to make containing the target, one Mr. Wayne Barnes, easier.

Interesting. Not only was the CDC doing its best to send a hint that my target was an eligible male wolf, they were giving me every tool possible to make the job work in my favor.

Before I talked myself out of changing my life in more ways than one, I clicked the accept button. While tempted to leave the CDC a message informing them I admired their underhanded and sneaky ways, I opted to save the time and go straight to work on the more lucrative of my assignments.

True evil would be accepting my new leasing agreement before kidnapping the wolf and doing whatever I wanted with him for three days. My virus liked the idea so much I made it to my phone before I reeled her in. I stared at the landline for ten minutes before grabbing the business card he’d given me and dialing his number.

If the CDC knew Wayne Barnes wanted my apartment, I would spend a long time, maybe even years, flabbergasted over their meddling and twisted ways.

“I haven’t even had a chance to email you the contract yet. Did you have a question?”

If I exposed my virus to much more stimulation and joy involving the man, she’d explode. I ignored her antics and replied, “As a matter of fact, yes. I have a question.”

“How can I help you?”

My virus wanted him to help me by getting naked and jumping into my bed. She’d be disappointed when she realized we’d be taking him, but not in a way that led to mating or marriage. If the man tolerated being the victim of a CDC bounty with grace, after I set him free or had a damned good reason, including some begging on my target’s part, I might consider changing my mind.

Not even I was immune to temptation.

Taking a deep breath to steady my nerves and maintain a professional tone, I asked, “Where might I find you if I want to talk to you in person about the contract? You will be sending it to me tonight, right?”

“I can meet you somewhere if you’d like to talk. Pick the place, give me a call, and I’ll let you know how long it’ll take me to get there. I’ll clear my schedule if needed.”

“I have a second question.” Unlike the first, which would allow me to bag him for twenty thousand, I genuinely wanted to know what he’d meant to do if I had taken up evening entertainment. His answer would change things potentially—or at least educate me in how established, vetted lycanthropes behaved. “Just how had you been intending to help with my non-existent evening entertainment problem? Did you have a work opportunity in mind?”

“Yes, there’s a potential work opportunity.” Wayne hesitated. “I apologize for not just extending the offer considering your current work situation. We can discuss it tomorrow, should you have questions about the contract.”

After my morning work, I could swing by a CDC office for the materials needed to keep him close for a few days, skip the perfume, allow my virus to get a little rowdy and encourage her for a change, and wait for Wayne to show up. Any other day, I’d feel guilty about the ploy, but the CDC had vetted the bounty, and when the CDC vetted a bounty, they had some reason to do so. The NDA didn’t bar me from questioning my target and finding out why the CDC would have interest in a snobby wolf of a businessman.

Then again, maybe the CDC was tired of supplying my damned perfume and wanted me to get caught by a lycanthrope, one they approved of. They’d already told me Wayne had their approval, and it didn’t surprise me that the CDC concocted such a plan to take care of two birds with one stone.

The CDC didn’t like single lycanthropes.

Single lycanthropes caused problems for everybody. I suffered from a shorter temper when around eligible males, and uninfected but flirtatious human males tended to annoy the hell out of me on a good day.

Single lycanthrope males viewed uninfected women as prizes almost as precious as a single lycanthrope female.

“Joyce?”

Shit. I’d gone straight to woolgathering while still on the phone with Wayne. “Sorry. It’s been a long day.”

“I expect so. At least thirteen days in a row of twelve hour days is enough to wear anyone out, even a lycanthrope, and you’re no lycanthrope.”

I loved and hated my perfume. How would Wayne have treated me if he knew I was a wolf, too? “I’d make a terrible lycanthrope.”

“I’m sure you would make a lovely lycanthrope.”

My virus wanted me to read a lot into his statement, whereas I knew better. From the day he’d come into my life, we’d annoyed each other. I resented he wanted to evict me from my home so he could continue to build his fortunes. He resented my ability to prevent him from building his fortunes.

Of the two of us, I’d inevitably lose, but if I pushed on the contract, I might win for a few years. Five, to be specific.

“Did you fall down the steps after leaving my apartment?”

Wayne chuckled. “I did not.”

I had not anticipated him finding my question to be amusing. His good humor might influence me to think about what life might be like if I played the CDC’s game. “You’re talking like you suffered from a severe head injury since we last spoke, which was not very long ago. You shouldn’t drive your fancy car after hitting your head on something. You might get into an accident. You’re not talking on the phone while driving, are you?”

“I pulled into a parking lot when I saw you were the one calling me.”

How did that rate me among other people who called him while he was driving? My virus drooled at the thought of holding the man’s attention and being granted special treatment of any sort. “How’d you know it was me if you weren’t checking your phone while driving?”

“My phone is hooked to my car, and instead of ringing, the car announces who is calling. When it said your name, I pulled over. Do you have work tomorrow?”

“I’ll be doing my second job,” I admitted, pleased I wouldn’t be telling any lies. “I have two things I need to accomplish. One is in the morning, but I should be able to make the time after to see you about the contract and that job offer.”

“When was the last time you had a day off? An actual day off, not one where you worked a second job.”

Something about Wayne’s tone annoyed me, as though he implied I hadn’t been able to accomplish enough with just one job. Growling might reveal my secret. I took a few calming breaths so I wouldn’t expose my second nature. “It’s been a while.”

“I can promise you’ll be able to afford all of your bills in addition to paying your rent on normal working hours with the arrangement I’m bringing you tomorrow. I’ll have to talk to someone about realistic income figures. It seems my version of reality is greatly different from yours. I forget that life outside of the pack doesn’t work the same way. The pack helps make sure all members have good work and can afford the basics plus luxuries without overworking. If someone can’t find a job outside of the pack, I provide work through one of my companies, even if I have to make a new job just for them.”

I wondered how the world would change if everyone took that approach to life, helping each other solely to make certain everyone stood on stable ground and could have a life. “Well, you can afford to buy out entire apartment complexes. I can barely afford my apartment.”

“And you can only afford your apartment because you’re working the equivalent of three or four jobs,” he replied.

Ouch. While accurate, did he have to say it? “New York isn’t cheap.”

“No, it’s really not. And while I do well enough at my businesses, I’m by no means one of the wealthier men in the city.”

“Says you, who can buy an entire apartment complex, tear it down, and turn it into what?”

“A skyscraper,” he confessed. “The building of the skyscraper will make my financial situation interesting for the next few years.”

I stared at my apartment, wondering how the building could possibly become a skyscraper. “The building is too small to be a skyscraper, isn’t it?”

“I own the entire block except for your unit,” Wayne confessed.

Wow. “I’m costing you millions, aren’t I?”

“The project will cost more than a billion dollars to complete. Fortunately, I am wise and anticipated your stubborn pride. Construction on the skyscraper isn’t scheduled to begin for another six months, as I figured it would take that long to get you to leave that apartment. When it’s done, I’ll be offering a mix of luxury and standard commercial stores and offices. The first five floors will be a mall complex for retailers. The rest will be offices.”

“A five-story mall? Here?” I demanded.

“Yes, there. There’s a strong market for it. I have tenants for half of the building already.”

Well, then. I’d accomplished a lot through my stubborn pride. “I’m expecting you to add at least one extra incentive as a reward for successfully disrupting your plans to take over the world for as long as I have.”

Wayne snickered. “I will do so, and I will flag it so you know what prize you have earned. So, you’ll deal?”

“I’m still going to make you wait a week unless you offer me a really excellent incentive tomorrow.”

“I’ll see what I can come up with. It would be excellent if I could move my construction plans forward.”

I bet. Hopefully, a three-day vacation wouldn’t screw up too many of his plans. “Expect my call sometime around noon tomorrow.”

“I shall. Any idea where we’ll meet?”

“It depends on where my second job takes me,” I admitted. “Send me the base contract as soon as you can. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

Hanging up on the man made my night. Then, as I’d need a lot of energy to deal with taming a single male wolf, I rampaged on my salads.

I could afford it for a rare change.












FOUR
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No wonder the police chief had opted to come along for the ride.









At a little after five in the morning, I made the journey to Manhattan armed with a backpack and a willingness to cause trouble, spending the extra time checking out the area. Thirty minutes before my scheduled appearance, I arrived at the cafe and spotted a pair of cops doing their best to mingle with the crowd.

They needed a lot of lessons on how to mingle in with the riff-raff; anyone with functioning eyes and half a brain would recognize Police Chief Samuel Quinn, and I wondered what I hadn’t been told about their target. To all appearances, Jason Thomasson enjoyed a daily dose of violence, and his preferred target involved women like me, who counted as easy pickings for those who didn’t know better. As Thomasson frequented Manhattan, issuing a bounty offer to a public group including women like me made sense.

The CDC liked profiling bounty hunters and picking the best bait to get the job done. That they’d added a few special restrictions but left it public indicated they’d hoped I would take the hit but left their options open in case I wasn’t available or checking the system.

Without any indication the cops recognized me, they took over a dimly lit corner, where a tall, dark, and rather smokey individual joined them, one with a hint of brimstone lingering in the air as a warning to those nearby.

The wise minded their business, and I played the game as I’d been directed, ordering a hearty breakfast and a coffee, careful to keep to a table by myself.

Thomasson liked targeting single women, and he’d made a habit of hitting up the coffee shops in the area looking for his latest victim. With half his rap sheet involving sexual assault of some sort, with the first contact happening in the safety of one of the shops, it came as no surprise law enforcement wanted a bounty hunter on the job.

I could take care of myself, and beating the crap out of an abuser would be an eventful start to my morning. Even if Thomasson failed to show, I’d get paid for putting myself at risk. Sure, I wasn’t making anything compared to what taking Wayne Barnes out for a ride would, but the work would satisfy me, especially if I got to smack around an idiot for a while.

From my understanding of the situation, the man disappeared after leaving his victim either in Central Park or some alley to be found later. A coin flip determined if the woman survived.

That tidbit alone justified the presence of one of Manhattan’s chiefs. The rumor mill tended to focus on his appearance, with an equal mix of disappointment over his status as happily married and delighted that his wife created mayhem wherever she went.

If I believed the rumors, Mr. Police Chief Quinn hadn’t notified his partner of his morning work.

The cindercorn hated users and abusers, and when she found out one was within her reach, she liked handling the situation personally and with significant violence. I wondered what else we had in common and if I might be able to leave a message in the system requesting a chance to meet her.

I thought we’d get along well, and if I connected with her, she might toss me bounties.

No matter what happened with Wayne, I would continue to make use of the bounty system, although I would do it because I wanted to rather than having to. The work satisfied me as little else did in my adult life, and I refused to give it up because of some male of any species.

I’d told the CDC as much, and beyond a chuckle at my vehemence, they’d promised I could continue being a bounty hunter if I wanted.

Making use of a newspaper I’d bought around the corner at a bodega, I settled in, playing the role of some lonely woman burning time at the coffee shop. I took my time enjoying my breakfast, which had included a rather hearty fare of just about everything on the menu. As I wasn’t sure if my target would be able to identify a lycanthrope through food consumption amounts, I stacked my plates when finished.

I suspected the staff had been informed of my purpose, as the extras disappeared in a rather discreet fashion.

An hour after my arrival, my target arrived. It took him all of five seconds to lock onto me, although I played dumb and continued to maintain my appearance of reading the newspaper. With the speed of recognition, I suspected he had an accomplice, likely someone in the coffee shop or a planted cop who’d managed to infiltrate the man’s operations enough to lay a trap.

A trap made a great deal of sense.

Why else would a police chief show up unless he expected his prey to strike?

Most wouldn’t have done the job for a hundred plus breakfast, but I put two and two together. They expected to make the bust in the coffee shop, which meant they just needed a brave body for a few hours. A hundred plus coffee and food more than made up for the inconvenience. I kept an eye on my quarry, who got into line. After conversing with the barista, he bought two drinks and a pair of muffins. Once he claimed his purchases, he came my way.

I put my game face on and maintained the ruse of being absorbed in my newspaper. Once he reached my table, my target cleared his throat before asking, “May I?”

Without looking up, I replied, “Sure.” To play the part of someone willing to share space, I adjusted how I held my newspaper. A quick glance around the coffee shop indicated he’d waited until there weren’t any other seats before making his move. “Busy morning.”

“The nine o’clock rush,” he replied, and he placed a muffin and one of the drinks beside my arm. “A thank you gift for your generosity. I asked the barista what you liked, since you had one of the few open tables.”

By few he actually meant only, and I recognized he did his best to pick the words he thought would lull me into a false sense of security. By talking with the barista and figuring out what I liked, his target might interpret it as the barista approving of the person in question.

I knew better than to accept a drink from a stranger even before having been warned about his tendencies.

My virus growled warnings in my head, and she smelled something I couldn’t recognize but she disliked. I took a few short breaths to catch the scent, and after a moment, I detected hints of some street drug on him and the muffin.

I suspected some form of practitioner magic. If he’d used magic to drug the food and drink, he’d done so with admirable grace—and I would make a note to submit everything as evidence to hand over to the police. Unfortunately for him, I also had practitioner tricks up my sleeve, and the CDC had helpfully given me a few aces to detect unwanted substances in my food and drink. “I would have done it regardless, but thank you. That’s kind of you. I take it you’re not off to work at nine?”

While pretending to engage him in conversation and listen intently, I folded my newspaper and used it to hide the subtle gestures to detect poisons and other nasty things. Some practitioners created auras, but as I didn’t want to play my cards too early, I kept it invisible and subtle.

Only I heard the warning buzz confirming the bastard had wanted to gain the upper hand through the use of some drug.

Thomasson flashed a smile at me, revealing perfect teeth. “I start at ten, and the D line took pity on me for a change.”

I raised a brow at that, as the D rarely took pity on anyone. “You should go get a lottery ticket with that sort of luck. I can’t remember the last time I took the D without it being delayed. I ended up bus hopping because it’s been more reliable lately.”

My target laughed and he had a sip of his coffee, raising it in salute. I toasted him with my current beverage, which had half of its life left to give before I needed to turn him over to the police or get busted for not trusting the man’s intentions.

“I think I should get two tickets today. One for the lucky transit, and one for having met you.”

Gross. My virus howled her fury.

To her, Thomasson couldn’t compare to Wayne Barnes, and she wanted to get rid of the interloping, unwanted male and pursue someone better. Yesterday, we would have engaged in a rather heated argument on whether the businessman counted as better. Today?

I let her have the win.

As the whole goal was to lure him into trying to lure me off before he got busted by the police, I decided to teach my virus how a woman might flirt with a predatory man so the hunter might become the hunted. “Are you going to share the winnings on that second lottery ticket?”

“An arrangement could be made. Once you’re done with your drinks and muffin, why don’t we take a walk and get that ticket? I think there’s a place selling them around the corner.”

There was, and there was a nice alley for somebody to stage an attack, too.

No wonder the police chief had opted to come along for the ride.

I picked up the drugged drink, went to take a sip, and observed his expression.

Eagerness lit his eyes.

Rather than drink, I turned the mug and gave him a face full of his own medicine, and aware I might end up paying damages for destroying the table, I made use of my virus’s preternatural strength, lunged for him, and landed with both knees on his chest, driving him to the floor.

Later, I would thank the CDC for teaching me how to transform someone into a living knot, incapable of hurting anyone while preventing as little injury to myself as possible. Before Thomasson realized he’d been hit, I had him off the chair and onto his stomach, both arms twisted behind his back and contained with one hand, while I used my other to press his head to the floor. Making good use of both knees, I pinned his legs to the floor, taking the time to bring my feet into play to further pin the human male beneath me. “Rule one, you pathetic piece of shit. Don’t drug a lady’s drink. Rule two involves something about being very lucky there are witnesses around, because drugging a perfectly good muffin is a crime worthy of horrific punishment. How dare you waste perfectly good coffee and food?” I growled my discontent, and as he realized what had happened, he began to struggle.

At most, he gained an inch of ground with his wiggling, but I’d learned my lesson already in an alley.

Once I pinned someone, they stayed pinned.

The dark figure with hints of brimstone came over to the table to investigate the muffin, and with a wave of his dark-skinned hand, the muffin and the spilled coffee glowed with a red light. “The accusation is true,” he announced, and the fires of some hell crackled in his voice. Crouching beside me, he pressed his finger to my target’s cheek. “Not even an angel can save you now. Oh, do I look forward to you paying me a visit in my many hells. I’ll have a great time. You, I promise, will not.”

Wait. My eyes widened as the implication of the figure’s words sank in.

It was one thing for a police chief to have access to demons and devils. I’d been in the area long enough to understand the NYPD made use of the powers of the heavens and the many hells to enforce justice. But for Police Chief Samuel Quinn to have brought the Devil into it?

What other things had Thomasson done to deserve direct attention from the Devil?

“Oh, this is a smart one. Resilient, too. You should get her on your payroll,” the Devil stated, turning his head to regard the police chief with a toothy grin featuring a pair of prominent canines. “She might even make a good sparring partner for your precious cindercorn.”

Having already gotten a close look at death, outside of the stench of brimstone irritating my nose and encouraging me to growl at him until he took care of his stink or went away, I found the Devil to be a far lesser evil than the forces that often wore a human’s skin.

“Perceptive, too.” The Devil turned his attention to me. “Frankly spoken, my dear, you were far too gentle with him. While a graceful pretzeling of his person, you should have introduced your knee to his groin a few times. His plan for you was not kind.”

“Worse than what I’ve already faced?” I questioned, careful to keep my voice low.

With a sigh, the Devil shook his head. “Not by far. Not that he would have gotten far with his plans in any case, surrounded as you are with worrywarts. Would all the worrywarts please make themselves known?”

Not quite every hand in the coffee shop went up.

I blinked and regarded the man I held with a frown. “All that for this punk?”

“They’ve all, at some time or another, tried to help the victims of this one. They had to do a draw for who would come, else the chief here would have faced a rebellion in his own station. And had his precious cindercorn found out?”

“I had already guessed that much. Are we not cuffing him for a reason?”

“This lot is not in a hurry to remove him from that rather uncomfortable position you have him in.” The Devil snapped his fingers, and a pair of incubi appeared, dressed in dark suits. “Do make sure he doesn’t make a single move until the good police here are ready to deal with him. Keep any damage superficial. It wouldn’t do to keep the lady dealing with that filth.”

Both incubi manifested sharp, pointed claws on their finger tips, and I realized they’d come bare footed, and their toes grew similar claws—no, talons, if I judged from the size and curvature.

As the bastard likely deserved the hell the Devil meant to put him through, I relinquished my spot, got up, and brushed myself off, pleased that I hadn’t gotten much of the drugged coffee on my knees when I’d jumped him. “I’m glad I could help. The muffin and coffee were drugged. With what, I can’t tell you. The CDC taught me a practitioner trick to determine if something had been spiked with a narcotic. I’m not quite sure how the magic works in detecting them, but it’s been reliable.”

“The specific spell in question is linked to a set of samples in their primary vault,” the Devil explained, rising and inspecting the muffin. He lifted it up and took a sniff. “Benzodiazepine. Chlordiazepoxide to be specific. It’s a mix. The next gem in this cocktail is Amorex. I recommend against looking into the specifics of that one, although I’m sure you can make a few guesses from what you know of his nature.”

I could guess, and I considered kicking the bastard so hard the incubi would have to chase his flying body out through the coffee shop window and across the street. “Viagra for women?” I guessed.

“Precisely.”

I wrinkled my nose. “What else is in that cocktail?”

“Fentanyl, Ecstasy, and Desoxyn. At the dosages in the coffee alone, given two hours, it would have been quite the lethal brew.”

What a jackass. I eyed the prone form, and I pointed at a particularly painful spot behind the bastard’s knee cap. “I bet it would hurt like hell if you were to practice your acupuncture techniques there. You know, to make sure he can’t escape custody.”

The Devil checked where I’d pointed, and he laughed, gesturing to a different spot close to mine. “He has an overly active nerve there. It won’t take much to get the appropriate response.”

Police Chief Samuel Quinn took his time coming over, and while the incubi did as the Devil ordered, he began reading the bastard his rights along with the accusation list. Five minutes into his speech, which detailed every single crime he was wanted for, including the warrant identifications, date and location of issue, I began to understand the bounty details had left out a great deal of information on the man.

Then again, had I known the full truth, I would have murdered him with the poisoned muffin, doing my best to make certain he choked to death on it.

It took another five minutes for the chief to finish the list of charges. With a long-suffering sigh, he concluded with, “You have the right to remain silent, and anything you say or do will be used against you in a court of law. You may request the presence of an angel to verify your innocence at any time.”

Before the chief could add the part about an attorney being provided, I asked, “Can I request an angel to verify his guilt?”

“As his target, you may request an angel at any time to verify the truth of the situation,” he replied. “Like with him, this is a service provided free of charge. Should he be convicted, the court might opt to charge him the fee for the angel. In this case, I expect they will.”

“Will my request make certain his guilt is confirmed on all other charges?”

“That is generally how it works.”

“I request an angel.” I eyed the Devil, and I gestured to him. “Can he be requested as well? He seems surprisingly reliable.”

The police chief snickered, and after a moment, he broke into full-fledged laughter. “What do you say, Lucifer?”

“For this one, I would be pleased to be requested for the trial. It’s rare I get to have fun with them before they come visit me in my many hells.”

“You may request him at your leisure, Miss Gray. Thank you for coming out on such short notice. We’ve been trying to get this one for a while.”

“You should probably tell him he’s entitled to an attorney if he can’t provide one for himself,” I prompted.

Both the Devil and the police chief regarded me with expressions of pure disgust.

“He might be scum, but he does still have rights, and an attorney is one of those rights.” I shrugged. “I’d do it myself, but I’m just here for breakfast, a coffee, and some exercise.”

“And a paycheck,” the Devil said, and he reached into his suit and pulled out an envelope with a flourish. “Because you were willing to take a risk today, another will not pay the price tomorrow. While Sam is the one who put the bounty into the system and made the arrangements for these fine members of law enforcement to be present, I am the official holder and am responsible for all your pay. I have opted to go beyond the minimums, for it was a pleasure to watch you fling drugged coffee into the bastard’s face. Oh, Samuel? I would route him to the emergency room rather than a cell. He’ll live, but he’ll have a few unpleasant hours ahead of him. He won’t truly require intervention, but it’s always wise to make certain he faces his day in court.”

The police chief grunted and gestured to one of the nearby cops. “Call it in, pick three others to go with you, and make certain he makes it to his maximum security cell. If you need to change shifts, call in for backup. I want this one alive for his day in court.” After shooting me another disgusted look, he read Thomasson the rest of his rights before settling in to cuff him and have him taken away. “Collect as much evidence as possible but worry more about making certain that drug cocktail is contained. Miss Gray, thank you for your assistance. I’ll be in touch regarding his day in court and when you will need to witness on today’s events, but I appreciate your willingness to take such a risk, especially considering your status.”

My virus settled, wise enough to realize the chief spoke about my infection status and appreciating he recognized the risk we’d taken. “Bounties like this one are why I check whenever I have time. I’m more likely to survive.”

“You are, but in some ways, you take more risks. Lucifer, thank you for bringing this to my attention and making certain Mr. Thomasson showed up precisely on time.”

“It may have taken a miracle to get the D line moving on schedule, but some prices are worth paying. I don’t recommend getting a lottery ticket today, however. Tomorrow? Tomorrow is a different story. Buy yourself three scratch tickets because you like them, and get two regular tickets because I said so.”

I considered the Devil, eyeing up his dark skin, the tiny horns peeking out of his hair, and his tail. To my amusement, the tip twitched like a cat’s when it prepared to pounce upon its prey. “You just like when people say the Devil made them do it,” I accused.

“I do,” he admitted with a lopsided grin.

If the Devil wanted me to dabble in some low-grade sin and gamble, I would for the fun of it.

I could afford it for a rare change, and what was the five or ten dollars or however much the tickets cost?

“You’ll spend thirty and change total, because one of the scratch tickets will be irresistible but more than you’d typically indulge in, but you’ll be sensible for the rest. And you’ll grab that candy bar you usually want but resist because you’re a sensible being.” The Devil bowed, handed me the envelope, and disappeared in a cloud of yellow smoke that reeked of brimstone. Both incubi likewise vanished.

“Well, that was an eventful start to my morning. Might I interest you in a quick trip to the station for a cup of proper coffee and a brief questioning session?” the police chief asked.

“Sure. If you give me directions, I’ll meet you there. I brought my car.”

“You brave, brave woman,” he quipped before telling me the best route. “When you arrive, just tell them you’re expected on the eighth floor.”
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In what counted as a miracle, I found street parking not far from Central Park, which put me in walking distance from the CDC building I needed to go to for my second job and the police station. A rather agitated cindercorn wearing a saddle but no bridle paced back and forth along the top step, and she blew fire and tossed her head while waiting. Chief Quinn, who’d snagged a spot near me for a chance to screw around with his wife, chuckled and said, “She’s expecting me to park the cruiser in the empty spot reserved for us, so she’s eyeballing cruisers rather than watching the sidewalks. Watch this.”

“Those two words worry me,” I admitted.

“You’ll be fine,” he promised. Once the cindercorn turned and her back faced us, the police chief sprinted to close the distance and vaulted onto her back. Judging from how he clamped his legs to her sides and snatched hold of her mane, he expected an explosion of some sort. For one breath, the cindercorn froze, and then she erupted, squealing and bucking as though someone had doused her hooves with acid.

Was the police chief suicidal? Insane? Both?

After several bucks, the cindercorn popped from the top of the steps and materialized in a golden flash of light at the bottom. As that hadn’t removed her unexpected rider, she launched into the air in another buck, landed, and got around to twisting her head for a view of her rider.

Her owl-wide eyes, which blinked every now and then, did everyone nearby in. The chorus of laughter, snorts, and general chortling drowned out the traffic and other city noises. Police Chief Samuel Quinn released her mane, leaned forward, captured the cindercorn’s muzzle in his hands, and dropped a kiss on her nose. “I win.”

No, the cindercorn had won the greatest lottery of life, but if he wanted to think he had claimed some victory, I wouldn’t burst his bubble.

Judging from the backwards angle of the cindercorn’s ears, she might end up jabbing him with her horn. A moment later, she said, “Queeny rude.”

Somehow, I kept from joining the crowd laughing at the pair’s antics.

The police chief sat straighter and patted his wife’s neck before sliding to the ground. “Bailey, this is Joyce Gray, the bounty hunter Lucy arranged to handle the problem I dealt with this morning.”

“Which is why I wait here to burn your pants for being a liar, liar! You lied, sneaking out on some little errand. I listened to the dispatch, Mr. Police Chief Samuel Leviticus Quinn! I listened! You caught Thomasson! Without me. Without me!” She bucked, and I got the feeling she wanted to kick but restrained herself so she wouldn’t hit somebody.

Without any sign of fear, her husband captured her muzzle again and gave her another kiss. “Miss Gray threw a mug full of scalding, drugged coffee in his face, and now he’s enjoying a stay at the hospital for detox. She even requested an angel, and upon learning Lucifer would accept the same request, she wasted no time making sure he’ll be involved. I don’t know which one of his siblings Lucy will ask to show up, but it should be quite the party. And because I witnessed the takedown, I have to take the stand, which means you get to come enjoy the trial, too. If you had showed up, you would have killed him and burned the entire coffee shop down and then spent the rest of the day crying over how you can’t kill him twice. Then you would freak out because our insurance doesn’t cover acts of unnecessary violence.”

“Necessary,” the cindercorn protested, and she turned her head and snorted flame.

“Miss Gray handled the necessary violence, and it was a pleasure to have witnessed. She started her show with throwing coffee in his face. Coffee he had drugged. Unbeknownst to me, she has practitioner tricks up her sleeve, and she used one to confirm what he was up to, thus justifying the violence she brought upon him. Unmated female lycanthrope and all. She cleared the table, smashed her knees into his chest, and took him down to the floor, where she put him in a pin pretty enough Amanda would have praised her.”

“That very impressive.” The cindercorn angled her head to regard me with her ears pricked forward. “You need coffee. Dust?”

“She can’t have pixie dust without a permit,” Police Chief Samuel Quinn stated, and he sighed. “Her profile indicates she becomes a little too affectionate for the CDC’s comfort. Exposure and contagion risk.”

“She need extra big coffee, then. Come, come. I make coffee, get your statement in record time. You leave happy from coffee but not happy from pixie dust.”

“Bailey is immune to pixie dust, much to her eternal dismay, but coffee fixes almost anything.”

“Almost, almost,” the cindercorn agreed, and she pranced up the stairs and into the station. “No dawdle, lying incubus-gorgon doohickey!”

“She might forgive me for that stunt sooner than later. Unfortunately for her, she can’t have any coffee right now, but she gets a lot of joy from giving the ambrosia of life to others.”

Right. The Quinns had newborns, and all accounts indicated the pair took their parenting responsibilities seriously, going so far as to own and operate the daycare they sent their children to when they weren’t being watched by family. The rumor mill had it they had at least two additional adopted gorgon children plus fosters, and they had assistance from the local gorgon hives caring for everyone, plus their pack of wolves and other beings sharing their roof.

The newspapers had settled in to calling the family the Quinn Menagerie, and they liked guilting people into trying to be a little more like them.

The last I’d checked, adoption rates had skyrocketed in the city, as had general social programs to help families feed the extra mouths.

“I’m amazed you stayed on her back,” I admitted.

“Honestly, so am I. Usually, she tosses me, and then I get showered with attention for the rest of the day. While I’m sad I won’t be showered with attention for the rest of the day, I finally stayed on her back after catching her by surprise. Victory is bittersweet, but it is mine.”

I regarded the stone and concrete ground with concern. “I’m not good enough at my practitioner tricks to put somebody back together after being splattered by an angry cindercorn.”

The police chief laughed and gestured for me to follow him into the station. “I’ve gotten really good at landing on my feet, so don’t worry about it. I’ve been taking gymnastics lessons just to make sure I can stick the landings without breaking something. I’ve been sneaking them in when she’s been at doctor’s appointments with the babies. My family has been covering for me. We’ve been working on trying to identify who is on her back before she takes flight. She did better than usual this time. Usually, I’m in for at least three minutes of her bouncing around like a demented rabbit before realizing who had decided to be rude.”

“Is there a reason you’re doing all this?” I asked, unable to rein in my curiosity.

“I’d like her to be able to carry someone who is not me without risk of killing them if there’s unexpected action, and her rider has to get onto her back without announcement.”

That made sense, and I hustled to keep up with his longer stride. “How long do you think this will take? I have another job I have to start today. I need to swing by the CDC for some gear for the job.”

“About ten minutes, and I’ll have the troublemaker trot you over to the CDC building. She loves taunting her former co-workers, so she’ll take you right into the lobby, prance around a bit, and flick her tail at the security guards before coming back to work. She could use some more practice transforming, too.” He led us to the elevator, where the impatient cindercorn waited, and she pranced in place. “Hey, lawbreaker. I’ll need you to take Miss Gray over to the CDC building after I get her statement and you give her coffee.”

She stilled, and after a moment, she bobbed her head. “Why need CDC?”

“She’s working today,” her husband reminded her. “The CDC handles a lot of her contracts through the system.”

“CDC bad boss. Come to the dark side. We have coffee. If ask incubus-gorgon doohickey nicely, we have cookies, too. And sea bugs!” With white-rimmed eyes, she regarded her husband. “Sea bugs?”

“Would my beautiful like some sea bugs tonight?”

She bobbed her head. “Would like sea bugs.”

“Then sea bugs you shall have. Anything else?”

“Garlic bread. Extra garlic. And bacon that I don’t have to snort on.”

I suspected the pair had an inside joke of some sort regarding the garlic bread, garlic, or bacon, because he laughed. “I think I can manage that much.”

“Something flavored like coffee?” the cincercorn whined.

That had him raising a brow. “And what happened the last time you were given something flavored like coffee that was not coffee?”

“Tears,” she admitted. “Many tears. And rolling around whining about the unfairness of it all.”

“You can have the sea bug feast, but let’s skip the tears, rolling, and whining, please.”

“Rude,” the cindercorn muttered.

The elevator door dinged open, and I followed after the Quinns, marveling over how the rumor mill, for a rare change, hadn’t gotten anywhere near close to the insanity that was the cindercorn and her husband.
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“I’ve learned an important lesson. Never accept a lift from a cindercorn.”









It took Police Chief Samuel Quinn five minutes to take my official statement, and I ended up waiting around for an extra twenty for the cindercorn to transform to human, make coffee, demand I keep the travel mug emblazoned with a cindercorn, and transform back to having four hooves instead of two feet. After witnessing her do her best to buck off her husband, I took care when invited to get into the saddle, profusely thanked the chief for the ride, and braced for the worst.

I’d been right to worry, as the cindercorn viewed sunlight as a mode of transportation, teleporting down the street to dodge lights, slow pedestrians, or anything else in her way. Somehow, I kept from throwing up by the time we arrived at the CDC building, although it was a close thing. She ambled into the lobby, went straight for the security desk, and announced, “She no die, but I teleport her several times. Maybe bring a can. Maybe need. She Miss Gray, do contract work. Must return to work, take good care!”

Judging from how the guards acted without hesitation, the cindercorn tortured people often, and one of the men helped me down from her back while another rescued my coffee from the special sling on her saddle meant to hold such beverages. The instant my feet touched the ground, the cindercorn flicked her tail, trotted towards the glass-fronted entry, and vanished.

The guard escorted me to the desk and said, “Take a few minutes to catch your breath. Would you like to go to the bathroom?”

Concentrating on my breathing helped, and after a few moments of thought, I shook my head. “I’ll be okay. I’ve learned an important lesson. Never accept a lift from a cindercorn.”

“A commonly learned lesson here,” he replied, circling the desk to return to his station. “I’ll get you registered. Who do you need to see today, Miss Gray?”

“I don’t know. I need to pick up some substances for a bounty job.” I gave him the bounty’s identification number, which he’d be able to use to confirm where I needed to go. “If possible, I’d like to check my email.”

Wayne had sent the contract, but I still needed to review the summary and the details. In reality, I’d make him talk me through it, giving me a better chance of luring him off. In some ways, it amused me I would be using a similar tactic to what Thomasson did, with one caveat: I had legal rights through the bounty system to abuse Wayne’s person.

My virus perked up, shook off the cindercorn’s abuse of our person, and made it clear she’d like to kiss Wayne and make everything better for all parties involved.

Why couldn’t I smack the furry pervert with a newspaper? I did respect her taste in men, though. As far as annoying male lycanthropes went, Wayne Barnes packed the goods in the right ways. Thomasson? Not so much.

While using underhanded methods, I had authorization from the CDC, and I suspected I could get Wayne to cooperate with a little work. He might have regrets about wanting to be my landlord by the time I finished with him, however.

The security guard dialed a number and said, “Miss Gray is here to see you. Please be aware that Mrs. Police Chief Quinn escorted her here while a cindercorn, and she indulged in teleportation. Miss Gray is handling it better than most, although I recommend someone make her the tea blend we have for the cindercorn’s victims.”

I snickered. My stomach settled long enough to take a sip from my new travel mug.

It took precisely one sip to determine I would risk riding the cindercorn again if she gave me coffee. “I think I’ll be okay. I have received the true ambrosia of the gods. Tea would be nice, though.”

“Miss Gray was given some of the cindercorn’s coffee in a commemorative mug, but yes, she has indicated she would enjoy a cup of tea. I’ll escort her up.” The guard hung up.

I checked his name tag to learn his name was Jerrod. Without any idea if it was his first or last name, I decided to roll with it. “Thank you, Jerrod. Is this normal?”

“Is anything involving that cindercorn normal? But yes, this is as normal for her as it gets, though she doesn’t usually hand over the special mugs. That’s special treatment.”

I eyed the travel mug with interest. “Is it?”

“She got her first one while on her first case as a police chief, and the manufacturer now makes them for the NYPD. Look at the bottom.”

I lifted the mug to check the bottom, to discover it had a NYPD badge and a number. “Oh, that’s cool. What does the 159 mean?”

“That’s the production number. All those mugs are individually numbered. She’ll register you’re the owner of 159, and if it breaks or wears out, you can just go to the station and they’ll make you a new one. That is yours for life now,” Jerrod informed me. He reached under his desk and pulled out a matching mug, holding his up. Unlike mine, his had the CDC’s logo and a number. “She begged for a similar arrangement for the poor CDC bastards who have to put up with her. How’d you earn yours?”

“I took out a rapist bastard this morning with drugged coffee, my knees, and a pin maneuver while her husband watched. I was on a contract.”

“You must be the lovely lady who busted Thomasson earlier. News of that hit all the wires as soon as it happened, since he needed to be detoxed. Well done, ma’am.”

I saluted him with my new mug. “Thank you.”

“You have a faster recovery rate than normal, but it’s probably due to your virus. I hope you’ll forgive me, but I’ll have to notify the police chiefs of that. They’re always looking for new riders for her who can handle at least one jump. It’s usually a bust, but you’re better than most. You didn’t need the can.”

“If she needs help, I’m available for contract, and I will accept payments in coffee,” I confessed.

“I’ll let her know she has charmed you with her coffee, much like everyone else to cross her path.”

Well, that was something.

Jerrod guided me to the elevator, held the door open for me, and pressed the button for the top floor. “The receptionist will send you along to the right room to wait while the substances you need are retrieved, the appropriate prescription cards are issued, and you’re given clearance to cross state lines with your companion.”

I lasted all of ten second before bursting into giggles. “Is that what he is now? A companion?”

“We find when we have the jobs to escort an unwilling companion around, it is best to give them a gentler name. I’m sure you’ll appropriately victimize him during your acquisition. The security file mentioned the identity of your target.”

“You know Wayne?” I asked, my eyes widening.

“He’s been here a time or two, and he deserves everything you do to him over the next few days. You won’t need a harsh hand with him. He’s one of the gentler lycanthropes, and he’ll probably do anything you want if you offer to scratch under his chin. You’re capable of handling a target like Thomasson, so you can handle anything that grumpy single wolf has to offer. He gets upset if he’s delayed from working, but only if the delay isn’t a certain insufferable female lycanthrope disrupting all his operations. That’s you, at least according to the file I looked at. We got to hear the outburst in our lobby a few weeks ago when he was here for building permits.”

How very interesting. “Tell me more.”

“It was amusing. Apparently, you told him no, and he couldn’t go home and vent about it before coming to our offices, so he was stomping around and pulling his hair over how you kept telling him no, and that it was completely unfair he wasn’t even angry over it.”

Lycanthropes. I bowed my head. “I feel like I should apologize for the trouble.”

“Don’t. It’s hilarious.”

“If you say so,” I replied.

The elevator stopped at several other floors on our way up, although we were the only ones to make the journey to the top floor. Once we arrived, the guard opened the door with a security card and let me out. “Just press the button for the lobby when you’re ready to leave,” he informed me.

To keep him from losing any more time, I thanked him and stepped out of the elevator, approaching the large desk dominating the reception. The woman smiled, stood, and said, “Welcome, Miss Gray. Please follow me. Someone is preparing one of the conference rooms for you, so I will show you the bathroom and the break room. This shouldn’t take more than an hour or two, but someone has to enter the vault to get out the appropriate substances and give you the safety lecture. I had a laptop pulled out for you to use in the meantime.”

What was going on, what sort of substance did they need me to use on Wayne, and why hadn’t the bounty offer included the details that it was so controlled the CDC kept it in their vault? “Thank you, ma’am.”

“I’m Kelsa.”

“Joyce,” I replied.

She smiled. “Come with me, Joyce.” She led me through a maze of halls to a break room, which had several refrigerators, one of which was filled with bottles, glass jars, and cans. “Help yourself to anything in the beverage refrigerator.” She cut across the kitchen to where a teapot waited on a tray with a mug, sugar, and creamers. After picking up the tray, she said, “We’ve found this tea blend is the best for helping those who have been subjected to Mrs. Police Chief Quinn’s magic. Please drink it all. It should restore your energy and settle your stomach. You’re doing better than most. The last time she victimized someone, Jason had to carry the poor man to the top floor, and we put him down for a nap for a few hours and plied him with tea until he was functional again. We made certain she was not responsible for taking him back to the station.”

“Was he a cop?”

“Yep. He was being evaluated for possible transfer. His case was pretty bad. He begged to be passed over for transfer after that.” She grinned and led me down the hall to a door labeled as a conference room. “The bathroom is just down the hallway. Ignore the code and just press the enter button. It’s only locked after hours.”

As promised, a laptop waited on the table, and there was a notepad with a username and password for me to use. Once I made myself comfortable and she poured the tea, she promised she would chase everyone so I could be on my way as quickly as possible. I considered digging Lucifer’s payment out of my backpack, but I decided it could wait for later.

The last thing I needed was another distraction on top of many. From everything I knew about the Devil, he paid his dues, so I could expect to find at least a hundred dollars. The mystery of what else, if anything, the envelope contained could entertain me at a later time.

I waited until Kelsa left to access the laptop, log into my email, and open the email from Wayne. Uncertain if I should be bracing for disappointment or an abundance of good fortune, I peeked at the summary.

If I read everything correctly, the contract counted as both heaven and hell, and it amazed me how seriously he’d taken my financial situation. He’d gone from a questionable year of survival to five years of luxury, and for the life of me, I couldn’t figure out the catch beyond not being able to see my new living accommodations before signing.

In good news, the favorable nature of the contract gave me a lot of wiggle room in terms of questions, which took me an hour to write into a notebook to help my cause—and create the illusion I meant to meet with him about the contract rather than kidnap him.

After seeing the contract, I’d get my hands dirty, sign before kidnapping him, and enjoy the ride.

My virus approved. I ignored her, marveling over how the nature of my problems had changed overnight.

Having a good home for five years with an angry landlord would be one of those problems, and I’d love gloating over Wayne for being kidnapped by a woman he believed to be a regular human. My virus would love me forever, as she wanted nothing more than to spend a great deal of time with the wolf, and she’d take anything she could get.

I polished off the pot of tea and my new travel mug of coffee before the CDC’s instructor arrived with the substances I needed to contain Wayne and keep him in my possession for a few days.

The influencer, which I would deliver through either a needle, a dart, or a powder added to his food or drink, would ensure his obedience and turn him into the equivalent of my slave. As the job required me to take him out of New York for a minimum of three days, they gave me enough for four days. Then, because life could go my way sometimes, I was given top-grade pixie dust so he’d be happy about his stay with me.

The instructor had a sense of humor and could do math as well as I could; he gave me a few extra doses on a prescription under my name, told me to have fun with my new male, and had me sign off on the drugs and confirm I would be beginning my work as soon as possible.

Then, as a sign that somebody truly loved me and wanted me to be happy, he gave me an exemption card stating my ban on pixie dust was waived for a period of two weeks and issued a prescription so I could acquire pixie dust at any authorized vendor.

I fought the urge to cry. The CDC was a lot of things, but they went out of their way to make certain I stayed safe while in their care or working for them. For them to give me the script, they sent a clear message: I could consider Wayne to be a safe haven, and even under the influence, they trusted him to behave appropriately.

They’d been clear about that from the very beginning.

However much they disliked single lycanthropes under foot, they worked to improve the lives of victims like me.

My virus accepted their overtures as fact. I hesitated, but I acknowledged what they tried to tell me.

They gave me the power to choose. With my reluctance to engage with other lycanthropes, it didn’t surprise me the CDC would try a new tactic to push me into interacting with others. It surprised me they accepted it might take some pixie dust and the risk of a cuddle fiend set loose upon the world to make it happen.

But for them to take such measures with Wayne in the picture?

That part I didn’t understand.

Wayne was everything I was not. His wealth alone set us apart. His ability to handle every situation with grace also divided us. I supposed, in my way, I handled life with grace. I crawled into my shell and did a good impression of a turtle, but I survived.

In my situation, surviving likely counted as a miracle.

The CDC wanted me to have Wayne in my possession and onto the mainland by nightfall. They didn’t even mind if I kept him in the state as long as I removed him from Manhattan and Long Island for three days starting at midnight. As they wanted me to take him out of the state, they gave me a special card with rights to take him anywhere I wanted in the United States, including Hawaii and Alaska. A note informed me I could take him into Canada as well, but I would need to stop in with their Immigrations and Customs office for a chat with my companion.

I had no idea what Wayne had done to get such special attention from the CDC, but the whole thing intrigued me. That the CDC wanted to instigate me keeping Wayne raised a lot of questions. Mostly, my virus focused on what mattered most to her: if it took unleashing the cuddle bug menace to accomplish my job, they’d look the other way. As long as I kept my cuddling activities limited to other lycanthropes, specifically Wayne Barnes, I could enjoy pixie dust without consequence.

While Wayne would get the top-grade stuff, my vials were a far lower grade, not that I needed the good stuff to become a snuggling fiend.

Grinning over my good fortune, I used the CDC’s phone to call my boss, as he would have a hard time refusing my request to take some time off when calling from a CDC number.

Once I took a few extra days off work, I considered my options. As Wayne had business operations in Manhattan as well as Long Island, I headed to Central Park after checking to make sure my car hadn’t wandered off and made use of a nearby hotel’s phone to call Wayne.

“Hello?” Wayne answered, his tone puzzled.

“It’s Joyce. As I don’t have a cell phone, I am calling you from a hotel. Can you meet me at Central Park? It’s a nice day, and I had several appointments in Manhattan today. I realize it’s a little later than I mentioned yesterday, but I’m done with my morning work. I have a few hours before I have to go back to work.”

Technically, I spoke the truth, although Wayne was my work. I did expect him to take several hours to reach me unless he was at his Manhattan operations.

“Where in the park?” he asked.

“Are you going to drive or take a cab?” I asked. For a rare change, I wouldn’t give him a hard time and would give him the easiest route to meet with me.

“I’m going to take a cab, as I would rather not give myself a stroke dealing with traffic today. I’ll pay someone to deal with the traffic for me.”

Excellent. “Meet me near the Met. We can walk to a cafe to talk or walk into the park.”

“I didn’t take you to be the outdoorsy type,” Wayne confessed.

“That’s because you take me to be the workaholic type. In good news, while I’m the workaholic type, I’m also the outdoorsy type.” My virus demanded time outdoors, and she got pissy when life became all work and no play.

After an entire morning without the perfume, she was ready to romp, and Wayne’s voice alone tripped her trigger and made her want to banner her tail and play coy with him.

If I let her have her way, I’d be negotiating for the man rather than for an apartment, which was precisely what the CDC wanted. I waited for Wayne’s answer, smiling at the odd turn my life had taken.

The next three days would be fun, although I expected I’d make an enemy of him before it was over. If the CDC got their way, we’d be enemies for a little while before the cuddle fiend came out to play. Then we’d be life-long enemies with benefits.

My virus wanted the benefits, and I got the feeling she felt I needed to follow her lead and chase the benefits while skipping on the enemy nonsense.

“This is true. I’ll meet you at the Met. Have you been through it before?”

“No,” I admitted.

“What time do you have to be at your job?”

“It depends on the client, but not until late. I might be able to reschedule.” In reality, the CDC was my client and he was my target, and I’d be keeping him as late as I wanted.

My virus couldn’t be happier about the situation.

“It won’t be an issue for you to reschedule?”

With my new intel on Wayne and the CDC’s vetting of his person, I realized he held genuine concern for my situation. What he didn’t know wouldn’t precisely hurt him, so I would play the game. “I’ll be able to adjust my shifts without issue. I can take care of rescheduling if you want to have extra time.”

“I’d appreciate it,” he confessed. “The Met makes a good place to talk business, and then we can, if you’re interested, potentially sign the paperwork?”

Poor Wayne. He was about to get the surprise of his life along with a tenant from hell. Or heaven, if he happened to like bounty hunters who didn’t play fair when the situation demanded it. “You can bring the paperwork, and I’ll even consider signing it.”

It was the least I could do before turning the tables on him.

“Excellent. It’ll take me an hour to get there.”

“There’s a cafe in the Met, right?” I asked.

“Yes, but there’s a better one across the street and down the road. It’s called Wanderlust Coffee and Tea. It’s also licensed to sell pixie dust.”

Even better. “I’ll meet you there, and I will order you a drink,” I announced. “What do you want?”

“Are you going to laugh at my order?”

“Only if you tell it to me in a funny voice.”

Wayne chuckled. “I will give you my order in my most serious tone to spare my pride. I’d like a caramel macchiato, please, and I wouldn’t say no to a hit of pixie dust if you’re feeling generous. I’ll pay you back for the dust, but with the day I’m having, I could use a little.”

Well, that would make my life a lot easier, especially as I had a card in my wallet permitting me to have the little vials of pixie dust and neutralizer if I accidentally exposed myself to the top-grade dust. “We’ll see about the pixie dust, but I don’t see what’s funny about your order. I might even try that myself. I enjoy caramel.”

“I’ll see you in an hour, and I will make certain I am not late, as I wouldn’t want my coffee to get cold.”

“I’ll see you then.” I returned the phone to the lady at the desk and smiled at her. “Thank you very much.”

“You’re welcome, ma’am. If you need to get a cell phone, there’s a good shop right down the street, and they can get you in and out within twenty minutes.”

Today seemed a good day to get a phone to memorialize the day I kidnapped some stupidly rich lycanthrope out to build a skyscraper worth over a billion. I thanked her for the advice and headed to the cell phone store on foot, strolling in and telling the employee I’d buy the most expensive phone in the store if he got me out of there within thirty minutes. Fifteen minutes later and out almost two thousand dollars, I had the best of the best and a good plan to go with it. Smiling, I headed for the coffee shop at a brisk walk. After Wayne was properly dosed with pixie dust and influencer, I’d lure him to my car, get him nestled in the front passenger seat, and make off with my prize.

Today really was looking to be a good day.
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“Yours is laced with the best pixie dust money can buy. Mine is not.”









I bought twin coffees at Wanderlust Coffee and Tea, marked mine with a J, and took the drinks to a corner. Doctoring Wayne’s cost me five minutes, as the last thing I needed was to be contaminated with either substance. Haste made waste and accidental partaking of illegal substances, so I took my time emptying both tiny prescription vials into his drink.

The baristas gave me the stink eye until I held up my CDC-issued prescription card. When I finished the job, I’d have to thank the CDC for their foresight.

Running a bounty became so much easier when the law sided with me. Had I known legalized kidnapping could be so much fun, I would have hit the bounty databases a little harder in search of a few extra dollars.

Alas, my perfectionistic nature meant I took few jobs but excelled at them.

Truth be told, I probably could have made off with Wayne without the help of spiked coffee. All I needed to do was show up and promise I’d sign the lease but only if we tolerated each other for three whole days. When I thought about it, I preferred the CDC’s way.

Wayne Barnes would show me his true nature in a hurry once I had him in my possession.

I considered spiking my own coffee, but I’d wait until my snuggling tendencies could be controlled—and that I could confirm my unwilling wolf companion wanted me to snuggle with him. Some lines I refused to cross, and unwilling snuggling happened to be one of them.

My virus wanted to get to the snuggling portion of our agenda, although she displayed remarkable patience for a change.

While she made her desire known, she was willing to wait.

Five minutes ahead of schedule, Wayne showed up carrying a briefcase with him, his suit jacket draped over his shoulder. I saluted him with my coffee and took a sip. “I will never laugh at your choice of coffee, as it is delicious. Your coffee, Mr. Barnes.”

Wayne’s nose flared, and his eyes widened as he caught a good whiff of my scent without the perfume. “Joyce?”

Ignoring his real question might drive us both crazy, but I slid his coffee his way. “Yours is laced with the best pixie dust money can buy. Mine is not. I am a menace on pixie dust.”

I loved that I told the truth while lying. Money could, technically, buy the grade of dust I’d given him, but I hadn’t paid a cent for it, as it fell under an operational cost of the bounty.

While Wayne continued to take deep breaths, he sat down, picked up the coffee I’d set out for him, and he sniffed again. While the pixie dust had a gentle scent, the influencer could fool even the sharpest of noses, and he stood no chance of detecting it. Satisfied, he sipped at it.

I admired how I couldn’t tell if he tried to make more sense of my scent or confirm I’d actually spent my hard-earned pennies on pixie dust for him.

According to the CDC representative, the blend they’d given me would take thirty minutes to fully kick in, and after that, he’d obey anyone. As soon as the first symptoms of the drug showed, I would issue my first command, which involved him obeying only me.

The pixie dust would kick in a lot faster, and I planned to keep his attention solely on me, a single unmated female with a virus ready to rumble at the first sign of interest.

“I can’t see how it is possible for you to become a menace,” Wayne replied, and his smile promised the substances already worked their magic on the wolf.

“I’m a snuggle fiend,” I announced, rather proud of my status as ultra-affectionate when high.

“You’re a snuggle fiend?”

“Yep.”

“You’re a lycanthrope.”

There it was, the moment of truth, when I finally goosed Wayne and made him understand my apartment’s importance. “It’s hard to find somewhere to stay when you’re a loner female. I was an accidental infection.”

“An accidental infection?” While pixie dust made most problems go away, strong emotions could break through its influence, and until Wayne finished all of his coffee, the grade of pixie dust I’d given him wouldn’t be at its full potency. The lycanthrope growled.

I took a sip of my coffee. “Yep. It was a somewhat violent accidental infection, and as I don’t know who the bastard is, the CDC gives me fancy perfume to wear to work and most times I go out. I opted against wearing it this morning so you can understand precisely why that apartment is so important.”

“You can’t have any roommates who might be able to catch the virus from you.”

I nodded.

“How developed is your virus?”

Rather than answer, I pulled out my driver’s license and showed it to him. “You’d need to see my card for any lease signing anyway. You can’t keep me in a building that isn’t rated for lycanthropes.”

“The building I have in mind for you is rated for lycanthropes.” Wayne took a longer swig of his coffee before taking my driver’s license and reading through the codes. “How’d you order my coffee with that flag on your card?”

“I can acquire dust directly from the CDC,” I replied. “There’s an office right down the street from where I called you, so I grabbed a vial.”

“I didn’t know they’d let barred people do that.”

I shrugged. “You’re a male lycanthrope, and I told them I was getting it for you. They don’t mind that. I just pay them for the vial, they give me a little card, and they put it in a prescription vial for me.” To add the weight of truth to my statement, I rummaged through my purse for one of the vials meant for me, which had my name in tiny print on the sticker declaring it to be a prescription dose. As the grade wouldn’t hurt anyone, I held it out for him to examine.

Wayne placed my driver’s license on the table and took the vial, one of his brows raising. “They really gave you prescription pixie dust. I’ve never seen something like this before.”

“I even have a little card valid for two weeks for it.” I grinned, as I planned to have at least one dose of my own damned dust before the party was over. “I haven’t had pixie dust since I was infected. They had me on a prescription while I recovered from the attack, but they stopped giving it to me because my virus developed too much. It’s a trial because of my good behavior, I guess. So, thank you for that. Because of your stubborn ways, I get to have sparkly happiness in a cup.”

“Glad to help. This whole mess makes sense, though. You didn’t want anyone to know you’re a lycanthrope because you were attacked.” Something about his tone asked a question, and it occurred to me that ‘attacked’ could have several different meanings.

“I don’t remember much about it beyond I broke several teeth during the scuffle. It seems I bit the lycanthrope, but I don’t remember anything about it. All I know is that my attacker was a wolf. The CDC fixed my teeth at a shrink’s recommendation, as the last thing I needed was depression about my deformed mouth on top of my infection.” Sharing that unpleasant bit of my past would cost me later.

He had ammunition against me, and as soon as he figured out I’d goosed him, he’d likely use it.

“You bit your attacker so hard you broke your teeth?” Wayne laughed. “I fear I didn’t give myself long enough to convince you to leave that apartment, then. I’d given myself a year from the day of your third rejection to convince you to leave.”

“After the third time?” I lifted a brow at that. “Why not the first?”

“Everyone rejects the first offer. The second they usually warm up to the idea and try to take me for something else, a concession to make it worth their while to move. Most asked for me to pay for the moving company, in case you’re curious. I automatically agreed to pay for the moving companies, as that’s a far cheaper resolution than holding out on them. You’re the only one to reject me three times. At that point, you became a challenge. I enjoy challenges.”

Oh boy. According to his tone, being challenged was the equivalent of successfully flirting with him. Then again, I could use that to my advantage, especially around the time it came for me to enjoy some pixie dust. All I’d have to do was challenge him to behave himself while I got a dose of snuggling in. If the successful snuggling occurred, I could let my virus off my leash and challenge him to misbehave.

My virus adored the idea, and she settled, waiting for me to get around to the snuggling part of the day.

I regarded him with my most serious expression before taking another sip of coffee. “Well, now you know why I rejected your offers to move me somewhere else. I needed a stable apartment.”

“And when you’re unwilling to share space with a pack because you don’t know who attacked you, you can’t afford a roommate, but you can’t afford to live without a roommate.”

“Right.”

“And, to make things more difficult for you, we wolves are affectionate creatures, so you’ve been fighting your virus the entire time you’ve been on your own, thus the generalized ban on pixie dust. Your virus needs the physical contact with others.”

Great. Wayne had me figured out. “Will that change your offer for the apartment?”

“Yes, but in ways beneficial to you.”

I sipped my coffee, swiped my license off the table, and returned it to my purse before waggling my fingers for my vial of pixie dust. “Gimme.”

He chuckled but obeyed, and I was careful to keep a good grip on the vial so my precious hit wouldn’t fall to the floor and break. It made it back into the safety of my purse along with the other vials I’d need to see the job through to its end.

I stood, shouldered the strap of my purse, and picked up my coffee. “I am not in the mood to sit around today. Let’s walk to my rust bucket of a car, and you can tell me about where I’ll park it should I go along with your offer.”

I couldn’t tell if the pixie dust, influencer, or his general inclination to get me to go with his scheme factored the most, but he got up, grabbed his coffee, and knocked the whole thing back while I gaped at his general inability to enjoy his coffee like a sane sentient. “I do tend to evaluate all the vehicles that’ll park in the garage. If it’s unacceptable for life in its pampered spot, I’ll offer you a bribe of an upgrade so I’m not thoroughly offended by its existence.”

“Wayne, I’m offended by its existence.” When I’d first gotten the junker, shame had followed in my wake, but I’d gotten used to being dirt poor. The stares still bothered me sometimes. Acceptance helped.

I could afford what I could afford, and that was that.

“Now I really need to see this vehicle.”

“Do you need to see it bad enough you’d be willing to go on a drive?”

“Are you going to take me to a secondary location?”

I chuckled, as I would be taking him to a secondary location, but he’d be so hopped up on pixie dust and influencer he wouldn’t care. “Absolutely.”

“Just return me by Monday morning.”

“You might have to settle for Wednesday.” Technically, I could return him on Tuesday morning, but Wednesday would do the job even better. “But you have to pretend you don’t like it, and upon your return, you have to complain how you were cruelly stolen.”

“Well, that will catch my secretary’s attention when I tell her I didn’t show up for work because a young woman decided to drag me off for the weekend.”

“Not just a young woman, an unmated lycanthrope female. Then your entire office building will assume you needed the extra days to recover.” I snorted, as nowhere in my plans involved caving to my virus’s demands of accepting any courting attempts.

Not until I found out who had attacked me and why.

My virus sulked at the condition, but as I hadn’t given her a condition before, she relaxed more than I expected. The offer to indulge in some basic snuggling helped.

We could snuggle without commitment, and if he did a good enough job snuggling and being a decent person, the snuggling might lead to a commitment.

Time would tell.

“That snort tells me I was just rejected.”

“You can’t be rejected when you haven’t asked. Do yourself a favor. Don’t ask.”

“May I inquire on why I should not ask?”

“Until I find out who infected me with the virus, I refuse. I won’t accidentally become the toy of the bastard responsible for my infection—and I don’t trust it was a female wolf.”

“There aren’t precisely a lot of female wolves who’d attack another female unprovoked. That’s usually the doing of some idiot male, no matter what the CDC may have told you.”

I nodded, and I gestured in the direction of where I’d parked. “Here’s the deal, Barnes. Starting now, you’ll do what I say and only what I say until Wednesday morning. You’ll have to deal with being a missing person for a few days, as it’ll ruin my fun if your pack decides to join in. In exchange, I’ll listen to your proposal, and barring anything particularly heinous, I’ll sign your lease agreement. I’ll even sign the paperwork tonight, assuming you brought it with you.”

Wayne lifted his briefcase. “It’s in here along with my laptop.”

“If you want some fancy hotel room, you’ll have to pay for it, because I can’t afford your standards,” I warned.

“I’ll tell you what. Tonight, I’ll live at your standards. Tomorrow night, we’ll live at my standards. We’ll play it by ear after that.”

“Deal.”

“Then we have a deal. I’ll do what you say and only what you say, and I’ll accept my unexpected vacation with grace. I’ll even enjoy the fallout of my pack getting riled up when I don’t show up for the pack meeting tomorrow.”

Crap. “Will the pack hunt for you?”

“Inevitably.”

Double crap. “Will they be able to find you?”

“Not likely, unless one of them decided to investigate my odd behavior today and noted I left here with you. If they report you as a suspicious person, I’m not confident they’ll get the answer they’re looking for from the police.”

I imagined not, as the police would see my status as an unmated lycanthrope female—and the chiefs of police in the area seemed to like me. Later, I would bring out my new travel mug and show it to Wayne, telling him about how I’d gotten to ride the city’s beloved cindercorn. “An unmated lycanthrope female stealing an unmated lycanthrope male is not worth their time to investigate.”

“Precisely. Then they’ll be annoyed for not realizing a lone wolf resided in our territory.”

“I refuse to be a part of a pack.”

“Negotiable.”

“It is not negotiable.”

“It is negotiable.”

I scowled at him, and my virus urged me to show off my teeth to establish he crossed our line. I did as she wanted, and I added a little growl before asking, “How do you figure that?”

“My pack will help identify who attacked you, and should the bastard be in the pack, they’ll taste lycanthrope justice. But one thing matters over all.”

“What one thing?”

“I have never, nor would I ever, attack someone, especially not without provocation.”

“I’ve been told by the CDC being young and a woman is provocation to some wolves,” I spat, unable to mask my disgust of that memory.

“I am not one of those wolves, and I look forward to proving that to you.”

“Is that a threat?”

“Do you want it to be?”

I wrinkled my nose. “Not particularly.”

“Then it’s a promise.”

Damn it. I wouldn’t even need the influencer to keep Wayne’s attention. My species and the challenge of my dislike for our kind would do the trick. But then again, maybe the combination would be the secret recipe for earning his ire—assuming he viewed his captivity as a problem.

I got the feeling I’d bitten off a lot more than I could chew, and I’d be earning every penny of my twenty thousand.
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Wayne hated my car. He went from sociable to growling, and it amazed me the pixie dust couldn’t override his annoyance at my junker, which had started its life black but had enough salt and rust encrusting it I thought of it as a mottled monster. “This is your car?”

“This is what I can afford. Get your ass into the car and stop whining. And don’t you break my car having a bloody fit of the vapors. I swear. Are all lycanthrope males whiners?”

“Quite possibly, yes.” Wayne heaved a sigh, but he got into my car and buckled in. “This feels like the most dangerous thing I’ve ever done, and that includes choosing to become a lycanthrope.”

I got behind the wheel, locked the doors so he wouldn’t escape, and started the engine. My car spluttered, the equivalent of it heaving a sigh at being asked to do anything at all. “You weren’t born one?”

“No, I wasn’t.”

Huh. We had something in common. “And you weren’t mugged in some dark alley? Seduced by some wayward single female?”

“No, I was not seduced or mugged in a dark alley. I notified the CDC I was interested in becoming a lycanthrope, that I wanted the wolf strain, and I agreed to allow them to do an infection test. I used the payout from the infection test to start my first business.”

My brows shot up at his confession, as I couldn’t imagine him agreeing to do anything like I did, especially when it involved severe discomfort.

It had taken me months to get used to the damned perfume that hid my virus and controlled my spikes. My virus had hated it, but the instant she had realized its purpose, she’d cooperated, doing the equivalent of going into hiding whenever I put it on.

The perfume protected us, and she understood that.

“You agreed to be a guinea pig?” I asked, careful to keep my tone inquisitive rather than doubtful.

“I got what I wanted and a nice paycheck for doing it. They needed to confirm an infection theory. They paid me half a million, as it involved a fist fight with a lycanthrope hybrid and a multi-week hospital stay.”

Crap. Wayne had wanted the virus that badly? “You’re a hybrid?”

The last thing I needed was to tango with another hybrid. I’d gotten the form due to severe trauma and exposure to a spiked virus, which accelerated its development in order to preserve my life.

I didn’t remember much about my stay in the hospital, which had lasted for six weeks and involved reconstructive surgery to make certain I wouldn’t be scarred for life. Between the pixie dust and the drugs, the doctors had kept me incoherent to minimize my trauma.

I still didn’t understand why the CDC had opted to cover my treatments, which would have done worse than bankrupt me. I supposed they’d learned a lot from my case.

My virus did have a mind of her own, and she’d worked hard to keep me alive, breaking the conventional rules of magic to do it. According to the samples, the asshole who’d infected me likely lacked the hybrid form.

“The wolf in question is the alpha of my pack, and the idea was to find out just how far someone needed to be beaten to create a situation where the virus might spike at infection for early onset. I got the beating of my life, but the CDC learned a lot about how the virus operates. Because James didn’t want to kill me, they figure his virus, once it spread to me, acted accordingly. The longer we fought, the harder it became for James to attack me; his virus viewed me as a part of the pack. James freaked in the final stages of the experiment, as his virus did not want to harm me. We had to stop early as a result.”

“The virus is sentient.” I shrugged. “That seems obvious enough to me.”

“You must have a well-developed virus, then. Mine didn’t start making his opinion known until a few years back. That was after a decade of infection.”

“Mine got pretty mouthy early on, but the bastard who infected me almost killed me.”

“That bad?”

“Yeah. That bad. I spent a few weeks in the ICU, and my virus went into self-preservation mode. The CDC footed my medical bills and gave me the perfume to keep my infection status a secret. I have issues. I don’t want one of those issues being the local lycanthropes becoming aware there’s a single lady in their turf.”

“And you don’t trust lycanthropes because one almost killed you.”

“Right.” In Manhattan, there was no easing out of spots. I waited for my first chance, revved my asshole car’s engine, and took the opening, earning a yelp from Wayne.

My virus liked it so much I put my battered car and his nerves through their paces, weaving through the city and toeing the speed limits.

“What the hell grade of pixie dust did you give me? This should not be fun.”

I laughed at the evidence the dust was doing its job. “I used the kind that gets you into my car and makes you happy about it while I keep you for a weekend and try to get the best leasing terms possible out of you. You’ll be surprised what the CDC will give a standoffish single female lycanthrope should she ask. I asked really nicely, and I promised I’d only use the dust on single male lycanthropes. You will only take orders from me until I decide it’s time for you to go home. You’re lucky I’m not too bossy, and that I’m only going to require you to stick around until I decide it’s time for you to go home. Oh, plus you can’t contact any of your friends without my permission.”

“I should be upset over this, but I’m intrigued you would stoop to something so ruthless.” Wayne laughed, shaking his head and relaxing into the seat despite my car not being the most comfortable of vehicles. “I needed a vacation anyway, but I will not promise my pack will not overreact.”

I could deal with the possibility of his pack overreacting. If push came to shove, I’d toss the wolf to the wolves and make my getaway while they assured themselves that Wayne had come to no harm.

As far as backup plans went, it beat not having one at all, but the next time I took a kidnapping bounty, I’d make a plan.

Considering my complete lack of a plan, my career as a kidnapper was going smashingly well.

I grinned at my good fortune. “You only have yourself to blame. You came into my house, fed me one of my favorite foods, and offered me a potential way out of my dead-end job.”

“Your schedule is dangerous even for a lycanthrope. Truth be told, I was already making plans to deal with your schedule if you refused to cooperate with my updated leasing agreement, which would dramatically lessen your general financial burdens.”

Ugh. Overprotective male lycanthrope syndrome. I’d been warned by the CDC that lycanthrope and male meant overprotective. They’d told me that the instant I caught a male’s attention, I’d have to deal with his inability to handle my personal struggles.

I had thought it would take more than a few minutes for Wayne’s innate tendencies to kick in. “What sort of plans were you concocting, Mr. Barnes?”

“Job opportunities tossed your way until you accepted one of them was going to be my first plan. Your status as a single female lycanthrope changes everything. I was expecting to have to keep the pack from bothering you because you’re a single woman who isn’t afraid of lycanthropes. Once they learn you’re a single female lycanthrope? You’re going to be a rather sought-after bachelorette. Considering the circumstances of your infection, this isn’t a good thing. I’ll have to take steps.”

“You don’t have to do anything. I’ll go back to wearing my perfume as usual.”

“The instant you permit me to return home, my pack will smell you on me, and your scent screams lycanthrope female at the moment.”

“But does my scent scream lycanthrope female named Joyce?” I countered.

Wayne quieted, and while he thought about it, I headed for New Jersey, debating where I’d take my captive prize. In three days, I could get him across the country, assuming I drove every waking moment. Such a plan would make it difficult to get him back home at the end of the bounty contract. Nothing in my contract said I had to return him at all. I just needed to keep him out of New York for three days.

Twenty thousand would give me plenty of time to come up with a long-term plan.

Damn. I needed to smack my virus across her furry nose before she got us both into serious trouble. Then again, the CDC was encouraging me to create trouble with Wayne.

“No, whatever the hell you were wearing did a good job of making you not smell like you.”

“Wolfsbane perfume. The CDC makes it for lycanthropes who don’t want to be identified. It’s restricted. The side effects suck.”

“What are the side effects?”

“Virus spikes when you stop using it, and they can be pretty intense.”

“What does a virus spike mean for you? I’ve been a lycanthrope long enough to understand a spiking virus can mean a lot of different things, and the issues are very individualistic. I’m known to get affectionate, and I get snappy if I don’t have pack around to pay sufficient attention to me.”

I raised a brow at his admission. “Should you be confessing that to me, Wayne? Your reputation as a hard-assed lycanthrope might be damaged.”

“I’ll survive. It’s the truth, though. I become very social, I’m prone to want to roughhouse, and I need to be kept engaged, or I become snappy enough to worry my alphas.”

“Alphas? There’s more than one?”

“They’re a mated pair, and both are considered to be the pack’s alphas. Of course, Laurie defines what it means to be a bitch and rules the pack with an iron paw, while her mate, James, is more of the peacekeeper type. James is going to love you because you’re clever enough to have been under his nose for years without him being aware of you. Our pack needs clever women. Yes, we do call our women bitches, but it’s a respectful term. If you don’t like it, we’ll call you lady or whatever you want.”

“Okay. I’ll think about that.” Did I want a pack of lycanthropes calling me anything?

The resentment that had kept me secluded reared its ugly head, but I shoved it back. Yesterday, the resentment had served me well.

Today, all it would do was hold me back, and my lonely virus wanted more than our restrained existence. She wanted it all.

She wanted a mate.

She wanted a family.

She wanted a pack.

I figured the infection hadn’t changed me all that much, as before I’d been sent to the hospital, I’d wanted those things, too. My odds of getting it had been slim before contracting lycanthropy, as I’d been estranged from my parents due to irreconcilable differences since I’d turned seventeen.

I’d run away, but I’d done so with the awareness I wouldn’t cause them additional problems from having run early.

They would’ve kicked me out at sixteen, but they would’ve faced charges, and how dare I ruin their reputation further? It’d been guilt that had held me back, but I’d been able to flee with a clear conscious.

On my seventeenth birthday, I’d climbed out the window and joined the ranks of missing persons, hitchhiking from Detroit to New York City to try my luck on my own.

Damn it, I’d been doing all right until a damned lycanthrope had made a mess of things.

“Why did you want the virus?” I asked.

“I had brain cancer, and the lycanthropy virus has a rather strong dislike of brain cancer. It was a resistant type, and I was looking at the end of the road in eight to twelve months with low odds of surgery or magical therapy working. I had nothing to lose, and the CDC got a good deal even after paying me for being their test subject.”

My eyes widened. “You had brain cancer?”

“What’s so surprising about that? It happens. I was exposed to a great deal of magic as a child, so they figure I developed the cancer as a result.”

Well, well, well. Wayne wasn’t as cut and dry as I’d believed. “How’d that happen?”

“It turns out there is a hotspot underneath my parents’ house.”

Despite the severity of the situation, I laughed. “Seriously? That’s wild!”

“That’s what I thought, too. My parents developed some pretty powerful abilities. I got brain cancer. Bad luck of the draw—or a good one, I suppose. My virus wiped out the cancer in record time, and I developed the hybrid form, so I’m doing all right.”

“You must be the most eligible bachelor among lycanthropes in all of Long Island and Manhattan. A single hybrid?” I snorted, shaking my head. He’d come second to me if anyone figured out my virus had gone into overdrive following the attack. As I hated the Washington bridge more than the lycanthrope who’d almost killed me, I headed for the Lincoln tunnel and braced for the toll and the traffic. “How have you stayed single? Are you that annoying to everyone?”

Wayne laughed. “I’m not annoying to most people. Most people like me. I’m kind in my rejections, but I’ll just say my virus is particularly picky about who it classifies as an eligible bachelorette. I’m not a threat to you, and I’m happy to give you the time and space for you to realize that. Once you’re comfortable with me around, I can introduce you to members of the pack, and you can be integrated. You’ve probably figured this out on your own already, but lycanthropes don’t do well alone.”

No, we really didn’t. “You’re going to annoy me after I decide it’s time for you to go home, aren’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Being completely honest with me, how good are the leasing terms? Which one of us wins?”

“Must everything be a win or loss with you?”

“That seems pretty probable. I don’t have a great history of playing nice with lycanthropes.”

“Well, there is a good reason for that. I wish I’d known sooner, as I would have changed my approach regarding my offers to you, but the arrangement I’m proposing definitely makes you the victor in most ways.”

I considered asking how I lost, but I decided against it. If I couldn’t figure out where I lost reading the contract, I deserved to get snookered. “Okay. I can work with that. With my infection status, jobs are few and far between unless I’m working through a pack.”

“You won’t have to worry about that. That part of your leasing arrangement is not changing. It will be a percentage of how much you earn at minimum wage. You may make more than minimum wage, but if I set your rent at minimum wage and a percentage of it, you shouldn’t have an issue paying your rent, and a stressed lycanthrope can be a dangerous lycanthrope.”

“I don’t have control issues.”

“Obviously. If you did, everyone in Long Island would know you’re a lycanthrope already. Frankly, I’m impressed you hid your infection status for so long.”

“The perfume helped.”

“Fucking perfume,” Wayne muttered, soft enough I questioned if he meant for me to hear his displeasure over having fallen for my ruse.

I ignored his complaint, opting to pay closer attention to traffic instead. Luck shined on me, and I only lost twenty minutes escaping Manhattan. Once in New Jersey, I headed for I-80 westbound, aimed for Pennsylvania. Once in Pennsylvania, I would pick any direction other than east and see where it took us.

Navigating through the maze of tight intersections and dodging crazy drivers in a hurry and lacking in sense cut a few years off my life. Thanks to the pixie dust, Wayne snickered through the ordeal.

“If you make a single comment about my driving, I’m stuffing you in the trunk,” I warned.

“I’m less concerned about your driving than I am about the idiots you’re sharing the road with, if that makes you feel any better. If we get out of Jersey without an accident, I’ll be a happy man.”

“I’ll do what I can.”
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My poor little car. If it took another hit like that, I might have to think about replacing it.









While we made it out of New Jersey without an accident, an asshole in a newer but cheap pickup took offense to my fender. Unfortunately for the asshole, steel beat plastic, and his truck took the brunt of the damage. I pulled over, growling curses over the idiots who should have their licenses revoked for being a danger to everyone on the street. “Wayne, I’m just saying, if someone who isn’t me tries to boss you around, I’ll look the other way if you decide to pop them in the mouth when you choose to ignore them.”

“Most people tend to discourage lycanthropes from violence.”

“If anyone threatens your safety, I fully expect you to violently protect yourself.”

“And should someone threaten your safety?”

“I can take care of myself, Barnes.” I snorted at the idea of even another lycanthrope doing more than giving me some bruises. “Just worry about your safety for now, and if the situation looks particularly questionable, you can make an annoyance out of yourself.”

“I’m never annoying.”

“We can discuss that later.”

“You have my attention.”

Great. I already regretted my decision to not wear my perfume. If I needed to get into a fight, he’d discover I had my secrets, too.

We hybrids tended to get mean when the fists—or fur—started to fly.

Before I’d been infected, the brute of a man who emerged from the truck might have scared me. My virus viewed brutes with disgust and dislike, which led me to believe I’d contracted her from a brute of a man.

With a leaner build, Wayne was about as far from a brute as a man could get. On second thought, the CDC’s interest in pushing us together made sense.

While Wayne annoyed me, he didn’t trip my trigger or instill fear. I wondered if he did that to everyone, or if my virus lacked sense and wanted a chance with the first half-decent man to cross her path. No, I needed to give her credit.

She didn’t want to settle. The instant a man made me nervous, she went from interested to grouchy and ready to defend her turf, which happened to be me.

Wayne had never worried me, not like that.

My virus went on alert, and if I let her, she’d growl, force me to shift to the hybrid form, and give the asshole a beating he’d never forget. I glanced at my car, which had bits of the truck’s fragile red fender decorating the rear.

My poor little car. If it took another hit like that, I might have to think about replacing it.

Wayne got out of my car, circled it, and examined the fender, chuckling over the situation. “I’m impressed, Joyce. You won that round.”

I ignored Wayne and turned my attention to the brute with an inability to pay attention to where he drove. It took me a moment to detect his scent, which was heavy with the markers of a male lycanthrope, harsher than Wayne’s scent, and sharp from his annoyance.

Wayne tensed for a moment, but then he turned, relaxed, and leaned against my car, crossing his arms over his chest. I realized he lied using his body language, offering the illusion of being calm but positioned himself to use my vehicle as a launching board if he needed to get involved.

“Where’d you learn to drive?” I asked, pumping as much scorn as possible into my voice. “I hope your insurance is better than mine, because mine ain’t going to be paying you jack shit thanks to your non-existent driving skills.”

“That’s not polite,” the lycanthrope replied. He took a step forward, and my virus went from annoyed to infuriated. I stayed put, aware if I took a single step towards him, I’d go from calm to trying to rip his face off. “You should be more polite.”

I needed to be more polite? My virus and I agreed on one thing: if he wanted me to be polite, he’d have to come back another day. “You should’ve paid more attention to where you’re driving, then. Why don’t you start with apologizing for being a shit driver?”

“You should have been driving faster. What’s a pretty little thing like you doing with someone like that? Ditch the man, ditch the car, and come home with me. You’ve got the virus, and you’ll make pretty puppies for the pack. I’ll get you something better. I’m impressed it didn’t fall apart when I hit you.”

Behind me, Wayne growled, and I glanced over my shoulder. He stayed with my vehicle, maintaining his relaxed posture. It occurred to me he wore a suit on a Saturday, and he did his outfit a great deal of justice. I looked the brute over head to toe, my brows furrowing at his scuffed, dirt-encrusted jeans, his torn wife-beater, and his untamed hair in dire need of a wash. “Seriously?”

“Very.”

“How about you just give me your insurance info so I can tell your insurance company you can’t drive worth a shit and busted up our vehicles because you can’t watch where you’re going? Hey, Wayne. Why don’t you take some pictures and give the cops a call if he doesn’t decide to do the right thing.”

While my words implied that I asked a question, only an idiot would miss the command in my tone. Wayne wisely grabbed his phone and did as I asked.

The pixie dust and influencer helped with his general inclination to do as told, but I hoped he wouldn’t figure that out later. He might not, assuming I kept my requests reasonable and aligned them with his usual behavior.

“There’s no need to bring the cops into this,” the brute growled.

“Sure there is. You hit my car with your truck, and you don’t look like the type who pays back his debts.”

“What did you just say to me, little bitch?”

At the rate my virus spiked, she’d be ready to rumble and then some given a few minutes and a single iota of provocation. “I said you hit my car with your truck, and you don’t look like the type who pays back his debts.”

“I’m going to make you regret that.”

I remembered those words, as did my virus. The unwanted memory stabbed at me, hitting with the same force as the blows that’d led to my infection and weeks in the hospital.

The truck’s passenger door opened, and a second man, lithe and moving with cat-like grace, joined his friend. The faint hint of a feline teased my nose, but rather than rile my wolf like most cats did, all the smell did was piss her off even more.

Provocation, check.

I wouldn’t even need the few minutes; my virus wanted blood, and she wanted it fresh, hot, and spilled on the asphalt without her having to come into contact with the virus tainting it.

I took her reaction to mean both lycanthropes classified as ineligible bachelors, which worked for me. Dealing with Wayne classifying as an eligible bachelor would cause me enough problems.

“Daryl, deal with the man. I’ll educate the bitch.”

Wayne snorted. “You followed her from Manhattan, didn’t you? You smelled a lady lycanthrope without mate markers, so you tailed her to get somewhere a little more remote before making your move. Not remote enough with the amount of traffic here, so you’re not all that bright.”

I hated the scent markers marking mated lycanthropes. If I wanted to wear a sign around my neck stating I hadn’t gotten laid since I’d been infected with the virus, I would. But no, my damned scent advertised my state as an unclaimed female.

Stupid virus.

For a rare change, my opinion didn’t offend my virus.

Wayne and the brute engaged in a glaring match, one that would end in bloodshed if I let it. Bloodshed would simplify matters for me.

If Wayne bled, I’d legally be able to tear the brute apart, and I could blame my unwilling companion on my behavior. The law took the defense of another seriously, and when two males fought over a single female, bloodshed happened. As long as the bloodshed didn’t involve uninfected humans, the cops wouldn’t care much.

How much depended on a lot of factors, including if I left any corpses on the ground when I was finished with the pair.

“What’s it to you?”

“I enjoy teaching piece of shit lycanthropes like you how to behave.”

Next time, I needed to remember to give better instructions. I hadn’t told Wayne he couldn’t posture and cause problems. I hadn’t told him to play nice with the idiot who had rear-ended me.

I definitely hadn’t told him to avoid bloodshed.

Oops.

While the CDC discouraged lycanthropes from fighting, especially alongside a busy highway, the law favored single females who didn’t want to be saddled with the first male to cross her path. My virus wanted to get in on the action, and I saw no reason to discourage her. Since the asshole lycanthropes in the truck wanted to issue threats, I’d teach them their manners.

I closed the distance, allowed my virus to take hold, and welcomed her at her full strength. Transforming during a fight hurt like hell, but in the moments it took me to reach the brute of the pair, I’d exchanged the illusion of humanity for a wolf’s muzzle and fangs, a thick coat of fur, and claws capable of tearing apart steel if I put my mind and muscles to the task.

I grabbed a handful of his scruffy shirt, crouched, and heaved, lobbing the bastard over the roof of his truck onto his feline friend.

Then, as I could be an asshole and needed a new pair of shoes anyway, I bounded over the truck, landed on the fallen pair, and clubbed them both over the head.

“Care to reevaluate your position, boys?” I growled, and I made sure to show them my fangs. “Next time, I put you through the engine of your fancy truck.”

Shock had a smell, and they both reeked of it. I sneezed, and had I been a better person, I might’ve cared my saliva splattered them both in the face. Huffing my disgust over having played the ace up my sleeve, I rose, snarled at both, and returned to my vehicle. “Fuck the insurance, Wayne. If I stay here with those braindead wastes of air, I’ll kill them both and dump their bodies in the ditch. Write their license plate number down, and I’ll give the CDC a call so they know I had to correct two stupid infected idiots.”

“I already took care of that. I took pictures of them and their truck, and I made sure I got the front plate.” Wayne returned to the passenger side and got into my car.

I joined him, and without bothering to wait to see what the assholes would do, I started the engine and merged back onto the road. “If you enjoy talking to the CDC, you can give them a call and notify them some jerk lycanthropes weren’t playing nice so I educated them on the side of the highway.”

Wayne regarded my furry hands and my claws, which would make short work of my steering wheel and shifter if I wasn’t careful. “Single, female, and hybrid. And you managed to hide that right under my nose for how long?”

“At least a few years,” I replied, allowing myself a canine grin and showing off my lethal fangs. “I really like the CDC’s perfume. It has treated me well.”

“A little too well,” Wayne muttered, buckling his seatbelt before tapping at the screen of his phone and holding it to his ear. “Wayne Barnes speaking. I need to report an intentional car crash involving a pair of lycanthropes attempting to coerce a lycanthrope female during what was a probable kidnapping attempt. They tailed her from Manhattan and rear-ended her to get her to pull her vehicle over. I happened to be accompanying her, and she opted to decline the invitation through the use of violence. We have left the scene of the crime, as her virus is rather riled up and she would have killed them had they provoked her any further.” After a few moments, he reported the exit and mile marker numbers, described the pair of idiots, and spent a disturbingly long time answering a chain of yes and no questions.

Maybe Wayne’s help would keep me out of jail for a while. If it didn’t, oh well.

They tossed hybrid lycanthropes like me in solitary maximum security to mitigate the infection risk, and nothing sounded safer or better than some peace, quiet, and no bills to pay for however long they kept me behind bars. In the meantime, I’d work hard for the money, keep a close eye on Wayne, and make the most of the days before somebody caught up and arrested me for breaking the rules.
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Instead of slipping Wayne more influencer or pixie dust, I decided to play the game safe—for him. I’d regret my choice later, especially when both substances wore off, but I couldn’t afford the risk.

With two pissy lycanthropes out for my blood, he needed to be sharp. For a brief moment, I considered dosing myself with his dust, but my reaction to even the crap grades would turn me into a cuddling monster. The cuddles would lead to sex, the sex would lead to a permanent pairing, and I couldn’t afford a man like Wayne permanently in my life.

Fancy men in suits cost a lot to maintain, and they expected their trophy wives to wear makeup, slinky dresses, and whatever the hell else model-pretty women put on to impress rich men.

My virus didn’t approve of my thoughts, which focused on talking me out of doing what the CDC wanted and what I wouldn’t mind experimenting with, but after our brief brawl with two idiots, she settled and almost minded her own business for a change.

I drove halfway across Pennsylvania before stopping at a cheap motel in dire need of renovations, which fit my general budget and lifestyle.

“We’ll get fleas if we stay here,” Wayne muttered, crossing his arms over his chest and refusing to unbuckle his seatbelt. “I don’t like fleas. I refuse. Worse, there might be bedbugs.”

“Bedbugs and fleas can be addressed. All you have to do is pay a fee to a practitioner. Boom. No more pesky bugs. You won’t die if you stay at a motel.”

“This is not a motel. This is a dive.”

“This is a dive I won’t feel shitty about trashing if those two jackasses pay another visit. I can afford the repairs here—maybe. If I’m lucky. Well, if I’m lucky and verify I used self-defense, which goes a long way with making the bill their problem rather than mine.”

Wayne scowled. “I’m going to need more pixie dust if you’re going to make me stay in a dive motel, Joyce.”

“The kind of pixie dust I have with your name on it also happens to be the kind that makes you do what I want,” I muttered.

“I have no idea where you got that, but I have to say, I’ve always wondered what it would be like to be under the influence.”

He already knew, but rather than confess that truth, I shrugged. Then again, I’d given him the minimum dose, and combined with the influencer, I doubted he would’ve noticed the potency of his high. “Will it make you happy?”

“If it doesn’t, I’m going to be very disappointed.”

Despite everything, I laughed. “All right. I’ll give it to you on one condition.”

“I’m listening.”

“If I happen to get cuddly due to exposure to pixie dust, you will not take it any further than cuddling.”

“Deal. I’m not responsible should you forcibly remove me from my pants and do whatever you wish with me, though.”

“Fair,” I acknowledged. “Also, you’ll get to go clothing shopping for me at the first store I find tomorrow. I only brought one change of clothes with me.”

“As I have not brought any changes of clothes with me, I find this to be a reasonable request. Is there a reason you’re hesitant to handle this yourself?”

I showed him my claws. “This is how you destroy clothes.”

“As I have my own set of those, I’m aware of how destructive they can be. Did nobody teach you how to retract them?”

“They retract?” I shrieked.

“With enough practice, yes. Mine can. It’s a little painful, but I can shorten them enough to be able to use my hands better while in the hybrid form. It’ll take time and effort on your part, but I can teach you.”

“For now, you get to open doors for me and operate the faucets. I deserve a shower.”

“You deserve better than a shower in a shit motel.”

“But those lycanthropes might damage a nice hotel.”

“And should they, they’ll be liable for the damages, and the nice hotel will have a proper bath.”

“You just don’t want to stay at a cheap motel.”

“You are absolutely right. I don’t want to stay at a motel that would need no alterations to be used as the set for a horror film.”

I regarded the building’s exterior, which had seen better days some twenty or thirty years ago. “I bought a new phone, and I think it has a good camera. We could make a budget film. Our budget would be the cost of my new phone. I told the guy if he got me out of there in half an hour, I’d buy the best he had, and he got me out in a hurry. I spent too much, though.”

“How did you afford one of those?”

Time to test the waters, reveal my most important card, and witness his behavior when he discovered I’d played him. “It’s simple. I accepted a sinful amount of money to lure you out of New York City for three days, so you better be good. I don’t want to return my new phone.”

His eyes widened, and he stared at me. After a few moments spent blinking, he spluttered, “You’re a bounty hunter.”

I nodded. “We all have our flaws. Instead of picking up evening entertainment, I beat bad lycanthropes and serve as bait for law enforcement. They pay decently. My job before picking you up involved serving as bait for the cops. It got weird quickly, though. The Devil was involved, and he handled my pay. Honestly, I’m afraid to look inside the envelope, but tomorrow, I need to buy lottery tickets because he said I should. He even told me how much to spend.” Recognizing I babbled, I shut my mouth.

Rather than display even a hint of anger, he burst into laughter. “Has anyone ever told you that you’re incredible?”

I frowned and wondered what else Wayne might have been getting high on before I’d gotten a hold of him. “No, not particularly.”

He chuckled. “Was I at least worth decent money?”

He found being my target amusing? I needed to work on that. What sort of self-respecting bounty huntress amused her victims? Rather than allow him to rile me up, I kept my expression calm and collected to match my cool tone, “The pay will let me eat for a while.”

Wayne’s expression darkened. “You don’t have to worry about that now, even if we don’t make a deal on the rent. The local packs are responsible for lycanthropes, and now that we know you’re around, we’ll make sure you get enough to eat. Hungry lycanthropes are dangerous lycanthropes. As you have reasons to be shy of the pack, I’ll give you an open invitation to rob my refrigerator at your leisure. I can’t promise there won’t be members of the pack at my place, but dinner is a trip to my fridge away.”

I’d been warned about overprotective lycanthrope males. I shrugged and replied, “I’ll think about it.”

“We’re going to have a fight over this, aren’t we?”

“That depends,” I admitted.

“On what?”

“What you’re wearing, where you’re wearing it, and what sort of mood I’m in.” My answer pleased my virus, and had she been a cat rather than a wolf, she would’ve purred.

“That would be the adrenaline and your spiking virus talking.”

“Yes, and?” I countered.

“No judgment. I’m a bit of a jerk when I’m hopped up on adrenaline and my virus is spiking, too. I am fairly careful to avoid women if my virus is spiking, however.”

Considering how well he wore a suit, he’d be stalked by any woman who believed she might have a chance with him. My virus wanted me to hurry up, claim him, and get on with the important work, which involved him and a bed. If she had her way, she’d keep him in bed for the rest of eternity.

There were worse ways to spend the rest of eternity.

Rather than admit that, I shrugged. “Have you ever looked in a mirror?”

“Apparently not through a woman’s eyes.”

I laughed at that. “It’ll be a lot cheaper to repair a shit motel, and we could pretend we’re filming a horror movie.”

“But the fleas, Joyce. The fleas. And bedbugs. I don’t want fleas or bedbugs.”

“For fuck’s sake. Fine. Use your phone and point me in the direction of a hotel you can tolerate, but your picky ass is paying for it, and if some idiot asshole lycanthropes come and bust up the joint, you’re paying for it.”

“I’ll even pay for your clothes.”

“That’s not necessary.”

“Well, you saved my suit, because I promise you, suits don’t last long when I shift. I’m a much larger hybrid than you are.”

I scowled. “That’s unfair.”

“You may be small, but you’re fierce and pretty. You had no problems with dealing with those two annoyances.”

I scowled at the reminder of why I’d revealed my hybrid form. “My virus really didn’t like that brute.”

“Nobody likes that brute,” Wayne replied, and his tone implied he knew more about the brute.

“Spill, Wayne. Do you know who he is?”

“I know of him, but I don’t know him personally.”

I bared my fangs and growled. “Who is he?”

“He’s a member of one of New York’s less savory mafia operations. That specific group welcomes lycanthropes that want to toe the line with the law, and if you have a cop who gets an infection while on duty, it’s probably because of one of those assholes. They have a reputation among the sanctioned packs.”

Great. I’d gone from a bounty to keep Wayne busy for a few days to a nightmare, one where I’d have to keep on my toes to keep my disgustingly willing victim safe. “So they’re the type to follow us around because I kicked their asses once already.”

“Yes, they are.”

“You are a pain in my ass, Wayne Barnes!”

He laughed and pointed westbound. “There’s a decent hotel an hour that way, and there’s a few good clothing stores on the way. If we’re going to have to deal with shitty assholes, at least we can do so in style. I need some new clothes, too—clothes better fitted for a hybrid, and I know just the place on the way.”

“Wait. There are stores that cater to hybrids?”

“As a matter of fact, yes, there are, and I’m about to take you to one. Best of all, you can go in with exactly what you’re wearing.”

I regarded my scrapped clothing with a scowl. “You mean almost nothing at all?”

“Precisely. It’s a good look on you, by the way.”

Damned lycanthrope males. Rather than reply, I sighed, pulled out of the cheap motel’s parking lot, and shook my head over the insanity of it all.
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True to his word, he took me to a store that specialized in hybrid fashion. To my horror and dismay, it was located in a town filled with lycanthropes, judging from the overwhelming stench of single male wolf hanging in the air. My virus did the equivalent of burying her head in the sand while whimpering. I pinched my nose closed.

“I hate you, Barnes,” I announced.

“It’s not that bad.”

“Says you. It stinks of males here. It’s not pleasant. I’m going to hide in my car. There is no way I’m going out there with so many damned male wolves. Forget it. I didn’t bring my perfume.”

“You really have no idea how to act around other lycanthropes, do you?”

“Well, I tried to get rid of you, and unfortunately for me, it didn’t work. If I had managed to get rid of you, I wouldn’t have had to deal with any lycanthropes outside of work at all. The perfume works, damn it.”

“All right. That’s fair. And you weren’t brought up in a pack, so it’s completely unreasonable on my part to act like you should know the easy ways to get the men to leave you alone.”

“Is there actually a way to get them to leave me alone, and will it work on you?”

“Yes, and absolutely not.” Wayne grinned at me, got out of my car, and circled to my door, opening it before I could get the finicky lock to do what I wanted. At my refusal to unbuckle, he jabbed the button with a finger, popped it off, and snapped his fingers. “You need clothes, and I don’t want to be at this all night. Come on out. The other wolves will see you with me and make assumptions, and when they see me taking you into a clothing store, they’ll assume we’re courting. There’s no mating markers on courting pairs, but should some man bother you that you don’t want bothering you, as a single male lycanthrope keeping you company, I have certain rights to beat the shit out of anyone who bothers you, should you not beat the shit out of them first.”

Wayne’s cursing amused me. “You’re usually prim and proper.”

“I’m always prim and proper when conducting business. You’re not business right now.”

“What am I, then?”

“Pure pleasure.”

I shot him a glare, grabbed my purse with its precious contents of male lycanthrope containment, got out of my car, and slammed the door. “Well, just you remember you’re a very nice paycheck to me right now. That makes you business.”

He dared to smirk at me. “I have decided that this is a vacation, and I get to enjoy my vacation with a very lovely hybrid lady. If no one has told you this before, your fur is quite lovely.”

I huffed, and I twisted my ears back, unable to resist glaring at my pale, almost silvery fur covering my hands. “I’m a wolf, and I have wolf fur.”

“You’ve never checked a mirror while in your hybrid form, have you?”

I snarled at him. “What’s it to you, Barnes?”

“You shouldn’t be ashamed of what you are.” He took his phone out, took a few steps back, pointed it at me, and tapped at the screen. “Now, come over here and have a look at yourself. You’re lovely in your hybrid form.”

“No.”

“I am making it my goal to convince you to have a good look at yourself while wearing your fur coat, both as a wolf and in your hybrid form. I’m making this my latest mission in life, second only to getting you to sign the lease papers.”

“I’ll sign the lease papers under the condition you don’t try to show me my reflection in any damned mirror or make me look at pictures of myself.”

He scowled. “That’s playing dirty.”

“Yes, it is.”

“You’ll have to check your reflection to see if you like your clothes, so I’ll win. Very well. You sign the lease, and I won’t pressure you into looking at your reflection more than once a month.”

I groaned, shook my head, and sighed. “You’re not going to let this go, are you?”

“Well, if I had my way, I’d find who infected you and beat the life right out of him while you watched. I’ll settle with coaxing you into admiring the wolf you’ve become. I think limiting my efforts to once a month is fair in exchange for signing the leasing papers.”

“We’ll talk about it after we deal with the clothes,” I growled.

“That’s better than a no.” Wayne put his phone away and bowed, gesturing for me to go into the store, which featured a sign showing a stylized hybrid lycanthrope.

“Dress me in what you want, I’ll try it on to make sure it fits, and I won’t look at my fucking reflection!”

He laughed, and when I didn’t move, he straightened, placed his hands on my shoulders, and pushed me in the direction of the shop. “I look forward to proving you’re a beautiful hybrid.”

“You’d say that to any single hybrid female,” I complained. “That’s what I was told. All lycanthrope males think all lycanthrope females are beautiful. They lose their minds because of their viruses.”

“I’m going to have to talk to the CDC about this. They’ve done a good job of convincing you that lycanthropes are dangerous to you,” he grumbled.

“It’s true.”

“It’s really not. Despite the CDC’s opinion, most lycanthropes are aware of what the word no means. We even know how to respect the word no. And while it is recommended for a single female who wishes to remain single to stay away from males while her virus spikes, we’re not monsters. Most of us. Most of us aren’t monsters. The wolf who infected you? He’s a monster, and the only good monster is a dead monster. Have you requested the FBI look into your case?”

“I didn’t know that was an option,” I admitted, wondering how this would have changed for me if only I’d known the CDC’s failure to find my attacker wasn’t the end of that road. “It’s probably too late, and I don’t remember much.”

“You remember some, and that might be enough. We’ll talk about it tonight after you sign the leasing paperwork.”

“You just want to build your ivory tower,” I accused.

“Absolutely. Now, add some steel to that spine of yours. We’re clothing shopping. That doesn’t mean we’re attending your execution.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m sure.”












EIGHT
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Sometimes, all a woman needed in life was some good old-fashioned destruction.









Trying on clothes and dodging mirrors to screw with Wayne didn’t lead to my execution, but the pair of disgruntled lycanthrope males fought to pick up the slack. Driving their truck right onto my piece of shit car counted as rude, as did breaking the store’s front window.

If they wanted to play, I’d play. While the brute joined the fray in his human form, he had three wolves with him, all single and male. A tabby cat rode a wolf, and I recognized his scent as the brute’s friend.

I wasn’t the only hybrid female in town, and the shop’s owner shifted, her clothes expanding in size to accommodate her larger form. With several hundred pounds of muscle on me, she could take me out with a flick of her claws, five inches of lethal curves, which were painted a glittery blue.

“We can paint our claws?” I blurted.

“Absolutely,” Francine replied, and she caught the brute by the throat and tossed him out of her shop and through his windshield. “How rude. If you want a date with a lady, you ask politely.”

I grimaced at the crunch of glass and bone, and blood sprayed onto the brute’s truck.

Wayne stifled a yawn, put his phone to his ear, and said, “I’d like to report a disturbance.” He gave the shop’s location, his phone number, and his name. “Two hybrid ladies are about to demolish a mixed pack of males. You should write ‘too stupid to live’ on their death certificates.”

The brute got up from his introduction to his windshield and bounded forward. The rest of his pack followed his lead, and I braced for pain, suffering, and bloodshed. The wolf with the cat reached me first, and I swiped for the cat, snagged him by his scruff, and threw him in his friend’s face.

The cat yowled, the claws came out, and the brute left the dispute with a deep set of gouges from his hairline to his jaw. I scowled as the feline hadn’t quite managed to hit the bastard’s eyes.

Turning tail, the cat bolted from the shop and ran for the trees.

Coward cat.

The wolves skidded to a halt, tucked their tails, and retreated a few paces, whining and regarding the brute with wide eyes.

While I recognized that my furry adversaries understood they’d bitten off more than they could chew, the brute went for me, spittle flying from his mouth. Francine took a single step forward, grabbed his arm, and flung him to the floor as though he weighed no more than a feather. He hit so hard the tiles cracked, which made the woman snarl. “Men who behave like little boys have the manners beaten back into them, and when I’m done with the beating, you will be on your hands and knees cleaning every damned inch of my shop when you’re not putting the young lady’s car back together.”

I regarded my poor vehicle with a sigh. “It lost this time.”

“Rather severely,” Francine agreed.

“It’s a pancake.”

“It really is.” Francine stepped on the brute’s chest, leaned over, and roared in his face. “You picked the wrong shop to trash, buddy.”

“The police will be here within five minutes,” Wayne reported, and he took pictures of Francine restraining the brute.

The wolves turned tail and charged across the parking lot, following the cat’s path of escape.

While the brute couldn’t worm out from beneath Francine’s foot, he went for her ankle and bit hard enough she yelped despite her protective layer of fur. Like any sensible being, she kicked, once again punting the brute right out of her shop and into the cab of his truck. Metal and glass crunched once more, and I winced.

The idiot male groaned, but rather than come back for thirds, he crawled out of his truck, and limped after his friends, leaving a trail of blood across the asphalt.

I wondered why he hadn’t shifted.

“Well, shit. I didn’t mean to let him get away.”

“It doesn’t matter. I know who he is, I have pictures of him, and the CDC and FBI will take care of it.” Wayne shook his head. “I really hadn’t thought they’d be that stupid.”

“Stupid is attacking a hybrid,” Francine replied. “Sure, you’re dainty for a hybrid, but you’re more than enough to take on any damned male dumb enough to get into your space uninvited.”

I flicked an ear back. “Dainty is one way to put it.”

“She’s solo, underfed, and generally neglected. I’m taking care of those problems.”

“Along with her clothing problems, I see.”

“Well, she didn’t precisely choose to be infected, and without a pack, she had no idea there were specialty stores for us—especially not for hybrids. And she’s been wearing that fucking perfume.”

“Oh! Do you need some? I have an extra bottle.”

“Please,” I begged. “I left mine at home. I didn’t think I’d actually need it.”

“No. No, you do not need that damned perfume. You’re fine as you are. Don’t give her the perfume. She’s supposed to smell like a lycanthrope,” Wayne complained.

“Unmated males. Is there anything more obnoxious?” Francine rolled her eyes, disregarded Wayne’s complaint, and went to the register, which had survived the incident unscathed. She pulled out a plain, brown-wrapped box, which she offered to me. “I’ll get another bottle from the CDC. They provide it to shops like mine for emergencies, as they’d rather not have too many brawls like this one. Really, ganging up on one little lady. How rude.”

Rude was one way to put it. I regarded the brute’s truck, which had emerged from the wreck in far better shape than my vaguely car-shaped pancake. “I feel like dismantling that truck,” I growled.

“Go for it. I’ll just tell the nice police officers your virus spiked and you took it out on their truck rather than out on them, the stupid cowards.”

Some invitations I couldn’t ignore, and beyond caring if I received a bill for the damages, I leapt through the broken window, landed on the hood of his truck, and went to work, digging my claws into the plastic and steel.

Sometimes, all a woman needed in life was some good old-fashioned destruction.
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Three police cruisers arrived while I dismantled the truck’s cab, and I flung the steering wheel in the direction of the nearby woods, roaring my fury. Previously, I hadn’t had a chance to do more than throw a damned lycanthrope cat in the face of a brute who infuriated my virus. My virus wanted more of the bastard’s blood, fueling my rage enough I slashed through more metal and flung it at the ground.

“All right there, tiger,” Wayne chided, grinning up at me. “I know you need to vent off some of that steam, but don’t intimidate the police.”

I growled at him, flattening my ears at his criticism, and because I could, I flung a piece of the brute’s truck in his general direction. Wayne sidestepped, and his grin widened.

Bastard.

I considered jumping down and getting in his face over it, but while I added a few inches as a hybrid, he still beat me in height when human.

“You Barnes?” one of the six cops asked. I regarded the man with narrowed eyes, and when I breathed in, I detected the scent markers of a lycanthrope. My virus also identified a second scent, one that marked him as safely mated.

Twisting around, I glared at the lycanthrope, who kept his attention fixed on Wayne. A sane woman played nice with the cops, but at my virus’s urging, I bared my fangs.

If the cop tested his luck or screwed with my target, I’d take my irritation out on him.

“I’m Barnes,” Wayne replied. “Don’t mind the lady on the truck. Her car is underneath the truck, and her virus is currently spiking. She’s taking out her aggression on the perp’s vehicle rather than on someone. The truck was totaled from the get-go, so I figured a little extra destruction wouldn’t hurt anything.”

The cops peered under the truck, and the entire lot of them whistled. “Looks about right. I’d be wearing a fur coat and playing demolitionist, too. Any of you hurt?”

Francine lifted her hand and showed off her scuffed nail polish. “I chipped a claw on an idiot, and he bit my ankle.”

“I’m sure you’ll survive, babe,” the cop replied.

Babe? I hopped and spun, considering Francine with my head tilted to the side. The truck’s roof crunched under my feet, and I thumped down to the hood. “Is he your mate?”

“He sure is. If you think I’m big, he’s got two feet on me and comes in at over seven hundred pounds.”

I slumped my shoulders, wondering how I’d become a shrimp among other lycanthrope hybrids. “Not fair,” I complained.

“You’re a pup, and that you’re a hybrid without a mate boosting your virus? That’s pretty incredible, Joyce. You’ll put on the pounds and the inches in time. Having a mate to fuss over will help your virus.”

“Having a pack will help, too,” Wayne added.

I growled at the thought of a pack.

“She’s a rogue?” Francine’s mate asked.

“She’s sanctioned. The CDC has been providing perfume for her, and she’s been sliding under the radar playing human while working the fast food line as a cashier. She served the lycanthropes.”

“Serves,” I corrected.

“Served,” Wayne replied in a tone that implied I wouldn’t be serving anyone anything again in the future.

I missed having proper eyebrows. I couldn’t raise one at him despite wanting to. Settling with a grunt, I dropped to the asphalt, straightened, and brushed off the short skirt and blouse Francine had stuffed me in. Without a mirror, I couldn’t confirm it, but I expected I resembled a poodle with a fashion malfunction.

I hated mirrors. My virus turned my eyes green with hints of blue, and I remembered I’d lost my humanity thanks to some thug in an alley.

I’d been born with amber hazel eyes, and I missed them.

“Wayne,” I warned in a snarl, making sure to show him every single one of my sharp and pointy teeth.

“Yes, Joyce? I have a much better job for you. It pays better, has better hours, and I’m still setting your rent based on your current employment terms, and you’ll just have to suffer through it for five years.”

Better pay and better hours might have me eating out of his hand, and my virus liked the idea, especially if eating out of his hand led to our eviction from the singles’ pool.

Ugh. My virus was going to be the death of me one of these days.

“It’s still my job.”

“Not for long.”

I bowed my head and sighed.

“It’s one of the single male tricks,” Francine warned me. “He’ll goad you into putting him in his place, then you’ll realize how nice he looks in his suit, and the next thing you know, he’s no longer wearing his suit, and it goes from there. Rather than a suit, the uniform got me. Males are sneaky. They’re also like peacocks, and they wear pretty things to tempt you.” Francine pointed at her cop. “That one kept coming here wearing that damned uniform!”

Francine’s mate chuckled. “It’s your fault you kept calling the non-emergency line and asking to send the, oh, what was it she said, Gerry?”

“She wanted to know if we could send ‘the sex on a stick over’ and wanted a list of crimes she could commit that might involve you using a pair of handcuffs on her,” one of the older cops replied. “Dispatch had a field day with that for weeks until you took pity on her.”

Francine shrugged. “He’s sex on a stick and I wanted him to handcuff me.”

I compared the cop to Wayne. Wayne took the clean-cut businessman vibe to extremes, and despite the events of the day, he’d emerged with his hair barely ruffled. The cop went the other way, with enough scruff on his chin to give him the bad boy appeal.

I’d reached my lifetime limit on bad boys, as the last bad boy to stomp into my life had about killed me.

I blamed my old prejudices and trauma on my inability to figure out what she saw in him. “If you say so, Francine.”

Francine laughed. “Sorry, babe. She’s not your type.”

“She’s an attack victim, and I fit the profile of her attacker. I’m more impressed her virus didn’t get riled up at my presence. I called the CDC with your name and got a rather blunt warning you might go for my throat if I provoked you. You have a reputation.”

I spluttered, taken aback at the accusation I’d attack someone without significant provocation. “I have never!”

Wayne closed the distance between us and rested his hand on my shoulder. “The CDC tracks solo lycanthropes and gives them a hazard rating. Your file probably mentions you were infected under violent circumstances, which makes you a higher risk of snapping, especially as you don’t have a pack to offer you stability.”

I snarled and took my frustration out on the brute’s truck, swiping my claws at the siding and gouging the steel and plastic. “I have never.”

“I know. He didn’t mean anything by it. They just sent some of the local lycanthropes over in case you decided to go after someone.”

I yanked the door off the truck and flung it across the parking lot. It didn’t touch the ground until it reached the trees, and it disappeared into the underbrush. “Bring that fucking brute over here, and I’ll earn that reputation.”

The cops stared at where I’d flung the door, and Francine’s mate whistled. “I haven’t seen a temper tantrum quite like that since I told Franky she couldn’t have a round with my handcuffs because I was on duty, and all she did was punch the wall while cussing.”

“You just have to bring that up every time you get a chance, don’t you, Rem?”

“I sure do,” he replied with a wolfish grin. “You’re so much fun when you’re cranky. We have how many brats now because of those temper tantrums of yours?”

Francine waggled three of her painted claws.

“This is life with a mate, ma’am. And us males are just as bad as the ladies, so if you decide to keep Mr. Barnes, you’ll have your hands full with him.”

My virus definitely wanted me to get an up close and personal feel of Wayne from head to toe. “I’ll keep that in mind,” I replied in my driest tone.

“Let’s get down to business. Mr. Barnes, you have photographs of the culprits?” Rem asked, giving Wayne his attention. The other cops scattered, and they began investigating the ruins of the truck and my car.

“I have more than their pictures. I have the names of two of them. They’re part of a lycanthrope-friendly mafia group based in New York. I can only presume they caught a whiff of her scent when we met for coffee earlier today and opted to follow us.” Wayne crouched for a better look at the ruins of my car. “They hit her car to force her to pull over earlier. She tossed the one over his truck into his friend before bailing. I called it in.”

“Yes, I was notified you’d made such a call,” Rem replied. “Ma’am, do you have any former experience with either man?”

I shrugged. “My virus doesn’t like the brute.”

“The brute?”

“He’s big, he’s burly, and he seems like a rather brutish character to me. Uncultured swine,” I growled. “That’s what he is. He’s an uncultured swine. But that’s too much to say all the time, so he’s just the brute.”

“Is that the only occurrence?” Rem asked.

“That I know of.”

“Due to trauma-induced amnesia, it’s possible your virus could be remembering what you cannot. The virus is intelligent to a point. It definitely is aware of the same strains that created it—and it is definitely aware of the parent strain, or the virus responsible for your infection. While Mr. Barnes’s concern of a male lycanthrope smelling a single female is legitimate, it’s rare several males will gang up together to go after one female without more reason than a sniff or two on the street, especially when she’s keeping company with another male.” After a moment of hesitation, Rem scratched his head and regarded the crashed vehicles with a furrowed brow. “It doesn’t add up.”

“No, it doesn’t,” Wayne agreed. “What’s the current probability they’re involved with Joyce’s attack?”

Rem shrugged. “I wasn’t given information on that. I was only briefed on the circumstances.”

“Exemptions?”

Exemptions? Why would Wayne be asking about exemptions? I considered him, huffing my displeasure over the entire situation. When neither lycanthrope spoke, I growled, “What do you mean about exemptions?”

“He wants to know if he has legal grounds to become violent with any rival males,” Rem replied with a rather wolfish grin. “The instant you established you were uninterested in the rival males, he would have become invested because you haven’t made it clear you’re uninterested in him specifically. That’s how this works. If you want time to think about it, tell him that. Despite our reputation, we can be reasonable, and if he doesn’t respect your space, make him respect your space.”

I flattened my ears at that, as Wayne kept trying to make me leave my space so he could build his fortune. As nobody needed to hear me whine about that, I said, “Males fight over a single female all of the time. If males needed exemptions for that, we would all be in prison for a long time. Our race would be prison mutts.”

Rem barked a laugh, coughed to cover his reaction, and shook his head. “Somebody didn’t do a good job with your education, Joyce. You have a set of rules the CDC makes you follow, right?”

“Right.”

“Well, males get rules, too, and they’re probably just as strict as yours. If Wayne wants to pick a fight with other males over you, he needs an exemption. Courting is serious business, and the exemption essentially clears him of wrongdoing if he gets aggressive because someone threatens you. Yes, Wayne, you’ll need an exemption, but it should be a few minutes on the phone with the CDC to obtain one. She hasn’t pushed you out of her turf, and she allowed you into the vehicle with her after she educated those fools. Since she’s not aggressive with you in her turf, they’ll want to keep you around, and they can’t really deny you an exemption under those circumstances. I’ll help you along, as my body cam has caught footage of her temper tantrum for sure.”

I eyed the mangled truck, huffing over the amount of damage I’d done to it. “It’d be easier to move if it were in smaller pieces.”

Wayne grunted and shook his head. “If you’ve worked the worst of your temper out on it, leave it alone so it can be evidence. I’ll get a rental for us, although you’ll have to accept me driving due to your claws.”

“I can transform.”

“It’s unnecessary. Enjoy stretching your legs. It’s good for your virus to be in your hybrid form for a while. Your virus needs to develop.” Wayne straightened, his eyes roaming from the top of my head to my clawed feet. “Twenty-four hours will probably be long enough to give your virus some room to grow.”

Francine cleared her throat. “Don’t be an overprotective male.”

“I’m a beta. Helping the pack wolves strengthen their virus is my job.”

“Oh, a beta. Whatever shall we do? Faint from awe?” Throwing her hand against her forehead, she slumped against her mate. “Spare me from male overprotectiveness, babe.”

Rem ignored his mate’s antics. “Don’t mind either of them, Joyce. Allowing your virus to develop isn’t necessarily a bad idea, and it’s good for you to have your natural weapons and defenses intact, especially if Wayne is being shy and refusing to show off his wolf.”

“Wayne? Shy?” I blurted.

With a soft laugh, Wayne shrugged. “I have my moments.”

“Sure. I’ll believe that when I see it,” I muttered. While tempted to give the truck a kick, I stepped to the curb and gave myself a good shake. “What happens next?”

“We investigate,” Rem said, crouching so he could get a better look at the ruins of my car. “You’ll want to get a hotel close by, as I expect we’ll have a lot of questions for you. This sort of aggression doesn’t just magically go away.”

“No, it doesn’t,” Wayne agreed. “It’s probable that any hotel we pick will be damaged as a result of this.”

“Yes, we will need to notify the hotel of the situation and get their consent to stay in their building. We’ll also leave a plainclothes officer on duty, although that may not prevent violence. It’ll simplify submitting their report to police, however.”

Shaking his head, Wayne joined me on the sidewalk and checked his phone before wrinkling his nose and dialing a number. “Wayne Barnes. I need to get an exemption, as I’m a male hybrid lycanthrope, and some assholes have been threatening a woman I’m keeping company with. I have a police officer present and willing to confirm the situation.”

“I could have called for you,” Rem replied.

Without bothering to mute the phone or even pull it away from his ear, Wayne replied, “It’s faster if I call, I’d rather the CDC know I’m not in the mood for bureaucratic nonsense, and if I’m denied an exemption, I have an already mangled truck here I can take my temper out on. If I get my exemption, I won’t have to take my temper out on this defenseless truck.”

“I really did mangle it, didn’t I?” I doubted even the world’s best mechanic could put the damned thing back together again. “If he hadn’t squished my car with his truck, I wouldn’t have had to mangle his truck. That seems fair.”

“That’s right, Joyce. If he hadn’t crushed your car, you wouldn’t have had to mangle his truck. You did an excellent job with the mangling, too. Ah, yes. Sorry about that. I was praising the lady for her excessive use of force on a truck.”

“That makes me sound like I’m a violent person,” I complained.

“You were provoked,” he replied. “Sorry. Yes, I’d like an exemption only in situations where my companion is threatened. What do you mean I have to give you a duration? If someone threatens her, I’m going to retaliate. I would prefer to retaliate legally, but if you want the truth, I’ll do it even if you don’t grant me the exemption. It’d be a lot more pleasant for all of us if I’m granted the exemption. This duration nonsense is ridiculous. Fine. Set it for a year, and then I’ll complain when I have to get it renewed. What do you mean a year is too long? No, not every single lycanthrope woman on this planet seduces her mate within thirty days. If you give me a year, she might not reject me for rushing her. Yes, I’m going to insist on a year, and you may as well renew it. Should we change status, I’ll call you. If I thought she would bite within thirty days, I wouldn’t have asked for a year. Also, you might want to give an exemption to Joyce Gray, too. She does not seem to be in the mood to allow anyone to trespass on what she perceives to be her territory. I seem to have become part of her territory in the past day. I would really appreciate if the CDC did not annoy her into changing her mind. I’m really going to need that year to convince her I’m worth keeping around. She absolutely does not like other lycanthropes.” Wayne scowled, listening to the person on the other end of the line. “Yes. Exactly. For those reasons. I think a year is reasonable, considering the unfortunate challenges I’m faced with.”

My virus found him amusing, as did I. I could work with a year, especially when I’d been hired to keep him busy for a few days. I’d have to keep my virus contained, but as long as she could somewhat keep him clothed, I could work with her needs and my distrust of other lycanthropes.

“Okay. Good. Thank you.” Wayne hung up. “Exemptions are acquired. You can call the CDC for the certification numbers.”

I bet the person had pulled up my record, saw I’d claimed a bounty for Wayne, and opted to play along to make sure my job wasn’t botched. When the CDC dished out the controlled substances for a bounty, they meant business.

A hit of pixie dust would’ve done me a lot of good, and I retrieved my purse from the store to make sure the precious vials had survived intact. They had. I slung it over my shoulder and gave it a loving pat.

I’d never been in a situation where I needed violence while high on pixie dust. Would I try to cuddle the assholes into submission? Would I become even more violent if my cuddle session with my preferred target was interrupted?

Fuck it. I wanted to find out.

“You’re scheming something,” Wayne announced.

“Why do you think I’m scheming something?”

“You’re smiling, and honestly, I’ve never been so scared in my life.”

Huh. My smile scared him? I allowed myself my widest canine grin. “Good.”

“You have a wicked side, Joyce, and I like it.”

Of course he did. He was a single male lycanthrope. Nothing about single male lycanthropes counted as sane. I’d just have to do my best to avoid falling prey to his clutches and my virus’s insistence we should keep him.

“Just find us a hotel, Wayne. One that won’t protest too loudly if I have to throw an idiot through a window.”
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“There’s a bathroom in the bathroom.”









To my surprise, the cheap hotels in the area wanted nothing to do with a potential pack of lycanthropes busting up their buildings, but the area’s sole luxury hotel welcomed us with open arms. They did request the presence of a cop on the property. They also printed and signed a waiver stating they understood we might be bringing trouble to their door and promised we wouldn’t be responsible for any damages.

Apparently, the hotel had no problem with idiots paying for their renovations, and they wanted to remodel one of their ground floor suites, which happened to boast a spa tub. While I had no idea what a spa tub was, Wayne did, and he practically skipped down the hall to our room.

“You’re way too excited about this, Barnes.”

“You will be excited about this once you see what it is.”

“It’s a bathtub.”

“No, Joyce. It’s not just a bathtub. It’s a very nice bathtub. If I’m particularly lucky, you’ll invite me to share it with you.”

I narrowed my eyes, as I’d never been near a bathtub realistically big enough for two people to share. Without missing a beat, my virus perceived the various ways I might use a small tub to catch a single lycanthrope male, and she encouraged me to take advantage of the situation.

The CDC did not play nicely, and if I figured out who had gotten the bright idea to want to partner me with Wayne, we’d have a long chat about their bad idea of a joke. We came from entirely different worlds, and I didn’t even like lycanthropes. I did like my virus but only because she’d busted her furry ass to keep me alive.

I also liked she did her best to protect me from the bad lycanthropes.

Her interest in Wayne Barnes might be the end of me, though. Or at least the end of my status as a proud single woman.

Wayne opened the door to our room, holding it for me and gesturing for me to go inside first. Since becoming a lycanthrope, I’d mostly dodged hotels, as we paid higher rates for them due to the high risk of leaving fur in the room, a tendency to destroy things, and the potential for late-night howling. The few times I’d left Long Island long enough to need to sleep somewhere, I’d pulled over at a rest stop to catch a few winks before going on my way.

I’d never been in such a nice hotel room before. Hell, I’d never been in such a nice house in my adult life. From a leather sofa in the living room to a glass coffee table destined to break if I looked at it wrong, it took contemporary comfort to its limits while offering an inviting atmosphere and excessive air conditioning.

My virus loved air conditioning, even in winter. She had an easier time convincing me to wear my fur coat when the air had a brisk bite to it.

Crisp winter air gave her ideas, and she liked our current situation.

“Is this really a hotel room? I think it’s bigger than my apartment.”

“It’s bigger than your apartment. Just wait until you see the bathroom.”

With the choice of three doors, I poked my head into the nearest one to discover the bathroom, which was easily the same size as my apartment with room to spare. The so-called spa bathtub had jets, the faucet was a thin, narrow plate that would cascade water into the tub, and the ledge left plenty of room for a full-course dinner and then some. Two could fit without touching each other, and my virus had a lot of ideas about what two could do in it while indulging in a lot of touching. The presence of two shower doors puzzled me, and I stepped inside to discover one was for a massive shower and the other led to a bathroom within the bathroom with a second sink and the toilet. “What the fuck is this?”

“A luxury bathroom. Do you like it?”

Under no circumstances would I cry because I could live in the bathroom without a single regret. “There’s a bathroom in the bathroom.”

“Won’t it be nice if those idiots try something here and have to pay for this bathroom?”

“Do I want to know how much a bathroom like this would cost?”

“Probably thirty or forty thousand,” he admitted, stepping inside and gesturing at the tub. “I’ve put several tubs like this into some of the apartments I manage, and they’re at least five thousand a pop fully installed. They crank my insurance premiums up, too, because they can do a lot of damage if something leaks and nobody catches it. I actually install special sensors beneath all the tubs like this to detect excess moisture. I put a sensor near all common failure points. That saves somewhat on the insurance bills, as the insurance companies reward those who try to limit their claims as much as possible. It’s a lot cheaper to fix a minor drip than it is to fix a busted pipe.”

I sighed at my furry self. “My fur will clog the whole thing up.”

Wayne shook his head and gestured for me to join him at the tub. He pointed at the drain which had a mesh cup over the hole. “This model is made specifically for fuzzballs like us. The fur gets caught in that when it drains. If it gets full before it’s done draining, we engage the stopper, clean out the fur, and drain it again. The intakes for the jets also have fur catches, so we just need to clear those now and then and we’re good. A little extra work, but we can enjoy the tub, too. That’s part of why they’re more expensive.”

“If they try anything and damage this room, I will beat them within an inch of their lives,” I growled.

“I’m sure they’ll try something, I’m sure the room will be damaged, and that’s fine. You can beat them within an inch of their lives. Try to avoid killing them, but should you, well, that’s fine.”

“But why me?”

“You’re a single hybrid lycanthrope. Being a single lady hybrid lycanthrope? You’re a treasure. Most packs have to wait decades before a mated woman develops the virus enough to transform. Lycanthrope ladies able to shift significantly strengthen a pack. As the men often outnumber the ladies, and most children of lycanthropes are boys, the ladies are in high demand.”

I’d been warned single lycanthrope men lost their minds around single female lycanthropes, but seeing it was believing. Rather than tell Wayne he’d fallen completely off his rocker, I prowled through the rest of the suite, discovering it had an office and a single bedroom.

Either one of us would be sleeping on the couch or we’d be sharing a bed.

My virus knew which she preferred, and she wanted a hit of pixie dust so she could enjoy it even more. I resisted the urge to roll my eyes at my virus’s less-than-subtle hints.

“Don’t push your luck, Barnes.”

“But I want to push my luck. If I push my luck, I might strike gold.”

“Or you might get your ass kicked.”

“But will you stick around if you kick my ass hard enough?”

Lycanthropes. Glaring at him resulted in him smiling, another loss for me and a win for my uppity virus. “You’re something else.”

With a grin plastered onto his face, he went into the sitting room, grabbed his briefcase, and set it on the coffee table. “Before you settle in for your bath, let’s take care of the leasing paperwork. With everything going on, I’d like to get these reviewed, signed, and sent over to the secretary in charge of tracking the leases. It was only good fortune you had your purse with you. It would have been a tragedy if you’d lost your pixie dust supply.”

“Have you forgotten that grade of dust is high enough to make you my slave?”

“Yes, please make me your slave. I’ll be good.”

“You’re impossible.”

“I’m a good catch, I promise.”

My virus certainly thought he was a prize. “Behave, please. At least behave long enough to get through the paperwork without me wanting to kill you with it.”

He sat and gestured for me to join him. At my virus’s pleading, begging, and otherwise reducing herself to a lusty menace, I obeyed, picking the armchair so I wouldn’t be tempted to sit closer than I should—or take a hit of the low-grade pixie dust to become a cuddling monster.

I bet I could con my virus into behaving if I appeased her with some clothed cuddling.

“I modified the paperwork accounting for our discussions last night, but now that I have more information to work with, I’m willing to write in some clauses to help make you as comfortable as possible with the arrangement.” Pulling out a thick stack of papers, he placed them in front of me. “Yes, the contract is really long. I’m sorry about that, but it includes the lycanthropy exposure waivers for living in the same building with known lycanthropes. You’re likely used to the other version of this waiver.”

“The one that promises the CDC will skin me should I expose anyone living in the same complex with me? Also that I’m barred from having a non-lycanthrope roommate? Yeah, I’m used to that waiver.”

“You’ll be pleased to know that I have authorization from the CDC to have a mixed residency, so we do have the uninfected in our building, and their waiver covers any accidental or intentional exposure.” Wayne sorted through the documents and pulled out several sheets. “When I prepared this, I did so assuming you were uninfected but authorized to work closely with lycanthropes. I do have a copy of the standard lycanthrope waiver with me, as it’s one of my most commonly needed documents. I’ll have you sign both, and it’s a single form away to make the necessary adjustments. The CDC will forgive my overindulgence in paperwork once they are notified that I hadn’t inquired on your infection status. It’s not a requirement for my tenants.”

“That’s nice,” I admitted, reading through the waiver he handed me, which cleared Wayne of all wrongdoing should someone become infected while living in his apartments due to the activities of resident lycanthropes. The waiver also transferred all liability to the lycanthrope or the human responsible for the infection. I fought my grin at the half page notice regarding tenants engaging in sexual activities with each other. “Is that really an issue?”

“Male lycanthropes have a reputation. That reputation brings interested women to the complex fairly often. Guests are required to sign waivers regarding their risk of infection. It’s not uncommon for a male to charm a human female with the promise of the best sex of her life.”

“There are really women who will bond to someone for life just for good sex?”

“Not just good sex, Joyce. The best sex of her life. Repeated as many times as she would like. For the record, that’s a very good way to end up with many children. Most of the women in our pack were single ladies who were tired of being jerked around. Some were single moms who wanted fathers for their kids—reliable dads, that is. Most lycanthrope males would kill to protect a kid, and they don’t care whose kid it is. Once mated, a male considers all offspring of his mate’s to be his as well. It’s a part of pack culture. I wish I could help you with how you became a lycanthrope. That is not how most packs operate. We can be assholes, but at least in my pack, we treat our women well.”

All I could do was take him at his word, and uncertain over the whole situation, I settled with a shrug. “My exposure to lycanthropes has been limited to an asshole in an alley, you, grumpy and hungry lycanthropes who typically don’t like waiting in line before gorging on their next meal, and those two idiots who trashed my car.”

“With that selection of lycanthropes to base judgment on, it’s no wonder you’re skittish. I, of course, am a prime male specimen, and you may explore me however you see fit. The ladies are often curious.”

My virus appreciated his offer, and she did the equivalent of drool while waiting for a free handout. I ignored them both, grabbed the entire stack of lease papers, and began the tedious process of reading how I’d be selling my soul to Wayne Barnes.

The first page informed me I would be living in one of the luxury apartment buildings not too far from where I lived, allowing me to walk to work if I didn’t mind it taking an hour or two, assuming I wanted to walk to work, which I didn’t. However, the first unexpected addition bothered me, informing me I would actually have an additional residence in Massapequa. “I’m confused.”

“That didn’t take long.”

“There are two properties listed here.”

“Yes, that’s correct.”

“I am one person. Why would I need to have two properties on my lease?”

“The house in Massapequa will allow you to retreat should the pack come visit the urban property. I figured that with your skittish nature around lycanthropes, you would appreciate being able to escape if you wanted to. Of course, I assumed that was more due to you being a contagion risk rather than concern over how you’d been attacked. I’ll be responsible for driving you there, as I am aware of the pack schedule. That offer will still stand, although now that I’m aware you’re a hybrid, you can defend yourself against rowdy lycanthropes. View it as a safe house for your use whenever you want, and as I have it available, I am adding your name to the property so you can use it at your leisure. Should you decide to accept my employment offer, you’ll find both properties will have a home office available for your use. Those offices are detailed later in the paperwork.”

“Why are you trying to offer so many perks?”

“I really want you out of that dive and into somewhere nicer. When I was doing the calculations, I had the option of making sure you got to see the other side of what life can be like. This was my compromise with myself. Now that I know you’re a lycanthrope, I understand better why you were so damned stubborn about it.”

“It’s hard to find a new place when you’re diseased and poor.”

“I could tell you you’re not diseased and you’d argue with me to the death over it, wouldn’t you?”

“While I’m grateful the virus saved me, I didn’t want the infection.”

“Well, things will be better for you now. That much I can promise you. If you don’t integrate well with the pack, I’ll take care of driving you to and from the Massapequa property.”

“I’ll have to get a new car.”

“If you get a new car, I may not object to you driving yourself, especially should there be an unexpected pack meeting. Mostly, I like excuses to drive to Massapequa. It’s a nice area. There’s a beach in the back yard.”

“That property has a beach in the back yard?”

“It absolutely does have a beach in the back yard. Would you like to see some pictures?”

“I’m going to need to get the pixie dust out and have a hit now, because if there is anything in this lease that bars me from moving into a house with a beach, I might finally reach my limit.” I got up, grabbed my purse, and sat down on the couch, no longer giving a shit if my virus conned me into cuddling with Wayne if it meant a house with a beach. I dug out the vials, found the one with my name on it, and scowled at my lack of anything to add it to. “Shit.”

Laughing, Wayne got up and went to the television cabinet, opened a door, and revealed a mini fridge. He grabbed a bottle of water and brought it to me. “If you have that much of a problem with pixie dust, use only a sprinkling in water. A full vial might send you to the moon.”

“I’ll need a trip into orbit if my dumb ass loses a beach house being stubborn.”

“You’re not dumb. You’re cautious. There’s a major difference. You have a lot of good reasons to be afraid of male lycanthropes, and most lycanthropes you’ve met have been male. Had you even met a female before today?”

I shrugged. “The CDC said I’d pick fights, but when my virus was riled, they’d bring some mated females around with their kids. I spent more time cuddling with their children than with them.”

“Picking fights with other single lycanthropes isn’t uncommon. The ladies get vicious over potential males, and until you’re used to handling pack affairs, you might react rather negatively to the other ladies, especially if there is a male you’re interested in. Ladies are pretty vicious about defending their turf. That is true even after mating, although a wise woman stays away from another woman’s man. The males tend to become rather willing to correct a wayward female, and it can become violent quickly.”

“Great.” I followed his advice and tapped a small amount of the pixie dust into the water bottle before giving it a good shake. I chugged the entire bottle in one breath, while Wayne watched with a raised brow.

“While that kicks in, let’s go through the rest of the paperwork. I tried to make this as mutually beneficial as possible.”

“Start with the part that’s beneficial with you. That way, if it’s a dealbreaker, I can take another hit of pixie dust and get over the disappointment while higher than a fucking kite.”

Unlike a full hit of the dust, the little amount I’d sprinkled in my water allowed me to relax enough I snuggled into the soft couch, tucking my legs up while making sure my claws didn’t tear anything. I grabbed the papers and flipped through them in search of the dealbreaker.

“I’m your landlord.”

“Yeah, that’s pretty bad, but it’s not quite a dealbreaker. The beach makes up for the owner of the beach.”

“The beach comes with a pier and a small boat, so you can head over to one of the islands if you’d like, too. If you want a jet ski or something like that, arrangements can be made. It’s nice to get away from the city sometimes.”

“Sometimes,” I agreed.

“When was the last time you got out of the city for a while?”

“Good question. I was taking a side job.”

“Did that involve kidnapping a stray lycanthrope, too?”

“Usually, the CDC asks me to lure them into ambushes so law enforcement can nail them. It’s pretty safe that way. You got special treatment. Hell if I know why.”

“You’re a single female hybrid. I’m a single male hybrid. This math is not all that difficult, Joyce. They probably noticed my attempts to get you to move out of your apartment, as singles like us are somewhat monitored. That you haven’t aggressively removed me from your turf was likely all the motivation they needed to poke their nose in our business. Also, because I’m a beta, even if you didn’t take an interest in me, I can integrate you into the pack. The CDC doesn’t like rogue females.”

“But I haven’t done anything wrong.”

“That’s why they’ve left you alone. You’re a victim, and they don’t like to make things worse for people in a bad spot. You wouldn’t be the first victim integrated into the pack, so that’s probably why you were assigned my bounty. Now, that said, I’d really like to know who wants me out of town for a while and why. I don’t mind being out of town for a while. Your virus is going to have you on my lap in about five minutes, I thought you’d like to know. Your eyes have changed color, and that’s usually a good sign your virus is spiking to hell.”

To my surprise, the pixie dust hadn’t quite kicked on my virus’s need to cuddle. Being cozy, warm, and safe had settled her down, giving me space to read over the papers. “What color?”

“They were greener before, now they’re closer to an amber or brown.”

“The green or blue is her. The brown is more me. Well, yellow hazel. That’s my natural eye color. She’s usually green, but the blue can show more in the right light.”

“Wait. Your virus is always spiking? Your eyes have always been blue, Joyce. Or green, I guess?”

“Right. The CDC says it’s because of how I was infected. She’s always on guard, so she’s really active. She’s settled right now.”

“That’s basically the opposite of what I was expecting.”

“We break the rules, and the CDC doesn’t like when people break the rules. We’re warm, and this couch is pretty cozy. She’s feeling pretty safe and comfortable, so she’s taking a nap.”

“You had just enough pixie dust to take the edge off without impairing you. That might also allow you to enjoy some pixie dust without requiring a prescription for it in the future. You just have to watch how much you use. Good. There’s really nothing in this contract that should be a dealbreaker for you. The whole idea is I’m trying to convince you to accept the offer, and once you have decided you’ll do so, I need to convince you to like the offer enough you sign again in five years. I can’t accomplish that if you’re upset over the contract terms.”

“That sounds disturbingly logical.”

“I try to be logical and reasonable. It’s a dangerous combination, I know. Very hard to resist.”

My virus certainly viewed him as very hard to resist, and I did a marvelous job of ignoring his advances. “The job offer could be a deal breaker.”

“This is true. It’s difficult leaving a job you’re comfortable with for something new, especially when you’re taking quite a few steps up in the world. I had not anticipated your secondary work to be as a bounty hunter. I’d assumed you were doing some form of contract work, but more like a carpenter or something like that.”

“Me? A carpenter?”

“You’re the only tenant who didn’t bother your landlord for basic repairs, so it’s logical you were doing them yourself. A lot of people can’t be bothered to do the work, so they hire cheap contractors to do it for them.”

“I never even thought of that as an option.”

“If you enjoy doing that sort of work, I have no problem with having you do it at the properties, although I will draw the line at anything dealing with the plumbing or electricity. Wet, slightly fried lycanthropes smell awful.”

As wet lycanthropes did not smell pleasant under any situation, I couldn’t argue with him. “I can’t say I’ve ever electrocuted myself before.”

“Please don’t start now.”

“I can agree to that.”

“Good. It would have been strange if we had to fight over your basic rights to electrocute yourself.”

“I think it’s safe to say we won’t be having that argument anytime soon. Tell me about this job.”

“I think you’ll find it within your abilities, although there will be some training required, which will be provided. Your boss, which is me, can be quite the asshole, but that is primarily due to my status as a single hybrid lycanthrope male.”

“You’re not nearly as much of an asshole as those two assholes who trashed my poor car.”

“It’s not much, but I’ll take it. So, your job responsibilities are pretty varied, but you’ll essentially be the equivalent of my secretary with a few other perks and responsibilities.”

“A secretary? Me? You think I could be your secretary?”

“You’re obviously decent at project management. You acquired various legalized substances from the CDC in a timely fashion, and you used them to lure me into your custody. If you can do that, I have zero reason to believe you can’t handle the work. You’re capable of telling egotistical men, myself included, no. Not only do you use the word no, you fully expect your wishes to be respected, and you’re willing to take measures should you be pressured. I don’t want or need someone who will tell me yes all the time.”

When I considered the situation from his shoes, I could easily understand how I might be a good candidate for that job. “Okay. That’s reasonable. I am capable of telling you no whenever necessary.”

“I’m well aware,” he muttered in a wry tone.

“What are my hours?”

“That is where the problem is.”

“I’ll be on call all the time?”

“Correct.”

“Am I compensated for being on call all the time?”

“Absolutely. I added thirty thousand to your yearly salary, before bonuses, purely because I would be able to call you in the middle of the night. The contract has rules on what happens if I bother you too much, which is usually bonuses and vacation time. I’m on my own if you’re on vacation, so I’ll have to hope you won’t ever take a vacation on me. I’m well aware you will likely use every vacation day you can get your hands on.”

“I’m glad I don’t have to explain that to you.”

“You’ve been abused by employers too much as it is.”

“What’s my starting pay?”

“Before bonuses?”

“I don’t count bonuses as a part of my pay because they might not happen.”

“Wise woman. Your starting salary will be a hundred and ten thousand.”

My head went blank at the number. “I’m sorry, but could you repeat that?”

“A hundred and ten thousand, measured in dollars. This is a competitive starting salary for the amount of work you’ll need to do.” Wayne held his hand out for my papers. “I’ll show you.”

I handed over the pages, which he flipped through before handing one back. According to the sheet, I would be a secretary working directly for him, and everything was as he’d said, except he hadn’t mentioned the part about the complete health insurance he would pay for. “Health insurance?”

“I’m going to guess you have pretty crap health insurance right now if you have it at all.”

Damn, he didn’t pull his punches. “The CDC has helped somewhat because of the attack.”

“Well, you’ll have proper health insurance. Lycanthropes need it. The virus doesn’t make us immune to illness, although it does solve a lot of problems. We can still be hurt, too. Your policy will be my responsibility. The policies for hybrids can get pretty ridiculous. The CDC was helping you with your health bills?”

“I think I had to pay ten dollars once for prescriptions right after the attack. That was my share.”

“What did they have you on?”

“Pixie dust and some other stuff, I guess. It was my share from the hospitalization.”

“You paid ten dollars for your hospitalization?”

“Yeah. They gave me a token bill. I agreed to let them study me since my virus is weird.” I hesitated. “Was that a bad decision?”

“No, not at all. Hospital bills aren’t cheap. I got a lot of my medical bills cleared by allowing the CDC to observe how the virus interacted with my cancer and my fast maturation rate. I paid the rest off myself, although the bill was a token one, too. They just claimed ten percent of my income over three years as my share. At the time, I was making a big, bad three thousand a year doing miscellaneous work. I was dying, so there wasn’t much else to do—and they didn’t count my investments, which I’d been planning to leave for family and friends.”

“Except you didn’t die.”

“Right. I happily paid that medical bill. They probably felt you expected a bill and gave you one that you could easily afford. I doubt the ten dollars was actually easy for you to afford.”

“It wasn’t, not precisely, but I paid it.”

“The CDC tries, but it has issues. Still, I’m glad they took care of you. However, I question everything about the bounty you took. Can you tell me more about it?”

“After the paperwork,” I promised, looking over the single sheet promising I’d be able to claw out of the hole I’d been in for far too long. “And you really mean for me to pay rent at my original income levels?”

He handed me another sheet, which confirmed the amount of my monthly rent. “I wouldn’t back out on you on something like that, not when I saw your expression as you thought about it in your apartment. It was the look of somebody who was clueing in there was a good chance at a better future on the horizon. I’m an asshole, but I’m not that much of an asshole. And don’t defend my assholish tendencies. I am a single hybrid lycanthrope male. As such, I am an asshole.”

As my virus could transform me into an epic asshole with the right provocation, I had no trouble believing Wayne could become one. “Make this easy on me. What are the catches?”

“Well, you’ll be stuck working with me often. You’ll literally see me daily.”

Crap. Daily? Monday through Friday would test me as it was, but daily? My virus stirred, considering the situation with interest. After a few moments, she determined all was right in her world and returned to her nap.

Huh. I wondered if all lycanthropes enjoyed quiet moments when their virus wasn’t pitching a fit over something. “Does the bonus at the end of the year account for how many days in a row I have to put up with you without having a break?”

“You’ll be seeing me daily.”

“Vacations exist, and I will get to actually take one. But for purposes of my bonuses, we can assume daily into eternity.”

Wayne chuckled. “Yes, your bonus will account for daily forced exposure to me. I’ll do my best to be generous with your yearly bonuses.”

Considering I hadn’t had a bonus over two figures since I’d contracted lycanthropy, any bonus would make my holiday season cheerful and bright. “Does the bonus come right before Christmas?”

“It can come any time of year you want, although we do usually issue them in November, as we’ve found families prefer having the extra funds available before the holidays.”

“Oh.” It’d been so long since I’d had a family to do anything over the holidays with, I’d forgotten how November was even more ideal for most than right before Christmas. “That’s okay with me.”

“Excellent. Read over everything. If you have questions or concerns, I’ll answer them. If you like what you’ve read, we’ll sign the documents, and I’ll send them to one of the secretaries who handles these documents for me, and it’ll be processed. I’ll flag your move-in date as immediately, so as soon as you’ve decided to release me from your custody, I’ll make arrangements for the movers.”

“My landlord has a spare key. I can call him and tell him I’ve been cruelly coerced into moving out.” I read through the pages, skipping the standard lycanthropy waivers, to determine he’d been honest about the terms he’d proposed to convince me to leave my apartment for better waters. “If you make me regret this, I will go out of my way to make your daily life as horrible as possible.”

“I’ll do my best to keep you from regretting your decision.”

I held out my hand and waggled my fingers. “Pen.”

He pulled a pen out of his briefcase and handed it over, and I started at the beginning of the document, initialing and signing as required until I reached the final page. Making a show of sighing, I signed on the final line and dated it before handing the papers over. “There. I have signed my soul over for good rent.”

In record time, Wayne also signed the paperwork. Taking out his phone, he took pictures of the sheets before tapping at the screen. “And done.”

Within a minute, his phone pinged.

“And that’s the confirmation of receipt. I’ll give your landlord a call tonight and let him know about the situation. Are you really all right with movers going in and handling everything without you being there?”

“I hate moving.”

He chuckled. “Wise people do. I’ll take care of everything.”

“But don’t I have to pay for it? They’ll make me give them money, and since we live in New York, it’ll be a lot of money.”

“Normally, the answer would be yes, but in this case, the answer is no. And anyway, I paid for the other tenants’ moves during negotiations, but in your case, I’m paying for it because I want to. It also makes certain you’re moved out before we’re back from our little adventure.”

“This adventure has sucked so far.” Not even the little hit of pixie dust could erase how much the so-called adventure had sucked. “I want to kill those two idiots. They piss me off.”

“They piss you off so much you’re cranky even with pixie dust, and that’s a feat, considering how little you need to get a good buzz going.” Wayne went to my purse, picked it up, and set it on the coffee table in front of him. “At the risk of being murdered, I am going to look through your pixie dust stash to determine just how much trouble we could potentially get into tonight.”

“I can make just about anyone my slave with the contents of my purse.”

Wayne hesitated, eyeing my purse with interest. “You have my attention.”

“I already made you a slave once today, Wayne. I do not need to make you a slave a second time today. And all you have to do to get that same result with me is give me a lower grade of pixie dust.”

“You’re really susceptible to it, aren’t you?”

“That’s one way to put it.”

“If you want a hit of pixie dust to take the edge off, take what you want, and I’ll promise to make sure you don’t do anything stupid.”

“I will cuddle you into a near-death state, Wayne. I am barred from it because I become a fiend in dire need of affection.”

“I don’t see how this is a problem. I can put a movie on, you can get your cuddles in, and relax. We do things like that because we like it without the inclusion of pixie dust.”

“You do not randomly cuddle with people.”

“I see I will need to put the alpha of our pack on the phone with you for verification.”

I frowned. “Who is the alpha?”

“James. Here. I’ll call him, and he can talk to you.” Without waiting for me to agree, he dialed a number and held his phone to his ear. “Hey, James. What? No. I’m busy with some business. A lady I’m keeping company with has no experience with packs, and as I’m biased and she is uncertain I will give her an honest answer, could you take a few minutes to tell her about pack life? Particularly, she wants to know about how mated and unmated lycanthropes act when televisions are involved. Yes, you may as well. Yes. No, I didn’t mention that because I doubted she’d believe me. Here, I’m handing the phone over to her.”

I eyed the device like it would bite me, but I took it, glared at Wayne, and asked, “Hello?”

“Hello, Miss Gray.”

I yelped, dropped his phone, and made it into the bathroom before I got a grip on my nerves. How did James know my name? Had Wayne texted him a warning? On second thought, I could only assume Wayne had told him we were meeting to discuss the lease, so it made sense for him to assume I was the so-called lady with him.

Laughing, Wayne retrieved his cell. “Sorry, James. I don’t know what you told her, but you startled her right into the bathroom. Come back here, Joyce. I know you’ve had a long day, but he’s not going to do anything to you, especially not through the phone. James, she’s had a bad time around male lycanthropes. No, don’t put your mate on. I’d like her to be able to talk to you without jumping out of her skin.”

Taking a few calming breaths, I emerged from the bathroom and held my hand out for the phone. Once I secured my grip on it, I took a deep breath and said, “I’m sorry about that.”

“Don’t worry about it, Miss Gray. Wayne said you’ve never had any experience with packs?”

“I don’t. I was infected during an attack, and the CDC let me stay on my own because I haven’t hurt anybody.”

“What do you want to know? Ask all of your questions. I’m happy to answer them.”

“Wayne said lycanthropes cuddle.”

“That’s absolutely correct. We do. There’s a bit of a dance if there is a courting couple participating in our movie night, as males and females alike get exceptionally jealous with minimal provocation. Wayne, as a chronically single hybrid male, typically attaches himself to any of the puppies around or to any couple who isn’t feeling amorous at the time. Sometimes the single males will get together in a pile, but because Wayne is a beta, he’s usually on his own more often than not. This makes him prone to whining. Once he starts whining, the mated females will often comfort him because he’s affectionate and has few outlets for his general tendencies.”

I raised a brow and stared at Wayne. “He says you’re an affectionate cuddle fiend.”

He shrugged. “There’s no point in denying the truth.”

Huh. “So, if I put on a movie and sat on the couch, I would be cuddled?”

“Possibly quite ruthlessly,” James replied. “Don’t get me wrong. He’ll be respectful of your limits, but he’ll accept any attention you give him. It’s a known problem with single lycanthropes. The virus makes us crave pack structure and attention, and a rogue wolf rarely does well alone. It’s harder for single lycanthropes, too, as the virus very much wires us to have permanent companionship. If you don’t want him in your space, tell him no. He’ll respect the boundaries you set. If you choose to lower your boundaries, you’ll have your hands full with an amorous lycanthrope male. The choice is up to you. We try to keep the final decision mutual, with the ladies typically making the first substantial move. But should you make any moves, expect to keep him around for life.”

“I appreciate the warning. What should I expect from the pack?”

“Wayne has spoken to us about your financial situation, although we were unaware of your past problems with male lycanthropes, so we’ll adjust to your needs on that front. The pack’s focus would be making certain you have a stable home environment. We’ll teach you what you should be eating, how much you should be eating, and essentially how we behave within the pack.”

“I signed a five-year lease with Wayne. Was that a bad move?”

James laughed. “Only if you can’t stand seeing him daily.”

“I was notified I would be stuck seeing him daily before I signed the paperwork. For reasons I can’t understand, he wants to hire me as a secretary.”

Wayne smirked.

“You have the patience of a saint, a high tolerance for bullshit, and the ability to handle customers. Everything else you can learn.”

“And here I believed working in fast food would never amount to anything.” I scowled at Wayne’s expression, which turned more and more pleased by the second. “Enlighten me. Why does Wayne look so damned smug?”

“He is a single male lycanthrope alone in a hotel room with a single female lycanthrope who has not evicted him from her territory, and you haven’t barred him from showering you with attention. He is hopeful he will not be single for much longer. This translates to smugness in his specific case,” James replied with laughter in his voice. “While you’re unaware of this, you’ve been accidentally flirting with him by telling him no without driving him out of your territory. It’s a lycanthrope thing. Your virus is interested, correct?”

Annoyed he’d judged my virus’s temperament accurately, I flipped my middle finger at Wayne. “She’s taking a nap because she’s happy right now. I wouldn’t call that interested.”

“Sure, if you say so,” James replied.

I appreciated that he didn’t openly call me out on my bullshit. “Do you actually need him back for any reason? He’s obnoxious.”

“I would like him back in reasonably good health, although if you decide to drag him off somewhere for a week or two to appease your virus, I can live without him for that long. I do ask you return him in generally the same condition, although I’ll ignore if he’s unusually tired for some reason.”

That caught my virus’s attention, and she liked the way James thought. “Anything else I should know?” I asked, hoping he figured out I didn’t actually want any other hints to do something completely inappropriate with a man I’d technically kidnapped, despite his general willingness to cooperate without drugs.

Crazy lycanthrope male.

“That covers it. Pack life for you would start getting you used to people in your space with a general intent to cuddle with you or your mate. I am assuming you’ll hunt Wayne at your leisure, but if your leisure could happen sooner than later, we’d be appreciative and likely shower you with gifts for making our lives easier.”

Well, I knew where James stood. “Why would you do that?”

“Because that’s what we do. You’ll get used to it. If you have any more questions, give me a call.”

“Do I have to call you if I opt against returning Wayne to you sometime this week?”

“As I expect you’ll be too busy to bother with calling me, no. Just call if you keep him longer than a week, please. If you keep him longer than Wednesday, you might want to have him inform someone he’s alive and well.”

I thought about it, pondering how much trouble I could get us in with an entire week to work with. “Okay. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Have a good night, and if you’re not used to affection, yes, Wayne would be happy to simply cuddle close while watching a movie. Tell him your limits. He’ll respect them, so you have nothing to worry about. I know you have no reason to trust me, but I hope you do take advantage of what he can offer. We’re not meant to be alone. Your virus will appreciate it, and it’ll give you a good taste of pack life. Packs are family. We’re often strange and dysfunctional families, but that’s what we are at the end of the day.”

James hung up on me, and I handed Wayne his phone. “He’s weird, isn’t he?”

“At times. Are you planning to return me sometime this week, or should I suggest that my staff do their very best to survive without me for a while?”

“I’ll think about it.” If he wanted more from me than that, he’d have to earn it.
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“You’re a what?”









Life rarely worked as I wanted.

My wolf wanted Wayne’s clothes to have a terrible accident. Given ten minutes and a scrap of motivation, I would have agreed with her. Instead of a cuddle session with a movie, an ankle-biting corgi crashed through the hotel window with the tabby cat lycanthrope and the three wolves hot in pursuit.

Pixie dust fixed a lot of problems, but it couldn’t solve five lycanthropes with no sense and a death wish. The pleasant high, as though I’d been wrapped in a warm, soft, and fluffy blanket, vanished without a trace and left only rage in its wake.

Wayne, who had grabbed a bottle of wine from the fridge, sipped his drink, raised a brow, and observed the five furry assholes make a mess of the room, shaking glass out of their coats.

“I still propose they write ‘too stupid to live’ on their death certificates, Joyce,” he said, saluting me with his wine glass. “Enjoy—”

The corgi went for Wayne with bared teeth and snarls.

My wolf took offense to her territory being violated, and before I realized what she was doing, she grabbed the perfume bottle and flung it in the cat’s face. To my astonishment, it shattered and filled the room with a nose-numbing stench. The tabby yowled, hissed, and pawed at its face. Lunging off the couch, my wolf went for the corgi, grabbed him by his scruff, gave him a shake, and snarled so he could take a good look down our throat. My first breath confirmed I held the brute, which tripped my virus’s trigger.

She wanted to paint the hotel with his blood.

I saw no reason to stop her.

She threw the corgi at the house cat, and the two crashed into the wall.

The three wolves changed directions and lunged for me. I slashed the first across the muzzle, and blood sprayed. The second got a hold of my left calf, hard enough I’d be limping for a few days even after transforming. Wayne sat straighter, and his eyes flared a bright yellow. With slow, deliberate movements, he loosened his tie.

My wolf wanted me to stop everything to admire Wayne. Growling over her perverted tendencies and willingness to get us killed over some nice scenery, I reached down, grabbed the wolf by the scruff of his neck, and peeled him off. His teeth tore into me, but as he was in the way of giving my wolf a chance to admire Wayne stripping, I went the route of least resistance, flinging my arm out and slamming the bastard into the wall, smashing a hole into it, and stuffing him in and shoving down to keep him busy for a while.

The wolf yipped.

I reached into the wall and clobbered him on the head until he shut up.

Wayne raised a brow and continued to loosen his tie, as he regarded the other two wolves, who wisely retreated. “You really don’t want me to get involved, gentlemen.”

The remaining wolves had enough sense to think about Wayne’s warning.

They lacked the sense to turn tail and run.

They went for me again. My wolf approved, and as she wanted to take her frustrations out on them, I gave her full control.

Even before becoming a lycanthrope, I’d been the type to only fight when necessary, and little had changed beyond my willingness to get into harm’s way; the virus did a damned good job of cranking my survivability through the roof.

I owed my wolf, and if she wanted to beat the shit out of a pair of idiots who’d made the first move, I wasn’t going to stop her. Their bites hurt, but I ignored the pain.

They had nothing on the asshole who’d almost stolen my life in some dark city alley.

My memories of becoming infected stoked my wolf’s rage, and she wound up and punted the furry assholes out through the window.

The sound of sirens approached, and the pair darted back into the hotel room long enough to snag the corgi and the house cat, leaving their trapped companion behind. I reached into the wall, found the wolf’s scruff, and hauled him out. To make sure he didn’t escape, I smacked him a few times before sitting on him. “You are trouble, Wayne Barnes.”

He chuckled, and rather than remove his tie and his clothes like I wanted, he restored his appearance to rights. “You are beautiful.”

“I’m covered in blood.”

“And some of it is yours.”

I pointed at the wolf I sat on. “What should I do with him?”

“Wait. Don’t worry about the blood. Your virus is developed enough she isn’t going to accept the first random male to bleed on her. It doesn’t even matter who has the parent virus at this point. She’s developed enough she won’t be swayed by anyone she doesn’t like.”

I wondered what Wayne’s virus thought about his commentary. I stepped on the wolf’s throat, careful to apply enough pressure to keep him pinned without killing him. I rose, sighing over the ruined state of my new clothes. “Not even a day old,” I complained.

Red and blue lights washed over the side of the hotel, and Rem, wearing street clothes, poked his head in through the broken window. “Everyone all right? I just thought you’d like to know this has become a mess. The FBI is on the way.”

Wayne relaxed, picked up his wine glass, and saluted the cop. “There’s infected blood all over the room, but we’re mostly fine. They landed a few bites on Joyce, but she educated them on the error of their ways. She kept one for you, but the others ran off. The brute is a corgi.”

I found it interesting Wayne didn’t seem to at all care the FBI were coming. I expected to be escorted straight to prison over my latest job, despite the CDC’s approval. For some reason, the FBI got upset over kidnappings. How would I talk my way out? Would I be joining the four escaped lycanthropes and be making a run for it?

Damn it, I didn’t want to be a fugitive. I wanted to see my new home and take up residence in the nice tub.

My wolf whined in my head.

Rem stepped into the room through the broken window, careful to avoid the glass embedded in the carpeting. “I’m sorry, but what did you just say about the brute?”

“The brute is a corgi. I suspect that’s why he didn’t shift in the parking lot. He’s a corgi, and that makes him pretty distinctive.”

“A corgi lycanthrope? Did you just say he’s a corgi lycanthrope?” Rem blurted.

“Yeah. That surprised me, too.” Wayne sipped his wine and returned the glass to the coffee table. “I’m rather annoyed right now.”

Rem sighed. “You’re a single male lycanthrope, Barnes. When are you not annoyed? What’s bothering you?”

“I almost had her cuddling up with me to watch a movie when they barged in through the window.”

“Ah, yes. That’s just cause for annoyance. Nothing annoys me more than when my cuddle time with my mate is interrupted. Add in that you haven’t even finished convincing her to want you yet? Yeah, that’s rough. You’ll survive. Your virus may not agree with me, but you really will survive. You all right, Joyce?”

“I’m fine. It’s nothing a shift and a few days won’t fix.” I showed him my gouged leg along with my collection of other bites and scratches. “Why is the FBI coming?”

Rem stared at Wayne, who shrugged. He reached for his wallet, pulled out a card, and showed it to me. Careful to keep the wolf pinned, I leaned closer to read it.

In addition to being a successful business owner, the card identified Wayne Barnes as a Special Agent of the FBI.

I stared, and it sank in I’d kidnapped an FBI agent.

“You’re a what?” I asked in a whisper, struggling to catch my breath. Why had the CDC approved a bounty for an FBI agent?

What the hell had I gotten myself into?

Wayne grinned at me. “I’m a willing participant in your scheme to drag me off for a few days. You have nothing to worry about. When did they dispatch, Rem?”

“They said they’d be sending some folks over after I called in earlier today.”

Shouts outside the hotel startled me so much I jumped, and the wolf I’d held pinned scrambled to make his escape. He made it all of three steps before Rem stepped into the wolf’s way and issued a single growl.

The wolf flattened himself to the bloodstained carpet with a low whine, and Rem took a turn stepping on the idiot’s throat to keep him from running off.

My wolf huffed her disgust.

Two men wearing bulletproof vests declaring them to be members of the FBI stepped into the hotel room through the broken window, and Wayne picked up his wine glass and saluted them with it. “Oh, look. It’s my boss. You love me so much you came all the way here?”

Wait. Boss? I’d done what to a what? I debated hiding in the tub for the rest of eternity, or at least long enough to figure out how the egotistical business owner working on buying my apartment building had an FBI agent as a boss.

The shorter of the two men sighed, snapped his fingers, and pointed at the pinned wolf. Several more men in FBI vests came in, secured a steel muzzle around the lycanthrope’s head and completely doused him in a batch of neutralizer before dragging him out of the hotel room.

The other FBI agents left, and I regarded the shorter, older man with narrowed eyes. He ignored me and said, “You’re a pain in my ass, Barnes. What do you have for us?”

Wayne sipped his wine and pointed in the direction of the wolf being dragged across the parking lot to a waiting FBI-marked van. “That one is an accomplice of Duncan Marlando, who I can confirm is a corgi lycanthrope. I’ll verify that by angel, too. He was driving the vehicle that hit Joyce’s, and they later came to a clothing store, where they destroyed her car. His accomplice is Randel Perino, and I can confirm he’s a tabby cat lycanthrope. I remember them from the latest memos floating around the office about active criminals in our area. Judging from Joyce’s reaction to Marlando, I suspect his brother Eugene might be the one who attacked and infected her; he has a rarer coat strain, and Joyce has a similar coat pattern, although her wolf has taken steps to erase as much of his coloration from her fur as possible.”

I froze, staring at Wayne with wide eyes, and my breath caught in my chest. “What did you just say?”

“I’m fairly sure I know which bastard went after you in an alley. Duncan Marlando has a very similar scent to his brother for all they’re different strains of the virus, which is why your virus became hostile when she caught a sniff of him. She remembers the scent even though you don’t. I’m not sure how Duncan got infected, but his brother has a rap sheet several miles long, and he’s murdered quite a few women. We suspect the motive was to infect and ultimately mate with them, but he would end up killing them. The violent crimes division has been after him for years, but if it is Eugene responsible, you’d be the first survivor of one of his attacks. That would give Duncan and his partner a reason to go after you—either to take you back to Eugene or erase the evidence. While I’m aware of his outfit, I’ve never been involved with anything dealing with them, so they have no reason to come after me. They wanted you. The most they’d want me for is to get me out of the way.” Wayne finished his wine, set his glass down, and rose to his feet, coming around the coffee table to crouch beside me, examining my torn calf. “What do you think, Lenny?”

Wayne’s boss sighed. “While the little lady here was keeping you busy for us, we were monitoring the situation to confirm if they were following you or her; we’d noticed some activity around you from this group, but I suspect they were tailing you only to see how you were interacting with Miss Gray. I got a confirmation of that when I had the CDC inquire if she’d do us a favor. We also did confirm none of your previous cases had anything to do with the outfit, which is correct. You have no known interactions with any specific members of that mafia.”

“You put a bounty out for me?” Wayne blurted.

“It solved a lot of problems: we got to position the mafia to make a move, we got to make some progress on a case that’s been bothering the CDC, we get to work the Marlando line better now, and you get a chance to settle down with a good woman. What’s the problem? It’s not my problem if you screw things up with the woman, but you have a few more days to plead your case with her before she’s supposed to bring you back to town. Also, an excellent job transferring Wayne into your custody, ma’am. You’ve always been good at being bait and luring targets where we can get them.”

I coughed and stared at the floor. “He’s one of your employees, and you had the CDC do that to him?”

“Do what? Get him high on pixie dust and give him to a pretty lycanthrope female who needs a steady hand? I absolutely would do that to him. He deserves it. Wolves don’t do well alone, Joyce. Wayne has always excelled at handling the victims of violent crimes, which is why he joined in the first place. We bring him in on delicate cases needing a stable hand, and he augments our permanent force. He’ll take good care of you, integrate you into a strong pack capable of handling even an organized crime outfit, and you’ll have the support you need. He’s been sniffing at your turf for months, enough that we’ve noticed, so we’re solving a lot of problems at the same time.”

“But isn’t he a snooty businessman?”

Wayne’s boss laughed. “He absolutely is. He’s also an FBI agent on call if we need him. He wouldn’t do well in the FBI full-time, but he’s fully trained and can augment us whenever necessary. We give him refresher courses every six months, too. If you settle in and put on some pounds, I’m happy to partner you with him. That’ll give us a pair we can call in for sticky situations. Since you have some experience already playing bait, you’ll make the perfect team when partnered with him. You’ll lure targets to us, and Wayne will help bag them. We’ve been keeping an eye on you for a while through the bounty system. You’re the type.”

I needed a lot longer than a soak in the tub and several days to wrap my head around the twists and turns life insisted on throwing at me. “I’m the type? What do you mean by that?”

“You’re the type to be a good agent. You have the hybrid form, so your virus has stabilized. Yes, I’m aware you’re early onset and were infected through a traumatic situation. Your virus worked hard to get you to this point, and Wayne can help you settle down, put on some pounds, and get properly healthy. You have a strict ethical code you follow. I’ve had the CDC toss several extremely lucrative assassination jobs at you, and you’ve declined every last one of them despite your financial problems. You only take jobs that have been thoroughly vetted for guilt. You also favor the jobs meant for live capture, or like with Wayne here, to keep the target out of our hair for a while. Now that we’re fairly sure they’re after you and not him, your job is going to be switched up a little. You’ll still be taking Wayne for a ride, but your goal will be to lure Marlando and his conspirators out so we can take them down. Ideally, we’ll catch Eugene, who is wanted for a long list of violent crimes. In normal investigations, we wouldn’t think about involving someone like you, but this is how cases with lycanthropes tend to go. They won’t stop until we stop them, and our best chance of stopping them means involving you in the case. They’ve made three runs at you so far in one day, so they want you. I’m concerned Marlando wants to take you to his brother because his brother is unstable, which makes him a risk too dangerous to ignore.”

Wayne growled, but he fell quiet when his boss glared at him.

“You made him shut up! Is that a magical power? Because he doesn’t shut up. He’s the kind to keep pestering, worse than a dog with a bone.”

“He knows I could pull him from the case and give you another wolf to keep busy for a few days. As he doesn’t want that, he’s taking care not to offend me. I have what he wants, which is control over his bounty. I’m thinking I’m paying too much for the mutt.”

“He’s a pain in the ass. You said so yourself. You should be paying me extra to put up with him. I stopped and thought long and hard if being stuck with him for three days was worth the paycheck,” I replied, careful to keep my tone as neutral as possible.

“You’re absolutely right. I didn’t offer you enough on the bounty. Give me your additional terms, and I’ll see if I can get them added to the contract.”

“A new car,” Wayne suggested. “Hers had an unfortunate incident.”

“I saw the pictures. I’m not going to get in the way of you giving her a new car, Wayne. I’m a lot of things, but I’m not stupid. I’ll give you a week to take her out, let her stretch her legs, and find a car she likes. But that’s a bribe to you to make sure you don’t whine over having been sold out for a few days.”

“I’m not going to whine over being cruelly forced to spend time with Joyce, Lenny.”

“Right. Well, accept the bribe anyway. There’s a cash bonus for having been sold out, too. This is so Joyce gets compensation, not so you get compensation. You’re already being compensated, so keep quiet for a few minutes.”

“Before I keep quiet, do my employees know I’ll be out of town a while on official business? I don’t want to return to work to attend my execution at the hands of a bunch of angry people.”

“Someone went to your offices this morning to explain the situation, so try not to worry. There are a few people available if they need help while you’re gone.”

“Then I’m good.” Wayne got up, dodged the blood and glass, and retrieved the second bottle of wine from the fridge. “I’ll go arrange for a new room for us, Joyce.”

“Sit your ass down, Wayne. I already put someone on it. As soon as we’re done here, you can grab the keys from the lobby,” Wayne’s boss ordered. “Thoughts, Joyce?”

I pointed at Wayne. “This isn’t some twisted version of Stockholm syndrome or something, is it?”

“It’s not. Lycanthropes enjoy when their partners do elaborate things to stake their claims. Usually, we discourage actual kidnapping, but in this case, the CDC wanted to encourage you to mingle with other lycanthropes, and Wayne is the only male who has been able to approach you without you having really negative reactions. As I said, you’ve been monitored, both by the FBI and the CDC.”

“Wayne said the FBI might be able to help find the asshole who attacked me.”

“The CDC has an active investigation into the case, and they have requested FBI assistance. They have kept this quiet, as they want you to be able to settle into your life. But it’s been apparent you haven’t been able to adjust. You have no known family life, and you haven’t integrated with any packs. Add in that Wayne is the only lycanthrope with any ability to get close to you at all, and the CDC reached out to see what the FBI was willing to do about the situation. Since you have had some known problems sniffing around your turf, which were noticed during monitoring, we decided to solve multiple problems at one time.”

“Why now?” I asked.

“Opportunity. We knew Wayne wanted your apartment so he could move forward with a business plan of his. We were aware he was making contact with you. As he made contact with you recently, we decided to put in a bounty offer to see if you’d move on it. You did, so here we are. Fortunately, because you’re so closely monitored, had Marlando made a move, we would have known about it immediately. We were not expecting him to hit your car, nor were we expecting his up-front assaults, but it works out well. We’ll have a team at the hotel for the rest of the night, and your new room will be on an upper floor so we can better protect you. Tomorrow, you’ll have an unmarked FBI vehicle available at your disposal, which will be tracked. Wayne knows how to activate the beacons in the vehicle; should there be any trouble, help can arrive quickly. You’ll be followed by two pairs who will be able to get to you within five minutes at all times.”

Wayne sighed. “So much for a nice vacation.”

“You’ll survive,” his boss promised.

“Where do you want me to take him?” I asked.

“Wherever you want, Joyce. He’s yours to do with as you please. Just be aware that Marlando is a lot like his brother, and now that you’ve stung his pride, he’ll make another move. He won’t make another move tonight, not with so many agents and cops camping out here, but as soon as he thinks he can get away with it, he’ll be after you. I don’t think he’ll make a move tomorrow or even for a few weeks. He’s smart. But he will make a move. Why? It could be to give you to his brother, it could be for a hundred and one different reasons. All we do know for certain is that you’re very likely the only woman who has survived an attack by Eugene Marlando, and that makes you a target. I only question why you weren’t targeted sooner.”

I scowled. “You know how I don’t take kill bounties, Mr. Lenny?”

“Just call me Lenny, please. My last name is Haslet, and truth be told, I think about changing it every damned day. But yes, I’m aware.”

“Okay, Lenny. If you were to offer me a kill bounty for a penny to take out the fucker who attacked me in an alley, I’d accept while smiling. Don’t get me wrong. I’m grateful my wolf has done so much for me, but she gets guilty about it, and she deserves better.”

My wolf stilled, listening and waiting.

“I think we can pay you a little better than a penny for such a bounty.”

“Well, I’d accept a kill bounty for that asshole, especially if he targeted other women.”

Wayne’s boss nodded. “Good. Right now, he’s suspected to have murdered at least twenty-five women and six men, all in roughly the same fashion. He hasn’t been declared a serial killer yet for a few reasons.”

“What are those reasons?” I asked.

“We can’t figure out how the killings are connected, and we can’t call someone who attacks people in alleys a serial killer solely on the grounds that he attacks people in alleys. There are other criteria he needs to meet.”

“Like what?”

“Technically, he needs a month between killings for three or more killings to qualify, but the FBI has expanded the definition to only include killers who have a methodology to their slayings plus a connection between the killings. It turned out if the rules were limited to only people who killed three people with a gap of a month between killings, we had a lot of serial killers around. We mostly treat those people as standard murderers. Serial killers are a different breed of cat. They’re more deliberate in their killings. As such, the FBI quantifies them by people who have a deliberate approach to their multiple killings. It’s gray territory. We, being the general branches of law enforcement, generally do agree there is a significant psychological difference between a serial killer and someone who is a repeat offender murderer. The repeat offender might just have a temper and kills someone in a moment of passion versus the serial killer, who will take their time carefully planning the murder and using the same method each time. I’m of the opinion Eugene Marlando is a serial killer. He has a methodology. His killings are exceptionally brutal. Your attack definitely fit into the exceptionally brutal category. You were his last victim, and that is concerning.”

I went cold. “You don’t think he’s finished with me.”

“That’s exactly what I’m afraid of. What I don’t understand is the why.”

“He’s a single male lycanthrope,” Wayne said. “She has his virus. The why of it seems simplistic enough to me. Her virus has thoroughly rejected him, but does his virus know that? Probably not. So his virus would want her, especially if he’s aware she survived. We’ve seen this before.”

The bitterness in Wayne’s voice worried me even more than the prospect of facing off against a serial killer. “And if I were to decide to no longer be single?”

Wayne chuckled. “I’d be really happy with that development. It would also mean I’d go right for Marlando’s throat with zero care of the consequences.”

“I’m going to do you a favor, Wayne,” his boss muttered. “I’m going to add your name to the list of people permitted to claim his kill bounty with a notation that you are courting her. I’ll also make a note that Marlando is probably the originating source of her virus. That will give you the most legal protections. However, if she wishes you to leave her territory, you will do so at her request.”

My virus urged me to stake some claims, and out of reasons to argue with her, I asked, “If I wish for him to remain in my territory, can I use restraints?”

“You can use whatever tools you have at your disposal. You do have legal rights because of the bounty on him to restrain him at your leisure, especially as the bounty has been vetted for a live capture. Frankly, Miss Gray, I don’t care what you do with Wayne, just return him in tolerable condition. According to your records, prior to infection, you were a rather skilled practitioner. If you’re rusty with your practitioner skills, get in some practice time. Frankly spoken, we only need Marlando’s body intact enough to identify.”

My wolf perked up at that. “You want me to use practitioner magic on him?”

“Lycanthropes are resilient, but they are not as resilient to fire as they might like.”

I raised a brow. “You want me to char him?”

“I don’t want this guy getting back up when you’re done with him.”

Right. I could do that. “Understood, Lenny.”

“Good. I’ll get a bounty set up in the system for you. Accept it before you settle down for the night. I’ll leave you to discuss the details. Wayne, call me if there’s any trouble.”

“You got it.”

Wayne gathered his briefcase, shook his head at the general destruction in the room, and while his boss left through the window, he headed for the door. “Let’s get moved to a more secure room, and then we’ll talk.”

Right. Talk. My wolf wanted nothing to do with talking, especially not after having heard details about the source of my infection, which had given her life through me.

She wanted two things.

She wanted to secure Wayne as ours, and she wanted blood.

I’d run out of reasons why she couldn’t have both.
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“There is no point in making a dress out of air.”









If the asshole lycanthropes wanted a piece of me, they’d have to scale to the top floor of the hotel to get it, and they’d have to skirt around a mob of angry cops and FBI agents. While I’d seen law enforcement types get protective of their own, they’d all seemed to take a great deal of offense to the corgi, the tabby cat, and the pack of wolves interfering with our night.

The entire thing baffled me.

“You’re confused,” Wayne stated while taking a look around the room, which was even nicer than the one on the ground floor. He emptied his pockets onto the coffee table although he kept his phone with him. “Yes, the hotel’s insurance will cover the damages to the room, and it’s entirely possible they will be awarded additional damages, especially since you’d captured one of them. Yes, Lenny is my boss, but I’m not a full-time agent. I’m on call as a specialist. I’m a hybrid, I’m a pack beta, and I can often talk my way out of a lot of situations. They bring me in when they don’t want something to escalate. View me as a mediator. Because I’m a lycanthrope, I’m perfectly capable of taking a beating, but when they don’t want rounds fired, they bring me in. I’m badged, and I can legally carry a firearm, but I usually don’t have a gun with me. I can just shift and handle most situations that way. When I’m not working as a negotiator, I’m usually working with the vics while they’re undergoing medical treatments. I help them get through questioning, handle an attorney if they need one, and otherwise make sure they get the help they need.”

“I never would have guessed.”

“That’s the whole point. You weren’t supposed to guess.” Wayne set his briefcase on the coffee table and retrieved his laptop, turning it on to make certain it had survived through the excitement in the other room. It had. Once satisfied nothing had been ruined, he moved the bags of our new clothing to the bedroom and checked the bathroom, which had an even bigger tub than the other room. “So, that’s my dirty secret. I’m a businessman by day, FBI agent by night. I signed up for training with the FBI when it became clear the virus was going to beat the cancer, and they wanted to do some trials with newly infected lycanthropes in peaceful roles within the FBI. Negotiators, trauma specialists, and even the equivalent of badged social workers. Trials like mine make it better for other lycanthropes. They weren’t expecting me to develop the hybrid form, although James has it. Unmated males rarely pick it up without having a parent or mate with the hybrid form. You must have startled them when you developed the hybrid form.”

“A little. They figured my virus worked hard to keep me alive, so she just developed better than most. And she really doesn’t like the source virus. She gets pissed off whenever anyone mentions him.”

“Is she angry now?”

I shook my head. “She’s pretty relaxed right now.”

“That’s probably one part pixie dust, one part perceived safety. That’s why pack structure is so important for lycanthropes. Being around other lycanthropes in a safe environment settles the virus. Being affectionate with other members of the pack makes the virus happy. To start with, you can get used to cuddling up with me. When you’re comfortable, I’ll introduce you to James and Laurie. After that, we’ll get you used to the rest of the pack. In any case, I’ll make sure you have a private place to hide if you’re not ready to interact with them. The Massapequa house has plenty of space, and you can lock yourself in your office if push comes to shove. They’re more likely to show up unexpectedly at the Long Island property, though. I’ll make sure they give you the space you need. Your virus should settle down within a few weeks. It won’t take long for you to see they mean well.”

“And I’ll have to see you every day.”

“That’s right. Ideally, you’ll enjoy seeing me every day. If I’m particularly lucky, you’ll want to cuddle with me every day after work. I think we would both benefit from an intensive cuddling therapy plan. We could tie it in with your lease agreement. That would give me five years to convince you, using intensive cuddling techniques, that you should stick around.”

My virus’s opinion hadn’t changed: she wanted Wayne out of his clothes, and she wanted him out of his clothes immediately. She also wanted the blood of the asshole who’d almost beaten me to death in an alley, but she wanted Wayne first.

I found it difficult to negotiate with the furry pervert, who had liked Wayne from the start.

He’d secured his hold on the furry pervert of a virus through the clever offering of my favorite foods, too. I feared it would take one more salad to completely reduce her to a drooling mess. I would likely break under the first decent steak to cross my path, something I hadn’t been able to treat my virus to thanks to my shitty financial situation.

“Tell me about your daily life.”

He chuckled, headed into the bathroom, engaged the stopper on the tub, and turned on the faucet. “Do you like your water cool, warm, or so steamy we fog up every mirror on the entire floor?”

The only kind of steamy my virus wanted involved removal of clothes and a bed. I did the equivalent of smack her across her furry nose with a newspaper to settle her down and replied, “My virus isn’t picky, and neither am I.”

I toed the line of telling terrible lies, and my virus huffed her displeasure over my more methodical approach to Wayne, his clothing, and the bathtub.

“Let’s go with warm bordering on so steamy we fog every mirror on the entire floor. I don’t know how good the hot water heaters are at your apartment.”

My virus approved of his commentary, and to cover her interest, I opted to perform a demonstration of one of my better practitioner tricks. I held out my hand, concentrated, and muttered the two-word incantation to summon fire, which lacked smoke and warmed only what I wanted it to. “I’m not bad at my practitioner tricks, so I could make the water as hot as I wanted. That’s tiring, though, so I usually settled for cool, bordering on warm.”

I snuffed the fire out and shook my hand to make sure it wouldn’t reignite, something I’d had problems with when I’d first been learning how to tame the flames.

“Okay. I’ve worked with practitioners plenty in the FBI, and that was smooth. If you need an easy guide on how to flirt with me, that’s how you flirt with me. You show me a refined control of your magic tricks. You already impressed me with your control of your hybrid form, although you have a few new tricks to learn in the next few weeks. But that display? That was nice.”

My virus had me licking my lips before I could stop her. “You like practitioner tricks?”

“I couldn’t learn practitioner tricks as a child because of the cancer. I’d get intense headaches if I tried. As an adult, it’s hard to find someone with the patience to teach me, and I often don’t have the time. So, I watch people who can do practitioner magic with great interest.”

“I can make a dress out of fire,” I informed him.

“Can you work with any other elements?”

“I can make a dress out of ice, but I don’t appreciate getting that cold. It’s easier to keep a flaming dress from burning me than it is to prevent frost bite in really bad locations. There is no point in making a dress out of air.”

“There is definitely a point in making a dress out of air,” he replied.

My virus liked the way he thought. “Mud dresses are not appealing, and the dirt gets everywhere.”

“I would happily volunteer to help you get clean after wearing such a dress.”

I bet he would. “How does this whole cuddling business work?”

“I’ll get changed out of my clothes, shift to my hybrid form, join you in the tub, and give you free rein. You’ll cuddle up however you see fit while we soak. As we’ll both have fur coats, nobody’s modesty will be cruelly offended, and if you desire naked cuddling while human later, that’s entirely up to you. James was serious about how we try to handle things in the pack. Take your time, get used to having physical contact with other lycanthropes, and indulge however you see fit. I’m a willing participant in however little or much you wish to do. Considering your trauma, you should start on the easy end of the spectrum, get your virus adapted to being able to show affection, and relax. We’ll go hunt for Marlando and his pack of idiots, toss them out with the trash, and ultimately hunt for the bastard who beat you. If you’ve been hiding from your family because of your infection status, we can reach out and see about working on that, too.”

I stilled. “I was estranged from my family when I turned seventeen. They’re puritan. I’m a practitioner.”

“Puritan? How so?”

“They’re vanilla and hate magic.”

Wayne grunted. “If you want to reach out to them, we can make arrangements. If not, that’s entirely up to you. Still, I’m sorry.”

I wondered what would change if I did reach out—and I wondered how Wayne might help me adapt if they’d changed their ways. Refusing to hold any hope of reconciliation protected me, but it would also provide closure for everybody, especially me.

I would get a glimpse of life without me in the process, but I could live with that burden.

In the off chance they had changed far more than I’d imagined, I would take it one step at a time.

For the moment, I would start with the painful truth. “It’s not your fault. I was a headstrong kid; I’d decided I wanted magic, and I broke the household rules. I paid the price for that. I’ve been living on my own ever since. That’s fine. My parents are probably glad I’m gone.”

I’d accepted that long ago, but I returned to the thought of closure and wondered how much easier life would be if I showed up, told them all was well, and that I intended to catch a lycanthrope and keep him all to myself.

“Well, I have amazing parents. They would love to meet you, and they would have zero problems with showing you what it’s like to be part of a family. Whenever we have a new wolf in the pack who needs to figure things out, we drag them over to visit my parents. They’re like lycanthropes but a little saner and not as overbearing. Consider them training wheels for handling lycanthropes. If you can handle them, you can handle the pack. I have a bad habit of volunteering my parents to help people get used to being part of a family because they’re great. I often refuse to visit their house and make them come to mine instead, as I do not at all appreciate their hotspot. While I’m at no risk of getting cancer again, the hotspot makes my virus rowdy, and when my virus is rowdy, he wants extra cuddles and a mate. So, they usually come to me. I’ll be less inclined to dodge my childhood home if you’re coming with me. I won’t have any problems with my virus being rowdy. My parents might have problems with my virus being rowdy, but that’s their fault for living on a hotspot.”

I looked Wayne over from head to toe, and while my virus had ideas on what to do with him, she also wanted to give him a few bites to mark him as our territory. “May I ask a question?”

“Of course.”

“The CDC did not mention anything about my virus wanting to bite.”

He chuckled, a low and sensuous sound. “That is more of a statement than a question, but that is your virus informing you she wants to make a permanent claim on me. Lycanthropes secure their mates through virus exchange. It’s easiest to share the virus during sex, but if sex isn’t an option, biting is a good way to pick up the virus. Biting me would almost certainly break my restraint and result in a bite back. That would result in a virus exchange and would start a mating bond. It would be enough to appease your virus without being necessarily obvious to others we’re pairing. To our viruses, it would be as good as said and done, however. So, since you’re refusing to drag me to bed, she wants to bite. It’s normal.”

“It is?”

“I’ve been wanting to bite you since the day I met you. You told me no. That revved my virus’s engine. Then you kept telling me no, and my virus liked that a lot. I keep trying to remind my virus rejection isn’t good, but he’s unreasonable. I suspect my virus detected your virus without me comprehending your infection status because of the perfume. And while I dislike the perfume, my virus is a bit of an idiot at times. Frankly spoken, you’ve been driving me completely crazy.” Wayne checked the water level, nodded, and grabbed a bottle from the tub’s ledge and added it, resulting in bubbles. He turned off the faucet, hit a button on the wall, and the jets rumbled to life. “There. The water level is low enough for two lycanthropes but high enough the jets can work properly. You won’t damage the tub with your fur, and I know how to clean the drains in this model if we shed some. Tonight, worry about relaxing and enjoying yourself. Tomorrow, we can discuss the issue of bites and beds. But be aware, if you bite me, I’m biting back, and I’ll be starting a campaign to get you into my bed where you belong.”

“And if you are bitten tonight?”

“I’ll begin my fierce campaign to get you into my bed where you belong tomorrow, but I’m definitely biting you back. I expect my fierce campaign to take you to bed will be delayed long enough for me to present your attacker’s head on a platter. There are far better ways for a man to give a woman the lycanthropy virus, and you deserved the best we can offer, not the worst.”

There was only one question of true importance I could think of asking. “Why me?”

“I appreciate a challenge and strength. You’re both. You’ve fought for everything you have, and you’ve worked hard for little gain. I respect and admire that. And it’s fair you don’t know me well, but I think I’ve interested you from the start.”

He certainly had interested my virus. The final step towards the ledge thrilled my virus, although I kept her reined in enough for me to have a better understanding of what we would be getting ourselves into. “And if I bite you, there’s no changing our minds, right?”

“That’s generally right. Sometimes, matings don’t work out as intended, but the virus tends to make couples do their best to sort it out. I expect we’ll be gasoline and fire, but we’ll love every minute of it. For lycanthropes, the mating is only the first steps of the journey rather than the destination. Exchanging bites just makes the journey longer.” He shrugged. “I think it’ll make it more fun, too. Just how long can you resist your virus before you take what you want? That’s a lot of frustration and lust for me to enjoy.”

“And if I bite you, and you retaliate with a bite of your own, I’m no longer available for other lycanthropes, right?”

“Right.” Wayne retrieved his phone, tapped at the screen, and showed me the display. “A few courting pairs have done it that way while the CDC observed. They exchanged a bite with no more than a quarter of a pint of blood exchanged total. The scent did not immediately transfer, but the viruses were both documented as immediately attuning. The female typically picks up the male’s blood type, a process that took two to three months in all test subjects. The virus wants the mated pair to be fully compatible, so the female’s blood type will change over time. With pairs who solidify their bond through intercourse, the blood type takes up to a year to shift over, sometimes longer. Small changes, like polarity, take far less time, especially if the lycanthropes have daily exposure. A bite is thought to have a stronger mating bond for the couple, but intercourse establishes the scent faster. There are no known side effects of the blood type change.”

“I’m AB positive.”

“Well, neither one of us will be changing blood types then, as I am also AB positive. So, in our case, I have no idea what would happen, how long it would take anyone to figure out what we’re up to, or anything of that nature. As I said before, I’m a willing participant in however much or little you wish to commit to.”

“But won’t that cause problems with the lease?”

Wayne smirked. “Absolutely not. As I’m a cunning and wicked single lycanthrope male, I took the advantage of tricking you into signing a lease that moved you directly into my house. You’ll be seeing me every day because, as of a few hours ago, you live with me.”

I strode to him, took his phone out of his hand, and played at reading the screen, placing the device onto the coffee table with his wallet, keys, and other personal belongings he’d wisely cleaned out of his pockets. I pointed at the tub. “Show me how it works.”

He came over to the tub and pointed at the wall panel, opening his mouth to teach me the nuances of jet tubs. I released my control over my virus, which confused her enough she hesitated, as I rarely fully let the wild side of me out to play. She considered me, considered Wayne, and rather than pounce like I expected her to do, she urged me to capture his hand. I obeyed her wishes, and at her coaxing, brought his hand to my mouth, giving a sole lick of his thumb.

He raised a brow. “Do I pass the taste test?”

Wayne tasted like soap, probably from when he’d last washed his hands. “I let her off her leash, and I thought she’d pounce, but she wanted a lick,” I admitted.

Laughing, he reached for me with his free hand and brushed my hair out of my face, sweeping the stray strands behind my ears. “She probably doesn’t like the idea of violence because you were infected under violent circumstances. It’s not violence if I’m standing here patiently waiting for you to take a bite. It’s also easier to bite while we’re human, but I’m willing to deal with your fur for a good cause. My virus isn’t precisely inclined towards violence, either. If you’re hesitant about damaging my pristine, handsome self, I have teeth and know how to use them. I’ll only bite you in a way you can handle, even if we have to experiment until you’re comfortable.”

I pointed at my calf, which still bled and ached under my fur, which kept the virus contained, although I expected someone would be spritzing the room down with neutralizer and giving everything a good cleaning after we left. “It’s still bleeding a little under the matting,” I admitted.

Wayne spat curses, grabbed me by the waist, and dumped me into the tub. “Let’s attend to that right away, shall we?”

I submerged, scrambled to get my head over water, and spluttered. My virus entered a state of shock at the ruthless dunking, and I blinked up at Wayne, who captured my left foot, lifted my drenched leg, and examined where I’d been bitten. “You tossed me in. You really tossed me in.”

“Well, yes. Of course. I wanted to check your leg, and obviously, this is the most effective way for me to get a look at it. Getting your fur wet makes it easier to move your fur away from the wound. I heal a bite like that in a matter of minutes. I’d assumed you’d already healed.”

“No, I don’t. I didn’t know that wasn’t normal.”

“It’s not, but it works out. Wouldn’t it be utterly rude of me to allow your blood to just go to waste like that?”

He raised a brow and waited, staring into my eyes.

My virus, shameless that she was, swooned at his attention. How did she expect to ever make it to a bed if she couldn’t handle him flirting? Idiot virus. Sometimes, I doubted I’d ever understand her. “You just scored a complete knock-out on my virus, I thought you should know. You flirted her straight into unconsciousness.”

“She’s mustering forces to latch her ruthless teeth into me the instant I get your blood anywhere near my mouth. Once she’s staged her invasion, she’ll pester you until you bite me. She hasn’t fainted. She’s relocated to the general vicinity of your leg. My virus will do the same thing wherever you decide to bite. Right now, he’s camping out in my arm and hand probably, hoping you’ll resume where you left off. This is normal, although I’ve never experienced it myself. James and Laurie are pretty good about making sure everybody is aware of how things like this work. Most pairs opt for sex to exchange the virus, but the same principles apply.”

Huh. I took that to mean my virus meant business. “She would have recoiled from that damned corgi, then?”

“Absolutely. That’s one doggone mess she would have done anything to avoid, so she likely fled to a safer place in your body. She’s a smart one. She picked me, after all.”

That she had. “You talk too much, Barnes. Can’t you see I’m bleeding over here?”
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“Are you shy, Mr. Barnes?”









Wayne shifted to his hybrid form, revealing rich brown fur patched with white. After spending a ridiculous amount of time inspecting and grooming my leg, he spent almost two hours restoring my fur to rights. Something about him taking a rather large sample of my blood while cleaning the mess up sucked every bit of energy out of me.

Once he got the bleeding to stop, we did cuddle in the tub, although he mostly served as a pillow while I napped. When time came to get out of the water, I protested between sleepy yawns. He handled my refusal to move through brute force, not much of a feat considering he weighed in at roughly twice my size.

Had I seen his hybrid form first, I might have stopped running by the time I reached the New York state line.

He blew through two towels before he gave up, got out the hair dryer, and decided to tackle drying my fur that way. After some tender, loving care with a brush, he had me back to a respectable state. He repeated the process on his fur, and he shed enough to make another whole lycanthrope. Horrified at the idea of leaving the mess for someone else to clean up, I went to work gathering it up.

“That sells for a lot if spun into yarn,” he informed me.

I froze, and my eyes widened. “You can spin it?” I blurted.

“I’m a premium stock, too. Feel how soft that fur is.”

To get a better sense for the texture, I needed to shift, so I did, careful to keep my weight off my bad leg. I rubbed the strands between my fingers, marveling at the texture. “How much yarn can you make from this?”

“I wait until I have enough for at least five skeins, then I get it spun by a professional.” Wayne raised a brow. “You’re naked.”

“Yes, and?” I waved a handful of his fur in a dismissive gesture. “If you’re this soft, why wouldn’t I get naked to enjoy it? Clothes would ruin the texture.”

He blinked. “I thought you would be shyer.”

I lifted my head and gave him my full attention. “I spent over a month in critical condition at a hospital, Wayne. What modesty I had died then. Most of the doctors were women, but the CDC worked me up to being able to accept a male doctor. He was gay, but that’s beside the point. I got trained out of worrying about how someone sees me naked. Being nervous over being seen naked slowed everything down, so I stopped.” I placed his fur on the vanity and went to work gathering it all up so he could have it spun. “Clothes made the medical testing even harder, so I got used to it.”

“They gave me a hospital gown.”

“Are you shy, Mr. Barnes?” I giggled at the thought of him having more modesty than me. “You can look all you want, but you’re going to have to do a lot of talking to earn the touching part of things. More accurately, I have no idea how I’m going to react.”

It was one thing to show off some skin, but it was another to experience touch.

“I think I understand why you don’t like mirrors. You always had to look into your wolf’s eyes.”

Damn. The man had a brain and knew how to use it. “Yes.”

“They’re amber right now. Your eyes, that is.”

I doubted I would ever understand men. “With all the other options available, you’re checking out my eyes?”

“Most women appreciate when men focus on their eyes instead of other things,” he pointed out.

Well, if getting naked wasn’t enough to get the point across, I’d take the direct route with him. “I’m trying to convince you to sit still while I bite the shit out of you.”

He laughed. “Pay back for all those times you thought I was just after your building?”

I nodded. “What would you have done had I agreed to move out earlier?”

“Honestly, I would have been concocting a lot of reasons to be in the original building I was going to put you in. But I would have changed that plan early; a few of the pack wolves live there, and it would have scared you. The perfume can hide infection status, but it can’t mask things like fear or lust all that well—and you reeked of fear whenever known lycanthropes came around. That was something my pack mates had mentioned when checking out your schedule. You shied away from known lycanthropes. And you were wary with most of your customers.” Something about his tone warned me he wanted to say more.

Considering him, I said, “Except I wasn’t afraid of you. You irritated me.”

“You were irritated because I was an eligible male you couldn’t act on. Your wolf has been interested for a while, hasn’t she?”

“She started drooling the first time you came around,” I confessed. “I guess your scent is as far from the brute’s as it gets. She perceives most male lycanthropes as a threat. And as a human? You’re not really a threat at all.”

“I’m short and skinny you mean,” he replied, raising a brow.

“Well, yes.” I eyed him in his hybrid form. “Had you showed up like that the first time, I might have made it halfway across the country before stopping.”

He winced. “Well, I’m glad I had discarded that as an option early. Most human women prefer hybrids. They know they have more options in a few years.”

“Except I’m not a human woman, but you didn’t know that.”

“Right. As I don’t want your virus freaking out, I’ll get changed back to human, and we’ll take this to the couch. You can feel your way around the situation and nip, nibble, or bite however you see fit. Or I’ll just get my pocket knife, cut my thumb, and let you lick your way to victory. Considering your history, the thumb is probably the best bet, as your wolf is shy about violence. Let’s not stress her when she’s already stretching her legs striking up a rather energetic conversation with my virus. You’ll get the experience once you get your nips, nibbles, bites, or licks in.” Wayne grabbed one of the bathrobes and shifted, settling the fabric over his shoulders as his body shrank, compacted, and his fur vanished. “For the rest of the night, you should rest. If you get hungry, let me know. The hotel is aware you might need a late-night snack, and room service is available all night. They’ll make an exception for what they usually serve in our case.”

“Is that normal?”

Wayne shrugged and secured the bathrobe’s sash around his waist. “That depends on a lot of factors.” He picked up the second bathrobe and held it out for me. I gathered more of his fur and added it to the collection before accepting his invitation. To my amusement, he made certain I was fully covered before tying the sash for me. “I’ll do my best to explain it on the couch.”

“Let me finish collecting your fur first.”

He laughed but went to work helping me gather his shed fur. “I usually do it in the morning after it’s dry. It’s easier to sweep up then.”

“I hate leaving things on the floor. A little clutter in my place breeds.”

“Well, a little clutter in a little apartment looks like a lot. But we can clean it up now. I’ll get a bag from the lobby in the morning so you can take your prize home.”

“I hadn’t known we could spin our fur.”

“Your fur is a little short for it right now. Give it some time and a better diet, and your fur should grow in enough to be useful for spinning. If you’d like, I can introduce you to my spinner and see if you like the art.”

My eyes widened at the thought of learning to spin fur into yarn. “I can do that?”

“Well, you’re capable of kidnapping handsome FBI agents with great skill, so I am sure a spinning wheel is within your grasp.” He grinned and smooshed his fur into a smaller pile. “I’ll make sure you can explore hobbies until you find one you truly like. There’ll be times where I’ll be working when you want to relax, and having a hobby would be good.”

“Gaming,” I informed him. “I used to love video gaming as a kid, but after I left, I haven’t been able to afford any of the consoles or a computer that could handle anything worth playing. I only use my ancient desktop to access the bounty system and anything online I really need to do. And it can barely do that.”

“That won’t be a problem. But I hope you’ll look at something a little more artsy. I carve.”

“You carve? Like wood?”

“Yep.”

I tried to imagine Wayne whittling away at some wood and failed. “Like with a chainsaw or a knife?”

He burst into laughter. “I’ve done chainsaw carving a few times when I wanted to feel particularly manly, but usually I have a knife and do smaller pieces. I really like carving ducks and birds. The feathers are a challenge. If you pick up a craft, we can both have something to do like that.”

Oh. “But what kind of thing could I do?”

“Whatever you want. A hobby isn’t about doing something well. It’s about having fun while you do it. It’s always rewarding if you get good at your hobby, but you should be doing it for the joy of creation. And that, right there, is why I’d make a bad alpha, honestly. I’m all about those little personal enrichments. I’m pretty bad at bringing people into line. I’m just not interested in controlling things outside of work. I go home to escape all that. But that’s probably what your virus likes about me. I’m not there to control her, and the virus is pretty perceptive. She probably figured it out quickly. And my virus likely realized you’re a lycanthrope despite the perfume but didn’t communicate that to me.”

“I thought lycanthrope males liked human females.”

“Oh, a lot of lycanthropes settle for a human partner, but after seeing you bristle, I didn’t feel I would be settling at all winning you.”

“You make me sound like some sort of prize.”

“You are.” Wayne gestured to the couch. “Come sit down and get some of those cuddles you were looking for in. You could use a light hit of pixie dust after the day you’ve had—a hit not interrupted by idiots. I think we’ll skip the movie and just talk, though.”

I could work with talking, and I scampered to my purse to investigate my pixie dust supply. Thanks to having babied it, my vial still had some, so I went to work making a bottle of water with enough dust to take the edge off. “That’s probably a good idea.”

Wayne went to his briefcase, opened it up, and retrieved a pocketknife. “Don’t be surprised if your virus is quiet for the next day or two. She would have left you with enough virus to replicate and pumped your blood up with as much of her essence as she could when I was handling your leg. When you are exposed to my blood, my virus will do the same, but mine is far more established, so I won’t feel it as much as you will. My virus is going to replicate in you and boost your virus while she recovers, and once they’re attuned, your virus will take over being dominant. You just didn’t have enough virus levels to pull that trick with me. If anything, your virus is being wrapped in a nice blanket for the duration of her stay, so mine is spiking because of that overprotective male tendency Francine was complaining about earlier.”

“I’ll take your word on it.” I guzzled half the bottle of water and plopped onto the couch. “Is this fatigue normal?”

“Some fatigue is normal, but not to the level you’re experiencing. If you don’t mind, I’ll drive us to my parents’ place tomorrow so you can get in some rest. Once I tell my mother your virus is tapped, she’ll make you a feast. I’ve found the hotspot they live over is good for the lycanthropy virus, too.”

“What do you mean?”

“It helps the virus replicate and seems to rejuvenate it. We did a test with James, and he had his virus levels tested. He’s an older lycanthrope, so his virus is showing symptoms of being taxed. When he came back after two days there, his virus had turned back its clock by at least two decades. The CDC isn’t sure why, but my parents have agreed to allow critically ill lycanthropes to visit for recovery. They’re given a check for hosting them, and the CDC has built a guest house for them. It doesn’t happen often because the CDC doesn’t really want to meddle with that sort of thing, but they’ll use it if a younger lycanthrope runs into a lot of trouble and needs the help.”

“That’s pretty amazing. Except for giving you cancer.”

“That part sucks, that’s true. But now that I have lycanthropy? The hotspot loves me.”

As the pixie dust kicked in, I relaxed. With nothing to lose and cuddling to gain, I patted the couch beside me.

Chuckling, Wayne joined me, and he showed me his pocketknife. “I think I’ll cut the tip of my finger rather than my thumb. If your virus gets edgy, hopefully she’ll think she’s a little more in control that way. While my hands aren’t huge, I’d be able to reach your throat pretty easily with my thumb in your mouth.”

I appreciated his care. “Won’t that take forever to get enough blood?”

“I don’t mind you taking your time to nibble. I could slit my wrist and get the job done in a hurry, but your virus would probably panic.” Wayne eyed his arm and touched the tip of the knife to the side of his wrist. “This would bleed faster but shouldn’t induce panic. Whatever you’re most comfortable with.”

“I’m definitely not comfortable with any risk of bleeding you out!”

He laughed and shook his head. “My virus would heal that in a hurry. He doesn’t want to die any more than I do.” He offered me the knife by the base. “Why don’t you handle that part? If you’re controlling the blade, your virus should stay calm.”

“But I can barely sense her at all right now.” It’d been so long since I’d been alone in my head the silence bothered me. “She’ll be back, right?”

“She’s fine, Joyce. She’s just busy meeting my virus. She’ll be happier once you have some of my virus to play with.” Wayne held out his arm for me to use as I saw fit. “Before you worry about things like hurting me and pain, I am an excessively manly lycanthrope. I can handle a little pain.”

I laughed. In his hybrid form, he defined what it meant to be excessively manly. My virus would forever swoon when he wore a fur coat, which left me preferring when he wore a suit.

I couldn’t imagine him willingly ruining one of his precious suits in a fight.

Taking the knife, I examined his arm. “Will this leave a scar?”

“Not unless you try to take my hand off at the wrist, for example. If you wanted to leave a scar, you’d have to keep the wound open for a while and find some way to contain my virus. The CDC had your scars removed?”

“I don’t know. I was probably still in a coma if they did. I was out for a few weeks after the attack. They could have done it while they kept me high on pixie dust, too.”

“I’ll enjoy removing that bastard’s head from his body with my bare hands,” Wayne growled.

We’d be fighting over the body, but rather than tell him that, I tapped the tip of the blade to the side of the wrist to give him a warning I was about to get rough with him. He kept the blade sharp, and in short order, I’d scored a two-inch long scratch, just deep enough to bleed. My virus made a reappearance long enough for me to add a bite to the injury I’d inflicted. At her encouragement, I growled before making sure I got ample exposure to his virus.

She wanted to make it clear he belonged to us, and we’d fight for him if necessary.

Rather than wince or show any sign of discomfort, he kept his arm relaxed and chuckled. “I see you’re not at all shy about putting your teeth to good use when needed. Pay attention for a moment. You’ll feel the moment you’ve gotten enough of my virus—or not. He might decide you need a nap so you can heal, and you won’t be able to stop him. If you pass out, don’t worry about it. You’ll be safe for the rest of the night, and you’ll feel fatigued but much better in the morning.”

I growled at him until I’d licked his arm clean and he no longer bled, marveling at his healing abilities. I pulled away and asked, “And then?”

“You can let me worry about the details unless you’re up for feeling bossy. For tonight, you have nothing to worry about. If you think I’m a pain in the ass, my boss is ten times worse, and he’s irritated that his territory has been violated. We’ll be as safe as he can make us. It’d be easier to break into Fort Knox.”

“I’ve never tried breaking into Fort Knox, but I’ve thought about it a time or two.”

“Should I be concerned?”

“Only if I’m given ample opportunity and a damned good reason.”

Wayne chortled his mirth. “Want to give it a try?”

“They don’t just let people make runs at Fort Knox, Wayne.”

“Are you sure about that?” he asked with a smug grin. “A date with their security system is a phone call away if you think you have some good tricks up your sleeve.”

“No way.”

“Way.”

I licked my lips, wondering if the various tricks I’d learned over the years might be enough to penetrate the vault. “And I’ll really be able to make a run at Fort Knox without being killed or being sent to prison for life?”

“Correct.”

I pointed at his cell, which was on the coffee table. “If it’s a call away, prove it!”

He picked up his phone, dialed a number, and held the phone to his ear. “Hey, Lenny. Can you book Joyce in for a scenario run at Fort Knox? She doesn’t believe she can give it a try.” After a moment, he laughed. “Her virus was about to drive her out of her skin with the need to bite, so I am pleased to report I took the dive and exposed myself to her virus, which is now taking a hard-earned nap. I gave her a knife and let her do what she wanted, so she cut me and treated me like a treat. Which I am, thank you.”

I giggled at Wayne’s side of the conversation, and with a little help from the pixie dust, I cuddled closer and made myself comfortable.

“She’s had some of her pixie dust to take the edge off. If you could get her prescription vial replaced, that’d be a good idea—and get someone to take the high-grade stuff back to a vault. However fun it would be to get that high again, I need to be on my toes until she heals. She wasn’t healing very well earlier. I’m hoping she got enough of an influx of my virus to help with that, but we’ll see. I did get the bleeding to stop, but it took a lot longer than I like. No, I don’t think she needs a trip to the hospital, just some rest. I’m planning on taking her to my parents’ place tomorrow. I’d like to see those bastards try to bother her there. If Joyce doesn’t char them, they will.” Wayne listened to his boss for a few minutes before he said, “Roger.” Then he hung up and placed his phone back on the table. “He’ll put you in the queue for a scenario, and he’ll give you a basic brief so you can prepare for your attempt. The current comp is fifty thousand per layer, and if you lift anything out of the vault itself, you get a bonus million.”

“I’d get paid a million for busting into the vault?”

“It’s only been done once, and it took two archangels working with the Devil to do it.”

Damn. “I would have paid to be a fly on that wall.”

“There’s a video, and it’s used for training, so you can watch it.”

How nice for me. “I’m not sure I can handle any more good news for one day,” I admitted.

“Does investigating the room service menu count as good news?”

My stomach growled, and my face warmed.

Snickering, Wayne grabbed the leather folder and opened it, getting up to go use the room’s phone. “I’ll just order a bit of everything. I’m peckish, and I’ll surely perish if I’m not fed soon.”

“Whatever you say, Wayne.” I swallowed, and after a moment, I said, “Do you think they have steak?”

“I know they have steak. Want some?”

I swallowed again and nodded.

“I even spy some of those leafy green things you seem to enjoy, so I’ll make sure they bring a proper meal for you. You just make yourself comfortable over there, and I’ll take care of the rest.”

That I could do.
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“Lucifer has a reputation.”









Old habits died hard, and despite a rough night and staying up late, I got up at my usual six in the morning. Unlike every other morning, I shared a bed with Wayne, who’d opted to sleep in his hybrid form so I could snuggle into his plush coat at my whim. The lycanthrope snored, although I found the sound to be more comforting than irritating.

The volume, more of a rumble than a train whistle blasting, had something to do with that.

At a loss of what to do with the man, I eased out of bed to discover someone had been in the room while we’d slept, leaving behind several bags of clothes. I rummaged through the offerings to learn everything had come from Francine’s store in my sizes along with a note from the woman informing me that the brute and his fellow assholes would be charged for all the new acquisitions.

She recommended I make use of the jeans and a black blouse for hunting Wayne. As the woman dressed people for a living, I took her advice before heading into the bathroom to make use of the shower. I indulged, cranking the heat, which woke me and my virus up enough to function.

While Wayne slept, I tidied the room before making use of the phone to order enough breakfast to feed a pair of lycanthropes. Then, at the recommendation of the gentleman taking the order, I doubled it. I questioned everything about the ridiculous amount of food, but then I realized I’d ordered what was large to me, not what might sustain someone like Wayne.

I peeked into the suite’s bedroom to confirm he still slept before checking out my backpack and the contents of the Devil’s envelope.

As promised, there was a hundred dollars in twenties clipped together with a note identifying it as my base pay. I found a folded sheet of paper along with a smaller, bulging envelope. While the letter might educate me, curiosity ate away at me, so I went for the envelope first.

It contained two twenties, one on each side, and more hundreds than I could readily comprehend. Buried in the middle of the pile was a folded check. Puzzled, I unfolded it to discover a slip of paper identifying it as a thousand dollar per saved lives bonus for having taken the bastard out that morning.

I questioned the Devil’s definition of saved, as the check was for ninety-three thousand dollars.

“Wayne?” I called, leaning over on the couch to peer into the bedroom.

The hybrid snorted, sat up, and rubbed his eyes. “What’s wrong?”

“The Devil gave me a check for ninety-three thousand dollars, and I don’t know what to do with it.”

“Cash it.” The lycanthrope blinked. “Wait, did you say the Devil gave you a check for how much?”

“Yes, the Devil, and for ninety-three thousand dollars. It’s the bonus for my morning work.”

“The bonus is that much? How much was the base bounty?”

“A hundred.”

That got Wayne’s attention, and he came into the living room, sat on the couch beside me, and held his hand out for the check. I gave it to him along with the rest of the bonus and the slip of paper. “Yeah, that’s from Lucifer’s accounts for certain. What kind of morning work did you do?”

“I was bait for some asshole named Thomasson. I took him out like I’m about to take out breakfast, ruthlessly and without remorse. My job was to go sit in a coffee shop while half the cops in Manhattan waited for Thomasson to show up. He did, and he tried to spike my drink and a muffin. I threw the coffee in his face and enjoyed taking him out and dropping him to the floor. It was some decent exercise. It took him a while to show up, but I had the job done in ten minutes flat once he did.”

Wayne’s eyes widened. “Thomasson. Jason Thomasson?”

“Yeah, that’s him.” I pointed at the note. “Is that legitimate?”

“Lucifer can do whatever he wants basically, including looking into possible futures and paying ridiculously large bonuses. For him to cut a check for that amount, there must have been strong certainty that would be his minimum victim list, the inevitable fates that were prevented because you shut him down. But you went up against Thomasson? Alone?”

“Police Chief Samuel Quinn and Lucifer were in a nearby corner along with a bunch of other cops. At the time, I hadn’t realized that was Lucifer, but I had clued in he was some form of devil. Honestly, with the number of cops they had in street clothes in the coffee shop, a hundred seemed a bit steep for the work. I threw the coffee in his face because he’d pissed me off, and then my virus wanted some violence, so I indulged her.”

Wayne stared at me for a long moment before eyeballing the check again. “Do you have online banking set up?”

I nodded, grabbed my new phone, went to my bank’s website, logged in and said, “I do. Why?”

“Deposit the check.” He went to his bag, retrieved his laptop, and set the check on top. “Lucifer has a reputation of becoming upset and badgering those who are wandering around with his checks without cashing them. This is how you keep the Devil off your back. He’s notorious about it. Everyone in the agency has been warned to immediately cash the checks upon discovery.”

“I need to buy lottery tickets sometime today. The Devil told me to.”

“You know what’s going to happen if you do that, right?”

I tapped the link to start a deposit and followed the prompts to photograph the front of the check, sign the back of the check, and then photograph it again. I did so, and I received a confirmation of the deposit. “I assume I will giggle while scratching the tickets I was told I would like, because he’s right. I do like scratching off the tickets. It’s fun. Beyond that, I’ll waste thirty dollars doing something completely frivolous, which is good for me because I never do anything frivolous.”

“You’ll win, Joyce. You might only win all your money back, but chances are, if the Devil’s making you do it, the Devil knows you’re going to win something. And he won’t even have to rig it. It’s one of those universal laws he loves to bend but will never break. Apparently, if I understand it correctly, good fortune is a gift from the universe itself, balancing the scales so nothing tips too far in any one direction. And what wasn’t balanced appropriately in life is then balanced in the afterlife, thus the existence of the heavens and the many hells.”

I struggled to wrap my brain around the theory, gave up, and checked my bank account. My available balance reflected the deposited bonus, and I frowned, clicking on the check to discover it had already cleared. “Doesn’t it take at least five days for large checks like this to clear the IRS?”

“Not when Lucifer is the one issuing the check. The banks have a system; if Lucifer registers the check and the amount, it auto clears. The IRS will receive a notice that your check isn’t taxable, and that’s that.”

“Wait. It’s not taxable?”

“Lucifer takes care of the taxes when applicable, and you got the job through the CDC on a high-risk bounty. You don’t pay taxes on those jobs. Don’t ask me if Lucifer or the CDC is going to take care of the taxes, but that’s all yours. Were you briefed on Thomasson?”

“Yeah. I got a lot of intel on him, which definitely influenced my decision to fling drugged coffee in his face and pin him to the floor until he could be arrested.” I wrinkled my nose at the memory of the asshole, who had oozed enough charm to lure women away so he could rape and murder them. “My virus hated him from first sight, too.”

“That is because your virus is as wise as she is smart. She picked me, after all.”

And there was the egotistical man my virus had fallen for in the first place. I detected her amusement before she returned to napping. “And it’s normal for my virus to be so sleepy right now?”

Wayne cracked open his laptop to check the time. “Considering it isn’t even seven in the morning yet, yes. Why are we up before seven? We didn’t go to bed until after two.”

A knock at the door spared me from having to tell him I lived my regular life on three to five hours of sleep a day and had no idea how to sleep in. Two carts loaded with food greeted me, and before I could panic over the tip, the man said, “As I was warned you would fret, the tip and meal are already covered, ma’am. Just leave the carts in the hall when you’re finished, and someone will be by to collect them.”

Oh. “Thank you.” Before I could embarrass myself, I hauled in the first cart, left it somewhere safe and out of the way, and retrieved the second. “This is why I’m up at this hour, Wayne. I’m hungry.”

“A good and valid reason to be up at this hour. Someone must have informed the hotel what your usual schedule is so the kitchen was ready to feed you. Probably my boss; he would have pinged your work for your shift hours and taken care of any leave you need.” Wayne engaged me in a staring contest. “Until you hand in your resignation, of course.”

Rather than fall for the bait, I broke eye contact and checked the covered platters, grabbed one I’d gotten for him, which included a little of everything as I had no idea what he liked, and handed it over. I hunted for one of mine, which involved a sinful number of pancakes covered in fruit with some breakfast sausage on the side. The pancakes came with real maple syrup, something I never bought for myself due to its price. “I think the hotel was warned about me. I called, and the person suggested I double the order.”

“Lenny would have warned them our viruses would be tapping out, and we need a lot of food to make up for it. My virus is doing fine. I’m guessing yours is down and out for the count. That’s fine. Eat everything you want and more, and when we hit the road, we’ll get the lottery tickets you want and go to my parents’ place.”

“Have you warned them you’re coming?”

“I’ll warn them before we leave the hotel. They’re used to me paying them unexpected visits. I am a needy child who wilts without the adoration of my parents.”

I found that difficult to believe. I snorted and got to work making my pancakes vanish. “Are you going to introduce me as a vampire? Because really, we behaved more like vampires last night than self-respecting wolves.”

“No. I’m going to introduce you as my mate, after which I’ll be grilled and questioned on why you aren’t already my wife. Then I’ll be forced to acknowledge I have not done sufficient dating or romancing to deserve husband status, but that I’ll be working on rectifying that problem. I’ll also remind them that lycanthropes sometimes marry, but when they do, it’s for tax purposes.”

“You’re worth money on my taxes?” I blurted.

“That is generally how it works, except I make too much money to get much in the way of a discount for having lured you into being my wife.”

“But you’re worth a discount?”

He laughed. “Yes.”

I spent a few moments considering the issue of taxes. “What other benefits does wife status earn me?”

“Presents from everyone I know. Consolation prizes for putting up with me, really.”

“I get tax benefits and presents?”

“That’s generally how it works, yes.” Wayne snickered and grabbed a piece of his bacon, popping it into his mouth. After chewing and swallowing, he added, “You’re going to get presents anyway, especially after the pack finds out you were living in general destitution. You’ll have a room in our place for anything you want plus an office. I’ve already emptied them for you. So, you’ll be able to express interest in things you want, like furniture, and you’ll probably get it. There’s also a spot for an armchair ready for you near mine, but you’ll pick that for yourself. You can go through your apartment at leisure, as I’m having the whole thing moved into the basement of the Massapequa house. And don’t worry about floods; I spent a lot of money having the whole property waterproofed. If it floods, the house and everything inside is protected. We won’t have much ground around the foundation, but the magic goes right down to the bedrock, and it’s made to last. I have it shored every year, so it’s layered. It would take a divine to bust through those shields at this point. Please don’t take that as a challenge.”

“I won’t,” I promised. “You’re really having everything moved?”

“Yep, including your refrigerator and stove. I’m going to have a larger version of your apartment set up in the basement so you have a place to retreat that’s familiar and comfortable. We can also use it for guests later. Why waste everything in your apartment? That said, you’re getting new cabinets, as I really want something to destroy in there, and they’re ancient.”

After so long fighting with me over the apartment, I couldn’t blame him for wanting to destroy something. I wanted to take a sledgehammer to the entire bathroom. “I have a condition.”

“Which is?”

“I get to trash the bathroom.”

He laughed. “I think I can make an arrangement for you to be able to trash the bathroom. And if you’re really crabby over that bathroom, most of the apartments have the same one, and they’re still intact. You can indulge numerous times.”

“What’s the downside to this marriage business?”

“Paperwork,” Wayne complained. “We’ll have to file paperwork, and then there are name change documents. If you don’t want to be a Barnes, I don’t mind becoming a Gray, so I’ll leave that up to you. We could do the hyphenation route, as well, but I worry what will happen to any children we might have. There comes a point where merging hyphenated names becomes ridiculous and it no longer fits in the boxes provided by most legal entities.”

“I don’t want a hyphen coming anywhere near my name,” I informed him. “Hyphens are the same as negative currency markings, and I simply do not like those. Especially when I’m involved with said marking. I would rather steal your last name than keep mine. You should have put that as a perk of marriage from the start. It’s a get out of last name free card, and it’s just some paperwork to make it happen.”

“Then we shall go the Barnes route. I escape death at the hands of my parents, you get a last name you don’t seem to mind, and you get presents. I get the woman. You get perfection in the form of male wolf. Everyone’s happy.”

As I couldn’t find a good way to argue with him, I didn’t bother. “It’s really okay to get the lottery tickets?”

“It is. And if you hit big, you can just say the Devil made you do it in court, and then the Devil will show up and claim he isn’t responsible for the acts of the universe, which an angel will verify. You’ll keep your winnings, and you go home happy and possibly rich. You’ll probably hit one of the smaller prizes. That’s how he tends to operate. Expect enough winnings to have a nice lunch and a good story to tell. That’s usually how it works out.”

I could work with that. “I mean, I already had a good story to tell. I met the Devil, and he didn’t kill me or send me directly to hell. I also rode a cindercorn, got a commemorative mug for having met the Devil and survived the cindercorn, and honestly, yesterday morning was rather surreal. Then I left the singles market, which is likewise surreal.”

“Which cindercorn did you ride?”

“Mrs. Chief Quinn,” I replied.

“Did she teleport?”

“She did. But I got the mug before she tried to make me throw up.”

Wayne laughed. “I haven’t been invited for a ride yet but only because I pay attention to my surroundings and run before the rest of the FBI agents. Were you put on notice?”

“For what? Having illegally ridden a unicorn down the street? I’m not licensed to ride a unicorn.”

Wayne laughed. “For being able to ride her without immediately throwing up. There are currently no licensing requirements to ride unicorns in New York. Though with how often those two break the speed limit, it wouldn’t surprise me if they start implementing licensing. So far, nobody has actually fallen when they’ve been running, but I’ve heard they’re a rough ride.”

Oh. Right. “Apparently, I recover quickly, so maybe I am being registered as something. I’m not sure what. It wasn’t really covered? She didn’t seem difficult to ride, but I’ll admit I held on for dear life, especially when she tried to leave my digestive system a block away when she teleported.”

Wayne took a few moments to attack his breakfast before replying, “The cops like having a list of people who can potentially handle her teleportation abilities, especially in the FBI or CDC. As you’ll likely be evaluated and trained for the FBI, if we’re doing a joint operation with the NYPD, you might be asked to ride her to serve as a relay. Most people vomit early, vomit often, and are out of commission for a few hours. How long were you out of commission?”

I blinked. “I mean, I got queasy, but I’d say that only lasted for a few minutes.”

“You’re ahead of the pack, then. Lycanthropes tend to withstand the magic better. That’s good. Eat your breakfast, and then we’ll get ready to hit the road. I can’t help but notice the room has been mysteriously tidied.”

I pointed at the new clothes. “I’m not responsible for that, but I already took care of the room because I was bored waiting for breakfast. I wouldn’t have bothered you, but that check confused me.”

“To be fair, I would have been confused, too, if someone randomly issued me a bonus that big, especially if you say it wasn’t hard work.”

“It wasn’t hard, but it wasn’t hard because the CDC invested a lot in training me in self-defense after the attack. And the briefing on this guy made it clear he’s really dangerous.” I reclaimed the folded letter that had been with the money, opened it, and read.

Neat, printed handwriting informed me I would be wise to meet the future in-laws, suggested we head home and get settled, and investigate my various options. Over the holidays, after certain details had been attended to involving paperwork, I would be wise to head to Detroit before engaging in other activities I would find to be beneficial. Puzzled, I handed the letter to Wayne. “He knew when I would read this?”

He checked over the letter, and after a few moments, he nodded. “Probably. That’s not beyond his powers and abilities. He was probably notified your next job of the day involved carting me off with the hope we’d form a mating bond. Knowing what I know of him, he would have been hoping through intercourse, but realistically, I’m going to give you the reins because of what that bastard did to you. When you’re ready to remove my clothes, I’m sure you will be able to inform me of your intent. In the meantime, we’ll nick our fingers and exchange the virus that way every few days until the bond has settled fully. I am expecting a slow, casual, and mutually enjoyed chase full of flirtation, dating, and romance.”

I read between the lines.

Wayne wanted to do all the wining and dining, and with the mating bond secured through other means, he was ready and willing to wait for any other developments. As my virus had what she wanted, she had no objections to the general idea.

“I don’t really own any nice clothes,” I warned him. “If you’re expecting sophisticated, you’re in for some embarrassment.”

“I’m expecting cuddles on the couch after work,” he replied.

I could work with that. “I don’t have anything against nice clothes, I just don’t have any right now.”

“For good reason. If you want nice clothes, we’ll go shopping for some.”

“I can shop for my own nice clothes after I earn my first paycheck. And I will be paying my rent, Mr. Barnes!”

He rolled his eyes. “And I will invest your rent payments and give the money back to you with your earnings, and should you try to deny me, I’ll spend that money on lavish things like vacations.”

My eyes widened. “I refuse to accept the money, but I accept the vacations.”

With a grin, he polished off his first plate of breakfast, got up, and retrieved a new one. “You’re not used to eating a lot, so while your virus needs as much food as you can stomach, don’t overeat. There’s plenty of time to adapt you to eating enough. The goal is to get you healthy, not make you sick. What you can’t eat, I will, so nothing will go to waste.”

I stared at him before eyeing my breakfast. “This is already more than I normally eat.”

“Finish that, I’ll polish off the rest, and I’ll stop frequently on the way to my parents’ place and feed you small amounts but frequently. We’ll work on your general capacity over time. The last thing you need is to get sick, so we’ll do what you’re used to, just better. Tell me whenever you’re hungry, and it’ll be fine. And yes, I’m expecting issues with you about food. Nobody stretches money that much without coming down with psychological problems of some sort. Some people cry when they realize they don’t have to worry about where their next meal comes from. Some start hoarding food everywhere once they have money to do so. We’ll work on preventing that one, because it can cause some severe issues. Honestly, I’ll be pressuring you into going to therapy over it. The last thing you need is a psychological disorder induced from stretching money and meals to having an abundance.”

It amazed me Wayne had considered something like my problems making ends meet and supplying my wolf with enough food. “I’d sneak to parks and try to hunt when things were particularly slim. I’m not very good at it, though.”

Wayne sighed. “We’ll teach you how to be self-sufficient, so don’t worry about that. Your wolf was probably trying, but she didn’t have anyone to teach her, either, and instinct only goes so far. While the virus is sentient, she needs to learn as much as you do, and normally, the originating virus would help teach you. In your case? Your virus was hostile to the originating virus.”

“Why is that, anyway?”

“Without you, she can’t live—and she had a front row seat to how badly you suffered when you were attacked. It’s a case where I suspect the virus would have rejected a mating bond from the bastard even if he’d tried to form one. He likely had, judging from your general hostility around lycanthrope males. Excluding me, of course.”

I questioned why my virus had picked Wayne Barnes, but I couldn’t deny she’d made a good choice, waiting patiently for me to figure out she had the right idea from the start. “Why were you excluded, anyway? You’re definitely a lycanthrope, and you’re definitely male.”

“Your virus would have detected my general concern and interest, and as I behaved in a non-threatening way and took my time when I approached you, she did not detect hostility or any threat to you. Your virus is determined to protect you, as you were infected under circumstances where you needed to be protected. The instant your virus took root, she understood you fought off a predator—a predator who isn’t good father material. And the virus is sentient enough to know that. That’s why people who want to steal a mate don’t use violence but subterfuge instead. Blood transfer through things like contaminated drinks is one way. Sex without notifying the uninfected of the virus is a good way to transfer and claim a mate. Unethical, but it works just about every time. I suspect, after a while, I became safe territory to your virus. With me around, she felt comfortable she wouldn’t have to fight to protect you. I would do the job if needed—and she’s right, of course. I don’t look like much of fighter, but I can hold my own. Just ask James.” Wayne brought back over several dishes, retrieved his phone, and checked the time. “He’s awake now if you want to talk to him. It would be good for your virus to interact with him some more before you meet face-to-face.”

“He’s the body-builder type, isn’t he?”

“Yep.”

After Wayne unlocked his phone and brought up his contact list, I eyed the device before asking, “You’re sure he’s awake?”

“He’s a morning person. He’s a morning person who is also a worry wart, and he knows someone has made a run at us once. I’ll be shocked if he’s not awake.”

I nodded, pressed the green button to initiate the call, and held the device to my ear.

“Wayne? Is something wrong?” James answered.

“I’m not precisely Wayne, and nothing’s wrong. Wayne is indulging in what I can only think of as a breakfast slaughter. The hotel made me double the order, but I only ate a plate. He’s making the evidence disappear. He thought it would be a good idea to get me used to talking to you on the phone first. While my virus is sleepy.”

The alpha lycanthrope chuckled. “He’s not wrong. And why is your virus sleepy, may I ask?”

“I shoved my leg in his face. There was blood involved.”

Wayne burst into laughter. “That is not what happened.”

“It is now,” I informed him. “Just because you tossed me in the tub first does not mean you didn’t engage in vampiric activities with my leg.”

“Ah. He briefed you on the methodology of non-intercourse based bond creation?” James asked.

“He did. He’s afraid of stirring old trauma, so I’m responsible for initiating any physical interactions. Considering how aggressive my virus can get when threatened, he’s probably right. He says you’re more of the body-builder type, so I need to get used to talking with you so my virus knows you’re not a threat.”

“He’s a smart one, and if he wants to take care with his approach, that’s fine. The end result is the same. And did you indulge in, as you say, vampiric activities?”

“I may have cut him with a knife,” I stated.

Wayne giggled between bites of food, and I raised a brow in his general direction.

“Excellent. That’s more than a few problems solved. I’ll make sure the pack knows you’ll be coming home with him. What’s this you were saying about only eating a plate?”

“It was a large one for me, and Wayne said he’ll just feed me whenever I get hungry, but in small amounts.”

“You’re not used to eating a lot.”

“Right.”

“I’ll text Wayne with options. You’re not the first lycanthrope to have this problem, and you won’t be the last. The CDC has a diet for those in your situation to help you adapt and bolster your virus. Tell him he’s to give you at least a quarter of a pint of blood daily. He’ll replenish it in a few hours, as his virus is robust. After a week, you should be in a better situation.”

“A quarter of a pint?” I blurted. “That much?”

“If you’re not the same blood type, that’s all you can realistically ingest to get the virus without having issues. It would be better if we could do a pint transfusion every other day, but you need the same blood type for that. The CDC would send someone to do the transfusion.”

“Oh. We’re the same blood type.”

“I’ll have you booked for the transfusion and notify his work he’ll be unavailable for three days after the transfusion date. That’s normal. Where are you headed?”

“His parents’ place. He says I need to see a healthy family environment.”

“That’ll work. It’ll probably take you a few hours to get there, and it won’t be the first time they’ve hosted crabby lycanthropes dancing around being mated, being newly mated, or otherwise having issues. The hotspot there will be useful for a change, too.”

“He said it bolsters the virus?”

“It does,” James confirmed. “Anything else you’re wondering about? I understand the distrust. In your shoes, I wouldn’t trust anyone out of the gate. I’m guessing you’re confirming everything Wayne and others told you yesterday.”

When I realized that was exactly what I did, I winced. “I guess I am.”

Wayne reached over and gave my free hand a squeeze. “I expected it, Joyce. You’re not doing anything wrong. Frankly, I’m astonished you dove right in and wanted the bond early. Then I thought about it, and you and your virus have been alone for a long time. I’d probably jump when called in that situation, too. In good news for both of us, I don’t think I’ll have to change any of my plans beyond going even slower about introducing you to the pack.”

“No need to relay that, by the way. I heard him,” James informed me. “I recommend you spend a week over at his parents’ place. That’ll be a good time to get you settled. He can work from there as long as he has his laptop, and I’m sure he’ll want to get you some toys and fun things to do so you can learn to relax. We will be enforcing a strict work policy for you. I spoke with the CDC yesterday, as I’ll be your alpha.”

“I’m not a workaholic. I just didn’t have a choice,” I informed him. “I only took bounties when I needed.”

“But what did you do outside of work?” James asked.

“Slept,” I admitted. “Wayne said he’s going to introduce me to hobbies.”

“That’s a good start. I’ll make sure the CDC knows Wayne is on the ball. If you start going out of your skin because you’re used to working all the time, tell Wayne. He’s good at managing people.”

“Okay. Anything else I should know?”

“I’ll talk to you this evening and answer that question then. I’ll also handle talking with the CDC about getting you a field transfusion, especially if your virus has been struggling. You’re so small that Wayne’s virus isn’t even having to break a sweat, and I’m concerned you actually lack sufficient virus volume to get a solid hook onto him. How is your virus reacting to the idea of leaving Wayne for a while?”

“She seems fine? I got out of bed before him and took a shower without an audience, and I wasn’t distressed or anything? My virus is exhausted, though. Outside of extreme satisfaction, she’s been quite quiet.”

“She must have taxed herself a lot. While he can hear me most likely, would you mind giving  Wayne the phone for a minute?”

“Sure.” I handed the phone over. “He has some questions about my virus and yours.”

Wayne gulped his food down, wiped his mouth and hands, and pressed a few buttons on the screen. “You’re on speaker now, James. Let’s not worry her unnecessarily.”

“That works,” James replied. “How much of your virus did you get into her through blood exchange? I’m concerned about her virus levels.”

“That’s part of why I’m taking her to my parents’ place. She’s a hybrid. Her form is picture perfect, but she hardly gains any mass with the transfer, and she’s rail thin. I suspect her virus transferred as much as she dared when I came into contact with her blood. She suffered symptoms of low virus levels immediately after, but she never went into critical, and she was feeling safe, warm, and comfortable, so I made the decision to leave it be. While the blood volume wasn’t all that significant, my virus was camped out waiting for her to come into contact, and he went in to bolster her virus from what I can tell. Right now, the general situation isn’t assimilation but more cooperation. The viruses are bonded, and that’s all I care about. Mine is basically cocooning hers while she recovers. I don’t think she’s aware of my virus yet, but she’s heavily attuned to hers, so that would track. She’s so used to focusing on her virus that she isn’t perceiving mine, where I’m actively checking in on hers. I was expecting more assimilation and less protection, but that’s fine.”

“That’s a good sign, actually. Assimilation is typically a first stage for a bond between two active, healthy viruses, even if the one virus is new. Cooperation like you’re describing is when one virus is healthy and the other is not. Sorry, Joyce, but it’s pretty obvious your virus has been suffering, and that’s no fault of yours. You’ve done the best you can in your situation, but you and your virus need time to recover, become healthy, and relax. This isn’t a bad situation, although I’ll have to warn the CDC of the situation. They’ll want to tighten security around you. Your virus will go mental if anything threatens her right now. Your virus was probably unaware of how unhealthy hers is until the transfer.”

“You’re probably right,” Wayne conceded.

“So, that makes it simple. You’ll take her to your parents’ place, and we’ll generally tighten security around you for a few weeks or months. These idiots after you won’t make a move with a pack standing guard along with whatever the CDC and FBI decides to throw your way. Once she’s healthy, then you can work on this plan the CDC is concocting to get rid of that group permanently. Just save your attempts to goad her into killing you for a few weeks from now.”

“I think I can manage that,” Wayne replied in a wry tone. “Thanks for that, James.”

“Any time.” The alpha hung up the phone.

“Why are you attempting to get me to kill you?”

“It’s one of the ways lycanthropes lure their mates to bed. One instant, you’ll be wanting to strangle me, and then the next, you’ll be trying to get me out of my clothes. He’s basically informing me the initial plan to take our time before jumping to bed is a good one, because your virus is taxed. Until your virus has recovered, we’ll be limited to cuddling peacefully and doing calming activities. This sounds great to me, as I could use a vacation, and so could you. Try not to worry. Everything will be all right.”
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“I finally found a male lycanthrope I can tolerate, and he’s going to be murdered by his own boss.”









A little after ten, we left the hotel in an SUV tricked out with FBI equipment. I questioned the special stand and laptop occupying it, although the laptop had been closed to take up less space. I made myself comfortable, fighting the urge to play with the various bits of machinery surrounding me. “I feel like we’re taking part in some form of spy flick now, which is an upgrade from yesterday’s horror show.”

“I’m going to insist you check us both for fleas, bedbugs, and anything else we may have contracted from being in that parking lot,” Wayne stated, and he pressed a button on the navigation system before picking up the radio, turning a knob, and making a statement he was on the move heading to paradise. Then, to my astonishment, he set the navigation panel to an address located in Paradise, New York.

“That’s a real place?” I blurted once he stashed the radio where it belonged.

“Paradise is a real place, and my parents live there. Once news spread their house was under a hotspot and it’d given me brain cancer, the other neighbors left. With a little help from me, my parents bought the entire block, so they now have their own little paradise to themselves. They demolished some of the neighboring houses to install a nice garden and fruit trees, and they converted the rest of the properties into guest homes. They removed six total homes to make space for their various garden activities. And whenever a house across the street sells, they make me buy it for them as compensation for putting up with me.”

“And you do it because you love your parents?” I guessed.

“Basically. They understand the hotspot scares people, and since it’s good for the pack and our viruses, I’m scheduled to inherit the place, and the pack will inherit it from me. We’re really careful about making sure kids don’t go anywhere near the hotspot now.”

I bet. “Please tell me they have a safer property elsewhere.”

“We’re not sure which one of them is responsible, but one of my parents attracts hotspots. If they stay at the same location for a year or more, a hotspot forms. So, they do have other residences, but they only go there for short periods of time, and the locations are closely monitored by the CDC. It’s a bit of a mess, especially since the first hotspot proved rather bad for my health.” Wayne shrugged, put the vehicle into reverse, and backed out of the spot before heading towards the street.

To my dismay, his boss waited on the sidewalk, and Wayne pulled over, rolled down his window, and said, “Any news on the runaways?”

“Nothing. All is quiet. I’m to keep you here and distracted long enough for your shadows to get into their vehicles and make sure the trackers are working. How are you holding up, Joyce?”

“I have a date with a transfusion,” I complained.

“Yes, I’m aware. Word passed down that wire quickly, especially after finding out Wayne’s virus is refusing to do a hostile takeover of yours, which is usually how this works. I’ve got you cleared from any activity for the next two weeks, Wayne, so you get your lady settled and on the road to recovery. I’ve got temps helping out with your businesses, so you won’t be heavily inconvenienced on that front. I’ve loaded a full docket of vehicles and people to look out for on your FBI account, and the laptop is loaded with your credentials. I put a note for what Joyce’s credentials will be so you can test her out. The rules are simple for both of you. Joyce, follow him around like a puppy. Anyone lifts a finger to him, take care of the problem. Like I said before, get practice in with your practitioner tricks. Wayne, the same applies to you. Just try to be sensible, although I realize that’s difficult for you on a good day.”

Wayne scowled. “What did I do to deserve that?”

“You neglected to send me a text notifying me you’d lured your mate into a blood exchange.”

Wayne heaved a sigh. “I’ll file the paperwork once I’m at my parents’ place.”

“Better.” Lenny engaged Wayne in a staring contest and raised a brow.

“I think you forgot something, Wayne. That is definitely the expression of a boss who is about to take you out if you don’t produce the appropriate response in the next five seconds. I’m going to be disappointed if your boss finishes you off. I finally found a male lycanthrope I can tolerate, and he’s going to be murdered by his own boss.” I dug out my new phone and fiddled with it while Wayne faced his imminent demise. “Can I request a general stay of execution? It’s really hard to find tolerable male lycanthropes. If you need additional bounty work involving his person, I’m available. It seems my general schedule has opened up. If you’re concerned about me touching any buttons, I’m not going to touch any buttons. If you’re concerned about his parents, his plan was to call them as soon as we are on the road making use of the speakers to do it. Has that covered the basics?”

“I have a better understanding of why you want her to work as your secretary now,” Lenny admitted. “You were correct regarding his parents, as they tried to call him at his home last night. Then he failed to answer his phone throughout the evening. They called me this morning, as I typically know where he’s at. As I know better than to steal a moody lycanthrope male’s thunder regarding the successful acquisition of a mate, I was required to state I had him doing work for me.”

Wayne grunted. “Which means they’re freaking out because they think FBI work is always dangerous.”

“Precisely.”

With a grin, I asked, “Is it legal to have lottery tickets in FBI vehicles? I do try to stay on the right side of the law.”

Lenny laughed. “It’s legal. You’re indulging in some lottery tickets?”

“It’s one of those indulgences I’ve never actually indulged in, even though it was legal for me to do so. I thought it was dumb to spend money on a chance to earn money. And the only reason I’m doing it today is because someone suggested I should,” I replied.

“Lucifer?”

I nodded.

Lenny pointed down the street. “There’s a good store for that sort of thing about a quarter mile that way. Grab some snacks for the road. Do make certain he calls his parents before they start pushing for a missing person report. And Wayne? Tell them you’re not missing if you’re at work.”

Wayne bowed his head. “Dodge death from brain cancer once, and they act like it’s the end of the world if I go off doing anything unsupervised.”

“They just didn’t realize you had supervision, but if you could impress upon them that the FBI is not your babysitter but rather an employer, I would be appreciative.”

“That’s your fault for coming to Christmas dinner last year, Lenny. You brought the wife and the kids. At that point, you can’t assign any blame to me.”

“I thought you didn’t let kids near the hotspot?”

“We don’t think there is any risk from short-term exposure,” Lenny replied. “And while they’re my kids, they’re over the age of eighteen, although they brought their kids.”

I regarded Lenny, who hadn’t seemed that old. I sniffed, but I couldn’t scent the markers of a lycanthrope. “You can’t be that old. You’re not a lycanthrope, are you?”

“I’m a practitioner, and I have enough tricks up my sleeve I defy aging more than I should. My wife is a practitioner as well, our kids are also practitioners, although a few of them mysteriously contracted the lycanthropy virus, and the ones with the virus are the ones with the kids, so the kids are infected. As such, it’s as low risk as it gets for them.”

Oh. “And the Fort Knox thing wasn’t just a trick?”

“Oh, no, we never joke about making runs at Fort Knox. To be fair to you, you’ll be given at least six months to prepare, and technically, you’ll get two attempts at it. You’ll be given access to all public and black market intel on Fort Knox, and we’ll see what you can do with that. After a few months, you’ll do another round at it with a higher level of knowledge about the security system. It’s a good way to test promising operatives.”

“I don’t think I’ve done anything particularly promising to deserve a round at Fort Knox, but I’m not going to refuse it.”

Lenny grinned at me. “I’ve seen you work enough to know you’re a quick thinker, you’re good on your feet, and you have a decent collection of practitioner skills. Practitioners are the ones we really worry about with the vault, so we’ll see what you have.” He glanced at something behind our SUV and added, “There’s your escort. Head to the liquor store down the way. They have a lottery sign in their window. You can get the tickets you want there. I’ll tell them what you’re doing. Wayne, don’t play around if you see anything while you’re driving. Activate the beacon. It’s easier to turn the beacon off after alerting everyone than it is to get your location with the beacon off. I’d say run the beacon the entire time, but I was told no, as we want the location the incident starts from the GPS system.”

“I can do that, and I’ll show Joyce how to activate the beacon as well.”

“Good. Get out of here, and I don’t want to see you darkening my doorstep for at least two weeks. Check in twice a day, and if anything suspicious happens, up the rate to three times a day and call it in. And no, your mother hovering is not suspicious, nobody from the FBI will rescue you from your parents, but if you can’t escape them on your own after the end of two weeks, I’ll call James.”

Wayne snickered, waved, and closed the window before pulling out of the parking lot and heading in the direction of the liquor store.

“Should I be concerned?” I asked.

“No, there’s nothing to be worried about. My parents just love when I visit, and my mother tries to find ways to keep me around longer. And because I’m a good son who does love my mother, she often gets away with it. We will not be staying for any longer than two weeks, as I want to get you home, introduce you to your secretarial work, and otherwise get you settled. She’ll survive the heartbreak, I’m sure.”

I marveled over the differences between our families—and wondered how my parents would view Wayne, someone who had grabbed life by the horns, earned success for himself, and likely checked all their various boxes save for one.

Like practitioners, they viewed lycanthropes as unnatural abominations.

I doubted anything had changed, but still, I wondered.
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The liquor store had an entire wall dedicated to scratch lottery tickets, and after I got two standard lottery tickets, I gawked at the assortment. From tickets costing one dollar to a hundred dollars, I had a choice of seventy-two different games. The Devil had claimed I would only buy thirty-something dollars’ worth, but when indecision took hold, I opted to do something reckless and wasteful.

I would buy one of each. Then, because I was willing to toss a few pennies at the man I’d thrown my lot in for life, I said, “Pick one you want. But only one. I’m cheap, Barnes.”

He stared at me along with the employee saddled with retrieving my bounty of tickets. Laughing, he set down his acquisition of drinks and snacks before pointing at the ticket costing a hundred. “Just because of that, I’m getting that one.”

My virus stirred, and she found our new mate to be amusing. My stomach decided to growl a complaint at me. “Lunch is on you, then.”

He laughed. “I think I can handle feeding you.”

“Give him one of those tickets, please,” I requested.

It took the poor employee a few minutes, but he rang up one of each except for their most expensive ticket. Before I could hand over my debit card, Wayne swooped in with his credit card. Before I had a chance to snarl at him, he whispered in my ear, “You can give me the cash once you go to a bank to withdraw the amount. If someone manages to swipe their card reader, the card is limited to two thousand dollars. Your bank account is much harder to deal with in that circumstance.”

Oh. I nodded, put my debit card back into my wallet, and accepted my pile of scratch tickets from the clerk. “Thank you.”

As I would be paying him back, I stole the receipt and pocketed it.

“I was going to buy the snacks,” he protested.

“You have lost your opportunity to pay for the snacks. You will survive.” I grinned and grabbed one of the three bags and hauled them to the SUV. “Your co-workers are probably annoyed with our pitstop.”

“They’ll see the bags and know I’m making sure I can feed you on the drive, so they won’t mind at all. They’re used to working with lycanthropes, although a newly mated pair might test their patience. They usually put newly mated pairs on leave for a few weeks to be cautious, but they’re going to hover. It wouldn’t surprise me if my parents’ house is monitored by one or two pairs at all times—or an entire team. The FBI and CDC really want the bastard who infected you. And sorry for springing the credit card issue on you. I don’t know if this place has a lot of stolen cards.”

“As long as you accept the cash I will give you, there isn’t a problem.”

“I’ll take the cash,” he promised.

Once in the SUV, I checked the receipt, counted money in the envelope, and handed over the appropriate number of bills, and because I could, I rounded up to the nearest twenty. “I didn’t think they’d take hundreds.”

“A lot of places won’t nowadays, so good move on your part. I accept hundreds, and I’ll give you change later.”

I began the serious work of staring him into submission.

“Or I will buy you something with the change and pretend I didn’t make that statement,” he stated, and then he laughed. “Are you just relieved you can be a little reckless with your money or proving you won’t penny pinch at every opportunity?”

“A bit of both,” I confessed.

Being able to waste money on something like lottery tickets liberated me more than I thought possible.

Yesterday, I wouldn’t have even considered such a thing, even accounting for the cost of Wayne’s bounty. I would throw myself into working as Wayne’s secretary, aware everything could come tumbling down at any moment. In that, he was right to worry.

I would penny pinch early and often, and I wouldn’t be able to force myself to splurge without a good reason. The Devil telling me I should counted. In a way, I celebrated. My virus was sleepy, happy, and safe, and I enjoyed the same situation. While those things had come from a rather unexpected source, I could view life through a different lens for a while.

No longer would I shy away from every man to cross my path on the street. My virus focused on Wayne, and she would continue to do so. The CDC had been clear on that: once a mating bond was established, through any means, the bond took death to break.

I had taken the opportunity to pick my poison, and as far as reckless gambles went, I held hope I’d chosen wisely with Wayne. Time would tell.

Wayne dug into his pocket, pulled out some change, and offered it to me. “You can scratch to your heart’s content while I drive. You can even scratch mine for me, but only if you’re not crushed if I happen to win.”

“You can scratch your own ticket, and you can gloat if you win more than I do.” I waved the ridiculous pile of tickets in the air. “If your one ticket beats all these plus the ones with those weird extra numbers I got, I’ll have cause to sulk, and you’ll have reason to gloat.”

“Should I win, I’ll keep my gloating tolerable, I promise. And honestly, if I win, all I’m going to do with the money is treat you to nice things like food, more food, and even more food. If you happen to like movies or museums, I’m game to do those things with my winnings as well. We might even be extra adventurous and go to an amusement park.”

“I’ve never been to an amusement park,” I informed him.

My parents had not liked the idea of exposing me to any magic whatsoever, and my parents had struggled identifying the difference between the basic laws of physics and magic. Gravity, in particular, had been an issue for them.

Planes counted as sorcery to them, as birds had wings and flapped them to fly, and while planes had wings, they were not flapped.

“Did your parents kick you out?”

I wondered why he jumped from amusement parks to discussing how I’d left my childhood home, but rather than ask, I opted to answer his question. “Not precisely, but it was coming as soon as I turned seventeen anyway. So rather than deal with the humiliation of being kicked out, I climbed out the window right after I turned seventeen and left.” I shrugged. “I never looked back because being a practitioner was the only thing I was actually good at.”

“I can’t believe that, knowing you. You’re smart and adaptable. I wouldn’t have wanted to hire you as my secretary if you weren’t. I’ve watched you conquer a McDonald’s line in what I can only think of as horrific circumstances.”

I eyed him before getting to work sorting the tickets by their price. “You mean busy at lunch or dinner rushes?”

“Yes. Absolutely horrific. And how people treat you for the littlest mistake? Though I’ve never witnessed you make mistakes. Your co-workers, however, I have. And I winced every time, especially once I realized how little they’re paid and that tipping isn’t done. Charity donations? I saw containers for those all the time. I’ve even put cash in them. But tipping?”

“We aren’t allowed to accept tips,” I replied. “At most, you can thank our managers and tell them we did a good job.”

Wayne twitched, started the SUV, and backed out of his spot. “I bought a bag of peppered beef jerky. Would you mind handing me a strip? I need to chew on something so I don’t start growling.”

I neatened my stack of lottery tickets, set them on my lap, and retrieved the requested bag of jerky, selecting a larger piece for him and handing it over. “If that upsets you, I think I’ll skip the other details of my work there.”

“That might be a good idea. My virus is easily riled right now. He’s on guard duty, and he’s smart enough to recognize your employment situation wasn’t ideal.”

“If it makes you feel better, I got upset I hadn’t checked the bounty system earlier, because I could have just kept you busy in my apartment for three days and made you take me on a drive to discuss the terms. It would have been the easiest kidnapping ever.”

Wayne chomped on the jerky, and it amused me it put up a fight before he conquered it. Once on the road, he activated the navigation panel before replying, “That would have run a high chance of working, and I wouldn’t have even clued in you were luring me off for cash.”

“It would have been beautiful. I figured another male wanted a female you were both interested in, and my job was to keep you amused while said other male landed his new mate.” I blinked, realizing that was what had happened, but in reverse. “I mean, that’s basically the deal, I just happened to be the female. And there wasn’t supposed to be a rival male or males, they just showed up to piss me off.” I allowed myself a growl, stole a piece of his jerky, and tore into it. “I’m going to be highly annoyed if they go into hiding. I want to throttle them both, but especially that fucking corgi.”

“I want them to go into hiding for at least three to six months. That way, you can brush up on your practitioner tricks, you have time to adapt to your new home, and we have a chance to get your virus truly healthy. You should be no less than a foot or so shorter than me when a hybrid. You’ll probably be a little shorter than that because you’re not all that tall to begin with, but that’s fine. With luck, you’ll pack on inches and pounds with a better diet. But mostly, I want you to have a chance to refine your practitioner skills. I want you to be able to reduce them to a greasy pile of ash at a snap of your fingers.”

“Right now, I do have to use words to summon the magic, but I could try for gestures only. I’ve never seen a need before to try, and spoken spells are more reliable for me. I’ve shortened long incantations before to one or two words, though. The magic is more about the intent than it is about the specifics, but the specifics help hone the intent.”

“I lit a candle once, but that’s it—and I was very proud of lighting the candle. I’m not embarrassed to admit it was an accident and I never was able to repeat it.”

“I can try to teach you, but if your aptitude is that bad, you may want to stick to your strengths, like buying entire city blocks and turning them into skyscrapers.”

Wayne snickered. “That sounds like something my father would say. And speaking of him, I best call before I am hung out to dry while they treat you like a princess. I’m just the rowdy son causing problems. You? You’re a beauty who is obviously a princess in disguise to them.”

“They haven’t met me yet.”

“I’ve showed them your picture. My mother demanded I inform her why I am not already king of the castle, and we talked about how incredibly stubborn you are.”

As I could see him doing just that, I laughed and went back to organizing my lottery tickets by value. “Did you really show them my picture?”

“I did. My mother yelled at me for hours about bothering a pretty lady and being rude.”

I finished organizing my scratch tickets by value, selected a dime as my tool of choice, and flipped the first one over to read the rules. Once I learned how to play, I went to work revealing if I won or lost. As expected, the game had successfully taken my money for a few moments of amusement. “What is she going to do when you end up bringing this so-called pretty lady home with you?”

“I’m hoping she will be stunned into at least ten minutes of blessed silence.”

I laughed. “Which one of you is the child?”

“I’m pretty sure I’m supposed to be the child, but it feels like that is often not the case.” Wayne grinned, and he pressed a button on the steering wheel. “Call Mom.”

The SUV’s speakers began to ring, and I marveled at the technology and wondered if my phone could do the same sort of thing. Rather than find out, I set my losing lottery ticket aside and began the process all over again, taking my time to read the rules and fine print.

I’d spent money on each of those tickets, and I meant to squeeze every moment of entertainment out of them as possible.

“I was wondering when you’d call, Wayne. Lenny said you were caught up in something work related, and thus you were busy.”

“Lenny hired a bounty hunter to kidnap me,” Wayne announced with a disturbing amount of pride and pleasure in his voice.

Upon double checking the rules, I scratched my ticket to discover I had won a free ticket. As free was a language I understood well and appreciated, I held it up in triumph and placed it in one of the trays in the center console below the navigation panel.

“I’m sorry, I couldn’t have heard you correctly. Lenny did what? Your sweet gentleman of a boss? He wouldn’t do such a thing.”

“He really did, Mom. The bounty hunter was paid twenty thousand for the job, and she did it with so much grace I am no longer single.”

Somehow, I managed to contain my laughter, although my shoulders shook from the effort.

“I’m concerned,” his mother admitted after another long silence. “I can’t tell if you’re yanking my chain because I bothered your boss about why I haven’t been able to get ahold of you.”

“Last night, I was pleading my case to the bounty hunter who had kidnapped me and couldn’t come to the phone. I was generally successful, but while I’m safely evicted from the pool of handsome and eligible bachelors, I’ve only convinced her to work as my secretary and to be wined and dined at appropriate intervals. It’s a work in progress.”

I pressed my lips together to keep quiet while Wayne dealt with his mother. His exaggerations amused me, and it hadn’t taken much to convince me to become his secretary. The salary plus the lure of bonuses had done the job well enough. The wining and dining intrigued me. Had I not agreed to keeping him around, my virus would have whined me into submission.

Her peace and quiet changed a lot for me. While aware of her as always, she napped to regain her strength.

That alone would have convinced me. Wayne hadn’t needed to do much at all to stake his claims, not with a robust virus.

Mine had given everything she had to get what she wanted, and I respected her effort and wouldn’t belittle her.

“Wayne, what actually happened?” his mother asked in an exasperated tone.

Wayne glanced at me. Picking up my next lottery ticket, I flipped it over before saying, “He was beating up lycanthropes on the FBI’s Most Wanted list, destroying a hotel room, and hiring a new secretary. That’s me. My name’s Joyce, and it’s nice to meet you, ma’am.”

“Joyce? As in the pretty little princess who has been holding up Wayne’s skyscraper project?” his mother blurted.

Huh. He hadn’t been joking about the princess commentary. How strange. I gaped at Wayne.

“I think you’ve stunned her with the pretty little princess commentary, Mom. But yes, that Joyce. She’s also the bounty hunter the FBI hired through the CDC. She was infected through violent circumstances, and the CDC wants her better integrated with lycanthropes. They threw me under the bus. My boss sold me out, basically telling me to go get bit. There was no actual biting involved, as I didn’t want to have anything violent around her. We’d had enough violence for one evening. I will give you the story in approximately four or five hours if you don’t mind us invading for a few days. Joyce needs a transfusion because her virus levels are low, and I’m her blood type. Lenny wants us to use the hotspot.”

“If your boss is telling you to come make use of our hotspot, come on over. We’re home, and I’m sure your father won’t mind firing up the grill and feeding a hungry pair of lycanthropes.”

“She isn’t eating a lot yet. Her circumstances had her on a light diet. That’s part of the reason I’m bringing her over.”

“Is she suffering from an eating disorder?” his mother demanded.

“No, she’s just not used to eating the appropriate amounts, Mom. And I’m on speaker, so Joyce can hear you. We’re going to have to feed her small amounts but often. I’m about to take her to a restaurant so she can have her third breakfast of the day, and I expect she’ll be hungry every two or three hours.”

I grinned, as I’d gotten hungry at around eight, and Wayne had left some bacon to snack on. The bacon had been confiscated and eaten the instant he’d turned his back. Satisfied we would survive the conversation, I went back to scratching lottery tickets.

“I’m sorry, Joyce.”

I understood all too well the general discomfort people suffered from interacting with the poor—or being poor. Over the years, I’d learned to change the dialogue. I did my best, so I refused to bow down simply because I couldn’t make the money I had do what I needed. Then, I realized one thing I hadn’t noticed before, but perhaps my virus had.

Wayne had never treated me like anything other than an equal or a rival. He’d never manifested any of the habits I associated with someone uncomfortable with my lack of wealth.

I could understand what my virus had seen but I had missed.

To Wayne, I’d been a real, living and breathing person from the start.

I refused to harbor resentment over the reality of the situation or focus on lost time. Instead, I focused on the little things I might be able to do to defuse any tensions before they became problems. “It’s fine, ma’am. It’s certainly true. I’m not ashamed of it. I couldn’t help I was poor and couldn’t make ends meet. I did my best.”

“Laurie, please, or Mom if you’d prefer. Half that pack of his has settled into calling me Mom, so what’s another lycanthrope child under foot? If you did your best, then it’s clear nobody could ask anything more of you. I do hope you’re rectifying this situation, Wayne.”

Wayne sighed. “Hey, why am I in trouble?”

“You’re slow.”

To my amusement, mother and son settled in to bicker over Wayne’s general inadequacies in luring me to leave my home sooner. While they argued, I scratched tickets. While I lost some, and set those tickets aside as entertainment well spent, my pile of free tickets grew, which amused me. It took until I scratched a ten-dollar ticket to win my first cash prize. According to the matching icons, I’d bagged fifty dollars. I waved my victory in the air.

“Joyce bought herself scratch tickets as a reward for having successfully kidnapped a handsome lycanthrope bachelor, and it seems she won something, judging from the fluttering of the ticket. What did you get?”

“Fifty dollars,” I announced before gesturing at my pile of free tickets. “All those have free tickets, Wayne.”

He glanced at the pile and laughed. “Next time we stop, we’ll turn those in for more tickets for you to scratch. Mom, I’m going to let you go. I’ll text you when we’re stopping for something to eat. It’ll take longer than normal to get to you. I took her to one of the hybrid clothing stores, and I expect we’ll make a few more stops on the way. We didn’t bring a lot with us, and I don’t feel like making the hike back home to pack anything.”

“Take your time, and text me when you know what you like for dinner. If I don’t text you back, I’m headed to the butcher and doing the extravagant things you hate because you want to shower us with presents.”

“When you’re at the butcher, pick up a prime rib,” he replied.

“Extravagance it is!” His mother hung up.

“The only time my mother will get prime rib is if we have guests, and she lives for prime rib. What she doesn’t know is that Dad will steal the receipt and I will give him cash for overindulgence. While they can afford to feed a lycanthrope or three, I prefer to pay for my excess. And the excess of the entire pack. She’ll go overboard, and once she realizes it is just us but she bought for at least five lycanthropes, she’ll take plates to everyone down the street. And if we still have too much food, she packs up plates and goes looking for the homeless until out of food. If she can’t find any homeless, she sneaks to a shelter, lures out unsuspecting people, and feeds them.”

Well, that explained a lot. “She’s been doing this since you were a kid?” I guessed.

“Yep. It’s fun, she hates wasting food, and why not feed people in need?”

I could think of a few idiotic laws meant to prevent distribution of food to the poor aimed at food safety, but in reality they did more harm than good. I couldn’t count the number of times someone like his mother would have made a huge difference for me, even before my infection with the lycanthropy virus. “It’s too bad my parents couldn’t have been a bit more like your parents.”

“Honestly, and this is purely selfish of me, I’m grateful they aren’t. Because of that, you’re here now. And I don’t recommend telling me their names and where they live, because should you, I’d be paying them a visit and giving them more than a few pieces of my mind.”

“I’d pay for that,” I admitted. “But who knows if they moved or anything. You probably speak their language a lot better than I do.”

“What do you mean?”

“They’re into business and do the real estate thing, too. For vanillas like them, of course, preferably wealthy vanillas.”

“You came from a wealthy family?”

I shrugged. “Wealthy enough, I guess. I won’t lie. Part of my problem was being spoiled, but the other part was the magic.”

“It called and you answered, and now when you call, it answers?” he guessed.

“That sounds about right.”

“I don’t like leaving loose ends, so after you’re settled, we’ll discuss the issue with your parents. If there is an active missing persons’ report out for you, I’ll have the CDC or FBI close it. I’ll even see about pulling some strings so I’m the one who handles the notification. Depending on the situation, I can bring you along as either my backup or partner or as my secretary, depending if I’m going as an agent or as a businessman. That’s done on a case-by-case basis.”

Moving on sounded like a good idea to me. “That sounds like a plan. What are we having for third breakfast?”

“Not McDonald’s,” he informed me.

“Good plan. I like it.”
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“Your frugal heart must be singing with joy.”









As Wayne wanted to give his parents more time to deal with preparations, he decided to take me to the lottery headquarters so I could see the place and turn in my winning tickets. Apparently, the place would cash out any type of winning ticket, and he thought it would be fun to do it at the main location, where tickets of any size could be officiated.

I suspected he’d made that decision because his scratch ticket had won him three hundred dollars.

Unbeknownst to him, mine solved my car woes. The shiny new SUV wouldn’t have been my first choice, but it would do what I needed. As we were on route to the place that could confirm I had some good fortune for a change, I asked, “Considering Lucifer told me I’d spend thirty, do you think he anticipated my victory over all the scratch tickets?” I triumphantly placed my winning ticket on the pile of cash prizes I’d accumulated. “I, too, have won on the ticket, and my prize is bigger than your prize.”

“If you had a tail, you’d be wagging it like a lunatic,” he informed me. “I’m not sure what you won, but your scent went from delighted to be playing scratch off tickets to off the charts.”

I sniffed my arm, trying to detect the markers for pure glee, and sure enough, I smelled a new addition to my scent. “So that’s what glee smells like?”

“Roughly. I’ll make sure you get used to it. What did you win?”

I pointed at the pretty picture of the fancy SUV.

His brows shot up. “You won one of the grand prizes?”

I grabbed the ticket and showed it to him. “See?”

He examined the ticket, checked the back, and laughed. “You can win more than one prize. Why’d you stop scratching when you got the SUV?”

“Because I’m not that lucky, Wayne. And the only reason I got this lucky is because the Devil must have been playing with it.”

“It doesn’t matter if you don’t scratch the rest. You’re supposed to scratch the whole thing, so if you won something else, they’ll tell you when we get there. What’s your total?”

As promised, every time we stopped, Wayne had exchanged my free tickets for new ones until I’d run out of luck on free tickets. I grabbed my stack of cash prizes to tally them up. “Six hundred and change plus the SUV,” I answered.

“That sounds like something the Devil would do. Six hundred wouldn’t overwhelm you, and for some reason, I suspect you view the SUV as fair compensation for the tragic loss of your…” Wayne cleared his throat, muttered something, and sighed.

“Piece of shit rust monster?” I suggested.

“I was trying to find some nice way of saying that.”

“There’s no need to be nice about it. I’m a little sad that it didn’t live long after defeating their truck on its first round, though. I was going to give what was left of the paint a cleaning and an oil change as a reward. I guess I’ll just have to welcome my new SUV into my life. And this was a lot more cost effective than trying to go buy one.”

“I mean, paying a hundred for a new vehicle is not shabby in the slightest. And if you’re on the hook for the taxes, I’ll pay that share of it because I already promised to help replace your vehicle.” Wayne checked the navigation panel. “At our next stop, I’ll report to my mother that we’re going to be a little later, but she won’t mind.”

“Do you think it’ll take long at the lottery place?”

“I’m hoping no longer than an hour.” Wayne shrugged. “An hour to get there, an hour at the place, and then probably two hours to get to my parents’ place in Paradise if traffic is typical. In good news, we don’t have to go into New York City. It’s in Schenectady, which is north of Albany. I may have tipped the FBI off we were headed there the last time I fed you, so we’re going to be expected. I’ll give them a call back and warn them you’ve won the SUV. I don’t know if it’ll be custom or if it’s already sitting in their garage waiting to go home with someone, but if it’s ready, I can get you added to my insurance and we can take that around for the next while. And if the idiots break the SUV, we can get you one you actually like.”

I laughed at him. “I love the SUV because I spent how much to get what?”

“Your frugal heart must be singing with joy.”

“I got a lycanthrope and a new vehicle. The money I bagged from getting the lycanthrope isn’t bad, but I have high hopes for a bathtub worth lounging in. That alone will make it worth putting up with the lycanthrope. I’m not sure I can afford the price tag associated with having a male around, though. It’s a concern.”

“I’m a zero-cost lycanthrope. I even clean up after myself.”

“I’ve heard that can happen from time to time, but I’m not sure how I’m supposed to handle this situation,” I confessed. “I was brought up where I would be expected to take care of all household tasks. Like cooking, cleaning, and so on. And the reality of the situation? I can’t cook much. Ingredients are expensive, and it was cheaper to eat the prepackaged stuff and add water.”

Wayne winced. “Cooking classes are in your future, then. I can cook, and I even like doing it, but if you don’t know how to cook, you need to learn. I’m not going to make you cook unless you want to, but you need to know the basics in case I’m working and you’re hungry. My refrigerator doesn’t contain a whole lot you can just throw in a microwave and eat. And my pantry tends to contain ingredients. The only exception to this is my chicken noodle soup, because if I’m feeling unwell, that’s my main comfort food.”

“I don’t mind taking cooking courses.”

Wayne sighed his relief. “You’re not angry I’m going to insist on that one?”

“I’m not angry you’re going to insist I have basic life skills so we’re able to equally contribute in the kitchen. I’m just warning you, right now, my cooking consists of basic survival, the ability to use a stove without burning the apartment down, and thrifty shopping. I won’t promise I won’t freak out the first time I witness you grocery shopping, though.” In reality, I rarely got my groceries from a grocery store, as I’d located a variety of thrift stores that sold things like tuna fish for a lot cheaper. As I refused to be ashamed of my situation, I added, “I’m game to show you a week of my life if you want to experience it.”

“Actually, yes. I’ll probably be horrified, but I’d like to have a better understanding. And I’d like to try to see what I could manage with what you had. I expect it won’t end well, as I’ll take it seriously, be offended, and start trying to reform general society so it doesn’t happen to somebody else. But I’m not nearly wealthy enough to actually reform society. But that won’t stop me from trying.”

“Suit yourself, Wayne.”
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Wayne’s efforts bore fruit, along with some help from the FBI and CDC. With the advance warning of what prize my winning ticket contained, the lottery headquarters was able to prepare the vehicle. Upon arrival, a few FBI agents ambushed Wayne while I was greeted by someone who worked for the New York lottery, an older woman named Lissa. She took me inside the building, led me to an office with a fancy machine, and asked for my collection of winning tickets.

“This is one of our official machines, and normally, we don’t bring anyone back here, but with the FBI crawling around, it’s just easier this way,” she explained while feeding the tickets to the machine one by one.

“I didn’t finish scratching the one with the SUV. Wayne said it might have other prizes. I couldn’t bear to look if it did.”

She laughed. “Don’t worry about it, Joyce. You won’t be the first or the last to be alarmed by their winning ticket. But since we’re talking about it, let’s see what secrets your ticket holds.” She waited for the machine to finish eating the previous ticket before feeding it the big winner. A moment later, it pinged. “Did you read the back of the ticket?”

“Sort of,” I confessed. “Mostly how to scratch it properly. And then I didn’t finish scratching it.”

She chuckled, and once the machine spit out the ticket, she picked it up, turned it over, and pointed at a section, which listed the prizes. “There are three prizes with SUVs, and the tickets are designed where all combined prizes equal one of these grand prizes. You’ve won the second-tier prize, which is an SUV, an all-expenses paid trip to a choice of six destinations for two, and a cash prize of fifty thousand dollars. The base prize is just the SUV, and the top prize is everything you’re getting but the cash prize is a million dollars. There are three of the base one, two of your tier, and one of the largest grand prize for this batch of tickets.”

“I get to go on a vacation?” I asked with wide eyes.

“Your choice of vacations include two weeks at Hawaii, a two-week cruise around Alaska, a two-week cruise to the Caribbean, a two-week stay at a ski resort with all resort and lift tickets covered, two weeks in Florida, or two weeks touring Europe.”

“Europe,” I blurted with wide eyes.

Leaving the United States had entered the unobtainable category the day I’d fled my childhood home.

“Well, that made it simple. As we’ve been briefed that you have some circumstances, would you like us to work with the CDC to make arrangements for your trip? That’ll simplify the process for you, especially if you need your passport and travel documents. We don’t usually do that, but I’ve been told to take certain liberties with your prize as needed. Let me finish tallying up your winnings, and then I’ll get the check issued and finish finalizing your new vehicle. Normally, the process is more complicated, but when the CDC and FBI get involved, red tape tends to mysteriously disappear.” Lissa ran the rest of my tickets through the machine, printed out a long receipt, and gestured for me to follow her. “This won’t take long, and we were asked to forgo taking your picture. We normally do that to help advertise the lottery, but it would create a safety issue. We do take that seriously. As you’re the first to claim an SUV, you get a choice of color. Otherwise, the vehicles are identical. Your choices are red, white, silver, black, and blue.”

“What kind of red?”

“It’s a wine red, so a darker shade with a hint of purple.”

That sounded nice, especially after having driven a rust bucket for years. “I’ll take the red one.”

Lissa detoured to a phone, pressed a button, and held it to her ear. A few moments later, she said, “Miss Gray has selected the red one, and her ticket is one of the vacation and fifty thousand prizes. She would like to go to Europe. I’m about to finalize the paperwork. Thank you.” She hung up. “The SUV will be ready in about twenty minutes. It’ll be given a quick wash, and the FBI wants to do a check over the vehicle before you take it.”

“Thank you.”

She smiled. “You’re very welcome. If you’ll come with me, I’ll have your payment issued. Normally, we do checks, but we were asked to do a direct deposit to your account, which is what we’ll do. You’ll have the funds within two days.”

That would work, especially as my bank account already had a healthy amount of money in it. “That’s perfect. Thank you so much.”

“The paperwork will only take a few minutes, and we have documents to show you how the taxes work. We’ll calculate how much you’ll owe for your taxes so there aren’t any surprises. That’s part of why we include cash prizes with these. It’ll let you pay the taxes on everything else.”

Damned taxes. “That’s really nice, actually. Thanks.”

At the rate I kept thanking the woman, I’d end up groveling.

Her smile widened into a grin. “I’m glad to be part of helping you have a really good day. Let’s get the paperwork over with so you can meet your new SUV.”
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It took a little longer than an hour, as the FBI wanted to investigate every inch of my new SUV, install a tracker, and scold Wayne for detouring from the general plan. Wayne grinned and dealt with the situation with grace.

I prowled around my SUV, eager for a chance to drive it and experience getting behind the wheel of a new vehicle for the first time.

“If your mate gets much more excited, you’re going to have to leash her to keep her from bouncing off,” one of the agents stated with amusement in his tone.

“Being newly mated is quite the thrill, and if I won a new vehicle, I wouldn’t be able to sit still,” Wayne commented, and he grinned at me. “It won’t be much longer. The FBI is staffed by a collection of headstrong agents and worrywarts, which results in a mess when things don’t go quite to plan.”

“I presume you’re a worrywart,” I replied, raising a brow at him.

“I like to think of myself as headstrong and brilliant but prone to worrying at the appropriate intervals.”

“All right, Barnes. You can go. Since you’re not leaving in the FBI’s SUV, text with updates every twenty minutes until you get to your destination. I’m sure you can handle this task, as I suspect your mate will want to drive her new vehicle.”

Yes, I did. With the agent’s approval to leave, I opened the door, climbed inside, and buckled in before investigating the new features. Like the FBI’s vehicle, mine had a navigation panel, but the steering wheel had more buttons. I identified the cruise control, although I had no idea how to enable it. I could adjust my music and volumes at the press of a button, and I could warm the wheel on particularly cold days.

“The steering wheel is heated, Wayne.”

“Nice. You’ll appreciate that in the winter.” After spending a few moments wishing his co-workers well, he climbed into the passenger seat and buckled in. “If you’re not sure how to do something, I can probably figure it out. I haven’t owned this specific model, but the FBI has the same make, so they’re pretty similar.” He went to work plugging his phone into the car and setting up the directions. “I’ll get your phone set up for working with the vehicle after we’re at my parents’ place. We can also get any accessories you want if you get tired of lounging around doing nothing.”

“I have a severe deficit of lounging around and doing nothing, so I’m not sure I’m going to get tired of that right away.”

“I thought the same after working for a while, only to discover I become horrifically bored after two or three days,” he confessed. “If anyone does anything to your new baby, I’ll make sure you get it replaced. I’ve already got it on my insurance for replacement insurance with gap coverage, but I’ll take care of the details.”

I eyed him before starting the engine, pleased with its purr. “It’s nice driving something that doesn’t rattle.”

“I’m just grateful you’re driving something that has more paint than rust.”

Right. We lived in New York. Fortunately for my new baby, I had ways of safeguarding it from the evils of oxidation. I concentrated on the warm spot deep within and pressed my right hand to the center of the steering wheel. As I didn’t have a precise incantation for what I wanted to do, I drew a warding pattern around the rim of the wheel with my left index finger, focusing on the intent to repel water from the vehicle’s exterior, undercarriage, and parts that weren’t supposed to be exposed to water.

The effort left me jittery, as though I’d consumed a cup of coffee grinds without the benefit of water in my hurry to get the biggest caffeine buzz on the planet. Giving myself a shake, I patted my wheel. “It’s good to be a practitioner sometimes. My precious will repel water in places she should not get wet, and thus there will be no rust.”

“How long will that last?” Wayne asked.

I pondered the issue of my magic’s duration before replying, “A few weeks, I suppose? I’ll check on it every time I drive her, and if it seems to be wearing off, I’ll renew it.”

“Is there a reason you didn’t protect your other car?”

“It was already rusted when I got it, and while I experimented a little, I only experimented enough to see if I could. I wasn’t wasting the energy on a piece of shit car.” I gave my steering wheel another pat before pulling out of my spot and easing through the underground parking garage to the street. At the gate, the security guard let us out and waved.

Once on the road, I asked, “Is there anything I should know about your parents?”

“They’re extroverts.”

I tended to be the opposite, although my virus had sufficient extroverted tendencies for both of us. “I am not an extrovert, in case you were not aware.”

“I will take care to make certain our extroverted ways do not cause distress to your introverted spirit. They know they need to give introverts a break. They have a reading room that is essentially dedicated to all things introversion. There’s even a connected bathroom, allowing the shy introverts to escape us boisterous extroverts. You’ll be fine. They aren’t the kind to force people to be something they are not.”

“You’re confident.”

“I know precisely what you’re getting into, and I can’t wait for you to meet them. Sure, they’re not perfect parents, but I’m biased and think they’re great. I’m more than willing to share them with you. And if your parents try to put up a fight, I’ll involve mine. Mine will win.”

“What are they winning? What are the winning conditions? I was unaware there were winning conditions in a parent vs parent brawl. I mean, if it comes to brawling, I really don’t think mine stand much of a chance. They might win the money game, though.”

“I’m better at the money game than they are,” Wayne pointed out.

“That I can believe, having met you. And that you bought an entire city block in Long Island. That’s quite the feat.”

“It’s not even my first city block. It’s just the most troublesome one until yesterday.”

I blinked, forced my attention to the road, and obeyed the navigation panel’s directions to get onto the highway heading south. “Can you repeat that in a way that isn’t likely to cause panic?”

“The other city block I own is one I bought out business by business, and I just manage it. Often, I would buy the office space outright, and then rent it to the people who wanted to dodge dealing with the maintenance. Once I owned most of the office space in each building, I went after the landowners, eventually buying the actual buildings. Divided buildings like that get complicated, and generally, you want one building under the same management with the building’s owner leasing out the space. Someone figured out a way to deed out chunks of buildings, so one building had multiple owners but only of the office space and not the land.”

I struggled to comprehend what he meant, until I realized my parents had done something similar with their vacation properties. “Like a timeshare?”

“Sort of. Actually, yes, that’s a good comparison. It’s different, but the idea is similar.”

“Did you have to reassemble the various deeds to recreate a singular property once done?”

“I did, and it was a nightmare. But I got it done, and the place is leased out properly, maintained properly, and makes me good money without much effort. I own the maintenance company, and because it’s my maintenance company and my property, the money works well in my favor. And while I could charge more than I do, I don’t, because reliable rent is better for me than higher rent. Once I had that all paid off, that’s when I started the project involving your former residence.”

“Are your parents aware you’ve become a real estate mogul?”

“Until today, they were concerned I was the world’s first and only homosexual lycanthrope.” Wayne laughed. “There are a few bisexual lycanthrope now, did you know that? They turned up recently, and it was a case of a polyamorous group who all contracted the lycanthropy virus at the same time in an accident. The virus went a bit haywire, but the entire lot of them formed a family group. Their pack has three women and four men, and while they’re considered to be a bit strange among other lycanthropes, it’s working out. The CDC is starting to reevaluate its stance on some things as a result. The virus does try to do the best for its host, so the new theory is if the virus is introduced to a married pair, no matter what their preferences might be, that pair will remain a pair. Or a group will remain a group. It’s quite interesting, because it opens up the virus to those who were passed over because they didn’t fit the stereotypical lycanthrope mold. The CDC is convinced the only reason that group worked out was because the accident involved an already mated pair.”

“The virus tends to be jealous, though, right?”

“Right. In their case, the virus is jealous of the entire group of them, but not jealous among each other. So, they mingle with each other however they see fit, it’s only when someone outside of their pack comes knocking that the virus gets up in arms. I am sometimes asked to go interact with the pack, as I don’t trip their triggers. I’ve made it clear there’s someone I’m interested in, and it isn’t one of them, and I’m extroverted enough I like attention.”

“I hope you’re ready to accept there will be times I just want to soak in the tub without anyone bothering me. That anyone may include you.”

“I’m sure I’ll survive. I might sulk, but while I’ll sulk, I’ll wear something you like and pose for your enjoyment, mostly so you pay attention to me.” Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a glimpse of him fiddling with the envelope that he’d gotten from the lottery headquarters. “I probably should have taken cash instead of new tickets. I got several hundred dollars in two-dollar scratch offs. I think I’ll dole them out to you as prizes whenever you show me any positive attention.”

I snickered at the idea of him using scratch off tickets to lure me closer to him. “I’ll take my first ticket for agreeing to share a bedroom with you if you’re warm and fluffy for my enjoyment.”

“Consider it done.”
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“It was an accident.”









My awareness Wayne had helped his parents expand their property to cover an entire street left me woefully unprepared for the reality of the situation. Expecting some form of wealth or grandeur played a key role in my expectations.

The Barnes family lived in a spacious, nice, but relatively normal rancher surrounded with small Japanese maples, a fish pond with a fountain, and a stone walkway leading up to their door. The driveway allowed space for a ridiculous number of vehicles, and an RV devoured a quarter of the pavement.

“Are you sure this is the right address?” I asked, aware of how stupid my question sounded.

“I’m pretty sure. This is even the house I grew up in as a kid. My grandfather helped my parents buy it back in the day, when homes cost a great deal less. The RV is the love of their life, and they go adventuring in it when they think I can take care of myself, which is not as often as they would like. What you’re not seeing is the guest house in the back, which is a smaller version of this. That’s where we’ll probably be staying while here, unless my mother begs for us to stay in the main house. It could go either way.”

“The guest house fits better with what I was thinking.” The confession hurt. “This looks so… normal.”

“And we are anything but.” Wayne grinned at me, unbuckled his seat belt, and got out of my SUV. “My parents, despite appearances, are successful on their own. I just like taking care of them, so they pretend they aren’t neck deep in their own business dealings. They aren’t as wealthy or as successful as I am, but they have their own gig, and they’re good at it. Their gig is questionably legal, but because they bat for the CDC and FBI as needed, their gig is ignored. And they pay their taxes legitimately, which helps with the government ignoring their gig. You’ll find you have a lot in common with my father.”

“Bounty hunting or the black market?” I guessed.

“Closer to the black market side of things, but he’s done his fair share of bounties. He likes investigative work, so he works the shadier side of things. He’s not quite a handler, not quite a market operative, and not quite a bounty hunter. Mom handles Dad, and they take their money and hoard it. I once accused them of being dragons, but I was told if I wanted to stay ungrounded for life to drop any accusations of that nature. I’ve been trying to figure out if I’m actually a dragon ever since.”

“Your status as a lycanthrope implies you are not a dragon, Wayne.”

“I know, and it hugely disappoints me.”

“Let me see if I understand this correctly. Your parents play at being poor so you, their successful son, can pamper them whenever possible.”

“Yes.”

I gave up trying to understand the Barnes family, got out of my SUV, and went to the back to grab my new suitcase, which had wheels and could fit my entire new wardrobe. I wouldn’t have picked a green one with white polkadots had I been shopping for one, but if I ever did get to fly somewhere, it would be easy to spot. I considered why Wayne might be warning me about his parents’ profession. Then I realized I had surrounded myself with nosy busybodies. “You’re worried they were researching me.”

“I know they are researching you, and I’m less worried about that and more worried about what they’ve discovered that I don’t know yet.”

“I’m a runaway with a tendency to serve as bait, with a willingness to engage in violence as necessary,” I replied. “I try not to be violent, though. I am capable of it, but I prefer to avoid it.”

“I know. That’s why you have such a good rep with the CDC and the FBI. I just don’t want you to get sideswiped if they uncover more than you wish for them to.”

As I’d done a good job of hiding my general circumstances, I understood his perspective. “The only way I’m going to get upset is if they want to discuss the situation with my parents.”

“That is something they wouldn’t do without talking to you about it first. And I’m happy to have that argument with them, because I want to be the bastard to deal with them.”

“While you have bastard tendencies, I’m not sure they’d survive the shock if you were to exert any actual pressure. Judging from how much they hated me because of my interest in magic, you being a lycanthrope will top even that. Me being a lycanthrope and a practitioner? Forget it.”

“I’ll do my best to keep my temper in check, unless you’d like me to show off my strength for you, in which case I will turn my temper onto something to destroy so you can enjoy the show.”

My virus stirred enough to let me know she wanted the show, and she wouldn’t mind a dessert of handsome male lycanthrope named Wayne afterwards. I frowned. “Can you hold that thought?”

“Your virus made it clear she liked the idea?” he asked in an amused tone.

“To a startling degree.”

“The lycanthropy virus isn’t precisely the most peaceful of things, so she’s allowing her nature to show through a bit more, especially if she thinks you can handle it. Now, let’s get inside before my parents think we’re scheming something, like their demise.”

“Would you scheme their demise?”

“No, but I like to keep them on their toes. I can’t be the perfect son all the time.”
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Rather than offer hugs and kisses like I expected from a family who liked each other, Wayne’s father did his best to kick his son into next week. The pair brawled in the entry of the home, and Wayne’s tendency to hold back resulted in him having the crap beat out of him. Between the growls and grunts, I caught bits and pieces of how Wayne would finally learn, even if it meant having to play nursemaid to a crying son for a few weeks. Wayne’s mother refereed, and I came to the conclusion they had rules to follow. I guessed at one rule early on: the face was off-limits. Other than that, anything went.

I questioned why Wayne wasn’t worried about spreading the virus, especially after his father’s elbow cracked into his nose and caused a bloody mess.

I assumed the elbow to the face fell into the accident category, but it lost Wayne the war, as his father took advantage of the situation to turn him into a living knot.

Ouch.

“You don’t end up hanging around Wayne and his lot often without contracting the virus,” Wayne’s mother informed me. “We’ve had it for a few years now, but we’re slow in maturing our viruses. Our viruses aren’t all that motivated, so we’re not contagious yet, and it’ll probably be at least twenty years until we are. We might see our viruses mature faster once we’re older, though. Why don’t you come on in and leave the men to their fight? Darling, make sure you didn’t break Wayne’s nose, however much he might deserve it for worrying us.”

“It was an accident,” Wayne’s father stated.

“I know, else you would be suffering from the same condition. That’s the rule.” Wayne’s mother gestured for me to follow, and as I wasn’t about to cause trouble so early into meeting his family, I followed. “Don’t mind them. Wayne usually needs to be engaged physically, and his father’s virus, while young, loves romping. Wayne didn’t tell you we’re infected?”

“No, he hadn’t.”

“Typical. He likes surprising people. He probably wanted to let us handle it because he values privacy. Sometimes more than he should. What has he told you about us?”

Inside, the Barnes home married rustic charm with creature comforts, resulting in the sort of place my wolf would love to lounge between sessions of hunting dinner and prowling after Wayne in hopes of positive attention. “He mentioned the black market and possibly bounty hunting, since I’m into bounty hunting.”

“We don’t do a lot on the bounty hunting front, although we will handle regular market and black market hunters as needed. We’ve done a fair amount of bounty handling lately. It’s a nice challenge, and it works the virus up nicely, so it’s boosting our virus’s health. The hotspot is probably responsible for the slow but robust nature of our virus. It’s excellent for virus recovery, which I hear you need. We spoke with the CDC after getting off the phone with you.”

We passed near the living room, which had several couches, six arm chairs scattered around the massive room, and a fireplace with crackling flames offering warmth and light. Wayne’s mother paused. “You’re not afraid of fire, are you?”

“I’m a practitioner. I make clothes out of fire sometimes because it amuses me.”

“Why would you do that?”

“To practice my control. If I screw up, the burns are unpleasant. I haven’t screwed up in quite a while. I haven’t practiced as much as I should, but I’ll be changing that.”

“Because of those rogue lycanthropes after you.”

I looked Wayne’s mother in the eyes, and at my virus’s insistance, I replied, “To flirt with Wayne. But charring those lycanthropes is an added benefit.”

His mother blinked, and after a moment, she snickered. “That is an effective way to do that, I must admit. We’re no good at teaching practitioner magic, much to Wayne’s dismay. Our tricks are modest at best and boosted by the hotspot. If you want to flirt with him, all you have to do is offer to teach him the basics. Bless him, he’s a quiet boy, so he never approaches anyone about it. He claims he’s too old now.”

I shrugged. “I started young, and let’s just say my family is vanilla and I am not.”

“Yes. Our informant with the CDC indicated you were a runaway and had no paperwork when you’d been attacked. And that you’re notoriously quiet regarding your familial situation—to the point they asked us to start digging. They dislike having to create identities for victims and using people or other beings to sense the truth about citizenship.”

I wondered what else the CDC had told Wayne’s parents about my situation. “As I do plan on telling Wayne about my family, I don’t mind you trying to figure it out on your own first, if that is what you’re asking. However, Wayne wants to deal with the situation, and while you can feed him information, I would like that to be honored.”

That might keep the situation somewhat contained.

“We’ll be available as backup. I would like to hear from you the reasons why you went underground, however.”

“They’re vanilla. I am not. They told me that the instant it was legal for them to kick me out, they would because I’m a practitioner. Rather than deal with the indignity of being kicked out, I left. I’m sure the difference in timing would have been a few hours.”

“I warned Wayne I would kick him out the day he turned eighteen if he didn’t bring home a good girlfriend. I was joking. Everyone knew it as well, but especially Wayne. You’re his first real girlfriend. He didn’t even manage to get a girlfriend in high school.”

“Wayne,” I complained, turning towards the open front door. “You’re hopeless.”

A few moments later, Wayne came over, cupping his nose in his hand. “What’d I do?”

“There is no way I’m your first girlfriend.”

“I was too handsome to date in high school. I was leaving myself pure and pristine for you.”

I raised a brow. “What is the real reason you didn’t date?”

“The girls I liked were dating other guys, and I refused to break apart other relationships for a chance with the girl,” he reported.

I turned to his mother and said, “It seems to me that he had a good reason to avoid dating.”

Wayne eyed his mother. “What are you up to?”

“I’m determining where I failed as a parent so I do not make the same mistakes for our next child.”

Wayne paled several shades, his eyes widened, and he excused himself, going deeper into the house.

His mother sighed. “We’re infected with lycanthropy. What did you think was going to happen, Wayne? Where did we go wrong with you?”

I considered her complaint, and after a few moments, I said, “You just took the really long approach with him. I’m sure he’ll be fine after he cleans up his nose. Do you need help making sure everything is cleaned and neutralized?”

“His father will take care of it, as he’s the one who made the mess. Now, what’s this Wayne was saying about your diet?”

“I’m a minimum wage worker living in New York.”

“Ah. A simple enough problem to solve. Come into the kitchen, and you can start foraging to your heart’s content. I made too much, as my son decided to take detours. Your new SUV is really nice, though. I am surprised you went and got lottery tickets, though.”

“The Devil made me do it.”

She blinked. “Are you being literal?”

I nodded. “He said I should get about thirty dollars in tickets to be more in my comfort zone, but I got several hundred in tickets to spite him. I paid for it in getting a new SUV, a vacation, and some cash.”

“It could have been worse.”

“I know. I could have won the bigger prize, and that would have been horrifying. Having to accept a bunch of stuff was bad enough. I am going to convince myself I earned it through prepayment in misery and having to work at McDonald’s. I’m going to need some time to get used to not living in the cheapest apartment in all of Long Island, though. I still think he’s a little crazy for wanting me to be his secretary. I don’t know how to be a secretary. I do know how to handle customers, though. And I’m really good at telling Wayne no.”

“Honestly, if you can tell him no, you’ll be fine. The rest can be learned. Being a secretary is not that hard, although you’ll make mistakes at first. He’ll train you.”

Wayne returned, holding a tissue to his nose. “What am I training her to be? The most beautiful lycanthrope in New York? No training required. She passes the test by default. The prettiest bounty hunter in New York? No training required there, either. Most resourceful? Already passed that test.”

While my parents had failed me on some fronts, they’d done a good job of convincing me I wasn’t ugly, nor did I have to pretend like makeup would make me more valuable. To them, I’d been pretty. I’d been smart and clever, too—but I’d loved the magic they’d hated. I accepted it didn’t matter what I felt about my appearance.

He found me to be pretty, and I would accept that as his truth—and my opinion on it mattered very little. Rather than deal with the issue of him thinking I was pretty, I replied, “How to be your secretary, and I don’t mean in some gaudy adult flick.”

Wayne narrowed his eyes. “I have an invitation to serve as a furry pillow tonight, so I’m going to need some help here, Joyce.”

I joined my virus in regarding Wayne with interest. “We can discuss that later.”

Wayne turned his gaze to his mother, and while his bloodied nose hampered his effort, he managed a smug smile. “I think we’ll be fine with the training portion of her new employment. Joyce, you should stuff yourself silly on Mom’s cooking before the CDC gets here to do the transfusion. Do you have an ETA?”

“An hour. They wanted me to get you both fed before they showed up and make sure you’re settled. I called when I saw you pull into the driveway. If your FBI friends are going to be sticking around, there’s plenty to feed them all, just let them know.”

“They’re working, Mom.”

“There is no need to make them work on an empty stomach.”

Wayne sighed. “While I will text an invitation, do not be heartbroken if they don’t come in for a bite. They’re working. Legitimately working, not just hoping to be fed. Expect them to be around for most of the time we’re here. And no, Joyce, it’s not your fault a team is standing watch.”

“I mean, it is,” I protested. My virus’s irritation bloomed to life, and she wanted to give the bastard who’d infected me a beating he wouldn’t be capable of remembering, as he’d be dead by the time she finished with him. “But if they do show up, I’ll be happy to help the FBI deal with the problem—permanently.”

“You know that, I know that, and the FBI and CDC know that, which is why they’re keeping a watch. If they’re stupid enough to show up, it simplifies cleanup,” Wayne informed me. “We’ll try not to leave you drowning in leftovers, Mom. And right now, Joyce forages, so we will need to put aside enough so she can eat at her leisure.”

“I made a variety expecting something like that. Clean your nose up properly, and if it doesn’t stop bleeding within the next five minutes, I’m going to have a serious talk with your virus.”

Wayne rolled his eyes but retreated at his mother’s orders.

“Now, let’s see about getting you fed and settled, Joyce.”
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A good meal and a blood transfusion knocked me out for the count, and I spent two days eating, sleeping, and soaking in the guest bathroom tub. Once my virus recovered enough to express real interest in the world, she prioritized receiving any and all forms of positive attention, preferably from Wayne, although she’d accept it from anyone to cross her path.

I assumed Wayne’s virus held responsibility for the situation, although I found it to my liking. Having an on-demand hybrid to snuggle with helped. Each morning and evening, a CDC representative came over to monitor my virus levels, which remained disconcertingly low. I blamed the pixie dust prescription for my need to be cuddled into general submission.

Wayne enjoyed his duties as the primary recipient of the cuddling, although he flipped his lid over my generally defenseless state.

Pixie dust of the grade they’d given me rendered me incapable of self-defense. The CDC had gone out of their way to make certain Wayne understood he held full responsibility for my vulnerable state. It’d taken a single cut with a scalpel for the attending doctor to get the point across.

I’d giggled the entire time.

Wayne had freaked himself straight to his hybrid form, and it’d taken three CDC reps, two of which were lycanthropes, to contain me long enough to wrap my arm before I’d made myself comfortable on his lap.

It took the entirety of the two weeks planned to recover sufficiently for the CDC to approve light work and general rest at home rather than at the hotspot with a tendency of boosting the virus. To my amusement, the reps had taken turns scolding Wayne on what I could and couldn’t do, expecting him to be more of a problem than me. Once they finally left, I pointed at Wayne and laughed at his disgruntled expression. “The best part of that? They blamed you for my stubbornness.”

“So damned stubborn,” he complained, and he herded me in the direction of my new SUV. “You need to submit your resignation to McDonald’s, and don’t forget to include the waiver stating you are exempt from having to return for a final shift.”

As a general rule, insurance companies and corporations made it difficult to use insurance if you couldn’t return to work, requiring a minimum of one shift to be eligible to receive coverage. Before the CDC had taken over a lot of health regulations, especially on the insurance front, failure to return to work after a medical issue often resulted in zero coverage.

The CDC’s little note, which implied I might spread the lycanthropy virus unintentionally, cleared me from any such issues.

I expected a legal tussle over the situation, but the CDC had already promised to cover any fees that might accrue as a result of my situation.

Off the record, the rep had informed me they’d been looking for opportunities to improve rights for lycanthropes, and cases like mine tended to make good cannon fodder for the war, resulting in larger jumps in general progress. As nobody deserved to be put through hell for having a disease, I’d notified them I was pleased to play the game.

Had people been a little less prejudiced against magic and lycanthropes when I had been younger, I might never had needed to flee from my childhood home.

“I’ll even have you review the letter to make sure I did it right.” I considered him, narrowing my eyes. “I don’t suppose you’d be willing to help me write it?”

“You’ve never written one, have you?”

“It was the first job I got since moving to the area, and the CDC made sure I kept it after the attack, even though there were some issues with my paperwork. They fixed it, quietly.”

“You had illegal documents,” he muttered.

“Well, I was there illegally, technically. But yes. I used some magic to create an identification that would pass basic scrutiny. I kept my social security number the same, but I cheated a little.”

Wayne’s eyes widened. “Did you use practitioner magic to change your name in the system?”

“Maybe a little.”

“You got your magic to work with tech?”

I shrugged. “It tested me, but yeah. I had a login for the social security website because my parents made me one, so when I ran, I changed the address, the name, and the contact information, and then I may have erased the parental links.”

“The CDC let you get away with a felony?”

“I was seventeen, in a situation where they assumed endangerment, and all I did was erase being traced easily. I paid my taxes!” I bristled and tensed.

“Okay. If the CDC legalized it, it’s not really a problem. And they do try to help at-risk teens… although they tend to do that while the person is still a teen. You’re no teen.”

“I haven’t been one of those for a long time. But I changed my last name. I like my first name, so I kept it. But I changed my last one. They officiated that, and they gave me new documents because I left my birth certificate and everything else behind. It was just some name changes and putting in fake parents in the system. Fake parents who weren’t technically citizens.”

“And that happens fairly often in the form of accidental Americans.”

I nodded. “I even got praised by the one investigator. They made me show them how I did it as part of my forgiveness. But once they heard why I’d done it, they took it easy on me. I was scolded, but it wasn’t bad. Of course, it wasn’t bad because I’d just survived something pretty horrific and pixie dust was involved.”

“The more you talk about this, the more concerned I become. You even got my parents to back off digging too deeply into your past, although you did it through using sad eyes on them and well-timed sniffles. While snuggling against me. You were using me for my fur coat.”

“I am not responsible for what I do when drugged with pixie dust,” I reminded him.

“Amusingly, the CDC had warned me. You had warned me. And I was still surprised at how much attention you need when under the influence of anything stronger than the lowest grades. I’m amazed you hadn’t removed my clothes and taken me to bed, honestly.”

“Too stoned to.” My virus had wanted to, but the pixie dust had done a great job of preventing anything beyond pleasant cuddling and napping. “That was not the result anybody expected. I thought that one rep was going to break something in her brain when she realized the pixie dust basically turned me into a mushy fluff with zero motivation to do anything other than nap on people. Well, a person. You.”

“My mother managed to get you to snuggle up to her once so I could go run errands, but there was crying involved because your virus didn’t want me to wander off.”

I wrinkled my nose at the reminder. “That was not one of my better moments.”

“You’re fine. But I’m driving, especially as the CDC doesn’t want you behind the wheel until your virus levels are up to average compared to other lycanthropes. Give it another month, and you’ll be as healthy as I am. Just think about it this way. You’ve graduated from needing virus transfusions.”

“I still don’t understand why I needed transfusions every three days.”

“Your virus was dangerously tapped out from establishing our mating bond. The CDC didn’t realize how low your general virus levels were. You have the hybrid form, so it was assumed you were in a healthy state for your virus. So, when your virus jumped ship to visit me, you were left with dangerously low reserves. So when my virus jumped ship to visit you, he picked up on this and went into a protection mode to preserve your virus. Rather than your virus assimilating mine in your body, my virus was doing the equivalent of standing on guard duty, working to replicate to bolster yours. And rather than assimilating your virus in my body, the same happened in mine. Once your virus began replicating properly, assimilation started to happen, but not at the expected rate. You’re still packing a high number of my virus cells, and that’ll probably be the case for another month. I’m sure the CDC will want to run their scanners again over the next few weeks.” Wayne waited for me to get into the front passenger seat before taking care of packing the SUV and getting behind the wheel. “I’ll ease you into meeting the pack while your virus settles. I expect two months. But in good news? Nobody is going to get to you while at our home. Let’s just say the pack will be keeping a close eye on the place, and every member will enjoy ripping those bastards apart if they’re dumb enough to come near you while on our turf.”

“How disappointing. I’d enjoy ripping them apart, and you’re just going to let the pack do it?”

“Joyce,” Wayne complained. “Until your virus is doing better, yes, I’m going to let the pack do it. I’d be okay with you watching from a safe distance, though. You deserve to witness their downfall.”

As I knew it would drive him crazy, I said, “But I want to be the reason for their downfall, even if I can’t say the Devil made me do it like I could with that lottery ticket binge.”

“You should check to see if your ticket won. The winning ticket hasn’t been turned in yet.”

A hint of brimstone and a pop announced an arrival in the back seat of the SUV, and the Devil said, “I’ve been waiting for a good time to pop in.”

Wayne yelped. My virus’s amusement warmed me. I twisted in my seat to face Lucifer. “Oh, cool. I didn’t know you could just pop into vehicles like that.”

“You conveniently left enough room on the seat for me, so it was trivial. And you so helpfully said my name.”

“Wayne, this is Lucifer. He’s actually a pretty nice guy as far as I can tell. My virus likes him.”

“Your virus likes me because I nudged her here and there to enjoy some violence in the coffee shop. I gave her a little boost. I do enjoy my meddlesome ways.” He buckled in. “Don’t fret yourself, Wayne. I’m your friend and the enemy of your enemy in this matter, so it’s double the pleasure on my part to become involved with the matter plaguing you. Now that your mate’s virus is recovering acceptably, I thought we’d have a talk. But, take a few minutes to settle your nerves. I recommend you pick a park you like on the way home so we have some time. Two hours should do it.”

Wayne heaved a sigh, relaxed, and started my SUV. “Joyce, I don’t know if anyone has briefed you yet, but don’t bargain with the Devil. He always wins.”

“He paid me a ninety thousand bonus for a hundred dollar job. Frankly spoken, I love how he does his business, and I will be severely offended if you try to tell me I shouldn’t work for him on the side. That job was everything a job should be.” I held up a finger. “I removed a piece of shit cretin off the streets.” I held up a second finger. “I got to beat the shit out of him and pin him before he got arrested.” I held up a third finger. “He paid promptly.”

“I can’t argue with that, so I won’t. All right. I guess we’re going to be taking a detour. What do you want me to do about the FBI tails, Lucifer?”

“I can deal with that problem with a few texts, so take your time calming your nerves. I’ll be here when you’re ready, Mr. Barnes.”

“The Devil freaks you out, Wayne?”

“I’m shocked he isn’t freaking you out,” my mate grumbled under his breath.

“Death has left its mark on her, far deeper than it has left its mark on you. She has faced her hells and demons here and emerged stronger for her struggles. You have also faced your death, although the circumstances were far kinder. You have both been tempered, but in different ways. Take your time, drive around until your nerves settle, and when you’re ready, we’ll talk.”
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“I’m the Lord of Lies, not the Lord of Plays Fairly.”









It took Wayne half an hour to relax, and he sighed. “I’m sorry about that, Lucifer.”

“You have no need to be sorry. I tend to unsettle some mortals more than others. Some, like Joyce, have walked through the valley of the shadow of death and have nothing left to fear. You have also walked through the valley, but you emerged back into a world of light and joy, so you react differently to my presence. I am that shadow. He is also within that shadow. When she walked through that darkness, unbeknownst to her, I accompanied her every step of the way. And when she made her stand and won her lycanthropy virus through the blood of her attacker, I was there. I am the reason her virus is as she is. A small matter for me, and an important part of the healing process for her.”

Huh. I leaned back in my seat, stared out the window at the trees, and wondered how life would have been different if Lucifer hadn’t taken an interest in me at that moment. “You prevented the mating bond.”

“I did.”

“I owe you, and no amount of money can repay that debt.”

Lucifer chuckled. “There is no debt owed. If anything, there are many lives who have been saved because of my meddling ways. I simply acted in the moment your hatred formed and your virus was introduced to you. I whispered to her that you were an angel among humans, a lost child in need of salvation, and that her former host was worse than even I, an evil she would do well to eradicate from this world. And in her, I planted that seed of hatred. I received my father’s blessing to act. There is power in prayer and belief, and there have been a lot of prayers from those left grieving in that monster’s wake.”

“Are we right about who it is?” Wayne asked.

“You have learned what you need to know to put an end to him. How to put him to an end is where you will struggle. The FBI showing up did a great deal of good. It made your prey go underground and hide. They will emerge, but not soon. That is good for you. You can prepare. I am here to make certain that certain steps are taken.”

“This feels like cheating,” I admitted.

“It is. I’m the Lord of Lies, not the Lord of Plays Fairly.”

A laugh burst out of me. “That’s fair. Wayne, you can’t tattle on us to your boss.”

Lucifer chuckled. “He can, and I actually want him to. I have a list. I even had one of my minions type it out so it is easy to deliver.”

Wayne heaved a sigh. “I spent months upon months trying to get near the shyest lycanthrope woman in New York, and the Devil shows up, and she’s ready to commit felonies.”

I rolled my eyes. “If it means I get to kill the bastard who attacked me, I’ll do far worse than commit a few felonies. I’ll get creative to the point they’ll make a new felony just to deal with me.”

“That sounds interesting,” the Devil announced. “But it also sounds unsafe, and I would rather have a few more mortal agents in my arsenal, so I’m going to have to insist we do things in as safe a fashion as possible. I realize this will be difficult, but I’d rather not have to find new agents. It’s so difficult finding people who don’t run away screaming when they realize I want them batting for my team.”

I twisted around to engage the Devil in a staring contest. “You paid me a bonus of ninety thousand for a hundred dollar job. I can be bought when the pay is that good.”

“Normally, I would exert my presence, but all I would do is irritate you and your virus. It simply won’t work on you. Consider Wayne’s reaction, Joyce. He’s more in line with how people usually act. He’s doing better than most, truth be told. And that’s not a slight against you, Wayne. You aren’t tempered to the same degree she is. You have done your walk through the valley, but you did so under peaceful circumstances. You fought a different sort of battle, and so you became a different sort of person. That is also why you two mesh so well. You will lift her up when she needs it most, and she will cover and defend your weaknesses when they arise.” Lucifer reached into his suit and pulled out an envelope, which he offered to me. “This is to give to Wayne’s employer, and it details what I require of you both.”

I took the envelope and put it in my new purse, something Wayne had acquired for me when he’d gone on one of his outings, as he thought I should have access to more than just a backpack.

I liked the purse, especially its interior pocket, which I put some smooth rocks in to give it heft and transform it into a weapon.

“Thank you, Lucifer.”

Wayne drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. “What do you want from us, Lucifer?”

“The same thing you want for her, just done in an efficient fashion. I need you to deal with that problem, as there is a woman I require for a future plan. If he is not dealt with, she dies. If she dies, it is a severe issue. If this works well, you’ll never meet her, she’ll be completely unaware of the fate currently set to befall her, and all will be well. Life will go on.”

It took me a minute to realize he meant his words rather literally.

I’d paid just enough attention to the Christian faith to understand that the heavens and the hells worked for a common cause in modern times: to prevent the End of Days. “The end times begin if this woman dies?”

“You understand. Good. Yes, that is the precise problem we face. And it would begin accidentally, with the greed and maliciousness of a petty fool killing someone important. What do you know about the Christ?”

“Beyond being hung up on a cross and coming back from the dead, very little,” I stated. “I grew up loving all things magical, and I didn’t really have much interest in religion. I still don’t. I know very little beyond the big stories. I’ve heard the quote about the valley, though.”

“The Christ, or Jesus, or however you want to describe ‘him’ is a misconception. The portfolio bounces around as needed in times of importance. It isn’t necessarily a sacrifice of life, either. The portfolio tends to cling to someone who is making a sacrifice. That sacrifice usually does lead to death. Technically, that portfolio clung to you when you were attacked. The portfolio was directed by my father to you long enough to buffer you while I communed with your virus and planted her seed of hate, which will bloom into a work of great good within a few months. Disgusting, really. But necessary. The portfolio was attached more to your virus. In that moment, she sacrificed having her mate, immediately, as the virus tends to do, for your sake. For the type of entity your virus is, that’s a rather big deal. But it was a critical moment, as you are needed to prevent that which none of us want to come. But that’s not all. You are one of the last the portfolio will jump to before it takes up permanent residence in its new host. While you approached death’s door, you did not die. You came close. However, your virus accepted inevitable death through refusing the key traits of the parent virus. For terms of the portfolio, this does count as a death. She set herself up to die for your sake. And yes, for the virus, refusing to mate is the equivalent of suicide. In a way, your virus accepted her death despite not dying. It’s complicated. But the important thing here is to understand that, for terms of carrying the portfolio, you faced your death in several fashions. And you don’t remember, but you faced death during a moment of sacrifice for someone else. It was another woman who was supposed to die in that alley that night, but you interfered.”

I’d done what? I twisted around in time to observe Lucifer smile.

The realization I might have stepped in to prevent someone else from being attacked horrified me.

“Don’t ask that question yet. When you are ready for the answer, ask me again. Take your time to think that over. Ask your next question. And no, you’re not a coward. You need time to process the seed I just planted. One day, you will be ready for those memories. Today is not that day, and that is not something you should be ashamed of.”

I obeyed and asked, “The Christ returns?”

“She does. But we all work for a different cause now, not like when humanity initially perverted my father’s words. We do not prepare for the end to all things, but we fight for its preservation. So, you need to conquer your demons so this world can thrive through all eternity.”

I thought I’d done well enough conquering my demons, but until the bastard who’d attacked me died, I would not find true peace. The realization the world mattered less than securing revenge should have bothered me more. “I’m not the greatest person.”

“You’re really not, but that makes you ideal for this task. And no, you will not be a visitor to my many hells at the end of your days. And before you worry, you will not be a guest with my father. Your rest will be just that, rest. Not all souls have a desire to go to the heavens, and that is something the universe honors. Things can change, but as long as you stay on your current course, your soul is safe—as is the soul of your mate. The universe repays her debts.”

Wayne growled. “Will she be hurt?”

“No, Wayne. But she will be healed. The work she does for me will put her on a path you will appreciate, that much I can assure you. There will be consequences, of course. There are always consequences. And there will be trials and tribulations. Those are necessary things. But beyond? The situation will be to your liking. Life will be yours to live, however you wish to live it. In peace, or not, as you choose. But there are difficulties you must face, Joyce. And the first one of those is the issue of your parents. Closure on that score is required. Without closure, what you need to do will be interrupted, so you must act first. You taking the initiative will prevent certain issues from arising.”

Ugh. “They’re going to cause me problems? I left because they were going to get rid of me.”

“While true, and that sending you off into the world had been their intent, it hadn’t been to abandon you in full. Their plan had been to force you out, giving you the money you needed in exchange for work you could do, until you cracked and learned your place in their world. You did not do as they expected, and they did not anticipate the enormity of your stubbornness, pride, and love of your magic, magic you refused to relinquish no matter how strong their displeasure became.” Lucifer chuckled. “Your stubbornness is inherited, and they seek closure, much as you do. I make no promises regarding any relationships you may or may not choose to form, but their meddling will cause problems with my plans. As such, it needs to be dealt with. I am going to make suggestions on how you can best deal with that situation.” He snapped his fingers, and a briefcase appeared, which he passed to me. “Everything you need to decide how to handle that situation is in here. I recommend that you wait until March. You will want to deal with the real problem plaguing you in late April and into May. But March will give you time to do your own research, prove the truth of my claims, and otherwise decide how to handle things. I will say this much. They will not recognize you as you are now, so your mate’s plan to deal with it himself while you observe is a good one. But you should not be presented as a mere secretary. As a partner and as his wife would be ideal, badged with the FBI so it is clear you stand on your own. I’ll handle that part, although the next few months will be full of training of all sorts.”

“She can’t get her badge that quickly, can she?”

“She can. She will have unusual training, but I will meddle and make certain the red tape is cut as needed. In exchange, you will work with me when I have sensitive tasks done. The FBI and CDC will be aware you’re working for me as agents, and this will make you more valuable to both organizations. I will make it clear you are to be used for protection and recovery. There are others better suited for the more violent task forces I have need of.”

Wayne made a thoughtful noise in his throat, which I interpreted to mean he liked the idea. My virus more than liked the idea.

After she brutally murdered the bastard who’d infected me, she wanted to pick up a hobby of brutally murdering those who were guilty of the same crime. While it fell into the category of things morally corrupted people would do, I accepted my inclination to do evil with a smile. “I don’t mind some violence for a good cause.”

“You’ll have your chance to indulge in violence, so don’t worry about that,” Lucifer replied. “Wayne, you will need to undergo some training to make sure you are best able to aid your mate with the appropriate levels of violence. She will be all brutality and viciousness. You should focus more on finesse. By that, I really mean you need to be trained in how to stay out of your woman’s way when she decides she’s going in for the kill.”

Wayne growled.

I grinned “I am liking what I’m hearing, Lucifer. Tell me more. I don’t think Wayne likes what he’s hearing, though.”

“Lycanthrope males tend to get growly when their mates do the heavy lifting. Lycanthropes tend to fight over the bodies. Just promise he can fight with you over the body, and that should help some.”

“You can fight me for the body, Wayne,” I announced. “You might have to accept that I’m making the body, but I’m more than happy to fight with you over tearing him apart so we can dispose of the fragments of bones and tattered flesh remaining when I’m finished with him.”

Maybe I had non-violent tendencies most of the time, but the instant I had a solid opportunity, I would be leaving the bastard as a cooling corpse at my feet.

My virus approved of my thoughts.

“Now I’m torn,” he complained.

I thought of the various ways we could shred the bastard, and I smiled. “No, that asshole will be torn. To pieces. You’ll just be a bit exercised and grumpy, as I will win. But then you’ll have to help me get bits of that bastard out of my hair or fur. Or both.”

“And that would be her flirting with you over the thought of killing him,” the Devil informed Wayne. “Take this from me. The wild women tend to become rather affectionate once the murder has been addressed to their satisfaction. Take your time and think that through.”

Wayne figured out what the Devil meant in roughly ten seconds, after which he sat straighter. “Really?”

“Especially the lycanthrope women. Their viruses get rather excitable.”

“I see.”

I laughed. “Wayne, there is no way I’m lasting until March when I am sharing my head with a furry pervert. The Devil is just trying to give you ideas. You don’t have to do any resisting of those ideas until March or later.”

“You’re ruining my fun,” Lucifer complained.

I glared at the Devil. “No, you’re trying to ruin my fun. I’ve had two weeks to get used to the idea I picked a wealthy male lycanthrope to be my mate, and we haven’t gotten to the mating portion of the relationship yet because I need therapy. Do you know what counts as unsexy? Having a panic attack when my mate takes his shirt off.”

I’d panicked for several reasons, but we’d learned I would need to be the one to take his clothes off in the future. It’d taken me a week to get used to calling Wayne my mate, but doing so made my virus happy.

With the knowledge the Devil offered me, I understood why. She’d gotten the one thing she thought she’d thrown away to preserve my life. I suspected the Devil must have done something to teach my virus Wayne counted as safe territory. Maybe one day, I would ask—around the same time I asked for more details about what I couldn’t remember.

“Ah, yes. Trauma responses will be quite the challenge. But you have adapted very well to cuddling with him while he’s a hybrid.” Lucifer shrugged. “It’ll take time, but I’m sure it’ll work out. I’ll send over some succubi and incubi to help you along. I’ve a few that are particularly good at hands off therapy. Perhaps my little brother, as he very much enjoys helping people in need, and as he won’t need to be an active participant, it will be up his alley. He may present himself as an ass, but he’s a little more nurturing than he likes admitting. I’ll think about it. Usually the virus would take over, but I’ll admit, I’m the cause of this situation. Your virus simply won’t push you into something traumatizing. Forging a mating bond through blood transfer like you did was rather smart. Intimacy will happen, it just might take a while.”

I shrugged. “I wasn’t expecting to panic when he took his shirt off, but he can become a hybrid any time. I have no problems with his hybrid form.”

Wayne glanced at me before returning his attention to the road. “Don’t worry about it, Joyce. I’m not. My virus is ready and willing to be as patient as you need, as am I. If you and your virus are happy, I’m happy.”

I thought about it. “I’m enjoying my changed circumstances, but I’m bothered at how different the circumstances are. And the lottery winnings.”

The Devil chuckled. “That is just the universe compensating you for all the shit you’ve put up with for most of your life. The scales are balancing nicely, especially after you deal with the lottery ticket you got. Which is, for the record, the one I was encouraging you to get. That you rampaged through the scratch tickets is amusing, but I hadn’t peeked there.”

Right. I’d bought the draw ticket first. “You knew I’d buy that ticket, which met your criteria.”

“That’s right. The scratch tickets and the amounts were little sweet lies meant to make you comfortable enough to do something against your current behavior. But you proved to be more resilient than I anticipated. Which is a good thing. So, some of the details for you. You need to deal with your parents before mid April. I’ll leave the timing otherwise to you, but mid April is when things will become sketchy. Late April to early May is when you’ll have your opportunity to deal with that bastard directly and with great violence. Your parents still reside in Detroit, but they have moved. Wayne will be able to get a hold of the necessary information through the missing persons list.”

I narrowed my eyes and considered his words. “It’s a problem because they did not kick me out, but because I left on my terms rather than theirs.”

“That is a part of it. They have learned some of the errors of their ways, although you’ll find there will still be areas of conflict. Not the kind you anticipate, though. Overcompensation will be a source of conflict. Therapy helped them. It might help you, but I’ll leave the therapy to Wayne, unless he approaches me because he’s at a loss.”

I wrinkled my nose. “I am not giving up my magic for them, Lucifer.”

“They have learned their lesson. It may have taken some priming from one of my brothers, however.”

Wayne sucked in a breath. “Her parents spoke to an archangel?”

“My brother was not inclined to make things easier for them. He had peeked into the past and into the futures that past created. He saw their sins and made them known, much to their dismay. But there were some consequences. My brother cannot lie, and they asked if you still lived. He confirmed you lived, but he refused to answer any more questions than that. He could not bear to be cruel.” Lucifer heaved a sigh. “I thought about becoming upset with him, but then I put myself in their shoes. They made mistakes, and they pay the consequences for their mistakes. Had I made that mistake with my little cupcake, I would want to know. Of course, I am who I am, which means I cheat whenever possible, but I do understand their view.”

Had anyone else told me that, I would have become upset.

Instead, I considered his words with care.

Wayne made it all the way to Harriman State Park in the time it took me to find a response to the Devil’s statement, although it came in form of a question. “Are they looking for closure for themselves, or did I finally enter the equation?”

“You have entered the equation, as a person rather than the trophy and ornamental child you were required to be during your youth. They will be dismayed to discover you have grown into your own woman and will not be living life on their terms, but all involved will gain closure. What you do after that is up to you; there are numerous futures I have seen, all of which are consequences of the choices you’ll make. But importantly, dealing with them will remove numerous problems that would otherwise be unavoidable. It is up to you to decide what place your parents have in your future. All you do is stop their meddling. If you want to leave futures open with them present, then do so. If you want to bar them from your future, you may do so. It is a choice you are free to make. But all things have consequence.”

I understood that well enough. “I’ll make sure they are dealt with in a non-permanent fashion.”

Wayne parked my SUV and raised a brow at me. “Should I be grateful that you’ve already eliminated murder from your list of ways to deal with them?”

My virus wanted me to toy with our mate, so I replied, “Of course.”

Lucifer laughed. “On that happy note, I will take my leave. A calming walk through the woods is what you both could use, as people rather than as wolves. Do give your mate a taste of peace, Wayne. She could use more than a little of that for the next while.”

“I’ll do that,” he promised. “Thank you, Lucifer.”

“You’re welcome.”
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“Have you been working magic on my child again?”









Every day after returning to Long Island, Wayne introduced me to something or someone new. Upon our arrival to our home, which was on the top floor of a residence he’d purchased condo by condo until he’d owned the entire thing, he’d showed me the promised bathroom. Neither one of us had been prepared for the tears. Later, I’d understood their cause.

Safety and security had come at prices too high for me to pay, and Wayne’s home—now our home—provided both. The tub had let the truth of it settle in. Whenever he took his eyes off me for more than a few minutes, I found my way to the bathroom, basking in its comfort while batting at bubbles and learning what it meant to truly relax.

On Christmas morning, I’d adapted well enough to the pack I could join in their festivities, which involved every wolf and their children taking over the entire lounge floor of the building. Anywhere else, it would have been an issue, but I’d learned that the entire place housed lycanthropes or those wanting to become lycanthropes.

Rather than hide in my favorite of our three bathrooms, I wore a dress Wayne had purchased for me, put on elf ears to feel festive, and decorated one of the walls, keeping an eye on the ridiculous number of children running around while screaming their excitement. My favorite of the troublemakers, James’s youngest son, tended to crawl under foot, as he wasn’t old enough to toddle reliably yet. Somehow, he tended to escape his parents and find his way to my feet, one of his favorite places to nap.

My wolf adored the mass of puppies.

At current count, the puppies outnumbered the adults at an almost two to one ratio. James held responsibility for an entire pack of six, the oldest about to turn eighteen. He preferred to count himself as an adult, and as Alan helped to tend to the other kids, I tended to side with him.

Kevin wiggled on my feet, wrapped his arms around my leg, and went back to taking a nap.

For reasons I failed to understand, the pack didn’t open gifts until after dinner. Rather than kill off a tree for the sake of celebration, the pack had recruited the kids to collect fallen branches, which had been tied together to resemble a tree. All leaves and needles had been stripped off and replaced with handcrafted ornaments, trinkets, and in some cases, presents in the form of envelopes.

Everyone received at least two envelopes, and we’d drawn names out of a hat to see who we’d be giving a small gift to. Then everyone had drawn five names from a hat, thus making sure everyone received a minimum of five sensible presents. The rules for the gift giving baffled me.

I’d been required to spend a minimum of ten dollars, and I had been barred from spending more than fifty dollars on each of those gifts. It’d taken me five seconds to come to the conclusion some rules were meant to be broken.

Then to add further complication, I’d been asked to create a wishlist of bigger items costing more than fifty dollars but less than six hundred. Yet another draw had gone through for those gifts, with everyone responsible for three people, consisting of one adult and two children.

In my first act of defiance, I’d drawn names, checked who I’d gotten, and put every name back until I’d drawn Kevin’s name. Then I’d played the rest of the game fairly, only checking to make certain I’d hadn’t drawn my own name before fleeing the hat and general chaos, which had taken place on Thanksgiving.

Thanksgiving had tested me, and I’d spent most of the time hiding in my favorite of our three bathrooms, resulting in Wayne bringing me a plate of food so I wouldn’t starve.

Kevin’s father prowled close, and as was our routine, I issued a single low growl to inform him he would not be stealing his child from me. At the end of the day, I would give Kevin back, grudgingly and with bared teeth and a few snarls.

“I am not stealing my puppy,” he announced with a grin. “Wayne was getting worried, as he assumed you would be hiding in the bathroom again. I told him I’d seen you decorating a wall, held hostage by a small child. Upon hearing there was a child involved with your current situation, he relaxed, rightfully assuming you would not willingly wake the sleeping beast.” James bent over to regard his puppy. “Have you been working magic on my child again?”

I’d worked magic on Kevin once, when he’d been acting out to get attention and deliberately breaking things. The practitioner trick, which had done the equivalent of wrap his chubby little hands in mittens, had stopped the tantrum and won an hour of silence.

All I needed to do to get the child to step back in line was promise to use the mittens again if he did the behavior I wanted.

Like me, Kevin developed a significant love for all things magical.

I smiled. “Not this time, but you have to admit, my way is effective. We haven’t had a tantrum last for more than five minutes after the introduction of the magic mittens. I’ll have to come up with a new trick once his fascination with this one wears off, but I’ve been practicing on Wayne. Some of my tricks are nastier than others.”

“You mean like the time you worked an aversion to his favorite foods and tied in a craving for said food at the same time?”

“That was a little evil, especially as it took me an hour to figure out how to unwind that. I’d underestimated how much he loves shrimp, though. I had him crying over it.”

James laughed. “I know. He called me afterwards, and it took me twenty minutes to get him to explain the situation sensibly. Have you had any luck with doing that same trick for alcohol?”

I nodded. “Wayne was not happy with those experiments, either, but I’ve refined it to where I can limit to specific quantities. Your problem with the pregnant ladies forgetting their limits is mostly solved, but I estimate the working will only last a month, and the target must be willing. Wayne wants me to talk to the CDC about using it for rehab.”

According to Wayne, we had two wolves in the pack who suffered from alcoholism and struggled to defeat their demons. I wanted to help them, but the CDC had strict rules on how I could use aversions.

Stopping a pregnant woman from accidentally drinking too much wine? No problem.

Helping an alcoholic conquer their inner demons and addiction? Problem.

“I’ll help with the paperwork. Both want help, and the other methods just aren’t working.” James sighed. “At least they were willing to come to the Christmas party this year, but only because we made it alcohol free. We won’t even do a wine toast, because it only takes a sip for them both to fall back to their old habits.”

I nodded. Wayne had tried everything in his power to figure out how to make everybody happy, but ultimately, the pack had opted to sacrifice for the two rather than abide by the pleasures of the many. “Is now the time to tell you I broke most of the rules for the presents?”

“Everybody breaks the rules with the presents, Joyce. With great glee. All the rules are in place to do is make sure that pack members who are tighter on money can participate. And those who are really tight, because they have entire packs of children, get help from the rest of the pack to pay for the pack presents. There is a method to the madness to make sure everyone can participate.” James chuckled and checked on his brat again. “Are you sure you didn’t work sorcery on him? It’s Christmas, presents haven’t been done yet, and he’s not screaming. He has learned what presents are.”

“I haven’t worked any sorcery on him today,” I promised. “He was overtired when he came over to see me, and I think he’s learned my feet are a safe haven. Nobody is going to disturb his nap, save for me, when he’s on my feet. I wish you the best of luck later today, though.”

“We’ve noticed you get rather vocal when you have puppies and wish to retain custody of the puppies.”

“I always give the puppies back at the appropriate times. Sometimes, appropriate is the next morning, but I don’t see how I am to blame for that.”

“You’re really not. If puppies make your virus happy, we have puppies.” James crossed his eyes. “So many puppies. I’m not sure the building will remain standing with the sheer excitement the puppies suffer through.”

“Suffer?” I pointed at the envelope tree, which had so many presents the envelopes were no longer visible. “Wayne had to hire six Santas to help with the present distribution. We have a method, or there will be nothing but madness.”

“Well, with a minimum of six presents, one of which is a fancy gift, we need six Santas or we’ll never get through it. At least this year, we have two sensible Santas. They organized the presents by recipient, so we’ll be able to distribute everything before midnight this year.” James grinned. “Wayne told me about the lottery ticket.”

That damned lottery ticket would be the reason I snapped. Given a chance, I would have popped my head right into the sand and ignored it. Wayne had invoked the snooze you lose policy, stolen my ticket, and had it cashed. As I had been foolish enough to sign at his demand, the prize was mine. To get around those rules, Wayne had worked with the Devil to make certain I couldn’t dodge acceptance of the winnings. “I still do not know how much I won, I don’t want to know how much I won, and when I want to buy something outside of my budget, I tell Wayne. Then I tell him how I want to budget for it, and he buys it and I repay the money. I can’t handle it, James. I just can’t. It’s a miracle I handle having my SUV so well.”

I’d invested in a stick figure family for it, and various disasters murdered them all off. Currently, the trim had my stick figures being consumed by dinosaurs, facing extinction from asteroids, alien abductions, death through kittens, skewering by angry unicorns, and several deaths by clowns. I had my eye on a set featuring an anaconda getting a nice meal for itself.

James laughed, reached into his pocket, and pulled out an envelope. “I’m breaking the rules and got this for you. It was below the threshold for presents, so I’m allowed.”

“You’re the pack’s alpha. You’re basically allowed to do almost whatever you want.” As Wayne had worked hard to get me to accept gifts, I took the envelope, thanked him, and opened it up to discover a new decal for my car, which was a custom sticker of two wolves pulling a set of three stick figures apart. I giggled, well aware he referenced the corgi, the tabby cat, and the bastard who’d attacked me in an alley.

Several months ago, laughter would not have happened.

“This is amazing,” I informed him. “I will save this for a special moment, and it will be installed on the premium real estate on my hood for the world to see.”

“Wayne thought you’d appreciate the stickers. For some reason none of us know.”

I snorted, well aware he lied about that part of things. In his effort to integrate me with the pack, Wayne had briefed everyone on my skittish nature, a consequence of the attack that had almost stolen my life. My desire for revenge and my drive to eliminate all three men from the world had become top gossip for a few months.

It hadn’t been until I’d given Wayne my blessing to get pictures from the CDC that the pack truly understood the difference between Wayne’s beating and mine.

The pictures had ultimately been a step forward in the right direction for me, although I’d loathed seeing them and facing the consequences.

To further complicate matters, the Devil’s commentary gnawed at me.

The idea I would choose to endure such a beating for the sake of another seemed like something I could do, but the memories continued to elude me. And I knew me well enough to understand I wouldn’t have gone in willing to exchange their life for mine.

I would have gone in determined to survive, beat the ever-living shit out of the attacker, and emerge the victor.

One day, I would.

“I’m just glad nobody is making me work in the kitchen. Do you know what I did when Wayne mentioned it at Thanksgiving?”

“You panicked and asked if you could just hit ten different McDonald’s for your share because you couldn’t bear the thought of trying to order that much at one restaurant,” James stated, and he laughed. “The sheer horror. And that was after he’d spent weeks with you in the kitchen making it so you wouldn’t starve if he wasn’t around to feed you.”

“I bring shame to his household when it comes to anything to do with that kitchen. A woman like me in a kitchen like that? Shame, shame, shame.” It had taken me a week to realize Wayne loved to cook, thrived when having someone to cook for, and he hadn’t been joking about making it so I could handle more than processed foods that came in a box with clear, easy instructions. “Last week, he gave up. He asked me if I would help clean the lounge kitchen as my contribution. I might suck at cooking, but I am good at cleaning. So I clean, he cooks, and we’re mostly happy. Mostly.”

“He’s not going to be happy until you can cook one single meal from scratch.”

“Unbeknownst to him, I made my first grilled cheese sandwich last week without burning anything, setting off the smoke detector, and without using any practitioner tricks to make it happen. I used a practitioner trick to add a picture of me with my grilled cheese prize to one of his envelopes.”

“Well done! Should I warn the envelope’s giver?”

“I wrote a note on the back of the picture stating I’d used my magic to slip it in and when I’d taken it, so the unwitting accomplice is off the hook for my troublemaking ways. And it cost me less than ten dollars, so it does not count.”

“And how many less than ten dollar gifts found their way into the various suspiciously overstuffed stockings hanging from the wall?”

Upon discovery there were stockings hung up for people to shove small presents into, I’d gone on a rampage, hitting every dollar store in the area to buy something for everybody. I’d even played by the rules, making sure I spent less than ten dollars per person at each store I went to. It had taken me an entire week to wrap everything, and I’d done it without regret. Then, as I could be extra bad, I’d hung a second stocking with the first as everything wouldn’t fit. “For some reason, there was only one stocking that hadn’t mysteriously bred as of yesterday.”

“It bred this morning, as someone had discovered the unusual breeding tendencies of the other stockings, as it was discovered there was no room for anyone else to fit things in the stockings. The culprit was quickly discovered, as she was not smart enough to seed her own stocking, making it obvious who had been naughty.”

“I’m the worst,” I informed James in a solemn tone. “The absolute worst.”

“Your mate checked the dollar store jar to discover it had been cleaned completely out.”

Damn it. Wayne had told the pack about my jar? “I put something in the jar after every pay. That is my play jar, to be spent with wild abandon at the dollar store.”

“Joyce, you put a hundred dollars in that jar every two weeks, which you started with your very first pay. You cleaned the entire jar out. It’s been months.”

I nodded. “That is my play jar to be spent with wild abandon at the dollar store. And that’s precisely what I did. I spent it with wild abandon. Then I wrapped everything in pretty paper and distributed it. With wild abandon. You should be thanking me. When the kids are finished being completely overwhelmed with presents and short circuit, you suckers known as parents will have some peace tonight. I bought you peace and quiet.”

“You bought us complete and total chaos when it is time to open presents.”

I nodded. “And I’m on cleanup duty, since I can’t cook. Nobody can get mad at me. I followed every single rule for the stockings.”

“You amazed us with your ability to locate and utilize every loophole in our rules, along with completely ignoring other rules. To be fair, the only rule everyone follows is the minimum. And the pack members with financial woes do get help so they aren’t actually burdened with our present-giving ways.” James engaged me in a staring contest, and my virus demanded I issue a single growl so he understood I would not be backing down.

I did as she wanted.

He chuckled and said, “Wayne also told us about the present fund you made him do with your lottery winnings. You know, the winnings you won’t let him talk to you about. He also told me how he had to dance around the subject with the entire pack, eventually having to crack and break down and confess he’s mated to a skinflint who can’t handle having any independent wealth and wants to spread the love.”

“I’m a good skinflint, though. Our household budget is a thing of true beauty now, and I even let him splurge on fancy things for his kitchen, especially now that he isn’t wasting ingredients with his poor planning abilities. Maybe that man can cook, but he is a disaster about ingredient management.”

“Maybe you can’t cook, but you’re a master at making sure nothing goes to waste,” James countered.

“I refuse to be ashamed of this.”

James stared down at his son. “Are you going to give him back by the end of the day?”

“I’ll think about it,” I replied, flashing him a grin. “Very probably yes, as I have plans for Wayne that don’t involve having a toddler attempting to toddle underfoot. But I’ll try to tire him out so you might be able to get some sleep. But maybe I shouldn’t. Do you really want another one on the way yet?”

“According to my wife, yes.”

“You poor bastard. Well, at least try to have fun in the process.” I regarded Kevin with a raised brow. “I’ll try to teach him to leave some of your sanity for the next puppy. Dare I ask which stage of puppy planning you are in?”

“Incubation is in process, but that’s a very new development. We didn’t have the luck we wanted in October, but we had better luck in late November.”

“Think you’ll get a girl this go around?”

“No, but I have been informed we will continue to add to our numbers until we get that daughter the wife wants.”

As I’d done some reading into the statistics, I raised a brow. “There is a way to beat those odds, and it involves making a few phone calls and involving an incubus or succubus.”

James snickered. “Please don’t remind the wife of that for at least six more kids. Only then might our little girl have sufficient protection. Do you think that many boys can take care of a single little sister?”

“Personally, I wouldn’t bet on it,” I replied.
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My poor dress would never be the same, but I delighted in feeding Kevin, and my virus settled to bask in the glow of being around our pack. She still flinched until she identified the wolves, but as most were infected with the same strain Wayne carried, it only took her a few moments to distinguish who was a friend.

It would take me time to get used to having friends.

I’d been a loner for so long I struggled to adapt to pack life and structure.

Fortunately for my self-esteem and sanity, nobody seemed to mind. Not only did nobody seem to mind, whenever I managed to interact with someone, a present mysteriously found its way into my hands.

My virus loved everything to do with presents. I’d gotten a collection of small presents over the course of dinner, which I’d shoved into my purse between rounds of making sure Kevin ate more than he wore. He loved mashed potatoes almost as much as he loved cranberry sauce, which he had dubbed red sauce. To express his adoration, he used his hands to shovel as much into his mouth as possible, resulting in a mess.

To keep Wayne happy, I did eat, but only when Kevin took a break from attempting to eat five times his weight in food.

It took my mate at least thirty minutes to give up, put together a plate for me, and take it up to our home so I could feast later when a child wasn’t consuming the majority of my attention.

He also brought down a change of clothes, which he kept safely out of reach of the hungry toddler.

“I should have realized the dress wouldn’t emerge unscathed,” Wayne stated after he returned to his seat. “And I should have known you would steal one of the puppies for the day. How did you peel Kevin out of his father’s loving arms? James has learned you absolutely will steal his puppies if given a single chance.”

“Kevin’s loving parents took their eyes off him for a quarter of a second, and he found me. I’m innocent this time. I didn’t steal any puppies. The puppy came to me, and I decided I was keeping the puppy.”

“You were obviously waylaid by a young child. When do you plan on returning the puppy?”

“As soon as the puppy is finished with dinner,” I admitted. “I’m going to then run to the nearest bathroom, get changed, and run back so I don’t miss presents.”

“There will be at least thirty minutes between dinner and presents, which is meant to give parents a chance to clean their puppies up, as we have learned holiday dinners are the messiest dinners of the year.”

I could believe that. “And I think I have the messiest of the puppies.”

Wayne pointed at one of the other tables, and my eyes widened upon realization one of the younger children had slathered mashed potatoes, gravy, peas, and bits of turkey all into his hair. “Kevin is doing his best to be the best behaved puppy here tonight. He knows he has to be extra good to play with Aunt Joyce. As such, you probably have the cleanest puppy here.”

“Apparently, I work miracles when it comes to the puppies.”

“I think you’re right. If you don’t want to use one of the bathrooms on this floor, just go up to our place. Nobody will notice if you slip off for a while.”

I read between the lines: he worried I suffered through stress from extended exposure to a bazillion people. “I do feel like I hadn’t been sufficiently warned regarding the number of people in this pack, though. And that’s excluding the puppies.”

“Well, there’s a reason there are a bunch of betas to help the alphas out. Once you add the puppies? It’s chaos. Especially since a lot of the pairs are competing for highest number of children. Let’s just say everyone is trying for a daughter, and everyone trying for a daughter loves having a ridiculous number of sons. It’s endless.”

I decided against reminding Wayne my virus adored puppies. I’d even gotten to the point I could behold Wayne without a stitch of clothes without suffering from panic. Unfortunately for him, I’d done a good job hiding that fact, as I wanted to surprise him with some mutually beneficial cuddling with benefits of the unclothed variety after dinner and presents.

I’d enjoyed stealing peeks at him while naked on the sly.

“I’m totally going to ask our friend why lycanthropes tend to have boys instead of girls,” I informed Wayne.

We’d learned early on we couldn’t say the name of any divine, angel, devil, or demon, as we ran a high chance of them listening in and making an appearance.

“I’m curious, too. But I’m also afraid to ask. We might end up absolutely plagued with girls. And by that, I mean you and me.” Wayne used his saddest eyes on me.

We’d discussed the future more than a few times, and like James, Wayne wanted nothing more than a daughter or ten to dote upon—and he would be perfectly happy having plenty of sons first to protect the daughter he wished to dote upon. “I’m convinced this is how the virus spreads. It creates a situation where the men want daughters, and the virus goes out of its way to prevent daughters so more children infected with the virus are born.”

“It’s one of the best theories I’ve heard.”

Kevin picked that moment to decide he needed stuffing in his life, and he needed it at that moment. Fortunately for everyone, I’d gotten used to his headstrong ways, and I intercepted the boy’s grasping hands. “What do you say, Kevin?” I prompted.

It had taken me all of ten minutes to teach the child if he asked for the food he wanted properly, he would receive it when it was time for dinner and the food was on the table.

“Pwease stuffies?”

While Kevin had a long way to go with his words, the fact I understood him and he managed to ask politely won him his reward, a helping of stuffing. As I understood he would also want more mashed potatoes, gravy, and cranberry sauce, after giving him the stuffing, I refilled his plate. “Yes, Kevin, you may have some more stuffing. You can also have some extra potatoes and red sauce for asking so nicely.”

“Red sauce!” he squealed, focusing on the cranberry treat. He even picked up his little plastic spoon and did his best to shovel it into his mouth with his utensil.

He managed two bites with the spoon before he abandoned it for his hands.

“That is two spoonfuls more than his parents manage,” Wayne informed me. “What sorcery are you using on that child?”

“I’m not using any sorcery. I just told him if he tried to use his spoon first, he could use his hands if he couldn’t manage it. He’s hungry, and the spoon just upsets him. He knows I’m not going to get mad at him for feeding himself. And he’s getting in good practice.”

James, who was seated on the other side of Wayne, leaned over and said, “I asked an angel if you were performing miracles or sorcery, and the angel told me that good parenting is not miraculous, nor is it sorcery. You just speak his language, and we don’t. So I guess we need to learn a new language with this one.”

“He likes results. If you give him a short path to his goal, he’ll learn it,” I replied, keeping an eye on the toddler while he shoveled his beloved red sauce into his mouth. I took the time to tap his red-covered hands and show him the stuffing, which I put on his spoon. “Get that into your mouth with the spoon, and then you can eat the rest with your hands, Kevin.”

The child obediently picked up his spoon, eyed it with more care than most toddlers could muster on a good day, and got most of it into his mouth where it belonged. I rescued the plastic torture device of child feeding, and he resumed devouring his dinner.

“I’m not convinced. That looked like sorcery to me,” James stated with a grin. “There was not nearly enough screaming involved.”

“Hungry and tired children don’t handle even small tasks well. He’s not hungry. He’s going to be tired as soon as we finish the next phase of our night.”

Only a fool roused the energy of children waiting for presents.

“You haven’t eaten nearly enough for us to begin the next phase of our night.” James glared at me.

I restrained my wolf and did not growl, although it took more effort than I appreciated. “Wayne took a plate up to our place for me to have afterwards. I’ll eat it then.”

“Is she eating enough, Wayne?”

“She’s getting there. And she snagged a drumstick before Kevin realized there was red sauce available for his consumption. She even got him to eat his vegetables.”

I pointed at the stuffing. “If you grab me another plate with a bunch of that on it and some gravy, I’ll make it disappear after the next phase. Remember, I can warm everything to the perfect temperature without issue.” I eyed the cranberry sauce. “I want some of the red sauce, too, but I’ll take mine fresh rather than how Kevin prefers it.”

“Canned, Joyce,” my mate informed me. “The word you’re looking for is canned.”

“I’ve never had it canned,” I confessed. “It was blasphemy in my childhood home.”

“I’ll grab a can from the kitchen so you can try it.”

I gasped. “But it’s blasphemy.”

“You can’t knock it till you’ve tried it, and if you don’t like the blasphemy, I love the blasphemy,” he said, eyeing the table and angling for one of the few stuffing dishes with a respectable amount left. “I’ll return this after I’ve gathered enough offerings for my mate.”

Most of the pack wished Wayne luck, as everyone was aware he needed it. Nobody ribbed me over the situation, but my mate was fair game. When I was around, they limited their teasing to snickers and mild jokes targeting him. They praised me for bringing Wayne into line, and over time, I’d gotten a few jokes flung in my general direction.

I’d gotten good at handling the situation with grace.

If I had my way, the jokes would change their nature significantly. I’d been warned I would be praised and showered with positive attention for conquering my varying demons. Wayne would be praised for having sufficient prowess to convince me to conquer those demons.

James waited for Wayne to be out of earshot before saying, “Are you planning on letting him leave your bedroom tomorrow?”

I laughed, as it was the alpha’s way of learning if I’d be attempting another seduction. I’d begun keeping track of my failures, as the whole idea I struggled so much with basic intimacy amazed me. “I’m expecting to add another glass rock to my jar, but miracles can happen. It’s Christmas, after all.”

He shook his head and joined me in laughing. “I’ll make sure everybody knows you’re working on your basic therapy tomorrow so nobody bothers you. A few in the pack are already bored and want to go back to work.”

One day, I would successfully contain the workaholic tendencies within the pack. “We are not scheduled to return to work until the second week of January, outside of mandatory basic maintenance tasks.”

“Joyce, we all love you, but if you think you’re going to successfully get everybody to take that much time off work, you’re insane. They love their jobs.”

I scowled. “But they’re salaried and don’t get paid extra for working the holidays.”

“The ones who want to take the time off work have. Let the rest work.” James’s grin warned me he was about to tell me something I wouldn’t like. “I had an idea.”

“I will listen to your proposal, but unless it is amazing, the answer is no.”

I’d learned early on to use no without remorse and as ruthlessly as the situation demanded.

“There is a good prospect in Lower Manhattan that would round out Wayne’s New York City properties. He can afford the buyout with the Side Project Fund. It’s below the threshold for his signature, but it’s high enough it requires yours. If I can get you to agree to it, we can surprise him with a premium property to renovate. It’s currently zoned for residential, and it’s in a damned good location. The owners are on the wire facing foreclosure, and they want to clear themselves of debt. The property comes to us at a pittance for the area, less than what the bank will charge if it forecloses, and we have a chance to dodge the market altogether.” James glanced in the direction Wayne had left. “We’d need a bunch of legal folks, a few real estate agents, and some financial gurus. All of whom are already bored because you insisted we have a week off before Christmas.”

“I’m surrounded with busybodies,” I muttered, shaking my head at the insanity. “How long to get the proposal ready for me to review and sign?”

“Tomorrow by four.”

“If anyone bothers me before three, heads will roll. You may bother me at four, via text, and if I’m convinced, I will make Wayne make me an elaborate snack so I can have enough time to sign. That is the best I’m offering you.”

“As that’s better than I was expecting, I accept your terms.”
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I covered my mouth so I wouldn’t burst into giggles at the sight of unicorns wearing reindeer horns.









Once Kevin had eaten his fill, I took care of cleaning him up and returning him to his father squeaky clean. It ultimately involved using practitioner magic so I wouldn’t have to give the toddler a bath, which won me the child’s adoration. As I had some common sense, I informed Kevin that the magic only worked for good little boys who did what they were supposed to during meals, conquering the dreaded plastic spoon.

After returning the child to his father, I repeated the same trick on myself and changed my clothes, as Wayne had fetched my favorite black leggings and a comfy sweater. Opening presents in comfort appealed, and I took the time to brush my hair and tame it before rejoining the party.

Somewhere along the way, the six Santas had bred to a collection of fifteen Santas, and James had done his best to play at being a Santa through wearing a hat and a red jacket.

I laughed at the absurdity of it all, questioning how everyone had managed to make the tables and chairs used with dinner disappear so everyone could take over the floor to open presents. With a pleased grin, Wayne joined me. “You look confused.”

“Where did all the tables go?”

“When you have this many people, everything can be put away quickly. Every adult helped with the tables except for the ones wrangling children, and the children old enough to help took care of the chairs. There’s a room dedicated to table and chair storage right down the hall, so when everyone works together, it’s fifteen minutes to put the tables away. The first wave is cleaning the table and wiping them down after we strip the cloths off. Then we fold the tables, and they’re carried in a line. Someone organizes how they’re stacked to be best for the room’s space, and we do the same with the chairs. We’ve had a lot of practice doing it.”

“I’m suspicious. That seems way too organized of an activity. I wasn’t involved with the planning, so I question how it was done in such an orderly fashion.”

Snickering, Wayne gestured at an empty section of floor near one of the doors. “I suggested that we put you near an escape route, as we aren’t sure how much more of the festivities you can handle. As it is, everyone is really impressed you’ve lasted this long.”

“Presents,” I informed Wayne. “Mostly, I want to see how this works, and I know I’m getting at least six presents and a stocking.”

“You’re going to make out like a bandit to the point you have a bunch of presents upstairs in our living room so you wouldn’t be overwhelmed. I may have helped ferry presents up at the same time I made sure you have something to eat after presents are handled.”

How clever of them. “That’s one way to stop embarrassment. The people who gave the gifts won’t be offended? I’m going to ration out the presents so I can enjoy them for longer.”

“Considering they helped carry them up? It’s fine. I had the various Santas tell me what the average number of gifts were this year, and we kept that many plus one out for you.”

I nodded my approval. “I can accept one extra present as punishment for the stocking shenanigans.”

Laughing, he sat and patted the carpet until I joined him. “That was something else. We were expecting you to go overboard on something, but we hadn’t thought the stockings would be your target. We were expecting you to plunder the high ticket items using your lottery winnings. But no, you raided your dollar store jar instead.”

“I couldn’t figure out a way to slip in more than one or two high ticket items without getting caught. I did sneak in a few, though. I kept the change from lunches I paid for in cash when you were busy and I had to fend for myself. I recruited help.”

On those days, I’d made runs to McDonald’s to indulge in my old ways, as I found comfort in the familiarity. As such, my lunch bill worked out to be a fraction of what it usually was.

Wayne had neglected to inform me all lycanthropes hired by his company enjoyed a budget for meals, and as I was his mate, I could skip down the hall to one of the helpful people in accounting to get my meal stipend in cash format. Some habits died hard, and I liked handling cash.

It comforted me in an upside down world.

“Yes, you had recruited help. From impressionable children,” Wayne stated, raising a brow at me.

I beamed at him for having done my job so well. “Yes. They are now going to be inclined to break the present rules in creative fashions. I am the worst. How does this work?”

Wayne nodded in the direction of the filling room, and it amused me how the family units had gathered together. “The Santas will distribute presents to the various groups, and they’ll open presents among themselves. It keeps things feeling family oriented, and those without families will be absorbed by one of the other groups so nobody is sitting alone. This year, we’ll be expected to stay just us, and next year, we’ll probably be absorbed by a larger family group if you’re ready to be with more people. There will be some private gift giving as well, so don’t be surprised if someone sneaks up behind you and leaves a present for you to find. James will recruit Kevin to give you a bigger present.”

“Well, that is ruthless of him. What about my comfort?” I snickered and shrugged. “I’m so sad, getting to spend more time with Kevin.”

“Yeah, we figured you wouldn’t have any problems with getting to spend more time with the puppies. Expect the other puppies to begin their campaign to get attention from Aunt Joyce. You’re going to be surrounded and overwhelmed. Defeated at the hands of small children.”

“I do not wish to be rescued,” I informed him.

Wayne laughed. “Is that you or your virus talking?”

“Both. It is something we agree on without reservation.”

The stereotypical ho-ho-ho of a Santa getting a little too enthusiastic about his Santa duties did a good job of hushing the conversation, and when I twisted to get a view, I groaned. “Seriously, Wayne?”

“When Satan asks if he can misspell his name just once, with his wife witnessing, using the words please and thank you, only a true monster would refuse him. There are puppies, kittens, and other animals being given out today, after he interviewed all the parents to make sure the animals would be happy in their new homes.”

I foresaw mayhem. “How many pets are coming?”

“No household is escaping without a pet, I’m afraid.”

My eyes widened. “We’re getting a pet?”

He smiled. “You’re just going to have to wait your turn to find out. Maybe I’m getting a pet, and you’re just going to have to console yourself with visiting me and my new pet.”

I eyed the Devil, who bounced around in a red and white costume. To my amazement, I realized the Chief Quinns were in attendance, dressed up as reindeer. I covered my mouth so I wouldn’t burst into giggles at the sight of unicorns wearing reindeer antlers. They pulled a little wheeled sleigh, which mystically remained full no matter how many times the Devil gave out entire stacks of presents. “What sort of bargain did you make for this?”

“They’ll only be here for an hour or so, but the Devil asked really nicely, as he thought you’d be more comfortable around a few friendly, familiar faces. The Quinns have babysitters for their herd, and they’ve already done their presents and dinner, so they wanted to see our pack celebrating.” Wayne nodded in the direction of one of the Santas, who had an elaborate red jacket, a fluffy white beard, and spectacles, a perfect match for what most thought of when thinking of the jolly old man spreading joy. “He also lives for moments like this, and Lucifer worked with a couple of archangels to make sure He could come out and see a big happy family. This is the type of thing He lives for, apparently—but He won’t show for something like this without invitation, and we tend to take a more secular approach. Everyone who does religious gatherings does so on their own. But this is the type of celebration He appreciates. I’ve been told everyone has been both naughty and nice, and you can guess who is dishing out which for the year. I’m pretty sure the one Santa will be giving the adults presents designed to encourage them to be naughty with each other. The other Santa will take it more seriously.”

I gave up trying to understand how life worked. “Should I sneak upstairs to get my mug so Bailey can see I have it?”

“I’ve submitted the appropriate evidence proving you use it daily and become rather upset should it not be where you are expecting.”

Busted. “Who wouldn’t love their cindercorn mug?”

“Nobody sane. I’m hoping I get one this year. I’ve been really good and deserve my own cindercorn mug.”

I laughed. “When they come around, I’ll tell Bailey you were a really good boy and deserve a cindercorn mug of your very own. I’ll even wax eloquent about how you assist me when I do need to serve as bait with that horrible perfume you hate so very much.”

“It hides the mating markers,” he complained. “It upsets me and my virus so very much.”

“Do you need me to cuddle that all better for you?”

As Wayne enjoyed when I cuddled with his fluffy hybrid form, I expected him to misunderstand the type of cuddling on offer. He nodded. “I very much could use some cuddling tonight after being tired out from such a big dinner and so many presents.”

“Do you think an hour will be long enough for all those presents to be distributed?”

“With two cindercorns and Lucifer handing everything out, they’ll be finished within thirty minutes, and they’ll spend the rest of the time visiting with the children. All he has to do is will the packages to his hands. He can do the same. Between the two of them, they’ll finish quickly. They could just snap their fingers and everyone’s presents would be piled nearby ready for opening.  This is more personal.”

That it was. “How many outside of us know who He is?”

“Only James, because James was asked. James did not tell his mate, as he felt things would have spread out of hand. Sometimes, it’s better off if people just don’t know and enjoy their ignorance. It would change the mood.”

That it would. “I’ll keep quiet. For a price.”

Wayne raised a brow at me. “What price?”

“We haven’t tried putting a bow on your chest as clothing, or a cute ribbon around your neck. That might work.”

As we’d been battling for how to deal with my inability to handle him while shirtless, Wayne eyed me. “I can reserve a ribbon and a bow if you’d like to try this.”

With an evil grin, I leaned over and whispered, “Perhaps a second ribbon so you can be properly gift wrapped for me. Maybe if I’m the one doing the unwrapping, I won’t run away.”

It took him about thirty seconds to piece together what I meant, and he narrowed his eyes as he considered the wheeled sleigh full of gifts. “If there isn’t sufficient ribbon on my presents, I will steal ribbon from somewhere.”

I bet he would. “You can just spend the rest of the presents phase of tonight thinking about that.”

“I’m not sure if you’re being naughty or nice,” Wayne whined. “Will I get unwrapped, or will I be trying to coax you out of our closet again when you get spooked out of your skin? I know my pristine and beautiful chest is overwhelming to behold, but I’d like to not fetch my mate out of our closet.”

“Maybe you should find a satiny ribbon I can blindfold you with. Maybe if you’re helpless, I can do what I want with you. Which is a lot,” I informed him.

“I’m an FBI agent, Joyce. I have handcuffs. Just pad them first.”

That caught my virus’s attention. “Is that a Christmas present to me?”

“If you would like to count it as a present, sure. I promise I won’t struggle, but I can’t promise what will happen if you let me off my leash.”

Poor hybrid lycanthrope male, pushed to the limits of his patience. “We’re going to need a lot of ribbon if you’re getting a leash.”

“I’m sure I can work something out.”
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Satan, dressed as Santa, gave me a roll of red satin ribbon as the first of my presents, along with a card with a small bag of candy taped to the front of it. “Put that in your purse now so no children run off with it. Those candies are for adults only.”

I glanced at Wayne, who’d gotten mobbed by both cindercorns, who demanded attention and were willing to nip him until they got their way. As only an idiot disobeyed a direct order from the Devil, I put the envelope and the bag of candies in my purse. “Thank you. Had I known you were coming, I would have gotten you something.”

“Being able to spend time with my cindercorns is present enough.” Lucifer eyed his father. “And that one, too, I guess.”

A rather happy Santa waved at us before returning to his important task of bellowing out festive greetings and entertaining eager puppies.

“I am glad you’re doing something together, as I enjoy living on Earth and do not want your family squabbles making a mess of my current home.”

Lucifer grinned at me. While the cindercorns kept Wayne busy, Lucifer unloaded a ridiculous number of gifts into our space. “You have received presents from the Quinns, and as they’re working on teaching all their children to love giving gifts, you’ve received something from every member of their herd. Unfortunately, their herd also includes a disturbing number of mice-like sentient beings, but I suggested that, perhaps, they could all pitch in to give you each a gift. Which is what happened. As my cindercorn doesn’t tend to think once she gets excited, the present is mouse sized, but I admire the amount of work and effort they put into the whole idea. It’s the first year they’re actually participating in the gift exchange, as it took them time to truly comprehend the concept of giving a gift to someone they don’t know.”

“Which presents are from them?” I asked.

Lucifer pointed at two small presents wrapped in green paper, and I claimed them, setting them aside. “These are special, so they must be treated as such. Please thank them for me.”

“As I was cruelly listening in, this is Wayne’s mug, and Bailey jumped through a ridiculous number of hoops to make sure he got the number right after yours. Fortunately for her, I’d swiped that specific number mug and hid it from her, knowing she would indulge in excessiveness.” The Devil pulled out a mug-sized present and set it near Wayne. “He’s so busy fending off cindercorn slobber he isn’t even aware we’re having a conversation.”

I laughed at that. “Thank you for letting me know. I’ll make sure he notices the number.”

Lucifer added a few more presents to our pile. “I’ll teleport everything you’ve opened upstairs into the living room so your plans for that ribbon aren’t disturbed. Also, I’m taking the liberty of issuing the equivalent of a chill pill so you and your virus are not hampered for the rest of the evening. You’ll find your adventuring in the future will be far less limited, although you’ll have some hiccups along the way resulting in an unexpected visit to your preferred closet hideaway.”

“That’s an even better present than the ribbon,” I admitted.

“You’ve done the important work healing yourself, so view this as a little assistance to fledge properly. The trials you needed to pass are over, so now it’s time for you to receive your earned reward. Just take care with that little bag of candy, else you may require someone to rescue you. And if nobody hears from you within forty-eight hours, I will send my wife over to free you from your male’s clutches.”

My eyes widened. “I’ll be careful with the contents of my purse,” I promised.

“I also took the liberty of willing all of the perishable gifts into your fridge or freezer as needed. You will not be pursuing them tonight for some reason.”

Well, I was about to have a very merry Christmas. “Again, thank you. Dare I ask what I owe you?”

“Babysitting of the older pair of cindercorn foals. They’re a handful, and they need some time with other species, and the lycanthropes we have kicking around hell are hardly normal. You can introduce them to the puppies in the pack so they’re better socialized in pack and large group environments.”

“Is this a favor or a present?” I asked.

“A bit of both, truth be told. Is the last week of January okay for you to take them?”

I reached over, grabbed Wayne’s arm, tugged, and said, “We’re getting the older cindercorn foals the last week of January.”

“Okay. I’m sure you can handle making sure their wonderfully soft and fluffy parents give us everything we need to care for them.”

I returned to my conversation with the Devil. “The last week of January is not a problem.”

“Merry Christmas,” Lucifer told the cindercorns, who bobbed their heads and whinnied. Once the cindercorns went back to nuzzling Wayne in bids for attention, he said, “That was all the present I needed, so thank you for that. While they have a daycare situation that works quite well, the foals need to learn to interact with others, and they cannot contract lycanthropy, so it’s good for you as well.” Issuing a rumbling laugh a lot like his father’s, he unloaded even more presents from the sleigh. “Bailey has been bursting at the seams over how she wanted to check in on you and Wayne, so I may have encouraged her to show Wayne a great deal of affection because he’s sad and lonely.”

He was? I laughed at the insanity. “Frustrated, yes. Sad and lonely, not so much. Two weeks ago, Laurie suggested I should go with some of the bitches out for a spa day. I agreed because my virus no longer freaks out around the other bitches in the pack. And let me tell you, the first time I said bitches, talking about them, they went nuts. They even arranged to make sure there were women attending to me because I freak out so badly around men, especially unknown male lycanthropes. So I got my nails done. He was the definition of sad and lonely for three hours. It took a week to escape his clutches to go to the bathroom without an audience of sad and lonely male lycanthrope.”

“He was quite proud you went out with the ladies on your own, but he did miss you,” Lucifer replied.

“I was gone for three hours.”

“Three hours may as well be an eternity for a doting lover. I whine after about five minutes of separation from my darling.” Lucifer turned and pointed across the room, where a snow leopard wearing a Santa hat played with some of the children. “Speaking of animals, there is one last present you should have.” With a wave of his hand, a heavy box appeared on my lap. It moved, as whatever was inside wiggled around. “My brothers helped to make sure there are no issues with teleportation today. The rest of the animals will be distributed as everyone goes home for the night. I just expect you to be dragging your male off sooner than later. And no, Wayne doesn’t know what’s in the box.”

I reached over, snagged Wayne again, and said, “You need to come open this with me.”

The cindercorns took that as their cue to leave, as did Lucifer, who laughed, waved, and headed off to continue playing at Santa.

“Ah. I see.  That box is moving, and there are air holes.”

I nodded, and as I had an adventurous side to me, I stuck my finger into one of the holes to see what would happen. Tiny and sharp teeth took a nip, although I couldn’t tell if I dealt with a cat, dog, or some other animal. With a delighted giggle, I removed my finger from the hole. While sharp and pointy, no real damage had been done to my skin. “It’s something with tiny teeth!”

“I’ve never seen someone become so excited to be bitten by a new pet.” Wayne laughed, leaned close, and kissed my cheek. “I’m glad you’re excited to have a pet. When Lucifer approached me about it, I couldn’t refuse the idea. You love pets almost as much as you love children. And while most don’t agree to life-long commitments over the holidays, all these animals have their forever homes. They were all recent rescues, and Lucifer matched the animals with the households best suitable for them. I mean, we’re a pack of lycanthropes. We can’t abandon animals. It’s just not in our genetics.”

I raised a brow and settled into untying the ribbon keeping the animal from escaping. “Is that how it works?” Once I untied the ribbon, I lifted the lid and peeked inside.

Two puppy noses came my way, accompanied with excited yips. I recognized the shape of their muzzles and fur coloration as that of remarkably young German shepherds. “We’re doomed, Wayne.” I needed both hands to keep the puppies contained within the box, and Wayne peeked inside.

Once he saw the animals, he laughed. “This was aimed at me. I’ve always wanted a puppy!”

For someone with his reputation, Satan had a heart of gold. I reached in, snagged a puppy in one hand, and once Wayne had a hold on the box, I grabbed the second one. I spotted something hanging off the lid. “Now we have two puppies. There’s something on the lid.”

While I situated the puppies on my lap, making use of their tiny collars and the ribbon to keep them contained. At maybe five pounds each, they were smaller than I expected from the breed. “They’re so tiny.”

Wayne grabbed the item from the lid, which proved to be a card. He opened it, read, and his eyes narrowed. “Ah, I understand now.”

“Understand what? That we will have most things we own destroyed by a pair of adorable puppies?”

“They’re rescues from a lab, and they were tested on and infected with lycanthropy, so they need to be placed with lycanthropes. Lucifer erased as much of the trauma as he could, but there will be a few issues. He says they both have the potential to be working dogs for us, and that he’ll speak to Lenny about having someone train them for their new jobs. These two will need to work, so they’re best suited for our household. They come potty trained, crate trained, and trained to walk, heel, and sit on command. As a Christmas present, they also know what they’re allowed to chew on, so we won’t lose much to their puppy teeth and playful ways.”

I cuddled with the puppies, who wiggled on my lap. “How old are they?”

“Too young to be separated from their mother, but she passed after the rescue. These were the only surviving puppies from the litter.” Wayne sighed, shook his head, and reached over to pet the puppy with the blue collar. “The one with the purple collar is yours, and the one with the blue collar is mine, and they’ve already been imprinted to understand we are their specific humans, although we can share. The poor babies.”

“And everyone is getting these rescues?”

“Yep. That’s what Lucifer came to talk to me about when deciding if our pack would be good for them. There will be all sorts of species of animals, from mice, hamsters, cats, dogs, otters—don’t get Lucifer started on his beloved otters—and even things like chinchillas.”

I sucked in a breath, twisted around, and waited for Lucifer to turn my direction. The instant he looked my way, I pointed at the puppies on my lap, thanked him, and then mouthed how I wanted chinchillas, and if he valued his eternal life, he would help me acquire chinchillas.

He laughed, said something to the cindercorns, and disappeared.

“I don’t know if that means we’re getting chinchillas, but from the first time I ever saw a chinchilla, I’ve wanted one,” I informed Wayne. “They are adorable, they’re fluffy, and while they require a lot of care, they’re not the kind of animal that usually wants held a lot. They’re beautiful, and if you earn one’s trust, they’re exceptionally soft. But they’re just beautiful.”

Wayne smiled. “We have plenty of space for a cage for some chinchillas, and I’m not going to say no if you want to rescue some fluffy friends.”

Lucifer reappeared, and he carried a blanket-shrouded metal cage in his hand. Crouching, he set the cage on the floor, cooed to the animals inside, and eased the covering away to reveal three chinchillas inside, who huddled together in a corner. “These beauties will be a bit of a project for you, but they will go to your home knowing you’re a safe haven for them. I’ll make sure your dogs know these are members of your family. There are others, but these are the only ones that will live a long and happy life. The others will pass in my conservatory with their final days filled with love and attention. We’re used to handling those tragedies. You should enjoy at least fifteen years with these three. With the proper care and attention, of course.”

As if I would give them anything else. “Can I call you about watching all the animals when we have to work?”

“Absolutely. I’ve always got souls in rehabilitation that earn rewards for good behavior, and we use pet care as one of those rewards, so they’ll get the best care possible. The fucking assholes who haven’t earned such rewards are given the nastier jobs. There’s one we’re working with now who abused cats, and he is spending most of his eternal damnation cleaning litter boxes. He hates it. And when he tries to complain, we feed him to the man-eaters a few times to learn he must handle his duty with pride. Or at least in sullen silence.”

I loved it, and after cooing to the poor babies in their cage, I restored the cover. “Will they be all right in this cage until tomorrow?”

“I’ll have some of my demons take everything we have for them to your home, so if you want a new habitat for them, it can wait for a while. I must return to my gift-giving duties. Wayne, don’t let her adopt the entirety of my hells. Your home simply isn’t large enough.”

Wayne grinned and saluted the Devil. “I’ll do my best, but I make no promises.”

“Enjoy the rest of your evening.” Lucifer winked at me before teleporting across the room and resuming his duties as Santa.

Then, because our night could get stranger, He wandered over, sat down, and lifted the blanket off the cage. “My son, however beloved he may be, thinks he is far more clever than he is. I will tell you what he will not. Like the puppies you welcome into your home and lives, these animals were misused, quite terribly. He has done what he could for them, but there are limits to what we can do without breaking certain laws. He feels if he speaks the truth of them, he will skirt too close to those laws. I raised him to avoid the End of Days, for it would bring the end of all things he cherishes, his little darling of a kitten and his precious daughter being among those things. His very soul shies away from even the thought of such things.” He smiled. “My intent, from the very beginning. But, laws were almost broken with these beloved of mine, and as such, you must be aware of what you keep within your home.”

“That sounds ominous,” I stated, my eyes widening. “But aren’t these just three chinchillas? What could they have done so severe?”

“It is not what they did, but what was done to them and the others my son cares for. He spoke truth of that. They pass soon, but they pass in peace and surrounded with kindness. They were experiments within a lab run by men, lycanthropes, and others, who seek to have power like mine, born of the fruit of their efforts rather than as a gift from the Universe.” His expression turned tender, and he opened the door of the cage and held out His hand.

While two of the chinchillas remained cowered in the corner, one came out and investigated His hand. Once the rodent had made its way onto His palm, He lifted it up and gave it a kiss on its little head. “I gift to you the peace you have never known and the knowledge of finding comfort in your new home. And to you, Joyce and Wayne, the awareness that your home will be her den for the rest of her days, and that she will always return to where you are until the end of your days. She will be a light in the darkness when you need, and she will have a purpose beyond what her creators wanted for her.”

Something stirred deep within my bones, a warm and gentle touch that rippled through me before easing.

Rather than return the chinchilla to her cage, He set her down, and she bounded over to me, scrambled on my lap, and joined the puppies, who took turns nuzzling her.

It was then I realized the little animals were too young to truly attempt to groom their new sister.

“Do not fret, Joyce. My son already plans for demons and devils to sneak into your home and give the puppies the care you do not know they need. Leave him to his meddling ways, as it will bring him joy to do so much good for the helpless. He is as I made him to be, after all—the Lord of the Morning, shining like the sun. He is my hope for this world for all eternity. One day, he will understand that I gave him both the hardest burdens but the greatest of rewards. They will heal, and they will grow strong, and you will have the joy of their care with little of the burden, though you will share some of those burdens.” Once again, He held His hand into the cage, and after a moment of hesitation, the next one came out, sniffing Him before climbing onto His palm. “And I give you the same gifts as your sister, although a different task. Yours will be to offer shadow when the light is too bright, for when stealth is needed, for when your beloved lycanthropes require a clever paw to shroud their way when the light will simply not do. While you can usher in the darkness, because of you, the light can shine.” He grinned. “And you will help Joyce with her sleep, because the glare of any light startles her and reminds her of old days she wished were long gone.”

I couldn’t remember why glimmers of light bothered me when I tried to sleep, but as Wayne had dealt with me trying to crawl under him several times already due to unexpected shimmers, I accepted the truth with a shrug. “Wayne is definitely going to appreciate not being used as a living blindfold some nights, that’s for certain. Thank you.”

“As it will offer you comfort, you are more than ready to handle the burden of what your memories hide. I see no need for you to face such trauma again. Nothing of that time will give you strength beyond what you have already created for yourself. I will do what my son will not and take those from you. Life will be yours to live on your terms and your terms alone. If you wish for the knowledge, it is yours upon request. You will find those little things you struggle with will no longer be a struggle.”

I’d still make use of my roll of ribbon and indulge in my other plans. “Thank you.”

He chuckled and turned His attention to the last chinchilla in the cage. “I have not forgotten about you, little one. I gift to you the peace you deserve, much like your sisters, although I fear I also curse you in a way, for you shall be the bastion of sanity and common sense in your household. You are more than equal to the task. You are the balance of all things, blending the light and darkness. I gift you with patience, for you will need it.”

That I could believe. Rather than say anything, I took turns petting the animals crowding my lap.

It took her a while, but the chinchilla came out to sit on His hand. After taking a moment to pet her, He set her loose so she could join her sisters and the puppies. “And on that happy note, I will leave you to welcome the new members of your family. I’ll make certain my son hasn’t forgotten anything important. In his excitement, he usually does, and he loves these holidays, just like a good child should. And please try not to worry much about your puppies. They’ll grow and be strong in time.”

Before we had a chance to even offer a thanks, He let loose a hearty chuckle and descended on another family to spread the holiday cheer.

“Everybody is going to know who He is. His voice has power,” Wayne said, shaking his head. “Everyone is aware of who Lucifer is, too—especially the children. They adore him.”

“It’s difficult to find reasons to dislike him,” I replied.

“I’d let him watch any of the pack’s kids without worry or hesitation.”

I nodded. “We should do great acts of evil and recruit him to babysit often.”

“How is that evil?”

“It’s on our schedule rather than his.”

Wayne laughed. “That’s true. I don’t know about you, but I can wait to see what other presents we’ve gotten for after we’ve gotten our new babies settled upstairs. We can leave everything here. If Lucifer doesn’t bring it up as he said, someone from the pack will take care of it.”

As the puppies and chinchillas were all snuggling together, I moved all the animals to the cage for transport. The five settled into the bedding for a hard-earned nap. “I think we can stay for a little while if we cover their cage.”

Wayne considered the animals, and after five minutes of watching them sleep off the excitement, he nodded. “It seems you are correct. What had Santa given you?”

“A present. It’s mine, and you can’t have it. I might show it to you later.” I definitely would, in ways he didn’t expect. I pointed at one of the larger presents with his name on it. “You go first.”

Laughing, he obeyed, grabbed the box, and tore into it with the enthusiasm of a child. The gaming console, something he’d put on his list after I’d caught him drooling over them in an electronic store, would win me at least a few hours of blissful peace and time to do with as I pleased. With three chinchillas and two puppies to care for, I expected I would spend the time taking naps with our animals.

I loved to nap. Life before Wayne had been devoid of naps, and I made up for lost time through claiming every opportunity possible to curl up with a soft, warm blanket.

While he checked over the features of his new toy, I selected a smaller box for myself, opening it to discover a new tablet I’d wanted to read books on and play games. The device was an upgraded model of what had been on my wishlist, and I rolled my eyes at the blatant way somebody had broken the rules. I’d enjoy the hell out of the games along with using it to read books.

Most of my books were cookbooks, as I tried to conquer my general ineptitude in the kitchen. Given some time, I figured I’d explore the world of fiction, although I foresaw a great deal of time reading non-fiction books to gain a better understanding of Wayne’s life.

I opened three more gifts, which included notebooks I’d wanted for work and play, a fancy new pen of the fountain variety, and a collection of toys for my desk at work.

Wayne spotted me fiddling with the set of colorful magnet balls, and he said, “I see you were not joking about having fidget toys for your desk for when your brain needed a break.”

I nodded, smooshed the magnet balls back into their square containment vessel, and returned them to the pile. I picked up my favorite of the journals and showed it to him. “I got the journal!”

“And what are you going to do with your new prize?”

“It’s going to be my vacation wish journal,” I informed him in a solemn tone. “Where I plan perfect vacations from top to bottom, with dream itineraries, so I can browse the world through the internet and travel sites.”

Wayne raised a brow. “You know we can go on a vacation if you’d like.”

“I won’t know which vacation I want to go on until I plan them all, obviously.”

“If planning epic vacations in your journal is what you want to do, just leave the journal out where I can find it so an epic vacation may just mystically happen.”

I eyed him before eyeing the journal. With a sticky note, I could inform him which of my epic vacation ideas were my favorite, which ones I thought he’d like best, and breakdown the entire costs of the trip. “But we have to take time off.”

“I could book it during these mystical company wide time offs you insisted we concoct because you need more therapy.”

As he leveled a true accusation my way, I pouted at him. “Everyone was delighted with the time off for the holidays.”

“For the first week, then terror set in that we were really paying them to do nothing for three weeks.”

“They had a similar response to a week off at Thanksgiving, too. So much confusion, Wayne. I had people coming into my office in entire herds asking if the company-wide memo was really meant to go to the entire company. The customer service agents are beside themselves.”

“They’re beside themselves because we have a bunch who are paid by the hour, and you decided they were being paid eight hours a day, including weekends, for the duration of the time off.”

I glared at Wayne. “And they loved it.”

“I had to send upper managers to everyone to convince them yes, that was what was happening. Then we paid out on the paycheck before we had time off, and then the ones who did have to work were paid again.”

“Holiday pay,” I informed him.

“And what other reforms are you going to push through my company?”

I thought about it. “I couldn’t bust you on the health insurance part of things, but I’ll get back to you after I’ve had some time to put thought into it. But the thinking needs to wait. I’m officially ready to escape to the great upstairs so we can get our new pets settled.”

Then I had plans to have a very merry Christmas.
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Chaos did exactly what she wanted.









It took longer than I appreciated to lure Wayne away from the sleeping puppies and chinchillas. I ultimately needed to go change into my skimpiest lingerie, make use of the ribbon the Devil had given me, and drag him away using force. He’d struggled at first, but the instant he realized what I wore and where I was taking him, he fell in line with my plans.

Had I been a little wiser, I would have realized I’d bitten off more than I could chew.

Wayne had waited a long time for me to be ready to delve deeper into our relationship, and repressed lycanthrope males lacked common sense and restraint. I savored every minute of it, but it took a pair of whining puppies to rein him in. His pet parenting instincts kicking on saved me from a memorable death. I should have helped him care for the animals, but every muscle in my body protested. Rather than assist, I slithered to our bathroom, crawled into the tub, and began the process of filling it.

I assaulted his precious jet tub with bath salts and bubbles, sins doomed to lead to an expensive repair bill—if I neglected to use a practitioner trick or three to preserve the pumps and piping.

Wayne strutted into the bathroom, observed my wickedness, and pouted at me.

“Assuming I remember how to human again, sometime soon, I’ll use my cheating ways to preserve the precious tub,” I told him, and as I wasn’t a complete monster, I patted the water in invitation. “You have earned joining me in the tub through your manly prowess.”

“Well, I’m going to have to, as I can’t let you just sleep in there unattended, and I know exactly what you’re going to do.”

I nodded, and I refused to feel any shame. “I was up past my bedtime, I’m a spoiled lycanthrope now, and I’m going to take a nap with my favorite pillow.”

Laughing, he joined me, lifted me up long enough to situate me on his lap, and kissed my cheek. “An incubus is tending to the puppies and chinchillas. It seems he’d earned Lucifer’s favor, and his reward was to play with the babies. I was told to get to work pampering you, and that you need some rest because your virus is tapped out from taming me.”

Damn it. “Again?” I complained.

While I’d improved in leaps and bounds since going home with Wayne, I’d required transfusions every few days for over two months, and my virus levels refused to get anywhere over tolerably acceptable. All seemed right in my virus’s world, but I’d been told my experiences with my virus versus how a healthy virus behaved may as well been in two different universes.

“It’s nothing to be worried about. She’s settling into the conventional mating routine and having herself a grand time. My virus is amused and allowing your virus to do whatever she wants. As you’re curious, right now, she’s a soothing warmth, and she seems to have taken up residency in the general vicinity of my chest, which you’ve seemed to have developed an obsession with since yesterday.”

“I’ve been stealing peeks for two weeks,” I admitted. “I was peeking into the bathroom whenever you were naked. Exposure therapy on the sly. But then I got some help.”

The candies had done us both in, and when that worked up, I lost every inhibition and hesitancy, developing an urge to speak with my teeth. I’d bitten him more than a few times, but as his virus enjoyed when I got rough, he healed in record time, leaving him to take extra care with me.

“Those candies were all the help you might have needed, as you’d figured out the important key points without the use of those wicked candies.” Wayne laughed. “I’ll thank Lucifer later for those.”

I would, too. I snuggled against him, delighted we could share the tub without him being in his hybrid form. “It’s like He flipped a switch, and the problems mystically vanished.”

“Well, that is what basically happened. He removed the source of trauma. I suspect that fucker had gotten his shirt ripped off or had taken it off during the attack, and you were subconsciously avoiding the memories. Since the memories are gone, it’s no longer a mountain you have to climb. And in His eyes, you’d already won the war. Why make you suffer when He could simply erase it so you can get on with the rest of your life? I suspect there’s more to it than that. You won’t have the trauma when we go to hunt him. That’s an advantage for you. He won’t be able to take advantage of any reactions to him for his benefit. And while I’ll be around, I don’t know how we’re hunting him. Yet.”

Yet. We had yet another mountain to climb first, the issue of my parents. “Which means we need to start working towards our May plans. And consoling your parents that they did not come to our party yesterday.”

“Oh yes, they need consolation. They’re on a cruise in the Caribbean. They’re so burdened right now. Anyway, we’ll celebrate with them after the New Year. Remember, it was their idea to go on a cruise for Christmas so we could have time with each other without being burdened with guilt over excluding them.” Wayne cuddled me close, laughed, and gave me another kiss. “We can go add a few more presents to their pile in the next few days if that’ll make you feel better. I’m sure there might be a dollar store somewhere in New York with some inventory left.”

I giggled. “I really went overboard.”

“I’m amazed you managed to smuggle everything around the building without getting caught. You even deceived the security team downstairs.”

“I bribed them,” I confessed. “I didn’t deceive. I bribed. I threatened to cry, with you finding out they were the reason I cried, if rumor spread of the abnormal number of dollar store bags entering the building. They helped me.”

Wayne’s laughter matured to maniacal chortling. “Well done. You can do it again next year if it makes you happy, just plan better, as we’re onto you and will be watching. Waiting. Planning our revenge.”

“Can the revenge start off with a nap, though? For some reason, I’m really tired.”

“Take your nap, Joyce. I’ll get you tucked into bed after feeding us both some breakfast. And I’ll be napping the day away with you, too. For some reason, I’m really tired.”

“How mysterious.”

“Get in your soaking, and I’ll handle the details from here. And if I take a nap in the tub, the incubus in the other room promised he’d keep an eye on us to make certain there are no accidents.”

“Remind me to send the Devil a present later,” I ordered.

“I think I can manage that.”
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It took a week for Wayne to decide he could go ten minutes without receiving physical affection. During one of those rare sessions, I managed to handle the approvals for everyone to move on the project they wanted to surprise Wayne with, all without being caught in the act. For the most part, I savored every moment of Wayne’s enthusiasm, although the Devil’s various demons and devils got to spend more time with our new pets than we did. Despite being assured the world would not end because we were neglectful new pet parents, I tried my best to make up for the lost time, spending most of my days off playing with the animals and handling life while they napped.

Young animals spent a lot of time napping, much to Wayne’s relief, as he rarely needed to pull me away from the five babies. As planned, we went to visit his parents to celebrate Christmas, and we took the new members of our family with us.

His parents loved our furry children almost as much as we did, and I even managed to open all the presents they’d gotten for me, which boiled down to gaming consoles, single-player games, and gift certificates for solo activities so I could have time for myself. Before I could worry about how Wayne would react to me wandering off alone, he joined in and made suggestions on where I could go spending my own money on myself and only myself.

A promise to try appeased him and his parents, and my hesitation went onto the list of things to talk to my therapist about.

A week before we were scheduled to return to work, my mate cornered me in our dining room, where I worked at making certain our chinchillas enjoyed their weekly dust bath. “So. Your parents.”

As I couldn’t interrupt their dust bath, I eyed him. “What about them?”

“I would like to learn if my research is accurate.”

I’d known he’d been working on delving into the secrets of my past, something I’d given my blessing for. As I’d already agreed to have him poke around into my history, I relaxed and patted the chair next to me. “You can come sit and observe our fluffy children play in their baths.”

I’d named them Dawn, Dusk, and Chaos. Dawn, like He had suggested when handling them, tended to be a sweet ball of sunshine, easily pleased and ready to bring joy wherever she went. Dusk enjoyed napping and causing trouble closer to nightfall, but also tended to be sweet.

Chaos did exactly what she wanted.

At the moment, that involved flinging dust far and wide, creating a mess I would need to clean up after I escorted them back to their playroom, which was a giant cage within a converted bedroom they shared with the puppies. The chinchillas owned a third of the room while the German shepherds owned the rest of it. A special door-sized gate kept all the animals contained when we needed to leave them unattended, and an entire flock of devils and demons had made certain the room was secured if we couldn’t be with them.

On more than one occasion, I’d found the puppies sleeping beside the chinchillas along the barrier separating them.

Dogs would be dogs, and chinchillas might become prey to dogs. As such, the pets did not play together unsupervised. I didn’t care how many times the Devil reassured me they could be left together, I refused to take the risk. I valued all five of my new babies equally.

Wayne had named our puppies Twilight and Order, continuing the theme I’d started. Order lived up to her name, taking on the role of primary organizer and supervisor. As she grew, we’d have trouble on our hands, as the puppy showed every sign of being a dog who needed work to thrive. Twilight, on the other hand, would end up a lazy bum of a couch potato, which suited me well enough.

Wayne could run Order around while I kept Twilight company, enjoying the peace and quiet I’d missed for so long.

After considering me for a suspiciously long time, Wayne nodded, heading into our living room, and returned with a briefcase and his work laptop. “I broke a few of our household rules doing this, so I’m going to apologize now. I’m sorry.”

I considered what he’d brought in, rolled my eyes, and said, “How much work time did you spend on our personal stuff?”

“About a week,” he confessed.

“And how much, during that time, have you spent working overtime?”

He winced. “Closer to two weeks.”

“I’ll come up with a suitable punishment, one that benefits me and makes you serve my every whim.” At my virus’s insistence, I added, “Probably in the bath.”

“I can live with that.”

“Had I been monitoring you more closely, you wouldn’t have gotten away with that, which means I’m going to have to reevaluate your schedule. Obviously, I have not been giving you sufficient work.”

When he wanted, Wayne could pout with almost the same effectiveness as our puppies when they wanted something and we refused to cave to their wicked ways.

“You’re the one who wanted to hire me,” I reminded him. “It’s your fault you brought a dictator into your home.”

“I’ve regretted nothing, especially since my dictator has become rather cuddly in recent days.”

I could work with being a cuddly dictator. “Let’s hear what you’ve learned. I’m ready.”

“Your real name is Joyce Peterville, and you’re from Detroit. You are marked as missing at seventeen, with a general notation your parents are uncertain if you were kidnapped or if you’d run away.”

“Well, that makes them idiots. I obviously ran away, as I was facing being kicked out anyway. If they had not wanted me to think I was being kicked out, they would have used different methods of trying to bring me back into line,” I replied, shaking my head over the situation. “You are correct thus far.”

“I have a note here that you’re the sexiest lycanthrope to have ever walked the face of the Earth,” he announced.

All three chinchillas stopped rolling around in their dust baths to regard my mate with adorable rodent disgust.

“I think our babies understand English or they are really good at reading tone, because that was just bad, Wayne.”

“It wouldn’t surprise me if they understand English. Lucifer likes to meddle, and giving pets rudimentary comprehension of English tends to result in a happier household.” He turned his attention to the three animals. “I’m not sorry I love her, and she needs to hear how much she’s appreciated numerous times a day. Once she’s comfortable with it, she will start showering me with similar attention. It’s a good plan!”

While it took me a few moments, I realized he was onto something. “I conquered some serious levels of trauma to be able to enjoy naked cuddling, so I deserve a reward later.” I hesitated. “That wasn’t quite right, was it?”

“Tell me I’m arrogant, obnoxious, and handsome enough to make you like it.”

“You are arrogant, you are obnoxious, and I conquered a mountain of trauma because you’re handsome enough I wanted a piece of that pie,” I replied, well aware he had taken to viewing my complaints as overtures of adoration. “Why did we agree to separate blankets, by the way?”

“We both hate getting too cold, and someone is a blanket thief.” He grinned. “That someone is me, because I enjoy admiring you when you’re naked and happy to be in bed with me. So I steal the blanket, enjoy the view, and then tuck you in with a new blanket.”

Well, that explained the mystery of the new blanket that kept finding its way into bed with us. “We’re going to have to teach the animals there are sacred times where they need to not be in bed with us. It wouldn’t do if your evening adventures were curtailed. If you want to be a voyeur while I enjoy sleeping, I’m certainly not going to stop you.”

“I see you approve of my voyeuristic ways.”

“I suspect our energetic mornings are related to your voyeuristic ways, and I wish to encourage this behavior.” I reached over and petted all three of our chinchillas, who went back to their dust baths. “Five more minutes, babies, then you have to play with your toys in your room while I put the dust baths away.” However much they loved their dust baths, I couldn’t afford to let them play in them for too long, as overexposure to the dust could make them ill. “If you’re really good about relinquishing your sacred dust baths, I’ll get you some treats.”

One day, they would realize they were getting treats either way, but the animals went back to the serious work of playing in their dust.

“You don’t have a high school diploma, and I’ve already taken care of booking you in for the base testing so you can be issued a diploma. You’re obviously smart enough to pass the test, and I asked that the test be practical skills. The CDC told me you don’t even need a test to get your diploma, as it’s obvious to them you’re smart, skilled, and beyond a high school level of education. I just thought you’d appreciate having to earn the piece of paper. You can just go in and tell them you want the paper, and it will be yours.”

Lacking a high school diploma hadn’t impaired my ability to function, as McDonald’s didn’t care if I had a diploma. “I appreciate that. When is my appointment?”

“You’ll be ambushed the day we go back to work to handle that matter. The CDC will send someone over. I figured if I made it as easy on you as possible, it would get done. With that out of the way, I have determined that not only were your parents vanilla, they were members of several organizations meant to curtail the rights of those with lycanthropy, any form of practitioner skills, and so on—so a great deal of the problems you endured were meant to protect their status with those various organizations.” Wayne opened his briefcase and pulled out several folders, which he placed on the table in front of me. “This is where we take a sharp left turn into the surreal, and why Lucifer might have correctly assumed your parents’ activities might create conflict with our hunt for Marlando. Unbeknownst to them when they were involved with the organization, the group was cultivating prejudice to create rifts between the members, the adults of the family and their children, to create situations like yours—situations where the group could snatch runaways and make them disappear into their network.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Their network of what?”

“Traffickers. In this case, non-sexual, which is surprising, but traffickers all the same. We suspect the trafficking might turn sexual later, but in a roundabout way. Essentially, the taken kids are groomed to work in the network, trapping them in various illegal activities to make sure they stay in the network. They might be used to operate other criminal trafficking rings, including sex rings. The identified victims thus far all share similar traits. They’re smart, of vanilla lineages, and headstrong. Your parents learned about this element of the group and determined you might have become a victim of trafficking through being lured into running away.”

It took me a few minutes, but I came to terms with the idea, nodding to signal I understood the situation. “Do you think Marlando is somehow involved with one of these rings?”

Wayne patted one of the envelopes in front of me. “His brother, that idiot corgi you tangoed with, is confirmed to be involved with one of the organizations your parents were associated with. That likely means Marlando was, too. I’m concerned your parents will start sniffing at the organization and bite off more than they can chew. Involvement, to Lucifer, could easily mean knocked off for investigating what they should have left alone. If their reason for involvement disappears, then they won’t be at risk.”

Damn it. When phrased that way, the deadline made more sense—with an emphasis on dead. “They are actively investigating?”

“They are. They concentrate their efforts to Detroit, Chicago, and surrounding areas, as that is where the groups are the most active. As they are thinking you were grabbed versus being as stubborn as you are beautiful, they didn’t expand their search to places like New York. They also failed to consider you would pick up a fake last name.”

“Well, that’s not very smart of them,” I muttered.

“They failed to anticipate your drive, motivation, and need to win. I will not make that mistake. I’m keeping a close eye on you, Joyce Gray. And I will continue to do so until you’re Joyce Barnes.” He engaged me in a staring contest. “You have not opened all your presents yet.”

“If you had wanted some sort of engagement ring to be discovered in a timely fashion, you shouldn’t have hidden it within literally hundreds of packages. At current, I’m opening precisely five a day to maximize my enjoyment and anticipation.”

At a rate of five a day, I would have presents until May at a minimum, as everyone had wrapped my stocking stuffers, and I counted each tiny present as an individual prize. I’d taken to enjoying my presents right after dinner while my mate recovered from his evening act of gluttony.

Wayne huffed, got up, and went into our living room, which was overwhelmed with presents and pet supplies. “There are at least five hundred presents in here!”

I foresaw a playful battle of wills on the horizon, which meant the chinchillas needed to go keep the sleeping puppies company. “It is now treat time because Mommy and Daddy need to have an energetic discussion over presents. You can play with a new toy each before you enjoy nap time.”

As all three chinchillas loved new toy time as much as treat time, they abandoned their dust baths, shook off, and swarmed me, squeaking their joy over the idea of a snack and new toys. I gathered them into my arms, got up, and headed for their playroom, peeking through the gate to determine the puppies still slept. I crept inside, released the beasts into their section of the playroom, and went to the supply closet where we kept the growing empire dedicated to our animals. I selected three new toys, wooden puzzles meant to stimulate them while giving them something to chew on, and got them a small treat each of dried rosehips, something they lived for.

A chorus of squeaking greeted me when I offered them their rosehips, and I set their toys apart so they could pick.

Chaos went for the most complex puzzle of the lot. I gave the toy a lifespan of approximately three days as she did her best to figure out how to dismantle it before deciding the only way to get to the ball in the center would be to chew her way to victory. Once she reached the ball, large enough they couldn’t swallow it accidentally, it would be chased around the floor while they squeaked their delight.

Three variants of the same toy had already lost their lives to the chinchillas.

I rewarded all three with another round of petting before checking on the sleeping puppies, determining everyone would be happy until it was time for the shepherds to have their next meal and go on their walk.

I found Wayne in the living room sorting through presents. “Lose something?”

“Lose is such a strong word. It just seems to be playing a rather good game of hide and seek in here. I miscalculated the number of presents and your determination to savor your enjoyment of them.” He heaved a sigh and held up a present my way. “You can help me by opening this.”

“Is this in the appropriate shape and size of the missing box?”

“I think.”

“You have no idea which box you put it in, do you?”

His shoulders slumped. “You would be right.”

I laughed at him. “Are you sure you even put it in a box?”

“I’m ninety percent certain.”

“And I told you in October, when we were issued a license so we could indulge in unholy matrimony at a later date and create a legal paper trail of engagement, that a ring is not necessary.” I laughed, went to my chair, and sat down, setting my present on my lap and checking the tag to determine it was from James and Laurie. “Unless you were working with the alphas, this isn’t the right box, but I’ll humor you and open it anyway.”

Inside, I found a themed planner, which implied our alphas thought I wanted to dominate the entire world. I peeked inside to discover an envelope. “I seem to have found one of their trick presents, where it looks all innocent, but in reality, they’re breaking the rules.”

“But it’s a trick you’ll appreciate.”

“Ah, you know what’s in this, then.”

“I may have given that to you knowing there is going to be excited screaming as soon as you comprehend what is inside that envelope.”

Me, scream? Excitedly? While I’d done a few gasps and a single delighted whoop, I had not been reduced to screaming. Yet. Curious over what might get me to indulge in such behavior, I pulled out a card with a picture of an island sunset. I opened the card and read the slip of paper within, which proved to be a cruise voucher for two to escape to the Caribbean, with a handwritten note stating that we needed a turn to escape. I put some serious thought into screaming, but rather than scream, I returned the voucher to the card, got up, and retrieved my special journal where I would indulge in epic vacations.

I found the section dedicated to the Caribbean, put the voucher inside, and once everything was safely closed, I clapped my hands. “I will save my screaming for when James and Laurie can witness my meltdown over the fruition of one of my world domination plans.”

“I think you mean visitation,” Wayne said, and he grinned at me.

“That, too.”

I set the planner and the journal on the stand beside my chair, holding out my hands. “I’m prepared to accept another gift. That one was good enough I feel I need to see what other marvels there are in this pile. And mark my words, Wayne, I will be screaming at our alphas, in my shrillest, happiest tone. And I will do so in such a fashion their puppies learn bad habits from me.”

My mate laughed, grabbed one of the larger boxes, and handed it over. “I’m giving you all the big stuff first so the boxes are out of our living room.”

The box weighed practically nothing, and puzzled, I tore off the wrapping paper to discover a plain brown box. I shifted my hand to access my claws and tore through the tape. Within was a big, fluffy gray wolf. Shifting my paw back to a hand, I plucked it out to discover the wolf wore a collar with Wayne’s name on it. A card revealed Kevin was behind the present, which knocked my virus for a loop. While she swooned over the puppy’s gift, I giggled and checked the card to discover he’d tried his best to wish me a very merry Christmas, but it had mostly been scribbles with a few letters distinguishable. “It’s really hard not to start squealing like some lunatic right now,” I admitted, showing him the card.

He laughed and held his hands out for my stuffed wolf. After a moment of consideration, I turned the wolf so he could see it, but I did not hand it over.

“Okay, I can’t blame you if you start squealing, because that has clearly entered the realm of the ridiculously adorable. I like that your wolf has my name on him.”

“Obviously, I need to cuddle with you even when you’re not available for immediate cuddling. Including Wayne the Fluffy in my naps seems like a good idea to me.”

“As I can’t share every single nap with you, this seems fair. We’ll have to make sure we bring Wayne the Fluffy with us whenever we know we’ll see Kevin, and we’ll call him Fluffy for short.”

“Kevin can surely pronounce Fluffy, and we’ll make sure he knows my plushy’s full name is Wayne the Fluffy.” With that out of the way, I set Fluffy on the chair beside me and held my hands out for another present. “Shower me with gifts, but not literally. We must fill this living room with paper, empty boxes, and joy. And then we’ll call the Devil and ask him to help take out the trash.”

“I love it when you talk dirty to me, Joyce.”
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Nothing beat coming home to a fluffy lycanthrope.









We made it halfway through the pile before finding the box with the engagement ring. In Wayne’s effort to prove he would make a most excellent husband, he’d put together a tiered keepsake box labeled with each major continent and interesting islands I might wish to visit. Inside the drawer meant for Europe, he’d hidden the ring along with several envelopes and small packages. I took them out, determining by size and feel which one was the ring box. I tore into it, eager to discover what he thought made for a nice engagement ring.

Instead of a clear diamond, he had chosen a yellow stone embedded in the heart of an infinity symbol with a selection of small, clear gems partnered with two green ones adding sparkle to the design.

“You talked about how you missed your eye color, so I thought you’d like to see it on your ring,” Wayne said, his tone subdued.

Green for her, yellow for me.

As he’d gotten my ring size confirmed at several different jewelers, I put the ring on, admired it on my hand, and smiled. “It’s lovely, so don’t sit over there like you got your hand caught in the cookie jar.” We didn’t have any cookies in our cookie jar, as we both had problems with cookie theft. “Not that you could right now, as someone has been neglecting his kitchen duties.”

He laughed and shook his head. “I’ve been worried you’d hate the ring, and you’re thinking about cookies?”

“We’re out of cookies,” I informed him.

“Would you have come home with me sooner had I told you I bake cookies and put them in a jar where you might be able to steal them?”

“Hell no. I have a little more pride than that. But the presence of cookies does a good job of convincing me and my virus it’s wise to stay.”

“Well played, Joyce. Well played.”

I stared into his eyes. “You could convince me to locate the engagement legal papers and go to the courthouse with those cookies, however.”

“Do you require your cookies in advance or upon our return? Should you allow me to make your cookies upon our return, I can make a few phone calls to see if there is a judge available while you dig out the papers. The courthouse is open today, and it’s fairly early in the day. I’ll even summon some form of demon or devil to keep an eye on our pets while we’re gone.” He got up and rubbed his hands together. “I could do a batch of chocolate chips to appease you, and then I could do some new ones I’ve been holding back for a special occasion.”

I got up, put the keepsake box on the table, and skipped in the direction of my office, where I kept most of our joint papers. Upon establishing myself as the supreme ruler over Wayne’s affairs, I’d become a demon with our documents, with everything nice, neat, and orderly so I wouldn’t have to stress over their location during a moment of need.

I needed my vital documents, I needed his vital documents, and I needed our marriage license, all of which occupied the same locked drawer. I gathered them, dug out the cheap briefcase I’d gotten myself with my first paycheck, and put everything inside. I hauled it back to the living room to discover Wayne holding up two suits, eyeballing them.

“Jeans and a button up,” I informed him. “Fancy attire is for the later ceremony we do for our friends and family. This is documentation securement and additional complication on our taxes rather than dealing with civil union laws and having to bicker with the CDC. We will get a proper wedding with a proper wedding dress and a dedicated suit for said event later.”

He pouted at me.

I bared my teeth and issued a single growl at my virus’s request.

Heaving a sigh, he took his suits and headed towards our bedroom. “Are you planning on wearing pajamas to the courthouse?”

“No. I’ll put on jeans and a shirt, but I’ll think about leaving off the bra.”

He stopped. “Could I talk you into the lacy black bra?”

I somehow kept from laughing at his inability to go for a few hours without wanting to make use of our bed now that I’d lost my trauma responses. “That depends on how well you’re going to reward me beyond cookies, Mr. Barnes.”

“Wear the bra and I’ll show you,” he growled.
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As there was a courthouse in Manhattan that allowed marriage walk-ins, I made Wayne take us there so we could have the experience of eloping, waiting in line with other people taking the dive into unholy matrimony. He fidgeted, and I laughed at his displays of impatience. “Relax, Wayne. I did not make you drive us all the way here to run away. If I want to get my grubby paws on your money, I need to secure your status as my husband.”

The first time I’d cracked the joke, I’d shocked him into ten whole minutes of silence. I’d laughed at his expression the entire time. Half an hour later, I’d dumped a pile of acquisition papers on his desk, all of which would eventually make him a fortune—a fortune I’d helped him earn.

“You are so bad,” he informed me. “I’m going to enjoy paying you back for that later. You’re going to be begging for mercy, but you will find none until I’m satisfied you have learned your lesson.”

“Am I going to survive this?” I asked with a laugh. “That sounds like you’re going to be making me miss work trying to recover from your affection.”

“You’ll make it to work. I won’t promise you won’t be carried in and put down for a nap in your office, but you will make it to work. You’ll even get paid for your sacrifice. It means everyone else suffers less.” Wayne settled, and he shoved his hands into his pockets. “We could have been done in ten minutes with a little help from the CDC.”

“There’s a stationary store down the street,” I announced.

He eyed me. “You have a bazillion presents at home. What do you want from the stationary store?”

“A new briefcase. Well, two. One for work, one for all the play stuff I wish to have gathered in one location. And when we go on our vacation, the briefcase will come with me. A leather one.”

“Ah. You want a travel bag for your journal.”

I nodded.

“If a travel bag for your journal is what you want, that is what you’ll get. But I know, for a fact, there are at least two briefcases in your presents somewhere. You asked for them. You got most of the things you asked for. You even specified why you wanted two.”

“The one is a really bright color and isn’t suitable for most professional venues,” I complained. Then, realizing what he said, my eyes widened. “Someone got me the ridiculous briefcases?”

“I had to referee that damned thing because there were five people who wanted to get it for you. I’m sure there were more, but I marked it off the list before the insanity worsened. I made them share the burden of the briefcase, so before you panic, nobody dished out for the entire thing.”

I scowled. “I put those on there as a deterrent.”

“We know. That’s why they were both purchased. You’re just going to have to live with it. And be eaten away until you find them in your pile of unopened presents.”

Well, I knew what I would be doing after being rewarded with cookies and some time in bed with my new spouse. “I am not the victor in this exchange.”

“It’ll look good when we go to deal with the issue of your parents. My current plan involves us paying them a visit as an FBI pair, where we’ll do a basic investigation to determine if you would like to be formally introduced. You’ll have your badge by the end of February.”

Despite my virus problems, I’d passed the physical skills testing with flying colors, and after the first two months of gun handling, I’d met the minimum requirements, although Wayne insisted I be better than just the baseline. As I agreed with him, he ran me through my paces after work several times a week to build my skills. On the practitioner front, I’d qualified for a special badge allowing me to investigate magical terrorism.

The investigations part gave me general pause, but I’d caught onto how not to ruin evidence in a hurry, and the FBI and CDC promised I’d learn on the job.

As we would serve in an auxiliary role, I expected we would have plenty of time to hone my skills. Generally, I would guard Wayne while he helped those in crisis. In the cases where Wayne’s gender frightened the victim, I would be up to bat, doing what I could to deescalate touchy situations.

I spent a few hours every week learning how to do my new job, which I’d work on in addition to being a fierce bounty huntress.

Since mating with Wayne, I’d picked up four bounties, baiting idiot lycanthropes and leading them into traps so law enforcement could deal with them. Three I’d done without Wayne figuring out I’d slipped off. During the one job, he’d figured it out but hadn’t been able to track me, resulting in a crabby mate when I’d gotten home. The whole thing amused me.

Grinning, I said, “It’s not going to stop me from taking bounties.”

He heaved a sigh. “You could have told me.”

“I could have, but I got away from you three times. You caught me once, but I’d given you the slip well enough you hadn’t figured out where I’d gone before wandering home with my pay. You started dropping hints we needed to do the marriage license after the first time I slipped your grasp, and you were flat-out begging after the second time.” I’d gotten hefty doses of hybrid wolf cuddling each time, too.

Nothing beat coming home to a fluffy lycanthrope willing to snuggle in the tub and offer massages after a hard evening of work.

“Well, yes. Displays of cunning and wit are highly attractive, and you insist on showing me both traits on a daily basis. I am not ashamed of this.” A hint of his wolf shined in his eyes. “I just want to be back home already so I can put you back in your place. Which is in our bed with forays to the tub.”

“You should be ashamed of the empty state of our cookie jar,” I informed him.

“I see my wife-to-be has a desire for cookies.”

“Not just cookies; cookies you bake for me while I watch, probably drooling like some wild animal.”

Laughing, he shook his head. “I’ll take care of your cookie problem when we get home. You made us come all the way out to Manhattan because you want to go get a briefcase?”

“I’m sure it’ll still be open when we’re done here.” As I knew staring at him with wide eyes tended to get me my way because of his virus, I made good use of the trick. Then, just so he knew I was doing it on purpose just to rile him up, I let out the softest of growls, the one I used to notify him that he stood on the brink of making a bad decision. Should he cooperate, he would be rewarded.

Should he fail to cooperate, he would be bitten. Then he would be rewarded because biting gave my virus ideas.

“It’s at least a thirty minute drive to get home,” He complained. “And you’re doing that already?”

“I want to find the perfect briefcase. It needs to be strong and heavy but pretty.”

“Why does it need to be strong and heavy? I have learned not to question the pretty element. Now that you feel you can get things solely because they’re pretty, you do, and this is not for me to question.”

“I have decided I will use it at an opportune moment.” I meant Marlando, and I’d enjoy beating the bastard to death with my new briefcase. “It probably won’t survive the opportune moment, but it will be worth every penny. Then I’ll have a pretty one that’s for general use, and then I’ll have my prizes I got for Christmas.”

It took him a minute or two to understand my implication, and at the rate he shook his head, he’d have a sore neck before we left the courthouse. “As long as I leave the courthouse married to you, if you want to go on a rampage in the stationary store, I’m not going to stop you. I’ll even foot the bill, only because I really like how giddy you get when I let you loose in a store aware you can enjoy some shameless shopping.”

That, too, had taken time. The first times he’d tried, I’d suffered from so much anxiety and anguish he’d needed to take me to our home to calm me down. The first time I’d successfully committed an act of shameless shopping, it had been in the dollar store, and I’d spotted a bottle of nail polish I’d wanted.

He’d noticed, gotten me a basket, and put the bottle in question inside before offering to follow me around and hold my conquests.

I’d spent a total of twenty-five dollars before taxes on frivolous things I’d wanted for no other reason than wanting them.

He’d rewarded me with cookies for having stepped out of my comfort zone. Each time, it had gotten a little easier.

“We’re going to have to hide the price tags,” I warned him. “I will point at the thing I’m interested in, and you will check the tag and tell me if it’s affordable. Then we’ll give my therapist the receipt so he can deal with me melting down over the shameless shopping. I can’t be ashamed if I don’t know how much it costs.”

“When Dr. Quellar told you that you needed to develop a better relationship with money, he didn’t mean to ignore the price tags completely.”

“That’s why we’d be taking the receipt to my next session. So he can attempt to talk sense into me. We don’t have enough time to get married, go to the stationary store, and deal with me having a meltdown because I pointed at a five hundred dollar briefcase because it meets all my criteria for a briefcase. As such, we’re getting married and going to the stationary store. And we’re going to buy a journal to plan our wedding in, because it needs a journal. And it needs a scrap book for remembering the bad decisions we didn’t make while planning our wedding.”

“If you want to journal and scrapbook the wedding plans and wedding, I’m okay with that. I’ll insist those expenses come out of the family budget, because that’s what the family budget is there for.”

I could work with his terms. “Marriage to you better include tub cuddles when you’re a big, fluffy hybrid, strictly for my enjoyment.”

“As a matter of fact, marriage to me does include tub cuddles while I’m a big, fluffy hybrid. All for your enjoyment. Shall I pen you in for some tub cuddles after cookie making and bed cuddles?”

“Yes, please.”
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  *



It took the judge five minutes to confirm all our documents were in order before, at our request, he blitzed through the general motions of legalizing our union. For us, it was security and tax benefits. The judge, an older man who found it hilarious that we, a pair of lycanthropes, were dodging our pack, had us officiated in record time. He even submitted the intel to the FBI and CDC on our behalf, as our various cards and permits would need to be updated.

If left to his devices, Wayne would spend an extra hour talking with everyone in the courthouse. As such, I dragged him out after he said his first round of farewells. He protested, but as I had a mission to accomplish at the stationary store, I did not relent until we reached my target destination. If he wanted to wait outside while I gathered the things I wanted to buy, he could.

He opted to follow me inside, and he laughed at my antics. “I was just going to talk for five more minutes.”

“And those ‘just five more minutes’ often lapse into an hour. I am onto your chatty ways, sir. I need my travel bag for my journal when we are on our trip first, Wayne. You know bags. I just become overwhelmed with a burning need to own the bags without caring if they’re right for the job. As such, you need to point at the bags I’m allowed to get excited over.”

“You want a messenger bag for this. In good news for you, they come in a huge range of shapes and sizes, so you will be able to have good variety. We’ll go find a journal that’s the same size and shape as your new baby so you can test the bag out first, along with a kit of things that you will want in your bag for when we travel. And yes, I expect this means you will get yet another new journal, because you’ll become attached and you won’t want to put it back, so you may as well pick one you’ll fall in love with. Record your non-fiction reading adventures in it or something.” Wayne pointed at the section of store dedicated to journals. “March that way, wife.”

My virus adored his bossy ways, and I did as told, fighting my urge to skip to my version of heaven. “This is too expensive, but I am going to indulge anyway. You can report to my therapist that I knowingly went into a store, aware I would be spending too much money on a luxury. I am expecting to be praised for this at my next therapy session.”

“I’m sure I can make some form of arrangement for you to receive praise,” he promised, following me. “Is there any reason you’re making odd half-steps?”

“I’m trying very hard not to skip,” I informed him in my most solemn tone.

“Are you that excited about being my wife?”

“I think I’ve been completely overstimulated on all fronts.” With my luck, said overstimulation would result in me taking a nap on the counter while he made cookies. The first time I’d done that, Wayne had freaked out. The following times, after consulting with the CDC about it, I got to take naps on the counter while he baked cookies, after which the jar would be mystically refilled and I’d wake up in bed, usually with a fluffy hybrid to keep me warm.

I looked forward to discovering if I would nap on the counter while waiting for my cookies.

“It must be hard for you, holding onto your dignity by the merest thread. The first time you lost hold of your dignity and exploded into enthusiastic and unrestrained joy, you frightened yourself straight into the nearest closet.”

I had, but I’d gotten to the point I could laugh over it. “Who knew it could be so hard to learn how to be happy?”

“Your therapist,” Wayne replied.

“I’m telling my therapist on you. But I won’t if you buy me a second journal.”

“Just because you asked me to get you two journals, I will actually report you are doing your best not to cling to every penny. If you make it out of the store without crying, not only will you get praised to your therapist, we’ll go into the mountains in a few weekends for some hunting lessons as a wolf.”

My virus loved the hunting lessons. We’d managed to eat on our own, but when Wayne took us hunting, we got to eat deer. In my virus’s world, only time spent cuddling with our mate beat deer. We had a special license that let us hunt a certain number of deer a month, in or out of season, as long as we caught any young deer that might be orphaned and took them to a reserve so they could grow up strong and return to the wild.

We did our best to pick off the older does who were unlikely to breed again. Sometimes, our hunting trips backfired on us, as my virus could not handle hunting baby anything. The last time we’d come across an orphaned fawn, I’d essentially adopted it, herding it to Wayne.

I’d meant to take it home with us, but there were not going to be any pet deer in our condominium. I’d almost convinced him to let us keep her at the house, but reality had kept us both sane.

We did not spend as much time at the house as we would like, and she would become lonely without a herd of other deer.

Wayne snagged hold of my elbow and linked our arms together. “I’ll even catch a second one just for you so you can make use of that freezer in our pantry, the one with a few sad packets of chicken wings in it because you really want to put deer in it but you keep refusing to ask.”

“How many times are you planning on busting me tonight? I’m going to just have to cuff myself and escort me to a cell at this rate.”

“I have cuffs and a willingness to use them on you.” He leered at me.

“We are here for journals and bags and briefcases. We can discuss the inappropriate use of our cuffs later.” I shook my head, as the Quinns had done a good job of numbing me to the alternate uses of most of our various gear. As Bailey tried her hardest to help with my many issues, I had an entire collection of adult-centric items meant to add spice to a relationship. Or, in my case, help make a relationship happen in the first place. “We have to use the fuzzy ones, anyway. I’m too delicate to handle the metal, Wayne. We both know this to be true. How do we know this to be true?”

He broke into laughter. “Did Bailey give you more toys from the sex shop?”

“I think I own the entire damned thing now, Wayne. Sam thanked me the last time she’d given me a new stash to help with my various problems, as she’d lost her mind and bought a few items for herself. Said items were a huge hit. My mouth ran over, and I blurted what could possibly be so good an incubus liked it. He blushed. And then he wrote down the names of the products and gave them to me. I have the list in my box.”

“Maybe we should offer to rescue Bailey from her husband and the kids for a while. I’ll take the kids, you take the woman, and we’ll return her somewhat saner by the end of a day or two.” Wayne’s gaze snapped to something on a nearby table, and he pointed at it. “That is your new journal for investigating our favorite asshole to hate.”

I spotted the journal in question, a black leather tome at least three inches thick with a skull and crossbones emblazoned on the front of it. The pirate theme amused me, and to appease my new husband, I went to investigate it. Inside, the journal offered a mix of dotted grid, lined, square, and blank pages. I checked the stock to determine it to be made of excellent quality paper, possibly archival, so the evidence of my wrongdoing might last through the many years.

Perfect.

I gave the leather a rub, pleased with the grain and general construction. The back included a pocket, which would come in useful in addition to a pair of string ties I could use to keep it closed if I decided to shove clippings or other slips of paper between the pages rather than within the pocket.

Well aware the price tag would make me cry, I held it out to him. “That feels like a quality journal, and I have come to be intimately familiar with quality journals. As such, you will not tell me how much this beauty costs. We won’t tell the therapist the purpose of this journal, but I’ll need to talk to him about my money issues. As usual.”

“Nobody recovers from trauma overnight without divine intervention,” he stated, and he took the journal and tucked it under his arm. “As I’m also aware of how expensive quality journals can be, I’m not going to look in case it makes me cry. And if I cry, you will surely become alarmed and begin to cry as well, except you won’t know why you’re crying. Then it’ll just become an embarrassing mess.”

Damn it. “That only happened once, and it only happened because it was like my second day of work; I had no idea what the demonic entity known as a printer was doing, and I became confused over why it took the paper back. Then you laughed so hard you cried. Maybe if you had just kept it to laughing!”

“I’m still sorry about that, but I hadn’t realized you’d never seen a double-sided printer in action before. Your expression when it took the paper right out of your hand as you were grabbing it was priceless. You were shocked.”

“Well, yes. The printer stole the paper back. Why wouldn’t I have been shocked?”

“I have some bad news about the printer, though.”

I sucked in a breath. Of all the various torture implements known as office machinery, the demonic, paper-stealing printer remained my favorite. “What? What’s wrong with my printer?”

“It’s ready to be upgraded. It’s at the end of its lifespan. We do the upgrades at the end of our first week back from the holidays,” he confessed.

“Not my printer!”

“I’m afraid so, Joyce. Its days are numbered.”

“Not my printer,” I growled at him.

“Company policy,” he replied with his smuggest grin. “I’m even going to make you watch me take it away.”

I gasped. “You wouldn’t.”

“Maybe, if you make it through this store buying at least five things you don’t need but want without crying, I might be able to negotiate with the tech department for you to keep the demonic printer you so love to hate.”

My eyes widened at his ruthlessness, and even my virus was shocked by the tactic. “Five things? At least five things?”

He held up his hand, his fingers splayed. “Five things. At a minimum. Or the printer gets what it deserves.”

“I would say I had married the Devil, but he’s married to a cat, and I happen to like her!”

As was often the case when I invoked one of Lucifer’s many names, he showed up. “You called?”

I pointed at my husband. “He’s threatening to off my devil spawn of a printer if I don’t buy at least five things I don’t need but want. Without crying.”

Both of the Devil’s eyebrows shot up at my comment. As he’d opted to show up in his classical devil appearance, he drew a lot of attention in the store. Amusingly, it involved more awe than terror.

I blamed the Quinns and their enjoyment of getting the Devil to show up in Manhattan at their whim rather than his.

“It’s true, Lucy. We’re about to enter the upgrade cycle. You can even confirm her printer is slated for an upgrade.”

Lucifer snickered. “He’s telling the truth. And when being truly honest, he’s impressed the damned thing is still chugging along.”

“And it will continue to chug along, in service to me and only me.” I issued one of my little warning growls.

“I’m not negotiating. At least five things you want but don’t need must be purchased from this store without you crying. Final offer.”

Lucifer reached out, picked up a red leather journal the match of the one Wayne held for me, and he handed it to my mate. “This is the first one, perfect for scheming out the various ways you might score revenge upon his person for daring to threaten your printer.”

My eyes widened at the thought of filling an entire journal with ways I could make my mate pay for his crimes. “Oh, that’s a lovely idea.”

Lucifer placed his hand on my back and guided me to the pens and paper section. “You’re also going to need writing implements to best lay out your various schemes. You will want a nice mechanical pencil for your preliminary notes on how to best make him suffer, and you will want a nice pen to ink in your plans for his suffering.”

I giggled over the Devil’s scheming and went along with him, eyeballing the rack of fancy pens and pencils that came in sets. Something sparked, and I spied a yellow and brown pen encrusted with various gemstones in a mottled pattern. “Oh, that’s pretty.” I pointed at it, peering into the glass case. “I bet that would cost enough to make Wayne and the therapist cry from joy if I were to buy that solely because it’s pretty.”

“That one comes in ballpoint, but it can be converted to fountain if you’d like,” Lucifer replied, joining me and also peering into the case. He pointed at a similar pen but with a blue and green mottling of gemstones. “That one is a fountain pen and would give you many good years of service along with the ballpoint pen. If you’re going to be wicked, you could get both of them. For the pencil, how about that one?”

The red, orange, and white gemstones on the pencil he pointed out shone with the same vibrancy of flames. “This is the case of utter temptation.” I glanced over at my mate, who occupied himself with the journals, searching through the same ones I’d picked. “He’s trying to get a pirate journal, too.”

“There’s a tan one at the bottom of the black pile. It’s the last one left,” Lucifer said without bothering to look towards my mate. He pointed at another pen in the case. “That one is silver and gold and matches your mate.”

I peered into the case to discover the pen had been designed to resemble a wolf’s paw on the clip, with the shaft being colored to mimic fur. Sure enough, it reminded me of my mate, not because of his fur being gold, but because it shined like he did when in the prime of health. In the right light, his fur did take on a golden brown hue. Damn it. I didn’t care what the pens were made of. I wanted them all because they were pretty. “Can I afford them all?”

The Devil gave my shoulder a squeeze. “You can, but you’ll need therapy when you see the receipt. You can use that account you won’t let Wayne tell you how much is in it to buy them all, and you won’t miss the money because you refuse to acknowledge it’s real money you can spend. He has the card for the account with him, because he always keeps it in case you want to buy something you don’t feel you can afford.”

“I really can’t afford these, but if you tell my therapist I’m trying, that’d be nice.” I gulped, made eye contact with the employee near one of the other pen cases, and waved him over. Before I regretted everything, I pointed at the three pens. “I’d like to see those, please, and I’m going to need a nice mechanical pencil to go with them.”

While the employee raised a brow, he retrieved all three pens and set them on the nearby counter before turning around and pulling out several boxes from a locked cabinet. “We do keep pencils in the same colors as all the pens, although only the wolf pen has a true matching pencil.” He started with that one, holding up a silver and gold pencil for me. While I examined it, admiring the heft, he pulled out a pad of paper so I could test it.

As the pencils likely cost a lot less than the pens, I tried them all first, finding them to be pleasant to write with, their heft suitable for a lycanthrope with more strength than the average human.

I stared at the Devil with wide eyes.

“You can afford the pens and their matching pencils,” he assured me.

With that out of the way, I said, “I’ll take all three pencils for certain.”

Drawing in a breath, I picked up the yellow and brown pen, wondering what sort of gemstones had been used to make it. Like the pencils, it weighed a lot. I found the cool surface of the stones to be comfortable, and the gems moved across my skin with ease when I wrote. The ink wrote well enough, although I would try to find other colors than black so I could switch them up. I set the pen back into its box and checked on the blue and green fountain next. To my horror, I discovered it was a dip pen lacking an internal cartridge.

Lucifer laughed at me, took the pen, and dipped the pen into the ink well and showed me how to write with it. “It writes well. The nib is of excellent quality, and you’ll learn to master this art with time. Then you can look particularly fancy when you’re in a business meeting and you use an ink well. She will need a good ink well, a travel case with inks, and a carry case for this one. She’ll end up taking it with her more than she appreciates should she not have those things. She’ll also need a set of ten replacement nibs. She will surely break three while learning, and then she’ll panic should she have insufficient nibs. She’s also taking the wolf paw one, as she’s a lycanthrope and it reminds her of her mate’s fur.” Lucifer pointed at a black and red pen in the case. “I will be purchasing that one.”

The employee retrieved the pen Lucifer wanted. “Anything else, sir?”

The Devil eyed the case of pens behind the employee. “The Leopard print one over there. Do you have one in gems?”

“We have one in onyx and diamond, sir.”

“I’ll take it.” Whipping out a black credit card, he set it on the counter. “Put her purchases on it as well. I will have your mate pay me back later. It’ll keep things more pleasant for you, Joyce.”

“I appreciate that. Thank you.”

“Don’t give me the total, just run it through. I know what it is,” Lucifer said, luring away the employee after gathering up the pens and pencils. “Oh, get that as well.”

I had no idea what ‘that’ was, as I refused to think about what sort of trouble the Devil was getting into. In the time it had taken Lucifer to decide to buy everything, Wayne had acquired the tan pirate journal, and he flipped through it, whistling a merry tune. “It’s nice, isn’t it?”

“I’m going to use mine for business planning. This is perfect.”

I picked up five more of the black, well aware he would fill one in no time flat. “You’ll regret not getting these later.”

“You’re right. I will. So, what happened with the pens?”

“Lucifer is sparing me from crying in the store. You’ll have to pay him out of the lottery account.” I gulped. “I think I just bought at least one gemstone encrusted pen.”

“You can afford it,” he promised. “Well, the lottery account can afford it, so therefore, you can afford it. If you make it all the way home without crying from anything other than pure joy, I will sing your praises to your therapist. You picked up five of those journals without checking the price tag. I’m going to bake you an entire batch of whatever type of cookie you want if you guess how much they cost—without crying.”

I considered the journals, the quality of the leather, and the pages. “Seventy-five each.”

Wayne checked the back interior and chuckled. “You’re close enough that I’m accepting the guess as correct. Are you still okay with buying them?”

I considered the journals, the pens, and why I’d come to the store in the first place, to take yet another step moving forward to a life without my past haunting me in one way or another. “I should get another black one for me as a regular journal. My therapist wanted me to start one, but I keep refusing. If I’m going to do a dumb journal, it’ll be a superior dumb journal.”

Wayne grabbed six more black ones. “Recording the things that bother you isn’t dumb, Joyce. I’ll take advantage of Lucy being here to guard our stuff and help us get it home without having to carry it up—and I’ll make sure he’s paid in a timely fashion. Pick out a journal for our vacation trip you picked for us, as you’ll want a dedicated one for that, as it’s a vacation that was foisted on you rather than one you’re planning yourself.”

“I can do that.”

“And even if you do cry, I’m proud of you for stepping out of your comfort zone. I know this hasn’t been easy for you to adapt to. We’ll get there, one step at a time.”

Yes, we would.












TWENTY-TWO
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Demons and devils alike tended to have problems with sharing.









Thanks to my virus exhausting herself in an effort to conquer Wayne, I caught every bug on the face of the planet. Rather than go back to work, I stayed home while a pair of succubi kept me and our pets company, thus freeing Wayne to head into the office. Due to my unexpected illness, the Quinn foals would stay with James, which worked well for everyone. While I sniffled, sneezed, and coughed my way to being unable to speak beyond a croak, I picked my yellow and brown pen as my weapon of choice, my red pirate journals, and the thick stack of papers relating to Eugene Marlando, the one who’d likely attacked me in an alley long ago. No, the man who’d attacked someone else, resulting in me putting everything on the line to stop someone else from suffering.

I would never know, and the relief from that burden grew daily.

“Want to help me plan a murder, ladies?” I asked, making myself as comfortable as I could in my chair while wrapped in several blankets. Given twenty minutes, I’d go from freezing to broiling, and the succubi would catch on to it faster than I would, making sure I didn’t smother when the chills made way for fever yet again. “I’m at the ‘gather the evidence, piece together the truth, and seek justice in violent fashions’ part of my day.”

Marielle, a succubus who lived to lead evil men astray and help them go to the Devil a little faster, smiled at my comment. “Lucifer warned me your virus was finally starting to grow into her own. It’s nice to see the evidence you’re ready to hunt. Lily? Do you want to handle the soup while we start going through these papers? I’ll keep you abreast of the situation while we work.”

Lily bounced to her feet from her spot on the floor and headed for the kitchen. “I’ll check in on the puppies and chinchillas as well, although I suspect they’re still sleeping. Where are we going to start?”

“The beginning,” I confessed. “We’re going to use the tablets to go through news reports of cases similar to mine in the area, ranging from Chicago to here, and as far north as Boston. I’m not sure how far south to look.”

“Not far,” Marielle stated, and she picked up her tablet. With her other hand, she made a flicking gesture, and a fresh pack of notepads appeared on the floor beside her. “You’ll want to gather your thoughts on these before you add them to your journal so it’s nice and neat. You’ll get better at accepting anything other than perfection with time, but for the moment, things like your journal have too much value.”

My therapist had been pleased with my efforts, but I had a way to go, as I struggled with the idea of marring any of my precious journals. “Good thought. I can just fold the sheets and shove them in the journal if I prove incapable of handling this task properly. One step at a time.”

“You do well. We tend to take therapy cases for Lucifer, which is why he sent us over. The incubi who handle therapy would trip your mate’s trigger, and Lucifer took steps to assure your virus we aren’t threats. I believe he plans on coming around and having a chat with her tonight after your mate gets home. It’s no fault of your own that your virus developed in unusual ways, and I believe he wants to finish erasing the damage this Marlando fellow did—by erasing all evidence of the bastard from your virus’s DNA. A minor enough working, and his father has need of something minor in exchange.”

“Lucifer would do that for me?”

“You have done good in ways you don’t understand yet that makes him indebted to you. Maybe one day he’ll confess—but maybe he won’t. He can be quite persnickety about things like that. And while my sister and I are here to tend to you while you’re ill, help with the pets, and offer aid with your various forms of therapy, we’re also here to help you solidify your plans for the future—without your mate posturing. He’ll be working late tonight, in part due to the paperwork you have mystically acquired for him over the holiday break.”

I grinned at the reminder of how I’d signed a bunch of paperwork for the acquisition of a new project for him. “I turned his day upside down, and that was before he figured out there was no way he could take me to work due to my plagued state. My virus levels are tanked. Again. She’s tanked enough it took a phone call to Lucifer to convince him to actually go to work.”

“She tries her best, but she refuses to make use of the magic that made her, so Lucifer will address that problem today. In her eyes, starting this evening, your mate’s virus will be her parent virus, and she’ll be able to draw off your mate’s virus—as it should be. She’ll be set free as much as you have been set free. And to Lucifer’s annoyance, it will balance out what his father did to set you free.” Marielle tore into the pack of pads, selected one for herself, and picked up her pen, which was black and red and tended to erupt into flames at its whim. Fortunately for my sanity and the smoke detectors, the magic seemed harmless enough. “He conferred with Lucifer about the memories He took from you. I do believe they were shared in full truth between them, to make certain that they could be distributed appropriately between angels and devils alike. So, I know your memory is limited, but let’s begin at the beginning, with what you know of the attack.”

“Very little. He tells me I became involved in defense of another, someone of importance. Who? That I don’t know. He took the memory of her, I suppose. And I’m all right with that. I don’t want to know, and I’m satisfied knowing that everything happened because I tried to do a good thing and paid some hefty prices for it.”

The succubus nodded and wrote something down. “I have the dates, and Lucifer told me to avoid them, as I might stir trauma of the hospital stay, which you still retain. We’ll skip that part. You were in the hospital for a while, and your virus hates your attacker, Eugene Marlando, even more than you do. Which leads us to your current situation, as your virus has crippled herself in an effort to protect you from any influences of the parent virus.”

“Which you say Lucifer will fix once Wayne’s home.”

She nodded. “My sister and I will be here to help as well. We can match our blood types to yours at a whim, and we can assimilate and duplicate your virus. Essentially, we can copy your blood type and virus, and using some magic, we can boost her, then give you a transfusion of your own virus-rich blood back to you. We’re not supposed to do this sort of thing often, but He gave His blessing and made recommendations to best handle the situation. Your mate’s blood would give you virus, but your virus would be even further strained trying to assimilate it.”

I picked up my tablet and began with my home turf, Detroit, doing a search at a popular newspaper for articles involving rape and murder victims. “And whatever Marlando did to me, it was so offensive the virus couldn’t accept or tolerate it.”

“Yes,” she acknowledged. “He violated your very soul, and the only way to heal you was to erase the violation itself. What can do that sort of damage is personal, but it can happen to anyone. Your mate’s soul would be thus injured if he witnessed you being tormented, so it’s not just for your sake He acted. Every soul is different. For some, an assault is something they heal from over time. Yours could not handle the strain—and your virus was born under those circumstances, witnessing the damage as it happened. I suspect your virus did as much destruction to those memories as possible to best preserve you, but your soul remembered.”

I considered every day between my release from the hospital and accepting Wayne as my mate. “I’d become a bounty hunter not just to earn money, but for a chance at the bastard.”

“To patch the hole in your soul,” the succubus replied, and she nodded. “Damaged souls do such things. They try to do a deed equal to the one that did the damage, to fill the hole with purpose. That is why you will often see the people who do the greatest good having suffered greatly. Their souls seek that purpose. Yours still does, but not to fill the hole. Yours wants vengeance. For yourself, for your virus, and for the many other victims. But that’s why we’re here. To help you lead this filth into the true darkness, where Lucifer and his wife will attend to him personally. We have started a raffle for that one. When he comes to us, he will truly learn the true meaning of terror. His soul will suffer to such extents he may very well emerge an angel in his next life—assuming Lucifer lets him go. He may not, not for a long, long time. It’s been a while since we’ve all wanted a soul as badly as we do this one. We’re all going to have to share, and that disgusts me.”

Demons and devils alike tended to have problems with sharing. “And poking around at this isn’t going to set me back, is it?”

“No. He took that away from you. You’ll be capable of becoming outraged, but your soul is safe from further harm. What looking will do is give you the drive you may have lacked because He took those wounds away and healed them. The change is simple enough. You won’t be seeking vengeance for yourself. You’ll be seeking it for others, knowing you had been in similar shoes. You’re seeking justice for those left behind. Had any of them survived, they would have had souls as wounded as yours. Their souls received healing in the afterlife.”

I eyed Marielle with interest. “You know a lot about souls for a succubus.”

She grinned. “I know because I needed to learn to help you. A small price to pay for my turn at caring for your pets.”

“I am surrounded by selfish pet thieves!”

In the other room, Lily laughed.

“We won’t steal them. We’ll just wish we could and sulk when we must leave.”

After extended exposure to the Devil, I’d begun to learn the various ways he tricked people, especially me. “Let me guess. You already know what I need to find, Lucifer briefed you on what to make sure I find, and all of these things were selected to make certain I handle this problem with extreme prejudice.”

The succubus snickered, tapped the screen on her tablet, and handed it over. “Just because you got it all in one, I will hand over the information so we can skip directly to the general planning portion of our day. The sooner we finish with this, the sooner we can play with the pets and have a good day.”

“Outside of this plague,” I complained.

“That will be resolved once we are done with the core work and your mate gets home. It’s not your virus’s fault she restrains herself—nor is it yours. By the end of the day, you will be truly whole.”
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The news articles Marielle had gathered to show me told a sad tale of violence, death, and broken families. The first of the stories were a lot like mine, with children running away from home never to be seen again. Over time, according to Marielle, they all shared the same fate, victims of the Marlando brothers.

Those women had been sold to the men, and their lives had cost a pittance, no more than a few thousand dollars each.

Marielle wrote a location with each name so Wayne and I might be able to give the waiting families closure. There would be no happy endings, but at least their bodies would be recovered and those left behind could begin the slow process of healing.

“Why is Lucifer giving us the location of the bodies? Isn’t that breaking some rule or another?”

“Not particularly. It doesn’t unbalance anything if everyone agrees it is something that should be done. He has listened to many a prayer over the years, and those prayers have finally all requested closure. Hope has died with the lost. He conferred with Lucifer, and they agreed. A rare enough instance, mind you. He has opted to grant the miracle being prayed for, although it’s not really a miracle at all. He uses you to answer those prayers. Lucifer is going along with it because he knows if he leaves you unattended, you will do what He wants but not necessarily in a way that benefits you the most. Lucifer has issues when it comes to mortals he likes.”

“Trust me, I have noticed.” I took notes, putting together the story of the Marlando brothers and their trail of terror. “They started hunting women when I was no older than five. By the time I ran away from home, they’d already accumulated fifty victims.” I tapped the last victim before I’d left Detroit. “How did I dodge ending up on sale in the black market?”

“What do you remember about the day you ran away?”

I breathed in deep. “It was the morning I turned seventeen. I used an aversion on myself to make people look the other way. I didn’t want anyone to notice me. Mostly my parents, but I didn’t want anyone to see me run away with my tail between my legs.”

“Well, it worked. There were people waiting for you to run with the intent on grabbing you and cultivating you to work the black market. Unlike the other victims, your practitioner tricks made you valuable to them. If they could cultivate you to work their crime rings, they’d be better off. But you were more skilled than they anticipated, so you gave them the slip. Just as you wanted, you gave everyone the slip—and it worked so well that they forgot you existed.”

Well, damn. “My parents apparently didn’t.”

“Your magic wasn’t strong enough to conquer their love. You conquered their greed, however. But that tracks. Greed never truly strengthens a soul, but love does. Practitioner magic is also reliant on intent. You ran likely hoping to one day find a place to call home, where you would be loved despite your magic. Or perhaps because of it.”

My therapist had used similar lines, and I eyed the succubus without bothering to hide my suspicion. “Have you been talking to my therapist?”

“I sleep with your therapist quite often, actually. A lovely incubus with a general preference towards helping humans overcome their challenges. The CDC requested that Lucifer become involved. You’ll still have your therapy sessions with him, and he’ll still masquerade as a human, as he enjoys working with you. You’ll know he’s an incubus moving forward, which may help with certain trust issues he’s concerned you’ve developed.” Marielle grinned. “Take a few minutes to process that. It’s not that the CDC didn’t want to give you the best they had. They did. But your current ‘doctor’ is better. He constantly monitors your emotions and understands precisely when you’re ready to move forward. He will never guide you faster than you can walk on your own, and that’s what you need.”

After taking her advice and thinking it through, I realized she was right. Every step of the way, he’d shown nothing but support and understanding, even when I struggled to understand why I shied away from certain things or struggled with the basics like spending money. “I spent too much on my pens, but I love them,” I confessed.

“He goes by the name Emmanuel, by the way. But he likes pretending he’s a doctor. It amuses him. He’s been helping humans for many of his long years, but you’re his second therapy case where he’s needed to treat such ingrained and deep trauma. His niece has had a difficult time as well—she needed angels and devils and demons alike to help her work through her issues, much like you. She’s technically a succubus, but she’s undergone conversion into a unicorn, and she’s working on making a little herd of unicorns now with her stallion. Once this is over, I’ll have you two meet. You’ll do each other a great deal of good, I think. But there is a reason I’m telling you this.”

“Why?”

“On your hunt for the Marlando brothers, you will inevitably find broken people. Emmanuel can help, but you’ll have to ask him—and you’ll want to ask for his niece and her unicorn to help as well. For the broken, a unicorn can help soothe the soul. It helps to fill the hole—without needing archangels, angels, demons, or devils to become involved more than they will be. You’ll be a gateway for those souls to be able to move forward.”

“And Lucifer wants them in position to do something else?” I guessed.

Marielle shook her head. “No. It doesn’t matter that he fell, Lucifer is still the Lord of the Morning. He is still the Bringer of the Dawn. He is still a light in dark places. That has always been his purpose. His purpose now is to rehabilitate souls, not forever bind them in darkness. Don’t get me wrong. We do evil often. That is part of who and what we are. But we ultimately do evil so that everything remains in balance. It is time for the balance to be restored, and that means making sure the Marlando brothers and their accomplices find their way to Lucifer for rehabilitation. Lucifer’s driven by the balance right now, so something big lurks on the horizon, and he doesn’t know what that something big will be. It’s an uncertain future that could go any way. Our job is complicated on a good day. What you need to know is that you end a great evil. That is all your soul needs to thrive.”

I could believe that, as I’d liked the idea of serving as bait to stop others from being hurt. I referred to the list of victims and the locations of their bodies. I pointed at the entries in Detroit. “Detroit is one of the primary hunting grounds for this group?”

“Yes, thus your parents’ involvement. They’ve gotten close enough to the group they need their motivation removed. You would not handle it well if they were killed because they dug too deeply at this problem. How you handle your family is your problem and choice, but you would earn another hole in your soul if you learned you could have prevented their deaths just by offering them closure—and closure doesn’t mean you have to get lovey-dovey with them. They just need to understand that you have a good life. It’s your decision if your good life includes them. You have Wayne’s parents if you need parental guidance.”

Wayne’s parents might drive us all insane, but I loved the cheerful chaos surrounding the pair. “Message received. If you could tell Lucifer I’d received the message the first few times I’d been warned, that’d be nice. Is there a reason our original deadline is being poked and prodded?”

“I believe he’d prefer it to be handled sooner than later. The longer some of those bodies rot, the harder it’ll be on mortal investigators.”

Lucifer would drive me insane. “I can’t leave until I have my FBI badge at the earliest. Can you please go remind him of this? No badge, no investigating corpses.”

Marielle grabbed her phone, tapped on the screen, and held it to her ear. “Lucy, your only obstacle is the FBI badge issue. If you resolve it, you can get them on the move as soon as Joyce has recovered from her latest illness.”

Without waiting for an answer, she hung up. “A piece of advice, one taught to me by Lucifer’s wife. Just hang up when you’re done passing on information. It annoys him, and it results in him having to stop and think rather than talk, talk, talk. It comes in useful. Just be aware when you do hang up on him, he may show up. In this case, he’ll show up at the FBI offices and start pitching a fit over why you’re not badged yet. Then he’ll start dropping hints he has corpses he wants badged FBI agents digging up, and the FBI will probably have a badge for you by tomorrow morning, along with a lecture of what you need to not do until you complete your training.”

“That can’t be legal.” Groaning over how much extra work Lucifer would be dumping on my head, I went back to the list, jotting down notes about the Detroit killings, the victims, and everything I thought we’d need to follow up and resolve everything. Wayne would double-check my work, which in turn he’d hand over to the FBI to be graded.

While I underwent untraditional training, until my virus levels stabilized, traditional education remained out of reach.

I physically couldn’t handle it plus my job, and Wayne busted his ass to make sure I didn’t overwork right along with my therapist.

My therapist being an incubus made a great deal of sense when I thought about it.

“Emmanuel is the reason I have progressed so far, isn’t he? A human therapist wouldn’t have accomplished so much in such a short period of time, right?”

The succubus offered a smile, and her expression softened. “You are a marvel, Joyce. Emmanuel certainly helped, but you accomplished everything with some help from your mate. Yes, He became involved because of the hole in your soul. That is not a mountain you could ever hope to climb. All He did was make the mountain one you could conquer. And you wasted no time conquering your mate. You gloriously startled him. He was expecting an evening of careful cuddles, where his virus sheltered yours and you tried your best rather than the romp you gave him.”

“We are very grateful for the help caring for our pets during our time of lacking sense of any form,” I replied.

She laughed. “Don’t tell your mate this, but the incubi have been repressing him a little to make certain your virus wasn’t completely overwhelmed. The repression will wear off after these various issues are handled. If you don’t want puppies after all this nasty business is resolved, you’ll have to tell Lucifer you’ll talk to his wife. That’s the only threat that might work. Lycanthrope males after a repression tend to fixate on having puppies, usually in high quantity. We’ve determined this is not a problem for you and your virus, as you lose your mind around puppies.”

“Before, we’d go to the park just to watch the kids,” I confessed.

“Your virus is everything the parent virus is not. Her extremism in refusing to share any qualities with the parent virus is truly remarkable. These things will not change, because it is balanced. You are everything Eugene Marlando is not, and the weight of your soul and your virus will eventually be equal to all the evil he has wrought. He is an old lycanthrope—he existed before this emergence, slumbering and enduring through the many years. His brother is also old.”

“And the tabby cat they were with?”

“He is a younger being, not worth the air he breathes. You’ll get all three of them, though. That is written in the stars. How you go about it is up for debate. Personally, I’m of the opinion it is handled as quickly as possible so you can get to the important business of playing with your pets and making good use of your mate. I recommend you rein him in after five or six, let your pack grow, and then have five or six more. The older ones will then help raise the younger ones, and you’ll emerge somewhat sane rather than at the end of your rope.”

“I keep forgetting lycanthropes can live for a long time.”

“With Lucifer and his father poking at your virus, you will live until you have reached the end of your days in your prime, and when time has stretched on too long for you both to be pleased, you will go to your rest together in peace and joy. Your souls will face neither the heavens nor Lucifer’s many hells, for your souls will simply desire the peace of rest together. And as Lucifer is as he is, and his father is the same, your seeds will be planted so that your reunion is an inevitability.” The succubus must have found something funny about my expression, for she pointed at me and laughed. “This is the fate of many souls, Joyce. It’s not even special treatment. Once souls bond in harmony, it is a true pleasure of the divines to see that bond rekindle time and time again. Some call it fate, but it’s truly just the reward for a life well-lived. That’s the beauty of a soul’s renewal. If they don’t find that harmonious bond, they have another lifetime to try again. Some say free will is the greatest gift He gave humanity, but I disagree. The ability to find a true soul mate, to share a love that can endure beyond death—that’s the greatest gift. But it took free will to grant that, too. Otherwise, is it truly love?”

“Wait, what? What do you mean by that?”

“Is it truly love if you ‘love’ someone solely because people tell you that you should?” Marielle shrugged. “Love is a choice, not a default. It would do people well to remember that.”

The moment I understood what she meant, I realized she referred to my parents. But I could interpret her words in numerous ways. Without asking, I would never know, so I fought against the surge of dismay and swallowed. “Do you think that my parents didn’t choose to love me until I left?”

“See, Joyce? You are a marvel. Most humans would shy away from the possibility that they were not truly loved by those who brought them into the world. But you are correct. It took the breaking of your family to bring around the circumstances required for love to grow. Not all parents love their children. Society just believes this must be so. Sometimes, it takes true adversity for change to come. Then, you were a product of their love for each other, but they did not truly love you for who you are. That has changed. They understand what they lost, and from that loss, the seeds of love were planted, took root, and grew. And now it blooms because they fight for what they had but lost. And now that choice falls to you to make as well. Yes, Lucifer wants closure for those lives lost, but he also wants you in a place where you can choose for yourself how your family grows. They have made their choice and changed their ways—now you get to make the same choice.”

I eyed the succubus. “Are you sure you’re not my therapist? Because that sounds a lot like what my therapist would say.”

Marielle giggled. “I promise you I’m not Emmanuel, but this is a battle humans have fought since the day Lucifer fell and free will became theirs. Love was no longer fated, but a choice. What will you choose, Joyce?”
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“I cried because I didn’t get to see the foals?”









Lucifer did something to my virus, which knocked us both out of action for a week. I had dim memories of cuddling with our chinchillas and puppies mixed in with quiet time with Wayne. The basics went by in a blur that I blamed on the illness that had come calling. I emerged from the daze dozing at the kitchen table while the chinchillas played in my hair. The whining of excited puppies nearby drew my attention. I peeked through my lashes to discover Wayne had them on the table, playing a game of tug-of-war with the pair.

One day, our shepherds would become big dogs, but for the moment, they remained small fluffs with paws. I suspected a bath held some responsibility for their fur standing on end. “When they grow up, they’re going to end up on the table,” I warned him.

Wayne laughed, reached over, and ruffled my hair. “It only took twenty minutes of tiring them out for you to notice.”

I grunted, freed an arm from under my head, and went to work petting the three chinchillas. “Why am I not in bed? Shouldn’t unconscious people be in bed?”

“Lucifer said you’d be getting up, and he suggested that if I herded you here, you could bask in the glow of our pets’ affections. Then I don’t have to move you to give you lunch and some cookies.” Wayne smiled, let the puppies win the game of tug-of-war, and scooped them both up. “I’ll put these little monsters back in their playroom so they can destroy more toys, then I’ll get the chinchillas back into their cage. You missed their dust bath, I’m afraid.”

I yawned, waved for him to go handle the puppies, and resumed giving our rodents their owed adoration. The animals squeaked when he came to claim them and carried them off.

“Were they protesting or happy?”

“Generally happy. The puppies know how to be gentle with the chinchillas, so they’re going to all romp on the dog side of the room for a while. There’s some hefty magic in there that makes sure nobody gets hurt, so try not to fret. I had Lucifer make the arrangements, but once the chinchillas are done playing, they’ll go back to their side of the room. I’m not really sure how it works, but there’s magic that determines when chinchillas and puppies can interact, and it makes sure everybody gets along, or they’re separated if things don’t go as we want. As the puppies and chinchillas seem to adore each other, I’m assuming we just have really strange pets.”

“Well, they’re animals infected with the lycanthropy virus. They’re strange to begin with. And we have no idea what they might shapeshift into. Lucifer hasn’t told us.” Sucking in a breath, a thought struck me. “I hope it’s not raccoons,” I told him, my eyes widening as I realized how much trouble chinchillas and German shepherds could get into if they could transform into something mischievous, like a raccoon. “Or ferrets. If they can shapeshift into ferrets, we are doomed.”

“We’re also doomed if they shapeshift into humans. We will end up starting our marriage with five children that we don’t know are humans,” he replied, his eyes also widening.

“I think I need my phone, Wayne.”

He nodded, got up, and headed for our bedroom, returning with my phone, which he handed to me. “I hadn’t thought they might be able to shapeshift to become humans.”

I went through my contacts, located Lucifer’s number, and connected the call.

“Finally woke up?” the Devil answered.

“Please tell me our pets won’t shapeshift into humans,” I begged.

A startled laugh answered me. “No. I attuned their viruses to their natural form, so the chinchillas are chinchillas, and the dogs will shapeshift to wolves. It was more natural for the virus to work with wolves, and the shift will be minimal. Their instincts are close enough you won’t have a problem with it. You’ll have a few years before it becomes an issue. They’re already contagious, but animals don’t replicate the virus like humans do. They’re already animals, so they’ll be near the end of their natural lifespan before they may shift. I haven’t looked into the future; they may or may not live beyond their natural lifespans. I only peeked long enough to confirm you would provide the best home for them and that they would be happy in their lives. Some things should remain a mystery.”

I understood. “We’re going to need you to watch our pets while we handle some business.”

“Call, and if I’m not available when you wish to go, I will send some devils or demons over to care for them,” Lucifer replied. “Give yourself a week back at work. You’ll be drowsy and prone to falling asleep at random intervals. Warn your mate so he can have someone keep an eye on you. When you can go two days without an unexpected nap, you’re ready to handle other matters. Your virus is recovering properly now, and she’s been busy assimilating your mate’s virus. You’ll feel better in a week or two. Tell your mate to call me if he’s concerned.” Lucifer hung up, and I dutifully relayed the message.

“Had he not informed me what he was doing and why, I would have called him back right away,” Wayne confessed. “When I’ve been at work, Marielle and some of her friends have been over to keep an eye on you. James brought the foals over one day, because you were crying you didn’t get to see the foals.”

Shit. “I cried because I didn’t get to see the foals?”

“The Quinns confirmed they’d deal with sick children if you passed on anything, so you got to snuggle up with the foals while your virus recovered. They loved it because they enjoy cuddling, and it’s something they don’t get nearly as much as they would like. Kevin and his brothers were also over, and they joined the nap pile. The children were happy and took turns making sure Aunt Joyce was okay. As you were surrounded with young children, you were in your personal version of heaven.” Wayne snickered and retrieved the plain briefcase he used to store the file he kept on my parents. “I approve of the week back at work before we deal with the issue of your family, but I’m itching to get that dealt with. With some help from some friends in the FBI, I have gathered decent information on them. They are currently working as business investors, overseeing six different corporations. Your father has changed his specialization to work in banking securities and investigations, running three different companies meant to investigate financial fraud and financial crimes. His specialization is sniffing out trafficking, although his companies focus on accounts that have already been flagged for investigations.”

“So, you’re saying he went overboard upon learning the organization kidnapped runaways.”

“Precisely. Your mother is pulling a modern day Robin Hood; she is operating a fairly profitable investment firm, and she takes all the profits to assist with displaced children. She takes from the rich and gives to the poor, and she does it in such a fashion where the rich feel good doing it, so her contracts offer clients a chance to offer percentages of profits to charities. They donate to the charity through her, she takes care of the tax implications. They don’t make quite as much as they might elsewhere, but they feel like they’re productive members of society. Both have good reputations in the business world. They were wise enough to keep quiet about the why of their actions, which is why the crime rings haven’t targeted them.”

“Do you think they’re about to become vocal?”

“I suspect so. Why else would Lucifer want us to move on them? So, we have some choices on how to handle this.”

“You mean beyond knock on their door and question them regarding the disappearance of their daughter?”

Wayne snorted. “Precisely. I’m thinking we’ll lure them to our turf, where we can stack the cards in our favor. We’ll arrange it so they’re here when we go to Chicago.”

“Chicago?”

“That is where our targets have gone underground. They made a poor choice. Chicago’s primary crime lord is a vampire by the name of Ernesto Saven, and he is cleaning up his streets. The trafficking of children is not permitted in his turf. Lucifer, through the Quinns, has put Saven on high alert for this outfit. He found them. He is willing to work with us and the FBI to make the problem disappear permanently. It turns out Marlando has some connections with an outfit that targeted one of Saven’s children—a non-vampiric child in this case. The child in question is a former cop who came out of retirement to join the FBI, and he works with his wife to take out similar rings. The Saven brood does not want these two agents involved.”

With Wayne, I could never tell if he wanted me to poke my nose into the situation or let him finish his various speeches. When he decided to start a speech, especially when at work, he used one of his most potent weapons in his general arsenal, the heartbroken pout. Braced for a close encounter of the pouty kind, I asked, “Why not?”

To my relief, he refrained from pouting, instead digging through his briefcase in search of something. “The vampire insists he just got those two ready to produce little children for him to dote on, and if they find out there is a child trafficking ring operating in Chicago, they will not have little children for him to dote on. When Lucifer tells me we need to work around this pair of shapeshifters so we do not interrupt their family expansion plans, I listen. The pair probably believes they’ve cleaned up Chicago’s streets so their little one will be safe.” He gave up his search to stare into my eyes. “I have been told I will face similar difficulties with you.”

“Well, I certainly wouldn’t be interested in having a good time in bed if I were aware of a child trafficking ring operating right under my nose. Logically, I understand these groups are everywhere, but if I were aware of one in my area, I would not be enjoying leisure time at home until it was dealt with. And the only reason I’m not itching to skip the parents and deal with the group immediately is because there is likely something important going on dealing with the timing. Lucifer seemed to think there is a specific time frame we can act.”

“Yes. Considering the number of bodies he wants to have dug up, that’s roughly how long it would take to get a kill-on-sight order processed through the FBI. The current dead-or-alive orders really discourage killing the targets. A kill-on-sight order would completely clear us when we get our claws on them. Knowing the Devil, he’s making those arrangements, but we need the bodies to hit the government’s zone of comfort for issuing the order.”

As that made sense, I nodded. “And closure for the families of the victims is important.”

“It works well for the FBI, too. They’ll notify the families they found the bodies, and then they’ll be able to come back a few weeks later with closure that the killers have been brought to justice. It’ll involve angelic verification of the crimes, and the FBI will prompt the families of the victims to ask the correct questions for verification so we can get the kill authorization. For us, it means a nice paycheck once the job is done, as we’re an auxiliary team. They do not expect auxiliary team members to have to take on a dangerous target. As such, we get danger pay.”

“I like danger pay,” I informed him.

“But will you spend it without crying?” he asked, raising a brow.

“If the danger pay is big enough, I will not only keep from crying, I will book one of my dream vacations. I might cry over having to take time off work, though. You can’t ask me not to cry over that. I’ve been doing good in therapy, but I haven’t been doing that good.”

“I will hug you while you cry over having to take off work,” he promised.

“I had to take time off work because I couldn’t work, and I’m not okay. I’m getting paid to be sick, and my therapist is going to get mad at me because I can’t handle this well.”

“Speaking of getting paid, I can’t help but notice my wife was working on Christmas and the day after Christmas, right under my nose. Do you know what happened this week while I was working and you were cuddling with small children and resting?”

“You were probably being forced to accept a large pile of paperwork that bred over the holidays because a bunch of sad employees stricken with boredom begged to buy a project for you.” I shrugged. “The circumstances were good, the pitch was better, and they wanted to do the work because an opportunity knocked. James satisfied me with the base proposal, and I signed the papers while you were making me cookies.”

“Do you have any idea what you purchased?”

“Nope.” I engaged him in a staring contest. “It was below your threshold but above mine; they were excited about the acquisition, and they said it would be a great residential side project for you, that was scheduled for foreclosure, but they could get to it before the bank. And as we got to it before the bank did, we got a steal for it. I was asked to give approval, and considering how excited James was over it, I agreed. When your employees go begging James, who technically just serves as a middle-man you pay because it keeps everyone in the pack happy, there’s probably a good reason for it. It’s not my job to do their jobs, and they requested approval for the right type of staff to do the work, they know what they’re doing, and the fact they got it into my limit range means they spent less than five hundred thousand on property in Manhattan. It doesn’t matter if the place is a shack. You get a square foot of land in Manhattan, and it’s a good deal.”

“Joyce, you had them buy half an entire city block for four hundred thousand. You bought a historic house, one that we only have rights to renovate within historic regulations. You bought a fucking landmark.”

My eyes widened. “Oh. Really?”

“It was built in 1799, and up until twenty years ago, it served as the mayor’s residence. But the city sold it to the highest bidder, as it was becoming too much of a hassle to update. It foreclosed a decade ago, and the latest buyer couldn’t afford the renovation costs to maintain its historic standards. It’s a hugely popular tourist attraction, but it’s been closed for the past five years. You bought it for less than half a million dollars. You bought a popular tourist attraction for a pittance!”

“Oh. So, we need to fix it up? Does it have a garden? Can we turn it back into a tourist attraction and a pack house or something?”

“They want it to be our Manhattan house, Joyce. But yes, we can do all of the above, get the garden fixed, and do the appropriate renovations. Basically, they tricked you into rescuing a historic landmark.”

“I’m not seeing the problem. What’s the problem? It sounds like they did something most excellent. Why did the mayor stop living there? Because it was too much of an expense?”

“Precisely.”

“Offer it back to the city for rental purposes for the mayor, with us covering the renovation fees and being allowed to run tours. They’re responsible for the security, and we get to have the place at first choice for events, like our wedding.” I waved off his concerns. “It sounds like the city made a mistake, and we can make a good rental arrangement for it to be restored as the mayoral manor. I probably deserve a raise for approving that.”

Wayne glared at me.

“What?”

“I spent the past three days convincing the various historic protection groups that I wasn’t going to tear down a historic landmark I hadn’t known I’d owned until they came calling!”

“To be fair, I didn’t know you owned it either until just now.” I smiled my sweetest smile at him. “Would my special account cover the renovation costs?”

“There’s no need. We literally own a maintenance company, and it’s going to be negligible to do the work. For some reason, everybody knows about the acquisition, so when I started doing my base inquiries to build the maintenance and care teams, I got flooded with requests. I’m going to have to draw lots for everyone to get a chance to do shifts over at the place. It’s a matter of pride for them. They get to restore an important historic landmark, Joyce.”

“Sounds like you have a good way to reward the best performing teams at work now. The top twelve teams every year get a month-long shift working the historic landmark.”

“I’m so punishing you later for this, Mrs. Joyce Barnes,” he swore.

“Can you start my punishment with manhandling me to the counter so I can watch you make me cookies? I make no promises I won’t catch a nap on my favorite napping spot in the kitchen, though.”

“As a matter of fact, yes. What kind of cookies do you want?”

“Peanut butter, please.”
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  *



Rather than go to work without me again, Wayne opted to stay home and serve as my babysitter, letting me do what work I could between taking naps, eating cookies, and doing whatever I wanted. Aware that my parents had left my childhood home, I went online to discover the place had been bought and sold numerous times and was on the market. The years had done the place no favors, and its sorry state pained me. I researched the property from my armchair in the living room while Chaos slept on my lap. Her sisters played together on the floor with a pair of chew toys while I kept an eye on them.

Our puppies did what they did best, sleeping and growing when they weren’t eating or making use of the lined box we had set up for them.

It would be another few weeks before they’d be strong enough to take outside on walks.

My mate worked on his laptop, nestled in his favorite blanket on his nearby armchair.

“Wayne? Can I afford two hundred thousand?”

“You can,” he replied without looking up from his screen. “What do you want to buy?”

“My childhood home is up for sale.”

“Email the listing to our legal department, have them bounce it to our realtors, flag it as a personal acquisition, and tell them to handle it without bothering you until the signing. Tell them to contact me for the payments,” he replied, closing his laptop and giving me his undivided attention. “What state is the home in?”

“It’s not good,” I admitted. “It’s listed as a foreclosure.”

“Your parents moved out three years after you left, so that’s unfortunately enough time for a property to be run down. Include a request for a maintenance team to restore the property. I assume you don’t want it torn down?”

I nodded. “I did love the house.”

“I can figure out what we do with the house after it’s acquired. If you send the request over to Victor, he’ll move the fastest. He has bedded the enemy.”

“The real estate agents on our payroll are not our enemy, Wayne.”

My mate snorted. “They are when they’re making me deal with that manor you decided to buy.”

I snickered, shook my head, and emailed Victor with the request. I warned him it was my childhood home, and that to limit the amount of crying, to make Wayne deal with most of the acquisition process.

A few minutes later, the lawyer replied with a notification he had booked me in for some more therapy to handle the issue, and that they would move to get the property closed as quickly as possible.

“Victor’s sending me to more therapy,” I complained.

“Remind me to make sure he gets a raise for having correctly identified that you have issues.”

“I think it’s plenty obvious!” With the issue of my childhood home addressed, I eyed my mate. “We need a plan to deal with my parents.”

“And you need to be able to stay awake for more than three hours at a time.”

“If we’re bringing them here, I don’t have to be awake for more than three hours at a time. I can come and go as I please while you handle the majority of the work.”

He matched me stare for stare. “I wasn’t planning on a home visit, Joyce.”

“We could use the lounge level, and you could have James and Laurie around as wolves. If they are as you say, having kids around should make them behave themselves.”

“Or put them at ease, because lycanthropes with their children around are not to be taken lightly. It’s a good show of strength.” Wayne put his laptop aside and relaxed into his chair. “I’ll bite. And what are you going to be doing while I’m talking with your parents?”

“Putting the miniature FBI training vests on our puppies and training them while wearing my work skirt and blazer. I’d be pretending to be your partner.” Having seen the skirt, I understood my mate had taken some liberties, replacing the real one with something naughty and not suitable for wearing outside of our home.

“You are my partner. At work and at home, in case it wasn’t clear.”

I grinned at having riled him up. “I’m not sure why that FBI skirt is so tiny, though. It’s like my mate stole my real work outfit and replaced it with a teeny tiny little skirt.”

“It’s not that little,” Wayne muttered.

“It’s little. I cannot bend over without someone seeing my panties. I’ll give you points for that stunt, Wayne. I almost bought into the idea the FBI would put me in a scandalously short skirt. But then I researched the situation, and the skirt allows for movement and comes down to the knees, and they’re only to be used for in-office events. We get slacks just like the men, especially when we’re working.”

“The real skirt is in the closet,” he confessed. “The other skirt is just so nice on you.”

“And my work slacks?”

“Those are also in the closet but buried. They’re buried so deep nobody can find them.”

“Unbury them,” I growled.

“But I like the skirt.”

“I will be presented as a professional, but as my parents are likely mostly harmless, I’ll be in my hybrid form training the puppies nearby. And keeping an eye on the situation.”

“That works. You don’t tend to be sleepy when you’re shifted, and if you’re in your hybrid form, you won’t be readily recognized.”

“Do you think they’ll recognize me?”

“As I plan on making use of a current photograph of you, one I captured while you were snuggling with Chaos, yes. It’s one of those pictures where you couldn’t have looked happier even if you tried. I thought about taking an antagonistic approach, but I’m going to go with defusing the situation. If I like what they tell me, I’ll inform them that you’re my wife, and I’ll give them a verbal scolding for having bought into a bunch of puritanical bullshit.”

As I’d been warned repeatedly Wayne needed to vent his irritation over the situation, I decided to let him handle it—mostly. “If you step over any lines, I will bonk you in the head and roar in your face.”

“In front of your parents?”

“Absolutely. I’ll even start working on teaching Order and Twilight how to take you down.”

“They weigh less than seven pounds each, Joyce. Our puppies will not be taking me down for a while.”

I pouted. “But they’d be adorable at it, and I’d be forced to record the entire thing. They’d inevitably attack your shoes because that’s all they can reach.”

Wayne’s expression turned puzzled. “I want this to happen, because we would both be reduced to loving on our puppies if they did so.”

As it was true, I nodded. “I’ll make them attack your shoes anyway. This is fair. We can slay my parents through the adorable use of our puppies. They’ll probably recover.”

“I’m not sure I’m going to recover if they do that.”

Aware of one way to help him get over the cuteness of our animals, I leered at him.

“Shall we take this into the bedroom, Mrs. Barnes? I am receiving signals indicating I can receive positive attention.”

“If you tell your FBI friends to get them here in three or four days, I think I can help you receive positive attention. I want this to end sooner than later. They can afford to come to me, so they should come onto my turf, while our alphas serve as backup. Let’s be honest about it, Wayne. I’m about as offensive as Dawn is after she’s had her supper, unless one of the Marlando brothers is involved or I have a damned good reason. However much I hate it, I simply don’t have a damned good reason. They had their reasons to be as they were, and I had mine for running.”

As Dawn tended to take a nap after her supper, Wayne laughed. “You’ll be fine. Let’s get these wicked beasts herded to their room, and then you can show me some positive attention. I might start wilting should I not be graced with your favor.”

“Just don’t knock my virus out for the count again. Show some restraint.”
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“Well, one of you is enthusiastic; the other is doomed.”









While I had expected the FBI to issue my badge, I hadn’t expected to be handed the leash of a Belgian Malinois. The dog regarded me with dark eyes, heeling on command. At the direction of the former handler, I introduced myself to the animal, taking command and ordering her to sit. Once I had her doing what I wanted, I turned to Special Agent Turners and waited for instruction.

The man, who had been in the force for longer than I’d been alive, eyed me with interest. After a moment, he nodded his satisfaction and said, “Rochella is a retiring bomb and drug dog who is not handling retirement as well as we would like. As such, you get to work her. She has been educated regarding the members of your family through a divine, so you will not have any problems on that front. You will need to work her several hours every day, which will be good for you. She has rudimentary training as a guard dog, she can function as a courier, and she thrives protecting her people. For a Malinois, she has a low prey drive, which factored into her being selected for your household.”

What was one more animal taking over our place? “I’m the couch potato of us,” I warned him. “Wayne’s going to be handling Order while I handle Twilight, as Twilight is also a couch potato.”

Turners chuckled. “By the time your puppies are ready for training, Rochella will be less active. She’s getting on in years, and she’s slowing down enough that working with a full-time pair doesn’t work as well as she would like. But she needs to work, and with you, she’ll get to work.”

“I’m going to need more training, Wayne,” I informed my mate.

“I’m going to need to buy more dog food,” he replied. “How old is she?”

“She’s ten, and she should be with you for another few years. She’s in excellent health for the breed, although she’s now a senior. On average, they live to be fourteen to sixteen.” Turners praised the dog and gave her a treat. “I’ll send an email with her past schedule, the type of work she is used to doing, and the training exercises we’ve done with her. Working on the exercises will keep her engaged and feeling like she’s part of the team, which she needs to thrive.”

“Thank you. And I can work with the puppies, too?”

“Honestly, your desire to start working the puppies to help them get exercise and rebuild their strength is why we decided Rochella would be a good match for you. You’ll be able to show the puppies what to do by having Rochella lead by example. Rochella has worked with puppies before, but not ones quite as small as yours.”

“And the lycanthropy risk?”

“She won’t live long enough for the infection to take root and become contagious. While she’ll become infected, it won’t change her quality of life or result in her living longer.” The special agent winced. “We asked. So, for your peace of mind, she’ll have a happy home with you until she passes. She’s been too good of a work dog to deny her what she wants, which is to continue to work. We just don’t have room on the active roster for a dog who can’t handle a full shift. But you won’t be working many full shifts, and your full shifts won’t be a lot of footwork, so Rochella will be able to handle the load.”

I smiled, praised Rochella, and nodded. “That sounds good. Can I call you if I don’t know what I need to do?”

“Of course. I expect I’ll be working with you several hours a week so you can learn how to handle your dogs. As you’re being partnered with a couch potato, I recommend you keep Rochella with you while Wayne takes the more driven puppy. The workaholics partner well together, although I expect you will frustrate both of them at times.”

“We will not work harder, but we will work smarter so we don’t have to work as much,” I informed the FBI’s handler.

He laughed. “Before you leave, I’d like to show you her primary commands and the exercises you’re to practice with her daily. If you give her an hour of your time a day with exercises, she’ll be satisfied and feel she’s done her work for the day. If you give her four hours, she’ll be overcome from joy and nap the rest of the day unless you need her to work. It need not be four continuous hours, and working on her courier skills would please her.”

“I could use a furry helper to send papers to my mate during the day. I’ll save the trips to his office for when I need attention or he needs a scolding.”

Wayne snorted. “You’re going to end up sending me more papers just so Rochella has work to do.”

As was our way, I engaged him in a staring contest. “Hurry up and make more money so I can yell at James to find more projects.”

“We do not need another project right now, that project might kill me!”

“Walk it off, whiner.” I returned my attention to Special Agent Turners. “Teach me, please.”

“Well, one of you is enthusiastic; the other is doomed. It was nice knowing you, Wayne.”

“I’m so glad to see you care.”

“The first trick I am going to teach you will be perfect for subduing rowdy lycanthropes. As Rochella is older, and we’ve been working to convert her to a pet with limited success, we have taught her a new subduing technique. We call it being loved to near death, and I will demonstrate it on Special Agent Barnes.”

Unable to resist, I clapped my hands. “This is wonderful!” Aware the dog obeyed the leash holder, I handed over Rochella’s leash and directed her to heel with her former handler.

Once the dog obeyed, Turners unclipped her leash from her collar, pointed at Wayne, and commanded, “Lick him into submission!”

The dog lunged for Wayne, planted her front paws on his chest, and used the entirety of her weight to shove him to the floor. Once she had him down, she used her mass on his chest as a method of securing him and went to work bathing his face with her tongue.

Wayne wisely did as the dog wanted, laughed, and petted her. “Good girl.”

“That was amazing.”

“She’s had a great track record, but as she’s mellowed out, she’s definitely shown a preference for loving people versus taking them down. She will if needed, though, and I’ll teach you the cues to do it. And if someone threatens you or Wayne, she’ll act appropriately. She is a dog that needs a purpose, and she won’t care if that purpose is carrying papers all day as long as she feels she has contributed. I recommend you acquire a rather large bed. While she is trained to be crated, is used to being crated for long periods of time, and finds a crate to be a safe haven, she is beginning to understand beds are comfortable and wonderful places to spend time sleeping with people. Fortunately for your sanity, she has been trained not to get into the bed unless called, so you will suffer from only minimal interruptions. Go ahead and call Rochella back, Joyce. Use a whistle and order her to heel using her name.”

I whistled for the dog and ordered, “Rochella, heel.”

The Malinois abandoned Wayne, hurried to my side, and stood at the ready.

After praising her, I asked for her to sit, which she did. “You know those videos where cops and military trainers have dogs that stay between their legs while doing strange stunts? Can Rochella do that?”

“She absolutely can, and it’s one of the exercises we do to get her used to working with someone. And as you have interest, that’s where we’ll start. Just be aware that she will do her best to stick with you, because that’s her job. And that can often result in someone not used to the task falling on their face. You’ll need a lot more work at this than she will. By the time you leave here, you will be exhausted, she’ll be exhausted, but you’ll have a much better grasp of your responsibilities as a handler. Welcome to the big leagues. With a little luck, you’ll be able to use some of your new tricks on Wayne.”

“What did I ever do to you, Turners?” my mate complained.

“You expressed interest in having a trained dog for your mate.”

“Sounds like you brought all this tragedy and suffering onto yourself, Wayne. Good job. Next time, think before you speak—and perhaps request two dogs. You’re now woefully outnumbered. The estrogen levels in our home grow.”

“I’m so going to make you pay for that later, Joyce.”

“Good.”
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Shortly before we left our first training session with Rochella, Wayne received a call notifying him that my parents had thrown a stick in our general schedule. Our plan had been to meet with them in a few days.

They wanted immediately if not sooner, and they’d caught the first flight out of Detroit and were already in the air, determined to pursue the lead offered to them.

Wayne gave the caller instructions to send them to our residence, following through with our plan to make the lounge our staging point. Then he called James.

James still had the cindercorn foals, and as such, he needed to place a third call, requesting permission for the foals to be present.

The Quinns agreed, but they demanded to also be in attendance.

It would be a family reunion and a circus all in one. I would cover the hybrid wolf portion of the circus. James would cover the wolf portion of the circus, and the Quinn family would cover the cindercorn, gorgon, angel, and devil portion of the circus.

Rochella and our puppies would handle serving as the standard canine representation, and I decided we would have the chinchillas out so they could handle representing the rodents of the world.

I hoped our pet supplies could handle Rochella for the night, as we wouldn’t have time to get home, change, prepare the various documentation we wanted to have handy, and go to the pet store. As it was, we’d be rushed introducing the new dog to our puppies, although I had an easy solution to my problem: Lucifer.

I grabbed my phone, kept an eye on our new dog, who stared out the window from her seat in the back. After dialing, I waited for him to answer, as I learned the bastard could, when he wanted, hold six different conversations using his phone without anyone being aware of it.

He only spoke when he needed to or wanted people to hear what he had to say.

“How can I help you, Joyce?” the Devil answered.

“I need you to negotiate an arrangement between our new dog, our chinchillas, and our puppies. I’d like her to be able to go into the puppy room without any problems, and I want her to understand that guarding our puppies and chinchillas is important work so she’s happy.”

“Ah. I see the FBI has handed Rochella over to you. Excellent. I can handle that. I’ll come over as soon as you’re home. And you’re handling the other issue rather promptly as well, I see.”

“They became impatient and pushed our schedule forward, but apparently, they took the bait when the FBI contacted them regarding a potential lead. It was just a potential lead, Lucy. Not even a confirmed lead. They were asked if they could be questioned, and they were offered a convenient for them date to come to New York. Apparently, convenient for them involved getting on the next flight out of Detroit. And so I’m strapped on time and need some assistance.”

“Rochella has already met me a few times, so she is quite comfortable with my presence now, so we won’t have to worry about that. I received a call that the Quinns are joining the party.”

“You’re welcome to come. We may as well make it a real party and just have the entire lounge filled up with our circus. We don’t have a snow leopard yet.”

“I can make arrangements for a snow leopard, an otter, a badger, and a nightmare. The otter and badger are the Chicago brood’s shapeshifters, they’re in the FBI as well, and they’re the contact the brood does not want involved with Marlando. As such, we’re going to involve them in Detroit so they’re out of the way.”

“Will they be present as an otter and a badger?”

“No, they’ll be in human form in their work clothes. They’re experienced with these sorts of cases, and I can fetch them, brief them on your circumstances, and get their attention turned to Detroit. Detroit is a safe hunting ground for them, there are some kids still trapped in the system there, and letting that pair loose will free you to clear out Chicago with the help of the vampires there—without traumatizing the otter or the badger. The otter and the badger have been mostly convinced Chicago has been cleaned up. For the most part, it has been. You’ll be closing the book on the trafficking problems that have been plaguing them. It won’t stop new traffickers from forming and taking root there, but for the moment, Chicago will be relatively safe.”

I could work with that. “Anything else I should know about this otter and badger?”

“The otter is handsome enough that you’re going to have a freak out over how someone could possibly be as handsome as your mate. Then you’re going to freak out because the badger is gorgeous. As a result, you’re going to be looking at your mate rather heartbrokenly because you feel he got the short end of the stick. I assure you, he thinks you are far prettier than the badger ever will be, so if we can keep the self-deprecation to a minimum, that would spare me having to coach your poor therapist again on how to handle the marvel that is you during a downward spiral.”

“Marielle snitched and informed me the therapist is your doing, by the way. I’m grateful that the therapist is a devil or demon or whatever he is because that means I don’t feel quite as badly for burdening him. He must have been very, very naughty to be forced to deal with me three times a week.”

Lucifer laughed. “He’s actually being rewarded. He loves helping you, and it has given him insights on how to better help his niece. As such, I can retrieve a standard unicorn for your circus. I will request Juan. His specialty is security, but he’s been helping inmates adjust to civilian life for longer than you’ve been alive. He might have some good insights, and he has a good eye for people. A different eye than mine, so he may pick up things I fail to notice because I view them as insignificant where he understands their mortal significances.”

“Sure, what’s an extra species in the circus? Got anything else interesting?”

“A pair of swan lycanthropes, also in the FBI. Three pairs with different insights might prove useful. The male agent of that pairing is infected but hasn’t had his first shift yet. It’s a good test for your parents, so you can see their current lifestyle and level of prejudice.”

“If we surround them with an entire circus, I get to see their true colors?” I guessed.

“Precisely.”

“Is there anyone else you’d like to invite?”

“There are, but their little ones are just old enough to be running out in front of cars, a dangerous combination when you toss in overprotective parents and a situation like this. If the situation changes, I do know a pair of cops that might be able to provide some law enforcement insight from a different agency. But three pairs of lycanthrope FBI agents should be sufficient for this. I will admit, I’m not peeking because I want to witness this in its full glory.”

He would, but as the divine needed some fun in his life or he became insufferable, I let it go. “That should do it. Can you handle refreshments? We’re not going to have time.”

“I’ll make sure there’s access to tea, coffee, and copious amounts of tissues. I’m not sure if you will need them, but my wife might.”

Darlene? Cry? I refused to believe it. “You, sir, are the Lord of Lies, and I thank you for the reminder that you are as you are. She would not cry.”

“She cries! Usually it’s when she’s really hungry and I haven’t done my sacred duty to feed her, but she is capable of crying. And she’ll cry if she’s in her reproductive cycle and it’s been ten whole minutes without positive attention from me. I made her wait a whole hour once. She cried an entire river, right in my many hells! It was a sight to behold. Who knew my darling could contain an entire river’s worth of tears?”

“Lord of Lies,” I repeated.

He laughed. “All right, it wasn’t a river, but she cried from general frustration. She was hungry, I’m her sole food source, and she was not emotionally ready to be hungry. It’s okay when she’s hungry because she chooses to be hungry. It’s not okay when her hunger surprises her, I’m not readily available, and she can’t do anything about her hunger problem. One of my devils actually popped over to notify me of the situation because nobody was expecting her to be hungry. I do try to be around when she’s hungry to avoid that.”

Something about his tone indicated he struggled with his general frustrations over the situation. “Is she hungry often right now?”

“It’s endless. It’s to the point I asked my father about it. My father promised everything was fine, and that my darling is simply a hungry kitty right now, and that her hunger will naturally subside. He even told me I didn’t need to peek because there was no reason for concern. My father does not lie, not about my darling. She’s just spending more time in her fertility cycle than out of it right now. It does happen. I have a few succubi around who do the same thing. And they can be like that for hundreds of years at a time.” Judging from his tone, the Devil’s eyes crossed. “Being surrounded by children will spare me from her appetite for however long we’re there. I’ll show up in a form that will challenge them without challenging them overly much. They’ve been tested sufficiently at this stage.”

“Can I ask a question?”

“Of course.”

“What is the state of their souls?”

Lucifer sighed. “I was wondering when you would work up the courage to ask. They have balanced their deeds and have no place in my many hells at current. Where they go from here depends on them—and on you. You’re not the one who needs to be saved at this point. You have found the only salvation you ever needed with the promise you would be able to finish what you started when you decided you would survive no matter what the cost. Their road to redemption is longer, but they have climbed away from the gates of my hells. At this moment in time, should they visit me, it will be because my wife invited them to our home.”

“Not you?” I asked, unable to keep the laughter out of my voice.

“Before that naughty little kitty got her claws into the place, we didn’t have guests. Now it’s dinner party this, dinner party that, sleepover parties this, sleepover parties that. As some of those parties involve the foals, I find them vexing but tolerable. But she made me install guest bedrooms. In my house!”

“You poor, burdened being of true evil. However will you survive?”

“You know, Joyce? I simply don’t know. And on that happy note, I shall see you soon enough. Tell your mate to take the northern road he likes because it goes near the park.” He hung up.

“Lucifer says you should take the northern road you like because it goes near the park,” I relayed.

“I do like going near the park. What was Lucifer lying to you about this time?”

“He claims Darlene cried an entire river in his many hells.”

“Darlene? Cry?”

“That is the exact thought I had. I can believe she’d get angry enough when hungry to cry, though.”

I sometimes did just that, much to my horror.

My mate snickered. “That was a wonder to behold, though. I’d finally fed you reliably enough you forgot how to cope with being hungry, it made you mad, and then you started crying.”

“At work!” I heaved a sigh and stared out the window. “It was embarrassing.”

“It was adorable, and it got you fed in record time, because nobody knew how to cope with you crying—at least once they figured out I was stuck in a meeting, you were trying your best to wait for me, you were hungry, your virus was hungry, and you hadn’t known you could go get money from the petty cash to get food. Or, you know, use your bank card.”

“If I hadn’t forgotten my wallet at home that day, I would have used my bank card.”

“Well, that incident definitely taught you a lesson.”

“Yes, it did. It taught me to use mobile payments.”

Wayne burst into laughter. “That it did.”
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Thanks to an accident on Wayne’s regular route home, taking the northern route, which skirted one of the city’s many parks, saved us a lot of time. Through the evening gloom, we couldn’t see deep into the trees, but I spotted some form of animal struggling in the bushes. I hissed and demanded that Wayne park my SUV. I startled my mate, but he did as ordered. Without explaining or waiting, I got out and hurried over to the movement I’d spotted in the bushes.

With narrowed eyes, I considered the cat, which had been hurt in some accident, probably involving a car.

I sighed, and as I couldn’t leave the tabby to struggle in the bushes, I got down on my heels and issued the magical words meant to cajole feline kind, “Pspspspsps.”

The kitty wiggled my way, and I spotted a collar around its neck. “Oh, you poor baby.” As Lucifer had told me where to go, I made use of my phone, calling him. When he answered, I asked, “Can I pick the kitty up without hurting it?”

“Be very careful, but yes. You can handle her. Thank you for taking care of that matter for me. The owner deserves some good fortune, and someone threw her baby outside during a dispute. She’s been looking for quite a while. There is a vet three blocks away, and they’re expecting you, so you won’t be there long. Tomorrow, I may have you rescue the owner, as you now have justification to pursue the issue. I can help grease those wheels.”

I hung up on him, carefully worked my hands under the kitty, and picked her up. Once I could get to my feet without jostling her, I headed back to the SUV. “There’s a vet nearby.”

Wayne looked at the cat, sighed, and nodded. “Good eye. I hadn’t seen the cat. And yes, I would have stopped, had I. Lucifer wanted you to find the cat?”

“Yes. He already talked to the vet. I guess we’re handling this since he’s helping with everything else?” As the Devil worked in mysterious ways, I gave up trying to understand it. Wayne held my door open for me so I could get into the vehicle without jostling the cat, and he buckled me in so I wouldn’t have to move more than necessary. “Thank you. I think he’s balancing some scales. Someone threw a lady’s cat outside.”

“Humans are horrible,” Wayne grumbled. “I suspect it’s a domestic violence situation, and he wants FBI agents to investigate. If we can’t deal with it, I will make sure someone finds the woman and handles it. He could have manipulated any kind-hearted human into saving the cat otherwise.”

“Lucifer implied as much.” Wayne excelled at the domestic violence situations, something I marveled at each and every time he got called in to deescalate a situation and rescue someone. While badged with the FBI, the local cops made use of him, too.

Anything to do good in an otherwise dark situation.

In the back, Rochella snuffled, watching with interest.

“Good girl,” I praised, talking to both animals at the same time. “Wayne, we should take Rochella inside so she can have some treats just for her. Most of the vet offices have toys for sale, right?”

“Some do, but yes. We’re going to our regular vet, since that’s about three blocks from here. We can register Rochella, and we can make certain this kitty gets good care. I’ll let the receptionist know the owner shouldn’t be contacted yet and that we’re taking responsibility for her. The cat probably needs some significant care, so that should work out. Did Lucifer say anything about the owner?”

“We need to rescue the owner tomorrow, and that he would be in contact with the FBI.”

“Ah. He’s warming you up.”

“What do you mean?”

“He’s putting you on a case to practice seeing the violence of the world in an official capacity. He thinks it’s a safe enough situation for you to get your feet wet and see some of the darker side of life—in that you’re seeing what life might have been like if things had been a little different.”

“Do you think she’s been trafficked?”

“It would not surprise me. Lucifer would absolutely put a cat in a position to be hurt but saved if the prize won is the liberation of another. The act of evil would have been manipulating the abuser to toss the cat outside. The act of mercy would be directing me to take the northern road so you could find the cat, which pays the price for a woman’s freedom. Yes, that’s how he operates, doing acts of evil to create an act of good, balancing everything out until he walks a fine wire. And he is probably reminding you he is a being of evil.”

“No, he’s a being of compassion. Yes, he hurt the cat… but if the cat and the owner get their happily ever after together, without the abuser, isn’t that a good thing? A better thing than the act of evil required to kick the cat out of the home?”

Wayne drove to our regular vet office, which wasn’t far from our home. He remained silent until he pulled into the parking lot and found a spot. “The vet should have closed an hour ago.”

“And when Lucifer calls, introduces himself as the Devil, and offers bonuses for everyone who stays late to save a cat’s life, they’re going to stay late to save the cat’s life. That’s how he operates, Wayne. Store hours are beneath him.”

“They really are.” Wayne killed the engine, went around the vehicle, and opened the door for me and unclipped my seatbelt. “I’ll get Rochella out after you’re inside just to make sure there are no problems.”

I nodded, eased out of the car, and hurried to the door.

Our regular vet, an older woman named Dr. Elizabetha Simmers, let me in. “Lucifer called and said you’d be coming tonight, claiming he had a vision of the future, and that you would be bringing a severely injured cat. I suppose he spoke the truth, not that I care at all when he pays me to stay open, even if you hadn’t shown up.”

I grinned despite the situation. “Wait until you meet our new dog. Wayne’s bringing her in, so we’ll update our file. We think it’s a domestic violence situation, so if the kitty is microchipped, do not notify the owner. We plan on handling the matter personally tomorrow. Please evaluate the cat for any signs of abuse.”

Elizabetha sighed. “I’ll have Cally do a reading. I’ll text you with the results and a description.”

“Verify it with an angel, and bill Lucifer for the work.”

That got my vet grinning, and she gestured for me to follow her. “I’ll have you take her right to the back so the techs can get to work with the preliminaries. What’s this about another dog?”

“The FBI has a dog they want to retire, but the dog is not handling retirement well, so she’s stuck with us. For some reason, the FBI thinks we’ll have a good workload for her. Her name is Rochella, and she’s a Belgian Malinois. Wayne and I are being trained to handle her.”

“I’ll get Denise to take care of the paperwork. We’ll add the cat to your file to start with, and once the ownership situation is handled, we’ll transfer it. And if there is contact information on the collar, we’ll lose it under one of the tables until you have a chance to act. Obviously, this animal is too distressed to be checked for a microchip until tomorrow at the absolute earliest, as the bill is already being paid.”

“You’re the best, Dr. Simmers.”

“We try. We don’t always succeed, but we do always try.”
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“How does it feel being one of the most normal beings making up our circus, Belial?”









With a little help from Dr. Simmers, we had Rochella pick three new toys, and she got to sample four different treats and pick the bag she liked best. Thus armed, we arrived home to discover Lucifer waiting in the lobby, displaying his status as the Devil—although he’d picked to be a tanned version of himself rather than coal black. I giggled at the presence of flames licking at his horns. “What is it with you and your horns?”

“I like them, and so does my little kitty. She saw them and purred at me. I interpreted that to mean if I wanted a happy wife and a happy life, I would keep the flaming horns. Everyone is here, including your parents. They’re in the lounge being entertained by the cindercorn foals and their doting parents, so you have time to get changed.” Lucifer crouched and grinned at our dog. “Hello, Rochella.”

Rochella whipped her tail back and forth, although she stayed heeled at my side. Aware the animal wanted to go visit her devilish friend, I tossed Lucifer the leash. “We’ll get changed and be down with the rest of the circus. Rochella, lick him into submission!”

With the dog out to take the Devil down and defeat him through her love, we made our escape to hurry to the top floor. Wayne tapped his foot while we waited for the elevator. “We need faster elevators.”

“No, we don’t. These are reliable elevators, and reliable but tolerably swift is the best of all worlds. It’s not our fault they showed up early, so they can cool their heels while being entertained by the cindercorns. And they’re being entertained by cindercorns. We have the coolest circus.”

“The circus is untrained and tends to talk back,” Wayne complained.

“You’re not supposed to be more nervous than I am.”

“You’ve met your parents before. I haven’t.”

“I literally ran away from them expecting to be kicked out on the street for being defective and possessing unwanted, undesirable magic. They’re currently being entertained by cindercorns. Do you know what is the absolute definition of magical? Cindercorns. There are gorgons, demons, devils, angels, probably an archangel or two, a snow leopard who also happens to be the Queen of Hell, and quite possibly Yahweh in the lounge along with enough lycanthropes they’re probably catching the virus just from breathing the same air we are.”

“It beats rabies,” he muttered.

“Would you like me to kiss and make that all better for you later?”

“Actually, yes. I would.”

I rolled my eyes. The elevator opened, and I stepped inside. “Wear a nice suit and pretend you’re a package I get to unwrap later. But make yourself handsome for me quickly, as I’d rather we look almost professional. I need to get shifted and changed. Which means you need to help me change, because I still can’t get my claws to retract properly.”

“It’ll happen with time, once your virus finishes settling. Don’t worry about it. Just try not to add five inches this time.”

I snorted, as I’d startled us both with the extra inches and pounds. “That is why we got magical clothes for me, Wayne. They can handle the extra inches. I paid too much for the magical outfit, but until I stabilize, I have exactly one good magical outfit suitable for our FBI work. It is sacred, so you cannot remove it with your teeth, sir.”

“But what if I want to remove it with my teeth?”

“No. But I will get changed into something you can take off with your teeth after the important work clothes are safely stowed.” Once the elevator released us onto the penthouse floor, I hurried to our door, unlocked it, and stepped inside to discover a party of demons playing with our pets. Rolling my eyes over the insanity and not bothering to count incubi, succubi, and other entities crowding the space, I went to my favorite of the bathrooms armed with my work outfit, stripped, changed into my hybrid form, and got dressed in record time.

Upon my return, I discovered Lucifer had sent Belial over to referee the pets. “I’m impressed Lucy let you out, Belial.”

The devil grinned at me, and he straightened his tie, which was red. I recognized the splash of color as one of Darlene’s many rules. The colored ties and black suits came out when she asked the devils and demons to pretty themselves up for an event. I’d seen his devilish form once, an experience I never wished to repeat, as it involved a can of crushed tomatoes roughly tossed together with legs and claws and Belial’s face. At least in his humanoid form, he passed as handsome enough to lead women into temptation. “I am to judge how much ruination the Marlando brothers deserve once we hear their side of the story directly.”

Interesting. “Lucifer isn’t handling that part directly?”

Belial’s smile chilled me. “Lucifer is many things, but he is stricken with unfortunate amounts of good tendencies. I do not have such failings. He created me to be ruthless and without mercy to those who do not deserve mercy. But I am honest in my ruinations, as he made me to be that way as well. I serve as confirmation of his anger and rage, and ensure it remains in balance. Lucifer is not infallible. He is wise to trust not in his personal feelings on these matters. And that is why I exist.”

“So, if I clear anything I might do to them with you, and you confirm it is warranted, then I have nothing to feel guilty about?”

“Yes.”

“How does it feel being one of the most normal beings making up our circus, Belial?”

“Truly, it disturbs me, although I find it interesting I get to discover what this ‘normal’ is like, albeit for only a few minutes.”

I grinned, and careful of my claws, I gathered my professional briefcase, my notebook dedicated to Marlando’s inevitable ruin, and my yellow and brown gemstone pen. “Wayne wants some action later, so he’s probably trying to figure out how to make himself as sexy as possible in his FBI attire. We’re going to lose twenty minutes to him accepting he can’t wear his best suits, and this will leave him saddened.”

Belial glanced in the direction of the bedroom, sighed, and shook his head. “You are correct. I will go hurry him up, as you will become anxious should we delay longer than necessary. The rest of the misfits will gather the animals. Do your best to relax. This chapter of your life ends tonight, and a new chapter begins.”
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Lucifer met us at the elevator on the lounge floor, and he handed me Rochella’s leash. The dog eyed me, and Lucifer did something that made the animal relax, heel as pretty as a picture, and behave without him having spoken a word.

“What did you do to my dog?” I glared at the Devil, ready to put my lycanthrope strength to use and beat an answer out of him if needed.

“I confirmed with her who you are, gave her instructions for how to handle tonight, and asked her to be your protector. She is happy now, as she has a clear job to do. She’s comfortable with me after exposure. At first, she did not like me much. Animals usually don’t until they’ve adapted to my presence.”

“Like people. Then they adore you, because we see through your bullshit posturing.”

He grinned at me. “Something like that. Are you ready?”

“To observe a very uncomfortable Wayne having to deal with all of my life problems while pretending he isn’t meeting his in-laws for the first time? Then having to meet his in-laws for the first time after acting like he wasn’t meeting his in-laws for the first time? I’m sure I’m far more ready for this than he is.”

My mate sighed. “You’re only ready because you’ve been in therapy for months.”

“I am very grateful you coerced me into going to therapy. It’s been useful,” I replied, and I pointed in the direction of the floor’s main gathering room. “Remember, my name is Special Agent Barnes, exactly like yours. Do not mess this up. If you mess up your own name, I’m never letting you live it down.”

After shooting a glare my way, he headed for the room, and I reinforced Rochella’s order to heel and walked after him. Lucifer kept me company, and his form shimmered. When the shimmer faded, he’d adopted a skin color similar to Wayne’s, and his horns had taken on a brown-red hue. Amusingly, he’d shed his flames but kept his dark hair.

“Why the adjustment to your appearance?”

“My wife promised to reward me if I behaved, got along with my father, and acted like a mature adult for once in my life.”

I doubted he could behave if he tried, but knowing Darlene, she’d humor him if he put in a decent effort. “You could hide the horns.”

“I love my horns.”

“But if you hide them, you’ll lower their suspicions.”

The Devil eyed me. “Are you trying to get them to screw up and earn their way to my many hells?”

I shrugged. “If you’re trying to behave, then you don’t have to warn people you’re the Devil, so you can put your horns away and show up looking just like some nice run of the mill human man. And if you use a particularly handsome variant, you’ll rile Wayne up and distract him from meeting his in-laws.”

After a moment of consideration, Lucifer huffed and puffed but adjusted his illusion again until he portrayed a human man without anything indicating he was more than he seemed. He topped the charts in terms of his appearance, and I hoped Darlene found his current look to be to her liking. “Does this meet your approval?”

“That should do just fine. You’re handsome, so that might please your wife later. And you can play coy with her. She is a cat, after all, and cats need to be kept on their toes.”

He grinned. “It’s been a while since I’ve been challenging prey for her. I shall take your advice and make her chase me. She could use a hunt for something other than iced coffee.”

“Does her iced coffee escape her clutches often?”

“Fortunately for the denizens of my many hells, no.” Lucifer lengthened his stride to enter the lounge ahead of me, and I followed to discover I’d underestimated the species representation of the circus. Since the last time I’d seen them, my parents had aged, although I recognized them without hesitation. My father’s hair had gone from brown to gray, and my mother’s blonde had paled, although it retained some of its golden gleam.

Darlene led the charge, sitting nearby and examining her claws. At her side, a white kitten and a black one curled together for a nap. The few times she’d brought her kittens over, they’d been closer to the size of lions, and they’d been trying to help bolster my virus’s production through smacking me around. It hadn’t worked, and they’d snuggled me into submission afterwards.

“I had not known they came as kittens,” I whispered to Lucifer.

“I should have known she would bring them. She must have remembered my father was going to show up. He gave them to her. They keep her company when I cannot, and my darling is a social being who needs family around.” The Devil pointed at his wife, and I realized there was a chipmunk sitting on her head, grooming its face. “The chipmunk is actually an incubus, her brother to be specific. He can wield many of the offensive powers of my many hells in that form. I’m quite proud of the work I’ve done with him.”

While I’d heard about Jonas, I hadn’t met him. “You can encourage him to influence Wayne when we’re done, but let’s keep the rest of his offensive abilities under wraps. I don’t want to have to repair the building.”

Lucifer snickered, turning his attention to the family of cindercorns, who were socializing with a pair of white unicorns. Hiding behind the herd was a third type of unicorn, dull brown in coloration mottled with patches of gray, with a curving horn decorated with barbs. Its body reminded me more of a cow’s than a horse, although its legs bore more similarity to a horse’s, long and slender. Rather than hooves, it possessed taloned feet, reminding me of a bird of prey. “See the youngling in the back?”

“The brown and gray one?”

“Yes.”

“What kind of unicorn is that?”

“He is one of seven of his kind, born from a hotspot in Chile. A gift from my father, from what I understand of the situation. He took the dreams of the Chilean people and breathed life into it, with a twist. While these unicorns bear the name of camahueto, they seem to differ from the single-horned bulls blended with seals from their mythology. He asked that I bring this specific colt out, likely to nurture a spirit of peacemaking. Can you imagine that, Joyce? A unicorn, gifted to me, becoming a peacekeeper? And I am not permitted to be disgusted over it.”

I raised a brow at the delight in the Devil’s tone when discussing the colt. “Your father gave you a new species of unicorn?”

“For Christmas,” Lucifer replied. “I don’t know what I did to earn my father’s favor, but I’m not complaining. Well, except the whole peacekeeping part of things. But I’ll let it slide. He would not bring forth new unicorns unless He had reason to believe they would have a place of longevity here.”

Of course. I’d learned Lucifer obsessed over his beloved unicorns, and he would raze the entire planet to save them if needed. Fortunately for all inhabitants of Earth, the Devil needed the planet for his precious unicorns to thrive, thus sparing us from being razed.

Wayne made his way through the crowd, stopping to talk to a blonde-haired woman on the way. As warned, she redefined beauty and made me keenly aware of my shortcomings.

“While she is a beauty, so are you—you are just beautiful in a different way. Your mate has no interest in her beyond as a work colleague who will make your childhood home a safe refuge when your soul needs peace.” Lucifer gestured nearby, where an otter kept a close eye on my mate, squeaking and making a fuss. “If it makes you feel any better, the otter is feeling the same way you are right now. You’ll both get over it.”

The otter would be getting over it faster than I would be, as the woman nudged her partner with her shoe, which quieted his complaints.

My parents spoke with a man and a swan, and the man also wore an outfit similar to mine. “The other FBI agents?”

“Yes. They were brought in due to the serial killer elements of the case. The swan is a newer agent, much like you. Agent Bernard has a great deal of experience dealing with the unsavory side of society. I requested him, as I plan on giving his virus a boost before I leave. He needs to be shifting sooner than later to keep up with his mate.”

After conferring with the woman for a few more moments, they went to join my parents at the table. The woman began the introductions, and if Wayne became any more tense, I worried his spine might snap from the strain. “Wayne’s unhappy.”

“That would be because Agent Gibson informed him that your parents have been discussing making use of the bounty system to locate your whereabouts. They haven’t gotten to the point of requesting that you be kidnapped, but it would escalate and create a major annoyance for everyone while also drawing the attention of the Marlando brothers. Quite troublesome, really. I did take the time to confer with the vampires in Chicago about the situation. The real point of this whole shindig is two-fold. The first part being to get you and your family resolution and prevent the deaths of your parents. The second part is to make certain that the Gibsons do not directly become involved with the Marlando brothers. So, when you hunt Marlando, you will do so armed with angry vampires. Depending on your approach, you can fight over the bodies with your mate and the vampires. I’ll do you a favor and make certain the Babylonians do not become more involved than they already are.”

My eyes widened. “Excuse me, but did you say the Babylonians?”

Lucifer gestured towards the nearest corner, and after a moment, I spotted a shimmer against the wall, although I could not discern the being’s shape. “He won’t be coming out of hiding, but your circus has more than a few hidden members tonight. There is a shedu present as well. The shedu approached me. He saw your heart and found it worthy despite its darkness. The shedu enjoy toying with the Gibsons. Shane, the otter, made eye contact with one once—and does not understand he was found worthy. The shedu left an impression on him. The shedu’s general irritation with the situation clouded Shane’s sight. Marian, the woman you’re jealous of, has sacrificed enough that the shedu adore her, so they almost always have one or two nearby standing guard. The pair did a great deal of good in Chicago at great personal cost, and that is what wins a shedu’s regard. You do the same, although your path has been much different.”

Despite my understanding the Devil worked to help me, I worried. “Dare I ask what a shedu is?”

“I wouldn’t. Let’s just say that even if you do not finish dealing with the Marlando brothers yourself, the shedu will see justice served. Everyone in this room is my insurance policy that the future I saw will not come to pass, and that the End of Days will not happen. Not yet.” Lucifer’s expression darkened. “Not ever, should I have my way.”

“Not ever, should I have my way as well,” He whispered. “You have done well, my son. Perhaps a little overkill, even for you, but you have gathered most of the players of this very important game—and the ones you did not gather, you warned in case they must serve our cause once more. The colt adapts well to the presence of other unicorns, and while he is still nervous, he finds joy in their presence. When he turns six, do bring him to my favored gardens so I might teach him how to be more like the myth that gave him life. He will then teach the rest of his herd, and the magic’s hold on this era will be more solidified. While they handle the matters we should not interfere with, I wish to ask you a question, Lucifer.”

“It always worries me when you ask a question,” the Devil admitted. “But ask.”

“Pick a number between two and ten.”

“That’s not really a question,” Lucifer complained. “But as I am greedy, I am picking ten.”

“That is all I needed. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. I think. Do I want to know?”

“You will find out soon enough.”

“That sounds vaguely threatening. Are you about to do something I’m not going to like?”

Somehow, I sensed that He smiled. “Would I do such a thing, my beloved but fallen son?”

“You absolutely would, especially if you think I’m going to do something embarrassing, like flail or be coerced into using dirty words.”

“Dirty words?” I asked.

“Please and thank you come to mind,” He replied.

“Are you both idiots?” Rolling my eyes over the idea the entirety of my world might be eradicated by a familial squabble worse than mine, I reminded Rochella to heel and drew closer to the conversation so I could eavesdrop on what my mate and the other two FBI agents discussed with my parents.

It took about twenty seconds to realize they went over everything I already knew, and that my parents were startlingly open about what had caused me to run in the first place.

I assumed Wayne had asked for them to start at the beginning so he could compare my story with theirs. Beyond a few minor details, including their motivations for the threats, the conversation went as expected.

They hadn’t approved of my love of magic, and they had wanted to threaten it out of me. In retrospect, I realized they could have beaten it out of me, not that it would have done them any good.

I had always loved everything about the magic in our world.

I gave myself credit, however. I’d done my magic well, and I hadn’t left a trace for anyone to find, erasing even my use of magic from the house when I’d made my departure. In the long years since I’d turned seventeen, they’d searched for me without finding any hints whatsoever.

I understood, then, why they’d taken the first flight out. A potential lead was the closest they’d come to finding my trail.

Not sure what to expect, I gave Rochella a soft order to sit and waited, eyeing my mate, as he would be the one controlling the flow of the conversation.

He opened his briefcase and took out the manilla envelope loaded with pictures of me. I’d accused him of being a stalker, as he’d started taking pictures of me shortly after we’d met. I’d appreciated his lopsided, wolfish grin and his confession he’d taken them because he found me to be pretty.

He’d even dated each photograph. While he’d taken hundreds of them over the years, he’d picked out the pictures of me doing a mix of work. The CDC had provided some new ones, showing me handling baiting jobs and taking down the sort of people they thought had made off with me.

I questioned why the CDC wanted my bounty hunting showcased, but Wayne had thought giving them a glimpse of my life might be a good idea.

One of the final pictures involved me lounging on my armchair, twirling my yellow and brown gemstone pen between my fingers while reading a book. I’d been wearing my best work clothes thanks to a meeting. I couldn’t remember why I hadn’t changed, but I resembled a rather classy business broad out to conquer the world.

Whatever I read had pleased me, and I had smiled.

Wayne started with one of the pictures I disliked, which pictured me dealing with a busy line at McDonald’s. I appreciated the image made me look confident and something other than bone-deep tired. As I served Wayne, I assumed someone in our pack had taken the picture.

I’d corner James later and claim I would steal his puppies if he didn’t give me a straight answer on the source of the picture. I would also corner Wayne and tease him some more over his puppy love situation, which I’d been completely oblivious to.

My mother slumped, and she shook her head. “This woman looks like her, but her eye color is wrong. She has hazel eyes. This woman’s eyes are blue, or perhaps blue-green.”

Wayne began putting out new images of me, and he’d gotten a few of me with my amber eyes, all of them taken at home when my virus had been loved into submission.

My mother’s eyes widened, and she pointed at those photographs. “Yes, this is her eye color. Just like that. Her left eye has a really bright amber streak through it, and it stands out.” She returned to the other pictures and took a closer look. “There’s a green streak in the same place in this one.” She showed my father, who joined her in looking at the image. “Magic?”

“The lycanthropy virus,” Wayne explained, laying out the rest of the images. “Eye color changes are not uncommon among the infected. As you were already informed, most of the humans present tonight are infected with lycanthropy.”

My mother’s attention went straight to the small herd of unicorns. “And them?”

“The adult cindercorns are the Chief Quinns of the NYPD, and the foals are their children. The standard unicorns are guests, and the chestnut colt is their guest.” Wayne gestured to the otter, who had gotten up on the table since the last time I’d taken my eyes off him. “He is a shapeshifter without the lycanthropy virus. The swan and her partner are lycanthropes.”

“I am a shapeshifter,” the woman accompanying the otter announced, and then she pointed at Lucifer. “That is the Devil.”

Lucifer waved. “A pleasure to meet you, ma’am.”

As I couldn’t tell if he was lying, I shot him a glare, one of my ears turning back.

He grinned at me and shrugged.

“Excuse me, but did Agent Barnes just say you’re the Devil?” my father asked.

“I am Lucifer,” the Devil confirmed.

My parents locked onto the Devil, and my father rose from his seat, approached, and held out his hand. “I never thought I’d be saying this, but I’m pleased to meet you.”

They shook hands.

Nobody died.

Miracles could happen.

“Normally, I’d say the pleasure is all mine, but you’re absolutely delighted I’m here. This is not the normal reaction people have to my presence.” Lucifer huffed, and his attention turned to his snow leopard of a wife. After gesturing to her, he said, “This is my wife, Darlene. The chipmunk on her head is my brother-in-law, Jonas. Like my goody-goody brother, I have the ability to tell if someone speaks the truth, but unlike them, I am the Lord of Lies, so as a general rule, I wouldn’t believe a word I say.”

What a fucking liar. I thought about ordering Rochella to lick him into submission, but I stood still and quiet, keeping my eyes narrowed and hoping my fur did a half-decent job of hiding my eye color.

A flash warned me someone had teleported into the room, although I missed whether gold or silver. An angel with blue-barred feathers approached and smacked Lucifer upside the head. “Please do not listen to my brother. I am Michael. I will verify the truth of the situation, as my brother does enjoy toying with mortals because he can. He often uses the truth as his most potent weapon. Having to keep track of all the lies does become quite irritating for him. When he does lie, he has good reason. Sometimes, that good reason is to lead a sinner to his many hells at a brisk pace.”

“It’s true,” Lucifer admitted with a grin. “I do enjoy the mystery of these meetings. What will the mortals do? Somehow, they find ways to surprise me. My wife holds the record for being most surprising. She stormed my gates, knocked, and politely asked to take over. She got her way, at the price of marrying me, of course.”

Darlene got up, balanced her chipmunk brother on her head, and sat nearby, hissing at the Devil.

“My sister-in-law is irritated because he speaks the truth, but he has made omissions. While she ultimately did marry my brother, she enjoyed telling him no repeatedly first. It was a wonder to behold, and it is a blessing in my life to have witnessed it. My brother bargains. That is his nature. You do not need to bargain to get what you desire, but you would ultimately benefit, as my brother can be a benevolent being at times. Ultimately, you only need to speak with Agent Barnes to get what you desire.”

“Why must you ruin my fun?” Lucifer complained.

The archangel pointed at the cindercorn foals. “I wish to play with the children, and we cannot play with the children until this matter is dealt with. You would spend at least an hour bargaining for no reason, when they can get down to the bottom of this situation without delay.”

“He is becoming quite peeved with us all,” Lucifer commented.

I eyed my mate. “Wayne.”

My mate engaged me in a staring contest and growled.

I growled back.

“I’m not satisfied.”

I crouched, unclipped the dog’s leash, and pointed at my stubborn mate. “Rochella, lick him into submission.”

The dog went after Wayne like she meant it, taking him down to the floor before doing her best to lick his face off. I praised her and encouraged her to seek out his affections, which she did.

As Wayne loved dogs more than good for his health, he submitted to the Malinois and her wicked, affectionate ways.

“That was rather ruthless, Agent Barnes,” the pretty FBI agent stated, smiling and approaching, holding out her hand. “I’m Agent Marian Gibson. While I know there were other players involved, we appreciate the invitation. My mate is an otter right now, as I have a reputation of getting aggressive whenever anyone looks at him. Lucifer thought it would keep the posturing to a minimum. Shifter pairs usually get a chance to meet in advance of these sorts of meetings to help mitigate any of the issues.”

I shook hands with her. “We do tend to get jealous easily.”

“Or brought low from fits of poor self-esteem,” the Devil muttered.

I turned my head, growled, and showed him all my teeth.

Darlene bit her husband’s leg, lifted a paw, and showed off her claws.

“I’m sorry. Please forgive me.” The Devil grunted. “Don’t even think about breathing fire my way, Jonas.”

“He is definitely thinking about it,” Michael stated, rescuing the chipmunk from his sister’s head. “Darlene would surely praise him and shower him with her approval should he breathe his fires upon you for being a blight upon this Earth.”

“See, this is why I should just lie. Nobody wants to kill me when I lie. Tell the truth, and people get upset.”

I shrugged, as he made a fair point. “It doesn’t hurt you’re fun to assault when you’re irritating. It’s not like we can actually do more than inconvenience you. We’ve certainly tried. Right, Darlene?”

The snow leopard released her husband’s leg and bobbed her head.

“What does this have to do with our daughter?” my father asked, and I recognized his patience-weary tone, primarily resignation with some irritation blended in.

Everyone, except for me, pointed at Wayne, who did a lackluster job of fending off our new dog. Rochella had graduated from licking him to writhing about in pure canine bliss over having someone showing her even a scrap of affection.

Lucifer laughed. “Please do not think poorly of the FBI agents or their animals. Rochella is an old work dog who has just been transferred to the Barnes. She will be training them on how to handle work dogs, and she needs a job. The FBI trained her to lick and cuddle victims into submission because she’s a work dog who will not be happy unless she’s working. In reality, she’s too old to work and can’t handle a full shift, so she’s going to a specialty pair.”

My mother eyed Wayne. “He’s a specialist?”

The Devil chuckled. “Mr. Agent Barnes is the finesse and general brains of the pairing, and he works on delicate negotiations, as he’s about as threatening as one of Mrs. Agent Barnes’s chinchillas.”

On cue, the chinchillas bounded over to visit me, squeaking their general delight at getting to run around wild and free. I crouched, and I paid them the attention they were due.

“These specific chinchillas,” the Devil continued. “Quite pleasant little animals. They’re rescues, as the Barnes family is incapable of not rescuing anything small and furry to cross their path. Mr. Agent Barnes is called in when they have delicate cases involving abuse victims, as he is quite skilled at calming people. Mrs. Agent Barnes is the brute force of their pairing. Do not let her diminutive size for a hybrid lull you into a false sense of security. She is absolutely the type to shove someone through a wall and pound them between the studs should they fail to do as told the first time. She has none of her mate’s scruples when it comes to the use of force with proven threats. She’s also quite intelligent, but she prefers to handle things more physically. She is the kind that might pull off taking on Fort Knox if given an opportunity, so her mate is relieved that she prefers to give deserving criminals a sound beating while securing justice. It prevents him from needing to worry about what would happen if she were given an opportunity to take on Fort Knox.”

Once my right hand was safely away from my pets, I showcased my claws. The Fort Knox portion of my life would happen in a year or two, after I cornered the Devil, his archangel brothers, and anyone else I could talk to about how best to plan my run.

“My wife would like me to inform you that you will be going to get those painted, as there is a crime against such lovely claws being committed,” Lucifer informed me.

“We’ll get iced coffee when we go,” I told Darlene.

The snow leopard purred, abandoned her husband, and rubbed up against my legs and nuzzled the chinchillas.

The rodents pounced the snow leopard, issuing their most excited of squeaks.

I straightened, satisfied Darlene could protect the smallest of my furry children. The incubi brought our puppies over, but rather than add them to the pile of animals, they held them. A quick check revealed they slept, everything perfect in their world.

“In any case, once Agent Barnes is rescued from his dog, you can discuss the pictures, what you have done since your daughter’s disappearance, and why you were planning on making some poor decisions regarding certain organizations in Detroit.” Lucifer gestured to Marian. “You will transfer such interests to the Gibsons, who will handle it with the grace, violence, and skills you lack. Agent Gibson, it will be trivial for you to get the approval to clean up Detroit, although I expect you will be there for at least six months cleaning house. As I know you wanted to settle in Chicago soon, I’ll compensate you for the delay to your plans.”

The woman nodded. “I can work with six months. Shane? You get to break the hearts of your parents and the vampires. I broke their hearts last time. We may as well look into a home in Detroit to escape them. It’s close enough.”

According to the otter’s drooped head, the woman had broken his heart with her edict.

“Being that cute is not going to get me to change my mind. You get to deal with them this time. I did it twice in a row thanks to those sad eyes. And don’t you even think about trying to change my mind!”

The Devil snickered. “I will assist with the notifications and the property issue, as I am the one inconveniencing you. You will not have to admit that you have a heart and can be manipulated with your mother-in-law’s tears.”

Marian heaved a sigh. “I’ll appreciate that later, so thank you.”

After a long glare at his wife, Lucifer grunted and said, “You’re welcome.” His gaze fell upon my parents. “You both would do well to abandon those plans of yours. They do not take you down a road you wish to walk, and for one of you, the road would end altogether. Your daughter would not appreciate that, and so it would be best if you possessed the wisdom to accept that advice, offered without charge or burden of repayment.”

“My brother speaks the truth,” Michael stated, and something feathered against my skin. “This meeting was not concocted for your child’s salvation, but for yours.” The archangel went to the table, picked up the picture of me twirling my new favorite pen, the gemstones gleaming in the light. “This is the picture you should focus on. This is recent, and it was taken in the comfort of her home. What do you see?”

“I see she has not lost her love of shiny things,” my mother said, pointing at the pen. “She adored crystals when she was little, but they didn’t sell pens like this then—or at least ones we could afford. What kind of crystals are those?”

“Diamond,” the archangel stated.

Well, shit. I’d bought a diamond pen with my lottery money? I scowled at the Devil.

He grinned at me, leaned close, and whispered, “It is only worth the value you assign to it. It’s valuable because you love it. It was a conquest that helped your soul heal. Your pride in that accomplishment is not a sin. You earned that moment.”

My father raised a brow. “And she’s just spinning it around her fingers?”

I understood his skepticism. Had I known it had been made of diamond then, I would have simply held it, tapping my finger against it while I read. Then again, I could use some magic to make certain my diamonds stayed where they belonged, on my pen.

“She earned her prize, and all her husband did was take a photo of her in a moment of joy,” the archangel replied. “But this is the salvation you seek, is it not? You sought evidence that your daughter is safe in her place in the world and has found peace in that place. You have done your job as parents. Her husband’s parents welcome her without reservation, for all she is and all she could never be for you. To them, she is a loved daughter. When she departed your life, she was not a loved child. She was an inconvenience, a stepping stone, and a disappointment. That changed when you developed wisdom, but you do not know anything of the woman she has become, the path she has forged for herself, or her aspirations. And you wish to sweep in to make a place for yourself in that life she has created with her blood, her sweat, and her tears. My father wishes for you to have a future with her, should you do things with the love and care you failed to show in her youth. As such, rather than the many paths that could be forged this night, I recommend the one that may give you that future. Take a close look at those gathered in this room. These are the people who see your daughter’s value. Among these people are those your daughter has touched in ways she does not yet understand. Remember these faces, remember these species—and understand that your hatred gave birth to a being of love. I recommend that you return to Detroit with the Gibsons and allow them to guide you in how you might handle meeting your daughter, not on your terms, but on hers. You have seen her new truth, and there is nothing left for you to find.” Michael reached down and stroked Rochella’s head, and the dog abandoned my mate to heel at his side. “Agent Barnes can provide updates to appease your sense of duty and verify that she lives a good and happy life.”

That he could do. My mate got to his feet, smoothed his suit, and took a moment to pet and praise our new dog before going to the pictures he’d put on display. Michael handed him the one with me twirling my pen. “Should they truly care about their daughter, they will accept what they have learned and seen here tonight. The FBI can continue to provide some evidence of her life, but the case is closed. She is not missing. Your daughter is precisely where she wishes to be, having chosen her own path. In time, the rift you created might be bridged, but tonight is not that night.”

It took them a while, but my parents nodded their agreement.

Wayne handed over the collection of photographs. “We have additional copies of these, but we do ask that you take no further action in this case. If you want an update on her status, inquire. If new pictures are available, they can be provided upon request.”

Knowing what I did of my mate, he made quite the concession. While my parents remained oblivious, it took a glance to identify the tension in his body.

My father took the pictures, and he nodded. “We’ll do this. Thank you.”

Michael offered to escort them out of the building, and as not even my parents were willing to push their luck against a divine, they went.

I waited until certain they were gone to say, “That went a little better than I expected, but not by much.”

Lucifer chuckled. “I had expected my father to be the one making a fuss. Why Michael?”

He joined his fallen son in chuckling. “Why else? Of my children, Michael is skilled at his barbs, and the words he has said will light a fire—one that will do good. I do feel a need to apologize for having stolen much thunder through using Michael, but unlike you, I have checked all viable futures. This is the one that has the most promise for the happiness you deserve, Joyce. Their road will be a little longer and not as joyful, but this is for the best as well. It better balances their souls.”

“I can live with that. And Michael will make certain they go back to Detroit where they belong?”

“Indeed. Agent Gibson, my son will keep them occupied. Arrangements have already been made for your flight to Detroit, and you will have accommodations, so you need not worry about that. I will work with Lucifer to locate a suitable home for you in the area. Your assistance in this matter is appreciated.”

“Glad to help,” Marian said, and she caught her otter and draped him across her shoulders. “I’ll take care of the paperwork, Wayne. I hate waiting for flights, and it’ll keep me busy. I’ll make sure the FBI and CDC know to route all issues regarding your mate to you, and we’ll keep an eye on the situation.”

“Thank you, Marian.”

“You’re welcome. We don’t get to see enough happy endings in our field, so it’s nice to take part in something that doesn’t lead us to an old grave.” Marian winked at me before heading off after my parents and the archangel.

The work of digging up old graves would fall to me and Wayne, but we would handle it without regret. It was the least we could do.
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“I am almost best cindercorn. Foals best cindercorns.”









Wayne fumed over the meeting with my parents, and while he worked out the worst of his nerves, I played with Rochella, the cindercorn foals, the puppies, and the chinchillas. While it took two hours, he eventually came back to his senses, although he went from growling and pacing to sulking in a corner.

Darlene, who had shifted to her succubus form and displayed every last one of her bazillion spots, muttered, “Men.”

The cindercorn foals continued their game of nose boops with the puppies, Rochella, and the chinchillas. As far as I could tell, the animal who successfully landed a nose-to-nose boop scored a point, with the chinchillas taking the lead, due to their agility and size. Rochella tended to let the foals win, rewarding the younglings with a thorough licking.

Curiosity got the better of me, and I asked, “How long do the cindercorns stay foals? They’re getting older now, aren’t they?”

“In their cindercorn forms, they’ll stay adorable little foals until they turn five, and then they’ll start filling out. By age ten or so, they’ll resemble yearlings. At fifteen, they’ll be equivalent to two or three-year-olds,” Darlene replied, rewarding both of the children with scratches behind their ears. “The transitional stages don’t tend to last all that long, so Bailey and Sam will blink and they’ll be filling out. In human form, the babies mature at the same rate as humans, which is how Bailey went undetected for so long. She didn’t have cindercorn parents helping to push along her transformations, so she relied on transformatives.”

“Now no need transform-a-tives,” Bailey informed me in a solemn tone. “I am almost best cindercorn. Foals best cindercorns.”

I snorted at the woman’s comment. “You are all the best cindercorns.”

“Good luck arguing with that one, my beautiful,” Samuel said, rewarding me with a nuzzle. “Joyce, your mate will be interested in taking you home soon, but I wanted to talk with you first. With your parents under watch, I know you’ll want to make moves on this group. The NYPD is prepared to do everything we can to help with the cause.”

I considered the cindercorns, narrowing my eyes. “What would you do if I told you I had a bunch of bodies to dig up? Might you be willing to help dig up some bodies and make sure we don’t screw up the evidence?”

“I’ll loan you Perky. He’s the best I have for that sort of thing, and he’ll enjoy a challenge. I’ll need to get him jurisdiction where you’re going, however.”

“Some of the bodies are in Detroit, some are in Chicago. I want to hand over the Detroit bodies to the agents heading that way to make sure they stay away from Chicago, but I’d like to be able to verify at least one Detroit body before handing over the list,” I admitted. “I don’t know why Lucifer is so keen on making sure those agents are out of Chicago, but he seemed concerned, and things that concern the Devil are worth paying close attention to.” I wrinkled my nose. “I’m still not sure I’m ready for this sort of work.”

Samuel bumped me before saying, “You’ll be fine. You’re smart, you’re adaptable, and you’re tolerant of insanity. You’ll make mistakes, and sometimes those mistakes will lose you a case, but you’ll learn and do better next time. But a good call on giving the Gibsons some of the workload. That’ll give them more reason to stay in Detroit. Should anything happen to either one of them, the Saven brood will act—and the last thing any of us needs is a brood of angry vampires seeking justice. Their hand may be swift, but their justice is brutal, at best, on a good day. I’d rather save that for when we have no other choice in the matter and it’s something we can’t solve on our own.”

As I knew nothing about vampires, I took him at his word. “And Wayne?”

“He is upset for good reason—the same reason Michael stepped in as he did. They came here for themselves, not for you—and they need to learn to put you first if they want you to be a part of their lives. Michael planted those seeds, but the only way they’ll grow is if you leave them alone and give it some time.” Samuel sighed, lurched up to his hooves, and shook his coat out. “It is time for us to get the children home, my beautiful. The anxious lycanthrope sulking in the corner needs to establish his territory before he loses his mind.”

Bailey whinnied, got up, and began the process of ending the games. While there were some protests, everyone cooperated. I helped by gathering the chinchillas, ordering Rochella to heel, and calling out, “Wayne, come get the puppies. We’re going home.”

My mate came over, and he did an admirable job of covering up his agitation, sweeping in to scoop up Twilight and Order. “Bedtime for the foals?”

I nodded. “Bedtime for the easily irritated and troublesome lycanthrope male, too.”

While he huffed and he puffed, he didn’t argue with me, instead saying, “I was hoping your parents would have been different.”

I shrugged. “It went better than I expected, honestly. Which is something. Maybe it wrecked your plans, but I appreciate how it turned out. I trust Michael to do what is necessary. He may do it in a rough fashion and with little regard to their sensibilities, but the problem is resolved in the way we need it to be resolved. Maybe we’ll invite them to the viewing of me taking on Fort Knox. That’ll teach them a thing or two about me.”

Wayne narrowed his eyes and tucked the puppies close to his chest so he wouldn’t drop them. “I’ll ask my boss if it’s a possibility. If it is, I like it. You get to shine, and they can decide if they can handle your magic. They smelled horrified and dismayed you were infected with lycanthropy.”

“Prejudices do not die overnight, Wayne. I’m not going to let it bother me, so don’t let it bother you.” I herded him towards the exit, trusting Lucifer and his wife to handle the rest of the details. I stopped long enough to bend over and give James’s children kisses on their cheek and instructions to behave for their parents along with a bribe of showing them some new magic tricks if their mommy and daddy told me they’d been good.

James mouthed an accusation of sorcery my way, and I smirked at him before heading for the elevator.

The swan and her mate joined us, and the FBI agent asked, “Which floor?”

“The top,” Wayne replied. “Thank you for coming out. The FBI told me to give you our files on the Marlando operation, since we have the most condensed version of them to date. My wife will surely become upset if you beat her to the chase, but I’ll be appreciative.”

The man grinned. “Kenneth Bernard, and my wife is Emma. We were asked to include your wife in the hit if we tracked them down, but we were actually assigned to clean up the extra mess. We’re typically assigned to serial killers, but this case is close enough, and they want us to vary our experience somewhat. We have read between the lines and determined the FBI wants us learning more about organized crime to vary our expertise. Apparently, handling serial killers is not challenging enough for us.”

The swan let out a sad, low honk and bowed her head.

“She wishes the world to know she is an unhappy swan, and frankly spoken, everyone should be grateful she’s not an angry and unhappy swan. As I’ve come to learn, swans are the most temperamental of the lycanthrope species, and we can go from calm to murderous in a second flat with minimal provocation.” Kenneth’s expression turned rather sheepish. “We’ve been ordered to socialize with other lycanthropes more, as our knee-jerk reaction to wolves is to want to stab them in the throats with our beaks. We were told you’re the least offensive wolves the FBI could find. It seems they were right, as Emma hasn’t showed off her feathers and gone for your throats yet.”

“We have puppies and chinchillas and other traumatized animals around, which helps,” I stated, eyeing the swan. “Please don’t try to poke out my throat with your beak. I’m the world’s tiniest hybrid wolf, and when we’re honest about it, I’d probably lose to you in a fight because swans are pretty.”

“She has issues hitting anything she views as pretty,” my mate added with a rather wicked grin. “On the other hand, she’s also one of the more violent hybrids if pushed, which is why she has gotten the okay to take out Marlando if she catches him in the same room with her. I’m not sure where she’s siphoning malice from. Not even a flock of angered Canada geese can hold a candle to her right now.”

Lucifer laughed, and he joined us at the elevators. The door dinged, and we entered. Kenneth hit the button for the top floor, and once the doors closed, the Devil said, “I do love when a plan comes together. The real reason I helped manipulate this gathering is simple. Ladies, you two are going to team up to take out Marlando. How are you going to do this? You are going to act like you were forced into mating with the absolute worst males on the planet, and you’re going to be falling in with a bad crowd—for all of the thirty minutes it will take for the pair of you to turn the gathering into a bloodbath. You’ll be armed with the best kit the CDC and myself can offer along with the many new tricks up your sleeve, Joyce.”

The swan spread her wings, and with zero care she faced off against the Devil, she stabbed him in the leg with her beak. Lucifer hissed and added, “You are not actually mated to the absolute worst males on the planet, of course, but with the help of some of the CDC’s perfume, you will be able to pull off tricking these idiots into believing you speak the truth. It prevents more women from being targeted and killed. It also gets this finished sooner than later. My father has told me repeatedly I am not permitted to interfere. These deeds must be accomplished by mortal hands.”

“Okay.” I turned, stared into my mate’s eyes, and informed him, “You are the absolute worst.”

He laughed. “I’d buy that claim, you look rather miffed with me. You can handle your role, I’m sure. I’m not going to stop you from being the swift hand of justice, but I am going to play the role of the jilted lycanthrope lover hot on your heels.” He eyed the swan, who pecked the Devil a second time. “I would not be difficult to convince regarding your mate’s general ability to pull off this ruse, Agent Bernard.”

The FBI agent sighed, leaned over, and wrapped his arms around his mate, pinned her wings, and hauled her away from her prey. Blood dripped from her beak, and the swan issued a rather intimidating hiss. “I’m sorry about that.”

“Yes, I really am Lucifer,” the Devil replied, and he grinned. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. And don’t worry about your mate. Swans are driven to safeguard what is theirs, and she’s been itching to protect her turf all night. I will take care of cleaning up the mess, but it’s safe to relax. If I do not stop any poor behavior, my wife will—and trust me when I say nobody wants to be on the receiving end of my wife’s ire.”

Emma honked, although she did relax in her mate’s arms.

“And now that I have everyone I want here and everyone else heading home, I have an idea.”

With wide eyes, I turned to my mate, fighting my urge to comfort myself through burying my face into the plush fur of our chinchilla babies. “I wasn’t worried before, but now I’m worried.”

“That is because you are as wise as you are beautiful,” my mate replied. “And while you are right to be concerned, just remember Lucifer is batting for our team right now, which means we should escape this with our lives and souls intact. You only need to worry if Lucifer isn’t batting for our team. And if we think he isn’t batting for our team, your fancy phone has Darlene’s number in it. You can phone for help at any time.”

The Devil had gotten to my mate, and I sighed my resignation. “This is going to blow up in our faces, isn’t it?”

Lucifer smiled. “I would count on it.”
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Three days after my parents had come calling, the dog and pony show, along with half the entire circus, invaded the Detroit area. Of the three FBI pairs, only Kenneth showed up as a human due to his inability to shift. I wore my fancy clothes so if I had to transform out of my hybrid form I wouldn’t give the world a show. Rochella heeled at my side, and she adored the otter who’d taken to riding on her back. His mate, a rather large and irritable badger, tended to have the attention span of a gnat, snuffling through every bush in search of interesting things.

The swan did a good job of corralling the badger, issuing honks and hisses whenever she tried to wander off.

I controlled the GPS unit, which was calibrated to match the locations of the ten bodies we were scheduled to dig up. My mate, who kept Rochella company as a wolf, made good use of his nose.

The Devil had pointed us in the direction of ten corpses, but that didn’t mean more weren’t waiting to be discovered. I expected we’d find a few extras. The Lord of Lies had been pretty clear he could only help so much, and I’d been wise enough to confirm his words with an archangel. There were limits to how much the divines could do, and we’d been provided with an entire manual on how to do the work without botching the job.

I eyed our expert in general forensics, a poor NYPD cop saddled with herding the dog and pony show. “I’m so sorry, Perky.”

The man laughed and shook his head. “I’m not. This is one of the most normal things I’ve done lately. Last week, Bailey made me ride her.”

The cindercorn, one of the proud members of the dog and pony show, snorted at her cop. “Nobody else could. All run fast. Very fast.” She tossed her head, which I’d learned was her equivalent of a shrug. “You no run fast, you ride. You survive.”

With an exaggerated sigh, the cindercorn regarded the wagon she pulled, which we would use to haul the bodies out of the woods to take to the morgue. The standard forensics vans wouldn’t fit where we needed to go, and with some practitioner tricks on my part, the wagon and cindercorn would be able to traverse the foliage with minimal hassle.

“I’m sorry you’ve been reduced to a basic hauler,” Perky replied. Then, as he had no self-preservation and could run fast when needed, he laughed at his boss.

The cindercorn snorted flame.

The cop dodged, wished her better luck next time, and returned his attention to me. “I’d initially asked for one of the demons or devils to take on an equine form, but Lucifer suggested we bring the firestarter along as she could use some general excitement in her life—and she finds flights fascinating.”

“No flying soon.” The cindercorn pressed her nose to her belly. “Behave in there, you.”

“She refuses to let anyone tell her how many babies she’s having this time. She puts her fingers in her ears and demands to be surprised,” Perky informed me. “Just be glad Sam needed to stay in New York to keep things from becoming true chaos. It’s a miracle the commissioner allowed us both to go out—and that the FBI gave us jurisdiction. We’re being paid to do this, too.”

“We paid bonus,” the cindercorn announced. “Queeny claim I good digger.” She showed off her clawed hooves. “Am good digger, get paid to haul wagon and dig holes. Best day ever!”

“We’re digging holes to find bodies,” Perky reminded the cindercorn.

“That part no good, but families of victims get closure, this extra good. We have manual to find bodies. GPS locations, even. Contacts for next of kin.”

Perky rolled his eyes. “He said we would be just scratching at the surface, which means we’re going to find a mass grave, Bailey. Your wagon isn’t big enough for us to exhume a mass grave.”

“Is when mass grave is of bones,” the cindercorn countered. “I armed with half-elf. Half-elf love me. She do bone sorting on cheap.”

“Damn it, Bailey! Have you been using the black market again for casework?”

“Market not black!”

I gave it five minutes before the pair began arguing in earnest. “Perky, how difficult is it for this half-elf to sort bones?”

“She charges a dollar per complete bone, but she charges two hundred for full bodies because she prefers nice, round numbers. If we complain about the price, she raises it to two thousand per body. Bailey tries to complain about the price, so she pays a more fair rate, they start fighting, and Bailey pays the two hundred because Missy’s family is relieved she vented out on a sentient capable of surviving the wrath of even a half-elf. Then Missy’s mother got involved. A lesson to be learned, Joyce. Do not mess with Missy’s mother. Missy’s mother will try to eat you. Unfortunately for our nerves, Bailey and Missy’s mother got into it, and they both took chunks out of each other. As such, Bailey now has an elf friend for life to go along with her scars on her leg.”

“Elf taste bad. Yell at elf for tasting bad. Elf fell in love. Cindercorns taste amazing. I am off menu unless die, then on menu. Not sure this much better, but better than on menu while alive. Took like five minutes to heal. I threatened to tell my daddy an archangel wouldn’t make the bite marks disappear. Requested scars because I ate an elf!”

“You didn’t eat the elf. You spit her out, and then infuriated she tasted terrible, you kicked her into next week,” Perky complained. “And not only did you kick her into next week, you then asked the same archangel to deal with the injuries you created because you couldn’t get the vile taste of elf out of your mouth. You horrified an archangel, Bailey.”

“Not my fault elf and archangel nemesis.”

“While true, please don’t end the world beating the shit out of elves and then making your relatives heal them.”

“Not my fault elf taste bad!”

Perky sighed.

“Who is Missy’s mother?” I asked with wide eyes.

“We don’t know her name, and we have been told, if we value our lives, to give her hugs and call her Mom. We give her hugs and call her Mom,” Perky admitted. “Missy sang our praises, and her mother loves cops. She also loves cops for dinner, but only if the cop is already deceased, preferably from some heroic act, at the time of feeding. There is literally a waiver in our precinct now for all cops and recruits to sign if they will permit an elf to have a snack post-mortem. Most have agreed, but only in a literal pound of flesh. It’s weird. The ones who don’t agree have to have tea with Mom. Most of the station, upon learning they could have tea with an actual elf, pitched fits. So, Mom is over once a month or so for tea—and she doesn’t eat us without the waiver being signed. And we generally no longer run away from elves. Mom’s a good sport about it. One of the other elves we know is a trainer, also an elf, and her idea of a good time is to chase those who run from her and tracking how many miles they make it before she catches them. She doesn’t take any bites of those she hunts, but she’s really damned good at triggering the flight instinct. Her name is Samantha, but most call her Sammy.”

“You know two elves?” I blurted.

“Two, more than two…” Bailey muttered, and to my amusement I discovered cindercorns could cross their eyes. “So many elves and other beings. So many.”

“Sam did not give Bailey sufficient warning about just how many species chiefs have to deal with. She claims she was tricked into the job because of the lure of having a salary and the same hours as Sam. The end result? Bailey does not get much time away from Sam, and she sometimes regrets this.”

Bailey poked her belly again. “Trouble, trouble!”

“We need to find the bones before we worry about who is sorting the bones, if the bones need to be sorted, and who is paying for the bones to be sorted.” I pointed deeper into the woods. “March, both of you.”

They obeyed.
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The first three coordinates led us to singular bodies, all decomposed down to bone, with little forensic evidence remaining. Perky gathered what he could, recorded the evidence, and reverently placed the bones into a plastic-lined box for transport. I’d questioned the folded boxes and plastic liners at first, but when reduced to nothing but bone, an entire human body could fit in one with careful packing.

All three bodies had suffered through horrific damage, including femurs snapped into three to five pieces, fragmented skulls, and arms so mutilated Perky struggled to identify that the fragments had once been arms. Bailey, Wayne, and Rochella handled the majority of the digging for the first finds, following instructions from Perky.

The fourth set of coordinates led us to a clearing with a significant amount of disturbed moss and dirt.

Perky scowled. “And this would likely be the site of the first mass grave.” He pointed at a section of dirt a darker color than the rest. “That would be the latest disturbance likely, so when you dig, be careful. The body—or bodies—might still be fresh. By fresh, I mean partially intact. Dig carefully, and be aware of the smell of decay. I’d rather you not get a face full of decomposition material should you puncture a bloating corpse.”

Wayne stared at Perky, his ears turned back. Bailey sighed, and after I freed her from her harness, she went to work digging where Perky pointed. While I didn’t look forward to giving Rochella a bath, I pointed at a spot and ordered her to dig.

For a dog who couldn’t handle a full daily shift with the FBI, she showed no signs of discomfort, flinging dirt as she went to work. Once certain the Malinois would do her share, I eyed Perky. “If we suspect there’s more, where should I dig?”

Perky pointed at a spot clean of moss. “That spot is likely.”

In the previous holes, we’d needed to go down several feet before finding bones. On my second scoop of dirt, I located the first of the bones, an off-white with yellow. “Ack. Perky?”

The cop regarded my find with a frown, crouched, and examined what I’d uncovered, plucking out one of the larger pieces. “It’s human.” He narrowed his eyes, held up the bone, and eyed it. “There are tool marks on this. Likely put into the ground after the tissue material had already been removed from the bone. Without tissue, there’s not really any reason to make sure they’re buried deep.”

“Why should the bodies be buried deep?”

“Pop goes the weasel,” he replied, and he began humming the tune. After a few moments, he pointed at a bare patch of ground. “Let’s assume that the killer has ten bodies. They’re fresh, he’s lazy, so he digs a shallow hole, covers them up, and leaves. This should be fine, right?”

“Considering you’re humming a rather disturbing children’s song, no, it is obviously not fine. Are you telling me the corpses pop when they aren’t buried deeply enough?” I shuddered. “Please tell me I’m wrong.”

“Pop goes the weasel,” Bailey sang, pausing in her digging. “More bones here, Perky. Many bones. This many more bones than other holes. We will need elves, many elves. All the elves, to sort our bones. Bones to be identified!”

“The elves have a knack for matching the bones of victims with their identification. Something about what makes them elves,” Perky explained. “But I’m sure Missy will try to use technology before she starts sampling the evidence.”

“She sample evidence anyway to make sure she right. It gross, much yuck.” Bailey snorted flame, taking care not to singe the remains of the victims. “Mrs. Badger, Mr. Otter, please go to next coordinates and see if we have mass or single body, please? Badger dig excellent hole? Most excellent hole, much skilled digging, yes?”

Perky sighed, went to Marian, and adjusted the strap on the scanner so he could hang it around her neck. “They’re in the memory in order, so tap the right arrow to get to the next set. You can blitz to each of the sites. Just assume if the disturbed soil is a small patch, we’re dealing with a single body. If large, it’s likely a mass grave. Once we have a better idea of what we’re working with, I’ll call in backup. And you may as well look for spots we haven’t found yet. I’m sure they’re here somewhere.”

The shapeshifters bobbed their heads and bounded off.

Bailey eyed Perky. “Run fast, look for more sites?”

“You dig fast enough that you can check if there are bones within a few minutes, so do a confirmation dig, and return should you find anything so we can leave the rest of the site undisturbed. Buckle up, folks. It’s going to be a long day.”
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In total, we located thirty-two burial sites, seventeen of which were mass graves. Judging from bone volume, skull fragments, and the number of boxes needed to excavate everything, the smallest contained seven bodies, while the largest hid the remains of at least twenty-six victims.

Some were children.

The discovery of the first tiny skull, which Perky estimated to belong to a child no older than six, sent the cindercorn into a rage so intense her fur burst into flames. I manifested icy water to cool her temper and keep her from lighting the forest on fire. I shocked the police chief so much she stared at me with white-rimmed eyes.

When it became apparent the cindercorn had zero idea why I’d doused her, I said, “You’ll set the trees on fire.”

“Is there any chance you want to become a cop?” Perky asked.

“Pass,” I replied. “The FBI already got its filthy hands all over me.” To make it clear what I meant, I pointed at my mate, who worked to uncover more bones.

As we didn’t want Rochella to potentially chew on a victim, I kept her working on new dig sites until she located a bone. Each time, I praised her, directed her to a new spot, and repeated the process. In good news, the Malinois lived to be praised, which meant she caught on to her duties quickly, sitting and barking whenever she uncovered a bone.

As the afternoon faded to dark, the twenty-six victims had grown to fifty-seven.

Dousing the cindercorn several times an hour exhausted me, but I found a silver lining in the storm clouds. Exhaustion numbed me to the reality of the horrors the Marlando brothers had wrought.

“Even at ten, I was prepared to wring that bastard’s neck between my hands,” I growled.

My comment drew the attention of the others, who’d worked in solemn silence. Perky, who had the primary job of attempting to keep the bodies sorted and put into the correct boxes, raised a brow. “When Lucifer became involved, I feared something like this. You needed to be motivated.”

Without any memories or emotions from the attack, I understood. “I am definitely motivated now.”

“I’ve already called in for another team, so once they arrive, we’ll be off the hook. Bailey and I will stay tomorrow to monitor the excavation. I’m assuming you will lose your temper and go home so you can beat answers out of Lucifer.”

I read between the lines: we were to go to Chicago and put an end to the Marlando’s reign of terror. “Beating Lucifer is on my list of things to do, yes.”

“I’ll make sure that the Gibsons keep a close eye on your parents in the meantime. The Bernards will keep you company. That’ll be the best use of our resources. I’m sure the Gibsons can make sure I don’t screw up their investigation.”

The otter squeaked his amusement, and the badger huffed before resuming her work digging.

We’d learned early on she would bite if disturbed, and that she was not the friendly European kind of badger, but rather a grouchy American one with a strong desire for Marlando’s blood. I’d make a point of getting in a few hits for Marian.

Kenneth joined me, keeping an eye on the ground while Rochella pursued her latest hole. “That shouldn’t be a problem. We were told to expect a few weeks to wrap this case up completely. There’s no time better than the present, and if we wrap this early, we get to go on vacation. Emma, if we get this done in a week, we might even have time to find a dance retreat.”

The swan waddled over, spread her wings, and honked at her mate.

“Why don’t you make use of those pretty wings, find the backup Perky called in, and make sure they get here without incident? Sooner we’re on the move, the higher our chances are of being able to go dancing.”

Apparently, the swan lived to dance, as she flapped her wings, ran forward, and took flight, somehow navigating through the trees without crashing into one. Once out of sight, he said, “Unbeknownst to her, I have been ordered to find her a dance retreat if I value my life. As I do, we’re already booked for one.” The agent chuckled. “I hope she never figures out that when I start manipulating her like that, I’ve already booked us in for some time off.”

I glanced at my mate to make certain he was occupied with his work before asking, “How do you get away with that?”

“I ask my boss to withhold enough from my bonuses to pay for it, give him the itinerary, and have him handle the details. As the money never makes it to any of our bank accounts, she doesn’t catch me in the act.”

I sighed, as I had married my boss. “What do you do when you’re married to your boss but want to pull that off?”

“Phone a friend, pay them back afterwards,” he suggested. “Or go over your boss and talk to HR about your bonuses.”

“I think I’ll try that. How long do you think it’ll take for her to track down the other team and bring them here?”

“No longer than an hour. Once motivated, Emma gets mean—and there’s little as scary as a giant swan spreading her wings and issuing her most menacing honks and hisses to encourage people to move like they mean it. In good news for me, she doesn’t bite often, but those wings hurt when she uses them. Just be glad her father isn’t here, too.”

“Why?”

“He’s bigger, meaner, and has no scruples, especially when he thinks someone has upset his daughter.”
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“Joyce, we do not play with the swans. They hit harder than we do.”









As airports tended to have issues with cranky swans on their planes, Emma transformed in the vehicle, got dressed, and promptly conked out. The resulting chaos to get her boarded onto our flight to Chicago would keep me laughing for days, as Kenneth managed to get her coherent enough to walk—mostly. Getting her through security took a display of all our FBI badges, an explanation we’d been on duty for well over twelve hours, and a promise that the semi-conscious lycanthrope wouldn’t be a threat to anyone.

Once on the plane, she slept. Rather than snore, she honked every now and then, something that induced hysterical laughter throughout the entire plane.

Kenneth, who sat across the aisle from me, sighed. “We should have asked somebody to drive us.”

I tried to imagine us successfully driving to Chicago while Emma honked away in the back. “That sounds like a guaranteed way to crash. She’d honk, set off the entire vehicle, and we’d end up in a ditch. At least the pilots can’t hear her—I hope.”

“I guarantee they’ll have videos of her honking and setting off the entire plane. There will probably be ten different videos of her honking online by morning. I keep suggesting we have someone look at her and perhaps find a way to correct the honk, but she’s a swan, and swans are perfect beings, and there is nothing wrong with her honk.” He snickered, glancing at his mate and wife. “At least she believes she honks in her sleep. At first, she thought I was pulling her chain. Nowadays? I’m definitely pulling her chain and she knows it. I win if I goad her into transforming and beating me with her wings. I win even when I lose, though, because she gets so lively when I’m pulling her chain.”

Wayne, who worked at joining Emma in taking a nap, snorted at Kenneth’s commentary. “How long have you been infected?”

“Not long enough, according to her, her father, and her mothers. She’s the child of a triad, which is why they had a daughter. Her succubus mother confessed to controlling Emma’s gender. They just had a boy, as they unanimously agreed they needed at least another eighteen years before trying to raise another girl.” Kenneth checked on his mate’s seat belt and made sure she was all set for departure. “We’ve been informed we can defeat the typical lycanthropy odds of having a daughter just by asking. Emma honked at her parents, ranted about natural selection, then honked some more. I just shrugged and agreed with whatever my mate wants, as I had no problems with having numerous children, even before infection with lycanthropy.”

“Wise. I have so many issues that my therapist is an incubus,” I informed him.

“Normally, I would be jealous, but the incubus usually plays at being human, and he’s worked wonders with her, so I’m just thankful,” Wayne added, and he nudged me with his elbow. “Are you sure you should be that proud about that?”

I regarded my mate with a grin. “I’ve driven an incubus to the end of his rope. A few more tugs, and my therapist is going to need therapy. And anyway, I’m cleared to work, as the Christmas therapy session was exceptionally useful.”

“You literally required a divine to undo the damage.”

“It was a pretty amazing Christmas therapy session, you have to admit. I have reason to be proud of how far I’ve come. Now I’m only dealing with semi-normal people issues. I’m going to be back in therapy after we finish this job, though.” I gave Kenneth my complete attention. “Do you have any updates for us?”

“I do. We’ll be met at the airport by a vampire. The FBI hired them to track down our mark, so it’s going to be a joint operation between the FBI, the CDC, and the vampires. The Chicago police force is still in flux, so they’re generally being excluded. We don’t know if they were infiltrated, and while they cleaned house a few years back, the FBI and CDC still do not trust them with sensitive matters like this one. There might be a plant. That is also why the Gibsons were not invited to this party, as Shane was directly betrayed by members of the Chicago police force. We find it’s easier if we come calling without either Agent Gibson present. While Shane isn’t prone to being confrontational, Marian certainly is, and she hasn’t forgiven the force there for pushing him out of his dream job. She has not figured out yet that his dream job has changed, and it generally involves following her around and being in law enforcement wherever she is. We’re involved because despite our status as temperamental swans, we don’t ruffle feathers much.” Kenneth shrugged. “And nobody screws with a swan. Emma’s beak can pierce metal, as we’ve learned recently. We haven’t figured out how to do a pressure test to figure out how much force she can apply with pecking someone or something, as she keeps breaking the machines, first with her beak, and then with her wings because she gets upset.”

“Noted,” Wayne stated. “Joyce, we do not play with the swans. They hit harder than we do.”

“You gave up quickly,” I replied, raising a brow at my mate.

“I have not yet punched through one of those plates they use for testing force. If she is destroying the machines, she will win. I don’t pick fights I know I can’t win. You win, Kenneth.”

Kenneth laughed. “When I realized Emma can literally punch her beak though an inch of tempered steel, I felt a great deal better about her being involved with FBI work. Lycanthropes win top prizes for general durability, too. But one of these days, she’s really going to scare me straight into my first shift, because she’s quick, agile, and knows she’s durable. She is not afraid of engaging in the close ranges, and she’s taken to hand-to-hand combat with alarming grace and skill. She does not like shooting dangerous entities. She likes getting in their face, rearranging their basic features, and making them squeal for mercy. I’ve been promised I’ll be just as bad when I’m closer to shifting. I think they’ve forgotten not all swans are assholes.”

Wayne adjusted how he leaned so he could regard Kenneth with interest. “Is your swan active?”

“He’s becoming active, yes. He finds Emma’s acts of violence highly amusing, but I seem to have been blessed with a somewhat lazy swan who will attack if needed but rarely feels the need. He has a ridiculously high tolerance for violence, however. I guess one of us has to be sensible. And Emma is smart and sensible when she’s human. When she’s a swan? She becomes focused and enjoys violence more than she should. And flying. She really enjoys flying. Once, she flew several hundred miles before realizing she should maybe come home. Ended up honking outside of an FBI residency until someone let her in and she honked some more until someone looked in the records to see if the FBI employed swans. Upon discovery there is a pair of employed swans, I got a call asking if I would come pick her up. Once I told them she doesn’t shift with her clothes and she won’t shift until she has clothes readily available, it was an easy problem to solve. Something about her specific brand of magic completely shreds her clothes. She shifts, and her clothing tends to explode, often into a cloud of feathers. It could be something to do with conversion of mass. We haven’t figured it out yet, and she won’t let me experiment with clothes. Bras, according to her, are expensive, and we are not destroying bras on pointless experiments.”

“Bras are expensive,” I informed him.

“Yes, but she won’t buy new ones until the old ones die, and I want to buy new ones,” he complained.

Ah. I eyed Wayne, who grinned, leaned towards our fellow agent, and false-whispered, “Buy them anyway and sneak them into her drawer. If she’s anything like Joyce, she’ll become gloriously confused over the magical new bras.”

Elbowing Wayne and shoving him back into his seat, I added, “I figured it out after the second time.”

“But you were gloriously confused, and the result was well worth the price of admission.”

I rolled my eyes, as every single bra he’d purchased had died at his hands once he’d been let off his leash. “It’s okay to buy the bras, just be aware you’ll probably upset her when she realizes you destroyed a sixty dollar bra and liked it.”

“It’s true,” Wayne confirmed. “Just come armed with a replacement. I find that helps. And then you get to destroy the replacement, and it’s a relentless cycle of lingerie-based destruction.”

Lycanthropes. I could trust them to be open about their bedroom conquests without shame. In a way, I liked it.

There was no shame in being a woman, and lycanthrope men were not ashamed to be in league with their women—especially if it resulted in their mate wearing lingerie.

“Why don’t I switch seats with you, Wayne? Then you can gossip about the various ways of destroying lingerie without me getting in the way.”

He agreed. I laughed, we changed seats, and I left the men to their talk, staring out the window of the plane and wondering what the next few days would hold.
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The instant we stepped foot outside of the airport to wait for our pickup, a dark form lunged at me. Before I could take in any of the details, my wolf took over, intercepted, and made use of my favorite trick, which involved my knees to my target’s chest and an excessive use of general force. My wolf didn’t relent until her victim was on the ground beneath us, twisted in such a way he wouldn’t be moving without my permission. At her encouragement, I issued a single warning growl.

Wayne approached, leaned over, and regarded my prey with a low chuckle. “It’s a pleasure to meet you in the flesh, Ernesto. Is there a reason you decided you wanted to be taken out by my wife?”

“She looked bored,” the vampire replied.

Great. I’d just flattened the leader of Chicago’s brood. “He startled me, Wayne.”

“Well, you’re certainly not bored anymore,” my mate commented, and after a moment, he freed one of the vampire’s arms so they could shake. “I assumed you wouldn’t be coming out directly.”

“Our plan has changed. Our quarry is in a position we can deal with him now, and I feel it is prudent to move while we can. I’ll fill you in once we’re in the car. As such, I will be helping to attend to this matter personally.”

I took that as my cue to release the vampire and help him to his feet. “I’m sorry about that.”

Ernesto flashed a toothy grin my way and shook my hand. “Don’t be. I enjoy wholesomely violent greetings, and you didn’t disappoint. My otter and badger?”

“They’re in Detroit dealing with a mass grave situation,” Wayne reported, and he gestured to Kenneth, who kept his sleepy wife on her feet. “She’s the swan, and he hasn’t had his first shift yet, but it’ll probably be soon.”

“If provocation is required, then he’ll have all the provocation he needs. I’ll give her a jolt when we need her to be awake. For now, let her remain sleepy. I’ve heard much of the swan and her temper. Come with me.” The vampire, who could blend in with top-earning executives in his perfect black suit, took being pale to an extreme. Something glimmered across his skin, and I narrowed my eyes.

An illusion? What did the vampire hide?

“Joyce?”

“Why are you wearing an illusion?” I asked, following for a few steps before my general suspicions got the better of me and I halted.

“Oh, she’s good,” the vampire replied, his voice mimicking a cat’s pleased purr. “Marvelous. It’s a trick to make people more comfortable with my existence as a vampire. I’ve long been able to walk under the sun, and I do so quite often. I am not a pale being, and I never was. But this better fits the image of a vampire. Frankly spoken, I am old, and while modern times paint us old things as pleasantly white to appeal to society, I am anything but. I am usually a rather nice brown, in case you were curious. But my features, my bearing, and my build does not match what society is currently comfortable with, so I make use of this parlor trick to better fit expectations. It is fun playing the game. I’ll often play at being Mediterranean, as do my children. We existed in the age of the Tower of Babel, and things were much different then.”

I would need to do some studying into vampires, especially Ernesto’s brood, if they had existed at the same time as the Tower of Babel. “So that piece of mythology is real?”

“As are the Babylonians. I’ll admit I am quite relieved that they will not be coming with us today. They bring excess change where they go, and this matter requires expediency. Here is the situation. A cell of this operation, headed by Eugene Marlando, has arranged for an entire bus of displaced children, in their early teens, to disappear. These children are all in the fostering system, and the disappearance was arranged by those in charge of the fostering system. For the moment, the children are oblivious to the situation. As far as they know, they’re at a hostel on the way to a group home. The reality is, they will be sold in one of the various black markets. I’m not sure which one at this point. I have made a point of contacting some associates to keep an eye on market activity.” Ernesto turned his attention to Kenneth. “I have purchased the services of an elf. This will surely fall under your work, as I gave instructions for the elf to masquerade as a serial killer. The elf, in turn, is recruiting a mercenary she wants to see ejected out of mercenary work and brought into the FBI. I will handle legalization. You, however, need to give me a concession.”

Judging from Kenneth’s expression, the agent expected to be escorted to his own funeral. “What sort of concession?”

“You will monitor, vet, and generally shadow the ‘serial killer’ until the targets that need to be eliminated are dead. You’ll be accompanied by someone of my choosing to monitor the situation. Once the targets are eliminated, you’ll apprehend her, bring her into the legal system, and pay out for the murders. As she’s a mercenary, she’ll expect her execution, so you’ll have to corner her in a safe-for-you fashion. Once she understands that she is being brought into the legal field, she’ll cooperate. Expect trouble once the job is done. Your real goal is to take out the mercenary outfit she’s trying to escape. There’s to be one survivor: her. This outfit has targeted children.”

Kenneth narrowed his eyes, and after some thought, he asked. “You’re after the Texan Child Massacre group?”

“That is, in fact, the group I wish to crush beneath my perfect heel.”

“In exchange for the concession, you’ll tell me how you know she’s part of this group.”

I frowned. “Sorry to interrupt, but do you mean the terrorists who killed those kids in Texas a while back with their mothers?”

Both the vampire and FBI agent nodded.

“Why do you want this woman alive if she is part of that group?” When I’d first heard about the massacre, which had robbed so many mothers and children of their lives, my wolf had been infuriated, as had I.

“She is an unwilling participant in the group. She was born into it, never wanted to be in it, and wants out,” the vampire replied. “I have no tolerance for the great evils of the world, and this woman has done her best to walk the straight and narrow. She is the one who betrayed the hire. Of course, the group gave their blessing for the betrayal, but they allowed her to be the one to handle the betrayal. Without her, the children and mothers would have received no justice at all. Of course, an innocent was targeted to make the betrayal happen, but that victim survived and became well pleased with the consequences of her actions. Good deeds deserve reward—and the FBI would benefit well from her skills.”

“I’ll do it,” Kenneth announced. “If she’s this dangerous, I’ll want a few of your vampires as backup.”

“Consider it to be done.” Ernesto guided us to a limo and held open the door for us. “And anyway, she’s less dangerous than the prey she hunts. Your job will be to make her work as safe as possible.”

As the swan would be easier to contain once seated and buckled in, we waited for Kenneth to get his mate situated before we piled into the limousine. Once inside, I buckled in and regarded the vampire with interest. “What aren’t you telling us? What’s important about this woman? Is she a vampire?”

“No, but she provided the clues we needed to track the mercenary group down, and once they realize she betrayed them, the group will come out to eliminate her. My brood will, instead, eliminate them. Preserving her life repays the debt.”

“Why do you want these mercenaries dead? I mean, I want them dead because of those families destroyed.”

“They killed someone I cared for, and the time for revenge has come.”

As only a fool would come between a vampire and his revenge, I nodded. “I appreciate your help with this, but I don’t understand why you’re helping us.”

“Do you not understand my personal motivations or that the FBI is working with someone on their list?”

I snorted and waved my hand in a dismissive gesture. “I kidnapped an FBI agent and got away with it.”

My mate sighed.

“I had heard you’d gotten set up by your own organization, Wayne,” Ernesto said, flashing his fangs at my mate. “How is mated life suiting you?”

“Quite well. I keep sending my boss cards thanking him, asking him when I can be kidnapped by my wife again, and if there is anything I can do to keep the favor he’s showered me with. He’s tired of the thank you cards, but he appreciates I’m willing to ask how high when he asks me to jump. He’s been great about working with Joyce’s therapy and training, too.”

I wrinkled my nose, as my training had kept Wayne off the active roster except in truly serious cases needing his special touch. “You could go to work without me, Wayne.”

“I don’t want to.”

Men. “I apologize for him, Ernesto. What are the odds we can get these kids out of this situation?”

“The chances are pretty high. My entire brood will be hitting the safe house, along with teams of FBI agents, who have been getting into position. We’re using you to deal with the Marlando brothers while my brood handles rescuing the children. Once the building is clear of the biggest threats or it is confirmed you are engaged with the Marlando brothers, my brood and the FBI will hit the place, evacuate the children, and take them to the safety of Lower Chicago. The Babylonians have offered to house and medically treat the children as needed. We suspect Eugene Marlando is evaluating the girls to see if any are suitable for him.”

I growled. “And how old are these girls?”

“The youngest of them is twelve, and the oldest is sixteen.”

The skeletons of the children had been enough to light a fire, but the awareness there were living children in his clutches, that the man would likely put through the same hell as I’d endured, stoked my fury to an all-consuming inferno. “When I’m done with him, you’ll be picking scraps of him out of your hair, Ernesto.”

“Is there anything more beautiful than a motivated woman, Wayne?” The vampire smiled. “It is rare for me to enjoy repeating myself, but I look forward to witnessing the moment the swan comprehends what is afoot and she rages as well. That is something I wish the FBI would do better. It isn’t about having the strongest magic, talents, or skills—it’s about bringing out the strengths and determination of those best suited for the job. Your mate could have one leg, one arm, and nothing but broken teeth, and still that Marlando creature would fall to her. Motivation matters. Before the sun rises, this will be finished, and we will walk away the victors, for we have one thing he never will: true passion for our cause.”
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Never again would become my motto.









Ernesto filled us in on what the Marlando brothers and their various cohorts had been up to since invading Chicago. It boiled down to violence, death, and a few unsolved mysteries we would take care of before we drew the curtains closed on a painful chapter of my life. Not only my life, but the lives of the others harmed by the existence of men who cared nothing for others.

Every word served as a hammering of nails in the coffin for the men.

Their reign of terror would end with us.

He had the driver take us to one of the shadier parts of town in Upper Chicago, skirting a nicer neighborhood, which offered the illusion of being in safe territory. A child wouldn’t be able to tell the difference at a glance, not unless they’d lived on the streets.

I’d been to enough cities and lived on enough streets to catch the telltale signs of trouble. The bullet wounds in the buildings worried me the most.

Some still had dust around the rims of the holes, indicating they’d been made after the last rain.

“Charming,” I muttered, nodding towards one such hole.

“Gang violence is quite common here,” Ernesto replied with a shrug. “They know better than to come out tonight. They were warned. These streets are mine until dawn, and the wise know to steer clear. The wise will obey. The rest die with the Marlando brothers and their associates.”

I turned to my mate and stated, “I, for one, am grateful he is on our side.”

Wayne nodded.

A rather hissy Emma glared at the damage to the walls, and I worried the woman’s temper would snap, resulting in an explosion of feathers, a honking swan, and the utter destruction of anything in her way. “Is this why you didn’t want the Gibsons here?”

“In part. Shane used to live not far from here, and this neighborhood has seen significant issues since his departure. I have arranged the situation so he does not see the deterioration while he is here. We’re working to resolve the problem, but he is even more aggressive than his mate when it comes to the children. It would devour his soul to see this.”

I understood. It would haunt me for a long time.

It would also color how I worked for the FBI in the future as well.

Never again would become my motto, and I would work to my dying breath to accomplish that goal. As humans would always indulge in their greed and selfishness, I would never succeed, but I would work to keep the filth of the world off the streets.

“What will happen if he finds out what happened?”

“He’ll understand. He’ll just shoot my knees out a few times and snarl over it for a while. But then I will be able to report that I have cleaned the filth off the street in such a way the fewest lives were hurt, and that will please him. He cares about the results.” Ernesto pointed across the street. Shadows moved, and vampires stepped out of the darkness before vanishing once more. “The FBI agents are nearby, but they have a harder time hiding than my brood.” With dark eyes narrowed, the vampire gestured to a townhouse down the street. “The Marlando brothers live there. Currently, they’re playing at being social workers to gain access to the children during the day. As they’re catering to the illusion that the children are in a legitimate group home doing an activity, during the day, they are taking them out to see the various sites around the city. However much I loathe it, their plan is working quite well on that front. The children are having an excellent time, and they feel safe. That will not last for much longer. Tomorrow, they have bookings to go to several museums throughout the city. There are no more bookings that we have been able to find.”

I read between the lines: the Marlando brothers would be acting the day after tomorrow—or tomorrow night.

“Which means tonight’s our one shot.”

“Yes. I would have made emergency calls in the morning had you not already been on the move. I spoke to Lucifer earlier in the day, and he said he was making arrangements of his own.” Ernesto eyed the townhouse. “My plan is simple. We will use some practitioner tricks to gain access to the property, locate where these bastards are sleeping, and murder them.”

I stared at the vampire. “That’s it?”

“Well, I certainly don’t want to actually have to fight them. That’s nonsense. I’m an evil crime lord, not an angel required to indulge in disgusting amounts of honor and integrity. Our plan already grants them more mercy than they deserve, but I have been promised they have a date with Lucifer, and it will be more than brutal enough to make up for our lacking. This way is safest for the children.”

As the safety of the children mattered the most, I nodded my agreement. “I’ll just hope I catch one of the Marlandos going into the kitchen for a midnight snack so I can gain some satisfaction. What sort of murder are we indulging in?”

Ernesto stared at me, raised a brow, and lifted his hand. The illusion faded on his hands, revealing gray-brown skin with shriveled fingers tipped with dark nails sharpened to a fine point. “Old things have power, and I am old.”

In good news for me, I wore my clothes capable of surviving transformation, although I’d shifted back to human to better fit in the plane. I transformed to my hybrid form and admired my sharp claws. “Get naked, Wayne.”

My mate laughed. “I, too, have magical clothing capable of handling my transformation, and I opted to wear such apparel, expecting things to become messy and violent.” After a few moments of fussing, he transformed into his hybrid form. “Emma?”

With a sigh, the woman returned to the limousine, climbed in, and left the door cracked enough. After a few minutes, she shoved her way out of the vehicle and waddled over as a swan. While she refrained from honking, she hissed and eyed my mate’s leg.

As Wayne could survive being pecked in the leg by a cranky bird, I eyed the townhouse. “How are we getting in?”

“That’s your job. If you can’t defeat this, you have no chance of defeating Fort Knox. Show us what you’ve got.”

The next time I received an invite to Chicago, I would make certain I got all the details of what would be expected of me. With that lesson learned, I rubbed my hands together and eyed the building.

My time had come, and I’d have a little fun on the way in before bringing the man of my nightmares to a brutal end.
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Some claimed knowledge was power, but knowledge accomplished nothing without the ability to act on what was learned. Aware I’d be trying to tackle Fort Knox, I’d delved into the FBI’s knowledge databases on how best to infiltrate buildings.

Fort Knox relied on a heavy mix of physical, electronic, and magical security measures.

I enjoyed learning how to bypass them all.

As our goal involved gaining access to the place without notifying the people inside, I went straight to my roots. As my various practitioner tricks either required will, motivation, or both, I closed my eyes, focused on my breathing, and began with one of my newer tricks. While gestures, incantations, and runes often concentrated magic and released it as part of spells, over time, I’d come to realize those things were focal aids rather than requirements.

I appreciated gestures, incantations, and the crafting of runes, for it made any magic I worked a deliberate choice. Understanding sound or motion might betray my activities, I opted for the route of caution, limiting my gestures to clasping my hands together and closing my eyes to block away my surroundings.

What I used wasn’t sight, not precisely. Instead, as my magic feathered over the exterior of the building, I became aware of the tiniest of features, from the numbers of cracks and divots in every individual brick, the old and fresh bullets still lodged in the wall, the decaying, old blood dried on one of them. One by one, the cameras flicked into existence within my memories, and I gleaned where they pointed, what they recorded, and even how they recorded it.

Those would need to go, but not in the way the assholes would expect. No, I would slither my magic into their computers and feed the camera new data. I would draw into the past—only a few minutes prior to our arrival—and loop enough footage anyone watching would not be able to tell what I’d done.

It took longer than I liked, but once I’d modified the cameras safeguarding the exterior, I pushed my magic deeper. The security team cared little for the interior, which saved me a great deal of work, although I found three bugs recording sounds. Like their video counterparts, I tweaked them to loop normal evening sounds in case someone was actively listening to them.

The rest of the electronics included a few cellphones, a couple of computers, and something with a great deal of energy waiting to be unleashed. I directed my attention to that source, determining the device to be some form of taser.

As being hit with a taser came low on my list of things to endure again, as I’d gotten jolted a few times during FBI training, I took the time to sever the connection between the device and its battery.

When used, it would make a click and do nothing else.

My awareness of the presence of one weapon spurred me into checking for others, and my magic isolated the presence of an entire arsenal. With at least thirty larger guns, more handguns than I’d seen in one location in my life, and some other items, which I determined were likely hand grenades, explosives, and other munitions, I determined we had a serious problem on our hands.

We could take out three lycanthropes. Three armed lycanthropes became a different—and far more dangerous—threat.

The guns I handled in a similar fashion to the taser. Using the equivalent of superglue, I jammed the triggers of every weapon into place, so there was zero chance they could discharge. As my understanding of explosives was limited to avoiding them and letting paid professionals handle the situation, I did the only thing I could think of: I directed my magic to steer everyone away from the most dangerous of items.

The grenades got the same treatment as the guns, and I froze every moving part in place, so that nothing could be detonated.

Once I did what I could to limit the damage our prey could cause, I focused on the real reason we had come to Chicago: the Marlando brothers and their associates. My magic scattered, and piece by piece, the layout of the townhome soaked into my memories, an imprint of what was despite never having seen it before. A hive of small rooms, each barely large enough for a bed, a dresser, a tiny desk, and a chair, left me with impressions I loathed, that of cells waiting for victims to reside within them.

I counted thirty such rooms across the two upper floors and the basement, and each one could be locked from the outside, the walls reinforced with steel plates to make certain those trapped within could not escape. There were three standard bedrooms, all of which had a single occupant, one on each floor.

I assumed they developed the habit of guarding their victims where they would be trapped in their rooms.

I waited for the magic to finish seeping into me, focusing on every door and lock in the place. One by one, I locked the doors into rooms we wouldn’t go or need to access to simplify our venture. I left the rooms of my targets alone.

With luck, the bastards wouldn’t waken at all before we finished them.

I relaxed, withdrew from the building, and opened my eyes. “They have a munitions storage with a great number of firearms. I took the liberty of disrupting the weapons so they won’t fire. I’ve jammed the triggers, barred grenades from having the pins pulled, and so on. There were security cameras outside, but they are now looping on old material. The interior sound bugs, scattered throughout the building, have gotten similar treatment. It appears they have space for thirty prisoners—the rooms are cell-like, small with a bed, a dresser, and a desk and chair in each, with no spare space beyond that. The rooms are designed to be locked from the outside.”

Everyone stared at me, and Wayne raised a brow. “Have you been practicing new tricks without me?”

“As you aren’t going to try to bust Fort Knox with me because you’re a wuss, yes.”

My mate scowled.

I smiled. “If you were going to try to bust Fort Knox with me, I’d teach you some of my tricks.”

As Wayne had two left feet when it came to practitioner magic, I’d need to spend hours advancing him to the stage he could learn any of my tricks. Every week, I gave him lessons, but it slipped through his fingers rather like water or wind, close enough to touch yet beyond his reach.

Fortunately for both of us, the instant he’d learned how to make the air glow, he’d been so fascinated with it our sessions tended to involve him shaping and manipulating light.

In his world, any magic was a wonder.

In mine, it was a wonder and a delight, but it was also a tool I needed. Today, it would be an instrument of judgment and protection.

“You do not play fairly,” he complained. “But now I’m concerned you might actually beat the system.”

I would give it my best shot. Aware we ran on a time limit and I’d spent a great deal working my magic, I said, “I locked every door that isn’t directly on the way to our targets. There is one on each floor, and it looks like the bedrooms are set up so they can monitor those stuck in the cells. The interior has been gutted to allow for as much room for these cells as possible, and I think it might actually be two townhouses combined. I can’t see how else you can fit ten cells per floor otherwise, judging from the exterior.”

After a brief search, I found a dirty car, waved everyone over, and drew on the window to show them the floor plan, where to find each of our targets, and the general layout of the place. I also made a point of showcasing where the explosives were.

Ernesto eyed the explosives with interest. “Can you estimate how much volume of potential explosives there are? By feet?”

“I can try.” I closed my eyes, focused my magic on the room with the weapons, and deepened my search, struggling to remember how the various explosives felt to my magic. After consideration, I said, “It’s probably C4 or that A one Wayne told me about.”

“ANFO,” he stated. “ANFO feels crisper to most practitioners, while C4 has a more earthy feeling to it.”

With that in mind, I reevaluated the substance, and once I had a better feel for it, I paced out the volume and held my hand up about waist high. “That much, roughly. It feels more crisp than earthy, but there’s some earthy tones as well.”

Ernesto whistled. “All we’d have to do is clear the neighboring structures, detonate the explosives. That much will evaporate the building. Have you been taught how to make a containment shield?”

I nodded. “It was part of my evaluations. I can do a triple-layered containment shield.”

The vampire’s eyes widened, and he spluttered before regarding Wayne. “Do you know what she is?”

“Beyond amazing? Not particularly. She can make clothes out of the elements, though. The air dress is my favorite, but the others have perks as well.”

Pervert. “The CDC said my rating was higher than usual, and that my aptitude for partitioner magic was top grade. I’m on the highest pay scale if I need to work any magic, and I agreed to be on call for emergencies that need containment barriers.”

“Could you erect the barrier to be layered? For example, what if I asked you to leave the structure standing with load bearing walls intact?”

I refocused on the building, and as the CDC had taught me how to identify important structural features, I sought them out throughout the building in question. To my dismay, I realized the home would eventually collapse—and a lot sooner than later. “No good. They structurally damaged it building the cells. It’s going to collapse one way or another.”

After making a thoughtful noise, Ernesto grabbed his phone, dialed a number, and said, “There is going to be a contained explosion at the address we are hitting tonight. Bring an angel. The detonator of said explosion will surely need one.” After hanging up, the vampire displayed his fangs. “If you destroy the building but leave our prey intact, I will reward you quite well. But that building falls tonight. No one will bring such terror to my domain.”

I pondered the problem, but as Ernesto had specified intact rather than alive, I suspected I could do what he desired. Each layer of the containment shield performed a different function. If I restricted the field to one layer around my victims, the concussive blast would surely kill them, which the second shield typically guarded against, while the third handled just about everything, including any excess from the two previous shields.

The third shield stopped such forces and was the most difficult to construct.

I would not waste my energy on that layer. The first layer, which prevented physical matter from passing through it, would vaporize most debris that came into contact with it. I went to the home across the street, sat on the steps, and closed my eyes, pressing my palms together and holding my hands in front of my face, my index fingers pressed to my nose.

The pose helped me concentrate, and everything about my working would need to be perfection to protect everyone nearby, especially my mate.

I would release my need for revenge for the greater good. Bearing witness to the body of the man responsible for terrorizing me and my wolf would be enough to lay my grievances to rest.

My wolf considered my stance for a moment, and with a long sigh free of burden, she agreed.

Aware the explosives would pack a punch, I constructed a maze of shields throughout the building intended to vaporize debris before it reached my exterior barriers. I wouldn’t be able to do anything about the perception of sound, but the concussive blast would be diffused and redirected to do the least amount of harm. I’d thicken the shields at the walls of the connecting buildings to safeguard those within.

When I finished, it would appear as though some divine had stabbed his finger down at the Earth and stabbed at the building, carving out the townhouse and leaving everything around it intact.

Not even the sewers or the level below would be harmed, although the noise would wake everyone for miles and cause quite the stir.

Once I’d built sufficient shields within, I erected the triple-layered barrier. Sweat beaded on my skin, chilling me.

Then, I sought out the explosives and general munitions, focused on my lessons on how not to come to a dramatic end when using magic around dangerous substances and broke every last one of the CDC’s precious rules. I bombarded the materials until they surrendered in a blaze of glory.
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Had I not known better, I would have believed some god had taken offense to the townhome, razing it to its foundations. I’d done my work better than possible, leaving everything around it untouched.

If I were to judge from the grass, the street, and even the roofing of the neighboring homes, the place hadn’t existed there at all, long-since fallen. I raised a brow at the evidence I’d paid good attention in my schooling, whistling at the force of the blast. “I think I misjudged how much explosives were in there.”

Ernesto shook his head. “No, that’s about right for the volume you described.” After holding his hands apart in the rough shape and size of a brick, he added, “This much is generally sufficient to completely destroy a vehicle. A single ounce, assuming if used correctly, can punch through steel. I am genuinely more impressed with your ability to shield the bodies, of which you left three.”

The vampire gestured to three body-shaped lumps under the layer of ash the explosion and my shields had left behind.

Wayne eyed the neighboring buildings along with the packed street of people who’d come out to admire the wreckage. Upon realizing we’d gained an audience, I’d snapped a thin containment shield over the site to prevent anyone from ruining what little evidence I’d left behind. “Under normal circumstances, I should be scolding you for destroying our evidence, but considering how destructive that blast was, that would have been dangerous for our teams to safely eliminate, even with the help of your magic. However, I had wanted to beat the bastard to the brink of death before handing him over to you to finish off.”

The complaint in my mate’s voice pleased my wolf.

“Sometimes, we can choose mercy or we can choose justice. This got us both,” I informed him, shaking my head. “This way is truly better. Let Lucifer handle the rest. His soul will not be burdened. After the fury wore off, I’d feel guilty about drawing it out.” Drawing a deep breath, I gave myself a shake, got to my feet, and crossed the street. Huffing and puffing drew the attention of the bystanders, and they cleared a path for me.

Only a fool barred the way of a huffing and puffing hybrid, even when of diminutive stature.

I held my hand to the barrier, made a hole for myself, and passed through. As Wayne and Ernesto had followed me, I kept the way open until they joined me inside. The steps leading up to nothing amused me, and after examining the foundation below, I jumped down, holding out my hands to assist the vampire and my mate. The vampire accepted my aid, although I doubted he needed it, and after huffing and puffing at me, Wayne followed Ernesto’s example.

“You’d become sad if I refused your help,” my mate muttered.

I flashed my teeth at him in a wolfish grin before crossing the floor to the first of the bodies. I rolled the corpse over, determining I beheld the visage of the tabby cat lycanthrope. In death, he seemed somehow small and irrelevant, despite my understanding he worked to cause so much suffering for others.

“You picked some shit friends,” I informed the body before moving on. The Marlando brothers had fallen close to each other. Compared to his brother, the man I’d viewed as a brute also came in small and somehow irrelevant, at least half a foot shorter. “He really did give corgis a bad reputation,” I said to my mate, shaking my head at the terror they had managed to wrought. True to His word, I felt nothing about the last of the corpses, the one who’d almost taken my life in an alley.

The neutrality of the meeting came as a relief. With a start, I realized I hadn’t appreciated nearly enough, until that moment, the significance of His gift.

I was free, and the past no longer bound me. I’d noticed the restful nights without nightmares. I’d learned to enjoy the peace I’d embraced with my mate after Christmas. I still had a long way to go, especially when it came to matters of money and family, but rather than face the end of my journey, I began a new one.

And as for the man who’d ruined so much of my life, I stared into his face, and I found contentment that he’d found his end without having woken from his sleep.

I had not fallen to his low level, and I would work to make certain I never would.

I turned away, regarded my mate with wide eyes, and knowing it would drive him to the edge of his sanity, I blurted, “Let’s bail before the cops get here.”

Ernesto laughed while my mate heaved a sigh. “Really, Joyce? That’s it? You want to bail before the cops get here?”

“It’d be fun. I’ve done everything here I need to do, and it’s been a long day—and night. I want some sleep.” I regarded him with interest, and I took my time looking him over. “I deserve a nice reward.”

He spluttered.

Turning my back to the bodies, I made a show of sighing. “What’s the issue?”

“We do have to give statements and explain to the CDC why you decided to flatten the building.”

“I left the bodies,” I replied. “Can I afford to pay for the building? If that’s the problem, I’ll just pay for the damage. But this best preserved life, and it saved up to thirty kids from becoming victims.”

Ernesto stood at my side, and his eyes narrowed. “Don’t you want to claim the bounty?”

“What bounty?”

“The bounty for eliminating them.”

I made a thoughtful sound. “There’s a bounty? I hope they wanted them dead. They’re definitely dead.”

“Dead was preferred,” the vampire confirmed.

“Wayne? What bounty?”

My mate heaved yet another sigh. “The one nobody told you about, as the amount would have sent you back to therapy.”

One day, I would be able to go through life without therapy. “Just hit me with it. What is the bounty?”

While his expression remained concerned, Wayne replied, “The last time I checked, it was for a hundred thousand per confirmed victim. Some of the victims had wealthy parents, like yours, and they contributed to the fund, which was matched by various charities. The only government assistance for the bounty is that it’s not taxable. Lucifer will be confirming the number of victims, and there will likely be a payout for would-be victims who dodged their fate due to your actions tonight.”

It took me a few minutes to process the number and realized my mate was correct in his claim I would need therapy over the amount. As my therapist claimed I would be better able to handle influxes of money should I assign a purpose to the funds, I considered what could take so much money in my life.

I only came up with one decent answer: education.

However, as Wayne insisted on covering my education, when I wanted it at whatever pace I wanted it, I needed to jump sideways in my thinking and consider the children we didn’t have—well, yet. My virus was more than eager to get to the serious business of having children, although she was a little less clear on the matter of education. When framed that way, I could accept the brutal, efficient, and merciful murders of three bad men to pay for the education of the children we didn’t have yet and still needed to discuss having.

Wrinkling my nose, I said, “Should you convince me to have kids with you, it can be their college fund.”

Wayne laughed, kissed my cheek, and replied, “Sure, Joyce. If that helps you cope with the number, we can flag the money for the general costs of any children we might have in the future. You can also contribute to the pack’s college fund for the puppies. We all tend to pitch in however much we can, and I help to invest the money so the parents aren’t flooded with debt.”

“That sounds good. There. I can accept the money when it’s for a good cause.” I headed for the foundation wall, and I made use of my hybrid strength to hop out of the hole. Kenneth stood outside of my barrier discussing something with the pack of police who had showed up to deal with the aftermath. As they’d set up a cordon in the time it’d taken us to get into the hole and examine the three bodies, I lowered my shields.

As always, the fatigue of working magic settled in, bone-deep and all consuming.

“Agent Barnes is our practitioner, and she has CDC certification for the shielding,” Kenneth stated, gesturing to me. “The deceased are on our wanted list and have an open bounty for them, one even agents are eligible to claim. While we apologize for the subterfuge of this operation, we could not afford for our target to be alerted. The FBI will accept responsibility for the damage, I’m sure—or the CDC. It was a joint operation.”

The mention of operation being a joint endeavor sent the cop bolting off, likely to report somewhere. “What did you do to that poor man?” I asked, joining Kenneth and his mate, who remained a swan. She stood at her full height, spread her wings, and hissed at the cop’s back.

Kenneth lifted his right foot, planted it between his mate’s wings, and applied pressure until the swan surrendered and settled onto the grass. While she hissed and issued a few menacing honks, he ignored her antics. “I told him there were a bunch of kidnapped kids who didn’t know they’d been kidnapped, and if they knew what was good for them, they’d back off before we summoned Agent Gibson. I didn’t specify which one.”

“I thought we didn’t want either Agent Gibson here for this.”

“We don’t, but they don’t know that. The ex-cop wouldn’t know how to hold a grudge if you gave him explicit directions, and not even the Grand Canyon can contain his mate’s irritation over the situation. His file is clear: if Shane’s feelings are as much as twinged by the local cops, his mate’s aggression tends to go through the roof, rather like my love here.”

Emma, at being declared his love, settled down, fluffed her feathers, and kept an eye on the cops.

“I’m surprised she hasn’t tried taking your foot off at the ankle,” I confessed.

“She’s gotten a lot better at holding her temper, but we’ve worked out a system. When I am putting my foot down, rather literally, it’s time to settle with honks and hisses until we can discuss why I put my foot down.”

“Literally, I see. I can’t help but notice you didn’t put your foot down earlier,” I commented, and as the swan didn’t seem to mind my presence, I sat beside her. “May I?”

The swan regarded me with a dark eye before bobbing her head.

I settled in to pet her, and I focused on my hand to restore flesh so I could better enjoy the time I petted a swan without being torn to bits over my daring. “Thank you.” Upon discovering she particularly liked having a spot at the back of her head scratched, I did my sacred duty, not wanting to discover what she could do to me with her beak. “What’s next?”

“We wait for the Chicago FBI to take over, find out where we’re staying for the night, and fill out a lot of paperwork. You’ll have the most paperwork, although I expect you’ll earn a quick promotion to demolitions with that work. I couldn’t have asked for a prettier job—and you left the bodies intact. Well done.”

“Thank you.”

“I’d say try to catch a nap with Emma, but I’m honestly hoping the vampires will start hissing at people so we can get out of here faster. For some reason, people take the vampires seriously.”

“Only an idiot wouldn’t take the hissing swan seriously, Kenneth. I have common sense, and that beak looks downright terrifying. And that wingspan? Dangerous seems like an understatement.”

Rather than being stabbed, my commentary earned me a nuzzling from the swan.

“Unfortunately for us, the world is full of idiots, and I keep having the misfortune of meeting them. And thus the reason we’ve worked out a way for me to put my foot down. We wouldn’t make it all that far if we stopped every time an idiot crossed our path.”

No kidding. “Do you think I made the right choice, Kenneth?”

“I don’t think so, I know so. We all wanted a piece of him—and you were the one to choose mercy when none was shown to you. That makes you a far better person than I. I wanted to beat him within an inch of his life, find an angel, heal him, and repeat the process, once for every victim he tortured and killed. No, you did the right thing. Lucifer is many things, but above all, he is fair. And mark my words, Joyce, you were the only one who cared about the mercy over the justice. And we weren’t really wanting justice. Tomorrow, I think we’ll all be able to agree that we’re just angry and wanted to get our hits in. You’ll sleep well tonight. The rest of us will have some thinking to do. But you saved us from having more to do than just thinking. I don’t think we could have had a better outcome. If we’d gone into that building and accidentally triggered those explosives, a lot of people would have died, including the children we wanted to save. I know I’ll be telling myself that until I believe it.”
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Epilogue: “The lycanthropy virus can be somewhat enthusiastic at times.”









Three months after eliminating the Marlando brothers and their tabby cat of an accomplice, Wayne brought home one of the kids caught up in their plot. Nobody knew her name, and I doubted we’d learn it anytime soon.

We hadn’t been able to track her in the system, and the little we knew about her, we only knew through the prying of helpful angels and devils working to undo some of the harm done to the children. We had made a guess at her age, somewhere between ten to twelve years old.

Eugene Marlando had damaged something in her brain on one of the outings, getting in one final beating of an innocent before death had come calling. Even before, she hadn’t been verbal, the result of having been shaken as a baby.

The CDC believed the lycanthropy virus would be her best bet at a life, one where she would be free to run, jump, play, and communicate in more than frustrated grunts, whines, and hand gestures. I had the word of an archangel that a brilliant young woman hid within the broken shell of her body.

She would need time, the lycanthropy virus, and patience. Who else better to help her along the way than me, who had faced my demons and emerged stronger on the other side of the struggle?

It had taken a literal miracle for the archangel to speak with the child and give her the understanding of the lycanthropy virus and what we wished for her. I’d been willing to throw every penny I had at the cause, but the asshole had informed me I needed those pennies to finish conquering my personal demons.

As we didn’t know her name, and something seemed wrong about assigning the child a name when she had her own likes and dislikes, while Wayne showed her around our home and introduced her to the bedroom that was hers and hers alone, I set up flash cards, wrote as many names I could think of on them, and prepared to have her choose her own destiny.

I’d even kept the archangel around, threatening to bring Lucifer into it, to help her decide which name she wanted.

“This is quite unconventional,” Michael informed me.

Damned archangels, popping into existence behind me at their whim. However, as I appreciated his presence, I forgave him for one of his joys in his long life. “You told me she’s capable of comprehension, just that her brain is damaged. Why should I pick her name when she can pick it for herself? You can help her, and if she changes her mind, we’ll fill out the paperwork. She is how old and without a name?”

“They have been calling her Shy,” the archangel replied. “And to answer your burning question, she will be thirteen in two weeks, and I will make sure she has her proper date of birth registered. I will also verify she is a citizen of the United States. Her birth certificate will not list her biological parents, however. That is a mystery for her to solve when she is older, should she wish to solve it.”

I would need more time to process his gift of information, so I focused on my more immediate concern: her name. “She’s not shy. She’s brain damaged, and she won’t be brain damaged for that long. She gets to pick her name. I will put Shy in them as a choice, but you will make her understand that this is her name, and she gets to pick it.”

After we were certain she understood the ramifications of the lycanthropy virus, I would be giving her a transfusion. The CDC had reviewed the options and determined mine to be the best for the job.

My virus understood how to take care of the broken, and they held high hopes the virus would get to work repairing the damage. I held high hopes as well.

Upon learning of the child who would be coming home with us to stay, my virus had gone into overdrive, even going as far as rejecting Wayne’s advances so she could replicate in peace. His virus had cooperated. I suspected the wily pair worked to rile my virus into replicating more to handle the workload.

The dogs and chinchillas, who followed my mate and our new child around, would serve as emotional support animals for the girl while she adapted to her new life.

Two weeks ago, the CDC had come calling with a trainer for Rochella, beginning the next phase of the old dog’s life. Instead of sniffing out bombs, with the help of some divine friends, she would serve as a medical dog, sniffing out anything that might be wrong with our little girl until the virus could work its magic on her.

Seizures were probable, and Rochella would be in charge of identifying a seizure at the earliest sign. The Malinois would also be in charge of keeping her safe, especially if we took our eyes off her for half a second.

We had a lot we needed to learn about parenting, but once my virus was incubating within her, the whole pack would be able to help.

“You won’t have to give up your hit on Fort Knox, you know,” the archangel informed me.

“I think caring for a child currently prone to having seizures makes a venture to Fort Knox unlikely at this time.”

“She will take to your magic well, and she can follow directions. Take her and her dog with you. Teach her through example. Of course, you will end up with a child just like you, enamored with all things magical, but unlike you, she will have one parent eager and willing to teach—and another who mopes for he has two left feet and zero aptitude with the art he loves. You could even have her try a run at it herself. A thought, yours to accept or reject as you see fit.”

Once again, the archangel flung more at me than I wanted to handle, but I filed the idea away for later. Then, I turned my attention to my mate and the problem of his magic. “Can you fix that, by the way?”

“Perhaps, at a price,” the archangel replied.

“Spit it out. What do you want, what’s wrong with him, and how is it fixed?”

The archangel laughed. “Like your little girl, his brain was damaged by the hotspot. The lycanthropy virus did not understand what was wrong, so it was unable to fix it. I can encourage his virus to correct the appropriate portion of his brain. A small enough deed. As your virus already knows how to preserve the brain for an aptitude for practitioner magic, she will have the same aptitude. The virus will model her brain from yours, with some alterations from me to make certain she has the ability to become her own woman rather than a clone of you. The lycanthropy virus can be somewhat enthusiastic at times. I will temper that enthusiasm.”

I eyed the archangel, and as I was a horrible person sometimes, I added Michaela as one of the girl’s options. “And the cost?”

“You will politely ask my wicked brother to remove the rather effective form of birth control you are currently enjoying. It annoys me. I would like more children to dote upon. You are as ready as you need to be to expand your family. Or, more accurately, you will ask my wicked brother, for he has forgotten he implemented it. His wife has not, but she is sensible and monitors your therapy. My price is that. I am not saying you cannot make use of birth controls or ask for short-term favors, but you are currently permanently infertile until it is reversed.”

Well, that would be a problem.

My virus wanted to dote upon every child she could get her wretched little paws on, and I shared her general inclinations. “Sure. I can do that. I’m sure this will test me horribly. I ask for a grace period, as the last thing I need is the chance of pregnancy hormones while dealing with a young child suffering through lycanthropy symptoms.”

“This is fair.” Michael considered my cards, and he pointed at a blank one. “While an unconventional name in some ways, do try Jewel. It will make her feel wanted and precious. It is probable she will choose that, because she does not understand what it is like to be wanted.”

I understood, as I had felt the same. I did as told and added the name to her choices. “And taking her to Fort Knox?”

“I will recommend that your lovely Jewel be given a chance to see the security systems on her own with her loving parents observing, and then you will get a turn with the proper layout. They can adjust the systems almost at will. I look forward to the show.”

“You could always come along for the ride.”

The archangel’s laughter warned me. “You do not need our help to take on the storied structure, so do not belittle your victory with our meddling. This is your moment to shine.”
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As the archangel predicted, our little girl chose Jewel to be her name, and under the influence of the lycanthropy virus, she bloomed into a vibrant child with a love of art and precious stones. The precious stones would be a problem, as she had a fairly severe case of kleptomania. We’d managed to teach her to return everything she took, but we struggled to make certain she understood when she could pilfer something and when she couldn’t.

Within three months of the virus undoing the majority of the brain damage she’d suffered through, she’d been charged with fifty-seven counts of petty theft and mischief. I paid the fines and penalties with grace, and I focused on turning her sticky fingers into something beneficial.

Michael’s recommendation to raid Fort Knox with our precious yet somehow demonic entity of a child made a great deal of sense in hindsight. He must have known what lurked beneath her innocent-appearing visage. As far as troubles went, we could work with kleptomania.

I began with contacting every museum in the area, informing them I had a brilliant child with some practitioner tricks and sticky fingers. Along with the information on her inclinations, I informed them she treated everything she stole with utmost respect, returned the goods after her successful theft, and would offer them an opportunity to test their security systems against the ingenuity of youth.

As such, once a week, we took our child, our dogs, and our chinchillas to a museum, which Jewel robbed with utter glee.

It would cost me a fortune, but every time she successfully robbed a museum, she would be able to pick out a new gemstone from a rock show. The value of the stone was directly related to how well she pulled off her caper. To discourage general theft, every week she didn’t get a new charge added to her record, she would be able to add another stone to her collection.

For the most part, it worked.

A year after taking her home, we were booked to take on Fort Knox. Lucifer teleported us to the staging area for our runs while my mate stayed home with all of the animals except for Rochella.

Rochella would stay with Jewel until her dying day, and we’d gotten her registered as an official service animal. While few and far between, seizures still happened, and we needed Rochella to warn us when one was coming.

The lycanthropy virus would need time to completely undo the damage done to her brain.

As planned, Jewel and Rochella would go first. Her target was an ounce of gold located in the second layer of the vault. If she managed to swipe the gold without being detected, she won.

My target was entry to the vault itself, and I was also tasked with bringing out a single ounce of gold.

After conferring with my daughter, we’d both decided on the same thing: we wanted to get to the finish line, busting into the vault itself.

I wished Jewel the best of luck, as I hadn’t taught her the trick to interfacing to the vault itself—but I’d told her if she brought out two ounces of gold, I’d accept my defeat at her hands and teach her the trick of it.

When the FBI agent in charge of the run signaled she could begin, Jewel darted off to see how far she could go.

Lucifer chuckled. “She’s going to get busted before she gets her piece of gold, you know.”

I nodded. “Please make certain your brothers do not work miracles for her. She needs to fail, and she needs to learn failure is not a bad thing. She needs the learning experience.”

The Devil smiled. “Yes, that is why she will not make it to that first piece of gold. They know what you seek to do. You are encouraging Jewel to reach for the stars. And when she misses, you will praise her for having the courage to fail, so she will try again—and again—and again. And she will have stars in her eyes, because you make plans and have the skills to see them to fruition.”

“You brought the bag?” I asked, holding out my hand.

Lucifer pulled out a velvet bag, its mouth barely large enough to fit a standard gold bar and gave it to me. “Your daughter will idolize you should you pull this off.”

“I’m hoping my mate will idolize me even more,” I admitted. “A girl, sir. Jewel has been heartbroken because she knows lycanthropes so rarely have daughters, and she would very much like a little sister to play with, as she is surrounded by too many boys.”

“Yes, yes. You will get precisely what you ask for.”

“Two, and no more than two, is permitted, both girls. One is preferred, because Jewel still has problems. But after the little girl turns two, you can apply the same rules.”

“Ruthless,” Lucifer complained.

“I view it as carefully planning our family. And Wayne just gets stars in his eyes. Last time, I suggested quadruplets, and he started planning an expansion to our home. I told him we were not having quadruplets. And we are not, at any point, having quadruplets. Am I understood?”

“You are understood. One for the first pregnancy, two for the second. All girls. To imbue your mate with a sense of terror, we should negotiate for three for the third litter—all girls, so he becomes a legend among wolves. And then singles as nature decrees until you bargain with me for another daughter.”

“What do you want now?”

“Your little girl, when she’s twenty, to work as one of my minions.”

I rolled my eyes. “When she’s twenty, she can make that decision for herself.”

“Ruthless.”

“But true. I will not take away her freedom to make her own mistakes. I will not bar her from failure. I will teach her to cope with her mistakes and to handle her failure, but I’ll only protect her from the world when she truly needs it.” I snorted at the Devil’s idiocy. “Oh, how sad for my little girl, to be given an excellent job opportunity with good benefits and a high chance of being partnered with someone who will truly appreciate and care for her.”

“Your sarcasm has been well-refined as of late. I feel you have been talking to my wife again.”

“We go to the spa once a week, Lucy. When am I not talking with your wife?”

“Wretched, wicked women, ganging up on me.”

“And Wayne will be present at the end of the run?”

“Of course. He loves seeing you at your best—and your daughter will be taught some important lessons. Yes, about failure, but also about your role as her mother. You set a high bar for her to reach.”

“May the FBI forgive me for setting her on the path of becoming an agent with sticky fingers.”

“They’re typically called Security Specialists, and she’ll be the best of the best by the time you’re done with her.”

I nodded. “Assuming I can conquer her mountain of petty theft charges—and one count of attempting Fort Knox.”

“She’ll make it through the first layer, but she’ll get caught early into the second,” Lucifer informed me. “There will be tears, but the agents set to apprehend her are immune to such things, although she’ll get her fair share of cuddles and attention.”

Ah. I could think of two agents who were prone to cuddling with Jewel the instant anything went wrong. “The Gibsons are the apprehending agents?”

“I told the FBI about your desire to teach her the pain of failure without making her feel like a failure, and they are the best for the job. Your parenting scheme will go off as planned. And speaking of plans, they’ll keep her entertained while you make your run, as your run will be quite boring for them to watch. As in, they will have nothing to watch at all.”

“Oh, they will—my pre-recorded lecture on the value of failure. And my guess of her performance based on the schematic and systems they gave me to help plan her run.”

Lucifer laughed. “They’re going to love when you override their security system with a pep talk for your daughter.”

“I’m a mother first, Raider of Fort Knox second. And that I can do both at once is pretty amazing.”

“That it is. So, tell me, Joyce. How is the rest of your life looking thus far?”

“Pretty damned great, actually. Thanks for asking.”
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The exterior parking lot and surrounding yard, set up with command tents, served as the staging area for my run at Fort Knox. Unlike my daughter, I would have to defeat the entire system, including the armed guards at the gates, the fences, and the various traps waiting for me. The FBI agent in charge of the infiltration, one of my boss’s bosses, eyed me with interest. “Non-lethal force only. Alerting the guards or tripping the security system does not invalidate your run. You win if you get out with your gold ounces. We win if we tag you before you escape. For your exercise, you win once you step foot past the main white blockade surrounding the complex.”

I nodded, and I rubbed my hands together. “How did my daughter handle her capture?”

“As she made it to the appropriate level before she was cuddled into submission by an otter, she’s quite proud of herself, although she is, as expected, struggling with failure. We have a psychologist on hand if she has trouble while you’re doing your run, so try not to worry about Jewel.”

I expected Jewel would be fine, but I appreciated that my co-workers had taken the extra steps to make sure she emerged safe and sound from the experience. “Oh, I’m not worried. What other thirteen-year-old can say she got to participate in a Fort Knox exercise? And she gets to openly say she got to participate because her mom is a special agent. She hasn’t quite figured out that the title essentially just means I’m allowed to carry a firearm on duty and work the streets and operations. She forgets we actually pay the bills pushing papers around. I’m a secretary.”

“And when people find out your mate is your boss, you get jeered.”

I grinned. “And then I tell them, to their faces, I’m paid quite well, thank you. Then I ask them how much their spouses pay for the quality material that is them. That tends to shut them up in a hurry. I know one woman who has decided being her husband’s secretary is lucrative—and smart.”

Agent Malrooney snickered. “You’ve even got my wife asking if I need a secretary. And she’s openly leering at me while she’s doing it. The last time she did it, she twirled a bra around her finger. I want to claim I’m not sure why she was a hair from crushing her birth control with her heel, but I received the message. I showed her a picture of your Jewel, and now she wants to add another to the fray. If I give her the choice between having another or adopting one, she’s going to choose both, and I’m not going to be in a position to argue with her.”

“I recommend talking to Wayne. He’s been working with the kids. Jewel came home with us because she needs the virus.”

“And he became attached, despite being warned not to become attached.”

I shrugged, as while true, I didn’t mind the outcome. “It’s a risk in our specific branch of the FBI. We weren’t precisely expecting a kleptomaniac, though.”

“A skilled one, too. We’ll make sure, after she hears your lecture about the value of failure, that she knows she did really well on her run. The only time we’ve had a successful hit was when there were divines doing the work. We haven’t had a successful mortal run since early in the emergence.”

I hoped to change that. “So, I’m good to get going?”

“You are good to get going. You may ignore most of our usual rules. The use of violence is permitted in moderate levels. Having an archangel around helps with that. Non-lethal force is the general expectation.”

“Roger.” I waved, grabbed my supplies, which included the velvet bag gifted from Lucifer, and headed down the road to the starting point. With a smile, I began phase one of summoning chaos to Fort Knox.

I created a four-layered barrier over the site, one of which would only be visible to a practitioner or divine searching for its presence. The first three functioned mostly like the containment barriers used for toxic events but with a few twists. The first barrier absorbed and recreated sound, tricking anyone who wasn’t keyed to the barrier into believing they heard only what I wanted them to hear. The second dealt with all things visual, allowing me to leave imprints of my activities to lead the security teams within the building on a merry chase. The third served as a visual warning I worked hefty magic.

Unless the CDC poked at it further—or they brought on a higher level practitioner—it would appear as though I protected the building and those within or without from anything malevolent.

The invisible barrier contained my most potent tool, an aversion designed to draw attention away from my activities while within it. Even if someone spotted me, be it on the surveillance monitors or in the flesh, their mind would fail to compute what they were seeing.

I wouldn’t be relying on the barrier to get into the vault, although I was quite proud of the working, which I had spent months playing with. I’d tested it several times during my daughter’s runs at museums, working with the security teams to determine if such magic could trick their systems.

It had, without fail.

With the basics established, I stepped through and began my approach. Thanks to some surveillance tapes I’d acquired on the bounty system, I had secured footage of Fort Knox’s exterior during a quiet day. I’d stripped the weather from the tapes, essentially programming my magic to focus on altering only the grounds as needed. I’d made sure to account for every detail, including the waving of the short-cropped grass in particularly strong gusts. Making a slight gesture with my right hand, I began phase one, which involved activating the aversion on myself and a general illusion to make it seem as though I no longer existed. At the same time, I sidestepped and created an illusion of myself, one who shifted into the hybrid form to jump over the fence barring the way.

As the ground itself had sensors and lasers meant to detect anyone coming towards the complex, I began the real work, which involved taking over the system, imprinting it with what I wanted them to see, and taking over the place while they ran around in a state of chaos.

An entire network of invisible sensors littered the entire complex, beginning before the white line marking the official starting point and going straight to the doors. My magic feathered over them, and one by one, I began a loop, convincing the devices they saw what I wanted them to see rather than the reality of the situation. It didn’t matter how many of them I tripped.

To them, only the loop of my creation existed.

To hopefully trick the humans monitoring the system, waiting for the moment I made a mistake, I looped it for every two minutes, watching the time on my watch until it would be safe for me to proceed.

I amused myself with having my illusion perform basic exploratory tasks, doing a more obvious working the CDC knew I favored, which involved a short-range probe with my magical senses.

Maybe one day I would give them the true range of my workings, which easily engulfed the entirety of the complex and its many sublevels. I expected to be scolded later, but as long as I cleared the place out of gold, I’d accept my scolding with a grin.

I wanted to prove there was life beyond the trauma I’d endured and beaten with a great deal of help. I wanted to prove the magic I loved had a place in the world. Above all, I wanted my daughter to never believe, not for a moment, that she possessed some flaw making her a lesser being. I wanted her to conquer the shame of the seizures she couldn’t control, and I yearned to erase the long years she’d spent as a prisoner in her own body, unable to speak but wishing to let the world know she had a voice.

She still struggled, sometimes, with her voice, but she would always have a welcoming home.

She would have everything I had not. She would struggle, but when she fell, she would have us to catch her.

I wanted my daughter to experience true joy.

At the two minute mark, I took over the primary security cameras, and I loaded the forty-minute talk with the camera I’d prepared meant for my daughter. If all went well, I’d be done in less than thirty minutes.

The maze within the complex couldn’t try me and my magic, and I’d even been able to bust through bank vaults in a matter of minutes rather than the hours they’d hoped for. I’d even helped them tighten their security, making it take up to ten minutes for me to break through their systems instead of the thirty or so seconds when I’d first begun cajoling technology to do my whim with my magic.

I’d made the impossible possible.

Museums and banks hated me, for my existence forced change on them. But on the other hand, they loved me, for while I sent my kleptomaniac daughter their way to build her skills for a bright future of improving security, I helped them strengthen their defenses against people like me, people who broke the rules through nothing more than a wish and some effort.

In some ways, I pitied the government.

The banks and the museums had gotten to me first, and I had no doubt the operators of Fort Knox were not prepared for the chaos I would be unleashing on them, especially as they tried to evaluate what I had done and how.

I sent my illusion bounding ahead, and as Wayne encouraged me to try to be a little more of an asshole from time to time, I had the illusion dance through the gaps in their laser systems, twirling her way towards the obvious entrance of the vault. Closing my eyes, I relied on my magic to provide me an accurate schematic of the place, detecting the places where one might gain entrance.

I found very little, although the upper levels bore some promising entry points.

While I’d heard rumor of it, my magic revealed the location of numerous escape tunnels meant to enter the various vaults, which were designed to be accessible only through the locked interior vault.

I would use those crawlways, each of them too small to do more than wiggle through, to gain entrance to the gold. Lucifer’s velvet bag would allow me to make off with the various treasures hidden within.

Unfortunately for the creators of Fort Knox, it took very little for magic to bypass their systems, as every time they did include a shield, I could disable it using technology. As my magic whispered to their technology, I isolated the mechanisms meant to control each individual escape tunnel, did a triple check to make certain all of the security cameras kept playing the message I’d created for my daughter, and layered on an aversion to help discourage people from paying any attention to the one place I shouldn’t have been able to access from the outside.

Rather than frolic around the yard, I stepped with care, creating illusions to give the impression nobody walked on the grass. I avoided the pressure plates lurking beneath the surface, chuckling at the presence of weaponry ready and able to defend the complex.

Those, I determined with interest, had been temporarily unloaded for the tests. I suspected had my daughter not been the one doing the first run, the guns and various other tools of mass destruction would have been armed and ready to go to give me something to worry about.

I might have, for a few moments, felt some guilt over breaking the devices. While tempted to make use of some magic and turn them some gaudy and bright color, I moved to my goal, the exit of the escape tunnel.

I had my illusion examine the front entry before prancing off to have a closer look around the perimeter.

I waited a minute, spending the time to create a new illusion over the entire doorway, layered on yet another aversion to draw attention away from my activities and to my illusion, and waited a minute before cracking the door open enough to gain entrance.

The security system obeyed my will and remained silent.

I closed the door behind me, as was only polite.

As I expected from such a building, the interior was utilitarian, painted in white with a concrete floor. Armed guards waited, and I wondered how my daughter had gotten by them. I assumed she’d learned an aversion or two from me—or she’d opted to dive in and run, which might buy her time, as none of the guards had live ammunition in their weapons.

After a brief check of my layers, I silenced the sound of my steps, maintained my aversion, and referred to my memory of the complex.

Every trap, every tripwire, every safeguard seeped into my memories, and I avoided them, disarmed them as needed, and made use of their tools to gain access deeper within, descending into the first of the subterranean levels. I discovered where my daughter had gotten caught, as someone had set out a bowl of bright, shiny objects destined to draw the attention of a kleptomaniac teen learning how to cope with the urges to dip her fingers into places she shouldn’t be.

Someone had rigged a cute little trap of magical nature designed to tether the victim to the bowl and prevent them from escaping.

Poor Jewel, brought down by her namesake.

I would be a good mom and resist the urge to tease her too terribly much over it.

Ignoring the bowl, I moved on, retrieving Lucifer’s bag and dipping my hand inside to find the decoy I’d swap in. An image of me sticking my tongue out betrayed the coin as a fake, and I fought my urge to giggle at Lucifer’s contribution to my thievery. As the pressure plate would activate and notify someone I was inside if any weight changed, I concentrated, used my magic to nudge the coin off the tiny platform it rested upon and into the bag while I transferred the new coin into its place.

I could have disabled the system altogether, but my way added to the thrill of the chase, especially when I pulled it off.

Delighted over my success, I reviewed my information on the vaults.

The grand vault deep within would be my best prize, but I wanted to leave my mark on every vault, modifying the blue boards posted outside each one, describing precisely what was within. I checked my watch, and aware I would be running low on time, began initiating the emergency tunnels so I could use them to bypass the vault doors.

Without magic, it couldn’t have been done.

Before me, nobody had managed to do it.

While the blend of electronics and mechanical technologies proved to be a challenge, it didn’t take long to figure out how to deactivate the emergency systems monitoring the tunnels, open the exit and entries, and provide myself a pathway to hit each vault in quick succession. As I ran out of time, I hit the nearest vault first, wiggling through the escape tunnel and into the vault, pilfering four gold bars, and modifying the sign to account for my theft.

One bar for me, one bar for my daughter, one bar for Wayne, and one bar for our animals.

They deserved to be spoiled, too.

Once I wiggled free with my bounty, I resealed the vault, made certain the escape tunnel would work as designed, and resumed my journey, hitting each vault in turn and trusting in my senses to guide me away from the waiting guards, the obvious and not-so obvious traps, and other hazards I hadn’t anticipated, including a corridor loaded with unopened mail.

Hmm.

I considered the mail, scanning it for anything of interest. My magic snapped to a coin a lot like the one I’d already stolen. As touching could lead to tethering, I used bursts of magic to locate the bag, open it, and peek within.

It contained four boxes, the smaller of which contained the coin.

Shrugging, I opened the velvet bag, used a burst of magic to toss the box into the air, and caught it with the bag, letting it fall into the depths of Lucifer’s many hells for retrieval at my whim.

Before I could trip any traps or fall to other temptations, I hurried away, descending into the belly of the beast to finish my conquests. Each vault took me less than three minutes to infiltrate, lift four gold bars, and modify the blue placard tracking precisely how much was held within.

The great vault, which had a ridiculously huge door, amused me, but it proved as trivial to gain access to thanks to the safety features meant to save someone trapped within.

The operators of the vault would learn from their mistakes, and it wouldn’t take them long to make me have to work at it.

If they had more magic within the vault, my precautions had either overloaded or shattered them, I’d been able to work around it without noticing.

That happened sometimes, especially when I worked the bigger workings, like the layers surely flummoxing the security team responsible for the vault.

I strolled out of the place, leaving when I sent my illusion in to toy with the guards. As I could be an asshole, I returned to the command center they were using, slipped into the tent, and caught the last few moments of my little speech to my daughter, who watched the screen with wide eyes and her mouth dropped open.

Wayne kept her company, and he chuckled at the conclusion, which involved a reminder we loved her even when we were doing things she wished we wouldn’t.

I released my hold on the security systems and dropped my illusions, save for the one preventing them from noticing my arrival.

All remained quiet within and without.

“Your mom is sneaky,” my mate informed our daughter. “I’m not sure you should be encouraging us to have more kids. What if we get one just like her?”

“The world might end,” Jewel admitted.

I would enjoy making both of them pay.

“I see she has decided to stop toying with the security systems,” my FBI boss stated with amusement, poking his head within the tent. “She is not outside, so I would like to warn you that your wife is causing someone trouble again.”

Damn, he’d come out for the ride, too? I appreciated he understood I caused trouble. As I could startle them all, I released the aversion and illusion, waved, and chirped, “I’m just standing around, waiting for someone to apprehend me.”

My mate and child yelped, and my boss snickered. “Have a good time?”

I held up Lucifer’s bag, which appeared to be flat and empty. “I had a great time.”

“That appears to be an empty bag.” My boss eyed it. “As I know you, that is not an empty bag. What are you about to show us?”

I stepped outside to the white tarp I’d requested be laid out on a safe patch of grass. With a grin, I turned it upside down and willed the contents out. I began with the two coins and the box, and I pointed at the box. “I’m not sure if that one is trapped or not, but it was in with the mail, it seemed to have a coin the match of the ones we were supposed to pull out, so I grabbed it.” Then, to make it clear I had hit up every vault, I began dumping out the gold bars, which thunked to the tarp. “I was even nice and adjusted the blue placards to account for the removal of four bars per vault.”

“Well, I’ll be damned,” my boss muttered, staring down at my plundered wealth. “How in the hell did you manage to hit every single vault in the place? That is impossible. You were gone twenty-nine minutes. I know this because I timed from the instant you erected your barrier.”

I waved for Lucifer and his angelic brothers to join us, amused I’d gotten my boss to curse. I tossed the bag back to its owner. “Thanks for the loan, Lucy.”

He caught the bag and placed it into his pocket. “You’re welcome. Well done. See? As I said, you didn’t need any of us stealing your glory. Welcome to a new age of magic and humanity. What new surprises are in store as more people discover they can, in actuality, use their magic to manipulate technology? I look forward to finding out. The lines blur.”

Michael smacked his brother with a wing. “What he means to say is thank you for having the drive and determination to prove the impossible is possible, as it means more enterprising humans will start doing the same. Would you prefer the presence of your therapist to accept your monetary prize for having actually broken through their security?”

“Broken is such a harsh term, but I could have dealt with their munitions had I needed to, their laser field was rather cute, and their tripwires were easily avoided when using magic to ferret them out. I do have to praise whomever came up with that idea for the trapped bowl of jewels. That was quite smart.”

My daughter sighed. “Sorry, Mom. It was too tempting.”

“Nobody is upset with you, Jewel. You did nothing wrong. You did fantastically well, really. You far surpassed their expectations and mine. Failure isn’t the end of a road. It’s the beginning of one. So, instead of thinking like you failed or made a mistake, ask yourself how you will learn from those mistakes in the future.”

“You mean like not stick my hand into an obviously planted bowl of gemstones?” she asked.

“That does come to mind, yes.”

“I think I learned my lesson. But they were pretty.”

“That they were, and you’re still going to get to pick out some new stones for your collection for doing such a good job. I don’t expect perfection from you, Jewel. I just expect you to try, and when you do make mistakes, do your best to correct them and learn from them. That’s hard, but I’m not perfect, your father certainly isn’t perfect, and neither are any of the other mortals present. The angels are perfect enough they have to hide their poor heads. And you can pat them on the shoulder and feel sorry for them for being burdened with so much perfection. It has to be hard on them, being perfect beings.”

“It seems your little human truly is an entity of pure evil,” Michael stated with resignation in his tone. “But your mother is not incorrect, Jewel. I will tell you one of her dirty little secrets. Had she been trying this for only herself, she would have gotten distracted by the mail, so many presents she could open and explore, just left out on the floor. But she wanted to show you the world can be yours to chase after if you want. She took on Fort Knox and won just to show you that your kleptomania can become a tool of great good. You would be trying to keep people like your mother from getting their sticky fingers on the things you’re protecting. It is good work for someone of your inclinations.”

“Mom takes me to museums because I have trouble with picking up things I shouldn’t,” my daughter replied.

I loved that she showed no sign of fearing the archangel, although we needed to work on her lack of remorse for her kleptomaniac ways.

“Your mother is a wise being, and she wants to work within the constraints of your tendencies. One day, your kleptomania will be easier to control.”

“Because Mom’s virus is healing my brain?” she asked.

“In part, yes. For the rest, you will have to be a good example for your little sisters, because they will need you to guide them. Your mom would have a hard time with three kleptomaniacs in the same household, so you’ll have to be very careful with what you pick up and how you return it.”

Jewel, as was her way, immediately held up three fingers. “I want this many little sisters, Mr. Archangel.”

I sighed.

“Honestly, I would be happy with one,” Wayne admitted, and he dared to wink at me.

“We can discuss it at home,” I promised.

Wayne made a show of checking his watch. “And on that happy note, is it time for us to leave? I need to go home and have an important discussion with my wife.”

Lucifer snickered. “Jewel, would you like to come home with me for the night and visit Aunt Darlene? I’m sure she’d love to play a game of keep away with you, and I just got her a new collar. If you manage to swipe it from her without her catching you, I’ll get you one just like it.”

With wide and hopeful eyes, Jewel alternated between shooting pleading stares at me and my mate. “Please?”

I laughed, amazed that the thought of visiting Lucifer’s many hells immediately superseded the glory of having conquered an impenetrable fortress. “I’m okay with it if your father is.”

“Please, Daddy?”

Aware the little scamp only pulled out mommy or daddy when she really wanted something, I raised a brow at Wayne. “Ball is in your court now, sir.”

“Take her. Keep her for a few days, Lucifer. It seems I need to teach my wife she’s gone and landed herself in a doggone mess.”

Jewel’s delighted squeal drowned out my amused snort, and she flung herself at Lucifer, who caught her, picked her up, and settled her on his hip. “I’ll send a devil over for her bag and the animals, and I’ll keep everyone amused for a little while. I’ll take your little girl to some of the more interesting places in my many hells with the horses so she can hunt for some gemstones for her collection. How many did she earn today?”

“I’d say she’s earned three,” I announced, once again raising a brow at Wayne. “She did infiltrate the building, which definitely takes skill.”

“Three sounds reasonable, and if she makes it the entire stay with you without lifting something she hasn’t been given permission to touch, give her two extra,” Wayne instructed, pausing to kiss Jewel’s cheeks. “It’s okay to go after Aunt Darlene’s new collar, but you can’t pilfer anything else on the trip unless Uncle Lucifer or Aunt Darlene tell you it’s okay, all right?”

Jewel bobbed her head. “I’ll do my best to be good.”

“That’s all we’re ever going to ask of you,” he promised. “Off you go. Escape before the paperwork arrives. It’s a most dangerous foe, and we wouldn’t want to lose you to some tragic accident involving excessive paperwork.”

As he always desired, she giggled. “Mom’s obituary will be spectacular. She defeated Fort Knox, but the paperwork got her.”

I smiled at the evidence she continued to heal from the abuse and trauma that had brought her to our door. “If you get worried, just tell Uncle Lucy you need to give us a call, all right? If you need us, we’ll come. Make sure you work with Rochella, as you’re fully responsible for her while you’re visiting.”

“I’ll make sure she’s groomed, she does her exercises, and she gets her paws massaged. I’ll make sure Uncle Lucy feeds her the best food, and that she has her medicine.”

We’d concocted the paw massages so Jewel could have a task to help care for the dog, but Rochella loved them, and we maintained the ruse. One day, she would understand we’d pulled wool over her eyes, but we’d cross that bridge when we came to it. Until then, we’d carry on.

The medications had been a painful discussion, explaining the beloved dog would only be with us for a short time before she crossed the rainbow bridge and passed away. Explaining death to the child, a little girl trapped in a young teen’s body, had hurt, but she’d understood it—and had begun taking extra care with all the pets in our household, aware of the fragility of life.

I smiled, and I hoped she didn’t notice the grief I did my best to hide. “Good girl. Ask Uncle Lucy to give you a phone so you can text us, all right? The usual rules apply.”

Until her brain healed and she progressed to be closer to her actual age, we treated phones like the danger they were, a tool someone might use to lure her away.

“I’ll only use it with permission and with Uncle Lucy or Aunt Darlene supervising,” she promised.

I made shooing gestures. “Flee, my child. Flee before the paperwork gets you, too.”

Lucifer laughed, shook his head, and teleported off with our daughter.

I turned to Lucifer’s brothers with wide eyes. “Please save us from the paperwork.”

Michael’s laughter chimed. “It would be our honor to handle the paperwork on your behalf. We enjoyed unobscured sight and can tell them what they need to know. Gabriel will take you home so you can enjoy your days of peace. You have earned them.”

Wayne clasped my hand and gave a squeeze. “Yes, she has.”
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