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Hey you.

Yeah, you. You should join my Patreon page. When you join, you will get preview chapters of my future books to both read and listen to. You’ll also be able to see cover art sketches and get copies of sexier, NSFW versions of my already super sexy covers. If you are into audiobooks, I have a tier where you get 3-4 every month included for a crazy low price. Woah.

Click here, or search for my name on Patreon.com

If Patreon isn’t your jam, you can always join my Facebook group to get updates there
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Cast of Characters from Book 2:

Mike Brewyer: Beta/Alpha Werewolf. Main character. Chestnut brown hair, blue-green eyes. Mike is a father of two. He was born a Beta and was part of a small pack of werewolves in Wisconsin, but his world got turned upside-down when the murder of his wife caused him to shift into an Alpha. He fled with his two children and started a new life in Chicago.

Dionne and Charlie Brewyer: Werewolves. Dionne is three years old with blondish hair and blue eyes, and she is very outgoing. Her brother, Charlie, is around five months old, and he’s just beginning to get his first tastes for real food.

Katherine Brewyer: Beta Werewolf. Sandy-brown hair, hazel eyes. Mike’s wife. She was killed in a pack war and left behind Mike and their two children.

Trent Felder: Beta Werewolf. Thick black hair with frosted tips, brown eyes. Trent is Mike’s old friend from college. He runs a fast food restaurant in Chicago called Full Moon Burger Co, which has a menu tailored to werewolves and those following the increasingly-popular primal diet. He took Mike and his children into his home when Mike fled Wisconsin.

Archie Felder: Werewolf. Archie is Trent’s three-year-old son. He is a bit of a quiet child with his head in the clouds and, on one occasion, a bug in his mouth.

Whitney: Omega Werewolf. Blonde, with light-brown eyes. The preschool teacher at the branch of WereCare that Mike sends his children to. She has an old Hollywood meets Miss Frizzle sort of fashion style, and she and Mike have started a tentative relationship with each other.

Ava: Omega Werewolf. Mahogany skin, dark eyes, black hair with bits dyed pink. Mike meets Ava when he is dining in Trent’s restaurant, Full Moon Burger Co. She’s outgoing, and she has a bit of a rocker-chick style, which fits her job as a receptionist at a tattoo parlor. She offered to take Mike on a walk around the city and bluntly came onto him, which Mike refused at first, but now they’re taking things a little slower and building a relationship.

Grace Sato: Unknown Shifter. Black hair usually tied in a bun, almond-shaped dark eyes. Grace works for AWOO, the official government set up for the protection of shifters. She approaches Mike on official business when he moves to Chicago.

Bluto (aka Tony): Alpha Werewolf. Extremely buff, black hair and beard, dark eyes. Bluto owns a small patch of turf that he is very defensive over. He approached Mikes when he thought that Mike was after his territory, and after Mike defeated him but let him keep his patch, they formed a tentative alliance.

Dayzee (aka Dwayne): Beta/Fake Alpha Werewolf. Dayzee is enrolled in a program with the government to act as an Alpha, when he is actually a Beta. He needs Mike to accept him into an honorary pack for his own protection.

Jackal: Alpha Werewolf. Signature russet colored hair/fur. Jackal was a super-sized Alpha who was terrorizing Chicago and murdering other Alphas to grow the reach of his territory. He ran an ever-growing pack called ‘The Jackal Pack,’ until Mike took him down.

Red: Werebear. Short, dyed red hair, brown eyes, very muscular. Her real name is Sandra, but Mike calls her ‘Red’ for her choppy red haircut. She is a werebear who agrees to join forces with Mike against the dangerous Alpha werewolf, Jackal.

Ally: Werebear. Long, wavy blonde hair, blue eyes. Ally is one of the werebears who agrees to team up with Mike to fight against Jackal.

Buzz: Werebear. A male werebear with a shaved head who comes to help Mike in the fight against Jackal.

Scar: Werebear. A male werebear with short black hair and a deep scar on his face who comes to help Mike in the fight against Jackal.

Black-Bun: Werebear. A male werebear with a memorable hairdo and a story to tell. He helps Mike in the fight against Jackal.

Frank Frost: Alpha Werewolf. A wiry man with gray hair and piercing blue eyes. He owned a successful fried chicken shop and wanted to strike a deal with Trent when Mike decided he wanted to strike a deal with Frost first. Unfortunately for Frost, the deal didn’t go his way in the end.

Casey: Half Wererat. The lawyer recommended by Trent. He has platinum blond hair and a penchant for sweet food. He goes through some paperwork for Mike, but he’s on his lunch break, and those Ritz bits just can’t wait.

Mousy and Blondie: Beta Werewolves. Two lanky teenagers nicknamed after their hair color who were just following their Alpha’s orders to try and kill Mike. Mike took pity on them, but he asked that they don’t bother him since he isn’t looking to grow his pack.
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Chapter 1

“So, then she said--” I coughed as I hurriedly swallowed down a mouthful of steak. “‘Mike, Frost lined the contract up that in the event of his death, the deal is null and void.’ I get nothing! Nada! Zip! Sweet F-A.”

“Oh, man.” Buzz chuckled gruffly as the rib bone he was gnawing on rattled against his teeth. “Never trust a wolf in CEO’s clothing.”

“Yeah, but you still got your twenty grand, right?” Scar asked just before scooping up his burger in clawed hands and taking an enormously messy bite. “So it wasn’t a wasted trip!”

“Yup.” I grinned. “Twenty grand and a great night out. That’s why lunch is on me.”

“Oh, and Alinea was all booked up was it?” Red smirked and raised an eyebrow as she picked a splinter of meat out from between her teeth with her pinky claw. “I don’t know if it counts as ‘taking your friends out for a meal’ if the meal is on the house.”

“Nope, I’ve made it very clear to Trent that on this occasion, I will be paying the bill in full,” I said loudly. “Including the tip!”

“Yeah, but he’s already made Trent sign a waiver saying any payments past today are to be considered null and void,” Dayzee said as he pushed a sly elbow into Red’s side.

The whole table burst into laughter, and I couldn’t help but notice Trent had been listening to our conversation from where he was standing over by the restaurant’s serving hatch, and a wide grin spread across his face.

“That’s right, laugh it up,” I said. “Just remember who’s paying for all your meals. Well. All your meals apart from Scar’s.”

“Why do I get this un-special treatment?” the black-haired werebear asked with a laugh.

“Because you weren’t even there!” Red took the words out of my mouth as she squawked across the table.

“I live fucking miles away from the rest of you,” Scar retorted with a scoff. “And I had to look after my kid!”

“Coulda brought him along,” Buzz added. “What is he? Like fifteen?”

“He just turned five!” Scar laughed.

“That’s about the right age to take down your first Alpha-werewolf-tyrant in a suit,” Dayzee said. “He could’ve totally joined in!”

“Well, when you turn five, little man, we’ll bring you along to all the big boy parties,” Scar said in a babying tone of voice.

And the table erupted into uproarious laughter once again.

“Say, speaking of who’s here-- undeserving as they may be.” Red winked at Scar. “Where’s Tony? He played probably the biggest part of all. Him and his flying zucchini.”

“Whoa, I wasn’t there, someone’s going to have to explain that to me,” Scar chuckled. “Is that a euphemism?”

“Tony grows vegetables in his park, and he launched one like a football and knocked Frost out when he was getting away. And, uhh, I think it was a squash actually,” I added in a know-it-all tone directed toward Red.

“Uhhhh, a zucchini is a type of squash, dick-for-brains,” the werebear retorted quickly-- and loudly-- and everyone laughed again.

“Ol’ Bluto doesn’t like to leave his garden much,” I said after the laughter died down. “I did offer, but he didn’t wanna come.”

“That’s a shame,” Dayzee said. “It’s not like anyone’s going to take that little bit of territory from him either, is it?”

“Yeah, why would they bother?” Buzz chuckled heartily. “You two coulda had his back against the wall if you’d wanted to take him down, and you coulda taken his territory and split it. Mind you, the size of him, I’d have put my money on Dayzee being Tony’s entree. Makes you wonder why Tony didn’t wanna make a meal out of him.”

“Because then he’d be stuck with that shithole Fernview,” Red interjected.

The table pealed into laughter again, but there was a certain uncomfortable and knowing glance exchanged between Dayzee and I.

The first time the bears met Dayzee, it was under the pretense he was an Alpha, and for all intents and purposes, he was at the time.

Dayzee liked the feeling of power and confidence smelling like an Alpha afforded him, and it wasn’t until the barbeque he hosted that I realized he was still taking his scent-altering pills.

And, as someone who was subjected to the cursed fate of being an Alpha, and was getting used to being routinely hunted down by other power-crazed Alphas, I knew all too well what kind of danger my friend had inadvertently put himself in by taking those pills.

Thankfully, Dayzee had sworn to me he’d stop taking the scent-altering stuff, and I couldn’t smell any other Alpha than me at this table, so I believed he had seen the error of his ways and was embracing his authentic self. But the pint-sized Beta really needed to step up to the plate and tell the werebears the truth, because the deeper you fall into a lie, the harder it is to come out.

I could tell Dayzee and I had the same swirling thoughts in our brain and came to the same conclusion that now really wasn’t the right time to drop a loaded truth bomb at our celebratory meal, but if he really took my advice to heart, then he needed to be seriously thinking about fessing up to the bears.

And soon.

“Naw, Dwayne is too nice a guy,” Red said. “I reckon any other Alpha a mile around can tell, and even they can’t bring themselves to hurt the li’l scamp. Hell, I couldn’t stand to be around you the first time I met you, D. Your stink made me crazy. But now I can sit right up next to you and not get a whiff of Alpha. I can even go in for a cuddle.”

Red wrapped her muscular arm around Dayzee’s slight shoulders, and she pulled him into an extremely tight one-armed bear hug.

“I reckon it’s because I like you so much,” the redhead continued while Dayzee cursed and struggled in her grip. “Mike, on the other hand…”

“Yeah, yeah. The feeling’s mutual, Red.” I chuckled before guzzling down my lemonade as I thought about how to derail this incriminating conversation as casually as possible. “Anyway, we’ve already been through why we don’t think our smells affect each other all that much now, remember? At the barbecue? We don’t get hugely offended by each other’s stinks anymore because we aren’t kicking out antagonistic pheromones. We’re all buddy-buddy now.”

While I believed this hypothesis to be true, I’d also started taking my strong dose of scent-stifling drugs in order to get through life without kicking up such a ferocious Alpha stink. The pills weren’t going to completely wipe away my dominant scent any time soon, but they’d definitely already worked in weakening my scent a little so I could get through my new life a little more under the radar.

“Yeah, I reckon that’s about right,” Scar said. “I’ve been working hard on centering myself as I walk around lately, and I think it’s paying off. If I feel myself getting angry, I draw it back in as quickly as I can, and I seem to get less looks and evoke less scent spikes from werewolves. Which can only be a good thing, right? I don’t want any more trouble these days, not when I’ve got Chet to think of.”

Everyone around the table agreed with what Scar was saying and added their own experiences of trying to lead a life with anger less at the forefront, but as everyone spoke, I couldn’t help but get pulled into rabid curiosity surrounding the mark on Scar’s face.

He didn’t know that I knew about his run-in with the shifter hunters yet, but I’d hoped for a moment alone where I could bring it up with him.

Ever since I killed Jackal and inherited all his packs, I knew I’d be walking around with a target on my head, and I was eager to pass my territories on without having to give my life up in the process, but I’d been slightly Frost-burned on my first real go of it.

It came as no surprise that I was being followed-- I was basically a walking raffle ticket to ten plus territories-- but I had reasons to believe I was being followed by shifter hunters.

And thanks to Ally, I knew they operated in this area, and I knew someone who’d already been hit.

“Hey, let’s not forget to raise a rib to our soul sister, Ally, who sadly couldn’t be with us today,” Red said as she held a wobbling stick of charred meat high above her head.

“To Ally.” We all took a rib from the to-share platter in the middle of the table and joined Red in her toast.

“Shame she couldn’t make it, but I get it.” Buzz smirked as he wiped barbecue sauce away from his mouth. “She didn’t want to incriminate herself any more by being seen with all of us.”

“Oh, shut up.” Red flicked her hand backwards and tapped her husband on the chest. “She doesn’t give a shit about crap like that. And anyway. Incriminate herself, how? She phoned AWOO right away and told them what had happened. A werebear and a werewolf got into a heated dispute as they were both partaking in a lovely nighttime stroll in the park. ‘It happens,’ AWOO said. Nothing incriminating about it. They even said how thankful they were for her calling to arrange a clean-up.”

“Alright, then she didn’t want to incriminate herself the other way,” Buzz said. “She’s AWOO’s angel now, and she didn’t want to be seen hanging around a lot of rotten varmints like us. Especially Mike.”

Thankfully, my laughter melded in with the laughter from the rest of the table, because alongside the amusement in my laugh, there was an undeniable tight-throated nervousness when I thought of Ally.

Since we’d gotten to spend a bit of time alone together at the start of Dayzee’s barbeque, I’d noticed a strange sort of chemistry between Ally and I, and I think we were both a little bit confused on how to deal with it.

When we’d met that first time on my way to the convenience store, Ally and I wanted to take each other’s heads and jam them on a spike, and then jam that bloody head-topped spike up the other one’s dead corpse’s ass.

But now, the two of us felt more tenderly toward each other.

Which was fucking confusing for the both of us.

Team BEAROWOLF already had a working theory going between us that we had more control over our pheromones than we thought, and we all had a chance at getting along.

But never did I think I’d look at a werebear and think about more than getting along.

I’d caught myself looking at the blonde muscle-mommy and thinking about getting it on more than a few times.

My ever-wandering mind started to pull me into thinking about Ally’s strong arms, and I had to shake my head slightly to dispel such confusingly sexual imagery.

Thankfully, the bright lights of a cake full of candles proved to be distraction enough as it floated toward our table in the arms of a team of four staff members.

I looked around the table and wondered whose birthday it was, because it certainly wasn’t mine, but it didn’t take me long to figure out Trent was abusing his position as the owner of this restaurant to fuck with me.

He knew how much I hated this crap, and he couldn’t resist this opportunity.

“HAPPY BIRTHDAAAAAAY… TOOO YOUUUUUU!”

Jeez, someone in that burgershop quartet made my ears ring. Trent clearly promised an extra fifty bucks to whoever could screech the loudest.

My friends-- along with the entire fleet of diners in the restaurant-- watched my face turn bright red as they clapped and cheered me on my apparent special day, and I braced myself for the oncoming roar of approval that inevitably came when I blew the whole mass of candles out in one deep breath.

Blowing down entire houses made of straw and sticks was an ancient werewolf art that had been lost to the devastating clutches of modernity, but if I huffed and I puffed strongly enough, I could still blow an entire fleet of about thirty candles down as they sailed atop a birthday cake.

“And now you gotta make your wish.” Trent grinned as he passed to me a clean steak knife and a load of napkins.

“I wish you’d stop doing shit like this,” I said in a low tone, but even I couldn’t hide the smile spreading across my face.

Now that the diners had gone back to their business and my embarrassment had blown over, I had free cake.

Who was the real winner here?

“You having any of this?” I asked Trent as I plunged the knife into the cake’s chocolate buttercream.

“Not right now, but save me a slice to split with Archie,” my housemate said as he lifted our dirty plates from the table. “I’ll be in around five tonight.”

“Awesome, all good, I’m going straight from here to pick the kids up.” I loaded the first slice of cake onto a napkin and held it out to whoever was on my left. “Dayzee?”

“No thanks, man.” The Beta leaned back in his chair, screwed his face up, and waved his hand in front of the napkin as if I’d just offered him a piece of turd on a tissue. “I don’t eat chocolate if I haven’t bought it myself and studied the packaging, and even then I’m wary. Chocolate poisoning’s the easiest way to off a shifter.”

“Oh, it’s shifter safe,” Trent interjected, and there was the tiniest hint of insult to his tone. “We’d never serve something unsafe for shifter consumption here.”

“I dunno, I heard about that chicken idea you were cooking up. Or should that be not cooking up?” Dayzee grinned. “Safe for the wolf half but killer for the human. And chocolate’s vice versa.”

“Yes, but the chicken idea wasn’t readily available anywhere else, and though that was one of the draws, it’s what led me to deciding not to go ahead with the offer,” Trent replied with just a hint of joviality in his voice. “The safety of my patrons always comes first.”

“Oh, so the deal being off had nothing to do with your business-partner-to-be being offed by a bear then?” Red asked with a smirk and a raised eyebrow.

“Details, details.” Trent grinned as he carried his loaded armfuls of empty plates to the kitchen.

“Alright, who’s having some?” I set the first slice down for myself and loaded the next one onto a napkin.

Everyone but Dayzee raised their hand, and all who were brave enough indulged in a slice of delicious poison-free cake.

As we ate, Trent brought the box out for us to put the leftover cake in. We all saw the familiar logos on the packaging that showed the cake was made by a specialist shifter-friendly provider from afar, but my frosted-tipped housemate deliberately handed the box to Dayzee, just so the suspicious shifter could get a really good look at it.

But even as the cake-wary werewolf read the ingredients list of the chocolate cake, it was clear to see he still wasn’t taking any chances, so instead, Trent bought him out a strawberry banana split from the children’s menu, much to everyone’s delight.

“Hey, does this peanut butter have xylitol in it?” Dayzee called out to the owner of the shifter-serving restaurant.

Trent was well out of earshot by then, and our laughter would have drowned out his response to Dayzee’s question anyway.

I thought he was joking, but it was interesting to note by the end of dessert, the health conscious Beta had left the peanut butter portion of the banana split untouched.

You’re only paranoid if you’re wrong, I guess. And terriers could be killed by smaller amounts of chocolate than Great Danes. Though, Katherine and I did once have a friend who had a pug that ate a tray of chocolate donuts and lived to tell the tale…

Though, he did look a little glazed over.

Time flies when you’re having fun, and with the remainder of the cake wrapped up to take home, it was soon time to wrap our afternoon up so I could go pick up the kids.

I paid the eye-watering bill with a smile on my face, and suddenly, Dayzee’s joke about having Trent sign a waiver that I would forever dine for free didn’t sound like such a bogus concept in my mind.

Or, I’d at least make him sign one that stated I’d enjoy lifelong friend rates.

When everyone finished their little slice of death by chocolate, I tucked the boxed-up cake under my arm, and our potbellied pack all groaned with overindulgence as we trundled to the restaurant’s front door.

Then we all hugged it out before making our way back to our cars. Red and Buzz clambered into their tall Jeep, which shuddered with the combined weight of them along with the whole cow they’d probably eaten between them, while Dayzee folded himself into his little green tin can.

I climbed into my battered old minivan, and Scar nodded his head to us all as he tucked his hands into his pockets and ambled toward the exit of the parking lot.

I suddenly realized what a perfect moment this was to get the werebear alone, and I sidled up beside him and slowed my van down to a crawl while he took the pedestrian route toward the train station.

“Do you want a ride?” I asked. “I’m going in the rough direction of the station, I could drop you off.”

“Nah, that’s alright, man,” Scar replied. “It’ll do me good to walk off all this food.”

Rats. Quick dismissal. Time to go in with the hard sell.

“Ah, that’s fair enough, but I wasn’t really offering,” I said. “Get your stinking hairy werebear ass inside this busted-ass van or I’ll run you over with it.”

And who could refuse an offer like that?

Scar laughed as he walked around to the passenger side of my van, though the cardboarded-up window made it difficult to see him when he got there.

“Jeez, man, you look like a blatant criminal riding around in this thing,” the dark-haired werebear said as he climbed into the passenger seat and ogled at the cardboard. “And you say you don’t want to stand out, right?”

“Man, when I go one day without being driven into or shot at, I’ll get myself a new ride,” I said as I put my foot down and took us onto the road. “But until then, she’ll have to do. I keep meaning to make an appointment to get the window fixed and all the claw marks on the body buffed out, but I’ve just been so busy. I should have some free time this week, though, now that I’m not caught up in this million-dollar wild goose chase with Frost.”

However, I was caught up in a game of cat and mouse with a suspected shifter hunter, and that’s what I really wanted to talk to Scar about.

My werebear friend didn’t carry on the conversation. He just scoffed amusedly, and a natural quiet between us followed.

That’s when I knew I was hitting the outer edges of a topic that my wounded friend would have rather not delved into.

Scar vaguely knew about the various attacks that had been volleyed on my van, but he didn’t know the full stories. Anyone else might have carried on the conversation to ascertain the finer details of the scratches, or they might have gone on to discuss conspiracy theories as to who sent the silver bullet slugger onto me.

But the werebear in my passenger seat formally known as Owen was keeping selectively silent. Owen had his own run-ins with silver bullets, and he bore the huge scar on his face to prove it.

Owen wasn’t what I’d have necessarily called a private fella-- not like the nomadic Black-Bun-- since he’d quite happily pulled his shirt up and spoken at length about the scar he’d gotten from the silver carving knife while arguing with his then-pregnant girlfriend. But there was a striking contrast with how secretive he was about the details surrounding how he’d got the scar on his face.

Ordinarily, I wouldn’t pry on people’s personal defects-- “If it can’t be fixed in thirty seconds, don’t comment on it” as my dear old dad used to say. But given the strange encounters I’d had lately, I had the feeling I would be at risk of picking up a few scars of my own very soon, and I wanted my friend to share his unfortunate experience with me in the hopes I’d learn how to avoid a brush with a silver bullet altogether.

And it goes without saying, but I had my kids to protect.

I got a conversation going again, and Scar and I chatted happily about the awesome meal at Full Moon Burger Co. while I divulged some more details about the night fighting Frost. But even through our laughter, there was a sort of uncomfortable tension in the small space between us, and I decided to go ahead and blurt out what was on my mind.

“Hey, dude, I’m sorry for prying, but I--”

“You want to know how I got this scar on my face,” Owen said calmly as he carried on looking out the windshield. “Everybody does.”

“Honestly, I wouldn’t ask you about it if it wasn’t important,” I said. “But I think I’m being followed.”

“What?” Scar’s head swung around to look at me, and there was a knowing urgency in his tone. “By who?”

“I don’t know for sure,” I sighed. “I know someone’s put a hit out on me. That’s why there’s a bullet hole in my window. And I’d noticed a couple of cars hanging around me a lot-- one of them actually turned out to be a gang of werewolves, but I’ve dealt with that now. Kinda. But this other car…”

“What about it?” Scar asked, and he leaned toward me as if he was listening extremely carefully to what I was going to say.

“I could have sworn a black car was following me while I dropped my kids off at preschool, but it turned off at the last minute, and I told myself I was being crazy,” I explained. “But the other day, while I was out getting a coffee in the city, there was this big commotion. I’m sitting on a bench, and I look to the road behind me, and some guy’s been pinned underneath a car, and there were a bunch of other guys struggling to lift it off him. This guy’s trapped, and he’s screaming, and I went to help him by lifting the car up-- since the humans were struggling and I knew I could help with shifter strength. I ran to the car and shifted my hands underneath the body so no one would see, and I lifted the car up and--”

“And then the director yelled ‘cut,’” Scar interjected.

“Yeah,” I said as my eyes darted to him. “Did the same thing happen to you?”

“No, but that’s exactly the kind of bullshit trap I’d expect them to set,” Scar said with a curled lip.

“Them?” I echoed.

Scar glowered out the front window in silence.

“Listen,” I sighed. “Don’t be mad, but I’ve already asked the guys about your situation, because I’m worried there’s foul play at work here. They only spoke briefly about it, since no one wanted to share your personal business, but they told me you came to them with concerns you were being followed, and everyone, including you, brushed it off. But then you got shot at. I’m now coming to you with the same concern you went to them with, and I don’t want to be brushed off and have something worse than a scar inflicted on me. Would you mind telling me the full story of what happened to you?”

“What, exactly, do you know already?” Scar asked after a contemplating silence.

“That you were being followed,” I reiterated. “Then you were coming back from a run one night, and a black car pulled up outside your house, and a guy with green eyes and auburn sorta hair shot at you?”

“Yeah, that’s about the size of it.” Scar shrugged, but it was obvious how much he struggled to mentally take himself back to that place. “Short ginger guy, kinda middle-aged, green eyes. Have you seen the same guy following you?”

“Yeah, I have.” I let out a breath somewhere between a laugh and a deep, discontented sigh. “The car thing turned out to be some sort of social experiment, and the ginger guy was the actor who was pinned under it. The director yelled cut as soon as the car was lifted, and the ginger guy jumped up and went to walk away without even giving me a second glance. I stopped him to apologize for getting in the way, because at first I thought I’d gatecrashed a commercial being filmed or something. But he was super friendly and told me it was a social experiment, and they’d been setting the car crash scenario up all over the city to get footage of strong-looking guys jumping in to help. I was kinda in a daze about the whole thing and was gonna just let it go, but I was with a friend, and she said I should probably see if someone’s got a release form for me to sign or something. I thought I should find out, because when I thought about it, I didn’t want footage of me going Super Saiyan going up online. I’m supposed to be keeping a low profile. My friend and I asked around, but no one seemed to know much, and then I saw the actor guy quite far away at the bottom of the road. I called after him, and he panicked and started running. Then I saw him getting into the same black car I’d seen following me to the preschool, and they got away.”

There was a long moment of tense silence in the car as Scar digested the details of the story I’d told him, but when he started fidgeting uncomfortably in his seat, I could tell the shifter was getting ready to recount his own difficult experience to me.

“I used to go for a run most nights when I lived around here,” Scar began. “Pretty late night runs. Like, I’d go out at like eleven and come back just after midnight so I could shift and really get my energy out over in the park. No one was ever really out that late at night, and if they were and they saw a bear charging around the park, I could sleep easy knowing they wouldn’t be out the next night. One night, I noticed a guy at the park just sitting on a bench-- I couldn’t tell much about him aside from the fact he was small and wearing glasses. But he noticed me. I’d already shifted by this point so I carried on running, but I kept a wide berth, just so I didn’t freak him out and have him point a gun at me, because I thought this was just a regular guy who thought I was a regular bear. It never bothered me if people saw me. Bears are everywhere, you know? I just laughed to myself and thought ‘He won’t be on that bench tomorrow,’ and I carried on running. But… he was there the next night. We noticed each other again, and he was still sitting there when I left. I didn’t know if this was some kinda bear spotter or a homeless guy or what, but I didn’t like the fact he’d come back. Everyone knows shifter hunters exist, but I just kinda thought they went after vampires and werewolves. Kinda thought maybe werebears weren’t on their radar. Huh. I was wrong about that, wasn’t I?”

“What happened next?” I asked.

“Nothing,” Scar said. “He wasn’t there the next night, or any night after that. I was able to carry on going on my nightly runs, but I was never settled after that second night. I always felt like I was being watched, even when I mixed up the timings of my runs. I carried on with my day-to-day life, but I always got kinda jumpy around little guys with glasses, which sounds stupid, I know. That’s part of what everyone found so funny, and why I ended up getting complacent. The guys laughing at it kinda showed me how ridiculous I was being, and I dropped it for a while. But then, one day at 7-Eleven, I turned down an aisle, and there’s this little guy with glasses honestly just staring straight at me. Shook me up big time. I sorta just pushed past it, though, and I went to grab whatever I was getting, and the whole time this guy did not stop staring at me. I should’ve asked him if he had a problem, but part of me was still sorta jumpy, so I just wanted to get out. Left the store fine and didn’t see him again for the rest of the day. Went for my run at around one AM and then went to bed, but the whole time I was thinking about him. Stupid, right? Told the guys the next day, and they all fell over laughing. Hell, I laughed, too. A big bear being scared of a motherfucker who doesn’t even reach the height limit to go on a rollercoaster.”

“Well, they do say big things come in small packages.” In my own way, I was trying to tell Scar I’d have taken his concerns seriously, but my comment kind of fell flat.

“Uh-huh…” The werebear shot me a sideways glance and carried on with the story. “I saw the same guy out and about a couple of times, and he always seemed to be looking at me. But the guys told me I’m bound to see someone who lives in the same part of the city a lot. They said I was only noticing him because I was looking for him, and he was probably always looking at me because I was always looking at him, which made a lot of sense. Calmed me down for a while, and I found that once I stopped obsessing, I stopped seeing him. And then I met Julia.”

“Julia?”

“Uh-huh.” The werebear took a galvanizing breath in, and I could tell he was getting uncomfortable, but he pressed on. “I never told the others about Julia.”

“Why not?” I asked.

“Guess it’s kind of embarrassing to admit you’re lonely.” Scar shrugged. “That, and it was probably clear from the start that Julia was going to get me almost killed, and it’s embarrassing to admit you let yourself be sweet-talked into a trap.”

“What happened with Julia?” I asked, but I realized we were getting close to the train station, so I sent us down a detour.

“Me and my ex had been split for a while, and I was… yeah. I was lonely.” The werebear sighed in defeat. “I joined Teddy, which is a dating site for werebears, and I met Julia on there. She was from the same area as me-- when I lived here at least. And she was perfect. Too perfect, now that I look back. We were only talking for a couple of weeks, but I really felt something with her. She liked everything I liked, and a couple times when I told her I was going to a concert or a show or whatever, she’d say she was going too, and we needed to meet up and have a drink together. But of course, it never worked out, and she’d say her phone died or something.”

“Oh, man…” I was starting to see how Owen had lined himself up to be a target already by so readily telling this stranger everywhere he was going to be.

“I know, I know.” Scar raised his hand defensively. “Anyone else would have seen it coming a mile off. But I didn’t. I liked her. I felt kinda let down when she didn’t show, but whatever, you know? I really felt a connection with this chick, so I wasn’t about to let something dumb like her not texting me at a concert ruin things. She never hinted at asking me for money, which in my mind was proof I wasn’t being scammed, and we even spoke on the phone a couple of times-- for six straight hours one night-- so there was no doubt in my mind she was who she said she was. And during those phone calls, she remembered all the things I’d ever said to her over text. She had a crazy good memory, and I liked that about her. Now, I know better. They’d clearly compiled a file on me. But in my head back then, it meant she really listened to me and remembered all the little things. And that meant a lot, you know?”

“I get you,” I said in as understanding a voice as I could muster, though I was internally screaming at how much of an open target this guy was making himself.

“Eventually, I got the balls to ask her out on a date, and we settled on a midnight stroll in the park where it turned out we both liked to run,” Scar continued, and I had to stifle a shout when I thought about the man who was sitting on the bench where this story began. “Julia said we should meet by the fountain in our human forms, and by this point, I’d forgotten all about the little guy on the bench, so I didn’t suspect a thing. I got to the fountain just before midnight, and I waited for over an hour. I texted and tried to call her a couple of times, but she didn’t answer at all. I was really fucking upset, so I shifted and did a couple laps of the park at full speed just get it out my system a little bit. Then I left. I didn’t see or smell another soul in the park with me, save for the birds shitting in the trees, and I walked back home with my head hung low.”

“And that’s where the black car was waiting for you,” I said as I arranged the final piece of the set-up in my head.

“Yup.” Scar nodded. “Black car pulls up alongside me just as I’m about to step onto my own driveway. The window rolls down, and I see the same short guy with the ginger hair who’d been popping up everywhere I went. He fires the gun straight at my head, and the car drives off. I could smell it was silver straight off the bat, and I can’t even tell you the fucking pain I was in. I called AWOOGA, and they arrived and took me to the hospital. I was on an IV drip all night, and by the time I’d gotten out in the next couple of days, AWOO had already found me a new place to live. Somewhere way outta town. There was no fucking way I was going back to that house. They put me up in a hotel for a couple days while they moved all my stuff around, and within a week, I was settled in my new digs.”

“Fuck,” I said in a low breath. “Did you ever hear from Julia again?”

“Fuck no,” Scar scoffed. “I tried to call her a few times, but she had my number blocked, and I went to report her account to Teddy and AWOO, but she’d already deleted it. That’s the scary part. Shifter sites are supposed to be uncompromisable fortresses aren’t they? You should only be able to get into them via your AWOO portal. So how did someone who clearly wasn’t a shifter get their claws on the login to an AWOO portal so they could get into a werebear dating site? Did they hack the system, or did they get the login details from a real werebear before murdering her in cold blood?”

“I don’t know,” I murmured as I pulled into the train station parking lot.

“Well, I do,” Scar said. “I followed it up, and AWOO told me they traced the portal back to its registered user: a thirty-three-year-old werebear woman, who actually was named Julia. They confirmed the real Julia had died in a car crash about three weeks prior.”

“Shit.”

“Uh-huh.” Scar clenched his jaw as he nodded his head. “Since her death wasn’t strictly were-related, it slipped through the shifter government’s cracks long enough for someone to exploit her portal.”

“Fuck.” I felt sick to my stomach, and I let the gravity of the story Scar had told me sink in before I spoke again. “Thanks for telling me all this, man. I can see it’s really difficult for you to talk about… But about the situation I find myself in… what do you think I should do?”

“Never let your guard down,” Scar said solemnly. “From looking back at the whole picture, I think I have a clearer idea of how they operate. I don’t know how they hone in on you as a suspect in the first place, but they’ll follow you to make sure there’s no doubt by the end of it. They want to see you in both your forms before they act, and they need to see you shifting in action. And when they’re sure, they’ll either drop back until you let your guard down again, or they’ll square up to you and shoot you at point-blank range with a silver fucking bullet. And judging by the hole in your window, I think we can safely assume they’re pretty fucking sure they know what you are.”

“Well, actually, that was a--”

“You want my advice?”

Scar cut me off before I could tell him the silver bullet perpetrator in this instance was actually another werewolf and about the mysterious identity of “P.L.,” but I decided that revelation could wait for a moment, so I swallowed my words and nodded.

“Fight fire with fire,” the scorned werebear said in a serious tone. “They wanna tail you? Then you need to hire someone to tail them.”

“You mean get a private investigator?” I’d parked and switched the van’s engine off by this point, and Scar and I had both swiveled around in our seats and were facing one another.

“I do,” Scar said. “I’ve got the details of the investigator I used to follow the guys who shot me, if you want them.”

“I dunno, man, the fact the same guy who shot you is out here tracking me down doesn’t exactly bode well,” I said.

“Her job is to find people, and find them she did,” Scar scoffed with amusement. “I just didn’t have enough money to pay for the next part.”

“Wait… you were going to put a hit on these guys?” I didn’t know why, but that caught me off guard.

“Yeah,” Scar said simply.

“You know that would put you in a whole heap of trouble with AWOO, don’t you?” I asked. “That’s pretty much their number one rule: don’t kill humans. And I’m pretty sure ‘don’t pay to get humans killed’ is a strong number two. What would you have done if the hitman had been caught, and they traced it back to you? That’s basically how Joe Exotic got caught.”

“Who?”

“The Tiger King!” I snorted. “Everyone watched Tiger King! It was on during lockdown-- don’t tell me you had something better to do.”

“Oh.” Scar shrugged. “Yeah, I might have seen a bit of that. A-Anyway. I have the address of where these guys meet written down from when my PI found them for me, but it was a couple of years ago, and I wouldn’t be surprised if they’ve moved by now.”

“So, it’s confirmed there’s more than one person acting here, then?” I asked.

“Oh, yeah, it’s a whole gang,” Scar said. “Julia wasn’t going to be voiced by the short ginger dude, was she?”

“I guess not,” I chuckled. “So you think I should hire a private investigator to go to the address you have and see if the people who hunted you down are still operating there?”

“Exactly.” For the first time, a smile cracked across Scar’s face. “Don’t forget, they’re hunting you now, too. And we only know what one of them looks like. Anyone you meet could be watching and waiting to kill you, and word on the street is you’ve just come into a pretty large sum of money. The PI I used was good, and not overly expensive. What have you got to lose by hiring her just to check the house out? Shit, throw her a few extra dollars, and she’ll send you the photographs she takes. That’s what I did, and I keep them in a box where I can always get to them.”

“Can’t I just look at your photographs?” I asked.

“What good would that do?” Scar retorted. “I’ve got photos of the people who were there at that meeting like two years ago. Aside from the small dude who we’ve confirmed is still on the job, it could be an entirely different squadron by now. Look, let me send you her number, and you can at least think about it. Then, if you do want to proceed, you’ve got her number right there.”

“Alright, send it,” I said. “I can’t see the harm in just having her number. What’s her name? So I know what to save her as in my phone.”

“Luna,” Scar said.

“Ah, classic werewolf name,” I replied with a scoff.

“Oh, she’s not a werewolf,” the werebear said as he scrolled through his contacts. “She’s a bat. And I don’t even think Luna is her real name. I feel like it’s a pseudonym, because she works under the cloak of night or whatever.”

“Very Dracularian,” I snorted. “Very fitting for a bat.”

“It is,” Scar agreed. “But she’s not a vampire bat. She’s a fruit bat or something.”

“How do you know?” I asked. “Have you met her?”

“Nah, I haven’t met her.” Scar shrugged. “She offered in-person meets, as part of a higher priced package, but I didn’t see the point in paying extra for the same service I could get over the phone. I did pay for her to drop the photographs off at my door, though. Anyway, when she was selling her skill set to me, Luna mentioned she was a bat and said she could observe silently from high up. She said she always carried a tiny GoPro camera with her that she’d wired up to a specially designed button so she could always take photographs even in bat form.”

“Sounds pretty great,” I said. “But how do you know she’s not a vampire bat?”

“Oh.” The dark-haired werebear looked at me with a totally deadpan expression on his face. “Because I asked if she had any packages that included swooping down on the people she was following and sucking their bodies dry through their throats.”

Wow. Owen the total edgelord.

“There.” Scar carried on like he hadn’t just exposed his problematic ideologies to me in the passenger seat of my van. “All sent. Think about calling her. She may not be able to do the job herself, but she can definitely track down the people you’re looking for and take photos. And she might not want to get her hands dirty, but she’ll probably know someone who will.”

“Dirty as in…?” I subtly mimicked a gunshot to the head.

“Yeah.” Scar nodded. “That, and you need that footage destroyed.”

“What footage?” I asked, before instantly realizing the answer to my own question. “Oh! The footage of me lifting the car up?”

“Yep.” The werebear narrowed his eyes. “From all angles.”

“From all…?” I scrunched my face in confusion. “What do you mean?”

“You’ve got the angles from all the cameras you saw, but what about the one from underneath the car?” Scar asked. “I’m pretty sure the guy you met was the guy I met, and think about it. Why would they have sent one of their top shifter-hunting dogs to lie underneath the car and not a regular actor? Could it be that they couldn’t trust any old human extra to capture a shot as important as a human man’s hands suddenly growing five times their normal size and growing claws?”

For all the times in Scar’s story where I’d wanted to chastise him for not seeing the bigger picture, this one was on me.

I sat silently as a knot formed in my stomach.

Before realizing the whole stunt was set up to get a shot of my hands transmuting, I’d only been worried about the shot from above where I could be seen to be lifting the car up. But even though it was undesirable for that footage to go anywhere, I could always say it was a lightweight prop car, like Ava had suggested.

But I didn’t think there was a CGI artist in the world who could recreate the footage that camera would have picked up from underneath the car, and I suddenly understood the severity of my situation on a whole other level.

The combined footage of me running to lift the car up from behind and of my hands mutating to give me superhuman strength was all the proof a gang of shifter hunters needed to put a hit out on me, and I needed to make sure it never saw the light of day.

Likewise for the people who intended on using it against me.

I thanked Scar for all the information he’d given me, and the werebear wished me luck and thanked me for the ride before hopping out from the minivan to catch his train home.

My thoughts spun into an uncontrollable, swirling whirlpool as I drove to pick the kids up from WereCare, and the last thing I needed was an unknown number calling up my phone.

But it seemed like my luck was outta town today, because as I took the turn down the long road where I’d been previously to find my daughter’s escapee sandal, that’s exactly what flashed up on my phone screen.

The last unknown number I’d received was Grace calling me from her personal phone to frantically tell me I’d pretty much signed my life away to Frank Frost.

Surely, this couldn’t be anything as bad as that.

Right?

There was a split second where I’d decided my brain was overloaded with just about as much as it could handle right now, and I almost declined the unknown number. But I was paranoid enough as it was, and I knew it would play on my mind too much if I did.

And if there was one thing I’d learned through the entirety of my Wisconsin-to-Chicago rollercoaster of an ordeal, it was that-- while you could strangle it and beat it to a bloody pulp and threaten it to make it act more favorably toward you-- you couldn’t outrun fate.

So, I pulled up my metaphorical big boy britches, and I answered the call of the unknown number.

And boy, was I instantly sorry I did.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 2

“H-Hello?” a vaguely familiar squeaky voice said from the other end of the line.

“Who is this?” I asked curtly.

This better not be goddamn Casey, the sticky-fingered quarter-rat wonderkid lawyer calling to tell me he’d just realized something was amiss with the contract.

I’d come to realize the missing page fiasco with Frost wasn’t entirely Casey’s fault, but I was still pissed off he didn’t think to check on where the contract stood on some very important clauses, such as what should happen in the event of either party’s deaths.

“It’s, erm, Joe,” the voice continued.

“‘Erm, Joe?’” I echoed mockingly. “Gonna need a bit more to go on than that, buddy.”

“Ah, right. It’s… erm… Joe McDonnell?”

Ah.

The mind-boggling literalness of my mystery caller was all I needed to discern his true identity.

This was Joe, who upon first meeting I’d named Mousy, due to his shaggy mousy-brown hair. He was the lanky nineteen-or-so-year-old Beta who stuck a hood over my head and bundled me into a Dispute Resolution box with the help of his blundering accomplice Russell-- who I’d named Blondie for similar reasons-- as I came away from my very first meeting with Frank Frost.

Things got pretty heated in that DR, and I’d mashed Joe’s face up pretty badly and broken both of Russell’s arms. But of course, the two Betas were only acting under the orders of their one-eyed, one-legged, Flying Purple People Eater Alpha, Leo.

I’d felt a certain empathy for Mousy and Blondie, which led me to spare their lives since I’d been in their position not so long ago. But my god did these two brainaches live to make me regret it.

I’d had to watch a man with two broken arms attempt to send a text while his friend stood there gawking, and I just knew these two were only going to bring further bewilderment to my door.

But I kinda liked them all the same.

“Ah. Joe McDonnell. Of course.” The sarcasm was thick in my voice. “Listen, I don’t have long, so you’ll have to get right to the point. How can I help you on this… blessed afternoon?”

“Well, erm… it’s about your pack, sir,” Mousy squeaked. “The one you took over when you k-killed Leo.”

“Yeah, what about it?” I asked as I drove steadily down the road.

“They’re getting restless,” Joe replied with an audible gulp. “No one’s heard anything from you, and a-a pack doesn’t do well without guidance from their Alpha.”

“Well, of course you haven’t heard from me, I’ve been waiting to hear from you!” I scoffed. “I’ve been waiting for you to get in touch with me because I have a very important question to ask you.”

“W-Well, you had my number,” Mousy replied, and I could practically hear his teeth chattering with fear.

“No I didn’t!”

“Y-You did, sir,” the cowardly werewolf insisted. “I added you to our pack’s group chat as soon as you told me to. You could have found me in the chat members and called me. Joe McDonell. I’m even using my own photo in my display picture.”

Oops.

I remembered I did punch my number into this kid’s phone, because he expressed then that his pack would become anxious if they didn’t have a leader, and I didn’t want a coup on my hands.

I also remembered the way Blondie’s broken arms hung like two wet noodles down by his sides, and how he still attempted to pull his phone out of his pocket because I happened to be looking at him when I ordered the Betas to take my number. I recalled feeling completely exasperated and turning to Mousy and telling him he needed to be the one to add me to the group chat because he was the one with the working arms.

Then I’d pressed the AWOOGA button at the back of the DR box and left the two wounded pups standing there, and my brain was all fogged up with that residual shifter anger when I left, so getting into my van and driving home after I’d just been jumped was all a bit of a blur.

But when I cast my mind back, I remembered I’d been added to the pack’s group chat, but I muted and archived it just as soon as I saw it.

I’d been pissed off and had a whole host of other things to think about at the time, so putting my mental energy into staying abreast of the bitching in a Beta group chat was a no-go area for me, so I implemented the ol’ reliable “out of sight, out of mind.”

But I guess it worked too well.

I swear I was going to attend to the needs of my new pack as soon as I had a bit more brain space, but I wasn’t born for this Alpha leadership shit, remember?

However, I was glad Mousy had finally bitten the bullet and contacted me, because of my relentless speculation of who was in the car I’d seen parked up on the curb shortly after leaving WereCare.

I’d since figured out that the car following close behind me was the same car parked at the shifter hunter’s social experiment bullshit sting, but I didn’t know who was driving the other black car with the dented bumper.

I needed Joe to confirm it was him driving that car, so I could scrub out the possibility of it being another one of P.L.’s assassins or another one of the hunters’ cars, and I’d been anxiously waiting for Joe or Russell to call me so they could verify.

But it turned out I had their numbers the entire time and could have called or texted them at any given moment.

Ah.

I see where my overloaded brain may have short-circuited here.

“Alright, alright,” I sighed. “Fair’s fair, I did have your number, I just forgot. I’ve just got a lot on my plate right now. So, the pack’s getting restless, right?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Okay, lemme think.” I gnawed my lip in thought while I navigated the tight turn that would lead me down the preschool road.

If I had things completely my way, I would have left Leo’s pack-- which was now my pack-- with a message toward peace and goodwill to all men, and they’d have all carried on and acted as fine, upstanding citizens without my guidance. If I were to indulge a little further into my fantasy, then pretty soon the whole “needing an Alpha for guidance” thing would have phased itself out, and when one pack did it, others would follow suit.

But I knew that wasn’t going to happen. Not yet, anyway.

As much as I begrudged the entire system, by killing an Alpha, I inherited his pack, and therefore I needed to take responsibility for that pack.

My caseworker, Grace, had proven herself to be pretty malleable alongside my unconventional approach to the long-established Alpha dogma, since she was sympathetic to my unconventional introduction to suddenly being made top dog, and she was well in favor of changing some of the more antiquated aspects of werewolf social hierarchy for the better.

But even she had stressed the importance of honoring the obligation I had to my packs, and I knew she was right.

Though I’d fantasized about putting a blanket order out to Leo’s old pack and telling them go forth and multiply, I worried my message of peace would turn into a sort of Lord of the Flies parable or an ominous Monkey’s Paw situation, and I understood the genuine likelihood of both those things happening.

No matter which way I looked at it, there was no escaping it for now. I needed to govern this pack of anxious puppies.

And I probably should check in with the other twelve packs under my command, otherwise Chicago’s werewolf scene might soon have a paranormal animal rights rally on its hands.

But there was no way I had the time or the energy to address and govern every single one of my packs individually, and I’ll bet Jackal hadn’t thought that through when he went on his mass monopoly.

What was I going to do? Start some sort of vlog and address all of my packs en masse?

Hey… that might not be a bad idea…

“Alright, McDonell,” I finally said. “Here’s what we’re gonna do. I assume your pack’s got a community page on PackMate, right?”

“Yessir.”

“Great,” I said. “And since I’m now the leader of your pack, I’m gonna go ahead and assume AWOO has probably already given me the invite to log in as page admin. Sorry, I’ve really been neglecting my phone lately, I haven’t been logging in to PackMate a lot. But I’ll log in soon, and I’ll accept the invite to manage your pack’s page. Only… I kinda don’t want everyone knowing who I am and what I look like. For personal reasons, you know? So I’m going to check with AWOO that it’s alright for me to accept the invitation to govern the page under a false name, or maybe I can make a new account. Surely, they’ll respect my need for privacy. In the meantime, I promise I’m going to address the group chat… ah. But then they’d know which number in the line-up of group members is mine, and I don’t want that, either.”

“Well, I’m the only one who has your number, since you gave it to me,” Joe said. “There’s been a lot of outcry in the chat to get the Alpha to respond, and a lot of finger pointing at the numbers who don’t say anything, but no one knows who the Alpha actually is. A lot have asked me, since I was the one who passed the message on from you about not following the guy in Fernview anymore, but I’ve kept dead quiet, honest.”

“Good,” I said. “And you haven’t told anyone my name, have you?”

“I don’t know your name,” Joe replied. “At least I don’t think I do. See, I’m not the smartest person, I know. But even I don’t think your real name is ‘A. Hole.’”

Oh, yeah, I remembered I didn’t want to give this kid my real name at the time of giving him my number, so I quickly punched that funny little moniker in instead.

Mike, you old card, you.

“Okay, great. That’s for the best.” I smiled at the recollection of my own dumb pseudonym. “No, that’s not my real name, but I think I’d prefer it if you didn’t know my real name. And I haven’t been bombarded with calls or texts from any other random numbers, so I don’t think anyone’s guessed which number in the chat is mine… do people get added to the chat often?”

“Yeah, quite a lot,” Joe said. “When people get married and their new spouses join, and when kids in the pack get old enough to have phones, and when people move to the area and align themselves with us and stuff.”

“Okay, I can work with this.” I thought for a moment longer, and then I hit Mousy Brown with my battle plan. “Alright, Joe, here’s what’s gonna happen: You’re gonna address the chat on my behalf. Tell them you’ve been appointed my right-hand man, and it’s my order that everyone takes your word as though it is my own. As such, you are passing the message on for everybody to stay calm, and you are to reassure them that they will hear from their new leader directly before the week is through. You got that?”

“Y-Yes, sir,” Mousy squeaked. “But… what if they don’t believe me? What if they think I’m on a power trip or something?”

“I don’t think anyone could ever think that of you.” I chuckled to myself as I envisioned the face of the scrawny nineteen-year-old.

And then I remembered what a mess I’d made of his face by wailing on him so hard.

Eesh.

“Listen.” I cleared my throat. “You tell them my orders, and on top of that, you tell them there will be dire consequences for any insubordination once I take over. They stopped following the guy in Fernview when you told them I ordered it, right? I don’t think anyone would dare disobey you if you’re speaking on my behalf, even if they can’t say for certain they believe you.”

“O-Okay,” the nervous Beta replied.

“Great,” I said as I pulled into the WereCare parking lot. “Look, I gotta go, but before I do, I just have one quick question. On the morning you guys bundled me into the DR box, I noticed two black cars hanging around me at slightly different times. Now, I know you said Leo had sent a load of cars following Alphas around so he could hop between them in the hopes of killing the one who killed Jackal and get all his territories, and I just want to know if you were one of the cars watching me then? On Forest Hill Road? Or any of the roads surrounding it?”

“Oh, yeah, that was Russ and me,” Mousy confirmed. “Russ has got an amazing sense of smell, and after we’d been sent to scout your patch, we basically followed his nose all the way to you. But we realized you’d gone into the neutral zone, so we waited for you at the top of the road. Again, Russ has got the best nose, and he sniffed out the direction you’d come from so we waited around the corner for you there. Thought if you suspected anything, we could just say we were a couple of lost fellas checking our maps.”

Huh. I did think that. Maybe Tweedle Dumb and Tweedle Dumber weren’t quite as airheaded as they came across.

“Alright, cool.” I felt satisfied with that answer, and at least now I had a driver to put behind the wheel of each of the black cars. “I’m gonna have to go now, but I want you to pass that message on to the pack, alright? And I will be in touch before the week is through, I promise.”

“Okay, sir.” Joe’s voice was still thick with uncertainty. “So… I’ll hear from you later?”

“You most certainly will.”

I hung up the phone before he could say goodbye or ask any more questions, and I massaged my forehead with my fingertips.

I was a couple minutes early for pick-up time, and the doors to the little white school hut were still closed, which gave me just a bit of breathing space I needed to switch the van off, mull over the chat with Joe, and assess my current situation.

Okay, well, at least I got some answers from that unexpected phone conversation. We had Mousy and Blondie the Bloodhound behind the wheel of the pulled-over car with the dented bumper, and the little ginger-haired guy who was lusting after my blood was following behind me in the other.

Super. Knowledge is power, right?

But the illuminating conversation with Mousy-Brown wasn’t all sunshine and rainbows. I now knew I needed to step up to the plate as far as governing my packs was concerned, since there was already evidence of unrest in one, and it had only been a couple of weeks since I’d officially taken that pack over.

Who knew what state the packs I’d been neglecting for over a month were in.

I remembered how I’d opened the live forums on PackMate and seen the whisperings of revolution when Jackal The Ripper was at large, and I was worried I was already caught up in a tangled mass of anger, since I was sure people would inevitably assume I’d killed Jackal for the territories.

I thought about how I’d address all of my packs together and tell them the truth of what really happened, and whether they’d take it well when I told them what I planned to do with their territories next.

Although I’d been Frost-burned, I was actually still quite on board with the idea of selling my land to eligible Alpha buyers who were featured on the list provided by AWOO.

However, I’d learned from my mistake of trying to take the business deals into my own hands, and this time, I’d let AWOO and their legal team handle absolutely everything.

Though I’d recommend sending Casey, the candy-gnawing wererat, to help them.

As it had done so many times in the short space of me moving here, my “I need to call Grace” button started flashing in the back of my head, but I’d had enough information dumped on me in the last hour. The kids were about to get out of school, too, so it was time for me to put my dad hat on and enjoy some comic relief in the form of mine and Trent’s ragtag little bundles of chaos and joy.

As well as some eye candy in the form of their stunningly beautiful teacher.

The white doors of the hut swung open with the same grand sense of occasion as a velvet theater curtain lifting, and the dazzling schoolteacher stepped into the spotlight of the brightly shining sun and took center stage on the raised step of the school’s porch. In turn, we-- the congregation of werewolf parents who were all waiting in our parked cars-- took our cues and proceeded to march toward her to pick up the fruits of our loins and whisk them away out of their daycare provider’s hair.

I tended to hang back a bit in my car and wait for the other parents to pick their kids up before I went in to collect mine and Trent’s, and there were a couple of reasons for that.

First up, it was extremely clear to anyone with working olfactory senses that I was the Alpha of this area, and even before Mousy raised my noticeable lack of engagement with my community to me, I felt very conscious that a lot of my Betas probably felt my absence quite strongly, and probably had a lot of questions they wanted to ask me.

I kinda felt like if I stayed in my car and kept on looking mean and unapproachable, then people wouldn’t come up to me-- kinda like when Katherine told me she used to dress like a goth purely so people would leave her alone. It worked for her then, and it seemed to be working for me now.

Second up, Whitney and I had a thing going on. I wanted to take as much time as I possibly could to flirt with the teacher without her being pulled every which way but loose in the unrelenting flow of sprinting children and their meandering parents, who seemed to have all the time in the world to ask if their precious darlings Clyde and Sarah-Jane had eaten their pig spleens and micro greens at lunch time. Meanwhile, Clyde and Sarah-Jane had already bolted across the parking lot and were currently engaged in the mission of forcing handfuls of dirt and pigeon feathers into their mouths as fast as they possibly could in the hopes of finding a day-old dog treat somewhere among the soil and rubble.

As the usual routine went, all the parents came to pick their kids up and shot a few desperate or leering glances at me through the windshield, but when the coast was clear, my gorgeous girlfriend-not-girlfriend Whitney shot me a dazzling smile from the porch step, which sent a beam of light through the air and summoned me toward her like the Bat-Signal.

I envisioned jumping out of my chariot, scooping the gorgeous Omega in my arms, and plunging her into a low-dipping kiss.

Okay, I was totally romanticizing that last part.

But hey, when someone as beautiful as Whitney walked in and helped you fix the fragments of your broken life, every moment was worth romanticizing.

In reality, I got out of my van, grinned broadly at Whitney from across the parking lot, and then took a left at the nursery to take Charlie off the nursery’s hands, while Whitney stepped back inside the classroom and prepared Dionne and Archie for my imminent arrival.

“And how are you, Mr. Brewyer?” Whitney asked me with feigned formality as I approached the classroom door.

She looked dazzling in a dusky-pink pinafore and light cotton blouse.

“I’m doing splendidly, thank you, Miss Frinton,” I replied as I doffed my invisible cap. “How are you today?”

“Oh, I’m just marvelous. All the better for seeing you, of course.” Whitney shot me one of those old Hollywood smiles, before leaning around my head to look in the direction of my van. “Though, I couldn’t help but wonder…”

“About what a nice guy like me is doing in a place like this?” I quickly interjected. “I’m here to assist with the prison break.”

I nodded toward the little blonde tearaway who was running across the room at full speed with visions of taking me down with a flying cuddle.

“DADDYYYYYY.” Dionne wrapped her arms around my neck and planted a big wet kiss on my cheek before planting a gentler one on her baby brother’s.

“Hey, baby girl!” I ruffled DiDi’s little blonde curls.

“Daddy, Daddy, look! I dwawed a picture for you.”

Dionne pulled a crumpled up piece of paper from her bookbag, and she proudly presented to me what could have only been described as a big pink phallus with the green sprinkler function turned on.

“Oh, baby girl, this is beautiful!” I laughed awkwardly, but I praised her artwork all the same. “What is it? Can you…er, can you tell me more about it?”

“It’s an island!” Dionne looked offended that I even had to ask.

“Oh… is it?” I really couldn’t see that one.

“Yeah!” Dionne turned the picture back to face herself and followed the lines of the expressionistic island with her finger. “Dats da sand, and dats da big palm twee.”

“Ohhh!” Whitney and I both laughed.

“It’s a very beautiful island.” Whitney bit her lip as he held back her laughter. “Lovely pink sand, and a lovely pink tree trunk.”

“The sand’s cotton candy sand,” Dionne said. “And das the cotton candy twee. Dere’s a monkey in de twee, bu-- but I didn’t haf time to draw him, so you can just imagine him.”

“Well, that’s just beautiful, baby girl.” My daughter’s artistic vision knew no bounds. “And sure, I can imagine a monkey! Is it a cotton candy monkey?”

“Uh-huh!” Dionne nodded her head excitedly, and her brown eyes sparkled as she told me all about her fantastical ape.

“Where’s Archie?” Whitney muttered under her breath. “I did say it was time to go…”

Whitney spun around to scan the classroom for Trent’s son, and I craned my neck round and peered in, too.

It wasn’t hard to spot the toddler’s black curls, and he was tucked into the corner of the room on a beanbag with his face buried inside a big fuzzy felt book on bugs.

A soft-spoken classroom assistant was standing over Archie trying to gently cajole him into putting the book down, and though he was a good kid and listened to adults, he was torn between his head and his heart on this one.

I couldn’t help but laugh as I watched Archie struggle to pull himself out from the deep clutches of the beanbag, and all the while his nose never left the fuzzy pages of the bug book.

Archie eventually got to his feet, but he tried to turn the page of his book before he’d quite got his balance, and he ended up half-tumbling back into the squishy beanbag before picking himself back up again like the scarecrow from The Wizard of Oz.

“Art-cheeeee!” Dionne yelled in exasperation.

Then, just when Archie had seemingly steadied himself, he went to take a step and look in his book at the same time, and he fell back a second time. At that point, the classroom assistant stepped in. She gently lifted him to his feet and made sure he was steady and paying attention before gently taking the book from his hands, and she promised him the book would still be there tomorrow for him to read.

“Hey, Archie,” I said when the teaching assistant eventually walked the bookworm over to me. “That looked like a really good book you were reading. Was it really good?”

“Yeah.” The black-haired bambino’s curls shook as he nodded his head enthusiastically. “It had bugtaffies and gashobbers in it.”

“Wow, that sounds awesome,” I said as I smiled at the funny pronunciations. “Well, it’s such a nice day out, and it’s just me for a little while since your daddy’s at work, so why don’t we all sit in the garden when we get home and find some grasshoppers and butterflies for ourselves?”

“Hm… Yeah!”

“Let’s goooooooo, Daddy!” Dionne grabbed Charlie’s baby carrier while he was asleep inside it and proceeded to try and pull me forward with it.

“Careful, baby,” I said as I leaned across myself and gently removed DiDi’s viselike fingers with my other hand.

“I’ll walk to the car with you.” Whitney gently took Dionne’s hand away from the carrier and wrapped it in hers. “Come on then.”

We all walked toward the van, and while Dionne and Archie babbled incoherently to each other about bugs, Whitney took the opportunity to readdress the mystery of what she’d been pondering about my van just before hurricane Dionne and her cotton candy island interrupted her.

“What’s happened to your van window, Mike?” The blonde nodded her head toward the square of cardboard. “Did you hit a stone, or something?”

“Oh, no, but there’s a perfectly reasonable explanation,” I said, and I felt a tinge of excitement spread through me as I realized it was finally time to regale Whitney with my fantastically fabricated version of events. “That was a howler monkey.”

“A howler monkey?” Whitney’s brown eyes glittered with curiosity. “What?”

“You see, over the weekend, I took the kids on an interstate visit to a safari park,” I said as I tried to keep my expression honest. “While we were driving through Baboon Boulevard, a sugar-crazed howler monkey spotted a pack of Jolly Ranchers on my dash, and it crashed through my window fist-first like Superman to get to them.”

“Oh, my!” Whitney gasped, but I caught the smirk tugging at the corners of her mouth, and we both realized Dionne had been listening intently to my story, so the schoolteacher decided to bring DiDi in on it. “That’s amazing! A howler monkey! Wow! I’ll bet that was so scary! Was that really scary, Dionne?”

“Yah, it was rweeaaally scary!” My daughter jumped into the role of supporting my tall tale with her own imaginary alibi, but it didn’t take long for her imagination to hurl my totally-believable story into the depths of unbelievability. “Da howder monkey was THIIIIIIS big, and he punchded through the window, and he grabded the candy, and then he eated all the candy in de car, and Daddy got out the car and he runded away, and he climbed a tree, and I shouted ‘Daddy nooooo!’ while da monkey in de car kept on eating all de candy.”

“Oh, my goodness, Daddy ran away and left you in the car with the monkey while he ate all your candy?” Whitney was loving this. “What did you do? Did you tell that naughty monkey to stop eating your candy?”

“Uh-huh!” Dionne furiously nodded her head while I lifted her into her car seat, and I had to watch my own head to make sure I didn’t get headbutted or caught by my daughter’s flailing hands while she continued regaling Whitney with her epic story. “I said, ‘Go away, you stinky monkey!’ and den da monkey randed away.”

“Wow!” Whitney gasped animatedly. “That was so brave of you, Dionne! I can’t believe you made the monkey run away! And I can’t believe Daddy ran away, too!”

“He pointed a banana at me, Whitney,” I said in a faux-serious tone as I pulled my head out from the backseat of the van. “I couldn’t take any chances.”

Whitney let out an involuntary cackle and playfully smacked me on the arm, and she passed Archie’s hand to me so I could load him and Charlie into the van.

“And what did you think about all this Archie?” Whitney asked from Dionne’s passenger door. “Did you see the naughty monkey?”

“No.” Archie shook his head and gazed out the front window while I did the straps of his seat up.

That settled that one, then.

“Everyone, say bye-bye to Whitney!” I said after I’d laughed enough at Archie’s point-blank murder of the conversation.

“Bye, Whitbeeeeee,” the two tykes said in joyful unison.

“Bye, bye!” Whitney shut Dionne’s passenger side door, while I shut Archie’s.

We now had a maximum of about forty seconds to flirt at the front end of the van before Dionne started squawking at me to get in the car.

“You seem to be very skilled at imagining monkeys, Mike. No wonder Dionne didn’t need to draw one.” The pretty Omega flashed me a playful grin. “Does Great Uncle Monkeyskin live on Baboon Boulevard?”

“He sure does.” I smirked. “That’s where all the best monkey bars are.”

Whitney snorted and batted her hand at me again, and I wanted nothing more than to take the adorable blonde in my arms and kiss her deeply right there and then.

But, our forty seconds was up, and almost right on cue, the squawking siren that sounded a lot like it was screaming “DADDYYYY” started wailing, and it was time for Whitney and I to go our separate ways.

“See you tomorrow,” the pretty teacher said as she stepped away from the front of the van. “Text me later!”

“I will.” I subtly brushed my hand against Whitney’s thigh as I passed her. “Text me back, though!”

“Hm, if I’m not too busy I might.” A teasing smile curled on Whitney’s lips, and she took a big step back and waved us all goodbye as I heaved myself into my battered van and took us all out of the parking lot.

All three babies in the backseat were pretty quiet on the way home, so I put some music on low to fill the empty space a little, but as seemed to always be the case lately, I had a lot to think about, and it didn’t take long for the volume in my own brain to overtake the volume of Carly Simon as she sung about her self-indulged ex-lover on the radio.

Something Joe said over the phone had suddenly been mailed to the forefront of my senses. It didn’t feel like a big thing when he first said it, but I was suddenly fixated on the fact he and Russell had opted to pull their car over and wait for me at the top of the road away from WereCare, because they knew it was a neutral space.

Werewolves were bound by werewolf rules, and attacking each other on locations deemed neutral zones by AWOO, such as hospitals, schools, and grocery stores, could get you in serious trouble.

But, of course, those same lines in the sand didn’t apply to humans.

So, what did that mean in terms of where a shifter hunter would and wouldn’t act?

Of course, humans had their own moral codes to follow, and it would be entirely frowned upon for hunters of any kind to strike in a busy hospital building or on the grounds of a forest school.

But that still didn’t instill a lot of security in me, given the hunters had followed me more or less up to the grounds of the preschool before turning off and going about their day.

Did they know it was a facility tailored exclusively to werewolf children? What did shifter hunters know about the shifter world that intermingled with their world? How did they come to make us targets of their suspicion in the first place? Wasn’t this all just a witch hunt?

And that was another thing. Werewolves didn’t actually exist as far as the wider human population was concerned, so how did shifter hunters get away with what would have been regarded as downright murder, especially because werebeasts always reverted back to their human forms when they died?

They can’t have expressed their desire to rid the world of the animals lurking among them, otherwise they would be deemed crazy and deranged, and they’d all get carried away by the men in white coats.

But then again, did that make you a martyr to your fellow shifter slayers?

I didn’t know how the fragile social infrastructure between a shifter and hunter worked from a government perspective, and my “Call Grace” button was flashing in the back of my head again.

From what Scar told me about the lengths his hunters went to in order to apprehend him, and the speed at which they’d fled the scene so quickly afterwards and hadn’t even checked if the job had been done properly, it didn’t seem like a hunter would come knocking on your door in the middle of the afternoon and point a gun at your head, but I still didn’t like my chances.

I needed to arm myself with knowledge. The easiest route was by calling my caseworker. Maybe I could also scour the PackMate forums and find out if anyone had posted their personal experiences and encounters with shifter hunters there, but aside from that, I wondered if I should have a bit of a werewolf movie marathon at some point.

I found a lot of comic relief in watching werewolf movies, since they were usually absolute caricatures of my kind, but there was very often a tiny grain of truth to be found within a lot of modern-day werewolf media-- enough that most people knew silver bullets were our Kryptonite, anyway.

But for obvious reasons, I didn’t really enjoy scenes depicting werewolves being hunted and killed, which-- let’s face it-- most movies involving werewolves had. But it might have been during those close-to-the-bone scenes that I gained just a glimmer of insight of how modern-day werewolf hunters actually operated.

After all, who hasn’t at one point in their lives put on a costume and copied the exact actions of the movie character they were emulating?

There was one question I didn’t think to ask Owen about the fateful night that changed his face alongside his fate, and it was a question I realized might put a lot of things into perspective, as well as potentially giving me a head start while these assassins waited for the perfect conditions to strike.

Was he attacked on the night of a full moon?

It sounded dumb, but the full moon thing was one of the biggest misconceptions out there, and I suddenly felt like I had reason to believe it might have been something shifter hunters subscribed to.

And if it was even the slightest hint of an influencing factor to when they’d attack, at least I had something of a timeframe to work around.

As I navigated the winding roads home, I also wondered if I should have asked Joe if he knew anything about a werewolf with a silver-bullet-firing gun, so he could help me figure out who “P.L.” was and why they were so insistent on killing me through a third party.

My mind wandered back to that night. During the aftermath of my battle with the Beta werewolf who tried to sink a hunk of silver in me, I’d stumbled across his phone, and I saw the preview of a text from someone saved as P.L., which read “Well, tell me as soon as it’s done! This will cost us both GREATLY if you…”

I took two educated guesses from this. The first one was that the end of the sentence probably read “Fuck this up,” and the second one was-- seeing as this guy was a Beta and clearly working under instruction-- that P.L. might have stood for Pack Leader.

Obviously, the mutt P.L. sent after me fucked up, and whatever great cost had probably already been incurred by now. But this mystery commander was just another member of the cast of “Kill Mike” currently showing in my brain, and if it wasn’t Lucy Liu or Uma Thurman hiding behind those initials, then I didn’t want to know.

My hunt for P.L. had to go on the back-burner for now, but I’d just gotten a fresh lead on my hunt for the shifter hunters, and I used the last leg of the drive home to think seriously about Scar’s proposal.

He was right. What did I possibly have to lose by sending a trusted private investigator to check out the location known to have been occupied by the guys who were out to get me?

And he was also right in saying I’d just come into a large sum of money, so I could afford it.

And you couldn’t put a price on your own peace of mind.

I pulled the minivan into the driveway, and I quickly looked at the newest contact in my phonebook.

Luna.

There was no use in me hanging around waiting to be shot when I could pay someone else to do it-- and take photo evidence.

I was no Bruce Wayne, but as soon as I got in, I was giving Batgirl a call.
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Chapter 3

Of course, what I wanted to do as soon as I got in and what I needed to do were two wholly different entities, and first, I had to get the kids a snack after their long day at WereCare.

It was business as usual. Archie and Dionne filed into the living room to play with their toys and watch some TV, while I went across to the open-plan kitchen to fix everyone a snack.

Baby Chaz was still snoozing in his carrier, so I put him on the kitchen table while I stuck my head in the fridge in search of some inspiration.

I didn’t find much in the way of inspiration, but I did find some pineapple sticks that needed using up, so I made the kids a mixed platter of cubed cheese and pineapple, and I gave them a little salami stick each with their usual bloodberry smoothie pouch from the weregovernment-ordained monthly supplement box.

As I pulled the last two smoothie pouches from the fridge, I couldn’t help but feel the tiniest bit bad for Archie, since he’d been sharing his supply of nutrient-fortified snacks with Dionne for the past two months or so.

And then, as I squeezed a portion of the purple smoothie out from Dionne’s pouch into a bowl for Charlie, I felt bad for her too, because she had to share her measly portion from Archie’s snack box with her baby brother.

In my rational mind, I knew I wasn’t a bad dad-- Everything I ever did, I did for my kids. I’d been through Hell and high water to get them to safety, and I’d best the devil and the deep blue sea to carry on keeping them safe.

But I couldn’t help but feel a bit of dad guilt creeping in, all because my kids’-- and that included Archie-- cups weren’t all overflowing with bloodberry smoothie.

I’d told AWOO about my change in circumstances, and I’d told them I was living at Trent’s address with my two werewolf kids, which meant three children would have been registered at this residence, so it was up to the government to upgrade the size of our subscription box accordingly. The fact the upsized box hadn’t arrived this month wasn’t my fault, and again, rationally, I understood that.

But rationality wasn’t at the helm right now.

A little inner saboteur in my brain was telling me that if I was really a good provider for these children, I would have called AWOO up and demanded they put my growing children’s nutrient boxes to the top of their priority list, and to hell with me going for the medical tests to find out what changed me into an Alpha, or agreeing to help them with their land sales or drugs busts.

Of course, level-headed Mike knew it wasn’t as much of a big deal as big baby Mike was currently making it, but I didn’t like to think I was depriving any of my kids-- Archie included-- of their much-needed nutrients.

I knew I was being hard on myself, but I was a werewolf, and as such, I was prone to the odd “human moment” just as much as I was prone to the animalistic ones.

And besides that, I was also a newly single parent who was still navigating the long road of grief, so I was also prone to the odd moment of self-doubt.

And no parent was safe from that pesky Mom/Dad guilt.

I could tell an unwelcome dose of Dad guilt was all this smoothie thing boiled down to, because when I looked at my healthy, happy children snoozing and playing in their warm, safe house, and when I thought about everything I’d sacrificed and how far we’d come, I realized how much of an insult it was to think of myself as a failure over something as insignificant as the kids having to share their smoothies-- smoothies that more often than not they didn’t even finish.

I smiled to myself as I shook the thoughts of being a failure out of my head, and hopefully that pesky inner saboteur got knocked off its spiteful little perch up there.

“Alright, snack time!” I made my way over to Archie and Dionne, and I laid the smoothies, the platter of cheese and pineapple, and the two salami sticks on the low table that was nestled in the corner with all their boxes and baskets of toys-- which really were overflowing.

My spoiled little dumplings stopped lining up their animals and building with their Lego bricks and came straight to the little table to wolf down their afternoon snack.

As usual, the kids left loads of scraps on their plates, so I knew they definitely weren’t going hungry, and I polished off those scraps-- including the dregs of the two smoothie pouches, as was routine by now.

As I watched the bright-eyed children build a Lego house and smear their greasy little fingerprints all over the smooth plastic blocks, I had to chuckle at the irrational worry that totally consumed me just moments ago.

Under-nourished my Aunt Fanny.

Charlie woke up from his afternoon snooze with a gurgle, so I bounced him on my knee for a while. Then I fed him some well-received spoonfuls of smoothie and little bits of cheese and raw sausage, and I quickly changed him while Archie and Dionne were engrossed in whatever they were building.

The Lego creation had taken on an impressive new size in the short time I was away with Charlie, and I couldn’t help but wonder what game they had in mind as they lined up various toys and dolls in rows in front of the house of bricks.

My wandering mind was soon distracted by a glorious burst of sunshine pouring through the open window, and I couldn’t help but notice instead what a beautiful day we were having.

It almost felt a shame to waste it indoors.

“Hey, shall we play outside soon?” I asked the kids.

“After Barbie gets mawwied,” Archie replied as he balanced a white sock on top of a doll’s head.

“Come on, Daddy, you can come to da party.” Dionne pushed a teddy bear into Archie’s Barbie bride and knocked her sock veil off, and Archie let out a deep, despairing sigh that sounded more like it came from a forty-year-old man stuck in a soul-crushing office job than it did a three-year-old playing with dollies.

It was an observation Trent, Whitney, and I had all made before, but there was an old soul living inside that baby werewolf’s body.

Archie re-balanced the white sock on top of Barbie’s head while Dionne made her bear say hello to all the lined-up animals in a funny voice, and the sun sent a golden tractor beam dancing through the windowpane.

I was determined to get us out in the garden at some point, but never one to miss a party, I got down on the floor and sat cross-legged with my toddlers to watch the beautiful ceremony unfold.

Charlie was on my knee, and I thought the pair of us would have been welcomed as spectators, but Dionne made me swap out the rattle I’d picked up to entertain my baby with. She gave me a floppy-eared bunny toy instead and told me “You can be Bunny,” so it seemed I had a more active role in this wedding than I’d first signed up for.

Thankfully, Chaz seemed to be entertained by Bunny’s floppy ears as I gently wiggled them in front of his face, and as soon as Archie figured out he could put the white sock on top of Barbie’s head for her veil rather than just lay it on top of her hair, the wedding could begin.

Didi’s bear was getting married to Archie’s Barbie, and the special day seemed to be going well to start with. All the farm animals, dinosaurs, and Polly Pockets were in attendance, even the ones that normally got shunned because they had bite marks all over their bodies-- because Dionne chewed on them, of course.

I made sure Bunny said hello to each guest individually, and I told the bride how truly beautiful she looked.

Daddy Pig was the vicar, but he was running late, so Bear and Barbie were just hanging out together in the middle of the church with all the guests and waiting for him to get back from his trip to Banana Fart Land.

I tried to tell the happy couple it was bad luck for the bride to see the groom before the ceremony, but Barbie and Bear loved each other sooooo much that they didn’t care about bad luck. And they showed this all-powerful love by continually rising into the sky, slamming into each other, and violently rubbing their faces together with a series of loud, impassioned “MWAH” sounds.

The sky-slamming seemed to get pretty brutal, and it seemed whichever party could slam the other one to the ground and stamp on their body first was the winner.

That wasn’t how we did it back in my day, but who was I to judge how the youth of today expressed their love for one another?

Reverend Daddy Pig eventually returned from this trip to Banana Fart Land, and he crash-landed through the back of the Lego church and ran to the altar where Barbie and Bear were waiting-- though he very deliberately fell over and sent the entire front row of wedding guests flying for absolutely no reason whatsoever-- but once everyone dusted themselves off, and Daddy Pig apologized because “he had banana skins stuck on his feet,” the wedding could officially begin.

For all my doubts, it seemed like Reverend Daddy Pig had some sort of understanding of his job role, and he warned Bear and Barbie that it was bad luck for them to see each other on the day of the wedding before the ceremony started.

But the lovers put the reverend in his place by telling him to shut up, calling him a “big pig bozo,” and launching a flying kick into his gut in perfect synchronicity.

These guys were made for each other.

Daddy Pig went flying, but he was clearly used to this sort of treatment. He didn’t reprimand the bride and groom in the slightest for knocking him on his ass, and he promptly took his place at the Lego altar and began the wedding spiel.

It was a bit of an unconventional oration, I must say. Although the reverend started off strong with “Dee wee de lubbit”-- which was the proper thing to say when officiating a wedding-- he seemed to skip through all the boring stuff like the vows, and after thanking the guests he’d just steamrolled over for being here on this beautiful day, he went straight to the I do’s.

But plot twist.

When the happy couple were supposed to enter into the legally binding contract of marriage by saying “I do,” Barbie said “I poo,” and then Bear said “I poo” too, and all hell broke loose from there.

Suddenly, there were ninja cows crashing the wedding and finishing the job Daddy Pig started by annihilating the rest of the poor wedding guests, and at one point after he’d wailed on his entire family, Bear delivered an absolutely devastating blow by telling his Aunt Pikachu that he never liked her casserwole.

For a moment, I was pulled out of the piece, because Dionne was playing the part of Bear, and I used to make what I thought was an awesome chicken and sausage casserole. Now, I was riddled with a whole new wave of self-doubt about whether or not my daughter actually hated my specialty dish.

Nevertheless, the show must go on.

Though, maybe I’ll ask Dionne later if she really doesn’t like my casserole.

Eventually, the tidal wave of violence that had swept through the wedding subsided, and the guests were all lying lifeless on the floor, while the Lego altar was smashed to smithereens.

Bear had been catapulted across the room by this point, and-- fucking huge plot twist-- Barbie and Daddy Pig were now being lifted into the air and smashing their faces together with a loud, impassioned series of “MWAH” sounds.

Honestly, this wedding was more gripping than the entire final season of Game of Thrones.

The two new lovebirds finally came back to Terra Firma, and they shit-talked the fuck out of Bear by saying he was stinky and made really bad pasgetti.

Way to kick a man while he’s down, guys.

But in the end, Barbie and Daddy Pig got their just desserts when a giant dog on wheels steamrolled over the entire wedding party, and everyone who wasn’t dead already died.

“Alright, guys, Dolly’s married,” I said after I’d broken through my stunned silence at the exhilarating finale and remembered where I was. “Let’s clean up and get some garden time.”

I tossed Bunny, who seemed to be the sole survivor, back into the wicker toy basket, and I held Charlie close to my chest as I leaned back and pulled the giant plastic Lego box over to Archie and Dionne. Then the two toddlers got to work picking up the shattered altar while I surveyed the room and scooped up all the wedding guests who had been violently ejected from the nuptials.

After tossing some barnyard animals back into their box and reassuring Aunt Pikachu that she made a lovely casserole, I spotted something brown and fuzzy lying alone on the floor in front of the sofa.

The sight of that lonely teddy bear lying abandoned and unloved on what should have been his special day reminded me of the sad story Owen had told me about his lost love, Julia, and I was reminded of the truth behind Scar’s lover-never-to-be, which reinstated the importance of the phone call I’d told myself I was going to make.

And a bout of self-doubt, a snack platter, and an explosive wedding later, the time to finally call Luna was drawing ever closer.

I picked the heartbroken bear up, and I placed it gently in the wicker basket with all the other soft toys before rounding the kids up and frogmarching them giggling and squealing into the garden.

While the kids let off some steam and ran around at the top end of the lawn, and Charlie was safely deposited onto a blanket in the shade beside me, I sat myself down on the sun lounger and pulled the PI’s number up on my phone.

I could feel my stomach wrapping itself into a pretzel knot, but I dialed the call before I had the chance to convince myself this was a bad idea.

After a few rings, a young-ish female voice answered.

“N-yello?”

“H-Hi.” I was shocked by the casualness of the woman’s response. “Is this Luna?”

“Sure is.” There was a sort of flippant air to her voice, as if I was talking to the receptionist of a nail salon who was otherwise engaged with filing her corners into smooth ovals with her feet up on the desk.

“You’re the private investigator, right?” I asked in a low voice.

“Depends who’s asking,” the flippant female responded. “You’re a number I don’t recognize. How’d you find me?”

“A friend of mine who’s used your services before gave me your number,” I said honestly.

“Usually how it works,” the bat shifter said. “Always nice to know my services come recommended, though. So, who d’you need tailing?”

“Erm, well, it’s more of a return visit I’m looking to send you on,” I replied.

“Alright, let me see if I can work this out,” Luna said. “My services have come personally recommended… so I must have found what I was meant to find out with whoever was giving your friend trouble. But the fact it’s a return job tells me they’re still at large… Maybe they backed away from your friend or your friend gave them the slip. But now they’ve got their sights set on you… Something like that?”

“Yeah, that’s pretty much it.” I shouldn’t have sounded as surprised as I did, since I was talking to a detective, after all.

“Okay, great.” Luna didn’t sound surprised or impressed with her own skills of deduction. “Before we proceed, I only operate in Downtown Chicago and areas close to it, just so you know. That work for you?”

“Yes ma’am,” I said.

“Cool,” the PI replied. “Okay, I think I’ve sussed out what’s going on. I don’t think you want me to stalk a lousy cheating ex… You being tailed by shifter hunters?”

“Yes,” I said in a low voice.

“Great. Well. Not great for you. Terrible for you, actually.” Luna’s severe tone of voice suddenly sounded more optimistic. “But luckily, you came to the right person! You said this was a return job, right? I take it your friend has pointed you in my direction because I found the location of these hunters for you, and you want me to go check that they haven’t moved. Is that right?”

“Yeah, that’s right.” My eyes were focused on the kids running around while I kept my voice low and my answers short.

“Okay.” Luna took a deep breath in. “So, as it just so happens, I know exactly who I’m looking for-- these guys pretty much keep me in business, but I got plenty of jobs following lousy cheating exes that keep me afloat if something were to happen to them. But before I agree to impart their sensitive information to you, I just want to make sure we’re clear on what we’re expecting of each other here. What do you plan to do once I share the location of the hunters with you?”

“I want to scare them off.” I shrugged. “I know I can’t legally hurt them, but maybe I can--”

“Make sure they have an unfortunate accident,” Luna interjected. “Cool, just making sure. Just remember, if you’re going to get a bunch of humans killed, you’ve got to be surer than sure that you’re going to get away with it. You don’t want AWOO catching your scent on the wind, and I don’t want you tangling me up in some mess and dragging me down with you, capiche?”

“Yeah, of course,” I said, and I lowered my voice for what I had to say next. “I might just go in there with my teeth bared and warn them against ever hunting shifters again. I don’t think it’s against government guidelines to give humans a little scare, is it? Especially humans who already know we exist.”

“I’d imagine it’s a gray area. And besides, it’s probably not recommended to shift at the hunters’ hideout, where there’s cameras and traps absolutely everywhere.” There was a sudden graveness to Luna’s voice. “Trust me, I know. Anyway, I last checked in on these guys a month ago, and they were still at the same spot, so I’m pretty sure they’ll still be there. I’ll check the place out again, just to re-affirm my affirmations, but that information doesn’t come cheap once I get it, even if I already had it.”

“How much?” I asked.

“Fifty dollars.”

“Is that for photographs, too?” I asked, though I felt like I already knew the answer.

“Oh, no.” Luna confirmed my suspicions. “You want photos?”

“Yeah.”

“Photos are another fifty. Then there’s postage on top. That’ll be twenty. Unless you want an in-person handover, then that’ll be another two hundred dollars.”

“Mail is fine.” I knew I was being extorted, but the bat had me backed into a corner. I wanted to know where the hunters were and what they looked like, and Luna was the only hope I had.

“Great.” I could tell the PI was smiling on the other side of the line. “You can Venmo the amount to the name on my card, and when you do, make sure to put in the address I’m mailing this to.”

“I didn’t get a card,” I said. “Just a number from my friend.”

“Ah, then I’ll put my card in the envelope with the address and your photographs-- free of charge. In the meantime, you got a pen ready to take my Venmo down?”

“Yeah.” I pulled my notes up on my phone. “Go for it.”

“Luna Ochelari,” the bat-girl said clearly. “O-C-H-E-L-A-R-I. All one word, capital L, capital O.”

“Got it,” I said as I tapped the name in.

“Great,” Luna said. “Send me the one-twenty, and I’ll give you all the info you need.”

“What if you can’t get the info?” I asked. “Will you refund me?”

“Oh, darling.” Luna let out a high-pitched laugh. “I always get the info.”

“Alright,” I said. “I’ll trust you on that.”

“A wise choice,” Luna hummed. “That all for now?”

“Yeah, that’s all for now,” I said. “Thanks again.”

“Great, I look forward to doing business with you,” the bat shifter said happily. “Ciao for now.”

“Ciao…”

Then we both hung up.

Here I was thinking you couldn’t put a price on your own peace of mind, but apparently you could.

And that price was somewhere around the tune of one hundred and twenty dollars.

Including postage.

Now, I just needed to decide where I wanted this sensitive information mailed to...

I’d always told Trent I wouldn’t bring trouble to his door, and I wanted my kids kept as far away from this as possible.

I dunno, something about the idea of Dionne opening an envelope addressed to me-- which she’d never done in her life-- and seeing the photographs of the people who wanted to hurt her family made me feel uncomfortable.

If I could, I’d like to keep even Luna off my scent for as long as I could, just because having a private investigator knowing where I lived felt like a bit of an invasion of my privacy, and the irony of that was not lost on me.

Though the idea had briefly crossed my mind, I didn’t want to leave a note on Luna’s Venmo saying the envelope should be left in a park for some random person to find.

So, where could I get my mail sent?

I thought about getting it sent to Trent’s restaurant, but again, I didn’t want anything that would even remotely spook Trent to turn up at his house or his place of work. I could possibly get a PO box, but that would take time to set up.

However, I’d done Dayzee a couple of real solids lately. I wondered if he would mind me using his home address, just for this one thing…

There was no use in speculating, so I shot the Beta a quick text.

Hey man, I know this is wild, but I’m thinking of hiring a private investigator to tell me where those hunters I told you about on Frost night are hiding out. Just been on the phone with one, who said they would send me the address and photographs in the mail. Do you think I could get that delivered to your house? Just don’t want the kids getting their hands on it and ripping it up or whatever. Lol, that information don’t come cheap! No sweat if not!

Dayzee didn’t come online in the immediate moments after texting him, so rather than obsessively monitoring his status on WhatsApp, I put my phone face down on the patio and distracted myself by watching the kids wrestle with an apparently indestructible KONG ball at the bottom of the garden.

Archie and Dionne were definitely coming into their werewolf sides now, and they kept on partially shifting their claws and jaws to scratch and chew on the thick rubber ball.

I was anxious about a neighbor looking out the window at the wrong time and noticing some strange-looking werewolf traits, so I jumped up from the sun lounger and turned the kids’ game into a fun lesson on controlling our mutations where people might see them.

My fun teaching approach kinda worked, and I praised DiDi and Archie when they managed to resist the canine urge to claw and bite, and they got a lot better at pulling their little claws back quickly whenever they got overexcited.

But the lesson inevitably went rogue, and Archie started the game off where both kids popped the tips of their little tails out their butts, wagged them and laughed, then tucked them back in again as fast as they could.

And of course, the game was fueled by my anxiety when I told the kids to stop doing it.

I might have been able to gaslight a nosy neighbor into thinking they hadn’t seen what they’d seen where teeth and claws were concerned, but telling them they didn’t just see tails sprouting out of the neighbor’s kids’ asses was a whole different story. I needed Archie and Dionne to understand how serious I was, so Bad Cop Dad had to come out.

I sternly told the kids they needed to listen to me and they needed to stop, and I should have seen where that one was headed, because the two naughty pups gave me their biggest puppy dog eyes and told me they were sorry.

But the minute my back was turned, they began popping their tails out and pulling them back in even faster than they’d ever done before, and they were laughing hysterically the entire time.

All grown-up shifters knew what Dionne was about to find out: The first time you shift a part of your body further than the previous time, it hurts like fuck.

DiDi pushed her tail juuust that little bit too far out, and I saw the look of shock on her face just before she exploded into a screaming, wailing cry.

“Alright, alright,” I said in a soothing tone as I stepped toward my daughter and knelt down. “I think it’s time we all went indoors.”

My toddler wailed like a banshee-- and occasionally howled like a werewolf-- as she fell into my chest, and I hoisted her up into the crook of my arm and walked her back toward the house.

Archie followed nervously at my heels, and I bundled Charlie up in the other arm and took us all back inside, where playtime was promptly rebranded as quiet time.

Dionne should have listened to what I was telling her, but I wasn’t mad at her now. It broke my heart to see my little girl crying in pain like that.

Shifting a body part for the first time was kinda like the most intense growing pains you’ve ever felt mixed with a major spasming muscle cramp, or like when your back suddenly twinges the morning after you wake up from sleeping in the wrong position.

Long story short: it sucked.

Shifting fingers, teeth, and toes always came first for pups because they needed to grab and bite. They needed balance, too, so tails usually followed closely behind, purely because kids quickly learned adults found it funny and cute when they waggled them, and werewolf children thrived off the positive-- and sometimes negative-- reactions that flaunting their tails got them.

Like so many kids before her, Dionne had pushed the boundaries of her own shifting capabilities and was now learning about the delicate balance between our human halves and our were halves the hard way.

I was a cheeky kid, and I’d once done something similar to Dionne, so I could empathize with her pain. But I’d also been reminded of the delicate balance between my two halves and the pain that shifting can bring at an unexpectedly late interval in my life, since my body was long used to transforming to Beta size and had suddenly been forced to stretch to epic Alpha proportions.

And that transformation still hurt like a motherfucker.

I’d definitely gotten a little more used to the pain since I’d shifted a few times now, but I still felt those burning, bursting growing spasms every time my human limbs exploded into those of a beast, and every time the short teeth in my square jaw burst into a sharp mountain range of killer canines.

I sat down on the sofa with Dionne still wailing and Charlie mewling in my arms, while Archie stood and watched as he placed a worried hand on my knee.

“It’s okay,” I cooed as I kissed my daughter’s hair. “I know it hurts. We just got a little bit overexcited, didn’t we? We gotta be careful with our wolf transformations. Remember, it’s a really delicate balance.”

“Is Dionne’s butt bwoken?” Archie’s eyes were wide with anxiety.

“No, her butt’s just fine.” I couldn’t help but smile as I reassured the child. “I think we just tried to put our tails out farther than they were ready for, didn’t we, DiDi?”

Although the pain was undeniable, werewolves could heal themselves and quell their own pain very quickly, so Dionne’s tail end shouldn’t have been hurting her too much now, if at all.

But my little girl carried on sobbing into my shoulder, and with the extra levels of squawking noises that came whenever I acknowledged her painful tail, I could tell she was playing into the situation just a little bit, so I decided it was high time for us all to move forward from this lesson and take a positive from the negative.

“Does Dionne need a Band-Aid for her butt?” Archie asked.

“No, she doesn’t need a Band-Aid,” I said with a light laugh, and I realized Trent’s son had unknowingly passed me an olive branch to help me get Dionne over the worst of this terrible ordeal. “You wanna know why she doesn’t need a Band-Aid?”

“Why?” Archie asked.

“Because we’re werewolves,” I said. “Our bodies have the ability to do something really extra special. Do you guys know what that is?”

“Eat raw meat,” the black-haired boy said after a moment of deep thought.

“That’s one of the cool things our bodies can do, but I’m thinking of something else.” I gave Dionne a little squeeze with one arm while I rocked Charlie with the other. “How about you, Dionne? Do you know of something special we can do because we’re werewolves?”

“We can wun weal fast,” Dionne said through sniffles with her head still buried in my shoulder.

“That’s another really cool thing we can do, great job, guys,” I said enthusiastically. “But apart from eating raw meat and running really fast, there’s another really special thing we can do.”

“Fwy?” Archie asked.

“Some shifters can, but not werewolves,” I said. “But something all shifters can do is heal our bodies really, really fast. So if we hurt ourselves, it still hurts, and it might bleed a little, but our amazing bodies will heal us really fast. In fact, DiDi, I’ll bet-- because you’re a werewolf and your body is sooo good at healing itself-- that your butt doesn’t even hurt anymore, right?”

“Yeah.” Dionne lifted her face from my shoulder and looked me dead in the eyes, and though her eyes were still glossy with tears, they were sparkling with extra amazement. “My butt’s got better.”

“Wow!” I made sure my voice was thick with enthusiasm. “That really is amazing! You are so brave, baby girl!”

“Uh-huh!” Dionne quickly hid all evidence of tears as she scrubbed her eyes dry with the heels of her hands, and she shot me a huge forced grin. “See, Daddy? I’m smiling! My butt doesn’t hurt at all!”

“My butt doesn’t hurt at all, too!” Archie craved the positive reinforcement he saw Dionne was getting, and he shot me the same forced toothy smile.

“Whoa, Archie! That’s amazing! You guys are amazing!” I widened my eyes and mouth as much as I could to display an extremely obvious look of amazement to the children. “Do you see how incredible our healing is?”

“Uh-huh!” Both the kids’ heads bounced as they nodded in profuse agreement.

The painful part was behind us, now to seal the deal on this important core memory and turn this negative experience into a positive.

I couldn’t believe I was about to suggest it, but there was one thing these kids wanted more than anything, and it was something that could only be enjoyed by those with healthy working butts and listening ears.

“You know what,” I said in an extra-loud whisper to add a little intrigue to the special proposition I was about to offer. “I’m so glad your butts are feeling better, because I was going to ask if you wanted to go on your…”

The kids leaned in, and their eyes widened in anticipation of the next word that was going to come out of my mouth.

Could it be?

“Trikeys,” I finished.

And the crowd went wild.

Trent and I had ordered trikes for the kids and a mountain bike for me one late evening after we’d shared a fantasy about being the kind of family that goes on Sunday morning bike rides together, and it was like Christmas in mid-June when we presented the children with their trikeys when they turned up one sunny Sunday last month.

Though the morning trike ride started off well enough, things soon went haywire with Dionne pedaling off too fast despite being asked a million times to keep to where we could see her, and with bug-loving Archie stopping every thirty seconds to admire another one of nature’s gentle creatures.

Sure, it was fun, and we all got a lot of exercise and enjoyment from our family bike ride, but it ended up being way too much of a stressful experience to repeat it every Sunday, so Trent and I had decided the trikes could only come out on very special occasions.

We’d also kind of hoped the kids would naturally forget about them, but three weeks had passed, and they were still asking for us to get their trikeys out almost daily.

But this felt like the kind of occasion that warranted a trikey trip. We’d just had a butt-upset followed by a successful lesson on our amazing werewolf bodies, and I wanted to prove to the kids their hineys really weren’t broken by using some positive reinforcement.

And what better way than to slam their little keisters down on the unforgiving plastic seat of a bumpy and uncomfortable little tricycle?

Though this time, I wasn’t going to risk taking the kids on the open road like Trent and I had done. We were going straight to the playground up the road where they could pedal in contained laps, and where I could sit on a bench and cheer them on from the sidelines while simultaneously getting some life admin done on my phone.

Perfect parenting, right?

“Go on then, go find your shoes.” I gently leaned forward so Dionne could jump down from my chest, and she and Archie flew to the front door to get their shoes, while Charlie and I dipped back out into the garden to pick my phone up from the patio floor.

Hm. Still no response from Dayzee.

The kids screeched with feral excitement as they ran around the living room, and by the fifth time I’d asked them both to stay still so I could help them put their shoes on, I had doubts as to whether or not I had the mental fortitude to follow through with my promise.

I thought about letting them ride around the house or the garden, but there wasn’t enough patio in the garden, and the house was full of too much nice stuff to risk there being a collision indoors.

I considered the fact I may have gotten swept up in all the emotional hysterics, but I couldn’t take back the promise of trike time now.

The kids eventually stopped jumping long enough for me to put their shoes on, and I loaded Charlie up into Archie’s old stroller that Trent and I had found while going through the garage.

As I looked down at my gurgling almost-seven-month-old, I could see his legs kicking and twitching like they were charged with electricity, and I just knew I was very imminently going to have a crawling werewolf baby on my hands.

And a newly-crawling werewolf was a live wire. Trust me, I’d been through it once already. I knew what was coming.

Although I’d just put their helmets on so they knew I wasn’t pranking them, Archie and Dionne barely dared to take a breath as they waited on the other side of the garage door for me to come out with the fabled trikeys.

And the looks of astonishment on their faces when I brought the little three-wheelers out was as if they’d just seen Santy Claus himself.

“Alright now remember,” I said in a gentle warning tone. “You have to be on your best behavior, because it’s only me with you, okay? So you have to listen to me, and you can’t go speeding off. Otherwise, the trikeys won’t come out again for a very long time. Do you understand?”

My angel-eyed children stared at me with their mouths agape, and they nodded their heads in furious agreement.

Against my better judgement, I decided to trust that they’d keep their promise, and off to the playground we went.

From the house to the park, everything went surprisingly well. Archie and Dionne listened really carefully and stopped at every road crossing, and neither of them sped off or slowed down too much, either.

But when we got to the park, it was a little bit of a different story. The two thundered around the gated playground with joyful abandon and maniacal laughter, but there were only another couple of kids and their parents there, and I figured as long as my two kept to the outer edges of the playground, they’d be fine.

Like any good and very busy parent, I kept half an eye on the kids, but I paid closer attention to my phone screen as I set out completing my various administrative duties.

Okay, what had I put on my mental checklist?

Call Grace and ask her about XYZ, Venmo Luna her money after getting confirmation from Dayzee-- or think of another address for the letter if he doesn’t give me his permission to use his place-- and at least look at the notifications on my PackMate app to see how many requests to govern new packs I’d left hanging.

I also wondered if I should jump into my archived messages section on WhatsApp and see how Mousy’s spreading of the gospel of A.Hole was going down, but that felt like one job too many for me right now.

Okay, I had a couple of things I wanted to talk to Grace about, such as seeing if it would be possible for me to operate as Alpha from afar and while using a moniker, and to find out if shifters had any sorts of protective measures in place against being hunted, but I didn’t want to discuss things that would out me as either a werewolf or a nutjob to the moms at the playground or to any other listening ears passing by.

Dayzee still hadn’t texted me back or even seen my message, so I couldn’t proceed with Luna’s payment yet, and I suddenly wondered what he did for a living.

Surely everyone at every job ever stole a quick forty-five minutes out of every hour to sit and stare at their phones, right?

Unless Dayzee was like a surgeon or something.

Huh. I’d have to ask him.

I still hadn’t thought of an alternative address to get the photographs delivered to if Dayzee said no. I hadn’t told Whitney about the hunters yet and didn’t want to spring this all on her, and although Ava was there at that crashed car scene, I hadn’t told her any of my recent findings, either.

Maybe I could get Luna to box the photographs up and put them in an Amazon locker? That might be quicker than setting up a PO box.

Then again, a locker was a premium service, and it would probably come at the cost of another fifty dollars.

I’ll bet the PI was absolutely champing at the bit for that money to hit her account, but the bloodsucker would just have to wait.

Okay, maybe bloodsucker was the wrong term to use here, since Scar had already told me she wasn’t a vampire bat, and Trent told me non-vampire bats found it offensive to be called vampires.

What do bats eat if not blood then? Fruit?

Could I call her a banana sucker?

Probably not.

Okay, so I couldn’t proceed with any of my business as far as Dayzee, Grace, and Luna were concerned, so unfortunately, that left only one of the important admin tasks.

I needed to check my notifications on PackMate.

After deleting everyone from my old pack, I’d relegated the PackMate app button to the farthest page away from my phone’s homepage.

That shitty app didn’t deserve to be among the ranks of Call of Duty mobile and Among us, but since there were a lot of photos and memories on there, I never found the heart to delete it.

I swiped the pages of my phone’s home screen all the way to where the dud apps hang out, and just as I’d expected, on the button for Facebook’s sister platform made for shifters, there was a big blaring red bubble telling me I had over fifty unread notifications.

And when I mustered the strength to open the app up, I saw eighteen unread messages from people expressing their sympathies about Katherine.

I guessed my wife’s death had officially been processed by AWOO, which meant it had been logged into the PackMate obituary page, and anyone who was friends with her and who signed up to be notified when a death on their friends list occurred would have received the notification that Katherine had died.

And that included myself.

There was a certain morbidity that an app designed to allow werewolves to keep up with each other came with the ‘death notification’ feature, but as werewolves, death was just as inevitable as it was for humans, and a lot more frequently faced.

Strangely, it was to the point where we’d almost become desensitized to it.

For the most part, Beta werewolves had always forcibly understood and accepted their roles as honor-bound cannon fodder, and the same for Omegas accepting their roles as baby-makers for their Alphas. For many, there was a certain glorification around the idea of dying in battle.

However, the recent widespread move away from primal life in the sticks and more into human society came with an inevitable increase of complex emotions for werewolf kind, and accepting our places under the thumb of a leader who viewed your life as truly disposable was something a lot of werewolves were finding hard to swallow.

But for all those who were abandoning the old ways by taking control of their lives, there were still those who were trapped in the old dogma, and for that reason, the modern-day app PackMate still needed to include a feature that acknowledged the old-world brutality of our ancestors.

I didn’t have the emotional capability to read the messages of sympathy filling up my inbox, and though I hovered my finger over the blaring notification button, I couldn’t quite bring myself to see my wife’s name there in print on the site’s obituary sheet.

Though something else did suddenly spring into my mind in regards to my beautiful wife’s death.

If the subsequent dots had been connected and stories had been straightened out between AWOO and the corresponding human authorities, that meant Katherine’s life insurance payout was probably due to hit my bank account very soon.

I’d also spent a couple of nights specifying the items I wanted sent to me after I’d notified AWOO that I would not be returning to my house, and anything else was put up for a sort of an estate sale, where I’d get a large sum of money when the sale of the items in my house was processed-- with AWOO taking a generous cut, of course.

I’d asked for the kids’ clothes and a few sentimental items to be sent, and since nothing had come through in the mail yet, I’d forgotten all about it. It felt like a lifetime ago.

Though, it probably didn’t help that I was selectively glossing over a whole heap of messages and notifications on my AWOO portal, too.

I jumped out of PackMate and into my portal to finally face up to the influx of messages I’d received there.

Any money that came from this awful upheaval of my home and the loss of my wife was going to be bittersweet, but I hadn’t gotten a job yet, and I was enjoying the freedom I was experiencing from not being strangled by a starchy white-collared shirt, so anything extra in my pockets that allowed me to continue living my footloose and fancy-free lifestyle was going to be very well received.

For obvious reasons, shifter life insurance payouts were pretty minimal, so I wasn’t shocked by the small figure I was going to be the recipient of in the coming few weeks.

I was, however, shocked by the gargantuan figure I was going to receive thanks to the sale of some of the belongings in my property.

We had a lost painting by who hanging in our hallway?

And it was worth how much?

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 4

Well, I’ll be damned. That cool portrait of an old-timey dude, which we had hanging in the hallway just to fill the empty space, appeared to have caught the attention of some kind of private collector.

I’d always liked that painting. I felt like there was a real sort of depth and a story behind its eyes, and I couldn’t believe it when I found it at Goodwill practically for free. But never in my wildest dreams had I envisioned it to be worth anything.

I read over the details of the sale, and I Googled the name of the artist.

Basil Hallward.

The name rang absolutely no bells in my mind, but hey, it didn’t have to, did it?

It had clearly sent alarm bells running through some wealthy art collector’s mind, and now they were sending a sum of money to the tune of eighty K to my bank account.

Fuck yeah. Who knew I had such impeccable taste in art?

I pored over the other assets in my house that had been sold. Nothing else fetched the big bucks like my Basil’s brushwork, but lots of smaller pieces and most of my furniture came together to make the meager amount of just under seven-and-a-half grand, and there was still the sale of the house itself to eventually come.

I hadn’t done the full calculations of my finances yet, but eighty grand alone sure was a lot of dough. That, in addition to the twenty grand I’d gotten from Frost, and I felt a real sense of relief and security knowing I wouldn’t have to run off to wait tables just yet. Mine and Trent’s Daddy Daycare lifestyle worked well for us. If I was working at the restaurant while Trent was managing the restaurant, who would pick the kids up at two PM every day and make their snacks for them?

Eighty thousand dollars. Of course, I was super excited when I saw the figure, and it would have been very easy to get swept away with dreams of buying jet skis and jet-setting around the world staying in five-star hotels-- which of course, I wasn’t fully writing off-- but as an adult and a parent of two young children, two big thought bubbles that said “COLLEGE FUNDS” and “HEALTH INSURANCE” floated themselves through my mind and burst the bubbles of “PLANE TICKETS TO LAS VEGAS TO EAT THE ONE-THOUSAND DOLLAR GOLD-COATED TOMAHAWK STEAK AT SALT BAE’S RESTAURANT” and “REPLICA BATMOBILE.”

I allowed myself to indulge in my expensive daydreams for just a moment longer, but then I put half a rational head back on, and I did a quick assessment of my total funds as they realistically stood.

So, there’s the money I already had in my savings account… plus Katherine’s life insurance… plus the eighty grand for that cool old painting… plus the seven-point-five for pretty much the entire contents of my house… And the twenty K I had in cash from Frost… with the sale of the house yet to come...

Altogether, I could expect to have a figure of around two hundred thousand dollars in my bank account by the end of the month, or early next month.

Two-twenty if I deposited Frost’s suitcase full of cash into my bank.

But I liked the untraceable nature of paying with cash, so I thought about keeping that stack of notes in a really safe hiding place at home, like under my mattress, or in a decoy tin of soup or something. You know, somewhere no one would ever suspect.

Life had dealt me a series of really difficult blows lately, but as sad as having to part with mine and Katherine’s first home and all the memories and objects within it, some solace came from the fact I could cry into my soon-to-be very well-endowed bank account.

I thought about opening a savings account that wouldn’t let me access my money for a year or two and garner me loads of interest, but maybe I’d have a little bit of fun with it first.

After all, I couldn’t keep on driving around in that busted old minivan, could I?

Actually, buying a new minivan was clearly a necessity. I deserved an expensive, totally materialistic treat to cheer myself up after everything I’d been through.

Maybe dropping one thousand dollars on a piece of steak wasn’t realistically in the cards right now, but a gold watch could have been. Life could be pretty stressful at times, but I’d bet it was hard to feel sad when you felt the weight of a heavy Rolex on your wrist while drying your tears with fifty-dollar bills.

No, Mike. Come on. The majority of that money is for the kids’ college fund and health insurance.

Oh, but I was already Googling watches…

Just five more minutes.

After a little more daydreaming about living beyond my means, I felt uplifted enough to return to my AWOO portal and check the other messages I’d been neglecting all this time.

Unfortunately, none of the messages were telling me I was the recipient of any large sums of money, and therefore, they were instantly less interesting.

There was a message thanking me for attending my medical appointment and telling me to keep an eye out for a phone call from the clinic, one telling me my scent suppressing pills were ready to collect from the local pharmacist-- though I’d already picked those up with Ava-- and as I suspected, there were a load of repeated messages telling me I’d been invited to accept the invitation to run various community pages on PackMate as Alpha.

I’d opened all my portal messages and checked all notifications, and I’d even had a cheeky revisitation to the workspace set up with Frost, just for the memories.

But really, I knew I was distracting myself, and I needed to head back to PackMate now and clear my notifications there.

So, I left my AWOO portal and went back into the tumultuous world of shifter social media.

I hadn’t noticed it when I’d first logged back in, but now that I was an Alpha, everything on my homepage looked a bit shinier, like I was using the service’s premium package or something.

My brand-new PackMate page had a little golden ‘A’ next to my name, which signified my status in the pecking order-- kinda in the way a blue verification tick used to work on Twitter. It just told you that you were more important than everyone else.

I hadn’t received a notification asking me if I wanted the golden A, and I guessed that checked out, because normal Alphas liked to shout their dominance from the rooftops. I guess the people who ran the platform didn’t even think it was a question worth asking to see if their Alpha users wanted the world to know they were in charge.

Of course they did.

I guess my page had been updated as soon as AWOO registered me as an Alpha, so I didn’t know how long my page boasted a big gold A for, but I figured I could pretty easily shrug it off as a glitch or a paid-for skin on my profile if anyone on my friends list were to question me.

After all, I was Mike the Beta, of course my big golden A couldn’t have been real.

I’d originally hoped to create a new profile and check in with Grace if I could run the community pages from that to protect my anonymity, but I was understanding now how all my information was already interwoven between my government gateway and my shifter socials, so that probably wouldn’t be possible.

The whole reason I hadn’t closed down my PackMate account was because of the memories it held of Katherine, Ike, and a whole host of other people I’d loved and lost along the way, not to mention it was where we posted a lot of baby photos that didn’t exist anywhere else anymore.

Creating a new profile and governing my packs from there didn’t seem like a possibility anymore, but I couldn’t govern them using a page with my name and all the pictures of my family on it-- that would be like straight-up doxing myself.

The memories my PackMate held were important to me, but they were proving impractical. I guessed I’d just have to go through every picture one by one and download them onto my computer. Then I could use this already-verified profile as a fresh, clean slate, and govern from afar.

I still didn’t know what I’d be calling myself, though.

I stopped thinking about the future logistics in regards to this app, and I brought my attention back to the big blaring red icon telling me I still had notifications to check.

I had to summon the courage to open the drop-down of notifications I’d been avoiding. With a slow count to three, I let my eyes glaze over and pressed the notifications toggle, and I awaited the gut punch that came with the usual impersonal heralding of the death of a friend.

Someone on your friends list has been reported as deceased. Click here to find out more.

I didn’t need to find out more, I’d lived it.

I’d deleted my entire pack from my friends list bar Katherine the night of the incident. Even Ike got the chop, because I didn’t yet know he wasn’t double-crossing me, and I couldn’t take any chances.

There was only one “someone” that notification could have been, and even if more people on my friends list had died, their fading lights dwindled in comparison to the total black-out I’d been hurled into when Katherine was killed.

I so desperately wanted to delete the notification from ever existing, and every dark memory of that fateful night with it, but I found myself staring at it as if in a trance.

I found myself almost craving the bittersweet pain of seeing Katherine’s angelic face, with her caramel-blonde hair and her warm brown eyes, staring happily back at me from an obituary screen.

Whitney and I already had the deep conversation where we’d agreed there was not a penance to pay for choosing to feel alive in the wake of a loved one’s death, and that grief and happiness could and would often coexist, but neither one should drown the other out.

Against my every expectation, I’d found happiness and love with someone new, and I was finding my feet somewhere far away from Wisconsin where Katherine and I had put down our roots.

In those respects, I was truly happy.

But my new-found happiness didn’t diminish my grief over losing my wife and my old home, no matter how much I sometimes wished it would. Katherine was constantly on my mind. Even when I wasn’t thinking about her, she was always in my thoughts.

There’d been a point where I didn’t know how to take that little voice in the back of my mind, and I was beginning to mistake Katherine’s eternal influence on my spirit as some kind of malignant manifestation judging me for every move I made and thought I had that didn’t lay me out to be a chaste widower who would never have eyes for another woman again.

Which was ridiculous, because Katherine simply wasn’t like that.

My wife was kind, open-minded, gentle, and selfless. From almost the day I met her, until her last breath in my arms, Katherine made her stance clear: she believed mating for life should be through choice, and not just another way for pack life to control and infiltrate every aspect of our lives.

She wanted me to fall in love again-- with life and with people-- and I should have realized from the start that the little voice in my head was from the real angel on my shoulder, not some imagined devil.

Although Katherine and I had expressed our disdain for pack life to each other on occasion, the topic was like tinsel in our house. Around once a year, when something really ticked us off, we’d pull that dusty old conversation out from the closet where we kept all our skeletons, and we’d air our frustrations for pack life loud and proud around the house, swearing we’d leave it all behind and get on the next plane to anywhere else but here.

But then, as was the case with so many fits of passion and declarations for change, we’d eventually get over whatever particular grievance we were facing from pack life, and we’d almost forget why we were even mad in the first place. What was once a searing-hot topic for contention would bore us, and we’d wrap it up in dismissive complacency and shove it to the back of the closet to pull out another day.

Of all the times Katherine and I had sworn we’d seek a new life for ourselves-- and eventually our children-- we never actually did it, and the thought of what might have been, and who might have still been here, made me feel a little bit sad.

I wondered, if things hadn’t gone down as they did, would something else have come along and been the tipping point that sent us running for the hills in search of a new place to lay down new roots?

Maybe, but then again, maybe not. It wasn’t really worth lingering on the thought for too long.

If “ifs” and “buts” were candy and nuts, we’d all have a merry Christmas.

My finger was still hovering over the notification button, though my eyes had long since glazed over by now.

To click on the notification would have been torturing myself, but I sure was a glutton for punishment.

There was a split second where I nearly swiped to clear the notification from my feed, but I ended up clicking it, and Katherine’s beautiful, glowing face illuminated my tiny phone screen with the words Remembering Katherine Brewyer (née Serumgard).

I sat on the park bench and stared at her angelic smile, and my stomach knotted a little bit as my eyes scanned the constellation of freckles that marked her jawline.

Much like I was in real life, I was transfixed by Katherine’s beauty, and once the initial sting of pain and the swelling of sadness inside my chest had subsided, I was left with the bittersweet feelings of happiness and gratitude over the life we’d shared.

And sheer bewilderment that I’d ever been lucky enough to land this absolute supernova of a woman.

I looked different now than I did for my entire relationship with Katherine, though, and that never ceased to bewilder me, too. I was more “conventionally attractive” now than I’d ever been before, thanks to the still-unexplainable change that’d happened to me.

I suddenly realized when I went to hold Katherine in those final moments of her life, my face wasn’t the same face as the one she’d kissed every day for the last nine years.

But despite not looking like the man she’d built a life with anymore, and despite whatever visions of impending heaven were clouding her mind in those final flickering instances of life, my wife never doubted it was me who came to hold her in the end.

What Katherine and I shared went deeper than sight, sounds, and smell. We had a sort of magnetism for each other. We could be flung to the farthest ends of the busiest football stadium, and we’d still find each other.

In fact, in the slowly rolling tidal wave of commiserating and celebrating sports fans leaving a game was where I saw Katherine for the very first time.

And when those captivating brown eyes flickered toward me and saw me noticing them, we both knew we were goners.

I stared at the photo of my dead wife while I rocked our baby boy’s stroller with my foot and listened to our daughter’s laugh on the breeze, and somehow, it felt like we were all together again.

After a good five minutes of staring into the eyes of my love, I felt better. Maybe I needed the finality of seeing her death announced in writing, or maybe I needed to see her again as some kind of exposure therapy.

I didn’t know. But whatever the case may have been, I’d lifted the lid on a locked box in the back of mind that I’d been frightened to open, and where I’d feared it to be filled with all-consuming dread and sadness, I found it be filled with love and sadness-- and I was surprised to find there was even a bit of happiness in there, too.

I let the bittersweet concoction of feelings and memories turn my fearful mind into a floodplain, and the shadows of that looming dread became engulfed underneath the outpouring tidal wave of love.

As I breathed in the warm afternoon air and felt a bit of peace returning to my psyche, some wise voice suddenly resonated inside my mind:

Most of the time, the things you’re running away from aren’t scary. You’re only scared because you’re running away.

Of course, I was paraphrasing a video I’d seen of Instagram’s favorite uncle, Pappy, the fearless Floridian who broadcasted a bunch of awe-inspiring words of wisdom while taking a dip in a pond crawling with alligators, so I knew I had to be realistic toward my own notions of fear when taking advice about bravery from a guy with nads of steel, but the intention behind the message resonated with me even so.

I smiled one last time at my beautiful angel’s picture, and I told her I loved her before leaving the obituary page to tend to those other lingering notifications I’d been running away from.

And actually, now that the hard part was over, I could hardly understand why I’d been running away from checking this app in the first place.

Invites to play a game… so-and-so has posted… look back on your memories… it’s so-and-so’s birthday… aaaand the hotly-anticipated, ‘You have thirteen pending requests to join your local community page as ALPHA. Please accept.’

This exposure-therapy-via-PackMate thing was really working, because seeing those requests alongside the big golden A next to my name was forcing the fact that I was an Alpha to sink in deeper than it had before, and I surprised myself by feeling a lot more ready to rise to the call of governing my packs.

That said, I wasn’t ready to accept the honor of becoming page admin-slash-Alpha just yet-- not with all my personal information on parade-- but I couldn’t deny what an incredible weight had been lifted from my shoulders to no longer have those notifications looming over me, and I took this as a little victory in its own right.

Before this afternoon, I thought I was better off continuing my streak of truancy from shifter social media, but it turned out being the Alpha of a whole plethora of packs came with a lot of admin work-- at least the way I wanted to do it did.

Sure, it was a lot of effort to keep track of all my packs via PackMate, and my eyes would undoubtedly be crossed by the end of it, but the way I was envisioning doing things would take a damn sight less of my time up than driving around in something eye-catching like the Mutt Cutts van from Dumb and Dumber and blasting my will and testament through the local area via a megaphone for all my werepeople to hear.

As well as a whole host of human civilians who would either incarcerate or turn me into a viral local celebrity, and given my delicate situation, I couldn’t decide which one was worse.

But I didn’t need to spend precious mental energy thinking about those things now, and safe in the knowledge those scary notifications couldn’t hurt me, I closed the app.

Saving Dayzee by killing Jackal had set this whole juggernaut in motion, and I understood and was gradually accepting my obligations to my pack as Alpha thirteen times over. I really was going to accept those invites soon, I just didn’t want to reveal my personal information to thirteen pages of pack communities.

Then I really would be walking around with a target on my back.

I’d still call Grace when I got home later and ask if my idea of governing a pack under an alias would work, and I’d check out the pages thing, but for now it was best to only divulge in conversations like that behind locked doors.

Even though I’d been stalked and shot at, I didn’t fear for mine or my kids immediate safety in the playground at all. It was clear the hunters were careful in keeping their distances and struck at very specific times, which told me they weren’t above the law.

Killing a father in front of his three children in a park in broad daylight would create a media frenzy, and the long arm of the law would have these sickening human beings in a stranglehold before they’d even have a chance to clear their desks back at wherever the hell their hideout was.

Though, as soon as Dayzee gave me the go-ahead or I found another suitable address to have Luna drop those documents off to, I’d know exactly where the hell they were hiding.

Even though I wasn’t above the law either, I did have a lot of friends.

And it was well known wild bears would wander just about anywhere in search of food.

Or maybe there could be a suspected escapee from the wolf enclosure at the city zoo.

Either way, I was willing to get creative.

All the jobs on my mental checklist were as complete as I could have achieved at that moment in time, and I felt a calmness soothing my ever-buzzing brain as I watched the kids tire themselves out on their trikes in the bright afternoon sun.

And since I’d faced up to the big bad mysterious unknown that was my PackMate notifications, I even indulged myself with a little casual scrolling.

Though I wasn’t ready to read and respond to eighteen different messages of commiseration about the death of my wife.

Actually, I didn’t know if I would have ever been ready, since I was thinking about blocking every user who had ever messaged me in case I could only use my personal account as my verified Alpha account. That way, there would be less risk of the cat being let out the bag about my true identity.

I kinda liked the idea of working under the guise of a pseudonym, but I very quickly realized I’d need more than just a stage name.

It wasn’t enough for me to be Meatloaf, I needed to go the whole hog and be like one of the guys from GWAR.

I needed to obscure my entire identity. The smell and name I were already working on, but I needed to start thinking about how I would hide my voice and face.

And if I was going to work from Trent’s computer, I’d need to make sure I paid top dollar and signed up to a seriously good VPN provider.

I was thinking about going down the pre-recorded video route, but I quickly realized I didn’t want to paint myself into a difficult corner in case I needed to jump on a call or a livestream, so the idea of editing my voice with an app in post-production soon lost its appeal. I was also paranoid about people hacking me once I’d gotten a bit of a reputation for myself and getting a hold of the unedited videos and recognizing me while I put in a pizza order or something.

I’d seen that whole Shia LaBeouf livestream capture the flag thing unfold on 4Chan, where the good people of the internet used crazy shit like shadows on the wall, correlated the distant sound of planes flying overheard with flight charts, and successfully tracked the location of the flag in an otherwise blank room, so I wasn’t about to take chances with something as distinguishable as my voice.

So, how could I hide my voice while talking in real time?

I’d seen videos of people talking while wearing Chewbacca and Optimus Prime masks which changed the wearer’s voices, maybe I could get something like that?

But then again, I didn’t wanna be Alpha Chewbacca or Alpha Optimus Prime, that would just make me a laughing stock.

I suddenly wondered if I’d seen something that might fit the bill in the garage while we were sorting through Trent’s old stuff…

A sudden shrieking laugh from Archie distracted my attention, and I ended up watching the kids tear around the enclosed playground with a huge smile on my face.

Those kids just couldn’t get enough of trike time.

Hold on a second…

Kids…

I didn’t know why I hadn’t thought about it before, but I suddenly realized I had no idea if Frank Frost had children.

More to the point, a son.

One of the old backward werewolf laws that still operated was that female heirs couldn’t inherit territories, which made sense, because a female couldn’t be an Alpha, but it still felt a little bit outdated.

I was still learning the ropes surrounding status and hierarchy now that I had Alpha status, but as I understood it, an Alpha got to have one male heir, which was always their firstborn son, even if that son was born after fifty females.

Since I’d still relatively recently received my Alpha system update, I wasn’t too hot on all the rules and regulations. I only knew what I knew from flapping my gums one evening on the sofa with Trent-- and let’s face it, we were both prone to spouting our fair share of complete and utter horseshit.

When Trent and I had discussed the complex Alpha lines of succession, we’d both come to the misguided conclusion if the son of an Alpha was thirteen or older, he’d inherit his papa’s land no matter what. But since then, I’d spent some time on AWOOGLE checking the facts, and it turned out we’d both gotten a little confused on that front.

We were about three beers deep apiece at the time, after all.

According to AWOOGLE, the rules actually went thusly: in the event of the Alpha’s death through any means other than at the hands of another Alpha, then the Alpha’s land would automatically pass to that son, so long as he is thirteen or older.

But the line of succession didn’t go beyond that one son. Once the firstborn son was dead, so too was the lineage if he did not have his own son to pass his claim onto. And if any son was younger than thirteen, then the land returned to neutral ground.

However, if the Alpha and his son died together from a non-Alpha-werewolf related incident-- such as a car crash or drowning in a boat together at sea-- then the land was rendered neutral once again, and the first Alpha who touched the ground, or spilled another Alpha’s blood if two arrived at the same time, could claim it as their own.

Or-- since AWOO was trying to push things in a less blood-soaked direction now that we were in a more urban setting-- the first Alpha to follow the correct links and fill in the subsequent interest of ownership forms on the AWOO portal would also have a chance of governing that territory.

As you can well imagine, the latter made the bloodhungry traditionalists who feared modernity very upset indeed.

Although governing Frost’s people wasn’t something I needed to be worried about, since it had been Ally who had delivered the killing blow, I still couldn’t help but wonder what was going to become of his land.

Did he have a son who would inherit the territory? Or was the territory now neutral ground again-- much to the begrudging of a potential daughter?

I tried searching on PackMate, and though I’d found Frost’s profile, it was very lacking in personal information, and I couldn’t see any trace of any Frosty Juniors on there.

He was totally more of a LinkedIn kind of guy.

Funny enough, there was no special shifter equivalent to LinkedIn. Guess you really could just be a wolf in CEO’s clothing.

There was a shifter equivalent to Twitter, though: Howl-- not to be mistaken with Howlr by any means.

You can guess who Howlr was for.

Think Teddy, but for wolves.

Hopefully, it wouldn’t be classified as private information if an Alpha wanted to know the status of another Alpha’s land, and I added asking Grace what had become of Frost’s land to my mental checklist for when I called her tonight.

But I decided I’d had enough screen time now, and I put my phone in my pocket to spend a little bit of time with my bouncing baby boy.

The whole stroller was shaking, and Charlie gurgled away as he stretched, kicked his legs, and knocked the stuffing out of the fabric duckling mobile that hung from the top bar.

I just couldn’t resist giving my happy baby a quick tickle, but I made sure I was extra quick about it, and vigilant about where his fingers were in relation to mine the entire time.

That baby grip was strong, and I could see the little white nubbins of fangs poking through his gums. I did not want to be the chew toy to a teething baby werewolf.

A few more minutes passed, and Dionne and Archie’s breakneck version of Starlight Express on trikes had slowed to a crawl. I watched the toddlers panting as their weary legs pedaled them around the edges of the park, and I knew it was the right time for us all to go home.

Archie came back just fine when I called out-- he clearly knew when to call it a day. But Dionne kicked up a fuss saying she didn’t want to finish on her trikey yet-- despite her tomato complexion telling me otherwise-- and I almost got to one when I did my warning countdown.

But no kid wanted to know what happened when their parent got to one, and no parent knew what would actually happen, so it was a big relief when my daughter begrudgingly decided she didn’t want to take any chances and slowly cycled back to me.

Something in that dark look in her eyes put me in mind of Billy from Saw, though, and I kept my guard up as Dionne came tricycling over to me.

Although I could tell my daughter was thinking about pushing her boundaries, I also knew she loved her trike too much to risk it getting thrown under lock and key in the garage again, and ultimately, she chose to cooperate.

I happily reminded the children they would get a little bit more time on their trikes today since they still had to ride them home, and even though Dionne cheered, she whined that she was too tired the whole five-minute journey back.

When we eventually got home after our surprisingly successful afternoon out, the kids were sad to see the trikes go back behind the garage door, and they whimpered that I should let the trikes stay in the living room otherwise they might not ever get to see them again.

I got it. Anything that usually went into the garage wasn’t seen again for an extremely long amount of time because of how much of a mess it was in there, and the garage garnered a sort of mythical status like the Cave of Wonders from Aladdin.

What the kids didn’t know was Trent and I chose not to get the trikes out anymore because of how hectic our first excursion with them was, but really, we knew exactly where they were, and we had the power to get them out at any time we pleased. We just pretended they were lost in the depths of treasures because we’d decided they were more trouble than they were worth after our first manic trip out.

But on this latest excursion, Arch and DiDi had proved themselves trustworthy enough to warrant a few more regular excursions on their trikes, and I made sure to tell them that, along with how proud I was of their good listening.

When I checked the time on my phone, I saw it had only just hit four PM. I had another hour or so until Trent got back, and after such a busy afternoon, I thought it would be the perfect time to put a movie on for the kids.

And if my plan worked, they’d fall asleep, and I’d get about an hour to hang back in the kitchen so I could call Grace and watch them at the same time.

I planted Dionne and Archie in front of the TV, and thankfully, I’d worn them out so much that they agreed watching a “moobie” was a good idea.

I quickly changed Charlie, and then I fixed all three children with a sippy cup of warm bone broth and tucked them all up on the sofa in their blankies.

The key part now was choosing a film the children liked enough to want to watch, but knew well enough that they’d let themselves go under when they inevitably felt their eyes getting tired.

I’d tried this approach once before when the Badgers were playing a couple weeks ago, but I made a fatal error.

It was all going so perfectly: I spent a crazy half hour running around with the children to tire them out, and when I could see they were really tired, I settled them all nicely on their sofa with some warm milk and a blankie each. All that was left to do was to put on a movie they’d seen a thousand times before so they could comfortably fall asleep during it.

The kids were getting milk-drowsy, and I was just one button away from an undisturbed football match.

But I stumbled at the last hurdle, and out of all the kids’ favorite movies they’d watched countless times and could continue watching in their dreams, I chose Monsters Inc.

My plan went off without a hitch to begin with. Dionne had fallen asleep during the opening credits, but just as I began to celebrate after watching Archie drift out of consciousness, Sulley’s terrifying roar sounded from the television, and both the children jumped awake.

Just a little kink in the plan, no? Surely once the children drift back off to sleep, you can just turn the volume down to stop such a rude awakening from occurring again?

Wrong.

The roar had startled the children awake and simultaneously overenergized their exhausted little spirits. They managed to stay awake for the entirety of the movie, which meant I couldn’t concentrate on the game I was trying to watch on my phone. I had to keep on roaring with them every time one of the monsters roared, and I also had to be ready and waiting in the wings to run into the middle of the living room and do the song-and-dance routine to “Put that thing back where it came from, or so help me,” as was tradition for me to do every single time this movie was on.

And it was on a lot in this household.

But I’d learned from my mistakes. I needed to walk the fine line between engaging and calming, with no loud noises for a considerable chunk of the start of the movie, to give the kids enough time to settle into it and fall asleep, and enough time for me to get the remote and turn the movie all the way down when they’d gone.

I also needed it to be something I’d watched enough times, too, because I was a total nightmare when it came to getting caught up in children’s movies.

I did a rapid mental checklist of films that fit such a delicate criteria, and one seemed to fit the bill perfectly for this mission.

So, Up it was.

I didn’t realize until I was in too deep what a terrible mistake that was.

The kids and I hadn’t watched Up in a long while, but we all really loved it. The film started with the meeting between those funny little kids and quickly slipped into a seamless series of transitions that beautifully and wordlessly showcased the life of Ellie and Carl as a married couple.

The pleasant, upbeat music and bright, dreamy scenes of the couple cloud watching kept the children entertained, while I stole a little moment to have a quick text exchange with Whitney, comfortable in the knowledge my exhausted babies would probably be melting into their own dreams soon enough.

But as my fingers tapped happily on my phone screen with that jaunty little jingle playing in the background, something in my scarred subconscious noted the sudden drop in the tune’s tempo, and I was helpless against my own eyes as they pulled themselves away from the little screen in my hands and transfixed themselves onto the big screen on the living room wall.

Although I had strong swimmers and had been blessed with two beautiful children, I couldn’t help but feel my heart pucker and twist at the sight of Ellie silently sobbing in the doctor’s office, and I had to blink away a slight dewiness in my eyes. I remembered crying at this scene even when my wife was alive and my two children were healthy and happy, so I stood no chance now that there was always a little bit of lingering sadness in the back of my mind since losing Katherine.

Which was why I barely survived the part of the montage where Carl and Ellie grow old together, especially the part where Ellie eventually falls while trying to make it up the hill.

And by the time Carl was a little old man cleaning the window all on his own, my dewy eyes were two full-blown puddles, and nothing could stop the rain that came falling.

My chest burned like it was full of vinegar, so I blinked back the tears and fixed my eyes on the children, and I saw all three of them were already asleep. They probably hadn’t even made it past the first five minutes.

Although Up was a beautiful film, and a lot of fun after the initial heartbreak, I took it as a blessing in disguise that Dionne had fallen asleep so quickly. She’d recently lost her mother, and my little girl was becoming more observant and alert every day. Pair that with those big feelings of grief and sadness still spinning around inside her, and I wasn’t sure if it would have been right to have inadvertently sprung such an emotionally-devastating blow on her while trying to settle us all down for an afternoon nap.

But now the hard part was over: The kids were asleep, and my emotions were stable once more as I watched old man Carl grumble with his tennis ball walker.

It was time to utilize this precious hour or so I had until Trent got home to catch up on a little more life admin.

I was at home now and safe from listening ears, and I thought about finally giving Grace a call, but just as I pulled her number up, I realized talking in a whisper would be impractical and uncomfortable for both parties, since I really didn’t want to wake the kids up.

As much as I wanted to speak with my caseworker, I begrudgingly decided I’d wait until I had a moment to myself tomorrow, and I groaned audibly when I realized I’d have to somehow sandwich our call in during her office hours and in-between my time with the kids plus whatever mischief I was bound to get myself in during the next day.

Although… I did have Grace’s private number now…

Would it have been wrong of me to call her on her personal number and discuss AWOO matters later on this evening? Say at like eight when the kids were asleep?

Or would that have gotten me or Grace in some kind of trouble with the bigwigs over at the government offices?

Hm… I’m sure things would be fine. After all, Grace had called me on her personal number to discuss AWOO matters, so even if she didn’t want to speak to me off the clock, I knew she wouldn’t rat me out to her bosses if I called her.

I was happy to keep the business about governing multiple packs in a new way above board, since I kinda hoped my experiences as a new Alpha might continue to help pave the way for AWOO’s updated practices, and I wanted the government’s honest guidance so I didn’t get myself in any more trouble.

But I also may have been working on borrowed time now that I knew people had been watching me, so even if I wasn’t sure whether or not it would have been a good idea to call her, knowing I had a private number for Grace to contact her after hours if I ever found myself in dire straits came as quite a big comfort to me.

As I stared blankly at my caseworker’s number on my screen, a text suddenly dropped down from Dayzee. I opened it immediately, and he’d replied telling me it was cool to get whatever I needed sent to his house. I thanked him, and he added a joke saying it was all good, as long as it was nothing that could get him in any sort of trouble or anything like a Glitter Bomb or a turd in a box.

I replied the contents of the parcel were top secret, so I naturally couldn’t divulge the nature of the parcel Dayzee would be receiving through his mail slot, but I made sure I ended the text on the ominous note of:

Trust me, you’ll know when you get it.

Of course, this was just an empty bit of banter, and I knew Dayzee got that, but I hoped I did know him as well as I thought I did, and he wouldn’t be losing sleep wondering about the contents of this hotly anticipated package.

All it was going to be was the faces of the people who were out to get our people, which wasn’t anything to get ourselves excited about.

But this was great. Now that Dayzee had gotten back in touch with me and given me the go-ahead to get my mail-order mugshots of the shifter hunters and their address sent to his place, I could finally Venmo Luna over her money, and the ball could finally get rolling on understanding who was stalking me.

And maybe I could even turn the tide and think about how I would deter them from ever even thinking about approaching me ever again.

It had taken a while for me to type Luna’s user name into Venmo-- I had to keep checking the spelling on my notes-- and just as I was keying in that eye-watering finder’s fee, a call from ‘Batfink’ herself blared out from my phone’s screen.

I let the phone ring a couple of times, and I felt something of a shit-eating grin spread across my face. Though it was unintentional since I was just waiting for Dayzee to get back to me, I’d obviously made Luna sweat enough to hopefully drop her prices.

I mean, fifty dollars for an envelope of photos she already had on her hard drive did seem like a lot even if I was paying premium for postage, though she did say she’d check the last address she had registered with the hunters out, so maybe that was kinda far out and cost her a lot in cab fare.

Wait a second. This chick could fly.

I seemed to suddenly remember I had a ringing phone in my hand, and I quickly shuffled out the kitchen passageway next to the utility room to accept the call.

“N-yello?” I answered in an informal tone that mirrored how Luna had answered me the first time.

“Hey. Dude from this morning?” There was just a hint of urgency in Luna’s voice.

“Speaking,” I said.

“Great. Listen.” The PI drew in a big breath. “Bit of a kink in the plan.”

Uh-oh.

Why did I have a sudden very grave feeling my life was yet again about to get very complicated?
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Chapter 5

“What’s the kink?” I could feel my throat starting to tighten. “Did your printer run out of colored ink so you gotta send me the photos in black-and-white or something?”

“No.” Luna wasn’t entertaining my desperate fantasies in the slightest. “Normally, I’d wait until I receive payment to start a job, but you were taking a long time to send the money across, and I’ve got a lot to do this week. The hideout isn’t far from where I’m based, so I flew over just to make sure it hadn’t been turned into a dance studio or something-- because I’ve been burned before-- aaaand they’re gone.”

“Gone?” I knew that’s what the PI was going to say, but it didn’t dampen the dread that curdled in my stomach. “Gone where?”

“Dunno,” Luna said coolly. “They move every now and then. Guess you just got unlucky this time. That, or they noticed you noticing them and decided to play on the safe side.”

“Yeah, that sounds about right,” I sighed. “So, now what? Are you going to find out where they’ve moved to?”

“Yeah, if someone pays me to,” the bat shifter said in a nonplussed tone. “If you want me to sniff ‘em out, I can do that, but I won’t do it for free. And you’ve still got to pay me our pre-agreed amount, since I still checked up on them for you. Though I don’t think the lineup has changed alongside the hideout, so you shouldn’t need new photographs. The photos I have are fresh, took them only last month for another client. I can send those as soon as you pay me and tell me where you want them sent to.”

“Great, thanks,” I scoffed because I was frustrated at the situation, but there really wasn’t any use in getting myself overly wound up about it, so I tried my best to stay calm. “And how much extra will I have to pay in order for you to scout out the new hideout?”

“Two hundred,” Luna said plainly.

“What?” The plan of staying calm soon went out the window.

“The price includes a thorough sweep of the immediate area,” Luna explained. “If they’re in it-- which they will be-- I’ll find them. But… I do have to let you know… if they’re not in it, and you need me to look further, it’s going to cost fifty more for every extra mile I scout.”

Jeeze, shifters of all shapes and sizes were really out here trying to bleed me dry. Was Scar really sure Luna wasn’t a vampire?

“I dunno,” I said. “This is all sizing up to be a hell of a lot of money.”

“It’ll take up a lot of my time looking for these guys!” Luna protested with a hint of whining to her voice. “I gotta make sure I’m not underselling my skillset, Mr. Brewyer.”

“How did you know my name?” I suddenly felt cold.

Was I really that easy to tail?

“I’m a private investigator.” I could practically hear the smirk in Luna’s voice. “A professional stalker, some might say. Either way, I wouldn’t be a very good one if I couldn’t find something as simple as your name, would I?”

The smokescreen of paranoia cleared from my brain long enough for me to realize Luna’s mind tricks really were all smoke and mirrors. I’d seen enough episodes of Catfish to be able to discern that all this PI had probably done was searched my phone number when I called her and saw it was connected to my Facebook or my PackMate.

And that’s when I decided I’d pick up another phone and operate my new or adapted PackMate page from that number.

“Alright,” I said. “Two hundred dollars.”

“On top of the one-twenty you already owe me,” Luna hastily added. “If you still want those photos, that is.”

“Yeah, I want the photos,” I said. “And I want to know where their new hideout is. How fast do you realistically think you’ll be able to find them?”

“However long it takes Stretch to bring in donuts,” the bat said with a practically audible smirk.

“I don’t quite follow,” I said, though I could feel the PI cogs in my own brain whirring. “Is this Stretch part of the hunters’ cohort? Is he a regular at a certain donut shop, and you can follow him from there?”

“Naw, what Stretch bakes is better than what you’d find in any donut shop in the city,” Luna said almost dreamily. “If he didn’t put so much effort into being speciesist, he’d have Chicago in a chokehold with his cinnamon apple scrolls. I think his secret is that he puts just a drop of heavy cream in the dough, but I’m not sure yet. I’ll need to sample another one to be really sure. It’ll be a sad day when Stretch is snuffed out, but someone’s going to do it eventually. I keep hoping he’ll hang up the hunting gloves for a pair of oven mitts and open up a bakery somewhere, but he’s one of the squad’s most prevalent members. Baking is his hobby, hunting is his passion.”

“Sounds like a nice guy,” I said with an audible eyeroll. “If only he knew what an adoring fan he had in you. So, you sniff the hunters out based on the smell of one of their member’s baked goods, is that it?”

“Yeah.” Luna sounded astonished at the tiny hint of doubt in my voice. “You know I’m a fruit bat, right? I’ve got an overly keen sense of smell for fruit and sugary sweetness, and Stretch almost has his own signature brand in his baking. I don’t know what it is, I think it’s--”

I groaned at the further commendation of this murderer’s baking skills.

“B-But smell’s not the only skill I have.” Luna must have feared she was losing a customer and quickly got back on track. “It’s hard work when the hunters move, and I’ve got to scout them all out afresh. I have to go by sight, smell, and echolocation. It’s a skill set only a bat like me can offer, and you’ll find my packages are more than reasonably priced when you--”

“Luna, you’ve got the job,” I cut in. “Just no more talk about Stretch and his apple scrolls or whatever.”

“Got it,” the PI said. “So, three-twenty for the entire package. Which includes telling you the address when I get it. Sound good?”

“Sounds good,” I said with a resigned sigh. “I’ll send that over to you ASAP.”

“Great, and remember to tell me where I’m delivering the photos.”

“Will do,” I said.

“Perfect,” Luna replied. “Ciao for now.”

“Ciao…”

The line cut off, and I put my phone in my pocket so I could free my hands up to drag them over my face.

Why did everything have to turn into such a farce?

And an expensive farce, at that.

Although her prices were higher than I’d like, I knew Luna’s work was probably very skilled-- and not to mention dangerous if she were to get caught-- and she was the best bat for the job. I’d have liked to have sniffed Stretch and his little auburn-haired friend out for myself, but I was useless when it came to following human scents. They all smelled the same to me.

There was no doubt in my mind these guys had moved out of fear because the little ginger guy had seen the look in my eye as I chased him into his getaway car, and the knowledge they were afraid of me acted as a little bit of a balm to my wounds.

They should be afraid. They should be very afraid.

Though, I’d have been lying if I’d said I wasn’t a little bit afraid, too. But I had Luna on the case, and she’d assured me that as good as Stretch was at baking, she was better at following her nose.

Following the scent of cinnamon apple scrolls sounded like a good deal, but when I spared a thought for all the other unsavory scents Luna must have had to trail in her colorful line of work, somehow, it made me feel better to think of the large sum of money I’d be sending to her.

Perhaps she could use my money to invest in a large tub of smelling salts, or maybe I could pay Bluto to make her up some bunches of lavender to stuff up her nose to block out all unwanted scents when she was off the clock, like how he’d stuffed parcels of lavender up his nose to block out the scents of the werebears when we’d all spent the night together.

A little bit of distance from that phone call with Luna made me feel better about the large sum of money I was about to impart. After all, I had just parted ways with a very influential piece of art.

I’d repeatedly told myself I couldn’t put a price on peace of mind, and regardless of the cost, I needed to know where to find these hunters. Without putting too much more thought or feeling into it, I pulled Venmo back up, and I stamped Luna’s service costs in, along with Dayzee’s address in the notes, and pressed send.

Game on.

There was a hint of poetic irony surrounding the fact the hunters were now the ones being hunted. Only, I didn’t yet know what I was going to do once I knew their faces and locations, whereas these guys had a grand scheme which ended with a silver bullet lodged in my throat.

Well, fuck those guys.

These assholes were never going to know my name. No one was. All anyone would come to know me as would be a name of my choosing, and anyone who knew my assumed name would know I had an army of thirteen packs behind me, and they’d have reason to be fucking scared.

And that included this band of shifter-hunting scum.

Thinking of my need for a stage name reminded me that I wanted to run my idea past Grace, and I ran back into the kitchen from the utility room passageway to check on the kids. When I saw they were still asleep on the couch, I skidded back down the corridor and pulled my caseworker’s number up.

4:51.

I was pretty sure AWOO’s phoneline ended at five, but it wouldn’t take long for me to run my idea past Grace and find out whether or not I would be allowed to wipe my Alpha-verified PackMate account clean and start operating my old profile under a new name.

The phone rang and rang, but no one answered, and eventually, the call went to voicemail.

Huh. It was unlike Grace to miss a call. And I was surprised no one else picked up. Must be a busy day at the office.

That, or they’d all clocked out early.

I cut the call before the voicemail started recording, and I tried again.

This time, the call rang and rang, but eventually, someone picked up.

“Hello, you’re through to AWOO, how may I help you?” a male voice answered.

“Oh, hey,” I said. “I’ve got a quick question for you. I normally speak to Grace Sato, she’s my caseworker, is she available?”

“Grace isn’t in today, but anything she can help you with, I can help you with,” the voice replied in a kind and professional tone. “Now, before we proceed, I must let you know your call may be recorded for monitoring and training purposes, is that alright with you?”

“Yeah, sure.”

“Wonderful, can I take your name, sir?”

“It’s Mike Brewyer,” I said. “B-R-E-W-Y-E-R.”

“Brew-yer…” the man said in a loud whisper while he pulled my file up. “Fantastic. And what can I help you with, sir?”

“Yeah, so I’m just wondering about my Alpha-verified page on PackMate,” I began, but I couldn’t help but instantly regret starting this conversation with the very polite gentleman I was on the phone with.

I didn’t think what I was doing was inherently shady or underhanded at all, but when I started to talk about it out loud to a government official I didn’t really know, I began to worry he might think I was up to something.

Why would somebody want to know if they could move their Alpha-verified status to a different profile, or whether they would be allowed to change their name to keep their position of power as well as their anonymity?

Did it come across like I was planning to commit fraud of some sort?

I suddenly felt uncomfortable navigating these waters with anyone but Grace, but I’d already said too much, and I needed to keep myself free of suspicion.

Maybe I’d be able to get away with it if I just let myself come across as stupid. That came pretty naturally to me.

“Okay, while AWOO is affiliated with PackMate, we don’t actually moderate it or have any involvement with it in any way, so I might not be able to answer your questions,” the agent said. “But I can try and help you.”

“Ohhhh!” I groaned exaggeratedly. “I’ve called AWOO, haven’t I?”

“You have, sir,” the agent said kindly.

“Sorry, I should have realized that as soon as you said about the call being monitored,” I chuckled. “You even name-dropped AWOO a couple of times, and it still didn’t register. Sorry, I didn’t get much sleep last night, what with my young children getting up at all hours. I was going to ask if having an Alpha badge on my profile came with any special perks, but I suppose you wouldn’t know that, would you?”

“No, sir, I’m afraid I wouldn’t.” The agent laughed lightly. “You’ll have to get in touch with PackMate’s customer service department. I wasn’t aware you could get online perks for being an Alpha. If you do find out that you can, please call back and let us know, we’d be interested in putting that information in a file.”

“I definitely will.” I smirked at the effectiveness of my own off-the-cuff lie. “Sorry to waste your time. Thanks, anyway!”

“Not to worry at all, Mister Brewyer,” the agent replied. “Bye-bye, now.”

I disconnected the call feeling rather impressed with myself, even if I might have just damaged my already-precarious reputation at AWOO.

Now, not only would they know me as the knucklehead who signed the most unbalanced contract in history, but they might also know me as the guy who was trying to use his Alpha status to shop for discount codes while following the ads that popped up on PackMate.

But I’d rather have been underestimated as an idiot than seen as a danger, and I let the thoughts of the agent’s laughter brush over me like water off a wereduck’s back.

Trent was due back in a few minutes, and I didn’t want him to come through and see I’d left the kids unsupervised on a high-up ledge, so I briskly walked down the little passage and back into the kitchen where I could stand watch at the kitchen island.

The kids were all still asleep and safe up high on the sofa, and Up was at the fun part with Dug the dog. Nothing to see here but a totally responsible parent.

It was about one minute to five, and as I rested my elbows on the kitchen island and waited for Trent’s return, I suddenly remembered something extremely important.

Before I knew it, my feet were hurrying me back down the utility room passageway, past the utility room itself, and into the door that let you into the garage through the kitchen entrance, where a clear box full of interesting and questionable garments I’d seen while sorting through my housemate’s stuff to put on eBay was calling out my name.

I practically kicked the kitchen door open, and almost immediately I spotted the box I was looking for in a stack of about four other big clear plastic boxes.

I lifted the boxes of baby toys and Christmas decorations out of the way and ripped the lid off a box of weird and wonderful-looking fashion accessories.

The box in question contained multiple pairs of strange tasseled and popper-studded parachute cargo pants, bucket hats, string vests, band tees, and various other accessories that would ensure you were the height of fashion at the local Nu Metal concert or illegal rave in the nineties.

I pushed past the multiple pairs of tinted sunglasses kept safe in their cases, and the pairs of New Rock sneakers, in search of something Trent had showed me when we’d opened this Pandora’s box of Cyberdog merch and oversized tees: his latest purchase and newest addition to his ravewear collection.

An LED display mask with robotic voice-changing capabilities.

When we were going through his stuff to sell, Trent told me he’d bought the mask for Burning Man though he hadn’t gotten to go yet, and it had like twelve different light displays you could alternate between to show up on the otherwise flat black mask.

I remembered he’d put it on very briefly and showed me a couple of the animated light displays, then he’d wrapped it up in a bootleg Fields of the Nephilim tee and nestled it against the back side of the box.

I gently excavated the contents of the box, and soon enough, the intricate faux-worn white logo of that British cowboy goth band gleamed up at me like the X marking the spot of pirate treasure.

“Bingo.”

Bingo was not going to be my Alpha name-o, but it was good to get the wheels of thought in motion nonetheless.

With the goods secured, I ran back into the kitchen with the mask still wrapped and held against my chest, and I skidded over to the kitchen island to wait for Trent’s arrival, but it was five past five now, and he wasn’t back yet.

The kids were all still out cold, so I decided to have a closer peek at Trent’s shiny new toy.

I carefully pulled the band tee bandaging away, and I held the mask flat in my palms and turned it over so I could examine it. It was one of those foam and plastic masks with the LED light displays that were all the rage at one point for Halloween and were now available pretty much everywhere, and Trent had big dreams of wearing it to something soon, seeing as Burning Man didn’t seem to be in the cards for him yet.

I turned the display on by flicking the switch on the inner forehead edge, and a neon kaleidoscope of LED lightbulbs danced on the little plastic mask in my hands.

I was quite taken with the idea of using this mask to give my Alpha decree, but I definitely didn’t want anything that was going to light me up like the flashing lights on a Christmas tree, so I pressed the button that changed the mask displays to static images and cycled through those.

A skull… cool. Hazardous nuclear waste symbol… awesome, but not quite what I’m going for. Rainbow pattern… nah. Spider… lightning bolt…

“Aha!” I muttered in triumph.

Wolf.

I stared down at the striking pale blue of the futuristic geometric wolf design, and I had a new-found feeling of confidence about the mini-revolution being built in my mind.

And every revolutionary leader needed a memorable name. But I was still none the wiser as to what my name could be.

As I was poring through the annals of every cool leader-- real and fictionalized-- in my head, I heard the front door latch clack.

The house was deathly quiet, and luckily, Trent was able to read the room as soon as he stepped into it. He slowly swung his tall, lean body around the doorframe with the boxed-up chocolate cake from the morning under his arm, and he looked down at the three babies all sleeping on the sofa.

Then he looked up and nodded his head in recognition of me standing in the kitchen, before cocking his head to the side as if to ask what I was doing with his light-up rave mask in my hand.

I curled my fingers and silently beckoned my housemate over, and Trent glided silently across the living room floor like a specter with frosted tips.

“What’s going on?” my housemate whispered as he set the cake down and nodded to the mask in my hands still blazing with the wolf emblem.

“I’m going to lead my packs by posting videos online,” I whispered back. “Using this, if that’s okay.”

“Sure, man. It was cheap on Amazon.” My housemate shot me another puzzled look. “But what do you mean you’re going to lead them online? Like you’re gonna start a YouTube channel or something?”

“Close,” I replied in hushed tones. “I’m going to record videos and then post them on the community pages for all the individual territories I run on PackMate. Or maybe I’ll do livestreams. I don’t know yet, but my caseworker told me I had an obligation to govern my packs and that it’s an offense not to. I’ve already been approached by a Beta who told me there’s unrest, so I can’t just ignore the packs I own, and it wouldn’t be very low-key-living of me to become the face of a peasants’ revolt would it? But I can’t physically govern thirteen territories--”

“Thirteen?” Trent echoed in a loud whisper. “I didn’t realize you had so many.”

“Yeah,” I scoffed. “Guy I killed had a couple other territories. But that’s what I’m saying. There’s no way I can govern that many territories. And frankly, I don’t want to own that many territories. I don’t want to own any. Well, apart from this one and Fernview.”

“Why are you fussed about Fernview?” Trent asked. “Is it because Dayzee lives there?”

“Yeah, there’s this whole government program running from there about keeping Betas who class themselves as ‘vulnerable’ protected,” I said. “AWOO offers to house them all there and have them act underneath a willing Alpha so they don’t all get poached or trafficked and used as bear bait because they have a hard time defending themselves or saying no. I’ve definitely told you this before.”

“Ah, yeah, you have.” Trent flapped his hands in front of his face. “Sorry, long day. So, what are you going to do about the other territories? You’re going to run them from afar, but then what?”

“Oh, I’m still thinking of selling them, just hopefully to a less shady customer than Frost,” I said.

“They don’t come much shadier than Frost,” Trent chuckled, and I noticed him raising his eyebrow as he noticed the movie playing on the TV. “Ah. You know, I tried to borrow this movie from Rick Astley. Asked him practically every day for it, but he kept on saying no. Soon, I had to face facts. He was never going to give me Up.”

The two of us snorted as we struggled to conceal our laughter, but luckily we didn’t disturb the kids.

“Okay, so you’re going to be wearing my festival mask with the wolf icon on it and addressing your packs en masse,” Trent said after he’d finally gathered himself. “I like it. But if you’re governing on PackMate, won’t that be pretty easy to trace the account back to you?”

“I’ve thought about that,” I said. “I’m going to get a new phone that I use strictly for Alpha business, and I’m going to change my number on there to this new number. I don’t actually know if I’m going to be using my account and just wiping it clean or setting up a new account and getting it verified, but either way, I don’t want to take any chances with hackers and stuff.”

“Yeah, that’s a good idea,” Trent said. “Then that way you can join group chats and stuff-- Do packs have group chats? I’m just assuming they probably do.”

“They do,” I laughed. “I got lumped into one, but I’ve managed to keep a low profile so far, and I don’t think anyone’s onto me. If I join that same chat with this new number, I can make myself a little more active in the chat and get the heat off my real self for good.”

“This guy thinks of everything.” Trent nodded in an impressed manner. “So, if you’re going to set up a new PackMate account or whatever, you’re going to need a new name, right?”

“Indeed I am,” I said as I waved the mask in front of my face. “I’m keeping it completely anonymous.”

“Oh, man, that’s badass.” My music-loving housemate was definitely getting excited now. “So, you’re going to be like Slipknot? Or Mushroomhead?”

“I guess?” I chuckled, though I didn’t get the second reference.

“What’s your new name going to be?” There was no hiding the glittering excitement in Trent’s brown eyes.

“I haven’t decided yet.” I passed the mask between my hands. “I want it to be something cool, though. Something clever. Something that has a link to wolves and wolf packs somehow, even if it’s tenuous, but still sounds badass.”

“Let me think.” Trent rapped his fingernails against the kitchen worktop in an attempt to engage his brain. “All I’ve got so far is The Wolf of Wall Street.”

“Riiiight, go on…” I eagerly anticipated where my housemate would be going with this.

“Well, you’re gonna be governing, like, a lot of territories, right?” I could see the wheels in my housemate’s head turning. “What if you called yourself The Wolf of All Streets?”

There was a moment of silence between the two of us as we let the name air out.

“Nah!” we both said in unison.

“That’s definitely not it,” I chuckled. “It’s gotta be something cool. I think I want it to be like one name, you know? You know someone’s a someone when they only need one name. Like Prince or Cher.”

“So, you want a name like Prince or Cher, but you want it to be linked back to wolves… and you want it to be a badass name…” Trent surmised.

“Yeah,” I said as I tried to think of a name that fit the bill.

There was a long silence between us, but then Trent’s eyes suddenly lit up with a flash of inspiration.

“I’ve got it,” the frosted-tipped Beta said in a loud whisper. “Wolfgang! That was Mozart’s first name.”

“Hey, not bad.” I grinned. “I like that! Though the wolf gang could be what I could call my Betas as a collective. Beyonce has her Beehive, Taylor Swift has the Swifties--”

“KISS has the KISS Army,” Trent interjected. “Alright, I see where you’re coming from.”

Another contemplative silence filled the air while my housemate and I tried to put the combined forces of our brainpower to work.

“Oh!” Trent’s brown eyes lit up again. “I’ve got it!”

“For real this time?” I asked with a grin.

“So for real.” Trent couldn’t have hidden the pride on his face if he’d tried. “You’re gonna love this one.”

“Lay it on me!”

Trent started mumble-singing a tune to me, and something in the very annals of my mind recognized it, to the point where I was able to start mumble-singing along.

“Yeah?” Trent nodded his head proudly as he let me carry the tune on.

“What is that?” I repeated the tune quickly under my breath.

“As soon as you get it, you’ll know where I’m coming from.” Trent leaned in and hummed, and he grinned from ear to ear as he watched the familiar tune register in my mind.

“Ahhhhhh! I got it! Doctor Zaius, Doctor Zaius…” I mumble-sang with increasing confidence. “Doctor Zaius, Doctor Zaius. Doctor Zaius, Doctor Zaius. Ohhhhh, Doctor Zaius-- Doctor Zaius, Doctor Zauis!”

“What the fuck?” Trent forgot about the sleeping children and laughed loudly. “No, you fucking idiot!”

“Shhh!” I was trying my hardest not to burst out laughing, too, but not only was Trent being extremely loud, he was also swearing a lot in front of the children, though thankfully, they still hadn’t stirred. “What? That’s what the tune is, isn’t it?”

Trent flapped his arms in exasperation and rolled his eyes at me, but there was absolutely no escaping the huge amused grin that had spread across his face.

My housemate pulled his phone out from his pocket and typed something in on YouTube.

“Words fail me.” Trent held the phone up to my ear, and I listened to the actual song he had been trying to remind me of.

“Ohhh, I know this song!” I nodded my head along to the music in preparation to sing the actual words. “Amadeus, Amadeus…”

“Yes!” Trent scoffed as he snatched the phone away after a couple more seconds. “Rock Me Amadeus by Falco! Fucking Doctor Zaius… I’m appalled, Mike, really, I am. He’s from Planet of the Apes, right?”

“Oh, now it’s me who should be appalled at you.” I pulled my own phone out from my pocket and searched up where I’d pulled my rendition from, and I proceeded to play for Trent the greatest musical production that never was: Stop the Planet of the Apes, I want to get off! starring Troy McClure.

“Oh, my god, The Simpsons!” Trent laughed. “I do remember this!”

Trent and I did well to hold it together for a short while, but we both lost it at “I hate every chimp I see, from chimpan-A to chimpan-Z,” and we woke all three of the kids up at once with a loud burst of insuppressible laughter.

It was probably a good time for the kids to wake up anyway if we wanted them to sleep through the night, and it was getting closer to their dinnertime.

I sorted Charlie out a little dinner of a soft-boiled egg, soft broccoli, little bites of raw burger, and some mashed potato that I made creamy and nutrient-rich by mixing in some beef drippings.

My baby son could fit an impressive amount of food in that little tank of his, and he ate almost the whole lot up and even had a tiny piece of my chocolate fake-birthday cake for dessert.

I washed, dressed, and changed the youngest member of our little wolf gang and put him to bed while Trent made a batch of maple bacon pancakes for everyone else.

Charlie and Dionne sat at the kitchen table and swung their legs happily while they shoveled cut-up squares of pancakes and bacon into their mouths using their little hands, and Trent and I carried on our conversation at the kitchen island.

“So, Amadeus is a cool song, but why do you think it makes sense for me to call myself that?” I asked.

“Because that was Mozart’s middle name,” Trent replied with a grin. “Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart. Call yourself Amadeus, and your packs can be your wolf gang.”

“Jeeze, that’s a cool name,” I chuckled as I chewed on my bacon. “Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart. Amadeus. I like it! I get why you played me the song now, too. Trust you to dig up a nineties hidden gem like that.”

“Mid-eighties actually,” Trent corrected.

“Whoa, that’s a bit before your time, isn’t it?” I grinned.

The kids ate all they could and hoovered up the scraps, and the long afternoon nap and the energizing meal of pancakes followed by a little bitty bit of chocolate cake gave Dionne and Archie a whole new lease of life-- and a crazy burst of energy.

Trent and I spent our evening running around the house and rolling around the floor with the kids to tire them out in a game of “Daddy Shark,” which was basically just Red Light Green Light, but listing all the members of the family from Baby Shark, and on “Daddy Shark,” the kids had to run for their lives.

For a game Trent and I made up on the spot, it actually went down pretty well, and it definitely did the trick in tiring Dionne and Archie out.

Trent took Archie to bed while I tucked Dionne into her rocket ship bed, and we both reported our children had started to close their eyes before we’d even said good night.

As soon as we were on our own, Trent and I got straight back to work excitedly fine-tuning the details of my new identity.

Trent’s suggestion of calling myself Amadeus was exactly what I was looking for, though Trent and I were wondering if I should genuinely address my packs as my wolf gang, or if that was taking things a bit too far.

“Just see what comes naturally when you start speaking,” my housemate said. “Maybe that can just be like an in-joke between us.”

“Maybe.”

“You ready?” Trent asked as he hovered his finger over the record button on my phone.

“Yeah, ready.” My voice was garbled and roboticized and totally unrecognizable thanks to the mask I was now wearing.

I was standing against a bare white wall in the office as I watched the wavy lines of the geometric wolf symbol reflect in the back of my phone case like the surface of a black lake.

Trent mimed counting to three, and he nodded his head at me to signify we were rolling.

This was our first test video, so I started off with an obligatory “Testing, testing. One, two, three” so we could listen back and make sure my real voice was totally undetectable underneath the mask’s robotic vocoder feature, as well as checking there was nothing in the shot that might have given the game away.

Trent and I decided it would be best to upload all footage from the burner phone when I sorted one out, just in case of hackers, or in case I lost my phone and someone found evidence of me recording videos as Amadeus among all the pictures of my kids.

We might have been thinking too far into things, but it really did make a lot more sense to be safe than sorry. This video Trent and I were filming now was purely a video of a guy trying out his new Amazon rave mask. Nothing incriminating about it.

So, I did a couple of impressions, sang a couple of verses of Journey’s Don’t Stop Believin’, and busted out a couple of old-school dance moves, and upon reviewing the footage, Trent and I were convinced it was virtually impossible to determine who might be underneath that garbled voice effect and neon wolf mask.

The only thing that might have made me identifiable was my stature. Save for an Arnold Schwarzenegger type bodybuilder’s physique, I was usually the most jacked guy within a mile or so radius-- absolutely no thanks to my forcibly-administered Alpha software update on that one. Sure, there were jacked guys everywhere, but Alphas had a slightly different level of muscle distribution compared to your average human gym bro, and those subtle differences in body shape were very recognizable to a fellow creature of the night.

But every werewolf knew how unwise it was to approach a human and give even the slightest notion of our true selves away, and now that I’d started taking my scent suppressants, I was hoping to cast enough doubt in the minds of would-be antagonizers, at least until the pills really kicked in. Then I was hoping to travel under the radar as an ordinary human gym bunny who just happened to work out his calves and shoulders a lot.

The characterization of my new persona looked awesome as Trent and I watched it back on the screen, and I felt excited to send my first video out as Amadeus.

Though, mixed among the excitement, I felt a little bit unsure of whether I was ready to be at the helm of this juggernaut, or whether the way I was opting to govern my people was going to go down well with AWOO.

But, as Trent pointed out, Grace only told me I had an obligation to govern the packs I’d taken over. She laid out no further guidelines surrounding how I was supposed to take care of more than ten territories spread across the city, and if anything, AWOO would probably praise my out-of-the-box thinking.

Whether he was right or wrong, Trent was saying exactly what I wanted to hear, so I nodded in firm agreement, and my resolution to lead an online revolution behind an LED wolf mask and a funky moniker was galvanized.

Though there was always that pestering feeling in the back of my mind.

I let out an exasperated sigh, and I wrapped our recording session up as I told Trent I needed to call Grace and check that what I was doing was really okay before we went any further. I sat myself down in the office chair and took my mask off, and Trent handed my phone back to me.

“Whoa, you’re calling her now?” Trent asked as he saw me pull up my contacts. “Are AWOO’s offices still open at this time?”

“They’re not, but I don’t think Grace would mind if I called her after hours just this once.” I raised an eyebrow toward Trent. “She had to call me after hours when I took that contract to your friend Casey, did I tell you what happened with that?”

“Only a hundred times.” Trent rolled his eyes, before flashing me a smile and seeing himself out of the room.

Once my housemate had shut the door behind him, I fixed my eyes back onto Grace’s personal number on my phone, and I went to press the call button.

Though, Trent did have a point. Grace was off the clock, and it was kind of late at night. And what I wanted to talk to her about wasn’t strictly an emergency…

But it was something that had the potential to escalate the longer I left it alone.

In the duality of my decision making, I opted to text Grace instead.

Hi, Grace. Sorry to contact you on your personal number, it’s just something’s come to my attention RE running my packs that I’d like to talk to you about. Nothing urgent, but would like to talk about it. Are you available for a quick chat tonight at all? Not to worry if not, it can wait, just sort of hot on my mind right now lol. Thanks.

I replied to a text Whitney had sent me and scrolled through my phone for a couple of minutes while waiting for Grace to reply, but for the second time today, I was shocked to see my phone screen blaring at me that I needed to accept a call.

I supposed I did tend to keep women with very secretive jobs as company.

I quickly accepted Grace’s call and held my phone to my ear.

“Hi, Grace,” I said. “Thanks so much for getting in touch.”

“That’s okay,” Grace said kindly. “I’m afraid I don’t have long, though. Is everything alright?”

“Yeah, everything’s fine, I didn’t mean to cause any alarm,” I said. “I’ve just been thinking a lot about what you said, that I had an obligation to govern the packs I own, and I’ve been really trying to wrap my head around just how I might be able to realistically do that. So, I’ve had an idea.”

“Go on…” I could hear the trepidation in Grace’s voice.

“I’m thinking of governing all my packs solely through the community pages on PackMate,” I said.

“Okay…” Grace hummed, and I could practically hear the thoughtful frown on her face. “You should have already received a few invitations to man the pages as Alpha, and if you accept those, your Betas and Omegas will be able to message you directly, and you will also be able to post your thoughts directly to those closed community pages. I don’t think you should write off visiting your territories every now and then completely, but I think your way should be doable.”

“I’m glad the general logistics sound like they’ll work out, but my plan actually favors the idea of not visiting my territories,” I said, and I heard Grace make an uncertain sound. “I came to Chicago for a quiet life, and I know that’s not exactly achievable right now, and I know I have these obligations, but I don’t want hordes of people recognizing me and bombarding me every time I leave the house. Especially not with my kids.”

“So, what are you saying?” Grace asked. “You want to somehow govern your page… but under some sort of alias?”

“Pretty much,” I said. “I was thinking I could start a new profile on PackMate, and maybe you could get in touch with the people who run the site and get them to verify that page as an Alpha, and maybe take the Alpha seal off my actual profile. And if that’s not possible, I was thinking about wiping my profile clean and governing the packs under a pseudonym. But I’m worried that might fall under some kind of fraud or something.”

“Oh, I really don’t know, Mike.” There was a moment of silence while my caseworker paused for thought. “I don’t think we would be able to give an Alpha verification badge to a second account. I’d imagine that does leave the door open for fraudulent behavior. But… I can’t really see any immediate issue with altering the name your verified profile already operates under. People change their names all the time. And no one is forcing you to show your face on your PackMate profile.”

There was a sudden loud thunk and clack of a door coming from Grace’s end, and a male voice called out to her.

“Yes, I’m just upstairs!” Grace called back, before addressing me in a low tone. “Sorry, I have to go. Don’t do anything to your profile yet, I’ll check your query out in the morning and call you back. Bye!”

The call cut out before I had the chance to say goodbye back.

Huh. It sounded like Grace had a boyfriend. Good for her.

And it really was good for her. Although… I couldn’t escape the very faint and very strange sadness that had coiled in my stomach.

I sat with my confusing emotions for a moment, but I couldn’t justify why I was feeling this way. As an Alpha, having multiple partners was the done thing, and I was very slowly and very happily nurturing an undefined relationship with Whitney while gently introducing Ava into the fold, and two women was proving to be a bit of a juggling act of its own. There was no way I had the time or the emotional capacity to fan the flames of three women, especially while I was still grieving over the flame I’d recently lost.

Yet here I was, feeling unexpectedly crestfallen that Grace was seemingly unavailable.

When I thought about it, I guessed I’d enjoyed the mildly flirty banter between Grace and I when I spoke to her over the AWOO phone lines, and I think I liked the idea of continuing the same relationship over a private connection, too. But hearing another man calling her name and having Grace scurry off so quickly kind of dampened that dream a little bit. Though I was fully aware it was a dream I wasn’t entitled to, nor was it fair to hold Grace’s private life up to this expectation.

I couldn’t fully comprehend why it sucked, it just kinda sucked.

I sat in a sobering sort of silence for a moment as I tried to wrestle with my own confusing feelings, but I soon decided to pull myself up by my bootstraps and stop moping.

Grace would be calling me in the morning, and we’d be able to continue our fun and mildly flirty conversations in a strictly professional capacity.

It was strange how that played out.

At least I got some clarity on how I could likely proceed when it came to governing my territories: a fresh page with a fresh stamp of approval was likely to be a no-go, but it was surely down to my own personal choice what name I went by, and how much of my true identity I revealed online.

And for matters of an Alpha nature, I’d already decided I’d be leaving absolutely no personal details left to peruse on my profile. Grace had told me not to make any changes to my PackMate profile until she’d checked it out and we’d spoken about it, but the longer I knew my profile that was tied up with all my personal information was sitting there with a big Alpha seal of approval next to my name, the more uncomfortable I felt.

And soon those feelings of discomfort gave way to the fear that my family’s safety would be compromised, and I saw no reason to leave the profile the way it was.

Screw it. I didn’t need anyone’s permission to change my own name on my own social media platform, and it wasn’t like I had any obligation to stay friends with anyone in my old life. Anyone I considered a friend could still reach me via WhatsApp, though I found it interesting to note no one had reached out to me aside from the few people on my PackMate messenger since the news of Katherine’s passing.

Screw them all. The only obligations I had were to Trent and our children.

And to thirteen packs of werewolves… but that was different.

Moving away from my old life meant cutting all ties with those who once knew me, so I logged back into PackMate and blocked and deleted all the people who had ever messaged me, because I was worried they would be able to piece together my true identity through our old conversations. Then I wiped my entire friends list clean. Even Ike and Katherine had to go.

To protect my children’s future, I had to let go of my past.

Before I removed her as a friend, I took screenshots of all the good photos and memories I came across on Katherine’s page and my own, and when I felt like I’d taken enough with me, I razed my profile back to a clean slate.

Every resonant memory of Mike Brewyer was gone, which came with a strange sort of catharsis for sure. It was good enough to hide my name and my email from my profile for now, but I’d definitely be changing that information to make sure I was contactable on a burner number and account at a later date.

Now, all that was left to do was change my name.

I went into my profile’s settings, and I deleted every letter of my own name, until I was just a blank space next to a blank, faceless profile photo.

Then, for the first time, I wrote down the name I would henceforth be known as.

Amadeus.

Fuck, that looked good.
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Chapter 6

Trent and I thought we’d sufficiently tired the kids out with our inventive game of “Daddy Shark”, but the late-afternoon nap they stole had evidently recharged their batteries a little too much, and both Dionne and Archie were up again an hour or so after we’d put them down, asking for snacks and trying to convince us to let them watch TV. We offered them fruit, cereal, and jerky bites, which they accepted, but seemingly more so as a means of stalling than actually wanting to eat the offerings, because it was me and Trent who ended up with a midnight bowl of Cheerios and a charcuterie selection we never asked for.

The tiny tearaways didn’t fully settle until nearly two AM, and then Charlie was up with the usual dawn chorus around five-thirty AM, which woke both Dionne and I up. Werewolves have exceptional hearing, and of course Dionne was no exception. My tiny daughter came into my bedroom, clambered into bed next to me, and started talking in a loud whisper, but my brain wasn’t fully engaged enough to decipher toddler talk, so I had to change the subject to asking if she had any friends at daycare, which was followed by a long and easy-to-follow list of names for me to listen to.

Those names were as good as counting sheep to me, and I began to feel myself drifting off. I told Dionne to close her eyes while she thought of her daycare friends, and pretty soon, she was fast asleep before I was. I wasn’t far behind her in Dreamworld, but I was short-changed when the garbage truck provided the loud rousing call at around six-fifty.

Then Dionne was up for good.

I ignored the fat little backhand to the nose and the little thud of DiDi’s feet as she jumped down from the high Divan bed, but I couldn’t ignore the crash and the falling of rubble as she stumbled and fell into her bookcase in the next room.

Guess today was just going to have to be sponsored by Rocket Fuel coffee.

I got out of bed and checked on my daughter, and she was completely fine. She informed me she’d simultaneously stubbed her toe and bumped her head on the bookcase when she fell into it, and I was very impressed she didn’t cry at either instance.

I, on the other hand, was one pinky-toe-stubbing away from a full-blown nervous breakdown.

The early-morning sun was peeking through the curtains, and my bed was still warm next door. I swore I could hear it calling my name, but I spent those few extra minutes of morning time sitting with DiDi on the floor of her bedroom.

My daughter sat in my lap, and we quietly went through a couple of her books, where she showed me how good she’d gotten at reading, by phonetically sounding out every single word by following it with her finger, and stroking every single animal-- and person-- as we traversed through the pages of her picture book.

The sting of sleepiness soon faded, and I was really enjoying this quality time reading with my precious daughter. But soon, the morning caught up with us, and it was time to pick up on our usual routine in order to get the kids ready for another day at preschool.

Charlie was gurgling from his crib in the other room, so I left Dionne reading her book about the cat that went camping while I changed and bathed him.

Then the three of us met Trent and Archie downstairs where we shared a breakfast together of toast and “budder,” “scamble deggs,” bacon, and “drawbees,” all washed down by a big glass of “nana-boobie smoobie,” and I made sure to drop the dose of scent suppressant pills that had now become part of my routine to take with every meal I ate.

Half a heavy mug of Rocket Fuel later, I was feeling much more alive, and my brain was tuned in enough to understand the adorably mad ramblings of a pair of three-year-olds, which was a challenge in itself sometimes. But the dial switched up to expert mode when the excitable toddlers were simultaneously chatting and chowing down on mouthfuls of eggs, and there were only so many times in a morning you could repeat not to talk with your mouth full.

Luckily, I’d already gotten to the stage where I was pretty good at deciphering my kid’s own coded language, so I was usually clued in as to what they were talking about. But every now and then, a new iteration of one word or another would confuse me, and sometimes they’d go whole sentences without me having any idea what they were trying to say.

I’d managed to successfully distract Dionne from one topic of conversation, but I didn’t think I’d be able to get away with doing it a second time.

And I so hated it when I was right.

As she was finishing her breakfast, Dionne wouldn’t stop talking about bees in her classroom. Bees eating sandwiches, bees reading books, bees with painted fingernails. Dionne was really insistent that I partook in this conversation, but somehow, whatever I said, it wasn’t the right answer. My brain just wasn’t computing, and I tried to move the topic along several times, but she quickly got frustrated that I didn’t seem to know what she was talking about and brought the topic right back around to bees again.

“Nuuuuuu, Daddy!” My daughter frowned while strawberry juice dribbled down her chin. “Bees says ‘hello, DiDi.’ Bees in school, Daddy!”

“Oh, yeah?” I was trying not to aggravate my daughter any further by getting too involved in a conversation I wasn’t understanding, but that only made hurricane DiDi more volatile, and her wide eyes scanned my face while she listened for my answer. “There shouldn’t be any bees in school, should there? But it’s nice the bees say hello, isn’t it?”

“Nuuuuuuuuu!” Dionne’s cheeks puffed out, and her brow harshly furrowed. “Bee sould be in schooool!”

“You tell him, DiDi,” Trent chimed in as he brought Archie back from washing his face, completely unaware of the delicate nature of this conversation. “Bees should so be in school. Bees deserve an education, too! They should be able to become doctors if they want to. Hello, I’m Doctor Bee, bzzzzzzzzz!”

Archie giggled as Trent continued to tickle him while making the buzzing bee sound, and Dionne even snickered when Doctor Bee came to see her.

“Doctor bees…” Archie echoed with a giggle.

“And nurse bees!” Trent made the same buzzing sound in a higher-pitched voice and tickled his smiling little son again.

This game continued for a while, with Trent listing various job roles and changing the pitch of the accompanying buzz, in a way that he thought suited said job roles, and tickling the children, much to their shrieking delight.

The game reached its natural end when Archie asked what “ass-toe-finger” bees meant, and Trent realized an astrophysicist bee might have been pushing the vocational roles these bees could take a bit too far.

“They’re the bees that spend all their time looking at the stars in the night sky,” Trent said once he’d stopped laughing at ass-toe-finger bees.

“Wow…” It was evident in bug-loving Archie’s eyes that he was totally mesmerized by the idea of these stargazing bees.

“Do you like the night sky, Archie?” I asked.

Finally, an olive branch to take us away from all this confusing talk of bees.

“Uh-huh.” Archie’s black curls bounced as he nodded his head. “I like wockets and awiens. A-And I like da pwanets.”

“Archie could name all the planets and dwarf planets by the time he turned three,” Trent said with a proud nod. “Then you started learning about the constellations, didn’t you, buddy? You saw them through Daddy’s telescope, remember?”

“What’s a collen… conba…”

“The patterns the stars make in the sky!” My housemate ruffled his son’s hair. “Con-ste-lations.”

“Oh, yeah, da straws,” Arch gasped. “Yeah, me and Daddy looked at da staws.”

“Oh, wow, Archie!” I smiled widely, and I thought back to the little line of freckles Katherine had along her jawline that we called our family’s constellation with almost a tear in my eye. “That’s amazing. The stars are so beautiful, and they’re very, very special. The stars make all sorts of cool patterns. There’s Orion’s belt, there’s The Big Dipper, and there’s Ursa Major, the bear-- ROOOAR.”

The children giggled with glee as I clawed my hands and roared like a werebear in their faces, and the two of them carried on roaring at each other from across the kitchen table.

I used my clawed hands to scoop Dionne from her seat at the breakfast table and took her up to her bedroom to get dressed for day care.

“What does DiDi want to wear today?” I asked. “Does DiDi want to wear some spotty pink pants? Or does DiDi want to wear her dungarees? Or a dress?”

“Dress!” Dionne said. “Bees wearing pretty dresses. I can dress like bees.”

“Alright, dress it is.” My daughter was really persistent with this bee topic, and although I tried not to play into it, I wracked my brains to try and work out why she was all of a sudden so fixated on bees.

“Bees in school wearing pwetty dress,” Dionne continued. “I wear pwetty dress, too!”

“Yes, you can wear your pretty dress to school,” I said as I pulled a couple of dresses out from Dionne’s butterfly closet. “Which pretty dress should we wear today?”

“Hmm… Dat one!” Dionne grabbed at a baby-blue dress with little white bows all over it and thrust it toward me.

I put on a tank top and shorts underneath the dress, before pulling it over her head and sitting her down to do her hair. Of course, Katherine had always been the expert when it came to braiding Dionne’s hair, but I liked to think I’d mastered the technique behind creating two perfectly symmetrical space buns.

Well. As perfect as could be when you had a three year old squirming and shouting “Ow!” before the hairbrush had even touched her hair.

Two slightly lop-sided space buns and a pair of mini Converse tied extra tight later, and DiDi was ready to examine her outfit in the mirror.

“Wow, you look soooo pretty,” I said to my daughter as I subtly tried to re-position her hairstyle.

“Bees wear dresses like Elsa,” DiDi said as she flapped the skirts of her pale blue dress like a lady in waiting. “Me and bees both wearing pwetty dwesses like Elsa.”

I could almost feel the sparks in my brain jumping out as all my crossed wires stretched themselves to figure out the meaning behind Dionne’s gibberish about bees.

Bees… pretty dresses… Elsa… School…

Dionne’s morning obsession revealed itself to me like the prize board on Catchphrase.

“Ohhh!” I slowly reared my head and opened my mouth wide in realization. “You’re talking about Whitbee, aren’t you? At the school in her pretty dresses like Elsa from Frozen.”

“Yes!” DiDi shouted with an excited laugh. “Bees wearing dwesses like Elsa, and DiDi wearing dwesses like Bees and Elsa, too!”

“I didn’t know we’d shortened it to ‘Bees,’” I chuckled. “And why ‘Bees?’ There’s only one of her. But yes. Bee does belong in the school, and Bee does wear pretty dresses. Are you excited to see Bee today?”

“Yeah!” Dionne threw her arms in the air, and I used the momentum of the exciting moment to scoop her up again and take her back downstairs, since it was almost time to leave for school.

Trent was needed at the restaurant again, so I was taking the kids for the third morning that week, which was fine with me.

I’d take any excuse I got to gawk at the mega-babe formally known as Whitbee.

Trent helped me load the kids into the car, and we all said goodbye and wished him a good day, before making our way toward WereCare.

Since I realized I was being followed by those black cars, I always made sure to be extra vigilant of the behavior of other drivers while I was driving anywhere. But for the moment, my battered minivan seemed to be enjoying a period of peace, and I briefly wondered if that meant it might soon be in the cards to get myself a new ride altogether.

However, I knew this was likely to just be the calm before another storm. I’d turned the tables on one of the pursuing black vehicles, and Leo’s boys now belonged to me. However, there were still two other assailants tailing me: the hunters and the werewolves working under the orders of the mysterious ‘P.L.’

As I thought about some of the ways I could further keep my family safe while maintaining their routine, I realized a shiny new van to drive would have made me feel like I was a lot less easy to spot… and maybe it wouldn’t hurt to start taking an alternative route to the daycare, or take the kids at a different time than usual.

Plus, I’d been religiously taking my scent suppressors. That would take the werewolf contingent who were after me off my tail for a little while.

Thanks to Luna’s intel, however, I knew the hunters were only taking a break from chasing me, and they’d be back on my scent as soon as they’d settled into their new digs.

The scent suppressors seemed to work well at hiding my Alpha werewolf musk, but I didn’t know how good they’d be at dampening the pheromones I sent out when I was agitated or frightened, so I tried to take myself back to a calm state of mind before we arrived at daycare.

By the time I turned down the lane that would take us to the school, I was singing along loudly to Kylie on the radio and throwing in the odd “fart” and “poop” here and there to make the kids laugh, and a few well-placed nods to toilet humor did just the trick in making me forget all my worries as we pulled up in the parking lot.

I arrived fashionably late as always to avoid too much contact with other parents, as well as to ensure the gorgeous teacher and I got in a few moments of private nuanced conversation after I’d dropped Charlie off at the building next door. Meanwhile, Dionne and Archie were escorted into Whitbee’s classroom by one of the delightful daycare assistants.

“You really must get that window fixed.” Whitney nodded her head toward my van after her blushing cheeks calmed down following a flirtatious remark I’d made.

“It’s on the top of my to-do list, I swear,” I said. “As soon as Trent’s on drop-off and pick-up duty, I’m going to get myself down to the garage.”

“It doesn’t take long to repair a window though, does it?” Whitney cocked her head to the side. “Maybe an hour at the most?”

“Yeah, but knowing my luck, the guy who specializes in fixing the windows of beat-up old minivans will be out collecting a bucket full of spark plugs when I go over there, or he’ll be waylaid at the store looking for tartan paint or something,” I said with a smirk. “Then there’ll be something else holding someone else up, and Trent will be elbows-deep in ground beef at work and won’t be able to check his phone, so he won’t know I’ve been held up at the garage, and before you know it, the kids are marooned and social services are being called. Then they’ll all be sent to an orphanage to live like Oliver Twist, and my three wouldn’t cope with that. How would Dionne ever go on without her mid-afternoon cheese fix if she’s locked away in a children’s home? And Trent would lose sleep wondering if Archie’s getting enough exercise throughout the day, and I’d lose sleep thinking about those poor jailors having to deal with Charlie’s awful farts.”

“I think you’ve been reading too much Dickens, Mike,” the schoolteacher said with a snorting laugh.

I jokingly grabbed the low-hanging fruit by making a dick-in joke, and Whitney burst into laughter as she swiped for my arm.

I laughed like a naughty schoolboy as I evaded the teacher’s backhand, and I jumped down the steps of the classroom’s front porch. Then I said goodbye to the blushing blonde, and I blew her a secret kiss for good measure.

I smiled all the way back to the van, and after Whitney had shut the classroom doors, I took a couple of moments to breathe in the sweet woodland air while I decided what I’d do with myself for the next few hours.

As I flicked through the ever-lengthening to-do list in my brain, I suddenly remembered I wanted to pick up a new phone to do all my Alpha admin from, so I jumped in the van and set a course for the heart of the city, because I vaguely knew the area now and was pretty sure I’d seen a phone shop along the way.

I toyed with the idea of getting a second hand phone, but I was a little bit paranoid that even after master resetting, I’d find it was still connected to someone’s email or something, so I decided I’d pay the extra money to get something that was truly going to be a blank slate.

As I drove, I wondered if I should text Ava and see if she wanted to meet up for lunch. I wasn’t sure what days she worked at the tattoo parlor, but I knew she wouldn’t turn down a lunch outing.

When I got to the part of the city I recognized, I parked at pretty much the first streetside space I saw, and I walked into pretty much the first phone store I saw.

I could tell by the way his eyes dragged over my body like nails on a chalkboard that the guy who sold me the phone thought I was a drug dealer or something. I might not have helped my own case, since I was speaking in very short sentences and coldly deflecting all attempts at conversation or marketing ploys, and maybe it looked shady to text on a current, perfectly working phone while refusing to say who this new phone was for, but that was none of his business.

The store attendant might not have known it, but I was in a very delicate situation. I had a band of werewolf hunters trying to track me down, so I wasn’t about to tell some random human anything about my personal life. What if someone in the store was part of this band of bloodlusting brothers?

He was either being polite or he was prying, but this guy sure did want to know a lot that didn’t concern him.

“Who is the phone for?”

“What are you doing with your day after this?”

“Where are you from? That accent doesn’t sound local.”

Get out of my business, buddy.

For all I knew, this guy was one of the hunters who was after me, and he was making casual conversation in an attempt to add to my file.

Shit, maybe he’d be slipping a tracker into my new phone, too.

Nah, that would have surely been a step too far. If I’d found that out, I’d be well within my rights to send a very strongly worded email to this store’s customer services, and then this human asswipe would be fired for gross misconduct.

Then how would he support his wife and three daughters he’d insisted on telling me every detail about?

Yeah, yeah. Keep throwing me your red herrings, buster.

I was probably being overly paranoid and a little bit of a jerk, but I was tired of every item or service I ever bought being bound up with reams of obligation to share my innermost thoughts or personal details.

Couldn’t a guy just pay for a Blu-ray of Killer Klowns from Outer Space without having to give his email address to get a receipt anymore?

Like everyone else, I’d long been bound by the obligation to come across as overly pleasant to chatty retail employees, and I’d found a sort of freeing catharsis from not entertaining this guy’s overly-comfortable pleasantries.

The guy soon got the idea, and he asked me only the most necessary questions when it came to completing our transaction. I tapped my card, and then he handed me the phone in a box and told me to have a pleasant day.

I almost met him with a “don’t tell me what to do”, but my hard exterior was beginning to crack at this point, and that overly-Scroogey response was more comical than it was realistic.

Why was I thinking of Scrooge in the middle of summer?

Whitney was right, maybe I was reading too much Dickens.

I didn’t actually want to be a jerk to this guy, and I’d guessed he very likely wasn’t a hunter out to get me, so I made sure to flash him an extra-wide smile and return his wishes for a pleasant day before I left the store.

When I was safely sealed inside my van with my new phone in my hands, I saw I still had some time left on the meter, but no place really to go. So, in the interest of getting my money’s worth, I locked the van up and began unboxing the device that would come to be Amadeus’ means of communication with his thirteen shifter packs.

It was just an old model Google phone and a pay-as-you-go contract that was going cheap. It was nothing fancy, which was perfect, because I didn’t need anything fancy. All I needed to be able to do was download PackMate and WhatsApp so I could wirelessly spread my decrees throughout the land without it being linked back to me, and I was good to go.

As with all new phones, there was a little bit of confirmation stuff to set up, but this gave me the perfect excuse to make up a cool new email address for myself.

AmadeusAmadeus@AWOO.com.

Damn, that looked badass.

And it made me sing the song in my head, which was also a bonus.

This was the email address I envisioned giving out to shifter news reporters who were desperate to contact me to cover the story of how I digitized werekind, or maybe it was where ransom notes would be addressed to in an attempt to blackmail the leader of the new werewolf age into unmasking himself. I’d gotten phishing ransom notes even as a nobody, so I was fully anticipating an onslaught of ominous messages demanding thousands of dollars in return for the perpetrators keeping my identity a secret.

But I was going to be so careful about keeping Amadeus’ true identity a mystery that there was no way anyone was going to get any leverage over me. In fact, preempting these sorts of scam emails arriving in my inbox would only make it funnier when one such e-mail did land.

I’d once got an email where the opening line was “Hello, Pervert,” and Katherine and I laughed ourselves half-way to death over it. I caught myself grinning at the memory as I set my new phone up, and I imagined all the crazy scenarios I was sure to find myself in once Amadeus gained a little bit of notoriety.

As I envisioned the pages and pages of crazy emails I’d be sure to receive, the idea of hiring an assistant to go through all my emails and the inevitable influx of PackMate messages for me sparked in my mind.

I’d pay this person for their services, but it would have to be someone I really trusted. Someone I knew wouldn’t spill my secret. A Beta had to obey an Alpha’s command by law, so I could have put a job application out, but I wanted someone I already knew and trusted for the job.

At the moment, my circle of friends was pretty tight, and even though I realized I shamefully had no idea what any of my friends did for a living, I knew they all already had full-time jobs, so I doubted anyone would want to give up their lucrative career to come and be the Alfred to my Batman.

Actually… I did know what one of my friends did for a living, and they were already in exactly the right career.

Ava worked part-time as a tattoo shop receptionist. What did she do with the rest of her time? As far as I was aware, she wasn’t studying or anything. Maybe she’d like to pick up a few hours a week doing Amadeus’ admin.

That Rainier Wolfcastle quote from The Simpsons movie flew into my head, and I couldn’t help but do my own poor-quality rendition of it.

“I was elected to lead, not to read.”

Shit. There was another wolf-related name right there, and another Simpson’s reference. Was it too late to go back and change my pseudonym to “Wolfcastle?”

Hm. Actually. I didn’t like that as much as Amadeus. And everyone who knew me knew I was a massive Simpsons nerd. Once the ball really got rolling on this Amadeus thing, it would only take one slip-up from me not being able to resist constantly quoting The Simpsons for someone to eventually put two and two together, and for the whole plan to go up in smoke.

Amadeus was a reference that even I didn’t understand at first, and that’s what made it so perfect.

My new phone chirped and buzzed into life, and I got to work happily downloading all the relevant apps I’d need to set this shit afloat.

Or is the term “ship?”

Either way, things were really getting moving now, and I couldn’t help but feel kind of excited at the beginnings of my new secret alias’ rise to prominence.

Suddenly, I heard a rumbling.

I’d totally forgotten to expect a phone call from Grace this morning, so there was a moment of discombobulation in my brain when I heard the phone on my passenger seat vibrating while I was staring at the static phone currently held in my hands.

I quickly got with the program, and I swapped the phones over and went to answer the call from my caseworker.

But just before I did, I noticed she was calling me from her private number rather than the usual government number.

I knew Grace had taken yesterday off work, and I wondered if she was off today too, but she was still making it a priority to get in touch with me regarding the questions I’d posed to her yesterday.

Either way, I’d already changed my name from Michael Brewyer to Amadeus, and I wasn’t going to be changing it back, so I was hoping Grace wasn’t calling with any bad news on that front.

Only one way to find out.

“Hi, Grace,” I answered pleasantly.

“Hi, Mike,” the caseworker replied in a matching tone. “How are you doing?”

“Fine, thanks,” I said before asking Grace in a slightly loaded tone of voice if everything was okay.

“Ah, yes.” I could tell Grace immediately understood what I was asking. “I’m not in the office right now. Hence why I’m calling you from my personal number. It wouldn’t look right if someone were to go through our logged phone calls and see I’m talking to you about the Alpha badge on your PackMate profile completely unprompted.”

“Ah, I see,” I said. “Gotta deflect attention from the fact you gave me your private number in the first place, don’t you?”

“Indeed I do,” Grace laughed. “Shot myself in the foot with that one, didn’t I? But it’s fine. Seeing as your query is quite a small topic, I’m happy to clear it up with you in this conversation. But any other topics you may wish to discuss, please call me on my government number. Just for records’ sake.”

“No problem, Miss Sato, you got it,” I said. “Thanks for getting back to me, anyway. So, what did you find out about the rules regarding governing my packs virtually?”

“Just through a cursory glance last night and this morning, I can’t see any issue with you using the closed community groups on PackMate as your main means of contacting your packs,” Grace said. “The only thing I can think of against this idea is that you have to consider not everyone who acts as part of a pack will be signed up to PackMate, so you need to make yourself accessible to those persons, too.”

“Ah, that’s all taken care of.” I grinned and leaned back in my seat. “I’ve gone to the liberty of picking up a new phone, which I will reserve solely for communication purposes relating to my packs. Most packs have group chats on WhatsApp these days, so I’m happy to be added to any group chats using this new number. Then the people who don’t have PackMate or aren’t active there can reach me via text exchange, cos everyone’s got a phone number these days, right? Or maybe I’ll even let them book in a time to call me, if group chats aren’t their scene. I’ll even set up a PO box if I have to. That all seems accessible enough, doesn’t it?”

“It does seem to cover all bases.” Grace hummed thoughtfully. “Okay. Try those ways. I’d recommend you call AWOO and report this is how you’re choosing to govern your packs going forward, just so it’s all on written file. But please act as though it is the first time you’re sharing this information when you call in.”

“Of course,” I said.

“Thank you,” the caseworker replied. “I also read through AWOO’s policies as far as our affiliation with PackMate is concerned, and it seems as though the only way to have the Alpha badge on your page is to be a government-verified Alpha. So, you wouldn’t be able to create a new page and request a verified Alpha badge, because AWOO would need to run identity checks against your portal and the profile you’ve already tied it together with. Otherwise, there’s all sorts of risk of fraud and what have you. But nothing as far as I read said you couldn’t go by an alternative name on your profile.”

“I thought that might have been the case about the new name thing, but it’s good I’m allowed to use an alternative name,” I said. “If anyone governmental were to ask, I’d just tell them the truth and say I’m a private person. Actually, I know it’s off the record, but I am a private person, Grace. Will AWOO keep my true identity confidential, even though they can see my name on the portal I’ve linked to my PackMate portal?

“Oh, of course,” Grace replied. “Confidentiality is a big part of AWOO’s policy. AWOO understands all too well that oftentimes, the less werewolves know about other werewolves, the better. Still, when you call up and offer your plan of action officially, specify how you’d like your details to remain confidential, just to be on the safe side.”

“I most definitely will,” I said. “Shall I wait until you’re working and have this conversation with you? I called in yesterday thinking you’d pick up, and planned to say all this to you in real time, but someone else picked up the phone, and I suddenly panicked that my idea of governing behind a fake name sounded shady, so I made this big bullshit song and dance up and started pretend panicking that I’d phoned AWOO instead of PackMate’s helpline.”

“That’s hilarious!” Grace laughed. “I’m not in the office ‘til next week, but I think definitely call the main office and tell whoever picks up everything you’ve told me, and you can tell them what I’ve told you as though it was your own research. If they already think you were trying to get in contact with PackMate, and you call back again and say you have all your facts straight and then lay out your plan to them, then it would go down well. AWOO likes people who come prepared, and I think calling them after saying you’ve called PackMate will just further convince them you’ve been doing your research, and it’ll put your plan in better stead. Plus, I think it will look good if it’s on record that you’ve spoken to more agents than just me. Makes it look a lot less like we’ve been cooking some harebrained scheme up together.”

“Good idea. Wouldn’t want to give the game away, would we?” I asked with a smirk. “Okay, so I will call AWOO back, and I will make it expressly clear to whichever agent picks up that I have done my research. I’ve found nothing that contradicts me being allowed to run my packs from an Alpha-verified account with a fake name, and I will demand absolute confidentiality as far as my real identity is confirmed. And I will not mention by absolutely any means that I have had any prior conversations with a certain Agent Sato during a call on her private number.”

“I’d say that’s about the size of it.” There was a palpable fondness in Grace’s tone.

Our call was heading to its natural finish, but I wasn’t ready to say goodbye to Miss Sato just yet.

I’d grown very fond of Grace, though never in what I would have considered in a romantic way, so why was it playing so heavily on my mind that she seemed to have a boyfriend?

Up until yesterday’s conversation, I’d seen Grace as nothing more than a friend. She was a great support network for me, and she’d really helped me navigate the choppy waters of my newfound Alpha status. Every conversation we ever had made me smile in some way, but I didn’t think I wanted any sort of romantic entanglement with her.

But ever since last night, when I’d heard her answering the call of a male, knowing she’d taken time off work to be with him, I was surprised to find I was feeling jealous.

I guess I wanted to know where mine and Grace’s relationship stood. Obviously, the two of us had never expressed any sort of desire to get to know each other on a more personal level, but there was a certain underlying flirtiness that pervaded all of our phone conversations, and I didn’t want to have to suppress our naturally playful chemistry because of the fact I now knew she was in a relationship.

Obviously, Grace knew she was in a relationship the whole time working with me, and if she didn’t want to flirt with me, she wouldn’t have.

But because I knew she had a boyfriend now, did that mean our tongue-in-cheek banter had to stop?

I dunno. I think I just wanted some clarity on Grace’s situation so I could get some clarity on my own confusing feelings. Then, if need be, the two of us could work out a new normal and talk in a way that respected the feelings of all parties.

After all, it was only natural a woman might find me attractive and exciting and get a little bit carried away with flirting with me, even one in a loving relationship. And my new Alpha mindset was predisposing me to try and attain as many potential mates as I could, and Grace was a very attractive woman who I genuinely enjoyed the company of, so of course my new-found need for a harem was overeager to amass eligible and beautiful recruits.

Though, it was strange, because the whole thing about an Alpha wanting to collate a harem was to do with breeding at its core, and Grace wasn’t a werewolf, so this want for her I’d seemingly unearthed seemed to be detached from my need to procreate an Alpha offspring, and more rooted in the fact that I liked Grace a lot as a person.

Honestly, my still blossoming Alpha puberty mixed in with the human-werewolf Ying-Ying equation was an unfathomable mindfuck at the best of times.

“Grace, before you go,” I said tentatively. “Can I ask you a question that isn’t government related?”

“Oh, erm…” Grace sounded surprised. “Well… nothing is going to stop you asking me a question, but I don’t know if I’ll be able to answer it… What do you want to ask me?”

“I was just… wondering where you were.” I cringed at my own tactlessness. “I-I mean. If you’re not at the office until next week, does that mean you’re on vacation?”

“Oh, y-yes. I’ve taken the week off to spend some time in a country lodge.” There was hesitancy in Grace’s voice. “I’m… here with my partner.”

“Oh, cool, I didn’t know you had a partner.” I laughed dryly, despite the stabbing sensation in my chest. “But I suppose why would I know that? Wait, are we talking partner ‘yee-haw’ or partner-partner?”

“Partner-partner,” Grace said with a forced laugh.

“That’s nice,” I said overly-cheerily. “Where are you staying?”

“Eaglewood,” the shifter agent replied.

I couldn’t help but detect a little bit of tension over the phone between us now, like she didn’t really want to tell me about her partner, and I guess that was in case it spoiled things between us.

And the only reason I came to this conclusion was because I was feeling the same way. I almost regretted asking her.

“It was his birthday on Sunday, so we’re here until Friday,” Grace continued after a quiet moment.

“Ah, well, I hope he’s having a lovely birthday getaway,” I said in an attempt to shoehorn some normality back into this awkward conversation. “And I hope you have a lovely week away from the office! Bet you were happy to get away for a few days. Hey, I’ll bet you hoped it meant you could go a week without me calling you up with another round of dumb questioning! Looks like you were wrong about that one, though, doesn’t it?”

I wanted a sinkhole to swallow the van up with me inside it at this point. Why was I being so awkward?

“I’d never hope for that,” Grace said with a light laugh and a hint of gentle wistfulness in her voice. “I like talking to you. You brighten my day whenever you call me up. You never fail to make me smile. Even when you are bringing heaps and heaps of trouble to my door. You always seem to make trouble somehow enjoyable. And I was on the honor roll at school. I don’t say things like that lightly.”

“That’s a real glowing review, Grace,” I chuckled. “I may have to get that one in writing.”

“I’m not one to leave a paper trail,” the agent said with a song-like laugh.

Grace’s calming magic and perfectly-placed sense of humor had gotten me through every difficult situation I’d ever approached her with so far, and it had worked on me again.

I felt relaxed and reassured in her company, even if it was just over the phone. Grace was the calm in my endless storm, and I knew we both realized the special connection we had, even if we may have been confusing what it really was for something else in this early flowering stage of our personal and professional relationship.

Whatever it was, I liked Grace a lot, and I hoped she’d be someone who stayed in my life for a very long time.

The two of us enjoyed a moment where we were both silent, but I could somehow tell both of us were smiling.

“Well, then, Mike, if that’s everything, I really should get going,” Grace said. “This lake’s not going to swim in itself. Wait… did that even make sense?”

The two of us burst into authentic laughter.

“I don’t know if it did, but we’ll roll with it,” I said. “Okay, well, have a great few days away, and I’ll call AWOO later and report my new situation to them, leaving you out, just like we said. And I’ll call the usual number at some point when you’re in to fill you in with my newest batch of dumb questions and drama.”

“I can’t wait,” Grace said with a deep warmth to her tone. “Speak to you later, Mike. Bye, now.”

“Bye, Grace… ”

My phone screen had blacked out due to the length of the call, and I sat for a second or two just gazing out the van window while I replayed parts of the conversation over in my mind.

When I went to disconnect the call, I saw Grace was still lingering on the other end, and my heart skipped a beat and landed in my throat. Grace and I seemed to be having a “no you hang up,” moment. Not the kind from Scream, but a real romantic kind, maybe like from The Simpsons movie, in the scene where the government is tapping everyone’s phone calls.

Damn it, I really did reference The Simpsons far too much.

Like how people in long-distance relationships find some sort of comfort in falling asleep on the phone to people they care about, just so they wouldn’t have to say goodbye, Grace and I seemed to be finding a modicum of comfort in keeping our phone call connected.

However, saying goodbye was inevitable, and after a few more seconds basking in each other’s silent company, Grace finally pressed the big red button on our call, and the line went dead.

Strangely, despite no words being spoken during that thirty seconds or so, I felt like I knew exactly what Grace was thinking. There was a were-elephant in the room between us. Maybe something neither of us had been able to put our fingers on yet or figure out, but something big.

I leaned back in my driver’s seat and tried to make sense of what my something big was, and I knew I was prone to daydreaming and some mental meanderings, so I paid extra-special attention as I tried to keep my thoughts as grounded as possible.

I felt like there was some sort of charged energy simmering between Grace and I whenever I called her, but did she feel it, too?

There was little doubt in my mind she sounded hesitant when she went on to tell me about her boyfriend, and I had a sneaking suspicion she only told me about him because she knew I’d heard him on the phone the night before, but did all that really mean Grace had found herself falling for me in some capacity?

Or was I totally misreading the signals of what I conceived to be Grace’s subtle flirtations here, just because I was still getting my head around the fact that I was suddenly some sort of He-Man Adonis, therefore every woman who ever laid eyes on me simply must have been in love with me?

I dunno. There were a lot of conflicting feelings coming at me from all angles, and it was impossible for me to pinpoint what myself or Grace were truly feeling, but I felt like I needed to go with my gut on this one.

I could have been totally fabricating a narrative here, but when I thought about it again, it just felt like Grace was kinda stuck or overly settled in a relationship and had found herself to be unexpectedly interested in me in a deeper way than either of us had anticipated.

And though she was quiet and a self-confessed stickler for the rules, I got the feeling Grace was actually quite the lover of excitement.

After all, why else would you become a government agent?

Even if it wasn’t strictly a romantic vibe between us, there was definitely something there, and I could tell Grace and I were both scared to lose whatever “it” was now that we both knew Grace had a boyfriend.

Morally, from this point forward, I should have decided I was going to address Grace with the utmost formality.

But I was a morally pliable kinda guy, and if Grace saw no need to water down the chemistry simmering in the airwaves between us, then neither did I.

After all, a little window-shopping isn’t illegal if you’re spoken for. You’re just not allowed to touch the merchandise.

As my racing thoughts about one of the ladies who had made a big impact on my new life calmed, I brought myself back to Earth and reminded myself that I’d thought about meeting another for lunch.

I was already out and about with not a lot on my to-do list, so I decided it was the perfect time to drop in on Ava, even if it was far too early for lunch. So, I sent the pretty Omega a text asking if she’d like to meet up, and she replied almost immediately saying she’d love nothing more.

The drive over to the tattoo parlor was smooth, and I didn’t notice any suspicious activity from any single car around me. The hundreds of glinting windowpanes in the city’s tall skyscrapers shone like a hall of mirrors as I passed them, and I felt good about the day ahead.

But that feeling was short lived, because I was met with an unpleasant welcome when I parked in a parking lot in Ava’s part of the city.

“You looking at me, asshole?”
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Chapter 7

“You wanna say that again?” I slammed my van door shut with a loud BANG. “Why would I be looking at you?”

The dilapidated parking lot was empty save for these two guys and me, so I’d noticed them hanging around as soon as I pulled into it, and-- naturally-- they noticed me. If anything, I should have been the one picking a fight with them for staring, since they hadn’t been able to pull their wired eyes off me from the moment I parked.

Both guys were semi-buff and looked to be in their mid-thirties. One was a blond Caucasian in a beanie hat, the other had light brown skin and gelled-back black hair, and both of them were dressed in gray tracksuits and shiny white Nikes.

And both of them had a crazy look in their beady, staring eyes.

“You tell me, dickwad,” Beanie-Hat said as he puffed out his chest. “You tryna start shit?”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” I scoffed. “I’ve just parked my fucking van. I haven’t said two words to you.”

“Don’t need two words,” Gel-O chimed in with his top lip curled. “You were staring like you wanna fight, bro.”

“Oh, please.” I could feel the anger rising in me. “I wasn’t staring at anyone! Get a fucking clue, ‘bro.’”

The guy with the gelled black hair took immediate umbrage to my mocking use of his language, and he scrunched his face in fury and began charging toward me, with his beanie-hatted accomplice close on his heels.

It was abundantly clear these guys were wired for a fight, and I was pissed off now, but I had to be extremely careful about how I dealt with these two vagrants.

There was a very thin, lingering scent of werewolf in the air, but I couldn’t definitely attribute it to these guys from this distance. That scent could have been from a couple of werewolves who passed by earlier today, and there was a good chance these two were humans. I couldn’t risk losing my temper and even partially shifting, because attacking humans was exactly the kind of bad behavior that would earn a werewolf like me a long stay at The Pound.

But I could tell there wasn’t going to be any use in politely asking these guys to leave me be.

“Come on then, you fucking asshole!” the blond fella in the beanie hat taunted as they drew closer. “Think you’re some big fucking tough guy, huh?”

“I could snap you like a fucking toothpick!” I snarled as I took another step closer to meeting these assholes in the middle of the parking lot.

“I’d like to see you fucking try it, pal,” Gel-O spat as he quickened his pace to beat his friend to what he clearly thought would be the first punch.

He should be so fucking lucky.

There was a second-long pause as the three of us stood almost nose to nose and bared our human canines to each other, and I could have sworn I saw just a glimpse of panic when these two aggravating fuckers realized how much bigger I was up close.

But we’d all gone too far to kiss and make up now.

I was mildly riled up by this point, but I wasn’t at the point of losing it, and if anything, I was hoping this chance encounter might be a good way to let off a little steam.

These guys needed to be taught a fucking lesson, but at this point, I was sure they weren’t Betas, since I couldn’t smell that familiar scent emanating from them. My working assumption was they were just plain old irritating as fuck human beings, but the fact they were human didn’t exempt them from receiving a well-deserved ass-whooping when they needed it.

After all, AWOO rules only said you couldn’t kill or grievously injure a human, not that you couldn’t bash them around a little if they deserved it.

My two new punching bags-to-be had a matching look of arrogance in their eyes, like they really believed they’d won this fight before it had even begun.

But I knew all along I was the only one with the real power here.

Gel-O threw the first punch, and in a way vaguely reminiscent of my first encounter with Ally and Red, the three of us exploded into a swirling Hanna-Barbera style dust cloud of wildly flying fists and colorful vulgarities right there in the middle of the parking lot.

Alongside the residual scent of a passing werewolf, the air was thick with the smell of rust, gas, and motor oil, and as all three of our fists collided with each other’s jaws, it didn’t take long for the metallic odor of blood to seep into the air like a spritz of perfume.

I swung my shoulders and extended my elbows as I planted a series of pummeling punches onto the heads of the double-team that I was brawling with, and I shuffled my feet as I evaded as many blows from the rock-em-sock-em dunderheads as I could.

But it was two against one in this dustcloud brawl, and Beanie and Gel-O were both able to get their fair share of decent hits in.

It was playground knowledge that the easiest way to knock a person out was to slam the off switch in their temple with a sucker punch, and while in my human form, even I was a lot more susceptible to being KO’d if someone hit the weak spot in my comparably weaker skull. Though I wasn’t really sure these guys were strong enough to get a real good swing at my off switch.

Nevertheless, I’d learned you should never underestimate the underdog, and I certainly wasn’t about to.

Though they’d managed to get their fair share of punches in, Beanie and Gel-O were both considerably shorter than me, and every time they swung, they jumped a little, or they gave themselves a couple of extra inches of height by standing on their tippy toes. As soon as I noticed this, I was able to use the next leaping swing to my advantage, and I pushed my hands flat against Beanie’s chest just as he lifted himself off his feet.

I knew I was strong, but I didn’t quite expect the hat-wearing thug to go skidding across the pavement like a Beyblade.

Ah, well, he’d be fine. At least now it was a fair fight, right?

Wrong.

Gel-O was about to learn what it meant to be throttled by an inhuman monster. He didn’t know it yet, but it wasn’t just me he was up against.

He was fighting the beast inside me, too.

But hey, if he was that worried about fairness, he shouldn’t have tried to double-team an innocent civilian. These guys were clearly two punks looking for any excuse for a fight, and as I thought about how fucked up that really was, a wave of anger surged through me.

I grabbed Gel-O by the neckline of his cheap gray tracksuit while his friend laid groaning on the asphalt about ten feet away, and I felt a prickling heat travel from my chest all the way down to my fingertips. I could feel it was my instincts willing my body to transform, but I had to stifle all such urges.

I slammed my head against Gel-O’s skull, and it actually hurt a little bit. The pain made me angrier, and I wanted more than anything to split through my skin and go full nightmare on these assholes, but I closed my eyes tight and suppressed the ancient longing.

As Gel-O laid on the ground with his fingers clawing at his head, Beanie recovered from his stint as a curling rock quicker than I thought he would, and the crazed blond growled as he launched himself at me.

“Oh, you wanna dance, motherfucker?” I gritted my teeth and readied myself to deflect the leaping kick coming my way.

I managed to side-step Beanie’s kick, but he was yet again faster than I was prepared to give him credit for, and moments after his unplanned landing, the thug performed a half-pirouette and landed a strong punch right on my mouth.

Alright, that was pretty good, I’ll admit it.

But that was the only real punch I was letting this motherfucker land.

As Beanie raised his fist to clock me a second time, I caught his arm mid-flight, and I tightened my grip like my hand was a hydraulic press and his arm was a cucumber ripe for the splatting.

“G-GRAH!” Beanie’s face contorted in pain at the shocking force of my squeeze. “G-Get the fuck off me! Marco!”

“Polo!” I shouted automatically, and I pulled my arm back into my body and yanked the wired blond’s feet out from underneath him.

For the second time, Beanie ate asphalt, and I almost turned around to laugh at his misfortune, but I could hear the frantic patter of a pair of sneakers gaining on me.

It was once again Gel-O’s turn in this tag team battle, and a clean swing for my face showed me he most definitely wasn’t seeing double.

For two hot-headed humans in a parking lot, these guys were pretty good.

But I would always be better.

I leaned back and dodged Gel-O’s punch, and I returned the favor by jabbing his face with one quick, controlled jab and heard his nose crunch as I flattened it against my balled fist.

Gel-O recoiled, but he recovered quickly, and he loaded his fist up again to deliver another blow to my face. I slipped to the side, and only the air brushed past my cheek, but just as I steadied my footing enough to send another punch into this tanned motherfucker’s face, his partner in crime was there to bring up the rear.

Literally.

I felt the toe of Beanie’s sneaker jam itself into my ass, and I let out a surprised shout as my knees wobbled underneath my disturbed center of gravity. As I lurched forward, Gel-O was in front of me with his arms held at a defensive position like he was Iron Mike Tyson, but anyone could see this clown was more like Jake Paul, and I used my forward fall to shove him back hard.

Gel-O fell down but got right back up again, and he threw a left hook square into my ribs, while Beanie jumped up, wrapped his arm around my throat, and turned himself into a dead weight in an attempt to pull me down.

I shifted my weight, and I felt a familiar tension in my legs as I settled into my stance. I planted my feet firmly on the concrete, and I curled my toes inside my sneakers in an attempt to numb the burning, tingling sensation that willed me to succumb to my own higher power.

As I wrestled with Beanie’s chokehold and kicked my legs out at Gel-O, who was laughing maniacally, I began to feel more and more angry, and my blood felt like molten lava as the urge to shift became greater and greater.

I gritted my teeth and pushed it down.

I couldn’t let it happen. Not now.

I took in a choking breath in an attempt to regain some calm, but the feeling of Beanie’s arm against my windpipe made serenity extremely difficult to achieve.

The urge to shift was like a burning tension coursing through my muscles accompanied by a primal, animalistic instinct clawing at my mind, urging-- almost forcing me-- to let go. But I couldn’t. Not in front of two humans. If I lost control, the fight would be over before it began, and even though I’d walk away the winner, I’d have hell to pay for it.

In a fight against humans, I needed to contend and win as a man.

I channeled just enough power to comfortably be able to tear Beanie away from my throat and throw him hard onto the asphalt, and I launched a great swinging kick that sent Gel-O spinning across the parking lot like he was the single pin left at the end of a game of ten-pin bowling.

I gritted my teeth and tried to force back the overwhelming urge to release the beast inside me, but it was a bit like trying to put the cork back into a bottle of champagne.

I wanted nothing more than to trounce these fuckers and stomp their brains into the ground, but the repercussions were far too severe. The two punks were mewling on the floor like newborn kittens. This was my chance to walk away with my head held high, and calm myself down in the knowledge that these two assholes got their just deserts today.

“Maybe next time, you’ll pick on someone your own goddamn size,” I snarled as I walked past the two whimpering men, and I made sure I stomped on Beanie’s hand on the way past.

But when my back was turned on the two of them, I realized I’d fallen folly to a trick.

Both men jumped up and lunged for me.

I spun around and realized a quick and heavy right hook from Gel-O was coming right toward me. I ducked around it, and I felt the surprisingly volatile force of the blow buffet the air above my cheek.

Geez. That punch could have taken a man’s head clean off.

But luckily for me, I was no man.

And I was now beginning to suspect Gel-O might not have been one, either.

I hadn’t received any evidence to make me wary of Beanie, but Gel-O had just summoned some sort of superhuman strength out of thin air and launched it at my head.

My champagne bottle had already been uncorked, and the fizzing of my blood in my veins was almost unbearable. This seemed like it might have been the perfect time to put my working theory about Gel-O’s real capabilities into practice.

But first, I had to temporarily suspend the still-suspected human player in this real-life game of Street Fighter.

I made no effort in hiding my strength as I picked Beanie up and threw him over my head, and then I spun and launched a quick jab into Gel-O’s stomach.

The thud of my punch echoed through the parking lot, but this time, Gel-O barely flinched.

It was almost as though he’d partially fortified his fleshy human body into something a little more…

Monstrous.

If this was the case, which it seemed to be, then I was seriously impressed with this guy’s control over the shift. Holding back from going full beast mode wasn’t easy, but Gel-O seemed to be managing it quite well.

I wondered what kind of shifter he was.

Then again, I was doing a stellar job in holding back too, and every second I stayed in my human form felt like a million shards of glass splintering through my skin, so I had to give myself some credit for my impressive management of the situation, too.

I seemed to have now been facing Gel-O 2.0, as the mystery man in front of me showed himself to be a lot more of a competent fighter than he’d originally let on.

Gel-O’s feet slid on the asphalt as he dodged another one of my punches, and he quickly danced forward as he took his next shot at me. The tanned man’s footwork was smooth and controlled, but it was predictable.

He feigned a jab at my face, and then he lunged for my midsection with a brutal uppercut, in what seemed to be an attempt to knock the wind out of my lungs.

I could feel the power of his punch spread throughout my stomach, and I could confidently say it actually hurt a little.

But that was bad news for both Gel-O and me, because a wounded werewolf is the most dangerous kind of werewolf.

I could feel my heartbeat quicken. I was getting unstoppably close to the edge of a transformation. My claws wanted to emerge and tear off this motherfucker’s skin like wrapping paper, and my teeth ached with the want to split his head apart like a piñata.

But I had to hold it together, no matter how certain I now felt that this guy was a beast like me.

I could almost swear I could sense the pheromones of battle flying out from this guy now, but I still couldn’t smell any shifter scent markers on him.

What the fuck was going on?

Gel-O came at me again with a loaded punch, but I pivoted and used the way the momentum of his missed punch made him stagger forward to hit him with an uppercut.

The punch landed under his jaw, and a satisfying jolt of energy surged through me as he groaned in pain and snapped his head back. My gel-heavy combatant cursed and staggered, but he wasn’t out yet.

Blood poured from Gel-O’s nose, and I could see he was really angry now. His lips curled in a snarl, and I swore I saw the flash of a monster’s pointed canine teeth, but I was almost certain I could see the same ancestral fury burning in his eyes.

If Gel-O actually was a werewolf, he was getting sloppy with his transformations, and I wanted no part in his great downfall when AWOO reviewed the CCTV footage and saw this idiot shifting in broad daylight.

I flashed a quick look over to Beanie, who was curled in a fetal position on the ground with his head in his hands, sniveling like a scolded child.

I still couldn’t say for certain Gel-O was a shifter, hence why I refrained from shifting even the smallest visible part of me, but Beanie looked like he’d learned his lesson for now.

Gel-O, on the other hand, was acting in a suspiciously bloodthirsty manner, and though I was making the effort to hide any physical transformations, I was only partially holding back unleashing my true physical strength on this asshole.

The tanned thug came at me again, and his movements were undeniably sharper now and harder to predict.

The two of us danced a violent waltz, and each of us now was landing as many blows as we took. Eventually, after I slammed a particularly heavy blow to the side of his head, Gel-O growled and lunged at me with a full-body haymaker.

The swing of his arm was deep, and the trajectory was dangerous, but if Gel-O missed, he was going to leave himself wide open.

And of course, he missed.

I kept purposefully light on my feet and stepped out from the punch’s line of fire, and then I saw my wide-open opening. The hunter in me burned with the want to deliver the final blow, and that was just one part of my ancestral nature I had to honor.

I surged forward and delivered a brutal jab to Gel-O’s left temple, and it landed with a sickening crunch.

His brown eyes went wide, and for a split second, everything went still.

I bounced on my feet as I kept the space between us, in case this motherfucker was about to lose control over his urges and do something stupid, but instead, the only urge this gel-haired motherfucker lost control over was the urge to stay awake, and I saw the whites of his eyes as his eyelids turned into ten-ton weights.

SLAM.

The great aggravator was reduced to no more than a pile on the ground.

Gel-O was out for the count, and Beanie was down and out, so I decided it was best to let sleeping dogs lie.

Despite how badly I wanted to make a beeline straight out of that parking lot, because I could still feel the overwhelming urge to transform pressing at my consciousness like water trying to burst through a dam, I still had to obey human laws, and I needed to pay for my parking.

I stepped over the heap of blood and hair gel, and I walked past the quivering asshole with the blond hair and the beanie.

Beanie’s fingers tightened around his head as I walked past him, and he looked sorry he’d even started this fight.

Good. May this be a lesson for the next time he decides to be a dangerous menace to society.

I watched the quivering mess of a man in my peripheral vision as I walked past him, and when I was confident there was no fight left in him, I set my sights on the meter at the other side of the parking lot.

There were a few people scattered around now, but no one seemed to bat much of an eyelid about the skirmish that had just occurred. I looked down and saw I was wearing a navy-blue tracksuit, and I supposed that lumped me in as a ne’er-do-well, too.

And I guessed the fact I was as tall as I was wide now led to further speculation of me probably being a steroid abuser. This part of town was pretty rough, so I guessed everyone thought we were three smackheads fighting over the last dregs of dope in the bottom of a ball of foil, hence why no one seemed particularly bothered by or interested in the fight that had just broken out in front of them.

I couldn’t speak for the other two clowns, but that certainly wasn’t the case for me, so these onlookers were being quick to pass judgement.

Though, I didn’t really know if they were passing judgment, so I guess in a paradoxical sort of way, I was now the one who was being quick to judge. They were probably just keeping their heads down in the hopes I didn’t start any trouble with them, and that wasn’t cool, either. I was a nice guy.

I quickly realized I was plunging myself into another paradoxical whirlpool, and I focused instead on paying my parking fee.

The polite company around us had dispersed, and I was the only person left standing in the parking lot. I approached the parking meter, but as I did, I heard a sudden wailing caterwaul split through the air behind me, and I knew my fight wasn’t over yet.

I spun on my heel and looked back to where I’d left my two sparring partners lying on the ground. Gel-O was still seeing stars, but Beanie was now on his feet.

And I realized in an instant, he was never quivering with fear.

He was convulsing against the almost-irrepressible urge to transform.

Beanie could control his horrific urges no more, and he exploded into an eight-foot-tall, sandy-furred werewolf.

The cryptid in broad daylight locked his eyes on me, and he came barreling toward me like a clawed cannonball.

“Fuck,” I said under my breath, and panic surged through me. “You need to stop! You need to fucking stop right now!”

But the heat of the moment had gotten the better of Beanie, and he slashed at my face with his razor-tipped claws.

I ducked under it just in time, but it was close. Too close. This guy obviously had a short fuse at the best of times, but now that I’d just wailed on him and his friend, it was clear he was a powder keg who was overdue for an explosion.

I’d be lying if I said I was completely calm and didn’t feel the want to show this asshole my ugly side and tear him a new one, but I was trying extremely hard to keep my rational head on.

With every slash and snarl Beanie targeted at me, the prickling heat inside me grew more and more unbearable, but I couldn’t let it win.

I had to breathe. I had to focus.

I was fast as a werewolf in my human skin, but I wasn’t faster than a shifted werewolf. The only reason I was getting by pretty much unscathed was because of how sloppy and badly-aimed this guy’s swings were.

If this were a shifted werewolf to shifted werewolf battle, he’d have probably dealt me a respectable amount of damage. But because I was automatically a good couple of feet shorter than him in my human form, I was just out of comfortable reach for Beanie, and he was blindly clawing at the air around me, like a cat clawing after a bug.

I took a series of leaping steps back, and Beanie followed after me as he threw everything he had left into a desperate series of hooks. He was wild now, and that put me at a dangerous disadvantage.

By some stroke of unbelievable luck, no more humans had reentered the little car park, but I knew I was acting on borrowed time, and I needed to put Beanie down before he got both of us in some very big trouble.

I’d already scouted out a surveillance camera fastened to a pole in the corner of the lot, and I was racking my brain on how to disable it as I ducked and wove out of this werewolf’s reach.

He’d actually managed to catch me a few times with his claws now, but I knew they’d heal up fine. It wasn’t like his claws were made of silver or anything.

Oh, fuck. Could these guys have been the next two hitmen that P.L. sent out to finish the job after the silver-bullet-shooter failed?

If that was the case, it didn’t matter how many times I screamed at this guy to stop. He wouldn’t stop until the job was done.

I couldn’t fight this guy head-on, but I didn’t want to run, because running would only activate his chase instinct.

I wanted to take out the surveillance camera, and then I wanted to take this guy out.

And now that I knew he was a werewolf, it didn’t matter whether he was dead or alive by the end of it.

Okay, so I couldn’t physically shift, but if I ran to the security camera, I could summon my werewolf strength and launch something into the lens at breakneck velocity and at least take it offline before I had to overpower this guy the old-fashioned way.

Beanie was foaming at the mouth with rage as he swatted at me, and it didn’t look like I had any other options.

I wrapped my hand around the keys in my pocket, and I tensed my legs in readiness for them to carry me at record-breaking speeds over to the pole the security camera was attached to.

I could hopefully report the damage to AWOO and explain why I did it, and they’d see my actions as heroic and book this guy in for an extended stay at The Pound.

I turned my back on Beanie, and my feet were almost a blur underneath me as I catapulted myself over to the camera. Then I pulled my keys out of my pocket, and I snapped the chain of a heavy little resin eight ball keychain dangling from them, and in one strong swing, I launched it like I was David hurling the pebble into Goliath’s all-seeing eye.

SMASH.

Shards of glass rained down from the lens of the camera like falling tears, and I spun around to meet Beanie as he thundered after me on all-fours.

Then, as the crazed wolf-man lunged for me, I shifted my hands in record time, and I caught him by his muzzle like a hairy baseball in a clawed catcher’s mitt.

“You need to fucking stop!” I yelled as I squeezed Beanie’s sandy muzzle, and I saw the look of terror in his eyes as he realized he’d met his match.

The beast whined as his bones crunched beneath the pressure of my grip, and I hoped that meant he’d had enough.

I pulled Beanie closer to my chest by his muzzle, and I threw him far from me across the asphalt once again.

I wasn’t hanging around like a dog waiting to be caught, and I shifted my hands back to normal size as quickly as I could, despite the rest of my body crying out for its turn to change, too.

Blood dripped from Beanie’s muzzle as fear emanated from his eyes, and he very quickly followed suit. In a matter of seconds, a mangled, mashed-up, middle-aged human being was all that stood in front of me. The two of us stared each other down. Beanie’s look was more of shock, but mine was more of warning.

There was still no smell I could trace from him or his partner, which was confusing and infuriating me to no end, but that was the least of my concerns now. We maintained eye contact for a few moments longer, but Beanie ultimately broke it so he could set his broken nose back in place before his powers of accelerated recovery healed it in the wrong place.

I saw movement across the asphalt as Gel-O began to stagger to his feet, and I barked at Beanie to make sure his friend stayed back, which, to my surprise, he did.

The three of us stood in the parking lot like we’d met to fire pistols at dawn, and eventually, I just had to explode.

“What the fuck is your fucking guys’ problem?” I snarled. “First, you start shit on me for doing absolutely nothing, then one of you fucking shifts on someone who could have been a human!”

Gel-O looked mortified as my words sank in, and he shot a wide-eyed glance at his friend.

“Yeah, but you’re not a human.” Beanie shrugged, but I could tell he was feeling ashamed of himself. “You’re a shifter, too.”

“Yes, but what’s the one rule of being a shifter?” I spat. “Don’t fucking shift where humans can see you!”

“Wait, this guy’s a shifter?” Gel-O leaned forward to pick up my scent, and he winced as a muscle must have pulled somewhere in his bruised body.

“Yes, I’m a shifter,” I hissed. “And you’re not so slick yourself, man. I saw your fucking teeth glinting at me back there. God damn it. If you’re going to start fights, at least keep your heads cool enough to not lose your damn minds. You could have got us all seen, and you would have got us all killed. And what do you mean ‘this guy’s a shifter?’ You can’t fucking smell me?”

I didn’t know what the fuck was going on. These guys seemingly couldn’t smell me, and I definitely couldn’t smell them.

I’d been pretty regular with my scent suppression tablets, but I didn’t think they were working quite this well yet. I suddenly wondered if as well as suppressing my scent, the tablets had suppressed my ability to smell.

But that didn’t make sense. Even this morning, I could still smell Frank Frost on the porch at WereCare. There was no way I wouldn’t have been able to sniff out a couple of boneheads like this.

So, what the fuck was going on?

“Say… you’re pretty big you know…” Beanie’s eyes scrolled across my torso. “And you say you can’t smell us?”

“Not a stinking whiff,” I said. “Why?”

“And your mitts were pretty big… seriously big…” The blond’s eyes sparkled with sudden interest. “Say… you’re not an Alpha are you?”

“No, I’m not a fucking Alpha,” I retorted automatically.

Fuck this guy, he didn’t need to know shit.

“Good to know.” Beanie grinned.

“Ohhhh, dude!” Gel-O had evidently caught on to what his friend was in the midst of realizing, and Beanie excitedly nodded his head toward his friend.

“So, you’re like us,” the blond said with a hint of suggestion to his tone.

“Like you?” I recoiled my head in confusion. “What?”

“Well, you can’t smell, and you’re huge…” Gel-O said with a knowing look. “Come on man. We know.”

“Know what?” I demanded.

“Know that you…” The black-haired busted-faced humanoid subtly mimed shooting an injection into his arm.

Suddenly, everything became clear to me.

These two semi-buff shifters with short fuses who were hanging around in an almost derelict parking lot on the rough side of town were using the werewolf steroid, Lycanisolone. Grace had warned me the drug was ravaging Chicago. It must have been some sort of side effect that they couldn’t smell, and it was probably an unknown-to-them side effect that they’d also blocked out their own scent markers so no one else could smell them, either.

And now that I’d defensively refuted the fact I was an Alpha, it was extremely obvious to me what conclusion these guys had come to. The way their eyes glittered greedily at my gargantuan stature said it all. Funny, Grace had warned me L made werewolves quick to anger, but she said nothing about the fact it made them quick to assume.

These buff knuckleheads were abusing Moonies and thought I was a Beta who had gotten buff by the same vein-injected means.

In the eyes of these two menaces to society, I saw my chance at finally getting myself taken off AWOO’s yellow alert list.

I fought back a wry smile.

I was about to set up the sting of a lifetime.
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Chapter 8

“Ohhhh!” I feigned realization to match the two shifters, and they both nodded their heads with a knowing look on their faces. “Yeah. You got me.”

“Knew it,” Beanie said with a satisfied grin. “How long have you been on it? You’re pretty stacked, must be quite some time now.”

“Er, yeah.” I shrugged. “Couple months.”

“Phewwww.” Gel-O whistled. “That’s some progress for a couple of months. You been hitting it at the gym at the same time?”

“Uh, well, by a couple of months, I mean about half a year.” I gulped. I didn’t know the first thing about Lycanisolone, and I was in danger of fucking this set-up up before it even got on its feet. “But yeah, I’ve been going to the gym a lot, too. And I’ve been ploughing through bags and bags of creatine.”

“Ahhhhh.” B and G nodded with their newfound comprehension of how to get jacked, and I suddenly felt like I was teaching a seminar.

“I’ve been on it for three months now,” Beanie said. “Marco four. And neither of us are anywhere close to getting where you are.”

“I’m telling you, creatine is the secret,” I bluffed. “Sends that shit into overdrive.”

“Dope.” Marco-Polo-Gel-O smirked. “What strain are you using?”

Shit, I was really clueless now.

“Ermmmm, I don’t know,” I said. “Are there different strains?”

“Oh, man!” Beanie guffawed. “How can your dealer not have told you there was more than one strain? Probably got you straight on the super expensive stuff.”

“Sounds like you need a long sit-down talk with your dealer,” Gel-O said teasingly. “Or a new dealer.”

Suddenly, I saw an in.

“You’re right.” I snapped my fingers at the shifter’s suggestion. “I do need a new dealer! Can I get the details of yours?”

The two shifters now looked very shifty indeed.

“Erm… I don’t know if he’d like us giving his number out,” Beanie said with fretfulness clear in his voice. “He’s a secretive kinda guy.”

“Well, of course,” I replied in an overly understanding tone. “You’ve got to be in his line of work. Listen. Truth is, I’ve had a bit of a bad feeling about my dealer for a while now. Felt like he was hiding something from me. And now I meet you guys and find out there’s all these different strains of L that I don’t even know about? Pffft. I dunno, fellas. If this meeting isn’t fate at play, I don’t know what is.”

I never really believed in fate, but since discussing it with Ava, I’d learned a little mention of divine intervention here and there could work wonders in front of the correct audience.

And of course, my talk of fate had these guys hook, line, and sinker.

“Ah, well, now that you mention it, it does feel sorta serendipitous doesn’t it?” Gel-O smiled earnestly at me.

“Ooh, big word!” Beanie looked genuinely impressed at his friend’s vocabulary, and Gel-O’s smile turned smug.

“I tell you what then, fellas,” I said to get us back on track. “Why don’t I give you my number? That way, you’re not sharing your guy’s details, and he can have someone get in contact with me if he doesn’t want to share his own details. Tell him all about our meeting, and tell him about my size. Tell him he can rest assured a Beta as big as me will be a true repeat customer.”

The two shifters mumbled to one another before nodding their heads and agreeing to my idea.

Gel-O got his phone out ready to take my number down, and I automatically went to say my own number out loud.

But I choked on the first 4 as I went to recite my number.

“Actually, you know what?” I flashed my eyes toward my minivan where my newly set-up phone waited. “I think I’d prefer to write it down. Wait here.”

I gave the boys no time to react to my strangely specific request, and I walked briskly over to my van. As I pulled my keys out my pocket to unlock the beast, I let out a forlorn little whine at the sight of the snapped chain where a glossy eight-ball keyring used to hang.

Will I ever emotionally recover from throwing the keyring I’d had since college into the lens of a parking lot security camera?

Don’t count on it.

My severed keychain would go on to act as a reminder that setting up these drug-using werewolves was the right thing to do. I was horrified at the idea of ratting when Grace had first presented it to me, but these guys had shown themselves to be dangerous and feckless, and the sooner they-- and their anger-inducing substances-- were off the streets, the better.

I’d decided just as I was about to give my number to those assholes that I didn’t want to give them my real number. I was about to get mixed up in some seriously bad company, and I didn’t want to risk having my real number lead anybody to where I lived.

Thankfully, I found a screwed-up envelope and a barely-working pen in the glove box, and I quickly went into my new phone’s settings to write my brand-new number down. Though it wasn’t how I’d intended to use Amadeus’ number, given the position I was in, this was the best option.

Or was it?

It was Grace’s wish to have me keep my ear to the ground and help AWOO in their fight against shifter street drugs, so surely it should have been a government number that was used, not mine.

Only, since the only conversation Grace and I had about taking down L users was after my appointment at the clinic that she randomly turned up at, I didn’t know whether that was an official on-the-record government-approved conversation, or if it was a precursor to a chat we should have had via the official AWOO phone lines.

I knew the bust would have been official AWOO business, because Grace told me she’d bring undercover police to any sting I managed to set up, but I didn’t want to get Grace in trouble with her bosses if I called the office and it turned out any information on a Moonies drug bust wasn’t meant for my official knowledge yet.

I didn’t want to talk to anyone but Grace about this matter. I knew the agent didn’t want me to call her for any government-related affairs, but I had two sitting ducks waiting for me. It was now or never.

I pulled my usual phone out of my pocket and rested it on the passenger seat, and I quickly pressed the button to call Grace.

“Just looking for a pen that works!” I called out from my car, and I saw a shifty look in the two shady shifters’ eyes.

Shit, come on Grace. They’re getting suspicious.

“H-Hello?” When she finally picked up, Grace sounded flustered.

“Grace, listen,” I hissed. “I’ve met two guys who are L users. They want my number so they can give it to their dealer, and he’s going to contact me. I don’t want to give them my personal number, can you get me a government one or something? Like, right now?”

“Shit.” I didn’t think I’d ever heard Grace swear before, and I suddenly heard the furious echoing pitter-patter of feet as she seemed to be running through the house.

And in the background, I heard the disgruntled voice of a male, saying something like “What the hell, babe?”

I was seriously worried about my two leads getting cold feet, so I waved my pen in the air, and I called out that I’d found a pen, but it didn’t work.

Neither shifter so much as cracked a smile, and I could feel the sweat gathering on my brow.

“Hello, Mike?” Grace finally said. “Are you still there?”

“Yes,” I hissed. “Do you have a number for me?”

“Yes, you ready?” the agent asked.

“Yes.”

Grace read out a long number to me, and I wrote it down exactly as she’d said it. She then told me someone would be in touch with me very shortly on the number I had listed with AWOO to organize the details of delivering the phone to me, and she asked me if I understood.

I confirmed I understood, and I quickly disconnected the call.

“Okay, fellas, sorry about that,” I said in a jovial tone as I pulled my head out from inside the van, and I waved my scrawled number in the air as I walked toward the shifters. “Took me a minute to find a pen that worked.”

The duo looked at me sort of sideways, but they took the number from me nonetheless.

“We’ll pass this on,” Beanie said. “You got a name?”

“Uh, just call me ‘V,’” I replied.

Yeah, I was totally going to have my own V for Vendetta moment, and what of it?

“Got it.” The blond pocketed the paper, and the pair of them went to walk away.

But there was something I wanted to know first.

“Say, fellas,” I said. “You wouldn’t happen to have any L on you, would you? I don’t wanna take it from you, I just wanna see what yours looks like compared to mine. I’m pretty shocked at the revelation that there’s more than one strain.”

The gruesome twosome looked at one another. Then Beanie flashed his eyes toward Gel-O’s pocket and signaled him to show me what he had inside.

The black-haired Beta pulled out a clear bag full of gray powder. It was amazing to think something so dull-looking harbored the power to unleash such a terrifying potential in all those who abused it.

“Wow…” I leaned into feigned amazement. “Yeah. Totally different from my stuff.”

“What color’s yours?” Gel-O asked.

“Uhhh, kinda more yellow,” I said vaguely.

“Yellow?” Beanie tilted his head and furrowed his brow. “That’s interesting.”

“Not yellow,” I quickly corrected. “Just yellow-y. Still gray, just more yellow-toned than yours. But not yellow.”

“Ah.” The shifter seemed content with this response. “You got any on you so we can see?”

“Nah, I used all mine up earlier.” I shrugged. “Anyway, thanks for showing me. You can put that away now. Wouldn’t want to be caught on camera with that in your hands, would you?”

“Oh, none of the cameras here work,” Gel-O said as he stuffed the bag back into his pocket. “That’s why we come here. Loads of shifters do. This is a good place for deals and shooting up and stuff.”

“Ah, so it was a deal I walked in on between you guys?” I asked as casually as I could. “That’s why you got so mad when you thought I was staring?”

“Yeah.” Beanie shrugged. “Sorry. It kinda messes with your brain when you can’t smell a shifter, don’t it? Thought you were some random human coming to stick your nose in. Guess the L makes me a little jumpy.”

I wouldn’t have called the animalistic reception I received “a little jumpy” but alright.

“All good man,” I said. “Just be careful. If you hurt a real human, it’s curtains for us all.”

“Yeah, man, I know.” There was the tiniest glimmer of remorse in the blond’s eyes, and I almost felt bad for the fact I was about to sell him out to the government.

But these men needed to be taken off the streets, or the integrational life that we decent werewolves had achieved and come to cherish would have been taken from us, and I’d be damned if I was going to let my children grow up the way I had to, fighting for scraps and barking at the moon.

The meeting drew to a natural close, and Gel-O and Beanie went into a shady corner to finish their drug deal, while I went back to the parking meter to pay for a ticket like an honest civilian.

I put my ticket on my dashboard, and I walked past the loitering Betas on my way out of the parking lot like nothing had happened.

As I typed in NEVERMORE TATTOOS on Google maps, I stole a quick look at the time, and I saw it was actually getting close to lunchtime.

I’d worked up quite an appetite wailing on those two smackheads, and I followed the directions on the map with a bit of a swing in my step as I thought about getting another one of those delicious Reubens from the cafe down the street from Ava’s work.

I got to Ava’s shop after about fifteen minutes of walking, and as I stopped on the sidewalk just before letting myself in, my heart danced a merry little jig at the sight of the gorgeous warm-skinned rocker leaning against the receptionist’s desk in a tiny little leather skirt and fishnet tights.

Ava was so cool, and she was so, so sexy. She was like Ramona Flowers and Halle Berry as Catwoman rolled into one, and that was one sandwich I was happy to take a bite out of.

I noticed myself straightening my back and puffing my chest out as I pushed the door of the tattoo shop open, but any macho bravado soon faded away when I melted into Ava’s glistening brown eyes and wide smile.

“Hiiiiii!” The rocker pushed herself up from the receptionist’s desk and greeted me warmly at the door.

“Hey, Aves!” a tattooist from the back of the store called out with a devilish twinkle in his eye. “If you greeted all the customers like that when they walked in, we’d get a hell of a lot more customers!”

“Yeah? Well, Mike’s my friend, so he gets special treatment.” Ava poked her tongue out at the tattoo artist before turning to face me again. “Cool, let’s go.”

“Are you ready to go already?” I asked. I kinda wanted to look at some of the artists’ portfolios. “I don’t mind hanging around until your lunch break.”

“That’s okay, I’m not working today,” the goth said cheerily. “I just thought I’d come here so you’d know where to find me.”

“Fair enough!” I laughed and opened the studio door. “Lead the way, then. I’m starving!”

We said goodbye to everyone at the studio, and Ava immediately linked her arm around mine as we walked down the street.

The two of us batted around ideas for what to eat. I tried not to let my disappointment show when Ava said she wasn’t really in the mood for a Reuben, and I saw Ava trying to disguise the disappointment in her eyes when I said I didn’t want Wendy’s.

We eventually narrowed it down to us both wanting something sort of plain but had a really nice filling, but between us, we concluded that Subway was “too bready,” and a simple sandwich wouldn’t fill us up enough.

“Sushi!” we almost said in unison.

“Jinx!” My superstitious friend smiled widely. “Now you can’t speak until I tell you.”

“That’s bullshit,” I jokingly retorted.

“Uh!” Ava held her finger up to her own lips. “You can’t speak if you’re jinxed!”

I vaguely remembered a friend I once had teaching me what he said was the sign language way to say “bullshit,” and I remembered the gesture was pretty self-explanatory, so I decided to give Ava a little lesson in the unspoken language.

I stepped away from Ava so our arms would unlink, and I positioned my arms across my torso to show her what I really thought of her game of Jinx.

Then I performed the ASL version of “bullshit” as I knew it: a kind of half-crossed arms, one hand doing metal horns and the other opening and closing repeatedly into a fist to emulate the proverbial bull taking a proverbial dump situation.

Ava looked bewildered for only a moment, and then she burst into song-like laughter.

“Okay, okay, you’re un-jinxed,” the pretty rocker giggled. “I got the bull and the shit. Where did you learn that? Is that actually sign language?”

“A friend of mine who had a deaf father taught me it years ago, and I never felt the need to question it,” I laughed. “It’s good, isn’t it?”

“That’s so good,” Ava agreed with a giggle. “Okay. Sushi. There’s a really great spot not too far from here. It usually gets pretty busy, but we can check it out. Like I said, I’m not working today, and it’s worth the wait if it is busy. Do you have anything going today?”

“Not until I pick my kids up at around two-thirty,” I said.

“Ah, that’s the best time to go to the dentist,” Ava replied with a smirk, and her smirk only grew wider when I tilted my head in confusion. “Tooth-hurty.”

“Ha!” I let out a loud laugh. “That’s very fucking good. I’m going to use that one for myself.”

“Please, do.” Ava grinned as she started walking us in the direction of the sushi place. “Just be advised that I will be taking a twenty percent cut from all the money you earn from my jokes when you go on to be a famous comedian. And if your friend with the deaf dad was clever, he’d do the same.”

“He tried it, but I Tobias Forge’d that mothertrucker,” I said jokingly. “And don’t think I wouldn’t do the same to you.”

“You what?” Ava crinkled her nose in confusion.

“A goth chick like you doesn’t know the band Ghost?” I blinked in surprise.

“Oh, I know Ghost,” Ava said. “The dead pope guy and all the people in devil masks. What’s that got to do with what you said?”

“Oh, Ava, it was a whole thing!” I wasn’t a mega fan of the music, but I was a mega fan of some tasty drama, and I was getting excited at being able to tell Ava all the sordid details of the band’s crumbling legacy. “The main guy who was under the pope mask started the band with his childhood friends, and they were originally all the guys in the devil masks. The whole deal was that everyone would keep anonymous, so the main guy was Papa whatever, and the band in the masks were called ‘The Nameless Ghouls.’ They were all just childhood friends playing in a band together, trusting their lead singer-- Who did conceptualize the whole band to be fair-- wouldn’t do them dirty, so they didn’t really sign any proper contracts or worry too much about the finer details in their contracts or whatever. But when Ghost started to hit the big time, the bandmates realized they were being underpaid, and they confronted their childhood friend, Tobias Forge, who gave some cock and bull story about it being the agreed-upon wages and said all the money they made went back into the show’s elaborate stage get-up or some shit. I guess tensions really kicked off, because the bandmates ended up taking it to court-- and in Sweden court proceedings are public, so everyone could see it unfolding in real time-- and it came out this guy was raking in the coin while his bandmates lived paycheck to paycheck and invested all their money back into the production costs of the shows, and Tobias had written into the contracts-- that his friends had signed without really going over them because why wouldn’t they trust their oldest and dearest friend?-- that they were basically hired session musicians, and they got zero credit for writing any of the music, because in the spirit of anonymity or whatever, all the music writing credits were attributed to ‘A Ghoul Writer.’ Man sold out his entire childhood friendship group as soon as fame and fortune came!”

“No way!” Ava gasped, and I enjoyed the look of sparkling excitement in her eyes. This was a much better reception than the time I’d told her all the ins and outs of An American Werewolf in London vs An American Werewolf in Paris. “That’s awful! Axl Rose did something kind of similar, didn’t he?”

“Yeah! Well. Kinda. I think it was more about his conduct that made all his bandmates want to leave, but it’s definitely in the same ballpark of having a frontman you can’t trust.” I wasn’t about to go into the details of another famous rock ‘n’ roll scandal, but I found it so hot Ava and I could have this conversation. Though, I wanted to remind her why I’d brought up the Ghost scandal in the first place. “So, the moral of the story here is that I’m taking the tooth joke on a world tour and getting fat off the royalties, and there’s nothing you can do about it.”

“Dick,” Ava scoffed playfully. “When I write my best-selling memoirs, then the truth will come out!”

“I look forward to reading the chapter on our encounter,” I said in a low-key flirtatious way.

“Oh, is there only going to be one chapter?” Ava batted her long black eyelashes. “I was envisioning having you for at least two. Three at a push.”

The two of us laughed, and I could just tell we were both feeling the flirtatious vibes. We carried on flirting and talking as Ava led us to the sushi place, and when we got there, as my beautiful friend predicted, the line was almost out the door.

“Aw, nuts.” I assessed the line that only the British would have found exciting. “You sure you wanna wait in this?”

“Honestly, Mike, it’s soooooo good,” Ava said as she hurried to join the back of the line. “And we’ve got nothing else to do for a while, right?”

“Right…” I wearily joined Ava’s side.

Little by little, the line went down, but it didn’t feel like we were standing around for too long at all, since there was in-house entertainment in the form of the sushi chefs slicing and dicing fish of all cuts and colors with enviable expertise.

Man, I’d hate for one of those guys to be on the shifter hunting team that was at large in Chicago.

When it was our turn to order, I let Ava take the reins, since she’d been to this place before, and she knew what was good. Our on-screen lunch order soon looked more like an inventory for the entire restaurant, but Ava assured me it was all worth the cost.

And when I beat her to the punch and tapped my card on the reader, I jokingly told her she’d better be telling the truth.

Of course, we had to wait a while for our order to be ready, and Ava practically begged me to let her pay for half the food, but of course, I wasn’t going to let her. When I told her I was expecting a large sum of money to drop into my bank account any day now thanks to the sale of a particular painting, she accepted my offer to spend big on our lunch, and we waited in peaceful silence for our order to be ready.

I’d been keeping my eyes peeled for a seat to be made free pretty much the entire time we were waiting, but there didn’t seem to be any openings. After a moment of deliberation, Ava suggested we should go to her apartment, because it wasn’t too far away, and that way, we’d definitely be able to get a seat.

“I know the renter,” the Omega said with a wink.

So, the two of us left the overcrowded sushi restaurant with our takeout, and we made our way downtown to Ava’s block, which was about a ten-minute walk away.

Ava was one of many tenants living inside the communal concrete pillar, and we had to ride in an elevator to get to the fourth floor where her apartment was situated. The apartment was small, but it was nicely furnished, and I could see nods to Ava’s love of alternative subculture from the posters of various rock musicians on the walls and the Halloween cushions on the sofa.

The black-and-pink-haired shifter fluffed a couple of pumpkin pillows up on the sofa, straightened her cobweb veil tablecloth out, and began laying our spread of sushi out on the table for us.

I offered to take over from Ava so she could get us some glasses for our drinks, and I was in no way surprised when the gothic bombshell came back with two chalices that looked like human skulls.

The air was filled with the delicate scent of vinegared rice and fresh fish, and my mouth couldn’t help but water. With chopsticks at the ready, once the spread was set and Ava had poured us a human skull of lemonade each, we sat next to each other on the sofa and tucked into our sushi feast fit for the Mikado himself.

The first thing I ate was a slab of tuna sashimi. They called tuna the steak of the sea, and anything that had earned a reputation for being anything like steak immediately earned my respect. And steak-like it was. The pleasingly pink slab of meat-like fish went down like a piece of buttery fillet steak. It was only a lightly briny taste that gave the game away.

It was so good, and Ava and I groaned with pleasure as we chewed on the firm-yet-tender cut of fish.

It seemed coincidental we both started on the tuna-- I’d just assumed we’d both gone for it because we were carnivores, and it looked the meatiest. But soon, our shared meal became more of a shared dining experience, because we ended up getting into a natural rhythm of trying everything together and giving each other mini reviews with our euphoric eye rolls and wordless groans of approval.

The only deviation we found was I preferred my rice dipped in salty dark soy sauce, and Ava was braver with the fiery wasabi paste.

Though we did share some common ground in the opinion that the pickled ginger belonged in the garbage.

After the raw tuna, the fatty salmon sashimi probably got the biggest groan of approval from both Ava and I. The salmon was melt-in-your-mouth, and it was clean and fresh on the palate, but sort of creamy and fishy and sweet and savory all in one go.

I wasn’t sure what umami really meant. I thought it was a word that was thrown around a lot, but to me, this delicious slab of salmon had a certain complexity to it that I couldn’t put my finger on, and when Ava said the flavor I was experiencing was umami, I decided to take her word for it.

I think the two of us had decided pretty early on that the stand-alone sashimi pieces were going to be our winners, so we decided to move to the rice-based things like the nigiri and maki rolls, which were all amazing, but to a carnivore, nothing beat eating just a hunk of pure raw flesh.

From all the groaning as we indulged in the creamy crab and avocado California rolls, the buttery spicy tuna rolls, the smoky-sweet teriyaki grilled eel, and the crunchy and salty tempura shrimp, Ava and I must have sounded more like we were indulging in an intense fuck than eating a sushi buffet.

Ava jokingly said she was going to let me have the last slab of tuna sashimi, but under the condition I ate it off her body like she was an exotic human sushi platter at a celebrity party, but I didn’t think the Omega was actually expecting me to pick up the last slab of fatty fish up in a pair of chopsticks and drop it onto the top of her exposed chest.

But if there were two things I didn’t joke about, it was food and enjoying the splendors of the female form.

The end of the marbled sashimi cut sat in the delve of Ava’s collarbone for a second or two, and we both found it funny, but Ava’s tone suddenly changed when I went to pick the slab of tuna back up with my chopsticks.

“Not with those…” There was a seductive glint in the dark-skinned shifter’s dark brown eyes. “With your tongue.”

Well.

Who would I have been to turn down such a divine dining experience?
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Chapter 9

I put the chopsticks down on the table with a clatter, and I wrapped my arm around the back of the sofa where Ava was sitting. Then I leaned forward and I slowly and deliberately pressed my lips against the cold piece of meat on her burning chest.

Ava let out a soft sigh as my tongue grazed her collarbone and flicked the piece of sushi into my mouth, and as much as I wanted to savor the taste of that amazing sashimi, I kept my lips close to Ava’s skin and swallowed it down as fast as I could.

I had bigger fish to fry, now.

I lingered there for a moment and let my warm breath tantalize Ava’s soft skin, and I felt her stroking my hair with a subtly downward-pushing pressure.

So, I took the hint, and I obeyed the Omega’s wishes.

I alternated my attention between stippling deep kisses over Ava’s collarbones and the base of her neck, and the Omega sighed with increasing delight.

“Ohhh…”

I felt Ava’s fingers curling at my scalp, and I decided to up the ante a little by drawing my flat tongue in one long stroke from the top of her chest all the way up to the top of her throat. When I got to her sharp jawline, I began stamping heavy kisses over every inch of her soft skin, until our lips eventually met and locked together in a passionate kiss.

Ava groaned deeply, and I remembered how she’d propositioned me the very first time we’d met, and how long she’d waited for this moment.

And now, her wish was finally coming true.

Actually, both our wishes were. Ava had gone from catching me a little too off guard to making me feel completely comfortable, and throughout our time together, I could honestly say I’d developed strong feelings for her.

And of course, the Alpha in me just couldn’t wait to be inside the Omega.

Our kissing quickly went from deep and impassioned to raw and animalistic. I could feel Ava had let her claws come through, and she was dragging them up and down my back.

I could tell Ava liked a little bit of pain mixed in with her pleasure, so of course, I followed suit.

“Mmmmm…” The Omega bit her lip and took a deep breath as she felt my claws lightly drawing spirals on her lower back. “More, please.”

We sank into deep kissing once again, and I pressed down slightly harder as I silently dragged my initials across her skin.

I needed to mark what was mine, after all.

Our deep, sighing kisses soon turned into rough tongue-lashing and lip biting, and it didn’t take long for both Ava and I to tear each other’s clothes off and throw them down on the floor.

My shirt landed on top of a smiling skeleton Squishmallow and covered his eyes, which was probably for the best.

This guy didn’t need to see what was about to go down between me and his mama.

Did I say “what” was about to go down?

That should have been who.

Ava was a woman who knew what she wanted, because as soon as my lips slipped from hers and found themselves traveling back down the ridges of her collarbones, the Omega lifted her heaving breasts up to meet my mouth, and she groaned with ecstasy as my puckered lips found a new part of her body to explore and enjoy.

I suckled hard on Ava’s big pert nipples, and I made sure to spend equal time between the two as I lashed my tongue over them.

“Fuckkkk…” the Omega whispered through deep breaths.

I’d gotten Ava’s nipples good and wet, and as I squeezed the tops of her breasts, they were like warm putty in my hands. I couldn’t wait to find out what else of hers I could get wet, and I couldn’t wait to finally squeeze her fat ass like warm putty, either.

But, as much as I loved a deep, hard fuck, I was all about the build-up, and I stayed latched onto Ava’s nipples for a little while longer so I could enjoy her liturgy of sighs and babbling moans.

Through a seamlessly choreographed sequence of shuffles, I was able to get Ava’s back pressed against the arm of the sofa and her legs straddled around me while I knelt on the sofa just between her thighs.

Ava and I were locked into another intense make-out session, and while her hands carved lines into my back, my hands were split between tousling her thick curly hair and gently stroking the smooth outer edges of her warm pussy.

“Mmmm…” Ava threw her head back and groaned as my fingers gently brushed her soft inner labia, but I paid careful attention to not touch her clitoris yet.

After all, I was all about the build-up, and I knew Ava liked a little bit of pain mixed in with her pleasure.

And the pain of being made to teeter on the edge of complete sexual satisfaction was unlike any other pain I’d ever experienced.

But I’d make Ava’s wait worth it.

The Omega definitely wasn’t in heat, but the craving I had to plunge my cock inside her was totally animalistic. My desire to inseminate her was taking over, and my cock swelled like a balloon at a birthday party, to the point where I had to lean back a little to stop it from batting against my arm as I worked on Ava’s pussy lips.

“Mmmmm…” Ava gently pulled away from our kiss and fixed her heavily-painted and devilishly sparkling chocolate eyes on mine. “More, please.”

“More?” I drew a wide circle around Ava’s clit. “You want more?”

“Mmmmmm, yes, I fucking do.” Ava smiled as she tilted her head back and widened her legs, and when I looked down at her glistening wet pussy all spread out for me like that, there was little I could do to stop myself from giving the sexy Omega exactly what she’d asked for.

I continued to dance my fingers in teasing circles around Ava’s clit, and I listened to her groan in pleasure as I pressed a final few kisses to her neck and breasts. Then I slowly pulled away from her fantastic body so I could focus my eyes on her gleaming wet pussy.

I leaned back on my haunches, and the Omega watched my every move as I slowly brought the broadly swirling spiral of my fingers closer to her pulsating love button.

Ava let out a helpless whine as I lingered for one final, tantalizing moment at the hood of her clit.

“You said you wanted more?” I purred.

“Mmmhmm…” Ava bit her lip as she panted. “Give it to me.”

The gorgeous Omega’s pleading command sent shivers down my spine and a surge of blood through my cock, and I couldn’t keep any of us waiting for a single moment more.

I used Ava’s dewy arousal as lube for my fingertips to glide down from her clitoral hood and touch her pulsating love button, and the Omega’s groan surpassed any sound of enjoyment I’d heard her make thus far.

I kept a steady rhythm and semi-hard pressure up as I swirled my fingers over Ava’s slippery clit, and I gritted my teeth as I listened to the subtle slapping sound of her wet pussy folds against my fingers.

“Fuuuuckkkkkkkk.” Ava’s claws were fully out now, and she was digging them into the soft mounds of her breasts so hard, they looked like they might burst.

My hands weren’t in a position where claws would be beneficial just yet, but I did have an idea of how I could utilize my teeth in assisting with Ava’s plight for the perfect mixture of pleasure and pain.

My upper lip curled into a sneer as my fangs protruded from underneath it, and I let out a low growl as I sized up the beautiful wet pussy I was about to make a meal out of.

Ava’s fangs had also come through, and she bit her lip as she began slowly rocking her hips back and forth.

Along with my sharp canine teeth came a partially-shifted snout, and with a partially-shifted snout, came a longer, wetter tongue.

All the better to eat pussy with, my dear.

I shuffled back on my knees, and I dipped my head like I was worshipping at the altar of Ava’s heavenly vagina, before lavishing nibbling kisses on her soft pink bean and pushing my thick index finger up into her tight, warm opening.

“Fuuuuuuuuuck!” Ava almost howled as she spread her legs further open, and she immediately began rocking her hips to enjoy the feeling of friction against my deeply submerged finger. “Mmmmm! Fuuu-huuuck!”

Between her groaning and cursing, Ava was laughing, and her laughter made me laugh a little bit, too. But my mouth was very hard at work, and I couldn’t pull it away from the Omega’s pussy, so I ended up involuntarily half-laughing while my lips were clamped onto her vagina, and the horny goddess seemed to find even further delight in the vibrations against her clitoris.

“Gahhhh, Mike.” Ava’s claws landed at the back of my head, and she pushed me deeper into her pussy while demanding I keep on humming.

And I thought an Omega was supposed to be subservient to their Alpha?

But hey, you won’t catch me complaining. Getting face-fucked by this smoking-hot goth was among one of the hottest experience I’d ever had in my life.

Soon, Ava’s hips were thrashing against my face like she was going for a world record at the rodeo, and upon the insertion of a second finger into her hole, the pleasure-hungry shifter let out a scream of delight, and I began to feel a surge of dewiness lapping at my fingers.

“Fuuuuuuuck!” Ava howled. “Don’t stop… Mike, don’t stop! Hnnnggggg!”

I locked my fingers in place and carried on letting Ava ride them, and I pushed my tongue harder against her pussy to collect every last dew-drop of that sweet arousal.

“Hnnggggggg!” Ava whined and gasped. “I’m gonna cum! I’m gonna fucking cum!”

Ava’s legs snapped hard against my shoulders, and I dug the claws on one of my hands into her ass as she slammed it aggressively up and down on the sofa.

Then, with a shriek of ecstasy, Ava’s heavenly floodgates opened, and a wash of sticky-sweetness rained down upon my tongue.

And of course, I didn’t let a single drop go to waste.

The Omega’s legs loosened from around my shoulders, and she quivered in the aftermath of her powerful orgasm while I gently licked up any residual trickles of cum from her vagina.

After a few seconds of recovery, Ava repositioned herself so her back was against the arm of the sofa, and I was able to slowly pull myself up and get back to my starting position on my knees.

When mine and Ava’s eyes met again, the Omega let out an exaggerated expulsion of air that made one of the frontal pink strands dance above her face, and the two of us burst out laughing.

“Did you have fun up there?” I noticed Ava’s makeup had smeared slightly, and I couldn’t help but feel a little bit proud of the mess I’d made of her. “Sure sounded like it from where I was. And sure looks like it, too.”

“More fun than I’ve ever had in my life.” Ava wiped the corners of her tear-stricken eyes, and then she looked at the wet patch on the sofa beneath her. “Fucking hell. Look at that wet patch. You been crying, Mike?”

“Tears of joy, I can assure you,” I chuckled. “You’re a gusher.”

“You made me fucking gush!” The most contented smile I’d ever seen spread across Ava’s face as she trailed her fingers lightly over her still-throbbing spit-and-cum-soaked pussy. “Mmmmm. Fuck. For real, though. That was incredible.”

“Fuck yeah, it was,” I said. “You’re so fucking hot.”

Ava grinned, and she rocked her head back over the edge of the sofa, but I caught the cappuccino-colored skin on her cheeks turning a blushing red.

I reveled in the immediate memories of the amazingly erotic experience I’d just had, and my cock tingled at the thought of a deep dive into Ava’s tight pussy.

Of course, I wasn’t going to proposition Ava with pleasuring me now that I’d pleasured her, because I didn’t believe it automatically had to be reciprocated in that way, but I was secretly ecstatic when the gorgeous Omega suggested there might be something we can do to help my remaining ‘problem.’

And my cock was not-so-secretly ecstatic when the buxom goth slowly climbed onto her front and leaned her arms and chin on the arm of the sofa, leaving me with the view of her gently arching back, her round, wobbling ass, and her wet pussy from a never-before-seen angle.

And I finally got to take a proper look at the bat tattoo on her lower back.

There were no words needed. I wrapped my now-clawed hands around Ava’s hips, and I shuffled forward on my knees so my cock could line up with her glistening opening.

Then I pressed the tip of my cock against Ava’s entrance, and I readied myself for the insanely intense sensation that was going to hit me when I knotted inside her.

I suddenly realized I didn’t know if Ava had ever slept with another Alpha before, and I didn’t know if she’d know what to expect, because once my cock was knotted, there’d be no getting away.

“Hey… Ava,” I said gently.

“Hm?” The pretty Omega turned her ear toward me.

“Sorry if I’m preaching to the converted, I just don’t know if you know. But when I begin to climax, something called knotting happens. The base of my cock will swell up inside you, and it won’t go down until I finish. I just wanna make sure you know that.”

“Oh, yeah, I know,” Ava said pleasantly, and I had a feeling she might have experienced knotting before. “It’s okay, you can’t get me pregnant because I’m not in heat, and I swear to you I’ve been taking my suppressants. This isn’t some sort of honeytrap, or anything.”

“I know, I trust you.” I stroked the small of Ava’s arched back. “Are you ready, then?”

“I’m ready.” Ava lowered her head again and raised her full-moon ass high.

I took in a deep breath, repositioned my hands at the small of her waist, and straightened my back to realign my cock with Ava’s entrance.

I rested the tip of my dick on the folds of the Omega’s pussy for a second. Then I slowly pushed my hips forward, and in one continual motion, I felt myself become sheathed in Ava’s deep, warm wetness.

“Ohhhhhhh…” the Omega groaned.

“Fuuuuck…” I couldn’t help but let out my own groan.

Ava’s pussy felt amazing, and the way her ass bounced with every gentle thrust of my cock was beyond mesmerizing.

I started off slow and deep, but I knew Ava could take it, and I quickly progressed to a rhythmic thrusting. Ava’s ass slammed against my stomach, and my balls slammed against her thighs, and our orchestra of groans and slapping bodies was soon joined by the familiar wet sounds of my cock sliding in and out of her gradually-dampening pussy.

“Mmmmmmm.” Ava drew in a deep sigh, and her pleasure was as evident in her voice as it was in the thick sheen of arousal she was leaving on my cock.

“Goddamn…” Her wet pussy felt amazing, and as my claws dug into her flesh, I could feel myself gearing up for the next level.

With my cock anchored inside her, I straightened my back and shuffled even closer to Ava, and I pushed her ass downwards so it was smothering my lap.

Then I used the spring-loaded momentum from the couch to power-thrust my legs in a series of repeated upward strokes, and neither Ava nor I could help but let out a loud series of moans.

“Ohhhhhh… Mmmmmm… Ohhh…” Ava pushed her head further into the arm of the sofa so the nape of her neck was exposed, and as I leaned forward, I could see her mouth was wide open in that perfectly pleasured “O” shape.

I upped the ante of my upward bounces, and I let out a low growl as I felt my balls become bathed in Ava’s milky wetness.

As Ava’s groans and gasps supercharged my arousal, I began to feel a familiar prickling heat in my penis, and I knew it was about to start swelling.

“Ugh… Ava…” I said through thrusts. “Gah. I can feel I’m about to start knotting. A-Are you sure you want to carry on?”

“Mmmmm, I’m sure,” Ava said dreamily. “Stretch my pussy, Mike.”

God fucking damn. That was all the permission I needed.

And then some.

A jolt of arousal surged through my body, and I drew in a deep, groaning sigh as I dug my fingers even deeper into her curved body. Through the strange sensation of pain that came with knotting, there was an overwhelmingly pleasurable sensation, and I gritted my teeth as I felt my cock begin to tether Ava and I together.

“Ohhh!” Ava whined and clenched onto the side of the sofa as my cock swelled inside her. “Ohhhh, fuuuuuck!”

“Gahhh,” I grunted as I pushed through the feelings intermingling pain and pleasure. “S-Shit.”

I wrapped my arms around Ava’s middle and pulled her as close to me as I could possibly get her, and I slammed my swelling cock like a jackhammer into her, until finally, the moment of binding came, and I felt my knot stretching Ava’s tight wet walls.

“Fuuuckkk, Miiiiike!” Ava whined loudly and repeatedly as her claws sank into her sofa. “Breed meeeee!”

Ava’s subservient whines had flicked a switch inside me, and there was no stopping me now. I found myself grinding into her pussy faster and faster, racing with an animalistic need to fill my Omega’s womb with my seed.

Our bodies ground together, and Ava whined as her wet nectar dripped all over the tops of my thighs. The friction I felt from the thick knot of my swollen cock sliding against her walls was indescribable, and I could tell I was about to erupt at any moment.

My primal, carnal lust took over me in the final throes, and I lunged forward and took the nape of Ava’s neck in my teeth as I reminded the headstrong Omega who her Alpha was.

“You’re mine!” I growled through gritted teeth.

My Omega gasped and squealed at my words, and I couldn’t stop the low, dominant growl that escaped from my throat.

Then the most intense feeling shot through my cock that made me cry out, and in the very next instant, I felt my virile load exploding out of me with a jet-like propulsion.

I held onto the nape of Ava’s neck as my sperm shot toward her womb, and I tightened my arm’s hold around her body to keep my balance as my knees buckled underneath me.

The two of us stayed hunched over on the sofa as every last drop emptied out from me, and we were gasping for breath the entire time. As my tank emptied and the minutes passed, my inflated cock began to settle back into its usual size, and Ava let out a sigh of relief.

Moments later, my cock had returned to its usual size, and I was able to carefully pull away from Ava like I was King Arthur pulling Excalibur from the stone.

Though the stone Excalibur was submerged in sure didn’t shake like Ava’s ass. Damn.

Once my cock had safely been extracted from Ava, the two of us collapsed into a cuddled-up heap on the sofa, where we both fought to catch our breath and then melted into joyful, natural, conversation.

“For some reason, you don’t smell so much like an Alpha to me anymore,” Ava said out of the blue. “I think maybe it’s because I’m on the heat suppressants. Maybe I’m less tuned in to Alphas’ pheromones or something.”

At first, I panicked and thought this lack of smell might have been a clue that Ava had been dabbling in Moonies, but I quickly realized it was most likely to do with the scent suppression tablets I was taking.

“Ah, I’ve been taking tablets to stop me smelling like one, that’s probably why,” I said.

“Why?” Ava tilted her head in surprise.

“Well, you know I came here to escape my old pack,” I began. “I didn’t really want to garner the attention of a new pack, you know? Or anyone really. Obviously, that doesn’t include you--”

“I dunno, you were pretty sure you didn’t want my attention the first time we met,” Ava interjected with a wry smile.

“Well, we all make lapses in judgement,” I chuckled.

“Oh, no, you didn’t make any lapse at all,” Ava replied. “If anything, your judgement was bang on the money. I was crazy with baby brain. It’s totally justified that you didn’t want to know me at first… But I won you over in the end, didn’t I?”

“You most certainly did.” I planted a kiss on the beautiful Omega’s curly black hair.

“There’s something I don’t really understand,” Ava said after a moment, and I felt like I knew what she was going to say. “Don’t let me pry, but what happens when an Alpha voluntarily leaves his pack? Like, you had a pack in Wisconsin, who you left behind and are now trying to avoid. Does, like, another Alpha just pick up from where you left off? Or did you leave it in your wishes who would succeed you as leader or something? Oh, no. Does your old pack need you dead before they can elect a new leader? Is that why you’re taking the pills and trying to lay low?”

We’d brushed upon the subject of my past before, but I’d avoided disclosing any details about my old pack or my position in it to Ava, and I certainly hadn’t disclosed any information about my unusual transformation. I didn’t want to worry Ava with details I didn’t think were relative to our budding friendship, but things had changed between Ava and I since that first heart-to-heart over a coffee on a park bench. Ava had found her way into my heart, and I wanted to be transparent with her about everything.

I was worried my tale of transformation might scare Ava away, or that she’d think I was a nutjob or a pathological liar and want to distance herself from me. But, as I looked around the room at the Omega’s chosen decor and saw things like moon charts and crystals covering every shelf and surface, I realized if anyone was going to believe me, it was going to be Ava.

Though she’d probably chalk the whole thing up to the moon’s divine power, then the shoe would be on the other foot, and it would be me who thought she was the nutjob.

I caught the pretty Omega trying to scan my face for answers, and I let out a defeated sigh as I geared myself up to tell her everything.

And that’s what I did.

The next few minutes were story time, and I told Ava all the vivid details of the strange phenomenon that struck that night and had undoubtedly changed the course of my life forever.

Of course, Ava was a little confused at first, and she asked me multiple times if I was pranking her, but I swore to her I wasn’t. Ava’s look of surprise gradually morphed into a pensive expression, and after she’d spent a while chewing over this information, her eyes lit up with sudden realization.

I fucking knew she’d say it was the moon.

“Did The Jackson Five teach you nothing, Ava?” I laughed. “They said don’t blame it on moonlight!”

“I’m serious, Mike! It’s all about lunar influences and the phases of the moon.” Ava leaned forward and picked her phone up from the coffee table, and she began furiously searching. “Look. I’ll send you this link I have saved on AWOOGLE. It explains the tie between the moon and lycanthropy really well, and it’s none of the mythological stuff-- well, not too much anyway, there is some in there-- but I really do think it could help explain what happened to you!”

“Ah, Ava, you know I don’t believe in stuff like that,” I groaned.

“But if something’s the truth, then it doesn’t matter if you believe in it or not, does it?” the Omega replied, and I had to admit I was a little bit stumped. “I believe in the power of the moon, as do thousands of other werewolves. You can’t tell us we’re all wrong just because you think you’re right. You don’t have any evidence for or against the moon being involved, not really anyway. So, I don’t think you should be so dismissive of it until you have evidence otherwise.”

I didn’t want to say I was coming around to Ava’s thinking, but I saw some sense in what she was saying, and my silence must have spoken volumes, because the Omega soon laughed and declared herself the winner of our debate.

I could have run my mouth and carried on telling her I thought my version of the truth was more believable than hers, but I opted to use my mouth for a better purpose, and I pulled Ava’s face into mine and shut her up with a kiss.

After some more casual conversation, Ava jokingly brought up the social experiment we’d both been pulled into, and she immediately noticed the effect that topic had on me.

“You okay, Mike?” Concern played on Ava’s face as she rested a gentle hand on my thigh.

I let out an exasperated sigh. I didn’t want to have the conversation about the shifter hunters with Ava, because I didn’t want to freak her out, but I knew I’d have to talk to her about it eventually. Especially since she was there with me when the hunters targeted me. For all I knew, by being seen with me on that park bench, Ava was now guilty by association, and she might have been under the hunters’ close surveillance, too.

“The social experiment…” I struggled with what words to say. “The little guy with the glasses who shook my hand and then ran away, remember him?”

“Yeah?”

“Well…” I sucked my teeth as I tried to think of the best way to phrase what I needed to say. “Well, I’ve heard it from a friend who’s had a run-in with him before that he’s a shifter hunter. And I have reason to believe the whole thing was a setup to document my paranormal strength. The car I lifted wasn’t a prop car, Ava. I’ve been over the whole thing one hundred times in my mind. It was a real car. And there’s just no way an ordinary human being could have lifted that up.”

“You’re clearly a super-strong man…” Ava’s eyes were watery, and her voice was shaky, and I could tell she was struggling to accept what she was hearing. “We heard him say it. He’s been setting fake car crashes up all around the city and seeing if strong-looking guys are really as strong as they looked. Even if it was a real car, he said it was a social experiment. It’s probably on TikTok, and you’ll see there’s hundreds of strong guys just like you all lifting the car up to help someone in need. It’s literally a phenomenon, it’s called hysterical strength-- look it up, it’s a thing! People lift cars and debris off other people in emergency situations all the time. They can’t have concluded you were a werewolf because of that.”

“Well, that’s just it, I don’t think they have concluded I’m a werewolf off the back of that experiment,” I said. “I feel like I must have attracted their attention at some other time. Maybe during a fight with another werewolf or something, or maybe they’ve got a trained dog or something. I don’t know. But after speaking to my friend who’s been on the business end of a hunter’s loaded gun, all roads seem to be pointing to this being a set-up to get footage to go along with some sort of file they were already building on me or something.”

“Yes, but a video of you lifting a car isn’t enough to condemn you,” Ava reiterated sternly, and I could see she was getting frightened.

“Yes, the video alone isn’t enough,” I said. “But I’m worried that’s not the only video that was taken.”

“What do you mean?” Ava asked in a trembling voice.

“I don’t think it’s a coincidence the guy who was playing the role of the guy trapped underneath the car was also the guy who my friend warned me about being a hunter,” I explained. “I shifted my hands to lift the car, Ava. And a shot like that would be pretty damnable evidence that I was a werewolf, wouldn’t it? And you’d only send your most experienced guy into the fray to get a once-in-a-lifetime shot like that, wouldn’t you?”

“Who’s even saying it’s the same guy?” Ava asked. “There are a million short guys with glasses and auburn hair running around Chicago. You’re pinning this all on him being a hunter because he ran away when you started chasing after him?”

“But the fact he ran away incriminates him further,” I said. “I’d just been filmed for a viral video, how did he know I wasn’t just going to ask the name of the channel so I’d know where to direct all my friends so they could see my act of heroism?”

“I… It’s not--”

“Ava, I don’t want us to get any more upset over this than we’re already getting,” I gently interjected. “I felt the need to share what I believe that social experiment was really all about with you, and I want you to know the facts as I see them. This is your moon, okay? The truth is the truth whether you believe it or not, and it doesn’t hurt to consider the truth might be outside your belief system. But it does hurt to completely disregard a possible truth and put yourself in danger. Now, I don’t think you’re in danger, because you don’t shift that often, right? And Omegas don’t show so many physical signs, so I don’t think anyone would be able to pull you out from a crowd and say you were an Omega. But I think it pays to be vigilant. If anyone asks you about me, you can maybe tell them the truth and say we’re friends and we hang out, but act totally dumb if they ask you any strange questions that could lead to a non-direct answer about the existence of werewolves. I hate to say it, but that means maybe putting a bit of a lid on your passionate spiel about the moon’s divine power if someone you don’t know starts asking.”

I wrapped my arm tightly around Ava and pulled her into me, and there was a charged silence between us as we both seemed to go over the difficult conversation we’d just had.

But after a moment, Ava seemed to have calmed down, and she looked at me with a wry smile and that familiar twinkle in her eye.

“I can’t believe you’re making me shut up about the moon,” the Omega said with a faux annoyed scoff. “I spend my life waiting for people to ask me about the moon-- it’s part of the reason I work in a tattoo shop, people who get tattoos love talking about the moon-- and now you’re telling me I’m not even allowed to talk about it. If you weren’t so good at head I’d seriously be considering kicking you out the door right now.”

“That can be our trade-off.” I smirked, and I couldn’t help but feel relieved. “I’ll keep giving you phenomenal head-- ten times a day if you want it-- if you shut up about the moon.”

Ava scrunched her face up to look comically annoyed, and she shot me with some absolute daggers.

But luckily, those daggers were rubber-capped, and the Omega soon cracked a smile and melted into my arms.

I stayed with Ava for another hour or so, and we brushed back on the difficult topic lightly, but we didn’t get ourselves bogged down in it. I reiterated to Ava that I didn’t think she had anything to worry about, yet to make sure she was careful, and I told her I’d always be there to protect her.

We shared another long kiss, and then I left at two to get to the kids for my usual fashionably-late pick-up appointment at WereCare.

For whatever reason, the traffic was pretty bad on the way back to WereCare, and I was worried I was going to be even more late to my usual latecomer’s time slot. I knew Whitney would be able to smell the scent of sex and another woman on me, and I knew she wouldn’t be mad since we’d discussed the topic of inborn Alpha polygamy at length, but I still felt worried she would be upset that the reason I was late and impacting her day was because I’d stayed too late at my other lover’s place.

I might have been driving like a little bit of a maniac on the way back to WereCare, but I promised I’d make it up in kind and be a better driver another time.

Time seemed to be slipping away from me, and I was growing increasingly more panicked that I was going to be really late for picking the kids up.

So imagine how much added stress I felt when my phone started ringing, and I saw it was Grace calling.
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Chapter 10

“Hello?” I answered as I sped along the freeway.

“Hey.” I could hear the whirring of wind in the background, and I could tell Grace was driving, too. “I shouldn’t be dealing with government business on my personal number as it is, but listen. I’m on my way to the office now to pick up the phone with the number I gave you before it gets assigned to anyone else. I’ll say I forgot to officially report that we’d had the conversation about Lycanisolone before I went on vacation, and I’ll mark you down as an informant and sign the phone out. I’m going to log a date as an official meeting between us-- maybe I’ll say I conducted another home visit. I think I can pull this off and make it look as though all contact we’ve had has been official, but I’ll be in trouble if they find any inconsistencies, so whatever I write down, if questioned, you must confirm it happened, okay?”

“Sure,” I agreed.

“Thanks.” Grace let out a half amused, half despairing laugh. “God, what am I doing? I’ve gotten myself in such a knot giving you my personal number. Okay. Once I’ve filled in the blanks in the records, I’m going to drive to your house and slip the phone through the mail slot, okay? And I want you to watch that phone like a hawk and answer any calls you get. If you can stall the meeting until next week, I can lead the team of responders and guide you through this, but if they’re really adamant they have to meet with you this week, then don’t make them wait.”

“Okay, got it.” I was feeling a bit sorry for the agent now, given how stressed she was sounding about all of this. “I’m sorry I called your personal number. I didn’t know if the conversation we had after my appointment about busting L users was on the record or not, and I actually thought I’d be getting you into less trouble if I spoke to you on your private number. I can understand now why that wouldn’t be the case.”

“It’s fine, Mike, it’s not your fault,” Grace said in a gentle tone. “It’s totally mine. I started all of this when I let my ‘professional curiosity’ get the better of me and came to visit you at the clinic. Truth is… I just wanted to see you, and I know that’s bad of me and totally unprofessional.”

“It’s not, it’s--”

“Then I heard you telling the nurse how you were around the same size as Jackal when you shifted,” Grace interrupted. “And you asked if maybe Jackal had been through the same phenomenon. He hadn’t met Jackal but said if he had, he wouldn’t be able to divulge any of his personal information. I knew Jackal was an L user, and the whole situation just got the better of me. The L thing is such a pressing matter for AWOO, and I care a lot about my job. But I should have called you on my government number, or conducted an official visit and spoken to you all about it then. I just… I don’t know. I knew you had the appointment at the clinic, and I’m not really sure why, but I wanted to see you. And when I saw you, I sort of lost my head a little bit. God. That sounds awful, doesn’t it? Add stalking on top of my growing list of misconducts. Not to mention infringement on your right to privacy by calling you from my personal number when the thing with Frost happened. Wow. If my superiors found out…”

“Hey, it’s okay,” I reassured the agent. “I know how much you care about me and the work you do, and you did all of those things to help me and to help AWOO’s cause. Actually, Grace, I probably wouldn’t even be alive if you hadn’t given me the heads-up about Frost, so if anything, I owe you one for infringing on my rights to privacy. And don’t worry, I’m not a snitch. Well, actually, I guess I sort of am now-- but I’m not gonna snitch on you to your boss or whatever. I’ll say whatever you need me to say if it gets you out of hot water, and I promise I’ll never call your personal number with sensitive government information again.”

“Thank you, Mike.” I could hear a smile behind Grace’s voice now, and I was glad I had helped to calm her down a little. “Thank you. You know… through you, I’m learning to be brave.”

“Huh? How so?” I asked. “You’re a government agent, you’re already brave.”

“There’s nothing brave about sitting behind a desk.” Grace laughed lightly. “Although I will admit I do have to be brave when sent out into the community or to attend disturbances and the like… but that’s not what I meant. Through you, I’m learning to be a different kind of brave.”

“What kind of brave is that?” I could feel my heartbeat picking up.

“You’re teaching me that I have to stand up to peers, and that’s scarier than standing up to any criminal or rogue shifter,” Grace said. “When we were all looking over the holes in the contract between you and Frost, rather than offering to help you, everyone was laughing. There was no hard and fast rule saying we had to stay neutral, and the way the deal between yourself and Frost almost became like an experiment to my colleagues sat so, so wrong with me. I wanted to say something to them there and then and demand we intervene or at least flag the inconsistencies in the contract, but I couldn’t find the courage to speak up, and I’ll always regret that.”

“Yeah, but you still acted,” I said. “Standing up for what you believe can be hard when you already know you’re just going to be laughed at, and when you realized asking your colleagues would shoot your intervention idea down, you got up, walked out of that office, and took matters into your own hands by calling me.”

“Yes, but if I’d have just stood up for my beliefs in the first place and told my colleagues how pig-headed they were being and called you then and there, then I wouldn’t have had to have feigned sickness and called you from my personal number,” Grace said, and I could tell she was teetering on the edge of despair once again. “Then we wouldn’t be in this precarious situation in the first place. I’m also learning I’m not as… in control of my emotions as I thought I was. I wanted to see you, Mike, I can’t deny that. After our first meeting and all our subsequent conversations on the phone, I’ll admit I developed too keen of an interest in you. But that doesn’t justify me turning up to your private medical appointment, and I’m sorry.”

“Grace, it’s okay, really,” I reassured. “It’s fine. Honestly, I--”

“And even when I heard the conversation about Jackal, I should have kept my calm and conducted a proper home visit rather than bursting at the seams and telling you about the Lycanisolone epidemic off the record.” It was clear in her voice how stressed the agent was. “Then that conversation would have completely been above board and documented correctly, and I wouldn’t have to be leaving my furious boyfriend alone at a country lodge we booked for his birthday while I race back to the office to tie up all the ends I left so dangerously and so hopelessly loose. Gah. What am I doing? I--”

“Hey, slow down for a second, okay?” Grace was spiraling now, and it was my turn to interrupt her for once. “You’re being way too hard on yourself. Yeah, maybe from a totally logistical standpoint, you could have done things a little differently, but you didn’t act out of impatience when you told me about Jackal, you acted out of care. You’ve got a really big heart, and having a big heart isn’t something you should be angry at yourself for… even if it has landed you up shit’s creek.”

Grace scoffed with clearly feigned annoyance.

“But don’t worry,” I said in an upbeat manner. “I’m in this crappy boat with you, and I’ve got a paddle. We’re gonna sort this out together, and before you know it, it’s gonna be smooth sailing. And hey, don’t worry about your boyfriend. He surely knows how important your job is to you, and how vital the work you do is for our community. Everyone gets an emergency call-in from work sometimes, and it’s usually at the most inconvenient times. What is the drive? Like forty minutes?”

“Fifty,” Grace said.

“So you’re gone for a couple of hours, big whoop.” My tone of voice gave no hint of the fact that I’d just flipped someone off as they cut me off on a roundabout. “That’s the perfect amount of time for him to get a shower and a quick nap in, then you’ll be back to spend the next seventy-two or whatever hours with him. He’s just going to have to put on his big boy britches and accept that you work a very high-stakes job, and with said high-stakes job, sometimes there may come a little bit of personal sacrifice. But definitely grab a T-bone or something on your way back over to the lodge, just to really help the apology stick the landing.”

“You always know just the right things to say,” Grace said in a warm tone. “Thank you. You’re right. I probably am catastrophizing a little bit, aren’t I?”

“Just a little,” I chuckled.

“I think I needed to hear that.” The agent’s voice sounded contemplative. “Again, Mike, you’re teaching me a lot about myself. And as well as teaching me about the sort of person I am, you’re teaching me a lot about the sort of person I want to be. And the sort of person I want to be is someone who chases what she wants… and has the strength to leave what she no longer wants.”

Grace’s words seemed so loaded, and if I was understanding her correctly, she was talking about leaving the relationship that wasn’t a sure fit for her anymore, and potentially pursuing something-- or someone-- she deemed a better fit.

There was a charged silence between us while I split my attention between navigating the roads and figuring out what to say, and Grace broke that silence with a huge expulsion of air.

“God, I feel awful,” the shifter said in a conflicted voice, and it was like a dam burst, because she suddenly started rambling. “Why am I saying all these things? My boyfriend is a good man. He’s sweet to me, and he’s generous. He’s a comforting familiarity to me… But I fear I’ve fallen too deeply into that comfort and ease. There’s nothing wrong with him at all… but saying something’s not wrong doesn’t automatically make something right, does it? We smile, but we don’t laugh, and we hug, but we don’t embrace. But we’ve been together for so long… It’s hard to start over when it’s been so long. And to be honest, I’m not unhappy. But I don’t know if I’d strictly say I’m happy, either. But I was at peace with that. And then you come along and-- I don’t know-- I find you exciting. In ways beyond your incredible story and how you came to Chicago. You’re exciting because you’re quick-witted, and you’re ambitious. At first, I found myself smiling when your name came up on my phone, but now my entire face lights up, and my stomach flips, and my heart doesn’t seem to know how to stop drumming-- all at the sight of your name on my phone. And then we get speaking, and we have our little wordplay, and we laugh.”

Grace’s voice began to sound thick with the tears she was trying to hold back, and I realized I was holding my breath when my chest started to ache.

“When you call me, I feel something I haven’t felt for a very long time,” the agent continued in almost a whisper. “Even if it’s a call to tell me you’ve made another big mess and that AWOO needs to clean it up… I’m just happy to have heard from you. You make everything feel like an adventure, and adventure’s what I feel like my life’s been missing for a long time… Gah. Why am I even dumping all this on you? I-I’m sorry, Mike. I don’t know where my head’s at right now at all. This is… so very unprofessional of me.”

I was so overwhelmed with everything Grace had just said that I struggled to respond, and after I’d tried and failed to start a sentence multiple times, telling her she was the calming influence I so desperately needed in my life, and that her big heart, quick wit, and wicked intelligence made me strive to be a better person, the bashful agent cut me off and carried on speaking.

“I’m sorry,” she blurted out. “I’ve made things uncomfortable.”

“No, you haven’t.” I pulled in a lungful of air to force out all those things I’d been struggling to say. “Grace, you’re the calm--”

“I won’t bring this all up again, I’m sorry.” The clearly-embarrassed shifter bulldozed over whatever I had to say once again. “Okay, I’m just pulling up to the office. I’ll tick all the necessary boxes so it looks like all our interactions have been above board, and I’ll get the phone and drop it through your mail slot tonight. Please disregard everything else I’ve said, Mike. I’m sorry. It’s just… like I said, I don’t know where my head is at right now.”

“No, Grace it’s fine,” I said as I pulled into the WereCare parking lot. “I’ve just got a lot going on right now, too, so I’m struggling to get my brain in order. But… I want you to know I hold you in the same esteem you hold me. You bring order into my world of chaos, and I value that more than I know how to tell you right now. But I think we should revisit this conversation another time. When we’ve both had a bit of time to calm down and think, the two of us should come together and try to make a bit of sense of it all. Off the record, though.”

“Off the record sounds good,” Grace replied with a slightly strained chuckle. “Okay, Mike. Thank you. Sorry… and thanks again. Look, I’ll just be passing the phone straight through the mail slot, so you won’t see me this afternoon, as I really do need to head straight back to my partner after that’s done. But… I’ll catch you later for sure. Well, sort of.”

“Alright, catch you sort of later,” I said as a smile tugged at my lips. “Bye now.”

“Bye…”

Grace lingered on the line for a second, but then she disconnected the call.

As I navigated the final few turns to take me into WereCare, my entire body was filled with contradictory feelings. On the one hand, I’d been right to trust my flirtational Spidey-Senses in thinking there was something between Grace and I, but on the other, there was a whole clusterfuck of obstacles to face if we decided in our later talk that we’d like to explore these underlying tensions.

Or maybe Grace would come to realize I was little more than a schoolyard crush, and the “Mike” chapter in her life would be what helped prove she was content in her lukewarm relationship, and her burning desire for me could act as the impetus that sets her relationship ablaze once again.

And if that made Grace happy, then I’d just have to put my big boy britches on and try and let it make me happy, too.

Hm. Though it felt like my gut was staunchly against that outcome.

I had to leave all further ponderings about Grace on the shelf, because I was pulling into WereCare now, and I could see Whitney was leaning out of the classroom door waiting for me.

I was only a few minutes later than my usual pick-up time in the end, but I had the scent of another woman on my skin, and there was another other woman currently occupying my mind, and the last thing I wanted to do was make it appear to Whitney like I’d lost interest in her, or that I’d spent my day putting other girls before her and couldn’t care less about the impact on her if I was late picking up my children.

I jumped out of the van and ran down to the front of the classroom in an obvious show that I was making up for lost time, and I chanted the word “sorry” over and over again as I approached Whitney on the porch.

“Well, it’s about time!” Thankfully, there was a wide smile plastered on the schoolteacher’s beautiful face, but I noticed the slight widening of her nostrils as Ava’s scent made its way over to her. “Ah… you got caught up, I sense. Ooh… quite literally.”

“I did.” I was panting slightly now. “But that was way earlier today. I left in more than enough time to get here, but the traffic was horrendous.”

“It’s okay, you’re here now, and I don’t normally leave ‘til about a quarter past three, so no harm done. Though don’t make a habit of it.” The blonde winked, and I felt relieved at how nonplussed she was about Ava, or about me being late. “Where did you come from? There’s been a big accident around Van Buren Street, one of the other parents was late because of it, too. Apparently, a man has been pinned down by his overturned car, and a load of civilians had to step in to try and lift it off him.”

“You’re kidding,” I gasped, though it felt a little forced.

I was sure there was every chance of a car flipping over and pinning down a civilian for real, but the cynic in me just couldn’t help but wonder if this spectacular catastrophe had any connection to the incident I went through a couple of weeks ago.

“I don’t know the road names too well yet, but it did seem crazy busy out that way, so maybe I was near Van Buren,” I continued. “But, at any rate, I am sorry. I’d never intentionally jerk you around, Whitney. I think far too highly of you to waste your precious time. And I wouldn’t disrupt the kids’ routines on purpose.”

“Oh, god no, I’d never think anything like that of you,” Whitney said as she flapped her hands. “It’s fine, really. Like I said, by the time I’ve cleaned all the surfaces and done all my paperwork for the day, I don’t leave ‘til well past three anyway. The kids are both busy playing with Sandy and Jameela, so their routines aren’t upturned in the slightest. But I think you should maybe run next door quickly now and get Charlie. The nursery girls came in earlier asking where you were.”

“Ah, right.” I turned on my heel toward the nursery building. “I’ll be right back.”

I jogged to the smaller building on the grounds, and I couldn’t have been more apologetic when I picked Charlie up. The nursery assistants were absolutely fine, but I could tell by the same widening of their nostrils and the involuntary raising of their eyebrows that they’d picked up the scent of sex on me, and I couldn’t help but feel a little bit bashful as I took my baby from them.

I just knew the gossip train was going to erupt out of the station as soon as I was out of earshot.

I quick-stepped with Charlie in his car seat, and I knocked on the closed door of the white classroom and heard Whitney call out to the kids that I was here.

I heard the stampeding of tiny feet before the door was opened, and Archie and Dionne were totally unfazed about the fact I was the last parent to arrive by quite some stretch.

This was one of the many times I was thankful for the kids having zero concept of time.

I thanked Whitney profusely, and as per our usual routine, she helped me load my handful of kids into the car.

“Tell me you’re not secretly furious at me and that I don’t need to expect a massive text later telling me how upset you are,” I laughed nervously as I clipped Archie into his car seat and shut the van door. “I can’t handle the anxiety right now.”

“Mad at you for what?” Whitney tilted her head to the side as she did the same for Dionne. “Being late or sowing your wild oats?”

“Both!”

“I’m not mad at either,” Whitney replied with a honey-sweet giggle. “Everyone is a little late sometimes. Things happen. Traffic happens. And when you’re an Alpha, the duty of ensuring your powerful bloodline survives often calls. I know this dynamic is still all new to you, and as a former Beta, I know coming home smelling of another woman would be enough to land you in the doghouse, but you’re an Alpha now. You need to understand, your role is to ensure the survival of your genes. And there’s no love rivalry between Omegas in the soap opera sense. We understand our role in society is to breed and be bred. But… having said that, please remember what I said to you before, Mike.”

“What was that?” I asked.

“You could have an Omega in every port, and that’s absolutely fine, but just make sure you always keep some time free to give your Omega in this port some love, okay?” Whitney met me at the front of the van and gently brushed her fingers against the back of my hand.

“Oh, I absolutely will, don’t you ever worry about that,” I whispered as I gazed into her light brown eyes. “Does this weekend sound good to visit your port?”

“Saturday night does,” Whitney replied with a devilish smile. “Come bring your ship around.”

“Aye-aye, cap’n,” I said the phrase in a sultry whisper, and Whitney laughed and batted at my arm.

I so wanted to kiss her, and I could tell the feeling was mutual, but we had to keep up appearances at Whitney’s place of work and in front of the children, so a simple nod and secretive blown kiss was all we could offer each other.

Whitney secured herself back inside the little white classroom, and I left the WereCare parking lot feeling a lot happier than when I’d pulled into it.

Though there were still a lot of busy thoughts swirling around my mind-- mainly the emotional bombshell Grace had dropped on me.

I’d taken a stab in the dark about Grace’s romantic situation a little while before that latest revelation, but I didn’t expect to ever have been right about it.

And I certainly hadn’t expected her to confess all those things she’d been thinking of me in a sort of bout of verbal diarrhea.

I could tell Grace was feeling totally snowed under, and I wanted to see her. I knew it would have been best to just let her deliver the phone through my mail slot and let her get back to her vacation like she said she was going to, but I couldn’t help but secretly sort of hope I’d be able to catch her either just as she came to drop the phone off or just before she left.

If luck was on my side, I wouldn’t have already missed her.

I drove sensibly, but a little speedily on the way home, and I listened to the kids tell me all about the froggies they’d counted on today’s walk to the frog pond.

“That’s amazing!” I made my eyes animatedly big so the kids in the back seat could see just how floored I was by their story. “I didn’t even know three bajibbion was a number!”

The number of frogs the kids had counted kept changing, but their enthusiasm didn’t, and no matter what else was going on in my mind, I always made sure to make the kids feel like their brilliantly mundane activities were the center of attention.

We finally got home, and it was business as usual. We all filed into the living room, and I changed and held Charlie while Archie and Dionne watched a string of mindfuckingly bizarre kids shows and ate their way through a box of cold cocktail wieners and a pint of blueberries.

I purposefully sat in the chair closest to the door so I could listen for any movement of the mail slot, but as soon as my ass touched down on the leather, I could tell sentry duty was going to be difficult, and I felt every last ounce of energy leaving my body.

God damn, I was tired.

I’d been woken up early by Charlie and Dionne, been in a fight, lined up a couple of drug-dealing dominoes, and had the most mind-blowing sex with Ava, all without even mentioning the added adrenaline of getting to WereCare late and the exhausting flurry of emotions still swirling in my chest from that conversation with Grace.

Today had been a big day, and I thought about how nice it would be just to close my eyes for a little moment and relax.

Unfortunately, that little moment turned into quite a long moment, and when I suddenly jolted awake, it took me a minute to figure out who I was and what century I was in.

I cast my bleary eyes over Charlie, who was sleeping against my chest, and the recollection that I was a father slowly came back to me.

Shit, where were Arch and Dionne?

The more mobile of my children were nowhere to be seen, and after placing Charlie gently in a playpen to carry on napping, I ran around the bottom floor of the house and looked out onto the garden in an attempt to find them. They weren’t downstairs, but when I heard giggling coming from upstairs, I suddenly got the dreaded feeling that they were up to no good.

I went upstairs looking for trouble, and boy did I find it.
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Chapter 11

The irrepressible sounds of giggling led me to Archie’s bedroom, and when I knocked and gently pushed the door open to check out what those two little imps were snickering at, my eyes nearly burst right outta my head.

Shit. Trent was going to be so pissed off.

“No, no, no, no, no!” I hurriedly snatched the pens from both the children’s hands, and I looked on in horror at the multicolor sea of scribbles they’d marked on the light blue wall. “You can’t draw on the walls, guys!”

“Nuuuuu, I wanna make biiiiiig pictures.” Archie thrust out his bottom lip as he tried to take the pens from my hands. “Pweeeeaaaaaaseeeeee, Mite!”

“No.” I fended off both Archie and Dionne as I raced to pick up the rest of the pens and put them inside their upturned bucket. “Sorry, guys, but walls aren’t for us to draw on.”

“But I dawed a dagon!” Dionne sounded absolutely outraged that I didn’t appreciate her artistic vision, and she ran up to the wall and pointed to an abstract yellow scribble with an abstract orange scribble coming out of what I was presuming was its mouth. Then she flung her arms in all directions to point out all the other things she’d drawn. “An I dawed a cow, an pasgetti, an Peppa Pig, an--”

“An das a cadderpidder!” Archie seemed to think Dionne’s tactic of explaining the vandalism was working on me, and he sounded just as outraged as he cut Dionne off to point his own sharpie-stained fingers at his personal masterpieces.

“You can’t draw on the walls,” I gently reiterated. “You’ve got coloring books and paper downstairs to draw in, you need to use those, not the walls.”

“Nuuuuuuuuuuu!” I was clearly stifling Archie’s creative flow, and it was apparently just too much for him to take, because he instantly burst into an explosive flood of tears. “Nuuuuu, Mite! No cudderwin books! Wanna dwaw big!”

Ah, great, now I’d made Trent’s kid cry. He was definitely going to kill me.

Trent’s son and my daughter were firm friends, and when Archie started crying, I heard the long, high-pitched whine of a three-year-old girl gearing up to wail like a World War two air-raid siren, so I braced myself for impact.

Right on cue, Dionne let out a screeching, sobbing wail, and the tears came flooding out like they were never gonna stop.

Ah, man. Two crying kids. I’d purposely been very gentle and tried to avoid an outburst like this, but kids weren’t really at the helm of their emotions, and no one liked being told “no.”

I quickly put the bucket full of pens on a high-up shelf, and I immediately dropped down to the floor so I could scoop the children into my arms.

As was usual with my daughter, Dionne threw her head into my shoulder and snotted unabashedly all over my shirt. But I’d never made Archie cry before, so I didn’t know how he was going to respond to my outstretched hand.

When Trent had been the reason for Archie’s tears, Arch had two modes. One: he would fall into this daddy’s chest and sob and snot unabashedly all over him. Or two: he would refuse his father’s embrace and keep a yard or so distance at all times so he could scream and babble his angry rantings in peace, but with a captive audience.

Arch was comfortable enough with me now, but I wasn’t his daddy, so how he was going to react to my attempt at conflict resolution was anybody’s guess.

But actually, Archie chose neither of his two typical modes as he sobbed his little heart out. He wouldn’t come in for a cuddle, but he wasn’t taking dramatic steps back so he could scream at me from a comfortable distance, either.

As I sat cross-legged on the floor with one toddler bawling in one arm, the second toddler met me in the middle, and he stood with his shins resting against my knee while he rubbed his eyes with his fists and half-angrily babbled about “wanting to draw big” and “cadderpidders.”

I wasn’t about to get angry at two three-year-olds for wanting to express themselves, but I needed to continue calmly reiterating to them that walls weren’t the place to draw, coloring books and sketch pads were.

Of course, every restatement of the house rules was like a twisting of the knife in the already artistically-wounded toddlers, and they protested and wailed very loudly at first, but when the high emotions calmed down a little, they did manage to cope with the information a little bit better. Soon, the whole thing was largely forgotten, and both children agreed if we got them a really, really big sketchpad, then that would suffice as “big” enough.

Within minutes, the whole thing was water under the bridge, and we were back to talking about all the hot topics in a three-year-old’s life, such as jumping really high, custard, and dinosaurs.

Though, Archie sure was doing a lot of dinosplaining for someone who pronounced velociraptor as “Be-lobby-rasta.”

When the tears had dried up and the children were back to being reasonably receptive, I suggested we should all play downstairs because Charlie was lonely down there, and Mite-slash-Daddy needed to keep an eye on all three children while Tent-slash-Daddy was still out at work.

Of course, there was still some rebelliousness in the children’s psyches, and both of them whined about having to come downstairs. But when I reiterated that we needed to keep Charlie company and offered an olive branch to the kids in the form of the chance to bring aaaaanything they wanted from upstairs downstairs, it seemed as though the terms of my peace negotiations had been accepted. Archie and Dionne scrambled around their bedrooms to find something really worth bringing downstairs with them, like they were contestants in the game show Supermarket Sweep, and I had to stifle my laughter lest it set them off again.

Dionne met me on the landing with her toy dragon, Penelope, and a pillow from her bed tucked under her arm, and I thought both of those items were wholly acceptable selections.

Archie, on the other hand, had chosen his television remote and a stone seahorse ornament from the bathroom, which I thought were a little off-kilter, but I did say “anything from upstairs,” so that was on me for not being ultra-specific.

I was conscious about leaving Charlie downstairs for any longer, and I didn’t want to deal another blow to this already-wounded fellowship, so I agreed Archie’s unconventional selections were great choices and led my band of hobbits to Isengard.

And by Isengard, I of course meant the living room, but you had to use your imagination to keep things fresh when you were the exhausted guardian of three very young children, or you’d go stir-crazy.

The rest of the afternoon was pleasantly drama-free, with Archie and Dionne electing to express their creativity with Play-Doh rather than do any more drawing, and Charlie gurgling and kicking his legs happily while I held him high in the air.

This kid was gonna be a world championship crawler, I could tell.

The vibe in the living room was so nice I almost forgot I was waiting on a delivery from Grace. But a knock at the door followed by the thunk of a package hitting the porch reactivated me like I was some kind of sleeper agent, and I tucked Chaz under my arm and darted to the front door to collect my very important package.

As I skidded down the hallway and flung open the front door, I spotted the long, flat cardboard box on our welcome mat, and I couldn’t help but notice it looked a little over-packaged for a phone.

Ah-ha. That’s probably how my sneaky government agent friend wanted it to come across. But I was an undercover agent now, too, and I’d recognize the dynamic pawprint of AWOO’s logo on that package anywhere.

I knew Grace had said she wanted to drop off the package and head straight off, but I just couldn’t not see her knowing she was right outside my house, even just to smile and wave goodbye to her.

So, I loaded Charlie up comfortably on my hip and poked my head off the porch, but the neighborhood was as still as death when I looked for Grace. The smells of gas were faint from the cars who had all come home to roost in their driveways, but there wasn’t the strong scent of a running engine I’d anticipated smelling, nor was there that unidentifiably nuanced shifter musk that beguiled me every time I was in close proximity with Grace.

My bubble slowly began to burst as I realized this red herring phone package probably wasn’t a red herring after all.

But I felt a sudden surge of hope as I realized I hadn’t missed Grace’s delivery after all.

I picked the package up with one hand while keeping Charlie secured on my hip with the other, and I retreated into the house and took both precious bundles into the kitchen where I could juggle them on the table.

I plonked Charlie into his high chair and kept him happy with a scattering of beef ‘n’ cheese puffs while I unveiled the contents of the package, and it quickly became evident this wasn’t the phone, because phones don’t usually come with ice packs.

This was the children’s nutrient subscription box.

It was undoubtedly a bit anticlimactic to unpack packets of blood gummies and turkey jerky instead of my secret agent phone, but it did fill my heart to see that this supplement box was updated to cater for two toddlers and a baby.

All that needless guilt I’d felt over thinking I wasn’t doing a good enough job at providing for my children melted away in an instant.

Some things took a little patience, but they were often well worth the wait.

Stacking the fridge drawer full of blood-berry smoothies, meat lollipops, and beef jello pots helped me pull myself out of my own head, and I smiled as I reminded myself that I really was a good dad. I was just trying to figure a lot out.

After I’d basked in the glow of my own greatness long enough, my thoughts made way for the matter of the phone delivery I was still waiting for, and I started to worry in case something had happened to Grace.

Our phone call took place a couple hours ago, and there were definitely no other packages out by the front door when I went out there, nor was her mysterious scent anywhere close by.

The kids had a loose bed time of around eight PM, and the clock was just ticking over to around five-fifteen. As much as I’d have liked to have stuck my head through the living room window to keep a look-out for Grace, I had to get the little ones fed, so I donned my chef’s hat and went diving into the fridge.

Shifter children were generally less fussy than human children. If there was meat in their meal, they were happy. But shifter kids had some pretty high protein, fat, and iron targets to hit daily, since the carnivorous cornerstone of our diet understandably could get a little neglected with the integration into human society. That’s why AWOO provided nutrient-boosting subscriptions to shifter children in the first place, and the packaging everything came in was cleverly disguised as very high-end dog treats in the event of packages being stolen or a delivery truck flipping over and spilling its precious cargo.

Though the counteracting human side of our biology meant we could stomach a lot more things than an actual wolf could, there were still things we were better off avoiding, so fried food and things like chocolate, avocados, and onions were to be enjoyed in strict moderation. We even had our own special blend of beer-- and that was fortified with nutrients, too-- but the occasional night on the human stuff didn’t hurt.

Well, until the next morning, that is.

After a little seasoning, I was able to dish up the perfect, easy midweek meal that all the members of a shifter family could enjoy: my take on steak tartare.

It was raw beef minced and topped with a runny raw egg and drizzled with a werewolf’s extra special touch of tomato and pig’s blood ketchup, and voila.

For werewolves, and for the French, the squishy raw red meat with the gloopy raw egg was a delicacy, though on many family tables in America, it would have been seen as a monstrosity.

All three children and I practically licked our bowls clean, and Archie had just asked what was for dessert, so I was in the midst of scooping some Neapolitan ice cream from the never-ending tub I’d returned with after my first run-in with Ally and Red, when I swore I could smell cinnamon.

I had just opened the spice cupboard in search of sprinkles, but that surely wasn’t where this sudden waft of winter spice was coming from.

In almost the same millisecond I realized why I could smell cinnamon, I heard the mail slot rattling, and I knew it was Grace making her whistle stop delivery at my door.

To the groaning disgruntlement of my children, I suddenly put the ice cream down, and I sprinted through the kitchen and the living room as I ran to collect the padded envelope that had landed on the floor.

I pulled the door open in the hopes of Grace still being there, but the only calling card she left as I heard her car purring up the boulevard was the unmistakable yet unrecognizable floral burnt cinnamon musk.

My stomach couldn’t help but recoil with a small pang of sadness, but it was probably for the best she didn’t stop and chat.

After all, I knew I was taking pills to stop my dominant scent from being so strong, but I don’t think it would have been wise for Grace to have returned to her poor, deserted boyfriend with the scent of a macho Alpha on her clothing.

And anyway, this dominant macho Alpha was in the midst of being screamed at by two three-year-olds for ice cream, and he knew his place in the pecking order here.

While the kids were placated with their long-awaited bowls of ice cream, I leaned over the kitchen island and opened the package Grace had left.

Just as I anticipated, there was an ordinary black phone, a charger, and a little disclaimer note that said, ‘All calls to and from this phone will be monitored by an AWOO agent,’ with the four-digit lock screen passcode and the phone’s own number printed at the bottom.

The phone was on, fully charged, and tapped into the rolling airwaves of 5G, but as it stood, no one had called yet.

Shit. This felt really real now.

It was already Wednesday, and I was hoping Beanie and Gel-O’s dealer would keep it to at least the weekend to call so I could have Grace accompany me in the take-down. But ultimately, I needed to play my part in keeping the mean, L-infested streets of Chicago safe, and I wanted my name off that watchlist, so if the dealer was really going to push for a meet-up before the week was through, I’d just have to go with it.

Shit, it was almost six. I wanted to upload my first post or video as Amadeus tonight, but first I wanted to report my idea of governing my packs via PackMate to whichever caseworker was on the clock at AWOO.

I quickly pulled up the number I’d always called for Grace, and I waited for an unfamiliar voice to answer, so I could tell them all the ins and outs of my revolutionary plan.

The call connected, and an operator answered. It was a different guy from the one I’d feigned a mix-up over PackMate with. This guy was an older-sounding, cheery kind of guy. He couldn’t have sounded merrier as he advised me my call would be recorded for monitoring and training purposes, and in turn, I was very merry in the way I acknowledged him.

When the officialities and the pleasantries were out the way, just as Grace had advised me to do, I told the cheerful old agent absolutely everything I’d been thinking about concerning my plan of leading from afar. I addressed the conversation like I was telling AWOO what I was going to be doing, not seeking their permission, and the happy fellow seemed quite impressed with my idea, which in turn filled me with a kind of confidence that this thing could really work.

Maybe Amadeus really would be the face behind a whole new way of werewolf governance.

Well, an obscured face, but even so.

As per Grace’s recommendation, I made it expressly clear I did not wish to have my true identity revealed to any of my pack members at any time, and the agent reassured me that to do so would forgo AWOO’s strict code of ethics, so there was no risk of it happening.

Awesome.

Once I’d reported everything I needed to report as far as being a distant leader to thirteen territories was concerned, the lovely government agent asked if there was anything else he could help me with.

I looked at the government-allocated phone on the counter in front of me, and I wondered if it would look suspicious if I didn’t bring up the fact I was about to become a mole for AWOO.

Grace did say it would look better on both of us if I was on record having spoken to agents other than her about a few different things, and she had also assured me that by the time this phone reached my person, all the relevant i’s would have been dotted and t’s crossed.

So, I didn’t see the harm in checking in with this chipper fellow about what laid ahead now that I was effectively a secret agent.

The cheery chap took a moment to get his facts straight, and when he came back to me, he started by telling me exactly what the little slip of paper inside the padded envelope had told me-- that any time my phone rang, someone in the AWOO office would be notified, and they would automatically be connected to the call and would be able to listen in on it.

He then told me all I had to do was get the drug users to give details of a time and place and to verbally specify it was for a drug deal, and then a further decision would be made as to whether the police unit would be the ones to turn up to that appointment, or whether I’d need to go in alone with a body cam to assess the situation or help it come to a head first before justified police enforcement could take place.

I must have sounded a little bit unsure in my responses, because the agent assured me my safety would come first, and I would not be forced into any situation if I were to feel my situation was going to be compromised.

But he followed up with the reminder that these people were posing a serious threat to society, and without brave and selfless citizens like myself volunteering themselves to step up to the plate, AWOO would have a much tougher job in keeping our streets safe. He said my willingness to serve my community was commendable, and a more proactive Alpha he’d never known.

The cheery agent was obviously a highly-skilled manipulator, but damn it, I just couldn’t let him down after that string of accolades. He followed his stirring speech by asking me if I had any objections to acting as an undercover agent on behalf of AWOO and my community and, of course, I said I didn’t.

The kindly old man responded in an overzealously proud and enthusiastic tone, and we signed off the phone call by wishing each other a wonderful evening.

So, thanks to that cheerful bastard, two things were official: I was the shifter government’s rat, and the wheels were in motion for me to officially begin my multi-region reign as Amadeus.

I had a lot of work to do. Guess I better get on with some of it.

The kids were still busy painting their faces with ice cream, so I went on my usual phone and set up my new email and password for my PackMate account to be connected to, and I also changed the associated phone number. Then I hid the phone number for good measure, but I kept the email address open so concerned civilians would know how to contact me.

Once I’d been through a thousand verification checks, the handover to Amadeus was complete, and I deleted the PackMate app from my usual phone. Then I swapped to my new phone, and I logged into the app to start accepting the multiple requests to act as admin to the thirteen community pages that were under my jurisdiction.

After I’d accepted each community page’s invite, I gave about five minutes of my time to scrolling over the posts on each one, and I saw a striking similarity between the hot topics of discourse in every community.

Disorder, a rise in violence, fear, illegal drug use.

How do we operate with an absent Alpha?

Just like Mousy had said, the community pages were rife with panic and uncertainty. A panicked werewolf was a dangerous one, and it didn’t even bear thinking about how dangerous thirteen groups of upwards of one hundred panicked werewolves would be.

It was time for Amadeus’ inaugural address.
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Chapter 12

I’d originally envisioned my first address to be a video of myself in the wolf mask, and I was secretly looking forward to reading the reactions that such a performative feat would bring. But in all actuality, I hadn’t really ironed out all the creases of filming and editing a video yet, and there would probably be things like scripts to write, and I just knew it would take longer than I was anticipating to send my image out there.

And going by the mass hysteria that seemed to be gently bubbling throughout the community pages, I didn’t feel like I could stall contacting my packs for too much longer.

It was okay, though, because at least by sending out a written message as my first official means of contact, I could ease the people into the idea of one Alpha ruling over multiple territories better than with a shock video drop, and when I did eventually show my face, my video would be akin to a long-awaited video game trailer or something.

I took the kids upstairs for their baths, and the entire time I was playing lifeguard and washing their hair, I was mulling over what my first address as Amadeus would look like.

By the time I got the kids in their jammies and curled up on the sofa, I had a pretty solid statement lined up and ready to go out into the world, and I began typing the message out on one of the community pages where I was now officially admin.

Greetings to all my Betas and Omegas.

I am the Alpha who killed Jackal. Therefore, I am now your Alpha.

As you will be well aware, through violent and ill-gotten gain, Jackal owned multiple territories, and through killing him, those territories now belong to me. I want to make it clear that I did not kill Jackal for his land, I killed him because he threatened to harm me and my friends. Anyone who knew Jackal’s reputation and saw him coming for them would have risked the consequences and done the same.

Of course, as the long-standing tradition states, the reward for an Alpha who kills another Alpha is to gain ownership of his land. I am now in possession of more land than I can govern by traditional means, so I am electing to rule my territories from afar. I will conduct all my official business from your PackMate community pages, and you may send me messages here, or you will find me on my official email address: AmadeusAmadeus@AWOO.COM.

I will endeavor to read and respond to each and every one of my community’s concerns, but due to an anticipated high volume of queries, patience must be exercised when waiting for a response. Although I will be answering private messages directly, your community page is where I will make all of my official addresses, so please check back frequently for updates and guidance.

Although I can understand there may be some concerns about this less-than-traditional means of governing, please rest assured that the safety of my packs is paramount to me, and I have eyes and ears absolutely everywhere who will be working at all times to keep our communities safe.

As all official communications from me will be via your community pages on PackMate, please encourage all civilians who wish to operate under a pack dynamic to join the pages. If you don’t like how proceedings will run henceforth, there is always the option to register yourself as a lone wolf with AWOO.

In the meantime, as your officially-instated Alpha, it is my order that you are good to your fellow packmates, and that you remain calm as we navigate this new way of operating together. You may fight in turf wars for self-defense, but you may not start them.

I thank you for your cooperation, and please don’t hesitate to message this profile, or send an email to the aforementioned address with any comments and queries you may have.

May this modernization of the werewolf way prove to be fruitful for us all.

Regards,

Amadeus.

Butterflies swarmed in my stomach as I hovered my finger over the send button. It took a little bit of mental prep work and mustering of courage, but eventually, I pressed it down hard. I also selected the cross-post feature so my message would reach all the pages I was the Alpha admin of, and my message was now officially out there.

I told Mousy-Brown I’d be in contact with my packs before the week was through, and I’d been true to my word.

There was no going back now.

Now that my message was out there, I felt kinda cool and badass, but also a little scared of the reactions that post would get. I didn’t want to become a nervous wreck by gluing myself to my phone in anticipation for an influx of replies, so-- like I had done so many times with all manner of risky or awkward texts I’d sent over the years-- I hid my phone in a cupboard on top of something soft so I wouldn’t hear its constant vibrations, and I planted myself in front of something mind-numbing on the TV.

While I was cuddled up and watching cartoons with the kids, scrolling and sending memes to Whitney on my usual phone, I totally forgot Amadeus’ phone even existed, so when Trent came home from a long day at the restaurant and took himself straight to the cupboard to get some bread for a sandwich, it took me a half a second to understand what he was talking about when he asked if I knew my phone was on top of the bread.

“Ohhhhh.” I rocked my head back in realization. “Yeah, I know it’s there. Check the community page for this area PackMate. It’ll all become clear.”

“No point,” Trent replied as he carefully pulled three slices of bread from the bag without disturbing my phone, which was balanced on top. “I’m a lone wolf, baby. I’m not on the community page.”

“Not even out of interest about what’s going on locally?” I asked. “People might be talking about your restaurant.”

“Even more reason to steer clear,” Trent laughed. “God, having an awesome restaurant is a double-edged sword, I’ll tell you that much. I’ve had customers from Hell in today.”

“Do tell,” I said.

“Had a table full of human influencers filming ‘carnivore content’ for their Instagrams or whatever.” Trent rolled his eyes as he put the bread in the toaster and opened a tub of pate. “Obviously, humans on the carnivore diet are really the whole reason I’m able to run a restaurant that serves food shifters want to eat, and I’m super thankful for their patronage and the fact they kinda see me as a bit of celebrity and everything. But my god. First, they all wanted to get little personalized videos of me serving them their food and speaking into their cameras, and I kept on saying their handles wrong so they made me restart-- this was all six of them! I had a restaurant to run! Then they just sat there taking photos of their meals the whole time, and they even started getting sorta assy with me and telling me I was going to put people off because I wouldn’t serve them a block of pure butter each so they could just eat it plain. I mean, for starters what the fudge? Then they were asking if I served crazy things like carnivore custard and carnivore French toast-- Like what the flim-flam are either of those things?”

“I dunno, but you’d better find out,” I snorted. “Those sound pretty good.”

“Alright, in all fairness, they do.” Trent rolled his eyes in a defeated manner as he spread the pate over his lightly-toasted bread. “Carnivore ice cream or whatever could make me a viral sensation, and I bet I’d get a surge of popularity with the shifter community, too. I just don’t know if I could handle many more visiting influencers. They were nice enough until they weren’t. Then they very quickly became very demanding and very entitled. And the way they spent like thirty minutes taking pictures of their food before they even touched it, and filmed each other and themselves eating the whole time… I dunno. They weren’t exactly bothering anyone… it just grates on me. Food is there to be eaten and enjoyed, not turned into content. Then again, half my human clientele comes in under the recommendation of one influencer or another, and they apparently all speak very highly of me, so I can’t complain too much. I dunno. Maybe I’m just being a grouch because I’m tired. I guess the real question I need to be asking is why the hell do you have a second phone and why the heck have you put it on top of the bread?”

“Oh, I decided to get a second phone to keep Alpha stuff separate from personal stuff since that’s all going to be done online, and I’ve put my phone on top of the bread to avoid listening to my phone constantly vibrating, and to stop myself from going on it when I hear the incoming bombardment of messages that I am bound to be receiving right now.”

“Why would you be getting bombarded with messages?” Trent asked.

“Because I’ve put out my first post addressing my packs as Amadeus,” I said plainly.

“No way.” Trent’s mouth fell agape. “You did a video? With the mask and everything?”

“Nah, I just wrote a post,” I said. “Figured it would be a lot less shocking to just put a statement out in writing rather than a crazy video in a wolf mask, as cool as that would have been.”

“That makes sense.” My housemate shrugged before taking a huge bite of his toasted triple-decker pate sandwich. “Has your caseworker been around today?”

“What? No?” My heart automatically did a kickflip in my chest. “Why do you ask that?”

“I can smell her. She’s got that kinda unique smell.” Trent grinned with his mouth full. “You telling me little white lies, Mikey boy? You sure you haven’t snuck her in? Hiding in the bed right now, is she?”

“N-No, man.” I laughed a little too enthusiastically. “She dropped something through the letter box for me, but she hasn’t been in.”

“Ah, more paperwork to read on the john now that you’re a big dog?” Trent asked with a wry smile.

“Yeah,” I scoffed dismissively.

I was definitely going to tell Trent about the drug bust, but I didn’t want to bring it up in front of the children, and in a similar vein, I needed to tell him about Archie and Dionne drawing on the wall upstairs, but I didn’t want to mention that in front of them and kick off an upset, either.

Trent had his back turned and was rifling through the fridge, so I walked up behind him and whispered about the cave drawings to him so the children wouldn’t hear me.

“Oh, for real?” Trent sighed. “Not again. I got him a sketchpad so he’d stop doing this.”

“He wants to draw big, told me so himself,” I said with a chuckle.

“That sketchbook is big!” Trent scoffed. “I’ll talk to him about it when I put him to bed. Or maybe tomorrow. He can get sort of emotional sometimes, and I don’t want him to have a bad night.”

“Yeah, he took it badly when I told both of them they couldn’t draw on walls.” I winced.

“Well, in that case, I’m definitely not going to bring it up.” My housemate laughed lightly as he piled a plate high with raw burger patties. “It’s fine, it is what it is. I’d prefer they didn’t do it, but the phase of kids drawing on the walls is like an unavoidable stage of being a parent, isn’t it? I’ll have to slap paint on it at some point.”

“Or you could put a border around it and tell Arch this is the one piece of wall he is allowed to draw on,” I suggested. “Saves you some effort, gives him a wall space to draw on so he won’t do it anywhere else, and who knows? He might be an artist someday. That wall could end up being worth a lot of money.”

“Maybe I’ll give that a go,” Trent said with a thoughtful expression. “Saves me buying a new can of paint.”

“Exactly.”

Trent and I stood at the kitchen island together while the children watched their shows, and I pulled my phone out of my pocket to carry on my texting conversation with Whitney, but I saw the latest message I’d received wasn’t from her.

It was from Dayzee.

Hey man, sorry, just got back home. Your mail’s here. When do you wanna pick it up?

I texted Dayzee back saying I’d swing by in a couple of hours if that suited him, and the shifter sent back a giant approving thumbs up emoji.

The last half hour before the kids’ bedtime felt like it crawled by. All I could think about was the envelope that had landed at Dayzee’s house and would reveal to me the photographic identities of the band of hunters who were after me and my kind.

I took Charlie up early and settled him, and in the end, I couldn’t take the waiting anymore. There was about ten minutes to go until we usually put the kids to bed, but the moment I saw Dionne’s eyes even slightly flutter, I scooped her up and sent her on her way with a first-class ticket to Dream World.

As I stepped out of Dionne’s room, I heard Trent and Archie talking in a very low murmur about his art on the walls, but Archie did well at managing his emotions. The interaction ended with the father and son telling each other they loved each other, and when Trent stepped out the room, he gave me a double thumbs up and whispered to me that the idea of putting a little frame around the wall and having it as the designated drawing section was a success.

We went downstairs, and Trent pulled out a couple of beers for us, but I had to decline and tell him I needed to pay Dayzee a visit.

Trent already knew about the shifter hunters prowling around Chicago, but any talk of a bat-shifting private investigator was news to him, and my buddy laughed and insisted I told him absolutely everything when I got home.

I assured Trent I would, but unbeknownst to him, there was more than just that story to tell.

I now had three phones to man, but my Amadeus phone was nestled comfortably atop a loaf of sourdough, so it was just the AWOO phone and my usual phone that I kept on my person, and I was keeping a keen eye on both to hear from Luna about the new whereabouts of the hunters and the drug dealer to make me an offer I couldn’t refuse.

I took the back road that would let me get to Fernview in record time, and when I got to Dayzee’s place, he must have heard me coming, because the front door to his house opened before I’d even turned my engine off.

“Evenin’, Michael,” the little shifter said with a nod. “Coming in for a moment or just stopping by?”

“I think I’ve got time for a quick catch-up.” I smiled as I stepped down from my van. “If that’s alright with you.”

“‘Course, man.” Dayzee swung the door open and stepped aside. “Come on in.”

I tucked my arms in as I walked myself through Dayzee’s narrow hallway, and I sat myself down on his low two-seater sofa. The shifter joined me in the living room and parked himself into a low armchair.

“Here’s your mail.” Dayzee passed me Luna’s envelope. “When you said you wanted to deliver something to my house, I was expecting something big to come through the mail, like a gun or something. Didn’t think it was going to be just one little envelope.”

“What’s in this envelope is even more dangerous than a gun,” I said solemnly as I examined the cursive lettering that Dayzee’s address was written in.

It was interesting to note there was no stamp on the letter, which meant it had been hand-delivered. I guessed Luna didn’t want to bother with the expense of postage.

“What do you mean?” Dayzee leaned in closer and looked at the envelope. “Not to pry or anything.”

“Nah, it’s fine,” I sighed. “What’s in this envelope concerns you. And the rest of the guys. I gave Owen a lift to the train station after our celebratory meal the other day, and while we were alone, I told him what I’d been going through with people following me, and I told him I knew he’d been through the same. He kinda didn’t want to divulge at first, but he told me his story, and about how he’d hired a private investigator to track these guys down, and he paid her extra to take photographs of them.”

“And those photographs are in there?” Dayzee asked as he nodded at the envelope.

“In here is a new set of photographs this PI took for a different client, but for a nominal fee, she printed and packaged them and sent them to you,” I explained. “Scar didn’t want to give me the photos he had, since it was a while ago, and he said he didn’t know if it would still be the same crew we’re dealing with now as it was back then, which he’s right in saying. I know it’s not a gun or anything, but I didn’t really want to risk the kids opening this envelope. I dunno. The idea of seeing them staring so innocently into the faces of the people who want them dead makes me really uncomfortable. And then my mind was coming up with all sorts of crazy scenarios about them recognizing one of the hunters out on the street and saying very loudly ‘Daddy, look! The man in your photograph!’ You know?”

“Yeah, I understand,” Dayzee muttered with a furrowed brow. “So you’ve got the pictures in there. What happens next? You can’t get them killed, can you? That would be against the law.”

“I know,” I said. “I haven’t really thought about that yet. I just figured it made sense to know the enemy’s face, you know? But I’m thinking someone must know someone with a blowtorch who can make something look like an accident.”

“Eek, you really are playing with fire, here,” Dayzee said with a forced chuckle. “AWOO and the human government must have some sort of treaty that keeps shifters safe, right? If one of these guys did come up to you, couldn’t you just film them harassing you and send it to the government? I dunno if it’s her division or whatever, but that Grace lady who sorted out our arrangement was really nice. I’d imagine she’d be able to help.”

“Yeah, maybe she could.” I drew in a big breath at the reminder of Grace, who certainly was really nice, and who probably would be a really big help in all this. “Maybe I’ll call AWOO and ask them. I’ve looked on AWOOGLE, but I can’t find much about shifter rights.”

“Too much focus on shifter lefts,” Dayzee laughed and slapped his knee. “Sorry. Are you gonna open that here then? Or do you wanna take it home and put the pictures in the group chat if you say the guys need to know, too. Or you could open it here, and I could step out for a minute. I’ll grab us a couple of drinks or something, how about that?”

“Yeah, I think that would be a good idea,” I said. “Thanks.”

Dayzee walked into the kitchen to give me a bit of space and to fix up some drinks, and I stared down at the envelope in my hands.

Concealed in this flimsy piece of paper were the faces of all the people who were hellbent on the destruction of shifter kind. I felt angry, and my head began to spin. My hands were trembling. I wanted to rip these guys a new one, but I was scared to even rip the envelope open and see who I was dealing with.

Seeing the images of the people who wanted me dead sort of brought this whole thing to life. It made it real. There would no longer be an unknown organization of shifter hunters that operated under a mythical status like Van Helsing or something. These guys were dangerous killers who, like me, had free reign of the streets of Chicago, where they weren’t an obvious threat to anyone.

Anyone except someone like me.

It was likely everyone inside this envelope already knew who I was, so thanks to Luna’s services, the playing field could be leveled. And it’s only fair to play on a level playing field, right?

All’s fair in love and war and all that.

With a heavy sigh, I flipped the envelope over, and I ripped the glued-down tab open like I was ripping off a Band-Aid.

Inside the manila envelope was a smaller envelope, and inside that envelope, there were five glossy printed photographs of varying clarity and quality.

The first on the pile must have been who Luna had referred to as “Stretch.” A thin-faced man with wiry white hair and horn-rimmed glasses. Luna had previously said she’d secretly hoped he would retire and open a bakery, but someone was probably going to kill him.

I felt my lip curl into a snarl as I stared at one of the men who made it his life’s work to kill my kind. If there was any justice in the world, it would be me who got to give him his just desserts.

I put Stretch on the coffee table, and I let my eyes scan over the next face on my hit list. It was a gaunt woman who looked to be in her mid-forties, with tanned skin and ringleted salt-and-pepper hair. She looked the littlest bit like Suzannah, Silas’ bitch who tailed me all the way to Chicago when I first fled here, so her evil face alone was enough to get my hackles back up.

Next was another woman with pale skin, blue eyes, and fried blonde hair pulled back into a tight ponytail. She was younger than the other two, but far fuller in the face, and she seemed to somehow look more evil behind the eyes. Luna had snapped the photo while this woman was on the phone, and there was immediately a sort of smugness to this hunter. Her thick fingers with their long false nails were wrapped around her phone, and her painted-red lips were curled into a cruel smile. She was wearing an expensive-looking coat with what looked to be real fur-trim, like the real-life fucking Cruella de Vil.

I could feel myself getting angrier, and I put Cruella’s picture to the back of the pile to see who was next on my hit list. Next in this line-up was a man with dark skin and wide eyes. He was another sharp dresser, with a blue pinstripe suit and a spotted cravat in his breast pocket. Rich assholes like this annoyed me enough, but the fact this guy was a rich asshole with a penchant for species-driven murder put the arsenic-laced cherry on top of the cake for me.

And last but definitely not least, we had the man whose face was already emblazoned in my head, there in a high-quality photograph held in my hand.

The short, round man with the mouse-like features, silver circular glasses, and auburn hair. He was probably in his late forties, and since he’d been the one who had made it personal with Scar and me, he was the one I wanted to kill the most.

Dayzee’s feet pattered gently across the laminate floor as he carried two glasses of lemonade in, and after he’d handed one over, the shifter nervously cleared his throat as he perched himself on the edge of the seat opposite me.

“Anyone you’ve seen before?” he asked.

“Only one.” I held up the last picture in the pile. “This is the guy who shot at Owen. I had a run-in with him, too. There was some bullshit scene being filmed or something where a car had overturned. He was underneath the car screaming out for help with half a dozen guys trying to lift it off him. I ran over there and lifted the car off, but it turned out it was all an elaborate ploy. And seeing this photo now just cements that.”

“Fuck, man.” Dayzee joined me on the sofa so he could see the photos as I laid them out over the coffee table. “Shit. They just look like regular people. That’s what makes it scarier… not an eyepatch or a hook hand in sight. Is there any other information in the envelope? Like where they live or where they work or whatever?”

“The PI went to check if they were still in their hideout, but they’ve moved,” I said. “She’s on the case of looking for them now, but I haven’t heard back from her.”

“Shit, man, why’d they move?” Dayzee asked with a nervous swallow. “Did they know you were gonna be looking for them?”

“I don’t think so,” I sighed. “My PI just said they move around sometimes. They must rent a unit or something, because she said the last hideout got turned into a dance studio or something. I think they must all cover a slightly different area-- because Scar and I both dealt with the ginger guy in the same general area-- but all come together to the same base, which they must keep on moving.”

“Makes sense,” Dayzee grumbled and ran a hand over his head. “Fuck, man. This is seriously some Van Helsing bullshit. What can we do to keep ourselves safe?”

“I don’t know, because I don’t fully know what they know,” I said with a frown. “I think first and foremost, we should keep out of trouble. If you can go without shifting, go without shifting. I don’t think they can sniff us out per se, but I think they must have people doing patrols or something, or maybe they’ve bugged the DR boxes and that’s how they got suspicious of me. But don’t worry. I don’t think me having friends is going to incriminate anyone, so even if they were to see me talking to you or any of the guys, it’s not going to make you guilty by association. The ramifications that come from killing or even stalking a human are far too great if they get it wrong, and it would be stupid and a waste of their time to assume everyone their suspect werewolf interacts with is a werewolf, too. After all, shifters are masters of disguise and a secret menace to society, that’s the whole reason they need to step in and protect their fellow humans, right?”

“I guess so,” Dayzee half-scoffed. “I shifted at the junkyard, though. Do you think they saw me there?”

“Honestly, no,” I said. “I don’t think they’d have missed their opportunity to shoot me, you, Jackal, a couple of bears, and a whole gang of Betas while they had us caged like zoo animals in the junkyard. Remain cautious, but I think you’ll be fine. The good news is you don’t smell at all like an Alpha anymore, so I don’t think you’re gonna have any more trouble of being sniffed out again.”

“Yeah, thanks for telling those guys not to kill me.” Dayzee’s eyes widened at the thought of his potential near-death encounter. “I didn’t realize how in danger I actually was until you told me that. I stopped taking the pills the night you told me, and I even grabbed some activated charcoal from work and took that, just to flush out my body and hopefully speed the process along.”

“Oh, yeah, I was actually wondering what you did for a living,” I said.

“I’m an animal poison specialist,” Dayzee said coolly. “I work at the vet, and I go around to wildlife rehabbers and emergency callouts and stuff. I identify if something’s been poisoned, and if so, what by, and I administer the urgent response treatment and follow-ups.”

“Oh, my god.” My mouth fell agape. “That’s so awesome. Well. It is for a job role, not for the animals that get poisoned. Do a lot of animals get poisoned every day?”

“Oh, yeah,” Dayzee said. “You get stuff like owls eating mice that have been poisoned getting poisoned themselves, and dogs eating poisonous berries all the time. I’m also registered with the werewolf-catering clinic around here--”

“Saint Ronan’s?”

“Yeah.” Dayzee flashed me a smile. “And Saint Corbinian’s for the bears, plus Saint Gertrude’s where all the smaller were-creatures go. It’s all go, I tell you. Something new every day. Though wererats sneaking behind skirting boards and getting into the poisoned peanut butter is my bread and butter. They should know better, but they just can’t resist something sweet and sugary, and the forbidden peanut butter seems to always be calling them.”

“I know the kind.” I rolled my eyes as I thought about Casey. “That explains why you didn’t want any chocolate cake at the meal. And why you didn’t eat the peanut butter on your ice cream. Full Moon is a well-respected place for shifters to eat. Trent was mortified. Are you sure your work hasn’t made you the tiniest bit paranoid?”

“A little guy like me can’t be too careful,” Dayzee laughed. “A spoonful of xylitol for you might mean a stomach ache, but the same amount for me is sending me straight over the rainbow bridge! Nah, I know Trent’s stuff would have been all good, I’m just cautious. Plus, I like to watch my sugar intake. I’m already short, don’t let me get fat as well.”

Dayzee and I both laughed, and the evening seemed to draw to a natural close. Before I left, I told the shifter that when he checks PackMate, he’d see a message from his mysterious Alpha leader, and I gave him the basic idea behind Amadeus. Dayzee thought the whole thing was pretty cool, and he told me he’d keep my identity a secret. I thanked the shifter, and I told him I’d love to meet some of the citizens of Fernview… incognito of course. Dayzee returned my earlier compliment by telling me I didn’t smell much like an Alpha anymore, and the two of us laughed again.

Then I tucked the envelope of photos underneath my arm, and I ventured back out into the dark night to find my van and to finally take myself home, where I’d hopefully be able to get a better night’s sleep than the night before.

It was around ten PM by the time I left Dayzee’s, so it was super dark outside. I’d reversed my van into the driveway at the front of the house, and I guess I was running on fumes at this point, because I didn’t take the thick scent of Beta werewolves mixed with the scent of grease and hot metal in the air, or the pickup truck that had seemingly parked opposite me while I was at Dayzee’s, as anything to worry about.

More fool to me, though, because as soon as I got in the driver’s seat and switched the engine on, it became evident I’d sat myself right down into a trap.

It was a good thing I put my seatbelt on first, that’s all I can say.
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Chapter 13

My battered old minivan shuddered in the way it always did as the engine sputtered into life, and I thought I was just going to drive her home, and it would be the end of this day that felt a year long.

But in the exact moment my engine jumped to life, so did the pickup truck parked in the drive opposite me, and a lurch in my stomach told me something was wrong before I’d really registered it.

The reverse lights of the truck I was directly facing blared awake like a dragon that had just woken from a long slumber and caught me in its lair, and its engine roared as it raced away from its parking spot.

And with a jolt, I realized my little van was being pulled helplessly behind it.

I was being fucking towed.

The truck dragged me to the end of the boulevard and then took a sudden sharp corner, and the velocity pinned me up against my driver’s side window.

When we straightened out, I leaned forward, and I saw I’d been hooked up to a tow bar.

What the fuck? I was sure my van didn’t have a towbar hitch on the front, and when I wound my window down and leaned out, I saw my entire front bumper had been ripped off, and I could now properly see the tow bar tethering the two vehicles together.

Fuckers must have MacGyvered a tow hitch onto my van while I was busy at Dayzee’s.

That’s quite the feat to pull off in less than the space of an hour, though. I also didn’t remember hearing any weird noises, but after living in the city for a while, I’d started to just tune out the sounds of construction.

What kind of crazed mechanic was I dealing with here?

And more to the point, why the fuck did everyone suddenly see my van as some kind of open target to shoot at and tear apart as they saw fit? Constant shit like this was precisely the reason I was holding off from getting myself anything nice to drive.

The steering wheel of my poor puppeteered van spun out automatically as the wheels followed the truck’s lead, and I grabbed it hoping for some control, but the pickup truck was a heavyweight monster, and my minivan was helplessly along for the ride at this point.

But how was my van even complying with being towed in the first place? I was absolutely sure I’d left it in park, I wouldn’t have left it in any other gear.

Then I realized this fucker had broken in and put it in neutral to make towing me through the streets a lot smoother for himself. After all, it would have been way easier to tow a nicely-following vehicle than to drag one screeching down the highway.

If I dialed the adrenaline down and focused, I could smell him now. A Beta werewolf had broken into my van, put it in neutral, and slipped out again.

Fucking hell, all in the space of an hour, tops.

This, paired with the MacGyvering of a towbar, made me realize the extent of my assailant’s talents as a master criminal-slash-mechanic.

Was I in a Sony game? Was I about to do battle with Ratchet and fucking Clank in the junkyard outside Fernview?

It was way too early to tell, but we were going in the general direction of the junkyard, and this guy definitely knew his way around a vehicle-- not to mention he had a fucking tow bar and pickup truck-- so it seemed plausible to me that the junkyard was where we were headed.

And if that was the case, why?

Had I crushed some of his junk during my battle with Jackal? Or did he keep wererats as friends, like Bluto, and was out to avenge one of them that I’d accidentally stepped on or something?

I juddered in my seat as my tethered van rocked and swerved around an S bend, and I yelled out my window to the driver of the tow truck that he was going too fast. It clearly fell on deaf ears, because once we got back onto the expressway, the driver put his foot down, and we rocketed up the road at upwards of eighty miles per hour.

Now that he successfully had me as a captive prisoner in my own van and had gotten past those tight and winding boulevards of Fernview, the driver sure was hellbent on getting me somewhere quickly.

But I wasn’t about to sit down, shut up, and wait to be chauffeured to my fate at some sort of fucked-up junkyard kangaroo court filled with Mad Max reenactors or some dumb shit like that.

I could see it now: they’d find me unanimously guilty of all charges-- even the ones they’d just made up-- and they’d sentence me to death on the spot, where they’d wheel out some nightmare invention like a guillotine made out of an old windshield or a rusted oven door or something fucked up like that. Or maybe they’d wheel out the electric chair that they’d cobbled together from the skeletal framework of a few old car seats and was powered by the wind or some shit.

And I’ll bet these maniacs would have attached a Hot Wheels racetrack to their take on Old Sparky, so I could at least cheer on the red car while they fried my brain like the specialty dish at Chicago’s very own Cafe Marie Jeanne.

The pickup driver suddenly put his foot down hard on the gas, and I was slammed against the back of the driver’s seat.

And that really pissed me off.

Nah, I wasn’t about to sit here and take much more of this hostage situation crap. I needed to weigh up my options.

I could have shifted, tucked, and rolled out of the vehicle, but at the speed we were traveling, I risked causing myself some serious damage, and I didn’t feel like letting my kidnapper be responsible for cracking my broken neck back into place before my healing set me all crooked. He’d probably take his chance to fix me up like Tom Tucker’s son, Jake, from Family Guy, or maybe he’d take his chance as soon as he got it and wring my neck like I was poultry.

After all, who knew whether I was wanted dead or alive?

I doubted this guy would even be able to fix his hands around my neck when I was fully shifted, but judging by the character profile I’d already been able to discern about him, I was sure he’d figure something out.

And I was just going by guesswork at this point, but owing to the fact this was clearly a shifter on my tail, I was guessing this was my second round with P.L.’s fighters.

The truck was doing well over ninety by this point. I thought about pulling my key out of the ignition or moving the gearstick around to cause resistance, but I realized with a truck this big, my poor old minivan would end up with burst tires and fucked-up suspension.

The truck careened around a corner onto another straight winding road, and when we were being dragged in a straight line, I took that as my moment to fight back.

I unclipped my seatbelt and volleyed myself into the empty space on the back seat in between Archie and Dionne’s car seats, and I immediately began filing through the ocean of toys and miscellaneous objects on the floor.

I had a plan to lean out the window and throw something heavy at the truck’s cabin, and hopefully, I’d be able to smash the rear window or take a side mirror out. If I was really lucky, the disgruntled driver would stop the vehicle and come to give me a piece of his mind, and I’d be able to tear his mind out from his skull and give it right back to him.

Along with that plan, I had another plan: the second we were forced to stop at a red light, I was shifting and jumping ship. But I wasn’t going to run like a coward. I was going to throw myself out the passenger side door, land myself in the truck bed, and kick that back window in myself.

Then I’d push my clawed hands into the driver’s cabin and slash at his head like a rabid dog tearing up the letters from the mail slot before the mailman even had a chance to move his fingers.

After all, you can’t drive a tow truck when your eyeballs are skewered on the ends of a werewolf’s claws, can you?

I got onto the floor of the backseat of the minivan, and I started hurriedly sifting through all the junk the kids seemed to stow away back here.

Empty McDonald’s boxes… dolls, dolls, dolls… one of Dionne’s shoes-- Why did she keep taking them off? … Random shit from the house that Archie had brought in that definitely wasn’t a toy-- oh.

Dionne’s hobby horse was still in here.

Maybe I could reenact the time I shut my old Alpha up by sending sparks flying from his motorbike. That would work a little differently in this situation, though, because there were no flanking motorbikes to strike, which was a shame, because that was fun.

Maybe I could land myself into the truck bed and use this thing like a battering ram. I dunno, the possibilities were endless. All I knew was that I was keeping this trusty steed close at hand, so I threw it onto the driver’s side seat and carried on sifting through the trash and the treasure.

Suddenly, the truck must have hit a corner too fast, because I felt the van lean heavily to one side, and my back slammed into the backseat’s right-hand side door. Then I heard the deafening sound of a gang of motorcycles revving together on either side of my van, and a gaggle of whoops and cheers followed.

I fought against the force of the bucking van and pulled myself up to look out the windows. This was definitely the way to the junkyard, and either we’d just been overtaken by the Chicago Outlaws Motorcycle club who were out on an evening pack ride, or the truck driver was receiving back-up because he would soon be releasing his caged animal from its confines.

And we all knew there was going to be blood when that happened.

Alright, so I spoke too soon when I said there weren’t any bikes for me to smack down with DiDi’s horsey. There were definitely motorbikes flanking me now, and that meant my daughter’s hobby horse was back in play.

But a hobby horse alone wouldn’t help me against the nine motorcyclists who were spread into groups of four and five on either side of my van, especially because unlike that dumbfuck Silas, these guys were all wearing helmets.

It was interesting to note they were not all wearing their helmets in the same way, though. Some had their faces exposed, and some had them covered by their visors. It was instantly clear to me I was going to be aiming for the ones wearing their visors up when I settled on a plan of attack, but I needed to find an effective way of wiping them all out.

I dropped back to the chaotic floor of the van and started picking through anything that might have helped me. Lego blocks… fabric dolls… picture books… wooden alphabet blocks… more random shit Archie carried out from the house… stale french fries…

God, I needed to clean this thing.

Hmm. DiDi’s wooden “walky duck.”

DiDi’s walky duck was another one of my daughter’s favorite toys, and it was one of the many things that had found its way into the back of the van at one point or another.

This wooden duck on wheels had a long red shoelace attached to it, and when you walked with its wheels turning on the floor, the duck’s head would bob up and down. It was a cute little toy that made it feel as though you were walking a pet duck, and it provided hours of entertainment.

However, I was more seeing this duck as a sort of makeshift mace I could swing around and knock someone’s block off with, so I threw it onto the driver’s seat along with the hobby horse-slash-battering ram.

Though, now that I had some moving targets, I was wondering how this stuffed horse on a stick might fare as a javelin.

Then again, if I lost this horsey for good, Dionne really would never forgive me.

I knew I probably wouldn’t have long until I arrived at my final destination, so I threw anything that was remotely heavy or sharp onto the driver’s seat, and I started thinking about how I could propel them with enough force to knock a rider off their bike.

Archie had a slingshot, but alas, luck was not on my side tonight, and his slingshot was not in the congregation of dearly beloved toys and garbage that had gathered here on the floor of my minivan today.

I looked around the interior of my van itself to see if anything would lend itself to being turned into a slingshot or catapult. If these junkyard dogs could cobble together a load of fucked-up weapons and inventions, then I could too, even if those weapons and inventions had hitherto only been invented in my imagination.

I dug my claws into the two front seats and pulled myself upright against the shuddering velocity of the van that was now doing one hundred miles an hour-- which was way faster than she’d ever done on her own-- and I desperately scanned for anything I could break and mold into a slingshot.

I dared not touch anything from the driver’s side, because I was holding out the hope that I’d be able to somehow escape and drive this baby home.

But honestly, there wasn’t really much else I could think of using.

My first idea had been to rip the windshield wipers out and manipulate their bending arm mechanism into some sort of crossbow-effect using springs from the car seats, but I figured the wipers would snap with the amount of tension I realistically needed to load my makeshift slingshot up with one of my Toys “R” Us branded projectiles that I’d scavenged from the floor of my minivan.

Or “Toysaurus,” as dino-loving little Archie called it.

I thought about pulling a side mirror off and somehow incorporating that into my master plan, and I even thought about pulling the car radio out and doing something with all those loose wires, but again, none of those things felt like they were going to work. The elasticated straps of the kid’s car seats looked like they’d fit the bill of my slingshot launcher pretty well, but I needed to think of something else.

I was more than happy to sacrifice almost any one of the kid’s toys for the greater good, but I wasn’t going to dismantle their car seats in any way, because if there was one thing I refused to do, it was compromise their safety even the littlest bit, and I was planning to have this all over with tonight and take them safe and sound into WereCare tomorrow morning.

Though, I didn’t know how I was going to explain the torn-off bumper situation to Whitney.

Lost a bet with a scrap-hunting gorilla?

God, why was it always monkeys with me?

Come on, Mike, focus.

I liked the idea of using the springs from the passenger seat, but I needed something to act like a slingshot’s two-pronged frame to hold them in place.

Then I realized the answer lay right at my fingertips.

To balance myself against the juddering inertia of my van, I was holding onto the two upholstered front headrests for balance. I realized then I could pull one of them out, turn it upside down, and use the two metal spokes that fixed it into the backrest as my parallel prongs.

My hands were partially-shifted, and my claws were out, so I’d be able to keep a tight grip on the blocky leather and foam base while I used the springs from the passenger seat to fire my missiles forward.

Before I pulled the headrest away from either seat, I stole another glance out the window to see who I was going to be aiming for.

On my left-hand side, there were five riders. Two were wearing their visors down, and three had them flicked up. I caught the gaze of the jerkwad with his visor up, and I saw the evil little gleam in his eye as he yelled and beckoned his co-riders to jeer like I was a tiger pacing inside his enclosure at the zoo.

And that really pissed me off.

I looked at the four riders on the right hand side, and it was a completely different scenario. They all had their visors down and their heads forward as they watched the road, and they seemed completely oblivious to the boorish behavior of the squadron on the other side of my van.

I realized then I could easily break my action plan down into two halves. I could take the left side down without the right even seeing, which would make my job a hell of a lot easier.

The truck driver would be able to see it all, but what could he do?

In fact, if he stopped the truck and came to “sort me out,” then he’d have been playing into my original plan in the first place.

Whatever happened, I had a plan for it, and I also realized I had a passenger side window covered over with thick cardboard from when the first of P.L.’s assassins blasted a bullet through my window.

Which came with the grim reminder that these guys could have had silver bullets at their disposal.

Of course, I had no proof these guys were part of P.L.’s crew, but by process of elimination, they weren’t human, and I didn’t know of anyone else who was currently after me.

Although, I’ll bet there were many…

But through the gas and grease, I could smell these guys were shifters, and it just made sense to me to assume they were part of some sort of rogue troupe. And it also made sense to err on the side of caution in regards to them having silver bullets, which again put them under the blanket of “being P.L.’s dogs.”

But back to why the cardboarded-over window was relevant.

The way I saw it, when I made my spring-loaded slingshot creation-- a springshot, if you will-- if I operated from the front two seats and aimed for the dogs on the driver’s side first, then the riders on the passenger side wouldn’t be able to see what I was doing.

Then, with the riders from the left-hand side kissing asphalt, I’d be able to focus my attention and my springshot on the right, without the left to intervene. That meant I could do so from the comfort of the back seat, because I didn’t feel like taking my cardboard line of defense away from my passenger window.

I potentially had to worry about the likelihood of these guys hitting back at me with silver bullets once I’d thrown the first stone, or the whole team being connected via Bluetooth, and the truck driver acting as their far-away informant.

But those were just risks I was going to have to take.

I’d been caged up for too long now, and I was starting to get testy.

I yanked the headrest from the passenger seat, and in a snap decision, I decided not to gut that same seat of its springs. Instead, I volleyed myself over the long backrest of the back seat to get to the two fold-up seats right at the back of the van instead.

No one ever sat in those seats anyway.

I pulled one of the seats up, and my great clawed mitts tore away at the leather and foam to get to those sweet, springy springs underneath. It only took me a minute or so to excavate the yellow foam and get to the skeletal framework of springs below, and I pulled a pair of short, fat springs with hooks on the end out. Then I hooked one hook from either end around each of the metal spokes that the headrest slotted into the seat with, and I wrapped the closest ends of the springs around the spokes for extra staying power, and a tighter spring meant more firepower.

Fuck yeah, now this thing was looking dangerous.

It didn’t take me long to find a perfect piece of rubber from the ripped-up seat to make the sling part of my springshot, and I attached it to the two touching hooks on the end of my salvaged springs and… Voila.

I’d just made a spring-powered slingshot that would have made Dennis the Menace cry home to his mama.

Now to figure out where to position myself to enact my dastardly plan of action.

Although I was a lot higher up in my van than the motorcyclists and had a clear view of all of them, I still wanted to use that extra safety net of the cardboarded-up window to hide behind. Then they’d hopefully be none the wiser when I turned my springshot on them.

So, I decided I’d do all my shooting from the front two seats, and that meant I needed to get myself into the driver’s seat once again.

I was still at the very back of the rumbling minivan, so I rolled back over the seat in front of me, and I surfed through the unsteady rocking motion of the van all the way back into the driver’s seat, where my ass had a harsh reunion with some of the scavenged ‘ammo’ that hadn’t rolled onto the floor.

The wheel of my van was still spinning like a creature possessed, and the douchebags on the left-hand side were still laughing and jeering as they guarded their prisoner.

This cocky little clique definitely needed stamping out first.

My van rattled ever-forward, and I was almost certain we were headed to the junkyard now. But it made no difference, because I had a good, sturdy base for my springshot that was the perfect size to hold onto with my clawed hands, and I was about to get this abomination locked and loaded.

I leaned down and grabbed the first heavy thing at my feet: a heavy wooden ABC block.

This was going to be perfect when launched into one of these fuckers’ faces, I just knew it.

I needed to get the riders to look at me, but I couldn’t show my slingshot until the last moment, because I was going to aim it for one of the guys with the lifted visors, and I didn’t want them to have the time to react or evade.

So, I did what I do best.

I opened the driver’s side window, and I smack-talked my fellow road users.

“Hey, you disgusting motherfuckers!” I yelled as I tightened my grip on the springshot concealed behind the car door. “Where the fuck do you think you’re taking me? I’ll fucking kill you!”

The five riders on my left burst into mocking laughter, but they kept their eyes fixed on the road ahead of them.

Time to poke the bear a little more.

“I fucking mean it!” I knew what I was going to say next was going to lead to eruptive laughter from this band of rogues. “I’ll take your heads clean off. I demand you release me and my van right now! I am your Alpha, and that is an order!”

Just as I’d anticipated, the lawless lone wolves exploded into laughter.

They all so desperately wanted to catch eyes with each other, but I had my eyes fixed on a little guy at the front of the squad who had his visor flipped up.

All it took was a little patience, and a little more goading.

“You asked for it!” I held the wooden block secure in the rubber sling, and I pulled the springs taut. “I’ll tell AWOO about this!”

God, I sounded like a prick. But it paid off, because that was all the rogue riders needed to hear to lose their focus, and they all turned to look at each other and share their ecstatic amusement at my ridiculous response.

I hadn’t fully shifted, but my Alpha adrenaline was coursing through me, and almost in slow motion, I saw the dude at the front with his visor flipped up turn around to grin like the Cheshire Cat.

I quickly raised my weapon to the edge of the open window, aimed it like I was shooting a gun, and released the tension of the springs.

The educational wooden block shot through the air like a massive cube-shaped bullet, and it collided with the rider’s face with the most disgusting audible crunching sound that I swore I heard even over the sounds of the bike engines.

But what I did hear for sure was the little punk yelp as the bridge of his nose split open, and his crew exclaiming in horror as the dickhead let go of his handlebars and went skidding along the asphalt.

I would also bet the next five city blocks heard the deafening screech, followed by the huge sound of a collision when two of the other riders crashed into Split-nose’s spinning bike.

Who’s laughing now, fuckers?

The tow truck driver clearly didn’t stop for slowbros, and he carried on dragging me and my rattling van down the highway.

There definitely seemed to be no Bluetooth communication between these guys, and I needed to stop the two riders that remained in the damaged party on my left before any of them went up ahead to tell the truck driver. But both of them had their visors down, so shooting them in the face didn’t seem like a viable option here.

I couldn’t reach them with my hobby horse to smack them off their bikes like we were in a deadly tournament of Total Wipeout, either, and launching projectiles at their helmets wasn’t going to achieve much.

I wasn’t sure if they’d seen what had caused their comrade’s collision just moments before, but I didn’t want to give them enough time to figure out that I had anything to do with it.

I could have targeted their heads in the hopes of shattering their visors, but why live in hope when I had a pretty good chance at jamming their wheels?

For this, I’d need something softer, so I reached back onto the floor of the minivan and quickly pulled up one of Dionne’s knitted dolls.

“Sorry, baby,” I said as I scrunched my fist around the doll. “Daddy will get you a new one.”

I squeezed the doll as hard as I could until I felt it turn into a tight little ball inside my fist, and then I leaned out the window and threw it at the back wheel of the rider closest to me.

The spinning rear bike wheel sucked the long strands of Dolly’s blonde hair in like a vacuum sucking up spaghetti, and in an instant, the soft doll was completely entangled in the spokes. Her long, soft limbs flapped momentarily in the wind, but she soon snagged on part of the bike’s chain, and the back wheel very suddenly seized.

I’d expected the whole bike to just throw the rider off, but instead, the back end began fishtailing wildly from side to side, and I could sense the rider’s panic as he tried to regain control.

Even shifters felt pain, and this guy was going to be in for a world of it if his bike bucked him off, especially while he was still in human form.

The seized-up back tire made a horrible groaning and tearing sound as it dragged along the road, and I watched as the driver desperately tried to keep control, while his friend instantly pulled back to avoid a collision.

All it would have taken was something to knock this guy off balance, and he was a goner.

Something like… Aha.

I leaned back and grabbed the hobby horse by the stick. If I shifted a little bit more of my body-- my limbs especially-- I’d have more than enough strength and reach to send this asshole skidding off his bike.

So, that’s what I did.

I hung my body out the van window, and I kicked my shoes off so I would be able to grip onto the floor with my claws. Then I shifted my legs to get myself further out the van window, and my arms so I’d be able to get a better swing.

The swerving rider was fucked, and when I got close enough to see the whites of his eyes behind his visor, I could see he knew it.

I smacked the sorry SOB hard with DiDi’s hobby horse, and he went flying offscreen like the most satisfying KO in a round of Smash Bros. when some lucky fucker’s been hanging on by the skin of his teeth with over one hundred percent damage.

Though fatally harming someone with a hobby horse felt more like I was playing Saint’s Row, and firing an ABC block to explosive effect was more akin to playing Worms.

Either way, now that I’d gotten into the swing of things, I was having a fucking great time.

The fishtailing bike skidded in an unpredictable and aggressive circle, and even the cautious rider who had distanced himself couldn’t avoid getting caught up in that metal tornado.

CRASHHH.

The sound of the two bikes colliding was like music to my ears.

But it wasn’t time to celebrate yet. I still had to deal with the guys flanking me on the other side of the van if I wanted to board this truck and get my van free.

By this point, I’d have been amazed if the riders on the right-hand side hadn’t noticed something was going on, because even though they couldn’t see through the van, they could certainly see behind them in their mirrors, and just over the horizon were five of their dismounted comrades who were currently eating asphalt.

At least they all had their helmets on. But may this be a lesson to those douchebags to keep their visors down, too.

I pulled myself back into the driver’s seat and leaned back to check the situation with the four right-hand riders through the back seat window, and they were still riding alongside the van in a close formation.

Though, I guessed they didn’t have much choice, really. They were probably told by their leader to make sure the driver of the truck got me to wherever he was taking me, so they were effectively on guard duty.

Or I wondered if maybe they were hoping whatever happened to the other riders was due to them being irresponsible, or from an owl flying into their path or something, and that I was sitting down and strapped into my vehicle, being totally compliant with my capture.

Wishful thinking, if they were, though.

I felt like the guy driving the pickup truck might have bore witness to my destruction of his crew, because we seemed to be traveling even faster now, and I was absolutely sure he was throwing in a few more sharp turns and swerves than before.

But I had my sea legs ready now, and I was on a mission. No amount of rough sailing was going to stop me from getting myself out of this mess.

However, by taking my shoes off, that did now mean my paw pads were exposed, and stepping on a piece of Lego hurt like a motherfucker whatever species you were.

I yelped as the rounded teeth of the little blue brick bore into my soft flesh, and I cursed Lego’s infernal name as I flicked the plastic piece out the open driver’s side window.

There was so much fucking trash on the floor of this van. It was like the kids had been using it as a portable toy chest.

But wait a second. That gave me an idea.

I had an entire arsenal of trip-hazards at my disposal, and if I couldn’t walk on them, there was no way a group of four motorcycles could ride over them.

I was incredibly proud of my springshot, and it would get its moment in the sun again soon, but this time, we were going old-fashioned.

I leaned over and disabled the child lock from the control panel on the back driver’s side door, and I laughed with delight as a golf ball rolling under my foot demonstrated what was going to happen to the riders.

Why was there even a golf ball in here? Neither Trent nor I played golf.

I didn’t know why, but god bless Archie’s kleptomania.

This one was going to be simple, but it was going to be glorious.

I pushed the button that pulled the back window on the right-hand side all the way down, and I practically flew into the backseat, where I unclipped the second car seat and put them both at the back with the fold-up chairs.

Then, with one clawed hand hooked around the outside of the minivan, and the other acting as a great big scoop and paddle, I littered the road with my children’s toys, and I laughed with maniacal glee at the absolute circus that unfolded in front of my eyes.

Beloved Barbie dolls, well-loved stuffed animals, and all manner of educational toys covered the highway, and four five-hundred-pound bikes and their owners were sent skidding and jumping along the surface of the road like skimming stones. There were even fireworks to finish as a couple of the bikes exploded.

That was way too fucking easy.

Now, the coast was finally clear for me to jump ship.

Since I was already shifted most of the way, I knew I’d definitely be able to clear the jump from the hood of my minivan to the truck bed.

I knew how I was going to get to the truck, and I knew what I was going to do when I stuck the landing, I just didn’t fully know what I was going to use once I got there.

Shifters were fast healers, but I still didn’t want to kick a window in with my bare foot if I could help it, so I decided to stick to one of my original musings and jump with the hobby horse in hand and use the wooden pole to break the window down. But I definitely wouldn’t fit through that little back window panel, which meant I needed something with a lot of movement so I could put the truck driver out of action.

Enter: Walky duck.

With Dionne’s heavy duck on a string, the possibilities were endless. I could swing the toy around the tight driver’s cabin and make sure to catch the driver in the face multiple times with the business end of my wooden duck, or I could even give the old loop-de-loop a go and see if I could strangle the guy. I couldn’t wait a moment longer to see what adventures my little duck and me were going to have, so I wound the red cord around my hand and held the duck close while I picked up my trusty hobby horse in the other.

And without further ado, it was time to take the leap of faith.

I got myself back into the driver’s seat and leaned out the window, and when I was absolutely certain no cars were coming, I flung myself out the window and onto the hood with my horsey and my ducky in hand. Then I propelled myself as hard as I could against the velocity of the fast-traveling air that was pushing me back, and I stuck the landing as I belly-flopped onto the truck bed.

The driver clearly shit his pants when he felt me tailgating him, because he suddenly put his pedal to the metal, and the pickup truck roared into overdrive.

I was shielded from the wind by the driver’s cabin, but nothing could stop the violent shuddering of the truck bed as I rode it.

I was so close to ending this fucking death trip. I just had to immobilize this asshole, and then I could drive home until the next time someone saw fit to spring a surprise abduction on me.

Which was happening surprisingly often at this stage in my life, I was finding.

Like a surfer about to take on the biggest wave of his life, I got onto my knees, and I pulled my elbow back with the hobby horse handle in hand. Then I thrust the wheeled base of it through the back window and smashed the glass into crumbling smithereens.

The driver had absolutely no idea what to do now, and he yelled and cursed at me to stop, but it sadly fell on deaf ears.

The windowpane had broken almost completely out from the metal frame, and I was able to get my arm inside and sweep it round. I shoved the hobby horse through the empty window panel like it was a giant mail slot, and I reached for the driver’s head, where I grappled onto his face with my clawed hand.

I’d mastered walking the dog with a yoyo in the nineties, but now it was time to try walking the duck.

With my other hand-- the hand that had the shoelace of a certain wooden duck binding said wooden duck to my palm-- I smashed the driver’s face in with the toy, and the repeated collision with the guy’s thick skull loosened the wound rope from my hand. Then I let go of the guy’s face and the hobby horse at the same time in order to pass the wooden duck into my other palm, all while keeping tight hold of the end of its red cord leash.

Now, from this cute little children’s toy, I’d created the perfect implement to garrote this motherfucker like we were in the motherfucking Spanish Inquisition.

And no one expects the Spanish Inquisition.

I leaned forward and stretched my arms deeper into the cabin, and I wrapped the little red cord around the driver’s throat. He took his hands off the wheel as he gasped, and he desperately wheezed and clawed at my clawed hands.

“Die, you motherfucker,” I snarled as I pulled the cord tighter.

I was so invested in the sounds of the driver’s breathless rasping that I totally forgot we were in a moving vehicle, and the sudden ear-splitting crunch and crash as the vehicle slammed into a metal post made me jump.

As did the sudden jolt of the truck bed, which made me lose my grip on the duck’s leash and slammed me hard against the truck’s cabin.

I scrambled back to my hands and knees and went to finish what I’d started with the asshole who towed me, but a sudden muffled announcement over a megaphone stopped me in my tracks.

“We have you surrounded. Get on your knees and put your hands up.”

I looked around me, and I saw I was indeed in the junkyard where I fought Jackal. And that voice wasn’t fucking with me, I really was surrounded. There was something like two hundred werewolves all shifted, all staring at me, all ready to strike.

Ah, nuts.

I fucking hated being ambushed.

And I fucking hated being forced to comply, but on this occasion, I felt like it was in my best interest.

So, I did as the lady said.
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Chapter 14

“Aw, now there’s a good boy,” the woman’s voice mocked over the megaphone. “Yes he is, ah-yes he is.”

The gang of two hundred-strong shifters all snickered, and I wished more than anything I could have punched the lights out of the lot of them.

But I was a lone wolf against this pack of lawless junkyard dogs, I knew my authority meant nothing here.

Whoever this woman was-- and wherever she was-- it was immediately clear she was in charge.

I scanned through the sea of werewolves, and though I could pick out a lot of women, I couldn’t see anyone with a megaphone.

“Someone gonna tell me what this is all about?” I asked loudly.

“Well, shoot!” the female laughed. “I’m surprised you don’t already know, Mister Big Monster.”

Again, the pack of yes-men laughed.

“This is because I had a fight in your junkyard?” I scoffed. “Yeah, sorry, I only took down Chicago’s most notorious criminal since Al Capone.”

“Oh, you did!” the Southern-twanged voice in the megaphone replied. “And you did it very well, we all saw it. I reckon you was even bigger than Jackal himself. Reckon you did all a Chicagy a favor.”

“Sooooo, if you’re not mad at me for killing Jackal, why am I here?” I raised one eyebrow as I slowly turned my head to search for the voice. “Did I destroy some of your valuable trash in the process? Are you mad I let bears in? Did I step on a rat you were friends with?”

The audience of shifters hooted with laughter, along with their still-unseen leader.

“Ooh, you’re a funny one, mister!” The voice seemed to be getting louder. “None of the above, I’m afraid.”

“Then why have you brought me here?” I snarled.

“Because you cost me a lot of money.”

My brain faltered on the woman’s response for only a moment, but I suddenly realized exactly who I was dealing with.

Get the job done or this will cost us both greatly…

This was P.L.

I was surprised “Pack Leader” was a woman since that was practically unheard of in werewolf hierarchy, but she’d certainly lived up to her name if my assumptions had been correct that that’s what P.L. stood for.

But where the fuck was she?

I wasn’t left in suspense for long. The shifters who had gathered closest to the pickup truck parted like the Red Sea did for Moses, and they made way for a little black-haired woman-- no taller than about five feet-- to step out in front of the vehicle.

She looked to be in her forties, but she could have easily passed for late thirties. Her black hair was cut into choppy, feathered layers, and she had a little part at the back held up in a claw clip that spurted out like a little black firework. She was quite pretty in the face-- at least what I could see of her face, since it was completely smothered in dirt and grease-- though I could see she was quite heavily made-up, and she was wearing a grease-covered pair of beige overalls that looked like they’d been taken in at the waist by a professional tailor.

She kind of reminded me of Dolly Parton, but she was more like the anti-Dolly.

And like Dolly, though she be but little, this lady was seriously well-endowed.

The pretty-faced, grease-covered older woman smiled a real devilish smile, which flashed the little gap between her two front teeth.

I wasn’t really expecting a hint of arousal to mix in with the hint of fear I was feeling, but that’s where we were.

“So. You gonna pay me my money, or…?” The anti-Dolly ran a finger across her throat to symbolize death, but that seemed to ignite something in her memory, and she suddenly lurched toward the pickup truck and yanked the driver’s door open. “Oh, shoot. You alright, Gary?”

“Ughhh,” the driver I’d garroted just moments ago groaned and jumped out of his cabin, and he gently pushed P.L. aside as he retrieved something from the passenger side footwell. “Get him off. I’m unhitching this thing.”

P.L. gave her driver a worried frown, before turning the daggers at me.

“Get down,” she barked. “And don’t try anything funny because they’ll kill you. Come on. Git!”

The lady drove a hard bargain, so I did what she said, and I jumped down from the truck bed.

Our size difference when I stood in front of the little lady was comical, and had I not been so intrigued as to where this was going-- and surrounded by a pack of two hundred killer mongrels who were at her beck and call-- I might have just wanted to scoop her under my arm and take her home.

And I could tell the devilish P.L. had a similar thought, because she let out a very low gasp, and her eyes twinkled as they scanned my muscular body.

“My, my…” The pack leader bit her lip. “I didn’t realize you were quite so… big up close.”

I suddenly felt all-masculine and all-powerful next to the little cougar, and though I didn’t know what money I supposedly owed her, I wondered if she was going to propose we settle our debts in a different way.

And I would have been more than willing to accept such a gracious offer.

But, as the pint-sized leader drank in my macho charms, I kinda realized it was weird she didn’t realize I was so big, when moments ago, she claimed I was possibly bigger than Jackal-- she’d literally named me “Mister Big Monster.”

Then I felt a cool breeze caress my inner thigh, and I realized exactly what P.L. was talking about.

I hadn’t put on any WereWear clothes today, and like I said, I was feeling strangely aroused at this unexpected turn of events.

It was a good thing I’d only partially shifted during my most recent face-off…

“Down, boy!” P.L. grinned as she feigned batting her hand at my crotch. “Woof! Woof!”

The audience laughed, and I could see a few women leaning around their male friends and/or partners to get a closer look.

Strangely, I was enjoying being the center of attention, not to mention the object of all these women’s desires.

My love life was shaping up to be pretty full, but there were some cuties in the audience tonight. I was sure I could make the time to pleasure a few of these lassies.

“Alright, alright.” P.L. flapped her hands behind her to quiet her pack. “Playtime’s over. Mercy, you’ll shoot yer eye out with that thing. Now. About my money, honey.”

“I don’t owe you any money.” I raised my eyebrow, and my ears pricked to the sound of Gary the mechanic untethering our vehicles.

“Oh, but you do.” Still with the megaphone in her hand, P.L. folded her arms, and she cocked her head at me the way a school teacher might do at a naughty pupil.

And I liked that a lot.

“You see, you killed Jackal in this very junkyard, didn’t ya?”

“I did,” I confessed.

“Well, you see, this here’s my junkyard,” the firecracker in the tight-fitting overalls continued. “I own it.”

“And what? There’s a fine for killing murderous psycho werewolves in it?” I snorted.

“Merciful heavens, no! Happens all the time!” P.L. laughed before re-adopting her menacing glare. “But you see, I’m a gamblin’ woman, Mister Big Monster, and a lot of these folks is gamblin’ people. And when we saw you and that other big lug tusslin’, we figured we might put a little wager on it.”

“So, you’re mad at me because you bet on Jackal winning and lost?”

“Oh, ye of little faith!” P.L. smirked. “I know a winner when I see one, honey. I put all my money on you. And the best horse won, didn’t it? Made me a very rich woman.”

“Okay, so why do I now supposedly owe you money?” I really wasn’t following this.

“Because I made a further wager,” P.L. said. “Although I did have faith in you, I bet my friend Terrence McLean that it was a fluke. You lured Jackal into your elaborate scheme, and you upended him because of that. Now, don’t get me wrong, as you may have gathered, I’m a big fan of that kind of set-up. It’s in the same vein of why you’re standing here with us right now, ain’t it? But I bet my friend Terrence that you’d be dead within the month thereafter, and I don’t like to be made to look a fool, sir. And I especially don’t like being cheated out of my money.”

“Whoa, wait a second.” I scowled. “You’re telling me you’re angry at me because I beat Jackal, but then didn’t die? What kind of moonshine were you drinking when you made that second bet?”

“The best kind-- cloudberry!” P.L. looked expectantly at her pack for a laugh, before turning her steely gaze back to me. “But I can handle my moonshine, thank you very much. What I can’t handle is some new guy who comes rollickin’ into Chicagy outta nowhere, beats up the biggest bad we ever had since ol’ Caponey, and then goes about his days like he ain’t due an almighty smitin’ from Karma herself! Now, you’re a big strong fella, but I’m a gambler, and I know the odds. A victory like that had to have been the extent of your good fortune. Hell, I figured someone was gonna come and cut you down the very next night. But I had faith somebody would. Folks don’t take too kindly to a new Alpha struttin’ around in these parts. I figured I could wait. But then with the bet window about to elapse and ten big ones on the line, I figured Karma might have forgotten about you, and I had to send one of my boys in to cut you down to size. Poor ol’ Rudy. He was one of the best. Never missed a shot in his natural-born life. Now, he’s dead. Fiery diaper, weren’t it? I had someone keeping a close eye on that, too. That was clever, I’ll give you that. You’re a lean mean killin’ machine. And I don’t take too kindly to no killin’ machine who puts me outta pocket.”

Every word P.L. said just got crazier and crazier, and I could hardly believe what I was hearing.

“Alright, so what now?” I asked. “I cheated death to the tune of a ten thousand dollar loss to you, and now you want me to reimburse your offensively poor judgment of my survival skills?”

“Yes, that’s about the size of it.” P.L.’s smile was saccharine-sweet. “With interest, of course.”

“With… interest?” I raised an eyebrow again. “How much are we talking?”

“Ah, well. After I total up the inconvenience you caused me-- not to mention the embarrassment-- I reckon we’re looking at something around the figure of fifty thousand dollars. Actually, better make it fifty-five to cover the cost of the motorbikes you done just wrote off. And that’s me being generous.”

“Fifty-five thousand dollars,” I echoed, and I couldn’t help but laugh. “You want me to pay you fifty-five thousand dollars to make up for a bet you lost and the damages to the bikes that were aiding my abduction?”

“Why, yes, I believe that’s what I said.” P.L. laughed in feigned disbelief. “Do I need to spell it out? Do I need to talk into this thing?”

The shifter held the megaphone to her lips, to uproarious response from her doting fan base.

“Hello? Mister Big Monster? Check one two?”

I rolled my eyes and waited for this child-sized woman to stop acting so childish.

“Alright, Pauline, I’m going.” Gary the mechanic waved his wrench in the air in front of his leader’s face before walking defeatedly back to the driver’s side door of his truck.

He was so done with this shit, tonight.

“Alright, Gar, you take care, y’hear?” The anti-Dolly Parton lowered the megaphone and spoke caringly to her Beta. “Thanks for all yer hard work.”

I flashed my eyes toward my now-free vehicle and wondered if I might be able to escape, but something more pressing suddenly came barreling to the forefront of my mind.

“Wait, your name’s Pauline?” I blurted out.

“Why yes, it is.” The shifter made her eyes wide and feigned a curtsey. “It’s a pleasure to be your acquaintance.”

That’s not how that phrase was supposed to go but whatever.

Her name was Pauline. The “P” in “P.L.” didn’t stand for pack at all, it stood for Pauline. Though, it did turn out Pauline was the leader of her own pack of junkyard rebels.

Holy shit. I’d been chasing after the wrong rabbit but had still managed to cross over the right finish line.

“Now that we’ve got the pleasantries out of the way, just how do you intend to pay me my money?” Pauline asked. “I do take credit, but I prefer cash.”

“I won’t be paying you any money, lady,” I said.

“Oh, but I’m afraid you will be, because I’ve got a feeling your spell of good luck is just about runnin’ out.” Pauline snapped her fingers, and her army of shifters all snarled in unison, until it sounded like the whirring of a car’s engine.

Gary the mechanic had unhitched his towbar and driven off at this point, but through the guttural snarls of the junkyard pack, I heard the sound of my own van just two steps behind me still purring softly.

In that split second, I decided to do something crazy.

I wasn’t about to be blackmailed by this showboat, so I was going to spin the wheel of fortune on this one and see whose side luck was really on tonight.

I lurched forward, hooked my arm around Pauline, and flung her into the backseat of my still-running minivan all in the same second as I threw myself into the driver’s seat.

Then I floored it.

Members of the onlooking pack charged after me like a furry avalanche, but I just kept on trucking. A clear path big enough for a minivan that was practically held together by chewing gum came up, and I took it.

The pack was hot on my tail, but even a werewolf could only run up to speeds of around fifty miles per hour, tops, and I’d seen my van could manage one hundred miles per hour now. I had the utmost faith in my little tin can, so I kept my foot pressed on the gas, and soon, it was just me, Pauline, and this big ol’ pile of disgusting junk.

When I was pretty certain we were alone for the moment, I ground the van to a halt.

“Let me out, you dog!” Pauline squealed as she frantically pulled on the handle of the back passenger door.

“It’s no good, Pauline,” I said with a smirk as I leaned around the front seat. “I’m a father. It’s child-locked.”

P.L. let out an angry shriek, and she shifted her hands and went to swipe at my face.

“Uh-oh!” I quickly spun the van around, and the leader of the pack got pulled under by the sudden movement and landed with a crash on the floor. “No, we are going to talk this out nicely, aren’t we?”

“Eat shit.” Pauline’s feathered hair was a tousled mess, and she quickly got herself into a starting position and went to lunge at me again.

So, I spun the van around a second time.

The pint-sized firecracker fell to the floor with another crash and a clatter, and she yelped as a Barbie doll hand speared her in the back.

“I said, we are going to talk this out, aren’t we?”

“The hell we ain’t!” Pauline tried for a third time to launch herself at me, but I spun the van for a third time in response, and the same pattern continued.

“They say good luck comes in threes, Pauline,” I said with smug intonation. “You’re lucky you haven’t broken your neck the way you’re jumping around back there. I’d say better quit while you’re ahead.”

Pauline growled as she pulled herself slowly back to her feet, and she perched herself on the edge of the back seat.

“I’d feel better if you sat all the way down,” I said with my eyebrow raised. “Then I’d know you weren’t thinking about coming for me again.”

The shifter begrudgingly pushed herself all the way back into her seat, and I was about to make a remark about her putting her seat belt on to put my mind even more at ease.

But then I saw the fastest members of her band had caught up with us. Pauline saw it, too, and the showboat’s fighting spirit was evidently renewed.

While her band of merry men came charging at my van, Pauline launched herself one more time at my throat, and there was only one thing I could think of that would put all of these mutts in their place.

Donuts.

I span the van around again and again in the tight area of the junkyard, and Pauline screamed and screeched to stop the entire time, while the fastest members of her pack gathered in a frenzy around me, trying to figure out what their chances of survival might have been if they’d jumped at my van.

To echo the words of my dearly departed magic eight ball: outlook not so good.

“Stoooooooop!” Pauline screamed from the backseat. “Stop, God damn you!”

“If I stop, then can we have a proper conversation?” I yelled.

“Yes!”

“Tell them on your megaphone not to approach me,” I ordered.

“Fine!” Pauline’s hand juddered uncontrollably as she switched the megaphone on, and I pressed the button on my control panel to roll the window down just enough for the top of the speaker bowl to fit through. “D-Don’t approach this van! That’s an order!”

“Tell them to stand down,” I added. “Tell them they need to take a wide berth.”

Pauline repeated my requests into the megaphone, and the eyes of every pack member present flashed with conflict. But ultimately, they listened to their distressed leader, and a far-away circle gathered a good hundred feet away from my minivan.

I wound the window up, and then I slowed the dizzying donuts down to a complete stop.

“It’s just you and me now, Pauline.” I watched the furious shifter taking ragged breaths through the rearview mirror. “Can we talk calmly about this?”

“There ain’t nothing for us to talk about,” the shifter snarled, just before leaning forward and pursing her lips like she was going to throw up.

I didn’t appreciate her spitting on the floor of my minivan, but I could forgive it, based on the extenuating circumstances.

“I’m not paying you fifty thousand dollars on the account that I’m not dead, Pauline,” I said calmly. “That’s ludicrous. And you must know that. However, I hate to leave a damsel in distress, and I am willing to make you an offer.”

“Oh?” Pauline raised her head, and an eyebrow with it. “What kind of an offer is that?”

“One you can’t refuse.” I smirked. “You see, you’ve been taking up quite a bit of space in my mind, and that’s before I got to learn what a beautiful little package you were.”

“Oh, well, I thank you kindly.” The shifter straightened in her seat, and a glimmer returned to her eye. “You’re not so bad yourself, cowboy.”

“Why thank you, ma’am,” I said in a forced Southern accent. “Truth is, I’ve known you as P.L. for a while now, because I saw it on your guy’s phone after I’d seen to him. There was a text from P.L. on the main screen that read something like ‘do the job right or it’ll cost us both greatly…’ Now, I thought P.L. was the name of an Alpha who sent one of his lessers to do the job, and I lost sleep wondering why that would be the case.”

“What did you think P.L. stood for?” Pauline asked.

“Pack Leader,” I answered plainly “Which, as it turns out, you are. So I wasn’t too far off the mark.”

“Now that’s funny!” the junkyard leader cooed with laughter. “Pack Leader, now I like that. Well, it makes sense on account that my name’s Pauline Lee, and some of the folks around here know me as P.L. Ol’ Rudy was one of ‘em.”

“Well, there we have it, that’s one mystery solved,” I chuckled, and I was genuinely coming to enjoy this interaction. “But that brings me to another mystery.”

“I’m all ears.” Pauline shifted her ear into a fluffy black wolf’s ear, and neither of us could help but chuckle.

“That’s very good.” I nodded at Pauline’s pricked-up black ear. “Now, I’m guessing I was easy enough to track, since you might have picked up my scent when I was at the junkyard, or maybe you had some guys follow us on the drive back. Maybe you saw my van when I got back into it at the other end, since we traveled in my friend’s car, so I don’t need to press you for answers on that one. But I do want to know about your guy with the silver bullets. Why on Earth did he have those? And how did he get them?”

“Aw, ol’ Rudy sure was a hardass,” P.L. said fondly. “He’d almost never lost a shoot-out until you came along. But I warned him years ago he needed to slow it down. He wasn’t getting any younger, and those urchins out there were only gettin’ meaner-- no offense.”

“None taken.”

“Rudy was almost like my second-in-command,” Pauline continued. “Along with all my other second-in-commands-- I’ve got a lot of those. But Rudy had a little side project. Y’see, his fiancée was killed way back when by shifter hunters, and ever since then, he vowed to take down any other hunters in operation around Chicago. And eventually, he wanted to spread his mission out to the whole world.”

Aw, man. It seemed Rudy and I had a few things in common, and I felt bad for stamping out someone who could have been a good ally to me.

But he was pointing a silver bullet at my head, and he was going to exterminate me if I hadn’t beaten him to the punch, so it did me well to remember that.

“Did he kill many?” I asked.

“Shoot, he took down a whole squadron some years back,” Pauline said with a fond laugh. “They ain’t never been the same since.”

“But they are still in operation,” I said.

“They are.” Pauline nodded, and I saw something suddenly demanding her attention outside. “Pull the window down real quick, darlin’.”

For some reason, I trusted the junkyard baroness when she asked me, so I did as she said.

“We’re fine.” Pauline propped her megaphone against the window and spoke into it, and I looked to see her pack had closed in on us by quite some margin. “We’re just having a little talk is all. Stand down, folks. That’s an order.”

The pack still looked conflicted, but again, they honored their leader’s words.

“Now, where were we?” Pauline settled herself back comfortably on the back seat.

“Rudy,” I said. “So, I’m guessing he took his silver bullet-bearing gun from a shifter hunter?”

“Yep.” Pauline nodded her head. “Beautiful thing it was, too. I suppose that’s in the government’s possession now, though.”

“Yeah, they would have taken it when they picked up his body,” I said. “I’ve since thought that maybe I should have taken it. But… silver.”

“Oh, yes, he definitely held his life in his hands handling that thing,” the shifter said. “Still, it never harmed him. He always used to try and tell me ‘so long as you ain’t got no cuts in yer skin, you can handle silver just fine,’ but I still never did. Believe it or not, I’m kinda superstitious when it comes to things like that.”

“I can believe it,” I chuckled. “To be honest, Pauline, this is the kind of thing I was hoping you were gonna say. I thought the only way a werewolf would be able to get his hands on a silver bullet gun would be to take it from a hunter… and that kind of brings me to the offer I mentioned.”

“Oh?” Pauline leaned forward in her seat.

“You see, I’ve got some shifter hunters tailing me right now.” I opened my glove box and handed Pauline the envelope. “And I’d be interested in someone of Rudy’s expertise to help track them down. I assume Rudy didn’t work alone?”

“That he did not,” Pauline murmured as she scanned the photographs. “These yer hunters?”

“Yes ma’am,” I said. “I hired a private investigator to track them down, and she sent me some photos in the meantime that she took only a month or so ago. She said she’d be in touch with me when she found them, but I haven’t heard anything in a few days now. And like you said yourself, I fear my luck is soon about to run out. So, I’m willing to make you an offer.”

“Go on.” Pauline pulled her hazel-green eyes away from the photographs and brought them up to meet mine.

“If your guys can find these guys before my PI, then I’ll give you your fifty-five K.”

Pauline’s eyes lit up like a Christmas tree.

“And that’s not all,” I continued. “If they can kill them and make it look like an accident, I’ll give you a further ten.”

Pauline shook her head in total amazement and disbelief.

“But there’s a catch,” I said, and I noted how quickly the shifter’s eyes changed.

“And what might that be?” Pauline asked warily.

“I want to be there when it happens.”

A long, crooked smile stretched itself across Pauline’s face, and those little gap teeth sparkled at me once again.

“Well then, partner,” the hazel-eyed shifter said as she extended one clawed hand toward me. “You got yourself a deal.”
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Chapter 15

I grinned as I shook the gap-toothed beauty’s hand.

Just like that, thanks to my quick brain, big mouth-- and with help from my strapping physique-- I’d gotten myself out of another sticky situation, and I’d even employed the help of an experienced team of assassins to aid me in my plight against the shifter hunters.

Maybe today wasn’t such a write-off for me after all.

Pauline pulled her phone out of her bra and took photos of all my photos, but she warned me it might be difficult for her team to find them without Rudy’s guidance and with no smells to track or known locations to search. Still, she assured me her team were the best this side of The Windy City and that I wouldn’t have to wait long to feel the relief of a lighter wallet when I paid her what she called her “finder’s fee.”

I reminded her she’d only get her extra ten if I got to be there when the deed was done, and after checking with me if that was per hunter, Pauline rubbed her hands together and told me she would relay the information back to Rudy’s team verbatim.

Of course, by the time all was said and done, this service was tallying up to cost a hell of a lot of money, but what can I say? I got caught up in the moment.

Besides, I needed to offer a substantial amount of money to find the hunters, or this crazy-ass shifter would have never taken me up on my offer, and she might have thrown me to the wolves there and then.

Anyway, the deal was Pauline’s people had to find the hunters before my PI did. That’s where the real big payout came in. If Luna-- the bat-girl with echolocation and a keen nose for Stretch’s signature sweet cooking-- was struggling to find these guys, then I was sure Rudy’s squadron would run into similar issues, and that at least bought me some time to find the cash just in case.

Hey, it seems my luck’s here to stay. Maybe I could go win big at the casino to pay Pauline her dues.

The pint-sized motor-mouthed leader of the pack announced to her crew via her megaphone that everything was peachy keen, and after she’d ordered her guys not to attack me, I let myself out of the van and walked slowly around to the back door to let her out.

The shifter bounded toward her panicked pack and told them something wonderful had happened, and then she ordered them all to go back and tell the others to wait for her back at the “Fridge Field” for her big announcement.

When I looked back in my mind’s eye, I guess there were a lot of fridges lined up in a row where I’d first met Pauline, and I thought it was pretty cool they had their junkyard kinda mapped out like that.

When her pack was informed and well on their way, Pauline gleefully demanded I drive her back round to where I’d scooped her up from and, of course, I could do nothing but oblige.

Once she was settled in nicely and had put her seatbelt on, I drove Pauline at a comfortable pace back to Fridge Field, and as I played I-Spy with all the beat-up old cars and trucks on our way, I asked if her crew would be able to fix my van up before I left, seeing as I had to take my children to daycare the next morning, and it was kinda her fault my van looked the way it did.

Of course, the tender-hearted soul apologized profusely and said she’d get her team right on it, and we pulled back to the spot where it had all started, sans Gary, who clearly needed to take some time to recover after I’d almost taken his head off with a child’s toy.

I actually felt pretty bad about that now, but it was a dog-eat-dog world out there, and you had to do what it took to survive.

But now that I’d put some money on the table, it was all water under the bridge between me and Pauline, and she asked a part of her posse to put my bumper back on.

The obedient shifters immediately got to work fixing up my van, and much to my surprise, someone plucked my bumper seemingly out of thin air.

When I inquired as to where the bumper had been retrieved from-- since I was sure it was my own bumper and not one that had been salvaged from another van somewhere in this junkyard-- the Beta who carried it told me Gary the truck driver had kept it underneath a removable panel in his truck bed. He remembered it was there before he left, and he dropped it off at one of the junk piles further across the junkyard.

Well, I’ll be damned.

These scrap-heads thought of everything.

The van-rebuilding team were very quickly and very efficiently able to re-attach the bumper, and I was amazed at how seamlessly this team of mechanics all worked together-- it was like pulling into a pit stop during the Grand Prix.

I was quickly growing to quite admire these junkyard rogues, and I smiled as I listened to Pauline announce the details of our agreement to her loyal subjects via her trusty megaphone.

“During our little talk just now, Mister Big Monster here put quite the lucrative deal on the table!” The little grease-covered woman spoke with cheerful enthusiasm. “For anyone who would like to join the ranks of our Hunter Hunters, now is the right time, because they have just been put back into commission, baby!”

Pockets of enthusiastic howling broke out around the gathered crowd.

“Our macho friend here wants some hunter vermin found, and he’s willin’ to pay handsomely for it.,” Pauline continued. “And that’s not all. Whoever is responsible for finding these no-good shifter slaughterers will get a two percent cut of the total reward money Mister Big Monster here has offered to me!”

That wasn’t much over one thousand dollars, but Pauline was such a natural-born saleswoman she could have sold a comb to Vin Diesel, and her band of bandits didn’t seem even the slightest bit perturbed by the meager cut.

In fact, they all whooped and cheered and jumped for joy.

A passing shifter patted my arm and nodded her head toward the front of my van, and I saw my bumper had been reattached in record time. I mouthed “thank you” to the Beta, and I couldn’t help but notice the way she fixed her eyes on mine a little too long as she sashayed away.

I guess even an ungovernable rogue wolf couldn’t resist the biological pull and the manly musk of an Alpha, even if our union would have been frowned upon in ordinary werewolf society.

But hey, I was still a Beta at heart and quite possibly somewhere in my biology, and these guys didn’t play by normal werewolf society’s rules. I basically had a free pass to make whoever I wanted my Furiosa in this Mad Max-themed corner of Chicago.

Though, I kinda already had my eye on the woman who was queen around here.

I couldn’t help but wonder how this junkyard pack operated. It was very clear Pauline called the shots here, but it was also very clear from her scent that she was a Beta, and I guessed her band of rogues were all former lone wolves who’d joined her dysfunctional family of sorts.

It also went without saying that Pauline was a woman, and women very seldom held positions of power in werewolf societal structures, so to see her running this entire show with her iron fist and balls of steel, while clearly exhibiting a heart of gold, told me this woman was something really special.

Of course, I was only speculating that this band of junkyard rogues were all lone wolves, but it was easy for anyone to see Pauline was a hardass, and she was one million percent their ringleader. She had this sort of magnetism that clearly called out to people who abandoned societal norms, yet still longed for community.

Hell, if I weren’t bound to the old ways right now, I’d have thought about giving it all up and joining P.L.’s junkyard circus myself.

I guessed these people didn’t all live at the junkyard, but since this was obviously a planned and orchestrated event, Pauline had clearly invited them from whatever corners of the city they hailed from to witness an Alpha who hailed from the flawed and failing modern society they’d all given up’s downfall.

Or maybe they weren’t a pack at all. Maybe Pauline was a sort of entertainer, and her various spectacles at the junkyard had a sort of cult following that werewolves in the know didn’t dare miss.

I didn’t know what was going on yet, but I sure was intrigued by Miss Lee’s operation.

After Pauline’s rousing speech was finished and the crowds had dispersed, the shifter thanked me for my patronage and told me I’d better leave her junkyard soon or she’d never let me leave.

I couldn’t tell if that was a threat or a proposal, but either way, I was into it.

Before I left, Pauline insisted on taking my number, and the buxom black-haired cougar looked me straight in the eyes as she pushed her large breasts to one side and plunged a petite, grease-covered hand down into her bra to retrieve her phone.

God, I was pleased my lower half was hidden behind the car door for that one.

I gave the Southern Belle of the Dump my number, and she gave me a devilish, gap-toothed smile in return, before assuring me I’d be sure to hear from her soon.

From being driven in as a hostage, I left that junkyard a hero, and I made my way back home in utter disbelief of what had just happened.

It was well past midnight by the time I actually got back home, and when I checked my phone just before leaving the van, I saw I had actually missed a couple of texts from Trent asking where I was. Although I wasn’t sure if he’d be awake to read my reply, I texted back that I’d been caught up with some pack nonsense, but I was literally at the door now.

I let myself in as quietly as I could, and I crept into the living room to see if Trent was still awake watching TV.

He wasn’t, and I was kind of relieved because now that I was in and safe, I wanted nothing more than the sweet, enveloping embrace of my bed.

I gently kicked my shoes off and crept up the stairs to where my one true love awaited me, and I was so desperately tired and so conscious not to wake anybody else up that I went straight to bed in my tattered clothing.

And I didn’t wake up until seven AM, when I heard Dionne’s little feet pitter-pattering around her bedroom.

Sweet niblets, that was an awesome sleep.

Was I suddenly speaking in questionable country expressions because I’d just met a lady who had even the tiniest semblance of a Southern twang about her voice?

Darn tootin’.

I still couldn’t get over everything that had happened the night before, and after such a restful night of sleep, I got out of bed with a spring in my step. I had the world’s quickest shower in my en-suite, and I changed into some clothes without holes. Then I went to help DiDi wash and dress.

DiDi was still in her pretty dress phase, so after she was feeling suitably pretty, I brought her and Charlie down, and I made us all a big pan of cheesy bacon oatmeal while Trent and Archie were still getting ready upstairs.

“And where do you think you were last night?” Trent asked like a worried-sick wife when he eventually came down with Arch.

“Hi, honey!” I grinned. “Well, after I’d caught up with Dayzee, I went out for a little stroll to stretch my legs… and I might have gotten into a little bit of trouble. But I might have gotten out of that trouble by running my big mouth! I’ll tell you all about it later.”

“Wow.” Trent blinked through the morning brain fog, and I could tell it was still way too early for him. “Fair enough. What’s for breakfast, champ?”

“Cheesy bacon oatmeal sound good?” I asked.

“Sure does!” Trent lifted Archie up on his seat at the table and promptly occupied the seat next to him.

I served us all up a bowl of oatmeal, and we all sat and wolfed down our breakfasts with a glass of orange juice each.

When we’d finished eating, and all our asses and faces were squeaky clean and our teeth were brushed, I automatically grabbed my keys from the bowl in the hallway and went to load everyone into my van.

“Oh, I’ll take them in today,” Trent said as he cheerily rattled his keys. “I don’t have to be at the restaurant until about ten, and I finish at one, so I’ll pick them back up and bring them home, too. You chill out for the day.”

Trent did not have to tell me twice.

It was never an issue during the weeks where I did have to take the kids in every day-- after all, I wasn’t the one who had a successful restaurant to run-- but man, oh, man, did I love a morning off when one came around.

After we’d swapped the car seats over and loaded all the children up, I practically jumped for joy at the prospect of getting a morning all to myself, but I wanted to wait until the kids were gone before I did my celebratory dance.

When everyone was seated and strapped in, I waved my little family off as they traveled in style in Trent’s vehicle instead of my battered minivan, and as soon as that car full of the people I loved the most disappeared around the corner, I shut the door on the outside world and let out the biggest whooping cheer of excitement.

Finally. Some time all to myself.

But what was I going to do with these blessed few hours?

I’ll tell you what I did.

Absolutely.

Jack.

Shit.

The first thing I did was curl up on the sofa and put a movie on. The criteria for Mike’s big day off had to be fun and funny and something I’d seen before and already knew I loved. No plot twists or dud movies on this most sacred of days.

So, I put Ghostbusters on, followed by Big Trouble in Little China, though I didn’t really watch either of them because I fell asleep during both of them-- which was exactly the plan.

I knew I still needed to keep an eye on my government phone, but a call from a drug dealer right now would have totally dampened my buzz, so I purposely left the phone face down on an armchair across the room, and I gingerly checked it every hour or so.

I guessed even drug dealers respected the sanctity of a dad’s day off, because the phone remained completely uncontacted for the entire duration of my lazy day.

Perfect.

When it was time to eat again-- which was all day on Mikey’s big day off-- I avoided the bread cupboard like all the bread inside it had been struck with the plague. As far as I was concerned, Amadeus didn’t exist today. There were no destitute and hysterical packs desperate for my governance, and I’d clean up whatever fallout came from me playing hooky for a day.

Once I’d settled back on the sofa with my plate of cold cuts and cheeses, I put another movie on the big screen to act as background noise while I scrolled the little screen, and I even got to have a few moments of consecutive texting conversation with Ava. I got the odd reply from Whitney, but she was looking after my kids, so I’d have been concerned if she was on her phone all day.

The schoolteacher must have been on her lunch break at around one P.M., because that’s when she sent me a text saying she’d missed my face today, and she wondered if she’d see it this afternoon instead.

Of course, it was my solemn duty to inform the beautiful blonde that I was stuck to the sofa, and I sent her a selfie of me underneath a blanket with my bottom lip thrust out.

There’s room for one more, though.

I grinned as I pressed send on the flirty message, and I was absolutely not surprised when Whitney, who was still on the clock, kept it PG with a string of heart-eye and kiss emojis, when I bet what she really wanted to respond with was something a lot more X-rated.

Mikey’s big day off continued in the same, chilled-out vein, where I snacked myself into a stupor and slept it off, only to wake up feeling peckish and be delightfully doomed to repeat the cycle all over again.

Man, was this day awesome.

But toddlers only had short days at school, and Trent only had a short day at work, so soon, my peace was disturbed by the pitter-patter of three very noisy pairs of feet.

Though, when Trent and the kids arrived back home in the afternoon, I was full of energy from my day spent eating and napping, and I riled the kids up enough that they’d want to burn all their leftover energy running around the garden with me.

Of course, the kids wanted nothing more than to sprint around the garden with Mite-slash-Daddy, and although we had heaps of fun, they did get a little overexcited and almost ruined it by starting the tail-shifting fiasco all over again. But I only had to tell them a couple of times, and they listened. Archie and Dionne had clearly learned from their mistakes, and they were as good as gold at controlling the urge to wag their tails for the rest of our time playing in the garden.

When we were inside, the kids could wag their tails all they wanted. In fact, we were all having such a happy afternoon that Trent and I stuck our tails out too and joined the children in their hyperactive wagging-- much to the children’s squealing delight.

This day was going so wonderfully, and the kids had really shown how good they’d gotten at listening, so there seemed to be only one thing that could act as the cherry on top of this beautiful day.

Which was the look on Trent’s face when I suggested very loudly that we should get the trikeys out.

The kids erupted with delight, but man, oh, man, was my buddy’s face a picture.

Whatever happened next, it was worth it just for that.

Trent had been the one who struggled the most after the first infamous trike expedition, and after the kids had gone to bed, he swore to me he was going to scrap them in the night so they could never be ridden again, because the children had just become so ungovernable on them.

But I’d taken the kids out on their trikes since, and they’d proven themselves to be nothing but trustworthy, and I wanted to help Trent overcome his tricycle phobia and heal from it.

I was being a good friend.

However, it turned out the luck I thought was there to stay might have just been passing through, because this trike trip wasn’t nearly as successful as the one I’d taken with the kids on my own a mere week or so ago.

Yeah, they listened well at the crossroads and stuff, but they were definitely too hyperactive this time. Trent had to keep running to stop them from crashing constantly because they were going too fast and I was busy pushing Charlie, and then they wouldn’t move out of the way for oncoming passersby, and then there were tears at the playground when neither one of us would let them sit on their trikeys on top of the merry go round.

Eventually, the kids settled and had a nice time riding around the playground in circles like they’d done when it was just me on my own. But by the time Trent and I had finally summoned the willpower to tell the kids it was time to go home, the devil seemed to take the helm in them once again, and my housemate’s hair tips soon went from frosted to steaming.

Trent insisted on pushing Charlie on the way back, and he said since a trike trip was my big idea, I could oversee the rest of it.

The kids were definitely harder to get through to on this excursion-- and that included on the way back home-- but I think I did a little better at seeing the funny side than Trent did when our two little darlings tried to have a backwards race that ended in two bruised pairs of knees and a ripped princess dress.

The kids mewled and whined all the way home, and Trent’s vendetta against the tricycles was reinstated with a vengeance.

Oh, well. It was the end of August now. The summer was almost over, and next year they’d be too big for their tricycles, and then we could forget the whole tricycle thing ever happened.

Well. That was until I became a famous art dealer and made millions of dollars. Then it was tricycles all round, including two daddy-sized ones for me and Trent, and he’d finally understand how hard it was to listen to authority when you’re driving the funniest cycle known to man or beast.

Actually, scratch that.

When I was a millionaire, Trent was getting a unicycle.

As so often happens when you’re having fun, the evening crept up on us extremely quickly, and it was time to start thinking about getting the kids some dinner and getting them ready for their nightly routine.

I’d clued Trent in with pretty much everything going on in my crazy life right now, including the crazy encounter with Pauline Lee, the bet-loving leader of the junkyard dogs.

Of course, Trent was completely astonished by my stories. He couldn’t help but feel a little bit concerned for my safety if I was going to start working as a government spy, but he did confess he felt relieved I’d enlisted the help of two independently-acting professionals to hunt down the hunters who were after our kind.

“Kill or be killed,” I said with a knowing nod while I put a tray of burgers into the oven to warm

“Killer be killed!” A proud glint sparkled in Trent’s eye. “Awesome band.”

“Everything always comes down to motherloving nineties music with you, doesn’t it?” I chuckled.

“Actually, Killer be Killed are from 2011,” my housemate corrected me. “But Dillinger Escape Plan and Nailbomb were both nineties staples, and the two dudes from those bands formed KBK. It was a supergroup.”

“Oh, no way,” I said as I tried to sound interested. “That’s really cool. Hey, it’s cool you share a name with a really famous nineties musician, and you happen to love nineties music. Is your name what got you into nineties stuff in the first place?”

“Oh, Trent’s not my real name, everyone at school just used to call me it because I was so obsessed with Nine Inch Nails, so of course I adopted it as my real name,” my housemate said, and suddenly, I felt like I didn’t know who I was living with.

“Pardon me?” I blinked at him rapidly. “Your name isn’t really Trent?”

“No!” Trent laughed heartily. “Oh, man, it’s a good thing we’re having this conversation before you meet my mama. Otherwise, you’d be wondering who the fudgeknuckle Bernardo is.”

“Your real name is Bernardo?” My mouth swung open. “Dude, I’ve known you for years! My entire world has just crashed around me. Get those frosted tips out of your hair, you’re a phony!”

“Yeah, Tent’s a pony!” Dionne was really rubbing salt into Bernardo’s wounds now.

Get ‘im, DiDi.

We abandoned our own conversation surrounding Trent’s real name in favor of whatever angle the kids were coming in with, which ended up with both Trent and I being branded ponies that were ordered to give horsey rides around the house.

We had so much fun playing that, we forgot about the burgers warming in the oven, and the kids refused to eat their burgers medium-rare, so we had to bring out the big guns and make them bone marrow macaroni and balls of raw sausage.

But that was okay, because it just meant Trent and I got to invent bone marrow mac and sausage burgers for ourselves, which turned out to be an awesome dinner to end an awesome day.

The clock hit six, and I checked the government phone for any contact from the drug baron.

Nada.

It seemed like my luck was coming back in.

If I was even luckier, the drug dealers wouldn’t get in contact with me until after the weekend, and then it would be Grace who held my hand during the whole undercover bust scenario.

I almost dared not ask if this day could get any better, but I felt like pushing my luck, and I asked anyway.

And when I checked my usual phone at around six-thirty, I was given surefire evidence that my streak of luck was going strong.

I haven’t stopped thinking about you under that blanket. Wish you were under mine, now. XXX

Luckily for Whitney, her wish was my command.
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Chapter 16

Whitney hadn’t even bothered to put the coffee on this time, because she knew we wouldn’t have time to drink it before getting down to what we had in mind.

Almost as soon as I walked through the door of her apartment, the two of us had our arms wrapped around each other, and we engaged in a passionate make-out session.

I hooked my foot around the front door and slammed it shut, and I walked Whitney backward and gently pushed her down onto the sofa in the living room.

Our soft kisses quickly turned into a fervent locking of lips, and white-hot arousal seared through me as I balanced the Omega on my lap.

Love-- and some crazy pheromones-- were absolutely flying through the air.

Whitney sighed and whined into each kiss, and she giggled as my erection pressed against her thigh.

“Oooh… happy to see me?” the Omega giggled as she pulled her lips away from mine.

“Always.” I smiled, and then I pulled the beautiful blonde back in to continue our making out.

Whitney knew I was coming over, and she’d certainly dressed for the occasion. She was blowing my mind in a silky pink negligee and fluffy pink kitten-heeled slippers, and her entire body smelled of fresh apricot.

I couldn’t wait to taste her.

The Omega evidently felt the same, because she lifted my shirt at the bottom and began tugging upward to show me she wanted me to take it off.

So, of course, I did as the teacher said.

I pulled my shirt off, and Whitney groaned as she ran her soft hands all over my chest and abs, all the while her tongue was still pirouetting around mine.

If Whitney got to have a handful, then so did I, and I slipped my hands underneath the Omega’s floaty nightgown. Then I pressed her pert nipples into the center of my palms, while my fingers gently kneaded into her breasts like I was squeezing the juice from two oranges.

Though, Whitney’s breasts were more like two melons.

The blonde moaned as I fondled her, and she pulled her lips away from mine to offer up the soft skin of her neck to my lips.

I brought my fingertips together and applied a pinching pressure to Whitney’s nipples as I pressed my lips against her neck, and she whimpered as her hand slipped beneath the waistband of my sweatpants and found something long and throbbing to hold onto.

“Mmmm…” The blonde tightly wrapped her hand around my boner and began moving her wrist up and down.

“Ugh,” I grunted, and I sharply sucked the air in through my teeth at the instantly gratifying feeling.

After a bit more pumping action, Whitney lifted herself off my lap and dropped to the floor with my cock still in her soft hand, and then she tugged at my sweatpants to silently order me to take them off.

I wasn’t particularly well-behaved in school, but I always did what this teacher told me to do.

Together, Whitney and I wrestled my sweatpants away from my legs, and the Omega’s eyes glinted with greedy delight as she got an eyeful of the huge cock that was soon going to be inside her.

First, though, it seemed as though we were entering Whitney’s northern port.

There, with my legs spread open on the sofa and the most beautiful woman kneeling between them, I felt like a king on his throne, and I watched the teacher’s peachy ass stick out as she leaned forward to take my hard dick deep in her mouth.

I gently put my hand on Whitney’s soft blonde hair, and I inhaled deeply as she opened her mouth wide and pushed her head down over my cock. Her thick, soft lips clamped around the base of my shaft, and I couldn’t help but let out a groan when I felt almost my whole cock become submerged in her warm, wet mouth.

And when her wet tongue lashed at my thick shaft, I let out a low growl of pleasure.

“That’s right, baby.” I stroked Whitney’s hair as her head began to bob up and down, and I growled at the gulping sounds the blonde was making as my cock knocked against the back of her throat. “Fuuuuuck…”

I rocked my head back to deal with the amazing sensation, but I quickly brought it back forward again so I could watch the beautiful woman choking on my cock.

Whitney looked up with her big brown eyes as she continued blowing me, and she understood what I was asking when I gently tugged at her scalp.

The Omega pulled my cock out from her mouth to prepare herself. After taking a gasping breath, she spat on the head of my penis, and from there on in, she began gobbling and slobbering on my cock like she’d entered a national hot dog eating competition.

“Graghhh,” I groaned through gritted teeth. “Fuck yeah.”

Whitney began moaning with her mouth full of my cock, and the sounds of her beautiful, muffled voice sent what felt like an electric shock of desire through my entire body.

Her muffled moans were music to my ears, but I couldn’t wait to turn the volume up a notch.

I wanted to make her scream so bad.

I also wanted to delve my fingers inside Whitney’s pussy, and when she was wet enough, I wanted to plunge my rock-hard cock deep inside her. For now, though, I took a few more moments to enjoy the sounds of her whining moans, and I grunted at the amazing feeling of her wet mouth as it rolled up and down my shaft.

“Fuck, you’re so good at that,,” I groaned, and I clenched my toes into the carpet as the shifter lightly scraped her teeth across the top of my shaft. “Fucking hell, baby.”

“Mmmmm!”

Whitney clearly responded amazingly well to positive reinforcement. She began groaning with added enthusiasm, and the force of her sucking and the speed at which my dick slammed against the back of her throat increased tenfold.

I hadn’t thought about the prospect of knotting inside an Omega’s throat, and I didn’t know if it was possible, but if we weren’t careful, Whitney and I were going to get ourselves in a precarious position, which only a forceful throat-fucking session would get us out of.

Though, actually, that sounded pretty good.

Whitney seemed to be enjoying choking on my cock so much that I didn’t have the heart to stop her, but I could smell the sex pheromones wafting from her hot pussy, and the animal inside me desperately wanted to be the animal inside her.

After a valiant attempt at vigorously deepthroating my entire Alpha cock, Whitney began coughing and spluttering, and it gave me so much joy to watch her mascara running all the way down her beautiful face.

What a beautiful mess I’d made.

As she regained her breath, the Omega tugged at my cock while using her spit as lube, and as much as I enjoyed it, and as much as I enjoyed watching her huge breasts jiggling with the movement of her arm, it was Whitney’s turn to groan with pleasure.

“Come here, baby,” I whispered as I stroked Whitney’s shoulder.

The Omega flashed her glittering brown eyes at me and slowly rose to her feet, and I leaned forward and pulled her back onto my lap.

Whitney and I were pulled into another bout of passionate kissing, and while my tongue was chasing hers, my fingers were hooking themselves around the straps of her negligee.

The sexy schoolteacher understood the assignment, and she gently leaned back and began undoing the ribbon that held her little dress together.

When the bow was undone, Whitney’s heaving breasts wobbled deliciously as they danced for freedom, and the Omega shrugged the nightdress onto the floor.

“Ughhh, Whitney,” I growled as I marveled at her body. “You’re perfect.”

“T-Thank you…” The teacher blushed.

Whit’s breasts pressed against me as I pulled her in, and she let out a series of gentle moans as my clawed fingers traced long lines down her back, like I was a harpist playing a delicate melody.

As the two of us kissed again, my gentle plucking on Whitney’s back turned into a frenzied strumming, and the blonde’s fingers tousled through my hair like she was playing the impassioned finale at a piano concerto.

As we scratched and tugged each other, our harmonious groans grew louder and louder, and I couldn’t wait any longer to feel the Omega’s wetness trailing down my fingers.

I kept one arm wrapped around Whitney’s delicate waist, and I let the other travel in a slow and steady line down her back and over the curve of her ass, so I could gently stroke her pussy lips from behind.

The blonde’s breathing quickened, and she opened her legs to let my finger tease her dewy opening.

“Ohhh… Ohhh…” Whitney sighed as she put her head down onto my collarbone.

“Mmmm,” I growled, and I planted a kiss on top of the blonde’s head.

After I’d teased her enough by stroking her slick folds, I pushed one finger slow and deep into Whitney’s vagina, and she quivered and moaned atop me.

“Fuck,” I whispered as my middle finger slipped effortlessly inside. “You’re so wet already.”

“I-I’ve been thinking about this all night… I get so wet whenever I think of your cock,” Whitney whined as I gently motioned my finger forward and back. “Ahhhh, M-Mike.”

“Well, I’m glad I have this effect on you…” I felt the blonde’s pussy pulsating at my words, and I wondered, if I said some more colorful sentences, would I feel it throbbing further? “I’m going to put my cock so deep inside you. I’m going to fuck you so hard.”

Yep. I could definitely feel it.

“Ohhhh!” Whitney’s mouth fell into a perfect ‘O’ as I inserted my index finger into her. “Yes, Mike… fuck me hard.”

“Yeah?” I began rapidly pushing my two fingers back and forth inside Whitney’s walls, and I felt drips of her wetness flick onto my thighs. “You want that? You want to feel my big cock deep inside you?”

“Y-Yes!” Whitney’s cheeks flushed red as she wrapped her arms around my neck, and her back arched with the quick motion of my finger-fucking. “Ohhh, yesssss, Miiiike!”

I could tell Whitney was really getting into it, because she started rocking her hips back and forth as she moaned my name. My wrist was starting to ache, but I didn’t care. The sound of Whitney’s wet pussy, paired with her breathless, whining gasps, was the most beautiful sound on Earth.

I reached my other hand down and smacked it against the Omega’s pert ass cheek, and she yelped and clamped down around my fingers.

“Do you want to feel my cock swell inside you?” I asked in a husky voice.

“Y-Yes!” Whitney leaned her forehead against mine and bucked her hips against the motion of my fingers. “Ohhh! I can’t wait to feel your big Alpha cock stretching me…”

Fuck. I take it back. Those words were the most beautiful sound on Earth.

“Do you want to feel my seed fill you up?” I tilted Whitney’s head back so I could look into her pleasure-clouded eyes

“Y-Yes… P-Please,” the Omega begged as I curled my fingers inside her. “Ohhh!”

“Let me hear you say it,” I growled.

“I want to f-feel your cum fill me,” Whitney gasped as a stream of arousal trickled from her opening. “I want you to stretch my pussy with your knotted cock… I-I want to squirt on your knotted cock!”

“Since you’re such an obedient Omega to your Alpha, I’ll let you squirt on my fingers and then my cock,” I said in a husky whisper.

I took my hand away from Whitney’s ass and grabbed a handful of her blonde hair, and I pulled her closer so I could push my tongue back into her mouth while I continued to pleasure her from behind.

Whitney groaned loudly into my mouth as I pushed my fingers harder and faster, and my cock throbbed in response to the sounds of her pussy getting wetter and wetter.

Then, suddenly, as if she was being electrocuted, the Omega rocked herself onto the balls of her feet and jerked her head back, and I felt her claws digging deeply into my back as she held on for dear life.

“Ohhhhh, yessssss!” Whitney’s eyes rolled into her head, and she bit her lip hard enough to turn the pink skin white.

“That’s it, baby.” I kept the rhythm of my finger-fucking steady, and the Omega squirmed and panted as I brought my other hand up to her soaking vagina and began rubbing her love button at the same speed.

Then I watched the beautiful blonde’s face flush scarlet as she closed her eyes and held her mouth wide open.

“M-Mike…!”

“Yeah, baby?” I asked in a growl.

“I’m going to… I’m… I’m…” Whitney was choking on her overwhelming pleasure. “Ooogghhh!”

“Tell me, baby…” I whispered. “I wanna hear you say it.”

“I’m going to c-cum!”

“Mmmmm, good. Cum for me.” I smirked as I pushed my fingers even deeper into her.

It was like I’d pressed a magic button. Suddenly, Whitney let out a loud, high-pitched shout, and a spray of liquid squirted from her pussy and soaked us both.

Whitney’s heaving breasts pounded against my chest as she collapsed into me, and I turned my quick fingering into a gentle massage as I helped the panting Omega come down from her intense orgasm.

“Ohhhhhh…” the blonde moaned between panting breaths, and her walls fluttered sporadically around my fingertips. “My godddd.”

I removed my fingers completely, and I gently lowered Whitney into a cradled position in my arms, where I gazed at her beautiful, pleasured-and-pained face and the rise and fall of her heavy, sweat-covered breasts.

“That was amazing,” the blonde eventually sighed.

“I’m so pleased you enjoyed it.” I raised the hand which had been the most covered with wetness, and I gently began tracing my fingers over Whitney’s still-hard nipples.

“Mm, that’s relaxing.” Whitney closed her eyes and pretended to settle down to sleep in my arms.

“Oh, really?” I smirked. “I guess I’ll be stopping that then. In fact… we should get off the sofa altogether. We wouldn’t want you ripping any more holes in it would we?”

“No, we would not!” Whitney’s eyes snapped open, and she jumped to her feet and ran giggling toward the bedroom. “Come in here…”

I was good at reading between the lines, and I knew what she really meant was “cum” in here.

I jumped up from the sofa and followed Whitney into the bedroom, where I saw the blonde had already assumed the position on the double bed, with her back supported by a small mound of pillows and her long legs spread open for me to nestle myself in between.

My cock steered me to the beautiful woman on the bed, and I quickly climbed on top of her. Whitney giggled as she raised her legs high into the air and opened wide, and I growled as I angled my dick, pushed the whole weight of my pelvis down, and sank my cock into the warm, wet depths of her tight pussy.

“Graghhhh,” I grunted. “Fuck.”

“Ohhhh… fffffuh…” The teacher’s eyes rolled back into her head as I gently used the springiness of the mattress to my advantage.

This was so much better than the sofa.

Once I’d dipped my wick in and out of Whitney’s wet pussy a few times, I pulled myself onto my knees and held her legs apart by her ankles, and I watched the dazzlingly beautiful blonde fondle her nipples and bite her lip. Then her face began to contort with ecstasy while I used my kneeling position to give her a deep pounding.

“O-Oh!” Whitney’s breasts juddered rhythmically as her back slammed against the mound of pillows. “Ohh, right there, yes!”

Whitney’s breasts looked irresistibly soft, and I wanted to feel them inside my mouth while my cock was submerged in her depths, so I lowered my head.

The Omega groaned when she realized what I was trying to do, and she helped me on my teat-sucking mission by lifting her heavy breasts up and pushing them into my face. I flicked my eyes up and grinned in appreciation. Then I rolled my wet tongue around both her areolas at once, and I took turns nibbling and sucking on her nipples, which made her gasp and moan.

“Ahhh… Oh! Yes… ohhh…”

As the slamming of our hips grew harder and faster, Whitney’s breasts slammed more forcefully against my mouth, and I had to shift my maw and suckle extra hard to keep them from getting away from me.

Though, I was as gentle as I could have been, give or take the odd nip.

“Ahhh… Oh! M-Mike!” Whitney’s giggle fractured into a moan halfway through. “Ohhhh, I love it when you bite! Bite me harder… Ah!”

We were deep in the throes of mating, and there was no suppressing our animal natures now. Both Whitney and I relinquished control as we partially shifted into werewolves, and we whined and howled like dogs in heat as we clawed, bit, and nuzzled each other.

I was so close to knotting, I could feel it. I held on tighter to Whitney’s ankles, and I slammed my pelvis forward and back. I let out a grunt of effort with every swing of my hips, and I felt my lip curl over my teeth as the base of my cock began to swell inside Whitney’s tight vagina.

“Oh!” The blonde-haired werewolf’s eyes widened in realization. “I can feel you swelling inside me!”

“Ughhh!” I groaned loudly. “It’s happening alright.”

My back arched as my cock anchored itself inside of the Omega, and I pounded my pelvis like a jackhammer as many times as I could before my knotted cock locked us in position.

“Oh, fuck,” I said through a clenched jaw. “Gah! Now it’s really happening!”

I rocked myself in and out of Whitney a couple more times as my knot continued swelling, and the feeling of the friction during the final few moments where my cock could still slide up and down the Omega’s walls was almost unbearably pleasurable.

My knot was almost too big to move inside her now, and I let out a long, loud groan as I felt my engorged cock push against Whitney’s tight tunnel walls.

“Oh, fuck!” The Omega writhed and bucked her lean body on the bed beneath me while I kept her legs suspended in the air. “You’re stretching me! Ohhh!”

“Ohhhh, fuckkkk, Whitneyyyyy.” The feeling of the blonde’s tight walls pushing against my inflated knot was pure ecstasy. “Graghhhh!”

The two of us groaned loudly as I ground my hips into the Omega for the final few throes, but then, in one ecstatically jolting moment, my knot swelled up to the point of no return, and the two of us were locked passionately in place.

There was only one way to get ourselves out of this entanglement now.

“Oh… Ow… Ahhhh.” Whitney’s face twisted in a mix between pleasure and pain.

“You okay, baby?”

“Y-Yeah.” The Omega breathed in deeply, and I could see a smile growing on her face. “Oh, it feels so good. I’m so stretched out.”

“Mmmmm, yes, you are,” I growled. “You take your Alpha’s cock so well.”

“Ohhhh…” Whitney began slowly rocking her hips back and forth.

I pushed myself closer to the Omega, and I shuddered as her walls pulsated around me. Then I let Whitney’s legs fall to her sides, so I pulled her even closer into me, and the two of us started grinding and corkscrewing our hips together, moaning in pleasure as we did.

“Shit!” I snapped my head back as a jolt of pleasure shot through me, and I hugged Whitney even tighter against my chest as I swirled my hips in a tight grinding circle against her pussy.

“Fuck… Oh, my god… ah, ah… aaaah! Mike… Fuck!” The Omega let out a series of breathless groans and whispers, and I looked down to see her fingers were spreading her pussy apart, and my pelvis was rubbing directly against her swollen clit.

Well, I did tell her I would make her squirt on my fingers and my cock, and I was staying true to my word.

I dug my claws into Whitney’s back as I carried on furiously twisting my hips, and the gorgeous blonde squealed as she held her pussy open even wider and pushed her hips forward to increase the friction on her clit.

“Keep going!” Whitney’s eyes were half-closed with her imminent orgasm. “Fuckkkkkk… Keep going…”

I did as the teacher requested, and I kept on going.

I could feel I was about to explode any second now, and I let out a howling groan as I felt my cock throbbing aggressively.

“Aaaahhh!” Whitney bucked her hips forward and backward as she ground her clit against my pelvis in pursuit of her second orgasm, and she quivered as she found a rhythm that was going to take her back over the finish line. “F-Fuck, Miiiiike!”

Whitney moaning my name was the final push I needed.

I roared as the knot in my cock throbbed like a beating heart, and I felt my knees buckle and my balls clench as a volatile stream of semen fired from the tip of my knotted dick and filled the Omega’s womb.

“Yesssss! Oh, my god, Mike! Fill me up! Aaah!” The blonde squealed and clawed at the bedsheets, and I felt her walls clenching around me as the trickles of her wetness rolled onto my balls. “Ohhhh, fuuuuuck!”

“Jeez!” The majority of my load had blown, but I could still feel a weak stream of semen being fired into Whitney’s vagina, and I held the Omega close while I waited for my tank to empty completely.

Soon, every last drop had been secreted into Whitney’s womb, and after about ten minutes, I leaned back to unsheathe my cock. Then, drenched in sweat and bathed in the bliss of an amazing shared orgasm, the two of us collapsed into a crumpled pile of panting ecstasy in each other’s arms.

“Fucking hell…” I gasped after I’d caught my breath back. “That was fucking amazing.”

“Right? I will never get over that feeling.” Whitney’s cheeks were still glowing scarlet as she panted. “Jeez… Knotting is no joke. Your cock just… wow…”

“What can I say? You bring out the best in me.” I chuckled and kissed the back of the beautiful blonde’s hand.

“Yeah, then you stick the best of you right up inside me,” she replied with a smirk. “And I love it. Coffee?”

“I thought you’d never ask!” I grinned. “The service is definitely getting slower around here. But the waitress is sexy, so I don’t mind.”

Whitney flashed me a mischievous smile, and she freed herself from my embrace to go put the pot on.

I was impressed that her little kitten heels had stayed on, and I just hated to see her go, but oh, how I loved to watch her walk away.

Like a love-sick puppy, I missed Whitney as soon as she was out of my sight, and I jumped up from the cum-soaked bed and followed the Omega into the kitchen, where I stepped back into my sweatpants while the schoolteacher threw on a loose-fitting yellow T-shirt with rubber ducks on it.

Then, as had already become a sort of ritual between us whenever we had sex at her place-- which had only been twice so far, but I was willing to put the hours in-- Whitney and I sat over our mugs of coffee and set the world to rights.

We began our postponed pillow talk with some gentle conversation about how the best coffee needed to be stored in the fridge, but the best-best coffee was harvested from a civet cat’s poop.

The two of us chuckled as we mused about how amazing ass coffee would be if you stored it in the fridge, and Whitney asked me when my birthday was and said she’d get me a jar.

Sadly, I had to report to Whitney that my birthday was in February and had already been and gone, as much as it broke my heart that I’d have to wait a whole six months to taste coffee pulled from a civet cat’s ass.

But Whitney told me not to lose hope, because maybe she’d get me a jar “just because.”

Lucky me, right?

The two of us stayed on the topic of strange food derived from animals for a while, but after Whitney dropped the bombshell that shellac-- the sort of glaze you found on a lot of candy-- came from a type of beetle called the lac beetle that they had to crush up to harvest the shiny secretions from, both of us elected to promptly change the subject.

Unsurprisingly, the topic of animals brought Whitney onto a burning question I’d so far done very well to avoid answering: the question as to why my van window was covered with a sheet of cardboard.

And she wasn’t taking “howler monkey” for an answer this time.

I seemed to be finding myself in the position of needing to confess the strange goings-on in my life quite often, and Whitney was the last person on my list who needed to be told about P.L. and her rootin’ tootin’ bullet shootin’ henchman.

And that meant I needed to explain to her everything about the shifter hunters, which led to me needing to explain why I’d decided to run my territories from behind a facade.

There was a lot to explain, and as I started to tell Whitney about all the crazy things that had happened, it was evident in her face she didn’t believe a word I was saying. Thankfully, I’d received a text from Pauline earlier in the evening to prove I wasn’t making things up.

Hey, Mr. Big… Pleasure doin business with ya. Have my money ready, I’ll be in touch. MWAH.

-P.L. Xxxx

“Mister Big?” Whitney asked, and I could tell she was thinking about the guy from Sex and The City, just like I had done when I’d read this text from Pauline.

“Yeah, she gave me that nickname when she first saw me.” A wry smile crept across my face. “And then she saw my cock and stood by it.”

“Oh, so now I gotta watch out for another bitch sniffin’ round my man?” Whitney jokingly rolled her eyes. “When did she see your cock?”

“Hey, you told me so long as I kept plenty of loving aside for you, you were happy,” I teased. “It’s actually not what it sounds like. I’d just been in a fight, and I half-shifted, and it busted my pants across the front. She only caught a glimpse.”

“But a glimpse was all it took,” Whitney laughed. “That’s how it usually goes.”

“She told me I owed her money, so I reverse Uno carded her and told her if she did a job for me, I’d give her the money as a reward,” I said, and I suddenly realized I might have said too much.

“What job is she doing?” Whitney asked.

“Ah, well…” Although I was getting there, I hadn’t gotten around to broaching the topic of the shifter hunters yet, and I kind of wanted to ease that conversation in before getting onto the next branch of conversation and telling her about P.L. and Luna’s involvement in tracking them down.

But I guess now I had no choice but to tell Whitney the part about the hunters, with P.L. the crazy Southern Belle as my starting point.

So, starting with Pauline Lee, I worked my way backward, and I told Whitney absolutely everything, up until the first two cars that tailed me outside WereCare.

Whitney was deathly quiet as she took my story in, and by the time I finished telling her about my run-in with the drug users and my impending undercover work as a government spy, Whitney was rendered almost speechless.

“How does all this stuff keep happening to you?” the Omega asked with a furrowed brow. “Didn’t you tell me you just wanted a quiet, peaceful life now that you’d gotten out of the sticks?”

“I still do! I’d say it’s just ‘wrong place wrong time…’ but it seems wherever I go, it’s the wrong place, and whenever I get there, it’s the wrong time.” I let out an exasperated sigh. “I probably pissed an old fortune teller off when I was a kid, and now I’m cursed or something.”

“Pfft, I don’t know if I believe in all that,” Whitney said. “I think my question was more rhetorical. As a teacher, I’m forced to retain a logical standpoint, and obviously, there’s no curses or higher power at play here. Sometimes, bad things just happen to good people. And sometimes, when it rains, it pours. But that’s all this boils down to. This all stems from your sudden super-Alpha status, and though whatever happened with your transformation was extremely unusual, I wouldn’t have said it was fate, or luck, or a curse or anything like that. Sure, you’ve definitely outgrown the puzzle you always fit into, and the reverberations of that change are echoing all around you, but I wouldn’t put your recent hectic period down to much more than just that. You’re a fish out of water in a great big pond who came from a little pond, and who never wanted to be a fish to begin with. But now, you’re the biggest fish of all. In fact, maybe you’re not even a fish. Maybe you’re a frog.”

“You’ve been spending too much time with my kids down at that frog pond,” I laughed. “What in the world are you talking about?”

“Tadpoles!” Whitney grinned. “Think about it. They start off in their little pond just swimming around and not thinking too much of anything. Then, gradually, they start to change, and eventually, they’re this whole other, bigger being who flourishes both on land and in water. But do tadpoles know they’re going to turn into frogs, or does it just sort of happen to them some day?”

I sat in silence as I thought about Whitney’s rhetorical question, and I couldn’t help but smile at the thought of all these blank-faced frogs internally screaming “What the fuuuuuuuck?” at the transformation that was totally sprung upon them.

But then I sorta understood what Whitney was saying.

“Do you think my body had been building up to this change for a long time?” I asked.

“I do,” Whitney replied. “I don’t think some magical catalyst or the waving of a magic wand happened here. I believe your body was preparing for your transformation long before it happened, though I don’t know for what reason. Maybe we’re entering a new age of evolution. Man started existence as a fish, you know. Then that fish adapted to live on land, and that land mammal grew legs and arms and so on. Every species goes through evolution, and I wonder if we are bearing witness to the start of a new stage in werewolf evolution. Perhaps you were the first of many to go through this change. Perhaps we’re all going to go through it. But I definitely believe this is pure science at play. And they’ll probably have the answers for you down at the clinic. In the meantime, though, you’ll just have to accept people can detect disturbances in the established order of things on an instinctual level, and you’re going to go through your new existence turning a lot of heads. You turned mine, anyway.”

I held onto Whitney’s hand and smiled as I mulled over everything she’d just said.

It was impossible to know what had really happened at this stage, and opinions were like assholes: everyone had one.

Just some people’s assholes were more palatable than others.

And actually, Whitney’s was particularly palatable.

Though I still don’t know if I’d drink a coffee pulled from outta there.

Ah, who was I kidding? I’d have dragged my balls through a mile of broken glass just to even have a chance of downing a shot of Whitney’s bath water had we not already been together.

She was just that hot.

Whitney had laid down the cold hard facts of Darwinian evolution and compared my plight to that of the humble tadpole’s, which was definitely the more logical way of looking at things, and therefore, more correct.

I couldn’t believe I was even entertaining it, but Ava’s impassioned advocacy for the moon and natural magic had wormed its way into a corner of my mind, and I couldn’t shake the feeling there was something a little more complicated than evolutionary science at play here.

Which sucked, because I found the moon-magic topic difficult enough to stomach as it was. I ticked over the contradicting explanations I’d been offered, and I couldn’t help but wonder how Ava and Whitney would deal with this conversation if they were to ever meet in person.

But soon, I realized I hadn’t said anything in a while, and ultimately, we could all speculate until the cows came home, but it wouldn’t help us.

I raised my eyes to meet Whitney’s again, and I offered her a half-smirk, but not much in the way of my personal musings on the matter.

“You’re definitely right that whatever happened that night has certainly caused a series of never-ending rippling waves,” I said. “And you’re probably right that people can sense there’s something different about me on an instinctual level, and that’s why people seem to be drawn to me. It’s easy to focus on all the bad attention I’ve been getting, but all it takes is one look at you to realize it’s not all been bad. I turned the head of the most beautiful, kind, smart, and sexy woman this side of The Windy City. And I thank my lucky stars every day for that.”

Whitney’s face flushed scarlet again, and the two of us shared a moment of staring longingly into each other’s eyes.

I could tell we were both thinking about telling the other we loved each other, but I didn’t think either of us were quite ready to say or to hear the words out loud yet.

But I knew when the time was right, the two of us would confess our love for each other, and even the logical schoolteacher would admit it felt like there was magic in the air when that beautiful moment happened.

For now, though, we were keeping our heads firmly out of the clouds, and Whitney wanted to know when I’d be getting the results back from my visit to the clinic.

“I’m not sure… I think it takes a while,” I said after I took a sip of my coffee. “There’s a lot of tests to run, and maybe some new ones to make up, since they don’t really know what they’re looking for.”

“Hm. I’m sure they know what they’re looking for.” Whitney chewed her lip in thought. “I know your condition is rare, but you surely can’t be the only werewolf ever to have gone through this in the history of the world.”

“I dunno, I’ve got a caseworker who’s pretty good at keeping me in the loop about all sorts of things, and she hasn’t found anything on this sort of thing happening to anyone else.” I donned a faux-smug grin. “Just face it. I’m one of a kind, baby. I’m a big magical tadpole who exploded into a super awesome, sexy motherfuckin’ frog.”

Whitney rolled her eyes at my manipulation of her tadpole theory, and the two of us burst into laughter.

I could tell on an intuitive level that we both felt like we’d spent enough time and energy talking about the mysteries of my existence, so I brought a couple more exciting topics to the table, such as the flow of commerce and the many differences between a dragonfly and a damselfly, and how it was a criminal offence for them to be so consistently misidentified as each other, when they were two completely different species who belonged to two completely different families.

Whitney matched my riveting topics of conversation by giving me an idiot’s guide to the laws of thermodynamics. But, as she was talking about velocity, heat, and power in an engine, the Omega’s eyes kind of phased out, and I could tell there was something troubling her.

“You okay?” I asked with concern in my voice.

“Oh, I’m fine.” Whitney blinked herself back to attention and batted her hand gently. “I was just thinking about something you said earlier.”

“Oh, no, did I put my foot in it?” I asked with a light laugh. “I say a lot of things. Sometimes things I don’t even remember saying until someone calls me out on it two weeks later.”

“No, it’s nothing like that.” Whitney’s eyes glazed back over, and after a short silence, I could tell she was thinking about divulging her innermost thoughts to me after all. “It’s just… I’m a little bit shocked there’s really such a thing as shifter hunters. I thought that was like an urban legend in this day and age. You know, every Superman needs his Green Goblin or whatever.”

My first instinct was to clear up Whitney’s blasphemous mix-up, but I quickly decided this wasn’t the most important matter here.

“That’s probably what they want us to think,” I said. “I wouldn’t have believed it either until a friend told me he’d had a run-in with them. And, like I said, I called his private investigator, and she confirmed they were a recurring problem.”

“And you said they set up a car crash to trick you into using shifter strength to help them?” Whitney’s voice was contemplative, and her brow was deeply furrowed.

“Yeah, they did,” I confirmed. “I didn’t even realize it at the time. I just wanted to help, so I did.”

“That’s so interesting…” Whitney’s voice trailed off into a whisper.

“Hey, I know it’s scary knowing they’re out there, but knowledge is power, Whit.” I grabbed the Omega’s hands, and she looked back at me with tears in her eyes. “I’ll tell you what I told my good friend Dayzee: They’ll only come after you if they have a really strong reason to believe you are what they think you are. But if you don’t shift, they won’t have any proof. You’re lucky, Omegas and Betas don’t tend to shift as much. It’s the Alphas who are constantly getting stirred up into turf wars and stuff, and that’s probably where they saw me. But like I also said to Dayzee, you won’t be pulled down with me if they see you with me. There’s just no way they’d pin anyone down as guilty under suspicion of being a shifter purely by knowing a suspect. They’re only human, and as far as the wider world knows, werewolves don’t exist. You could get these guys sent away for stalking, so they won’t start pulling you into their schemes unless they’re absolutely sure about you. So everything’s fine, we’re all fine. WereCare’s fine. Luna and Pauline are on the case, and together, we’re going to finish what Rudy and his band of hunter hunters started.”

“Luna, Pauline, and now Daisy.” Whitney jokingly raised her eyebrow at me. “That’s another new squeeze you haven’t told me about.”

“Oh, Dayzee’s my squeeze alright!” I laughed. “My littlest beau. Is this a hint of jealousy I’m detecting, Whitney? Only, I thought you said Omegas understood the natural order of things and didn’t get jealous.”

“We do understand!” Whitney blushed. “An Alpha’s job is to breed, and an Omega’s is to be bred… But it’s human nature to get a little jealous sometimes, and we’re all part human, after all.”

“Whitney, you have nothing to worry about.” I reached across the table and placed my hand on top of Whitney’s. “For one, I’m crazy about you, and you’re never going to fall to the bottom of my list, if that’s what the human in you is worried about. And for two, Dayzee isn’t Daisy. It’s Day-zee, like Jay-Z. Dayzee’s a dude whose real name is Dwayne.”

“Oh!” Whitney’s eyes widened, and I could see she was getting a little bit embarrassed at her assumption. “Oh, I didn’t realize. That’s my fault for getting all hot under the collar over nothing, isn’t it? I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be jealous-- and I don’t think I am overly so! But I can’t help being just a little bit jealous… You’re just the most special person to me, and I’m scared you’ll meet ten other amazing Omegas, and, like you said, I’ll fall to the bottom of the heap.”

“I can assure you that’s never going to happen.” I felt like I understood the roots of Whitney’s fear of abandonment, and I wanted to make her feel safe and sure in the knowledge that I would always be there for her. “You’re everything to me. You’re the person who pulled me out from my own mental mire and got me back on my feet after I’d been knocked flat on my ass. I would never abandon you after everything you’ve done for me and my family… and I could never abandon you because I feel too strongly about you.”

“I know… I just.” Whitney shrugged her shoulders, and a relieved yet bashful smile played at her lips. “Thank you. I know I’m being silly. Thank you.”

“You don’t have to thank me for anything. If anything, it’s me who needs to be thankful to you-- and I am. You’re never going to not be the most special person in the world to me.” I let the tenderness of my words sink in, but I couldn’t hide the smirk that was stamping itself on my face. “And besides all that, I’d be a fool to let go of someone with a rack as great as yours, wouldn’t I?”

Whitney dipped her head down to conceal her snorting laugh, and the two of us held onto each other’s hands as we continued to bask in the warm, safe glow of each other’s company.

I always hated saying goodbye to Whitney, but it was getting late, and I needed to get back home to get a decent night’s sleep so I could be there for the children in the morning.

Whitney found my shirt and handed it to me while she put some sweatpants and house slippers on, and when we were both dressed, the amazing Omega escorted me to the front door of her apartment, where we tenderly kissed each other goodbye and wished each other a good night and pleasant dreams.

Then I got in my van, and I navigated the quiet winding streets home.

With Leo dead and his Betas at my beck and call, and P.L. now working for me, I felt safe in the knowledge I’d managed to get two of the three stalking cars off my back, and though I couldn’t say for certain that the shifter hunters weren’t watching me, I found a little bit of solace in the knowledge that their big move was probably keeping them very busy right now.

But they knew where to find me, and they’d be back. Hopefully, by then, I’d know exactly where to find them, too.

I got home around eleven, and I managed to get another successful night’s sleep, though Charlie had me up just before six the next morning with explosive diarrhea.

However, this was all part of Dad duties, and I did my duty and cleaned up Charlie’s doody without kicking up too much of a fuss.

Obviously, all this new food I was giving him was playing havoc with his bowels, but I was determined not to put him back on his preferred diet of fish paste.

No son of mine was going to grow up to become a goddamn pescetarian.

In a matter of minutes, my baby was fresh and clean again, and his nefarious ass fluids had worked on me like smelling salts, so there was no way I was getting back to sleep now.

I opened the bedroom window a crack to let the room air out, and I took my fresh and clean little boy downstairs to cuddle while I switched on the morning news.

War, famine, celebrity deaths, show cancellations. Jeez. That’s enough misery for one morning. Where’s the remote? Gumball might be on.

Unfortunately, The Amazing World of Gumball wasn’t on, so I had to settle for The Marvelous Misadventures of Flapjack, which was somehow the weirdest cartoon I’d ever watched-- and I grew up on Ren & Stimpy.

I didn’t like Gumball when I first watched it, but I grew to enjoy it. It was the level of weird that I could roll with, but somehow, this Flapjack shit was even fucking weirder, and what was it with modern-day animators constantly drawing their characters with cock features?

I thought back to the grandpa from Hey Arnold!, and I suddenly realized making characters look like literal dickheads wasn’t a new phenomenon at all.

But anyway, it was either weirdness or woe on the TV, so I put the remote down next to me and buckled myself in for Flapjack’s wild ride.

Just as I was healing from the sensory scars of Charlie’s early morning poopnado, the most hideous-looking nearly-naked gray-complexioned character carrying two buckets of god-knows-what and whose last name was “Poopdeck” rolled onto the screen, and I immediately felt sick all over again.

How did children like this crap?

Ugh. Crap. Wrong choice of words.

With the scent of half-digested sausage balls still clinging to the hair in my nostrils, and with Lolly Poopdeck flapping his oversized gums on my screen, I felt as though I’d been dealt enough shit for a weekday morning.

But then I heard an unfamiliar chiming coming from the phone on the chair across the room, and my heart froze in my chest.

The chiming stopped, and I thanked my lucky stars when I realized it was a text tone and not a phone call, but either way, it was the correspondence I’d been waiting for.

Boy, drug dealers sure were early risers.

Or maybe they hadn’t slept at all.

Like it was some sort of reactive animal, I slowly and carefully walked up to the phone lying face down on the chair.

Then I flipped the phone over and faced the music.

Fuck.

The drug deal was happening tonight.
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Chapter 17

Hutchison Park. 9pm. Bring cash.

It hadn’t even hit seven AM, and my day was already ruined. I didn’t know what to do next.

Did I reply to the drug dealers saying “Okay, see you then xx” or was the protocol here to not reply?

Should I tell AWOO about this? Or did AWOO already know, since they were tapped into this phone?

God, I wish I could call Grace right now.

I could hear Trent stirring upstairs, and I immediately began to panic. What if he was needed at the restaurant tonight? Would nefarious street criminals take the fact that I couldn’t find child care at such short notice as a good enough excuse?

In fact, I was getting a little bit angry at them, and this whole situation.

How dare they assume I could just leave everything at the drop of a hat to attend their meetup?

Some of us steroid abusers have responsibilities, you know.

I started automatically pacing up and down, and just as I began to spiral, Charlie gurgled happily under my arm and brought me back to reality.

“Hey, at least someone’s getting some enjoyment out of all this,” I cooed, and I started pacing quicker around the room, much to Charlie’s delight.

Somehow, that angelic little laugh was like a sunbeam through a black storm cloud, and I suddenly felt like there was hope that everything would be alright.

Unless everything went absolutely horribly wrong, and the drug dealers found out I was a spy and killed me. Which would leave my poor sweet babies as orphans who would grow up troubled and jaded after the system chewed them up and spat them out, and in a cruelly poetic twist of fate, they would eventually turn to the very same drugs that had been the reason for their father’s death.

Okay, maybe I was dramatizing in this instance, but things like that definitely happened, and I worried about my children’s future constantly enough as it was without this now on my shoulders.

I started to get a little hot-headed. My children’s safety was above all. I was in a good mind to call AWOO right then and tell them to shove their mole proposal where the sun didn’t shine.

What was I doing in gangster-land Chicago anyway? Didn’t it have like a twenty-five-year record for homicides or something? Chicago was just a stop-off, surely? I needed to take my kids somewhere safe and green.

Basically, whatever the complete opposite of Arizona was.

My thoughts began to swirl around my head once more, and though I threatened it, I needn’t have bothered calling AWOO.

Because AWOO was calling me.

I turned around to face my usual phone that was blaring on the sofa, and I slowly walked back over to it to answer the iPhone’s classic Marimba ringtone.

Damn, imminent bad news was catchy.

I set my government-issued phone down and picked my usual phone up, and I accepted the call and waited for the voice on the other side to start speaking.

“Hello! Is this Mike Brewyer?”

Oh, no.

It was the cheerful guy from the other day, the one I couldn’t say no to.

AWOO knew I’d likely be getting cold feet, so they sent their best man in to do the job.

I was screwed.

“Speaking.” I swallowed thickly.

“Ah, good-- I knew it would be, this is your number, after all!”

The man let out a chortling laugh, and I found myself half-smiling, too.

God damn, he was good.

“So, Mike,” the cheerful guy continued. “I can see the phone issued to you by Miss Grace Sato has just received a message detailing the whereabouts of a meet-up, set to be at nine PM tonight at Hutchison Park. Now, we are probably safe to assume this is a message from the ne’er-do-well on Lycanisolone you gave that number to, but I’m afraid we can’t launch or enforce anything on an assumption alone. We need unimpeachable evidence that this meeting is to solicit the buying and selling of the street drug Lycanisolone. That’s why, Mr. Brewyer, we would like you to pay us a visit at our headquarters today, and we’ll get you all set up and prepped to take these menaces to society down. Doesn’t that sound good?”

“It sure does,” I agreed.

“That’s exactly what I thought you’d say.” the cheerful man chortled. “Now, when can we expect you? If we can expect you at all, that is! Of course, you have the power to withdraw your previously given consent at any time, but I know you’re keen to make the streets of Chicago safer for all the good people in your many constituencies, and I know how enthusiastic you are to cooperate with us here at AWOO. Oh! And I must remind you, these calls are recorded for monitoring and training purposes, just to renotify you. Though, you call in so much, you probably know that better than I do-- You’re like part of the family!”

Gah. That was low of him to use the “F” word on me.

But dang flabbit, I was no better than Dominic Toretto from the Fast and Furious movies, and it worked on me.

This guy knew just what subtle buttons to press to get what he wanted. He clearly had a history with the CIA before AWOO scooped him up.

“Yeah, I can make it to the AWOO offices today,” I said through a pained smile. “If you can send me the address, I’ll give you a better idea of when. I’ll also need to check what time works around my kids--”

“Oh, you have children!” the jolly man cooed as he snapped at my Achilles’ heels. It was like he’d smelled blood in the water. “Well. I can see now why you’re so eager to help us make the streets safer for all of werekind. Yes, I can send our location to you via an email to your portal. Now, adequately preparing you to go undercover might take a couple of hours, and then there’s all the safety stipulations you’ll need to go through with the team and so forth, and you still have to make it to Hutchison Park before nine so you can be there waiting for them. I’d recommend six PM being the absolute very latest time you come to us, and that’s at an extreme push. Much better to arrive with plenty of time to spare, that’s the rule my wife and I absolutely live by.”

Gah. The cute old man had a wife, and the two of them lived by bogus, unattainable life rules.

How could I not fight for the protection of him and his family now?

Which, by extension, was my family, too.

And as Dom says: you don’t turn your back on family.

“I’ll be there as soon as I can,” I said with sudden confidence. “Can I reply to your email when I better know the time? Are you going to be the caseworker who guides me through this?”

“Of course you can!” The cheerful man sounded more cheerful than ever. “I can pass any message you send me on to the right people. Though, I’m afraid I won’t be the agent joining you on this mission. As much as my thrill-seeking heart would love to be, it’s not so much of a thrill-seeker these days. No, I’m afraid I’m much too old for all that excitement. My old heart would probably make me keel over in the middle of a bust-- and what a terrible distraction that would be!”

A more selfless man there’s never been. Saints are made of lesser stuff.

“Because communication has only been made this morning,” the man continued. “A lead agent has yet to be assigned to guide you through tonight’s operation, but I can assure you whoever is chosen will lead you most valiantly to victory. I’ve been with AWOO for thirty-three years, and I’ve never seen a finer team of agents.”

The old guy was laying it on a bit thick now, but I was still biting.

Who was I kidding? He had me hook, line, and sinker.

I couldn’t let this poor man’s wife lose the sunshine of her life to a heart attack because big bad Mike Brewyer had already run away with his tail between his legs when things turned a bit hairy.

Well-- like I’d said to many lovers in the past-- I didn’t care how hairy things got.

I was going to step up to that hairy plate and pummel the life out of it.

Metaphorically speaking, of course.

Don’t worry, sunny man, I’m big and brave enough to do what needs to be done. I’ll rat on this gang of crooks for you, and I’ll clean up the streets of Chicago one L-abuser at a time. And while I’m out there, making the best of every virtue and vice, it’ll be worth every damn bit of sacrifice to… get a cheeseburger in paradise?

Huh.

Just as I was beginning to realize the sunny guy’s over-exuberant angle made him feel like Jimmy Buffet was living in my brain, he yawned exaggeratedly on the other end of the line.

“Goodness, it is early, isn’t it? But crime never sleeps! Brew yourself a coffee, Mr. Brew-yer, and we look forward to seeing you down at the office.”

I was in too deep now, so I shook all thoughts of Jim-ception from my sunshine-buffeted mind, thanked the fellow for his time, and assured him I would let him know when to expect me at AWOO’s headquarters.

Then we both hung up.

When the line was well and truly dead, I spent like thirty seconds rubbing my eyes in an attempt to massage my poor stressed-out brain. Then I put my big boy britches back on, and I checked the AWOO portal on my phone.

Sure enough, AWOO’s answer to Jimmy Buffet had sent me the location of their offices.

It was around a forty-minute drive from my place, and I actually owned the territory it resided upon. Though, it went without saying that AWOO was going to be a neutral zone, and I imagined it was protocol for all employees to distance themselves from pack social orders in the interest of fair treatment to all citizens.

The shower upstairs suddenly stopped running, and I knew Trent would be down with Archie in the next fifteen minutes or so. Dionne was probably already awake and scaling the walls of her bedroom, so there wouldn’t be an opportunity for me to explain to Trent what was now happening.

I didn’t want the children to overhear a word of what I needed to tell Trent, so I sent my buddy a text detailing everything.

Hey, man. Heard back from the dealers. They want to meet in Hutchison Park tonight at nine. Can you have the kids again tonight? AWOO called: I’ve got to go to their offices at some point today for a briefing. They’re accompanying me on the mission, so I’ll be safe. I was thinking I’d drop the kids off and then head straight over there? I’ll take a couple hours to brief me, so I should be able to pick the kids up after and come home, and I’ll make sure I’m in to do DiDi’s bedtime routine and will go to bust after. But if you wouldn’t mind just being in while I go and rid the world of evil at 8/9 tonight, that would be amazing. I’m sorry, I know it’s always something crazy with me, I’m just trying my best to protect our family.

I might have deployed a tactical F-bomb there, but hey, it was a tried and tested means of persuasion, and I needed Trent’s approval on this.

After a few moments of silence, Trent responded.

Shoot man, yeah that’s fine. I’m not needed at the restaurant today so I can fit around whatever. Damn, this shit’s scary. Will they let you wear your bulletproof Kevlar stuff? Just in case some roid head gets a bit trigger-happy lol.

Trent actually had a good point. WereWear’s Kevlar-lined range was very discreet. It just looked like I was wearing a normal sweatshirt and beanie when I’d worn them to the park to apprehend Frosty. And I was going to another park late at night tonight, so I’d need to wrap up warm. Maybe it would be wise of me to wear that same sweatshirt and beanie to the big bust tonight.

A beanie and sweatshirt definitely wouldn’t look out of place…

Thanks, bud. Awesome idea, I’ll definitely wear those.

Trent replied one more time, and then I heard the sounds of his feet shuffling on the floorboards upstairs as he went to get Archie out of bed.

I looked down at my phone to see what message he’d sent.

Great. Tho if it all goes tits up, can I have your PS5? lol I’d just feel better having two in the house & my PS5 gets lonely. ;P

Cheeky motherfucker.

My PS5 was actually part of what I’d asked AWOO to put aside for me, along with the kid’s clothes and some personal artifacts, before my house and everything in it went up for an estate sale. So, I guess if I did die, Trent really could have it, since all the stuff I asked for was being delivered to his house anyway.

Plus, I got what he was saying. Somehow, the house would just feel more like a home with a pair of PS5s here.

After all, two internal storage hard drives are better than one.

In the event of my untimely death, Trent could definitely have the console. Still, in the interest of a good-natured jape between two friends, I replied to my buddy’s text with a big, bright yellow middle finger emoji, and I put my phone down to get Dionne up and ready for daycare.

When I was halfway up the stairs, I heard Trent let out a singular cackling “HA” at my response, and when I got to the top of the stairs, he was there ready and waiting with a double pair of birdies.

“Trent, how could you?” I gasped in a faux outraged manner and lightly shielded Charlie’s eyes. “He’s just a baby!”

Trent smirked and jokingly redirected his birds at my baby son, but even doing it as a joke made him feel bad. As reparation, he ran to the top step after a couple of seconds to kiss my totally oblivious son’s tiny fat hands, and Uncy Tent profusely told baby Chaz he loved him and that he was sorry.

Charlie was just happy for the attention, honestly, but I continued the bit and told Trent my son would remember his actions when he became the next Musk or Bezos, and not to come crying to me when I was in a million-dollar-a-day care home, while Trent laid in some gutter after Archie had elected to live the life of a nomadic starving artist, painting murals on walls somewhere in the South of France.

“Hey, even if I’m lying in the gutter, at least I’ll be looking at the stars,” Trent said in a surprisingly profound way. “What’ll you be looking at in your millionaires room while you wait to die? A ceiling fresco with a bunch of dudes with their weens out?”

Trent’s quick comment caught me off guard, and I burst out laughing. Then my laughter made Trent laugh, and soon enough, the two of us were both standing in the upstairs hallway laughing uncontrollably.

Charlie was in the happiest little mood, and my whole-body laughter was making him laugh, and then both Archie and Dionne stuck their heads out of their bedroom doors to see what all the fun was about.

Trent and I both took our toddlers’ sleepy little faces as our cues to wrap up, and we each walked our children back into their rooms to start getting them ready for the day ahead

After the usual morning of sudden soap aversion, two-to-three outfit and hair changes, eggs, bacon, and “boobies” for breakfast, a breakdown or two about leaving the house followed by bribery with a random toy to get the kids into the car, we were all set to journey on to WereCare.

Much to my surprise, Trent offered to take the kids on his morning off, seeing as I had a big day ahead of me, and he wanted me to have some time to mentally prepare myself for my big briefing with AWOO.

I thanked Trent and told him he was a good guy, really, and that maybe I would let him have my PS5 when I died.

Once I was alone, I was almost tempted to lay on the sofa and soak in a couple hours of calm, but sadly, today wasn’t Mikey’s day off, and as I cleaned up the toast crumbs and eggshells from this morning’s breakfast, I found it harder and harder to ignore the little electronic skeleton I had hidden in the closet.

Well, the bread cupboard, that is.

Amadeus’ word was law in these parts, but Amadeus had laid down the law and then dipped for a couple of days, and I was starting to feel a little guilty for not being more involved.

Sorry, wolf pack, I’ve got a lot on my plate right now, but tomorrow, I promise, I’ll get on top of things.

A part of me hoped tomorrow would never come, but I realized it was surely pushing my luck to put an idea like that into the Matrix given what was going to be happening tonight.

Equal measures of fear and excitement had been buzzing around my mind in regards to my packs, but I was already acutely aware I’d stoked a fire I didn’t have the time or capacity to tend to right now.

I needed to find that time and capacity sooner rather than later, though, since I didn’t want to leave things so long that “later” became “too late.” After all, it wouldn’t do much good if I got myself scrubbed off AWOO’s yellow alert list by assisting with a drug bust, only to find myself promoted to the top of the red alert list for inciting history’s first werewolf civil war.

I guess technically that’s what pack disputes were anyway, but we’re talking on a much larger scale here.

A werewolf civil war sounded like an awesome idea for a movie, though. If there wasn’t already a movie about that, there really needed to be.

But then again, I hoped it wouldn’t be the story of my downfall depicted in the film.

And I hoped even more that it wouldn’t end up being a true crime documentary wherein they debated who put my head at the top of the Willis Tower.

The thought made me shudder, so I put all thoughts of stardom and notoriety aside, and I focused my attention on the message in my AWOO portal.

Okay, it’s an office block of Donnegan Street. That’s about a forty-minute drive from here. It’s literally eight-thirty AM, and they said the latest time to get there would be six. I’ve got bags of time.

Of course, I was in the van and thundering down the street by eight forty-five and, of course, I was filled with the rage of one thousand dishonored warlords when I found myself caught up in rush hour traffic, and I cursed every stupid driver for not being at their stupid jobs.

But, through the internal fire and the flames, I carried on, and I made it to the AWOO government offices only nine hours early.

Phew, that could have been a close one.

When I entered the building, I was made to give my name and zip code to a stoic-looking female receptionist, and she asked me to go and sit in a little side room so I could shift my snout and press my nose against a specialized reader on an iPad for further verification purposes.

Much like fingerprints, the patterns on a wolf’s nose were totally unique. The same goes for dogs, so let’s hope Fido keeps his nose covered while committing armed robbery or whatever other organized crime dogs get themselves involved in while their owners are at work.

I clicked send on the virtual noseprint and waited to be collected from the side room, and I wasn’t kept waiting for long. After a couple of minutes, a pleasant young man in a brand-new suit stepped into the room and asked me to ‘escort him to the espionage unit.’

Of course, the nervous new starter immediately realized what he’d said, and we both laughed at the idea of me taking him to the espionage unit instead of the other way around.

I also made a passing comment that it probably wasn’t wise to loudly admit you had an espionage unit in public, but I could tell the kid was already embarrassed enough, so I didn’t press the point further on the rest of our walk.

Well, not too much anyway.

And certainly not in front of his bosses.

I was a rat, not a snake.

Eventually, the weedy youth handed me over to his superiors: Agents Wilkinson, Borello, and Mehta.

They were all older men, ranging from around forty to around fifty-five, and they were all wearing better-fitting and more time-worn suits than my fresh young tour guide.

The agents started off proceedings by congratulating me on the sting I’d helped set up, and they showered me with gratuitous remarks about my bravery and deeply-appreciated cooperation.

I stood with my head raised high and let the agents tell me how awesome I was-- which was clearly a very thinly-veiled attempt to ensure I didn’t retract my consent-- but they needn’t have licked my boots quite so hard, since Agent Buffet had already convinced me to sign my name along the dotted death warrant during our phone call earlier.

But everyone needed their ego massaged from time to time, so I enjoyed a moment of basking in my own glory.

After a hot minute of good old-fashioned brown-nosing, the bigwigs at AWOO saw fit to broach the difficult subject of what working as an undercover agent would actually require from me, but before they started, I was asked to read through a load of paperwork and agree to various health and safety notices and confidentiality clauses.

I received a fat stack of paper that was akin to one of Frost’s contracts, and despite being burned before, I basically only skimmed through the paperwork before signing my life away.

I knew everything would be kosher. After all, this was the literal shifter government I was doing business with, not some random chicken shop mafioso.

How badly could they realistically screw me over?

After I’d scrolled my eyes over about thirty pages and signed all the relative paperwork, Agent Mehta-- a forty-something stout Indian man in a well-fitted gray suit and brown leather brogues-- took the paperwork away to be filed and left me in the company of Wilkinson and Borello.

Wilkinson was a heavy-set sorta guy in his mid-fifties, with a bald head and a kind smile, whereas Borello was a slender man in his early forties who looked a little bit like Al Pacino, with a perfectly curated head of black hair and a seemingly permanent scowl on his face.

Though, having said that, he seemed alright to me.

I guessed one of these guys was going to be the one to guide me through the bust, and though I didn’t mind the vibe I got from either of them, I just couldn’t help but wish it had been Grace sitting there in front of me.

I could clearly smell these two agents were werewolves, but as I breathed in the AC regurgitated air, I caught a few more scents similar to Grace’s, and I wondered what other creatures were hiding in plain sight at their office desks.

Obviously, none of the scents were of werebears, because even as progressive as AWOO was, you just couldn’t risk putting two ancestral enemies in an office block together-- that could be dangerous enough with colleagues of the same species, but it would be pandemonium for shifters.

Or would that be panda-monium?

If I were a full-time government agent, I’d like to think I’d base my practices sort of on a panda’s lifestyle.

Eats, shoots, and leaves.

Badum-Tssch.

I guessed there was another branch of AWOO that employed and catered better to the needs of werebears, and I turned my attention back to the two agents who were sitting opposite me.

“Agent Mehta, who you met just a moment ago, is our sort of behind-the-scenes guy,” Wilkinson began. “He’s the one who makes sure all the paperwork is in order, and he’s also the agent who is monitoring all the messages and calls that go through on that phone. You haven’t replied to the text you received on it this morning yet, have you?”

“No,” I said. “I wanted to make sure I was meant to, first.”

“You can go ahead and reply,” Wilkinson said. “We want them to know to expect you, so send a message in response telling them you’ll be there-- with cash.”

I did what the agent told me to do, and I left the phone face up on the table so we could all see any replies in real time.

“Now then, Agent Borello here will run you through the details of the mission.” Wilkinson offered a fat hand toward the scowling agent. “I am in charge of the espionage unit, and Borello is one of our finest and most experienced. He is going to be your guide throughout all of this.”

Although it was stupid of me to think there was any way Grace would come through for me after all, my heart sank a little at the verbal confirmation that Borello would be my handler. However, there was no use crying over what could have been, so I quickly pushed all thoughts of Grace to the back of my mind, and I listened to what the agent had to say.

“Alright, so.” Agent Borello cleared his throat, and then he raised his hand and nodded his head in an attempt to offer me a pleasant greeting. “I’m Agent Borello. Like Agent Wilkinson said, I’ll be guiding you through everything you need to know for the operation tonight. Basically, you’re going to be exactly where they want you to be, exactly when they want you to be there-- nine PM at Hutchison Park. A team of special police will be waiting nearby in their vans, and basically, they’ll be waiting on my command to storm into the park and arrest everyone present at that deal-- yourself included. Although they will be armed with adequate restraining equipment, they will also be prepared to shift in pursuit of the criminals if need be. For a more realistic scenario, they will arrest you, too. But please give yourself up willingly and don’t shift or struggle too much against them. If, for whatever reason, you do have to shift, perhaps if they are slow in getting to you and you don’t want to make the dealer-- or dealers, we don’t know how many will be there-- suspicious of you, you may shift. But again, please give yourself up willingly, or the special police may be forced to taser you to add authenticity to their actions. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” I said clearly.

“Wonderful.” Borello did something weird with his face, and I guessed he was trying to smile at me. “Now, we’ve decided this case in particular calls for video and audio surveillance, so we’re going to get you to wear a wire. But don’t worry, it’s none of that old outdated stuff you see in movies where they’re taped to your skin under your shirt and stuff. The wires we use are discreetly sewn into the clothing we will provide you with, and the camera and audio recorders will be hidden in things like your buttons, or your belt buckle. Absolutely no chance of them ever being detected, especially in the dark. Are you all good with that?”

“Yes.”

“Perfecto.” There was that weird face thing again. “Okay, so when you meet up with the dealer-- or dealers-- you gotta make sure they clearly tell you what they’re selling you, and you get footage of the transaction in action. I wanna hear them tell you they’re selling you Lycanisolone, or Moonies, or whatever they wanna call it. If I can’t clearly hear them say that or see what they’re selling you, then I can’t order my team to jump in. Obviously, Mr. Brewyer, we believe what you’ve told us, that these guys offered you a meet-up with their dealer, and that’s what the text you received is in reference to. But you must understand, we can’t go in on hearsay alone. It needs to be solid, crystal clear evidence that these guys are there to sell you drugs, okay? And it has to be Lycanisolone. Cocaine and Heroin and all that other junk isn’t in AWOO’s jurisdiction, that’s what the human forces take care of. We deal with Lyco and Lyco alone. Okay? So, as long as you get a clear camera shot of the drugs being sold to you, and nothing blocks or distorts the microphone, we’re good to go. Am I making sense to you so far?”

“Yes.” I nodded. “But I do have one question.”

“Please.” Borello moved his hand in a sweeping motion to signify I could proceed.

“Can’t I just text these guys back and ask them to verify they’re going to sell Lyco to me in writing?” I asked. “I’ll still meet them, and you can still bust them with intent to supply, right? That way, I think it comes across like I’m just making sure we’re on the same page before either of us waste our time.”

“It’s better to err on the side of caution and not spook these guys,” Borello replied. “They already know AWOO is looking for them, and any attempted prompt at getting them to write down their crimes would potentially make them call the whole deal off. So, it’s better not to push it. The report done by Miss Sato states the dealers accosted you in a parking lot in real life, but it doesn’t state any details surrounding the event. We know a side effect of Lycanisolone is the loss of smell, so how did they come to know you were a werewolf? Did you suspect these men to be up to something drug-related and shift to show them you were a werewolf and to initiate the conversation surrounding Lycanisolone?”

“I shifted to restrain the one that came at me even though he didn’t know I wasn’t a human,” I said.

A grave look fell over both Wilkinson’s and Borello’s faces.

“I didn’t know they couldn’t smell me, I was more focused on how I couldn’t smell them,” I added.

“You couldn’t…?” Wilkinson’s voice trailed off, and he and Borello looked toward each other with a confused expression on their faces.

“Couldn’t smell them,” I reiterated. “The one who went for me said something about not being able to smell messing with his head, but I don’t think they knew I couldn’t smell them, either.”

“So, L blocks out scent receptors and scent transmitters.” Wilkinson stroked his smooth chin. “Very interesting… And while we’re on the subject of smells, you’re taking a high dosage of scent blockers, aren’t you, Mr. Brewyer? That’s what it says on your file, after all.”

“Yeah, I am.” I shrugged. “I acknowledge that I have a lot of turf to run, but I don’t want to be sniffed out and chased down the street every time I step outside.”

“And that’s perfectly understandable,” Wilkinson said. “It just gives me a better idea of the extent to which L-takers’ scent receptors are disabled. Perhaps had you been emitting your usual Alpha musk, they’d have been able to pick that up. But it’s good to know those two weren’t able to identify you by your current scent output. It rather makes you the perfect candidate to say you’re a prevalent L-user, doesn’t it?”

“I thought so,” I said with a half-smirk, before directing the conversation back to business. “So, I need to get the dealers on camera and on audio, clearly stating they’re selling me Lycanisolone, and I have to get footage of the monetary transaction taking place.”

“Yes.” Borello pointed his finger sharply at me to signify I was correct, and I could tell he was eager to continue briefing me. “AWOO will provide you with the money, all you need to do is get the goods. It couldn’t be simpler, could it?”

“Sure, on paper,” I chuckled.

“Ah, you’ll be golden.” Borello’s face twisted into something that vaguely resembled a smile this time. “Okay, so we’ve got the logistical side of things out of the way. Now, the fun part.”

“I thought it was all fun.” I smirked.

“Oh, trust me, this part is even more fun.” There was a twinkle in Borello’s eye I instantly recognized. “Very shortly, I’m going to take you to the wardrobe department where we’re going to pick an outfit out. Something that says ‘casual, laidback,’ but also puts you in the category of someone who uses Lyco. So that means no suit and tie, no shirts, nothing like that. We’re talking gym gear, casual sweats, hoodies, that kind of stuff.”

I wasn’t sure if this guy was on the road to tarring two demographics with a very large brush, but he was the expert here, so I let him continue.

“Then, once we’ve picked out an outfit for you, we’re going to give you an alias, okay?” the agent continued. “You’re gonna want a fake name. Now, did you already give them a name to call you when you gave them your number?”

“Uh, I told them to call me ‘V,’” I said.

“Great, nice one.” Agent Borello was getting excited now, and I could tell theatre was his true calling. “Very vague. We can do a lot with that. Okay. So once you’ve been given a name, you’re going to stick with it, and you’re going to answer to it, and all iterations and shortenings of it, as though it were your natural-born name. Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir,” I said enthusiastically.

“Wonderful,” Borello said. “I think that’s all bases covered then isn’t it, sir?”

“I believe it is.” Wilkinson grinned. “Do you have any further questions, Mr. Brewyer?”

“I don’t reckon I do,” I replied with just the smallest hint of a Southern accent.

“Ah-- getting into character already, I see!” Wilkinson chuckled. “Just make sure you can keep it up!”

I was still feeling a bit forlorn about Grace not being here, but I was beginning to really like these guys, and that made the whole process easier.

After we were all sure we’d been through the details of the oncoming mission, the agents escorted me through the bustling AWOO offices, and we took the elevator to the next floor where the wardrobe department was based.

On our short journey, Borello told me he’d already thought of a name that would fit my new character: Vincent Jones.

I liked the name, but I was concerned it was a bit too Lock, Stock and Two Smoking Barrels, especially since we were going in for a drugs bust, so I offered the agent a slight alteration to my new moniker-- one that would hopefully sound a bit less like the name of a guy who was in a movie about ensnaring drug dealers.

And thus, Vincent Davies entered stage left.

The elevator dinged open, and we followed a long corridor to a door right at the end, and when we opened it, it was like we’d stepped onto the set of The Devil Wears Prada.

Hey, it was one of my wife’s favorite movies. And don’t ask me why, but Meryl Streep just did it for me in that role.

Upon arrival into the walk-in closet with its rails and rails of endless choices and possibilities, I immediately understood what the guys were saying about the decisions I had to make when choosing an outfit.

As I walked around the room and marveled at the fine silk shirts and the tailored three-piece suits, I could feel myself turning into Scrooge McDuck, but with Gucci logos in my eyes rather than dollar signs.

I was almost helpless against the pull of all those expensive designer clothes.

Maybe the drug dealers had just met Vinnie on his day off, and that was a friend’s busted old minivan he was driving. The real Vincent Davies was a billionaire who wore a diamond signet ring, an expensive Italian suit, and manta ray leather loafers, and he never skimped on the Clive Christian cologne.

It was obviously in Wilkinson and Borello’s best interests to make sure I was having a good time-- and I got the feeling they were genuinely having fun, too-- but the two agents had to gently remind me I wasn’t going undercover as a member of government or to a royal party, and I hung my head in defeat as I allowed them to walk me over to the tracksuits and hoodies department.

And I almost felt a tear escape my eye when we bypassed the new-looking stuff and went to the “preloved” section.

I understood I had to dress a little closer to my own station in life if Vincent’s character was going to be believable, but would it have really damaged my claim to have put on some of that seven hundred dollar cologne?

Those Lyco users wouldn’t be able to smell it on me, anyway.

Like a child being denied the expensive candy, Wilkinson let me down gently as he explained the importance of every element of my character being realistic, and I swallowed the difficult pill as I browsed the wares fit more for a pauper than a king.

“Hey, so I recently bought a couple of bits of WereWear clothing lined with Kevlar.” I remembered Trent’s idea as I picked out a sweatshirt very similar to the one I had in mind. “It’s a sweatshirt just like this. And I’ve got a beanie hat, too. Do you think I could wear those tonight, if we put a camera in my top button or something? Or maybe just the beanie hat? I just think I’d feel a little bit safer if I went in fully protected, and it makes sense if I wear something I already own, doesn’t it? After all, they met me wearing clothes I already own.”

I automatically looked down at what I was wearing and saw my jeans had a rip at the knee, and my shirt was well-worn with splashbacks of Charlie’s spittle flecked across the chest. I couldn’t remember what I was wearing when I met the two drug dealers, Beanie and Gel-O, but I suddenly understood why the agents wouldn’t let me shop in the expensive part of the wardrobe department.

“Mr. Brewyer,” Agent Wilkinson said with a gentle smile. “Vincent Davies is a man of low economic standing. He can’t afford things like Kevlar and WereWear because all the money he does earn, he immediately spends on Moonies, you see? Vincent’s been exceeding the recommended dose of Lycanisolone to get to the size he is, and he’s been doing it fast. L isn’t cheap, that must have cost him a fortune. He is not in the position to be spending hundreds of dollars on expensive WereWear items of clothing, especially as you say the garments you already own are new. Seeing you in brand-new clothing could raise suspicions if you meet the same people you met before, and we simply can’t let a small detail such as the quality of your clothing bring the whole operation down.”

“I could go home and rough them up a bit…”

“And what’s more,” Wilkinson continued. “Vincent doesn’t feel the need to wear protective clothing while attending a drug deal. He’s been to one hundred and one deals before, remember? And he’s always come out of them safe and with the goods firmly in his pocket. He’s a big guy, and he’s ready to defend himself, so he doesn’t feel the need to go out wearing Kevlar, or any other forms of protective clothing whatsoever.”

“Ooh, that reminds me!” There was a gleam in Borello’s eye as he scuttled toward me with three pairs of grubby-looking sweatpants folded over his arm. “Vincent’s been exceeding the recommended dose of Lyco to get to the size he is, like Agent Wilkinson said. Remember, a side effect of Lycanisolone is anger. Vincent is a big fella-- and unnaturally so. It would be perfectly normal for him to be a little bit short-tempered when things aren’t going how he’s used to them tonight.”

“Well… yes.” Confliction played on Wilkinson’s face. “Yes, that would possibly be expected… But don’t push the anger too far. We don’t want it to turn into a dogfight out there.”

“Okay, so get mad enough to play the convincing part of an L abuser, but don’t get so mad that you make them madder and all end up at each other’s throats,” I repeated with a smirk. “Couldn’t be simpler.”

Wilkinson looked a little bit clammy at this point, but Borello’s skewed smile was looking more and more like an actual smile as we continued this briefing.

I had to say, I was really liking my stand-in caseworker now.

“It’ll be fine.” Borello winked, but it was aimed more at Wilkinson than it was at me. “And don’t worry about your safety, Mr. Brewyer, you’ll be wearing a very thin bulletproof vest underneath your chosen garments. Just to be on the safe side.”

Phew.

Those sly dogs had me sweating for a moment, there.

With careful curation of Vinnie’s character between Wilkinson, Borello, and myself, and after trying on loads of garments from the government’s dress-up box, the three of us came to a unified conclusion that a pair of jeans with a rip in the knee-- borrowed from the Mike Brewyer collection-- and a dark gray hoodie were fitting of a feckless street urchin who spent all his time and money in pursuit of hardcore drugs.

I didn’t really know how to take that, seeing as this was pretty similar to what I usually wore, but I didn’t entertain that thought long and instead whooped and laughed in celebration along with the government big dogs.

Once we’d determined the hoody was a good fit, Wilkinson asked a woman called Sue to meet us in the giant closet.

Sue was a sweet older lady, who I guessed must have been up there with AWOO’s longest-serving members owing to her age and the reverence the agents clearly treated her with, and she explained the wire in this particular garment was sewn into the neckline of the hoodie and traveled around the outer edge of the hood itself and down the two drawstrings.

There was a hidden camera in the aglet at the end of one of the drawstrings and an audio recorder in the other, and I was sure glad Phineas and Ferb had a whole song teaching me what the word “aglet” meant, or I’d have looked like a damned fool in front of Sue.

With the briefing and the wardrobe fitting done-- including giving me a tiny earpiece the size of a sequin that I would be required to insert into my ear shortly before nine-- there wasn’t a lot left for me to do at the AWOO headquarters, and it was with a heavy heart that I left Agents Borello and Wilkinson and went back to the humdrum existence of a normal day in the life of Mike Brewyer.

Well, as normal as it could be.

I went home and looked to Trent for moral support as I faced up to the rippling waves of revolution that sprung from the well of Amadeus’ shocking reveal. Thankfully, I found they weren’t anywhere near as volatile as I thought they’d be, and in celebration, I ate my body weight in Slim Jims and chicken thighs and chilled out for a while with my buddy. Then we both went to WereCare to pick the kids up and flirt with Whitney-- well, I flirted.

I loved Trent, but if he tried to make a move on my girlfriend-not-girlfriend, then the NIN megafan would be in for a whole new world of hurt.

And I wasn’t talking about a new cover of the hit song being released.

Us two daddies spent a normal afternoon playing with the kids and running around the garden with them, and I was able to settle Dionne into bed just before eight like I said I would.

But, as much as my afternoon filled with domestic responsibilities tried to make me forget the action-packed night that lay ahead of me, the night soon grew dark, and I couldn’t ignore the knot of tension in my stomach any longer.

And pretty soon, it was time for me to leave.

Funny, this was the second time in a short space of time that I was meeting a shady character in the park to fulfil some sort of shady deal.

It was a gamble for sure, but if I played my cards right, I’d surely come up all aces at the end of the hand.
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Chapter 18

I knew my war-veteran van wasn’t the most subtle of vehicles, but I’d at least hoped I’d be able to pull up to the park without being spotted in it, so if anything did go wrong, any potential steroid-abusing enemies I made wouldn’t be able to spot me quite so easily out and about in my usual day-to-day life.

But, even when I pulled in at the farthest end of the parking lot from the park entrance ten minutes early, I saw the glow of a pair of yellow eyes immediately registering me from inside the park, and I understood I was dealing with a seriously paranoid customer.

Though, as I looked down at the small cross-body satchel stuffed with one thousand dollars of government money, I needed to remember that I was the customer in this scenario.

From the limited market research AWOO had been able to conduct, the going price of Lycanisolone seemed to be around one hundred and twenty dollars per gram. That may have seemed like a lot of money, but the agents and I had already established that Vincent Davies was someone who abused this street drug to an extraordinary degree, so he was going in prepared to stock his supply up with however much the dealer had to offer.

Although those yellow eyes were boring into my brain, I played it cool and stayed in my van. After all, they told me nine, so that’s when I’d be meeting them.

Besides, I was still waiting to hear Borello’s dulcet tones ringing deep inside my ear canal and telling me we were online.

The sequin-sized earpiece had a piece of seriously adhesive sticky stuff on the back, and I’d already removed the sticker on the back and stuck the tiny metal disc deep inside my ear when it was shifted, just as the agents instructed me to.

In a werewolf ear, there was more than enough room for the little listening device-- I barely even felt it in there. But in my human ear, it felt like something enormous was lodged deep inside, and it took everything I had to resist the urge to shove my finger in my ear and pull the obstruction out.

I sat in the van a while longer with those glowing eyes locked onto me, and just before five to nine, I finally heard a whisper in my ear.

Borello asked me to clear my throat if I could hear him, and when I did, he told me he’d turned the camera and the microphone on, and they were transmitting audio and visual records live to headquarters.

He also told me from that point on, I shouldn’t reply to anything he says, or acknowledge it in any way. He then gave me a quick reiteration of what I was expected to capture on audio and visual, and he asked me to cough to verify I’d understood his message.

So, I coughed.

“Ah, thought I told you not to respond to or acknowledge anything I said?” I could practically hear the wry sorta-smile wrapping around Borello’s words.

It was a serious test of my resolve not to scoff, and I wanted to give the pesky little voice inside my ear a good-natured earful. But that would have to wait until our celebratory meet-up, since it was now under five minutes ‘til meeting time with the glowing-eyed monster.

If the pair of lurking yellow eyes did belong to my mystery dealer, then they were at the other end of the park, so it was in my best interests to start walking over to them now to be there at nine on the dot. And if those eyes didn’t belong to the dealer and was just some other ne’er-do-well or nosy bastard, then I’d have to walk around a little bit to find who I was actually looking for.

And if that was the case, I should have gotten out of the van ten minutes ago.

Whatever the case, I needed to start moving.

That’s the thing with these dealers, they seemed to keep it overly vague. First, we had Gel-O and Beanie not wanting me to have the number for the guy they were hooking me up with, and now we had whoever this was not offering me any landmarks so I’d know precisely where I was meeting them. No coordinates, no What3Words, no sharing locations on maps, nothing.

Then again, I suppose if you were handling the most illegal substance in the shifter cache right now, you’d have to exercise a pretty strong degree of caution, so I knew I didn’t have a right to feel overly inconvenienced.

Borello made a similar comment to what I’d already been thinking and told me I should probably make a move now, and I was really impressed at the way I opted to take a deep, calming breath rather than disguise the words “Fuck” and “Off” inside a cough like I actually wanted to do.

With four minutes ‘til touchdown, I hopped out of my van and made a confident beeline for the glowy golden eyes of the person who was still watching me.

Werewolves’ eyes could have all sorts of ambers and yellow in them, but they didn’t tend to glow like that. Combined with the faint smoky sort of musky smell that infiltrated my nostrils as I approached the mysterious figure perched on the armrest of a metal bench, I pretty quickly figured out just what sort of animal I was meeting here.

This was a male urban fox shifter.

It was quite common to find urban fox shifters in the park, so I really hoped this was the guy I was looking for, and I hadn’t just caught a fox-in-the-headlights.

I puffed out my chest, and I tried to get myself more into the character of Vincent Davies as I stomped down the footpath to the foxy man who was waiting for me.

Vinnie’s a strong guy. He’s not scared of anyone. He takes up a lot of space and he knows it-- no.

He’s proud of it.

And Vinnie takes a lot of L, so he’s kind of loco. He’s got that sparkle in his eye like a dynamite fuse and a kind of ever-simmering anger in the pit of his stomach that pervades his very being.

But he’s also under special instructions not to push his anger too far and rile up the people he’s going to meet.

Okay. So, Vinnie’s like a dormant volcano. But who knows when he’s gonna blow? He’s done a lot of meditation and shit to keep in control of his anger, and he’s been able to transform himself into the kind of guy who doesn’t always start fights, but he sure as hell will end them.

Phew, method acting was hard. No wonder the guy who played The Joker went off the rails.

Though, sending your co-worker a rat in a box is still not cool, Leto.

That could have been a wererat, and you probably shipped him very, very far from home, and now their life has become a real-life adaptation of An American Tail.

Damn it, I can’t be thinking of that movie at a time like this. The ending always makes me cry, and Vinnie’s too tough to cry.

I’ll think about John Wick instead.

Oh, but the dog…

Thankfully, just as I felt my eyes start to water at the thought of John Wick’s poor pooch, a more pressing matter suddenly entered my mind.

What if I got put into a situation where I needed to defend myself? Like, if my cover was blown and this guy had back-up waiting? Was I allowed to kill these scumbags or would that compromise the entire operation?

Really, I was doing AWOO a favor by cleaning the streets up for them, wasn’t I?

But then again, I remembered Wilkinson saying this op could hopefully lead AWOO to taking down more major players in the Lycanisolone trade, so I guessed, ideally, I shouldn’t murder any of them.

Boo, you whore, AWOO.

As I approached the foxy figure, he stood up tall to meet me.

Well, tall for his standards, I’m sure.

My yellow-eyed, red-haired, wiry-bearded, black-tracksuit-wearing foxy friend was quite a short guy, and he was a lot more buff than his frame seemed to have naturally made plans for him to be, so it was immediately evident he’d been hitting the Moonies hard.

Actually, his top half looked like it had been blown up by a balloon pump, but his legs were kinda scrawny in comparison. He was still pretty menacing, though, and I didn’t trust the wild look in his eyes-- not to mention the fact he was loitering around in a public park ready to commit crimes.

I could have just stuck with the nickname “Foxy” in my head, but that seemed lazy, and besides, I wasn’t meant to know he was a fox, because I wasn’t supposed to be able to smell, and if I accidentally blurted that out, it would have been curtains for me.

So, with all these considerations in mind, my squat shifter friend quickly earned the nickname “Goose,” due to his striking physical resemblance.

I approached Goose with caution, and although he was a lot smaller than me, he swaggered toward me with vicious intent, and I swore he hissed a little bit.

Goose really was the perfect name for this guy.

“You V?” The shifter side-eyed me.

“Yeah,” I responded in a slightly gruff voice.

“Nice.” Goose raised an eyebrow toward my cross-body bag. “You got the cash?”

“Yeah,” I repeated. “You got the L?”

This was going to be easy-peasy.

“Nah, man.”

My stomach flipped. Maybe this easy transaction wasn’t going to be so easy.

But why wouldn’t he have brought drugs to a drug deal? That was literally his part to play in this arrangement.

What the fuck did he mean ‘Nah, man?’

“‘Nah?’” I didn’t have to fake the anger I was starting to feel right now. “The hell? I got a text telling me to come here at nine and to bring cash. I met two guys who told me they’d put me in touch with their dealer, and I assumed the text I got this morning was from one of them or someone they knew to arrange that deal.”

I suddenly realized how incriminating it could have been for me to admit I expected a text-- which gave zero mention as to who it was from or what it was in reference to-- to be from dealers of Lycanisolone, especially if I was trying to force the narrative that the number I gave was my personal number, and not a government number no one else had.

Luckily, we’d already established Vincent was a desperate man. Now, we’d also established that he might not have been the sharpest tool in the shed.

But massive over-use of illegal drugs does things to a guy’s mind.

“I’m not a dealer.” Goose shrugged, though he clearly dabbled.

I couldn’t smell a single other person in this park, so I knew I’d met the right guy, and Goose knew exactly what was going on here. Plus, he literally asked if I was “V,” and I’d only given that name to the two boneheads I’d fought in the parking lot, so of course he was part of the drug ring.

I had a good mind to walk away from this time-waster, get back into my van, and refuse any follow-up missions from AWOO, but the little disc in my ear seemed to be close enough to my mind to read it, and a little voice told me to stay calm and see where the guy was going with this.

“Okay, so you’re not going to sell me L.” I was thankful for how pissed off that sounded. “Are you going to hook me up with someone who will?”

“Can’t say I know any such person.” Goose shrugged again.

“Then why am I here?” The outrage was clear in my voice now. “And why are you here?”

“I’m here to… size you up, shall we say?” A smirk peeled across Goose’s face. “To see if you’re really as big as they say. And shit, you really are.”

“Who’s ‘they?’” I asked.

“Those two fellas you ran into,” Goose replied.

“So you do know them,” I said, and the wiry-chinned shifter gave me the slightest hint of a wry smile.

Okay, great, at least he was admitting some sort of tenuous link to the guys who were definitely drug dealers. That was putting us a little more on the right track.

“With my verification that you certainly are as big as they said…” Goose pulled his phone out from his pocket and quickly sent a text. “A couple friends of mine are on their way to pick us up right now.”

My stomach screwed into a tense ball.

Was I really expected to get in some random drug dealer’s car?

I couldn’t trust this inflated little imp as far as I could throw him, but I was already in way too deep now, even if my gut was telling me to abandon ship.

Vincent was an angry, paranoid man. He might not like being told he was about to be bundled into a car and taken away somewhere by drug dealers. I was already feeling pretty angry at the suggestion, and I thought about letting said anger overcome me.

I wanted to be Vincent and storm off, but I knew for this one I needed to be Mike.

My reputation had preceded me, and it seemed I was being lined up for some kind of test that only a man of my stature could pass. Or I was going to be put to task to prove I was trustworthy, or really an avid L-user, or something.

I couldn’t help but feel worried, but I’d eaten bigger birds than Goose for breakfast.

If anything, it was them who should have been worried about me.

I decided to calm myself down. The earpiece had a tracking chip fitted into it, and the agents would be able to follow me. If something went wrong, they’d be there. I was big enough and ugly enough to look after myself, and now I had to think of all the people who needed help looking after themselves, because those were exactly the sorts of people abhorrent drug rings like this targeted.

I heard Borello telling me to go along with what was happening, and I saw the faces of my children in my mind’s eye, so I knew I needed to do this.

I took a deep breath and let my anger subside, and I prepared myself for whatever wild goose chase I was about to be led on.

“You’ve sent them verification that I’m big enough for what?” I wasn’t going to run, but a dose of healthy skepticism wouldn’t be out of character.

“Big enough to carry a heavy weight on your shoulders,” Goose sneered, and I didn’t appreciate that, nor his ominous remark.

Moments later, a huge Hummer pulled up to the park’s gate in the same parking lot I’d arrived in.

“Here’s our ride.” Goose gestured for me to walk up to the vehicle. “Go.”

“Get into the car, V,” Borello whispered in my ear. “Get their license plate and their faces in a clear shot if you can.”

I did as my own personal Jiminy Cricket said, and as I approached the car, I saw a dark-skinned guy wearing sunglasses was driving, and a pale dude with some serious face tattoos was sitting in the back.

“You’re in with Scribbs.” Goose leaned in front of me to open the back door, and I obediently climbed in.

Though, I made sure to take it a little slow when actually stepping into the SUV. Goose had very kindly just given me a name, and I wanted to make sure the agents back at HQ had a face to go with it.

And I was sure they’d appreciate a good look at all those tattoos.

Scribbs must have been short for “Scribbles,” there was just no other explanation for it. He must have thought he looked cool and menacing, but in reality, he just looked like he’d been the first one to fall asleep at a slumber party.

Nevertheless, I’d been taught never to judge a book by its cover, and I was sure the man with the knuckle duster tattooed across his cheek was an exceedingly gentle human being.

As soon as everyone was in and all the doors were closed, the Hummer turned into a hotbox. I could smell something kind of ashy and musty on my fellow passengers, and I realized that must have been what L smelled of.

However, I had to quickly quell my instincts and stop my nose from doing what a functioning canidae’s noses always did, which was deeply and rapidly vacuuming in the air to take in the complex language of the new smells around us.

And that was even harder than restraining myself from telling Borello to Uck Foff. No wonder these L-users were so angry all the time.

It was evident these guys were all L-users, and not necessarily because they looked like it, but because none of them even quivered a nose hair at me. My scent suppressing pills were working well, but I wasn’t totally without odor, nor did I think I ever would be. But these guys were so doped up on Moonies they had no idea they were harboring an Alpha in their ranks, and I could continue to spin the yarn that I got as big as I did through over-consumption of Lycanisolone and bags and bags of creatine.

After probably twenty minutes of traveling in complete silence, the Hummer pulled up to a small, stand-alone, dilapidated-looking warehouse unit at the far end of a field.

Scribbs, Goose, and the driver stepped out, and I opened my door and stepped out of the car as slowly and deliberately as I could while I tried to get as much of my surroundings as I could on aglet-cam.

These L-users were sure paranoid, and they didn’t like it when I walked behind them, so effectively, I was the one who took us all to the front door of the building, even if Goose was the one who leaned in front of me and opened it.

When I stepped inside the unit, my nose was ramrodded with the smells of mildew, weed, and that musky, ashy L smell. My nose wanted to go crazy, but I did my best to conceal any form of reaction.

It was like I was a dog being walked through the park, but I had to ignore the smell of the hotdog cart, and I couldn’t sniff the ass of any other dog I met, nor could I stop and deeply inhale over every single patch of grass or lamppost I came upon which another dog may or may not have pissed on at some point in the last six to eight months.

And for a man-mutt like me, that was torture.

To distract myself from the smells, I tried to take in the sights of the warehouse.

It was cold. There didn’t seem to be any form of heating, and everyone was still wearing their coats and hats. There were all kinds of busted roadside furniture littered about the place, and all kinds of urchins were perched on top of them in various states of consciousness.

The floors and tables were covered with empty food wrappers and Mountain Dew bottles, and even though there were tons and tons of hand-rolled cigarette butts spilling out from overflowing ashtrays everywhere, there didn’t seem to be any drugs.

I guessed whoever ran this shitshow wanted to be careful not to give the dastardly game away in case I was wearing a wire or whatever, and honestly, that was extremely presumptuous of them.

But it didn’t matter that I couldn’t see any evidence of drug use here. I could smell it, so I knew I was exactly where I needed to be right now.

After a few moments of standing at the front door with no movement from those I shared a ride with, I started to get a little bit antsy, and I furrowed my brow as I looked to the three shifters flanking me.

What the fuck were we standing here for?

I was doing well at keeping my nose undercover, but I couldn’t stop my ear from pricking up when I heard male singing coming from behind one of the two closed doors in the building.

“Little boy blue and the man in the moon… When you coming home, son? I don’t know when…”

The singing was loud, off-key, and almost jovial. I could tell someone who loved to be the center of attention was behind that door, and he wanted to make everyone aware of his presence.

Suddenly, the closed door crashed open, and the men I’d traveled with immediately stood to attention. The guy’s face lit up when he saw me standing there, and he approached me with a cocky sort of swagger to his step.

This was clearly the leader of this operation.

“Ah, that was fast!” the kingpin said as he shook his ring-laden hands dry.

This guy kinda looked like Bam Margera-- and we aren’t talking Jackass era, and not even Viva La Bam. We’re talking modern-day unhinged Bam.

He had cropped black hair, tattoos on every visible part of his body, gold chains, and a dangerous gleam in his wild eyes. He may have been the leader of this small pack of rogues, but he was still just a Beta to me.

“If I’d known you were coming, I’d have held it in.” Wolf-Bam immediately started singing the song he’d based his quip on, and a grin spread across his face as he fixed his eyes on mine. “V, I presume?”

“Yeah, that’s me,” I replied in a disgruntled way that was by no means acting. “And who are you, exactly?”

“Ah, I’m just… a traveling salesman.” Wolf-Bam clapped his hands together as he stopped in front of me, and his gold chains clattered on his wrist.

He was about the average height for a Beta, but again, he was an inflated fella, which was characteristic of the drug he’d clearly been having a lot of fun with.

Haven’t you ever heard of the phrase, “Don’t get high on your own supply?”

“A salesman?” I raised a hopeful eyebrow. “Of what?”

“Of dreams.” Bam’s face curled into a menacing grin.

“Uh-huh. Thought you might say something like that.” I sighed and gestured my head toward Goose. “The last guy I met, who was supposed to be selling me something, said he didn’t have the goods. And now I’m wondering why everyone’s so set on wasting my time. Why was I asked to bring cash if no one is prepared to sell me what I thought I was coming for?”

“Oh, there’ll be time for you to purchase a dream of your own later,” Wolf-Bam said. “But first, I want to borrow you for something. I’m hoping your bark isn’t bigger than your bite, and I’m hoping you’re a fighter, V.”

“What kind of fight are we talking here?”

“That was a poor choice of words from me.” Bam laughed. “Actually, it won’t be much of a fight. More… a beating. I want you and your fists to visit someone who’s been stirring up all kinds of trouble around here. Been selling bad shit to kids, you see. I want you to go and teach them a lesson.”

If the smell of L coming from this guy’s breath wasn’t completely giving the game away, I’d have worried I’d caught the wrong end of the stick and actually tangled myself up with a slightly unsettling anti-drugs vigilante group.

But then again, that’s exactly what a nasally-incapacitated L-user like V might think, so I decided to lean into Wolf-Bam’s tale.

“What kinda stuff they selling?” I asked.

“Lyco,” Bam replied, and I realized I was about to be pulled into a whole name game of cat and mouse with this crew and AWOO. “Sells it cheap and cuts it with all manner of shit. It’s hurting a lot of people. Lot of kids who just want to get bigger and stronger so they can protect their families.”

Wolf-Bam sure was spinning a compelling yarn, and that F-bomb did tug at my heartstrings a little, but I could tell he was just a kingpin who wanted me to take out the competition.

But AWOO couldn’t act on nuance alone, and Wolf-Bam was keeping tightlipped about his own involvement in the L trade. The only way I saw it was I had to do what this jackass wanted me to do, and when the competition was dead and dusted, he’d unveil his trove of illegal treasures to me, and the AWOO agents could swarm in and take care of the rest.

The only other way out was if I could get verbal verification that this man was going to sell me Lycanisolone. Although the chances of him saying anything incriminating seemed slim, I felt like V had every right to check he and the dealers were on the same page, and it was my one last hope of getting out of having to infiltrate another fucking drug den.

“Look, if someone’s hurting kids out there, I’ll do what needs doing,” I said. “I just wanna know we’re on the same page here. I was told I’d be put in contact with someone to buy L, because my dealer was selling me dud shit-- probably the same guy, in which case I’m glad to do him in. But if I take this guy down, will you sell me Lycanisolone? And I’m talking the real good stuff, none of this dud shit I’ve been having to scatter over every mouthful to get any effect from.”

“Let me tell you this…” Another maniacal smile spread across Wolf-Bam’s face. “It’ll be like Willy Wonka’s fuckin’ chocolate factory in here if you come back with what I want. And you’ll have the golden ticket.”

Man, I knew Beanie said this guy was secretive, but there was no mention of him being the fucking Riddler.

I wanted to probe just a little harder. I needed clear, verbal confirmation of what I’d be getting.

“So… you’ll sell me L?” I asked with my eyes narrowed

“L…” Bam laughed and shrugged. “M… N… O… P…”

I was getting extremely fucking frustrated at this point. It was time to give these guys a little taste of the legendary L-characterized anger that a guy of Vinnie’s size couldn’t help but keep on simmering in the pit of his stomach.

“Listen here, you,” I snarled, and I nearly lunged for the guy. “I just want some goddamn Lyco. And I want you to tell me you’re gonna sell it to me, because if I do this guy in and come back, and all you’ve got is fucking dope or fucking smack or whatever, then I can assure you it’ll end for you the same way it ends for this other clown. In fact--”

“Stop it, Mike.” Borello’s voice was a tinny whisper in my ear. “That’s enough. Follow where his lead is taking you. You can always come back here later.”

I clenched my jaw and swallowed down the rest of my threats as I took the agent’s words in. He was right. These guys clearly wanted their dirty work done before they were going to make any sort of deal with me, and the simplest way out of this now was to just comply.

“Sorry.” I exhaled sharply. “It’s the L. It makes me kinda cranky.”

“No worries, I completely understand.” Wolf-Bam looked delighted at my outburst. “But hold onto that anger, okay? I have a feeling it might come in very handy in a very short time. Elmo?”

“Yeah?” an olive-skinned guy with a mullet and an eyebrow piercing called back from across the room, and he looked up from the cigarette he’d been rolling.

“You’re driving,” Wolf-Bam told him. “Take our friend, V, here over to see our other friend, T.”

Elmo licked his smoke closed and tucked it behind his ear, and then he joined his boss, pulled his car keys from his coat pocket, and jangled them in the air to show he was ready to go.

Bossman Bam whistled toward another guy, and a scrawny-but-buff dude with white-blond spiky hair came to stand at his right hand. Then Wolf-Bam told Scribbs and Goose they were going, too, and he told us all to be on our way.

“You’ll sell it to me when I come back, right?” I asked.

“I’ll even put a pretty bow on top,” Bam sneered, and a little flash of inspiration glittered behind his eyes. “Oh. And, actually, before you go… I want proof when the job’s done.”

“Proof?” I echoed. “What kind of proof? Want me to take a photo or something?”

“Ha! I’m afraid I want something a lot more solid than that.” Bam grinned. “Our friend, T, wears a particularly recognizable silver pinky ring. It has a black diamond set into it. I want it.”

“You want the pinky ring?” I frowned.

“Hmm...” A truly evil smile unfurled across Bam’s face. “Actually, better make that the whole finger.”

My blood instantly turned cold.

What kind of unhinged maniac was I involving myself with here?
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Chapter 19

I was as desensitized to violence at the best of ‘em, but even I couldn’t help but be a little perturbed by Wolf-Bam’s bloodlust.

It’s funny how things change. Just a few moments ago, I’d found myself stalling and trying to get this guy to tell me in no uncertain terms exactly what he was going to be selling me.

But now, I couldn’t get out of his eyesight fast enough.

Me, Goose, Scribbs, and the new guy all followed Elmo out the front door and into a silver 4x4. Elmo started the truck, and the whole journey was taken pretty much in silence.

Well, silence for them. I had a little Jiminy Cricket in my ear whispering to comply with whatever this gang wanted.

Borello expressed it would be beneficial for our operation if I cozied up to the head honcho of the gang until he let his guard down. Then the government could bust him. Borello also apologized about the fact that this meant AWOO would be in need of my secret services for longer than we’d all anticipated, and he assured me I’d be compensated for my efforts.

I hadn’t even considered I was being paid for this, so that definitely eased the burden a little.

Although I was a little bit annoyed at what a long-winded farce this was all becoming, I wasn’t upset at Borello. How was he supposed to know the two miscreants I’d met in the parking lot had gone back to their boss and reported our encounter like they’d had an encounter with an urban legend, which led said boss to ensnare me at his headquarters so he could blackmail me into doing his dark bidding?

Anyway, there was no use moping. I was already in way too deep to turn back. All that was left to do now was keep my head above water and doggy-paddle back to shore with some guy’s severed pinky in my teeth. Then, if The Riddler was true to his word, he’d roll out a fat stash of Moon Dust upon my arrival, the cops would bust in, and I could sleep soundly in the knowledge that I’d helped take down two drug-pedaling birds with one stone.

As the packed 4x4 thundered along the dark backroads, I got to thinking. It wasn’t illegal for any werewolves to kill another werewolf in any capacity apart from mutiny against an Alpha, so I wondered why Bam hadn’t just sent his crew in to take T down? That would have been much easier than waiting for someone big enough to cross his crew’s path so he could get them to do it for him.

I came to the conclusion T must have been a big lug, but I didn’t think he was going to be an Alpha-- let alone these guys’ Alpha, since I didn’t think these folks subscribed to the idea of following an Alpha at all.

But I supposed all would be revealed in due time.

In the vain hope of drip-feeding some more information to Borello via my aglet-microphone, I dared ask my fellow passengers what T’s deal was, but aside from Goose telling me T was a drug dealer-- which was pretty fucking obvious-- my question was met with total silence.

I let the dust around my first question settle before I asked if there were many other kingpins of the Lyco world operating around Chicago, but I was once more met with stone-cold radio silence. Then Borello’s voice in my ear told me to stop probing, and I rolled my eyes as I sank deeper into my seat.

We’d been driving for ages, and I was getting cranky. Why’d they put the biggest guy in the middle anyway? Both Goose’s and Scribbs’ elbows were digging into me, and I needed to jump out and take a leak.

Are we there yet?

Marge, can I have another sandwich?

After maybe forty-five agonizingly silent minutes, we pulled up to another derelict warehouse down a side road. Elmo stopped the car and quickly jumped out, and me, Goose, Scribbs, and the guy with the white-blond hair followed suit.

I’d taken more than enough aglet-cam footage of Goose, Scribbs and Elmo, but I realized I needed to get this other guy on camera. The five of us marched up to the door of the warehouse, and I used the short moment we had when we stopped in front of it to turn my whole body to face the wiry little white-blond werewolf.

As soon as he noticed me facing him, the shifter snapped his head around like it was spring-loaded and snarled threateningly.

Shit, this scrawny motherfucker was the scariest of them all. I could see why Bam sent him along for the ride.

As his eyes flashed wildly at me, I got instant flashbacks of playing Crash Bandicoot and fighting against Ripper Roo as a kid, so that’s what this volatile little motherfucker henceforth came to be called in my mind.

I turned away from Ripper, and Elmo quickly scanned for any unwanted eyes before he slipped his clothes off and shifted into a sizable chocolate-brown beast. The gang quickly followed suit and stripped down to their birthday suits, and within moments I was surrounded by a gang of overly buff and overly wound-up monsters.

Wilkinson was right, these guys really didn’t have the disposable income to waste on WereWear clothing.

As Ripper settled his wild eyes on me, I knew I had no other choice but to do the same, and I heard Borello telling me to do what I had to do to gain their trust.

I guessed we were going in all guns blazing, so I took my clothes off as fast as I could and piled them gently on the floor. I took extra care to subtly tuck the hoodie drawstrings in to protect them, and I made sure my thin bulletproof layer came off at the same time as the hoodie to avoid suspicion.

Then, butt naked, I pushed past my human physiology to unleash the beast within.

I towered over every one of my cohort when I’d fully transformed, and they gawked at me in equal measures of fear and awe-- even Ripper looked scared.

But Elmo-- who was leading our pack mission-- quickly pulled his crew back together, and he lifted his large clawed foot back like a rhino about to charge. Then he thumped his foot hard three times on the warehouse’s rickety metal door like a bookie coming to collect his debts, and we all stood and waited for an answer.

After about thirty seconds, the unit door swung heavily open, and I just about caught sight of the foaming, cavernous mouth that was snarling on the other side of it before the BANG.

From absolutely nowhere, and with zero prior warning, Elmo pulled out a pistol in a half-shifted hand, and the enemy werewolf’s saliva-soaked maw was suddenly interspersed with thick claret blood, like someone had just poured red food dye into a fish tank.

I guess we really were going in all guns blazing.

The target wasn’t dead, or even downed by the gunshot, but his momentary recoil gave my gang the in they needed. Elmo led the charge as he pushed the rival gang member hard onto the floor, and he shoved the metal door open enough for us all to charge in after him.

At a quick glance, there were something like thirty people in this unit in varying states of consciousness, but the twenty or so who’d seen us break the door down looked absolutely fucking furious.

The scene unfolding before my eyes was a lot to take in, but I hoped Borello’s guys had put a pin on my location, because this warehouse was exactly what I’d expected to see in a drug bust.

Shit, this was the sort of stuff I’d hoped to see back at Bam’s place, then my work would have been finished a whole lot earlier.

The two drug barons obviously had the same interior designer, because the same busted tables and chairs that had clearly been dragged in off the roadside furnished this building too, but there were pills, bottles, and powders absolutely everywhere in this shithole.

In Bam’s place, everybody was wasted but seemed to be on their best behavior for my visit-- I guess it helped to make a good impression when you were one drug den starting a smear campaign against another.

But we were surprise visitors here, so this den had no time to clean up their act for our arrival, and alongside the drug paraphernalia strewn across every surface, there were people who were clearly only physically with us but mentally and spiritually engaged in space exploration.

My heart sank a little when I realized there was some truth in what Bam said. Some of these sprawled out people looked like they weren’t even twenty yet. Some of them really were just kids.

What I was seeing was distressing, but there was no time to dwell on it. My team of monsters had already leaped over the front line and were gouging out the necks of the enemy before many of them even had the chance to shift themselves.

I wondered if anyone else on my team understood what a terrible idea this was. It was five of us against way more than five of them, and not to sound speciesist, but I wasn’t sure I could count a fox as a really fearsome addition to our team when we were up against twenty potential werewolves.

Still, I didn’t know who the fuck any of these people were, and it didn’t feel right for me to throw myself at someone who was still presenting as human-- just in case they fucking were human.

I imagined it was pretty easy to pawn a shifting episode off as a drug trip to an inebriated human, so maybe these guys shifted all the time in front of polite society, and the odd instance of manslaughter was inevitable.

But patience was a virtue, and I didn’t have to wait long for the inhabitants of this hovel to reveal their true forms to me.

These guys had no time to take off their clothes, and the synthetically-buff crowd of humanoid onlookers exploded into their volatile shifter forms like kernels mutating into popcorn.

As their limbs split through cotton and tore through denim, I locked onto who I was permitted to destroy.

And I was spoiled for choice.

As I sprinted into the fray, I caught eyes with a light gray wolf, and I saw the panic in his face when he realized he was about to become my first kill.

He was scared, but there was no going back now, and his panicked expression instantly gave way to a threatening snarl.

Gray was pretty hefty, and maybe to your everyday werewolf who wasn’t injecting themselves with steroids, he’d be seen as quite a fearsome monster, but this prick didn’t scare me in the slightest.

Unfortunately for him, I wasn’t your everyday werewolf, and whatever supercharged moon magic or accelerated Darwinian evolution had targeted me on that fateful night had mutated my body into something far bigger and far more dangerous than any backstreet bulking agent ever could.

These nose blind fuckers didn’t know it, but I was an Alpha-fucking-male, and I was going to burst these over-inflated mutts like balloon dogs made by a clown at a child’s birthday party.

And not a very good clown, either.

Gray and I charged forward on a collision course, and we became violent dance partners in this age-old lethal waltz.

Upon impact, our heads butted and our claws clanked together with a sharp scraping sound, like the clang of two rapier blades during a duel, and the two of us snarled as we twisted and two-stepped in an attempt to overpower the other.

Gray was pretty heavy, but I could already tell he thought he was a lot stronger than he actually was, and that would inevitably be his downfall.

It was time to show this asshole who really held the power here.

I pushed down on Gray’s shoulders, and I stretched myself as tall as I could until I was looming over this panicked pup like I was the grim reaper himself. Then I snapped my jaws like a bear trap over the top of his head.

The junkie werewolf yelped and scratched at my chest, but when I felt my lower incisor pierce the soft flesh of his eyeball, I only bit down harder.

After all, I’d learned from experience the measures I’d have to use to really put a werewolf on Lycanisolone out of his misery.

Grace had done so much for me in her short time as my caseworker, but the best thing she’d ever done for me was confirm Jackal was an L-user. Now, I was equipped with some very particular knowledge about the accelerated healing rates of werewolves who fortified their bodies with L, which combined with the usual healing rates of werewolves to make for an ultra-fast recovery.

I’d gone in blind when I fought Jackal and nearly panicked when I’d witnessed his uncanny self-healing abilities firsthand. The only way I was able to defeat him was by damaging him beyond repair, and that meant pulling his windpipe out from his throat and snapping it like a guitar string between my fingers.

Werewolves could rebuild, but they couldn’t totally regenerate. Even steroids couldn’t turn us into Deadpool.

None of the roid heads here were anywhere as big as Jackal, so I knew measures might not have to be quite so drastic tonight, but it was still fun to try.

Gray continued to yelp and claw frantically at my torso, but I was adamant on getting to the center of that fuzz-covered blow pop. I focused on pressing my jaws down steadily and with great pressure, until I heard the first cracks as his skull began to totally give way, like a dam about to burst.

Then, in a rush of fur, blood, and fragmented skull shards, the top of Gray’s head exploded, and I was able to pluck his brain from his cranial cavity like I was bobbing for an apple.

The overstuffed animal collapsed in a heap on the floor, and I spat his brain out like the rotten apple it was before I searched the room for my next sparring partner.

But my next victim came running right up to me.

He was a rusty-red, scruffy-looking shifter with big puffed-out muscles and a real big attitude problem. He was clearly pissed off that I’d killed his buddy, but I was more than willing to reunite them.

Rusty roared as he threw himself on top of me, and as we rolled across the ground together, he erratically snapped his jaws and thrashed his claws in a blind attempt to maim me, when really it was more like he was using me like a cat would use a scratching post.

Sure, this guy was big, and there seemed to be more raw power behind his blows than I’d experienced with Gray, but it didn’t count for shit if you didn’t have precision guiding that brute strength.

I waited until our roll ended up with me on my back, and as soon as Rusty was on top of me, I grabbed him by the clawed hands. Then I lifted him high on the soles of my feet like I was playing airplanes with DiDi, but I made sure this soaring shitbag was in for a crash landing.

I coiled my knees before springing my legs upward, and I sent Rusty whirling through the air. I jumped to my feet just as the scruffy motherfucker fell on his ass, and I ran to assess the damage, purely so I could gauge how much more I needed to inflict.

The over-inflated werewolf bounced back like a beach ball, but I dove straight on top of him and slammed his spine against the metal floor of the warehouse, with my hands wrapped around his neck.

I could feel the power behind Rusty’s turbo-charged snarl as it reverberated in his throat, but my hands were clasped pretty tightly around his windpipe, and he was only going to waste his breath if he kept on growling at me like that.

The scruffy mutt came to that realization much too late, and he began jerking underneath my weight as he dug his claws into the backs of my hands.

But Rusty-Red was nowhere near as strong as he looked, and his claws barely even made a dent in my leathery mitts. As my hands tightened around his throat, any remaining wisps of air in Rusty’s lungs were totally cut off from his brain. I saw the moment his air tank emptied, and the light slowly dimmed from his angry, beady little eyes.

I was pretty sure there was no coming back from vise-like strangulation, but these guys seemed a pretty tight-knit team, and I didn’t want to run the risk of a medic suddenly storming the battlefield and administering this guy life-restoring mouth-to-mouth.

So, I made sure Rusty didn’t have a mouth to breathe life back into.

CRRTTCH-SPLASH.

I jumped down on Rusty’s head like it was a soft apple, and his blood trailed behind me while I surveyed the battlefield to see how my teammates for the evening were doing.

Ripper was living up to his name and absolutely tearing the shit out of anyone who tried to get near him, and Scribbs and Elmo had both implemented a sort of hybrid approach where they were utilizing their L-fortified werewolf strength alongside the man-made invention of the pistol. I didn’t even know why Elmo was bothering with the gun, unless he was using silver bullets, but to each his own I guess.

Though, the gunshots really did cause a ringing in your ears in a tin shack like this, and those bloodstains were never coming out of those green velvet armchairs, no matter how hard they were scrubbed.

Still, the three werewolf roid-keteers seemed to have their battles in hand, so I looked around the room to find Goose the fox amid the chaos.

I half hoped and half expected to spot the lupine shifter nimbly weaving through the brutish werewolves’ ankles and proving my initial doubts about him being the weak link in our party to be all wrong.

But if you can imagine a supremely jacked-up fox, you can see how Goose’s oversized stature on his small frame may have inhibited his movements, and he was currently in the process of being lifted up by a hulking chestnut nightmare and was about to be slammed down like a football at touchdown.

I had zero loyalty to Goose, and I’ll be honest, I didn’t really give a fuck if any of these guys lived or died. But their boss seemed the mercurial type, and I didn’t want to risk having the Lyco goalposts moved again if foxy went splat, so I charged across the drug-and-blood splattered floor to give the little guy a break before the big guy got there first.

I let out a loud snarl to distract the chestnut nightmare from snapping Goose’s spine like a toothpick, and when he was looking right at me, I launched myself like a dart through the air.

I was probably the only one in that room who could smell the moment this bolstered-up monster shit his pants.

If I was the dart, then Chestnut’s exposed stomach was the bullseye. I opened my jaws wide in preparation to bite off more than a mouthful, and the millisecond my snout made contact with the werewolf’s soft underbelly, I pushed it in as deep as it would go, filled my mouth with as much of his flesh as I could, and clamped my jaws down.

Chestnut’s body was bulky, but it was lean, and I had to really push my head forward and shake it hard to get enough purchase. But when I did, I yanked my head back, and I pulled out some sort of offal with all that awful-tasting flesh and doped-up blood.

I realized I actually felt angrier than I had at the beginning of this fight, which meant I’d probably inadvertently ingested some Lyco through the blood of these junkies alone.

Chestnut roared with anger and pain, and he forgot about the fox in his hands just long enough for Goose to wriggle free from the clutches of certain death.

There wasn’t enough time for a prolonged emotional moment between Goose and I, but I caught the undeniable look of fear in the fox’s eyes as he probably realized how close he’d come to being killed just then.

I’ll bet my earlier thoughts were right, that the fox was sent on murder missions like this because of his small, svelte stature and his relative speediness in a werewolf-dominated battle, but I was now willing to wager this was the shifter’s first fight while puffed out on L, and he was now beginning to realize just how much damage he’d done to himself.

But he was hooked now, which was probably exactly what Wolf-Bam had been counting on.

Despite his brush with death, Goose was a loyal friend, and the quick red fox jumped over the maimed brown dog and valiantly went to aid his comrade Elmo, who was in the process of being kicked to death by two very overly playful werewolves-- one of which being the guy he’d shot at the front door.

I guess I was being left to take out the trash, then.

Chestnut growled as he fixed his piercing orange-brown eyes on me. His hand was clutched against his blood-pissing stomach, although I could see the bite I’d taken from his torso had already partway healed.

I’d already made my entry wound, and I didn’t want to lose my opportunity to gut this motherfucker like a fish, so I lunged at the wounded shifter and made sure my claws hooked themselves around the entrance that I’d bitten into his stomach.

Chestnut sank his claws into my shoulders and tried to push me off while he snapped at my muzzle, but my fingers had made contact with something slimy, and I just needed to excavate this cave of stinking wonders.

So, I opened that sucker up like a birthday present, and I performed something similar to what I’d only ever heard described in sexual terms as a “sunflower.”

To spell it out, I dove my fist deep into his entrails and spread my hand out to grab onto whatever felt important.

Which was pretty much all of it.

I pulled Chestnut’s entrails out from his expanded navel like I was a goddamn magician, and the slippery red flesh landed on the floor with a series of heavy wet plops.

The wolf howled and gargled blood, and he dragged his claws across my back with more force than ever as he tried to get away from me. But then, after a wave of blood rolled out from his mouth, I felt the buff shifter’s claws lose their grip on my back, and when his arms dropped limply to his sides, I knew the beast was slain.

I refocused my attention on the rest of the war, and after saying a quick prayer for the werewolf Ripper had in a headlock, I fixed my eyes upon Goose and Elmo, who were being totally wailed on by the pair of lumbering werewolves that had evidently been taking their vitamin L.

Goose and Elmo seemed to be struggling, and I figured if you can’t beat ‘em, let someone else beat ‘em for you. So, I set my sights on one of the two werewolves who was giving my crew a hard time, and with a powerful jump, I propelled myself from where I was standing and landed right behind the cream-colored wolf who was sinking his claws into Elmo’s skin.

Then I pushed my hands hard against his head and twisted it round like I was taking the cap off a soda bottle-- and it even made the same sound.

Cream Soda fell flat on the floor, and both Goose and Elmo stared at me with pure horror in their eyes.

And the dark brown werewolf who had the fox shifter in a headlock didn’t look too confident, either.

I could have stayed to crack open that second soda pop bottle-- then it would have really been a party. But I figured these guys should be able to handle that big ol’ bottle of Coca-Cola on their own, and I went off to see how my old pal Scribbs was doing, since I hadn’t seen him in a while.

I wove past Ripper Roo and the murder scene he was causing on my way to assist the werewolf who doubled as a walking doodle pad. And though I’m sure Scribbs wouldn’t have liked to admit it, I think he was really glad I’d turned up to lend him a helping hand, since he’d apparently been knocked on his ass by a lady werewolf who was much, much bigger than he was.

I got a little look at the state Scribbs was in just before I went to pull his sparring partner off him, and from what I could see, he had a chunk missing from his neck, arm, and shoulder.

The man was hemorrhaging blood, but worst of all, his pocket watch tattoo now had half the numbers missing.

Scribbs had proven himself to be a man of few words, but his eyes were doing all the talking for him. They were screaming “Get this fucking bitch off me!” and honestly, I got it.

Ol’ Big Bertha sure had been hitting the Mooncakes hard, and she was making a real meal out of this scrappy little fella. But luckily, I wasn’t doing too much, so I could step in and help Scribbs out of the predicament that was obviously weighing heavily on his chest.

I ducked my arms underneath Bertha’s armpits, and I wrapped them around her chest like I was performing the Heimlich maneuver while she went to sink her teeth back into my teammate. It took a bit of effort, but I successfully heaved the heavy woman off Scribbs’ torso and threw her off her feet.

It was hard to tell, with her hunched over on the floor like she was, but when she stood back up, this lady was almost as tall as I was, and she was definitely wider.

Just before Bertha and I locked eyes and snarled at each other, I caught sight of Scribbs lying in a pool of his own blood behind her, and I just knew there was no way my little doodle pad was going to make it out of this one alive.

I’d seen a lot of deaths since my wife died, and Scribbs wasn’t exactly an angel, so I didn’t fully understand why I felt the way I did.

But as I watched the shifter gasp for his final breaths, and I saw the chaos raging around the room in my peripherals, I felt an uncontainable anger igniting all through my body.

And when I realized the parallels of this battle and the one Silas had pushed my pack into all those months ago, I felt my anger grow.

Bam sent his loyal crew into a bloodbath where he knew they’d be completely outnumbered, but what mattered the most was that I was there to take down his main opponent-- an opponent I hadn’t even seen yet, and who probably dipped out and left the cannon fodder to kill itself off, in true leader style.

All leaders were the same. Wolf-Bam was just as power-hungry as Silas, who was just as power-hungry as all the warlords who’d held an ounce of power before him. Every single werewolf who ever got an ounce of power saw their people as pawns, and every single one of them needed cutting down.

My resolution to put an end to that fucked-up system solidified.

Amadeus was going to herald in a new age.

Despite my conflicting feelings upon watching him die, I believed the world was going to be a better place without drug peddlers like Scribbs in it, and I was going to do what had to be done RE the rest of these scumbags later.

But for now, I was going to defeat this burly bitch who was lunging for me. Then I was going to kill her boss and take his goddamn pinky finger back as a trophy to my own gang’s psycho leader.

And when I got what I needed from him, I was going to take him down, too.

My anger made my body feel like it was on fire, and I threw myself at Big Bertha with all my might as a blood-curdling battle cry boomed from my throat.

Bertha and I collided in mid-air, and we sank our claws into each other’s flesh as we quickly spiraled into a violent tumbleweed. In the midst of the dizzying whirl, Bertha launched a clawed right hook that I had no hopes of evading, and I snarled in pain as the powerful shifter sliced me right across my face.

Bring it on, bitch.

I was able to weaponize the tornado of anger swirling inside me, and I slammed a retaliatory punch hard into Bertha’s nose, and I savored the satisfying crunching sound.

Bertha might have been a little bit bigger than me, but there was only one Alpha in this tussle, and he saw the world in slow motion when his adrenaline really spiked.

I used my slowed vision to land a couple of well-timed slashes to the side of Bertha’s jaw in the immediate split seconds after she recoiled from my punch, and then I clamped my hands around the sides of her head to hold it in place while I went in for a headbutt.

But, as I leaned my body forward to headbutt this bitch like a soccer ball, she snapped her neck back and opened her jaws wide, and I propelled myself into a roll to evade her powerful bite.

As I got to my feet, I saw Bertha had potentially been overdoing the Moonies, and due to being so bulky, she was a little too heavy for her own frame and wasn’t very fast at getting up to chase after me.

When this was all said and done, maybe she and Goose could start a top-heavy support group.

Though, you kind of needed to be alive to run a support group, and I wasn’t feeling particularly merciful tonight.

I was faster on my feet and one step ahead, and now that I knew she had trouble getting up once she’d fallen down, I decided I’d better keep Bertha grounded.

So, I leaped through the air toward the maneater, and I made sure I kept my shoulder out so I’d have the best chance at knocking this totem pole of a woman over.

Then I hit her with the force of a freight train, and the iron lady swayed like the tower of Pisa and fell like a sackful of shit.

I crash-landed on top of Bertha, and the two of us engaged in a sort of belly-to-belly alligator death roll similar to the one I’d found myself entangled in with Rusty.

Our heads alternated smacking against the hard metal floor as we rolled, and as the two of us snapped our jaws at each other, Bertha dug her claws deeper and deeper into the backs of my arms. Then she tried to pull me even closer to her so she could send my head straight inside her cavernous mouth.

I couldn’t believe it, but I was feeling a little bit overwhelmed by my battle with her.

This bitch could have put Jackal on a timeout.

While I was tangled up with Bertha, I had very few thoughts about the whereabouts of the fearsome T, but I just hoped he hadn’t already gone around and squeezed the life out of the remainder of Bam’s boys, otherwise I really was never going to get my Moonies.

The Lycanisolone I’d inadvertently ingested must have been really kicking in now, because I was feeling angrier than ever, and I was having vivid visions of kicking this bitch’s head in like a rotten pumpkin on the porch two weeks after Halloween.

So, why not make that dream come true?

As the maneater pulled me in closer and closer to her jaws, I decided the best way out of this bind was to lean into it. So, I stopped resisting, let myself get pulled in, and just when she began to snarl with pre-emptive victory, I lifted my knee up as high and fast as I could to deliver a devastating knee cap right up that snarling animal’s growler.

That was one way to make a werewolf howl.

While Bertha momentarily malfunctioned, I slipped out from her tight grasp and quickly rose back to my feet, and though I already knew she was slow at getting up, I decided it would be safer for us all if Bertha’s legs were temporarily disabled just long enough for me to fully incapacitate her.

I threw myself on the floor at Bertha’s feet, and as she waved her legs in preparation to stand up, I grabbed onto one, and then the other, and sank my teeth deeply into her Achilles’ tendons.

Then I ripped the sinewy flesh away like I was pulling goddamn chicken off the bone.

Bertha howled again in pain and automatically tried to shake me off her foot, but my teeth were still attached, so she just made the damage much, much worse.

When one foot’s tendons were pulled out, I quickly moved on to the next, and I repeated the biting and pulling action until I’d stripped the stringy tendons clean off the backs of her ankles.

That oughta keep her down.

If lightning struck me where I stood and Bertha came out of this alive, her wounds would heal up pretty quickly, but like I said, werewolves weren’t Deadpool, and she definitely wouldn’t be walking out of this warehouse.

“ARGHHHH!” Bertha shrieked as she tried and failed to get back on her feet. “You fucking bastard! You little--”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” I scoffed. “Less of the little!”

“I’ll fucking kill you!” the shifter screamed as she threw a furious look across the room. “Why is nobody fucking coming to help me?”

“I guess your colleagues don’t like you very much,” I said with a smirk.

I joined Bertha in scanning the room, and I was proud to see that Goose and Elmo had adopted some of my more violent ideology, and they were currently working together to snap the neck of a stacked black werewolf.

Ripper was still tearing the room up, and Scribbs had well and truly transcended to that big ball park in the sky.

But like I said, I had no loyalties to drug dealers, and my moment of sadness for him had passed, so I was over it.

“They’re not my fucking colleagues,” Bertha snarled.

“No? Well, who are they then?” I spoke with a sneer in my voice, until I suddenly noticed something gleaming on the shifter woman’s finger. “No way…”

I kept a wide berth from Big Bertha as I jumped down to her left hand side to get a better look at what I thought I’d recognized.

Sure as hell, there it was: a silver signet ring with a black diamond embedded in it.

I couldn’t believe I hadn’t realized it earlier.

T was a she.

When I thought back, I realized I’d referred to T as “him” loads of times in front of Bam, but that secretive freak didn’t ever tell me I was wrong, nor did he mention T’s gender himself.

He was probably getting some kind of kick out of bewildering me, even if he knew he wouldn’t be there to witness the moment the penny dropped for me.

Asshole. Now I wanted him locked up more than ever.

Though, I finally understood why Wolf-Bam had lined me up for the job of taking his business rival down. T was bigger than all his guys put together, and there was no way they’d have been able to put her down without my help.

Wow. Between P.L. and T, I was beginning to understand that I wasn’t the only hardass who was turning the time-honored social structures of being a werewolf on its head.

Although I was still pretty shocked, there was actually a little bit of relief, because I’d been feeling seriously overwhelmed by the power of this shifter, and I was dreading having to fight her even bigger boss.

But just to be sure I wasn’t jumping to conclusions, I made sure I heard it straight from the horse’s fanged mouth.

“You’re T?”

“T?” the shifter echoed in disgust as she heaved herself onto her elbows. “That’s what you fucking mutts call me? What, can’t say Theresa? Too many letters for ya? Fucking halfwits.”

“You’ve been selling drugs to kids,” I said as I looked at all the youths who hadn’t even stirred during the chaos of battle.

“Ha!” T rocked her head back with a loud laugh. “Only to the ones that’ve been buying.”

“What’s wrong with you?” My lip curled in disgust. “L makes shifters uncontrollably angry. It exacerbates their violent, animalistic tendencies and puts strain on their bodies. And you’re proud to be supplying people with something like that?”

“Pfft, only the pure stuff does that,” T scoffed, and I saw her wince as she tried to put her foot flat on the floor.

“Oh, yeah… you’ve been cutting it with shit,” I sighed. “God, that’s probably worse. What is it? Bleach? Anti-freeze?”

“It’s hardly worse.” The shifter rolled her eyes. “If it’s being cut with stuff, they’re taking less drugs. What I’m doing is a lot more ethical than what your fucking asshole of a boss is doing. And anyway, you think I’d spend a fortune on fucking bleach and anti-freeze to mix in?”

“What are you cutting it with then?” I raised an eyebrow. “I see your logic. I might not be so angry if I learn these kids have been snorting corn flour or something.”

“Oh, you’ll be angry.” T smirked, and I saw the same maniacal gleam in her eye as I did in Bam’s. “Xylitol. Straight outta Walmart.”

“Xylitol?” My voice boomed throughout the room. “You know that’s fucking toxic to shifters, right? Of course you fucking know. So it’s not bad enough you’re poisoning these kids with drugs, now you’re poisoning them with actual fucking poison.”

“It’s a natural sweetener!” T smirked. “Why do you give a shit? You’re in the same game, ain’tcha? You get your kicks the same way we all do, don’tcha? Why’re you getting so worked up?”

I almost forgot the part I was playing here, and I had to bite down on my bottom lip until I’d calmed down enough to save me from saying something I shouldn’t.

The room was soundtracked by the snarls of Goose and Elmo, who had joined Ripper in defeating the final couple of Theresa’s dogs, and the boss lady herself yelped as she got herself into a crossed-legged position and used my moment of tactical silence to carry on feeding me her poisonous dogma.

“L’s in very high demand, but it’s getting harder and harder to come by.” The shifter side-eyed me. “If anything, I’m doing everyone a favor. I’m spreading my supply thinly so everyone gets their fair share, and I’m weeding out the weaklings. Any werewolf who snuffs it over a bit of fucking xylitol doesn’t deserve to continue our lineage anyway. Can we not agree on that? It’s survival of the fiercest.”

So, as well as the healthy profit she was making by putting desperate people in danger, it turned out T was another fucking nutjob who was obsessed with preserving the vicious nature of a werewolf through a lineage of violence.

And the world was a cleaner place without both those kinds of people.

“Yeah, we can agree on that.” I turned my back on Theresa and walked away.

As Theresa was spewing her vitriol, I’d noticed a green bag with a load of white powder spilling out from it across the room, and when I tilted my head to the side, I could clearly see the world XYLITOL stamped in white writing across it.

When I’d talked to Dayzee’ about the effects of xylitol poison on dogs, he’d told me it could take anywhere from a few hours-- for the deadly symptoms to show, such as seizures or falling into a coma-- up to a few days for the dog’s liver to shut down.

And T wasn’t exactly going anywhere, was she?

I picked up the opened bag of sweetener off the floor like I was handling a king cobra, and I walked it back over to the mass-murdering daughter of a bitch.

“Ah, yes, that’s the sweet stuff.” T laughed mockingly as I approached her with the bag in my hand, but she couldn’t hide the panic that flashed in her eyes. “W-What are you doing with that?”

“Just a spoonful of sugar helps the medicine go down…” I idly sang à la Bam as I ignored how T was trying to scoot away from me. “I’m here thinking you may need a taste of your own medicine. And with a natural sweetener like xylitol, you need to eat a lot more of it to make up for the equivalent of a spoonful of sugar, right?”

“Get the fuck away from me!” T waved her claws wildly as I took my stance behind her head.

Then I wrapped one hand around the shifter’s chin, and I squeezed her mouth open while I lifted the pouch of xylitol high above her head.

T’s ankles were well and truly out of commission, but that didn’t stop her from pulling herself to her knees and shaking her head out of my grasp as she frantically tried to crawl away from me.

But we all get by with a little help from our friends, and Goose, Elmo, and Ripper came to offer me a helping hand in restraining T while I fed her a well-deserved dose of medicine.

At first, T wasn’t a very cooperative patient, and she repeatedly tried to bite the hand that was feeding her. But thanks to Elmo wrapping his arms around her head and securing it in place, T was forced to comply, and my hands were freed up enough so I could pour a steady flow of the sparkling white sweetener into her cavernous trap.

Of course, she made an awful fuss at first and wouldn’t swallow, and she kept coughing and spitting the powder back out. But thanks to Dr. Goose’s quick thinking, a swift punt in the gut made Theresa take in a sudden inhalation of breath, and before too long, she’d almost taken her entire dose of xylitol.

Of course, she was hellbent on scratching us the entire time, but Ripper did what Ripper does best, and soon it wasn’t only T’s legs that were out of commission.

T eventually stopped resisting, and as the green pouch of toxic xylitol emptied, the four of us took a step back to admire our work.

Elmo let go of T’s head and let it slam onto the floor, and the evil shifter coughed and retched and called us all sorts of terrible names, but no one was really listening.

If T was lucky, her miserable life would be over in a matter of hours.

And if we were lucky, her suffering would be stretched over a few days.

Soundtracked by the sounds of T’s retching and groaning, the four of us went to pay our respects to Scribbs, and Ripper knelt down and tenderly kissed him on the forehead before pushing his eyelids closed.

Now knowing these kids had been huffing xylitol in with their hardcore drugs, I suddenly worried they might have been a little bit more than spaced out, and I made a mental note to get to my hoodie as soon as I could and tell Borello to send a poison specialist to the scene.

I knew a pretty good guy who was registered over at Saint Ronan’s, and I heard he worked at Saint Corbinian’s, too.

Theresa was still retching and gasping for air, but as far as I was concerned, she was dead. So, I ignored her while I told the team I wanted to put my clothes back on, and I didn’t give them time to question me.

I devolved into human form before I even got out the front door, and I quickly put my clothes back on before any of the others came out after me.

“Borello?” I whispered into the aglet-microphone.

“Copy,” the agent said in my ear, and I could hear the relief in his tone.

“Get a poison specialist to my location now,” I hissed. “Xylitol in the L. Kids sprawled out over the floor.”

“Got it.” I heard the very faint tapping of the agent’s keys as he passed the message on. “Can you tell me what happened in there?”

“We killed a dealer named Theresa and her men,” I whispered quickly as I heard the faint tap of approaching claws on the warehouse floor. “One--”

“Hey!”

A commanding voice called out from inside the warehouse, and I turned round to see which shifter had realized they had a mole in their ranks, but I was surprised to see the blood-covered faces of my temporary teammates all looking warmly at me.

“Aren’t you forgetting something?” Ripper flashed me a sincere smile as he held T’s severed pinky out to me like it was a red rose to his lover.

“Oh, yeah, thanks.” I grinned as I took the gross trophy from him, and I heard Borello involuntarily groan deep inside my ear, which was difficult not to laugh at.

As I looked down at the black diamond set in the signet ring that clung too tightly to T’s finger, I realized I’d just made the streets of Chicago a safer place yet again, and I just hoped this crazy drug-fueled ride would all be over soon.

I wrapped my fingers around that little severed beacon of hope, and after a few moments of enjoying the echoing birdsong of T’s cries of pain, we gently pulled the rickety metal door closed behind us.

Elmo smiled and shook his keys, and the four of us got back into the car. Though it was kinda sad Scribbs was no longer with us, I had to admit, I was fucking ecstatic not to have to share the backseat with him.

I put my trophy pinky inside the front pocket of my hoodie, and I leaned back into my roomy spot in the backseat with a contented sigh.

I’d be getting off AWOO’s yellow alert list quicker than Wolf-Bam could say, “I think I smell a rat.”

And once I finished this narcotics officer side quest, I could refocus my energy on my family, my packs, and hunting down those pesky shifter hunters.

All in a day’s work for Amadeus I guess.

End of Book 3
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Cast of Characters from Book 3:

Pauline Lee (aka P.L.): Beta Werewolf. Short, choppy black hair and hazel eyes. Mike has finally met the infamous P.L., and she turned out to be a gambling shifter with a gapped tooth smile who owns the junkyard. She was originally out for Mike’s head, but they’ve come to a tentative truce while Pauline helps Mike track down the shifter hunters.

Agent Borello: Beta Werewolf. AWOO agent. A forty-something severe looking man with black hair and dark eyes. He is the caseworker who takes over Grace’s work when she can’t be on call for Mike, and he helps guide Mike through his undercover work.

Agent Wilkinson: Beta Werewolf. AWOO agent and Borello’s superior. Bald and heavy set but with a kind smile. He’s in his fifties and runs the espionage department of AWOO.

Goose: Werefox. Drug dealer. Red hair and yellow eyes. Mike thinks this guy resembles a goose owing to his puffed out chest, scrawny legs, and penchant for being a menace to society in the local park.

Ripper Roo: Beta Werewolf. A wild-eyed werewolf drug dealer who puts Mike in mind of the Crash Bandicoot villain.

Elmo: Beta Werewolf. Olive-skinned with a mullet and eyebrow piercing. He’s the driver of Mike’s squad when they get sent on a special mission.

Wolf-Bam: Beta Werewolf. Lead drug dealer. Mike doesn’t know his real name, but he thinks he looks like Bam Margera, and not the fresh-faced version from Jackass. Wolf-Bam is a little unhinged but apparently a top-dog dealer, and he sends Mike on a special ‘mission’ to retrieve a gruesome artifact (i.e. the pinky finger of a rival gang leader.)

OceanofPDF.com


End Notes

Thanks for reading Werewolf Single Dad 3! I’ll start writing the next book when this gets 100 ratings, so please leave a review right here. Thank you!

Do you know I have a Patreon? It’s true, and it’s amazing. When you join, you’ll get advanced chapters of my books to read and listen to BEFORE they come out. You’ll also get advanced sketches of covers, super sexy versions of my covers, and I even have an audiobook tier where you get 3-4 audiobooks a month at a steep discount. Everyone is joining, so you should too. Click on this link right here, or search for my name on Patreon.com

So here is the deal: Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book… UNLESS you follow that author on the store. Click here to go to my author page, and then click on the “FOLLOW” button on the left side.

You should also join my Facebook Fan page or follow my Facebook Author page. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted when my next book is out. So do it now!

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2025 by Logan Jacobs

OceanofPDF.com


--

OceanofPDF.com


Patreon

Do you know I have a Patreon? It’s true, and it’s amazing. When you join, you’ll get advanced chapters of my books to read and listen to BEFORE they come out. You’ll also get advanced sketches of covers, super sexy versions of my covers, and I even have an audiobook tier where you get 3-4 audiobooks a month at a steep discount. Everyone is joining, so you should too. Click on this link right here, or search for my name on Patreon.com

So here is the deal: Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book… UNLESS you follow that author on the store. Click here to go to my author page, and then click on the “FOLLOW” button on the left side.

You should also join my Facebook Fan page or follow my Facebook Author page. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted when my next book is out. So do it now!

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2025 by Logan Jacobs

OceanofPDF.com


Haremlit

Want to find other authors like me?

Check out the Haremlit Facebook group!

OceanofPDF.com

cover.jpeg
LOGAN]JACOBS





OEBPS/image_rsrc3MX.jpg
OOOOOOOOOOO





page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




