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      Becoming a bounty hunter and taking on the call sign of Murder Mittens wasn’t Harri’s brightest move, but what’s a lynx to do with millions of debt while working a customer service gig? The scars deforming her face won’t remove themselves, and she’ll bag and tag every criminal in the United States to get rid of them if necessary.

      

      Being assigned a handler could make or break her, but did the powers that be really have to toss Sebastian Sumners her way? The lion with a stubborn streak as wide as hers tests her patience on a good day, but nothing makes her purr more than goading him into roaring.

      

      Add in a protective family, a serial killer on the loose, and more trouble than any one cat needs, and it’s going to take a miracle for Harri to get through the most important job of her life.

      

      Warning: contains magic, humor, cranky shapeshifters, cats, murder, and mayhem. Proceed with caution.

      

      Copyright © 2020 by R.J. Blain
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      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.
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            Why was murdering irate, irrational, ignorant, and flat-out wrong customers illegal?

          

        

      

    

    
      Why was murdering irate, irrational, ignorant, and flat-out wrong customers illegal? The idiot on the phone rambled about how it wasn’t fair that dumping coffee on his router invalidated his warranty.

      I thought it wasn’t fair his stupidity might lose me IQ points, and I’d learned long ago that humans—or lycanthropes, such as myself—didn’t come with warranties or guarantees. I had bills to pay, and murdering one of the customers wouldn’t pay my bills.

      Then again, in prison, I wouldn’t have to pay any bills. Every day by the end of my shift, I considered incarceration as a viable option.

      Free board, free food, good medical care, and asshole inmates to beat on sounded a lot better than dealing with an idiot customer.

      “Sir,” I said in the hopes of circumventing his tirade. Mr. Edward Lavell ignored me.

      The idiots always ignored me. I bet my gender had something to do with it. On average, the men finished their calls five minutes faster, and every supervisor to review the situation came to the same general conclusion: customers took men in tech more seriously than women, and I, unfortunately, sounded too feminine.

      “Sir,” I repeated, only to be ignored again.

      Why couldn’t I just hang up on him? Oh, right. I valued my job. As I valued my job, I couldn’t hang up on him, I couldn’t curse, I couldn’t threaten to rip his throat out, and I couldn’t indulge in my desire to murder him.

      There was a time and a place for murder, and on the job at a call center for a cable internet company was not the time nor the place.

      For the fourth time since calling in, Mr. Lavell explained that it really wasn’t his fault he’d dumped coffee on his router.

      “Sir, liquid spills are right in the contract for the router. I’m sorry, but I can’t change the rules for you. Spilling coffee on your router invalidates its warranty.”

      “It’s not my fault the cup holder in my computer has a mind of its own,” he complained.

      Wait. What?

      His computer’s cup holder has a mind of its own? The realization I dealt with someone far worse than just an idiot sank in. Every call center had legends of Code Red customers, who were in an entirely different class from the standard 1D10T and the unfortunately common PEBKAC. With Mr. Lavell, I had it all. A problem certainly did exist between the keyboard and chair, and he’d definitely deserved his flag as an 1D10T.

      Until his call, I had remained safe from the evils of a Code Red customer.

      By the time I got off the phone with him, I’d need some alcohol and someone to kill.

      It’d be easier to find someone to kill than the alcohol; me and booze just didn’t mix, and I’d been banned out of every damned bar in town to keep the peace.

      Maybe I could whip on some makeup, grab a gray wig, and pass for a little old lady. With my face covered in burn scars, it wouldn’t take much to pull off some makeup artistry and transform myself into an older woman rather than a mutilated one. I could become a conventional beauty given an hour and the right products. An old lady wasn’t an impossibility.

      Alternatively, I could shift, pay my family a visit, and steal a bottle of liquor from one of the cabinets. With the number of lynxes running around the place, they might not even notice me before I made off with my alcoholic prize.

      As sighing was not acceptable when dealing with paying customers, I took a moment to steel my nerves before saying, “Sir, computers do not include cup holders.”

      That caught his attention. “What?”

      “Sir, computers do not include cup holders,” I repeated, already dreading the moment I would have to explain what a CD was, how they were used, and what the player’s actual purpose was. Few systems still had any disc drives at all, as most companies had moved to online downloads of their programs and games.

      The next few minutes of my life would not be fun, and I typed a message to my supervisor warning him I had a major 1D10T on my hands, a possible Code Red situation, and to make sure he was aware I faced the demise of some IQ points, I notified him the customer had opted to use his disc drive as a coffee cup holder.

      “What the hell is this thing for, then?”

      “CDs, sir.” I closed my eyes and waited for the meltdown.

      “First, you claim I invalidated my warranty, and now you’re telling me my cup holder plays music?”

      “As this is an internet company, sir, I can’t help you with your CD player. However, it is not a cup holder, nor should it be used as one. As for your router, you owe $35.79 on the device. Once you finish paying for the damaged equipment, I can schedule a tech to come to your home and install your new router. Since you’ve been a customer for so long, I can waive the fifty dollar installation fee. Your monthly bill will not change if you opt to pay off the damaged equipment and start a new rental.”

      If he gave me a hard time, I’d take my time and give him all of his options. None of them would be as good as my initial offer. I cracked open an eye and checked my messages with my boss.

      He wished me the best of luck and promised to send flowers to my funeral. He also begged me not to tell my brothers about the menace wasting my time. If any one of my forty-seven brothers found out I dealt with customers screaming at me five days a week, they’d go on a rampage.

      They wrongly assumed working in customer service meant the customers treated me with respect.

      That my boss knew my family drove me crazy on a good day.

      I figured my idiot family had gone on a hunt to meet my boss, and because we were all infected with lycanthropy, my boss wouldn’t have thought twice about their behavior.

      Lycanthropes had a reputation.

      Most days, it wasn’t a good one.

      Only an idiot would piss off a bunch of male lycanthropes out to protect their precious little sister. Unfortunately for me, I counted as an endangered species, as the odds of a lycanthrope having daughters in the first place fell somewhere in around ten thousand to one.

      I needed to notify my mother she needed to have more daughters. While she was at it, she needed to give me a new name, because nobody ever believed Harri was a woman’s name. I figured she’d meant to name me Harry because she’d expected yet another boy, swapping out the ‘y’ for an ‘i’ to make things easier on her.

      When on the job, I went by Christine because Christine seemed gloriously feminine and nobody on the team used their real names. Technically, I was supposed to change my name every day, but I went by Christine for all new callers, and I only rotated through when I knew I was dealing with someone who gave me issues.

      My method worked well enough, so my boss didn’t complain.

      While Mr. Lavell spluttered and began the tedious process of mulling over his options, I made plans for after work—assuming I escaped from my job without succumbing to the temptation of informing the customer he was most definitely wrong, he needed to go back to school to join the modern world, and it wouldn’t hurt if he learned to be civil.

      I had to explain his options four times before he finally conceded he should stick with his old plan, pay for the damaged router, and move on with life. It took an extra ten minutes of listening to him whine before he finally hung up.

      Above all, I hated the rule that we were not supposed to hang up on clients. It wasted time. Had I been allowed to just hang up, I would have wished him a good day, disconnected the call, and began the tedious process of adding notes to his file so the next customer service representatives stuck with him knew they had trouble on their hands.

      My phone rang, but instead of a customer, my phone reported my boss wanted to speak with me. With slumped shoulders, I accepted his call and answered, “Sir?”

      “I listened in on your Code Red.”

      I hated when my boss actively monitored my calls; thanks to how the system worked, he could listen in on me at any time. But, a job was a job, and with my scarred face, finding a job became troublesome at best—and nobody in the call center knew or cared what I looked like. Oh, well. Before I jumped to conclusions, I’d ask. “What’s my grade, sir?”

      “You did fine. You stayed professional, you didn’t come across as too condescending, and frankly, there’s no sane tech on this planet who stays totally cool during a Code Red. It could have been much worse.”

      I checked the clock, breathing a sigh of relief that I’d hit the end of my shift and wouldn’t have to take any more calls. “What do you need?”

      “I had a question about your schedule. You’re off for the next week, correct?”

      “Yes, sir.” I had plans, and they involved the International Most Wanted List along with every legal bounty list I had managed to get my hands on in the past month. If my boss tried to put an end to my hard-earned vacation, I’d finally do what I should have done months ago, snap, and quit.

      I wanted him to cross my last line so badly.

      “Ted wants an extra shift. How would you feel about an unpaid day added to your vacation? I’ve already gotten approval if you’d like to claim the unpaid day.”

      Score. I’d bid for time off almost a year ago, but sick days were the bare minimum the state allowed, which accounted to five for the entire year. An extra day tacked onto my vacation might let me bag an extra bounty.

      Any day I bagged an extra bounty was a good day in my opinion.

      “I can take an unpaid day, sir. That’s fine. Can you send me an email confirming the unpaid day off?”

      “It’ll be in your inbox within the next ten minutes, and I’ll CC human resources notifying them you’re excused for that day.”

      “Okay. Will the rest of my schedule remain the same once I’m back from vacation?”

      “Yes. Ted just asked for extra hours, and the others with seniority declined the day off.”

      I bet; on our income, every hour mattered. Most who worked for the call center had seen better days. I lived like I’d seen better days and looked like I’d seen better days, but appearances lied. I only worked at the call center to maintain appearances. Thanks to depression in my teens and therapy that hadn’t gone like my parents had wanted, my entire family demanded I check in at least three times a week to ensure I remained human.

      They believed if they took their eyes off me, I might shift into a lynx and never come back.

      Two years ago, they wouldn’t have been wrong, but I’d found a new purpose in life. Not a single one of my brothers would approve, my mother would have yet another litter of kittens, and my father would be so disappointed.

      Personally, I thought it was obvious. I worked in customer service. I was a prime candidate to become a murderous asshole. I did so legally, on behalf of the government and other legal entities, and I did so for a filthy amount of money.

      Smiling stretched my scars, but I did it anyway. “If anyone needs any extra hours, I can afford another day or two off,” I offered. “I can take up to a week unpaid. I’ve been saving up to take some time off if any opportunities allowed.”

      It would delay paying for the expensive procedure required to piece my face back together and remove the evidence of the fire that’d almost killed me as a child. It took a lot of magic to convince the lycanthropy virus I wasn’t supposed to be a scarred wreck.

      A lot of magic cost a lot of money, and I figured I might have the several million dollars needed within five years if I landed a bounty every weekend and took on some of the more dangerous jobs. While I waited for my boss to mull over my offer, I considered the various jobs on offer.

      I liked hunting other lycanthropes. Unmated males were easy catches, and the fugitives usually brought in a pretty penny. The last one I’d bagged as a live capture had added fifty thousand to my bank account.

      Then again, if I landed an entire extra week, I’d make up the lost hours with a single small bounty, and anything else would be extra cash in my savings account.

      My boss grunted, signaling he’d come to a decision. “I’ll keep that in mind and pitch the offer. I’ll email your personal and work addresses if there are any takers plus text your phone.”

      “Thanks, sir. Have a good evening.”

      “You, too.”

      He hung up, and before something could go wrong, I clocked out, filed my paperwork for my final call, and logged out of the system so I couldn’t be sucked back into doing even more work.

      If all went well, I’d be a hundred grand richer by the end of the week and that much closer to being able to look in the mirror without wincing.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      To keep my brothers straight, I kept a list of them by litter, and I even made special notes to help me identify the identical twins, triplets, quadruplets, and quintuplets, of which there were twelve sets across my parents’ fifteen litters. I belonged to litter number eight, and my identical twin brothers, Hugh and Harvey, had been born almost an hour before me. I’d hated the idea of eviction into the real world. In reality, I’d been a complication from start to finish, and not much had changed since birth.

      My parents viewed me as a miracle. Unlike my healthier-than-ox brothers, I’d been conceived several weeks after them, which had put me into the premature category while my brothers had barely squeaked to term. Superfetation didn’t happen often, and my existence had startled everyone.

      I’d been missed on the first two ultrasounds, and by the time I’d been spotted, my mother refused to accept anything other than welcoming me into the world along with my brothers, despite the problems associated with the gap between our conceptions.

      To add to the fun, my twin brothers couldn’t look more alike if they tried. The only way for me to tell them apart was to grimace. Hugh tensed while Harvey growled, sprouted lynx ears, and prepared to rampage. Even if Harvey kept his temper, he still sprouted the ears, the first sign he would one day gain control over the prized hybrid form.

      Hugh had picked up the ability to sprout ears, too, and my entire family kept a close eye on me to see if I’d follow the trend. In reality, thanks to some close calls and more desperation than one single lycanthrope woman needed in life, I could mostly control my hybrid form, which classified as borderline. I could exchange my weak, human legs for a modified version of a lynx’s, including huge paws tipped with lethal claws. With a little work, I could transform my forearms and hands, too.

      Sometimes I sprouted ears, sometimes I didn’t, and sometimes a tail made an appearance, too.

      On a good day, I grew in a plush, fur coat.

      I never hunted as a hybrid; it was bad enough when a male lycanthrope sniffed me out as a human, when my virus tended to be somewhat dormant. If anyone found out I could control partial shifts, I’d be the one hunted by every damned infected male in the country. The hybrid form alone would make me a prize. Add in my species, a member of one of twenty lynx clans scattered across North America, South America, and Europe, and I’d never hear the end of it.

      According to my nose, as of last week, there were twenty single lycanthrope males, three of which were felines of some sort, sniffing around my turf trying to identify who the single lycanthrope female in the small town was.

      Damned determined males, making a mess of my weekends and forcing me to sneak around to keep from drawing their attention.

      Hissing at my shit luck, as I’d scare off any suitors the instant they caught sight of my disaster of a face, I put away my work headset, shut down the computer, and began preparing my home for a week or two away. I really hoped someone else wanted my hours.

      An extra week might land me enough to put down a deposit to remove the scars that’d haunted me since childhood, the result of a fire at a camp for girls, the first and last time I’d gone away for the summer. I’d spent a month in the hospital, and the night that had almost ended my life had dumped me into a living hell I would soon be able to escape.

      Unfortunately for me, I’d been too young for my lycanthropy virus to do me any good, and by the time it kicked into high gear, it believed my scars were natural and went out of its damned way to preserve them.

      Sometimes, surgeons—or even the CDC—would accept a payment plan with a sufficient deposit for the work. It wouldn’t take much to convince someone my scars prevented me from leading a normal life. Then they’d have a challenge kicking my virus to the curb long enough to tear into my face, do a skin graft, and convince my body to avoid scarring.

      Assuming my virus could be contained, the procedure took an hour or two. Had I not been infected with lycanthropy, it would have cost me a few hundred dollars and a day off work.

      Sometimes, life just wasn’t fair.

      To my disgust, my surgeon thought he might cut the costs down to five hundred thousand or less, which I could afford, if I found myself a lycanthrope male willing to put up with me for life. After laying claim to a male, my virus would go into remission for a while to recover, which would allow the team needed to do the operation with minimal risk to them while also requiring less heavy-duty magic.

      Or something like that. I’d tuned out most of the specifics about what a man might do to help with the procedure, as I had no intention of claiming a mate for such a reason. It seemed wrong to use a man to fix my face, so I dodged that whole problem by avoiding the males of my kind and making sure they didn’t get too close while sniffing around my territory.

      In the wee hours of the morning, twenty minutes after I’d started tidying my home and packing my bags for the week, my cell rang. I checked the device to discover my father’s number. Drawing a deep, steadying breath, I answered, “Hi, Daddy.”

      Calling him my daddy calmed him and his damned, overprotective virus—and tricked him into believing there wasn’t anything amiss. With how my life tended to go, if he’d rubbed his damned brain cells together with even a hint of vigor, he’d see through my bullshit.

      My daddy was an idiot sometimes, but I loved him anyway.

      “How is my little kitten this morning? I hope I didn’t wake you, but I wanted to catch you before you leave for your trip.”

      “Pretty good,” I lied, grateful my father couldn’t sniff out the truth over the phone. “The boss is happy with me because I performed well on the phones today. I got an extra unpaid day tacked onto my vacation, too, so I’ll be out of town a little longer than planned. Please don’t panic while I’m enjoying my stay out of town.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind, and I’ll make sure all of your brothers are aware. Will you be visiting us before you head off to your resort?”

      I’d given myself two days to get to my destination, which I intended to use on scouting, as I had three good targets not far from the resort deep in the heart of Cincinnati, Ohio. “I could be talked into visiting, I suppose. Delaying for a few hours won’t change my drive much.”

      “Your brothers have been whining.”

      “Which ones? There are a lot of whiners in the family, Dad. Some days, you happen to be one of them.”

      “Pretty much all of them. I’m definitely one of the whiners, and I’ll be very happy if my little kitten comes home for a visit. It’s been over a month.”

      For fuck’s sake. In my planning, I hadn’t anticipated my entire family melting down because I dared to take a week off to go to a luxury spa—on my family’s dime, as a customer service representative couldn’t afford a stay at a resort or spa, let alone a luxury one. My father, through careful conning of my herd of brothers, had made them all contribute to my vacation, thus resulting in me staying somewhere nice rather than my initial plan to stay out on the streets while a lynx when I wasn’t doing my work. My stay at the resort pleased them—and gave me a good cover for being in Cincinnati for so long. “Which one hasn’t been whining? Put that one on the phone, please.”

      “I suppose Jace has been whining the least. Hold on.” My father drew in a breath, and I held my cell away from my ear while he screeched for my younger brother. While I waited for the yowling to quiet, I checked my list of brothers.

      Ah, right. Jace counted as the clan’s keeper of the peace, as nobody was brave enough to piss off the attorney who enjoyed making certain hardened criminals remained behind bars. Of my brothers, Jace would freak the most if he discovered his little kitten of a sister killed people for a living. It didn’t matter I’d been born three years before him. As the only girl of the lot, I would forever be the little kitten of the family.

      Mom and Dad needed to have a litter with at least one girl so I wouldn’t be stuck as the little kitten forever.

      The yowling stopped, and I returned the phone to my ear.

      “Hey, Harri,” my brother greeted. “Looking forward to your vacation?”

      “Yes, I am. For the record, I will resent if anyone prevents me from going on vacation.”

      I needed an escape from customer service. I needed the money to fix my face. Another bad call at work would break me if I didn’t get out of town for a while. The first kill bounty I got my grubby paws on would be performed mercifully but with excessive force.

      My virus needed an outlet before I went mad. After I had the scars removed, I’d worry about my other problems, which involved men. My virus wanted to open hunting season. If my virus had its way, the first poor bastard to turn my head would be stuck with me permanently.

      If my brothers and father had their way, I would die a virgin.

      If I ever got around to finding a mate, the battle between him and my family would be worth televising as a pay-per-view event. The poor man would need therapy upon learning how many brothers I had, who were all determined to keep me as safe as possible.

      I didn’t make things easy on them.

      Jace made a thoughtful sound in his throat. “We’re concerned.”

      “About what? The hot tub rising up to get me? I’m going to a spa, not a cage match. I swear, can’t I go to a spa and pamper myself just once without the entire damned clan getting on my case? Okay, so fine. Driving there doesn’t please you worrywarts. Deal with it. And so help me, if one of you twerps talked to Uncle Henry, I’m going to come over there and kick every last one of you in the ass and steal your lunch money.”

      “Otis is the one who talked to Uncle Henry,” my brother confessed.

      Damn it. I couldn’t beat one of the kittens. Not only were the quintuplets wretchedly adorable, they did a good job of distracting everyone in the family from my general activities, as they redefined trouble whenever there wasn’t an adult keeping them somewhat tame and behaving. “Who conned him into doing it? He’s four. And yes, I’m coming for your lunch money, so you feline assholes better have cash in your wallets when I show up, you hear me? You’ll have between one to two hours before I show up, and I will be mugging you all for your lunch money.”

      “Mom did it.”

      “Traitor!” my mother screeched in the background.

      I sighed. There were worse fates. My mother could have started making calls to one of the other lynx clans trying to sell me off to the highest bidder. Every year, at least one clan came calling, resulting in a cat fight that made the news and amused the neighbors. The neighbors, uninfected humans with heightened levels of curiosity, loved everything about my psychotic family.

      They loved cats, one and all. The old man who lived in the little brick house with the white picket fence down the lane had us figured out; catnip and milk would bring everyone except me out, and lynxes high on nip didn’t mind when bold humans petted them.

      My family consisted entirely of shameless, attention-whoring assholes.

      I braced for the worst, which involved me cancelling my trip due to my uncle’s offended sensibilities. “And what did Uncle Henry have to say?”

      “The spa you picked in Cincinnati is shit, we’re terrible brothers, and that we should have sent you to Hawaii to be pampered like the princess you are. He’s not wrong, but now the entire family is having a mass conniption because we didn’t send you to Hawaii.”

      Right. Only a fool would think virus-driven cats would be capable of handling the situation with grace or dignity. “First, I don’t want to go to Hawaii. I want to go to Cincinnati. I picked that spa because they’re friendly towards lycanthropes, they have a world-class chef, and it’s all inclusive. I can get my fur groomed however many times I want, and they only have mated pairs on staff or married humans. I will be able to enjoy my vacation without being bothered.”

      “I did try to tell Uncle Henry that, as you’d fought with Dad over your choice of spa and city. He doesn’t believe us.”

      “Is Uncle Henry there?”

      “As a matter of fact, yes. He is.”

      “Tell Uncle Henry if he interrupts my vacation to Cincinnati, I will rip out all of his fur, send it to an unmated female wolf, and write her a note telling her that he’s a hot, single man seeking a brave, fearless woman.”

      “Has anyone told you that you can be pretty evil when someone tries to screw around with your plans?”

      “Not recently,” I admitted.

      “That’s goes beyond mean to pretty damned evil, sis. I just thought I should warn you he might like that.”

      Ugh. Lycanthropes. “Please use your legal degree for something useful, like convincing Uncle Henry I am going on the vacation I want rather than the one he wants. And I’m still coming over and stealing your lunch money, so if you could leave your wallets out, with cash easily accessible, so I don’t have to waste too much time digging through them all, I would appreciate it.”

      My brother growled at me. “You’re not stealing our lunch money.”

      “Yes, I am.”

      “No, you aren’t.”

      “I will be over soon, and so help me, if there isn’t lunch money in all your wallets, I will be sinking my claws into your ass. You got me, dipshit?”

      Without waiting for an answer, I hung up. Delaying two or three hours wouldn’t do jack shit to my schedule, and if my jerk family had wanted to keep their money, they wouldn’t have pushed my damned buttons.
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      Any other day, I might’ve put in the time and effort to hide my scars with makeup. Makeup offended my family, who did their best to convince me my scars weren’t that bad, and they hated when I added a layer of junk to my face in an effort to make it disappear. It would take me an hour to become presentable and disguise myself for my hunt, but I’d get a few hours of driving under my belt first.

      An hour and a half after talking to my father and brother, I pulled into the driveway of my parent’s farmhouse, muttering curses over the twenty-some cars in my way. I parked at the end of the line, heaved a sigh, and hiked to the front door, where my father waited on the porch swing.

      “I knew I should’ve banned you getting your license. You’re now driving off and doing things on your own. That’s simply unacceptable.”

      I flipped my father off. “I’m too damned old for that crap, Daddy.”

      “You’ll always be my little kitten, and I don’t care you’re thirty-three. You’re still my baby. You’re a baby with a piece of shit car, though. I’m starting to think you need to go beat your brothers for more than just their lunch money. They should be contributing to your new car fund.”

      I turned and regarded my vehicle with a sigh. It had seen better days, and North Dakota’s winters hadn’t treated the damned thing well. The rust had tripled since I’d purchased it, and none of my precautions spared it from the salt and seasons. “I can get my own car, Dad.”

      “I’m sure you can, but you’d probably find that thing’s older brother and adopt it.”

      Would my car’s older brother consist of anything other than rust? I gave that some thought. “I have to go mug my brothers for lunch money. I’m going to go treat myself to something nice on the way to Cincinnati. When I get to Cincinnati, I will be pampered at a spa without anyone invading the spa to bother me. Am I clear, Daddy?”

      “You should leave your car with me and take mine. I make no promises your vehicle will survive its vacation.”

      Considering I had plans for bloodied bodies to take up precious space in my trunk, there was no way in hell I could use Dad’s truck.

      Or could I? If I took Dad’s truck, I could have the bed cleaned in record time, and he wouldn’t have a clue I used it for my legalized murder sprees. “The truck?”

      “That’s not fair, Harri. You can’t have my truck. You can take my car, but you can’t have the truck. It’s new.”

      Yes, it was. Not only had he gotten it new, he’d been proud of every bell and whistle he’d gotten on it. I could run over my targets and not feel a thing with how many horses lurked in its engine. “Truck.”

      “Car.”

      “Truck.”

      “Car.”

      I flexed my hands and fought the urge to indulge in a partial shift and swipe at my stubborn father. “Either I’m taking your truck or my car. There is no room for negotiation.”

      “Yes, there is. The car is new, too.”

      Wait. Dad had a new car? I turned around, frowning at the selection of vehicles, pointing at the Camry he’d bought a few years ago. “The Camry is right there, Dad.”

      “I gave it to one of your brothers, so that is no longer mine.”

      My family hated me. That was all there was to it. They hated me and wanted to deny me happiness. That is the only way one of my brothers without a car, all of whom were younger than me, would get dibs on the Camry. “Wait, I have that piece of shit junker, and you gave one of my wretched brothers the Camry? Come on, Dad. How is that even fair?”

      “Would you have accepted the Camry if I had offered it to you?”

      I thought about that. “Maybe.”

      “Don’t you make me turn you over my knee and spank you for lying, little kitten.”

      Damn. “I’m telling the truth! Mine’s got more rust than paint now.”

      “Milo? Give your sister the Camry, and I’ll take you to the used dealership and sign your soul over to a salesman,” my father hollered.

      I sighed. “Just loan me the truck, Daddy.”

      Milo, one of the fraternal triplets from my parents’ thirteenth litter, opened the front door and popped his head out. “I don’t want to sign my soul over to a salesman, Dad. Harri doesn’t even like Toyotas. Give her the truck if you don’t want her driving her piece of shit.”

      Damn. My little brother was on a roll. “How’d you talk Dad out of the Camry, squirt?”

      “I begged and promised to share with Miles and Maurice, and we promised we’d share a place until we’re twenty-one. To sweeten the deal for our old man, we also promised if we got into any trouble, we’d call, even if it meant we had to ask for help with the rent.”

      Hah. That would make my parents happy, as they’d done too good of a job raising us to be independent. “Tell Daddy I won’t get mad if my car has an incident while I’m gone if he loans me the truck.”

      “Hey, old man. Harri will ignore if you fix her car problems, if you loan her the truck for the next week or two. She’s got to go get girly things done to her, and according to our research, she might come back to us as a lady if we leave her about her business. She’s going to a city ripe with single lycanthropes. Maybe she’ll bring back one she likes.”

      “Absolutely not,” my father announced.

      “It’s a wolf town, Milo. I don’t want no damned wolf.” My virus hated wolves with a passion, and even if I shacked up with one, the poor male would suffer from rejection for years to come. “My virus likes cats, thank you.”

      “Your virus doesn’t like anybody,” my father muttered.

      Well, my virus had an unhealthy interest in a bastard of a lion I sometimes ran into while working, but I went out of my way to avoid Sebastian. He roared. I purred. I purred whenever he roared, which meant my virus goaded me into making him roar, and whenever we entered the same room, fur flew. As far as enemies went, I could do worse, but who the hell wanted a CDC liaison breathing down their neck all the time? Last I checked, Sebastian worked with Interpol and one of the international drug organizations to put an end to the nastier drug trades.

      While I kept my activities legal, I didn’t need a damned lion poking his nose in my business. It tested me enough as it was that the CDC sometimes assigned him to some of my harder jobs.

      I had a strict no-lion policy.

      I just liked making the poor bastard roar from frustration. It pleased my virus. I also enjoyed having excuses to purr, and a lion’s roar masked the sounds of my purrs, as I had a reputation to maintain.

      “Be nice to Harri, Dad. Just give her the keys to your truck.”

      “I offered the car,” our father complained.

      Milo frowned, he narrowed his eyes, and he took his sweet time thinking about it. “You might want to take the car, Harri.”

      What the hell kind of car had my father gotten? “Why?”

      “It’s a convertible.”

      “You’re too damned old to be having a midlife crisis, Dad.”

      “My little kitten is mean today.”

      “Just give me the keys to your truck, please. Maybe I want to go find a mud puddle on the way and splash the truck through it.” Mud puddles made excellent excuses to clean out bloody evidence from the bed.

      “You’re going to return my truck filthy, aren’t you?”

      “I’ll wash your truck lovingly before returning him. I’ll even wash him by hand, and I’ll wax him and tell him sweet nothings in his ear. If you give me the keys without a fight, I’ll clean his interior, too. If you’re nice to me and hand over your lunch money, I’ll polish the chrome and do the tires while I’m at it.”

      My brother snickered and went back into the house. “Harri is here, and she’s stealing Dad’s truck.”

      I held out my hand for the keys and smiled. “I love you, Daddy.”

      He scowled but handed over the truck’s keys. I removed the keys to my piece of shit from my keychain, gave them a parting kiss, and handed them over. “Have fun trashing the asshole. Just make sure you clean out the glove box and the trunk before you go to town. Milo’s right. I don’t want a Toyota unless it’s their truck, because their trucks are pretty solid right now. But that’d have to be a new truck, and nobody can afford that. Get me something reliable with rust proofing.”

      “So, a Toyota.”

      Damn it. “Fine. I’ll deal with an antique Toyota, but I’m going to decorate it, and a t-rex will eat our stick family.”

      “You’d blow your entire budget getting the stickers needed if you tried that.”

      “That’s true. When are you having the next litter?”

      “Your ma’s two months in and happy as a clam, if you must know.”

      Damn. No wonder Dad had wanted me to come visit. At two months in, they would’ve gone to see a doctor within the past week or two. “Got a head count yet?”

      “There’s four of the little rascals, and she’s already picked out names.”

      After O came P, which meant my little brothers would be a matched set as usual. Knowing my parents, they’d pick the most common names they could think of to proudly carry on the family tradition. “Peter, Paul, Philip, and Patrick?”

      “I see you’ve been paying attention to how your momma likes to name our boys.”

      “I will be very unhappy if Philip isn’t actually a Paige.”

      “I’ll make sure your momma knows you want a sister named Paige.”

      “And if you get an entire litter of girls, they’re Paige, Patricia, Pamela, and Pandora.”

      My father laughed. “All right, little kitten. I’ll tell your momma you’ve named the girls should we have a litter of them this go around. Seems only fair you get a chance to name them, as you’ve told us many a time we failed you most bitterly when picking your name.”

      “Harri is a boy’s name, and my sisters deserve good names. But you can tell them what their boy names are if they want to use them, and then you’ll pay the legal fees to change them if they want.”

      “We did too good a job of raising you,” he grumbled.

      I pocketed his truck’s keys and waggled my fingers. “Lunch money.”

      Muttering curses under his breath, my father dug into his wallet and handed me a twenty. “We ran the ATM machine at the gas station clear out of money today, I’ll have you know.”

      I grinned. “Then you shouldn’t have used poor little Otis to have Uncle Henry attempt to dictate where I go on vacation.”

      “Yeah. He’s already prepared to be mugged. He pulled a hundred for you, and he’ll even let you fight him for it. I suggested you might need to work out your virus’s temper, as you’d sounded pretty riled up on the phone upon learning he tried to interfere with your vacation plans.”

      Sometimes, life could be nice to me. “Who’d he rob for that?”

      My father leaned close and whispered, “He’s handling contractors for the CDC, and they’re paying pretty well. Truth be told, he seeded a bunch of our wallets today as an apology, but don’t you be acting like you know that. Some of those suit wearers contributed extra, too. It seems we’ve all got a serious case of guilty conscience today, and we want you to have play money to go with your spa time.”

      While the lycanthropy virus could make a mess of things, it had its good points sometimes. “You know I was only going to shake people for a buck or two, right?”

      “We know. That’s why we handed in our change anywhere that’d let us swap out for twenties in town. You’ll just have to accept twenties, because that’s all we’ve got on us. Go start your shake down, little kitten. I recommend you start with Otis and the littles. They made us take them out to buy you some toys.”

      I loved my little brothers, who weren’t all that clear on how money worked; the appearance of toys meant money was doing okay in the family, and to them, nothing came above getting new toys. “You’ve had a busy hour.”

      “We divided and conquered. One of the toys is meant for grown-ups, and you can thank Uncle Henry for that one.”

      “What’s gotten into Uncle Henry?” Uncle Henry didn’t do nice. He would offer loans, and he’d give reasonable repayment plans, but he didn’t do nice. “It’s too early for Christmas. He does Christmas as early as October, and not a day sooner.”

      “Your birthday is coming up soon.”

      “In three months.”

      “How many months away from December is October?”

      Oh, right. Uncle Henry’s three-month rule applied to birthdays, too. “I acknowledge my stupidity and wish to be forgiven.”

      “That’s my kitten. You’re getting coal for your actual birthday, so you run on in and accept your presents now. Your brothers are getting coal, too. They deserve it.”

      I laughed at that. “What’d they do now?”

      “Mating season,” my father grumbled.

      “As evidenced by the fact Mother is pregnant again. And? We’re technically always in season, Dad. Our typical mating season is over. That was, oddly enough, around two months ago. In February and March. It’s now early May.”

      “And your twin brothers tend to go into season in late May to June, unlike your mamma, who likes following the more natural order of thing. She blames me.”

      Mom always blamed Dad for everything. “Just because my brothers lose all common sense in May and June doesn’t mean I have that problem.”

      I was a little liar, but as my virus was picky, my daddy’s nose never picked up on my mating season. As long as asshole lions named Sebastian didn’t cross my path and put up a fuss and roar, it didn’t matter if my virus got rowdy two months each year. When Sebastian came around, I had a purring problem, which led to more roaring until the lion ran away due to the frustration of a lynx taunting him. I enjoyed winning, and without fail, I won.

      I enjoyed hating the lion.

      The mention of mating season did remind me I needed to pick up a new bottle of my perfume when I reached Cincinnati; my old one had a spritz or two left and wouldn’t last through my chain of bounties. I had no idea how the CDC had done it, but it did a good job of confusing interested males and diverting their attention to elsewhere.

      I wondered if the perfume would work if I sprayed it in Sebastian’s face.

      “Harvey’s having that problem right now, and he’s having a particularly troublesome season.”

      I sucked in a breath and bounced on my toes. “Did he find a girl?”

      “She’s thinking about it.”

      I squealed, abandoned my father, and dove into the house. “Harvey, you mangey mutt, where are you?” In a five bedroom house, cramming in more than forty people meant someone occupied every inch of available space, and I needed to step over bodies on my way to the kitchen, the most likely place Hugh and Harvey would hide. “Come out, come out, Harvey. Daddy says you’ve been bothering a lady.”

      “I am not bothering her!” my brother replied from the direction of the kitchen.

      All right. I could get to the kitchen. It involved dodging a mix of men, mostly my brothers, but I could get there.

      Uncle Henry, who took tall and handsome to the extremes, waved from his spot sitting in the hallway, a hazard for anyone trying to reach the kitchen from the living room. I delayed from accosting my brother long enough to hold out my hand. “The contents of your wallet, sir. You’re a bad man, and you deserve to be mugged for your lunch money.”

      “This is more like your food budget for the entire time you’re in Cincinnati,” Uncle Henry complained, but he shifted his weight off his back pocket, retrieved his wallet, and handed me his cash. “I’ve learned my lesson. Please don’t kick me too hard.”

      I pocketed the money without counting it before jamming my toe into the side of his leg. As requested, I kept my kick on the softer side. “You can think about mugging my brothers for vacation money for a trip to Hawaii as a Christmas present, but this trip is to Cincinnati, and I won’t be tolerating any changes to my current vacation plans.”

      “I can work with that. You’re hard to shop for because you won’t usually accept presents. But you’ll accept presents from the little ones, so I abused my authority as your favorite uncle to utilize this loophole in the Uncle-Niece Relationship Contract.”

      Heaving a sigh, I nudged him with my toe again. “What did you buy, Uncle Henry?”

      “A laptop. You’re the only brat from this house over eighteen without one.”

      Technically, I had a laptop, but I made certain my family didn’t discover it, as I used it specifically for filing and claiming bounties. Having a computer that didn’t belong to my work would make my life a lot easier. “Really?”

      “Really. It’s a nice one, too. It made your fellow prisoners jealous.”

      I giggled over how Uncle Henry referred to Hugh and Harvey as my fellow prisoners. “Those jerks, evicting me from prison early. I could’ve used the few extra weeks.”

      “I heard that, Harri,” my mother complained from the kitchen. “My womb has not and never will be a prison.”

      “Tell that to the current inmates,” I shot back. “They better be girls this time, and I’ve already named them.”

      “Did you?” My mother, all five feet and zero inches of her, strolled out of the kitchen while dodging my brothers, who remained in various states of sprawled across the floor. “Did you discuss this with your father?”

      “He okayed my choices. If Philip isn’t a Philip, she’s a Paige, Patrick will be Patricia, Peter will be Pamela, and Paul will be Pandora.”

      With narrowed eyes promising vengeance, my mother looked me over. She, dressed in a frilly white and blue apron over a plain white farm dress, wouldn’t intimidate most folks, but I knew better.

      My momma was about to take a few chunks out of my hide for getting uppity.

      I braced for the worst.

      “I’m going with this on a single condition.”

      Yep, something was about to go down, and it wouldn’t end well for me. “What is your condition?”

      “You have a month. Bring home a man and make him a good one.”

      If I brought Sebastian home with me, the clan of lynxes would ensure he’d never bother me again. He’d also roar at least once before they took him down. He’d go down while I purred, and I saw zero problems with killing multiple birds with one stone. “What kind of man?”

      As long as she said lycanthrope or listed any decent qualification, I could probably jury rig it so Sebastian fit the bill.

      “One you hope to keep around, of course. What else use do you have for a man? If you can’t take him to bed, what would you do with one? All they do is complain, complain, complain.” My mother aimed a kick at Uncle Henry’s ribs, and he dove out of her reach. After a brief scuffle, he hid behind my legs. “I’ve never heard worse whining in my life before today, Harri.”

      Well, Sebastian might be useful in bed; he turned heads, and half the reason I enjoyed poking him with a stick involved sticking around to admire him while goading him. Roaring brought out his best attributes, and I bet any witnessing ladies would thank me if they learned I annoyed him on purpose. “Is that why I’m allowed to shake everybody down for their lunch money? Because honestly? I was expecting to be greeted at the door with an edict to pick my switch.”

      “You’re too pretty to switch,” my mother replied.

      My poor mother already suffered from pregnancy brain. Still, I could con the annoying lion into cooperating with me. All it would take was challenging his masculinity and courage to get him roaring and dancing to my tune. Making the inquiry would likely trip his trigger. How many times could I make the lion roar? Some games needed to be played, and I’d have a great time. “I will attempt to bring home a man, but I make no promises that my attempt will be successful. But I will make one genuine attempt to bring home a man while I am on vacation, presuming you keep all of the whining, infected males in your turf and away from my spa.”

      “Your brothers, father, and uncles will be thoroughly educated should they come within ten blocks of your spa.”

      “Five miles,” I countered, which would cover the entirety of planned hunting grounds in Cincinnati.

      “Very well. Five miles. Hear that, you wretches? You go within five miles of your sister’s spa, and there’ll be hell to pay. Now, get out your wallets and pay her off, and stop your damned whining already. Harri, darling, I’ve fried chicken in the kitchen for you for your drive, and so help me, if any of those monsters stole any of yours, they’ll live to regret it.”

      “I’ve been guarding her chicken, Ma,” either Hugh or Harvey replied from the kitchen.

      Damn them both, sounding, acting, and looking identical.

      “Thank you, Momma.”

      “I figured you could use a good meal, and that brother-in-law of mine was easy prey today. I told him if he was going to frame one of your little brothers to buy you a present, he’d butter you up with some proper fried chicken. Then I made him get enough to feed everybody.”

      “Did you clean the butcher out of chicken, Uncle Henry?”

      “I put in the order, and he laughed at me, and told me I may as well clean him out, as he’d only have four birds and some parts left over, so I did just that. It shouldn’t surprise me how fast so many cats can clean out a single butcher. If I’d been smart, I would’ve hit more than one, but I wasn’t. I’m still not sure how our little town keeps so many lycanthropes fed.”

      “We pay them to feed us,” my mother replied. “Now, pay the girl so she can hit the road with her chicken. She’s got a lot of driving to do.”

      “I promise I’ll clean the truck of any grease, Momma.”

      “Got him to give you the keys, did you? Good girl. What’d you have to concede to that old skinflint?”

      “He has the keys to my car. I already kissed them goodbye, as for some reason, I don’t think it’s going to survive.”

      “Good. It’s past its expiration date. Oh, Henry had something he wanted to talk to you about, so you let him fuss while I get your chicken ready. I made some tenders for you, too, so you can drive while you nibble. And don’t you go trying to eat the rest while you drive, missy. You can pull over and eat your fill like a civilized being.”

      “Yes, Momma,” I replied, aware she’d somehow figure out if I’d tried to gnaw on my favorite pieces of chicken while driving. The tenders would do a good job of keeping me amused until my virus demanded a proper feeding.

      My mother left, and I nudged Uncle Henry with my toe while my brothers got out their wallets and started gathering my lunch money. “What’s going on?”

      “There’s some new activity on the bounty hunter front, and this one’s targeting lycanthropes. The hunter has a pretty far range and has hits all over the United States. The CDC won’t tip me off on the name, gender, or race of the hunter, but this one targets lycanthropes in particular, and the CDC is looking for a handler. I’ve applied to be considered, and word on the wire is there’s a temp until a permanent one is found. I was given a warning due to being infected that I should drop a word to the clan, as this one will go after any lycanthrope guilty of ethics violations.”

      Crap. That sounded frighteningly familiar. “Ethics violations?”

      “Illegal or forced infections, illegal or coerced matings, violent crimes, and anything that warrants a kill bounty is their typical preference. While I have the code name, I’m not permitted to share it yet. I’ve only been authorized to notify everyone that the CDC has a bounty hunter who specializes in keeping us in line.”

      Yep, that definitely sounded familiar. “Momma would beat us if we even thought about breaking one of those rules, anyway. Why the warning?”

      “It’s a gentle reminder for the young lady and her brothers, all of whom are going into season this month.”

      I sighed. “Damn it, Uncle Henry. I’m not going to violate some man. And anyway, you know what happened the last time a man came sniffing around the house.”

      The poor bastard had seen my scarred face, yelped, and ran away.

      My brothers growled, a rather noisy affair with so many crammed into the same room.

      “There’s nothing wrong with you, Harri.”

      “I’m going to take your lunch money to pay for the consultation for scar removal.” The stack of twenties my brothers gathered would more than pay for the piddly fee, something they’d been trying to get me to do for years, unaware I had met my surgeon the day I’d escaped the house and moved into my own place over an hour away. “Then I won’t break mirrors or incite crying fits from the new kittens.”

      It usually took a few weeks for the kittens to get used to my mangled appearance.

      “You’re actually going to go?”

      “I may as well find out how much it costs to fix this disaster, and none of your bullshitting today, any of you. It’s a disaster. An in-season wolf saw my face, yelped, and ran away. When a virus-hopped lycanthrope is scared off, it’s bad. I’ve accepted this, so it’s time you all did, too. But I’m going to skim some of the lunch money for actual lunch, and then I’ll find some reputable doctor to tell me the damage. Which, unless there’s some super rich bastard among you all, I probably can’t afford, but at least I’ll know, right? Reminder: I work customer service for a cable company. I am not Mr. Fancy Attorney.”

      “I resemble that remark,” Jace called from the kitchen.

      “You better be guarding my chicken, Jace.”

      “I am. It’s safe. Otis is whining, but he hasn’t taken any.”

      “Give him a drumstick for coercing Uncle Henry into buying me a laptop.”

      Jace laughed. “I’ll give him one of my drumsticks. That’ll be part of my contribution to today’s fun. I’m also mugging everyone in the kitchen for your money, and I’ll add you to one of my credit cards if you need gradual treatments. You can pay me back with reasonable interest.”

      “You’re the one who told me attorneys don’t make all that much. What gives?” I considered abandoning my uncle for going into the kitchen and holding my interrogation of my brother at a reasonable volume. “You can’t afford that.”

      “I’m doing pretty well for myself right now. I’m representing older lycanthropes now, and some of those older lycanthropes have a lot of money kicking around, as they haven’t attempted to raise their state’s average number of children per household on their own.”

      My father dodged my brothers, who passed around money without bothering to get up from their spots. He patted my back and kissed my temple. “Just let Jace help, little kitten. Uncle Henry can help, too.”

      “If I am given a few extra pieces of chicken, I will consider it.”

      My mother laughed from the kitchen. “I’ll make sure you’re fed, little kitten. Don’t you worry yourself about that.”

      Knowing my mother, she’d send me off with an entire picnic basket loaded with fresh fried chicken. Knowing me, I’d make it a few miles before I pulled over and participated in a feeding frenzy. Food tamed my virus, and if my brothers were sniffing after a mate, I’d heed the warnings and gorge until my virus didn’t care so much about finding an appropriate feline male. “Anything else about this bounty hunter, Uncle Henry? You’ve never really mentioned much about them unless one has done something interesting.”

      “This one is interesting, because this one gives almost no warning before accepting a bounty, gets the job done in record time, and vanishes before any of the handlers can catch up. So, limited people know who this hunter is, and it’s driving me a little crazy. I’ve room for a new hunter in my roster, and this one would bring good money to the table.”

      Ugh. Right. Bounty hunters with a handler made a lot more, but their handler took a slice of the profits in exchange for helping general operations. If I was the bounty hunter my uncle discussed, I’d be upgraded to more dangerous but profitable jobs, and I’d be able to cut my time to earn enough money to fix my face to months rather than years if I landed a good job.

      I loved Uncle Henry, but we wouldn’t get along on the bounty hunter front.

      He’d tell my daddy, and my daddy would tell my momma, and I’d be locked up for the rest of my life and then some for doing a dangerous, messy job.

      Under no circumstances could my uncle discover my side job.

      As soon as I made it out of town and to a decent city, I’d have to check my record to see if I had been blessed—or cursed—with a handler.

      I needed the money. The money would fix my face, I’d stop scaring the kittens, and life would be easier.

      “How good would the money be if you became this bounty hunter’s handler, Uncle Henry?”

      “This one will probably bring in a few hundred thousand a year for the handler.”

      Oh. Oh. If the handler was getting a few hundred thousand a year, the hunter would be making millions. A year.

      I wanted to run to the nearest CDC headquarters and beg them to give me a handler. I would bring in every damned illegal lycanthrope in the country if needed to earn that sort of paycheck. Long after I had the scars removed to discover what I was supposed to actually look like, I’d still do the job because I liked making sure no one else could be hurt by a renegade lycanthrope.

      “That’s a lot,” I muttered.

      “This one would be a profitable hunter. I’ve got two higher on the pay scale, so I’ll be expecting you to accept your laptop right along with your chicken.”

      “You’ve done good for yourself, Uncle Henry. You work with several bounty hunters who bring you in that much?”

      “It’s hard work, and no, I absolutely refuse to teach you how to do it. You would get into trouble, possibly take over, and use your powers for evil.”

      “I don’t want to be some bounty hunter’s handler.” Being a handler would put a major damper on my work. And pay less. “Your job is safe. I think I’d rather deal with idiots on the phone.”

      My uncle chuckled. “Had a rough call today?”

      “It was not particularly enjoyable, but I endured, got through the call, and my boss praised me for handling the idiot with grace.”

      “Well done.” My uncle hopped to his feet and caught me in a hug. “Come along, little kitten. I’ll give you your hard-earned presents, and then you can run off with your momma’s chicken and go on your vacation. But mark my words. Next year, we’re coming for your vacation, and we’re going to treat you properly. No matter what you think, you deserve it.”

      As arguing would land me in hot water and delay my escape for hours, I surrendered. “I get five days off, and I have to preplan them, so I guess I’ll just tell you what my schedule is.”

      “That’s a good girl. And think about the loan. I can afford it, and I don’t care if it takes you decades to pay me back. If you need the scars removed to be happy, then we’ll get your scars removed. It’s that simple.”

      I’d let him think what he wanted. I understood my scars weren’t my fault, but I wished I could walk out my door without needing to cover my face to keep people from wincing—or yelping and running away.

      Sometimes, I thought my virus hated most males because it recognized when my face repulsed potential partners and spared us both from the anguish of having a partner who couldn’t accept me as I was. Maybe that was why my virus enjoyed making Sebastian roar.

      I pissed him off so much from walking into the room that he didn’t give a shit about what my face looked like.

      Oh well.
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      When my family decided to do something, they forgot their limits, cared little if they drove themselves straight into debt, and could teach demons lessons about excess. The laptop had cost my uncle thousands of dollars; I’d be able to play the latest and greatest games on it without issue. My brothers worked hard to ensure I could play the latest and greatest through forcing me to accept their gifts of said games, using the kittens to win my cooperation. When the kittens gave me boxes wrapped in pretty paper, using their devilishly cute pouts as their weapon of choice, ‘no’ abandoned my vocabulary.

      I accepted the gifts along with a new purse my mother foisted on me to carry some of my ill-gotten gains.

      Shaking down my family for lunch money scored me almost six thousand dollars, more than enough to go get a new piece of shit vehicle. Or pay for numerous scar-removal consultations.

      My bastard family would have to pay for their reckless rampaging of their accounts to spoil me.

      “This is too much,” I declared, holding up my purse filled with cash, gift cards, and a new makeup kit I’d put to good use as soon as I found somewhere to pull over without getting caught. It included glittery eyeshadow, and while it wouldn’t cover my scars well, I’d have pretty eyes.

      I’d leave the state before making use of my better makeup kit to hide my scars.

      “Deal with it,” Harvey ordered before kissing my cheek. “When you refuse our offers of help, we have to resort to drastic measures.”

      “Using the kittens was rather ruthless and drastic, yes.”

      “But effective. Be careful with the chicken. Mom’s brain is broken, and I’m pretty sure she used cinnamon to go with the cayenne, and she had the saffron out. I hope you survive. I hope we survive. The kittens are getting macaroni and cheese just in case Mom made poison instead of fried chicken.”

      Fortunately for Harvey, our mother hadn’t heard him. “You better get one of our brothers to take over the cooking until the second trimester,” I muttered.

      “We have a plan. Dad will distract her, and we’re taking turns proving to her we’re capable of living on our own. Tomorrow, Uncle Henry will be doing the cooking. The kittens have asked for fried fish, and Uncle Henry claimed dinner duty, much to Dad’s relief.”

      The house would be a war zone for at least another month. “I’m going to ask my boss if I can take an extra unpaid week to delay having to come back to this mess. You bastards paid me enough I can afford it.”

      If I could score three weeks of bounty hunting, I might return home with a fixed face and debt to go with it, but it would be worth it. If I was the lucky bounty hunter promoted to having a handler, three weeks might be enough to pay for the whole damned thing if I landed some good jobs.

      “You should. You haven’t had a vacation in years. I bet your boss would approve it, since there’s always people trying to get extra hours where you work. You complain about how hard it is to get extra hours all the time.” My brother lifted the strap of my new purse off my shoulder and gave it a shake. “Get yourself a new phone, too. Yours is an antique. If you get low on cash, tell Uncle Henry you need a phone. He’ll bite.”

      “He’s not a charity.”

      Uncle Henry marched out of the kitchen, put his hands on my shoulders, and shoved me towards the front door. “I bite, and I’m not a charity. I’m your uncle. Stop whining, or I’m showing up at your home with your daddy’s copy of your keys, and I’ll be leaving presents you can’t return all over your place. I’m a bored, single lycanthrope, and you’re our family’s only little girl. Don’t challenge me. You will lose.”

      I checked the time, narrowed my eyes, and considered my few options. “You can leave a decent but not too expensive phone on my coffee table, but I swear if anything has been touched beyond that in my place, I will hunt you, skin you alive, and sell your fur. Then I’ll wait for you to heal and do it all over again.”

      “How about I keep your new phone here, and you can pick it up when you’re back from vacation? I value my fur.”

      “Vain cat.”

      “That I am.” Uncle Henry pushed me out of the house. “Leave.”

      Laughing over my eviction, I headed for my father’s truck, opened the passenger door, and dumped my purse next to my excessive collection of creatively spiced fried chicken. The cab contained all of my luggage, including the backpack with my cheap laptop. As my family would find ways to keep me from getting on the road, I hurried to get behind the wheel, locked the doors, started the engine, and eased the big truck out of the maze of vehicles. While tempted to test my luck and drive right over my junker, I restrained myself.

      To make certain none of my nosy family followed, I drove for twenty minutes before pulling over and indulging in chicken. Despite my mother having gotten creative in the kitchen, the chicken classified as unique but edible. As I often failed to eat enough, I rampaged through the entire basket of chicken and licked the bones clean.

      Saffron, cayenne, cinnamon, and whatever the hell spices my mother used didn’t really belong together, but the lycanthropy virus liked meat, approved of my feeding frenzy, and took herself to a corner to pass out for a while.

      I needed to remind myself excessive eating could tame my virus and keep her from suggesting I should waste less time worrying about my face and spend more time thinking about luring some male cat to bed. My virus would be disappointed. Most male lycanthropes fell into the canine category, and I was related to the majority of male feline lycanthropes in my state.

      Most feline lycanthropes started their hunt for a mate early, with my family being an oddity with a high number of single young men. I played a part in their unwillingness to pick a mate, settle down, and join my parents in adding to the state’s birth rate. Until they determined I could take care of myself or I roped a male, they’d hover. Brothers who hovered over their sister didn’t date, which left them single and available to drive me crazy.

      Maybe I’d check out Cincinnati’s population of single feline lycanthropes. I couldn’t strike out forever even with my scarred face, could I?

      Damned scars.

      I stopped at the next gas station, tossed out the chicken bones, and programmed my father’s truck navigation system to take me to Fargo. Ridding myself of my scars would be my first step. Then I’d cut a deal with my virus, and we’d hunt for a man capable of handling my entire family. She wanted a cat. I’d accept a human—or even a damned wolf as long as he treated me right.

      If my virus had an opinion on my thoughts, she kept quiet for a change.
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      Fargo, North Dakota made an excellent place for me to start my dirty work. Most folks minded their own business, I’d been through often enough to not draw attention at my preferred coffee shops, and I didn’t feel like I needed to sell my soul to the devil to buy a drink. Armed with an extra sweet coffee, I dug out my old laptop, booted it up, and began the tedious process of tunneling into a chain of compromised servers until there was no realistic way the government would be able to trace me to my actual location. It cost more time than I liked, as my preferred server in Germany liked to give me problems on a good day, but it served as an excellent speed bump for anyone trying to identify my location. After an hour and a second beverage, I hit up the CDC’s bounty site, logged in with my legitimate credentials, and checked the list of available jobs.

      A red banner at the top of the screen informed me that my presence was required at a CDC center, with a preference for the one in Fargo, which was where I typically showed up when someone wanted to get a hold of me.

      As the flag didn’t bar me from picking up new jobs, I searched through the available contracts for a naughty lycanthrope in need of a whooping and some community service time. A kill bounty would put more money in my pocket, but with the one big job ready to put me in the running for starting the scar-removal process, I refused to ruin it all taking too many chances.

      My entire family wanted me to accept my scarred face, but I’d accepted long ago I hated everything my scars represented and wanted them gone. In part, I blamed my momma, as she’d raised me to be stubborn. My daddy took the rest of the blame, because I wanted a man to look at me the way my parents looked at each other.

      That initial flinch, which happened so damned often, even among my family when I showed up without makeup or warning, ruined the whole thing for me.

      The only damned man who hadn’t flinched over my scars was the lion I loved to torment into roaring at me. Without fail, his roars brightened my day, pleased my virus, and could get me through just about any shitshow intact.

      Flinching followed with guilty adoration didn’t fly with me and never would. I would find a permanent solution to my problems through my hard work, and I’d take pride in accomplishing my goal. That my hard work involved hunting those who’d crossed the line with the law didn’t bother me but would bother my entire family. When Uncle Henry did things like play the bounty hunter system and make good money, they loved it.

      The thought of me even breaking a nail induced panic attacks, and some days, it amazed me they only bothered me three times a week making sure I hadn’t done something they’d regret.

      My cell rang, and the display showed a private number. Scowling, I weighed the odds between a government contractor or a telemarketer. Had I not just logged into the bounty system, I would’ve assumed telemarketer. Dodging a government call might land me in hot water, so I answered, “Wells.”

      “Where are you?” the growly voice of my favorite lion demanded.

      Some days, it rained. Today, the sun shined, I had coffee, and I got to annoy the damned lion I loved pestering into roaring for me. Better, yet, I could walk up to him with my scars showing without him grimacing. “Somewhere neither here nor there. Finally getting around to confessing how much you miss me, Sumners?”

      “I need to speak with you in person, you murderous little fur-freak.”

      Oh, oh, oh. When the lion got feisty, I got my roars early in the conversation. Unable to help myself, I purred. “Did the little lion get the tuft of his tail pulled?”

      “Where are you, Wells?”

      “Somewhere.”

      “Don’t you dare say over the rainbow or out there.”

      Next time, I needed to remember to do that, as I could have secured a roar already if only I’d known song lyrics could annoy him as much as my general tail-tuft yanking. “Did you miss me that much, Sumners? Last time, I swore I heard you say you never wanted to see my ugly mug ever again.”

      He hadn’t actually said that, but twisting his request for me to ‘go do something productive’ never failed to get him up in arms. The lion’s wordless snarl promised it would be an interesting and rewarding call. “I didn’t say that. I said I wished you’d go in to get an attitude readjustment and to not bother me until you acquired some common sense. I said nothing about any mugs.”

      Oh. Right. He had said that, too. I snorted, although I smiled at the lion’s reply. How much of his frustrations stemmed from his unwillingness to admit my face terrified most babies? “I have plenty of common sense. How good is my live capture rate again? And how about that kill rate of mine? Hmm? I’m perfection, little kitty, and you know it.”

      Work wise, I did my best to live up to my boast. Personality wise? Once I got off the phone, I’d be roaring from laughter. One day, Sebastian would figure out how I ticked, and he would be all calm and poised, ruining my fun. If he didn’t make talking with him so amusing, I would’ve tried a little harder to be a stoic professional.

      He made my job so damned fun.

      While he knew I was a single lycanthrope, he had no idea I was a cat out for his roars. I bet he assumed, like everyone did, I was a wolf. Since enough wolves invaded my turf, I often smelled like them, too. And since more cats than anyone could shake a stick at lived near Fargo, smelling of feline was the default no matter what species one actually was.

      “Unfortunately for me, that’s why I’m calling you.” Sebastian growled, another good sign I’d get a good roar out of him soon. “I need to meet with you about your work.”

      “Will this meeting take more than ten minutes?”

      “For my sake, I hope not.”

      “And is there a reason it can’t be over the phone? I’m busying registering shit in the system here, Mr. Mane. That’s me, busy, busy, busy.”

      “Yes, there is a reason it can’t be over the phone.”

      “If you want me to make you cry in person, Mr. Mane, you’re going to have to try a little harder than that.”

      “My name isn’t Mr. Mane,” he growled.

      “Well, it should be. That hair of yours is just so fluffy. You must make all the single ladies swoon when you walk by.” He certainly did a good job of making me want to swoon—while purring—whenever he strutted his stuff, and my virus was only partially responsible for my interest in him. “Have you tried flipping it over your shoulder?” The lion kept his hair cut short to avoid the mane jokes, but I refused to play by his rules. Or anyone’s rules, really. “It must be hard being pretty enough for the both of us.”

      “Damn it, Wells!” The lion inhaled and roared. My poor abused phone buzzed. “Could you take this seriously?”

      Sweet victory belonged to me, and I allowed myself a few moments to purr my enjoyment of having nettled him so early into our talk. “Making you roar is very serious business, Mr. Mane. Also, I think you broke my phone with that one. Well done. That was a spectacular roar. Such a manly lion lycanthrope, roaring so impressively.”

      “One of these days, you’re going to pull on the wrong lycanthrope’s tail, Wells.”

      Knowing how much I avoided lycanthrope men unless hunting them for their bounties, he’d be waiting a long damned time for that to happen. More likely than not, one of my bounties would get me killed, and I’d go to my grave as an eternal virgin. The lycanthrope men flinched—or ran away. “Are you the wrong lycanthrope?”

      Challenging the CDC’s pet lion might bite me in the ass later, but there were worse people who could try to bite my ass. Or anywhere else on my person, really.

      Damned virus.

      Sometimes, I really wanted to put her in the corner and remind her there were other male cats in the world, and that she didn’t have to just have fun with Sebastian. Taunting the lion did classify as an act of reckless and dangerous fun, something I enjoyed as much as my virus did. It helped I pissed him off enough he didn’t flinch when I came around; he was too worried about controlling his damned temper to care about my face.

      Then again, the first time we’d met, he hadn’t flinched, which had been all it had taken to convince my virus he was the only one worthy of me. I believed I needed a crown so I could become the Queen of Unhealthy Relationships. Then again, what I had with Sebastian didn’t classify as a relationship.

      Then again, maybe it was healthy. He didn’t flinch around me, and he treated me like a person. Well, mostly. He treated me like a person when I wasn’t out for his roar. When I was out for his roar, he treated me like the annoyance I was.

      My virus loved it all, and I appreciated she wanted me to be happy, although if she pushed much harder about Sebastian, she’d have me eating out of the lion’s hand while purring.

      Personally, I hoped he fed me barbecue chicken with extra spicy sauce I could lick off his fingers. After I finished with the chicken, a steak might be nice—or a taco. Or some form of pasta covered in cheese. When I thought about it, I didn’t care what he fed me.

      I’d even take a stale cookie as long as it was chocolate chip and served with milk.

      “If I hadn’t been given upgraded access to your file as of this morning, I would have accused you of being a cat without knowing just how right I was, Miss Murder Mittens. Now that I know what I know, I find your chosen bounty hunter alias to be rather amusing. Knowing other things I happen to know, you’re courting trouble, and I absolutely cannot wait until this blows up in your face in a spectacular and dramatic fashion. You deserve every bit of trouble headed your way.”

      Fuck. Sebastian had upgraded access to my file? While my rating as a lycanthrope was in the general file, my species and gender had been locked down at my request due to rarity. I played wolf because everybody assumed wolf despite their noses telling them a cat was around. “Why do you have upgraded access to my file?”

      “That’s what I want to talk with you about. In person.”

      Fuckity fuck fuck fuck. “You’re a very bad kitty, Sebastian Sumners.”

      “What are you going to do about it, Wells?”

      Pulling his tail for fun came to mind. If pulling his tail didn’t earn me another roar, I’d tweak at his pride until I accomplished my goal. I needed his best roar to cover my purrs. “I have a list.”

      “Of course. Why am I not surprised? A meeting, Wells, not excuses.”

      “Can I be excused from this meeting?” I gave the bounty list a quick look and spotted a reference to Battle Lake, which was a short enough detour on the way to Cincinnati.

      “Absolutely not.”

      I ignored him in favor of the info sheet. According to the bounty, a woman had been infected and mated to a lycanthrope without being told about the infection risk and permanent nature of relationships with lycanthropes. The CDC’s note on the file included angelic verification the victim, Carol, wanted nothing to do with her wolf suitor. She’d even set up a script, where the killer of her nightmare would inquire about sewing shears. She even had a picture of the fucker to go with the hit, and he was the type of man who probably assumed his looks entitled him to any woman he wanted without being even remotely handsome.

      Fucking creeper.

      With three taps of my trackpad, I claimed the bounty as mine. Twenty-five thousand didn’t count as a whole lot in the grand scheme of scar removal, but it would help cover my deposit and further my cause.

      Every penny helped.

      The lion waited with admirable patience, so I tossed him a bone. “I have a violent date at a seamstress’s shop in Battle Lake. Can we have our date afterwards?”

      “Absolutely not. Meet with me before you pick up any more damned random bounties.”

      “Why are you being such a lion, Sebastian? I have a violent date, and I absolutely refuse to miss it. This one infected a woman against her will and is using the virus to hold her hostage. You know I hate creepers who do that. I absolutely enjoy murdering them and being paid for the honor of doing so. This one will be highly satisfying, although I hope I only get lightly beaten in the process of taking the asshole out.”

      “Your file didn’t mention how you were infected. Does this relate to your known vendetta against lycanthropes who do this?”

      How curious. He’d never expressed any interest in my background before. “Do you really want to know?”

      “Yes.”

      “When a man loves a woman, they do unspeakable things in bed with each other. Should they do this at the right time in the woman’s fertility cycle, tiny beings called babies appear. In my case, I was a straggler.”

      “You were a what? Did you just say you were a straggler?”

      “Yes, I was a straggler. I was conceived later than my identical twin brothers. So, they barely reached term while I didn’t. My parents infected me from within the womb. You know how lycanthropes get. They can’t keep their filthy paws off each other. Don’t make me toss you to my family, lion. I have a lot of brothers, and they take the overprotective brother thing too far. I also have an uncle, and he’ll fight you for fun.”

      “Henry Wells, I’m guessing. You being related to him makes so much sense.”

      “He’s my uncle. Does this mean I’m the lucky bastard getting the promotion that he’s so excited about? He’s going to be so disappointed when he finds out he’s not being picked.”

      “If you’re going to insist on playing this game, very well. You are right. He’s not being picked. He’s not being picked because I’m your handler.”

      Well, well, well. I licked my lips. If he had to handle me, I’d be able to make him roar whenever I wanted. Somehow, I must have acquired a guardian angel, and she loved me. While Sebastian counted as a pain in the ass, he came with benefits.

      He roared.

      I purred when he roared.

      Life would be good.

      “Wells?”

      “Where do you want to meet?” I needed his next roar in person. Nothing else would do.

      “Name your location, and I will be there as fast as I can get on the next chartered flight out from where I’m at. Upstairs has a job for you.”

      “Does the upstairs pay well?”

      “Very.”

      “How does Fargo sound to you?”

      “Fargo sounds like I could catch a cab and be to the CDC headquarters there within thirty minutes. How long will it take you to get there?”

      I could walk to the damned place in five minutes flat without breaking a sweat, but I needed to finish my coffee in a leisurely fashion and secure a few extra bounties, including my main Cincinnati job, which was still unclaimed in the system. “You are lucky I happen to be somewhat near Fargo, and I won’t make you loiter in the lobby for more than twenty or thirty minutes.”

      “So help me, if you don’t show, we’ll have words, Wells,” the lion warned before hanging up on me.

      Today was turning out to be a great day.
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      As I was contrary, curiosity often got the best of me, and I wanted to hear Sebastian roar in person, I chugged my drink, nabbed two more bounties for reckless idiot lycanthropes I could bag in the Cincinnati area with little work, and headed for the CDC headquarters down the street. The security guards gaped at my scars, and they spluttered for a few moments before realizing I needed them to register me as a visitor. Gaping beat flinching, although not by much.

      One day, I would get through a single day without classifying as someone’s worst nightmare. One day.

      Armed with my pass, I hopped onto the big black desk and posed for the moment the lion strolled through the doors, expecting to have to wait for me to arrive.

      The security guards didn’t appreciate my presence on their desk, but they kept their opinions to themselves, probably because they didn’t want me to take their issues with my face to their boss. As a general rule, I left the issue of my scarred face alone, as going to management over someone’s natural tendency to recoil when presented with catastrophic facial damage counted as snide, rude, and didn’t help matters for me at all.

      I checked my cell, which informed me he’d arrived precisely thirty minutes after I’d hung up on him. Smiling, I crossed my legs, braced my elbow on my knee, and rested my chin in my hand. “Meow, Sebastian.”

      He twitched, but he didn’t roar. “And just how long have you been here? If you’d told me you’d be early, I would’ve tried to get here sooner.”

      “Long enough to drive the security guards into contemplating murder, as I’ve been authorized to go upstairs for at least twenty minutes, but I thought I’d wait for you like a good little bounty huntress. Miss me, Mr. Mane?”

      “No.”

      Well, if he’d missed me, things would have become boring, which wouldn’t do. My virus had missed him, but part of the game involved him believing otherwise. “You just can’t bear the thought of anyone realizing you, a lion, might actually notice anyone other than yourself. It’s okay. The security guards won’t tell anyone.”

      “Damn it, Wells!”

      His protest wasn’t quite the roar I wanted, so I took my time looking him over from his brown hair, neatly trimmed to keep anyone from cracking mane jokes at him, his darker eyes, which contrasted nicely with his tanned skin, and his perfect suit.

      He must have spent the entire cab ride prettying himself up for me.

      How nice.

      I could understand why women got jealous over their men, especially if their men were as handsome as the lion, especially when he prettied himself up just for meeting me.

      “Admit it, Sumners. You missed me. You missed me so much you concocted this excuse to get me into the same building with you. You just happen to be lucky I was in Fargo. If you’d waited for a few hours, I would’ve been long gone with my registered bounties, and you would’ve been sniffing my trail—if you could find it.”

      Implying he couldn’t locate my trail did him in; Sebastian flexed his hands, growled, and when growling didn’t make me even raise a brow, he roared at me.

      My virus stirred at having nettled the rival predator, and I purred my pleasure over having cracked his professionalism yet again, enjoying my victory until the sound of his displeasure and frustration faded away. “You really missed me.”

      “Must you?”

      “Absolutely. You’re the one who wanted to see me in person. You could’ve emailed me like a civilized being. But no, you wanted to see me in person. That makes it my lucky day and your living nightmare.” I slid off the desk, picked up my bag, and slung the strap over my shoulder. “Do you need to check in or are you already king of this castle?”

      “I haven’t quite managed to become king of the castle yet, but I do have a permanent badge. I work here, Wells. I come here every day.”

      Damn it. The last thing I needed was Sebastian permanently in my turf. “Since when did you start working here permanently?”

      “Since the CDC gave me a phone call, asked me to show up, and told me you were my main and unfortunately permanent assignment. That was two weeks ago. I was specifically directed to leave you alone until you started poking your nose in the system looking for a contract, at which point you officially became my problem. The two weeks of sane work was nice, and I enjoyed them, and I resent having to deal with you permanently.”

      His words said he hated my guts and wanted to light me on fire before tossing me into a dumpster, but his tone told another story. I sniffed the air, and his scent told a different story, too.

      The naughty lion had gotten himself riled up in all the best ways, and while my virus hated the stench of amorous male wolf, naughty male lion made her purr and started her engine. And mine.

      I had no idea what I was supposed to be doing, but I figured I’d play along with his words but pay closer attention to my other senses. While I took the time to consider the ramifications of his tone and scent, I’d do my best to ignore my rowdy virus, who wanted to drag the lion to my daddy’s truck and make good use of the cab.

      My virus liked the idea of dealing with him permanently. A permanent duration to our relationship involved listening to him roar every day. As a lycanthrope, our lifespan could exceed several hundred years. Several hundred years of roaring appealed to me.

      So did seeing him out of his suit.

      Damn it, my virus would get me killed one of these days. By Sebastian, who’d hang me from the rafters after slitting my throat and disemboweling me. To be fair, I would earn my murder, as nothing revved my engine quite like tormenting the annoying lion.

      Oh, well. There were worse ways to go. “Why don’t you show me to your office then, Mr. Hot Shot.”

      “You just never quit, do you?”

      “Do you think quitting is an option with this scarred train wreck of a face? Give me a break. I work customer service by day, but I’m a relentless and badass bounty huntress by night. If you have a body you want brought in, I’m your woman.”

      “Unfortunately, the government has noticed that, and as such, I have a job for you. The job is big enough we are being expected to work together. I’ll be your handler and informant, and if necessary, your backup.”

      What the hell? Since when did I need backup? Okay, to be fair, I’d dragged in a few corpses while hanging out at death’s door myself, but I’d learned my lesson on those jobs. Half the time, I showed up with another woman’s face, using makeup to hide my damned scars so I wouldn’t terrorize the CDC employees.

      Sebastian handled my scars better than most, although he’d give me hell for mentioning them. I’d take the blame for any ribbing he gave me over my scars, as he never brought them up unless I did first. Even then, he never poked fun at me.

      I could trust Sebastian to somewhat remain a professional. Not only that, he disliked claiming low-lying fruit.

      When he went after me, he did so with finesse and his best roars.

      I needed to have my virus levels checked. At the rate she was going, I’d be going out of my mind trying to make the damned lion roar by the end of the day. No, not only would I be trying to make him roar, I’d be clawing at his perfect custom-tailored suit so I could get him naked.

      “Your expression tells me you’re about to say something I won’t like. Can we skip that until after you hear about the job?”

      I narrowed my eyes and considered his request. “I’ll bite, but only this once. Next time, I will aim to make you roar three times before laying off your delicate sensibilities.”

      The security guards chuckled, and the lion roared at the pair. Grinning at the deep rumble that would leave my ears ringing for a few minutes, I headed for the elevator. “Lions. So sensitive, right?”

      “That’s right, ma’am,” one of the guards replied. I checked his badge to discover his name was Thomas and he was the head honcho of the security team. No wonder they’d settled down after running my credentials.

      The head honcho of the security team could likely view my kill count and didn’t want a cranky lycanthrope female with a love-life problem making a mess of his pristine lobby.

      Sebastian marched to the bank of elevators and hit the up button. I took my time, as I’d have to break into a jog to keep up with his long legs.

      I bet he doubled my size when shifted, which would make toying with him as a cat more entertaining. The size difference didn’t bother me much, as my father weighed in at a little more than twice as heavy as my mother, who enjoyed when my father got rough with her.

      Ugh. I was my mother’s daughter. Damn it, the last thing I needed was to want a man who could snap me between his hands and make me like it because it added spice to the relationship. If life went as it usually did, I really would be just like my mother, who enjoyed when she goaded my father into getting rough and rowdy. Us Wells kids had learned to vacate the property the nights our mother went on the hunt for our father, usually picking the sanest neighbor who didn’t mind a huge pile of lynxes on their porch for a few hours.

      Damn it, damn it, damn it.

      I did not need a big, manly lion to put me in my place. I didn’t need any damned man to put me in my place. I could handle myself just fine.

      My virus disagreed with me.

      Hell, I disagreed with me. I definitely needed and wanted a big, manly lion to put me in my place. Where ‘my place’ was varied on the day of the week, but I could be flexible when the situation demanded it.

      As I couldn’t tell Sebastian what was on my mind, I refrained from hissing my displeasure over the reality of my virus crushing on a lion because he fit my nature a little too well. With my luck, he’d be a sadistic bastard who would enjoy handling me the instant he was given permission.

      And as I took after my mother, it wouldn’t take much for me to give him permission to do whatever he wanted as long as we both walked away happy with the results.

      I needed to have a long talk with my mother about her contribution to my special brand of insanity.

      “There is a serial killer who is targeting women of your age and description. He is also a probable rapist and a kidnapper among other things. It is believed, at current, that he kidnaps his victims, impregnates them, and takes the children before murdering them. As their reproductive organs are missing, it’s impossible to prove this theory. The government is concerned about the possibility of children, as it is unknown what he may have done to them. You were selected as he has not targeted a lycanthrope to date, and this would make the job safer for you to complete. It’s believed he forms relationships with his potential victims before he takes them. Unfortunately, as we aren’t certain if there are live children to account for, we need to be careful. As you match the physical general description of women he likes to target, you might be able to get close to him without becoming his next victim.”

      My brows shot up at Sebastian’s little speech, given in the lobby where anyone might hear us. Then again, after a quick check, the only people who could hear us were the security guards.

      “Brunettes of somewhat short stature with an overabundance of mammary material?” I regarded my breasts, which were a little larger than I preferred, although they rarely interfered with my work. If anything, given the right treatment, they helped with my work, especially when I needed to deal with a lycanthrope seeking a mate. “I usually hunt lycanthropes.”

      “We don’t believe he’s infected with the virus. And while your status as a brunette of somewhat short stature plays a role in his chosen targets, all of the victims are scarred.”

      What an asshole. Why did my job put me into contact with so many assholes? Oh, right. I hunted assholes for a living. Of the assholes I dealt with, killing Sumners was off the table, so I’d have to deal with him being a jerk with some grace. “Okay, it’s bad enough to have scars, but to hunt and kill us over it? Nasty.”

      “After ridding you of your reproductive organs,” Sebastian added.

      “That’s just wrong, Sumners. That’s so wrong I’d consider doing this one on the house, except I need that damned money for my scar treatments. Jack the Ripper copycats suck, and I will happily help you murder him. Without remorse.”

      “You will have the option to choose between a cash payment or a full scar removal treatment courtesy of the CDC as payment for killing off the Jack the Ripper copycat.”

      I sucked in a breath, and when the elevator opened, I froze, forcing the lion to haul me inside. While I wanted to bristle at being handled, my virus wanted more attention from him. I needed to put my virus into a corner until she had a chance to take a cold shower and remember Sumners was not suitable mate material. My virus recognized me for the big, fat liar I was, as he’d be the perfect mate, if I could convince him to pay me any positive attention. “Could you repeat that? I couldn’t have heard you right.”

      “You will have the choice between a cash payment or a complete scar removal treatment. The CDC will send one of their top specialists to handle the scar removal upon completion of the job. You will need to find proof of wrongdoing, you will need to locate any children born, dead or alive, and you will need to bring his living or dead body in for trial. Frankly, we would appreciate if you brought him to us as a corpse. The trial would be very short and save the government a great deal of money. Should you bring him to us as a corpse, you will need to undergo angelic verification justifying lethal force and to confirm the evidence gathered.”

      “The treatment to fix my face costs millions, Sumners.”

      “Two and a half million if you go the cheaper route, almost seven million for a high-end specialist with experience handling scarred lycanthropes. The CDC would be providing the high-end specialist. Any reconstructive surgery to repair underlying issues would be included, and you would undergo imaging to identify what your face should naturally look like, if you had not undergone catastrophic injury as a child. Should the imaging technology prove insufficient to get an accurate reconstruction of your face due to trauma, an angel will be hired to provide guidance. To make it fair for you, if your treatments are cheaper than expected, you will be paid the difference in cash. If it’s more expensive than expected, the CDC will pay out the full amount.”

      The CDC would go as far as to hire an angel to make sure I had my real face back? “What’s the catch?”

      “There’s no catch. It’s a dangerous job, you’re possibly a target due to your appearance, and that warrants a high hazard rating. More importantly, there are at least ten women dead, all murdered the same way. As such, you’ll be compensated appropriately. We’ve found bounty hunters with personal reason to feel indebted to the CDC or other law enforcement agencies remain loyal until retirement, and someone with your skillset would be considered a threat should your loyalty be questioned.”

      Right. I could perform disappearing acts with some makeup and time, so that made sense. “If an angel is needed, won’t that bring the bill closer to ten million? I was going to go the discount route,” I confessed. “I’ve already seen a consultant about it, and while there’s damage to the underlying bone, it wouldn’t be too bad after the scars were gone. The bone specialists are expensive.”

      “Yes, we have a copy of the consultation file. Warrants for information are useful things, and I enjoyed poking my nose in your personal business to figure out what makes you tick. The government requires an evaluation of all elite hunters. I got to handle the investigation, as there was a rather high interest among handlers to have you, including a relative.”

      “My uncle is going to be so mad when he finds out he’s not getting my contract. I drove all the way from home to here hoping I’d be getting a raise. That you have to swallow your utter loathing for me to do business just makes this day so much better. This morning? I had nothing but future debt and shit work ahead of me. Now? Now I get to participate in my favorite hobby, and when I’m done with that, I’ll have a real face again.”

      “You have a real face. It just happens to be scarred. My office is this way.” Rather than stop at the receptionist’s desk to check me in, Sebastian waved and got an answering nod from the woman, who didn’t seem concerned about my presence. “The lower tier bounty hunters operate with a lot fewer restrictions than you’ll have to deal with, in that you’ll be expected to be on call whenever you’re needed. I’m aware of your current employment situation, and as that makes an excellent front for your evening work, I would like to have you maintain that for a while unless you’d like to retire from that line of work. As such, I’ll be relocating my office closer to your residence if you can’t arrange to move here.”

      “My entire family would flip if I moved here, and there is nothing worse than my family when they’re all flipping. There is a lot of them, and all of them having a fit at the same time is annoying.”

      “More annoying than you?”

      Damn. The lion was out for my blood, and my virus and I liked it. “Worse. I’m significantly outnumbered. I have forty-seven brothers.”

      “As a general rule, we don’t…” The lion blinked. “Did you just say you have forty-seven brothers?”

      “I have a little journal that keeps track of their names, which litter they’re from, and how I can tell them apart from my other brothers. I’m the youngest of the eighth litter, and technically, I’m not supposed to exist. I showed up several weeks late to the party, so I was born prematurely, as my asshole brothers forced me out when they were ready rather than when I was ready. I still hold this against them from time to time. I spent some time in the hospital, but because I’m a girl, the CDC footed the bill in exchange for monitoring my development rate as a premature birth with the lycanthropy virus. Apparently, I gave them really good data, and I love my parents a lot, but the hospital bill keeping me alive until I could survive without the help of a machine would have ruined them. So the CDC bailed me out quite a lot, really. And I’m grateful for that, which is why I do try to follow the rules.”

      Sebastian led me to a small but cozy office in the heart of a maze, something the CDC liked to do to piss off guests and potentially lose them in their corporate labyrinths. His office had a loveseat, and I invited myself onto it, stretching my legs with a soft groan. “So, yes. I have forty-seven brothers. My momma really loves my daddy. A lot.”

      “I vastly underestimated the problems in your life. While I did research into your day-to-day activities, I typically don’t research immediate family unless they’re living under the same roof as the target of my interest. The file said you belonged to a lynx clan, but it didn’t mention any more than a town and the precautions the clan takes to prevent the spread of the infection. There was a note that the CDC is interested in the clan expanding to help strengthen feline numbers in the United States, as there was a note about a prolific pairing.”

      “That pairing would be my parents.”

      “There was also a note to see if you would consent to testing to identify why you may have been conceived, as it’s rare for lycanthrope couplings to have daughters.”

      “I recommend you test my father, as he’s the responsible party for my gender. My mother just seduced him, and I didn’t exist until post seduction. I was the product of a seduction several weeks after my brothers were conceived. Frankly, nobody knows why I’m actually alive. I bet you’re regretting your job right now, knowing just how stubborn I can be.”

      “Hardly. I’m rather intrigued, as it isn’t often I get to thoroughly question a medical miracle.”

      I wrinkled my nose at the thought of Sebastian indulging in the wrong sort of questioning. My virus also complained over the situation. Interest in my status as a medical miracle didn’t help my virus’s problem of wanting to mate with the only eligible male cat I’d ever met. According to her, Sebastian was as eligible and as male as it got, and I bet I’d find the furry bastard’s picture beside ‘cat’ in the dictionary. “You’re one of those, aren’t you?”

      “One of what?”

      “You’re one of those nosy freaks with an interest in science.”

      “Yes, I am. I do rather enjoy studying. It’s one of my hobbies. I go home at night and indulge in a good book. Some nights, it’s a non-fiction book. Other nights, I explore various types of fiction. As your health is now my problem, I have a great many questions for you. I’ll likely begin with your family life, as part of my job as your handler is to be aware of the other considerations, including things that might distract you from your work. For example, hunters who feel their family will be threatened often are unable to perform. It’s my job to make certain those factors are managed to everyone’s general satisfaction.”

      Well, if he wanted to know about my family life, he only had himself to blame for what he learned. “I’m a virgin because I have forty-seven brothers who act as chaperones, two parents who act as chaperones, and several uncles who also act as chaperones. I have a family of overprotective freaks who get upset if I do not check in at least three times a week. Said overprotective freaks felt guilty I was going to a spa in Cincinnati rather than to somewhere like Hawaii. Thanks to their guilt, I got to mug the bastards for their pocket change. That was fun, but they were well aware I’d be mugging them for their pocket change, so they put large bills in their wallets for me to steal to soothe their guilty consciences. My uncle felt so guilty over my status as a helpless female with no love life that he bought me a laptop and used the kittens to make certain I accepted it. It was chaos.”

      According to Sebastian’s expression, he was not impressed with me. “Your family has no idea about your bounty hunting, do they?”

      “My uncle, the bounty hunter handler, has no idea I’m into bounty hunting. I will rip your intestines out through your nose should you inform him of my side job. They happily think I’ve somewhat accepted my general scars and work in customer service, as I am more reclusive than the average lynx. My family? They have forgotten they are solitary cats and prefer living in a nice, big clan with as many kittens around causing trouble as possible. The fifteenth litter consists of five kittens, and they’re all adorable trouble. My ruthless asshole family used the kittens to make sure I accepted their gifts, as I am known to be stubborn. I can’t make the kittens cry, and they are growing to be proper lynxes, willing to use their cuteness and ferocity to get what they desire. They’ve finally gotten over my face, so I really don’t want to make the kittens cry.”

      “I am well aware of your stubborn tendencies, and I do not require additional education regarding those tendencies.”

      My virus really loved taunting the snooty lion too much for my comfort. The grumpier he got, the happier she became.

      I needed to ditch the lion before I started siding with my virus even more than I already did. “It only gets worse from here. You’ll have to put up with me frequently. Should I send flowers as consolation gifts or are you the chocolate type?”

      “One day, you are going to get what you deserve, and I will be there to enjoy every moment of it.”

      As far as threats went, I liked his. It meant he’d be around a lot. The lion often annoyed me, but when he did, and I held my own against him, my virus settled for days at a time, pleased over having nettled him. As for what I deserved, I could think of a few things, including a scar-free face, landing a dedicated feline male for life, one I could bite to my heart’s content, and possibly enough chocolate to sink a battleship, served with enough coffee to float it. My virus interpreted the lion’s comment as an expression of his eligibility; the king of the jungle would make a suitable mate for us, and he roared so nicely.

      Yep. My virus was about twenty-four hours from spiking in order to get what she wanted, which would make my life interesting when I went hunting in Cincinnati. In good news, my picky as hell virus wouldn’t accept any random male, which helped a lot.

      Not just any potential tumble into bed met my virus’s criteria.

      “I already accepted bounties in Cincinnati. That’s my retreat, and it’s pocket change I need,” I announced, determined to rein my virus in and redirect Sebastian back to work. “And there’s that asshole lycanthrope on the way to Cincinnati I need to take care of.”

      “You’re going to insist on being stubborn, aren’t you?”

      “Absolutely. But since you’re offering scar removal, I am willing to share my bounties with you.” My virus approved of my idea of dragging the lion with me. “But you’re going to have to pretend you’re an attracted male because I’m going to be romping around without any perfume. If you’re sniffing at my turf like every other single male lycanthrope in a mile radius, then nobody will look twice at you.”

      “You use perfume?”

      “It’s useful sometimes.” The CDC’s invention, meant to help single lycanthrope females stay single, cost a fortune, and they issued me a limited supply for bounties when they had a job they wanted me to do. “I need to get more, actually. My supply is low, and that shit’s expensive. Usually, I go without because it does a good job of luring out the unsavory lycanthropes.”

      “That’s dangerous,” he growled.

      “Sure, if you have an idiot virus. I have a very picky virus, Sumners. Her response to unwanted males is to inflict as much damage to them as possible. I like it.” I smiled. “I like it a lot. It’s very useful when one is a bounty hunter with a picky virus.”

      “The virus…” Sebastian narrowed his eyes. “Just how picky is your virus?”

      “I’m single because she’s that picky.” Only a male cat would do, and only the best male cat would do. According to my virus, Sebastian was that male cat. “I’m sure the male my virus selects will make most excellent prey, and by the time I get to sinking my claws into his ass, he’ll be a most willing participant.”

      “I can’t tell if you’re being figurative,” he complained.

      I debated. Would Sebastian roar if I sank my claws into his ass? Probably. “Definitely meant to be literal.”

      “You need lessons regarding men, Wells. That is not how you catch a man. That’s how you drive men off.”

      Yes, it was. “Then it’s a good thing my virus is picky. I’m sure the right eligible male to cross my path will find some way to secure my attention without me having to sink my claws into his ass.”

      My virus approved of my subterfuge. She wanted to know what Sebastian would do—and if he would earn his place as the king of our jungle. If he didn’t, I’d enjoy the ride in any case.

      Yep, I was my mother’s daughter—and my father’s, too. Next time I wandered home, I’d have to go after my father, as only an idiot pounced a pregnant lycanthrope and expected to survive.

      “You’re something else. Fine, if you absolutely insist on addressing these bounties, I will accompany you on them before we set up for the main bounty. Don’t make me regret this, Wells.”
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            My virus wanted more of Sebastian’s roars immediately.

          

        

      

    

    
      I figured it would take me an hour to make my unwanted partner regret his decision to join me on my hunt. First, while I’d gotten rid of the evidence of my gorging from my father’s truck, its unique aroma remained. Second, I hadn’t gone out of my way to make the vehicle presentable for anyone other than me. It’d taken me the short haul to Fargo to make a mess of it. Whoops. Third, us together in a confined space would lead to disaster. I gave myself twenty minutes before I lost to temptation and worked to make him roar.

      My virus wanted more of Sebastian’s roars immediately.

      I wanted to drag it out, but I could live with a few immediate roars, too.

      One of these days, my virus would get me killed. I’d contribute to my demise, and I’d do so with limited regret. Sebastian would snap, roar, and kill me in some brutal fashion. I needed to ask for him to make my demise memorable. If I made headlines, I could be proud of having gone out with a bang.

      “What is that smell?” Sebastian wrinkled his nose.

      “My mother is pregnant, and she thinks I never eat, so she fed me fried chicken. Saffron was only the start of her crimes against her fried chicken, which is usually amazing. As I’m a good daughter and refuse to waste food, I ate it all. It was not as terrible as I thought it would be based on its rather unique fragrance. As this is my father’s truck, I can’t just hose it down with perfume. I’ll wash the interior before I return it and hope that purges the stench of that chicken out of the upholstery. Dad doesn’t mind about the chicken, as he helped me load it in. If he didn’t want the chicken in his truck, he wouldn’t have given me the keys and helped me load it up.”

      “I see you live to vex even your family. And here I thought you were only out for my blood.”

      No, I was not out for his blood. I was out for his roar—and possibly his nude self in my bed. Getting him out of his clothes might involve some bloodshed, as I couldn’t imagine the lion would sacrifice one of his precious suits, which would require me to claw it off him. Most nights, I took the time to sharpen my claws, as they were one of my most important weapons during a hunt. I considered the benefits of going out for his blood. Well, if I went after his clothes, the blood would be an accidental accompaniment, as I did take such good care of my claws.

      Before I tore him out of his clothes, I’d have to paint my nails and my claws. A woman needed to look her best before making some serious moves on a man.

      “I feel like you’re not giving me enough credit here, Sebastian. Why would I settle with only going out for your blood when I can take my entire family out, too? I have a lot of brothers. That’s enough to drive any woman crazy. Frankly, I’m amazed I escaped without a single chaperone.”

      “I’m amazed you haven’t been sent to an institution yet. Permanently.”

      “I do too good of a job of taking out the truly awful lycanthropes in society; they let me off with a continuous chain of warnings. I’m trying to figure out what you did to deserve me. You must have been a very, very bad man in a former life, Sebastian—or you’re an exceptionally bad man now. I’m not sure which. I feel I need to do some research.”

      “Please don’t.”

      “Well, tell me what you did to deserve me, then.”

      “I don’t know what I did to deserve you. If I knew, I’d start setting up shrines to the appropriate divine and apologize profusely, complete with sacrifices as required,” he muttered. “That smell might do me in. How could you stand eating it?”

      “One does not make her pregnant mother cry by being anything other than enthusiastic about her fried chicken. I might be a terrible person, but I do try to be a good daughter. I’m the only daughter she has right now. I’m hoping the next litter is girls. I’m outnumbered terribly.” As a ticket would delay me even more, I pulled over before plugging in the address to my first target. “I have a list of targets, and I expect you to follow my lead on this. I like to take the systematic approach, but honestly? Having you and the truck around will make this a little easier. There is a rule about this truck. We leave no trace of my side job in the truck. My daddy can’t find out about my side job. If my daddy finds out about my side job, that means my momma finds out about my side job, and if my momma finds out about my side job, that means all forty-seven of my brothers learn about my side job. We clear?”

      “As you have a disgustingly good record regarding your bounty performance, it would not benefit me to have you suddenly develop an unfortunate audience of forty-nine individuals.”

      “Don’t forget my uncles.”

      “An unfortunate audience of a ridiculous number of individuals invested in your good health.”

      “Welcome to my life. It’s very frustrating, really. And they don’t understand why I might want to remove the scars from my face, as they’re deluded and will consider me beautiful even if I had no nose.”

      “You would not be beautiful without a nose.”

      “See? I can’t even get mad at you for that. It’s absolutely true. This face without a nose? It’s not pretty. This face without scars? It’s actually almost pretty. I got to see a reconstruction at a recent appointment with a surgeon. They did the bone rebuild to see what I should actually look like. It turns out when you’re not missing a chunk of your cheek, your face looks really different. But I’m almost pretty with a proper face. I’m trying to figure out how your offer is too good to be true. It has to be too good to be true.”

      “It’s a dangerous job, you’re their kind of target, and you’re a single female lycanthrope. That puts you at a high-risk during a high-risk job, so you’re being paid accordingly. If he’s not taken out, there will be many more people hurt. That’s why I’ll be accompanying you. If it wasn’t illegal without consent, I’d microchip you.”

      “I’ll listen to your pitch to microchip me, but it better be a damned good offer and involve your enslavement. I would get to hold your leash. For every day I’m microchipped, I get to hold your leash.”

      “It would be a permanent microchipping.”

      My virus perked up at the thought of keeping Sebastian permanently, as she could get to hear him roar daily. “Then I would get to permanently hold your leash. You can sign over your freedom to me at your leisure. Otherwise, you don’t get to microchip me.”

      “Damn it, Wells!” While his complaint didn’t count as a roar, my virus purred over his display of annoyance.

      A few more jabs might do it. “You’re pretty enough I’d take very good care of you, my new pet lion.”

      “You are a menace,” he snarled.

      “I’m a delight. You just can’t posture and get me to do what you want, so your male lion ego gets terribly bruised. Usually within five minutes of exposure to me. You know you love me because I’m such a delight.”

      For the first time in our relationship, I stunned him into silence.

      My virus took her time considering his new reaction to my mouth, and maybe with a jab or two, I’d get a two-for-one special, knocking the furry pervert out, right along with the egotistical male lion.

      Sometimes, life treated me well, and I wanted nothing to change.

      I pressed the button on the navigation panel, which began instructing me on how to reach the seamstress’s shop, a two-hour drive away with traffic.

      Stupid traffic.

      “It’s simple, Sebastian. If I let egotistical males drag me down, I would be a pampered princess in an ivory tower, safeguarded by a ridiculous number of moody, overprotective male cats. While there are days I wouldn’t mind being a pampered princess, I’d rather not drown in moody, overprotective males. As I’m a lycanthrope, I might be convinced I should tolerate one overprotective male, but he’d have to be spectacular.” I listened to the navigation system’s directions, muttering curses at the ridiculous amount of traffic for so small an area.

      I expected the gridlock in somewhere like Chicago, not in Fargo.

      “I have underestimated the amount of suffering you have endured. A single female lycanthrope would find a lone egotistical male cat to be vexing. How many of your brothers are mated?”

      “Not enough of them,” I muttered. “It’s my fault. They don’t want to settle down while they have a sister to protect. I might get into trouble.”

      “Might?”

      “They really aren’t very good at keeping me out of trouble. It’s true. I almost feel sorry for them, really. They make me check in. They’re convinced my face will drive me to doing unacceptable things.”

      “You mean like working as a bounty hunter to pay for your operation?”

      “Exactly. Unacceptable things like that. It’s ridiculous. Why can’t I be a bounty hunter if I want?”

      “It’s dangerous.”

      “And? It’s good work. I’m usually paid well for it.”

      “You earned your way up like everyone else, which is why you’re paid decently for it.”

      “I work in customer service as my day job, Sebastian,” I reminded him. “It pays well compared to that.”

      The lion frowned, staring out the window. “You take unnecessary risks because you’re not paid well enough at your day job?”

      “I take necessary risks because I have a mangled face and wish to replace it with my proper face, and I wish to earn my proper face, thank you. And if you feed me any bullshit about how I should embrace my mangled face, I’ll dump your ass into the nearest lake and ruin your hair. Or maybe I’ll tie you up in my living room for a few weeks so I can properly call you Mr. Mane, Mr. Mane.”

      “You would.”

      “I’m so glad I don’t have to do a demonstration.” I considered having him tied up in my living room for a few weeks, coming to the sad conclusion his growling and roaring would get me fired within a few days. “Are lions expensive to feed? This is an important research question now.”

      “I’m very expensive to feed.”

      Damn it. “How expensive?”

      “I eat enough for six humans on a day I’m taking it easy. My regular dinner is usually three steaks. Take what you can eat, multiply by three, and then make it all steak, all the time.”

      I licked my lips. While his diet could use variety, I had to admit I liked his general plan to exclusively eat steak. “I like steak.”

      “I bet you do, especially after being forced to consume contaminated fried chicken. If you get through this Battle Lake job with minimal injury to yourself, I will provide steak for dinner tonight.”

      Okay. Sebastian spoke my language. Not only did he speak my language, he did so in such a way my virus swooned and waited for him to take over the show.

      She wanted to surrender immediately so she could be pampered, fed steak, and seduced.

      “I think I need my virus levels checked,” I muttered.

      “Why would you say that?”

      “My reasons involve my virus’s unreasonable reaction to the prospect of being fed steak.”

      “It’s steak, Wells. Steak is the true proof there are divines out there who genuinely wish for us to be happy.”

      No, his roar was the only proof I needed some divine out there genuinely wished for me to be happy. “What kind of steak do I get?”

      “The steak you are fed is directly related to how badly you get yourself injured this time. Should you emerge with no bruises or scratches, you will be taken to a nice steakhouse, where I will foot the bill for however much you eat. Should you be scratched, you do not get to go to a nice steakhouse. You will be taken to a buffet that happens to serve steak.”

      “The difference between these two restaurants is alarming considering the differential in injury,” I observed, narrowing my eyes.  My virus would swoon again if he took me to a buffet, where I could eat to my heart’s content. “Perfection or buffet? That’s harsh. Dare I ask what will happen to me if I suffer through more than a few bruises or scratches?”

      “I will still take you to a buffet, but they will not serve good steak. They will serve scraps of meat that might have been a steak, but they will serve barbecue chicken worth crying over.”

      Crap. Barbecue chicken might break me. “What else does that horrible buffet have?”

      “A taco bar.”

      My virus demanded I go out of my way to take a beating to earn access to a taco bar. “Ugh, tacos,” I said, feigning disgust while doing my best to keep from drooling. “Does anywhere this far north even serve edible tacos?”

      Sebastian smirked. “That’s for me to know and you to find out. I expect you’ll be fully tenderized after every one of the bounties, and the big one? I’ll be monitoring you in the hospital by the end of it. Again.”

      Damned lion. “I spent five whole hours in the hospital, and that’s only because I passed out in the damned lobby. It’s tiring work bagging six males in one go.”

      “You needed two pints of blood, and you cost the CDC ten thousand dollars in neutralizer. The only reason you didn’t get fined for that stunt is because you called the police to keep the blood trail contained until you could clean it up. And you tried to clean it up yourself.” The lion grunted at me, crossed his arms over his chest, and glowered, staring out the window. “I’ve been over your entire file, Wells. It’s a horror show. I don’t know what I did to deserve this.”

      I grinned. “You probably roared at the wrong vanilla higher up in the CDC, and he felt a need to put you in your place.”

      “She.”

      Laughing, I checked the navigation panel to confirm where I needed to go, pondering how I wanted to take out the asshole wolf holding a woman hostage after infecting her against her will. “Did you try to flirt with a supervisor, Mr. Mane? And not only that, she was a vanilla supervisor? Damn, you’re bold.”

      “Damn it, Wells! I didn’t flirt with her. She pissed me off because she thinks vanillas are worth more than everybody else. I called her out on her bigotry. While roaring. Her boss caught me doing it. I got moved to manage you.”

      “And what happened to your supervisor?”

      “I believe she was fired for being a bigoted asshat.”

      Wait. Sebastian Sumners had a sense of humor? “Did you just call this supervisor an asshat?”

      “I absolutely did. That is what she is. And I’m pretty sure I got sent out of the area to prevent the bigoted asshat from causing me more problems. I think they were either trying to reward me or evict me from the pool of eligible bachelors, but they’ve never met you before.”

      While not a roar, his complaints over his precarious position as a single male lycanthrope pleased my virus. “It’s okay, Mr. Mane. If I wasn’t uglier than sin, I’d be tempted to flirt with a hot supervisor, but honestly? With my face, flirting is more of a horror show. Could you imagine me trying to simper? How about flutter my lashes?”

      I fought my urge to laugh at the thought of me attempting to simper or flutter my lashes at some man. I might be tempted to test it on one of my brothers to witness the chaos and horror.

      “Are you capable of anything as delicate as a simper?” Sebastian asked, his tone sliding from annoyed to intrigued. “I’ve seen pictures of where you plastered on enough makeup to make your mother cry, but you were always covered in blood and growling. You really need to work on that. You have this tendency of going to the CDC while dressed like a lady but acting rather crudely. The makeup might work better if you aren’t wearing blood along with your makeup. Frankly, don’t bother with the makeup. That would probably help some.”

      “You’re just wondering how a body as hot as mine can sport a mouth so filthy you cringe whenever I open it.”

      “That wasn’t quite what I was aiming for, but you do somehow manage to piss me off when you start talking for some reason.”

      “It’s not my fault you have a nice roar. It’s also not my fault you make it so damned easy to earn one of those roars. It absolutely is your fault you bristle so nicely. If you didn’t want a cat toying with you, you wouldn’t make it so much fun, Sumners. Now you’re stuck with me, and you only have yourself to blame for that. Personally, my work life has gotten so much better since you called me. Yours? Yours sucks, and I’d feel sorry for you, but one of us is happy. That one of us is me. I’m happy. As a fellow feline, you should be well aware of the superiority of cats, and lynxes are so much better than lions. As I am the best of cat species, I deserve a lion. It’s good to tame the second best in the cat world. Or are lions third best? Tigers are pretty amazing. What do you think, Mr. Mane?”

      “Lions are far superior to tigers.”

      “Spoken like a true lion.” I drummed my fingers on the steering wheel of my father’s truck. “What do you think the male lynx father of a bazillion children but only one daughter would do to a filthy lion scented near his only daughter?”

      “Murder comes to mind. That tends to be what lycanthrope fathers do to males who come near their daughters without their permission.”

      I heaved a sigh. “But I don’t want my father to kill you. If you’re dead, you can’t roar for me, Sumners. This is important to me. Pissing you off and making you roar is one of my joys in life.”

      “Once the daughter is happily mated, the fathers tend to only beat a little rather than attempt murder,” he replied. “This is a well-established fact about lycanthrope males, accepted as a hazard of picking a lycanthrope female rather than a human woman. As there are so few single lycanthrope females, most convince a human woman to settle down and accept the virus, as your brothers will do because you’re the only single female lycanthrope lynx alive.”

      “Lynxes can be happily mated?” I frowned. “But there’s so much fighting. Also, I’m an endangered species, and this sucks.”

      “But is your mother happily fighting?”

      Oh. Right. “Yeah, okay. That is an accurate statement. She joyously fights with my father, which is why she’s pregnant with yet another litter.”

      “I recommend you actively select the man you wish to be mated to. Part of my job as your supervisor is to make sure that right isn’t taken from you. I’m also responsible for making sure you follow the rules when it comes to acquiring your mate. The CDC has opted for a more intimate approach for agents and bounty hunters like yourself.”

      “Ew. I don’t want the CDC all up in my business!”

      The lion dared to laugh at me. “Until you’re happily mated, that’s precisely what is going to happen. When you’re happily mated, you’ll be asked about testing a new perfume to help hide your status as a mated female. The idea is to use female agents as bait to catch out-of-control lycanthropes, partnered with their mates. It should lower incidents of forced matings in the field.”

      I grimaced, as I’d had a few close calls I’d put a lethal end to. Virus contamination didn’t matter if the would-be suitor died, and I took care to make sure I eliminated anyone stupid enough to try to force me. “You have read my file, I see.”

      “I already told you I had read it. Five counts of lethal force to prevent unwanted mating. I don’t care what your other supervisors said, but well done. If you could hurry up and find a male you like, that’d be exceptionally helpful.”

      “My face makes that hard, Mr. Mane.”

      “I’d say there’s nothing wrong with your face, but anytime the CDC wants to offer full reconstructive surgery to address severe self-esteem issues in an exceptional bounty hunter, there’s something wrong with your face. Personally, I don’t see what everyone has a problem with. They’re scars, and there’s something to be said about a woman who can stand proud in spite of them. But I’m onto you. You hate when people flinch when they see your face. You cover it by doing stupid shit, including making me roar at you.”

      “Oh, I just make you roar because I like it.” Otherwise, I resented how accurate he was about my life. “Enjoying your roar is not stupid.”

      “There are far better ways of making me roar, so yes, it is stupid.”

      While I had the relationship experience of the average rock, even I recognized how his comment could be taken as flirting. Puzzled, I frowned, checked the navigation system, which put us at forty minutes away from our goal with a delightful amount of empty space to drive through. Delaying by an hour or six wouldn’t make much difference in my schedule, as we’d gotten an early enough start—and I had their home address and could commit murder wherever I wanted. “I haven’t painted my nails.”

      “You haven’t what?”

      “Painted my nails.” I held up one hand, careful to keep the other on the wheel, showing off my nails, which I kept neatly trimmed and at a good length for scratching people, unless I needed to adopt my hybrid form. “They’re my best quality.”

      “I prefer your face.”

      I blinked and pointed in the general direction of my scars. “This face?”

      “Yes, that face, unless you happen to have another I’m not aware of. I’m a lion, Wells. I am interested in challenges. Delicate little flowers aren’t really my thing.”

      Huh. I blinked and placed my hand on the steering wheel. “What would happen if I pulled over and took my shirt off to show you the other scars?”

      “I probably wouldn’t be looking for your scars. Also, I was not aware you had more scars.”

      “It’s almost full body coverage. My feet and ankles emerged unscathed, and the scarring really starts at my knees. I’m pretty lucky to be alive. I was caught in a fire as a kid. I am my charming self due to the realization I will never be able to charm a man. The surgery is just for my face because that’s all I’ll be able to afford. I haven’t even asked about the other scars. I can’t afford my face as it is. At best, unless this job pans out, I can only, in a few years, afford the cheap version of my face.”

      “I see.” Sebastian pulled out his phone, tapped at the screen, and held it to his ear. “It’s Sebastian Sumners. Please put a note in the Wells file that her scar removal will be a full body op rather than only facial, as there’s no point in doing the procedure twice. Assume full coverage; from the little I’ve coaxed out of her, the scarring is from her head down to her knees. Excellent. Thank you.”

      Hanging up, he placed his phone in the console. “The problem with your surgery is taming your virus long enough to retrain your body that you shouldn’t be scarred, and there’s little difference between doing your entire body versus only your face. It’ll add an hour or two to the procedure. I have been in a few too many sessions about that operation, how long you’ll be out of service, the difference in your recovery times if you’re mated versus unmated—”

      “There’s a difference in my recovery time if I’m mated?” I blurted.

      “Yes. You’ll heal approximately three weeks faster.”

      “Three weeks faster?”

      “It’s a difference between a week and a month. For your recovery, you’ll essentially be pampered. Think daily spa treatments with creams while your virus replenishes itself. In bad news, they’ll basically be skinning you and applying skin grafts to train your body what your skin should be like. You will be unconscious for that part of the procedure, and they’ll take however long is needed to accomplish this. Only the face doesn’t take long for them to complete. Lycanthropes are sturdier than regular humans, so the operation goes faster. The restoration of missing bone matter is easier. Your virus won’t be actively trying to take away the new bone, where it’s been trained to expect and form scar tissue. If you’re mated, you’d be given a major transfusion from your mate, whose virus will essentially overwhelm yours for a while. If you’re part of a pack or colony, family or others with blood types can help donate blood and virus. Your virus will be so busy assimilating donated virus and blood it won’t be forming scar tissue. You’ll come out with a little scar on your wrist from where you’ll be deliberately bled and given a virus-enhanced transfusion. It’s complicated.”

      I eyed the navigation panel, spotted a dinky ass road ahead, and turned off on it before parking the vehicle. “But what if this non-existent mate isn’t my blood type?”

      “Mated pairs end up with the same blood type. Usually, the female takes the male’s blood type, although not always. The virus makes the changes as required. Depending on how different your blood type is from your mate’s, the process can take from six months to a year. If it’s only polarity, it can take as little as a week during a virus spike. Your operation would be delayed long enough to allow for those changes, and the day of the operation, your virus would be tapped out, your mate’s blood would be introduced, and you’d be given daily care and transfusions to make sure your virus stays down and out for the count until it is retrained. The procedure is much simpler and less painful should you be mated, so the CDC has requested I play matchmaker.”

      “Conditions!” I chirped, as my virus would grieve until our dying day if we couldn’t have ready access to his roars.

      “Really? You have conditions?”

      “Yes, I have conditions.”

      “Okay, Wells. I’ll bite. What are your conditions?”

      “I need to see how you look with your shirt off. This directly relates to my general interest and willingness to put up with a male lion in my territory. Also, I require roars. I’m high maintenance, and roars are a fundamental part of my general emotional health. Your roars make me purr, and lynxes need to purr at least once a day. If we don’t purr once a day, at a minimum, we’re unhappy, and unhappy lynxes make everyone around them miserable. I’m unhappy often, and that should be a crime.”

      Considering I rarely had a reason to purr, I thought my new requirement of having a daily reason to purr was reasonable.

      “According to your file, you’re a candidate for anti-depressants and therapy.” Sebastian shook his head. “You just want me out of my clothes.”

      “I absolutely do want you out of your clothes. You are currently the only male feline I’ve met who isn’t severely offensive to my delicate sensibilities.”

      “Is anything about you actually delicate?”

      “My sensibilities around most male felines. And don’t get me started about wolves. My virus hates wolves. Honestly, I hate most unmated wolves almost as much as my virus does. She likes only male felines, thank you. And she hates male felines who flinch at my scars. And she really hates male wolves who flinch or run away because of my scars. I liked a wolf once. He ran away when he saw me without makeup. I even cried for five whole minutes, mostly out of rage he ran away.”

      “I see. And most of your targets are male wolves, which your virus strongly dislikes. Of course, most of the culprits are male wolves, as felines are more thorough in the pursuing of partners and tend to be more methodical in their approach, where wolves are more likely to jump to the chase.”

      While other lycanthrope species existed, wolves were the top dog in pure numbers, which made them statistically the most probable to end up with a bounty.

      The other species tended to take more care. It had taken at least four litters before my parents had warmed up to the neighbors, or so claimed my older brothers.

      I wondered what my parents would think if they found out I liked a damned lion as much as my persnickety virus did. “It makes beating the fucking shit out of the worst transgressors very pleasant. It makes my virus very happy when she eliminates male wolves who violated a woman’s right to choose her mate. I’ll do it again, Sumners. Just you try to stop me.”

      “The whole point is to cultivate you into continuing such behaviors, Wells. Your supply of transgressors is not at risk. And what does your virus want to do with most male felines?”

      “Skin them, because most male felines are vain and annoying—or related to me. My virus only wants related male felines for familial cuddle piles. I hope lions like familial cuddle piles. My mother demanded I bring home a male of any species or I’m probably grounded for life. Apparently, my days as a single feline lycanthrope are over, and they’ll take steps if I don’t bring home a male. They’re talking wolves, Sebastian. Me! With a wolf! There’s nothing wrong with wolves as long as I’m not expected to share my living spaces with them. I don’t like wolves.”

      The wolves always flinched first. If someone told me wolves had zero control of their faces and couldn’t hide their emotions, I would believe it. Lynxes tended to be stunned for a few seconds before flinching, unless I scared a lynx kitten, in which case the crying began immediately.

      “Why don’t you like wolves?”

      “Always with the fucking sniffing! At my turf. Constantly. Without invitation. And they don’t roar. I like roars, not howls. I don’t want a damned howling wolf. Howls are not satisfying. I only like roars. A roar is the sound of satisfaction. That plus that one asshole broke my fragile little heart flinching at my face and running away. That hurt. It took an entire pint of my momma’s ice cream to overcome the grief associated with a wolf, the self-proclaimed romantics of the lycanthrope race, running away upon seeing my face. Also, the mournful howling over having been beaten up by a bunch of angry cats afterwards. So much drama, Sumners. But it took an entire pint of my momma’s ice cream to get over that. And it happens with every wolf, too. I’ve eaten a lot of my momma’s ice cream. And not a word that I call her my momma. But when it comes to the ice cream, she’s my momma.”

      Hmm. Next time I visited my parents, I’d have to tip my father I needed another pint of my momma’s ice cream so he’d buy extra. I wouldn’t be grieving, however. I would be celebrating having gotten multiple roars out of the lion.

      “Roars are the sound of frustration, dominance, or pure pleasure,” the lion replied. “Pure pleasure is a form of satisfaction, just so you are aware. Also, since we’re being open and honest about the relationships with our parents, I, too, have called my mother such things in my adult life. It makes her happy when I call her my mommy. She’s Mom most of the time, but she’s my mommy when she’s had a hard day and needs love.”

      Huh. We’d have to compare notes to see which one of us had the best family. I looked forward to pursuing that discussion later. “I am pleased you are wise enough to make your momma happy with you by calling her your mommy at the appropriate intervals. With that settled, roars are the sound of my satisfaction, not yours. Any satisfaction you get from me making you roar out of frustration is purely coincidental. Most people call that masochism. If that’s what you’re into, I mean, that’s great. It would explain why you insisted I antagonize you in person.”

      With a little chuckle, he relaxed in his seat. “Yet you’re the one who wants to get me out of my shirt.”

      “Hello? You’re a male lion. I’m a virgin, not blind or dead. I’m also a single lycanthrope. Male lions have a reputation of being pretty and being useful. I’m curious, just like a self-respecting feline should be. How do I know if you’re representative of male lions if you don’t take your shirt off? And anyway, if you show me yours, I’ll show you mine, but while my bra is nice, what’s underneath could use some work.”

      “I’m a male lion, Wells. I don’t give a shit if you have scars. Males of any species appreciate female feline flesh put on display. As I’m a male lion, I appreciate when I’m aware the female feline flesh belongs to someone who is capable of taking care of herself. Self-reliance is attractive. The only reason I don’t like your scars is because you don’t like them.”

      I needed more time than I had to think about his statement, what it changed for me, and how his view of me would change when I finally got my scars removed. “Well, I mean, who would enjoy having the kittens scream and cry upon sight of me? That sucks, by the way. Every new litter, I have to acclimate the new kittens to my face. They tend to cry and scream until they’re old enough to understand this is just my face.” I pointed at my cheek, which had undergone the worst of the damage. “I’m not really sure what happened to the bone. Probably debris fell on me. I was not conscious for that portion of the fire, which is probably a good thing.”

      “I can understand how that would be traumatic for someone. Lions are very fond of having little kittens around. If lionesses were more interested in having many litters around rather than only one or two kids at a time, felines would rule over all lycanthropes. But young lions require a lot of attention, and lionesses get cranky when having to deal with two lions. One is bad enough. Two lions test the patience of any lioness. Lions roar. Often. Having to deal with three lions at one time? Superwoman territory there.”

      My virus approved. “How often do lions roar, precisely? This directly influences the bad choices I’ll make in the next few minutes.”

      He chuckled. “I have noticed you seem to develop a severe purring problem when I start roaring at you.”

      How tragic for my pride. He’d noticed my purring problem. “I can’t help but notice that did not stop you from roaring.”

      “I’m a male feline, and I’ve seen my mother cranky enough to understand denying female felines of their joys in life might lead to someone being mauled. I’m a lot of things, but I’m not stupid. And you kept coming back for more, so it seemed wise of me to provide. Of course, I would put up a token resistance to make you earn some of those roars. Truth be told, I’d assumed you were a different cat species rather than a lynx, but having seen your file and knowing your call sign, I shouldn’t have been surprised. At all.”

      If his goal was to make me purr, he was doing a good job of it. “As long as I can taunt you into roaring, you can resist however much you want, but I will get my roars.”

      “I am known to roar when frustrated, when I need to establish that I am the most dominant of felines, and when I’m particularly satisfied. That is three ways you could coerce me into roaring for your enjoyment.”

      “You? More dominant than me? I am a lynx, and lynxes are the most superior of cats. We have a monopoly on plush fur, my paws are bigger, and I am a fierce huntress.”

      “We’re going to have to do a comparison of our paws, obviously. And our fur. And we’ll have to posture while doing so.” Sebastian stretched, and he did so in such a way his muscles flexed beneath his suit.

      Meow. “Keep doing that. That makes you look rather strong. My mother would immediately understand why I might bring home a lion when she sees those muscles.”

      If I wasn’t careful, I’d start purring without being able to use his roars to mask the sound.

      “I see your mother enjoys brute strength. Which lions have.”

      “My mother is half my father’s size, and the rougher he gets, the happier she is. We, that is the rest of my family, myself included, flee when she starts trying to bully my father into using his strength. It’s a lynx thing. We’re rowdy.”

      “As lions are substantially stronger and larger than lynxes, I am sure I can appease your need to struggle. Lionesses enjoy a good struggle before being loved into submission. Lions are patient when it comes to subduing stubborn female felines. How does a lynx compare to a lioness? That is the question.”

      “Lynxes are obviously superior. This shouldn’t even be up for debate.”

      “If you appreciate being subdued, I am concerned about the fate of this truck.” Sebastian examined the cab, making thoughtful noises in his throat. “Perhaps we should handle that other business first, and then I will make appropriate accommodations so you can be properly subdued without damaging your daddy’s truck. I had not scheduled time for subduing a female feline today. I hope you can finish your work quickly, and I have decided that I am going to add additional punishments should you be scratched or bruised.”

      I did not need any guidance from either of my parents to fully comprehend what the lion had in mind. “But will you roar, Sumners?”

      “You’ll find out soon enough.”
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      In addition to a paycheck, if everything went well, I would get a lion, and my virus wanted me to hurry up and get to the serious work of taming Sebastian Sumners. If my virus had her way, I would have pulled over, yanked him out of the truck, and secured him on the side of the road without a care in hell who witnessed me snapping and tearing him out of his suit and having my way with him.

      Given ten more minutes, my virus would spike so hard I wouldn’t be able to see straight for a week.

      I did not have a week to appease her or stake claims on the lion who tested me in all ways possible.

      I parked the truck at the seamstress’s shop, wondering if I’d have to search for the asshole wolf who’d taken away a woman’s right to choose her mate and infected her with the virus against her will. With luck, the asshole would be present at the shop, which was one of his usual habits, or so claimed the bounty. “Steal-killing lions owe me extra nice steak,” I warned. “And compensation for stealing my kill. Good lions do not bother the lynx out for a kill. My call sign is Murder Mittens, not Distressed Damsel. Are we clear?”

      Sebastian chuckled. “Should he bruise you and you do not immediately dispatch him, we can fight over the body after I educate him on the error of his ways. He won’t learn from his mistake, as he will be dead, but I will observe initially. I am a lazy lion, and if I can admire when a woman shows off her skills, I absolutely will.”

      My virus wanted to drag him off somewhere and learn a lot of skills we’d been denied due to the scars on my face and the unforgiving nature of lycanthropy. A promise to indulge in the possibilities of a permanent partnership with the lion kept the wild side of me contained, and I got out of my daddy’s truck, grabbed my purse, and bounced into the shop.

      According to the internet, the shop offered all things sewing and craft related, and the woman who owned it would work for a low rate of ten dollars an hour for her work for those who wanted beautiful things but didn’t want to make the beautiful things. I stepped through the door into yarn heaven.

      Cats plus yarn equaled trouble, and I bet I could create a lot of trouble toying with the lion in the truck and some yarn. With wide eyes, I explored the collection, spotting a chunky black yarn that would look wonderful against the lovely tan of Sebastian’s skin.

      Holy meow with some cream on the side and a fresh fish. I snatched a skein, and on second thought, I grabbed two more before checking the label and grabbing the correct sized crochet hook.

      After sacrificing a little yarn for leashing my lion, I could make a small blanket.

      Deeper in the store, I spotted the wolf from the bounty in the corner, sitting in a rocking chair while keeping a close eye on me. He held a tablet in one hand, and a laptop sat on an end table nearby. A shelf near him held a half-finished knitting project and a mug of coffee.

      I bet the knitting belonged to the woman, who stood near her register, hard at work sorting through a box of plastic-wrapped yarn.

      Sebastian came in, and he chuckled when he caught sight of my acquisitions. “Is that going to be enough yarn?”

      I stopped, turned, and stared at him with wide eyes. “I’m really not sure.”

      He glanced at the label before picking up a sky blue skein of the same line, reading over the label. “You need at least seven skeins if you want to make a blanket. If you use all black, your eyes will rot out of your head. If you really want to be a goth queen, they have enough black. But this blue would contrast nicely.”

      In what universe did Sebastian know his way around yarn? I held the black against the blue, nodded as he had a good point on the color contrast, and asked, “Four of the blue and three of the black?”

      “That would make a nice blanket, give your eyes a bit of a rest, and still challenge you with the black.” Sebastian tucked four skeins of the blue under his arm. “Are you knitting or crocheting?”

      “I’m crocheting. I can knit, but I’m a lot slower at it. And I’m going to need to make some baby blankets. Four of them.”

      “Well, this won’t work for that, but this will work for you. Do you have a travel bag?”

      Wait. Travel bags? For yarn? People traveled with their crochet? My mouth dropped open, and I shook my head.

      “You need a travel bag or the yarn will escape, messes will be made, and tears will be shed.” Sebastian headed for the counter, nodded to the woman we would be setting free within the next few minutes, and set the yarn down. “Someone in her family is expecting, and we’re on baby blanket duty. What’s the best yarn in the market right now for baby blankets? We’ll be crocheting them.”

      The wolf in the corner tensed, but Sebastian’s comment put him more at ease. Interesting. The wolf didn’t trust his forced mate—and for good reason. But he didn’t distrust Sebastian as much as I thought he should.

      Wolves defined what it meant to be jealous over their mates.

      Cats redefined what it meant to be jealous, and my virus wanted a show to go with the yarn.

      Curious over what the lion would do, I asked, “Beanies and onesies?”

      “We can do them, too.” Sebastian made a show of thinking, which amused me, as the lion could think on his feet with the best of them. “We better get a set of hooks for each one. I bounce projects.”

      According to my virus, nothing beat having a male feline who would indulge my enjoyment of yarn. Even if I didn’t get to actually do anything with it. I had mastered a set of ten stitches, which put me at absolute last in the family for any form of crafting ability. But I could do basic blankets, and I even liked making them. More importantly, I finished what I started. “I am loyal to the death to my one and only project.”

      “You’re still going to have the supplies for at least two projects, so you need to pick your second project that isn’t for the babies.”

      Damn. Had Sebastian attended a school on how to talk dirty to a woman while visiting fiber heaven? Apparently. “I like blankets.”

      The lion smirked at me. “I like the color red.”

      Okay. If he wanted a red blanket, I could do that—and my virus demanded I fall into line, as two projects meant more time with him.

      Pushover virus.

      If he understood quilting, another hobby I enjoyed because it involved turning scraps into something worthwhile, my virus would be taken out, lost to his wily ways. I brought the black skeins and the hook over, set them on the counter, and hunted for a good weight yarn for a blanket for him. I’d need extra yarn, as it would take a larger blanket to contain the ego—and body—of a lion. I checked the skeins of a dark red and a beige, did the mental math to calculate how much I’d need for such a project, and grabbed the appropriate number before snagging a good hook, one with a well-shaped, silicon handle.

      It cost a lot, but it would be worth it.

      I set my stash onto the counter and smiled at the woman. My next words would make or break my bounty, as she’d included a confirmation phrase in her request. “I like to quilt, too, but my shears have seen better days. Do you sell any that handle being resharpened well?”

      Her eyes widened, and she glanced in the direction of the corner. She pointed in the direction of the wolf, and when I looked, I spotted several sets of shears hanging on the wall. “The gold pair over there is really nice. Good, sharp point, and it holds its edge well. If you take care of those, you’ll have them for life. The brand is excellent, and they come in several sizes. Would you like to see them?”

      Yes, I absolutely would like to see the gold pair with the good, sharp point. And I’d enjoy stabbing the wolf, as the woman had confirmed my target with her promised line. “I would, please.”

      Sebastian busied himself at the fabric section, and it amused me he shuffled through the scrap material quilters loved, as they were perfect for quilting projects and little else. Given an hour and a single excuse, I could plan an entire new quilt, fill the cab of my daddy’s truck with my ill-gotten gains, and keep happily amused with my new shears.

      My family would undergo mass hysteria if they found out what I planned to do with a good pair of shears in the next minute or so.

      The woman walked me to the shears, and each pair had one outside of the wrapper, presumably for demonstrations, and she handed me the gold ones. She kept a polite distance, giving me room to deal with her asshole of a suitor. I made a show of checking over the tips, discovering the point would pierce flesh with any amount of pressure. I regarded the droplet of blood beading on my fingertip. “These are nice.”

      “Yes, they are. They’re my favorite. They’re expensive, but they’re worth it.”

      I made a show of testing the scissors, adjusted my grip on the handles, and plunged the pointy end of the blades directly into the wolf’s throat, hard enough the impact made my wrist and elbow ache from the force of the blow. As a single blow to the throat wouldn’t finish him off, not unless I’d gotten lucky, I systematically stabbed at his throat, giving the woman most of my attention. I even did my best to make sure his blood sprayed only onto himself, the floor, his tablet, and not any of her precious crafting supplies. For a rare change, it mostly worked, although the ridiculous number of holes I added to his throat helped mitigate the overall spray. “These are really nice, I have to say. Fabric just wouldn’t stand a chance against these shears. I think I’ll need two pairs. I’ll also want a smaller pair good for detail cutting, as I’d like to make a nice quilt, and I’d like to work with small pieces on this one. I do enjoy the challenge of fine detail work.”

      My first blow must have been enough to sever the wolf’s spine, as he slumped in his chair without raising a hand against me or the woman. “Hi. I’m Murder Mittens, and my partner over there is Mr. Mane.”

      “I’m Carol.”

      “I am not Mr. Mane,” Sebastian growled. “My name is Sebastian. And your name is Harri.”

      “Quiet, Mr. Mane. Unless you’re buying me quilting supplies, you don’t get a say in anything right now.”

      “If I buy you quilting supplies, are you saying I get a say in everything?”

      I regarded the bloody scissors in my hand, and I shrugged. “Sure. Apparently, I am feeling the need to be domestic today. I’ll just warn you now, I am not my mother, and I am not good at cooking. Mostly because I make the people who might teach me how to cook cry when they see my face.”

      I gave Carol a lot of credit; when she comprehended the scars on my face, her eyes widened, but she otherwise kept control over her face.

      I expected shock factored into that. Even with her new virus incubating, it likely influenced her and struggled to comprehend the death of her mate.

      The CDC would help her with that—and introduce her to wolves worth taking a second look at. It amused me the CDC had attempted the same with me initially, until they learned my face really did drive people away.

      The lion sighed. “I’ll call the police and the CDC.”

      “You’re such a useful lion.” I set the shears on the wolf’s body, as the CDC enjoyed when they could make bounty-related murder weapons disappear permanently. “Do you have somewhere I can wash my hands?”

      I’d have to trash my poor shirt, which had more blood on it than I liked, but the rest of my clothes had escaped unscathed from my murder of the asshole wolf.

      I loved a good killing in the afternoon, especially when I got to rid the world of an abusive asshole. His body became Carol’s freedom, and I’d go to sleep with a smile tonight.

      Carol pointed at a door in the back, and then after a glance at my hands, she hurried over and opened the door, stepped inside, and turned on the faucet for me before returning to the wolf’s body, which twitched. The body would keep twitching for a while, as bodies tended to do after death. And once the twitching ended, the body would start doing a lot of other weird, disgusting things as putrefaction began.

      I headed for the bathroom, hoping I’d be out of the shop before the early phases of decay began. “I recommend plastic to help mitigate how much blood he gets on the floor until law enforcement arrives. It’s no problem, as you have a sanctioned bounty through the CDC, but it simplifies cleanup.”

      Carol pointed at the rug under the chair. “He spills coffee often, so I have plastic under the rug. I also know a few good practitioner tricks, as customers come in often with stained fabric. The rug can be washed, but I’d be all right with just wrapping his body in it and throwing him in the dumpster. Thank you. I… hadn’t thought someone would come so quickly.”

      “I hate users and abusers.” I pointed at Sebastian, who was rummaging through the quilting scraps with one hand while using his phone with the other. “He’s a pretty good example of how lycanthropes should behave, but he’s a cat, and since you’ll be a wolf, you’ll want a wolf. That said, I can probably introduce you to a few decent wolves. I’m a cat, too, so I don’t really have a use for wolves. I mean, you might want a cat, but you can’t have that cat. He’s mine.”

      “Because cats and dogs fight?”

      “So much fighting,” I replied with a roll of my eyes. “Wolves can be good friends, though. I don’t mind mated wolves. They’re good to have around, especially if they’ve got puppies around. Wolf puppies are cute.”

      The woman’s eyes lit up. “All children are cute.”

      I somehow kept from laughing, washed most of the blood off my hands before making use of the soap, and scrubbed until the only sign I’d tangoed with a wolf was a tiny cut on my fingertip. On second thought, I took off my shirt and attacked the blood stains on it, delighted when I got most of the blood out. I wrung my shirt out and wiggled back into it. With luck, Sebastian would be disappointed I hadn’t worn white. I emerged from the bathroom, dusting my hands off. The woman placed four pairs of shears with the rest of my acquisitions.

      Sebastian got tired of picking through fabric scraps and grabbed a large handful, took it to the counter, and dumped it on, settling into a pattern of grabbing everything he could get his filthy lion paws on and adding it to my collection.

      My virus loved everything about the odd display, which told her one thing: he wanted to make me, of all people, happy. “I’m not sure he really understands how making a single quilt works, but honestly? Watching him try to empty your scrap bin is hilarious.”

      “This makes me grateful I put the scraps of fabric in by general fabric types, so at least you will be working with compatible materials. If you want mixed media, I have scrap bags in the back, too.”

      “I am notoriously slow at quilting because I like to do the sewing by hand. I don’t have a machine.”

      Sebastian stopped and stared at me, and after muttering something to the person on the phone, he hung up. “You don’t have a sewing machine, and you like to quilt?”

      “Tiny apartment, broken face. After considering these two factors, a sewing machine has not been a reasonable purchase. My previous quilts, well, I made them after stealing scraps from my family’s various projects.”

      Turning to Carol, Sebastian asked, “Do you sell sewing machines?”

      “I do, although I only have high-end models. I keep one or two really good models around. They’re the same I use in case my machine breaks. I do have a vintage Singer for sale, though.”

      I straightened. “Vintage? How vintage are we talking about?”

      “This specific one was made in 1901, and it is a hand-crank model. It’s in really good condition, and honestly, part of the reason I’m selling it is because of that lout. I wiped out my savings account paying my share of the bounty for him. Selling it would give me a fresh start and the ability to work on my shop—or move it to a better location.”

      Fuck. I hated when I ran across how the bounties were paid sometimes. Inevitably, I took a significant pay cut.

      The CDC only paid out so much for the bounties, and in cases like Carol, they demanded a percentage of the total bounty fee. I suspected Carol had paid a token amount or the lowest the CDC could charge her, but lycanthropes ate a lot, and he had probably slaughtered her savings along with stealing her humanity. “Can I see it?”

      “It’s in the back, but sure. Come with me. It’s in great condition. I loved using it until I got my new machine. I’ve joined modern times, and I have another old hand-crank I can use if I need it. It’s just not as beautiful as this one.” Carol led me through a fabric curtain to reveal there was an entire workshop attached to her store.

      I didn’t need her to point out the machine. It included a wooden stand, which had been restored and polished to a high shine, and the old sewing machine had likewise seen care and handling, as I couldn’t spy many signs of its age on it. I sucked in a breath. “Oh, that’s just lovely.”

      “Isn’t it? I had it appraised.” With a ridiculous amount of spring in her step, she went to a desk tucked in a corner, opened a drawer, and pulled out a blue envelope, which she handed to me. I peeked inside to discover an appraiser had pegged its value to be over twenty thousand.

      Holy shit.

      I debated my options: badass vintage sewing machine or a replacement face?

      “Mr. Mane? I need you to come be an adult for me. I am no longer able to function as an adult, and I require immediate assistance.”

      Sebastian sighed but came in. Like me, he needed no guidance to identify the sewing machine. “I’m buying you quilting supplies, and as doing so gives me a say in things, you’re marrying me, and we’re buying that sewing machine.”

      “I don’t think it works that way, Sebastian.”

      “It does now. I heard you clearly. You gave me a say in things as long as I bought you quilting supplies. Also, do you have more of those shears available? I’d really like for her to have more pairs of those for self-defense purposes.”

      “You just don’t do that to good shears, Sebastian!” I turned to face him, pointing at him. “Do you know what happens to people who do that to good shears?”

      “What’s going to happen to you now that you’ve murdered someone with a good pair of shears?” the lion asked, his tone amused.

      “The Ghosts of Grandmothers Past will come and haunt my ass for the rest of eternity.”

      “But you will appease the Ghosts of Grandmothers Past through the purchase and loving use of that sewing machine. The Ghosts of Grandmothers Past would love that machine.” Sebastian stepped closer, giving the Singer his undivided attention. “It looks in perfect condition.” He pointed at the hand-crank. “It’s obviously been used, but the wear and tear on this is minimal at worst.”

      “Once a month, I use practitioner magic to keep it in good condition.”

      “I will pay you to keep this machine maintained to this standard, even if I have to fly you around the world to do it.” Sebastian crouched, examining the table legs. “And yes, Miss Murder Mittens, I sew. Since you like this suit so much, I am pleased to inform you I made it myself. I have itchy fingers, so I read for a while, and then I do something crafty. Then I read some more. I don’t quilt, but I’m interested in learning how, so that’s why I rampaged on the scraps. I get my say and I get to learn a new craft. I win all around on this one.”

      Sebastian had made his suit?

      My virus swooned, and I struggled against the urge to lick my lips. “Can I pay you to visit my brothers and wax eloquent about sewing and making clothes? I warn you, however, they will complain that I wear clothes to death because I’m cheap.”

      “As I fully plan on meeting your family, I could be talked into such a thing, although you will have to convince me. I will be very difficult to convince, especially if I don’t have this sewing machine in my life.”

      I held out the appraisal. “I would have to pick between my face and the sewing machine, and I’m having trouble convincing myself I want the scars gone enough to walk away from this sewing machine, Sebastian. You have to be an adult for me. I’ll cry if I leave it here, because it’s that beautiful. I’m really not someone who likes to cry, but this machine is worth crying over.”

      Sebastian checked the appraisal. “I’ll buy the machine, but you’ll have to modify your current living arrangements to be more pleasant for me, for I’m selfish and have control over the sewing machine. But as I’m a gentleman, you can use it most of the time. But I will be expecting time with it. Just to be clear. This is a selfish acquisition, because I will probably cry if I walk away from this, too. Also, I’m now going to insist I have to borrow your truck, and I’m going to take this to your family and have them watch it while we’re handling business. And I’m going to make a scene.”

      He was going to make a scene? All he had to do to accomplish that was to show up in the first place. “You are such a cat, Sebastian.”

      “I am. And I need this sewing machine. And I’m going to need packaging supplies to move it to your home until it can be safely taken to its permanent home.”

      “My family is not expecting me back with the truck yet.”

      “You better call them and notify them you’re coming back with a lion and a sewing machine.”

      Carol stared at us with wide eyes, and I figured she needed some time to process my insanity—and possibly Sebastian’s insanity, too. The lion must have hit his head recently, as he seemed to be enjoying himself too much.

      “That’s how you get beaten by a bunch of cranky cats.”

      “You’re right. It is. Just call them and tell them I have to take you out for dinner first, but we really need this sewing machine to be safely guarded while we’re out. What excuse did you give them for this week?”

      “I didn’t give them an excuse. I told them the truth. I’m going to a spa for the week.”

      “Well, I guess I’m going to a spa for a week. This explains so much about your stubbornness. Obviously, I must poke my nose in your business.”

      My virus wanted him to get a move on, and I’d be tested keeping her restrained until I lured him to a secondary location. “My momma did say I had to bring home a man. Can I use you as my excuse for why I picked Cincinnati? Have you ever been to Cincinnati before? I could just claim I’d wanted to seduce you while at the spa. Couples are welcome at the spa. Children are discouraged.” Making children wasn’t discouraged, and I wasn’t going to make Sebastian aware the place was designed with lycanthropes in mind.

      Their rooms cost extra because they used furniture that might survive through amorous lycanthropes. They had soundproofed rooms, too.

      “Do I get to stay in your room for the week?”

      My virus made it clear there was only one appropriate answer to his question. As her desire aligned closely to my goal of making him roar for me, I nodded. “But you better put up a good fight with my family. And convince my momma you’re actually worth keeping around. If you get offed by a clan of lynxes, that’s not my problem. I’ll even mourn for the loss of my roars.”

      “And you call me a cat.”

      I shrugged. “I’ll contact my family, and we’ll take our sewing machine there, but I make no promises you will survive this.”

      “Is this how lycanthropes normally behave?” Carol asked.

      Sebastian smirked. “That depends entirely on the lycanthropes. What that asshole did to you is not how most of us behave. Miss Murder Mittens over there has been spending years vexing me. She’s a little slow, so she hasn’t figured out she can’t live without me yet. I’m sure she’ll figure it out soon enough.”

      I was a little slow? I balled my hands into fists and rested them on my hips. “What was that, Mr. Mane?”

      “You’re slow. All you’ve accomplished is making me roar from frustration. There are two other options you’ve failed to pursue. Not only are you slow, you’re not all that thorough. Are you sure you’re qualified to be handled by me? I am, after all, a lion. A perfect feline.”

      I scowled. “You’re going to regret that, Mr. Mane.”

      “Am I?” He chuckled. “That’s cute. Why don’t you give your family a call while I pay for your excess, Miss Murder Mittens?”

      Damned lion. I hissed at him but headed for my truck so I could make a call and wait for the cops and CDC to arrive.
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      I leaned against my father’s truck and wondered what I’d tell my family. The truth would work the best. The truth would result in me joining Sebastian in being lightly tenderized for being a deceptively evil lynx.

      That sewing machine needed to come home with me, and if I had to keep the lion, so be it. Not only would I keep the lion, I’d fight my family for him. His roars were mine, and I wasn’t going to share.

      My virus approved.

      After several minutes of delaying, I dialed the house line, sighed, and waited for someone to answer.

      “Wells residence,” one of my many brothers answered.

      “Hey, whichever brother of mine you are. I need a favor.”

      “Already? Didn’t you just leave this morning, Harri?” My brother laughed. “I’m Alex, the best of your brothers.”

      It took me a moment to remember that Alex was one of the more troublesome and overprotective of my eldest brothers. “Ah, the bane of the first litter. All hail the bane of the first litter. So, a favor. Can I call one in?”

      “What do you need?”

      Alex had some mercy on me, so I might survive the next few hours. “I am weak, and I found a sewing machine I can’t live without. The sewing machine comes with a manly lycanthrope who has volunteered to help me haul it home. As such, at some ridiculous hour tonight, I am returning home with my new sewing machine and my lycanthrope. I am leaving the sewing machine, where it won’t even be scratched, and I’m resuming my trip with my manly lycanthrope.”

      “Could you repeat that?”

      “Which part?”

      “The manly lycanthrope part.”

      I snickered. Some lies were easier to tell than others, and I’d get away with my fibbing because it classified as so crazy it just had to be true. “Did you really think I was going to Cincinnati to a spa for a week, with the intention of being all by my lonesome?”

      “Uh, yes. Yes, we did. Because the last time a wolf came over, he flinched. You didn’t cry that time, but we could all see the heartbreak in your eyes. As such, we beat the wolf once you couldn’t catch us beating the wolf for hurting your feelings. You haven’t tried to meet any men since.”

      “I did actually cry. For five whole minutes, just like I do every time a wolf runs away after flinching. Mostly because I was angry, but my tender, fragile heart was definitely broken. You were wrong, but the sewing machine is a problem, and now I have to lug it home before I take my lycanthrope to the spa. Where I will do whatever I want with him.”

      Sebastian poked his head through the door. “Are you aware you’re being rather loud, Wells?”

      “I’m nervous because I don’t want them to kill the only damned male cat in the fucking United States so blind he doesn’t flinch at my face.”

      “Scars are sexy,” he replied before returning into the store.

      Meow. “Apparently, I’m being loud, Alex.”

      “You are being loud, and I see your friend has correctly identified one of your many issues, my dear little kitten of a sister. However, I didn’t want to hear some male lycanthrope comment that he thinks scars are sexy, because that means I know exactly what he’s going to be doing with my little sister.”

      “He’s male, he’s a feline, and he doesn’t flinch. However, he’s not a lynx. I had to compromise. He has been exposed to me numerous times without flinching, he’s male, and he willingly got into Daddy’s truck upon request. I didn’t even have to use much force. I did annoy him, but that’s only because I like annoying him.”

      “I can’t tell if you’re wanting me to encourage or discourage you, Harri.”

      “Encourage. Remember what happened with the lynxes? Because I do.”

      “Well, that’s obvious. The weak ass male lynxes who aren’t in our clan cried when they saw your face. You got pissed and beat the shit out of them while a lynx. There may have been some crying from you involved, but we never actually acknowledge when you cry over lynxes. There isn’t a single male lynx on this entire continent who’ll pay you a visit because they know what you’ll do to them should they flinch when they see your face. And they always do. And unlike when Mom goes after Dad, there is no kissing or making up afterwards.”

      “Well, if they hadn’t treated my face like it’s a horror show, I wouldn’t have kicked their asses.” I hissed over the reality of the situation. “I just piss this lycanthrope off, and I like when I do it, so I go out of my way to piss him off. It turns out he likes it, too, and he’s now following me around. And since he doesn’t flinch over my face, I don’t mind. At all. I will mind if my family beats on my lycanthrope.”

      “I see. So, how much are we allowed to beat him?”

      “You wreck his suit, and I’m going to mess up all those pretty faces. We clear?”

      My brother chuckled. “I have an audience, and I’ve never seen so many hopeful people in one space before. How did you go from heading to Cincinnati to buying a sewing machine?”

      “Well, you know I like to crochet sometimes, right?”

      “Yes. You made Mom a blanket for Christmas, and she cried because her little kitten had made her something, and it was simple but very nice. You made Dad a blanket the year before. For some reason, Hugh and Harvey got blankets from you first. The rest of us have been crying ourselves to sleep every night because our sister won’t make us blankets.”

      I rolled my eyes at my brother’s antics. “If I made a blanket for each of you, I would never get anything else done. Like work. And you know what happens when I don’t eat, Alex. I get mean.”

      “Yes, you do.”

      “Well, I wanted to make a blanket for me. And then I decided I should make baby blankets for the new litter, too. And the male feline I picked up came in and helped me pick up the yarn.”

      “Wait. He went into a yarn store with you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did he complain?”

      “No, not at all. He actually made good yarn suggestions, too. I didn’t know he knitted or crocheted until today, though. But his secret is now exposed. He sews. Our first real fight is over the sewing machine. Right now, we have a joint custody arrangement for the sewing machine.”

      “Okay. I see it really is too late for you. Tell us when and where we should pick up your Christmas present, and we’ll make sure he’s unable to escape you. We can be convincing.”

      I snickered at the thought of my brothers picking a fight with a lion. Who would win?

      Me. I would win. The roaring would be amazing, and I bet my lion would do a fantastic job of beating up on my brothers before they used sheer numbers to overwhelm him.

      “You will not harm a hair on his head, you will not damage his face, and you will not wreck his suit. You will also leave his masculinity intact and uninjured.”

      “Well, he wouldn’t be of much use to you if we damaged his masculinity.”

      The first of the cops pulled up, and I sighed. “I have to go rescue my sewing machine from that cat’s clutches. And help him load it into the truck. I’ll give a call when I have an estimated time of arrival. And no plans for my lycanthrope, you hear me?”

      “Loud and clear,” my brother replied.

      I hung up, dug out the little card the CDC gave me that told the police I could legally murder people, and prepared to waste several hours answering questions.
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      The CDC arrived half an hour after the cops to verify my kill and authorize the payment for my work. As Sebastian happened to be around, he cut through the red tape bullshit in record time.

      On Monday morning, I would have twenty-five thousand dollars in my bank account.

      Yesterday, that money would have gone towards the surgical reconstruction of my face. Today, I had no idea what I would do with it, but it was mine, so it was going into my savings account. If the big job fell through, I’d be twenty-five thousand closer to having my face back.

      If it didn’t fall through, I’d probably need therapy to get over actually having money I could do something with.

      The sewing machine itself went into a box with a lot of padding and was buckled into the back seat for extra-safe keeping. Its beautiful wooden stand with drawers went into the bed, and as I had issues, I secured it tighter than Fort Knox.

      Sebastian observed, and the lion wisely helped only when asked.

      Snapping my teeth and growling a warning had been sufficient to make it clear I would personally handle my new baby.

      “Joint custody arrangement,” he reminded me.

      “You’re losing this one, because this baby is moving in with me, which means you have to move in with me, and my living arrangements are not to a lion’s standards. You and your ego won’t fit in my home. It’s small, and I rent it. It’s the house version of an apartment. I do my customer service work in the equivalent of a small closet. And since you insist on joint custody, you’ll just have to deal with it. I’ll give you a key so you can visit and sew when you need to visit. If I move away, my entire family will have a meltdown, and there’s nothing worse than a bunch of cats indulging in drama all at once. It’s bad enough when one litter has a meltdown, but all fifteen litters having a meltdown at one time? My brothers would make the news. I’d make the news for killing my brothers, too.”

      “I have plans for that. My favorite plan involves rope, a struggle, a forced removal of the lynx of my choosing from arrangements not to my standards and moving her to a location that does meet my standards. As I am a lion, I’ll fight an entire lynx clan for the right to do this if necessary. I’ve never gotten to take on an entire lynx clan at one time before, so I find this to be exciting and interesting. As I get to make off with the clan’s only single woman, I’m the winner of this from top to bottom.”

      My virus wanted to get straight to the struggle portion of his plan, and she wanted all of the struggling to take place while naked. Considering her general patience when it came to my non-existent dating or sex life, I wouldn’t blame her for her ridiculous amount of lust.

      Sebastian wore his suit a little too well, and the knowledge he’d made it only revved my engine in the best ways.

      Still, I’d started our questionable relationship being a pain in his ass, and I wouldn’t go down without maintaining my high standards of driving him insane. “I hope you survive. I will be so sad if my daddy kills you. I’ll probably even shed an entire tear over your loss. And then I’d probably get my uncle as my handler, and work would be so bad. So bad. I’d have to get voice-masking software on my phone and never meet him in person. And figure out how to get the CDC to completely mask my identity to prevent the clan from having a meltdown. It wouldn’t end well at all. For the sake of my sanity and ability to fix my face, you must survive through your meeting with my family.”

      His glare implied I ventured close to earning a roar, and my virus perked up at the thought of earning yet another one out of him. I grinned.

      When caught off guard, even my family grimaced when I grinned or smiled, as it made the missing chunk of bone in my cheek more pronounced. All my expression did was annoy Sebastian into scowling even more.

      “Are you going to roar for me, little kitty?” I taunted while doing a second check of the prized stand for the sewing machine. I gave my new baby a loving pat and hopped out of the bed, securing the tailgate into place. “I do like when I make your fragile hold on your temper fray and snap. And then all you can do to me is roar in my face. In case you weren’t sure, I find that to be so satisfying.”

      “The next time I roar, it won’t be because you’re doing your best to piss me off, that much I promise. And the longer you resist, the longer you’ll go without hearing a single roar out of me.”

      How utterly ruthless of him. “It better be a really good roar, lion.”

      “And I will be expecting your best purrs. And yes, Miss Murder Mittens, lions have sensitive hearing, and I enjoy when you try to hide when you’re purring. That factored into my general willingness to roar at you. It seemed mean of me to deprive the sad, lonely little single lycanthrope of a joy in her life. I’m very interested in discovering how long you can sustain a purr, how loud your purring can get, and if I can make an entire lynx clan uncomfortable through making you purr.”

      As far as negotiations went, we both won, and I could easily imagine my entire family having a catastrophic meltdown should a lion make me purr to that degree. “That better not just be some threat. If that is not a promise, I’m warning you now that there is nothing worse than a lynx caught in the throes of utter and complete disappointment.”

      Sebastian chuckled, and he circled the truck to the passenger’s side, climbing inside. On my way to the driver’s side, I checked on my excessive collection of yarn, sewing supplies, and everything I needed to craft my way to heaven. “I owe you for my share of this.”

      “You owe me nothing, but I will accept positive attention. I have decided your share of the bill is that I must be present when you’re crocheting or quilting, and it’s better if you do your work while near me. I am a lion, and lions require a great deal of attention. I am a lonely lion, so you have to pay extra attention to me. If you do not have a couch sufficient for two lycanthropes who are engaged in crafting activities, I will change that. Or I will bring rope, and I will enjoy your struggles while I tie you up to my satisfaction and drag you to your new home, after which I will recruit the lynx clan to move your things into the space I have chosen for you to live. I have already begun planning my takeover of the lynxes. This plan is exceptional, especially when they come to fruition. I get the woman, and I get control of an entire clan of moody cats. I will become a king of the jungle in an unconventional way. Bonus, I suspect lynxes do not have the general restrictions on number of children lionesses tend to come prepackaged with.”

      The disturbing possibility of having gotten my ass kicked by the wolf I was supposed to brutally murder kicked in. I pinched myself, and it hurt as expected. I triple-checked the present vehicles, which by number and type implied somebody had died.

      “Well, my mother gets upset when there aren’t kittens under her feet tripping her up, and the latest litter has gotten old enough she violated my poor father for more kittens. I do not think my father minded being used and abused for more kittens.” I hesitated, considering his threat—or promise. Hopefully promise. “Can I demand you must bring the rope? Because honestly, moving sucks, and the only way I’m moving is if someone forces me to move. And if my brothers do all the moving parts I don’t like while I get to struggle, this sounds like moving won’t be as bad as it usually is.”

      “We’re lycanthropes, Wells. If you want rope and a struggle, I’m happy to provide the rope and will thoroughly enjoy your struggles. And I’m tired of being a good, patient lycanthrope, and I can’t help but notice you have not rejected me or ejected me from your personal space.”

      “I have a week worth of spa and bounty hunting ahead of me, during which you can convince me I should investigate all ways of making you roar. But I’m not giving up annoying you into making you roar during business hours. That makes it worth putting up with you when I’m working.”

      “If I had known all I needed to do to keep and hold your attention was roar at you, I would have yanked your tail a little more before indulging you, to make you properly earn those roars. Then again, I probably would have caved early, as a cranky Wells is a lot more of a pain in the ass than a purring one.”

      “For the record, I will be purring while my brothers try to kick your ass, but then I’ll go from purring to snarling and yowling as soon as they do kick your ass. We’re cats. And I mean, we’re really cats.”

      “As you did an excellent job of subduing your target without injury to yourself, I have decided you can pick what you have for dinner for two nights. Truth be told? That was flawless.”

      I showed him where I’d poked my finger. “I did cut myself.”

      “You were testing the shears for their viability as a murder weapon, and it would be wrong of me to use that against you. I realized I gave you an unfair option, as you might have wanted great chicken instead of steak. But really, pick what you want. You did that job as cleanly as I could ask for. Actually, I thought you were gonna dance around the point for a while before killing him.”

      “I had the shears, she gave me the code, he matched my intel on him, so I saw no reason to give him a chance to surprise me. He deserved it, although he got off a lot lighter than he should have for being such an asshole.”

      “Well, it looked like you probably severed his spine with your first hit. I wasn’t really sure why you decided to stab him so many more times, but I’m giving you full points for being thorough.”

      “I wasn’t sure of the kill with the first hit, so I kept hitting him until I was sure of the kill.” I gestured to my wet shirt. “I got chicken all over my shirt when my parents inevitably ask why my shirt is wet. But because my shirt is wet, dinner should probably be takeout or fast food. We can do something nice on the way to the spa—or once we get to the spa. It’s a lycanthrope-friendly spa.”

      “Will your shirt still be wet by the time we get to your parents’ place?”

      Hmm. “I really don’t know. But I would totally wash my shirt in a bathroom sink because I got chicken grease on it, so they won’t think twice about it.”

      “Or lycanthrope blood.”

      “Chicken grease, lycanthrope blood… close enough.”
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      As I didn’t want to shame myself or Sebastian with my wet shirt problems, we hit up a fast food joint and got enough to tame our stomachs before heading to my parents’ house, arriving a little before midnight. We could have gotten there faster, but I had needed an hour to convince myself to finish the final twenty minutes of the drive.

      “This is the first time you’ve brought someone home to see the family,” the lion guessed when I pulled into the driveway and parked the truck at the end of the line of vehicles, of which there were many. “Honestly, I’m surprised there aren’t more cars and trucks here.”

      “A lot of the litters share vehicles, especially the ones who are just learning to drive. It keeps costs of insurance somewhat down. And my brothers end up having to buy their own vehicles. It’s expensive enough feeding the dependent kittens. Anyway, my family usually brings men home to meet me, they run away because of my face, and I pretend I don’t cry or get mad, somebody gets beaten, and it goes to hell in a hurry. If you’re carrying the sewing machine, you’ll live longer.”

      Sebastian chuckled, got out of the truck, and headed for the bed.

      After some debate, I left the yarn and quilting supplies in the cab and went to help him free the stand, which I would carry, as it would help lengthen my lifespan, too.

      Every light in the house was on, and I bet the only reason a stampede of brothers wasn’t running out involved my dad growling a threat of death and murder should they swarm me.

      Them swarming me led to one inevitable outcome: a cat fight partnered with a hissy fit. The hissy fit usually outlasted the actual fight, but the last thing I needed was to spend until the wee hours of the morning hissing at the entire clan for being, well, cats.

      It took us ten minutes to free the stand and ease it off the bed without damaging it, and I took over carrying it while Sebastian freed the precious Singer from its carry box and carried it in his arms. “All right. I’m ready. Hopefully the sewing machine will discourage my outright assassination.”

      “It will, or I’ll be destroying them all with my sewing machine and making them pay the obscene amounts to repair it.”

      “I just thought you should know that’s blatantly flirting with me, Wells.”

      Damned lion. “If I walk out of this with any substantial bruising, as I absolutely will fight with every last one of the bastards if they get mad I brought home a lion, you will owe me.”

      “Do I owe you dinner, pampering, a calmer trip to a yarn store, or all of the above?”

      “All of the above. I’m greedy, and I don’t want to choose between those options.”

      “You’re hardly greedy. Wells, you’ve never once asked for a raise. Not once.”

      I stopped and stared at him. “That’s an option?”

      “And I’ll be making sure I prompt you as appropriate for you to ask for raises,” the lion muttered. “When your uncle asks how we met, just tell him we met at a coffee shop, and that you would go for a rare indulgence getting coffee because the shop offers catnip for a fraction of the price of pixie dust.”

      As I’d forced him to meet me at a coffee shop for our first meeting to get through it without wanting to claw his face off because he was male, lycanthrope, and in my territory, I chuckled. “Not even a ghost of a lie on that one, but it was hot chocolate. I even got my first roar out of you in like ten minutes flat. And the baristas didn’t even care.”

      “One of the baristas at that shop is a lioness, and she’s related to me on my mother’s side. It is friendly towards cranky lions, which was why I had suggested that you meet me at that specific shop. She was rather surprised you’d gotten a roar out of me.”

      I regarded him with a frown. “Really? But you roar often.”

      “I roar often for you. I roar significantly less often for anyone else. I was using my nose, Wells. You smelled miserable, and when you started to annoy me, and I allowed my annoyance to show, you got progressively more lively and no longer smelled as miserable. I gave you a roar to see what you would do, and you flat-out purred at me. And then caught yourself and stopped purring, but I had you figured out from the start. I should be more concerned than I am that someone finds making me miserable is enjoyable, but I am a lycanthrope.”

      “You are such a lion.”

      “I really am. I’m shameless, too. Assuming this goes well and we get through our upcoming activities unscathed, I’ll take you to meet my family. You will be encouraged to beat the snot out of all of them.”

      “That is the greatest pitch ever, Mr. Mane. Come meet my family. Or meat them. How would you like your family served?”

      He chuckled. “Thoroughly tenderized but still kicking.”

      “Bold preparation choice, Sumners.” Giggling over the idea of taking out an entire pride of lions, I hauled my sewing machine’s stand to the front door, and as I didn’t have a free hand, I yowled, “Open up, you furry freaks. And don’t you dare scratch my baby.”

      My father opened the door. “You do realize it’s midnight, right? Don’t wake the neighbors.”

      “Dad, we screech and yowl at each other at night often. They’re used to weird sounds coming from here. Someone screaming to open up is tame compared to our normal.” I set the stand for my sewing machine down and gestured to it. “Marvel at its beauty.”

      “It’s a desk.”

      “No, Dad. It’s a stand for a vintage 1901 Singer. My new pet lion is carrying the Singer, and he has joint custody rights to it.” I moved the stand so Sebastian could join me. “Dad, this is Sebastian. He is a lion. He is my new pet lion. He made his suit, Dad. He made it. Then we went to a yarn store, and we found this Singer.” I bounced on my toes and waited for Sebastian to ease the sewing machine into place. “Isn’t it beautiful?”

      My father didn’t even give the sewing machine a cursory glance, instead eyeing Sebastian from head to toe. “I’m going to require proof you can sew, son.”

      “I haven’t used the Singer yet, but if you have a modern machine and the fabric, I’m sure I can put together something for you to demonstrate I do have the ability to sew as claimed.”

      “He helped me pick yarn, Dad.”

      “That doesn’t mean he can sew, my little kitten.”

      “He helped me pick yarn, Dad,” I repeated through clenched teeth.

      Sebastian chuckled, reached over, and flicked my hair out of my face. “If it makes him happy, I’ll sew something. How about a pillow? Those are quick and easy, and you can claim it as your territory and beat someone with it. I’ll make it extra durable for said purpose, and I’ll make sure you have a good place to grip it. It won’t take long, and he can see I’m a man of my word.”

      “Put a few books inside so it has some heft,” I muttered.

      “How about a pouch for a book so when you’re taking your new pillow somewhere with you, you can put the book inside. And use it as an unconventional weapon. And when you’re not using it for carrying a book, it’s good for ice or heat packs.”

      “Sold,” I announced. “Go sew me a pillow with a fancy pouch. Dad, show him the sewing machine, and as punishment for making him sew a pillow at midnight, you must provide me with some ice cream. And since Sebastian will be busy sewing, none of you cats will touch a hair on his head.”

      Sebastian chuckled. “Had I known there was going to be a sewing test, I would have gotten supplies while we were at the store. You don’t have to defend me from your family, Harri.”

      “Come on, Sebastian. You’re basically the only lycanthrope male on the planet I have any interest in defending. My brothers? I just make some popcorn when they get into fights. Give me my moment in the sun. Or beneath the moon, as apparently, the sun has gone to bed.”

      The lion chuckled. “Okay. If doing that makes you happy, you can defend my fragile male ego while I introduce myself to the sewing machine and make you a pillow.”

      In normal households, I bet the lion would have been mocked to a near-death state. My family eyed the interloping male with interest. I joined eyeing the interloping male with an equal blend of scholarly interest and a healthy dose of lust. Most male lycanthropes would fight to the death before even thinking about being defended by a female. Of any species. At least all the male lycanthropes I knew, in and out of my family.

      At the rate the lion kept talking, I’d end up dragging him into the spa through any means necessary, where I’d use him to educate myself on how best to have my way with a man.

      Then, because life couldn’t go my way for once, my uncle joined my father, caught sight of Sebastian, and stammered something before recovering enough to ask, “Sebastian? You’re her manly lycanthrope?”

      If I went to the kitchen to fetch popcorn, I’d miss the fireworks, so I stayed put and prepared myself to defend the precious sewing machine from two male lycanthropes duking it out.

      “You know each other?” my father asked.

      “Mr. Sumners works with Interpol, although he also works with the CDC. He’s a liaison, but the part about him working with Interpol is important.”

      Of all the things my uncle could say, he fixated on Sebastian’s liaison status with Interpol? Was he unaware of Sebastian’s other work with the CDC, FBI, and basically every law enforcement agency worth notice? Then again, Interpol made a good cover for the lion.

      The only drugs my family appreciated were catnip, pixie dust, and alcohol, and we used them in legal fashions. Usually.

      I wouldn’t tell the lion about the illegal fashions cats might mix catnip and pixie dust when at home, and at absolute worst, it counted as a minor misdemeanor. Could anyone really blame a clan of lynxes from indulging in catnip and pixie dust at the same time?

      We purred, as once we mixed catnip and pixie dust, we rarely could do anything other than purr.

      Sebastian grinned and held his hand out to my uncle, who played nice. “Hopefully, that counts as a good thing today.”

      “Only if you aren’t stealing my thunder. Again. It’s bad enough when Interpol comes knocking because one of my hunters has a case that is found to be linked with your work. But to run off with my niece?”

      “Proud lions deserve only the best.”

      Had I hit Sebastian in the head sometime after coaxing a few roars at him? Had he hit his head while roaring? I considered him through narrowed eyes. “The best at what, precisely?”

      “Testing my patience,” he replied.

      As that was true, I shrugged. “Right. You’re a masochist. I keep forgetting that. It’s not my fault you have a spectacular roar. Dad, tell him roars are a mandatory part of maintaining my good health.”

      My dad turned and bellowed, “Betty? Are you really sure this girl is actually ours?”

      Sebastian picked up the precious sewing machine and took several steps back. Then, with a thoughtful expression, he abandoned the porch entirely and headed for the relative safety of the parked cars and trucks littering the front lawn. My uncle grabbed the Singer’s stand and likewise got out of the way. As I valued my life, I hopped off the porch and backed away until I was out of range of my brothers.

      It took five long seconds for my brothers to comprehend what my father had said, and with ear-piercing yowls, they converged on him. Some transformed. Others went for my father’s throat with their bare hands. My twin brothers sprouted ears, which turned back while they battled to join the fray.

      “I see some of your brothers have preliminary hybridism,” Sebastian said with interest. “Do I want to know which litter they’re from?”

      “Those two idiots are Hugh and Harvey, and they’re about to get their asses handed to them by my daddy.” Even with all of my brothers ganging up on him, my father would emerge the victor, and if my mother wasn’t already pregnant with the next litter, she would be at high risk of pregnancy afterwards.

      Lynxes. I heaved a sigh and bowed my head. “We should have just taken the Singer to my place.”

      “But then it wouldn’t be guarded by a dedicated clan of lynxes,” the lion replied. “I’m sure they’ll come to their senses eventually. Cats always come to their senses eventually. We might be here a while, though. Judging from their names, Hugh and Harvey must be from your litter.”

      “The excess exposure to estrogen in the womb must have done them in.”

      Sebastian headed for my father’s truck and put the sewing machine back inside the cab in its box. “You may as well put the stand in the bed, Henry. It should be safe enough there until they settle down. While I had been expecting a fight, honestly, I’d expected them to be fighting with me. If they want to fight with each other while I watch, I’m quite all right with this. I never thought meeting her family would be this entertaining, though. Had I known how entertaining this would be, I would have pushed sooner. I’m getting one hell of a woman and good entertainment out of this deal.”

      “There are medications for your delusions,” I informed Sebastian. “However, I’m delaying any treatments until it’s too late for you to get away.”

      The lion’s throaty chuckle intrigued me.

      “You sew, Sebastian. That’s basically the holy grail for this lot,” my uncle replied, and he adjusted his hold on the stand so he could press the button to lower the tailgate. “Harri is the least creative in our clan. She likes to crochet, and she is damned good at making quilts, but that’s as far as she goes with arts and crafts. Most of the family sews, because with this many boys in one family, fixing clothes is mandatory. She’s always been very careful with her clothes, so while she can do a mean stitch, she learned because her brothers often needed help to fix their clothing. And then we have the woodcarvers, the painters, and the carpenters, several plumbers, a lawyer, and everything else under the sun around here, so we often barter for fabric and other sewing supplies. My brother’s kids keep him close to bankrupt as it is. Lynx kittens cost a lot to feed. Some kittens are more troublesome than others, and while this one is self-sufficient, she has given even her brothers gray hairs. The other branches of the clan pitch in to help with the bills, as there is nothing my brother loves more than newborn kittens. Betty? She gets cranky when the kittens are over two and there aren’t more kittens on the way.”

      I pondered climbing into my daddy’s truck, cuddling with my yarn, and taking a nap with my sewing machine. “What happened to being nice to me? Why are you being mean, Uncle Henry?”

      “I am being nice. I’m going to get your new phone out of the house once your father subdues your brothers and it’s safe to take your sewing machine inside. I’m going to be even nicer and tell them I can verify Sebastian’s skills with a sewing machine, and that he’s done repairs to my suits while at work. This is annoying, because I’m supposed to be helping with the beating, not verifying my little niece ensnared a decent lycanthrope in her trap. I’m also disturbed. How on Earth did you meet him? More importantly, how on Earth did you actually lure him into your daddy’s truck?”

      “I needed that big truck to hold that lion’s ego and pride.”

      My uncle grinned at me. “That’s my girl.”

      The lion ignored me, gracing my uncle with his attention. “She was in a coffee shop by herself, and an asshole made a scene because he’s not man enough to handle a few scars. So while he shamed all men, I tried to make up for his lack of grace, buying her a hot chocolate topped with catnip.”

      He had purchased a hot chocolate for me, and I couldn’t remember if it had been spiked with pixie dust or catnip, but I’d almost managed to erase the memory of that damned lycanthrope wolf who’d smelled a single female and discovered my face terrified him. “Fucking wolves!” I yowled, although my complaint was drowned out by my squabbling family.

      “I’m sorry, Harri. I know how much you hate the flinching.”

      I pointed at Sebastian. “All I do is piss him off, and when I piss him off enough, he roars for me. I love the roars, Uncle Henry. He even gets right in my face when he does it.”

      “I will expose your purring habit,” the lion warned.

      I gasped. “You wouldn’t!”

      “I really will. How nothing gets you purring faster than a good roar.”

      Ruthless male with his excellent sense of hearing. “It was just a few purrs.”

      “I bet I can make you purr right now with one roar.”

      I bet he could, too. “What happened to not roaring from frustration?”

      “I would be roaring my satisfaction over having frustrated you.”

      My uncle closed the tailgate and leaned against my father’s truck. “He’s cornered you, Harri. You may as well just confess.”

      “Fine. When he roars, I purr. And I goad him into roaring so I can get my purring in. We’ve been doing this for years. I like his roars. They’re just everything a roar should be. It just happens I finally had a reason to bring him home. And yes, I am planning on dragging him to the spa with me. Would I really choose Cincinnati over Hawaii without a good reason?” Something crashed in the general direction of the house, and I sighed. “I don’t know what they broke, but they really can’t afford to break even more furniture being idiots.”

      “Okay, I’ll concede this. I should have put some more thought into why you were picking Cincinnati. A week long stay at a spa for the purpose of enjoying time with someone not in the family is sensible.”

      Huh. Either my uncle was dumber than he looked, or he thought I put a great deal more effort and planning into my non-existent sex life. With some luck and help from a certain lion, soon-to-be energetic sex life punctuated with roars and purrs. “Exactly. And I might take a second week to fully enjoy myself.”

      My uncle glanced at Sebastian. “Are you even going to be able to get two weeks off? The last I checked, they had you dancing all over the country without a day off in sight.”

      “I have been told I need to stop pining over a cantankerous feline and do something about the situation. And I got kicked out of my office for a while. I have some light work to do as time allows. I’ve also been put in charge of handling a few nasty bounties, but I’m the handler rather than the hunter on those. The hunter I’m handling has a reputation.”

      “You got the new one, didn’t you?” Uncle Henry shook his head while rolling his eyes. “When they work you to death, put a good word in for me.”

      Well, that had gone better than I had anticipated. Rather than expose myself as the lucky bounty hunter with the promotion and a job worth talking about, I kept my mouth closed. One day, I would confess my sins… about the same time I came home without a scarred face. With luck, by Christmas.

      It depended on Sebastian’s blood type and how long it took me to take out the bastard killing women through the violent removal of their reproductive organs.

      I really hated Jack the Ripper copycats, especially when they targeted women with scarred faces. One day, maybe people wouldn’t view a woman’s beauty as the rent she paid to exist.

      That would be a nice day.

      Rather than annoy everyone in hearing distance with my opinion, upsetting them as I wanted a face that didn’t make the kittens cry, I practiced staying quiet. Staying quiet kept my family from grumping over how I couldn’t just ‘accept my scars’ or ‘try not to worry about my face’ in my day-to-day life.

      I needed to thank Sebastian later for understanding that I wanted to get rid of my scars because I didn’t want to continue going through life scaring the kittens and dealing with people flinching when they saw my face.

      “I’ll do you one better. I’ll toss one of the stable hunters your way. He’s a tier up from the one I was just given to handle, so he’ll bring you in good change, and he is pretty hands off. It should raise your percentage by a few points without overworking you. However, he can be needy.”

      “What do you mean by needy?”

      “He likes big families but feels he’s incapable of settling down because of the blood on his hands. You’ll be in therapy with him a lot. He’s an old wolf, so you’ll want to keep him away from Harri, because he won’t flinch at her scars. He’ll have a meltdown and swear vengeance over them.”

      “Wait. I like that kind of drama. I don’t mind meltdowns when they don’t involve flinching. And it was a fire. Is he good with kittens?”

      “He’s one of the top hunters in the country for cases involving kids, so yes. He’s dedicated his life to getting rid of people who target children. I’m trying to convince him to open an orphanage once he’s unable to maintain his hunting. Right now, he’s between jobs, so it’s a good time for you to start working with him if you want him, Henry.” Sebastian got out his phone, tapping at the screen. “And that’ll free me up some time, too. The bounty I’ll be handling is an ugly one, and I need to be on hand as backup for the hunter.”

      “That bad?”

      “It’s probably worse than you think.”

      “If it’s that bad, take Harri with you,” my uncle suggested. “Despite appearances, she’s useful.”

      I choked on my own spit, and even Sebastian coughed. While I meant to do just that, I stared at my uncle, wondering what the hell he was thinking—or if he’d uncovered my dirty little bounty hunting secret. “Me?”

      “Yes, you. You can, and have, gone up against every one of your brothers and your parents and emerged the victor just about every damned time. All you’d need to hold your own in a real fight is a knife.”

      Damn it. I hated to lose, but I hadn’t thought my insistence on giving it my all during the family brawls had been noticed by my uncle, or anyone else for that matter. “I don’t have a knife,” I lied. “I mean, outside of my kitchen knives, and I don’t want to stab people with my kitchen knives, Uncle Henry.”

      “That’s easily rectified. You don’t even need a knife. I’d be worried about fighting you if you were armed with even a spoon. But I’ve got a few pocketknives I can give you. That should give you all the weaponry you need. Just piss her off and point her at who you don’t like, Sebastian. She’s got good reason to have a temper, and she’s spent all of her life fighting with her brothers, so she can handle whatever you throw at her. If you want to throw her for a loop, just tell her she’s pretty. She’ll be so stunned you can get the drop on her.”

      “You are mean, Henry Wells!” As it was expected of me, I stomped my foot and hissed at him. “Absolutely mean.”

      “What part of that wasn’t true, little kitten?”

      “I can handle someone trying to tell me I’m pretty. I handle it by laughing at them. But it doesn’t throw me for a loop. It confirms they’re blind and possibly brain damaged. Or they have a scar kink. I mean, that’s always a possibility.”

      “Peter? Your daughter needs an attitude adjustment,” my uncle yowled, and to my amazement, he managed to cut over the cacophony of fighting felines. “She’s callin’ herself ugly again.”

      “I’m busy right now,” my father replied, and he tossed one of my brothers off the porch into the grass. “Have the boy adjust her attitude while I take care of this lot.”

      “It seems her daddy likes you already, else he would have come over here and beat you for not having already adjusted her attitude,” my uncle said, considering the brawl on the porch with interest. “I’d say take your daddy’s convertible, but your new yarn collection won’t fit. Why don’t you put the sewing machine in my car, and we’ll leave the stand in the bed of one of the other trucks. That way, you two can get back on the road. They’re going to be at it for a while.”

      “I’m all right with that if you’re all right with it,” Sebastian said.

      “That works. Guard the sewing machine with your life, Uncle Henry. If anything happens to it, I will cry rivers. Entire rivers.” While Sebastian retrieved the Singer out of the cab, I considered the nearby truck options, settling on the Ford with the least amount of rust as a temporary holding place for the stand. Once the sewing machine was safe in my uncle’s car and he gave me my new phone along with several pocketknives, I ran for my daddy’s truck, got behind the wheel, and started the engine. I rolled down the window, leaned out, and hollered, “Sebastian? Hurry up. If they catch us, they’ll keep us here until dawn.”

      Sebastian headed over as though he didn’t have a care in the world, chatting with my uncle on the way. They shook hands before my uncle returned to his car to guard the precious Singer.

      Once in the truck, Sebastian chuckled. “They’re so busy brawling they won’t notice us leaving. Your uncle even walked over the fight to get something from in the house without anyone caring. Relax. Do you want to drive while I look for a good hotel? It’s too far to reach Cincinnati tonight.”

      “He went to get my new phone and some pocketknives. The phone is yet another demonstration of guilt on their part. Forget the hotel. I’ll just take you home with me, that way we can drop off the yarn we won’t need for the next week or two. While I have a couch, it’s small. But so is my bed. You will have to pick where you sleep wisely.”

      “But how is the soundproofing?”

      I grinned. “My house is small, but it’s far enough from the neighbors a few roars won’t bother anybody. They’re used to lynxes. What’s a lion around for a single night?”

      “Don’t blame me if there are complaints,” he warned.

      “I think I’m going to be really disappointed if there aren’t now,” I muttered.

      The lion smirked but said nothing.
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      It wasn’t until I pulled up in front of the house I rented, which may have started its life as an oversized garden shed for all I knew, that I comprehended I’d made a rather serious mistake. The place barely had room enough for me, and while I’d done some tidying, I hadn’t planned for guests. Or possibly trashing the entire structure laying a claim on a lion.

      Even sharing my bed with the lion would require a complete lack of personal space and would make for a tight squeeze. My virus loved everything about sharing my bed with him.

      Unless he said no, I would be saying yes, and my willingness to evict myself from the eligible pool of single female lycanthropes appeased my virus. She waited, her eagerness warming me from within.

      Unless Sebastian refused to breathe or otherwise completely ignored his nose, he knew exactly what I hoped for.

      I didn’t want to think about what would happen if he rejected my advances, however awkward and inexperienced I was at displaying interest in hearing him roar for a reason other than pure frustration.

      “The building has to survive whatever happens tonight,” I informed him. “This is important to me, as while this is basically the equivalent of a nice shack, I don’t pay much rent on it, and I don’t think I can afford to replace it should we destroy it.”

      “I’m sure we can figure something out that doesn’t involve the destruction of your home. Despite the reputation lycanthropes have, we are entirely capable of reason. We’re also capable of not destroying everything around us when we’re engaging in certain activities with prospective mates. Or just mates. And since lions can be very noisy, my father saw fit to teach my brothers and I the finer points of being quiet before, during, and after successful seductions of our women.”

      “But why would I want you to be quiet? You roar.”

      On that, my virus and I were agreed. I needed a roar out of him, and I needed one soon.

      “I will be sure to give you at least one roar tonight,” he promised. “But seriously, we were taught because human women are fragile compared to lycanthropes, and the last thing we want to do is hurt our mate during a claiming, and until the virus has replicated enough to allow her to heal faster, we need to be careful, so my father made sure we know how to be gentle in bed. He also gave us a variety of tips and tricks on how to be gentle but excessively satisfying.”

      “Wait, excessively satisfying? How is that possible?”

      “Once, my father made my mother pass out. And at the time, my mother’s virus had fully taken root, she was well beyond her first shift, and she was well aware of his wily ways. Yet he managed to make her pass out. Let’s just say my father is an excellent example of what all men should strive to be like. I do not have my father’s experience, but I plan to make up for my lack of experience through extensive practice and enthusiasm. And I’m a lion. That helps. I’m a shifting lion who has been exercising more patience than I like the past few years.”

      “Oh.” I stared at him with wide eyes. “What a way to go. That would be pure tragedy, to be killed in such a way. But what a way to go.”

      “My mother asks for a repeat. Often. Usually when my brothers and I are visiting, as she feels we’re too easily embarrassed. He refuses, mainly because he was initially afraid he’d hurt her. Now she only complains he hurts her by not giving her a repeat performance, and he wants to save such evenings for when they’re planning to add to the family again.”

      “I really don’t want to cut into my savings repairing this place, but I’m siding with your mother on this one.”

      “Fortunately for you, I have brought handcuffs, and if you have rope, I won’t even need to misuse any of the yarn. However, I will be using some of your quilting supplies, as ropes aren’t good for your skin. While my brothers are more inclined to immediately indulge in their wild side, I’m far more methodical than they are.” Sebastian chuckled and got out of the truck.

      Much like a lost puppy seeking attention, I followed him. “I’m the definition of inexperienced, so don’t get your hopes up. I am not under any delusions about my general prowess. Or having any prowess at all. And honestly? I’m not sure how I’m going to cope with any form of nudity. I do not own a bathing suit, Sebastian. Unless you run away, I’ll be scoring a grand slam during my debut as a lady of the night. Assuming I don’t run away. I might. I have never been in this position before.”

      The lion laughed. “Lady of the night? Don’t I have to pay for you to count as a lady of the night?”

      He made a good point. “Two words, Sebastian: vintage Singer.”

      “We have joint custody of the Singer, so it doesn’t count. That was as much of a gift for me as it is a gift for you. More importantly, your scars aren’t going to make me run away, although if you’re not ready because of them, then we wait. If you need me to be patient, I’ll be patient. If you need me to be impatient, then I’ll be that. I am not experienced, but I am fairly educated, I take pride in being smart, and my father made it clear if he ever caught wind of one of his sons not treating a woman right, we would be skinned alive, castrated, disowned, and tossed into a vat of acid. I’m sure we’ll, through extended mutual exploration, discover what we enjoy. And anyway, women aren’t cookie cutter creatures. Men aren’t, either. Every woman likes and dislikes different things. The key, according to my father, is that a good man takes the time to discover what those things are. A good woman does the same.”

      “Was your father born a lycanthrope?” My father had made a point of teaching all of my brothers—and me—one and done was probably how our love life would work out, but the careful use of condoms and the abstinence from all forms of oral sex might allow us to sleep around before settling down.

      I had enough problems finding a single man who could handle my face with grace.

      “Yep, but he was more promiscuous than normal. He was careful about using condoms, and he kept his adventures to pre-shift lycanthropes until he met my mother, who wasn’t infected. She wanted a lion, so she caught one. I haven’t figured out why she picked my father, but I’m grateful for her excellent taste in men. My father considers me the reject of the family, as I’ve opted against following in his footsteps and making use of condoms to get in extra practice with many women. That said, I always carry condoms with me, just in case.”

      I snickered and led the way to the front door, unlocking it and debating if I was ready for someone other than my family to see inside. Considering my virus really wanted me to get to the stripping part of the evening activities, I’d be an idiot to stand on the doorstep debating my options. “My dad tried condoms once with my mother. They destroyed the condoms. Tore them to ribbons, apparently. Condom manufacturers did not anticipate lycanthrope endurance when making their products. The condoms did not prevent the ninth litter from making an appearance. Apparently, my complications were enough that my parents looked into, rather unsuccessfully, methods of limiting the number of kittens until I was a little better off.”

      I unlocked the door, opened it, and gave a cursory glance to make sure all was as I’d left it before gesturing for Sebastian to come inside. My shoes went into the pile near the door, and I hung my purse on the coat rack. “Make yourself at home, but try not to think too poorly of me for living far below my means. My day job can afford this, so I cater to my family’s expectations.”

      Sebastian followed my lead, took off his shoes, and removed his suit jacket, hanging it up on the rack. The jacket had hidden a shirt that clung to his chest.

      According to his chest, someone worked out to keep up with the bounty hunters he handled. In my case, would soon manhandle. “Are you hiding muscles underneath that thin cloth, Mr. Mane?”

      “I absolutely am. Lions look at gym equipment and develop muscles. To add to this, I actually go to the gym because I need to use brute force during sketchy situations at work. When I found out I’d be handling you, I started going to the gym daily, as I expect to need to use a lot of brute force in the field, especially should I successfully complete my plans for this evening. A lion’s strength is a factor in my father’s education for us to be gentle. As a result, none of my brothers have ever broken a condom accidentally. However, it’s a rite of passage for them to break them intentionally to show their new mates how much they were holding back on their quest to be courting gentlemen rather than sex-crazed animals.”

      “Why do I have a feeling meeting your family is going to be equally chaotic to the shitshow you got to watch tonight? Honestly, I’m disappointed I didn’t get to watch them fight you. But I guess my father gave you a good demonstration of how my brothers treat people who are mean to me. Flinching counts as being meant to me.”

      “Yes, I was rather amused and slightly alarmed over how your father managed to goad the entire lot of them into attacking him. Also, I’m now convinced I know where your ability to pick a fight with many at one time and win comes from. That’s how you’ve been tussling with your family since you’ve been little, isn’t it? You’ve been fighting your brothers all at one time, so you’re practiced at dodging attacks from multiple sides. Although, I will admit I’m surprised they would even fight with you.”

      “I gave them a choice. They could put up a good fight or get an even worse beating. And if they fought well enough, I’d purr a little. I can manipulate my entire clan with a single purr.” I rarely did so, as I hated the masquerade, which meant I only purred when I meant it—or Sebastian roared at me.

      “I will never judge them for being manipulated by your purrs. I’ve turned making you purr when I roar into an art. I have you trained now. If I roar, you purr. Under any circumstances. You’ll hear me roar, and because you have been so conditioned to purr at the sound of my roar, you will do so without thinking about it.”

      I raised a brow and regarded him with my coolest expression. “Really, Sebastian?”

      “Really. We can test it. When you least expect it, I will roar at you, and I will see if you purr. If you purr whenever you hear me roar, I have successfully conditioned you to be happy when I roar.”

      I struggled to find a problem with being conditioned to purr when he roared. “Okay. You can test it. You’ll probably win, because your roars do make me happy, especially if I’m the reason you’re roaring. It’s such a nice roar. Why wouldn’t I purr when I hear it?”

      “I underestimated how much my roar motivates you,” he admitted. “And I’m debating how to handle the problem of your scars.”

      “At least you think they’re a problem. Everyone else thinks I’m the problem for not accepting them. Sorry, but I’m not accepting damned scars that make my baby brothers cry when they see me, not when I can work to get them removed.”

      “Well, they are a problem. You’re unhappy with them. I wasn’t lying to you. What those scars represent is sexy to me. It shows the world you’re strong—and those who flinch because of them are weak. I’m thinking I’ll go with a blindfold. As in I blindfold you. Then I can do whatever I want, which honestly, really appeals to me because I am a lion and wish to rule over all.”

      “I see we’re moving straight into the realm of the kinky on our first adventure. I’m blaming my mother for this one, because she’s probably the reason I am as I am. My brothers would never come up with such a scheme, and my father enjoys trying to goad my mother into killing him. Their foreplay is attempted murder. Or that’s what it sounds like. Lynxes are loud.”

      Sebastian’s sly smile only served to increase my desire to rip him out of his shirt immediately. “Then let’s play a game, Harri.”

      While I loved when he snarled Wells at me, the way he growled my name left me breathless. “What game?”

      “Since you enjoy breaking the mold so much, my goal is to make you make as much noise as possible. Your goal is to purr for my enjoyment. But should you do anything other than purr, I get to gag you.”

      My laughter escaped before I could stop it. “You’ve been waiting years to gag me, haven’t you?”

      “How’d you guess?”

      “Well, I wasn’t making you roar by simpering and fluttering my lashes at you, that’s for sure. That has something to do with my guess.”

      Sebastian chuckled. “You’re right. You weren’t making me roar through any simpers or lash fluttering. Want to play my game?”

      “Hell yes. I’ll show you where my sewing supplies are, and you’re free to use whatever you need, and the rope is in the closet.” I pointed at the entry closet, which I used for random storage. “And if you’re slow about it, I’ll let my virus off her leash, and she knows exactly what she wants to do with you.”

      “You act like you’re going to be capable of keeping your virus leashed by the time I’m done with you.”

      “I have very good control, thank you very much.”

      “We’ll see about that.”
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      Only a fool challenged a lion.

      The lycanthropy virus often dictated a lot about my life, ranging from who might or might not be an eligible partner, how I needed to behave around the uninfected, and how I behaved around the infected. More often than not, I went through most days battling with my virus over the little things, although we tended to agree on key aspects of life.

      From the start, my virus had fallen for Sebastian. After so much rejection and heartbreak, it took me a lot longer to accept anyone could possibly want me, with or without scars.

      Most learned how to avoid flinching, but Sebastian had never needed to learn.

      They deformed me, but he saw beyond them like others couldn’t.

      With the help of a pair of handcuffs he’d wrapped in fabric, some cord he’d dug out of my closet, and the ruins of his poor shirt, as he decided against damaging my quilting supplies on his quest to evict us both from the pool of unmated lycanthropes, he took control and maintained it with a ruthlessness my virus adored.

      It hadn’t taken him long to get me yowling from frustration and need, and I understood my mother a lot better than I had before Sebastian had gotten his hands on me. After I landed my first and last bite, which involved clamping my teeth onto his wrist and holding on tight. I thought I’d done well, lasting over five minutes until he freed himself and lived up to his threat to gag me if I couldn’t keep quiet or behave.

      Once gagged, I purred, and the louder I purred, the harder he worked to make me purr even louder.

      By morning, he reduced me to a limp noodle of a mess, and when I tried to purr, it came out more as a tired groan than anything else. His solution to the problem of my small bed involved him draping me over him, and he enforced his choice by holding me close to him and tightening his grip whenever I attempted to escape.

      I tested him a few times because I could, but I stayed because he was warm and comfortable. Being too tired to move also factored in my decision to stay put.

      Clever, tricky man.

      To add insult to the situation, he wore me out so badly I failed to notice being moved to my daddy’s truck, which Sebastian drove. Apparently, my daddy’s truck had heated seats, and the lion had stolen my blanket off my bed, which smelled strongly of him.

      I snuggled into the blanket, breathed deeply, and purred.

      “Are you actually awake this time?” Sebastian asked.

      “How are you awake? It’s not awake time. It’s time to cuddle with me in bed,” I mumbled, checking the clock, which informed me it was two in the afternoon. “Definitely go back to bed with me time. Or cuddle on you in bed time? Whatever. This isn’t my bed.”

      For a rare change, my virus had nothing to contribute, and I could only assume she was pleased with the situation. I suspected the presence of his scent on my blanket had a lot to do with her general contentment.

      “You are correct. This isn’t your bed. This is your father’s truck, and I carried you to the truck around noon, after I spent an hour coaxing you into eating breakfast. I was gifted with great endurance from birth, and I work out often. I slept for a while, woke up, got bored, made breakfast, fed you breakfast, and decided to resume our trip. Since I knew you wanted to go to a spa in Cincinnati, I started driving there, although I’m not sure which spa you have a reservation for. There are four that claim they’re lycanthrope friendly. And as I’m not completely evil, I checked into your registered bounties to make sure none of your targets were on the way. There’s one near Cincinnati, but he’s a small fry. I underestimated your desperation to get surgery, as he’s only worth a thousand and is wanted alive.”

      “Ah, that guy. He’ll be easy. I’ll just smack him around and tell him I’ll cut his dick off if he resists. That usually gets them to cooperate. It’s the one time being scarred is actually useful for something. When I start snarling those threats while I’m not wearing makeup, for some reason, people believe I’ll follow through. And the ones that don’t think I’ll do it get the snot beaten out of them and dragged to the CDC, where I get paid a thousand dollars for some sport. He’s just a stupid idiot who thinks he can get away with repeat failures to have his virus level checked.”

      Sebastian winced. “That’s a very potent threat, and I’d be worried about that one under any circumstance.”

      “I wouldn’t actually do that. I’m just very convincing about my willingness to do such a thing to somebody.”

      “Well, if some asshole threatens you, I have no problems with you taking names or cutting off important parts of their anatomy. That’s the price they pay for threatening you.”

      “I like bagging bounties, Sebastian. Not dicks. Bounties. Bounties give me money. Dicks do not give me money.”

      Sebastian made a thoughtful noise in his throat, and he drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. “There are plenty of dicks who would absolutely give you money.”

      “With this face?”

      “I’d definitely give you money.”

      Somehow, I resisted the urge to laugh at the lion. Somehow. I needed to reward myself with a treat for lunch for my good behavior. “Be sensible, Sebastian. Why would you pay me for what you can get for free? But any money you do give me is going into the fix my face fund, and since that big job we’re starting after I get my spa time is going to be my main fix my face fund, I’ll have to figure out a new plan for all those dollars and cents.” I made a thoughtful noise in my throat. “I’ve actually gotten a decent amount saved up, honestly. I had to open new savings accounts at different banks to store the money for the deposit. They only insure up to so much at each financial institution, did you know that?”

      “I was actually aware of that, yes.”

      “I actually hit the insurance limit. When I did, I had a panic attack over it, Sebastian. I had that much money, and it wasn’t enough for the deposit for the procedure—for the cheap procedure. They wanted a quarter of the price tag as a deposit. I’m almost there.”

      “You have squirreled away more than half a million dollars from your bounties, most of which don’t go over twenty thousand?”

      “Yes.”

      “Obviously, I did not go over your file sufficiently. Honestly, I didn’t tally your earnings. That wasn’t the private information I was particularly interested in.”

      “My mated status?” I guessed. “The number of times I’ve almost gotten myself killed on my quest to fix my face?”

      “Your status as mated to me is very important, yes. I have to change that in the system today and register us. My boss will be happy with me. So many of his problems, magically solved. He had been expecting it to take weeks for me to convince you to give me a chance. I’m a really crabby lion when I don’t get your purrs, by the way. I’ve been that way for about a year now, and my boss was really getting tired of it, as I was not getting sufficient purring from someone known to be a pain in my ass. He could only give me so much work involving you, as you are an efficient bounty huntress, so you rarely needed my special brand of attention.”

      It made me unreasonably happy I wasn’t the only one incapable of handling life as adults claimed it should be handled. “Are you an idiot, Sebastian?”

      “Wells,” he growled. “Wanting to hear you purr doesn’t make me an idiot.”

      “No, but your failure to call me and concoct reasons to make me make you roar does make you an idiot. You have my phone number. You enjoy using it. And you could have easily concocted a hundred and one different reasons to abuse your possession of my phone number.”

      “Okay. That is a fair statement. I am an idiot. I could have called you.”

      “I often had to ignore my virus’s insistence I call you and piss you off enough to roar. I did this because calling you specifically to make you roar seemed rude, and while I’m a lot of things, I try to be obnoxious and frustrating, not rude. Did you get enough purring last night?”

      “No. I need more purring today. But first, I need to feed you properly. Our viruses are busy adapting, and you ladies tend to get the short straw on that.”

      “Why is that, anyway?”

      “I suspect it’s because of the blood type and compatibility issues. Since I’m male, your virus is hard at work making sure you’re compatible with me. My virus just wants to expose you more, and that’s a lot faster to regenerate. I had not expected you to play vampire with me last night, but I am absolutely not complaining about the results. The virus concentration in the blood tends to be higher.”

      “Women have to work a lot harder to sufficiently expose men,” I complained.

      “I solved that problem using my teeth. I bit you several times hard enough to draw blood. And I enjoyed myself. But I was thoroughly distracting you in other ways.”

      Damn it. Fucking scar tissue. “You probably bit me in one of the dead zones.”

      “Dead zones?”

      “The scarring is so bad in places I just don’t have functioning nerves. So a lot of the wounds I take? I don’t feel it much. So you probably bit me in one of those spots. If the cuts are shallow, I don’t feel it. And if you were distracting me, I wouldn’t have even noticed.”

      “Your skin isn’t sensitive?”

      “It’s a chunk of scarred mess, Sebastian. I mean, making the kittens cry because I’m that ugly is only part of my problems. I just don’t complain or worry about the rest of it because I never thought there was anything I could do about it. I’m changing what I can. I just didn’t think I could afford to fix the rest, and the creams don’t work. Nobody cares if I don’t have good skin sensitivity.”

      “I very much care if you don’t have good skin sensitivity!” He drew in a deep breath, and to my delight, he roared his frustration.

      Nice. Lions could roar and drive at the same time. “I don’t know why this is so upsetting, but that roar.” My purr came out raspier than normal, and I checked the cup holders to discover an unopened bottle of water, which I claimed for myself. “You broke my purr. My purr is broken. I didn’t know it was possible to break my purr.”

      “I’m not sorry I made you purr so much you lost the ability to purr. I’m very upset you can’t enjoy when I nibble on you. I am now extra motivated to get your scar removal done, because you should get to enjoy me worshipping your body as much as I do.”

      My face warmed. “You nibbled on me?”

      “I enjoyed it very much. I also did many other things, but now that I understand there are more problems at play than merely your self-esteem, I’m more motivated to get this serial killer bagged. When I’ve worn you out enough you can’t complain about working, we’ll go over the intel the CDC and FBI has on this guy so we can make a plan. Since we’re fairly certain he’s not a lycanthrope, if you’re game to try the new perfume, we can do so after our viruses have settled. Mine’s probably spiking, and yours is probably tapped.”

      “Because I’ve been exposed to a great deal more of your virus.” I wrinkled my nose. “That part of being lycanthrope and female really isn’t fair.”

      “Oh, no. I had plenty of exposure to your virus. I just have a lot more body mass, my virus has been spiking for a few days now, and I’ve gone out of my way to expose myself to as much of your virus as possible. You’re a lot smaller than I am, so your virus has to extend itself a lot more to meld with my virus, where mine’s hardly being taxed at all. Honestly, I’d like to take you to some nice restaurants on the way, but if you’re okay with it, we’ll hit up a buffet or two. We need the calories. If we take turns driving, we can get to the spa sometime tomorrow, and a few days to relax will be good for us and our viruses.”

      “My check-in is tomorrow. I expected it would take two full days to get there, so I planned to just crash hotels on the way. I hadn’t expected to go all the way home after that hit in Battle Lake.”

      “It was a necessary detour.”

      I grinned at that. “Yes, it was. I just hope you brought the cuffs. I have some serious purring to catch up on.”

      “You can count on it.”
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      Lycanthropes paid a premium when eating at buffets, and for a rare change, I didn’t mind the doubled cost for our lunch and dinner. The first buffet he took us to had the promised barbecue chicken, and to get my filthy little hands on it, I had to stand in line. Everyone in the buffet understood the importance of the barbecue chicken line.

      The beleaguered chefs working the ovens and grills ruled with iron tongs, too.

      The taco bar was worth writing home about, so I did, making use of Sebastian’s cell phone to take pictures and send them to my uncle, who could handle image distribution as needed. My uncle seemed less than impressed with Sebastian’s offering, resulting in me calling the bastard, issuing a hissed warning of imminent death if he criticized my choice of delicious buffet, and hung up before he could defend himself. Sebastian chuckled and didn’t answer his phone when it rang.

      The second buffet had steak, and I would have eaten it exclusively had Sebastian not placed filled plates of other food in front of me.

      For both meals, I ate at least three times what I normally did, and I beat Sebastian in quantity of food consumed in the shortest period of time. Eating my way into a food-induced coma hadn’t been a part of my plans, and I only took my turn behind the wheel when he was too fatigued to continue driving safely.

      Out of the sixteen hours it took to reach Cincinnati, I drove four of them, and I handled the last leg of the trip while he slept. My virus appreciated the lion’s vulnerability, as it convinced her he trusted me to handle the important matters while we watched over him. Or he trusted my general driving skills. Either way, my virus approved.

      While my virus behaved and settled down to enjoy his quiet company, I wanted to drag him off and have my way with him to make sure no one had any doubts he was mine.

      I needed to apologize to Sebastian sometime soon, as I expected I would spend at least a few months convincing myself his willingness to engage in any sort of relationship with me was real. I had a difficult enough time making friends.

      The flinch ruined that for me, and no matter how hard I tried, I remembered, and few made any real effort to convince me they cared enough to keep from flinching down the road.

      I made people as uncomfortable as they made me.

      The fear Sebastian would change his mind would crawl beneath my skin for a long time. Making him roar from frustration had been a way of keeping him at arm’s length, although I should have known better. Could something as simple as being standoffish actually drive off a lion? Or any lycanthrope, really?

      Lycanthropes lived and breathed being difficult and enjoyed challenges. If I judged all lycanthropes by my parents, the virus would take over the world in a single generation. My uncles had convinced me most lycanthropes took their time and had few children, as most of the women didn’t appreciate the mechanics involved with becoming pregnant.

      Children only happened when the couple worked hard enough for one, the woman was in the right part of her cycle, and the soon-to-be father kept her in bed long enough. My parents had mastered procreation, and I harbored secret suspicions the pair wanted to dominate the record charts with how many times they reproduced.

      I still wondered how they managed to keep us all straight. I couldn’t, and I’d been born into the insanity.

      We reached the spa at a little after three, and I debated if I could make him roar for me if I startled him awake. As I’d learned Sebastian could be sneaky when he wanted to be, I asked, “Do lions roar when startled?”

      “No,” the lion replied.

      “Well, that’s a damned shame. If you hadn’t replied to me, I had been planning on finding out how badly I could startle you. I wanted to find out if I could earn a roar. I thought about other ways to wake you up, but I would never be able to look my daddy in the eyes again after engaging in such things in the cab of his truck. We have arrived.” The spa, located deep in the heart of the city, had a parking lot, and my daddy’s truck had barely fit into one of the spots. I’d needed to use the camera system to park, as the spots hadn’t been designed with big trucks in mind. I unbuckled my seatbelt, stretched, and reached for the back so I could grab my purse. More like a cobra than some self-respecting cat, Sebastian kissed my cheek. I froze and blinked. “What?”

      “I would have kissed your lips, but I would have had to move you around, and I didn’t want to make a scene in the truck when we can make more than a scene in our room. You also stated you wouldn’t be able to look your father in the eyes if I did such things with you in here, so I’m being good and patient. Also, I am able and ready to pay whatever fees are required to enjoy a week with you.”

      I touched my cheek, which was as scarred as ever. “I’m confused,” I admitted.

      “By me having no problems with kissing your cheek, by the fact I wanted to kiss your cheek, or that I have plans for you once we’re checked in and in our room?” With a wicked chuckle, the lion got out of the truck, opened the cab’s back door, and went to work grabbing the bags of crocheting supplies and my personal belongings. “I’ll have to skip out somewhere for clothes, but there’s surely a mall around here somewhere. I’ll go during your first pampering sessions in the spa before looking into what we can do as a couple.”

      “I should have taken you to your place, wherever that is, for some clothes. I’m sorry.”

      It had been pure luck I’d had a shirt he could wear, as his shirt hadn’t survived our night together.

      “I’m not. It would have added even more time to the trip, and I need some new casual clothes anyway. I tend to make my suits and buy my jeans, mainly because making jeans is a serious pain in the ass. However, I’m thinking I’m going to be making you several pairs of jeans. They will have pockets. Real pockets.”

      I sucked in a breath. “Pockets?”

      “Big enough pockets you will only have to carry a purse should you want to.”

      “That’s some seriously dirty talk, Sebastian. If you’re trying to get me out of my clothes, it’s working. But we have to check in first. Though to be honest, you just have to breathe for me to want you out of your clothes. I should blame my virus on that one, but I’m an equal player in this. I accept responsibility for my share of lust. My virus was not the only picky one in this whole mess.”

      I hoped he wanted to get me out of my clothes, and that once he did, he had a plan that didn’t involve at least six hours, as we didn’t have six hours before I was scheduled to be pampered. I hadn’t anticipated needing to choose between being pampered or romping around in the hotel room making full use of the expensive bed designed to withstand even the most amorous of lycanthropes.

      I doubted the hotel was prepared to handle a lynx and a lion on a mission. I wasn’t even sure what our mission was while in the resort anymore, but I didn’t care. We were on a mission, and that was that.

      The lion grinned. “I have no problem with being the subject of your lust. I’m even man enough to recognize that our viruses spiking and adapting to each other plays a large part in our mutual reactions right now, but I’m still going to enjoy and appreciate it. I’m also very grateful you took mercy on me, and not because I was the first half-decent man to cross your path. Anyway, I sometimes make jeans for my mother. She makes this complaint early and often, so every year, I make her at least two or three pairs of jeans for Christmas. As I fully plan on doing gentlemanly things to and for you, you will always get more pairs of jeans than my mother receives each year. To establish which woman in my life is of utmost importance. I’m a smart lion, Harri. I know what women want. Women want pockets.”

      I stopped and stared at Sebastian. “Did you just call yourself half-decent? What happened to your lion ego and pride? That is not egoistical lion commentary. That was almost self-deprecating. And I should know. When it comes to my face, I’m the queen of making such commentary, and that’s the kind of commentary I would make. Well, about my scars, at least. The rest of me is feline perfection.”

      “We’re going to have to work on how often you get injured taking on a bounty. That rate is not perfect, Miss Murder Mittens. I’m expecting actual perfection out of you in the future.”

      I heard the challenge in his tone, and as always, I bristled. “Or what?”

      “I’ll be too busy tending to your injuries to be able to worship your body and make you purr to my satisfaction.”

      As far as threats went, his hit dead center, and my virus roused, aware of the risk to her pleasure and general happiness. And mine, too. Somehow, I’d become involved with an utterly ruthless, wicked lion. Sometimes, only telling the truth sufficed. “You are a ruthless lion,” I declared.

      Most flinched when I glared at them, but all I did was make Sebastian grin. “I can be. I’ll be exceptionally ruthless about safeguarding your life. Yes, you’re a bounty hunter. I’m not expecting or even asking you to stop doing that work. It’s important, and you’re good at it. I just want you to come out on the other side of each job less likely to need transfusions in some damned hospital because you took on how many males twice your size at one time?”

      “It was only six.”

      Sebastian roared at me. “That’s five too many.”

      Sure enough, I purred at the evidence of his frustration and displeasure. My eyes widened, and he glowered in my general direction.

      I, idiot that I was, kept on purring.

      He waited for me to silence my enjoyment of his roaring, which took several minutes longer than sensible or dignified. His glower eased to a smirk. “I win, Wells.”

      Damn it. “That was a good roar, and I deserve to purr after frustrating you into doing it.”

      “You deserve to purr daily for a variety of reasons. I hope to be responsible for most of your purrs. Now, march, Wells. Don’t ladies get agendas for these spa events? I wouldn’t want you to miss any of your planned activities. And I need to go buy clothes while you’re being pampered.”

      In reality, I delayed dealing with the next few minutes of my life, which happened relentlessly each and every day. I sighed. “They’re going to flinch when they see my scars.”

      “That’s a reflection of them and not you. Just remind yourself I don’t flinch. Keep a count of flinches, grimaces, gasps, and anything else others do that hurt your feelings, and I’ll reward you for enduring them. I’m sure I can come up with many ways I can reward you. Just be aware I do enjoy when you’re tamed and quiet, as you’re anything but tamed or quiet most of the time.”

      I grinned at him. “I’m really not, and I can’t begrudge you wanting some quiet after I’ve spent all day frustrating you for the sake of my purrs and happiness.”

      “And it will be one of my goals to make you purr daily. I can’t purr, but I’m sure you can think of something in exchange.”

      “Roar, obviously. Daily. For my enjoyment.”

      “How about you making me roar for my enjoyment?” In what had to be a first in the lion’s entire life, he pouted. “What about me, Harri Wells? Don’t I deserve daily satisfaction?”

      “You roaring because I frustrated you is satisfying for you. And I want to make you roar from frustration daily.”

      “How is that satisfying for me?”

      “Well, you’re the one who said my purring makes you happy. That’s a trap of your own making, Sumners. But don’t worry, I’ll take good care of you.”

      “You’re something else.”

      “You’re the one who wanted me as much as I wanted you and that roar of yours. You only have yourself to blame for how this turned out. I refuse to feel any shame in this. For once in my adult life, everything has gone right for me, and I will enjoy this while it lasts.”

      He smiled. “Oh, don’t you worry about that. As long as I have something to say about it, you’re going to be enjoying a lot about life, but especially the evenings. I have many plans for our evenings.”

      “That better be a promise, Sebastian, or I will show you the power of a lynx’s utter disappointment. And any sane woman, lynx or otherwise, would be completely heartbroken following that level of disappointment.”

      “How scary. A lynx’s disappointment. Do you know what is far scarier than a lynx’s disappointment?”

      I regarded him with interest. “What could possibly be scarier?”

      “A crying lion, which is what will happen if I don’t get to indulge in my plans for this evening.”
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      The woman at the counter, young, spry, and with perfect pale skin, stared at me with wide eyes. Like the rest of her face, her makeup was pristine, and she’d gone with a dark, smokey eyeshadow, partnered with black mascara to bring out the blue of her eyes. She didn’t flinch. She didn’t gasp. She didn’t do anything other than meet my gaze.

      Then, as though she was utterly blind, she smiled. “Welcome. Do you have a reservation?”

      I glanced at Sebastian, who chuckled, pressed his hand to my back, and pushed me forward, fiddling with his phone in his free hand. Taking that as a cue to stop acting as though my last brain cell had fainted, I set my purse on the counter. “I do, it’s under Harri Wells. I have a week-long package. I wanted to know if it was possible to add Sebastian to my room and package.”

      I’d gotten the best the hotel had to offer, but I’d gotten confused about how the packages worked. I’d purchased the most expensive one, and somewhere in the marketing material had been something about add-on guests, but her smile fried what was left of my brain.

      The wide eyes bothered me a hell of a lot less than her smile. Was it real? Was it fake? How had she not flinched? Did the spa give their employees copious amounts of pixie dust to ensure perfect professionalism?

      Was she an angel hiding with some remarkably human and female disguise? A succubus on the prowl?

      No, that didn’t make sense. Incubus? No, that also didn’t make sense.

      What was even going on?

      “That is absolutely no problem, Miss Wells. Will your companion be joining you at the spa?”

      Sebastian’s answering and equally bright smile stunned me almost as much as the woman’s behavior. While I lost the base ability to function, he took over, nodded, and said, “If at all possible, yes. I do have one errand to run tonight that should take me about two hours, but if it’s possible to join her for the rest of her sessions to as much as can be accommodated, that would be appreciated.”

      “Miss Wells purchased one of our complete packages, which gives her the option to be accompanied by a companion as she sees fit. Give me a moment, and I will print a copy of her schedule.” With a smile the match of Sebastian’s, the woman input something into the computer, turned, and headed to a cubby, where a printer dutifully went to work. She returned with several sheets of paper. “It is not unusual for guests to bring companions to get to know them better in a soothing environment, and we have found men enjoy their time at our spa as much as women. Circle the sessions you wish to attend, sir, and I will have you added to her reservation.”

      Sebastian set his phone on the counter, took out his wallet, and handed over a card to the woman while he checked out my schedule, picked up the pen, and circled everything except the sessions scheduled to begin in a few hours. “Thank you very much, ma’am.”

      “Of course, sir.”

      Within five minutes, she checked us in, gave me a pair of key cards, and gave me directions to our room, which was located on the top floor of the resort. When I’d booked, I’d gotten every bell and whistle I could, taking advantage of a sale and rewarding myself for a rare change. If anyone looked into my affairs, nobody would suspect I’d be hunting bounties in the evenings and early mornings.

      Sebastian’s presence changed my plans, but with him working with me, we could probably bag several of the bounties in a few hours each. I wouldn’t ruin everything by booking in even more work.

      With the big bounty, I would have enough to begin living a normal life.

      On our way to the elevator, the lion chuckled. “I had intended on upgrading you as much as I could, but it looks like you’d upgraded yourself. I may have checked the spa’s offered packages on my phone, and I compared it to her printout. I had been prepared to spoil you, but I’m pleased you did a good job spoiling yourself.”

      “I haven’t taken an actual vacation since I became an adult, so I figured I’d mix work and play. But with you helping, the work won’t take long, not until it’s time to deal with the main problem. But I need this spa trip, Sebastian. I need it. And I need the money from those jobs.”

      “What are you planning on doing with the money you’ve earned? With your track record and my help, I am confident we’re going to catch the main bastard and get rid of him.”

      “A house. I will get a house. I’ll even allow you to live in my house. You can be my most prized servant. You’ll even be paid, although to acquire your payment, you’re going to have to work for it.” To make it clear I meant to lure him to bed and cruelly use him to make my virus happy, I leered at him.

      Leering while scarred horrified most, but Sebastian chuckled and rolled his eyes. “You are such a cat.”

      “I am. I’m a lynx. I’m a most proud and fluffy predator. Lion manes are really fluffy, too, so I’m looking forward to you shifting for me so I can play with your mane. That was my plan all along, to get my hands on you and your mane, Mr. Mane.”

      “Sure it was. You might be an excellent cat, but you’re a terrible liar. Your expression when you realized I actually wanted you is now one of my most priceless treasures. You couldn’t even begin to believe or imagine that I might actually want to tie you to my bed and do wonderful things to you.”

      “I probably looked like I’d been slapped across the face a few times. I’m still waiting for someone to pinch me and wake me up, but I’ve pinched myself a few times and haven’t woken up. I even took a nap in my new dream-like reality, and when I woke up, a lion was driving my daddy’s truck, and this was a pretty damned good reason to purr. Or so I think.”

      The decor in the resort reminded me how simple and modest of a life I—and my family—lived. If I hadn’t known it was a lycanthrope friendly establishment, I would’ve worried about leaving dirt on the polished marble floors, or on the end tables decorated in a bewildering and eclectic collection of statuettes, flower vases with real and fake bouquets, and random bowls filled with stuff.

      I peered into one such bowl, wondering what the point was of putting dyed glass balls into sand. I pointed at it. “What is this, Sebastian? I don’t understand the point.”

      “It’s art. Things like that make some people happy. The spheres are probably from a high-end glass artisan, and the sand is probably from somewhere exotic. I feel I should warn you now that one of my new missions in life is to make you purr, and having me around is a pretty damned good reason to purr. I am a lion. I am the best of lions, and I don’t think you should purr for other lions. I’m the jealous kind.”

      I refrained from reminding him I rarely purred for anyone. Did I even know a second lion? No matter. I had the important lion in my clutches, and I would train myself into believing I deserved a lion all to myself if necessary. “We’re lycanthropes, Mr. Mane. We operate on jealousy with a splash of spite. I hope lionesses don’t think lions are to be shared like mundane prides. I am not good at sharing. And anyone who tries to share my lion is getting a beatdown.”

      Still chuckling, Sebastian wrapped his arm around me and marched me to the elevator. “You have nothing to worry about. On to more important things. I am very pleased with the amount of pampering you signed yourself up for this week. I’ll make sure I’m appropriately dressed and otherwise prepared to join you. I take it you were planning your hunts for the morning?”

      When I took the time to think about it, I realized I’d set up a hell schedule for myself, and I’d planned it without anyone around to help me. With the help, it counted as insane but possible. Without help? It went beyond merely insane. “After dinner and in the morning. I don’t sleep as much or as well as I should, and I’ve been working evenings lately. I figured I could nap during some of the treatments. Like the one where I’m supposed to put cucumbers over my eyes for some reason and just chill out. For an hour. While listening to some nice music. Someone is going to paint my nails and toes while I relax. That’s tonight, and you’re going to have to tell the spa people how to get a hold of you, because after that, I’m going to be asleep. And I will not want to wake up. Who would? Not only will I be pampered, I will be pampered in such a way where my nails will be beautiful when they’re done.”

      I would pick a bright and daring red.

      “I’m sure they’ll wake you up, but if you’d like me to be around after you have been relaxed into a stupor, I’m sure I can amuse myself in the waiting area of the spa until you’re freed from their clutches. And if you’re that tired, I’ll enjoy tucking you into bed.” The elevator door chimed and opened, and Sebastian waited until I went inside before following, tapping the button for the top floor. “Lions are masters at pampering. We are obviously kings and queens over all other living things, and royalty are pampered. But as we’re more solitary than our mundane counterparts, we’re usually required to pamper ourselves. The chosen beloved of royalty are also pampered. That’s you, in case you might attempt to deny how you should be treated like the queen you are.”

      “Goodness, Sebastian. Your ego has noticeably inflated. Do you know what happens when your ego gets too inflated?”

      If his grin broadened any more, his face might crack in half. “You will do your best to pop my overinflated ego, aiming for making me roar as many times as possible within a ten minute period. I win, because when I roar, you purr, and controlling your happiness pleases me greatly. And when you’re unhappy, I’m unhappy, and nobody wants an unhappy lion, Wells.”

      “Do lions get married?” It could go either way with feline lycanthropes. My parents had married, but they’d married because when popping out litters every few years, being married helped with the taxes and simplified matters for them. None of my mated uncles had married, as they hadn’t seen any point in doing so.

      They’d caught their mate, and they didn’t need a piece of paper to establish their status as mated.

      “We do. Often elaborately. Do you know what wedding days are?”

      “Tax-cut day.”

      “Present day, my lynx. It’s a day where everyone we know is required to give us presents for having found happiness. We get prizes for mating and officiating it.”

      My eyes widened. “My parents got a courthouse marriage. They skipped getting presents?”

      “If they have an actual wedding ceremony, everyone close to them is required to give them gifts.”

      I grabbed my new phone out of my purse, eyeballing the box. “Is this a good phone, Sebastian?”

      “It’s a really good phone, yes. There are better on the market, but for its price? It’s damned good and will do just about anything you want, especially on the game front. Do you need help setting it up? I’m pretty sure you’re using a flip phone that can’t even use the internet.”

      My pride demanded I lie, lie, lie to cover my ignorance about phones. Instead, I grabbed my old phone out of my purse and held both out to him. “Yes, please.”

      He took the phones. “Glad to help. I’ll show you how to do it when we’re in the room, and if you weren’t planning on getting a case, I’ll pick one out for you while I’m out.”

      “Do they really need cases?”

      “Yes. We’re lycanthropes. We are masters at breaking things accidentally. That makes cases necessary. Not putting a case on your phone is like mimicking those who put coffee cups in CD holders when you’re a lycanthrope. And in my not-so-humble opinion, even when you’re not one. Phones are expensive. Put yours in a case.”

      I gasped. “You heard about that call?”

      “I may have called your boss using my CDC credentials during an inquiry on lycanthropes in high-stress workplaces located in your area. It was a legitimate call. Mostly. And as I’m clever and insufferable, I did my survey requesting specific examples. There’s only one female lycanthrope in his employment. You. I heard about the call. One of my new goals in life is to put you into a job you actually like. And I have no doubt you’re good at your job. I just want you to have work you like. That is not a smear on you, your work ethic, or even your job, only because even your boss is aware you do it because of personal reasons, not because it’s the job you want. And yes, your boss knows about your scars, and however much it disgusts me, he admitted he shows you some favoritism because of them.”

      “Really?”

      “He gives you more days off than others with your seniority. He also factored your gender into it, because he wrongfully assumed you were actively looking for a man.”

      “I have the pickiest virus. She has never liked men. She has only liked one man. And for her to like you, you had a lot of criteria you needed to meet. Honestly, I love my virus because of that. She could have made my life so much worse.”

      “The virus is essentially sentient, Harri. Your virus knows how much it hurts when people flinch because of your face. She wouldn’t partner you with someone who couldn’t handle you as you are, just like my virus refuses women who don’t meet his criteria.”

      “Your virus has criteria, too? Like what? Vicious huntresses? I may have a scarred face, but I am excellent as hunting, on two feet and four.”

      “That is definitely a turn on. I like competence and skill. So does my virus. You top the charts on the competence and skill chart. And if I could purr, I would have been in that sewing shop when you took out that wolf.”

      “I was the queen of cool, calm, and collected on that hit. I’m so proud of myself.”

      The elevator opened, and Sebastian checked the brochure we’d been given, which gave us a map of our floor, along with the information we needed to enjoy our visit to the spa. He pointed to the left. “Our room is about twenty miles that way. Also, your general behavior during a hit is part of why the CDC likes hiring you. Cool, calm, and collected is also highly professional.”

      “I’m still surprised the CDC assigned you to me, especially considering we’re unmated lycanthropes.”

      “Were, not are. We were unmated. We’re now happily mated. The CDC hires a lot of observant, competent people. My boss is particularly observant and competent. My boss recognized I was moodier and crankier than normal, so he started watching my file to figure out what was making me less moody and less cranky. Through the powers of deduction, and reports of me roaring at you over the phone, he concluded that despite appearances, which involved me being forced to the point of roaring from frustration, my conversations with you made me significantly less crabby. So, he sent me here in the hopes I would become happily mated to you. Let me note that there is a very strong emphasis on happily. I’m very happy today. I am sending my boss a nice Christmas present this year, and once I convince you to marry me, an invitation to our wedding.”

      I considered my savings account, and assuming we pulled off the job, I could easily afford a wedding. A nice one, where I got to show off a pretty dress in front of all of my brothers and parents. And I could invite my uncles and their families, too. We could even do it at an actual venue rather than in the yard. “How big is your family?”

      “Not as big as I would like, but it’s big enough. Lions don’t like staying unmated for long, and while most lionesses limit things to a child every fifteen to eighteen years, we’re long lived and tend to mate early. I’m considered to be a holdout, but that’s because after the first time I met you, I decided I would be keeping a close eye on you, which means I really didn’t have interest in other women. At the time, I hadn’t been planning on mating with you, but I had an interest.”

      “My reaction to people flinching at my face?” I guessed.

      “That was a big part of it, yes. I didn’t flinch, but when I saw you, I wondered what sort of hell you had endured to emerge with so many scars. I’d guessed a car accident rather than a fire. I hadn’t guessed your whole body is likewise scarred. And since the scars are a sore point, and I would only discuss them after you brought it up, I wasn’t going to ask. Nothing I had on you implied it was a result of domestic violence or an attack, so I tried not to worry about it much.”

      “My family would not react well to anyone raising a hand against me. Unless we’re actively mating, in which case they’ll cheer me on and tell me to kick your ass so hard you retaliate and show me a good time. Because we’re lynxes, and that is encouraged.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind. And make sure I swat you a time or two while a lion. To establish my physical superiority and goad you into indulging with me. Honestly, I’m liking general lynx behaviors. Lions are needy and indulge often, and it’s looking like my little lynx is in dire need of attention and indulgence.”

      “I think you’re right. Lonely lynxes don’t purr often. I have been a very lonely lynx.”

      “Those days are over, although I am hoping I’ll get some of your growls and hisses, too. I’m a lion, not a completely pampered prince. I like the whole package. The purrs are nice, but I want the growls, hisses, and every other sound I can get out of you, too.”

      “Screaming.”

      Sebastian stumbled a step. “What? Screaming?”

      “Lynxes scream at each other as part of the violent little dance involving the creation of litters of kittens. Or for practice for the creation of litters of kittens. There is a lot of screaming involved. My parents notify everyone within at least a mile when they’re going at it as lynxes. The screaming is far less noticeable when they’re humans, but nobody even bothers calling the cops anymore. There’s a permanent note over at the police station that any screaming coming from the Wells property is probably a warning of more Wells kittens on the way. The louder and longer the screaming? The higher the chance of a new litter in development. If there’s a report of domestic violence at my parents’ place, the cops check the neighbors’ porches to see if there might actually be a problem. If there are lynxes piled on the porches of various neighbors’ porches, they just return to the station. It’s not worth pissing off amorous lynxes to confirm it’s just lynxes being lynxes.”

      Sebastian snickered. “We’re going to need to get a home sufficiently distanced from our neighbors. Lions are loud. I’m amused I need to worry about if lynxes are louder.”

      “I’m pretty sure we take the top prize for being loud and creepy. Lynxes sound horrifically like someone is being flayed alive. A lion’s roar? Loud but generally not a problem unless you’ve just pissed off a lion and you don’t want the lion pissed off at you. Me? I like pissing off one specific lion. I do not want other lions roaring at me.”

      “That is because you’re smart.”

      “Sebastian, I pissed you off for fun because I’m my mother’s daughter and the idea of getting my ass handed to me by a big, muscular lion is highly attractive. That is not smart. Kinky, possibly. But not smart.”

      “It’s smart because the lion you like pissing off for fun has no interest in harming you. You were just using alternative flirtation methods because simpering or fluttering your lashes is not one of your skills.”

      While I’d assumed Sebastian’s complaint our room was twenty miles away from the elevator counted as a minor exaggeration, we hiked down an endless hallway to the end, where a set of double doors had our room number on them. “I’ve screwed up somewhere, Sebastian. Those doors are single, and they have numbers that aren’t ours. This room has two doors, but the number matches ours. I know I indulged, but I don’t think I double-door indulged.” I winced at the panic in my voice. “I’m pretty sure I didn’t indulge in this sort of room, Sebastian.”

      Sebastian took the keys from me, inserted the card, and the red light turned green. He opened the door and peeked inside. “The keys work, so this is definitely the right room. Oh. This is really nice, too. Perfect for a lion to lounge between long sessions of pampering his lynx. If you’re worried, I’ll talk to the front desk to make sure everything is okay, but I’m pretty sure it is. Hotels do this sometimes.”

      “This?”

      “Upgrade rooms. If a penthouse suite is empty, they’ll bump a guest up, especially if the guest has purchased a higher quality room already. Was the room charge what you expected?”

      My face flushed. “I didn’t even bother looking. I prepaid the actual room fee and spa fees. I pay the resort fee at the end.”

      Sebastian set the bags down, grabbed hold of my wrist, and pulled me inside. “More enjoying, less panicking. If it’s not a free upgrade, covering the difference will be my contribution, as apparently, someone paid for two people to enjoy the spa without having a planned guest with her.”

      Oops. “I’m not good with money and vacation planning, apparently. I didn’t know what anything on the brochure meant. I just assumed expensive was good, and the website gave me all sorts of spa options, so I clicked them all.”

      “You’re something else, my little lynx. Did you happen to tell your family which spa you were going to?”

      I thought about it. “Probably, to prevent the whining and the crying.”

      “And your family was overwhelmed with guilt they hadn’t sent you to Hawaii, correct?”

      “A laptop, several thousand in cash, some makeup, and games for my new laptop. The cash was too much, but I think Uncle Henry provided most of it, because my parents? They can’t afford much of anything with the number of kittens they keep around. I’m not sure how my daddy paid for his truck and new car. The rest of the escapees make more than I do, so I didn’t feel too badly about mugging them for their money. But we all chip in for the kittens—or fixing things around the house. Lynx kittens get into everything. And break everything. Honestly, it’s amazing the house is still standing. It’s definitely too small for the number of kittens living in it, though. But lynxes sleep in cuddle piles often, so it’s not like they really need a bedroom each. There needs to be a bedroom per litter for the most part. I was weird, as after I hit my teens, I opted to sleep in a closet rather than with any of the litters. My brothers snore.”

      “Your brothers are also male, and your virus would have gotten cranky around randy teenaged boys. Teenaged boys are walking hormones.”

      “They really are. They cried the first time I hid in a closet to escape them and their stinky hormones.”

      Sebastian chuckled. “Poor, sad little lynxes. Now, stop worrying and come enjoy the nice room. It was probably your uncle, and he probably called the hotel and made arrangements for any upgrades you hadn’t taken care of yourself.”

      “He really would,” I complained, but I stepped into the room, which oozed modern luxury with a splash of rustic. The hotel had gone with warm colors over a cool gray backdrop, creating an odd but welcoming effect. To my delight, there was a fireplace in the sitting room, and a gift basket waited on the coffee table wrapped in metallic red crinkly cellophane. “Nobody told me there’d be presents.”

      “My bet is on the guilty clan of cats who want to make sure you have a good time at your retreat. It must be so difficult for you, forced to acknowledge your family loves you. But you are a lynx. You do enjoy making things as difficult as possible.” Sebastian closed the door and engaged the deadbolt. “Once you have unwrapped your present, I’m going to drag you off, as manly lions tend to do, and unwrap my present. And I made sure to bring all of the required accessories needed to keep you tamed and quiet for my enjoyment.”

      Meow. “I like you make it perfectly clear what you have in mind, so I know I need to hurry up and see what’s in this basket so I can be unwrapped and become a present.”

      “I must send you to your first spa pampering content and purring. I’ll also make arrangements for dinner, as I’m expecting you will be a relaxed mess of a woman by the time the spa is finished with you.”

      I looked forward to it. “I don’t normally eat as much as I have been,” I confessed.

      “Your virus is going wild taming my virus, just as mine is going wild taming yours. Then there’s the issue of your blood type changing, although it doesn’t have to change by much.”

      “How much is not much?”

      “I’m fairly certain, after looking over your file, you’re going to be switching from a negative to positive blood type, and the little I was able to look into it from the CDC’s files, this is the fastest of the changes from lycanthropy mating. You should be fully switched within a week or two, especially if I’m taking close care to expose you to as much of my virus as possible.”

      I stared into his eyes. “How absolutely tragic for me.”

      He laughed. “Go open your present. I want to listen to you purr.”

      “Why do you assume I’m going to purr because there’s a present?”

      “I’m hoping you will purr because there is a present, and since your family was not expecting me to be joining you, the present is surely for you rather than both of us.”

      “The traitors could have called yesterday,” I reminded him.

      Sebastian eyed the basket with interest. “It could be a trap.”

      “You like presents?”

      “I am a proud and majestic lion, Miss Murder Mittens. I do not merely like presents. I love them. Lions require presents to maintain their emotional health. It’s a rule.”

      “But is it a rule you just made up?”

      “That’s entirely possible, but if you’re the one giving me the presents, I’m guaranteed to be a happy lion, and my happiness is mandatory.”

      I liked the playful side to Sebastian I hadn’t seen before, and I rubbed my hands and approached the coffee table. “Whatever this is, it’s big.” I peered through the cellophane at the basket, which was large enough to hold an entire crochet project with room to spare, assuming I installed a nice slick lining to keep the yarn from catching on the reeds. “It looks handwoven, too. This is a nice basket, Sebastian. I will use it for crocheting.”

      “That is stunningly practical. You haven’t even checked what is inside the basket, and you’re making plans for the container.”

      “Presents are meant to be fully enjoyed, and I’m enjoying the thought of using this for crocheting. I’ll make a nice liner for it, and that will protect my yarn.”

      “Do I need to help you open the present? If you stare at the wrapper and the basket itself all day, I will help you open the present.”

      “Impatient lion,” I teased.

      “After your present comes my present, and I want my present. And if you take too long, I’ll just toss you over my shoulder and carry you to the bedroom so I can have my wicked way with you. If you purr nicely for me, I’ll even help you shower before you adventure at the spa.”

      “I sense I’m being trained to purr on command.”

      “There are worse things I could train you to be doing,” the lion replied without any hint of shame. “I’m a lion. A selfish, proud, majestic, and egotistical lion, and I need you to purr for me.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You are so damned strange, Sebastian.”

      “That’s not purring for me or opening your present, Miss Murder Mittens.”

      “This should be savored, Mr. Mane. Savored! Presents are rare and must be fully appreciated.”

      “Right. Huge family, and that probably boiled down to minimal gift giving at Christmas. I’m an idiot. I’m sorry. Please, take your time, then. I will also make sure you have plenty of presents to unwrap over the holidays. I will have to research every holiday involving the gifting of gifts and use these as excuses to shower you with presents.”

      “What about you? You need presents, too.”

      “You are the present.”

      “You deserve presents, too.”

      “I’m sure you will think of something appropriate to give me. Your complete surrender in my bed makes an excellent present, and you can give that to me every night if you wish. And as I am a noble lion, I will make sure to show proper appreciation for any gifts you give me.”

      “Aren’t you being too nice?”

      “Not at all. It will take time for you to learn the true majesty of a lion. When I’m finished with you, you will know lions are the true top feline, and that for you to be loved by a lion makes you a treasured jewel of the feline world. This raises the place of lynxes to a close and beloved second.”

      “Lynxes are so much better than lions. We can purr. All you can do is futilely roar whenever you don’t get your way. All talk, Mr. Mane.” I plucked at the red ribbon keeping the basket closed, peeling away the crinkly cellophane to reveal a stuffed bear, a ridiculous amount of chocolate, a bottle of champagne, two champagne flutes, and a gift-wrapped box that reminded me of a gift box for clothes, except a little taller than normal. I picked it up to discover it was a great deal heavier than a clothing box and chill to the touch. A little sticker informed me practitioner magic preserved the contents of the box, and the magic would last for a period of five years before it needed to be renewed. My eyes widened. “Sebastian, this box keeps things cold!”

      “It probably contains a cheese board, weapons to assault your cheese, and cheese. Boxes like that show up at the CDC sometimes, which leads me to believe your uncle was involved. I bet it’s catnip infused cheese, since that’s the only cheese anyone should give to a feline.”

      “Catnip infused what?”

      “Cheese, usually an old cheddar to make it extra special.”

      My mouth watered at the thought of cheese and catnip mixed together. “This must have cost a fortune.” I peeled off the wrapping paper to uncover a polished box crafted of dark wood and engraved with feathers. “This is really pretty.”

      Sebastian sat on the couch and patted the cushion beside him. “Sit and enjoy opening your present. They probably went overboard. The presence of two flutes implies they made this arrangement after I stole you away from them.”

      “You didn’t steal me, Mr. Mane. I stole you. And I denied them the right to beat you up at their leisure.”

      “I plan on showing up as a lion one day and picking a fight with the entire clan. You can sit on a cushion I provide while a lynx and enjoy the show.”

      That got a purr out of me before I could stop myself. As I’d already lost the war, I tore off the rest of the wrapping paper from the box and lifted off the lid.

      As Sebastian suspected, the box did contain a cutting board meant for cheese, several wooden dishes bound together with ribbon, cheese knives, metal skewers for hunting cheese, and several blocks and rounds of cheese. According to the first block of cheese I grabbed, someone had gifted me with three pounds of old cheddar cheese infused with catnip. “How good is twenty-five year cheese?”

      “Someone likes you a lot. That stuff will crumble when you touch it, and it is exquisite in its sharpness. Your uncle probably contributed to that, because I really like old cheddars.”

      “I’m more of a Monterey Jack woman,” I confessed. I checked the next block, and sure enough, someone had made sure I would enter a catnip induced coma using my favorite cheese as the vessel for my catnip high. “See? Monterey Jack! But there are more types of cheese in here?” I peeked at the wheels, discovering several types of soft cheeses and one smaller block of mild cheddar. “So much cheese. And this block will keep my cheese cold? So I can take my cheese anywhere without a refrigerator?”

      “Yep. In five years, you’ll need to have the magic renewed on the box, but there should be instructions on where to take it underneath the cutting board. Once outside the box, the board will stay cool to keep your cheeses from warming up too much, too. It’s really nice, especially when you have a good cheese like that old cheddar or your Monterey Jack.”

      “I like how you called it good rather than cheap.”

      “If you love it, it’s a good cheese.” Sebastian leaned forward, peeked into the basket, and reached inside, pulling out several containers of crackers. “Apparently, your family is sending a message about what they think you should be doing.”

      “I don’t get it.”

      “Catnip can relax cats. Catnip can also make cats very frisky. Two cats high on catnip tend to get frisky. In bed. There’s enough cheese in that box to induce a week long cheese binge, Miss Murder Mittens. There’s also sausage.” He retrieved the sausage and set them on his lap before rummaging through the basket. I grinned as his curiosity took over. “It’s also catnip infused. You should store these in the cheese box if there is space.”

      “I think those will fit. This is probably a hint to continue the family tradition of producing a ridiculous number of kittens.”

      “You’re not fertile right now,” Sebastian announced. “Judging from your scent, we’ll have to start being careful in a week or two, although I’m not sure how lynxes differ from lions on that front. I didn’t do any research into lynxes like that.  I was more worried about other things.”

      I giggled. “Lynxes have set mating seasons. My parents just finished theirs. It lasts about two months. My litter is off-season. We’re just starting our season. My brothers are a little ahead of me, but we figure it was based on our conception dates. In-season lynxes are greedy assholes, and we get very grouchy when we don’t have company. I’m known to be pretty aggressive and cranky. My mother just assaults my father at least once a day. We just go hang out on the front porches of our neighbors when they’re going at it. Thus the whole cop thing I told you about earlier.”

      “Are you on birth control?”

      “Doesn’t work on female lynxes. At all. We completely ignore it. Or our virus wipes it out. But in good news, there aren’t typically any accidental kittens for lynxes.”

      “How are there no accidental kittens for lynxes if you’re in-season and randy for two months? Lionesses are always in-season, and have more of a human reproductive cycle,” he informed me.

      “My mother asked a doctor at the CDC once, and they gave her a nice check to retrieve a few eggs and do some experiments. She often lets them do something like that every time there is a litter to help cover the hospital fees and anything else if needed. It’s a thing. With as many kittens as they have? My parents need all the help they can get, and the CDC isn’t really all that bad. They pay fairly for things like that. But anyway, lynxes have really thick egg covers, so it takes a lot of sperm to get through it. The CDC asked an incubus and succubus to evaluate one of her eggs.” I shuddered. “And this is where we enter ‘I didn’t really want to know, but I do now’ territory.”

      “Let me guess. They gave the number of times the average human or lycanthrope would have to ejaculate to have a chance of pregnancy.”

      “Yes, they did. And because my mother is all about sex education, all of my brothers know, as do I. We even have a list for all known cat species. The list is in my email.”

      Sebastian fetched my phones and went to work on them. “I’ll just get your phone set up while you continue exploring the box, because I’m now really curious how much prowess I need to display should we want children.”

      “Well, the lowest of any of the numbers is thirty-five. I remember that only because upon learning this, my brothers may have gotten on their knees and bowed to my father.”

      Sebastian went still. “The lowest number of times is thirty-five?”

      “Yes.”

      He gently set the phones on the couch beside him, lifted his hand, opened his mouth, and spluttered.

      I understood. I still struggled to imagine the sheer amount of effort my father had to invest in order to make certain there were future kittens in the family.

      My brothers and I were a lot more than the result of lust, although my parents had more than their fair share of that.

      “Is your father a god or does he get medication?” Sebastian blurted.

      “Possibly a god, because he is my daddy. But that talk keeps me awake at night sometimes, Sebastian. Thirty-five times? In one night? Hell, thirty-five times in a matter of hours? Inconceivable!”

      “Obviously not, as your father has done a very good job of raising lynx numbers,” Sebastian replied in a dry tone.

      I stared at him, and I realized I’d inadvertently assaulted him with a horrible pun. “I am so sorry. That was an accident.”

      “Well, none of your brothers were accidents to say the least, and I see I have a great deal of work ahead of me. Do you know what this is, Harri?”

      “What is it?”

      “A challenge.”

      “This year, I think we’re going to have to just come to terms with how challenging that challenge is. I mean, that’s…” The insanity that was my parents when they decided they wanted a new litter around befuddled me, and I shrugged.

      “My pride demands I prove myself equal to your father, but I am a fan of your common sense. I’m going to need at least a year to strategize, Harri. And possibly a fertility test to confirm how much work I’ll have to do when we decide it’s time for kittens.”

      I grinned at him. “Just think about it this way. If we fail at that challenge a few times, we win even when we lose, and we’ll just have to win some more next time.”

      “I like the way you think. With that discussed, shall we sample some of that cheese and take this discussion to the bedroom?”

      “Yes, please.”
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      Sebastian went shopping while I enjoyed my first venture to the spa, where I was treated like a queen. Nobody flinched, and I suspected the front desk had warned the staff about my scars. Whether to enhance the mood or whether the spa really wanted couples to indulge in each other after sessions, I had two scantily clad men attending to me, and they did my nails while chatting about life in general. Their voices could melt chocolate, and the cream they slathered all over my face before adding the cucumbers did an excellent job of hiding my blushes.

      I learned they were both wolves, and they’d been mated since before I was born, leaving me to marvel at the nature of the lycanthropy virus. In a matter of two hours, they did a hell of a lot to convince me not all wolves were idiots, and my hands and feet would never feel the same again. As planned, I went for a sexy red for the nail polish, and they even used practitioner magic to ensure the polish would stay pristine for two weeks.

      To my delight, the treatment came with a little gift bag, and I fought my desire to bounce out of the spa. As promised, Sebastian waited for me in the spa’s lobby. I held up my bag. “I got a present.”

      The lion chuckled, rose to his feet, and picked up a much larger gift bag from the spa. “And I got you a present while waiting. Upon exploration of our room, I decided we need to soak in the tub while we eat dinner, which will be delivered to our room in about thirty minutes. My shopping is finished, and I’m ready to spend the rest of the week enjoying your company.”

      “I was attended to by two handsome wolves, and I bet they could melt chocolate on their chests with the power of their voices alone. Does dinner come with a dessert of lion? I need a dessert of lion.” I showed him my nails. “And this will last two weeks. Practitioner magic. My nails will be beautiful no matter what I do for the next two weeks.”

      While he raised a brow, Sebastian chuckled. “I find you to be beautiful with or without your nails being painted, but your nails look as lovely as you do.”

      “Blind lion,” I muttered. “Apparently, they have a formula for scar tissue, and it makes it softer for a while. The wolves are also ancient. I think they’ve been attending to the special needs of spa-visiting women for longer than I’ve been alive. They changed my entire beliefs about wolves in one session. If all wolves were like them, I’d want wolves visiting me daily.”

      “That conversion didn’t take long.”

      “They weren’t wearing shirts, and I’m not blind. And they’re really, really fit. Not quite as muscular as you are, but they were not slackers.” I shifted my weight from foot to foot. “What’s in the bag?”

      “You will find out as soon as we go back to our room.”

      “March, lion.” I pointed at the door. My stomach growled, and Sebastian laughed at the sound. “March!”

      Rather than march, he wrapped his arm around me and walked with me. “I will accompany you, but I am not marching in shame to our suite. I have nothing to be ashamed of. How was your first session with the spa.”

      I held up my gift bag. “I got a present after being pampered, Sebastian.”

      “Presents are pretty magical for you, aren’t they?”

      “It seems so. Did you have a good time out?”

      “I survived and accomplished everything I set out to do, so I consider it to be a success. I may have been seduced with dyed fiber,” he confessed.

      “Again?”

      “The craft store rose up, blocked my path, and forced me inside. I struggled, but it was in vain. It was relentless. Cunning and cruel, even, forcing me to detour from my clothing shopping to purchase yarn.” Sebastian shrugged. “The storefront sign said there was yarn on sale. I had to go in and check it out. And once I had purchased the yarn, I realized I needed a proper bag to carry it in, and they had yarn totes, so I got two, because I bought too much yarn. I needed enough of the same dye batch, or it wouldn’t look right. And since I’d purchased the yarn, I also needed hooks for the yarn, so I got those, too. Except I wasn’t sure which type I wanted, so I got several different types.”

      I realized I’d fallen in with someone who couldn’t be sent into a craft store without adult supervision. “How much did you spend, Sebastian?”

      “Too much.”

      Of course. “Right. That’s the default answer when the craft store rises up and forces you inside. I don’t want to be the responsible one of this relationship, Sebastian. Maybe we should take turns.”

      “But it’s yarn, Harri. We’re cats. We like yarn.”

      “But yarn is expensive, especially if it isn’t used.” To my amusement, the resort came to life after dark, with couples filling the hallways and lining up to make use of the elevator. “Busier than I expected.”

      “I had a little time before I went to the spa, but most seem to be making use of the hot tubs, sauna, and pools. There are also several spas here.”

      “Ten different ones. They’re all part of the same spa, but each one does something different, and it spreads the stuff around the hotel, I guess. They gave me a special map to show me where all of our sessions will be at. Did I pay too much to be excessively pampered? Apparently, my package assumed there would always be two people going, so there are two to four people responsible for pampering us at all times. I had two barely clothed men painting my nails, Sebastian.”

      “This is shocking to you, isn’t it?”

      “They seemed to like it.”

      “I don’t see why that is at all shocking. I very much enjoy when I get to put my hands all over you. I wonder how many incidents they have here with lycanthropes going blind from lust and jealousy by the end of each session.”

      I slung my gift bag over my wrist and checked my brochure, which included the spa rules. What I read made me giggle. “Oh. The gift bags are a gimmick. When the guests behave during their sessions, they get a present. The value of the present is directly related to how well the guest behaves. What kind of spa did I bring us to, Sebastian?”

      “The kind that understands how lycanthropes tick. A challenge to be best behaved to get the equivalent of a trophy? They probably have minimal incidents, and because repairing the building and equipment is expensive, every time they dodge an incident, they save a lot of money, so bribing guests is really clever. I wonder what really well-behaved lynxes get.” Sebastian eyed my gift bag with interest. “And I’m really curious what well-behaved lions get.”

      “Attention from a lynx once back in our room.”

      “I am really liking this spa now. And in better news, between rounds of giving each other attention and making plans, I have information on the job that will get rid of your scars.”

      “You have my attention.”

      “You’ll just have to give me your attention after we enjoy a bath and have dinner. I have you penned in for non-work engagements for at least three hours.”

      “You’re a tough boss.”

      “I really am, and I look forward to you trying, in vain, to put me in my place. I am the one with the true power here.”

      “We’ll see about that,” I muttered.
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      The bathtub redefined what luxury meant to me. I expected a ledge barely able to handle some bottles and soap, and if I were particularly brave and foolish, a drink. The bathroom devoured a ridiculous amount of space, and a set of steps led up to a dais, which contained a path to the tub itself and enough of a ledge to place a full course meal several times over. Four people could fit in the tub with room to spare. “Is this a bathroom fit for gorgons?”

      “A small hive of gorgons probably could do unspeakable things in this tub, yes. But this is meant for two amorous people seeking to have a very good time in a watery environment.”

      “This sounds like a quick way to drown.”

      “You’re not going to drown. You will be thoroughly attended to, but you will not drown during my careful attention to your person. But before we get to the amorous part of our evening, you have gifts to explore.” Sebastian set the gift bag he’d acquired on the ledge. “You left stuff in the basket, too.”

      “We should have catnip cheese to go with our dinner.”

      “We absolutely should. I’ll go prepare plates for us, so we can enjoy them with our dinner.”

      “If this is romance, I like it and want more of it.”

      “Romance is whatever we want it to be,” he replied before strutting out of the bathroom.

      Huh. I’d never thought of it like that before. “But what about the sex? Is that romance?”

      “Absolutely. Even rough sex is romance if we decide that is what our version of romance is. If you don’t like roses, roses are not romantic and they should be avoided. If you like spankings, spankings are romantic as long as they are done romantically.”

      “How can a spanking be romantic?”

      “I’m sure there’s a lot of sweet nothings, stroking, and squeezing involved. We could explore that if you’d like. I’m game for anything where we both walk away happy.”

      “Can you walk after a spanking? I mean, the one time my daddy took a belt to my ass, walking was not in the picture.”

      “What did you do to deserve a belt to your ass?”

      “I ran out in front of a car,” I admitted. “It was the first and last time I earned the belt. I am one of three kittens to have earned the belt, and for some reason, it always involved us running out in front of vehicles. He only got the belt out when we participated in potentially lethal activities. I’d say I didn’t experience any lifelong trauma from the belt, but I check four times before crossing the street now, and once I’m across, I check again to see if my father caught me and approved of my caution, so it obviously left a lasting mark.”

      “I would be more concerned about your general inclination to kill people for money, personally.” Sebastian returned to the bathroom with the cheese box in one hand and the gift basket in the other. “And I really doubt your father spanking you for running out in traffic led you to become an accomplished bounty huntress.”

      “I’m a lynx. We’re murderous, furry little freaks by default. One of my brothers became a land shark.”

      “An attorney?”

      “Land shark.”

      “I bet he loves when you call him a land shark.”

      “He really doesn’t, which is why I do it.” As I’d neglected my gift basket earlier, I rummaged through it, discovering several more wrapped boxes at the bottom. “More presents!” I sat on the tub’s dais and took out the first box, which was slender and thin, tearing at the paper to discover what was inside. A white jewelry box lurked beneath the paper, and I lifted off the lid.

      To maintain my cover as beyond poor and scraping to get by, I’d never purchased a watch for myself, although my brothers had a tendency to pin me to the floor to acquire my various sizes, including wrist, ring, and neck so they could give me trinkets for the holidays. Like me, most of my brothers kept any gift giving to small or inexpensive things.

      Nothing about the watch counted as inexpensive, although it was small and delicate enough I worried I’d break it. I liked the sapphire blue watch face and the moon and star motif decorating it. At a loss, I showed it to Sebastian. “I know nothing about watches.”

      Sebastian took the watch from the box, turned it over in his hands, and examined it. “How long have you been planning to come to this spa?”

      “For a while. Months, actually. I had to get time off work, so I started making plans a year ago when I won the days off. I told my family I’d be coming here then.”

      “This watch cost somebody several thousand dollars, and it has your name engraved on the back of it, so it’s definitely meant for you. This was not a random addition to your room, although the cheese box could have been acquired on short notice, same with the Champagne and flutes.” He smiled and returned the watch to its box. “They probably assumed you’d think it was cheap so you’d wear it. Wear it anyway. These are built to last, and they have really good warranties. Just don’t wear it when you’re planning on making a hit requiring bloodshed. Blood is a bitch to get out of a watch.”

      “Spoken like someone who knows.”

      “Well, I am a lion. Sometimes, someone pisses me off, and I just swat. With claws out. And then people complain because I don’t wear a sign around my neck warning them I can turn my nails to claws at my whim.”

      “You’re a hybrid?”

      “I’m predisposed to hybridism, but I do not have the hybrid form at this point in time. I can transform my hands into partial paws with claws. This is enough predisposition to count for the law enforcement exemptions, so I’m happy with that. I suspect my boss is hoping I’ll develop full hybridism after mating because of the associated virus spike.”

      Nice. I’d scored extra with him. “I get my own pet lion, and he might one day become a fluffy hybrid for my enjoyment?”

      “And if I develop hybridism, you might, too, especially since your brothers are predisposed.”

      Hmm. Did I want to confess the truth, or did I want to save the truth for some evil surprise? The cat in me wanted to surprise him sometime later. I’d get scolded by the CDC for hiding my status, but unmated hybrid females were hunted. My new status as mated would prevent being hunted by anyone other than Sebastian.

      My virus wanted Sebastian to pounce and continue his trend of having his way with me. As my nail polish would survive the transformation, thanks to magic and the nature of lycanthropy, I held out my hand, smirked, and shifted it to my humanoid paw covered with fur and armed with extra-long claws, perfect for shredding through prey. “I’m sorry, Sebastian, but I’ve been naughty. You should reward me for not letting anyone know I have fairly refined control of my transformations. Honestly, I didn’t want it in my file I could, because I had enough trouble with unwanted males sniffing around on my turf.”

      I shifted my hand back to human, checking over my polish. I smiled at the bright red perfection.

      “You clever, sneaky little kitty. Do you have the complete hybrid form?”

      I smiled at the admiration in his voice. “Not quite, but I can transform my legs and my hands, and I get ears and a stubby little perfect tail. Not quite full fur coverage on a good day.”

      “Will you show me?”

      “You just want me to get naked for you.”

      “I absolutely do want you to get naked for me, but I want to make sure I make our future plans accounting for all of your natural weapons.”

      “After dinner arrives,” I promised. “It’s not that I didn’t trust you, but I don’t trust the CDC with that status. Until now. The unmated part of things was the problem, really.”

      “I get it, Harri. In your shoes, I’d hold that secret close to my chest, too. You told me when we talked about it, and that’s all I care about. We’ll just say you recently discovered it post mating. Mating makes virus levels spike substantially, so they won’t think twice about it when we update your file. But until this serial killer is bagged, we won’t update your file. I don’t want any unnecessary risks during this job.”

      “Is that because you’re an overprotective lion in your boss capacity or you’re an overprotective lion in general?”

      “All of the above. I won’t lie, I wasn’t planning on letting you do that job by yourself, even if you rejected my advances. It’s too dangerous, and the risks to you are too high. This guy is probably a rapist on top of being a serial killer. Add in the possibility there are children we have to rescue? No chances at all with this guy. Part of the problem will be tracking him down. All I know is that there are some leads in Detroit, where two of the killings took place. Milwaukee had two killings, as did several other smaller cities and town. He seems to hit in pairs before moving on, and he is hunting in the general Great Lakes area. It has been six months since the last set of killings, and the killings are usually ten to twelve months apart.”

      I did the math. “We have four to six months at most until more bodies, probably two, turn up? Of women believed to have been pregnant and forcibly stripped of their babies and their reproductive organs. So, you’re in a hurry because you want these two women to survive their pregnancy. And only four months because it takes time to get a woman pregnant unless the rapist asshole gets lucky with his timing or he is part sex demon and can control her fertility.”

      “Yes. The thought that we are dealing with someone who is part devil or demon has crossed our minds, but they could also be working with a succubus or incubus. We doubt that, however. The murder of an infant is abhorrent to sex demons. A week shouldn’t matter at this stage, as all evidence points that the women were at least eight months, usually right around nine months, pregnant before they were murdered.”

      “So a week at the spa won’t endanger them?”

      “We don’t believe so. We don’t even have any real leads, just a general location and a time period. Mostly, I knew you had a set period of time off and wanted to accommodate that. I should have more investigation details by the end of the week.”

      His consideration of my customer service job made me smile. “We have some potential leads.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Women missing from the right time period, following his pattern. And that’s a pattern. We need to review all of the cases and put together a timeline.”

      Someone knocked on the door, and Sebastian went to answer it. “After dinner. We are at the pleasure part of our evening, and the work portion happens after the pleasure portion.”

      “Are we ever going to work?”

      “Maybe tomorrow.”

      As the first box had contained an unexpected peril in the form of a watch too expensive for me to even look at, let alone own, I freed the rest of the items from the basket, wondering what other horrors waited. While my older brothers had done well for themselves, had they done ‘stupidly expensive watch for their sister’ well? Had my family entered some form of illegal trade, opting to spoil me with their illicit gains?

      What was even going on in my life?

      Sebastian returned to the bathroom with two silver-covered dishes, which he set near the tub. Eight more dishes later, he returned to the door, and when he came back, he carried a bottle of red wine and two glasses in one hand and a basket covered with a cloth in the other. “I’m not sure I ordered enough, but this is my attempt to make up for not taking you out to a steakhouse as I promised, although I did get to take you to two buffets I really enjoy.”

      I sniffed, and the enticing scent of steak teased my nose. “If this isn’t enough, we have cheese.”

      “And if we hit the cheese because we’re still hungry, we’ll either be stoned or frisky, and then we won’t care we’re still hungry.” Sebastian laughed and set the basket beside the platters. “Do you want to open those boxes now?”

      I returned the boxes to the basket. “They’re probably expensive, and I’ll freak out. I’d rather eat steak and explore the glories of this tub.”

      Sebastian picked up the basket and carried it back to the sitting room before returning, effectively stripping out of his clothes and tossing his poor suit across the polished floors. “You’ll get the strip tease sometime after I’m not starving to death. There’s food for me to eat, so I will eat it. Immediately.”

      “I get strip teases? Nobody told me I got strip teases.”

      “Being my mate earns you a lot of sinfully good things, and strip teases are only one of them.” He took care stepping around me and got into the tub before starting the water. “Do you want to go through your gift bag? Otherwise, I’m going to start digging through it for the things I’ll be adding to the water.”

      I giggled at his desire for efficiency, and I snagged the bag of goodies he’d gotten from the spa, tossed the tissues onto the floor to deal with later, and discovered a ridiculous number of bottles, jars, and bath goodies inside. “You have no restraint, do you?”

      “When it comes to you, apparently not. And I was told the tub can handle anything we do to it, as they make sure they’re in good order when they come and clean the room.”

      “You’ve been busy.”

      “Guilty as charged. I’m done working for the day. Get naked and get that little ass over here. It’s play time, and I’ve scheduled you in for some serious purring.”

      I grabbed random bottles and handed them over. “Figure this out. I have better things to do right now.”

      Sebastian laughed and took the bottles. “Presents are great until it’s time to get naked, I see.”

      “What can I say? I’m a cat, and I’m proud of it.”
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      Thanks to a big meal and some tender, loving care from Sebastian, I missed the planning portion of the evening, and I woke up five hours before we were scheduled to go to the spa. With nothing else to do, I checked on my bounties, reviewing the cases for one I could handle while the lion got in his beauty sleep. Considering purring in his ear hadn’t woken him, nor had poking him in the ribs, I expected I’d be able to sneak out without any issues.

      The most dangerous of my bounties involved an asshole who liked spreading the virus by spiking drinks at a bar or a coffee shop, and he’d been spotted at a pixie dust vendor down the street from the resort. The CDC’s notes on him suggested he wanted others to join him in being miserable and infected against their will.

      To confirm the bounty, I needed to catch Mr. Donald Haverly in the act. I got dressed, applied enough makeup to make my face disappear, spritzed myself with the remainder of my perfume, and headed for the coffee shop, planning on enjoying some quiet time unless my target showed up and made an idiot out of himself.

      I would need some luck of the good variety.

      I ordered a hot chocolate, got extra whipped cream, and resisted the urge to get any pixie dust. While the idea of working under the influence appealed, I needed to do a good job to get my pay.

      While I waited, I made use of my new phone to review my general notes, amused the tiny device worked better than my old laptop. Best of all, I could observe the coffee shop from my table in the corner while I sipped at my drink. Most went about their early morning as I expected, stifling yawns and getting a morning cup of coffee to jumpstart their day. With a shield of makeup protecting me from the flinches of people who couldn’t handle scars, I enjoyed being able to watch the crowd without the crowd watching me in an equal blend of horror, confusion, and uncertainty.

      I waited for two hours, refreshing my drink several times and going to the bathroom once, before my patience bore fruit. Haverly strolled in, and if I hadn’t seen his picture in the CDC’s bounty file on him, I would’ve believed him to be just another man on the way to work.

      I made use of my new phone’s camera, pretended I read something on my phone, and recorded my target. My phone began doing its job, and I wondered how sensitive the microphone on it was. Had I been living in the dark ages out of stubborn pride? What could my new toy do?

      It would take me some time to figure out a good way to thank my uncle for my new toy.

      Haverly chatted up the women in the line with him, and I blessed my sensitive ears, which informed me the bastard flirted, complimenting the women while digging for their relationship status. The first woman wisely refused to give him the time of day. The second showed off her left ring finger, which had a wedding ring and an engagement band on it.

      The third, young enough she likely had a teen tacked onto her age, fidgeted when she drew the asshole’s attention. “Your boyfriend must be a lucky man,” he said.

      I wondered if it was a crime of any sort to flirt with an underage girl. From the day my daddy realized his little girl was growing into a woman, he’d given me one piece of advice: needing bail beat letting some asshole take advantage.

      “I don’t have a boyfriend,” she stammered.

      I needed to pull the girl aside and give her some lessons on life, especially when it came to an idiot wolf on the prowl—one with a bounty out for his living head. I picked up my hot chocolate with one hand, rose from my seat, and made a show of preparing to leave, while I kept my phone pointed at my target.

      “It’s my lucky day, then. How about I buy you a coffee, little lady?”

      I regretted having left my new scissors in my hotel with my lion. I was relieved I’d left my lion in the hotel, as it would have devolved into a brawl already.

      Sebastian had zero use for creepy abusers, and I bet he liked working the drug circuits because he got to smackdown creepy abusers every time he made a hit.

      “You don’t need to do that,” she replied, her tone uncertain. She glanced in the direction of the shop’s door.

      I’d brought down enough wolves to understand if her nerve broke and she ran, he’d chase because that was what wolves did when prey ran. I’d seen enough predator and prey responses to recognize he hunted.

      “Oh, but I do.”

      How utterly despicable. I went to the back of the line, careful to keep recording the pair, and I nudged the woman in front of me, giving a nod in the direction of my phone. She looked, and she nodded, making room so I could take her spot in line. The women needed little prodding to let me cut in line to get closer, and the men in the line frowned, staring at my phone before looking at the pair ahead of us. But, after watching for a moment, they, too, understood the problem and let me move up the line until I was behind Haverly’s potential victim.

      He was so focused on his prey that he paid me no attention.

      The stench of fear polluted the girl’s scent.

      “It’s just a coffee,” he encouraged, and he sniffed the air, smiling at what his nose told him. “What do you like in yours?”

      “If you’re buying, I’ll take mine black,” I said, looking the wolf over. “Hey, baby girl. Your dad’s outside waiting for you. He texted me.”

      Thanks to the CDC’s awful perfume, I doubted the wolf could smell much about me at all. And if he smelled male cat on my clothes, nobody would believe for a moment I was a male anything.

      The so-called baby girl whirled to face me, and her eyes widened. “Really?” she squeaked.

      “He’s a bit cranky, so you better go see what he wants,” I lied.

      I’d never seen somebody run so fast in my life, and I chuckled over her quick acceptance of the escape I offered. “That girl. I swear, she’s something else.”

      “She’s yours?” the wolf asked.

      “Oh, no. I don’t have any kids. My sister’s,” I replied, keeping my voice pleasant. “I’m working right down the street this week, and my sister doesn’t live far from here, so we run into each other fairly often.” As he lacked in base ethics and seemed to believe what his eyes told him, I moved my left hand, which held my hot chocolate, so he could see my bare ring finger. “It just happened her father texted me to ask if I’d seen her, and I’m about done with my drink, so I figured I’d spare the brat from upsetting her father further and take her spot in line.”

      “Clever,” the wolf growled. “I like clever.”

      He only thought he was clever, but as I needed to play along with his game, I kept recording him with my phone and played along. “Thank you.” I played at scrolling on my phone. “I do have to get to work soon, but if you’re offering coffee, I could use one before the day job grinds me down.”

      I wouldn’t be drinking the coffee, and if I caught the bastard doctoring the drink with his blood, I’d take him out but leave him alive.

      It took more than hot coffee to kill the lycanthropy virus outside of the body, and if I got proof he was contaminating something like a drink, I could flatten him in the coffee shop, call the cops, and be done with it—and get paid.

      The wolf looked me over, and his gaze settled on my chest.

      My virus’s ire stirred, and she wanted me to put the idiot wolf in his place.

      I needed to catch him being even more of a jackass, so when I took him down, nobody would question why he’d gotten his ass handed to him. Between my status as newly mated and on the job, if I got a little blood on my hands, as long as the blood didn’t get near anybody else, nobody would care.

      “I’d like to offer you a lot more than a coffee.”

      Hell no. Rather than scowl and give up my ruse, I made a show of considering him. “Let’s start with the coffee and your name, then.”

      “Donald. You?”

      “Christine,” I replied, grateful I’d used the name so much while working customer service I didn’t even have to think about it. Everyone in the coffee shop would laugh if they heard my real name, anyway. I adjusted my grip on my phone and played at putting in a contact. “What’s your phone number?

      He gave it to me, and I pretended to plug it in while recording his behavior.

      “How is a gorgeous little thing like you still single?”

      Normally, I’d inform him my bad attitude and scarred face tended to do the trick, but I wasn’t single anymore, and I needed some more time to get used to that. If he wanted to call my makeup skills gorgeous, I’d preen that my artistry with foundation, the right tools, and some time did a good job of tricking idiot wolves. “The unfair nature of the universe, I suppose.”

      “I could change that for you.”

      Had I been a regular human woman, infecting me with lycanthropy would definitely change my situation. “Let’s start with coffee,” I repeated, and since he expected me to be interested in him, I smiled. In reality, I wanted to throw up, clean my mouth out, and demand Sebastian adjust my attitude—and scold me for even talking to the asshole wolf—in a mutually beneficial fashion.

      “Black. You like it large?”

      Gag me. Killing and putting me out of my misery would suffice, too. “Please.”

      Fortunately for me and my flagging sanity, the barista called the asshole wolf up, and I stepped out of the line, trusting he’d order me a coffee. And, as I wanted evidence if he decided to tamper with the drink, I’d be able to. I expected he’d cut his finger and drop some blood into my cup, which might be enough to infect me should I drink the coffee. In reality, if I caught him in the act, I’d pop him in the nose, beat him until he stopped fighting me, tie him up with his own shirt, call the cops, and have them drag his useless ass to the CDC.

      Video evidence might even land me a bonus.

      While he waited, he paid attention to the barista rather than to me, and I caught a clear image of him toying with his thumb with his nail until a drop of blood welled up. A matured lycanthrope would heal such an injury in moments, and he kept fiddling until there was plenty of blood to make a mess of my drink.

      How disgusting.

      While I made it appear I played on my phone, he fetched my drink, and sure enough, he handled it in such a way his bleeding thumb hovered over my drink, which lacked a lid and wouldn’t until he put one on it. He did, generally masking my view of his thumb from sight.

      My phone, however, captured his blood splashing into my drink before he put the lid on it.

      Fucking. Asshole.

      I stopped the video, put my phone in my pocket, and flexed my hand, waiting for the best moment to strike. He brought me the doctored coffee with a smile. “Here you go, one black coffee just for you.”

      I took the coffee, smiled back at him, and set the coffee on the counter.

      Then, because I was a bitch and wanted the entire coffee shop to know it, I drove my knee right into his groin, waited for him to double over, and slammed my elbow into the back of his neck. As that wouldn’t keep a lycanthrope stunned for long, I aimed my second elbow strike for his temple. That got him onto his hands and knees, and I grabbed the back of his shirt, pulled it up over his head, and began the serious work of transforming him into a living pretzel. “Hey, lady,” I called out to the barista, who stared at me with wide-eyed shock. “Call the cops. This asshole is wanted on grounds of spreading the lycanthropy infection, and tell the police dispatch I have infected evidence they’ll need to test. I work for the CDC.”

      The idiot, asshole wolf groaned, and I stepped to the side before giving him a solid kick to the stomach to keep him down.

      “You work for the CDC?” the barista asked. “I should tell them that?” I appreciated she didn’t question my claim much, and she picked up the shop’s phone to call as requested.

      When on an authorized bounty, I did, and I even had a card in my wallet to prove it. “Sure do.” I pointed at my coffee. “Don’t touch that unless you want to be infected with lycanthropy. And if someone could see if that young girl is around and she’s okay, that’d be great. And no, she’s not related to me, I have no idea who she is, but I wasn’t going to let some asshole try to infect her with the virus.”

      “But what about you?” the barista asked. “Won’t you be at risk?”

      “I’m already infected, so don’t you worry about a thing, ma’am.” I smiled, and I kicked the asshole wolf because I could. “Request neutralizer, however. He cut his thumb to bleed in my cup, and there might be some on the floor. Just watch your steps, folks. Sorry for the disturbance to your morning.”

      Those in the shop did as told, and I took fiendish delight in making sure Donald Haverly stayed down until the police arrived.
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            How was it hot chocolate always tasted better when nice people gave it to me?

          

        

      

    

    
      A cranky Sebastian, wearing a tight pair of jeans I wanted to claw him out of, stormed down the street while I chatted with the CPC representative the police had called in to confirm my bounty. The meter she carried confirmed what my phone had captured, and the amount of blood in my cup was sufficient to cause infection had I consumed the entire cup of coffee. My video, which caught the entire scene, including his behavior implying he’d meant to infect a minor, would sink his ship and flag him as a dangerous entity, one who’d spend a great deal of time in prison.

      As such, I had earned a minor scolding for beating the wolf to go with bonus pay for a job well done.

      The girl, much to my dismay, didn’t actually have a teen tacked onto the end of her age yet.

      She was an early blooming twelve, and her parents were both tall, resulting in her looking older than she was. Her parents, who discussed the situation with the police, had bought me a hot chocolate as a small way of showing their gratitude.

      How was it hot chocolate always tasted better when nice people gave it to me?

      “I woke up cold and alone,” the lion complained. “And I find you here doing what?”

      The growl in the lion’s voice gave my virus ideas, and those ideas involved returning to the resort and indulging in him before heading off to be pampered at the spa, a perfect reward for a job well done. “I got into a fight with a wolf.” I nodded in the direction of the girl and her parents. “He tried to infect that little sweetheart over there with lycanthropy. She’s twelve. He was flirting with her in line, so I skipped into the line after recording his behavior and sent her out while lying through my teeth about it. But the wolf got his ass kicked. By me.”

      “Did he hurt you?”

      “He didn’t even get a chance to hit me back. I kneed him in the groin and took him out like I took out my first steak last night. Maybe if he’d gotten into a pack and tried to make the most of his infection, he wouldn’t have been a useless wolf. But he was a useless wolf, so he got taken out like my steak.”

      “Is he still alive?” Sebastian asked in an amused tone. “That steak didn’t last long.”

      “Alas, he is. The cops took him away, and this nice lady is confirming my pay.” I nodded to the woman, who watched Sebastian with interest. “Libby, this is Sebastian. He’s my handler.”

      Sebastian held his hand out to shake with the woman, and he showed her his CDC card. “Sebastian Sumners. Do you need me for anything?”

      “Miss Wells has taken care of the matter, but if you’re her handler, we can finalize her bounty payment for this now. As she captured admissible evidence proving the bounty, she will be issued a bonus. She prevented any accidental infections after the target made himself bleed in order to contaminate a cup of coffee. As she is a lycanthrope, additional charges will be filed against him, as it is the equivalent of attempting a forced mating.”

      “She’s mated. To me,” the lion growled.

      Damn. It would only take a nudge or two to make him roar, but I’d be kind to everyone else for once in my life and resist the urge to antagonize him. “Yes, yes, Mr. Mane. Your territory has not been violated in any fashion whatsoever. Do not make me drop you to the sidewalk like I dropped that dumb fuck of a wolf. Behave.”

      “Ah. You two are mated?” The CDC checked her tablet. “This says you’re single, Miss Wells?”

      “He roared at me, and I find that irresistible.” As I sounded ridiculous, I shrugged. “I took pity on him, plus he likes feeding me. It turns out I really enjoy being fed. We have a relationship founded on skillfully annoying each other, and I’m easily manipulated when he roars. I really don’t see how anyone can blame me for this. His roars are quality roars.”

      Sebastian sighed. “If you could avoid marking our files with that for the moment, we are working on a bounty, and we do not want our target, should he have unauthorized access to internal files, to get wind I’ll be around. He’s targeting women of Harri’s build and appearance, so I’m backing her in the field while she acquires evidence and makes the hit. I’ll handle the paperwork myself,” Sebastian promised.

      “I can do that. I have the paperwork here for her payment if you’d like to finish processing it. We always give grace if there’s a reason, anyway. I’ll put a note to update her file effective for three months from now. If you’re hunting a bounty of a single lycanthrope, then it makes sense to keep your status unchanged for now. But please report to the CDC within the next ninety days so you can have your viruses evaluated.”

      “Easily done,” Sebastian promised. “Do you need her for anything else?”

      “Five minutes for signing of paperwork, and then you can be on your way,” Libby promised, tucking her meter under her arm to make it easier to work on her tablet. “It’s just confirming the payment amounts and signing off on the bounty.”

      Sebastian focused on work while I sipped my hot chocolate, and once certain the lion’s attention was locked on Libby and her paperwork, I wandered over to the girl I’d bailed out of the line. “Are you doing all right?”

      “I think so. He was just so pushy,” the girl complained. “But thank you, I wasn’t sure what to do. No one’s bothered me like that before.”

      As she’d already had her general sense of security shattered enough for one day, I decided I’d leave her parents to the tough task of teaching the girl some of the finer—and uglier—parts about being a woman. “Just pay it forward. See a woman in a similar position and she isn’t enthusiastic about her talk? Pretend she’s your best friend and give her an out, just like I did for you. Doesn’t even matter if you can’t stand her normally. Just play like she’s your best friend, stick with her, and that helps a lot. Just don’t do what I did. I played that part because I’m involved with law enforcement, and it was my job to do that.”

      “You’re a cop?”

      “Not quite, but I help the CDC out now and then.” I pointed at Sebastian and Libby. “I do things for folks like them, and when it works out satisfactorily, I get cut a check. The idiot who was bothering you has a record, and since I was aware of his record and he looked like he was trying to add another count, I became involved.”

      “That is so cool.”

      I saluted her with my hot chocolate. “And now I’m off to the spa, as I have a long day of being treated like a princess ahead of me. I just wanted to check on you before I left.”

      “Is everything okay with that guy who came up to you? He looks a bit upset.”

      “He’s only cranky because he’s a temperamental lion who wants to be treated like a prince, and I’m a cat who goes off and does precisely what I want when I want, which doesn’t involve treating him like a prince.”

      “Damn it, Wells!” Sebastian roared in my direction.

      As always, I purred. “I really like that roar of his. It makes my mornings so nice.”

      “You’re a lycanthrope?”

      I lifted my cup again in salute. “Of the feline variety, and let me tell you, it is good to be a cat. Now I must go see how many more times I can make that lion roar before he goes insane. It’s the little things in life.” The girl laughed, and I returned to Sebastian grinning and with a spring in my step. “You are cranky this morning, Mr. Mane.”

      He checked his phone. “There’s time. If you hurry your ass back to our room, I’ll show you cranky.”

      “I’m getting paid, I got a roar, and now I get to see the lion get cranky. This is going to be a great week.”

      “You’re something else,” the lion muttered.

      “And you like it, so don’t try to deny it, Mr. Mane.”
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      With my understanding Sebastian would hunt for me the instant he realized I’d slipped out of bed on him, I turned our week stay at the spa into a game. We spent the day at the spa and the evening together in our room, running up the room service bill to terrifying heights. In the wee hours of the morning, I would slip out of his warm clutches and go hunting bounties.

      He won if he caught me before I made my hit. I won if he showed up while I was collecting my pay. Even when I lost, I won, as he made my job more pleasant, and without fail, I’d get at least one roar out of him before it was time to head back to the spa to be pampered. While I’d put in for several bounties, I only bagged three of them during the week. Another hunter beat me to the chase twice, one took more time and effort than I had to dedicate to the hit, and the final one crossed Mr. Mane’s lines.

      That one liked killing lycanthropes for the fun of it.

      As I had a lot more reasons to keep on living than I did even a week ago, I let him cancel my claim on the bid with a note that a non-lycanthrope should handle it to mitigate risk to CDC operatives. His concern amused me.

      When it was time to leave the spa, we’d both earned a ridiculous collection of gift bags and baskets for our exemplary behavior, and as we hadn’t racked up even a single incident breaking the spa rules, we both got another basket when we checked out.

      Sebastian stole the bill before I could get my hands on it. “You’re not winning this one, Wells.”

      “But I ate at least half of the room service.”

      “How tragic for you, being wined and dined. Purr for me, little kitty. You can pay me in purrs.”

      Ruthless, wicked lion. Rather than purr for him, I huffed, grabbed my basket, and pulled it close. “Fine. This basket is mine, and you can’t have it.”

      “Yes, that basket is yours. It is a prize for being possibly the best behaved lynx on the entire planet. I had no idea it was possible for a lynx to masquerade as an angel, but that is your reward for having pulled it off. As lions are perfection, I was given a basket as a gift for gracing this fine establishment with my presence.”

      “You are such a lion.”

      “We didn’t even receive a single noise complaint,” the woman said with a sly grin. “That is even more miraculous than a lynx behaving like an angel.”

      I laughed at Sebastian. “Lions have a reputation, I see. For being noisy.”

      His strained sigh amused me almost as much as his roars. “Your establishment’s superior soundproofing is the only reason I earned that basket.”

      The woman laughed. “Thank you. We hope you have had a pleasant stay with us.”

      Sebastian finished paying for the room, hid the receipt so I couldn’t peek at how excessive our indulgences were, and took hold of his basket. “We’re going to need to make a few trips, and we’re going to be challenged fitting this all into the cab.”

      We really would be. We hadn’t even opened most of the presents, and I still had unwrapped boxes from the first basket. “You’re a good distraction, Mr. Mane. I’ll fetch the truck, you guard the presents.”

      If I gave the lion a chance to argue with me, he would, so I headed for the door with my basket. While I’d checked on my father’s truck every day, I checked it over again, satisfied it had survived its adventure to Cincinnati without incident. I put the basket on the backseat, got behind the wheel, and eased the monster of a vehicle to the front doors so we could load everything inside.

      Everything did fit, although it took us a few minutes to organize it. “This stuff won’t even fit in my place. There won’t be room for me.”

      “I’ve decided I’m taking you home with me, although I’ll take you to your current place to retrieve everything you own. From the comfort of my current home, we will look for a home we both like. But I’m indulging in an act of kidnapping.”

      The thought of him putting his strength to good use earned him a purr. “Can I struggle?”

      “Absolutely. I’m counting on you struggling and wiggling for my enjoyment. I had no idea how much fun I’d have with a lynx who likes putting up a fight, but my life has become so much more enjoyable recently.”

      “Which one of us is driving?”

      “I’m driving. You’ll be planning and scheming how to approach this serial killer. I’m hoping we’ve gotten more information on him during our week here. I wasn’t really happy with the intel I had on him, in that we had a suspect list but no real proof any one of them is the one responsible.”

      “Thus the CDC wanting to throw me under the bus because I meet the general appearance, size, and shape of the other victims.”

      “And with the clock ticking for when the CDC and FBI expect the next batch of bodies to show up, they are hoping we can identify the killer—or killers—before that happens, but if we can’t, that we can catch them in the aftermath.” Sebastian sighed and waited for me to get a move on. I climbed into the truck and buckled in. “It worked out you had a week planned at the spa. Honestly, I wouldn’t have been able to handle you hunting this guy without cementing a mating bond. My virus would have gone ballistic.”

      Mine wouldn’t have, not in the same way. Mine would have gone on a murderous rampage. In some ways, I wondered if my virus’s inclination to reject males was so strong she wouldn’t accept mating with an unwanted asshole. All-in-all, I was grateful for my virus’s unusual nature. “Mine just likes to murder unsuitable males. There were jobs I had to seriously fight her over because she wanted to permanently dispatch the asshole where the job was for a live capture.”

      “Yes, there was a special note in your file about your general negative reaction to men. I’m relieved your virus just wanted me and wasn’t accepting any other options.”

      “You still should have let me pay for my share of room service.”

      “You paid for the room and the spa treatments. You did realize that my share was already included, right? You bought a package meant for two people, Harri.”

      Oops. “I assumed expensive meant better. I didn’t think it meant I spent double the amount to go by myself. I just liked the schedule. I really did assume expensive meant better, though.”

      “It was better. We spent a week being pampered by scantily clad men and women. And we got rewarded for relaxing and being docile. I don’t even know what they were expecting from us. We’re cats. If they want to spoil us, we’re accepting this without complaint. It must be wolves giving us lycanthropes a bad name at spas. I had zero desire to inflict any harm on anybody, although I’m severely jealous over your ability to purr. You purred your way through every session, to the point I couldn’t even get upset half-naked men had their hands all over you.”

      “You had half-naked women with their hands all over you, too. And those women were hot, Sebastian. Anyone would question their sexuality when faced with those women. They must have been succubi. Otherwise, why else would they be so beautiful? It really wasn’t fair.”

      “They were both lycanthropes, wolves to be specific—and I’m pretty sure they were mated to the men attending you. Didn’t you sniff to check?”

      “I’m sure I tried, but in my defense, male wolves stink. It’s like they bathe in cologne, except it is musk of male wolf. My nose went dead after two minutes. It fainted from overexposure to male wolf. That would significantly limit rampages of jealousy, wouldn’t it?”

      “Yes. Basically, everybody in that room was happily mated, and they’re even happier to be mated after the adventures in the spa. I was very pleased with how frisky you became once I got you back to our room.”

      “I’m pretty sure the cheese had something to do with that.” The cheese claimed to be infused with catnip, but I suspected it was actually an aphrodisiac instead. One that transformed me into a lion-hunting freak.

      “Is it bad of me to say I might love your family a little? That cheese is something else.”

      “And we still have more to enjoy, and because of that special, special box, we can take it anywhere we go.” When I saw my family again, someone was getting hugged. A lot of someones were getting hugged. There would be a cuddle pile of my choosing, and I would hug my entire family into submission. “I’m going to be so sad when the magic on that box wears off.”

      “And when it does, I’ll take it to someone to renew the magic. Your box will be fine.”

      “It better be. You will experience the full power of a lynx’s disappointment and grief.” I checked my new watch, which I’d put on because I had no plans for bounty hunting—for the moment. “I’m really concerned about how much this watch cost, though.”

      “Your family must have been saving up for a long time to get you that basket. I think it’s sweet. Your uncle probably paid for most of it, as he is fairly high up the chain of handlers. I’ll repay him the favor making sure he gets another good hunter to handle, which will more than cover any financial burden he took on for your week in heaven.” Sebastian chuckled and plugged my home address into the navigation system. “Our first stop will be to your home so you can grab clean clothes. After that, I’ll deliver you to your family, so they can confirm you have emerged from the spa adventure healthy and happy. Once your family has been convinced you had a good time, we’ll get my vehicle and start our real hunt. Unless you want to nap on the way, you can do the preliminary research so we can put together a plan. Honestly, I was expecting several weeks of battling with you over this job before you took mercy on me.”

      “The fucker is killing women and possibly babies. That’s all I needed to know to cooperate in full, Sumners. I’m viewing this job as a very murderous date, by the way. I want to treat this fucker’s body like a bone we’re fighting over.”

      “I’m game, although we do need to collect the appropriate evidence. But you have me on hand for that, so I can handle the procedures for any evidence gathering. I’m hoping it’s more of a matter of shadowing this fucker, figuring out if there are any kids we have to worry about, letting you take your temper out on him so you get your surgery, and then hauling what’s left of the body to the CDC.”

      “It must be so hard for the lion to accept he’s not getting this kill.”

      “I’ll somehow survive through this, although I will need a long time to recover and a lot of care.”

      “Your quality of care will be directly linked to the quality of your roars and ability to make me purr. I am a selfish feline. And once I’m under the knife to peel these scars off and replace them with appropriate skin, I need to purr a lot. To heal.”

      “Yes, you are so selfish.” Sebastian chuckled. “You’re something else. For the record, you’re not selfish.”

      “I am totally selfish.”

      “You’re not a lion. The market on selfish is totally cornered by lions. You, at most, pretend you’re self-centered.”

      “I went to a spa for a week, and I took some random man with me. That is totally selfish. I’m the queen of selfishness.”

      “And your family did what to make sure you actually went?”

      The lion would somehow pay for his crimes. “I mugged them for their pocket change.”

      “You usually refuse gifts, so they conned you into accepting a bunch of presents under the guise of it being a welcome package left by the resort for staying with them for a week.”

      “That is not just ruthless, you lion. That’s mean. Mean! I don’t have to be conned into accepting gifts.”

      “I detect a little lynx is lying to me.”

      I hissed at him. “I have no problems accepting gifts.”

      “Have your pants caught on fire yet? Outside of the cheese, your family’s gifts have left you a mess. I am proud you managed to put the watch on this morning, however. You, yourself told me your family had to manipulate you into accepting gifts through using the kittens.”

      Sebastian Sumners would somehow pay for his transgressions. “That doesn’t mean anything.”

      “You’re going to have to prove it to me, Miss Murder Mittens.”

      I dug through the pile of junk at my feet for my new laptop, which I’d converted to be my work laptop at Sebastian’s recommendation, as he had opinions about the old one. Which had, thanks to those opinions, died a terrible death in a disturbingly sexy fashion.

      I was a lynx to the core, and watching the lion dismantle it with his bare hands while naked had done me in—and gotten Sebastian his way. And would result in me finding old laptops he could tear apart while I watched, drooling over the flex of his muscles.

      The lion couldn’t be permitted to get away with challenging me. My need to win stirred my virus, and as the game involved Sebastian, she settled in to enjoy the ride. “And how do you expect me to prove it, Mr. Mane?”

      “I have a present for you, and I expect you to accept it in front of your entire family without looking horrified I got you something. No horror, no self-deprecation, nothing negative. You must be delighted you received a present. And since you’re receiving a gift from a lion, that’s something special. I mean, lions are truly selfish, and lions do not just get presents for anybody.”

      Somehow, he would pay. “What do you mean I can’t be horrified you got me something and decided to show it to me in front of my entire family?”

      “If you have no problems accepting gifts, you should be delighted I got you a present. I’m okay if you don’t shower me with public gratitude, but if you have no problems accepting gifts, this should be easy for you.”

      “Evil, wicked lion!”

      “But you don’t have a problem accepting gifts,” he teased.

      “You will pay for this,” I muttered.

      “But will you be in my bed while naked while you’re making me pay for my various transgressions?”

      “Actually, yes.”

      “I don’t see the problem.”

      Neither did I. “What were we arguing about again?”

      “How best to get proof that Stefan Loureni, our current top suspect in the serial killing of women in a disturbing copy-cat style of Jack the Ripper, is actually the one behind the murders. And if he isn’t, who is.”

      “How’d you get a suspect name?”

      “I glanced at the case file this morning before we checked out. That’s an upgrade from a week ago, where I had four or so suspects to work with, Loureni being one of them. I believe the FBI did a full profiling of the victims and found connections with him, but that’s not actual admissible proof—all it proves is he has had some form of contact with all of the victims before their disappearances. Most importantly, he’s the only person who has had some form of contact with all of the victims. Since that is the strongest lead the FBI has, the CDC opted for you to work your magic on this case. Considering the number of bodies turning up, how they’re turning up, and the lack of any children being located, dead or alive, they thought it warranted involving you.”

      “At a huge cost to them.”

      “It’s not a huge cost to them when it’s CDC employees handling the operation. Sure, there’s some general expenses associated with your procedure, but the specialists are in the CDC’s employ, and paying them for a day’s worth of work to put an end to a serious problem is small change to them. A lot of the expense associated with your operation is to personnel, since they run a heightened chance of contracting lycanthropy during the procedure. The actual cost of the procedure is a fraction of what you’d pay for it.”

      “Because it’s not medically necessary. I know. It’s also a pain in the ass to tame the virus, there will be a team of like ten skilled surgeons making sure everything goes right, and then I need a fortune of skin products afterwards and an amorous lion to keep my virus tamed while I heal. That’s expensive, especially for something not medically necessary.”

      “According to what the CDC has told me, the actual direct cost of your procedure is two hundred thousand, and that excludes the hourly rate for the surgeons and the use of hospital equipment. In disposable supplies.”

      I squeaked. “It’s that much in disposable supplies?”

      “Yeah, that surprised me. The cream is some seriously impressive stuff. It requires the highest grade neutralizers I guess, and that stuff is not cheap, and considering how much of the cream you need, your care enters orbit. That base cost is going up dramatically, because that assumed only your face and neck.”

      “Maybe we should gift wrap the body and add a little bow.”

      “At least you didn’t try to convince me you’re not worth that much.”

      “Well, I don’t really care if others don’t think I’m worth that much. I think having a fixed face is worth that much. I just couldn’t afford it.”

      “This makes sure everyone walks away happy. So, get that laptop rolling and start reviewing the documents. I asked for everything the CDC, FBI, and general law enforcement has on Loureni to be sent to you. After how good of a time we had in Cincinnati, I think we’ll go to a spa-styled resort in his hunting grounds. Depending on the situation, we’ll come up with a cover story for why I’m around.”

      “Or we see if they have any connecting rooms and we reserve both, so you’re spending all of your time with me, although you’re technically in the room next door. But really, I have no intention of bringing him to where I will be sleeping.” I snorted while booting the laptop. “With you, in case it wasn’t obvious. Lions are slow in addition to selfish.”

      “I owe you a roar for that one, but I’d rather not accidentally damage something in your father’s truck. While I can afford to replace it, I’d rather spend that money elsewhere.”

      “Good move. I’d probably cry if we damaged my daddy’s truck. I’m trying to figure out how to steal it. I also made the mistake of telling my family they could replace my piece of shit car. After that watch, those assholes can’t afford to replace my junker.”

      “If they got you a vehicle, just repay them at Christmas. Seed their presents with cash. If they ask how you got the money, just say you mugged me for the cash out of my wallet at your leisure. Henry will tell them I can afford it, and that’ll end that. If you want payback, just do what they did to you. Get them things they need but may not be able to afford. You’ll eventually get busted being a bounty hunter. Your uncle is smart, and he’ll put the pieces together, especially if he ever gets low-grade access to my file. Which will state I’m in a permanent relationship with a hunter I’m handling.”

      Crap. “I didn’t realize they put that in the files.”

      “Don’t sound so worried. It’s fine. Henry isn’t stupid, and I have almost as good of a track record as you do. He knows if I’m handling you, I’ve made your job as safe as possible. I do not like losing those in my care.”

      “You have, haven’t you?”

      “You don’t get to my level without having lost somebody. They, being the powers that be, won’t promote someone until they’ve undergone a true trial by fire—and that involves losing someone on the job. How we handle it often determines how we’re promoted, assuming we are promoted. Henry only recently got his promotion.”

      Double crap. “He lost one of his hunters?”

      “What should have been a drug bust turned into a terrorism event. The hunter stopped the terrorism event, but she died in the process. Henry finished the job himself and cleaned house, which is why he was even in the running for you. Law enforcement needs handlers who can get their hands dirty. Only someone capable of understanding the job in action can really handle somebody doing that job.”

      “What else could he have done?”

      “He could have brought in another hunter to protect his own neck. Anyway, that’s the job that landed Henry in the big times. He gave half the bounty value for that job to the hunter’s surviving family, and I suspect the other half is what has been paying for the nice things your family is enjoying right now. He would have given the entire bounty to the family, but the family refused. He was given two easy but high-end hunters to start him off, so he’s doing well for himself.”

      “They refused? Why?”

      “Henry has relationships with all of his hunters and their families. They knew exactly what happened, and they knew he finished what she started. To them, it wasn’t fair they took all the money when he finished the job. They ended up donating most of it to charity. I’m guessing his version of charity is making sure his family gets ahead for a change. And with the number of children your parents have? There is no getting ahead. There is staying afloat, but there’s no getting ahead. I’m looking forward to those days, personally. I’m not sure how having mixed litters will change things, but I expect there will be a lot of hissing, purring, and roaring in our future household.”

      “We need a bigger house than what my parents have, and we can pillage anything I have left over after my face is fixed for this purpose. Every penny. But every litter will get a bedroom to share. There will be no multi-litter bedrooms. We can have a larger bedroom for if any of the litters wish for a multi-litter bedroom, but every litter will have a bedroom. And we’ll get little nooks installed in each bedroom to accommodate every kitten in the litter. Privacy matters. Unless the litters wish to form a cuddle pile on the floor making use of a bean bag bed.”

      “Let me guess. You have always wanted a bean bag bed.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Almost as badly as I want a face that doesn’t make the kittens cry,” I admitted. “I want one big enough I get lost in it. Eaten by the bean bag. Only to be seen after someone fishes me out of it. You will be able to find me through listening for the purrs while I roll in my nest.”

      “Are you sure you’re a cat?”

      “Hey, I’m not just a cat. I’m the best of cats. I’m a proud and majestic lynx.”

      “Who plans on getting eaten by a bean bag, expecting me to rescue you after locating you by the sounds of your purrs.”

      “I have needs. That happens to be one of my needs.”

      “I’m not sure that counts as proud or majestic, Harri.”

      “I am very proud of my needs. And I don’t have to do anything to be majestic. It just happens.” I made sure my laptop was using Sebastian’s phone for the internet, as I needed to take mine to the store and get a plan that allowed for the internet. “Am I spending a bazillion hours tunneling to get to the CDC’s servers today?”

      “No. If you try that nonsense, I’m pulling this truck over, you’re driving, and I’ll do the work.”

      “I was onboard with you pulling over until you threatened to make me drive while you worked. That was not the fun place I was hoping you’d be going with that,” I complained.

      “Once we are in a vehicle we don’t have to return to someone else, I’m sure I can find some almost private location to pull over so we can entertain ourselves for a while.”

      “I feel I was not adequately prepared for my general hormone levels this week.” I heaved a sigh and went to work logging into the bounty hunter system, which spewed a bunch of flags in my general direction. Most were payment confirmations, but as I needed to click on each one to make it go away, I yowled my frustration with the system.

      Sebastian laughed at me. “Now you know my pain, my little lynx. That’s what happens to me every time you go on a job blitz. I get those damned banners warning me I’d have to worry about how you’re planning on hurting yourself next.”

      “I don’t plan it, it just happens. But I did good this week. I bruised a knuckle on an idiot’s face, and other than that, I emerged without a scratch. And nobody can blame me for that bruise. That asshole’s head had nothing but rocks in it. How can anyone be that stupid?”

      “That’s a good question, although I did enjoy watching you bruise your knuckles on that guy’s head. He actually thought it was a good idea to slap a cop’s ass.”

      “He’s lucky that cop didn’t flatten him. I saved his life, Sebastian. If I hadn’t distracted the cop indulging in violence, she would have killed him. She’s a bear. A hybrid bear. He slapped the ass of a hybrid bear.”

      “I want to know who she hired for her uniform, because it seems really useful to have her clothes magically adjust to handle her hybrid form. However, I about had a heart attack when she picked you up so you wouldn’t kill the bear. She tucked you under her arm like you weighed nothing, and then she clobbered the idiot and knocked him out.”

      I nodded, as the cop could have ripped me in half with ease. “She was amazing.”

      Sebastian chuckled. “That was some pretty nice morning entertainment, especially when you started caterwauling you couldn’t collect the bounty if you couldn’t drag him off and finish turning him in. Her solution to that problem was hilarious. The bear just dragged you both to the CDC location down the street, and she even gave you credit for the capture. She was just containing my cranky kitten so there wouldn’t be any unfortunate accidents, as is her job as an outstanding member of law enforcement.”

      “I would have subdued him without her help. Or her dinner-plate sized paw. Hybrid bears have bigger paws than I do, and this really isn’t fair.”

      “You still have the biggest paws in the cat kingdom, so there’s that. Once you get through your flags, there’ll be a folder under Loureni’s bounty for you to browse through. I helpfully assigned the bounty to you, and I abused my powers as your handler to mark it as accepted. It wasn’t an optional bounty, anyway.”

      “I’m sure you can make it up to me at some later time.” I finished sorting through my flags, rolling my eyes at the notification I had been assigned a handler. “The CDC really wants me to be certain I’m aware I am being handled.”

      “I’ve been enjoying my job more than I have in the past. It’s good to be the handler.”

      Once I successfully navigated the CDC’s system, I went into the folder for the Loureni job, sighing over the collection of files, which ranged from autopsy reports, police records, education records, and everything the government had on the man that might be relevant for the investigation. “Am I even qualified to see this stuff, Mr. Mane? I don’t have a college degree. Do I need a degree for this stuff?”

      “No. You don’t even need a degree to be a cop in the United States.”

      “Wait, what?”

      “All you need to be a police officer in the United States is the equivalent of a high school diploma and be a citizen. That’s it. You can be disqualified for having a record, but the base requirements aren’t all that much. The various departments and cities are responsible for the training of officers.”

      “That’s it?”

      “What, do you want to be a cop?”

      “Well, not particularly, but I didn’t think I was qualified. I thought I needed a degree or something.”

      “No, no degree is required.”

      Huh. I clicked on Loureni’s basic profile, ignored the cover letter swearing legal death, doom, and destruction if I misused the information present in the file, and began reading about the man. His monthly salary beat my yearly pay as a customer service slave, and I sighed over the unfairness of it all.

      “That was rather heartbroken. What’s wrong with my little lynx?”

      “The potential serial killer asshole makes more in a month than I do in a year, and I’m so much more useful than he is. People need working internet. The world needs potential serial killer assholes to be evicted from life in a swift and brutal fashion.”

      “Would you like me to rub your back tonight and massage your scalp? Will that help you get over his salary?”

      “Yes, if you wouldn’t mind.” I continued to read. “He’s forty, he has a degree in business of some sort, and he manages people who manage people who make money for other people. I’m assuming that’s what an upper management in stock investments person does.”

      “That is actually a pretty good summary, yes. He also oversees various intellectual properties of the company he works for. He’s a candidate to become a member of the board, but he doesn’t quite have the right image for it.”

      “Right image?”

      “House, wife, kids, and perfect life. A lot of these companies want their visible board members to maintain the appearance of upstanding individuals.”

      “Doesn’t that make him less likely to be a candidate if he’s a serial killer who murders pregnant women and steals the babies?”

      “The killings have been happening over a period of eight years, which falls in line with his initial promotion to upper management. The investigation records I’ve read so far state that it is usually a ten year promotional gap from his position to the board. That would give him plenty of time to cherry pick the perfect kid from the batch—and it implies he has a woman in the wings who will play the part of his wife. Anything that fits the narrative he wants the corporation to see. Becoming a board member would significantly increase his personal wealth, which is a fairly strong motive. The interviews the FBI has conducted offer some other clues.”

      “Such as?”

      “He has been a lobbyist for one woman, one child laws in the United States, modeled after large-population countries around the world. The lobbyist group he’s a part of wants all women to undergo mandatory sterilization after the birth of her first child.”

      My mouth dropped open, and I scrolled through the file in search of any references to the lobbying group. Sure enough, I found references in the general notes section, and I went to a browser to look up the group. “He touches my momma, and they’ll be using tweezers to pick him out of the treetops, Sebastian.”

      “When I saw that notation, I figured you would not be happy about that group’s existence. In good news, it’s considered to be a radical religious group, and they do not have the backing they might like. There are too many people who want the multiple kids and white picket fence family image.”

      “Except he might get that, he’s just murdering the women and keeping the kids—or worse, cherry picking the kids.”

      “The FBI is highly concerned that Loureni is keeping the children to evaluate their temperament, keeping the ones that appeal to his goals, and getting rid of the others. Unfortunately, there’s no sign of any of these kids. We do have a DNA sample of his, which will be useful if we find any children that might be his. We can run the paternity tests if we do find any kids that may be his. If the maternity tests come back positive from the murdered women, then the courts have the legal right to inquire for an angel during the trial.”

      “There just needs to be sufficient evidence.” I grunted, reading over the lobbying group’s website. “Have you read this load of shit about this group?”

      “The one woman, one child group?”

      “Yes.”

      “Let’s just say I was roaring for unpleasant reasons over it, and when some of my co-workers wanted to know what was going on, they likewise made similar noises, and eventually, the entire floor got worked up. Yeah, we read about it. Basically, it boils down to people wanting to control women using the guise of overpopulation to do it.”

      “Because there isn’t a one man, one child portion of their campaign.”

      “Correct. The group also lobbies for a lot of restrictions on women as well, from evaluations on if the woman is healthy enough to have a child, if she is genetically sound, and so on. The men have no such requirements.”

      “Can I douse him in gasoline and light him on fire?”

      “No.”

      “Come on, Sebastian. If this shit is true, he deserves it.”

      “The fifty thousand dollars he submitted to them as a donation implies it’s true, but you still have to follow the CDC’s general guidelines on dispatching a bounty, should sufficient evidence be gathered.”

      “Well, shit.”

      “If you think that’s bad, it gets worse,” Sebastian informed me.

      “How could this possibly get worse?”

      “The first of his victims, and which is what tipped the FBI off that he might be involved, is his cousin. His first cousin, to be specific.”

      “That is disgusting!”

      “Yeah. This whole case is disgusting.”

      “Just for the record, I did not need to be paid to look into this one. If this is even remotely true, I would have done this one on the house for the sheer enjoyment of wringing the bastard’s neck between my hands.”

      “For some reason, you’re not the only one.”
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      We stopped at a motel once on our way back to my home, and we spent the time working. Sebastian made use of his upper connections to ferret out more information on Stefan Loureni while I reviewed the information we had. It turned out the week at the spa hadn’t changed much of anything beyond solidifying Loureni as the top suspect.

      We wouldn’t have been able to work until the last day of our retreat anyway. Half of the information we needed had been submitted on our final day in Cincinnati, which meant we would have been waiting around with our hands tied. Despite the mountain of circumstantial evidence surrounding Loureni, the CDC couldn’t make an accusation without more proof—and the government couldn’t approach an angel with an accusation, either.

      A team of ten investigators from various branches of law enforcement came to the same basic conclusion. They believed Loureni held significant responsibility for the murders, but none of them could find any proof. Finding the proof was my problem, and I expected I’d be finding proof by following the pattern and seeing what happened while Sebastian went insane trying to figure out how to keep me away from a serial killer when my job required me to get close and personal to put an end to said serial killer.

      Our motel room became a cage of lion containment, and when I wasn’t trying to piece together information on my target, I admired him while he paced. His soft huffs and growly grunts amused me almost as much as his roars.

      According to his scent, he was torn between anger and lust, a state I’d suffered through most of my adult life. “There is a solution to both of your problems, Mr. Mane.”

      Sebastian halted. “What solution, and which problems are you talking about? I have more than two problems.”

      “You want to fling me onto the bed, and you’re mad because I’m a competent woman you can’t contain in a velvet-lined box. You want to contain me in such a box, because you are a lion, and lions get protective around their mates. Only an idiot goes after a lioness if she has a lion around. I’m the safest lynx on this planet even when I’m hunting a serial killer. This guy requires his victims to be alive, Sebastian. Sure, he could do some pretty reprehensible things to me, but that’s something I could survive. That’s a risk I’m willing to take because there are probably two women who need us to save them. The timing is about right if the pattern continues.”

      He stopped, inhaled, and released his breath. “Okay. You’re definitely right on the first part. My virus is spiking, which it has been all week. Yours, on the other hand, seems to be happy and not spiking.”

      I considered my dual nature, the other part of me I never quite fully controlled. Ever since Sebastian had made it clear he wanted me, she’d been content, pleased with my personal drive to secure our hold on the lion. “We’re in general agreement with our situation, so she’s happy. She doesn’t feel a need for anything to change, so she’s pretty stable—more stable than usual. But you said she has to change my blood type, so she’s probably busy trying to figure out how to make your virus do what she wants. She’s bossy like that, and she likes how busy I keep you in bed. She doesn’t have to encourage me on that front. Your virus probably just wants to stage another takeover, and he, just like you, loves my purrs.”

      “Yes, we do. My virus particularly enjoys discovering new ways to make you purr, the varying degrees in which we can make you purr, and how long I can extend a single purring session. Alas, instead of practicing my various purr-inducing techniques, we need to make a plan to deal with this serial killer. This severely annoys me. Tomorrow, I have to prance you out to your family and hope they’re satisfied, else I’ll be beaten, and if I’m beaten, there will be even more delays practicing my various purr-inducing techniques. The faster we bag this guy and get the appropriate proof, the faster I take you to your family after your scar removal.”

      I translated this to mean that he was motivated to hunt the serial killer and would redefine what it meant to be ruthless and relentless. “Just tell them you’re taking me to a spa in Chicago because I had such a good time in Cincinnati, and since I had treated you, you’re now treating me. That should earn you some serious points with my family, especially if I were to start purring at the mention of going to another spa.”

      “Which is the truth since I’ll be getting us reservations at a spa as soon as I can find one.” Sebastian considered his laptop. “What was your favorite activity at the last spa? It is difficult for me to judge, as you had this tendency to start purring within five minutes of all sessions starting.”

      “They never flinched, and it was cozy, except for the facial. The facial actually hurt, so I whined. But they warned us it wasn’t comfortable until later stages. You got the short end of the stick on the facial. Apparently, scar tissue needs less maintenance than pristine, handsome flesh.”

      “Honestly, I have a lot more respect for what women go through on their quest to be beautiful after our stay at the spa. For the record, the only time you should do any of that is when you want to. If you don’t like makeup, I’m going to rampage on any makeup and put on a very manly show for your enjoyment.”

      “Kill my makeup, and you’re on the couch for at least a year,” I warned.

      “I won’t kill any makeup until after your surgery, but you will not hide your face because you’re not used to it. I’ve been warned that this is a possibility, and I’ll confiscate your makeup if you try to hide your face. They gave me a list of makeup you can have post operation.”

      “They gave you a list of makeup?”

      “Eyeshadow, eyeliner, mascara, and lipstick. If, for some reason, you would like to wear blush, you may, but there will be no concealer or foundation being used. I will enjoy my duties making sure you understand I don’t care if you’re scarred or not. I will enjoy my duties possibly more than I should.”

      “No one warned me lions are ridiculous and excessive. But, considering how long I’ve been working to get a face that doesn’t make kittens flinch, I’m willing to go along with your scheme. And if I have a fit, you’ll just have to sacrifice your body for my happiness.”

      “I see you’re enjoying mated life,” he teased.

      “It definitely beats being single, and I get to enjoy your roars at a far higher frequency. Mated life is good, but I feel a bit sorry for you, being a second-rate feline compared to me. Lynxes are truly the superior feline. Lions are decent, worthy enough for me, I suppose.”

      He growled at me. “You’re playing with fire, Wells.”

      “I’m just working on getting my roars, Sumners. The best roar is one won through testing your patience to the limits, and I’m onto you. The more I annoy you, the better it is for me. It must be so sad to be a second-rate feline.”

      “I am the king of your jungle, which makes me the top feline. I’ve claimed you as mine, so as such, I win. Now, we need to get back to work. I want as much intel on this guy as possible before we step foot in Chicago.”
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      To make Sebastian happy, I worked. However, as part of my new mission to never go a night without the lion making me purr, I did the work in my best set of red lingerie.

      He lasted an entire hour before a well-time stretched and the softest hint of a purr broke his resistance. As I’d been left off my leash, I made him earn our good time, and to my delight, I reduced him to an exhausted puddle of a man. I blamed his spiking virus, which likely wanted to secure an even stronger hold on me. My virus viewed him as successfully claimed, so I enjoyed his attention.

      With him out for the count, I put serious work into making a plan to capture Stefan Loureni, which boiled down to dressing like a conservative secretary type, not wearing most of my makeup so he could spot me by my scars, and hanging out in the places he’d been known to meet the other victims.

      Like many other killers, he liked hunting close to home and favored a coffee shop in the same building as his work. I questioned why so many assholes used coffee shops as their base of operations. Unlike my targets in Cincinnati, I expected it to take at least a few days to catch the bastard’s attention.

      According to the FBI’s profiling, he took his time on his moves, although he was wise and smart enough to not dawdle too much.

      I made sure I had the appropriate time off work, and I debated if I’d maintain the ruse. If I finished the job, I could find a day job I wanted to do, one that wouldn’t drive me insane. I could even enjoy a life of ease, working bounties as needed to earn my keep. I could make Sebastian give me interesting jobs, too, the kind where I investigated more than captured.

      Investigating appealed to my feline nature, as I enjoyed putting my nose where it didn’t belong.

      Satisfied I completed as much as I could, I caught a nap, making sure I woke up earlier than Sebastian. While he slept, I packed the room, tidied, and packed the truck. At a cheery eight in the morning, I put my lycanthrope strength to good use and dumped my lion out of bed.

      He hit the floor with a startled roar.

      I purred. “It’s time to go, Mr. Mane.”

      Sebastian growled, and when growling didn’t give him the result he wanted, he roared at me. “Damn it, Wells!”

      “I’m just saying, should I be convinced to marry you, you need to roar Wells at me. I refuse to sacrifice this because I’ve agreed to be a Sumners. You understand the power of my purrs. Should I not get my way, I will unleash the power of my sad sighs and sniffles. Some of which will be real.”

      He kept growling, crawled across the floor, and wrapped himself around my legs. “You’re mine, little kitty, and you will marry me. Do not underestimate the force of an upset lion. If you don’t agree to marry me, I will be rendered unable to roar. Only happy lions roar.”

      “Well played, Mr. Mane. I see you have been paying attention to my special needs. We need to check out. It is time for you to convince my family I am the happiest of lynxes. After I successfully tended to my lion’s special needs last night, I made a plan I like, I caught a nap, and I packed everything into the truck. I’m driving. I’m concerned your virus might be tapping out.”

      “My virus wants me to thoroughly investigate you and make you purr.”

      “I will test the amorous nature of lions in the morning once we are in Chicago.”

      “I am holding you to that, Wells.”

      “You have to survive my family first.”

      “Your family is easy. I’ll roar at you, and I’ll allow your automated purring reaction do the arguing for me. And I’ll give you one of my best roars to maximize your purrs. I will show them my true power. I can make you purr whenever I want, but if they need a demonstration of my willingness to indulge in your person, I am a fond fan of public displays of affection.”

      “Your plan stands a good chance of working,” I admitted. “My purrs are sacred.”

      “I expect your days of being able to easily manipulate your family with your purrs will soon to be over, as my goal is to make your purrs so frequent they’re comfortable with yanking your chain. This will amuse me, as your reactions to having your chain yanked are often spectacular, full of hissing, and attractive to me. However, I’ll be made jealous, meaning I will have to establish my territory as soon as I get you home.”

      I could live with that. “I’m going to need extra effort from you if that becomes reality. All I have to do to protect my food is purr a little. Not even the kittens will take anything from my plate at that point.”

      “Maybe I should be jealous and keep most of your purrs for me. They’re most magnificent purrs, and I’m a greedy, selfish lion.” Sebastian stretched, hugged my legs, and rolled to his feet, strutting to the bathroom. “I see you have picked what I’m wearing today. It’s a suit.”

      “I had noticed you had it cleaned our last day at the spa, and it’s such a nice suit. I’m dressing you for my enjoyment. Also, you’re just as good in a pair of jeans, and I don’t want to murder my family for beholding your complete majesty. They can see you in jeans another time.”

      “Do I have enough time for a shower?”

      “If you hurry up. Don’t leave me waiting long, Mr. Mane.”

      “If you join me in the shower, you won’t have to wait at all.”

      I checked the time, decided we had plenty of time before checking out, and hopped into the bathroom, shedding clothes as I went. “I’m only doing this because it was a little rude of me to dump you out of bed this morning.”

      “Sure, Wells. Whatever you say.”
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      In hindsight, I shouldn’t have warned my father I was coming over to drop off his truck and steal some other vehicle so I could head off to yet another spa. A meeting of the itty bitty kitty committee was in session, and judging from the cars, every member of my family had come. One vehicle, a car from the general looks of it, was hidden beneath a layer of sparkly red wrapping paper with a white bow.

      I parked my daddy’s truck at the end of the line, grateful we’d dropped everything off at Sebastian’s home, which was located a short distance outside of Fargo.

      I’d done a quick investigation of the whole place, and according to my sniff tests, he’d lived in the place long enough for his scent to permeate everything but not long enough for him to have fully settled into it.

      “It looks like the entire clan has turned out to see what my father thinks is a decent vehicle for me. That is the only reason there’d be a wrapped car parked in the driveway. Not only is it parked in the driveway, it’s parked in the prime spot in the driveway.”

      “The prime spot in the driveway is completely blocked in by at least twenty vehicles, Harri.”

      “We’ve made moving cars into an art. That part of the driveway is paved, it doesn’t flood when it rains, it doesn’t get mud all over the car when you put it there, and it’s just prime driveway real estate.” I killed the engine, grabbed my purse, and snatched my overnight bag, which had three changes of clothes and the bare necessities. My laptop bag held my new computer and electronic toys, and it went over my shoulder, too.

      I carried the prized cheese box, which would soon be emptied of cheese and sausage if I had my way in Chicago.

      “They really bought you a car?”

      “Well, Daddy saw my junker and got real upset about it, and I foolishly gave him everything he needed to dispose of my junker while taking the keys to his new truck…”

      “Your uncle needs to be educated about moderation.”

      “I’m still scared to open the other boxes.” At Sebastian’s insistence, the other boxes were in his bag so I wouldn’t try to dodge opening them. “They might be more excessive than the watch.”

      “We can run away if you’re not comfortable with this.”

      I shot him a glare. “I can handle this.”

      “You can handle them giving you a car without trying to dodge it, telling them it’s too much, or trying to convince them you’re not worth what they’ve spent?”

      The challenge in his voice ensured I would do my best to cope with any gifts given to me. “I absolutely can.”

      Sebastian smirked at me. “Okay. Let’s see this in action, shall we?”

      “You’re completely and totally ruthless.”

      “I’m a lion. I live to win.”

      “You’re stuck with me, Sumners. You have lost this game.”

      “Won.”

      “Definitely lost.”

      “No, I definitely won. This morning, my lynx dumped me out of bed and showered with me. Then I got to feed you at a buffet. It was a slaughter. It’s also the first time I’ve ever made buffet runs for someone else and liked it. The things you’ll do for good barbecue chicken gives me ideas.”

      Damned buffets. “We both won at that buffet. It’s not too far from Fargo, too. We could make a point of going now and then.”

      “We could make it a weekly tradition.”

      “Will our wallets survive that?”

      “I’m pretty sure our wallets will survive.”

      “Does putting up with you for the rest of my life mean I can quit my customer service job? I don’t want to go back to dealing with Code Red 1D10Ts, Sebastian.”

      “You don’t have to deal with Code Red 1D10Ts again if you don’t want to.”

      “Are there people who actually want to deal with Code Red 1D10Ts?”

      “Shockingly, yes. My younger brother is one of them. He enjoys nothing more than reining in the chaos of a Code Red to a satisfactory conclusion.” Sebastian shuddered. “I ask my mother if she’s really sure he’s actually my brother sometimes.”

      “Is he?”

      “I am the reason I have two extra brothers now. Apparently, using that line makes my mother hunt my father. The last time I used it, my mother ended up having to care for three lions at one time. She hasn’t forgiven me for it. Two lions are enough to drive her insane, but three at once? I am the worst son she has. I’m very proud of this. I’m trying to see if I can break her so she has to tend to four lions at one time.”

      “You could visit her with one or two of your brothers. Then she’d have how many lions? How many brothers do you have?”

      “There are six of us, and we’re all within eight or nine years of each other except for my youngest. I pulled that when my youngest brother, at the time, was four. My current youngest brother is two.”

      “Lions don’t have litters, do they?”

      “Fortunately for me, the woman of the relationship tends to be the responsible party for numbers of kittens born while the man of the relationship is the responsible party for the gender. If you give it your best to make sure we have litters of kittens, I’ll give it my best to make sure we have a lot of girls.”

      “You want daughters, don’t you?” I eyed Sebastian with interest. “You know daughters are flukes in lycanthropes, right?”

      “I might want at least three daughters to dote on,” he confessed. “And I’m hopeful my little lynx likes children.”

      “If I start trying to make you poisoned fried chicken because of pregnancy hormones, you only have yourself to blame.”

      “Some risks are worth taking.”

      I eyed the wrapped car. “What do you think it is? Used?”

      “It’s new, probably paid for in cash. I have a pretty good idea what your uncle is currently making, and after some of the jobs he’s successfully managed, he’s pretty wealthy. He could put all of your brothers through college right now and not miss the money. I’m betting all of your brothers are too proud to accept charity, so your uncle is spoiling you because the others won’t let him spoil them.”

      “Are you sure you’re not a lynx?”

      “I roar. Lynxes purr. I’m fairly certain I’m actually a lion.”

      “What is the appropriate reaction to being given a new car? I had trouble accepting the laptop. I don’t want to lose, but I’m not sure what to do.”

      “Transform your hands into claws, rip off the paper, and rub all over the car to mark it as your territory while purring. The purring will indicate to everyone you love your new car. You rubbing all over the car to mark it as your territory is attractive to me, and I’m a selfish, greedy lion.”

      “Yes, you are so selfish. Completely greedy.” I stared into his eyes, and in my driest tone, I stated, “I have never met a more selfish lion in my entire life, and I have no idea why I put up with you.”

      “Remind me not to play poker against you. According to your expression and tone, I am the lowliest of men. However, I know exactly how you handled me in the shower this morning, you devious, saucy wench.”

      “That’s just a consolation prize for having to put up with a lion, really. That, plus it was a reward for packing up the hotel room while you napped.”

      “I recommend you go the purring route while rubbing up against the car to mark it as your territory. At the very minimum, I’ll be amused.”

      “May heaven forbid if the delicate lion isn’t amused.”

      “It really should be criminal, yes. This world exists for me to rule it. I’m doing a fairly good job on the ruling front.”

      “You can’t be a ruler if you have a boss. And if your boss has a boss, you’re definitely not a ruler.”

      “I have to have obtainable goals for the future, else I would become a bored ruler of the world. This is how I fill the moments I’m not spending pursuing you for my nefarious plans.”

      “I expect any dresses you put me into to be classy and protect my modesty.”

      “You have modesty?”

      “Yes. I know modesty is a difficult concept for lions to understand, but I’m sure you’ll learn with time.”

      “This is like being humble or displaying humility, isn’t it?”

      “Yes.”

      “If I were meant to fly, I would have wings, Wells. Do I look like I have wings to you?”

      Shaking my head, I headed for the porch, and as expected, a herd of my brothers stampeded through the front door. I set my bags and my precious cheese box down on the porch swing. “Don’t mess up his mane or his suit. I’m keeping that lion, and he needs to be in good condition. He’s taking me to Chicago for a week. I’m taking more time off. It’s his turn to spoil me at a spa.”

      My brothers eyed Sebastian, who followed me onto the porch and armed himself with his best smile.

      My poor brothers. Within ten minutes, Sebastian would have them questioning their sexuality. They’d be jealous of me, who would keep the lion. The more I thought about it, the more I liked the idea. “I have noticed there is a car-shaped package parked in the best spot. Is that the offering so I can give Daddy his truck back?”

      My twin brothers shoved through the gathering of tall, generally handsome lynxes, and I braced for an onslaught of affection. They delivered, and I got a double dose of brotherly nuzzling before they joined the rest of my brothers in glaring at Sebastian.

      The lion chuckled. “I’m not going to stop her from visiting at her whim, and you might even get me to bring her over at my whim instead of hers. I’m a lion, which means I enjoy large, boisterous family affairs, so we would be frequent visitors. Just don’t mess up this suit. Your sister took away my other clothes so I’d wear it for her.”

      “It’s true, I did. Lions are fairly lazy in the mornings, so I can make the clothes I don’t like disappear. I picked the suit today. He made it himself. Is the present shaped like a car in the prime parking spot for me? If it is, I need to go mark it as my territory before the lion does. Establishing territory is important to lions.”

      Then, because I had more than one reason to be happy, I bounced on my toes and began with my softest purr, the one I used when in a state of anticipation, a rare enough occurrence my brothers focused on me instead of on my lion.

      One of my brothers turned and shouted, “Dad, Harri’s purring because she’s hoping that car is hers. Can she unwrap it now? If she can’t unwrap it, the purrs will become whines.”

      Only Hugh got so upset when I whined, he tried to prevent the whining before I started. Harvey waited for the whining to begin before getting upset.

      I kept bouncing and purring, waiting for my parents to show up. Within a few minutes, they did, and my father tossed me a gift box wrapped in blue paper. “You haven’t even seen it yet, and you’re already out here purring like a little idiot?”

      My daddy sounded rather pleased I was purring like a little idiot, and I wasted no time spinning around and diving off the porch to play with my new car. I made it three steps before Sebastian caught me by the waist and hauled me in. To keep me from struggling too much, he lifted me off my feet and tucked me against his side while I dangled off his arm. “Open the box in your hands first, Harri. Then, if there’s an alarm system, disable the alarm. Then, and only then, begin tearing the paper off. You might get overly excited in your effort to mark the vehicle as yours and set the alarm off.”

      I should have stopped purring, but I tore into the box, tossed the paper aside, and found a jewelry gift box. I cracked it open to find two car fobs and matching key rings decorated with a gemstone-encrusted lynx and a lion. “Lion!” I twisted around and contorted in my effort to show Sebastian the lion charm. “We each got one.” I checked again, and the second set was enamel instead of covered with stones. “A more masculine one for you, one covered in bling for me.”

      Sebastian chuckled, took the fob with the enamel charms, and pressed the unlock button on the fob twice. The wrapped car beeped. He released me. “Now that you won’t accidentally set off the alarm, go play with your present.”

      I almost dropped the keys, which Sebastian rescued before I tore off and grabbed for the paper. It put up a fight, and I hissed at it before settling in to wage war against my opponent.

      Some cruel, evil entity had trapped my gift with confetti, which erupted every which way when I tore through the first layer. Confetti beat glitter, but the scraps of paper spilled everywhere, revealing another layer.

      Someone had wrapped my car up with duct tape. I admired their work, which would require my claws to get into. Did I use my full lynx form or my hybrid form? I debated, opted for the path of least resistance, and transformed my right hand into a claw-wielding paw. The duct tape would die at my hand, but I had to do so in such a way I didn’t damage the car beneath.

      Only an idiot purred at the challenge the silvery tape presented, but I couldn’t help myself.

      “I have noticed she really appreciates whenever someone puts in any effort whatsoever on her behalf,” Sebastian said with laughter in his voice. “She meant to say thank you for the watch, as she really likes it. It took her the entire week to work up the nerve to wear it, as she’s terrified of breaking it. The cheese box might be her favorite possession, and I count myself fortunate she lets me touch it.”

      My twin brothers laughed loud enough I paused in my planning to regard them with interest. Hugh said, “The box was us. She has some serious problems with catnip, so we wanted to give her some, but the good catnip-infused cheeses go rancid really fast if they’re left out, so we got the box. The watch came from the rest of the litters, although we chipped in, too. The car is from all of us. We started saving up when you stopped letting us buy you things for Christmas or your birthday, Harri.”

      Sneaky bastards. “How long has that been, anyway?”

      “You were ten,” Harvey informed me. “Mom and Dad helped us do it, and we gave you the one present we forced you to accept each year to cover our clandestine activities. We increased how much we put away as we got older, and every time we got something nice, our uncles contributed to our fund, too. When we found out you were going to the spa, we went over our finances and started buying the gifts. We weren’t expecting you to actually let Dad get rid of your junker, so we had to improvise, but we managed.”

      I stared at Sebastian, as I had no idea what to do.

      “Purr, wage war with the wrapping job, purr some more, and rub up against the car once you’ve gotten to see what it is while purring,” he suggested. “Mostly, just purr. Once you get the purring out of your system, you can indulge in hugging or whatever else you see fit. If you’re that happy, you can even cry, just make sure you purr while you do so to mitigate any alarm and concern. It’s all right if you’re purring.”

      My brothers stared at Sebastian with their mouths hanging open.

      “What?”

      “You have her figured out?” Harvey demanded.

      “I’ve turned making her purr into an art.”

      Well, I couldn’t argue with that, so I shrugged. “It’s true. He’s trained me to purr on demand, basically. I like his roars so much I just start purring when he does it. I tried to act all fierce and pretend I don’t actually purr whenever he roars, so he got in my face, roared at me, and waited. I purred like an idiot. I have no more feline pride. It’s dead, so I may as well purr. What use is there for dignity?” I investigated the bottom of the car to discover it had been wrapped in paper and duct tape, too. “How much tape did you use on this thing?”

      “Why don’t you come on in and have a drink, Sebastian?” my father invited. “Harri will be at it for a while. Her mother’s making some fried chicken.”

      Poor Sebastian. I hoped he survived. “You make it sound like I’m going to be here for a long while, Dad. Like hours.”

      “You have how many brothers? They all wanted a turn with your present. Good luck and have fun. I’ll take care of your lion, and I won’t let your brothers beat him. If you need help, give a shout.”

      “Do you love or hate me?” I asked, wondering what sort of fresh hell I would discover underneath the layer of duct tape.

      “We love making you hate us,” my father replied. “Come along, Sebastian. I’m sure one of her brothers will keep an eye on her, and even if they don’t, we set up cameras to capture the entire unwrapping process, which we can watch and savor at our leisure.”

      “You could at least watch my suffering in real time!”

      “We’ll check in on you every now and then,” he promised before taking my lion into the house.

      I truly had the best father.
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      Beneath the duct tape was glitter, but it wasn’t just glitter. It was glitter made of sugar, making certain my family’s terrible idea of a joke wouldn’t damage the environment. Underneath the glitter, someone had gotten the idea to use chains linked together with padlocks, zip ties, and silicon, creating an iron barricade separating me from my new car. To add to the fun, the keys were trapped in balls of cured silicon, which had been left in several plastic baggies in the layer of glitter, which covered the prized parking spot and would attract every ant in the state.

      I stopped counting after twenty padlocks. A heavy cloth cover protected my car from the chains, and judging from the wheels, which I could finally spot, I owned a car that lacked hub cabs, as it had mags instead.

      Sexy, sexy mags.

      I spent a solid thirty minutes stroking the wheels on my new car, wondering what sort of pretty vehicle waited underneath the cover protecting it from my brothers and their horrible sense of humor.

      Sebastian chuckled from somewhere behind me. “Have you been purring the entire time, or do those tires make you that happy?”

      “They’re mags, Sebastian.”

      “They’re nice mags, too.” Crouching beside me, he pointed at the brakes, which were a vibrant cherry red. “It wouldn’t surprise me if your car is that color. Some manufacturers make kits so their detailing matches from fender to fender, including the visible brakes. The shape tells me they went all in. Are you aware you’re covered in glitter?”

      “It’s not just glitter. It’s sugar that has been turned into glitter. I got a bunch on my face, and I got a taste, and well, it’s sugar.”

      “I could help you lick that off,” the lion rumbled.

      I held up the ball of silicon. “I have at least ten more of these to get through, but I have no problems with attempting to embarrass my family. You can make sure I’m clean after I free my new car from its prison. I’ll show you the shower, which is actually pretty nice because most of the litters want to shower together when they’re younger. My family deserves to be embarrassed after subjecting me to a bunch of silicon balls holding the keys to the padlocks hostage.”

      Chuckling, Sebastian headed to the porch, and I watched him with interest. When he got to the front door, he regarded my twin brothers and held out his hand. “Keys, please. My little lynx is resorting to stroking the tires because she can’t get to the rest of it.”

      To my utter astonishment, my brothers handed over a collection of keys, which my lion brought to me. “That’s the funny thing about a good prank, Harri. When it stops being fun and becomes frustrating, the considerate offer a somewhat easy out. You’ll have to figure out which key goes to what, but now you can progress.”

      Huh. My lion could work miracles. “How did you even know to do that?”

      “These padlocks always come with two keys, and there’s only one in that ball, which told me the second key was somewhere safe, in case you couldn’t get to that one.”

      “You are such a smart lion. I knew there was a reason outside of your roars to keep you around.” I went to work matching keys with locks, and Sebastian helped me get through the zip ties and silicon with some help from his pocketknife. “I wasn’t that frustrated. I was just taking a break, and I could see the tire, so I started petting it. And then it seemed like a lot of work, so I kept petting it. My new car has mags, Sebastian. Usually, I just have tires without hub caps because when I buy the junker, it’s so junked it doesn’t even come with them.”

      “There will be a rule in our household. All cars must either have all of its hub cabs or mags, and any vehicle new to us cannot have more than one percent rust on the entire vehicle.”

      “I’d have to buy new for that here.”

      “I know.”

      I considered him through narrowed eyes. “This is what you meant by you are spoiled, isn’t it?”

      “In part.”

      “Is this revenge for having left them for an entire week?”

      “If it is, I’m curious to see what they do to you for leaving them for another week. Maybe you should contact your boss and see if I can spoil you in some other city at a spa.”

      “Can I quit?” I set the unlocked padlocks in a pile on the ground. “If I quit, and I get two more weeks of spa time, this sounds like a good idea to me. But then I’ll have to mooch off you while I look for a saner job.” I wiggled under my new car to get to one of the padlocks, discovering several small, wrapped presents that’d fallen out of the glitter trap. “Oh! More presents. Sebastian, come take these for me, and put them with my box, please. My car seems to be boobytrapped with gifts.”

      “How odd. Your car is showering you with gifts now. It must be that excited to be going home with you. I wish my car gave me presents when I crawled under it. It just gives me a hard time.”

      “Do you even have a car? You cabbed to meet me.” I handed over the five boxes, two of which were shaped liked books, and resumed freeing my car from its prison.

      “I do, but it’s scheduled to go to the great car graveyard, as it has reached the end of its days. And with you coming home with me, it’s time for a better vehicle anyway. You can help me pick one.”

      “I’m unqualified to help shop for a new car, but if you’re looking for a rust bucket you can strangle to death over the course of a few years, I’m your woman.”

      “I’m sure you can be taught the wonders of car shopping, even if you follow me around the lot while I argue with myself for hours over which one is the perfect one. Lions need perfect cars. I’ll be back in a minute.”

      While Sebastian put my new presents in safe keeping, I wiggled deeper under the vehicle to reach the final two padlocks. When the chains finally fell away, sugar and confetti rained down on me along with several more boxes. “I see a bunch of dead cats!” I yowled. “You will all perish for this, you evil, wicked felines. Sebastian, kill them all.”

      “No,” Sebastian replied, and he crouched nearby. “Your car gave you more presents. Hand them over. One of your brothers informed me there should be seven in total from that batch.”

      I groped through the sea of sugar and confetti for the boxes, and after a few minutes, I located all seven, and I passed them to the lion. “There’s wrapping paper under the cloth thing.”

      “That’s a canvas car tarp, meant to protect your vehicle’s paint when it’s parked and not in use, especially if you happen to park beneath a rowdy tree.”

      “Those damned trees, turning their sexual exploits into public events.” I tore at the wrapping paper to expose the undercarriage of my new baby. “There is a light at the end of the tunnel. I see car parts!”

      “How fancy. Let me go put your presents somewhere safe. They’re probably expecting you to open these after you finish purring over your car. Try not to get into trouble without me.”

      I liked he wanted to get into trouble with me, and I crawled around the car, freeing it from its paper prison. Once certain there were no more surprises underneath the vehicle, I escaped to discover three of my older brothers, the entirety of the first litter, had come to pay me a visit. One of them held a bucket.

      “What’s that?” I demanded.

      “Water, which I intend to fling all over you should you stop purring for our enjoyment upon revealing your present.” As they were triplets and had bothered to coordinate their clothing, I had zero chance of identifying if I spoke to Alan, Alex, or Andrew.

      I scowled at my eldest brothers. “That’s coercion!”

      “We need to hear your purrs.”

      For fuck’s sake. “What is it with you? You don’t need to. That’s ridiculous. And anyway, you heard me purr earlier! And I purred for at least thirty minutes while I worked on the first layer of the car trap.”

      “We need to hear you purr,” my brothers chorused.

      “I can’t just purr on demand.”

      Sebastian laughed from the porch and returned. “You do for me, Harri.”

      Damn it. “I purr under very specific conditions. Anticipation on seeing my new car is one of those conditions, although I’m reserving my purrs for once I actually get this stuff off without damaging the paint. A certain lion roaring might result in a purr.”

      “Would you like me to roar for you, my little lynx?”

      “As I don’t want to get a bucket of water thrown all over me so I become wet and sticky, yes.”

      The lion frowned and narrowed his eyes. “I’m not sure which side I’m supposed to be on right now. There are a lot of benefits to you being wet and sticky.”

      Damn. My lion was a pervert. “I might catch a cold if I get wet.” Lycanthropes rarely got colds, but I had a track record of getting them, although I usually flirted with illness at the end of my mating season. I blamed my inability to hunt men. Would Sebastian put an end to my yearly colds? I hoped so. And if he didn’t, I bet he’d bring me soup so I wouldn’t have to do it myself. “I get one or two every year, and it sucks. You don’t want to deal with that.”

      Sebastian looked me over head to toe before he turned to my brothers. “Use a hose. A bucket might not get the job done sufficiently. If she catches a cold, I get to call in and work from home to care for my little lynx, as nobody wants to deal with a moody lion upset he can’t take care of his little lynx at home.”

      Traitors surrounded me, although the one roared nicely. “You are such a lion.”

      “I am. I really am.”

      With a smile and a shrug, my traitor brother shrugged and tossed the bucket my way, hitting me in the face with it. I sighed and took it, spluttering and spitting water out. “Thanks, asshole. I don’t even know which asshole you are, but the entirety of the first litter falls for this, as you bastards are the first litter.”

      The asshole with the bucket snickered. “I am Alan, the eldest ruler of the Wells litters, and you will get the hose if you fail to purr for us. One day, you might remember which one I am. One day.”

      “You already gave me the bucket. I do not need the hose. And anyway, how am I supposed to tell you three apart? You’re identical triplets. Identical triples. At least I knew which litter you’re from. That’s good for me.”

      “Your lion wants to take care of you, and it seemed wrong to deny him of such an opportunity. And anyway, you don’t get catch your colds until the end of your mating season. During it, you’re just a hormonal tyrant. Had we known how serious your lion was about taking you home with him, we would have bought him some presents to show our gratitude.”

      My face flushed. “Damn it, Alan.”

      “What? It’s only fair to warn him what he’s getting into. He’s not a lynx, but he dresses well. Uncle Henry confirmed he makes his own suits, so basically, he’s perfect for you, and we can’t argue against perfection.”

      I eyed my lion. “My brothers seem to have developed a crush on you. What were you doing in the house? How did you seduce them all into adoring you? What dark magic have you been doing to my family?”

      Sebastian chuckled. “No dark magic was required. I took videos of you purring in your sleep after I tucked you in at night, and I took pictures of when you were having a good time at the spa. As you have them all wrapped around your finger, I scored some serious future brother-in-law points. I simply planned to dodge a beating, as I’d rather not be beaten. Will I fight? Absolutely. I’m a lion. But if I can avoid the fight and save the fighting for something worth fighting over, I will.”

      “We’re not sure about this whole marriage thing, but if his only flaw is a desire to be trapped in unholy matrimony, we can cope with that,” Alan stated in a rather serious tone. “He also came armed with advice on how to approach uninfected women without automatically eliminating ourselves from the dating pool. He’s smart, Harri. You know us. We like smart.”

      I could see Sebastian being good at that, and considering how many of my brothers had fancy degrees, they did like smart people. “You do realize you did not have to dodge having a love life because I’m hopeless, right? You all are idiots.” I peeled the remaining chains off my car, careful not to bang the links into it. Sebastian helped, and it was his idea for all of us to lift the entire canvas tarp up, move it, and dump the chains on the ground.

      It worked, and Sebastian folded the tarp while I attacked the paper.

      I tore off the wrapping to uncover a cherry red convertible, and I frowned, trying to figure out how I’d wiggled under it, as it rode low to the ground. Puzzled, I inspected the tires, then the ground, and got on my hands and knees, patting at the undercarriage, which somehow seemed high enough for me to fit underneath it. “What sorcery is this?”

      My brothers snickered, and either Alex or Andrew crouched beside me, pointing at the mags. “We put your car up on blocks, but we recruited the troublemakers of the fifth litter to layer on some illusions so it looked proper. We stayed away so we wouldn’t accidentally reveal the nature of the illusion.”

      “Okay. That’s cool.” I did a walk around, purring at the Corvette’s iconic body, although from the shape, they’d gotten a fairly new Corvette—or a brand new one. I couldn’t tell.

      Corvettes were well outside of my area of expertise, although I knew enough about them to recognize one when I saw it.

      As I would find some way to trash my new car without being able to see through the illusion, I handed my keys to Alan. “I demand this be brought down to its proper level by someone who can actually see what they’re driving. Fix this! I must cuddle with it, and I must cuddle with it now.”

      Alan lifted his hand to his mouth and let out a piercing whistle. “Elijah! Come move your sister’s car. Also, we may as well open a path for her. She’s going to want to take that lion off with her sometime tonight.”

      “Yes, I plan on taking my lion off somewhere tonight. But I have to mark my territory first.” I rubbed my hands together and admired the Corvette. “Who’d you mug to get this? It’s pretty. This is really pretty. This is the prettiest car to have ever prettied. Is it really mine?”

      “It’s really yours. We didn’t mug anyone. We had Uncle Henry buy it, and we set up a loan with him to pay him back. He’ll sign off the title and everything, but right now, you’re on his insurance for it. You are not permitted to reject this car, nor are you allowed to indulge in guilt. Yes, we bought it new. We hope you like red, because this was one of two Corvettes anywhere near us, so we picked this one because we thought you’d like it better than the black one, which wasn’t as nice as this one.”

      While black was fine, red was fun, and I needed fun. “Sebastian, get naked and pose against my car. That’s the only way this is getting better.”

      “No.”

      I pouted at him. “Please?”

      “If I get naked, your brothers will be struck down with an overwhelming sense of inadequacy. As I happen to like your family, I don’t want to hurt so many of them at one time.”

      Unable to help myself, I laughed. “But I like you naked.”

      “You can help me out of my suit when we get to our hotel for the night.”

      “Get the stuff, load the car, we’re leaving,” I announced.

      “Your mother is making fried chicken, and I believe she expects us to eat before we leave.”

      Only a fool angered my pregnant mother or refused to eat her chicken, no matter how creative she got with the spices. “Okay. We eat, and then we flee. I need naked lion time.” I ran for the house to take a shower, as the only way I’d be able to get naked lion time was if I hurried up and shoveled as much of my mother’s chicken as I could stomach into me before I left. With luck, someone had taken her saffron, but I’d cope if I needed to eat creatively spiced chicken. Somehow.
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      Dressed in one of my old, worn pairs of sweats, I helped my mother finish dinner while Sebastian entertained the rest of my family. Instead of saffron, my mother had gone for the throat, using cinnamon, chili, and curry to create a tongue-incinerating dish I’d need several weeks to recover from. Fortunately, she understood she made a hellish concoction, as she’d recruited Uncle Henry to buy out the local stores of milk, yogurt, and anything else that might cut the heat to tolerable standards.

      Sebastian loved it, and long after the rest of us had waved the white flag of surrender, he devoured the leftovers.

      My mother regarded Sebastian in disapproval. “You were supposed to breathe fire so we could laugh at you.”

      The lion chuckled, and while I wanted to flop across the dining room table, he snagged me around the waist and pulled me to him before I could indulge. “My father loves spicy food. Our strain of lycanthropy is from the northern part of Africa, and most of us develop a love for a lot of spice. My mother claims it’s a genetic fault, as she doesn’t like spicy food that much. Not even the virus can conquer her tongue, apparently. But all of us children of hers? Obsessed with all things spicy. The hotter, the better.”

      “What species of lion are you?” Uncle Henry asked, and as one of the older adults, he’d gotten to eat at the table rather than wherever a spot could be found. “I’ve seen your lion form before, but I wasn’t sure what kind you are. You don’t look like a regular lion. You’re, well, bigger. Even for a lycanthrope.”

      Damn. Uncle Henry had seen Sebastian in his lion form? How rude. I stared up at my mate with a scowl. “What were you doing shifting for Uncle Henry?”

      “Fighting him, of course.”

      Of course. Right. Because it was natural for a lion and a lynx to fight each other. “At work?”

      “Yes. We were training, and the CDC likes watching different species brawl. It’s good for us to work out our tempers. Single male lycanthropes can be surly, and sanctioned fighting helps keep us a little more sociable. For the record, I always win.”

      My uncle sighed. “Well, yes. You’re huge. Thank you for not beating my family within an inch of their lives, because I know full well you can.”

      My entire family eyed Sebastian with interest.

      “I don’t mind a mock fight after we come back from our trip,” the lion replied. “It’s good exercise and practice. But to answer your question, we’re Barbary lions. Some call us Atlas lions. Outside of the lycanthropes, we’re extinct except in zoos, and it’s unlikely the population will recover, although conservatory breeders are trying to help the species. They actually monitor our general behavior to see how they can improve conditions for the lions and if there are any breeding pairs that might be able to survive in the wild. They’re not at that point yet, but the goal is to release twenty breeding pairs into the wild in the future. Unfortunately, there’s not that many lions left, so it’ll be a while. And genetic diversity is an issue.”

      “I seem to have caught an endangered species. Nice.” I debated taking a nap on Sebastian. “Are you full yet? I want to take my new car out for a spin, and we have to head off to the next spa. And I have presents to unwrap tonight in our room.”

      “Presents implies you’ll unwrap more than one. You are not good at unwrapping more than one.”

      “I’m going to try for two, but I’m expecting to be rewarded for stepping outside of my comfort zone.”

      “You are such a cat,” Sebastian informed me before dislodging me from his person and getting to his feet. “Tell your family goodbye while I load the car?”

      “Sounds like a plan. Goodbye, family! I am running away now.” I got up, grabbed my lion by his suit jacket, and held on in case the mob of brothers swarmed me and tried to make me stay longer. “I love you, please do not check in with me for at least a week, and I’ll let you know when I’m moving on to the next spa, where I’ll spend an entire week whining I have to send my lion back to work. Also, I’m quitting my job and finding one that won’t drive me to homicide. I’m relying on the lion to feed me until I find a new job. You can help me move for Christmas. That is a present. Helping me move is like twenty presents, at least.” I tugged on Sebastian. “You could give them your house keys and address, and they could move all of my stuff into your house. Then I can call my landlord and move out. I’m month-to-month. Then they can make sure my place is okay, too. I’m a defenseless woman, I’m not sure I can handle such horrible tasks.”

      Sebastian twisted around, stared at me, and raised a brow. “You just hate moving.”

      “Passionately.”

      Shaking his head and grinning, Sebastian pulled out his keys, pulled off two fobs, a car key, and a house key, and he handed them to my uncle. “The dark blue fob controls the alarm system, the other one will get you into the garage, and that key will get you into the house through the garage. My piece of shit is so old it doesn’t have an alarm system. However, it’s mostly sound, so if one of the kittens learning to drive wants to work on fixing it up, they can have it, just send me insurance information on the kid so I can add them until I can transfer it. It would make the Corvette faint from shock and horror.”

      Uncle Henry took the keys. “I’ll make sure everything gets moved safe and sound, Harri. Have a good time, and if you indulge in any behavior that might result in a litter of kittens, try not to kill your lion. We’re not sure if he’s lynx tough yet.”

      Sebastian chuckled. “She hasn’t won an arm wrestling match against me yet, so there’s some hope for my survival.”

      “Never underestimate a lynx during mating season,” my uncle warned.

      “I’ll try not to do that.” Sebastian slipped out of his jacket and left me to my family, who converged before I could escape. “I’ll get the car ready while you tell your family goodbye properly.”

      “You are a very bad man, Sebastian Sumners!”
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            I fail to see how this is revenge.

          

        

      

    

    
      The Corvette drove like a dream. The engine growled, purred, and did everything I expected a sporty car to do, and when I hit the gas—or the brakes—the car meant serious business. I almost pitied Sebastian, who handled my exploratory driving with grace, punctuated with alarmed although infrequent hisses.

      Everything we needed for the week fit into the trunk, including my prized box of cheese and other goodies. A few extra presents from my family had also found their way into the vehicle.

      “Are you hissing at me because I’m learning this car doesn’t need me to apply my full bodyweight to the brake in order to get the damned thing to stop? Because honestly, I had to, and it was getting pretty unsafe to drive. It didn’t understand how to go well, either. I’ll get used to it, I promise. By the time we get to Chicago, I will be a master of every road I see, zipping along in my pretty red Corvette.”

      “I’m hissing because I gave your family the keys to my house, and my bedroom has a shameful number of your pictures just about everywhere. Fortunately, none of the pictures implicate you in bounty hunting, but there is one where you were wearing some fuckwit’s blood, and I forget about it. And I don’t have my spare keys with me. I have to go back to work to get them out of my office.”

      Crap. “Which fuckwit?”

      “One of the ones who wanted you to be their mate and didn’t want to give you an option in the matter. Your violent refusal offered me hope, as earlier that week, you’d spent an entire hour with me in a coffee shop talking business, and you only hissed at me once. I got several purrs out of you that day.”

      Oh. That fuckwit. “Yeah. He was a wolf. It’s fine. I’ll just tell the bastards I gave you the picture as a challenge or something. With my makeup skills? They’ll believe it’s fake blood. You should see what I do for Halloween. Once, I showed up with no face, just exposed bone and flayed muscle and blood. I made people faint. It was amazing. Once I finished laughing, I stole their candy, wrote messages in lipstick on their foreheads, and had a great time. They got revenge, but I’d gotten them so damned good it was worth tolerating.”

      “Dare I ask what sort of revenge they got on you?”

      “They filled my fridge with cans of whipped cream. That’s it. Just cans of whipped cream. They stole my food and replaced it with whipped cream. One of them took mercy on me and left some hot chocolate out. I had to go bum food off my mother for a week because they cleaned the whole place out, and I was between paychecks. They knew this, too. They waited for a slim week to get their revenge. It was also in the middle of January.”

      “I fail to see how this is revenge.”

      “Well, I had to go to my parents’ place every day several times a day if I wanted food, but the hot chocolate with whipped cream part of that week? Quite nice, actually. I gained five pounds, but I was a little thin anyway.”

      “So, you’re saying, their version of revenge was treating you with something you like but making you go home for a week to be properly fed?”

      “When you phrase it like that, it was a very odd choice of revenge. I did like it more than I should have.”

      “We’re going to have rules in our house, Wells. One of those rules involves you eating a proper diet. I will feed you by hand if I must.”

      “You just signed up to spend a ridiculous time feeding me, Mr. Mane. Will you drag me home if I’m late for dinner?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “It’s good to be me. Just don’t let me get fat. I need to be in good shape to hunt idiots.”

      “I can work with that condition.” Sebastian stretched. “They didn’t joke around on your new car. I had no idea Corvettes were this nice. I didn’t really put them in upper end luxury sports car territory, but this feels like a luxury sports car.”

      “It’s fun to drive, but I’m really not used to how responsive it is. I feel like I’m driving a cloud, and it’s disconcerting. Have you ever driven a luxury sports car before?”

      “A few times. I don’t own one because I know how much they cost to maintain. I’m guessing your family checked into the maintenance costs and figured you’d be able to afford the bills—or your uncle would be footing the bills while your family pays him for them.”

      “And unbeknownst to them, I can afford my own bills.”

      “Right. Still, I’m pretty impressed with your family. They have a really streamlined process of feeding the whole family, although I’m a little shocked your mother tried to wipe everybody out with spicy fried chicken. And how enthusiastic you all were about making all that chicken disappear.”

      “We love fried chicken. We love spicy food even more than we love fried chicken. We love when our fried chicken is spicy. Unfortunately, we’re weak, weak felines, and we cry when we eat spicy food.” I sighed. “But it was so good. But so hot.”

      “My spicy dishes are about twice as hot, Wells.”

      “You are cooking for me the instant we get home. And you will provide milk for me. In exchange, I will purr for you.”

      “Perhaps I should have just told your brothers to make sure they can cook and clean. That would have a lot of women knocking on their doors. If you want me to cook for you, I’ll cook for you. If you can’t cook, you will learn. Or at least learn enough to not starve if I have to go on a business trip and can’t take you with me. But if you can’t cook, you will learn.”

      “I can handle basic survival on my own, but I suspect I do not cook up to your standards.”

      “It doesn’t have to be up to my standards, you just have to be competent.”

      “I am barely competent. So, Chicago. Where am I taking us tonight?”

      “There is a nice hotel about two hours from here, and I’ve already gotten a reservation. I did it while you were unwrapping your car. I’ll admit, I indulged. This is my first vacation in a while, and I tend to be rather frugal. I also get paid bonuses like your uncle does on bounty handling, and I take on some bounties directly, but I tend to work specialty jobs. Although you’ve become a bit of a specialist.”

      “At what? Going into coffee shops, waiting for the asshole I want to take out to come in and start something, and beating him into submission? If so, I’m definitely a specialist.”

      “I’m really hoping you’re going to use a different tactic on this job.”

      “I absolutely am not going to use a different tactic. That’s how he operates. I’m going to use a temporary microchip, trackers in my clothes, my purse, and so on, and have you handle the tracking portion of my adventure while I set myself up to be the latest addition to his little black book of death. I’m also going to put in a request for any tricks the CDC has on resisting mind-altering substances and temporary immunities to pixie dust. While I’m doing that, I want you to check the local black markets for repeat buyers of top-grade pixie dust.”

      I expected my commentary would annoy the lion, but to my surprise, he made a thoughtful noise without growling at me over my general plan. “Elaborate on temporary microchipping, please.”

      “It’s a pill that doesn’t digest. It usually stays in the body for up to forty-eight hours. I’d take a pill every morning, and you’d track them all. This way, you can track my general pattern.”

      “Would you consent to a general microchipping?”

      “Maybe.” I considered my general situation, our target’s inclination to murder his victims in gruesome fashions after probably impregnating them, and came to the conclusion only an idiot would decline microchipping. “Okay, yes. For this job, I will consent to being microchipped, but I may ask to have it removed after the job is over.”

      “Done. I’ll contact the CDC about getting you chipped tomorrow. And you’ll probably get paid a bonus, as the microchipping technology for agents is still under development and needs to be tested.”

      “I accept bonuses without remorse. Ask about the neutralizers and preventatives for pixie dust and other compounds like it while you’re booking me in for a microchipping.”

      “Anything else you’ll need for the job?”

      “Yes. Business appropriate attire for a woman who will never be anything other than a secretary, and not one of those pretty secretaries who gets bent over their boss’s desk during lunch.” I glanced at Sebastian before fixing my attention back on the road where it belonged. “If you don’t have a desk appropriate for that sort of lunchtime play when we’re at home, I’m going to be forced to use my saddest lynx techniques until we get such a desk.”

      “Luckily for you, I do have such a desk, and I am pleased to help you shop for the appropriate clothes for this endeavor. However, you will have to accept being dressed in at least one outfit suitable for a high-classed secretary, but when I take advantage of you over lunch will be dependent on how cleanly you pull this job off. The scale will be as ruthless as how I plan on taking advantage of you, so you want to be living perfection when you take your target—or targets—out. A single bruise will be punished harshly.”

      “What if I bruised myself during the job? Like if I smack my hard head into his and knock him out that way?”

      “Self-inflicted bruises will not result in punishment, just like you testing the scissors didn’t result in you being penalized. If he hurts you, that’s what I care about. If you hurt yourself giving him the beating of his life? Just be honest about it, and you’ll be appropriately rewarded. I’ll be upset if you break your hand on his face, but I will respect the amount of force you needed to use to do that, and that falls into the reward territory. Fair?”

      “That’s fair.”

      Sebastian leaned forward to play with the car’s navigation system, scrolling through the upcoming roads to see where they went. “We have two hours longer than I thought we would have when I made the reservation and told the hotel when we’d arrive. If you don’t want to be ravished by a lion, keep driving as normal. Otherwise, take me to a secluded location. I wish to hunt a lynx and ravish her.”

      “Oh no! I’m going to be ravished. Whatever shall I do?”

      “Run, and when I catch you, enjoy yourself. I know I will.”
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      While I wasn’t a slacker in the size department, Sebastian took the whole majestic lion thing to extremes. While he kept his hair neatly trimmed in a fruitless attempt to dodge the mane jokes, his actual mane demanded my immediate attention, and with rumbling purrs, I snuggled into the thick fur.

      I needed many hours snuggled in front of a fireplace with him and his mane.

      He gave me a few minutes to indulge, before he nipped at my neck hard enough I hissed at him. He roared and swatted me with his paw with sufficient force to knock me over. I screamed at him, unleashing the full potential of my voice, which earned me another roar.

      While torn between shrieking at him and purring, I’d settle for purring after he lived up to his promises.

      Okay. If he wanted to play, I’d play. I inhaled, and let loose my shrillest call, extending it for as long as I could.

      In the wild, female lynxes used such a call to notify the possibly deaf males it was time to be useful.

      Sebastian stared at me, one ear twisted back.

      Poor Sebastian. He was about to learn the only way he’d get me to shut up was if he shut me up. To make it clear he needed to get his game on and start his hunt for an evening treat of amorous lynx, I swatted his muzzle, although I kept my claws retracted. I backed out of his reach and kept on screaming, pausing only to breathe.

      There was an art to minimizing breathing while maximizing the ruckus, and I meant to master it. Practice would make perfect, and who wouldn’t want to practice on such a nice lion? I would have to guard my territory, which annoyed me enough I swatted at my lion’s muzzle.

      He roared at me. I yowled at him, hopping back a few steps and waiting for him to take chase.

      He stood still.

      I spit feline curses at him for daring to resist my advances. If he wanted to be the hunted, so be it. I went for the bushy tuft of his tail and chomped on it. While Sebastian didn’t quite roar, he snarled, spun around, and batted at me with a paw. I rolled, scrambled back to my paws, and lunged for him, mock biting at his mane.

      That earned me a proper roar, and as always, I purred, prancing in place. I swatted his nose, careful to keep my claws in, and ran for the woods, issuing a challenging scream. He answered me with an equally challenging roar.

      Game on.
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      The next time Sebastian threatened me with a ravishing, I would understand he meant serious business. I thought he’d given me a full show of his prowess at the spa, but he’d generally left me somewhat coherent and capable of functioning.

      Lions on the hunt lacked consideration. Once he finished with me, which had removed my base ability to even walk, I discovered lions could drag their prey long distances without tiring, and that the scruff of my neck made an excellent place for him to grab hold of me with his teeth.

      If we hadn’t been lycanthropes hopped up on the virus, I might have minded the rough treatment. Rather than complain, I discovered it was possible to catch a nap while being relocated at my lion’s whim.

      I questioned how Sebastian had the energy to shift, whistle and strut, and goad me into shifting back to human, but he did. As I lacked the energy to do anything, he helped me into my clothes. I scraped together the motivation to crawl into my car of my own volition, although the seatbelt proved to be more than I could handle, so Sebastian took care of the details while chuckling over my state.

      “I like this. Not only did I get to enjoy my lynx, I get to drive the car now. This is great. This is how we’re changing drivers every time we go on a road trip now.”

      How would I survive if driver changes involved being relentlessly ravaged? Whatever. Life would be good until my lion did me in. “I now understand my mother a little too well, and this makes me feel somewhat dirty.”

      “I’m just doing my part to make sure you have an endless supply of lion roaring. I have been advised you get very sad at the end of the mating season, because you are just like your mother, and you are not happy without little ones underfoot. And your father was disturbingly forthcoming about the general requirements for that to happen. This was a test drive of my prowess. I’m feeling fairly confident in my abilities right now. Unfortunately, your father also warned me you may be like your mother, and your mating season may start early or end late depending on my prowess. Their second litter was several weeks early, and several litters were after it appeared when she was out of season, so lynxes may actually be in season longer than the expected two months. Your parents take precautions to keep the litter numbers low.”

      “Precautions? They do? What precautions? Condoms don’t work on them. They break them. Every time.”

      “Your dad confessed he now hires an incubus to make sure all litters are planned appropriately, and he indicated unless we always want litters underfoot, I would be wise to do the same. The CDC provides the incubus free of charge to them because of their situation. They also get supplementary payments to help care for the litters. He gave me the complete rundown on the situation, because he thinks you are your mother’s daughter, which you absolutely are.”

      “With my bounty hunting and your handling, will we need CDC assistance?”

      “I know how much it costs to feed an entire litter now. I don’t know if we’re going to need it, but we are going to accept it. What doesn’t get eaten away will go to schooling costs. We’ll ultimately have to confess what your real job is, though. We’re going to need babysitters when we’re on a job.”

      “We can do that when we drop off the first litter and have bad people to kill. This is not talk about work time. This is the time to talk about how I will never be able to move again.”

      “Did I tire my lynx out? How sad for you. You’ll just have to take a nap and be forced into a bubble bath with me before being tucked into bed. I might even ravish you again if you’re lucky.”

      “If you kill me tonight, please write on my tombstone I died very happy.”
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            Formal business attire now means naked and in my bed.

          

        

      

    

    
      Money and connections could buy almost anything, and Sebastian called the CDC on his quest to find a room at a luxury hotel or spa near where we would hunt our victim. With the worry of two—maybe more—pregnant women at high risk of death if the pattern continued, the organization pulled out all of the stops and managed to acquire a room for us at a posh hotel a few blocks away from the skyscraper Stefan Loureni worked at most of the time. The hotel had a spa in it, and Sebastian went to town booking us in for a retreat for the evenings of the first three days of our stay.

      From everything we knew about Loureni, it would be unlikely he’d make contact for a few days. I would play the part of a secretary traveling for work, and due to my appearance, I made myself scarce when my boss, in this case, Sebastian, was entertaining various important people. As part of our ruse, we painted Sebastian as somewhat sleazy, insisting his poor, overwhelmed secretary share his fancy suite with him, taking the second bedroom. Sebastian claimed it ‘enhanced efficiency’ but everyone understood it sent a message stating I could be taken into the hotel room of a CEO-type and used however was desired.

      Any other day, any other man, and I would have answered with my fist. My virus wanted to find out how Sebastian meant to play the role, and she hoped he’d make use of the big tub for his secretary-using exploits. If he didn’t plan on exploiting his position in the tub, I’d be the aggressor. Fun times in the tub were on my schedule, and I’d play dirty to get what I wanted.

      Thanks to Sebastian’s ravishing of my person, my virus spiked hard enough I earned a scolding from the CDC rep in charge of making sure I was prepared for my mission to take out a serial killer.

      Spiking viruses made it harder for their concoctions to work, but it also meant I would burn off anything unwanted, like high-grade pixie dust, in record time, especially with their medications helping me. Not only did they safeguard me from pixie dust, they gave me three sets of prescription neutralizers disguised as blood pressure medication, an iron supplement, and an anti-anxiety prescription so I could have extra protections.

      Then, for a final layer of defense against a probable rapist asshole, the CDC called in an incubus and a succubus to fiddle with me. When they were finished, for a period of three months, my reproductive system belonged to me and only me, which meant my reproductive system offered access to Sebastian and only Sebastian. Anyone who wasn’t Sebastian would get a really nasty surprise in the form of a curse. The curse would cause infertility and an inability to have intercourse until reversed by an incubus or succubus—and the creator of the curse, some devil imported from the depths of hell itself, promised he’d know immediately if someone tried to reverse it, who had done it, and that such a reversal would be punished harshly.

      Thus prepared, I finished my preparations at a big box store to buy the sort of laptop a secretary might have, one issued by her work expecting performance. Sebastian helped with the purchase, which cost so much I asked six times if he was sure that was what was needed.

      I had thought secretaries would have gotten crappy computers, but no. A secretary needed to perform. Sebastian also bought the appropriate software I needed, and he got the CDC to provide some populated spreadsheets and data, and they hooked me into a calendar system so it looked like I was actually managing a busy CEO in Chicago.

      The second day of the venture, dressed in the type of blazer and skirt I expected would result in Sebastian wanting to bend me over something, I headed for the coffee shop where Loureni worked and began the tedious task of monitoring everyone going in and out of the shop. To help with that, I had a camera hidden in a necklace and a ring the CDC had provided, which took pictures at the press of a button on my phone or laptop. It took a little practice to get the ring, which was on my right ring finger, to capture the images I wanted. The auto-focusing features worked like a charm, and to my delight, the CDC’s system automatically processed facial identification whenever it could.

      The minutes flew by while I diligently worked on the various systems, and I even squeezed in some time to check the bounty hunter database for jobs I could do in the evenings if Loureni didn’t play into my trap.

      Coffee shop life suited me, and I made a habit of getting something to nibble on and drink every thirty minutes or so, waiting for when the shop wasn’t as busy so I could head to the bathroom as needed. Packing everything up every thirty minutes and setting it back up annoyed me, but I mastered the art, offering the illusion I worked hard for my boss.

      In the afternoon, not long after lunch, Stefan Loureni came in, and in a lot of ways, he reminded me of Sebastian, wearing a perfectly fitted suit, handsome enough he shouldn’t have had any trouble finding a woman to be his wife, and armed with a ready smile, which he shared with anyone who got within five feet of him. The way he chatted with the others in the shop led me to believe he came often, and he took his time to build his appearance of an easy-going, friendly man.

      I texted Sebastian I had a sighting of him and asked him to play the boss for a while, requesting that he give me a call asking about his schedule for the rest of the day, as he was a CEO who needed his precious secretary holding his hand.

      My phone rang, which caught my target’s attention. I made a show of checking the screen before I answered, “How can I help you, sir?”

      “Is he watching you?” Sebastian asked.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Good. Tell me what’s on my agenda for the rest of the afternoon, and I also need to know when my precious secretary will be back in my room where I can make good use of her.”

      Pervert. I checked my computer. “You have a call in twenty minutes with a Mr. Heilekal of the CDC regarding certifications for products. At three, you have a meeting at the Willis Tower. At four, you have another meeting with a different company in the same building.” I tapped at my laptop. “I have sent you an email reminding you of the specifics of where you need to be in the tower for each appointment. After the meeting, you will return to the hotel and prepare for dinner.”

      “You’re coming to the dinner meeting.”

      Duh. If he thought I’d play the ruse without him feeding me dinner, he’d get a very rude awakening. “Understood, sir. The dinner will be formal business, and I will make certain I am dressed appropriately and wear my makeup.”

      “You don’t have to wear anything at all,” he growled. “Formal business attire now means naked and in my bed.”

      I liked his definition of formal business attire, but as I had to play the good secretary, I said, “Understood, sir. The dinner is scheduled at six, and I have already made arrangements for our transport. Do you need anything else?”

      “If he touches you, kill him.”

      “Yes, sir.” I hung up and set my phone down, resuming my work without hesitation, although I adjusted my screen on the laptop so I could take a picture of Loureni.

      As soon as my call finished, he resumed working the crowd, although he kept glancing at me while he waited in line with the crowd of people wanting an afternoon hit of coffee, before returning to the daily grind. He ordered a coffee with some cream and sugar, saluted those he’d been talking to with it, and left.

      I texted Sebastian that the target had left the shop, and he wasted no time calling me. “Yes, sir?”

      “I could get used to that. Can you come back to the hotel now? I’ve been doing my part, and I have some interesting data for you. I’d like to hear your observations.”

      “Of course, sir.” I closed my laptop, stuffed it into the elegant leather bag Sebastian insisted was appropriate for a secretary of my level, and gathered the rest of my things while staying on the phone. “I’m headed back to the hotel now.”

      “Good. Stay on the phone, because I don’t trust that asshole as far as I can throw him.”

      I bit my lip so I wouldn’t inform Sebastian he could probably toss Loureni fairly far. “Sir.”

      “We are so going to have an evening where you seriously play my secretary, because that’s some serious flirtation, Wells.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Sir.”

      “You’re using your customer service voice on me, and this is definitely attractive. Consider me seduced.”

      I left the shop, spotting Loureni talking with someone in the lobby of the building. He stared at me when I left the shop, and he frowned when he spotted me on the phone. “Are there any other meetings you will need to have rescheduled, sir? I am on my way to the hotel, and I will handle the required rescheduling when there so you can give your opinions on the alternatives.”

      “He’s watching you, isn’t he?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I’m headed for the lobby of the hotel, and I’ll keep an eye out for you.”

      Arguing with the lion wouldn’t do any good, so I headed for the hotel down the street, moving with a purpose but being careful not to check over my shoulder. I went to the nearest crosswalk, pressed the button to cross the street, and checked all ways, spotting Loureni observing me from the steps of his office building. “He is definitely checking me out. I’m crossing the street, but he came out of the building to see where I’m going from the looks of it.”

      “Exactly what we want. Good. That matches what we know of him so far. What was his behavior like in the coffee shop?”

      “He was definitely making sure everybody there liked him. He’s charismatic. He’s almost as handsome as you are, too. There is zero reason for him to have trouble meeting women.”

      That earned me a growl. “Wells.”

      “Sir,” I purred at him.

      “You’re an evil lynx, and I’m going to love rewarding you for that later.”

      I would have an epic tombstone, as I’d goad the lion into killing me through his private displays of affection. The light changed, and I crossed the street, using a shield of Chicagoans to make sure I didn’t end up smacked by a vehicle. Once on the safety of the street, I adopted a brisk stride, a match for the locals who had somewhere to be in a hurry. In some ways, it reminded me of the one time I’d gone to New York City.

      Everybody had somewhere to be, and they took shit from nobody.

      So far, I liked Chicago, although it amazed me anybody survived its traffic and maze of underground streets.

      Several more street crossings, and I reached the hotel, striding inside and hanging up on Sebastian when I caught sight of him. “I demand a purification ritual,” I announced.

      “Our first spa treatment is in two hours, and I may have called in room service for us before leaving to meet you here.”

      “You are a most useful lion. I ate cookies, muffins, and coffee all day today.”

      “You might wilt away on me if I don’t properly feed you.”

      I grinned at that. “What do you have for me?”

      “Additional suspects, which means trouble in some ways.” Sebastian linked his arm with mine and dragged me towards the elevator. “He didn’t follow you?”

      “No, and nobody who was with him in the lobby followed me. I would have warned you if someone had. I did use some Chicagoans as body shields crossing the street, though. People are crazy here. This is almost as bad as New York. Almost. Maybe worse? They don’t have underground roads in New York.”

      “Chicago is a strange and mysterious place, defying the natural course of the seasons. It doesn’t have seasons. It has winter, and every other season is dedicated to the rearranging of the city and its streets in new, creative, and unusual ways.”

      “I see you have been to Chicago before.”

      “I used to live here. I moved after discovering winter is like the rest of the year but there is snow getting in the way of the construction. I was going to go insane. I went to Minnesota for a while after that, and from Minnesota, I tried Florida. Sunning myself on the beach was nice, but the weather was less than ideal, and the insurance is lethal when you actually expect them to fix your house once it gets assaulted by a hurricane. I lasted two hurricane seasons before I decided yearly rebuilds weren’t for me.”

      “You had a beach house, didn’t you?”

      “Guilty as charged.”

      “At least tell me you evacuated.”

      “Why would I evacuate?” He smirked at my glare. “I evacuated slightly inland. I’m a lion. I live for the thrill of the chase. My first hurricane, I rode it out as close to the water as I dared and enjoyed the show. I got a couple of scratches, but I emerged just fine. The second one, I went further inland, but it was a doozy, and I had to do a lot of rebuilding work on the house. The third one wiped the house right out, but I rebuilt it to be a lot tougher, so it survived the rest of the storms. I built it so well I made a hefty profit on the property when I got tired of fighting the weather and left.”

      “You are a wealthy lion, apparently. I hadn’t known I was going gold digging when I went lion hunting. I’m a very naughty lynx. Who knew?”

      “You, me, and anyone who knows you?”

      I purred. “Except my family. They’re determined to believe I’m a pure innocent.”

      “Judging from the hopelessness on your father’s face when he tried to explain to me how to secure grandkittens for himself, yes. I’m not sure he even believed, despite the tell-tale scents, you’re no longer a virgin. The way he was talking, he believes you’re still a virgin.”

      “I love my daddy, but he’s an idiot. But that makes me really happy we didn’t indulge in his truck now. If we had, I might not have a daddy anymore, and that would make me so terribly sad.” Worse, it hadn’t occurred to me my family believed me to be that hopeless.

      “Even if we had, I think your daddy thinks you are so pure, reclusive, and shy he would believe he’d imagined such a smell in his truck. I almost laughed in his face. It took everything in me not to laugh in his face while I got lectured over the delicate, fragile state of his daughter. He apologized to me. Repeatedly. Over your fragile and delicate state.”

      I bit my lip, as I didn’t want to laugh at my father—or at Sebastian for having to put up with my father at his worst. “He couldn’t have possibly been talking about me.” When we got into the elevator, Sebastian pressed the button for the top floor. “How did we even get such a great room, anyway?”

      “The CDC has on-going bookings in most cities for emergencies and work like this. They moved the folks in our room to an equally swanky place elsewhere in the city. In exchange for always leaving this room available for the CDC’s use, the hotel gets some significant reductions on their taxes and some favoritism with the government. And since it’s their room and we’re doing their dirty work, we aren’t being charged anything other than room service and the spa fees. Honestly, the only reason we’re paying for those is because I insisted, as I wanted to be the one gifting you with the luxuries. And after I got off the phone with them a little earlier today, I expect we won’t be paying anything, even though I protested and wanted to treat you to a good time.”

      Once on our floor, I raised a brow and regarded Sebastian with interest. “All you have to do to treat me to a good time is take your clothes off.”

      “How should we break it to your family that you’re neither pure nor innocent?”

      “We could lure one of the assholes I have to kill off to the front yard and indulge in a murder. I can show them how I got my name.”

      “It’s rude to kill people where kittens might see it, Harri.”

      I huffed. “They’re lynx kittens. The only thing that scares those little devils is my face. And we’re fixing that. Within the next two weeks, if everything works out to my satisfaction.”

      “You want to have the operation immediately?”

      “Tank my virus, Mr. Sebastian Sumners. Tank my virus so hard it’s the easiest scar removal operation for a lycanthrope they’ve ever performed. She’ll like it, promise. So will I. We’re easy to please.”

      Sebastian laughed all the way to our room and let us in. A bouquet of roses waited on the entry stand, a new addition since I’d left in the morning. “Yes, those are for you. There’s catnip among the roses.”

      I had special needs, and Sebastian understood them. Purring, I went to investigate the bouquet, burying my nose in the bright red blossoms and breathing in. Sure enough, I smelled catnip—the good stuff. “I’m going to be so stoned during the spa treatments, aren’t I?”

      “We’re having facials done, and I’m taking you to them while you’re stoned on catnip. This place offers bribes to well-behaved lycanthropes, and since it’s significantly more expensive than the place in Cincinnati, I want to see if the bribes are better.”

      “How the hell is this spa going to give better bribes? The other spa gave some really nice stuff.” Thanks to the other spa’s offerings and what I’d purchased, I doubted I’d need anything for bathing for a full year. “I will be the best behaved lynx on the planet.”

      “I will even pretend you’re the best behaved lynx on the planet. Just try not to get upset if somebody grimaces. I did warn them, but I’ve learned people just don’t believe me when it comes to how scarred you are.”

      “I’d say it’s okay, but then I’d be lying.” I shrugged, taking another deep breath of the flowers. “I really like these. Thank you.”

      I wouldn’t tell him he was the first person to ever give me flowers that hadn’t been picked out of the yard. Once he went to bed for the night, I’d take the bouquet downstairs and find out if there was a way to preserve them.

      I didn’t want to see a single blossom fade.

      “I’m glad you like them. You’re welcome.”

      “What do we have on Loureni?” I lugged my work crap to the sitting room, which we’d set up to be our primary workspace despite the suite having an office and a proper dining room with a table. “If I wasn’t aware of why he found me interesting, I would have assumed he was just curious.”

      “Loureni has a brother, and I’m of the opinion the brother is the likely mastermind and killer and that Stefan Loureni is the grab man. Kenard is older than Stefan by three years. I asked the CDC and FBI to pull files from all members of the Loureni family, and then I had them do a search of all immediate family, and we found something interesting about Kenard’s wife. She was in a serious car accident that resulted in the loss of their unborn child. She had several organs removed due to trauma. Shortly after the child was supposed to be born, she disappeared. Kenard claims they were separating, she left him, and she went missing for several years before she showed up long enough to file for divorce. However, I use the term ‘show’ loosely. Documentation with the appropriate signatures made an appearance, but she was never seen. It was all done remotely and through the mail.”

      Hello, red flags. “And nobody investigated that sooner?”

      “Kenard wasn’t viewed as a suspect, as he doesn’t have any direct connections to the missing women. My request created some problems, but then I pointed out that Kenard—and all of the Loureni family—is connected to the killings through Stefan. When viewed in that light, they decided to cooperate. It took them all of an hour to locate the disturbing coincidences.”

      “Let me guess. The organs of the missing women are the same as his wife’s.”

      “How did you guess?”

      “It seemed pretty obvious to me when you laid out the background and why you think Kenard is involved. But why take those organs?”

      “I suggested that Kenard had his missing ex-wife alive somewhere and was trying to find suitable organs for transplant.”

      I sat on the couch and stared at him. “Say what?”

      “The FBI agent I spoke to started cursing at me when I made the suggestion, and then he hung up on me. Ten minutes later, he called me back with a list of fugitives who could handle such a transplant, odds of survival, odds of success, and so on.”

      “But what about the babies?”

      “Here’s where things get creepier.”

      “You mean creepier beyond the one woman, one child theory?”

      “Oh, that’s still in play, and yes, that’s part of why this gets creepier.”

      I inhaled. “Okay. I’m ready. Hit me with it.”

      “I had all known medical records for Stefan pulled, and after the investigators went through everything with a fine-toothed comb, they came to one possible explanation for why the brothers would be working together. There’s a high possibility Stefan is infertile. So, as his brother wants scarred women who might be the match for his wife—or more importantly, their organs, it’s possible that Stefan is having his brother give him the born children to maintain his appearance while getting rid of any children that don’t meet his standards for the picture-perfect family. Upon further digging, the CDC does believe Stefan is seeing a woman. The CDC interviewed competitors who have worked with Stefan, and he has brought a girlfriend with him several times—the same woman. She was described as the perfect trophy wife, sophisticated, gorgeous, well-mannered, and apparently deeply in love with Stefan, and Stefan also played that part well. Everyone interviewed seems to believe they have a genuine relationship. What we don’t know is if the board of his work is aware of this partnership or not. The CDC doesn’t want to tip Stefan off that he’s being investigated.”

      “So, we’re up to three people involved potentially?”

      “Right. The woman is an issue. She is related to a fairly noteworthy Washington politician, the kind of man who’d want to bury any scandals. We could approach the politician, but if he is involved, it would create quite the issue.”

      “If he’s involved, and he gives up all of the information, I won’t stab him ruthlessly in the face for being an accomplice, but that’s the best I’m offering him,” I replied.

      “Yeah. Nobody involved would be lenient against this politician if he is involved,” I guessed.

      “So, a new part of your job is to, if possible, find out if the politician is involved.”

      “Can I stab the politician if he is involved?”

      “Unfortunately, we can’t assassinate the politician. I asked. I asked several times if they were really sure. The politician is to be left alone unless you catch him in the act. If you’re grabbed like we expect you to be, and he’s present where you’re being held hostage, you will be expected to use lethal force.”

      I eyed my left arm, which had one of the two microchips the CDC had installed along with some fancy device that monitored for exposure to pixie dust and other nasty substances, a little add-on Sebastian had coerced me into accepting for a bribe to be revealed at a later date and time.

      The other microchip had been installed in my back, disconcertingly close to my spine, a place most wouldn’t think to check for one if they checked. Most didn’t bother checking, as most sentients abhorred and loathed the idea of being microchipped.

      In two or three weeks, all three devices would be checked, and if they impaired me, they would be removed. “If I have to stay microchipped, you have to be microchipped. And I will gloat over you while you have it done.”

      “I wasn’t gloating over you. I was pleased you would be as absolutely safe as the CDC could make you on what could be a very dangerous job.” Sebastian shrugged. “Maybe I gloated a little, as you actually let me get away with that without making any demands. I won that one.”

      “Only an idiot would refuse to be microchipped and monitored when taking out a serial killer. I have zero desire to end my life being a stupid idiot. But you promised a reward, and you have taught me I don’t need to tack on extra rewards to my rewards, so I best be getting a very nice reward.”

      “Maybe I didn’t win that one after all.” Sebastian joined me on the couch, reached for his laptop, and typed away on it, bringing up a photo of a man with striking similarities to my target. “This is Kenard.” He pulled up a picture of a scarred woman, and while I had more scars, hers were almost as severe as mine. No wonder Stefan had stared at me so much.

      I could have been her sister, right down to my breast size and general build. I whistled. “He must have felt like he’d seen a ghost. If my parents have more girls, one of them might look like her. Please tell me she’s not related to my mother.”

      “We’re looking into that, because that level of resemblance is disturbing enough it’s worth a look. Perhaps a distant cousin? Or she’s one of your doppelgängers. I’d believe it. I’ve loved you for years, and I did a double-take when I first saw her picture. We have no idea what they’ll do, but the CDC and FBI are agreed this puts you at even more risk. They aren’t sure if this will encourage or discourage them from killing you.”

      “They might want me to replace her.” I’d dealt with a lot of violent men over the years, but I’d never dealt with someone who might be suffering from such an extreme form of psychosis. “But why would Stefan participate?”

      “He gets the perfect child out of it. My bet is they’ll have a wedding and the child will be ‘conceived’ during their wedding night. This would look good for him. Maybe Stefan hadn’t found the perfect woman for the plan—or Kenard wanted the children. We just don’t know.”

      “Or they get married and ‘adopt’ one of the children. Adoption is a good way to solidify someone’s reputation. Then they could have more children later, and Stefan’s woman plays at being pregnant while the victim is the one actually pregnant.” I shuddered at the thought someone might try such a scheme—and that someone had murdered so many woman to do it. “How much proof do I need to acquire?”

      “If they dose you with any grade of pixie dust and make a grab, your job is to survive, make sure you have your ‘prescriptions’ in your purse, and hope they actually want you alive. You’ll be tracked, and we’ll be able to see what they do to your purse, your clothes, and you. We have a backup team ready, and a helpful FBI agent wired your Corvette so I can run sirens and lights if needed.”

      “You can do that?”

      “When you’re issued a special permit, yes. There’s also a special radio in the car temporarily, and I’ve been taught how to monitor and use the channels if you are taken. That’ll hook me into the FBI network, and through them, the rest of law enforcement. And yes, your Corvette will be covered if it’s damaged during the operation.”

      “Do you think the politician is involved?”

      “No. He’d be a complete and total idiot to involve himself with a serial killer. But we’ll find out soon enough.”

      “We will?”

      “The instant you’re grabbed, if you’re grabbed, Federal investigators will be showing up at his door with a warrant for information on the woman and his relationship with her. If he’s smart, he’ll verify his innocence through an angel. And if he’s not? We’ll know there’s a reason why.”

      “Possibly guilt—or that he was aware something was up.”

      “Precisely.” Sebastian handed me his laptop. “Here’s everything we have on all three of them. If you change your initial plans, let me know so I can get word sent down the wire. With luck, this will be over within a week.”

      “I’ll need you to feed me dinner. By hand. And bring me some of that catnip. I think I’m going to need it if I’m getting half my face scrubbed off tonight in the quest to feel like a goddess.”

      “After the torture is over, those things do feel pretty good, don’t they?”

      “We’re going to be spa-goers, Sebastian. We’re going to be going to a spa once a month, at a minimum, because we’re vain cats who need to be pampered, and I’m not sure we can afford litters of kittens and the spa lifestyle.”

      “I’m sure we’ll figure something out.”
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            What a nice evening for my dirty, bloody work.

          

        

      

    

    
      For three days, I played the perfect secretary hiding in a coffee shop, under the guise of my asshole boss not wanting anyone to see my scarred face. All three of those days, Stefan Loureni bought at least one coffee, and he made no effort to disguise his interest in me. Sebastian played the asshole boss perfectly, forcing me to play the part of a patience-worn but professional secretary stuck in a coffee shop to prevent his precious business partners and so on from witnessing the horrors of my visage.

      Every night, he made up for his share of the work with attention. I didn’t understand his insistence on making up for anything.

      It wasn’t his fault people flinched, and the paycheck headed my way once I finished the job would more than make up for the inconveniences the job lobbed my way.

      The next day, Stefan Loureni purchased two drinks instead of one, and he came my way after a short detour to the lids, straws, and various spices. As that was outside of his usual habits, I made use of the necklace’s photography function, and at a tap of my phone’s screen, I set it up to continuously take one photo every twenty seconds until it ran out of storage space or lost connection with the CDC’s servers.

      At most, it would last for twenty-four hours, although I doubted I needed that much time.

      If Loureni was smart, he’d ditch my jewelry along with my purse shortly after making his move.

      I texted Sebastian I had a bite, deleted the conversation in its entirety, and also removed all general evidence of my bounty hunting ways from the device. Once finished, I set the device aside and repeated the same with my laptop, doing as I’d done the entire time I’d been visiting the coffee shop, so my target would remain comfortable.

      “May I join you?” he asked. “I asked the barista what your favorite drink is, and she gave me this. I hope you don’t mind.”

      I blinked, glanced up from my work, and stared at him before staring at the coffee, which was marked with my regular drink. I expected extras, but I wouldn’t have any idea what unless I got a text from the CDC’s monitoring system when the device embedded in my arm detected something. While I hesitated, I reached over and accepted the drink. “That’s very kind of you. Thank you.” To adhere to my role, I closed my laptop and put it away, and I checked the time on my phone before setting it back on the table, screen down and close at hand in case Sebastian called and wanted to make my life difficult. “I have some time, and I’ve finished my work for the moment, so, sure. Please, have a seat.”

      Loureni sat, and he smiled at me. “I’m Stefan. I couldn’t help but notice you’ve been here all week working quite diligently. Are you new to town?”

      “Vanessa. I’m in town for business. My boss has a lot of business here this week, so I’m making sure his schedule is set and I’m available if he needs me. Today is a half day for me. He has a full meeting schedule, after which he’s socializing with some of his friends in the area. I checked my screen. “I’ll be off work in twenty minutes.”

      “What wonderful timing, then. I have some time before I have to leave. Are you liking Chicago so far?”

      “So far, it’s nice. Busy, and the streets are something else.”

      “Underground city get you?”

      “Surprisingly not. My boss was driving, and he knows his way around Chicago. I think he used to live around here before he moved to New York.” I took a sip of my gifted coffee. If it contained anything nefarious, from pixie dust to the more potent and dangerous influencer, I’d know within thirty seconds. It tasted fine, which eliminated several other drugs I’d been warned about during my briefing on what someone like Stefan Loureni might do to lure me away from the coffee shop. “I hope you tipped that barista. She remembered my drink.”

      Loureni chuckled. “I did tip her for remembering. I’m glad she remembered it right. How long are you going to be in town?”

      The trick to baiting the man involved being in town long enough to give him an opening—and not having any obligations to my boss tomorrow, so he would act on opportunity.

      My phone beeped at me, and I sighed. “It’s probably my boss. Please give me a moment?”

      “Of course. I wouldn’t want to get you in trouble.”

      I picked my phone up off the desk and checked my text, which informed me Stefan Loureni was a very naughty boy and gave me one of the higher grades of pixie dust, which would make me inclined to do whatever he wanted rather cheerfully, although the grade was low enough I could, if presented with something serious enough, maintain limited coherent thought.

      As the grade fell within my treatments’ ability to handle, I forwarded the text to Sebastian while pretending I answered before deleting the evidence. Then, forcing myself to smile, I put my phone into my purse and packed my closed laptop into its bag. “It was my boss, and I’m being cut loose a little early today. Tomorrow, I have the day off, as he has personal business in town.” As pixie dust tended to make people talkative and happy, I drank more of my coffee. “This is really good.”

      “Our favorite things are usually good, but it’s made better when it’s a gift, right?”

      “You’re absolutely correct.”

      “As it turns out, I have off the rest of the day, too. How would you feel about seeing the sights with me? I’ll make sure you’re back in plenty of time, so you won’t have any problems with your boss.”

      I considered him, drinking more of my spiked coffee. The grade he’d given me took some time to kick in, although I’d be more pliant immediately after exposure. I picked up my purse, rummaged through it, and checked my medication bottles. “Oh, good. I did bring them all. Seeing the sights sounds good. It’s rare I get any time at all. It’s usually work, work, work. I mean, I enjoy my job, except where I have to go hide out at a coffee shop because I might scare off clients and contacts, but I’m good at what I do, so my boss keeps me around anyway.” I hesitated. “Not to sound ungrateful. I am.”

      “Oh, I understand. May I ask what your medications do?”

      His curiosity led me to believe he planned on what he needed to do if I ran out of the three bottles. As my job involved acting like the pixie dust had its way with me, I held up the smallest bottle, which contained the blood pressure medication. “This is for my blood pressure. It’s higher than my doctor likes, and she doesn’t want it to cause strain on my heart, so I get two of these a day, once in the morning, and once in the evening.” I set that bottle back into my purse and held up the next one. “My job can be really stressful, and I developed anxiety as a result. This is a biggie, because if I have an anxiety episode, I also start suffering from depression, So, I get this one two times a day, too.” I dumped it into my purse and wrinkled my nose over the third bottle. “This is an iron supplement, and it’s the most annoying thing, but I get pretty sick without it.”

      “It never fails to amaze me how the most achieving and hard-working people I know suffer from anxiety and depression. Can you go without those medications? I’ve never met someone so open about them before.”

      Sure he hadn’t. I grabbed the blood pressure medication bottle, checked the label, and peeked inside, counting pills. According to the CDC’s label, I had two refills, and I had a twenty day supply left. “I’ll need to go in for a refill in a couple of weeks. My doctor tries to keep all my prescriptions synced so I don’t have to go in as often. I just got them recently, but I tend to forget, so I am always checking the label. I can remember all of my boss’s work just fine, but when it comes to my medications?” I huffed. “I forget. Constantly. Yesterday, my boss even asked me if I had taken them, because he found out the hard way why I take them. He sprung up at me at home on a Saturday without warning, and I had a panic attack. He now makes sure he calls before he shows up unexpectedly with work things.”

      “But he won’t mind you going off right now? I’d hate to get you in trouble with your boss.”

      What a considerate serial killer. “As long as I answer his texts if he needs me for something, it won’t be a problem. I don’t expect him to text me until tomorrow.”

      “That’s good. He sounds like a good employer.”

      I bobbed my head, as it was expected of me, and I picked up my old coffee to check to make certain it was empty, downed the dregs, and took a sip of the spiked coffee. “He is. Sometimes overbearing, but he works hard.”

      “Would you like me to throw that out for you?”

      “Oh. Please. That’s very kind of you.”

      Loureni took the empty cup, got rid of it, and rejoined me, and I took that as my cue to get up and start the dangerous, exciting, and reckless portion of my week. While I’d done a lot of jobs, I’d never been kidnapped before. All I needed to finish the job was some more intel and an excuse to start with the killing.  I’d even be good for once in my life and apologize for worrying Sebastian, despite it being part of the job.

      I disliked when my lion worried, and I expected the CDC would need to either sedate him or let him loose on the Loureni brothers to keep him contained. And if there was a woman working with them, my lion wouldn’t be getting anywhere near her, as I enjoyed being jealous now that I had someone worth being jealous over.

      “Our first stop will be the parking garage, where I can retrieve my chariot to show you the best Chicago has to offer.”

      “How many horses does your chariot have?”

      “I have an Audi. My model has just under three hundred horses, but it’s a really nice ride and great for showing people the sights. It’s comfortable, so I hope you’ll like it.”

      My car could eat his car for lunch, but rather than say that, I smiled for him. “I can’t wait. This is just what I needed after a long week of work.”

      “I’m so pleased my timing was fortuitous for the both of us.”

      If only he knew.
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      I gave Loureni credit; he played the game well, and if I hadn’t known of his connection with the disappearances and murders of numerous women, I would have assumed he meant well and wanted to show me a good time. He took me around Chicago to make me comfortable, bought me another doctored coffee, took me out to dinner and doctored that, too, and even made certain I took all of my medications on time.

      It amused me he kept upping the grade of pixie dust, capping out one step below the highest grade. Even with the prescription medications the CDC had tossed my way, I got a good hit of it, although I stayed on the right side of coherent. It made my job easier, as I played the role of happy well.

      Being happy even before he’d shoveled a ridiculous amount of illegal drugs down my throat helped with that.

      At eight in the evening, after dinner and while he believed his drugs would keep me higher than a kite for possibly all of eternity, he got on with the kidnapping portion of our day, heading for the outskirts of Chicago rather than back to his office building.

      Perfect.

      “You’re right. This car is really nice.” It was, too. When Sebastian wanted to go look for a new vehicle, I’d tell him about Loureni’s Audi, except I wanted ours to be bigger, better, and capable of seating at least six. I was my mother’s daughter, and we’d eventually have litters upon litters of children, and we’d both be to blame for it, as I loved children, he loved children, and I loved everything involved with making children with him.

      Apparently, pixie dust transformed me into a Sebastian-hunting fiend, and I would need to inquire with the CDC if I could pretty please have some illegal substances for recreational purposes. And procreational purposes.

      I somehow remembered I couldn’t purr where Loureni might hear me.

      “This is one of my conceits. When I first got into business, I swore I’d have a nice car, and I wanted an Audi. When I earned enough to get one, I picked this model line; I couldn’t yet afford a bigger model, but this one was good enough. Then I started driving it, and I never changed model lines. I get a new one every year or two, depending on how fond I am of it. This one is two years old, and I’ll keep it even when I upgrade. I like it that much.”

      I could understand why. “I don’t actually have a car.” Technically, I didn’t, not until my uncle signed it over to me and Sebastian, and I would force the lion to be a co-owner with me. “If I really need one, I rent one. I don’t really need a car, though. I live close to work, and the times my work requires me to drive somewhere, they provide the vehicle.”

      The vehicle came with my lion, and I wanted to get my job done so I could get my paws on him.

      “Yet they won’t provide you with a company car permanently?”

      “I live right next to work. Where would I put a car? Real estate in New York isn’t cheap. And I like the exercise. Keeps me fit, although winters can be tough. I don’t mind not having a car. I’m usually at home when I’m not working anyway. I have a lot of hobbies to keep myself amused with.”

      “Like what?”

      “I crochet, I knit sometimes, and I sew quilts. It’s time consuming, so I usually watch tv or read a book while doing it. I go out sometimes, just not often. I make baby blankets and things for family and friends.”

      “Do you like children?”

      “I love them. I’m a go-to among my family and friends for watching the little ones. I make no promises the little one doesn’t go home wanting to knit or crochet and having the basic skills to do so, and if they’re older, I teach them to sew, too. I’ve found kids love being creative, and they love attention, so it works well for me.”

      I loved I lied without actually lying, as I would watch the kittens whenever my parents let me, which was not as often as I liked, as there were many other people around to help watch the kittens. For some reason, my parents rightfully believed I might create chaos if I were given full rein and authority over the kittens.

      “Have you thought about becoming a teacher?”

      I sighed, gesturing to my face. “Why this face? I make kids cry until they get to know me, Stefan. I’ve accepted it’s just not happening for me. Or having a kid, either. Men run from this face.”

      “I didn’t run.”

      “You are a rare exception.”

      “That’s a shame. You’re a sweet woman.”

      I almost laughed in his face. Instead, I thanked him. I wondered if he would still think I was nice when I ripped his throat out, one of my few options for a clean kill without the benefit of a weapon. “Why don’t you tell me more about yourself, Stefan?”

      He smiled, and in the manner of selfish men who believed themselves entitled to all of the attention in the world, told me his dull, dry, and unimpressive history from the day he entered school and realized he deserved to be the best.

      So much for Mr. Considerate, but because he believed he had me dosed with some of the world’s best pixie dust, I pretended to enjoy his story and that I actually cared about him and the tiny details of his life.
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      It took almost three hours for him to take me to the secondary location, a rather large two-storied cabin in the woods. The lights illuminating the building gave it top marks for being creepy. Go me. Not only had I gotten kidnapped by a probable serial killer, he’d delved into the depths of every damned serial killer stereotype on the planet.

      What an idiotic, shallow man.

      “This is my vacation home. I spend my weekends here, and I often come out whenever I have any time off work. It lets me get away and enjoy privacy.”

      “I bet it’s really quiet here.”

      “The closest neighbor is five miles away.”

      Damn. I wanted a cabin like his, and I wondered if Sebastian would be game. Five miles of empty space between us and our neighbors would help mitigate some of the problems associated with vocal lynxes hunting stubborn lions.

      Stupid pixie dust, revving my engine while my damned lion was inaccessible for my enjoyment. I kept from hissing, although it disappointed me even the higher grades couldn’t mitigate my annoyance over being separated from Sebastian.

      Nobody had warned me separation anxiety was an issue in lynx lycanthropes. Then again, I couldn’t remember a time when my mother strayed far from my father.

      I needed to have a few words with my mother about my overabundance of inherited traits.

      As I was a happily drugged secretary who absolutely wanted nothing more than to be taken into a murder cabin, I got out of his car, grabbed my purse and laptop bag, and stared up at it, marveling that a log cabin could be so large or elegant. “I didn’t even know they made cabins like this. This is so nice.”

      “It’s custom built.”

      Of course it was. Custom meant prestigious, which also meant it appealed to the rich, the famous, and those wishing to become rich or famous.

      What a nice place to kill people, and what a nice evening for my dirty, bloody work. I sighed, and I smiled. “I love the outdoors.”

      “Why don’t I show you inside, and then if you’d like, we can take a walk in the woods.”

      No, there was nothing at all creepy about an invitation to walk in the woods near a cabin at night. Nothing creepy about it at all.

      Thanks to the pixie dust, I couldn’t even crack a snide joke about it, as someone that happy wouldn’t behave like that. I would just unleash the bad jokes on Sebastian until he found some sinfully sexy way to shut me up.

      Once I finished my job, I would have to inquire with the CDC if it was normal to fall into a severe state of lust. Then again, perhaps the idiot had dosed me with more than just pixie dust.

      As far as I knew, their device didn’t detect aphrodisiacs.

      Poor Sebastian, destined to be ravished.

      “That sounds nice,” I replied, smiling until my face hurt. At least the pixie dust helped on that front. I could handle smiling, especially when I thought about the various ways I could tenderize my target.

      “Don’t mind the staff. I have two maids right now, and they stay here during the week. They’ll probably be upstairs.”

      I bet the maids were pregnant, and when I took a sniff, they’d smell of fear, especially if they were being forced to pretend they were maids. What I smelled in the cabin would determine my next steps. “Oh, sure. It must be hard for them to get here.”

      “It is, and their husbands travel for work, so they’re almost never home.”

      How convenient for him. “I see.”

      Loureni led me into the cabin, which had a rustic decor, and not a speck of dust marred anything, lending credence to his story he had two maids in residence. A spacious kitchen took up one side of the space, and a huge sitting room with a fireplace dominated the rest of the first floor of the cabin, with a curving stairwell leading upwards. “Lori, Yvonne, we have a guest.”

      I kept behind him, taking note of the shoe rack, which had several pairs of women’s shoes in three different sizes, which matched the theory of a female accomplice and two victims.

      Two heavily pregnant women waddled down the steps to the second floor, and they reeked of fear.

      Like me, both women had scarred faces, although they’d gotten off lighter than I had.

      When they caught sight of me, the stench of fear warped to worry.

      It made me want to sneeze.

      “Yvonne, you will prepare a room for her while I give my brother a call. She has medications that need to be monitored, and Kenard will want to meet her immediately. Lori, make a pot of tea, and keep our new guest company. Vanessa, why don’t you go with Lori and make yourself comfortable? I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      Both women looked stricken, but they covered their dismay with admirable speed. One went upstairs, and the other joined me, wringing her hands in front of her.

      “This way,” Lori whispered. All-in-all, outside of her being a few inches taller than me, we were interchangeable, right down to a slight overabundance of mammary material, slender builds, brown hair, and scarred faces. Stefan headed up the stairs.

      I waited until he was gone to lift my head and sniff the air. The whole place reeked of fear and pregnant women, and I thought I caught a faint hint of old blood. “You don’t want to be here,” I stated in a low tone, soft enough only she could hear me.

      She sucked in a breath, her eyes widened, and she glanced up the stairs. “Run while you can.”

      I smiled. “Oh, don’t you worry your pretty head about me. I’m your guardian angel today, sent courtesy of the FBI and the CDC. If you want out of here, just play along.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Deadly serious. Did he kidnap you?”

      “Just like he kidnapped you. But you should be drugged. With pixie dust. He grabbed me first, then he took Lori. He usually keeps us drugged, but we’re now late enough in our pregnancies he doesn’t want to risk it.”

      “Is he the father?”

      “No. His brother. That’s why he’s calling him.”

      “Will you verify this with an angel?”

      “Without hesitation.”

      “Are there any children?”

      Lori grabbed a kettle off the counter, filled it with water, and set it on the gas stove before lighting it. “There are, but they aren’t here. They’re with Stefan’s woman. She’s caring for them right now. If they don’t get along well with their father, he dumps them somewhere.”

      What a fucking asshole. “Alive?”

      “We think so. We don’t know what happened to their mothers. They weren’t right for Stefan’s brother or something. Or they outlived their usefulness, I guess. They disappeared.”

      “How long does it take for his brother to get here after he calls?”

      “No more than an hour, but you’re the first time he’s brought a woman over. It’s usually some business associates of some sort, or Stefan’s woman. She doesn’t like us all that much.”

      I bet, and I could guess why. “Does the woman have family that comes to visit?”

      That would cover the minimum I needed for the implicating her politician relative—or not.

      “No, I don’t think so. She’s standoffish. I think she’s estranged from her family.”

      “And Yvonne?”

      “She cries all the time because she wants to go home.”

      Well, she’d be going home if I had anything to say about it. “Where are the knives?”

      Lori pointed at a magnetic rack on the wall, which had a collection of nice knives.

      “Do you sew? Or, more importantly, got a good pair of sewing shears?”

      “We do. I mean, we aren’t all that good at it, but we have shears meant for sewing. I don’t know if they’re any good.”

      I’d settle with one of the knives or my claws. Or both. I set my purse and my laptop bag on the counter, pulled my shirt over my head but left my bra on, which wouldn’t be destroyed when I went from human to infuriated lynx hybrid on a mission to murder. I kicked off my shoes, opted to sacrifice the pantyhose, and decided the rest of my attire would either survive or it wouldn’t. She stared at me with wide eyes, and I embraced the wild side of my virus, who wanted Sebastian and wanted him right now. Fur sprouted from my skin, my muscles expanded and contorted, and my bones creaked and popped as they took on mass and altered shape. I flexed my hands, which had turned into a blend of human and lynx paw armed with long, lethal claws, which I retracted and extended.

      I allowed myself a purr and gave myself a shake, pleased the skirt Sebastian had picked for me had survived. I held a claw to my lips to indicate Lori should be quiet. She nodded.

      I grabbed the largest knife of the lot, which would do an excellent job of killing a defenseless human man who expected a docile little lady of a secretary rather than a hybrid lycanthrope.

      Well, almost a hybrid lycanthrope. I resembled a furry human with paws and oddly shaped legs, but I worked with what I had.

      I waited around the corner in the kitchen, listening for the arrival of my victim. If I did my job right, he wouldn’t realize he’d been hit before he died. On that front, I did well as a paid killer.

      As far as murders went, I’d enjoy his death more than I should.

      Heavy footsteps came down the stairs, and I peeked around the corner to confirm it was Stefan.

      It was.

      He reached the bottom step, and I lunged out, slashing the knife across his throat. To make certain he never bothered anyone again, I reversed my grip on the knife and plunged it into the top of his head while he fell. While his body gasped and convulsed when he hit the floor, his eyes stared at nothing, and the first stages of death took hold. I wiped the blade off on the back of his suit. At the top of the stairs, the other woman stared, her hands over her mouth.

      “Hello, Yvonne. As soon as our next guests arrive, you’ll be going home, so why don’t you go gather whatever you want while I hunt?”

      “What are you?”

      “I’m a lycanthrope. I’m also a bounty hunter, to be specific.”

      “You’re not a wolf.”

      Damned wolves. “I’m a lynx.”

      “You’re a cat?” She stared at Stefan’s body. “He didn’t even have time to scream.”

      “Well, that is the idea. It’s rude to draw out a murder.”

      “You really killed him.”

      “Well, he deserved it for drugging me and dragging me out here. And since I’m guessing you two ladies aren’t here of your own free will, he definitely deserved it.” I grinned, skipped to the kitchen, and washed my hands and the knife. “It’s extra rude to stab multiple people with the same knife without cleaning it first.”

      Yvonne joined me in the kitchen, her eyes wide. “We get to go home? We really get to go home?”

      “That’s the idea.”

      “He said he’d kill us if we tried to go home or contact anyone.”

      What an asshole. “Well, he won’t be doing that. It’s pretty hard to kill somebody when you’re dead.”

      “No kidding. What about his brother?”

      “Make yourself a nice, warm drink, ladies. This show is just getting on the road.”
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      I made use of the cabin’s bathroom to shift into a full lynx, and I took my hunt outside. I waited for Stefan’s brother and his woman to arrive using the Audi as cover. The two pregnant women packed what little they had and wanted to keep, which I assumed was maternity clothes. I had no idea if Stefan or his brother had given them anything worth keeping.

      I had no idea how long it took, but headlights approached, illuminating the driveway and approaching Stefan’s Audi. The vehicle came to a halt nearby, and two figures stepped out. I recognized both from the pictures Sebastian had showed me. To my surprise, the woman was the driver, putting the man in easy range of my claws and fangs.

      “Stefan?” Kenard asked. “What is so important you dragged us out here? I don’t have all night.”

      No, he didn’t. I waited for the man to come closer before I erupted from my hiding place, tearing my claws into his chest and closing my jaws around his throat. The delicate bones of his neck crunched between my teeth, and to make certain he went down without a fight, I gave a single shake of my head. Using the corpse as a launching pad, I leaped across the car, landing on the woman with all four of my paws, and shredded her before taking a bite out of her throat.

      I liked when my prey didn’t even have a chance to comprehend they were about to die before I finished my work.

      I took the time to ensure they were truly dead before I headed for the cabin, stood on my hind paws, and rang the doorbell.

      Lori opened it, peeked outside, and let me in. “You’re covered in blood. Are you okay?”

      I bobbed my head and dropped down to my paws.

      “Are they okay?”

      I shook my head.

      “Good. Come to the bathroom so I can help you rinse that off. Wearing their blood can’t be comfortable. Yvonne? She’s done.”

      “Her phone is ringing. Should I answer it?”

      “You better. And when you do, ask what we’re supposed to do with a lynx. What do lynxes eat? Should she shift back to human? Can she? How does this even work? Is she okay being a lynx?”

      Goodness. The pregnant woman asked a lot of questions.

      Yvonne came down the steps, and she held my phone to her ear. “Hello? Who is this? Uhm, do you know the woman who owns this phone? She’s a lynx right now. Is it okay for her to be a lynx? Is she hungry? How do we tell when she’s hungry? She doesn’t eat people, does she? Oh. Good. She seems fine? You are fine, right? The gentleman on the phone wants to know.”

      No, I was not all right. I needed Sebastian to come scratch my itches. I forced myself to shift to my borderline hybrid form so I could talk without giving the pregnant women a scar-filled show. I held my paw out for my phone, which she handed over. The display informed me Sebastian had called. “Meow, Mr. Mane.”

      “Really? Meow? Are you all right? The CDC updated me with your tracking information and your drug reports. Are you aware you’ve been drugged with quite a few things?”

      “Is one of those things an aphrodisiac, or is the pixie dust just going for my throat? I’m hungry for lion,” I growled at him.

      He chuckled. “That is why I called. The rep over at the CDC didn’t think the neutralizer would handle it. I’m on the way, and I should be there soon. What’s the situation?”

      “I’m done my job, although you’ll have to confer with the women for the location of the children. I opted for quick, brutal, and efficient, and I didn’t leave them alive long for questioning. I spoke to one of the women, confirmed she was not there of her own free will, and started with the killing. As I’m done the killing, I’m starting with the showering, because blood isn’t a good look on me, and I feel dirty covered in creeper blood. Once I’m done with the showering, I’m expecting to drag my lion off somewhere questionably private.”

      “Excellent. Good job. We have the counter for the drug with us, so try not to work yourself up too much before I get there.”

      I hissed at the unfairness of it all. “But what if I don’t want the counter? What if I want my handsome lion? What about my needs, Mr. Mane?”

      “I’m sure you can have all of your needs handled after the drugs in your system have been neutralized. Including the aphrodisiac. You could have a heart attack if they leave all those drugs active in your system.”

      Well, that didn’t sound like a good time. “I’m so disappointed right now.”

      “I’ll make it up to you later.”

      “You better.”
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      Thanks to the drugs I’d been given, my virus levels dropped to dangerous levels. Twelve hours after killing the Loureni brothers and their accomplice, the CDC’s surgeons did the equivalent of skin me alive, applying grafts to most of my body while a surgeon replaced the damaged bone in my cheeks, shaped to be as natural as possible.

      A week of constant exposure to Sebastian had been enough to flip the polarity of my blood, allowing him to meet the CDC’s standards to be a blood donor for a lycanthrope under sedation. Between my virus levels being so low and the procedure itself, I lost two days of my life. Once I began emerging from unconsciousness, I got to enjoy the highest grade of pixie dust to keep me from causing trouble.

      As the spa in our hotel in Chicago employed and worked with lycanthropes, they agreed to handle the application of creams and work with the surgeons to make sure I emerged with minimal scars.

      The procedure worked, although I’d have a few thin scars near my hairline, on my wrist, and along my sides. Most wouldn’t notice them, and in a few years, time might work its magic on them and help them fade.

      A week after the operation, I emerged from the pixie dust haze in the suite, which had a disconcerting number of wrapped presents and gift bags littering every surface. I yawned from my place on the couch, stretched out with my head on Sebastian’s lap. “Why are there so many presents?”

      “You like presents, and I wasn’t allowed in the spa for your treatments, so I bought you presents while I was waiting. Some presents are from the family of the women you rescued. You’ve been exceptionally well behaved at the spa even drugged, so you got extra presents from the staff. I think the CDC has been adding to some of the presents on behalf of the women you rescued. They were able to lead the police to the children, we were able to clear the politician of wrongdoing, and they were willing to undergo angelic verification regarding their kidnapping and rape. We got leads on some other accomplices, and they’ve been apprehended. Unfortunately, one has already been killed while in prison, as it had gotten out he was murdering women post-delivery. The Loureni brothers were giving the women to this crook of a surgeon, who would deliver the infants through cesarean section before killing the women and studying their reproductive organs before dumping the bodies. It turns out even hardened criminals don’t approve of that sort of behavior. It would have been more merciful if you had been the one to kill him.”

      “If I don’t have a fixed face, don’t tell me about it for a while.”

      “Your scars are gone, and you’ve passed your last exam. The creams did their work, your virus levels are still low but recovering, and I’m to take you home for a week of general relaxation. The CDC has submitted medical leave documentation to your work in case you don’t actually want to quit.”

      “I definitely want to quit.”

      “Well, you have a month to give notice, then. They cited an emergency operation without notifying your work of the nature of the surgery. Unfortunately, your boss knows your parents, and the notice was put in yesterday.”

      Crap. “Have you spoken to my parents?”

      “Only enough to tell them you were fine and recovering, and that you would tell them about it yourself as soon as you are ready to travel. That can be as early as tomorrow. Tonight, I’m to fulfill all of your needs, and we’ll leave in the morning. I also got you a lot of products from the spa for your skin, as you’ve likely never cared much about it before now, so I assumed you had a lot of makeup to make your face disappear but not a lot of products meant to keep your skin healthy.”

      I rolled off Sebastian’s lap, got to my feet, and went to the bathroom to check the mirror.

      I’d seen the woman staring back at me in photographs, images of what might have been if only I hadn’t been caught in a fire as a child. I touched my cheek, which was soft, warm, and smooth beneath my fingers, no longer bearing any sign I’d once faced death so many years ago.

      I couldn’t tell if I wanted to laugh or cry.

      “Is this really me, Sebastian?”

      He joined me in the bathroom. “As I can verify I have not been taking any woman to my bed other than you, yes. That’s really you. In case you were curious, pixie dust does turn you into a lion-hunting fiend, your words. That was part of why I was evicted from the hotel for your treatments. You kept trying to hunt me, and unless I left the building, you would not be deterred. I enjoy being the king of your jungle.”

      I bet he did. “Was it as good for me as it was for you?”

      “With you that high on pixie dust? You were just fine. How do you like it?”

      I regarded my new face. “Nobody is going to flinch anymore, Sebastian.”

      “I expect you’ll get catcalls, because everyone will now see what I’ve known all along. You’re beautiful.”

      I wondered how long it would be before I recognized my reflection in the mirror. “I won’t scare the kittens anymore.”

      “No, you won’t. Are you ready to see your parents?”

      “Well, now that they know I’ve had emergency surgery thanks to my boss, it’s probably a good idea. Can I hide behind you? I’m not sure what they’re going to say.”

      “They’re going to ask how you afforded it, I’m sure.”

      “I’ll just tell them I’m secretly an assassin, I kill people for a living, and that I moonlight as a customer service representative.”

      “So, the truth?”

      “They won’t believe me.” I giggled. “Me? Murder people for pay? Never.”

      “You are a very bad kitty. In bad news, we’re going to have to have all of your presents shipped to my house, as there is no way they’re going to fit in the car.”

      “No kidding. Any boxes I should take with me?”

      Sebastian took hold of my arm and pulled me back into the sitting room, pointing at a white-wrapped box on the coffee table. “That one contains a ring, and I’m hoping when I grovel to you on my knees, you’ll agree to marry me despite lynxes not often marrying.”

      “That’s an engagement ring?”

      “There are two matching wedding rings in the box, too. Finding the perfect ring for you kept me busy when I had to make myself scarce.” Sebastian considered the other boxes, pointing at a wrapped clothing box. “That’s a sexy secretary outfit.”

      “That goes in the car for certain. Where’s the box with your leash?”

      To my astonishment, he pointed at a small, square box. “Cuffs, leash… close enough.”

      “Meow, Mr. Mane.” I bounced to the box, picked it up, and tore into the paper, revealing the promised handcuffs, two pairs, with fuzzy wraps meant to keep confinement comfortable. “You are such a naughty kitty.”

      “I’m not the naughty one if you’re the one handling the cuffs.”

      Well, then. “To the bedroom, lion. Prepare to be ravished at my leisure.”
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      To keep my family from freaking out, we blitzed back home from Chicago. Sebastian handled most of the driving, as while I no longer needed the creams to keep my skin from returning to its scarred state, I lasted no more than two hours before I needed a nap.

      My virus would need another few weeks to recover from an over-exposure to drugs, the operation, my lion-hunting ways, and the lynx-hunting ways of my lion. Per the CDC’s orders, Sebastian made a point of feeding me after every nap to help my virus replicate, and he limited his lynx-hunting ways to no more than once per day.

      I loathed and abhorred everything about the CDC, and I would until they lifted my lion’s ban on lynx hunting.

      After a full day of no love from my lion, we arrived at my parents’ house. I hissed and sulked in my seat. “This is cruel and unusual punishment.”

      “Your mating season is in full swing, you’re insatiable, and you’ll have to suffer for another week. Your virus needs to recover. It’s just a week or two. Once your virus tests at stable levels, I will ravish you properly. Would roaring at you help?”

      “Maybe.”

      He turned his head and roared in my face. As always, I purred.

      He stared at me.

      Idiot that I was, I kept on purring.

      “Better?”

      I thought about it. “Much, actually.”

      “You can hide behind me for five minutes. After that, I’m tossing you to them. You’re beautiful with or without those scars, and you worked hard to get rid of them. You have nothing to be afraid of.”

      “They might hate it.” Worse, they might be angry at me for having gotten rid of them.

      “They won’t hate you or your face. They’re not going to be angry at you, either. They’re going to be curious about where you got the money, as you didn’t sell your new Corvette to get the funds. And yes, you could have sold the car to get the down payment. They probably knew that when they bought the vehicle.”

      “I’d never sell a car they worked so hard to buy me, Sebastian.”

      “I know that, you know that, but they probably wanted you to have the option. They do love you. I’m very convinced of that after the conversation I had to endure with your father. I mean, how do you tell a woman’s father she’s not nearly as innocent as he believes?”

      “He’s not going to believe I’m capable of seducing anyone or being seduced until I show up with a litter of kittens, Sebastian.”

      Sebastian snickered. “How long do you think that’ll take?”

      “Eight months? Nine if they’re evil little twerps and hold out on me? I could show up here in six months about ready to burst at the seams, and they’ll just think I have gotten really fat because I have a lion feeding me every five fucking minutes.”

      “I’m going to keep feeding you every five fucking minutes until the scanner reports your virus levels are back to where they belong.”

      Damn it. “I wasn’t even hungry the last time, and you made me eat anyway.”

      “My poor, poor little lynx. So terribly inconvenienced, forced to eat cake in your Corvette. Chocolate cake. With strawberries on top.”

      I swallowed. “It was good cake, too. But my point stands, you made me eat that entire cake. By myself! I’m going to get fat.”

      “You need to feed your virus, yourself, and the evil little twerps likely making themselves at home right now.”

      “Stupid aphrodisiacs. Stupid virus. Stupid, sexy lion. Stupid idiot boss, tattling to my family. They kept trying to get me to accept my scars.”

      Sebastian killed the engine, sighed, and got out of the car, closing the door. He came around to my side, opened my door, and said, “You can either get out and be your typical prideful, pain in the ass self, or you can be dragged out kicking and screaming. But you’re getting out of the car, and you’re going to reassure your family everything is fine. You don’t have to mention anything about a possible litter, which would, by the way, have been on the way before your little adventure hunting a serial killer.”

      Damn him and his sexy lion ways. “It’s the Corvette’s fault.”

      “Sure it is. I’m pretty sure you pulled over after being told exactly what would happen to you if you did.”

      I purred at the memory. “I really did. I earned it. The whole point is to make certain that is the end result in the appropriate period of time. An entire litter, you hear me?”

      “You’re the one in charge of the numbers, Wells. I’m the one responsible for the gender, you’re the one responsible for the size of the litter. That is science.”

      “I’m still annoyed the CDC put a ban on lions hunting lynxes vigorously. I think this ban is stupid.”

      “Be happy they recognized you’re a hormonal battlefield and need some exposure to my virus so you don’t go absolutely insane. You can wait a few hours. After you have convinced your family you’re alive, kicking, and there’s nothing the matter, I’ll take you home, where I will indulge in a gentle and extended seduction of my lynx.”

      “You have my attention.”

      “I just need to be in the same general area for that to happen right now. Your father had warned me lynx mating seasons were intense, but I hadn’t been prepared for the reality. How did you keep your hands off me in prior seasons?”

      “The roars helped, but it was miserable, lonely, and generally awful.”

      Sebastian leaned over and kissed my forehead. “Come on out of there. Nobody is going to be upset with you. Are you sure you’re going to tell them to truth?”

      “Do you think they’ll believe it?”

      “Well, we’ll find out in about five minutes. If you want to hide behind me for a few minutes until you’re ready, that’s fine, but you have five minutes to get your ass in gear or I’m going to help you put your ass in gear.”

      “Don’t get a job as a shrink. You’d be terrible at it.”

      “You don’t need a shrink. You have a lot to get used to, but it’ll be fine. They love you no matter what your face looks like.” Sebastian unbuckled my seatbelt, took hold of my hands, and pulled me out of the car. “I’ll even toss myself in front of your family as a sacrifice and use the ring if you think it’ll distract them. But you need to show them your face.”

      “I could wear a bag. There’s a gift bag in the trunk big enough.”

      Sebastian went to the trunk, popped it open, dumped the present out of the bag, and returned, shoving it over my head. “Now you’re gift wrapped. Excellent. You’re just going to have to follow my lead on this. You waited too long, so you lose.”

      “What did I lose?”

      “Your pride and dignity. You’re wearing a bag over your head. Now, move. I’ve got your purse. The bag had spa stuff in it, and I’ll clean it up after.”

      With Sebastian’s help, I began the march to the front door. “Now I really look like an idiot.”

      “Well, yes. You’re the one making a fuss over this.”

      “It happened so soon!”

      “So did the probable litter, because they usually don’t give lycanthropes pixie dust after operations. They use a harder sedative, which tells me they were giving you everything safe for expecting women. And they would have known from the incubus if you were, and it meant he wouldn’t have had to do any actual work on you beyond prepping for the curse. Which, by the way, is still intact. I asked.”

      “Were we tricked?”

      “It’s CDC policy not to notify in the first two weeks of a pregnancy because of the high rate of miscarriage. But with an incubus on board? You’re not going to miscarry. The incubus would have resolved any problems.”

      Huh. “I had no idea.”

      “They try to keep that one under wraps, but I’m in the know, because they have policies for rape victims. We fall under the mated couple policies, which means they try to do no harm. That, plus they needed you for the job, and if I thought you were pregnant, there would have been no completed job.”

      Right. Overprotective male lycanthrope. I sniffed my arm. “What does pregnant lycanthrope smell like?”

      “That’s the problem. I have no idea.”

      I knew who would, and I tore off the gift bag and stomped towards the house. “Mom!”

      Behind me, Sebastian sighed. “You’re something else, Harri.”

      “What? I want to know!”

      My holler brought the entire family to the front door, and I plowed through my brothers in search of my mother, made it two steps past my father, and came to a halt when he snagged me by my collar. “Hold it right there, missy.”

      Busted. Wait. My father had how many litters of children? I turned, and I shoved my arm in his face. “Smell.”

      With a worn, tired sigh, my father obeyed. “What are you trying to do?”

      “Figure out if I’m having a litter yet? What else would I be doing? I don’t know what litter-bearing lynx smells like. You should. So, smell!”

      “Would you care to discuss why we got a call about an emergency operation?”

      Crap. Right. The operation. “I disliked my old face, so I got a new one. After an unfortunate side-job incident, my virus crashed, which meant I could have the operation at normal human prices.” Not only had I gotten the operation at normal human prices, the CDC honored the intent of the contract, meaning I wouldn’t worry about money again anytime soon.

      Instead of millions for specialists and extra work to contain my virus, the CDC had only needed an eighth of the proposed amount, and they’d been worried about tapping my virus too much rather than controlling it, requiring Sebastian’s virus to bolster mine rather than knock it out of operation.

      My father’s eyes widened. “You got your scar removal done on your face for the price humans are charged? Did you get a loan?”

      “I didn’t pay for it,” Sebastian announced, stepping into the house and easing his way through my brothers. “I did provide blood for the operation, however, to prevent complications. She paid for it herself from money she’s been saving for years. But yes, she had an accident, which crashed her virus. It was fairly minor, but the CDC took advantage of the opportunity, and the surgeons were available, so they did the work.”

      “We knew she’d been saving, but the operation is expensive.”

      “I kill people for a living, and I moonlight as a customer service representative on the side,” I announced, rather proud of myself all in all.

      My entire family stared at me.

      Uncle Henry busted out into laughter. “I should have known. You’re Murder Mittens. You’re a naughty little kitty. Bad girl. You knew Sebastian because he’s been handling you for years, although he was only given your permanent assignment because the file stated you’re a serious pain in the ass and have given him minimal problems. However, the file on Murder Mittens implied you’re a male. You are definitely not a male.”

      Fuck, fuck, fuck. I hissed at my uncle. “I met Sebastian in a coffee shop!”

      “Probably about a bounty the CDC required a handler for, and coffee shops make good places for handlers to meet their hunters,” my uncle replied.

      “He felt sorry for me and gave me a hot chocolate.”

      “Well, he is a lion, and he feels sorry for anyone who isn’t also a lion.”

      Sebastian chuckled. “A bunch of assholes had just flinched because of her face, and she was miserable about it, so I wanted to cheer her up a little. Then I discovered she purred whenever she annoyed me into roaring. I’ve been carefully training her to purr whenever I roar ever since.”

      I shrugged. “It’s true. I hated the scars, so I got rid of them. Now the kittens won’t flinch until they’re used to me, and I won’t scare the wolves off, not that I care if I scare off some damned wolves.”

      “What sort of accident were you in?” my father growled.

      “The kind that gets me eternally grounded?” I replied, refusing to look him in the eyes.

      “You already told him you kill people for a living, Harri. You might as well tell him why you landed that pretty ass of yours in the operating room.”

      “Fine. I invited a serial killer to kidnap me because I matched his demographic, where I brutally slaughtered him and his accomplices, rescuing two ladies who had a date with death. They now have a date with their families instead. The CDC paid me with a fixed face and some cash to do it. The lion whined the entire time.”

      My father huffed, he ruffled my hair, and kissed my cheek. “Your mother’s in the kitchen making dinner, so you better get in there and help while I have a talk with your lion about why you’re shoving your arm in my face.”

      “I took him to a secondary location. It’s the Corvette’s fault. It made me do it. I’m innocent.”

      “You, innocent?” Sebastian asked with laughter in his voice.

      “You are a bad, bad lion.” I stomped my foot and headed to the kitchen. “So bad. Blame him, Daddy. I’m pure innocence.”

      “Sorry, Sebastian, but it looks like I have to blame you. She’s obviously innocent.”

      “And that, boys, is how you get away with murder,” Uncle Henry announced.
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      Dear Readers,

      I hope this book, which probably does classify as pure fluff, made your day cheery and bright.

      May you all have a happy holidays.

      ~R.J. Blain
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            About R.J. Blain

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Want to hear from the author when a new book releases? You can sign up at her website (thesneakykittycritic.com). Please note this newsletter is operated by the Furred & Frond Management. Expect to be sassed by a cat. (With guest features of other animals, including dogs.)

      

        

      
        A complete list of books written by RJ and her various pen names is available at https://books2read.com/rl/The-Fantasy-Worlds-of-RJ-Blain.

      

        

      
        RJ Blain suffers from a Moleskine journal obsession, a pen fixation, and a terrible tendency to pun without warning.

      

        

      
        When she isn't playing pretend, she likes to think she's a cartographer and a sumi-e painter.

      

        

      
        In her spare time, she daydreams about being a spy. Should that fail, her contingency plan involves tying her best of enemies to spinning wheels and quoting James Bond villains until she is satisfied.

      

        

      
        RJ also writes as Susan Copperfield and Bernadette Franklin. Visit RJ and her pets (the Management) at thesneakykittycritic.com.
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        Follow RJ & her alter egos on Bookbub:

        RJ Blain

        Susan Copperfield

        Bernadette Franklin
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            Upcoming R.J. Blain releases

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dirty Deeds: an Urban Fantasy Collection (featuring a Magical Romantic Comedy (with a body count) novella, releases on January 12, 2021.

        

        Wild Wolf, the second novel of the Wolf Hunt trilogy, releases on January 19, 2021. (Moved from December 22, 2020 to preserve the author’s flagging sanity.)

        

        Catnapped: a Magical Romantic Comedy (with a body count) releases on May 11, 2021.

        

        Client from Hell: A Magically Hellish Comedy (with a body count) releases on July 27, 2021.

        

        Booked for Kidnapping: Vigilante Magical Librarians Book 2 releases on September 7, 2021.

        

        Up in Smoke: The Fox Witch Book 2 releases on November 2, 2021.
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                Click the button below
            
            and you can sign up to receive emails whenever R.J. Blain publishes a new book.  There's no charge and no obligation.
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