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Were-Geeks Save Wisconsin

 

By Kathy Lyons

Were-Geeks Save the World: Book One

 

When badass werewolves battling supernatural evil realize they need tech support, they recruit a group of geeks with hilarious—and romantic—results.

Chemist Josh Collier is having a blast at a comic book convention when he gets the shock of his life—he’s a werewolf! WTF? Before he can howl, he’s whisked away to a secret lair by Nero, a hot guy dressed as a Roman centurion. Josh’s former life is over, and his genius is needed at Wulf, Inc.

Nero has no interest in babysitting a trainee were-geek when he’d rather be killing the demon that wiped out his entire pack. While Josh analyzes the monster’s weapon, wild passion ignites between him and Nero.

With destiny and their pack in the balance, can they survive the demon out to destroy Wisconsin?




There are so many people to thank for this book. I’d love to say it was all my inspiration and talent, but it turns out a project like this comes together because of many people. Damon Suede pushed me to go for it, and Lynn West was right there making me feel comfortable, which ultimately swung the balance. In fact, all the folks at Dreamspinner have been a dream to work with (pun intended). Elizabeth North (brilliant publisher) gave me amazing support, Nicole Resciniti (brilliant agent) held my hand, Brenda Chin (brilliant editor) kept me on track, and even my husband kept the chocolate well stocked. (Nothing happens in my life without chocolate.) But this book owes its existence to Cindy Dees, who said, “You love geeks. Write geeks!”

I do, so I did.

Thank you, Cindy, for being with me every step of the way.




Chapter 1

 

 

“I AM not going to wear that to a demon slaying.” Nero Bramson stood naked to the waist in the Wisconsin snow. He was surrounded by his werewolf team, and they were headed into serious business. But apparently Pauly’s brain was still on last night’s Trivial Pursuit game.

“You lost, so you have to wear this,” he said as he held up a pink tee. It read Crazy Cat Lady and was covered in stupidly cute kittens.

“We’re here to do a job—”

“Yeah, yeah.” His friend rolled his eyes as he waved toward the lake. “We’re here to kill a basic demon who’s been eating ice fishermen for who knows how long. Human body, big teeth. We can take care of one of those in our sleep.” He shifted the tee in the predawn light enough to show off the glitter on the kitten collars. “You lost, you have to wear this today.”

Nero bared his teeth, not surprised when it had no effect on his team. Pauly’s partner, Mother, actually snorted as she started to strip out of her clothing. “You shouldn’t bet on trivia when you suck at it.”

“I grew up in Florida. What do I care about Big Ten football?” He’d lost the game—and the bet—on some obscure Michigan versus Ohio State statistic. “But I’m not going to wear something stupid and endanger this mission.” He looked to the other two members of his team for help, but Cream and Coffee had already shifted into their animal forms. They were timber wolves and were prancing about in the snow, oblivious to Pauly’s attempt to humiliate their leader.

“The fabric’s so thin it’ll rip in a stiff breeze,” Pauly said. “It’s not going to endanger anything.”

Just his pride. Bad enough to wear pink, but the cat lady moniker was going to stick. And for a werewolf, that was adding insult to injury.

But Pauly was grinning as he tried to hide his cell phone, no doubt ready to snap pictures the moment Nero put on the garment. Mother was chuckling as she shucked the last of her clothing. And even Cream and Coffee had laid off rolling around in the snow to watch him with expectant expressions.

It was what he’d wanted for his team. They’d been going full-out for the past few months, and everyone was starting to feel the strain. They’d taken out a banshee, two sewer demons, and his personal favorite: a zombie wizard on a bad acid trip. When Pauly had suggested a night of trivia and shots, Nero had thought it was the perfect stress relief. Who knew the guy had an encyclopedia of sports facts in his brain? Or that they’d finally get a location on the demon chomping on unwary Wisconsinites next to Lake Wacka Wacka? That wasn’t its real name, but it was all he could remember.

He fingered the garment. It really was paper thin, and though the pink would stand out against the snow, his team was the best. They’d have no trouble taking out the demon, even if it spotted them a few seconds early. Maybe he could manage to rip the shirt on one of the evergreens.

“Come on,” Pauly wheedled. “A gentleman always honors his debts.”

“Now you’re just being rude.” He was not a gentleman by any stretch of the imagination, but damn it, he’d fake it if it meant keeping those smiles on his team’s faces. “Fine,” he said as he pulled the shirt over his head. “But you’re paying for breakfast.” It was his favorite part of every mission—the celebratory meal afterward. He had the perfect pancake house in mind, and it would cost Pauly a pretty penny since they’d all be starving after a demon killing followed by a glorious romp through the snow.

“Totally worth it,” Pauly said as he snapped pictures rapid-fire.

“Get into position,” Nero grumbled, and then he stripped out of his pants.

Damn, it was cold. He waited until everyone had gone full furry to slam and lock the van door. He put the keys in a box hidden inside the driver’s side wheel well, then gratefully sprouted fur as he turned into the big, bad wolf of all those childhood fairy tales. Only this wolf was going to kill a demon before breakfast.

All in all, today would be a great day… even if he was going to be staring at pictures of himself in a pink tee for a long time. It stretched tight across his wolf chest, and though he tried to rip it as he breathed deeply, the fabric strained but didn’t tear.

Pauly’s gray muzzle pulled wide in a wolfish grin, and even Mother yipped quietly in laughter. He growled to silence them, but that only made Cream and Coffee snort. Nero then let out a stern bark and everyone settled. It was time to get down to business.

After five years of working together—three with him as alpha—they knew his moves as well as he did. They peeled out in formation, ranging wide as they searched for the demon. Cream scented it first, but the stench soon enveloped them all—brine badly covered by Axe Body Spray. Gah. Even a human nose would notice that. They picked up speed, and Nero quickly forgot the embarrassment of his attire. They were all caught up in the chase.

They found the demon squatting behind some young evergreens near an iced-over lake. It looked to Nero like a maraschino cherry: all its colors were off. Sure, it was shaped like a normal human male, but the skin looked pinker than flesh, the hair had green undertones, and the eyes seemed flat and creepy. Like glass eyes because—according to the fairy who had put them onto this thing—the demon didn’t use its eyes to see. Those empty baby blues were for appearance only, since its whole body pulsed with paranormal radar and its receptors were on its skin. The only part of it that seemed normal was the mouth, though it was too wide and the teeth were sharp.

He went in first. It was his right as alpha. Plus, it was just plain fun to get in the first swipe.

The creature was focused on the lake, probably waiting for careless ice fishers, since there were some winter cabins nearby. It had been chomping on them, as well as cross-country skiers, for at least a decade before it had caught the Paranormal Alliance’s attention. Thanks to the internet and cell phone cameras, it was getting easier to find the silent munchers. And now that it had been located, Nero’s strike team would end it forever.

Seeing that the others were in place, he bolted forward through the snow. God, he loved this part—the sheer joy of his body moving like black lightning through the white landscape. Something about his wolf body erased his human aches. Bum knee, stubbed toe, achy shoulder—it all disappeared when he was a wolf.

He took a wide arc around the creature’s hiding place, then dashed in to hamstring it.

The thing was prepared. Whatever radar it had had alerted it to the danger, but it was hemmed in by evergreens and too slow to leap away. It was faster than a human but not than a werewolf, and Nero dodged the swipe with ease. Better yet, he timed it just right, swerving around, then ducking under the swing, taking a bite of demon calf.

Score! He ripped out a solid chunk of the demon’s leg. He was grinning around demon flesh.

Then the taste hit. Gah. Brine. It tasted like shit, but he’d done his job. Blood spurted from the creature’s leg. Like everything else about this thing, the color was off. Orangey-pink like shrimp. He darted away before he could get covered in the crap.

He spit the mouthful out as soon as he could, his momentum taking him well out of the reach of the demon’s hands. Mother and Pauly went in second. She’d go for the throat or crotch—she was vicious that way. Pauly would take out the other leg. Then it would all be over and they could go for a real run in the woods.

He kept his tail high as a message that said, All’s good. He was spinning around when the first gunshot rang out.

It was the demon. Clearly it had been in this world long enough to learn about firearms, and it was getting off rounds with a surprisingly steady hand, given that Mother and Pauly had done their jobs. Both its legs were torn to hell and back. Some of its crotch too.

That was the thing with demons. They could section off parts of their bodies like a starfish. Its entire lower half could be torn away, and the upper body would still work. Good thing they’d trained for this possibility.

Cream and Coffee were already on it. Cream would take out the gun arm; Coffee would go for the throat. Some demons had to be dismembered. Mother and Pauly were rounding the trees, cutting closer and obviously anxious to take the bastard down. Nero tensed, ready for his pass as soon as Cream and Coffee delivered their strikes.

Bingo! Coffee got it across the neck, and weird blood sprayed. Cream had the gun arm clamped between his teeth and was ripping it off the bastard’s body, but the thing was way more dexterous than they expected. The demon managed to toss the gun from one hand to the other—while being dismembered—and got off a shot.

Cream yelped in pain and dropped the arm. He still tried to run, but his back leg was fucked-up, and he tumbled nose over tail. Coffee’s momentum had already taken him past Cream, but that was okay because Nero had already started his pass. He’d forgo the demon in favor of pulling Cream’s ass out of the way while Mother and Pauly followed up with the killing blows. But he couldn’t carry Cream as a wolf. It was way easier to scoop up a lupine with human arms, though the wolf weighed a freaking ton. He needed to get the guy out of the line of fire long enough to dig out the bullet. It was much too dangerous to attempt a shift back to human with a bullet in the body. There were too many bad places for the metal to lodge.

Not many shifters could make the change while moving, but fighters didn’t often have the luxury of a quiet place to shift. He had been a year into training with Wulf, Inc. when he’d perfected the moving shift. It was one of the reasons he’d become a team alpha so young. He did it now, slipping into an energy place before resolving into a human still on the run. He even knew how to time his balance so that he could keep running while scooping up Cream’s back end. The wolf would then run on his front legs while Nero managed the back.

That was the plan, and it started with flawless precision. He went from running on all fours to a dissolving flow of energy. His awareness took in the stupid T-shirt he wore, the ground and the air, the pulse of the demon’s radar, and something more. There was a buildup of power from the demon’s head. Coffee hadn’t fully decapitated the thing, and there was growing magic centered at the spine, right behind the jaw.

That couldn’t be good, but in this state, he didn’t have the ability to broadcast a warning. It happened so fast. He’d barely sensed the power when it detonated.

The bastard demon exploded in a fireball that could be seen from a satellite. Fortunately Nero didn’t have a body to burn. He didn’t even feel pain—just a surge that tried to disrupt his energetic state. It was a mental scramble for him to ride the wave without disintegrating, but he managed, and then he resolved himself into his human body. He needed to scream a warning to his team. He needed….

The smell hit first. Even in a human body, he relied on his sense of smell.

Burnt flesh and smoke.

His bare feet registered blistering heat next. It burned his soles, even as he kept running.

Vision came next, and he saw a landscape that was no longer a winter wonderland. He was running through the center of a blast zone, and when he bent to scoop up Cream, all he got was charcoal.

He couldn’t breathe. Everything felt choked off, even as it burned through to the bottom of his lungs. And all he heard was absolute silence.

He stumbled, falling to his knees but unable to release the charred bones of his friend. He looked down, his hands tightened, and the fragments slid between his fingers. He turned, frantically searching for his teammates, someone to share the shock with, but all he could see was burnt bodies and the melted ice of the water.

He saw the demon then, and shit, how could that thing be still alive? Sure, there were demons that could shoot fireballs, but he’d never heard of one that could create an explosion on such a massive scale. But the evidence was clear, as was the pink blob of partially dismembered demon body. It was beside the lake, rolling to the edge before it fell in. It wasn’t going to drown. It would sink to the depths of the lake, where it would reform into a smaller, simpler body. Nero wanted to chase it. He could dive into the water and tear it apart with his bare hands.

But he couldn’t leave Cream.

Or Pauly. Or….

He scanned the area, identifying the bodies, not from anything recognizable but from their locations on the blackened ground. Cream at his feet, Pauly just a few feet away. Mother beside her partner. And Coffee farthest away but facing toward him, because he’d been running back to help.

Four bodies. And a half-mile radius of scorched earth.

He started to shake, and his knees blistered. The heat from the ground was intense, and he was naked except for the tee. He stripped out of it and put it under his feet as he stood. He’d have to walk back to the van, thankfully out of the kill zone. His phone was there too. For some reason he thought he could call for help. Maybe someone could do… something.

It took another moment of staring before he realized he didn’t need his phone. He had someone to call on for help: a fairy prince who owed him a favor. He’d saved the guy’s life in a bar fight, of all things. He’d been at the right place at the right time, and by fairy rules, that meant Bitterroot owed him. The bastard also owed Nero an explanation as to why he’d sent them after this demon without telling them the thing could blast fire.

Clutching his hands into fists, he called out Bitterroot’s full name three times. The condescending prick appeared instantly, almost as if he’d been waiting. He was a short guy or a tall elf, standing about two foot four, with bright eyes and a collection of butterflies attached to his body. The fairy was a collector of sorts.

Bitterroot appeared wearing his usual smug expression, but his eyes widened in shock as he took in the surroundings, including the charred remains at their feet.

Nero didn’t let him get his bearings. “Why didn’t you tell me?” he demanded. “You didn’t say it could blast fire.”

“You didn’t ask,” Bitterroot rasped, his expression still shocked. “There are rules.”

Fucking asshole fairies, always with an excuse. But it didn’t matter. They needed to handle the problem now. “Can you fix this? Can you help me?”

Bitterroot shook his head slowly, his gaze landing with horror on the ash outline of Mother’s body. “I can’t—”

“You can.” Nero swallowed, the solution sitting heavy in his mind. The brass at Wulf, Inc. didn’t have a lot of rules. The main precept was “complete the mission and don’t die.” But there was another: Never negotiate with the fae. Wolves always lose. But Nero didn’t care—he did it anyway. “Give me a mulligan.”

The fairy’s gaze snapped back to Nero’s. “That’s not an easy thing.” He took a deep breath. “It’s an expensive thing.”

“You owe me. I saved your life.”

“Which gives you one wish.” The fae rubbed his hand over his face in a weirdly human gesture. “A mulligan is complicated.” Then he waved at the center of the blast zone. “What would you do different? How could they survive that?”

Nero didn’t have an answer. He’d been lucky to have been in an energy state when the boom hit, and he’d barely survived it. The others might not be able to ride the wave like he had, and Coffee was a traditional werewolf. He never fully dissolved into energy but sprouted his snout and tail in an excruciating agony that took time. Coffee definitely wouldn’t survive, but Nero had faith in his team to figure it out.

“We wouldn’t attack at all,” he said. “We’d take time to plan—”

“Not possible. You still have to attack today.” Then, before Nero could argue, Bitterroot held up his hand. “I don’t make the rules.”

Nero choked back his frustration. Much of his brain was still screaming in horror, but what focus he had found a solution. “Can you hold on to the mulligan? Let me use it when I’m ready.”

Bitterroot frowned, and a single brilliant red butterfly set off from his arm to flutter in front of their faces. He caught it gently, speaking quietly to it in a language Nero didn’t understand. The fairy waited a beat, then another, as if listening to an answer. In the end, he looked up at Nero. “I can hold it for seven-times-seven days, that’s all. And you’ll have to pay.”

Forty-nine days to find an answer to an explosion that had taken out a mile of Wisconsin. “Deal.” His team was worth whatever the cost. No question.

Bitterroot’s expression hardened. “You’ll serve me, Nero. A year of your life for every day that I hold the mulligan open.”

Nero’s breath caught. Fairyland was a place of nightmares. No mortal belonged there, and no one came back sane. “Deal,” he repeated, his voice strong, though inside he shuddered at the magnitude of what he’d promised.

“Standard rules apply. You can’t tell anyone about this, and you can’t go bargaining with another fairy to change this one.”

Nero nodded. That part he’d already known. “Agreed.”

“Agreed.” Then Bitterroot stuffed that bright red butterfly in his mouth and swallowed it whole. He grimaced at the taste as he glared daggers at Nero. “Don’t ever make me do that again.”

Then he disappeared.

It was done. When he was ready, he’d call on Bitterroot and be zipped back in time to fifteen minutes ago—before the blast, before they even attacked. He’d be able to redo everything, making sure everyone survived.

But how?

He didn’t have time to figure it out now. Police sirens were wailing in the distance, and he needed to come up with a cover story before they got here. The good news was that whatever he said wouldn’t ultimately matter. Eventually he’d go back in time and fix the problem before it started.

In fact, he realized, everything he did for the next forty-nine days didn’t matter. So long as he figured out how to defeat that fire blast, everything would reset once he used the mulligan. His team would survive, and life would go on as if this never happened. For them, at least. For him, he’d have to pay Bitterroot back. Which meant he’d be in Fairyland trying to hold on to his sanity, but that was a small price to pay for their lives.




Chapter 2

 

 

“THERE WAS nothing anyone could do. It’s not your fault.”

Captain M spoke with compassion, and everyone at the conference table nodded sagely at Nero. He gave them a weak smile, trying to make nice with all the Wulf, Inc. brass. There were three of them there—all badass werewolves looking dour—plus a thick-lipped ghoul representative from the Paranormal Alliance who never spoke to anyone and a gelatinous alien in the shape of a man. At least Gelpack was familiar to him. The see-through alien had shown up a month ago, talked with this same brass, then moved in as if he was one of the team.

“This was not your fault,” emphasized the wolf version of a wizard. He was the only werewolf who could throw magic, and that had earned him a spot as VP and the handle Wiz. A little bit on the nose, but it was appropriate.

“I know,” Nero said, trying to invest his words with conviction. “It was a failure of intelligence. We should have known that the demon had fireball capability.”

“On a galactic scale.” Captain M shuddered as she looked at satellite imagery of the now-renamed Burnt Lake. “And you needed better gear. Stuff that resists plasma fire.”

“Fire is not a plasma,” corrected Wizard. Arrogant bastard. “This appears to be magical plasma that burns.”

Captain M’s head snapped up. “Do you have anything that’s magic plasma–resistant?”

Wizard closed his mouth. Up until a day ago, magic plasma was a myth. But then, a year ago, no one believed in gelatinous aliens, spell-casting wolves, or that a ghoul could make it into the upper echelons of the Paranormal Alliance. But there you go. The conference table was filled with myths turned into reality. And apparently his entire team had been decimated by just another myth.

“What we need,” said his captain, her words laden with the anger of a woman who’d been banging this drum for a while, “is some science skill.”

Gelpack spoke up, his voice sounding like it was coming from under water. Which, given the “man’s” consistency, it probably was. “I thought magic and science were different.”

“They are—” said the captain, but Wizard interrupted.

“Magic is science we don’t understand yet.”

Gelpack didn’t answer. Nero guessed that the complexities of human language were difficult for the alien to process. Meanwhile, Captain M was folding her arms.

“Either way, we need researchers, and not the librarian kind. Call it tech support, a geek squad, or Fitz-Simmons. I don’t care. We can’t go out with just fangs and claws anymore. Not since half our calls are more than the occasional vamp or an idiot demon. Hell, I can’t remember the last demon that could dress itself, and this one came with magical fire.”

“And could use a handgun,” Nero reminded her. That bit tended to get forgotten in the whole atomic explosion part at the end.

She nodded. “How the hell did a demon figure out firearms? Before you know it, they’ll be on the internet and taking over Amazon.”

It was a joke. Sort of. But Captain M had a point. Magical baddies were getting more capable and more weird by the second. No one could keep up, least of all the lowest grunts on the take-’em-out scale.

All the species in the Paranormal Alliance took turns handling paranormal threats. It was shifters who bore the brunt of them, though. Wolves, bears, and cats all had their own organizations, and they usually dealt with the grunt work. The Non-Corporeals were less capable, limited to hauntings and driving people crazy, but they had their place, especially since they included some unspecified number of fairies who focused on stopping mystical mischief. That included, of course, the Fairy Prince Bitterroot, who had started this particular problem. Then there was the catchall of witches, warlocks, and whatnot in the Religious Crew. That was the unofficial name for demons turned good-guy and angels turned not-so-good. Throw in a few surviving demigods for their board of directors and you had Halloween, Inc., the third leg of the weird world tripod.

Nero had no idea where Gelpack came in except that he arrived like the Silver Surfer. He just showed up and asked to hang out with the wolves. As far as the World of Weird went, Gelpack was almost blasé. Completely see-through, he was like a living Jell-O mold in the shape of a human body. He had a mouth, but sound seemed to come as a vibration of his whole form. His eye indents were there, but no one thought he could see through them. He was like a talking gelatinous mannequin. Why the creature was in this meeting was anyone’s guess.

“We have to figure out how to defeat that fireball,” Nero insisted. “Can we tap Halloween, Inc.? They’ve got to know a way.”

“Already done,” Wiz said mournfully. “If they know the answer, they’re not telling.” Wiz rolled his eyes. “They’re religious, and they think we’re another form of demon. So if a demon takes us out, all the better for them.”

Well, shit.

“But what if—?”

Captain M cut him off. “We don’t make fairy deals. Ever. That comes down from the founder himself, and if you don’t like it, then take it up with him.” Wulfric was still alive, even though he and his magical mother were more than two hundred years old. They were the creators of the original Paranormal Alliance back in the 1800s, and whatever bullshit had gone on then, the fairies were responsible for it. Hence the rule: no negotiating with fairies. Nero kept his mouth shut.

“We need geeks,” Captain M repeated. “We need to recruit geeks.”

No one argued, though everyone wanted to. The problem was that paranormals weren’t exactly in the open. Lots of people had experience with the woo-woo, but those who were touched by it—by the real shit—tended to die. Survival rate was highest among those born as werewolves. The infants were stronger and as they aged, they knew how to handle themselves against scary stuff. Nero was a lycanthropy werewolf—bitten when he was a teenager—and the odds on him making it were one in ten. Others manifested from curses or mystical bullshit, but again, the survival rate was low. Weak minds and bodies crumpled under the strain. Heart valves broke, asthmatics stopped breathing, and those with bad allergies? Their bodies attacked themselves and they died ugly. And that was nothing compared to the ones who went nuts. Geeks and nerds weren’t known for their physical stamina. And who knew what mental hang-ups wandered around in their massive brains? At least that was the perception, and no one wanted to test it. So geeks had been noticeably absent from the werewolf rolls. Unfortunately, the need for scientific mojo was becoming more obvious by the second.

Captain M looked around the room, her gaze heavy on each of the wolf higher-ups. “We’re agreed?”

One by one, they nodded, their expressions blank except for their tight mouths. Seeing werewolves that quiet was downright creepy. Meanwhile, Captain M grunted her acknowledgment and gestured to the stacks of file folders on a side table behind her.

“Pick whoever you want,” she said to Nero. “I’ve listed my recommendations. Then get with Wizard to figure out how to make it happen.”

Nero’s head snapped up. He’d been staring blankly at the dozen or so folders when his gaze shot back to her. “What?”

Her expression softened. “We’re not putting you back out in the field right now, but you’ve got more than enough experience to identify what kind of scientific support we need.”

“I haven’t a clue, beyond the obvious.”

She smiled. “That’s more than most people have. Go through the folders, talk it over with Wizard, and figure out who we can activate.”

“That’s a pretty word for destroying someone’s life. And that’s assuming they survive.”

“Your life wasn’t destroyed.”

“I was infected by an asshole, and I got lucky.” He folded his arms across his chest. “I’m not going to bite some random geek on the prayer that they—”

“They’re not random,” said the Director. His voice was whisper-soft. Rumor had it that he’d had his trachea decimated by an angry vamp but had gotten some kind of magical replacement. Either way, he never spoke above a whisper, but everyone listened. “We’ve had our eyes on them for a while. Most of them are genetic werewolves, a few from the founder’s line. Someone in their near past carries the werewolf gene, and so the odds are they’ll manifest someday.”

“Someday is a far cry from today.”

“Do you have a better idea?”

Captain M spoke up. “There wasn’t a lot to choose from, but those are all the scientists, programmers, and researchers we know who can become werewolves. People who can research the demons ahead of time, who can figure out our biology when we’re hurt, and—”

“Who can figure out how to defeat magical fire.”

“Yes.”

Nero didn’t like the idea of forcing the paranormal onto someone who hadn’t chosen it, but he understood the need for researchers and scientists. Neither the religious nor the magical folk were keen on helping them, and he was the first to admit they needed more than brute force.

“It’s a big risk,” Captain M continued, “but we’re not the only ones dying from the threats. Normals die every time there’s a problem we can’t anticipate or defuse. Better we get the support we need now, before the situation gets more out of hand and wholesale disaster happens.”

An ominous silence fell at the words wholesale disaster. That was the werewolf term for it. The Religious Crew called it the apocalypse, and the ghosts referred to it as the post afterlife. Bears growled instead of using words, and no one knew what the cats called anything, but the meaning was all the same. At some point there would be so much weird shit happening that they would reach a tipping point. Normals would finally open their eyes and see what was around them. Then there would be mass hysteria, targeted genocide, and/or a big party, if a person was part of the winning belief structure. It was the Big Bad of the paranormal world, and everyone worked very hard to prevent its onset.

In this case, that meant forcibly converting brainiacs in the hopes that they could keep up with what was going on. Because right now everyone was in the dark. And in the paranormal game, ignorance was deadly.

“Can’t we just talk to them?” Nero asked. “See if they’ll come on board like normal hires without making them furry?” He knew it was a stupid thing to ask. He even knew the answer before the DIRECTOR said it, but he still had to voice the question.

“We will not violate the Paranormal Accords. That’s like fixing a house fire with a nuclear bomb. We will not do it.”

The Paranormal Accords stated that vanilla humans did not get purposely drawn into their world. Period. Only someone already paranormal could be asked to work on the weird and violating the accord was punishable by more than death. Unfortunately, they were already stretching the law to activate latent werewolf genes. A frank discussion—like a job offer—with a vanilla human would plunge Wulf, Inc. into legal disaster, and no one was willing to risk that. When a demigod judge said, “More than death,” everyone grew very, very afraid. “Okay,” he said, though the word felt like ashes in his mouth. “I’ll look at the files.”

“I will help,” said Gelpack.

Everyone turned to stare at the gelatinous alien, but it was Captain M who found her voice first. “Great. Um… how?”

“I will read the files.”

Silence. Apparently no one was willing to point out that reading the files in and of itself was not helpful.

“Okay, sure,” Captain M finally said. “Nero, let him… um… help.”

“No.” The word was out before he could think better of it. It wasn’t exactly politic to refuse a direct order in front of the Director, but he couldn’t keep quiet. “Personnel files are private. This task is dicey enough. I’m not going to let just anyone read through the dossiers without good reason.”

“Gelpack isn’t just anyone,” Captain M said, but he could tell she was nervous. “He’s…. He’s….” Her stammer ground to a halt as she obviously had no idea what Gelpack was here to do.

“He’s here to explain magic to us,” the Director whispered. “And for us to explain emotions to him.”

Everyone gaped at their director. Finally, Nero said what everyone was thinking. “Come again?”

“Gelpack is from a different… um… dimension. He’s studying us—our emotions—and in return, he’ll help us use magic.”

Everyone in the room suddenly sat up straighter, and their eyes focused tightly on the gelatinous being. It wasn’t surprising that Wizard was the first to ask questions.

“Explain which kind of magic? Who is he explaining it to? Why wasn’t I informed—?”

The Director held up his hand, and Wizard immediately snapped his jaw shut. “It’s a one-on-one exchange. You tell him about how you feel—honestly—and he’ll help you….” The director frowned at Gelpack. “Can you help turn on a latent werewolf?”

“Perhaps.”

Captain M grabbed a file folder off the top and pushed it toward Gelpack. “What about him? Can you activate him?”

Nero winced as he watched Gelpack open the folder. Nothing about him was fully solid, so he seemed to sink into the paper as if he was going to slice off his thumb, then gently pulled it open. When he removed his hand, Nero couldn’t see any residue, but it still gave him the willies.

“No,” Gelpack said.

“Then—”

“But Wizard can.”

“What?” said Wizard.

“Excellent,” responded Captain M as she pulled the folder away from Gelpack and slid it to Nero. “Look at him first.”

Nero frowned at the name. Joshua Collier. The name was as unimpressive as the picture, but then again, the image showed a too-pale guy in shorts and flip-flops as he bought no-name corn chips at a corner market. No one looked cool buying generic chips.

“Then it’s decided,” the director said as he stood up from his seat. “Nero, I want four new geeks in training by Monday next week.”

“That may be too fast—” Nero argued, but he wasn’t given a chance to finish.

“Our people are dying. You fix this by Monday or I’ll find someone else who will.”

A chill went down Nero’s spine. It was a standard threat, used often in Wulf, Inc., but it scared the bejesus out of him. Sure, a lot of the people who worked here had families and friends, a life outside of searching for paranormal baddies. Captain M had a husband and four kids, all werewolves living normal suburban lives except during the full moon. She was of a breed that went loony during the moon.

But Nero didn’t have anybody. Since his infection with lycanthropy ten years before, he’d cut ties with anything that wasn’t part of this life. Captain M and so many others might find a civilian job, but running a team that fought bad guys was all he knew how to do. And there were no private sector companies who hired guys without a civilian résumé that made sense. He didn’t have one because Wulf, Inc. didn’t talk to civilians about what it did. Which meant if he didn’t do what he was told, he’d be out on his ass without references.

“Monday,” he said glumly. That meant he had seven whole days to screw over five new werewolves and pray that they lived to hate his guts.

Just as well. He was working on a time clock too. Bitterroot had set a forty-nine-day time limit on his do-over, and the faster the geeks solved that problem, the sooner he could be done with this whole timeline and go back to the way things used to be.




Chapter 3

 

 

“GODDAMNED TECH support! Fucking idiots.”

Josh Collier’s brows went up as he joined Wednesday Addams, aka his best friend since high school, Savannah Nielson, where she sat at the hotel coffee bar. She was glaring at her phone, and he gave it even odds she would throw it across the room any moment now.

He sipped his triple-sweet black coffee and waited.

“What kind of losers take a job answering moron questions all day? I’ll tell you who. Losers who can’t read emails, who won’t give a straight answer, and can’t think for themselves, that’s who.”

“Wow. Quite a statement about an entire career path.” He glanced around the room at a couple of Klingons, two wizards, and three scantily clad elven princesses. Given the usual gaming convention crowd, a good half the room had probably worked tech support at one time or another. Savannah obviously didn’t care.

“You know what I mean,” she huffed. “My Destined Mayhem game keeps throwing me out at the final battle. I can’t figure out why, and tech support is all, ‘Did you update your software? Do you have the latest version? Perhaps if you turned off your machine and restarted it?’” She rolled her eyes. “Like I didn’t think to do that before I contacted them.”

He winced, knowing her problem immediately but reluctant to give her the bad news. Hell, he’d lost a few months of his life in the exact same way only to discover the horrible, betraying truth.

She sighed as she pulled at her dark black Wednesday Addams hair. Given that she was normally all curls, it had probably taken her an hour to straighten it… as opposed to the hundreds of hours it had taken him to make his seemingly benign wizard cape costume.

“Okay,” she groaned. “Tell me what the problem is. And laugh that I didn’t ask you first before I tried so-called customer service.”

“You need a faster rig to play the final level.”

She shook her head. “No, I checked that. The game specs—”

“Are a lie. The latest expansion requires more, and they’re behind on updating the website.” He gave her a sarcastic grin. “But they will sell you a cheat for a mere fifty dollars.”

“That’s obnoxious!” she cried, and he agreed.

Games were one of the few places in the world that followed rules. Even in-game surprises could be discovered ahead of time if one scoured the internet hard enough. That a gaming company would do a bait-and-switch like this was heinous, which is why he’d initiated a revenge campaign out of sheer moral outrage. He didn’t have the technical skills himself, but he did know who to contact to point out the company’s perfidy. He expected that sales of Destined Mayhem were about to tank due to an insidious malware infection, but that didn’t help Savannah.

She eyed him over her mocha. “Tell me you have the cheat.”

“I don’t play that game.” Anymore. He figured out the truth two weeks ago and sold all the games he owned that were made by that company. It cut his game collection, but it was the principle of the thing. Plus, he needed the cash to pay for MoreCon.

“But you know it, right?”

He flashed her a grin. “I might know a guy who knows a guy.” He pulled out his phone and texted her the steps.

“Why is it always a guy? Why don’t you know a girl who knows a girl?”

He arched a brow at her. “Me? Girls?”

She snorted. “You have to get out of the lab sometime.”

“No,” he laughed. “I really don’t.”

She was the only person in the world who knew all his secrets—except for this one. She knew his father was an asshole, that Josh had cheated all through AP English, and that their romantic relationship in high school had never worked. They were too good at being friends, and all that sex stuff had ruined things—or nearly ruined them. What she didn’t know was that he’d given up on girls completely and had started dating guys.

It was a new thing. He wasn’t about to come out of the closet just yet because he hated labels as much as she hated tech support. But he’d thought he’d broach the subject during their annual weekend at MoreCon. He imagined telling her that he’d met a guy at a bar and that something had stirred. Part of him had heated and thickened, and all those things that were supposed to happen with a girl, but rarely did with him, happened with this guy.

Did that mean he was gay? He was exploring the possibility. He’d gone to a movie with the guy and found out he was a jerk. But that had opened a door, and so he’d gone on a few more dates with a few different men. He’d even kissed a couple.

All new. All exciting. And he wanted to share it with his best friend, but he wasn’t sure how to broach the topic.

Then she changed the subject.

“So you’re part of the opening ceremony extravaganza, huh?”

His eyes widened in mock surprise. “I don’t know what you mean.”

She laughed as he knew she would. “Usually you hate the opening event, but this year you’re all about how I have to take Friday off and be here in time for the 7:00 p.m. kickoff. That can only mean you finally wore down the management team enough that they let you be part of it.” She eyed his cape, no doubt seeing some of the badly hidden pockets on the inside. A seamster he was not. “Is that some of your dad’s special fire-resistant fabric there?”

He looked down and saw the exposed shimmery green fabric called Volcax that he’d stolen from his father’s factory. Years ago his father had teamed up with a brilliant chemist named Craig, and together they developed a fiber that was impervious to heat up to five thousand degrees. He’d been a kid at the time, sitting on the lab bench, listening to what they said, watching all the mixing and blowing up of stuff, and he’d gotten hooked. Chemistry was his jam, thanks to all those wonderful afternoons watching his father and Craig make things go boom. Eventually they’d figured out the formula and Volcax was born. Soon afterward they sold it to the government, and the fabric was now so hush-hush, Josh could end up in prison for what he was wearing.

Josh adjusted his cape. “I have no idea what you mean.”

She arched a brow. “You’re not going to set the hotel on fire again, are you?”

“That was one time!”

“Twice.”

“A stink bomb does not count as fire,” he said stiffly.

“The hotel manager didn’t see it that way.”

True. And he’d had to do some major pleading not to be banned from the entire hotel chain for the rest of his life. “No stink bombs this year.” Just pyrotechnics, some cool electrical effects, and a sleight of hand that he’d spent months perfecting. He grinned. “And the con comped my hotel stay.”

“That’s cool.”

It didn’t come close to covering what he’d spent creating his costume, but every bit helped. Especially since he was a lowly PhD student on a University of Michigan stipend. That covered rent, cheap food, and a heavy winter coat, but not much else. She, on the other hand, had gotten the holy doctorate at Michigan State and was now working in Big Pharma for more money than he’d make in years as a student.

“How goes the dissertation?” she asked.

“Need a couple more experiments.”

“That’s what you said last year.”

He shrugged. That was the problem with research. There was always more to learn, more to do, and more ways to delay writing the dissertation that would end his comfortable life in Ann Arbor and send him off into the big bad world looking for a job.

“You can’t spend your life doing rando experiments in a basement,” she said.

“I do them in a university lab now.” In their basement.

“I do them in a multimillion-dollar lab, and they pay me lots of money to do it.”

He nodded. “But they tell you what to do, when, and how to do it. I’d rather go where my curiosity leads me.” And right there was his problem. He liked exploring chemistry and was damn good at it. And he hated having anyone else tell him where his mind should go. There was no compelling reason—other than money—to pick their research over his own. He could live with a tiny bank account. He couldn’t live bored.

She sighed. “No one will pay you for that.”

“Yet. Eventually someone will recognize my genius.”

“You have to do something cool to be considered a genius,” she drawled.

“I won the Chem Hack Contest again this year. Five years straight. That’s pretty impressive.”

“And no one outside of the university even knows what that means.”

Yeah, that was the problem. He’d had rotten luck in his research as he tried to invent something better than Volcax. It didn’t exist, and he’d spent years figuring that out, though he did learn all sorts of cool stuff about how things burned, blew up, or melted. But rather than talk about that, he dove into their usual round of what-have-you-been-doing questions.

About halfway through her latest tale of coworker stupidity, his phone alarm went off. He thumbed it off, then drained his coffee.

“Gotta go.”

“This early?”

He nodded. It was going to take him hours to get the stage set just right for his show. “I’ll save you a front-row seat. Promise you’ll be there.”

“Of course I’ll be there! This is our weekend. I look forward to it every year.”

“Good, because afterwards….” He swallowed. It was time to take the plunge. “I’ve got something I’d like to tell you. About me. And maybe dating… or something.”

Her brows went up. “Dating… or something?”

“Yeah.” Then, before she could ask any one of the thousands of questions he saw in her expression, he got up from his chair. “Afterwards. Don’t miss it.”

“Like I could miss this now?”

He laughed as he headed off to the main stage. He’d been planning this show for a year now. By tonight, he was going to be the talk of the con.




Chapter 4

 

 

IT TOOK Josh two hours to get all his pyrotechnics set right. He went through them twice for his own peace of mind, then again for the hotel manager. Everything was perfect, and his belly was tight with excitement. After a year of planning, this was going to be amazing. He was going to step on stage as a drunk wizard throwing mismatched spells everywhere. But then, when the master of ceremonies tried to throw him out, he would disappear in a burst of multicolored flames.

Thanks to the low balance in his bank account, planning this had been his entertainment for the past year. He’d spent nights dreaming about this glorious moment and days searching for the cheapest, best way to do it. Some might think it lame, but he’d rather spend his time figuring out how to safely blow up a stage than binge-watch the latest Netflix offering.

He was setting his wizard’s staff behind the curtain, stage right, when a deep voice interrupted him going through his mental checklist for the billionth time.

“Josh?”

A shiver went down his spine at the resonant sound of his name. It was the kind of voice used by grand wizards in video games or old trees dispensing wisdom. It silenced every random thought in his head so he could listen, and he quickly turned around to find the source. In so doing he nearly collided with a stripper warrior and Doctor Strange.

They were in costume, obviously, and he really hoped the mesmerizing voice was from the Benedict Cumberbatch wannabe. It would fit with the wizard costume. But even so, his gaze was caught and held by the warrior guy.

The man was huge, as in mountainous. He wore a simple leather vest, no doubt to show off those ripped abs, and surprisingly good quality tearaway pants, hence the “stripper” tag. His face wasn’t model-beautiful, but there was a craggy beauty to it. Hard jaw, slight scruff of a beard, and a sharp cut of a Roman nose. Truthfully, he would have fit better in a Trojan skirt with a sword, but Josh wasn’t quibbling. Honestly, he wanted to get a look at the guy’s legs.

Then there were those eyes. Technically they were brown, but the coolest brown he’d ever seen. There was red and yellow there, and rich, dark mink. Like a hawk’s eyes or a lion’s. Maybe a werewolf from some movie. He got momentarily lost in them, trying to see if they were real or contact lenses.

“Josh Collier?”

Okay, so Warrior Guy was the one with the voice. Sweet. “Next time go for the Roman centurion look. You’ve got the shoulders for a cape, and stripper pants cheapen the look.” Josh grinned. “Besides, skirts are better advertisements anyway.”

He might be new to his own sexual orientation, but he’d learned the lingo at his first con. No one judged preferences here, and the dirty jokes usually worked for any orientation.

But clearly the warrior wasn’t used to conventions, because he blinked in confusion. Eventually he stammered out a “Wh-what? No!” He looked down at his pants. “Not stripping.”

Josh shrugged. “I’m not judging. Well, I guess I am, but just of your costume choice. Hey, if you’ve got the build, I say flaunt it. You probably worked hard to get all that muscle definition.” Then he tried a flirtatious smile.

He was new to flirting with guys and his gaydar wasn’t even close to 100 percent, but anyone who wore stripper pants to a con had to be hoping for something. And Josh wasn’t opposed to testing out the guy-on-guy waters with a con neophyte. Especially one who looked like he could bench-press a bus. And who blushed like he was a vestal virgin.

Wasn’t that adorable?

Then Doctor Strange had to interrupt. His voice was dry, classy, and had the perfect ring of arrogance. “We are here to offer you a job.”

Josh nodded, surreptitiously looking around for whoever was filming this. He saw the regular con staff, but none of them were paying any attention.

“Okay, I’ll bite. What kind of job at which con? And most important, who told you I was looking? You haven’t even seen my show yet.”

“It’s fulfilling work,” said Warrior Guy in that beautiful voice. “Life-changing stuff. Your science background is impressive, and we’d like you to start immediately.”

“My science background?” He’d published two papers, both in midlevel journals. Not exactly a NASA-level résumé. But he supposed to most people, even being in a PhD program was an accomplishment.

“We looked at your papers. The ones on carbon chains and um…. Look, I didn’t understand a word of it, but—”

“I did,” interrupted Doctor Strange. “And we need your help. We offer excellent benefits and—”

Josh laughed and held up his hand to stop them from talking. Whatever this was, it had already eased his nerves before the show, and he was grateful for that. But they were about to open the doors, and that meant he was in the last few minutes of preparation. He was beyond excited for his big con moment, and these guys were distracting him from living his glory to the fullest.
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