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        * * *

      

      The next time a friend dared her to steal something, Kelsie would say no. Should the friend also be a succubus, not only would she say no, she would run for the nearest border faster than a bat fleeing the dark depths of hell.

      Under normal circumstances, she didn’t even mind serving community service. It added spice to an otherwise boring day and gave her something productive to do.

      Hoping to contain her prankster ways, the judge teams her up with a grouchy wolf of a cop with an attitude problem. According to her virus, Kelsie needs to get the good officer out of his pants. According to her common sense, the last thing she needs or wants is a goody-goody hampering her style and getting in her way.

      When they’re assigned to help rescue kidnapped kittens, Kelsie knows one thing for certain: to create a Christmas miracle, she’ll do a lot more than bend the law—she’ll break it over her knee and unleash hell on Earth while she’s at it.
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            I hadn’t known the mouse was the size of a small dog and wore a diamond-studded collar.

          

        

      

    

    
      When I became bored, trouble happened. The current flavor of trouble stood a little over five feet with light brown hair and dark eyes, putting him a solid inch taller than me. He wore his uniform well and glared at me as though he’d enjoy escorting me to the next life if given a reason.

      The glare I understood.

      Cats and dogs did not get along, and my nose informed me I dealt with a single male wolf of the lycanthrope variety. I doubted he’d ever met a clouded leopard lycanthrope in his life, resulting in the divine essence of female feline tormenting him. That I happened to reek of divine single female feline might do him in.

      What I didn’t understand was why Judge McMurphy, one of the nicer men I’d dealt with in the Chicago court system, had dragged some poor cop out for my sentencing. I especially didn’t understand why the judge had requested I come along with the poor cop for a private discussion in his office along with the attorneys. Community service was community service, and that I’d only been slapped with six months of community service astonished me.

      In the judge’s shoes, I would have gone for two years.

      The judge made himself comfortable behind his desk, invited us all to take a seat, and promised we wouldn’t have to wait long before he could get on with why we needed to have a private chat after everything had been said and done.

      I pitied my attorney, who would need therapy after dealing with me. It wasn’t that I had gone out of my way to give the man a hard time. I just accepted responsibility for my actions, confessed I’d broken into the home of a wealthy businessman to steal a toy mouse on a double-dog dare, and refused to rat out my succubus friend for being the one to dare me to do it.

      When I’d broken into the home, I hadn’t known the mouse was the size of a small dog and wore a diamond-studded collar.

      The attorney especially hadn’t appreciated when I’d made use of my legal rights to summon an angel to confirm I hadn’t known about the collar, had done the heist as a prank, and would not be snitching on my friend in this life nor the next, not even if the Devil came calling to drag me into some dungeon to put me through hell. I’d amused the angel, who had assured me I wouldn’t be doing any time in the dungeons unless I wanted to.

      The innuendo had caught me so off guard I’d burst into laughter at the sheer thought of leaving the pool of divine single female felines.

      The wise men ran the instant they realized I was on the prowl, the smart ones ran soon after, and the dumb ones pissed me off and often received a face full of claws if they didn’t get the hint I didn’t want a dumb man in my life.

      Wise and smart men were few and far between. To find a single one?

      I bet I could find and steal numerous priceless treasures before one of those crossed my path and stuck around.

      With a pop and a flash of light, an angel appeared in the judge’s office. “My apologies, Your Honor. I needed to gather some important information.” The feminine tone to the angel’s voice indicated she preferred to be portrayed as a female, and the red, gold, and blue barring on her feathers proved I’d somehow created a two-angel circus.

      The other angel’s wings were barred with blue.

      With a snap of her fingers, she manifested a briefcase, which she offered to Judge McMurphy. “We have taken the liberty of discussing the situation with the owners of the toy and collar. You will not encounter any issues with the sentencing, as upon learning the details, they may have commented that cruel and unusual punishment is technically illegal.”

      The judge chuckled, set the briefcase down in front of him, and opened it. A puff of yellow smoke reeking of sulfur spread through the room. “I see Lucifer is involved. I should have known.”

      “He does prefer when mortals understand when it is futile to protest overly much. While the girl will not be protesting, as she is of the opinion she is deserving of two years of service, the boy will surely protest early and often. This will spare us from a great deal of whining.”

      “Wolves are masters at whining, though. That’s part of their gig,” I informed the angel. “They smell awful when wet, they whine, and they sniff around begging for food. Some of them make themselves useful when they aren’t doing that.” I eyed the cop, who had picked the chair farthest from me. “He’s probably a hybrid if he’s working in law enforcement here. You know how Chicago gets. So, this one is probably a useful wolf, and there’s something to be said for useful wolves.”

      “While he is a hybrid, he was brought in to quietly help with the trafficking woes plaguing the city. His status as a hybrid makes him sufficiently durable for the job.” The angel sat on the judge’s desk. If the angel had a head, I suspected she would be grinning. “Lycanthrope males are useful in the cases involving children. They’re more useful in cases where we want them to make children, but that is a discussion for another time. As the police force, until recently, had been complicit in the trafficking situation, using the revamped force to deal with this issue is ideal. It undoes some of the damage they have wrought in past years. There are those we do not want learning of our activities, and so we are hiding it in plain sight. I have already done the paperwork with the FBI and other bureaus in the United States to grant you access to the entirety of the country. We have only looked into the future far enough to understand you two are our best choice for this work.”

      “Miss Winfield is hardly a child,” the cop stated, and according to his tone, I disgusted him.

      With a rap sheet the length of mine, which boiled down to me being a nuisance when permitted to become bored, it came as no surprise he disliked me. However, as having a brand new but sexy enemy introduced a great deal of spice to my life, I took a few moments to look him over.

      According to my virus, he’d be at his most handsome naked and in my bed although she would settle with the removal of his pants for a chance to admire the goods. As I’d come out of my mother’s womb with more than a few cat-like tendencies, and that had been before my infection had matured, I understood my virus’s approach.

      If now wasn’t an option, later would be fine, but only if she could toy with him first.

      Great. My virus had lost her mind. The thought of six months of community service must have done her in. I liked community service. Sure, I wasn’t paid for the work, but it gave me something useful to do when I wasn’t legitimately earning money elsewhere.

      Community service did an excellent job of curtailing my rogue ways as I lacked the time or the energy to create additional trouble after working and doing my time. When unable to become bored, I behaved.

      Boredom led me into trouble, always—and I created the trouble to put an end to the boredom.

      To keep me out of trouble, the judge had pulled me aside at my first appearance in court and hired me to cool my heels in prison as a plant in the local slammer, grading and rating the prison system and checking for abuses of prisoners. As I liked the judge and had nothing on my schedule, I’d agreed.

      I’d never gotten to do actual time in prison before. I always kept my mischief to misdemeanors that wouldn’t influence my ability to work.

      I’d driven half the prison staff insane by the time I’d been released a few hours before the trial and sentencing, testing the limits of their patience and rules to evaluate how they treated prisoners. I’d also gotten into three different fights with idiotic male lycanthropes who thought it was a good idea to visit the women’s section of the prison.

      One had gone back to his cell with his tail between his legs. The other two had gone to intensive care.

      I’d emerged with bruised knuckles, a broken toe, and a healthy helping of praise from the prison security for defending myself and the other women in my section of the prison.

      Judge McMurphy really should have given me at least two years of community service.

      The angel chuckled. “No, she is not a child, but she loves children and would shave her fur off without hesitation or regret to save them. As this was her nature before her lycanthropy virus matured, it is amplified in her. That is why she is here. Her punishment will be an act of service, rescuing a litter of kittens stolen from a lycanthrope couple. They have the cougar strain, and as they had some assistance from demons, the couple had a girl and four boys. These kittens are six years old and were taken from their home with the intent of trafficking them. This is where you come in, Officer Dannell. Your assignment is to, working with Kelsie, recover the kittens. The parents have requested a miracle for Christmas, and He has chosen you two as the vessels for His working. As He is a supporter of free will, however obnoxious free will can be, you may opt out of doing the work, but He is confident of your success in this matter.”

      As it was mid-November, we would have a little over a month to track down the kidnappers and safely rescue the kittens. “I thought community service was supposed to be a punishment, ma’am.”

      If some angel wanted me to steal kittens back from some thieving assholes, I wasn’t going to say no. That I would have to work with the disgruntled cop sent my virus for a loop. With everything right in her world, I foresaw a fulfilling few weeks that concluded with bloodshed and holiday cheer.

      If work came calling, I would pass the assignments off to a few skilled people who could do almost as good of a job as me to earn some favor in my field. When possible, I’d find out about the job first, and if it helped put me in a position to bust the kidnappers, I’d mix work and pleasure in ways I hadn’t before.

      If I found out any of the corporations knocking at my door were involved, I would burn their entire operations to the ground.

      On second thought, it seemed only fair to warn my new partner of the reality he would soon endure. “No offense intended, Officer Dannell, but you’re going to have to arrest me for numerous acts of violence when we find these kidnappers and the kittens are safely recovered. I’m also accepting responsibility and will present myself for arrest for every damned crime I pull along the way, because if I need a car to get somewhere, and one isn’t provided, I will steal one to see these kittens home for the holidays.” On second thought, I’d just buy a car if I needed one as grand theft auto would create problems for my work life. To make it clear what I thought of him, I stared into his eyes and said, “Keep up, Mr. Goody-Goody, or be left behind. No kittens are getting trafficked on my watch.”

      The cop raised a brow although he said nothing.

      The angel’s laughter reminded me of winter bells tinkling in a light breeze. “And this is why He wishes for her to participate in their safe recovery. Officer, she has enough motivation for both of you, and while you will not approve of her methodology, you will be able to mostly keep her on the right side of the law. Mostly. I’m sure she’ll be back here for more community service hours as the law is merely something in the way of her doing what she wishes. Well, for this matter. I am sure she can navigate the legal waters with grace and skill, knowing which lines to toe during this mission.”

      Judge McMurphy rummaged through the briefcase, nodded, and pulled out a stack of papers, handing them to me. “Here is the information on the kittens. You’ll need that. It includes the transcription of the interviews with their parents. Officer, welcome to the big leagues. You’ve always been by the book, which is an excellent trait in law enforcement, but it’s time you learn about the other side of how this world works. Our attorneys are both aware of how this works, and they were specifically chosen to make certain Miss Winfield’s latest caper resulted only in community service. Good work to both of you, by the way. Miss Winfield helped, as her honesty and sincerity allowed me to go for the minimum community service time the crime permits. Had the value of the mouse been less than several million dollars, I wouldn’t have even given her service time, although it is useful in this specific case. Kelsie, I was asked to speak with you regarding your wicked ways.”

      I raised my brows at the judge’s commentary. “I mean, I didn’t know the mouse had been worth that much when I’d gone in. And I really believed it was rhinestones for a toy. But knowing what I know about who dared me to do it, I fully realize I deserve the six months for being stupid. And really, that mouse should be confiscated. That quality of nip and dust cannot be legal.”

      Judge McMurphy snickered. “It was a newer strain of catnip, and it’s particularly potent on lycanthropes and shapeshifters. The pixie dust is a low grade, and it was legal for their personal use. Officer Dannell, if you require your new partner to behave, simply give her a toy with the catnip and dust. I will make certain you have a supply.”

      “Partner?” the cop growled.

      The angel joined the judge in snickering, the only warning I needed that my day was about to take a sharp left turn.

      “I don’t know about you, Mr. Goody-Goody, but that is the sound of you finding out something awful the next time either speak. You have made a mistake. If you hadn’t asked, you wouldn’t be getting an answer right now. I promise you, you are not going to like the answer to that question.” To help him understand his situation better, I dug out my phone, returned to me after having done my time in prison, pulled up the PDF of my various educational accomplishments, and handed it to him. “My problem is boredom. I’ve already paid off the debt for that education, because when I am working, I’m good at my job.”

      The cop accepted the phone although he stared at me rather than investigate my qualifications. “What, exactly, is your job?”

      “I’m a negotiator for corporations. When two companies want to make a deal and need a third party to help them with the negotiations, I’m called in. I go over the legalities of their deal, check for potential monopoly snags, and otherwise bring common sense to the table in a corporate landscape completely lacking in common sense. As I charge a rather horrific amount per hour, corporations prefer if they finish their negotiations quickly. I also work as an arbitrator for legal disputes between corporations and customers. I put in significant pro bono hours helping certain class action lawsuits get a good start on spanking corporations as well.”

      Then, as I did have a wicked side, I smiled. “Illinois, New York, California, New Jersey, and Delaware do not debar attorneys for misdemeanors and criminal mischief. These are the states I’m currently licensed to work in. As I don’t typically make any appearances in court, and I do not advertise my status as an esquire, I get called Miss Winfield rather than Dr. Winfield, Esquire, or one of my other titles.” I eyed my phone, which the officer still held. “I’m sure I have more titles from those various degrees and pieces of paper.”

      The judge snickered. “When I’d gotten your file, along with a note to kindly keep your status as an attorney under wraps, as it had no relevance to your criminal mischief, I’d gotten a good laugh out of it. Your rap sheet is a work of art. I did the research while you handled that business in the prison for me. Thank you for that, by the way. Your information was quite useful. Some of your observations illustrated some issues, which are in progress of being resolved.”

      “You planted her in prison?” the cop growled.

      The lycanthrope male bristled, which intrigued my virus. However, as I had my fair share of street smarts, I recognized that he viewed me as a defenseless female. Of course, most lycanthrope males tended to forget a lycanthrope female did not need some man protecting her. “I had a great time. It was a new experience, and I think that all attorneys, law enforcement, and judicial employees should do at least three weeks in the slammer to have a better and fuller understanding of the system. I learned a lot.” I leaned forward, took off my shoe, and showed off my wrapped toe. “I thought the lycanthropy virus would heal broken toes right away, but I’ve had the tape on for a week, and the swelling is just starting to go down.”

      “How did you break your toe, anyway?” Judge McMurphy asked. “I saw in your file you had gotten into a dispute with several other prisoners, but there was no record on how you managed to break your toe. The bruised knuckles did not need explanation.”

      “Well, when a boy likes a girl and the girl does not like the boy, things sometimes get violent. As I did not want that scum sucker’s blood anywhere near me, I decided to shove the entirety of my foot halfway down his throat. I used sufficient force that I happened to break a toe.”

      “While wearing shoes?” the judge blurted.

      To my amusement, both attorneys grinned.

      I assumed they’d gotten access to the files and had already asked their questions about my injury, liking what they had learned.

      “I sent that bastard to intensive care, Your Honor. I might not look like much, but when it’s time for a fight, I go in ready and able to do whatever it takes to win. There isn’t a need to give me a firearm. I can improvise.”

      “I have every intention of making sure you’re appropriately armed, Miss Winfield,” the judge promised. “I’ve seen your qualifications. If you don’t use the gun, that is your business, but you will be going in fully armed to make sure those kittens make it home in time for the holidays.”

      I could work with that. I gestured at the cop stuck with me. “What do I need him for, anyway? Isn’t he just going to get in the way?”

      The angel snickered, and she waved her hand. “He has his uses, I assure you. But his badge will gain you access to places you will want to go during your mission. He is going to temper your drive with just enough common sense to make all infractions ignorable in mortal courts. You are valuable in your current job, and you do a great deal of good for people although you specialize in corporations. You remember there are humans working for these corporations, and you help secure them better work conditions in a society that does not value workers sufficiently. I cannot help you erase his innate dislike for female felines with zero regard for trivial laws, but I can remind him that there are five young lives relying on him—and on you—to bring them home. I am confident in your ability to make the most of this situation.”

      My virus could work with what the angel offered. Within a month, I’d learn enough about the wolf to determine if he was worth hunting in earnest. Our viruses would spend the entire time dancing around each other.

      I wondered what his virus thought about being in the presence of a divine single female feline. Soon enough, I hoped to find out. Ready and eager to get to work, I focused my attention on the pages in my hand.

      No matter what, I would bring those kittens home.
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      To cultivate a better understanding of the challenges I faced, I needed to brainstorm why traffickers would want to kidnap infected children. A few possibilities came to mind, all of which annoyed me. If caught at an early age, children could be groomed to fit certain roles. If a wealthy family wanted a dedicated wife for their son—or a dedicated man for their daughter—trafficking a young lycanthrope made sense. Over time, the virus would adapt, especially if the family groomed the chosen lycanthrope child.

      The virus would eventually cooperate, as it desired a permanent mate, always.

      After stealing a pad of paper and a pen from the judge, I jotted down my beginning notes, which boiled down to the various ways someone with more money than sense might take advantage of a child in the trafficking world. Once I pursued the wealthy family route, I delved into the darker world of criminal circles.

      Chicago boasted numerous crime rings with various factions warring for dominance. The last I’d checked, the vampires ruled the roost with one brood setting the general rules of conduct. From time to time, the vampires came out to play when I negotiated.

      Sometimes, they wanted to join in and cut a deal—and sometimes, they wanted to make or break deals. I’d played the game long enough I had the names and numbers of several vampires in my phone. I picked the device up off the judge’s desk and eyed it before turning my attention to the angel, who paced around the room, waiting for something. “Is this a good idea?”

      Sometimes, asking cut out a great deal of red tape. Other times, it opened gateways to my personal version of hell.

      I wouldn’t know until I tried.

      Something tickled the inside of my head, and a moment later, the angel giggled. “That would surely introduce some chaos, which is neither good nor bad. You would get results, but I cannot tell you if they are the results you want. Some things you will have to decide for yourself. However, you would test the patience of your wolf quite well with that scheme.”

      Excellent. My virus enjoyed the idea of toying with the cop, which would guarantee an absence of boredom from my life until Christmas. “Do I get some slip proving ownership?”

      “Alas, according to mortal laws, you do not get to own the wolf without his consent. I recommend either a formal wedding ceremony or a courthouse session to secure his consent. He even has some value on your taxes, although not as much as you might like.”

      With my earnings, he’d have to be worth a fortune to make a dent in my yearly tax bill. I minimized my tax bill through taking on certain negotiations for the government, knocking down how much I owed from a little over forty percent to a little under twenty percent. “I can afford a freeloader.”

      The angel snickered. “You certainly can. He would be quite the pampered police officer by the time you finished with him, and he even might keep you out of community service part of the time.”

      “Why don’t you try for all of the time,” the cop muttered.

      “I enjoy community service, and it works out better when it’s forced community service. You see more of the problems on the streets and you’re in a better position to do something about it. I could volunteer, but it’s not the same. I get to have fun before I do my good deeds.”

      “Is she lying?” he asked.

      “She is not. Laws are things she understands very well, but she challenges the system because it sharpens her mind and her skills. The consequences are rewards for her. She abides by her community service time because she wants to. She could easily pay her way out of the system.”

      The wealthy could—and often did. “He’s going to go home in a state of true despair at this rate.”

      “He will not be going home,” the angel replied. “But the state of despair will begin in earnest when he realizes he will be sharing a hotel room with a divinely beautiful, single female feline.”

      I stared at the angel with wide eyes. “You think I’m beautiful?”

      “I have seen your soul and know its worth. You are beautiful in flesh and spirit. Perhaps if you engaged with more males you would hear those words more often. It is a good thing to practice.”

      “I don’t like dumb men,” I complained. “And the smart ones always run.”

      “There’s a reason for that,” Officer Dannell stated.

      I raised a brow at his lack of hesitation and his willingness to speak in such a way everyone could hear him.

      My virus accepted his challenge, leaving me to either give her what she wanted or get ready for a fight.

      The feline in me demanded I put up a fight until giving her precisely what she wanted.

      Two could play his game, but I’d play the game with the angel, who had sided with me thus far. “Is it the wealth, the power, or the copious amounts of divine beauty?”

      “All three,” the angel replied. “Your wealth worries them, for they know you will never be dependent on them. This bothers weak men. The smart ones are often wise enough to understand they will never be able to control you. You claim the power that is yours and wield it with a refined sense of justice, which scares off the weak men. Not only will they never be able to control you, they will never be able to undermine your authority. You have made that for yourself, you have claimed it, and you use it as needed, wielding the wisdom you have gathered over the years as a weapon. And as for the divine beauty portion, beauty is in the eye of the beholder, and the men who run from you understand your beauty is a sword sheathed in thorns. Should you not offer them the hilt, they will be left bleeding.”

      I hadn’t thought of the whole beauty with thorns part as a lesson of consent rather than merely being prickly. How interesting. “And here I thought I was just looking for love in all the wrong places.”

      “Well, you have learned for yourself that prison is not a good place to look for love.”

      I giggled because it was true. “But the look on that one guy’s face when I relocated his balls into his throat. A pretty little thing like me? Able to work him over like that? He never saw it coming.”

      The angel snickered. “That is one way to put it. Deserved, I assure you. You did the world a service, as you worked him over with such enthusiasm you have done significant damage to his ability to produce fruit. And by significant, I mean due to his decision to ignore the starting symptoms of infection, he will become like a barren field. You have done the world a great service with a rather violent act.”

      The men in the room winced. I allowed myself a grim smile. “A suiting punishment in my opinion.”

      “And due to the nature of the injury, no demon, devil, nor angel will offer him assistance should he ever wish to bear fruit.”

      “How did that stay off her record?” the cop asked, and he regarded his folder of intel with a frown.

      “Self-defense and cases of defense of another are not added to the record of inmates,” the angel replied. “As she acted in defense of another and in self-defense, her record was not modified while the incident was added to his permanent record. Had she not been in the prison system, she may have even received compensation.”

      “That’s irritating, really. I did good work in that prison, and the best I got was a pat on the head and told I’d done a good job. I really couldn’t care less if that was added to my record. It’s better for the printers that it’s not. I’d have a rap sheet twenty miles long if every incident of self-defense or defense of another was dutifully recorded.”

      In a dry voice, Officer Dannell replied, “That’s quite the exaggeration.”

      I loved the sound of an angel’s laughter, so much like the tinkling of bells on a brisk winter day. “She is not exaggerating. If I were to gather a report for every such thing, put it on one sheet of paper per incident, the paper trail might readily exceed a few miles. None of these things ever make it to her record for she is never guilty of a crime. At most, she suggests that she pay community service because violence should not be her first response, but she enjoys community service. It keeps her busy and makes her happy. I recommend you seed out acceptable amounts of temptation so she might have her stints serving the people. It is not nearly as much fun if she just shows up and does it.”

      According to the cop’s expression, he verged on becoming rather ill over what he heard. “You have got to be kidding me.”

      Once again, the angel laughed. “You know I cannot lie. Kelsie, do tell him about your first foray into becoming a protector of those who cannot protect themselves. This will help him better understand the marvel that is you.”

      I held up four fingers. “I was this many years old, and a boy was hitting a kitten. I stopped the boy from hitting the kitten with my fists, rescued the kitten, and kept her until she passed from old age. I had named her Justice. My punishment was to keep and care for the kitten, which had been his until his momma found out he’d been beating his kitten. As I had come to the defense of the kitten, his momma talked to my momma, and that’s how I got my first pet. That boy learned to walk the straight and narrow, and his momma was wise enough he never got another pet. And I may have quietly reported him to the authorities after I began seeking out my first degree and had him put on watch for animal abuse. He now cannot adopt any animal without verification from an angel that he will not abuse them.” I considered the angel with interest. “I did that to practice the reporting tools available to civilians. Did it do any good?”

      “You have saved many a dog and cat from a poor and short life. He attempted angelic verification once, and the judge was informed he should be put on close watch for abuses against humans as well. He does not like it, but he does walk the straight and narrow now.”

      I gave my new partner my undivided attention. “You don’t have to like my methods. You don’t even have to like me. But for as long as we’re partnered together, all that matters is making sure those kittens make it home to their family safe and sound.” After putting my resume on my phone with the hefty chunk of degrees and certifications I possessed visible, I waved the device in his face, holding it steady only long enough for him to comprehend what I discussed. “That is why I went through all that work. That’s why I tango with corporations bigger than they should be. That’s why I take on cases for the small dog and get into fights with the big dogs. If I don’t, who will? I’m not expecting an answer to that question. I am expecting you to tango with me on this, even if it means you have to toe lines you’d normally dodge because you want to be a knight in shining armor.” Flashing a grin, I gathered my notes and stuffed them into my briefcase. “Your place or mine, Dannell?”

      “Yours. That way I can check to see what else you’ve stolen before we hit the road.”

      I appreciated the subtle hint of humor in his tone. “In good news for you, it doesn’t take me long to pack. I keep a bag ready and wash the clothes I keep in it once a week so I’m fresh and ready to conquer at a moment’s notice.” I finished packing my things, double checked I had everything, and faced the judge. “Anything else, Your Honor?”

      “If you can find time to submit your comprehensive report on your jail stay before you go overboard, that would be great. I’d like to act on it sooner than later.”

      “You’ll have it by tomorrow morning,” I promised. “I’ll get the cop to drive while I work on the comprehensive. Was the basic acceptable?”

      “The basic might give me an ulcer,” the judge complained.

      “I should probably get checked for an ulcer,” I admitted. “That jail food ripped through my stomach like you wouldn’t believe. On the surface, it looks like food, but somehow, they found a way to make food itself the true punishment of imprisonment.”

      “While your stomach endured hardship, you are not at risk of an ulcer at this point,” the angel stated. “However, those who are in for a longer period of time are certainly at risk, and the food situation at the prison should be addressed. She makes no exaggeration regarding the quality of food there. While prison is a punishment, it should not be an inhumane one. At current, it is. I would not feed that slop to a pig or a dog.”

      “Can I get that on record?” The judge grabbed a piece of paper and jotted a note, which he taped to his monitor so he wouldn’t forget it later.

      “You absolutely may. Once the children are on the road, we can talk more about her stay at the prison, which you can compare with her report. And Kelsie? You need not write an entire book on your stay. Simply leave a note where you wish for me to expand, and I will take on the burden for you. You should be using your time on more important things.” Before I could protest over the prison system’s importance, the angel raised her hand to stop me. “Yes, it is important, but the lives of those kittens are more important. The prisoners have earned their punishments, and while inhumane comparatively, you have done the work needed to resolve that issue. You need not beat the dead horse nor the jail wardens over it. Allow me the honor of handling the extended edition on your behalf. You need not do your best on this case, for I will do my best on your behalf.”

      I could work with that. “You’ll have the relatively sparse document requiring angelic elaboration by morning, Your Honor.”

      “Excellent. Drive safely. Do your best to keep her out of trouble, Officer Dannell. Don’t beat yourself up over it if you can’t. Try to enjoy the ride.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A better woman would have warned the cop I lived in the heart of Logan Square in one of the greystone homes most counted as a mansion. Like most of the greystones, it was in the townhome style, although mine was more than twice the size of most, took up a corner lot, and boasted a yard.

      I had rewarded myself with the property upon my first successful high-end negotiation, choosing Chicago to be the home of my heart. I’d grown up in a townhome similar in a different part of the city, albeit on a far smaller scale. While my parents still loved the old place, it could barely fit two people let alone the three we’d crammed in during my youth.

      I hired landscapers to keep the property immaculate, and once a month, they put up with me helping, as I enjoyed caring for living things. During planting season, I made a party of it, keeping my team busy for a week while we redid the main garden, which included a healthy stock of vegetables.

      They’d even taught me how to harvest my bounty, and when my bounty proved plentiful, they helped me get it into the hands of the needy. My garden tended to shower me with an abundance of produce. I blamed the landscapers, sharing with them when I could get them to accept my offerings.

      I almost pitied the cop when he parked in my garage. The neighboring greystone had perished, gutted by a fire and allowed to decay to the point it had become dangerous. The instant it had gone on sale, I had purchased the lot, salvaged the stone I could, shored the surviving sections of the building, and converted half of it into a garage for four cars while turning the rest into a guest home.

      I’d rebuilt the damned thing using the old stones, maintaining the original look and feel of the second and third stories while installing the garage doors on the ground floor. I’d even paid a fortune for special garage doors hosting a thin veneer of the original stone to maintain as much of the classic look as possible.

      He killed the engine of his cruiser, parked between my one vehicular indulgence and my everyday vehicle. Drawing a deep breath, he removed the keys, shook his head, and opened his door. “I’ve been down this street at least a thousand times, and I had no idea this was a garage.”

      I beamed at the comment, which had been my intent all along. “The original home had been destroyed in a fire, and the heritage folks had a fit because it was damaged beyond salvaging. Inside, the fire had gotten so intense some of the support stones inside literally melted. It was a mess. My house is actually next door, but when this came up for sale because the insurance company opted to pay out a set fund rather than rebuild, the owners bailed. I bought it, had a chat with the heritage folks, informed them I wanted a garage, and that I would use a veneering door system to preserve the general look and feel of greystones if they looked the other way while I dismantled, rebuilt it from scratch, and used the surviving exterior stones for the build. It’s not an exact match, but it’s close enough the heritage folks literally sobbed when they saw what I’d done to the place.”

      I had ended up with a gross, wet shirt and the eternal gratitude of numerous heritage societies, which meant whenever I wanted to do work on one of my properties, they just gave me the permit after confirming I would do my best to maintain the exterior.

      “Who owns the Acura?”

      I got out of the cruiser, hopped over to my cranberry red beauty of an everyday car, and gave her a loving pat on the hood. “She’s mine. This is my regular car. She was cheap, she’s good on mileage, she’s a manual, and she’s a pretty fun drive. She gets full points for general comfort.” I then crossed around to my blue sporty beast, and I gave her a kiss on her roof. “This is my Lexus LC. I went dealership crawling wanting something fun, and I tested something from every dealership in Chicago. Lexus took me seriously when I told them I was testing the best the city had to offer, gave me a salesperson who treated me like I knew something about cars, and said they could have the color I wanted shipped in the next day as they had had one in Detroit. They gave me a decent price for her, and sure enough, we closed the deal the next day. You have a choice to make. We can take that cruiser, which is not winning points for comfort, the Acura, or the Lexus. I will be adding you to my insurance should we be taking one of my babies, and I’ll even let you modify her for the lights and sirens if necessary.”

      “We do have portable lights and sirens.” The cop joined me and prowled around my Lexus. “My name’s Asher. You can call me Ash, or if you find my name to your general dislike, you can call me Easton. I usually go by Easton among those who actually like me and Asher among those who want to irritate me.”

      “If you would like to change your name, I can help you with the paperwork, and I won’t even charge you for it. Your name was a gift, and as an adult, you have the right of refusal. You are under no obligation to keep the name that was gifted to you. If the expense of the name change is an obstacle, I’ll pay for it, but you’ll have to come give my babies a wash once a week for three months while I relax, sip a beer, and enjoy the scenery.”

      Many had no idea they could change their name, how it was done, or how much it cost. I hadn’t minded the name I’d been gifted at birth, but I made a point of helping those who hated their name and wanted to be free from it, no matter what their reason for their unhappiness was.

      “My mother would cry.”

      “You can buy her tissues.”

      He raised a brow, made another pass around my Lexus, and eyed me with interest. “You’d actually let me drive this?”

      “Sure. And if you break it, I won’t even make you buy it, but I’m going to smack you around if you cry over it for more than twenty minutes. She’s definitely worth twenty minutes worth of tears, but that’s it. You start getting smacked around at twenty-one minutes.”

      He huffed, and then he laughed. “I’ll talk to the boss and see if using this can be legalized.”

      “I’m confident of my abilities to get the car legalized for our job on this case. You leave that to me. You’re on the hook for the lights and sirens if you want them, however. Would you like to spend some time meeting her or do you want to come inside while I grab my bag and work stuff? The work stuff will take a few minutes; I’m sure all of my devices are dead since I left them off the chargers when I headed off to prison for my evaluation.”

      He abandoned the Lexus. “I’ll come inside. If we’re going to be doing this, I need to know what you really bring to the table beyond a disconcerting number of degrees and certifications. To have the number you do, you must spend the vast majority of your time studying.”

      He was about to get the shock of his life along with some education on the robust nature of my virus, which helped trim off a few hours of sleep a night. On average, I got six, and after six, I became excessively bouncy and prone to causing even more trouble. For the sake of the world, I could not afford to get more than six hours a night of sleep. “I started working on my first degree at sixteen, and I doubled up on them once I turned twenty. That helped. I took on a great deal of student debt, but I paid it all off in record time. I used all the smaller job earnings to pay off my debts, and then I bought the house with my first big job. Until the Acura, I drove junkers.” I left through the garage door, backed up enough to give the device space, and closed it once the cop was clear to show off the veneer. “This is my guest house because I really do not like having guests in my turf. There’s a nice walkway in the back that makes it easy to get back and forth. I usually check on the faucets and everything inside the guest house when I get home, so I use that more often than not. I’ll call my house sitter to keep an eye on everything while I’m gone.”

      “I would say that’s sensible, but is there anything sensible about a property this large here?”

      “This area hasn’t always been gentrified, and the owners had gotten the property on the cheap. I’m not sure why they built a mansion on the end lot, but they did, and when it went on the market, I wasted no time snapping it up. The guest house is also oversized for the area. Gentrification has raised the prices by a lot, but the neighborhood itself is pretty safe. There are a lot of powerhouses around here, including some vampires, who prefer their streets nice, quiet, and safe. I’m the most normal thing living on my street.”

      Gesturing for him to follow me, I took him to the sidewalk and pointed at the home beside my guest house. “I actually paid for that family to live elsewhere during the renovation after the fire. They had some damage to their home, too, and I handled the repairs. They couldn’t afford the restoration work, and I could. That one has been passed down from father to son since it was built. Polish family, quite nice people. Unbeknownst to them, once I had the keys, I took care of the interior renovations, too. I told them I was going to spruce up their paint and replace the wallpaper since it was trivial to add it in. Instead, I had everything redone. When they asked me why the floors no longer squeaked, let’s just say I pretended like I had no idea what they were talking about.”

      “Let me get this straight. By day, you’re altruistic. By night, you’re a troublemaker to counter your altruistic ways.”

      I grinned. “That sounds about right.” I pointed at the next greystone in the line, in the Romanesque Revival style much like mine. “My guest house is the weird one of the lot. All of them except this one are Romanesque. It’s Baroque Revival, which is part of why the historic society pitched a fit.”

      To give him a better idea of the differences, I pointed up at the third story, which had the main Baroque features, including a statuette of a French chariot of horses with bronze, gold, and copper accenting. “The original owner was an architect who came over from France at the start of the Baroque Revival period. That damned chariot cost me a fortune to get brought down safely and reinstalled during the renovations, and don’t ask me about the other decorative pieces. I wiped my main account clean and had to beat up a greedy corporation to stay out of the poor house.”

      “You have vampires living down the street?”

      “It’s a very safe neighborhood. He’s a member of the Saven brood. He’s the one I call about house sitting, as they always have vampires who need a good job. When you pay them to take care of your place, they take that seriously. That vampire is pretty shy. I don’t even know his name. I just knocked on his door one night, asked him if he knew of a good house sitter, and he hooked me up. His incubus partner is pretty nice, too. He helps make sure no trouble comes calling because idiot males smell a single female lycanthrope in the area.”

      “Dare I ask who else lives on this street?”

      I laughed and pointed across the street, where the greystones were all on the smaller side. “Those were owned by immigrants, mostly European. I think my place was the attempt to start gentrification before its time. It is definitely the best built on the street, although I do restoration work to make sure everything stays in good shape.”

      With the basic tour over, I guided him to my house, made use of the alarm system fob on my keys, and showed him inside. While the outside screamed antiquity, I’d gone for a mix of comfortable rustic and sleek modern depending on the room. For the entry I’d gone with farm rustic, as I enjoyed the country life and found the simplicity of it to my liking. “I got the inspiration for this from a plantation manor, although I made some changes to get more of the farmhouse country vibe. I also don’t feel bad tracking mud into here since the floors can handle it.”

      I did have a mat to stomp off the dirt from the streets along with a shoe rack and a slipper rack. I eyed his feet, picked a set of slippers in his size, and handed them over. “Yes, I’m one of those people who has house slippers. I actually have house shoes that never go outside when I don’t want to pitter patter in bare feet. You’re good with bare feet if you prefer.”

      “Slippers work.” Easton followed my lead, stomped his shoes somewhat clean, took them off, and placed them on the rack before stepping towards the hallway and sliding his feet into the slippers.

      I put on my pair of purple kitty slippers and guided him down the hallway to the sitting room, which also contained a small portion of my library. I’d gone with chaos as my general style for the room, only buying antiques from flea markets and hole in the wall stores to give the place an ancient atmosphere. For the most part, I’d ended up with a great deal of frou-frou British Victorian with a smattering of Japanese imported in the aftermath of World War II. “If you don’t want to prowl around the place to explore, feel free to take a load off and browse through the books. It won’t take me long to get the stuff I need.”

      He took me up on the offer to take a load off, although he detoured to the nearest bookshelf to check out the offerings. I left him to it and headed off, determined to keep my word I wouldn’t take too long to get ready.

      The first step in teaching the cop I could be reliable was to be reliable—and once I had him nice and comfortable, I’d introduce him personally to my troublesome side.

      One of us would have a great time, and I was determined to mix pleasure with the serious business of rescuing a litter of kittens.
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      While I took pride in the work done to make my antique chairs comfortable, what was I supposed to do with a sleeping cop? Under normal circumstances, I would have taken delight in startling him awake, but he defined peaceful, and I couldn’t bring myself to bother him.

      As such, I got out my cell, took over the other chair, and thumbed through my contacts until I hit the plethora of Saven brood vampires dominating the S section. Which vampire would I call? Mystery Man down the street would be my best bet, as I needed to talk to him about house sitting, but I could go right to the top and see if the leader of the pack was willing to give me the time of day.

      As go big or go home applied, I tapped Ernesto’s name, held the phone to my ear, and waited to see if the vampire would indulge me.

      “Business, pleasure, or a bit of both?” the ancient vampire answered.

      I laughed, as the last time I’d called him, I’d been tipping him off on a corporation’s move because they hadn’t required me to sign an NDA, thus making him owe me a favor. In the world of vampires, favors made the world go round, and I had one in my pocket ready to be cashed out. “A bit of both. The pleasure for you is to get that favor off your shoulders, and the business is why I’m calling.”

      “Wrong type of pleasure,” Ernesto complained. “Corporate or something else?”

      “Something else. I’ve been slapped with community service again, and they are punishing a cop for some reason through saddling him with me. I’m not sure what the cop did, but he’s clearly been over worked, underfed, and possibly not watered recently. I brought him home and my armchair ate him.”

      “You asked a practitioner to enchant them to be particularly comfortable, my dear. You can tame even a bloodthirsty vampire with them, and you do sometimes. I’ve learned to be on guard—and to not accept invitations to sit down unless I’m ready for trickery.”

      Giggling, I shrugged, aware he couldn’t see me doing it. “It doesn’t bother me in the slightest.”

      Well, it did work; within twenty minutes of sitting down, my virus rested, which allowed me to relax without worrying. I spent the time reading without my virus becoming rowdy over fact or fiction.

      “You enjoy the peace without your virus being so active.”

      Tricky vampire. “Guilty as charged. Here’s the deal. My community service is to recover a litter of cougar lycanthrope kittens. One’s a girl. The cop’s supposed to be smoothing the way for me. I’m going to be taking the Lexus, and I could use some vampires helping me sniff out the location of these kittens. They will be returned home, safe and sound, for Christmas. We clear?” As the cop wasn’t capable of protesting, I added, “My cop is a goody-goody, and he’s a lycanthrope. Hybrid. He was brought in after the mess with the CPD, probably to help shake things up and keep them on the straight and narrow. My job is to get him a little closer to the line and adapt him to said approaches to the line. He may be a bit too goody-goody to be effective.”

      “Traffickers?”

      “That’s the suspicion. I have the basic information on the kittens, but I haven’t had a chance to go through everything yet. I need to submit a prison evaluation to the judge by tomorrow morning, and I’ve the word of an angel we’re the best bet for this succeeding, and she approved the work beginning tomorrow morning.”

      “Thus you are confident the delay won’t be an issue.”

      “Right. Since the one baby is a girl, the underground should have whispers of it, which means your vampires might be able to get me a lead. I’m going to need to do this more on the up-and-up, as the cop is hot and I don’t want to damage his sensibilities too much. I’m going to cause some trouble because I will do anything necessary to get those kittens home for Christmas, but I’m going to moderate it a little.”

      Ernesto snorted before letting out fully fledged laughter. “Have they told you your wedding date with your new male?”

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/whiskersonkittens-final.jpg
A MAGICAL ROMANTIC COMEDY
(WITH A BODY COUNT)

-
USA TODAY BESTSEMI AUTHOR
R.] '
. .





OEBPS/images/magical-romantic-comedy-ornament.jpg





OEBPS/images/magical-romantic-comedy-ornament-2.jpg





