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Dedication

To all those people who dream of worlds
unlike their own, where life moves at a simpler pace, and love can
jump into your life even when you’re not looking. My Quirk of Fates
books are for you my dear dreamers.

Huge thanks goes to Phil, Barry, and Holly
from Publication Pixie – thank you for keeping me going.

Love Wins xx
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At the end of February 2023 I celebrated my
100th published title done in nine years. This is book
101. I know it’s a little different, but I do hope you’ll come on
this journey with me. My muse is stretching their wings, trying new
worlds and time spans, but the basic premise of my stories stay the
same. My men deserve the love they find even if they don’t realize
it, acceptance is a huge part of that love, and in the end, true
love always wins.

Thank you so much for reading,

Hug the ones you love my dear friends,

Lisa xxx







Chapter One






Billy Hipp hated going into the city.

The congestion, the noise, the never-ending
parade of fashion and self-importance put him on edge. Most of all,
he hated the steam-driven machinery that ran it all. So many cogs
and brass and ticking clocks, a never-ending array of polished
levers and cold steel switches. He wanted the world to stop
advancing, to return to the way things were, once upon a time. He
much preferred the quiet of the countryside. The aspens and
crickets and wide open sky gave him a sense of solace, whereas five
minutes in the big smoke gave him heart palpitations.

He only went in when he absolutely had to.
And it was always about work.

An outstanding debt of a hundred dollars
qualified as absolute. That’s how Billy found himself on the Steel
City Express on an otherwise lazy Saturday afternoon. Someone had
stiffed him on a payment, and he wasn’t about to take it lying
down.

Why the hell don’t people do what they say
they will?

It was how he conducted business. He and his
client came to an agreement, they’d settle on a price, shake hands,
and then Billy would deliver. He’d had been working under the same
standards forever. Literally. Long before there were cities to
travel into, when the world was a simpler place and easier to
understand, Billy was a reliable and trustworthy Searcher. The best
in the business.

But the business had changed. Though he had
remained consistent and steadfast over the centuries, every new
generation was slacker than the previous. It was grinding him down
and wearing him out. And the wealthier the client, the more
difficult they were to please.

Take the one he was chasing: Settembrini. The
man had made his fortune in hotels, charging other members of the
elite outrageous prices for clean sheets, a feather mattress, and
lemon-scented water in the wash basins. Plus all the modern gadgets
one had come to expect at Settembrini establishment. Mechanical
servants, steam pressed linens, and ice for drinks, made on site
and delivered on demand.

Billy couldn’t get his head around it. Why
anyone would choose to spend a night in the city, let alone pay top
dollar for it, was a mystery to him. Who could sleep with all that
noise constantly assaulting a man’s eardrums?

But a job was a job. Settembrini hired Billy
to find his daughter. A teenage shifter, just coming through
adolescence and discovering her inner wolf, had gone missing. The
local law enforcement was swamped with cases like his, so he
enlisted the services of a Searcher, to do what the police could
not. Because he was rich, he could afford the best. And Billy was
the best.

“Two hundred dollars to find my daughter,” he
had said. “One hundred up front, and the other upon delivery.”

Billy knew where the young wolf shifters hung
out. There was a grand park in the center of the city. A parcel of
land and trees and lakes that was set aside by the early city
planners as an oasis from the oppressive development. It contained
dozens of secluded hideaway spots, where one foot could press down
in the wild while the other stayed securely trapped in the hustle
and bustle. Safe and dangerous all at once.

The young wolves would gather to grope one
another and howl at the moon and engage in every kind of kinky,
tantalizing offer they could dream up, yet still be able to get
home at a decent hour and feed at the trough of their rich parents.
Billy had never seen so much leather and fur and brass buckles
together in the one place.

He’d asked around, called in a couple of
favors, and eventually tracked her down. She was scared, cold, and
hungry, but otherwise safe and unharmed. Her story was a familiar
one. A soiree of extraordinary grandeur was being thrown. Exclusive
invitation. All the right people would be there. Not to be missed.
Food. Drink. Sex. Blood. Whatever a person’s tastes, the night
would not fail to satisfy and surprise.

Easy bait for the curious young. A secret
destination would be given, with precise instructions to show up
alone, tell no one, and then be transported by train or some kind
of modern trap with wheels that moved on their own, no horse
required. What rebellious kid could resist such an offer?

Most surfaced two or three days later,
severely dehydrated, pale faced, and scared as hell. Each recovered
easily enough with some fluids, protein and rest, but with one
terrible change common to each: they could no longer shift.

Billy had found Settembrini’s daughter soon
enough, thankfully before she had received an invite to the
‘party’. She was understandably pissed at him for dragging her home
to daddy, kicking and screaming all the way. It was late, Billy was
exhausted, and so he left her with the help in the foyer of the
Settembrini mansion on the upper side of the city. He was assured a
messenger would arrive at Billy’s log cabin outside the city limits
the following morning with the balance of his fee. No such
messenger arrived.

He gave his client a few days grace to make
good – sometimes delays happened - but still nothing came of
it.

By Saturday morning, Billy had made the
decision to collect what was owed him. He pulled on his cleanest
linen shirt, polished his soft leather boots, and slipped into his
black leather vest. Despite the circumstances, it was still a
business call, and he always did his best to look professional. He
strapped his belt around his waist, a holster housing his
custom-built revolver with mother of pearl handle suspended on his
left hip.

Billy made a point of sitting so he faced
backwards in the railcar when heading into the city, so he could
see the blurry reminder of green and open spaces as long as
possible, before they gave in to the shadowy display of so-called
advanced civilization. At least he couldn’t see the machinery of
the city in all its disgusting detail. Partial blindness had its
advantages.

As the train pulled into the central station,
Billy got up and was about to disembark, eager to get this
unpleasantness over with, when something caught his attention. The
scent and sound of a small herd of young men struck his senses, and
he turned towards the gathering with his limited sight. It was
bright enough on the platform for him to make out half a dozen
young bodies, bare chested save for leather strapping adorned with
brass buckles crisscrossing their torsos. A blurred rope of some
kind tethered them all together. Upon reflection, Billy concluded
that it wasn’t a rope at all, but a chain.

Because they were all laughing and talking
freely with one another, Billy gathered they were more in costume
than servitude. Role playing for some kind of Saturday night kink
party that awaited them. Billy couldn’t make out facial features
very well, but judging from the outline of their perfect bodies and
the familiar scent of powdered sweat and spunk that wafted off of
them, they were prostitute for hire, and expensive ones at that.
Billy didn’t need 20/20 vision to comprehend how flawlessly
beautiful each of them were. They were built that way.

“Automatons,” Billy groaned. He’d heard about
the advancements in clockwork creations recently but never
encountered any so sophisticated as the ones he could almost see.
The fact that they not only looked the part, but sounded and
smelled like real people was both terrifying and intriguing. He may
not be able to see them fully, but the right messages were sent to
his brain and groin with perfect functionality. That’s going to
some party, he thought.

A release of steam along the station platform
was Billy’s cue to head off. He still had to hire a carriage to his
client’s estate, get his money, hopefully without too much fuss,
ride back to the station and board a train home. He wanted to get
back before dark, and soak the night away in his cast iron tub.

As the steam cleared, and just as he was
about to make his way off the platform, who should emerge at the
last possible moment but Settembrini himself.

Billy could have recognized the distinct
smell of privilege, power, and entitlement anywhere. His client was
flamboyantly dressed as usual, with a bright red top hat and
matching waistcoat. Fuzzy vision offered no protection against that
kind of outrageousness.

Gears and brass buckles adorned his sleeves
and vest, and round tinted spectacles sat on the bridge of his
nose. Something thin was strapped to his side, Billy noted. A
riding crop! Billy rightly assumed it wasn’t there for making
horses run faster. The man had probably never been on a horse in
his life.

Settembrini was flanked on either side by
footmen who would see to his every need that evening. Well, not
every need. The chain gang of pretty boy-bots stopped their chatter
and followed the hotel magnate to a private train waiting for them
one platform over.

Billy pursued at a discreet distance.

The small locomotive had three cars attached
to it. It was built of polished steel and the way the light bounced
off of it told Billy it had just come out of the factory and was
awaiting its maiden voyage. Knowing Settembrini’s deep pockets, it
was not entirely out of the realm of possibility he’d had it built
to his specifications. Billy observed as the entire party boarded
the train. The blinds were all drawn on the windows, so no one on
the platform could see inside. Luckily that meant that no one on
the inside could see out either.

The engine hissed into effort and the wheels
began to turn. Steam flooded the station as the private locomotive
made its way out. Billy walked quickly along the side, picking up
his pace as the train moved faster, breaking into a light run by
the time the observation car was within reach. He wrapped his
strong grip around the hot steel of the car’s railing, and hoisted
himself up.

He rode along patiently until they were clear
of the station. There was no point in making his presence known
when other people might intervene. The door to the observation car
opened easily and Billy strode in. It was handsomely decorated.
Thick rugs were spread across the floor, and ornately framed oil
paintings hung on the walls. Billy couldn’t tell what the subject
of the paintings were, and frankly couldn’t have cared less. In the
middle of the car was an enormous bed fit for an emperor and his
entourage.

Billy made his way around the colossal
mattress. He could only imagine the activities that would soon take
place there and smiled at the thought of it. A rolling orgy along
the tracks, chugging through the forest and mountains? Not a bad
way to spend a Saturday night, he had to admit. Shame it would be
with machines, but to each his own.

He opened the door on the opposite end of the
car and jumped across to the next one with dexterous ease. He
leaned his ear against the door.

“Gentlemen, the game is Five Card Stud.”

He recognized Settembrini’s voice
immediately. Thick and slow, like his tongue was forever floating
in a bowl of molasses. The voice of a man who sounded like he was
never in a hurry to get anywhere ever. At a time when steam engines
were becoming more and more efficient, making everything move
faster and faster, Billy had to admit that such a way of talking
was a kind of power. Credit where credit was due.

He undid the clasp on his holster, freeing up
his pistol.

Settembrini continued speaking. “Five Card
Stud with five studs in my carriage. Win or lose, boys, it’s going
to be a fine evening.”

Billy clicked open the door as silently as he
could and soundlessly stepped inside. The five bots, who moments
before had been standing on the platform, were now sitting around a
card table. The costumes were the same with one small exception:
each had been undressed further, and sat in their undershorts -
matching red silk. Grateful for the splash of blurry color
concealing their carefully manufactured genitalia, Billy announced
himself.

“Hope, I’m not interrupting anything.” Billy
spoke with a voice calm as a swimming hole on a summer afternoon.
“But you and me got some unfinished business, Signor.”

“Blind Billy Hipp, what a pleasant surprise
indeed.” Settembrini spoke without looking up from his hand of
cards, entirely unfazed by Billy’s presence. “You’re not
interrupting a thing. Have a seat and play with us if you like. I
believe everyone else around the table has lost their shirts, so
your chances of winning are not too shabby.”

“No thanks, Signor. Just here to get what I’m
owed, and I’ll be on my way. Leave you to play with your…
toys.”

“What you’re owed? Now pray tell, what is it
you’re owed, my good man? I don’t like to be in anyone’s debt,
least of all a Searcher such as y’self. Hell, I wouldn’t sleep well
at night knowing I owed you.”

Billy kept his hand close to the handle of
his gun. “We both know you haven’t paid up on the job I did for
you. I’d like my hundred dollars before you get too far along in
the night’s scheduled activities.” Billy tilted his head towards
the sleeping car and the massive bed housed within. Settembrini
laughed a slow, thick, carefree cackle, the phlegm from his throat
rising up and causing his jowls to shake.

“A hundred dollars?” He let fly a deep
sonorous whistle. “That’s a mighty sum indeed, Blind Billy. All the
more reason for me to not have let it slip my mind. Now either the
deposits are dreadfully low in my memory banks, or you’re making an
embarrassing mistake, Mr. Hipp.”

Billy reached into his breast pocket for a
piece of paper. The gesture caused all five of the half-naked bots
to jump out of their faux skin.

“Relax, my dears,” Settembrini cooed. “His
gun is at his side, not in his shirt. No need to be so twitchy.
Save your energy for later. I promise you’ll need every
manufactured drop of it.”

Billy slammed a sheet of paper on the poker
table, scattering multi-colored chips and cards in the process.

“That there is a contract for the search and
delivery of your daughter. The agreed upon fee was two hundred
dollars. A hundred up front, and the balance upon delivery. I found
and delivered her to you as per the terms of our agreement. You owe
me a hundred bucks, and I ain’t leaving here without it.”

Settembrini looked up from the table. His
eyes were suddenly reddened with sorrow and worry. “She walked
right out again the very night you dropped her off. I didn’t even
get to hug my little princess. By the time the sun came up, she was
gone. I haven’t seen her since.”

Billy cast a blurry glance around the table.
“I can tell you must be terribly broken up over it.”

“We all deal with grief in our own way, Mr.
Hipp. I wouldn’t dare judge you on your methodology. I would hope
one as professional as yourself would turn a blind eye to
mine.”

“Partially blind, thank you very much, but
it’s not my eye you should be concerned with.” Billy gripped his
gun. “I’m right sorry to hear that your girl ran out on you again.
Kids at that age are spontaneous, shifters especially so. But it’s
hardly my concern. You hired me to find and deliver your daughter.
I did my part. What happens after that is out of my hands.”

Settembrini poured himself another whiskey.
“Nevertheless,” he said, “I find myself in the same state of loss
as I was before engaging your services. Hell, I should be asking
you to compensate me a c-note given the circumstances, but I’m a
gentleman. As far as I’m concerned we’re even, and the matter is
forthwith closed. Now. If you’d like to sit down and try your hand
with the boys here, you might just win your hundred dollars back
plus an evening full of sweet android ass in your face…”

The sharp ring of gunfire halted
Settembrini’s speech. Billy had drawn his revolver swiftly, and
there it was, smoking in his hand. A new hole appeared in the fine
upholstered wingback chair Settembrini was sitting on, proof a hot
bullet was nesting there.

“I’m not asking again,” Billy said. “The next
shot goes straight for your family jewels, Signor. Either my money
or something far more unsightly will be on the table by the time I
get to five.”

Settembrini swallowed hard as Billy started
to count.

“One. Two. Three…”







Chapter Two


Dathan was coated with a fine film of sweat
as he stepped into the lobby of his apartment building. He was
among the new breed of the elite who chose to live high above
everyone else. The traditional members of the upper class
considered ground floor living to be the domain of the rich and
powerful. But Dathan preferred to be elevated. His aunt, whose
fingers held the purse strings of all Dathan’s wealth, tried to
tell him that the upper suites were reserved for servants and
footmen.

“Why would you want to live in - gasp - an
attic?”

But he paid her no heed. Dathan knew she
wouldn’t hold back on funding where he chose to live. Through her
he was able to purchase the land, build the structure according to
his own wishes, and even had a private lift installed that took him
to his top floor suite in no time at all. It was the talk of the
town at first, and he happily passed all the credit on to his
uncle, furthering the man’s reputation as a forward thinker. Dathan
preferred not to have attention drawn to himself.

A doorman greeted him as he arrived, holding
the brass and glass doors open and tipping his hat in cordial
greeting.

“Good evening, Master Dathan.”

“Good evening, Sanders.”

“Lovely night, sir.”

It was a warm night, made all the more so due
to Dathan’s exploits of the last few days. His long dark waistcoat
was left open, no shirt on his back. His dark tailored pants were
rolled up to the knees and he walked on bare feet.

“Shall I order another new pair of boots for
you, sir?” Sanders asked, noticing his bare feet.

Dathan looked down, and seemed just as
shocked at his lack of footwear as the doorman.

“Uh… yes, if you would please, Sanders. I
can’t think what would have happened to the old ones.”

“I’m sure someone will find them and put them
to good use, sir. Not to worry.”

Dathan smiled at the doorman’s refined sense
of decorum. Sanders said the same thing every time Dathan returned
home from one of his outings, often wearing even less than what he
had on when he’d originally left the building.

“Anything interesting happen while I was
away?” Dathan asked as Sanders lifted the lid on a steel
compartment attached to the wall. A hot towel was lifted out with a
delicate pair of forceps, and Dathan relished the luxury of wiping
it across his face. He lifted his legs one at a time, and Sanders
dutifully knelt to wipe a second towel along the bottom of his
dirtied feet.

“Oh, the usual news, sir, I’m afraid. More
and more young wolves disappearing and turning up unable to
shift.”

Dathan nodded. The problem was getting
worse.

“And what does my uncle have to say about it
all?” he asked.

“The Police Commissioner is taking the stance
that it must be the work of a vengeful vampire or some such
character, Master Dathan. Your uncle is doing quite well at
convincing the populace that the matter is a private dispute
between shifters and vampires, and of no great threat to the public
at large.”

Dathan cleared his throat. The city used to
embrace the shifter community and tolerate the vamps. It would seem
that was changing, at least on the tolerance part and his uncle was
a major cog in pushing that change.

But that was not something to discuss with
Sanders. “My uncle has always been very clever at systematically
telling the public what to think and then asking for their honest
opinion.”

“A politician through and through, sir.”

“Indeed.”

With clean feet and a refreshed face, Dathan
made his way across the marble tiled foyer to his personal elevator
car. Since nobody else lived in the building, every elevator was
private and personal. Someday he would make the other floors
available for rent or simply invite whomever he wanted to live
there free of charge.

The polished brass of the elevator car doors
caught the day’s dying light as they opened with a loud exhalation
of pressurized steam.

“Enjoy your evening, sir.”

“Thank you, Sanders.” Dathan smiled once more
at his trusted servant as the cogs turned soundlessly behind the
walls drawing the doors closed and lifting him up.

/~/~/~/~/

Dathan spent the ride to the top floor
thinking about what was happening to his fellow shifters. Though he
wasn’t a wolf shifter - his animal was considerably less volatile -
he still cared about their plight. He would talk with his uncle at
the next opportunity to discuss what further action might be able
to be taken for them.

When the lift released its steamy sound, the
doors opened, and he approached his apartment. He stopped
momentarily when he noticed that his front door was slightly
ajar.

Slowly peering inside, his nerves were on
edge. Dathan found it unbelievable to think a burglar would have
gained access all the way up to his living quarters, but he didn’t
want to be reckless about his safety either.

“Ah, there you are. Finally.”

“Aunt Charlotte! What a… pleasant
surprise.”

His aunt was sitting back on his settee, a
crystal glass of gin in her hands. His gin. Well, her gin.
Everything in the apartment, including the apartment itself, came
from her money.

“I’ve been waiting here for hours. Where have
you been, Dathan darling?”

Hours. He smiled to himself. If only
she knew he had been gone for days.

“I was out for a run, Auntie dear. However
did you get in here? I don’t recall giving you a key.”

“Sanders let me in, of course. How do you
think? Such a sweet man. Does what he’s told.”

“He never mentioned it when I saw him
downstairs. It’s not like him to keep secrets from me.”

Dathan, suddenly remembering the state of his
undress, felt his face go warm.

“He never mentioned it,” Charlotte
admonished, “because I told him not to mention it. Honestly,
Dathan, if you knew I was up here you would have turned tail and
run off to the hills for who knows how long.”

He couldn’t argue with that. The last person
he wanted to see at any time was his Aunt Tottie.

“Besides, we both know you’re far more
forgiving than I am. Sanders knows it, too. Had he disclosed the
fact that I was awaiting you up here, he would have been fired and
left to starve in the streets. The man knows what’s best. It’s why
we keep him around you.”

Dathan found himself nodding along. He’d
heard this speech a thousand times before.

“I’m going to bathe if you don’t mind. Please
make yourself at home… more than you already have.”

Charlotte stood up and downed her drink in
one impressive gulp.

“Your bath can wait.”

She approached and ran her fingertip down his
still glistening chest. Her familiarity with Dathan had always made
him uncomfortable, ever since he was a young boy.

“You’re awfully damp with perspiration, dear
boy. Running you say. How long were you gone this time? Be honest
with me, Dathan. You know I can always tell when you’re lying.”

He sighed and lowered his head. “Since
Wednesday.”

She let slip a slight gasp of shock. “Three
days? Where on earth do you run for three days?”

His eyes lit up at the chance to share his
most prized experiences. “Oh, Aunt Tottie, the world goes on
forever once outside the city. There are forests and mountains and
wide open prairies. I could run for weeks. Months. If I had my
way…”

He stopped, carried away by his blissful
enthusiasm.

“Yes, if you had your way, you’d never shift
back from your horse state and run wild in the feral forests and
fields for the rest of your days.” She tussled his long dark hair
as if he were a child. “But you love the city life too much to give
it all up.”

It was true. Dathan did love the city, but
only when he stood on two legs in human form. His horse, for
obvious reasons, longed always for wide open spaces and the endless
sky above.

“Will you ever grow up?”

“I’m grown up, Auntie. A full-fledged man
when it suits me, you, and everyone else for me to be one. I’m
twenty-five, remember.”

“Yes, your body may be twenty-five, but your
mind is still that of a boy. Playing wild horses all day? What if
you get spotted? It would destroy your uncle’s career and
everything this family has built up over multiple generations.”

Dathan rolled his eyes. “Are we really going
to have this conversation again?”

He crossed to his telescope that pointed out
the east facing window. It was fully mechanized, able to calibrate
itself automatically with the rotation of the earth. A complicated
series of gears and dials, built by the world’s top astronomical
engineer, were buried deep beneath the polished metallic exterior.
Dathan closed one eye and peeked through the view finder.

“I won’t get spotted. I’ve been doing this
since I first started shifting as a teenager. Haven’t I been
careful all this time? No one knows that it’s me. If anyone were to
see, which they rarely do by the way - I know how to stay hidden
when I want to - they’d only see a plain old horse galloping around
a meadow. Not unlike any of the hundreds - nay, thousands - running
free out there every day of the week.”

Charlotte helped him off with his jacket.
Dathan flinched as he lifted his right arm.

“What is it?” Charlotte asked.

“Nothing,” he said, waiting for the pain to
subside.

“Dathan?”

“Just a sore shoulder, that’s all. I stepped
in a gopher hole while running, and pulled something. It’s nothing
serious. Just a bit stiff. A hot bath and a good night’s sleep and
I’ll be right as rain.”

He folded his arms across his bare chest to
hide his awkwardness at being exposed before his aunt.

“Poor thing. I’ll run your bath and rub it
for you. Make my little nephew all better.”

“I’m fine, Aunt Tottie, really. You don’t
need to dote on me anymore.”

“I promised your mother…”

“Oh, not again, please…”

His protestations fell on deaf ears as she
continued. “I promised your mother I would care for you as she
herself would have. As she lay…”

“…dying in your arms… yes, yes, yes, so
you’ve said a billion times…”

“…’please take care of my Dathan and see to
his every need. Promise me. Promise me!’ And I promised her.”

Dathan watched as she acted out the final
words of his dying mother. He was so young when his parents passed
away that he had no real memories of them. He used to love his
aunt’s performance as a kid, but it no longer held the charm it
once had. Besides, he just wanted to climb into the tub and soak
his aching limbs.

“You should have been on the stage, Aunt
Tottie. You know that.”

“You think?” She spun around, as if to model
her latest costume. She loved to spend a fortune on clothes and
kept up with the latest fashions. Today, she was wearing a white
corset tied up with black leather straps. Around her neck was a
dark collar with brass buckles, and her tall boots ran up to her
knees. Her wrists were adorned with a series of steel bracelets, in
ascending order of width and thickness. Each was custom made, of
course, and the larger ones served as perfume dispensaries,
releasing a fresh mist at the tap of a button.

“I could have been a star!”

She was an attractive woman. His mother’s
youngest sibling, Tottie was only a decade or so older than Dathan,
and exhaustingly flirtatious. He long suspected that she housed a
collection of lovers, both men and women, shifters, and vamps.
Whether his uncle knew about them as well was another matter
altogether, and none of Dathan’s business.

“Instead, you married Uncle William and now
play the role of dutiful wife and supporter.”

“Don’t remind me,” she said as she lifted the
decanter of gin and titled it towards her glass, then stopped.
“Better not,” she said to herself and set the bottle down.

Dathan walked to the door. “If there’s
nothing else, Aunt Tottie, thanks ever so much for dropping by.
Next time, please wait until I’m here. You nearly gave me a heart
attack.”

She leaned in and kissed both of Dathan’s
cheeks in farewell.

“Do give my love to Uncle Willy.”

“Oh, yes!” Charlotte spun around on the heel
of her boot, the decorative metal spur spinning as she executed her
pirouette. “That’s what I came here to tell you: your uncle needs a
favor.”

“From me? I can’t imagine what.”

“A friend of his, a very wealthy friend, very
powerful, has been the victim of a crime. Because of his friend’s
standing in the community, the case has gone all the way up to the
Commissioner’s office and your
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