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Ge-Mi: Part Two

 

Mell Eight


Prologue

Taylor Reyes knew the exact moment he fell in love. He had been ranting and raving and basically making an ass of himself. Okay, if he really thought about it, Taylor knew a lot of people would say he did that regularly, but this time was different. A baby kitten had attacked him earlier in the day. The scabs on his face were itching, and his pride was smarting. The first chance he got, he tracked the cat stench that belonged to some waiter at a restaurant where his grandfather insisted he eat. The waiter’s cat was the one that attacked him, and Taylor wasn’t about to let the waiter go unpunished for the slight. The stench led down the sidewalk a few blocks to a nearby apartment building, and eventually, to the tiny studio apartment taking up a third of the top floor. 

Getting inside was easy enough since his DNA had been automatically coded into every lock in the entire city. It was one of the perks of being the heir to the Reyes family, the family that had ruled the city of Kensey for generations. Kensey Reyes had taken power directly after the last Great War that destroyed all the large cities, leaving behind only smaller cities and towns without any federal government to oversee them. Those with the means took control all across the country, and Kensey held on to his city fiercely until his death ten years later. Taylor’s great-grandfather and then eventually his grandfather had taken power, and Taylor was being groomed as the next heir. 

Taylor enjoyed a life of privilege, but as a Ge-Mi, it wasn’t an easy life to live. Long before the Great War, scientists had managed to combine the DNA of humans with that of animals. Today’s history books contained speculation on why the scientists had done that, but it was generally believed the project began with good intentions. A cure for blindness by giving someone the sight ability of an eagle was the example Taylor remembered from his school textbook. Unfortunately, the military and some unsavory groups became involved, and they wanted super speed or super strength. Strange hybrid creatures were the eventual result, people like Taylor, who appeared human enough but also had wolf ears and a tail, or people with the power of a bear or the venom of a snake. 

At first, Ge-Mis and humans had been able to live together peacefully, but fear over a Ge-Mi’s extra abilities soon had the humans enacting discriminatory laws that forced even the most law-abiding Ge-Mis into desperate acts to keep their families fed. 

After the Great War, that fear remained, coloring the minds of all the humans in the country. No one really remembered why the Great War started, but it had increased the level of fear regular people experienced. That fear now focused on the Ge-Mis. It wasn’t easy to be called the heir of the city when almost no one trusted that his animal half would be safe in the position of the city’s next leader. 

Taylor’s father was a red wolf Ge-Mi, and he had passed down the red-colored, pointed wolf ears that sat on top of Taylor’s head as well as a long and fluffy red wolf’s tail. The rest of him was pure Reyes stock—light-blond hair and blue eyes—but the Ge-Mi parts of him were too distinct to hide. 

Which was totally unlike the object of Taylor’s affection. 

He had expected to find a human hoarder of cats, and he found a hoarder, but Nevada most definitely wasn’t human. The moment those big gray eyes with the adorable little rounded ears peeking out of his white-and-black hair appeared over the edge of the loft high above Taylor, his heart was lost. 

Nevada was no pushover. He wasn’t some kitty cat Taylor could threaten into obedience or scare away by growling. No, Nevada was all snow leopard, fierce and protective of those he loved. Yet, at the same time, it was easy for him to hide his small ears under a handkerchief and to keep his tail wrapped around one leg. He had been hiding among the humans for his entire life. 

Taylor had discovered Nevada’s secret that fateful night, but where he might have ordinarily used it to blackmail Nevada, he was unable to do it. Nevada was just so… Taylor didn’t have the words to describe the way Nevada made him feel, but Nevada owned his heart all the same. 

Which was why Taylor was currently standing across the street from Restaurant Spice, hidden in a darkened alcove where he couldn’t be seen, watching as Nevada deftly moved through the tables stuffed with customers. 

These days, Nevada didn’t have to hide what he was. He’d spent three years working at the café next door while hiding his Ge-Mi side, and the customers genuinely learned to like him. Recent events in a fight against a clan of hyena Ge-Mis trying to kill him forced Nevada to reveal his snow leopard half. The handkerchief was gone now, his ears visible to the world, and because Taylor had arranged to have special pants made for Nevada with an elastic ring in the back for his tail, his tail now showed. However, he still kept it curled around one leg, half out of habit and half to keep the kids from tugging on it when they saw it because the white fur with black rosettes was distinctive inside the busy restaurant. 

Taylor pulled his phone from his pocket to double-check the time and sighed. It was only 7:45 p.m., which meant he had at least fifteen more minutes before Nevada got off shift. It would probably be longer, though, since Nevada was slowly starting to learn the ropes of the assistant manager position and didn’t leave until he was certain the restaurant could run without him there. 

Ree’s riot of multicolored feathers, where her hair would have been had she been human, appeared in front of a table in the window, temporarily blocking Taylor’s view. Ree was another Ge-Mi who had been outed in the hyena attack, but she, too, seemed to be thriving as another waiter at the restaurant. 

Taylor let out a low growl and slumped harder against the wall behind him. Waiting for Nevada was so damned difficult, but the last time he went into the restaurant to get Nevada, he had been scolded for bothering the customers during dinner. A mad Nevada wasn’t a fun Nevada. 

Taylor’s phone rang, startling him into jumping slightly in surprise. A glance at the caller ID told him Carley was calling. 

“What?” Taylor growled into the phone. Carley knew Taylor was waiting to walk Nevada home. After closing was the only guaranteed time they had together each day, considering how busy both Taylor and Nevada were at their respective jobs. 

“I might have found the link we need to finally find out who’s engineering the coup,” Carley explained, completely unperturbed by Taylor’s aggressive tone. Carley had changed Taylor’s diapers; he wasn’t afraid of any of Taylor’s moods. 

“Who?” Taylor asked, all growl gone from his voice. 

“Not sure yet,” Carley replied, and Taylor could hear a cheeky shrug in Carley’s voice. The man loved to yank Taylor’s tail. “But I know where to start digging. Get your kitty cat home safe; then come over.” 

“Fine.” Taylor let out a grumbling sigh to let Carley know how dissatisfied he was before hanging up.


Chapter One

Hunts through the city that didn’t go well were probably the most frustrating thing in Taylor’s life. His pack had caught the scent of the cousin Carley was certain had a hand in the coup and tracked it down, only to lose it in a parking lot. Antony Reyes had gotten into a car and flown off, and that was something even Taylor with his excellent nose couldn’t follow. 

It was up to Carley to pick up the trail now, Taylor knew, but it still burned inside to have come so close and failed. That was his wolf half talking, of course. Grandpa had been very stern with Taylor growing up—he had to be, given how wild Taylor had been—and Taylor could now tell what parts of him were animal instinct and what parts of him were human. That those parts often overlapped to the point that they were interchangeable was something Taylor had never quite been able to explain to Gramps and Carley. 

What really sucked about the failed hunt was that it had lasted until well after dawn. The apartment to which Taylor was heading would already be empty, but he needed the comfort, so he was going there anyway. 

The DNA scanner at the door let him in quickly, and Taylor hurried up the three flights of stairs to Nevada’s apartment door, which he opened with a real key this time. Nevada had given him the key, Taylor remembered as his tail wagged happily behind him. Now he didn’t need his lockpicks anymore. The door opened to a chorus of meows, half of which turned into disgusted snarls when they saw it was him again. 

“Yeah, yeah. Ankle biters,” Taylor said to the cats with a sneer that lifted enough of his upper lip to show a bit of fang. He wasn’t afraid of the brood of cats Nevada kept on hand. They could be plenty menacing, but he was a wolf so they were no match for him. He was afraid of Nevada though, which was why he headed straight to the bathroom instead of to bed like he would have if he had gone back to the pack house. 

Nevada wasn’t a neat freak, but he liked things clean. A good way to piss him off was to curl up in his nest of pillows and blankets without having showered recently. Taylor liked marking his scent all over Nevada’s apartment—and he was thankfully human enough not to need to pee everywhere. Nevada understood that urge since cats had it too, but to him there was a big difference between a clean and a dirty scent. Taylor got in the shower with a huff and started scrubbing. 

Relationships meant sacrifices, Gramps had explained, the one time Taylor had whined to him about having to pay to get Nevada’s bed dry-cleaned—again. Having to take an extra ten minutes to shower before bed wasn’t really a sacrifice at all, and Nevada’s happiness whenever he noticed Taylor doing that made the effort worth it, but it rankled all the same. 

The sacrifice was in changing his long-ingrained habits for the happiness of someone else. It took effort, but it was effort he saw returned whenever he opened the fridge and found steak there instead of fish, because Nevada knew that while Taylor liked fish fine, red meat was what made him happiest. Nevada had changed his shopping habits for Taylor, among other things, so Taylor could suck it up and shower. 

He finished in the bathroom quickly and took a few extra minutes to brush out his tail so it wouldn’t mat, then went back into the main room. 

No cats greeted him this time, which meant Nevada must have taken Hex to work with him again, but Taylor could hear rustling noises that said he was being watched. He climbed the ladder that was now always hanging down from the loft where Nevada kept his sleeping area and went over to a set of drawers where he kept some clothes. Taylor pulled on a pair of boxers, carefully fitting his tail through the elastic hole in the back, and fell into bed. 

The scents on the pillows and blankets were perfect. He could smell himself and he could smell Nevada’s particular scent of cat and food from the restaurant. Those scents melded together, soothing Taylor’s frayed emotions. He curled up underneath a thick quilt and drifted off to sleep. 

*

The blaring ring of his phone woke Taylor. He grumbled something incoherent, even to himself, as one hand slipped out from under the warmth of the blankets to pat the spot where he usually left his phone. It was empty, and it took his tired brain an extra few seconds to realize the ringing was coming from below. Taylor had left his phone in his pants pocket, which was downstairs where his pants lay in a pile on the bathroom floor. The last thing Taylor wanted to do at the moment was get up, but as the ringing died off and then a few seconds later started again, Taylor slowly pushed the blankets off and crawled out of bed. 

The ladder was rope and wooden slats, and it wasn’t a good idea to climb down while only half-awake. Taylor landed on the floor with a hard thump after missing a step halfway down. One of the cats let out a startled yowl, to which Taylor growled back. The phone went silent, but started ringing again a second later. 

Taylor finally found his discarded pants and the pocket the phone was in. 

“Hello?” Taylor growled into the phone. 

“We found Antony.” Carley’s voice was sharp and to the point, but Taylor also thought there was a touch of unhappiness mixed into those three short words. The tone was enough for Taylor to know the news wasn’t good. 

“What happened?” Taylor started pulling on his pants and cast around for his missing shirt. 

Carley took a long moment to answer, which was an answer in itself. “Looks like someone pushed him from a car. He fell a few hundred feet to a, thankfully, empty parking lot below.” 

Which meant Antony was now a bloody pancake. Taylor didn’t know how he felt about that. He had grown up with Antony, who was only two years older than Taylor. As kids, Antony hadn’t cared that Taylor had ears, a tail, and a tendency to nip. That had changed when they grew into teenagers, and somewhere, for some reason, Antony learned to hate and fear Ge-Mis as a whole, and Taylor in particular. That was why Taylor wasn’t surprised to learn Antony was involved with the scheme to unseat their grandfather. But it was surprising to learn someone had most likely killed Antony. 

“My guess is someone found out we were looking to speak with Antony, but Antony knew too much so they had to silence him,” Carley said in an echo of Taylor’s thoughts. “Hopefully, that means it’s someone close to Antony, and we can find them quickly. Anyway, can you get down here with your pack and sniff around, see if you recognize any smells on the body?” He gave Taylor an address on the other side of town, which was really only two miles from Nevada’s apartment since the city wasn’t exactly huge. 

Taylor had no interest in seeing the mangled remains of his cousin, but he did want to know if the scent of whoever pushed Antony out of the car had lingered. “I’ll give the pack a call, and we’ll be over in about twenty minutes.” 

It took twenty-five minutes to round everyone up and get across town. He met the pack at their house, a two-story home at the foot of the hill—on top of which the Kensey mansion had been built—with a very large, fenced-in yard that they could all run around in. They took off through the city at a jog. 

Taylor was in front, leading the charge as the pack alpha. Drew and LeeAnne were right behind him. Drew was a gray wolf from nose to tail, with overgrown gray hair that hid his ears and a whipcord-thin gray tail. He hadn’t grown up in the city, but instead, in a wolf pack that had taken over a bit of unclaimed wild area that separated the cities and towns. He left when he was old enough for that alpha to feel challenged by another strong male in the pack and ended up in Kensey with Taylor, but the wildness from his childhood was evident in almost everything he did. 
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