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      Becoming a bounty hunter and taking on the call sign of Murder Mittens wasn’t Harri’s brightest move, but what’s a lynx to do with millions of debt while working a customer service gig? The scars deforming her face won’t remove themselves, and she’ll bag and tag every criminal in the United States to get rid of them if necessary.

      

      Being assigned a handler could make or break her, but did the powers that be really have to toss Sebastian Sumners her way? The lion with a stubborn streak as wide as hers tests her patience on a good day, but nothing makes her purr more than goading him into roaring.

      

      Add in a protective family, a serial killer on the loose, and more trouble than any one cat needs, and it’s going to take a miracle for Harri to get through the most important job of her life.

      

      Warning: contains magic, humor, cranky shapeshifters, cats, murder, and mayhem. Proceed with caution.
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            Why was murdering irate, irrational, ignorant, and flat-out wrong customers illegal?

          

        

      

    

    
      Why was murdering irate, irrational, ignorant, and flat-out wrong customers illegal? The idiot on the phone rambled about how it wasn’t fair that dumping coffee on his router invalidated his warranty.

      I thought it wasn’t fair his stupidity might lose me IQ points, and I’d learned long ago that humans—or lycanthropes, such as myself—didn’t come with warranties or guarantees. I had bills to pay, and murdering one of the customers wouldn’t pay my bills.

      Then again, in prison, I wouldn’t have to pay any bills. Every day by the end of my shift, I considered incarceration as a viable option.

      Free board, free food, good medical care, and asshole inmates to beat on sounded a lot better than dealing with an idiot customer.

      “Sir,” I said in the hopes of circumventing his tirade. Mr. Edward Lavell ignored me.

      The idiots always ignored me. I bet my gender had something to do with it. On average, the men finished their calls five minutes faster, and every supervisor to review the situation came to the same general conclusion: customers took men in tech more seriously than women, and I, unfortunately, sounded too feminine.

      “Sir,” I repeated, only to be ignored again.

      Why couldn’t I just hang up on him? Oh, right. I valued my job. As I valued my job, I couldn’t hang up on him, I couldn’t curse, I couldn’t threaten to rip his throat out, and I couldn’t indulge in my desire to murder him.

      There was a time and a place for murder, and on the job at a call center for a cable internet company was not the time nor the place.

      For the fourth time since calling in, Mr. Lavell explained that it really wasn’t his fault he’d dumped coffee on his router.

      “Sir, liquid spills are right in the contract for the router. I’m sorry, but I can’t change the rules for you. Spilling coffee on your router invalidates its warranty.”

      “It’s not my fault the cup holder in my computer has a mind of its own,” he complained.

      Wait. What?

      His computer’s cup holder has a mind of its own? The realization I dealt with someone far worse than just an idiot sank in. Every call center had legends of Code Red customers, who were in an entirely different class from the standard 1D10T and the unfortunately common PEBKAC. With Mr. Lavell, I had it all. A problem certainly did exist between the keyboard and chair, and he’d definitely deserved his flag as an 1D10T.

      Until his call, I had remained safe from the evils of a Code Red customer.

      By the time I got off the phone with him, I’d need some alcohol and someone to kill.

      It’d be easier to find someone to kill than the alcohol; me and booze just didn’t mix, and I’d been banned out of every damned bar in town to keep the peace.

      Maybe I could whip on some makeup, grab a gray wig, and pass for a little old lady. With my face covered in burn scars, it wouldn’t take much to pull off some makeup artistry and transform myself into an older woman rather than a mutilated one. I could become a conventional beauty given an hour and the right products. An old lady wasn’t an impossibility.

      Alternatively, I could shift, pay my family a visit, and steal a bottle of liquor from one of the cabinets. With the number of lynxes running around the place, they might not even notice me before I made off with my alcoholic prize.

      As sighing was not acceptable when dealing with paying customers, I took a moment to steel my nerves before saying, “Sir, computers do not include cup holders.”

      That caught his attention. “What?”

      “Sir, computers do not include cup holders,” I repeated, already dreading the moment I would have to explain what a CD was, how they were used, and what the player’s actual purpose was. Few systems still had any disc drives at all, as most companies had moved to online downloads of their programs and games.

      The next few minutes of my life would not be fun, and I typed a message to my supervisor warning him I had a major 1D10T on my hands, a possible Code Red situation, and to make sure he was aware I faced the demise of some IQ points, I notified him the customer had opted to use his disc drive as a coffee cup holder.

      “What the hell is this thing for, then?”

      “CDs, sir.” I closed my eyes and waited for the meltdown.

      “First, you claim I invalidated my warranty, and now you’re telling me my cup holder plays music?”

      “As this is an internet company, sir, I can’t help you with your CD player. However, it is not a cup holder, nor should it be used as one. As for your router, you owe $35.79 on the device. Once you finish paying for the damaged equipment, I can schedule a tech to come to your home and install your new router. Since you’ve been a customer for so long, I can waive the fifty dollar installation fee. Your monthly bill will not change if you opt to pay off the damaged equipment and start a new rental.”

      If he gave me a hard time, I’d take my time and give him all of his options. None of them would be as good as my initial offer. I cracked open an eye and checked my messages with my boss.

      He wished me the best of luck and promised to send flowers to my funeral. He also begged me not to tell my brothers about the menace wasting my time. If any one of my forty-seven brothers found out I dealt with customers screaming at me five days a week, they’d go on a rampage.

      They wrongly assumed working in customer service meant the customers treated me with respect.

      That my boss knew my family drove me crazy on a good day.

      I figured my idiot family had gone on a hunt to meet my boss, and because we were all infected with lycanthropy, my boss wouldn’t have thought twice about their behavior.

      Lycanthropes had a reputation.

      Most days, it wasn’t a good one.

      Only an idiot would piss off a bunch of male lycanthropes out to protect their precious little sister. Unfortunately for me, I counted as an endangered species, as the odds of a lycanthrope having daughters in the first place fell somewhere in around ten thousand to one.

      I needed to notify my mother she needed to have more daughters. While she was at it, she needed to give me a new name, because nobody ever believed Harri was a woman’s name. I figured she’d meant to name me Harry because she’d expected yet another boy, swapping out the ‘y’ for an ‘i’ to make things easier on her.

      When on the job, I went by Christine because Christine seemed gloriously feminine and nobody on the team used their real names. Technically, I was supposed to change my name every day, but I went by Christine for all new callers, and I only rotated through when I knew I was dealing with someone who gave me issues.

      My method worked well enough, so my boss didn’t complain.

      While Mr. Lavell spluttered and began the tedious process of mulling over his options, I made plans for after work—assuming I escaped from my job without succumbing to the temptation of informing the customer he was most definitely wrong, he needed to go back to school to join the modern world, and it wouldn’t hurt if he learned to be civil.

      I had to explain his options four times before he finally conceded he should stick with his old plan, pay for the damaged router, and move on with life. It took an extra ten minutes of listening to him whine before he finally hung up.

      Above all, I hated the rule that we were not supposed to hang up on clients. It wasted time. Had I been allowed to just hang up, I would have wished him a good day, disconnected the call, and began the tedious process of adding notes to his file so the next customer service representatives stuck with him knew they had trouble on their hands.

      My phone rang, but instead of a customer, my phone reported my boss wanted to speak with me. With slumped shoulders, I accepted his call and answered, “Sir?”

      “I listened in on your Code Red.”

      I hated when my boss actively monitored my calls; thanks to how the system worked, he could listen in on me at any time. But, a job was a job, and with my scarred face, finding a job became troublesome at best—and nobody in the call center knew or cared what I looked like. Oh, well. Before I jumped to conclusions, I’d ask. “What’s my grade, sir?”

      “You did fine. You stayed professional, you didn’t come across as too condescending, and frankly, there’s no sane tech on this planet who stays totally cool during a Code Red. It could have been much worse.”

      I checked the clock, breathing a sigh of relief that I’d hit the end of my shift and wouldn’t have to take any more calls. “What do you need?”

      “I had a question about your schedule. You’re off for the next week, correct?”

      “Yes, sir.” I had plans, and they involved the International Most Wanted List along with every legal bounty list I had managed to get my hands on in the past month. If my boss tried to put an end to my hard-earned vacation, I’d finally do what I should have done months ago, snap, and quit.

      I wanted him to cross my last line so badly.

      “Ted wants an extra shift. How would you feel about an unpaid day added to your vacation? I’ve already gotten approval if you’d like to claim the unpaid day.”

      Score. I’d bid for time off almost a year ago, but sick days were the bare minimum the state allowed, which accounted to five for the entire year. An extra day tacked onto my vacation might let me bag an extra bounty.

      Any day I bagged an extra bounty was a good day in my opinion.

      “I can take an unpaid day, sir. That’s fine. Can you send me an email confirming the unpaid day off?”

      “It’ll be in your inbox within the next ten minutes, and I’ll CC human resources notifying them you’re excused for that day.”

      “Okay. Will the rest of my schedule remain the same once I’m back from vacation?”

      “Yes. Ted just asked for extra hours, and the others with seniority declined the day off.”

      I bet; on our income, every hour mattered. Most who worked for the call center had seen better days. I lived like I’d seen better days and looked like I’d seen better days, but appearances lied. I only worked at the call center to maintain appearances. Thanks to depression in my teens and therapy that hadn’t gone like my parents had wanted, my entire family demanded I check in at least three times a week to ensure I remained human.

      They believed if they took their eyes off me, I might shift into a lynx and never come back.

      Two years ago, they wouldn’t have been wrong, but I’d found a new purpose in life. Not a single one of my brothers would approve, my mother would have yet another litter of kittens, and my father would be so disappointed.

      Personally, I thought it was obvious. I worked in customer service. I was a prime candidate to become a murderous asshole. I did so legally, on behalf of the government and other legal entities, and I did so for a filthy amount of money.

      Smiling stretched my scars, but I did it anyway. “If anyone needs any extra hours, I can afford another day or two off,” I offered. “I can take up to a week unpaid. I’ve been saving up to take some time off if any opportunities allowed.”

      It would delay paying for the expensive procedure required to piece my face back together and remove the evidence of the fire that’d almost killed me as a child. It took a lot of magic to convince the lycanthropy virus I wasn’t supposed to be a scarred wreck.

      A lot of magic cost a lot of money, and I figured I might have the several million dollars needed within five years if I landed a bounty every weekend and took on some of the more dangerous jobs. While I waited for my boss to mull over my offer, I considered the various jobs on offer.

      I liked hunting other lycanthropes. Unmated males were easy catches, and the fugitives usually brought in a pretty penny. The last one I’d bagged as a live capture had added fifty thousand to my bank account.

      Then again, if I landed an entire extra week, I’d make up the lost hours with a single small bounty, and anything else would be extra cash in my savings account.

      My boss grunted, signaling he’d come to a decision. “I’ll keep that in mind and pitch the offer. I’ll email your personal and work addresses if there are any takers plus text your phone.”

      “Thanks, sir. Have a good evening.”

      “You, too.”

      He hung up, and before something could go wrong, I clocked out, filed my paperwork for my final call, and logged out of the system so I couldn’t be sucked back into doing even more work.

      If all went well, I’d be a hundred grand richer by the end of the week and that much closer to being able to look in the mirror without wincing.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      To keep my brothers straight, I kept a list of them by litter, and I even made special notes to help me identify the identical twins, triplets, quadruplets, and quintuplets, of which there were twelve sets across my parents’ fifteen litters. I belonged to litter number eight, and my identical twin brothers, Hugh and Harvey, had been born almost an hour before me. I’d hated the idea of eviction into the real world. In reality, I’d been a complication from start to finish, and not much had changed since birth.

      My parents viewed me as a miracle. Unlike my healthier-than-ox brothers, I’d been conceived several weeks after them, which had put me into the premature category while my brothers had barely squeaked to term. Superfetation didn’t happen often, and my existence had startled everyone.

      I’d been missed on the first two ultrasounds, and by the time I’d been spotted, my mother refused to accept anything other than welcoming me into the world along with my brothers, despite the problems associated with the gap between our conceptions.

      To add to the fun, my twin brothers couldn’t look more alike if they tried. The only way for me to tell them apart was to grimace. Hugh tensed while Harvey growled, sprouted lynx ears, and prepared to rampage. Even if Harvey kept his temper, he still sprouted the ears, the first sign he would one day gain control over the prized hybrid form.

      Hugh had picked up the ability to sprout ears, too, and my entire family kept a close eye on me to see if I’d follow the trend. In reality, thanks to some close calls and more desperation than one single lycanthrope woman needed in life, I could mostly control my hybrid form, which classified as borderline. I could exchange my weak, human legs for a modified version of a lynx’s, including huge paws tipped with lethal claws. With a little work, I could transform my forearms and hands, too.

      Sometimes I sprouted ears, sometimes I didn’t, and sometimes a tail made an appearance, too.

      On a good day, I grew in a plush, fur coat.

      I never hunted as a hybrid; it was bad enough when a male lycanthrope sniffed me out as a human, when my virus tended to be somewhat dormant. If anyone found out I could control partial shifts, I’d be the one hunted by every damned infected male in the country. The hybrid form alone would make me a prize. Add in my species, a member of one of twenty lynx clans scattered across North America, South America, and Europe, and I’d never hear the end of it.

      According to my nose, as of last week, there were twenty single lycanthrope males, three of which were felines of some sort, sniffing around my turf trying to identify who the single lycanthrope female in the small town was.

      Damned determined males, making a mess of my weekends and forcing me to sneak around to keep from drawing their attention.

      Hissing at my shit luck, as I’d scare off any suitors the instant they caught sight of my disaster of a face, I put away my work headset, shut down the computer, and began preparing my home for a week or two away. I really hoped someone else wanted my hours.

      An extra week might land me enough to put down a deposit to remove the scars that’d haunted me since childhood, the result of a fire at a camp for girls, the first and last time I’d gone away for the summer. I’d spent a month in the hospital, and the night that had almost ended my life had dumped me into a living hell I would soon be able to escape.

      Unfortunately for me, I’d been too young for my lycanthropy virus to do me any good, and by the time it kicked into high gear, it believed my scars were natural and went out of its damned way to preserve them.

      Sometimes, surgeons—or even the CDC—would accept a payment plan with a sufficient deposit for the work. It wouldn’t take much to convince someone my scars prevented me from leading a normal life. Then they’d have a challenge kicking my virus to the curb long enough to tear into my face, do a skin graft, and convince my body to avoid scarring.

      Assuming my virus could be contained, the procedure took an hour or two. Had I not been infected with lycanthropy, it would have cost me a few hundred dollars and a day off work.

      Sometimes, life just wasn’t fair.

      To my disgust, my surgeon thought he might cut the costs down to five hundred thousand or less, which I could afford, if I found myself a lycanthrope male willing to put up with me for life. After laying claim to a male, my virus would go into remission for a while to recover, which would allow the team needed to do the operation with minimal risk to them while also requiring less heavy-duty magic.

      Or something like that. I’d tuned out most of the specifics about what a man might do to help with the procedure, as I had no intention of claiming a mate for such a reason. It seemed wrong to use a man to fix my face, so I dodged that whole problem by avoiding the males of my kind and making sure they didn’t get too close while sniffing around my territory.

      In the wee hours of the morning, twenty minutes after I’d started tidying my home and packing my bags for the week, my cell rang. I checked the device to discover my father’s number. Drawing a deep, steadying breath, I answered, “Hi, Daddy.”

      Calling him my daddy calmed him and his damned, overprotective virus—and tricked him into believing there wasn’t anything amiss. With how my life tended to go, if he’d rubbed his damned brain cells together with even a hint of vigor, he’d see through my bullshit.

      My daddy was an idiot sometimes, but I loved him anyway.

      “How is my little kitten this morning? I hope I didn’t wake you, but I wanted to catch you before you leave for your trip.”

      “Pretty good,” I lied, grateful my father couldn’t sniff out the truth over the phone. “The boss is happy with me because I performed well on the phones today. I got an extra unpaid day tacked onto my vacation, too, so I’ll be out of town a little longer than planned. Please don’t panic while I’m enjoying my stay out of town.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind, and I’ll make sure all of your brothers are aware. Will you be visiting us before you head off to your resort?”

      I’d given myself two days to get to my destination, which I intended to use on scouting, as I had three good targets not far from the resort deep in the heart of Cincinnati, Ohio. “I could be talked into visiting, I suppose. Delaying for a few hours won’t change my drive much.”

      “Your brothers have been whining.”

      “Which ones? There are a lot of whiners in the family, Dad. Some days, you happen to be one of them.”

      “Pretty much all of them. I’m definitely one of the whiners, and I’ll be very happy if my little kitten comes home for a visit. It’s been over a month.”

      For fuck’s sake. In my planning, I hadn’t anticipated my entire family melting down because I dared to take a week off to go to a luxury spa—on my family’s dime, as a customer service representative couldn’t afford a stay at a resort or spa, let alone a luxury one. My father, through careful conning of my herd of brothers, had made them all contribute to my vacation, thus resulting in me staying somewhere nice rather than my initial plan to stay out on the streets while a lynx when I wasn’t doing my work. My stay at the resort pleased them—and gave me a good cover for being in Cincinnati for so long. “Which one hasn’t been whining? Put that one on the phone, please.”

      “I suppose Jace has been whining the least. Hold on.” My father drew in a breath, and I held my cell away from my ear while he screeched for my younger brother. While I waited for the yowling to quiet, I checked my list of brothers.

      Ah, right. Jace counted as the clan’s keeper of the peace, as nobody was brave enough to piss off the attorney who enjoyed making certain hardened criminals remained behind bars. Of my brothers, Jace would freak the most if he discovered his little kitten of a sister killed people for a living. It didn’t matter I’d been born three years before him. As the only girl of the lot, I would forever be the little kitten of the family.

      Mom and Dad needed to have a litter with at least one girl so I wouldn’t be stuck as the little kitten forever.

      The yowling stopped, and I returned the phone to my ear.

      “Hey, Harri,” my brother greeted. “Looking forward to your vacation?”

      “Yes, I am. For the record, I will resent if anyone prevents me from going on vacation.”

      I needed an escape from customer service. I needed the money to fix my face. Another bad call at work would break me if I didn’t get out of town for a while. The first kill bounty I got my grubby paws on would be performed mercifully but with excessive force.

      My virus needed an outlet before I went mad. After I had the scars removed, I’d worry about my other problems, which involved men. My virus wanted to open hunting season. If my virus had its way, the first poor bastard to turn my head would be stuck with me permanently.

      If my brothers and father had their way, I would die a virgin.

      If I ever got around to finding a mate, the battle between him and my family would be worth televising as a pay-per-view event. The poor man would need therapy upon learning how many brothers I had, who were all determined to keep me as safe as possible.

      I didn’t make things easy on them.

      Jace made a thoughtful sound in his throat. “We’re concerned.”

      “About what? The hot tub rising up to get me? I’m going to a spa, not a cage match. I swear, can’t I go to a spa and pamper myself just once without the entire damned clan getting on my case? Okay, so fine. Driving there doesn’t please you worrywarts. Deal with it. And so help me, if one of you twerps talked to Uncle Henry, I’m going to come over there and kick every last one of you in the ass and steal your lunch money.”

      “Otis is the one who talked to Uncle Henry,” my brother confessed.

      Damn it. I couldn’t beat one of the kittens. Not only were the quintuplets wretchedly adorable, they did a good job of distracting everyone in the family from my general activities, as they redefined trouble whenever there wasn’t an adult keeping them somewhat tame and behaving. “Who conned him into doing it? He’s four. And yes, I’m coming for your lunch money, so you feline assholes better have cash in your wallets when I show up, you hear me? You’ll have between one to two hours before I show up, and I will be mugging you all for your lunch money.”

      “Mom did it.”

      “Traitor!” my mother screeched in the background.

      I sighed. There were worse fates. My mother could have started making calls to one of the other lynx clans trying to sell me off to the highest bidder. Every year, at least one clan came calling, resulting in a cat fight that made the news and amused the neighbors. The neighbors, uninfected humans with heightened levels of curiosity, loved everything about my psychotic family.

      They loved cats, one and all. The old man who lived in the little brick house with the white picket fence down the lane had us figured out; catnip and milk would bring everyone except me out, and lynxes high on nip didn’t mind when bold humans petted them.

      My family consisted entirely of shameless, attention-whoring assholes.

      I braced for the worst, which involved me cancelling my trip due to my uncle’s offended sensibilities. “And what did Uncle Henry have to say?”

      “The spa you picked in Cincinnati is shit, we’re terrible brothers, and that we should have sent you to Hawaii to be pampered like the princess you are. He’s not wrong, but now the entire family is having a mass conniption because we didn’t send you to Hawaii.”

      Right. Only a fool would think virus-driven cats would be capable of handling the situation with grace or dignity. “First, I don’t want to go to Hawaii. I want to go to Cincinnati. I picked that spa because they’re friendly towards lycanthropes, they have a world-class chef, and it’s all inclusive. I can get my fur groomed however many times I want, and they only have mated pairs on staff or married humans. I will be able to enjoy my vacation without being bothered.”

      “I did try to tell Uncle Henry that, as you’d fought with Dad over your choice of spa and city. He doesn’t believe us.”

      “Is Uncle Henry there?”

      “As a matter of fact, yes. He is.”

      “Tell Uncle Henry if he interrupts my vacation to Cincinnati, I will rip out all of his fur, send it to an unmated female wolf, and write her a note telling her that he’s a hot, single man seeking a brave, fearless woman.”

      “Has anyone told you that you can be pretty evil when someone tries to screw around with your plans?”

      “Not recently,” I admitted.

      “That’s goes beyond mean to pretty damned evil, sis. I just thought I should warn you he might like that.”

      Ugh. Lycanthropes. “Please use your legal degree for something useful, like convincing Uncle Henry I am going on the vacation I want rather than the one he wants. And I’m still coming over and stealing your lunch money, so if you could leave your wallets out, with cash easily accessible, so I don’t have to waste too much time digging through them all, I would appreciate it.”

      My brother growled at me. “You’re not stealing our lunch money.”

      “Yes, I am.”

      “No, you aren’t.”

      “I will be over soon, and so help me, if there isn’t lunch money in all your wallets, I will be sinking my claws into your ass. You got me, dipshit?”

      Without waiting for an answer, I hung up. Delaying two or three hours wouldn’t do jack shit to my schedule, and if my jerk family had wanted to keep their money, they wouldn’t have pushed my damned buttons.
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      Any other day, I might’ve put in the time and effort to hide my scars with makeup. Makeup offended my family, who did their best to convince me my scars weren’t that bad, and they hated when I added a layer of junk to my face in an effort to make it disappear. It would take me an hour to become presentable and disguise myself for my hunt, but I’d get a few hours of driving under my belt first.

      An hour and a half after talking to my father and brother, I pulled into the driveway of my parent’s farmhouse, muttering curses over the twenty-some cars in my way. I parked at the end of the line, heaved a sigh, and hiked to the front door, where my father waited on the porch swing.

      “I knew I should’ve banned you getting your license. You’re now driving off and doing things on your own. That’s simply unacceptable.”

      I flipped my father off. “I’m too damned old for that crap, Daddy.”

      “You’ll always be my little kitten, and I don’t care you’re thirty-three. You’re still my baby. You’re a baby with a piece of shit car, though. I’m starting to think you need to go beat your brothers for more than just their lunch money. They should be contributing to your new car fund.”

      I turned and regarded my vehicle with a sigh. It had seen better days, and North Dakota’s winters hadn’t treated the damned thing well. The rust had tripled since I’d purchased it, and none of my precautions spared it from the salt and seasons. “I can get my own car, Dad.”

      “I’m sure you can, but you’d probably find that thing’s older brother and adopt it.”

      Would my car’s older brother consist of anything other than rust? I gave that some thought. “I have to go mug my brothers for lunch money. I’m going to go treat myself to something nice on the way to Cincinnati. When I get to Cincinnati, I will be pampered at a spa without anyone invading the spa to bother me. Am I clear, Daddy?”

      “You should leave your car with me and take mine. I make no promises your vehicle will survive its vacation.”

      Considering I had plans for bloodied bodies to take up precious space in my trunk, there was no way in hell I could use Dad’s truck.

      Or could I? If I took Dad’s truck, I could have the bed cleaned in record time, and he wouldn’t have a clue I used it for my legalized murder sprees. “The truck?”

      “That’s not fair, Harri. You can’t have my truck. You can take my car, but you can’t have the truck. It’s new.”

      Yes, it was. Not only had he gotten it new, he’d been proud of every bell and whistle he’d gotten on it. I could run over my targets and not feel a thing with how many horses lurked in its engine. “Truck.”

      “Car.”

      “Truck.”

      “Car.”

      I flexed my hands and fought the urge to indulge in a partial shift and swipe at my stubborn father. “Either I’m taking your truck or my car. There is no room for negotiation.”

      “Yes, there is. The car is new, too.”

      Wait. Dad had a new car? I turned around, frowning at the selection of vehicles, pointing at the Camry he’d bought a few years ago. “The Camry is right there, Dad.”

      “I gave it to one of your brothers, so that is no longer mine.”

      My family hated me. That was all there was to it. They hated me and wanted to deny me happiness. That is the only way one of my brothers without a car, all of whom were younger than me, would get dibs on the Camry. “Wait, I have that piece of shit junker, and you gave one of my wretched brothers the Camry? Come on, Dad. How is that even fair?”

      “Would you have accepted the Camry if I had offered it to you?”

      I thought about that. “Maybe.”

      “Don’t you make me turn you over my knee and spank you for lying, little kitten.”

      Damn. “I’m telling the truth! Mine’s got more rust than paint now.”

      “Milo? Give your sister the Camry, and I’ll take you to the used dealership and sign your soul over to a salesman,” my father hollered.

      I sighed. “Just loan me the truck, Daddy.”

      Milo, one of the fraternal triplets from my parents’ thirteenth litter, opened the front door and popped his head out. “I don’t want to sign my soul over to a salesman, Dad. Harri doesn’t even like Toyotas. Give her the truck if you don’t want her driving her piece of shit.”

      Damn. My little brother was on a roll. “How’d you talk Dad out of the Camry, squirt?”

      “I begged and promised to share with Miles and Maurice, and we promised we’d share a place until we’re twenty-one. To sweeten the deal for our old man, we also promised if we got into any trouble, we’d call, even if it meant we had to ask for help with the rent.”

      Hah. That would make my parents happy, as they’d done too good of a job raising us to be independent. “Tell Daddy I won’t get mad if my car has an incident while I’m gone if he loans me the truck.”

      “Hey, old man. Harri will ignore if you fix her car problems, if you loan her the truck for the next week or two. She’s got to go get girly things done to her, and according to our research, she might come back to us as a lady if we leave her about her business. She’s going to a city ripe with single lycanthropes. Maybe she’ll bring back one she likes.”

      “Absolutely not,” my father announced.

      “It’s a wolf town, Milo. I don’t want no damned wolf.” My virus hated wolves with a passion, and even if I shacked up with one, the poor male would suffer from rejection for years to come. “My virus likes cats, thank you.”

      “Your virus doesn’t like anybody,” my father muttered.

      Well, my virus had an unhealthy interest in a bastard of a lion I sometimes ran into while working, but I went out of my way to avoid Sebastian. He roared. I purred. I purred whenever he roared, which meant my virus goaded me into making him roar, and whenever we entered the same room, fur flew. As far as enemies went, I could do worse, but who the hell wanted a CDC liaison breathing down their neck all the time? Last I checked, Sebastian worked with Interpol and one of the international drug organizations to put an end to the nastier drug trades.

      While I kept my activities legal, I didn’t need a damned lion poking his nose in my business. It tested me enough as it was that the CDC sometimes assigned him to some of my harder jobs.

      I had a strict no-lion policy.

      I just liked making the poor bastard roar from frustration. It pleased my virus. I also enjoyed having excuses to purr, and a lion’s roar masked the sounds of my purrs, as I had a reputation to maintain.

      “Be nice to Harri, Dad. Just give her the keys to your truck.”

      “I offered the car,” our father complained.

      Milo frowned, he narrowed his eyes, and he took his sweet time thinking about it. “You might want to take the car, Harri.”

      What the hell kind of car had my father gotten? “Why?”

      “It’s a convertible.”

      “You’re too damned old to be having a midlife crisis, Dad.”

      “My little kitten is mean today.”

      “Just give me the keys to your truck, please. Maybe I want to go find a mud puddle on the way and splash the truck through it.” Mud puddles made excellent excuses to clean out bloody evidence from the bed.

      “You’re going to return my truck filthy, aren’t you?”

      “I’ll wash your truck lovingly before returning him. I’ll even wash him by hand, and I’ll wax him and tell him sweet nothings in his ear. If you give me the keys without a fight, I’ll clean his interior, too. If you’re nice to me and hand over your lunch money, I’ll polish the chrome and do the tires while I’m at it.”

      My brother snickered and went back into the house. “Harri is here, and she’s stealing Dad’s truck.”

      I held out my hand for the keys and smiled. “I love you, Daddy.”

      He scowled but handed over the truck’s keys. I removed the keys to my piece of shit from my keychain, gave them a parting kiss, and handed them over. “Have fun trashing the asshole. Just make sure you clean out the glove box and the trunk before you go to town. Milo’s right. I don’t want a Toyota unless it’s their truck, because their trucks are pretty solid right now. But that’d have to be a new truck, and nobody can afford that. Get me something reliable with rust proofing.”

      “So, a Toyota.”

      Damn it. “Fine. I’ll deal with an antique Toyota, but I’m going to decorate it, and a t-rex will eat our stick family.”

      “You’d blow your entire budget getting the stickers needed if you tried that.”

      “That’s true. When are you having the next litter?”

      “Your ma’s two months in and happy as a clam, if you must know.”

      Damn. No wonder Dad had wanted me to come visit. At two months in, they would’ve gone to see a doctor within the past week or two. “Got a head count yet?”

      “There’s four of the little rascals, and she’s already picked out names.”

      After O came P, which meant my little brothers would be a matched set as usual. Knowing my parents, they’d pick the most common names they could think of to proudly carry on the family tradition. “Peter, Paul, Philip, and Patrick?”

      “I see you’ve been paying attention to how your momma likes to name our boys.”

      “I will be very unhappy if Philip isn’t actually a Paige.”

      “I’ll make sure your momma knows you want a sister named Paige.”

      “And if you get an entire litter of girls, they’re Paige, Patricia, Pamela, and Pandora.”

      My father laughed. “All right, little kitten. I’ll tell your momma you’ve named the girls should we have a litter of them this go around. Seems only fair you get a chance to name them, as you’ve told us many a time we failed you most bitterly when picking your name.”

      “Harri is a boy’s name, and my sisters deserve good names. But you can tell them what their boy names are if they want to use them, and then you’ll pay the legal fees to change them if they want.”

      “We did too good a job of raising you,” he grumbled.

      I pocketed his truck’s keys and waggled my fingers. “Lunch money.”

      Muttering curses under his breath, my father dug into his wallet and handed me a twenty. “We ran the ATM machine at the gas station clear out of money today, I’ll have you know.”

      I grinned. “Then you shouldn’t have used poor little Otis to have Uncle Henry attempt to dictate where I go on vacation.”

      “Yeah. He’s already prepared to be mugged. He pulled a hundred for you, and he’ll even let you fight him for it. I suggested you might need to work out your virus’s temper, as you’d sounded pretty riled up on the phone upon learning he tried to interfere with your vacation plans.”

      Sometimes, life could be nice to me. “Who’d he rob for that?”

      My father leaned close and whispered, “He’s handling contractors for the CDC, and they’re paying pretty well. Truth be told, he seeded a bunch of our wallets today as an apology, but don’t you be acting like you know that. Some of those suit wearers contributed extra, too. It seems we’ve all got a serious case of guilty conscience today, and we want you to have play money to go with your spa time.”

      While the lycanthropy virus could make a mess of things, it had its good points sometimes. “You know I was only going to shake people for a buck or two, right?”

      “We know. That’s why we handed in our change anywhere that’d let us swap out for twenties in town. You’ll just have to accept twenties, because that’s all we’ve got on us. Go start your shake down, little kitten. I recommend you start with Otis and the littles. They made us take them out to buy you some toys.”

      I loved my little brothers, who weren’t all that clear on how money worked; the appearance of toys meant money was doing okay in the family, and to them, nothing came above getting new toys. “You’ve had a busy hour.”

      “We divided and conquered. One of the toys is meant for grown-ups, and you can thank Uncle Henry for that one.”

      “What’s gotten into Uncle Henry?” Uncle Henry didn’t do nice. He would offer loans, and he’d give reasonable repayment plans, but he didn’t do nice. “It’s too early for Christmas. He does Christmas as early as October, and not a day sooner.”

      “Your birthday is coming up soon.”

      “In three months.”

      “How many months away from December is October?”

      Oh, right. Uncle Henry’s three-month rule applied to birthdays, too. “I acknowledge my stupidity and wish to be forgiven.”

      “That’s my kitten. You’re getting coal for your actual birthday, so you run on in and accept your presents now. Your brothers are getting coal, too. They deserve it.”

      I laughed at that. “What’d they do now?”

      “Mating season,” my father grumbled.

      “As evidenced by the fact Mother is pregnant again. And? We’re technically always in season, Dad. Our typical mating season is over. That was, oddly enough, around two months ago. In February and March. It’s now early May.”

      “And your twin brothers tend to go into season in late May to June, unlike your mamma, who likes following the more natural order of thing. She blames me.”

      Mom always blamed Dad for everything. “Just because my brothers lose all common sense in May and June doesn’t mean I have that problem.”

      I was a little liar, but as my virus was picky, my daddy’s nose never picked up on my mating season. As long as asshole lions named Sebastian didn’t cross my path and put up a fuss and roar, it didn’t matter if my virus got rowdy two months each year. When Sebastian came around, I had a purring problem, which led to more roaring until the lion ran away due to the frustration of a lynx taunting him. I enjoyed winning, and without fail, I won.

      I enjoyed hating the lion.

      The mention of mating season did remind me I needed to pick up a new bottle of my perfume when I reached Cincinnati; my old one had a spritz or two left and wouldn’t last through my chain of bounties. I had no idea how the CDC had done it, but it did a good job of confusing interested males and diverting their attention to elsewhere.

      I wondered if the perfume would work if I sprayed it in Sebastian’s face.

      “Harvey’s having that problem right now, and he’s having a particularly troublesome season.”

      I sucked in a breath and bounced on my toes. “Did he find a girl?”

      “She’s thinking about it.”

      I squealed, abandoned my father, and dove into the house. “Harvey, you mangey mutt, where are you?” In a five bedroom house, cramming in more than forty people meant someone occupied every inch of available space, and I needed to step over bodies on my way to the kitchen, the most likely place Hugh and Harvey would hide. “Come out, come out, Harvey. Daddy says you’ve been bothering a lady.”

      “I am not bothering her!” my brother replied from the direction of the kitchen.

      All right. I could get to the kitchen. It involved dodging a mix of men, mostly my brothers, but I could get there.

      Uncle Henry, who took tall and handsome to the extremes, waved from his spot sitting in the hallway, a hazard for anyone trying to reach the kitchen from the living room. I delayed from accosting my brother long enough to hold out my hand. “The contents of your wallet, sir. You’re a bad man, and you deserve to be mugged for your lunch money.”

      “This is more like your food budget for the entire time you’re in Cincinnati,” Uncle Henry complained, but he shifted his weight off his back pocket, retrieved his wallet, and handed me his cash. “I’ve learned my lesson. Please don’t kick me too hard.”

      I pocketed the money without counting it before jamming my toe into the side of his leg. As requested, I kept my kick on the softer side. “You can think about mugging my brothers for vacation money for a trip to Hawaii as a Christmas present, but this trip is to Cincinnati, and I won’t be tolerating any changes to my current vacation plans.”

      “I can work with that. You’re hard to shop for because you won’t usually accept presents. But you’ll accept presents from the little ones, so I abused my authority as your favorite uncle to utilize this loophole in the Uncle-Niece Relationship Contract.”

      Heaving a sigh, I nudged him with my toe again. “What did you buy, Uncle Henry?”

      “A laptop. You’re the only brat from this house over eighteen without one.”

      Technically, I had a laptop, but I made certain my family didn’t discover it, as I used it specifically for filing and claiming bounties. Having a computer that didn’t belong to my work would make my life a lot easier. “Really?”

      “Really. It’s a nice one, too. It made your fellow prisoners jealous.”

      I giggled over how Uncle Henry referred to Hugh and Harvey as my fellow prisoners. “Those jerks, evicting me from prison early. I could’ve used the few extra weeks.”

      “I heard that, Harri,” my mother complained from the kitchen. “My womb has not and never will be a prison.”

      “Tell that to the current inmates,” I shot back. “They better be girls this time, and I’ve already named them.”

      “Did you?” My mother, all five feet and zero inches of her, strolled out of the kitchen while dodging my brothers, who remained in various states of sprawled across the floor. “Did you discuss this with your father?”

      “He okayed my choices. If Philip isn’t a Philip, she’s a Paige, Patrick will be Patricia, Peter will be Pamela, and Paul will be Pandora.”

      With narrowed eyes promising vengeance, my mother looked me over. She, dressed in a frilly white and blue apron over a plain white farm dress, wouldn’t intimidate most folks, but I knew better.

      My momma was about to take a few chunks out of my hide for getting uppity.

      I braced for the worst.

      “I’m going with this on a single condition.”

      Yep, something was about to go down, and it wouldn’t end well for me. “What is your condition?”

      “You have a month. Bring home a man and make him a good one.”

      If I brought Sebastian home with me, the clan of lynxes would ensure he’d never bother me again. He’d also roar at least once before they took him down. He’d go down while I purred, and I saw zero problems with killing multiple birds with one stone. “What kind of man?”

      As long as she said lycanthrope or listed any decent qualification, I could probably jury rig it so Sebastian fit the bill.

      “One you hope to keep around, of course. What else use do you have for a man? If you can’t take him to bed, what would you do with one? All they do is complain, complain, complain.” My mother aimed a kick at Uncle Henry’s ribs, and he dove out of her reach. After a brief scuffle, he hid behind my legs. “I’ve never heard worse whining in my life before today, Harri.”

      Well, Sebastian might be useful in bed; he turned heads, and half the reason I enjoyed poking him with a stick involved sticking around to admire him while goading him. Roaring brought out his best attributes, and I bet any witnessing ladies would thank me if they learned I annoyed him on purpose. “Is that why I’m allowed to shake everybody down for their lunch money? Because honestly? I was expecting to be greeted at the door with an edict to pick my switch.”

      “You’re too pretty to switch,” my mother replied.

      My poor mother already suffered from pregnancy brain. Still, I could con the annoying lion into cooperating with me. All it would take was challenging his masculinity and courage to get him roaring and dancing to my tune. Making the inquiry would likely trip his trigger. How many times could I make the lion roar? Some games needed to be played, and I’d have a great time. “I will attempt to bring home a man, but I make no promises that my attempt will be successful. But I will make one genuine attempt to bring home a man while I am on vacation, presuming you keep all of the whining, infected males in your turf and away from my spa.”

      “Your brothers, father, and uncles will be thoroughly educated should they come within ten blocks of your spa.”

      “Five miles,” I countered, which would cover the entirety of planned hunting grounds in Cincinnati.

      “Very well. Five miles. Hear that, you wretches? You go within five miles of your sister’s spa, and there’ll be hell to pay. Now, get out your wallets and pay her off, and stop your damned whining already. Harri, darling, I’ve fried chicken in the kitchen for you for your drive, and so help me, if any of those monsters stole any of yours, they’ll live to regret it.”

      “I’ve been guarding her chicken, Ma,” either Hugh or Harvey replied from the kitchen.

      Damn them both, sounding, acting, and looking identical.

      “Thank you, Momma.”

      “I figured you could use a good meal, and that brother-in-law of mine was easy prey today. I told him if he was going to frame one of your little brothers to buy you a present, he’d butter you up with some proper fried chicken. Then I made him get enough to feed everybody.”

      “Did you clean the butcher out of chicken, Uncle Henry?”

      “I put in the order, and he laughed at me, and told me I may as well clean him out, as he’d only have four birds and some parts left over, so I did just that. It shouldn’t surprise me how fast so many cats can clean out a single butcher. If I’d been smart, I would’ve hit more than one, but I wasn’t. I’m still not sure how our little town keeps so many lycanthropes fed.”

      “We pay them to feed us,” my mother replied. “Now, pay the girl so she can hit the road with her chicken. She’s got a lot of driving to do.”

      “I promise I’ll clean the truck of any grease, Momma.”

      “Got him to give you the keys, did you? Good girl. What’d you have to concede to that old skinflint?”

      “He has the keys to my car. I already kissed them goodbye, as for some reason, I don’t think it’s going to survive.”

      “Good. It’s past its expiration date. Oh, Henry had something he wanted to talk to you about, so you let him fuss while I get your chicken ready. I made some tenders for you, too, so you can drive while you nibble. And don’t you go trying to eat the rest while you drive, missy. You can pull over and eat your fill like a civilized being.”

      “Yes, Momma,” I replied, aware she’d somehow figure out if I’d tried to gnaw on my favorite pieces of chicken while driving. The tenders would do a good job of keeping me amused until my virus demanded a proper feeding.

      My mother left, and I nudged Uncle Henry with my toe while my brothers got out their wallets and started gathering my lunch money. “What’s going on?”

      “There’s some new activity on the bounty hunter front, and this one’s targeting lycanthropes. The hunter has a pretty far range and has hits all over the United States. The CDC won’t tip me off on the name, gender, or race of the hunter, but this one targets lycanthropes in particular, and the CDC is looking for a handler. I’ve applied to be considered, and word on the wire is there’s a temp until a permanent one is found. I was given a warning due to being infected that I should drop a word to the clan, as this one will go after any lycanthrope guilty of ethics violations.”

      Crap. That sounded frighteningly familiar. “Ethics violations?”

      “Illegal or forced infections, illegal or coerced matings, violent crimes, and anything that warrants a kill bounty is their typical preference. While I have the code name, I’m not permitted to share it yet. I’ve only been authorized to notify everyone that the CDC has a bounty hunter who specializes in keeping us in line.”

      Yep, that definitely sounded familiar. “Momma would beat us if we even thought about breaking one of those rules, anyway. Why the warning?”

      “It’s a gentle reminder for the young lady and her brothers, all of whom are going into season this month.”

      I sighed. “Damn it, Uncle Henry. I’m not going to violate some man. And anyway, you know what happened the last time a man came sniffing around the house.”

      The poor bastard had seen my
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