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LIFE AFTER THEFT


PROLOGUE

Sharon Avery settled her large frame into a chair on Fredrick Birkan’s rooftop deck and gazed down the mountainside at Lake Geneva. How much money did one need to own a house in the Swiss Alps? Enough that she was quickly recalculating the price of the goods she was about to offer Birkan.

Birkan came out the French door and handed her a glass of wine and then set a plate of cheeses on the patio table. He made the requisite small talk. She replied by rote. Idle chatter really wasn’t her thing, but Birkan was the kind of man who’d dismiss her as a crass American if she got right down to business.

Finally, he broached the subject himself, swirling his wine before saying, ever so casually, “I took a chance inviting you to my home, Ms. Avery. You are a stranger to me and I do not usually invite strangers here. But I made a rare exception, based on your excellent professional reputation.”

That was a lie. According to her sources, he said the same thing to every potential new business associate, to make them feel both honored and obliged to live up to his expectations. And, she presumed, so he could show off his estate—a don’t-fuck-with-me display of his wealth and power in the supernatural community.

“I will admit,” Birkan continued, “when you first contacted me, I thought it was a joke. The item you offered … well, it is not exactly easy to obtain.”

“I wouldn’t offer it to you if it was,” she said. “That would be an insult to the quality of your collection.”

He nodded, pleased. “Yet you believe you can obtain it? While you have a sterling reputation, I am told it is impossible, even for a master thief.”

“True, but I’ve come into some information that will make it much easier. And I have a particular thief in mind. One whose reputation surpasses even my own.”

She reached into her briefcase and passed him a file folder. As he read the first page, his brows shot up.

“Karl Marsten? The werewolf?”

“Is that a problem?”

“He is notoriously difficult to hire. I have tried myself and have not even been able to arrange a meeting with him.”

“I can get you one.”

Birkan tapped the folder. “So he has not truly retired?”

Avery smiled. “Oh, he says he has. But I believe we can persuade him to take one last job.”


ONE

As I edited the piece on chupacabra sightings, I sipped my decaf coffee and ignored the disapproving looks from the sales director. A week ago, she had informed me—complete with Web links—that even decaf contained caffeine and I was endangering the life of my unborn child. I’d pointed out that I’d drunk decaf all through my pregnancy with Nita, whereupon she’d made some snide comment about my daughter’s high activity levels. I ignored that. Nita had a werewolf and a chaos half-demon for parents—one couldn’t expect her to sit quietly for long.

I returned my attention to the article, written by an intern who apparently had managed to get through college without learning the difference between “there,” “their,” and “they’re.” I only had myself to blame, given that I’d hired him. I’m now the editor at True News, which would be far more impressive if I hadn’t been promoted during a downsizing, when they’d decided I could handle the position while still being lead reporter. But it’s a miracle we’re open at all—World Weekly News stopped publishing years ago when the Internet began fulfilling the public’s appetite for “Proof of Elvis on Mars!” stories.

When my phone rang, I answered with, “Hope Adams.” My brother, Joel, laughed and said, “You guys can’t afford call display?”

“No, I can’t afford the two seconds it takes to look at it. I’m rewriting an intern’s piece and lamenting the state of the modern education system. Which makes me feel very old.”

“Maybe so, but I’ll join you in that lament. I just hired two MBAs who don’t know how to write a proper business letter. Which segues nicely into the reason for my call. Good employees are hard to find, and when you do find one, you do everything in your power to keep him. I need you to talk to your husband.”

“I thought Karl was working out well.”

“Better than well. I had three guys working on a security plan for weeks, and they couldn’t meet the specs. In two days, Karl had it done. The client was ecstatic.”

“Okay…”

“Then I put him on this project protecting something called the Anatolian Hoard. It’s supposedly cursed, so figured he’d get a kick out of it, given what you do for a living.”

“So what happened?”

Silence. Then, “He didn’t tell you? He quit.”

“What?”

“I gave him the project yesterday morning. He started work on it. Then, after lunch, he tells me he wanted to go back into sales. I tried to talk him out of it, but you know your husband. I may be his boss, but with Karl that’s a technicality. Which is where you come in. Will you talk to him? Please?”

When I married Karl, I knew exactly what he was. Not just a werewolf, but a jewel thief. Hell, I’d met him because I’d been hired to foil one of his museum heists. So there were no illusions. And the fact that he retired from the life six months ago has nothing to do with me. In fact, if I had my way, he’d still be stealing jewels, because that’s his life—it’s how he’s lived since his father died when he was fifteen. More importantly, it’s how he works off the nastier instincts that come with being a werewolf. Instead of chasing human prey, he chases the glittering variety, getting his adrenaline rush from that. Nobody understands the importance of that sublimation better than me, as a half-demon who craves the same rush.

Karl had begun talking about retiring when Nita was born. He’d been shot in the head a couple of days before her birth, while I’d been taken captive, our unborn daughter held as “ransom” to get my father’s—Lucifer’s—attention. All that had nothing to do with Karl’s profession, but it still put things in perspective, and he’d wanted to make changes, starting by quitting the life.

I’d convinced him there was no point. He only took a few jobs a year, all out of country, and it would be years before Nita started asking questions. Then we’d started working on having another baby, and he’d barely broached the subject of quitting again when we had an … incident. It was at a Pack Meet. The youngest Pack member, Noah, had asked Karl to show him a few tricks, because he was taking law enforcement in college, so he was curious. Karl obliged. Nita watched. Then we returned home to discover her luggage contained two books, a stuffed animal, and a necklace that she’d stolen from the Danvers twins. 

Nita had been very proud of herself, regaling her father with the story as best a three-year-old can tell one. She’d gotten a long talk about the notion of private property and a trip back to Stonehaven to return the items with apologies. The twins had been very impressed and made her show them how she’d done it—getting the books and toy from a high shelf and the jewelry from around Kate’s neck. Elena and Jeremy had been amused. Clayton was not. But one person was even more appalled than Clay: Karl. When we got home Sunday night, he’d called my brother to see if his long-standing offer of employment still stood.


TWO

After Joel’s call, I packed in my editing early and headed out to find Karl and Nita. 

After Nita was born, we’d moved from a condo to a house … the sort of home that befits two people with very healthy bank accounts. Not some obscenely tacky modern mansion—that isn’t Karl’s style or mine. It’s an early twentieth-century two-story on an acre of land, backing onto a ravine. The money went into the location—a neighborhood dating back almost to the time my dad’s family landed on the Mayflower. And by “dad,” I mean Will Adams, the man who raised me, not my biological father. Dad’s family may be old, but compared with Lucifer’s, they’re strictly new blood. 

Given the time, Karl and Nita would be at the park. Karl worked only part-time for Joel, doing as much as possible from home, because he was the primary caregiver for our daughter. As he says, there’s only a brief window before kids go off to school, and it’s an experience he’s never going to get again. 

Even from the parking lot, I could see my husband. In a sea of au pairs, nannies, and mothers, the only man stuck out. Not that Karl wouldn’t stick out anyway. He’s fifty-six, but werewolves age slowly, so he looks more like a forty-year-old guy in prime condition: six feet tall, well built, wavy black hair barely touched with silver, and a face that belongs on the silver screen. Of course, being married to him, I could be biased, but the looks he got from the other caregivers said I was not.

As Karl watched Nita on the climbers, a couple of the twenty-something nannies stood nearby, trying to catch his attention and failing miserably. When Karl switches on the charm, he’s undeniable, which is why he’d made a good salesman. Yet it really is a switch, and when it’s off, that’s a hint: leave him alone or you’ll wish you had.

When he saw me, that somber expression broke into a smile and he turned … just as Nita attempted to leap across three bars. I yelped a warning, but Karl was already in flight, catching her as deftly as if he’d never taken his eyes off her, which he hadn’t, not completely.

“Oh, your nanny’s here,” one of the women said, adding, “Finally,” with a look that told me I really shouldn’t force my poor boss to—God forbid—take care of his own child.

As for why she presumed I was the nanny, let’s just say that every other woman of color in that playground was caring for someone else’s kids. My mother is Indo-American, and being half-demon means I get my looks from her. That’s when Nita spotted me and let out a whoop of “Mommy!” diving from Karl’s arms. I scooped her up as Karl came over and kissed me, and the nannies decided they really ought to get back to, you know, actually watching the kids they were being paid to watch.

“Mommy, Mommy, Mommy,” Nita sang as she hugged me tight enough to inhibit breathing. “Did you see me jump?”

“I saw you nearly fall.”

“Daddy caught me.”

“Daddy won’t always be there to catch you,” I said, ignoring the look on Karl’s face that said he damned well would be. “You need to be more careful. Or you’ll take a tumble and—”

“Break my arm,” she said, giggling. “Kate broke her arm. I want to break mine.”

“No, you do not.”

“I never broke a bone. I want to.”

“To see what it’s like? I’ll tell you. It hurts.”

She shrugged, as if this was inconsequential compared with the thrill of a new experience, and I cursed Lucifer for that. When Nita was born, my demon father said she would inherit some of my chaos hunger, making it more manageable for me. Which it is, but it’s left my daughter with a thirst for adventure that keeps us very, very busy. This is as bad as it will get, though, and if pressed I’ll admit that’s not such a horrible thing, and it’s not entirely the fault of my genes. If I were too worried, I certainly wouldn’t be having a second child.

“Park done, Daddy.” Nita twisted in my arms and launched herself back at her father. “Ice cream time.”

“I believe ice cream is on Tuesdays,” he said. “Today is Thursday.”

“Mommy’s having a baby. She needs ice cream. My book says so. Milk and cheese and ice cream for…” Her face screwed up.

“Calcium,” I said.

“Calcium!” she said, screeching the word like she’d found a new toy. “Calcium, calcium, calcium. Mommy needs calcium. Mommy needs ice cream.”

“You’re right,” Karl said. “So we’ll buy Mommy some. You and I will sit and watch—”

“No! Daddy watch. Mommy and Nita eat. Need calcium, calcium, calcium!” She wriggled down, saying, “Slide!” and then took off for one last ride, running and singing at the top of her lungs.

“She’s such a deeply unhappy child,” Karl said. “I don’t know where we went wrong.”

I laughed. Nita does have a temper—no idea where that came from—but the best word to describe our daughter is exuberant. I watched her run off, black curls streaming behind her. If the nannies were surprised she was my daughter, they needed glasses. Her big blue eyes are Karl’s, but otherwise she has my hair, my features, and skin only a shade lighter. Also, sadly, she has inherited her mother’s size, meaning we’ve just barely gotten out of the infants’ section.

Karl took my hand, entwining it in his as we walked. When we first started dating—after two years of being friends—he’d have no more held my hand in public than he’d have worn brown shoes with black trousers. I won’t say marriage and kids has mellowed him, but it’s calmed something in his core. It is the realization of a goal he never allowed himself to even acknowledge. He had a stable life now—with territory and family—and public displays of affection declared that this was his choice and he was happy with it.

His hand tightened around mine. “I’d ask if you got done early, but I know that never happens. Was it work you could bring home?”

I nodded.

“Excellent timing. Nita goes for her nap after we get back home.”

“Giving me a quiet hour to work?”

He met my smile with one of his own. “Not exactly what I had in mind, but you can certainly try to work during it. I’d be rather disappointed if you managed, though.”

I laughed. I was tempted to let the job conversation wait until after sex. Four months pregnant meant I was into my favorite stage of the process, where I’m past the morning sickness, far from waddling, and enjoying the surge of hormones that make sex even better than usual, which is saying a lot. 

It helps that I have a partner who very enthusiastically takes advantage of my libido upswing. Having a three-year-old, though, means scant private time. If I got the chance for an hour alone with my husband, I really did not want to spend it having a discussion that might turn into a fight. Sadly, I wouldn’t be able to push this conversation out of my mind enough to focus on sex. 

As we were walking back to the house, I told Karl that we needed to talk first. Then I put Nita down for her nap, which is easier than one might think. She actually embraces the rest time, even reminding us if we forget it. She can feel her batteries running low and wants the recharge.

When I came out of her room, Karl had made tea.

“I came home early because Joel called,” I said as I settled onto the sofa.

Karl was at the bar, getting a water from the fridge. At my words, he stiffened, just a little. He uncapped a Perrier, his back still to me.

“I was going to tell you,” he said.

“I should hope so.”

“I planned to do it after dinner,” he said as he turned to meet my eye. “Last night, we were preoccupied with Nita bumping her head, and this morning I didn’t want to hit you with it as you were heading to work.”

“Okay. I’d still rather not have heard it from my brother, but let’s move on. You liked the security work, Karl. Liked it a hell of a lot more than sales. Designing and debugging security systems is right up your alley.”

He’d been standing in front of the bar, listening. Now he came over and sat in the chair across from me. He fingered the bottle and stared out the back window, and I watched him, turned away from me to hide his expression.

At home, Karl doesn’t dull his edges—he just keeps them covered. Working as a salesman, though, doesn’t just dull those edges—it smashes them and leaves him a little bit broken. It was killing me to watch it happen.

Worse, I had to feel it happen. As a chaos half-demon, I get a direct line to other people’s chaos. My powers may have weakened along with my hunger, but when my husband is struggling, I feel every twitch and roil of it.

I got to my feet and walked to the patio doors and out onto the back deck. Karl followed, leaving the door open so we could hear Nita’s bell. We refuse to put a lock on our bedroom door for privacy, so we put a bell over hers. We tell her it’s her princess bell, so we know when the princess is awake and her loyal servants can be ready.

I waited until he was outside. Then I turned to face him. “Tell me what I can do to make you quit sales.”

“Hope…”

“I know this isn’t about me. It’s about you, and what you want for your family, for your kids. You want to be able to tell them what you did for a living and have them be proud of you. But you know what, Karl? You being miserable in a job isn’t going to make them proud.”

“It isn’t about them being proud of me. It’s about having something to tell them. I don’t want my children to grow up with lies. The sales job is a temporary measure while I figure out what I want.”

“How about the security work that you just quit?”

He eased back. “I had a reason.”

“You researched the Anatolian Hoard, saw the Eye of Pldans, and knew if you designed the plans to secure it, you’d be tempted to breach them yourself. To steal it.”

He looked up sharply.

“What?” I said. “I’m your wife. I hope I could figure out at least one plausible reason why you quit after being given that specific job. I looked up the Hoard. It contains the Eye of Pldans. A jeweled amulet with a diamond center. In the human world, they say it’s cursed. But in the supernatural world, it’s believed to convey the power of fire to anyone with demon blood. In other words, for a half-demon, it adds a bonus power. That means that while it’s valuable to humans, it’s even more valuable on the supernatural black market.”

He was quiet for a minute. Then he said, “I put out a few feelers to see if anyone was looking to buy it. I told myself that was part of the research. A security system must protect against the supernatural powers of potential thieves.”

“Yes, and you can’t steal it even if you wanted to. It’s historically significant. That violates your agreement with Clayton.”

“True, but the buyer I uncovered isn’t a supernatural. He’s a Turkish national who plans to return it to his government, the rightful owners.”

“Meaning you could get the thrill plus the payday of a heist, and even Clay would admit it wasn’t a bad thing.”

“Not really my priority.”

“But still, win-win, right?”

“Except for the part where I betray my brother-in-law’s trust. And betray my own decision to retire, a mere six months after making it.”

I lowered myself into a deck chair. “I just want you to be happy, Karl.”

“I am.”

I met his gaze. “Chaos half-demon, remember? I can tell when you’re unsettled.”

“Unsettled, yes. Not unhappy. Am I as happy as I was three months ago, when you told me you were pregnant again? No. Am I happier than I was before I met you? Absolutely. The worst days since you came into my life are better than the best days that came before it, Hope.” He paused. “Except for when I was shot in the head while you were kidnapped by your psycho ex. That wins for worst day ever.”

I laughed in spite of myself.

He continued. “But other than that, I’m much happier now. Also, being shot in the head makes a man rethink his life. I didn’t want to die and have you lie to our child about what her father did for a living. Perhaps that shouldn’t have crossed my mind. But it did. It still does. I want to be able to look our children in the eye when I answer that question.”

“Getting a legit job doesn’t mean you need to stop being a thief.”

“Try to have it all?” He shook his head. “I spent fifty years thinking only of myself. I’ve had enough of that to last a lifetime. I’m only struggling a little because this is a period of transition. And it’s not as if I plan to give up every bit of adventure in my life and settle into a desk job. I have Pack missions, and I have interracial council investigations with you.”

He pulled another chair over to sit in front of me. “I’ll feed my own chaos cravings with those, and I’ll find a better position, and everything will be fine.” He leaned back in his seat. “By the way, the answer is four.”

“To what question?”

“How many kids I want. I know we keep going back and forth. Three, maybe four, no, three…”

“So we’re done talking about the security job?”

“You want me happy. I’ve picked a topic that makes me much happier.” He rose, picked me up, and put me on the railing, his hands on my hips as he moved closer. “You’ve said it’s up to me, and I keep waffling, which is highly uncharacteristic. But I’ve never felt it should be my choice. Yes, I know, you’ve said you don’t care, but you’re still the one who has to go through a nine-month pregnancy and childbirth. Yet I have decided that since you’ve given me the choice, and I believe I’ve proven that I’ll take on my share of the postpartum responsibilities…”

“More than your share.”

“Then if you are giving me the option, I need to be honest and say four. I would like four children.” His hands slid under my skirt and over my hips. “Yes?”

“I said it was your choice.”

“I’d still like to hear you say it.” He tugged my panties down and I lifted my hips to help. 

“Yes, Karl, I’d like four kids, too. You realize you can’t start on number three now, right?”

He chuckled. “I can practice.”

“Uh-huh. You like that, don’t you? Particularly when I’m already knocked up.”

His nose wrinkled. “I wouldn’t put it that way.”

“Knocked up? Oh, hell, yeah.” I leaned back a little on the railing. “You like having kids. You like working on making kids. But you also really like this part.” 

I eased my dress up over the bump it concealed. His hands slid up to that, fingers running over it as a smug smile played on his lips.

I chuckled. “You like that, and you like it even more when it’s big enough that everyone can see what you’ve done.”

“That would be positively Paleolithic of me.”

“Yep.”

His fingers dropped back to my legs and eased down my inner thighs, but his gaze stayed fixed on that bump, the smile growing, just a little.

“Very pleased with yourself,” I said, arching back as he slid a finger into me.

“Never. Any man can make babies. Most, anyway.”

“True.”

“Of course…” Another finger, working expertly, as I closed my eyes and moaned. “If I was overly pleased with myself, I would have good cause.”

“Would you?”

“Impregnating a woman is no great accomplishment. However…” 

He paused here for more wonderful finger-work. I responded with more appreciative moaning. With his free hand, he undid the buttons on the front of my dress. His hand roamed up my stomach, pausing at my belly, and then continued to my bra, flicking open the front clasp.

“However…” he continued. “A brilliant and beautiful woman who agrees to have my babies…” He cupped my breast with his free hand and teased one nipple. “Who, furthermore, agrees to have as many as I want…” His lips came toward mine. “That is, I believe, cause for me to be very pleased with myself.”

He kissed me and I wrapped my hands around his neck and returned it. Then I pulled back, my hands dropping to undo his belt.

“That’s … not entirely true,” I said.

“No?”

I opened his button, pulled down the zipper, and reached inside. “I wouldn’t say I’m willing to have your babies. I believe the word”—I moved my lips to his ear and whispered— “is eager. Very, very eager.”

He let out a growl, grabbed my hips, and pushed into me.
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