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Chapter 1

 


 


An ogre, a vampire and a werewolf walk
into a bar … Someone more creative than me could make a joke of
my life.

My boss, Evander Angelich, is an ogre. No,
really. Not just a grumpy person but an ogre. He stands a little
over seven feet tall; weighs somewhere around 500 pounds; has a
very large, round head; small eyes set too close together; a
caterpillar for eyebrows; a mop of brown hair on top; and doesn’t
have the best personal hygiene. Think sewer backup. Yeah, that bad
at times. Unlike Shrek, his skin isn’t green; it’s sort of puce. He
also wears beautifully-tailored, custom-made suits instead of
too-small breeches and vest. But like Shrek, he’s pretty much a
nice guy. I guess Hollywood gets some things right.

Ev owned the largest personal security
business in the Midwest and the bulk of the client list would make
the paparazzi go ape if they could get their hands on even one
itinerary. Most of the guards were ogres or dwarves (short but
tough little bastards with no sense of humor) with a couple of
wizards thrown in for good measure. Ev chose these species because
they can’t truly be harmed by vampires, weres or other predators.
Although wizards are human in the greater sense of the word, there
is something about their aura that makes bloodthirsty species
either not want them or be unable to seduce them.

He owned the company, I ran it. Ask any
executive and if he’s telling the truth, he’ll admit his secretary
does nearly all his work. Going into the office at 7:30 a.m. gave
me a chance to read the reports from the previous night and start
wading through all my paperwork before the phone started ringing
off the hook around noon. Everyone knew Ev hated rush hour traffic
so they waited until later to call him. (That was a lie. Ev didn’t
even have a drivers’ license. He had a limo with a driver. He just
wanted an excuse to sleep late.) By that time, I had a list of
things for Ev to know about and/or do and when the agents and
managers started calling, he could play the all-knowing big shot.
It was a comfortable relationship that had lasted something over
seven years.

My day started out normally. The sun woke me
up at 6:00am as it shone through the bedroom window of my
garden-level apartment. I originally had room-darkening drapes, but
they were expensive and didn’t stay intact for long. My cat, Fudge,
climbed anything he could reach and since the window was at waist
height, he shredded anything hung there. The curtains were as cheap
as I could find – just enough to prevent any Peeping Tom from
getting an eyeful. I replaced them about every two months, which
was about how long it took Fudge to rip them to the point they were
see-through instead of opaque. Everything in my apartment was
geared towards a “me first” cat. Instead of the usual ceramic or
glass knickknacks most of my female friends had around, the window
ledges only held my collection of stuffed animals. They didn’t
break when Fudge swept them off to make room for basking.

I made the best of the situation by being a
quasi-morning person. The timer on the coffeepot was set for 5:50
a.m. so when I was rudely awakened by so much light, there was at
least an immediate infusion of caffeine to make the morning
bearable. Although I hate needles, I always wished someone could
figure out how to inject caffeine intravenously. I needed the
morning jolt. After a half-pot of coffee inhaled while checking
email, Facebook and Twitter, I was awake enough to do my
stretching. I showered and headed off to work, just three blocks
away.

Living in the heart of the city had its
advantages. I didn’t have to own a car. Most everything I needed
was within walking or biking distance, or a fairly inexpensive cab
ride. Although my building was an older one, it had been completely
renovated just before I moved in. It was still considerably less
expensive than the high-rises a mile or so away and I didn’t need
all the fancy stuff like a concierge service, anyway. I have twice
the space for half the cost. My building came with a bonus: unlike
those high-rise buildings, the owner had also put up good wards –
something I needed due to the people I worked with on a regular
basis. Magic just isn’t my forte.

The same advantages turned into disadvantages
when my boss figured I was always available since I was very single
and lived so close. After about a year of him calling me on a
Saturday or Sunday morning to come in for one “emergency” or
another, we compromised. I’d get no more weekend calls and he
wouldn’t sing soprano.

Anyways, as I was saying, my day started out
normally enough. Ev’s odor preceded him into the office shortly
after eleven. Mario, one of the wizard guards, was waiting to see
him. He was unhappy with his current assignment – a pert blond
movie star who thought she was a witch but in reality hadn’t a clue
about magic. Mario’s comment was, “She has every episode of
Charmed and all the Harry Potter movies on DVD. Therefore,
she thinks she knows everything there is to know about magic.” He
was pretty much over being dragged into “rituals” and then being
whined at when nothing happened. My notes suggested switching Mario
with one of the dwarf guards currently following a foreign author
around. She wouldn’t be dragging a dwarf into anything!

Noon saw my lunch delivered from the deli
downstairs. I had a long-standing friendship with the witch who ran
it. She could really cook, whether in a cauldron or on a stove!
Apart from anything containing peas, she had carte blanche to send
up whatever she wanted. This day, lunch was a pastrami-on-rye
sandwich with a side of some of the yummiest potato salad I’d ever
tasted. The paper that wrapped my sandwich had a note: “Watch your
back. I’ve got a bad feeling.” Cassandra wasn’t often wrong with
her feelings but when I looked at the mound of paperwork and my
calendar, I didn’t see anything that could go any more haywire than
usual.

Things went fairly normally until a phone
call came in about 3:30. When I answered the phone, the voice on
the other end sounded like it was coming from the bowels of Hell. I
was used to the echo sometimes generated by cell phones but this
positively vibrated through the wires.

“May I speak with Mr. Angelich, please?”
growled the voice.

“May I tell him who’s calling?” I answered
back.

“Just tell him Happy is on the line. He’ll
speak with me.”

Happy? With a voice like that? I
buzzed Ev on the intercom and after a pregnant pause and a sharp
intake of breath, he told me to put the call through. Tempted
though I was to eavesdrop, I had other things I needed to do before
I called it quits for the day so I went back to my own work.

Ten minutes later, the light for that line
winked out. Ev slammed his office door open, stormed straight past
me without a word and out the door. I didn’t think anything of
that. Ev often had temper tantrums and went for a walk to cool off.
He usually returned after about a half hour, much quieted.

One of the benefits of starting work early is
I got off early, too. Ev took the late shift, often working until
nine or ten at night to keep track of all the guards who were out
on assignment and be available if anything went awry. Although he
hadn’t yet returned, I assumed he would and at 4:00 I shut off my
computer, locked up the office and headed home for my standard
two-hour nap. It made up for getting up so early. Sort of.

I had just put my pajamas on and snuggled
into bed, Fudge deserting his spot on the window ledge for a piece
of my pillow, when the phone rang. Damn and blast! I’d forgotten to
turn it off. Caller ID said it was Ev’s cell phone. “This had
better be good,” was my not-so-cheerful greeting.

Without so much as an “I’m sorry to disturb
you”, Ev hurriedly said, “I need you to go to John’s party for me
tonight”. In that split second where all sorts of stuff goes
through your mind before you answer, I was thinking he sounded out
of breath, whiny, and what the hell? I had a nice evening planned
with a decent dinner, maybe a bottle of wine and my word
processor.

(I forgot to mention: I write paranormal
romance novels on the side under a pseudonym. Don’t tell Ev. He’d
never let me hear the end of it.)

“Ev, it’s Wednesday. I had plans for tonight
and besides, you know I can’t go to one of those sorts of parties
and be into work early the next morning,” I replied.

“Whatever your plans were, you can change
them. I’ll cover the morning. Just do this, OK? Gregory will pick
you up in the limo at 9:30. Stay for a couple of hours, schmooze
folks the way you know how and leave. It’s not like you’ve never
done this before.”

Guys, ogres in particular, really have no
idea what a woman has to go through to get ready for an upscale
party – especially if we aren’t in the mood to do so. But he
sounded like this was a real emergency. I sighed, said yes, hung up
the phone and determined I could at least get my nap in before I’d
need to eat dinner and start to get gussied up.

I set my alarm and settled back down. I had
to move Fudge – he’d spread over the entire pillow during my
conversation. He resettled himself and started kneading in my hair,
making it entirely possible it would take another fifteen minutes
just to comb out the snarls he was creating. I was used to it and
had built an additional quarter-hour into my routine after he came
to live with me.

It was getting dark in the apartment when the
alarm went off, which suited my mood. My dreams had been off-kilter
for some reason and the thought of having to go to a party, much
less a late one, didn’t improve my disposition. Still in my
jammies, I padded into the kitchen, flipped on the light and
started rummaging through the fridge for the makings for a quick
dinner. I settled for a salad with leftover shrimp as a garnish.
There was enough shrimp for Fudge and me to share without argument.
An argument, I might add, that I invariably lost.

Two hours after that, I was as gussied as I
was going to get. My dress was a full-length emerald green satin
that fit well in all the right places and complimented my
waist-length copper-red hair. I wasn’t pleased with Fudge’s
coiffure attempt but it had only taken ten minutes to comb out his
snarls before washing my hair. I was, therefore, five minutes ahead
of schedule. Matching shoes and clutch completed the ensemble that
wasn’t quite au courant but still looked good. While
silently thanking the fashion maven who declared pantyhose
unnecessary, especially in summer heat, I watched out the window
for Ev’s limo.


Chapter 2

 


 


Gregory pulled up right at 9:30 and we headed
for the ‘burbs, where the uber-rich had transformed rolling
farmland into fancy estates. During the ride, I mentally reviewed
what I knew about this party:

It was being thrown by John Minton,
agent-to-the-stars. Even though it was common knowledge in the
paranormal circles that he was bisexual, he put on one of the
straightest acts I’ve ever seen. The guest of honor was one of his
clients and if the rumors were to be believed, his current
paramour, an actor who was the latest heartthrob of several million
teen girls. He was handsome, if you liked the type: tall,
nicely built, dark hair and eyes, pale skin and a very full mouth.
Although he looked to be in his early twenties, little did those
googly-eyed teenagers know this particular actor was almost a
hundred years old. Both he and John were night people. Vampires to
you; which should explain why the party started so late. Ev
provided security to some of John’s clients and was always hoping
to get a few more into his fold. Hence the attendance at the
party.

Gregory let me off at the door of a
Tara-wannabe mansion. I don’t know how many acres John owned but
there was an expanse of lawn to either side of the drive large
enough to hold a couple of soccer matches on, with room for at
least one more out the back before you got to the pool. (I always
wondered what his monthly landscaping bill was. Astronomical, I’ll
bet.) White columns framed a large swath of shallow steps, which
led to ten-foot high mahogany double doors.

Instead of the usual guard or butler greeting
the guests and taking coats, John was doing the duty himself. After
all, it was summer so there were no coats to be dealt with.

“Amy, what a pleasant surprise!” he greeted
me, taking my hand in his in an attempt at old-fashioned gallantry.
“Are you on your own or is Evander showing up at some point?” When
I explained that something had come up for Ev and I was filling in,
he smiled and his look turned from cordiality to one closer akin to
lust.

“None of that, John,” I said, retrieving my
hand from his grasp and moving so he’d be outside my personal
space. “You know what happened the last time you tried to sink your
fangs into me and we don’t want a repeat in front of all your
guests, do we?”

John coughed, told me to enjoy the party and
turned his smile to the next arriving guest. I smiled inwardly at
the memory. The first party I had attended at his house was with
Ev, a little over a month after I’d started working for him. No one
knew who I was so I was fresh meat (literally, in some cases). Ev
escorted me around the room, introducing me to everyone I needed to
know. It was a veritable Who’s Who of the entertainment industry …
agents, managers, producers, and even a couple of up-and-coming
actors I’d heard of.

John had immediately appeared by my side the
moment Ev excused himself to use the restroom. I guess he was good
looking: tall, athletic body, dark hair, grass-green eyes and
sharply chiseled features. A little on the pale side for my taste,
though. It was obvious from his demeanor that he was used to women
falling over their tongues and assumed I would do the same when he
turned his charm on me. He took my hand in his and tried to be
seductive. (I am apparently immune to vampires’ bedroom eyes
because I have never swooned when they give me The Look.) I knew he
was important to Ev so played along as best I could, despite the
fact that his hand was like ice. But when he tried to get cozy and
started eyeing me as if I were the blue plate special, I pressed my
great-grandmother’s silver cross into the exposed portion of his
wrist below his sleeve. He screamed like a little girl with the
pain. Although vampires normally heal almost instantly, it was a
month before he could wear short-sleeved shirts again. That cross
was on a charm bracelet I wore every day. I may be a mundane but I
certainly am not stupid.

After leaving John at the door, I headed for
the bar and grabbed a glass of chardonnay. Although I really prefer
a nice, dark red wine, I didn’t want anyone thinking the flute
contained something else. With my Irish ancestry and its
accompanying pale skin, I’m sure some thought I was a ‘night
person’, as well.

I saw many people I knew, clients and
business acquaintances alike, and headed for the nearest group to
do what Ev wanted me to do – schmooze. I said hello to those I
knew, introduced myself to those I didn’t, and basically made nice
to everyone. I always avoided being alone with any vamps but with
the advent of spray-tan booths, it was getting more and more
difficult to tell many from normal humans. (Some disdained the
‘healthy, alive’ look and you could spot those across the room.)
Once I got into a group, though, I could always pick them out.
Blood is a lot thicker than wine and leaves a coating on the
goblet. You just have to look for it.

About an hour later (it seemed more like four
– my face was hurting from the continuous smile) I felt a tap on my
shoulder. I turned to find His Honor the heartthrob smiling at me.
“I don’t believe we’ve had the pleasure of meeting. I’m Andy and
you’re beautiful,” he said. Spare me.

“Hello. My name is Amy,” I replied. “If
you’re looking for someone gullible, I suggest that blonde over
there. She doesn’t know who you are.” I refrained from saying “what
you are”. Calling someone a vamp to their face in mixed company
isn’t polite. He must have missed my point.

“I prefer sultry redheads and you fit the
bill. May I have your drink freshened?” Sigh. Ev would consider
Andy Deland a real catch for a client and be seriously pissed if I
didn’t at least try to bring him into the Angelich Security fold. I
kept the smile plastered on my face as we meandered over to the
bar. I got a fresh chardonnay, he had his B positive topped off
from a wine bottle mysteriously missing its label. Like I couldn’t
tell the difference between cabernet sauvignon and blood.

He steered me to the patio where it was easy
to get lost in shadows created by pillars and torchlight. Andy
naturally gravitated away from the torches. Vamps and fire don’t
get along. He chose a cozy spot, out of view from the rest of the
guests – even those wandering on the wide expanse of lawn
stretching off the patio and leading to the pool. Warning bells
went off in my head.

“So, what brings you to John’s party?” he
asked. I launched into my standard spiel about Ev’s company,
downplayed my role in it and tried to gush a little about some of
the clients. The latter was always the most difficult part. It’s
tough to be awed by anyone who calls you when hungover, whining
about the fact that their bodyguard insisted they leave a party
when the guard saw something that could damage either the client’s
body or reputation, breaking up the client’s fun. It happens more
often than you might think.

Andy moved closer into my personal space.
“Now I know about your work. I want to know about you. First
tell me why you smell so good, then tell me what makes Amy tick.”
He reached around my waist and tried to pull me towards him. I saw
his fangs drop a little – not a good sign. I’d had enough. Although
he was trying to be normal, referencing the Guerlain Samsara I was
wearing, to him my ‘perfume’ was blood, as he well knew. Vamps
could smell blood a mile off and naturally, it was an aphrodisiac
to them. Especially fully-human blood.

I pulled his arm away from my waist and,
moving backwards, said with a glare, “What makes Amy tick is
nothing I want to share with you. Please do us both a favor and go
find someone closer to your own age to bother.”

He moved back closer to me. “But I like older
women,” he pleaded. “I prefer them. Girls my own age are
mostly airheads.” Talk about playing a part! Maybe not Oscar
quality but he knew his lines.

“Girls your own age are no longer girls.
Unless they’re not human, they’re either dead or close to it. I’m
going to be polite and excuse myself, now. Believe me when I say I
can quite easily cause a scene that won’t harm my reputation
in the least.” At that, I turned. It was definitely time to leave
and head towards my bed, populated only by myself and Fudge.

I found John, said my goodbyes and was half
way to the door when I heard a roar. Andy had apparently decided I
was going to be his conquest and/or snack for the night, whether I
wanted it or not. He came flying through the room and probably
would have bowled me over had John not stepped into his path,
effectively blocking me from my pursuer’s sight. John grabbed Andy
by the collar and brought him up short. “See you soon, Amy,” he
called as if everything was normal. “Folks, Andy apparently had a
little too much to drink. I’ll be back as soon as I put him to
bed,” he said to the rest of the guests as he dragged the vampire
toward the archway that led downstairs. I unclenched my fist around
the dangling charm, continued my path to the door as leisurely as I
could with quaking knees, and gratefully climbed through the car
door Gregory already had open.

About half way home, my phone rang. Ev again.
Without preamble I said, “I’m on my way home. Everything went
fine.”

“I believe you but that’s not why I’m
calling,” came the reply. “I’m in trouble and need your help.”

An ogre in trouble. Right. “Ev, it’s nearly
midnight and I’ve been smiling so much my mouth needs its sleep to
recuperate. What in the hell can’t wait until I get in
tomorrow?”

“I’ll explain when you get here. Tell Gregory
to bring you to Club Tread.” With that he rang off.

I sighed again. I was going to pay myself
triple overtime for this night. I told Gregory to change direction
and checked my appearance. Club Tread was a very exclusive
membership-only nightclub catering to non-human species. I had to
look good and confident or the patrons would view me as either an
unwanted human intrusion or food.

Gregory pulled up to one of those
steel-and-glass multipurpose buildings just on the edge of
downtown. You know, the kind that has shops and restaurants on the
ground floor; offices on the second, third and maybe fourth, and
fancy condos above that. Club Tread took up the entire second and
third floors, and was accessed by a grand staircase that took up
about a third of the lobby. No elevator … if you couldn’t walk up
the staircase in style (all the better to see and be seen), you
didn’t need to be here. Although I’d been here before (with Ev and
a client, naturally), I was always impressed at the soundproofing.
Not a decibel penetrated to the lobby. Maybe it had something to do
with the ultra plush carpeting that my heels caught in, nearly
making me stumble. I climbed the stairs, wondering how in the hell
I was going to get in.

Ev met me at the door but instead of
escorting me inside, turned me down the balcony overlooking the
lobby.

“I’m ready for bed, Ev. What’s this all
about?”

“You know that call I got from Happy this
afternoon? I had some dealings with him in the long-ago past and
thought I’d never see him again. I need you to act like my wife,
just for an hour or so, OK?”

“Act like your wife? Are you out of your
fucking mind?” I hissed back. You just don’t yell in a posh
atmosphere like that, although it took everything I had to keep my
voice down. Humans and ogres weren’t the first thing that came to
mind when one thought of “two people made for each other”. Size was
the first issue, hygiene another and I don’t even want to think
about sharing a bed!

“Please, Amy, I really need to be married
right now. It was an, um, wager that I never thought Happy would
check up on. Please?”

“Why me? You’ve got plenty of female friends
to chose from. Some of them are even your own species. There must
be someone who owes you a favor!”

“Believe me, I tried. I’ve been calling
everyone I know since this afternoon. I can’t get anyone to
pretend, not tonight anyways. Please?”

As I said earlier, Ev is basically a good
guy. And despite all my complaints, I actually liked him. Also,
pale puce isn’t a very attractive color and Ev was so pale with
nerves he was close to being an albino for his species. I guess it
couldn’t hurt to pretend to be his wife just for an hour or so to
get this Happy guy off his back.

“OK, I’ll do it. But I get the rest of the
week off and I don’t want to hear a peep out of you until Monday
morning. Otherwise, I’m out of here and you’re on your own.”

“I knew you’d help me out. Deal. I promise I
won’t call, even if the building blows up.” With that, he produced
a wedding ring that even J-Lo would drool at. I was surprised I
could hold my hand up once I got it on my finger. It was heavy.
About fifteen carats of diamonds twinkled from a platinum setting
probably designed by Tiffany. I was better off not knowing where
he’d gotten it on such short notice. He turned me back towards the
club’s doors. “Just so you know, you do work with me at the
agency; he knows you’ve been to a party on business tonight; and
we’ve been married two years. No kids.” I thought I could remember
at least that much, put my arm through his, plastered my fake smile
back on and we walked into the club.

As soon as we walked through the huge double
doors, my eyes and ears came under assault. Lights flickered and
flashed, and whatever music was blaring seemed to be nothing more
than its bass beat. If the dance floor was any indication, I was
the only one who wasn’t pleased with the sound. Variously sized,
shaped and colored bodies gyrated together, looking like a sardine
can that had popped open to reveal seriously deformed fish. Ev led
me around to a booth on the upper level overlooking the floor.
Soundproofing was somehow at work here, because although we could
look down on the dancers, the music was muted enough to carry on a
conversation. (I found out later that Club Tread has a wizard on
staff to do nothing more than keep the soundproofing in place.
Cushy job!)

“Amy, I’d like you to meet Happy. Happy, this
is my wife,” Ev said. It was a good thing I’d had a lot of practice
smiling when I didn’t want to. Did you ever see the cartoon, “God,
the Devil and Bob”? There, the Devil looked more-or-less human with
purplish skin, blond hair and a couple of little horns. I was
looking at the cartoon’s prototype. As Happy stood to greet me, I
saw a moderately tall, well-formed man. Blond hair and purple skin
were set off by a perfectly-tailored red suit that looked
very much like Gucci styling. Two horns, just little nubs, were
indeed peeking out of the Greek curls covering his head.

Happy’s voice was just as gravelly in person
as it was on the phone. “I’m very pleased to meet you, Amy. Please,
have a seat. May I order you a cocktail?” I definitely needed one
and something a little stronger than wine. “Yes, thank you. I’ll
have a gin and tonic, preferably Tanqueray, extra limes,” I said to
the waiter who had mysteriously appeared at my elbow. With that, I
slid into the booth and Ev sat on the edge of the bench. (He didn’t
fit all the way into standard-sized booths and had obviously chosen
this one so Happy wasn’t dwarfed by the ogre-sized booths scattered
throughout the club.)

“So, Happy, how do you know Ev?” I asked,
trying to make small talk when all I wanted was for that drink to
arrive so I could down it in one gulp.

“Ev and I go back a long time,” he chuckled.
“I’m surprised he never mentioned me. We spent a lot of time
together when we were both in LA.” I looked at Ev, who swallowed a
little hard and attempted a smile.

“Oh yes, those were my wild days. I’ve never
mentioned you because all that is behind me and has no bearing on
my current life. I don’t think I’ve ever said much of
anything to you about my days in LA, have I darling?”

“No, Ev, you haven’t. It seemed like
something you didn’t want to talk about so I didn’t press,” I
smiled at him. That was really the truth. I knew Ev was born in Los
Angeles and had lived there for quite some time prior to moving to
Minneapolis, but he didn’t talk about it and I had no interest in
his past.

My drink arrived. “A toast to the happy
couple,” said Happy. We clinked glasses and I made a conscious
effort to just sip instead of chug it. “Tell me, how do you like
being married to Ev?” Happy continued with his interrogation.

“It was an adjustment, I’ll admit. My first
husband was human so there were species differences I had to get
used to. But he’s a great guy.” I didn’t lie again, except for
implying the marriage part. Working with an ogre did take
some getting used to and my first (and only) husband was
human.

The banter continued. I was guessing Happy
was trying to figure out if it was all real. Thankfully when you
worked closely with someone over a long period, you got to know
most all their foibles so I was able to easily answer all the
questions. But it finally came my turn. There was only one question
I really wanted answered.

“So tell me, is Happy your given name or a
nickname?” I asked.

“It’s a nickname I got a long time ago. I
tend to be an acquisitive sort and in my younger days when I got
something I wanted, I did a little happy dance. There was a time
when I was getting everything I wanted and I danced a lot.
My friends picked up on that, started calling me ‘Happy Dance’ and
then just shortened it to Happy. It has stuck with me all these
years.” If he was who I thought he was, ‘Acquisition’ was probably
his middle name and ‘Of Souls’ his last.

With this, I smothered a yawn. Sneaking a
peak at my watch, I could see that it was something past 1:00 a.m.
“My apologies,” I said. “I am not used to being up quite this late.
Although I’d love to continue this conversation, sweetheart, I
really do need to get to bed.” This last was directed at Ev, who
looked at Happy.

Happy nodded and said, “On the contrary, it’s
I who owe you an apology. Ev, I’d really like to continue catching
up if you’re up to it.”

“Sure,” Ev replied – through slightly
clenched teeth. “Just let me walk Amy out. I’ll be right back.” We
rose; Happy kissed the back of my hand, effectively dismissing me
from his presence. Ugh. I was glad to leave.

Once we were back in the lobby, Ev hugged me.
If you’ve never been hugged by an ogre, I suggest you avoid the
event. “Ev, I can’t breathe,” I said into his
none-too-nice-smelling waist. “Sorry,” he said, releasing me. “I
keep forgetting about the size difference. Thank you for this. I
don’t think he suspected a thing. I owe you big time.”

I started walking down the staircase, Ev
right behind me. “Yes you do.” I said over my shoulder. “I’ll start
collecting this morning when I don’t go into the office. Since it
looks like you won’t make it in early, either, I’ll change the
voicemail to say we’re opening at noon. You’d better be there to
handle everything because I certainly won’t. Good night, Ev. I’ll
see you Monday morning.”

Once again I climbed through the door Gregory
was holding open for me. Five minutes later I was at the door of my
apartment with Gregory watching me go inside. (Although Ev knew
about the wards on the building, Gregory had instructions to ensure
I was inside them before leaving. He did double-duty as driver and
extra-pair-of-eyes for Ev: Gregory was a wizard, too.)

I hit the locks, freed my feet from the
heels, fed a pissed-off Fudge (three-plus hours late), called in to
change the voicemail, put the coffee together but turned off the
timer and headed for the sack. What a night! If Ev ever put me into
a situation like this again, I would emasculate him. Wife
indeed. I was seriously considering what it would be like to work
for a normal person again. Maybe I’d check the employment sites on
the ‘Net when I got up. There had to be a better – or at least
easier – way to make a living.

However, I had four days to do nothing but
sleep in, play with my cat and write. (Laundry had to be done
somewhere in there, too.) I think I’d even managed some fodder for
a new book this evening: an out-of-control bisexual vampire in a
love triangle with Satan waiting in the wings. Could be
interesting!


Chapter 3

 


 


Six o’clock comes early anytime but
especially if you’re wanting to sleep in after a long and stressful
night. Just like clockwork, the sun shone through my bedroom
window. I groaned and pulled the pillow over my head to blot out
the bright light, dislodging Fudge in the process. He readjusted
himself against my back and we both went back to sleep. I opened my
eyes the next time to see the clock ticking its way to seven. Still
too early but damn it, I was awake. Would I ever get back to being
a night person? I missed being able to sleep until noon without any
difficulty!

Since I hadn’t set the timer, the coffee
wasn’t waiting for me. Ten minutes is a long time to kill before
your first caffeine fix of the morning. I distracted myself by
scooping Fudge’s litter box. It’s not the most pleasant chore in
the world and best done while still half-asleep. That way you don’t
remember much of the odor.

Odor. That brought Ev and the previous
evening back to mind. I pondered everything while sipping on my
elixir. How in the hell did I get myself into these situations? Ah
yes. I remember now. Stupid girl.

I was in my first year of college when I met
the man who would become my husband. I thought it was love at first
sight. He was handsome in a rugged sort of way, athletic but not a
jock and an art major. The man could definitely draw and had dreams
of becoming an anime artist for a major company. He had a nice
combination of brawn and sensitivity that I found very attractive.
We dated for about six months, broke up for almost a year and then
picked up where we’d left off. When he proposed, I immediately
accepted with the typical dreams of a house with a white picket
fence, 2.5 children and a dog. I would quit school and become the
bestest housewife in the world – call me June Cleaver, Jr. At
twenty, you don’t think much about practicalities and my folks
weren’t around to remind me of them – they’d both died in a car
accident when I was seventeen. I was on my own.

What I failed to realize is that there are a
lot of people with dreams of being an anime artist. Try as
he might, Ted could never make it to the top of the heap of
applicants for the few job openings. He made a living as a
carpenter with his dad’s remodeling firm. Since I’d learned to type
in high school, I got a job as a secretary. Neither of us was
happy.

Our marriage broke up after two years and I
was back on my own. I had a not-much apartment and a not-much job
in a not-much city. I decided it was time for a major change. I
updated my resume and started perusing the help-wanted ads online
in cities other than the one I lived in. Nothing seemed any
different from what I had until about three months into my search.
One morning an ad in the Minneapolis Star-Tribune caught my
eye:

Administrative Assistant needed. Must be
well-organized and people oriented. Experience with non-human
species a plus. Bookkeeping skills a must. Starting salary
commensurate with ability. Health insurance and 401(k) provided.
Send resume to …

I couldn’t look up the company because the
email address was at Yahoo. Nice and anonymous, that. Experience
with non-human species? In what way? Face it, Iowa wasn’t a
paranormal Mecca. There weren’t a lot of non-humans to interact
with. I knew several weres from my college days and there was one
dwarf in my high school class. We weren’t friends but I got along
with them. I didn’t know if that counted. However, I fulfilled all
the other requirements and I’d heard the Twin Cities were a nice
place to live, so I fired off my resume hoping to hear
something.

A couple of days later there was a message in
my inbox asking for a telephone interview. If that went well, it
would lead to a personal interview at their office – travel
expenses paid by them. A bonus: the writer, Evander, asked if I
minded if the phone conversation happened in the evening, which was
when he did the bulk of his work. No skin off my nose. I’d rather I
didn’t have to excuse myself from work since they didn’t know I was
looking elsewhere. I replied with some convenient times for me
(like, every night after 6:00 p.m.) and within minutes, we had set
up an appointment for the following evening.

I don’t remember the entire conversation but
Ev told me he was an ogre and he had non-human employees and
clients. Did I have a problem with that? As long as no weres or
vamps bit me, no, not really. He asked whether I followed celebrity
gossip. It’s really unavoidable these days but honestly, I paid
little attention to who was marrying or divorcing whom, who got
picked up on a DUI and the like. I found it boring. I was asked
about moving. I thought my sob story would come off as a little
self-pitying, so I just told him I was looking for a change and had
heard the Twin Cities were nice. I didn’t say but I implied I
wasn’t willing to move without a guaranteed job. I had a little
money left from my parents’ estate but certainly not enough to live
off of indefinitely. I preferred to keep that invested for
emergencies or better yet, retirement.

Apparently I said all the right things
because Ev asked if I could come to Minneapolis for an interview.
He was used to working weekends so if I wanted to come that
Saturday, he’d be able to see me then. There was a hotel a short
distance away from his office. He’d make a reservation in my name
for Saturday night, arranging for a late checkout Sunday morning so
I didn’t have to rush; and he would be sure to have gas and food
money for me when I got there. It was about a four hour drive so we
set up a 2:00 p.m. appointment.

His office was on the south side of downtown,
in an older area that up-and-comers probably considered ‘quaint’.
It was a mixed neighborhood with residences, small shops, and small
offices. Everything was well-kept, fairly quiet if you discounted
the fact that it was on a main thoroughfare, and there didn’t
appear to be any riff-raff on the streets. I liked it. His office
was on the second floor of one of those buildings, with a deli
downstairs and another, currently-unoccupied office on the floor
above.

The place was tiny compared to the large
corporate offices I was used to. Ev greeted me at the door and gave
me the nickel tour. There was a reception area with a desk, a
couple of comfortable chairs sized for larger people, and a coffee
table replete with the latest Hollywood gossip magazines. Beyond
that were two offices: one obviously used and the other empty
except for what looked like cast-off home furnishings. The rest of
the space contained a half-bath, a small kitchen and a storage room
with file cabinets and a copier. He pulled Cokes out of the fridge
for both of us and we sat in the reception area to talk.

Although I’d heard of ogres and seen a photo
or two of them in the newspaper, I wasn’t prepared for how large
they really are. Especially compared to me. I stand 5’4” in my bare
feet and weigh about 110. Most humans are bigger than me and Ev is
considerably larger than most of them. I felt a little like a bug
that could be squashed if I wasn’t careful to keep out of his
way.

His body odor was another thing I wasn’t
expecting. You’d think in today’s age of television commercials for
everything smelling sweet, he’d have picked up a hint or
two. But he had a separate office from where I’d be sitting so I
thought I could handle it, as long as I had a lot of scented
candles burning the whole while.

I asked what happened to whoever it was I
would be replacing. Surprise, surprise. I wasn’t replacing anyone.
Ev had been trying to do it all himself for the last two years and
had been a miserable failure at it. He needed someone to keep the
office straight while he dealt with the clients. That made sense.
(I found out several months later that I had been the only
applicant for the job. Apparently I was the only one who didn’t
mind non-humans.)

Obviously, the in-person interview went well
or I wouldn’t be here today. But what sealed the deal from my end
was the salary offer. It was four times what I was making back
home. (Little did I know the excess was ‘hazardous duty pay’.)
Although cost of living was a little higher in Minneapolis than
Waterloo, I would still be sitting pretty. We shook on it (well, he
enveloped my hand in his and pumped my arm up and down a few times)
and agreed I would start work a month later. That would give me
enough time to give my notice at the old job and the old apartment
and make the move. Ev said he’d been going it alone so long now
that another month wouldn’t matter. I hoped so but based on the
piles of paper lying around, I knew I would have my work cut out
for me when I finally dug in.

I had dinner in the hotel restaurant that
night and grabbed the early-edition Sunday paper from the rack. The
news wouldn’t be quite current but the ads would be. I curled up on
the bed with a glass of wine (a freebie courtesy of the cute
bartender) and started looking for a place to live. My phone rang.
It was Ev.

“I think I may have found you an apartment.
The building is owned by an acquaintance of mine and is close to
the office. I can give you the phone number of the super if you’re
interested.” I didn’t have anything to lose so took the number.
Nothing in the paper looked truly promising, anyways.

The next morning after breakfast I called the
super and he was amenable to me coming right over. It was only a
mile walk and the spring weather was gorgeous, so I left the car in
the hotel’s garage and hoofed it.

I fell in love with the place, even before I
heard the rent and ‘bonus’. Like the rest of the neighborhood, the
building was older but well-kept. It was a basement apartment, but
rather than being only the width of half the building to either
side of the interior staircase and extending to the back, it
spanned the entire width of the building and more than half the
depth, making it larger than the other apartments and almost twice
the size of the place I was currently in. Also because it was on
the lower level, it had its own entrance from the street, with a
second one into the back hallway. The laundry room was right across
the hall. No hauling stuff up and down stairs! The boiler room was
also across that back hall but the super assured me the tenants
were the quiet type and everything was well soundproofed, so I
wouldn’t hear anything. Large windows let in a lot of light.

The bath was in the process of being retiled
and would be getting all new fixtures. The same would be done to
the eat-in kitchen, new appliances brought in and then they’d put
down new carpeting in the bedroom and living room. Although anyone
passing by could look in the windows, it was on a side street
without a lot of foot traffic. Sheer curtains would hide me during
the day and heavier ones over those would hide me at night and
block out the morning sun. It was perfect.

Then he told me how much rent was: $100 more
a month than I was currently paying. With my hefty increase in
salary, I thought I could manage. Then came the surprise. “Mr.
Owens, who owns the building, is a wizard. He doesn’t like anyone
messing with any of his belongings and also takes an interest in
his tenants’ well-being because it’s good for business. This
building has been heavily shielded against unwanted attention. If
you decide to take it, you’ll have to give Mr. Owens a strand of
your hair. That way he can key the wards to you, too.”

I opened my mouth to protest. I’d heard what
witches and wizards could do with someone’s hair, nail parings,
skin, anything of a very personal nature. “I know what
you’re about to say,” the super pre-empted my objection. “Mr. Owens
will do what he does in front of you and destroy your hair right
there and then. It just takes something with your DNA to key the
wards.” I decided I could live with that.

I signed the lease and wrote a check for both
the security deposit and the first month’s rent. I was assured all
the renovations would be completed by the time I was ready to move
in. We exchanged phone numbers and I walked back to the hotel. I
don’t think my feet touched the ground the entire time. I’d found a
job that paid an insane amount of money and a really cool apartment
in less than a 24-hour time span. Things were looking up!

I wanted everything to happen immediately but
unfortunately, life doesn’t work like that. I drove home, already
mentally packing up my apartment. My boss wasn’t too surprised when
I gave my notice the next morning. “I knew you were unhappy. It was
just a matter of time before you tried greener pastures,” he said.
I gave him three weeks instead of the usual two. He was a nice guy
and I didn’t have to be back to Minneapolis for a month, anyways.
That would give me a week to pack and move. It wouldn’t even take
that long.

So I hired a moving company, made the move,
met Mr. Owens (quickie spell and my hair went poof!), got settled
in the apartment and my new job. Within a month I realized I didn’t
need a car at all so sold it and invested most of the money. I
splurged a little on a good bicycle and some things I wanted for
the apartment.

My neighbors had to be some of the best in
the world. The four apartments above me were occupied by retirees …
two witches in one, a dwarf in another, and two mundane men who,
like me, had something to do with the paranormal in their working
lives. Edward, the super, was one of the mundanes. I was greeted
with mounds of food the day I moved in and offers to help me
unpack. They were all very friendly and as I was so young (in their
view), they vowed to keep an eye out for me. Over the years, I
became the daughter none of them had ever had and they, in many
ways, were my surrogate parents. I could talk to any of them about
anything and loved them for it.

It didn’t take long for Ev and me to form a
comfortable working relationship. As he’d admitted, he was an
abject failure when it came to the paperwork end of business. At
this, I excelled. Within a month, the piles of paper had vanished
and within six months, I had the Internal Revenue Service off his
back by ensuring all the taxes were deposited on a timely basis.
His accountant was profoundly grateful for my presence and even
sent flowers after the first quarter passed without a nasty notice
from the revenuers.

Ev, on the other hand, reveled in the people
end of things. Given his temper tantrums, I was always surprised
when he was able to sign another client. I’d never been in on any
negotiations but whatever he did, it worked. Over the years I
learned how to smile and be polite, even to some of the grossest
people I’d ever met. Ev said having me around to ‘charm’ folks was
a bonus. If that’s what it took for my steady rises in pay, I’d
smile at the devil himself, who was probably least among the …
interesting … people I met.

First and foremost, there was Ev: an ogre
with a fairly sweet disposition – at least towards me. Sure, we
butted heads but all I had to do was remind him why he’d hired me
in the first place and he usually calmed down. He threw a temper
tantrum at least once a day but he got over it and things got back
to normal quickly. He was single but then again, still fairly young
– only a hundred and fifty-four. The business appeared to be
successful – he lived out in the ‘burbs, had a limo with driver and
enjoyed partying at some of the more exclusive clubs in town. I
couldn’t find anything wrong with the books (once I set them up,
that is) so I don’t think he was skimming. Just paying himself a
nice salary – and me, too.

Then there were the various bodyguards. They
were all ex-military or ex-law enforcement so on the outside, they
were all toughs. However, there were a few ogres who, despite their
size and training, were pussy cats – as long as they or their
charge weren’t threatened. All the guards were associated in some
way with the paranormal. If they weren’t non-human, they wielded
magic as well as a sidearm. Ev’s was the only paranormal security
firm in the country, which made him quite popular in some circles.
Most of the security was provided on a contract basis. Clients
didn’t want to take on the exorbitant expense of the workers’
compensation insurance. Too, there were always times personalities
didn’t mesh; it’s easier to switch contractors than fire an
employee. On occasion, the guard/client relationship became
permanent. In this case, Ev took a finder’s fee of one year’s
salary. Let me tell you, personal bodyguards make a lot of
money.

We usually had about 20 contracts out at a
time, so it wasn’t too difficult to juggle schedules. Most of the
clients were actors or at least someone really famous but once in
awhile, we got a rich nobody who was just a Nervous Nellie. Ev
didn’t discriminate when it came to taking people’s money.

Because you had to have money to have
a bodyguard, Ev ran in some pretty stratified circles. That meant
parties hosted and attended by the glitterati. At first, I was
thrilled when Ev asked me to accompany him or play hostess at one
he threw at his house. I was in my mid-twenties, just an
administrative assistant, and I got to rub shoulders with the rich
and famous. After a time the glitz of the parties wore off and I
decided I’d rather stay home. I didn’t attend every party to
which Ev was invited but one or two a month, if the situation
warranted for some reason or another.

Not to mention that Ev gave me some money so
I could buy appropriate evening wear. The only fancy thing I had in
my closet up to that point was my wedding dress in its plastic
cover. Being the thrifty person that I am, the money he gave me
went a long way. I found all sorts of nice outfits at thrift
stores, consignment shops and on sale racks. All I had to do was
shorten them, something I had to do with a lot of clothing, not
just the glam wear.

When I first started working with him, Ev
gave me a rundown on the most prevalent non-humans I was likely to
meet and how to deal with them. Ogres I already knew and was
getting used to. Dwarves, too. Witches and wizards were pretty much
like other humans. They were just able to wield magic and lived
longer than mundanes.

Vampires were really everything I’d ever
read: pale, fangs (if they chose to show them or got pissed
or lusty); couldn’t handle direct sunlight, fire, silver, crosses,
holy water, or stakes through the heart. The thing books got wrong,
though, was vamps could be out during the day as long as it
was overcast or they had heavily-tinted car windows; and they could
see their reflection in a mirror. (Good thing. Most of the ones I
met were so vain they probably would have staked themselves if they
couldn’t see what they looked like.)

Weres looked and acted normal unless it was
around a full moon but there was something of a predator in both
their appearance and mannerisms. I probably wouldn’t meet any elves
since they didn’t often mix with anyone outside their race but if I
did, I’d know one. They looked like humans but perfect in
every way, with the Spock ears. They were also haughty and would
look down their nose at me. I shouldn’t take it personally – they
were like that with all non-elves. There were others, of course,
but none I’d likely run across in my normal dealings, like various
forms of fae, pixies, brownies, dryads … the list went on.

With information arming me and my normal
attitude towards people, I thought I could handle just about
anything. I had my great-grandmother’s cross added to a charm
bracelet I purchased, and made sure I stayed off the streets around
the full moon.


Chapter 4

 


 


I’ve already mentioned the first party I
attended at John Minton’s house and the ensuing confrontation.
Countless parties later, Ev introduced me to a current client’s
agent and immediately after the introduction, left us with a wink.
Ev was trying to fix me up but it didn’t look like his taste in men
was too bad. Tony Wellington was the first person I’d met at one of
those parties who wasn’t entirely full of himself. Instead of
yammering on about his current client roster and who wanted to hire
him, he could talk about literature; enjoyed going to museums and
the theater; and a plus: he looked like Hugh Jackman’s ‘Wolverine’
but without the muttonchop sideburns. I managed to contain the
drool in my mouth and didn’t even hear those little warning bells
in the back of my head. Or if I did, they sounded like wedding
bells. Or something. At least screwing bells.

Tony was in town for a few days seeing to
some things for his clients. He asked me out and I accepted. Two
days later, he took me to a wonderful restaurant on the top floor
of one of the downtown buildings where there was a lovely view of
the skyline. Even with my newfound ‘wealth’, I couldn’t have
afforded to dine there on my own. My clue? It was one of those
places where the lady’s menu didn’t have any prices on it. I didn’t
think restaurants like that existed anymore. I mean, what if I was
picking up the tab, not him? Women are liberated, now!

Anyways, dinner was fabulous, the wine
excellent and conversation scintillating. We even saw eye-to-eye on
most political issues. Between the dining, wining and conversation,
I was more than ready to hop into the sack with him, which happened
in his hotel room a few hours later. It was fun and I hoped to
repeat the experience many, many times but maybe with a little more
advance planning on my part: I had to crawl out of a very
comfortable bed, shared with a very attractive man and go back to
my lonely apartment to feed the damned cat.

Tony left town but called every day and sent
flowers several times. Ev was snickering and calling me “Lovey”. I
thought it was nice to be romanced so ignored the remarks.

Less than a month later, Tony arranged to
return to the Twin Cities for an overnight, just to be with me. I
was thrilled and flattered and made sure Ev knew I wouldn’t be
available even if the world came to an end. On the night in
question, I remembered to put down food for Fudge before leaving
and on the off chance that evening went as well as the first,
carried some overnight necessities in a larger-than-normal
purse.

Tony sent a limo to pick me up and we went to
another fancy restaurant. More good food, wine and conversation and
naturally, we ended up back in his hotel suite. Our night was just
as much fun as the first one and coffee-cum-breakfast the next
morning was delightful. I was sorry when he left for the airport,
dropping me off at my apartment on the way.

The romance continued for several months. I
received a lovely bouquet of flowers at least once a week and long
phone calls were a twice-a-week occurrence. Tony would arrange to
come to town for a weekend or even just overnight. When time
permitted, we’d go to a Broadway show at the State Theater, a play
at the Guthrie or an opening of an exhibit at one of the museums.
Even if it was the wrong time of the month for me, we enjoyed
cuddling with each other late into the night. I was beginning to
think that I’d met Mr. Right.

Our last date wasn’t quite as fun. We
were getting cozy on the couch in his hotel suite with a glass of
bubbly when the clouds parted and the moon shined directly through
the sitting room window and straight into our faces. Any other
night, I would have said it was gorgeous. It happened to be a full
moon. Right in front of me, Tony’s face elongated into a snout
(with “the better to eat you’’ teeth), his fingers became claws and
as his clothing ripped, I could see all sorts of hair starting to
sprout where it shouldn’t on a man. Before his face completely
turned, he managed to growl out, “Shit, I am going to kill that
wizard. His potion didn’t work!”

Needless to say, I made a beeline out the
door. Thankfully, we hadn’t gotten to any point of undress so all I
had to grab were my purse and shoes. I didn’t want to wait for an
elevator so I virtually flew down fifteen flights of stairs to the
lobby, out the door and didn’t stop until I was several blocks away
and too out of breath to run any farther. Not to mention that my
bare feet hurt. I hailed a cab and got inside my apartment behind
Mr. Owens’ wards before I took any sort of normal breath.

A full bottle of wine later I calmed down
enough to go to bed. Although I knew I was safe in my apartment, I
really didn’t sleep much that night. The scene of Tony changing and
imaginings of those teeth taking a chunk out of me kept running
through my brain. If the timing had been any different, he would
have given new meaning to eating a girl. “Let that be a lesson to
you,” I told myself. “No more dating anyone you meet at Ev’s fancy
parties.”

My phone starting ringing about noon on
Saturday. Caller ID told me who it was and I had no interest in
talking to him. I turned it off after the fourth call in ten
minutes. I also didn’t answer the knock at the door mid-afternoon.
When I finally ventured to open it maybe an hour later, two dozen
red roses in a Lalique crystal vase stood on my doorstep with a
note that simply said, “I’m sorry.” I gave the roses to the two
witches who lived in my building – they’d enjoy them. I packed the
vase away to use as a gift for someone at a later date.

I spent the weekend curled up with a good
novel and by the time Monday rolled around, felt more like myself.
When Ev walked in the door Monday morning, the first thing I did
was reach up and slap his face, but good. It left a greenish mark
on his puce-colored skin in the exact shape of my hand.

“Ow. What did I do?”

“Didn’t bother telling me Tony was a were,
that’s what you did.”

Ev looked confused. “But I didn’t know
he was a were. I would never have thought to fix you up if I knew,
or I’d at least have said something. Honest! What happened?”

Without going into any gory details I simply
told him Friday evening had been ruined when Tony changed and then
mentioned his comment about a wizard’s potion. “I’ve heard of those
and always wondered if they worked. I guess not, huh?” Ev said.

“I thought non-humans could sense other
non-humans but it looks like I thought wrong. From now on, no more
trying to fix me up, Ev. I’ll make my own choices in men and I can
guarantee they won’t be anyone from your side of the tracks. Now,
we have some business to talk about.” With that, I picked up my
notes and we got to work.

Naturally, Tony called that morning. He knew
I’d have to answer this phone. He started out with “Amy, I’m
truly sorry. I’d like to see you again, at an appropriate time of
the month.”

I really didn’t want to date a were.
With both of us having our ‘times of the month’, I could envision
all sorts of problems, especially if they coincided. I blew him off
with, “I don’t think we’re right for each other. Please don’t call
again unless it’s business-related,” and hung up. He got the
message and never called the office phone again. If he needed to
speak with Ev, he called Ev’s cell phone. I saw him occasionally at
parties and we always managed to stay on opposite sides of the room
from each other.

That was almost five years ago. I hadn’t
exactly been celibate in that time but seeing as how my work and
social life sometimes blurred together, I didn’t meet anyone I
really wanted to get serious with. I decided only true humans or
wizards were safe but none lasted more than a few dates. If they
were fully-human, they had an ego the size of China. If they
weren’t mundane, there was always something niggling in the back of
my mind about how the relationship could go majorly wrong in a
short period of time.

OK. Enough reflection. I was half way through
my pot of coffee and it was time to do something productive. I
showered and sat down at my desk. I decided against perusing the
want ads. I knew in my heart that despite everything, I liked my
job. I also knew that there was no way I’d be able to replicate the
income and benefits I currently had. So, it was time to start
writing.

Fudge bestirred himself to come off the
window ledge and curl up on my desk as close to the keyboard as he
could get without actually doing the typing himself. I initially
found this arrangement unsatisfactory but after several attempts to
get him to lie elsewhere, I gave in and as long as he didn’t touch
the keyboard, we worked together – me typing and him
supervising.

On further reflection (I seemed to be doing a
lot of that this day), I started writing about the time Fudge came
to live with me. Was he my Muse?

I’d been in the apartment almost two years
and in that time, had convinced Mr. Owens to put screens on my
windows so I could open them in nice weather without worrying about
being bug chow. Don’t ask me how, but he’d managed to put a spell
on the screen so when I had the windows open, the view from the
street was obstructed. So I was able to have privacy along with
airflow. There were perks to having a wizard as a landlord! (For
some reason the spell didn’t work when the windows were closed so I
still needed drapes. Nonetheless, I’d take the tradeoff.)

I was sitting on the couch with my nose stuck
in a book one lovely spring night with the windows open when I
heard some caterwauling outside. This was really nothing new: the
neighborhood cats occasionally had an argument about territory.
What was different was the proximity. When I said ‘outside’
I meant ‘right outside my window’. It was loud. I was about to yell
for them to take it elsewhere when the screen came tumbling into
the living room followed immediately by a dark brown streak that
after a pause with a crazed look around, headed down the hall to my
bathroom.

When I looked out the now really open
window, I saw a large orange tabby staring in. He made one attempt
to come into my apartment and stopped cold, as if he’d run into a
brick wall. He did some more staring, tried again and again was
rebuffed. The only thing I could think of was Mr. Owens’ wards were
doing their thing but against a cat? I’d have to ask about that. I
closed the window and slid the drapes back into place until I could
get the screen back on and decided to deal with the interloper.

I looked in my bathroom to see a kitten
huddled behind the commode. He looked pitiful. I didn’t have a lot
of experience with cats but he looked to be six months old at the
outside and so skinny, he could have been the proverbial
thermometer. His coat wasn’t in the best shape, either, but that
could have been from lack of food, too.

“Well, if you got through the wards, you must
be OK,” I quietly said to him. When I moved to pick him up, he
didn’t try to fight me, bite or anything. “Let’s see if I can find
you something to eat and drink. Then we’ll worry about the rest of
you, huh?”

He stayed cuddled in my arm as I walked into
the kitchen. The only thing I could find in my cupboards that might
appeal to a cat was tuna, so I put down an entire can plus a bowl
of water. He promptly devoured the food and looked at me as if to
say, “More?”

“That’s all I have and it’s too late to go to
the store tonight,” I answered the unspoken query. Then I
remembered that the two witches upstairs had a couple of cats.
Maybe I could borrow some food from them. I picked up the phone and
when Elinda answered, I described my predicament. She came right
down with a large plastic container of kibble.

“Aw, what a sweetie!” she said. “Do you want
to keep him? If not, we can try to integrate him with ours,
although the age difference may be a problem.” I thought about it.
The last pet I’d had was a dog that had died a year before my
folks. He’d made the mistake of trying to cross a busy street at
night and didn’t survive an encounter with a car. I wasn’t averse
to pets. I just had never gotten around to getting another.

“Sure, I’ll give it a try,” I replied. “As
long as he stays indoors, that is. I don’t want the heartbreak of
losing him to traffic or one of the neighborhood bully cats.”

“Wonderful. I always like to see strays get
good homes. We’d probably have twenty if we had the space. Over the
years we’ve collected a ton of cat stuff. I’ll go get one of
our spare litter boxes and some litter to tide you over. I’ll also
bring back the phone number of our veterinarian. He needs to be
looked at.” Elinda left and was back in less than five minutes with
everything. We decided my bathroom was large enough to handle the
litter box, too, and put it down.

“You’re a witch. Maybe you know the answer,”
I said as we arranged everything to my satisfaction in the
bathroom.

“What’s that, darlin’?”

“How did the kitten race through Mr. Owens’
wards and his tormentor run into a brick wall?”

“Ah. I’m not exactly sure because
witches and wizards go about their spells differently, but I’ve got
a good idea. This building is spelled to be a safe haven. It’s
supposed to be for the residents but maybe the Universe decided the
kitten was supposed to be a resident here. As for the bully, he had
bad intentions, even if it wasn’t against a human resident, so the
wards naturally wouldn’t let him in.

“Now, you and he get acquainted. You’ll have
to find a name for him, you know.” She left and with a promise to
check in the next day, went back upstairs.

While the kitten was chowing down, I went
outside to put the screen back on. There was no sign of the tabby,
for which I was grateful. There had been enough drama for one
night. I tried to go back to the book I’d been reading but couldn’t
get back into it, so I turned the television on just to have the
noise.

After the kitten had eaten about a cup of the
kibble Elinda had brought down, he used the litter box without even
having to be shown where it was, and then hopped into my lap. It
must be a reflexive thing. With him in my lap, I automatically
started stroking him. He started purring. “Name, huh?” I said to
him. “Well, you’re a beautiful shade of brown – like a good
chocolate dessert. How does ‘Fudge’ sound?” The purring intensified
and he started giving himself a bath. I’d heard somewhere that cats
only bathe when they’re content and somewhere they feel safe. I
guess that was my clue. ‘Fudge’ it was.

The next morning I woke to find him curled up
in my hair. Apparently straight hair isn’t an acceptable bed
because when I looked in the mirror, I saw the worst case of bed
hair I’d ever had. It was a good thing there were no birds around.
They’d have happily adopted the nest for their own. It took fifteen
minutes to comb out the snarls and I was almost late for work.

I made an appointment with the vet for that
afternoon. Because the referral came from Elinda and Fudge was a
stray, she squeezed me in. Ev wasn’t too happy about my leaving the
office early but didn’t bitch too much because I rarely did so. Dr.
Evans was a witch, one who could speak with animals. She gave the
cat whatever shots she felt were necessary, and she gave me
instructions on feeding, getting rid of the ear mites and the like.
At the same time she told me ‘Fudge’ was a good name coming from a
human – he liked it. (Cats do have their own names. We just can’t
pronounce them.) “For the moment, allow him to eat however much he
wants. He’s a couple of pounds underweight. We’ll adjust his diet
once he starts looking really healthy.” I had to bring him back in
two months’ time for a checkup.

It didn’t take long for Fudge to declare
himself master of the house. He altered my routine so he ate at
appropriate times. I had to scoop the litter box every day. He was
even more fastidious than what I imagined cats to be. If I forgot
and left it too long, he used the bathtub to remind me that I was
shirking my duties.

Then there was the issue of the drapes.
Within two weeks my lovely room-darkening damask drapes were in
shreds. I sighed, thinking kittens did climb a lot, admonished him
when I caught him hanging from them, and bought some replacements.
A month after that the new ones looked like a lot of modern jeans:
artfully ripped here and there. For some reason the sheers didn’t
suffer the same injustice as the heavier curtains. I resigned
myself to not having fancy drapes and purchased cheap ones that
didn’t block the sun but did provide some privacy.

Because of the drapery issue, I became a
morning person in the summer months when the sun shined directly
into my windows at an insanely early hour. Since I had an altered
routine already, I kept it up even in the winter when my bedroom
was dark until almost 8:00 a.m. (Getting up and into the office
early also gave me an excuse not to go to as many parties as Ev
would have wished. There are benefits.)

As a young single woman with effectively no
love life, I had started reading romance novels in between the
literature I’d never read in school. I made my way through some
fantasy, too, laughing at how much the authors got wrong about
non-human species. Burying myself in the romance, I could at least
enjoy the pleasures of a man’s company vicariously. But after the
tenth one, I got to thinking that I could probably write as well,
or even better.

Just to see if I could do it, I sat down at
my computer one Sunday afternoon and started writing. It wasn’t too
difficult to create characters and then get them into bed, with a
few hiccups along the way. Fudge did his part by ensuring that once
I got going, I stayed at the computer for at least a couple of
hours. If I tried to procrastinate, he batted at my hands, implying
I needed to get back to work.

It didn’t take long to turn my experience
with Tony coupled with an inventive imagination into a full-length
novel. Once I’d written it, though, I had to know if it was any
good. I turned to my closest friend, Cassandra, for her
opinion.


Chapter 5

 


 


I’d met Cassandra on my first day of work. I
was used to running out for lunch, picking up something at a
drive-through, bringing it back and eating at my desk. However, on
this particular day, I had walked to work and the closest fast food
joint was about a mile away. I decided to check out the deli
downstairs to see if their food was edible.

I walked through the door that opened on the
stairs, rather than go outside and enter by the front door. I was
greeted by lovely smells: fresh-baked bread, spices, cheese, meat,
everything I associate with an old-fashioned deli. It was fairly
small: five bistro-type wrought-iron tables with glass tops and
four chairs each were the only seating. A glass-fronted case held
various meats, cheeses and breads with the usual machines on a
counter behind the case. One door behind the case led into what I
presumed was a kitchen and another at the far end led to the
bathrooms. All the tables were full with five people in line,
waiting to order. All-in-all, a brisk business.

The lady behind the counter appeared to be
about my age (she’s actually five years older). She was tall and
skinny with long, coal black hair coiled underneath a hairnet, and
bright green eyes. No tits to speak of meant the amethyst spear she
wore on a chain swayed all over the place when she moved but it
didn’t appear to bother her at all.

“Hiya. What can I get you?” she asked when it
came my turn.

“I just started working upstairs and I’ve got
more work than I even want to think of. How about a sandwich of
some kind that won’t drip anything on the papers?”

“You mean Ev finally broke down and hired
someone? I’ve been trying to convince him to do that since he
opened the agency two years ago. No ogre I know has any sense of
organization and he’s the poster child. D’you think he’ll finally
pay the rent on time? My name’s Cassandra, by the way.”

“I’m Amy. I knew I had my work cut out for me
when I saw the mounds of paper on his desk at my interview. Is
there anything else I need to know?”

“Nah. Ev’s a good guy, especially for an
ogre. Just stay assertive and you two will get along fine.” Her
eyes went kind of blank for a moment. “As a matter of fact, you’re
going to get along well for quite some time.”

“Excuse me?” I said. “How do you know about
this ‘quite some time’?”

“Oh, sorry. I forget sometimes. I get visions
and forget to think before opening my mouth. Did I say something to
worry you?”

“No. I’ve just never had any part of my
future blurted out quite like that. However, it’s good to know the
job will work out. I hate to cut this conversation short but I
really do need to get back to work.”

“Of course. Do you have any preferences for a
sandwich, or any allergies I should be aware of?”

With the exception of peas, ‘No’ to both
questions yielded a BLT on homemade wheat bread with homegrown
tomatoes and lettuce; and homemade mayonnaise. The mayo was so
thick there was no danger of it dripping out of the sandwich. She
paired it with fresh, hot potato chips only lightly salted, and a
glass of iced tea with a sprig of fresh peppermint served in a hard
plastic tumbler with a plastic lid.

“Bring the glass back and I’ll refill it
anytime. I hate using anything that can’t be recycled or composted.
Consider this lunch a welcome to the neighborhood. I have a feeling
I’m going to be making enough money off you that I can afford to
give away a freebie the first time,” she grinned.

I took my meal back upstairs and the first
bite told me she was right: I decided I’d be having all my lunches
from her. That girl could cook!

It only took a couple of weeks for us to
become fast friends. Cassandra was a witch from a long line of
witches. (Do not shorten it to Cassie unless you want to
experience what it’s like to be a frog for an hour or so, and
‘Cass’ will get you the retort that she is skinny and can’t carry a
tune.) She had grown up around the deli and inherited it and the
house next door just a few years earlier from her grandmother, who
had died when a spell when horribly awry. Her parents lived in
Arizona, enjoying the sun and fun that came with retirement from
the mundane world.

Cassandra owned the entire building,
actually. The floors above the deli used to be her grandparents’
living quarters. When the house came up for sale they bought it and
after moving, renovated their old apartment into offices. There was
a large garden in the backyard of the house which was what her
grandmother wanted. It’s where she grew most of the vegetables and
herbs she used at the deli during the warm months and Cassandra
carried on the tradition with her sickeningly green thumb.

She and two helpers ran the deli. With two
employees she had enough time to tend to that garden and still deal
with other things. The deli was closed on Sundays and Mondays,
effectively giving her an entire weekend, and leaving her free to
do things on a Saturday night. We had our first girls’ night out
within a month of meeting and over the course of several months,
she and her friends showed me all the places a single girl could go
without having to worry about fending guys off … and some where you
could go if you didn’t want to fend guys off.

She was also an avid bicyclist and in
addition to helping me buy my bike, took me on my first tour of all
the lakes. Thankfully, there were plenty of places to pause since I
wasn’t quite as in shape as I’d like to be. The ice cream shop just
a step away from one of the bike paths became another one of our
hangouts in the summer months. From their patio you could watch all
the other cyclists and rollerbladers go by. I had no idea just how
tight an ass rollerblading gives a guy until that point.

Naturally, when I wanted a girl’s opinion
about something, Cassandra was the one I called. So one Saturday
evening I called to make sure she was going to be home, printed off
a hard copy of the manuscript and headed over with a couple bottles
of wine.

“You didn’t tell me you were writing!” was
how she greeted me.

“I didn’t want to say anything until I knew
whether I could or not. I kind of like it but want another opinion.
You up for a read?”

“Of course! I love romance novels. You pour
the wine – I want to dig in right away!”

I poured us each a glass of wine and turned
the television on low. Her cat, Merlin, jumped into my lap and
settled there. She looked up once at what I’d turned on and
grimaced. “Baseball?”

“I happen to like baseball. Go back to
reading.”

Two hours later, the Twins had won their
game, we’d gone through almost a full bottle of wine and she’d used
up a half box of tissues. “This is wonderful! I don’t know
how but you managed to turn a were into a sympathetic being. I’ve
never read anything like it!”

I blushed. “Now the question is: will any
publisher like it? I guess I have to do the regular ‘Here’s my
book, wanna publish it?’ thing. I’m not sure I’m any good at
writing stuff like that.”

“We’ll do it together. I write all the
marketing copy for the deli and ain’t so bad at it, if I do say so
myself. But not tonight. Let’s celebrate you finishing it and do
the serious stuff Monday night, huh?”

Celebrate we did. I staggered home about 2:00
a.m., glad I didn’t encounter any of the local constabulary who
probably would have taken me in for public drunkenness. Fudge, of
course, wasn’t at all happy that his dinner was so late. I told him
he should be glad I came home at all and only slightly missed the
dish with his serving of kibble before falling into bed completely
clothed.

I missed most of Sunday. The sun naturally
woke me up early but instead of heading for the coffee, I gulped
down two large glasses of water and a couple aspirin before
crawling back into bed and pulling the covers completely over me.
It had been a very long time since I’d had that bad of a hangover
but then again, I usually managed to control my intake and drink
plenty of water in between glasses of alcohol.

It was starting to get dark when I finally
emerged from my hole, vowing not to repeat the previous night for
quite some time. I shared some soup and crackers with Fudge,
showered and headed back to bed.

Monday after my nap, Cassandra and I ate
leftovers from the deli and then started doing research on the
Internet about romance publishers. There were plenty to choose from
but I wanted one who’d be willing to take on the paranormal aspect
of it, too. That narrowed it down to three. Paranormal romance was
just beginning to take off and there were only a handful of authors
writing it. Cassandra did a marvelous job of constructing the
inquiry, which I sent off when I got home via an anonymous Gmail
account.

Here’s where having a witch as a friend comes
in handy. Before I left for home, Cassandra took my manuscript back
into her workroom. I followed, really curious.

Her workroom used to be a porch at the back
of the house that her father had converted into a four-season room
for his mother. It had a lot of windows (with drapes unmolested by
cats to block out curious eyes); the longest side looked out on the
garden. He’d taken out the original outside door and enlarged the
doorway to a lovely archway. He also added a door to an attached
greenhouse, which opened to the outside. Dad had even added a
fireplace at one end so if not for the shelves, a workbench and one
rather large étagère that doubled as an altar, it would have made a
cozy family room. The dried herbs hanging from the ceiling gave it
a wonderfully-scented atmosphere.

Cassandra made one concession to convenience
and summertime heat: she’d installed a small, propane-fueled
camping stove next to the workbench.

She started pulling jars off shelves with
Merlin’s close supervision. A pinch of this and a pinch of that
went into a mortar and pestle. After grinding all that a bit, she
pulled out an old cast-iron pot (oops, cauldron), lit the flame on
the stove, put the pot on the stove, added the contents of the
mortar and some liquid out of another jar. As she stirred, she said
something under her breath. After there was a ‘poof’ sound and some
smoke from the cauldron, she drew some liquid from the pot into a
pipette and dropped it on the first page of the manuscript,
muttering some other things as she did.

She cleaned up her mess, putting the now-used
herbs into a plastic tub I knew she used for kitchen waste that
would eventually end up in her compost pile in the back yard.
“There, it’s done,” she said as she handed the manuscript back to
me.

“So, what did you do besides make the first
page look and smell funny?”

“I did a spell so your manuscript would find
the right ‘home’. Keep it on your desk next to your computer and
when you send those inquiry emails, ask the manuscript to find a
home.”

The three publishers we’d chosen wanted all
submissions sent electronically. I thought spells would only work
if someone held the manuscript in their hands but she assured me
that wasn’t the case. How that transmitted through the wires,
airwaves, however the Internet works is beyond me, but however
foolish I felt, I did as she instructed. It worked.

Within a week I had three responses. All
three publishers were interested in reading the first couple of
chapters, so I did a cut-and-paste and sent the new document along.
One of the three sent me a publishing contract. I’d never had to
handle anything heavier than an apartment lease and really didn’t
want to involve Ev’s attorney. As a matter of fact, I didn’t want
to involve Ev at all.

Cassandra had her lawyer look it over for me
and he declared it OK for me to sign. We had another ‘celebration’
night but this time I took it easy and only got a little tipsy.
That’s when we came up with the idea for my pseudonym so even if
anyone in Ev’s circles read books like that, they’d have no idea
who the author was.

She also did her ‘thing’ over the contract
before I mailed it back. I got a wonderful editor (who, I learned
years later, was also a witch still in the broom closet) and a year
later, Full Moon, Dark Moon hit the shelves.

I took Cassandra out to dinner at a really
posh place out by the airport with my first royalty check. I could
afford to. I’d sold nearly 10,000 copies in the first six months
and the check was a nice one.

The next two books also sold well. The
characters were always loosely-based on people I’d met working for
Ev. At that point I probably could have given up my job and written
full time but then I’d lose my pool of characters. Besides, I was
building up a nice nest egg that I only wanted to see grow. I
didn’t have any problem sitting at my computer a couple of nights a
week and one weekend day, knocking out a book every nine months or
so. Hey, a girl has to have a hobby!

Damn, I needed to stop thinking about the
past and get on with the present! I must have looked like I was
procrastinating. I was sitting at my desk, Fudge doing his usual
sleepy supervising but all of a sudden, I felt paws batting my
hands. It was time to get back to work. I’d just finished the final
editing on my fourth book and here I was, ready to go on another,
this time basing a couple of the characters on Andy and Happy. The
words flowed from my fingers.

I wrote until nap time and spent my evening
engrossed in a movie on television. I didn’t usually watch
television except for the occasional baseball game but I was on
‘vacation’ and could indulge myself a little. Friday was a repeat
of Thursday. I could get into lazy mornings!

Saturday I decided maybe I’d better be
practical so instead of lazing around in the morning, I hit the
market. Both Fudge and I needed food and it was time to do laundry
but I was out of detergent. I usually shopped during the week and
regretted not doing so this time. Everyone and their brother
were out shopping. The aisles were crowded, checkout lines long and
children screamed their frustration at not getting whatever it was
they wanted off the shelf. I got back to my apartment with
groceries and frayed nerves, and vowed to go back to
shopping on weekdays only.

Although I love writing and could probably do
it most of my waking hours, I’d never met a cleaning fairy so I
spent a very practical Saturday working out my frustrations from
the market … doing laundry, scrubbing the bath, slinging a dust rag
about and Fudge’s least favorite activity: vacuuming. He didn’t
emerge from under the bed until it was nap time.

I’d just laid down when there was a pounding
on my door. Throwing on a caftan so I wouldn’t answer the door in
my bathrobe in the afternoon, I looked through the peephole to find
Ev standing there, his skin a deep purple – he was seriously pissed
about something. When I opened it, he pushed his way in with, “Why
haven’t you been answering your phone? I’ve been trying to get hold
of you since noon.”

“Ev, if you recall, I am off work
until Monday. I turned the phone off to have some peace and quiet.
It’s also Saturday and I thought we agreed a long time ago
that I didn’t work weekends.”

“Yeah, I know all that but this is an
emergency. I need your help bad.” Ev paced around my living
room which was an interesting sight. At over seven feet tall, he
just about grazed the ceiling and had to duck to avoid the ceiling
fan with each pass.

“So what’s the emergency this time?” I
asked. “And it had better be good. We had a deal, if you’ll
recall.”

“Happy is throwing a party at his hotel
tonight and has insisted that I and my wife attend. I tried
to get out of it by saying we had another party to go to tonight
but he told me to cancel our plans and come to his. I have
to go and I need you with me.”

“Ev, sit down. You’re going to break my
ceiling fan if you don’t. Now, I want you to tell me exactly
why Happy has such a hold over you and if you don’t tell me the
truth, not only will I not go with you tonight but I’ll
tender my resignation effective immediately.”

While he plopped down on my couch, causing
the springs to groan, I poured him a glass of water, which he
immediately gulped down and handed back to me for a refill. He
really was upset. Ev usually disdained anything healthy like plain
water, instead opting for can after can of full-sugar soda. I tried
to get him to drink the diet version early in our relationship but
he spit out the first sip of the first can. I gave up at that point
and grimaced at the weekly delivery of cases of soda. We had an
open account with the local Coke people.

“As you learned the other night, Happy and I
met when I lived in Los Angeles. I hadn’t even turned 100 yet, was
full of myself and randy as a bull. [The thought, “So what’s
changed?” flashed through my mind.] I met him at a club similar
to Club Tread when I was working as a bouncer. He was one of the
members. Yes, I know how he looks but I just assumed he was a
species I hadn’t yet come across. Since he was always polite and
didn’t treat us bouncers like we had nothing between the ears, I
liked him.

“Well, we sort of became friends. We played
golf on occasion, ran across each other at the different clubs and
if he met a girl he thought could handle someone my size, he made
sure to introduce us. I liked the girls he brought to me and we had
fun so obviously, he knew my taste in women.

“Ten years or so after we met, I was working
as a bodyguard for one of John’s clients. John was a member of that
club, too, and had offered me a job that paid three times what I
was making as a bouncer. Sure, the hours were irregular but I
couldn’t turn down the pay. On top of it, the guy I was looking
after went to all these fancy parties and I got to meet even more
girls. As a matter of fact, my life was so busy that when Happy
wanted to introduce me to someone, I told him I simply didn’t have
time for any more girls.

“For some reason, Happy didn’t like the fact
that I wouldn’t see one of ‘his’ girls. He threatened to curse me
but as you know, spells just bounce off ogres so I wasn’t worried.
I laughed. Happy got even madder and said, “Do you have any idea
who and what I am?”
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