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Chapter 1
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An ogre, a vampire and a werewolf walk into a bar ... Someone more creative than me could make a joke of my life.

My boss, Evander Angelich, is an ogre. No, really. Not just a grumpy person but an ogre. He stands a little over seven feet tall; weighs somewhere around 500 pounds; has a very large, round head; small eyes set too close together; a caterpillar for eyebrows; a mop of brown hair on top; and doesn’t have the best personal hygiene. Think sewer backup. Yeah, that bad at times. Unlike Shrek, his skin isn’t green; it’s sort of puce. He also wears beautifully-tailored, custom-made suits instead of too-small breeches and vest. But like Shrek, he’s pretty much a nice guy. I guess Hollywood gets some things right.

Ev owned the largest personal security business in the Midwest and the bulk of the client list would make the paparazzi go ape if they could get their hands on even one itinerary. Most of the guards were ogres or dwarves (short but tough little bastards with no sense of humor) with a couple of wizards thrown in for good measure. Ev chose these species because they can’t truly be harmed by vampires, weres or other predators. Although wizards are human in the greater sense of the word, there is something about their aura that makes bloodthirsty species either not want them or be unable to seduce them.

He owned the company, I ran it. Ask any executive and if he’s telling the truth, he’ll admit his secretary does nearly all his work. Going into the office at 7:30 a.m. gave me a chance to read the reports from the previous night and start wading through all my paperwork before the phone started ringing off the hook around noon. Everyone knew Ev hated rush hour traffic so they waited until later to call him. (That was a lie. Ev didn’t even have a drivers’ license. He had a limo with a driver. He just wanted an excuse to sleep late.) By that time, I had a list of things for Ev to know about and/or do and when the agents and managers started calling, he could play the all-knowing big shot. It was a comfortable relationship that had lasted something over seven years.

My day started out normally. The sun woke me up at 6:00am as it shone through the bedroom window of my garden-level apartment. I originally had room-darkening drapes, but they were expensive and didn’t stay intact for long. My cat, Fudge, climbed anything he could reach and since the window was at waist height, he shredded anything hung there. The curtains were as cheap as I could find – just enough to prevent any Peeping Tom from getting an eyeful. I replaced them about every two months, which was about how long it took Fudge to rip them to the point they were see-through instead of opaque. Everything in my apartment was geared towards a “me first” cat. Instead of the usual ceramic or glass knickknacks most of my female friends had around, the window ledges only held my collection of stuffed animals. They didn’t break when Fudge swept them off to make room for basking.

I made the best of the situation by being a quasi-morning person. The timer on the coffeepot was set for 5:50 a.m. so when I was rudely awakened by so much light, there was at least an immediate infusion of caffeine to make the morning bearable. Although I hate needles, I always wished someone could figure out how to inject caffeine intravenously. I needed the morning jolt. After a half-pot of coffee inhaled while checking email, Facebook and Twitter, I was awake enough to do my stretching. I showered and headed off to work, just three blocks away.

Living in the heart of the city had its advantages. I didn’t have to own a car. Most everything I needed was within walking or biking distance, or a fairly inexpensive cab ride. Although my building was an older one, it had been completely renovated just before I moved in. It was still considerably less expensive than the high-rises a mile or so away and I didn’t need all the fancy stuff like a concierge service, anyway. I have twice the space for half the cost. My building came with a bonus: unlike those high-rise buildings, the owner had also put up good wards – something I needed due to the people I worked with on a regular basis. Magic just isn’t my forte.

The same advantages turned into disadvantages when my boss figured I was always available since I was very single and lived so close. After about a year of him calling me on a Saturday or Sunday morning to come in for one “emergency” or another, we compromised. I’d get no more weekend calls and he wouldn’t sing soprano.

Anyways, as I was saying, my day started out normally enough. Ev’s odor preceded him into the office shortly after eleven. Mario, one of the wizard guards, was waiting to see him. He was unhappy with his current assignment – a pert blond movie star who thought she was a witch but in reality hadn’t a clue about magic. Mario’s comment was, “She has every episode of Charmed and all the Harry Potter movies on DVD. Therefore, she thinks she knows everything there is to know about magic.” He was pretty much over being dragged into “rituals” and then being whined at when nothing happened. My notes suggested switching Mario with one of the dwarf guards currently following a foreign author around. She wouldn’t be dragging a dwarf into anything!

Noon saw my lunch delivered from the deli downstairs. I had a long-standing friendship with the witch who ran it. She could really cook, whether in a cauldron or on a stove! Apart from anything containing peas, she had carte blanche to send up whatever she wanted. This day, lunch was a pastrami-on-rye sandwich with a side of some of the yummiest potato salad I’d ever tasted. The paper that wrapped my sandwich had a note: “Watch your back. I’ve got a bad feeling.” Cassandra wasn’t often wrong with her feelings but when I looked at the mound of paperwork and my calendar, I didn’t see anything that could go any more haywire than usual.

Things went fairly normally until a phone call came in about 3:30. When I answered the phone, the voice on the other end sounded like it was coming from the bowels of Hell. I was used to the echo sometimes generated by cell phones but this positively vibrated through the wires. 

“May I speak with Mr. Angelich, please?” growled the voice.

“May I tell him who’s calling?” I answered back.

“Just tell him Happy is on the line. He’ll speak with me.”

Happy? With a voice like that? I buzzed Ev on the intercom and after a pregnant pause and a sharp intake of breath, he told me to put the call through. Tempted though I was to eavesdrop, I had other things I needed to do before I called it quits for the day so I went back to my own work.

Ten minutes later, the light for that line winked out. Ev slammed his office door open, stormed straight past me without a word and out the door. I didn’t think anything of that. Ev often had temper tantrums and went for a walk to cool off. He usually returned after about a half hour, much quieted. 

One of the benefits of starting work early is I got off early, too. Ev took the late shift, often working until nine or ten at night to keep track of all the guards who were out on assignment and be available if anything went awry. Although he hadn’t yet returned, I assumed he would and at 4:00 I shut off my computer, locked up the office and headed home for my standard two-hour nap. It made up for getting up so early. Sort of.

I had just put my pajamas on and snuggled into bed, Fudge deserting his spot on the window ledge for a piece of my pillow, when the phone rang. Damn and blast! I’d forgotten to turn it off. Caller ID said it was Ev’s cell phone. “This had better be good,” was my not-so-cheerful greeting.

Without so much as an “I’m sorry to disturb you”, Ev hurriedly said, “I need you to go to John’s party for me tonight”. In that split second where all sorts of stuff goes through your mind before you answer, I was thinking he sounded out of breath, whiny, and what the hell? I had a nice evening planned with a decent dinner, maybe a bottle of wine and my word processor.  

(I forgot to mention: I write paranormal romance novels on the side under a pseudonym. Don’t tell Ev. He’d never let me hear the end of it.)

“Ev, it’s Wednesday. I had plans for tonight and besides, you know I can’t go to one of those sorts of parties and be into work early the next morning,” I replied.

“Whatever your plans were, you can change them. I’ll cover the morning. Just do this, OK? Gregory will pick you up in the limo at 9:30. Stay for a couple of hours, schmooze folks the way you know how and leave. It’s not like you’ve never done this before.”

Guys, ogres in particular, really have no idea what a woman has to go through to get ready for an upscale party – especially if we aren’t in the mood to do so. But he sounded like this was a real emergency. I sighed, said yes, hung up the phone and determined I could at least get my nap in before I’d need to eat dinner and start to get gussied up.

I set my alarm and settled back down. I had to move Fudge – he’d spread over the entire pillow during my conversation. He resettled himself and started kneading in my hair, making it entirely possible it would take another fifteen minutes just to comb out the snarls he was creating. I was used to it and had built an additional quarter-hour into my routine after he came to live with me.

It was getting dark in the apartment when the alarm went off, which suited my mood. My dreams had been off-kilter for some reason and the thought of having to go to a party, much less a late one, didn’t improve my disposition. Still in my jammies, I padded into the kitchen, flipped on the light and started rummaging through the fridge for the makings for a quick dinner. I settled for a salad with leftover shrimp as a garnish. There was enough shrimp for Fudge and me to share without argument. An argument, I might add, that I invariably lost.

Two hours after that, I was as gussied as I was going to get. My dress was a full-length emerald green satin that fit well in all the right places and complimented my waist-length copper-red hair. I wasn’t pleased with Fudge’s coiffure attempt but it had only taken ten minutes to comb out his snarls before washing my hair. I was, therefore, five minutes ahead of schedule. Matching shoes and clutch completed the ensemble that wasn’t quite au courant but still looked good. While silently thanking the fashion maven who declared pantyhose unnecessary, especially in summer heat, I watched out the window for Ev’s limo.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2



[image: ]




Gregory pulled up right at 9:30 and we headed for the ‘burbs, where the uber-rich had transformed rolling farmland into fancy estates. During the ride, I mentally reviewed what I knew about this party:

It was being thrown by John Minton, agent-to-the-stars. Even though it was common knowledge in the paranormal circles that he was bisexual, he put on one of the straightest acts I’ve ever seen. The guest of honor was one of his clients and if the rumors were to be believed, his current paramour, an actor who was the latest heartthrob of several million teen girls. He was handsome, if you liked the type: tall, nicely built, dark hair and eyes, pale skin and a very full mouth. Although he looked to be in his early twenties, little did those googly-eyed teenagers know this particular actor was almost a hundred years old. Both he and John were night people. Vampires to you; which should explain why the party started so late. Ev provided security to some of John’s clients and was always hoping to get a few more into his fold. Hence the attendance at the party.

Gregory let me off at the door of a Tara-wannabe mansion. I don’t know how many acres John owned but there was an expanse of lawn to either side of the drive large enough to hold a couple of soccer matches on, with room for at least one more out the back before you got to the pool. (I always wondered what his monthly landscaping bill was. Astronomical, I’ll bet.) White columns framed a large swath of shallow steps, which led to ten-foot high mahogany double doors.

Instead of the usual guard or butler greeting the guests and taking coats, John was doing the duty himself. After all, it was summer so there were no coats to be dealt with. 

“Amy, what a pleasant surprise!” he greeted me, taking my hand in his in an attempt at old-fashioned gallantry. “Are you on your own or is Evander showing up at some point?” When I explained that something had come up for Ev and I was filling in, he smiled and his look turned from cordiality to one closer akin to lust.

“None of that, John,” I said, retrieving my hand from his grasp and moving so he’d be outside my personal space. “You know what happened the last time you tried to sink your fangs into me and we don’t want a repeat in front of all your guests, do we?”

John coughed, told me to enjoy the party and turned his smile to the next arriving guest. I smiled inwardly at the memory. The first party I had attended at his house was with Ev, a little over a month after I’d started working for him. No one knew who I was so I was fresh meat (literally, in some cases). Ev escorted me around the room, introducing me to everyone I needed to know. It was a veritable Who’s Who of the entertainment industry ... agents, managers, producers, and even a couple of up-and-coming actors I’d heard of.

John had immediately appeared by my side the moment Ev excused himself to use the restroom. I guess he was good looking: tall, athletic body, dark hair, grass-green eyes and sharply chiseled features. A little on the pale side for my taste, though. It was obvious from his demeanor that he was used to women falling over their tongues and assumed I would do the same when he turned his charm on me. He took my hand in his and tried to be seductive. (I am apparently immune to vampires’ bedroom eyes because I have never swooned when they give me The Look.) I knew he was important to Ev so played along as best I could, despite the fact that his hand was like ice. But when he tried to get cozy and started eyeing me as if I were the blue plate special, I pressed my great-grandmother’s silver cross into the exposed portion of his wrist below his sleeve. He screamed like a little girl with the pain. Although vampires normally heal almost instantly, it was a month before he could wear short-sleeved shirts again. That cross was on a charm bracelet I wore every day. I may be a mundane but I certainly am not stupid.

After leaving John at the door, I headed for the bar and grabbed a glass of chardonnay. Although I really prefer a nice, dark red wine, I didn’t want anyone thinking the flute contained something else. With my Irish ancestry and its accompanying pale skin, I’m sure some thought I was a ‘night person’, as well. 

I saw many people I knew, clients and business acquaintances alike, and headed for the nearest group to do what Ev wanted me to do – schmooze. I said hello to those I knew, introduced myself to those I didn’t, and basically made nice to everyone. I always avoided being alone with any vamps but with the advent of spray-tan booths, it was getting more and more difficult to tell many from normal humans. (Some disdained the ‘healthy, alive’ look and you could spot those across the room.) Once I got into a group, though, I could always pick them out. Blood is a lot thicker than wine and leaves a coating on the goblet. You just have to look for it.

About an hour later (it seemed more like four – my face was hurting from the continuous smile) I felt a tap on my shoulder. I turned to find His Honor the heartthrob smiling at me. “I don’t believe we’ve had the pleasure of meeting. I’m Andy and you’re beautiful,” he said. Spare me.

“Hello. My name is Amy,” I replied. “If you’re looking for someone gullible, I suggest that blonde over there. She doesn’t know who you are.” I refrained from saying “what you are”. Calling someone a vamp to their face in mixed company isn’t polite. He must have missed my point.

“I prefer sultry redheads and you fit the bill. May I have your drink freshened?” Sigh. Ev would consider Andy Deland a real catch for a client and be seriously pissed if I didn’t at least try to bring him into the Angelich Security fold. I kept the smile plastered on my face as we meandered over to the bar. I got a fresh chardonnay, he had his B positive topped off from a wine bottle mysteriously missing its label. Like I couldn’t tell the difference between cabernet sauvignon and blood.

He steered me to the patio where it was easy to get lost in shadows created by pillars and torchlight. Andy naturally gravitated away from the torches. Vamps and fire don’t get along. He chose a cozy spot, out of view from the rest of the guests – even those wandering on the wide expanse of lawn stretching off the patio and leading to the pool. Warning bells went off in my head.

“So, what brings you to John’s party?” he asked. I launched into my standard spiel about Ev’s company, downplayed my role in it and tried to gush a little about some of the clients. The latter was always the most difficult part. It’s tough to be awed by anyone who calls you when hungover, whining about the fact that their bodyguard insisted they leave a party when the guard saw something that could damage either the client’s body or reputation, breaking up the client’s fun. It happens more often than you might think.

Andy moved closer into my personal space. “Now I know about your work. I want to know about you. First tell me why you smell so good, then tell me what makes Amy tick.” He reached around my waist and tried to pull me towards him. I saw his fangs drop a little – not a good sign. I’d had enough. Although he was trying to be normal, referencing the Guerlain Samsara I was wearing, to him my ‘perfume’ was blood, as he well knew. Vamps could smell blood a mile off and naturally, it was an aphrodisiac to them. Especially fully-human blood.

I pulled his arm away from my waist and, moving backwards, said with a glare, “What makes Amy tick is nothing I want to share with you. Please do us both a favor and go find someone closer to your own age to bother.”

He moved back closer to me. “But I like older women,” he pleaded. “I prefer them. Girls my own age are mostly airheads.” Talk about playing a part! Maybe not Oscar quality but he knew his lines.

“Girls your own age are no longer girls. Unless they’re not human, they’re either dead or close to it. I’m going to be polite and excuse myself, now. Believe me when I say I can quite easily cause a scene that won’t harm my reputation in the least.” At that, I turned. It was definitely time to leave and head towards my bed, populated only by myself and Fudge.

I found John, said my goodbyes and was half way to the door when I heard a roar. Andy had apparently decided I was going to be his conquest and/or snack for the night, whether I wanted it or not. He came flying through the room and probably would have bowled me over had John not stepped into his path, effectively blocking me from my pursuer’s sight. John grabbed Andy by the collar and brought him up short. “See you soon, Amy,” he called as if everything was normal. “Folks, Andy apparently had a little too much to drink. I’ll be back as soon as I put him to bed,” he said to the rest of the guests as he dragged the vampire toward the archway that led downstairs. I unclenched my fist around the dangling charm, continued my path to the door as leisurely as I could with quaking knees, and gratefully climbed through the car door Gregory already had open.

About half way home, my phone rang. Ev again. Without preamble I said, “I’m on my way home. Everything went fine.” 

“I believe you but that’s not why I’m calling,” came the reply. “I’m in trouble and need your help.”

An ogre in trouble. Right. “Ev, it’s nearly midnight and I’ve been smiling so much my mouth needs its sleep to recuperate. What in the hell can’t wait until I get in tomorrow?”

“I’ll explain when you get here. Tell Gregory to bring you to Club Tread.” With that he rang off.

I sighed again. I was going to pay myself triple overtime for this night. I told Gregory to change direction and checked my appearance. Club Tread was a very exclusive membership-only nightclub catering to non-human species. I had to look good and confident or the patrons would view me as either an unwanted human intrusion or food. 

Gregory pulled up to one of those steel-and-glass multipurpose buildings just on the edge of downtown. You know, the kind that has shops and restaurants on the ground floor; offices on the second, third and maybe fourth, and fancy condos above that. Club Tread took up the entire second and third floors, and was accessed by a grand staircase that took up about a third of the lobby. No elevator ... if you couldn’t walk up the staircase in style (all the better to see and be seen), you didn’t need to be here. Although I’d been here before (with Ev and a client, naturally), I was always impressed at the soundproofing. Not a decibel penetrated to the lobby. Maybe it had something to do with the ultra plush carpeting that my heels caught in, nearly making me stumble. I climbed the stairs, wondering how in the hell I was going to get in.

Ev met me at the door but instead of escorting me inside, turned me down the balcony overlooking the lobby. 

“I’m ready for bed, Ev. What’s this all about?”

“You know that call I got from Happy this afternoon? I had some dealings with him in the long-ago past and thought I’d never see him again. I need you to act like my wife, just for an hour or so, OK?”

“Act like your wife? Are you out of your fucking mind?” I hissed back. You just don’t yell in a posh atmosphere like that, although it took everything I had to keep my voice down. Humans and ogres weren’t the first thing that came to mind when one thought of “two people made for each other”. Size was the first issue, hygiene another and I don’t even want to think about sharing a bed! 

“Please, Amy, I really need to be married right now. It was an, um, wager that I never thought Happy would check up on. Please?”

“Why me? You’ve got plenty of female friends to chose from. Some of them are even your own species. There must be someone who owes you a favor!”

“Believe me, I tried. I’ve been calling everyone I know since this afternoon. I can’t get anyone to pretend, not tonight anyways. Please?”

As I said earlier, Ev is basically a good guy. And despite all my complaints, I actually liked him. Also, pale puce isn’t a very attractive color and Ev was so pale with nerves he was close to being an albino for his species. I guess it couldn’t hurt to pretend to be his wife just for an hour or so to get this Happy guy off his back.

“OK, I’ll do it. But I get the rest of the week off and I don’t want to hear a peep out of you until Monday morning. Otherwise, I’m out of here and you’re on your own.”

“I knew you’d help me out. Deal. I promise I won’t call, even if the building blows up.” With that, he produced a wedding ring that even J-Lo would drool at. I was surprised I could hold my hand up once I got it on my finger. It was heavy. About fifteen carats of diamonds twinkled from a platinum setting probably designed by Tiffany. I was better off not knowing where he’d gotten it on such short notice. He turned me back towards the club’s doors. “Just so you know, you do work with me at the agency; he knows you’ve been to a party on business tonight; and we’ve been married two years. No kids.” I thought I could remember at least that much, put my arm through his, plastered my fake smile back on and we walked into the club.

As soon as we walked through the huge double doors, my eyes and ears came under assault. Lights flickered and flashed, and whatever music was blaring seemed to be nothing more than its bass beat. If the dance floor was any indication, I was the only one who wasn’t pleased with the sound. Variously sized, shaped and colored bodies gyrated together, looking like a sardine can that had popped open to reveal seriously deformed fish. Ev led me around to a booth on the upper level overlooking the floor. Soundproofing was somehow at work here, because although we could look down on the dancers, the music was muted enough to carry on a conversation. (I found out later that Club Tread has a wizard on staff to do nothing more than keep the soundproofing in place. Cushy job!)

“Amy, I’d like you to meet Happy. Happy, this is my wife,” Ev said. It was a good thing I’d had a lot of practice smiling when I didn’t want to. Did you ever see the cartoon, “God, the Devil and Bob”? There, the Devil looked more-or-less human with purplish skin, blond hair and a couple of little horns. I was looking at the cartoon’s prototype. As Happy stood to greet me, I saw a moderately tall, well-formed man. Blond hair and purple skin were set off by a perfectly-tailored red suit that looked very much like Gucci styling. Two horns, just little nubs, were indeed peeking out of the Greek curls covering his head.

Happy’s voice was just as gravelly in person as it was on the phone. “I’m very pleased to meet you, Amy. Please, have a seat. May I order you a cocktail?” I definitely needed one and something a little stronger than wine. “Yes, thank you. I’ll have a gin and tonic, preferably Tanqueray, extra limes,” I said to the waiter who had mysteriously appeared at my elbow. With that, I slid into the booth and Ev sat on the edge of the bench. (He didn’t fit all the way into standard-sized booths and had obviously chosen this one so Happy wasn’t dwarfed by the ogre-sized booths scattered throughout the club.)

“So, Happy, how do you know Ev?” I asked, trying to make small talk when all I wanted was for that drink to arrive so I could down it in one gulp.

“Ev and I go back a long time,” he chuckled. “I’m surprised he never mentioned me. We spent a lot of time together when we were both in LA.” I looked at Ev, who swallowed a little hard and attempted a smile.

“Oh yes, those were my wild days. I’ve never mentioned you because all that is behind me and has no bearing on my current life. I don’t think I’ve ever said much of anything to you about my days in LA, have I darling?”

“No, Ev, you haven’t. It seemed like something you didn’t want to talk about so I didn’t press,” I smiled at him. That was really the truth. I knew Ev was born in Los Angeles and had lived there for quite some time prior to moving to Minneapolis, but he didn’t talk about it and I had no interest in his past.

My drink arrived. “A toast to the happy couple,” said Happy. We clinked glasses and I made a conscious effort to just sip instead of chug it. “Tell me, how do you like being married to Ev?” Happy continued with his interrogation.

“It was an adjustment, I’ll admit. My first husband was human so there were species differences I had to get used to. But he’s a great guy.” I didn’t lie again, except for implying the marriage part. Working with an ogre did take some getting used to and my first (and only) husband was human.

The banter continued. I was guessing Happy was trying to figure out if it was all real. Thankfully when you worked closely with someone over a long period, you got to know most all their foibles so I was able to easily answer all the questions. But it finally came my turn. There was only one question I really wanted answered.

“So tell me, is Happy your given name or a nickname?” I asked.

“It’s a nickname I got a long time ago. I tend to be an acquisitive sort and in my younger days when I got something I wanted, I did a little happy dance. There was a time when I was getting everything I wanted and I danced a lot. My friends picked up on that, started calling me ‘Happy Dance’ and then just shortened it to Happy. It has stuck with me all these years.” If he was who I thought he was, ‘Acquisition’ was probably his middle name and ‘Of Souls’ his last.

With this, I smothered a yawn. Sneaking a peak at my watch, I could see that it was something past 1:00 a.m. “My apologies,” I said. “I am not used to being up quite this late. Although I’d love to continue this conversation, sweetheart, I really do need to get to bed.” This last was directed at Ev, who looked at Happy. 

Happy nodded and said, “On the contrary, it’s I who owe you an apology. Ev, I’d really like to continue catching up if you’re up to it.” 

“Sure,” Ev replied – through slightly clenched teeth. “Just let me walk Amy out. I’ll be right back.” We rose; Happy kissed the back of my hand, effectively dismissing me from his presence. Ugh. I was glad to leave.

Once we were back in the lobby, Ev hugged me. If you’ve never been hugged by an ogre, I suggest you avoid the event. “Ev, I can’t breathe,” I said into his none-too-nice-smelling waist. “Sorry,” he said, releasing me. “I keep forgetting about the size difference. Thank you for this. I don’t think he suspected a thing. I owe you big time.”

I started walking down the staircase, Ev right behind me. “Yes you do.” I said over my shoulder. “I’ll start collecting this morning when I don’t go into the office. Since it looks like you won’t make it in early, either, I’ll change the voicemail to say we’re opening at noon. You’d better be there to handle everything because I certainly won’t. Good night, Ev. I’ll see you Monday morning.” 

Once again I climbed through the door Gregory was holding open for me. Five minutes later I was at the door of my apartment with Gregory watching me go inside. (Although Ev knew about the wards on the building, Gregory had instructions to ensure I was inside them before leaving. He did double-duty as driver and extra-pair-of-eyes for Ev: Gregory was a wizard, too.)

I hit the locks, freed my feet from the heels, fed a pissed-off Fudge (three-plus hours late), called in to change the voicemail, put the coffee together but turned off the timer and headed for the sack. What a night! If Ev ever put me into a situation like this again, I would emasculate him. Wife indeed. I was seriously considering what it would be like to work for a normal person again. Maybe I’d check the employment sites on the ‘Net when I got up. There had to be a better – or at least easier – way to make a living.

However, I had four days to do nothing but sleep in, play with my cat and write. (Laundry had to be done somewhere in there, too.) I think I’d even managed some fodder for a new book this evening: an out-of-control bisexual vampire in a love triangle with Satan waiting in the wings. Could be interesting!
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Chapter 3
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Six o’clock comes early anytime but especially if you’re wanting to sleep in after a long and stressful night. Just like clockwork, the sun shone through my bedroom window. I groaned and pulled the pillow over my head to blot out the bright light, dislodging Fudge in the process. He readjusted himself against my back and we both went back to sleep. I opened my eyes the next time to see the clock ticking its way to seven. Still too early but damn it, I was awake. Would I ever get back to being a night person? I missed being able to sleep until noon without any difficulty!

Since I hadn’t set the timer, the coffee wasn’t waiting for me. Ten minutes is a long time to kill before your first caffeine fix of the morning. I distracted myself by scooping Fudge’s litter box. It’s not the most pleasant chore in the world and best done while still half-asleep. That way you don’t remember much of the odor.

Odor. That brought Ev and the previous evening back to mind. I pondered everything while sipping on my elixir. How in the hell did I get myself into these situations? Ah yes. I remember now. Stupid girl.

I was in my first year of college when I met the man who would become my husband. I thought it was love at first sight. He was handsome in a rugged sort of way, athletic but not a jock and an art major. The man could definitely draw and had dreams of becoming an anime artist for a major company. He had a nice combination of brawn and sensitivity that I found very attractive.  We dated for about six months, broke up for almost a year and then picked up where we’d left off. When he proposed, I immediately accepted with the typical dreams of a house with a white picket fence, 2.5 children and a dog. I would quit school and become the bestest housewife in the world – call me June Cleaver, Jr. At twenty, you don’t think much about practicalities and my folks weren’t around to remind me of them – they’d both died in a car accident when I was seventeen. I was on my own.

What I failed to realize is that there are a lot of people with dreams of being an anime artist. Try as he might, Ted could never make it to the top of the heap of applicants for the few job openings. He made a living as a carpenter with his dad’s remodeling firm. Since I’d learned to type in high school, I got a job as a secretary. Neither of us was happy.

Our marriage broke up after two years and I was back on my own. I had a not-much apartment and a not-much job in a not-much city. I decided it was time for a major change. I updated my resume and started perusing the help-wanted ads online in cities other than the one I lived in. Nothing seemed any different from what I had until about three months into my search. One morning an ad in the Minneapolis Star-Tribune caught my eye:

Administrative Assistant needed. Must be well-organized and people oriented. Experience with non-human species a plus. Bookkeeping skills a must. Starting salary commensurate with ability. Health insurance and 401(k) provided. Send resume to ... 

I couldn’t look up the company because the email address was at Yahoo. Nice and anonymous, that. Experience with non-human species? In what way? Face it, Iowa wasn’t a paranormal Mecca. There weren’t a lot of non-humans to interact with. I knew several weres from my college days and there was one dwarf in my high school class. We weren’t friends but I got along with them. I didn’t know if that counted. However, I fulfilled all the other requirements and I’d heard the Twin Cities were a nice place to live, so I fired off my resume hoping to hear something.

A couple of days later there was a message in my inbox asking for a telephone interview. If that went well, it would lead to a personal interview at their office – travel expenses paid by them. A bonus: the writer, Evander, asked if I minded if the phone conversation happened in the evening, which was when he did the bulk of his work. No skin off my nose. I’d rather I didn’t have to excuse myself from work since they didn’t know I was looking elsewhere. I replied with some convenient times for me (like, every night after 6:00 p.m.) and within minutes, we had set up an appointment for the following evening.

I don’t remember the entire conversation but Ev told me he was an ogre and he had non-human employees and clients. Did I have a problem with that? As long as no weres or vamps bit me, no, not really. He asked whether I followed celebrity gossip. It’s really unavoidable these days but honestly, I paid little attention to who was marrying or divorcing whom, who got picked up on a DUI and the like. I found it boring. I was asked about moving. I thought my sob story would come off as a little self-pitying, so I just told him I was looking for a change and had heard the Twin Cities were nice. I didn’t say but I implied I wasn’t willing to move without a guaranteed job. I had a little money left from my parents’ estate but certainly not enough to live off of indefinitely. I preferred to keep that invested for emergencies or better yet, retirement.

Apparently I said all the right things because Ev asked if I could come to Minneapolis for an interview. He was used to working weekends so if I wanted to come that Saturday, he’d be able to see me then. There was a hotel a short distance away from his office. He’d make a reservation in my name for Saturday night, arranging for a late checkout Sunday morning so I didn’t have to rush; and he would be sure to have gas and food money for me when I got there. It was about a four hour drive so we set up a 2:00 p.m. appointment. 

His office was on the south side of downtown, in an older area that up-and-comers probably considered ‘quaint’. It was a mixed neighborhood with residences, small shops, and small offices. Everything was well-kept, fairly quiet if you discounted the fact that it was on a main thoroughfare, and there didn’t appear to be any riff-raff on the streets. I liked it. His office was on the second floor of one of those buildings, with a deli downstairs and another, currently-unoccupied office on the floor above. 

The place was tiny compared to the large corporate offices I was used to. Ev greeted me at the door and gave me the nickel tour. There was a reception area with a desk, a couple of comfortable chairs sized for larger people, and a coffee table replete with the latest Hollywood gossip magazines. Beyond that were two offices: one obviously used and the other empty except for what looked like cast-off home furnishings. The rest of the space contained a half-bath, a small kitchen and a storage room with file cabinets and a copier. He pulled Cokes out of the fridge for both of us and we sat in the reception area to talk.

Although I’d heard of ogres and seen a photo or two of them in the newspaper, I wasn’t prepared for how large they really are. Especially compared to me. I stand 5’4” in my bare feet and weigh about 110. Most humans are bigger than me and Ev is considerably larger than most of them. I felt a little like a bug that could be squashed if I wasn’t careful to keep out of his way. 

His body odor was another thing I wasn’t expecting. You’d think in today’s age of television commercials for everything smelling sweet, he’d have picked up a hint or two. But he had a separate office from where I’d be sitting so I thought I could handle it, as long as I had a lot of scented candles burning the whole while.

I asked what happened to whoever it was I would be replacing. Surprise, surprise. I wasn’t replacing anyone. Ev had been trying to do it all himself for the last two years and had been a miserable failure at it. He needed someone to keep the office straight while he dealt with the clients. That made sense. (I found out several months later that I had been the only applicant for the job. Apparently I was the only one who didn’t mind non-humans.)
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