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I stood in Sebastien’s foyer and assessed my current predicament.

Unwitting mate who had no idea I was a werewolf? Check.

Tenuous permission to hunt for my brother within another clan’s territory? Check.

Cupcake from my beloved father to be eaten when I found a safe harbor? Check.

Pants? Okay, so I’d lost that one small item somewhere along the way. But otherwise, I seemed to be all set.

With everything else accounted for, I gazed up into my mate’s molten chocolate eyes and acted more bold than I felt. “Do you think,” I asked a human who I’d only met a few days earlier, “I could spend the night on your sofa?”

Sebastien’s scent gradually shifted as he looked me up and down, gladness at my unexpected arrival giving way to the first inkling of doubt as reality stretched out between us. And I had to admit that he had grounds for misgivings. After all, it was roughly one o’clock in the morning and I’d spent the last hour running through the city in lupine form. So in addition to those missing trousers, my feet were filthy, my hair was tangled, and I looked very much like my inner beast felt—exhilarated, tired, and very much wild.

I’d apparently chosen well, though, when I bound myself to this particular human in a fit of intense desperation earlier in the evening. Because the professor merely nodded and showed me inside, nuking a mug of water plus tea bag in the microwave before joining me on the sofa. Being cared for felt really good...so I squashed my inner chef’s urge to cringe at the irregular brewing method and instead settled in to enjoy the experience.

And, once again, Sebastien proved himself far more insightful than I’d expected. “Tea is healthier when you make it this way,” my companion explained professorially as he handed over the vessel. “More theanine and polyphenol. Try it.”

Obediently, I lifted the mug while struggling against my wolf’s impulse to scoot closer to our host so our skin might touch. The liquid was hot and aromatic, and my inner beast quieted as we discovered that our mate was right. The brew was tasty. Perhaps science won out over tradition after all...at least in this one specific case.

Unfortunately, Sebastien’s methodical mind wasn’t willing to let my unconventional appearance slide by without further comment. “Are you in trouble?” he asked when the silence between us had lengthened considerably. And even though the topic wasn’t one I’d hoped to broach tonight, the gravelly rumble of my companion’s voice was enough to make my inner wolf whimper with delight.

On the other hand, my human self was the one carrying on our end of this particular conversation, and I had no answer to the questions that were surely running through Sebastien’s mind as quickly as possible answers were streaming through mine. Should I explain away my pants-less arrival by saying I’d fallen out of a moving car and torn my clothing on the pavement? Been vomited upon by a drunken party-goer before tossing the sullied fabric? Lost my clothes in an ill-fated poker match? Was there any semi-believable explanation at all other than the fully implausible truth?

“Should I call the police?” Sebastien continued when I failed to so much as nod or shake my head in reply to his earlier question. “If somebody hurt you....”

And there was that wolf-like possessiveness I knew and loved. My mouth quirked up on one side as Sebastien’s aroma shifted yet again, this time turning steely and dangerous in response to thoughts about an imaginary tormentor.

No, Sebastien hadn’t chosen me as his mate when given the chance. Didn’t, in fact, possess a single clue about what a werewolf mate bond consisted of or that he’d become entangled in one against his will. But my companion did worry that I’d been harmed, and that concern soothed my lupine soul.

So I hastened to return the favor. “Nobody hurt me. I promise,” I answered, trying to figure out what else I could tell Sebastien without risking either of our skins. After all, despite being my not-quite-mate, the professor was still a human who wasn’t allowed to learn about shifter-kind under penalty of death. That particular sword of Damocles definitely put a damper on what I was willing and able to share.

I must have hesitated a bit too long. Because before I could come up with any answer at all, Sebastien cut me off. He sighed, pursed his lips, then let me off the hook. “You can’t tell me. I understand.”

He didn’t understand, though. Not really. Our mate bond wasn’t yet fully functional, but proximity still granted me a window into my companion’s thought processes. Via our half-formed tether, I could tell that the professor was confused, puzzled, disappointed...and that he also halfway believed he’d opened up his home to a mafia member whose family would invade with guns blazing before the night was out.

The mere notion startled words from my lips that I wished I could take back as soon as they’d been uttered. “I’m not a gangster,” I told him...only to realize a second too late that an ordinary human wouldn’t have been granted that trickle of insight into her companion’s thoughts.

In an effort to cover my butt, I segued straight into the first semi-believable lie that came to mind. “I wasn’t paying attention earlier, and I got stuck in an auto-locking door,” I started, warming to my tale as it spun out around me. “I would have told you when you first asked, but the result was just plain embarrassing. The door snagged on my pants as I was going out the back of a bar downtown, and I couldn’t figure out how to tear the fabric loose or get anyone’s attention. That place was so loud—it was crazy. So I wriggled my way out of my trousers and came here rather than walking bare-butted through the fray. Really, there’s no reason to call the police. I’m not hurt. I just need a place to stay for the night.”

I paused, then added, “And maybe the loan of a pair of pants.”

For half a second, I thought my mate had bought into my lie. After all, the tale didn’t involve supernatural beings or invisible bonds—surely it was more convincing than the truth?

But then Sebastien shook his head, chocolate eyes hardening into sharp-edged flint. “You can spend the night and borrow some pants,” he offered. “But please don’t lie to me again.”
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With surprisingly few words, my host dug up an old pair of sweat pants then showed me into his bedroom. After that, he closed a far-too-solid door between us, flicking off the hall light and relegating himself to the couch.

Which left me trembling on the brink, fighting against my wolf’s desire to slip back through the darkened building and weasel my way into the absent human’s waiting arms.

“Totally inappropriate,” I chided my alter-ego, forcing our feet to turn away from the barrier. She countered with a memory of yesterday’s kiss, which—I in turn reminded her—had occurred in front of strangers and had never been repeated since. Plus, by human standards, a peck on the hand gave me no right to turn up on my mate’s doorstep after midnight, let alone insinuate myself into his belated slumber. Despite rocking my world, Sebastien’s lips had never even touched my face.

My wolf growled quietly but allowed me to turn aside in order to peruse our mate’s inner sanctum instead. Unlike his office back at the college, this room was neat as a pin, the bed freshly made and clothing all tucked away into drawers. Only two areas spoke to the professor’s recent attention—a desk cluttered with papers in one corner of the abode and a workbench dotted with wood shavings and carving paraphernalia at the other.

I was tempted to see what kind of art Sebastien had chosen to create. But nosing aimlessly through his belongings wasn’t what I’d come for. Instead, I perched on the hard wooden chair in front of the professor’s desk and opened the laptop that sat waiting on the otherwise empty expanse.

It felt strangely disloyal to borrow hardware without permission, vaguely like the lie Sebastien had made me promise not to tell. Still, I reasoned that my mate would neither know nor care that I’d plugged in a simple thumb drive and perused the contents using his keyboard and monitor. It wasn’t as if I planned to comb through my mate’s data; I just needed the loan of his equipment to discover what my brother had so carefully squirreled away.

Conscience sated, I inserted my brother’s data-storage device into its slot and hastily plugged in a pair of headphones as well when Derek’s face filled the laptop’s screen. “I don’t have much time,” my brother whispered, the view jiggling erratically as he speed walked down a corridor while filming himself on his cell phone. The younger male was entering the bay of PO boxes where I’d found this thumb drive, I realized. Meanwhile, the time stamp at the bottom of the screen matched the date when my brother’s social media accounts had gone so abruptly dark. Perhaps I was about to discover the clue that would lead me toward Derek’s current location?

Unfortunately, whatever had happened all those weeks ago must not have been good. Because my brother was obviously scared at the time of filming, sweat beading on his forehead as he glanced back over one shoulder rather than looking directly into the camera. “They’ll be here any minute,” Derek continued, voice muffled by the angle of his head. “I just hope I have time to drop off the key where you can find it so this whole thing doesn’t turn into a complete waste of time.”

I clenched my fists in frustration. Even in his desperation, my brother remained unbelievably vague. Who would be there at any minute? And had this video been intended for me or for someone else within his intensely private life? The truth was, Derek had never even let slip the name of a single friend, so I had no idea who else he might be addressing.

My questions remained unanswered, but my brother did drop a few additional hints. “If you’re watching this,” he said, “then I’ve probably disappeared off the face of the Lupanet. In which case, just watching this video might put you at risk. If you’re connected to the internet right now, disconnect, copy the contents of this thumb drive someplace safe, then destroy both the computer and thumb drive. Right now. I mean it.”

“Paranoid much?” I countered even as I hastened to obey Derek’s instructions. Well, not the destroying part. I wasn’t going to ruin my mate’s hardware without his permission. And even though Derek had gone missing, I didn’t quite believe the mere act of plugging a thumb drive into a laptop put me and Sebastien at risk.

Still, I transferred files onto my phone’s SD card as the video continued to roll. Derek had entered the chamber of PO boxes by that point, his fingers fumbling with a key in the near darkness. “Don’t follow me without backup,” the male whispered, glancing over his shoulder as the barest echo of a slamming door carried through my tinny speakers. My brother swore, hesitated, then spoke directly into the camera once again.

“Sebastien Carter is a good egg. If you need help, go to him.”

Then the screen went dark. No indication of what Derek planned to do or where he intended to go. No data on whether he’d been snatched up or had made good on his escape and disappeared back into the anonymity of the city proper.

Well, that wasn’t quite right. I’d discovered the key to the PO box miles from my present location in a national forest where werewolves frequently hunted. Which meant my brother had made it off the college campus unscathed during the night in question...although who knew what had happened thereafter.

Transfer complete, the computer reported, breaking into my increasingly circular thoughts. I double-clicked on a few files, found strings of numbers and letters that my tired brain refused to comprehend. It was definitely time to call it a night.

Still, Derek had been single-mindedly intent upon his paranoia. So after sliding the SD card back into my phone, I carried the thumb drive into the bathroom and dropped it into a mouthwash bottle to deteriorate. Then I powered Sebastien’s computer all the way down, the room around me growing dark and still in an instant.

Finally, I sank back onto my mate’s bed, the day’s events crashing over me in a wave of exhaustion. I was alone with my wolf, my thoughts, and a hole in my belly that reminded me I was no longer part of any pack. What kind of werewolf hunted entirely alone?
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I should have realized that my wolf hadn’t surrendered to my earlier admonitions. She was merely biding her time and waiting for the right moment in which to strike.

Now, as exhaustion rounded my shoulders while the lack of nearby family gnawed at my gut, my inner beast grabbed the reins out of my tired fingers. Pushing open the bedroom door with human hands, she drew us toward what she considered the solution to all of our problems—a session of snuggling with our recently bonded mate.

And I’ll admit it—I didn’t really resist. After all, the day felt like it had lasted for an eternity, and the steady susurrus of Sebastien’s breathing drew us forward like flames entice a moth. So my wolf and I were united as we passed through the dimly lit corridor, pausing only after we were able to peer greedily upon our mate’s enticing body.

He was asleep. Sacked out on the sofa with one arm wrapped around a cushion and the opposite leg visible atop the thin blanket that he’d fallen asleep beneath. Resting, the professor’s scent was less intense than usual, but also more complex. Old books and brilliant sunshine filled my nostrils, and beneath that came the merest hint of slippery elm.

Then I lost track of rational thought as my own inner beast subsumed me yet deeper beneath her control. Shedding shirt, underwear, and borrowed pants alike, we slipped into our lupine skin as seamlessly as a fish dives beneath the surface of a pond. Mate, the wolf whispered silently inside our combined body, raising her snout to nuzzle at Sebastien’s stubbled cheek. Ours.

The professor sneezed as our eyelashes brushed up against his nostrils. But although he stirred, he didn’t wake. Instead, the human merely pressed his back further up against the sofa cushions as if welcoming us into his personal space.

My wolf needed no further encouragement. Leaping onto the sofa as lightly as any house cat crept onto an off-limits kitchen counter, she settled in beside the slumberer. Then, my own nature squashed beneath her stronger will, we all three fell soundly asleep.

***
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I WOKE TO THE DISTANT tolling of a doorbell, and for one split second I forgot where I was. My dreams had been redolent with sensations—scent, sound, and even the heady tingle of hands sliding across naked skin. Claiming moon, my wolf whispered, reminding me that we had, at long last, discovered our mate.

Of course, Sebastien hadn’t yet discovered us back. Still, when I opened my eyes, I granted both woman and wolf time to soak up his tantalizing presence. Surely we possessed enough leeway for such a small indulgence as that.

Together, my inner beast and I basked in Sebastien’s beauty. Dark stubble coated the professor’s jaw, but the shadow only made him appear stronger rather than unkempt. A wisp of sable hair lay across one high cheekbone, and it was all I could do not to stretch out my neck and nose the tendril aside. Meanwhile, twitching orbs beneath his eyelids proved that the professor was still deeply asleep.

Our mate was just as enticing in daylight as he’d been beneath the moon last night. But the color of the pillow was oddly muted while the medley of scents swirling between us threatened to overwhelm my human mind. And, gradually, I remembered succumbing to the unthinkable—cuddling up beside a one-body in the skin of my wolf.

My location, unfortunately, wasn’t the only problem marring the morning’s tranquility. Voices carried in from outside the house, too soft for me to make out individual words but with their inherent tension abundantly clear. Then fists hit the door in a cacophony that was bound to wake my resting bed-mate sooner rather than later. Time was quickly running out.

Sure enough, Sebastien stirred at last, his arm tightening around my middle as he came gradually awake. And I knew even as my mate hugged me that I wouldn’t make it out of the room without being sighted if I remained in lupine form. Which meant it was time to shift.

After all, waking beside an unexpectedly naked woman is better than opening your eyes onto the snarling visage of a wolf...right?

My inner beast didn’t entirely agree. She argued that we wouldn’t snarl. Would instead lick and tease and make nice. Still, she allowed the transformation at last, helping me shed my fur and regain my skin in the end.

Our internal debate had slowed the shift, though. So we had only a split second to spare before Sebastien’s eyelids lifted, his face widening into a sleepy smile that skewered my wolf and me both with its tenderness.

“Ember, sweetheart,” he murmured, his hand rising to trail across my bedhead even as his lips parted to breathe out my name along with an endearment that melted my human side into a sticky pile of saccharine goo.

Luckily for the sake of both of our skins, my wolf was less susceptible to words. Predators outside, she reminded me, forcing us to wriggle out of our mate’s willing arms and rise onto our human feet.

And as we came erect, Sebastien woke more fully as well. I saw the moment his rational brain won out over his instincts. Saw when he took in my completely unclad nature, noted his eyes roaming from my still grubby feet up to my erect nipples before landing on my reddening face.

Our companion liked what he saw—I could smell his simple animal attraction swirling around my own. But, at the same time, he was uneasy about the fact that I’d ended up in his bed uninvited like some sort of stalker girlfriend.

The fact I wasn’t even his girlfriend made the whole thing ten times worse.

“Ember...” my mate began, brow furrowing as his scent turned bitter and harsh. But even in human form, I could make out the sound of footsteps moving around the side of the house, suggesting that Sebastien’s annoyance was the least of our current worries. Any minute now, whoever had been pounding on the front door would break into the back. At which point we’d both be sunk.

Looks like you were right, little brother, I thought. Just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean they’re not out to get you. I really should have fried that laptop when I had the chance....

Then, turning to my mate, I voiced my subsequent thought aloud. “Do you have any files on your computer that you absolutely can’t live without?”

Wolf-like, Sebastien cocked his head to one side in question. He hadn’t heard the men at the door, didn’t realize that we were already operating on borrowed time. In fact, I got the distinct impression he wasn’t going to let me out of the room without a long-winded conversation neither of us had time for.

So I instead pushed a little compulsion into my words as I commanded: “Tell me.”

“No,” my mate answered, his frown deepening so dramatically that I thought the wrinkles might cut their way into his very bones. “I back up everything onto the cloud....”

Even as he obeyed my request, though, I could see Sebastien’s scientific interest being piqued by my lapse into werewolfism. Further questions would certainly be piling up within my mate’s analytical mind just as they had the day before.

But I didn’t have time to indulge him. Instead, I snagged my discarded clothing then hightailed it back toward the professor’s unoccupied bedroom even as I cast my reply over one naked shoulder.

“Great,” I answered. “In that case, I apologize in advance. Answer the door, delay them as long as possible, and I’ll be back after your visitors have left the premises.”
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My earlier brain freeze fled as soon as Sebastien’s aroma stopped flooding my nostrils. Left to my own devices, connections formed and plans coalesced at the speed of light.

Because Derek had been right—the thumb-drive data had somehow drawn unpleasantness down onto this quiet suburban neighborhood far more quickly than I would have expected. Later, I’d analyze the why and the how of that problem. For now, though, I needed to fix my mistake before strangers pressed their way inside and harmed Sebastien because of something that was my own darn fault.

The thumb drive itself was toast...or at least so I hoped. But I flushed the small rectangle of plastic and metal down the toilet anyway before turning to the computer, which was larger and much more of a problem than the data’s original source. Good thing I had a high-level hacker on my team and a phone with which to bring said personage on board.

Dialing Dad’s number with the tap of a finger, I strained my ears and guessed at Sebastien’s movements in the neighboring room. Sure enough, my mate was grumbling about high-handed, naked women who thought their every wish was his command. And yet, his footsteps headed toward the front door rather than trailing along in my wake, proving that my wolf had chosen well. Sebastien was able to squash his ego and follow orders in a crisis—definitely a keeper.

Then Dad picked up, reminding me that I had more important matters to attend to than mooning over my newfound mate. “Ember,” my father greeted me succinctly. And only then did I realize that it was six o’clock on a Sunday morning...way too early to call given the fact that my parents had spent the previous evening driving my sister-in-law’s family back toward the protective bosom of the Haven clan. Nonetheless, Dad sounded just as calm and thoughtful as ever, his breathing steady as he waited for me to speak.

“No time to talk,” I whispered, trying to decide whether to pull on clothes and brush my disreputable-looking hair. Nope—I’d be better off sticking to the body of my wolf when I made my escape. “But I need a way to fry a laptop as quickly as possible,” I continued. “Bonus points if it looks accidental.”

“Magnets?” Dad asked simply. “Heat would take too long. Acids? Solvents? What do you have on hand?”

“None of the above.” I frowned, pawing through Sebastien’s bureau in an attempt to find something that might manage to save the day. A pair of knee-high socks looked handy for tying the cell phone around my neck so I could take Derek’s data along with me in lupine form. But besides a spot to stash my other belongings out of sight, the dresser drawers proved far less helpful than I would have liked.

Then my eyes lit on the drill sitting beside Sebastien’s half-finished sculpture. What if the professor had been carving at his desk when his hand slipped? Would a few well-placed holes be enough to ensure none of Derek’s data remained behind on the laptop’s drive?

I only realized I’d spoken aloud, when Dad hummed agreement. “Good idea. Is it a solid-state drive? Look through the vent hole to find out.”

Together, we spent thirty agonizingly long seconds determining that, yes, the drive was small enough to be damaged by drilling. Then, as the distant sound of banter carried from the now-open front door, I turned off my phone and got down to work.

To a wolf, the high-pitched whine of the drill was both obvious and irritating. But the invaders didn’t seem to notice. Instead, they began with polite requests, moved on to cajolery, then transitioned into officious commands in an attempt to invite themselves deeper into my mate’s abode.

Through everything, Sebastien remained firm. His voice was clear and level as he asked which agency the invaders were employed by, demanded to see the agents’ identification, then threatened to call a lawyer to back up his constitutional rights. Clever mate, my wolf whispered. And even though I shushed her in my haste to ruin Sebastien’s computer, I couldn’t help but agree.

At long last, though, the professor caved and let the invaders inside. It would have looked suspicious not to. I just hoped the ninety seconds he’d bought for the sake of demolition turned out to be enough.

Time to go, I decided. Still, I wasted another scant moment covering my trail. Sprinkling sawdust around the damaged laptop, I laid down the drill and slipped the cell phone into its makeshift sock collar. Then, at long last, I relaxed into the body of my waiting wolf.

***

[image: image]


OR AT LEAST I TRIED to. Shifts usually came quickly and easily, but my inner beast was tired from our recent transformation and confused by the knowledge that we’d soon be running away from—rather than toward—our chosen mate. So she resisted the pull for several long seconds while voices grew louder and closer on the opposite side of the door.

“We protect him better by going rather than by staying,” I whispered too softly for a human to hear, all the while eying the thin barrier that stood between me and Sebastien’s uninvited guests. Was it just my imagination, or were the scents seeping underneath rife with a confusing array of emotions and mysteries? Was there an undercurrent of shared understanding present that I wouldn’t have expected from my innocent mate?

“It’s bad news for Sebastien if they find us here,” I elaborated, brushing aside my own doubts and debating jumping out the window in my unclad human skin. I could hear agents outside as well as inside, though, and doubted they’d respond well to a naked human streaking through Sebastien’s backyard. We needed to shift if we wanted to escape.

We can’t leave our mate here alone, my inner beast complained, planting her incorporeal feet and refusing to budge.

Then, as if he’d felt my wolf’s stubbornness, Sebastien’s voice carried through the door and into our ears. “No, I’m entirely alone,” he said just a little more loudly than was truly necessary. I could imagine his hand on the knob, could see the orb turning ever so slightly on the inside.

And, at long last, my inner beast caved. If Sebastien expected her to go, then she’d go...although she refused to be happy about the eviction.

Our shift was more painful than usual as a result of her sullenness, the quiet snaps of breaking and reforming bones sounding like gunfire to my oversensitive ears. But soon enough we were four-legged and unencumbered save for the precious cell phone. At last, we could make good on our escape.

Taking a running leap, I dove through the window seconds before the creak of the bedroom door carried toward me through the cool morning air. Out of the corner of one eye, I caught sight of two additional humans standing guard on the house’s back deck. But neither set of invaders saw me. In fur form, I was simply too fast.

Then I’d ducked beneath a hedge, loped across a neighbor’s yard, and wriggled beneath porch girders. Finally, I settled my belly down against the cool earth, safely out of sight.
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I was in the clear, and so was Derek’s data...but I couldn’t hear a thing from my current hiding place. So after a few short seconds spent catching my breath, I emerged, racing through the dangerously open territory of the neighbor’s yard while searching for a better vantage point from which to observe upcoming events.

This time, I was pretty sure the guards outside the back door noticed my passing. But I was wearing a collar—such as it was—and I made sure my body language said “dog” instead of “wolf.” Sure enough, the humans saw what they wanted to see, continuing to scan their surroundings in search of two-legged danger while I hopped up onto the raised platform at the center of a children’s play set. By the time I’d settled back down onto my belly, the watchers had forgotten I even existed.

Perfect. Not only was I out of sight and out of mind, from my newly elevated perch I could peer straight through Sebastien’s bedroom window and make out the entirety of the scene inside. And what I saw made me open my mouth in doggy amusement because my mate was holding his own quite admirably in the face of long odds.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Sebastien blustered, shoulders back and brows drawn together as he glowered at someone just outside my field of view. “And I can’t quite see how accepting funding from DARPA through the college gives you the right to barge into my home at 6 o’clock on a Sunday morning either. Who exactly did you say you were working for again?”

“It’s all covered in the grant paperwork, sir.” This new speaker stepped forward into my line of sight at the same time his cool and uninformative words carried out the open window. Sebastien’s companion was the stereotypical Man in Black, from his polished shoes all the way up to his reflective sunglasses. And the agent’s face remained expressionless even as he bullshitted with the best of them. “To ensure the sanctity of data, we reserve the right to perform random spot-checks on all experiments funded by our agency at any time.”

“So go spot check at the college,” Sebastien countered, stepping subtly forward until he just barely impinged upon the other male’s personal space. “This isn’t a lab. This is my home.”

If the two combatants had been shifters, one would have started to growl and a stare-down—or outright dog fight—would have ensued in short order. As it was, the government agent’s mouth quirked up ever so slightly and he twisted his body until a handgun came into view beneath his coat jacket’s flapping edge.

So, a threat display. But a very human one.

Breath caught in my throat and my muscles tensed to leap, but Sebastien neither backed down nor cringed in the face of the official’s firepower. Instead, he merely raised one eyebrow and chastised the agent to his face. “Haven’t you heard of the Safe Firearms Act of 2020?” my fearless professor demanded. “Are you really threatening a U.S. citizen with bodily harm while lacking a search warrant and any indication of potential wrongdoing?”

In response, Man in Black’s nostrils flared. The well-dressed male evidently thought he was above the law. Clearly thought a gun should be enough to intimidate any civilian into instant obedience.

But Sebastien stood firm, lips curled ever so slightly while one eyebrow rose higher and higher by the second.

And his bluster paid off. Man in Black reddened slightly at Sebastien’s wordless reproof. Then the corner of his coat fell back over the gleaming pistol as the agent ceded the moral high ground.

Sebastien: 1. Man in Black: 0.

***
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UNFORTUNATELY, SEBASTIEN’S opponent didn’t give up the hunt so easily. Instead, brushing the professor’s rights aside without further comment, the male strode over to the desk and began rifling through the accumulated papers filed carefully in well-labeled drawers.
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