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      Gina Vangelis sniffed at the contrived scent of wolfsbane in the bowl. It wasn’t the real stuff, thank heavens, or she’d have been sniffling and itching even across the room. The assistant stared at her, watching for her reaction.

      As if Gina was going to say a word even in her dressing room. A typical special guest star dressing room in bland beige and green, the dressing chair adjustable for any height and weight. She had it lowered most of the way down, of course.

      Outside she heard other people moving around. Occasionally loud yells from the crew in the studio. It would be an hour before the audience arrived to watch them film live. Gina sniffed. She didn’t particularly like live television, even from Ethereal Entertainment. Too much could go wrong. Arguably, more could go wrong at Ethereal than most places, considering how much magic was used around the place.

      Gina stared at herself in the oversized rectangular mirror. She couldn’t smell any magic on it, so no one was spying on her, but she still didn’t trust it. She didn’t trust the director or the producer. They’d gone to her agent with a big part, a part that she’d love. Her agent had sold her on it.

      The Wolf, was, after all, one of the hot rated comedies on television. She could use the exposure. She’d thought that perhaps she was going to something of a romantic interest for the Alan Santera who played the title character. But no, they’d made her his mother.

      It wasn’t until she agreed to the contract that she’d gotten the script and it was too late to back out. Gina wondered how much her agent knew. She wasn’t likely to be very trusting of him any longer.

      Sniffing again, making sure the wolfsbane scent didn’t put her off, she settled back in the chair. She was dressed in the cream chiffon blouse that they’d decided her character would wear and a long flowing black skirt. At least the show wasn’t supposed to take place in Florida.

      They had three sets. The Wolf’s main living room in his house, the PI office where he worked, and what everyone called the warehouse which was an indoor set that could be made into any villain’s lair on an as need basis. It wasn’t used every show, but Gina knew that it would be this time.

      Sweeps week and all. It was why they’d wanted to get her, a big movie star, for a guest appearance in their little show. And she had been foolish enough to fall for their talk.

      She glared at the cheap green sofa in the background, covered in a fabric that looked very much like the velour tracksuits her mother’s generation wore. Gina narrowed her eyes in the mirror, daring the assistant behind her to say something.

      The girl, barely twenty, if that, said nothing. She did smell slightly of fear. Gina didn’t let herself smile. At least she still had that. While The Wolf was a show about a werewolf private investigator, a comedy, of course, because no one took werewolves seriously in terms of intelligence, the cast didn’t include an actual werewolf, not until Gina.

      The assistant, whatever her name was—Gina had made a point to forget it as soon as it was told to her—had some fae in her. The director was a witch. Alan Santera was a frickin Nephilim, or rather half, for heaven’s sake. Practically an angel, if a dark one.

      The rumors that he was an ass were all true as far as Gina was concerned. She’d met him coming in for his makeup—the human makeup, not the full wolf makeup, which was really just a full-body outfit and mask given that they were filming live and didn’t want the audience sitting and waiting too long for him to change. A bit of magic to make it look even more real and they had what everyone liked to think of as a werewolf. Not that Santera’s character—Gorim Wulf, of all the stupid names, changed very often. That was kept for shows like this one. Sweeps week and all.

      Gina didn’t like the blouse. It was too floosy for her even in character. And the character was definitely a floosy. There was a standing joke about Alan’s mother being a bitch, literally. It got laughs from the audience. Gina was supposed to be a horrible person and, in this show, the sweeps were hoping that her name and the fact that Alan, or rather Gorim—who had come up with that name?—was going to have to confront her.

      At least Gina was named Beatrice and not something as horrible as Gorim. It just went to show what other creatures thought of the werewolves. Just because there were ancient legends of them going back further than all but the vampires didn’t mean wolves were backwards. They were, in fact, quite progressive in a lot of ways.

      Gina remained lost in thought for some time, right up until she heard the assistant speaking.

      “Ten minutes,” the assistant said. Where had the time gone? She’d been wool gathering, of course, but it seemed as if the time flew when she did so now. Time, it seemed, was always speeding up.

      Gina nodded. While her makeup had been done early that morning leaving her to wait and hope not to sweat too much, she’d touched up her hair a little. Someone would no doubt meet her with a puff when she walked out to make sure her skin didn’t shine on the cameras. Given the numbers of the lights, hers probably would. She didn’t like heat much any longer.

      While Gina was older than the average human, female werewolves went into menopause just like human females. Just a little later. Werewolves lived a bit longer, averaging closer to a hundred years rather than a human’s seventy. Not like a vampire or even a frickin nephilim. But as Gina’s sister always reminded her, we are what we are and there’s not a lot we can do about it.

      The assistant said nothing more.

      Gina examined her ears. They’d gotten a little hairy in the last few years even in her human form but they were looking okay just then. The makeup person had done some massive amounts of plucking.

      The vanity held an assortment of her own makeup and brushes as well as a mug of her favorite tea, now cool. She couldn’t drink something hot before going out under those lights.

      “Could you get me a soda?” Gina asked.

      “What kind?” the assistant asked.

      “Diet Dr. Pepper if you have it.”

      “I’ll find it, ma’am. And remember, nine minutes.” The assistant hurried off. Gina hoped it wouldn’t take her a full nine minutes to get the soda. Some assistants weren’t the best, but this one had potential, particularly considering she was relegated to keeping the guest stars on task.

      Gina touched a mirror that lay face down on the table. Her hand lingered on it, the smell coming from it, magic. So that’s how they were spying her. While the program heads couldn’t film her in the room, that didn’t mean they couldn’t watch. And the mirror was safely away from the privacy of her bathroom. With the mirror face down they could probably argue that they could just hear, though Gina didn’t believe it.

      She never trusted anything done by a witch or a sorcerer. She wasn’t quite certain which she disliked more. And the entertainment industry was full of them. Who else could pull off the kind of makeup effects they wanted for The Wolf with just a suit. Who else could make people look so much better than what they really looked like? Who else could do the things that these witches did?

      Gina hated them all. Even the benign ones. Who wanted to watch a bunch of witches cooking? She didn’t care for potions and spells or even their food which could be infused with anything at all.

      Her fingernails started to grow. Sighing, Gina wished her assistant would come back. One of the problems of aging, and at sixty, she had to admit she was aging even if she were barely middle aged by werewolf standards, was that the changes came easier and quicker if you weren’t fully in control of your emotions.

      And Gina was emotional. It was what made her such a good actress. She could capture a dozen different facial expressions in just a few moments. If she cried, she could make others cry with her and she didn’t even use magic, just the power of her on-screen personality. She’d gone up against witches who could make their audiences cry with spells they put on themselves for those watching, but no one was as much of a natural as Gina.

      Calming herself, Gina was pleased when the assistant returned with her Diet Dr. Pepper. Gina took the cap off the plastic bottle, noting it was a good sized one. It would last her a bit.

      “I’ll need some of this between scenes,” Gina said.

      The assistant nodded.

      Gina took a big swing, letting the sweet taste filter down her throat, keeping it from feeling so dry. She mumbled something under her breath. The assistant leaned forward in case she needed to catch something Gina said.

      Waving her off, Gina stood and stretched. She needed to be in able to move.

      “Two minutes,” the assistant said. She went to the door.

      Gina followed. She needed to be in the wings, ready for her entrance into the scene. She ran through the lines she’d memorized over the last week. There hadn’t been any major changes in the last couple of days, which she found fortunate. It made life so much easier.

      From her vantage in the wings, Alan took center stage as Gorim, standing near his window, a mug in hand as always. It was one of the little things that Alan said made Gorim Gorim, the way he always had a mug of something. In the morning it was coffee. In the evening it was beer, though the mug never changed.

      The lighting coming in from the faux windows bore out the script’s commentary that it was early afternoon. Gorim had been searching for whoever had taken a woman’s charm bracelet. It was a stupid case but all Gorim’s cases were rather stupid and low key, because after all, werewolves were not that smart.

      Later in the show Gorim would change and sniff out the thief, although as far as Gina was concerned that’s the first thing he should have done. Changed right in front of the client and then gone loping off into the sunset to find her charm bracelet. The show would take five minutes instead of thirty and probably be better for it.

      Gorim delivered a comment that was designed to get laughs. The studio behind laughed uproariously as if what he’d said was terribly funny. Gina was barely listening.

      A knock came at the door. Her cue. Gorim walked over to it and threw the door open. He stood there, his on-stage girlfriend Molly, behind him, frowning.

      Molly’s elven-thin body looked like it could be crushed with the lightest hug by Gorim. When Gina had been approached, she’d hoped the storyline would have been something like someone Gorim’s age flirting with him and driving Molly up the wall. Or maybe even appearing to be flirting with him when she just needed his help.

      But no, Gina was the bastard’s mother. Ugh.

      Gina stepped through onto the stage. Santera smelled of cedar spice, the aroma brought out strongly by the hot lights overhead and his slight sweat. Beneath that was the stage stink of overdone cleansers and the fresh scent of new paint, which probably happened on a regular basis, considering how the stage got moved around and changed.

      “Mother?” Gorim said.

      “Gorim,” Gina replied. She smiled, baring teeth that hadn’t changed.

      They bantered back and forth in the script. Then Alan went off script.

      “You’re looking a bit old and ragged,” he said.

      Gina ground her teeth slightly, irritated that he’d say such a thing. She’d never liked Alan. She’d not worked with him before and his attitude upon her entrance into the studio hadn’t made her think any more highly of him. If her agent, damn him, hadn’t insisted, she wouldn’t even be there. She ought to have listened to her gut.

      Rumor had it, Alan liked to push people’s buttons and then claim ignorance of why they got upset.

      Gina needed to keep her cool.

      “And you looked a bit under the weather yourself. You really out to work out more,” Gina said. Also off-script.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the assistants whispering. The director had her arms crossed in front of her ample chest. Half-giant, of course. She was one of the few who could keep order on a set like that.
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