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      After a close encounter of the hotspot kind, Nadine’s paws are full figuring out how to feed her thirsty vampire of a brother, trying to convince the CDC she actually can be a shapeshifter infected with the lycanthropy virus, and dodging the pack of crazy women out for her blood—or her brother’s body.

      She’s not sure if they want her or her brother, but she doesn’t want to find out.

      Nadine knows one thing for certain: her backwater town is too small for everybody coming to pay her family of two a visit. Maybe she doesn’t have a male platypus’s venomous spurs, but she’s ready to put up a fight to protect her brother, and not even the sexy plaid-clad stranger strutting his stuff is going to lure her away from home.

      Assuming she’ll be given a choice in the matter is only the first of her mistakes.

      Warning: this novel contains the mythical plaidypus and other deadly puns, romance, bodies, a minimum of two Canadians, and a mandatory magical adventure to Australia.

      Proceed with caution.
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            The zombie moose was back.

          

        

      

    

    
      The zombie moose was back, shuffling around my front yard in search of something to eat. Since the night I’d hit her with my truck, resulting in more chaos, mayhem, and tragedy than I needed in my life, she insisted on following me around. I suspected she wanted to eat my brother, who’d emerged from the crash with a severe case of vampirism. Unlike my brother or the moose, I’d come out of the accident still kicking and breathing.

      Fortunately for my brother, rather than fall over dead, I’d come down with an advanced case of the lycanthropy virus to go along with my natural-born shapeshifting tendencies. Thanks to the virus, my brother still lived, as in the hours following his rise from the grave, he’d drained the poor moose dry and had done some serious damage to my blood pressure before returning to his senses.

      Without the hotspot, I would have been like the moose: dead, dead, dead. With a zombie moose and a frenzied vampire to contend with, I suspected I would have ended up deader than either of them. I resented my status as grateful for the hotspot preserving my life. While being a shapeshifter improved my general durability, the lycanthropy virus had helped me survive through a thirsty vampire fresh from death and in dire need of blood.

      My life would have been much easier without the damned moose paying me a visit every day, likely seeking out revenge for her early demise. Taking out my truck should have counted as revenge enough. While the insurance payout would keep us fed for a while, there’d be no new truck in my future.

      I wanted to cry over that, as I’d saved every penny for years to buy my baby, the perfect truck for the harsh winter conditions of our northern Ontario town.

      Oh, well. I could save up again—assuming I survived through my brother’s thirst and my lycanthropy infection.

      As I hadn’t quite been bold enough to go to the CDC about my infection status, I had no idea what counted as normal or not. I’d done my due diligence researching my new situation on the internet, studying how I needed to protect others from contracting my infection.

      My fledgling virus worked overtime to supply me with enough blood to keep my brother as alive as a vampire got. If anyone in our small town discovered he’d come down with a severe case of vampirism and bit me on a daily basis, they’d take him out back and execute him for the sake of everyone around us. They’d be polite about it, apologizing even as they pulled the trigger, cut off his head, staked him, and reduced Matthieu to a truly dead corpse. That was how they handled all the undead running around town, thanks to the hotspots that kept popping up and killing off the local wildlife.

      Then the townsfolk would try to pamper me and match me up with one of the local men in an effort to cure me of my grief.

      Sooner than later, we needed to get the hell out of town, and I gave it until the next time I tried to get a job, went to a doctor’s appointment, or otherwise needed to be scanned before our ship was sunk.

      There was only one problem: I’d sworn I’d never leave home, and I’d meant to keep my promise. If it meant protecting my brother, I would, but it would only happen if we lacked any other options. My brother being turned into a vampire meant we would run out of options sooner than later, especially considering how the people in town reacted around the undead.

      I heaved a sigh and stared out the window at the moose. In some ways, I wouldn’t mind somebody coming over to escort her to her final rest, assuming I could figure out how to trick them into believing my brother hadn’t become a vampire. Rather than do whatever it was moose did at the start of winter, she loitered in our yard and plucked at our grass.

      In reality, I could dig out my hunting rifle and take care of the zombie moose problem myself, but my guilt kept getting in the way. While I’d accepted there hadn’t been anything I could have done to prevent the crash, the hotspot had given the moose a second chance, and I refused to kill an animal I didn’t intend on eating.

      When I hunted, I made certain to steer clear of any hotspots.

      The last thing I needed was my dinner getting up and seeking out revenge.

      Instead of dealing with the zombie moose, I worried what would happen the next time I needed to go to town, as the CDC liked springing surprise testing on us, which they paid for.

      I couldn’t blame them for keeping a close eye on things, although I resented how difficult a time I’d have convincing them I could be a shapeshifter and a lycanthrope. I wrinkled my nose, staring out into the trees in the general direction of the nearest magical hellhole infecting our area with the undead. On the other side of town, the hotspots liked turning the townsfolk into living, breathing predators, capable of killing off the undead they generated with little fuss and their natural weapons if necessary.

      No matter which way I turned, I just couldn’t win.

      Life in rural northern Ontario along the Quebec border left a lot to be desired if one wanted to enjoy nature. With a zombie moose snuffling around my front yard, peace and quiet were things of the past. Add in the vampiric foxes, the death beavers of doom, and the other undead life roaming the hotspot-infested forests surrounding the house, and it amazed me we’d survived for as long as we had.

      Heaving a sigh, I observed the moose from my perch in the bay window, grateful she was too damned stupid to charge the house. If the zombie moose charged our home, she would win, and the last thing I needed was an undead animal wrecking everything we owned.

      The destruction of my truck had been bad enough.

      “This is all your damned fault, Matthieu,” I complained, getting up from my spot to wander into the kitchen and put the kettle on so I could enjoy a warm beverage to go with my show of a zombie moose rummaging around my yard. With my luck, the vampiric foxes would come out to play along with the beavers. The beavers scared the shit out of me; whatever the hell type of undead they were, they could take out wolves and bears without much of a fight.

      That the wolves and bears often got back up after being killed didn’t help matters for us.

      I didn’t need some mutant beavers coming after me along with a pack of undead wolves and angry, rotting bears.

      My vampire of a brother strolled into the kitchen, and when he yawned, he showed off his pearly fangs. “Eh? What did I do now?”

      “The moose is back.”

      He headed into the living room to check out the window, returning while I was digging through the cabinet for my hot cocoa supply. “Until she starts stinking the place up, I can’t say I mind. The ice starting to build up on her coat is a little weird, but if she’s standing in the right light, she shimmers. I am jealous she can go out in the sunlight and I can’t, though. I’m somewhat grateful for my gamer tendencies now. Nobody has any trouble believing I’d send you to town to do everything while I rot my brain playing some new game.”

      With the insurance payout from the truck, I could pay the rent for a few months, keep me fed, and keep him fed. Once the insurance payout ran out—or the dinky piece of shit the neighbor had given us died—we’d both be in a lot of trouble. While I didn’t want to leave home, I would—assuming our parents would be willing to come to the rescue. I assumed they would, as they insisted we could call them for any reason at any time.

      I didn’t look forward to testing their open-door policy or confessing I was the reason my brother was a vampire.

      Only chocolate could salvage my day, and as I loved my brother, I asked, “Want any hot chocolate?”

      “Sure. I thought vampirism would have put an end to all eating, but I’m glad to see I can still handle hot chocolate. I’m not brave enough to try a beer, though. I can’t find much on the internet about vampires, oddly enough. There’s some mention there are a few vampire chefs, so maybe I can have something other than your blood?”

      “What happened the first time you tried that?” I demanded, shooting my brother a glare.

      “I got a little snappy.”

      “Literally. You tried snapping those pearly whites at my jugular. No. We are not trying that experiment again. I’m able to keep up with you, so we will not fix what’s not broken. We’ve got this figured out for the moment, and unless something changes, we aren’t fiddling with the routine.” I’d have to fiddle with the routine eventually, as I would need to find work somewhere. I held some hope I could get a remote job for some cable company or something. Half the town worked remotely, as many of the in-person jobs had left within a year of the hotspots churning out an unusual number of undead. The town on the other side of the border suffered from similar difficulties, although those from Quebec tended to be more inclined to deal with the undead in violent and permanent fashions, essentially creating a defensive perimeter around their town center.

      I gave it a few months before the competitive nature of the two provinces reared its ugly head and hunting season opened on anything that moved without breathing.

      That worried me, as Matthieu struggled with the breathing thing. Upon rising, he’d stopped, although if he concentrated, he could pretend he still lived and breathed.

      The foxes sometimes breathed, especially after a successful hunt. For a while, they resembled the living well enough to fool just about anybody. In a way, I liked the vampiric foxes.

      They left me alone.

      I thanked the lycanthropy virus for my newfound ability to scare off the local critters. The scent of platypus rarely inspired anything other than interest. The lycanthropy virus had a more predatory edge, one that convinced most of the local wildlife and undeadlife to give me a wide berth.

      “I’m really sorry about that,” my brother muttered.

      “I’m not mad at you for being a blood sucking vampire out for your next taste of delicious, tasty sister. But we do not toy with my jugular. You may snack from my arm, and that’s that.”

      We’d learned early on one of the fleshier bits of my arm hurt a lot less than the wrist, and it meant he drank slower. When he drank slower, my virus had half a chance to keep up with him, especially when I ate while he topped up his tank.

      From as far as we could tell, a pint a day kept the vampire at bay, although he could get through on only half a pint in a pinch. He tried to take only half a pint once a week to give me a chance to rest and recover.

      Neither of us were brave enough to skip a day, not after the first time he’d gone for my throat.

      I waited for my kettle to whistle and inform the local wildlife I was about to indulge in chocolate. Glaring at the shiny metal didn’t make the stove heat my water any faster, and I tapped my foot in a futile effort to circumvent basic science. “I still think the water should boil faster because I’m watching it.”

      Matthieu laughed, and because he knew better than to argue with me on the science of boiling water being watched, he returned to the living room to watch the undead invade our front lawn. “This should be interesting. The beavers are back.”

      “No. There are no beavers in our front yard. Do you know what happened the last time the beavers came over?”

      “They thinned the fox population by three, the squirrel population by at least twenty, and did a freaky little beaver dance around the corpses? I’m not sure they’re undead beavers, though. Maybe they’re superhero beavers.”

      “I am not going outside to find out if they are undead beavers, superhero beavers, or undead superhero beavers, Matthieu. Only an idiot goes outside to face off against beavers capable of taking out a zombie moose. You better say your goodbyes to your zombie moose, though. She’s toast if they decide they’re taking her out.”

      “That’s sad. I actually like her.”

      He would. “Tell me if the beavers actually do something interesting.”

      “They’re in a standoff with the foxes right now. There are three foxes and six beavers. What are groups of beavers called again?”

      “Colony,” I replied. “The foxes are skulks, and we don’t discuss groups of moose.”

      “Mating or pissed off we’re near her baby,” my brother replied in amusement. “The moose is minding her business, and the beavers seem interested in the foxes. The foxes are chittering threats at the beavers. The beavers are snarling.”

      Only someone with a death wish bothered a snarling beaver. To bother six snarling beavers? We had a skulk of suicidal vampiric foxes on the loose, and our front yard was doomed to become a warzone. “I’d say tell them they have to wait for my hot chocolate to finish, but the beavers might win, and I am not inviting any other vampires into my home. The one vampire I have is enough for me.”

      “Says the platypus with a lycanthropy infection.”

      “I was born perfection. Because do you know what the platypus is? Perfection, my dear brother. And the hotspot was just making it so I could keep the neighbors from decapitating you upon discovery of your new nature. The magic understood I would go on a one-woman mission to eradicate it for all eternity should you be decapitated as a result of its shitty idea of a joke.”

      In reality, I had to thank the hotspot; without it, my brother wouldn’t have survived the crash at all. I’d gotten off lucky with minimal cuts.

      The moose had gone through the truck’s windshield on his side of the vehicle.

      The average moose cow weighed in at several hundred kilograms. A direct collision with several hundred kilograms of moose through a windshield typically ended in death. In the case of our accident, my brother’s death.

      I’d have nightmares for a long time about the crash.

      My kettle whistled, and I went the heathen route, using water instead of milk for my hot cocoa. Armed with my drink, I joined my brother in the living room, snuggled into my nest in the bay window, and joined him in observing the drama unfolding on the front yard.

      The moose pawed at the snow-encrusted grass, her coat shimmering from the ice building up on it. A light snow began to fall. The foxes grouped together, barking at the beavers, who circled their chosen prey while snarling threats. “You should record this. We could put it on the internet with ads enabled and make a fortune. I’ll even give a play by play.”

      Matthieu snickered, but he dug out his new phone, the last thing he’d purchased before the crash. Unlike mine, which could barely make calls and held on by a thread, his had all the bells and whistles. In our original plan, I would have gotten an upgrade in a few months, after we’d saved up enough to get me something decent.

      He loved the bright and shiny, and I was happy with functional.

      Laughing more than I’d heard since he’d been transformed into a vampire, he said, “If you make a fortune off this video, I’ll be truly impressed.”

      I needed to make a fortune off the video, else we’d be up a creek without a paddle or a boat with a blizzard on the way. “If I don’t make a fortune off a zombie moose and a congregation of various critters of the undead variety, I’ll be truly disappointed.”
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      As a child, I’d loved giving play-by-plays of hockey, basketball, football, soccer, baseball, and any sport my parents would let me watch. They’d drawn the line at cricket, as none of us understood the rules and it quickly devolved into general giggle-punctuated insanity.

      “And Team Beavers, also known as the Snarlers, have settled into a circling pattern, opting for a strong defense rather than attempting an offense. Team Vampire Foxes, while outnumbered, are holding their ground, evaluating the offensive line for an opening. They’ve identified Player #4 on Team Beavers as a potential weak link. As the smallest of the team and with a tendency to crowd to the right, the Vampire Foxes are wise to exploit this weakness in Team Beavers’ game.” I gave it less than five minutes before the foxes went for the weak link, and I gave it fifty-fifty odds on whether they’d try to have a snack or make a run for it. “The sole spectator, Miss Zombie Moose, finds the dead grass in my front yard to be far more entertaining than the stalemate match between Team Beavers and Team Vampire Foxes.”

      Movement out of the corner of my eye drew my attention, and a desiccated wolf shambled out of the woods. I heaved my most dramatic sigh, tapped my brother’s shoulder, and pointed at the newcomer. “And from the woods, we have a new contender in the form of a mummified wolf. Likely an Algonquin wolf, this endangered undead species is best known for its residency in Algonquin Provincial Park, a jewel of Ontario. Of the undead species, the mummies are known for excessive aggressiveness, a dislike for the indoors, and an enjoyment of driving off other undead types from its territory. Its range extends anywhere it goes, as the mummified wolves rarely stay in one place for long.” I observed the wolf, which halted on the road and considered the grazing moose and the odd dispute between beavers and foxes. After some deliberation, it angled for the impromptu sporting event.

      I wondered who would win—if any of them won.

      “Team Wolf has decided it will enter as a solo participant, approaching at a steady prowl.” The wolf halted a few feet away, and I gave my brother’s phone a play-by-play, with Player #4 on Team Beavers continuing to crowd her neighbor. Once the two beavers were close enough to touch, the foxes bolted for the opening.

      “And Team Vampire Foxes has taken advantage of the gap. The leader has opted to take a bite out of Player #4’s rump, although none of them are sticking around to determine if beaver blood is their new favorite flavor of the day. Team Beavers has been taken by surprise, failing to capitalize on their offensive positioning.”

      Team Wolf eyed the dispute with interest, and after the scuffle mostly resolved with the foxes bolting for the forest, it lifted its head and howled.

      A pale fog emerged from the wolf’s shriveled muzzle, spreading out in a roiling blanket. When it touched the beavers, ice crackled over them.

      “Holy shit,” my brother muttered.

      “Team Wolf has emerged as an unexpected aggressor in the game of undead animals. Howling icy fog, it has frozen Team Beavers in place.” The fog halted in a twenty foot circle around the wolf, who prowled through the mists to investigate the beavers. After consideration, it selected Player #4, bit down on the back of its neck, and gave a vicious shake. “Team Wolf has eliminated Player #4 of Team Beavers in an effective neck strike.” Turning, the wolf left, and as the mists departed, the other beavers collapsed, gradually melting into piles of empty fur.

      The moose continued to graze without a care in the world.

      “And the game ends in a tie between Team Wolf and Team Zombie Moose. Congratulations, winners. Please go away, as I’d like to go get groceries sometime today.” Reaching over, I peeked at my brother’s phone and turned off the video. “I vote we move, Matthieu. There’s crazy, and then there’s watching a mummified ice wolf liquify a bunch of beavers while the vampiric foxes run away. Smart foxes, though.”

      “You know what? I think you might be right. But let’s at least try to earn a fortune off this video first. Moving isn’t cheap.”

      It really wasn’t, so I agreed to his terms with a nod of my head, taking a sip of my hot chocolate while wondering what I’d done to deserve my current lot in life.
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            Our parents aren’t vampire-murdering dickheads.

          

        

      

    

    
      My brother took over the whole idea about trying to go viral with my play-by-play of the undead critters taking over our yard, ordered me to make another hot chocolate, and retreated into his lair. Fortunately for us, he’d always liked the basement, which lacked windows but boasted a fireplace and all the creature comforts a vampire could want. As he’d always been a basement-dwelling recluse, nobody would think twice if they visited and discovered I ruled the second floor while he preferred his underground domain. The ground floor remained our shared turf, and the UV-blocking films I’d installed might draw unwanted attention if anyone realized they were there.

      I hated lying to people, and my brother’s conversion into a vampire had required a shameful amount of lying.

      The zombie moose continued to graze in the front lawn, and lacking anything else to do, I resumed my search for a job I could do at home while accommodating my brother’s feeding schedule. I needed something low-stress, which eliminated most of the available work. I didn’t need it to pay all that much; our parents owned the house, and if I confessed our new situation, they’d help without even thinking about it.

      Asking for help would top my list of defeats, and damnit, I wanted our parents to continue enjoying their empty nester lives without believing we might come to an immediate demise.

      Our parents had gone to New York City the day after I’d turned eighteen, handing over the keys to their house and ordering us to prove we were adults while they lived the high life. Dad chased his dreams of becoming a cop, and thanks to his status as Canadian-American, he’d been able to enroll in the academy. Mom, also Canadian-American, went to school to become an accountant, as she liked numbers and wanted purpose down the road.

      While in their fifties, they did what we wouldn’t, and I couldn’t have been more proud of them even if I tried. I’d regret dodging college in a few years, but with my brother being a vampire and living in the one place where vampires faced immediate execution, I couldn’t afford to go to classes anyway.

      Someone might visit, spot his fangs, and murder him.

      It wasn’t like he’d asked to be changed into a vampire, and I had done my best to avoid the damned moose.

      I regarded the moose with a sigh. As far as zombie moose went, I even liked her when I was honest about the situation. She didn’t bother anyone, didn’t seem to have a fixation on brains, and just wanted to continue her eternal life eating grass.

      It wasn’t her fault she’d gotten startled across the road. It hadn’t been my fault she’d jumped directly in front of me, either.

      I blamed the hotspot. New hotspots terrified the local wildlife.

      Five minutes in, I abandoned my job search to head into my brother’s domain and observe his efforts to give us five whole minutes of fame on the internet. Then, because I could cling to my guilt with the best of them, I said, “Maybe we should tell our parents.”

      “As our parents aren’t vampire-murdering dickheads, I have no problem with telling our parents. However, you know how dad gets about lycanthropes.”

      I winced. As he’d been the one responsible for my shapeshifting tendencies, he tended to get cranky about the lycanthropes, as they had perks we shapeshifters didn’t. Until me, shapeshifters couldn’t contract lycanthropy. Once he found out I was infected with the virus, he’d flip.

      “I still don’t know how a damned my little pony spawned a platypus,” I complained. “A Shetland pony, for that matter. He’s an endangered species among shapeshifters, and here I am, a platypus. Do you know what platypuses have in common with Shetland ponies?”

      “Absolutely nothing,” my brother dutifully replied. “I’m going to open a crowdfunding account to escape my personal version of hell and link to it in the video. That way, we may get some benefactors who would pay for us to go somewhere sane. I’m suddenly grateful Mom and Dad got us our US citizenship. We could go crash on their couch for a while.”

      Their couch was big enough for two wayward children, and I considered the idea, narrowing my eyes. “When you do that crowdfund thing, stipulate if a ridiculous amount of money is contributed, I am going on a vacation.”

      He laughed, as neither one of us had gone on a vacation since reaching adulthood. “I’ll do that. And I know someone who’d be happy to take over the house here.”

      “Who?”

      “Saul.”

      Ah. As far as my brother was concerned, Saul made the world circle the sun, may as well have been an angel in disguise, and could do no wrong. Fortunately for my brother, Saul tended to be responsible, fixed anything he broke, and would make an excellent long-term renter. “I’ll even talk our parents into giving him a half-decent rent on the place.”

      “You take care of our parents, I will take care of the funding.” My brother cracked his knuckles. “You, as always, were brilliant in your play-by-play. What are you naming the new sport?”

      “Undead elimination tag,” I replied.

      “Oh, nice. Brutal but nice. We can nickname it the Undead Derby or something. What are the rules?”

      “There are rules?”

      “Maybe we should call it undead cricket instead.”

      “That’s not necessarily a bad idea. I’ll give our parents a call and see if they’re willing to host us so we can escape the insanity. Do me a favor and send that video to Mom after you get it online.”

      “You got it.”

      As my cell phone could barely hold a connection, I went to make myself a new hot chocolate before heading into the living room to use the landline to call our parents. Armed with my favorite drink, I dialed my mother’s cell and prayed for mercy, help, or patience from some divine.

      “Hey, baby. How are you?” my mother answered.

      “Terrible, actually. Beyond terrible. It’s so bad right now.”

      My mother hesitated. “Are we talking about you ran out of pads and don’t want to go to the store bad or you’re out of hot chocolate and all the stores are closed bad?”

      “I hit a moose in a hotspot bad, and now my brother is a vampire bad,” I replied.

      My mother sucked in a breath, and I could readily imagine her blinking as she processed the news. “You hit a moose in a hotspot, and now your brother is a vampire?”

      “You know how we sometimes talked about moose flying through windshields? Well, that happened. The moose is now a zombie, and she’s grazing in the front yard. She followed us home, and she refuses to go away. There’s a skulk of vampiric foxes that like to hang out, too. The mummified ice wolf is bad news, because it took out the beavers, and let me tell you, Team Beavers were, prior to their run in with the mummified ice wolf, the undisputed badboys of the undead wildlife in town.”

      “The hotspot turned your brother into a vampire?”

      “Yep.”

      “And you two are still in town?” she blurted.

      “My truck is dead, and we just have an old beater somebody gave us, because they didn’t need it anymore. Getting out of town is also expensive.”

      “We can afford it,” she replied. “If your brother is a vampire, there’s no way he can stay in that town. They’ll lynch him.”

      “You mean stake and decapitate, but that sounds nicer,” I admitted. “We took a video of the local wildlife, and Matthieu is putting it online. He wants to try to crowdfund our escape to the United States. We would like to inquire on the status of your couch, and if it might be spacious enough for a pair of freaks.”

      “Platypuses aren’t freaks, Nadine. How many times must we tell you that?”

      “I didn’t get the spurs, so therefor I’m freak.”

      “The spurs are a male platypus thing, Nadine. You’re female. You just don’t get them. I’m sorry.”

      “How is that even fair?”

      “It’s truly not, but you will survive. Also, your brother is not a freak despite his status as a vampire. I’ll have your dad talk to his boss about it. There are a lot of programs to help vampires. Who is donating for him?”

      “I am.”

      “Shapeshifters do not have sufficient regeneration to feed a vampire, Nadine. Who else is donating for him?”

      “Nobody. That’s part of why I’m a freak. As I was not killed in the accident, the hotspot didn’t turn me into an undead. Instead, I got the lycanthropy virus, apparently. I am dodging being tested, but I’m pretty sure I’m rocking lycanthropy. I’m guessing it’s fairly advanced. According to my nose, I am some form of predator.” I considered the mummified ice wolf. “I’m hoping for a wolf. Wolves kick ass. Undead wolves kick even more ass. But I’d happily take a wolf. Fierce wolf huntress by day, man-eating platypus by night.”

      “Okay. I’ll discuss this with your dad, and we’ll get back to you about it. I take it you haven’t notified the CDC?”

      “Stake and decapitation,” I reminded her. “We are working very hard to avoid that. And sunlight is bad news for vampires, so we’re playing it safe. I mean, there’s a damned zombie moose in our front yard. Do you know what I can’t do when there is a zombie moose in the yard? Leave.”

      “Zombies don’t really eat brains, Nadine.”

      “This one might try, and because she’s a moose, she would win. I don’t want to be eaten by a zombie moose.”

      “Do you need a few minutes to calm yourself?”

      “Possibly. The past few weeks have been a little harder than I like. But I’ve been able to keep my brother fed so far. Barely, but I’ve been managing.” I inhaled, held my breath, and exhaled to restore my flagging sense of calm. “A mummified ice wolf liquified a bunch of beavers in our yard today. I think it’s fair that I’m not precisely calm right now. I don’t think there’s enough hot chocolate in the house to make it through this.”

      “And your truck? You’d just paid it off.”

      “It was totaled in the crash. I’ve been using the insurance payout to handle life for a while. It’s hard to find a job that lets me keep Matthieu’s tank topped.”

      “I’ll ask your father to see what we can do to get you both safely here. Your statuses will need to be reported to the CDC, but they’ll probably help get you out of there, especially when we notify them how the townsfolk tend to react to the undead. But to be fair, you all do have a fairly significant undead problem up there.”

      “No kidding. Think I should name the zombie moose? She’s pretty mellow.”

      “No, you shouldn’t name the moose. You’d want to keep her, and where would you keep a zombie moose in New York City?”

      I frowned, as the logistics of keeping a zombie moose in a city hadn’t occurred to me. “We could live outside of the city with our new pet moose.”

      “She’s a zombie, Nadine. Be reasonable.”

      “And Matthieu is a vampire! What’s the difference?”

      “One is capable of speaking English and still counts as human enough to have rights. He can also vote. She cannot.”

      The zombie moose continued to graze, and I realized she’d eaten the grass and mouthed at the bare ground. “I will concede she’s not very bright. She’s graduated from eating grass to grazing on the dirt. I’m not sure she realizes there is a difference.” I sighed. “I’m sorry we didn’t call you sooner.”

      “It is a consequence of raising independent children we taught to be self-sufficient and only call if things are truly bad. Considering your brother’s life is at stake—”

      “You take that back, you awful woman!” I demanded. “You just don’t do that!”

      “Do what?” my mother replied in an exasperated tone.

      “At stake? His life is at stake?”

      “Oh.” My mother fell quiet for several long minutes. “Oh.” She inhaled. “I’m sorry. It was not on purpose. At risk. Matthieu’s life is at risk. I will try not to make any more accidental puns during this call. I may pun with a purpose, but I’ll exclude your brother from them for tonight.”

      “Thank you. Do you think the CDC can help us?”

      “Oh, I’m sure they can. They have good staff, and they try to keep their fees affordable. Will you be willing to discuss the hotspot with them? Your father’s told me a few times that they will often cut deals with people for information or some non-invasive tests. The invasive tests pay more, but the test subjects typically get a say in those.” My mother chuckled. “Your brother might even walk away with a good paycheck if he’s willing to undergo observations.”

      “I’ll even tell them where it’s at and detail the accident. I’ll even let them do the lycanthropy evaluation thing if they agree I’m not actually a test subject. And if they try to stake my brother, I will not remain a polite Canadian.”

      My mother chuckled. “You’re half-Canadian, and it’s their fault if they awaken the sleeping American in you. But Matthieu is all right?”

      “He doesn’t mind his state as a vampire. If anything, he has embraced his basement lair with a certain amount of glee. I object because I get bitten daily, and I could live without getting bitten daily. It’s not that bad, but I will be looking for a lycanthrope wife for him so he can bite her daily. She’d probably like it. I do not.”

      “I’m not sure that’s how this works, Nadine.”

      “Well, why the hell not? Who else is going to feed him?”

      “I’m sure the CDC will assist your brother with his new mealtime considerations, and they will help him be placed with some other vampires so he is comfortable and can be taught to control his new instincts. Your dad has contacts through work. I’m sure he’ll be able to make the arrangements.”

      “How is Dad doing at work? Is he still liking the cop thing?”

      “While he was late in joining the force, he’s enjoying it. His shapeshifting is useful, so he’ll have a lot of years before he’ll have to retire. He’s also taking lessons on how to help kids with trauma, as Shetlands are excellent for therapy. He’s just so cute and fuzzy.” My mother laughed.

      “Platypuses are better,” I muttered.

      “I’m glad you are both all right, though.” My mother made a thoughtful sound. “I am not happy you hit a moose, however.”

      “She jumped right in front of me. I didn’t even have a chance to hit the brakes before I hit her. I managed to swerve a little, which is why only Matthieu is a vampire right now.”

      Behind me, my brother snickered. “I’m so much better suited for being a vampire than you are. You already complain you deal with blood once a month.”

      “Cute, Matthieu. Talk to Mom and tell her about life as a vampire. She didn’t even panic when I told her my shit driving got you killed.”

      “There’s nothing to panic about,” my mother replied. “You’re alive, he’s not-quite-alive but still around, so as far as I’m concerned, you have solvable problems I can assist you with. I’ll make sure we have space for you when you arrive. Until then, be careful. Just tell the neighbors your brother is obsessed with a new video game if they ask why he’s hiding in the basement.”

      As nobody would have any reason to believe he wasn’t just being Matthieu, I would accept my mother’s advice. “I’m handing Matthieu the phone now.”

      With a grin, Matthieu took the phone and said, “Hey, Mom. Did Nadine tell you about our zombie moose?”

      Before I could get dragged back into the insanity, I retreated to the safety of my bedroom to put some serious thought into how we’d reach the United States before our neighbors realized our household had gone through some significant changes.
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      It was one thing to have a convention of undead animals take over the yard, but the quartet of strangers walking along the street worried me. The women couldn’t be human; they explored a wintry northern Ontario in short-sleeved shirts and shorts without a care in the world. The man with them, with brown hair and blue eyes, wore a sensible plaid button up and a good pair of jeans that did an excellent job of showcasing his assets.

      Before my probable infection with lycanthropy, the animal in me considered men with limited interest, warning me when a potential partner came by. My newer instincts went on high alert, and she liked what she saw and wanted a piece of him.

      The platypus joined the party and made it clear she wouldn’t mind taking the stranger for a test drive.

      I considered myself fortunate that the new animal sharing my skin with me ignored most men. Something about the scent of brother-hunting men turned her off.

      Something about the stranger’s scent, which entered the house in through the cracked window thanks to my brother running the heat at full blast, captured both my animals’ attention and revved their engines.

      The last thing I needed was my lycanthropy virus and the platypus in me becoming rowdy when I needed to safeguard my brother.

      The three women spotted the zombie moose grazing in the front yard, and they squealed their delight. Then, in what I could only call blatant stupidity, they ran across my yard to pet her.

      The zombie moose didn’t seem to mind the attention and kept on mouthing at the ground in search of grass.

      Like me, the man with them lifted his hand and rubbed his temple. “What are you three idiots doing?”

      “Petting her,” the trio announced in unison.

      “Look, we’re not here to play with a zombie, even if she is a docile moose. We’re looking for evidence of vampires.”

      Fuck. Well, if they wanted vampires, I’d direct them to the foxes, and hopefully that would distract from my brother’s existence. I opened my window more and called out, “If you’re looking for the vampires, they live off that way.” I pointed in the direction the foxes tended to head off to whenever they visited. “Just don’t cross the mummy ice wolf; that one took out the beavers, and until the wolf came around, the beavers were the crowned champion of the local undead. It’s a group of foxes, and generally, if you leave them alone, they’ll leave you alone. They prefer to hunt regular animals rather than people, but I can’t say they won’t make dietary changes if you go into their turf.”

      The quartet stared at me, and they all blinked as though I’d slapped them.

      “Did you just say there’s a mummy ice wolf here?” the handsome stranger asked, and he tilted his head back for a better look at me. “I couldn’t have heard you correctly.”

      I took a few more sniffs to catch his scent, pleased when the smell registered as somewhat familiar. According to my nose, the handsome stranger was likely a wolf of some sort, either a shapeshifter or a lycanthrope—either that or he’d rolled around with the mummy ice wolf before paying me a visit. “You heard me correctly. There’s a mummy ice wolf. We even caught it on video. Wait there a second.”

      Entertaining the strangers—and figuring out why they were in our reclusive neck of the woods—would alleviate some of my boredom. Not only that, if my brother did need to meet them, the clouds might protect him.

      I closed my window, grabbed my jacket, and headed to the basement to claim my brother’s phone. Matthieu glared at me. “Who is outside?”

      “Some crazy chicks and a dude who are playing with the moose and are interested in vampires—plural. Probably the foxes. I need your phone.”

      Heaving a sigh, my brother handed it over. “Don’t get me staked, charbroiled, roasted, grilled, or otherwise turned from a not-quite-living man to a very dead one. If the girls are pretty, take pictures for me so I can mourn my status as single and undesirable. I don’t think girls are into dead dudes.”

      I rolled my eyes, as my first searches on the internet had revealed some vampires hunted with sex demons for partners so they could feed and have a good time in the process. “I’m sure Mom will help you with your dating woes.”

      “You are just mean, Nadine!”

      “It’s the platypus in me,” I replied, heading to the front door armed with his phone. As the zombie moose hadn’t bothered the women or their companion, I stepped outside, closed the door behind me, and strolled over, unlocking my brother’s phone with his passcode to locate the video I’d taken of the undead drama. “Once upon a time, I wanted to be a sports announcer, so when the local undead decided to have a party in the yard, I did a play-by-play.”

      As the handsome stranger had taken the initiative, I went to him, held out my brother’s phone, and tapped the play button.

      The three women came over to watch, huddling over the screen, and the zombie moose followed them.

      To my dismay, the zombie moose came straight to me and rested her head on my shoulder. As the other women had gotten away with petting her, I took my chances. The zombie moose stayed calm and docile, and to my relief, her fur stayed intact and didn’t brush off as I expected.

      I wondered if the dropping temperatures helped slow her decomposition—or if zombie moose naturally stayed at the state of obviously dead but not stinking up the entire neighborhood.

      The quartet watched the entire video with wide eyes.

      “The vampire reports in this area are foxes?” the man blurted.

      “Hotspots,” I told him, pointing in the direction of one of the hotspots known to produce vampires when something died in its field of influence. “There’s one a few klicks that way with a reputation of producing vampires.” I pointed in the direction of a different hotspot. “That one is pretty random, so that’s probably where the mummy ice wolf came from. They’re all around here. Anything that dies in the range of one of the hotspots gets turned into an undead. Unfortunately, there’s a hotspot or two right under the nearest hospital, and it’s a doozy; not everyone comes back, and it doesn’t always happen right away, so things can get a little exciting at the funeral home.”

      The man stared at my brother’s phone, tapped the screen to replay the part where the mummy ice wolf had taken out the beavers, and spluttered. Once he recovered, he asked, “Have there been any human vampires raised by these hotspots or at the hospital?”

      “Sure.” I thought back on the past year or two. “I’d say we’ve had ten or so pop up out of their graves over the years. They’re not common, at least not in people. Among the wildlife? Common enough. The vampire hotspot is a pretty big one. I take it you’re not from around here, are you?”

      “No, we’re not. We came up from Toronto after getting some calls about vampires spotted in the area.”

      I heaved a sigh and pointed at the foxes. “My brother loaded the video to the internet, so that’s probably where you’re getting the reports. Everyone around here knows the foxes are vampires, and my brother probably mentioned it in the video description.”

      “You have got to be kidding me,” he blurted.

      “Sorry about that, but if you’re out hunting vampires, I wouldn’t even bother coming here.”

      That earned me a raised brow. “Why not?”

      “Just about everyone around these parts hates the undead, so they’re dispatched—and the town right across the border in Quebec? Well, we can get mighty competitive about it, eh?”

      He glanced at his companions, and as one, they all revealed their fangs at me.

      Oh, boy. “I’d invite you in for a drink, but I can’t say I have any fresh blood for you ladies. I wouldn’t let the folks in town know about those fangs of yours, though. They go the stake and decapitate route here, and while I tend to let be, most don’t.” I regarded the women with interest, frowning before staring up at the sky. “I thought vampires couldn’t go outside during the day.”

      “We’re old,” one of the women replied, and she smiled at me. “I’m Nancy. My sisters are Theresa and Tilly. I was sure I’d get at least a gasp out of you.”

      I relaxed and gestured to my brother’s phone. “Sorry, but the mummified ice wolf is the current leader of the scary undead convention. Those beavers were nasty. They’re known for ripping apart vampires of all stripes, even the human kind, to shreds. Do yourself a favor. If you see any beavers, back away. They are no joke. The living ones aren’t all that aggressive, but the undead ones? They ruled the roost until that wolf came along.” I turned my attention to the handsome stranger. “And who are you?”

      “Leonard,” he replied. “And yourself?”

      “Nadine. My brother’s Matthieu, but he’s a chickenshit and won’t come out of the basement if the moose is in the yard.” I gave her a pat, and she huffed and pressed her head closer to my neck. “She attracts all sorts of undead, so I can’t say I blame him. I usually wait for her to wander off before getting in the car when I need to go to town, though.”

      “You don’t have a job in town?” Leonard asked, and he narrowed his eyes.

      “I’ve been looking for remote work, especially with the undead conventions that are taking place in our yard. We’ll be moving soon. The last thing I need is for a hotspot to crop up under the house, so we’re going to go crash on our parents’ couch for a while. Just be careful if you go to town.”

      “We were already there, but we didn’t show them our fangs,” Nancy replied. “The folks there were the ones who pointed us your way when we asked about the vampires, but they didn’t mention anything about the vampires being foxes.”

      “Yeah, I have a reputation,” I complained. “I’m one of two people in town who doesn’t knock off the undead the instant I spot them, so I get the crazy undead drama in my yard.” After a moment of thought, I realized it made a lot of sense for the townsfolk to point them in my direction. “But I guess I’d also know where the vampires are, since I don’t kill them and keep track of them—and I call town if we think there’s anything headed their way. That’s only polite, you know.”

      “Of course. I’d definitely want to know if there were vampiric foxes headed my way,” Leonard muttered.

      “If you think the zombie moose is bad, wait until you see your first vampiric moose. They can drain a body dry in minutes, and they’re damned tough to kill.” Everyone in town had come out for that show, and I’d even helped with killing off that bastard of a moose, as had Matthieu—and I’d been the one to warn the town there was a vampiric moose on the loose. “Actually, on second thought, you don’t want to see a vampiric moose at all. This lady? She’s a nice girl. Vampiric moose are not nice.”

      “We’d heard the story about the vampiric moose,” Leonard admitted. “The old man at the grocer about talked my ear off praising you about that, because you called it in and weaponized your pickup to slow it down.”

      Oh, shit. I had, too. I missed my truck. I heaved a sigh. “That truck lost to a live moose, and since we’re moving, I haven’t replaced it. I’m going to use the insurance money to help pay for the movers.”

      There. It wasn’t a lie, and it covered why my truck was a distant memory.

      “We’d heard about that, too. Said he was worried about you and your brother after the crash, and that you two have been pretty quiet.”

      “The whiplash was awful, and I’m still mourning for my truck. She lost.” I slumped my shoulders, turned the phone, and checked my brother’s camera roll for one of the more embarrassing pictures of me professing my love for my big beauty of a truck. I found one of me kissing my newly installed moose grill and showed it to them. “Wasn’t she beautiful? She was the first new vehicle I ever got, and I worked my ass off to be able to afford her.”

      Leonard whistled. “No wonder the townies were worried. That’s a serious truck, ma’am.”

      “Moose can take out transports with grills. That grill makes a whole lot of difference. Crunched truck, busted engine, some shattered glass, but we both walked. Pity about the moose, though—they’re good eatin’, but it was bad enough getting the truck towed, as we’d left our phones at home, so we had to walk home first.” I stared at the picture of my deceased truck and sniffled. “She was such a good truck.”

      “You’ve been holing up here because you’re sad your truck was totaled?” Leonard blurted.

      I waved my brother’s phone in the man’s face, irritated he couldn’t understand why I would be upset over the loss of my vehicle. “I earned that truck, and damnit, she was mine! Damned straight I’m sad my truck was totaled.” I grunted, wrinkled my nose, and decided I wouldn’t pay any mind to any of my animal instincts. “And if they’re spouting some nonsense in town about it, well, they can kiss my skinny ass!”

      I grumbled curses, turned on a heel, and marched back to the house. In the reflection of the front window, I was treated to the moose reaching out her head and trying to graze on Leonard’s hair.

      “Looks like your manly charms aren’t doing you any good today,” Nancy teased. “I’m sorry about him, Nadine. He didn’t mean any harm. He’s just clueless about women and doesn’t know what to make of one who had a better truck than he does. Feel better soon, and good luck on your move.”

      “Thanks, Nancy. Good luck on your search for the foxes. And honestly, I’d get out of town before they figure out you’re vampires, you hear?”

      “Loud and clear,” the vampire replied, and she waved. “We’ll be careful.”

      I closed the door, hissed a few more curses at my foul luck, and went to make another cup of hot chocolate while my resident animals mourned over the lost opportunity to become close friends with the new man in town. Then again, if the townsfolk found out he kept company with a trio of vampire women, he’d come to a quick and unfortunate end.

      Hopefully, they’d heed my advice and leave.
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      The quartet of trouble didn’t leave. Instead of hunting for vampiric foxes, they took up residence in my front yard to keep the zombie moose company. Not only did they keep her company, they studied her using a strange white, rectangular box with a digital display.

      “Matthieu, what is that box they’re using? It’s driving me crazy.”

      I wanted them to get the hell out of town so we could get the hell out of town, but until they left, we couldn’t make a break for the car. I planned to ditch the vehicle at the nearest rental place, a two-hour drive to reach, assuming the weather stayed clear and nothing went wrong.

      All things considered, I expected everything would go wrong.

      “It’s a medical scanner, and they’re evaluating the zombie moose’s general health.”

      “Her general what?” I demanded, glaring at my brother, who had joined me in the bay window to watch the festivities outside. “Do zombies have health?”

      “Apparently, yes.” Matthieu glanced at his phone. “You know, you haven’t asked me how much we funded to get out of here.”

      “We have enough to get a rental, and I’m choking on the damned long-distance return fee before we grab a bus to get to the United States. We don’t need the crowdfund right now.” I glared at Leonard, who led the charge with his fancy white box. The zombie moose cooperated with him as long as he let her chew on his hair every now and then, which his vampire companions seemed to enjoy. “It’ll be useful when we try to get an apartment, though.”

      “Well, after the video started doing well, I may have taken one of the pictures of you with your truck and notified the world you were still grieving over its loss, which is really part of the reason we couldn’t just drive out of here. Then I took a picture of our beater, and I was appropriately grateful we get to use it.”

      “Tabernac! You’re evil. You’re absolutely pure evil.” There were so many pictures of me fawning over my beautiful, lost truck, and all of them counted as embarrassing.

      My brother snickered. “I must be to get you to curse in French at me. You don’t even speak French.”

      “Sometimes, only invoking holy objects to express true anger will do,” I replied, and I gestured in Leonard’s direction. “Do you see that? He’s studying the zombie moose in our front yard, unrepentantly, with his harem of vampire women.”

      “Jealous?” Matthieu asked, and he dared to raise a brow. “I mean, they’re pretty, and if you hadn’t told me they were vampires, I wouldn’t have had a clue.”

      I slumped, grabbed my hot chocolate, and took a sip. “Maybe. Just look at him, pulling off the sexy lumberjack look. That he has three vampire women with him? I can’t even get one boyfriend, Matthieu. And they’re all almost as pretty as he is.”

      “His hair is too neatly trimmed and he’s clean shaven. He’s just wearing a plaid shirt. That is not impressive for around here, Nadine. I’ll give you he’s not bad looking, but he’s probably a vampire, too. You already told me you were done with vampires.”

      Damn it. “He’s not a vampire. He’s a wolf of some sort. I can’t tell if he’s a shapeshifter or a lycanthrope, but he definitely smells of male wolf.”

      Both my new virus and my platypus adored the scent of male wolf, probably lycanthrope, and their influence would drive me crazy within a few hours.

      “Uh oh. And now you’re heartbroken because your lycanthropy virus finds the scent of male wolf to be interesting?”

      Damn it, damn it, damn it. “That’s a possibility. And it’s not just the virus.”

      “Ah, the platypus likes what she’s seeing, too?”

      At least I didn’t have to explain to my brother that each animal had her own personality and interests. “Apparently, she’s into plaid.” I definitely liked the plaid, and I blamed our father for my tendency to fixate once a man caught my eye.

      The instant Dad had spotted Mom, he’d been a goner. The instant Mom had learned Dad could turn into a pint-sized pony, she’d fallen into his trap.

      I blamed them for how I’d turned out. I pitied my brother, who was more like our mother than he cared to admit. One day he’d get blindsided by either a lycanthrope or a shapeshifter, and he’d be a goner, too.

      I’d suffer through self-inflicted misery after indulging in admiring Leonard, who already had three women and likely did not need or want a fourth following him around.

      In my defense, unlike the three vampires, I wouldn’t bite him unless he wanted me to.

      Yep. I was a chip off my father’s block, but unlike my father, I would not dote on the handsome stranger in town.

      My brother snickered. “I mean, he did himself some serious justice when he got dressed this morning. Hey, you have a shirt similar to his, don’t you? Why don’t you get changed and see if he has a plaid fetish, too. You might snag him away from his vampire harem that way.”

      “I am not coming between three vampires and their lycanthrope. There is stupid, and then there is doing that. I’m trying to figure out why there are three vampire women here—and why they’re so interested in our zombie moose.”

      “Now she’s our zombie moose?”

      “She snuggled with me. She’s mine now. I’m trying to figure out how to smuggle her into the United States. She’s actually quite sweet. I feel bad for being afraid of her,” I confessed.

      “We can’t take the zombie moose with us.”

      “We could ride her to New York.”

      “Sunlight is an issue for me, Nadine.” My brother showed me his elbow, which he’d stuck outside in his first and last experiment with going out during the day. The burns had healed, leaving his skin several shades paler.

      As I didn’t want to find out what would happen to my brother if he was fully exposed to sunlight, I said, “We could hitch a carriage to her and you could ride inside. I bet she could pull a carriage. I mean, she’s huge. She’s about the size of a horse, and horses can pull carriages. I thought it was a good idea.”

      “Let’s stick with our plan to pack the car and head to a rental place.” My brother considered the vampires. “If you can smell that he’s a wolf, can he smell you’re something? Can he smell that I’m a vampire?”

      I sniffed at my brother. “Your scent hasn’t changed all that much since the hotspot, so I don’t know. I didn’t smell anything that made me think those women were vampires until Nancy showed off her fangs. I’m sure he probably thinks I smell like something, but the odds of him knowing what a platypus smells like are slim to none. He didn’t sound Australian.”

      “You don’t sound Australian, either.”

      “Well, that’s because I’m not Australian. I may not be the most noble platypus, but I am a Canadian-American platypus. We’re an endangered species.”

      “There’s precisely one Canadian-American platypus, and that is you.” My brother grinned. “If you shapeshift, I’ll open the door for you and let you toy with them. We can find out if they know the difference between a beaver and a platypus.”

      One day, I would seek out revenge for my brother’s ability to drive me crazy. “I am far cuter than a beaver.”

      “Yes, you are. Come on, humor me.”

      Was my brother insane? Had the crash finally gotten to him? Did he have that much faith in my non-existent fighting abilities? “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because Leonard is a wolf, and he might mistake me for dinner, and if he does, I don’t shift with my clothes, so I’d have to kick his plaid-wearing ass while naked.” In reality, I would struggle valiantly without accomplishing anything. “That’s not going to end well for one of us—or both of us. Who am I kidding? It would not end well for me. And what if the vampires think I’m a good snack? There are four predators out there, Matthieu. There is one of me, and if you break me down into thirds, there’s one prey species, one probable predator, and a fairly lazy human who likes hot chocolate more than fighting.”

      “That’s a good point. I’d have to get involved if they tried to drink from you. While I’d sacrifice you to your sexy lumberjack, I draw the line at the vampires.”

      I huffed and resumed observing Leonard while he continued studying our zombie moose. “Maybe I should go ask if he plans on taking her home with him. I might fight with him over custody of our moose.”

      Leonard checked the screen, said something to the vampires, and headed for our front door.

      My brother made a thoughtful sound in this throat. “Well, this is going to be interesting.”

      “Embarrass me, and I will kill you myself.”

      “You can’t kill me, Nadine. I’m already dead.”

      I growled curses at my brother, set my hot chocolate on the nearby end table, and went to the door, opening it before Leonard had a chance to knock. “Are we going to be getting into a custody battle over the zombie moose? I found her first.”

      The lycanthrope chuckled. “No, but I did want to inquire what you want done with her. My name is Leonard Andretti, and I’m here on behalf of the CDC to investigate the unusual undead activity in the area. As for your moose, she’s a non-degrading species of zombie, so she’ll stay in good condition for a long time. Her intelligence quota is higher than typical for a zombie, too. She obviously can’t stay here. The locals would kill her for no good reason, so I wanted to inquire if you would approve of protective custody to take her somewhere safe, where she’ll be cared for. The record on you says you’re a shapeshifter, but my nose says you’re infected with lycanthropy. You’ll need to be tested.” Leonard held up his meter. “I happen to have a scanner, and I’m qualified to register your status.”

      Crap. “I may have tumbled into a hotspot recently. I am a shapeshifter, though. I’m still a shapeshifter. I don’t care what your scanner says or what accusations it makes. I am definitely a shapeshifter. And the CDC says it’s impossible for me to be a lycanthrope, and I don’t want that argument right now.”

      Leonard made a thoughtful sound in his throat, tapping at the screen. “And your brother?”

      I growled at the interloping lycanthrope. “He doesn’t need anyone poking and prodding at him. He’s had a rough enough time dealing with me lately.”

      “Early onset lycanthropes tend to be grouchy, possessive beasts. For the sake of disclosure, I’m a timber wolf.” Leonard checked the scanner, and he blinked. “This says you’re a…?”

      “Platypus. Platypus shapeshifter.”

      Leonard leaned towards me and took a few sniffs. My virus liked the attention and demanded I indulge him. The platypus in me was ready to roll over to have her belly rubbed.

      Something about him made me want to bite, and I clacked my teeth together. “If you think my status as a platypus is weird, my father is a Shetland pony, and he’s a cop in New York. Our parents are American-Canadian, and they have passed down their American-Canadian tendencies to us, but honestly, we were raised to be Canadian. While we’re American citizens, we’ve never actually been to the United States before.”

      Thanks to Matthieu’s situation, we’d be heading over for a permanent stay, strangers in a strange land with even stranger circumstances nipping at our heels.

      “Which precinct?”

      I wondered, too. “How would I know? He works in Manhattan somewhere.”

      “Then he’s working under the Chief Quinns in some capacity, and that’s easy enough to investigate if needed. So, about your brother.”

      “What about him?”

      “He was reported at the scene of the crash, which is where the hotspot is. You both need to be tested and registered for any new abilities, and if the situation warrants it, training.”

      Matthieu chuckled, leaned back, and waved at the lycanthrope haunting our door. “Please identify what sort of predator she is for me, eh? At the rate she’s going through her stash of hot chocolate, you might need to register her as—”

      “Matthieu!”

      “Hello, Mr. Lavigne. Your sister is a wolf of some sort, although I’d have to do a blood test to identify the specific species. Her virus is robust enough the wolf scent markers are present. Really, Miss Lavigne, I’m representing the CDC. That’s not a euphemism for mass murderer or kidnapper.”

      “You have three vampire women with you,” I pointed out. “That sounds like a sufficient force to kidnap just about anyone. And well, they’re vampires. I’m sure they’re quite talented at murder, should they need to do such a thing. Preferably not at my house.”

      He glanced over at his shoulder to consider his companions, who petted the moose while chatting. “The Carlton sisters have come up from Chicago at the request of the CDC, and they help new vampires adjust to their life. As we got a call about spontaneously turning vampires, they were sent. We had not been expecting vampiric foxes. Some of my colleagues have captured a few of them, and like your moose, they will be taken to somewhere safe for them and provided for. It isn’t their fault they came within range of an active hotspot, and the CDC tries to do no harm whenever possible.”

      “They were sent to do what? Seduce the entire neighborhood?” I blurted.

      If the vampires heard me, they paid me no attention.

      Leonard snickered. “Young vampires tend to have rather healthy instincts for hunting, and that generally means appealing to potential victims and being attracted to those of the opposite gender. We’ve found they’re quite good at taming and training fledgling vampires, with a little help from their incubus partner.”

      Wait. The three women had a lycanthrope and an incubus? No wonder I kept striking out on my love life. Women like the Carlton sisters existed, siphoning away all of the available luck while luring men to their bed to get a snack. I sighed and stared at my brother.

      “I’m not sure I want to try to take on three sisters and their incubus at the same time, Nadine. Honestly, that whole idea makes me think we should run to the car and get to New York to crash on our parents’ couch. Maybe three sisters is the fantasy of some men, but I have exactly one penis, and there’s zero chance I can concentrate on keeping three women and an incubus occupied at the same time. Honestly, I’d rather try handling one woman at a time.” My brother narrowed his eyes. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      I should have known better than to broach the subject of my brother’s prowess. “It’s the stare of heartbreak, Matthieu. They have an incubus and a lycanthrope, and I couldn’t even get a hookup at a dive of a bar near closing time. There is not enough hot chocolate on this planet to deal with this.” I retrieved my mug, knocked back the rest of my hot chocolate, and headed for the kitchen. “Please deal with the plaid-wearing heartbreaker while I make more cocoa. And I refuse to share. I’m almost out, and I need this chocolate.”

      “I’m really sorry about her, Mr. Andretti. Come in, and if your friends would like to come in as well, they can. My sister is protective, as I’m the basement-dwelling gamer type and she’s a shapeshifter. Shapeshifters are weird ones. I take more after my mother, where Nadine is a lot like Dad, although she didn’t turn out to be a Shetland pony.”

      “Yes, it says in her file she’s the only platypus shapeshifter in the Americas, which makes her unique. Until her, there were only limited platypus shapeshifter colonies in Australia, New Zealand, and the Philippines.” Leonard stepped into the house, and at his invitation, the vampire sisters came to join him.

      I wished my brother luck. If they figured out he was the new resident vampire, I doubted he’d survive through whatever three women and an incubus would do to him. Then, because he was my brother, I’d get killed off by three vampires and their incubus trying to defend him.

      I retreated into the kitchen, filled the kettle, and put it on the stove, mourning how young lives would come to a brutal end. Would the vampires, a lycanthrope, and an incubus get us first, or would the townsfolk figure out there wasn’t something quite right about us anymore? The zombie moose should have been a big clue something had gone more than a little wrong during the crash.

      Matthieu followed me into the kitchen. “They’re not going to bite unless we ask them to, Nadine.”

      His statement captured the attention of my virus, and my traitor platypus followed the virus’s lead. “I need this hot chocolate, Matthieu.”

      “I’m just saying, the CDC doesn’t send people out like this to indulge in murders. Usually.”

      “It’s the usually I’m worried about.”

      “Just trust me.”

      When my brother asked me to trust him, it meant one thing: he’d already done something implying I shouldn’t trust him. From the day he’d been born, appearing to be an innocent little infant, he’d gotten away with murder, often doing so with ruthless adorableness. As he’d gotten older, little had changed.

      My little brother was a devil—possibly the Devil in disguise. If he wasn’t a devil or the Devil, he was some other terrible fiend of some sort. As I hadn’t been born yesterday, I took my time considering what he might have done to earn my wrath.

      One possibility crossed my mind, and it involved the three vampire women in our living room.

      I narrowed my eyes and turned to face my brother. I put my hands on my hips. “Matthieu? Did you contact the CDC about there being vampires in town?”

      “Why would I do that?” he asked without hesitation, which warned me he’d preplanned his answer and had been prepared to be questioned.

      My little brother would pay for bringing trouble to our house, and I’d be the one to make him pay. I lunged for him, determined to throttle him until he swore to behave.

      With a grin, my brother fended me off, making use of his newfound strength to hold me at bay. “Don’t mind my sister. She’s overprotective and feisty but absolute garbage at the offense. Honestly, she’s garbage at the defense, too, but she tries so hard I feel I must indulge her. Since my sister is determined to make everything work perfectly, according to her personal opinion, I’ll be blunt. I am the one who contacted the CDC about the vampire, and I hadn’t meant the foxes. I meant me. I almost killed my sister—and that was after draining that poor moose dry.”

      Leonard looked us over, and he nodded. “And you are certain there were no other victims nearby? No other vampires of any sort as a result of the crash?”

      “Unless the moose is actually a vampire, no.”

      “She’s a zombie,” the wolf replied. “There are no markers of her being a vampire in her DNA. Vampires are typically created in pairs.”

      “Nadine?” Matthieu snagged me by the shoulders and pushed me away, effectively limiting my ability to strangle him. “Did you see any other animals or anything like that after the crash?”

      “No, it was just the moose. And me. I’m not a vampire.”

      Leonard eyed me, and he held up his scanner. “Can I use this to confirm that?”

      “It depends,” I countered.

      “On what?”

      “If we get a head start to flee to the United States before the town figures out he’s a vampire and goes on a hunt?” I glared at the lycanthrope. While supposedly from the CDC, when it came to my brother, it’d take more than a claim and some scanner before I trusted him.

      The stakes were too high—and in the wrong hands, rather pointed, made of wood, and lethal when used against my brother.

      Just because Leonard looked and sounded like the average Torontonian, his Canadianness wasn’t going to lull me into a false sense of security. Much like a beaver, Canadians could be dangerous in a corner. Of course, at least one beaver had bitten off somebody’s nipple, a fun-fact that tended to make me giggle at inappropriate times.

      Somehow, I kept my mirth to myself.

      “Not only will I give you a head start, I will provide a vehicle with the appropriate protections on the windows so you can make the journey in safety. When I drop the vehicle off, I’ll also bring two bags of blood to see if he’s capable of using bagged blood. If he can, two bags should be sufficient for a day or two. Most can’t; we suspect the life energy of the body is as important as the blood to a vampire.” Leonard turned his attention to my brother. “We’ll need an accounting of how you’ve been sustaining yourself.”

      “I’ve been giving him blood. A little every day. I check my blood pressure, and I make sure it stays in the average range,” I admitted. “He doesn’t go after animals or anything like that.”

      “That’s not healthy, Miss Lavigne.”

      I glared at the lycanthrope. “Do I look like I care? If the people in town find out he’s a vampire, they’ll kill him—and your girlfriends, too.”

      “They’re not my girlfriends, Miss Lavigne.”

      I eyed him. “Well, why not? Look at them. They’re gorgeous.”

      “They’re emotionally unavailable. They’re vampires.”

      “It’s true,” Nancy said, grinning at me. “But thank you for the compliment. It’s obvious you haven’t been around vampires before your brother. We just don’t make good partners. We can be decent friends, but we just lack certain… connections. The soulless part of us being soulless bloodsuckers isn’t totally incorrect. We can feel affection for humans, we just don’t usually. While I’m sure Leonard might be useful to some nice lycanthrope woman at some point, do you know what I see when I look at him?”

      “What do you see?” I asked, tilting my head to the side. “And I’m sorry if I offended you.”

      “No offense. We’re Americans, anyway. It would take a little more than calling me a soulless bloodsucker to offend me. How dare you say we’re gorgeous?”

      “Right. How dare I, eh?” I questioned why I’d invited Leonard into the house. Damn it. If I’d kept him outside, things would have been different.

      Then again, as my brother had called them in without telling me about it, maybe he deserved his fate. I had no idea what three vampire women and an incubus would do to him, but he deserved it.

      I needed my hot chocolate, and the kettle would take at least another five minutes to give me its boiling bounty. Until then, I’d have to deal with the invaders, and hope I could get them out of my territory and away from my brother.

      “Anyway, it’s simple. Leonard looks like a tasty treat, and I don’t mean a fun time in bed. That’s part of what makes us soulless vampires. Humans are food and entertaining bed partners when we are in the mood, and that’s about it. We’re no longer human. In Chicago, we try to control our predatory instincts and remind ourselves human aren’t just food, but that’s what we’ve become—soulless, bloodsucking monsters. Some of us are just nicer monsters than others. Honestly, there are a few humans I quite like, and I’d be rather miffed if anything happened to them, but it’s rare. I usually look at someone and think about how good of a dinner they are. Scared yet?”

      I stared at her, and then with narrowed eyes, I glared at my brother. “Have you been looking at me like I’m dinner, Matthieu?”

      “No. You’re my sister, it just happens I bite you once a day. I don’t even like biting you. It’s awkward, and honestly, you don’t even taste all that good.”

      My mouth dropped open. “Excuse me? I don’t even taste all that good?”

      “Crap,” my brother muttered. “I’m sorry. I drink because I need to, not because you’re a tasty treat.”

      The three vampire women gaped at my brother.

      “But she smells delicious,” Nancy spluttered.

      “See? Nancy thinks I’m delicious.” I blinked, then I regarded the woman with interest. “Wait, you think I smell delicious?”

      “You really do. Lycanthropes are a treat, and your virus is mature enough you’re a good vintage. Lycanthropes are excellent meals for us. That’s why we’re with Leonard rather than regular humans. His virus is robust enough to handle us taking sips if there aren’t any donors available. We’re also less inclined to view him as dinner, as he’s a rival predator.”

      Great. Her words implied the man was available, which would make it a challenge containing both of my beasts, who were delighted with the information. “And your incubus?”

      “He’s securing our supper. He’ll cut a deal with some humans who are strapped for cash and are willing to have a good time in the process. He gets to feed while we’re feeding, and depending on who he brings, we might all get to party before we get to the proper feeding stage of our night. He’s aware of the town’s peculiarities, so he’s out hunting farther afield. We’re to give him a call if we found a vampire in need of a donor.” Nancy looked my brother over. “You look like you’re just going to be a dream to work with.”

      My brother made no effort to hide his interest in the woman. “You think so?”

      “Oh, I know so. Young vampires are always energetic. I might even take you home to meet Papa.”

      The kettle spared Nancy from my explorations into the durability of vampires, and rather than wrap my hands around her throat, I retreated to make my hot chocolate.
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      Three hours into the visit by the three vampires and their pet wolf, I ran out of hot chocolate.

      With three vampires and their pet wolf aware of my brother’s status as a vampire, I didn’t dare to leave to get more. With hot chocolate, I could have handled the situation.

      Without hot chocolate, I ran a high risk of breaking down into frustrated tears. Hinting they should leave hadn’t done me any good. I amused them. My brother, in a complete failure to read my mood, promised I’d be less cranky soon, after I replenished my hot chocolate supply.

      “I’ve never tested someone to see if their blood contained copious amounts of hot chocolate. I’ve tried it on coffee drinkers, though,” Leonard said, fiddling with his meter. “There is a setting in here to test for caffeine addiction, though. I can run the tests if you’d like, Miss Lavigne. I do need to confirm your virus levels.”

      “They poked me three times,” my brother reminded me. “I didn’t die again.”

      I twitched at the reminder he’d already died once. As I’d come to the conclusion that Leonard would harp over the situation until I agreed to be tested, I thrust my arm out, turned my head, and growled curses under my breath. As Matthieu enjoyed when I invoked religious objects in blasphemous ways, I stuck to English profanities.

      “I’m really sorry. This whole mess has made her quite surly.”

      “It’s understandable,” Leonard said, approaching with his meter and chuckling. “It’s just a prick, and I’ll run the comprehensive test, so you only have to do it once. The tests I ran on your brother are for specific things, so they take a great deal less time to process. As you’re already irritated, I’ll make this as easy on you as possible. If you have any questions, ask. I’ll be able to pull out anything you want to know about your genetics, including cancer risk, anything concerning you may want to be aware of in case you decide to have children, and any possible health concerns. Lycanthropes tend to do well on the health front, though, once the virus has had a chance to adapt your body. It’ll be our top priority to transition your brother to other donors, as your virus needs a chance to settle without being constantly barraged.”

      I inhaled, held my breath until the worst of my irritation eased, and exhaled. “All right. I’m ready. Can you confirm if I’m adopted? Maybe Matthieu was adopted.”

      “What did Mom say to earn that?” my brother asked, and when I glared at him, he raised a brow. “You know full well neither one of us was adopted.”

      Well, damn it. Busted. Why couldn’t he ever let me get away with anything? “She made a horrible pun about you and stakes.”

      He snickered. “She would. I’m man enough to handle our mother cracking terrible puns about my new status as a vampire.”

      “She didn’t even do it on purpose.”

      “Of course she didn’t. She’s our mother. This is what she does. She opens her mouth and puns fly out. The only difference between her punning accidentally and on purpose is if she bothered to think before speaking. Leonard, I’m sorry for Nadine. She gets anxious sometimes.”

      A slight prick to my thumb informed me Leonard stole my blood and ran his precious test. After a moment, he said, “Anxiety is normal and to be expected. An anxious lycanthrope is a dangerous lycanthrope, so we’ll take steps to make certain that the triggers for her anxiety are addressed. For now, that means I’ll stay around here in case any unwanted people from town come calling while the ladies go get their supper once their incubus finishes his hunt. I’ll try to stay out of the way. The intent is to prevent problems rather than infringe on your territory.”

      Nancy showed off her fangs in a wide grin. “Vampires get territorial, especially over their dinner. Lycanthropes get territorial around food and potential mates. You are both single, and there’s little as entertaining as single lycanthropes dancing around each other while determining if they’re compatible. Leonard could use someone scratching him behind the ears and making him purr.”

      The wolf heaved a sigh. “I’m not a cat. I do not purr.”

      “But I bet you could make her purr with enough effort.”

      As the wolf had finished stealing my blood, I got up and headed for the kitchen in the futile effort to scrounge up more hot chocolate. While certain I’d cleaned out every last one of my stashes, I would triple check to be certain. I washed my hands in the sink to remove the trace drop of blood where Leonard had poked me with his meter.

      My brother chuckled and followed me. “Since when have you been shy?”

      “Since I became a species that mates for life,” I informed him.

      “Platypuses mate for life,” Leonard announced, following me into my domain. “The primary difference between a platypus shapeshifter and a wolf lycanthrope is simple. A platypus shapeshifter has a willingness to test drive their partner in bed before settling down, where wolves tend to mate with their first partner. The virus goes out of the way to secure a compatible mate. While the virus doesn’t always get it right, it does try to preserve its host. As such, it isn’t interested in establishing a bad partnership. The CDC takes steps if someone is trapped in an abusive relationship due to the lycanthropy virus.”

      When I thought about it, my beasts had been rather vocal about candidates in the days since the accident, with the wolf taking the lead but listening to the platypus. Leonard had been the first man to interest both of them.

      I held the opinion the platypus had a death wish.

      What sort of prey species bedded a predator?

      My platypus, apparently.

      I crouched and checked under the sink, rummaging through the cleaning supplies in the hope I had shoved some hot chocolate down there after a cleaning binge. To my disappointment, I’d done a good job of putting everything in its appropriate place.

      “Does the scanner check for hot chocolate addiction?” my brother asked. “When she tries checking under the sink, the problem is clear. My sister has run out of hot chocolate.”

      “I don’t need a scanner to inform me she has a severe hot chocolate addiction. Nancy? Can you hit the store on your way out and retrieve some hot chocolate? Our imposition has added significant stress to our lycanthrope friend’s day, and her stockpile of hot chocolate has been exhausted.”

      “We’re on it,” the vampire replied, and a few moments later, the front door opened and closed.

      “There. They’ll bring back hot chocolate before they go have their supper.”

      My wolf was ready to lick hot chocolate out of the palm of Leonard’s hand, and the platypus would contribute with her typical brbrbrbrbr purr-huffs. One day, I might be bothered to find out what the official name of my species’ purr-huffs was, but that day was not today. I doubted it would come anytime soon.

      Her purr-huffs amused me.

      Rather than worry about my platypus, I needed to focus on more important matters: keeping the Carlston sisters alive during their stay in town. I halted my search and twisted to regard the lycanthrope. “If the townsfolk figure out they’re vampires, they’ll be in trouble.”

      “They have their CDC badges with them. They’ll flash their badge, and that should put an end to the issues. And if it doesn’t, they have their RCMP badges with them, a gift for our job up here.”

      “They’re badged with the RCMP?” I blurted.

      “The CDC is aware of the issues with this area, so they asked for a favor from the RCMP. The RCMP is respected up here, where they may not bother to think twice about the CDC.” Leonard shrugged. “They’ll be fine. They’re skilled at self-defense, and unlike most people from small towns, they’re actually trained in how to fight. Their incubus should already be back in town with their donors. He doesn’t take kindly to anyone touching his vampires. Let’s just say he’s quite capable of defending his ladies. I don’t expect them to have any problems acquiring your hot chocolate. Also, don’t worry about repaying them. They love forcing the CDC to compensate them for things like that. It amuses them, and amused vampires aren’t trying to separate me from my blood.”

      I stared at him. He focused on the meter, tapping a finger against the white casing. “The CDC is going to compensate them for my hot chocolate?”

      “A stressed, anxious lycanthrope is a lycanthrope who might snap if provoked. A stressed, anxious lycanthrope given hot chocolate may become a relaxed lycanthrope. It’s standard protocol. They’ll wipe the store clean of the best hot chocolate money can buy, milk so you can indulge properly, and marshmallows. Once they load their cart up with that, they’re going to remember I, their precious source of blood, am also a lycanthrope, so they’ll buy out half the store, expecting me to teach you what lycanthropes should be eating. Ah, excellent. Your species has been registered. Ready?”

      “Some form of wolf and platypus?” I guessed.

      “Australian Platypus, bracket four, is your official shapeshifter designation.”

      “Bracket four?” I asked. “What’s that?”

      “The CDC likes neatly labeling lycanthropes and shapeshifters into species groups. They take DNA samples from wildlife and put them into genetic brackets. Bracket one is the most common genetic group of platypuses. Two and three are less common genetic strains, typically located in areas where there has been increased threats to habitat or die-off; they’re essentially evolving for survival. Bracket four consists of five individuals, yourself included. Essentially, you’re the start of a genetic group, along with the other members of bracket four.”

      As I’d never gone to college and had limited interest in biology, I assumed he meant I was a freak. “This is because my father is a pony, isn’t it?”

      Leonard chuckled and shrugged. “Shapeshifters can be anything. You’re a platypus because you’re best suited to be a platypus. Sometimes, if you have two shapeshifters of the same species who mate, you will get shapeshifters of the same species, but it’s a roll of the dice. We still don’t understand why. Magic works in mysterious ways. Genetically, you’re closer to ancient platypuses compared to modern ones. We’ll have to see you when you’re shifted and figure out if you’re actually a different species. The reading isn’t clear—which is why you’re in bracket four.”

      “We’re a family of freaks, Nadine.” Matthieu snickered, grabbed my kitchen stool, and went into the cabinet above the refrigerator, which contained our extra cleaning supplies we’d bought to save money. With a triumphant huff, he pulled out a dark tin. “I am the most considerate of brothers.”

      He hopped off the stool and presented an unopened tin of Godiva cocoa.

      My eyes widened. “Godiva? You hid Godiva up there?”

      He waved the tin and lured me in the direction of the kettle, which he grabbed. “You must use the milk warmer you bought, as this deserves milk. And yes, I hid luxury cocoa above the fridge, where my sister would never look for it in case of a true emergency. This is a true emergency. Right, Leonard?”

      I gasped at his boldness. “That is my kettle, Matthieu Lavigne!”

      “It is your kettle, but I am not giving it back until you make a proper cup of hot cocoa. Once you make yourself a proper cup of hot cocoa, I will give it back. Don’t scald your milk, so heat it low and slow. If you’re extra good, I will go retrieve one of the candy canes I have hiding in my lair.”

      “You did not keep any candy canes from last year,” I muttered, well aware we both had issues when it came to candy canes.

      “I ordered a box online for emergency situations. This seems like an emergency. Make your milk, nice and easy, or the kettle gets it.”

      Asshole brother. I wrinkled my nose, went to the refrigerator, and dug out the milk, set it on the counter, and retrieved the milk warmer, which was nothing more than a regular pot and a fancy frothing stick so I could have warm, bubbly milk in my cocoa. “Would you like a cup, Leonard?”

      “I’ll pass and wait for the excessive supply of hot chocolate to arrive, but thank you.”

      After a long pause, so my brother understood what I sacrificed making the offer, I asked, “Would you like a cup, Matthieu?”

      “Only an idiot takes your precious premium cocoa. I shall go into my lair and bring out the frou-frou coffee I wasted money on a few weeks ago. Can I interest you in a cup, Leonard?”

      “Do you happen to have any Timmy’s coffee?”

      My brother snickered. “As a matter of fact, yes. That is my frou-frou coffee. My sister is just a snob, who believes the only good cup of Timmy’s comes from the shop.”

      What had I done to deserve my brother? “Do you know why you got turned into a vampire? You got turned into a vampire because you are pure evil.”

      Matthieu laughed and headed for his basement lair, leaving me alone with Leonard.

      What use was a brother when he went away, leaving me to deal with the handsome male wolf? The last thing I needed was a man complicating my already complicated life.

      My beasts disagreed with me, and the platypus in me wanted to take Leonard for a test drive. The wolf approved of my platypus’s idea. I did my best to ignore their signal I should make some effort to attract the man who’d come at my brother’s request.

      One day, my brother would pay. How remained a mystery, but he would pay.

      In the meantime, I would ignore my beasts and do my best to remain a polite hostess. “While Matthieu’s gone, mostly so I can hold it over his head, what species of wolf am I?”

      “According to the scanner, you’re a Bernard’s wolf, a species of wolf native to the Arctic Archipelago, specifically two islands in that region. This says they’re a variant of gray wolf, although they tended to be white with black tipped fur along the spine. Information on the species is limited, but a DNA sample was acquired from a frozen specimen located during an expedition. The lycanthropy virus is fascinating in that way. While wolves are the predominant species and the first discovered, there is more and more evidence that the virus can adapt and use DNA from any natural animal. Avian, amphibian, and reptile lycanthropes have been discovered. All known types of mammals, including whales and dolphins, are also on record as having been found. Let’s just say the whale lycanthrope got quite the surprise when he went water skiing and shifted for the first time following a wipeout. The dolphin shifted in her swimming pool, which created issues. Dolphins do not appreciate chlorine. Needless to say, her pool was converted to be a saltwater system. These are recent developments, and much like you, they were infected with the virus from a hotspot.”

      Damn. Leonard was a fountain of knowledge. “Do you just read textbooks in your free time?”

      He grinned. “Not precisely. It’s my job to know, as I help other lycanthropes adapt to being lycanthropes. I find people tend to relax and are more inclined to trust me when I can answer their questions without having to check a manual.”

      “That meter can really tell you things like that?”

      “Absolutely. It’s a high-end model with a live-updating encyclopedia. I can also transmit test results to the CDC’s databases, which will save you a trip to a testing center. You’ll appreciate that later.”

      “I appreciate it now,” I admitted. “In a town like this, it’s hard to dodge the CDC. They skulk around as persistently as the undead. You can’t even apply for jobs here without undergoing testing—and it isn’t a CDC representative who handles the test. Testing positive as an undead? That’s a fast way to die here.”

      “That is something that will be addressed. Vampires and a few other types of undead count as sentients, and killing them for no reason other than their status as an undead is murder.” Leonard frowned. “I had not realized the problem was that severe.”

      “If it makes you feel better, the vampires we get tend to fall more into the mindless predator category. They don’t even try to talk to anyone. They just try to kill everyone they can.”

      While Leonard still frowned, he relaxed somewhat, resuming tapping at the meter in his hand. “Once you’re shifting, there’ll be a very nice paycheck in your future if you agree to have some blood taken and run through some basic tests. There are no known Bernard’s wolves of any sort alive. This makes you unique on both fronts, as there are no direct matches for your platypus genetics.”

      “Great. I’m an endangered species.”

      “Endangered species have excellent protections with the CDC. You’ll enjoy being protected until you have your choice of mate, you’ll have your pick of packs around the world, and you’ll be given lucrative offers from the CDC to help add to the knowledge databases. As a common-as-dirt timber wolf, I don’t get any of the benefits, although I could put in a request for a specific pack if I wish to join one. Right now, I’m a lone wolf, as packs get quite irritable when someone in their pack donates to vampires. I don’t partake of their incubus or their feminine charms, and they respect my boundaries. Because it hurts like hell, they limit how much they drink, and they limit their drinking to what’s absolutely necessary for their survival. They’re aware I can retaliate if they go too far with their drinking.”

      Interesting. “My brother doesn’t do that. He always stops when I ask him to, except the one time he experimented with extending how often he drinks. We did not repeat that experiment.”

      “That’s quite unusual.”

      “I mean, a moose went through my windshield, and he got back up and killed the moose before taking a hefty drink out of me. It’s more unusual either one of us are still alive to tell the tale, especially in this town.”

      “While your survival is impressive, having met the moose in question, young vampires are typically far more dangerous than your brother.”

      I shrugged. “He didn’t change at all. He just needs to drink blood now.”

      “I don’t think you understand how unusual that is, Miss Lavigne.”

      “Nadine, please. Miss Lavigne makes it sound like I’m a toddler. Let me pretend I’m an adult for a change.”

      “I was unaware that particularly title had such a connotation.”

      “Well, it’s better than being called a madam, I suppose. I’d have to give you directions to the nearest brothel and introduce you to the actual madam.”

      He snickered and shook his head. “The nearest brothel is five hundred klicks from here.”

      I joined him in snickering. “Did your vampires drag you to it?”

      “Repeatedly. I ended up shifting and growling at everyone from a booth in the bar until they finished. The madam in charge of the establishment sent a gift of steak laced with pixie dust. Probably a wise move considering how much growling I’d been doing. Early-stage lycanthropes are semi-frequent partakers of brothels; older sex demons are at no real risk of bonding, and it keeps the lycanthropes more relaxed. The CDC keeps an updated list of lycanthrope-friendly brothels.”

      My mouth dropped open. “There are brothels the CDC recommends for lycanthropes?”

      “Lycanthropes can become very rough and rowdy during intercourse, and lycanthropes need to learn how to handle a non-infected partner. The sex demons play at being human to teach lycanthropes how to be gentle and considerate. Not all lycanthropes take advantage of it, but it’s something the CDC will recommend if the lycanthrope wants to court a human, especially if the human is a smaller woman. And sometimes, the lycanthrope can be tutored without sex actually being involved.”

      The last thing I needed was a sexy man in plaid discussing sex demons and brothels with me in my home while my brother was in the basement. My beasts wanted to evict my brother and learn more about the mating practices of rowdy lycanthropes.

      Well, at least I could ask a few questions, as he’d opened the door for discussion. “Is it normal for the animal to offer hints and suggestions regarding eligible men?”

      “Absolutely. Shapeshifters have different levels of feedback from their animal side; some are more like lycanthropes, sharing their body. Others are so attuned to their animal there is never a sense of another being. The scanner is confirming you have a very active virus, so I’m assuming you’re learning to cope with sharing your head with an animal?”

      “I’ve always been aware of my platypus,” I admitted. “She’s always been around, but she became more active when I turned eleven.”

      “While I’m not a shapeshifter, that is in line with shapeshifters who mature naturally into their abilities. Many shapeshifters don’t learn they’re shapeshifters until they’re in a life-threatening situation. Are you aware of any such situations?”

      I shook my head. “Not that I’m aware of. I just woke up one day, and as the day progressed, I realized I wasn’t alone in my head anymore. I told my father I needed to go to the doctor because I was going crazy. He told me I was a chip off his block, and he hoped I would follow in his hoofprints. I didn’t, obviously.”

      “When did you identify you were a platypus?”

      “Fourteen. My asshole brother tossed me into a lake, and I snorted water. Next thing I knew, I was out a change of clothes. I stayed in the lake for three days before my father finally scruffed me and dragged me home. Apparently, platypuses do not screw around with angry Shetland pony fathers.”

      Leonard laughed. “As far as first-time shifting stories go, that one is pretty amusing. Was he human or a pony when he scruffed you?”

      “He was a pony. He dragged me over to my mother, who held me until he shifted and got dressed, after which he spent an hour scolding me for not going home with my brother and deciding to overindulge my animal. He grounded me and my platypus for a month. He tended to dole out punishments based on who committed the crime. I’m generally innocent. My platypus? She likes creating trouble for the fun of it. And without fail, he always figured out which one of us had instigated.” She also liked avoiding certain types of trouble, but if given her way, we’d get into trouble with Leonard. My wolf supported my platypus, and I sighed at their insistence Leonard should be pursued. “They’re vocal. Well, not vocal. It’s feelings rather than words, but it’s pretty clear what they want.”

      With a smug grin, Leonard took a few sniffs. My face warmed at the realization he likely could smell out my mood, which bordered on randy. “Lycanthropes are wired to mate, secure food, and have offspring. Lycanthropes and shapeshifters share some similarities on that front. It’s completely normal. I take it platypuses aren’t scent sensitive?”

      “I have a more sensitive nose than my parents and my brother,” I confessed. Under no circumstances would I inform him my animals appreciated the aroma of single male wolf. “My sense of smell is changing, though.”

      “Your senses will probably adjust and settle to be a blend of both animals. We have been speculating what would happen if a shapeshifter contracted lycanthropy, but you’re the first confirmed case.”

      “Your machine can actually confirm I’m both a shapeshifter and a lycanthrope?”

      “Yes, it can. It’s been in development for a while, but we’ve resolved the issues that made it register shapeshifters as lycanthropes without the lycanthropy virus. You won’t have any problems with your paperwork, that much I can promise. My nose is also sensitive enough to register all three of your scents.”

      “I have three scents?” I sniffed my arm, narrowing my eyes while I considered my scent markers. I’d never put much thought into it, but once searching for it, I could identify three distinct scents, one I identified as female wolf, the other as platypus, not that I could quite put my finger on what a platypus smelled like, and human.

      The human part needed a shower. Damn.

      “On second thought, can we resume this conversation after I have my hot chocolate and a shower? I think I got decaying moose on me.” I would have to thank the zombie moose later for the excuse.

      If my need for a shower bothered him, he showed no sign of it. “Of course. The goal is to make sure you’re comfortable and able to adapt to your changed circumstances. I can discuss some of your brother’s issues with him while you take a shower. I will admit, after having had a close encounter with a zombie moose, I will be enthusiastic about my showering as well.”

      The last thing I needed was to think about him taking a shower. I went about my business to make my mug of hot chocolate, and when it was ready, I fled upstairs to the general safety of my bedroom.
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      The vampires returned with enough hot chocolate to last through a siege, requiring three trips to the car to retrieve. I assumed they cleaned out every shop within a hundred klicks to do it. I even spied a few containers of milk in one of the bags.

      The presence of a young woman in her early twenties put me on edge, especially when I spied the Carlston sisters introducing her to my brother on the front steps. Leonard joined the party, and to my shock, the woman showed off her arm and invited my brother to have a drink.

      When I cracked open my bedroom window to better spy, I learned the woman was a succubus who would receive a payment from the incubus afterwards, and that a little pain added to the thrill.

      Incubi enjoyed erasing all pain, and she meant to enjoy it.

      If my brother wanted to have a drink from a succubus, who was I to stop him? As I didn’t want to find out if my brother would be enjoying any other benefits of meeting a succubus, I fled to the bathroom, opting to take a brief but cold shower to get clean before indulging in the hottest soak of my life.

      I could only hope no one noticed we had three vampires, a succubus, an incubus, and a plaid-wearing lycanthrope packing heat paying us a visit. We’d be forced to move on the grounds of becoming the scandal of the decade, topping when our parents had left to go to the United States.

      My brother had all the luck. He got a succubus and three vampire chicks. I got a contagious disease and enrolled to be hunted by eligible men infected with the same disease. Worse, I got a double dose of hormones, as both my animals had ideas on what they wanted to be doing.

      The internet had warned me lycanthropes had robust sex drives, but I had thought robust meant healthy rather than excessive bordering on the absurd. A warning label informing me I might spontaneously combust would have been appreciated.

      With some warning, I would have encouraged my brother to flee town sooner, dodging the CDC and its handsome wolf, thus sparing my peace of mind.

      Someone, likely my wretch of a brother, knocked at the door. “Nadine?”

      “Has your entourage of potential lovers and the lycanthrope left yet?”

      Matthieu laughed. “The lycanthrope is still here, but he sat down on the couch, and the next thing I knew, he’d passed out. Nancy told me not to worry about it. He’s had a hard schedule, and they’d come retrieve him and cart him off after they’ve fed. They’re gone, and they took Mina with them.”

      “Didn’t get to debut with a succubus? I grieve for you.”

      He opened the door, stepped into the bathroom, and went about the serious business of brushing his pearly fangs. “I bet you do. Mina’s from Chicago, and she doesn’t have a partner. Chicago vampires drink partnered together. The vampires get to enjoy some fun, their partner gets to feed, their donor has a great time, and there’s no pain for the donor. I can be as involved with her activities as I’d like, and if I turn out to be one of those disgustingly monogamous types, that’s fine. I just need to drink, and she can entertain the donor and get her evening meal, too.”

      “I do not want to think about you shacking up with a succubus right now.”

      “Leonard said you were probably coming to terms with having a lycanthrope’s hormone levels, and he apologizes for being an eligible male. He’s used to it, so unless you express an interest in a long-term arrangement, he’ll politely decline your advances. I’m not sure how I got recruited to talk to you about this, but I’m not happy about it in the slightest.”

      “Your status as my brother is probably the main factor.”

      “All I know about your sex life is your inability to have a sex life. I don’t even know if you’re a virgin. It’s none of my business.”

      I snickered. “While I have mostly struck out in town, I have gone further afield and have successfully dallied with a one-night stand or two. They were not what they were pitched to be, but they were not terrible. And while it’s none of your business, you should be happy that my platypus has become quite picky.”

      “And your wolf? Leonard said you’re also a wolf.”

      “I am very relieved that she seems to be pickier than my platypus, but as I said before, she has a thing for plaid.”

      “You can’t fool me. You’re just into plaid, and the only reason you’re looking twice at him is because he dressed to your taste.”

      I considered my brother’s word, debating if he had me pegged right. “No, he’s generally handsome. I bet he would be great in a suit but even better in a pair of swim trunks.”

      “Not nude?”

      I waved my hand before flicking bubbles in my brother’s direction. “We’ve talked about this before. Breasts are pretty. Penises are not.”

      “We have talked about this before. It was uncomfortable, especially when you confessed you admire other women’s breasts.”

      “Well, they are pretty. Why shouldn’t I admire them?”

      “Just don’t share when you’re admiring them with me. It gets uncomfortable, especially if I happen to be admiring the same woman.”

      “I’m not going to ask her out on a date. I’m not into other women. Hell, apparently, I’m only interested in men who happen to also be beasts.”

      “In bed or out?”

      I giggled. “Both. And as you don’t like even thinking about my breasts, get out of here, so I can get out of here sometime tonight. I’ve killed the hot water heater. It’s as dead as our moose.”

      “Yeah, about her.”

      “Something better not have happened to my moose.”

      “She’s asleep in front of the door. I didn’t know zombie moose slept, but if you want to leave, you’ll have to step over her. She charges cuddles.”

      “We’re keeping the moose,” I announced. “We need to name her. I will listen to your selection of names, and we will vote on them in the morning.”

      “Leonard said she’d be transported to somewhere safe, Nadine. We can’t keep her. She’d probably melt in New York, anyway. She’ll be happier here.”

      I scowled. “But I like her.”

      “You were terrified of her yesterday.”

      “I changed my mind.”

      “You pet her once. Next, you’re going to tell me you want to bring her into the house.”

      “I don’t think we can get away with bringing her into the house. She’d probably melt and rot everywhere, and that wouldn’t be good.” I splashed and slapped bubbles around while waiting for my brother to finish brushing his teeth. “What do you think of Leonard?”

      “Dad would like him, Mom would give him a hard time and make him prove he’s good enough for you, and he understands the importance of hot chocolate. He helped organize the kitchen to minimize the effort it would take for you to make more hot chocolate. He is even going to account for your hot chocolate stash when we head to the United States. Which leads me to the real reason I invaded on you.”

      “I was wondering about that. You usually wait until I’m done in the tub. All right. What do you want? You obviously don’t want me to flee from the conversation, as you know I will not leave my bubbly throne until you get the hell out of here.”

      “I wanted to talk to you about the video and the crowdfund.”

      “Is that all? Did you actually get something off that video? It hasn’t been that long since you released it into the wilds.”

      “It went viral, and it got shown on the news.”

      My eyes widened. “Eh? Repeat that?”

      My brother brushed his teeth, rinsed his mouth, and cleaned his brush before turning to face me. “The video went viral and got put on the news. Leonard told me he’d gotten a text about it from his boss, so I went to check.”

      “How utterly embarrassing.” I groaned and bowed my head. “Can lycanthropes drown?”

      “You’d shift. Your platypus would take over and have fun in the tub until you came back to your senses, as we learned the last time you tried to submerge longer than acceptable in the tub, being melodramatic because Fred broke your heart for the fourth time in a week.”

      I scowled at the reminder of a particularly nasty high school ex-boyfriend. “He didn’t make it to home base, just for the record.”

      “Did he even make it to first base? You were always so busy breaking up with him. Did you two actually have any time to find some closet or abandoned hallway?”

      Damn. My brother was out for my blood, and not the red variety flowing in my veins. “Well, no, but that is not the point. Is there enough money for us to make the trip to our parents’ place? The CDC offering to help is nice and all, but I don’t want to owe them.”

      “If you can tolerate Leonard’s presence for five days, we will go to Toronto, where we will pick up the internet’s gift to you.”

      “Pardon? The internet’s what to me?”

      “Gift. It’s something you receive when someone else likes you. After I showed off the pictures of you with your truck, the denizens of the internet banded together to replace your truck. As I’m the best and the worst brother you’ll ever have, I even went through your old messages with me to dig out the exact specifications on what you truly wanted on your truck. You got what you could afford, and we both know it. Your new truck has the bells and the whistles. It also has a moose grill even though we’ll be taking it to the United States. With a little help from the CDC, it will come with New York plates so you won’t have to go through the hassle of importing it.”

      “You’re the only brother I’ll ever have. Menopause happened, much to our father’s eternal dismay. The last time I checked, he was trying to convince Mom to contract lycanthropy or beg some sex demon for help to have more children.”

      My brother snickered. “That’s just because Dad loves Mom and wants to keep her around for eternity.”

      “While accurate, we both know he wants more babies. We should consider ourselves to be blessed they don’t nag us about grandchildren.”

      “That’s only because Mom threatened to geld him if he did,” my brother reminded me.

      “And then we had to remind Mom that good people don’t threaten to geld their husbands.” I rolled my eyes at the absurdity of our family life. “Mom even apologized for threatening to geld him, and she switched the threat to no sex for a year for every instance he nagged us, thus ensuring we have not heard a peep regarding our father’s desire for entire herds of grandchildren.”

      “Let’s just say Mom squealed when the words ‘wolf lycanthrope’ came out of my mouth.”

      “I am not producing a pack of puppies at this point in time. Please make certain our parents are aware of this.”

      Matthieu grinned. “You need to catch a male of the appropriate species first. They’re aware you need to catch a male first. I may have texted our mother with Leonard’s picture.”

      My life was over. My mother would begin her quest to secure grandchildren for herself. She would introduce me to nice men she’d met who could use a wonderful person like me to be their wife. My animals, the furry traitors they were, would go along with my mother’s efforts, as they were interested in all the wonderful things a husband could offer me.

      I’d gotten the sense the animals were aware I would be the primary participant in any future mating rituals, although they expected a say in the future father of our children.

      Magic worked in mysterious ways.

      “Go on. Ask me what our mother said.”

      As I wanted to get out of the tub eventually, I surrendered. “Okay. What did she say?”

      “She asked Dad if she could give permission for you to bang Leonard.”

      Could heaven even help me? “What did I do to deserve this? He’s still in the house. Dad said no, right?”

      “Dad looked at his picture and reminded Mom you’d bang him if you wanted to, as he chose his apparel well.”

      I sucked in a breath, remembering one critical truth: my brother had summoned the CDC, and thus held responsibility for Leonard’s presence in our home. “You didn’t tell the CDC my dark plaid secret, did you?”

      “I can’t take credit for his choice of attire. I’m guiltless there. I am guilty of them coming. I hadn’t expected you to try to drive them off, though. I should have. I figured if they were strangers, and one of the strangers was a vampire who wasn’t trying to bite our heads off, you’d invite them in for a chat.”

      “You should go make me some hot chocolate to make up for this while I get out of the tub and get into my pajamas. At least offer Leonard some pajamas if you think he’ll fit in them or something, if he’s going to sleep here. We have a guest bedroom we keep clean. We may as well use it.”

      “I’m sure the vampires will be back for him eventually.”

      “With an incubus and a succubus? If they come back eventually, it’ll be so early in the morning, I’ll be tempted to shoot them.”

      “Maybe I should text Nancy with a warning you do not get out of bed until eight.”

      “If she brings over a fix of Timmy’s, I’ll forgive her if she comes early, but let her know the one in town doesn’t open until six.”

      “Frankly, I’m amazed it opens before dawn,” he muttered.

      “Do not question the generosity of the coffee gods. Go forth and make me cocoa.”

      “All right, all right. But Dad asked his boss to look Leonard up on the public records, and he got the okay. He has a clean record, he’s immaculate on the lycanthropy front, and he’s flagged as potentially developing the hybrid form after mating. He’s borderline, likely due to exposure to a lot of hybrids due to his work.”

      I raised a brow. “Isn’t that an abuse of power?”

      “Not when it’s public records. Chief Quinn knows how to find the good public records.”

      “Aren’t there two of them?”

      “I don’t know which Chief Quinn Dad was talking about,” he admitted. “I don’t think it matters. He was born infected, his virus matured early, and his record on previous partners is sealed, but he has undergone basic training with a brothel. The training doesn’t include intercourse. I’m not sure why Dad wanted me to know that. I don’t know if you want to be training a virgin. I am not the king of sexual prowess, but Mom taught me well—and Dad swore I would pay consequences for the rest of my life if I ever hurt my partner being inconsiderate.”

      I snorted and thought about splashing water his way but stopped myself, as I’d be the one cleaning the floor. “Cute, Matthieu.”

      “It’s true! Dad made it clear I would suffer for all eternity if I ended up being a jerk. Apparently, Grandpa gave Dad a similar talk. He even asked Mom if Dad was treating her well.” My brother shuddered. “We won’t discuss what she told Grandpa.”

      “Rode her hard and put her up wet?” I guessed, as our mother had a wicked sense of humor and a willingness to inflict it on anyone foolish enough to talk to her.

      “That was only one of them. As Dad is still alive, I’m guessing she indicated she liked it.”

      “I would think the existence of two children indicated she liked it enough for at least one repeat performance.”

      “Birth control,” my brother replied in a solemn tone. “Or so Mom says. Without birth control, the world might be at risk of ending due to the existence of more than two Lavigne children.”

      “We were such terrible children our parents stopped reproducing for the sake of the entire world. Maybe we should send them flowers.” I sighed. “I bet they were just disappointed they had me first.”

      “Well, you may have crushed Dad’s dream of having a little princess when you started riding to my rescue if anyone looked at me wrong.”

      “I am a fierce warrior princess. That is what it means to be a platypus. I am the image of fierceness.”

      “I hate to break this to you, but without the spur, you’re really just adorable. You look about as fierce as a stuffed animal.”

      Damn it. “You’re the worst. Platypuses are fierce! Get out of my bathroom and go make me hot chocolate. While you’re at it, ask the freeloader on the couch what he wants for dinner—and if he doesn’t want moose, he’s wrong. There is no way I’m leaving this house without using up every scrap of moose in our freezer. And don’t tell him where we got it. It’s more fun that way.”

      “As if he’d believe a platypus hunted moose successfully.”

      “Are you making fun of my rifle, Matthieu? You better not be making fun of my rifle. Platypus is a good rifle. She’s taken down ten moose in her storied career.”

      “Why did you name your rifle Platypus anyway?”

      “Well, I’m certainly not taking out a moose with my bare paws or hands. Let me dream.”
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      As stress and anxiety killed my desire to sleep, I went on a cooking rampage. I expected the moose stew and roast to last no more than two days with two lycanthropes around. My brother could still eat, but according to Leonard, he’d be full after a few bites.

      Something about declaring Leonard to be a freeloader helped settle my nerves. I assumed it had something to do with my wolf’s desire to establish her territory, as she got growly whenever anyone went into spaces she thought of as ours.

      The bathroom counted, as did anywhere with hot chocolate. My seat in the bay window took the top prize as her domain, and after some experimentation, I determined she enjoyed reading. The platypus also enjoyed reading, but she also enjoyed when I stared out the window at the world around us.

      The thought of having an indoor wolf amused me.

      “What has you so fidgety?” Matthieu complained, glaring at me from where he hid on the other side of the room. “I’m the one who is supposed to be biting, not you.”

      In the living room, Leonard laughed. “It’s common with newer lycanthropes. Her routine has been changed, and lycanthropes get irritated when their routine changes. It’s also nearing mating season for wolves, so wolf lycanthropes tend to become extra moody. She’s unaccustomed to dealing with the virus yanking her every which way, so she’s expressing it through snapping her teeth and being generally irritable. Food will help, which she’s making. I’m not sure why she’s making it at one in the morning, but I’ve learned it’s just not wise to question the strange ways of grouchy lycanthrope women. Honestly, most lycanthrope women tend to pick their mates from the eligible lycanthrope men in a hurry, as nothing irritates them more than being fawned over by a bunch of men, most of whom she just doesn’t like. Mated lycanthropes are happier lycanthropes, and happier lycanthropes limit who they maul and how often.”

      “And what about the lycanthrope men?” I asked.

      Leonard joined my brother in the entry of the kitchen. “They typically turn their attention to human women and hope the one they like will accept them. There are so few unmated lycanthrope women that it’s the only real option for most of the men. That’s fine; it works out fairly well that way, as the men are more inclined to enjoy a long courtship and convincing a woman to accept him and the virus. If you find a man you’re interested in, and he’s infected with the virus, ask if he’s courting.”

      “Were you sacrificed to come here because you’re tasty for vampires and you’re safe from any unwanted advances?” I eyed the knife on the cutting board, but I’d run out of things to chop up.

      The idea the CDC would send an ineligible bachelor irritated me even more than the incessant need to eat to keep up with my brother’s blood drinking ways.

      “You have the right idea, almost. I was sacrificed, as you say, but I was sacrificed because I’m not courting anyone. The CDC has a general policy. They fling unmated lycanthropes at each other to solve the problem of having unmated lycanthropes around. It generally works. The CDC knows I won’t accept advances from a woman who doesn’t mesh well with me. They also know I will play matchmaker as necessary. I enjoy annoying the CDC, as I’ve resisted their efforts to partner me with someone. There are two types of lycanthrope males. The first kind will accept the first semi-compatible woman to cross their path with an interest. The second kind enjoys the chase.”

      “Are you saying you want to be wined and dined?” I asked, pausing in my cooking to stare at him with raised brows.

      “I enjoy wine, and I enjoy dining, so yes. I do come with the general expectation to be wined and dined by interested women. I appreciate invested effort—and I expect to also invest effort. I’m not interested in easy. I’m interested in lasting. Wining and dining is an excellent way to test personality compatibility. With the lycanthropy virus, compatibility matters less, but a hasty couple still has to work to make their relationship work. The virus demands it.”

      Damn. Leonard confirmed what the internet had already informed me.

      I would not be escaping life single.

      “Has anyone ever successfully sued a hotspot before? Because honestly, I feel like I’m enduring an unfair burden from my magical neighbor.”

      “No. How would the hotspot compensate you?”

      “It would be less about the compensation and more about the satisfaction of victory,” I informed him before returning to my cooking. “Matthieu, I’m going to need the cornmeal from your den. It’s not making it out of the country alive.”

      “Nor will our collection of eggs, apparently.”

      “We have enough trouble getting the eggs home from the grocery store. Did you really think they’d make it to the United States once we can make a break from here?” I laughed at the absurdity of the idea of carting eggs to a different country. “You know those extra pans you yelled at me about storing in your den?”

      “I’ll bring them, the cornbread, and the rest of your baking supplies up. This is obviously a baking emergency.”

      “And I swear, if you tore through my vanilla extract again failing at making shit rice pudding, I will be the one who ends you.”

      “This time, I replaced the bottle—and I gave you an upgrade. It’s the good stuff. I have learned my lesson. I have my own bottle of it now, and it’s the cheap stuff.”

      “Does vanilla extract go in cornbread?” Leonard asked.

      I glanced at him, and his worried expression amused me. “No, it goes in cake. If you want any cake, go fetch.”

      The wolf twitched. “Were you aware that was a pretty evil thing to say to a lycanthrope?”

      “Lycanthropes who go fetch get cake. Lycanthropes who don’t go fetch don’t get cake. Choose wisely.”
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      It took me until eight in the morning to finish cooking everything, and I told my brother and our unexpected guest they could serve themselves. Before they could descend on breakfast, I took my share and claimed the bay window to keep an eye on my zombie moose, who continued to graze on the lawn.

      I appreciated the way her coat shimmered in the morning sunlight.

      After a moment of thought, I said, “Leonard, you can invite your vampires and their sex demons over for breakfast if you’d like. There should be plenty.”

      My brother, who had taken a small plate for himself before taking over the couch, grinned at me. I suspected he hoped the succubus would come over.

      Within ten minutes of issuing the invitation, three vampires, an incubus, and a succubus came over. The incubus looked me over, chuckled, and went to the kitchen, returning a few minutes later with a steaming cup of hot cocoa. “Thank you for cooking. The world always needs more lycanthropes who can cook. Stressed lycanthropes cook, and there’s little more enjoyable than reaping the benefits of a stressed lycanthrope.”

      Leonard growled, which intrigued my wolf. I ignored her, accepted the hot chocolate, and pondered the incubus’s words. “I also hate wasting good food, and if we’re fleeing to the United States, we’d have to waste good food.”

      “Ah, a practical woman. Is there anything as rare or special?” The incubus leveled a wicked grin at Leonard. “You heard the woman. You best help her eat every scrap of food in this house.”

      Were all incubi weird, or had I met a strange one? “I’ve forgotten your name.”

      “I believe we rudely skipped the introductions, and if we didn’t, we shall say we did just so I can have the pleasure of introducing myself again. For the first thousand years roaming the vast and interesting lands of this Earth, I went by Gaston. But due to certain societal changes, I changed my name to Damon, as jokes about my species are far better than jokes about being a muscle-bound freak incapable of reading.”

      I giggled. “You’re a little old for me, Damon. Just a little. By about a thousand years.”

      With a gleam in his eyes, Damon leaned close to me and whispered in my ear, “Leonard is fifty, he’s interested, but he’s far too much of a professional to show this to you. Fifty is fairly young for a lycanthrope, and if he fed you any lines about looking for forever, they’re absolutely true. The ladies have been trying to get him to join their hunt for years, and he always refuses.”

      Great. The last thing I needed was a hard-to-get man. I couldn’t even catch the ones out for easy one-night stands. “Are you trying to encourage or discourage me?” I whispered back.

      “Encourage, although that question is worrisome.”

      “Let’s just say I’m the only woman who has to travel over a hundred klicks for any chance at a one-night stand, and my odds of scoring said stand are in the single digits. I’m a queen at striking out, though.”

      Damon’s wicked grin faded, and he heaved a sigh, turning his attention to Leonard. “Good luck.”

      Damn. Even the incubus thought I was hopeless. “You’re wishing him luck? What about me?” I pointed at my brother. “Ask him. I’m the queen of striking out.”

      “I am not answering that question. I recognize when any answer is a bad answer,” my brother muttered. “The only way I win this game is by not playing at all.”

      Mina grinned. “You found me a smart one, Nancy. However, I’m going to have to dock you for having found us a skittish lycanthrope. Also, someone needs to tell her vampires, lycanthropes, incubi, and succubi all have superior hearing, so we heard every word of that.”

      All three vampire women snorted.

      Theresa waved her perfect hand in the air. “All the new lycanthropes are skittish, and she’s got a good reason to be skittish. Don’t you mind Mina none, Nadine. We understand your position. Until yesterday, you were convinced anyone to come into your turf would be here to hurt your brother. Considering you’ve been running low on blood for at least a few weeks now, it’s sensible for you to be wary, tired, and well, skittish. The idea is for us to stick around until you’re ready to hit the road and we can provide a vehicle here that’s safe for your brother. You’ll go to Toronto to pick up your new truck, and we’ll be following along behind you to make sure nothing happens. After you’re across the border, you’ll be on your own, but I don’t think you’ll have any problems. Just leave your brother in the truck until nightfall, stop at one of the spots the CDC tells you is good for feeding your brother, let him get a drink and some fun, and on your way you go.”

      Mina raised her hand. “I’ll play tag and help him with the fun part. It’ll be a lot easier to teach him the ropes that way, and the CDC will be more relaxed. Right, CDC?”

      Leonard huffed. “Will you stop calling me that? I’m not the CDC.”

      “Well, you got pissy when I called you the CDC’s dog, and you really didn’t like when I called you the CDC’s mutt. If I just call you CDC, you’re significantly less pissy. When the CDC tells you to jump, you jump, and you usually ask how high when you do it.” Mina wrinkled her nose and matched his huff. “You’re whipped!”

      “I’m being paid a hundred thousand a year, plus expenses and bonuses, to ask how high when they tell me to jump. In USD.”

      Damn. “How often do they ask you to jump, what sort of education and resume do you need for that sort of paycheck, and are you literally telling me you’re paid that much to meet women of the same species?” The vampires broke down into giggles, and as I’d already made a fool out of myself, I shrugged and sipped my hot chocolate. “What? I thought it was a good question.”

      “It is a good question,” Leonard replied. “They’re just laughing because they know how often the CDC sends me out, what sort of work they make me do, and how annoying earning that money can be. I’m paid bonuses when I am meeting single lycanthrope women, which is half the reason why I don’t just accept the first interested woman to cross my path. It’s far more enjoyable to find her a partner she’ll truly appreciate in the future.”

      I settled in to eat my breakfast, chewing between yawns. “Are you telling me you’re paid that much to be a matchmaker?”

      “Essentially. I’ll continue my matchmaking even after I find a mate, although I’ll probably work with more men than women. It’s easier to keep the women calm when she’s not worried about a rival coming along. Ideally, should I find a mate, she’ll help with the work. Pairs are often great at helping to settle new lycanthropes, especially those with unexpected infections.”

      “Like me.”

      “You’re as unexpected as it typically gets, yes. Hotspot infections are uncommon to begin with. The most common source of infection is willing intercourse or blood transfusions, where the new lycanthrope wants to receive the virus. I’m almost never called out on cases like that unless the donor lycanthrope is anxious over the infection process. Then I just go on a road trip to have a talk with the lycanthrope unless it can be handled on the phone. I also talk to the recipient and go through basic lycanthropy training. Before you leave to go to the United States, we’ll have that talk. I expect Nancy, Theresa, Tilly, and Mina will take your brother out on his first hunt a few hours away while you make your preparations to leave.”

      I tensed at the thought of my brother going out on his own to learn how to be a vampire. “What about Damon?”

      “I will be serving as your personal chef and hot cocoa provider. That way, you can handle your affairs, I’ll keep an eye out on the property, and if something does happen before you leave, help is a phone call away.”

      “Really?” I asked, my eyes widening. “But how? We’re hours away from anything.”

      The incubus chuckled. “The big man downstairs owes me a small favor, and he has a vested interest in your brother’s situation.”

      I frowned and eyed my brother. “What have you been doing?”

      “Nothing, I swear!”

      “Are you sure?” I frowned. “Why else would, uhm…”

      “Lucifer,” Damon provided.

      “Okay.” I could handle the Devil being involved with my personal life without panicking. I breathed in deep, counted to ten, nodded, and exhaled. “Why else would Lucifer care about you?”

      My brother shrugged. “I really don’t know. The worst thing I’ve done lately was pimp out photographs of you mourning over your truck to help the crowdfund so you could have a new truck. I milked that for all it’s worth and made a big deal of it. That was a little evil of me.”

      I gasped, well aware my brother had taken numerous pictures of me crying over the wreckage to go with the ones of me fawning over my lost baby before the crash. “You didn’t.”

      “I did,” he admitted, scratching at his head. “I’m sorry. I really wanted to make it up to you, and people just don’t believe stuff unless they see evidence, and they were the only pictures I had of the truck in the aftermath. I also took some pictures of the moose.”

      “Icy,” I informed him. “Her name is now Icy, and she’s my moose.”

      Leonard sighed. “You’re really going to put up a fight about the moose?”

      “I hit her. As such, she’s my moose. That’s the rules. If you own a moose tag and you hit a moose with your vehicle and the moose dies, the moose becomes yours. I have moose tags.” To prove I had moose tags, I put my breakfast on the window seat, got up, and went to the entry stand where I kept my tags, dug out my keys, and unlocked the drawer, pulling them out. “This year, I got two calf tags, one bull tag, and three cow tags. The moose bred like rabbits the past few years, and people aren’t hunting much because of the hotspots.”

      I picked up the cow tag and waved it at Leonard. “I will go stick this on her ear if I must, CDC!”

      Leonard shot Nancy a glare. “Why did you tell her that?”

      The vampire grinned and showed off her pointy teeth. “It’s more fun watching a woman work you over rather than the other way around. It looks like the mouse is actually a huntress. It’s unusual for a prey species to actively hunt her dinner, though. Platypuses are classified as a prey species.”

      “They’re also typically Australian,” Leonard replied in a dry voice. “Having met my fair share of Australians, even the ones with prey instincts tend to be lethal in some fashion or another. The female platypus is, admittedly, one of the least dangerous species on that specific continent.”

      I claimed my moose’s new tag, grabbed some twine, and growled at the lycanthrope before grabbing my coat and shoving on my shoes so I could lay claim over my moose. “You can put Icy in a nice habitat, but I maintain visitation rights. She’s mine. And assuming I can find a job, I’ll even help pay for her care bill. What do zombie moose eat besides grass and dirt she mistakes to be grass?”

      “We have no idea. We don’t usually have access to zombie moose.”

      “Well, that’s not my fault for your failure to come here earlier.”

      Theresa snickered. “She has you there, Leonard. Now you’ve offended her through not showing off your handsome self sooner.”

      Mina giggled. “You’ve lost this one, CDC. You may as well just throw yourself at our feet and beg for her to do what you want now. As I am wise and paid attention to the file record noting there was a zombie moose to contend with, I looked up relevant hunting laws, and she’s correct. She hit the cow. With the right tag, which she has, the cow is hers.”

      “But it’s a zombie,” Leonard complained.

      “But it is her zombie. She has claimed it. She’s even sacrificing a lot of supper for her zombie.” Mina gestured at the drawer with the rest of my tags in it. “We might have eaten half a moose.”

      “That was more like a quarter,” I admitted. “That cow was injured and unlikely to make it, and I’d left my calf tags at home, so I may have caught the calf and took him to a rescue. He will one day be a strong bull.”

      Matthieu chuckled. “It’s true. She brings home this dead cow in the back of her truck—and do not ask me how she managed to haul that animal into the bed of her truck. Then, she opens the cab, and she hauls down a roped calf. The poor thing is terrified, but she made a harness for him, tied him to the porch, and called the cops to get the poor thing relocated to a rescue. While she has a winch, I am confident she didn’t use it to get the cow into the bed or the calf into the cab.”

      I rolled my eyes, as I had a few practitioner tricks up my sleeve meant to make getting my kill home easier so I could butcher it and put it in my freezer. “I used the winch plenty. Anyway, I skin, clean, and butcher my own moose, and I take the hide to be tanned, so it’s better if I take the whole animal home before doing the work. I try to use everything possible.”

      The hooves went to buyers who wanted them, I’d lost count of the number of heads I’d sent over to taxidermists for a good price, and every suitable bone I either kept or sent to a carver so nothing would go to waste.

      I left the offal for scavengers in the woods, as I drew the line at figuring out what to do with certain organs.

      Leaving the vampires, sex demons, and lycanthrope to continue the discussion, I took my moose’s tag outside with twine, approached her, and waited to see what she would do.

      Like yesterday, she opted to snuggle with my shoulder, which made it easy to tie the tag around the base of her ear. “Good girl,” I praised, discovering that while she was a zombie, her coat remained intact when I patted her, although I dislodged some frost and snow. “I’ll make sure the CDC takes good care of you.”

      Icy snorted at me, flicked her tagged ear, and went back to the serious business of destroying the front yard, once again struggling to differentiate between grass, snow, and dirt.

      Oh, well. My zombie moose wasn’t the brightest, but if she wanted to eat dirt, who was I to tell her no? I went back into the house, returning my coat to the rack and kicking off my shoes. “I have tagged her, so she is mine.”

      “You can’t win this one, Leonard,” Mina announced.

      “I see that.” The lycanthrope sighed. “What’s a little extra complication? If you’re that determined to claim ownership over the moose, I can’t really argue with it.”

      “Of course you can’t. The hunting laws here are pretty clear. If you hit a moose, and the moose dies, and you have a hunting tag, you can claim that moose legally. As I have the tag and I killed her, she’s mine. It just became slightly more complicated when she decided death wasn’t for her.” I eyed my brother with interest. “Could I claim ownership to the moose if she’d become a vampire moose?”

      “No,” my guests announced, and their no-arguments tone made me laugh.

      “Vampires are classified as sentient beings,” my brother replied in his most dignified and offended tone. “You can’t just claim ownership to a sentient unless you are a lycanthrope female who has set eyes on a lycanthrope male. And even then, you need his consent first. From my limited research on the subject, waggling your finger is usually sufficient. Single female lycanthropes are that rare. Zombie animals aren’t sentient, not in the legal sense. As she’s pretty helpless, you have a strong case for claiming her.”

      I checked out the window at my moose, who tried to chew on a rock. “Helpless is one way to put it. Maybe we can train her to be ridden? Or would she decay if we saddled her?”

      Leonard joined me in staring out the window at Icy. “Her species of zombie doesn’t typically decay much if at all. The little decay she has was in the time after her death but before her revival as a zombie. I would put it at no more than twelve hours, judging from the little I know of putrefaction in larger animals like deer and moose. She didn’t enter rigor mortis, although it’s quite obvious she was deceased for a period of time. And the damage on her, admittedly, might be from her close encounter with your truck rather than decay. As she’s a zombie, the damage can be mended with practitioner magic. What we don’t know is if your zombie moose has a soul. Zombies vary on their possession of souls, so we’ll need to either inquire with someone who can discern the truth or do testing. As you’ve claimed the moose, we’ll likely have to use magic or bargain to find out if your moose has a soul.”

      While I’d used practitioner magic for doing things like hauling carcasses into the bed of my truck, I hadn’t considered how it might be useful for repairing something like Icy’s tattered hide. All in all, the introduction between vehicle and animal had done nobody any good.

      Of the three of us, I’d gotten off the lightest, although having to serve as my brother’s dinner had come as an unwelcome surprise. I tried not to think much about what would have happened if my brother had drained me dry like he’d done Icy. Would I have become a vampire, too?

      Had I become a vampire—or any other type of undead—we’d both have contracted a severe case of permanently dead. Rather than focus too much on it, I returned to my breakfast and began the serious work of polishing off my meal so I could get some sleep.

      “That’s my sister’s way of saying she doesn’t care what you think about it. As far as she’s concerned, the argument is over, she is the victor, and there’s no point in discussing it further.”

      I almost choked on my food, but I swallowed without escorting myself to an early grave through general incompetency. “Not really. I just want to finish eating and go to bed.”

      Mina clapped her hands. “And that’s our cue to be good guests and clean the kitchen so our kind hostess can go to bed without worrying. We can also take a general inventory and see what we need to help you move while you nap. I’m sure Matthieu can help with that.”

      My brother could; he’d go insane within two hours, but he could handle the work. I nodded. “Thank you. I tried not to make too much of a mess of the kitchen—”

      Mina clapped her hands together harder, and I recognized the sound as an order to shush before she decided to shush me. As I didn’t want to find out how a sex demoness shushed someone, I clicked my teeth together. “It is the sacred right of the chef to make a mess of the kitchen, so don’t you worry your pretty head about a thing.”

      Pretty? Had the succubus hit her head? More than a little confused, I decided there was only one thing left for me to do: retreat. I scarfed down the rest of my plate, took the dishes to the kitchen, and bolted for the relative safety of my bedroom.
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            I had a morning wolf problem.

          

        

      

    

    
      Sleep helped.

      With winter right around the corner, my tendency to hibernate came out, and without an alarm clock shrieking some dire warning at me, I refused to budge. Without Matthieu’s intervention, I may have stayed in bed forever.

      His knock at my door earned him a brbrbrbrbrbr from my platypus, who wanted to resume dozing. The wolf, upon observing my tendency to remain comatose in the winter and my platypus’s reluctance to waken, settled with a sigh. The sigh would be a problem one day.

      I had a morning wolf problem and no inclination to appease her perky ways.

      She would need to go back to bed and bother me at a later time, preferably when spring started.

      “Leonard is making breakfast, and he is preparing a cup of hot cocoa for you. It’s Godiva. With milk. The ladies went out to the grocery store to get ingredients. They discovered the freezer has more moose meat in it, and they’ve taken everything out so we can cook it for dinner tonight. The truck’s ready, and the CDC will have the right vehicle here in a few days. The plan for a car is not panning out.”

      My brother’s insistence he communicate with me did a good job of forcing me awake. I contemplated the ways I could make my brother pay for tearing me out of my happy and warm state of sleep.

      “Why no car?” I mumbled.

      “It appears the weather doesn’t approve of our departure. A blizzard will be hitting later today. I’ve already primed the generator, and everyone is prepared to be snowed in. The ladies fed well yesterday, so they’re good for a few days if we’re snowed in, especially with the demons and Leonard around to keep them topped up. It turns out the demons can also donate blood—or send in for help from someone who can teleport if we’re stuck for long. Leonard called the CDC after you went to bed this morning, and they sent over a few bales for Icy. Icy likes her bales. It seems the hay is much preferable to dirt, and she’s taken to keeping close to her bales. Leonard had the idea to set up a tarp covering for her so she can access them without battling the snow and wind. We set her up against the house near the porch so you can check on her. She seems to think being under the tarp is a good idea, so she should be fine during the blizzard—not that I’m sure what some snow can do to a zombie moose named Icy.”

      “Hey, Icy is smarter than we thought. Cool.” As my brother had already disturbed my peace, I yawned and began the morning routine of stretching and preparing to leave bed. “Firewood?”

      “We already took care of it. We brought enough in for at least five days. If the CDC provides a decent truck, we’ll be out of here within three.”

      “Hell, unless we’re getting several meters, we’ll be out of here the next day unless it’s going to hit Toronto. And then? It depends on if they need to call the army.”

      We snickered over the last truly major storm, which had ground Toronto to a halt and required military equipment and their rival, Montreal, to help them become functional again. In reality, Toronto got snow every year, but they didn’t receive the kind of snow capable of burying houses often.

      When they did, their equipment couldn’t handle it, requiring outside assistance to get unburied and restore general functionality to the city. Everybody helped during the bad blows, but we would forever poke fun at Toronto over the time it had needed the help of the army and Montreal to free itself from the snowy clutches of winter.

      Matthieu cleared his throat. “Leonard is making you hot cocoa. With milk. You need to get up and accept his offering. He even came up with the idea all on his own.”

      “Go matchmake yourself with Mina,” I countered. While I protested, I oozed out of bed, landed on the floor with a thump, and eyed my dresser. “Throw me some clothes. I’m too tired.”

      “There should be limits to your unwillingness to get out of bed. You’ve been down and out for almost a full day. You were so down and out that I brought Leonard in here with his fancy scanner to make certain you weren’t dying on me. We’ve had enough dying in this family for a few years.”

      Good grief. “Can I make a guess what the scanner said?”

      “Will it wake you up?”

      “It might wake my brain up. Until the brain wakes up, your request for me to be coherent is denied.”

      “Okay. Guess what the scanner said.”

      “Some vampire of a brother stole all my blood, and my lycanthropy virus took a nap and took me out with her when she went. And the platypus just likes naps, so was all in on the virus’s decision to nap. The wolf, for the record, is a morning wolf, and she’s gonna hate me within a few weeks.”

      My brother laughed. “Okay, that is pretty close to the truth. It turns out while you were able to keep me from biting random people, you needed rest to recover. Eating as much as you did helped, and sleep helped more. You get to repeat yesterday, except you’ll sleep at normal bedtime and sleep only through the night. I know, it’ll be hard having to sleep a normal amount. If I let you, you really would become a bear and hibernate. It’s a good thing the hotspot didn’t make you into a bear. We wouldn’t see you most of the year.”

      “If the hot cocoa is a lie, I will be inconsolable.”

      “I’ll go make sure the hot cocoa isn’t a lie. If you’re not downstairs in ten minutes, I’m coming back.”

      My brother would. “I’ll be down,” I promised.

      He left. Muttering curses, I made it to the dresser, found some clothes, and got dressed, dealing with my morning bathroom routine in record time before staggering downstairs.

      The incubus had his shirt off and posed for the succubus, who had taken on a demonic look and wore barely enough to count as being clothed. I’d seen more robust bikinis, and it amazed me such thin straps could hold her substantial breasts in place and keep them perky.

      “Are you using some form of magic on your chest?” As she’d opted to show off her assets, I decided to abandon my polite Canadian ways, pointing at her breasts. “There is no way those little scraps of fabric can hold those up. It’s against the laws of physics. Also, your poor back.”

      Mina giggled. “One part magic, one part biology. Lucifer designed us to be appealing, and most human men enjoy perky breasts. We come bundled with enough perk to send most human women into true despair.”

      No kidding. I stared down at my chest, which lacked Mina’s perk—and a bra. “I forgot something, damn it.”

      “Your house, your rules—and today, your rules state you don’t need a bra, especially since all you’re doing today is relaxing and eating. Leonard is in a mood, so he is handling the cooking. Apparently, he has decided your brother has to learn how to be something other than useless in the kitchen, as he shames all men.”

      I took over my preferred seat, discovering that someone had affixed the tarp to the top of my bay window, giving me an excellent view of Icy and her bale lair. “Oh. She’s right here.”

      “The window made a good place to secure the tarp, and we were able to find a good stud to install hooks on the exterior, which means the snow won’t possibly damage your window,” Nancy announced, joining me and pointing up at the siding of my house. “In better news, the hooks will be suitable for Christmas lights, which we took the liberty of installing this morning. We got bored, so we raided the stores as soon as they opened. The entire house has the little hooks installed now, and we used some magic to disguise them so nobody will notice unless they’re installing Christmas lights or other decorations.”

      Damn. I’d gotten someone handy to work on the house only to be leaving it within a few days? I checked the clock to discover I’d slept in until ten. “I see. You went out for ingredients and came back with Christmas lights?”

      “We’re easily distracted,” Theresa announced, and she grinned at me. “And we needed to make Icy a habitat for during the blizzard, and the store also happened to sell hooks and Christmas lights. It was only natural for us to expand our efforts.”

      “But who paid for it?” I blurted.

      Everyone pointed in the direction of the kitchen, which gave me two viable options: Matthieu and Leonard.

      “Matthieu,” I complained, abandoning my window seat to head into the kitchen. Before I could tear into my brother for funding a shopping spree, Leonard offered a mug of hot cocoa. When given the choice between scolding my brother or chocolate, the chocolate would always win. I glared at my wretch of a little brother and declared, “This chocolate just saved your life.”

      “It wasn’t that expensive.”

      “Christmas lights are always expensive, especially when we won’t be here to enjoy them.”

      “While we won’t be here to enjoy them, the house will look nice, which will make our parents happy with us until we find our own apartments. Thanks to your skill with sports announcing, we definitely have enough money to get our own places. Sure, we won’t be buying a house, not at New York prices, but we’ll be able to pay the fees associated with moving, hauling our stuff to New York, and so on. It’s a good deal. And I talked to Mom after you crashed out, and she’s all right with renting this house out for a while. They’ll decide if they want to sell after. They want to make sure you won’t come running back to nowhere Canada after a few weeks in the city.” Matthieu engaged me in a stare down, which he won.

      The hot cocoa would get cold if I attempted to glare my vampire of a brother into a submission.

      Matthieu must have walked Leonard through the appropriate methods of hot chocolate creation. “It seems the wolf can make hot cocoa.”

      “He knows his way around the kitchen. He got up and started cooking this morning. I’ve been instructed to keep you out of the kitchen until he is finished. He is onto you. You’re a helper. There will be no helping in the kitchen today, especially after he had time to go over your scanner results.”

      “What? I’m still breathing, so what’s the problem?”

      Somehow, I earned the ire of my brother and our house guests.

      “Maybe you should answer that, Nancy,” Mina suggested. “You’re better at adjusting attitudes when there isn’t the removal of clothing involved.”

      The vampire woman chuckled. “She doesn’t need her attitude adjusted. She did what she needed to do for her family. I’m not going to scold her for that. Nadine, you were paying some hefty prices for caring for Matthieu. Your blood tests are, frankly, a hot mess. Not unexpected, especially with early onset lycanthropy. Between the two, you need to eat a lot and rest. CDC in the kitchen is freaking out because he’s a wolf male, and that’s what wolf males do when there is a wolf female who isn’t in perfect health. Don’t worry about it. He’ll calm down after your blood tests look a little better, which should be by tomorrow morning if you sit in your window and spend all day keeping your moose company while reading books. You can expect constant deliveries of hot chocolate as well.”

      “But I did all right taking care of Matthieu?”

      “You did fine. He wasn’t very thirsty, his health is good, and outside of lacking knowledge about being a vampire, he’s adapting well. Right now, your health is of more concern. The crabby lycanthrope in the kitchen can’t handle the thought of you being in anything other than perfect health. That’s how he gets. Then he wonders why the ladies want to take him for a ride.”

      I could understand that. “He cooks, he makes hot chocolate, and he seems nice enough. That’s the kind of man you take home to Momma.”

      Nancy snickered. “I tried. He ran away. But, my momma’s a vampire, too, and she’d view him as quite the snack. I can’t say I blame him, but he could have at least waited for me to finish the sentence before fleeing.”

      A rather bedraggled Leonard stepped out of the kitchen wearing my apron and wielding my favorite spatula. “What nonsense are you tossing around now?”

      “We were talking about how you ran away when I suggested I should take you home to my mother.”

      Leonard sighed. “Your mother is a vampire, has zero tolerance for anyone who isn’t also a vampire, and views me as her dinner—and you said she was having an elf over that same day. Frankly, I didn’t want to find out if elves think vampires are tasty.”

      “They don’t. Something about hating dry meat,” Nancy replied with a grin. “How goes your cooking adventures?”

      “Breakfast is ready, so come dish out however much you want, Nadine. Everyone else can wait, and if you polish off everything, they’ll survive. You need every calorie you can get right now.”
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      Leonard won over both of my animals with his cooking skills. Food coma hit hard and without mercy, and I spent the day either sleeping or eating. By the time the next morning rolled around, I marveled over what a difference a ridiculous amount of food and some sleep could do.

      Without any help from the vampires, the lycanthrope, two sex demons, and my brother, I cleaned the entire place out of food. They foraged on pizza from town, and I assumed they all played at being lycanthropes, judging from the obscene number of boxes piled near the door for disposal. While I’d slept, the blizzard had hit full force. When I checked on Icy, the zombie moose dozed in her shelter.

      “Why do zombies sleep?” I asked, pointing at my moose.

      Leonard joined me at my window and peered at the frost-covered animal. “I don’t know. There’s no information in my scanner about zombies needing sleep. It could be a trait from the hotspot. I expect she’ll be tested and studied. Nothing harmful to her,” he added, raising a brow at me. “New species always catch the CDC’s attention.”

      “You better be paying her in attention, good food, and grooming. You can have the damage from the accident fixed, too. She might be a zombie moose, but she’s my zombie moose, and you will take good care of her.”

      “I see you fully intend on being unreasonable about this.”

      “If you were to put a new truck in my driveway and give me the choice between the truck and Icy, I would cry, but I’m picking Icy. She gives cuddles. Honestly, she’s the world’s best behaved moose. Do you know what moose typically do if you get too close? Especially if there is a calf nearby?”

      “They attack with the intent to kill,” Leonard stated. “While I may not be a country boy, I’m still Canadian, I travel, and I’ve survived several encounters with moose. I’ve also downed and eaten several moose while a wolf. You are not the only person here who hunts moose. I just use my teeth to do it rather than a rifle.”

      I licked my lips. “That’s a perk of lycanthropy right there. Do you know what a platypus can’t do?”

      “What can’t a platypus do?”

      “Down and eat a moose. Their bills aren’t suited for the consumption of moose, much to my platypus’s dismay. She’s a weird platypus. Her favorite food is meat. Do you know what regular platypus eat? Small marine animals and insects. Do you know what my platypus dislikes?”

      Matthieu snickered from his place on his preferred armchair, which had once belonged to our mother. “There’s only one correct answer to this question, and if you get it wrong, she will lecture you for at least an hour. She’s a far better wolf than a platypus. Her platypus is basically an oddly shaped wolf with an attitude problem. She likes things done her way, and she’d be happy to show you the highway if she were only a little larger and equipped with biological weapons. The lack of spurs really drives her and my sister insane. Of course, it’s probably a good thing she lacks spurs, as I’m certain she’d have a rap sheet a mile long by now if she came equipped with toxic spurs she could wield at her leisure.”

      I shrugged, as it was true. “My platypus loves hunting, she loves anything to do with eating meat, and if I could skip the bugs and the seafood, she’d be happy. I like seafood, but I don’t tend to have it all that often. The sight and smell of it turns her delicate little stomach. As I have no desire to eat bugs, she wins that one by default. But the fastest way to send my platypus into hiding is to make a shrimp platter.”

      “That’s quite odd. The platypus is not known to be particularly aggressive unless provoked. They’re also marine animals.”

      “Mine is weird. She’s also Canadian. She will set aside her prejudices against seafood for proper Canadian lobster, but that’s about it. Her favorite food is chocolate and moose. Her heaven is hot cocoa with her dinner of moose, and she doesn’t really care what format the moose comes in.”

      “Well, that explains how easy it was to get you to indulge,” Leonard replied, and he chuckled. “I often have some difficulty convincing new lycanthropes, especially among the women, to eat more. Society has taught them eating too much is a sin.” With a shrug and a shake of his head, he added, “If you have been convinced you need to maintain a size zero, the CDC offers complimentary therapy for lycanthropes. It can lead to dangerous situations, so they’re quite serious about resolving any form of food-based trauma or mental illness. One of my cases last year involved a young woman who’d been accidentally infected during a bus accident. She suffered from undiagnosed anorexia. Anorexia and bulimia can be particularly dangerous for lycanthropes. Both can do significant damage to the virus or lead to death. Fortunately, as the virus matures, it becomes easier to treat the disorders. The animal helps. If you have any sort of eating disorder, it’s best to tell someone now so you can get the best care possible.”

      “It’s not a problem. My diet is fairly simple. If I see food, I’m generally pleased to eat it. I will need to know what the appropriate amount to eat is. I’m guessing my metabolism will be changing.” I wrinkled my nose at that. “As it is, I already eat more because of the platypus. I cost us a fortune—and not just in chocolate.”

      “Matthieu had expressed some concerns that you may not be eating enough, even before becoming infected with the lycanthropy virus. You should take advantage of the free testing the CDC offers to hotspot victims. It comes with a diet evaluation and recommendations from a dietician, and they’re already used to working with shapeshifters and lycanthropes, so it shouldn’t be difficult to get you on a meal plan. There’s a clinic in Toronto, so you could detour on the way to meet your new truck.” Leonard winced. “When I was recruited, I went through the health evals, and let’s just say I got reamed. I didn’t have a good excuse for not eating well. I felt fine, so why would I have had any reason to believe things weren’t fine?”

      “I’m pretty bad about that,” I admitted. “Why should I go waste some doctor’s time when I feel fine?”

      “My doctor told me I was an ostrich, sticking my head in the sand because of my refusal to look for potential health problems to stop them before they start. I’m a lycanthrope. We’re supposed to be tough and rarely get ill. Why clog the health system unnecessarily?”

      “I bet your doctor scolded you.” Mine, the rare times I went to see her, spent most of the exam yelling at me for not doing precisely what she wanted, when she wanted. On a good day, she even believed shapeshifters had different metabolisms than vanilla humans. On a bad one, she claimed I wasn’t even a shapeshifter at all.

      The first bad day, I’d shifted on the examination table and unleashed a volley of platypus curses her way, creating so much of a fuss someone had called my parents and my brother to retrieve me for being a pest. To add insult to injury, every damned time the woman goaded me into shifting, she had me tested for lycanthropy in her quest to prove I lied about my species.

      I would not be continuing my relationship with that doctor.

      She hated lycanthropes even more than the folks in town hated the undead.

      “I received a dire threat of a fate worse than death if I did not fix my diet immediately. I complied, as I value my life. The doctors in Toronto are good, and they’re used to working with lycanthropes and shapeshifters, so you shouldn’t have any issues with their competency. I don’t recommend going to a vanilla doctor. Most of them wouldn’t know how to care for a lycanthrope even if you directed them to a guide.”

      That matched everything I’d experienced being a shapeshifter in a small and prejudiced town. “There’s no reason we can’t go to this clinic while in Toronto.”

      “Then it’s a plan. As soon as the blizzard clears, you’ll go to Toronto. After a day or two in the city, you’ll be able to head to the United States to see your parents. The CDC will be on hand to help you both with adjusting to your new circumstances, but you’ll find New York is a good place for vampires and lycanthropes.” Leonard’s eyes narrowed, and after a moment, he shrugged. “Given a good reason, I’d move there, assuming I could get the CDC to help with my paperwork. Unlike you two, there’s nothing American about me.”

      Damn. I raised my brows at the verbal shots he fired. “You’re just jealous we can waltz into the United States whenever we want without having to make a fuss at the border.”

      To my amusement, the other lycanthrope grinned at me. “You might be right about that. The last time I tried crossing the border, I got in trouble because I had an unpeeled orange on the passenger seat. It got confiscated. The joke’s on the guard, though. It was past its expiration date.”

      Ew. “Clean your vehicle out more often. That’s gross. Don’t keep moldy oranges in your car.”

      “It wasn’t moldy. It was just a bit wrinkled and had a startlingly hard texture. I suspect we’ll be here for a few days until the weather clears, so you just rest and relax and leave the cooking and cleaning to me.”

      Before I could say a word, he disappeared into the kitchen. I turned to the two beings in the room who might be able to help me understand the wily lycanthrope. “Was he flirting? I can’t tell if he was flirting. That sounded suspiciously like flirting.”

      The sex demons laughed. Mina approached me, looked me over, and raised a brow. “Do you want him to be flirting with you?”

      I did, but pride demanded I make a stand against the plaid-wearing Canadian with the tantalizing scent of male wolf. “Can you ask me that sometime when he can’t hear me?”

      In the kitchen, Leonard snickered.

      “I’m sure you’ll figure it out one way or another, and I wish you the best of luck.”

      Well, it could be worse. She could have told me to not bother at all. “Thanks, Mina.”

      She patted my shoulder. “Anytime.”
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            You mean beyond her status as an undead moose?

          

        

      

    

    
      Three days after tearing in, the blizzard eased up enough for the roads to be cleared. The freakish early-season storm transformed the Canadian wilderness into a sparkling wonderland, reminding me of what I’d be giving up. Leaving the comfort and familiarity of home would bother me for months or years to come, but I’d do my best.

      My brother needed my best.

      My wolf and platypus also needed my best, and I couldn’t give it to them in the small town burdened with hotspots and outbreaks of the undead. I certainly wouldn’t find any peace or comfort when living in a state of terror someone might kill my brother because he’d been transformed into a vampire.

      It didn’t matter that he hadn’t hurt anyone other than me and Icy.

      In town, the only good vampire was a dead vampire, and nobody cared who the vampire had once been.

      Icy tended to stay in her shelter, nibbling away at her bales of hay. Every time I went outside, loading up the CDC’s family car with the things I’d need to survive in New York for a while, she emerged and came over to shower me with affection. Something about the snow seemed to do her a world of good, as I couldn’t spot any of the damage to her coat. After loading the trunk with everything for the trip, I went into the house, stomped the snow off my boots, and escaped my snow gear before pattering around in my bare feet in search of Leonard.

      I found him in my brother’s lair, playing a computer game while the Chicago vampires educated Matthieu on blood drinking etiquette with donors.

      Mina dozed on the floor, and I gave up wondering where the incubus hid.

      “I think there’s something up with Icy, Leonard.”

      The lycanthrope paused his game, turned in my brother’s computer chair, and raised a brow. “You mean beyond her status as an undead moose?”

      “It looks like her coat has repaired itself. It’s thick, I can’t spot any of the crash damage, and I can’t even tell she’s not a living moose now. Well, beyond the ice covering her.”

      “You’re going to get upset if I don’t scan her, aren’t you?”

      I nodded. “If you’re going to take Icy into custody, you have to make sure my zombie moose gets the best care. And that means checking on her with your fancy scanner. If you don’t want to take care of her properly, I’ll just run off with my moose and your scanner.”

      My brother snickered. “Those scanners aren’t cheap, Nadine. You’d be slapped with a felony for certain—and fined for the value of the scanner. It’s not worth it. The penalties for kidnapping the scanner’s operator are probably more lax than if you were to steal the scanner. The scanner belongs to the CDC. Leonard does not.”

      If my brother hinted any harder about what he thought I should be doing, he might hurt himself—or kill off my few remaining IQ points. “Icy is worth committing a felony or two over. When you aren’t making fun of me and my moose, I’d commit a felony or two for you, too.”

      “The whole idea is to avoid committing any felonies.”

      Glaring at my brother earned me an unrepentant grin. “Zombies don’t heal, do they?”

      “No, they don’t.” Leonard got to his feet and headed for the door of my brother’s lair, snagging his briefcase, which contained his scanner. “I’ll run another diagnostic while you keep her company. Maybe that way I’ll have some hair by the time she’s done with me.”

      Icy did seem to have a taste for hair—or anything that got in range of her mouth. Fortunately for me, she tended to limit her chewing to lipping rather than biting. If the moose decided to start biting, she would win.

      Moose always won. It was a rule of surviving the Canadian outdoors.

      I followed Leonard, as did my brother.

      Once outside, Icy came over to me, and to prove my point, I brushed away the snow and ice clumping on her coat in a few patches I remembered having been torn up during the collision. “This area used to be shredded. She went through the windshield and got caught up on some jagged metal bits here.” To further prove my point, I moved her fur, so Leonard could view the skin, which showed no sign of damage. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say she was a healthy, living moose. If it weren’t for the ice and snow, you wouldn’t be able to tell there was something wrong.”

      “You’re right. It does look like she’s been healing during the blizzard. That would make her a new type of zombie, which is good news for her.”

      “Beyond being tested?” I complained. “How is being tested a good thing?”

      “Well, the CDC will have a vested interest in her survival, which means the tests can’t be too invasive, as they aren’t sure what will kill her. It’s only if they think they can get away with it that the testing can get a bit brutal. Lycanthropes often endure some brutal testing. The pay is good for those tests, but it doesn’t change much on the brutality front. Lycanthropes are just compensated well to endure it.”

      “Can I decline any invasive or brutal testing?”

      “Generally, yes. You’ll be told exactly what will be done during the tests and given the option to opt out of any tests you can’t tolerate. Your dual-species status will put you in the queue for advanced testing, which can be lucrative.”

      “How lucrative?”

      “One set of tests could buy your new truck with every bell and whistle—after taxes.”

      Damn. “Until I see proof of this new truck, I’m going to believe it’s a hallucination my brother concocted to convince me to move. As I’m gullible, I’m buying into it because I’m really hoping the hallucination is real.”

      Leonard raised a brow. “The truck is real. I helped your brother navigate through the paperwork. You’ll have to sign for the vehicle in Toronto, but that’s it. It’s paid off and ready to go as soon as you reach the dealership. It’ll take a few hours to deal with the paperwork, I’m sure. It always takes a few hours to deal with the paperwork.”

      “Fucking bureaucracy,” my brother muttered.

      “I still don’t understand how the video could have gotten that much money. Trucks aren’t cheap. I saved up the entirety of my adult life to buy my truck. And that alone is worth crying over post-accident, so no judgement out of you!”

      Matthieu held his hands up. “I’m not judging. Hell, I would have cried, too. I know how hard you worked to get that truck. For the record, I will be recording when you see the truck, and I am hoping the reaction also goes viral. We get paid for views and the number of people who subscribe to our channel.”

      “We have a channel?”

      “We do now,” my brother announced.

      “You want me to do more announcing, don’t you.”

      “Yes, I do. Don’t even try to convince me you didn’t want to be an announcer growing up. On ridiculous, random shit—like various undead attacking each other. Or a regular trip to Timmy’s in the early morning when people aren’t awake and shit gets weird.”

      I had wanted to be an announcer—until I’d learned sports were male dominated and few appreciated female commentators or announcers. Every rare now and then, a woman made waves calling the action on a big game, but not often. “Well, if people would stop delaying my acquisition of coffee, shit wouldn’t get weird,” I grumbled.

      “Would you like some hot cocoa before I run the scanner on Icy?” Leonard asked.

      I spent a few moments thinking about it, and then I nodded. “I think I’m going to need extra hot cocoa to cope with sending Icy off to a new home.”

      “I’ll call the CDC and ask if there are any updates on undead types they can send to my scanner while I make your cocoa,” he replied, before heading off to take over my kitchen.

      “Are you sure he’s actually a lycanthrope?” I whispered to Matthieu on our way back to his basement lair.

      “He seems to be,” he replied when we reached the bottom of the stairs. “Why?”

      “I think he might be a god of chocolate.”

      The gaggle of vampire women giggled.

      I sighed. “It’s true. He makes hot chocolate better than I do. That must mean he’s a divine in disguise.”

      “Please forgive my sister. She really likes hot chocolate. She’ll only drink coffee if it has chocolate in it unless the world might end if she doesn’t have some coffee to get her through the day.”

      I shrugged. “Eh. It’s the truth, so why bother arguing? I don’t hear any of you providing any evidence he’s not a god of chocolate.”

      “The scanner says I’m a single male wolf lycanthrope without any active divinity. It can detect the divine,” Leonard called from the top of the stairs. “I make good hot chocolate because I know how to follow instructions.”

      I gasped, and I turned to Mina, questioning why the succubus hadn’t claimed male perfection for herself. I prodded her with my foot until she stirred. “What sorcery is this? He makes hot chocolate and knows how to follow instructions?” I knew what my mother would suggest I do, and it involved a chapel, wedding rings, and grandchildren. Most days, Matthieu could follow instructions, read directions, and generally behave as an adult.

      The rest of the time, he existed to drive me insane.

      Mina’s smirk promised trouble. She got up off the floor and strode over with an exaggerated sway of her hips, placed her finger under my chin, and tilted my head up. She grinned, leaned down, and dropped a kiss on my nose. “You’re adorable.”

      I crossed my eyes trying to get a better look at the tip of my nose. “You’re supposed to kiss the cheeks, not the nose. It’s basic French-Canadian 101. Cheeks are normal. Noses are weird.” As Mina needed a great deal of education on how to be properly Canadian, I stood on my toes and kissed the air beside her cheek, switched to the other side and repeated the process before returning to my starting point and issuing one final air kiss, making sure to make the appropriate kissy sounds when I did it. “Like that. If you’re close to the person, you actually kiss their cheeks. If not, you air kiss. You’ll get the hang of it with practice. If in doubt, air kiss.”

      “I prefer kissing on the mouth,” the succubus replied.

      Of course she did. “Kissing on the mouth is not typically a tolerated form of greeting unless you’re kissing your partner, in which case, do what you want within the realm of decency.”

      “Decency is so overrated,” the succubus complained. “Without those prudish decency rules, I could enjoy the man I wanted without having to dance around it. I’d just take off my shirt and issue a come-hither, and everyone would leave the relationship satisfied.”

      Well, if society’s rules on decency vanished, I understood my fate: I’d have an even harder time finding an interested man. “Please don’t eradicate decency laws. I’d like some chance with a man in my lifetime. Without those decency laws, the only winners here are the sex demons, who would inevitably rule the roost.”

      “Ah, but you would be able to find an interested incubi without much trouble. You’d use the same tactic. Remove your shirt and issue a come-hither. You might even snare several incubi using that trick.”

      “You don’t need several incubi,” my brother informed me.

      I glared at the traitor, as did every other woman in the room. “And why not?” I demanded.

      “Do the math,” my brother suggested, smirking before heading upstairs to dodge my wrath.

      Narrowing my eyes, I considered my brother’s demand I consider the math. When I realized what he meant, my eyes widened. “Matthieu Lavigne, you are awful!”

      “I’m not the one who failed to think about what you were asking for,” he called back.

      Mina giggled. “He does present a very good point, though. Incubi do not like to be left waiting, and they get creative when in groups. You really don’t want to engage with multiple incubi unless you want to be very sore and unable to walk straight for a few weeks. I recommend limiting your kink to one incubus or lycanthrope. The lycanthrope would be a better choice for you, but be careful about your choice of lycanthrope, because the virus overdoes it on the loyalty bit at times, and it would be a shame to have to kill Leonard because he’s a bad lay.”

      According to the snort upstairs, Leonard had heard the succubus.

      “Are you trying to help or completely destroy any hope he might be an eligible lycanthrope?” I didn’t bother to whisper, as I suspected the wolf upstairs would hear me anyway.

      “That’s for me to know, and you to find out soon enough. Let the games begin.”
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      I ran out of excuses to put off leaving, and as the sun set, I herded my brother into the loaner from the CDC, wished the other vampires, the sex demons, and the CDC’s lycanthrope well, and escaped my small home town and its hotspots—and murderous townsfolk.

      Had the townsfolk been a little less murderous, I would have loved to stay. I’d miss everything about the place, from the rocks peeking out from beneath the thick blankets of snow to the way the moonlight gleamed off the ice clinging to the trees. While the roads had been cleared and salted, I took care driving.

      The last thing either one of us needed was another close encounter with a moose.

      I’d miss Icy and would seek out vengeance if the CDC didn’t take exceptionally good care of her.

      “Well, it’s been an interesting few days,” my brother said, once we made it beyond the town.

      Thanks to the weather, we’d dodged seeing anyone, although the tinted windows of the CDC’s SUV might have spared us from being recognized. The sensible stayed home, and as everybody in town stopped selling liquor after dark, few bothered with going out once the sun set.

      Even the bar shut down early, sending the determined off to somewhere safer for their evening entertainment.

      While I pondered what to say, my brother waited. Once the wait dragged on for some thirty minutes, he sighed. “It’s going to be one of those trips, isn’t it?”

      “No, not really. I’m just at a loss where to start even thinking about it. Interesting is an understatement. Should something like this happen again, warn me you contacted someone. I about had a heart attack when they came calling.”

      My brother grunted. Then, after a few minutes of silence, he replied, “I’m sorry I didn’t warn you. I didn’t think you’d have that much of an issue with strangers. I specifically asked they send someone from out of the area, citing concerns regarding the town. I didn’t want to get anyone in trouble, but I also didn’t want to end up as the latest notch on some vampire hunter’s belt.”

      “I get that. I’m not an idiot.”

      “You’re a lycanthrope, and lycanthropes are protective around family and friends. You’re also a shapeshifter, which means you have a double dose of those traits. Add in that you’re part platypus, and it’s no wonder you’re a mess right now.”

      I raised a brow at that. “I’m a mess? You’re the mess. You’re the one who became a vampire. I might be sharing my skin with a predator and a prey species, but at least I didn’t actually die.”

      “You’re not going to let the whole death thing go, are you?”

      “I hit a moose, and the moose flew into the cab of my truck. And killed you. Why would I let that go?”

      “It wasn’t your fault.”

      I wrinkled my nose and kept an eye on the road rather than shoot a glare at my brother. “I don’t care how many times you tell me that, but it was my fault. I hit Icy.”

      “Yes, you hit Icy, but you weren’t driving fast, you were paying attention, and nothing was distracting you. You had no time to really swerve or hit the brakes. Icy came out of the brush and got in front of you. Stop blaming yourself. And you can’t blame Icy, either.”

      “I never blamed Icy. She’s an animal. It’s not like she attended moose school to learn how to better destroy humans.”

      “They come able to destroy humans by default and don’t need any additional education,” Matthieu muttered.

      I laughed because it was true. “The geese sucked away all Canadian malice, and what the geese didn’t take, the moose did. Take Icy for example, eh?”

      “So, you’re basically saying there is zero malice left because the geese got it all.”

      “Basically.”

      My brother sighed. “I know you don’t want to leave home. That’s ultimately my fault.”

      “Just because I don’t necessarily want to do something doesn’t mean I shouldn’t do it. Home is what I know. If I think of this as some great, big adventure, it won’t be too bad, right? And no, it’s not your fault. It’s the fault of the people in town, who kill undead on sight without asking if the undead is hungry or interested in having a snack of human. Only an asshole would stay in a town like that when their family is on the chopping block. As I’m not an asshole, I’m moving.”

      “Leonard thinks I should fly to New York with some Toronto vampires. It would prevent some issues with traveling, and he thought you might like time to, uh, be your own woman. His words, not mine. You are your own woman, you are not my babysitter, and I don’t care what our parents say, birth order doesn’t actually matter.”

      I snorted, marveling at the audacity of the wolf. “Did he actually say that?”

      “He really did.”

      “Brave man.” I thought about the trip between Toronto and New York, decided it made sense, and I’d be able to maintain some semblance of a reasonable sleep schedule if he did the sensible thing and flew to our new home. “I will go along with this with a few conditions.”

      “Okay. What are your conditions?”

      “First, you need to coerce Mom into making poutine for us when I arrive, even if she has to make the damned squeaky cheese herself. Second, I will require a list of all eligible men, with photographs, printed out in advance along with the sworn notarized word of both parents that after I review the list they won’t bother me regarding said list unless I bring up the subject. Third, a place to park my truck must be secured.”

      “I can do that. Smart move about the men, too. Dad’s going to be a problem.”

      “When isn’t Dad a problem?”

      “He won’t be a problem once we’re both safely married to reasonable adults he approves of.”

      As my brother was right, I settled for a shrug. “Eh. We’ll probably survive.”

      “Probably.”

      “Maybe I should, after dropping you off at the airport in my new truck, run away for a while.”

      “We have the crowdfund money. I’ll send some to your account. The rest is for securing independence through rent payments, moving fees, and so on.”

      I could work with that. “People really sent us money for that play-by-play?”

      “They really did. You’ll believe it when you see your truck. Honestly, I’d been hoping for a few grand to cover expenses because I’m the reason we had to move and you couldn’t find better work. It was something I could do, so I did it.”

      I’d spent most of my adult life doing that. “You did really well, Matthieu. I’m proud of you.”

      “But I haven’t told you how much we made.”

      “You could have only made a dollar, and I’d be proud of you. We’re both doing the best we can.”

      “At least this time, I can say I’ve done the best I can.”

      I sighed at the regret in my brother’s voice. “Hey, you’ve always given your best. It just happens your best is getting your ass kicked by a bunch of gamer girls. That said, that most of your gamer buddies happen to be single women your age says a lot about your general online behavior. When you get to our parent’s place, see if any of them live in New York. If they do, invite her and perhaps a friend or two of hers to come have coffee with us. Maybe we can find a place with decent coffee in America.”

      “For some reason, I doubt that. But in good news, you’ll be able to find hot chocolate. I hope.”

      He hoped? “If there isn’t good hot chocolate, the world ends. Nobody will have to care about the Devil and his plans for the End of Days, because if there isn’t any good hot chocolate in the United States I can buy, I will be the reason it all ends.”

      “Heaven forbid,” Matthieu grumbled. “Just remember something, Nadine. You live on this planet. If you trash the planet, you’ll have nowhere to live.”

      “A planet without hot chocolate isn’t a planet worth living on anyway.”

      “You’re something else.”

      “Just make sure there’s sufficient hot chocolate for my needs. If there is, everything will be fine.”
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      Somebody had lied to me.

      The truck itself wasn’t a lie. No, she was a red beauty of a machine with a diesel engine, more horses than I could readily count, kitted to handle offroad adventures, and bore a license plate declaring my status as a platypus.

      I hadn’t even known license plates could have eight characters.

      I pointed at the tags, unable to believe my eyes. “Matthieu, it says platypus!”

      “Yes, it does. So your wolf isn’t left out, there are a bunch of decals inside so you can spruce your new truck up appropriately. I had the dealership install some bling for you in the cab.”

      The lie, parked beside the truck, made me question everything. The custom tag, Wuffgr1, combined with the bow and the sign pointing at the truck with ‘I’m with stupid’ on it, made it clear I had double the trouble and choices to make. Unfortunately for me, the wrapping, in the same red as my new truck, made it impossible to tell what sort of vehicle waited beneath.

      I could handle the expected truck. But something else, too?

      “Why does the car think the truck is stupid?”

      “Fuel prices,” my brother announced.

      Damn. He made a good point.

      My baby, before the collision with Icy, had cost a fortune to operate.

      “I don’t understand,” I finally admitted. “Why is there a car?”

      “The truck is from the internet. The car is from Mom and Dad, and they have arranged for a spot for both vehicles. It is an early apology for the inevitable jokes they’ll crack at your expense regarding the contraction of an incurable disease destined to lead to grandchildren. The truck won’t be good in the city, but apparently, they bought a place on the mainland where the truck will live and be exercised while the car will serve you well in the actual city. The CDC helped Mom and Dad make the arrangements, figuring it would be wise to mitigate the stress levels of a new lycanthrope who also has a shapeshifting habit.”

      Right. Lycanthrope families tended to produce children consistently due to the virus’s insistence on spreading. “Well, at least you called it a habit rather than a problem. How did they afford a new car?”

      My brother chuckled. “Don’t ask.”

      “I’m asking.”

      He sighed. “Mom won the lottery.”

      I blinked. “Excuse me?”

      “Mom won the lottery.”

      As there was no way in hell our mother could have possibly won any lottery, I stole his phone out of his hand, went to the browser, and typed in our last name and lottery in the search engine.

      Sure enough, I found a picture of our mother’s face, dated two years ago, declaring her to have won a rather sizable lottery, bagging her a significant number of millions. I stared at the article, my shoulders slumping. “So all those times she told us we could impose?”

      “She meant it. I didn’t find out until the video went viral and Mom offered to just help if we needed help. They always let us think nothing had changed because she didn’t want to undermine our ability to survive without them. Dad’s a cop because he wants to be a cop. The best part? Mom just randomly decided to get a lottery ticket one day. She normally hates the things, but she was in the store and decided why not. She claims the Devil possessed her, but instead of sending her to hell, he compensated her for his visit instead.”

      “You load a video to the internet, it goes viral, and the internet gives me a truck, and then we find out our parents have more money than sense, and instead of spending the money, they’re just chilling out in New York working as normal?”

      “Yep.” My brother laughed and stole his phone back, typing at the screen. “So, I enabled ads on the video, and I took down the crowdfund when it was obviously getting out of hand, thanking everyone for their contributions. Someone from a financial firm offered to, as his contribution, help us invest the extra. I accepted that offer. I kept enough for us to move and get back on our feet, but we’ll actually have a retirement fund. I didn’t want to come across as being greedy, you know? But people really loved your commentary, and it just snowballed out of control. So the ads will give us some money here and there, and that’s a great thing. I didn’t really think it would work, but it did.”

      I eyed my new truck. “How much did she cost, Matthieu?”

      My brother gulped. “All in, she was a hundred and thirty grand. That includes all the upgrades, the accessories we got her, and the bling. I spent like a thousand on bling for her. I couldn’t decide on any one license plate cover, so I got you like six sets to choose from. The steering wheel cover cost a fortune, but you’ll love it. It has bling and won’t interfere with the wheel’s handwarmer.”

      My new truck had handwarmers? Damn. “A hundred and thirty grand isn’t that much more than what I paid for the old one.”

      “US dollars, Nadine.”

      Fuck. That shot the new truck to well over what my old one had cost. “Please tell me the car is cheaper.”

      “It is cheaper. It’s from a different dealership, but considering how much we spent on the truck, they didn’t mind us parking your new baby here for the pickup.”

      “But I can’t drive two…” I frowned. “I could get a trailer.”

      “Or, you can just hook up to the back of the truck. You have the pulling assembly as part of your accessories. But a trailer can be in your future if you want. That said, we already made plans for transporting the second vehicle. Someone with the CDC will be driving the vehicle you don’t pick to go on your road trip. It’s being treated as a reward job, so some lucky bastard gets paid to take your vehicle to New York. Honestly, I recommend you take the car. I have no idea where Mom and Dad got the money for it, but I saw the pictures pre-wrapping, and you’ll love it. It’s just sporty enough for you to have fun, but it’s not one of those expensive frou-frou cars you don’t like. I mean, it was more expensive than you’re going to like, but none of us have ever heard you complain about the brand.”

      “All right, I’ll bite. What it is? And if it is a BMW, everyone dies.”

      “It isn’t a brand we’ve heard you complain about, Nadine.”

      “I don’t complain about the brand. I complain about the brand’s drivers. There is a big difference. To be fair, it could just be that our slice of Canada just has idiots who happen to buy BMWs. But I haven’t complained about the vehicles. But I still draw a line. Tell me how you want to die if this is a BMW.”

      My brother laughed. “It’s not a BMW. If you want to know what it is, you’re going to have to go unwrap it and find out. It is fancier than a lot of the dealerships you look at, though. It is also not an Audi.”

      “Audi makes decent cars, but the maintenance bills are wretched. Their reliability could use some work. I’m not against paying higher maintenance bills, but the Audis I’ve liked the look of tend to need actual repairs more often than I like.”

      “Would it help if I told you that Mom and Dad didn’t even blink at the price of the vehicle?”

      “Maybe a little,” I admitted. As the car wasn’t going to unwrap itself, I debated how to approach the problem. Did I want to start with the hood and reveal the make early? Did I want to attack from the side and try to guess from the vehicle’s profile? I took a few steps back, snapped my fingers, and pointed at my new car. “Unwrap it for me. I want to guess what it is.”

      Laughing, my brother went to do as I asked, starting with the bow and untying it from the vehicle. He brought it to me and placed it on my head. As it was large enough to engulf my head, I snorted, took it off, and held it, marveling over its ridiculous size. “The bow is a bit much.”

      “Which is why Mom insisted it be put on the car.” With the bow out of the way, Matthieu wasted no time ripping the rest of the paper off, revealing a red car. “There was red, blue, or one of a million shades of white, gray, silver, or black. Mom decided you needed something other than white, gray, silver, or black, so you got red. The blue was out of stock. And since your new truck is also red, Mom liked the idea of your vehicles matching.”

      As I’d endured the reality of people thinking white, gray, silver, or black vehicles resold better later down the road, I appreciated our mother’s effort to get me something a little more unique than the standard. “I like red cars. I also like red trucks.”

      “You like anything that isn’t exactly like everyone else.”

      Busted. I laughed, looking over the vehicle’s elegant lines, which involved some gentle arches over the bodywork. The styling fit only one brand I admired from a distance. “Mom and Dad got me a Mercedes-Benz? I’m pretty sure this counts as a frou-frou car, but I find it hard to complain. She’s beautiful, and she’s mine.”

      I would need some time to cope with the whole idea of having a car and a truck.

      “It’s a CLS 450. It has everything they could possibly get for it on short notice. You got lucky, as they tend to keep either baseline or fully loaded on the lot.”

      Damn. “It’s fully loaded?”

      “Yep.”

      “I’m not worthy.” While I wasn’t worthy of such a beast, I dropped the bow so I could rub my hands together. Car or truck? Car or truck? Which would I drive to New York?

      The car would be a lot easier to park, but I missed my truck. In a worse-case scenario, I’d have a long walk to get to any hotels I might stop at along the way. Alternatively, I could just find an empty parking lot or rest stop, lie the seat back, and snooze that way.

      I inhaled. While I wanted to put the Mercedes through her paces, the truck was coming with me. “While I appreciate the advice regarding the car, I am refusing to listen to sense. I will take the truck. I need to ride in my big, bad truck. I need to hug her and promise I’ll do better about introducing her to moose. The only moose I’ll introduce her to is Icy, and not in a situation where I hit Icy. Again. I hope Icy is all right.”

      Guilt nibbled at me over Icy having been left behind in the clutches of the CDC. In a perfect world, I would have taken Icy and the CDC representative with me on my adventure. My animals adored the idea of accompanying Leonard anywhere, and my traitorous nose missed the alluring aroma of single male wolf.

      I wondered if my nose would like any single male wolf. Did plaid-wearing male Canadian wolves have a more enticing scent than the standard single male wolf? I expected to find out sooner than later, especially if my brother talked to my parents about blind dates.

      My platypus didn’t appreciate most men, but she found the wolf appealing, which left me with the reality I had two animals drooling over a man we’d just met. My enjoyment of his presence made it difficult to argue against their interest.

      As far as I was concerned, he had everything needed to make the ideal partner. He had a brain and knew how to use it. He packed heat in the looks department.

      He made hot chocolate worth writing home about.

      My brother grunted, drawing my attention back to him. “I’m sure Icy is fine. Leonard is going to escort her to the CDC’s sanctuary and get her settled. Mina is going to meet me in New York, and someone from Chicago is going to come over and offer instruction, too.”

      “Why not someone in New York?”

      “Apparently, the vampires in New York are in a state of flux, and Chicago is stable. I decided against asking. It seemed like a touchy subject. When I asked Dad, he agreed with their plan, so I’m assuming Dad knows something I don’t.”

      “Dad knows a lot we don’t,” I reminded my brother. “He is a master of keeping secrets. I present his ability to dodge telling us Mom won the lottery. He also convinced us that the floor is lava. It took me years before I realized I had a lot more to worry about if the floor turned into lava. If the floor turns to lava, the entire house is on fire.”

      “That is painfully sensible.”

      “Someone in this family needs to be sensible.”

      “And that is painfully true.”

      I giggled at my brother’s agonized tone. “Mom is going to be so mad that she’s the only normal person in a household of weirdos. A pony, a platypus with a canine sidekick, a vampire… she’s surrounded.”

      “She really is. We better work at bringing home other weirdos so she can complain even more about being the most normal person in our family.”

      “I have such bad luck with men that I’m volunteering to be introduced to potential boyfriends, Matthieu. If you think things are weird now, wait until Mom and Dad get involved.”

      “Maybe you should take your car and run away. The car gets better mileage, and you can visit the truck when you want to come home and take Dad out for a hunting trip. I’ll take good care of your truck until you’re back. You could take a road trip before settling down in New York. I can give you the address of a few packs who’d love a chance to meet you. I mean, I advertised you as a lycanthrope lady. Classy and sophisticated, even.”

      “Yet you showed them pictures of me cuddling with my deceased truck. And crying over it.”

      “The last time I counted, I had the phone numbers of two hundred male wolves eager to prove their eligibility for you. The smart ones sent info about their trucks and everything they’ve done to theirs.”

      That caught my attention. “Give the numbers and info to Dad. If they pass muster with Dad, I’ll consider it.”

      “That’s just ruthless, Nadine. Dad’s eager and ready to put male wolves in their place. He wants to prove why nobody should screw with a pony. He’s a furry ball of spite with hooves and ready to show his stuff.”

      “Maybe Mom should hire a succubus and have another child. That might calm Dad down for a while.”

      “Whatever you do, don’t give them any ideas,” he begged.

      I eyed my new car with interest. “Is there any reason I shouldn’t take my truck beyond the mileage?”

      “Beyond the fact I really want to take your truck for a spin and get mud on the tires?”

      Ah. My brother wanted to have some fun after a lot of time stuck indoors. As he’d been struggling to adapt to life as a vampire, I nodded. “All right. You can play with my truck once she arrives in New York. I’ll go on a road trip with the car. To keep the internet from killing us, you can take pictures while I introduce myself to my truck, and I’m going to drive you to the airport in her. She’s far too pretty to be a man. It might help soothe the fragile nerves of any men who might enter my life and my truck. She won’t be competition this way.”

      “She’s always going to be competition, Nadine. A smart man will just learn to love her almost as much as he loves you.”

      My brows shot up. “Damn, Matthieu. If you talk that way to women who aren’t me, you might not stay single.”

      “Really?”

      “Really. Women like handsome, sensible men—and understanding the relationship between a woman and her truck is true sensibility.”

      “Just go introduce yourself to your truck so I can take pictures and get to the airport. I’d rather not miss my flight.”
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      I drove my new truck to the airport to drop my brother off while a woman from the CDC kept an eye on my car and played nice with the dealership. During the wait for our turn at the drop-off zone, I fidgeted, drumming my fingers on the wheel. True to his word, he’d gotten several steering wheel covers for me to choose from along with decals and seatbelt wraps, which I would do once I made it to New York. “Are you sure you want to fly by yourself, Matthieu?”

      “If I am not in attendance, you can stop at every lycanthrope-friendly spa on the way to New York. There is surely a rock and mineral show somewhere nearby, and I bet you could find a bookstore in every town you venture through if you try hard enough. I had to turn off donations to the fundraiser because there was too much money, Nadine. I’m sending you plenty to go have a good time with. A bunch of people left notes to give you the money to have a good time since you sacrificed so much taking care of me.”

      Sometimes, the internet amazed me with its generosity. Never for a moment had I anticipated being the target of any acts of kindness. “If I buy a book in every town, will they all fit in my car?”

      “Go find out.”

      “Funny.”

      “But true. It’s a good idea. You need some time for you. Me flying to New York will let you have some time alone, something you haven’t had since the accident. You’ll feel better after having some independence back. While you’re being independent, I am going to be doted upon by our parents. By the time you arrive, they’ll have gotten it out of their system. I’m sacrificing myself for you.”

      Despite my concerns for my brother, I laughed. “All right, all right. I’ll go on a road trip in the car, and I’ll have that CDC rep take a video of me telling my truck to be good while I’m gone. Please tell me the internet knows about my car?”

      “I posted a video about it, which includes our parents complaining about your disgusting tendency to take care of yourself. Mom crowed her triumph over finally getting to get her baby a proper present. Dad showed up as a pony. It was ridiculous, so the internet loved it. We’re making a fortune in ad views on that.”

      For fuck’s sake. I waited for a spot at the curb, parked, and shot my brother a glare. “Get out,” I ordered.

      He laughed and opened his door. “I love you. Don’t be mad at me for long.”

      “I’ll think about it. Love you, too. Behave for our parents, okay?”

      “I’ll even prove to them I’m capable of doing chores without being threatened.”

      “Eh? You can do chores?”

      “Funny, Nadine.”

      I grinned. “Go fly like a bird. Have a safe trip and don’t do anything stupid. Stay with the CDC, and only bite willing people.”

      “I think I can handle that much. Have a good time on your drive, take pictures, and text me.”

      “With what phone?” I complained, aware my phone didn’t have a plan that would work in the United States.

      “The one that’s in your car. You can thank Dad for that one. There’s a laptop, too. In his words, yours is a piece of shit and you bring shame to our family.”

      “They spent too much,” I muttered.

      “And they did it in a way you can’t refuse. I weep for you, my beloved sister.”

      “Get out of my truck.”

      He obeyed, grinned at me, grabbed his backpack from the back seat, and waved before closing the doors and heading into the airport without looking back. I appreciated his confidence in his departure.

      It kept my doubts at bay.
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            I’d miss the set if I left it behind.

          

        

      

    

    
      My new phone, in my dream brand, informed me my parents had lost their minds. The laptop, also in my dream brand, was loaded with a bunch of games and all of the accessories I needed to turn into a gamer like my brother. The device promised I would be spending a few weeks having the time of my life before starting to search for a new job in New York.

      I needed a break, and my family knew it.

      When it mattered the most, my family always had my back, even when I tried to do everything alone.

      That would give me a lot to think about on the way to New York City, where I’d start the next phase of my life. After using my new phone to confirm I had money and checking to make certain my sole credit card could handle a hotel room or two, I prepared to leave. As my brother made excellent suggestions from time to time, I discovered Toronto had a rock and gem show going on, and it would take me ten whole minutes to get to it. Delighted at a chance to explore the vendors, admire the pretty rocks, and buy at least one to take with me to my new home, I hit the road.

      After paying penance to park, I discovered paradise in the convention center with gemstones and minerals from all around the world on display for me to admire and covet. One vendor carried nothing but opals. A set, held in a wooden case, featured small carvings of flowers from all around the world, and tiny plaques declared the origin of the opal and the type of flower. For the most part, the flowers matched the country’s official flower.

      I hadn’t even known opal could be carved into such delicate shapes.

      According to the price tag, the set would cost me three thousand dollars, and it featured opals from Australia, Canada, the United States, Mexico, Czechia, Slovakia, Hungary, Indonesia, Brazil, Turkey, Honduras, Nicaragua, and Guatemala. Australia brought ten different flowers to the display, and I only recognized the name of two of the mines. According to the sign, the vendor accepted debit cards. Another check of my phone confirmed my bank account wouldn’t miss the money.

      I’d miss the set if I left it behind.

      I couldn’t remember the last time I’d bought something other than chocolate for myself.

      As the nice lady from the CDC had given me her number in case of any questions, I decided to be brave and impose, taking a photo of the display and asking if it could be transported along with my truck. A moment later, she confirmed I could bring it over to the dealership.

      My truck wouldn’t be leaving for a few more hours, and she would be at the dealership for the rest of the day, as she was overdue for a new work vehicle and the CDC opted to kill two birds with one stone.

      Nice. I needed to ask if the CDC needed a shifter-lycanthrope hybrid with a love of trucks. Everything I’d seen of the CDC employees implied they actually liked their jobs and got treated like real people.

      There was something to be said about being treated like a real person and not just some number on an employment roster.

      I waited for the older gentleman to finish helping someone else before I pounced, wielded my debit card and my phone like the weapons they were, and bought the flowers. As expected, I needed to call my bank to get them to let the debit transaction through. To my amusement, they reminded me I could dodge having to call if I paid with my credit card and paid the credit card off right away.

      They processed credit card payments immediately, allowing me to gain access to the card within five minutes of giving them my money. I joined the modern world, did as the nice woman on the phone suggested, and paid with my credit card before paying the charge off.

      For the first time in my life, I had plenty of money left over after a major but frivolous purchase.

      Then, because good things could happen to me, the gemstone dealer tossed in an opal pendant on a silver chain matching the flower motif. “This is chorizema, a wildflower found in Australia. I always felt that set deserved to have this in it, but they went with some of the odder Australian plants.”

      He helped me put the necklace on, and I admired the opal’s fire. “It’s gorgeous, thank you.”

      “Thank you. I’ve had that set for a long time, and it’s a delight to see someone fall in love with it enough to take it home.”

      Considering the set’s price tag, it didn’t surprise me he’d had it for a long time. “It’s unique.”

      “That it is. It was quite the challenge getting the opals sourced and doing the carving work, but I’m quite proud of how it turned out.”

      My eyes widened. “You made the flowers?”

      The old man beamed. “I did. I’ve been working with opal since the day I turned ten and my father gave me some scrap material and let me use one of his drills. He carved stones, too, but he never liked opal as much as I did. I started with the bunchberry with a sample of Canadian opal. I’ve redone that one a few times. Canadian opal is difficult to get in good quality large enough for a flower carving. I did ten of them before settling on this one as the best of the lot.” He bent over and pulled out a box from beneath the table, opening it and showing me other opals carved in the shape of the Canadian flower. While each one had a price tag, ranging between fifty and a hundred dollars, I suspected he’d never put them up for sale.

      The boxes appeared to be untouched by the countless hands of shoppers trying to get a closer look at the stones.

      “They’re beautiful.” I pointed at the smallest of the stones, which had been carved with a rough finish. “Is this one of your earlier carvings?”

      He grinned and nodded. “I was sixteen when I got my first piece of Canadian opal and decided I would marry my love of flowers and opals together.”

      “I’m going to be driving to New York City. What’s the best way to transport these?”

      “I’ll pack them for you. The slots in the display are large enough for the opals to be wrapped and then put back in their proper spots in the case, and the lid can be locked to prevent the opals from shifting inside. I made a carry case to help protect the glass, which is included with the purchase.”

      It took him twenty minutes to pack all of the stones, and in the time it took him to do it, I’d discovered he’d carved animals out of the precious stone, too.

      He had a platypus made of Thunder Ridge opal, a moose made of Canadian opal, and a wolf made with opal from Nevada. My wallet winced at the total price, but I snagged all three and waited for him to finish before adding them to my purchase. “I love platypuses, wolves, and moose, so I am going to have to adopt all three of these.”

      “I have a few opal wolf rings you might like, as well as some foxes. I’ve never done moose or platypus as rings, but I might have to give that a try one day.”

      I spent all of three seconds thinking about that. “Can I give you my email address or phone number if you ever decide to do rings or necklaces featuring moose or platypus?”

      “Absolutely.”

      Within five minutes, I had his phone number and email in my possession, and I was the proud owner of a new opal collection. While the case weighed a ton, my newfound lycanthrope strength made hauling it around tolerable, and I prowled the rock and gem show for new additions into my new obsession. If my brother checked my account, he’d discover a slaughter.

      I found six other vendors with interesting opal carvings, which I bought.

      On the way to my car, I called my mother to inform her of my indulgences.

      “Causing trouble yet?” she answered.

      I giggled. “I spent money.”

      “Good girl. It’s about time you let loose a little. What did you get?”

      “An opal collection. It started with a display of flowers from all over the world, made from opals where the flower grows. Then I found a moose, a platypus, and a wolf, so I bought those. Then there was a cute horse with a foal, a sea lion, an otter with a starfish, and a few other animals I liked. My bank account said I could afford it, so I bought them. It’s Matthieu’s fault. He suggested I go play at a rock and gem show.”

      “That was actually your father’s idea, as he knew there was one in Toronto today. You can thank him with a hug when you get in. Did you take the car or the truck?”

      “The car. I’m about to drop the opals off with the truck, though. I don’t want to break them on my road trip. How much space do I have for books? Matthieu suggested I should surf bookstores.”

      “More space than you think. The part about living in an apartment is a lie. We have a spacious townhouse now. It’s close to your father’s work. We set up rooms for you and your brother when we bought the place, and I anticipated your love of books, so one of the rooms was turned into a library. Since I usually just check books out, you have more space than what you can fit in your car to work with. You can stay as long as you’d like, and the rent is free since the place is paid off. You can help pay for the property taxes if you feel guilty.”

      “I’ll pay my share of the property taxes,” I promised. “You don’t mind?”

      “We don’t mind. We wouldn’t have planned rooms for you if we minded. Your father tells me I have to apologize for not telling you about the lottery. Matthieu texted us that you found out.”

      Sneaky little brother. “You don’t have to apologize, Mom. The car is really nice, though. I love it. Thank you.”

      “Your brother is getting similar treatment, so don’t feel bad. Honestly, his car is more expensive. It needs special windows because he’s a vampire, and his new brood gave us a list of things he needs. Blood is a peril among vampires, so the upholstery has to be easy to clean.”

      “Matthieu has a new brood?”

      “He’s being taken in by the Chicago brood. It’s the best for him due to his nature.” My mother sighed. “He wants to make sure you’re settled here in New York before he moves to Chicago. As his new brood doesn’t want a fledgling lycanthrope to freak out because her vampire brother is moving away, you’ll have some time to get used to the idea. I thought you should know, as you’re going off on your own for a while. You can go through your various stages of grief.”

      I rolled my eyes, dug out the keys to my new car, and unlocked it before pressing the button to open the trunk. “Grief? Why grief? Don’t you mean joy from being free?”

      “You’ll miss having him around, just like your father and I missed having you around for the whole five minutes it took us to realize we were free of children.”

      “And yet we’re coming home for a while.”

      “It’s temporary, which helps. We’re taking the liberty of hiring a real estate agent to help you navigate the market. If you decide you want to purchase a home, we’re prepared to help you with the purchase. You can pay us back at a reasonable rate. We don’t even charge interest, and we’ll forgive the months you’re short and need to eat rather than pay the rent.”

      Damn. If I’d been given that offer earlier, I might have been willing to move before my brother’s transformation into a vampire. “That’s really generous, Mom.”

      “I view it as my contribution to future grandchildren. Matthieu may have authorized our search for a son-in-law who’ll treat you like you deserve.”

      Spanked daily? Scolded fiercely for my troublemaking ways and having hit a moose with my truck? What I deserved varied by day. My wolf enjoyed the thought of a daily spanking—assuming the spanker was a deliciously handsome Canadian wolf who wore plaid well.

      My platypus offered no contributions, although I could sense she paid attention to the conversation and my wolf’s opinions on the matter.

      “I’m not stepping into that trap, Mom.”

      My mother giggled. “I did a great job raising you. Is it true we can look for suitable men? For introductions with no expectations of anything beyond your willingness to meet them.”

      Well, damn. I couldn’t ask for a better offer than that. “That’s fine. I don’t mind meeting new people. I have a single criteria.”

      “What is your criteria?”

      “They have to make hot chocolate better than Leonard does. It’s a high bar to meet, and I’m aware my hot chocolate needs are rather absurd. If he can’t make hot chocolate, he isn’t going to last long in a relationship with me. And you can’t tell them how I like my hot chocolate. Leonard was able to figure it out, so if they can’t figure it out, tough luck for them.”

      “That’s harsh,” my mother complained.

      “I have needs, and my first close encounter with a bachelor involved him making me excellent hot chocolate. If the first one to cross my path can handle it, they should be able to handle it, too.” I eased my new opal collection into my trunk, making use of the mesh trunk divider to secure it. “I bought a lot of fragile rocks today. I’m having the CDC haul it to you in my truck. I am very fond of my new rock collection, so I am expecting you to treat it well.”

      “I warned your brother you’d spend money at a rock show.” My mother sighed. “Opals, is it?”

      “They’re carved to be flowers valued in the country the opals were mined in,” I reminded her. “Australia got a lot of love, but that makes sense, as Australia is the primary producer of opal. The carver picked the bunchberry for the Canadian flower.”

      “Canada produces opal?”

      “Canada does, but we only have one producing mine as far as I know.”

      “Well, I learned something new today.”

      I checked to make sure my new prizes were secure before closing the trunk and getting behind the wheel of my new car. “I really do like the car, Mom.”

      “I’m glad, baby. Matthieu confessed how hard you’ve been struggling with the accident. A truck would be difficult to drive around a lot in New York, but we have the space to park it at our townhouse. We have six spots.”

      “Six spots? Just how big is this townhouse?”

      “It’s big enough. We just hate maintaining the yard, so we put down a parking pad in the back. There’s a street behind the townhouse, so we installed a gate so we can park cars in the yard. You’re lucky it’s an actual street and not an alley, or your truck wouldn’t fit at all. If a garbage truck can fit through there, your truck can, too.”

      “Good logic,” I replied. “Okay. So, you won the lottery.”

      “Trust me, I was surprised, too. We bought the townhouse and did some renovations, but beyond that, we haven’t touched most of the money. We took the bulk payout option, so while it was taxed to kingdom come, we still walked away with millions, which is millions more than we need. We’re saving most of it for our retirement, but new cars for our babies was an easy decision. And you got your new truck being your adorable self.”

      “I made commentary about undead animals.”

      “But you did so adorably.”

      “Whatever you say, Mom. I’m going to resume my adventure as soon as I drop off my prizes with the truck. Matthieu is allowed to take Dad out in the truck and get mud on the tires, but make sure one of those vampires goes with them in case Matthieu has trouble.”

      “I’ll let your father know he’s invited to go play with your truck. And we’ve already been given disclosure on how vampirism will change him, although he won’t be nearly as drastic as most vampires. The CDC rep and the visiting vampire—quite a nice gentleman, really—explained that Matthieu is quite special for a vampire.”

      “How so?”

      “He still has his soul. Apparently, vampires soul swap when they’re raised. But that’s not the case with Matthieu. While you were resting, the CDC brought in an angel to confirm the status of his soul. Matthieu is a souled vampire. I’m still not sure what that means, but the CDC was excited, as was the Chicago vampire who came and paid us a visit. The vampire would also like to meet you, as Matthieu becoming part of the Chicago brood means they have a debt.”

      “Hardly. Matthieu was not part of any brood when I did what I needed to.”

      “I told him you would argue, and he got a good chuckle out of it. Simply put, he feels you deserve appropriate compensation for the sacrifices you made. Donors are paid for helping vampires, and you did a lot more than a single donation, so you deserve compensation—and the brood pays that compensation. And there was something about paying off the previous master of the brood the vampire came from, and since Matthieu doesn’t have a brood and you’ve been caring for him, that’s you.”

      Rather than give myself a headache rolling my eyes, I got behind the wheel of my car, inhaled until I could communicate without heaving a sigh or otherwise expression my exasperation over the situation, and said, “All right. This brood vampire can give me a call about it tomorrow. Today, I am running wild and free, and I expect to be encouraged to break off all communications until after I’ve checked out of my hotel and have had lunch.”

      “I’ll suggest he call you around two.”

      “Two sounds acceptable, and it’s my fault if I have a late lunch.” While I felt the vampire needed an introduction to common sense, I would listen to what he had to say.

      I was among the first to admit I had a lot to learn about my brother’s second chance at life.

      “Excellent. Run free, little filly. I’ll tell your father you’re game to be wined and dined by eligible bachelors, assuming they can make a respectable cup of hot chocolate. And if they don’t know how to make hot chocolate, I expect your father will do his best to teach them. I foresee disaster.”

      I foresaw disaster, too, but I’d have a good time observing which men put in the most effort to make a proper cup of hot chocolate. “Good effort does count for something, even if he fails at making a good cup of hot chocolate.”

      “You’re being particularly gracious. Why?”

      “It’s rude to laugh at men who can’t handle making hot chocolate, and if they’re willing to humiliate themselves for a chance at a date, it only costs me a few hours and some aggravation. Anyway, my platypus and wolf have an equal say in the eligibility of the men. I’m just letting you prance men in front of me so they can get an idea of what they like.”

      “We’ll try to limit their humiliation through giving them lessons on how to make hot chocolate before meeting you, and if they scoff at kitchen work, well, they’re not good enough for my little girl, now are they?”

      “Be kind with any rejections,” I replied.

      “I can do that much. Love you, drive carefully, and remember, you can only fit so much into the car.”

      I laughed. “I’ll be careful. Love you, too.”

      Hanging up, I plugged the phone into the car and set the navigation system to get me back to the dealership, where I would drop off the first of my treasures and begin my adventure in earnest.
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            Ah, Canadians. So polite, always.

          

        

      

    

    
      With a little help from the CDC lady, I checked into a posh hotel so I could enjoy some luxury. After consulting with her boss and checking my blood pressure to determine it was still lower than preferred, they paid for the room, claiming it was a part of my medical care. The medical care portion came with a doctor, who used a fancy scanner to check my virus levels.

      My virus appeared to be struggling and needed some rest and relaxation.

      Poor wolf. She’d worked so hard to help my brother, and there was little I could do for her beyond lounge around, eat everything in sight, and cater to her interests.

      To my delight, she enjoyed browsing through albums of baby animals, landscapes, and flowers. My platypus didn’t mind the photo tour around the Earth and its many wonders, although I got the sense she would rather be enjoying a bath. In an effort to appease the CDC, I ordered everything they had suggested before adding half the dessert menu to my order. Within an hour, the hotel delivered a feast, which they set up on the table within the spacious suite’s dining room.

      Once I tipped the staff and they left, I rubbed my hands together, debating where to start. Before I could dig in, someone knocked at the door. Sighing over the interruption, I went to check the peep hole.

      As it wasn’t every day an incubus, in the guise of a pale-skinned man in a suit with wings and tail, paid me a visit, I opened the door, my eyes wide. “How can I help you?”

      “Ah, Canadians. So polite, always.” The incubus held out an envelope. “Please read this before we continue.”

      Puzzled, I took the envelope, opened it, and read the note, which was on CDC letterhead and stated the gentleman had a legitimate reason to talk with me. I even recognized the signature on the bottom of the sheet, as I’d had to deal with paperwork at the dealership and paid attention to the authorization forms used to purchase vehicles on my behalf. “I just had dinner delivered,” I admitted, but as the note seemed legitimate, and I wanted to know what an incubus wanted with me, I let him in.

      “Don’t feel any need to be polite. Eat your dinner. I can talk while you feed your virus. I was notified there are concerns about your virus levels. While securing that letter, I may have offered to handle that matter.”

      “Incubi can help virus levels?” I blurted.

      “I’m not quite an incubus,” my unexpected guest admitted, stepping into the room. “Call me Lucy. I’m here because a devil made a bargain involving you, and he didn’t appreciate the terms of the bargain, so he handed the bargain over to me. The bargain needs to be fulfilled, because that is the nature of bargains, but the devil in question did a most excellent job of leaving himself a great deal of wiggle room. The individual who struck the bargain chose poorly.”

      If my eyes widened much further, they would run a high risk of making a break for it. “Pardon, but did you just say someone made a bargain with a devil? Over me?”

      Lucy chuckled, nodded, and gestured in the direction of the dining room table. “Go sit and eat, please. Your virus needs the food, as does your other animal. I’ve been waiting for you to show up for a long time, so I was quite pleased to take this case over.”

      “You’re a devil, then.”

      “No, Nadine. I’m the Devil.”

      I blinked. “And you go by Lucy?”

      “It beats ‘you fucking asshole’, ‘jackass’, and ‘dimwitted, sexless slut’. My wife flung all of those at me about an hour ago, as she was in the room when the devil who struck the bargain came in to report. I made a show about thinking the problem over without just directly accepting responsibility for handling the bargain. My little kitty gets very upset when she finds out one of my devils was asked to commit an act of utter evil.”

      To buy myself time, I sat at the table. As dealing with the Devil went above and beyond anything else I’d handled before, I searched through the dishes until I found the brownie and ice cream I’d ordered. Armed with a spoon, I went to work vanquishing my foe. I’d dealt with my brother as a vampire.

      I could handle the Devil.

      Rather than indulge in panic, I swallowed my first bite and asked, “What act of evil?”

      “Arranging for you to be kidnapped and eventually forced to pick a mate by lycanthropes with an unfortunate opinion of their superiority. Of course, they didn’t bargain regarding your status as available to mate, and they only wanted to make certain you were brought to Australia so they could continue their plan. After your rather charming video went viral, this group of platypus lycanthropes and shapeshifters discovered you’re also a platypus through an illegal contact within the CDC. That contact has been dealt with. Permanently.” The Devil pulled up a chair nearby, although he gave me plenty of space to eat my feast. “I’ll have fun with that one. My rulebook states anyone who knowingly acts to violate another human is guilty of the act of violation, so I get to rehabilitate the soul. I am not kind during rehabilitation. I might even earn my way back into my wife’s good graces by giving her the soul. She does love correcting wayward souls and making certain they will not bring such harm to another in their next life.”

      “Eh?” I asked, and after a moment, I decided the only way I could deal with his news was if I continued to eat my brownie and ice cream.

      My brownie and ice cream couldn’t add to the insanity. My brownie and ice cream also wouldn’t betray me or sell me out.

      “It is boggling how reprehensible humanity can get. Within five minutes of my wife’s charming tirade, I informed the devil in question I would handle the matter personally. That earned me a few extra minutes of life, as my wife had worked her way up to wearing her spots and her wings with her fur standing on end. So, here we are. I have a bargain to fulfill, and I need to do so in such a way where you are the true winner of this particular exchange. All of the souls involved with the decision to strike the bargain will enjoy some quality time in my dungeons. My wife has claimed them, and may He have pity on them, for nobody in my many hells will.”

      I learned a valuable lesson in the first few minutes of my time with the Devil: I didn’t want to become one of his guests in need of rehabilitation. His tone implied the fires of hell would burn hotter than I’d ever believed possible. And if the Devil could scare the sin right out of me within five minutes of meeting him, I questioned what would happen if the Devil’s heavenly counterpart sought vengeance against a soul.

      Nothing good—not for that soul.

      Did He, the God of Christianity, have pity or mercy on souls such as the one the Devil described?

      “I do not,” a voice announced from the air between me and the Devil. “I am only a loving god to those deserving of such kindness. I have no remorse or scruples about sending such souls to where they deserve. And no, I do not accept pleas for forgiveness in the last moments of life. That does not balance the scales and undo the harm those souls did during their lives. Remorse and forgiveness is only valuable when backed by action and deed.”

      A chill settled into my bones at the realization a presence hung heavy in the room—and I understood, in that moment, why people added a slight emphasis to any word describing Him.

      He was the still quiet before the storm, destined to wipe the Earth clean of its sin. I didn’t even believe in any religion, and I accepted the inevitable truth of it.

      He was real, and He could end all things with a mere thought.

      Lucifer huffed, but his scowl eased to an expression I couldn’t quite understand. “And it seems my father is being a pest as usual. What do you want now?”

      The truth, found in the softness around the Devil’s eyes, stunned me.

      His fallen son possessed the capacity for love and affection for his father.

      I pinched myself. It hurt enough I doubted I dreamed.

      Uncertain of how to handle a talk with the main figures of the Christian faith, I went for more of my brownie and ice cream. What else could I do? Well, beyond run and go hide under the bed. Running and hiding under the bed wouldn’t save me and would destroy my flagging dignity, so I focused on my food and waited to see if the End of Days began in my hotel room.

      “The bargain for your jewel caught my attention, and as I am highly opposed to the End of Days at this time, I thought I would come and restore calm, smooth fur, and otherwise keep you from laying waste to Australia. You need Australia for your future plans, so you can’t lay waste to it because of an ignorant group of lycanthrope males vying for the attention of a woman.”

      “If they were just vying for her attention, I wouldn’t have an issue right now, Father,” the Devil replied, and he growled something under his breath. “Don’t fret, Nadine. We can argue just fine while you eat, and your virus could use several more of those brownies to get her pointed in the right direction. After you eat, you’re going to go on a vacation you’ll never forget.”

      “That is hardly comforting, Lucifer,” He stated in an amused tone. After a moment, He said, “Please, think of me as Yahweh. I don’t know who started that He nonsense, but it gets old. I do have a name, and I even like it. When I was a mortal, I had a name, too. I liked that name as well.”

      Wait. He—no, Yahweh—had once been a mortal? I worried for the fate of my eyeballs, but I took another bite of my brownie to make sure my wolf got fed properly. “What was your mortal name?”

      “You did find a good one this time, my fallen son. My name was Hubert, but I went by Hugh. Becoming who I am now was quite the surprise. One day, I was working, and it was like every other day. The next? I’m Yahweh, the God of the Christian people. Or just God. It’s a bit convoluted, so try not to think much on it. Being God isn’t what it’s cracked up to be, but there are perks to the job. I got this brat of a son to dote on, and unlike my other children, he protests ever so delightfully. Some days, I regret the job comes with the knowledge of all that is and was, but my children are worth the prices I pay for them, even this stubborn son of mine.”

      Lucifer sighed. “You’re being rather informal today.”

      “I’m all about making my audience comfortable. My informality dulls the reality of who we are, and it’s a relief to be able to be more relaxed. So many souls require the formality to retain their hold on their life’s spark. She is made of sterner stuff than most. She’s not of the faith, and that’s a good thing. She would have been too challenged were she of the faith. And while I’ll admit I made certain she was suitable for her predetermined fate, her slate is clean, making her free for you to pursue, should you be in need of another minion. I would like to remind you that you can’t take every single one of your minions into your many hells or convert them at your leisure. This one is fine as she is, and her future mate is fine as he is. They will be long lived enough due to the lycanthropy virus, and I will look the other way should you boost their aging viruses and offer them renewed vigor. There is no reason you cannot boost their viruses indefinitely, should they be pleased with their long lives.”

      To my astonishment, Lucifer relaxed in the chair. “I can work with that. I hadn’t been expecting a new minion this morning, but when a devil who specializes in the downfall of mortal evil comes knocking at my door with concerns, I’m wise enough to listen. Since you’re here, you have a concern, too.”

      “I am concerned over how much trouble you will inevitably cause should your little kitten convince you to intervene directly, so I am preventing the End of Days through making a suggestion. A simple solution to a difficult problem. A gift, as I have zero interest in scales and balancing them today.”

      Lucifer winced. “Things aren’t going well upstairs today?”

      “As always. It is as it should be, and you have been a good influence on my angels. They begin to exercise a little will, and I must temper their will with their portfolios. It goes as I hoped for them in the Beginning.” I got the sense Yahweh shrugged. “Your little kitten begins her fertility cycle again, and this round, she will not leave it for quite a while. You have work to do, and that work doesn’t involve chasing this lovely young lady all around Australia. You have two cindercorns who need a break from their children for a few days, their associates, and some vampires who can do the chasing for you. Set your hybrid loose somewhere far from those who struck the bargain, but still on Australian soil, give her a card from your account, and let the problem solve itself. Send your cindercorns out to find your missing hybrid, and inevitably, the vampires will involve themselves due to an unpaid debt. As the vampires are from the Chicago brood, the moment they catch wind of this group’s plan to force your new minion to choose a mate she does not want, things shall be resolved in an acceptable fashion. Afterwards, you can appease your little kitten’s hunger through your tender loving care and some rehabilitation. While she is distracted, you can then hire your new minion properly, and everyone is happy.”

      It occurred to me the pair discussed me becoming an associate of the Devil, something most viewed as a rather bad thing. The conversation did an excellent job of proving I’d fallen prey to yet another misconception. “Wait. Me? A minion? Of the Devil?” I blurted.

      “He pays well, offers excellent benefits, and would give you work you’re suited for and will enjoy. I highly recommend becoming one of his minions,” Yahweh replied.

      I went back to eating my brownie and ice cream, and once they were gone, I went for a steak, filling my mouth, so I wouldn’t say something I would regret.

      “Foals for a week if I’m right,” the Devil announced.

      “You are right, and I would be pleased to watch the foals while you send their parents off to Australia for a wild goose chase and take care of your little kitten.”

      “Are we talking literal or figurative geese? I didn’t quite manage to siphon all the malice of Canada into those feathered bastards,” Lucifer muttered.

      Yahweh chuckled. “Which would you prefer?”

      “I’m not sure the Australians are ready for two Canadians, let alone the manifestation of all Canadian malice,” the Devil admitted.

      “It would be interesting, although the geese did not get all of Canada’s malice. They received most of it, but not all of it.”

      “That it would be. I vote for literal wild geese of the variety normally found in Canada. Australians need to learn the true meaning of fear.” Lucifer grinned. “Since I have you here, old man, my little kitty is all right? She’s been hitting her fertility cycle a lot lately.”

      “All is as it should be. Upon this cycle’s conclusion, you will find her much easier to feed for a while. You will become adept at handling her in the future, I am sure. Taking care of your little kitten is good for you. I will provide some guidance if you are tired and in need of rest from her relentless feeding. The gentler you are, the tamer she shall be. You are the cause of your woes, for you enjoy her fire more than you, perhaps, should.”

      Lucifer sighed. “Right. Candles, warm bath, warm milk, and massages. And infused food, to prevent from waking her nature after I settle her down. I should have known.”

      “She loves you at your best, just as she loves you at all other times, and you always try to do your best by her. But if you want a calm succubus, you have to provide a calm environment. Right now, you provide a rather alluring environment and unleash her wildness along with yours. Try reading in bed for a few weeks, once she’s through her current cycle. You have gotten precisely what you deserve in the form of a hungry kitten.”

      I paused in my eating to say, “Eh, I’m stuck on the fact Lucifer is married, and judging from what I’m hearing, it’s a healthy relationship.”

      Yahweh snickered, and I became aware of a patting pressure on my shoulder. “My son is a most excellent husband. He learned what not to do from all those souls he needed to rehabilitate. He still needs to learn the finer points of cultivating a restful environment, but he does well by his little kitten. Her name is Darlene, and she is a beloved creation, as is her brother. I have done much good work in his many hells with those two.”

      “If I were religious, I would be questioning a lot of things right now,” I admitted, trying to wrap my head around the whole idea the God of Christianity adored His fallen son. “I was under the impression you two hated each other.”

      “So much hate,” Lucifer muttered, and he stared in the direction of the door, away from the presence behind me.

      “A word of a lie shall not pass through my lips. I will respectfully refer to my son’s masterful use of sarcasm.”

      “I was being sarcastic?”

      “Yes,” Yahweh replied.

      “When my father does that, I’m a wise child and shut up, as it’s clear he has won. He’s won, and all you’re going to do is dig your hole deeper. And because Yahweh is a father, He’ll enjoy every moment you spend digging that hole. That’s what fathers do. My father is a pony shapeshifter, and he’s a furry ball of spite. I don’t think your father is furry, and I’m not sure about the spite part, either, but He’s won.” I speared a piece of steak and chewed on it. “Strangely, it’s comforting realizing you’re just part of a very strange family. I thought you’d both be sticks in the mud, just polar opposites on the morality chart.”

      “She will make a marvelous minion for you,” Yahweh stated. “And your cindercorns would enjoy an adventure to Australia to rescue the helpless maiden.”

      “What helpless maiden?”

      “You.”

      “I’m helpless?”

      “For my current intents and purposes, yes. You are helpless.”

      “I don’t want to be helpless. Can I pass on your generous offer? But I’ve always wanted to go to Australia. It sounds interesting. Possibly lethal, but interesting.”

      Lucifer snickered. “You’re right. She’ll be an excellent minion. I trust you have peeked into the future regarding her mate?”

      “I am guilty of such a thing. I wanted to make certain the right individuals are in attendance. There is the issue of the moose we must attend to, however.”

      “Ah, the ice zombie created at the hot spot?” Lucifer nodded. “All right, what do you want with the moose, old man?”

      “The moose’s nature needs a slight adjustment, and as I have need of a new angel flitting around my heavens, I thought you might like to lay claim over the moose and bequeath her with heightened intelligence and some other abilities. I will provide the seed to finish the process. The poor thing is unfinished, and she knows her fate and doesn’t understand why she has been separated from her human. The next time I have need of a new angel, I will provide a seed for a male moose of the same type to keep her company. And they shall be able to procreate every rare now and again, when the conditions I set are met. They are not quite equines, but it is quite hot in Australia, and it wouldn’t do if your new minion expired from the heat of an Australian summer.”

      “You want something,” Lucifer accused. “What do you want, old man?”

      “Your forgiveness in approximately a year,” Yahweh admitted. “I conspire for your benefit, this I do swear, but you will be upset with me for a time. I would like the time to be reduced to no more than ten minutes, after which you give me a hug. I have been a while without one of my beloved son’s hugs. I am willing to wait for a hug for when you forgive me, no more than ten minutes after you realize what I have done.”

      “You are a pain in the ass,” Lucifer muttered, and he retrieved a phone from his pocket, dialed a number, and held it to his ear. “My darling, my father is asking me for forgiveness for something that has not happened, and He wants to make me give Him a hug. I require the advice of a more sensible being than myself. I almost told my father to go to hell. He would.”

      To keep from laughing, I chewed on more steak, while my animals listened in with interest.

      Heaving a sigh, the Devil said, “You are a most cruel and ruthless wife, but I will do as you ask.” Hanging up, he returned his phone to his pocket.

      Yahweh chuckled. “She wants you to tell me to go to hell so I visit her, and she wants you to do what I wish, as she is now curious what I am doing that would require asking for your forgiveness in advance.”

      “Of course.”

      “I will go visit with your darling while you sort the rest of this out. Do make sure your new minion eats before you indulge in an act of kidnapping. Do notify the CDC you are illegally transporting her into Australia so she is not overly inconvenienced. She suffers through enough inconveniences as it is.”

      The sense of Yahweh’s presence vanished.

      “He touched my shoulder,” I observed, pausing from my dinner to regard my shoulder with a raised brow. “I can understand why Yahweh would think someone of the faith might have an issue. Were I of the faith, I probably would have fainted away at that. The whole Hand of God thing and all. While I’m not faithful, I’m not completely ignorant.”

      “Ah, you must be resilient to the divine, or He would not have done anything other than speak. Mortals without the proper gene marker are killed if they behold His visage.” Lucifer rose from his seat, strode to me, and touched my shoulder. He grinned. “Yes, your marker is on. No wonder my father was inclined to believe you would be a good minion for me. I won’t be worried about hurting you should my shroud slip. You must be part of His plan for shapeshifters and lycanthropes, whatever that plan might be. I don’t know. You’re the first hybrid to show up without divine intervention, which means people will eventually be born naturally capable of becoming a hybrid of shapeshifters and lycanthropes. Divines can create the potential through meddling, but it has to happen through fluke or some magic in nature before it becomes commonplace. In your case, a hotspot. The issue of your brother’s soul is a result of my meddling, as much as it is my father’s meddling. We have been waiting a long time for your brother. It means the Chicago vampires have finally found redemption, although they don’t realize it yet. They will find the process to create new vampires will be different from what they know, but they will muddle through. Eventually, the old ways will die out completely, and only the redeemed vampires will thrive.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “You’re smart. Good. Before your brother, vampires lacked their souls. Things like love, affection, and all human positive potential were essentially dead within them. They could be taught love and affection, but it’s a difficult process. Few try. The Chicago vampires have been cultivated over many long years to be as loving and affectionate as vampires can be. Your brother’s existence means that ends. All they have lost will be regained. I will need to keep a close watch on them. When their souls are restored, they’ll be vulnerable for a while. I, along with my devils and demons, will safeguard them while they adapt to the restoration of their souls.”

      I blinked. “Are you telling me because I hit Icy and killed my brother, these vampires get their souls back?”

      “Yes, that is exactly what I’m telling you.” Lucifer picked up one of the plates, stole my steak, and set it in front of me. “Sip the soup. It will help calm you and give your virus a chance to digest what you’ve already eaten. I’ll keep everything a good temperature for you. It’s the least I can do for making a mess of your road trip.”

      I obeyed, and the soup, a thick and creamy clam chowder, did a good job of soothing my nerves. For once, my platypus didn’t complain about the presence of seafood, much to my relief. “Should I be concerned?”

      “Only if you don’t want to put an end to a group of asshole lycanthropes who think they have the right to dictate who you mate with. Due to the bargain they made with my devil, I am required to teleport you to Australia. They, fools they are, didn’t specify when or where beyond wanting you before the full moon. They are idiots. Platypuses do not care about the state of the moon. My current plan is to leave you somewhere far from where they are, where you can enjoy being a tourist until my cindercorns, this potential mate my father has in mind for you, and the vampires show up. And, of course, for whatever He feels must happen happens. It’s quite vexing, really. I suspect the vampires will travel to Australia, and in their effort to rescue the distressed maiden, will become distressed bloodsuckers. Then I’ll have to retrieve them, nestle them somewhere safe, and make sure they have time to adapt to all those pesky emotions they have not experienced since they rose from their graves.”

      I winced. “Are you saying these vampires were emotionally dead until now?”

      “Not fully, but they missed some key emotions that make humans human. I suspect my father wants you to be preserved, for without you, your brother would not have risen with his soul, and the opportunity for their redemption would be lost. He dislikes when someone pivotal to a great good in the world does not receive their just reward—and you sacrificed for your brother’s sake. He understands sacrifice, and He especially respects such sacrifice when it is not driven by religious fervor. You did as you did solely because you wanted to.”

      “Matthieu is my brother.”

      “Many like to say they would do anything for their family, but in reality, they lie.” Lucifer’s phone rang, and he retrieved the device, checked the screen, and chuckled. “My wife, likely being ambushed by my father, who enjoys when He can safely remove His shroud and spend time with the family. I will pay for not answering this call later, but I will leave her to her fate. My father’s very good at getting her to hug Him, and He adores attention.”

      “Maybe you should answer her call, then?”

      “Not until my father gets some attention. It’s better for everyone if He gets attention. That, plus if He’s paying attention to my wife, He’s not paying attention to me. If He’s not paying attention to me, I won’t suffer through any urges to yank on His chain.”

      “Okay.” I sipped at my soup, wondering how I’d be able to eat everything on the table. As promised, my soup never cooled below my preferred temperature, a form of magic I would appreciate through the rest of the meal. I’d even thank him after I ate. In the meantime, I’d focus on what was important: the reason for his visit. “Someone really made a bargain with a devil over me?”

      “Unfortunately, and the circumstances were unfavorable enough for you the devil in question came to me after striking the bargain. I have some strict rules over bargains in my many hells, and any time a devil makes a bargain involving one of the unforgivable sins, they’re to report to a superior. In this case, me. Those interested in you invoked a rather strong devil. They picked the absolute wrong devil, too.”

      “Dare I ask?”

      “Belial.”

      “Isn’t he a greater devil responsible for ruin or some sort of destruction?” I asked, hoping my limited knowledge of the various entities of heaven and hell proved to be correct.

      “Ruin,” Lucifer confirmed. “Mostly, he ruins those who scheme against me, but he despises rapists almost as much as my wife does. When my wife isn’t available and I’m busy, he handles the rapists for rehabilitation. The souls he works with tend to be quite angelic in their next life for some reason. I only handle those cases now when the ladies are particularly horrified over what the soul has done. Those jobs go to me, and I’ll typically involve Belial as well. If it is so bad that the ladies can’t cope with it, then I pull out all the stops. And make no mistake, those souls deserve their visit to my many hells.”

      Aware he expended magic to keep my supper warm, I continued to eat while I thought, marveling at how he revealed the truth and challenged my misconceptions without ramming them in my face. Once I accepted I understood nothing about the Devil, I asked, “But why me?”

      “They’re a mix of platypus lycanthropes and shapeshifters, and they’re all male. You’re the sole natural-born platypus female. The rest of them were infected with the platypus lycanthropy strain. As such, they are determined to have you, and they don’t care what you have to say about that. Belial used some of his magic to confirm the situation, and he called one of my brothers on his way to meet with me. He does not bring unjustified ruin. He’s truly one of my best devils.”

      My platypus’s rage simmered. My wolf growled in my head, her desire to join Belial in bringing about ruin burning beneath my skin. “My animals are not happy.”

      “They are interested in a male already. You have the standard markers of a lycanthrope female on the prowl for a specific male. The male hasn’t told you no, so the virus and your shapeshifting partner are fixated on him. That’s actually not a bad situation for you. I can manipulate that marker to prevent any other males from having a chance with you. The alternative is to secure a mating bond, but breaking an actual bond is traumatizing. I would rather not traumatize you. Your first option doesn’t influence your potential mate, either. All I would be doing is convincing the virus she’s taken and just waiting to be properly courted. At the same time, I would be putting a magical pair of blinders on your platypus, so the only male she’ll acknowledge is the one she’s currently interested in. That would allow the gentleman you’re interested in to have a chance to court you and your animals at your leisure. Of course, knowing that you have two invested animals, I would be lighting a fire under the ass of your gentleman to see what he’ll do upon hearing you’re being targeted by an unethical bunch of breathing corpses.”

      I raised a brow. Leonard had done an excellent job of capturing my animals’ attention along with mine. However, I hardly counted our short interlude in life a strong foundational piece for the rest of our lives. His ability to make hot chocolate and wear plaid well gave him a foot in the door. If the man wanted a relationship, he’d have to meet me in the middle.

      I’d seen a good relationship, the one between my mother and father, where they met in the middle often.  Things went wrong often enough, but not only were my parents friends, they were partners and worked through their problems together.

      However much people liked to say that parents should love their children above all else, including each other, I disagreed.

      My parents loved each other above all, and Matthieu and I came a close second. Neither one of us minded, and both of us appreciated that we were the product of a lasting love—one that wouldn’t fall apart the instant we became adults.

      I wanted that sort of love for myself.

      Pondering the possibilities, including attempting to unravel the mystery that was Leonard Andretti, would have to wait. I had more important things to do.

      “Breathing corpses?” I asked, in an attempt to take my mind off the handsome Canadian who’d come calling.

      “They’ve sealed their fate. Belial is enraged, and when he is enraged, his ruin comes in the form of bloodshed. It prevents that sort of filth from targeting someone else, and he feels they’re unredeemable. That tells me there are some lady lycanthropes stuck in unwanted mating bonds with men they would prefer to live without. We will do what we can for those victims. I have plenty of incubi who want to settle down for some reason. For some reason, there are incubi who enjoy being captured for a few hundred years by enterprising lycanthropes.” Lucifer shrugged. “You’re handling this better than I thought you would.”

      “I think Icy and my brother did a good job of numbing me,” I admitted. “I hope Icy is all right.”

      “Icy is fine, and she’ll be accompanying you. After you’re finished with your dinner, you’ll be exhausted because your virus will be trying to recuperate. That’s when I’ll take you home with me, tuck you into one of the guest beds, and make certain you sleep through your first visit to my many hells. While you’re recovering, I’ll retrieve Icy, help my father with whatever His plan is for her, and find a suitable bull for her. I’ll need to open space in the conservatory for her, but that’s fine.”

      “Conservatory?” In hell? “What conservatory?”

      “I love animals. Most animals don’t love me, at least not without repeated exposure to me. The smarter the animal, the faster it will adapt to me. There are certain types of fish too stupid to fear me, and as such, I love them almost as much as my wife does. I bought our first betta trying to give my wife a gift so she had something she could relate to in our home. Mortals sometimes have a hard time adapting to life in my many hells. Ruby challenged me. He still does, even decades later. He loves it. He sees me, and he rightfully dares me to try to best him. He usually wins.”

      The Devil was challenged by a fish? “I want to meet this fish.”

      “You’ll see plenty of him, I’m sure. He stays in our primary residence along with his girlfriend.” Lucifer chuckled and gestured at my dinner. “You finish eating. I’ll gather your things and make certain you have everything you need for your time in Australia. All you really need to know is that I’ll be sending you to somewhere safe, and I’ll give you all the information you need to either protect yourself or rain down some hell on these pieces of filth. In either case, I will give you the tools you need to do as you want.”

      “And these cindercorns and vampires?”

      “The funny thing about predetermined fates is that no matter what you do, you will be the catalyst for what is to come. You can act. You can choose not to act. No matter what you do, your presence in Australia is what will make the rest of the pieces fall into place. But, in my not-so-humble opinion, you would be wise to choose your own fate. And remember that these pieces of filth will not stop with you. It’s better to stop them now. Well, I will stop them now. The only question is this: will you be helping me bring an end to the terrors they plan to inflict on others?”

      Some decisions were easy to make. “You know that sliver of malice the geese didn’t get?”

      “I’m aware of it.”

      Maybe it was the wolf in me, or maybe it was the platypus—or maybe it was just a dark part of me I’d always repressed, but little appealed quite as much as making sure I would be the last person the group ever targeted. “They don’t have it because I do.”

      Lucifer smiled. “Finish your supper. Tomorrow is going to be the beginning of their end, and I’m looking forward to the chaos we’ll bring.”
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            So much for being a nice, polite Canadian.

          

        

      

    

    
      After enjoying the brisk chill of a late Canadian fall skirting on winter, the summer sun in Australia threatened to roast me alive. The Devil sent a pair of incubi along to help me get settled, and they took their time making sure my weak Canadian flesh wouldn’t char. Rather than arouse as expected, their touch did a good job of sending me straight back to sleep. Something about the cream kept me cool when I otherwise would have boiled to death.

      When they finished, one woke me and said, “That will hold for two weeks no matter how long you shower for. It will also repel Australia’s venomous species. Lucifer would rather not lose a new minion to sun stroke or the local wildlife. Everything else you need is in your purse, and your companion shall be along shortly. She’s receiving instruction.”

      I had no idea how the Devil planned on instructing an undead moose, but rather than ask, I thanked the incubi, and they teleported away, leaving me to enjoy the beach. I assumed some form of magic kept the Australians at bay, as they paid me, my beach chair, and my shady umbrella no attention. Assuming I made it back to North America where I belonged, I would make a point of scheduling a trip to the beach every few years.

      I’d just make sure the beach in question lacked things out to kill me.

      Lucifer, in his effort to make certain I escaped from my adventure alive and capable of doing his dirty work, had left me with a pictorial guide on the various ways Australia might kill me if I lowered my guard. My beach, in particular, boasted rip tides as the top way humans and other sentients might come to an early demise. While there were jellyfish, outside of allergic reactions, they’d inflict mild discomfort at worst.

      Thanks to some magic, the sharks were more likely to cuddle with unsuspecting people rather than eat them. A mile from the coast, all bets were off, but within the safe perimeter, people could venture into the water without fear.

      Nice. I’d been led to believe everything in Australia would try to kill me, but I’d found a slice of heaven I could bask in and enjoy the view while questioning the high number of men wearing speedos, which had earned the charming albeit confusing moniker of budgie smugglers.

      The note on the Devil’s Guide to Australia indicated that once upon a time, some enterprising animal smugglers wrapped birds into phallic-shaped packages for export. Australians, being Australians, had adopted the terminology. A disgruntled note mentioned flip-flops were thongs, and Lucifer absolutely did not approve of their tendency to wear sexy lingerie on their feet.

      In his not-so-humble opinion, sexy lingerie belonged on other parts of the body, destined for destruction of imminent removal. I ignored the five pages of notes on the various types of proper thongs and other lingerie, until I reached the section of his guide dedicated to men I should dispatch with great prejudice.

      Hudson Turner, the asshole behind the bargain to send me to Australia to become his unwilling mate, had several scars across his nose. Three of the five scars were courtesy of Australian women who’d declined his invitation to join him in bed. The irate husbands of married women had added the other two scars. The Devil’s note implied Mr. Turner hated strong, independent women, and his goal in life included breaking the spirit of any woman unfortunate enough to garner his interest.

      Lucifer suggested I begin and end my work with him using the gun he’d helpfully stowed in my new purse. While I typically did my hunting with a rifle, I’d gotten in plenty of practice with a handgun as well, practicing for the enjoyment of improving my skills. I checked my new leather bag, and while large, I could sling it over my shoulder—or convert it into a backpack thanks to the inclusion of an extra strap. Overall, the cream leather stood a good chance of surviving through my adventure across a sweltering content.

      The map Lucifer provided indicated I would need to travel north and east to meet up with Mr. Turner. The lycanthrope’s associates, six single men with a history of violence, were on the Devil’s list. Then, to make it clear he meant every word of his orders to deal with the problem, he included a list of crimes the bastards were guilty of, along with a statement from some Australian officials, one of whom was with the CDC, stating they understood the seven men had a date with death with a final destination of a dungeon deep within Lucifer’s many hells.

      A handwritten note stated my conscience would appreciate if I dispatch them in an expedient manner.

      After reading over the accusations of attempted rape, rape, various counts of sexual harassment, several counts of murder, and more general violent crimes than I cared to dwell upon, my conscience wanted to drag it out—or drag them behind Icy with frequent stops so she could stomp on their screaming bodies.

      Huh. Maybe I did make an excellent candidate to be one of Lucifer’s minions.

      So much for being a nice, polite Canadian.

      My phone rang, and I checked the display to discover the Devil had come calling. Laughing over his phone number, I accepted the call. “Thank you for the incubi and that cream, Lucy. I would have transformed into a bipedal lobster within ten minutes without their help.”

      “You’re welcome. How are you liking the start of your vacation so far?”

      “I’ve learned I need beach time at least every year or two. I now understand why the snowbirds fly south. I just realized this is my phone, and anyone who notices I’m gone can just call me. Doesn’t that break your plans?”

      “I’m cheating. Their calls go straight to my voicemail with an amusing message stating the owner of the phone was bargained away into sexual servitude by some dastardly Australians in need of correction. As the first person to call your phone was the master of the Chicago brood, things are progressing nicely. I took the liberty of visiting with your mother, who is in on the truth and has sworn not to inform young Matthieu. It is his turn to do his best to take care of you, his delicate big sister.”

      “Delicate? Me?” I blurted.

      Lucifer laughed. “We had a good laugh over it. I took a picture of you taking a nap with my wife. She got cold and I was busy, so she crawled into bed with you. Once she crawled into bed with you, so did all of our pets. I’m having it framed. Diana, my secretary, spotted the pile and gave me an early Christmas present. I had to tell my darling you’re not available for adoption, but I secured an excellent agreement with your parents. We are going to share nicely. Mostly because I faced off against a spunky little pony determined to guard his turf, and I promised I’d help guard his turf if I could share custody. Your father’s quite smart. He didn’t even think about it before agreeing. If I, the Devil, can’t protect his little girl, can anyone? I ultimately lied to my wife, as you are actually available for adoption. She’ll forgive me eventually.”

      I breathed a relieved sigh that my parents wouldn’t be worried while I played the Devil’s rather violent game in Australia. “Thank you for talking with them. I do appreciate it.”

      “I wanted to call you, as I am about to bring your Icy over. She has been saddled and bridled and given some basic training on how to be a good mount. She is capable of understanding most English now, although she’s not capable of speaking English. Well, yet. I expect that’ll come with time. I’ll have to practice telepathy with her. She’ll increase her general vocabulary and intellect as you work with her. I’m hoping to ease her into the transition, as she’s already had a lot to cope with becoming a rather strong icy moose. There are some things you will need to know.”

      “You mean beyond the fact my moose can understand English?”

      “You can handle me and my father in the same room together, but a moose learning English is too much for you?”

      I breathed. I breathed until the urge to fling my phone in the ocean passed. “Yes.”

      “You’re a marvel.”

      “Normally, I’d say you’re the Devil, but because you are the Devil, this doesn’t work. Eh.” I took another few deep breaths. “Okay. So Icy can learn English and she is a significantly more sentient moose than she was when she was eating dirt in my front lawn.”

      “Yes, that is correct. Caring for her will be easy. She can eat whatever she wants, although for the sake of your sanity, I recommend against feeding her moose meat. It will bother you a lot more than it’ll bother her to say the least. She’ll accept meat in general, however—and even like it. This is a significant change from her mortal diet, as she generally stuck with vegetation. Her new demonic side includes some pointy teeth suitable for an omnivorous diet. While in Australia, she’ll eat whatever crosses her path, including some of the more venomous and dangerous denizens. In general terms, the moose will win in your current location. Against cars, against people, against kangaroos, and whatever else you happen to meet while on your adventure. A word of advice, if I may?”

      “Sure, go for it.”

      “When you come across golf-ball sized melons along the roadside, they are not for eating. You wouldn’t like them. They’re quite toxic. Icy will love them, as she views toxins as tasty treats now. If you need some good forage for her, just let her go to town on the road melons. I’ve included a pair of gloves for you, so you can pick the melons and use them as ammunition. If you find the larger melons, which are detailed in the guide I gave you, collect them but cook them before you eat them. Alternatively, both types of melons can be readily weaponized against nefarious individuals. You will find most Australians to be excellent humans, but you will inevitably come across a few deserving of a melon to the face.”

      I pulled the phone from my ear to check the display, which confirmed I spoke to Lucifer. I returned the device to where it belonged before saying, “Pardon me, but did you just suggest I should pick some melons on the side of the road and use them as ammunition?”

      “Icy will come with saddle bags suitable for such an endeavor. Load them up, and when you need to end the existence of someone who annoys you, you can choose between flinging a toxic melon in their face before shooting them or just shooting them. Either works. The melon is more satisfying, however. It’ll make a delightful thunk and disable your target while you dispatch them. As you are a more gentle soul, at least for the moment, I would remind you that the pieces of filth I detailed in your guide no longer classify as human, and they definitely deserve to have a toxic melon thrown in their face at the speed of moose.”

      “The speed of moose?” Despite myself, I laughed. “And what is the speed of moose, anyway?”

      “You’ll find out soon enough. I recommend you wear the protective gear I’ve helpfully put into her saddle bags. Once she gets going, she really gets going. I’m quite proud of her, really. I’ll give you five minutes to come to terms with the situation and search the internet for how fast a regular moose runs. All you need to know is that Icy is faster.”

      Lucifer hung up, and as I’d learned to take him seriously, I searched the internet for the galloping speed of a moose. “What the hell do you mean a moose can run at thirty-five miles per hour?” I blurted.

      Then, it sank in that the Devil had warned me the speed of my moose was faster than the speed of a mundane moose.

      I’d need more than five minutes to come to terms with my situation, but I would do what I could with the time I had.
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      Sometime after discovering an e-reader loaded with books with a full charge in my purse, the Devil showed up with Icy, who came to me and went to work chewing on my hair. Without taking my eyes off the Western adventure I’d selected for myself, I pet the moose, delighted her coat remained frosty.

      Given a few more hours in Australia, I’d appreciate a chance to cool off. “Thank you for the books.”

      “I am surrounded with voracious readers at home, and my wife insisted we send you off with some toys.” Lucifer set a laptop bag beside my chair. “I took the liberty of making some key adjustments to your laptop.”

      “But it’s new.”

      “It’s even newer and better now. Consider it a bribe so you will seriously consider my job offer, which will be issued after you finish your adventure here.” He paused, and he raised a brow. “I find it rather amusing you have chosen an adventure novel.”

      “It seemed appropriate, and it’s fun. Won’t people think a moose in Australia is rather weird?”

      “Will they think a moose in Australia is weird or that it’s weird there is a moose in Australia with frosty fur, a saddle, a bridle, and all the supplies required to enjoy a camping trip? If they notice her, they will think it is quite weird there is a moose in Australia. Most will not notice her, especially if you are not drawing attention to yourself. You have a tent, a camping stove of hellish origin you should enjoy, a grill for when you want a traditional campfire, a solar charger for all your devices, and a magical battery so you can enjoy your adventure, an assortment of spices, and a selection of hot chocolates and a water purifier so you can enjoy your hot chocolate. There are even a few practitioner items for you. One will summon potable water, as that’s important here. As you’re a capable huntress, there is a rifle and a bow. You have a limitless supply of arrows thanks to a devil of mine who wished to clear out a debt he owes me. He, or one of his minions, will make certain your quiver is always full. And the arrows will be appropriate for the prey you hunt. And, as I am a most generous employer, I’ve included a hunting license for you, a list of animals you can hunt under your license, and the limits of what you can hunt.”

      I turned off the device and stowed it back in my new purse so I could give the Devil my undivided attention. “Was the world unaware you’re single before your wife got her hands on you? I cannot imagine a man capable of such consideration remaining single for long.”

      “I enjoyed my general freedom for thousands of years.” Lucifer smiled. “It took that long for my perfect little kitten to come around, and she was worth waiting for.”

      “I am not sure how you got the reputation you have,” I admitted, inspecting Icy’s new bridle, which was more of a halter, as it lacked a bit. To match her chilly tendencies, it was made of blue leather and silver. The presence of tiny bells along the cheek bands captured my attention. “Bells? I hadn’t heard them chime.”

      “It’s more of the faint tinkle of ice on a brisk winter day. My darling thought you would appreciate some sounds from home. The bells will also make sure your temperature is moderated while you’re riding. Her running temperature is below freezing, even when she’s playing in my lava pools. She actually managed to freeze a patch of molten stone. As I’d rather she not accidentally convert you into a literal cube of ice, I took precautions with her saddle and bridle. The bells are additional protection. That’s part of why I was later bringing her than I prefer. I needed help from my brothers to make sure Icy’s gear would sufficiently protect you. This is her standard gear. One of my brothers has stars in his eyes, and he’s making Icy parade gear. All of the mounts of my many hells get parade gear now. It’s ridiculous. At the rate we’re going, we may as well rename the whole place. It’s an equine fashion show now.”

      I got off the beach chair, taking hold of Icy’s reins to hold her head in place while I got a better look at her saddle, which had an obvious place for me to sit along with plenty of space to hang a variety of large bags, all of which were made of blue leather with silver trimming. “There’s no saddle blanket?”

      “The saddle is enchanted so she doesn’t need it. The saddle essentially has a blanket built in. Since that’s her standard gear, we make sure we can toss saddle and bridle onto the mounts without wasting any time. There are practitioner runes on the underside of the straps for emergencies. Essentially, if you toss the gear anywhere onto her, the magic will make sure the gear is properly placed and secured.” Lucifer took a few minutes to walk me through everything before teaching me how to remove and put on her gear through the runes. “Admittedly, we usually wait a while before doing the runes, but my brothers thought caution would be wise. And they reminded me how much of a tragedy it would be if I lost a new minion due to laze. They were toying with me, but they made a good point.”

      “Were you aware that you’re insane?” I asked, unable to keep the curiosity out of my tone.

      “Yes, I’m aware.”

      That was something. “Do I want to know about the geese? Was the geese plan abandoned?”

      “Not precisely.”

      I detected a significant amount of trouble coming my way on the dark wings of geese. “Care to enlighten me?”

      “There might be a rather large population of geese in my hells, their souls so full of malice they cannot be rehabilitated, awaiting their rebirth so they can continue to torment humanity.” Lucifer grinned at me, went to Icy’s side, and dug around in one of the saddle bags until he found a  glossy black, round stone the size of a golfball. “This is the physical manifestation of Canadian malice. This is your ultimate weapon in your arsenal, and I don’t recommend you use it unless necessary—or you become infuriated with Mr. Turner, in which case, use it with extreme prejudice. Upon throwing the stone at your intended target, it will summon forth the Geese of the Apocalypse.”

      “The Geese of the Apocalypse?” I blurted. “I thought we were trying to avoid the apocalypse, not cause it!”

      “Okay, the stone doesn’t actually create an apocalypse. It just summons all of the geese from my many hells and restores them to flesh with the awareness of your target’s sins against geese. And humanity. They will deal with the problem before flying off and beginning a rather chaotic migration path back to Canada. Most of the geese will return to my many hells after reaching Canada, but a few will become free-range geese in my conservatory until it is time for them to be reborn as a reward for their good deeds.”

      “What do you mean by chaotic migration path?”

      The Devil giggled. “They will teleport to the nearest sources of true evil along the way and attempt to scare the sin out of their target. I’m sure there will be a few deaths of the nastier souls they encounter. I made a very extensive list of targets, which I imbued into the stone. Your single act of evil, in the form of winged Canadian malice, will help rebalance the scales to be more neutral. Right now, there are not nearly enough goody-goody folks running around, so scaring the sin out of some big offenders is not a bad thing. As I didn’t want the women in my life to attempt to kill me today, I verified the plan with my father and gained His approval. He laughed for quite a while over the whole thing. He tried to tell me the original intent hadn’t been to leech away the malice of the Canadian people, but things got out of hand rather quickly.”

      I held my hand out for the stone, which Lucifer gave to me. Then, with a sly smile, I asked, “What are you going to give me to not throw this at you?”

      The Devil’s eyes widened. “Whatever you want? Because honestly, I know how that stone works, and even I would be highly inconvenienced if you were to unleash a force of evil that strong my way.”

      Laughing, I put the stone in my purse. “As I like you and your father, I will not throw the stone at you. But if I don’t have an opportunity to throw this stone at Mr. Turner, someone is getting hit with it. Do not give me reason to make that someone you.”

      After staring at me for a long moment, Lucifer pulled his phone out of his pocket, dialed a number, and after a short wait, he said, “We may have miscalculated the resilience of this mortal, Father. I told her about what the geese would do after they destroyed her target. She has informed me she has every intention of throwing the stone at someone regardless of what happens. She just told me I better not give her a reason to throw it at me. I don’t know what to do now. Normally, I’m trying to get the women to be more assertive. This one came out of the box assertive. She’s already threatening to use the weapons I gave her against me. You’re going to make my brothers jealous showing how much you love me, your disobedient and fallen son, the best.”

      I pressed my lips together to keep my giggles contained. When I could speak without breaking down into a fit of gleeful mirth, I said, “I’m plenty polite most of the time, Lucifer. I’m Canadian, after all.”

      “You are the embodiment of the missing percentage of Canadian malice,” the Devil muttered, shaking his head. “I only want to know one thing from you, Father—and should you tell me, I’ll forgive you within ten minutes for whatever sin you’re going to commit against me, with the caveat you need to tell me when my time limit is up. Deal? Okay. Hit me with it.”

      Whatever He told His fallen son packed a punch, as Lucifer blinked several times before saying, “Huh.”

      After a few minutes, he hung up, a rather puzzled expression on his face.

      “Is everything okay?”

      “My father is a prankster. That is the only explanation for this.”

      “Well, I would certainly say so. He created you.”

      “That comment is evidence you truly are the human embodiment of Canadian malice. I’m telling my wife on you, and I’ll end up having to build yet another house in my many hells so you can visit often. I better include that in the job offer, along with all magics required for you to have a comfortable stay.”

      “You should see me when I’m denied hot chocolate.”

      “My hiring offer will include a hot chocolate stipend and a contact number for emergency hot chocolate deliveries.”

      While I raised a brow at that, I could see myself accepting any reasonable offer including a hot chocolate stipend. “And this future mate commentary I keep hearing about?”

      “No matter what my father says about predetermined fates and inevitability, you do get a say in your mate, as do your animals. It just happens that my father is very good at judging who makes good partners for each other. The whole ability to see into the future helps with that. If you want a large, happy family where you get to torment me often, you likely want to do things my way. If you want to make your own future, make your own future. My father always tells the truth—but the truth can change depending on the actions of mortals. Right now, you are lined up to have a good mate, a large family, and all those happily ever after things humans tend to chase after. You’ll have to work for it, but the foundation is there. But you could decide to make a different happily ever after for yourself. As my minion, you will have to contend with me working towards giving you that happily ever after. I’m sure you’ll cope.”

      Every time the Devil opened his mouth, he managed to catch me by surprise. “Are you sure you’re the Devil?”

      “When I take you to my many hells for the first time—when you’re coherent, mind you—I will prove that I am who I am. It will not be pleasant, but you will survive. But yes, I truly am Lucifer. Yes, I fell. Yes, I’m the prime evil.”

      “You don’t seem all that evil to me. I mean, you’re giving me things to help me for no reason other than you can. Me? I threatened to throw the Geese of the Apocalypse at you.”

      “That was rather amusing, yes. Evil is subjective, Nadine. It always has been. It always will be. There are only a few true evils.”

      “Rape being one of them,” I guessed, thinking of the Devil’s commentary on what happened to those who violated another. “Is murder?”

      “Not necessarily. Let me use your stone as an example. If you witness a human attempting to rape another human, and you throw your stone at the would-be rapist and kill him, it is murder. You have taken someone’s life. But while you committed an act of murder, you acted to prevent a true evil. The good you did, saving another from that violation, outweighs the evil of your act. He considers all sides of the story. There is no side of the story where rape is tolerable in His eyes. But killing in defense of another? That is something He respects. The heart matters. If you killed the would-be rapist because you wanted to kill and cared nothing for the victim, then it would be a sin in His eyes. As I said, it is subjective. In His eyes, rape is never subjective. This is why so few sins are absolutes.”

      “Well, that gave me some food for thought,” I admitted. “Is summoning the Geese of the Apocalypse an absolute evil?”

      “In normal circumstances, yes. But as the Geese of the Apocalypse will rebalance the scales and ultimately do good, you’ll get off on a technicality. Just choose your target wisely. And on that happy note, I will leave you to your adventure. A piece of advice, if I may?”

      “Sure.”

      “Act surprised and appreciative when the cavalry shows up. They mean well, but none of them had the sense to ask me for my advice, so they’re doing things the old-fashioned way. I was certain my cindercorns would have had the sense to discuss this issue with me, but no. Not a single grain of sense among them. I was even the one who tipped them off, and they did not consult with me on how best to join you on your adventure.” Lucifer huffed, and he wrinkled his nose. “I was even prepared to hurry my plans on finding Icy a suitable partner so your future mate could have a good mount. But no, they didn’t consult with me. I should, perhaps, offer some mounts for their adventure, else they might end up chucking those damned melons out of cars at unsuspecting sources of evil. Do make sure you wear the gloves when you’re handling the road melons and do avoid throwing them at the current candidate for your affections. I do hope he puts on a good show. I took the liberty of informing him of your dastardly kidnapping at the hands of unscrupulous rapist lycanthropes. I recorded it for your entertainment, but I’ll show you only after he’s proven himself either way.”

      Yep, every time Lucifer opened his mouth, he managed to surprise me in some fashion or another. “Did you call these men rapist lycanthropes? To a single male lycanthrope? If you think I’m a malicious Canadian, I’m only half Canadian, and I’ve heard about how cranky single male lycanthropes can get.”

      “He’s my backup plan. If you don’t finish those fucking assholes off, he will. No matter how this plays out, those souls are not long for this world, and for good reason.”

      The Devil disappeared, leaving me with a frosty, undead moose and more questions than answers.
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            I was outclassed by a moose I’d killed with my truck.

          

        

      

    

    
      I appreciated whatever magic kept people from noticing Icy. I removed her gear, set it on a towel so the sand wouldn’t ruin it, and resumed reading my book while she lounged nearby and rested her head on my lap, doing an excellent job of keeping me cool despite the heat of the Australian sun beating down on us. According to my phone, I would need to go hunt for dinner in a few hours, which I expected would be an adventure considering the guide the Devil had left for me.

      For some reason I couldn’t even begin to understand, Australians put perfectly good chocolate, shaped into frogs, in a pond of green or blue Jell-O. A note proclaimed I would only be exposed to the dish if I were to venture into a kids’ party—for the most part. The ‘most part’ of the Devil’s commentary worried me. The aptly named frogs in a pond would haunt my nightmares.

      It didn’t help I’d been exposed to people putting random, terrible things into Jell-O since a young age, thus developing a strong distaste for Jell-O in general.

      Fairy bread took the next spot as a food I wanted to avoid, although according to Lucifer’s notes, I should give it a try, as it might surprise me. Having tried Vegemite on several occasions, I would go out of my way to stop in a store for some, and all TimTams to cross my path would be at high risk of ending up in my belly.

      I took a few minutes to review the odd ways Australians named otherwise normal food before reviewing Lucifer’s list of slang and pranks Aussies enjoyed pulling on unsuspecting tourists.

      I’d already been educated regarding the mythical drop bears. Budgie smugglers made another appearance along with thongs, which featured another complaint from the Devil regarding the population’s insistence they wore lingerie on their feet.

      Their choice to sometimes call thongs sex pants amused me, and I pitied any Australian man who attempted to join me in bed. No matter what happened, there were sex pants in my future, and all future attempts at intimacy would be destined to end in hilarity. To give some Australians credit, they also called thongs g-strings, something I could readily accept, as the term saw plenty of use in the US and Canada as well. But sex pants?

      Sex pants might be the reason I perished before enjoying an evening with a man, Australian or otherwise.

      Other slang, including fart slicer and banga, might be the reason I never got laid again—or died from laughter.

      One thing became a certainty: I would never be able to take a man seriously if he called my underwear a fart slicer, eliminating an entire population of men from my eligible pool of bachelors due to slang.

      As it was, if a man attempted to show off his physique and prowess to me while wearing a budgie smuggler, I ran a high risk of expiration due to attempting to contain my laughter. No matter how the conversation panned out, it wouldn’t end well.

      I wondered if the little budgies available in most pet stores in Canada were the same as Australian budgies and why anyone would smuggle the poor birds when they were readily available overseas and could be bred in captivity with ease.

      Several hours later, armed with my list of things not to do, which included pet most of the local wildlife, I saddled and bridled Icy before leading her away from the beach in search of food. Maybe Australian slang would reduce me to tears of mirth in the bedroom, but I gave the locals credit where credit was due. With bars and restaurants aplenty, I ran no risk of going hungry, assuming the various packet of cards the Devil had left for me actually worked.

      To save myself the humiliation if the cards didn’t work, I picked a takeout place dedicated to all things barbecue, relying on the pictures of rather normal fare with odd names to get me through my first culinary adventure in the country. As we had a variant of a meat pie in Canada, I ordered two along with a variety of sides, including a mouth-watering potato salad topped with green onion.

      The dessert options confused me, but in the name of curiosity, I decided to get two small neenish tarts, one for me and Icy. Then, realizing I had no idea how much a carnivorous moose needed to eat, I ordered some chicken and fries to round out my act of gluttony.

      Either Australians ate a lot or the guy at the register was used to tiny women eating enough for at least three, as he didn’t even blink before informing me of my total.

      In my neck of the woods, mobile pay wasn’t used, but Australia had embraced contactless pay. To my relief, he didn’t blink an eye when I held out my card. He popped it into the machine, hit a few buttons on his end, and gave me the terminal to process the transaction.

      I plugged in the pin the Devil told me would work on all cards, and after a moment, the machine beeped, informed me of the successful transaction, and instructed me to return the device to the cashier. Rather than dance in the restaurant like some fool, I waited the ten minutes for them to put together my order before fleeing back to Icy, who waited outside with eternal patience.

      It amused me how people moved around her without paying her an iota of attention.

      To reward her for good behavior, I took out her neenish tart and offered it to her on my palm. After a tentative sniff, she accepted the treat, which disappeared in record time. As she licked every crumb off my hand, I decided I would order myself another tart later and gave her mine.

      There would be time enough for me to try one.

      As the beach had picnic tables, I returned to where I’d started my adventure, sat down, and went to work feeding myself. I gave Australia full points for its potato salad game. While different from what I was accustomed to, I foresaw eating a lot of meat pies while in the country. The fries, which I had served with chicken salt, threw me for a delicious loop.

      I had no idea what chicken salt was or how it was made, but I would be taking a jar home with along with a bag filled with all the chocolate Australia had to offer.

      Once I ate my fill, I gave the rest to Icy, who accepted everything with all signs of general enjoyment. I retained ownership of all my fingers, and she licked my hands clean once I ran out of food. To keep her from trying to eat me, I gave her the pettings she was rightfully owed. Once convinced I was in my moose’s good graces, I dug through her saddlebags until I located a comb similar to what I’d seen used on a horse but with longer bristles. After stripping off her gear, I rewarded her with a brushing. At the same time, I checked for any evidence of the crash that had taken her life.

      In the time since leaving Canada, Icy had fully healed. Did she remain a zombie? Could zombies heal? Hell, could zombies breed? As I wasn’t up for yet another close encounter with the Devil, I did my best to ignore the multitude of questions rattling around in my head, all of which he could answer.

      Instead, I made use of my new phone and decided to check how far I’d have to travel if I wanted to throw the Geese of the Apocalypse at Mr. Turner, the ultimate form of revenge for daring to strike a deal with a devil to have me kidnapped and carted to a different country to become his mate. Or the mate of one of his goonies. As I had zero intention of mating with the Australian platypuses in need of some severe correction, I decided it didn’t matter. I would throw the Geese of the Apocalypse at them and delight in my act of true evil before spending the rest of my life trying to be good to make up for unleashing so many geese, formerly residents of hell, onto the world.

      According to the map, I faced a 4,300 kilometer journey to Mr. Turner’s primary residence. I tapped to translate the distance into miles out of curiosity, determining 2,600 miles seemed more reasonable than 4,300 kilometers despite the numbers meaning the same thing.

      The shortest route would take me through South Australia and New South Wales. Upon some experimentation, I determined the scenic route, which cut north through South Australia into the Northern Territory and Queensland, would extend my trip by over a thousand kilometers. If I wanted to take a southernly route along the coast before cutting northward, I would extend the trip an additional thousand kilometers.

      Oof. I opted against over six thousand kilometers of travel, where I spent most of it riding a moose and doing my best to avoid contact with other humans.

      Even with the Devil’s Guide to Australia, I wanted to avoid testing my luck.

      “What do you think, Icy?” I showed her the sensible, shortest route to my destination. “Should I go for short, sweet, and to the point?” As the moose needed a chance to see the other option, I showed it to her, too. “This route’s longer, not so sweet, definitely not to the point, but could be fun.”

      Icy regarded my phone with one ear flicked back, and when I flipped between the two so she could examine them, she finally pointed her nose at the longer route.

      All righty, then. If Icy wanted the scenic route, we’d take the scenic route. “The scenic route it is.” I set the route in my phone. “If you change your mind, we have at least a thousand kilometers to ride before we hit where the routes split. Tonight, we’ll get a hotel somewhere. Don’t ask me how I’m going to sneak you into my hotel room, but I expect we’ll have to take the stairs or hope Australian elevators are as strong as their stomachs. To eat frogs in a pond, they’d have to have stomachs of steel as far as I’m concerned.”

      Icy offered no commentary, which was likely for the better.
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      In the grand scheme of life, I had drawn a short straw while Icy might take over the world given a chance. Someone had bequeathed the moose with general knowledge of traffic laws, enabling her to navigate Perth’s streets without putting us in unnecessary danger. I failed to understand how her magic worked, but drivers reacted as though they were aware of our presence without truly registering the existence of a moose capable of keeping up with highway traffic.

      I appreciated the goggles the Devil had provided, and I made a note to thank him later for his help. I’d also scold him regarding Icy and her elevation to a supreme being.

      I was outclassed by a moose I’d killed with my truck. On that, me and my animals were agreed. My wolf sulked while my platypus did the equivalent of going to a corner and cursing me. A muttered promise of room service appeased the beasts—for the moment.

      Upon acquiring a room at a decent hotel on the outskirts of Perth, the moose vanished with a pop. The man at the counter, with an accent I could barely decipher after spending so long among Canadians and French-Canadians, showed no evidence of having even seen her in the first place. To keep from looking even stranger, I thanked him and walked off in the direction of the elevators, which he’d called a lift. To my relief, nobody else was around, and considering the damned thing’s tight confines, I appreciated I wouldn’t have to figure out how to fit Icy inside.

      Australian hotels were similar to their Canadian counterparts, which I found comforting. According to the Devil’s Guide to Australia, in most hotels, I wouldn’t need to concern myself with the various creepy-crawlies the country had to offer. Hotels tended to do their best to prevent dangerous critters from entering the rooms.

      Then, as he wanted me to survive my journey and become his minion, he provided a pictural lesson on which sorts of creepy-crawlies to avoid. In Perth, the redback spider would be my primary nemesis, although there were others I should be aware of and give a wide berth.

      To make it clear he understood I might, he included a warning to avoid petting any of the wildlife. If I wanted something or someone to pet, I could wait for an eligible lycanthrope to come around while wearing his fur coat.

      As two could play the same game, I found a picture of Lucifer on the internet, figured out how to make my photo-editing app add text, and applied a bright red ‘Do Not Pet’ warning over his face before texting it to his number.

      His reply informed me I was an entity of true evil, and he would enjoy capturing me as his minion.

      As he hadn’t explicitly told me I couldn’t pet a kangaroo, I sent him a picture of one with ‘Pet’ labeled onto it.

      His immediate answer, informing me I absolutely could not pet the kangaroo, amused me.

      As I lacked a picture of Icy, I sent a generic picture of a moose cow with ‘Pet’ on it.

      Rather than text me back, my phone rang, and I answered with, “Is that a no?”

      “You can pet Icy, but you can’t pet wild moose. They will win. Don’t pet anything that’s on the list.”

      “Koalas aren’t on the list, so I can pet those?”

      “If it is Australian, don’t pet it. That includes the men and women.”

      I giggled. As I had him on the phone anyway, I asked, “Were you aware Icy can teleport?”

      “She is in the kitchen demanding food, which my little brother is providing, as he wisely doesn’t want to be eaten by the newest denizen of my many hells. I told her to come home for anything she wanted or needed, and it seems she needs some ice cream and possibly cake. I was not the one to teach her about cake, for the record.”

      Oops. “I’m the one who gave her both of the neenish tarts I bought, so that’s my fault. I have some questions. Do zombie moose use the bathroom?”

      “As she’s no longer technically a zombie, she does have bodily functions. As I’m wanting to get into your good graces, she is already trained to know where it’s acceptable to take care of her business. When you’re on a ride, she’ll just pull over and do what she needs to do. If you’re indoors, she’ll find an acceptable space or make use of a lava pool. Toilets are beyond her, although she will use a bathtub in an emergency. I figured potty training your moose was a little beyond what I could get away with.”

      “I didn’t feed her enough, did I?”

      “You fed her plenty, but she just finished her conversion, so she has heightened needs at the moment. But she knows to come here if she’s hungry, and we’ll provide. As I have you on the phone anyway, I have a suggestion for you, one that will keep the various people in my life from trying to kill me.”

      “Since you’re feeding Icy, tell me what your suggestion is.”

      “Tomorrow, plan your route to take you to Uluru. It’s sacred ground in Australia, both to the aboriginal people and most Australians. Someone has taken to defacing it recently, and I am going to pay you quite handsomely to deal with the problem. Consider it a peace offering for traumatizing many Australians when you unleash the Geese of the Apocalypse. Should you leave tomorrow, you will arrive at Uluru in plenty of time to witness the tail end of the desecration for yourself. Remember those gloves I gave you for the melons?”

      “I remember them. They’re still in Icy’s packs.”

      “The little melons are about the size of golf balls, and you should be able to take your temper out on your target. A good hit at the speed of moose can kill someone with a firm melon, assuming you have good aim. I recommend you practice throwing melons at the speed of moose on your way to Uluru. Alternatively, should you lose your temper, the individual behind the desecration is deserving of the Geese of the Apocalypse. Being beaten to death with those melons, however, might amuse or horrify the Australians. I’m okay with either.”

      “Of course you are. You’re the Devil.”

      “I’m so glad you noticed.”

      “I’d noticed all along, but as you seemed to have no ill-intentions towards me, I decided not to judge. Not my place to. Eh, maybe not the smartest move on the planet, but if you’re going to be a decent fellow to me, I’m going to be decent back.”

      The Devil chuckled. “Having met your parents, I’m fully aware you’re half-Canadian, but that is the most Canadian thing someone has told me this week.”

      “Only this week?”

      “Last week, I went to Ottawa, and I stopped into Timmy’s. It’s hard to beat the Canadianness of an early morning Timmy’s run.”

      I could respect that. I nodded, aware he couldn’t see my reaction. “If we can’t suck the malice out of you, it’s hopeless. And we inject all claimed malice into our geese. That’s how it works when we’re being honest about it. We collect the world’s malice and put it into our geese so we maintain our maliciousness but we hide behind the true scourge upon this Earth, the Canada goose.”

      “I see you are aware the breed is actually called the Canada goose and not the Canadian goose.”

      “While I am aware, I prefer Canadian. It feels more cozy. If I’m nice to them, there’s a slightly higher chance they won’t attempt to murder me immediately.” I allowed myself a laugh. “So far, Australia doesn’t seem that much different from home beyond being exceptionally hot. The accents are something else, though. I checked into this hotel hoping the staff used stereotypical check-in processes as I couldn’t understand most of what he said.”

      “That’s because his variant of English is Outback Strine. He’s not from Perth. You’ll be fine. Just use the slang guide I gave you, make some guesses, and don’t worry about the rest. If you really need help, I’m sure I can find a soul down here somewhere who can translate Australian for you.”

      “Do you have a limited supply of Australians or something?”

      “For some reason, most Australians don’t find my many hells particularly hellish, not after a few summers at home. Every time I bring them here, they just adapt and try to run the place, and it’s just so much work getting them to do what I want. I usually send them down to the ice levels to chill out for a while before working with them. And I give the work to someone else because they’re always stubborn. My wife is quite eager to get her hands on the next batch of Australians. I may have implied they are more stubborn than she is. With luck, I’ll be shipping them out of here in record time, she’ll be tired, and peace and quiet shall be mine.”

      I decided against bothering with any attempts to understand the Devil and his strange ways. “And my brother?”

      “Your brother is horrified he got shoved onto a plane bound for Australia, but he managed to survive the flight. He’s a few hours away from your location. Due to his status as a rather young vampire, they’re traveling at night whenever possible. I did send a supply of the cream I gave you through my nephew, but they’re playing it safe.  I’m still not sure why they didn’t just ask for more of my help. It’s not like I want their souls right now. Their souls are already doing what I want. Why would I ruin that? They’re moving slower than you will, but I recommend you let them catch up before you reach Uluru. Mainly so you can establish that not all Canadians are nice.”

      “Is there any reason to go on ahead without them?”

      “Peace and quiet. Once you meet up with them, they will find ways to make your adventure even more adventurous. I thought you might appreciate having a more relaxed outing before meeting up with them closer to Uluru. In the grand scheme of things, meeting up with them earlier won’t change the expected outcome of your trip, but your patience would suffer significantly. Also, if you evade them for longer, you will gain additional amusements from the wolf with them.”

      Wolf? “You mean Leonard?”

      “That is the wolf I mean, yes. The Four Horses has agreed to deal with him, as an irritated lycanthrope male perceiving a danger to an eligible lycanthrope female is a sight to behold—and may wage war if a single opportunity is offered to him. I recommend against allowing him to have any opportunities, as he’ll steal your kill. You don’t want to throw the Geese of the Apocalypse at him. You might be tempted if he steals your kill.”

      “The Four Horses?”

      “Yes.”

      “Of the Apocalypse?”

      “Yes. Don’t worry. They like hell, so they’ll feel right at home in Australia. You’ll have a pair of cindercorns, a nightmare, the Four Horses, and a few other easily amused equines who love the idea of invading Australia and causing some trouble. You’ll be fine. Frankly, Icy is going to be the most normal four legged entity there.”

      “What is Icy, anyway? If she’s not a zombie?”

      “I haven’t named her species yet. My father said I could name them. We tend to take turns when we’re both involved with the creation of a new species.”

      “But neither of you actually created her. I hit her with my truck, and a hotspot created her.”

      “You would name her breed ice moose, and that’s just not classy enough.”

      He made a good point. As such, I shrugged. “It’s accurate.”

      “Anyway, Icy will have her supper here and come back to you soon enough, so don’t fret. She’s not confident enough in her teleportation skills to teleport with you yet without being coached, but that’ll happen in time. Oh, don’t let Icy close to any corpses you create.”

      “Why not?”

      “She’ll eat them. Why waste good meat?”

      I shuddered. “I’ll make sure to do that. Thank you for the warning.”

      “It wouldn’t be nice of me to offend your delicate Canadian sensibilities so early in our relationship. Enjoy your evening, go play some games on your laptop, read a book, have all the room service you want, and don’t forget to save a treat for Icy.” Lucifer hung up on me.

      As a wise woman listened to good advice, I did as the Devil suggested.
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            All in all, I couldn’t tell which one of us was the pet.

          

        

      

    

    
      Icy returned shortly after my room service order arrived, and mindful of the Devil’s warning I should share, I gave the moose a taste of everything I had in addition to the entire plate of roast beef, mashed potatoes, and vegetables I’d ordered just for her.

      Feeding a former herbivore meat baffled me, but as the moose, with her new sharp and pointy fangs, ate as though she’d never had anything better in her entire life, I went along with it.

      Some people had horses.

      I had a carnivorous moose with built-in air conditioning and the ability to teleport.

      Once fed, I put the empty trays and dishes outside the door as I’d been instructed and settled in to relax. Icy followed me around, and like when I lounged on the beach, she rested her head nearby and stared at me with sad eyes until I paid her the attention she was owed.

      All in all, I couldn’t tell which one of us was the pet.

      Fortunately for my sanity and Lucifer’s wallet, Icy did a good job of staying on the floor where she belonged. When morning came, she left no trace of her presence in the room. As soon as I had her saddled and bridled, she teleported away, leaving me to take a shower and get ready to leave in the morning. I checked out and found Icy waiting for me outside, pawing at the ground in what I translated to be impatience to get on the road. As Lucifer hadn’t led me astray yet, I set my phone to guide us to Uluru, which was located in the heart of Australia. The Devil’s Guide to Australia warned me about the various hazards in the central region of the continent, including but not limited to the extreme heat and dry conditions, venomous snakes, and the local wildlife, mostly the dingoes, although there were other predatory animals in the area. A note informed me Icy could handle most of the dangers, and as long as I stayed with her, I wouldn’t run much of risk of death from the blistering sun.

      As not much risk of death was not no risk of death, I made use of the internet to put together a shopping list of what sensible people took with them when they made the less-than-sensible decision to go into the Australian Outback unprepared. As I was as unprepared as it got, I directed my phone to take me to the nearest store I could find carrying camping equipment, sunblock, and other useful things for those venturing into hostile terrain. As my first look at Uluru on the internet came with a multi-page warning about how treacherous the heat and surrounding area could be, I opted to believe the tourist guides.

      And, after taking a few moments to read a summary of the formation’s history, I understood better why anyone with any common sense would be offended over the defacing of the natural monument. I particularly appreciated that everyone, excepting those willing to desecrate sacred ground, held the place in equal regard albeit for different reasons. I’d always found the dividing line between cultures to be sad once I stopped to think about it.

      It wasn’t hard for one group to respect the sacred ground of another, and I appreciated that all Australian people had managed to come together despite their differences. For that reason alone, I would take my visit to the landmark seriously.

      And I’d even consider unleashing the Geese of the Apocalypse on the desecrator—or desecrators.

      I could send Mr. Turner to hell just as easily with a gun, road melons, or my fist, where the crimes of the desecrators seemed more worthy of the little black stone and its feathered horrors.

      Assuming Icy could sustain a hundred kilometers an hour for roughly eight hours in a day, I’d reach Uluru in five days by the southern route and in just over three days in the most direct route. Knowing my brother and his companions would be taking the southern route decided me.

      I would put Icy through her paces, get a good head start, and hit up some tourist stops along the way. After I tired of being alone, I’d lounge around in a nice spot and wait for a herd of crabby unicorns, vampires, and others destined to show up. Thanks to the power of the internet, I found some nice places to visit.

      I’d even pay some healthy respect for any warning signs I came across and refer to the Devil’s Guide to Australia.

      Thus far, I hadn’t encountered anything terrifying.

      I expected it had something to do with a magically protected hotel and being in the city. I expected the first time I came across a huntsman spider, my soul would be at high risk of fleeing my body. I could handle normal spiders.

      Spiders the size of my head crossed my lines, and I didn’t care if they weren’t venomous. Knowing Australia had more than its fair share of venomous spiders would keep me on guard.

      On second thought, was there a reason I couldn’t impose on Lucifer, and go to his house to sleep and return to my trip the following morning? If given a chance, would Australian spiders try to eat me?

      Determined to find out, I dialed the Devil’s number.

      “It didn’t take you long to become assertive. How can I help you? Can I use this against you when I give you my hiring proposal?”

      “If you give me the answer I want, I’d promise to show up for the interview, give you strong consideration, and I’d ask someone who likes you what my offer should be.”

      “You had me until you said that thing about asking someone who likes me about the offer. Ask someone who doesn’t like me, they get better offers.”

      Huh. “But I want to be fair about my counteroffer.”

      “This is a case where you are being a little too Canadian. I’m the Devil. I’m one hell of an employer, and you should be paid accordingly. I’ll have one of my more ruthless employees help you with the offer. Having reviewed your past work history, I’m concerned you will need to be prepared for the reality of the offer.”

      My eyes widened. “Are you saying I might earn six figures?”

      Lucifer sighed. “As you would be in my closer circles, and you have already carried your burdens, I can say you will earn six figures. I won’t even make an offer for that low, not for someone who is working the world on my behalf. I always make my offers to cover expenses anywhere my minions may wish to live, and if I require my minions to live somewhere they don’t choose, I provide housing. Your earnings are for the things you want, not for the things you need. As I am the supreme being of evil, I understand how evil operates—and how the stupid evils of the world lose good employees. As such, I’m the world’s best employer, and that is without exaggeration. Why would you betray me when no corporation or evil-doer on your Earth would compensate you anywhere near as well as I will? As I will treat you far better than you might believe you are worth, I will have your loyalties. I understand loyalty—and I understand how to avoid undermining those loyalties. It’s one of the perks of being evil, really. I’m evil without being stupid, and being betrayed because I didn’t pay sufficiently is a self-made problem. I avoid those. Humans will do an astonishing amount for those who treat them well. I prefer to limit my evils to those deserving, and I save myself a great deal of trouble at the same time.”

      I blinked, did a check of Icy’s gear while I thought about it, and led her to a concrete planter nearby, so I could use it to help me scramble onto her back. Once in place, I said, “I never really thought about it that way.”

      “The stupidly evil don’t want you to think about it that way. If you start thinking, you’ll start looking for an employer who is evil but understands the value of loyalty and keeping good employees. I win. I get the good employees, and the wicked get what they deserve before they come visit me in my many hells. You get one job perk you can’t get anywhere else, too. You get to help escort these sources of evil to me for rehabilitation. And, if you ask my wife nicely, you can even learn to help with their rehabilitation. There’s something satisfying about giving it as good as they gave it—and teaching them why they should change their wicked ways.”

      “Let’s say I wanted to explore Australia by day and enjoy the cozy comforts of your house at night, where I’m safe from the various things that might eat me. I’m guessing not all hotels use magic to keep the pests at bay?”

      “Not all hotels invest in pest prevention of that sort, you’re correct. I see you’ve developed a healthy desire to avoid Australia’s various causes of human death. In reality, Australia isn’t that much different from other places on the lethality front. Australians have adapted to their environment—just like people in the United States and Canada have adapted to having things like bears and rattlesnakes.”

      “And geese,” I muttered.

      “And geese. It’s not that Australia is truly more lethal than other places in the world. Australia has a reputation, in part, because Australians enjoy yanking chains and making a big deal about their various critters. On the other hand, if you expose an Australian to a pack of wolves, they’re likely going to shit their pants because they only know dingoes—and while dingoes can be nasty, they’re nothing compared to a wolf. A dingo typically weighs in at no more than fifty pounds while wolves can get up to over a hundred pounds without breaking a sweat. Dingoes are essentially small wolves—very small wolves. Up close and personal? An Australian would be horrified by the reality of a wolf. Americans? Americans are more likely to try to pet the wolf and get eaten. And cougars? Australians just don’t have large-scale predators like the Americas do. It’s a different type of danger. Americans squick over spiders, where they’re a way of life in Australia. Albeit, the spiders are a problem. Every year, huntsman spiders cause accidents showing up in cars and scaring the piss out of a driver.”

      “I almost crashed my old car once because a wolf spider decided to wage a war against me while I was driving. I screamed. Then I pulled over and beat the shit out of the spider with my box of tissues. That time, I won. Got the fucker on the first hit. That didn’t stop me from hitting it numerous more times, though.”

      “Adrenaline does funny things to humans,” the Devil replied in an amused tone. “To answer your question, the cream I had my incubi slather all over you is an excellent repellent. You’ll be safe enough even if you decide to sleep on the ground. Even dingoes aren’t going to bother you. That said, there’s no reason you can’t come back to my home for the evenings until you meet up with the search party doing their best to rescue you. At that point, you will have to brave Australia and its many wonders.”

      “That seems reasonable. Can I have more of that cream that keeps the pests away before I’m evicted from my evening visits?”

      Lucifer chuckled. “An arrangement can be made. Just tell Icy she’s to bring you to my home, and she can handle teleporting you. She’ll be a little nervous her first time, but this is part of her purpose, so she will be adept at it. She just lacks confidence right now. If she’s really uncertain, I’ll send a talented teleporter to escort you both. You’ll need the ability to come and go from my many hells as you like. Your future mate will also need the same ability, although I may have to fiddle with him a bit more to make him suitable for longer visits. Then again, he could take his place as the most normal being in my many hells, which is not a bad thing. I’ll have to test him.”

      “Are you talking about Leonard?” I asked.

      “Well, as he’s the only lycanthrope male currently working himself into quite the state over your fate, yes. The other lycanthropes are wastes of air and give lycanthropes and Australians a bad name. And while you’re understandably skittish regarding your current situation, you will find I am an immaculate matchmaker. I’m sure you would get yourself into permanent trouble with him without my influence.”

      Leonard’s damned ability to wear plaid would do me in. “Since you’re trying to earn your way into my good graces, I need you to get me a comfortable plaid shirt that is enchanted against the Australian sun. That thing is blistering, but I don’t feel I am appropriately Canadian. I want people to look at me and know I am Canadian. You better put a maple leaf on it somewhere.”

      “I can manage that. I will express my gratitude that you’re limiting your attacks to my wallet to small things.”

      I patted Icy’s neck, and the moose bobbed her head, reminding me of an oversized horse with particularly spindly legs. “You seem capable of attacking your own wallet on my behalf. Why break something that’s working?”

      “And that would be the sound of common sense, a true rarity among humanity.”

      “Is the cream really that good at deterring pests and predators?”

      “Of the non-human variety, but yes. It’s essentially an aversion. Anything that might try to bite or bother you will prefer to go elsewhere for a few weeks. I expect you’ll be headed back to the United States long before it wears off. I considered adding a lure to attract a certain male lycanthrope your way, but it turns out his wolf figured out what he needed to be doing. It’s the first time his animal partner has been vocal over a woman before. He’s rather confused, as he hasn’t had that much exposure to you.”

      “I fed him, and men think with their stomachs.”

      “That’s only somewhat accurate. According to my wife, who is never wrong, men think with two different heads and their stomach, and their stomachs tend to convince both of the other heads to do what it wants. Things can get rowdy from there.”

      “Your wife is listening, isn’t she?”

      Lucifer chuckled. “She is. A commonplace occurrence. As I am a wise being and value my life and various body parts, I tend to do what she wants. As you’ll be joining us in the evening, your time, I’ll make sure there’s good food. One of the benefits of running this joint is the access to a bunch of world-class albeit asshole chefs. How does poutine sound to you?”

      I swallowed so I wouldn’t drool. “I would consider storming your gates for some good poutine. Question. Where do I buy chicken salt here?”

      “Any grocery store and most chip stands. The place you found it didn’t try to sell you some?”

      “No.”

      “Must have been out of stock. Stop at some restaurants, and you’ll inevitably find a place trying to peddle off a jar or two of their chicken salt. If you can’t find any, it’s trivial to get some.”

      As I wanted to try poutine with chicken salt, I made a note to stop at every restaurant that looked like it might sell fries. “They call fries chips here?”

      “They do, but most will understand what you mean if you ask for fries.”

      “But what are chips if fries are chips here?”

      “Crisps. It’s a little more complicated than that. If you ask for fries, they’ll think you mean thin cut. Chips are typically broader. Don’t ask me why. I’ve given up trying to track the various mysteries of the universe. But if you’re looking for chicken salt, you can get it at any grocery store worth visiting in addition to chip shops. You shouldn’t have much trouble finding it.”

      I nodded, deciding my lunch would be from some restaurant selling fries and chicken salt. “Should I call you before coming over?”

      “Don’t worry about it. Just ask Icy to bring you over and follow her. She knows her way around the place now. Well, at least to the kitchen, and if I don’t intercept you before you reach the kitchen, who am I to stop you from foraging? If I didn’t want you raiding my kitchen, I would have defended it better. Anyway, you won’t be the first to storm my gates, although you might be the first to storm my gates without ending up a permanent resident of my house.”

      “It seems like a lot of work to storm your gates and then just leave. What am I storming the place for?”

      “Great poutine.”

      To my shame, I acknowledged I’d do a lot more than invade hell for some good poutine. “If that is a lie, you will experience the Geese of the Apocalypse,” I warned.

      “Shouldn’t you be saving that for Turner?”

      “I can kill him just as easily with a gun or my fists,” I reminded him.

      “I feel I should warn Leonard that he might be biting off more than he can chew. You’re going to be quite the surprise when he sweeps in to rescue you and learns you’re planning hostile takeovers and acts of retribution. He’s going to be a marvel to behold, at least once he stops drooling over your blatant displays of competency. Wise men are turned on by competency.”

      “What about the smart ones?”

      “They encourage it.”

      I laughed. “And which is Leonard?” I appreciated that the wolf lycanthrope held interest in me for the sake of my animals, who perked up at the mention of his name.

      “A bit of both and rather conflicted over it. He’s supposed to be the immaculate professional immune to the charms of the women the CDC throws at him. The CDC, until now, hadn’t thrown a competent woman with a love of trucks and hunting at him before. If you like to fish, he’s done for.”

      “Wait, he likes to fish?”

      “He loves it.”

      “Where can I fish in this place, what can I catch, and what kind of license do I need to do it?”

      Lucifer sighed. “You want to go fishing now?”

      “Fishing is underwater hunting and puts food on the table.”

      “You enjoy camping as well?”

      “Well, yes. My only problem with camping in Australia is that the dangers here are not the dangers I’m used to. I’m sure Australians, for the most part, know what they’re facing off against and take the appropriate precautions. I don’t know which precautions to take, which makes camping a dangerous proposition. When I take the time to think about it, it isn’t that the creepy-crawlies are actually worse than what we have in Canada or the United States, it’s that we aren’t used to these things. And if Australians aren’t scared shitless of bears, cougars, and wolves, they should be. Wise Americans and Canadians have a healthy respect for all three. The rest get eaten, and that’s all on them.”

      “Ah, I love the sound of human wisdom. It’s such a blessed relief. But yes, you’re right. The stereotypes regarding Australia are established, not because Australia is that much more dangerous than places elsewhere, but that it’s a different sort of danger than foreigners understand. Things we don’t understand are, by default, scary. Australia does have more venomous species, with over a hundred armed and ready to make a mess of your day. The United States has approximately thirty in comparison. It’s the spiders that are an issue. But, Australia has good practices when it comes to prevention and treatment of spider bites in comparison to the United States. On average, seven Americans die yearly due to spider bites. In Australia, it’s been a few decades since someone has reached a premature expiration due to spider bites. Get treated, and you’ll be fine.”

      Damn. “Wait. The United States is more deadly when it comes to spiders than Australia?”

      “Yes, that’s correct.”

      Well, shit. “The internet has lied to me all of this time?”

      “The internet lies to everyone all the time. You should know this by now.”

      “But the memes!”

      “Wrong but amusing,” Lucifer reported.

      “And my likelihood of dying should I decide to camp in the Australian outback?”

      “With the repellent I had my incubi lather all over you? Slim to none. It won’t protect you from acts of blatant stupidity, but the wildlife of all shapes and sizes won’t bother you. But if it makes you feel better, you can come to my home tonight if you’re not brave enough to venture into the great outdoors. Just don’t do anything stupid, and you’ll be fine.”

      “You better tell me what counts as stupid.”

      “Going into the water isn’t generally a good idea, and I recommend you obey any and all signs warning you about unsafe terrain. Don’t climb Uluru. Technically, people are banned from climbing it due to the number of deaths per year, but some idiot tries it even when they shouldn’t. Beyond that, use your common sense.”

      “I’m going to need some fishing gear,” I muttered.

      “I’ll send you an address for a good store, and I’ll put in an order on your behalf so you can pick it up. Give me an hour. I’ll even find a good fishing hole and make a suggestion to your brother to think about your other outdoor hobbies. I trust he knows you like to fish.”

      “It goes into the ‘liked but doesn’t happen often’ category despite us living near some prime fishing spots. I saved my time off work to go hunting.”

      “I will inquire about some good fishing spots nearby, although I suspect you will have company should you do that. As the vampires will need to be sheltered during the day for the most part, you can travel at night and fish for some of the day. I’m sure your lycanthrope companion wouldn’t mind making sure you stay in the saddle. I have not yet found the perfect male companion for your Icy, so your lycanthrope is riding one of the grouchier denizens of my many hells. Mostly, he’s annoyed because he doesn’t see all that much action right now.”

      “Dare I ask?”

      Malevolence gave Lucifer’s chuckle a chilling edge. “Let’s just say the Four Horses will be quite pleased with you once you unleash the Geese of the Apocalypse. I thought I would give your lycanthrope the mount best suited for your specific adventure.”

      When I thought about it, the Four Horses scared me a whole lot less than the Geese of the Apocalypse. “But can I pet them?”

      “The Four Horses love when people scratch behind their ears. I’m sure you can get your fill of petting things you shouldn’t pet that way.”

      “It’s the American in me. I just can’t help it.”

      “As evidenced by the reports of you petting a zombie moose.”

      “Eh. She started it by chewing on my hair. At that point, I had to pet her. She initiated contact. I just took advantage of it.”

      “Shamelessly.”

      “For good reason. She’s my moose now, Lucifer!” I narrowed my eyes. “Can I call you Mephistopheles when Lucifer just doesn’t seem to pack a sufficient punch?”

      “Only if you can spell it right.”

      “M-E-P-H-I-S-T-O-P-H-E-L-E-S spells Mephistopheles,” I replied.

      “You didn’t even hesitate. I’m impressed.”

      “After seeing pictures of people invoking the name of Satin on bridges and buildings, I decided I wouldn’t be one of those. Should I ever have need to invoke you, the Devil, I will do so with grace and class.”

      “Grace and class beats glitter,” he muttered. “I might even show up if you were to spell my name right and offer ample incentive.”

      “Why would I put in so much effort when I have your phone number?”

      “Darlene, my newest minion is flirting with me using common sense,” he called out.

      I giggled at the disgust in his tone. “While Darlene is a very lucky woman, you’re not really to my taste. I’m sorry. I prefer plaid-wearing lycanthropes who can make hot chocolate.”

      “Now she’s rejecting me. Deal with this.”

      I laughed, and after a moment, a cackling woman said, “Hello, Nadine. I’m Darlene. How is your trip going?”

      “I’m having more fun than I probably should be for someone who was technically kidnapped.”

      “Lucy hates when people make bargains like the one involving you, so he always tries to benefit the victim the most. If he’s being a bother, call me. I’ll text you so you can add my number to your phone. What’s this he was saying about fishing?”

      “I like to fish, but I’m a little wary of the strange wonders of Australia,” I confessed.

      “You’ll be safe enough. Icy will be with you when you’re camping, and she’s gotten as much education as we could give her on short notice. The cream Lucy gave you will also help. It’s good stuff. We use it on guests here to keep the pests at bay when we have guests we don’t want to accidentally torture and aren’t in the general vicinity of the manor. I’m sure it’ll even work on the more annoying Australians.”

      “I thought it didn’t work on people.”

      “Well, have any people bothered you since putting it on?”

      “Now that you mention it, people have been avoiding me.”

      “People are pests, so the repellent works on people because I say so.”

      In the background, Lucifer sighed.

      “What now? Hold on, I’m putting this on speaker phone else we’ll be relaying this, and that gets annoying.” There was a click, and then Darlene said, “That’s better. What’s the problem now, Lucy?”

      “I’m wondering if I’m going to lose my wife to a fishing trip in Australia.”

      “Yes.”

      Once again, the Devil heaved a sigh.

      “Are you a child?” the woman demanded in an exasperated tone.

      “Why do you get to go fishing but I don’t get to go fishing?”

      In a way, I appreciated how normal Lucifer and his family seemed to be.

      “I demand you transform into a horse so I can ride you on our fishing trip in Australia. When the kids catch up, we can play stupid. We can pretend we’re Australian horses. I’m sure Nadine could sell the ruse. Then we can ambush them all.”

      “Our children aren’t toys to ambush, my darling.”

      “We feed them, give them shelter, make sure they have toys, and generally take care of them. The rulebook says they’re toys we can ambush. At least for this week.”

      “Which children are you talking about?”

      Lucifer snickered. “Darlene has decided the entire crew romping around Australia are ours until the adventure is over. It amused her, and I saw no reason to argue. The only actual children of ours present is my heir, Kanika, and her stallion, Malcolm. The rest are just temporary adoptees I may return to their actual parents after their adventure. I’ve already arranged for a proper co-parenting deal with your parents, so you and your brother are also ours now.”

      “I’m not being paid enough for this,” I informed them.

      Darlene giggled. “She’s just so precious, Lucy. Come on. Shapeshift into a badass stallion for me, let’s get some fishing gear, and go fishing. The rest can catch up with us, and we can have front-row seats to the Geese of the Apocalypse.”

      “I do want to watch how that plays out,” Lucifer admitted. “Very well. We’ll accompany Nadine and make certain she can camp without Australia’s various denizens getting her. If we don’t catch anything, we can teleport home for part of the evening before returning.”

      “We will catch something,” Darlene growled.

      “And apparently, we will catch something. Nadine, I’ll text you with the address of the store. We’ll meet you there.”

      “Can I run away now?”

      “Only if you want us chasing you,” the Devil replied before hanging up.

      On second thought, I would meet Lucifer and Darlene at the store. I valued my life and sanity and didn’t want to know what it felt like to have the forces of hell nipping at my heels.
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            Why did you leash your wife?

          

        

      

    

    
      The Devil showed up with a snow leopard in tow, and she wore a bejeweled collar and leash. In some effort to hide his identity, he’d made an appearance as a white man. The tiny horns sprouting through his jet-black hair betrayed his identity. As I’d heard rumor of the succubus he’d married, who was a snow leopard shapeshifter, I came to the conclusion he’d somehow collared and leashed his wife.

      “Why did you leash your wife?” I whispered when certain no one could overhear me.

      Icy, who’d followed me into the store, rested her chin on my shoulder.

      “I challenged her to a paper-rock-scissors match and won. I demanded she wear her spots for me. This wasn’t quite what I meant, but as I failed to specify, she played me. The round ultimately went to her. The store only allows animals who are leashed, bridled, or otherwise contained, so she agreed to wear her bling.”

      I took a moment to admire the collar and leash. “Her bling is beautiful.”

      “Thank you. I found and cut every stone personally. I even took her on a few of the field trips to get the perfect gems for this ensemble. So, we’re both adept shapeshifters, and while she can adopt any shape she wants, she typically stays close to her natural form as possible. As I want to see how long it takes for our family to recognize us, we’ll be practicing when we aren’t fishing. My darling is better at tricking people than I am, truth be told.”

      “It’s the horns,” I replied, pointing at this hair. “Those definitely give you away.”

      “But I like them. They’re so very stylish.”

      “If you want to trick anyone, you’re going to have to sacrifice style for stealth,” I informed him. “But I would be happy to inform you when you no longer look like someone who might be mistaken to be the Devil.”

      Darlene prowled over and rubbed against my legs. To my astonishment, the Devil handed over the leash. “I’ll be the mule, and you ladies can meander through the store and drain my wallet dry. I’ve already placed an order for some things, but I wanted to see some gear in person. I haven’t ordered your rod or reel yet. That’s personal. You must love your new rod, which means you must pick it.”

      Having gone into fishing shops and spent two hours fondling rods and reels and spending ten minutes getting everything else, I bobbed my head in agreement. “Will Darlene be fishing with us?”

      “She has a beloved rod already, and I will retrieve it after we’re done in here. Mostly, I need a new rod because my darling snapped mine into multiple pieces right before our game of rock-paper-scissors. I need a new rod, as I’d had that one for longer than we’ve been married, and that wasn’t acceptable for some reason.”

      “Obviously, she wants to watch you fall in love with a newer, better rod. And if she could snap it that easily, was it really a good rod?”

      “I’m hurt.”

      “Oh. Was I supposed to care if you were hurt?” I asked, widening my eyes.

      Darlene rewarded me with purr and rubbed her head against my legs again.

      “You might be the meanest Canadian to roam the Earth, possessing more malice than even the geese.” Lucifer pointed across the store. “The rods are that way. As a reward, you can buy however many fancy lures you want, even the absurdly expensive ones that often only last three or four casts before becoming terribly tangled in something and being lost to the water.”

      “But how are we going to carry it all?” I asked.

      “We won’t. I will teleport it to my home and pick it up as we need it. The precious pieces come with us, but I’m spoiled, and I need ready access to everything I want.”

      Were we even camping when most everyone could teleport or had a method of being teleported? Rather than ask, I shook my head and went over to pick a new rod and reel with a snow leopard and Icy following in my wake.
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      Somehow, I ended up with three rods. I’d fallen in love with the first one, which was the same red as my new vehicles waiting for me at home. The other two had become the subject of a snarling match between the Devil and his wife, and to keep the End of Days from coming early, I added both to my pile, stating if they couldn’t be adults about the rods, I’d just take them all and we’d resolve the problem through competitive fishing.

      The challenge broke both of them, and Darlene picked a new rod for herself, pawing at it until I pulled it from the rack for her and crouched to show it to her.

      Its leopard print design likely had something to do with her desire to have it. As she couldn’t test the reels herself, I picked a good one for her along with bright colored line in several different tests. Well aware of how much junk the Devil purchased, I grabbed three large tackle boxes, a collection of stringers, several weights and measures, and six nice knives, expecting someone to lose at least four of them by the time we finished our trip. Once armed, I ferried my purchases to the cashier and added it to Lucifer’s pile.

      The Devil stared off in the direction of the bait with narrowed eyes.

      “We have enough,” I informed him. “Pay for everything so we can get out of here.”

      To make it clear she wanted her husband to listen to me, Darlene hissed and swiped her paw at his leg. He dodged, but he retrieved his wallet and began the tedious process of paying for everything. As the last thing I needed was sticker shock, I decided to take Icy outside, giving Darlene the choice of staying with Lucifer or coming with me.

      She opted to keep me and my moose company.

      Once on the sidewalk, she transformed into a succubus dressed in a pair of jeans and a form fitting black blouse with feathery wings, her fur covered with the snow leopard’s iconic spots. “Given a chance, he would buy the entire store. Literally. He is playing you, by the way. He enjoys things like camping and fishing, but he doesn’t indulge without a good reason. You would think for someone who moans and laments about having to be the prime evil he would work a little harder at actually being evil.”

      “I noticed that. Frankly, geese and swans are a lot scarier than he is.”

      “He can be plenty scary when he wants to be. He doesn’t want to be, not usually. His perfect day involves picking on his little cupcake and her husband, hovering over his favored minions, and taking care of his conservatory. The last time I called her our little cupcake, he sulked for a week.” Darlene chuckled, stretched out her wings, and yawned. “He’s going to take everything home, go on a rampage, fill the tackle boxes, and come back, probably dressed in as Australian a fashion as possible, thus drawing unwanted attention. Otherwise, he might show up in full tourist mode. He has no dignity.”

      “I had guessed that part,” I admitted. “It’s nice knowing he’s lacking in dignity. That means he might not notice if I lack in dignity.”

      “You seem very dignified to me. I’m surrounded by those with severe dignity deficiencies. You are regal in comparison.” Darlene smiled and approached Icy, allowing my moose to sniff her fingers before she went to work petting the animal. “How are you liking Icy?”

      “Should anyone try to take her from me, I am summoning the Geese of the Apocalypse on them, even if I have to abuse your husband to get a second sphere. There will be a sphere for each person involved with the attempted moosenapping.”

      The succubus laughed. “Good. That’s how it should be. Do you like iced coffee?”

      “In this heat? You had me at iced. Icy is great, and I appreciate her, but something cool to drink sounds like a good idea. I bet she’d like something, too.”

      The moose bobbed her head.

      Darlene checked her phone and pointed down the street. “There is a place that seems to sell coffee beverages that way. If we hurry, we will be there and not here when Lucifer finishes ferrying things home and sorting through our goods. Then he might even panic for half a second before he remembers I’m fully capable of walking down the street without supervision.”

      “Half a second doesn’t seem long.”

      “For him, it may as well be an eternity.”

      I laughed at the thought of Lucifer panicking because Darlene wasn’t where he expected. “Is he going to take on the form of some sort of mount for our adventure?”

      “He’ll probably demand we teleport to the appropriate spot unless it’s close. If it’s close, he’ll take on an equine form. I’m hoping it’s close enough he’ll take on an equine form. I like riding. Malcolm insisted he get in practice with a rider before he became comfortable carting Kanika around. It turns out he had nothing to worry about. He doesn’t have a bucking habit. He just has anxiety problems if he thinks he might do anything that’ll hurt Kanika. You’ll get used to it. He might grow out of it one day. It’ll probably take a few decades.” She heaved a sigh. “Oh, do I hope he grows out of it.”

      “I think it’s sweet.”

      “Obviously, Canadian men have not yet been trained to dote on women they’re interested in.”

      “To be honest, I’ve never actually been involved with a man long-term before, so I can’t really comment on that. My speed was more bar pick-ups rather than lengthy dedication. My platypus, until Leonard came around with the hot chocolate, hadn’t displayed much interest. The wolf came out of the box interested. I can’t even blame my animals for their interest. He wears plaid well, he makes good hot chocolate, and he seems nice.”

      “Well, you’re not the first to limit your experiences with men to the one-night stand, and you won’t be the last. I have, through the abuse of my hellish powers and authority, acquired some general dirt on this Leonard fellow. The CDC has been attempting to partner him with someone for a period of seven years now. He was engaged in a relationship prior, but the woman ended up being an abusive nitwit, and the CDC had her dealt with. Permanently. One of the reasons Lucy won’t have him involved with rehabilitation, at least for a while, is because we have the bitch and have been working on correcting the general state of her soul. So, he’s been rather upset by your kidnapping.”

      My eyes widened. “He had a mate?”

      “It was one sided once she started showing her true colors. I may have interviewed that one upon digging deeper. She tricked him into mating with her, and then she abused him. And with lycanthropes, once in, it’s very difficult to get out. Leonard had some good friends who caught onto her behavior and tipped the CDC off. Generally, the virus will make the lycanthropes figure out how to co-exist. That’s why there are so many rules. Rules you’re probably not fully aware of yet.” Darlene wrinkled her nose and marched in the direction of the coffee shop. I followed, as did Icy. “While you’re having a great time, Leonard is having to face his trauma and the realization that his virus really does need company even though he’s gun shy.”

      When I thought about it, it explained a lot. “And thus the barrier.”

      “And thus the barrier. He’s subtle about it, I’ll give him that much. Lucy cheats when he wants to, and peeking into the recent past isn’t much of a problem for him. He evaluated your first meetings with Leonard to test those waters. He doesn’t particularly enjoy traumatizing people he’s trying to match together. He prefers tossing compatible people together and letting them traumatize each other. It’s more entertaining that way.”

      How absurd. “If they’re compatible, why do they traumatize each other?”

      “Love breaks your brain for a while,” she admitted. “Mine was certainly broken after meeting Lucy. I went into his domain to take the whole place over to save my brother but decided to change my plans. I’d take the place over to save my brother and conquer the ruler of the many hells. However much he can get on my last nerve, he’s perfect for me. Lucifer doesn’t get up in arms over a couple unless he believes they’re perfect for each other—or the couple has something important to learn before parting ways. Sometimes, he makes arrangements he loathes for the greater good. His nephew was one of those.”

      “His nephew?”

      “Sam. He’s the one Lucifer partnered with his last cindercorn. Cindercorns are spunky, stubborn, and headstrong as a general rule. Sam, before he got saddled with his first wife, wouldn’t have been resilient enough to handle Bailey at her best or her worst, so he needed to be tempered. His first wife was less-than-ideal, but she was perfect for teaching Sam everything he needed to know to have a good partnership with Bailey. A necessary evil, if you will. In reality, Lucifer is probably balancing the scales more for Leonard than for you. Sure, you play a role in his plans for the vampires, but the one who needs someone like you is Leonard. And Leonard’s nature is such where he’s more likely to be abused than to ever become an abuser. And before you feel sorry for Leonard, don’t. According to Lucy, Leonard hasn’t felt sorry for himself for at least a year and has convinced himself he is quite happy alone. Until you came around. Then you went and turned all that upside down on him. So sad.”

      I admired the succubus’s masterful use of sarcasm. “But does he like to hunt and fish?”

      “He’s a wolf, Nadine. Wolves love the hunt. Of course, he’s a lycanthrope male, so he’d rather dine on the flesh of a lycanthrope female, but I’m sure you can convince him to go hunting for other types of prey after a few months. Honestly, it took Lucifer almost a decade to teach me I actually like fishing and hunting. Before him, I preferred to do my hunting and fishing at the grocery store. You won’t have to trick your partner into liking your hobbies. He genuinely likes fishing and hunting.”

      I snickered at her thought of what Leonard would prefer to hunt—and how long it would take for him to settle down. “I like efficiency, so if you can, give it to me straight. What needs to happen before I can go home? Hell, I haven’t even made it to my new home yet.”

      “Uluru is where Lucifer believes the vampires will find their salvation or the first pair of souls will snap back to their bodies. I’m not sure why—or if that’s what will actually happen. He hasn’t told me. I suspect it’s less about the desecrator and more about Uluru being sacred ground. These specific vampires have been primed for a while. From what I’ve understood of Lucifer’s ramblings, it will be like a game of dominos.”

      “When one falls, they all fall?” I guessed.

      Darlene nodded. “Once the first domino topples, it’ll ripple through the entire vampire population. Lucy has mentioned that the first of the vampires will be the one hit the hardest. That’s Ernesto, who is with the group. I suspect Pierina, Ernesto’s daughter, is the one with Ernesto’s soul, and Ernesto has her soul. She wasn’t made first; Ernesto was the first of them to be made, as he wanted to give up his life for his lost son, Quinton. I don’t know much about how Ernesto was made into a vampire, but I was told he was created out of love. While love was the motivator, everything vampires are went against the law of nature. And so they were all cursed. Ernesto killed his beloved family, and their souls were all mixed together. It’s the only reason I can think of for Lucifer insisting Ernesto and Pierina both come on the outing without also insisting the rest of the family be in attendance. Their souls would be the easiest to untangle, assuming my guess is correct. Then it’ll ripple to the rest of the family and eventually out to the rest of the vampires. What I don’t know is if your role in this is truly over yet.”

      “Lucifer didn’t tell you?”

      Darlene laughed and waved her hand in a dismissive gesture. “A problem of my own making. If I stopped acting like I’m so damned smart, he’d start filling in the blanks when I don’t know something. I haven’t asked, so it’s my fault for not knowing. It could go either way. Honestly, I like the surprise. It keeps life spicy.”

      “I would think being married to the Devil would keep things spicy.”

      “Oh, he is definitely a major source of spice. But you’re going to be lucky on that front, too. Few outside of demonic and devilish races can match lycanthropes in the spice department. For the record, unicorns count as demonic and devilish races. They’re Lucifer’s beloved creation. Well, mostly.”

      “Mostly?”

      “He has a strange sense of humor.”

      That I could believe. “Let me see if I understand this. I hit Icy with my truck. The hot spot turned my brother into a vampire, but he has his own soul still. He’s still my brother, but he has a blood-drinking habit now.”

      “I’d say it’s a little more than a habit, but yes. That’s correct.” Darlene patted Icy’s shoulder. “If he’d been a normal vampire, I suppose he would have ended up with Icy’s soul or your soul, as a normal vampire would have killed you as well. That you survived through your brother’s first feeding is remarkable.”

      Great. “And I became a shapeshifter and a lycanthrope.”

      “Yet another first. Icy is the first of her kind, courtesy of Him. You’re the first occurrence of your kind without direct intervention being involved. Your brother is the first vampire to be created without a soul being imprisoned or sacrificed. I don’t know what it’s going to mean for the world in general, but for Lucy to be as excited over it as he is? Change is coming—important change. Knowing him, it’s probably making it even harder for the conditions for the End of Days to come to pass. That’s the goal. To prevent the End of Days in the first place. Humanity has done a good job convincing everyone that the End of Days is what both the heavens and the many hells want, but that’s just not true. He loves his family. Lucy also loves his family. For us, the End of Days is the complete destruction of our family, however twisted and strange our family is. Humanity overstepped its bounds and claimed He has a predestined time and date for the universe to come crashing to a halt, but that’s simply not true. A loving god would never want to see the destruction of all things, especially not that same god’s family. Which is what the End of Days ultimately is. I didn’t understand it until I really saw Lucifer and his father together. Well, as much as any of us sees Him. I’ve only seen Him a few times, and He was careful to be shrouded.”

      “What if Leonard saw Him?”

      “Leonard would die. I’m sure Lucifer is going to ask Him to deal with that problem. Mortal souls need to be prepped to handle the presence of the divine. If you’re around the hells often, He will make an arrangement to have Leonard’s genetic marker flipped on in case of accidental exposure. The minions who visit often tend to get that treatment. Lucy refuses to abuse that, though, so He tends to deal with it. Your marker is already on, so you’ll be fine.”

      “I don’t understand this whole marker thing and why it’s on,” I admitted.

      “It’s complicated, but I expect it was due to the hotspot and your brush with death. Death changes a soul—and does things like flip the marker to on in some people. Others aren’t so fortunate. I wouldn’t worry about it. You’re safe if a shroud slips, and Lucy is being quite careful about his shroud. He had Diana reinforce his shroud, as he doesn’t want your potential mate to suffer from an unfortunate accident. Vampires are safe from dropped shrouds, so don’t worry about your brother. Leonard is the only one we’re concerned about on that front.”

      “Poor Leonard. Maybe I should be the one making him hot chocolate.”

      Darlene leered at me. “I think he’d prefer if you did other things at this stage, including take your clothes off. His virus is riled up. Purely beneficial for you, I promise. He might tire you out, but you’ll have a good time.”

      “I’m going to need some plaid shirts. And he needs to be informed he wears plaid really well. My platypus really appreciates him in a plaid shirt.”

      “Are you saying she’s a plaidypus?” Darlene snickered.

      My eyes widened, and both my animals did the equivalent of stop, stare, and then groan their utter dismay over having been subjected to such a terrible thing. Unlike them, I admired her willingness to inflict such a horror upon an unsuspecting person, me. “That was amazing.”

      “I see you are like Bailey, and you would like to be zinged a second time.”

      “If it is with a pun so awful you take both my animals out in one hit again, yes.”

      She giggled. “That must be quite the internal conflict. Having a predator and prey species together with you, who may be more predator than prey yourself.”

      “I would not call my platypus a prey species. Her biggest complaint in life is that we are not armed with poison-dripping spurs. I happen to agree with her. We’ve agreed we just need to use tools to hit our targets harder. She loves when I go hunting.”

      “Ah, I see. She’s big predator energy in a tiny prey body.”

      I thought about it, and after a few moments, I nodded. “That seems right.”

      “Good. I’ve seen some prey-species lycanthropes have so many problems because of their natural tendencies. Having a wolf sharing space with her won’t be an issue if she came out of the box with big predator energy. Lucy becomes quite obnoxious when he is concerned about such internal conflicts. You’ll learn not to worry too much about his eccentricities.”

      “I’m not worried about him. If Lucifer can’t take care of himself, I have bigger things to worry about.”

      Darlene laughed. “That’s a good way to look at it. I do hope Australians believe in iced coffee. I’m going to be so disappointed if there is no iced coffee in this country. Well, for the five minutes it takes me to send Lucy off to play fetch for us. He has learned who the real prime evil is, and it’s me if I’m banned from having my iced coffee on a hot day. Or any day, really.”

      In good news for me, and perhaps for the entirety of Australia and the world, the coffee shop was nearby, and pictures in the window boasted frozen treats for those wanting to escape the relentless heat. One of the pictures featured an iced coffee covered in whipped cream, which reduced the succubus to drooling.

      “I’m ordering that for you,” I informed her, handing her Icy’s reins. “Does Lucifer drink coffee, and if so, what does he take in it?”

      “For all we live where we do, he loves cold drinks. He doesn’t admit it, but he prefers his iced coffee blended. I like the ice cubes. I chew on them. The crunch satisfies my soul.”

      As I could think of one way to easily contain the succubus for however long it took her to drink her first iced coffee, I would get her two. Lucifer would get one, and I would make his smaller than ours to establish who truly ruled over the trip to Australia.

      Ready for linguistic dancing, I went up to the counter, grateful the coffee shop only had a few patrons, and they were already seated.

      “G’day, mate,” the barista said, most of her attention on cleaning the coffee machine.

      A quick check of the menu reassured me that coffee worked the same general way in Australia as it did in Canada. Bracing for a raised brow and potential questions, I ordered four large iced coffees and a medium iced coffee, which I asked to be run through a blender.

      The woman laughed but went to make my order, coming back with a carry tray. I wielded Lucifer’s card and paid for everything, delighting in using his money to help tame his wife, give me a treat, see what coffee might do to Icy, and torment the Devil.

      I assumed people went in and out of the shop often with group orders, as nobody batted an eye at my order. Once she brought me the carry tray with my prizes, I left the shop.

      “You look puzzled. What’s up?” Darlene snagged one of the iced coffees, tore the paper off her straw, and went to work making friends with her drink.

      “I have determined that Australia is quite similar to Canada but with different accents and a heat problem.”

      “I’m sure the Australians feel Canada has different accents and a snow problem.”

      “No lies detected,” I replied, spying a set of tables and chairs set up on the sidewalk nearby. Icy needed no encouragement to follow me, and after digging through her tack, I found a camping pan she could use as a bowl to enjoy her treat. Darlene sat across the table from me with her coffee, sipping away at it. “The extra iced coffee is for you. The smaller drink is Lucifer’s consolation prize. He got an iced coffee run through the blender.”

      She laughed. “Did you literally tell them to run it through a blender?”

      “Yes, I did.”

      “That’s going to drive him crazy. I love it. He acts like he doesn’t like my iced coffees, but then he steals sips of mine. He’s probably stealing mine because it’s mine, but I suspect he secretly likes iced coffee and doesn’t want to admit it. He’s always making fun of my drinks. He’s who he is, and I’d be concerned if he wasn’t trying to pull my tail in some fashion or another.”

      “Is he just being particularly well-behaved right now?”

      “Not really. He’s being excessive, but that’s his normal. For the record, the people inside the shop think we’re crazy for wanting to be outside right now. This is how we will surely get sun stroke. They have identified me as a sexy tourist, and they’re confused about you. They didn’t recognize your accent.”

      “It must be nice being able to listen in on people’s thoughts.”

      “Initially, I couldn’t—which was probably a good thing. It can be maddening. I’ve been able to do it now if I concentrate. Which is also maddening, since I often miss the good parts.”

      Lucifer cleared his throat from behind me. “No, what is maddening is when I am distracted for even a moment and my wife wanders off.”

      To keep the End of Days beginning due to a spousal dispute, I snagged Lucifer’s drink and held it up. “This is for you. We were thirsty, so we went to get a drink, for we are independent women capable of raiding a coffee shop without help.”

      The Devil accepted the bribe. “I bribed the location of several good fishing holes out of store employees and some enthusiasts who happened to be loitering around. I also got us some lounge chairs so we can best enjoy ourselves. Upon evaluation, if we leave now, we can fish for two days before the group catches up with us.”

      “What type of horses will we be masquerading as?” Darlene asked.

      “Either a Brumby, Australian Stock, or Waler. While I rather like the Brumby, they’re often viewed as pests, so we’ll probably go as Walers. The Walers are an interesting breed with good stamina. Walers can’t keep up with Icy, but I’m sure Nadine can concoct a fib or two to mask our identity for a while.”

      “I’ll just say I hired a practitioner.” I shrugged. “That seems reasonable.”

      “It is. Now, as I do enjoy making people ask questions, I shall teleport you ladies to our first fishing spot, so you can enjoy your beverages at the water. I’ll also make certain the local wildlife understands we’re off limits.”

      “I thought the cream did that,” I said.

      “I meant the Australians. It’s a popular enough fishing spot among enthusiasts, and as I’m a selfish being, I don’t want to share.”

      I should have known. I got up and disposed of the carry tray in the appropriate bin before returning to my seat. “All right. I’m ready. And don’t forget Icy.”

      “She can follow. She can teleport.”

      I narrowed my eyes and glared at the Devil. “Don’t forget Icy.”

      “Babe, she’s flirting with me again,” Lucifer complained.

      “A mortal telling you what to do is not flirting,” Darlene replied. “You’ve lost this, so don’t forget Icy, and try not to be a wrecking ball with your teleportation this time. Finesse is a good thing.”

      “I’m surrounded by dictators,” Lucifer muttered.

      With a sly smile, the succubus said, “I’ll show you what it’s like to be conquered by a dictator later.”

      “And on that happy note, just don’t forget Icy. And keep your conquering to yourselves, please.”

      Judging from their snickers, my request would be ignored.
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            What a pity. I have to sit here and watch a pretty woman catch a fish.

          

        

      

    

    
      I supposed, for someone who teleported, a thousand kilometers counted as close. According to my phone, he’d taken us to Adelaide, where we would be fishing for bream. The cityscape environment pleased Darlene, as the Devil’s chosen spot was all of five minutes away from a coffee shop that served her beloved iced coffee. Lucifer’s presence meant other hopeful fishers stayed away. Any other day, I would have harbored a certain amount of guilt, but I’d been played.

      The Devil promised if I kept my goody-goody tendencies at bay, he would take us to a prime spot for camping, where I’d enjoy a campfire and cocoa.

      I sent my goody-goody tendencies off to pack their bags.

      As such, armed with iced coffee, a cozy lounge chair, and my new rod, I settled in for a life of laze.

      Within ten minutes of setting up, Lucifer dozed, paying zero attention to his line. At the first sign he’d gotten interest in his bait, Darlene giggled.

      The Devil kept on sleeping, much to our amusement.

      As I wanted to see what the hell a bream was, I grabbed his rod, took a moment to get a feel for the fish, and once certain he had garnered the attention of some finned adversary out to steal his bait, I set the hook with a jerk.

      Luck was with me more than skill, considering how long the fish had been able to play with the bait before I’d stolen the rod. Whatever was on the line put up a nice fight, and within a minute of starting the battle, my arm ached.

      “Whatever it is, it’s big,” Darlene commented, and then she sat up and gave her husband a kick.

      The Devil jerked, snorted, and woke. “What? What?”

      “Nadine’s catching what should have been your fish. She spotted something playing with your line and took over.”

      Lucifer yawned. “What a pity. I have to sit here and watch a pretty woman catch a fish.”

      “When you aren’t observing the back of your eyelids.”

      “What? The temperature is great as is the company, and I have a good chair and a rod. What else am I supposed to do?”

      “Fish?” Darlene suggested.

      “It looks like Nadine is having fun. How is the rod?”

      Judging from the rather extreme bend to the rod, I worried it might snap under whatever the hell behemoth I’d hooked. “I’m concerned I’m about to cost you at least several hundred dollars in replacing this rod.”

      “It won’t break, and I’ve got good test on it. If it breaks, it’s my fault for not putting enough protections on it. I like when the rods bend. It amuses me.”

      “Wait. How big of a fish can this rod take before it snaps?”

      “I might be concerned if I were to battle a rather large tuna.”

      I loved bendy rods, but after the first few broken rods, I’d stopped getting them in favor of stronger models. “I can get a bendy rod that won’t snap?”

      “Would you like a bendy rod that won’t snap?”

      I muttered curses, as I couldn’t inflict my best pout on Lucifer and give the fish on the line sufficient attention. “Just how big are bream, anyway?”

      “Not as big as what you’re catching. There are other species in here.” The Devil laughed, got up, and joined me, peering into the river. “I am so glad I questioned the serious fishers. The fellow I got this spot from has brought in the bream and some other fun species here, and I do believe you’ve caught one of the fun species. I need jewels for the conservatory, so if you caught a jewel for me, it’s coming home with me.”

      “A jewel?” I asked, eyeing the water. While I spotted some disturbances at the surface, I hadn’t gotten a good look at my quarry.

      A jumping fish might escape my hook, which was the last thing I wanted.

      “Australia is home to some lovely fish species, and I’d like to conserve a species that can be caught here. They have many names, but I prefer the silver ghost. To me, they look like silvery jewels. I only take in species turned in by the CDC or I get myself—or I steal out of questionable locations for the sake of the wildlife. As such, my fish conservatory is heavily limited from what I’ve caught or gotten from a fish store. So, please do catch me one.”

      “Is silver ghost another word for leviathan?” I blurted.

      “No, but it is another name for the mulloway, or the elusive jewfish.”

      “Jewfish?”

      “There’s a reason I prefer the name silver ghost.” Lucifer narrowed his eyes. “Yes, you have indeed hooked a silver ghost. Now, can you land it?”

      “Is that doubt I hear in your voice?” I growled at him.

      “Quite possibly. It’s a rather large specimen, and you’re such a dainty little lady.”

      The Devil would perish for calling me dainty and assuming I couldn’t land the fish.

      “She’s going to kill you,” Darlene predicted.

      “She’s certainly going to try,” Lucifer replied in an amused tone. “I do love when my minions try to murder me. Will I get lucky this time? Will she try to murder me in my sleep? Or through more overt means? What will she do?”

      As playing the Devil’s game might lose me my fish, I focused on what was important: finding out what the hell kind of fish was a silver ghost and why Lucifer wanted some for his conservatory.
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      After a fifty-three minute battle, I possessed a better understanding of why Lucifer considered me a dainty little lady and questioned if I could bring in such a large fish. At the end of the human-vs-fish battle, I locked my reel and backed up, dragging my finned foe onto the shore.

      At first estimate, it had at least a foot on me.

      “You weren’t kidding about it being a rather large specimen,” Darlene said, staring at my catch.

      I couldn’t tell which one of us was more tired: me or my fish.

      “I will just relocate this to our home along with some of this water in that brand-new tank I happened to install last night.”

      “Tank?” Darlene frowned. “What new tank?”

      “The one that replaced the wall in your third office.”

      “You did what to my third office?”

      “I made a silver ghost habitat, and to do so, I had to take out a wall. I am not sorry.” Lucifer disappeared, as did my fish, leaving me with a bare hook.

      “That cretin!” Darlene sighed, reached over, and snagged her latest iced coffee. “Nice catch. Lucifer will come back with a record of its size and weight for you along with its gender.”

      “He stole my fish!”

      “He does things like that. Once, he stole my fish, as he wanted to make sure Ruby had a better house. I woke up, went to my office one morning, and my fish was gone. Fishnapped! I had a fit. Every damned demon and devil in the place knew what was going on, so they had a good laugh at my expense. Lucifer just likes when I’m riled up. Ruby was fine and got a better house, so I forgave Lucy for that incident.”

      “You have a fish named Ruby?”

      “He’s a betta, and Lucifer got him after I stormed the place. Mortal animals tend to fear him for a while, but Ruby wanted to pick a fight. Lucifer fell in love immediately. However much I love Ruby, he’s really Lucifer’s fish. Just don’t tell anyone I admitted that. They fight every morning, and it’s a ritual they both love. But Ruby is my fish, technically. Lucifer gave him to me as a present. If you want a fish or two, we do a breeding every year or so. I’m happy to let you pick a fry. There’s a rule, though. If we have any culls, we’re supposed to put them in one of the tanks as food. The culls won’t live long or happy lives, so it’s the best way to let them go. We just let nature sort it out.”

      “Supposed means you don’t always,” I accused.

      “I might have a few bowls with culls I couldn’t toss in another tank. I made the mistake of looking them in the eyes. Never look the culls in the eyes. Honestly, Lucifer takes care of it before I can get attached, and if he doesn’t act fast enough, well, I get a new cull bowl.”

      “What is wrong with these culls?”

      “Usually swim bladder problems or malformed fins. I have one named Garnet right now who has both deformities. She’s a good sport, but she can’t get to the surface of her tank very well. I came up with a good solution. She has step pyramids all in her bowl to let her get to the top or go to the bottom at her whim. Garnet is three years old now, and she’s at the end of her lifespan.”

      Lucifer reappeared without my fish, and he raised a brow at his wife. “I left for all of three minutes, and you’re already going on about Ruby and his many sons and daughters?”

      “I was just warning her we have to actually cull the ones who can’t have a good life. And you have to admit, Garnet has had a good life!”

      “Which is why Garnet didn’t disappear under mysterious circumstances,” the Devil replied.

      “Fucking mysterious circumstances,” the succubus complained, and she wrinkled her nose. “Will the silver ghost be okay? It had a pretty long fight with Nadine.”

      “She’ll be fine, and she’ll be a good spawner this year. I’ve already done a read of her to see what she prefers for spawning, so I just need to catch her a handsome male. I already gave directions for their conservation area. Nadine, go catch me another silver ghost, and get me a good male.”

      “I can’t just throw the line and ask a male silver ghost to take the bait,” I blurted.

      “Why not?”

      “I am not a fish whisperer or summoner. You’re the Devil. Just go into the damned river and catch one. Are they edible? If they’re edible, you just stole my dinner!”

      “Your dinner is bigger than you are.”

      Icy bobbed her head and whuffled, a sound I translated to be amusement.

      “If it makes you feel better, your dinner weighed as much as you do, too. I am genuinely impressed you beat her—and I’m grateful I had bewitched the rod, reel, and line, else the test would have snapped. It still counts, though. You brought her in properly, and had you been on a good rod and reel for a fish that size, you would have landed her anyway. Excellent job. You just helped preserve one of Earth’s beautiful fish. So, about that silver ghost male.”

      “You really want me to do that again, but with a male.”

      “Would it help if I enchanted your bait to attract them?”

      “What about the catch limits?”

      “It’s two per person right now in this spot. We’re only taking two. In exchange, I will go to a butcher and spend a ridiculous amount of money on food you can grill over the campfire tonight. I’ll even get an assortment of Australian delicacies we can try.”

      I handed the Devil his rod. “I want a bendy rod, I want it in a pretty green, and I want yellow test line. And I don’t want to give up any of my other rods or reels, so I want a blue reel to go with my green rod.”

      Lucifer vanished.

      “He’s ridiculous,” I muttered, shaking my head and returning to my rod and reeling my bait in. Something had robbed me, although considering how long it’d taken me to land the silver ghost, I didn’t mind the loss of my bait. “He brought us here for his conservation project, I guess?”

      “It would not surprise me if he’d planned this all from the start. He plays the long game, and this hits multiple birds with one stone, which is his style. He would want you to have a good time, and you can’t deny you had wonderful fun bringing that fish in. Conservation likely appeals to you, especially as you’re careful with your kills when you hunt and make sure you respect the limits of what’s taken. And you use everything you take. I expect you won’t catch another silver ghost until your brother and the others are close—and it wouldn’t surprise me if Lucifer plans it so you get a big one so you can show off for your lycanthrope. He’s not above such things.”

      “Wait, he can make a fish bite?”

      “He can make the lure so enticing for the fish he wants to catch it will take the bait. Don’t get me wrong. I love fish, especially as pets, but they are not the brightest crayons in the box. He’ll likely be luring the perfect mate for the female here and having bream and other fish take your bait in the meantime. If you do catch a silver ghost that’s not the one he has planned, it will be all you. And he’ll tell you.”

      “So that female?”

      “Considering he was actually asleep, that was all you. A little luck getting it before it stole the bait, but you hooked and landed that without any intervention on his part. He wasn’t ready to start fishing yet.”

      I laughed. “Yet I caught a huge one?”

      “Personally, I blame Him for that one. If He can pull the wool over His son’s eyes, he will. It does make being part of this family so fun.” Darlene crossed her eyes. “And ever so frustrating.”

      I bet. “But why would He do that?”

      “The silver ghost is probably His creation, and big or small, He made them all—and it pains Him when one of His creations perishes. He likely saw an opportunity, so He acted. When a female prime for breeding shows up, is at the end of her life, and will only spawn once or twice more before she passes of old age, He is not above making sure she has a good end. She’ll be treated like a queen in our home. I expect the male will be the same, old and having his last spawn, too—but their children? Their children will live long, happy, and fruitful lives. And Lucifer will travel the world looking for good males and females to breed with that base spawn. And when a bunch of young fish show up with diverse genetic stock in the wild? Well, He will look the other way.”

      “Are you really sure he’s Lucifer? This doesn’t sound like something the Devil would do.”

      “Oh, I’m sure he’s Lucifer. But he’s only the prime evil when he needs to be. The rest of the time? He’s just some guy who loves his family.”

      The Devil? Just some guy? As I had no hope of arguing with crazy, I nodded. “We should go get some coffee while he’s shopping. I haven’t had enough coffee to deal with the Devil stealing my catch.”

      “Nobody has ever had enough coffee to deal with that.”

      No kidding.
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      For two days, I fished my heart out. Lucifer spent an absurd amount of the time napping while Darlene read books and fetched coffee. From time to time, she fished, although she stopped after she caught one too small to keep. The argument over keeping the fish as a pet lasted for hours after it had been released back into the wild. I laughed, wondering how two people could love arguing with each other so much.

      During the evenings, we talked. Sometimes, we discussed what my future held and what sort of work the Devil had for someone like me. Rather than flit from remote customer service jobs and whatever other work I could find in a small town, I would do the sort of work Leonard did, but for Lucifer rather than the CDC.

      He thought I’d work out best as someone who rode to the rescue, helping the deserving, and escorting dark souls to the Devil for rehabilitation. Icy would enjoy the work, too.

      The magic offering her life beyond death had changed her, and while she wasn’t talking yet, she showed every sign of understanding our conversation and communicating her opinion with bobs or shakes of her head and the rare snort when something disgusted her.

      Lucifer’s antics were most likely to disgust her, which amused me.

      “Ready for a good fish fight?” Lucifer asked, making himself comfortable in his chair. “My minions should be initiating contact with your brother now. It seems Ernesto is already teaching him how to tolerate the sun while there is magic helping with that. They’ve decided they can’t afford to move only at night. Your lycanthrope’s patience has frayed, and he is concocting hundreds of ways you might be suffering.”

      Icy bobbed her head and whuffled before resting her head on the large cushion the Devil had procured for her enjoyment. While she didn’t get a lounge chair, she had a nest of cushions and a blanket to keep her cozy.

      To my delight, she seemed to enjoy lazing about and watching me fish.

      “That took them a while,” Darlene muttered, shaking her head. “Which one of them got tired of it first?”

      “My cindercorn, of course. Nadine’s lycanthrope is impatient and anxious, but he’s far more restrained than my cindercorn. She wants to run and play in the sun. Her father’s power is rather strong here for some reason.” Lucifer waved his hand at the sunny sky. “They don’t worship Ra here, but his presence is strong. She’s at her prime and is quite tired of romping in her mother’s domain. She wants to go play at the beach. This is not quite the beach she has in mind, but I’m sure we can locate a beach for her eventually.”

      “Is this when you transform into horses to trick them?” I asked, reeling in my line, adding fresh bait, and casting, prepared for a fight with a fish who’d end up going home with the Devil as part of his species conservation efforts. “Wouldn’t it be nicer for the fish to just teleport him to your home?”

      “It wouldn’t be as much fun for you. A fight won’t hurt him. Well, it won’t hurt him for long. I bargained with one of my brothers to have both fish healed properly so they can have a long retirement in my home.”

      Why wasn’t I surprised? “What did you bargain?”

      “I promised to limit being angry with our father to five minutes instead of ten. I will regret this. My brother told me I would regret this. I told him I understood I would have regrets, but as we’re all opposed to an unscheduled End of Days, five minutes of severe irritation is a good limit. Plus I told my brother he could serve as the referee for the argument. That was more worth the hassle of playing doctor for my new fish. So, you don’t even have to worry about the hook damage. My brother will be taking care of it as soon as you’ve landed him. Are you ready? The fish going to hit that bait and hook like he means it. He won’t toy with it at all. That will be his dinner, and he wants it now. You’ll have an easy time setting the hook as long as you give it a good jerk on the first bite.”

      Right. The other silver ghost had been more of a nibbler, which had given me time to set the hook before waging war with her. I rolled my shoulders, braced my foot against a rather large boulder, and braced for a massive fish trying to rip my arms out of their sockets. “I take it they’re here?”

      Lucifer gestured to the slope behind us, which led to a retaining wall and a staircase up to the street. “You’ll have an audience within the next twenty seconds.”

      “I want them to see the start of the fight,” I replied.

      “T-minus fifteen seconds,” the Devil warned.

      As I’d learned the Lord of Lies often spoke the truth, I counted down the seconds, ready for his new pet fish to bite. My animals waited, their eagerness growing with each passing moment. While I wanted the fish, they wanted to see the wolf who’d been kind enough to make me hot chocolate.

      I thought about impressing upon them there was more to life than hot chocolate, but I tried to keep from lying too often.

      As promised, at the fifteen second mark, the equivalent of a submarine went for my bait. I set the hook, braced against my chosen rock, and began my battle with a fish likely bigger and heavier than I was.

      Some days, it was good to be a shapeshifter and a lycanthrope. A normal human woman, no matter how fit, would have gotten her ass handed to her by the fish.
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            What happened to playing as ponies?

          

        

      

    

    
      Unlike the female silver ghost, the male wanted nothing to do with being hooked or brought in. While I battled the fish, Lucifer fought with his beloved niece, who scolded him for being an insufferable jackass and making her life more difficult. The cindercorn’s fur steamed, and Icy observed with interest. The other cindercorn, wisely deciding to stay out of it, opted to keep my moose company and take a nap.

      Icy sniffed at the black and red mottled unicorn, decided he didn’t count as a threat, and returned to observing the free entertainment that had come calling.

      Darlene waved her iced coffee at Leonard. “Two iced coffees, please. One for me, one for her.”

      I peeked at him, amused over his pained expression.

      Then, as he had more sense than most, he went up the hill to retrieve the Devil’s wife a fresh drink, returning several minutes later with two beverages. “Iced coffee for her, iced mocha for her, as iced coffee lacks chocolate.”

      “Smart, smart man.”

      Damn. I should have made Darlene get me iced mochas, although I had to admit I liked her drink of choice, too.

      My brother set up a large umbrella nearby, made a nest of beach towels, and opted to take a nap. As the Australian sun beat down on us, I couldn’t blame him for wanting to sleep off the heat of the day.

      That left me with an older gentleman and a younger woman who was a chip off his block, and once the general excitement settled, they regarded me with interest. Once confident I could fight with my silver ghost and hold a conversation, I said, “You must be the Chicago vampires. I’m sorry you got dragged into this mess. Lucifer got pissy over the circumstances, and after letting me run free for a day, decided he wanted to go fishing. So, we’re fishing. Darlene doesn’t fish much, but she seems to enjoy watching me catch her new pets.”

      “I’m Ernesto,” the older vampire announced, and he flashed me a grin, which showed off his elongated teeth. “This is my daughter, Pierina. She won the right to come along for the ride, as she has not yet been to Australia. She prefers to stay closer to home, and I haven’t been here in a great many years. The last time I came, I didn’t linger long.” Ernesto gestured in the direction of the sun. “It’s a little hotter than I prefer, really. And that’s with the various protections. Don’t mind your brother. He’s doing quite well learning to walk under the sun, but it’s tiring. As he’s been rather worried, I’m not surprised he is catching up on some sleep after confirming you’re hale and hearty.”

      I grunted, as the silver ghost wanted me to know he did not approve of the hook in his mouth and intended to drag me into the river, likely so he could eat me if I gave him a single chance. “I mean, I had a bad moment or two until I realized the Devil hadn’t come calling to take me to hell. That was quite the surprise.” I frowned, then shrugged. “Well, to hell for eternal damnation, that is.”

      “You’re hiring her, Lucifer?” Ernesto asked.

      “Absolutely. She’s perfect for my needs, and her rather disgruntled mate will be a good catch once he comes to terms with settling down and being captured by a capable woman who enjoys fishing and hunting. And cleaning out my bank account when it’s time to feed her. My darling, do update our shopping list. We’re going to have extra mouths to feed tonight. If you have any contact lists for blood donors outside of the CDC, we can clear out some debts and win some bargains that way.”

      “What happened to playing as ponies?” Darlene complained, although I caught a glimpse of her digging out her phone to do as her husband asked. “I was looking forward to pretending we were cute Australian ponies.”

      “Would you be happier if we picked out a few horses from a mob after our adventure and take them home with us? They’re considered pests in some parts, so nobody will notice if we nip off with a small herd of them.”

      “I can accept that,” the snow leopard replied.

      “Excellent. Now, Bailey, whatever are you upset about? She’s been having herself a great time. Just look at her. That is the prime example of a happy woman. I even paid for her new toys.”

      The cindercorn snorted flame at Lucifer. “You set us up on wild goose chase, and you had her all along?”

      “Well, yes. She needed to see there were those who cared enough about her to launch a rescue operation. And her mate needed some time to come to terms with those pesky emotions he thought he’d killed off but were revived under the influence of a sweet woman with a hot chocolate addiction. Now that he’s had time to come to terms with those pesky emotions, you can take part in the next stage of my plan. Which is going smashingly well, in case you wanted to know. And anyway, look at your stallion. He’s taking a nap with Icy. They’re getting along so well.”

      The cindercorn turned her ears back and stared at her husband. “Why he nap on job?”

      “He knows I won’t let anything happen to you, and he’s been on edge since this started. He also knows nobody with any sense pisses off a moose, so he’s in the safest spot in Australia right now. Icy likes him, so she’ll protect him.”

      The cindercorn’s ears flicked forward, and she eyed the water. “Fish?”

      “Sure. We have extra rods. Just make sure you protect what little modesty you have left so your husband doesn’t get sulky. Darlene?”

      “I’ll go help make sure she gets shifted all right, and I’ll check on their herd of kids at the same time. I’m sure they’re fine, as they’ve got an entire gorgon hive watching them plus an army of grandparents and extended family.”

      “You’re a most excellent wife. I’m so glad I somehow got the best wife in the entire universe.”

      “That wasn’t thank you, but I’ll let it pass this once.”

      Lucifer smirked.

      With the cindercorn mare conquered, the Devil turned his attention to my brother. “Well, I was going to pick a fight with him for the fun of it, but it’s more entertaining when the other party is conscious to bicker with me. Who is next?”

      “Nobody,” Darlene replied, and her tone implied if anyone argued with her, there would be bodies. She left, herding Bailey off and giving the cindercorn mare a hearty pat on her shoulder.

      “And that concludes the argument phase of our afternoon,” Lucifer said, and he settled on his chair to watch me battle the silver ghost. Within a few minutes, a yawning dark-haired woman dressed in a pair of shorts and a halter top followed Darlene back to our fishing spot, and both women held two iced coffees. “We will enjoy a fun evening camping some hundred miles to the north of here. A good two hour trip at a decent clip. I’m sure you can all keep up. We’ll head out after Nadine is done having her fun with this fish. Make yourselves comfortable. We might be a while. As such a magnificent fish can’t be turned into dinner, I’m adopting it. She’s just catching it for me. Darlene has tried to adopt every fish she’s caught so far, but we’ve let them most of them go.  The few we haven’t let go have gone to our home to become pets. We’ve been eating fish from the store. I always look the ones we’ve caught in the eyes, and then I have to either set it free or adopt it. And so it goes.”

      Ernesto sighed, and he regarded the other horses, four of whom could only be the Four Horses of the Apocalypse. “I’m so sorry for him,” he informed the red horse. “Thank you for putting up with us so far.”

      The four horses bobbed their heads, and like Icy, they found a spot to lounge and make themselves comfortable while waiting for me to finish conquering my fish.

      The fish did his best to tear my arms out of their sockets, but after confirming I held Leonard’s attention, my animals wanted me to land our prey. They had flirting to do, and until the fish was headed to his new home in the Devil’s many hells, all they could do was make sure the fish serving as their current vessel of flirtation didn’t escape.

      It amused me that my platypus fell prey to my wolf’s innocence, as we’d been bar diving often enough to be well aware of how things worked between men and women.

      I could only assume the virus bonded with my platypus as well, erasing some of her common sense and replacing it with anticipation. In a way, I appreciated the changes. While three of us shared my body, we were all pointed in the same general direction.

      I needed to give Leonard a chance to run—and find out if he wanted me to chase him. I wanted a turn doing the chasing.

      As the fish came between us and our newly fledged plans to hunt a single, handsome, and ridiculously nice male wolf, I went to work getting the fish on the shore where he belonged, and rather than dick around once I got him within five feet of shore, I locked my line and went the brute force route again, discovering it worked just as well on him as it did on his future girlfriend.

      Lucifer laughed. “What? Not going to let him dance around for an hour on you this time?”

      “Get him home before he flops around and I feel bad, and I want his measurements.”

      “Big,” Darlene commented. “I think he’s even bigger than the lady at home.”

      “By four inches,” Lucifer confirmed. “And he outweighs Nadine by ten pounds. His lady only outweighs her by a pound.”

      Damn. “It’s good to be a lycanthrope. I’m not sure I could have done that as just a shapeshifter. Maybe if I had a brace and waited for the fish to become tired.”

      “You very probably couldn’t have landed it without some help.” The Devil went down onto shore, touched his hand to the flopping fish’s side, and vanished, once again leaving me with a bare hook and a limp line.

      “I love that we didn’t have to tear the hook out. And that he’ll be taken care of once he’s home.” I set my rod down, went to get one of my other ones, and set it up so the cindercorn could fish. “I’m Nadine, and this is one of my rods. If Lucifer annoys you when he gets back, if you break my rod over his head, please make him replace it.”

      She laughed and accepted my rod. “Thanks. I’m Bailey. The stallion napping over there is Sam. Kanika and Malcolm are at a store a block from here. Kanika saw an accessory for her car she wants, and Malcolm is calming her down enough they can go into the store without anyone or anything being broken in the process.”

      “What sort of accessory is causing that much excitement?”

      “It’s a kelpie decal, and it looks a lot like Malcolm,” Bailey replied. “Kanika loses her mind whenever she finds anything that reminds her of Malcolm. Honestly, it’s sweet although a little exhausting. We were getting ready to come here, and Kanika showed up, convinced her father would somehow find a way to ruin everything. Malcolm just laughed. I suspect Malcolm knew Lucifer was already involved but wanted to go on a road trip. And Kanika loves when Malcolm prances around as a kelpie, so she’s in heaven. That decal just woke the treasure-hoarding beast.”

      Darlene giggled. “That girl is something else. I wasn’t expecting her to be a source of destruction when I held her as a baby fresh off the boat from Egypt, but I approve. I did instruct her to kick ass until she came back home to us. Mostly, she’s a delightfully troublesome daughter, which makes life fun. I’m glad she did come, though. I was worried she’d want to hold down the fort out of fear the fucking assholes would run amok.”

      Ah. Somehow, I’d fallen in with the Heir of Hell, too? Then again, with Lucifer around, I shouldn’t have been surprised. “I can’t even remember if she was supposed to come,” I admitted.

      “I don’t remember, either,” Darlene admitted. “I got carried away when Lucy decided we were going on a road trip, too.”

      Leonard approached, and he held out the iced mocha, which had somehow survived without melting. “Are you all right?”

      I accepted the drink, smiled, and took a sip. After a moment and a contented sigh, I pointed at my new rods. “Lucifer took me into a tackle shop and let me go wild. I didn’t have to pick just one. We also got camping supplies, and Icy has a pretty new saddle and halter. We’ve been having a good time. I’m sorry if you’ve been worried, but I have to end the assholes who bargained with some devil to force me to come to Australia. Lucifer gave me a weapon or two, and he’s encouraging me to use them. As such, the road trip isn’t over yet.”

      “How can I help?” he replied, raising a brow.

      I stared at him with wide eyes, and at a complete loss of how to handle a man telling me something that sexy without actually flirting with me, I turned to the one being present who might be able to help me. “Darlene?”

      The succubus giggled. “It’s almost as sexy as a man asking if he can help hide the body, isn’t it?”

      I nodded, as it was one thing to help with a murder, but another to go all the way, working to hide the evidence. “I don’t think I’d be very good at hiding any bodies, unfortunately.”

      “You’re too polite. It must be a Canadian thing. I’ll have to look into it. Are Canadians good at hiding bodies?” Darlene shrugged. “I’m game to test it, but Lucy wants these assholes to be ruined completely. He asked Belial to help make certain that by the time you unleash the Geese of the Apocalypse on their worthless asses, nobody will doubt their sins.”

      Leonard’s eyes widened. “Pardon, but did you just say the Geese of the Apocalypse?”

      I went to Icy, rewarded my moose with a few strokes and a kiss on her nose, and dug out the black stone from the bags littering the ground near her. Holding it up, I said, “I will be a scourge upon the evils of Australia, doing the good people of this scorching land a huge favor. Their evils will be purged—and the geese will leave when they’ve done their wicked work.”

      “You should ask her to marry you,” Darlene prompted. “It’s not every day a woman comes around with a willingness to unleash geese upon the evils of the world. You won’t have to worry about her should she wander off on her own for a few minutes. But you are a lycanthrope, so you’re going to worry. Lycanthropes just can’t help it.”

      “Isn’t that a little hasty?” Leonard asked.

      “Not in my world.” The succubus lifted her chin. “I’m doing what’s best for you, and she’s what’s best for you. A delicate little flower like yourself needs a strong woman who hunts, fishes, and unleashes the Geese of the Apocalypse upon the scourges of this world. Mark my words. You’ll end up doing what I want. I’m saving you time, effort, heartache, and general nagging.”

      Leonard? A delicate little flower? I looked him over. His white t-shirt, which had been rolled up at the sleeves, had enough caked dust on it I expected he lived for his next shower. His jeans hadn’t fared any better, and even his shoes had gone through hell. I frowned. “Did you fall off a horse or something?”

      “No, but the horse has ideas of his own, and when he has ideas of his own, I take untraditional baths in the ocean. He was hot, got tired of our shit, and decided to go for a swim. After we went swimming, we ended up traveling along a dustier stretch of road.”

      I could help him get washed up, and I considered how best to inform him of my willingness to help. At a loss of how to be polite about it, I shot a glare at Darlene. “Camping isn’t private.”

      “It’s really not. How about we play camp? We’ll do all of the fun evening activities of camping, head home for the night, and then come back in the morning? I assume you want to help him with his laundry.”

      “His laundry is particularly filthy. It’s only polite to help him with it.”

      “And with all that other washing he definitely needs.” The succubus nodded. “That’s settled, then. We will go camping, and when it’s bedtime, we’ll head home so she can handle all the laundry and washing, and then we’ll come back in the morning, all relaxed and clean. Perhaps not rested, but relaxed and cleaned.”

      Leonard’s brows remained raised. “No matter what I say, it’s going to come out horribly wrong.”

      Darlene nodded. “It’s so true. If you say you can handle your washing and laundry on your own, I’m going to start inquiring on your handiwork, and it’ll get embarrassing for somebody quickly. We’re all adults here. If she wants to handle you, your washing, and your laundry, we’re not going to stop her. Well, maybe the sleeping vampire might try to, but he won’t succeed. I’ll just toss a succubus at him to keep him amused.”

      Ernesto snickered. “I can ask Mina to come out. She’s in Perth, lounging around at some hotel I’m spending a ridiculous amount on. She thinks I’m crazy for wanting to ride one of the Four Horses across Australia.”

      “She doesn’t think you’re crazy,” Darlene replied. “She knows you are. We all know you are. That’s half the fun. And anyway, Pestilence enjoys when you ride him. He’d hoped you’d brought your qilin companions with you.”

      “Kirin.”

      “Qilin.” Darlene placed her hands on her hips. “Why do humans insist on changing perfectly good names?”

      Ernesto narrowed his eyes. “All right, I’m officially confused. Why do you think they’re qilin?”

      “Because Lucifer made them, and he named them the qilin.”

      “That is a good argument, but why are they called kirin now when Lucifer dubbed them the qilin?”

      “Because people are stupid.” Darlene flattened her ears and hissed.

      Lucifer returned, and he laughed at his wife’s expression. “What has you upset now?”

      “The qilin.”

      “What about them? I’m quite proud of them. They’re among the better, albeit more violent, of the battleground shepherds I’ve made. The standards can clean up a battlefield a little faster, but the qilin did a marvelous job of reminding humanity why they shouldn’t be fighting each other anyway.”

      “Humans renamed them the kirin, and I don’t like it.”

      “You know I call them by their proper names. Perhaps I’ll go visit the qilin herds and make sure they understand they were the intended children and the kirin were not the original guardians.” The Devil considered Ernesto. “I’ll bring a few kirin foals your way in the next few months. There are a few who will be misplaced and will have need of a good home. I’ll discuss the issue with your qilin and begin getting the true purpose behind the branching off sorted. Humanity does enjoy making a mess of things. My darling, you can help with the acquisition of the foals.”

      Darlene’s fur stood on end. “Who is abusing them?”

      “No one, not yet at least. There’s a particularly nasty religious cult that has caught a few breeding pairs. We’ll rescue the parents, but it would be kinder to send them out to pasture in the conservatory. For now, the kirin do their best to make sure their foals make it into the world, and that love has power. They won’t live long beyond rescue, and we can comfort them for their passage. Their children being in good hooves will make a difference for them.”

      “And the qilin are good hooves?” Darlene demanded.

      “They will be, especially once I explain the situation to them.”

      Ernesto’s expression softened. “My hive is a home for the unwanted, who have had to hide in the darkness. I can’t promise sunny days for them, but the gardens will be opened for them, and they will be welcomed with open arms. I have an unfortunate number of vampires stricken with unbecoming amounts of sentiment.”

      Everything Lucifer had told me clicked into place.

      Ernesto’s words made it clear they possessed one thing of equal power to love: compassion. Compassion in the face of prejudice put them over most humans, too. From what I could tell, he had a reason for prejudice, although I remained unaware of the depth of it. But to ignore his prejudice for the sake of others?

      No one lacking a soul would do such a thing.

      The Devil winked at me.

      “All right. Let me guess. You organized this little party so I would have a chance to prepare my home for these kirin?”

      “In part. A little warning for the qilin would be good. Old hate dies a slow and long death. The fate of these kirin will help. There aren’t many left. Humanity has destroyed their noble spirits.”

      Ernesto winced. “How are the kirin faring, in truth?”

      “Not as well as I would like, and they lack the ability to convert mates or shapeshift. I will tend to that garden through the introduction of demonic and angelic genes.”

      “You mean to form a triad with a kirin?”

      “They are as sentient as you and I, and angels care nothing for the physical form of their beloved. Incubi and succubi simply change form to suit their partner. That will introduce shapeshifting genes into their line, and it will allow the kirin to thrive in a distant future. I’ve six foals, and four will be suited for triads. I’ve plenty of naughty little demons who would enjoy being captured by vibrant spirits.” Lucifer snickered, and he shrugged. “I’m debating which one of my brothers should take part in the triad. So many choices.”

      “And the other two foals?” Ernesto demanded, and he dared to glare at the Devil.

      “Those will find qilin more to their taste, and the scandal will be delicious. But the fruit of those unions will reunite the species as I intended all along.”

      “But they don’t approve of eating meat.”

      “Nurture rather than nature. Their nature is quite similar to the qilin, I assure you. These foals will not be nurtured to have an aversion to meat unlike their parents. The kirin are just as carnivorous as the qilin. They, however, were meant to handle and shepherd the bodies who passed in peace rather than in conflict. Much like the standard unicorns, only a bite for them is required. They were always meant to coexist. It is humanity that twisted the whole thing around. Shameful, really. I had a few turns with the bastards responsible for that travesty. I look forward to when they make their way back to my many hells for more correction.”

      Darlene sighed, lifted her hand, and rubbed her temple. “You’re being unreasonable.”

      “No, I’m not. Those are my unicorns.”

      “Why don’t we just start the camping portion of our night? We have a ride ahead of us, then we have to have our evening camping fun, then we need to head off to hell to do some cleaning and laundry.” I eyed Leonard. “If that’s all right with you.”

      He stared down at his dust-caked shirt. “It does seem I’m rather filthy right now. It’d be rude of me not to get cleaned up properly.”

      “Oh, gag me now,” Darlene wailed. “Canadians even flirt politely. Make them stop.”

      The Devil regarded his wife like she’d lost her mind. Then again, perhaps she had. Wisely, he said nothing, shrugged, and went to work gathering our things so we could hit the road.
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            I’m riding the Pale Horse of Death, and nobody has died yet.

          

        

      

    

    
      Leonard rode the pale horse, and I wondered if I beheld some sort of omen. The animal, not quite white but not a shade I considered to be gray, stood still and quiet while the wolf settled on his back. Icy, upon determining the smaller horses wanted to be friends with her, insisted on shuffling around and introducing herself, indulging in nuzzles and issuing pleased whuffles over any attention shown to her.

      Fortunately for Icy’s sake, all the horses seemed inclined to be friends with her.

      I made certain to pet the moose in my effort to convince her she would have all the attention she wanted.

      “I’m not sure which is stranger,” Leonard admitted. “You’re riding a moose. I’m riding the Pale Horse of Death, and nobody has died yet.”

      The Pale Horse of Death whinnied, twisted his head around, and flapped his lips at Leonard until he reached over and petted the animal.

      “He’s also really sweet,” Leonard said, grinning at the animal. “The next time someone tells me to go to hell, my first thought will involve if I get to pet the horses when I get there.”

      “I’ve come to the conclusion that all hellish equines are attention whores,” Bailey said, and rather than return to her cindercorn form, she sat astride her husband, who wore NYPD-branded tack. “I should have brought our casual tack with us. We keep drawing attention.”

      Lucifer sighed from where he brushed down his wife, who’d demanded she get to play at being a hellish equine. She’d gone for a fire-red mare with flames licking off her coat. “I can go get his regular tack if you want. It’ll only take a few minutes.”

      Kanika and Malcolm, who’d joined us in the tail end of our preparations to leave, refused to stop laughing at everyone. The Egyptian woman, with dark hair prone to frizzing, stood at her kelpie’s side, patting his shoulder while waiting for the rest of us to get ready. The kelpie whinnied his amusement, especially when Kanika looked ready to beat her adoptive father to a near-death state.

      I questioned how we would escape Australia alive.

      “You’ve been with her the entire time?” Kanika asked, and her glare promised death.

      Perhaps Leonard would get to see the Pale Horse of Death in his element sooner than later.

      “Not the entire time, but most of it. Someone was dumb enough to strike a bargain with Belial over a woman the bargainer intended to ruin in various fashions. Belial came to me, as he loves nothing more than bringing ruin. If I hadn’t taken over the bargain, Australia in its entirety might have been destroyed. Things like this upset him. So, I’m arranging things so Nadine is the winner. She is being mildly inconvenienced with an unconventional vacation with a bonus of murder. Afterwards, we go home happy. More importantly, I go home exceptionally happy I get to take the whole lot of them to my dungeon for rehabilitation.” Lucifer smiled at his heir. “I’ve made sure she’s had a good time doing things she likes. I couldn’t invalidate the bargain, but I could bring ruin to the bastards behind it.”

      Kanika relaxed, and she stroked her kelpie’s neck. “All right. Can I have a turn with them?”

      “Absolutely. Take your mother with you so you can practice and get help when you need it, and if you want them to suffer extra, take Diana as well. I can survive without the ladies of my household for a few hours.”

      That got Kanika laughing, and after shaking her head, she scrambled onto her kelpie’s back. “But are you sure?”

      “Don’t answer that,” Darlene warned. “She will try to kill you.”

      “What kind of horse are you?” I asked, wondering how horses could talk. The Four Horses of the Apocalypse hadn’t started speaking, but I wondered if they could.

      I was afraid to ask.

      “I don’t know, I just like this form. Lucifer showed it to me,” she replied.

      “She’s the very stereotypically named hell horse. Mostly, the hell horse is a shapeshifter perk. Devils and demons learn to take the form. It’s not really a species, just a preferred shape for getting around my many hells. I’m tempted to make an actual species, though. I simply don’t have enough equines. Where are my nightmares, anyway?”

      Kanika laughed. “Diana did not feel like running around Australia on a wild goose chase, noting that your schedule had been mysteriously cleared for the rough duration of our trip here. As such, she assumed you would be showing up, and she felt ruling over your many hells for a few days beat sweltering beneath the blistering Australian sun. She isn’t wrong. Malcolm and I came on her behalf. It seemed saner. I did promise I wouldn’t actually try to kill you this time if you showed up. But I can’t even argue with your plan. For once in your life, it’s a sensible plan.”

      “You just wanted more time with Malcolm,” Lucifer accused.

      Kanika stared at him. “Yes. I’m punishing him for tricking me into marrying him.”

      “That word does not mean what you think it means,” he muttered.

      “Which one?” I asked, as there were at least two options of words being misused in the woman’s statement.

      “Punishing. That is not a man being punished. He’s a man who feels he’s the king of the world and isn’t quite sure why he’s being rewarded, but he’s enjoying it while he can. The tricking part isn’t all that out of line. It was more of a threat response, but he definitely took advantage of it as much as she took advantage of Georgia’s marriage laws.”

      “It’s true,” Kanika admitted. “I follow him around to make sure he doesn’t change his mind.”

      The kelpie leveled a glare at his wife, both ears turned back.

      Lucifer laughed. “He wants you to know he is going to give you corrective therapy tonight. I’m not sure which one of you naughty equines started that, but you’re all bad.”

      Bailey pointed at her husband. “I blame him.”

      “Well, he is part incubus, so that makes sense. I guess you’re the naughty equine taking the fall for everything today, Sam.”

      “Do you need some corrective therapy, Bailey?” Sam asked.

      “Desperately.”

      “As you tried to steal Nadine’s rod, I’ll have to thoroughly correct you tonight.”

      “Whee!” Bailey clapped her hands. “I have a thorough corrective therapy session tonight, so can we please get going to wherever we’re going?”

      “Only if I get the foals for a week,” the Devil said. “At Christmas. You may visit your foals at Christmas if you’d like.”

      “Merry Christmas to us, Sam!”

      The cindercorn stallion eyed his uncle. “I’m really not sure which one of us won that bargain, but if you’re offering a week with my wife, if you want the foals, you have to take the gorgons and others, too.”

      “Darlene?”

      “I will destroy you if you say no to having all of the children,” the succubus wearing hell horse clothing announced.

      “We would be pleased to welcome all of your various younglings and others for the week around Christmas, with you having visitation rights on Christmas,” Lucifer stated.

      “Bargain made,” Bailey crowed, and she bounced in the saddle, banging her legs against her husband’s sides. “Hurry up and go already.”

      “You do not have an excuse for this.” The cindercorn eyed his wife. “You did not have a single sip of coffee.”

      “That coffee ban is awful. Not the worst, but awful.”

      “What’s worse than a coffee ban?” I asked, unable to help myself.

      “The dire lack of attention I’ve received since we’ve arrived in Australia. Do you know what’s not available when in a group like this riding across the country? Privacy.” Bailey hissed at the Devil. “I need some privacy!”

      “I already promised to teleport everyone to my home, and there are even guest rooms because I married the most beautiful tyrant in the universe.”

      “It’s not like you have to let the fucking assholes stay in them. If you hadn’t viewed the fucking assholes as guests like a dummy for thousands of years, the concept of proper guest rooms wouldn’t bother you. Anyway, I refuse to give the new lycanthropes their own rooms, so they’re just going to have to cuddle together on a nice big bed and get to know each other. At a minimum, they’ll snuggle, and lycanthropes fresh from snuggling are less likely to try to murder you.”

      The Devil laughed, did one final check of his wife’s saddle, and swung up on her back. “Don’t worry, you two. If you are not ready to snuggle, I’m sure you can figure out how to platonically share a bed. It’s just a little temptation. You can handle it.”

      I took the time to admire Leonard, who continued to shower the Pale Horse of Death with affection. “A little?”

      Leonard’s mouth twitched upwards before he controlled his expression.

      “That’s better on the flirting front. If you want him to dress in plaid before doing a strip tease for you, you need to make comments like that in a higher frequency. Should that fail, just take off your shirt. That tends to do an excellent job of sending the appropriate message to oblivious men. Or so my wife claims.”

      “Beating the oblivious man with your bra works, but only if he likes being beaten with a bra. Some do, some don’t. Mine does, but it comes at the price of the bra,” Darlene announced.

      “Bras are too expensive for that nonsense. Don’t listen to her,” Kanika advised. “I recommend a nice pair of boots and only the boots. I’ve found that to be effective. Life in hell is interesting, but you’ll learn to just roll with this sort of talk. When there are succubi and incubi everywhere, prudish ways don’t survive long.”

      Malcolm whinnied and bobbed his head.

      “Everyone is happier when they’re not embarrassed by who they love and how often they love them,” Lucifer stated in a rather amused tone. “Some of us have needed more persuasion than others. I’m talking about you, Bailey.”

      Bailey heaved a sigh and bowed her head. “It’s true.”

      I twisted around on Icy to regard my brother, who rode the White Horse of Conquest. To my amusement, Ernesto rode beside Matthieu on the Red Horse of War, making sure my brother remained in the saddle. “Is he really just passed out?”

      “It’s to be expected,” the ancient vampire replied, and he offered me a rather toothy grin. “Truth be told, he’s already exceeded my expectations, especially considering the circumstances of his rising into his second life. With a little help from Conquest and War, we’ll keep him in the saddle. Some rope will help with that, too. The Four Horses can move without dislodging their riders, which is why they came with us in the first place. And anyway, Matthieu would inevitably bristle at the conversation, as he’s not quite ready for you, his precious sister, to be settling down with the big bad wolf.”

      I laughed, as my brother would bristle, and he’d do so in such a way he’d annoy everyone around him. “Are you the big bad wolf, Leonard?”

      “No comment.” Once again, his mouth twitched, but this time, he cracked and grinned. “Well, mostly. I haven’t been bad in quite a while, but I might be convinced.”

      Lucifer clapped. “Much better on the flirtation front. Keep doing that, and you may actually reach the snuggle phase of getting to know each other better. Truth be told, some platonic snuggling would be good for you both. You need not pursue things any further than that unless you truly want to.”

      Darlene regarded her husband with a fiery eye. “That was suspiciously sensible coming from you. Spit it out. What wretched thing are you going to say next to ruin your good effort?”

      “Well, I was going to offer risk-free entertainment should they pursue things beyond snuggling, valid for two weeks to get to know each other better.”

      “I accept that offer,” I informed the Devil. “Thank you.”

      “I’m accepting that offer, too.” Leonard laughed. “Only a fool would not accept that offer. Incubi and succubi are the only guaranteed birth control method outside of complete abstinence, and complete abstinence is code for excessive amounts of general frustration.”

      No kidding. “He’s quite sensible for a lycanthrope,” I told the Devil.

      “He really is. That sensibility is why I suspect you’ll have to do a lot of work if you want more than just some snuggles tonight. Someone has to be sensible. Personally, I’d be grateful that person isn’t you.”

      The time off from dealing with the souls in his many hells must have damaged something in the Devil’s brain. “I’m perfectly sensible, thank you.”

      “You can be sensible, but as your future employer, I’m suggesting you forgo sensibility for at least a few weeks. It’s more fun that way.”

      As I’d learned I could ignore Lucifer’s insanity without consequence, I opted to give Leonard my full attention. “We might have to take turns being sensible.”

      “Or we can go with his idea and forgo sensibility altogether,” the wolf replied. “I came all the way to Australia, and it seems I’m going to hell tonight, so I may as well earn the trip. I’ll admit, I tried to be sensible when it became clear you’d been kidnapped, but that quickly flew out the window when the cindercorns showed up.”

      “It’s true, we’re not sensible,” Bailey said. “Wait. I’m not sensible, and Sam tries not to be sensible when he’s off duty, and we’re off duty right now. I don’t understand how we got off duty for this, honestly. One minute, I was actually doing my job, and the next, our boss is kicking us out and telling us to go to Australia with some vampires and a CDC rep about ten seconds from having a meltdown. The CDC rep never had the meltdown, the one vampire has melted down enough for everyone, and well, I’m glad he’s finally shut up because I thought about lighting his ass on literal fire for a while there. I’m a master at annoying people, and he managed to annoy me.”

      Sam bobbed his head and whinnied. “He’s just very bad at being a good little brother. But he tried.”

      “We need to make sure our children are more sensible.”

      “I wish you the best of luck with that,” Sam muttered.

      With a scowl, Bailey bonked her husband between his dark ears. “Our children are always sensible!”

      Judging from the outburst of laughter, Bailey lied, everybody knew it, and they found her hysterical.

      “That is not fair.”

      “I love you, Bailey, but you are not sensible, our children are not sensible, and I find myself losing my tenuous grip on my sensibility due to long-term exposure.”

      “Oh, that burned good. Do it again.”

      “That statement is evidence why you’re not sensible.”

      With a delighted expression, Bailey clapped her hands and bounced her legs against her husband’s sides. “More!”

      “Please don’t mind them,” Lucifer said, and he smiled at the couple. “Let’s just say they had a rather turbulent start to their relationship, and Bailey still isn’t quite clear on the other forms of affection.”

      “But it burns so good,” the woman said.

      “As I said, don’t mind her. Her native language is sarcasm and spite.”

      “Spite is a language?” I asked.

      “It is now,” Darlene said with laughter in her voice, and she bobbed her head. “I’m afraid I started it. I’m just a big bundle of spite, which Lucifer has used to his advantage from the day we met.”

      “She literally invaded my home, took it over, and made me like it, all so she could rescue her brother. She has turned spite into an art. I’m afraid it is quite contagious. I’m not really sure where Bailey got her spite from. It probably has something to do with her species. Cindercorns are made of spite and sarcasm. I’m quite proud of my cindercorns.” Lucifer grinned at the pair, who leveled glares his way. “They’re also made of fire and fury and all those nice things.”

      Fire and fury were nice things? Someone needed to adjust the Devil’s vocabulary, but as I valued my life, I’d let someone else take the fall to correct him. “Will Matthieu even make it like that?”

      We stared at my sleeping brother.

      “Maybe if we tie him to the saddle,” Ernesto said, and he considered my brother with a frown. “Conquest could just teleport him to the site and dump him off somewhere shady.”

      “He’s useless comatose,” Lucifer said, shaking his head. “Conquest, go on home and have Belial put the vampire to bed and find him a donor. He’s probably thirsty on top of fatigued. Request Mina come and partner with him. Let’s not disturb Ernesto’s education more than necessary. Will that work, Ernesto?”

      “Quite well. He should be more active by the time we stop for the night. His control is far better than I expected. You really did good work with him, Miss Nadine. Other vampires would have been far more aggressive at this stage of their second life.”

      Mindful of the truth, I nodded my head in acceptance of his compliment. “He was quite guilty over Icy. I’m glad she was rescued by the hotspot, too.”

      “A moose has sufficient blood to stave off most of the first thirst. Good fortune for you—and better fortune the hotspot blessed you with lycanthropy. But in the future, you donated too much for being on your own. But I’m aware of the circumstances, and I’m quite impressed with your determination and drive. As he’s not conscious to protest, are you all right with him moving to Chicago to learn?”

      “Take him. I can visit. And if you think I can’t, you will adjust your initial plan so I can.” I engaged the vampire in a staring contest. “I’ve killed more than a few mad vampires, and I will not take kindly should you bar visitation with my brother.”

      Ernesto’s daughter clapped her hands. “You are simply a delight. Father, I’m sure there are a few kirin in the gardens who’d get along great with her and Icy.”

      “Qilin,” Ernesto corrected. “If Lucifer says they’re the qilin, then we’ll begin adjusting our language as such, though those habits will, I expect, be a challenge to change.”

      “Will the Babylonians mind?” Pierina inquired, her brows furrowing.

      “Does it matter if they mind?”

      I raised my brows at the question, marveling at the simplicity of Ernesto’s solution to the naming issue. “Can change happen that quickly?”

      “For the right reason, yes,” the ancient vampire replied. “I suspect it will be easy for them. They were probably aware of their original name long before I drew my first breath.”

      “This is true,” Lucifer confirmed. “They will have no problem with the switch, and they will appreciate things being returned to their natural order.”

      I scratched my head. “At the risk of sounding ignorant, who or what are the Babylonians? You mean the Tower of Babel? The myth from the Bible?”

      “Babylon wasn’t a myth, and the Tower of Babel was quite real, I assure you,” Lucifer replied. “They’re not humans, and they are the protectors of knowledge in many ways. When Ernesto and his family became vampires, it was the Babylonians who sheltered and taught them, allowing them to survive through the ages. Should you earn your way into Ernesto’s good graces, perhaps he’ll take you into the gardens, where the Babylonians of Chicago currently thrive with their qilin companions. Some of the qilin are quite eager to enter the world, so you may be able to befriend one to journey through life with you. It wouldn’t be the first time, nor will it be the last. For now, try not to worry much about it. The qilin will one day rise to take their place among the rest of my unicorns, albeit they are not quite unicorns. They’re more like stags with an extra horn, and even the females possess antlers. They’re among my most beautiful creations.”

      “And among your most terrible,” Ernesto said in a soft tone.

      “No, there is nothing terrible about them. They are the balance of nature given flesh. They are life, and they are also death. Squeamish people who forget corpses are nothing but decaying flesh and bone view my unicorns as terrible. Eat or be eaten at its finest, and well, if you leave your body just lying around, somebody is going to eat it. It just happens my unicorns, qilin, and kirin ensure the body is soulless when they’re done with it. Consider what would happen if that were not the case.”

      “I think not,” the vampire replied. “Very well. You make a good point.”

      “That’s what I like about you, Ernesto. You accept when someone brings up something for you to consider. You may not like it, but you accept it. And on that happy note, shall we get this show on the road? We have stores to conquer, campfires to build, food to eat, and men or women to seduce depending on your personal preference.”

      The Pale Horse of Death came up alongside Icy, and Leonard whispered, “Am I supposed to be rescuing you from this?”

      “At this point, I really don’t know, but I suspect by the time we’re done here, Australia is going to politely ask us to leave and never return.”

      Raising a brow, Leonard stared at me. “Politely?”

      “I haven’t met any rude Australians yet.”

      “Yet. But when you do, I suppose you’ll be unleashing the Geese of the Apocalypse on them.”

      I grinned. “And the rest of them will be smart enough to be polite to the crazy woman who just unleashed the Geese of the Apocalypse.”

      “While faultless, your logic terrifies me.”

      In a way, it terrified me as well. “Well, if some crazed lycanthrope with a morality problem hadn’t ruined my perfectly good road trip, I wouldn’t be willing to unleash the Geese of the Apocalypse. Maybe next time, they’ll think before doing stupid shit like cutting a deal with a devil. They didn’t even cut a deal with the Devil. I’m a quality Canadian. They should have at least bargained over me properly. I’d still unleash the Geese of the Apocalypse on their worthless asses, but at least I would have respected the effort they put in.”

      Leonard’s low chuckle intrigued my animals. “Good to know. Go big or go home.”

      “Or bring hot chocolate, because honestly… you don’t need to go big or home if you’re armed with cocoa. But make it the good stuff. I have some standards.”
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      Mindful of what Lucifer claimed we would find at Uluru, I went on a mission to gather road melons, which the locals knew as paddy melons. In short order, I found both types, and I made sure to keep the toxic ones in one bag and the edible ones in the other.

      I had plans for the edible melons, and those plans involved cooking them over a campfire before our trip to hell. Unlike most, I looked forward to my trip to hell. I expected good accommodations, a chance to soak in a nice tub, and better company. The company, in the form of a male wolf I wanted to spend a few hours sniffing thanks to the influence of both my animals, stayed close. I appreciated that, especially since I kept catching him looking me over with interest.

      I could work with interested. Most of my bar dives for partners rarely got to the point of interested, but I would improvise—or take the Devil’s advice and address the problem directly.

      There was something to the Devil’s commentary about snuggling, as both of my animals wanted attention, and they didn’t care what form the attention came in as long as they felt warm, safe, and loved.

      In some ways, I suspected they were a reflection of myself despite having distinctive personalities.

      While I made frequent stops to pick road melons, we made good time.

      The speed of moose translated to roughly a hundred and sixty kilometers an hour.

      I suspected Icy could go faster, but the other mounts protested. According to Darlene, we were on an unconventional vacation, and that meant we shouldn’t inflict excessive amounts of exercise upon ourselves.

      “Why are you collecting those things?” Leonard asked after I asked Icy to halt near a patch, determining I’d found more of the inedible variety best used as weapons against desecrating assholes. “You’ve stopped at least ten times now.”

      “Unconventional weapons,” I replied, adding a bunch of the hardest ones to my collection. “I have plans to throw these at people I don’t like. These aren’t even very ripe, so as long as my aim is good, I should do some decent damage. And even if I don’t hit my mark, if I beat someone with enough of these, they might die. Eventually. I plan on drawing it out.”

      Everyone stopped and stared at me, and of the group, only Darlene and Lucifer laughed at my commentary.

      “What? It’s true. This stuff is good ammunition. The other melons are edible, but they should be cooked first. I want to try them, and since they’re pretty small, I’ve been getting enough for everybody to try.” I shrugged and resumed picking the melons, which had a rather pungent odor. “Thanks for the advice about the gloves, but couldn’t you have done something about the smell?”

      “Just think about how that’s the last thing the asshole will smell before he heads off to my dungeon.”

      I sniffed the melon, careful not to touch it to my nose. “Now I’m thinking these don’t smell bad enough. They’re bad, but they’re not that bad. I’ve smelled worse.”

      “You hunt, so you’ve smelled offal. That’s generally worse than those melons,” Lucifer agreed. “You probably have enough of them to do them job now, especially if we put them in the freezer tonight. I can use some magic on the bag to make certain they remain frozen—and preserve their stench.”

      “What is that going to cost me?”

      “I will consider your agreement to share your sleeping arrangements with your wolf as sufficient payment.”

      I considered Leonard. “Are you all right with that?”

      “I’ll manage. It would be rude to deprive you of frozen melons for your planned murder. Who are you murdering again and why?”

      “Some asshole is desecrating sacred ground. I’m viewing it as penance for unleashing the Geese of the Apocalypse on those who bargained to have me kidnapped. Saving their sacred ground has to counter the evil I’m planning to release. I mean, we’re Canadians. We’re born and bred tough. Australians are not prepared for our geese, Leonard.”

      “They really aren’t. But wouldn’t setting the vampires on these desecrators get the job done faster?”

      “If you have extra gloves, I would enjoy helping to throw melons at these fiends,” Pierina announced.

      “I am with my daughter. There is a special place in the Devil’s many hells for those who desecrate sacred ground, and I would be pleased to help escort them there using these melons.”

      “Does Australia even have enough melons if we all throw some?” I asked. “We’re going to need more gloves and bags, Lucifer.”

      “I will do this, but you will be naked when you share the bed with your wolf tonight in exchange.”

      I spent all of half a second thinking about that. “Pajamas are overrated anyway. Leonard?”

      “I’m sure I can suffer through somehow.”

      Wolves couldn’t purr, but mine made a good effort and wanted to roll over and admit unconditional surrender. My platypus was no better, leaving me as the last obstacle in the way of a good time. “Then that is settled. Nudity in exchange for melons for everyone. We must do acts of good recklessly and with great malice.”

      “Are you sure you’re Canadian?” Ernesto asked.

      “I’m half American. I’m sure my mixed bloodline have something to do with my current preference to bring murder and mayhem to desecrating assholes.” I shrugged. “Honestly, when I saw what they were desecrating, I just got angry. I don’t think Canadians are immune to anger. We’re just polite about it. I might even chirp a heartfelt ‘pardon me’ while I bean him with the first melon. I thought about unleashing the Geese of the Apocalypse on him, but I only have one stone, and I’m saving that for the bargaining asshole and his goons.”

      Ernesto chuckled. “I knew this would be a most excellent trip. Where Lucifer goes, trouble always follows. But this time, the trouble is splashed with justice, and I find this to be to my taste. When does this desecration begin, Lucifer?”

      “It has already begun. The heat is quite unbearable at the site right now, so most have stayed away, and the desecrator goes where the law does not allow. Some damage has already been done, but I plan to bring the things to make it right. Nothing a little blood, sweat, tears, cleaners, and magic can’t undo with a healthy amount of muscle grease. It will make up for the inevitable evils the Geese of the Apocalypse will cause.”

      “And things must remain in balance. Very well. I trust you with the timing of it. Justice will be served, not in court, but with melons. Nature to battle a fiend who desecrates nature?”

      “Precisely.” The Devil smiled. “I will return momentarily with the things needed so we might cast many stones. Well, melons. And mark my words, this one has earned every stone thrown. And don’t worry about that whole nonsense about those without sin casting the first one. My father has already given His blessing on our venture.”

      Ouch. When He had no mercy, I could only wonder at what other foul things the asshole had done throughout his life. “So much for him being a forgiving father.”

      “This one believes he doesn’t even need to ask and is entitled to anything he wants, including the unquestioned absolution of his sins. Let’s just say my father doesn’t appreciate that at all.”
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      As promised, we ate dinner around a campfire before the Devil sent us all to hell. If Lucifer meant for Leonard and me to do anything while naked, I ruined his plans. I managed to get naked, but the instant I flopped onto the bed, I passed out. During the night, I’d somehow gotten cocooned in a sheet, which made it difficult to escape. A rather bemused Leonard observed my struggles from beside me, covered with a rather comfy looking blanket. “Are you actually a platypus shifter? You seem more like a butterfly about to complete your final metamorphosis.”

      How nice. Leonard had a sense of humor and a willingness to inflict it on me first thing in the morning. “Can I answer that question after I escape this and have something to drink and use the bathroom?”

      He pointed across the room, where a rather nice oak dresser waited with a steaming kettle on it. “It’s not milk-based, but it’s ready for hot chocolate when you are. Do you need some help?”

      I squirmed, decided I’d gotten myself truly stuck, and nodded. “It seems I’ve done something stupid in my sleep.”

      “You started tossing and turning about an hour ago, and while I tried talking to you, it became clear you were not conscious. So, I got out of your way and observed. You rolled into the sheet, wiggled across the bed, rolled some more, did some rather fish-like flops, rolled some more, and then somehow ended up completely wrapped up in the sheets. At one point, I moved the blanket because you kept trying to throw it off the bed completely. I didn’t want to be robbed of the blanket, so I stole it. I even got off the bed so you could finish your transformation into a human burrito.”

      “Just roll me off the bed. I’ll figure it out from there.”

      Laughing, Leonard worked his hand under me, found the edge of the sheet, and put his lycanthrope strength to good use, spinning me out of the sheet and dumping me onto the floor. Within moments of me hitting the carpet with a startled squawk, he tossed the sheet on top of me. “Like that?”

      “That works.” I gathered the sheet, wrapped into it, and waddled in the direction of the bathroom. “If you were looking forward to snuggling, I’ll just apologize now.”

      “We were both tired. I joined you within five minutes. I only delayed to make sure you were covered up and wouldn’t get cold. Your moose teleported in and supervised. As she didn’t protest, I assume I passed her test. Once I made it clear I was going to bed, to sleep, she teleported away. I have no idea what she is now, but she’s not a zombie, that’s for certain. Zombies can’t teleport. Neither can most forms of undead. The undead who can teleport are few and far between—and that’s a good thing.”

      I nodded, as I didn’t want to think about what would happen if undead could teleport. Killing vampires took enough work without additional magical powers aiding their efforts. “Well, thank you. I’ll try to be a more active participant in any evening activities tonight.”

      “I’m holding you to your word,” he warned.

      I grinned at his tone and closed the bathroom door before going about my morning routine to restore some normality to my life. Ten minutes later, refreshed and ready to face the day, I emerged from the room to discover a sulking Lucifer glaring at a rather amused Leonard.

      “I don’t know what’s going on here, but it looks like Leonard won.”

      “You didn’t snuggle. You were supposed to snuggle while naked.”

      “We were naked, but we were too tired to snuggle. I didn’t even get to enjoy the nudity. He got to steal some peeks. I’m hopeful he enjoyed the view before he went to bed, too.”

      “That’s better on the flirtation front. Do more of that. While naked. There’s little worse than lycanthropes who haven’t gotten any in a while. Leonard hasn’t gotten any in a long while. That’s a whole lot of man to enjoy, so you should hurry up and enjoy him. It’s additional security. If you’re mated to him, no one else can stake any claims. I’m doing what’s best for you.”

      “Is anyone going to be attempting to stake any claims while I’m armed with the Geese of the Apocalypse?” I asked.

      “Realistically, no. But that won’t stop the fucking assholes on their way to my dungeons from thinking they can try.”

      That earned a growl from Leonard.

      I grinned at the lycanthrope’s display of displeasure. “That’s what the rock is for. I’ll enjoy dealing with them violently. You can help, Leonard. It can be a date. We’ll find out if we’re compatible in matters of murder.”

      “Normally, I should be saying that I can’t condone murder as a member of the CDC, but I find it difficult to refuse,” the wolf replied with a grin of his own. “I accept your invitation to go on a rather violent date involving the murder of those who had you kidnapped. If I’m fired, I’ll just complain to every angel and archangel I come across until Lucifer gets tired of hearing all the whining and hires me.”

      “You won’t be fired. The CDC is rather hopeful you’ll charm and seduce my latest minion, as they do enjoy having access to my minions for some reason. If anything, I expect you’ll have better prospects once you’re happily mated.” Lucifer smirked. “You may focus on the happily portion if you like, but I would be aware you play with fire. She’ll make you like being burned, but she has a double dose of stubbornness from her animals, she came out of the packaging rather stubborn, and her wolf is doing a good job of rounding out those milder instincts her platypus brought to the table.”

      “I came out of the packaging with a love of hot chocolate,” I corrected. “The rest is up for debate at a later time. What’s on the agenda for today?”

      “After a rather lengthy chat with my father, we will teleport directly to Uluru. It seems yet another equine is joining the party, and I want to watch a wolf lycanthrope, a platypus-wolf hybrid, some vampires, and a Shetland pony fight over the corpse.”

      Fuck. My life would be over within the next twenty-four hours. “My father went to Australia?”

      “I already warned the Quinns of our unexpected visitor, who apparently started with some bargaining before settling in to whine at one of my brothers until he found someone willing to cooperate with him. They’re amused, and as he was owed PTO and it is a family emergency, it’s no problem for him. Your mother is holding down the fort and sharpening knives. It seems she has a few recipes for Shetland pony if he doesn’t retrieve you successfully. I even reassured them you’d be all right. Michael found the entire thing endearing, so he opted to cooperate. The various devils in league with the Shetland pony are so amused they opted against any actual bargains. A chance to yank my chain? They accept those deals every time without question.” Throwing his hands in the air, the Devil took to pacing through the bedroom. “We’re now a traveling circus. My wife spent the past three hours deciding which shape she’d be taking for today’s activities. She is torn between a kangaroo, a grizzly bear to terrify the Australians, as most of them have zero idea what a real bear is actually like, or some form of snake with wings, once again intended to scare the piss out of Australians she decides she doesn’t like. I’ve asked her not to terrorize the Australians, reminding her you have plans to unleash the Geese of the Apocalypse. That did give her pause, but I am doubtful common sense will prevail.”

      “She could just come as a goose,” I suggested.

      Lucifer stared at me. “That’s just evil.”

      “I was more thinking a warning of what’s coming to those who are deserving of having the snot beaten out of them by an angry goose, but I suppose it’s also a little evil.” I shrugged. “If they weren’t deserving of it, I wouldn’t think about subjecting them to geese.”

      Leonard eyed me before giving the Devil his attention. “Why not suggest you transform into some form of handsome equine for her to boss around while she shows up as her standard succubus form? That would give anyone pause, and she could have fun while appealing toyou personally.”

      “She is magnificent, isn’t she?”

      “I’m not answering that question, as I value my life,” the wolf replied.

      Lucifer snickered. “Just say she is as magnificent to me as Nadine is magnificent to you. That way, no territories are violated, you appease the woman you should have spent all night cuddling with, and you express that you think she is magnificent.”

      “I’m just going to say that all of the women in our group are magnificent and leave it at that.”

      “Also a wise and safe choice,” he conceded. “Get ready. I’ll pass on your idea to my wife and hope it works. A little common sense in this house would be nice.” The Devil vanished, leaving a hint of brimstone in his wake.

      “Did he just suggest he has common sense?” I asked, unable to keep the curiosity out of my tone.

      “It seems so. I’m not stupid enough to break it to him that he’s not sensible or possessing of common sense.”

      “Neither am I.”

      “I’m glad we’re agreed on that.” Leonard stretched, winced at a crack in his back, and said, “I will confess I have some regrets regarding the lack of snuggles or cuddles.”

      My wolf agreed with him, and she whined in my head, as she wanted to instigate a snuggling session despite our need to get up and face the day. “I’m guessing wolves like attention, as mine is quite interested in receiving and offering affection.”

      “Generally.”

      “If we work together, I bet we could dispatch this desecrator within minutes, even if we’re only armed with those road melons.” I rubbed my hands together. “We could compete for who can throw the highest number of melons per minute—and bet on how many minutes it takes to finish the asshole off.”

      “Or we could let the Shetland pony deal with it.”

      My eyes widened at the thought of my father taking out some desecrator on sacred ground. Worse, I could see him doing just that without even a hint of remorse once he learned what was going on. While small, he was fierce, his hooves hurt when he weaponized them, and he had a nasty bite. “Maybe we should let the cindercorns deal with it. They use fire.”

      “But that might start a bush fire, and we don’t want to burn sacred ground. The melons are probably safer for everyone involved. We could start the job with the melons and work at keeping the pony from turning the culprit into paste.” Leonard began packing the little we’d brought into the room with us. “If we don’t show any mercy, no one else with us will, that much I’m certain of.”

      “That sounds about right. But if my daddy is coming, you can meet him. He likes wolves.”

      “He, a pony, likes wolves?”

      “Wolf lycanthropes have a reputation for being family men who will beat the shit out of anyone who hurts their mate. My daddy likes that. He has a very similar mentality. He never made a very good Canadian, which is why he’s now an American cop. He was born and bred Canadian-American, so he has dual citizenship. Mom is in the same boat, which makes me and my brother a pristine blend of American-Canadian. American-Canadian mixes are common, but it’s more uncommon both our parents have dual citizenship. A lot of parents often forget to get their kids citizenship or don’t bother for their kids. They wanted us to have our options open.”

      “That does explain a few things I was curious about, because your CDC file did mention you’re American-Canadian, but I didn’t have access to your parents’ files. By name, your father is rather French-Canadian. Your mother’s maiden name also points towards French-Canadian heritage, but you’re definitely part American, or so says the scanner. The scanner wasn’t kind enough to inform me both of your parents were mixed.”

      “They are. Or so the familial story goes. They could be aliens. I mean, Mom’s not much of anything, Dad’s a Shetland pony, and I turned out to be a platypus. Now I’m just confused. That’s what you call a platypus partnered with a wolf, right?”

      “I would say more along the lines of special, but the predator-prey relationship is likely at least a little confusing.”

      Leonard amused my animals almost as much as he amused me. “So, how does shapeshifting work with the lycanthropy virus?”

      “Once your virus is matured enough, one day, you’ll mind your own business, the virus will kick in, and you’ll shift. If we monitor your virus levels closely, I can start teaching you before your first shift, but it’s usually triggered. Something stressful or threatening to you or someone you love is typically the trigger. Honestly, I wouldn’t be surprised if the desecrator trips your trigger. The hotspot gave you a fully loaded virus to keep your tank topped up so you could take care of your brother. When I did your scan, your virus was close to supporting shifting, and with your little jaunt out here, I suspect your virus has replicated even more. Lucifer was taking care to make sure you were fed.”

      “You checked?”

      “Yep. A hungry lycanthrope is a dangerous lycanthrope. Early onset is a serious issue, as you have no practice at working with your virus or containing her when under stress, hungry, or annoyed. Tell me, how does your wolf feel about being leashed?”

      If he was the one holding the leash, my shameless wolf would roll over and wag her tail without remorse. “She’s far more excited about the prospect than I expected, honestly. I think it depends on who is doing the leashing and why?”

      He chuckled. “Welcome to the wonderful world of being near an eligible lycanthrope of the opposite gender.”

      “How does your wolf feel about being leashed?”

      “He’d probably make me buy you one and help you get the collar on,” he admitted. “He’s shamelessly attracted to competence. I’m still questioning why Lucifer thought he’d display your competence through fishing, but I enjoy a good show as much as the next man. I guess that means I’m shamelessly attracted to competence, too.”

      “I like to fish and hunt, so he was keeping me amused. I caught the first one without any meddling on his part. The one you saw me catch, admittedly, he meddled with. Honestly, I think his father meddled with the first fish. I don’t care either way. I caught them fair and square, even if I had a little help luring them onto the hook.”

      “I’d guessed. The probability of a fish that nice going for your bait at that moment is slim to none. But you caught one without confirmed intervention?”

      “The Devil stole her.”

      Lucifer returned, once again bringing the stench of brimstone with him. “That reminds me. I want to show you their habitat before we leave. They’re delightful and seem to enjoy their new home. Set feeding times suit them, and I’ve figured out a good, varied menu for them. They don’t mind each other, which bodes well for a good spawn. Come along, come along. I’ll play porter for you, and if you forget anything, it’s trivial to have it retrieved. It’s one of the perks at staying at my hotel.”

      “You call your house a hotel?” I asked, raising a brow.

      “Ever since my wife took over the place, yes. Before she came along, I didn’t even have guest rooms. Now I’m expected to be a good host. And as I value my life and don’t want to sleep on the couch tonight, I’m going to be a good host. Good hosts show off the wife’s fish.”

      I read between the lines: Darlene wanted us to see her fish, and the Devil would be the one paying the dues if we failed to cooperate. While tempted to force Lucifer to pay his dues, I had more important things to worry about, including reining my father in. “Let’s go see your fish, then.” My stomach growled a complaint. “And have breakfast.”

      “Breakfast first. I’ve learned the hard way that hungry lycanthropes are more than happy to chew on me if provoked.” Lucifer gestured for us to follow. “I’ll set you loose in the kitchen, and once you and your beasts are contained, I’ll give you the grand tour before we teleport to our date with mayhem and murder.”
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            I feel we’ve spent most of the day going through the universe’s biggest zoo.

          

        

      

    

    
      Had anyone told me the Devil lived in paradise, a paradise where he rescued animals, gave them good homes, and put the damned souls to work in service to care for every resident of the conservatory, I would have laughed. I would have laughed myself sick several times over. The reality of the situation awed me.

      The prime evil had a heart of gold, one with endless space for any requiring shelter. He expressed his affection in twisted fashions, usually in the form of playing tug of war with the animals over some treat or another. Some of the residents he handled with more care, including the lions and tigers. The Devil wisely tossed their treats through the invisible barrier keeping them from eating us.

      “I have a habit of picking up man-eaters,” Lucifer stated, watching the big cats swat at each other and fight over the meat he’d tossed to them. “I use them to teach some of the nastier souls here why it isn’t wise to abuse animals. It’s been a startlingly effective program, really. One day, descendants of these animals will return to Earth, but not for several generations. I need to find some of the same species who haven’t developed a taste for human flesh to stand in as parents for any litters. Or I’ll be stuck having to raise them with Darlene. We can acquire a good milk to bottle feed them, but having to spend the majority of several months running around as a cat with an attitude problem is exhausting. Do you know what big kittens do? They play. All the time. And they need someone, meaning me, to play with them. All the time. When I have to play with kittens all the time, do you know what happens? Nothing else gets done around here.”

      That I could believe. “I feel we’ve spent most of the day going through the universe’s biggest zoo.”

      “That’s not far from the truth. We’ll want to go grab a bite to eat before we teleport, but we’ve spent enough time. The pony is almost at our destination.”

      “And my father is all right?”

      “Your father is a fucking menace,” the Devil muttered.

      I frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean he got into a fight with a rather venomous snake, and upon dispatching it, he thought it was a good idea to eat it. Your father ate a rather venomous snake that has a history of killing people. He ate it tail first, pinning its head to the ground with a hoof. He saved the head for last. He has zero lack of understanding how the food chain works in Australia. As I didn’t want you, my new minion, to become upset, I had to ask one of my brothers to handle the ingestion of a significant amount of toxin.”

      I groaned, bowed my head, and covered my face with my hands. “He really would, too. Don’t mess with ponies, Lucifer. Ponies will cut you. What type of snake did he eat?”

      “He decided eating a desert death adder was a good idea. Fortunately, their bite isn’t as bad as their name proclaims. He could have eaten a liru instead. The poorly named king brown snake packs a punch, and I don’t want to know if the pony or the snake would win. It’s bad enough he had to prove his mettle against a desert death adder.”

      The thought of my pony father, with a snake dangling out of his mouth like some horrible noodle snack, reduced me to tears of laughter. “Maybe he mistook it as a dessert death adder?”

      Lucifer bowed his head. “Only an idiot would eat anything with death in the name.”

      “I’ve yet to actually die from death by chocolate,” I countered. “That’s delicious, and it has death in its name.”

      “I concede. In any case, I’d rather intercept the pony before he finds some other way to flummox me. Really. Ponies should not be eating snakes.”

      “Better than the snake eating the pony. As that pony is my father, I prefer it’s a pony-eat-snake world.” I scratched my forehead, sighed, and shrugged. “I’ll try to impress upon him he should settle with stomping the local dangerous wildlife rather than eating any snakes and other dangerous critters.”

      “That would be appreciated.”

      Through the entirety of the conversation, Leonard stared, his expression a mix of dismayed and concerned.

      “What’s the problem?” I asked.

      “Did Lucifer say your father ate a death adder?”

      “So it seems. Frankly, I’m disappointed the death adders don’t seem to be nearly as deadly as anticipated. So far, Australia is not really delivering on the dangerous wildlife portion of this adventure. I’m okay with that. I’d rather deal with the misguided Australians than a bunch of animals just trying to mind their own business. I feel sorry for the snake, though. Only an idiot pisses off a pony. Ponies hold grudges to the grave. Or until a sugar cube and some affection is provided.”

      “I was not concerned about your father until now. Now I’m concerned about your father. Do you know what lycanthrope fathers do if a wolf comes sniffing anywhere near his daughter?”

      “I didn’t look that closely, as my father is a shapeshifter and not a lycanthrope,” I admitted.

      “They beat him within an inch of his life to see if the wolf is worthy.”

      If my daddy, the super fluffy but spiteful pony, decided to beat Leonard, I would be out a potential mate. “That’s a problem. Lucifer? I don’t want him to beat my wolf. I found this wolf, and I like him enough I want to take my time deciding if I take him home to my mother. Please don’t let the pony kill my wolf.”

      The Devil snorted, and then he doubled over laughing. “I can probably help you with that. It’ll cost you, though.”

      At the rate Lucifer kept ‘costing’ me, I’d probably gain ten pounds, own too much stuff to fit into a house, and have to thank him again. “What now?”

      “I demand you take a two-week vacation, of my choice, at a location of my choice, and you must take this wolf with you. You will be required to spend at least seventy-five percent of your waking time in his presence. Preferably in bed being rowdy, but I’ll accept forced exposure and having nature finish my plans for me.”

      “Demand he pays for everything, and you have to approve of the location,” Leonard prompted. “Also make certain I get paid time off, as I like to eat.”

      “What he said, Lucifer.”

      “Done. Bargain made. I will make certain your father doesn’t murder your wolf. It’s quite convenient you agreed to that, as I plan on actually using my title as the Lord of Lies to fill him with false hopes of immediate grandchildren. I shall be pitching it as your handsome wolf whisking you away to paradise to do filthy things with you. In reality, my wife and I will be providing birth control so that you only have children when you both want them and are ready for such responsibilities. This is a time for you to get rowdy, not a time for you to get rowdy with consequences—unless you want the consequences at this moment.”

      “I’m accepting the lack of consequences for the duration of that vacation.”

      Lucifer smirked. “So much temptation, so much time. How long will you last?”

      I snorted a laugh. “Maybe five minutes after he takes his shirt off and invites me to play?”

      “You know what to do, Leonard. Send me a list of places you might enjoy, and I’ll make certain the CDC understands you’ll be off working on being happily mated rather than eternally grouchy. Also, don’t be surprised if your father ends up eating another snake. Ponies on a mission aren’t the brightest of creatures, and he really isn’t suited for Australia in the summer. I’ll make sure Icy helps keep him cool. Just make sure your mother buys him some blankets, because he’s shedding, and he’ll be cold for the rest of the winter at home.”

      My father would drive me crazy at the rate he was going. “Why didn’t he just go as a human?”

      “I’ve learned to not ask that question if I value my life. Do yourself a favor and just wonder,” Lucifer advised.

      “I promise I’m saner than the rest of my family, Leonard.”

      “I had figured that out on my own, but thank you for the confirmation.”
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      Lucifer teleported us all to Uluru, otherwise known as Ayers Rock. While I’d been warned there would be high chances that the little fluffy bundle of joy I knew as my father would be causing some form of trouble, I hadn’t expected him to be whipping some Australian man with the corpse of a rather long snake.

      To my relief, my father held the snake by the middle rather than the head.

      That left me with the problem of my father beating some Australian with a dead snake.

      Leonard leaned over and whispered. “He’s even cuter than I imagined.”

      The Pale Horse of Death bobbed his head and whinnied. Icy joined the horse in mimicking the motion, although she made more of a trumpeting sound rather than a whinny.

      Upon closer inspection of the scene, I discovered a bucket of paint, some rather offensive markings on the towering red stone, and came to the conclusion there was only one right choice to make.

      My father could use a dead snake, and I’d use my stash of paddy melons to teach the asshole a lesson before sending him straight to hell. Huffing, I tightened my legs around Icy’s barrel, grabbed my gloves, stuffed my hands into them, and armed myself with melons. The instant my father gave me an opening, I flung the first one. I missed, hitting the graffiti on the stone.

      The melons had defined terrible when picked, but they smelled even worse when they exploded due to close contact with a rock. While disgusted over the stench, I threw another one, this time hitting my mark.

      Leonard grunted when he spotted the graffiti on the stone. “Ah. Like father, like daughter—and everyone else in this group.” Donning his gloves, Leonard dug out his share of the melons, took aim, and fired.

      “I feel I should be doing something to stop this,” my brother muttered.

      “Oh, you’re here?” I hadn’t noticed him join the group, and with a shrug, I kept throwing melons whenever my father was sufficiently out of the way to avoid hitting him. A few pelted him in the rump, which drew his attention to me. “Ponies aren’t supposed to eat snakes, Dad.”

      My father spit the snake out and transformed, not caring a bit he stood naked so everyone could admire his physique. “Oh. There you are.”

      “You’re in the way.” I bounced a melon in my hand, waited for him to move, and pelted the asshole desecrator with my ammunition. “What was he writing on the rock when you found him?”

      “Death wishes to various groups, including women, along with some cult symbols. Then he signed all that stuff in His name, and it pissed me off.”

      Well, that explained a lot. “Leonard, can you see if there’s something my father can wear, please?” As I suspected the vampires would try to get a quick meal out of the asshole—and possibly get sick if he’d gotten bitten before my father had been reduced to beating the asshole with the dead snake—I eyed my brother, Ernesto, and Pierina. “Someone that damned dumb would not be good for your digestion. If you want to cast stones, you’ll have to use the melon variety.”

      Both my brother and Pierina stared at Ernesto.

      The ancient vampire eyed the wet paint on the red stone, inhaled, and shook his head. “I would rather be the hand that helped remove the stain on this beautiful and ancient land.”

      Bailey and Sam, both of whom had come as unicorns, went to my father and took turns sniffing him over and snorting with a hint of flame. My father, determined to prove he lacked common sense, laughed and petted them both, apologizing he’d gotten creative with detainment.

      He didn’t sound all that sorry to me.

      The asshole destined for a session with Lucifer in his many hells lurched to his feet, glaring with bloodshot eyes.

      However much I hated the sin, I refused to be one who held no mercy for the sinner. “It would be cruel to beat him to death with stones, Lucifer. Can you just make him quietly disappear into your many hells? Enough damage has been done today.”

      I wondered if love, care, and cleaning supplies would truly remove the stain the asshole’s hate had left on the land.

      The Devil raised a hand. “You may wish to dismount, those of you upon the Four Horses.”

      Leonard clued in first to what the Devil had in mind, and he scrambled off the Pale Horse of Death’s back. The animal snorted, twisted his head around, and nuzzled the wolf’s chest. The others likewise dismounted, leaving the Four Horses in their full gear. I’d wondered why Lucifer had insisted on so many trappings, including colored blankets matching their role in the Apocalypse.

      They lined up, eyeing the man with madness in his eyes.

      I understood, then, what would come.

      Mercy sometimes meant brutality—and sometimes, it meant beginning the Devil’s work on heat-blasted land, as close to his many hells as the Earth got.

      “Take him to my many hells, so that he might perish as he deserves for the crimes he has committed upon and to this Earth,” Lucifer ordered. “I would wish for Death to come for you slowly, but mercy has been asked for, and mercy has been granted. You will not escape punishment, but you will be given a just demise for a life undeserving of such kindness. War and Conquest, it falls upon you to later return and guide the mortals to the closure his victims deserve. Pestilence, it is your duty to do as you must, however you must, be it famine or a plague upon those likewise responsible, until true justice has been delivered. Death, the final blow is yours. Do with him and his ilk as you please, in His name.”

      Dark clouds roiled over Uluru, and a crack of thunder drowned out all other sound.

      The Four Horses moved to do the Devil’s will, and in a cloud of darkness illuminated with bolts of silver and gold, they vanished, taking their prey with them.

      The clouds overhead rumbled, and then they, too, disappeared.

      “And so it is finished.”
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      Rather than murder a man for his foul deeds, I cleaned the rock he had defiled. Lucifer helped, using his magic as a fallen angel to preserve the stone and plants befouled by the paint while we scrubbed. My father endured a scolding from his chiefs, Leonard did his best to keep the cindercorns from killing my father, and I kept an eye on the vampires, waiting for the moment their souls would snap back to their bodies.

      My father did an admirable job of protecting himself from his cranky chiefs, as he had mastered the art of scratching behind their ears at opportune moments. As cleaning the rock beat trying to intervene, I focused on my job.

      Lucifer kept close to the vampire father and daughter, which suggested he expected their souls to swap sooner than later.

      As though determining I was the last bastion of sanity, the Devil’s beleaguered heir joined me with her sponge and attacked one of the more offensive symbols, one associated with genocide. “I want to apologize for my father, but at the same time, he’s not actually doing anything wrong for once,” Kanika whispered. “It’s disturbing. And Malcolm is sticking near the cindercorns because he can manifest water if either accidentally set a fire.”

      “I’m sorry you’ve had to come out for this insanity.” I worked harder at removing the desecration from the stone. “I’m just glad Lucifer is protecting the site while we clean it up. I honestly thought it would be more about the murder than the cleanup, but he did a lot of damage to this place.”

      “We could have used magic, but that wouldn’t sanctify the land. There are no shortcuts in undoing a desecration. That’s one of the first things he taught me after he dragged me to hell and started teaching me what it meant to be his daughter. I mean, beyond convincing me I had to call him my father and that I am his daughter now. It was easier to accept Darlene’s basically my mother and has been from the start. There are pictures when she held me as a baby. She even told me why she’d let me go. I mean, she’s not literally my mother, but she’s a hell of a lot better than my actual mother.” Kanika attacked the symbol, and while I’d taken a gentler approach, she went to work, tearing through the sunbaked paint. “My father’s magic is strong enough you could chisel it off without damaging the rock.”

      I followed her example, and my wolf appreciated letting some of her strength come out. Sure enough, more elbow grease helped eradicate the damage. “Do you think stoning him with melons would have been more merciful than tossing him to the Four Horses?”

      “The Four Horses are the best blend of mercy and justice. You cast your stones and made it clear that you did not abide by the desecration. You prove your word helping to remove it. The vampires are taking the brunt of the sacrifice, though. They do not like manual labor unless there are succubi and incubi involved.”

      Ernesto, who’d taken on the job of erasing the invocation involving Him, snorted a laugh. “Understatement of the year, my dear Kanika. It has been hundreds of years since I have scrubbed a floor. But this is far more important than scrubbing some mere floor. My acts of service have been darker in recent days, and while I rather do detest how bright this blistering sun is, it is worth the price being paid. My youngest is a little less enthused, but basement dwellers are not fit, and it will be quite a while until he becomes fit.”

      I grinned at the ancient vampire calling my brother out as the basement dweller he was. “Your basement dweller days are over, Matthieu.”

      My brother hissed at me, and I growled back.

      “Children,” Ernesto scolded. “After we remove the paint, I will dig back into the days of my youth and do some basic sanctifications. That should be sufficient to preserve the site until the people of this land can do their own working. Lucifer?”

      “Yes, that should work nicely,” the Devil replied. “This worked out for the best. I dislike how much damage he did, but he has earned his fate, and the Four Horses are pleased with having done His work. And my father is pleased enough with me for doing bad things in good ways. Or something like that. I’ve learned not to question when He decides to praise me over something.”

      Kanika leaned over and whispered, “My father is an attention whore and loves when his daddy praises him.”

      “I heard that.”

      “Oh, poor Lucifer, King of Hell, the Lord of Lies, Enjoyer of Affection,” Kanika taunted. Then, with a wicked smile, she cooed, “Satin Blabbermouth Liar McSmarty Pants.”

      “Wicked daughter! I demand grandchildren as penance for this assault upon my most delicate and fragile ego and sensibilities.”

      At the end of the line of those of us determined to clean up the mess the desecrator had left behind, Darlene cackled.

      “You will pay for that, old man.”

      “Ah, but will you make me pay through the extended spoiling and babysitting of grandchildren?”

      The kelpie tossed his head and whinnied, and the cindercorns joined in.

      “Malcolm,” Kanika complained.

      “He’s a kelpie stallion,” Darlene said, getting up to crouch beside her adopted daughter and offering her a hug. “Nothing gets the stallions more excited than little babies around. When you’re ready, you can run away from home for a few months until you’re ready to tell your father, all the while making him freak out because how dare his precious little darling of a cupcake go off and do things on her own. Then you get to show up bursting at the seams and watch his complete and total meltdown. It’ll be spectacular. Then you’ll have a ridiculous number of angels, archangels, and your father insisting on checking in on the baby every hour, but at least you won’t have to worry about complications.”

      Malcolm stomped his hoof, bobbed his head, and kept on whinnying.

      “See? Malcolm loves the idea.”

      Lucifer pouted, and he even went as far as faking a sniffle. “I have a most ruthless wife.”

      “Ah, but I’m the best wife in the universe. Don’t even try to deny it, Mr. Lord of Lies.”

      Ernesto grinned at me. “If you wanted to know what life in his many hells is like, this is a good representation. It’s like a television show, but it’s far more entertaining.”

      That I could believe. “Well, I can say his hells aren’t at all like I expected.”

      “It’s only a place of terror for those deserving to be there, and justice is always served fairly. If anything, that is the most important of the universal laws. No soul goes into his tender keeping without deserving to be there, and all souls receive fair judgement and rehabilitation, no matter what. That, to me, is the most important of the absolute truths. Justice has a name, and it is Lucifer.”

      That, too, I could believe. “He’s nothing like I expected.”

      “Justice never is, not when it’s done right. And neither is mercy. Some food for thought for your afternoon.”
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            You want the vampires to form triads?

          

        

      

    

    
      The instant the last of the paint had been removed from Uluru, Ernesto began some ritual, drawing in the dry ground and crushing the leaves of several plants while whispering in some language I’d never heard before. His daughter joined in, making gestures over her father’s work.

      “Catch Pierina,” Lucifer whispered into my ear. “Once they are done, their souls will swap, and it will be finished. It has already begun.”

      I saw nothing different about either vampire, but I tensed, waiting for the moment I needed to catch Ernesto’s daughter. Even if she fell, I doubted much would happen to her. She sat on the ground.

      “Her soul finds comfort in touch, as does his, and it’s better this way. She wouldn’t be hurt, but she will be slightly groggy for a while.” Lucifer patted my shoulder, and he stood behind Ernesto, peering down at the vampire’s work.

      Neither father nor daughter paid the Devil any heed.

      I had no idea what the words they spoke or gestures they made meant, although I admired their dedication to the ritual. It took longer than expected, but once finished, both vampires rose, clapped their hands together, and bowed to the rock the asshole had desecrated. Then, like puppets with their strings cut, they collapsed. I yelped but managed to catch Pierina under her arms, lowering her to the ground.

      The Devil, much to his wife’s amusement, scooped up Ernesto and carried him like he was a fainted princess rather than an ancient vampire to be respected or feared.

      “Maybe you should have caught her,” I said, kneeling beside the unconscious vampire. Mindful of his words about her soul requiring comfort, I sat back, hauled her onto my lap, and rested her head against my chest. Realizing the slightly awkward and intimate position I’d put myself in, I added, “Then again, maybe not.”

      “What’s going on?” Leonard asked, and he knelt beside me, reaching over to check Pierina’s pulse.

      The motion puzzled me, as I’d learned the hard way Matthieu no longer did normal things, like breathe, unless he made an effort to. “Do vampires have pulses?”

      The wolf chuckled. “They do, especially if they’re in a state of trauma. It’s typically a slow and steady pulse to make the blood they have keep flowing, but magic is what sustains them. I check expecting five to ten beats per minute, faster if they’re in distress. They get rather dusty between feedings, especially if they’re restrictive on their diet. Their brood is pretty restrictive and only takes what they need. She’s normal as far as I can tell.”

      Lucifer carried Ernesto over to his wife, who worked at setting up a pair of large umbrellas and lounge chairs. With a little encouragement, Icy settled between the two on a thick nest of blankets the succubus set out for her. “They have become like young Matthieu, in possession of their own souls. The process wasn’t stressful on them, but their souls need time to settle back into their appropriate bodies. I expect the rest of the Saven brood is suffering similar ailments or will as soon as the souls are within range to swap. This is what I came for. I already warned my demons to care for the vampires in their brood, so all should be well enough.”

      Both cindercorns snorted, and Bailey squealed and bucked while Sam flattened his ears. While the mare continued her antics, Sam asked, “And they will be all right?”

      “They will be burdened with all those pesky emotions they thought gone for so many years, but they’ll be fine. You will find the Saven brood will still be the crime lords you know and love, but they will do even better at bringing ruin to the nastier elements of the criminal underworld. It will also cause certain issues, as the repossession of their souls will awaken certain protective instincts. You’ll see. I already work to preserve their brood while they adapt. This will spread. I expect the Saven brood will begin forming triads with their demons—the kind meant to reproduce rather than simply feed. How tragic. So many of my demons and devils, ensnared in the clutches of vampires. Whatever shall I do?”

      Sam snorted fire at the Devil. “You want the vampires to form triads?”

      “Without a succubus or incubus, vampires will struggle to plant seeds, and the ladies, such as Pierina, will need to undergo care before they can produce fruit. But it can be done, if the will is strong enough and the triad takes care.  They might even be able to manage without a triad, but a triad will make it easier. In this case, it will always be between a vampire, some other species, and a demon. It will be a long time before any angel considers forming a bond with a vampire. That isn’t to say it won’t happen. If it does, it will inevitably be with a vampire from the Saven brood.”

      Heaving a sigh, the cindercorn stallion lowered his head. My father went to him, offering pats to the shoulder. “It’ll be all right, Sam. I’m sure it’ll only get a little worse before he stops talking.”

      “It’s not going to get worse, I promise. Mostly, the demons will be needed to monitor and care for the mother, be she human or vampire or other. This will thrill Ernesto, as one of his regrets in his long unlife has been the inability to produce more children. He was always unusual, for his love for his family survived his turn. He just lost the ability to truly comprehend that love. They will struggle for a while, particularly when they realize they may once again have children.” Lucifer waited for his wife to finish preparing the chairs before easing Ernesto onto it and coming for Pierina. “They will need to rest for a while, but I expect they will awaken at sundown. In the meantime, we will appreciate this wild land, roast under the sun, and otherwise laze about.”

      I could handle lazing about, especially as there was plenty of room near Icy for me and Leonard. I retrieved the beach towel from her saddlebags, which had been set a respectful distance from Uluru, and spread it out. “Come sit, Leonard. As she’s my moose, we get to enjoy the comforts of being near her along with the vampires. I’ll even let Matthieu hide nearby, in the shade, where he doesn’t char to a crisp.”

      “Thanks, Nadine. Appreciated.”

      Darlene giggled, and she produced a third umbrella with a flourish. “Come with me, Matthieu, and I will make my wicked husband provide us some magical air conditioning so we can also enjoy being lazy. There are enough umbrellas for all us weak creatures who don’t thrive in the heat. Also, Mr. Pony, please don’t mind your future son-in-law snuggling with your daughter. He’s an excellent male wolf, and she’d be sad if you took away her prized provider of hot chocolate. You can indulge in a light beating during some form of self-defense training, which both need.”

      “I can work with a beating during self-defense training, but only if I can recruit. Sam?”

      “Granted. I’ll have Bailey get in a few extra classes with them.”

      “Hey, why are you throwing me to the wolves?”

      “You’re capable of surviving a pair of wolves, that’s why,” Sam countered, and he blew smoke and flame at his wife.

      She flicked her ears forward. “I can fight them when they’re wolves?”

      “You can do whatever Amanda lets you do with them.”

      I suspected something had broken in the cindercorn mare’s brain, as she resumed bouncing around and bucking, although she took care not to clip anyone with her hooves.

      “Her father’s influence is rather strong here,” Lucifer stated, and he grinned. “She’s getting more than a little influx of his magic, and this is resulting in a rather amusing overflow of energy. I extended an invitation, but he snarled and wanted to protect his many grandbabies.”

      “Who is her father?” I asked.

      “Ra.”

      My eyes widened. “The Egyptian god?”

      “Yes, him. He reigns supreme in the places where the sun’s light shines the strongest. Egypt is only one such place. He is at the peak of his power in the summer of any desert, and this desert is one of his beloved creations.” Lucifer gestured to Uluru. “If anything, this formation is a testament to the sun’s power, a gift from my father to the entity that was Ra, so that those who would make a pilgrimage to its summit might be close to the divine. But that far predated man in general. The divines existed long before the people who worshipped them, although the type of worship helped shape them some. But Ra is as Ra was from the moment he’d been willed into existence. And it’s more complicated than even that. Ra exists because my father exists—but Ra cannot exist without my father, just as my father cannot, truly, exist without Ra.”

      The divine and their heritage would forever baffle me. “Are you saying Ra and your father are the same entity?”

      “Not precisely. Think of my father like a mosaic vase, one with many fragmented pieces. If you broke apart that vase into each of its separate pieces, Ra would be one of those fragments. Ra is now his own being and has been for many long years—just as I am my own being. But we were all once part of Him, just given life in different ways. I was brought into being as His son, destined to fall. Ra was destined for another fate and purpose. Consider the fragmentation a price of freedom and free will. Because humans were given the choice to believe as they wished, He became many. This fragmentation is why things are as they are now.”

      “But isn’t Ra a completely different entity from Him?” Sam asked.

      “Genetically, emotionally, physically, and metaphysically, they could not be more different if they tried. There is no relation between you and your beloved. All He provided for Ra to exist was the energy of his being, not flesh and bone. That is Ra’s and Ra’s alone.” Lucifer smiled and went to his nephew, stroking his nose. “You have nothing to worry about. Ra needed to exist because there would be humans that would believe in the power of the sun above all—and only He can create such a being. That is the burden of His existence. All life on this Earth, in some way or another, stems from Him.”

      “Then that means Christianity is the one true pantheon,” Leonard muttered, settling down on the beach towel near Icy before rewarding my moose with strokes of her thick fur.

      “Not at all. It just means He allowed humanity to decide for themselves which way was the right way. They’re all right. In some way or another, they lead back to Him. He just recognized when He needed to let people have their own faith. In the end, all He cares about is the deeds of the soul, not their beliefs in life. No amount of unwavering faith can buy anyone entry to His heavens—just as no being pure of heart will enter my many hells as one of the fucking assholes. They may come as dinner guests, but they may not stay.”

      “That took him a while to get used to. Pure spirits, coming to our home to have dinner? I may as well have started stealing baby angels and refusing to give them back.” Darlene grinned and threw several blankets onto the ground beneath the umbrella she’d set up. “Come sit, Matthieu. I only bite Lucifer and only when he’s been really good.”

      “I’ve been good,” the Devil whined.

      “For once in your life, you have been good, but you have to wait until Ernesto and Pierina are back on their feet. You can earn extra good points by checking in on the rest of the brood.”

      Lucifer disappeared.

      Darlene laughed, lounged under the umbrella, and pat the ground beside her until Matthieu joined her. “Young predators need bigger predators around standing guard, so come cuddle close and get some sleep. The pony can also stand guard, as can the cindercorns. Your sister doesn’t need any additional protection between the wolf and her moose. You’ll be going home soon enough.”

      My father sighed, and he grabbed one of the extra blankets, spread it out near Darlene, and joined the others in lounging. “Why am I standing guard?”

      “You’re the one who decided to eat a desert death adder,” Darlene reminded him. “Then you beat an idiot with a liru. Venomous snakes aren’t for ponies to chew on.”

      “Then what good are they?” My father shot me a glare. “And we need to have a talk about calling home when you’re safe and sound. Your mother and I almost had a heart attack when you were kidnapped.”

      “Ponies who eat venomous snakes don’t get to scold me about bad decisions.”

      “Care to repeat that?” my father asked in a tone warning I skated on thin ice.

      The platypus in me immediately fell in line with my father’s wishes.

      The wolf in me refused to back down. I recognized the tug of an impending shift, and if my wolf wanted to get into a fight with my pony of a father, I wouldn’t stop her.

      I’d just hope I could rein her in before we got a pair of hooves to the rump for our various transgressions.
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      Clothing hampered shapeshifting. My father, always the wiser of us, had opted to strip before shifting. Leonard chuckled and helped me escape my clothes before joining me as a wolf. Rather than snap and snarl at the spunky little pony waiting for a fight, I enjoyed having my muzzle licked and being nuzzled.

      “The top way to settle down a cranky lycanthrope female is to have her male shower her with affection.” Darlene giggled, and she sipped from an iced coffee some devil had brought her at the Devil’s request. “I would say seduce her into a good mood because I’m a naughty little kitty, but with her pappy right there, I’d settle with muzzle licking and nuzzling.”

      My father stomped off, and once a safe distance away, he indulged in the pony version of a temper tantrum, which involved rolling around on his back, kicking his hooves, and snorting.

      “Ah, the frustrations of an overprotective father, thwarted because he understands he has been sidelined due to a handsome male wolf.” The succubus lifted her iced coffee up in salute. “All hail Lucy, provider of coffee.”

      The invocation amused me, especially as it resulted in the appearance of the Devil. “I escaped your clutches for an entire hour with that coffee, too.” He examined her drink, which was all but gone. “I see I need to provide for my love, naughty kitten she is. Is there anything else you need?”

      “The pony is mad because the wolves came out to play, and he won’t pick a fight with a first shifter. Wise of him, really. Leonard’s happy, though. She hasn’t refused his advances, and he’s been snuggling with her ever since she shifted.”

      “That is not seduction snuggles,” Lucifer replied.

      “No, but it’s almost as good. The wolves are happy, so nobody is getting bitten. The vampires are all asleep, and all little Matthieu needed was some reassurance we’d be on guard. How is the rest of the brood?”

      “The main family has all endured unexpected naps, and the timing was fortuitous. There were no injuries, and my demons are handling the matter. I checked in with all of them to make sure their souls are properly secured to the appropriate bodies. There were no mishaps. It seems I was even wrong about distance, as it seems the redemption of the father became the redemption of all his children and the rest of his family as well.”

      “Even the newly turned?” Darlene asked.

      “Even the younger vampires of the Saven brood have had their souls freed and restored to their bodies. I suspect my father was behind that. Where my demons were not present, angels were—or the beloved of a triad. I will let them discover the truth of it on their own. It may take a while. My father was rather amused when He paid me a short visit to reassure me I wouldn’t have to check in on every single vampire Saven has made and is in good standing. He is a being of love and mercy, or so He says. And the vampires need love and mercy right now. Or at least these vampires. The rest of the vampires will have a longer journey ahead of them, but there will be two types of vampires now. The redeemed, like the Saven brood, will find favor in my father’s eyes. The unredeemed will remain as all vampires, until today, were. Sinners waiting for a visit with me. And so a new future begins.” Lucifer smiled, stepped over my brother, and kissed his wife. “I will bring cool drinks for everyone, and once Ernesto and his daughter awaken, I will send them home with Matthieu so they can feed. After, we’ll go home and begin the final leg of this journey.”

      “The Geese of the Apocalypse?” I asked.

      “Indeed. I have opted to meddle, as I do enjoy doing. Tomorrow, that lot would commit an unforgivable sin, one that would destroy a sweet soul. I’ve no use for the sweet soul, as she’s due for my father’s care, but those pieces of filth need no additional sins to join me. As such, I will indulge in great evil in the morning.”

      “I’m confused,” I admitted. “How is it great evil?”

      While Sam had transformed back to human to enjoy Icy’s cooling presence, Bailey remained a cindercorn, and she eyed Lucifer, both ears twisted back. “What you plan to do, wicked angel?”

      “I’m not an angel, Bailey.”

      “Angel,” she accused.

      “I am the Devil, the Lord of Lies!”

      “Angel.” She stomped a hoof. “Sprout those wings, Liar McBlabby Pants.”

      Kanika, who’d spent most of her time using her kelpie as a pillow, rubbed her temple. “Satin Blabbermouth Liar McSmarty Pants, Bailey. Not Liar McBlabby Pants. If you want to come up with a name for him, get creative. I have faith you can come up with something so offensive he’ll show up wearing flames while trying to convince you not to do that again. It’ll be hilarious. For you, not for him.”

      “Satin Sparkle Pants?” the cindercorn suggested.

      “I’d pay to watch Darlene toss him into sparkling pants,” Kanika admitted, grinning at her adoptive father. “Iced coffee for me, please. You can curse over how Mom has successfully corrupted me. Malcolm will take his coffee as dark as he likes claiming his soul is.”

      “So, extra cream with just enough sugar to catch your attention?” Lucifer replied with a raised bow.

      “That sounds about right.” Kanika scratched behind her kelpie’s ears. “But bring him a black coffee on ice, too, so he can at least feel manly before drinking the one he enjoys. I’m betting the wolves are going to want Iced Capps. A taste of home and all. You know what the cindercorns always want.”

      “I’m going to end up having to open a coffee shop in my own home to handle you gluttons. I’ll bring along the fixings for dinner. We may as well enjoy our picnic. I hope my wife likes her iced coffees enough to cook us a feast.”

      “I could be convinced, especially since you’ve been such a good husband today.” Darlene blew the Devil a kiss. “I need more iced coffee.”

      While she didn’t say she needed it now, Lucifer received the message and popped off to do his wife’s bidding.

      At my wolf’s encouragement, I lolled my tongue in amusement.

      “And on that happy note, what do you want for dinner? It seems I need to make a feast to celebrate the bad end of a fool and a new beginning for my favorite vampires.”

      My father transformed back into human form and shot me a glare before pulling on his clothes. “Steak, so my fluffy daughter doesn’t try to eat me.”

      “What about her lovely mate? He’s fluffy, too.”

      “As long as he makes my little girl happy, he can have some steak, too.”

      Darlene laughed. “Well, that’s better than him wanting to beat you, Leonard. You better make her happy. If you do, you get steak. If you don’t, you get a beating. I’ve seen lycanthrope fathers go after courting boys with the wrong attitude, and I’m not sure how they’d line up against a scruffy little pony.”

      “The scruffy little pony would win,” Sam admitted. “I mean, he made it to Australia without any help.”

      Darlene sipped what was left of her iced coffee and refused to meet the man’s eyes.

      “Mom,” Kanika complained. “You helped him come to Australia?”

      “I was left unattended, I got bored, and Belial didn’t mind helping, as he’s always game when there’s some good ruin. And Belial is invested! I just asked Belial to help out and drop a hint to some angels, archangels, and other devils who wanted to win some favor. One of them would help the pony make it to Australia and point him in the right direction.”

      “And Dad inevitably was doing the same thing. You two!” Kanika buried her face in her stallion’s coat. “I’d rather go back to the beach and try to drown again. That’s safer.”

      Malcolm whinnied before nuzzling his wife.

      “Welcome to the family, Nadine,” Darlene said. “And same to you, Leonard. Just be careful about any paperwork Lucy gives you to sign. That’s how you end up with extra parents. I don’t have enough adoptees yet.”

      My father narrowed his eyes. “Well, nobody is going to hurt her if the Devil has laid territory claims, but I expect equal visitation rights.”

      There was only one thing left for me to do. I crowded close to Icy, buried my muzzle in her fur, and opted to take a nap. Maybe some sleep would restore everyone to sanity.
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            I’m the world’s best platypus.

          

        

      

    

    
      Several hours after shifting into a wolf for the first time, I returned to my human form. Unlike with shifting back from my platypus form, exhaustion slammed into me. Leonard wrapped a blanket around my shoulders, guided me to Icy, and settled me against her side.

      The cindercorns had already fallen asleep in a nest of blankets, both of them having assumed the form of unicorns. Kanika dozed against her kelpie’s side, and Lucifer had taken the vampires, my brother included, back to Chicago, so they could get rest and feed properly.

      As promised, the Devil had provided a feast, which had done a good job of taming everyone, even the spotted succubus with a love of causing trouble. She sipped a coffee of the hot variety, keeping an eye on those of us who hadn’t succumbed to a post-dinner nap.

      She tended the fire that offered us light, making sure none of its embers would create a wildfire or bring suffering to the sacred ground.

      “This is normal,” Leonard said, and I couldn’t tell if he addressed me or my father. When I yawned, he faced my father. “She’ll probably go to sleep and wake up ravenous. The steaks we fed her will be enough to fuel her virus until later. We don’t know how she’ll vary from shapeshifters or lycanthropes, as she is both, but her reaction is expected of a first-shift lycanthrope shifting back to human for the first time.”

      My father crouched at my side, and he tucked the blanket in around me before kissing my brow. “As long as it’s normal. What is our plan for tomorrow?”

      “Lucifer will likely teleport us to his home for the night, especially now that Nadine’s wiped out. In the morning, my guess is he’ll send us close to where these assholes are at so Nadine can deal with them personally. She has a little black rock with their names on it, and she plans to use it. Justice is served—and another tragedy is prevented. Beyond that, I don’t know what her plans are. I’m just along for the ride.” Leonard settled in beside me and grabbed one of the other blankets, wrapping in it. “My current plan is to follow her around and hope for the best.”

      “That is a terrible plan,” my father replied.

      “I’ll provide hot chocolate whenever she looks like she could use a cup.”

      “That’s a significantly better plan than following her around and hoping for the best. It didn’t take you long to figure out her hot chocolate secret.”

      “You mean that she basically operates on the stuff, and may He have mercy on the souls of those who get between her and her next hit?” The wolf snickered. “That took me all of five minutes to figure out. Her brother had kept a secret stash for when she’d run out, and it was the good stuff.”

      “Eh. He must have splurged on Godiva.”

      “He had. When we’d come to answer his inquiry, we’d ended up clearing the town out of hot chocolate keeping up with her virus.”

      “Insufficiently eating while trying to donate blood to her brother, if my understanding of the situation is correct.”

      Yep. Once my father got me to the United States, we’d be having a talk about my poor life choices. “In my defense, I hadn’t realized how many extra calories I needed. But I did all right.”

      My father, to my surprise, began to laugh. “You did better than all right. You and your brother are just fine, and it seems you might be bringing home someone to your mother. So, why were you kidnapped and brought to Australia? I wasn’t told.”

      Uh oh. If my father found out why, he’d destroy the entire country. There’d be nothing left of Australia, and it would be my fault. “People are stupid.”

      “While that is a painful truth, that is not a specific reason why they wanted you.”

      “I’m the world’s best platypus, so it makes sense they wanted me to grace them with my presence,” I countered.

      Maybe if I left out the details, Australia would survive. Maybe.

      My father’s eyes narrowed, warning me I had not succeeded at my attempt to defend the sunbaked country from his wrath. “Platypus lycanthropes?”

      Ponies couldn’t growl, but when motivated enough, humans could, and my father did an admirable job of pretending he was a predator species instead of prey. Hiding under Icy seemed wise, but while lycanthropes and shapeshifters had more strength than the average human, I burrowed into my blanket to hide, rather than move the moose.

      Maybe the speed of moose might give me the ability to get to my kidnappers before my pony of a father did. That might save Australia.

      On second thought, it would be a mercy to unleash the Geese of the Apocalypse and let them sort the problem out. Even my father possessed the base common sense to avoid the rage of a goose on a mission.

      “Maybe we should just unleash the geese now,” I muttered.

      “It’s your rock, you can do whatever you want with it,” Leonard replied.

      “Rock?” my father asked in an exasperated tone.

      “She made a deal with Lucifer to give her the power of Canadian malice in the form of a stone. When she throws it, it will summon the Geese of the Apocalypse, and they will, as far as I understand, purge the Earth of many evils while also punishing those who kidnapped your daughter.”

      “That’s accurate,” Darlene reported. “And she could throw it now and the job would be done, leaving us to check in just to be sure their would-be victim is protected. But they are magical geese and fly at a rather unnatural speed. There will be more evil and chaos sown than if she took the stone directly to the culprits, but those who get in their way deserve that fate. We’d still have to head over in the morning, but it would be for cleanup rather than any direct murdering. Or we could watch the news in the morning to find out just how nasty my husband was feeling when he made that stone.”

      “Which would annoy Lucifer the most?” I asked.

      Darlene laughed. “Oh, throwing it now and being lazy, for certain. Belial will love it because it’s deserved, it’s gloriously efficient on top of being lazy, and all we need to handle is the cleanup. There’s something to be said for efficiency. And your wolf will sleep better tonight knowing the problem has been dealt with.”

      While exhausted, I could think of one way to appease my father and my suitor of a wolf. I secured the blanket around myself, scrambled over Icy, and retrieved the stone from its saddle bag, pausing only to pet my moose and tell her she was the best moose to have ever graced the face of the Earth. Getting up, I moved to a safe distance away, added a few more feet, and placed the stone on the ground.

      “The overprotective males can fight over the rock. The overprotective male who wins gets to throw the stone and summon the Geese of the Apocalypse while I cuddle with Icy and watch. Darlene, I think I need some hot chocolate to go with my entertainment, if you could abuse your succubus powers?”

      Laughing, she pulled out her cell phone and put it to her ear. “Lucy, please go get us a full selection of warm drinks. It’s getting a bit nippy, especially near Icy, which is a welcome relief after how hot it was today. Nadine just pitted her father against her wolf for the right to cast the stone against those who kidnapped her. She wishes to lounge against her moose throne and observe while enjoying a hot chocolate. Make it a good one, and supply her wolf with a stash, so he can continue his efforts to charm her. That will help you secure minion status, and you might even earn some points with the wolf.” Without waiting for an answer, she hung up. “I’ve learned when I want something without a discussion, I hang up. It riles him up, he shows up with what I demanded, and then wants to put me back in my place. That means I get a good time when he takes me home, and everyone is happy.”

      I giggled. “Leonard, I think she’s actually the ruler of the many hells and Lucifer just takes the blame for everything.”

      Leonard escaped the blanket, stretched, and eyed my father. “How are we going to toss down the gloves? Because that stone will be mine.”

      “Eh. There ain’t any rinks near here, so we can’t do that match properly. We can test your hockey skills and general suitability later. You play chess?”

      I crossed my eyes at my father’s question. “Chess, Dad? Really?”

      Darlene snickered. “I think she’s already satisfied with him intellectually. You’d do your daughter a favor if you at least got her man to take his shirt off and show off his muscles for a while.”

      “I’m not here to check his abs,” my father countered. “I have better ways of doing that. I’ll just toss him to Amanda and watch her set him straight. Then his abs are used in an appropriate fashion while he better learns how to guard my daughter. Amanda likes when mated pairs get rowdy because she took one down like Nadine does a fresh steak.”

      “Why are you out for my blood today, Dad? I haven’t done anything!”

      “You were kidnapped.”

      “Technically, I went along with the Devil after he nicely asked me to cooperate with his nefarious plans. He didn’t like what the kidnappers were up to. I mean, I hadn’t scheduled to come to Australia, and it was technically a kidnapping, but I got to go fishing and enjoy a nice ride with Icy. And Icy is the best moose. She’s also my moose, and she goes with me wherever I go, so if you want me to visit, there best be a place for Icy at your residence.”

      My father grunted. “Am I supposed to curse the Devil or thank him?”

      “Thank,” Darlene prompted. “While my Lucy can absolutely be a dick, he’s the good guy this time. And he’s putting together a great hiring proposal for Nadine. You can satisfy yourself making sure she gives an excellent counteroffer. Ask for Leonard’s help, too. He’s most excellent at these sorts of negotiations.”

      The glare my father leveled my way promised trouble in the future. “You’re going to work for the Devil?”

      “It’s your fault for always calling me a little demoness growing up!”

      “Well, if you hadn’t let your platypus get you into so much trouble, I wouldn’t have called you out.”

      My platypus did have a habit of getting me into trouble, and she’d get me into a lot of trouble with Leonard if he put on another plaid shirt for my enjoyment. “You should see Leonard in a plaid shirt, Dad. You absolutely can’t blame me for my life choices after you see him in a plaid shirt. He’s so Canadian it’s sexy.”

      “Most people say painful,” my father replied.

      While true, I shrugged. “Him in plaid is sexy, and him in plaid is definitely Canadian.”

      “I wore a flannel shirt because it was supposed to snow,” Leonard said. “I didn’t feel like a heavy jacket.”

      “You’re supposed to wait to say that sort of thing to me when we’re somewhere private,” I complained, sulking in my spot beside Icy.

      “I see. You’re one of those. No matter how many times I tried to tell Nadine platypuses come from a warm climate, she would do her best to go out barefoot in the snow. Usually in shorts and a t-shirt. She’d only become sensible when the temperature dropped to below twenty and the cold knocked some sense back into her head.”

      “I see I’m going to have my work cut out for me if I want to protect her, generally from herself.” Leonard raised a brow at me. “I’ll only wear plaid if you’re appropriately dressed for the weather.”

      I sucked in a breath. “And Lucifer called me malicious.”

      The Devil popped into being, a carry tray of hot drinks in each hand. Darlene popped off her seat and hurried over to help him deliver drinks to their intended recipients. She woke the cindercorns with nudges to their flanks, whistled until her daughter spewed curses, and cuddled with her kelpie of a son-in-law to wake him up.

      Lucifer handed me my drink and chuckled, smiling at his wife’s antics. “That was pretty malicious, although not quite as malicious as trying to make those two fight over you when they’re ready to share territory. The pony appreciates a big predator keeping an eye out for his daughter, and the wolf likes that the pony is willing to eat danger noodles as a lunchtime snack.”

      Judging from the reddening of Leonard’s face, he’d thought of the venomous snakes as danger noodles. “Danger noodles, Leonard?”

      “They’re deadly, and he was snacking on them like they were noodles. I couldn’t help it. I saw him whipping around a danger noodle he was eating as a weapon, and now I can’t unsee it. He was eating a snake like it was a noodle.”

      “It tasted surprisingly good,” my father admitted. “Getting a needle to the ass courtesy of some devil wasn’t my idea of a good time, but the snake? I’d eat another one.”

      “If you hadn’t eaten it, venom and all, you wouldn’t have been stabbed with the antidote,” Lucifer replied. “But I was amused to witness such a disturbance in the food chain. Next time, eat everything but the head.”

      “But the head was extra spicy,” my father complained.

      “You’re going to end up fighting with Lucifer and not Leonard,” I complained. “Then Leonard will just take the stone and do what he wants with it.”

      “Honestly, I’d like to throw it right in the asshole’s face and break his teeth while unleashing the Geese of the Apocalypse, but I also recognize when mercy is more important than the fleeting sense of fake justice, which is what breaking his teeth with the stone would be,” he admitted. “And truly, the most important thing is to make sure there are no other victims. If that means letting go of petty revenge for the greater good, then I don’t even need to throw the stone at all, as long as the job gets done.”

      Lucifer smiled, patted my shoulder, and went to where I’d placed the stone he’d given me. He plucked it off the ground and held it up. “Such a dark rock filled with malice. You would think that it would create greed and more maliciousness in its wake in the form of temptation. You could throw this at anyone. It has passed from hand to hand, and while I almost took a flock of angry geese to the face, it would have been an earned punishment. But rather than seek out revenge, your only wish is to make certain no one else is victimized.” The Devil bounced the rock in his hand before flinging it upward. “Your wish is granted. There will be consequences, but the innocents who would have otherwise been victimized will find this is a night of peace and salvation.”

      The stone exploded into a dark cloud of wings, and the honking and hissing of angry geese disturbed the quiet of the Australian evening. Hundreds upon hundreds of the birds scattered in all directions, more appearing as the first wave disappeared into the distance.

      “Damn,” I whispered. “How many geese have found their way into your many hells?”

      “All of them,” Lucifer replied in an exasperated tone. “And the feathered fucks try to take over the place each and every time.”

      “Did we just do an act of good or evil?” I asked, my brows rising at the endless avian stream of doom and destruction about to take over Australia and bring chaos to the rest of the world on their way back to Canada.

      “If they were natural birds capable of shitting, an act of supreme evil, but as these are only the essence of the Canada goose and all their maliciousness, given a physical form incapable of shitting, it’s only a minor act of evil meant for the greater good.” The black stone fell from the sky, and Lucifer caught it. He brought it to me and handed it over. “This is a diamond, by the way—and the next time you encounter an angry goose, all you need to do is show it the stone to make it clear you are the queen ruling over all geese. The wise geese will do as you want. The unwise ones will hiss and honk at you before doing what you want, as while they embody maliciousness and evil, they also possess some common sense. Not much, but some.”

      I stared at the stone. “This is a what?”

      “It’s a diamond.”

      “It’s a diamond that can control the nastiest animal on the face of the Earth?” I waved it in his face. “You just handed me a priceless artifact, one of limitless evil! What am I supposed to do with it?”

      “Whatever you want,” Lucifer replied.

      I flung the stone in his face, and it smack him between his eyes. A final goose popped into being and began its assault upon the Devil, who spewed curses and waved his arms in an ineffective attempt to protect himself. The black stone rolled across the ground. Leonard stood up and retrieved it, bringing it back to me. “That is the sexiest thing I’ve ever witnessed anyone do in my entire life.”

      “I’m adopting you,” Darlene announced. “Just you wait and see. When you least expect it, I will be there with adoption papers, which will grant me and Lucy shared custody with your parents. They’re too nice to steal from, so I’ll have to share for once in my life.”

      She would, too. “Talk to Dad about it first.”

      My father laughed. “Over coffee sound good to you, ma’am?”

      “That sounds great. Please bring her mother along, and we’ll make it a dinner date. Lucy loves playing human and going out for dinner, and he doesn’t get to do it nearly often enough. His little cupcake keeps breaking the restaurants because she gets flighty.”

      Kanika sighed. “I’ll try to do better.”

      Darlene smiled, went to her daughter, and kissed her cheek. “You don’t have to do better, baby girl. You’re fine just as you are, even when you cause ridiculous amounts of property damage because you’re still learning to cope with people who actually like you.”

      “You just want me to forgive you for the cat up a tree incident,” she muttered.

      “That, too.”

      “You flung the money in my face.”

      “Prompt payment is very important, and you successfully retrieved my kitty from the tree. You did smashingly well. But your father definitely deserves that goose to the face. I saw what he’d done.”

      “I’m the Devil, damn it, not a shining bastion of purity!”

      “You pinned our daughter to a tree, you asshole.”

      “If I hadn’t, she and your cat would have fallen. That was unacceptable. Your asshole cat even fainted. I mean, to be fair, your asshole cat wasn’t expecting me to show up. I only did what I needed to do to secure their safety. I just did it in an inappropriate fashion. If I hadn’t intervened, Kanika would have hurt herself far worse, and well, nothing is capable of doing much to that damned cat.” Lucifer caught the goose by the neck, struggled with the flailing bird, and eventually pinned its wings to its sides with his arm. “If I weren’t who I am, that might have even killed me. You are naughty, Nadine.”

      “I guess I’m going to hell for that one after all, aren’t I?”

      “You can count on it. As punishment, you’re just going to have to share a bed with the sexy wolf. I’ll even give him plaid pajamas for your enjoyment.”

      “If that is a lie, I’m going to be very disappointed,” I warned him.

      “Hell, if that’s a lie, I’m going to be very disappointed,” Leonard said. “That better not be a lie. If it is, I’ll send your wife after you.”

      “That’s even meaner than throwing a goose in my face,” Lucifer complained.

      “Let’s just get this dog and pony show on the road. I’ll handle the pajamas, you handle the teleportation,” Darlene ordered. “We officially do not have all night. And don’t you dare bring that goose home with us. Let it go so it can join the rest of the hellspawn out there causing trouble.”

      Heaving a sigh, the Devil tossed the goose in the air, and the bird winged its way east. “As you wish, my darling.”
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            Epilogue: I’m a plaidypus now.

          

        

      

    

    
      Leonard in plaid pajamas did me in, and while I regretted the loss of his pajamas, I decided I’d just have to buy him a replacement pair. I estimated his future pajamas would last all of ten minutes after he put them on, but I didn’t care.

      Him in plaid revved my engine, and he held responsibility due to issuing forth a sexy little growl and inviting me to play with him.

      Long after we should have gotten out of bed, we slept, ultimately requiring the Devil to yank the covers off to get us on the move. “You’ve missed breakfast, and if you don’t hurry it up, you’ll miss lunch. I’ve recorded the best of the news articles, so you need to get dressed, so you can witness the consequences of your actions. It’s even more impressive than I anticipated. I’m quite proud. How an act of utter evil could do so much good, in a single night, is a marvel. I bet my father went in league with those geese to optimize the amount of good unleashed by your single act of ultimate evil.”

      Leonard chuckled. “Which one of us is guilty of the ultimate evil? She passed on throwing the stone to either me or her father, and we passed, too.”

      “The responsibility is mostly hers, but you’re sharing some of the credit. I’m pleased to inform you that you’re both coming to my many hells to stay, and I’ve already picked a lovely plot of land Icy will love. I’ll have to meddle with you both a little, in the form of bequeathing you with fire and ice resistance, but it’s only a little meddling. My father already approved, as He likes you both. You chose mercy. Most would not.”

      “And my father?”

      “My father is annoyed He’s going to have to figure out how to contain a spunky little pony with a taste for danger noodles. Your mother is no better despite the fact that she’s more of a vanilla flavor of human. But He rewards those who do great deeds, and they have done more than their fair share. The desecrator would have died within a few hours. The danger noodle bit him several times in the initial assault. How sad. You truly had delivered mercy along with justice.”

      “What a pity. Have you had a round with him yet?”

      “Only in that I put him in with the few geese still kicking around here until the rest return. I’ll be taking my time with him and the other newcomers. He is not in the mood for any form of mercy right now. My darling is with Him and our cats to cool His temper a bit. While He understood what I planned to unleash upon the world, and He approved my plan, the reality of their effectiveness has created a rather substantial amount of annoyance. The souls will be treated fairly. He finds consolation in those who would have otherwise come to His gates last night but did not. Many futures have been changed. The number of prayers of thanks offered during the night were, let’s say, numerous.”

      “Not all consequences are bad,” I murmured, and I battled Leonard for the sheets. “We’ll get dressed if you go away for a while.”

      “No quickies. After lunch, you can indulge luxuriously, but there will be no quickies in my household today!” Lucifer vanished in a poof of brimstone.

      Leonard burst into a snickering fit. “I like how he specified only today. As if he doesn’t indulge in quickies with his succubus wife. Succubi love when their bonded partner decides to go in for a rough quickie. But he’s also the Lord of Lies, so if Darlene wants a quickie, she’s getting a quickie, and to hell with our opinion on the matter.”

      Joining him in snickering, I slid out of bed and headed for the bathroom. “He said no quickies, but he said nothing about indulging in the tub. It’s plenty big enough for two, and for some reason, I’m a little sore.”

      “Indulging in a tub is the definition of luxurious, and it’s not like he hasn’t recorded the news for us to watch. If he wants us eating lunch that badly, he can serve us while we lounge in the tub.”

      “That sounds like a plan. Come be luxurious with me.” I waggled my fingers until he followed me.

      If the Devil didn’t like it, he’d have to cope and learn some patience.
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      Darlene ultimately herded us out of the tub. The warm water, bubbles, and jets sidelined any attempts at intimacy, and we’d spent the time half dozing. The succubus, armed with towels, refused to relent until we were both dressed. I couldn’t stop yawning, and Leonard wasn’t much better.

      “Lycanthropes. Send them to bed, and they ultimately forget they need to actually sleep—and I mean for rest, not with each other. You weren’t supposed to tap your viruses out until tomorrow. Now you’re living zombies.” Making disapproving noises at us, she adjusted my clothes, which involved a soft, flannel shirt, which matched Leonard’s flannel shirt.

      In plaid.

      “I’m a plaidypus now,” I told him.

      Leonard snorted on a laugh. “You are so tired.”

      “You’re the reason I’m so tired,” I replied.

      “All I did was invite you to do what you wanted. In growls.”

      “They were sexy growls.”

      He grinned, wrapped his arm around me, and pulled me towards the door. “I will share more of those sexy growls with you later, sometime after we find out what sort of chaos and mayhem we’ve unleashed on the world.”

      Darlene hurried ahead of us, taking over as an usher, as though we might be defeated by a simple door or become lost in the Devil’s home. I could understand getting lost.

      He had a few too many guest bedrooms, most of which weren’t occupied.

      A pair of lycanthropes could stay entertained in one of those rooms for a long time without being found.

      “Just be grateful I reminded Lucy you two needed some cuddle time. He did check in on you when you were mostly asleep. We have a rule; nobody sleeps in any tubs unsupervised, and there’s always a devil or demon monitoring for that situation, especially if we have mortals around. The bedrooms are bewitched to be safe havens, and there are wards that warn the monitoring devils and demons there is someone sleeping in a tub. It’s a luxury job, pays well, and earns favor with Lucifer. Lucifer does the monitoring if it’s one of his preferred people dozing. He asked the kitchen to start making something for you two when I went to get you out. We may have scanned you both to check your viruses. Excellent work tapping your viruses last night.”

      I nodded, grateful they’d bothered with putting in so much effort on our behalf. “So, about the vampires. Is my brother all right?”

      Darlene asked. “He’s fine. He’s very baffled by the state of the Saven brood, but they’re all bouncing back as expected. Lucifer asked me to make sure you had the correct record in case they talk to you about it. It’s about how they were made into vampires. Quinton, one of Ernesto’s sons, passed away. I wasn’t told why, and I guess it’s a sore point, but at the time, there was another race of beings: the Babylonians. They’re the source of the original sin. Their love of Ernesto and his family was so great that they delved into their deep wells of knowledge to attempt to raise the dead. In this case, Quinton. A life for a life was their theory. It didn’t work as expected. Ernesto rose, murdered every member of his family, and in their guilt and grief, the Babylonians raised them all as vampires.”

      I flinched at the thought of the man having killed his family. “But even as a vampire, I could see how much he adores his daughter. Even if it’s not true love like we think of it. He seemed like he would do anything for her.”

      Darlene nodded. “Pierina, Ernesto’s only daughter, was the jewel of his soul, which is why their souls were swapped. Ernesto loves all his children. He always has, even despite his state as not possessing his own soul. That deep love is ultimately what led to yesterday’s events. But Quinton has been the one who has carried the guilt of the entire vampire race. Because of his death, his father was willing to do anything to bring him back to life. He understands that deep love and willingness to sacrifice. This is where things become sketchy. In that moment, Ernesto carried the portfolio of the Christ—His son. More specifically, Ernesto became His first son to choose the path of sacrifice. In that moment, Ernesto was willing to sacrifice anything for his love of another. He didn’t carry the portfolio for long, but it was the foundation of the portfolio and the entire concept of true sacrifice for another. Ernesto sacrificed all, even his soul, for his beloved son. It was his willingness to pay any price, even an eternity in my Lucy’s many hells, that created the vampire race. His gift to the Saven family was that the sacrifice would not be in vain—and that they would all find salvation one day. You and your brother were the key to that salvation.”

      “But we didn’t do anything.”

      “But you did. You are not this generation’s Child of God, but you were, for a few moments, a temporary carrier of the portfolio. The portfolio belongs to another. Lucifer already knows who, but the true holder was willing to give it to you in your time of need. In the moment you hit Icy and your brother died, you were willing to do anything needed to make certain your brother survived, including sacrifice your life. Without hesitation, without doubt, without question. You sacrificed. And because you were willing to sacrifice, you became your brother’s salvation. And your guilt over Icy is ultimately what gave her new life, too. But because you held the portfolio, even for but a few moments, during a moment of sacrifice, you have changed the future for the true holder of the portfolio.”

      My eyes widened. “Wait. I carried what?”

      “The portfolio of His child.” Darlene smiled and patted my cheek. “You proved equal to the burden. But you established something that He has been waiting for since Ernesto’s death.”

      “I’ll bite,” Leonard said. “What has He been waiting for?”

      “Sacrifice without death. A sacrifice not of death for life, but of life to prevent death. And because Nadine lived, so might His beloved child, who offered her portfolio to you, so that you might have power behind your sacrifice. And so new futures are opened. His beloved child may not survive, but she might, all because of you. You have taught the portfolio another way can be found, and that not all ultimate sacrifices need to lead in death.”

      “His child is a daughter?” Leonard asked.

      “She is. And now that the portfolio has awakened due to living sacrifice, she will come into her power soon enough. And that is but one of the consequences of your life—and why Lucifer is so determined to make certain the rest of your life is one of joy. You have done what he has not been able to do, for she will be a loved child of both the heavens and the many hells. That much I can tell you.”

      “How do you know?”

      “You will see soon enough,” Darlene promised. Holding a finger to her mouth, she added, “Carry that secret close to your soul, and know that you have given Him a gift He can never repay. There have been billions upon billions of people who have walked upon the Earth, but only you could do what you have done. You are the universe’s gift to Him, who has sacrificed over and over, both of Himself and His beloved but begotten children. All of that has changed because of you. There are other consequences of your choices, but that is the most important one. The day you hit your Icy, the angels of the heavens held their breath. The moment you chose a sacrifice of life rather than death, they sang their joy. And the moment His first son of sacrifice found the peace of redemption, He wept, not due to tragedy, but from joy. What will the future hold? Not even the angels dare to peek, for the world has been made anew. I look forward to being surprised. Bright days come—and the End of Days may yet become a memory of dark times on a distant horizon. And so the sacrifice of one becomes the salvation of all.”
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      My mother scooped me into a hug and spun me around before kissing my cheeks. “I am so taking you to an amusement park as a reward for how good you’ve been.” She released me and went for Leonard. She prowled around him with narrowed eyes, and after a satisfied nod, gave him the same treatment. “You can go to the park, too, if you like parks. And if you don’t, you can spend the day with her father, who will surely sulk if he doesn’t get to go to the park.”

      “I like parks, ma’am,” he replied, his tone puzzled. “Which park?”

      “I’m thinking we’ll hit all the big ones on the east coast first, and after we’ve recovered, we’ll head west. I never got to take her to many parks growing up, and she loves them. We’ll figure out how to make it so Icy can come, too. I already met her, and she’s so sweet. So, Lucifer tells me you’re my daughter’s man?”

      Oh boy. I contemplated running away and leaving my wolf to my parents, but I stood my ground. If I abandoned him, he might abandon me to his parents.

      I expected his parents would be far less trusting than mine, if my understanding of Leonard’s past was accurate. Mine might love him to death after my father finished blowing air and prancing around to make it clear he would protect me.

      After the danger noodle, I suspected Leonard would take care around the little pony.

      Hell, anyone with sense would take care around my father after the danger noodle incident. No, incidents.

      “Mate, but man works well too, I suppose. If she’s interested in marriage, then I’ll eventually become her husband. Lycanthropes are satisfied with being mates, as that is more important than marriage to most of us, but marriage has its perks, including presents and tax advantages.”

      I giggled. “I like presents, especially if the present comes in hot chocolate format. Will you be wrapped as a present?”

      “I’d be wearing a suit. Do you view suits as wrapping?”

      Well, I did now. “Yes.”

      “Then I will be wrapped up for your enjoyment,” Leonard promised. “And there will be hot chocolate as well. I’m afraid you’ll have to accept some Godiva to commemorate the day we met.”

      “Well, I guess I’m getting married, Mom.”

      “That was easier than I expected.” She giggled, wrapped her arm around Leonard, and pulled him in the direction of the dining room table, where my father waited. “I’ve been told handsome young wolves need to eat a lot, especially after handling the extensive care of a lovely young platypus-wolf hybrid. So, sit, sit. Come sit with your mate, Nadine. You need to eat, too. Then we need to have a talk about your inappropriate use of geese.”

      “It was only a few geese, Mom.”

      “A few? The current estimate is there were at least twenty million angry geese in Australia. Million. Not thousands. Do not make me repeat myself.”

      “I’m sorry, but they deserved it.”

      “Nadine,” she warned.

      “It’s true. They absolutely deserved it.” I sat, pointing at Leonard. “I picked this man because he’s nice and makes good hot chocolate. Those assholes wanted me to pick them over the world’s perfect Canadian. I’m pretty sure he’s a purebred Canadian, too.”

      “What is a purebred Canadian?” Leonard asked, sitting beside me.

      “I don’t know, but it sounded like a good idea at the time. I’m hungry, and when I get hungry, I also get a little stupid.”

      “You’re not stupid, you’re just temporarily thinking impaired,” my mother replied with a grin, giving me another kiss before bouncing off. “Don’t let them wander off. And don’t you even get me started about those snakes, you.”

      My father sighed. “I was hungry, and it was hissing at me, and when in a snake-eat-pony world, I would eat the snake before it ate me.”

      Poor Dad. “He’s right, Mom. Otherwise, the pony wouldn’t have won, and you would have been sad if the pony hadn’t won. He was doing good deeds in unconventional ways.”

      “I’ll allow it this once.” Her glare implied he’d continue to pay for his sins.

      I waited for her to leave before saying, “Sorry, Dad. I tried.”

      “She’s upset because I didn’t fight your Leonard. I saw no need to put him through additional stress when it was clear he’d made a mad dash across Australia to rescue you. Except, I hear, you were just romping around the country having yourself a grand time.”

      “I’m an opportunist, and I had an opportunity to have a grand time, so I did. Did you see the fish I caught?”

      “I have. They’re quite impressive. Lucifer explained how he had lured the one to your hook, so the first one you caught could have a suitor and help preserve the species.”

      “When I’m not hungry, I do like catch and release programs. Except for Icy. She’s mine.”

      “I was under that impression, as she checked on you several times once you were actually sleeping.”

      Busted. As there was no talking my way out of it, I pointed at Leonard. “He was wearing plaid. You can’t blame me.”

      “Why would I want to blame you? You’re an adult, and if you want a wolf who wears plaid, you’re getting a wolf who wears plaid. Now, if you want some sport, have him shift to be a wolf, set him loose in the woods, and hunt him on your Icy. Tag him with a marker of some sort to showcase your skills, and then take him home and do whatever you want with him.”

      “You have such great ideas, Dad. Leonard?”

      “I’m game, but only if I get a turn hunting you.” Leonard’s sly smile promised nice things for when he took me home and did whatever he wanted with me. “Your wolf has a lot to learn, and I’m looking forward to teaching her.”

      My animals, who’d been loved into submission, stirred at his offer, and their interest in being taught amused me. “Don’t forget the platypus. She has an equal say.”

      “Oh, I’m aware. But I’m confident in my belief I have her wrapped around my finger already. You said it yourself, Lady Plaidypus.”

      We were busted, and I didn’t even mind being called out. “In this case, even when I lose, I’ve won, so I don’t mind.”

      “That’s as close as she gets to flirting, so good luck, Leonard. I’ll go help your mother with the food. No running off until after you’ve eaten. And I don’t care what Lucifer says, if you don’t want to watch the news, don’t. All you need to know is that justice was served this day, and mercy was granted to those who needed it. As for the other consequences of your actions, well, time will tell.”

      That it would. Until it did, I would embrace everything life had to offer.

      No longer would I come in second place, and I meant to make the most of the opportunity.
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      Thank you for reading!

      As some of you will be inevitably confused about where this takes place in the timeline, here’s a quick guide on the book’s placement in the series.

      Plaidypus takes place after the events of Catnapped but before the events of Client from Hell. 101 Ways to Die, which first premiers in the Dirty Deeds 2 anthology (June 2022), takes place shortly after Plaidypus.

      Yes, this title does have a lot of tie-ins to the rest of the series. How many of the little secrets and references can you find lurking in this one?

      Why did I count it as a standalone? Simple: the lead character is new, the concepts that surround her are reintroduced, and I feel it gives new readers a chance to meet members of the reoccurring cast.

      I am undecided which Magical Romantic Comedy (with a body count) I will be releasing after 101 Ways to Die, which is a short novel. Yes, like Doggone Mess, it will eventually release into the main series. 101 Ways to Die is a completely contained story, although I did leave myself options to chase after some of the more entertaining cases left open. Expect one or two of these cases to find their way into the standalone release, which will also be entitled 101 Ways to Die.

      I hope you enjoyed reading this one as much as I enjoyed writing it.

      ~R.J. Blain

      Special thanks to Charity. I swear, it wasn’t my fault this time!

      Side-note: Yes, this story is pivotal to the main storyline. For those new to the series… spoiler alert: I write happily ever afters, so there is literally no surprise that any of these characters got together. The adventure is in how. (Start at the beginning and read them in series order for maximum enjoyment of sneaky references.)

      Here is the official series order:

      1.	Playing with Fire

      2.	Hoofin’ It

      3.	Hearth, Home, and Havoc

      4.	Serial Killer Princess

      5.	Whatever for Hire

      6.	Owl be Yours

      7.	Last but not Leashed

      8.	No Kitten Around

      9.	Fowl Play

      10.	Blending In

      11.	Cheetahs Never Win

      12. Burn, Baby, Burn ** Sequel to Playing with Fire.

      13. Double Trouble

      14.	Grave Humor

      15.	A Chip on Her Shoulder

      16.	The Flame Game ** Sequel to Burn, Baby, Burn.

      17.	Murder Mittens

      18.	Catnapped

      19.	Plaidypus

      Spin-off: Client from Hell takes place after Plaidypus and 101 Ways to Die.

      Currently Not Numbered: 101 Ways to Die (Dirty Deeds 2 Anthology, June 2022.)

      * Currently Unpublished, Not Numbered: Doggone Mess (Dirty Deeds 1 Anthology.)

      *: I suspect Doggone will be the next Magical Rom release. This was written to “slide anywhere I felt like” in the timeline, as I wanted to expand what was released into a longer story.

      Once again, thank you for reading!
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