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Chapter 1

“Make love to that ice cream…with your mouth,” I said and leaned over the camerawoman’s shoulder to peer at her screen.

Wim stood against a green screen in nothing but a thong with the Flying Horse Ice Cream logo on his bulge. He held an ice cream cone that he sexily licked and sexily sucked. Every flick of Wim’s tongue reminded me of the many times he flicked it on my…lower ice cream bar. Why not call it that? All my skin was as cold as death, anyway.

“Make sure you get his abs, too,” I said to the camerawoman.

“I wouldn’t miss those,” she said.

I stepped back to watch Wim without the camera between us. Tattoos of nighttime forests covered his forearms. His green eyes winked at me. I let my gaze trail down his pecs and abs to his bulge.

I was building a motherfucking empire on thirsty ice cream ads.

“Are you sure this is going to help Ford’s ice cream factory?” Wim asked.

“Huh? What?” I said, staring at his abs.

Wim whistled, a loud shrill sound like an alarm clock. “Wake up, Fire, get your mind out of my tiny thong.”

I sighed and dragged my gaze to Wim’s face. “What makes people want ice cream?”

“Low blood sugar.”

“Feeling hot. We get everyone worked up, they’ll buy ice cream,” I said.

He gave me a skeptical look.

“My first campaign worked well. Didn’t it, Ford?” I said.

He perched on a cooler with a laptop on his thighs. His velvet green coat and bowtie were as neat as usual. “The first ice cream ads were an astounding success. Now, instead of Flying Horse being the factory with a murder victim, it’s the factory with naked men…and a murder victim.”

“You see?” I said to Wim. “It’s working. We’re notorious for dongs.”

“Not notorious, Sapphire,” Ford said. “We want positive coverage, remember?”

“Don’t worry. We’ll make this arty…Wim, hold still while I drip French vanilla on your abs.” I flipped open a green cooler and pulled out a carton of ice cream.

“I’d like to french your vanilla.” Wim grinned.

Despite his nudity, his forest green eyes held all my attention as I crossed the room to stand toe-to-toe with him. Our lips were almost touching.

“Be careful with that dirty mouth,” I said. “I’m your boss today.”

“Then I better call HR, because you’re being naughty with me,” Wim said.

“Sapphire,” Ford added with a note of warning in his voice. “Keep this clean and appropriate. It is a workplace.”

“This is the horniest shoot I’ve ever been on,” the camerawoman said behind me. “And I film actual porn.”

I turned to her. “Oh, yeah? What movies did you work on?”

She dropped her voice and leaned toward me. “The Avengers: Cumgame. Star Wars: The Rise of Cock—”

“I saw that one. The dick cinematography was fabulous.”

She stood up straighter. “Thank you. It wasn’t easy getting those shots. I needed a micro-camera—”

“Hehehe,” I said.

She rolled her eyes. “It’s for close-ups, not tiny things.”

I shrugged and chuckled as I turned to my model. I scooped ice cream with my fingers and dripped it onto Wim’s abs and chests. I stood back to admire my work.

“There! Now people will think about licking Flying Horse Ice Cream. Also, it’s arty.”

“It looks like someone came all over my chest,” Wim said.

“Even better!”

Wim sighed. “You’re going to get me banned from Instagram.”

“That’s the goal! Then you’ll have to be my house husband.” At that thought, my heart fluttered like a bird trapped in my chest. It was still strange to feel it beating after two decades of undead stillness.

“Saph?” Bob said behind me.

“Not now, Bob, I’m staring at a naked dude.”

“I have questions about this script.”

I turned to him. Despite the warmth in the studio, he still wore his favorite jean jacket. He clutched a tablet so tightly that his knuckles paled. It showed Fara’s script for a video ad. I had jotted down ideas and hired my co-worker from the castle gift shop to write up something proper: The Dance of the Sugar Plum Ice Cream.

“Do I have to dance?” he said.

“If you don’t want to do it, you can be one of the thong guys instead.”

Bob glanced past me at Wim. His clear blue eyes widened as though he had never seen a man wearing only ice cream and Pegasi on his dick before.

“I’ve got to get some ice cream on his ass,” I muttered.

“Saph—”

“Not now, Bob. Hmmm…maybe we need to hire someone to lick them…”

“I’ve never danced on camera before…or in front of anyone besides the teacher and other students.” Bob’s voice dropped to a whisper, edged with fear.

That broke through my horny, horny gaze. I met his eyes that were as wide as skies above the ocean. I hadn’t seen him dance yet—he only practiced in private and at his ballet classes. But it didn’t matter if he was good or not. If he was lovely and graceful, we’d get attention for his dancing while dressed as an ice cream cone. If he sucked, we’d get attention from people laughing. Win-win.

Well, maybe not for Bob if he felt bad about it.

“Bob, I’m sure you’ll be amazing. But if you’re not comfortable, you don’t have to do this.”

“It’s just…I’m not sure I’m good enough.”

“This is the internet, you don’t have to be good. Fails perform even better.”

His lush mouth dropped into a frown.

“I don’t mean you’d fail. I mean, whatever you do, you’ll succeed!”

“Way to offer comfort, Fire,” Wim called.

“Go lick your balls, Wolfie.”

“You’ll dance like a bad-ass,” he said to Bob.

“Thanks,” Bob said, then sniffed, as though he wanted to cry.

“I know you’ll be awesome, Bob,” I said and wrapped my arms around his shoulders. He snuggled against my side, his body warm and steady. My heart fluttered in my chest.

“Now, I have to drip ice cream on Wim’s ass,” I said. “And yours, if you want, Bob. Ford, you should get on this. Be one of my models. You have the body for it.”

“I could never—”

“You already show your ass to everyone in Silver Springs.”

“My family doesn’t know about most of my…accidental flashing incidents. If they knew I was posing mostly naked in advertisements, they’d disown me.”

Good, I thought, but I knew saying it out loud would only upset Ford.

“They were not…ummm…fans of our first campaign,” he said. “They said it was…ahem, crass.”

“Is that the word they used or are you nicing it up?”

“Crass was the exact word they used. It’s the worst insult a Weatherhouser can give.”

“Well…you can be in an ad with doggy Wim, sharing ice cream with your pup—”

“I’m not a dog. I’m a wolf,” Wim said.

“You’re a puppy wuppy on the inside.”

“I’m a big bad wolf on the inside and a bigger one on the outside. You know just how big.” He winked at me, and heat tingled between my legs.

“That dog idea almost sounds wholesome,” Ford said. “It’s much more business appropriate than your other marketing campaigns—”

“You knew what you were getting when you hired me.”

“Yes, and I only partly regret it—”

“How much?”

“Aaahhh,” he said, holding up his thumb and forefinger an inch apart. It looked like he was measuring a small dick. “No one has called HR yet.”

I pumped a fist in the air.

Ford smiled, small and indulgent. “I’ll happily share ice cream with a pup.”

“I’m a wolf!” Wim snapped.

“Yes, a big strong wolfie wolf,” I said, switching to a baby voice. “Who’s a big wolfie? Who’s a wolfie?”

Wim narrowed his eyes at me. He stretched his arm out to the side, glared into my eyes, and opened his fist, dropping his ice cream cone to the floor. It landed with a wet smush.

“Le gasp!” I said.

Wim shot me a smug grin.

“I’ll get you a new one, Saph,” Bob said and hurried to the nearest cooler. Well, if someone was offering, I could eat a frozen treat.

Ford snorted gently as he stood and strolled to the green screen.

“Okay, you sit there on the floor, Ford,” I said. “Wim, be a dog—”

“Wolf!”

“—and sit next to him like a good boy.”

“Always trying to get me on all fours, Fire?” he said with a smirk.

“That’s not a challenge,” I said.

He winked and shifted from a mostly naked tattooed man to a massive black wolf with arresting green eyes. It was his eyes that made him the most handsome wolf—forest green, peering intense and bright from a mass of black fur.

Bob handed me a cone, already unwrapped. I licked chocolaty goodness as I watched Wim plop his flat wolf ass down on the ground next to Ford.

“Bob, toss Ford one of the vanilla cones. Ford, you eat it happily and then share it with your lovely dog.”

Wim growled.

“Yes, he’s a happy dog,” I said in a baby voice.

Wim tossed his head back and howled.

“Awww, look at him trying to be a big boy,” I said.

Ford chuckled as he unwrapped the cone. I nodded to the camerawoman to film Ford licking his ice cream. He looked proper and charming in his little bowtie and perfectly tailored velvet coat. Despite regularly losing his clothes to sneezes, he had an endless wardrobe.

He tilted the cone to Wim, who sniffed it and shot out his wolfie tongue to lick up the cream. It stained his dark fur, making him look like an overexcited puppy.

“Adorable,” I muttered to myself.

“I liked him better when he was naked,” the camerawoman said.

Wim pressed his nose to the ice cream to lick up more, and it plopped off the cone onto Ford’s fancy skinny business pants.

“Shit,” Ford said, grabbed the ice cream off his pants with his fingers. Wim leaned over and licked his hand. My beating heart—actually beating— went as squishy as the dropped ice cream.

“Perfect doggo,” I said.

Wim’s head whipped over to me, and his lips pulled back in a growl.

“Saph?” Bob said behind me.

“Not now, Bob, we’re filming.”

“You said to tell you when it’s 5 o’clock.”

My heart stopped cold and dead like the rest of me.

I had forgotten all about this evening’s unpleasant event. Hell, I had scheduled a film shoot on the same day so I could forget about it rather than stewing in sadness.

“Is…is my interrupting okay?” Bob said, staring at me with worried, big eyes.

Urgh, the sweetheart always assumed any horror was about him. That made my stopped heart sputter back to life. “You’re too sweet for this world, Bob,” I said. “It’s not you. It’s…”

Wim whined, and I looked away from them.

“The memorial,” Ford said.




Chapter 2

I sat in the back of the taxi, nestled between Ford and Bob. Wim rode in the front—he liked riding in the front, if you know what I mean.

“I hate suits,” Bob said. “They’re itchy.” He scratched his thigh.

“That one is silk. It shouldn’t itch,” Ford said.

“Still itchy,” Bob grumbled. “Suits are for baptisms and funerals and galas with dancing snow cocks.”

“What about weddings?” Wim asked, turning around in the front seat. He winked at me, and I narrowed my eyes at him. He knew I hated the idea of marriage, but teased me about it anyway.

“If it’s an informal wedding, then we wear jeans, plaid, and cowboy hats,” Bob said.

“Even the bride?” I asked.

“She gets the biggest hat. If it’s a formal wedding, like my sister’s, we wear kilts.”

“I didn’t know you were Scottish,” I said. “What’s your clan?”

“The McBobersons.”

I blinked. I had seen his last name on his social profiles, but assumed it was fake like my accounts under Xena: Warrior Vamp.

“We’re a small clan, not well known,” Bob said.

I blinked.

Wim blinked.

Ford quirked an eyebrow.

“Are…you sure that’s a real clan?” I said.

“I was named for them.” He sat up straighter. “Bob McBoberson of the McBoberson clan!”

Ford gave him a skeptical look and shifted to pull his phone from his pocket.

“What’s your tartan?” I said.

“Yellow and pink!” Bob said proudly.

I blinked.

Wim blinked.

“Hmm…it’s a real thing,” Ford said, showing me his phone.

I grinned wickedly and turned back to Bob. “Do you wear anything under those kilts?”

“Well…we didn’t originally, but we started wearing underwear after my sister’s wedding. Her groom wore the kilt to be part of the family, you know?”

I nodded.

“I told him to wear nothing under because that’s how McBobersons do it, and if he was going to take our name, he had to abandon underwear.”

“Of course,” I said.

“He was dancing a jig when his kilt flew up above his waist and caught in one of his jacket buttons—damn suits. So there he was, naked from the waist down flashing our grandparents.”

I laughed.

“Grandma fainted right away.”

I stopped laughing. Well, shit.

“Granddad gripped his walker and leaned forward, squinting at Gus— that’s my bother-in-law. ‘Fuck it, I’m too old to hide anymore. I need cock,’ he said. That’s how we found out Granddad’s gay.”

“Must have been one hell of a cock to make him come out after so long,” I said.

“That’s what you take from this story?” Wim said with a smirk.

“I’m a simple vamp. Someone says cock, I imagine cock…. So, Bob, what did your grandmother think?”

“She said it was fine because she always preferred, and I quote, ‘a lady’s fuzzy sashimi instead.’ ”

I burst into laughter. Wim howled with amusement, while Ford pressed his lips together to be polite. His shoulders shook from quiet laughter anyway.

“I’ve got to remember that one…and meet your grandma to trade euphemisms,” I said.

“Please don’t, not with Grandma!” Bob said.

“I’m as ancient as the earth itself, but you don’t mind my talking dirty.”

“You’re different—”

“Also, you’re fifty-three,” Wim said.

I made a face at him, and he stuck his tongue out.

“How are your grandparents now?” Ford asked.

“Happy! Playing the field, finding new love. They marched in our town’s joint Dyke March and Gay Pride Parade. We’re a small town, so they combined the events because there weren’t enough people to have separate ones. I went with them to help them march with their walkers.”

“That was very sweet of you,” I said.

The taxi jerked to a stop. “We’re here,” the driver said.

My heart sputtered like a car struggling to start. I couldn’t hide from the memorial with naked ice cream videos and Bob stories anymore.

I peered out the front window at a dark gray building. Bare bushes lined the property. They probably held cheery flowers in the summer, but I was glad they didn’t now. Surrounding death with happy little plants always seemed wrong. Death wasn’t flowers. It was nothing. It was dust and bones that would soon become dust.

“Sapphire,” Ford said gently.

“Hmmm?” I looked up. The others had exited the car.

I sighed and climbed out on Ford’s side. He had exchanged his green velvet coat for a black one. For my part, I wore a black pantsuit with my best dark sneakers.

By the front door of the memorial chapel stood a sign on a stand with the grinning photo of a red-haired young man. Freckles dotted his nose and cheeks, and he smiled like sunshine.

I had only seen him once before, his face twisted in pain and horror, the moment before Volos cut his throat and killed him.

As a vampire, his body had turned to dust and fallen into a vat of ice cream, so there was nothing to bury, just a photo and a name:

Oscar Oakley.

I stared into that smiling face, those eyes crinkled with his laugh.

Ford touched my arm. “Sapphire?” He was asking many questions with that one word. I could hear it in his tone: Was I okay? Could he do anything?

Wim cursed under his breath, and I glanced at him. He twisted to the side to pull the tails of his tuxedo suit out of the back of his pants.

“Why did you wear a tux to a memorial?” Ford demanded.

“Because the only other black clothes I have are band t-shirts and leather jackets. That would be inappropriate.”

“A tux is inappropriate. This is not a party,” Ford said.

“All right, boys,” I said. “Let’s not come to fisticuffs over fashion. Let’s get this over with.” I strolled past them to the door.

I paused to meet Oscar’s smiling eyes again. Then, I swallowed and pushed through the chapel’s door.

The room for Oscar’s memorial was small with beige carpet, the color of vampire corpse dust. At the front stood another of those signs with his smiling face and a collection of flowers.

I shuddered. Cheery life as though mocking Oscar for being dead.

Rose and her vamp men—Dean, Finn, and Sebastian—were already here, gathered in a knot at the side of the room.

I tramped over to them. “Thank you for finding…” I paused to swallow a lump in my throat. “…the victim based on what little we knew about him.”

“Of course,” Dean said.

“Nobody knew him well,” Finn said. “He mostly kept to himself and only came to Vee to find a meal.”

I used to do the same before switching to Tinder for meals.

“He was always friendly if you talked to him first,” Sebastian added. “Except when we had Reggie bounce him for hitting on Rose.”

“You did what?” Rose said.

I wasn’t in the mood for a lover’s tiff. “Who took the photo?”

Dean nodded to a circle of people near the front of the room. “Family from out of town.”

I squeezed my eyes shut. I had failed to save their son, their brother. “Thanks again,” I said to the vamps and turned back to my men.

“I can’t do it,” I whispered. “I can’t talk to the family, not after…after I failed…”

“The only one to blame is Volos,” Wim said. “He’s the murderer, not you. If you hadn’t arrived when you did, nobody would ever know what happened to Oscar. If anything, you did the one good thing anyone could at that point: Witness his death to tell others what happened to him.”

I shook my head and looked away. Wim wrapped his arms around me, and I tried not to cry so I wouldn’t stain his tux with blood.

Ford’s soft hand stroked my hair, and Bob wrapped both Wim and me in a bear hug. Wim curled a lip but didn’t complain or move away.

"We’re starting the memorial in five minutes," said a woman at the front of the room. She wore a prim, perfect black skirt and heels. Must be the memorial center director.

"Saph?" Bob asked gently.

"I’m okay," I lied. With an effort like lifting a weight, I broke out of my men’s warm hold.

We took a seat near the middle of the room with Rose and her men behind us and the family in front. Violet, the elderly librarian from Silver Springs Public Library, shuffled into the room with her walker. She lowered herself into a chair at the back, and an orange cat jumped onto her lap. For Silver Springs, a largely supe town, that wasn’t odd. The cat was her familiar or a shifter or spelled to be a helper cat.

More people were here than had been at Bradley’s funeral. He was my sire and partner before I had failed to save him from Volos, the same as I had failed Oscar.

I pressed my lips together and turned back to the front. The woman in the chair in front of me had the same red hair as Oscar, going gray at the roots.

I wanted to look away, but couldn’t, as though that hair had hypnotized me. If they had the same hair, then this was his biological family, not his vampire family. That meant he was a new vamp.

He was as young as he looked.

The obituaries passed in a fog, as though my mind was trying to protect my heart by making reality seem far away. Bob held my hand and stroked my thumb, and I focused on that to stop myself from crying. Who was I to cry when surrounded by people who lost a loved one? Who was I to cry when he was dead because I hadn’t saved him?

As the speeches ended, people gathered in groups to talk in whispers. I stared at the photo of Oscar and the empty urn that held nothing but memories.

Even Bradley had ashes for an urn. I had to vacuum up his vampire dust to save it, but at least we had something to bury.

Murder seemed to happen often near me.

I stood and walked toward the front of the room.

“Saph?” Bob said.

I stopped before the urn and the photo. I took a deep breath just so I could let it out to calm myself. It sort of worked.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t save you. I know that doesn’t mean much because you’re dead and words are nothing. Also, I’m not sure if there’s anything of you left to hear this…or if you would bother to visit your memorial or to listen to me. But I guess it doesn’t hurt to say something in case I’m wrong and there is something after death. Anyway, if you can hear this…I’m sorry.”

I lifted a hand to pat the urn, decided that Oscar wouldn’t welcome a touch from me, and dropped my arm to my side. “Umm…. If you see Bradley wherever vampires go when they die, tell him I’m sorry I couldn’t save him either…. Tell him not to watch me with my new boyfriends because it’ll only piss him off. And tell him…I’m okay. Found something like happiness, though I never stopped missing him.”

I turned to find Bob, Ford, and Wim waiting for me.

I had saved them from Volos, so maybe the curse was broken and people wouldn’t get hurt by standing near me anymore. Maybe Oscar was the last one to vanish.




Chapter 3

“This room belonged to the lady of the castle. Today, that’s me.” I stretched on a tiny blue bed behind a velvet rope.

I had been here since the castle on the hill opened. Now, a tour group of giggling children and their teacher crowded on the other side of the rope and stared.

Couldn’t I mope alone in the middle of a historic site on a Tuesday morning?

Urgh, mornings. That was the problem. I should be asleep with my men still.

“The regal lady was a chimpanzee shifter. That’s why—”

“Sapphire,” Fara said as though my name was an order like “halt” or “lick harder, Bob.”

I lifted my head to glance at my former co-worker from the castle gift shop. She planted her hands on her hips, her manager’s badge bright white against her black blouse.

“What?” I said innocently.

“You can’t lie on the historical furniture.”

“I’m not a monster—I took off my shoes first,” I said, pointing to the sneakers on the floor. “Plus, I’m educating the…” I waved my hand vaguely, “whatever these tiny things are. Pixies?”

“We’re kids,” a high voice said.

“That’s definitely a pixie voice,” I said.

“You don’t work here anymore, Sapphire,” Fara said. “Not since you quit by blasting “Sorry, Not Sorry”. And dancing the robot. And putting it on YouTube.”

“No, you put it on YouTube.”

Fara smiled, a glint of mischief in her dark eyes. “Oh, yeah.” She laughed, and I joined her.

The pixies’ teacher pulled out a cell phone. A moment later, my voice whispered through her speakers. “Bossy, I’m sorry. I’m not sorry! Quitting this job got me feelin’ so good. Leaving this castle like I knew that I would.”

“Hehehe,” I said.

“Come on, Sapphire,” Fara said, despite her grin. “You have to leave before my manager calls the cops on you. You can’t come here to mope anymore.”

“I’m not moping.” I sat up, swinging my socked feet down to my shoes. "I’m…waiting until one of my men is free to fill the aching hole inside me with cock—” I glanced at the kids. “Cockies,” I finished. “They’re a new kind of cookie. Coming soon from Flying Horse Ice Cream.”

“Does the cockie have ice cream in it?” one of the kids said.

I was about to make a cum joke but thought better of it. “Everything good has ice cream.”

Sadly, it wasn’t enough to freeze out my lingering guilt these days. Only hot cock emptied my brain.

I slipped my feet into my sneakers and stepped over the velvet rope. Fara gestured, and I followed her out of the lady’s room into the grand corridor.

“How do you like being the shop manager?” I asked. After I quit, Dave the boss man promoted her to my job.

“It’s…” She sighed.

“Why don’t you quit too? You can come work for me and write songs for my ads.”

“Because I want to write poetry,” Fara said, “not jingles.”

“Hmmm…I’ll put poetry inside the ice cream bars,” I said. “Like those riddles on Popsicle sticks.”

Fara paused in her steps. “You mean my poems will reach the masses?”

“Yeah. Wim can show you how to get Instagram famous and you can be a Gram poet.”

“Pfft, he doesn’t know about art. He just knows how to be hot.”

“That’s the same thing.”

“I’ll think about your offer,” Fara said with her youngish, pretty smile. “And Sapphire?”

“Yeah?”

“The boss man says if you cross a velvet rope again, he’s calling the cops.”

My heart dropped. I liked coming here, though I had hated working here. Something about the old castle made it the perfect moping place. “He doesn’t have the…wait, I have something for this. Something old-timey that can mean balls. Umm….”

“Tallywags,” Fara said.

“Damn it, Fara…that’s good, and you took my line.”

She laughed her sweet musical laugh, and I chuckled as I made my way down the magnificent grand staircase.

I pulled my hood over my head and donned sunglasses before stepping into the sun. In front of the castle, Bob rushed across the garden toward me. His summer blue eyes were wide and worried. His jean jacket was rumpled.

“Bob! I thought you were at your ballet classes today.”

He grabbed my arms and huffed out words between breaths. “Fara… texted…that…you…were…being…arrested.”

Good ole Fara knew that what I really needed wasn’t a castle. It was vanilla ice cream filled cockies.

“I was so hot, I melted the handcuffs right off,” I said.

Bob huffed for breath.

“Did you run all the way here?”

He nodded.

“Oh, Bob, you’re too…” Sweet? Dumb? Both? “You’re such a Bob—and I like Bob. Let’s go home.” I bit his earlobe. “So I can do dirty things to your Bob-Knob.”

He wrapped his arms around me and pressed me against his warm, solid body. His heart raced against my breast, and his chest rose and fell fast as he gasped out words. “Saph, I want to show you something,” he said between breaths. “Something special.”

“Here? Now?” I said, making my voice husky as I pressed my pelvis against his bulge.

“Well, the special thing isn’t here,” Bob said, glancing around the bare garden.

“Isn’t it, Bob?” I said, trailing my hand down his jacket to the waistband of his jeans.

“No,” he said with his clear blue eyes wide and innocent. “It’s on Yonge Street.” He pointed east.

“Isn’t it here?” I slipped a finger inside his jeans.

“But Yonge Street is over there,” he said, pointing again.

I sighed. So much for filling the aching hole inside in my chest by filling the aching hole between my legs.

“It’s important,” Bob said, a note of almost pleading in his voice.

“It’s not another cool leaf, is it?”

“That leaf was some kind of shifter, I’m telling you! No normal leaf looks that happy,” Bob said. “But this is even cooler.” He grabbed my hand in his strong, warm fingers.

Well, if I ate his hairy hot dog and he ate my furburger in front of the castle, we’d be arrested anyway. And the sunlight on my vampire skin would only burn. I could seduce him at this new place. “Show me what you got, Bob.”

Bob smiled, warm and bright from ear to ear. Fuck, it made my heart soft like the center of a jelly donut. He hadn’t looked this happy about the leaf, so it must be something big. Maybe he had found a cow wandering the town. He did like cows.

Hand in hand, we walked across the garden to the main road. The castle sat on a hill overlooking Silver Springs, so the town stretched out below us like a sushi feast on a naked dude. We did that once with Ford as the sushi tray. He was hard the entire time…until wasabi got involved. That had been a bad idea on my part.

“The special thing is over there,” Bob said, pointing to the far edge of the town, near where it met the forest. “I’m…umm…I’m…”

“Hot? Horny? Cute? Bob-ish?”

“I’m…” he trailed off again.

“A jean jacket salesman? A pile of ducks standing on top of each other and wearing human clothes—”

“I’m sorry.”

I blinked. “Why?” Bob hadn’t done a single offensive thing since I met him. He was so wholesome that I should have found him annoying. But he was also so kind and sexy that I couldn’t dislike him.

“When I said I was taking dance classes…well…I was, because I would have felt too guilty to lie. But sometimes when I said I was going to class, I was going to this other place instead.”

I eyed him. “Bob, that’s downright devious.”

“I know!” he wailed. “I’m so sorry. I wanted it to be a surprise. I wanted to show you when it was ready and perfect so you’d be impressed and not think I fucked it up.”

Bob thought I would judge him if he was honest about what he was doing? But there was no way he was kicking puppies or hiring witches to make his cock big enough to stand on. This was Bob McBoberson, after all.

Whatever he was up to would be something silly and sweet, like volunteering to plant trees or opening a ranch for tiny horses.

I pulled my phone from my hoodie pocket and tapped to order a car. I owned one, but parking at the castle was a bitch, so I had taxied here.

“What are you doing?” Bob said.

“The sooner we arrive, the sooner you’ll see that I’m…” Maybe not impressed, depending on what he was doing. “Happy with whatever you’ve been working on.”

Bob smiled. He slipped a hand along my ice-cold jaw and pulled me in for a kiss. His lush lips were soft and warm and tasted like chocolate and maple. Mmmmm, I could eat him right up.

Unfortunately, he was a gentleman, so he wouldn’t let me do that on the side of a road or in the back of the cab.

“Is your secret a cow shifter girlfriend?” I said as we drove across town.

“No! Never! You’re my girlfriend.”

“I have more than one boyfriend.”

“Yeah, but Bob McBoberson is a one-woman man.”

“What about one woman, one cow-woman—”

“That’s not the secret!" Bob said, eyes wide and horrified.

Poor Bob didn’t realize I was teasing.

“Is it a cock size increase via magic? Not that you need it.”

His pale face flushed a delightful pink. “Saph, not where the driver can hear.”

“So it is a cock increase. Bob, you’re plenty big—”

“Saph!"

The driver chuckled.

I squeezed Bob’s hand. “I’m teasing you, McBoberson, because I like you.”

“Oooh, like you and Wim do to each other. Okay, I can try that.”

“Just be yourself, Bob.”

“The secret is a ball pit,” he said. “But instead of balls, it’s vibrators.”

“Well played, Bob, well played.”

He squeezed my hand and chuckled.

I leaned in close and pressed my lips to his. He wouldn’t tongue in a cab, but I could taste him for a moment. Pulling back, I stroked his hand with my thumb. “How was dance class?”

“Oh, great! The other students are getting really good at their plies.”

“You mean the eight-year-olds?”

“We’re all at the same level, Saph.”

I swallowed a giggle. Silver Springs only had one ballet school, and it didn’t offer adult classes, so Bob trained with the kids.

The taxi pulled to a stop by an empty stretch of sidewalk.

“Here we are,” Bob said and bounded out of the car like a puppy.

“If it is a vibrator ball pit, call me," the driver said, handing me a business card. Masked man for hire. For all things kinky and obscene.

“Hmmm,” I said and pocketed it. That might come in handy later.

I climbed from the car and slammed the door. It pulled away, revealing Bob with his arms raised over his head like he was presenting a prize on a game show.

“Look, Saph!”

Behind him stood a small parking lot and a squat building—plain except for the light-up sign that read, “Yes Now, Bob.”

“So…it is a sex toy pit?” I said.

“No,” Bob said happily. Grabbing my hand, he tugged me to the glass doors. He pulled a key from his jean jacket pocket and unlocked them.

I followed him inside and glanced around at booths and a long counter with high-backed stools.

“Remember how you say my cooking is good enough to open a restaurant?” Bob said.

“I do,” I said with a smile.

“I started a restaurant!” He bounced on the balls of his feet. “Well, not quite. It’s not open yet. Some things are still missing from the kitchen and the back…oohh, wait until I show you that.”

“I’d love to see your back, Bob.”

“Not the butt kind of back, Saph.”

“What? I like Bob-butts and I cannot lie. Also, I’d like to see the back of the restaurant too.” I took his hand and kissed him. He was so excited that he was nearly shaking and didn’t stay still long enough for tongue.

“This is the counter where people can order coffees and pancakes with real maple syrup. These are the booths where families can order pizza and ice cream sundaes—” He paused to wink at me. “And the kids can color the placemats. I even bought crayons. We’ll put their creations on the walls. And the sundaes also have maple syrup, the good stuff.”

“Mmmm, ice cream,” I said.

“There’s more. Come on.” He took my hand and led me around the counter to a door.

“Where’d the name come from?” I asked.

Bob pulled his shoulders back and smiled over his shoulder. “Because the food will be so good that everyone will say ‘Yes now, Bob. Yes, now.’ ”

“I always say that.” I wrapped my arms around his waist from behind.

He chuckled. “Only when your pants are off.”

“They can be off now.”

“Not now, Saph. I have to show you something else.”

I held onto him, pressing against his back, and we stumbled through the door onto a bare stone patio. The forest stood like a fence at the far end, the trees starting to bud.

“This will be the patio for summertime drinks and private parties.”

“It’s beautiful, like you,” I said.

Bob squeezed my hand where it rested on his hard abs. “And it gets better! This will be your favorite part.”

“You’re my favorite part of the restaurant,” I said.

“Awww,” Bob said and snuggled closer against me. His taut ass pressed against my pelvis. Hmmm…I wonder if he would be into pegging?

“I’m going to serve Flying Horse Ice Cream. Every dessert will have it!”

“Every dessert everywhere should.”

“And we’ll serve real maple syrup—”

“You mentioned that.”

“It’s one of the most important parts. People will only say, ‘yes now, Bob’, if it’s real Canadian maple syrup. I got a good deal on a bunch of it too! Ford invested in the diner. I had to make a business plan and everything!”

I squeezed him tighter. “I’m proud of you, Bob.”

“Really?”

“I was anyway. Well…more so now. This is impressive.”

“Yes!” He pumped a fist in the air. “Oh! Wait until you see what else I have planned." He broke from my hold and ran across the patio to the edge of the forest. "I’m going to put a pond and fountain right here. It’ll be—”

Something crashed inside the restaurant, and I glanced back at the door. “Is anyone else here today?”

“—with koi fish and—no, why?”

I frowned. “I’ll be right back.” I pushed through the door and marched into the dining room. A man in a leather jacket and a red winter hat leaned against the counter. I frowned. Who wears a toque in this weather?

One of the stools was tipped over at his feet.

“We’re closed today,” I said, glaring at him.

He met my gaze with his own glower. One hand slowly reached toward another stool.

“Don’t you dare,” I growled.

Without blinking or breaking our gaze, he shoved the stool over.

Nobody messed with my sweet Bob and his dreams. I flexed my fingers at my side, ready to bring out the vamp claws if I had to.

“You a rival cook guy?”

He reached toward another stool.

“Get out.” I marched toward him.

He didn’t answer, but he stepped back toward the door as he glared at me.

“That’s it, flee, you pathetic asshole,” I said, following him. He banged the door shut, and I locked it. I peered through a window to watch the stranger climb onto a snowmobile parked out front.

Who the fuck uses a snowmobile when there’s no snow?

“Crazy dicknose,” I muttered. I marched out the back door to the patio. “Bob, there’s—” I stopped and glanced around the empty patio and forest.

Empty of the patio furniture and pond that Bob dreamed of—and empty of Bob.




Chapter 4

“Bob?”

He didn’t answer.

Maybe he was fixing something nearby. I jogged around the corner of the building. There was muddy grass and no Bob.

I ran for the forest edge where I had seen him last and turned in a circle. “Bob!”

The mud squicked under my boots, and I glanced at the damp ground. Footprints led into the woods, along with a pair of muddy grooves like feet dragged through the mud.

“Oh, shit,” I said. That man wasn’t here to knock over stools. He had buddies, and they were after Bob.

Why the fuck would anyone go after Bob? Maybe they owned one of the diners in town and wanted to stomp out the competition?

My slow-beating heart stopped, freezing as cold as a grave in winter.

What if it was Volos? What if he had escaped jail and was after me and my men again?

What if Bob had been murdered like Bradley and Oscar?

“Fuck.” I ran into the woods, following the footprints and the grooves where Bob had been dragged. He hadn’t even cried out. They must have knocked him unconscious.

“If you hurt Bob, I’ll tear your genitals off and feed them to you,” I roared.

The footprints came to an end, replaced by deep grooves in the mud, wider than feet, and deeper.

“Fucking snowmobiles. In fucking March! Fuck!”

I ran after them and yanked my phone from my hoodie pocket, tapping to call Bob.

It rang and rang and rang.

“Come on, Bob, come on—”

“Hi, it’s Bob!”

“Bob—”

“—Thanks for calling. Leave a message, and I look forward to calling you back. Talk soon…Again, this is Bob.”

I hung up and dialed again. This time, it went straight to voicemail. His phone was shut off.

“Fuck!”

Running after the tracks, I tapped my phone and called Wim. He was a wolf; he could sniff out anyone.

“Wim!”

“Are you in jail?" he said. “Fara said—”

“No, it’s Bob.”

“Is he in jail? Fire, I kept telling you, you can’t fuck on your ex-boss’s desk.”

“I never said I would, though that’s a great idea! Wim, come find me now.”

His voice turned tense. “Fire, what is it?”

“I’m in the woods behind Yes Now, Bob.”

“Did he tell you about the Ferris wheel he wants to put back there?”

“No, though that’s also a great idea! Wim, come help. Bob’s been Bob-napped.”

“What? By who?”

“Some assholes on snowmobiles.”

“But there’s no snow.”

“It doesn’t matter. They have our Bob. Get out here now!”

“I’m on the way—”

“Wim?” My voice cracked on his name.

“Yeah, Fire?" he said gently.

“What if it’s Volos again? What if—”

“It’s not. He’s in prison.”

“What if it’s Westerbrook—” My voice broke. “What if he’s seeking vengeance for our messing up his schemes? What if Bob is dead or bewitched? Or turned into a flea and we’ll never find him because he’s so tiny?”

“We’ll find him, Fire. I promise. I’m on the way now. Stay where you are."

I tapped off the phone.

I was not going to stay where I was. I was going to keep searching for Bob. Following the tracks, I called his phone again.

“Hi, it’s Bob! Thanks for calling. Leave a message, and I look forward to calling you back. Talk soon…Again, this is Bob.”

“Fuck!”

I slapped my phone in rage, and the gallery of photos and videos popped open.

My finger hovered over a video thumbnail of Bob’s smiling face. I knew I shouldn’t torment myself by watching it while I ran, but I tapped it.

“I’m too sexy for my shirt…” Bob sang slowly.

On the little screen, he pulled his shirt off over his head, revealing his cut abs and pecs. He swung it over his head, his hips gyrating. “Too sexy for my shirt, too seexxxyyyyy,” he threw it toward the camera, toward me. I could hear my laughter in the background.

But I wasn’t laughing while watching the video. This time, I tried to hold back bloody tears and keep my legs moving through the forest.

“I’m too sexy for my pants…” Bob turned, the top of his ass peeking out of his jeans as he pushed them down a bit.

“Take it off, Magic Bob!” I said in the video.

“I’m too sexy for my pants, too sexy for yooouuuu.” He pushed his jeans an inch lower, showing off the top half of his curved ass.

“You are too sexy and too far away,” I whispered to the video.

“Turn that off, Saph,” Bob said over his shoulder, his summer sky blue eyes twinkling.

“Why? I want to save this for my spank bank.”

“Because I’m about to make you moan and quiver.” Bob’s voice dropped to a deep gravel. He bit his lip, and the video ended.

I squeezed my eyes shut, urging the ache in my chest to subside.

It didn’t.

I pressed the phone’s home button to close the video and tucked it back into my pocket.

“You’re going the wrong way,” a rumbling voice said behind me.

I whirled, coming face to face with a lanky man with fiery red hair, a sprinkle of freckles, and a scruffy beard.

“Aaahhh,” I yelped and leaped back, extending my claws. They cut through the tips of my gloves and stung in the sunlight.

“Aaahhh!” he also yelped and leaped back, extending his claws to mirror me. Well, not quite claws. His human hands shifted to tiny orange cat paws with tiny little claws stretching out from the tips. The rest of him remained a human-sized man.

“Nice toe beans,” I said.

He stared at me with wide eyes and a look of wonder under his flame of hair. His jeans were ripped at the thighs, revealing a hint of skin and a hint of leg hair a darker shade of red.

“Who the fuck are you?” I said.

"ButternutSquashHandsomeBoy, one word,” he said. “Or Handkerchief. You’re going the wrong way.”

Was he with the Bob-nappers and trying to throw me off their tail…I meant trail? I narrowed my eyes at him. “I’ll keep following the tracks, asshole."

“We don’t know each other well, but thank you.”

“What?”

“You called me an asshole, but you only turn your butthole to the ones you love. A butthole is a sign of trust.”

I opened my mouth to argue, then stopped. “Fair point. I only show my butthole to my favorite people.” I started walking backward along the muddy trail.

“That’s the wrong way!” Butternut Whatever said again. “It’s a… ummm…what’s the human word?” His hands shifted from tiny cat paws to man hands. He snapped his fingers as though he was a dick-canoe trying to summon a waiter. “Green fish! No, that’s not it. A purple tuna…an orange shark. A red herring!” he shouted finally. “It’s a red herring.”

“Ah-huh, Bob-napper,” I said and kept walking backward.

“I saw! I was hiding in the bushes there,” he said, pointing to a tangle of bare twigs, “watching a mouse. There was a terrible loud sound like five vacuums and these…” he snapped his fingers again. “like skis with chairs on them. Anyway! They sped by, scaring away the mice, and one of them had a man with his hands tied. He looked unconscious.”

My heart contracted on hearing about Bob being tied up in a non-sexy

way.

“That riding vacuum with the captured man went that way,” he said, pointing to a pile of bushes. “Another one of them stopped here. A man got off and dragged the bushes over the path, then he went the way you’re going. It’s a distraction like a feather on a string; you think it’s a bird, but it’s not a bird. The bird is flying away instead because Violet said you can’t eat birds.”

ButternutSquashHandsomeBoy—he was handsome—was so earnest that he reminded me of Bob. I stopped walking and glanced toward the bundle of bushes. There was a simple way to tell if he was lying or not.

I ran through the squelchy mud and tore the bushes aside. They lifted off the ground easily as though they weren’t rooted to the spot. Under them, the muddy ground was torn with the grooves of mud-do skis stretching into the distance.

But how did I know that this path led to Bob? Maybe HandsomeBoy was with the nappers and luring me away from the correct trail.

I wished Wim were here. He would be able to smell Bob on the wind. Maybe I should stay put until he arrived. If I went the wrong way, Wim would have to chase me down, and then we’d have to backtrack after the Bob-nappers. It’d waste time.

“Fuck!” I kicked the bushes. As I pulled my foot back, a tangle of sticks came with it, wrapped around my boot. “Fuck!” I kicked my foot while I hopped on one leg. “Fuck, fuck, fuck, get off, fuck!”

HandsomeBoy placed a steadying hand on my shoulder. I stopped hopping, leaning into his strong hand for support. He reached down and yanked the tangle of sticks from my sneaker.

“Thanks,” I said.

He stood a head taller than me. His dark eyes were wide and a little sad. He smelled of warmth and cedar. He leaned forward, and I raised my brows. Would I let him kiss me? Push him away?

He pressed his forehead to my forehead.

“Umm…What are you doing?”

“Head-butts are how you make friends,” he said. “We swap scents, and that means we’re friends.”

He did smell nice, and his skin was so warm where it touched mine just inside my hood. “Oh. I’ve never had a cat before.”

“You do now!” HandsomeBoy said cheerfully. He stepped back, and my heart dropped in disappointment. "Are we going the right way now?"

I shook my head clear. “I still don’t know that’s the right way.”

He gave me a vaguely judgmental look. “I don’t betray friends, and we head-butted. That’s a sacred pact. Besides, I wouldn’t lie to one of Oscar’s friends.”

I froze, feeling as though my blood had iced over.

“We weren’t friends. I just…” failed to save him.

HandsomeBoy frowned. “You were at the memorial.”

I eyed him. He had mentioned Violet the librarian, and she had been at the memorial with an orange cat on her lap…a cat that was a shade of ginger very similar to HandsomeBoy’s hair.

“How did you know Oscar?” I said. If HandsomeBoy was with the Bob thieves, he was fucking good at this manipulation thing.

“He used to come to the library. He had hair like mine, so I sat on his books when he tried to read.”

“In cat form, right? Were you planting your human ass on his books?”

“I might not remember a lot about how to human, but I know not to do that! Humans are strange about asses."

I had an urge then to look at his human ass…all this talk about butts.

“He stopped coming to the library,” HandsomeBoy said. “Then I saw in the newspaper that he died. I was sleeping on it in a sunbeam, but I started to read it and saw…. Well, it ruined all the sunbeams for a while.”

I sniffed back tears. “I’m sorry.”

HandsomeBoy frowned and stared at his feet. I did the same; his sneakers were holed, the laces missing.

“Nobody else should lose a friend,” he said, his voice full of a deep sorrow —the same kind of sadness I felt for Bradley.

I nodded and met HandsomeBoy’s black eyes. “Let’s go, then.” I turned to follow the tracks he said led to Bob.




Chapter 5

“Shifters have strong hearing, right?” I said as HandsomeBoy and I hurried through the forest. “Can you hear the mud-dos?”

“Those vacuum things with chairs on them? No, they’re too far. Too fast.” He frowned.

So did I. I picked up my pace to a jog. Fuck, I hated jogging. Those Bob-nappers would pay for taking my bright, cheerful Bob and for making me run.

I pulled out my phone and tapped Bob’s number.

Silence, and then a click and Bob’s cheerful voice.

“Hi, it’s Bob! Thanks for calling. Leave a message—” I hung up. I squeezed the phone so tight that it might bruise my palm.

HandsomeBoy made a strange chittering noise. I glanced at him. He ran next to me, but he stared up at the tree branches. I followed his gaze to birds hopping through the trees.

Most shifters acted very much human when in human form—and often when in animal form too. But not this guy.

“How long have you been a cat shifter?” I asked. As an undead creature of the dark, I didn’t need to breathe except to talk, so running didn’t leave me short of air.

“Let’s see…I was a human for twenty years, I think. Then a cat for twenty years because I got stuck. Then Evelyn got sick, and I learned how to shift so I could take care of her. I’ve been a cat and a human shifter for the last….” he paused as though counting in his head. “Ten years.”

“You’re fifty?” I said, looking him over again. He looked no older than thirty. A man in the prime of sexy-hotness, like a triple ice cream scoop on a waffle cone.

“I think the cat years didn’t human age me,” he said between breaths. “It’s like…what’s the human word? When you want dinner but it’s not dinner time and dinner time feels like it never comes…. Cats don’t track time the same, so I don’t remember the words…like you fall asleep and when you wake up, the sunbeam is the same place still.”

“A time vortex? A time bubble? Time freeze? Timewarp?”

“Something like that.”

"Why were you stuck in cat form?"

“It’s a story as long as my—”

“Cock.” I nodded sagely.

“Tail,” HandsomeBoy said.

“Is that what you call it?”

“The long thing near my butt, yes.”

“Hehehe, that’s still a cock.”

He didn’t answer, and I glanced sidelong at him. His expression was flat. Maybe he forgot human humor in all those cat years…or maybe he only laughed like a cat, which looked like not laughing at all.

“How did you end up stuck as a cat?” I asked again.

“I wasn’t a cat, at first," he huffed between breaths as we ran. “I was a human guy for twenty years. There was a house in the woods near our town and rumors that it belonged to a witch. So, some friends and I got drunk, and they dared me to break in.”

I rolled my eyes. “You sound like a giant dick cruise ship. Too dickish to be a dick-canoe or a dick-rowboat. A big ole dick cruise ship with dick-shaped water slides and…I should write this down. This is a great business idea!”

“Yeah, the witch thought I was an unburied shit turd too,” HandsomeBoy said. “I woke up as a cat in the middle of the forest. I thought I was tripping bear balls…too high to be tripping human-sized balls. I was bear ball high.”

“Been there, done that, got the mug shot.”

“Is that like a cup you push off a table?”

“Yes,” I said. "A souvenir mug from the police department.”

“Oohhh, you mean an arrest photo. Anyway, I didn’t know how to cat. At all.”

“You barely know how to human.”

“I know. I starved, froze, lost a fight to a raccoon…until I stumbled onto this little shed at the edge of the woods where an old woman—that was Evelyn—fed cats and provided shelters for warmth. Eventually, she took me inside and named me ButternutSquashHandsomeBoy—one word.”

“Cute,” I said dryly.

“Then, Evelyn got sick and—” He froze.

I stopped running and turned to him. But he looked away from me and stared back the way we had come. “There’s a thumping,” he whispered, “getting louder and…” He sniffed the air, and his eyes went wide. “Dog!”

“It’s Wim!”

HandsomeBoy gave me that flat look that I guessed was a questioning glance in cat-speak.

“He’s my bedfellow.”

“Bedfellow?” HandsomeBoy seemed to think for a moment. “In the cuddle and groom sense or the bite and hump sense?”

“The second one and then the first one and then the second one again.”

A massive black wolf with piercing green eyes burst from the trees and slid to the stop before me. A backpack was strapped around his middle and behind his front legs.

A moment later, Ford in full, regal Pegasus form trotted down the path. Well…not quite regal with the mud staining his white coat.

“Ford!” I said.

He tossed his mane and neighed.

HandsomeBoy backed away to stand behind me and peer over my head at them.

Wim shifted into a human, wearing a faux leather jacket and boots that were too nice for this muddy weather. Ford remained a Pegasus, because there wasn’t enough pollen yet to make him sneeze. I was looking forward to his sneezing fits when spring came in full force. He’d be shifting more than a dude with hemorrhoids on a stool.

“Who the hell is that?” Wim said, nodding to HandsomeBoy.

“ButternutSquashHandsomeBoy—one word. Or Handkerchief,” the cat shifter said.

Wim smirked. “Is there a shorter version?”

“Buttery Butter Sweet-sweet is what Evelyn called me when I was good.”

“What are you called when you’re bad? " Wim said with a smirk.

HandsomeBoy frowned. “Nothing. I got the spritz bottle.” He pounced at Wim, getting so close that their noses touched. Wim blinked in surprise.

“But you don’t get to spritz me, Wolf! I won’t stand for it.” HandsomeBoy sniffed Wim. “You’re one of Sapphire’s colony.”

“Umm…” Wim started.

HandsomeBoy pressed his forehead to Wim’s.

I stifled a laugh as Wim’s mouth fell open. “Fire…what’s he doing?”

“Now we’re friends,” HandsomeBoy said. He stepped past Wim to Ford and sniffed his horse nose. “You’re a shifter. Hi!” He pressed his forehead to Ford’s horsey face.

Ford blinked and pressed his head back. I snorted. Sweet Ford.

“We’re friends now too,” HandsomeBoy said.

Wim glanced at me with a “what the fuck” look. I shrugged. “He’s been a cat for a long time.”

“That doesn’t explain where he came from or who he is.”

"He saw where the Bob-nappers went,” I said.

HandsomeBoy pointed.

“Yes, I know,” Wim said dryly.

“Good. Let’s get going,” I said. “You can run. I will ride Ford—”

“Ahhhh…ahhh….” Ford said, his horse face scrunching up. He sneezed, big globs of horse snot hitting the mud. He shifted into a gorgeous, completely naked man.

HandsomeBoy looked him over with a curious expression.

“Or, we’ll walk,” I said.

“Sorry, Sapphire,” Ford said, looking at his feet in the mud.

Wim sighed, took off his backpack and tossed it to Ford.

“Thanks, my good dude,” Ford said, opening it to pull out clothing and boots.

“You and HandsomeBoy can run ahead,” I said.

“HandsomeBoy?” Wim said, crossing his arms.

“That’s his name.”

Wim snorted. “I’m not calling him that.”

“You can call me Handkerchief. That’s what Violet calls me because of the white fur around my neck.”

“Well, what was your cat name? Not the one your human gave you. The one you gave yourself,” Wim said.

“Cats don’t need names to know who we are. We know each other by

scent.”

“How about we shorten Butternut and call you Buster?” Wim said.

“No,” I said. “I don’t want no scrubs.”

“Huh?"

“A scrub is a guy who thinks he’s fine. Also known as a buster, always thinking about what he wants and just sits on his broke ass, so…” I kept waiting for one of them to say that’s enough Fire, okay, I get it Saph. But they didn’t, so I had to sing the entire song as I moonwalked and roboted in the mud.

If Bob were here, he’d laugh and dance too.

That made me stop, my hands falling to my sides. I glanced away into the forest. Where are you, Bob? Are you okay?

Wim squeezed my shoulder. “We’ll find him,” he said as though reading my mind. “Then you’ll have someone to clap while you sing and dance badly.”

“Bob says I dance well,” I whispered.

“I don’t want to be a buster,” HandsomeBoy said, his face falling into a frown. “Though I am broke…but it’s not my fault! I could never get a job after Evelyn, Peanutbutterjiggles, and Sparky…” he swallowed. “Anyway, I can’t get a job because I have no ID and no job experience—though I’ve been a library cat for a while. But no one thinks that’s a real job. It’s hard, though! You have to sleep on bookshelves and meow at people who are too loud and learn the entire Dewey Decimal System. But even without money, I can get food sometimes because Violet gives me kitty kibble, and the library workers leave human food in the break room overnight. Plus, if you look sad and ask nicely, sometimes people give you food.” He gave us a big-eyed, sad stare.

Ford sighed and reached into his backpack, handing HandsomeBoy a granola bar. He grabbed it with both hands. “Chocolate! I could never eat this as a cat. You are a good friend, horse-man.”

Ford smiled warmly. “You can call me Ford.”

“Oh, right. Humans prefer names to scents, and I’m human now. What’s your name?” He turned to Wim.

“Thicc Dick McSexyAss.”

I elbowed him.

“What?”

“He’s Wim,” I said. “And I’m Sapphire or whatever scent-name you have for me—”

“Pretty, warm scent!”

My skin tingled pleasantly. Wim quirked an eyebrow at me.

“Anyway, let’s get going. We’ve wasted enough time.” I marched deeper into the forest, Wim at my side, sniffing the air.

I glanced back at Ford and HandsomeBoy walking side-by-side. “You said you were a human first,” I said to the cat shifter. “What was your name then?”

“Oh! I haven’t used that name in a long time. It was…umm…let’s see…” His face scrunched up in an adorable way as he thought. “Carlyle Yang O’Mallory.”

“Carlyle, it is,” Wim said.

“What was wrong with HandsomeBoy?” I said, smirking at him. “It’s factually correct.”

“Only if you’re going to call me Thicc Dick McSexyAss from now on." He tried to pout, but it didn’t hide the glint in his forest-green eyes.

“How about Thin Dick McFloppyAss?” I said.

“Thicc Ass, more like it,” Ford muttered.

Wim’s head whipped around to him.

Ford blushed. Standing naked in the middle of Jewels Cafe didn’t make Ford blush, but one half-smoldering, half-angry look from Wim did.

Ford looked away, up at the trees. “Oh, look at the birds.”

“Birds?!” HandsomeBoy said and dropped into a crouch.

Wim crossed his arms and glared at me.

I shrugged. “He seemed sad about something.”

HandsomeBoy stared up at the birds and wiggled his ass.

“Just don’t go bringing home ferals,” Wim said.

“What are you suggesting?” I hissed.

“You’re not this nice to any man unless you intend to fuck him.” He started stomping down the path.

“Well…yeah,” I said, because he was entirely right.

HandsomeBoy leaped into the air and grabbed the side of a tree, but his clawless human hands couldn’t grip it, and he dropped to the ground. “Turds. I’m going to have to shift if I’m going to catch enough dinner for everyone.”

“Ummm…” I said.

“Ummm…” Ford said.

Wim nudged me. “He eats birds,” he muttered. “You still interested?”

“You ate birds until the gobble incident.” If Bob were here, he’d startle at the word gobble…and say I was a pretty turkey.

He was a sweetheart, but since meeting me, he’d witnessed a murder, been shot at, and Bob-napped—twice. Now, who knew what those Bob thieves were doing to him.

Knowing me was dangerous…. I glanced at HandsomeBoy. He had already lost a friend due to my fuck-up. Being near me might put him at risk, as it had poor Bob.




Chapter 6

“I brought Bob’s laptop,” Ford said. “If his phone is on, we can use Find My Device to track him.”

I pulled out my phone and dialed Bob’s cell. Again, it went straight to voicemail. “Bob never turned off his phone…because there might be an emergency or a telemarketer to chat with.”

The men fell silent around me. Wim took my hand, but I pulled away.

“We don’t know Bob’s password to get into his computer anyway,” Ford said gently.

“It’s probably ‘password,’ ” Wim said.

Ford shot him a frown. “Have some faith in the man.”

“This is Bob.”

I shot Wim a glare. He shrugged. “What? The guy emails Nigerian princes to wish them well.”

I snorted softly. My sweet Bob. “But he was never dumb enough to send them money.”

“We’ll prove you wrong, Wim,” Ford said. As we walked, he pulled a silver laptop from the backpack. Wim took the bag and Ford balanced the laptop on one hand as he typed with the other.

“It’s not ‘password.’ ”

“Haha,” I said and elbowed Wim. “You see?”

“Try ‘password12345.’ ”

I fell back to walk next to Ford. He typed in the password, and the desktop appeared with a photo of Bob and me at the Silver Springs winter carnival. Bob grinned bright as a summer day with a cardboard crown balanced on his sunny hair. He held up a puff of pink cotton candy with his other arm around my shoulder. It was so cold that day. He was so warm, enough to keep my undead limbs from going stiff.

“Bob…”

“It was ‘password12345,’ ” Ford said.

Wim laughed. “Told you.”

“It’s not that he’s dumb,” I said. “It’s that he doesn’t think anyone would hack him.”

“I know,” Wim said, his tone going almost sad. “He never thinks anyone would hurt him.”

My heart was still, dead again despite my other men being here. “We have to hurry. Carlyle, can you shift so Ford can sniff you and sneeze?”

“Ummm…that’s not a sex thing, is it?”

“It is not, my good cat,” Ford said.

“Okay, then,” HandsomeBoy said.

Ford undressed, folding his coat and pants before tucking them into the backpack. I watched and made “bow chicka wowa” noises.

Ford’s thick, gorgeous cock twitched, growing half hard. Only half? Hell, I was splooshing so hard, you could surf in my panties.

“This sounds like a sex thing,” Carlyle said. He had turned his back to naked Ford and shifted into a lean, orange cat with a wide tomcat face. No wonder his human friend had named him HandsomeBoy.

Ford crouched over Carlyle and breathed deep. “Ahhhh…choo!”

Where Ford and his cheese grater abs had been stood a white Pegasus.

Shit. I missed the old view.

“I’ll run ahead and track Bob’s scent,” Wim said.

I grabbed the backpack, tightened my hood against the sun, and pulled myself onto Ford’s back.

“What about me?” Carlyle said. I turned to the now human ginger.

“Should I run too?”

No, we were leaving him behind where he would be safe. “Thanks for your help, HandsomeBoy.”

He smiled at the name, and my neck felt oddly warm. That smile was small, almost shy, but it made his face brighten.

“Head back to the library. We’ve got it from here,” I said.

He gave me that flat, vaguely judgmental look again. “You need my help. The man-nappers will be dangerous.”

“Yeah, that’s why you can’t come. Hell, even Ford shouldn’t be here.”

He neighed and stomped a hoof. “Sorry, Ford. Actually…no, not sorry. You’ve already been shot once.”

“We’re wasting time,” Wim said.

“You’re right. Let’s go.”

Wim shifted from a man I’d like to surf my panties to a massive black wolf. He bounded through the forest, and Ford leaped after him. I squeezed my thighs around his horse torso to hold on—just like I squeezed them around his head to hold on to a different type of ride.

“I’ll visit you at the library,” I shouted to Carlyle. It was a lie to make him feel a little better about being left behind. I had failed to save his friend from grisly murder. I didn’t need to put Carlyle in danger too.

As we raced through the forest, I leaned forward and whispered dirty things in Ford’s ear. Let’s see if I could give the Pegasus a full hard-on. Hehehe.

We had been running for half an hour when we burst from the forest into a clearing with a massive log mansion. The snowmobile tracks cut through the waterlogged ground toward the building’s garage.

My heart leaped to life, racing in excitement. This was the headquarters of the Bob-nappers. We’d have him back soon.

Wolfie Wim sniffed the air and growled low in his throat. I slipped off Ford’s back and flexed my hands, readying my claws.

Wim shifted to human form. Unlike Ford, he was able to shift his clothing so it reappeared. “Well, this looks like a serial killer’s house.”

Ford neighed and stomped. I turned to him, and he pointed a hoof at a sign by a nearby road. “Silver Springs Bed and Breakfast.”

“Those weird creepsters. Now we know why the place is invite-only,” Wim said.

“I thought they were just kinky,” I said.

“You don’t have to hide that in Silver Springs. There’s an entire shifter porn industry.”

“I know, but I figured they filmed those here. Apparently, they steal Bobs instead.”

“What’s…the…plan?” a rumble of a voice huffed behind us.

“Aaah,” I said and whirled.

“Aahh,” Wim said and whirled.

“Neigh,” Ford said and flew into the air.

Carlyle HandsomeBoy stood at the forest edge, his hands on his knees as he gasped for air. “Give…me…a…minute.”

My mouth fell open as though I was waiting at a glory hole. But my heart went soft, like that cock the one time I tried a glory hole. “You ran all the way here after us?”

He nodded.

“Are cats built for that?”

He shook his head. “We’re built for speed over short distances—”

“Why did you follow us?”

“Because he wants to eat your…fish taco,” Wim whispered in my ear.

I elbowed him in his sexy, sexy abs. “Maybe he’s here for your cocktail wiener.”

Ford landed on the grass beside me. “Neigh, neigh, neigh.”

Carlyle pushed himself upright, his freckled face flush from his run. “I want to help. Sometimes we lose people and cats because we don’t fight hard enough, and…” he sniffed and said nothing else.

Ah shit. He looked sad again.

Wim shot me a look. “We already have a tooth-rottenly sweet man.”

“I don’t want to fuck every guy I meet.”

“Don’t you?”

“Only the hot ones. Speaking of which, let’s go save our Bob!”

I marched toward the house. As a vampire, I was invincible to guns, probably, so I was the best person to lead the charge. The garage door stood open with two snowmobiles sitting inside, so I headed for that.

Wim sniffed the air. “Bob was here, along with humans and…maple syrup? Their scents are mixed with it.”

Huh. Bob did mention something about a good deal on maple syrup. Well, we’d find out once we fought the Bob-nappers and saved him.

“Ford, Carlyle, stay behind us. You’ll be backup,” I said. I knew there was no point in trying to leave them out of the fight. They wouldn’t listen, but maybe I could end the battle before they were pulled into it.

Marching up to the garage door that led into the house, I flicked out my claws. Wim shifted to become a strong wolf.

I kicked the door. It crashed open, and I leaped through with my claws ready.

Chryso, one of Emerald’s men, stood in the hall, wearing nothing but briefs that said “release the kraken.” A basket of fresh cucumbers was tucked under his arm.

Emerald, who’d moved to town a few months ago, and her men were always friendly, though strange. I never suspected they’d be responsible for napping my Bob.

“Where’s Bob, you floppy dick, cucumber fucker?” I slashed at him with my claws.

Chryso flinched and held the cucumber basket before his face. My claws sunk into one of the vegetables. Fruits? Edible dildos?

I yanked my hand back and a fucking cucumber came with it, my claws embedded deep inside. “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” I said.

Wim growled and stalked toward Chryso.

He took a step back. “What is going on?”

I grabbed the cucumber with my free hand and yanked it from my claws. I threw it at the man, but he ducked. Fuck, if Bob were here, he wouldn’t have missed. Bob had a good arm.

“It smells like fish in here,” Carlyle said.

“Great, it is a porno house. Stay behind me,” I ordered. Not that it did much good since he was a foot taller than I was.

Chryso’s eyes fixed on Carlyle, rather than on me or Wim, the massive wolf stalking toward him.

“You’re a cat,” he growled.

“You’re a tuna,” Carlyle growled back.

“I’m a—” he cut himself off, then started again. “I’m a kraken shifter, you demon animal.”

Chryso grabbed a cucumber from his basket and thrust it towards Carlyle.

The cat man snatched it from him. “We could use this for a tuna salad,” he said as he stalked toward Chryso.

Sploosh, there was something of a predator in this cheery cat dude.

“What is going on?” a woman demanded.

Emerald stood at the end of the hall, her green eyes blazing.

And to think, I had liked her. “Where’s Bob?” I shouted.

“Why would I know that?”

“Because the Bob-nappers came here! Free my Bob or I’ll claw your calamari bedfellow.”

Emerald’s eyes widened in fear. Her mouth set in a hard line, and she marched toward us. “Are you high, Sapphire? I haven’t seen your boyfriend, and we definitely didn’t kidnap him.”

“You lying bi—”

“Fire,” Wim said.

I froze and glanced over my shoulder at him. He had shifted from wolf to human. “She’s telling the truth. There’s no Bob scent inside the house. He’s not here.”

“Then why do the snowmobile tracks lead here? Why is Bob’s scent in the garage?”

“Maybe they were here and left.”

“Criminals were at my house? Let me see,” Emerald said. She pushed past us to the garage, her hands fisting at her side.

“Where the fuck is our car?”

Chryso crab-walked around Carlyle and slipped through the garage door.

“Someone stole the car,” he said.

The Bob-nappers were moving faster than ever. If they kept the car windows up and doors closed, Wim wouldn’t be able to track his scent anymore.

“No, no, no,” I said, trying not to let bloody tears fall.

We had lost Bob.




Chapter 7

We sat at the B&B’s kitchen island with mugs of cucumber tea. Ford was still in his Pegasus form, and his long horse tongue lapped tea from a mug.

I was too forlorn to even think dirty thoughts about his tongue. That sexy, clit-licking tongue.

Emerald’s three men—Chryso, Maw, and Vesuv—sat across from Carlyle. They had stacked a little wall of cucumbers on the counter between them and the cat shifter. Carlyle poked at a slice of cucumber floating in his cup.

“Sorry about the door,” I said.

“And for calling me a floppy dick cucumber fucker,” Chryso said.

“Well…not that cucumber fucker part. I mean…what’s with all the cucumbers?”

“Cats,” Maw growled.

“Well, that’s racist,” I said.

“It’s not when they’re always trying to bite us!” Maw said.

“Something does smell fishy here,” Carlyle said, poking his cucumber again.

“You see,” Maw said.

Carlyle scoffed. “I don’t eat anyone who talks.”

“Not even if they ask nicely,” I said and nudged him. “Eh? Eh?”

He smiled into his mug.

But that ended the levity. Silence fell over the room once again, except for the sound of Ford licking his tea.

Carlyle poked a cucumber on the counter. “And I’m not scared of cucumbers…anymore.”

“Why are cats scared of them?” I said.

“They look like snakes. But I’m not scared because I’m humaning now so I can find my mate.” He shifted on the kitchen stool so he was an inch closer to me.

The warmth coming off his body drew me in like metal to a magnet. I tensed so I wouldn’t lean toward him. “Wouldn’t your mate be another cat shifter?” I said.

“Maybe. Maybe not.” He poked a cucumber again.

“Stop that!” Chryso snapped.

“My mate isn’t a wolf,” Wim said and kissed my hair.

I smiled at him despite the dead weight in my chest.

Carlye glanced at us and away quickly.

“And ours isn’t a…kraken shifter,” Vesuv said.

“Is your mate Violet the librarian?” I asked Carlyle. He seemed to be close to her.

He shook his head. “She’s a friend. A lonely elderly librarian and a library cat. Sometimes, I’d knock things over just so she’d have something to do on boring shifts.”

“Wait,” Wim said, “you’re the Silver Springs Public Library cat? The one from Instagram?” He shifted to pull his phone from his pocket and tapped to bring up a series of photos. An orange cat with a white neck loafing on a bookshelf. An orange cat sleeping on a book cart. An orange cat licking himself on a keyboard.

“Awwww,” I said.

“Don’t get attached,” Wim muttered against my hair.

“I’m not.”

I couldn’t, not with Bob missing. I slid my hand into my pocket and along my phone, pressing the buttons just to keep my fingers busy. I should call again, see if Bob picked up this time…but I also knew he wouldn’t. If he could call, he would have.

“Hey, Saph!” Bob said.

I startled and whirled, my gaze flying around the living room. “Bob?”

“I’m Spider-Man, Saph!”

My heart cracked like a dropped cup. I pulled the phone from my pocket. Somehow, while fiddling with it, I had started playing a video.

Bob in a full spandex Spider-Man costume crouched on the top of a bus shelter. I never did learn how he got up there. A jack-o'-lantern shaped bucket perched next to him.

Kids in Halloween costumes with their candy bags gathered at the foot of the bus shelter and gazed up at him.

“Spider-Man?” one of them said in a high-pitched voice.

“That’s me!” Bob said. In red and blue spandex with the mask over his face, he looked just like the hero. “I do whatever a spider can. Spin a web any size, also, I give out candy.”

He reached into his bucket and leaned forward to drop candy into the children’s waiting bags.

I never much cared for kids, but Bob had a way of making my heart go soft over things I was hardened against. He had done it on Halloween. Now, he was doing it again, and he wasn’t even here.

“Thank you, Spider-Man,” the kids said.

“Your friendly neighborhood Spider-Man is happy to help,” Bob said.

As the kids ran off, the camera bounced and moved closer to SpiderBob.

“You look good in spandex,” I said in the video. “I can see—”

“Saph, not in front of the kids.”

“Do you have any candy for me?”

“I have something better,” Bob said.

The roof of the bus shelter was rimmed with an upraised edge, like a small wall. SpiderBob sat on it and leaned back, dropping headfirst toward the ground.

“Bob!” video Sapphire cried.

Bob bobbed to a stop with his head halfway down the shelter. The video trailed up his body, taking in his every muscle and bulge—and caught sight of his knees hooked around the roof’s edge.

“Hey, Saph,” Bob said.

The video whipped back to his face as he pulled his mask down to reveal his mouth.

Video Saph chucked—and so did I while watching it. The video swirled to face the street, but I remembered the kiss.

It was awkward, messy because he was upside down. Afterward, he wasn’t sure how to get back up. But I wouldn’t have traded it for the best kiss from an actor named Chris.

“Is that Bob?” Carlyle said over my shoulder.

“Yeah,” I said and tapped the phone off.

“Does he really have spider powers? You never know in Silver Springs. I met this lizard in a pet shop and thought he was just a lizard until he started talking…apparently cats and lizards speak the same language.”

“No, he doesn’t have any powers,” I said. “He’s just Bob. And that’s enough.”

Carlyle rubbed my back, and I didn’t pull away from his warm touch.

Emerald climbed from her stool and stood at the end of the kitchen island. “Maybe we can help. First, why would anyone kidnap Bob?”

I clutched the warm mug between my hands—but didn’t drink it because urgh, tea. “They’re from a place that lacks cheerfulness and naive decency?”

“So, they’re from anywhere,” Wim said.

I snorted despite myself.

“Do you know who they are?” Emerald asked.

I shook my head. “I saw one, but I didn’t recognize him.”

“They’re human, by their scents,” Wim said. “And they like maple syrup. Beyond that, I have no idea. Now that they’re in a car with the windows up, I can’t smell them.”

“Ford flew around the area, but didn’t see the car,” I added.

Wim placed a warm arm around my shoulders and squeezed me close against his side. I stared down at the cucumber slices in my mug.

“I keep calling his phone, but…” I pulled my cell out and dialed on speaker. It went straight to voicemail.

“Hi, it’s Bob! Thanks for calling. Leave a message, and I look forward to calling you back. Talk soon…Again, this is Bob.”

I pressed my lips together and hung up. “All Bob wanted was to open a diner…with a pond…and a Ferris wheel, apparently. Now, he’s…” I stopped before I started crying blood.

“Do you have another car we could borrow?” Wim asked Emerald and her men.

They were silent, and I glanced up. The men avoided our gazes, and Emerald looked questioningly at them.

“What?” I demanded.

“Not exactly a car,” Emerald said, slowly.

“Emerald,” Maw warned.

“A spell?” I asked.

“Not quite that either,” Emerald said. She turned to her men. “I know we shouldn’t tell them, but…kidnappers. Bob’s life could be in danger.”

“Ours might be too, if you tell them,” Vesuv whispered.

“It’s not a car and not a spell,” Wim said. “What, are you aliens with a spaceship in the basement?” He chuckled, and I smiled a little at the gruff sound of his laugh.

Emerald and her men glanced away from us.

Wim stopped laughing.

“Oh, shit,” I said. “You are aliens with a spaceship in the basement.”

“It’s not a spaceship,” Chryso said.

“Are we high?” Wim whispered in my ear, his breath stirring my hair. “Are these cucumbers actually shrooms?”

“Yes,” I whispered back. “You couldn’t resist the long, penis-shaped shrooms.” I turned to the men. “This does explain why you hide and yet there’s no porno shoot happening here.” I jerked a finger over my shoulder to their massive and definitely not full of fucking living room.

“Why would there be a…you know what? Never mind,” Emerald said.

“Are you an alien?”

“I thought they were fish,” Carlyle said.

“I’m human,” Emerald said. “They aren’t fish, they’re aquatic aliens.”

I squinted at them. “They look human and fairly hot.”

“Fairly?” Chryso said. “We’re smoking hot!”

“The human form is a disguise,” Vesuv said in his soft voice. “Emerald, is it wise to tell them all this?”

She took a deep breath. “We have to help.”

Maw sighed and turned to me and my guys. “If you tell anyone, we will come for you.”

“For anal probing?” I asked.

“No! We only do that with our mate—”

Emerald cleared her throat to cut off Chryso.

“I mean, no,” Chryso said “We’ll come for you—”

“Hehehe—”

“In the usual threatening way. We have eyes everywhere.”

“If you can help save Bob, your secret probing house will remain secret.”

“It’s not…you know what? Never mind,” Emerald said. “We’re not doing this for you and your probing obsession. This is for Bob, because he was always kind when delivering ice cream.”

Everyone liked Bob. Why would anyone want to hurt him? Unless it was to get back at me for fucking up Westerbrook’s plans.

“We can track the car,” Vesuv said. He touched something on his wrist, and a little computer appeared strapped to his forearm. “Once we have the coordinates, we can teleport to it.”

My mouth fell open. “What, like a Stargate? Or a TARDIS? Or hyperspace? Or that episode of The Simpsons Treehouse of Horror? Or—”

I waited for someone to stop me, but no one did.

“I’m out of things,” I said.

“A wardrobe to Narnia,” Carlyle said.

“Ooh, good one.”

“It’s like a Stargate, kind of,” Emerald said. “We’ll track the car and take you to it. We’ll get Bob and our car back.”

“Huzzah!” I said, throwing my fist into the air and freezing like the end of a movie.

“The 1930s called, they want their word back,” Wim said.

“Time has no meaning when you’re as old as I am,” I said. “Now, hurry the fuck up.” I jumped down off the kitchen stool and pulled my hood up against the sun.

We gathered in a tight circle…well, as tight as possible with Ford as a massive fucking horse. Maw, Chryso, and Vesuv circled us and tapped on their wrist computers.

“Is your only alien trait those computers?” I said. “Doesn’t that make you cyborgs?”

“Oh, they have other traits,” Emerald said.

I raised my eyebrows. “Are they…as big as krakens? Do they have suckers on their—”

They tapped the device on their wrist computers, and the world disappeared.




Chapter 8

One moment, we were standing in the kitchen. The next, we were standing in a gravel parking lot. Motorcycles, shiny and chrome, lined the lot around a squat concrete building. Fights and country music poured from it.

“Yep, definitely high,” Wim said. “Are my pupils dilated?” He stared at me with his eyes open wide.

I scrunched up my face as though thinking and leaned in close to him, my lips brushing his. “No, they’re as small as your dick hole.”

“That’s even worse!”

Emerald cleared her throat and pointed behind me. I turned to face a black SUV—Emerald’s car. My heart leaped into my throat. Bob and his kidnappers were nearby!

“Bob!” I shouted and yanked open a car door. Greenish light filled the car from the dashboard, but it was otherwise empty.

This was worse than an empty ice cream carton. “Fuck!”

Wim pressed against my back, warm and steady. He sniffed loudly.

“Bob was here…and a few human men…and maple syrup?” He stepped back, sniffing the air. “The whole area smells of them…leading to…”

His boots crunched on the gravel as he crossed the parking lot. I followed on his heels.

“Here,” Wim stopped at a blank spot in the lot.

I stared down at the car tracks in the damp gravel.

“Wim?”

He sniffed, looking around. “Fire, I’m sorry. The scent fades away. They must have switched cars and took off.”

I slumped against him, and he wrapped his arms around me, holding me up. His strong hand stroked my head, unable to reach my hair because of the hoodie I had to wear against the sun.

This was why I didn’t want any partners. Sure, the orgies were fun. The warm cuddles made my heart beat and the regular blood meals were convenient…but eventually, I’d lose the men.

I just didn’t think it would happen so soon.

Wim’s chest rose and fell under my cheek as he sniffed the air. His heartbeat was steady and calm—how was he so calm at a time like this? I squeezed my eyes shut, so I didn’t cry blood tears on his jacket.

“Bob and the Bob-nappers went into the bar,” he said. “Someone must have seen something. If they know the type of car, we could call the police and have them look for it too.”

I nodded.

“Neigh,” Ford said, and his horse nose nuzzled my head. I smiled a little, despite myself.

“Neigh, neigh.” He was trying to tell me something, but I didn’t speak Pegasus.

I lifted my head to meet his eyes—the same soulful brown eyes Ford had in human form. He ruffled his wings, and I understood.

“We can fly around the area and look for cars.”

Ford nodded his Pegasus head like a sage mystic in some Greek myth.

“While you do that, I’ll ask around in the bar,” Wim said.

I pulled myself away from him and turned to Emerald and her men. Carlyle eyed the aliens with a hungry look in his eyes. He always seemed hungry. Did he get enough to eat as a library cat?

“Emerald, squid dudes,” I said, “thank you for your help.”

“Bring the car back when you find Bob,” Maw said and handed me a set of keys.

“Thank you. Umm, can…can you track Bob’s phone?”

Maw shook his head. “We’d need to have a lock on it first. We have one built into the car.”

“Oh…” I wiped my eyes. “Well…do you have ray guns?” I said to change the subject to something happier. “Pew, pew, pew!”

Maw frowned at me. Emerald sighed.

“We don’t release our ray guns around anyone except our mate,” Chryso said with a grin. “Then, all the pew, pew, pew!”

Emerald elbowed him, and he grinned wider.

I was starting to like him. “Sorry I tried to claw your face.”

“I’d do the same if I thought you had kidnapped my mate.”

Maw lifted his wrist and touched the device there.

“Hold on! You have someone else coming with you,” I said. I whirled and jogged over to Carlyle.

He smiled, small and warm.

Of course, he was going to make this hard. “You’re going back with Emerald and her spacemen.”

His smile vanished. “You’re leaving me behind again.”

“It’s safer. Look, Ford and Wim, they’re already in love with me, so they’re fucked. You still have a chance of a long, safe life. Go back to the library and raid the break room fridge. Sleep in a sunbeam or…” I glanced up at the darkening sky. “A moonbeam.”

“Libraries and towns aren’t always safe,” he said, softly. “You can lose people there too.”

I pressed my lips together and took his hand. I shouldn’t—not with Wim and Ford here. But my palm itched to touch his warm skin, and my heart itched to ease the pain in his voice. “I know, HandsomeBoy, I know. You’ll still be safer in town than with me. No need for someone else to get hurt.”

He met my eyes. “You leaving me hurts.”

“Why? We barely know each other.”

“I like your scent.” He pressed his forehead to mine, a sweet warm pressure. “We head-butted. I’m your cat now, and you’re my vampire.”

Ahhhhh fuuuccckkkk, he was too sweet to hurt.

He smelled of sandalwood, and his breath caressed my lips like gentle, warm fingers. His dark eyes bore into mine with a yearning and heat that couldn’t entirely hide the sorrow deep inside them.

“I…I think you’re my mate,” he whispered.

I startled so hard our foreheads bumped together.

“Ow,” Carlyle said. His knuckles brushed my forehead as he rubbed his own. “That head-butt was too hard.”

“You…I…what…huh?”

His eyes, gazing into mine, were soft and sad. “When our eyes met the first time, it was like…” He snapped his fingers, trying to think of the words. “Walls around my heart that I didn’t know were there crumbled to dust, like a kitty litter clump.”

“That’s the first time someone referenced piss in a declaration of love.”

“Clumps are bad. It’s good if clumps fall.”

“Not if you’re scooping it.”

Carlyle made a face. “I’m trying to be a proper human, but it’s been so long. Fuck! No wonder you want to leave me.”

“Carlyle…” I reached out and touched his arm with the tips of my gloved hands. “It’s not the cat stuff…it’s more complicated than that. There was a spell. It should be broken, but maybe it’s not, and it’s affecting you. Worse, I didn’t—” Feel anything when I met you. I stopped talking before I finished that thought and hurt his feelings.

I liked Carlyle, and he was handsome enough to toss my pants at him. But I hadn’t felt the sudden spike of love and lust and the orange mystical sex light that had come with the love spell.

So, if I had broken the spell, why did this shifter think I was his mate? Did he confuse boners with mate connections? And really, who wouldn’t get a boner around me? This was one sexy hoodie I had on.

“You don’t feel it,” Carlyle said, his voice barely audible.

“Vampires don’t have fated mates,” I said. “So, I wouldn’t anyway.”

He perked up like a dick in the morning. “Okay, this is weird then, but cross-species mates are a thing. I read all about it at the library…anyway, so…umm…” Suddenly he was shy, glancing away and flexing his fingers open and closed. “You’re my mate. Since we met, my heart’s been in a sunbeam that never faded or moved across the room.”

Ooohhh fuck. He was going to get to me with talk like that. My jaded, cynical self had a chink in it, and he was stabbing right into that opening. He could stab into another of my openings too.

“Sapphire?” Carlyle whispered.

I shook my head. “Sorry, I was thinking about your cock.”

His eyebrows shot up.

I took his hands, and he leaned forward to press his forehead to mine and nuzzle it a bit. His warmth spread through my face and head like a hot shower.

“You know, I’m really good at licking pussy…get it?”

I giggled like an idiot.

“Seriously, though…we’re meant to be. I know it. I want to bask in your sunbeam and make you happier than…what’s a human happy thing? Chocolate?”

Noooo, he was making my insides squishy.

“I was going to say catnip, but I know that doesn’t make sense to humans and vampires, and I have to human now to make you happy.”

“Carlyle,” I paused and took a deep breath, so I could say all this in one go and get it over with like douching a butt. “Carlyle, I like you. You’re adorable and kind and hot, but you will be in danger if you stay near me. Besides, this fated mates thing is just a crush. My men and I aren’t fated or mates; we chose this. You should, too. Don’t follow some shit based on smell or eye contact or whatever that might not be real anyway.”

“It’s real,” Carlyle whispered, giving me a pleading look. “I loved Peanutbutterjiggles and Sparky and Evelyn, but not like this. This is something different. This is like what the storybooks say. I never believed it was real before I met you.”

Shhiitttt. He was really working that hole in my armor. Was he this good at working all the holes? I shoved the thought aside.

“Go home,” I forced myself to say. “So you’ll be safe.”

“I haven’t had a home since Evelyn died.”

I had so many questions about that, but something in his tone told me that this would be a long, sad story. I didn’t have time or energy for it now. Bob and his nappers might be nearby, and we might catch them if we kept moving.

I sighed and stepped back from him. “Stay away from danger, HandsomeBoy. And that means staying away from me.”

I turned to the others. Wim crossed his arms and shot me a glare that I ignored. I could get close to whomever I wanted; I didn’t need his permission.

“Try to take the cat with you, if he’ll go,” I said to Emerald. Chyrso eyed Carlyle with a curl of his lip.

“I’m not leaving,” Carlyle called.

Of course he wasn’t. I’d have to leave him, so he could realize he didn’t want me after all. Let the lust wear off. But fuck, a part of me hoped I would fail to ditch him.

I adjusted the backpack on my shoulders, patted Ford’s sleek, soft neck, and fisted my hands into his mane to pull myself onto his back.

“I’ll ask around and call you if I get info on the car,” Wim said.

“Don’t frighten the biker gangs too badly, Wolfie.”

Wim grinned his best predatory grin that sent a tremor of heat down my spine and to my thighs. I bit my lip at him.

Ford stretched out his mighty white wings and leaped into the sky on our quest for Bob.




Chapter 9

I yanked the strings of my hoodie tight to prevent the wind from blowing the hood back. The crummy little bar and its gravel parking lot fell away as Ford soared into the air. The sky, turning twilight blue, opened up to embrace us like a needy butthole.

Ford circled higher, his strong body hot between my legs. The forests spread out before us like…well, like a needy butthole hungry for a dildo.

The tree branches were bare and gray, except for the pines breaking up the landscape with their prickly, everlasting selves, much like me. Ancient and dangerous among the poor mortals. The poor Bobs of the world.

As Ford flew, I watched the roads below. There were only a few that led out of the Silver Springs area—we were pretty isolated. The world was darkening, but I was a creature of the night, and my vamp eyes saw well in the dark. Ford’s horse eyes didn’t. He was a creature of the light.

I caught a movement on the road that led from the biker bar. A black car sped faster than the limit. It curved around a bend in the road and disappeared behind the trees. It was the only car in sight for miles.

“There,” I said in Ford’s ear and pointed. “That might be them!”

He neighed and swooped, beating his wings hard to pick up speed. I fixed my eyes on the car as it came into view and vanished again along the winding forest roads. I yanked on Ford’s mane to guide him and squeezed my thighs around him to hold on tight. His chest heaved between my legs as he beat his wings and flew harder than I had ever seen him fly before.

Fuck, at full speed, my Pegasus sure could move. We streaked across the navy sky like a white comet, down toward the road and the Bob-nappers. My stomach rose into my throat, and my skin tingled from the speed.

Ford pulled up above the road and zoomed after the car.

“Try to get above it,” I shouted. “We need to force them to stop.”

His wings pumped so fast, they were a blur. But Ford was fucking amazing. His hooves brushed the car’s trunk, then its roof, as he kept pace with it. I leaned over to get a good look at the car. Its windows were rolled up tight to avoid letting any scent out. It was easily going eighty on dark, twisting roads.

“This must be them,” I said in Ford’s ear. “Land on the roof. If you kick the car, they’ll have to stop.”

Then what? What if they were armed? What if they held Bob or Ford hostage? I’d have to attack fast and brutal. Go all Dracula on their asses and turn this into Castlevania—the episodes before those vampire hunters ruined all the fun.

Ford’s hooves clattered on the car’s roof as he stomped. The roof indented under his strong legs.

“Come on…come on…pull over,” I muttered at the driver.

Ford’s head pulled back, his ears brushing my head. “Ahhhh…ahhh….”

“Not now, Ford!” I shouted.

“Choo!”

Ford shifted from a mighty Pegasus to a naked man, kneeling on all fours on the roof of a car. I straddled his back and grabbed his hair like a dominatrix who was too lazy to change into a corset.

The momentum of the speeding car threw us backward. We tumbled toward the harsh, skin-shearing road.

“Ahhhh,” I yelled.

“Ahhhh,” Ford yelled.

He grabbed the luggage rack on the roof and I clung to him, pulling his hair and wrapping my legs around his waist.

Ford held onto the rack, his upper body on the roof, his feet on the trunk, and his crotch at the car’s back window.

Shit, they could shoot us through the window.

Inside the car, women screamed.

I slid down Ford’s naked body and knelt on the trunk with my arms around his middle and my face against his lovely bubble butt. I peered around his hip into the car.

Three women with deep wrinkles, prim hair, and perfect lipstick stared back. More accurately, they stared at Ford’s massive cock and balls pressed against the window.

One woman licked her lips and leaned toward him. Another made the sign of the cross and looked to heaven. The third twisted around in the front seat and screamed.

My heart dropped like an ice cream scoop off a cone on a hot day.

None of them were Bob.

The car screeched to a stop, throwing me forward. My nose landed in Ford’s warm ass crack, which wasn’t the first time, honestly. He smelled like flowers. Did he perfume his crack in case something like this happened?

Ford grunted as I hit his ass, and his nut cannon hit the window.

“Sapphire?” he said, his voice panicked. “Are they the kidnappers?”

I peeled my face from his ass, resisting the urge to bite it, despite the shitty situation, or maybe because of it. A fine ass was good for what ails ya.

“It’s not Bob,” I said. “It’s just—”

“Dear Lord!” a woman screamed, standing on the road by an open car door.

“It’s church ladies,” I finished.

But there were no other cars anywhere in sight—and why the fuck had they been speeding?

The old ladies screamed and shouted questions, but I ignored them all and hopped down off the car. I slid off the backpack and handed it to Ford so he could put on his clothes.

“Hi there,” one of the women said, sidling up to Ford in all his naked glory.

His eyes widened, and he looked to me. “Um? Help?”

“Stay back, ladies,” I said.

“What devilish temptation is this?” one of the women cried.

“A very tempting one,” the first elderly woman said. She winked at Ford.

He eyed her as he quickly yanked his pants from the backpack and pulled them on.

“Let me help you,” the old woman said and reached for him.

I grabbed her wrist, and she shot me a glare. “This fine stack of ice cream and his massive cone are mine.”

“Karen,” the other woman hissed. “Stay away from the devil.”

“He’s a man, Martha.”

“No man has a…a…diddlywink that big.”

“You hear that, Ford?” I said. “You’re hot as hell.”

He smiled. “You’ve always said so.”

“Where did you come from?” a woman said, jumping out of the car. “Why is he naked? Do you need help?”

She acted like Bob would have, ignoring the strangeness and trying to do the right thing.

But she wasn’t Bob, and they weren’t kidnappers. “Why the fuck were you speeding down an abandoned road like kidnappers?”

She blinked as though confused. “We’re late for the bake-sale.”

Bake-sale, huh? “Pop the trunk.”

“What—”

I bared my fangs and claws.

“Saph,” Ford said with a note of warning in his voice as he buttoned his shirt.

“Pop. The. Trunk.” I growled.

Shaking, the Bobbish woman threw herself back into the car, slamming the door. The trunk popped open. I leaned over it and studied the array of trays inside. Hmmm…no ice cream, of course, but there was a see-through tray of cupcakes with chocolate icing. I grabbed it, tucked it under my arm, and slammed the trunk shut.

“Hey!” Karen the Ford-hungry cock-loving elderly woman said. “That’s for the regional charity—”

“—of eating my ass,” I said and started walking down the road back toward the bar. “Come on, Pegasus.”

“What’s the charity?” Ford said to the women. “I’ll send a donation.”

I ignored them and pulled my phone from my pocket. Nothing from Wim.

Tapping, I called Bob’s phone for the thirtieth time that day. And for the thirtieth time, it went straight to voicemail.

“Hi, it’s Bob! Thanks for calling. Leave a message, and I look forward to calling you back. Talk soon…Again, this is Bob.”

I sighed, squeezing my eyes shut for a brief moment, before hanging up.

“Not now, Bob,” I whispered. “Maybe not ever again.”




Chapter 10

Ford fell into step next to me, slinging the backpack over his burgundy velvet jacket. “I’m sorry, Sapphire,” he said. “I messed up again.”

I shook my head. “It’s not your fault. I thought it was them. There was no one else in sight.”

“If I could shift without waiting for a sneeze, we could keep looking…”

He was right about that, but I didn’t want to rub it in and make him feel worse.

I pried the lid off the cupcake container. “At least, we gave those old ladies something to fap to.” I smashed an entire cupcake into my mouth.

“Do you ever get jealous?” Ford asked, slowly.

“Have a cupcake,” I said, crumbs flying from my mouth as I spoke.

“I’m naked often in front of many people—friends and strangers. Does it ever…upset you?”

I shook my head. “They only get to look. I get to touch those chiseled abs, those perfect pecs, that gorgeous cock…are you hard yet?”

“Indeed.”

“I know you’ll go home with me, so I’m not jealous. Hell, they get to see how hot my man is and be jealous of me!” Normally, that would make me feel pretty good, but not today. Not with Bob gone. My jean jacket loving, hapless human took joy with him.

“Do you want me to be jealous?” I said.

Ford shrugged and took a cupcake from the tray. He peeled the wrapper off, carefully avoiding frosting on his fingers. “I don’t want you to be anything except what you are, Sapphire.”

My heart fluttered—the first time it had moved in a while. It didn’t start beating again, just trembled and stilled.

“I was only curious,” Ford said. “I never knew if my wonky shifting and regular nudity made you uncomfortable.”

I laughed. “You should be naked more often.”

But Ford mentioning envy made me worry about something else. “Are you jealous of the other guys?”

“Yes, when I watch them fuck you, but it turns out I enjoy that kink.” Ford shrugged.

I chuckled. This talk was managing to lighten my mood; maybe that was why Ford had brought it up. He knew sweets and cock would distract me better than anything.

“I appreciate Wim and Bob’s presence,” Ford continued. “It’s like a family. I never had brothers, and I only called one other male a friend because…you know.”

“Because of your father’s shitty fucking boarding school.” That no other kids went to, so Ford attended school alone.

“Yeah…that,” he admitted. “People thought I was odd in college. Well, they were correct.”

“You’re not odd. You’re odd-some!”

Ford raised an eyebrow.

“Odd-some! Like awesome. It’s a pun…you know what? Never mind.” I grabbed a cupcake and tore off the bottom. Then I smushed it onto the top to make a frosting sandwich, which I jammed it into my face.

“I delight in being part of a group, a found family,” Ford continued.

“And your cock likes cuckolding,” I said. My mouth was so full of cupcake, it came out as slurred words with flying crumbs.

Ford didn’t bother to ask me to repeat that, nor did he care that I was spitting cupcake crumbs at him. He didn’t even brush them off his fancy coat. “We should save a cupcake for Carlyle,” he said. “The cat shifter likes chocolate.”

I frowned and shifted some cupcake in my mouth to swallow it. “Hopefully he went home with the ETs.”

“Why? You like him.”

I fell silent for a moment, tasting the feelings in my gut and chest like they were new ice cream flavors. “I think he reminds me of Bob.”

“Confused and cheerful?”

That wasn’t quite Carlyle, though. He was stranger than Bob, who was perfectly normal. He was sadder too. Where Bob’s naivety and joy were born of naked goodness, Carlyle’s was born of the sorrow I kept seeing in his eyes. Something darker, more painful.

Bob was…Bob. Sweet and uncomplicated. Carlyle was sweet and broken.

“He’s not like Bob,” Ford said as he methodically and thoroughly chewed his cupcake. “Bob doesn’t know how to supe. Carlyle doesn’t know how to human…. Of course, I barely know how to do either.”

“You’re a badass Pegasus and a right proper human,” I said.

Ford smiled, tight and forced. “Thank you for believing that.”

He still didn’t. Spending thirty-two years with a family who looked down on him took a long time to overcome. I hoped it wouldn’t take a lifetime.

Was it possible I was making things worse for his self-esteem by eyeing a new man? Would Ford think he wasn’t enough? “Are you jealous of Carlyle?”

Ford, being Ford, didn’t throw it in my face that I had claimed not to like the cat shifter. Wim would have.

“I’m not keeping him. I’m just curious,” I added.

Ford shot me a quick, skeptical look.

“But if I did take another partner, would you be jealous? Or against the whole idea? One too many Popsicle sticks all up in this ice cream sandwich?”

“I would never desire to see less of you, Sapphire.”

I giggled like an idiot. “Oh, Mr. Weatherhouser, should I spread my hotdog bun for you?”

“Most inappropriate.” Ford grinned, and my gaze traced the outline of his bulging cock through his tight pants.

“Anyway,” Ford said, “with too many men, we’ll get in each other’s way and I won’t get to enjoy enough of you. I don’t know how many is too many, though.”

I didn’t either, and I didn’t want to risk messing up the good thing we had —assuming we ever found Bob. If we didn’t, I wasn’t sure I could be with anyone. I couldn’t risk more loss.

“Wim’s jealous,” Ford said.

“Wim can suck his own balls,” I said.

“You don’t care if he’s upset?”

“It’s not that. He’s giving me orders. Wim’s telling me not to like Carlyle, as though he gets a say.”

“Doesn’t he?”

“No!”

“If someone else joins our group,” Ford said slowly, “don’t we get an opinion?”

Fuck, he was right. “Doesn’t matter anyway. I don’t want the cat.”

“I like him,” Ford said.

I grunted. Fuck, if anyone else liked HandsomeBoy, it would be harder to get rid of him.

“You have some frosting…” Ford said and leaned over to kiss the corner of my lips.

I knotted my hand in his hair and yanked him down to devour his mouth with mine. Ford’s hand slid along my waist, just below my breasts. I tugged on his lip gently, and his soft moan vibrated against my mouth.

“Not bad, Mustang,” I teased.

“Anything to please you, vamp,” he said, his lips soft against my mouth.

Because Bob was in danger, we couldn’t pause for more fun. On the way back, Ford sneezed and shifted to a Pegasus, his clothes falling around him in scraps. We flew toward the biker bar until he sneezed again and we crashed through the forest canopy, grabbing onto branches to stop our fall.

The cupcakes fell into the mud, damn it.

It was dark now, so I gave him my hoodie to keep him warm, but I had no pants for him.

So, me in a t-shirt and Ford in a too-small hoodie and no pants walked up to Emerald’s car.

Wim and Carlyle leaned against it, and Wim leaped up when he spotted us. He wrapped his arms around me in a great bear hug.

“What happened to your pants, horse-man?” Carlyle said.

“Long story,” Ford grumbled.

Wim sighed and stepped back from me as he peeled off his jacket and handed it to Ford. The Pegasus shifter tied it around his waist so it covered his cock. That was good for Ford since we were near civilization, but it sucked for me. I couldn’t see his cock twitch every time I said something naughty.

Carlyle glanced from Wim to Ford and then took off his coat too.

“Thank you both,” Ford said as he tied Carlyle’s jacket around his waist so it hung over his ass.

“Wim…” I said. “Did you find anything?” I searched his forest green eyes. They were shadowed, as though he was hiding something. That, and that he hadn’t texted me any info, told me everything I need to know.

I glanced away, and he dug his hands into his jacket pockets. “Nobody in the bar would talk. They said they don’t snitch. I said, what, do I look like a cop?”

“They threw him out,” Carlyle said.

“Shut up, pussy,” Wim said.

“Hmmm…you usually want pussies to make more noises,” I said.

The corner of Wim’s mouth quirked into a small smirk. He slipped his strong, rough hands along my jaw, stroking my cheeks, and pulled me closer for a kiss. I breathed of his woodsy scent and opened my mouth to let our tongues dance.

I had Ford and Wim. I should be kissing Bob next, except…we still had no idea where he was.

I broke off the moment of bliss. “So, those assholes wouldn’t help, huh? And they tried to hurt you.”

“Pfft, they couldn’t hurt me,” Wim said.

I glared at the bar, fury rising in my chest like Ford’s cock when I told him to kneel. “You guys wait here.” I didn’t need anyone else getting hurt.

I marched past them toward the bar. Someone must have seen Bob, and I would find out what they knew if I had to bleed it from them.

“Fire,” Wim called. “You’re not going alone.”

“Sit and stay, Wolfie,” I ordered without glancing back.




Chapter 11

I slammed open the bar’s door and marched in.

The place was packed tighter than my pussy with Ford’s cock in it. Behind the bar, a demon with scarlet skin and curving horns poured shots.

“He’s the one who kicked Wim out,” Carlye whispered in my right ear. Of course, he had refused to stay where it was safe.

Burly bikers crowded around a massive cave troll. None of them looked up from their drinking and laughing. In the back corner, a gang of women in leather slapped cards onto the tables. One of them glanced at me with glinting eyes before turning back to gulp a shot.

Douche fuckers, refusing to help Bob. Somebody here knew something about the kidnappers, and they were going to tell me even if I had to beat it from them.

I grabbed a beer bottle off the nearest table.

“Hey!” a biker said, turning to me. He was twice my size, bald and glaring.

I smashed the bottle over his head. It broke, raining glass and beer over the man. He slumped sideways from his chair and thumped onto the floor.

All at once, the bar went silent.

Now I had their fucking attention.

“You leather fetish assholes are going to tell me what you know about a gang of kidnappers.”

“Also, I need some clothes,” Ford whispered in my ear behind me.

“Also, Ford needs new clothes, so someone undress or go to your bike purse or whatever.”

The bartender gaped at me. The women biker gang in the corner turned to watch. And the dudes at the table closest stood up. They were probably friends with the guy I knocked out.

The cave troll lumbered to his feet. “We don’t snitch, and we don’t tolerate bitches who go around bitching things up with their bitchiness.”

Behind me, Wim growled deep and low.

“You tolerate this bitch,” I said. “Start talking before I rip your cocks off and make you suck on them. I’ll even be nice and kick your teeth out first so you can suction cup your cocks and pretend you’re getting blown by your grandmas…or that you are your grandmas blowing yourself…whatever! Come at me, bro!”

Some people said vampires had super strength. I didn’t know if that was true, because I chose to fight with my biting wit and also dildos, which I didn’t have with me.

So, I was about to find out if vampires had magical undead strength or not.

Tables and chairs screeched on the floor and crashed against the wall as the troll and bikers lunged at me.

I didn’t even move. I didn’t have to.

Wim, my mighty wolf, leaped over my shoulder and crashed into three bikers, taking them to the ground.

“Shit, shit, shit,” Ford said behind me. As the troll jumped over a table toward us, he grabbed a chair and swung it. “Get back! Fuck! If my family knew I was in a bar fight, they’d disown me.”

The troll frowned at Ford and, with one swipe of his hand, smashed the chair to splinters. Ford blinked, holding two tiny stakes in his hands.

“Toss me,” Carlyle said.

I glanced over my shoulder to see him shift to a lean, orange cat.

My heart constricted. What if the troll crushed him? “You sure?”

“Meow,” he said.

The troll advanced on Ford, who backed away. “Sapphire?” he said, his voice shaking.

I scooped up Carlyle under his kitty arms and threw him at the troll’s face.

Carlyle flew at him with all four legs stretched out and claws glinting. He hit the troll’s face and dug in. The troll screamed and shook his head to dislodge the cat, but Carlyle hung on.

“Ford,” I ordered, “grab something and hit that troll.”

“With what? He’s impervious to chairs!”

“Figure it out!” I whirled to Wim. He growled and snarled like a monster while three bikers jumped on him. My poor big doggie. A metal blade glinted in one of their hands.

No, no, no, no. I was going to get another one of my guys hurt. Fuck, I had to stop collecting enemies like they were Pokemon.

I bared my fangs and claws and leaped at the knife wielder.

Well…not quite. I tried to vault over a table but overestimated my ability to jump. Too much ice cream, not enough vampire training.

My foot caught on the table edge, and I tumbled forward. My stomach leaped into my throat as I fell face first.

My chest hit the table. I groaned and looked up to find myself face to ass with a leathery biker who threw punches at Wim’s back.

“Yayayayayaaahhhh,” I shouted in a battle cry to chill the blood of the strongest yeti. I dug my claws into his ass.

He screamed, leaping upward.

“Five more holes for you to get fucked!” I shouted. I yanked my hand free of his ass and scrambled over the table to join the fight.

Wim stood over three men, snarling and biting as they pulled his fur and punched his snout. Behind him, a biker raised a glinting knife and stabbed downward.

I grabbed the man’s wrist, digging my claws into the thin skin. He hissed between his teeth, and his arm shook under my grasp as he forced the knife closer to my mate. My arm trembled as I tried to hold him still.

The knife-edge grazed Wim’s black fur, drawing a line of blood along his shoulder.

“Bwhahahaha,” I cried a great battle cry and slashed at the biker with my free hand. My claws hit something soft and fleshy.

His eyes became as wide as a troll’s dick. His arm went slack under my wrist.

“Take that, motherfucker…” I glanced down to see where I had clawed him. My palm nearly cupped his balls through his leather pants. My claws were somewhere inside. “Or…nothing fucker. Ever again.”

I yanked my hand away and pushed him. He crashed to the floor, as though he were dead, though he wasn’t. Just ball dead.

Wim wailed between his snarls. I whirled to see a bald biker pull a knife from his shoulder and raise it to strike again.

My blood ran cold—well, it was already cold, but now I noticed it. Cold and immortal, while Wim was warm and fleshy and vulnerable like leather-clad balls.

I stumbled over Wim and grabbed the man’s arm. Bearing my fangs, I went for his throat.

“Enough!” a woman roared, her voice breaking over all the other noise like a tsunami.

I froze, my teeth inches from the biker’s neck. The man raised his free hand and punched me right in the chin. My head whipped to the side like I was dodging cum at the end of a blow job.

A strange roar boomed through the bar. Was I concussed? Had the biker fractured my eardrum? Could either of those things happen to a vampire?

That roar filled the bar. It sounded like a lion combined with a jet taking off. All the noise of the bar fights died with it. Even the man I was wrestling turned from me. The bikers jumping Wim stood and glared at the back corner.

I followed everyone’s gaze across the bar.

“Huh,” I said.




Chapter 12

Two velociraptors stalked toward us—or were they deinonychus? Bob would say they were deinonychus, because he watched Jeopardy! a lot.

They stood twice the height of a human. Their deadly claws clicked on the floor. They smiled, and their razor-sharp teeth glinted like clowns about to murder us. Between them strolled the biker woman I had noticed earlier.

“Everyone shift back to human form and put your hands on your heads, or my girls here will have some fun with you.” She smiled the same dangerous grin as her dinosaurs.

My gaze shot to the troll as I searched for Ford and Carlyle. The troll stood frozen with one foot lifted over an orange cat, ready to crush him. The troll’s face ran with streams of blood from Carlyle’s claws.

One of the raptors stretched her neck toward the troll. He stomped backward, the floor vibrating under his heavy feet.

Ford dashed forward and scooped up Carlyle from the raptor’s feet. My brave, rich hottie.

“Ahhh…ahhh…ahh….” Ford said. Ah shit, he was allergic to cats.

“Choo!”

Carlyle dropped to the floor among the scraps of Ford’s makeshift outfit. Ford’s Pegasus face was now nose to nose with the raptor’s mouth.

“Ford!” I cried and stepped toward them.

“Human form,” the biker woman ordered him.

Ford slowly lowered his head and sniffed Carlyle. The orange fur blew like static under his breath.

“Ah choo!”

Ford shifted back to a naked human, with enough hotness to melt a raptor’s panties, if a raptor wore panties. Carlyle shifted next to him. They were both dotted with purple bruises but were otherwise unharmed. My shoulders relaxed; I hadn’t realized I was so tense.

They backed away from the raptors to stand against the wall.

“Human forms, hands up. If I ask again…well, I won’t ask again.” The biker woman smiled. “I’ll make you do it.”

“Wim,” I hissed. He was facing the wrong way to see the raptors and their biker. “Wim! You have to see how hot this woman is. Holy shit.”

“Now,” she roared.

The man I had been fighting stepped toward the wall and dropped his knife, raising his hands to his head. The bikers who had been attacking Wim did the same.

Wolfie shot me a questioning look and shifted to his human form. The bikers he had been mauling scampered away. He turned to the raptors and the woman, raising his hands. “This is a hell of a day.”

I glanced him over. His arms and shoulders were stained red with blood, his face and neck purple with bruises. My every muscle tense, my heart shriveled.

“It’s not deep,” he said with a tight smile. “I’m sure the congealing whatever in your spit will stop the bleeding.”

“Are you hitting on me? Now?” It was easier to joke than face grim reality.

The biker woman turned her gaze to Wim and me, and the raptors followed. Their eyes glinted as though it would be funny to murder us.

Well, fuck them.

“What are you?” I said. “A Bitchosaurus Rex?”

“Great. Now I get to fight dinosaurs,” Wim said.

The biker woman smirked. “If you saw my shifter form, it would be seconds before you died.”

“A velico-bitch?”

“That’s the name of my motorcycle.”

I was pissed at her, but she was also so cool. “Jurassic Sploosh,” I said to Wim.

“Jizz Park,” he said.

“Cretaceous Cream Pie.”

“I’d explode in your hole like a comet exploding into the earth,” Wim said.

“Me or her?”

“Both, if you’re up for it.”

“I’d ride your fossilized bone if she will,” I said. I’d ride his bone anyway, but maybe the hot dino woman would be into it too.

“Doesn’t that mean it’s brittle?” the biker chick said.

“No, it means it stays hard for a very, very long time,” Wim said.

“Triassic tricycle,” I said. “And by tricycle I mean threesome.”

“Hey,” Ford said.

“Okay, foursome,” I said. “Triassic…umm…car, I guess.”

Carlyle frowned and muttered something I couldn’t hear from the other side of the bar.

“Too bad for your men, I’m a Vagasaurus rex,” the biker woman said.

“Technically, that’s a Vagina Lizard King,” Carlyle said.

“Even cooler,” I said. “Wait, you know that, but you know nothing about humaning?”

“I’m a library cat,” he said with a shrug.

“Layla,” the demon bartender said. “Stop this.”

“Stick a bag of dicks in it,” Layla, the biker woman, said. “Now,” she put her hands on the hips and glared around the bar, “you’re all going to tell these nice people what you know about their missing friend. And someone give this tall glass of lemonade some pants.” She jerked a thumb at Ford.

I blinked. She was helping us? After the fight in her bar? After hitting on her with bad dinosaur puns? Also, why did I think that was a good idea? No wonder I had so many enemies.

“Why are you helping us?” I said.

Layla shrugged and smirked, a cocky half-grin that made me want to bite my lip at her. “I dislike kidnappers, and I like a woman who smashes a bottle over a guy’s head.”

I raised my eyebrows up and down at her.

“Not now, Fire,” Wim muttered.

“Start talking,” Layla ordered the bar.

“We don’t snitch—” the troll growled.

The raptors roared and stepped toward him. He backed away. “There were four of them, and they got in a white van.”

“You didn’t think someone driving a van was suspicious?” Layla said, voicing my thoughts.

“I’m a troll who rides a motorcycle, why would I care about anyone suspicious?”

“Fair point,” I said, “but still—fuck you.”

“Did you get the license plate?” Wim asked.

Oh right, that was a better thing to say than swearing.

“What do I look like, a cop?” the troll said.

Half the supe cops in Silver Springs were trolls. “Yes,” I said.

“Yes,” Wim said.

“Yes,” Ford said.

“Well, fuck you,” the troll said. “You all look like fucking narcs.”

“Did anyone get the license plate?” Layla asked, glaring around at the crowd. No one answered.

“You’re all fuckwits,” I said.

Layla turned to the demon bartender. “Did they order? What did they want? What did they sound like?”

“I don’t—”

One of the raptors roared, and the demon stepped back until he ran into a shelf. It rattled, and a bottle of whiskey crashed to the floor.

“Yeah…they ordered the chicken and waffles and got angry when I gave them packets of maple syrup. Said that ain’t allowed. I said who the fuck were they to tell me how to run my bar. They started shouting in some language, lots of merdes and fucks.”

“French,” Wim said. He glanced at me. “Canadian.”

“Le gasp!” I said.

“The fourth one had blue eyes,” the bartender said.

“Bob!” I said.

He blinked at me and pointed to his chest. “Magnus,” he said slowly as though introducing himself to a dog.

“Keep talking,” I snapped to the bartender. “What about this fourth guy?”

“He seemed…I don’t know. Cheerful.”

That was my Bob. I sniffed and tried not to cry blood tears in front of all the other bad-asses.

“He didn’t have an accent—”

“Everyone has an accent,” Layla said.

“I mean, he talked normally.”

“French is normal,” Wim snapped.

“I mean, he was local.”

“He means he was Bob,” I said. “Normal. Nice. Bob.”

“Yeah, that’s it,” the bartender said. “They didn’t say where they going or why they were so pissed about fucking syrup.”

Hmmm…Bob had said something about the importance of real maple syrup for his restaurant. Did these Bob-nappers have something to do with that? Who the fuck kidnaps someone over syrup?

“I know where they’re going,” Wim said.

I startled. “What? How?”

“The hat you saw one of them wearing, the accent, the syrup. They’re French Canadian, so they must be heading for the border.”




Chapter 13

While Ford dressed in borrowed clothes, I undressed Wim.

I peeled off his black t-shirt coated in blood. His skin was purple with bruises along his strong shoulders and biceps. The stab wounds—two on the back of his shoulders—seeped blood, but they weren’t deep.

I dragged my tongue along his warm, salty skin, lapping up his sweet blood. His skin goosebumped, and he shuddered.

“You got a boner?” I asked.

“Always, when you’re around.” He smirked over his shoulder at me, those forest green eyes glinting.

I winked and went back to tasting his skin and blood. It made my insides warm and wet heat pool between my legs.

Being a vampire, my saliva congealed blood and closed wounds. By the time I had devoured the blood off his bare skin, his cuts had stopped bleeding.

“You fucked up my ass! How am I supposed to ride?” a man shouted.

I glanced at a glaring bearded man bent over a table with his leather pants around his ankles. His buddy was taping gauze to his butt.

“Hehehehe,” I said. He gave me the finger.

“Consider yourself lucky,” his friend gruffed. “She neutered Frank.”

Wim smirked at me. “You’ve always been good at busting nuts.”

I trailed my gaze down his pecs and abs to the bulge in the front of his pants. He didn’t try to hide his obvious boner. Thicc Dick McSexyAss indeed.

A gray t-shirt hit his head and hung over his face.

Wim yanked it down with a pouty glare that almost made me laugh.

“Put that on,” Layla said. “We found some spare clothes for your brontosaurus dick, too.” She nodded to Ford.

He stood near the wall, adjusting a pair of assless, crotchless chaps that he wore over spandex bike shorts. A leather vest completed the look.

I trailed my gaze down his abs to the outline of his cock and each individual ball. “He might as well be naked.”

“I guess some of the bikers want to see his knob.” Layla shuddered.

“Thank you for your help.”

She nodded. “We’re not fans of goons. If my gang had been here, we would have stopped them.”

“What’s your group called?”

“The Feral Rebels.” She turned and showed us the logo on the back of her jacket: Three raptors riding motorcycles. One of them wore the Rebel Alliance logo from Star Wars on her bandanna.

“Fuck yeah,” I said.

“Sploosh,” Wim said.

“Let’s not start that again,” Layla said with a smirk. “I’ll give you my cell number. If you need help with the kidnappers, give us a call.”

After exchanging numbers, I dragged Wim over to Ford. I wrapped my arms around both of them, nuzzling Ford’s neck and then Wim’s.

“I’m glad you’re both okay. I’m sorry I got you into a bar fight.”

“Pfft, I enjoyed it,” Wim said. He pressed his strong hand against my lower back.

“Let us never do this ever again,” Ford said, stroking my hair.

When I broke the hug, I found Carlyle standing next to us. He looked away. I hadn’t heard him coming, which I guess was to be expected of a cat shifter.

I stepped toward him, then hesitated. I glanced at Ford, who nodded, and Wim, who crossed his arms and frowned.

“Carlyle,” I said and reached for him. “I—”

He leaned toward me, his hand reaching for mine, when a raptor lumbered up to him. I froze. He froze, his eyes going wide.

Her nostrils flared as she sniffed him. Her eyes glinted as she looked him over. He stepped back, and I extended my claws, ready to jump a raptor if I had to.

“Layla, help?” I said.

“Play nice, Riley,” Layla said.

The raptor made an almost laughing sound, then shifted to a petite human woman with long black hair.

“Sorry, sometimes I forget my form! This may sound crazy, but are you by any chance, Handkerchief, the Silver Springs Public Library cat?”

Carlyle pulled his shoulders back. “Yes, I am.”

“I knew your cat form looked familiar! I follow you on Instagram. You’re adorable and hilarious. It was why I shifted to stop the troll. My name’s Riley, by the way.”

“That’s Handkerchief?” another one of the biker women said and rushed over.

A small crowd of bikers swarmed Carlyle. He grinned ear to ear.

“My favorite is a series of photos where you’re sleeping on the same keyboard all day!”

“I died laughing at that video where the granny librarian is trying to get you off a shelf and you meow at her!”

I stepped back to Ford and Wim and felt my mouth pull down to a frown I didn’t want.

“I’m Instagram famous, too, you know,” Wim grumbled.

Ford snorted and elbowed him. “You get jealous easily.”

“I’m not jealous…I’m concerned about my career.”

“Suuureeee,” I said.

“I’m not jealous!”

“Fighting like cats and dogs,” Ford said and chuckled.

“Is that why you don’t like him?” I said. “Are you the one getting catty?”

“Keep making cat and dog puns and you won’t be getting any pussy playtime,” Wim said.

“I’ve still got Ford,” I said.

“I’ll do whatever you want,” Ford said.

“You see?”

Wim rolled his eyes. “Anyway, we have to get going. The kidnappers are hours ahead of us.”

“Poor Bob,” I said. My heart felt like clawed-up balls.

As we pushed out of the bar, I pulled out my phone and dialed Bob.

“Hi, it’s Bob! Thanks for calling. Leave a message—” I tapped to end the call. That recording might be the last time I ever hear his cheerful voice.

“I’ll drive,” Wim said as our boots crunched on the gravel.

I paused and glanced back at the bar. Carlyle was still inside with his fans —had he seen us leave?

This was my chance to sneak away, to protect him by leaving him far away from kidnappers and Canadians. He wouldn’t be able to chase us down in a car…though, he might find us in Silver Springs later. I could come home and find a handsome orange cat or a sexy bearded man sitting on the mat outside my apartment door.

The mat said “go away,” but Carlyle wouldn’t listen. He’d just look sad because I left him.

“Ah, fuck,” I muttered and turned back to the bar. I slammed open the door. “Carlyle!”

He looked up, his dark eyes finding mine and lighting up with joy that couldn’t totally defeat the sadness in his eyes. But the happiness was so similar to the looks Bob, Ford, and Wim gave me.

Shit. He really did think he was in love.

“Let’s go, HandsomeBoy,” I said, not sure why I decided to call him that.

Carlyle smiled at me, then turned to his fans. “Thanks, everyone. Remember to support your local library and feed any cats you see.”

“Awww, stay here! Shift and we’ll pet your ears.”

“Damn…that does sound nice.” He shook his head, clearing out the cat instincts. “But I have to go save a Bob. I never met him, but he sounds nice and Sapphire likes him and I like her, so—”

“Awwww,” half the bikers said.

Fuck. How the hell did I end up in a world of cuteness? If Bob were here to complete it, I’d be living like a kitten wrapped in a fuzzy blanket. That sounded better for my heart than stabbing nut sacks. Still, I wanted to vomit from all the sweetness, like eating too much ice cream.

I stomped across the parking lot with Carlyle at my side.

“You didn’t leave me,” he said softly.

“I…” Didn’t want to. But if I said that, then he’d be mine, and I wasn’t sure that was a good idea. He barely knew me and was following some fated mates thing rather than his own free will.

“Get in the car,” I said instead.

Carlyle nodded with that flat expression and climbed in. I joined him in the back seat and pulled out my phone, dialing Bob.

Voicemail. Again.

Wim and Ford took the front seats with Wim driving. Ford couldn’t drive, except in Mario Kart, and even then, he was terrible at it.

“Rest up, Fire,” Wim said. “You’ll have to take over driving later.”

I grunted and tapped open a video instead.

“Merry Christmas, Saph!” Bob said in the video. He smiled that boyish grin, his blue eyes bright under a Santa hat.

“I only want to see a Santa hat if you’re wearing nothing else and it’s on your cock,” I said off-screen.

“Who the fuck wants a Santa dick?” Wim said. The camera panned to his scowl, where he sat cross-legged next to the Christmas tree.

“If you can hold a hat on it, then you’re hard. Merry Fuckmas!”

Wim broke into laughter, his forest green eyes glinting.

“Here you go, Saph,” Bob said, and the camera swung back to him. He held out a box wrapped in red—with lots of tape on its messy edges. “I wrapped it myself!” he said happily.

“Oh, Bob,” I whispered to the video. He was so proud of his shitty wrapping skills.

“Take the phone, Ford,” I said in the video. The image blurred as I handed it to him.

I plopped down on the couch with Bob’s gift. Extending my claws, I tore at it, paper and cardboard flying everywhere like a blizzard.

“It’s socks!” Bob said as he sat next to me.

Video me stared down at fuzzy blue socks dotted with little ice cream cones.

“But they’re magic socks!” Bob said. “You say you’re always cold except when next to one of us, so I can rub these socks between my hands…” He picked up the socks and clasped them between his palms, rubbing like he was trying to start a fire. “They’ll hold my warmth, so you can keep it with you all day and have cozy feet.”

I tapped to stop the video before I started to cry. Those socks were at home —well, one of them was. The other disappeared in the wash. Bob was a sock now. Fuzzy, cute, warm, and mysteriously vanished.

“We’ll find him,” Carlyle said next to me. “No one else will ever be left behind.”




Chapter 14

“The kidnappers will cross the border at the Akwesasne reserve or Fort Covington,” Wim said from behind the wheel of the car. The dashboard glowed in an alien green like no car I had ever seen before. It made his eyes look almost like priceless jewels in the rearview mirror.

“Why there?” I said from the back seat. Next to me, Carlyle squirmed as though he couldn’t get comfortable, then pulled his knees up to his chest.

“Those border crossings are unstaffed,” Wim said. “I’m going to assume they’re not friends with the Mohawk at Akwesasne. That leaves only one other crossing: Fort Covington. That’s where we’re going.”

“What if you’re wrong?” Ford said from the passenger seat.

“I hope I’m not,” Wim said.

I pressed my lips together. If he was, we’d lose Bob in the vast wilderness of Canada. What if a moose ate him?

“How do you know all this?” Ford asked.

“He’s Canadian,” I said.

Ford glanced at me, his mouth dropping open. He turned to Wim, who kept his eyes on the dark road.

“He crosses the border every few months to visit family.”

“I’m from Six Nations of the Grand River,” Wim said.

“Which is where…” Ford said.

Wim sighed. “Schools don’t teach you shit about this, do they? It’s a First Nations reserve in Ontario.”

“But Canada is where Americans threaten to move,” Ford said. “Why did you come here?”

“First, to piss off my parents. Then I met Fire and had to stay so I could pretend I didn’t love her for three years.”

I snorted. Of course, I had pretended I didn’t care for him too. It felt safer that way, as though no one would get hurt.

I glanced at Carlyle. He stared out the window at the dark forest speeding by. I poked him, but he didn’t turn around or answer.

“It takes Sapphire a long time to…come…around,” Wim said.

“And it takes Wim a long time to get up…his courage to admit his feelings,” I said.

“Wouldn’t leaving have convinced Sapphire you didn’t care?” Ford said.

“Exactly. She wouldn’t know I was pretending not to care. I had to stay until she noticed,” Wim said.

He met my gaze in the rearview mirror, a look of tender mischief in his eyes.

“Wait, wait, wait,” I said. “You like me?”

“Never,” Wim said, his eyes crinkling with a smile.

“Can we talk about something else?” Carlyle said softly. “Or have the radio?”

He kept his face turned to the window, and I glimpsed his reflection. His eyes were downturned.

“So, Ford,” Wim said. “How did you and Fire meet?”

In his reflection, Carlyle frowned deeper.

“Wim, put on the radio,” I said.

“In a minute. I want to hear how you met the Pegasus.”

Ford laughed. “Well…my parents disapproved of…I don’t recall what. Everything, I guess. They ordered me to run an ice cream cart for the summer. It was one of those carts with a bike attached to it. I was pedaling through the downtown and hating my life when someone called out, ‘Ice cream boy, wait!’

“I glanced back, and this woman with a hood over her hair and sunglasses was running down the street toward me. So, I stopped and sold her a cone. Then I started pedaling and a minute later, she yelled, ‘Nice ass.’ ”

“Yep, that’s Fire,” Wim said.

“Your ass does look good on a bike and everywhere else,” I said.

Carlyle made a little hissing sound. I shot him a questioning look, but he stared out the window.

Ford turned around in his seat and smiled at me, wide and warm. “Sapphire started following me around town and eating all my ice cream. I kept sneezing and shifting—outdoors is not my friend—so I would have to stand next to the cart as a Pegasus. She kept me company.” Somehow, he smiled even wider.

My heart should do a backflip—he had been making it do that for the past five months. But without Bob, it was too heavy to beat, much less flip around.

“Ice cream, the food of sexiness,” I said. “And I guess love, too.”

“My parents took the cart away because I was losing money on it,” Ford said. “It seemed I had a bookkeeping issue where I forgot to accept payment.”

“You’re welcome,” I said.

“I only get ice cream when someone leaves it in the break room,” Carlyle said softly. “I don’t have ice cream to give you.”

Awww, I thought, and at least had the sense not to say it and look squishy.

“Too bad,” Wim said.

“Let him be,” I snapped. “Don’t start fighting like cats and fish.”

Ford snorted.

I should tell Carlyle that he didn’t need to give me anything except his presence, but I didn’t want to lead him on. He was mistaken about this mate bullshit, and while I liked him, I wasn’t in love with him.

We had only known each other for a day. He might decide he didn’t want me once we spent more time together. I might decide I disliked him after all. I didn’t want to give him ideas that might break his heart later.

But saying nothing hurt him too.

He lifted his eyes and met my gaze in the reflection. His were soft, sad, and full of a devotion that I didn’t want to see in someone I had just met.

Fuck, was this another Julian spell?

“Why are you named Sapphire when you don’t have blue eyes?” Carlyle said with a tenderness in his voice.

I knew I should look away, but I couldn’t tear my gaze from his dark eyes with their sorrow and desire. We were both silent, the kind of quiet that comes right before a kiss—where you ache with a need that you see echoed in someone else’s eyes.

“My parents were hippies,” I said, to fill the silence before it became a make-out session. “They wanted to name me SunChild StarShine, but the government said no. They went with Sapphire because ‘it shines like space, man’…. They were tripping bear balls.”

Carlyle smiled a little in the reflection. “You do shine. You make me feel like there’s a sunbeam in my heart.”

“Urrgghhh,” Wim said. “Come on, you can do better than that with your pick-up lines.”

“Go lick a butthole,” I said to Wim.

“Are you offering one?” Wim said.

“Only if you’re a good pupper.”

He rolled his eyes and glanced at Carlyle in the rearview mirror. “Be careful, cat man. Sapphire has men already.”

“Na na na na na na, cat man!” I sang to break the tension. If Bob were here, he’d sing too and say that he was the Robin to my Batman, but adult Robin, otherwise it would be weird.

The song died on my lips.

“Come on, my good dude,” Ford whispered to Wim. “She’s his mate, and he’s perfectly nice.”

“We might not be,” I muttered.

At the same time, Carlyle said, “You know we’re mates?” His voice went high and worried. He turned from the window and unfolded his legs.

“You admitted it with everyone around,” Wim said. “Can a cat and a vampire even be fated mates?”

Carlyle curled his lip at Wim, then turned to me with a small smile. “Maybe you are a cat shifter and don’t know it. I didn’t; or wasn’t, until the curse. Do you know any witches who might have cursed you?”

Would I even want to shift into a cat? I could poop and make people I dislike clean it up. They’ll think, ‘That’s a cat. You can’t do anything about a cat.’ That would be fun.

“No one cursed me,” I said. “Julian would blow up Jewels Cafe if he tried, and April June would turn me into a dildo…. I think she did once.”

Wim laughed, and Ford looked at me with his eyes wide.

“We were arguing about cheesecake, and I woke up on a shelf in her store with no idea how I got there.”

Wim laughed even louder. He gasped for breath as he tried to talk. “That…explains….”

“What?” I said.

“April June texted me that she had a great deal on the perfect butt fucker and to come and buy it.” He dissolved into laughter.

I joined him, laughing until my ribs started to ache.

Ford grabbed the steering wheel, clearly worried that Wim couldn’t drive while laughing. “You need better friends,” he said to me.

“Nah, she’s one of my best friends. It’s all in good fun.”

Ford narrowed his eyes. “That doesn’t sound pleasant.”

Carlyle returned to staring out the window.

“What about you, HandsomeBoy?” I said. “Tell us about your family and friends.”

He pulled back his lips and hissed. I bared my fangs and hissed back.

“Sorry.” Carlyle pulled a knee up to his chest. “No one has asked me about inside-the-chest things in a long time…. I don’t remember how to talk about heavy stuff.”

“Speak whatever thoughts are in your mind,” Ford said.

“Sunbeams and tuna?” Wim said.

“Who are you to criticize? You think about ass sniffing,” I said. He rolled his eyes.

Carlyle had fallen silent again. He had been so hyper and talkative earlier…was his current silence due to tiredness or due to my rejecting his fated mate claim?

“Do you have family?” I said.

“No,” Carlyle said and stared at the back of Ford’s seat. “I did, many sunbeams and many moonbeams ago. When I was a cat, I couldn’t find my way back home. Then Evelyn took me in and wouldn’t let me outside, so I wouldn’t get lost again. After she…” He trailed off and cleared his throat. “When I learned to shift, I went back to my parents’ home in Scarborough. But the door was green and Mom hated green, and the big tree out front was a stump though Dad built me a treehouse in it, and the red roof shingles were black.”

“They moved,” I said.

“The people who live there now said they got the house cheap because the previous owners were anxious to leave town. Something about a dead son and too many sad memories.”

I reached out and took his hand, squeezing it. Even Wim didn’t make a snarky comment at that.

“They didn’t know where my parents moved.”

“Do you have other family members you can ask?”

“They all live in Korea or Ireland, and I never met them,” Carlyle said. “Maybe my parents went to one of their home towns. I checked the glowing box with the names and pictures, but I couldn’t find them. They’re in their eighties now and probably not online. Maybe they’re dead. Maybe they died, thinking they’d find me on the other side. But I’m not there either and they don’t know where else to look, and now, I don’t know where to look either.”

I put my arm around him instead. In the front seat, Ford sniffed.

“Well, you’re my friends now!” Carlyle said with a cheerfulness tinged with sadness. “Violet is my only other friend, and she thinks I’m just a cat.”

I crinkled my brow. “Why did she bring you to the memorial then?”

Fuck. Now, I remembered why Violet was Carlyle’s only other friend: Volos had killed his library buddy.

“I meowed and pointed at the announcement in the paper.”

“Well, she doesn’t think you’re just a cat now. What about Evelyn? You mentioned her. Is she okay?”

Carlyle’s arm tightened around his knee. I squeezed him closer against my side.

“She adopted me when I was starving in the woods. She was wrinkled, and her back was bent when I climbed into her car. For a long time, she only got more wrinkles but was a whirlwind of energy. Then came the sickness.

“She only had me and two other kitties: Peanutbutterjiggles and Sparky. They weren’t shifters, just normal cats. The three of us looked after her. But she got sicker and sicker and couldn’t do things like remember her pills or make food. I wanted to help her more than anything in the world…and I tried and I tried for so long, even pushing bowls into the microwave and hitting buttons. But I couldn’t do enough with cat paws and meows.

“Until…until I tried so hard that I shifted back into a human for the first time in almost twenty years.”

“That’s actually impressive,” I said. “You broke the curse.”

Carlyle looked out the window again. He placed a hand on mine where I held his shoulder.

“She knew I was still her HandsomeBoy, though I was human. I took her to the doctors, made her food, got her medicine, cleaned the apartment, and paid the bills from her pension and then…I found her. She was in her favorite chair in a sunbeam where I used to curl up on her lap. When I purred, she purred too, but this last time…her eyes saw nothing and her breath made no sound.”

“I’m so sorry,” I said.

“I called for the ambulance to come. They took Evelyn away, and then the landlord came and said we—the kitties and me—had to leave. And I said I’d keep paying the rent, but the pension was gone now and I didn’t have ID or credit or income to sign a lease. So, Peanutbutterjiggles and Sparky had to go to the animal shelter because living outside is hard…and I…I went outside.”

“Shit,” Wim said. “Shit.”

“Carlyle,” Ford said. “I’ll look for your parents, and when I find them, I’ll fly you to whenever they are.”

I held Carlyle tight and even pressed my face to his hair, smelling his warm sandalwood scent. No wonder he had been forlorn after I didn’t accept his mate talk. Everyone else he loved had left him in one way or another.

My life had been the same until I met my harem…and I might still lose people if we failed to find Bob.

Well, Carlyle and I weren’t mates—I didn’t believe in fate—but he could stick around as long as he wanted.

“You have us,” I said. “We won’t leave you.”

“As you said, my good cat dude,” Ford added, “we’re friends now.”

Wim sighed, but I ignored his jealousy. He learned to like Ford; he’d learn to at least tolerate Carlyle until the cat got tired of me.

Carlyle made a low rumbling sound as I hugged him tight, and I wasn’t sure if he was trying to purr or trying not to cry.




Chapter 15

My hands gripped the steering wheel hard enough to cramp, but I couldn’t relax them. At least I didn’t sweat, being an undead goddess of moonlight, so the wheel remained cool and dry.

The dark rural highway boasted few lights, but my night vision was strong. I pushed way beyond the speed limit and swerved without slowing to avoid hitting nighttime critters crossing the road.

I glanced in the rearview mirror at Wim and Ford in the back. Wim’s head rested on Ford’s shoulder, his eyes shut and his mouth agape. Ford’s head was tilted back against the headrest as he snored gently.

Please, please, don’t shift, I thought.

Carlyle was in the front with me. When changing drivers, Ford had whispered that he would take the back with Wim so that the wolf shifter couldn’t start trouble with the cat shifter. I was grateful for it. On a better night, I’d enjoy watching them fight over me. But not tonight.

Not with Bob gone.

I glanced at my phone in a holder on the dashboard. It showed a map and directions. Still, no calls from Bob. Was he even still alive?

“I’m sorry about earlier. I don’t normally talk about my past,” Carlyle said, staring out the passenger window.

“Me neither,” I said. “It just seems easier to brood quietly, plus people often think that’s hot. They mistake sorrow for depth. Anyway, if you want to talk about the past, go ahead. If not, let’s talk about the…well, the present sucks too. The future, maybe?”

“I mostly cat to avoid human emotions,” Carlyle said.

“I drown the pain in ice cream and penises and ice cream mixed with penises.”

“Does it work?” he asked, quirking a brow. For someone who struggled to human, he had that flirty move down.

“If I get enough of both.”

Carlyle smiled a little and nodded toward the back seat.

“Those three were…an accident,” I said. “But a happy one.”

He blinked. “You’re not fated mates?”

“Not since I broke the sexy mystical curse,” I said. “The spell might be lingering, and that’s why you think we’re mates.”

“You’re saying this isn’t real?”

“I’m saying no fated mates mystical lovey woo-woo is real. How can it be real love when you don’t know each other yet?”

Carlyle leaned back in the passenger seat and stared up at the roof.

I pushed the gas pedal to the floor and hoped there were no cops. The faster we caught up to the Bob-nappers, the faster this conversation would be over.

“I just…I want you to have a choice,” I said. “To be here because you want to be.”

“I want to be here.”

“But do you? Or is it the mates spell or whatever?”

“Does it matter? I want you. Who cares why?” He tapped his fingers on the door and stared at the roof.

I locked my gaze on the road and not on his strong profile or pretty, pretty hair.

“Plus, you’re a vampire,” he said. “Unlike everyone else I knew, you can’t die.”

“Vampires can die, just not from old age.”

Carlyle frowned and said nothing. I turned back to the road. If any cops stopped us for speeding, I was going to bite them and drive away.

“Maybe I should go back to cat stuff,” Carlyle said. “Humans are complicated.”

I couldn’t pass up a dirty joke, even at a time like this. “You like pussy stuff, huh?”

Carlyle sat up straighter. So, he did like pussy stuff.

“You know, there’s one cat thing that works when you’re a human, too! I give great massages.”

I chuckled. “Not now, HandsomeBoy. I’m driving…” My voice trailed off as his strong hand gripped my shoulder and kneaded the muscles.

Warmth and a bit of pain, but pleasant pain like spanking, spread through my shoulder and arm. My hand eased on the wheel, relaxing a bit.

“Daaamnnnn. I didn’t know undead muscles needed working like that.”

“You’re very tight,” he said.

“Yeah, I’m tight somewhere else, too.”

Carlyle didn’t answer.

“Downtown, I mean.”

He didn’t answer or chuckle or even blink.

“I mean my valley is narrow.”

Carlyle nodded as though to placate me.

“I mean I have a good vag,” I said.

His eyes widened. “It’s been a while…three decades, actually…but I am good at rubbing…”

“It’s okay, I didn’t…”

His hand trailed down my arm and dropped to my leg, stroking the inside of my thigh. Heat rushed through me like electricity.

“I can stop,” Carlyle said.

“Keep going.” I clenched my hands on the wheel and fixed my gaze on the road. Sexiness was a bad idea for many reasons.

So, of course I was going to do it.

Hey, I’m not a total careless fucker. I slowed down the car a bit.

Carlyle’s hand trailed up my thigh, making my skin tingle under his touch. He brushed his fingertips along my slit over the top of my pants.

I hissed between my teeth to hold back a moan. A quick glance in the rearview mirror confirmed Wim and Ford were still asleep.

Would they be okay with this? Would Bob? Did I need to talk to them first? I mean, it was my pussy, I could do what I wanted with it, and I wasn’t exclusive to one man, clearly…

Well, that answered my question.

Of course, they still might be pissed.

Carlyle’s finger found my clit over my clothes and chased away all thoughts of worry. I gasped as pleasure rolled up from my slit to my stomach and chest. It wasn’t enough to restart my heart, not with Bob in danger, but it was enough to make my stomach and chest feel like I was in free fall.

“Pull over,” Carlyle whispered, his voice going husky with desire, with need. I hadn’t heard him like that before. He sounded not cheery or sad or catish; he sounded like a man ready to take what he needed.

“Can’t pull over,” I said. “It’s not right to stop the Bob-search for sexy times or any times.”

Carlyle made a “hmmm” sound deep in his throat, and it sent a vibration along my spine. Maybe there was something to this mate shit. I had plenty of dates in my time, but few could make my back tingle with just their voice.

His finger rubbed in a slow circle on my clit.

My nipples pebbled under my shirt. Fuck, I was so damn hot, you could forge an ancient and magical sword in my cootch.

“Will you pull over now?” Carlyle’s voice had that sultry edge that made my skin warm. His pressure on my clit lessened, but his warmth still trailed into my slit. “I can’t keep doing this unless you do.”

I clenched my teeth and forced my eyes to focus on the road as I eased up on the gas. But I didn’t break or pull over. If we missed saving Bob by mere minutes, I could never live with myself.

“I can’t. Not until we find Bob.”

“Wake up Wim, he’ll drive,” Carlyle said.

I choked back a laugh. “He won’t drive while you finger fuck me.”

“If he’s driving, I’ll do more than finger fuck you.”

“Damn it, HandsomeBoy, where did you learn to be so hot?”

“From you. This is what you make me want to do.” His finger pressed hard against my clit, and I gasped. “You said you were tight here…”

“Fuck, you do have a dirty sense of humor after all.”

“Do I?” He circled my clit.

I bit my lip to stop from moaning. “I’m sorry, I can’t stop. Not now, not when Bob needs help.”

Carlyle nodded. He leaned toward me and nuzzled his face against my hair, against my neck, his breath trailing on my cold skin.

I groaned and tilted my head to give him more room. His hand squeezed my thigh before he pulled away from me. I spared a glance down at his crotch. His jeans bulged and hugged the outline of a thick erection.

“Can you drive, by any chance?” I said, turning back to the road.

“I haven’t in thirty years.”

“Shit.” He wouldn’t be able to handle the car on pitch dark roads then.

“I know how to ride,” he said.

I laughed. So, he did like banter, but only when he was hard.

“Well, I can tease you back,” I said. Keeping my eyes on the road, I took one hand off the steering wheel and reached over to Carlyle.

I was never subtle when it came to men…or anything, really. I went right for his cock. It was what I wanted, and he was already hard, so why play around with legs? They didn’t squirt and sploosh.

Carlyle tensed as I squeezed his bulge—tensed and then relaxed. Well, except for his cock, which grew harder under my palm.

“Can I keep touching you?” I asked.

He nodded but shifted as though uncomfortable. He probably was with his massive Heat-Seeking Moisture Missile stuck in those jeans.

“Do you like that?” I said in my best sexy voice, which always sounded like I was awkwardly asking a salesperson for anal beads. But it always seemed to work on my guys.

And it worked on this man, too.

“Yes,” Carlyle moaned quietly. “Sapphire, yes.”

I stroked his length through his jeans as he squirmed and growled deep in his throat. I imagined his ass quivering in pleasure as he came. I liked man butts and I could not lie.

Then I pulled my hand back to the steering wheel.

“When I come, you come,” I said.

Carlyle sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “I guess we have to wait for Bob, then.”

“You can always shift to a cat and lick yourself…have you ever done that?”

“I’m not answering that question.”

“So, yes…hey, no judgment. I would if I could. We all use our own fingers on ourselves, so why not tongues too?”

Carlyle tilted his head back and stared at the roof, as though in deep thought.

“What are you thinking?” I asked after a silent minute.

“There’s a spider up there, and maybe I should eat it,” he said.

I laughed. Behind me, Ford’s snore choked as he startled awake. “What? Huh?”

Carlyle watched me laughing, and then he laughed a bit too.

“Well, HandsomeBoy,” I said, “You can eat what I have—”

My cell phone rang, playing a recording of Bob singing, “Bobber time!” He then sang, “Dodododo” to the tune of Hammer Time.

“Bob” in big letters appeared at the top of the screen above a photo of my blue-eyed man holding an ice cream cone.

I startled so hard that I jerked the wheel and the car raced towards the trees.

“Vamp!” Carlyle shouted. I yanked the wheel. The trees swerved away to a nice, clear road ahead of us.

I hit the brakes and flipped on the hazard lights.

“What the hell?” Wim shouted from the back seat.

“What the Bob, is what,” I said. With a shaking hand, I reached for my phone and Bob’s call.




Chapter 16

“Hello?” I said.

“Bonjour,” said an unfamiliar man. “You want Le Bob back?”

Yes, a million times yes. I knew better than to say that, though. We would need to negotiate, and if I appeared as desperate as I actually was, this bastard would have the upper hand.

“Maybe,” I said. “Is he still in one piece?”

“Oui…for now. You want him alive, tell us who his suppliers are.”

I had no idea what he was talking about. Suppliers sounded like drug dealers, and Bob was definitely not into drugs. He was too honest for that; he’d turn himself in if he even glimpsed cocaine.

Ford waved his hand near my face, and I cringed. I tapped mute on the phone and turned to him. He held up Bob’s laptop. “Keep them talking, and I might be able to track his phone.”

I nodded. I could keep someone talking; it just meant pissing them off real good.

“Hello?” the Bob-napper said.

I unmuted the phone. “I’m here. What suppliers are you talking about?”

“Merde! His maple syrup suppliers. Who are they?”

“Ask Le Bob.”

“He will not talk. He says he must be loyal, but you’ll talk if you want him back alive.”

Bob could end this by telling them where he bought maple syrup? His life was in danger over syrup?

“If you don’t tell us, we kill him,” the Frenchman said. “La grande mort!”

“You mean you’re going to give him a massive orgasm?” I asked.

“What?”

“La grande mort. Orgasm is petite mort, right?” It was the only French I knew. “So la grande mort—”

“A big, messy death! A grand death that will shock your culotte off.”

“My what?”

“Panties,” Wim said. “I took French in school.”

“So, we are talking about orgasms, then,” I said.

“Non, you are une guidoune niaiseuse!”

“Does that mean awesome?”

“Tabarnak! Tell us who the suppliers are, or we will kill Le Bob by drowning him in radioactive maple syrup.”

I frowned. “Why radioactive? He can drown in normal maple syrup.”

“Will radioactive syrup give him special powers?” Wim asked from the back seat.

“Will he be able to transform into sticky goo and drip slowly?” I said.

“It’s from the contaminated land at—”

“Will he be sticky? So, you lick him off your fingers and he shifts back into a human and explodes you from the inside? Is that the point of radioactive syrup?”

“You can lick a sticky man mess off your fingers, anyway,” Wim added.

“Yeah, but it wouldn’t end in an internal explosion,” I said.

“It can.” Wim smirked. “At least for me.”

“Enough!” the Frenchman shouted.

“Could I have maple-flavored sweat?” Bob said somewhere in the background. “That would be fun!”

“Not now, Bob, we’re negotiating!” I paused. “Bob? Bob!”

“Hi,” he said, his voice far away.

“Are you okay? Have they hurt you?”

“I’m—”

“Pas maintenant, Bob! His suppliers, they stole the syrup from our warehouses. Tell us who they are and where you found them.”

“Who steals maple syrup?” I said. “Why steal maple syrup?”

“How?” Wim said. “Do they sneak onto the farm at night and tap the trees?”

“Idiots,” French guy said. “They carried out an elaborate heist of fifty barrels of our highest quality syrup, totaling fifty million dollars.”

Wow, I wanted to meet these maple heist people—they could have helped me rob the Flying Horse Ice Cream factory back when I was trying to do that.

“Okay,” I said to the angry maple hoser. “So, Bob owes you some money.”

“Oui.”

No way Bob bought all fifty million dollars of maple syrup, so it was probably a few thousand, tops. “We can pay—”

“Non! He owes us the names of the criminals who stole from us and their last location. Either we find the thieves and kill them or we kill Bob. Your pick!”

“Well, obviously the maple thieves can die.”

“Saph, no!” Bob shouted. “They gave me a good deal.”

“They put you in danger, Bob!”

“They didn’t mean to!”

“Yes, they did! The thieves were probably being tracked by the maple mafia assholes before you met them. They sold the syrup to you to save themselves.” I paused. “How do you people even know Bob bought syrup from the thieves?”

“He was negotiating with us to buy syrup when he said he found a better deal with someone else. He even mentioned that their barrels had the same brand stamp as ours.”

Oh, Bob. I breathed in just so I could sigh.

“Tell them who the thieves are, Bob,” I said. “They’re likely on the move anyway.”

“No one should die over this. I mean…real syrup is important—”

“Oui. Le Bob gets it.”

I dropped my face into my hand.

“I don’t want to be responsible for a murder,” Bob said.

“Bob, they want to kill you!” I shouted.

“You’ll save me, Saph! I know you will! You always save me. Well, there was only one other time. But you did it, so you can do it again.” He sounded so cheerful about it.

Fuck, he was making me squishy despite the danger and worry.

“I’m helping, too!” Carlyle said, leaning toward the phone. “Hi, Bob! I’m Car—”

“On s’en câlisse!” The French guy yelled as though I understood anything he said.

“Nice to meet you, Car,” Bob said. “I’m Bob.”

“Pas maintenant, Bob,” the maple bastard shouted. “We’re talking about your death or safe return.”

“I know, but I don’t want to be rude to Car,” he said.

“Décris—get out!” the man shouted.

“Bye, Saph,” Bob called, his voice even farther away.

“Bob, I love—”

A door slammed on the other end of the line. They must have locked him in another room.

“Fuck! You asshole…Wim, give me a French swear word.”

“They didn’t teach any in school.”

“Yet you knew panties?”

“What teenage boy doesn’t look up panties?”

Carlyle nodded sagely.

“You must understand, madam,” the maple asshole said. “Our control of maple supplies will not be undermined. You protect the thieves, and it does not end here. We’ll kill your man, and you will find his radioactive corpse. Then, we will come after you—”

“How polite, letting the woman come first,” I said.

“Tabernak! Everyone who has crossed us has ended up dead—”

“Or mutated into a superhero of Canadian proportions,” I said.

“Tu me prends pour un poisson! You are the fish!”

“What?”

“Look us up,” maple ass said, ignoring my clever snark. “And see what we do to people who cross us. Then, tell me, will you trade this info for your Bob?”

“Yes,” I said. “But I don’t know who his suppliers are. I can find out, but I’ll need time to get his computer and hack into it.”

“Bring us the computer.”

“I can’t. There are…ummm….”

“What?”

“Nudes on it. Lots of them.” It was a lie, but I wanted to ensure they didn’t tell us where they were. If we found them first via the phone tracker, we’d have the element of surprise. If they told us their location, they’d be ready for a fight.

The maple asshole paused. “I’ll text you an email address. If we don’t have the info we need in five hours, Le Bob dies.”

“Do you carry radioactive maple syrup with you?” I said. “That seems heavy—”

“And dangerous,” Wim added. “What if it spilled on an unsuspecting teenager who then gained mapley senses?”

“T’es une osti de vidange,” the man shouted, and the line went dead.

“Well, shit,” I said. “That was such a pleasant conversation to end so soon.”

I turned to the back seat. Wim scrolled his phone while Ford frowned at Bob’s laptop on his lap. My stomach clenched. “Ford?”

Both he and Wim looked up. Ford smiled, just a little, and Wim turned his phone around to show me a map. “Ford found them. They’re at an abandoned chicken farm outside Fort Covington.”

I didn’t dare hope. Hope was like leftovers. You expected nourishment, but ended up puking and shitting all night instead. I didn’t want to diarrhea out hope again.

“Can you see it on street view?” I asked.

“Yep,” Wim said, fingering the phone like he fingered.… Well, that was all Carlyle’s fault for putting ideas in my pants. That was where the best ideas went, but still.

“We can’t see much of it because the road ends,” Wim added. He turned the phone around. It showed a chain-link fence with a crooked sign that read, “Warning: Chickens.” Beyond stood a squat building with peeling white paint.

“Shouldn’t it say, Warning: Canadians?” I said.

“It won’t need to until I get there,” Wim winked.

I bit my lip at him, sexily.

“We need to formulate a proper plan of battle,” Ford said. “There are at least three maple entrepreneurs—”

“Don’t call the mob guys that,” I said.

“They might be armed…with water guns full of radioactive syrup, which is apparently a thing now.”

I glanced at Carlyle, who had been quiet so far. “Any ideas?”

He blinked at me slowly.

What the hell did that mean? I slow-blinked back.

He smiled. “I could go in first and look around. I’m small and know how to hide in the dark.”

“Good idea.”

“Hold on,” Ford said. “I found the suppliers.”

My heart beat, just once. Fuck, that was hope. “Well, who are they?”

Ford sighed.

I twisted around. He stared down at the laptop, his bare pecs and abs lit by its glow. “They’re listed as ‘Friendly guys who say eh, by the side of the road, near the magic spring. I think they were my wish come true for the restaurant.’ ”

I dropped my forehead to the steering wheel. “They’re long gone. Are there names?”

“No.”

“Can you check his credit card?” Wim said. “It’ll show the sellers.”

Ford sighed again. “The invoice says he paid cash.”

So much for hope. I bumped my head against the steering wheel over and over. “Bob, why?”

“Is he a puppy shifter?” Carlyle said.

I shook my head. “No, he’s Le Bob.”




Chapter 17

“Why can’t I just shift and bite their faces off?” Wim said as he balanced a pizza box on his palm. We had parked a mile from the Bob-nappers’ lair on a dark forest road.

“Because you look good delivering hot slices dripping with…cheese,” I said.

“You’ll be the one dripping when I bust out my moves.” Wim strutted toward me. He looked even sexier with the pizza box.

“Are you talking about pizza or sex?” Carlyle said on the other side of the car. “Also, can I eat the pizza?”

“There are no anchovies on it, cat,” Wim said.

“That’s okay. I like almost everything, except tomato. They drop on your head when you’re sleeping in a shady garden and then it takes forever to groom the juice off.”

I blinked at him.

Wim blinked at him.

Carlyle slow-blinked back.

“Let’s get this mission over with,” Ford said from the car’s driver seat. He gripped the wheel in both hands, even though he wouldn’t be driving for a while.

No wonder he was nervous; he was our getaway driver even though he didn’t know how to drive. He was the only one who could do it, because Wim was our muscle and I was the Bob rescuer. Carlyle had already scouted ahead and found a way for me to sneak into the building.

The roads were empty anyway. All Ford had to do was hit the gas and not crash for a few miles, and we’d stop to switch drivers.

“Seriously, can’t I jump the maple bastards?” Wim asked.

“They have Bob hostage,” I said. “They might kill him the moment they know someone is trying to rescue him. So, you distract them with pizza while Carlyle and I sneak in to free Bob. Then, you can maul everyone you want.”

“Perfect,” Wim said with a predatory note in his voice that made me want to jump his bones. Most things did.

“Then we can eat the pizza?” Carlyle said.

“Do they not feed you at the library?” Wim asked.

“Violet gives me kitty kibble every day, but I’m tired of it.” Carlyle’s voice dropped to a grumpy tone. “Employees stopped leaving food in the break room because someone kept stealing it.”

“You?” I said.

“Someone,” he said grumpily.

I snorted before turning to Wim and Ford. “Give us fifteen minutes to reach the building and sneak in. Then, drive up to the gate and pretend to deliver pizza.”

“We are so fucked, so fucked,” Ford muttered.

Wim saluted me with his middle finger. “Aye, aye, boss vamp.”

I flipped him off and turned to Carlyle. “Lead the way, cat man.”

Still in human form, he wiggled his butt—for no apparent reason. Was that a thing cats did? Either way, I stared at his ass and wondered what it looked like without jeans hiding it. Did he wiggle it when naked too?

He leaped into the forest underbrush, ass fun done, and I followed.

Carlyle shifted into a ginger cat and led me through the dark forest toward the Bob-nappers’ lair. He moved silently. I tried not to curse as twigs snapped under my feet.

If the maple assholes had lookouts, they’d hear me coming. Thankfully, they were humans and lacked the superior hearing and smelling of shifters.

Ahead, a chain-link fence, brown with rust, cut through the forest. I followed Carlyle to a hole in the fence and ducked through after him.

“Mrrrrwww,” he said and lifted a paw, pointing to the building.

I sighed. In the squat concrete hell, a vent had rusted off the wall. A vent in a former chicken building.

“Shit.”

But the building’s doors were probably watched by sticky-dicked assholes —and I had to save Bob before I could pick a fight.

“Mrrr?” Carlyle said.

I dropped to all fours and crawled into the vent. Well, not so much crawled, as dragged myself on my forearms and stomach. Plumes of dust rose into the air, making it thick and gray.

As an undead creature of death and terror, I didn’t need to breathe except to talk or sigh. So, I was fine. Poor Carlyle, though. Behind me, he sneezed.

As I pulled myself through the tight space, dead leaves crinkled under me, and something crawled along my stomach.

Fuck, fuck, fuck. The things I did for love. Life was easier when I didn’t have Bobs to save. All I did was drink seventy-five dollar coffees and scam Tinder dates out of ice cream and delicious blood.

Ahead, a dim white light pooled in the vent. Finally, a fucking way out. I felt like I was climbing my way through the world’s longest vagina.

I pushed against the rusted vent door until it clattered to the floor. I cringed, hoping no one heard that. Wiggling like a sperm—a fucking sexy one—I dragged myself into a hallway. It was lit by only bare bulbs on bare concrete.

Yep, this was exactly the type of place where you murdered Bobs.

Around a corner to the left, a door creaked open, because of course it creaked. This was murder-time spooky-place.

“Pizza delivery,” Wim said.

“Sorry, we didn’t order pizza, eh.” This was a different man than the French guy from the call. He had a different accent, too.

“You sure? The receipt lists this exact address. Did someone else here order pizza?”

“Boys,” the man called. “Did any of you order pizza, eh?”

Three voices, including the French one, called out no.

Four of them, more than before. There must have been one man hiding out here.

“You gotta pay for it still,” Wim said.

“It’s a mistake—”

“Your name is on the order, you pay.”

“Sorry, can I see the order, eh?”

“Eh!” Wim shouted. “All you guys get out here and see who ordered this pizza. I ain’t leaving until someone pays, plus tip.”

Some men’s voices grumbled as they stomped down the hall. I hurried to the corner and peered around it. Carlyle the cat did the same at my feet.

Four burly men in plaid crowded around the door, blocking my view of Wim. A bit further down the bare hall, a door stood open, warm light spilling out.

As the beaver-munching Canadians argued, I slipped past them and then ran for the open door.

I scanned the room. Battered couches patched with silver duct tape clustered in the center. A full kitchen sizzled and clattered with a blue-eyed man working the stove. Barrels of what I assumed were syrup were stacked against a wall.

My gaze whipped back to the handsome man. “Bob!”




Chapter 18

Bob looked up from the stove and smiled his familiar cheerful smile. His eyes brightened like a fever. Love was a kind of gross sickness anyway. One that made me do crazy shit.

“Saph!” Bob said, and my heart fluttered like a bird. For the first time since Bob vanished, my heart beat again, roaring to life like a flood.

I ran across the room and threw my arms around Bob’s shoulders, planting my dusty lips to his plush mouth. He pressed me against me like a blanket on a cold day. “Bob…” I said between kisses.

He pulled back. “Saph, they’re teaching me to make poutine! I’m going to offer it in my restaurant.”

“But…what…I thought they kidnapped you.”

“They did!” Bob said happily. “I’m trying to make the best of things. I also learned about beaver tails.”

“Is that when your pubic hair grows down over your asshole?” I said.

Bob’s smile slid away. “No, they’re pastries. I’ll make them for you, along with Bob’s Patented Poutine! It has sweet potato.”

“You’re a sweet potato,” I said.

His pale face turned a delightful pink.

“We have to go before they figure out what’s happening,” I said. “Grab a knife, we’ll have to fight our way out.”

“Oh, look! A kitty!” Bob said, glancing past me.

“Not now, Bob. Grab that knife. Let’s go.”

“Fine! We’ll pay for the pizza,” the Frenchman shouted, “but you’re not getting a tip. I’ll get my card.”

Fuck, he was coming this way. I raced to the door, just as the maple asshole stomped through.

He froze, his brown eyes going wide below a red wool hat with a pompom on it.

“Wim, now!” I shouted and lunged at the Bob-napper.

I shoved him into the hall and dug my claws into his shoulders. Baring my fangs, I went for his throat.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Wim, my black wolf, leap into the hall at the other Bob-nappers—and crash face-first into a tree.

Where had that tree come from? It hadn’t been there a minute ago. Also, where were the other men? And, why was I clawing and biting tree bark?

I glanced up at a cluster of maple leaves waving from tangled branches.

Where was that dipshit I had attacked?

I eyed the tree trunk, scarred by my claw marks.

“Huh.” So that was why Wim said they smelled like humans and syrup. “No wonder you hate maple thieves. They’re stealing your sticky, sticky cum…oh wait…does that mean that’s what we’re eating?”

Wim whined, and I whirled to see him standing in the center of a circle of three trees. Blood poured from his snout and smeared on the tree in front of him. Fuck! The bastard had shifted when Wim barged in. My poor wolf had run straight into a tree trunk.

“Shit.” I ran to him and dropped to my knees by his side. “Wim, I—”

The trees shifted back to three men in plaid. We were surrounded, and my wolf was snorting as he tried to breathe through the blood pouring from his nose.

“You should stay trees,” I said. “As men, you look like fuckwits who shit on tree stumps while you eat mushrooms that you found next to your turds.”

“That’s not very nice, eh,” one of them said.

“You look like your mom fucked a discount toilet brush at Target…or whatever your Canadian equivalent is.”

The three men narrowed their eyes and shifted back to maple trees. Good, my biting wit had forced them to retreat.

“So long, future outhouse seats,” I said.

One of the trees wavered back and forth as though in a strong wind, then fell toward Wim and me.

I didn’t even have time to yell a warning as I leaped out of the way. The building shook as the tree timbered to the floor.

Wim! Oh, fuck!

I was afraid to look. What if I turned to see him crushed, his spine snapped, his body broken?

What if it was my fault for dodging the tree and leaving him behind?

Wim snarled, and my every muscle relaxed. He was alive.

He dug his teeth into a standing tree—and it started to tilt forward toward him.

“Wim, move!” I yelled. He vaulted away as the tree crashed down.

“Enough,” the Frenchman called. He stood by the open door with his chest and shoulders free of any claw marks. Apparently, their bark protected them from injury.

He scowled at me and lifted his shirt to pull a gun from his waistband.

He raised the weapon not at me, but at Wim, my sweet Wolfie. I was too far away to attack the man before he fired on my brave wolf.




Chapter 19

“Rrrraawwwww,” Bob yelled. He raced into the hall with a wooden spoon held like a sword and swung it down at the Frenchman’s hand.

The fucker jerked, and his gun fired.

I startled, waiting to see if my Wim lived or died.

An amber liquid squirted from the gun across the floor and hit one of the fallen trees. The concrete smoked and smelled of maple as the liquid burned through it.

The tree-man shifted to human, screaming. His pant leg and the skin underneath melted away. “Osti de tabarnak de sacrament, de câlice de ciboire de criss de marde!”

Huh. So it was radioactive.

The shooter hissed and lifted his gun toward Bob.

Carlyle, in cat form, dashed into the hall and leaped. He grabbed the asshole’s hand in his sharp, kitty teeth.

“Aaaahhhh,” the man yelled and dropped the gun into the radioactive syrup.

Carlyle made no sound as he hung from the man’s hand by his teeth.

“Let’s go!” I shoved wolfie Wim toward the open door. Leaping forward, I grabbed Bob’s wrist and yanked him after me. “Carlyle, come on! Time to go.”

I jumped over the screaming tree-man, stumbled on a pizza box, and burst out into the night. “Carlyle!” I shouted again over my shoulder.

Wim stood in the bare yard between the building and the fence. “Run, Wolfie, you’re hurt,” I ordered him. He growled but dashed toward the road. I bolted after him with Bob at my side.

“Why the fuck did you bring a spoon and not a knife?” I shouted.

“I didn’t want to hurt anyone.”

“They were trying to kill us, Bob!”

“That doesn’t mean I have to!”

“Urrrgghhhhh!”

“I’ll leave the stolen syrup by the road so you can take it,” Bob called behind him. “And I’ll buy from you—”

“Not now, Bob. Fuck. If those maple assholes come after us, I’ll turn them into planks and turn those planks into an outhouse that I’ll shit on for the rest of my long life.”

“On or in?” Bob said.

“Not now, Bob!” I raced past the open fence to the road. “Ford, start the car.”

I yanked open the back door. Wim leaped in and collapsed onto the seat, bleeding, snorting, probably concussed.

“Shit!” Ford said. “what happened?”

“Start the car,” I said.

It rumbled to life as I slammed the door and opened the front one. I shoved Bob in. Wim in wolf form took up the entire back seat, so I slipped onto Bob’s lap. Carlyle was small in cat form, so he could curl up on the floor and hide under a seat.

Bob yanked the door closed.

“Oh fuck, they’re coming,” Ford said, peering in the rearview mirror.

“Drive! Drive!” I shouted.

The car moved slower than an old cock trying to get hard.

“Hold on! I need to ask them for their poutine recipe,” Bob said.

“Fuck, Bob, they’re not your friends.”

“I know! But we can still swap recipes—”

“Not now, Bob!”

“I do with people online and I don’t know any of them! I’ve seen these guys pee. We’re sort of friends—”

“No, you’re fucking not. Drive faster, Ford!”

“Why is Wim bleeding?” Ford shouted.

“Hit the fucking gas!”

The car shot forward, pressing my ass into Bob’s crotch. He grew hard under me.

“Oh, Bob,” I said.

He wrapped his arms around my waist. “I missed you,” he said. “I know it’s only been a day, but still.”

“I don’t know what I’m doing,” Ford said. He gripped the wheel in both hands and leaned forward, peering out at the dark road. “I never had to drive before. My chauffeur did all the driving!”

“Just drive!” I said. I craned my neck to look in the back seat. Wim had shifted to human form and lay on his back, a hand over his broken nose. “Hold on, Wolfie, we’ll get you help. Carlyle, are you hurt?”

No answer.

“Carlyle?” I glanced down at the floor in the backseat. It was bare with no flash of ginger fur. Frowning, I peered down between my and Bob’s interlocked feet. No fluffy kitty there either.

“Where the hell is HandsomeBoy?” I said.

“Me?” Bob said. “Or Ford? Or Wim?”

“No, the cat.”

“Awww, kitty.”

“Carlyle?” I called. No mrrrrw answered.

My heart froze in my chest. We left him behind with the evil maple monsters.




Chapter 20

“Ford, turn the car around,” I ordered. “We have to go back.”

“It’s dangerous, and Wim needs a doctor.” His eyes were wide as ice cream scoops as he stared at the dark road.

“That’s why we can’t leave Carlyle. Who knows what they’ll do to him. Turn around.”

“Okay, okay,” Ford said. “How?”

I groaned.

“I’ve never done this before, and it’s not like Mario Kart at all! You said it would be!”

“Pull over and I’ll drive.”

“How?”

“Hit the brakes!”

The car shot forward, and Ford screamed.

“Hit the brakes!”

“I did and it went faster!”

“That’s the gas. Press the other pedal!”

“What other pedal?”

“The other one, Ford! The other one!”

“Okay, let me see…ummm….” The car jerked to a stop so suddenly that I flew forward, hitting my head on the windshield.

“Fuck!”

“Noooo,” Ford screamed.

I rubbed my head and checked my fingers. No blood. Us vampires didn’t injure easily. “I’m okay.”

From the back seat, Wim cursed, and I glanced back to see him lying on the floor.

“Ford, get in the back and help Wim stop the bleeding.” I threw open the door and jumped out. I slid across the hood of the car like a motherfucking action hero in a motherfucking 80s action movie…and landed flat on my face on the road.

I sprang up before anyone else saw. Bob and Ford peered at me through the car windows with wide, concerned eyes.

“That’s called style,” I told them and climbed into the driver’s seat.

The steering wheel was slick with Ford’s anxious sweat. I whipped the car around in a tight turn, then burned rubber back to Maple Dick HQ.

I tore past the fence and hit the brakes hard to squeal to a stop before the building’s open door. I bolted out of the car.

“Carlyle!” I called, running into the building. The corridor stood empty except for the crater in the concrete where the syrup had burned through it. I raced to the living room. “HandsomeBoy!”

The barrels of syrup were missing, but everything else was the same. Crouching down, I peered under the couches. “Carlyle?”

Only dust bunnies and crumbs.

“Kitty!” Bob yelled from the yard outside. “Pssst pssst pssst.”

Oh right, he didn’t know the cat was a shifter yet.

I took off down the hall to the vent Carlyle and I had sneaked through. Crawling head-first into the dusty hellhole, I called, “Carlyle!” My voice echoed down the metal tunnel…and only my own voice answered back.

My heart sputtered like a vibrator running out of battery.

I raced outside and past Bob. I ran—actually ran, like some kind of hobo raccoon—around the building. “HandsomeBoy!”

Only the sounds of the nighttime forest answered.

I ran and shouted until I turned a corner and was back at the waiting car and Bob.

“I think he ran off,” Bob said.

“We have to find him. What if the Canadians took him or killed him?”

I pulled open the car’s back door. “Wim, you need to—” I froze.

Ford held his leather vest to Wim’s nose. Blood stained the front of his shirt.

“Fuck!” With a broken nose, he wouldn’t be able to sniff out Carlyle. “I’m going to search the forest.”

“Sapphire,” Ford said in a stern tone I had never heard him use before.

It brought me up short. I met his gaze. His brown eyes were worried and sad, all at once.

“Wim needs a hospital, now. He’s barely conscious, and I don’t know how long it will take to find a doctor out here.”

I hesitated. Shit. If I looked for Carlyle, Wim would be fucked. If I left to save Wim, Carlyle would be fucked.

“Fuck, fuck, fuckity fuck! Also, fuck fuck fuckity shit in French,” I said.

“I’m sorry, Sapphire,” Ford said.

I closed the car door. “You drive, Bob,” I said. I could at least keep a lookout for signs of a handsome ginger cat or sexy ginger man as we drove.

I paused at the passenger side door and looked around the area one last time. The yard was bare and muddy, the fence was rusted and tilting…and no sign of a cat or a man.

“Carlyle,” I yelled at the top of my voice. “If you can hear me, we’ll come back for you! I promise! We won’t leave you.”

With my heart sputtering to a cold, dead stop, I climbed into the car and shut the door.




Chapter 21

I eased Wim onto the couch in his living room. He groaned unhappily with his nose a swath of white bandages.

“Remember to stay awake,” I said.

“Urrgghhaaaahhgh,” he said.

“I agree.” None of us had slept in the last day and a half except for naps in the back of the car or in the vet’s waiting room. We hadn’t been able to find a human doctor in Fort Covington in the middle of the night, so Wim shifted and we took him to a vet. We told the doc he was a wolf-dog named Wimmy and a very good boy.

Poor Wim had been in too much pain to banter with me over calling him a dog.

After the vet, I drove us back to the maple bastard HQ, this time in daylight. There was a cop wandering around—Ford had called them from the vet. But no Carlyle. The most I could find were little paw prints in the mud, which showed he had left the compound for the forest.

I followed the tracks until they vanished across a bed of old leaves and didn’t reappear.

He was heading toward Silver Springs, though. Maybe we’d find him in town.

I couldn’t stop thinking about him. Alone in the forest, believing he had lost us like he had lost his parents, Evelyn, Peanutbutterjiggles, and Sparky. Like he had lost every friend he ever had.

And now he had lost us too. I hoped he knew we were looking for him.

Ford plopped down on the couch next to Wim. He still wore his crotchless, assless chaps and bike shorts.

Wim tilted his head back against the couch, and Ford nudged him. “Don’t sleep.”

“I’m awake,” he grumbled. “Painfully awake.”

Wim’s injuries, Carlyle’s disappearance, Ford’s bruises: this all could have been avoided.

“It’s good to be back,” Bob said and yawned.

I whirled on him. “Is it, Bob? Because you didn’t seem to want to come back.”

His eyes widened as big as the summer sky from horizon to horizon. “All I wanted was to come home to you, Saph.”

“Really? You could have come home at any time if you’d told the sticky-dicks who you bought the stupid fucking syrup from. Wim is injured—”

“Barely,” Wim grumbled.

“Ford is covered in bruises. Carlyle is missing. We all nearly died because you chose to protect some rando assholes on the side of the road who tricked you!”

“Saph—”

“You could have chosen to protect yourself and us. Instead, you picked some stupid assholes who got you a good deal on maple syrup!”

His bottom lip trembled. “I didn’t want anyone to get hurt.”

“People got hurt, Bob. We all got hurt, and you could have prevented it.” Hell, my heart had stopped, again, now that Carlyle was missing, and I barely even knew him! Maybe vampires did have mates, just in a different way.

Bob’s eyes glistened.

“You don’t even know the names of the guys you were protecting. Who buys shit from people on the side of the road, anyway?”

“I thought they were local farmers,” Bob said softly. “I’m sorry, Saph.”

“He didn’t mean any harm,” Ford said.

“No,” Bob said, “Saph’s right.” He dropped his eyes to his feet.

It tugged at my insides, but rage and worry won out, and I said nothing to comfort him.

“I put everyone at risk,” Bob said. “I wanted the diner to work out, and the maple syrup was a good deal that would help with that…I just wanted to prove I could do this on my own and make good deals like Ford does and Wim does with his sponsors. I didn’t stop to think about how I was hurting everyone.” He lifted his eyes to meet my gaze. “I’ll make it up to you, Saph. I’ll do whatever it takes to make it up to you, Wim, and Ford.”

“What about Carlyle?”

“Him, too.”

Ford cleared his throat, and I glanced at him. He looked away. “It’s not Bob’s fault that we lost Carlyle…”

“No, it is,” Bob said.

“Not now, Bob,” Ford said, “because it’s not your fault. It’s mine.”

I frowned at him and crossed my arms over my chest. “What do you mean?”

“I saw Carlyle in the rearview mirror sprinting toward the car, and I drove away.”

My hands fell to my sides. “You what?”

“I panicked! Wim was bleeding. You were shouting to drive, and I wasn’t sure how. I didn’t know what to do, so I just hit the gas and…and I drove.”

My mouth fell open. If my heart had been beating, that would have stopped it. “Ford, how could you?”

“I’m sorry, Sapphire.” He couldn’t meet my gaze. “I didn’t plan to do it. I didn’t think at all. I panicked and hit the gas, and then I didn’t know how to stop and…I’m sorry.”

I turned away from him, from Bob, with my fists clenched. My vision blurred, the world blurred.

“We’ll find him,” Ford said. “I won’t stop looking.”

“Uh-huh,” I said, not believing him. Wim had been the jealous one, and yet, Ford had been hiding a dislike of Carlyle all along.

“You know I like the cat.”

“Do you? You left him with the maple shits. They could have killed him!”

Ford said nothing. Bob reached for my hand, and I yanked away. I trusted these men when I hadn’t trusted anyone in fifteen years, and this was what happened: A stopped heart. Only now it hurt to feel the stillness in my chest.

“Maybe it’s for the best, in the end,” Wim said.

“What?”

“Wim, shhh,” Ford said.

I turned and glared at Wim. “No, Ford, let him talk. Maybe what’s for the best, Wolfie?”

He shrugged one shoulder. “Cat man—”

“Na na na na na na, cat man,” Bob said.

“Not now, Bob,” all three of us snapped.

“What were you saying, Wim?”

“He thought you were his mate; distance might knock sense into him.”

Before Carlyle went missing, I would have agreed with him. Fated mates was some kind of mystical bullshit. Carlyle was just lonely and attached himself to the first woman he came across who was too damn hot to resist.

But when I couldn’t find him back at the maple lair, my heart had stopped. The same way it had when Bob vanished. The same way it had been still for years before these men came into my life.

I knew I shouldn’t be angry with Wim for what he said. I believed the same thing two days ago when I tried to abandon Carlyle.

Fuck, I tried to abandon him. He would think we drove away and left him on purpose.

“I have to go,” I said and marched to the door.

“Wim is concussed,” Ford said, “He doesn’t know what he’s saying.”

“I do, damn it,” Wim said.

“Even if he doesn’t, that doesn’t change you and Bob,” I said. I opened the door and flinched at the sunlight. I yanked my hood over my head and dug my hands into my pockets.

“Fire,” Wim said. “It’s been a long couple of days. Everyone is exhausted. Let’s rest, and then we can deal with all this. We’ll figure it out and find the cat.”

In response, I stomped out of the house and didn’t look back.




Chapter 22

I leaned on the shiny wooden counter of Silver Springs Public Library. The ancient librarian, who looked even older than I felt, shuffled over with an equally old walker. Violet wore a neat beige sweater and dress pants. A pair of cat-eye glasses hung from her neck on a string and swayed back and forth as she moved.

“Hello, dear,” she said, peering at me.

“Has Carlyle been here? Or Handkerchief?”

“Ah. You must be Sapphire. He left you a letter…let me find it…”

She dragged her walker toward a table behind the counter and shifted through papers. Shouldn’t a librarian know where everything was?

“Hmm…I swear I saw it here somewhere. But you know how memory is at my age.” Violet shook her head and then looked past me. I spun around, half expecting to see someone sneaking up on me, but no one was there.

“Just checking for customers, dear. Wouldn’t want there to be a line,” Violet said. “Now, letter…letter…where could it be?”

I leaned on the counter and sighed. Why had Violet not retired yet? She smelled like death—us vampires knew which human prey was healthy and which was old and sick. Plus, she was terrible at her job. How did she get anything done when moving so slowly?

“You should see a doctor,” I said. “You smell…I mean…you look old.”

“I know, dear, I know. Ah, I think this is it.” She lifted the glasses that hung around her neck and settled them on her nose. She squinted at the paper, then nodded and turned to me. Her walker scraped on the floor as she shuffled over.

I stared at the ceiling and counted imaginary ice cream cones; I got to a hundred and six before she reached me and handed me a piece of folded paper.

“So, you know Carlyle’s not really a cat, huh?” I said.

Violet nodded. “He tried to type the letter but couldn’t with his little paws. Then he meowed at the computer until I came to help. I told him I can’t transcribe meows, so he finally showed me his human form. Kids today.”

“How long ago was he here?” I asked.

“A few hours. Could have been longer. I’m not quite sure, to tell you the truth.”

So he was back in town and safe; that was a relief. But he hadn’t stuck around the library where I could find him. He left a note and vanished, instead.

Fuck.

“Thanks, oldie,” I said to the librarian.

“You can call me Violet, dear. Or Miss Vi. And you’re quite welcome.”

I knew her name already, but being snarky was easier. A nice distraction from loss.

I dragged my tired ass to a back table in the library and plopped down. Maybe the letter was something good. Maybe Carlyle was looking for me. Maybe he’d be back here soon and wanted to tell me when to meet him.

I unfolded the page.

 

To my sunbeam,

I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you when you said you weren’t interested. I’m sorry I made things awkward for you and your men. I’ll stay away from now on.

Though our short time together didn’t mean the same to you, I’ll forever cherish it. I’ll remember you as the sunbeam on my heart.

I know you probably won’t see this note because you won’t be looking for me, and that’s okay. But I had to write it down, anyway. A small hope that you’d come to see me was stuck in my throat like a hairball.

Be happy forever and ever, sunbeam.

Carlyle, your temporary HandsomeBoy.

 

So, Carlyle thought I left him behind on purpose—of course he did, when I had tried to abandon him twice before. “Motherfucker!” I shouted in rage at Ford, at Bob, at the world. But mostly at myself.

“Shhhh,” someone hissed. When she spoke again, I realized it was Violet. “Keep it down and watch your language.”

“Oh, screw you,” I said.

“Hey!” Violet whisper-shouted from the counter. “This is a public library.”

“Is that why it smells like the musky ass of a sheep?” I shouted at her.

“This is your final warning, Sapphire.” Violet shook her head.

Another elderly lady stood in front of the counter with three large, hardcover books. “Kids today,” Violet said, shaking her head at me. The other lady nodded in agreement.

Of course, I was no kid. I was as ancient as the foundations of the earth itself. But I never could resist the urge to snark on someone. “Seniors today,” I said.

“Give me a second, Betty,” Violet grabbed her walker and started to make her way around the desk, her eyes narrowed on me.

Maple sticky ass! She wasn’t scary; not when I had fought tree shifters, but I also didn’t want to fuck up an old lady.

“Fine! I’ll go,” I said and stood. I stomped across the library and paused across from her, our eyes locking. She glared at me. I glared back.

“Leave now, vampire.”

“Not. A. Vampire,” I said. “I’m the motherfucking sexy ass, butt-kicking vampire.”

Violet glared at me. I glared back.

“Also, can I use the computer?” I said. “I need to print missing posters. I don’t think Carlyle’s coming back.”

Violet sighed. “Kids today.”

“You know I’m fifty-three, right? Carlyle’s in his fifties, too.”

Violet shook her head and sighed again. “Kids today.”




Chapter 23

I tossed an empty roll of duct tape into a trash can and stared down the street at my handiwork.

Every post and building for as far as I could see was plastered with posters. I had spent the last three days covering Silver Springs with two different flyers.

One said, “Lost Cat” with a photo of Handkerchief from his Instagram account. Right next to each of those, I taped up a “Missing Man” poster.

I didn’t have a photo of Carlyle the man, so I wrote a description instead. “Missing: Attractive ginger man. Tall with nice ass. Scruffy beard like a pirate rogue. Answers to Carlyle, Handkerchief, or ButternutSquashHandsomeBoy (one word).” Both posters said to call Sapphire if seen.

If Carlyle was still in Silver Springs, there was no way he’d miss all these posters. There were more of them than leaves in the forest—because it was early spring and the trees hadn’t bloomed, but still. I used all the paper in the library. Violet only let me because she was worried about Handkerchief.

My cell rang in my pocket, playing I’m Sexy and I Know It. That was the ring for an unknown caller. They were all unknown these days; Ford, Wim, and Bob hadn’t tried calling me, and I hadn’t tried calling them either.

I whipped out the phone like a flasher whips out a dick. “Hello? Sapphire here. Have you seen my cat and/or man?”

“Ummm…” an uncertain voice said. I didn’t know why that opening kept throwing people off. “I saw an orange cat near the cemetery when I was visiting my dad’s grave.”

“I’m sorry for your loss.”

“It’s okay. I was just there to make sure he’s dead and not a vampire. Anyway, I saw a little orange cat near the front gate.”

My heart sputtered, almost re-starting before stilling again. “Thank you.”

I hung up and ran down the street to my parked car, tossing my stack of posters into the front seat. Firing up the engine, I hauled ass to the cemetery.

I usually avoided it. My parents and Bradley were buried here, and it was easier to be sad far away from them.

My crusty old car screeched to a halt at the cemetery’s cast iron gates. The sun was somewhere behind the castle on the hill, casting the cemetery in early darkness. I had forgotten how quiet it was here when I wasn’t fucking Ford behind a mausoleum. Peaceful, which was odd because death was never peaceful. Either you were an undead ball of angst like me or you died unwillingly—nobody went willingly. Even those who died by suicide didn’t want death, they wanted relief.

“Carlyle?” I called, slamming the car door and looking around. “Carlyle? HandsomeBoy, one word?”

No answer.

Fuck. He might be long gone.

I opened the passenger side door and pulled out a few posters and a fresh roll of tape. The tape ripped loudly in the quiet as I plastered posters to the cemetery gate.

“Carlye!” I called as I worked. “I have chocolate and pizza.”

“Mrrr?”

I whirled, my heart beating and leaping into my throat. An orange cat sat next to my car and stared at me with yellow eyes. One of her ears was mangled and chewed. Her neck was pure orange with no white spot.

My heart stopped as cold and sudden as it had started.

She wasn’t Carlyle.

“Mrrr?” the cat said.

Carlyle had mentioned living outside as a cat; Evelyn had provided shelter and food that had saved his life.

Were there a lot of stray cats around Silver Springs? I had seen some wandering the town, but I assumed they all belonged to someone.

I dropped to a crouch. “Psst psst psst, kitty.” I stretched out a hand toward her. She didn’t move.

“Psst psst,” I shifted closer. She took off down the road, slipping through the cemetery fence and vanishing.

The cat wasn’t Carlyle, but she was like him: alone and afraid in the cold world.

I tossed the posters back into the car and climbed in, pulling out my cell phone. I couldn’t help Carlyle right now, but maybe I could help this cat.




Chapter 24

I flipped open the pizza box against a tree. The smell of cheese and fish filled the air. Uncapping a marker, I wrote in big block letters on the inside of the lid: “Free Pizza with Anchovies for Cats.”

“There,” I said, standing and looking around.

The forest clearing now held a collection of warm wooden shelters from the local animal rescue. Dishes of tuna were scattered around the area. A sign propped against another tree read, “Free Tuna for Cats.” I had to make sure they knew it was for them.

One black and white kitty was already eating from one of the tuna bowls. Charlotte at the animal rescue said that once they felt comfortable coming to my little cat haven, I’d be able to trap them. They wouldn’t walk into a trap unless they were trusting and hungry, she said. Once I caught them, I could bring them to her for adoption.

I had three of these cat havens on the go. If Carlyle showed up, I’d find him.

And if he didn’t, I’d keep an eye on the other cats until I could get them into good homes, as Evelyn had done for Carlyle.

I hiked up a short hill back to the road and my waiting car. As I opened the door, the orange cat from the cemetery meowed in a carrier in the back. I had managed to lure her in with fried chicken.

“Are you a shifter or a cat cat?” I asked her as I put the car into drive and drove back into town.

She didn’t answer.

No one did these days.

At a stoplight, I checked my phone. No calls or text. Nothing from townsfolk about Carlyle. Nothing from any of my men, either.

At least, I had thought they were my men. Maybe I was wrong about that. Maybe I was wrong about Carlyle too. He had left, after all. Was it that easy to leave a mate?

Tossing the phone aside, I drove across town to the Silver Springs Animal Rescue and hauled cemetery kitty in.

Charlotte placed the carrier on a metal exam table and peered into the door. “It’s amazing you were able to catch her so quickly.”

I shrugged, thumbing my phone’s home screen just in case someone called. “She was friendly, just nervous.”

“Good. If she’s friendly, we can find her a safe home…eventually.”

“Eventually?” I looked up from my phone.

Charlotte sighed. “We’re always over capacity, even with Calluna helping out by adopting cats through her store.”

I frowned. “What about the cats who aren’t friendly? Who run from humans?” I had seen a bunch like that when setting up the feeding stations.

“They’re probably ferals, born outside. They’re basically wild. Few people are willing to adopt a cat who hides and hisses at them.”

“So they stay in cages?”

“The best thing for them is a safe outdoor area where they’re fed and have warm shelters for the winter. Then they can be wild but cared for.”

I nodded. “I think I can do that. I know a place.”

Charlotte blinked. “You’re going to adopt all the feral cats?”

“As many as will fit in Sapphire’s Safe and Sane Seline Sanctuary. Seline because Feline ruins the alliteration.”

“Ummm…okay?”

“Oh, that reminds me. Two cats came here about ten years ago when their owner died. Do you have records of what happened to them?”

“Do you know their names?” Charlotte asked.

“Peanutbutterjiggles and Sparky.”

Charlotte nodded. “I can look them up.”

 

***

 

My phone was warm in my ice-cold hand as I thumbed the empty home screen.

Four days and no calls or texts from any of them…or from anyone who had seen Carlyle. He had probably wandered far from Silver Springs by now.

Sapphire’s Safe and Sane Seline Sanctuary—or maybe the Carlyle Cat Care Center—would be a lot of work. It would all be so much easier with the men.

And so much harder to call them first. They had fucked up, and not only had they fucked up, they hadn’t even called me.

So, I tucked my phone into my pocket and surveyed the empty field next to the Flying Horse Ice Cream Factory. Ford owned this unused land tucked between the factory and the forest. Even if we weren’t getting along, I knew he would never deny me it.

Hell, I had driven his ice cream cart out of business, and he never even charged me a cent.

Now, all I needed was to hire someone to build a house for the cats to stay in when the weather was bad, and someone else to put up a cat-proof fence. Then, I could start adding all the fun stuff like cat trees and boxes.

“Well, ice cream factory,” I said. “It’s just you and me, like old times.”

 

***

As I opened the shop door, a chorus of birds broke into song. I glanced up at them. They were colorful dildos with gossamer wings fluttering over the door.

“Welcome to the Magical Rooster,” April June said. She put her phone on the glass counter and looked up. “Oh. It’s you.”

“Nice to see you too.” I tapped my fingers on the glass counter above a display of glowing ropes and gold vibrators that trembled with excitement to fuck something. “I’m looking for a local witch. She lives alone in the forest and has a habit of cursing people to be cats.” The witch might have hurt other people or cats. If I could find her, I could stop her.

“You think all witches know each other,” April June said.

“Well…yeah. At least locally. You have covens and shit. Don’t you all meet under full moons together?”

“Full moon, half-moon, new moon, every moon really. We anoint ourselves in coconut oil mixed with the blood of virgins and dance the secret dance of magic. Then come the orgies. I know every witch on the eastern seaboard and have properly fucked them in a coconut and blood fueled rump through a moonlit forest.”

I knew she was being sarcastic, so I would mess with her back. “Perfect, so you do know who I’m looking for.”

“Absolutely,” April June lied without even a twitch of her mouth or quirk of her eyebrow.

I stared back, mirroring her flat expression.

She stared at me without blinking.

“Soooo…who would know the woods witch?”

“No one,” April June said. “If she’s cursing people, she practices dark magic. That means she’s smart enough to hide from other witches who won’t look too kindly on her skill.”

“Shit.”

“Yeah…Now, are you going to buy a vibrator or not?”

Hmmm, I hadn’t come here for any toys, but now that she mentioned it… “What’s good for loneliness?”

“The double penetration self-thrusting vibrator with clit massager and labia strokers.”

“I have one of those.”

“Nipple fingers? Guaranteed to make your nips ache with pleasure.”

“I have three.”

“Do you have three nipples?” April June said.

“I find it works well on the butthole too. You know what…just give me the unicorn lube.”

“Good choice.” April June turned to grab a tube from a shelf. “You might be lonely, but at least rainbows and glitter will shot from your cooch when you come.”

“Hooray,” I said dryly and pulled out my credit card.




Chapter 25

“Sapphire, what are you doing?” Amber said. She didn’t often sound annoyed, being a good person and all that. But she did this time.

I stood on the counter at the front of Jewels Cafe, taping flyers to the window. Three this time—“Lost Cat”, “Missing Man”, and “Adopt a Cat: They’re Adorable!” If I couldn’t give Carlyle the home and family he desperately needed, maybe I could help a few other cats find theirs.

“Here.” I handed Amber an adoption flyer. “Adopt a cat for you and your men.” My voice cracked on the word men. “Get one for each of you.”

Amber stared down at the flyer, and a small smile crossed her face. “Maybe…”

“I just cleaned that window,” Wes, Amber’s bear shifter mate, complained behind me.

“I just made it better,” I said, jumping down from the table and admiring the window now covered in posters. Half faced inward and half faced outward so no one would miss them.

“Did you ask if you could put those up?” Wes frowned. “And why do you need so many?”

I handed him an adoption flyer. “Adopt a cat. They relieve stress, and you sound stressed.”

Gathering up my posters, I went around the cafe, leaving them on every table, even if it meant dropping them on top of laptops—like Chase’s. The document on his screen said something about heaving bosoms. I decided not to ask.

“You’re at my table,” I said instead. Mine and Wim’s usual table in the back corner.

Chase opened his mouth to argue.

“Heaving bosoms,” I whispered, cutting him off.

He flushed and shut his laptop. “I’ll move…this time.”

With no one left to bug about cats and missing men, I plopped down into my usual spot, still warm from Chase’s ass.

I should get up and keep searching for Carlyle, saving some cats, but…

I had postered the entire town already, followed every lead, and fed all the known stray cat colonies. I even got someone started on a fence for the Carlyle Cat Care Center.

At the moment, there was nothing left for me to do but sit.

Sit and stare at my phone. I hadn’t remembered taking it out of my pocket, but there it was in my hand with no missed calls and no texts.

Not even a Tinder date to distract me. Just the home screen photo of my three men hugging each other. When had I gotten so sappy to put that on my phone?

I stared at them, my eyes going blurry.

I shook my head clear and put the phone face down on the table. Pushing myself up, I dragged myself to the counter. “The usual, Julian,” I said to the witch at the cash register.

“That is…”

My usual was a complex order. Why would he recall it? But still, I felt oddly lonely when he didn’t. My men were gone, and not even the barista remembered me.

I told him my order, paid the usual seventy-five bucks, and plopped back in the corner to fill the hole inside me with a giant bucket filled with whipped cream and espresso and syrups of every flavor.

Sucking on the straw continuously just made the end fall off in my mouth.

Fucking paper straws. Even they were messing with me.

I stared at the empty chair across from me. I had never been here without Wim before. I had never had this drink without him there to tease me while I teased him about being a big old puppy dog.

Shit.

I stopped sucking the straw as though it was a cock that struggled to come and just…just nothing. Just sat there.

I could call them, but I was still too angry…not even at them, at myself.

I hadn’t noticed Carlyle wasn’t in the car either. I had created the plan and started the fight that got Wim injured. And I was the reason Carlyle thought we had abandoned him. They had fucked up, but so had I.

People got hurt around me, and I still didn’t know how to stop it.

Hell, even finding Carlyle might hurt the other men. Maybe they didn’t want another member in the relationship. Except for Ford, I hadn’t even asked them.

The worst part was that I didn’t think I could talk to them and work this out unless I found Carlyle. I couldn’t forgive Ford or myself until things were right with the cat shifter. That Bob and Wim hadn’t tried to reach out to me either…I didn’t know what to make of that.

I guess our relationship wasn’t as strong as I had thought.




Chapter 26

I stared down into my expensive coffee and let my face slip lower and lower until my chin rested in the whipped cream. I was growing a fluffy melting beard of deliciousness. I dipped lower, and the cream brushed my lip like a cold finger, so I opened my mouth and let the drink sloop in like a tide. I gurgled into it.

A shadow fell over my make-out session with whipped cream. I didn’t bother to look up at who it was. I just reached out for my flyers, grabbing a handful and holding them out. “Missing Cat, Lost Man, Adopt a cat,” I said.

Warm fingers brushed mine as the person took the flyers. It sent a delightful shiver through me. “At first I thought I could find you by following the posters,” a familiar, refined voice said, “but then I realized that they’re everywhere. I haven’t seen you this active since you used to chase my ice cream cart.”

I sat bolt upright, whipped cream dripping from my chin and mouth into my lap. “Ford?”

The Pegasus shifter pulled out the chair across from me and sat, keeping his posture straight as he always did. He wore a deep blue velvet jacket and a black bow tie. His hair was brushed back in a natural-looking wave. I knew it took him hours to make it that perfectly windswept.

“You look like a clear night sky of gentle winds,” I said.

He smiled, a bit shy, but warm. That smile sent my heart sputtering, but not quite beating, like a baby bird trying to take off.

“You look like Santa Claus melting in the summer heat,” Ford said. “You look beautiful.”

“I know,” I said.

He chuckled and leaned across the table. His warm tongue licked whipped cream from my lips, sending a tremor down my spine.

Ford sat back and picked up a napkin, reaching across the table to dab my face.

“Why didn’t you call? Why didn’t anyone call?”

“I wanted to right my mistake first,” Ford said. He folded the napkin neatly on the table. “I couldn’t do that with words. Why didn’t you call?”

“I was angry at you, Bob. Myself.”

Ford’s brown eyes went soft and tender. “I have a surprise for you that may help improve our situation.”

I snorted at his formal talk. Sometimes his fancy rich man training won out. “Is it ice cream? All the ice cream in a giant IV straight to my arteries?”

“Not quite.”

“Have you discovered a way to pump the pleasures of cock straight to my arteries?”

“Oh, I missed you,” Ford said with a grin.

“I missed you, too, Mustang.”

“Are you ready for my apology?”

I took a deep breath just so I could sigh. “You already apologized…. It didn’t make things better, but I don’t want to be angry, either.”

“I have a better apology. It’s also a surprise that is not ice cream or cock IVs.”

I raised my eyebrows. Ford smiled, his eyes going warm and bright. He turned in his chair and waved toward the door.

The bells jingled and in walked a tall, lean man. His ginger hair was perfectly combed back, and his beard was trimmed close to the skin.

I didn’t have to breathe except to talk, but somehow, seeing him made me gasp.

Carlyle wore a perfectly tailored black suit that could only be Ford’s doing. His white shirt was unbuttoned at the top, showing a peek of chest hair.

I was on my feet without deciding to stand. Carlyle stopped across from me. “Hi, moonbeam.”

“Ahhhhh,” I said because I didn’t know what else to say. My heart was doing strange things in my chest, fluttering, stopping, beating, stopping. I think it was swing dancing with itself like I did on a cop car that time I was arrested.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“I’m sorry,” Carlyle said at the same time.

“You go first,” I said, and he said, “Go ahead.”

Ford snorted. “You’re cute, Saph—”

“I’m a sexy, dangerous, bad-ass tree-fucker-upper,” I said. “Not cute.”

Ford chuckled.

“Sapphire,” Carlyle said, and I turned back to him. His black eyes blurred with unshed tears.

“I’m sorry I vanished. I thought you didn’t want me, but Ford explained that he had made a mistake and drove away. You had nothing to do with it.”

I sniffed and wiped my arm across my nose. “I’m sorry. It’s not all Ford’s fault.”

Ford startled and turned to me. “It’s not,” I told him and turned back to Carlyle. “I didn’t notice you weren’t there until it was too late. I never wanted to leave you behind. I went back twice and looked, but Wim’s nose was broken so he couldn’t find you…. How did you find him?” I asked Ford.

“Topaz. I asked her to heal Wim’s nose. Then, he tracked Carlyle to a pizza box in the woods that said, ‘Free for Cats’ on it. I explained everything.”

“Thank you,” I said, wanting to cry from Ford’s kindness and Carlyle’s return.

“Does…this mean we are mates?” Carlyle said.

I glanced away and shrugged. “I don’t know…do you still feel—”

“Yes!”

I forced myself to meet his bright, tender gaze.

“I missed you. I’d like to get to know you and see if this works, if…” I glanced at Ford. “If my current bedfellows are okay with adding a new man to our relationship.”

“We are,” Ford said.

As I turned to Carlyle, his hands were on my face, stroking my skin, and his forehead pressed against mine. I breathed deeply of his scent as his gaze bore into mine.

“Now I’m your cat and you’re my vamp!” he said.

I chuckled and wrapped my arms around his waist, yanking him close so our lips could clash. He swiped for entrance, and I parted my lips to let him into my whipped creamy mouth. As his tongue stroked mine, my skin warmed from my face to my thighs.

“There’s more,” Ford said, standing.

I broke off the kiss. He faced Carlyle. “I went online and tracked down your parents.”

Carlyle’s hands fell away from me. “You…you found them?” Hope played on his voice as though he didn’t quite dare to believe it was a real thing.

“They’re alive and in France,” Ford said. “They believed you had died when the police found your clothes in the forest and you remained missing. Their grief wouldn’t let them live in the town that they believed had killed their son.”

“How did you find them?” Carlyle whispered. “I went online, but….”

“They’re not online. However, the news story about your apparent death quoted a cousin, and she is on social media. I contacted her, and she told me where your parents are living.”

Ford reached into his coat and pulled out a small bundle of papers. “I’ve booked a private jet to take you and anyone you want to France to meet them. I also paid someone to dig around in government files and find your ID. This is your temporary passport until the real one comes.”

Carlyle’s mouth fell open. “Is that why you made me take photos and sign things?”

“Yes.”

Carlyle threw himself into Ford’s arms, nuzzling his face against Ford’s shoulder. “You’re a good friend, horse man.”

Ford hugged him back. “I owed it to you.”

I grinned, ear to ear, looking like a crazy clown idiot, but I couldn’t help it. Wrapping my arms around Ford’s neck and Carlyle’s shoulder, I pressed my lips to Ford’s. His free hand tangled in my hair. Another wave of warmth rolled through my dead body.

“Anything for you, Sapphire,” Ford whispered against my mouth. “Now, there’s one more surprise for you and the cat man.”

“Na na na na na na, cat man!” I sang.




Chapter 27

“Whoooooooo,” Carlyle yelled behind me. His arms wrapped tight around my waist, and my hands tangled in Ford’s Pegasus mane.

Ford’s mighty white wings beat the air. Silver Springs lay below us, made of little white and yellow lights like a star cluster.

“Is this your first time flying?” I shouted to Carlyle.

“Yeah, this is even more fun than a motorcycle.”

“Do you ride?”

“I got a ride back to Silver Springs with the Feral Rebels.”

Those hardened bikers did love Instagram cats.

“Whoooo,” he yelled again. I laughed. Ford neighed and swooped down low toward the town’s edge. My stomach leaped into my throat as we dropped, and I smiled at the feeling.

Ford pulled up. His hooves clattered on the pavement, and he stopped in a parking lot before a low building. A big blue sign glowed like a nova: “Yes Now, Bob!”

“It’s open,” I said and slid off Ford’s back. I paused to stroke his neck and kiss his horsey nose. He neighed and nuzzled my hair.

“Does Bob serve pizza?” Carlyle asked.

“Let’s find out.”

I grabbed his hand and ran through the front door. It jingled from a wind chime hung on the inside.

I froze and gaped. The diner glowed with candles on every table and along the counter. The smell of delicious fried goodness wafted from the kitchen. Every chair and table gleamed, clean and new. Soft classical music played over hidden speakers.

We’d only been back in town for four days. Bob must have worked his ass off to get it ready so quickly.

“My good lady, my good sir.” Bob bowed, wearing a tux with a fancy towel over his arm like a French waiter in a movie. “Allow me to show you to your table.” He smiled at me with that boyish grin and happy eyes the color of summer skies.

“Bob!” I threw myself at him, wrapping my arms around his neck and raining kisses on his face.

He laughed and pressed me against his hot body. “You’re not mad with me anymore?”

“Oh, I’m mad that you protected the syrup thieves, but I’m still so glad to see you again.” I stepped back and whacked him on the bicep gently. “Why didn’t you call?”

“Because I wanted to make things right first.”

“That’s what Ford said.” The door jingled, and I turned to see Ford stroll in completely naked. He headed for a booth at the back and pulled a pair of pants off the seat.

“Yeah, Ford, Wim, and I decided we should fix things before calling you,” Bob said. “Unless we did something, all we had were words, and those weren’t working. We didn’t want to argue and make things worse by trying to say it was okay and that you should get over it. We wanted to actually make it better.”

“Oh, Bob…how did you make the syrup fiasco better?”

Bob pulled his shoulders back as though proud. “First, I called the police and then the RCMP, which Wim says is the Canadian police. They wear red coats and ride horses like old-timey times.”

“Canada,” I said, shaking my head.

“I told the police what happened and gave them descriptions of the kidnappers and the thieves. I handed over the syrup as evidence.”

“I know how much maple syrup means to you.”

“I found a local farm that makes maple syrup and made sure they were legit. I bought my syrup from them. It costs more, but it’s safe.”

“Well done, Bob.”

He flushed, “Thanks! It gets better, too!”

“Hey,” said a woman strolling from the back. She wore a black leather jacket with a raptor patch on the chest and knee-high boots. “I’m Riley.”

“Oh my god, she’s so cool,” I said.

“I hired the Feral Rebels to provide security in case the maple fuckwits return,” Bob said.

“We don’t like kidnappers,” Riley said. “My sisters are patrolling the borders of Silver Springs for signs of assholes.”

“You’re so cool,” I said.

“I know,” she said. She stretched out in one of the booths and put her boots on the table.

“Total sploosh,” I muttered, then shook my head clear and turned back to Bob.

“Did I do good?” he asked, his eyebrows turned down and worried.

“You did good, Bob.” I kissed him. He yanked me against his body and kissed me back, long and deep.

“Hey, don’t bogart Saph,” Wim said.

I broke off the kiss to see my wolf shifter leaning against the counter. He must have been in the kitchen, judging by the apron over his t-shirt and jeans. His nose was perfect again on his perfect face.

I grinned like a dumbass seeing something shiny. “Wolfie.”

“Vampy,” he said and stalked toward me like a predator.

I knotted my hands in his thick hair, and he wrapped his arms around my waist to grab my ass in both hands. I giggled and kissed his plush, warm lips as my nipples pebbled against his chest.

“Now, why the fuck didn’t you call?” I said.

“I was waiting for you to call! I don’t call first.”

“Neither do I, you know that! You’re the predator, you have to chase me.”

“You’re a vampire, doesn’t that make you a predator who should chase me?”

“I don’t chase.”

“Yeah, that’s why the town is covered in missing posters,” Wim said with a smirk.

“That wasn’t a chase. That was a rescue.”

“Yeah, yeah,” he said and leaned down to bite my lip. I moaned against him.

“Now, my lady, my sir,” Bob said, bowing again. “My first customers, please, allow me to seat you.”

“Have fun, Fire,” Wim whispered against my lips. He slapped my ass, and I slapped his back as he turned to the kitchen.

I took Carlyle’s hand and followed Bob to a booth laid with candles and menus on the table. “Here we are, madame, mom-sure.”

“Are you sure you pronounced that right?” I said.

“Yep,” Bob said cheerfully.

I sat across from Carlyle. He wore a suit while Bob wore a tux. Meanwhile, I sat here in a hoodie stained with whipped cream, tuna juice, and cat hair like some kind of dirty hippie.

But no one seemed to care. None of them turned me away or even gave my shitty clothes a second look.

Carlyle flipped through the menu. “Oooh, Bob’s Patented Poutine.”

I stifled a groan. Oh, Bob.

“Madame, mom-sure,” Bob said, a minute later. “Are you ready to order?”

“Yes,” Carlyle said, placing the menu down and folding his hands on top of it like a fancy person. “I’ll have everything.”

“Delightful, most delightful,” Bob said formally. “What will the beautiful lady have?”

“Blood and whatever has maple syrup.”

“Most perfect indeed.” Bob bowed and nearly skipped to the kitchen. I watched his ass in that tight tux.

“Moonbeam?” Carlyle said.

I turned back to him. “Well, HandsomeBoy, let’s get to know each other. First, I have some cat news…” He nearly purred in happiness when I told him about the rescued cat and my plan for a home for the ferals.

“We’ll look after all of them forever,” he said with a tender smile and tears in his eyes. “I saw the posters and the pizza boxes, and I knew…I knew you cared, but I was too afraid to accept it, in case I was wrong again. Then, Wim and Ford found me…”

I reached across the table and squeezed his hand. “I also asked about Peanutbutterjiggles and Sparky at the animal rescue. They were adopted together by a pair of witches. They died a while ago, but I found their blog with cat photos.” I pulled out my phone to show him.

Carlyle’s face lit up, and he downright purred.

Over the next few hours, Bob, Wim, and Ford brought out every dish the diner made. I insisted they and Riley eat as well, until we were all too full to move.

The classical music that had been playing all evening stopped. A heavy beat played instead.

“Oh,” Bob said, sitting next to Carlyle across from me. “It must have jumped to my next playlist…”

The song was familiar, and I tilted my head. “Wait…wait…is this the …It is! It’s The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air song.”

“What’s that?” Ford asked.

“I don’t know either,” Carlyle said. “I think it was a TV show? Long ago?”

“Finally, a good dude who is as confused by pop culture as I am,” Ford said.

As the Fresh Prince started to sing, so did I, but with my own lyrics. Bob swayed and clapped off-beat.

“In south Silver Springs born and raised,

Jewels Cafe is where I spent most of my days,

Chillin’ out max and relaxin’ all cool,

Drinkin’ seventy-five dolla drinks with Tinder date fools.

When one day, Julian was up to no good

and started making trouble in my neighborhood.

One pumpkin spice and I got scared

Because I fell in love and it was totally cool…Wim, take it away!”

The wolf shifter was laughing too hard to sing, and we all joined him.

That night, we returned to Wim’s townhouse—our de facto harem house. Carlyle hesitated on the front step. “Go on in,” I told the other men and turned to the cat shifter, taking his hands in mine.

He glanced away.

“What is it?”

“Do you…do you want to finish what we started in the car?”

“Cock and clit? Yeah.”

Carlyle’s hands squeezed mine. He opened his mouth to speak and closed it again. Whatever he wanted to say wasn’t easy.

“You can tell me,” I said. “Either I’m your mate and will understand, or I’m not and you’ll find out now rather than later.”

He took a deep breath. “You’re hotter than a noonday sunbeam in July on a windowsill without air conditioning.”

“Thank you.”

“I want to take this slow, though…I want to get it right and….”

“I understand.” I didn’t. I never understood avoiding sexy time—though maybe I did. Wim and I circled each other for four years before we finally kissed and boned real good. “Actually, I do understand. We’ll get there.”

“Thank you,” Carlyle said.

I stood on my tiptoes and kissed him, long and slow like a lazy day fuck in a noontime sunbeam in July with no air conditioning. My nipples were rock hard, hard enough to cut glass in a heist.

When we finally broke apart, Carlyle said, “I’ll see you in the morning.”

I tightened my grip on his hands and yanked him back. “Do you have anywhere to stay?”

“Sure! The shelters you put out for the cats.”

“Stay here. You can sleep on the couch if you’re not ready for bed.”

He sighed, his shoulders relaxing. “Thank you.”

“You have a new home, HandsomeBoy. Come on in.”




Chapter 28

“We’ll need a bigger place,” Wim said, dropping a pillow on the couch for Carlyle.

“Oh! We can build one on the empty field near the ice cream factory. I already have a cat rescue there. We can live next to it. And next to ice cream.”

“You have what where now?” Ford said.

I batted my eyes at him. He wouldn’t deny me.

“I don’t think that lot is zoned for housing or cats,” he mused.

“Zoning, boning, phony, baloney,” I said.

“Zamboni!” Bob said.

“We can get it re-zoned, all we need is money, and you got plenty of that.”

“Rice-A-Roni! Cheese and macaroni…did I win?” Bob said.

“Not now…you know what? Yeah, you did win,” I said. I grabbed his ass in both hands and pulled him against me, kissing him long and hard.

“Good prize,” he said. I could feel his smile against my lips.

“There’s one more thing I have to take care of.” I grabbed Wim’s wrist and pulled him up the stairs to the hallway outside his bedroom.

“What’s up, Fire?”

“Are you okay with Carlyle? I know you’re not crazy about him. If you don’t want him here—”

Wim wrapped his arms around my waist and pulled me close against his hard, warm body. His bulge nestled against me and pressed against my slit in a delightful way.

“Do you think he’s your mate?”

“No,” I said. “But neither are you, Ford, or Bob. I just like him.”

“That’s good enough,” Wim said, his hot breath caressing my lips. “As long as you’re happy, I can tolerate anyone and anything…even a cat.”

I snorted and kissed his neck, sucking hard until he chuckled. “You must really need a good…filling.”

“I do have many cavities, Dr. Sexy Dentist.”

“This just got weird,” Ford said from the steps.

“Can I be the dental hygienist?” Bob said happily behind him.

Wim smirked. His hands went to the back of my thigh, and he swung me over his shoulder. My ass was in the air with his hand firmly on it.

That was more like it.

“Is this how dental role-play usually works?” Bob said.

“Not now, Bob,” I said. “My ass is in the air.”

As Wim carried me into the bedroom, I reached out and grabbed Ford’s wrist, pulling him after us. Bob followed, shutting the door.

Wim growled deep in his throat, his hand kneading my ass. “I’m going to fuck you until you quiver.” His voice shifted to the demanding alpha voice he only got when he decided to take charge of sex.

“You’re all going to fuck me until I quiver,” I ordered. “You’re all going to take turns riding this hot rod.”

“Oh, we’re role-playing race cars now,” Bob said. “Okay, I’ll like to change your tires in the pit stop.”

Ford glanced at him, then away, then back at him with a “what the fuck” look on his face. Bob smiled, oblivious.

“Well done, Bob,” I said.

Wim’s hands slid along my back and waist as he dropped me to my feet. He pushed his hands under my hoodie, thumbing my instantly hard nipples. Ford pressed against my back, kissing and nuzzling my neck until I shivered with delight.

“Bob,” I said, eyeing the waiting man. He looked a bit lost. “Undress for me.”

He grinned. “Anything for you, Saph.”

As Wim and Ford ran their hands all over my body, peeling off my hoodie and pants, I watched Bob. He slowly pulled off his tux jacket and shirt, revealing perfect abs. I watched the bulge growing in his pants as he watched the other men undress me.

Bob pulled his pants down and then his boxers, freeing his erection. Its tip glinted, already wet.

“Mmmm…Bob,” I said, and he flushed.

“What about me?” Wim said.

“You, too,” I said.

He flashed a mischievous grin and pulled his shirt off. As I trailed my hands along his abs, he hooked his thumbs into the waistband of my panties and yanked them down.

Wim leaned forward. “You want us to ride you, don’t you?” he growled in my ear.

“Yesss,” I moaned. I grabbed the front of his jeans and undid the fly, yanking his pants down as he had done to me. Wim was commando today, and his cock arched toward me. Besides his cock, Wim didn’t react to being suddenly undressed.

“We’re going to take turns with that tight pussy and ass,” he said.

“That’s what I told you to do,” I said. “Why do you make it sound like it was your idea?”

In response, Wim pressed his hand between my shoulder blades and pushed, forcing me to bend over. I dropped to my elbows on the bed with my ass up in the air. I moaned as I spread my legs, showing off my wet, hot pussy for my men.

“Ford,” Wim said. “Get the rope.”

“Hell yeah,” I said.

Ford’s hands trailed along one of my legs, Wim’s along the other, as they wrapped the soft rope around my ankles. I craned my neck to watch Ford— usually a happy bottom—tie the rope to the bedpost.

I groaned and tried to move away, just to feel that I couldn’t close my legs from the men’s desire.

“You look so beautiful,” Bob said as though in awe.

“You look dirty,” Wim said. He stood over me, his erection arching toward his stomach.

“Ford,” I said, my gaze finding my tall, brown-eyed man. “Undress.”

I watched him peel off his velvet coat and pressed pants, revealing his perfect abs and the outline of his massive cock. Finally, his boxer briefs came down to free the largest cock I had ever seen in my life. Just looking at its glistening tip made me want to lick it.

“Now, you’re going to pay attention to me,” Wim growled. He stepped between my legs, filling my line of sight with his strong biceps and chiseled chest.

He grasped his cock in one hand and guided it down toward my waiting, dripping slit. His other hand trailed up my spine, making me shiver. He grabbed my hair and pulled, forcing me to arch my back as he thrust balls-deep inside me.

I cried out, and he groaned.

Then he was thrusting, hard and fast. My clit rubbed against the bed with each thrust of his long cock. I tried to move, just to feel that I couldn’t, that I had to stay and take every inch of him over and over and over again.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” I said as my inner walls started to quiver and clench. My world narrowed to Wim’s cock and his hand on my hip and his hand in my hair.

As he rode me, the orgasm broke over me like a slow-motion explosion in an action movie. Wim moaned and with one final, long thrust, filled me with hot, wet cum.

“Fuuuccckkk,” I said as he pulled out. I dropped my face to the bed and turned it to the side so I could see my men, shirtless and gorgeous, standing behind me.

They watched me, eyeing my spread open pussy. Just staring at them made my inner muscles twitch.

“Your turn, Ford,” Wim said with amusement.

“Sapphire?” Ford said. His warm hands stroked my thighs, moving closer and closer to my slit.

“Mmmmm,” I said. With other men, I had never wanted a second round right away. But with these three, I could never get enough. They filled me more than just cock-wise. It was something deeper, more satisfying, like a brain pussy filled with emotional cocks.

Ford’s long fingers slid along my folds, and I squirmed, delighted. His brown eyes went hazy with desire as his gaze trailed over my body from my face, down my back, to the curve of my ass. My skin tingled everywhere his sight landed.

And I did the same to him, eyeing his wide shoulders, his pecs, and his well-cut abs to his abdominal V.

Ford dropped to his knees behind me, and I felt his hot breath on my ass. “Sapphire,” he moaned long and low. His nose, his face, pressed between my ass cheeks, and his tongue circled my forbidden back door.

“Oooh, fuck yeah,” I said. That was Ford, always getting off on pleasing.

And he was an expert with that tongue. All of France would be put to shame by this one tongue.

He swirled it around my opening, and I trembled. I had never felt so accepted than I did with this hottie’s tongue in my asshole. He moaned, his breath hot against my skin. I did too, knowing he was getting off on licking my ass.

I felt all the tension in my body melt away as he made my back door open. I reached one hand behind me and grabbed a fistful of Ford’s hair, pressing him deeper into my ass.

Ford’s long fingers slid inside my pussy and found my g-spot without fail, as he kept pleasuring my ass. I rode his fingers and the waves of pleasure they sent rolling through me.

“Ford,” I gasped. “Are you touching yourself?”

He nodded, not stopping his tongue work to do it.

I moaned long and helpless, knowing that he would come with his tongue working me, his fingers stroking me.

“Ford,” I cried, his name ripped from my lips as his fingers brought me closer and closer to orgasm. All my muscles quivered, my pussy clenched and throbbed around his hand. And still, his tongue and fingers worked me hard.

“Ford,” I screamed as my pleasure peaked.

“Sapphire,” he gasped, and from the sound of his voice, I knew he had come too.

I lay on the bed, moaning lightly as Ford’s heavy breathing stroked my ass where he knelt between my legs.

I propped myself on my elbows and found Bob, watching all this with wide, hungry blue eyes. “Your turn to have your way with me, Bob.”

“Yes, now,” he moaned and stepped toward me.

With a grunt of displeasure, Ford hauled himself to his feet and away from my spread legs. Wim chuckled outside of my view. For all his “I’m going to own that pussy” talk, he sure liked watching the other men pleasure me too.

Bob grazed his hands gently along my back, taking my hair in one hand and moving it over my shoulder. His gaze locked my face, tracing my lips and jawline. He could see that anytime, yet that was still what he went for first.

His palms dragged down my back, and my skin tingled under his touch. “Mmmm,” I said to let him know.

He leaned over me, his cock pressing against my back, and slid his hands underneath me to find my breasts. He teased and worked my nipples until I felt it down in my clit and moaned into the bed. He kissed my neck, my shoulder, my spine, showering it with kisses all the way down to the top of my ass.

I shivered in delight.

He stopped there because he was Bob and much less dirty than my other men. He kissed his way back up my back to my neck. His strong arms were on either side of me on the bed, like I was shielded from the world by Bob-ness.

He reached one hand down between us, guiding his cock down along the curve of my ass to my slit. His thick head pressed against my pussy, and I moaned. “Yes, now, Bob.”

Slowly, deliciously slowly, he slid inside me. I trembled around his cock.

Bob kissed my neck, my jaw, my shoulder as he pressed his hard chest against my back. The world fell away except for Bob’s body, warm and protective over me, his cock stroking the inside of my pussy, and his blue eyes, just above me, tender and hungry.

I reached up to knot my hand in his hair. I needed to grab something as he pumped pleasure through me.

The orgasm grew slowly, like ice cream production. It goes slow, but it’s all the better for it. When I started to moan his name, Bob slipped a hand underneath me. His clever fingers found my clit and pressed it in a slow circle in time to his thrusts.

“Saph,” he moaned in my ear with each long, slow, satisfying thrust.

I arched my neck and cried out as pleasure flooded my body, warming my blood, making my heart flutter in my chest.

“Saph,” Bob called over and over as his cock grew harder within me, as it twitched and filled me with hot cum.

I collapsed to the bed, exhausted, sated, and forgetful of everything else in the world. It was impossible to feel like anything was wrong or bad after being so loved and consumed.

Wim untied my legs. Bob lifted me onto the bed, settling with his arms around me, even though one of them would fall asleep. Ford nestled against my back, a hand on my hip.

Wim planted his hands on his hips and frowned down at us.

“In a bit, one of you move to give Wim a turn,” I said as I let my eyes drift closed.

My usually undead cold body was flooded with heat. With Wim, Ford, and Bob here and Carlyle safely downstairs, my dead heart beat a steady, strong rhythm.




Chapter 29

“Please come with me,” Carlyle said softly. My men and I gathered on the sidewalk between our rental car and a quaint French cottage. Well, except for Bob, who stayed in the car’s back seat.

I thought Carlyle might ask me to join him when he met his parents. That was why I had dressed up in my blue ball gown with a matching cloak to cover my arms and head against the sun.

It was too fancy for the occasion, Ford had said. But I wanted to make a good impression, and this gown was the best first impression I owned.

“Of course.” I took Carlyle’s large hand in my smaller one.

His hand shook against mine as I led him across a little front garden to the cottage door.

“What if…they don’t believe me?” he whispered. “What if it’s not them? What if Ford’s info is wrong and they’ve died…”

“What if they’re happy to see you? What if you end their heartbreak? What ifs are like chips; you can’t have just one.”

Carlyle frowned as though thinking. “Wait…what?”

I rang the doorbell before he could hesitate and change his mind. He’d been dreading and craving this moment since Ford found his parents. The only thing that would end his anxious wondering was to meet them.

The door creaked open a crack and a pair of dark eyes—the same color as Carlyle’s—peered out in a wrinkled face. “Oui?” she said.

I glanced at Carlyle. He stared at the old woman with his mouth open. His eyes were wide, as though he had been hit in the head and hadn’t fallen over yet.

“Bonjour, madame,” I said. “Ummm….” If this was Carlyle’s mom, she had lived in France for decades, so she might have lost her English.

I turned back to the car where Bob sat in the backseat, reading from a French-English dictionary. “Bob, what’s French for ‘do you speak English?’”

“Just a moment, Saph! I’ll look it up!”

“I speak English,” the old woman said. “If you’re selling something, we’re not interested.”

I glanced at Carlyle. His mouth moved wordlessly as though he wanted to say something but didn’t know how.

“Are you the Yang O’Mallorys?” I asked the old woman.

“Yes…who are you?”

My slow beating heart leaped. It was them. This was Carlyle’s mother! Fuck, she must be eighty.

“Ms. Yang O’Mallory,” I said. “This is—”

“Okay, Saph, say…parlez vous—”

“Not now, Bob!”

“Okay, Saph!” he said happily.

“Mom?” Carlyle managed to gasp out, his voice ragged and rough. “Mom…it’s me, Carlyle.”

Her eyes narrowed, her mouth pressed into a straight line as though preparing to fight. I narrowed my eyes back.

Her glaring gaze traveled up Carlyle’s tall frame in a perfectly tailored suit, to his trimmed red beard and dark eyes and…

Her frown melted away. Her eyes widened. “Carlyle? My boy? Carlyle!” She threw the door open and rushed at him…well, not so much rushed, as she was hunchbacked from old age. More like, shuffled quickly toward him.

She wrapped her thin arms around his middle, and he hunched down to wrap his arms around her shoulders.

Her whole body shook with sobs. “Carlyle, Carlyle,” she muttered into his shirt.

Tears dropped from Carlyle’s eyes and rolled into his beard. “I missed you, Mom.”

I wanted to look away before I cried, before I remembered the parents I had lost and would never get back. But I couldn’t tear my eyes from them.

“What’s happening?” An old man leaning on a cane stood in the open door. Despite his deep wrinkles, his hair remained the same fiery red as Carlyle’s.

“Your son’s back,” I said to him.

His cane clattered to the front step, and I grabbed his arm before he could tumble over. “Can’t be…he’s dead.”

“No, just a cat,” I said, then realized that didn’t help. “It’s a long story, but Carlyle never died. He missed you all this time.”

Carlyle lifted his head from his mom, and his eyes locked on his father’s.

“Dad?”

“My son,” his father gasped. “My son!” Then he was laughing and crying and wobbling over to hug Carlyle.

I stepped back to give them space. Now that the awkward introductions were over, they didn’t need me here. They needed each other and time to share their stories and start to heal their heartbreak.

“Come inside, come,” Carlyle’s mother said, taking his hand and tugging.

Despite the whirlwind of emotions, or maybe because of it, Carlyle’s gaze found mine. His eyes turned from wonder and tears to questioning and worried.

“I’m fine,” I lied. “Go catch up with your parents. I’ll wait with the others.”

“You come in, too,” his mom said. “Who are you?”

“A bad-ass—” I stopped. Shit. I had been so good at not mentioning asses or cocks or ice cream until now. Strong emotions always drove me to snark. It was easier that way.

“This is my Sapphire, my girlfriend,” Carlyle said with a warm smile.

I smiled back, my insides feeling warm like a cat had curled up on my heart. “You three need to catch up first. This isn’t about me and Carlyle. It’s about you three. I’ll stay out of the way, and we’ll meet properly later.”

“Thank you,” his mom said, her teary gazing meeting mine.

Carlyle nodded.

“I’ll be here if you need anything,” I promised him. “Just holler.”

“Meow,” he said dryly—the first time he had ever been dry. I was rubbing off on him. I chuckled.

His mom led him inside, his father following on wobbly legs. As the door shut, I turned to the car and my other men.

 

***

 

I leaned against the rental car and watched the cottage.

Wim lay on the hood, cursing at Mario Kart on his phone. “I’ll stick that red shell up your ass, you penis-shaped bastard!”

Bob sat in the back seat with a French-English dictionary held up to his face. His lips moved silently as he mouthed words.

Ford stood very straight and proper in his blue velvet coat with red bow tie and white shirt—all the colors of the French flag.

“What do you think is happening in there?” I said to him.

“Well, if they are in any way similar to my parents, they are outlining Carlyle’s many failures. If they are in any way like the parents on TV, they are baking cookies and looking through photo albums.”

We had been waiting for hours, not that I was complaining. Carlyle and his parents had a lot to catch up on, a lot of trauma to face. We were here for moral support if he needed us, so we’d wait for days if we had to.

“If they’re anything like my foster families, they’re ignoring each other,” I said. “But…are they okay, do you think?”

“You keep asking that,” Ford said. He took my hand and stroked my thumb with his. “If the reunion goes poorly, he’ll still have us, and we’ll look after him. This strange little group might not be a blood family, but it’s the best family I’ve ever had.”

“God damn banana asshole,” Wim said to his phone.

I squeezed Ford’s hand. “Me too…the family part, not the banana asshole part…though, I could go for a banana ass—”

The front door of the house creaked open, and I startled, standing up straight and smoothing my dress. “Wim, no more swearing, there’s polite company.”

He sat up on the hood and turned to the house.

Carlyle stood on the front stoop with his mom. She reached up one hand and stroked his beard as she smiled, her eyes glistening with tears.

He bent down and gently wrapped his arms around her shoulders.

I relaxed muscles I didn’t know I had been tensing. The reunion had gone well.

Carlyle turned to the doorway and hugged his father. As the cat shifter turned from the house, his gaze found me. He grinned with tears in his eyes and crossed the little yard toward us.

Behind him, his mother waved. I waved back, forcing myself to smile and not say anything about ice cream or cock.

“How’d it go, man?” Wim said.

Carlyle opened his mouth to answer, then closed it. He shook his head with tears on his cheeks.

I brushed one away with my gloved hand. “You can tell us when you’re ready.”

He pressed my hand against his face. “It went well. So well. I never thought this day would come. I have a mate, brothers, my parents back.” He sniffed. “All because I saw you in the forest.”

“This hot ass works wonders,” I said.

“Saph does that,” Bob chirped from the car. “If she likes you, good things happen! Like, I have my own restaurant when I thought working in a factory was the most I’d ever accomplish.”

I started to answer that the restaurant was his own doing when Ford cut me off.

“For the first time in my life, I belong somewhere with actual people, and not just actors my father hired to make it appear that people sent their kids to his boarding school.”

Wow, that was sad, but also touching, that he had found a place here with us. I smiled and squeezed his hand.

“I’m just tolerating these dicks to get you, Fire,” Wim said from the car’s hood.

“I’m just tolerating you for dick,” I said.

I grinned at him, and he grinned back.

“To Sapphire,” Ford said, “for bringing us together and making impossible dreams come true.”

“I…ah…” I wanted to deny it, but they were all here with me.

And Carlyle had found his family, Ford had best friends for the first time in his life. Bob had opened his dream diner. Wim was with the woman of his dreams. Maybe I didn’t just hurt people. Maybe I helped make them happy too.

Ford and Carlyle hugged me between them. I was the creamy part of an ice cream sandwich.




Chapter 30

We drove back to our rented cottage that was not meant for a dirty bunch of fuckers like us. It had private bedrooms with beds that fit two people, not five or even three. They were French; shouldn’t they at least expect threesomes?

We each had a private room, and I decided I would want that in our new house—private bedrooms and big communal ones. Everyone needed space sometimes.

My fingers hovered over the switch on the bedside lamp when a soft knock sounded on my door.

“If you’re hot, come in,” I said.

The door didn’t so much as shudder.

“That means come in,” I said.

The knob turned, and Carlyle opened the door just wide enough for him to slip through. He shut it with a click.

I pushed myself up to sitting in the narrow bed and smirked at him. “You’re ready.”

He smiled, his eyes tender but with that hint of sorrow that was always there.

“I have a lot to work though…it’s not over yet, but I’m ready to add something new.”

“Perfect, drop your pants, bend over, and prepare for a spanking.”

Carlyle blinked. “What?”

“I’m kidding,” I said. Though if he had been into it, I would have done it.

He chuckled. “Sorry, it’s been a while.”

“We’ll take it slow.” I climbed from bed and grabbed his forearms, warm under my freezing hands, and guided him to the bed.

He sat, and I climbed onto his lap, straddling his thighs. I ran my hands along his fuzzy jaw to his hot neck. His hands grabbed my hips, not pulling me closer, not yet, just holding me. His dark eyes peered up into mine, tender and soft.

“You’re so warm,” I said and shuddered against him as his heat seeped into my blood.

“You’re so cool,” he said and shuddered, from cold or pleasure, I didn’t know. “Let’s not go too slow.” His breath was hot on my cool lips. “I’ve been dreaming of you since we met and waking up with my hand on my cock.”

I chuckled and kissed him, gentle and small kisses just to tease him.

Carlyle growled deep in his throat and sucked my bottom lip into his mouth. He bit just enough to send a tremor of pleasure and pain through me.

“I want to feel all of you, kiss every part of you, and see if you’re as sexy as in my dreams.”

“I’m definitely sexier than your dreams.” I grabbed the hem of his t-shirt and yanked. He lifted his arms so I could pull it over his head.

Dark red hair covered Carlyle’s chest, and I wondered if the color matched his shag carpet. I ran my hands through his chest hair, feeling the curve of his pecs, his hard nipples.

His hands slid along my hips and gripped my ass, his nails digging in just a little. “Let me help you relax.”

“I don’t want to relax, I want to get flustered.”

“This will get you flustered too, I promise.” He smiled his shy smile.

I quirked an eyebrow in question.

“Undress and lay down on your stomach,” he said.

I shrugged. Sure, why not? I was up for anything if it involved either ice cream or hot men. I climbed off his lap and let my gaze slide over his bare chest and his toned arms.

Total lady jizz right there just from that. Oh, that would be my porn name: Lady Jizz.

I yanked my silky PJ top—studded with little rhinestone ice cream cones —over my head and pulled down the matching shorts and panties.

Carlyle’s eyes widened as though he had just seen a bowl of ice cream…or in his case, probably a tuna roll. Well, I had a furry tuna roll for him right here.

His gaze trailed over my breasts and my pebbled nipples. They tightened, as though he had touched them, with just a glance. His gaze roamed over my pale stomach and waist to my pelvis. Time to give him a view of my California roll, then.

I jumped onto the bed and lay down on my stomach with my bare ass right next to him.

“You have to spread it to get to the sushi roll,” I said.

“What?” he said.

“Never mind.”

Carlyle shook his head. “I never enjoyed being confused so much.”

The bed sagged a little as he straddled my legs. His hands, strong, soft, and hot, pressed against the back of my thighs and trailed up toward my ass. His fingers dug into my cold muscles, forcing warmth into them, forcing them to go soft and relaxed.

“Mmmmm,” I said.

He massaged my thighs until they tingled with his heat and felt so loose I wasn’t sure I could stand. Then his hands moved to my bare ass. He kneaded and massaged, my skin tingling under his touch, heat pooling between my legs as he worked my ass until the tingling feeling traveled up my spine to the back of my neck.

I bit my lip and moaned. “You’re good with your hands.”

“I want to know every part of you.” Carlyle’s voice was husky and full of need.

“Let your cock out,” I said. “It must be tight in those pants.”

He groaned, a deep rumble in his throat that made me want to lick him. I watched over my shoulder as he lowered his sweats and underwear over his cock and balls.

Yep, the hair was the same dark red as that on his chest, darker than his head hair. His cock arched toward his stomach, a vein throbbing in its side and its tip wet.

I definitely wanted to lick him.

I rolled over, his balls now nestled against my pussy, their warmth spreading through my folds. His eyes fluttered, and I guessed he could feel my wetness on him.

I pulled myself to sitting and pulled my legs out from under him. I shifted onto my side, propped on an elbow so that my face was near his glistening cock and my legs stretched along the bed near his. That way, he could reach my ass, pussy, and nips as I sucked him.

Taking the base of his cock in my hand, I pulled it down toward me and sucked his head into my mouth.

Carlyle threw his head back and moaned, his eyes fluttering closed.

His cock throbbed in my fist as I swirled my tongue over his wet tip. His hand knotted in my hair, pulling my mouth farther along his cock. His other hand slipped between my thighs. His finger slipped between my slick folds, his thumb finding my aching clit.

A knock sounded on the door.

Carlyle froze; well, all of him except for his throbbing cock in my mouth. Without taking my mouth from him, without slowing my swirling tongue, I met his eyes and raised a questioning eyebrow.

He gasped, his hand tightened on my hair, and nodded.

I dragged my mouth from his cock, and he moaned loudly enough that whichever man was on the other side of the door heard.

“Come in if you’re hot,” I called.

The door cracked open, and Bob peered in. His eyebrows shot up under his hair. “I’ll come back.”

“Bob,” I said.

“Yeah, Saph?”

“Get in here, drop your pants, and slide that juicy cock inside me.”

Carlyle moaned at that. I chuckled, giving his cock an extra squeeze. He damn near squirmed.

A grin spread across Bob’s face from ear to ear. He bounced into the room and shut the door with a click. “Anything for you, Saph…plus, I was hard the moment I saw you with a cock in your mouth.”

“I know,” I said. “I look damn good with anything in my mouth.”

Carlyle’s hand in my hair pushed me toward his cock.

I didn’t resist and sucked his dick back into my mouth. His whole body trembled in pleasure; I could see his muscles rippling as he did.

His thumb pressed back on my clit in a circle. As I sucked faster, he swirled my clit faster. As I slowed, he slowed in perfect rhythm. I moaned as the pleasure started to climb from my slit through my spine and down my thighs.

Bob watched me with another man’s cock in my mouth as he undressed. I watched him, his toned abs, his strong arms, his thick Moisture Seeking Missile reaching toward me.

Bob climbed onto the bed behind me. My skin and body drank his heat like it was starving. His hard chest pressed against my back, and I squirmed against him.

His hand trailed up my hip, my waist, and found my breast, rubbing my nipple until I moaned and ached. He kissed my shoulder.

“Now, Saph?” he asked.

“Mmmmmm,” I said around Carlyle’s twitching cock.

Bob’s head pushed against my slick opening, and I moaned. My pussy opened for him, stretching to let him slide in and fill me. My inner muscles clenched around him.

Carlyle’s thumb rubbed my clit. Bob thrust inside me, and I sucked Carlyle’s cock as though I were dying of dehydration and he would fill me with water. My voice muffled by his dick, I moaned and screamed wordlessly.

“Saph, Saph, Saph,” Bob said against my shoulder.

Carlyle threw his head back, his eyes open wide and sightless. I stared at his shoulders, his vulnerable neck. “Yes, vamp, yes,” he gasped. His thumb rubbed me harder, faster.

I sucked him harder in response. His cock twitched and grew harder in my mouth and under my hand.

“I’m coming, vamp, I’m…”

I pulled back to his tip as he came, filling my mouth with salty cum. Of course, I swallowed it. His heat trailed a line down my cold throat and heated the inside of my body.

He pulled his hand from my hair and grabbed my breast, thumbing my nipple. Bob took the other one, pinching and teasing. Bob’s cock thrust hard inside me while Carlyle’s thumb rubbed my clit. My ass and thighs quivered against Bob.

I gasped and bit my lip. My entire body was hot inside and out, hot from their touches. I squirmed as my pussy clenched around Bob’s cock.

“Yes, yes, fuck me, fuck me, fuck me,” I said over and over. They did just that, together fucking my pussy, my clit, and my tits as I screamed.

My inner muscles rippled around Bob, and the orgasm rolled through me, making my vision blur and my hand clench on the nearest thing I could reach —Carlyle’s thigh.

Bob’s cock grew harder inside me. With a final thrust, he came, filling me with his cum and making sure his warmth would linger inside me after he pulled out.

I collapsed to the bed. Bob was still nestled inside me and against my back. Carlyle lay down next to me, wrapping an arm around both me and Bob. His eyes bore into mine. For the first time, they lacked sorrow. How long until it returned, I wondered. Well, if it did, we’d just have to do this again…and again…and again.

“Can I stay here tonight?” Carlyle whispered.

“I wouldn’t have it any other way,” I said.

“Saph?” Bob said against the back of my neck. “Can I stay too?”

“Not now, Bob.”

“Oh…I—”

“I’m kidding! Stay.”

He sighed against my neck and wrapped an arm around my hip and Carlyle’s too. “Toujours,” he said. “That means always. I’m learning French! Do you want to know the French word for butter?”

“Why butter?” I said.

“I just learned it! Carlyle, do you want to know anything in French?”

“How about…I love you?”

My heart leaped into my throat. His eyes smiled at me, and I leaned forward to kiss him.

“Oh…” Bob said, his voice dropping. “I don’t know that one in French yet…but butter is la beurre!”

“Yes, now, Bob,” I said gently and reached back to grab his ass. That was easier for me to say than I love you. “Yes, now, both of you.”

***

 

Want more Bob? Read about his exploits with the kidnappers in a free

bonus scene. Go to evadelaney.com/bobnappers to download it.
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What if a love spell revealed your true love, but it turned out the spell

was wrong?

Pearl Celeste Dreger thought she finally had it all. She got her magic,

saved the town and found guys worthy of being in her life. Unfortunately, her perfect life has somehow turned into a nightmare.

Noah, her familiar, disappears without telling her. Fearing that he has

kidnapped, Pearl jumps on a plane to return to Silver Springs to find her guy. When she gets home, nothing is as she expects it.

Landing in the middle of a family wedding, Pearl quickly realizes that

the dark wizards, who attacked the town and tried to overthrow her coven, are still causing trouble. Pearl will have to find a way to put aside her differences with her spoiled cousin, Augusta, so that she can protect her family.

With the help of Carson and Benjamin, Pearl must uncover a terrible

secret that puts everyone she loves in danger. Can she find Noah and figure out if they are truly meant to be together? Can she uncover the truth about the dark wizards before someone she loves gets hurt? Can she regain her confidence and become the witch she is destined to be?

YA RH Paranormal Romance. Slow Burn. Witch and Shifter Romance. Note that this is a Sequel to Pearl and part of the Jewels Cafe Series.

Click here to read it now.

Turn the page for a preview.




Pearl: Wedding Bell Blues Chapter 1

By Tabitha Barett

 

Running through the airport, all I could think about was Noah. I kept replaying what Sadie had told me about her encounter in the woods back at Hallowed Woods Academy. Noah and a dark figure were talking about how powerful I had become. Sadie couldn’t see who Noah was speaking with, but it had been a man, a man Noah had called Master. Now, Noah was missing.

After a six-hour flight with nothing better to do than worry about Noah, it felt good to burn off my nervous energy by sprinting through the gate towards the pickup area. I had left in such a rush that I hadn’t spoken with my parents. I hoped they had received the three messages I’d left along the way, but they were bad about checking their messages while traveling, especially since I wasn’t scheduled to return home for Spring Break.

I ran through the terminal doors and scanned the jammed-up ground transportation area. Looking for my parent’s limo or even my father’s periwinkle sports car, my heart felt like it would burst from my chest.

With one more glance around, I gave up and dropped my bag on the ground. My parents hadn’t gotten my messages and I was now stuck half an hour away from home.

Pulling my tangled hair from my face, I tapped my heel against the pavement. How was I going to get home to Silver Springs?

I considered hailing one of the yellow cabs circling the area for passengers, but I felt weird about getting into a taxi by myself. Tears sprang up in the corners of my eyes. Had I made a mistake in coming home? Was I overreacting? Was Noah perfectly safe back in the dorms because I had missed his note? My gut told me something was wrong, even if my brain mocked me for being dramatic.

Noah wasn’t just a cute boy or a crush. He wasn’t just a boyfriend. Noah was my mate. Even though I was still sorting out what it meant to be mated to a shifter at sixteen years old, I couldn’t deny that we shared a special bond. If something bad had happened to him, I wasn’t exactly sure how it would affect me, but I knew I would feel the repercussions of it for the rest of my life.

My biggest fear was that Noah’s Master had kidnapped him in an attempt to take control of him again. The problem was figuring out where they were. I wasn’t sure if they would return home, where everyone was on high alert for the shadow coven who had attacked the Ice Carnival, or if they had fled somewhere else.

After the attack, my parents and the casting and conjuring covens searched for Lord Westerbrook, Mrs. Hazelton, the Black Dog and anyone else who might be part of the secret dark wizard group. As far as I knew, none of them had been found.

I took a breath and focused my thoughts on Noah’s handsome smile, his kind eyes and his warm heart. I knew that if I were in trouble, Noah would come looking for me.

Thinking of him calmed me long enough to remember that the Broomstick Express cab service back home could be summoned with the right spell. I grabbed my bag and headed away from the crowds of people jumping into limos and cabs so that I could move without bumping into anyone.

I wracked my brain and pieced together the summoning spell. I’d never used it myself, but I’d seen Carson and Benjamin call for the drivers plenty of times.

“Cheamă un șofer să mă ducă acasă! Airport, Terminal 1, Pearl Dreger.” I slowly spread my arms apart and curled my fingers into fists. Dragging both my fists together, I pulled on an imaginary line, which would hopefully bring a driver to me. I wasn’t sure if I was too far away from town for the spell to work, but I crossed my fingers.

Checking my watch, I wondered how long it might take a driver to show up. Since it was normally a 40-minute drive, I leaned against the wall and settled in to wait. Luckily, I had remembered to bring my coat since it was still chilly for early spring.

I debated if I should find a door where I could use the Knock on the Door Spell to call for help in case the cab didn’t show up and call for help. I hated asking Benjamin or Carson for a ride, but I couldn’t wait for my parents to listen to their messages two months from now.

My heart stopped when I spotted a tall blonde in a black suit walking towards a cab. I picked up my bag and dodged through the crowd. By the time I caught up with the guy, he was already in the cab and driving away. I had no way to know if it was Noah, but it made me more frantic to find him.

Hearing a strange zipping noise, I turned to watch a cab cut off two people as it sped up the terminal ramp and almost hit an old woman crossing the road. No one else seemed to notice the unruly cab coming straight towards me.

The cab stopped directly in front of me and the driver-side door flew open. “Miss Dreger! Hop in. We heard you loud and clear. We’ve got you covered!”

Recognizing the lanky, dark-haired driver from town, I breathed out a sigh of relief and hopped into the cab. “Thank you so much! I wasn’t sure if anyone would come for me.” I tried not to get misty eyed, but I couldn’t help but feel thankful that I was no longer stranded.

Want to read more? Pearl: Wedding Bell Blues launched April 6th.

Available now for preorder on Amazon: https://www.amazon.com/Pearl-

Wedding-Bell-Blues-Jewels-ebook/dp/B0852XMYYN
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