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      Bailey and Quinn are back!

      Bailey Ember Gardener Quinn should’ve read the manual on caring for an incubus before marrying hers. The marriage license hadn’t mentioned anything about their sexy, insatiable ways. If she doesn’t get a single night of undisturbed rest soon, she’ll snap—or go on a napalm bender.

      Either would work.

      Recruiting Tiffany “Perkette” Perkins to be her partner-in-crime isn’t the best idea, but nothing says fun quite like a road trip, and Perkette the Misdemeanor Collecting Queen could teach the devil a thing or two about having a good time.

      Add in a string of rabies cases, more puppies than she can count (or readily adopt,) a job promotion, and her very own incubus in disguise on the hunt for her, and Bailey’s in for one hell of a ride.

      Warning: this novel contains excessive humor, a unicorn on a napalm bender, Quinn on the hunt, and more shenanigans than you can shake a stick at. Proceed with caution.
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            If I didn’t get a full night of sleep soon, someone would die

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Approximately four months following the events of Playing with Fire…

      

      

      
        
        Bailey

      

      

      I loved Quinn, but if I didn’t get a full night of sleep soon, someone would die. I gave it even odds on which one of us would bite the bullet. I’d either expire from his drive to prove he was the perfect man, or I’d snap, pop a few transformatives, and shove my horn so far up his ass it would take a surgeon to separate us.

      Come hell or high water, I’d enjoy a full eight hours of sleep. No, I’d enjoy twelve, not my current three to four. Not only would I enjoy my rest, I’d have a great time securing it, too.

      Quinn loved the chase. It made him feel important, feeding his ego and adding extra spring in his step. The smug incubus-in-disguise didn’t need any more damned spring in his step. He needed to be sedated, tucked into bed, and used as a quiet but sexy pillow.

      Damn it. That was the entire issue.

      Neither one of us had an off switch, and Quinn viewed it as his personal mission in life to fill my every craving. The months since our haphazard marriage had changed nothing.

      When he walked into the room, my panties spontaneously combusted.

      I checked out the bedroom window to make certain he’d taken his cruiser to work. He had.

      Excellent.

      The snow would screw with my plans for a while, but I’d make do. I wouldn’t use my stash of transformatives until I reached somewhere a lot warmer and dryer. I’d eliminate Las Vegas from my bucket list first. If my tall, dark, and handsome failed to find me there, I’d head to California.

      All I needed to do was confirm my partner-in-crime still wanted to haul ass across the United States. Using the day-old phone I’d purchased with cash, I called Tiffany.

      She answered on the second ring. “Your man’s cruising your block, and he’s got mine in the car with him. If we want to bust out of this joint sometime today, you need to encourage them to leave. Why does he insist on prowling your block for twenty minutes every damned morning?”

      “The same reason there are transformatives stashed in every room in the house, Perkette. It’s also the same reason he ripped out a perfectly good fireplace and installed a new one. He’s insane.”

      “Bailey, we’ve talked about this before. He’s not insane. He loves you. Now, go text him on your other phone and give him the list of things we picked for clues. After you’re done, we’ll wait for your chief to pull over, read your message, and head to work. If all goes to plan, he’ll be distracted by your requests and fail to notice anything amiss.”

      However much it pained me to admit it, Tiffany was right. Whenever I asked for anything, Quinn went overboard catering to me. I sighed. “He’s worse than a puppy.”

      “It’s so difficult handling a loving man. Mine needs some excitement in his life, too. That’s what we’re doing. We’re giving them some excitement for Christmas.”

      “Or signing up for a divorce.”

      “The cretins need the time off anyway. If it takes them two weeks to find us, they obviously need to brush up on their detective skills. Have you sent him the list yet?”

      “Working on it, working on it,” I muttered, pulling up the note I’d meticulously typed out, copying it to a text message. “He’s going to think I’ve lost my mind. Who asks for an indoor rose plant, not for eating? I had to specify, Perkette. If I don’t, he gets too much. Last time, he bought three dozen roses, and he made certain they were food quality.”

      “You specified the color, right? That’s important.”

      “Yes, yes. I specified eleven orange roses, not for eating, and I indicated I’d like to plant them outside eventually. I also asked for a single red rose, too. Also not for eating.”

      “You have to admit you have issues with his rose bushes, Bailey.”

      “I have issues, period.”

      “That, too.”

      I sighed. “Do you think he’ll figure it out?”

      “Maybe your man will need help, but mine is a mad scientist freak with a puzzle fetish. They’ll be fine. Just make sure you’re ready to roll and read from the script if he calls you on the house line.”

      I texted that I had work to do and would have my phone off for a while before I killed the device and tossed it under the couch for safekeeping. “I told him I had work.”

      His inability to reach me would drive him home right on time, which would begin the hunt, as he’d begin searching for me within five minutes of discovering I’d given him the slip.

      I hoped he liked the effort I’d put into wrapping his first clue, an old Elvis vinyl and a record player for his enjoyment.

      “Bailey?”

      “Phone is off. I’m about to stage the box. Did Perky leave your car in the garage this morning?”

      “I already parked it in the neighbor’s garage and gave her the keys. Your man’s baby will be safe. Don’t forget the card or your bag.”

      “I won’t.”

      “And definitely don’t forget the saddle, bridle, or transformatives.”

      “I won’t. Have they left yet?”

      “No, but Mr. Police Chief just pulled into a driveway around the corner from your house. If he heads to work, we’ll know he’s taken the bait.”

      How had I let Perkette talk me into her special brand of insanity?

      Oh, right. I missed sleep.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Quinn

      

      

      My phone beeped, and I glanced at the device. While Bailey often messaged me to reassure herself, she usually waited longer than ten minutes. Our morning routine hadn’t changed; she’d crawled out of bed with the same general liveliness of a half-dead slug while I’d kept a close eye on her until she finished her shower. Rewarding her with kisses for restoring her base ability to function had earned me a hefty dose of her contentment.

      All in all, she’d been more energetic than usual.

      “You may as well pull over, Sam. I know that’s Bailey’s text tone. If you don’t, you’ll fret.”

      Some days, partnering with Perkins gave me a headache. “Why am I driving you to work again?”

      “Tiffany wanted to move to Queens, I don’t have a cruiser today, and she wanted the car. As you’re so compassionate—and you didn’t want me to be late getting to work—you agreed to drive me in. Just pull over before she calls—or decides to take the convertible for a joy ride and tail you today.”

      She would. She’d done it twice, and it amazed me that my car had survived. The third time, I’d endured her at her worst, running around a late fall Manhattan on four hooves, determined to make certain I stayed out of trouble. Cindercorns didn’t handle cold weather well, and she’d about scared the life out of me after reversing back to human. It had taken hours for her to warm back up, and she’d suffered from symptoms of hypothermia for several days before recovering.

      Her ability to attract catastrophe sent me to work early to do a sweep of the neighborhood. I never found any trouble, but I felt better for putting in the effort. Once I checked to make certain I couldn’t see the house, I pulled into someone’s driveway to check my phone.

      A ten item wish list waited for me, and every request puzzled me. “I love my wife, but she’s a little weird sometimes, Perkins.”

      “A little? She turns into a fire-breathing unicorn with a meat fetish and views sunshine as a mode of transportation. She defines weird. What does she want? She’s usually too shy to ask you for anything, leaving you to make guesses. Outside of a photo of you shirtless and wearing a suit for her, has she asked for anything for Christmas?”

      “I think she just did? Maybe?”

      “Hit me with it. What does she want?”

      “Eleven orange rose bushes and one red one. She’s made a note they’re not for her consumption.”

      “Orange roses?” Perkins fetched his phone. “Well, symbolically, they might mean she either wants you in bed or she’s enthusiastic about something. Oh, that’s interesting. Eleven implies you’re her treasure. That’s surprisingly sweet coming from her. One red rose is easy. She loved you from the moment she saw you.”

      “Perkins, don’t you have this backwards? She’s asking me to give them to her.”

      “This is Bailey we’re talking about here. She’d probably choke on her tongue trying to admit any of this out loud. I kept the picture of when she blurted she loved you at the station. Remember what happened? She locked herself in the bathroom for two hours. Amanda’s positive she heard Bailey moaning about how her life was over and she’d made a mess of everything again.”

      I sighed. I loved my wife, but Perkins was right. She defined weird. “You think she’s trying to tell me that this way?” I smiled, shook my head, and laughed. “All right. She would. We’ve only been married a few months. She’ll figure it out soon.”

      I hoped. If she didn’t, I might go insane.

      “What else is on the list?”

      “A trip to a car dealership to look around.”

      “Well, it’s about time on that front. She drives the convertible like a little old lady afraid of the speed limit.” Shaking his head, Perkins joined me in laughing. “Get her a big truck. She’ll feel safe in it.”

      I checked her list, and the next item worried me. Sober, Bailey was a handful. When exposed to napalm, she turned into a building-wrecking menace. What would happen if I gave her alcohol? “The recipe for a rather large margarita is next on the list.”

      “Does she even drink?”

      “Not often. Last time she had anything to drink, she was out with your wife and came home traumatized.”

      “My wife is very talented at traumatizing people and making them like it. I’m sorry Tiffany traumatized Bailey again. I’m impressed, though. She got Bailey to drink something?”

      “Bailey said she needed the drink to take the edge off.”

      “Tiffany was probably committing a misdemeanor again.”

      “Probably. Maybe Bailey wants me to drink half of it with her?”

      “Drinking half would be the gentlemanly thing to do and might save her from alcohol poisoning. What else is she after?”

      “A new pillow, pajamas, a necklace as badass as she is—her words, for the record. I think she was running out of ideas, as the rest is new pieces of tack listed individually.  She claims I feed her too much. As such, her old set is pinching.”

      “The tack will be hard to get in time for Christmas, but the other stuff is feasible. Have you told her about the proposal yet?”

      I grimaced. After I had married Bailey, the CDC had started looking into every option possible to unload my wife onto the NYPD, and the NYPD had taken to the idea with disturbing enthusiasm. “Not yet. I’m worried how she’ll take her reclassification. She’s convinced the CDC is going to poke her some more. The proposal to work for the NYPD might break her brain for a few weeks.”

      “Everyone at work already knows.”

      “I know.” I sighed at her final message, which informed me she’d have her phone off for the rest of the day. “It looks like her asshole boss has her scheduled in for today, too.”

      “Do you think she’ll make a good chief?”

      I knew she would—if I could convince her to give the job a shot. “We’re going to find out, and when she freaks out, I’m going to tell her it’s her fault for tailing me at work while wearing her fur coat. I should be grateful she’s figured out how to reverse the transformation on her own.”

      It had taken me tripping over my own feet and spraining my ankle to do it, but once her panic had worn off, something had clicked in her head, and with a little effort, she could force herself to change back to human. She still needed a transformative to become a full unicorn, but I’d caught her with a pair of horse ears once trying to gain full control over her shapeshifting abilities.

      I, rather wisely in my opinion, hadn’t told anyone she might be able to transform into a cindercorn without the help of transformatives.

      Perkins sighed. “You have to give the commissioner credit; if she’s partnered with you, it’ll take an army to get near you. Say what you will about the Calamity Queen, but when it comes to you, she’ll set the world on fire to keep you safe.”

      “Or a chunk of Wall Street.”

      “No one in Manhattan is stupid enough to piss her off after that.”

      I snorted, fighting my smile over my wife’s antics. “She braided my grandfather’s snakes last week because he wouldn’t let us participate in an adoption match.”

      “As prospective parents?”

      “Temporary foster, but she’s got a soft heart for the kids. My grandfather thought Bailey would be too vicious, and if I join a match, everyone will back out because of my rank. It’s unfair. Bailey also thinks it’s unfair as she’s eager and able to beat anyone who even thinks about hurting a kid. She hasn’t said anything yet about wanting kids, but she’s been eyeing her birth control in the morning. As far as I can tell, she’s debating between lighting it on fire or tossing it in the trash can. I’m not even sure if she’s using it right now at all. I try not to pry.”

      “She’s something else. She really hasn’t worked up the nerve to ask you about kids? She doesn’t even need birth control with you. You can control your own fertility—and hers.”

      “She feels better about herself when she’s responsible about when we become parents. She has so many self-esteem problems I can’t undermine the work she’s doing—and she’s gaining confidence in that department, at least.”

      “Still. I’m worried about her. Maybe you need to make the first move?”

      I shook my head. “It took her months to work up the nerve to ask for presents, Perkins. I’ve already gotten things for her, but she’s mortified even asking me to pick up groceries. She’ll get there. She’s already improving, but it takes time for someone to get over what she’s been through.”

      I suspected most of her hesitation involved old, buried trauma involving her asshole parents.

      She’d spent her entire life believing nobody wanted her in the world, and she struggled to come to terms with how she was my everything.

      Perkins snorted. “We need to work on her self-esteem issues.”

      “We?”

      “You have met your wife, right? You’re going to need all the help you can get. Did she include the measurements for her new tack?”

      “She did.”

      “Since when has Bailey ever made things easy on you?”

      “I’m definitely worried about that,” I admitted, praying she hadn’t found some new way to scare the life out of me.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Bailey

      

      

      I had time to second, triple, and quadruple guess our plan to escape life for a while before Perkette confirmed our husbands had abandoned their morning sweep to go to work.

      “They talked for longer than I expected,” Perky’s wife muttered. “It’s likely Arthur’s fault. He’s a thinker, and when he’s done thinking, he starts talking.”

      “He has a name other than Perky?”

      “When he’s been bad or has to sign legal papers. Some people even call him Officer Perkins so they lower their chances of being arrested.”

      “I’m still trying to figure out how a doctor became a cop,” I admitted.

      “The same way you married one of the hottest men in Manhattan. He sucked at being a doctor but makes one hell of a good cop.”

      “I don’t see how him sucking at being a doctor relates to Quinn marrying me. I was a good barista, damn it!”

      “You’d make a better cop, and no matter what people tell you, you’re a shitty CDC contractor because you hate being a living janitor. You want something more, and we both know it. My man’s a much better cop because he feels like he makes more of a difference.”

      Understanding stabbed me deep in the chest. “He lost patients.”

      Cops lost battles all the time. Sometimes, they arrived too late to the scene of the crime, stuck with solving a murder when they’d wanted nothing more than to prevent the death. Sometimes, there was just nothing they could do to change circumstances, but I respected their drive to make a real difference.

      Doctors waged a daily battle, and they lost as often as they won. Doctors faced death far more frequently than cops did.

      “The first time he lost a kid in the ER, I knew he wouldn’t last long as a doctor. Part of his soul died that day. I saw an ad for forensics work, so I left it on his desk. He is who he is, so he went all in and became a cop. He didn’t want to solve the mystery in a lab. He wanted to get his hands dirty trying to save the world. He’s doing work he takes pride in now. That’s what you need, too. After you get some sleep and we force our men to join us on an adventure, of course.”

      Of course. I laughed so hard I struggled to breathe. “Me? A cop? They’d look at my magic rating and toss my app. While laughing at me.”

      “Your realistic magic rating is on par with your husband’s. I don’t know why the CDC hasn’t upgraded you yet.”

      I understood why, and I shrugged. “Cheaper labor.”

      “Whatever you say, Mrs. Millionaire. Get your tack in the car, grab your bag, and pick me up already. I’ve reached my quota of lurking in the bushes spying on our spouses. I want a good head start before they figured out we bailed town. Move it, woman!”

      As I didn’t want Perkette to ram her foot up my ass, I shut up and did as told.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Quinn

      

      

      A pile of paperwork, which included my wife’s employment file, her boss, and Commissioner Jack Dowry waited in my office. I regretted having spent the time doing my sweep when I could’ve stayed in bed with Bailey for a few extra minutes. I needed fortification when dealing with two doses of trouble.

      “Commissioner Dowry, Mr. Clemmends,” I greeted, determined to remain cordial despite my desire to shift and give my wife’s boss a full dose of my gorgon powers. “What can I do for you this morning?”

      With Mr. Clemmends in my office, I no longer wondered why Bailey had her phone off for the rest of the day. She’d be lucky if they gave her time to breathe to ensure things remained quiet.

      Commissioner Dowry claimed my couch and sat with a tired groan. “We want to move ahead with partnering you with your wife. Our research confirms our initial thoughts. She fits well with us and has the right skills for the job. The CDC can’t push off elevating her rating, and frankly, it’ll be cheaper for us to bump her to your pay scale with bonus hazard pay. With her abilities, you’ll be a lot more effective in the field, too.”

      When my boss planned a speech like that, it wasn’t up for discussion. I was expected to like the decision and make the most of the situation. However, I worried Bailey had somehow developed foresight. By the end of the day, I’d be more than happy to share her monster margarita with her. “What’s the timeline for her promotion?”

      “We’re hoping for January, no later than the end of the month. We wanted your advice on how best to approach her about the situation. The CDC has already written the transfer contract. For the first six months, she’ll be a liaison, after which the NYPD will move her to exclusive employment with a full salary and benefits.”

      Mr. Clemmends smirked but remained quiet.

      It sank in they’d found a way to transfer Bailey without warning or recourse. When she found out, she’d blow a fuse. Not only would she blow a fuse, she’d have just cause to transform and scorch my ass over the situation. I’d accept the scorching as I should have told her the instant I’d heard the first rumblings of her impending promotion.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      “Please tell me she’ll have a competitive salary.” If I went home and told her she’d be forced to work with me on a lower salary, her fragile self-esteem would completely shatter, and I’d have to start all over again convincing her she was worth the air she breathed.

      My boss chuckled. “She’ll do quite well on the salary front. The NYPD has decided to treat her CDC education and experience as equivalent, which gave me grounds to propose a salary match with you. It was approved. Future raises will be performance based, but you can guide her on how to handle counter proposals and raise requests as needed. Honestly, I think you two will remain salary matched to keep the peace in the family. That leads me to the next bit of business.”

      I didn’t want extra business. The promotion was too much business for me to deal with in one day. I sat behind my desk and wished I could beat myself into unconsciousness on the polished surface. “Go on.”

      “We need to try two other chief pairs; they arrived from out west yesterday. We’re loaning them some of your officers until after Christmas. You’re on full shift until the end of the day, then you’re on paid leave until the second.”

      “Of January?” I blinked. “You’re giving me three weeks of paid vacation?”

      “Since Officer Perkins has been paired with you, he’ll enjoy the same arrangement. Frankly, you both have been working too much, you need a breather, and you could use the time to prepare Bailey for her new work. While you’re on leave, we’ll be doing some construction and shuffling on this floor to give your wife a proper office here and make it easier for her to get around when transformed.”

      I foresaw a disaster of epic proportions, but I also saw an opportunity. “Bailey needs new tack. Hers is pinching. She’s already given me the measurements, but she might fill out some more, so altering the design to include adjustable straps might be a good idea.”

      “She’s a healthy weight now?”

      “Close. A few more pounds in muscle and she’ll be set.” I smiled at the thought of her progress, her obsessive enjoyment of greasy fries, and how she’d lost her gaunt edge, which had been replaced with vibrant energy.

      If I could convince her to stop feeling so embarrassed when I noticed her good moods, I’d be much happier. One day, she would understand I loved everything about her. I loved her when she shined. I loved her when she got lost in the dark, too.

      She hated when I noticed or worried.

      We made quite the pair.

      “Good. Mr. Clemmends will be at the station all day if you have any questions. He’s polling our offices to better evaluate what sorts of contractors he needs to have trained in the next batch of recruits.”

      I kept my mouth shut. If Bailey’s boss wanted my opinion, he’d ask for it. He didn’t. I made it through the mandatory small talk without succumbing to my desire to remind the man why it wasn’t wise to toy with my wife.

      It occurred to me I could dodge most of the blame in her promotion. When I told Bailey her boss had masterminded the entire situation, she’d forget my role in her promotion for at least ten minutes.

      The two men left my office, and I waited for them to reach the elevator before barking an order for Perkins to join me for a talk.
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            This officially sucks.

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Bailey

      

      

      The universe hated me. A light dusting of snow ensured the roads would be hell by the time we escaped New York. I barely eased Quinn’s convertible to a halt before Perkette slid into the vehicle, wrinkling her nose. Since she knew I wouldn’t even think about putting the vehicle into gear until she buckled up, she grabbed her seatbelt and clipped it into place.

      “This officially sucks,” she announced.

      “Good thing we’re headed to Vegas, then. Does Vegas ever get cold?” I hoped not. I already shivered, and I had the heat in the convertible blasting.

      “Hell if I know. Think you can handle some snow as a unicorn?”

      “Will it kill me? No. Will I kill you for making me? Very probably. Someone better be dying before I deal with snow as a unicorn.”

      “Point taken. We’ll use our second plan, then.”

      I’d lost count of Perkette’s plans. “Is that the one where we pay a cabbie a horrific amount of money to take us to a rental place?”

      “Yes, it is. It’s also the one where I get to drive because at this pace, we’ll reach my house sometime next year. Sam isn’t going to get upset with you even if you crash your convertible.”

      No matter how often Quinn—and everyone else—fed me the same line, I didn’t believe it. One day, the bubble of my happiness would burst, and it would be my fault. “He really loves this car.”

      “He loves you more. You’ll get used to it one of these days. A little time away will do you both some good. Don’t worry about the car. Just get us to my house, Bailey. I said it once, I’m saying it again. Don’t give our men a chance to ruin our plans.”

      If she wanted anything faster than ten below the speed limit when it was snowing, she was wrong and I wasn’t going to listen to her bitch about it. Arrive alive was my motto when it came to driving, and she’d just have to cope with it.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Quinn

      

      

      What could go wrong did go wrong, and for a rare change, Bailey had nothing to do with it. My cousin did. Murdering the asshole would land me in trouble with my family, but would anyone really blame me? He needed to return to Jersey where he belonged and stay out of my jurisdiction.

      More importantly, he needed to stay the hell away from my wife.

      “You can’t petrify him,” Perkins reminded me. “You’d have to transform in public to do that.”

      Why had I spilled my dirty shapeshifting secret to Perkins? Ah, right. I had done it so I wouldn’t scare the life out of him if I needed to shift while on duty. One day, it would happen. When it did, it would create the kind of mess that might get me fired. Humans didn’t like when the other species got too high up in the pecking order, and in reality, I was only human on paper.

      I growled and wished I could shift just so I could lash my tail and hiss properly. “He’s deep in the park. I can get away with it.”

      “No, Sam. I know you’re still cranky he picked a fight with Bailey, but you’re on official police business. Honestly, I usually wouldn’t care, but I don’t feel like getting caught in the crossfire of two gorgons duking it out today. Just think about it this way: we get three weeks of paid time off at Christmas.”

      I fully intended on enjoying Christmas with Bailey. “He wanted to pick her as his bride.”

      “I know. He ultimately picked a fight. Let it go. Anyway, you’re so tightly bound to her thanks to your heritage you don’t even need your magical ball and chain. No one else has a chance with her. Focus on that.”

      Logically, I knew he was right. Unfortunately, my demonic side felt a need to claim territory daily, my angelic side endured almost as many anxiety attacks as Bailey did on a bad day, and my gorgon side wanted to make a big family for me to coddle.

      Add in the rest of my questionable genetics, and it was no wonder Bailey woke up a tired mess in the morning. I’d never get enough of her.

      I needed to work on that.

      “Quinn, you’re growling a little too much there.”

      I grunted, stopped growling, and curbed my desire to hiss at my partner out of spite. “I’m worried. Bailey was acting weird this morning. I was hoping to skip home over lunch to check on her. Instead, I’m headed into Central Park to scold my cousin for scaring the humans.”

      “Be grateful he hasn’t petrified anyone yet. We could be done here in twenty minutes.”

      “But not in time for us to skip home and check on our ladies,” I complained.

      “You’re being almost as absurd as Bailey. She’s working. Let the woman work in peace. I know you’re worried, but she can take care of herself most of the time.”

      “It’s the rest of the time I’m worried about,” I replied.

      “While your concern is justified, she’s been careful to stay out of trouble lately. She’s even doing better on the self-esteem front, too. Think about it this way: she’s made it clear you’re her one and only. Don’t worry so much. Frankly, I’m thinking I might get you both some counseling for Christmas. You’re both suffering from extreme insecurities.”

      “I trust Bailey. It’s everyone else driving Bailey batty I’m worried about.” I shrugged and kept trudging across the park to where the calls claimed my cousin was making a menace of himself. “It’s been quiet. Too quiet. When it gets too quiet, something bad happens to Bailey.”

      “Can we just get through this so we can get back to the station? I’m freezing my ass off. It’s snowing.”

      “And why are you in a mood today, Perkins?”

      “My wife will be less than pleased to learn I’m being reassigned. She hates when I get a new partner. I become an insufferable asshole for weeks.”

      “I’m pairing you with Nilman, unless you have a problem with that idea.”

      “I can live with that arrangement. Where will you put Cotsman?”

      “I’m moving him into the domestic violence division. He wants to diversify, and with a kid on the way, he’s motivated.” As delaying wouldn’t help matters for me, I picked up the pace, and Perkins matched my stride. “Thoughts?”

      “Are we going to be backing you in the field?”

      “Bailey likes you both, and it’ll help ease her into her new position, so yes.”

      “This is going to be a disaster,” he predicted.

      While I agreed, I did believe Bailey would thrive working with me in the field. She had a lot of learning ahead of her, but she deserved to be more than a cleaner for the CDC. She’d still have to tackle the nasty jobs, but she’d enjoy a better base pay per incident and the hazard bonuses contractors didn’t usually receive.

      She wouldn’t get any more excessive payouts like the one that had rocketed her straight into being a millionaire, but she’d be a lot happier.

      I just needed to convince her that she could handle the job, somehow get her registered to take the critical police academy courses, and teach her how to be a cop in less than two months.

      I needed to ask my grandfather for a miracle, as I worried one would be needed to prepare her on such short notice.

      As reported, my cousin loitered in the heart of Central Park. “Darrel.”

      “I’ve got some intel for you. There’s a New Jersey hive after your bride.”

      The world froze around me as the implication of his announcement sank in. I tensed, and I fought against the various facets of my genetics joining forces for the same cause: to protect what was ours.

      Shifting would give me better weapons to accomplish that, but I resisted the desire to change shapes. “Who and why?”

      I flexed my hands and clacked my teeth together.

      “The Dover main hive needs a surrogate. A former police recruit, some idiot named John Winfield, tipped the male off about her immunities. They didn’t research her much before putting in an offer, and they certainly didn’t do any research on you. They have no idea they’ve bitten off more than they can chew. From what I can tell, they believe she’s an easy grab. I’m not sure why they believe they can coerce her into being their hive’s surrogate, however. Perhaps the male was raised by humans?”

      It happened. Gorgon whelps sold for a fortune on the black market, and once they reached adulthood, some escaped and formed hives without understanding the intricacies of being a gorgon.

      I remembered John Winfield, and the mention of the former cadet’s name added to my irritation. “John Winfield was removed from the force following the 120 Wall Street incident due to behavior inappropriate for a police officer.” I considered the rest of my cousin’s statement. “Our marriage isn’t exactly common knowledge. I didn’t make a formal announcement, and Bailey isn’t secure enough to be the one doing the announcing. She’s still deciding if she wants a formal wedding.”

      Perkins scratched his head and sighed, shaking his head. “Your marriage may not be general knowledge for the public, but everyone in law enforcement is aware,” Perkins corrected.

      My day was looking a lot grimmer—and a great deal more annoying—than it had even ten minutes ago. “When did Dover’s hive decide to stoop to kidnapping Bailey?”

      My cousin shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine, but it’s pretty obvious that former recruit is out for revenge. Selling your bride out to a hive is foolish at best, but the hive’s desperate and she’s immune.”

      I tried to imagine what Bailey might do to an entire hive given ten minutes and a hit of transformatives. No, I needed to stop the hive before Bailey found out about the situation. She would wipe out all but the young and wallow in guilt over it for years, and she’d terrify a few years off my life in the process. “That poor hive. Are there any young?”

      “Two whelps, a boy and a girl. Same hatching,” my cousin replied. “Why?”

      “Bailey’s itching for a fight. If she finds out that hive wants to take her, it’ll be a bloodbath—theirs. Once she’s done killing the adults, she’ll want to adopt the whelps.”

      “They do have the boy. If you start a hive, he’ll make for a good trade.”

      “Darrel, we’re talking about Bailey here. She will murder anyone who tries to trade for a whelp in her care. I might be able to sell her on fostering, but I expect I’ll be saddled with both until adulthood. They can socialize in your hive if that’s the case.” The offer would please my entire family, and my cousin was in a position his hive could support another breeding male.

      His serpents stirred, watching me with interest. “My hive is large enough to support a young breeding male,” he confirmed. “We could just wipe the hive out and take the whelps. They can be part of my hive’s bride present for your wedding.”

      Sometimes, I hated gorgons. Other times, I loved everything about our twisted society.

      Perkins snickered. “That’s one way to handle this. Can you get proof that former cadet contacted this Dover hive?”

      “I have sufficient evidence, Officer Perkins.” My cousin smiled, and showed off his fangs. “For gorgon law.”

      I could make a few guesses, especially after evaluating witness reports of the cadet’s treatment of my wife and his general attitude. “The idiot emailed the hive, didn’t he?”

      “Indeed. To make it worse, for him that is, the Dover hive’s patriarch asked around about Bailey Gardener. I requested a copy of the offer. He sent it to me. He plans to offer five hundred thousand. I told him she was worth much more than that. I got the feeling that was all he had to offer. I also got the feeling he would pursue her without an accepted bride offer.”

      Kidnapping and coercion went against everything I’d been taught by my father and grandfather. It even went against what my cousin had been taught, although he’d suffered through a complete lapse of judgment following an alcoholic bender and exposure to an incubus.

      The exposure to an incubus part of the equation had grudgingly won him my forgiveness.

      He had gotten his ass handed to him by my wife, and I understood what demonic powers could do to someone. In part, it was why I always hesitated to reveal any of my demonic nature.

      Unfortunately for me, Bailey could be very convincing, and once she coaxed me into shapeshifting, she had a way of making my common sense dribble out of my ears.

      We made quite the pair.

      I sighed and shook my head. Considering how poorly Bailey had taken my cousin’s multi-million dollar offer, she’d enter orbit over only being offered five hundred thousand. “Amanda’s been teaching her self-defense. While I will do everything in my power to prevent another hive from even looking at her, I pity this patriarch should he manage to get near her.”

      Perkins snickered again, which grew into boisterous laughter. “She’ll get so mad she might spontaneously combust. After she’s done laying waste to the entire hive, I wish you luck convincing her she has value.”

      Bowing my head, I closed my eyes and sighed again. And again. I sighed a few extra times for good measure. “It’d be best if she doesn’t find out about this. She’s going to have enough trouble accepting she’s going to be a Chief Quinn soon.”

      My cousin cackled. “She’s going to turn the entire city upside down. Which jurisdiction is to be blessed with her?”

      The sarcasm I expected from my cousin didn’t come, and when I lifted my head, he watched me with open interest. “They’re partnering her with me.”

      My cousin nodded, his expression satisfied. “Well, I’d like to see anyone get to you with her around. She’s vicious. She sometimes flails, but she flails viciously. And I’ll give her credit. She punches hard when mad.”

      I’d always treasure the memory of my wife beating my drunk cousin. “You deserved it.”

      “I did. I regret I didn’t find her first.”

      I only regretted marrying Audrey before meeting Bailey. “Thank you for not finding her first.”

      “Who am I kidding? You two were made for each other. I know of no other capable of handling her fire without being burned.” My cousin shrugged. “She’d burn the entire world to ash for your sake. That’s what I want, for a woman to look at me like your bride looks at you. I doubt she’s easy to love, but what you have will last. I don’t typically believe in fate, but perhaps with you two, it was simply meant to be. How do you want me to handle the Dover hive?”

      “Talk to your old man, and when you do, tell him my old man keeps telling Bailey she’s too vicious to participate in the fostering matches. Should the Dover hive suffer from any unfortunate accidents pursuing my bride, she has first right to claim the whelps. I intend to back her on it, and I will fight for her if she’s barred.”

      “While shifted?” My cousin’s snakes hissed their opinion of that. “You’ll scare off the competition.”

      “I’m all right with that. Bailey isn’t. She’s stuck on earning the fosters properly. I’m much lazier than she is.”

      I was also more ruthless, and if she wanted to foster children, I would end every fight as quickly as possible before accepting my beating as the victor.

      “Whatever works. I’ll try to defuse the Dover situation. What do you want me to do about that washed-out cadet? He’s going to become a problem.”

      “Get what information you can on him. When I’m finished with him, he’ll regret the day he thought he could touch my wife,” I swore.
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      As I couldn’t drive worth a shit and Perkette wanted to reach Vegas sometime this year, I navigated. Navigation I could do. I didn’t even need a map to guide her across the city to the mainland. After that, I informed my new, fancy phone I wanted to go to the Venetian in Las Vegas, and it dutifully relayed directions at the appropriate intervals.

      I loved my new phone, and the next time my husband tried to coax me into accepting something a little shinier than the cheapest model available on the market, I’d listen to him. “Did you know Quinn believes he can’t teach me how to use his laptop to save his life? The same goes for all tech. I’ve convinced him I’m completely and totally hopeless with all technology. In reality, I can use his phone like a boss. He just doesn’t know that. According to him, it’s a miracle I know how to text him. Am I a bad wife for liking when he does all the computer things for me because he likes it?” I held up my new phone. “He’ll like this phone. He’ll be delighted I picked it. It’s the most expensive model of the brand he likes.”

      “You’re not stupid, Bailey. Why are you playing dumb with your husband?”

      “It confuses him,” I admitted. “And he has this really cute expression when he gets flustered. Then he tries to help so much, so I feel bad when I can do something on my own, but he’s so eager to help.”

      “You know how to use his laptop, don’t you? And his phone. And all of the technological doodads in your house.”

      I loved that a scientist referred to technology as doodads. “Maybe a little.”

      “This is going to be so good. Describe your actual skill with his computer, please.”

      “I hate not knowing how to do something, so I looked it up online. Next thing I knew, I was upgrading his antivirus and basic protections because his are shit, but he doesn’t know his are shit because I run mine in the background. And because I added extra programs, I may have taken his laptop to a store for a memory upgrade so he wouldn’t notice. He hasn’t. He’s a very confused man sometimes. Well, I might sometimes tell him about weird porn to see what he’ll do. He gets so embarrassed, Perkette. And the best part? He has no idea if I’ve actually watched any of it.”

      “Have you?”

      “Hell no. Why would I? I’m married to an incubus. Well, that’s not quite true. I tried watching one once because I was curious. The girl looked bored, and the guy looked like he wanted to be anywhere other than a studio filming porn. It wasn’t sexy. At all. And they couldn’t act worth a shit. I just browse for weird porn ideas in stealth mode and make a mental note of the interesting headlines to tease him.”

      “That must drive him crazy.”

      “I don’t do it on purpose—usually. He just worries he isn’t being husbandly enough, and then I try to tell him he’s so much better than those weirdos who think watching each other pee is sexy.”

      “Don’t you mean pee on each other?”

      I snickered. “Quinn isn’t sure, and it drives him insane. He’s part angel, Perkette. Even the thought of checking porn for any reason freaks him out. All he’d have to do is ask what I’m doing. I’d tell him. While laughing. I can’t help it. He makes the best expressions, and it’s so hard to keep from laughing.”

      “And add in his obsession with making you laugh, and it’s a recipe for disaster. One of these days, you’re going to choke to death trying not to laugh, and he’s going to have a heart attack from twisted porn. It’s a good thing porn is legal or he’d already be halfway in his grave.”

      “It doesn’t hurt—or help—that I sometimes spike dinner with pixie dust without telling him.”

      “You are half the reason you don’t get enough sleep.”

      I grinned. “At least I’m honest about it.”

      “You know what? I can’t blame you. If Arthur packed incubus genes, I’d be running on a lack of sleep and need an intervention, too. Trust me on this one, Bailey. Even vanilla human men like their sex plentiful.”

      “I’d say I know that, but then I’d be lying.”

      “I feel like I need to take you to some strip clubs when we’re in Vegas. Your innocence isn’t refreshing. It’s downright terrifying.”

      “It’s Quinn’s fault,” I announced. “It’s all his fault. He walks in the room, and I forget other men exist. I’ve been told this is a good thing.”

      “For someone who is part angel like your chief? Yeah, it’s a good thing.”

      “What do you think he’ll do when he finds out?”

      “I don’t know, Bailey,” Perkette admitted. “Let’s go find out. Have your phone take us to Atlantic City. We’ll begin our reign of terror there.”
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      The day simply refused to end. Dealing with my cousin turned into one of the nicer parts of my shift. A dead political hopeful, a possible suicide but probable homicide, would keep the station busy until someone figured out the truth. My temporary replacements wouldn’t appreciate the trouble I was about to dump on their laps.

      Any other day, I would’ve cared more, but I had three uninterrupted weeks of time with Bailey ahead of me.

      “Almost over,” Perkins said, checking his watch. “You can survive for five more minutes.”

      I was done. Fuck the five minutes. My brand-new plan involved bolting for my cruiser and dragging Perkins along for the ride. “We sneak out in thirty seconds and hit the staircase at a run.”

      “We’re on the eighth floor.”

      “So?”

      “I’ve had a long day. I’m not going down eight flights of steps. We’ll walk to the elevator without looking desperate. I’ll even agree to do so early. That’s more likely to work. Be realistic. It’ll take us an hour to reach the elevator. Everyone knows they won’t be able to reach you for three weeks.”

      I loved being a cop. I even loved being a chief, but some days, I wanted to quit so I could go home and mooch off my wife. At least once a week, she promised she’d let me model underwear for her. She’d tossed the idea of having me model for profit.

      According to her and her insane budgeting abilities, we could live for at least a hundred years on what she had in the bank account. On interest alone.

      Sometimes, I wondered about Bailey. I never suggested she should change her job field, however, despite the obvious staring me in the face. When she touched money, magic happened.

      Her new stock accounts agreed with me. I’d set them up after talking her into a hundred thousand of seed investment, and I managed the account to her specifications. She told me when to buy and sell, what to buy and sell, and she’d more than quadrupled her money.

      She had no idea she’d quadrupled it, however. She claimed she trusted me to do the evil technological stuff she didn’t want to be bothered with, and that was that.

      Perkins waved his hand in front of my face. “Earth to Sam. What did Bailey do now that has you off in la-la land?”

      “She didn’t do anything. Well, not really.”

      “Sam, you were staring off into space trying to figure your wife out again. I know that expression. Just spill it.”

      “I was thinking about her stock investments,” I admitted.

      “Her stock investments? She’s playing the stock market?”

      “Not exactly. More like she made a stock investment plan when she was bored one week. It was when we had the shooter at Grand Central. She was fretting, I told her she wasn’t to come anywhere near the place until it was safe, and so she made a stock investment plan. She showed it to me, and I asked her if she minded if I implemented it on a hundred thousand dollar budget. It took some coaxing, but she agreed.”

      “That poor woman. I swear, she needs some serious therapy for her self-esteem issues.”

      I hadn’t mentioned anything about her self-esteem, but at the heart of it, he was right. “She’s been doing better.”

      “While true, she is terrified of disappointing you.”

      “Yep.”

      “So? How did it go?”

      “I keep reinvesting that hundred thousand she finally agreed to, and I have her update her plan once a month. Right now, there’s almost half a million in profit, after taxes, sitting in an account because I haven’t figured out the best way to tell her she’s a fucking genius.”

      “Don’t tell her.” Perkins shrugged. “She’ll just freak out, and you can put that money into your retirement fund. She’s good at the stock market?”

      “She’s better than good at it. She’s amazing. She’s had a few failures, but she’s got a knack for it.”

      “Or a lot of time and an interest in market research?”

      “I don’t know how. She can barely use my laptop.”

      “She’s tricking you,” Perkins announced.

      I narrowed my eyes. “What do you mean?”

      “A woman that smart is not that stupid. She’s probably convinced if you know she can handle things herself, you won’t spend as much time with her.”

      I hated he was onto something. “She has a piece of shit phone that can barely make phone calls, she had a computer, but I ordered it to be napalmed and she never got another one.”

      “She just wants to use yours because it’s yours.”

      Once again, I hated that Perkins was probably onto something. “I’m going to need time to think about that. Let’s get out of this joint.”

      Perkins checked his watch. “Two minutes early. We could put a sheet over your head. That might work to get us out of here on time.”

      “No.” I’d done the sheet walk once and only once for Bailey when she’d visited the station after a bad shift. She’d laughed so hard she’d crawled to the elevator, negating the sheet’s effectiveness. As I’d already sacrificed my dignity for my wife, I’d enjoyed trying to startle the officers on the floor.

      It had made her laugh harder.

      I hadn’t appreciated everyone calling me Casper for a week, but some prices were worth paying.

      Gathering everything I needed for three glorious weeks off work, I decided on the bold approach, stepped out of my office, and announced, “If you don’t see me in January, the future Chief Quinn didn’t handle news of her promotion well. Wish me luck, have a great holidays, and I’m leaving. Ambush the stand-ins with any questions, and if you need anything from me, the answer is probably no. Expect to call the other Chief Quinn Chief Bailey, as I expect she’ll look at me if you try to call her Chief Quinn.”

      Everyone laughed.

      “We could just call her Chief Gardener,” Perkins suggested.

      “No.” I’d won Bailey fair and square. “Chief Bailey will be more comfortable for her. You’ll have to use Quinn if we’re near reporters or officials, but she’ll need to be eased into it.”

      Amanda, who had a desk not far from my office, chuckled and grabbed her coat. “We’ve got a new batch of puppies, and they’re looking promising. Any thoughts on if Bailey would make a good handler?”

      Bailey teamed up with a police dog seemed like a disaster in the making. “If you can find a puppy capable of working with a fire-breathing unicorn, I’m game to try.” I was always game to try something that might offer Bailey a few extra protections. “What breed?”

      “We have a few Malinois, a German shepherd, a Tibetan mastiff, and a wolf-dog. She’s half Egyptian, half Siberian husky.”

      “Who on Earth thought that was a good idea? What’s an Egyptian wolf?”

      “Think Anubis.”

      Perkins snickered, and I sighed. My family would just love it if Bailey worked with an Egyptian anything, but especially a dog that resembled one of my divine relatives. “Test the wolf-dog with the horses. If the puppy doesn’t wash out, we can try it. If the puppy does wash out, why do I get the feeling someone is getting a puppy for Christmas? Keep me in the loop.”

      A wolf might be able to guard my wife.

      “Sucker,” Amanda muttered. “Break from Bailey’s self-defense courses until February?”

      “Good idea. Email me the contact details for the trainer and if there are any leads on a retiring or retired dog Bailey can work with. May as well make sure she’s ready for handling if the puppy doesn’t wash out.”

      “The wolf-dog puppy happens to be upstairs today,” Amanda informed me.

      I frowned. Why would the puppy be at my station? The puppies were typically trained at a compound on the mainland and brought to a facility on Long Island for additional training and partnering with one of my cops, after which they came to Manhattan to serve in the force. It wasn’t the most efficient way to do it, but we didn’t have the space needed for the intensive training.

      It also saved me thousands of dollars a year. I did have a kennel and exercise room for the dogs in the building, but it was meant to keep dogs fresh on their skills, not train them from scratch.

      I narrowed my eyes and stared at Amanda. She smiled.

      “All right. I feel like I’m being set up.”

      Amanda shifted her gaze away from me.

      I crossed my arms and arched a brow. “Spill, Amanda. Who wants Bailey to have this puppy and why?”

      “Commissioner Dowry,” she confessed. “He thinks the chief pairs should have at least one dog moving forward. Chief Bailey’s the type.”

      “For what? Creating a calamity with her new canine sidekick?” I loved my wife, but she held the title of the Calamity Queen for a reason. Where she went, trouble followed.

      Once again, everyone laughed.

      “Come on, Chief. She loves babies. Baby animals especially. She also needs a dog who can keep up with her. Sure, wolf-dogs don’t typically make great police dogs, but she’ll be a great police dog for her.”

      “What’s one more disaster in the making? Take me to this wolf-dog puppy, but you better have a really good sales pitch.”

      “Commissioner Dowry said so. That’s all the sales pitch I need.”

      “On a puppy who will likely wash out? Come on, Amanda. The wolf-dog is part husky. Huskies are great dogs, but they’re not great police dogs. They’re exhausting.”

      “He found someone to help with the training.”

      “A husky wolf-dog,” I repeated.

      “Fine. So she’s a little energetic.”

      Heaven help me. “Perkins?”

      “Sir?”

      “I don’t own anything for a puppy, and I have a feeling Amanda is implying I’m taking a puppy home with me tonight. We’re going to be late leaving.”

      “You accepted this rather quickly,” he replied.

      “Why waste my time or breath on the inevitable?” I sighed. “I don’t even know if Bailey actually likes dogs beyond her shameless drive to rescue them from dumpsters.”

      Amanda chuckled and headed for the elevator. “We’ve the word of an angel that the wolf-dog will adore you both but will always be her dog.”

      “Angels are assholes.”

      Why did everyone have to laugh at my suffering?

      “Come meet your new dog, Chief Quinn,” Amanda ordered.

      When she issued orders, she meant business, so I obeyed without further complaint. It wouldn’t do any good to fight it.

      I’d already lost the battle and the war, and everyone knew it.
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      A blend of shit traffic and snow cost us three hours, but we arrived in Atlantic City without incident. After so long in New York, the quiet streets creeped me out.

      “It’s so empty,” I whispered.

      “Without the summer tourists, it becomes a ghost town,” Perkette replied with a shrug. “The hotels and casinos are on a skeleton staff, the boardwalk is closed, but the strip clubs stay open year round. That leads me to a very important question: men, women, or both? Lap dances or no lap dances?”

      What had I gotten myself into? “I have transformatives in my purse. And my pocket.” And in my cleavage, but I wasn’t going to tell her that. After my misadventure involving my kidnapping, an incubus, and a warehouse, I always kept a stash of pixie dust and transformatives in my cleavage. “If anyone other than Quinn tries to get onto my lap, I’m transforming and lighting him on fire.”

      “It could be a woman on your lap.”

      “I will light her on fire, too. I’m an equal opportunity pyromaniac.”

      “They don’t touch you when they dance, and I won’t take you to a brothel. There’s a line, and brothels are not on the right side of the line. At least without our husbands. And your husband? Well, he’d probably faint before making it through the door. Angels and brothels don’t get on too well.”

      “Unless a member of a triad is retrieving their demon from the brothel,” I countered. Just three weeks ago, Quinn had gone to a brothel to retrieve the angel, the incubus, and their wife from a cranky succubus who’d wanted the incubus for herself. “He goes to brothels as needed for work.”

      Perkette shot me a glare. “If your man went to a brothel, that means my man went to a brothel, and that means my man went to a brothel without me.”

      “For work, Perkette. For work. He didn’t work the brothel, I promise you!”

      She cackled. “Well, maybe you’re not quite as innocent as I feared.”

      Nope, I was really as innocent as she feared, and I knew it. Quinn knew it, too—and he enjoyed teasing me and driving me crazy every single day. Instead of answering her, I grunted.

      “Come on, it’ll be fun. They won’t touch you unless you want them to.”

      “I will light the entire club on fire.”

      Perkette snickered. “Pose with a stripper for your chief? I’m sure we can find a lingerie store. His demonic side will adore it. His angelic side will have a freak fit, but those incubus genes will kick in and you’ll have a great night.”

      That I would. Every night with Quinn was a great night. “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “I’m not intentionally stripping in public.” The first time Quinn had seen me naked, I’d been fresh off a napalm bender and collapsed against him. He still twitched if I even mentioned Wall Street.

      He didn’t need to tell me he loved me. All I had to do was mention the day he thought he’d sent me into a contaminated building to die. He told me anyway, as often as possible, to make it clear he meant it.

      I wasn’t as good at using my words, so I communicated with him the only way I knew how. Perkette was right. I was at least half the reason I didn’t get enough sleep.

      “No wonder it took an incubus in disguise to evict you from the virgin pool. Fine. You don’t have to strip. How about a picture with a succubus?”

      Narrowing my eyes, I considered her question. I’d been around enough succubi to be almost comfortable with them as long as they kept
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