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          A dryad on a mission, a witch with a secret, and two hounds ready to howl for love, So much to love in this paranormal romance bundle.
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      The Earth’s Magic Collection Two contains previously released titles:

      
        
          	
        Earth’s Paladin ~ The world might not be ready for Mother Earth’s slightly murderous champion. Too bad, because she’s about to fertilize gardens the old-fashioned way; with the blood of her enemies. Will love temper her need for vengeance?
      

      	
        Earth’s Secret ~ This Cryptid Authority agent—and witch—has been tasked with investigating a string of arsons. To her surprise, she uncovers a link to her past and now must scramble to survive with the help of her famous—and handsome—partner.
      

      	
        Earth’s Triangle  ~ These hounds have orders from their goddess to protect a human. Not the most exciting job until they meet her face to face. Adeline’s charm gets their hearts and back paws thumping, but there is a problem: Why are zombies attracted to her?
      

      

      

      
        
        Lighthearted, paranormal fun in a world where anything can happen, and love always prevails.

      

      

      If you need more paranormal romance, check out the other books in the Earth’s Magic series. And if you like Urban Fantasy take a peek at Earth’s Nexus which is set in the same world.
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        Decades before the events that took place in Earth’s Nexus and Earth’s Magic, just outside of town, in a forest that’s been around longer than anyone can remember...

      

      

      “Annie!” Mindy bellowed for her best friend whose idea it had been to come to the forest at night. A spooky forest replete with creepy noises and moving shadows that made her wish she’d slashed the tire on her bike so she could have bailed and not gone along.

      “What?”

      The sudden reply from behind Mindy had her uttering a screech that probably woke every sleeping animal in a several-mile radius. She whirled and glared at Annie. “Don’t scare me!”

      Her best friend, wearing red overalls and a shirt plastered in yellow rubber ducks, grinned showing off her new braces. “If I was going to scare you, I would have stayed hidden, rattling branches and making the occasional grunting sound.”

      “Not funny.” Mindy pouted. “You know I hate being outside after dark.” Blame her vivid imagination.

      “Don’t be a pussy,” Annie retorted. “We need to be out here at this hour if we’re going to pick a blooming moonflower.”

      “There were some in Mrs. Kilpatrick’s garden.”

      “You want us to steal?” Annie slapped a hand to her chest. “I am shocked! Shocked I tell you. And proud.” She grinned mischievously. “I really am a bad influence.”

      She was, which was why Mindy had adored her BFF since kindergarten. Who wouldn’t love a girl brave enough to come to school wearing red galoshes, green shorts, and a t-shirt that read, Pie Eating Champ? Annie hadn’t personally earned that title, but not for a lack of trying.

      “Wish my mom would let me plant a garden,” Mindy grouched. “But no. The whole yard is a giant patio now, with no plants because of her allergies.” The unfairness of it! As a witch with an affinity towards the earth and all things growing, it was ironic her mother couldn’t handle pollen.

      “Sorry the goats mowed down the one at my place.” Annie offered an apology. She lived on a farm and had acres of places for stuff to grow. Alas, she also coexisted with animals who ate all those things.

      “How much farther do we need to go?” Mindy asked. The headlamp she wore still shone bright, but she’d been binge-watching horror movies of late. She knew it could go out at any time, and once it did… They’d probably die horribly. Strung up in a tree with their intestines yanked. Dragged into a burrow to feed horrible monster babies. Spun into a cocoon for a spider snack.

      “I don’t know exactly how far. When I was here last week looking for Figus—” the horse that decided to go wandering—“I found them growing by the base of this enormous tree!” She held out her arms wide.

      “There’s a lot of big trees,” Mindy pointed out. Her Earth based magic connected her to all living foliage, and though she loved them—each and every one—that love didn’t mean they weren’t spooky at night.

      “You know, you could try asking your green, leafy friends for directions.”

      At the reminder, Mindy could have slapped herself. “Duh. I guess so.” She placed her palm on the nearest trunk and closed her eyes to concentrate. Hello, Ash. It’s Mindy. I don’t suppose you know where I can find some moonflowers? I hear there’s a patch by a really big tree.

      The reply came in the rubbing of branches and the creak of bark shifting.

      Mindy frowned. “That’s odd.”

      “What is?”

      “Ash said we shouldn’t go near the flowers because they’re by a certain tree.”

      “What’s wrong with the tree?”

      “Supposedly it’s bad.” Her nose wrinkled.

      “As in evil?” Annie clapped her hands. “Epic.”

      “More likely it meant it’s rotted, and Ash is worried it will fall on us.”

      Annie snorted. “Fall on us how? There isn’t even a lick of wind tonight. We’ll be fine. Do you know where it is?”

      “It didn’t say. But I have an idea.” Mindy crouched and placed her hand to the ground. An old tree would most likely have roots that had spread far and wide. Maybe she could trace one back. Easy in concept, but it turned out this forest had a mess of roots. Too many for her to sort.

      She leaned back and blew out a breath. “It’s not working.”

      “You barely tried,” Annie remarked.

      “Because it’s impossible. Like that time your cat got hold of your mom’s yarn. Remember the tangle?” It zigzagged all around the house.

      “Guess we’re pooched.” Annie sighed in dejection.

      “Hold on, let me try something else.” Mindy dug her fingers into the soil and did her meditation thing where she breathed in and out, nice and slow. With lots of help from witch forums and books from the library, Mindy had been learning how to access her power and commune with her goddess. Her mind emptied and the soil warmed as she reached out to Mother Earth.

      She felt a tingle and murmured, “Hello, goddess.”

      Magic flooded into her body, letting her know she’d connected.

      “Sorry to bother you, but I’m trying to find an old tree with some moonflowers. Do you know where it is?”

      This way, daughter. The Mother spoke inside her head. A startled Mindy fell on her butt.

      “Dude!” Annie’s favorite new word. “What in the clumsy is going on?”

      “Um, I think my goddess spoke to me.” A first.

      “Really? Lucky duck. Wish I had powers,” Annie grumbled.

      Mindy popped to her feet to give her a hug. “You do have a power. Super BFF. Always prepared and ready to help when there’s a crisis, whether it be for math homework or a smelly boy.”

      “You’d do the same.” Annie scoffed.

      “We both know I would have never thought to bring holy water and a stake.” Mindy indicated the backpack Annie carried.

      “Always be prepared. I’ve got rope, a knife, and matches too. I’d hate for us to get dropped in a pit with the undead and not have a way out.”

      Her forward-thinking awed. Never mind the undead didn’t actually exist. If it ever did happen, Annie would be ready.

      “The goddess told me to go that way.” Mindy pointed and without question, Annie struck off, fearless and determined.

      Wishing she were home baking cookies, Mindy followed. She didn’t know if her goddess guided them or they simply got lucky, but they entered a clearing with an epically large and gnarly tree. Even from where she stood, she could see it ailed via her headlamp. Many of its branches were barren. Those with leaves showed sick spots.

      Annie stood at its base and huffed. “Wow. Look at it. It’s got to be like a thousand years old.”

      “Close. More like a few centuries, which is surprising. It doesn’t look healthy.” Mindy’s lips pursed. Something about the tree repulsed. An ache started in her head.

      “Moonflowers!” Annie’s attention shifted as she pointed.

      Indeed, the lovely blooms had opened and emitted a gentle fragrance. “Let’s grab them and go. I’m craving ice cream.” Mindy wanted out of here. Something about the tree didn’t feel right.

      “Ooh, chocolate ice cream and pickles.” Annie smacked her lips.

      Mindy didn’t gag. She was used to her friend’s odd food choices.

      She crouched and before she trimmed the blooms asked permission from each plant. All but one agreed to let her have the flower. She tucked them in her bag and stood, noticing Annie stood with her ear pressed to the bark.

      “What’s up?” Mindy asked as she approached her friend.

      “Can you hear that?” Annie murmured.

      “Hear what.”

      “The voice.”

      Mindy cocked her head and listened. “I don’t hear anything.”

      “Weirdest thing. I’d swear it came from the tree.” Annie turned round eyes on her. “Do you think it’s a dryad?”

      “Dryads don’t live in these parts.” They preferred warmer climates that didn’t put them in hibernation.

      “Says you. I think it’s possible. I mean, look at that hole.” She pointed to the dark crevice in the bole of the tree. “Great little hidey hole for a dryad.”

      “More like a woodpecker went too hard. A shame because the opening is allowing water to enter which is causing it to rot from the inside out.” Inner decay explained the dead branches. The tree was slowly dying and in pain. If she looked past her revulsion, she could feel its distress. Maybe she could ease its suffering.

      Mindy reached out and put her hand on the tree.

      End it.

      Burn it.

      Chop it.

      Kill it.

      The screams in Mindy’s mind had her gasping and reeling.

      “What’s wrong?” Annie grabbed hold and steadied her.

      “There’s something in that tree,” Mindy exclaimed.

      “For real?” Annie’s expression brightened.

      Free me!

      The sudden yell widened Mindy’s eyes.

      Annie’s too. “Did you…?”

      Mindy nodded.

      FREE!

      ME!

      When the branches started swaying and the ground rippled underfoot, they didn’t stick around. They raced out of those woods, hopped on their bikes, and pedaled hard for home.

      They never went back to those haunted woods again.

      And the tree continued to suffer and rot, until a woman named Ruby came along and finally put it out of its misery.
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      Decades later…

      

      Woe is me.

      Baptiste trudged head down through the forest, shivering in his ragged clothes as the first snowflakes began to fall. Winter had arrived and he had no shelter—which was as it should be. He didn’t deserve even a barebones doghouse. He’d committed a grievous crime and deserved to be punished.

      But would his previous friends do him a favor and tie him to a cross for lashings?

      No.

      Would they stake him to the ground by a fire ant mound, drizzle him with honey, and leave him to scream?

      Again, no.

      He had terrible friends who kept looking for him and shouting they loved him, cared for him, and wanted to help him.

      Assholes.

      You should have been an actor because you are nailing the whole mopey Eeyore routine. That comment came from his inner beast, a piece of the wolf god, Garou, that inhabited his body and always had a smart-ass remark for everything.

      “Fuck off,” he muttered.

      You get better results when you fuck on.

      Baptiste tuned out Garou and went back to his lament. What did a man have to do to get some well-deserved discipline? Why would no one put him out of his misery?

      Speaking of misery, he shivered with cold.

      A fire would be nice, Garou remarked.

      He didn’t deserve to be warm.

      Then think about me, his beast growled.

      “You don’t deserve it either,” he muttered. “We’re both guilty.” Guilty of murder.

      How much longer are you going to whine about it?

      “Until I die.”

      Rather not. And Garou meant it. Garou had been foiling Baptiste’s attempts to take his own life, pushing past his usual control to make sure he didn’t step in front of a train or off the edge of a cliff.

      Damned bossy beast.

      Gonna get bossier if you don’t do something about the cold. Don’t make me take over again.

      The last time Garou had shifted and taken control, Baptiste woke naked in a dumpster, covered in pasta sauce. He got chastised by the goblins living in it because they didn’t want to share.

      “Fine. You want fire, I’ll give you a fucking fire.”

      Baptiste pulled a lighter from his pocket and headed for the splintered stump of a large tree. The base of it, with its inside hollowed from rot, made a great place to dump the dry branches he snapped from the fallen trunk. Once he had a pile, he lit it. Fire shot up from the stump, the warmth easing the trembling in his limbs. He held out his hands to the blaze and sighed. If only he didn’t feel guilty at enjoying such a simple pleasure. The woman he’d killed would never feel anything ever again.

      Here we go on the pity-me merry-go-round.

      Once upon a time, Baptiste was a good guy. He worked as the muscle for the Cryptid Authority, assigned to a division known as the Special Monsters Unit—SMU for short. He’d been friends with his coworkers to the point they shared most meals and hung out when the workday was done. A good son, he visited his mom a few times a week. Fuck, how he missed her spicy chickpea, potato, and faux bacon crumble casserole. He missed his mom’s hugs even more. He knew he could show up now, dirty and pathetic, and she’d drag him inside, instantly forgiving.

      Like your mom. We should visit.

      Even his Pack—werewolves like him—would have taken him back. He was their Garou, a rarity with his kind, ranked higher than an Alpha because he was thought to be imbued with the spirit of their wolf god.

      We are blessed.

      More like cursed. It had been his wolfman shape that had torn his fiancée apart. He might not have loved Diandra—their marriage had been arranged—but he’d liked her. She didn’t deserve what happened.

      She wasn’t the one. Garou had been clear on that from the beginning.

      “Neither was Ruby.” The woman Garou had fixated on. A redhead with a power to cancel magic, she’d come to work for SMU. His first meeting with her, he’d thought she was okay. By the second, he was instantly smitten.

      Bad magic. Should have never eaten that donut.

      Someone had placed an intense love spell on his honey cruller. It made him shirk his obligation, chase after Ruby, and, in the end, it made him snap. Poor Diandra died because of it.

      Unlike others, he wouldn’t blame the curse he’d been under. He should have had better control. What was the point of being the avatar of a god if he was susceptible to malicious spells?

      Gonna learn to play the violin if you keep whining.

      Garou felt no guilt. No remorse. And he was annoying as fuck.

      Love you, too, asshole.

      Baptiste sat on the ground and rested his back against the fallen trunk of the tree. He missed his big, comfy bed. Missed his apartment. His shower. Food. Foraging in the woods just didn’t satisfy.

      Berries and nuts are for prey. I want meat.

      His beast side was all carnivore in direct contrast to the man who’d gone vegetarian a while ago. It pissed off his wolf side something fierce.

      “I’ll find us something in the morning,” Baptiste promised.

      Your liver is looking awfully tasty.

      “How many times have I said that isn’t funny?” He should have never watched that movie, Venom. Ever since, Garou had been reciting some of his favorite parts and being a general pain in his ass.

      Full moon is soon. Good thing. We’re getting weak.

      The reminder brought a grimace. On the full moon, he would shift. He’d have no choice. And if it was like previous times, he’d wake to his belly full of whatever Garou hunted, the blood left on his lips and tongue tasting more delicious than it should.

      Meat is life!

      “Killing is wrong,” he muttered.

      Pussy. Speaking of which, been a while since we munched on any.

      “Whoa. Way inappropriate.”

      A wolf has needs.

      “I’m not in the mood.”

      I swear, I will mount a dog next full moon. Maybe that cute mastiff who lives behind that pizza place.

      “Don’t you dare hump anything!”

      I don’t take orders from you.

      “Why me?” Baptiste groaned.

      Because you are blessed.

      Funny, because it didn’t feel that way, a thought that followed him into a restless sleep.

      He woke at dawn, stiff and cold, the fire down to just embers. Time to get moving. With winter coming, food would be getting scarce. Soon a campfire wouldn’t be enough as the deep chill moved in. Then what?

      I have a task for you. The feminine voice in his head wasn’t Garou but his inner beast answered, Fuck yeah.

      Baptiste shook his head. “Can we not get excited about disembodied voices?” As if he needed more evidence he slowly lost his mind. He rose and glanced around. He saw no one but was reminded of the rumors that this section of the forest was haunted.

      As he stomped off, Garou whined. Why must you ruin all my fun?

      Because fun was for people who didn’t murder their fiancées.
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      As the man and beast wandered away, he missed the sharp wind that shifted the embers in the trunk. The ash stirred and rose, clouding the inside of the charred remains of the tree. When it settled, a very large kernel could be seen. The seed, the size of a beanbag chair, rocked, its motions violent enough it cracked. The sides split apart, revealing a bent form that untangled and rose, the shape very womanly. Her hair, long and white. As she stretched and sighed, in a scratchy whisper like that of a branch rubbing a branch she said, “At last. I’m free.”
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      As Daphne stretched for the first time in more than a century, she heard the Earth Mother’s voice.

      Welcome back, my champion.

      “About time,” was her grumbled reply. Her limbs and joints popped as she rotated them, trying to work out their stiffness.

      There were complications.

      “You mean you lacked the right person to break my curse.” A curse that was broken weeks ago, and yet Daphne had to wait until someone came along and finally lit the fire that ripened her seed.

      The flakes of falling snow chilled her warm skin. She glared at the sky. Couldn’t she have been reborn in warmer weather? Winter was a time of hibernation and she’d already slept too long.

      The dying coals in the trunk beckoned, but that would involve getting close to her prison. She’d already spent too much of her life in that spot. She couldn’t wait to leave this wretched place.

      You’ll need to dress yourself if you don’t want to draw notice, the Earth Mother advised.

      Daphne cocked her head before speaking aloud, her voice rusty from disuse. “Where can I find clothing?” And a weapon. Not that it had helped her last time. Caught by surprise, she never had a chance to stab anyone.

      The Mother sent her directions via the soil touching the soles of her feet. Daphne pivoted to follow, only to pause and frown. “There is a strangeness in the air.” A feeling of power that she was not familiar with.

      The Monster King has returned and claimed this land.

      “Do you need me to kill him?” Daphne asked. In the past, before her untimely imprisonment, she’d been the Earth Mother’s paladin, tasked with handling threats.

      No. I approve of his return. However, given this is his domain, and you are my champion, you will have to relocate if you wish to serve me still. I will understand, though, if you’d like to switch your allegiance. I’m sure the king would find you a position suited to your skills.

      “What happened wasn’t your fault.”

      The Earth Mother had always been good to her. When a grievous injury had Daphne on death’s door, the Mother placed her into a seed. It was only supposed to last a few weeks while she healed. Alas, the same witch that injured her cast a curse that kept Daphne trapped until now. Pity the witch was long dead. Not all species enjoyed extended lifespans like dryads.

      Outfit yourself, then speak to me again. I have a mission for you.

      With the Mother’s guidance, Daphne began to walk and quickly discovered she followed tracks in the newly fallen snow. Big footsteps dented the fresh snow and, given the falling flakes hadn’t filled them yet, indicated the wearer of the boots shouldn’t be far ahead. Good, because her hair might be long, but it barely covered her chilly flesh. She’d hate to go into hibernation so soon after her lengthy, forced sleep.

      Within minutes, she came in sight of a bulky figure standing on the edge of the woods, staring off into the distance. As she came close, he spoke in a low gruff tone.

      “Who are you? Why are you following me?”

      “Give me your clothes.”

      He chuckled as he turned, and then gaped before blurting, “You’re naked.”

      “And you’re not.” She held out her hand. “Give.”

      “Is this a trick?” He eyed her with suspicion.

      “You talk too much.” She launched herself at him, but he moved fast for a male his size. His sidestep led to her landing hard, hitting the ground, but rolling back to her feet. She partially crouched and planned her next attack.

      A mighty frown creased his brow. “Are you insane? You do see I’m like two to three times your size.”

      “It’s not about the size but the skill.” She might be a little stiff and out of practice, but he had something she wanted. She pounced again. This time he caught her midair.

      “Bad whatever the fuck you are.”

      She clapped her hands over his ears, and he bellowed as he dropped her.

      “Geezus. You want my coat, take my fucking coat,” he groused.

      “Was that so hard?” she replied as he shrugged it off.

      He glared. “You’re lucky I’m a nice guy.”

      “No, you’re lucky, because I’m not a nice woman, and had you kept refusing, I would have taken it from your cold, lifeless body.”

      He blinked in the midst of holding out his coat.

      She snatched and had enough manners to say, “Thank you.”

      But did he reply with, “You’re welcome?” Nope. He just stared. Apparently, some things never changed, starting with males who couldn’t keep their gazes to themselves.

      It took the Mother murmuring, Don’t hurt him, for her to leave his eyes intact.

      For now.
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      Thank you? The crazy lady thanked him for the loan of his jacket after her attempt to maim him?

      Maim? Bah, not even close. She’s feisty and attractive. Garou approved.

      Of all the things that he’d experienced in his life, finding himself face-to-face with a naked woman in a snowstorm was a first. Also surprising? Her wild beauty. He might have been sunk deep in his own misery, but he still noticed her curvy shape barely hidden by her long, white hair at odds with her youthful features.

      Very nice. Maybe I won’t need that mastiff after all.

      Oh, fuck no.

      While she put on his jacket, Baptiste asked, “Why are you outside without any clothes? In case you missed it, the weather is kind of shit.”

      “The healing seed works better without garments to interfere.”

      He blinked in confusion. “I don’t understand.”

      “Not surprising. Humans never were all too bright in my time. I see that hasn’t changed.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “For what? Not stripping fast enough?” she asked with a lilt. “Move faster. Bad enough your clothes reek. Does your kind still not believe in bathing?” Her nose wrinkled.

      “I’m homeless.”

      “And?” she retorted, his jacket fitting big on her, hanging almost to her knees. “There is a stream running through that forest and I sense a larger body of water not far from here. Both would work as cleansing pools.”

      “No one swims in the quarry. The narwhals can get rough.” He’d gone there once and, to his continuing humiliation, got tossed like a beachball a few times.

      That was embarrassing. On that Garou agreed.

      “Narwhals live in oceans,” stated the strange woman.

      “Not anymore. Nexus has become a haven for all cryptids.”

      “I assume because of the resurrected Monster King. The Mother mentioned he’d returned.”

      “The Mother, as in, Earth?”

      “As if there’s any other,” she scoffed. “Keep the rest of your clothes. This coat will do until I find better.”

      She went to walk past, and he glanced at her feet. “You have no shoes.”

      “How observant.”

      “You’ll get frostbite.” Said out of habit, considering he’d stopped caring about anything the moment he snapped out of his curse and realized how he’d been used.

      Here we go again, Garou groaned.

      She glanced at her bare toes. “Frostbite would be unfortunate seeing as how I have no intention of returning to seed so soon. Give me your boots.” An imperious demand.

      “You wouldn’t be able to walk in them. My feet are twice your size.” At a custom-made fifteen, he didn’t come by footwear he liked easily.

      “You make an unfortunately valid point. The only other solution is for you to carry me to a location where I might properly attire myself.”

      “Excuse me?”

      She sighed. “Mother save me from dim humans.”

      Agreed.

      “I’m not human.”

      She pursed her lips as she stared before uttering an even longer sound. “Animal. Should have known. Even dumber.”

      Hey, wait a second!

      “Listen lady⁠—”

      “I am no lady.”

      “Obviously.” His turn to be sarcastic.

      “I am Mother Earth’s champion. As such, you will carry me to a location where I can acquire less offensive-smelling clothing and footwear.”

      “I doubt the goddess would want you to have my help. I’m persona non grata these days.” His lips turned down.

      She cocked her head and her eyes lost focus before she murmured, “The Mother says you weren’t at fault but since you seek redemption you should provide me with aid that I might achieve victory in my quest.” The woman frowned. “Ignore that. I don’t require help.”

      “Says the barefoot lady in the woods.”

      “Only because you won’t give me your ridiculously large, and most likely smelly, boots.”

      “You’re awfully demanding for someone who tried to kill me.”

      “I wasn’t trying or you’d be dead.”

      She meant it too.

      “Guess it wouldn’t hurt to carry you. That is if you can handle being close to my unwashed body,” was his sarcastic reply.

      “Finally, you make the right decision. I will do my best to not breathe through my nose. Turn around.”

      “Why?” he asked, spinning rather than arguing.

      She launched herself at his back, her weight slight enough he didn’t stagger, but he did startle. Her legs wrapped around his waist and her hands clutched his shoulders. “Onward, beast of burden.”

      Hold on. I don’t think I like her anymore. Buck her off!

      Rather than listen to Garou, he replied, “How about, ‘Thanks Baptiste. Awfully nice of you to help.’”

      “In my day we didn’t thank the horses that carried us,” was her snooty reply.

      “I’m not a fucking horse.” He growled with annoyance, a feeling that warmed some of the dead inside. It had been a while since he’d felt anything.

      Always knew you had a bit of a masochist side. It explains those ghost peppers you insist on torturing us with.

      “Obviously you’re not a horse or you’d have hooves and be less argumentative.”

      “I’m a werewolf.” Might as well get it out of the way.

      “How unfortunate for you.”

      “Are you always this rude or did I catch you on a good day?”

      “I see the men of this time still cannot handle a forthright woman.” She sniffed.

      “You sure are a prize. I can see why someone dumped you in the woods,” he muttered.

      “I was not dumped. I told you I recently hatched from my healing seed after being trapped for centuries.”

      “Trapped by who?”

      “The witch, Circe,” she hissed.

      “And why did she curse you?” he asked, more interested than he would have expected.

      “Because she was a jealous hag. It is good she is already dead, or my first task would be to send her to perdition.”

      “Killing isn’t something that should be done lightly. It haunts you.” It haunted him. He couldn’t stop seeing⁠—

      He shook his head. Nope. Not going there. Bad enough, the nightmare returned every single time he closed his eyes.

      “Then you’re weak. Killing is a part of life. Sometimes to flourish, a culling is required.”

      Agreed. You should listen to her.

      He ignored his beast. “Killing people is murder.”

      “Not if they deserve it.”

      “What if they don’t?”

      “Then that’s unfortunate for them.”

      Ha. Really starting to like her.

      “Ever heard of remorse?” Baptiste countered.

      She snorted. “What’s the point once it’s happened?”

      “Because maybe you feel bad about your actions.”

      “I never feel bad about what I do.”

      “What if a curse made you do it?”

      “Then it wouldn’t be my fault so even less reason to lament.”

      See, she doesn’t whine and cry and play a little violin.

      “That’s cold,” Baptiste retorted.

      “No, the weather is cold. Attaching guilt to actions that you aren’t responsible for is dumb.”

      “You talk awfully well for a woman who claims she’s been inside a seed for more than a hundred years.” He changed the topic, mostly because he didn’t want to find a reason to forgive himself.

      “The roots of my tree spread far and listened.”

      He halted suddenly. “Wait, are you a dryad?”

      “What gave it away?” was her dry reply.

      “I thought dryads were gentle, fun-loving nymphs with green hair.”

      “That would be the Meliae. They are the nurturing type.”

      “What are you?”

      “Not the nurturing type.”

      As if he hadn’t noticed. “You never did tell me your name.”

      “Because you don’t need it.”

      “Ah, so it’s ugly and you’d rather not share. I get it.”

      “I am not a child to be tricked into replying,” she said tartly.

      “No, you’re just a grown-ass woman who is afraid to give her name, most likely for some wackadoodle reason.”

      “If you must know, it’s Daphne.”

      “Hello, Daphne. I’d say nice to meet you but that would be a lie.”

      “Would it? Already you are less despondent.”

      She’s right. This is the most fun we’ve had in ages.

      Surprisingly true. “There’s a house up ahead. You can ask to use their phone to call for help.”

      “Why would I call when I can help myself?”

      “Because you can’t just order people to give you stuff.”

      “I did with you.”

      She’s got you there.

      “Only a jerk wouldn’t give a naked woman his coat in this weather.”

      “You only handed it over after I made you fearful for your life,” she reminded.

      “I was not afraid!” he blurted.

      “Yet here I am, wearing your coat while you get cold.”

      “Not cold,” he grumbled. Mostly true. This conversation plus her wrapped around him did much to keep him warm.

      “Once I commandeer new garments, I shall return it to you.”

      “About the commandeering thing. You can’t bully people into giving you stuff.”

      “Yes, I can. I’m quite good at it.” Spoken in a matter-of-fact tone.

      “You’ll end up being arrested if you try that tactic.”

      “I require supplies, though, to do the Mother’s work.”

      “Pretty sure they won’t care. Most people like to be paid.”

      I know how she could pay us. Baptiste stumbled at Garou’s lewd suggestion.

      “Paid?” She snorted. “In my day, we traded.”

      “Same thing. And need I remind you that your naked ass has nothing to trade.”

      “I will give them the Mother’s thanks.”

      “Again. People prefer something tangible.”

      She growled. “Then you will pay them for me.”

      “Sorry, but I ain’t got squat to give. I left everything behind.”

      “Could you be any more useless?” she lamented.

      No. But I’m sure he’ll try.

      Baptiste couldn’t help but be offended by both of them.

      “You know what, I don’t care. Here’s the house I was telling you about. You’re on your own now.” He dumped her on the porch but before she could knock the door opened.

      Seeing who stood framed in the doorway, Baptiste just about turned and fled. They were two people he knew well. People he used to call friends.

      Nelly smiled at him. “Hey, Baptiste. Long time no see.”

      Too long, Garou agreed.

      Whereas Clive nodded his head and said, “Yo.”

      His heart tightened. Not too long ago, he and Clive had been really close friends. He wanted to run at the sight of the pity in their gazes.

      A gruff, “What are you doing here?” emerged from his mouth.

      “Yvonne told us to come.” Yvonne being another person he’d worked with. A seer of the future. She must have sent them to help with Daphne.

      Baptiste pointed to the stray he’d literally picked up in the woods. “This is Daphne. She needs to be kitted out. She was just released from a curse and is supposedly on some mission for Mother Earth.”

      Daphne stepped forward, much smaller in stature compared to Nelly and yet she stared boldly.

      “You are a warrior woman.” Daphne nodded approvingly. Then her gaze went to Clive and her lips parted. “It’s you. You helped to destroy the curse holding me captive.”

      “I did?” Clive sounded surprised.

      “You and the magic killer.”

      “Are you talking about Ruby?” Ruby being the woman Baptiste had been convinced he loved because of the spell cast on him. The odd thing being Ruby usually cancelled all magic, except for the spell that made him think he loved her.

      “You and she, working together, freed me from the tree.”

      Clive’s eyes widened. “Wait a second, you were inside there that whole time?”

      “Not anymore.” Daphne’s lips curved as she said, “It is time for me to resume the Mother’s work.”

      “What work is that?” Nelly asked.

      “Eliminating her enemies, of course.”
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      After Daphne stated her purpose—destroying those threatening the Mother—the warrior woman, Nelly, gave her a nod. “What can we do to help?”

      “I require clothing, preferably clean. Footwear. Weapons. Sustenance would be welcome as I’ve not orally imbibed since I went into the seed.” It had kept her fed while she slumbered, but she preferred to get her nourishment via her mouth.

      “No problem. We’ve got pizza in the kitchen, and I keep an extra outfit in the trunk of my Jeep. Weapons too.”

      “Excellent. In that case, I won’t require this smelly garment anymore.” Daphne stripped the jacket and handed it back to Baptiste who’d averted his gaze.

      Clive coughed and also turned aside. It would seem the modern age still had Puritan values.

      “Thank you for lending your coat. Good-bye.” She dismissed the beast now that he’d served his purpose.

      “Don’t leave,” Nelly quickly stated. “Clive, take care of Baptiste while I get Daphne some clothes.”

      “Nope. I’m out of here.” The big man turned to leave.

      Good riddance. At least according to Daphne. The wizard, however, chased after him.

      She glanced at Nelly. “Is there a bathing basin I might use before putting on the garments?”

      “Yeah. Upstairs there’s a bathroom with a tub. Go ahead. I’ll grab the stuff from my car.”

      Daphne went up the stairs and took note of the strange abode. In her time, most homes had stone, wood, or mud walls. She didn’t know what to think of the smooth surface with its pattern of flowers. At the top of the stairs, she noted several doors for chambers. The first one held a bed. The next, a small basin, a large tub, and a fancy chamber pot with water—a toilet. She’d heard of them through the roots that were her only access to the world during her sojourn. This was her first time seeing one, though, and she wished she had something to expel to try it.

      It took her a moment to discover the silver knobs in the large tub brought water. Hot and cold. Incredible, but the magic was when she pulled a strange lever and the water shot out of the top of the wall.

      The luxurious warmth had her head back, basking. What decadent luxury. When she finally emerged, dripping wet, she saw a towel, fluffy enough for a king, hanging on a bar.

      She rubbed her face against it. Was such wealth commonplace in the modern world? Then again, given the fancy nature of the home, most likely a lord lived here. Who else could afford real glass in their windows?

      A brisk rubbing of her flesh left her skin dry, but her hair would take much more. She plaited it in one long braid before hanging the towel and emerging. Back downstairs she found Nelly and Clive in a room with a double-armed lounging chaise and chair.

      Nelly’s eyes widened at the sight of her while Clive turned away. “Oh, I guess you didn’t see the robe hanging on the back of the door,” the other woman stated.

      “I didn’t, but even if I had, I would have ignored. I’d prefer britches like you’re wearing.” The other woman had slim-fitting, light blue trousers made of a sturdy-looking fabric.

      “Then you should like the tracksuit I keep in my trunk for just-in-case moments.” She handed over a bag, which appeared sealed. A strong grip pulled apart the strange metallic seam. Within were soft garments in a light rose hue.

      Daphne grimaced. “This is hardly a conducive color for stealthy approach.”

      “We can get you some better stuff in town,” Nelly offered.

      “I am not going to town.”

      The denial pursed Nelly’s lips. “Unfortunately, I don’t have spare shoes, and you can’t be going around barefoot.”

      “Then you’ll give me yours.” It seemed the simplest solution and yet the warrior woman shook her head.

      “These are my special edition Converse. So, no. I do have a pair or two of runners at my place, but your feet are rather small compared to mine. Honestly, you’d be better off shopping for something that fits.”

      “Shopping?” Daphne’s nose wrinkled.

      “You know. When you go into a store and…” Nelly trailed off. “You’ve never been shopping.”

      “In my time, I would trade with those on my route for the things I needed. Or strip it from those I killed.”

      Clive coughed. “Um, what year are you from?”

      “Sixteen hundred and forty-two was when I went to seed.”

      The rounded mouths appeared incapable of speech.

      Daphne shrugged. “I told you I was cursed for a long time.”

      “Almost four hundred years!” Nelly’s eyebrows almost fell off her face.

      “I’m aware,” Daphne grumbled.

      “Things have changed quite a bit while you’ve been away,” Clive stated.

      “Apparently,” was her dry reply.

      “Lucky you, I have the weekend off so I can give you a crash course on modern-day living,” Nelly offered.

      The proposition had Daphne shaking her head. “No crashing. I don’t want to ever see a healing seed again.”

      Clive turned away and coughed again. The man really should do something about his lung illness.

      “I see we’re going to have to start with modern expression. Crash course is actually a term for rapid teaching,” Nelly explained.

      “Then why not say that?” Daphne couldn’t help but sound cross because she hated feeling stupid.

      “And this is why you can’t go wandering off. The world has changed quite a bit in four hundred years.”

      Daphne might have argued more but the Earth Mother took that moment to say, Listen to her. She will impart valuable information. Your quest will still be there in a few days.

      With her lips downturned, Daphne muttered, “Very well. You may teach me.”

      Learn she did. Daphne discovered that the world was full of shops where, if you offered a piece of plastic to the attendant, goods could be purchased.

      Daphne outfitted herself in an ensemble more to her liking of black leather britches. Easier to wipe off blood and gore. She discovered places that sold premade food of incredible flavor, her favorite being something called a cinnamon roll made by a Nephilim baker called Reiver who used to be a cryptid hunter. He'd married a witch and gone soft, apparently, given his new profession.

      Many of the changes and advancements she encountered seemed magical in nature, but Clive explained they were actually science and technology. Like metal and plastic things called “phones” that allowed people to converse over great distances.

      Nelly offered to purchase one for her, but Daphne declined stating, “I have no one to contact.” The only person she spoke to was the Mother, and they didn’t need anything special to speak.

      Probably the thing that fascinated her most? Cars, which replaced walking and riding. The speed they could travel awed, but she fell in love with the motorcycle. They were coming out of a cobbler’s store when a roaring machine on two wheels blasted by.

      Nelly took note of her dropped jaw and chuckled. “Noisy, aren’t they?”

      “What was that?”

      “A motorcycle. Harley Davidson Fat Boy to be exact.”

      “How do I get one?” While not one to usually covet, she practically drooled.

      “Not easily since you don’t have a license.”

      That led to Daphne frowning. “Why do I need a license?”

      “Remember all those pesky laws we talked about?”

      Daphne rolled her eyes. “Rules. So many of them. Don’t kill. Don’t steal. It’s a wonder anyone gets anything done.”

      “Well, this rule is to ensure only those with training are on the roads to avoid accidents.”

      “So train me.” Seemed like a simple enough solution.

      “I doubt you’ll want to stick around for a few weeks to learn.”

      “No, I don’t want to be here that long. I’d like to leave in the morning.” Daphne had all the supplies she needed to get started on her mission for the Mother.

      “There’s a bus you can take. It will get you out of Nexus, and then depending on your mission, you should be able to find another that will get you close to your destination.”

      “A bus. That is the crowded transportation humans use.” She didn’t hide her disdain.

      “It is.”

      “That won’t suit me. You will drive me,” she stated. She liked Nelly and could tolerate her presence.

      “Sorry, Daff. No can do. My job is here, working for the SMU.”

      “But there is a king now to govern the monsters.” Daphne learned that the Special Monsters Unit stationed in the town of Nexus policed misbehaving cryptids. Apparently, they practiced apprehension rather than execution these days.

      “We only take the really bad cases to the king. The minor stuff is still our job to handle.” Nelly paused, then said, “You know, Baptiste has a license and can drive.”

      The suggestion curled Daphne’s lip. “I don’t want to ask him for aid. He smells.”

      Nelly coughed. Clive must be contagious. “He used to be a very clean man. He’s just fallen on some rough times.”

      “The beast has no interest in helping me.”

      “He did once before.”

      “Because I forced him,” Daphne pointed out.

      “No one forces him to do anything.”

      “You speak as if you know him well.” Daphne cocked her head. “What happened to him?”

      “The shortest version? A love curse.”

      The revelation made Daphne snort. “Oh no, he fell in love.”

      “More like the spell forced him to be obsessed with a woman who wasn’t his fiancée. No one realized it at the time. We all assumed he really did love Ruby. Unfortunately, it drove his wolf insane, and he killed Diandra, the woman he was supposed to marry. When the curse was broken, he became despondent with guilt.”

      “But he wasn’t at fault,” Daphne pointed out.

      “Technically, no, but in his mind, it doesn’t change what he did. Baptiste took it very personally.”

      The sorrow in Nelly’s voice prompted Daphne to say, “You are still his friend.”

      Nelly ducked her head before replying. “I am, but only because I know he would have never done that under normal circumstances. Baptiste is a good guy.”

      “He’s a wolf. Wolves kill.”

      “Not this one. He doesn’t even eat meat. At least not in his man shape. His Garou is a bit more savage.”

      “And is the Garou suffering from the same guilt?”

      Nelly shrugged. “Don’t know. He ran off when the curse lifted, and no one’s been able to talk to him since. When he showed up with you the other day, that was the first we’d seen him since it all went down.”

      Guilt wasn’t something Daphne ascribed to. “This is why he’s chosen to wander around and not bathe?”

      “I guess. I don’t know what he’s thinking or doing. Maybe he’s hoping one of the many monsters attracted to the area will take him out.”

      “What a waste.” Daphne clucked her tongue.

      “Agreed, which is why it might be good for him to get out of town. Get a new perspective. Get out of his own headspace.”

      “You stated he can drive?”

      “Yes. We’ve got his truck still parked at SMU headquarters.”

      “Very well. I shall inform him that he will be my driver.”

      “And if he says no?” Nelly prodded biting her lip.

      “I have ways of making him change his mind.”

      If he was smart, he’d give in before she started severing his fingers.
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      Baptiste couldn’t stop thinking about Daphne. What a strange—and violent—woman. Er, dryad. Whatever. She definitely left an impression.

      She’s awesome.

      “Wasn’t talking to you,” Baptiste grumbled.

      You never talk to me anymore. Now it’s all wah, wah, wah, woe is me. Might as well just let me take over permanently. At least I know how to have fun.

      “Your idea of fun will get you shot with silver bullets one day,” he muttered.

      Only if I’m slow.

      “Speaking of shifting, the full moon is coming soon. If you’re going to hunt, stick to the quarry area. No woods. You know the Pack sometimes runs there.”

      Spoilsport. I’m all that is left of the wolf god. The Pack wants me to rule them.

      “Because they’ve never talked to the real you.”

      No time to chat when we’re howling and chasing prey. You should try it, even if you’re slow on your two legs.

      “You know I don’t eat meat.”

      Explains a lot about your weak nature. Rabbits only eat vegetables too. Ask me how that’s working for them.

      “Stop trying to convert me.” He’d long eschewed eating anything with a face. Garou only had himself to blame. When Baptiste had woken up one day when he was a teen, staring into the dead eyes of a young doe, he’d sworn off meat.

      Look sharp. We have company.

      What?

      Perched on a rock by the quarry-turned-lake, Baptiste almost toppled as he whirled too quick. Danger stalked in the shape of a curvy, hip swinging Daphne. She’d gotten dressed in killer gear since they last met, replete with daggers strapped to her side. Silver-plated daggers, he noted.

      “How did you find me?” he barked. He’d been careful about hiding his tracks.

      “The Mother guided my steps.”

      “Come to kill me?” he asked, leaping to the ground. “Can we make it quick? The Garou is being a real tick in my ass.”

      Not my fault someone hasn’t been taking our monthly dose of Advantix.

      “I have need of your services,” Daphne declared.

      “Not for hire.”

      “Never said I was going to pay you.”

      “Then I’m definitely not interested.” A lie. He kind of wondered why she’d sought him out. Surely Clive or Nelly were in better positions to help.

      “You know how to drive a vehicle.” Stated, not asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “Good. You will take me to where the Mother has need of me.”

      Yay. Road trip.

      “No.”

      Garou instantly pouted.

      She pursed her lips. “I didn’t say you had a choice.”

      “Whatever it is you’re planning, leave me out of it.”

      “Why? It’s not like you’re busy, unless moping and pouting count.”

      Burn!

      The ganging up led to him scowling. “What I’m doing is none of your business.”

      “I see we’re going to do this the hard way. Which one, left or right?”

      “Excuse me, what?” he sputtered.

      “Would you like me to start removing fingernails on your left or right hand? Or should I start with your toes?”

      “Are you insane? You can’t torture me into going.”

      “Says someone who’s never been tortured by me. I assure you, I’m quite good. I’ve only rarely had to start cutting off digits to get what I want.”

      He stared at her in disbelief. “How is someone as violent as you close to the Earth Mother? I thought her disciples were all nice and caring and nurturing folk.”

      “Some are. But I am her Paladin. Her warrior on Earth. I do what her wishy-washy subjects can’t,” Daphne stated, looking utterly serious and sounding quite homicidal.

      Isn’t she the best?

      “You’re the Earth Mother’s killer,” Baptiste clarified.

      “I thought that was already clear.”

      Like, duh. Even I grasped that.

      He ignored Garou. “Why do you have such a problem with the word no?”

      “Why must you make this difficult? We both know I’m going to win.”

      “You do realize I’m several times your size.”

      “I have it on good authority you won’t hit me.” Her lips quirked. “Strange rule this era has about men not striking women.”

      “Shouldn’t you applaud that, given you are a woman?”

      “I don’t need a male to treat me differently. Let him hit me, but he’d better do it hard enough to knock me out because when I retaliate, he will regret it.”

      Damn. I might be in love. Garou practically swooned.

      Baptiste clenched his fists, mostly in annoyance because she was right about one thing. He wouldn’t hit her. He spread his arms. “You know what, Psycho. Do it. Torture me. Kill me. I don’t care.”

      She huffed. “So melodramatic.”

      Agreed.

      “Shut up,” he growled.

      Her brow arched. “I will not shut up.”

      “Wasn’t talking to you.”

      Her frown cleared and a small smile took its place. “Your Garou agrees with me.”

      “My Garou is just as annoying and psycho as you.”

      “Pity I can’t deal with him directly. Alas, a wolf probably can’t drive too well, meaning I am stuck with you.”

      “I told you no.”

      No surprise, Daphne ignored him. “You will meet me in the SMU parking lot at dawn. Nelly and Clive have already promised to have your vehicle ready for departure.”

      “I’m not coming.”

      “You are. You just need to do one thing first.”

      “What?”

      “Bathe.”

      He didn’t expect her to suddenly lunge at his midsection.

      Oomph.

      She drove into him with far more force than expected for someone her size. The strength and surprise of it led to him falling backwards over the edge of the quarry—Splash!—into the water.

      He sputtered as he surfaced. “Not cool!”

      “I refuse to sit in close confines with you smelling like a dung pile baked in the sun.”

      “I’m not going!” he bellowed as he treaded water.

      But did she listen?”

      “I’ll see you in the morning.”

      Before he could protest, a horn suddenly speared between his legs. The narwhal he’d disturbed lifted him clear from the water and tossed him!

      Wheeeee!

      Kersplash.

      He landed, arms and legs flailing. Not for long. The second watery beast that lived in the flooded quarry picked him up and whipped him back. By the time he dragged his soggy ass to shore, the reek of sweat and the grime of dirt had all been sluiced. He also had an audience.

      His uncle Frederick stood on the shore, and he’d not come alone.

      Fuck.

      Baptiste hoisted himself from the water before growling, “What do you want?”

      “I’ve come to bring you home.”

      The demand had him shaking his head. “We both know that’s impossible.”

      “What happened with Diandra was unfortunate, but everyone, including her parents, understands you’re not at fault. There will be no charges laid. Our lawyer had them dismissed on the grounds of temporarily cursed insanity.”

      The claim would explain why the SMU and cops hadn’t been trying to hunt him down for arrest. “I don’t want to go back. Find someone else to lead the pack.”

      “We both know that can’t happen so long as you are the Garou.”

      “You’ve been leading just fine up until now.”

      “Things are changing in the world. With the return of the Monster King, we require a strong leader to ensure the Pack’s safety.”

      “The Garou isn’t that remedy. He’s more likely to piss off the king by trying to eat his subjects.”

      Uncle Frederick didn’t find his truthful response amusing. “I didn’t come here to argue with you. You will return whether you want to or not.”

      The demand explained why his uncle came with the largest bullies in the Pack. They planned to try and take him by force.

      “Try” being the key word.

      They’ll regret it.

      Baptiste sighed. “Don’t make me hurt you.”

      “I could say the same. Come peacefully and there won’t be any need to get ugly.”

      What was it with people threatening him today? Then again, Daphne hadn’t followed through. Not yet, at any rate.

      “Leave me alone.”

      “I’m afraid that’s not possible.” His uncle pulled a tranquilizing gun from the inside of his jacket. “This is for your own good.”

      As he fired, Baptiste dodged. However, he’d not counted on the other Pack members firing at the same time. The darts struck, and despite his extremely fast metabolism and resistance to drugs, lethargy spread quickly through his veins. He blinked as his vision wavered. His uncle had made sure to bring elephant-sized doses.

      Garou bellowed, Let me out.

      Promise you won’t kill them. Baptiste knew better than to demand he not hurt anyone.

      I won’t be taken alive!

      The best he was going to get.

      Baptiste let go, and Garou exploded from his skin and clothes as he took over.

      What followed was a violent mess.

      For the opposition.

      As a wolf, Baptiste had always been bigger than the rest. As Garou, a wolfman on two legs, he was a veritable monster, and he loved to fight.

      Garou roared with delight as he swung to grab a dart gun, yanking it from Pascal’s grip and tossing it in the water. Pascal charged and Garou grabbed, lifted with ease, and flung him, the splash bringing the narwhals to the surface to play with their new ball.

      The other men—Joel and Lawrence—had emptied their tranquilizer guns and charged him together. Their fleshy shapes were no match. Garou’s long reach let him grab them by the arms. His strength allowed him to veer their momentum so they crashed into each other. They hit the ground hard and groaned.

      Garou waited—impatiently—growling, “I barely touched you. Get up.”

      The challenge was accepted and he got to pummel them a bit more before they slumped and refused to play anymore.

      By the time Garou showed Frederick’s minions the error of their ways, the sedative had burned through his elevated metabolism. The traitors to the Pack’s god lay on the ground groaning, bruised, and bleeding. Not the so-called Alpha though. That coward fled.

      He’ll be back, Baptiste warned. And next time he’ll come better prepared.

      “You should let me eat him.”

      No eating people. We’ve talked about this.

      “Then what? He’s going to try again.”

      Garou made a good point.

      Hence why when Daphne arrived at the SMU parking lot the following morning, she found Baptiste dressed in the clean clothes he’d found in the back, sitting in the driver's seat of his truck.
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      Daphne sat beside a glowering Baptiste as he drove them out of Nexus. As she’d clambered into the truck beside him, she’d asked, “Changed your mind?”

      He’d offered a dark look. “I need to get out of town for a bit, so might as well give you a ride. Where to?”

      “The Mother says we need to drive to a place called Wyoming.”

      He’d whistled. “You’re talking about an eight-hour drive.”

      “And?”

      “Whatever.” He turned them onto the road and didn’t say another word.

      Neither did she, but she did reflect on what she’d seen the day before. The beast had fought his foes with ease.

      Foes she’d intentionally led to Baptiste.

      It began with her overhearing a conversation in town as she passed a group of men.

      “…I don’t understand how you haven’t been able to track him,” an older male with graying temples stated to another.

      “It’s like nature is against us,” whined a man with a mustache. “One minute we’ll have his scent, the next, a skunk comes out of nowhere and sprays us.”

      The male with a nasally voice added, “The one time we could see him in the distance, but a sudden fog had us going in circles for hours.”

      “Obviously Pack enemies are working against us, trying to make us weak,” said Gray Temples. “We have to get Baptiste back.”

      As they passed out of hearing, Nelly murmured, “That’s Baptiste’s uncle, Frederick. He’s the one who arranged the marriage Baptiste didn’t want. He’s a Grade-A asshole. Can’t blame Baptiste for avoiding him.”

      That knowledge gave Daphne an idea. “I need your phone.”

      Nelly handed it over with only a single question. “Why do you have a devious look in your eyes?”

      “Because I’m going to help Baptiste realize helping me is in his best interests. Stay here a moment.”

      Phone to her ear, Daphne turned around and headed back for the group of men, pretending she was speaking to someone. “Yes, I know you don’t like meat. I’ll make sure the sandwich only has those icky vegetables you like.” She paused as if listening to a reply before adding, “It’s wrong you refuse to do what is natural. Wolves are carnivores. You’re supposed to eat flesh.” Another pause. “I’ll be along with your sandwich shortly. I’ll make sure no one follows.”

      The men had gone silent as they heard her, and she knew by the way she felt the uncle’s gaze tracking her retreat that he’d understood who she supposedly conversed with. As planned, they shadowed her as she made her way out of town. Nelly drove her partway, ignoring the vehicles following, before dropping her off.

      Daphne had pretended to not notice the men trailing as she made her way to the lake and the man brooding on its edge. Per her prediction, Baptiste had refused to help, and so she let his uncle do the convincing. She remained nearby but out of sight, keeping an eye on things in case he needed her to rescue him.

      Turned out he didn’t. The man might whine and complain, but the wolf? He was impressive. He handled his foes with ease while the cowardly uncle fled.

      Just in case she gauged wrong, Daphne kept an eye on Baptiste as he headed for town in his wolf form, the four legs making rapid work of the miles. When she lost sight of him because her own two legs weren’t as quick, she relented and called for a ride using the dreaded phone Nelly had loaned her.

      The next morning, she joined Baptiste in the truck.

      She waited until they exited the town boundaries before saying, “You smell much improved.” Nice actually. Turned out the man had a pleasant musk to him that she didn’t mind.

      “I’d say you’re welcome, but I’d be lying. Any idea where in Wyoming we’re going? It’s a big place.”

      “The Mother will let us know as we grow near.”

      “What exactly is this mission?”

      “Apparently, there is a witch of uncommon power who has been dabbling in dark magic. While the Mother usually wouldn’t care, as dark and light are required for balance, this witch’s experiments are poisoning the land and starting to spread.”

      “Why send you? Why not notify the Cryptid Authority?” The agency governed those with magical gifts or nonhuman traits.

      “They are aware, but rather than counter the witch’s doing they have declared the area off limits.”

      “Whoa. They gave up? That doesn’t sound right.”

      Daphne shrugged. “The Mother is also perturbed by their unwillingness to act. Apparently, some agents sent to deal with the witch haven’t returned. It is possible the witch might have taken them hostage and is using them as leverage.”

      “If this witch is so dangerous, why is the Earth Mother only sending you?”

      “Only?” Daphne took offense as she saw it for the insult that it was.

      “I mean, yes, you’re tough, but let’s be honest, you are one petite woman with daggers against a witch that has supposedly managed to capture seasoned agents with guns, spells, and more.”

      “What is it with males constantly assuming females are weak? Do you think that of Nelly?”

      “I’ve seen Nelly with a gun. She’s got an affinity for weapons that makes her formidable. You have a pair of daggers. Ain’t going to do you much good against something with armor or a fireball.”

      “Then it’s a good thing your beast is good in a battle.”

      “How would you know?”

      “I saw you fight yesterday.” She wasn’t one to lie. “Your uncle should have brought more men. It was an insult to your beast.”

      He didn’t immediately respond, but when he did it was to accuse. “You told my uncle where to find me.”

      “I didn’t tell. He just happened to follow.”

      “You manipulated me into coming.” His hands gripped his steering wheel so tight it creaked.

      “Would you have preferred the torture?”

      “I would have preferred you leave me alone.”

      “How long are you planning to self-flagellate?”

      “None of your business,” he growled.

      “Would it help if I said you might very well die helping me take out this witch?”

      He sighed. “This might be hard to believe, but I don’t want to die.”

      “Are you sure? Because if the witch doesn’t succeed in ending your life, I might be convinced to do it.”

      He snorted. “Gee, thanks”

      “You’re welcome. I can make it quick and painless.”

      “You are ridiculously cocky.”

      “I’m not sure how being truthful is arrogant.”

      “It’s annoying.” He stopped the truck abruptly, jolting her.

      “Why aren’t you driving?” she asked as he exited the vehicle.

      He came around to her side and opened the door, saying, “The only reason you asked me to come was because you needed a chauffeur.”

      “Nelly says one must have experience and a license to drive.”

      “Well, you can’t get the latter without the former. So, let’s go. Get behind the wheel.”

      “Really?” Her tone brightened as she immediately hopped into his seat. Her lips pursed as she realized her feet couldn’t reach the pedals.

      He clambered into her spot. “First things first. You’ll have to adjust
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