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I’ve only been at this job a few months, and already I’ve picked up on a few things. First: I’m the only slender person in the office. Second: my boss seems absolutely determined to change that.

“Stringbean! I want that report by the end of the day!” Damon’s voice booms across the office like a war drum.

He’s a hyena, literally. One of the many animal-folk walking around thanks to the Great Spell Mishap of ten years ago, when some overzealous mages tried to fuse magical power with evolution. The result? Whole species of animals now walk, talk, and hold down nine-to-fives like the rest of us.

Damon’s stout and wide in every possible way, his tailored suit stretched to its limit over thick limbs and a belly that jiggles like it has its own gravitational field. “And eat something, already! You’re wasting away!”

He lobs a donut the size of a personal pizza at me and I barely catch it. Sitting it on my desk I walk it over with the report in hand. “Here’s the report you asked for.”

He grabs it with one hand. The other drops onto my shoulder, a weighty squeeze that lingers as he scans the first page. Meticulous, despite his over-the-top energy.

“That’s my girl,” he says, eyes still on the paper. Then he looks at me, grin widening to show more teeth than I’m comfortable with. “But seriously, how about lunch? My treat. You need some meat on those bones.”

I laugh, mostly to keep up. “Sure.”

His yellow eyes flash, and he practically waddles for the door, waving me after him like a parade marshal. “Great! I know just the place... The Fattening Wok. You’ll love their ribs. Trust me. I have a standing reservation.”

I grab my purse and fall in behind him.

It’s impossible not to notice how much space he takes up, he fills the hallway like it was built around him. His thick tail swings from side to side in a rhythm that almost matches the bounce of his belly.

“That’s my good girl!” he calls over his shoulder. “Dining with your boss, it’s a privilege, y’know. Maybe I’ll even let you try one of my specialty dishes.”

I smile despite myself. He’s ridiculous. But kind of charming about it.

He catches the smile and lets out a deep, gleeful laugh, his whole body bouncing with it. “Ahh, that’s the spirit! Now I’ll have to order extra just for you. Can’t let my favorite employee go hungry.”

“You don’t have to go to any extra trouble for me,” I protest gently.

He shoots me a look as we reach the company car, then swings open the passenger door like a gentleman out of an old noir flick. His eyes soften, his grin settling into something warmer.

“Nonsense. It’s already troublesome that you’re this thin. You need real meals. From someone who knows what he’s doing. Now get in.”

I climb in, still smiling, unsure if I’m flattered or just swept along by the sheer force of his presence.

He slides in beside me with a grunt, the seat groaning in protest. The scent of spicy cologne hits me... rich and oily, with a faint after-note of takeout and fried meat. His shoulder brushes mine, massive and warm, crowding most of the space between us. He snaps his seatbelt in with a metallic clank.

The car rumbles to life. Damon glances sideways, smirking. “That’s my girl. You’re the only one brave enough to sit this close. Most folks fold like wet napkins.”

I tighten my seatbelt and raise a brow. “Really?”

He chuckles and pats his belly like it’s a punchline. The buttons on his shirt look like they’re barely hanging on. “Oh yeah. People stare like I’m a walking buffet, or a monster. But I’m just a big ol’ teddy bear. Soft, cuddly, and full of flavor.”

I grin. “You are sweet.”

His eyes flick toward me, and something quiet passes over his face. The laugh that follows is lower, almost bashful, even as it makes the car windows rattle. “Sweet, huh? That’s a new one. Most folks call me a glutton—or worse.”

“So you like good food, what’s wrong with that?”

The car jerks to a halt. He turns toward me, one arm slung over the wheel, expression unusually serious. Sunlight spills across his face, warm and golden, catching in the lines around his eyes. “You really think that? I’ve been dragging this bulk around since high school. Always been the big guy. Always been alone.”

I roll my eyes with a smile. “Those people clearly didn’t know what they were missing.”

That makes him laugh like a kid who just got away with something. “I’m gonna keep you around forever.”

He climbs out and slams the door behind him with a satisfying thud. “Come on! If we wait any longer, I’ll be the one standing us up!”

Rain-slick pavement glistens underfoot as we cross the lot. The host at the entrance takes one look at Damon and visibly recalibrates, quickly replacing his stunned stare with professional poise. It’s not every day a six-foot-tall humanoid hyena in a strained three-piece suit walks in, unless you live in a world like ours, where the aftershocks of a magical disaster made that sort of thing... well, not exactly common, but no longer impossible. He leads us through a winding corridor fragrant with sesame oil, warm spices, and something smoky that clings to the air like memory.

We’re seated in a shadowy booth tucked away in the back. Low sconces cast everything in gold.

“This lighting’s perfect,” Damon murmurs, smoothing back his mane and flashing me a grin. “Makes it less like you’re on a stage. But today? You’re the star.”

I smirk. “I’d really rather blend in.”

He leans closer across the table, eyes sparkling. “Not a chance. Not when I’ve got my favorite girl sitting across from me. You deserve the whole menu.”

I open the glossy menu, fingers brushing the lacquered wood of the table. Damon leans in even more, his thick arm draped along the back of the booth, hot, heavy, impossible to ignore.

“I’ll have the XL family special,” he announces with a grin. “Just for me.”

I smile and point to my choices. “Beef with broccoli, sweet-and-sour chicken, pork fried rice, cheese wontons, extra of those.”

A slow grin spreads across his wide face. “Ambitious. I like it. Add a bowl of spicy beef soup to start.”

I feel my cheeks warm. “Chinese is my favorite.”

His breath ghosts over my ear. “Then you’ll have the best in the city. Maybe more than you can finish, but don’t worry, I’ll help.”

His tail thumps against the vinyl seat as he flags the waiter. When he turns back to me, his voice is a husky whisper that trails down my spine. “You have the prettiest smile when you’re comfortable. I should treat you more... just the two of us.”

I nod, and before I can overthink it, the waiter returns with steaming bowls. Damon shifts back into his usual boisterous tone.

“Regular lunch dates, starting tomorrow! No more lonely takeout runs. Now sip this soup...hot enough to wake the dead.”

I take a spoonful, and the fiery kick hits hard. I gasp, eyes watering.

He chuckles and slides a glass of milk toward me. “I warned you. Here... this tames the blaze.”

He winks, and I nearly choke on my next sip, blushing as his gaze lingers on my lips. The heat of him bleeds through my clothes, and the scent of him, spiced cologne and something warm, masculine, uniquely Damon, wraps around me.

“No need to be shy now,” he murmurs, voice low and rough. “We’re just two colleagues enjoying a meal... and maybe more?”

“More?” I ask, the word catching in my throat.

He nuzzles close to my neck, his breath hot, his voice dipping into a growl that ripples straight through me. “Yes, more. Much more... if you’re willing to explore these boss-employee perks with me.”

“Um, is that permitted? I don’t want you to get in trouble,” I whisper, my heart pounding like it’s trying to escape.

He laughs, a deep, delicious sound that rumbles from his chest. His hand drops to my thigh, tracing lazy circles that burn through my skirt.

“Darling, I’m the boss. I make the rules. And right now, I say we’re allowed to be very... friendly.”

“O-okay,” I say, barely louder than a breath.

His hand slides higher, brushing the hem of my skirt, and a shiver dances up my spine.

“Such a good girl,” he purrs, voice velvet and heat. “Agreeing so easily.”

I turn back to my lunch, doing my best to calm my racing pulse. He growls in approval but draws his hand back, barely. His thick thigh stays pressed against mine, a constant, heavy reminder.

“Don’t rush too much, sweetheart,” he says, digging into his food again. “I want to savor every moment with you.”

After a few more bites, I sneak a piece of chicken off his plate, fingers brushing his in the process.

His eyes darken instantly. “Oh, you little thief! Taking what you want now? I like that attitude.” His voice dips, rougher now. “You can have anything from me, especially when you’re looking so damn mischievous.”

I grin and swipe another bite, emboldened. His gaze tracks every movement like I’m the main course.

“You’re dangerous when you’re confident,” he murmurs, leaning in so close I can feel the warmth of his breath. “Don’t stop.”

Outside, the neon sign flickers against the rain-streaked glass, casting shifting glows over his face. His smile is all teeth, broad and wild, the kind only a hyena-turned-man could pull off. The lingering effects of the great spell disaster gave him that grin, that form, that power—and yet here he is, letting me steal bites from his plate like it’s the most intimate thing in the world.

“You’re not what I expected when I took this job,” I admit softly, caught in the gravity of him.

He
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