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        * * *

      

      Crystal Culling never should have moved to Lake Hancock. Her real estate agent had warned her: the property on the end of Fox Hunt Drive was cursed, and if the Dragon of Crystal Lakes ever roused from his slumber, she’d be the first to be sacrificed to his appetite.

      Her new neighbors, upon discovering she’d bought the lakefront planation manor, brought pies along with their condolences and sympathy. According to the nasty old lady down the way, no sensible dragon would want a woman with toxic green eyes, more than one piercing in her ears, and jet black hair the envy of any goth.

      The day a castle emerges from the lake’s depths, Crystal realizes the town’s legends and myths are more than mere stories.

      Unfortunately for her, everyone got the stories wrong. Rather than a snack, the dragon needs an executive secretary. As the owner of the plantation, his affairs, including his castle and his lack of a love life, become her problem.

      But what Crystal doesn’t know dumps her into one hell of a mess: where the Dragon of Crystal Lakes goes, trouble surely follows. If she doesn’t find a way to rein him in, he might just end up taking over the world—and she’ll be his first conquest.
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            Prologue: “Misfortune comes to all who choose to live here.”

          

        

      

    

    
      My real estate agent regarded the sprawling estate at the end of Fox Hunt Drive with open disdain. I questioned everything about his reaction to the beauty of a home. While the vast majority of ancient homes in Florida graced the shores of St. Augustine, the property on Lake Hancock dated to the Tudor era, standing out in an area where ranches, trailers, and single stories dominated. According to the placard on the entry, the four story manor had been built in 1601 by a Spanish lord wishing to offer his English bride familiarity in a foreign land.

      He’d built her a miniature palace. Interior renovations had resulted in twenty bedrooms, twenty-five bathrooms, numerous offices, several sitting rooms, a kitchen on every floor, and a wine cellar that somehow survived Florida without becoming a flooded, moldy disaster. I had questions about the wine cellar, and the instant I had the deed in my hands, I would be exploring to learn more about the property.

      Hints of the Spanish influences remained; the stable, barn, and guest house were Spanish Colonial in nature, as were the well house and several other auxiliary buildings nobody knew the purpose of. I would be making good use of the stable and barn; I meant to get chickens, several cows, a few horses, and everything I needed to sustain myself even if the world around me went mad.

      I’d ridden my first horse at age three, and I’d spent my luxury money on riding lessons to fill the void in my life. From dressage to jumping to barrel racing, I’d done just about everything. One discipline had eluded me, the one my heart longed to chase after witnessing horses thunder around a track, their manes and tails whipping.

      At least one thoroughbred would be mine, and I’d take the opportunity to pursue my dreams before the realities of the world came crashing in again.

      According to my calculations, after I paid the down payment, which was sufficient to eliminate the mortgage insurance, I could thrive for a few years without worrying about work.

      In reality, I could pay for the property in cash. Depending on the situation, I might eliminate the mortgage altogether.

      Being an executive secretary for a profitable company had helped with that, especially as I’d been wise enough to insist on a stock package and bonuses founded on stocks upon my hiring ten years prior. At the ten year mark, my stock packages for my initial hire and the following six years had all vested. I’d sold out, taken the money, and run from Fort Lauderdale the instant I could.

      I’d spent the past three weeks in a nearby hotel, watching and waiting for the property to drop just a little lower before hiring my real estate agent.

      I regretted the agent, but he was the best the area had to offer.

      He’d done his best to convince me to purchase any other property but this one. It had taken offering an additional percentage to convince him to get me a viewing, which had involved a great deal of headache contacting the previous owner.

      The previous owner, upon hearing a dragon had razed three cities in Georgia, had decided to flee to Europe where the demonic scaled harbinger of destruction wouldn’t be able to get him.

      He’d listed the property for fifteen million dollars.

      I’d believed that sum to be a bargain despite not being able to afford anywhere near that much.

      Time had passed, and month by month, the price dropped, first to fourteen million, then to ten million, and then down to six million, all without a single nibble of interest.

      I questioned the lack of interest, wondering what tidbit of knowledge I lacked.

      As the price had sunk, my interest had grown.

      Six million remained out of reach, but time had done its work and showered me with favor.

      One year following the destruction in Georgia, the price had dropped to two million dollars.

      I could have afforded the two million, but my frugal tendencies had gotten the better of me, and I’d settled in to wait.

      Two months later, it had dropped to a bargain bin price of five hundred thousand.

      Now, one year and four months later, with the owner asking for three hundred thousand, I meant to make the mansion mine, and I’d use my money to transform the home into a hermit’s dream.

      Mr. Louis Haggart made a strangled noise in his throat. “Miss Culling, I can show you far better properties than this one.”

      Could he? I peered over the wall separating the overgrown pastures flanking the edifice; like many Tudor manors and castles, it utilized an E-shaped foundation. Originally, the building had been in more of a U shape, but the original owner had wanted a garage to safeguard his vehicles should a hurricane come calling. It could hold six vehicles, and not even a category five would faze it.

      The entire property featured a five foot wall to prevent floodwaters from destroying the grounds, including a barricade system designed to close off the entries; when set up and filled with water, it served as a blockade meant to divert floods.

      Magic in the walls and gates also served to divert water as well.

      In the property’s history, even through the toughest of storms, the roof had needed to be repaired once.

      Magic also protected the windows, and before magic had returned to the world, shutters had done the job admirably. I expected a huge bill to fix the landscaping. While the previous owner had hired a company to keep the interior clean, the exterior had been permitted to run wild and free.

      At least a hundred baby alligators roamed the grounds, and where there were babies, there were the monsters that could send a person to their grave.

      I had no problems with wrangling gators if it meant having a place to call home without dealing with overbearing landlords, nosy neighbors, and noise.

      My money would buy me the stuff of dreams, and I’d work daily to keep it from becoming a nightmare.

      My mortgage would work out to be less than my rent in Fort Lauderdale, and I meant to spend the excess on enjoying life. Dyeing my hair and brows black to hide my blonde tendencies would be my first move, and once I’d mastered the gothic queen look, I’d give my wardrobe a makeover.

      I focused on the placard mounted along the entry into the court, which flanked the opened gate. “Why does this say this used to be a plantation? It doesn’t look like a plantation.”

      Heaving a sigh, my agent referred to his notes. “During the Civil War era, the property had been used as a plantation, providing goods for locals when supply lines had suffered. The property was deemed cursed, and it has maintained that reputation ever since.”

      Interesting. “Cursed how?”

      “Misfortune comes to all who choose to live here.”

      I raised a brow at that. “The previous owner, last I heard, decided that the United States was too dangerous when we discovered we had a dragon. Losing three cities is a big deal, but I don’t see how the previous owner was cursed.”

      “He owned numerous properties and businesses in Augusta.”

      Ah. While I failed to understand the relation between the losses and the house, I could understand how someone might jump to that conclusion. “Well, I’m not really the superstitious kind, and while I’m a bit of a hedge witch, I’m the kind who views magic as a tool. I’m sorry about his business endeavors, though. I appreciate the warning.”

      Mr. Haggart’s expression brightened. “You’re a hedge witch?”

      Technically, I could use magic quite a bit better than the average hedge witch, but I tended to keep quiet about my abilities. While neither a shapeshifter nor a lycanthrope, I’d learned the trick of redistributing my mass to take on other shapes, which came in useful when I needed to get places I couldn’t normally go. Equivalent exchange ruled my life when taking on new forms, a complication I took care to respect.

      As such, I didn’t change shapes often.

      I offered him a smile. “It’s part of why I want this property.” I gestured to the overgrown land. “I’ve just enough skill to discourage weeds from growing, convince the pests to leave my crops alone, and keep my animals from roaming.” That part of my magic would make my life simple.

      My chickens wouldn’t roam beyond the property line, predators would leave them alone, and I’d have plenty of eggs to offer to my neighbors in exchange for some goodwill. Everything I’d learned online about the neighborhood indicated crime rates were low, the people were nice enough, and my new home had an entire grove along the lakefront, including pecan, apple, orange, grapefruit, lemon, peach, and cherry trees.

      A little magic would spare my crops from disease, poor weather, and anything else that might do them harm. Some magic already existed within the grove, as the four types of apple growing there weren’t suitable for Florida and required chilling each year to thrive.

      My statement changed my real estate agent’s tune, and he examined his information packet on the property with more enthusiasm than I’d seen out of him since I’d made it clear I wanted to see the place. “There is a good grove here, and he was working on a berry field as well; he’d invested quite a bit in some practitioners making the land suitable for those ventures. The workings will expire in two years.”

      “Let’s start with the grove and the berry field, then. I had known about the grove, but the berry field isn’t on the listing.”

      “The berries aren’t producing yet, and most would view them as weeds,” my agent replied before stepping onto the cobbles leading to the house. “According to my notes, the property is broken into several sections with a stone wall separating each section with the house as the primary entry point to the lake.” Mr. Haggart pointed at the barn side of the property. “You can access the lakefront from this side as well. There are flood protections on all the walls, so should a bad hurricane come through, the entire grounds should be safe. The walls extend twenty feet down to a foundation below the cellar level.”

      I whistled. “And this place was built in 1601?”

      After flipping through his sheets, Mr. Haggart replied, “That’s correct. The lower foundation was added with magic fifty or so years ago. It extends directly to the bedrock, and the flood protections cover all surfaces.”

      Well, I would be sleeping comfortably knowing my new home hadn’t been built on sand. “Outside of the curse, why shouldn’t I buy this property?”

      “If curses don’t bother you, you don’t mind the lake full of gators and other reptiles, and you’re all right with rangers swinging by to survey for endangered species, there’s nothing wrong with the property. The previous owner wants to cut his losses, and the curse has been enough to drive off the other buyers. He had two inspections done to make certain there was nothing needing to be fixed. I have the inspection results available if you want to review them. You hedge witches don’t mind curses, do you?”

      Considering we had the reputation of inflicting them and unraveling them at our leisure, I could understand his point of view—and I even appreciated his reasonings for not wanting me to buy the place. “I don’t mind curses, and if there is one, well, it’ll be the first real curse I’ve seen that wasn’t just a practitioner giving someone a hard time. Now, if you have a practitioner giving someone a hard time, that is something I can handle. I am good at protection charms, and I’m even better at unravels.”

      Most didn’t understand unraveling, but I hadn’t yet met a piece of magic I couldn’t dismantle with enough work and access to the right components. I’d skirted death learning my art, but there wasn’t a real hedge witch out there who hadn’t.

      The fine balance between life, death, and everything between separated hedge witches from practitioners. Some hedge witches shunned their magic after earning it, unable to accept death’s chill embrace, but I’d gone on to learn and refine my art to better myself and my neighbors.

      In time, my home would develop a new reputation, one of prosperity for those who paid me a visit with kindness in their hearts. And, I supposed, the rest would feel my place was cursed.

      Some parts of my magic I still failed to control. Perhaps one day I would unlock those secrets as well.

      We crossed the court, where Mr. Haggart showed me the garage. A lockbox revealed a set of keys and three fobs, all of which he claimed. One fob opened the garage, one fob controlled the alarm system, and one fob was for the primary gate leading into the property.

      Mr. Haggart opened the garage to let us in before disabling the alarm. “There are three other copies of each fob, which the owner’s agent has and will hand over at the signing.”

      “I’m already preapproved for the mortgage, so hopefully that will limit the delays on closing.”

      “It’ll help,” he confirmed.

      In reality, I had plenty of money to pay in cash, but I kept that card up my sleeve. If I did just buy the home outright, I’d pretend I still had to pay my mortgage to prepare for maintenance and rainy days.

      Florida had a lot of rainy days.

      “I could be talked into a cash sale, but it’d have to be a good talk,” I admitted, keeping an eye on my real estate agent.

      “I could probably take the owner for some landscaping if I play like you’re hesitating over the scrub removal.”

      I grinned at the man’s changed attitude. “Now we’re talking business.”
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        * * *

      

      The house was my personal version of heaven, and nobody would be able to convince me otherwise. I appreciated the lack of carpeting in the home, and I would love the process of purchasing area rugs to transform the place into an expression of my interests. I would leave the places where the sun came in and warmed the hardwood underfoot alone, offering the simplest of luxuries.

      The grove lived up to my expectations, and an old working of magic whispered of how another hedge witch had offered blessings to the trees and the nearby water. Baby alligators played where the land met the lake, and a few of the braver ones came up to see what we were about. One liked climbing onto my toes to bask.

      The alligators would be a problem, but not for the reasons most Floridians expected.

      Hedge witches tended to attract the local wildlife, and reptiles liked me more than I preferred.

      Sighing, I bent over, picked up the little critter, and placed it closer to the water. Making chirping croaking sounds, it vanished into the lake, leaving ripples in its wake.

      “I see you don’t mind alligators.”

      “I don’t mind them, and I actually like the iguanas.” I would have to take steps regarding the iguanas, and I would create a habitat for them so they wouldn’t disrupt my gardening and livestock plans. “The snappers might be a problem, though.”

      “They really are; the species is endangered, and there are at least two nests near the property.”

      “That explains the rangers coming to check on them. I’ll keep an eye out, and if one wanders inappropriately, I’ll call the wildlife folks to remove it for me.”

      In reality, I’d be making a sanctuary for them and inviting them to their personal heaven within my home. I expected they’d live on the other side of the wall in the buffering zone leading up to the actual property line, but I could use my magic to offer them comfort and safety.

      If I had my way, the various species would play nice with each other while on my land and take their disputes elsewhere.

      “That will make your life easier, yes. So, do you want to buy?”

      “I do, and I like what I’ve seen enough I’ll pay cash to close faster.”

      “I’ll ask about the landscaping incentive,” he promised.

      I pointed at the section that would serve as my garden. “I’d like two acres of that prepared for gardening, and the rest just needs to be mowed.”

      “I’m certain I can get that concession out of the other side when I tell them you’re considering a cash close. How soon do you want?”

      “As soon as you can finish the paperwork. If a curse is going to get me this place for a bargain, I’ll even send a thank you card to the person behind it.”

      “Dragon,” Mr. Haggart replied. “It wasn’t a person. It was a dragon, and local legend says that one day, that dragon will be back, and he’ll rise from the lake when he does.”

      I raised a brow. The events in Georgia had done a good job of convincing the world dragons were real and had returned, but I hadn’t heard anything about Lake Hancock hosting any legends. “Well, if there’s a dragon, then I’ll see about buying him a pie and welcoming him to town. I suppose I could try baking one, but it might be safer for the dragon if I buy it. I’ll certainly have enough fruit trees to make at least a pie or two from the bounty. But if learning how to bake a pie might spare me from the dragon, some sacrifices need to be made.”

      My real estate agent burst into laughter. “Does anything bother you, Miss Culling?”

      “Mosquitos,” I replied in a despairing tone.

      “I recommend you invest in good bug spray. You’re going to need it.”
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        * * *

      

      Upon hearing I was interested in the property and willing to buy in cash, the previous owner sent landscapers to do whatever I wanted, calling to thank me for taking a huge problem off his hands. As nobody else was stupid enough to buy cursed land, the assessment had come back in lower than what I’d paid.

      The state viewed the building as ruins in progress and felt it was better somebody owned and lived in it rather than having it rot on Lake Hancock’s shores. I suspected some form of divine intervention.

      Florida preferred filled properties than empty lots, but I’d never before witnessed mercy from a government entity before.

      Better yet, as the property consisted of a hundred and fifty acres in unincorporated land and was my only home, I enjoyed the tax benefits of owning a homestead. All in all, I’d be paying less than three thousand dollars a year in property taxes.

      I could work a minimum wage job anywhere and be able to afford my new home.

      That alone would make any possible curse worth dealing with.

      Ten days after placing my offer in, the home became mine, and I enjoyed my first day as a homeowner watching handsome landscapers break ground on what would be my garden. They’d dealt with the rest of the property first, mowing the lawns and planting a few new trees courtesy of the previous owner, who thought I’d enjoy having some mango, bananas, and agave to go along with the rest of my orchard.

      I looked forward to settling into my new life, and I would head out to the local hardware store to pick out my seeds and take advantage of the early spring to get my planting done. With a little magic, my crops would germinate without issue, fluctuations in the weather wouldn’t damage my seedlings, and no weeds would take root.

      When I returned to work, I would do so because I wanted to, not because I needed to.

      I’d spent a decade of my life waiting for this moment, and I meant to enjoy every second of it.

      My time had come.
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            I used magic to convince Mr. Magic we weren’t food.

          

        

      

    

    
      Six months after moving into my home at the end of Fox Hunt Drive, I questioned everything about my decision to move to the Crystal Lakes region. According to my magic, which I used every day to keep my property pristine, there was no curse. There was nothing except charms meant to keep the soil fertile, the vegetation healthy, and the animals thriving and safe.

      Yet somehow, trouble had come calling from the day I’d become the homeowner.

      I liked blaming Susie Marie Hauls down the street. In an effort to be kind, she’d poisoned me with an apple pie. I questioned how she’d pulled it off, but I suspected she’d used bad eggs and too low of a temperature, resulting in a nasty case of salmonella poisoning. Had she added raw egg to the pie at the end of the process? Somehow polluted the finished pie with raw chicken? Allowed a lizard to cuddle with my treat?

      Having met the woman, all seemed disturbingly possible.

      Since trying to kill me off once hadn’t been enough, she’d brought over meatloaf the day after I’d recovered, resulting in a bout of E. coli.

      Whenever I went to her place, I took a gator catch pole to discourage Mr. Magic the Bold from taking a bite out of me. Half the time, the six foot monster angled straight for me, forcing me to catch him with the pole and lead him down the street like a leashed dog so I could deliver eggs, fruits, and other treats to my neighbors. Susie Marie refused to call anyone to deal with him, as she claimed she had a relationship with him founded on love and trust.

      In reality, I used magic to convince Mr. Magic we weren’t food and to leave my chickens alone. In exchange, he had a safe space on my property line, which he made use of most days of the week.

      Thanks to my hedge witch ways, I’d dodged diseases from the mosquitos. Before Susie Marie had attempted to rid the Earth of me through her cooking, leading the rest of the neighbors into following her example, I’d laid down numerous wards against the more dangerous denizens living around my home.

      My efforts hadn’t spared me from the incubus down the way, but he’d accepted my rejection with grace. Unlike Susie Marie and the rest of our neighbors, his pecan pies and other culinary delights only ran risk of adding inches to my waist.

      Whenever Susie Marie showed up, Isaac followed in her wake, ready to swoop in and keep me from reaching a premature expiration.

      As far as my neighbors went, I liked Isaac, tended to open the gate whenever he came around, and even let him play with my animals. My three horses loved hating him, and the incubus enjoyed fending the animals off, battling for his life whenever he made the mistake of going into their pasture.

      Of the three, my Clydesdale worked the hardest to end Isaac’s life while my pair of thoroughbreds chased him like they were out for a prize purse. Some days, I thought about taking Alligator Bait back to the track.

      I’d taken her out once, gotten some training on how to ride her, and had run a race over at Tampa Bay Downs as she was still registered to participate.

      We’d gone home with a ten thousand dollar purse. Following that race, I’d gotten more than a few calls about becoming a real jockey, which I’d refused. I had everything needed to take her out again, and I thought about signing her up for a few more races. I exercised her along a track I’d installed in a ring around their pasture.

      Aware my grain guzzlers would be cranky if I didn’t visit them, I headed for the pasture to check on them. David, my giant of a horse, engaged in carcass time, snoozing in the sunlight. Alligator Bait whinnied when she caught sight of me and trotted up, thrusting her head over the fence to greet me. I gave the chestnut a hearty petting and a kiss on her nose before shielding my eyes with a hand and scanning the field for Buttercups in the Meadow, my gray mare, who I found napping not far from David.

      In good news for me, the wall around the property kept people from bothering me at all hours about the dead horses in the pasture.

      The first time David and Buttercups had tricked a visiting neighbor, I’d enjoyed Julia’s scream when she thought the horses had come back from the dead as zombies.

      My phone pinged, and I recognized the tone as the one I’d set to notify me when someone was at the gate wishing to be allowed in. I glowered at the device and tapped an icon to activate the camera.

      The display showed a limo had come calling, and the driver waited for me to turn on the intercom. Curiosity got the better of me, so I activated the speaker and asked, “What can I do for you?”

      “We would like to have a word with you, ma’am. We’re friends of Isaac’s, and we hope you can spare us a few minutes.”

      As I liked Isaac, especially when he wasn’t trying to get into my pants, I chuckled and replied, “I’ll open the gate. Park the limo in the court along the right side as you come in, then come through the gate along the wall there. I’m at the pasture with the horses. It’s a bit of hike. There will be a cobble walkway through the mango trees that goes to the track around the pasture.”

      “Thank you, ma’am.”

      I tapped the button to unlock the gate, set it to close after the limo cleared, and decided I’d toy with my guests. After pocketing my phone, I ducked through the gap between the fence rails, vaulted onto Alligator Bait’s back, and rode her to the gate.

      Fortunately for my sanity, in the four months since I’d gotten her, she’d learned to adore bareback rides. I’d let her fly on the track, but she’d wait for me to be ready to roll.

      Breezing her once a week kept her happy, and breezing her without a saddle every rare now and again kept her behaved the rest of the time.

      For her, the saddle meant it was time to work. Bareback meant she had the liberty to outrun the wind if she wished. Sometimes, she wanted to go on a leisurely walk. No matter what speed she wished, it was hers for the claiming.

      The way I saw it, the mare was willing to work with me because I was willing to work with her.

      Once I had her to the gate, I leaned over to open it, shoved it out of the way, and eased my mare through before closing and latching it so my carcasses wouldn’t get any ideas and attempt an escape. I settled on my horse’s back, grabbed hold of her long mane, and gave her the cue to have herself a good morning.

      I whispered my magic to life, willing the wind to stay out of my eyes for the ride. While without a saddle, my magic would either keep me on her back or ensure I landed safe and sound should I take a fall.

      The thoroughbred’s ears turned back and she surged down the track. The first few times I’d ridden her, I’d been concerned about her ear position, but I’d learned the error of my ways early on.

      I had a thinker, and when she decided it was time to give her best, she concentrated. Until she had pushed as hard as she could, her ears would stay plastered back. The instant she decided she had done her job, she’d prick them forward and wait for praise.

      Win or lose, she got what she wanted.

      When I’d purchased her, I’d wanted to save her from the fast lane to a slaughterhouse. In reality, I’d bought a racer with a heart of gold, and I hadn’t anticipated the left turn my life had taken the minute her trailer had arrived.

      She’d had a few starts, but the previous owner had given up on her, selling her off for less than a thousand dollars so he wouldn’t keep wasting his money on a horse who’d placed last in all her races.

      Sometimes, I wondered if Alligator Bait understood I’d spared her from an early death; she gave me her all every time I saddled her.

      I spied my guests, which consisted of two men and a woman, who stayed out of the way and observed me thunder around the track. As Alligator Bait would need at least a mile and a half to be happy with her breeze, I didn’t even bother with trying to slow her down. I clicked my tongue to both encourage her and remind her she could do what she wanted, and she gave me a burst of speed.

      Building the half mile track had cost me a pretty penny, but the horses loved their twenty-five acre pasture in the center, I loved being able to race my horses at my whim, and I didn’t mind the work keeping the dirt groomed.

      Magic helped with that.

      After the third round around, Alligator Bait slowed, easing back to a walk to cool off. I guided her with my legs, bringing her up to the folks waiting to meet with me. Rather than protest being asked to stop, the thoroughbred stood still for me, her ears pricked forward.

      I patted her neck and praised her for her effort.

      “Are you aware she gave you forty-six miles per hour?” the taller of the gentleman asked.

      With a start, I realized he sported a pair of horns, a clear advertisement I dealt with some form of devil or demon. Otherwise, he reminded me of Isaac, falling into the tall, dark in a pleasantly tanned way, and handsome category.

      I gave Alligator Bait another round of affection, leaned against her neck, and snuggled with my big bundle of chestnut joy. “I took her to a race once after I got her, and we brought home ten thousand dollars. She had a few starts with a professional jockey, but she’d always come in last place. I plucked her off the market for a pittance. I knew she was fast, but it’s nice to know how fast. I’m Crystal. What can I do for you?”

      The man pointed in the direction of Lake Hancock. “Do you know what’s out there?”

      “A dragon, apparently. Since the day I moved in, I’ve been warned I’ll be eaten by a dragon should it decide to ever come out of the lake.” I laughed. “Honestly, I’m more worried about my neighbors. The incubus is the safest one of the lot, and the rest try so hard to bake, but all they do is poison each other—and me—at least once a week. I don’t know how nobody has died. Worse, I keep providing them with fruit.”

      The woman, with dark curly hair and a darker complexion, stared at me as though I were the crazy one. “And you let them?”

      “I’m too nice, and they’re trying so hard. I prefer to think they’re grateful I don’t bother them, give them fruit from my trees, and drop off eggs on their doorstep most days.” I scratched Alligator Bait’s neck until the mare flapped her lips in equine pleasure. “I’m going to give Isaac my extra pecans; he’s the only one on the street who hasn’t gotten me sick at least once so far.”

      The tall, dark, and handsome stared at the woman and sighed.

      “We are not bothering Isaac for pecan pie,” she replied.

      “But I want pecan pie.”

      “Just don’t ask for any pecan pie from Susie Marie. She’ll make it for you, and you will suffer. How you will suffer is the only thing in doubt. This is a woman who gave me salmonella from an apple pie.”

      The whole lot of them stared at me.

      “Excuse me, but did you say she gave you salmonella from an apple pie?” the driver asked, who was tall, probably Scottish, handsome, and athletic enough he’d turn every head on the street walking by.

      Why had a bunch of pretty people come calling? Rather than ask, I nodded. “Don’t ask about the meatloaf. That was just bad from top to bottom.” I turned on Alligator Bait’s back to check on my carcasses, determined they’d be down and out for a while longer, and got down from my horse, heading towards the fence. Fortunately for my sanity, the filly followed along without protest, waiting for me to open the gate before bounding through. She went a safe distance before bucking and taking off to work out even more energy. “Sorry about that. I haven’t breezed her in almost a week, and after doing light work on the track most days, she needs a breeze more than she needs her next breath. My other thoroughbred runs whenever she wants and doesn’t miss the track at all.”

      “Are you going to race the one you were riding?” the tall, dark, and handsome asked.

      I shrugged. “Maybe. I have to review the races coming up and see if I can take her all the way. I’m the right weight to ride her myself, and it turns out I have a knack for it, so I play at being a jockey. She’s won me one purse so far, and if she’s interested, I’ll take her as far as she wants to go. With me? She wants to go.”

      The tall, dark, and handsome nodded. “Excellent. I’m Lucifer, this is my daughter, Kanika, and this is Malcolm, my son-in-law. As I noticed this estate is no longer owned by those who built it, I thought I’d come and have a talk with you.”

      Well, the horns made a great deal of sense with the names he tossed around; I didn’t deal with a demon or a devil.

      The Devil had come calling, and he’d brought his family along for the ride. “Am I going to hell for getting this place at a bargain?”

      Snickering, Lucifer shook his head. “The previous owner was getting desperate because unlike you, he knows the history of this property. You don’t. I have decided you should be somewhat prepared for the days to come.”

      How wonderful. “Is it a curse? Because I haven’t found any evidence of this place being actually cursed.”

      “While my daughter is learning how to control her ability to curse anyone foolish enough to cross her, neither you nor the property are cursed. You just have nice neighbors who are hoping you stay despite the trouble coming.”

      I gestured to the pasture with my three precious horses. “I bought it for three hundred thousand. Where else am I going to get a property like this for that little?”

      “Hell,” Lucifer stated.

      When a good bargain came my way, I acted, especially when I had the money available for it. Even having paid for the house in cash, if I could get a mansion in hell for three hundred thousand, I’d jump on it without any questions asked. I got out my phone and waved it at him. “Sold. Where do I send the money?”

      Kanika tossed her head back and laughed while Malcolm bowed his head and pinched the bridge of his nose.

      The Devil stared at me, and he raised a brow. “You didn’t even ask me any questions. Everyone asks me questions when I say something like that.”

      I giggled at his expression. “I guess I should ask about the property taxes, maintenance bills, and so on. But come on, three hundred thousand for a property like this is a steal.”

      “There aren’t any property taxes in my many hells, and I make the fucking assholes do the maintenance work in exchange for not torturing them in my dungeons,” he admitted. “But perhaps you should hear me out about the lake before deciding if you want to spend that money.”

      “The commute would probably be a bit much,” I replied with a shrug, and I pointed along the track towards the lakefront. “There’s a gate we can use to reach the back as long as you don’t mind going near my cattle pasture. I warn you, the bull is the sweetest damned thing on four hooves and will try to love you to death. All the cows are nice except the red one. She’s got a heifer calf right now, and she don’t like nobody going near her calf. If you stay away from her, she’ll stay away from you.”

      In good news for me, I’d learned to tame the beasts, and choice treats would get every cow I had doing what I wanted with minimal fuss, even Dandelion. Once Dandelion weaned off her calf, I expected life would be easier.

      Well, until Ranger did his job and bred all my cows. Most of the bull calves would become steers, which would eventually become dinner on my table or dinner for my neighbors and those in need. The heifers would be moved to my second pasture, where I’d bring in a second sweet bull, allowing me to continue adding to my numbers until I was forced to sell off some of my stock to make space.

      “You run a full farm here?” Kanika asked.

      “I have some cattle, my three horses, a bunch of chickens, my garden, and the orchard. I used to be a secretary, but I’d gotten a good deal for the work. Ten years of drudgery later, I got this place, and I won’t be working again unless I want to.”

      All three of them stared at me, and the Devil’s brows rose even higher. “I’ll admit, I learned very little about you before coming over. Isaac reached out because he likes you, knows you don’t know anything about this place, and felt that’d be a raw deal for you. You, according to him, are the nicest person on this street.”

      I turned and pointed at Alligator Bait, who continued to run and buck like the wild thing she tended to be when she didn’t get to race as often as she wanted. “I pulled them off the slaughter market. I share my fruit, too. Why let it go to rot? I mean, I don’t cause any trouble on the street. Really, I prefer to be left alone.”

      Kanika stared at David. “Please tell me that horse isn’t dead.”

      I laughed. “It’s carcass time. Horses need deep sleep, which they can’t do standing up. Now that they know they’re safe, they indulge early and often. After Alligator Bait works out the rest of her energy, she’ll join them for carcass time. When it’s snack time, they’ll whinny at me from the gate until I come take them to the barn for their dinner. After dinner, they have the choice of going to their stalls or being turned out. Their stall doors are kept unlocked unless there’s a bad storm or there are construction workers out and about.”

      “Our horses don’t do carcass time,” Kanika grumbled.

      “Our horses are demonic entities that can—and do—sleep on all four hooves with no problems. Ours also don’t have nearly as many health problems as these. The conservatory horses engage in carcass time, though, and I’ll take you down when there is a mass carcass incident.”

      While skeptical, Kanika nodded her acceptance of the Devil’s reply. “I don’t know why he’s tiptoeing around what’s going on with you, but here’s the deal, Crystal: there is a dragon and he will be coming here, and as the owner of this property, the dragon is your problem.”

      I stopped and stared. “How is this dragon my problem?”

      Lucifer sighed and raised his hand, a gesture Kanika respected. After a moment, he said, “This property is the caretaker house, and whomever owns the property deals with the dragon. The first thing to happen is the rising of the castle.”

      “Castle? What castle?”

      After pointing in the direction of Lake Hancock, he said, “There is a castle underneath the lake. Once the dragon comes into the area to stay, it will rise from the depths, drain out, and there will be a surge of magic in the area. It’s going to be an issue. You and your property will be fine, but everyone in the area is going to have a rough day once it happens.”

      “So that nonsense about being sacrificed to a dragon is real?” I blurted.

      “You will not be eaten by a dragon,” Lucifer said in an exasperated tone. “Well, unless you want to be.”

      Kanika shrieked curses, grabbed her shoe, yanked it off, and beat her father with it. “Can’t you ever take anything seriously?”

      “A woman wanting to⁠—”

      While Kanika beat the Devil, Malcolm reached over and placed his hand over Lucifer’s mouth. “Please stop talking. If you keep talking, we won’t get this done today, you will have to call and explain why we’re late to Darlene, and the only one she’ll leave unscathed is Kanika because she at least tried.”

      Lucifer huffed before he shrugged. “Fine. You will be in no actual danger, but the owner of this estate will need to provide certain services.”

      “Damn it, Lucy!”

      Before Kanika could beat the sin out of him, the Devil raised his hands in surrender. “Non-sexual services. There, are you happy? He will need a secretary to help him adjust to modern society.”

      I blinked. “A dragon needs a secretary?”

      “He’s better than the other ancients; he already had someone teach him the fundamentals of technology. So yes, he needs a secretary to help him get settled. As you own this estate, you get the job. In good news, you don’t have to interview for the position. You hate interviewing.”

      Truer words had never been spoken. “I might have thought about finding a new job already if not for the interviewing process. All right. I’m going to assume you are telling the truth. How many hours a day will this dragon need?”

      “Three to six hours three days a week.”

      Interesting. “That’s not bad. Do you know how much the pay will be?”

      “I do. You will have several options for compensation. You can accept hourly wages or a salary. Both come with performance bonuses, health insurance, and other things humans tend to like.”

      “Paid time off,” I prompted.

      “Yes, you will receive four paid weeks off a year in your first year, you will be bumped up to five paid weeks off at the start of your third year, and you will get six paid weeks off a year at the start of your fifth year of service.” Lucifer snapped his fingers and a briefcase appeared in his hand, which he offered to me. “The details of the various offers are in there for you to peruse at your leisure. You will have room to negotiate. In fact, I expect you to negotiate. It would take you numerous years to sell this property and foist the job on someone else.”

      “If I want to race my horse, could I work around the racing schedule?”

      “Absolutely. You would be in charge of his schedule so you can adjust his work around your hobbies. As long as everything gets done, he won’t care.” Lucifer chuckled, and he paused to look over the grounds of my estate with an approving expression. “You bought potential and turned it into a refuge and a paradise. Most who buy this place end up with regrets. You aren’t about to let a dragon disrupt your happily ever after, are you?”

      “Not a chance in hell,” I informed him, careful to keep my tone neutral. “But if the offer is good enough and it doesn’t get in the way, I’ll tolerate a dragon in my space.”

      “It usually works the other way around, Crystal. The dragon usually tolerates those who live in the caretaker house.”

      “Well, if he wanted to be the one doing the tolerating, he should have beaten me here. This is my slice of heaven on Earth, and I’m not about to let some scaly so-and-so get in the way. But if he needs a secretary, I can help him with that. I might not look like much, but once upon a time, I was good at my job, and it hasn’t been that long since I got out of that saddle.”

      “Good. With that attitude, you’ll go far.”

      I eyed the Devil, uncertain if he meant the statement to sound rather threatening. “What do you know that I don’t?”

      “I know a great deal that you don’t. Now, come along. I will show you where the castle will rise so when it does show up, you’re resigned to the situation rather than terrified.”

      I regretted having opened my gate for my unexpected guests. “Well, I wasn’t concerned before, but I am now.”

      “That’s because you’re wise, my dear. Try not to worry. A new era of humanity dawns, and you will enjoy front row seats to the show.”

      As Malcolm seemed the most sensible of the trio, I glanced his way. “How do I politely refuse an invitation to this party?”

      He sighed. “I learned this the hard way, but you don’t. My advice? Make the most out of the situation and keep your eye on the prize. Good things tend to happen to those who have the guts to stand up to Lucifer. Just be careful: if he likes you, he will never leave you alone.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “That sounds rather ominous and threatening.”

      “It could be worse,” Malcolm replied with a grin.

      “How?”

      “Lucifer’s brothers could show up. Where angels go, trouble surely follows.”
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            Lucifer clearly lived in a different world than I did.

          

        

      

    

    
      Lucifer showed me where the castle would rise from the heart of Lake Hancock before herding his daughter and son-in-law to the limo and leaving. I remained on the lakefront while baby alligators swarmed my feet and attempted to cuddle me into submission. In time, they’d grow to be monsters, assuming they survived, but for the moment, I petted each one before returning it to the water and sending them off to do what gators did on a sunny summer day.

      Storms would roll in by the afternoon, and I’d go up to the fourth floor to enjoy nature’s show over the lake. The horses would retreat to the pasture shelter I’d installed near the barn gate at the first rumble of thunder. Otherwise, they’d enjoy the rain, find some mud, roll around, and enjoy being groomed back to perfection.

      My curiosity over the contents of the briefcase drove me into my home and to the fourth floor, where I made use of my favorite office overlooking the lake. Once upon a time, I suspected the spacious chamber had been a library with a massive window. As the thought of sunlight hurting my books bothered me, I’d moved the libraries into interior rooms where harmful UV light wouldn’t damage fragile covers and pages.

      My previous apartment hadn’t had space for books, and I made a point of buying a new one every time I went out, which was usually once a week.

      I placed the briefcase on my desk, unlatched it, and opened the lid to discover a new laptop still in its sealed box, the kind CEOs tended to get for themselves due to power and brand prestige. Raising a brow, I picked it up and set it to the side. Four manila envelopes waited for me along with three white letters. To my amusement, I discovered each had been labeled with a number to indicate which order to open them.

      Being a secretary meant balancing what my boss wanted, efficiency, and accuracy. After the first year, my boss had learned my job wasn’t to be perfectly obedient.

      My job involved making certain he could do his job without facing consequences of unseen mistakes. I fixed as much as I could without his awareness, even if it meant I did the work in a way he hadn’t anticipated. Several of my bonuses had reflected when I’d bailed my boss—and the whole company—out, sparing them millions of dollars. I’d run the risk of being fired one time in particular, but upon discovering what my work had accomplished, I’d been given five hundred thousand in stocks, stocks that had vested six months after being issued.

      They liked vesting stocks quarterly over a four year period of time for the most part.

      Those specific stocks had paid for my home.

      I picked up the white envelope marked with number one, grabbed my letter opener, and sliced it open. Inside, I found a sheet of paper and a folded check. According to the amount box, Lucifer intended to pay me a hundred thousand. The memo flagged it as an inconvenience bonus.

      I supposed being forced into a job counted as an inconvenience.

      I set the check aside and read the letter, which informed me the bonus was intended to give me an opportunity to acquire anything an executive secretary might need as he had no idea if I owned the appropriate apparel and did not wish for me to suffer unnecessarily.

      My previous job had required a professional wardrobe, which I’d kept and washed once a month to keep it in good condition. If looks mattered, I could pull it off with a small sliver of the check.

      Lucifer clearly lived in a different world than I did.

      I set the note aside and picked up the second envelope, another of the white ones. Inside, I found a list of responsibilities for caring for the dragon, whom Lucifer described as headstrong, possibly useless, and in dire need of training on consideration. I laughed at the wording, which indicated the dragon had somehow vexed the Devil.

      Some viewed living in interesting times to be a curse.

      I would have considered paying for the joy of witnessing someone driving the Devil absolutely wild.

      If the dragon, who hadn’t even made his appearance yet, could trip Lucifer’s trigger, I couldn’t wait to see what would happen when he showed up.

      I reviewed the list, which boiled down to standard executive secretary responsibilities, scheduling, trip planning, recording of the minutes, and reviewing contracts before sending them over to legal. The note that I would be expected to join the dragon on his adventures around the world would cause some issues, but I would negotiate for caretakers for my estate while I was gone.

      Setting the list to the side, I moved to the next envelope, one of the manila monsters. Inside, I found a thick stack of papers. Someone had scribbled a phone number at the top for any questions. The next line included my salary, and the number stopped me in my tracks.

      Before bonuses, I would be paid half a million a year to handle the dragon’s affairs.

      I did the math: if I worked three days a week for an average of five hours, I would be earning over six hundred dollars an hour to rule over a dragon and make him dance to my tune.

      I reached across my desk, picked up my landline, dialed the number on the top of the page, and listened to the ringtone.

      “You have a cell phone, yet you’re choosing to call me from your desk phone?” the Devil asked.

      “Yes. My cell is in my pocket, the desk phone is right here. I wish to open negotiations.”

      “Already? You haven’t opened everything yet.”

      I smiled at the confirmation the Devil knew more than I anticipated. “The responsibilities list includes travel. I will require someone who will care for my estate and all animals, wild and domesticated, on my property. My garden and orchards will also need to be tended. As the travel is mandatory, you—or this dragon, whoever is paying the bill for my employment—should handle that.”

      “Excellent. I see you are no novice to the art of negotiation. Your request is reasonable and I accept the addition to all the offers I’ve already given you. How do you like the base salary offer?”

      “It’s solid. I haven’t seen the performance bonus section yet, but I’m the kind who works hard for the money, and performance bonuses make my world go round. If there is a structured performance bonus with quantifiable numbers, preferably in a mix of stocks, bonds, and cash, then I will work above and beyond to earn those bonuses. My previous company did a mix of quantifiable and subjective benchmarks for bonuses.”

      “Which is how you earned your current lifestyle. I can send over an updated proposal for the performance bonuses with both quantifiable and subjective listings.”

      As my first request had gone over well, I decided to angle for the next problem on my list: the unknown nature of travel and my pay for losing days or weeks of my life. “For the salary offer, a bonus equitable to the number of hours worked for the duration of the trip should suffice to make mandatory travel worth the while. I expect you have this written into the hours offer, but I’ll be blunt: I hate tracking hours outside of mandatory travel. All travel expenses, from hotels to meals, will be your problem rather than mine. On days off while traveling, lodging is the employer’s problem while meals and activities are mine.”

      At my past firm, I’d been the foundation in Fort Lauderdale, and while the other secretaries had been dragged on business trips, I’d kept their operations working smoothly. I watched for trouble, and when trouble came calling, I fixed what I could and delegated what I couldn’t handle on my own.

      “Consider it done. Anything else?”

      “A corporate vehicle available for my use. While generous, that check won’t even come close to the kind of vehicle that dragon will likely need me driving.”

      “Done. I see you have been paying attention to the world around you. Good. What do you know about corporate negotiations?”

      “I’ve assisted with them. If he wants additional responsibilities added to my list, I will require additional pay, in either the form of a permanent salary increase or issued bonuses for the work completed. If it’s a job that takes an hour, I don’t mind tossing in the freebie every now and then, but I refuse to allow myself to be stepped on.”

      “I will add a clause that will allow you to renegotiate the terms of your employment. Will that resolve most matters?”

      I flipped through the salary offer, discovering most of it was generic rules of conduct expected of me, which aligned with my previous employer. “This does not have a section for personal relationships within the business, I see.”

      “If I barred that in employees I’d hire, I’d run out of employees. For some reason, my employees keep marrying each other. No is a powerful word. Use it. If he doesn’t respect your space, teach him his manners however you see fit before giving me a call, and then I’ll teach him his manners as well.”

      Well, that would work. “Put that in writing, and you have yourself a deal, Lucifer. I take it I’m one of your employees rather than his?”

      “For now, yes. Should he take over your employment contract, you will have an opportunity to renegotiate. You will also be able to refuse the transfer. I’m handling this on his behalf because modern employment is a bit beyond his knowledge right now. The last time he was awake, his caretaker was ordered to do as told or be eaten. His caretaker did as told. The family died out a few years after the estate you’re living in had been built. The castle has been buried there for over a thousand years. Honestly, the damned thing is likely uninhabitable, so you’ll end up with a house guest.”

      “You will pay his rent if he’s living in my house,” I warned him.

      “Paying his keep is not a problem, but as it is not tied to your employment, I’ll draw up a leasing arrangement for you. That will keep things legal and cordial.”

      “I can work with that. When can I expect the castle’s arrival?”

      “That’s the problem. I don’t know. As I don’t know, your hiring will happen immediately, and you’ll be free to use your hours as you see fit. I recommend that you work with that feisty filly of yours. Take the time to live for a while.”

      That I could do, without hesitation nor regret. “Then I see no reason not to sign. Which envelope has the hourly contract? I’m going to use it to start a fire tonight.”

      Lucifer laughed. “The last white envelope has your signing bonus in it, so don’t burn that one. The rest are just other offers, as I didn’t want to peek into the future for this. I prefer to get a feel for people personally. Welcome to the team, Crystal. You’ll only regret it for a little while, then you’ll see you’ve made the best choice of your life.”
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      The bonus check made me laugh; the memo indicated, if I wished, I could tear the check up, take a picture of the scraps, and accept a mansion equal to my home located within the depths of Lucifer’s many hells. Without a second thought, I did as told, texted the Devil with the evidence, and swept the debris into my trash can to deal with later.

      I’d even flagged it as void before shredding it.

      A few moments later, my cell rang.

      I answered, laughing as I did so. “Hello, Lucifer.”

      “Welcome to hell,” he replied, and like me, he chuckled. “You didn’t even think about it.”

      “The dragon is an entity you, my new boss, is paying me to deal with, and it seems sensible to have somewhere close to where you live. Did you already have the place built or is it a work in progress?”

      “It’s a work in progress. It’ll be equivalent to your current home, but I’ve found that I have happier minions if they have a chance to express their interests in a home before I start the builds. For the moment, should you need to visit me, you’ll stay in my home. You won’t have to come around often, at least to start with. I’m simply unsure on how long the dragon is going to hide near his sleeping place. Being honest, he’s keeping an old friend company, an old friend who is quite tired. His work has been hard as of late. He’ll be fine, but the dragon brings him peace and companionship in a rapidly changing world. Once he’s ready to be on his own, the dragon will come pay you a visit. For all I know, the pair may even test temporary separation.” The Devil chuckled. “The dragon is sentimental, as is his old friend. Time simply doesn’t pass for them as it does for most mortals. You’ll get used to it. Time isn’t going to pass the same for you, either.”

      “Well, I am a hedge witch,” I replied, allowing myself a smile. “I haven’t been sure how much of my general youthful appearance has been due to magic or genetics.”

      My mother wasn’t a hedge witch, but her mother had been before fate had twisted and she’d perished in a car crash. I had, upon hearing of the accident, learned an important lesson about the nature of life and death.

      Eventually, death came for us all with limited exception.

      That I spoke with the exception would give me a great deal to think about.

      “Magic,” Lucifer answered, and something about his tone caught my attention. “What do you know about hedge witches?”

      “We paid for our magic with our lives,” I answered. “We’re not undead—we never actually died—but we came close in the pursuit of our gifts. Or curse, depending on how you think about it. I guess I started as a practitioner but things went sideways.”

      “You were always a hedge witch. That’s part of who you are. Practitioners chase magic. You are magic. Death just opened the last door to your potential. Frankly, that old dragon is going to have his hands filled trying to contain you. If I have my way, you will never be contained. But nobody will need to contain you. Your role is to bring prosperity to the future.”

      Interesting. I narrowed my eyes. “I thought you hadn’t peeked.”

      “Some things I can’t dodge noticing. Think about it this way: at pivotal points in history, the Universe herself rejoices or weeps over what is. Your birth was one such moment. Everyone who is of critical importance for the greater good makes the universe rejoice. I take notice of those people. I take notice of the ones who make the Universe weep as well. Those souls are of equal importance, and I make certain my many hells are prepared to receive those ones when their day comes.”

      A chill swept through me. “I’m one of those people?”

      “You are.”

      “But I’m nothing that important, Lucifer. I’m just a hedge witch.”

      “You’re not just anything. I think I know your role, but I don’t know how to get you to where you need to be.”

      I rose from my seat, grabbed a pen, and scribbled my signature onto the employment contract before grabbing the relevant pages and heading downstairs to my favorite of my kitchens. Tea might help, maybe. “All right. Hit me with it. I prefer working with a full deck of cards.”

      “My father’s daughter must live for the risk of the End of Days to vanish to nothing but the dimmest of possibilities on a distant horizon. Should she die, the End of Days are a guarantee. Should those times come, my family dies, and I will persist alone.”

      While there was nothing human about the Devil, I marveled at the reality of the situation. In some ways, I believed there was no force stronger than love. That Lucifer could be such a being willing to defy his role within his own pantheon staggered me.

      The beauty of it all stole my breath. “Jesus is a girl?”

      “Her name isn’t Jesus, but yes, she’s a girl.”

      “That’s present tense.”

      “Yes, she’s been born. She’s alive and well for now. But it’s the for now that’s a problem. I have most of the other players in place, but I’m still missing a few. You’re one of them. And you’re not the kind I can trick into cooperating with me. Hedge witches tend to be difficult at best. The other hedge witches simply have zero care for how the story ends.”

      “Aren’t there many hedge witches?” I knew at least six in Fort Lauderdale alone, and I hadn’t sought any of them out. Something deep within me recognized them for what they were.

      “There are many lesser hedge witches,” Lucifer conceded. “I had held hopes one of the lesser ones might grow into her strength, but that flower never bloomed. She contracted lycanthropy and was content with what she became—and she has found her personal heaven in her family. I’m evil, but I’m not that evil. She earned that heaven, and I made the choice to leave her to enjoy it. The conditions needed for her to rise into greater power passed her by. I received an excellent flower from that garden, though, which more than makes up for the lost opportunity.”

      “Okay. What does that have to do with me?”

      “You’re no longer a lesser hedge witch.”

      I headed down the spiral staircase connecting the floors, pondering his words. “What other kind of hedge witches are there?”

      “For the sake of simplicity, I’ll break them into three categories. The common type is the lesser hedge witch. These are people who have come close to death and their magic bloomed. There are hedge witches, who have stronger magic and more skills than the lesser hedge witches. Most just call both types hedge witches. The third group consists of the greater hedge witches, and they have obtained portfolios of some sort or are developing their own portfolio. You are in this group.”

      I’d heard the term portfolio, and it involved the divines who could perish and rise again into a future life, with the portfolio being inherited, often by an infant. “I inherited a portfolio?”

      The last thing I needed was to contract a serious case of divine.

      “No, you didn’t inherit a portfolio. You are the originator of one, however. I could feel your presence all throughout your estate. All portfolios have an origin, and the estate you purchased has become your origin point. A node is also forming somewhere on your property, which is going to be useful when your dragon comes calling. That node will help sustain him throughout this era and into the next—and it might buffer the region from the castle’s rise. With luck, it’ll consume the surge of magic, strengthen itself, and spare those nearby. I spoke the truth when I told you that your neighbors would have a bad day at the castle’s rise, but that was before I realized what I was sensing.”

      I marched to my favorite of the kitchens, which was located on the second floor, a rustic haven in the midst of an otherwise modernized home. I grabbed my kettle, filled it with water, and plunked it on the stove before turning on the burner. “Nobody is paid enough for that shit,” I informed him in a cool tone.

      The Devil laughed. “You’re right. It’s a burden. Anyone who thinks otherwise has no idea what it’s like to be responsible for true power. So, here’s the reality of the situation: I need you to save my sister, and I have no idea how you play a part in her salvation. No matter how I look, every future and possibility is masked behind a shroud—and it’s a shroud of the Universe’s making. The Universe herself wants no one to know what will happen in the days to come. All I know is that there’s a future beyond this moment because of you, but I cannot tell what that future is.”

      I foresaw giving myself many headaches trying to make sense of Lucifer’s plight and my role in it. “All right. Let’s assume I’m playing your game with you. Obviously, I like living as much as the next person, so I don’t want everything to end. Where is your sister?”

      “That is hidden behind the shroud. All I know is that she has been born recently and that she is safe, and you will be a major reason why she remains safe.”

      For now. “Count me in. I like living, so I’m being selfish, of course.”

      The Devil burst into laughter. “Are you even capable of being selfish?”

      “I’m sure I could master the art if I try.”

      My new boss snorted. “I’ll come pick up those papers you signed tonight along with the deed for your new home in my many hells. Do yourself a favor: start entering your horse in stake races. That’s a good start to mastering the art of selfishness.”

      I narrowed my eyes. Lucifer’s tone indicated he doubted I’d ever be capable of selfishness but he humored me. “Alligator Bait loves racing. I just do it for her.”

      “That’s not doing a good job of being selfish. Try again.”

      I sighed. “I spent her purse money upgrading their stalls. I guess I could use more purse money to upgrade their barn.”

      “Once again, that is the exact opposite of selfish.”

      I muttered curses. “It’s close enough. Can you at least tip me off on when this dragon is going to show up?”

      “Whenever he wants,” my boss admitted. “I’ll try to at least convince him to make an appearance even if he isn’t ready for the castle yet. But hey, at least you’re being paid well to have your career put on hold for a while, right?”

      “I’m honestly not comfortable with being paid to be lazy,” I confessed.

      “Be selfish,” Lucifer ordered. “If you don’t show me suitable selfishness, I’ll be forced to give you a raise for doing nothing.”

      The threat baffled me. “Are you insane?”

      “Yes. Thank you for noticing. I’ll check in on you in a week or two to see if you have begun indulging in acts of selfishness. I’ll give you a tip on how you can dip your toes into acts of selfishness. Go buy a new phone. Yours works, but it’s old. It’s time to upgrade. Giving yourself unnecessary bells and whistles counts. You can afford the splurge.”

      I could handle that assignment; with my upcoming work, I would need it. “Okay. I can do that. Thank you, Lucifer.”

      “No, thank you. I don’t know what you’ll do, but because of you, there’s hope.”
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            Those who left serviceable cartons received eggs another day.

          

        

      

    

    
      My first decision as someone gainfully employed by the Devil was to decide that until a castle popped up from the depths of Lake Hancock, dragons were not real, the whole mess was a myth, and the neighbors were crazier than I believed possible.

      If Lucifer wanted to pay me ridiculous amounts of money to stay off the general job market, so be it.

      I worried the nasty piece up the way, the older woman who lived in the first house nearest the main street leading towards town, might catch wind the Devil had come calling, insist the dragon was real, and decide to give me a piece of her mind. Unlike Susie Marie, Donna Leanne Abraham liked exactly nobody and wasn’t even considered to be part of the neighborhood because of it.

      As the limo had inevitably drawn attention, I visited the chickens, discovered the hens had been busy laying while I’d been occupied securing work for myself, and gathered everything, planning to leave presents for everyone down the street. I wouldn’t lie to them, but I’d dodge unwanted questions for all I was worth.

      I packed the eggs into cartons of six, retrieved my little wagon, and visited the orchard, making sure to grab a few pieces of fruit for everyone, including the nasty old woman I loved to hate.

      I wouldn’t knock on her door, but I’d leave her some of my bounty as a gesture of goodwill, especially as she left the empty cartons on her step for me to pick up the next morning.

      Those who left serviceable cartons received eggs another day.

      With the storm clouds rolling in, I headed down the street to make my rounds, dropping off eggs and fruit before ringing doorbells or knocking and heading off to commit additional random acts of kindness. Most of the time, I escaped without having to deal with any of the neighbors; most were at work or running errands.

      Unfortunately for my sanity, Susie Marie and Donna Leanne were engaging in a powwow at Susie Marie’s mailbox. Bracing for the worst, I strolled up with my wagon in tow and said, “I checked on the chickens before the storm, and the brats went on a laying spree since this morning.” I offered Susie Marie the first carton of eggs with a pair of apples and an orange on top. Grateful I’d gathered enough for the bane of Fox Hunt Drive, I offered the old woman a carton of eggs, a peach, a lemon, and a grapefruit. With luck, she wouldn’t realize I implied she was a touchy sourpuss until after she made it home.

      “I heard you had some rich people comin’ by your place this morning,” Donna Leanne commented while accepting my gift. “Thank you. It’s mighty kind of you to share your bounty.”

      When zucchini season came, nobody would be thanking me. We’d be drowning in the green and yellow crop. When the vines had begun to flower, I’d understood I’d made mistakes. Worse, using my magic had done a good job of making certain I’d have a strong harvest.

      We would be eating zucchini, tomatoes, and cucumbers for all eternity.

      The truth served me best—and the truth would shut up some of the gossips for a while if all went well. “The one gentleman is my new employer, and he came over to work on finalizing the proposal for my hire. It went well, so he wasn’t here for long.”

      Donna Leanne raised a brow, and she looked me over, focusing on her general points of contention, which involved my black hair, which I’d dyed the day after I’d finished signing all the papers. I’d gotten double piercings on both ears as I liked the stud and chain styles of earrings. As riding a horse and dangling earrings didn’t mix, I wore plain studs in all my piercings. “You can’t help your green eyes, of course, but perhaps you should have worn those fancy gemstone cuff earrings. That way, those extra holes at least appear elegant.”

      Somedays, I questioned what I had done to deserve Donna Leanne in my life. Rather than call her out for being the street’s living nightmare, I smiled. “I was working with Alligator Bait, and his visit was unscheduled. As such, he didn’t mind.”

      While I suspected the woman hated my guts, she loved Alligator Bait; my filly had won her a pretty penny when she’d gambled on me, the long odd. “And are you going to be racing that beauty again? Maybe you don’t have the right look for those rich folks, but you sure can ride a horse. I worried something fierce you’d take a nasty fall, but no, you went on to show those boys who the real boss of the track is.”

      I had no idea which divine had intervened, but I accepted the out from the unpleasantries with gratitude. “I will be. I should have the racing schedule in the next few days, and I’ll leave a copy with your next batch of eggs.”

      “Good girl. You run along now. Just make sure you take care when that dragon shows up. He isn’t going to like you having employment with anyone. That property is his domain, and he is not shy about making it clear that is the case.”

      I engaged the woman in a staring contest, and once confident she wouldn’t be looking away, I offered her my best smile. “You better make yourself a tall glass of lemonade then, and I’ll even provide the lemons, because not even a dragon is going to ruin my paradise.”

      “Oh, this is going to be a treat. Just bring over a basket of lemons when he comes calling, and if you bring over some cherries and peaches, I’ll make you a pie you’ll be writing home about.”

      As nobody except Isaac could safely bake on our street, I worried I’d be writing home about the pie from my death bed in a hospital due to food poisoning. Rather than vocalize my fear, I smiled, nodded, and promised I’d do just that before making my excuses to finish my deliveries and skitter on home before the afternoon rains came calling.
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        * * *

      

      I made it all of two steps inside before the skies opened, thunder boomed, and the weather decided to dish out a storm worthy of Miami. For the most part, my slice of Florida tended to stick to rain, but every rare now and again, the clouds opted to put on a show. Heading upstairs, I went to my reading room, which featured a window niche filled with comfy pillows and a blanket so I could relax. Rather than indulge, I made use of my laptop and began reading about the requirements to take Alligator Bait to the Triple Crown. At age two, we had limited time to take her the distance.

      The nomination process would be troublesome. However, as she was yet to turn three, I had a chance of getting her the wins needed to qualify her.

      Only three year olds could run the spring finale races, and qualifications happened while the horses were two or three.

      Typically, colts ran the race, as the fillies were deemed too slow and not as athletic as the male horses.

      Maybe Alligator Bait wouldn’t be able to win, but I’d sure as hell try. If she wanted to race, we’d race.

      My horse lived to race, and she’d give me a hard time when I rode her tomorrow, as she’d want to breeze her heart out. She’d been bred to run, and she wanted to chase the wind with every fiber of her being.

      On average, four to ten fillies were nominated or qualified for the Triple Crown.

      The Kentucky Derby would be the problem race, and I would need to enter every race I could to score enough points to win Alligator Bait a spot in the race. In good news for me, the races would begin in the fall and run through the winter and early spring.

      By May, we’d either prove fillies deserved a place in the lineup or lose. In some ways, my filly had gotten lucky. She rivaled most colt thoroughbreds in size, eliminating the disadvantage  fillies faced. She stood as tall and as proud as the colts, shoulder to shoulder with them or taller. Next, as her owner, I cared about her happiness and her health.

      I hadn’t purchased her to become a broodmare, destined to carry foals for the rest of her days. I might breed her once or twice with a stud to have a piece of her legacy down the road, doing several breedings if necessary to have a filly.

      I’d decide later if I kept or sold any of her colts should she throw any.

      I wouldn’t sideline her or restrict her to races limited only to fillies. If she had the heart to beat the boys, I’d give her the opportunity.

      I wasn’t in it for the money, the fame, or the glory.

      I wanted to give my horse the chance to fly, and she was happiest competing.

      Sometimes, I wondered why she’d performed so poorly on the track in her first few starts, but I suspected it had something to do with either her previous owner or her jockey. I couldn’t fault her trainer.

      Whomever had trained her had done so trying to cultivate a champion.

      Jockeys aiming for the Triple Crown wanted nothing to do with the fillies, who weren’t likely to go the distance for them.

      If we did win, I’d spend the money on the barn, I’d upgrade her track so she could continue to enjoy her breezes until she no longer wanted to chase the wind, and I’d put the rest away for when it came time to repair or replace the fences, redo the pasture, and otherwise help my horses live their best lives until their dying day.

      I foresaw spending an unfortunate amount of money buying unwanted racers and offering them a luxurious retirement. Thanks to my magic and my willingness to use it, I could house one horse on an acre with no problems.

      Twenty-five horses could share the racetrack pasture, assuming the herd got along. In reality, I’d keep ten at most in the track pasture and build additional paddocks along the property. If there was a dragon and the dragon came calling, my employment terms would allow me to work with my animals, do my job, and enjoy my happily ever after. And if the dragon annoyed me, well, I’d do my best to feed him to the alligators living in Lake Hancock.

      After all, I hadn’t dyed my hair black to offer a warm welcome to those who got on my bad side. And if the dragon didn’t approve of my piercings, choice of hair color, or way of life, he’d learn in a hurry that he could deal with it or find a different executive secretary.

      Pleased with my decision, I began the process of picking and choosing which races I’d enter Alligator Bait in. Because I had a check worth writing home about, I’d give my parents a call to check in with them and go on the hunt for a truck and trailer worthy of my precious filly and our mutual ambitions.
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        * * *

      

      I waited for the storm to ease before heading to my office and making use of my landline to call my father. Of my parents, my father was the one I could trust to listen before deciding if he would be snide or supportive. It could go either way, but with a new job secured, my expenses check being processed through mobile banking, and good times ahead, I suspected we’d have a better talk than normal.

      “Hey, baby girl. What’s up?” my father answered, and judging from the background noise, he’d decided to be domestic and cook my mother dinner.

      Domestic meant supportive, and I resisted the urge to cheer over my good fortune. “I got a job,” I announced.

      “Well done. I thought you weren’t going to be looking for a while? Earned, just like I told you when you quit your old job. I’m impressed you got a house for a reasonable amount, though. The market’s rough. You’d budgeted for a year off.”

      While I disliked lying, I’d left out some details about my purchase to my parents, who believed I had gotten a project house I would make habitable over the next few months before returning to work. “The job offer came knocking at my new door, and it was too good to refuse.”

      “Better than your old place?”

      In some ways, I regretted having told my parents about the nature of my employment agreement. On one hand, they’d been proud of my negotiation abilities. On the other, they had been disappointed I’d only looked ahead ten years.

      “It’s significantly better for similar work,” I confirmed. “There will be performance bonuses, and my salary is higher. I’ll have to travel, but I’ll be paid additional for any traveling I need to do. For the moment, it’s remote work, so I don’t even have a commute.”

      If the dragon did come calling, my commute would be to the lakefront, something I could tolerate with grace. If the castle did prove inhabitable, my work would be living right down the hall.

      After I got off the phone with my father, I’d select the races I would enter Alligator Bait into before preparing the nicest of my guest rooms for my future boss.

      “Congratulations. I know you hated your last commute. How is fixing up your new place going? Your mother and I can take some time off if you’d like to show us.”

      Hm. Perhaps I’d work on picking my races before I got off the phone and go on a trip to the races with my parents, giving them a look at my new mare before taking them to my slice of heaven. I popped open my laptop and checked the races, plugged in my horse’s record from her last race, and discovered she needed to be two to enter. In what had to be the blessing of some god, there was still a slot in the first of the Kentucky Derby prep races.

      “How would you feel about heading to Louisville, Kentucky, with me to watch a race?”

      I went about filing my submission to enter my mare, thanking my lucky stars she was registered with the Jockey Club, I’d paid my dues to be eligible to ride, and a no-name owner could enter the race. Paying the entry fee, the supplemental nomination fee, and the starter fee would set me back almost three thousand dollars, which I paid online without regret.

      “The Iroquois Stakes?” he asked in a curious tone.

      “That’s the one. It’s coming up in September, which makes it easy for me to get the time off. I’ll drive up.” Not only would I be driving, I’d have my precious cargo in the trailer with me, and I’d dip my toes into my savings to get the nicest rig possible for my hoofed daughter. “I’ll even pick you up on the way if you want to road trip with me.”

      I’d love seeing their expressions when I pulled into their driveway with a big truck and a horse trailer.

      “Your car won’t make it,” my father announced. “But you can park it in my driveway and you can drive ours.”

      I smiled; tricking my father into believing I’d be driving his car would lead to an even better reaction. “Then we’re agreed. We’ll do a family trip to Louisville, where we’ll watch horses race. I’ll even cover the hotel since the trip is my idea. You can buy me a nice dinner while we’re there in exchange.”

      If I had my way, it would be my celebratory dinner, and they’d be giving my mare treats to celebrate her victory.

      “That sounds fair. Wear and tear on my car and dinner, and we’ll share a room just like when you were little.” My father made a pleased sound. “I’ll look up the race schedule so we can book the time off. Do you mind if we stay at your place for a few days after the race?”

      “I don’t mind at all. I got lucky with this place. I have a guest bedroom and everything.”

      The plan might change if I actually manage to win the race, but if I did, I’d bring them to my home another time. If I won, I’d be staying in Kentucky for a day or two to celebrate, which would screw up their ability to see my place before returning to work.

      If I lost, I’d love showing them the reality of my life. Until I illuminated them on the nature of my purchase, I would maintain the ruse I had a decent house in a nice area.

      “There has to be something wrong with that place for how little you got it for and it being lakefront.”

      I laughed. “There are gators in the water, but I’ve already had the place charmed so the gators won’t bother anybody. I wouldn’t trust them off my property, though. The reason I got it so cheap is because of superstitions and the maintenance requirements. It’s large for its price, and it has a lot of acres somebody has to care for. I hired landscapers.”

      “You hired landscapers?”

      “Yeah. Some of them are cows, and three of them are horses, and they eat the lawn,” I confessed. “I even got some chickens for the eggs. Nobody wanted the place because it’s got a barn, it’s on a lake with hungry alligators, and it isn’t racehorse fancy. It’s perfect for me, though, and I’ve been enjoying fixing it up since buying.”

      My father burst into laughter. “From the first time you saw horses, you wanted one. What kind did you get?”

      “Two are thoroughbreds nobody wanted, and David is my Clydesdale, who has a hobby of pretending he is a carcass in my pasture. I went to one of those auctions for horses and got three for cheap. It seemed a shame to let them be turned to meat.”

      “I see. You just want to go to the race so you can get your fix of racehorses while you watch your animals mow down your grass.”

      Oh, I would have a wonderful time showing my father, like everybody else, that Alligator Bait could go the distance if given a chance. “It’s true. I’ll let you go so you can tell Mom we’re going on a family trip. I’ll go ahead and book the hotel for our stay. We’ll plan on arriving the night before the race and leave the morning after the race.”

      “That sounds good. The house is working out for you?”

      “It is. I may have planted too many zucchini plants, though.”

      “One is too many,” my father grumbled.

      I laughed at his complaint, as my mother tended to have at least three in her garden every year, resulting in my father wishing he never had to see another squash by the end of the harvest. “How many did she do this year?”

      “Five. She wants to put a bunch in the freezer. She made me buy another whole freezer for her gardening activities. I’m going to turn into a vegetable at this rate.”

      “Remind her that zucchini bread is real and you actually like it. Call me if you find out you can’t come to the race. I’ll go ahead and make certain we have tickets and a room. Love you!” I hung up before he could say another word, thus winning the right to buy their tickets to the race.

      I then went to my contact list, found Lucifer’s number, and tapped the icon to connect the call.

      “Are you about to engage in an act of selfishness?” my new boss asked.

      I laughed. “Actually, yes.”

      “Go on. How can I help you?”

      “I’m going to be entering Alligator Bait in the Iroquois Stakes. I already have my Jockey Club registration, I paid my verification fees, and I paid the owner-rider penalty upon registration. I’m also registered as a trainer, but I know jack shit about what trainers actually do, so I’m winging it. If I’m going to get any wins, I need to learn how to actually ride my horse. Alligator Bait won last time because she was the biggest and fastest horse on the track. I know I got a lot of calls about jockeying for others, but I don’t actually have any skill.”

      Lucifer chuckled. “That’s doing better on the selfish front, but you still have a long way to go. Training a racehorse has numerous facets you need to learn and understand. In good news, Alligator Bait is solidly trained. She knows her job, and her previous trainer wanted to see her go the distance, but the owner and the jockey weren’t on board. And Alligator Bait is smart for a horse. She knew the only one on her team was the trainer. She listened to him and to the conditioning jockey. The racing jockey? He was hired to preserve her as a broodmare, but her performance on the track sent her to the auction block instead—and not to be used as a broodmare. He wanted to cut his losses and focus on a colt instead. The colt, for the record, is a garbage racehorse right now. He’ll be an excellent stallion, as fortunately for the horse, the owner knows better than to geld him. The horse has the genes, but he does not have the drive right now. Alligator Bait has the drive.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “So, would selfishness be demanding that stallion become mine?”

      “If you would like to breed racehorses, the stallion would be an excellent acquisition. But he’s more of a pet than a racer. He’s immaculately behaved, which is why he’s still a stallion, but he’s lazy. I suppose he could win if someone motivated him, but you will need a great deal of luck.”

      Given two or three days, I could have a paddock and a stall set up for the stallion. “He’d clearly need a friend. David would cry if I took him away from his ladies.”

      I foresaw hauling all three horses to the races to keep everybody happy.

      “He’s currently being kept with two mini horses, as he has issues. Most racehorses have issues, but that’s why you like them. You will be able to acquire the minis with the stallion. Or, more accurately, I will be able to acquire the minis for you after you acquire the stallion.”

      “I’m going to need a trainer, Lucifer, especially if I’m bringing a stallion home with me. When can I get this stallion without breaking the bank?”

      “You have choices to make. You can ride to win, and if you place top three in every race you enroll Alligator Bait, the owner will fail to qualify for the Kentucky Derby. This is what you need to have happen. If the horse races in the Kentucky Derby, he’ll suffer from a catastrophic break and be put down on the track after the race’s conclusion. This is an inevitable truth.”

      I narrowed my eyes; horse racing was dangerous, but horses didn’t just break their legs during a race. “The owner will race him too often?”

      “He will have a hairline fracture from a previous race, and the vet will lie about the results so the owner can run him. The incident will result in the tracks using angelic verification on a track-hired vet to confirm the health of all horses before races, which will increase the entry fee by several hundred dollars. The angels will do it for a discounted fee because of their nature.”

      I scowled. “I have to place top three in every race I enter to prevent this stallion from running the Kentucky Derby?”

      “That’s correct. The stallion will then be sent to slaughter, where you will buy him for a pittance. That pittance will ultimately cost you far more than you spend on him, as you will have to contend with the fracture. You’ll make the money back from his stud fees. I’ll leave you to discover the rest of that future on your own.”

      “Can I acquire him before he suffers from a break?”

      “Perhaps for a price. Your wallet would thank you for crushing the owner’s horse on the track with a horse you bought from him off the slaughter market. Should you place well every race, this will be his last season as an owner, and the stallion will be the last one hurt by his choices. The attempt at the Triple Crown will stretch his finances, and he will go solely into breeding. He is a terrible owner of racehorses but an excellent breeder. He will, in a few years, thank you for having kicked his ass with a horse he bred. Until then, he’ll despise you.”

      Of course. “You should have seen the faces of the other jockeys when I showed up to the race I won with Alligator Bait. They all got to witness the angelic verification, and not a single damned one of them took me seriously. That’s fair. It’s not like I’d even ridden a race until then. However, nobody had warned me about the buckets.”

      The groom I’d hired had taken care of Alligator Bait following the race while the other jockeys ambushed and assaulted me with buckets of shaving cream, water, and ice. One of them had given me a bottle of wine after I’d gotten showered off along with a congratulations on having ridden a great race.

      I’d been confused over that, as all I’d done involved keeping my hands up out of the gate, keeping an eye on the other horses, and setting her loose to run her heart out after the field had compacted along the fence.

      Alligator Bait’s size and speed had allowed her to take the outside, clear the pack, and steal the win by a hefty margin. I’d gotten lucky; my mare had a tendency to fight when held back, especially when she wanted to run. Rather than fight, she’d listened, and her patience had paid off.

      While the other horses had gotten a lead on her, she’d had plenty of endurance to make her comeback.

      I suspected her previous jockey hadn’t allowed her to run like she meant it, keeping his hands up and fighting her rather than working with her on the track.

      The instant I’d lowered my hands, all I’d done was guide her to the safest path towards victory, keeping an eye on the other horses and avoiding the risk of collision.

      Lucifer made a thoughtful sound. “Yes, you surprised them. Women are often discounted. That they included you in their rituals is quite telling. You’ll be better welcomed during your next race, and by the time the Kentucky Derby rolls around, you’ll have earned their respect. You will want to hire a groom to help with her care, but I’m sure you’ll find someone who can do the work without issue.”

      I wrinkled my nose, as his comment reminded me I would have to contend with a dragon at some point in my future. “And the dragon?”

      “Don’t you worry about him. If he causes you any trouble, I’ll deal with him. I suspect, should he come calling, the instant he finds out you’re trying to win the Triple Crown on a cheap horse so you can rescue a stallion, he will wait his turn for your attention. He’s a menace, but he does have compassion, especially for animals he doesn’t intend to eat. You will have to watch your cattle, but you’re more likely to find him sunbathing in the pasture with your horses than attempting to eat them.”

      I growled at that. “If he touches my cows, I’ll pluck his scales and sell them for profit!”

      The Devil snickered. “That’s better on the selfishness front. I’ll make certain he understands that he will have to provide his own cattle when he’s peckish. What are you planning to do with your herd?”

      “The bull calves will be turned into steer and fill my freezer unless they’re stellar, in which case I’ll sell them to become herd bulls for someone else. I’ll keep the best heifers and sell the rest. When they get old or go lame, if the meat is still sound, they’ll go into my freezer. I don’t particularly care if the meat isn’t as tender because it came from an older animal. That’s what stews are for.”

      “Your ethics disgust me,” my boss complained. “Did this world need yet another goody-goody? I’m surrounded!”

      His protests over my nature made me giggle. “Is it selfish if I ask for that stallion for Christmas? Surely my boss would buy me a horse and some minis for Christmas.”

      The Devil gasped. “You fiend! That was not just selfish, that was evil of the highest order.”

      “But if you buy me the stallion for Christmas along with his mini friends, he won’t be hurt—and I’ll file recommendations for those changes because I think we should be taking good care of our horses, and there are already angels at the track confirming none of the owners, jockeys, or trainers are engaging in betting. They just don’t confirm that every race. But they should. If the angels are verifying everything at once, it won’t cost as much, will it?”

      At the rate my new boss muttered curses, he’d have a hoarse throat in a matter of ten minutes. “You’re lucky my wife is in the room and glaring at me over this issue. I’ll permit you to get away with this, but only once. But I will not be buying the horse and the minis until the animal’s doomsday clock is close to midnight. His suffering until then will win other horses prosperity, comfort, and happiness later down the road along with a better industry for racing. Just so you are forewarned, your actions will have consequences.”

      “Actions always have consequences. Inaction always has consequences. I want that stallion and those minis safe and sound in my pasture before he gets a broken leg, you hear me? If he suffers a break because you’re slow, you’re suffering a break,” I warned.

      “That’s much better on the selfishness front, although your motivations for your selfishness are still founded on compassion and those other disgustingly good traits that insist on causing me trouble. Try a little harder to be actually selfish.”

      For fuck’s sake. “Fine. Get me a collar and leash for that dragon, because if he even thinks about coming between me and helping that stallion, I’m going to do far worse than teach him his manners.”

      “Once again, that’s not being selfish, Crystal.”

      I screamed my frustration. “Reward me with a crystal horse figurine every time I win a race so I can gloat over how I took a thousand dollar horse to the Triple Crown. Make it expensive enough you cry acquiring the stone and having it cut. There. I can have a custom trophy room of my conquests, and I will smile every time I go into it knowing I made the Devil cry.”

      “That’s a little better. Excellent effort. Also, I will handle your truck and trailer needs. You worry about setting up your pastures for your new acquisitions and conditioning Alligator Bait. I recommend you go to the feed store tomorrow, by the way. They have unwanted pullets with bumblefoot who could use some tender loving care from you. Spare your car and bring a box.”

      What was a few more chickens? I’d be rolling in eggs, but such was life. “What breed?”

      “One is a frizzle, which you will love because of her absolute uselessness. She will be a barn chicken, as she is spoiled. She will rarely lay eggs for you, and to your horror, the eggs she does lay will be fertile because you’ll ultimately get a rooster with the appropriate genes, as you will be charmed by their absolute uselessness. I warn you now, you will be surrounded with useless frizzles by the time you are done. The rest will be productive, and you’ll be providing yourself with excellent meat chickens in time. You’ll appreciate that when the dragon does come calling. His feed bill is atrocious.”

      I bet, especially as the only dragon I had any confirmation existed had wiped out three cities and devoured the ash. “Well, if you want any eggs, I’m sure I’ll have plenty,” I said, allowing my despair over the situation to enter my tone. “I’m going to need to get more cartons.”

      “What eggs you can’t use, I will have someone come get so they can do good elsewhere. Also, you know the quiet mouse up your lane?”

      I had several quiet neighbors, all of whom received some of my bounty. After a few moments of thought, I suspected he meant the young widow three doors down with a slice of property touching the lake. “You mean Ashley?”

      “I do.”

      “What about her?”

      “She could use extra eggs and fruit. She’s depressed because of her husband’s death, and your gifts keep her holding on. It’s the only purpose she has right now outside of her work, and her work is just something she does to pay the bills.”

      My heart hurt for the woman, who had lost her husband a few months before I’d moved in. “I had no idea.”

      “That’s what she wants, because she doesn’t want to be a burden. Not even Isaac can get through to her right now, and he likes her because she’s one of those kind souls that brightens the world around her on virtue of her existence.”

      Well, if she needed a purpose, there were always chores needing done around my place, and I had zero issues with pretending I could use some help. “I’ll see if I can talk to her. You did say I needed a groom, right?”

      Lucifer sighed. “She wasn’t the one I had in mind, but you know? A horse as fabulous as yours clearly deserves two grooms.”

      “Well, I do have three horses I’ll be hauling, so two grooms makes sense. I’ll talk to her. And if I run myself straight into the poor house doing this, well, it is for a good cause.”

      “That it is. I’ll leave you to your scheming. Good luck, choose your races wisely, and make certain you give at least six weeks between races so she can rest and recover. Also, review the rules on medical interventions permitted on two and three year old racers. You’ll find an excellent loophole you can utilize to optimize Alligator Bait’s chances of winning.”

      I didn’t need to review the rules; I’d already done so, having spotted the one way owners could give their two year olds a leg up. “Angels may correct any physical issues in a thoroughbred due to early riding without disqualification from the races,” I replied with a smile. “I won’t lie to you, Lucifer. I am already planning on using a significant amount of purse money paying for the treatments. She wants to race, and she deserves to have a comfortable and happy retirement after she races.”

      “I think you will find an offensive number of angels will be willing to work on your horse without breaking your bank. Excellent job doing your due diligence. Now, your only assignment is to work on being selfish. Good luck, you’re going to need it. Remember, I will issue you bonuses if you are not sufficiently selfish.”

      Before I could protest, the Devil hung up on me. I muttered some curses and shook my head. “Nobody warned me the Devil was crazy.”

      Still, I appreciated his guidance despite his status as batshit insane, so I’d even spare a few minutes thinking about how to be selfish. I questioned the necessity of the exercise, however.

      I’d been plenty selfish waiting for the price of my heaven to drop as low as it had and felt I had engaged in a lifetime’s worth of poor behavior over having goosed the previous owner so badly.

      As long as I didn’t mind a dragon looming on the horizon, things were going great, and I’d enjoy it while it lasted.
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