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Were-Geeks Save Lake Wacka Wacka

 

 

By Kathy Lyons

Were-Geeks Save the World, Book Two

 

Paramedic and firefighter Bruce Collier became a werewolf to protect his family—and hopefully make amends for the way he treated his younger brother. His bitterness nearly turned him into the monster he thought his brother was… until he met Mr. Happy.

Werewolf Laddin Holt—aka Mr. Happy—likes things organized as he makes them go boom. He’s Wulf, Inc.’s explosive expert and the only one calming the turmoil inside Bruce.

At least until they’re drawn into a conflict between two factions of fairies living around Lake Wacka Wacka. Bruce wants to take them out, Laddin has other ideas, and neither of them sees the real threat lurking behind the scenes—or how their love could be the answer to everybody’s problems
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Chapter 1

 

THE DAY LADDIN GOT RECRUITED

(Eight weeks before Lake Wacka Wacka becomes a problem)

 

 

“YOU WANT me to put wallpaper on the teahouse wall,” Laddin Holt said. Though he didn’t phrase it as a question, his tone all but screamed, Are you serious?

Bing Wen Hao nodded. The man was producer and lead actor for the Red Wolf: Origin movie. He was also a stickler for detail and Laddin’s boss. “China invented wallpaper. This room would have a textile-type wallpaper.”

“But the wall is only seen when it gets blown up. It’s on screen for ten seconds at most.”

Bing Wen Hao merely looked at him, his face an impassive mask. But Laddin had been working shoulder to shoulder with the guy for two months now. He could read Bing’s opinion in the smallest shift of his chin, and on this point, Bing was being irrationally stubborn.

“It will take me hours,” Laddin said, still hoping to reach some sane part in his boss’s brain. “I have a dozen other things to do today.”

No-go. Bing was overwhelmed with anxiety because some Chinese bigwig was coming this afternoon. And when the boss got anxious, everybody suffered.

“Details matter,” Bing stressed.

Laddin knew that. He was the king of details, which was why he’d gotten the job of assistant director on this indie kung fu movie. It was quite a step up from being the explosives guy on five failed action shows. He was in charge of everything that wasn’t acting or camera placement. That meant the entire set design was his department, and he refused to fail now just because his boss was being irrational.

“Perhaps we could try different lighting—” he suggested, but Bing wasn’t going to let that pass.

“If you cannot do it, perhaps someone else will be able to.”

Laddin ground his teeth. Those words—or versions of it—had plagued him his entire life. His right hand was deformed, with his middle and fourth finger never growing beyond infant size. The docs had never given a good explanation of why. They suspected a growth plate break or a congenital birth defect. Didn’t change that his hand looked deformed. At first he’d hated himself for his handicap. But thanks to his mother, he realized it didn’t limit his ability to do anything he wanted to do. And yet, other people always questioned his capabilities.

“I can have it done by noon,” he snapped. “But you hired me to tell you when something doesn’t make sense. This doesn’t make sense. Not for ten seconds of screen time.”

He waited in silence as Bing stared at him. His boss’s expression was blank, but there was a whole lot of something going on inside his head. It was excruciating, standing there waiting, but patience was one of Laddin’s strengths, and eventually he was rewarded.

“You are correct,” Bing finally said. “Continue with your assigned tasks.”

Score one for the underling with nerves of steel. And then, to show Bing he wasn’t an asshole, Laddin offered a compromise. “I can roll a faint design onto the wall that will make it look like faded wallpaper. Shouldn’t take more than a half hour.”

Bing gave him a nod—his version of “thank you”—and then moved off to do his own work.

Though Laddin was annoyed by the man’s obsessive attention to a detail, he couldn’t fault Bing’s work ethic. The guy lived on the set night and day, working to make this movie as spectacular as possible on a very tiny budget.

And that meant Laddin had to start painting ASAP. He’d just grabbed the roller brush when his morning call from his grandmother came through.

“Hello, Grandmama. I’m still alive.”

“Oh, you poor baby. It still hasn’t happened.”

He chuckled because really, what else could he do? “Most grandmothers would be happy that their only grandchild is still around.”

“You’re not going to die, Laddin. How many times do I have to tell you that?” Her voice settled into her performance tone. Grandmama was a psychic by profession, and sometimes—most times—she needed to put on a show. “The day we realized your hand was different, I had a vision. The great Angel Charoum whispered to me that in your twenty-eighth year, you would transform into something magic—”

“I’m really busy right now. We’re supposed to start filming tomorrow, and everyone’s on edge.” He knew his grandmother hated being interrupted, and usually he’d let her prattle on, but he didn’t have the time today.

“Don’t despair, Laddin. It will happen for you. I know it will. There are still two months left before your birthday. You remember who Charoum is, yes?”

“He’s the Angel of Silence.” Of course he knew. Charoum’s prediction had been the topic of discussion for nearly every day of his twenty-eight years.

“Exactly! And when the Angel of Silence speaks, it’s very important to listen.”

“Yes, Grandmama.” And he had listened his whole life as everyone speculated on what the vision could mean. Most thought he would die, but Grandmama had insisted he’d transform into a magical being.

For the past ten months, his mother and grandmother had called every day to make sure he still breathed. Laddin just wanted it to be over. Death, rebirth, or becoming a crazed leprechaun—it didn’t matter to him so long as something happened, because at this point, he was pretty sure he’d spent his entire life anticipating an event that his grandmama had imagined to add excitement to her only grandson’s birth. And if it created endless speculation about his twenty-eighth year, then so much the better for her.

Him, not so much.

He was about to invent an excuse to get off the phone, but then it vibrated in his hand. A quick look had him rolling his eyes, but he knew he had to answer it. “I’m sorry, Grandmama. Mom’s calling. I have to tell her I’m still breathing.”

“Of course, Laddin. Don’t worry. It’ll happen soon.”

“I’m sure it will,” he lied. Then he clicked over to his mother. “Hi, Mom. I’m still alive.”

 

 

SEVEN LONG hours later, most of the day’s to-do list was finished, the Chinese bigwig was here and wasting everyone’s time, and Laddin was taking a much-needed break, sitting in his work area and going through the special effects for tomorrow’s scenes.

Suddenly a deep voice said, “Aladdin Holt?”

“Don’t touch anything,” he grumbled. It was what he always said when someone walked into his work area. He didn’t look up until he was done with the C-4, but when he finally did, he wished he hadn’t.

Two guys stood in his work area. One wore stripper pants; the other had on some sort of Doctor Strange outfit. “You want the set next door. They’re doing that Game of Thrones wannabe thing.”

Doctor Strange grinned. “We know. Where do you think we got these outfits?”

The stripper—whose torso was movie-worthy—shook his head. “He’s joking. They had way better stuff than this crap. Still, these getups allowed us to fit in while we found you.”

Well, that changed their category in Laddin’s mind from “thieves” to “groupies.” They were both beautiful enough to be actors, but neither of them had the charm. Which meant they were hangers-on who looked for odd jobs so they could participate in the movie magic.

Laddin pulled a business card out of his pocket and handed it over. “Here’s my email address. Send me your résumés and I’ll look them over.” It wouldn’t help them, though. He’d never work with a guy who wore stripper pants, and Doctor Strange was already poking into things on the electrical bench. “I asked you not to touch anything.”

The guy raised his hands and wiggled them in the air. “Not touching. Just sniffing.” Then he gestured at the Quit Slackin’ and Make It Happen poster taped to the back of Laddin’s door. “It’s like a Successories warehouse exploded in here. Tell us, Mr. Holt, do you find moviemaking a little lacking in magic these days? If so, we’ve got a deal for you!”

There was a dryness to his tone that set Laddin’s hackles on edge. What did this asshole care if he found expecting to die hard to take? “You need to leave here now,” he said, his patience exhausted. He advanced. He was small compared to the guy in stripper pants, but he was fast, and he had some frustration to work out.

Fortunately Stripper Pants held up his hands in a placating gesture. “Ignore Wiz. He’s an ass. My name’s Nero, and we’re here to offer you a job. It’s rewarding work, saving the world. That’s not an exaggeration, by the way. You’d be doing good for a lot of innocent people.”

God, could they get any more annoying? Every asshole in Hollywood thought their movie idea would change the world. “I’ve already got a job, and even if I didn’t, this”—he flicked his fingers at the guy’s clothes—“doesn’t impress me.”

Wiz grinned. “Didn’t think it would. But how about we try this?” The guy whipped out a three-ring binder and started chanting cheesy fantasy crap.

Laddin had absolutely no time for this nonsense. He grabbed stripper boy’s arm and yanked him around into a choke hold.

Or he tried to. Normally people underestimated his strength, given that he was a small guy among the tall, dark, and handsome actors in Hollywood. But when he got a hold of a guy’s arm, he held on with a death grip that usually took everyone by surprise.

Not this time. Sure, he managed a quick grab, but Nero was more than a match for him. The guy probably spent all his time in the gym, because Laddin’s best wrestling moves did nothing. Hell, the guy didn’t even bend. Which left Laddin standing there, holding on to the big guy’s wrist and thinking, WTF?

Then Wiz finished whatever the hell he was saying with a grand flourish, and both men froze as if waiting for something to happen.

Laddin waited too. It was force of habit. Grandmama often said things with a flourish, and it was only polite to wait for the dramatic results. But he didn’t have any patience left today.

“I’m calling security,” he said as he pulled the walkie-talkie off his hip.

Nero grabbed his hand and held him firm, but turned to look at Wiz. “What the hell happened?”

Wiz was frowning as he looked down at his binder in confusion. “I don’t know. I said it right.”

“Damn it!” Nero growled. “Call Gelpack!”

“I am!” Wiz said as he started texting one-handed.

Laddin had had enough. He broke the grip on his wrist and pulled up the walkie-talkie. He had one hand on the button, then suddenly stopped, his eyes widening in shock.

Goo oozed around and under the door to his work area. It moved fast and with purpose. Laddin had spent his entire career on a Hollywood set, but this was something he’d never, ever, seen before. Hell, it was worthy of The Shining. He gasped and shrank back, the gesture bumping him into Nero, who took the opportunity to grab the walkie-talkie with one hand and restrain Laddin with the other.

“Don’t worry. He’s with us,” Nero said as the goo formed into the vague shape of a human.

“What is it?” Laddin gasped, but no one answered. They were too busy talking to each other.

“Why didn’t it work?” Nero demanded.

“I said it exactly right,” Wiz said, his tone defensive.

“Unless it’s him?” Nero said, looking back at Laddin.

“You think it’s the wrong spell?” Wiz asked.

There was an edge of controlled panic to both their voices, as if they were worried but used to working things out on the fly. And all the while, Laddin just stared at the goo as it turned to look at him. It didn’t even have eyes but the vague impression of orb indents, and yet Laddin would swear it was staring straight at him.

“What are your feelings at this moment?” the gel-like thing warbled.

Nero groaned. “Not now.”

“I cannot understand his emotions. I will fix the spell if he explains.”

“Later—” Nero grumbled, but the gel thing paid him no heed. It advanced on Laddin with steps like a man’s, though it appeared more like a mold that had been filled with water—fluid, liquid. If he’d seen it on the big screen, he’d have called it cheesy. But in real life, it made the hair on the back of his head stand up in terror.

And then the truth hit him full force.

Today was the day. He either died or transformed into…. “Magic,” he breathed, seeing his grandmother’s prophesy play out before him. Then he laughed, though the sound had a hysterical edge to it. “It’s today!”

“Um, yeah, this is magic,” Nero said, confusion in his tone. “Well, the spell was. He’s—”

“Magic!”

“—alien.”

Laddin shrugged. Either one worked for him. “I’m not going to die,” he said as he started taking deep, relieved breaths. His grandmother’s prophesy was coming true, and it didn’t involve him coming to a painful end. Relief sent waves of giddiness through him.

“Not intentionally. It could still happen by accident,” Wiz muttered. Then he peered at Laddin. “Are you okay? Maybe the spell did do something. Maybe—”

“The spell was ineffective,” the transparent creature said. “You did not say it with clear intent.”

“The hell I didn’t!” Wiz huffed. “I intend for this guy to become a werewolf. I intend to get it over with so we can move on to the next guy. I intend to get myself a really stiff drink after this is all—”

Laddin’s head snapped up. “A werewolf? Really?” The idea was exciting in a terrifying kind of way.

Nero twisted him around. “You believe in weres?”

Behind him, Wiz snorted. “This is Hollywood. People here believe everything.”

“We do not!” Laddin snapped, the reaction automatic. It was his grandmama who believed everything. And had taught it to him.

The gel thing addressed him. “I do not understand your emotions. Most people are frightened.” He raised his hand and extended it toward Laddin, who immediately choked on his giddiness. Except it wasn’t giddiness anymore. The sight of that clear ooze coming close to his face was terrifying, and he squeaked in alarm.

“That is better,” the thing said. “The spell should work now. His pattern has settled into fear.” The head spun toward Wiz. Not the body, not the shoulders, just the head—Exorcist-style. “Fear will make it stronger, to be sure.”

Nero blew out a heavy breath. “We were trying to do this nicely. Without trauma!”

“That was never going to happen,” Wiz grumbled.

“Shut up and do the spell again. With intent this time!”

Wiz started speaking, his words a mesmerizing mix of nonsense and real words. Laddin focused on it rather than the gel-like horror before him. Nothing here was odd, he told himself. In fact, he’d been waiting his entire life for this very moment. He felt his shoulders relax and his breath steady.

“He is not frightened enough,” the alien said. “His mind appears to be unusually accepting. Are you sure this is the right man?”

“Yes!” Nero snapped. “It’s Hollywood, for God’s sake. Who knows what people here think is true? For all we know, you’re not his first alien.”

“That is most unusual,” the thing said, and there was interest in his warbled voice. “I should like to probe this further.”

Laddin had no idea if it was intentional or not, but the word probe exploded in his mind and tightened areas of his body into hard knots of terror.

“Much better,” the alien said as he turned toward Wiz. “You may finish now.”

Wiz did. His voice rose with an impressive crescendo while his free hand danced in the air. Then there was a boom. Not an audible boom but a vibration that affected Laddin more than the biggest car explosion he’d ever pulled off.

His muscles quivered and his bones rattled with the power of it. His throat closed off and his shoulders hunched. But inside, he was still caught up in Grandmama’s prediction. Finally, the batty old woman had been proven right, and that made him happy. She may have plagued his childhood with one wacky idea after another, but in this, she was 100 percent right.

“Do not be so calm,” the alien warbled. “Otherwise you will die.”

The line was so stupid that it actually made Laddin loosen up even more. His cells were bathed in an electric current that was almost fun as it coursed through his body in erratic and uncertain patterns. But before he could fully relax, a sound filled the room—a guttural roar like that of a beast. It was harsh and terrified, but the fury in the roar spiked Laddin’s adrenaline. That was the sound of a creature about to attack. And from the depth of the noise, he knew it wasn’t a small animal.

In fact, it sounded like a very pissed-off wolf.

The others must have had the same thought. Wiz and Nero stared at each other in shock. The alien, however, seemed to settle more firmly into its form as he warbled.

“Much better. You will survive now.” Then he looked at the other men. “The other one will die without help.”

“What other one?” Nero demanded. Then he waved off an answer, pointing hard at Wiz. “You watch this one. Gelpack, you’re with me. At least you can get a leg ripped off without dying.”

The alien oozed toward the door. “It is hard to stabilize a werewolf while being dismembered, but I will try.”

Laddin turned to help. After all, this was his set, his workplace. But his body moved strangely. His head was tilted too far forward, and his vision was different—more side to side, less in front. His balance was off because his hands were taking weight.

He looked down and saw fur and paws, and when he gasped, his tongue was too long and his nose… mamma mia, the scents! He could smell everything! He started spinning, stumbling as he tried to maneuver. His backside was wiggling, and he kept trying to stand up to see better, but he was a wolf. He couldn’t stand like a man.

He was a wolf! The joy of that flooded his body, and he yipped in excitement. There was so much to explore. Not just his body, but everything in his office was new. Dust bunnies and spilled soda, cracker crumbs and gunpowder. He couldn’t decide what to smell first.

“Settle down!” Wiz exclaimed as he knelt down with his arms wide. “You’re going to break something! And in here, who knows what you’ll set off.”

That sank in. His office was filled with explosive charges and delicate electronics for special effects. He’d spent hours organizing things in the most logical and safe manner. The last thing he wanted was to mess that up. So he stilled, though not quite frozen. His backside was wiggling back and forth. It took him a moment to realize that it was his tail whipping around behind him. And with that knowledge came the need to see, so he twisted around to could look. But then his ass turned as well, and he was spinning like a top.

Wiz groaned. “They always have to see their tail. Hold still! I’ll grab it so you can see it. I’ve never seen a happier wolf in my life.”

There was a sharp tug on his butt, hard enough to make him yip in surprise, and then he lunged forward to bite. It wasn’t a conscious movement. Hell, nothing he did right now was conscious. It was all instinct. The more he thought about moving anything, the less he was able to do it. But he lunged and nearly took a hunk out of Wiz’s hand.

Fortunately the guy was fast. One second his hand was right there, the next it was gripping Laddin’s muzzle tight.

“There’ll be none of that!” he snapped. “But now that I’ve got you….”

Something sharp stabbed him hard in the neck. A hypodermic needle, he realized as Wiz abruptly stood holding the thing high. Laddin growled in annoyance, but Wiz just shook his head.

“You’re a new pup. We need to get you into a safe environment. Then you can chase your tail all you want.”

Lethargy was growing fast. It was becoming harder and harder to stay standing, and damn it, his head was dropping too. He whined, high-pitched and mournful, but that was all the sound he got out before he flopped onto the floor. He could see his paws spread out before him, but he couldn’t move them. And pretty soon his head lolled to the side. He tried to keep his eyes open. If nothing else, there was so much to see from this angle. And the smells….

Too late. He was going under.

But the good news still echoed through his heart, and his last conscious thoughts were joyous.

Grandmama had been right! He’d transformed into something magic! And being a werewolf was fun, fun, fun!




Chapter 2

 

SIX WEEKS LATER, BRUCE DISCOVERS WEREWOLVES AND FAIRIES, OH MY!

 

 

BRUCE COLLIER had been nine when his father had first told him Bruce’s uncle and younger brother, Josh, were monsters. He’d laughed because he was nine, but it hadn’t taken him long to realize that his father was serious. The older man had shown him police images of bodies ripped apart, blood everywhere, and a black-and-white TV covered in gore. That was the impression that had burned into his nine-year-old brain. An old TV, front and center in a family living room, just like where he and his brother and sister often sat and played video games. It was smashed and covered in things that made his stomach lurch.

“Your uncle did that, and Josh carries the same curse. It’s buried right now and we’re going to keep it that way. We’re going to keep him weak and frightened so it never comes out.” Then his father squatted down so that they were eye to eye. When he spoke, Bruce could smell the acrid scent of whiskey and tobacco on his father’s breath. “But if something goes wrong, if Josh does change, then I’m going to need you to protect your mother and sister. I’ll take care of Josh, but you need to be strong enough to fight for them. Can you do that? Can you fight for your mother and sister?”

Bruce nodded because that was what a boy did when his father asked such things. And that was also when the lessons in violence began. His father punched him, and he learned to punch back. His father shoved his face into furniture, and he learned to grab whatever was at hand to hit him back. His father beat him, grappled with him… and ultimately lost to him. But only after years of daily battle out in the back shed where no one—especially not Josh—could see them.

And every day his father would point out how the beatings helped him. He was strong and could punch like a Mack Truck. That made him a valuable member of the football team. He watched people carefully for signs of evil and created a strong pack of loyal friends. That served him well as a college quarterback. He learned to protect his mother and sister against any foes—even though no enemy ever appeared—and that was what drove him to firefighting.

All good things.

Except now that he was a mature man heading toward thirty, he realized he’d been a brute to his little brother. His pack of loyal friends in high school were more a gang of thugs than harmless kids hanging out after school. And though he had saved lives as a fire medic—a firefighter/EMT—he had never once seen signs of evil in his little brother.

Until today.

Today, when Josh had shown up unexpectedly at their parents’ house for Sunday dinner. He’d buffed out and had a handler, who was definitely spouting bullshit. Josh had not been in a hospital, as his parents had been told. And he certainly hadn’t been recuperating from stress, as that huge asshole Nero had said. No, his little brother was clearly still under enormous stress, and it was breaking him. Hell, he’d even blurted out that he was gay in an attempt to turn the conversation away from where he’d disappeared to for the past six weeks.

That alone had been bad enough, but then Josh demanded his father make a weird outfit out of Volcax—a heat-resistant fabric so secret Josh could be jailed for having it without approval from the Pentagon.

Bruce had no idea why his father agreed to make the clothing for his brother, but he understood the hard look his dad gave him on the way out the door. It said, without words, that Bruce was to protect his mother and sister. That his father was going to take care of Josh, one way or another.

That might have worked on Bruce if he’d still been nine years old. Only he wasn’t. He was twenty-nine, a firefighter, and old enough to decide for himself if his brother was evil.

Besides, his sister was just back from deployment with the Army. She had way more combat training than he did. So for the first time in his life, he decided to protect his brother instead.

He followed them. He saw Josh and his father go into the warehouse, presumably to make whatever weird outfit Josh needed. Bruce snuck in and waited, listening to their conversation and hoping to get Josh alone. It never happened.

Then he followed Josh to a hotel where Nero was waiting. He tried to catch his brother, but Josh went straight to Nero’s room while Bruce was still parking his car. Stupid, stupid. He was a firefighter, damn it, not a cop. What the hell did he know about deprograming someone from a cult? He’d been trying the gentle approach. He wanted to talk to his brother as a friend. Now he was thinking about busting in and abducting the guy. But given his brother’s new size, Bruce wasn’t sure he could take him unwillingly, and he didn’t think Nero would let Josh escape without a fight.

Which left him sitting in the hotel parking lot and fuming at his own incompetence.

“Sucks, doesn’t it?” a voice abruptly said from his right. “You’re trying to be a good guy for the first time in your life, but you haven’t the foggiest idea how. I can relate.”

Bruce spun in his seat, fumbling as he grabbed for the heavy flashlight that he kept close. It was his only weapon against the… ventriloquist dummy? Circus clown? Weird short guy covered in leafy greens who suddenly sat in his front seat. The guy had bright eyes and a hard cut to his jaw… and was also about three feet tall and wearing curly elf shoes on his tiny feet.

“How did you get in my car?” Bruce demanded. The question wasn’t at the top of his list of worries, but somehow it was the first stupid thing that came out.

The small person’s brows rose and lowered in an obvious taunt. “Figure out who I am and that’ll answer all your questions.” His voice was musical and laced with humor. And as Bruce stared, his hair turned from spinach green to tomato red. Oh shit. He was hallucinating! He always knew the chemicals in his father’s factories would fuck with his brain eventually.

Bruce looked around frantically, half searching for any other threats, half checking to see if his vision had gone wonky everywhere.

Nope. Everything looked just the same in this brightly lit parking lot. Everything except the hallucination sitting in his front seat. Only this didn’t seem like a hallucination so much as a clown dream gone bad.

“Okay,” he said, faking calm as best he could. “Who are you?”

“My name’s Jonas Bitterroot, and I’m the fairy indirectly responsible for your brother’s situation.”

“And what situation is that?”

“He’s a werewolf, and he’s about to risk his life trying to kill a demon. Only it’s the wrong timeline for him, even though it’s right for Nero.”

Not one single word of that made sense, except maybe one. “Werewolf.” His father had never explained the evil curse that was inside Josh. Not even when Bruce had been a stubborn teen who’d demanded real training in a dojo and not the daily beatings his father had given him. But he remembered his dad often saying, “Pretend you’re fighting a werewolf, a bigass dog with smarts. How would you defeat that?” Not once had he said vampire or ghoul or creature from the black lagoon. It was always a werewolf, and then he’d show Bruce those police photos again. The one with the claw and teeth marks through the bodies.

“You already knew,” the hallucination said with a smirk. “If you know that, then it’s a short, obvious hop to what I am.” He grinned as he wiggled his curly toed shoes.

“Bullshit,” Bruce fumed. “My brother is not a werewolf, and you aren’t some demented Christmas elf.”

“Elf!” the guy cried as he straightened up to his full half-pint size. “I am a fairy prince, and the only reason I look like this is because you lack imagination. This is the only image of a fae that exists in your limited thoughts, and so here I am.” He gestured disdainfully at himself. “And wearing salad!” He pulled off a leaf and chomped on it with an angry grumble. “Did you get hit with a head of lettuce when you were a kid or something? Who dresses like this? Even in your imagination?”

That’s when Bruce remembered the Christmas decorations at his mother’s favorite restaurant. Every year they put elves in the salad bar. His sister had thought they were adorable, especially the ones wearing leaves for clothing and fake cherry tomatoes for hats. He looked at the so-called prince beside him and yes, his hair did indeed look like half a cherry tomato.

“This isn’t real,” he said out loud. “I’ve hit my head. I’m dreaming. I’m—”

“You’re a moron, that’s what you are.” The elf dropped his head back against the seat. “My mother told me to stay away from humans. They’re all stupid and have rigid minds. They self-destruct and take everything else with them. But even she said they make really good ale. So I had to find out. One day I went to a human bar, and sure enough, the ale was spectacular. But then a bar fight erupted, all because I started gifting the idiots with better looks according to their imagination. Was it my fault one of them was a Shakespeare scholar? One donkey head later, and suddenly I was about to die. Nero saved my life, and wham, now I’m stuck in a cheap car wearing iceberg lettuce with big brother Bozo beside me.”

If this was a hallucination, it was damned persistent. Bruce tried to ride it out. He tried to count his breaths, calm his heart rate, silence his thoughts—all that meditation stuff that did absolutely no good at all. The fairy prince was still there when he finished counting to ten.

He sighed. “What do you want from me?”

“What do I want?” the fairy taunted. “I want this thing to be over. I’m tired of you mortals screwing up every plan I make.” He leaned in close enough that Bruce could see the bright red radicchio leaves that made up his undershirt. “And I want you to pay for the problems you’ve caused me.” The threat was delivered in a chilling way that would have been terrifying… if it hadn’t been said by a salad elf.

Bruce rolled his eyes, pretending to be unimpressed when, in fact, he was completely freaked-out. “You get that line out of a bad movie?”

The fairy held his gaze for a moment, then another, but Bruce was an old hand at intimidation games. This didn’t faze him in the least. In the end, the hallucination broke first. He sighed and held up an old dime novel. “Wisconsin short story. Author never made it big except locally, and now his creation is eating up the entire state.”

Bruce rolled his eyes. “Either start making sense or get out of my car.”

The fairy glared at him in disgust. “Have you heard about the big black hole in Wisconsin that used to be a lake? It’s expanding into a death zone that will kill the planet in a matter of months. Any of that sound familiar?”

Of course it did. It had filled the news for weeks now. But what did that have to do with him or his brother?

The fairy tucked the book away beneath the layers of lettuce. “That’s what your brother and Nero are trying to fight—a demon created in a bad short story that became legendary enough to end the world. Don’t tell me it doesn’t make sense. You mortals create all sorts of nonsense, not us. We just….” He wiggled his fingers at Bruce’s face, and his skin suddenly felt like it had seven pounds of makeup on it. “Play with what you imagine.”

“Get this shit off my face,” Bruce growled. He didn’t want to look in the mirror, but he couldn’t help himself. Hell. Now he was a salad elf too, and his face was made up of sunflower seeds.

“Why should I?” the fairy taunted.

Bruce couldn’t think of a damned reason, so he gripped the steering wheel tight in celery-stalk hands and tried to tell himself he’d simply have to ride out the hallucination.

“This is real,” the elf said.

“You’re a real ass, you know that?”

“And you’re so jealous of your brother, you don’t know a fairy gift when it’s being offered to you.”

Bruce’s eyes shot open. “What the hell are you talking about?” Then he saw it—bright red and on his dash. A glowing cherry. It appeared to be a normal piece of fruit, the kind he’d find in any grocery store, but he knew it wasn’t. He could see how much it wasn’t. It was too perfect, it glowed with unearthly light, and most telling? He wanted it like he’d never wanted anything before in his life.

“You want what your brother has?” the elf said. “Eat that.”

“Hell no. You think I’d touch anything from you?”

The fairy snapped his fingers, and suddenly everything was normal again. Bruce wore the same clothes as before, his face was made of flesh, not sunflower seeds, and even his reflection showed the normal bags under his eyes. Everything was the same… except for the salad fairy sitting beside him and the glowing cherry on his dash.

“Your brother has found his power.”

“Says you.”

“Says him, if you bothered to ask.”

He had tried, in a roundabout kind of way. He’d invited his brother out for a beer, said they should catch up. He’d extended an olive branch, and it might have worked if that asshole of a handler hadn’t whisked him away.

“Stop being jealous of him. Eat that and find what he has.”

“I’m not jealous of my dweeb of a little brother!” he snapped, though even he heard the childishness in the statement. Because he did envy his brother. Josh was smart, as in PhD in chemistry smart. He had true friends like Savannah, who was worth a dozen of the dumbass jerks Bruce had surrounded himself with in high school. And yes, Bruce had found a team in his fellow firefighters, but they all had their own lives. Sure, they had his back in a fire, but at the end of the day, they went home to their families, whereas Bruce just went home.

“Why are you doing this?” Bruce asked.

“Why do fairies do anything? Because we’re bored. And in this case, I’m waiting for dawn over White River State Park, when your brother and his lover fix my problem and become my slaves forever.” He grinned in a truly malevolent way. “Why are you doing this?”

Bruce dropped his voice as dread slid through his body. “What do you mean ‘slaves forever’?”

The fairy waved a single carrot-stick finger at him. “That’s need-to-know only, brother. And you don’t need to know.” He waggled the sliced onion that served as his eyebrows. “Unless, of course, you want to be what he is. Then all you have to do is pop the cherry into your mouth.”

“And become your slave forever?”

“Nope. That there”—he pointed to the cherry—“that’s a freebie. Eat it and you’ll get exactly what your brother has—no more, no less. You’ll be stronger than you ever have been before. Faster too. Think what a difference that would make at work.”

Bruce did think about it. He thought about all the times he’d been too slow or too weak to save people in trouble. A boy had died because Bruce hadn’t been able to carry both him and his sister at the same time. A floor had collapsed, breaking his best friend’s back, because Bruce hadn’t been fast enough with the axe to get them both free. What would it mean to be better at work than he’d ever been before? Who could he save if he ate that beautiful little cherry?

But the fairy prince wasn’t done. While Bruce was still feeling the desperate pull of temptation, the creature waved his hand over the dash. Suddenly next to the cherry there was an apple, as big and beautiful as the one that had tempted Snow White. The color showed like a dark ruby, and its scent filled the interior of the car with the smell of warm apple pie. It filtered into his thoughts and his darkest desires. Bruce was already reaching for it when he stopped short.

“What is that?” he demanded as he forced his hand down.

“That, my friend, is going to cost you. Eat the little fruit, and you get the same thing as your brother. Same wolf nature, same wolf power, same wolf needs.” He hesitated for a moment on that last word, and Bruce was smart enough to note that it was significant. But he didn’t have time to ask, because the fairy kept talking. “But eat the other one and you get more. More power. More strength.”

“More needs?”

“Hell yes,” the guy said with a grin. Then he shrugged. “Look, if you don’t want it, don’t take it. I’m not forcing anything on you.”

“Just offering me a gift horse, and I’m not supposed to look into its mouth.”

“It’s shaped like an apple, so it doesn’t have a mouth.”

He was trading witty words with a salad elf. And he wasn’t even drunk. Best to focus on what he cared about. “How—exactly—is my brother enslaved to you?”

The elf shrugged. “He’s not yet, but I’ll get him. He’s one little fairy promise away from taking orders from me.”

The elf’s confidence was annoying, but it didn’t seem misplaced. Josh couldn’t resist diving into weird shit. He was a nerd, a geek, and a freak, all rolled into one gullible package. If anyone would take what this fairy offered—hook, line, and sinker—it was Josh. Which meant that if Bruce wanted to be a good big brother and not an asshole, he had to do whatever it took to save Josh from himself.

But he wasn’t going to do it by eating fairy fruit.

He was going to talk to his brother, even if it meant facing off with Nero. So without another word—and only a single last glance at the cherry—Bruce opened his car door. Or he tried. There wasn’t a door latch. He fumbled around trying to feel for where it should be, but all he got was smooth paneling.

“I can’t let you interrupt him right now,” the fairy said cheerfully. “First off, what they’re doing now—nobody wants you to see that. Second, there are rules to a fairy offer. You don’t go getting cherries without popping somebody’s cork somehow.”

“What?”

“Mixed metaphor?” the fairy asked. “Human language is so hard to understand sometimes.”

Bruce shook his head. He’d started this day after a long night shift, and now it was well past one. That was probably the real reason he was talking to a salad fairy. He’d fallen asleep in his car and was dreaming. “Let me out of my car.”

“I can’t let you interfere with tomorrow’s events. There’s too much at stake for both our worlds. It’s too dangerous.”

“But you will if I eat the cherry.”

“Pop the cherry! Isn’t that the expression? Don’t you want to pop it?”

“Answer the fucking question. If I eat the cherry, do I become immortal?”

“Hell no. You become a werewolf, just like your brother. He’s not immortal. He’s optionally hairy and somewhat immortal under the right conditions.” He grinned. “Like when he starts working for me.”

An immortality enslaved to this asshole? “Over my dead body.” None of this made sense except for that. This fairy prince meant his brother harm. Ergo, Bruce was going to protect him.

The fairy snorted. “You can’t stop me if you don’t play.” He wiggled his fingers at the apple.

“Watch me.” Bruce reached behind his seat and grabbed the brick he kept in his car in case he had to break a window… or a fairy face. It would hurt him to smash up his car, but his brother was worth it. Assuming he could talk sense into the guy. Which was pretty funny considering he was the one talking to a salad fairy.

“Are you sure you don’t want to go for the fruit? It’s not a bad deal.”

“No,” Bruce said firmly. “Now let me out of my car.”

“Fine, fine,” the fairy said with a smile. “But it’s pretty late. Don’t you think it’s time for a nap?”

Bruce knew he was in trouble the moment the words left the fairy’s mouth. Because the words had power. Bruce’s eyelids started drooping, and the brick fell from his lax fingers. He fought the suggestion. Hell, he fought it with everything he had, but it wasn’t enough.

The world went dark.

 

 

HE WOKE when the sun burned into his retinas.

“Fuck. Fuck. Fucking hell!”

It was morning, and the cherry and the apple still sat on his dash, looking as perfect as they had the night before. More perfect, even, because they were now in sunlight. His mouth watered just looking at them. But rather than take a bite, he grabbed them both and dropped them into his jacket pocket. No way was he touching them any more than he had to. The temptation was too strong.

He started the car and headed as fast as he could to White River State Park. He hadn’t missed it when Bitter-ass had dropped the location of whatever was supposed to go down. Plus, his brother was never on time for anything, so Bruce still had hope that he’d be able to stop any enslavement from happening.

He found Nero’s car after seven long frustrating minutes of searching. And then it was quick work to follow the trail up to a wood-enclosed glen. He saw clothing and a backpack stacked neatly beneath a tree, but before he could get there, Mr. Salad Fairy appeared, only this time he was tall, dark, and sneering. But the attitude was the same, as was the way he plucked the fruit out of Bruce’s pocket.

“Looking for these?” he taunted.

“No. Looking for my brother.”

“Well, you’re in luck. He’ll show up here in a moment.”

“As your slave?”

“Not this time.” The asshole waggled his very dark, very sculpted brows. “But I’ll get him eventually.” He waved the apple in front of Bruce’s eyes. “Unless you want to play?”

“No, thanks.”

“Suit yourself. But you can give them a message for me, can’t you?” He plucked a green piece of parchment seemingly from the air and handed it to Bruce. With it came the cherry, which seemed to hum in the palm of his hand. “That’s the freebie,” he said. “It’s so you can have what he has, Even Steven.” Then he held the apple in the sunlight, where it shimmered and glowed as if it had come from the Garden of Eden. “This gives you more.” He stressed the last word like he was offering up Eve’s temptation. “Call out my name three times. Do you remember it?”

He did. Jonas Bitterroot. But that’s not what he said. “I’m not calling you. I just want to talk to my brother.”

The asshole shrugged. “Suit yourself. I got a more interesting slave this time. But your brother is still on my radar, and I do like the way he thinks.”

“Buzz off,” Bruce growled. “Or blink out. Or do whatever the hell you….” His words trailed away. He was alone in the clearing. “Asshole,” he muttered.

Then he read the note.

When you’re ready, call me. I will have five shields, hoodies, and a magic bullet available for your use. No charge except for the dragons.

The words didn’t make any sense, but he supposed that was the point. If he wanted to understand, he needed to play. Pop the magic cherry, swallow the red pill, or walk the yellow brick road. It was all an invitation to danger where fairies could change appearances and mess with his head at will. It didn’t sound remotely safe, and his little brother was smack-dab in the middle of it.

He held out the cherry and felt it pulse right there in his palm. It would be so easy to pop it down, but then what would happen?

He didn’t get the chance to answer as sounds came from the clearing. His brother’s voice. And Nero’s response.

“So it’s done? We’re… free?”

“I think so.”

There was more talk that Bruce didn’t follow. He got closer and saw that Nero was naked and Josh was wrapped in his arms. He wanted to sneer at that. He wanted to make some sort of sound to at least make them jolt apart, but he couldn’t. He was too busy seeing how completely devoted they were to each other. Happy, sad, laughing, and crying, all at once. They were in love, damn it. And that made him shrink back into the shadows, feeling like he was spying on a honeymooning couple. Whatever Josh had found, it was making him happy.

But was it real?

He didn’t know. He did believe that Bitterroot was still watching Josh, which meant he was still in danger. And if Bruce wanted to protect Josh, then he had to stick around. Even more important, he had to understand what was going on.

There was only one way to do that, and it was pulsing in the palm of his hand.

“Congratulations, little brother. Looks like you found love,” he said.

Josh and Nero jerked apart, but it was Josh who spoke. “Bruce, what are you doing here?”

“Following you. Watching you.”

He saw his brother’s eyes widen in horror. “Look, I know it seems strange, but—”

“It seems like you’re both werewolves who make fairy deals.”

Nero tensed and his eyes narrowed. “What makes you say that?” he asked in a too-casual tone.

“The freaking fairy told me.”

“What?” Nero exploded.

“The short one who acts like we’re all idiots.” He didn’t want to say Bitterroot’s name out loud.

Josh jolted forward. “You didn’t make a deal with him, did you? You didn’t—”

“All I did was listen and agree to hand you this.” He passed the message over to Josh, who shared it with Nero. They cuddled together to read it. He knew they didn’t mean to look so cozy together, but that didn’t change the way they fitted each other perfectly.

Meanwhile, Nero frowned. “What the hell does that mean? We already killed….”

Josh groaned. The sound was thick and deep, and he slapped his palm against his forehead for emphasis. “We’re back in this timeline. In my timeline, where I was recruited to find a way around the fire blast.”

Nero nodded. “Yeah, I know.”

Josh held up the parchment. “Don’t you see? In this timeline, the demon is still killing Wisconsin.”

“What? No, we….” Nero’s voice trailed into a loud groan. “We risk our lives, and he gets dragons.” He crumpled the paper in his fist. “Did I tell you that he’s the one who told us about the demon in the first place? He’s the one who sent us on this hunt. Unbelievable.”

Josh looked at his brother. “Did you read this?”

Bruce snorted. “Of course I read it. He wanted me to read it. Otherwise he would have put it in an envelope.”

Nero was staring at Bruce. His eyes were laser focused, and his stance shifted so he could quickly step in front of Josh if needed. Damn it, the man was protecting Josh in the way Bruce should have been doing as the older brother. In the way that Bruce had wanted someone to protect him for most of his life. And now Josh had it in a huge brute of a werewolf lover.

“What else?” Nero demanded, proving he wasn’t as stupid as he looked. “Fairies don’t give up information for free. What else did he offer you?”

Bruce held out his other hand. Nestled in his palm lay that dark red cherry. He lifted it up to the sunlight, and all three of them were temporarily mesmerized by the beauty of the simple fruit.

“He said if I want what you’ve got, I just have to eat this. And I do. I want it.” Bruce had been staring at the fruit, feeling the pull of desire. He was going to resist, but then he looked at his brother and Nero. Josh had certainly fallen head over heels in love, but Bruce didn’t trust Nero as far as he could throw him. The man wielded too much power over Josh, and that spelled disaster for his little brother.

But he couldn’t protect Josh unless he played. And the only way to do that was to eat the cherry.

So he tossed the thing in his mouth. And out of the corner of his eye, he saw a butterfly burst up from a leaf and fly off.

“No!” Josh cried out, but it was too late. Bruce chewed quickly and swallowed after spitting the pit into a nearby bush. All three waited in tense silence, prepared for something dramatic to happen.

Nothing.

Wasn’t that the way? Even in fairy magic, his brother had all the luck. Nero sighed and slapped his car keys into Josh’s open palm. “Go get my phone from the glove compartment and call in. Tell them that we’ve got another recruit.”

“But why?” Josh asked. “Nothing’s happened.”

“Yet.”

Bruce felt the heavy pressure of disappointment. That cherry was a big fat zero of—

Heat burned through his body. And since he’d been waiting for something, he noticed the tiny increments that built in his gut before expanding through his nerves. It felt like a small fire burning low, except that the base of his spine fired with a kind of electric pulse. Each beat shot up his spine, pounding in increasing strength. Up his spine, down his legs…. His muscles contracted in response. His back arched, his arms went wide, and his head jerked backward as he tried to scream.

It reached his brain faster than he expected, and once it was there, his mind whited out, although he felt the glow of a thousand suns right in the center. And once he saw that, felt that, knew it as something gloriously special, it all collapsed. The heat, the power, the joy—everything inside him fell apart. And when it reformed, he stood on four legs. His face was reshaped, and his backside moved as never before.

“Crap,” Nero said from somewhere above. “I hope he fits in my car.”

He wasn’t going into any car. He was going to run and bound and smell things. He was in the woods as a wolf, and the power in his body was glorious. So he tensed his muscles—

And collapsed.

He stood and leaped away, except only his back legs moved. His front went lax and he dropped his nose into the dirt. He focused all his attention on what muscles worked how, and he completely failed.

And that was how Nero and Josh got him to the car. And then some movie-star gorgeous guy looked him in the eyes and told him to sleep.




Chapter 3

 

MEANWHILE IN MICHIGAN, LADDIN QUITS WULF, INC.

 

 

“YOU CAN’T be serious. They were just rabbits.”

Laddin looked up from where he’d been staring out the window at the Michigan woods. He was in Captain M’s office, delivering the bad news in the firmest possible way. “It wasn’t just the rabbits,” he protested, but she cut him off.

“You can’t leave Wulf, Inc. because you ate a bunch of rabbits. The woods would be lousy with furbies if we didn’t keep the population down.” The woman was his trainer and also the administrator in charge of all the combat packs at Wulf, Inc. She’d been with him from the moment he’d been brought into headquarters as a werewolf, and she’d wasted no time in making use of his talents. Not just his ability to blow things up, but also his tendency toward OCD. Everything in its place, and all that. She’d set him to organizing her office workflow, and he’d taken to it like a duck to water.

Oh hell—that was another creature he’d eaten the last time the moon shone bright. Apparently he was the kind of werewolf that lost its mind every full moon and ate anything that ran, flew, or hopped.

“You have to get past this, Laddin. You’re a predator now. And predators—”

“Eat bunnies?”

“Yes.”

“No.”

She shook her head. “It’s hard going through life hating yourself for what you are.”

Been there, done that. He used to hate himself for his deformed hand—a birth defect that becoming magical hadn’t fixed. But he’d made peace with it, so he had to believe he’d find a way to survive without eating living meat.

“Look, it’s not just the rabbits. Nobody asked me if I wanted to be made into a werewolf.”

She shifted uncomfortably in her seat. This was a major problem with Wulf, Inc. They couldn’t tell people they had the werewolf gene before they activated it. The Paranormal Accords said as much. And so Wulf activated the gene and then hoped the person would sign up with the organization afterward. It was ass-backward, and everyone knew it.

“Even if we could have asked you—and you know we’re not allowed—you wouldn’t have believed a word of it.”

That was probably true, but it didn’t matter. “Do you know why I worked in Hollywood?”

She frowned. “I’ll bite. Why?”

“Because I liked pretending to be part of the action without actually being in it. I’m a couch superhero. I’ll cheer on Captain America, but I sure as hell don’t want to actually fight the Nazis. I don’t schlep through the jungle in search of Dr. Doom, and I sure as hell don’t want to go face-to-face with any demon. I’m sorry, Captain M, but you activated the wrong guy.”

She leaned forward. “This doesn’t make sense. Two weeks ago you were jonesing to go out into the field. What happened?”

He’d eaten a bunny and realized it tasted delicious. And if that hadn’t been bad enough, he’d been the one responsible for packing up the belongings of Nero’s dead teammates. That had been a major eye-opener. He’d seen their entire lives in their things. They’d been cut off from their families because they couldn’t talk about the paranormal, they lived in the daily practice of violence, and at the end of it all, so few people remembered them. Not the ones they’d saved, who didn’t know what had happened, and not their families, who hadn’t spoken to them for years. Only the organization mourned—for a few weeks—before it restructured, activated new recruits, and created new combat packs with the survivors.

“I don’t want to be a killer, even of bunnies.”

“We’re protecting the world. You don’t have to be on the front lines.”

He nodded. “I love the work you’re doing.” Wulf, Inc. took out genuine baddies, and he had no problem with that. But it was still “eviscerate this” and “disembowel that” everywhere he looked, which made his wolf side want to roll around in the blood too. But he was a man first, and he didn’t want to split open anyone’s gut. Not when he could buy plastic-wrapped chicken breasts at the grocery store. “I just don’t want to be part of it.”

Captain M stared at him, her nose twitching as she thought. “There’s something more.”

“Yes.” And now he came to the real sticking point. “I’m not going to disappear from my family’s lives. I won’t.” Because that’s what people at Wulf, Inc. had to do. The paranormal had its place, and it wasn’t with the vanilla normals.
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