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      All Shane wanted was to get away from the wreckage of his career for a while. He picked New York City to provide him with a distraction from his early, unwanted retirement from the police force.

      New York City delivered, distracting him with three corpses and a miniature llama with a spitting problem and an attitude. If he wants to return to a normal life, he’ll have to face off against a sex trafficking ring targeting the woman of his dreams, ancient vampires, murderous criminals, his parents, and an FBI agent with a hidden agenda.

      Some days, it isn’t easy being an ex-cop.

      Warning: This novel contains excessive humor, action, excitement, adventure, magic, romance, and bodies. Proceed with caution.
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            The next time I took a vacation, I’d just stay home.

          

        

      

    

    
      The next time I took a vacation, I’d just stay home. While there were cozier places than my apartment in Chicago, it beat being covered head to toe in blood spatter on a busy sidewalk in Times Square. I’d seen a lot of crazy shit during my short stint as a cop, but I’d never seen a body plummet from a skyscraper and crash through the windshield of a car stuck in traffic before.

      One body was bad enough, but the victim had landed on the driver and passenger. Maybe if they’d used a real windshield instead of a substitute, the glass wouldn’t have broken into razor-sharp chunks and killed them. I’d seen it in Chicago once, when an enterprising idiot had purchased window glass, ground it down, and forced it to fit in his vehicle. I’d heard about it happening back home in Lincoln, Nebraska, too.

      Both drivers had died after rear-ending someone, breaking their makeshift windshields, and slitting their throats.

      What stopped me in my tracks was the furry head sticking out of the back window, its white fur stained with crimson and its long, fluffy ears pinned back. My mouth dropped open, and I rubbed my eye, blinked, and looked again.

      Nothing changed.

      A rather angry looking miniature llama glared at me as though I’d somehow been responsible for the corpse falling through the windshield of its car which, by some miracle, hadn’t accelerated following the accident. First, I needed to make sure the car stayed put. Second, I needed to call the cops. Since I could do both at the same time, I grabbed my cell, dialed 911, and held it to my ear while I circled the vehicle.

      Fortunately, the driver’s side window was down, offering me a good look inside. Not only had the driver ended up with a face full of glass, the angle of his head suggested the falling body had broken his neck on impact.

      “911, please state the nature of your emergency,” a woman answered.

      “I’m on the corner of Broadway and West 42nd in Times Square. A body has fallen from a skyscraper and landed on a vehicle. There are two people inside the car, and I’m fairly certain they’re dead. The driver’s neck appears to be broken. The passenger has severe lacerations to the face and neck and is non-responsive.”

      “I’m sending officers and EMT to your location, sir. Please stay on the line.”

      I heard the tell-tale click of the operator putting me on hold. Knowing she’d try to stop me if I told her my intention, I reached in, contorted around the tangle of bodies and steering wheel, and put the vehicle into park, grateful the shifter wasn’t part of the center console.

      “Officers are on their way, sir. Does it appear there are any survivors in the vehicle?”

      “There’s an animal in the back.” With the car secured from taking off and rampaging through Times Square, I focused my attention on the miniature llama, which had swiveled its head around to glare at me. It snorted, then it spit in my face through the open back window. Green goo smeared over my right eye and dripped from my face.

      For the first time since the accident that had sent me into early retirement, I was grateful for my glass eye, a solid blue sphere. My insurance company had been far too cheap to pay for a realistic one.

      “An animal, sir?”

      I could handle a body falling from the sky and killing two men in front of me. A miniature llama with an attitude, however, crossed every last one of my lines. Lifting my hand, I wiped the gunk off my face. “It just spit on me. It’s some sort of demented miniature llama, and the fucking thing just spit on me.”

      “Please remain calm, sir. What’s your name? Do you know anyone involved in the accident?”

      “My name’s Shane Gibson. I don’t know anyone involved in the accident, ma’am.” Sighing, I stepped out of the alpaca’s range, returning to the sidewalk to wait for the cavalry to arrive, bracing for the wave of questions the woman would ask to get a handle on the situation and keep me calm. I played along more for her sake than mine. I’d seen enough bodies during my three years on the force to last me a lifetime.

      Three more and a pissed-off miniature llama meant little in the grand scheme of things.
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      Sometimes I really hated people. The majority of the passersby decided they wanted nothing to do with the trashed car and trio of bodies. Their unnatural lack of curiosity left me as the only viable witness, which I considered absolutely ludicrous. Times Square in the mid-afternoon was a bustle, and I was the one with the full attention of the six cops dispatched to the scene to deal with me and the angry miniature llama.

      The animal spit on three officers before the youngest one got tired of its existence. He drew his gun and pointed it at the animal’s head. There was only one thing stupider than shooting an animal for being an animal, and that was standing in front of the gun to stop the shooting from happening.

      If he decided to pull the trigger, I deserved to get shot.

      “Killing the animal isn’t necessary, sir. I’d be spitting angry, too, if someone hogtied my legs together with duct tape and dumped me in a car. It has no other way to defend itself.”

      Did the young idiot, who couldn’t have been more than a few months over twenty-one, really think he could open fire on a busy street because an animal had spit on him?

      Apparently.

      The young cop spluttered but holstered his weapon. Once I was satisfied he wasn’t going to kill the animal, I turned my attention to one of the older cops, a man with gray-touched hair and steely eyes. “What’s the procedure for animals under these circumstances?”

      In Chicago, I would have been drawn and quartered for even thinking about hurting the damned thing, no matter how many times it spit on me. Unless a sentient was at risk of fatal injury, killing an animal without just cause would result in a suspension and potential loss of badge.

      A glob of spit smacked into the back of my head, and I stuffed my hands into my pockets so I wouldn’t turn around and throttle the ungrateful animal after standing in the line of fire to keep an idiot from killing it.

      The older cop sighed. “Animal control will be by to pick it up and either dispose of it or take it to a shelter. We don’t have the facilities for animals like this unless they’re sentients or exotics, which this animal is not, so they’ll likely euthanize it and dispose of the body.”

      Bastards.

      “All right. I’d rather not see it destroyed for circumstances out of its control. I’d like to make arrangements to claim the animal if no owners are located.”

      One day I would learn to mind my own business. The cops stared at me, looked at each other, and the oldest stepped away, talking to someone on his radio. The remaining cops resumed questioning me, repeating the conversation five or six times before they came to the conclusion I really had no idea why a man’s body had fallen from a skyscraper and crashed through the windshield of a car stuck in traffic.

      Or why a miniature llama was hogtied with duct tape in the back of the car.

      The oldest cop returned, shook his head, and sighed. “If you want that thing, it’s yours. Leave us your contact information should anyone with legal documentation proving ownership come forward. By law, you are required to keep the animal in your possession for a minimum of twenty business days. If these terms are acceptable to you, you’ll need to come to the station to sign some paperwork.”

      What the hell was I going to do with a spitting miniature llama for twenty business days? Clenching my teeth, I regarded the surly animal still trapped in the back of the car. It glared at me, and the fires of hell burned in its dark eyes. “They’re acceptable.”

      The third time was a charm. It spit; I dodged and went to work extricating the animal from its grisly prison.
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      My new pet, which I learned was an alpaca rather than a demonic miniature llama, weighed a hundred and ten pounds and hated everyone, especially men, with a vengeance. I spent almost two hundred dollars for a vet to tell me she was a female, she seemed to be young, and would need to be sheared within the next few weeks or her coat would become unwieldy and uncomfortable.

      At least my two hundred bought her a round of vaccinations, which she protested with squeals and spits. My hold on her ratty halter kept her from biting anyone. Strips of duct tape still clung to her legs, but I would remove the adhesive with some patience and a pair of scissors later—after I convinced her I wasn’t actually the devil.

      Then again, once I stuffed her in the back of a rental van and carted her halfway across the country, the poor thing would probably hate me for the rest of her life. Since my hotel wouldn’t allow an alpaca to stay in my room, I convinced one of the cops to write me a little note suggesting management release me from my reservation without penalty.

      Freeing her from her duct tape bindings must have earned me a few points because the she-devil stopped spitting on me and didn’t try to bite me once.

      The rental company charged me an extra three hundred to transport an alpaca in one of their vehicles. To add insult to injury, they doubled my deposit due to my vision impairment, making it clear half-blind men were lucky to be allowed to drive. By ten at night, I was ready to hit the road, although I wasn’t looking forward to three days of traveling with an animal in dire need of a bath.

      At least the back of the van came equipped with mounting brackets, which were perfect for tethering my alpaca so she wouldn’t be able to climb over the seats and assault me while I was driving. Once she was secured, I slid behind the wheel and made the phone call certain to add a little bit more suck to an already shitty day.

      My mother answered on the third ring. “Hello?”

      “Hey, Mom.”

      “The last time you called, you’d just had your eye scooped out. You refused to bring it home in a jar for me.”

      At least my glass replacement made it possible for me to blink—and close my eyes so I could enjoy the illusion of normality. “That’s disgusting.”

      “That’s what your father said. How could you resist the chance to keep an actual human eye on your desk? It’s a trophy. Sure, you lost your eye, but you saved three lives. That’s something to be proud of. Come on, Shane. I raised you better than that.”

      Given five minutes, my mother could always find a silver lining in any cloud. “Why aren’t you in an institution yet, Mom?”

      “You’d get bored if you sent me away.”

      “First, I haven’t needed to call you because you call me every morning at exactly two minutes after eight. This couldn’t wait until tomorrow morning.”

      “You mean you actually need something?”

      I bumped my head against the steering wheel. “Yes, I do.”

      “Is it my birthday?”

      “No. It’s not your birthday.” Once I popped my question, she’d consider it Christmas in April. “Can you take this seriously for a change?”

      “I always take coercion and blackmail seriously, Shane. I thought you knew this by now. If you’re asking me for help, I intend to get something really good out of it.”

      To the rest of the world, my mother was an upright citizen, a police officer, and the perfect wife and mother. To me, she was everything right and wrong with my life and half the reason I’d become a cop in the first place. Dad was the other half of the reason, and since I couldn’t hear him howling in the background, I assumed he was on duty. “I can’t believe you have everyone fooled into thinking you’re actually a good cop, Mom.”

      “Now you’re just being snide. Aren’t you about to ask me for a favor? I could just wax poetic about how I have such a wonderful son who’s a capable, independent adult, who comes home for Christmas, Thanksgiving, and Easter and doesn’t bother anyone, not even when he’s recovering from losing his eye in a different state.”

      Unless I got to the point quickly, she’d serenade me with every one of my achievements before circling around to the fact she didn’t have my eye in a jar on her desk. If I got lucky, she’d call my grandmother and bring her into the discussion. The only thing worse than my mother on the warpath was my mother’s mother joining in.

      I wasn’t sure if I loved or hated the woman sometimes. “A man fell from a skyscraper, busted through a windshield, and killed the people in the car while I was touring Times Square today. As a result, I am now the guardian of an alpaca for the next twenty business days. I thought I’d come visit you, with my new pet alpaca, for the next twenty business days. Then, because you’re such a wonderful mother, you’ll help me find a good home for the alpaca I’m legally required to keep for the next twenty business days.”

      I loved the sound of silence. It meant my mother had short-circuited and her brain was in process of rebooting. Smiling at having dumbfounded her for a rare change, I buckled up and started the van, fiddling with the temperature controls until it was cooler than I liked but tolerable for my new companion.

      “You have an alpaca.”

      “It’s like a demonic miniature spitting llama. The vet told me she’s female, she needs to be sheared soon, and he gave her all of her important vaccinations. We’re both in dire need of a bath, too. By the time I reach the house, I’m sure we’ll be ripe for your enjoyment.”

      “I’ve raised a terrible child. What did I do to deserve you?”

      “But they were going to euthanize her. I couldn’t let that happen, Mom. When she isn’t trying to spit on me or kill me, she’s kinda cute. She’s white and fluffy, and she has these adorable little fluffy ears. If she’ll let you pet her, she’s really soft. I’m thinking I’ll teach her to sleep in bed with me. It is possible to housebreak an alpaca, right?”

      My mother choked. “You’ll do no such thing, Shane Gibson!”

      “But you’re always saying how you want me to come home and visit you. Does this mean you don’t want me? I even found a cute little lady to keep my bed warm at night. Isn’t that what you wanted for me?”

      “A human lady, not a sheep on stilts!”

      “Does that mean I have to try to convince my landlord to let me keep an alpaca in my teeny tiny apartment rather than at your nice big farmhouse? You even have a paddock she can run around and play in.”

      “That paddock is for my horses, young man.”

      “Mom, your horses are almost thirty years old. I’m sure they can share with a hundred and ten pound alpaca.”

      “I don’t have a spare stall.”

      “They had her hogtied with duct tape on the back seat of their car. And the one cop was going to shoot her for spitting on him.”

      There was a long moment of silence. “You manipulative brat. Fine. You’ll clean up after her without complaint, and you’ll be in charge of my horses for the next twenty business days as payment for your room and board. Her fleece is also mine. You can’t have any of it. I expect you to clean and take care of her so I get the most spectacular fleece. Am I understood?”

      Knitters. I could talk them into just about anything with a bribe of soft yarn. I pinched the bridge of my nose and sighed. “Yes, Mom.”
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            Waking up with an alpaca using me as a pillow wasn’t my idea of a good time.

          

        

      

    

    
      I drove most of the night before I found a roach motel willing to look the other way when I told the desk clerk I needed to bring in an alpaca for a much needed bath. Securing a reservation took a lot of patience and a bribe of a hundred bucks, much to my disgust. It was a good thing I wasn’t a cop anymore because I was pretty sure I was violating health codes in some fashion or another. Mom would turn a blind eye; she liked animals almost as much as she liked yarn, and it hadn’t taken her long to figure out I was bringing home a living supply of yarn fiber.

      One thing would have to change, though: at the rate I was spending money on an animal that didn’t even like me, I’d blow through my disability pay within a month.

      In the best-case scenario, it’d be a year before I could reapply to join the force for any form of field job; in a few months, I could apply for a desk job. Unless I could afford a custom glass eye, one able to grant me clear vision, my days in the field were over. Since I didn’t have a spare two million kicking around, I’d have to put an end to my pity party and hunt down some form of meaningful work.

      According to my insurance company, my right eye had a dollar value of fifteen thousand, paid out by the city of Chicago. I also got paid medical leave for two months; if I passed the rest of my physical, I’d get the lowest paying desk job my chief could find. The only good news was I didn’t have to pay taxes on my income until after my leave ended. I sighed, shook my head, and led my four-legged companion out of the van, keeping a tight hold on her halter so she wouldn’t make a break for freedom.

      Neither one of us liked the next four hours of our lives, which involved her standing in the rust-stained bathtub while I cleaned blood out of her fur, used a flea comb to check her fleece for any unwanted hitchhikers, and otherwise transformed her from a disheveled mess to a silky beauty.

      I took my time cutting away the duct tape, trying to do as little damage to her coat as possible. Ice helped; chilling the adhesive reduced its effectiveness, which let me pick off the fibers bit by bit. If the motel didn’t like me decimating their ice supply, they’d have to deal with it. For the rate I paid for the room, I deserved it delivered in a silver bucket.

      Before I finished grooming her, she fell asleep on the bathroom floor, so I covered her with the spare towel and took a shower. It took me an hour to get the gunk out of my hair and feel clean. I barely had enough life left in me to stagger to the bed and flop onto it.

      Waking up with an alpaca using me as a pillow wasn’t my idea of a good time. Her front legs stretched across my chest while her hind legs flopped across my knees. As though worried I’d escape, she was using my forehead as a chin rest.

      Maybe she was warm, soft, and fluffy, but she was heavy, had a drooling habit, and snored worse than my father.

      When I had told my mother I was going to teach my alpaca to sleep with me in bed, I’d been joking. Groaning, I squirmed from beneath the sleeping animal, who didn’t budge an inch, much to my relief. According to my phone, I had an hour to clean the room and leave. I checked the bathroom and discovered the alpaca had a rather negative opinion of the bathtub. While I agreed with her, I grimaced during the cleanup, grateful for the nearby trash can.

      Hopefully, the roach motel staff would realize cleaning a clogged toilet was worse than emptying a plastic bag full of alpaca crap. Besides, the front desk clerk had gotten an extra hundred to deal with any problems.

      I resolved to ignore my guilt, cleaned the rest of the room, and petted the alpaca to wake her up.

      Sleepy alpacas enjoyed cuddling; I spent ten minutes trying not to laugh while she determined she was too big to fit on my lap. It took work and a bribe of grain to get her moving, but she scrambled into the van readily enough, and since she was behaving, I laid down the back seat to give her some extra space. I secured her lead to the bracket to keep her out of the front, and she seemed happy to stretch out and take another nap.

      Two days later, I pulled into my parents’ driveway in Lincoln, Nebraska. With a population of over two hundred thousand, there was always a need for cops, even crazy ones like my mother and father. But even the police departments of major cities like Chicago wanted someone like Dad on the force.

      Werewolves with perfect control over all three of their forms were few and far between. Add in Mom’s skills as a practitioner and hedge witch, and my parents were a force to be reckoned with. Alone, neither were powerful, ranking low on the talent charts, but they were good at their tricks, and their skills were ideal for law enforcement.

      I, on the other hand, had been the token low talent freak on the force with a good cop pedigree. Chicago’s police department had ignored my general lack of magic in exchange for my memory for detail, my ability to work with just about anyone, and tolerance for the jobs most didn’t want.

      My alpaca pressed her nose to the window and slobbered all over the glass.

      “There’s a paddock in the back with your name all over it,” I promised, killing the engine and stretching with a tired groan. Driving hadn’t done me any good, and my left eye ached from the strain of checking my blind spots, which I suspected was more than double the effort it had used to be. Each day, I’d developed a headache within an hour, and my current one would persist for another four or five before easing. I had made it halfway around the van to let my fluffy companion out when a dark shape barreled off the porch.

      Great. Dad was running around on all fours, almost as furry as my alpaca. Since I’d lost my right eye, I’d remastered distances and depth perception, allowing me to plant my boot on my father’s chest before he could plow into me. “No. Bad wolf. You will not slobber on me. You will not chew on me, either. You will also not terrify my⁠—”

      The alpaca screamed like she was being eaten alive.

      I sighed. “Go back in the house and think about what you’ve done.”

      For once in his life, my father obeyed with a whine, scurrying to the front door with his tail tucked between his legs.

      Apparently, alpacas really didn’t like wolves, and she kept screaming until he disappeared, and even then, she trembled so much I worried her legs wouldn’t hold her up. I stroked her nose and cooed at her, untying her lead line and taking firm hold of her halter. “Dad’s sorry he frightened you. If he knows what’s good for him, he’ll change to his human shape and stop being a terror.”

      It took me over twenty minutes to convince her she wasn’t going to be eaten, but she refused to get out of the van, forcing me to pick her up and carry her. A hundred and ten pounds of squirming alpaca was a lot to hold, but I managed to haul her all the way to the paddock and let her loose without getting spit on, bitten, or kicked.

      It turned out miracles could actually happen.

      With wide eyes and ears perked forward, she explored the paddock, sniffing at the grass and taking curious nibbles.

      “That’s the damned most skittish critter I’ve ever done seen, boy,” my father growled. “What you doin’ bringin’ a furry chicken to my barn?”

      “I’d be skittish, too, if a corpse decided to crash through the windshield of the car I was riding in. While hogtied with duct tape in the back seat. She’s had a rough few days. It doesn’t help you’re a wolf. She’s an alpaca. You know, a prey species?”

      “So that’s the thing your mom’s turning into yarn?”

      “I’ll find her a new home in twenty business days, I promise.”

      “Son.” Dad’s voice dripped scorn. “You brought a furry chicken to my barn.”

      “She wants to keep my alpaca, doesn’t she?”

      “Little thing’s name’s Sally, and your mom’s done made me build an extra stall in my barn, boy.”

      “I already told Mom I was training the alpaca to keep my bed warm.”

      “There’ll be no furry chickens sleepin’ in my house.”

      In normal families, the werewolf would be the one off his rocker. How was it I had the only sane lycanthrope in the state of Nebraska for my father while my mother was the crazy hedge witch? “Her name’s not Sally.”

      “Your mom says otherwise.”

      “She’s my alpaca. I get to name her.”

      “Better name her Sally, then, else your mom’s gonna be skinning your hide. And you’re damn lucky Sally’s got white fleece because your mom’s already gone and ordered her next batch of dyes. So help me, if she decides she needs more of those furry chickens…”

      “I’ve had a long drive, Dad. Can we talk about this later?”

      “You got Sally’s food in that van of yours?”

      I sighed. “Yes, sir.”

      “Well, haul it on out then, boy. Don’t leave poor Sally waitin’ for her supper. Horses are already fed and bedded down for the night, so you can start your work in the mornin’. Now, hurry on up and get your ass in the house so I can have my supper.”
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      Maybe my father had the strength and endurance of an ox, but I ranked a lot lower on the totem pole, and it served him right to wait. I took twice as long as needed to settle Sally. The alpaca didn’t seem too enthused about her new name, turning her ears back enough I kept a wary eye on her so I wouldn’t get spit on again.

      Hopper and Skunk seemed happy to see me, whinnying and bobbing their heads when I led Sally to her new stall. Either Dad had no idea how large an alpaca was or Mom had demanded a palace, because the new addition offered plenty of space for a Clydesdale.

      “What’s the holdup?” Dad bellowed from the house.

      “Revenge tastes a lot like dinner,” I informed the old horses, who bobbed their heads and lipped at me in bids for attention. Spending five more minutes stroking them resulted in my father prowling into the barn in his hybrid form, towering over seven feet tall.

      While my father’s head was shaped like a massive wolf’s and he had a long, fluffy tail, his resemblance to his canine form ended there. Thick fur covered his body, his oversized legs and feet supporting a muscular torso with long, thick arms, and hands equipped with long claws sharp enough to easily decapitate someone.

      I’d heard of fainting sheep but never a fainting alpaca. Then again, the first time I’d seen my father in his hybrid form, I’d learned how potent smelling salts were and why they were used to restore someone to consciousness. I’d been four or five at the time, and it was one my first memories. Sally thumped over, and I sighed, opening the door to check on the poor animal.

      Her heart raced a mile a minute, and I realized the clever little beast was playing dead. “Dad, so help me, if you keep scaring my poor alpaca, I’m going to find out if you regenerate nearly as fast as you think you do. Don’t make me remind you that Mom wants an eyeball in a jar for her desk.”

      “I’m hungry,” my father growled.

      “And you just added an extra ten or twenty minutes to my work by trying to terrify the life out of my alpaca. I’ll come in as soon as I’m sure she’s not going to have a heart attack. Go in the house, and for fuck’s sake, at least be human for supper. You know Mom hates when you drool on her tablecloth.”

      “Furry chicken.”

      When my father was in his hybrid form, there was only one way to deal with him: with violence. Rising to my feet, I stepped out of Sally’s stall, closed the door, and cracked my knuckles. “I’m going to count to ten, Dad. If you aren’t in the house by the time I’m done, I’m going to use you as a punching bag for a while. I haven’t been to the gym in a month, and I could use the exercise. Once I’m done beating the sense back into you, I’m going to get Mom’s shears so she can card your fur and turn it into yarn. That should keep her busy for at least a week. I’ll even be nice and buy her the bleaches and dyes she needs and suggest she use the garage as her workshop.”

      My father’s ears turned back and he bared his teeth at me. His dark eyes took on a faint silvery gleam, and he licked his tongue over his three inch long incisors. A better man would’ve started counting.

      I hammered my knuckles between his eyes hard enough he yipped and staggered. My second blow caught him underneath the chin and floored him. With a wince-worthy thump, my father crashed onto his back, his arms and legs twitching. I nudged him with my boot and was rewarded with a groan.

      My hand throbbed, and I hoped I hadn’t broken anything attempting to beat sense into his thick skull.

      In his hybrid form, Dad weighed between four and five hundred pounds, so I grabbed one of the hauling chains hanging from the wall, secured it around his feet, and hooked it to the tractor. After snagging Mom’s new electric shears from the tack shed, I dragged Dad to the front porch. I checked on Sally, and when she seemed like she’d be fine, I went to work before Dad woke up and stopped me.

      Sometimes I loved my life.
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      Without his fur, my dad looked like an oversized mole rat with a steroid addiction and a gym membership. Gathering his precious fur in several garbage bags, I hauled them into the kitchen and showed them to my mother. “I come bearing a gift, Mom.”

      “What have you done now?”

      “I found your electric shears in the tack shed, so I thought I’d take them on a test drive.”

      Her eyes widened. “You sheared Sally already?”

      Grinning, I replied, “Not quite.”

      The moment realization of what I’d done dawned on my mother, her eyes bulged, she grabbed one of the bags, and peeked inside. “Your dad really let you shear his fur? How on Earth did you manage that? You darling boy. It really is Christmas.”

      “Let is a really strong word.”

      Mom stared at the three bags before turning her gaze to me. “I should be scolding you for this, Shane. I raised you better. Yet…”

      “Yet you have three bags of Dad’s fur to card and spin into yarn. I’ll even buy all the bleaches and dyes you need so it can be just the right colors for your knitting adventures.”

      My mother’s eyes gleamed with unshed tears. “I truly have the best son.”

      I set my offerings at her feet and kissed her cheek. “I left him on the porch. I’m sure his concussion will heal after he shifts a few times.”

      “You’re grounded. As punishment, you must eat your supper. Then you’ll bring Sally into the house to begin her indoor training. Bad Shane. Don’t do it again.”

      The infuriated howl from outside promised a great deal of trouble, but I laughed all the way to the table, where I dropped onto my seat and waited for the fireworks. Angry werewolves scared sane folks, but only an idiot accused my family of sanity. The sight of the oversized mole rat invading her kitchen reduced Mom to helpless laughter. She slid to the floor, leaning against her cabinets, chortling so hard tears streaked down her cheeks.

      “Shane.” My father snarled and snapped his teeth at me.

      Maybe leaving a little bikini of fur to preserve his dignity hadn’t been the best move. The bikini challenged my ability to keep my expression calm and neutral. “You’re in great shape, Dad. Have you been working out at the gym lately? You’ve got some nice muscle tone. That’s a pretty spectacular six pack you’ve got.”

      “Shane!”

      “That said, I’m pretty sure fur-lined bikinis went out of style years ago.”

      My mother whimpered and clapped her hands over her mouth, her shoulders shaking as she struggled to regain her composure. It wouldn’t work, not this time. No matter what my father said, I’d break one or both of them, and I’d enjoy every minute of it.

      If I was digging my own grave, at least I’d make my death memorable.

      At the rate my father huffed and puffed, he’d blow the house down or rupture something. “Shane Abraham Gibson, give me one reason why I shouldn’t tear you limb from limb and drape your dripping corpse from my porch rail.”

      “Secretly, you’re proud your son dropped you in two hits and kept you down long enough to gift his wonderful mother with sufficient fur to keep her busy for a week. I just gave you a week of peace and quiet. I wasn’t even armed, and I didn’t scrape my knuckles, either. You should be thanking me.”

      Wailing, my mother writhed on the floor, kicking her feet. If I hadn’t known better, I would’ve worried she was having a seizure. “Fur-lined bikini,” she gasped.

      Maybe the fur-lined bikini had been a good move after all. If my mom kept laughing so hard, she’d pass out, and I’d be able to eat dinner without interruption, as my father would spend the rest of the evening shifting between his three forms to grow his fur back.

      “Patsy,” Dad growled.

      “Fur-lined bikini,” she countered, as though her words somehow justified her inability to contain her laughter. In some ways, it did.

      Howling, my father scooped my mother off the floor with one arm and bounced out of the kitchen. She squealed. Between giggles I could hear across the house, she called, “I’ll put the leftovers in the fridge before bed, Shane.”

      I really didn’t want to know what my parents were doing, but if I stayed in the house, I’d find out. A quick check of the stove determined Mom had made beef stew. After careful consideration, I grabbed a few apples from the fruit basket and headed out to the barn.

      Hopefully, Sally wouldn’t mind some company, because the paper thin walls of the old farmhouse had been half the reason I’d fled to Chicago in the first place. There were simply some things a man didn’t want to hear, and male werewolves didn’t lose their virility with age.
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      Sally accepted my presence in her stall readily enough, although I suspected my ability to drive away a seven foot tall predator was involved. Explaining to an alpaca my father wouldn’t eat her was useless, but I tried anyway.

      It didn’t take long to figure out she viewed me as a provider of food and a living pillow for her amusement. Since serving an alpaca as a bed beat keeping my parents’ company for the evening, I dealt with it. In reality, I didn’t mind sharing a stall with an animal. When I’d been a kid, we’d all taken turns when Hopper was close to dropping a foal. Skunk’s days as a stallion were long over, but he didn’t seem to mind life as a gelding.

      Instead of coddling a pregnant mare, I had a lap full of alpaca, and she seemed to enjoy attention almost as much as Dad when he was a wolf, which I found amusing. It didn’t take long for Sally to settle down, and it didn’t take long for the wear and tear of driving to catch up with me.

      My mother’s chuckles and the whinnying of two hungry horses woke me. During the night, Sally had decided to use my lap as a pillow and rested beside me. I was grateful she hadn’t decided to sleep on top of me again.

      “Did you need us to show you where your room is, Shane? You could have slept in the house.”

      “I thought I’d give you two some privacy.”

      “Don’t be such a baby. I had your father fix the walls last winter. I got tired of freezing my ass off, so he insulated them properly. They’re not quite soundproof but close enough.”

      Miracles really could happen. “Did Dad’s fur grow back?”

      “Somewhat. He’s sulking.”

      I laughed. “Serves him right for scaring my alpaca.”

      “Sally.”

      “You do realize she’s my alpaca, right?”

      “For now. And you’re naming her Sally.”

      Scratching Sally behind her ears woke her, and she lifted her head, blinked, and snorted, regarding my mother with an expression of utter disapproval. “I don’t think Sally agrees. Anyway, I might keep her.”

      “In your apartment in Chicago.”

      Without decent pay and with my experience and education dedicated to serving in a police force, I’d have a hard time surviving in Chicago, with or without a furry roommate. Moving was on my list of things to do.

      My vacation to New York City had been to escape from reality for a while—and to see if I liked the coastal city. I hadn’t.

      A night in a barn smelling of horses and hay suited me more than the bustle of city streets and looming skyscrapers. Lincoln, Nebraska had its flaws, but it had plenty of unclaimed land on its borders.

      I sighed. “Since I don’t have two mil for an eye, I’ll be looking for work outside of Chicago. I’ll pick a place I can bring my fluffy friend. If you’re nice to me, I’ll even let you have the fleece whenever I need to shear her. If calling her Sally will make you happy, fine, but she’s my alpaca. If you want one, get your own.”

      “But we already built her this nice stall and everything.”

      “A stall you can put your alpacas in should you get them. You can’t have her.”

      “But you told me you wanted help finding her a home. I found her a home—with me!”

      “I changed my mind.”

      “You’re cruel.”

      “Says the woman who wanted my eyeball in a jar on her desk.”

      “Admit it, you laughed.”

      I had, right when I had needed to the most. The doctors had mitigated the scarring, leaving me with a thin line trailing from my scalp, over my eye, and halfway to my chin. Using a little magic, the surgeons had aged the injury enough it appeared a white line rather than a red welt. The scar would never fully fade, but while they hadn’t been able to save my eye, they’d spared me from additional disfigurement.

      In reality, my eye was in a jar somewhere—just not on her desk. For a hundred dollars, the surgical team had preserved it and put it in a medical vault in case I managed to scrounge up the two million required to create a functional replacement. While any eye would do, having the original meant I’d get the best eye possible.

      Two million dollars wouldn’t just buy me an eye; it’d be an eye with superior vision and potential extra abilities. Some people developed the ability to use their new eye as a magnifying glass or a telescope. Others gained limited abilities to see in the dark.

      “It is funny in a sick, demented sort of way,” I conceded.

      “You’re seriously going to keep her?”

      “That’s my current plan. She’s terrified of Dad. It’d be cruel to leave her here for his amusement.”

      “He’s not going to like that.”

      I worked my way from beneath Sally, hopped to my feet, and stretched. “That’s his problem. Every time he scares my alpaca, I’m going to club him unconscious and shear off his fur. If you encourage him to frighten her, I’ll sell the fur to the highest bidder.”

      “I’m not sure that’s legal.”

      “By scaring my alpaca, he is consenting to being sheared. Animal fur no longer belongs to the animal once it’s been sheared off.” I smirked. “I suggest he behave himself around my alpaca and earn her trust properly.”

      My mother’s eyes narrowed. “How much do you think you can get for werewolf fur?”

      “Not enough for whatever you’re thinking.”

      She pointed at my right eye. “We could take turns forcing him to shift, shear him once his coat grows back, and repeat. I bet we could shear him once a day. If we get more for it as yarn, I can do the spinning if you’ll do the carding.”

      Where had I gone wrong in my life to deserve my mother? I gaped at her. “That’s awful even for you, Mom.”

      “So, how much can we get for werewolf yarn?”

      “God help me. I don’t know, Mom. Go look it up on the internet. He’s your werewolf. You shear him for his fur and sell it.”

      “Your concern for my fur is charming,” Dad growled from the doorway. “Are you two seriously discussing shearing me again? Was the first time not bad enough?”

      “We could sell your fur to pay for Shane’s new eye, darling. We’ll make a fortune off you. Your coat grew in so soft.”

      Dad stepped into the barn dressed in his uniform and dropped a kiss on my mother’s cheek. “I’m afraid to ask. I need to head to work. Colin called in sick, so I offered to fill in for him. Try not to burn the house down while I’m gone.”

      “My shift starts in two hours. Patrol?”

      “Patrol.”

      “Try not to get shot today. It’s annoying.” Mom sighed and shook her head. “Shane, try not to burn the house down while we’re gone.”

      “Since when have I ever burned the house down? Why do you think I’m going to start burning houses down?”

      “You’re related to your father, that’s why. You should have seen what he did to my old shed.”

      I regarded my father with a frown. “Dad’s the ‘rip it into tiny chunks and tear metal apart’ type, not the ‘burn it down’ type. He probably just smashed the corner, ripped the siding off, stomped on it a while, and finished tearing it down the next day after he cooled off.”

      When my father refused to look me in the eye, I knew I’d hit my mark. I smiled at my mother. “You probably burned what he didn’t tear apart the next day so you could roast marshmallows.”

      “We have an awful son,” my mother grumbled.

      “We sure do.”

      “Just take Mom to work with you, Dad. I’ll take care of the horses and handle whatever disaster Mom left in the kitchen this time. Someone has to be a reasonable adult here.”

      “And I suppose you think that someone is you?”

      “Mom wants to shear you once a day until she raises two million dollars. You’ll probably let her try. So yes, I do think I’m the only reasonable adult here.”

      “You started it, son. Just you remember that.”

      I smiled my best smile. “No, Dad. You started it by scaring my alpaca. You could have left her alone. If you had, Mom wouldn’t have discovered you’re a walking fur factory. Go to work and take her with you. I have chores to do.”

      “You’re right, Patsy. We do have an awful son.”

      Laughing at my parents wasn’t nice, but it spurred them into hitting the road so I could enjoy some peace and quiet.
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      Why was there a half-cooked pancake on the kitchen ceiling? I scratched my head, wondering how I’d get it scraped off, why it was still up there, and if pancake batter would leave a stain. Did alpacas like half-cooked pancakes? I regarded Sally with a thoughtful frown.

      She chewed cud, watching me with wide eyes.

      Since my alpaca wasn’t going to be showering me with wisdom anytime soon, I sighed, grabbed a chair and a spatula, and went to work restoring the kitchen to a habitable space. Several scrapes later, the pancake splattered to the floor. I scowled at the new mess. “Fuck.”

      Sally’s ears pricked forward, and she approached the ruins of my mother’s cooking, sniffing it.

      “It’s probably poisonous.”

      My warning went unheeded. Before I could do more than sigh, Sally gobbled down the pancake. Both her ears turned back, and she regarded me with undisguised loathing.

      “I tried to warn you.”

      While she still wore a halter, I’d unclipped her lead line, giving her the freedom to roam around the house. Instead of exploring, she kept close, observing as I scrubbed the ceiling from my precarious perch. Everything went well until I loaded the dishwasher and turned it on. The dishwasher proved as frightening a foe as my father, and Sally bolted for the doorway, her head tossed back and her eyes white rimmed.

      “It’s just the dishwasher, Sally. It’s not going to hurt you.”

      The machine whirred, which was more than the miniature devil llama could handle. She bolted for the living room, collided with the couch, and scrambled onto it. With a rough application of teeth, Sally snatched my mother’s favorite crocheted blanket and hid beneath it.

      “Are alpacas just funny looking dogs?” I crossed my arms over my chest, deliberating if I wanted to rescue my mother’s blanket. After a few moments of thought, I decided against saving it.

      Making a new one would keep her busy—maybe long enough for Dad to keep his fur for at least a few extra hours. I should have felt bad for catalyzing one of my mother’s harebrained schemes, but if she wanted to try to raise two million using Dad’s fur, that was his problem.

      If Dad really wanted to stop her, he could. Then again, he was a werewolf. Werewolves tolerated a lot from their mates. I considered myself blessed I hadn’t started sprouting a fur coat when I’d hit puberty. Since I hadn’t contracted lycanthropy then, I wouldn’t, which had given me an edge in law enforcement.

      I could handle interactions with enraged werewolves without running any risk of becoming one. Mom would one day, and her infection levels were monitored daily for evidence of her first transformation. I sighed.

      In her way, Mom was probably trying to come to terms with my mortality. She wouldn’t be dying anytime soon, at least not of natural causes. Once the lycanthropy virus became fully active and she underwent her first transformation, she’d exchange some of her humanity for a lengthened lifespan.

      In a few hundred years, she’d start showing signs of old age, and I’d just be a dim memory among many.

      Sally stuck her head out from beneath the blanket and snorted.

      Grabbing her lead line, I clipped it to her halter. “Come on, girl. Why don’t we take a stroll? If I stay cooped up here, I’ll become as crazy as my parents.”

      I wasn’t sure if she understood me or if she knew the lead line meant we were going somewhere, but she got off the couch willingly and stood still while I folded Mom’s blanket and returned it to its proper place. Within ten minutes, I’d locked the house, released Hopper and Skunk so they could enjoy the morning in the pasture, and grabbed the keys for the van. The rental place was two miles away, which would make for a decent walk home. If I needed a vehicle, I’d steal Dad’s car from the garage.

      I’m sure he’d appreciate me packing Sally in his Corvette and taking her for a ride. One day, I might understand why most folks in the area had a Corvette of some sort hidden away in their garage or barn. Then again, maybe I wouldn’t.

      As expected, the rental place charged an extra fee for cleaning Sally’s fleece out of their van. I got most of my deposit back when the vehicle passed inspection since there was no evidence of despoiling by an adorable alpaca. Bringing Sally had earned me points with the young woman at the counter, although I ended up staying an extra half hour.

      “You’re popular,” I informed Sally.

      Sally rubbed her head against me and stared at me with big dark eyes, which earned her another round of petting from me. In the few years I’d been living in Chicago, new faces had appeared in town, although I still recognized many others.

      Old Harold, who ran the tiny gas station across the street, ambushed me before I’d even left the rental place’s parking lot. “Hot damn, boy, you’re going to end up as big as your daddy at the rate you’re growin’. Didn’t you learn you’re supposed to stop adding inches after puberty?”

      Good Old Harold. He was almost as bad as Mom about opening his mouth and saying exactly what was on his mind. “I’m still six inches shy on my toes, old man.”

      “Didn’t hear you were comin’ back to town.”

      “I rescued an alpaca and needed a place to keep her for a bit. I volunteered my parents’ place. So, I’m in town for a while until I find a place to board her in the future.” I glanced in the direction of Old Harold’s gas station. “How’s business been?”

      “Better than normal. Lotsa folks comin’ round these parts nowadays. They’re done developin’ along the way. Lotsa strangers come livin’ ‘ere now. Where’s your old man? Didn’t he bring his truck on down to give you a lift back to the house?”

      “They’re working. It’s a nice day, so we’re hoofin’ it back to the house. Sally needs the exercise, too.”

      “Sally’s a whatsit now?”

      “Alpaca.”

      “A whatsit?”

      I sighed. “Miniature llama.”

      “She spit?”

      “If you corner her or piss her off she will.”

      “She bite?”

      “Maybe.”

      Instead of heeding my warning he could become Sally’s chew toy, Old Harold dug his fingers into her fleece and gave her a good rubbing. His eyes widened. “Well, I’ll be, she’s right soft.”

      I kept a close eye on Sally, taking hold of her halter in case she got any ideas. “Mom’s already laid claim to her fleece, but maybe you can talk her out of some yarn for the missus if you’re lucky.”

      “The missus don’t be needin’ any more yarn,” the old man grumbled.

      Laughing, I bobbed my head in agreement with the sentiment. “They get a little unreasonable about their yarn, don’t they?”

      “Don’t they ever. You sure you don’t need a lift over to the house, son?”

      “Thanks, but I’m sure. We could both use the exercise.”

      Old Harold gave a nod, his eyes locked on my scar. “That healed up right nice. You done did us all proud, you know.”

      The last thing I wanted to talk about was the car accident, but I bucked up, fixed a grim smile in place, and flicked the old man a salute, the one response I could make without insulting him. It was as much an acceptance of his compliment as a signal I’d rather not talk about it.

      “Gonna get one of them ones that look like real eyeballs? I hear they’re squishy, just like the real deal.”

      “We’ll see.”

      With a grin that bordered on the demented, he leaned towards me. “Did you put it in a jar?”

      Why did everyone want to know if I had my eye in a jar? “I didn’t keep it.”

      “Why not?”

      Uncertain of how to respond, I stared at him. Sally pawed at the ground and snorted, giving me a perfect excuse to escape Old Harold’s interest. “Just didn’t. Had other problems to deal with at the time. Anyway, I need to be getting Sally home so I can feed her and bring Hopper and Skunk in from the pasture. You have yourself a good day.”

      “You, too. Don’t be a stranger!”

      I refrained from sighing my relief until the old man had crossed the street. “All right, Sally. I hope you don’t mind a bit of a hike, because you don’t get to hitch a lift in the back of the van this time, girl. You might be cute, but you have to earn your keep, and that means walking home with me.”

      My alpaca flicked an ear at me and followed without complaint. I gave her some extra line so she could sniff and explore anything of interest along the side of the road. In some ways, she reminded me of a really tall dog with a lot of fur, as she found every single rock and bush fascinating.

      Plastic bags scared her almost as much as my mother’s dishwasher, and I laughed at her antics. After manhandling Hopper and Skunk most my life, her hundred and ten pounds wasn’t much of a challenge, although I had to work to keep her from running away. Laughing, I hauled her in and stroked her neck and back until she calmed.

      “Silly Sally. The plastic bag isn’t going to eat you. You’re as bad as Skunk. He thinks the tractor’s sole purpose is for murdering all equine kind. Only time we can bring it out is when he’s in his stall where it can’t get him.”

      Sally didn’t seem very impressed, but at least she spit on the bag instead of on me. Green goop dripped off her chin, and she stared at me in undisguised horror, smacking her lips as though questioning her actions. Her ears drooped sideways, and she made a pathetic little moan.

      “That’s not the brightest thing you’ve done today, fuzzy.” I rubbed her ears and led her away from the dangerous bag. A better man would’ve picked up the litter, but I drew the line at dipping my hands in alpaca spit to spare the environment from a bit of plastic.

      Since I was guiding her away from the evil bag, she was happy to go, pulling on her lead in her eagerness to escape the threat. It’d been a long time since I’d laughed so hard. Sally enjoyed bouncing around, chomping on tall grasses and examining everything with the curiosity of a newborn.

      Absorbed in watching her antics, I ignored the vehicle coming up behind us until I heard the crunch of gravel as it slowed. Expecting a curious neighbor wanting to catch up and make small talk, I stopped and turned to see who it was.

      A lot of people owned guns in Nebraska. I had enough time to identify the shooter as a middle-aged man in a black suit driving a beat-up Ford before he opened fire. I felt the first round catch me in the shoulder before registering the concussive blast of the weapon discharging. The muzzle flashed a second time, but I felt nothing more before my vision faded to black.
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      My would-be killer couldn’t hit the broad side of a barn at point blank range, so while the shooter managed to punch a pair of holes through my shoulder, he missed anything important, including my heart and lungs. I’d done more damage to myself when I fell, cracking the back of my head into a rock.

      Concussions sucked.

      Mages could fuse bone with a little work and time, but organs, especially the brain, were another matter entirely. Some people believed if mages and doctors could overcome the obstacles surrounding the regeneration of soft tissues, they’d unlock the secrets of eternal life. Closing wounds and encouraging skin to heal with minimal scarring was as close as humanity got.

      Luckily for me, since gunfire wasn’t a common occurrence near my parents’ place, several curious neighbors searched for the source of the commotion. Instead of bleeding to death on the side of the road, I woke up in the ER. ID’ing me was easy enough; everyone in town knew who I was, and within ten minutes of my arrival at the hospital, both my parents showed up, still in uniform—mostly.

      Dad’s had seen better days, since shifting from human to his hybrid form tended to make a mess out of his clothes. Under normal circumstances, I doubted the doctors would have let an enraged, frothing werewolf into their ER, but there were benefits of being a werewolf’s son. We shared the same blood type, and if he were going to pass the lycanthropy infection to me, he would have before I’d been born. While normal human blood would keep me alive and kicking, werewolf blood would enhance my healing beyond any magics humans possessed, although I’d pay for my hastened recovery with a high fever.

      I still had to consent to the risks of contracting lycanthropy, which I found amusing. Mom did, too.

      Dad just snarled until Mom tired of his ruckus and swatted his muzzle to make him stop scaring the doctors. While I thought it was hilarious, no one else appreciated my good mood. After everyone in the room had taken a turn scolding me, the nurses began the transfusion process. A pair of doctors did something to my shoulder—something I wasn’t invited to watch; they poked me with a needle, and the lights went out.

      Growls woke me.

      Normal people would have panicked at hearing a snarling werewolf nearby, but having spent most of my life listening to my grumpy father vocalize his displeasure, I ignored his fussing, leaving Mom to deal with him, and moved on to the next interesting thing, a rather obnoxious and steady beeping. My mother had several ways of calming her cranky werewolf, most of which weren’t suitable for an audience. I wondered how they’d manage after she had her first shift.

      I probably didn’t want to know. Actually, I was a hundred percent certain I didn’t want to know. I was grateful my mother had found a way to calm him without the risk of giving me a little brother or sister.

      One of me was bad enough. I couldn’t imagine my parents inflicting another child on Earth. The Earth wasn’t ready for another Gibson spawn.

      “You two are noisy,” I complained. I’d get around to opening my eye eventually. Maybe. “Can’t a man enjoy his near-death experience in peace?”

      “Oh, baby,” my mother whispered, and a moment later, I felt her brush my hair off my forehead.

      “You didn’t steal my other eye, did you? I already told you. You can’t have either one of my eyes in a jar. I’ve only got one left, so you can’t have it.”

      While she laughed, her voice was strained. “You’re an awful child.”

      “I try. It’s hard to live up to your expectations.” I began the systematic process of testing my fingers and toes. Everything cooperated, but my right shoulder wasn’t pleased with my efforts. “Some dick shot me and stole my alpaca. I need a gun and an alibi, because I’m going to hunt him down and show him the right way to kill someone. And take my alpaca back. That’s important, too.”

      Issuing threats had seemed a good idea, but my parents only sighed. I did accomplish one thing, though. Dad stopped growling.

      “You’re going to be stuck here for three days, Shane, so you won’t be hunting down anyone and shooting them. The doctors won’t discharge you until they confirm you’re clean of lycanthropy. Your father donated a substantial amount of blood, so the doctors are worried you might become infected despite your resistance.”

      “I’d like to file a complaint. Can’t they just send someone with a meter to the house in a couple of days?”

      Lycanthropy infection wasn’t even a big deal. Unless the person was infected before birth, it usually took decades for the first shift to happen. Since the virus levels of the infected were monitored, doctors could reliably predict when the first shift would happen, complications were rare, and the danger associated with a new lycanthrope was minimized.

      When Mom shifted, she’d be retired from work until she could demonstrate full control over all three of her forms. With Dad as the source of her infection, she’d become a wolf with the prized hybrid form, and he’d be able to teach her how to control it.

      She’d be back to work within a couple of months.

      “That’s what I tried to tell them, but they seem to think you’d prefer imprisonment in the hospital. Maybe if you tell them, they’ll change their minds. Your father’s going to growl himself hoarse. He’s not going to calm down until he gets you home. I’m sure he’ll remember how to speak English given a few minutes or a tranquilizer. I’m starting to think a tranquilizer is the way to go. I don’t understand how they think I’ll get him to leave in two hours.”

      I thought about that and realized I had no idea what time visiting hours ended at any of the Lincoln hospitals. In Chicago, visitors were kicked out at ten. “What time is it?”

      “Seven. You’ve been out of surgery for three hours. They brought in a mage from Des Moines to fuse your shoulder together. Between her help and your father’s blood, you won’t have any impairment. Your arm will be in a sling for the next week as a precaution. She did some pretty good work.”

      I grimaced at how much flying in a mage would cost me. “My bank account doesn’t thank you.”

      “Your insurance is covering it. Your father enjoyed having a little conversation with them.”

      “Isn’t Dad limited to growling right now?”

      “Emphasis on little. I merely told the agent you were the son of a rather agitated werewolf, and that I was infected, and it’d be absolutely terrible if stress induced my first shift. It’d be like detonating a bomb in a busy public place. A werewolf with the love of his life going through her first shift and his only beloved child critically injured during a drive-by shooting isn’t a force to be trifled with.”

      “I’m starting to think you’re the
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