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​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​Mina is a capable, independent Rabbit shifter who has proven her worth over and over despite her timid-prey nature worth. She is one of Howl's best programmers. She has a good job that pays well and everything she wants in life.

Everything changes when Howl hires Derek, a predator shifter, a Werewolf. They promise her that he will stay away from her. They don't want a lawsuit on their hands, and putting a predator shifter in the presence of a prey shifter in a confined space is a sure way to get one. 

Mina has never liked being told what to do, so naturally, she tries to get as close to him as possible. The man is an enigma, powerful and a highly-sought-after expert in his field, capable of working anywhere he wants. He has no business being in a small company such as theirs. She's sure he's hiding something and is here for nefarious reasons. So, she breaks into his office and finds out exactly what he's after only to find that the reason he's here is not at all what she expected. He's here for her. 

And she's basically offered herself up on a silver platter to him. 

She is in so much trouble. 

...

​​​​​​​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​​​​Chapter One​​​
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Everyone tells her to stay away from the new guy at work. He's trouble, they say. He's aggressive and violent, used to getting his way and doesn't know the concept of getting in trouble because he's rich and powerful. He has a history of losing his temper and breaking things- hurting people. Rumor has it that he left his previous job because he had punched the CEO. Then again, the official records claim he left because of irreconcilable differences. Mina always thought that was only a term used for broken marriages. 

The general consensus is that he's not a safe person for her to be around.

It's frustrating to be singled out like this, to be told specifically to stay away from someone as if she's a child who doesn't know any better and needs to be warned to steer clear of strangers. It's frustrating, really, to be reminded why she's being treated differently from everyone else. 

And yet, she can't keep the bite from her voice when she asks, "Why hire him if he's such a liability?" 

The answer is, of course, money. 

He's really good at his job. Upper management says if they don't hire him, their competition would snatch him up in a heartbeat. They're paying a ridiculous amount of money for him and he's the best in his field. He has the Midas touch in that every company he's ever worked with has turned into multi-million dollar businesses and it's a miracle he had taken the job with them in the first place. She's sure that someone of his caliber has had offers from much bigger corporations, most of which are capable of paying even more than their modest company is able to. 

Mina doesn't really know what kind of work he does, honestly. She sees his face in the news sometimes and she thinks he does something like greenlight projects and come up with ideas to make investors throw more money at the company that he's working at. She doesn't get involved with things like that. 

She works together in a team of twenty programmers. They're a fairly moderate-sized company. There only used to be five of them, Finick, Tom, Johnson, Alek, and her. They met online and decided to start working together and before they knew it, they were creating games that were making more money than they knew what to do with. None of them have any business acumen whatsoever, so they agreed to be acquired by a company that is able to put their talents to good use. They've expanded impressively in the three years that they've worked there. 

They aren't just five strangers from all over the state working together online, now.

They work in a big office, in an impressive, bustling city. 

She hated it at first. It was a big change from being surrounded by her sprawling family in her hometown, where the most exciting that has happened to it was- well, it was her earning enough from one paycheck to build a playground for all the children and a basketball court for the school. She had also started a foundation for children, a small fund to encourage parents to send their children to school and not keep them at the farm all the time. She still sends money for the foundation, but it's not like she's the only person making money. Families with enough to spare donate to the cause as well. The money is scarce, but it helps keep food on the table during cold winter months. Her family still get gift baskets every once in a while addressed to her. 

She's twenty-one and the youngest member of the company. She didn't think they would hire her if not for the fact that her team had stuck up for her and told them that if they didn't want her, they're going to their competition. They conveniently left out the fact that companies other than Howl's had already looked into acquiring them and changed  their minds when they saw Mina. 

"You don't- it'll be easier if you didn't include me in the meetings," she told the men, who are all at least five years older than her and looked at her like she's the little sister they never had. 

"Don't be fucking stupid. You're the best out of all of us," Tom said. 

"We'd be screwed without you," added Finick. 

"Yeah, we'd get fired within the week." 

She doubts that, but it's good to be appreciated. 

She can't blame the companies for not wanting to hire her. Some of them can't hire her. 

Predator shifters are employed in cities and it's considered a Shifter's Rights Violation to hire a Prey shifter when you already have Predator shifters on payroll. There are ways around it, mainly if the company is small and the predator and prey shifter have agreed to work together, but big companies generally stick with hiring exclusively predator shifters to avoid the hassle altogether. 

They don't really want to limit themselves to only being able to hire prey shifters by hiring them, not when prey shifters aren't known for leaving the safety of their homes, their quaint family businesses. She is an outlier, an anomaly. She had dared to be different and she was sure that she's being punished for it. Except the money is really, really spectacular. They continue making games and they're not 'indie' any more. They have the budget and manpower, the experience to come up with more complicated games, lore and game mechanics that would have taken their small team years to complete takes them half the time, a quarter, and then even less when the company is able to expand and hire more and more people.  

She's the best programmer they have, innovative and a little bit of a perfectionist. She would spend nights in the office sometimes, so involved in her coding work that she would forget to eat and her colleagues would leave her food on the table.

The HR department isn't one that Mina is familiar with, though.

She's never gotten in trouble with anyone before. She's quiet, even now, preferring to keep to herself and get the job done. 

"Mina doesn't have to agree to anything," Finick insists. 

"What don't I have to agree to?" she asks, corner of her lips curling up slightly, amused but confused. 

"Hiring Derek," Alek states. He has his laptop with him and is busy typing away. Sometimes, she wonders if he's even more of a workaholic than herself, but Alek never stays past working hours (not that he has to) and is normally late for work. She thinks he might be working on a side-project that he isn't telling anybody else about, but she tries not to pry. 

"What's wrong with Derek?" she asks, certain that she's missing something, but no one is telling her what she needs to know. She has heard from the grapevine about him, but his work and hers are worlds apart. She doesn't think there's going to be any sort of problem with hiring the man, questionable temper aside. "I don't see what the problem is," she says, standing mulishly despite repeated requests to sit down and make herself comfortable. None of her friends are sitting down and she knows that they're only here for her. She doesn't want to waste time making herself comfortable, not when Karen from HR is wasting all their time reassuring her that her job is secure and there's nothing to worry about with their new hire. 

"There's nothing wrong with Derek," Karen insists. 

"Then I don't see why I need to be here," she continues. 

"You need to sign these," Karen pushes a thick pile of paper towards her. 

She starts towards the paper, squinting a little at the tiny font. Do they do this on purpose? Print all these clauses in the most eye-straining font possible and hope that nobody has the time or patience to read them. 

"She doesn't need to sign anything," Finick continues  to be outraged for her sake. She just wish that she understood where he's channeling that anger from and if she needs a bit of that for herself. 

"Why-" she stops asking when she reads the papers in front of her. Her mouth opens and closes, and opens again. "Ah," she exhales, if only to make sure that the ringing she's hearing is actually external. It's not. That must be her panicking internally. Well, as long as she still looks presentable externally, the situation can still be salvaged. There isn't another shifter in the room with her, so they won't be able to smell her panic. She clears her throat and murmurs a soft, "I see." 

She does see. They can't fire her because she's an asset to the company. She'll be stupid to quit. The money is too good and it's not like she has anywhere else to go. The company knows that. It's still kind of a shitty thing to do, though. 

"Does he know I work here?" she asks and immediately feels stupid for asking. Of course he knows. The acquisition was big news and they have her face on magazines quite often. Not many big companies have prey hires and they like to brag about inclusivity by plastering her face all over any major events even though they weren't big before the guys and her joined. 

"It's the ears," Tom's wife said to her. "Men dig it." Tom gets a little upset with Louisa when she says things like that to Mina. "Just because you guys don't tell her, doesn't mean it doesn't happen," Louisa says and tells her not to trust men who looks at her lecherously, who tries to be too friendly too quickly and touches her inappropriately. Louisa teaches her where to kick them to make them hurt most and arms her with pepper spray and a taser that she tells her to hide from Tom, who abhors violence of any sort. She signed them up for defense classes and drives her to all the lessons.

She wonders if she would need to use any of those lessons now. 

"Yes," Karen reassures them. "He promises that it wouldn't be an issue. He will be working on a different floor, so there should not be much interaction between the two of you." She continues to quote lines from a paper in front of her that has it all in writing and the man's signature at the bottom of the paper. He has a very nice John Hancock, all cursive and fancy and bold, inked like it was done with one of those fancy fountain pens that Tom had bought with the first paycheck they had gotten. The font and terminologies make her eyes water, but she hands the paper to her friends and they skim through it together.

The law that she had read about prior to joining the company had been overturned. They no longer have to jump through quite so many hoops to hire both predator and prey shifters in the same company, though it's still expected for both parties to be in agreement. 

Howl will be one of the first company to make use of this new initiative to allow prey and predator shifters to work together. 

Though Karen is right. She spends most of her time with her friends behind large screens and she hardly leaves the office. Their paths don't have a reason to cross, except for extenuating circumstances. 

"You will be introduced when he starts working here," she says, citing one of those extenuating circumstances. "But seeing as your job scopes and responsibilities are so different in the company, there really is very little reason for either of you to meet beyond that." 

"What if he does anything?" Johnson demands, ever the pessimist. 

"No one's going to do anything," Karen reassures them. "He's agreed to stay away from you," she says, her expression and her tone softening when she finally looks up at Mina. 

Mina's hands are stuffed inside her hoodie's front pocket, so none of them can see that she's trembling a little already. Still, the thought of them sitting the man down and telling him specifically to stay away from her doesn't feel right. Feels like bullying, honestly. What if she's the one who's going to be making a fuss and get in his way? Did they ever think of that? "I don't need coddling," she says, if only so that she doesn't look like an utter coward. 

"Even so," Karen says, and Mina waits for her to continue explaining her self, but she stops there and looks back down on the papers. She pushes the relevant pages to her, where she's supposed to sign on the dotted lines. 

The guys sounds like they're riling up for an argument, but she is already bent over the desk and putting her own signature next to the Werewolf that she's supposed to be working with. 
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