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      Boom.

      Rattle.

      My stomach tried to drop out of me. My heart picked up its pace. My reflexes instinctually dropped the hair from the grip of the curling iron before I froze.

      I held my breath for five pounding heart beats before letting it out in a rush and relaxing.

      “I hate those things,” I muttered as I worked the hank of hair back around the flat iron.

      “Hmm?” Kathleen, the woman in my chair asked.

      “You didn’t feel that?”

      “Earthquake.” I moved to Wet Waterfalls, Wyoming not quite nine months ago. I followed my two best friends, and responsibilities, out to the small-town wilds of mountain living. Or so I thought.

      Wet Waterfalls had proven to be full of surprises. Good ones and not so good ones. But the one thing I had not expected way out here were the earthquakes.

      “I didn’t notice,” she said casually as she took a sip of her wine. “You’ll get used to them.”

      Boom.

      Rattle.

      This time the sound was louder, and the shaking felt closer. I cut a quick glance at Oz to see if he was bothered at all. They say animals have a keen sense of earthquakes. Did that count for magical beasts too? Oz was a New MoonWere. He shifted for the three days around a new moon into a smoking hot human man, with all the smoking hot human man body parts; the rest of the time he looked like a large timber wolf. He was bothered— sitting up, alert, ears pricked forward— in a very focused manner. It looked like he knew exactly what the problem was.

      Boom.

      Rattle.

      “After shocks. I felt that one, Jade.” She leaned forward and placed her wine glass on my work counter.

      I took a steadying breath and reached forward to return to curling her long golden hair. She had good hair, and even though she hated my bestie, Bailey, she insisted I work on her hair. You have magic fingers Jade. I swear my hair has never been this healthy in my life. She had no idea.

      Well, she knew who and what Oz was, so maybe she did.

      Boom.

      Rattle.

      “Okay, those are getting stronger and closer together.”

      Oz raised up on all fours.

      Boom.

      I stopped noticing the rattle and focused on the glass of wine. Concentric circles bounced across the surface, very much like that water cup in that dinosaur movie Jeff Goldblum made when he was younger and buffer. I’m not going to say hotter, because I would ‘yes Daddy’ that man any day. Fine is fine. And those were impact tremors.

      Boom.

      So, not aftershocks. Footsteps.

      Big ones.

      Oz must have realized it seconds before I did, because he sprinted out the door. I finally got the wolf-man to stop making the epic jumps through the plate glass window. I got it, he’s a big badass wolf and loves making the big heroic entrance or exit through the window. But he had a logical human functioning brain, and the front door pushed open. I’m pretty sure the combination of stitches and the bills from the glazier and the sign painter from his last sail through the front helped to change his mind. I made him pay for it.

      Boom. Boom. Boom.

      “That’s not an earthquake,” Kathleen announced matter of factly.

      I raced for the door, hot on Oz’s heels.

      It was definitely not an earthquake.

      The squeal of tires gave way to a sickening thud-crunch of metal and a high-pitched screaming as the metal sheared away from its source. My stomach dropped. That typically eerie silence that follows an accident was filled with the labored huffs and snorts of a large bovine walking down the middle of the main street.

      A sheriff’s green and tan SUV blocked one end, and now an accident blocked the other. Where Main veered to the east was clear, and that’s where the big guy headed.

      In my short time in Wet Waterfalls, we had more than a few longhorns make their way through the middle of town. And once, a few strays decide to come window shopping from a nearby cattle drive. It took more than a few wayward steer galloping through town to create the stomach-dropping sensation of an earthquake though.

      This, however, wasn’t a typical bovine. This creature walked on his hind legs, and mark my words, he was a bull—a really big bull— and not some poor lost farm critter. Oh no, this was one hundred percent demon kin. He had the head and horns of a buffalo, but the snout looked more like it belonged on a bear. The torso was shaped like a super ‘roided-out body builder— all shoulders and pecs, sinew, and bulging muscle on top of bulging muscle. From mid-waist down, he walked on hoofed feet and cow-like legs. Like a satyr, but a buffalo satyr. And his junk, it was large and in charge, dangly bull balls for days. The last time I had seen one of his lot was when Bailey’s boyfriend at the time had turned out to be a serial killer, and she, in her very successful and bad-assed escape, landed here in Wet Waterfalls. That demon had not been nearly as intimidating or large. And he had been scary as fuck.

      There had been a whole lot of evil going on in the woods last fall. In addition to a show down with a serial killer and his werewolf brother, the two villains had somehow gotten mixed up with a demon cavorting around the place. We still don’t know if there was an actual connection between killer Gordon, werewolf Mark, and the demon. I think it was just a very ill-timed coincidence.

      That demon now lived on a very pretty display shelf, safely encased in a magical orb. I planned to do the same with this one. I didn’t pause to see who might catch the action on their cell phone. I really didn’t have time to think. The Minotaur of the Labyrinth’s great, great, great-grandson was tearing up my new hometown, and my boyfriend Oz was barking at his heels.

      “Oz, get back!” I yelled as I planted my feet.

      Shoving my hands through the viscous sludge of air that separated the average person’s perception of reality and the realm where I pulled power from, the buzz of magic surrounded my arms. I wrapped my hands around invisible magic in one dimension to bring to me in this one. Yellow light crackled and moved around my limbs like dancing lightning. I pulled my hands back to my chest. Dragging the magic to me took physical strength. I grimaced at the effort. There was an audible thwap pop as the other place released me and the magic I had gathered.

      Pulling the magic into shape was like pulling taffy. Sticky and slow, I dragged at the glowing glob of power creating a larger and larger sphere. Once big enough— I dragged this one out to the size of a large beach ball of glowing yellow— I hurled it at the beast. If my orb wasn’t large enough it could bounce right off the demon, and I would have to start all over again.

      Luckily, I caught him. Now I had to keep him. I shoved my hands back through space, pulling out another handful of power. This time I shot the power in a stream of lightning and energy feeding the orb. To my right another stream of power shot out and hit the orb.

      Sandra from the metaphysical gift shop was throwing her power into my orb. I caught her gaze, and she gave me a quick nod. I knew she had power. After all, the shelf with the collection of demon orbs lived in her shop; the pretty display of handmade glass marbles were all for show and not for sale.

      I stepped forward and spread my energy wide. Time to change the game now that the beastie was caught and I had backup to make sure the orb would hold. Spreading my arms wide, I pressed my hands toward each other as I gathered air into a ball in front of me, which is exactly what I was doing. I focused and pressed the orb smaller.

      Minotaur man fought against the power. He did not make things easy on us. If it weren’t for Sandra’s help, he would have broken out. I’m sure of it.

      He fought hard, but we had him. Or, we would have. My focus was on the beast and my peripheral was on Sandra’s steady stream of power, so I didn’t see where the hit came from. One second I pressed the orb down, collapsing the dimensions around the demon, the next, BAM!

      The orb exploded in a blaze of yellows, oranges, and reds. The sound was deafening, a combination of the big bang plus the bellows of a very pissed off minotaur.

      I was knocked on my ass. My ears sang with the high-pitched screams of tinnitus. I was down, but not out. Damned if I was going to let this guy get away, I scrambled to my feet, planted them on the road, and pushed hard into the power.

      Demon boy had other plans. As much as I wanted him captured, he clearly did not agree. As I reached for magic, he lowered his head and charged me in a very bull-fight smack-down fashion.

      “Jade!”

      I heard my name a fraction of a second before someone tackled me from the side. Another fraction of a second later, large split hooves the size of serving platters smacked the road next to my head. I might have screamed. Oz barked and growled as the body on top of me groaned.

      The hooves continued to pound the pavement with diminishing sound and force as he ran. I could only assume he took the eastern fork split off and headed out of town. I know I would have if I were him.

      “You okay?” I asked the weighty body on top of me.

      I tried to roll onto my back, but I was effectively pinned in place. I blew a hank of hair out of my face. Not mine. Mine wasn’t long enough to get into my face.

      “Hey.” I prompted the body.

      “Gimme a sec.” The dulcet complaining tones of Dylan greeted my ears. “I think beastie boy stepped on my leg.”

      “Shit. Is it broke?” I asked.

      He finally shifted enough so that I could lay flat. Dylan pushed up on his hands, boxing me in underneath. He grimaced as he wiggled around. I think his leg really hurt, because he didn’t exactly notice at first that he was grinding against me, hip to hip.

      I licked my lips and tried not to grind in return. Dylan was hot, with dusky skin, fine cheek bones, and long black hair. He was someone I enjoyed the occasional flirt with. I’d enjoy more than a flirt, but he was hard to read. Plus, the whole I-have-a-werewolf boyfriend tended to scare guys off.

      “I can move my foot, so I don’t think anything is broken. Hurts like a motherfucker though.” He looked at me, his expression flat. His left eyebrow twitched up as he clued in to our predicament. His hips stopped moving about.

      I must have frowned.

      “Oh really?” He smirked and wiggled his hips again. Well, it was more like a thrust.

      I definitely counter thrusted.

      “What about Oz?”

      “I don’t fuck dogs.” I blinked and tried to make my eyes as big and as innocent as I could. I think my expression was lost on him because before I finished my sentence, his hands were knotted in my hair, and his mouth pressed to mine. His lips were hot and I needed them. I needed him.

      My black yoga pants were thin enough that I could feel the rough hardness of his jeans against me. It was tantalizing and promising as he ground into my increasingly damp sex.

      I heard a low growl off to one side. I flailed an arm about until I found fur and pushed hard.

      “Back off Oz,” I managed to say between kissing and sucking on Dylan’s tongue.

      I’m not sure how long we necked and humped right there in the street before I heard someone clear their throat.

      Dylan pushed back, and I looked up.

      “Oh hi, Gage.”

      Bailey’s first husband looked down at me. He cleared his throat again.

      “Sheriff Hastings.”

      In an incredibly feminist move, unexpected from a prime alpha male like Sheriff Gage Masterson, he took Bailey’s last name when they got hitched.

      “Having a little orgy in the middle of town?”

      I glanced around. Oz sat with his back toward us, and most people’s attention seemed to be either with a group on the sidewalk— probably making sure Sandra was all right— or with the accident up the street.

      Dylan let out a throaty chuckle. It reverberated through his body and straight to my groin where he still rested most of his body weight. “More like a public display of affection.”

      “Are you offering to join us?”

      Gage gave me a dazzling smile. I could see how he melted Bailey’s panties so damned fast. “I don’t play without the wife.”

      I gave him my best mock pout and sighed. “And Bailey is ridiculously monogamous.”

      Gage quirked his brows together.

      “Wrong word, but you know what I mean. Whatever it is you are, she doesn’t play outside your marriage grouping.” And grouping it was. Last fall she had married Gage, and then Max. And this past spring, they— Bailey, Gage, and Max— finalized their group marriage with Travis and Zeke, who had been part of the group from the beginning. Only they had wanted an outdoor wedding in a field of wildflowers. It had been serene and romantic and lovely.

      I knew Gage was a team player—Bailey was crap with secrets—but his team roster was already filled, and as a rule I didn’t fuck my charges and platonic best friends. He knew I was joking.

      “Exactly,” he responded. “Need help up?”

      “But I’m comfortable, man,” Dylan whined.

      I knew exactly what he meant. I hadn’t noticed any of the stray little rocks biting into my back until Gage decided to break up our party.

      “Actually, yeah. My leg.”

      Gage stood and got a hand under Dylan’s arm and basically lifted him completely off me and the pavement. He hopped around on his good foot, and I pushed up into a sitting position. I guess Oz forgave me for necking in the middle of the street because he nosed up under my arm and sat next to me with my arm draped over his shoulders.

      “What was that thing?” Dylan asked. He balanced with one hand on Gage’s shoulder as Gage rolled up the leg of his jeans, revealing a scrape that looked like nasty road rash. It was red and angry, and the beginnings of a bruise bloomed around the edges. Nothing was bleeding, and his leg didn’t look deformed— no visible signs of a break.

      “Come over here, I can take care of that.”

      With Gage’s help, Dylan limped over to me. As I worked my magic on his leg, Gage spoke, “That was a nightmare. Too many people saw it. Saw what you did.”

      “It’s not like people here don’t know there are things that go bump in the night.” Dylan gave Gage a knowing gaze.

      Half the town probably knew what Gage and his search and rescue team were. They were the best kept secret everyone knew.

      “Locals, sure, but tourists?” Gage nodded in the direction of the accident.

      “Mutant buffalo. Tell them it had rabies or something. Most of them don’t know better than to not pet one like they are in some kind of petting zoo.”

      “I’m sure you’ll get a decent PR spin on it. If you’re lucky, our crashed tourists are a little tipsy so you can convince them they were delusional. Okay, try to put some weight on your foot.”

      Dylan winced, hissing as he let his foot touch down toe first.

      I grabbed his ankle and pulled, throwing him off balance and forcing him to put his weight on his foot.

      “What the fuck?” He glared at me.

      “Ya big baby. You’re gonna have one hell of a bruise, but the insides are fine,” I said as I stood up and brushed pebbles from my ass.

      He stepped on his foot a few times and then began bouncing around on his toes like some kind of boxer or something.

      I looked down the road to Shaefer’s Doughnuts and saw Keiko. She had just turned and was shooing Yuki inside. Yuki gave me a little wave over her shoulder. That reminded me, demon loose on the street— I should check on my charges.

      “Bailey wasn’t at work today, was she?” I asked Dylan, who ran the floral shop with his sister.

      He shook his head.

      Okay, I had to assume Bailey was safe at home. I had visual confirmation that Yuki was fine, besides she was with Keiko. Keiko was not without her own powers. Even if I wasn’t sure what those powers were.

      “We’re good here?” Gage asked.

      I nodded. “And you know where I live if you have to ask more questions.”

      “That I do.” Gage gave us each a nod and sauntered off. I did not watch his ass. For very long.

      “Kathleen!” I cried out and ran back into the salon.

      Oz and Dylan were on my heels.

      “All taken care of? Sounded like a small herd of buffalo.” Kathleen hadn’t moved. Well not much. She now held an empty wine glass, but her attention was glued to the magazine on her lap.

      “Yeah, something like that. Driver swerved and hit a phone pole. Let me wash up real quick and I’ll finish you up.” I didn’t fully lie. The driver had hit a phone pole, and the demonic man-bull beast was somewhat like his own herd.

      She lifted the wine glass and rocked it back and forth showing off its lack of contents. I snagged the glass from her. She didn’t look up.

      I slid the glass on the counter in the back and proceeded into the bathroom. I splashed water on my face and washed my hands. According to my reflection, I did not look like I had just had a run in with a large beastie. My lips were a bit swollen, but that was Dylan’s fault. So was the wicked camel toe wedgie I pulled out of my crotch. I made myself tinkle and washed my hands again. Once situated, I returned to the backroom, poured another glass of cheap watered down wine— I swear no one ever noticed we did that since it’s not like we charged them for it to avoid needing a liquor license— and returned to my station.

      Kathleen smiled and tossed her golden locks around. “Perfect as usual, Jade.”

      “You have good hair. Makes my job easy.”

      I stayed behind the register as she left before I dashed to the door and locked it. Returning to the lounge couch, I shoved Oz out of my way before collapsing. He repositioned himself across my lap. Dylan sat perched on the arm of the couch, his elbows resting on his knees, hands clasped. He stared at me.

      “What?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “Figured you were gonna want to talk about all that.” He waved a hand, indicating outside.

      “Daedalus’s worst nightmare? Well, I don’t know if you’ve noticed but this town has some pretty hinky things happening.”

      “Hinky? Huh. Interesting term. Yeah, you could say that again. You seem to fit right in, don’t ya?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I glared at him

      He took a long slow breath and re-laced his fingers. “It means your special skills haven’t escaped notice. But that’s not what I’m referring to.”

      I dropped my gaze from his face to his hands. He had long graceful fingers, and I had liked them twined in my hair. He stopped twisting his hands, the only sign of nerves I got from him, and pushed off the couch. “Oz has staked claim, so the point is moot.”

      He moved toward the front door. I loved watching him walk away, but I hated to see him leave.

      “Dylan,” I said.

      He stopped and turned, that left eyebrow cocked up.

      I pointed outside. “That’s a conversation that needs to happen, but my brain is stuck on the minotaur thing right now. Come by tonight. I’d like to see what would have happened.”

      Oz growled and seemed to have suddenly gained a hundred pounds, pinning me in place.

      I shoved at him.

      Dylan cracked a grin. It changed the entire structure of his face. The way his cheeks peaked and his eyes sparkled reminded me exactly why my panties were still not dry.

      He unlocked the door and pushed his way out.

      Oz growled some more.

      “Really? You are going to have to knock this bullshit off.”

      I heaved and pushed him off me. “I need to go check on Sandra. Minotaur first, then you and me are gonna have a little confab about our relationship.”

      I left him on the floor glaring his golden doggy eyes at me. I should have been afraid; he was a wolf. But I also knew behind those eyes was a man who I adored that needed to understand the confusion in my head right now.

      Monsters first, love second.

      I pushed into the metaphysical gift shop, giving the collection of demon orbs behind her register a quick glance. The midnight blue one with cerulean swirls was mine. It really did look like a beautiful hand-blown marble in a collection of equally pretty glass balls. They were deceptive. They were powerful. And each one contained evil.
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      There should have been a new orange and gold swirled marble up there.

      “I’m in the back, Jade!” Sandra called out.

      The beaded curtain rustled as I pushed it aside and stepped into the office area of the shop. An electric kettle steamed, and Sandra bustled about with some mugs.

      “You’re going to need some strong tea after that,” she said, her back still to me.

      I watched as she squeezed a plastic honey bear bottle, streaming the sweet viscous amber ooze into one cup and then the other one.

      “I think we might want something stronger than tea,” I chided.

      She waggled a small metal flask at me. “One step ahead of you.”

      I laughed as I leaned against the counter where she worked. I watched in silence as she poured the steaming water from the electric kettle through a diffuser of loose tea into a funky ceramic tea pot. While the teas steeped, she returned to the mugs and added a tip from her flask.

      “Whiskey?”

      “Rum,” she said with a definitive nod. She then poured steaming hot tea into each mug and handed me one. Holding hers in two hands, she headed back out into the shop. “Let’s go sit.”

      The metaphysical shop had an eclectic mix of offerings. On one hand, she carried gifts for the seasonal tourist, locally-crafted jewelry and ceramics, a healthy blend of Native American crafts from the Wind River Reservation, and fares from local hippy artists. On the other
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