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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            Hannah

          

        

      

    

    
      "I was so resistant in the first year. It was like everything that was new to me, every part of me that had changed, I hated. I drank too much. I considered…" Frank wet his lips, as he did every week at this part of his story. I tensed on the uncomfortable metal folding chair, bracing against a speech Frank never made.

      I considered taking my own life. I was afraid I would hurt someone, or worse, turn them into a monster like me.

      "I considered cheating on my wife. I thought I was an animal, that I wouldn't be able to control myself. But my wife found this group for me," he continued, chin lifting, eyes glittering with just enough red around the rims to believe it might've been with tears. "And it was here that I came to accept what I am. Who I am now. Regardless of how it happened. I am what I am."

      "I am what I am," the circle echoed. I mouthed the words a beat too late.

      Frank's cheeks pinked. "And there are good parts. The animal in me keeps my wife happy, that's for sure."

      I ducked my head, letting my dark hair hide my cringe as the men all chuckled and the other women shifted and sighed and pretended amusement. Every damn time, Frank. I wondered if his wife knew how much he liked to brag about fucking her in our support group. 

      "Thank you for sharing, Frank," said Diane, our leader with the patience of a saint, the voice of a soothing grandmother, and vivid yellow-green eyes that made it obvious to anyone on the street what she was. 

      Werewolf.

      "Thanks, Frank," the circle intoned.

      Frank sat, sighing with relief, even after telling the same exact story he shared week after week. He did it for the new folks, he said. I thought he did it for the punchline about his wife.

      "Hannah," Diane prompted, and my spine straightened as those glowing, cautionary, beautiful eyes caught mine. "Is there anything you'd like to share?"

      I wake up, drenched in sweat, from the same nightmare memory four times a week now instead of five. I'm ruining all my personal relationships because I can't control my moods. I nearly bit a man in a bar who fucked me behind a dumpster before the last full moon.

      I shook my head. "Not this week."

      Diane's lips pursed, but she nodded, her gaze flicking briefly to Theo, my mentor. Theo was tall, gangly, broad-shouldered, and studious. His eyes remained a relaxed brown, even as we neared the full moon. He was mild-mannered, friendly, almost timid, and best of all, one of the only men in the circle who didn't boast about his werewolf libido or how happy his wife was. To be fair, I'd met Natalie a number of times, and she was far more likely to boast for him, so maybe that was why.

      Theo ignored Diane's glance and the circle moved on smoothly. This was our routine. Someone would stand and talk about their life, the ways being bitten had changed their routines, relationships, body, and diet. Eventually, Diane would turn to me, invite me to speak. And every week, I would answer the same: "Not this week."

      What could I say that hadn't already been said? I didn't choose this. I didn't want this. 

      Ian had been a vegetarian when he was bitten, but he'd given into the cravings for meat and was happier for it. Good for him. Nancy had grown up in purity culture and struggled with the sexual urges, but now she was carefully and consensually discovering sexual pleasure and open relationships. Good for her. Ben's ten-year relationship with a girlfriend dissolved when he realized he was experiencing mating urges for his best friend, and now he was proudly queer, happily mated, and thriving with his newly and voluntarily turned werewolf fiancé. Good for them. 

      I hated being a werewolf, hated the monster who turned me, hated that I was now like them. Good for me.

      "I am what I am," the circle recited, and this time I didn't bother moving my lips. 
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        * * *

      

      "Sorry," I said the second Theo joined me at the fruit plate. The big crowd was surrounding the charcuterie board, and I had this smaller platter more or less to myself.

      Theo shrugged. "You know it doesn't hurt me if you don't want to talk with the group." He took a breath, and we said the next words in unison. "It hurts you." 

      Theo snorted and shook his head. "I'm getting predictable."

      "I'm not ready," I said.

      Theo nodded. "Okay." 

      He was twitching, leaving the pause between us, waiting for me to bite.

      "But?" I cued.

      "But the premise of the group isn't that you wait until you're healed to share. It's that we heal together by sharing. You might find more benefit if you…participated." Theo laughed at whatever he saw on my face, and I fought to smooth my expression as he raised his hands in surrender. "Fine. End of lecture. Natalie would like you to please come over and work whatever magic you have on our son."

      My shoulders softened, and I smiled in earnest. Theo and Natalie's home was like a fairy tale to me, idyllic and comforting in its simplicity, a cozy redstone in Albany Park. Before meeting Theo, it'd been a long time since I'd spent time with a family like theirs, a world away from my father and his legacy.

      "The magic is that Emmett terrifies me," I admitted to Theo, who grinned and nodded.

      "He takes after his mother. Natalie loves a captive audience too. So you'll come?"

      I nodded. I was greedy for time in the busy, loud, narrow little house at the edge of the city. Perhaps Theo knew, because he'd invited me after every weekly meeting this past month.

      "Come on. I'll drive," Theo said, eyes lifted over my shoulder to wave at the crowd behind us.

      Our meetings took place in a Boystown community center, with bright glass windows facing busy Clark Street. I pulled the hood of my coat up out of habit, ignoring the glare of the bright autumn sun. I didn't get recognized very often, but it was never a comfortable experience when it did happen.

      "How's the band?" Theo asked as I followed him around the corner to the side street where he'd parked his car.

      "Shit," I admitted. "The label is still pushing the tour, and I'm not ready."

      "And the others?" Theo asked, a gentle reminder that there were others involved, as if I could forget.

      My bandmates were dealing with their own fallout to my becoming a werewolf, their careers on hold while I tried to keep my head above water. 

      "Their patience is running out too," I said softly. "I think even Kiernan has started looking for other gigs."

      "It bothers you," Theo noted.

      "He has to work. I understand that," I said.

      "You can understand it and be bothered."

      We stopped at Theo's old Jeep, a mellow shade of gold, prone to acting up in traffic jams on the Dan Ryan. I glared at Theo as he rounded the hood of his Jeep, and he flashed an undisturbed grin at me. My lips twitched.

      "Fine. I am understanding and angry that he'd consider leaving the band," I said.

      The doors unlocked, and we both slid inside.

      "I should tell Diane how much better you are at her job," I muttered, pulling the seatbelt on.

      "Diane was my mentor when I started attending the group."

      I stilled, watching him turn the key over in the ignition three times before the Jeep finally roared to life. "You never mentioned that."

      "I was really young. It's been… It'll be twenty years this New Year’s," Theo said, gaze distant for a moment before he started to maneuver his beast of a car out of the tight spot.

      It was Theo's story, offered shyly on my second visit to the support group, that had convinced me to keep attending.

      Theo had been sixteen when he was bitten. It was New Year’s Eve and he'd had too much to drink, so instead of calling his parents or risking driving, he'd decided to cut through the woods between his friend's subdivision and his. He hadn’t remembered that it was the full moon, and by law, werewolves were required to seek secure locations for their transformations. But the one who'd bitten him had been loose in those woods, another teenager taking chances, an unfortunate circumstance between two people too young to feel the weight of consequences yet.

      I wondered about the werewolf who bit me. Were they young? Had they been newly turned, not understanding what would happen? Was it my fault for not noting the calendar better, for building a running habit that left me vulnerable on full moons, for trusting that werewolves would follow the law to find shelter and that those rare, unfortunate incidents of someone being bitten were too statistically low for me to worry about?

      Or had my instinct that night been right—had I been hunted down in the cemetery, targeted, terrified, and turned intentionally? Had the shivers running down my spine been a warning from my subconscious? Had the barely audible snarls I'd heard under my own panting breaths been a teasing hint, meant to unsettle me?

      Theo's thoughts seemed to turn with mine. "Any news from the police?"

      I shook my head. "They're not really looking."

      "They are," Theo said, glancing at me as he drove. "They are. Ray is looking."

      I ducked my head. Ray was the single werewolf officer assigned to my case, a fifty-plus-year-old silver wolf all set for retirement until I'd landed in his case files, bloodied and bitten and baffled. Theo was right—Ray gave a shit about me, about my case. He'd scented my torn clothes and the bite marks on my shoulder and ribs and hip. The sheer quantity of wounds was stronger proof that I'd been turned intentionally. He'd spent weeks digging through files. There simply wasn't anything to find.

      "He calls to check in more than my dad," I admitted, flashing Theo a half smile. 

      "My parents didn't adjust until I was living on my own, really," Theo said.

      I wasn't sure that sounded like they had adjusted, or if they'd just had the burden of a werewolf living with them lifted from their shoulders.

      "It's not that. It's just how…Virgil is," I said.

      Virgil Darwood. Lead singer of The Knock 'Em Deads, one of the world’s most enduringly popular rock bands—Dad said the greatest rock band—style icon, rebel to all things domestic, and somehow…my dad. In the ways he managed to be. 

      "But he calls too, and that's big for him," I continued before Theo might express concern or sympathy. Dad called to talk about the reunion tour, to let me know when he'd be passing through or stopping in Chicago, to ask me how it was going with the label I'd signed with—a small label, one that hadn't seemed curious about my father or our relationship or any potential collaboration. And at the end of the conversations, he would check in, in his small way. 

      "How's it going, howling at the moon?"

      There was no view of the moon in the safety cubbies provided at the shelter. 

      We reached Theo's house, the drive passing in easy silence, and Natalie was already standing in the doorway, a sticky handed Emmett banging on the glass, sobbing.

      "It's not too late to turn back. She's going to pass him to you the second you walk in," Theo warned me.

      I laughed and slid out of the front seat, Emmett's wails audible from the sidewalk. "I signed up for it."

      I knew Theo and Natalie both had siblings, but I was aiming for the role of Emmett's best auntie, and if that meant getting peanut butter in my hair, so be it.

      "Hammah!" Emmett screamed as Natalie opened the front door, his short chubby arms straining for me.

      "I made the mistake of trying to bribe him with the promise of you coming over," Natalie said. "He doesn't like waiting."

      I managed to catch Emmett as he dove out of his mother's arms and latched his surprisingly strong arms around my neck, still weeping, as I followed Natalie inside. 

      "Sorry, buddy, your dad drives like an old man," I said.

      Natalie snorted and shot me a grin over her shoulder. "I told Theo we were having mushroom risotto, but I didn't tell him he was making it for us. I need wine on the couch, and Emmett needs to show you every single one of his toys."

      Emmett grunted in what might've been agreement, and Theo called to us from behind.

      "Like I didn't know what your plan was all along!"
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        * * *

      

      Natalie groaned as she stretched out on her couch, and upstairs something thumped heavily from Emmett's room. I glanced up at the ceiling when Theo came racing down the hall.

      "I'm on it," he called.

      Natalie opened one eye and smirked at me, her hand trailing down to the floor to find her wine glass. "He knows he's on duty, don't worry. And I've got the monitor on," she added, flashing her phone to show Emmett digging around in his trunk of toys. 

      "Long day?" I asked.

      Natalie shrugged. "Actually, it's been this week. Toddlers have nothing on prima donna clients who don't know what they want but love to make demands. Theo's making me mute my emails until Monday morning. He's a good mate."

      I stared at her, sipping my wine and chewing over a question I'd been wanting to ask. She stared back and raised her eyebrows, silently daring me.

      "Do you want Theo to bite you?" I asked.

      Natalie smiled. "Sometimes. But it's a big adjustment, and Emmett's still really young. And then if we had another baby, they'd be a werewolf by birth, and that might… I dunno, kids are never on equal footing anyway, but that just seems like it would complicate dynamics. Theo knows we're mated, so I know we're mated. I'm okay being human until the timing feels right."

      I didn't know any other mated couples, not both parties, but it made sense with Natalie and Theo. They had a harmony I'd never seen in a relationship before, although I hadn't grown up around the best models. My parents had never been more than a brief fling, and my mom had decided that raising me was going to be her entire life until suddenly, in my teens, she died in a car crash. And then I'd been Dad's problem. He'd had plenty of marriages and relationships, but none of them remained harmonious for very long. 

      "Is it my turn to ask a personal question?" Natalie asked, a dangerous gleam in her brown eyes.

      I laughed and reached for the wine bottle. "Wait, I need this first."

      Natalie scooted back against the arm of the couch, pulling her black braids over her shoulder and staring at me like a predator who'd caught sight of prey. 

      With a full glass of wine in hand, I nodded for her to continue.

      "Theo won't ask, but I will," she said, and I tensed. "How are you dealing with the full moon hornies?"

      I blinked. "The what?"

      "The full moon hornies," Natalie repeated, just as Theo thumped down the stairs.

      He ran for the kitchen again, pausing to offer a quick "he's fine" through the open doorway.

      "Thanks, babe," Natalie called back, then lowered her voice, leaning toward me with narrowed eyes. "You know, the days leading up to the full moon when the libido gets all spiky."

      I knew it was normal—I'd found all the information I could possibly want on it online—but it wasn't something we talked much about in the group, aside from a few innuendos and carefully phrased mentions.

      "I… Not great," I admitted, wincing.

      Natalie frowned. "Cut me off if you want—I promise I respect boundaries—but I'm going to keep poking for now. You're gorgeous, so I'm sure it's not a lack of opportunity?"

      I opened my mouth, closed it again, glanced up at the ceiling, waited for my buddy Emmett to create another distraction, and then decided that if I was going to get this off my chest, Natalie would be the friend to share it with. She was in a specific compartment in my life, a new one, but it was the one best prepared to help.

      "I keep…getting too rough," I said slowly, not making eye contact. "I don't mean to, but the second I'm—"

      "Invested in the moment," Natalie supplied, polite but blunt.

      I shrugged. "Yeah. As soon as I stop thinking and just enjoy it, there's…scratching or biting, or I'm shoving some poor guy around—"

      "If he's not into getting tossed around by a beautiful woman, that's on him," Natalie said with a dismissive sniff. 

      Theo appeared in the doorway, staring blankly at us. "I don't want to be here, do I?"

      "No," Natalie and I said at the same time.

      He nodded and disappeared again. "Working on the garlic bread now."

      "I'm so glad werewolves don't have the garlic thing," Natalie mused before returning her focus to me. "So you're talking about human men, right?"

      "Werewolves aren't… I'm not—"

      Natalie waved her hand. "Fair enough. I was just thinking… You know, there are so many species, and a lot of them are more durable than humans."

      I fell silent again. I knew she was right. I passed plenty of other species on the street every day. There was a ghoul in the garden apartment of my building. I just existed in a social circle made up of…almost entirely humans. I frowned at the realization. Until I'd been bitten, until I'd joined the group therapy circle, I'd really only known humans.

      "I might know what you're thinking about now. Until Theo and I met, my social circle was pretty limited. Actually, before my friend Sunny mated an orc, Theo and my social circle was still kinda human and werewolf. It happens," Natalie said. "You just need to know where to hang out. Neighborhoods have some species oriented bars, but there's also places that are kind of free-for-alls."

      I cleared my throat, and Natalie paused. "You've given this some thought?"

      Natalie laughed, the sound warm. "It's not like I'm regularly worrying about all my friends’ sex lives," she said.

      "Lie," Theo shouted from the kitchen, destroying the illusion that this conversation was really private.

      "Okay, fine, I occasionally worry about my friends’ sex lives," Natalie huffed. "I'm very nosy."

      I fought my smile, but it broke free, and Natalie sagged in her seat. "So what, I go to a bar and I ask people…how durable they are?"

      Natalie laughed and shrugged. "Honestly, that's a really good pickup line for some species, I bet. Sure. You do that, or…you hire a professional. My friend worked with the Monster Smash Agency, and she had an amazing experience" —Theo's steps drummed down the hall as he approached— "and said it was super safe and super specific to her needs."

      "Just to clarify, those needs were very different," Theo said, staring hard at his wife, eyebrows raised up above the rim of his glasses.

      "Go back to the kitchen," Natalie and I said in unison.

      Theo sighed and marched away. 

      "Isn't that kind of for, like…if you have a species specific interest?" I asked.

      Natalie shook her head. "I may or may not have run this scenario by a former employee, and he said it's totally normal for werewolves to book with them for exactly this purpose."

      It was a little odd to hear the phrase 'totally normal' applied to the idea of booking a 'monster' sex worker to help me get through my werewolf libido issues around the full moon, but maybe it made a kind of sense.

      Natalie clapped her hands together and threw her feet down to the floor. "There, I made my pitch. Theo's definitely going to pretend he didn't hear a word of this. Now you just get to think it over, and if you wanna ask questions or pretend this never happened, that's fine."

      "I'll think it over," I said, rising with her. "And maybe also pretend this never happened."

      "Someone come and taste test this risotto," Theo said.

      "You go. I'll go get Emmy," I offered. I could use a moment before facing Theo after that conversation. I didn't have a frame of reference—somehow, for all his indiscretions, I'd managed to be the only kid Virgil ended up with—but I was pretty sure Theo was like a brother to me, and we were both going to be embarrassed.

      Hire a sex worker. Hire a sex worker who was…durable. My nose wrinkled as I considered the idea, taking the stairs up and following the notes of some kind of musical toy running low on its batteries. 

      I didn't mind Natalie overstepping to suggest the idea, but I wasn't convinced it was for me. Still, I needed a solution. Maybe it was time to really consider my options.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            Hannah

          

        

      

    

    
      The city glimmered outside of the tall glass windows of my new gym. I'd joined a couple months after being bitten, when I'd finally accepted that I was too paranoid to go running outside again. The scents were too strong inside, and the sounds buzzing out of headphones and television screens mounted in every corner were too busy in my head, but at least I could get back to running—although running on a treadmill made me feel like a hamster on a wheel. 

      Behind me, reflected on the windows, I watched a young man lifting weights, our eyes occasionally meeting in the glass. He looked like he might be in college, or a little older. His body was big, with thick muscles clearly built by the many hours I'd seen him here. He was not my type at all—too young, too physical, too smug as he stared at my ass while I ran. 

      But today, he smelled fucking fantastic.

      The full moon was tomorrow. 

      He grunted as he hefted the weights from the floor, and my feet stumbled as the sound seemed to stir through me. The sound he’d make thrusting into me. The sound he'd make as his back hit the ground. The sound he'd make as my nails raked down his chest and my sharp canines nipped at his throat.

      I closed my eyes and tried to ignore the heat in my core, the ache in my breasts, the slow pound of my blood in my ears. 

      Being an animal was humiliating. The fact that a grunt or a whiff of good sweat would turn me into a panting, dripping mess of need was galling. He was just some guy, cocky and unfamiliar. I used to grow aroused over coffee conversations, over slow kisses and whispered words, and, at my basest, over really high-quality porn. Now one ungh and a little pheromone magic, and I was going to—

      I hit the stop button on the treadmill, bracing my feet on the edges, catching my breath as the room seemed to keep running past me, my brain tricked by the hour of stationary momentum. I was growing slick and ready, blood rushing to my sex, and my hands tightened painfully on the bars on either side as I watched the young man's reflection in the mirror, flexing and posing, his gaze holding mine. 

      Animals. Understanding what came next on an unspoken level. 

      I turned slowly, searching the gym. I was the only woman here at the moment. Women traveled in packs for their own safety, usually. But I was the predator. I'd learned how to sniff out other werewolves, and there were only humans here. Humans and me. 

      The younger man set his weights down, combed his fingers through bright gold strands of hair, tensed his arm for show. He thought he was catching me, snaring me, and maybe he was. Maybe it was mutual. 

      I walked toward him, my chin high as his eyes narrowed and his thin lips curved up. He opened his mouth for small talk.

      "Come on," I murmured, grabbing his wrist, tugging gently. 

      It was his turn to stumble, to gasp, to follow. He let out a brief laugh.

      "Yes, ma'am. Where are we—"

      I walked faster, and he fell silent. Good boy. Just shut up and get fucked. Don't ask questions.

      The women's locker room was just there in the hall. A few of the other men shot my victim a wink, a grin, but no one said anything. There was some kind of universal boys’ club for gym bros getting laid. 

      "What if someone comes in?" he whispered as I threw the door open.

      "They won't," I answered. They hadn't two months ago, the last time I'd pulled this stunt.

      He reached for me then, hands grabbing at my hips as the door clicked shut. I tensed as my back hit his chest, humidity and heat from our fevered skin making the air around us muggy and thick with our scents. 

      "You want this?" he asked, kicking his hips forward, grinding his crotch into my ass.

      My chest rumbled, even as I rolled my eyes. Unfortunately, yes, I thought, my body rocking back into his. I reached back, grabbing onto his T-shirt collar and pulling hard. He grunted and followed the yank as I twisted out of his hands, turning us to face one another. Pain pricked at my fingertips, claws wanting to burst out and dig into this man's flesh. I pushed at his chest with the heels of my hands, ignoring the human part of me that bristled at his smug laugh. He stumbled back, bumping into the benches between the rows of lockers.

      I stepped forward, ready to push him to sit, to step out of my tight leggings, to shove his shorts out of the way, but he shook his head.

      "Nuh-uh, you're not in charge, babe," he said, his voice crackling as it lowered.

      We reached for each other at the same time, and this time he had the upper hand, spinning me to the lockers. The metal doors rattled as my palms hit them, bracing.

      "This'll be easier," he said, more to himself than me.

      And then his fingers were hooking into the back of my leggings, pulling them down over my ass, his body crowding around me to push me closer to the lockers. A handle ground into my hipbone, and I snarled as he wrestled with his shorts, fumbled between my legs. He was right, this would be easier. Quick and simple, and we could redress faster if we were caught. But I didn't like having this stranger at my back. 

      I bucked as he tried to guide his cock into me from behind, and he laughed again.

      "Jesus, you're so fucking wet. Horny little bitch, aren't you?"

      "Fuck off," I growled, throwing my elbow back into his chest, needing to take control of the moment again. 

      He grunted, and I knew at the moment of impact I'd used too much strength. It was too close to the full moon. I was reckless. This was stupid and dangerous. He fell back, and I heard the shout, the bang, the slap of flesh on tile as I turned. I'd shoved this poor guy into the benches and sent him toppling back. 

      "What the fuck?!"

      His pants were down, cock out, and his legs were sticking up, his shoulders and head against the lockers. He'd tripped backwards over the bench and crashed down to the floor. 

      "What is your problem?" he shouted, groaning as he tried to sit up. 

      "I'm" —a monster— "sorry," I gasped out.

      I didn't wait for him to get back up. I was still throbbing, and the wolf in me wanted to climb over the bench and hold him there, ignore his protests, and take what I needed.

      But the full moon was tomorrow, not tonight. I used the fragile fraction of control over myself I did still have. I pulled my leggings up and ran, grabbing my coat from the locker I'd stashed it in, and rushed out of the gym before he'd gotten himself up off the floor.

      It was late, and pure luck to see a cab approaching the corner of the block. Salvation. I leapt off the sidewalk into its path, heart clapping in my chest as the tires screeched to a stop. There was no sign of the gym security or the man I'd essentially attacked coming from the building, but I tore the door of the cab open and clamored inside. I was more afraid of myself than I was of the consequences.

      "Sheffield and Roscoe."

      The cabbie's eyes flicked up, widening slightly. He knew where we were headed, and I wondered if he might throw me out. I wouldn't blame him. I could run there, but the cab would be faster, especially when the driver wanted me out of his backseat as soon as possible.

      The light turned green, and he was rough on the gas pedal. I collapsed with a sigh, my eyes falling shut.

      "Full moon's tomorrow," he said, as if to reassure himself.

      "It is," I said quickly. 

      The rest of the ride was silent. My hands slid into my coat's pockets, finding my wallet and phone with a faint and absent sense of relief. I'd find a new gym. I'd stop going out before full moons at all.

      I would…

      I had put Natalie's suggestion out of my mind, blaming it on the wine and Natalie's enjoyment of throwing people off their guard. But what if…?

      The cab pulled to a stop outside of the shelter, an old hotel that'd been reinforced and refurbished to suit werewolves on a full moon. I paid with a generous tip and slid out the back of the cab.

      "Be safe," the driver called, and I'd already shut the door before I could answer.

      The lobby of the Lakeview shelter was deceptively cozy, like it was trying to fool those of us who visited that we might just curl up in one of their plush green wingback armchairs and sleep through our transformations. 

      "Checking in early?" the young woman behind the counter asked as I stepped inside. I nodded, and she offered a sympathetic smile. "You're not alone. Seems like a rough one."

      I pulled my pass card out of my wallet, pressing it to the scanner.

      "Welcome back, Hannah," she said. "Room 1630 is ready for you. Need anything before the morning meal?"

      "No, thank you."

      "Have a nice night."

      I pressed my lips together to keep from screaming, and breathed the carefully balanced sterile air of the shelter to help cleanse my lungs of the lingering tickle of that man's scent. The elevators were silent, waiting on the ground floor. No one who checked in early would be out of their rooms for at least a couple days. I rode up, listening to the jangle of machinery, the steady beep of passing floors. 

      I'd stayed in the shelter for my first month after being turned, adjusting to my newly heightened senses in an environment built for them. There was a comfort to returning every month, and also heartache. I was this creature now, not Hannah. 

      The sixteenth floor was quiet, and I used my card again at the door to my room. I paused on the threshold, door open. The room smelled like me, my beast. Sweat and blood, but something warm and familiar too, comforting at this time of the month. I stepped inside and didn't bother turning on the light, the beam from the hall growing narrow as the door swung shut.

      Open closet to the right, bathroom to the left, my nest of cushions and blankets around the corner, the rest of the room open, room to pace and growl and howl. I left my coat on and walked to the nest, sinking down to my knees, sucking in lungfuls of my own scent. It was safe here, but barren too, more like a jail cell than a shelter.

      There had to be something better than this.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            Rafe

          

        

      

    

    
      I stretched my wings slowly, grimacing at the ache in the joint on the right wing. I was getting too old for being thrown around. I'd be healed in the next couple of days, as long as I didn't have another appointment like last night's, but it seemed like more often than not, I was walking out of work with a wing sprain. 

      I twisted in front of the MSA bathroom, checking the scratches on my back from the chimera I'd just partnered. She'd left her mark for sure, but the red welts were already shrinking. I'd be fresh and ready for whomever came next. No one wanted a punching bag who looked like he'd already had a few too many turns.

      The locker room door opened, and I lowered my wings, folding them close to cover my back as Edgar, one of the vampire partners at the agency, walked in. He was pink-cheeked, freshly fed, and walking a little bowlegged.

      "You look like you had fun," he said.

      "My client had fun," I allowed, reaching for my shirt, ignoring the pull of sore muscles as I twisted my arms back to fasten the clasps around my wing roots.

      "That's right. You get the rough ones," Edgar recalled.

      I grunted. "I can take it."

      "Astraeya's looking for you," he said, reaching into his locker as he unfastened the campy black cloak from around his shoulders.

      I paused with the buttons down the front of my shirt. Astraeya only needed us when we had complaints or new clients. 

      They can't define it, but they know something's off. What can we change?

      I'd tried to play my part. I'd been hyperaware of my behavior ever since the comments had started coming in. I'd lost two clients in the past five months. If I lost another one, got another mild remark about my lack of commitment to the experience, MSA was bound to consider letting me go.

      "Thanks, I'll find her," I said, nodding to Edgar as I grabbed my bag and headed for the door.

      Weekends at the agency were busy, the back halls—the ones for staff, not clients—full of various species running from one appointment to the next. I reached Astraeya's door and found it hanging open, filled with a fluffy golden and brown figure.

      Elias—moth fae, part-time partner at MSA, vague and occasionally a snob—stood leaning against the doorframe.

      "Don't you have a business to run?" I asked as I reached the door.

      "Nightlight's doing great, Rafe, thanks for asking," Elias answered, his glittering antennae twitching in my direction before his head followed, slowly turning. "I'm bored. Trying to get Astraeya to find me someone."

      "I've found you several someones, you just turned them down," the succubus said, her chair turned to face the door, bare feet wiggling against the floor, black high heels abandoned to the side. 

      "Someone more interesting," Elias said, shrugging. 

      I leaned back, some of the dust in the ruff of fur around his throat puffing into the air. It was an aphrodisiac, and it tended to accumulate on the moth fae when they neared their quarterly mating cycles every few months.

      Astraeya didn't bother disguising her eye roll. "I'll see what I can do. Have you considered maybe you ought to be the one hiring the service?"

      Elias's nose wrinkled, and his antennae drooped. "I can find my own sex. I want work, a fun puzzle."

      Elias was the only partner at MSA who picked his own clients. I didn't know what he meant by puzzle, but Astraeya must have, because she nodded and started to turn back to her desk.

      "I'll watch the intake forms for you. Come in, Rafe."

      Elias huffed at the dismissal, but he moved out of my way and left without another word. I rounded Astraeya's desk, helping myself to a seat.

      "Good news or bad news?" I asked.

      "Good, I think," Astraeya said, glancing up from a folder, not pretending to miss the meaning of the question. "You got good scores on your last appointment, and I have a new client for you."

      It was good news—a relief, actually. Be excited, I reminded myself, but the words rising to my lips weren't thankful.

      "What kind of client?" I asked.

      Gargoyles and humans were technically compatible, but it required a lot of control on the gargoyle's part to keep from hurting the human. I wasn't interested in holding myself back, so I skipped the human clients who flocked to MSA. 

      "Fairly new werewolf," Astraeya said.

      I reached a hand up to cover the frown that fought its way onto my lips. "Full moon?" I asked.

      "Before, yes."

      I nodded. I'd had werewolf clients in the past who needed to burn off libido and aggression before a full moon. Sometimes during. They were rough and dominant, and seemed to enjoy the freedom that came with an impervious partner—claws, fangs, and all. I'd just had one werewolf client cancel with me recently because they'd mated. It made sense for MSA to find me a new one. And with recent cancellations, I couldn't really justify turning this one down.

      "Less than a year into her transformations. She's…she's interesting," Astraeya said, flipping through her file. "In the initial interview, she was primarily concerned with not being able to hurt her partner. We did an early arousal response test, and it's definitely not typical werewolf stimuli, although we are a couple weeks out from the full moon, so maybe that's not so present at the moment."

      My hand slid from my mouth. "What do you mean?"

      Astraeya's mouth hitched in a half smile, and she shrugged. "See for yourself."

      I leaned forward, accepting the tablet from her and turning it to face me. MSA tested arousal in clients by giving them visuals and text scenarios, asking for them to be rated on a scale of one to five.

      "Conversation," I said, eyebrows bouncing up. "She's rating higher in mental stimulation than visual?"

      "She made us some notes about what seems to trigger her libido near the full moon, but her normal scores are definitely more intellectual than physical. Romantic too. Intimate. I'll make sure she does a second stimuli response test the day of the appointment, but I figured I'd show you these since they're outside your usual wheelhouse."

      I smirked. "Ast, are you saying I'm not intellectual?"

      "I'm saying your clients don't usually give you a lot of opportunity to make conversation," Astraeya pointed out, clicking sharp black painted nails against her desktop. "What do you think?"

      "Think?" I asked, and then scoffed at myself. Maybe I wasn't very intellectual. "About the client?"

      "Do you want to work with her, or should I ask someone else?"

      I pulled up the file of the images she responded most positively to. Muscular and veined forearms, lush interiors, a full window of plants, a throat exposed by an undone collar. I paused on one image. It was a plate of food, fancy like in some kind of five-star advertisement or cookbook, roasted carrots and a dribble of sauce, puffs of puree dotted around the edge. 

      "I want to work with her," I said. 

      This was what Elias was talking about when he said he wanted a puzzle, I realized. A woman booking a sex worker to help her deal with new aggression and hormones, but one who got turned on by fine dining, luxury, and small physical details. If her werewolf urges weren't leading the way for our appointment, I would have to…seduce her. I couldn't remember the last time I'd had to put much effort into prepping a client.

      My eyes narrowed as I flipped through the images again. 

      Shit. I might need to ask Elias for advice. He'd be so smug.
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        * * *

      

      Nightlight was packed. Elias was right, it was doing great. I wondered why he bothered even looking for work with MSA when it was obvious he could survive on his businesses alone. 

      I squirmed on the outrageously comfortable bar stool, keeping my wings tucked close so they didn't take up too much room in the crowded bar, and tried to fight down the jealousy burning through me as I watched Elias scoot past the bartenders and head in my direction. His bar offered more room for the employees, I noted. For his wings. Even my own would fit behind the massive bar top our friend Khell had built. 

      "Repeat the question," Elias said, setting down the tray of pub food I'd ordered and a drink I definitely hadn't.

      "How do you go about…making your clients, uh…aroused?" I asked, and it wasn't any easier to get out for being the second time he'd made me ask.

      Maybe the drink would help. I grabbed the glass and took a quick and full swallow, my eyes widening as I trapped a cough in my chest, the alcohol scorching its way down into my belly.

      I gasped as the alcohol settled. "What the hell was that? Gasoline?"

      "Ghost Pepper moonshine," Elias answered, lips twitching. "You passed the challenge. Your tab is on the house."

      I narrowed my eyes at him, but the alcohol did have a curious reaction in me. I didn't get drunk without a lot of effort, but the burn of the pepper mimicked the warmth most people might feel from a good whiskey.

      "How have you been at MSA for almost a decade without taking a course in seduction?" Elias asked.

      I rolled my eyes. "I have taken them…years ago. But mostly I have to focus on stunt work, self-defense, and role playing." Elias blinked, and I shrugged, helping myself to a fried spicy pork egg roll. "You have your work, and I have mine."

      "Right. Well, make conversation, but not too much. You should mainly be listening," Elias said, eyes tipping up in thought. "Compliments are good if she responds positively to them, but you want to invite touch. Initiate it slowly or casually at first."

      I thought of the image of the forearms and flexed my own on the bar top, studying myself in a way I hadn't in years. Were my arms and hands attractive? Or too big?

      "Make eye contact. If she's uncomfortable, back off. If she's enjoying herself, move forward." Elias shrugged. "There's a higher art to seduction, but I can't imagine Astraeya would match you with someone who would pose that much of a challenge."

      "She's a new werewolf," I admitted, and Elias scoffed.

      "There you have it then. Your clothes will be shredded within minutes. What are you worried about?"

      I nodded along, saving myself the trouble of speaking by eating the feast Elias had left in front of me. He was probably right. Astraeya liked us to be prepared and cautious, and it was her job to be thoughtfully protective of the clients. But I'd worked with werewolves before, especially around the full moon, and seduction hadn't played much of a factor. Even if it did now, I wasn't a complete amateur. I was a trained professional. Everything would be fine. 
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        * * *

      

      I winced into the icy bite of Chicago's night, flying toward downtown instead of home. Night flying in Chicago could be treacherous, the wind brutal and surprising, but I liked the challenge, and I'd only ever slightly damaged a piece of architecture, with no one the wiser about the chipped facade. I swept my wings out, coasting well above the halting traffic on Kinzie Street toward the high clock tower of the Wrigley Building. 

      Gargoyles liked good architecture—it was in our slow-moving blood—and Chicago had some of the best in the country. I'd grown up in New York in the highest apartment my parents could afford in Queens, but I hadn't caught my breath in a city until I'd moved to Chicago. I didn't know if it was the ever present weight of the lake to the east, or the sly and deceptively friendly energy of the city, or the diverse range of rich architecture, but I’d known the first day that I'd found my home.

      My wing hooks caught onto the ledge of the clock tower, and I climbed up, pausing to catch my breath and give the sore joint of the right wing a moment of rest. I could see my destination from here, facing northeast, glaring down glittering Michigan Avenue to my favorite building in the world.

      Tribune Tower, crowned golden against the dark rust sky, winter clouds stained with the light of the city at night. The building knew its best feature, lit it up like a beacon at night, calling to a creature like me. I rolled my shoulders and my neck, stretching and contracting my wings. I wasn't allowed up here, but the city had better things to do than chase down winged species who helped themselves to the best views of the city without paying the tourist fees. I just needed to make sure I didn't linger.

      I bent my knees, leaping hard into the air, snapping my wings wide. Chicago didn't disappoint, wind catching and thrusting me backwards. I grinned at the force. It was hard to budge a gargoyle, but the lake's weather always made a good effort. I beat my wings, and then the Windy City and I were in cooperation, harmony in flight. Five minutes in the peaks of the Tribune Tower—one of the condos that faced the lake that was almost always unoccupied, neglected by its owner—and then I'd be on my way again. Maybe ten minutes.

      Maybe fifteen.
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