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Chapter 1

Fletcher


“Shit, Fletcher! Don’t look!” Ben gasps as we exit the subway onto King Street. 
I immediately turn in the direction he’s looking and take in the semi-gruesome sight. Yes, there’s a dead Virginian opossum lying belly-up on the sidewalk—but she does look good. Maybe even better than she did when she was alive.
There are a few butterfly clips in her gray fur and her bald tail is wrapped around a single rose. Why is it that every time I’ve come across a dead shifter this month, there’s always a red rose?
A middle-aged woman is kneeling next to the body, painting her nails fuchsia-pink. It’s the shifter equivalent of dressing up the body—a sign of respect, and a way to help the possum transition to the afterlife.
My jaw drops and I show Ben my teeth. Look how big and scary they are! 
“Oh, no,” Ben says. “Calm down, buddy, it’s okay.”
“Bu shiha kee daya,” I say with my mouth hanging open, like I do whenever I’m talking at the dentist.
“Shifters keep dying?” Ben seems to understand me, even though I’m not making much sense.
I nod. 
He squeezes my shoulder and crouches to peer into my mouth. “Wow! You are scary! Look at those molars. So… ummm… teethy!”
I heave a sigh and close my mouth. After fifteen years of friendship, Ben always knows how to talk me down when my possum side takes over. 
Wolves growl, cats hiss, bears attack, and I try to scare away threats by showing my teeth—or playing dead. Thankfully, that didn’t happen this time. 
“I told you not to look,” Ben says. 
“That’s like telling me not to think about a white bear.” 
“What white bear?” He looks around like he might find one strolling casually through downtown Toronto.
“I don’t mean an actual bear. It’s this advice I heard on a podcast. Never mind. Forget about bears.” 
“Well, now I can’t! What if she’s a bear shifter and she suddenly attacks us?” He points to the woman painting the possum’s nails.
We stare at her, but she doesn’t shift or growl or do anything bearish. Ben and I sigh in relief.
“Do you think the possum is just playing…” He pauses as though trying to come up with a different word so he doesn’t repeat himself. He finally shrugs and says, “Possum? Too many possums,” he mutters.
We’ve been friends since we were kids and roommates since college, so he’s probably seen me play possum more times than he’s seen me accidentally tent a blanket while watching TV. But when it comes to shifters, I know dead when I see it—which is fucking sad, come to think of it. 
“She’s too stiff,” I say. “She’s probably been here a while, too. Look how many farewell cards and candles there are. She’s more popular in death than she was when she was alive.”
“You knew her?” Ben shakes his head. “I’m so sorry, bud.”
Ah, hell. “You don’t recognize her?” 
Ben pushes his glasses up the bridge of his nose and squints. “I really need to get my eyes checked. What if there is a bear and I don’t see it in time?”
“There aren’t any bears,” I tell him. Though I can’t help but add, “That I know of.”
Ben looks around again, and I try to hide my grin. “How much longer until your insurance kicks in?”
“Three weeks. Stupid probation.” He shakes his head. “You going to tell me who the poor possum is?”
I take a deep breath. “Mrs. Ellis.”
“From upstairs?” Ben backs up a step, his eyes wider than when he thought there was a bear. “Are you sure?”
“Of course I’m sure. Haven’t you seen her shift?”
“Yeah but…” He squints. “Fuck, it is her…”
I step aside as a few humans walk past and stop to take a picture of poor Mrs. Ellis in possum form.
“She used to hit me with her cane whenever she saw me because I reminded her of her nephew.” I sigh. “I’m going to miss that.”
“Only you would miss getting beaten by an old lady. Let me guess… it made life interesting?”
“Damn right it did.” 
Ben smiles sadly as he stares at the dead possum. “I’ll miss her cookies. She always had some ready for me when I got back from work. I reminded her of her son.” Ben nudges my shoulder. “And she liked him.”
“Figures.” I shake my head as I stare at more humans stopping to take photos of Mrs. Ellis. To them, she’s just roadkill, and the memorial is an amusing part of city life. I wish I could tell them all she was so much more—even if she did try to beat me up from time to time—but humans can’t know the truth. Not about her, or any of the others… 
Ben raises an eyebrow. “What are you thinking about?” 
“It’s nothing.” 
“Buddy, dude, bud, bestie… ummm… pal. Dudeguy. I’ve known you since middle school. It’s not nothing.” 
“I don’t know.” I shake my head. “It’s just that Mrs. Ellis wasn’t the type to jaywalk.” 
“Maybe she was in a hurry.” 
“What about the possum shifter I saw on Queen Street last week? Plus all the rat and raccoon shifters? The one squirrel near Union Station? Not to mention the skunk shifter—” 
“Up in the Annex, yeah.”
“You think all of them are suddenly jaywalking? And how do drivers not see a possum? Rat shifters I get, they’re small. But Mrs. Ellis?” I shake my head. “Before last month, the only shifter roadkill we’d seen was that raccoon back in 2015… and everyone knows why that happened.”
“Tragic.” Ben purses his lips. “People are driving like assholes lately. My cousin is working on an anti-jaywalking campaign for the Skunk Council.” 
“Drivers have always sucked,” I say. “That’s nothing new, but these shifter deaths are.”
“If you think there’s more to it, why don’t you bring it up to the PB&J?” 
As in the Paranormal Bureau of Justice, not the sandwich, obviously. I shake my head. “I’m sure someone already has. How could they not know?”
Ben stares at his shiny black dress shoes. “Sometimes I wonder if we should move to a small town. Somewhere safer.” 
“But then how would we order midnight burritos?”
“Or midnight sushi?” Ben suggests.
“Midnight curry?” I add.
“Midnight burgers?” Ben stares into the distance as though dreaming about said burgers.
His watch beeps, and he looks down at it. “Shit, I’m late! Bye, Mrs. Ellis! I’ll miss you,” he says before he starts to speed walk down the street toward his office building. 
I pause to do a quick possum prayer to release Mrs. Ellis’s spirit into the great shifter beyond. Then I rush to catch up to Ben. I don’t have anywhere to be yet, so might as well walk him to work.
As I fall into step next to him, my phone vibrates and I pull it out of my pocket.
“Chore?” Ben asks as he adjusts his red bowtie. 
“My first job of the day!”
“Yay!” Ben says and throws his arms into the air. 
I chuckle and show him the request on the ChorePossum app. “A pony shifter needs help carrying a talking espresso machine from the airport to an office building just down the street from here.”
“Double yay!” Ben says.
“Told you this job rocks. Easy possumysy.” I press the accept button. “Plus, I get to do arm day at the same time. Hauling heavy machinery through Pearson and on transit beats the gym any day.”
“I love the office gym. They have free juice. You can even mix them to make your own flavor! My favorite is apple, beet, and carrot. I call it ABC.”
“Oooh, I’d try that! Not that I’d ever want an office job.” 
“Yeah, sitting still that long is definitely not for you, buddy. Just like I could never run around the city all day. For one, no free juice mixes and comfy office chairs. Plus, I’m stressed enough without insurance.” 
“Just three more weeks.” I slap his shoulder. “You got this.”
“Thanks, man. Have fun doing espresso arm day.” 
We do our secret handshake—which ends with me tapping his right dress shoe with my right sneaker—and then I head back toward King Station.
As I pass by Mrs. Ellis again, I pause to say another prayer, and my eyes drift to the subway entrance ahead. What was she even doing at King Station? In the three years that I’ve known her, I don’t think she’s ever left our North York neighborhood. Hell, she even complained about the noise and crowds downtown. 
Why did she come out here? Presumably before sun-up, because she’s clearly been dead long enough for rigor mortis to set in.
I pull out my phone and tap the contacts icon to bring up her landline—yep, she still has one of those, and I’ve had to use it whenever her packages would accidentally get delivered to our unit instead of hers. 
I tap the call button, since her wife would know, but hang up before she picks up.
What if no one’s told her Mrs. Ellis is dead? Do I really want to be the bearer of bad news? Especially over the phone?
I bounce on my toes. I want to find out why Mrs. Ellis was jaywalking downtown in the middle of the night, but the right thing to do would be to express my condolences in person… after I’m sure the authorities have let her know what happened and she’s had time to process.
I tuck my phone into my jeans pocket and head for the subway steps. I’ll just talk to her in person tonight. I’m going to have to, because something about this situation feels off.




Chapter 2

Fletcher


After a short subway ride and a longer train ride, I arrive at the airport and head toward arrivals. I pass through the sliding glass doors when my phone rings. That must be Nephrite—fuck, am I late? I shouldn’t have stopped for the coffee and donuts at Union Station. There’s always such a huge line there! 
I break into a run as I tap my phone. “Hello, sorry! I’m almost there.”
“You’re running late?” Mom asks. 
“For what?” I should have checked the caller ID before answering. “I can’t talk now, Mom. I’m on a job.”
“Don’t tell me you got the job without an interview?”
Oh, shit, the interview. Was that today? I race past a man lugging a giant green suitcase. 
“I’m so happy for you, Fletchy! When do you start?” 
“I don’t. I’m on a ChorePossum job, Mom. We’ll talk later.”
She’s quiet during the time it takes me to squeeze through a group of tourists wearing giant cameras around their necks. I should just hang up on her, though if I do, I’ll never hear the end of it.
Mom lets out an exasperated sigh. “You didn’t get the job yet? That’s okay. You can still make the interview if I send you a cab. I can call Mary and make up an excuse. I know you’ll get this job if you just apply yourself.”
“I like being a ChorePossum, Mom.” I dodge around a stroller with a wailing baby. 
“You need to grow up, Fletcher! You’re twenty-nine, you can’t run around the city doing chores forever. Where are you now? I’ll send you an Uber.”
I grimace. “Mom, I don’t want a desk job. You set up the interview, not me.”
“Fletcher, it’s a steady job with good pay, benefits, and a spiffy title. Do you want to spend your life barely making enough to pay your half of the rent? Didn’t you want to buy a new Playboy?” 
“It’s a PlayStation, Mom! Station!” 
“Didn’t you have a Playboy once?”
“That was a Game Boy, Mom!”
“Yes, yes, of course. And you could buy another one if you get this job.” 
“I don’t want a Game Boy.” 
“Well, you could travel… Haven’t you always wanted to see the world?” Mom asks. “I’ll send you a cab right now. Where are you?” 
I stumble to a stop. I do want to travel. I’ve never even left the city. And this job is a shoe-in since the owner is my mom’s friend. I’ll probably get it even with my crappy interview skills.
Sure, I’ll get fired when I get distracted researching the Byzantine Empire or the history of jockstraps—but it might take them months to notice. I could save up enough for a small trip.
“Well? Where am I sending the cab?” Mom presses.
I open my mouth to reply and bare my teeth as anxiety grips my heart. Paralysis starts to set in, and I know that if I don’t calm down, I’m going to end up playing dead and missing my chore.
“I can’t, Mom,” I say, or try to. It sounds more like ‘acava’. Talking with your mouth open is hard work.
“I’m not familiar with that place,” Mom says.
I take a deep breath, then another, and remember Ben saying, Your teeth are so scary and teethy earlier this morning. I can do anything with teethy teeth! “I can’t make the interview, Mom.” 
The anxiety instantly disappears like it was never there, and I break into a run again. I side step a family of four and crash into a man in a business suit. 
“Watch it!” he shouts.
“Sorry!” I cry and keep running. 
“You can apologize for letting me down, but you’re still letting yourself down,” Mom says. “And what girl is going to marry a toilet cleaner?”
“First of all, toilet cleaning is a legit job,” I huff as I run. “If no one does it, then how are toilets going to get clean?”
I spot a woman trying to lug a giant suitcase off the conveyor belt and pin the phone between my ear and shoulder.
“Let me help you,” I tell her. 
“Clean my toilet?” Mom asks incredulously. “Does that mean you’re coming home?”
“No, I’m not coming home.” I grunt as I pull the heavy suitcase down.
“Thank you.” The woman smiles at me.
“You’re welcome.”
“Well, you don’t have to be rude about it,” Mom snaps. “You know I’m just trying to look out for you.”
“I know, Mom, but toilets are only one part of the job. Right now I’m going to help a pony shifter move a talking espresso machine.” 
“You think I was born yesterday?” Mom huffs.
“It’s true. You don’t have to believe me. But I’m happy as a ChorePossum.”
“You were a chore possum when you lived under my roof—and you couldn’t do any of your chores right. I don’t see how anyone would actually pay you money to forget to take out the garbage and put off doing laundry.”
I spot a red-haired woman by the luggage claim eyeing a large box that’s sliding past her on the baggage carousel. Fuck, I am late. I hope she hasn’t been waiting for long. 
“You have so much potential,” Mom cries. “Why are you wasting it?”
I dodge around other travelers as I dash toward Nephrite. I try to say, “I’m not wasting my life” to Mom and “hello, I’m your ChorePossum” to Nephrite, but the two lines muddle up in my brain. “Hello, I’m wasted,” I say to Nephrite, my breath coming out fast and short.
She blinks at me. “Excuse me?”
“You’re what?” Mom gasps. “In the middle of the day? This is what you’re doing while you’re working?”
I cringe. Great, now I won’t get a tip and Mom thinks even less of me than she already does.
“Horse manure,” the pony shifter says. “Are you too drunk to help me get that box on this cart?” 
“I have to go,” I tell Mom and hang up on her, even though I’ll never hear the end of it. 
“Go? But I need your help,” Nephrite says.
“Shit, no, sorry! I’m not drunk, and I wasn’t talking to you. I was on the phone.” I gesture at the cell phone before jamming it into my pocket. “I’m here to help.” I adjust my t-shirt and pull my shoulders back to look more professional. “Hello, I’m Fletcher, your ChorePossum for the day. How can I help you?”
She narrows her green eyes at me. “Are you sure you’re not drunk? We can’t risk dropping Diva. That’s the espresso machine.”
“Diva it is.” It’s not that weird that she named it. I call my PlayStation “Lord Dopa, Destroyer of Chronos,” after all. “I’m sober as a skunk! Well, at least if that skunk is Ben. He’s my roommate, and he doesn’t drink. Anyway, is this your package?” I don’t wait for her to answer and lean over the carousel to haul up the large box. It’s the only luggage here big enough to fit an espresso machine.
Fuck, no wonder she needed help, this thing weighs at least as much as I do. Nephrite must really love her coffee to travel with a huge espresso machine. I lower it onto her luggage cart.
“We have to take her out of the box,” Nephrite says.
I fish my keys from my jeans pocket and use them to slice through the tape. As I grip one end of the cardboard and rip it downward, Nephrite does the same on her side. The cardboard tears away to reveal a fancy red espresso machine. 
Nephrite digs the power cord out along with a battery pack the size of a car battery. She plugs it in. Is she planning on making coffee here in the airport? I mean, I wouldn’t mind another cup, especially if it’s free. 
The machine powers on, and my heart skips a beat. Then it starts pounding double-time. My palms get sweaty. I struggle to catch my breath. And I have no idea why the fuck I’m reacting this way to an espresso machine. All I know is I want her, and I want her bad. How, I do not know. 




Chapter 3

Diva



My bestie Nephrite’s voice echoes around me as I power on. “Diva? Diva? Are you there?” 
“Neph?” The last thing I remember is struggling to draw electricity as those bastards at the airport unplugged me from my battery. “I’m alive!” 
“Thank the goddess!” She places a hand on my metal side, next to one of my knobs. 
“They put me in a box,” I wail. “I hate being a ghost trapped in a machine.”
“I’m so sorry, Diva. I wish there had been some other way to get you to Toronto. Was it awful? How are you feeling now?”
“I’m…” I trail off when I notice the man standing beside her. “Wow.”
Neph raises an eyebrow. “Wow?” 
“I mean, great. I’m great.” Especially when the man is hotter than all four of Neph’s mates combined—and she’s got herself some hunks. Weird hunks—one is literally a talking dick—but hunks nonetheless.
I’d like to see this guy’s dick, even if it talks, too. I bet it’s huge and he knows how to use it. He just seems like the type. He’s tall and broad-shouldered, with muscular arms and dark eyes that can see right down to my soul… which is good, considering that soul is trapped in an espresso machine. 
He’s dressed casually in jeans and a t-shirt. Not my usual style, I have to admit, unless they happen to be designer, which his are clearly not—but he makes them work. I’d take him any way I could get him—even in one of those paper bags they put your designer purse in before you leave the store. 
His black hair is too long and somewhat unkempt. There’s also a leaf stuck in it, and I wish I had hands so I could use it as an excuse to touch him.
A wave of electricity zaps through me. It warms me from my knobs down to my nozzle, which is yet another reminder that he’s a hunk and I’m a hunk of metal. He’s hot, and the only hot thing about me are my coffees. He’s the epitome of steam, and the only steam I bring is in one of those cups. I don’t even have cups. Or breasts. Or a body. Or…
“Diva!” Nephrite shouts, and I realize that I’m shooting literal steam everywhere.
The hot guy jumps back as though I burned him. Shit! I’ve actually burned him. 
His mouth drops open, his body grows tense, and he falls to the floor, stiff as the mast of a sailboat. 
“I killed him!” I wail so loudly I think the entire terminal hears.
Something inside me shatters. He’s dead. The hottest guy I’ve ever met is gone because of me. I didn’t think my steam was that hot.
People start screaming and running away. A group of cops with red stripes on their pants and hats race toward us. 
“You’re under arrest,” an officer tells Neph.
“But I didn’t do anything,” she cries as they pin her wrists behind her back and snap on handcuffs.
I need to help her, but talking to human cops is not the way to go. Whenever I’ve tried talking to humans, they’ve always tried to find a logical explanation—the most common being that there’s a hidden speaker somewhere or Neph is a ventriloquist. And I don’t need her to get into any more trouble than she’s already in.
Maybe I can spray the cops and take them down too? But I might hit Neph, and I can’t risk killing my best friend. Though she’s a barista… she should be immune to steam, shouldn’t she? Or did being unplugged for the flight mess me up? 
“It’s not what you think,” she tells the officers. “The espresso machine malfunctioned. She didn’t mean to do it.” 
Another officer crouches next to the hunk and presses two fingers to his neck. “He’s still alive,” he declares. 
I sigh in relief, and a little bit of steam spurts from my nozzle. I didn’t kill the hunky hunk after all! 
The officer presses down on the walkie-talkie on his shoulder. “We need an ambulance at—”
The hunk sits up and the cop leaps back. “I’m okay! Just umm… the floor looked very comfortable, and I got very tired after lifting the espresso machine.”
“Are you saying I’m fat?” I cry.
“Who said that?” the cop demands.
The hunk starts to get to his feet. 
“Sir, please remain still until the medics arrive,” the cop says.
“No, no, no, no,” the hunk says and reaches into his pocket to pull out a card. “It’s a medical condition. Narcolepsy.”
Woohoo, it wasn’t my fault! 
An officer takes the card, examines it for several seconds, and hands it back to him. “That checks out. I think you should still wait to see a medic.”
“It happens all the time. I’m fine,” he says. “I must have startled Nephrite here when I fell asleep.”
The cops glance at each other, shrug, and uncuff Neph. She rubs her wrists as though the binds had hurt her. The cops don’t even apologize as they stroll away. If I wasn't trapped in an espresso machine, I’d have my lawyers on them!
“I’m so sorry,” Hunk-o-matic says.
“You should have a warning about your narcolepsy on your ChorePossum profile,” Neph tells him.
He shakes his head. His hair hangs lank and damp from my steam, and his face is red from the heat. “I don’t have narcolepsy. I just said that so the human cops would leave.”
“So I did burn you so bad you passed out?”
He shakes his head again. “Nope, just startled me. Whenever that happens, I play possum. Didn’t you read the fine print?” 
He pulls up his phone and turns the screen for us to look. 
Disclaimer: ChorePossums may be prone to sudden bouts of wide-open mouth and playing dead if startled, scared or insecure. This is a defense mechanism that evolved from our animal form and cannot be controlled. Thank you for your understanding. 
“That font is tiny. Does anyone even read it?” 
Hunk-a-hunk shrugs. “It’s not usually a problem. This is the first time I’ve been steamed on the job.” 
Shit. I can’t even giggle and touch his arm to make burning him seem like a cute quirk. 
I used to be able to flirt my way out of any situation—from convincing guards at a warlord’s villa to let my friends and me go, to getting free drinks when I was underage—but ever since I became an espresso machine, nada! 
I still have my voice, though. Maybe I can at least smooth things over. I giggle—or try to, anyway. It sounds strained, and much closer to a cough. “I’m really sorry about the steam. I just thought you’d look a little bit better… wet.” Since I can’t flutter my eyelashes, I twist my knobs instead. 
“Really, Diva?” Neph snorts.
I shush her with a hiss—literally, because a bit of steam escapes.  
Hunk Squared’s cheeks are flushed, but that could be from the steam. He runs a hand through his damp-but-still-gorgeous hair, knocking the leaf out. He doesn’t seem to notice it flutter to the floor. “It’s okay. I never say no to a free sauna.”
He laughs, but it sounds forced. My heart drops. He’s clearly not impressed with me. No one ever is anymore—except in the “oh look, a talking espresso machine” sense. If they ever bother to compliment the coffee I’ve made, they just give credit to Neph—or whichever one of her mates happens to bring them their cup of java. 
Men used to line up to take me out on a date. I miss that. I miss getting compliments about my hair. My clothes. My curves. All I had to do was bat my eyelashes—
“Diva,” Neph cries as I let out a puff of steam.
“Sorry. Sorry!”
“No worries,” the sexily damp ChorePossum says. “Shall we go? The UP Express is just that way.”
I glance in the direction he’s pointing. As much as I want to go with him, I can’t. Not when there’s a good chance I’ll steam him again. Ever since I’ve met the man, I’ve had no control over my knobs and nozzles… and what if next time it happens, he doesn’t come to in time, and Neph ends up in jail?
If I had a head to shake, I would. “Actually, Neph and I can handle it from here.”
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