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      Who doesn’t love a good swap meet? You find tons of great stuff you don’t need, but hey, sometimes someone else’s trash just speaks to you, amiright?

      Some things a little louder than others…

      As in, some things actually “speak.”

      Dominique Acosta should know. One minute she’s just living her life, spending time with her grandpa in his memory care facility, and the next thing, everyone’s questioning her mental health after she starts shouting “THOR!” uncontrollably, without warning—in a drugstore.

      All thanks to a talking hammer she spotted at a swap meet.

      Which then showed up in her kitchen…

      So who do you turn to when you now own a talking hammer and you can’t stop randomly screaming the name of a Norse God everywhere you go? OOPS, of course! And Nina, Wanda and Marty come running.

      And hot on their heels?

      Harvey Larsen—huge, handsome, and apparently, the hammer’s babysitter. Oh, and he’s also Thor’s son? Yes. That Thor. (More on that particular god’s prolific baby-making abilities later.)

      Apparently, Dom’s been chosen to protect Midgard (Earth to mere mortals) and rule Asgard. As it happens, she’s the only person on the planet who can pick the hammer up. Lucky her…

      But the hammer’s hot property, and everyone wants to get their paws on it. So Harvey and the girls from OOPS will have to train this reluctant warrior how to wield such a powerful weapon quickly, if she stands any chance of getting out of this alive…

       And saving the entire world…
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      Darling readers,

      

      I come to you with yet another tale of an accidental turning. First, thank you for coming back for more Accidentals! The girls have been around since 2008, that’s seventeen years of shenanigans. Who knew one whacky idea and a couple of “what ifs” would turn into this?

      Now, let me preface this next adventure by saying, I haven’t seen many Marvel movies. Then, I watched Thor: Fraggle Rock (as our heroine lovingly calls it)…er, Ragnarök, and so it began—my mission to watch them all. And watch I did. Thus, I’m certain you’ll find some Thor nuggets throughout.

      While I did quite a bit of research on the Norse and Vikings, I’ve done what I usually do and bent the mythology and legends of it all to my artistic will. I’ve also used some of the tropes from the Marvel movies—so if you’re a diehard Marvel fan (or a mythology geek), don’t shoot. LOL!

      Anyway, welcome back to another nutty ride with Nina, Marty, and Wanda—forever my girls.

      

      Love,

      Dakota
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      “You’ve reached OOPS, Out in the Open Paranormal Support. This is Nina Statleon speaking. What’s your problem, and how much cash will it take for you to hang the fuck up and leave me the fuck alone? Because I got a lot of it. Cash, that is, and all I’m looking for is a little peace, you know? It’s been one thing after another these days. I need a fucking break,” a husky, very bored voice groused.

      “Thor!” Dominique Acosta screamed into the phone, unable to prevent the word from escaping her lips. The word, or rather, the name that wouldn’t stop randomly escaping her throat.

      When she screamed it, it filled her with an unexplainable rage for absolutely no reason.

      Hollering it while shopping for allergy meds in the local CVS, her fist raised to the sky, and almost getting herself arrested for disturbing the peace?

      Not on her bingo card.

      “No, dummy. Not Thor. Are you deaf? It’s Nina. Niii, long I, naaa, long A. Say it with me,” the irritated voice on the other end of the line insisted. “Neenaaa.”

      Rubbing her forehead and pinching her temples, Dom winced. “I heard you. I mean…I can’t…never mind. Nina, ma’am, please listen. I think I need your help.”

      “So you sayin’ cash is off the table? ’Cause I can Venmo you in two seconds flat and we can be done with this shit.”

      Dom swallowed, the effort like trying to relieve a large lump that refused to slide down her throat.

      “As nice as cash sounds, and being of a curious nature, I admit, I wonder at the amount you’re offering, I don’t think money will help me. So let me start again, I’m Dominique Acosta, and I need real help. Your website says you offer help to people who’ve had a paranormal accident. Seeing as I can’t figure out what in the name of Patricia is going on with me, I have to side with it being something paranormal, and that’s where you come in.”

      There was a raspy sigh, beleaguered and long, before Niiinaaa said, “Fine. Let’s go down the checklist.”

      “Checklist?” Dom squeaked.

      “Yeah. A yes or no will do.”

      Blowing out a cleansing breath of air, she nodded, pacing her small entryway as her crow, Fletcher, hopped alongside her, pecking the floor as she went. “Okay. Got it.”

      “Pronouns?”

      Dom frowned. “I thought you said these were yes or no questions?”

      There was an aggravated sigh. “Look. I’m just trying to get right with society as we know it, okay? My fellow OOPS colleagues fucking say it’s polite to ask so I can address you the correct way and not offend, because Christ knows I don’t want to offend anyone. You don’t hafta tell me. I don’t give a shit if you identify as a bloomin’ onion. I’m only askin’ in case you have a preference.” She paused and then there was a tapping, perhaps of a pen hitting a desk, before she asked, “So, pronouns?”

      “Um, she/her.”

      There was a click of what sounded like keyboard keys and then, “First up—fangs.”

      She blinked. Fangs? “Fangs?”

      “Yeah, do you have ’em? Yes or no.”

      Dom looked at her reflection in the mirror in her small entryway, peeling back her upper lip. “Um, no?”

      “Hair. Lots of it, growing in places a chick uses vats of wax to get rid of—like your face and your no-no spots? Now, before you freak, hear me out. You’re a chick. I’m a chick. And the other chicks in my life say it’s okay to talk about personal shit like this with other women because we’re in the Year of our Lord 2025, and everybody talks about everything whether you want them to or not. There’s nothing to be ashamed of.”

      Dom blinked as she stared at her face. “No. No hair on my face.” Then she pulled the waistband of her capris pants away from her torso and peeked with only one eye open, holding her breath. Phew.

      “Nope. No excessive hair on my…um, down there, either.”

      “Drool. You droolin’ much?”

      She shook her head, pressing her cell phone to her ear. “Nay on the drool.”

      “’Kay, how about fins, scales, claws or a unicorn horn?”

      Okay, joke was on her. I mean, come on—a unicorn horn? How could she be so stupid?

      “This is a prank website, isn’t it? Am I going to be on some TikTok vid? A reel on Facebook, while everyone laughs at me and gives me that googly-eyed, tongue-hanging-out emoji, and I end up canceled for being a complete moron?”

      “Hah!” she barked into the phone. “You’re gonna wish this was a damn joke. Answer the questions or hang the fuck up. It’s no skin off my ass, one way or the other.”

      What choice did she have, considering what was sitting on her kitchen table?

      Taking a deep breath, Dom answered. “No fins, scales, claws or,” she stopped to cough, “unicorn horns.”

      “Check, check, check aaand check. Just a couple more. Uh, wings?”

      “Wings?” she bellowed. “Wings?” Was this woman insane?

      “Lady, shut the fuck up!” Nina hollered. “If you scream like that again, I’m gonna hang this phone up, sniff your ass out and yank your tongue outta your face, then I’m gonna wrap it around your neck. Got me?”

      Dom cringed. Then a lighter, sweeter voice could be heard.

      “Nina, give me the phone. Give it to me now, please. Why do you always choose violence at a time like this? Whoever’s on the other end of the phone needs help.”

      Oh, boy, did she ever need help. But was this the kind of help she needed?

      And then Dom heard, “Give me that phone, Nina, or I’m going to go full werewolf on you!”

      Werewolf? What in all of Stephen King was she hearing?

      There was a scuffle and some muffled protests and then, “Hello, this is Marty Flaherty, OOPS consultant. Please accept my apologies for my rude coworker. Now, how can I help you today…um, Miss…?”

      If nothing else, she sounded nicer. “Acosta. And I…I don’t know. I mean…I don’t know. I don’t think I fit the qualifications for your checklist.”

      “Bah,” the sweet voice said. “We’re still in the process of adding to that checklist. Things change every day as society evolves. So how about you tell me what’s actually happening?”

      As hysteria rose in her chest, Dom became incredibly hesitant, preparing to turn her cell phone off so she wouldn’t be the laughingstock of social media.

      “Hello? Please don’t let Nina scare you off. We’re legit. I promise,” the sweet voice said, reading her mind. “I promise, you won’t end up on TikTok. Now, how about we start with your full name so I can address you properly?”

      She licked her dry lips, stooping to gather Fletcher and set him on her island countertop, next to the small wicker basket where she put all of the “gifts” he brought her.

      “My name is Dominique Acosta, but everyone calls me Dom.” Had she said that already? A sure sign she was on the verge of a panic attack was repetitiveness.

      “Right. Got it. And how old are you, Dom?”

      “Thirty-four.”

      “Married? Single? In a relationship? I only ask because whatever is happening to you will surely affect the people in your life.”

      Single. She was very single, with zero prospects since she’d broken up with Amon a year ago. “I’m single.”

      “What do you do for a living, Dom?”

      Nowadays? Never mind. That didn’t matter anymore. “I’m between jobs right now, but I used to manage a cosmetics counter at a major department store.”

      There was a tiny gasp, and then the woman said, “Oooo! You like makeup? Wait until you hear what I do for a living!”

      She loved makeup, ultra-feminine clothes, shoes, bags, the works. “What do you do for a living?” Dom asked, now less frightened and more curious, as crazy as that sounded.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake, Marty! Get on with this shit already. It’s late and I’m gonna miss my feeding if you don’t find out what the hell this broad wants!” Dom heard Nina complain in the background. “Save the fucking lip gloss love-fest for another day. Get the hell on with it.”

      Muffled slaps resonated in her ears. “Nina! If you touch this phone once more, I’m going to box your ears. Now back the hell off!” Marty bellowed with a roar. Then she cleared her throat in a ladylike manner. “I’m sorry for the interruption, Dom. We were talking about what I do for a living, which is neither here nor there right now. But I promise, we’ll get into it once we establish what your needs are.”

      “Thor!” she unwillingly hollered into the phone, biting her lip in horror as her left fist rose to meet the sky.

      “Thor? Is there a Thor there with you? Is Thor hurting you, Dom?” came the worried reply.

      “No!” Dom shouted, then immediately softened her voice, nervously twisting a strand of hair around her index finger. “No. There’s no one here. I’m fine, but randomly shouting out that name is part of the problem I’m having. I don’t know why I keep yelling it. I don’t even know anyone named Thor, but I can’t control it. It just happens—and it happens a lot.”

      “There,” the gentle voice said, almost a soft whisper in her ear. “That was easy enough, right? Now that we have the particulars out of the way, as I said, I’m Marty Flaherty. My loud, crude partner here at OOPS who answered your call—and is all bark, almost no bite—is Nina Statleon, and our other partner is Wanda Jefferson. We’re here to help you, Dom. I promise. But we can’t help unless you tell us all of what’s wrong…and I can sense there’s something else. Are you ready to tell me the rest of what’s happening?”

      Dom glanced at the shiny instrument on her kitchen table. Telling this woman what had happened after she’d gone to that stupid swap meet three days ago was going to make her sound as if an insane asylum and straitjacket were too tame to contain her.

      “Dom?” Marty coaxed.

      Then a thought occurred to her—it was brief and fleeting, typically not the way her busy mind worked, flitting from one subject to the next without rhyme or reason. “Did you say you’re Marty Flaherty? As in the Marty Flaherty, who owns Bobbie-Sue Cosmetics?”

      Marty giggled, soft and tinkling. “That’s me.”

      Holy Meet Your Idol Day. “I love you!” she blurted out in a gush of words, before she could stop herself. “I’ve read all of the articles written about you over the years, and how you inherited a cosmetic company and turned it into one of the most successful multimillion-dollar lines in the business. I’m such a fan! I especially love your night cream. It’s so delicious on my skin.”

      But wait. Her idol was a werewolf? She did say she was a werewolf, right? Werewolves owned corporations?

      “That’s so nice, Dom,” Nina growled. “That you get to meet your idol. I mean, your idol could be anyone, like Mother Teresa or Gandhi, but you chose a slinger of goop. Well done. Now could we get past the OMG, I-love-you-and-your-crappy-concealer part of this interview and get to the fucking point here?”

      More rustling scratched in her ear before Marty obviously yanked the phone from Nina’s hand again. “Pipe down, Dark Lord, and let me handle this! Now, Dom, we can talk about Bobbie-Sue later, though I’m flattered you know who I am. We were getting to what’s happening and why you think you need our help—aside from the random shout-out to Thor.”

      Once more, she eyed the shiny instrument on her kitchen table, glistening under her hanging bamboo lamp. “So, I went to a swap meet the other day. One of the patients at my grandfather’s memory care facility loves a good trip to a swap meet. I volunteer there all the time, with events and road trips and so on. Anyway, her name is Pippy, and I offered to wheel her around while the others from the facility were looking at things. We were just strolling the aisles while I pushed her in her wheelchair, chatting, stopping here and there, when I saw…”

      Her legs trembled, forcing her to sit down at the table next to the object of her terror. She kept her fingers in a tight fist so as to avoid touching it.

      “What, Dom?” Marty asked.

      Pinching her temples with her fingers, Dom swallowed. “I was looking at the things on a table. A bunch of rusty old tools and coins and stuff, and I was trying to figure out why Pippy was so interested in them. I mean, she usually likes silly tchotchkes, like those bubble hair ties and trinket boxes, shot glasses from around the world and…and Hummels, you know?”

      It had been a brisk October day, and even though the sun was out, she’d been worried about Pippy catching cold. Lingering at this odd table that had caught her attention wasn’t a good idea.

      “Anyway, I tried to distract her and move her toward another table, but Pippy clung to the edge of the table for dear life.”

      “Okay, and then…?”

      “Then…then I saw what she was so transfixed on. She ran her fingers over it as if she knew it personally.” Dom caught herself. She sounded like a raving lunatic. “I mean, as though she’d seen it before or…I don’t know what I mean. I’m just saying, she wouldn’t let go of the table and no amount of distraction, not even the lure of peanut brittle, could tear her away.

      “Now, here’s the thing. I’ve learned a lot since my papa, er, grandfather, entered memory care, and one thing I’ve definitely learned? Do not poke the bear. As in, sometimes in order not to agitate someone with a neurological deficit—Pippy has early dementia—you kinda have to go with the flow. What I mean to say is, you pick and choose your battles.”

      “Right. Of course. So, when you were going with the flow with Pippy, what happened?”

      Dom bit the inside of her cheek before replying. “I did what I always do, I tried redirecting. I tried gently pulling her fingers from the table, but to no avail. Pip clung to that table like a piece of cling wrap. Then, out of the blue, she asked me if I heard it. Of course, I asked what she meant…”

      Oh, remembering those moments when Dom thought surely she’d entered a glitch in the Matrix were some of the scariest of her life.

      “What did Pippy say, Dom?”

      “She said, do you hear that thing talking? Then she pointed to the beat-up, silver tool on the table. So of course, in the spirit of playing along and keeping her calm, I leaned down and listened…”

      Dom paused then, because reliving it, saying it out loud, was almost as horrifying and preposterous as the actual event.

      “Dom? What happened? I’m on the edge of my seat here, and don’t you fret about sounding like you’ve lost your mind. Believe me when I tell you, I don’t think there’s anything left that would surprise us.”

      Swallowing hard, Dom looked at the dented silver tool, shiny and bright under the light of her kitchen chandelier, biting the inside of her cheek once more to keep from screaming.

      “Well, go on then. Tell her what you heard, Dom,” a silky-smooth, almost reassuring voice said.

      Goose bumps rose on her skin, racing along her spine, making her shiver with a violent shake.

      “Who’s there with you, Dom?” Marty asked, a lilt of panic in her tone. “What’s happening? Are you okay? Are you safe?”

      “You heard him…er, that!?” she squealed. If Marty heard the voice, then maybe she wasn’t losing her mind after all.

      But then she remembered, Nina had asked if she had fangs or horns. Who asked those kinds of questions?

      Maybe they were all losing their minds. Maybe they were having a shared delusion. Like that Shazaam movie phenomenon, where everyone swore the comedian Sinbad had been in a movie called Shazaam. People had actually recalled scenes from it and everything, yet no one could actually find the existence of the movie.

      The phenomenon was called the Mandela Effect, which is essentially the sharing of a false memory.

      Or maybe this was all one long waking nightmare.

      Maybe…

      “Dom! Please answer me! Who is that? Are you safe?” Marty repeated, her voice rising in clear panic.

      She held up a hand even though she knew Marty couldn’t see it. “I’m okay, and I’m safe.”

      But was she really okay? Safe?

      “You goose. Of course you’re safe, kærr. I’d never hurt you.”

      “Who is that, Dominique?” Marty pressed, her voice rising higher than it had a moment ago. “I thought you said you didn’t have a partner? What is happening?”

      How did she explain this?

      Rehearsing it in her mind, Dom went over the facts in a nutshell.

      It had been a lovely fall day. The leaves were bright, orange and brown wisps of colorful paper gracing all the trees at the park.

      The weather was just crisp enough to wear one of her cute sweaters with pearls and capris pants, but warm enough to feel the sun’s caress on your face. It had been cloudless and blue.

      Dom rolled her eyes. Wasn’t that the start of every horror story ever written?

      It was a beautifully perfect day…

      Anyway, she’d gone to a swap meet with some of her grandfather’s fellow patients in memory care. She volunteered to chaperone the seniors almost every weekend on one event or another. The idea being to keep them engaged and living the last bits of their lives to the best of their abilities.

      The folks at Remember Me Memory Care were like family to her. Pippy, Jonah, Annie-Mae, Harold, Roland, Sheffrey, Verlean, all had become very dear to her since her grandfather, Stavros, had joined them two years ago. They were all she had left, and she surrounded herself with them every chance she had.

      Anyway, she and Pippy happened upon a table with a bunch of old, rusty tools some guy was trying to hawk for far too much money.

      One of the tools had enraptured Pippy. So much so, she’d struck up a conversation with it. One where they shared anecdotes and pleasantries.

      And Dom had heard every word. All of it. But it wasn’t just Pippy talking to some hallucination—the tool had spoken back, as though Pippy were a dear, long lost friend.

      Thinking she and her mind were parting ways, she’d finally managed to pry Pippy’s fingers from the table and hurried her back to the bus with her heart in her throat.

      She’d mistakenly thought that was the end of the delusion. She’d taken Pippy back to the bus, got her back to her room, tucked her in, gave her grandfather a kiss and some of his favorite butterscotch pudding, and gone home.

      But when she arrived, the tool was sitting on her kitchen table.

      Or rather, the hammer was sitting on her kitchen table.

      Talking to her.

      In a very appealing voice that reminded her of a combination of James Earl Jones and Morgan Freeman. Articulate, gentle, deep and satisfying.

      At first, she’d ignored it. Dom made up a bunch of explanations for why she thought she could hear the hammer speak. Until it literally carried on a full-blown conversation while she’d gone about her daily chores.

      She had zero explanation as for how it had shown up on her kitchen table, but she made wide circles around it to avoid contact anyway.

      None of her reasoning stuck, other than the idea maybe she’d eaten something that had given her hallucinations. That daggone cotton candy at the swap meet was always her undoing.

      Then, she’d stopped trying to figure it out altogether and spent the next day continuing to ignore it.

      But she couldn’t overlook her outburst at the CVS, when she cried the name Thor, nor could she stop the word from shooting out of her mouth.

      By nightfall a couple days later? At first, Dom had cowered in the corner for a while, like a sniveling wimp, convinced she’d need phyciatric help. Only when she’d retrieved her wits and some of her dignity did she begin to Google paranormal happenings, and then she came across the OOPS website.

      She’d dialed with trembling fingers and her heart in her throat.

      So for the love of Swedish meatballs, how could she possibly explain this hammer had not only followed her home and talked, but it also insisted that it belonged to her.

      This hammer, this tool with the sultry voice, this intelligent but inanimate object, claimed it was her destiny.

      Only she could have a destiny that involved a beat-up old hammer instead of a handsome white knight on his trusty steed.
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      The sudden pounding on her door from some very heavy fists made Dom cringe in abject fear, pressing the phone to her ear and tightening her grip on the knife she’d grabbed from her utility drawer.

      “Dom?” Marty called her name. “What’s happening? What’s that banging?”

      “Someone’s banging on my door and they don’t sound friendly!” she whispered into the phone. Maybe it was someone who wanted their magic hammer back? Maybe it was the guy from the swap meet?

      If she owned a talking hammer, she’d sure want it back, too.

      “Hello?” Someone banged again. “Miss? My name is Harvey Larsen, and I think you have something of mine.”

      There was a raspy sigh, and then the hammer said, “Ah, Harvey’s here. I wondered when he’d show up. Fear not, kærr. Harvey’s harmless. I promise you. A little misguided, but harmless.”

      Dom’s eyes flew open wide as she ran to the other side of her kitchen. “Stop talking to me!” she begged, gripping the handle of the knife until her hand hurt.

      The gentle voice, silky in her ears, offered more reassurance. “If you would only listen to me, Dominique, I could help you understand what’s happening.”

      Said the serial killer to its victim…

      “I don’t want to understand!” she all but screamed, pressing herself against her countertop. “I want you to leave me alone!”

      Father God, she was talking to a hammer.

      “Hello?” the male voice, strong and deep, called out again.

      “Go away!” she yelled at her front door, the one she’d recently painted a soft pink, when there’d been a time she’d done mundane chores like not talking to a hammer.

      “Listen, Miss, I can hear you’re frightened, and I promise you, I’m not here to hurt you. I understand why you’re afraid, and I can explain. But I think you have something of mine and that requires a conversation. Could we please talk?”

      Then, surprisingly, she heard a recently familiar voice ask, “Who the fuck are you, Big Bird, and what the fuck do you think you’re doing here?”

      Nina! The woman sounded like Nina from OOPS.

      But…how had she found her? How had she found her townhouse?

      “Did you hear me? I said back the fuck off, Sasquatch!”

      “Nina!” an unfamiliar, very feminine voice chastised. “How about we ask questions instead of throwing hands when the subject presents as non-threatening?”

      Another knock on the door sounded, gentler, less intimidating. “Dom, it’s Marty, honey⁠—”

      “And Nina. You know, Niiinaaa⁠—”

      “Nina, hush! Dom, listen, it’s Marty, and my other partner in OOPS is here, too. Her name is Wanda. Can you open the door, please? We’re here to help.”

      The hammer cleared its throat. “They sound lovely, Dominique. Do open the door. Of the four, I can assure you, Harvey is least likely to harm you. He’s akin to a gentle giant.”

      With slow, terrified steps, still clinging to the knife, she continued to ignore the hammer’s advice and tiptoed across her hardwood floor, her hands clammy as she pressed her ear to the door.

      “I have a weapon!” she warned them, fighting the wobble in her voice. “If you make one wrong move, I’ll—I’ll—” What, Dom? What exactly will you do? She’d never so much as killed even a fly in her lifetime.

      Squaring her shoulders, Dominique narrowed her eyes. But a fly had never threatened her well-being. “I have a weapon and I’ll use it!”

      She heard an amused scoff. “Ooo, I hope it’s shiny and sharp. I haven’t had dinner yet,” Nina cackled.

      “Dominique? Wanda here. Please open the door. I know you’re afraid, but we’re here to help you. I promise you; we can help.”

      She had two choices. Climb out the window and run screaming into the night toward the nearest police station, where she’d tell them all about her talking hammer. Or…she could let the people on the other side of this door into her home.

      And possibly die a gruesome death by group homicide.

      Suddenly, someone jiggled the doorknob as she backed away and the door came flying open. Three women entered of varying heights, two of them beautiful and dressed to the nines, and the third, surely one of the most flawlessly perfect women she’d ever seen—on TV or in the movies or ever—wearing a dark hoodie, jeans, work boots and shirt that read: I Almost Gave a Fuck. Scared The Shit Out of Myself.

      Behind them stood a towering hulk of a man, who she assumed was Harvey.

      Wow.

      Wow-wow. Harvey wasn’t only enormous, he was insanely good-looking. Blond, chiseled, bulky in all the right places, with thick thighs bunching his jeans and biceps pushing against a plaid flannel jacket.

      Dom gulped. Now felt like the wrong moment to make note of something as superficial as how incredibly, ruggedly, gorgeously, fantastically handsome this man was, but it was hard to deny. In fact, his good looks almost made her gasp.

      Fletcher, obviously sensing her fear, flew high up into her cathedral ceilings before swooping down and aiming for Nina—whose hand shot in the air just as he dove for the top of her head.

      She snatched him out of the air so quickly, Dom barely had time to blink.

      “No!” she cried. “Please don’t hurt him!”

      Nina, and she somehow just knew this flawless woman was Nina, held Fletcher in her hand, curling her fingers around his small body. She looked him directly in the eye. “Would you look at you, buddy? Boy or girl?” she asked, as she gazed at Fletcher until he calmed in her hand, then she opened her palm, letting him settle in.

      Licking her lips, Dom stared at their interaction in awe. Fletcher was protective for a creature so tiny, and he didn’t warm easily to strangers—just ask her last boyfriend, Amon.

      She’d found Fletcher on a back road when she’d been investigating nursing homes for her grandfather, entangled in a plastic six-pack soda wrap, his tiny feet struggling to get free as he frantically called out in distress.

      Carefully, she’d disentangled him, but his foot was injured, and she knew from watching countless YouTube videos he’d never survive in the wild. So she’d taken him to the vet, had him patched up with a splint, and during his healing process, they’d bonded—in a way that hadn’t only surprised her, but delighted her.

      They’d been together for three years now, through the ups and downs with her grandfather’s debilitating health, and the loneliness and guilt she’d suffered, putting him in memory care. He’d been there after a life-altering experience that had changed her entire world. Fletcher had been there, loyal, goofy, steadfast.

      As nutty as it sounded, he’d become her touchstone. He made every day bearable since she’d transferred her grandfather to memory care.

      “Hey?” Nina nudged her as Fletcher rubbed his head against her cheek. “Boy or girl?” she repeated.

      “Boy,” she mumbled, clinging tighter to the knife. “His name’s Fletcher.”

      Suddenly, this amazingly perfect creature grinned. A smile so glorious, so full of straight white teeth and full, naturally red lips, it almost left Dom breathless.

      She ran a gentle finger down along Fletcher’s breast. “Aw, hey, Fletch, I’m Nina. Aren’t you a handsome guy. So shiny. Who does your feathers?”

      Fletcher’s beady black eyes locked with this stranger’s in genuine interest. With, dare she say, warmth? He curled his head into her raised fingers and made a soft cooing noise.

      “Look at how nice this sweet, sweet boy is,” she said softly, her ember eyes warm. “Do you have treats? Show Auntie Nina where they are and I’ll get you some, huh?”

      Fletcher hopped off her hand and took flight to the cabinet where Dom kept his favorite unsalted peanuts, tapping at the door with his beak.

      Nina didn’t bother to ask permission, she went and opened the cabinet, located the peanuts, popped the can’s top, and poured a couple into her hand.

      Fletcher pecked at them, grabbing one with his beak, then hopped to Nina’s shoulder to press the nut to her lips, the same way he did with Dom.

      This beautiful creature took the peanut from him and praised him, lavishing the bird with affection by rubbing her cheek against the top of his head. “Who’s so smart?”

      Fletcher, her ride or die, looked into Nina’s eyes and preened. Preened.

      Dom set the phone down on her countertop, her mouth falling open, forgetting she had the knife, forgetting there were beautiful strangers standing in her small living room. “I’ve never seen him behave like that with anyone but me. He’s…he’s usually so skittish with new people…”

      A gorgeous blonde, dressed in a burnt-orange flared skirt with a wide belt, the collar of her chocolate-brown shirt turned up under her tan denim shrug, gold and silver bangle bracelets lining her arms, held out her hand with a warm smile, offering it to Dom.

      “I’m Marty Flaherty. And all animals, friend or foe, love Nina. You’ll get used to it.”

      Get used to it? How long did these people plan to stay? Getting used to something meant spending lots of time together—like getting a bad haircut or bangs. You got used to them…

      “I’m Wanda Jefferson,” an elegant woman in a sophisticated pair of pleated navy trousers and a white silky shirt beneath her trench coat, her hair in a smooth updo, introduced herself. “And I’ll take that, thank you kindly.” She snatched the knife from Dom’s hand so fast, it made her head spin.
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