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SEAL THE DEAL

 

Steven Harper

 

 

I'm brushing donut crumbs off my desk when my office door opens and a blond built like a Freudian slip-and-slide saunters in. I'm caught flat-footed and have to admit I stare a moment too long before getting to my feet and putting a business-like smile on my face.

"Hello!" I say, a little too brightly. "Something I can help you with today?"

Now I notice that the blond has, under one arm, a wooden box the size of a backpack. It looks a little heavy, and it has a hasp with a combination padlock on it. The blond sets the box on my desk without asking permission.

"I hope so." The blond leans an elbow on top of the box and throws me a smile that could win a lottery. He has green eyes to go with that carefully tousled mass of golden hair, and his body fills carefully tailored clothes with admirable muscle. But dropping the box on my desk and invading my space breaks the initial holy-shit-look-at-that-guy spell, and his good looks become more sleazy than sexy. My dad was like that—all charm, no truth.

"Your name is Wanda Silver, right? I'm Bradley Hope," the blond continues, and of course he has a name like Bradley Hope. "I need a place to stash this box."

My name is indeed Wanda Silver. I work out of a little office in a little strip mall with a little sign on the door that says "Wanda Silver: For Hire." If you don't already know what you can hire me for, you can't hire me. The underground supernatural community does know. Every so often a supernat—supernatural being—runs into a sticky mundane world problem. A fairy's bank account gets the attention of the IRS. A vampire gets arrested while robbing a blood bank. A witch turns the bratty neighbor kid into a toad in front of witnesses. When that happens, they come to me. I'm part PI, part fixer, and all mortal.

My office is stark. The furniture is the cheap kind you assemble yourself with a tiny allen wrench and a lot of swearing. Why so cheap? Because when you work the job I do, your office furniture gets wrecked with depressing regularity. My desktop is empty except for a laptop and a potted daffodil. The daffodil, a relic from a previous case, is immortal—great for someone who can never remember to water a plant.

I give Bradley's box a once-over without touching it. The wood is old, but the metal hasp and padlock are shiny new. 

"What's inside?" I ask.

"Nothing illegal, I promise." Bradley holds up both hands as if that makes his statement more credible. It doesn't. I've dealt with plenty of beings who use pretty-pretty looks as a lure, and Bradley's high cheekbones and breezy charm are making him less trustworthy by the moment.

"Nothing illegal leaves a lot open to interpretation," I say.

"Ah. Right." Another lottery smile. "It's nothing bad, I promise. It's just not safe to keep it at home."

"Why not?"

Here, he looks a little worried, and he glances over his shoulder, as if a leprechaun might be spying on him, though to be fair, that's not an idle worry in my office. "I'm afraid it'll be stolen."

He looks like he's expecting me to gasp in horror, but I just nod. "By whom?"

"Can you help me?" he counters.

"You could rent a secure storage locker or a safety deposit box," I hedge. "Way cheaper than hiring me, and probably just as safe."

He raps the box with his knuckles. "Not when it comes to this. I can't…" Here he glances around again. "I can't trust this to a normal kind of place. And everyone says you're the lady to see when you have a supernat problem."

I can tell he's dancing around the real issue, and I want to know what that issue is. I also know from experience that if I push too hard, he'll run away—and take his money with him. Time for an old PI trick: change the subject, gain some sympathy, get him to reveal something by accident. "Are you new to the neighborhood? I thought I knew all the local supernats, at least by sight, and I don't think I've seen you around."

He looks a little impressed. "Yeah, we just moved in a few days ago. The house on Bleak Street in Hidden Oaks."

"The fixer-upper?" I raise some sympathetic eyebrows. "You've got some work ahead of you. It was a haunted house until that business with the exorcist a few weeks ago, and ghosts aren't very good with the upkeep."

"Yeah. But our realtor said houses in Hidden Oaks don't come on the market very often, and if we wanted one, we had to grab it, no matter what the condition. So we grabbed."

"Your realtor wasn't wrong." The Hidden Oaks neighborhood has been the secret preserve for supernats since the fifties. Normals are subtly…steered to live elsewhere. Hidden Oaks is the perfect place for people with otherworldly needs. A cemetery forms one border if you need corpses or a mausoleum. There are no church bells within hearing range if iron bothers you. An ocean cliff is a short walk up the street for those who need sea water. Good schools, too.

The supernats who live there—witches, fairies, vampires, cat groomers—maintain a strict "live and let unlive" attitude, as long as you keep your fangs to yourself. 

"And when you say we…?" I ask.

"My husband Sean." Bradley taps the box with winning grin number four. "So…do you have a place to stash this? A safe place?"

I drum my fingers on my desk. To be honest, Bradley raises my hackles. I can't put my finger on why, but he does. If my bank account didn't have so many zeroes in it, I'd tell him I'm booked. But it does, so I don't. Besides, I do know a place.

"As it happens," I tell him slowly, "I have a spot in mind. But there are conditions."

"Aren't there always?" He follows this with an eye-roll meant to be adorable, but which strikes me as theatrical. More hackles.

I tick my fingers. "First, you have to sign a contract for a monthly fee, just like any other storage place."

"Works," he says.

"Second, you'll only have access to the box for three days a month."

"Which three?"

"During the full moon."

He cocks his head. "That's…interesting. Why?"

Now I dance around. "Easier to show you than tell you, which I'll do once you sign the contract. Third—and this is non-negotiable—" I lean toward him intently, so he knows I'm serious. "—you have to show me what's in the box. I won't take custody of something sight-unseen. Not in this business."

He thinks about this for a long moment, then reluctantly nods. "I need complete discretion."

"In this business, discretion is life-or-death," I say. "Usually mine. You have my word."

A moment of hesitation follows, and I half hope he'll refuse and walk out. He doesn't. "Right. Fine." Nimbly he dials the combination lock, undoes the steel hasp, and opens the lid with a squeak. "Have a look."

I look. A furry brown mass is scrunched into the bottom of the box. It looks like an old fur coat. With yet another furtive look around, Bradley lifts the mass and shakes it out. Yep—old brown fur coat, sleeves and all. 

I look into the box just in case. Supernats turn on technicalities, and I realize that Bradley has said I need to stash the box, not the coat, which could mean there's something else in there. But the box is otherwise empty.

Bradley drops the coat back into the box and re-locks it. "So there you are."

"How is the coat magic?" I ask pointedly. Time to stop dancing. When he continues to hesitate, I add, "You've come this far. You may as well say."

He runs his tongue around the inside of his cheek for a moment, then says, "If anyone else gets ahold of this, they'll have the power to…destroy me."

Ah. I nod. Again, Bradley looks a little surprised at my nonchalance, but this isn't my first trick-or-treat. Plenty of supernats own a destroy-this-thing-and-I'm-dead object. Most of them aren't very nice people, either, which is another reason to find Bradley a little sus.

"Who might want to destroy you? If Godzilla is going to stomp across the city looking for this thing, I need to know now."

Now he looks annoyed. "If I were afraid someone like Godzilla was going to come after this box, I wouldn't go to a normal to hide it. Look, if you can't help me based on what I've told you so far, tell me now and I'll look somewhere else."

Again, I think about refusing. These things always turn out more complicated than you first think, and my PI instincts are telling me Bradley is way more complicated than I'd like.

On the other hand, my bank account is in perennial pain, and my client pool is small and shallow. I haven't cashed a check in almost a month. And it's not as if I have to like someone in order to spend their money. I puff out my cheeks. Fine, then.

"You're on, Bradley. Meet me back here—" I check my phone. "—ten minutes before sunset. I'll stash the box, you watch me do it, everyone is happy." I hold up a hand of my own to forestall him. "I'll keep the box with me at all times until then. No one else knows I even have it, so it should be safe."

He looks reluctant, but asks, "Why ten minutes before sunset?"

"Just be here."

I have him sign a contract, a strict one written by a fairy lawyer of my acquaintance, and he uses his phone to transfer me a tidy sum that will keep my office open for another couple of months, which quiets my hackles.

Once Bradley leaves, I spend considerable time examining the box again. It's plain, heavy plywood. No mystic runes. No mysterious symbols. No strange growling noises from inside. I'm burning with curiosity. Why is a ratty old coat so dear to Bradley? I can't think why. But supernats are strange folk, and their thinking doesn't always make sense to us mere mortals. My job isn't to understand.

Curiosity unsated, I open my wardrobe, which doesn't lead anywhere magical and is as cheap as my desk. From a hook on the inside of the door hangs a silver key on a chain. I put this around my neck, stuff my laptop into my bag, and drive my aging Ford around to the rear alley where no one can spy on me. Through the back door, I sneak the box into my trunk and zip away. It's a couple of hours before stashing time, and even supernat PIs need to get their oil changed and pick up scrips. It's also been a while since the donut, so I hit a junky drive-through for a chicken sandwich that I swear has been deep fried in mayonnaise. Greasy deliciousness. Through it all, I watch my rearview, but no one's following. By the time I pull back into the strip mall that houses my office, the sun is just touching the horizon.

The door to my office is smashed in.

Swearing, I snatch my pistol from the glove compartment and dash to the door, intending to run inside. My PI instincts stop me. It's dark in there, and whoever did this might still be there. I pause near the door to listen for a moment, pistol raised like a TV cop, and hear nothing. Gingerly, I reach through the doorway, feel around for the light switch, and flip it.

My office is a wreck. Every bit of furniture is smashed to flinders. Desk, chairs, wardrobe, filing cabinet. All smashed. Cheap particle board is everywhere. I do a sweep for the perpetrator—no sign—and heave a sigh, foreseeing several hours of swearing over an allen wrench in my future. Maybe I can hire someone from JobBunny this time.

The pot with my immortal daffodil in it is lying on its side on the floor. Half the soil is spilled. I shove my pistol down the waistband of my jeans—don't do that at home, folks—and scoop the dirt back in. Yeah, nothing can kill the thing, but I feel bad leaving it half naked. Besides, it smells nice. I'm dusting my hands off when Bradley appears in the doorway with a shocked look on his face.

"Holy crap on a crutch!" Bradley says, looking around. "What happened in here?"

I gesture at the mess, more than a little ticked and trying to hide it. "A picture is worth a thousand words."

"Are you okay? Jesus, were you attacked?"

"I'm fine so far." At least he asked. Small point in Bradley's favor. "It looks like my desk got the worst of it."

His skin goes pale. "Shit! The box! Did someone steal it?"

"Calm, calm. It's in my car." I take him outside and pop the trunk. The box is still there. "All safe."

"Okay. Sorry." Bradley blows out a long breath. "Did the burglar take anything else?"

"There's nothing to take," I say. "My laptop was with me. My files and invoices are all in a cloud drive. And I keep anything that can't be digitized in the same place we're going to stash your box."

"Just where is that, exactly?"

It's getting dark out and the street lights are coming on. We're heading into autumn, when we get tank top weather during the day and sweatshirt weather at night, and a slight chill touches the air. A blue mid-sized SUV—I assume it's Bradley's—is parked a little ways from mine. I was too busy to notice it before. Bad Wanda. Someone is in the passenger seat, but I can't see details through the window tint. I tense a little.

"Is that your husband?" I ask, ignoring his question. "You mentioned the name Sean earlier."

Bradley's expression shifts. The worry drops away and he looks almost tender. Interesting. "That's my reason for living." 

He gestures a come over at the car. The passenger door opens and Sean climbs out. And climbs. And climbs. Whoof. The guy is big and broad and blocky, and looks like he can muscle through a brick wall without much trouble. Brown hair with a hint of curl. Pug nose. And big, liquid brown eyes that look out of place on an adult, especially one built like a refrigerator.

When Sean comes over to shake my hand, I brace myself for a hyper-masculine squeeze, but get only slight pressure and a shy smile while Bradley makes introductions.

"Pleased to meet you," he says. "I'm Sean." His voice is surprisingly soft. He also has a heavy Irish accent. 

And then, with crystal clarity, I see what's going on. The entire story, from beginning to end. Like the car, it was sitting right in front of me the whole time and I missed it. Must be the junk food sucking blood away from my brain. My gut tightens. I look long and hard at Bradley, feeling fully justified in my earlier loathing. I also look at Sean and his big brown eyes, feeling fully sympathetic. The poor guy is in deep trouble, has been for years. He needs help. The question is, what should I do about it?

Dusk has fallen, and I glance at an app on my phone. Almost time. I check my cleavage for the silver key. Still there.

"Are we still going to stash the box?" Bradley asks, unaware of the thousand thoughts that have just flickered through my mind.

I glance at Sean again, then back at Bradley. I want to smack him. Hard. With something spiky. Instead, I consider other options. I could refund Bradley's money and walk away, but that would strand Sean. On the other hand, is Sean's situation any of my business?

Quiet, big-eyed Sean. A stranger in a strange land. Trapped in deep shit. My conscience twinges. Yeah, it's my business. So what's the next step?

With yet more crystal clarity, the answer comes to me. I turn the idea over two or three times, looking for flaws. It's…workable. Dangerous—men like Bradley tend to get violent when you take their toys away—but workable. Best to move, then. Before I lose my nerve.

"We're still stashing." I open my own car door. "Get in. Both of you."

They obey. I follow suit, slipping the pistol out of my jeans and into the door compartment as I go. Bradley gets in up front with me and buckles his seat belt while Sean gets in back without buckling his. There is no discussion about which guy will sit where. They just do it. The dynamic only reinforces my earlier conclusion about their relationship. I'm worried this is going to end in trouble. Physical trouble. But I've been through physical trouble before, and I'm still here. 

And, oh yeah—the pistol. I keep it loaded with silver bullets, just in case.

"The place isn't far," I tell the guys, keeping my voice level. "But we have time for a few more questions."

Sean stays quiet and Bradley says, "Shoot."

"Who's looking for the box, if it's not Godzilla? You have to have some idea and I deserve to know, now that they've trashed my office."

Bradley tosses Sean a glance over his shoulder and they exchange one of those looks couples do when they talk to each other without words. I remember my parents doing it every time my brother and I asked them permission to do something. Dad always gave the answer and Mom always went along with whatever he said. I wonder what it would be like to "speak" to someone that way, though I wouldn't want to be in Sean's position to experience it. Or Mom's. Mom couldn't say no to Dad, ever, and it was a relief when he left.

Not surprisingly, Bradley answers for the two of them, just like Dad used to do. It makes me grind my teeth. 

"Sean's family doesn't approve of our…being together," he says, and I'm sure that's an accurate way to put it. "They've been trying to break us up since the beginning. We came to America to get some space. Looks like it didn't work."

I wonder if Sean wanted to come or if Bradley had to haul him, but don't say that aloud. No point in asking a question I already know the answer to. "What does the box have to do with you two being together?" I ask conversationally.

"They know we won't break up, so they'll settle for hurting us, and the box will let them do it easily enough."

"That's rough." I look at Sean through the rearview mirror. "Your family's also from Ireland, I take it?"

Sean nods without speaking.

"You're a quiet kind of guy," I say. "That usual for you, or is it just because of what's going on tonight?"

"Little of both," he says. Softly. He cracks thick knuckles.

"You should put your seatbelt on," I continue, still conversationally. "I don't know about Ireland, but in the states, it's illegal to ride without it."

Sean makes no move for the seatbelt. "I…don't like the belt."

"It's fine," Bradley interjects quickly. "He doesn't need it."

I alternate glances between the city streets and Sean in the rearview. Other cars putter about town, looking completely normal, unaware of what's in the next vehicle over. Loathing churns my stomach, but I keep it from my face and voice.

"You know, I never did ask exactly how you guys are connected to the supernat community. Is it through you, Sean?"

"Why not both of us?" Bradley asks.

I can't keep quiet anymore. "Because Sean isn't really your husband. You've captured a selkie."

Silence falls over the car. I brake for a traffic light, knuckles white on the wheel, waiting for a reaction. Strangely, neither of the guys seems poised to attack, so my PI instincts aren't shouting Danger! Danger! but I don't relax. I remember the iron grip Dad kept on Mom, the implied threats that always hung in the air and made daily life stressful enough to make your nose bleed. I remember more than once finding Mom crying quietly when she thought I couldn't see. I want to pistol whip Bradley's perfect face on Sean's behalf. But I hold off.

"How did you—" Bradley begins.

"Figure it out?" I interrupt in a way Mom would never, ever have interrupted Dad, and continue through the intersection. My left hand slides down to the pistol, just in case my fixer instincts are on the blink. "Lots of bits added up. Here's what I got. You're an American who visited Ireland for genealogical research. You ended up in a small seaside town somewhere, and one night you took a moonlight walk on the beach. There, you met Sean, and you felt an instant attraction. You spent the night together. Weirdly, Sean wouldn't tell you where he lived or even give you his cell number. This intrigued you even more because you're used to getting your way, like men with your looks always do. You met the next day, and the next, and the next, always at the beach. Then one day, Sean was late for your standing date. You hid somewhere, hoping to see where Sean came from. And then came the amazing bit."

"And that would be?" Bradley's tone was flat. I didn't care.

"A seal boosted itself onto the shore. You thought it was cute, those huge, liquid brown eyes. It must have freaked you out when a man squirmed out of the seal and left an empty skin behind. This was Sean. You watched him hide the skin somewhere. You came out of hiding and pretended you'd just shown up without seeing a thing. But at some point that night, you snuck back and stole Sean's skin. How am I doing?"

Rhetorical question, of course. I know how I'm doing. You don't grow up in the kind of household I did without being able to spot this kind of thing in other people.

Another long pause. Sean remains quiet as a stone, just like Mom. Finally, Bradley says in a strangled voice, "What else?"

"After the date ended, Sean went back to the beach and you secretly followed him. He looked everywhere, but of course he couldn't find the skin. He became distraught, and who should come along just when he needs comfort? You."

Right turn. We're at the boundary of town now, where the city fades into subdivisions and occasional woods. Almost there.

"Keep going," Sean says in that soft Irish lilt of his, and I'm a little surprised to hear from him. I keep my focus on Bradley.

"Eventually, Bradley, you revealed the truth. You told Sean that you'd hidden his seal skin, and the only hope he had of getting it back one day was to stay with you. You secretly locked the skin in a box with an iron hasp, because selkies, like all fae, can't bear the touch of iron, including, say, a seatbelt buckle. You can't let Sean get at it because the moment he does, he'll leave you for the sea. It's what selkies always do."

I pull up to a line of trees that surmounts a rutted dirt path. Gravestones jut this way and that. It's the cemetery that makes up one boundary of the Hidden Oaks subdivision. Off to one side is a corpse vault, which looks like a stone shed. In the old days, it stored the bodies of people who died in winter, when you couldn't bury anything. Now that we have backhoes, the cemetery uses it to store the lawnmower. I get out of the car with my pistol hidden behind my back. The only illumination comes from my parking lights and the overhead stars. After a moment's hesitation, Bradley and Sean get out, too. I plant an elbow on the windshield of my car and look across it at them. Beyond the road is a rolling meadow, and the top of the full moon is peeking over the horizon.

"Why are we here?" Bradley asks.

I check the app. "You'll find out in about six minutes. How long has it been since that trip to Ireland?"

The unexpected question seems to catch them off-guard. Sean says, "Three years, four months, five days," though the first part comes out t'ree yars.

Three years. I feel a little sick, and my temper at Bradley flares, but I keep it under control. "So for more than three years, Bradley has kept your skin away from you. He's locked you up in a slave's prison. He won't let you change back into a seal, and he won't let you go. That's where your family comes in."

Bradley's nostrils flare. Before he can speak, I cut him off with a gesture. "It took some time, but Sean's family tracked you down, and they tried to steal the skin back to free Sean. Bradley decided you both should flee to America. But it didn't quite work, did it? They managed to find you again, and quick. You were worried they'd get their flippers on that skin, so you asked me to stash it. They were closer than you knew, though, and saw you go into my office with the box. After we both drove away, one of them took the place apart. They didn't know I'd taken the box out the back. And now here we are." Winsome smile. "How am I doing?"

"You've got it mostly right," Bradley says slowly. "But some of it isn't—"

Yet another flare of temper and I give into it. "But nothing, Bradley," I snarl. "You've held Sean captive as your slave for more than three years. Three years! And for what? The thrill of having power over a supernat? To have an obedient joyboy in your bed?" My voice rises. "You're worse than a sleazeball. Bradley. Sleaze comes to you to die. You need to be put down like a rabid werewolf."

"Is that what you're going to do?" Bradley says in a deadly level voice. "Shoot me out here in the graveyard with that gun you think I don't see? Stuff me into a mausoleum?" 

"Wanda," Sean says, "you don't—"

"Hold on, Sean. We'll talk in a minute." I turn back to Bradley. "I'm not going to kill you. It’s risky hiding a corpse, even when you have supernat friends." Now I give him a grim smile. "There are other things I can do, though they’re better than you deserve."

"You don't have the full story. You don’t have the right to judge me."

"Yeah, no. I’m the neutral mortal outsider, Bradley. Why do you think supernats come to me? I've made this kind of call a dozen times before, and I'm making it again." I step back, pop the trunk with my key fob, and raise the pistol. "Take the box. Now."

Mystified, Bradley obeys, keeping one eye on my pistol. I gesture with it at the corpse house. "That way."

"You’re not as smart as you think you are, Wanda. You don’t see the whole picture. Let me—"

"No, Bradley. You aren’t talking your way out of this. Not this time. " I brandish the pistol again. "Move."

Sean says, "Wanda, please. You don't have to—"

"Yes, I do," I say firmly. Abused spouses almost always side with their abusers—until they realize they don't have to anymore. Soon, Sean won't have to anymore, either. "It's going to be okay, Sean, I promise. Just go."

They walk toward the corpse vault. Crickets chirp, not realizing that they only have a couple of weeks before the first frost hits and they're all dead. 

Sean tries again. "Please don't hurt him, Wanda. It's not…he's not a sleazeball."

"Let's get your skin back, Sean. Then we'll talk."

Those words put a strange expression on Sean's face—hope mingled with something else. Fear? Well, major life changes are scary, even if the changes are good.

We reach the corpse house and I make both guys stand several feet away from the door while I fish the silver key out of my shirt.

"What is going on, Wanda?" Bradley demands over the top of the box. The lock gleams in the moonlight. "You can't—"

At that moment, the full moon clears the horizon and the little stone corpse vault…changes. With creaks and pops, it muscles itself up and out, until it's more than doubled in size. The front door becomes thick and heavy and sports a formidable-looking keyhole lock. Stone gargoyles guard the corners. The roof grows a threatening line of iron spikes. Two windows glare angrily into the night. This house isn't happy to see anyone, especially you, and if you piss it off, it'll swallow you like a live goldfish. Still a corpse house. Just stronger, and way meaner.

"The hell?" Bradley breathes.

I approach the house, and it…tenses somehow. Like it might spring. Silly, right? Sure. Just remember my line of work. I hold up the key so it's visible to the windows and hold my breath. A pause, and the tension eases. I insert the key into the lock and twist. There's a heavy clunk, and the door growls reluctantly inward. Gingerly I cross the threshold, still holding my breath. If you have the key, the house is supposed to be perfectly safe, but it never feels safe. It feels like I'm watched every moment by something hungry. 

The interior is big and echoey. Near the door is a set of free-standing shelves with…stuff on them. A crystal ball. A small stuffed alligator. Several heavy books. A rusty cauldron. A set of cat grooming tools. And more. There's dim light, but hell if I know where it comes from. Everything looks undisturbed from the last time I was here, so I go back outside, my pistol at the ready. I feel the house's presence looming behind me.

"What is this?" Sean asks in a voice even more hushed than usual.

"I introduced a witch to her fiancé a while ago. He's a minotaur. Long story. Anyway, she gave me a key to this house as a thank-you."

"But what is it?" Bradley says. They seem to have forgotten I'm pointing a pistol at them.

"A place to store dangerous stuff. Magic doesn't work in there, so you can store anything you like without worrying it'll go kaboom. Only this key opens the door, and the house only appears when the full moon is in the sky." I pause. "It's a were-house."

This seems to go right past both of them.

"It doesn't look like a warehouse," Bradley says doubtfully. "But if you store stuff in it, I guess it—"

"Not a warehouse," I say. "A were-house."

Blank looks.

"Because it only shows up during the full—never mind. The point is, nothing that goes in there comes out again unless I open the door with this key under that full moon." 

"Oh!" Bradley's face clears. "That's where you're going to store the skin?"

I stare at him. He doesn't seem to realize how much everything has changed. I waggle the pistol. "Not the skin, Bradley. You."

"Me?" He blinks three or four times.

"You're going into the were-house until I figure out what to do with you long-term. Did I mention my brother and his boyfriend are vampires? Maybe they'll have some ideas."

"Wanda," Bradley says, "you're not seeing the whole picture. Please. Let me explain."

"Like I want to hear from a sex trafficker." I gesture with the pistol at the door. "It's time, Bradley. Get in there, or—"

With a roar, Sean leaps for Bradley. He knocks Bradley sideways and wrenches the box from his grasp. Bradley yelps in surprise. The padlock swings and bangs against wood. Sean drops the box on the ground and brings a fist down on a side that doesn't have iron on it. There's a cracking sound, but the wood doesn't break.

"Sean! No!" Bradley launches himself at Sean like a football player going for the quarterback and bowls him over. They roll around on the dying grass, grunting and snarling like a pair of animals. I was caught flat-footed and it takes me a moment to recover. My pistol is useless—I might hit Sean. The were-house seems to be watching the fight with…glee? My eye lights on the box. New option.

While the boys fight, I snatch up a heavy rock and smash it down on the box where Sean already weakened it. Wood splinters. I hit it again, and this time wood breaks. I reach in and touch silky selkie fur. Sean has managed to wrestle himself onto Bradley's chest, pinning his wrists with his hands. 

"Guys!" I call out. They ignore me, attention solely on each other. Bradley is trying to squirm away, but Sean is bigger and stronger. I fire my pistol into the air. The crack makes both of them freeze. It better—silver bullets ain't cheap. As one, they snap their heads around to look. Bradley realizes what I'm holding in my non-pistol hand, and the blood drains from his face.

"Wanda!" he begs. "Don't do it!"

Sean, meanwhile, is looking at the broken box with naked hunger. He must be realizing that, after three years of sexual slavery, freedom is only a few steps away. That's right, bro—Wanda's here for you. I pull some of the skin out of the box. The fur is bulky, and I can only get it partway out through the hole.

"It's yours, Sean!" I tell him. "Come and take it!"

Bradley yells something terrified and incoherent. Too bad. Sean tenses himself to leap away, but at the last second, Bradley manages to shove himself upward just enough for his face to meet Sean's. He kisses Sean hard.

The kiss is rough. Bradley has to fight to give it, and Sean is trying to avoid it. But it's still hard and powerful. I can see the effect on Sean. Some of the tension drains out of him and he relaxes his hold on Bradley's wrists. Bradley breaks free and scuttles out from under Sean. They both scramble to their feet. I tighten my grip on my pistol, not sure what's happening here. The fur is soft in my other hand.

"Sean!" I bark. "Your skin!"

Sean stares at me and the skin with raw, animal desire in his eyes. Uh oh. I haven't thought this completely through. I'm basically waving a slab of raw meat at a tiger that might not care what it bites. Sean rushes toward me, and I brace myself to be bowled over. But then, barely halfway to me, he screeches to a stop. With a strange growl, he covers his eyes with the heels of his hands and spins away. I can see him quivering in the moonlight. "Put it away, Wanda! Please!"

I'm nonplused. The hell? "I—what?"

"Put it away!"

And then Bradley is with him. With a growl of his own, he pulls Sean to him, and big, powerful Sean buries his face in Bradley's hair. He inhales hard, taking in Bradley's scent. He does it again, and then a third time. In through the nose, out through the mouth. It's like watching an alcoholic suck down a bottle of scotch. My mouth is open and I'm staring.

"Wanda, please," Bradley says hoarsely, "I don't know how long I can hold him. Put the…put it in the house. Hurry!"

"So that you can keep your little sex slave?" But my words are a little uncertain. I'm missing something. And anyway, Sean is anything but little. Sean sniffs Bradley's hair again, like he's breathing in his own life. 

His own life. 

That's my reason for living.

And then I get it. Holy selkie shit on a cracker, I get it. Slowly, I lower both my pistol and the handful of seal skin.

"You love him," I say.

Bradley says, "Of course I—"

"Not you," I interrupt in what's become our thing. "Sean."

Crickets. Literally. The three of us stand frozen at a three-way boundary between the road, the cemetery, and the watchful were-house while the silver moon coasts higher into the sky. At last, Sean turns his head just enough to speak.

"I love him," he says in that Irish lilt. "I do. I can't live without him."

Another pause. Bradley puts his hand on the back of Sean's head and gently turns his face back to Bradley's own temple. 

"Could you put the…that stuff into the house?" Bradley asks softly. "My scent helps him remember how he feels about me, but it won't work for long, especially with…with that nearby. Quick!"

It still takes me a second to take it in. There's no coercion here. Or rather, there is, but it's not coming from Bradley. It's coming from the skin. They need me to hide Sean's skin because if Sean ever gets it back, it'll compel him to vanish into the sea and never see Bradley again.

Not everyone is Mom and Dad.

With a nod, I pick up the ruined box and its heavy burden of skin and go into the were-house. I'm still being watched, but this time, the watchfulness seems…not friendly, exactly, but maybe less grouchy. I guess love can even conquer a were-house, especially when it involves a fellow shapeshifter.

The other objects seem to nod in greeting as I shakily set the box on a shelf of its own. A splinter pokes my finger. Jesus. I came this close to destroying a client's loving marriage just because I have daddy issues. Freud is laughing at me. Maybe I should get my witch friend to call up his ghost for a little therapy.

Outside, as I close the door behind me, a puff of chilly air escapes through the doorway and curls around my ankles like exhaled breath. A nervous smile crosses my face, and I lock the house with another thunk. It's done. The house becomes quieter somehow, quite a feat considering it wasn't actually making noise. I give it a nod and turn away.

With a sigh, Bradley lets Sean go and they part, though Sean keeps an arm around Bradley's shoulder. Bradley looks weak and shaky. I lean against the cool stone wall of the were-house, feeling none too strong myself. Sean, however, straightens, and his face clears.

"This is…amazing." He puts out his hands and looks at them as if seeing them for the first time. "Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, I'm free."

"It's gone?" Bradley sounds incredulous.

Sean nods. "Completely. It's not calling to me or tugging at me or…or anything. I'm free of it, Bradley. Free!"

He picks Bradley up in both arms and whirls him around until Bradley laughingly squirms away. Sean grabs him again and gives him another kiss, more tender, less animalistic. It goes on for a long time. I feel like I should turn my back or something.

Sean runs a hand down Bradley's side toward his waist with another growl, and I can see the animal still in him. "I'm taking you home, love, and giving you the longest, wettest—"

"Uh, guys?"

They turn to blink at me, looking a little surprised that I'm still there. I swallow. This is going to be stupid hard, but I make myself put on my big girl pants and continue.

"Looks like I got a few things wrong." I cough. No. Big girl pants. Say it right. "Okay, that's not true. I didn't just get things wrong. I blew it like a rookie PI on her first case."

"Did you now?" Sean says.

"The stories always make the mortal man into a kidnapper who holds the selkie captive by hiding the skin. I assumed that was the case here because I…because I have issues of my own. I shouldn't have pre-judged, and I owe you an apology."

More crickets. Bradley and Sean share another one of those couple looks.

"I can't help but notice you haven't actually said the words I'm sorry," Bradley points out, though his expression is more impish than sarcastic.

I roll my eyes at him with some sarcasm of my own. "I was wrong, and I'm sorry."

Sean walks over to me, pulling Bradley along with him, and he's smiling again. "You have to understand, Wanda—Bradley is my miracle from heaven. The moment we met on the beach, I fell for him so hard and so fast. You might not believe it, but I told him I loved him after only three days." T'ree days. "I almost scared him off, coming on that strong, but I couldn't help it."

More insight comes over me. "Bradley didn't take your skin. You gave it to him."

"It was the world's weirdest engagement present," Bradley says ruefully. "Freaked me out seven ways to Sunday. I mean, a selkie? My grandfather told me stories about selkies, but I thought they were just that—stories."

"I miss the sea," Sean says wistfully. "I miss my family. The loss made me ache so much that sometimes I had fits." There are tears in his eyes. "If I touched even one hair of my true skin, I'd be off and never once look back, no matter how much I love my Bradley. I wouldn't be able to help it, and I don't want it."

"So you told Bradley to lock it up behind iron and hide it away from you," I finish.

"Those fits he had were…harsh," Bradley says. "He wrecked the house more than once looking for his skin."

"Just like you wrecked my office and lied about your family being behind it," I say.

Sean nods, looking a little ashamed. "I'm sorry. I'll pay for the repairs."

"Don't sweat it," I say. "I screwed up, too, and anyway, someone has to keep Ikea in business. But why come to me in the first place? You've had plenty of practice dealing with this yourself."

"We had a couple of really close calls," Bradley explained. "The last time, I had a bad feeling and moved the box just a few minutes before Sean found the hiding spot. It's hard for me being on guard all the time, and it's hard for him to hurt for the sea so much. I was hoping you could solve this somehow."

"You could have told me the whole story up front, you know," I say. "I deal with this stuff all the time."

"I was going to," Bradley said, "but…you were kinda hostile, and I wasn't sure how much I should say. And just now you kept interrupting." Ouch. "I was desperate, though, so I asked for you to help anyway. And you did. Thank you."

Now I felt a little better. "Well, it's my job. But you're welcome."

"You have the gratitude of a selkie, Wanda," Sean says seriously, "and that's no small thing."

"Noted." I come up between the guys and put my arms around both their waists. I can't reach their shoulders—these guys are big. "Meanwhile, since you're new around here, how about I introduce you around and give you an in? My brother and his boyfriend would love you guys. I can bring you around to their club."

Sean winces and Bradley whispers, "Don't say club to a seal."

"Right." I cough. "Anyway, you could join the supernat gay subculture."

"Is there one?" Bradley asks archly.

"There will be."

I lead them toward my car, then turn back a moment to nod at the were-house, the world's strangest witness to the world's oddest love story. It ignores me magnificently, and I can't help a small smile. Until next time, then. And in the subdivision beyond the graveyard, a wolf howls.
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WE ARE FOXES

 

Joe Attard

 

 

Scarlet alighted on a garden wall, ears and nose drinking in the promise of the night. She prowled nimbly, paws swinging one after the other into her centre-line. To her right she smelled the funk of dusty feathers and excrement. A family of wood pigeons had left a chick to squab in the dirt under a crab-apple tree. This small, flightless thing would offer scant sport in the chase or satisfaction to her hunger, so she let him be.

From the wall she scrabbled to the roof of a townhouse, spotting an indulged tabby cat that made this place his home. She was downwind of the house pet, who froze as she came into view, flattening his ears and yowling. Scarlet lolled out her tongue. She had run into the cat before and enjoyed forcing him to haul himself, hissing and spitting, into the branches of a tree. Were he not so stupid, he would realize that he had nothing to fear from her fangs: she had no intention of incurring his owners’ retribution. Besides, the real gifts of the evening lay elsewhere. 

Leaping down into a courtyard where a pair of Land Rovers were parked, she looked back over her shoulder. Two adjoining townhouses loomed above her, eclipsing Mother Moon, as Scarlet slipped her lithe body between the bars of the front gate, following her nose. With a running jump, she brought one of the neatly arrayed garbage bins lining the road to the ground, causing its lid to yawn open and spill its contents out onto the paving stones. She froze for a moment to see if the commotion had drawn any attention. Once she was confident that the night remained still, she tore into the black plastic and exposed the bounty within. The people in these houses ate well. She dug out a chicken carcass and the remnants of pie crust stuck to an aluminium tray. Before taking a bite, she crouched down in supplication to Mother Moon, benefactor to all with flowing shapes. 

“Bless you, Dear Mother, for the wealth at the margins,” she whispered in her heart, remembering the words that Granny had taught her. “We who live under your silver eye offer thanks for the riches discarded by those who walk in gold.”

Once she had eaten her fill, she licked her chops, feeling the onset of another need. She crouched to make way for a passing Mazda, then bolted over the road, wriggling under a chain-link fence, and found herself surrounded by rows of allotments. The gardeners had long since retired to their beds, leaving the fruits (and vegetables) of their labors easy pickings for London’s hungry nighttime denizens. These, in turn, had captured Scarlet’s attention. Her sharp ears honed in on a telltale scrabbling that ignited an ancient joy in her breast—the thrill of the hunt. She crouched and padded silently in the direction of the noise. A few feet ahead of her, she saw the mouse gnawing into the exposed root of a sweet potato. Enraptured by its meal, the tiny creature was oblivious to her approach until her teeth met inside its ribcage. Scarlet shook her quarry into a swift death. She lowered the mouse’s cooling body to the grass and nudged it with her snout, blessing its little life for letting her express the ancient blood rite.

Before the night was done, Scarlet raided five more bins, then added a vole and a young rabbit to her tally of kills. She ran into a colony of still-skinned foxes: a ragged-looking bunch who clearly lived hard. The oldest had lost all the fur around his rear end and pulled his naked rat-tail between his legs as she approached. Scarlet dipped her head and rolled onto her back, proving she meant no harm, allowing the colony to sniff and lick her fur, learning her scent. Once she had earned their trust, she gleefully ran with them through bushes and brambles, shrieking and playing in the dirt. It was a glorious outing, made all the better for the warm summer breeze that swept through her coat like gentle fingers. But she was losing track of time. A telltale pink of morning light breached the skyline. Leaving her voiceless companions behind, she retreated westward, using parks and gardens for cover, following the sounds and smells of the River Brent. 

The sun was just cresting as she found her way to a shared green space behind her estate, Mullen Towers. The turf was marred by bike treads and cigarette burns. Half-buried energy drink cans protruded from the grass like the hulls of sunken ships. Scarlet mounted a graffitied junction box and leapt through an open ground floor window into her family’s flat. The door to her bedroom had been left ajar. She scurried inside just as her fur retreated into pale flesh. She rose from four feet to two and her paws became hands, whose fingers gripped the handle and pulled the door fast behind her. 

Her younger sister, Lilly, was curled up in her bed, breathing steadily. Scarlet lived alongside four clanmates within the damp, peeling walls of this small flat: her mother, grandmother, and two siblings, though her eldest brother was seldom seen, spending most days roaming the city in isolation and every night in his dark-shape. Foxes only needed moonlight to change. For as long as the Mother shone, they could prowl the streets on all fours and revert back to man-shape at any time. Only the touch of sunlight would force them back onto their hindlegs. Granny explained to Scarlet that the mighty Wolves of ages past only changed when Mother Moon waxed full.

“A couple of nights a month, that’s all they had: no choice about it neither,” she said. “Soon as the full Moon was out, they’d show their fangs. Rest of the time, they lorded it up in castles and fancy mansions—making the still-skins pay tribute.”

“What’s ‘tribute’?” Scarlet had asked innocently, having been only a kit when she first heard the story. 

“Tribute was whatever the Moon’s Chosen wanted,” Granny had explained. Scarlet remembered the way the gaps in her teeth had turned her voice into a melodious whisper, like wind through tall grass. “Gold, land, wives…sometimes, if the offerings weren’t up to snuff, the still-shapes were made to give up their little ones as foundlings—or food.”

“But…the Chosen could really only change once a month?” Scarlet had said, imagining how sad she would feel, were it necessary to wait weeks between each change.

“Ah, but they made the most of it,” Granny had sighed, her one good eye looking up in exaltation. “Mighty, they were…proud and terrible. Had the still-shapes at their beck-and-call for centuries. Our change might come easier, but we don’t burn nearly so bright as the Wolves.”

Dragging herself out of her memories, Scarlet pulled on a ragged pair of old pajamas. She regarded herself in the long mirror at the front of her wardrobe. Looking back at her was a fourteen-year-old girl with rust-colored hair, a pointed chin, and uncommonly narrow eyes. Peering a little closer, she noticed a regrowth of the monobrow over the bridge of her protuberant nose. She took some tweezers from a drawer, plucking the errant hairs, then checked the backs and palms of her hands for any further markings of her true nature. Once she
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