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Chapter 1

 


“If you want a job here,
you’re going to have to cover up those tats. And by covering them,
I mean I don’t want to see them. At all.” Ama tried her best to
bring her temper down to a low simmer, but this guy was getting on
her last nerve. “You think you can get rid of them by
Monday?”

“No. And for the record, I
wouldn’t even if I could.” She stood up and was moving toward the
door when he called her back. She turned to look at him, not
bothering to hide her contempt for the prick.

“You should have thought
of this before you found yourself all drunked up and under a
needle. Maybe next time you’ll simply learn to say no.” Opening the
door, she walked out, but apparently he had more to say, so he
followed her. “Maybe if you’d dress a little more conservatively,
somebody might think of you less as a hooker and more of a serious
worker.”

She looked down at the shirt and pair
of clean jeans she had on. The only thing showing besides her face
and hands was her neck, and not much of it either. She had even
covered the biggest mark she had on her arm by wearing long
sleeves.

She looked up when he came around the
doorway of the room where he’d been interviewing her and grabbed
her by the arm. Ama wasn’t really sure what to do now, so she did
what she always did. Her fist popped out and hit him in the face
before she could think to maybe take a deep breath. When he
stumbled back she took a step toward him, but stopped when she
realized that there were other people in the store that might step
up to help the prick. She turned and walked out of the used
clothing store and into the street, hiking her laptop bag up on her
shoulder to keep it safe. She looked across the street and crossed
against the light, then went into the deli hoping for a sandwich
and a way for herself to unwind.

She was standing in line when the guy
from the interview came out of his store and looked around. She
turned her back, not caring at all if he saw her.

“Is that a computer?” She
looked at the older woman standing next to her and nodded. “My mate
and I just got ours today. I’m betting you’re very good with them,
aren’t you?”

“I do okay. It’s sort of a
way of life now days.” She had no idea why she was talking to her,
but Ama glanced at the man coming across the street and turned back
to the counter.

This time the man standing next to her
spoke. “That shop you just left? The man is on his way over here. I
think you should maybe try moving to one of the tables. That way if
he walks by the door, he won’t see you right away and maybe you
might not go to jail.” He laughed when she shrugged. “But if your
plan is to go to jail, then by all means stand where you are and
let him try and take you again. He doesn’t look any too happy with
you right now. When we saw you come out just in front of him, we
knew he was trouble.”

“Thank you, but I…he’ll
either leave on his own or not. I don’t really care.” And she
didn’t either. She turned her back to the man and woman again and
heard the woman laugh slightly. When the door opened behind her,
she didn’t even bother to look. She knew who it was.

“You, Amazing or whatever
the fuck your name is, I’ve called the police.”

Ama was next in line and started to
place her order. But before she could finish, she was jerked around
by the asshole again. He had a white shirt held to his face, and
she could see that he was still bleeding. Several people in the
deli stepped back, but not the older woman or the man standing next
to her.

“Good. I hope you did call
them. Maybe then I can press charges against you for sexual
assault.” He sputtered, but she was on a roll now. “You called me a
hooker and told me that I was a drunk. You’re just lucky that I
didn’t kick your tiny little balls up around your head. I would
have said brain, but it’s doubtful that you have one.”

He drew back to more than likely hit
her, but she grabbed his balls and twisted them. He screamed like a
girl.

“Now we’re going to play a
little game here. I’m going to call it truth or balls. The rules
are simple; you tell me the truth and I won’t pull your balls off.
Got it?” When he didn’t answer her, she gave them a little
twist.

“I got it. Christ, I got
it.” He started to grab her arm and she twisted them again. “You’re
fucking going to pay for this, bitch. You see if you
don’t.”

“Not very smart, are you?
When someone has your nuts in a grip like I do, you don’t threaten
them. Now, did you call the police?”

He screamed when she jerked him. “No,
you fucking cunt. I didn’t, but you can bet your sweet ass I’m
going to when I get back to my desk.”

“It’s doubtful that you’ll
be able to sit at that sorry excuse for a desk, but you’re welcome
to it. In a clear voice, I want you to tell these nice people that
you’re very sorry for coming in here and ruining their lunch by
cussing like a…what is it you called me again?” Ama started to
twist him again until he repeated what he’d said to her in the
interview, and a couple of things that he hadn’t. “Good boy. Now do
it.”

He nearly sang out his apology and she
let him go. But no sooner than she released him, he slapped her in
the face. She stood there with blood running down her lip, staring
him down. He was backing out of the place as he threatened her
again.

Once he was out, she turned back to
the man behind the counter and apologized. Then she turned to the
room.

“I’m very sorry, ladies
and gentlemen. I’m sorry you had to witness that.” She moved to the
door and was out before anyone tried to grab her. Ama was nearly a
block away when a car pulled up beside her and the door was opened
by the driver. The older lady from the deli and the man about her
age were sitting in the back.

“We followed you.” She
nodded, not sure what to say. If they were pissed about the thing
in the deli, they’d have to get over it. “Are we to understand that
you need a job?”

All sorts of things ran through her
head, none of them very clean. She wasn’t into stupid shit, and she
was most certainly not into anything that either of them might want
with her in the back of their car. She shook her head at them and
backed away.

“I’m not going to do
anything perverted with you two. I may be a little on the fucked up
side, but I’m not into kinky shit like that.” They looked at each
other, then back at her. “You have no idea what I’m talking about,
do you?”

“I don’t think so.” The
man grinned at her. “I’m assuming you mean something sexual. And if
so, then you couldn’t be further from the truth. We have our own
kind of kinky.”

The woman slapped him on the shoulder,
and Ama laughed. She decided that for some odd reason she liked
them. She leaned against the door and looked at the nice ride. She
figured them for a lot of money, and they weren’t used to
it.

“What sort of job did you
have in mind? I don’t kill people. Well, I’ve not killed anyone
today, though it has been tempting, and I won’t wash windows. The
ammonia makes me sneeze.”

“No, we get the windows
washed by the new help we have.” The man nodded at the seat across
from them. “Would you like to come inside and have a
seat?”

“No thanks. You seem like
a nice couple, but I read the paper all the time. People can be
very distrusting, and I have to admit I’m a little more distrusting
than your average person.” He nodded and glanced at the woman. “You
have a job that you think I can do?”

“Oh, yes, we think we do.
What do you know about computers?” She nodded but didn’t get a
chance to answer them. “We’ve got one, you see. Well, laptoppers or
whatever they’re called, and we want to learn how to use it. Our
sons Sebastian and Reed are very good with them, but they have no
time to let us play around and teach us on our level.”

“And your level would be
what? Beginner?” They both nodded. “They’re laptops, not toppers.
And I’m assuming that you think they’ll make fun of you if you ask
them for help because of your status as their parents?”

“No. I don’t think…they’d
better not make fun of us. I would have to take them to the wood
shed if they did. But they are quite large and sometimes a little
on the vicious side when need be. We’re actually thinking that
Monica and Caitlynne...oh, and probably Jack and Jonny...might be a
tad bit more than their mates, but we’re not going to talk about
them right now. Would you mind getting in? This is hard on my
neck.”

She looked at the driver, who stood
very still. She wasn’t afraid of him because she was positive she
could take him if need be. She looked back at the couple in the
car. The only way she was going to do this, get into a vehicle with
two unknown people, was to be up front. She pulled out her gun from
under her shirt and let them see it. The driver started toward her
then suddenly stopped.

“I’m not going to get in
there with you without you knowing that I won’t be fucked with.
Understand that?” They both nodded and she looked at the driver
before looking back at them. “And him? Will he have a problem with
this?”

“Not so long as he wants
to have his throat where it is.” The man had sounded so serious
that she felt a slight hesitation in her step as she started toward
the back with them. “You don’t have to worry about us. We won’t
hurt you. Not so long as you don’t try to hurt us first. Will you
have a problem with that?”

Ama wasn’t afraid of them. On the
contrary, she respected them for their bullishness, but that didn’t
mean that she’d trust them right away. She shook her head as she
sat down and left her gun on her lap. She looked at both of them as
the door closed and the car started to move.

“I’m Amarizi Auburn, but
most people call me Ama. Where are we going?” She watched them
closely and thought they were talking to each other on their own
personal wave length, which she knew their kind had. When they
looked back at her, she smiled at them.

“Right now we’re living
with our son. He’s a lovely young man, but he’s a bit on the
overwhelmed side right now. I believe it has to do with his new
mate. We’ve been trying to help him, but children will be
children.”

She nodded, not having a clue what
they were talking about. She looked out the window, then back at
them. The man handed her a laptop and told her he’d just charged it
up. She glanced up at them when she realized that this was no
simple computer, but one that had been modified a great
deal.

She handed it back to him. “I’m not
stupid. I’d like very much if you’d have this guy pull over and you
let me out. I don’t know who you people are, but this is not even
close to being a simple laptop, and it’s not cheap.”

“Oh my, George, we’ve
neglected to tell her our names. I’m Corrine and this is George
Bowen. And I assure you, we have no idea what you mean. Our son
gave us these this morning.” Corrine nodded to the other box. “He
said that he’d made them easy for us to use.”

Ama glared at her. “So you thought
that you’d find some random person off the street to show you how
to use it? I’m not buying it. You think you can entrap me, you can
think again. I have no desire to go back to jail, and I’m pretty
sure that even without any money, no one would believe me if I told
them what really happened here.”

She flushed when she realized what
she’d said. She pounded on the window between the back and the
driver, and when it opened, she asked him to please pull over.
George told him it was okay. She was reaching for the door handle
when George put his hand on her. She felt the vibration immediately
and, apparently, so did he.

“Oh my.” She opened the
door and stepped out before he could say more. Before she was five
feet from the car, he called her name.

“Amarizi, stop please.”
She did but didn’t turn. “You know that you can’t be harmed by us,
and that you are a great deal stronger than either of us if you
needed to be. Come back to the car and I promise you that we’ll
take you to our son and he can explain. We didn’t know what…we had
no idea when we saw you in the deli what you were, but it explains
why we want to trust you. Will you please come back and let us
explain?”

She turned to him slowly and saw that
Corrine was standing beside him; the driver was still in the car.
She looked around, noting that they were no longer in the city but
on the outskirts of town in a part of town she’d never been. She
looked back at him.

“I don’t know what you
think you know about me, but it’s wrong.” He nodded, all three of
them knowing she was lying. “I’m going with you, but if it even
looks like this son of yours doesn’t have a clue what you’re
talking about, I’m leaving you.”

He nodded, and so did Corrine, and
then he opened the door for her to get in. When the car was moving
again, he handed her the computer. He also handed her the
box.

“My son, Sebastian Bowen,
owns this store. We were just in there not an hour ago and were
having lunch when that horrid man came in.” Corrine smiled at her
as she continued. “I thought for sure he was going to wet himself
when you grabbed his more private parts.”

“He called me a hooker
because of my tats.” Corrine nodded. “I can’t help where they are.”
She nodded again.

“Well, of course, you
can’t. And he was a silly man to have thought they were tattoos and
not a sigil like they actually are.” She looked at her sharply.
“We’re not human, dear, in the event you didn’t catch that. I think
you might know what we are.”

“Yes. Panther.” She looked
at the computer. “I’ll help you, but you have to keep my secret to
yourself. I won’t have people thinking…I won’t have it
again.”

“No, of course not. You
can trust us.” Ama nodded, not really sure why but she thought
maybe she could. “My son will clear things right up.”

~~~

George watched the young woman talk to
the sales clerk. He glanced at Corrine and started to ask her what
the hell they were doing. She shook her head before he could ask.
When Ama stood up and walked to them, he could see that she was a
lot more relaxed than she’d been before.

“It checks out. She said
your son was called away on business to help one of your other
sons, but what you said checks out.” She looked around the store
and George wondered if he could buy her anything, and wondered
where that thought had come from. She looked back at him as if she
knew what he’d been thinking.

“I don’t want you to freak
out. Are you going to?” He shook his head at her. “You look like
it. If this is going to be too much for you, we can call it quits
now. No sweat off me. I don’t need any problems, not from you or
anyone else. Especially not from any of your family, because I’m
going to help you. What I’m doing is because you asked, not because
of anything that might be rolling around in your head.”

“My head is rolling all
right. No, no, it’s not that.” He looked at Corrine again before
turning back to her. “It’s just that we thought…you must be the
last of your kind.”

He saw her stiffen and regretted his
words, but before he could tell her how sorry he was, she spoke
first. George reached for his mate, not sure why, but he needed her
contact when Ama looked at him with her dark green eyes.

“You know nothing of my
kind. No one does, and I’d very much like to keep it that way.” He
nodded and knew that the sharpness in her voice was his fault. “Do
you still need me to show you this computer?”

“Yes. I would...we would
very much like for you to show us how to run this.” He looked at
her and then opened his mouth to tell her again how profoundly
sorry he was.

“Look, Mr. Bowen, we’re
not going to get through this if you don’t just say you’re sorry
once and we move on. I get it, you didn’t mean it. And I’m sorry,
too. I shouldn’t have been so short with you. But I’m a little on
edge. I’m unemployed and have no place to live if I don’t find
something soon...I’m not asking for a hand out here, but a real job
with a real paycheck would be flipping fantastic.
Understand?”

“Yes, yes I do. And please
call me George. And Corrine, this is Corrine.” His mate nodded. “I
would like to learn how to do a search on things. That’s primarily
what we wanted it for. Sebastian said we could do our household
budget on it as well.”

She nodded. “You can do just about
anything on this. He’s got it rigged up so that if you wanted to,
you could pretty much make a movie, write books and send them out,
or even download and watch movies if you wanted. He’s got you set
up really nicely.”

“He’s a good boy. All our
sons are.” They walked back out to the car and got in. She played
around with the computer for the better part of the hour-long drive
back to Khan’s house, where they were staying this week while their
house was being built.

“You said you wanted to
learn to do some searches. You mean like on Google and
stuff?”

George told her that they did. “We
also want an email account. We’re very new to this. I mean, we’ve
only just gotten cell phones in the last few months and learned how
to take pictures.”

George looked at Corrine when she
laughed. “We’re not very good at sending pictures on it as yet, but
we do have lots of them. We have grandchildren, you see, and we get
to sit for them all the time.” Ama nodded and smiled. “Then there
is that site that we heard about on the television. Where you can
pay all your bills at one time and not have to worry about them
getting there on time.”

“You might want to stay
clear of them. Those sites are set up just for people like you.
They’ll pay out for you and right into their own account.” She was
putting the computer back in the box as she continued. “Most of the
sites that you might want to pay online have their own payment
programs. I’ll show you how to set them up, but you’ll enter the
information if you want to use them. I won’t mess with your credit
cards or bank accounts other than to show you how to set them
up.”

George nodded. This was much more than
he’d hoped for and told her so. “We thought you’d just show us how
to turn it on and then find us Google. We’re ever so grateful for
this.”

“I’m sure your son will be
thrilled to death to know you picked a perfect stranger to help
you. I know I would be.” She grinned at him. “You’re not going to
tell anyone, are you? I mean what you think you know about me. What
you know about me. I’m not sure how your touch over all the other
times I’ve been randomly touched has…you can’t tell anyone about
me.”

“No, of course we won’t.
We told you we wouldn’t and we won’t. Not even if we are asked
directly by the boys.” He looked over at Corrine as he continued.
“We’ll just say we hooked up at the deli and you agreed to help us.
Not a lie. We did see you there.”

George listened to his mate tell Ama
about their grandkids as he tried to work through what she was. A
faerie. Even as a younger man, he’d heard about them but had never
thought to see one, much less meet one. Then as he got older, he’d
heard that they’d been all killed. Humans hadn’t understood what
they were and had murdered them before they had changed into what
this woman was. Nothing in the world was as strong as they were,
and now there was one right in front of him that was going to show
them how to use a computer.

She was lovely. Her hair was nearly
white it was so blonde, and her eyes the greenest he’d ever seen.
Her skin was nearly flawless, if you thought of her sigil as a
flaw. But he didn’t. And now that he’d touched her and had been
acknowledged by her, George and his mate could see her completely.
Humans would never be able to see her the way that he was right
now.

The marks that were covering her eyes
weren’t there before. Now they could see the mask that was formed
over them that looked like something one would get at Mardi Gras.
The way it caught the light and sparkled made him think that she
wasn’t just a faerie but something more. He wondered how much more
of her was marked when the limo they were riding in came to a
smooth stop. She stopped him before they got out.

“You know that no one but
you two can see me, right? I mean, they will see me but not the way
you two do. Until I make it known to them, all they see is what
everyone else can see, a woman who likes to be tattooed.” George
and Corrine both nodded. “If you tell anyone, do you understand
what will happen?”

“We die.”


Chapter 2

 


“Oh, and your mom and dad
were in, too.” Sebastian looked up from the mountain of notes that
Debby, his assistant manager, had given him when he returned. “They
had me talk to some woman. I think she said her name was Amazing or
something like that. She said that she was giving them lessons. I
thought you said they were coming here for them.”

“I thought so, too.” He
reached for the phone to call them as Debby left the office. He’d
been gone for less than three hours and had nearly fifty phone
messages, and he’d not even checked his email yet. He shook his
head, glad for the business, but he was beginning to feel like he
needed a vacation—and soon. When someone answered his dad’s cell
phone, he asked what she’d said again.

“I said George Bowen’s
phone. Is that who you called?” He was taken aback by her answering
it first of all, and by her biting tone. “Are you
there?”

“Yes. Where are my
parents? I want you to put them on the phone right fucking now.”
She snorted. “What have you done to them?”

“I’ve thrown them in the
basement and am right now ransacking their house. And I was just
calling for a cab to come and get me out here in the fucking
wilderness when you called. And for a lark, I thought I’d answer
and incriminate myself.” He was so startled that he didn’t know
what to say. “They’re right here, dumbass.”

“Hello, dear. Your dad is
trying to do a search for raspberry tea, and then it’s my turn. I
have to think of something to look up. Do you have any ideas for
me?” He said the first thing that popped into his head. “Oh no,
Sebastian, I have to look up something I don’t know anything about.
I know a great deal about herbs.”

“Then look up how to put
together a jet engine.” He took a deep breath. “Who is that who
answered the phone, and why is she answering Dad’s phone in the
first place?”

“Her name is Ama. Well
that’s not her real name. Her real name is Amarizi. Amarizi Auburn.
She’s been ever so helpful to us. She helped us set up our accounts
on line and we have an email account, too.” She sounded so excited
that he nearly smiled. But the woman was probably robbing them
blind.

“I just bet you are. I was
wondering if I may have a few words with her. Just to make sure
that she isn’t steering you in the wrong direction.” He tried to
smile to make his voice sound less like he was grinding nails with
his teeth. She told him to wait until her turn and then she’d put
her on.

Sebastian could hear her speaking but
not exactly what she was saying. There was something muffled about
her voice and he wasn’t happy with that. For all he knew she could
be setting them up with accounts that led directly to her account,
and his parents would be dead by the time he got there. Standing
up, he was headed out of the office and to his car when she came on
the line. He didn’t wait for her to say any more than hello before
he tore into her.

“You hurt my mother and
father and you will never be able to hide deep enough. And if they
don’t have every single penny in their account that they had
before, I—”

“Listen to me, you
paranoid mother fucking prick. If I wanted them dead, they’d have
been so in the back of the limo that we came here in. If I wanted
their money, do you think that you threatening me is going to make
me give it back? Fuck off.” He heard his dad say something. “Your
father wants to talk to you, but I have just one more thing to say.
If you ever—and I mean ever—threaten me or accuse me of something
you have absolutely no knowledge of again, I will tear you
apart.”

Sebastian stumbled to his car. Terror,
not for his parents but for himself, rolled over him. He felt her
threat to him as if she’d been standing right in front of him and
had delivered it to him face to face. He felt his panther roll away
as if she’d been bigger, meaner than him, and now he was curling
away from her. His dad saying his name made him think that he’d
said it more than once.

“Sebastian? I think I
might have lost him.” He could hear the anger in his dad’s voice
and that of his mom. But the woman said nothing.

“I’m here, Dad. What is
she doing there? And did she mean that she’d been in—?”

“You had no right. None at
all to upset her like that. I swear to you if you were here right
now, I’d beat you within an inch of your life. She’s been helping
us all day. All damned day and we were having so much…I wish you
were here. I wish that you were right here so I could paddle your
behind. You had no right to talk to our friend like you
did.”

“Dad, I’m sorry, but what
do you know about this person? For all you know, she could be—” He
realized he was talking to dead air. “Mother fuck.”

He actually had his arm back to throw
his phone, but it rang again. He hoped it was his dad calling back,
but the tone told him it was his brother Marc. He answered,
wondering if he’d already heard how pissed he’d made
Dad.

“I was wondering if you
could come by and help me with something. I got a new television
today and I’m having trouble hooking up the cable lines. I don’t
have the colored wires that they said—”

“Did you read the fucking
instructions?” He closed his eyes as soon as the words left his
mouth. “I’m sorry.”

“No shit. Would you like
to start over, or would you like for me to come down there and kick
your ass for speaking to me that way? Might make you feel better in
the long run. I know it would me.” Marc laughed. “Wanna come by and
have a beer with me and Jonny? Well, I’m having a beer, and she’s
having a glass of tea. And pizza?”

“Maybe. But first I have
to go and tell Dad that I’m sorry, and then apologize to some woman
they have helping them play on the Internet.” He got into his car
and started it up. “I’m pretty sure that I’m going to be on the
shit list for a very long time.”

“That doesn’t sound like
you. What did you say to her?” Sebastian told him. “Christ, buddy,
you’ll be lucky if you ever get off it with that. I can see why Dad
is mad. Hang on.”

He was put on hold and decided to put
in his earphone and talk and drive. Sebastian didn’t text while
driving and he never looked at his phone either. There was a time
and place for that, and going sixty miles an hour down a highway
wasn’t the time or the place. His brother was laughing when he came
back on.

“I wouldn’t go to Dad
right now if I was you. He’s spitting mad and said he’s going to
get a switch. Man, I don’t think I’ve ever heard him cuss like
that.” Sebastian groaned. “If I were you, I’d give him until
tomorrow, and then maybe you might live to tell about
it.”

“I think I’ll just get it
over with. They’re all there now and I can just go and take my
medicine like a man. I’m pretty sure that whatever he has planned
for me is nothing I’ve not thought of doing to myself. I was way
out of line.”

He pulled into Khan’s drive and got
out a few minutes after hanging up with Marc, who had told him to
come by after he received his punishment. Sebastian told him that
he’d think about it. His parents’ car wasn’t in the drive and his
mom came out just as he was ready to step on the lowest
step.

“I hope you’re very proud
of yourself.” He hung his head in shame. “Look at me when I’m
talking to you, young man.”

His head snapped up like she’d jerked
it up. “I’m sorry, Mom. I was having a bad day and I took it out on
her. I have no excuse for what I did.”

“No, you do not.” She
didn’t move and he stayed where he was. “You embarrassed us. And
her. Do you know that we’d tried to pay her all afternoon and she
wouldn’t take a penny from us? Then you call and first off accuse
her of theft and all sorts of other things.”

“She told you what I
said?” He dropped his head again when she glared at him. He heard
the door open and knew it was his dad. Sebastian could feel his
anger as if he was throwing it at him.

“She didn’t say anything
other than that she had to leave. Was going to walk back to the
city, but I had to make her ride in with that man you guys have
driving us all over. Wouldn’t let me go with her to make sure she
got home all right, saying you’d be mad. Well, damn it, boy, I’m
mad!” His dad’s voice thundered down at him. “What did you say to
her? We heard her all right, but not a thing you were
saying.”

“I accused her of stealing
your money when she set up the accounts, and that she was planning
to murder you after she got all your money.” He looked up at them
both. “What the hell was I supposed to think when I hear my own
parents have gone to
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