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Motor City Wolf

By Cindy Spencer Pape


Less than a year ago, Fianna Meadows was a pampered noble in the Faerie court. Then she was exiled, turned mortal and forced to work for a living—in a werewolf bar in Detroit, no less! Still, Fianna has to admit her new life isn’t so bad…particularly when it comes to Greg Novak, the bar’s sexy owner.


For Greg, keeping his hands off Fianna has been a challenge. But his sense of honor won’t let him get involved with a woman put in his care, even if Fianna is eager to explore her new feelings of lust. Resisting the temptation to claim her gets even harder when Greg’s grandfather, the region’s Alpha, orders him to marry and Fianna agrees to pretend to be his chosen mate.


Fighting his attraction to Fianna isn’t Greg’s only problem. Someone is killing werewolves and attacking other paranormal beings in Detroit. He vows to do whatever it takes protect both his pack and Fianna—even if that means giving her up…
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Dear Reader,


I feel as though it was just last week I was attending 2010 conferences and telling authors and readers who were wondering what was next for Carina Press, “we’ve only been publishing books for four months, give us time” and now, here it is, a year later. Carina Press has been bringing you quality romance, mystery, science fiction, fantasy and more for over twelve months. This just boggles my mind.


But though we’re celebrating our one-year anniversary (with champagne and chocolate, of course) we’re not slowing down. Every week brings something new for us, and we continue to look for ways to grow, expand and improve. This summer, we’ll continue to bring you new genres, new authors and new niches—and we plan to publish the unexpected for years to come.


So whether you’re reading this in the middle of a summer heat wave, looking to escape from the hot summer nights and sultry afternoons, or whether you’re reading this in the dead of winter, searching for a respite from the cold, months after I’ve written it, you can be assured that our promise to take you on new adventures, bring you great stories and discover new talent remains the same.


We love to hear from readers, and you can email us your thoughts, comments and questions to generalinquiries@carinapress.com. You can also interact with Carina Press staff and authors on our blog, Twitter stream and Facebook fan page.


Happy reading!

~Angela James


Executive Editor, Carina Press
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Chapter One



“Somebody is killing werewolves.”

Greg Novak spoke calmly, though he was seething inside. He sat in the office of the bar he co-owned with his brother, George, and looked at his small pack. Four lupine shifters and two humans. As an alpha, he’d been unable to live under the hand of a more dominant wolf. He’d broken away from his family pack at adulthood, and the other three wolves had followed him. First they’d gone to California and formed a rock band, then when Greg and George had inherited the club from their maternal grandfather, they’d all come back home to Michigan. The humans had joined up more recently. It might not be much of a pack, but it was his. They were his family, by blood or affection, and his responsibility.

“It has to be Beowulf,” George grumbled. His dark brown eyes were a mirror of Greg’s own. Younger by less than a year, he was the fashionable one, with a sleek, expensive haircut, designer jeans and a glossy black leather jacket, while Greg preferred his own long hair, battered jeans and rock-band T-shirts. They also differed in outlook. Lacking the souped-up hormones that an alpha like Greg was stuck with, George often had the more level head of the two. “We just have to figure out who Beowulf is.”

“Or why he’s working with this Nightshade asshole to take out our people in Detroit.” Lana, the Novaks’ cousin, was perched atop a filing cabinet in the corner of the small basement room, since there weren’t enough chairs. The room was simple, with exposed brick walls and a wooden floor, much like it had been when Greg’s great-grandfather had owned it in the 20s, running with the Purple Gang to funnel Canadian alcohol into American bars.

“I talked to Meagan earlier today,” offered Jase, George’s lover, from where he sat on the edge of George’s antique wooden desk. “The elves haven’t found out anything more. All they’re saying is that Underhill has gone quiet.” Jase’s lilting Jamaican accent was at odds with the others’ Midwestern speech, and the silver beads in his black dreadlocks jingled as he spoke.

Greg smiled at Jase, a human pottery artist. Everyone nodded, aware of the recent trouble within the Fae. An elven racial purity movement had tried to seize control of Underhill. Nobody knew how the legendary werewolf-assassin, Beowulf, was connected to that now-dormant plot, but his name had come up during the Fae investigations and now someone was taking out lupines.

“So right now it’s only werewolves under attack. Fucking great.” Vince Martin, the fourth lupine in the room, had been a friend of both Greg and George’s since they were all pups. He sat in the one guest armchair. “So what do we do?”

“Stay alert,” Greg advised. “Watch each other’s backs. Hell, take a long vacation if you want. That’s probably the smartest thing to do.”

“We could hire more staff to manage the club and take the band back on the road,” George offered half-heartedly. All four lupines made up the band that played most weekends at the club. As the only one in a serious relationship, traveling would be hardest on George.

They all looked at each other. Everyone but Vince shook their heads.

“I’m staying,” Greg said. “This bar is my territory and I’m not going to give up without a fight. The rest of you are free to do what you want.”


“Staying,” said George and Jase together, their fingers intertwined, George’s dark tan and Jase’s deep brown.

“Ditto,” Lana chimed in. She fluffed her long, wavy hair and looked at Greg with her lighter, amber brown eyes. She was a computer-engineering grad student. Not only was she as proud and stubborn as the rest of them, but leaving town would mean she’d have to further delay her education. Greg didn’t want her to have to do that.

“Me, too.” Vince crossed his arms over his chest and leaned back in his chair. His hazel eyes made the ladies swoon and his medium brown, shaggy haircut had been highlighted with blue streaks.

“Not that anyone asked, but I’m not going anywhere either.” The clipped accent was not quite English, not quite Irish, but something older than both.

Greg looked over at the sixth person in the room, who sat primly in a corner on a barstool she’d dragged in for this meeting. Tall, slender and blonde, Fianna Meadows could have been a model. As a member of the Seelie Court, she’d been drawn into her uncle’s racial purity movement, and when the movement had been routed out, the queen had turned her human as a punishment. Her sentence included work in a menial capacity, in this case being a waitress at the New Moon.

“You could go stay with Meagan or Elise. I’m sure under the circumstances, the queen would—”

“No.” She gazed back at him, her pale aqua eyes steady and determined.

Looking at Fianna fired up all of Greg’s hormones, but since he’d essentially been assigned to be her jailer, she was off-limits. Greg might have a slightly skewed moral code, but he did have some honor.

He couldn’t take advantage of a woman forced to work for him as an alternative to death. Much as he wanted to.

“So we’ve agreed that we’ll stay.” Greg made eye contact with each of the others. “And we’ll watch one another’s backs.”

George nodded. “We’ll keep working with the Wyndewin and Fae to see if we can identify any of the players, particularly to get any whiff of Beowulf’s identity.”

“Or more importantly, who hired him,” Lana added pointedly. “According to the legends, Beowulf has always been a killer for hire, not someone with his own agenda.”

“True. Whatever is going on, we’re pretty sure Nightshade was only using the purity movement to unsettle the Fae. He may be doing the same with Beowulf and the wolves.” George, again, was the most rational sometimes. “Whatever the reason for the killings, it may well be something bigger than either the lupines or Fae combined.”

Lana nodded. “I can get with some hacker friends, see if we can find a money trail, or some sort of pattern to the hits.”

“Good.” Greg nodded. Though part of his instincts wanted to keep the females out of it, he knew Lana too well to believe she’d sit on her hands and be protected. She was an in-your-face kind of werewolf.

Vince thought a moment and tipped his head. “I can hang out at some other werewolf joints around town, see what information I can pick up.” The only one of the band with a job outside the bar, Vince was the morning DJ for a popular radio station and only came in when they were playing.


“Meanwhile,” Fianna noted, “the dinner rush is about to begin. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll get to work. I might not be much use in a werewolf investigation, but after three months, I think I can handle getting things ready in the bar.”

“You’re doing a great job, Fee.” Greg gave her an approving nod. “And don’t doubt for a moment that we’re glad to have you on our side.”

The smile she gave him as she left was so stunning it made his stomach hurt.

Well, even if he couldn’t have her, he’d damn sure keep her safe.

 

“Hey, baby, what time do you get off?”

Fianna resisted the urge to smack the drunken college student over the head with her tray. Why would someone be killing werewolves, and were the Novaks on the list? Still reeling from Greg’s announcement, Fianna had less patience than usual with the unruly patrons. She still had bruises on her backside from the same customer the night before. Why did human men automatically think waitresses in a bar were fair game? Well, to be fair, their elven counterparts hadn’t been much better. Fianna’s own uncle and cousin had used her as a pawn, and had planned to marry her off for political gain.

“Yo, blondie, another pitcher over here,” the burly human across the room shouted. He was rude, but he tipped well and never pinched. Fianna smiled her acknowledgement of the order and returned to the bar to fetch another pitcher of beer.

Less than a year ago, she’d been a pampered young noble at the Faerie queen’s court. Now she’d been stripped of her powers, turned mortal and forced to work in a small, basement-level tavern in Detroit, a city rife with unemployment, crime and decay. Could things get any worse?

Well, yes. She could be dead. After being, however unwittingly, part of a plot to overthrow the elven queen and kill one of the members of the Seelie Court, Fianna was lucky not to have been executed. Instead, the very people she’d betrayed had stepped in and suggested this punishment, which at the time had seemed worse to Fianna. Three months later, despite the leers and pinches, she was very glad to be alive. Learning to be mortal, though, and a commoner at that, hadn’t been easy. Sometimes she still didn’t understand the things they said or the way her own body behaved. How did humans manage to cope with it all in such short lifetimes?

“I need a pitcher of Atwater Amber, please,” she said to Mickey, the graduate student tending one end of the bar. Normally on a Friday night, Greg or George would be back there as well, and Lana would be helping wait tables. Tonight though, the Novaks’ band was going to play, and all three were in the back room preparing for the performance, leaving Fianna, Jase and a handful of part-time staff to manage the larger-than-usual crowd.

“Hey, Fee, how’s it going?”

Blinking at the unexpected voice, Fianna spotted a short redheaded woman perched on a barstool behind the beer taps, pulling drafts and pitchers.

“Busy night, huh?” Meagan Kelly Thornhill, known to the Fae as Lady Rose, finished filling a pitcher with the golden local beer and handed it to Fianna.

“What are you doing back there? Shouldn’t you be resting?” Fianna hurried to take the heavy pitcher from the other woman’s hand. Meagan seemed determined to stay active, despite being almost four months pregnant. For most elves, pregnancy was a tenuous condition, fraught with worry, but the half-Fae woman appeared to be thriving.


Meagan laughed, her green eyes twinkling brightly. “Don’t worry. Baby and I are both doing fine, and I can pull drafts in my sleep. How do you think I paid the rent through art school?”

“Furt’ermore, if she tries to move her ass from that stool, I’ll tie her down to it,” Jase chimed in.

Why was Meagan here? Fianna hadn’t ever seen her in the bar before.

“Ric’s playing with the band tonight.” Meagan answered Fianna’s unspoken question.

Ah. Meagan’s husband was an elven bard, and a close friend of the Novaks.

“Yo, sweetcheeks, how about that beer?”

Meagan laughed and wrinkled her nose. “Some things about the old days I don’t miss. Catch you later, Fee.”

For the next twenty minutes, Fianna was too busy to stop and talk to anyone. Another drunkard groped her breast as she passed and she felt a momentary longing to have her magic back, so she could dump his beer into his lap without him knowing it was her. She served another round to the booths in the back corner and as she returned to the bar, she felt a distinctive tingling on her skin. Greg is here.

A drum roll followed, letting her know she’d been correct. “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the New Moon.”

Fianna turned toward the stage, trying to ignore the fluttery feeling in the pit of her stomach from the sound of his low-pitched, rumbling voice. Though he sat behind his drum kit and his band-mates, to her he dominated the small stage.

“Let’s have a round of applause for the house band, The Lonely Wolves.” Greg’s amplified voice filled the room. “We’ve got my brother George on lead guitar, my cousin Lana on bass, Vince Martin on keyboards, and I’m Greg Novak.” He played a short drum roll. “Now let’s give a big, New Moon welcome to my good friend, Mr. Ric Thornhill.”

Amid thunderous applause, a tall, slender man with golden blond hair stepped onto the stage. A sharp whistle split the air from behind the bar, and Fianna swiveled to see Meagan raise two fingers to her mouth and whistle again as she beamed at her husband.

Fianna had heard Alaric of the Thorny Hills, former bard to the Seelie queen, perform before, but never in the mortal realm, backed by a rock-and-roll band. The band launched into its customary opening number, “Bad Moon Rising,” but instead of George’s smooth bass voice carrying the melody, Ric’s rich baritone took the lead.

The audience watched Ric with rapt attention, the quiet settling over the noisy crowd in a ripple, leaving each member focused on the stage. Even Fianna, who knew it was part talent and part spell, felt her tense muscles ease as the magic of Ric’s singing filled the room. She leaned back against the bar. No one would be ordering drinks now, not until the band took a break. That was the power of an elven bard.

“Here, you look like you need this.” Something cold touched her elbow, and Fianna looked down to see Meagan had slid a glass of ice water across the bar.


“Thank you.” It still amazed Fianna that Meagan didn’t hate her, not when Fianna’s uncle had tried to kill Meagan. Blind family loyalty had led Fianna to believe Owain when he’d promised her no one would be hurt, and guilt still tormented her for the role she’d played in the conspiracy. How could Meagan have forgiven her? No matter how long Fianna spent among mortals or half-mortals, she wasn’t sure she’d ever comprehend the complexities of their spirit.

The song ended and another began, this one a very old love ballad. It had to be for Meagan, because everyone Underhill knew Alaric never sang love songs. Yet now he did, and so beautifully, it brought tears to Fianna’s eyes.

Meagan sighed. “I love this song. It always makes me want to jump his bones, and he knows it, the bastard.” Even the curse was said with a dreamy smile.

Not long ago, Fianna would have been horrified that the other woman had admitted to such a base emotion as lust. Now she watched the muscles glide beneath Greg’s tight T-shirt as he tapped along on the drums and she sighed. Her whole body tingled and a strange knot formed in her stomach whenever she looked at him. His dark brown, almost black, hair brushed his shoulders and heavy brows hooded his deep brown eyes. His craggy face was too rugged to be considered handsome, but to her, he was the epitome of masculine perfection.

“Does Greg have any idea how you feel about him?” Meagan leaned across the bar on her elbows so she could be heard.

Fianna shrugged and bit her lip. “I do not know.” Honestly, she wasn’t sure herself how she felt about the sexy werewolf. On the one hand, he was irreverent, sarcastic and uncouth, most of the time, anyway. On the other, he could turn her bones to jelly with just a look.

“Have you and he…you know?” Meagan raised an eyebrow and grinned. “Done it?”

“Done what?” Then Fianna caught her meaning and felt her skin heat with a flush. Her complexion was very fair, so she knew right now her skin must be a vivid pink. “Oh! No. He has kissed me though. Twice. Once when I was still…” She wasn’t supposed to mention the words Fae or elf in public, as most humans were unaware of their existence.

“Still working for Aidan? Yeah, I knew about that one.”

Trust Meagan to find the right words. Though how had she known? Had Greg said something?

“Ric and I had a fight that day, and Greg drove me home. When I noticed the lipstick on his ear, I believe his exact words were, ‘Aidan’s new secretary is really hot.’”

“He said that? Truly?” Fianna had come to Detroit as executive assistant to Meagan’s cousin, Lord Aidan Green Oak, who oversaw the local safe-house. Here he was known as Aidan Greene, CEO of Underhill, Inc., which managed the Fae’s vast holdings in the mortal realm. That’s where she’d met Greg. Even when she’d still believed mortals and werewolves were inferior, he’d still made her tingle, still appealed to her senses in way that had confused and frightened her. She’d learned more about humans and shifters over the last few months, much to her own shame. Greg still confused her, but she was no longer afraid of her feelings.

“Hey, Fee, you still with me?” Meagan tapped Fianna on the shoulder.

“I’m sorry.” She’d gotten caught up in watching Greg again.

“It’s all right. I was watching them, too. So, is he a good kisser?”

Fianna’s face flamed again. All she could do was give a jerk of her head in response. A moment later, she sighed. “He was…amazing.” Not that she had a lot to compare him with.


“Go for it. I’ve seen the way he looks at you. Heat like that doesn’t come along every day. When you do get the chance, you need to grab on and enjoy the ride.”

“Sometimes I only understand half of what you say.” American idioms did still confuse her on occasion, though this time she had caught the meaning. “He says he has a rule against dating employees. He feels responsible for me since the queen assigned me to his service.”

“That’s probably it. Men of any race get weird when it comes to their personal code of honor.” Meagan shrugged. “I mean, anyone with eyes can see he wants you.”

Was Meagan right? Fianna tried not to get her hopes up. Did Greg want her? Was he holding back because of some bizarre sense of duty, or had he only kissed her because she was female and nearby?

The love song ended and another tune began, this one a classic rock anthem that was part of The Lonely Wolves’ standard repertoire. Fianna had learned something about modern music since she’d been working for the Novaks. The best thing about this song was that it was one of the few on which Greg sang the lead. His almost impossibly deep voice made goose bumps rise on her skin. She’d met enough other werewolves to know it was Greg himself who attracted her, not the species as a whole. As a group, they were more open and less refined than the Fae and perhaps more pragmatic. Greg himself—well, he was just Greg, and stood out from the rest in ways she couldn’t explain, even to herself.

What would she do if he ever got over his qualms about being her employer and turned the full force of his charisma on her? Fianna wasn’t sure she’d be able to cope.

 

Greg finished the second set and put down his drumsticks. They’d been rocking out, and he was sweating like crazy, his T-shirt sticking to his chest. It was good though. The whole band was grinning. The audience had eaten them up with a spoon. Lana set her electric bass into its stand and high-fived Ric, while George bumped fists with Vince, who played keyboard.

To his surprise, Fianna was waiting at the base of the steps with a tray of beers and a shy smile on her lovely, elven face. Greg took a pint glass of Atwater Dunkel, his favorite local brew, and stepped aside so the others could exit the stage, as well. Each of them grabbed a beer, thanking Fianna as they passed. Lana headed for the ladies’ room, while George and Ric made beelines for the bar. Vince wandered off to a table full of sorority girls.

Greg stayed and soaked in the sight of Fianna. His fingers brushed hers as she lowered the now-empty tray and his whole body instantly responded.

Keeping his hands off her for the last three months had been damn near impossible. The only time he’d cracked had been the night of Meagan and Ric’s wedding, when he’d come back to the bar, lonely and horny. That night, he’d given in to the urge to kiss her as he’d walked her upstairs after closing time. The kiss had gotten out of hand, fast. If a call hadn’t come in about Aidan’s daughter being kidnapped, Greg didn’t think he’d have been able to stop.

“Is that Meagan working behind the bar?” He knew it was, but it was something to say. Mostly, he wanted to stay here against the wall and watch Fianna. Simply standing next to her was easily as much fun as kissing anybody else.

“It is, and she shouldn’t be, but she insists.” Fee grimaced toward the bar. “She was a big help though. It’s a good crowd tonight.”


“She’ll be okay. Meagan’s a smart cookie. She’ll stop if she starts feeling rocky.” Without thinking, he reached out and slid his arm around Fianna’s waist. “It’s nice of you to worry about her though. I’m sure she appreciates it.”

Fee sighed and leaned her head into his shoulder. “She is a lucky woman. The way Ric looks at her—it’s like something from one of his ballads. Until I came here, I never knew that it was real, love like theirs, or Aidan and Elise’s, or Jase and your brother’s.”

One thing he’d liked about her from the start was her easy acceptance of George and Jase, even when she’d been snooty about werewolves in general. “It doesn’t happen for everybody.” He leaned closer, inhaling the scent of her hair, vanilla and peach, which made him want to eat her up like an ice-cream sundae. “I know more people who are divorced than I do happy couples. But when it does happen…Yeah, it’s a pretty amazing thing.” He looked over at the bar. Ric was behind it now, helping his wife pull drafts. George had gone to work beside Jase, after a quick but scorching kiss.

“Have you ever been married?” Fee’s next question caught him by surprise.

“Nope. Came close once, but it didn’t work out.” Even after fourteen years, guilt mingled with relief when he thought about that.

“Hello, waitress. Can we get some help?”

Fee sighed and moved away from Greg, much to his body’s disappointment. “I swear, if that customer pinches me one more time, I’m going to dump a beer in his lap. Then you’ll have to fire me.”

Greg took the tray from her hands and bared his teeth. “We’ll see if he tries to pinch me.”

 

Hours later, the bar was closed, the staff had gone home, but Greg, George, Jase, Lana and Fee sat around a table piled high with sandwiches, chips and beer.

“We’re thinking about having a wedding,” George said, squeezing Jase’s hand. “We haven’t decided which state yet to go to since Michigan is so freaking backward.”

Greg gaped at his brother and grinned broadly and high-fived him across the table. “Way to go, guys!”

Lana hugged them both, even as she grumbled. “Seems like everyone we know is hooking up. Must be something in the water. First Ric and Meagan, then Aidan and Elise, now these two.”

“Well, maybe you’ll meet somebody hot at the wedding,” Greg teased. He felt it, too, though, that sense of being left behind. He was thirty-seven years old and only now was he starting to feel lonely. “Weddings are great for getting in the mood.”

Next to Lana, who sat directly across from Greg, Fianna flushed a bright pink. Greg winked at her, remembering the sultry kisses he’d shared with her after Meagan and Ric’s reception. This time he hadn’t even touched her, but his body responded instantly. Damn, tomorrow was a full moon, so all his hormones were in overdrive. He’d definitely have to go out to Belle Isle for a long, hard run tomorrow night. Sometimes a wolf needed some kind of release, and since he wasn’t going to haul Fee up to his apartment and tie her to the bed for a week, running in wolf form was going to have to do it.

George started talking about a new band he’d seen that he wanted to have play at the club. Greg leaned back in his chair and took a long swallow of beer.

Glass shattered.


The window was high, since the club was in the basement of the old building, and behind Lana and Fee who sat with their backs to the wall. Shards of glass cascaded down to the table where they sat and onto them. A glass vodka bottle, half-full of clear fluid, with a flaming rag stuck in the top, thudded onto the tray of sandwiches.

Flames whooshed into Greg’s and George’s faces. Fianna screamed, Lana cursed, as did the men. Briefly blinded, Greg felt his claws emerge and his fangs lengthen as terror and anger brought his wolf to the surface.

Even as he scrabbled out of his chair and away from the fire, he was moving toward Fee. His first coherent thought, after damn that hurts, was to make sure she was clear of the fire. He scented her shampoo over the smell of gasoline and smoke, and was beside her even as his eyes cleared. It was a fight, but he reined in the change and remained in human form.

Once he saw that Fee was safe, he leaped over the bar to grab the fire extinguisher. Jase pulled off his wool jacket and threw it down to smother the flames, which had already covered most of the old wooden table. George and Lana followed suit. Even Fee pulled off her apron and started beating at the flames before Greg sprayed them with the extinguisher.

A moment later, the other window broke. This time, the Molotov cocktail landed on the band platform, knocking over a mike stand. Oh shit, not my drum kit. It was better than people being hurt, but it would still be a loss. At least all the other instruments had been put away. George ran for the door and up the stairs while Greg sprinted toward the stage with the extinguisher.

The shrill scream of the fire alarm echoed in his ear. Damn. Now the fire department and therefore the cops would be involved. The alarm also triggered the sprinkler system, so they were operating in an effective rainstorm.

The sound of squealing tires outside let them know their assailants had fled, even before George ran back down the stairs to report as much. “Dark blue sedan,” he yelled over the blare of the smoke detector. “I got a plate number, but it was probably stolen.”

The small stage and his drum kit were mostly destroyed by the time Greg managed to get that fire out. The table they’d been using was a total loss, along with the shirts of most of the men, Lana’s denim jacket and Fee’s apron. Soot stained the ceiling and walls where both blazes had so briefly reached and streaked the faces of the breathless, singed and soggy group.

Now Greg took time to check out his friends. There were a few nicks from broken glass, one on Fee’s arm and one on Jase’s scalp. Lana leaned against the bar and picked bits of glass from her hair. Greg and George had taken the worst of it—flames full in the face. Thanks to their werewolf regeneration, though, the blisters were already receding. Their eyebrows and eyelashes would grow back in a day or two.

They clustered around the bar, wet and hurting while they waited for the authorities. Greg made coffee, Lana bandaged Fee’s arm and George saw to Jase. It didn’t take long. There was a fire station a few blocks from the club, and Greg had encouraged the firefighters as well as the local cops to hang out here on a semi-regular basis.


“Well, I’ll file the reports, but you know how it is with gang bullshit,” said one officer who looked like he hadn’t slept in a week. Lana smiled at him and handed him another cup of coffee. If the coffee didn’t perk him up, the smile did. The balding, middle-aged guy straightened up and preened like a model. Lana usually had that effect on males, especially this close to the full moon when her pheromones were flaring. “Nobody ever knows anything, sees anything.”

“I know.” Greg didn’t think it was gang activity anyway, and the human cops weren’t going to do him a whole lot of good against whoever was targeting werewolves all over town. Several businesses had been vandalized over the last few weeks, but this was the first he’d heard of a firebombing.

“Doesn’t look like any structural damage,” one of the firemen reported. “Still, we’ll have to close the building until the inspectors have cleared it. Can you make sure the upstairs tenants have somewhere to go?”

“We’re all right here,” Lana answered. “Only three of the apartments are in use, and we all work at the club.” She pointed to herself, Greg and Fee.

George said, “You can all bunk at our place.” He and Jase shared a small house out in Royal Oak, with a vacant apartment over the garage.

“Looks like we’ve got it covered,” Greg said to the firefighter. “You’ll let us know when we can come in and start cleaning up?”

“Of course.”

“Can we go upstairs and get some dry clothes?” Trust Lana to remember things like that. After the sprinklers had gone off, everything, including their clothes, had been soaked. Luckily, the fire hadn’t been big enough to trigger the ones in the rest of the building, so only the club had water damage.

The fireman nodded. “Yeah, don’t tell anyone. And make it quick. We’ve got to tape the doors shut on our way out.”

They all dashed for the stairs. Lana’s and Fee’s apartments were on the second floor, while Greg’s was on the third, along with the one that used to be George’s. Fortunately, he and Jase still kept some things stashed there, for nights they stayed late at the bar, so they wouldn’t have to drive home soaked and shirtless.

Greg took a moment to call the woman who ran the coffee shop on the first floor to explain the situation and let her know she’d have to close for a few days. He changed into clean jeans and a Wayne State University sweatshirt, tossed some clothes, a toothbrush and his laptop into a bag and was back at the second floor landing as Fee stepped from her flat and closed the door behind her.

“Are you okay?” He lifted her arm and pushed up the sleeve of the silvery-gray sweater she’d changed into. This close, he could smell the blood on her arm as well as the smoke in her hair and his gut clenched. She’d been in danger because of him. Without thinking, he tugged her even closer.

“I am fine. It’s only a scratch. What about you? I saw those flames hit you right in the face?” She reached up and touched his now-healed cheek and throat.

“Werewolves regenerate quickly,” he reminded her. “I’m good as new.” He wasn’t sure why he gathered her close to his chest and held her there. It felt like the right thing to do. For the moment, his need to hold her overrode his conscience.

Fee must have agreed. She looped her arms around his waist and held on as well, snuggling her face into his chest.


“Will you be okay going with Lana to George and Jase’s?” His voice sounded husky and thick. The full moon. He needed that run, and he needed it badly, or he’d never be able to keep his control around Fee.

“That will be fine, but what about you? Aren’t you going with us?”

“I’ve got some stuff to do. I’ll catch up with you there later.”

She looked up at him and the thick golden lashes framing her aquamarine eyes glinted. Tears? “I’m so sorry about your club. Will you be able to repair the damages?”

“Easily enough.” He couldn’t resist dropping a kiss on her tiny, upturned nose. “Mostly it will be cleaning up.” She blinked rapidly at that tiny kiss, licked her lips and moved closer. Damn, she ought to be pushing him away. “Get some sleep. We’ll be mopping and hauling garbage all day tomorrow.”

“I will be ready.” Three months ago she’d never even swept a floor. Now she was gamely jumping into wet, smelly manual labor. His Faerie princess had come a long way. He was prouder of her than he should probably admit.

He knew he shouldn’t kiss her. Not now, when his emotions were riding as high as his lupine hormones. But she was safe and in his arms and soft and smiling. He moved slowly, giving her plenty of time to move. She didn’t back away, but came up on her tiptoes to meet him.

Oh, damn. Kissing Fee was like holding lightning in his hand. She barely seemed to know what she was doing, but she tasted sweet and her enthusiasm made up for any lack of technique. Her arms wrapped around his neck as she opened her lips. He delved inside, desperate for a taste of her. Holding her waist with one arm, he tangled his other hand in her long, silky hair, unbound and damp from the sprinkler.

Every instinct urged him to take her, mark her, claim her. He kept his eyes open during the kiss. She intrigued all his senses and he didn’t want to miss anything. A rosy flush tinted her cheeks and her eyelids had fluttered shut. Her slender body pressed into his and he felt every sinuous curve. Her ragged moans were music to his ears. Even over the smoke that clung to her skin, she smelled of vanilla soap and femininity. He could also scent her arousal, which only ramped up his own.

How long they stood there, lips fused, hearts pounding in tandem, he didn’t know. He’d tuned out the rest of the world and started to slide his hand up under Fee’s sweater when something—someone—shook his shoulder, hard.

“Greg, snap out of it. We need to leave the building now.”

He snarled as he broke the kiss, instinctively pushing Fee behind his back. It only took half a heartbeat for him to see Lana standing there, eyes flashing with laughter and a wicked grin on her face. “Maybe you two should take the apartment and I’ll take the inside guest room.”

Greg actually thought about it for a moment. He turned to look at Fee, whose kiss-swollen lips were still slightly parted, her eyes glazed. “No.” He bit his lip, hoping the pain would snap him out of his sensual haze. “You two stay together, inside the house.”

After his run, he was going to go to the empty apartment and take a long, cold shower, or maybe go jump into the Detroit River for, say, an hour or so. In early November it was above freezing, but not much. That might do the trick.


But he wasn’t counting on it. Barring the polar bear plunge, maybe he’d go use Jase’s home gym until he collapsed from exhaustion. Unfortunately, as a werewolf, that was going to take a hell of a long workout.








Chapter Two



By noon the next day, the fire department had given them permission to go in and clean up the club. Tonight they’d even be able to sleep upstairs, back in their own apartments. It would still be a few days before the club could reopen. That was assuming, of course, that they ever finished cleaning up this soggy, smelly mess. Greg and George had spent the morning filling out forms and talking to insurance companies on the phone. More things Fianna didn’t understand. Scrubbing and mopping at least made sense.

Fianna had never dealt with so much wet in her life. She was ninety-eight years old, and until the past few months, had always relied on servants and magic for mundane tasks like cleaning. All she’d had to do was call for someone and they appeared. She could transport objects with a thought or change her clothes with a wave of her hand. Now here she was, wielding a mop as if she knew what she was doing. Stranger, still, she was laughing while she did so.

The banter between Greg, George, Lana and Jase was simply too entertaining to resist. Even the part-time help was pitching in, and Ric had promised to stop by later. In her previous life, she’d never even imagined having friends like that. Her uncle and cousin had kept her isolated at their estate, only bringing her to court when they wanted to show her off or needed a female ear in the right quarter. Since her uncle’s wife had died years earlier, and her cousin had never married, Fianna was the only woman with access to the queen’s circles. In Fae society, males and females held equal power, but within her uncle’s household, that had been far from the case.

Exhausted as she was from tossing and turning all night, she was revived by the spirit of camaraderie pervading the damaged bar.

“All the bottles need to come down and be dumped,” Greg said to Fianna over the scrape of chairs on the hardwood floor. Rock and roll blared from the undamaged sound system, adding to the din. “Make a list, for insurance purposes, showing each bottle and roughly how much was left in it, especially the top-shelf stuff.”

Fianna nodded. Some of the liquor was outrageously expensive, and throwing away that much would certainly not be cheap. Worrying about money was something else that would have never occurred to her a few months ago. It had to be done though. Even on the bottles where no water from the sprinklers had gotten through the metal pour spouts, the labels were soggy and shredded, making them unappealing to look at.

She rinsed out her mop and emptied the bucket in the utility room off the kitchen and returned with a small stepladder. Greg and George broke down and disposed of the charred remains of the tables, bandstand and Greg’s drums, while Jase and the part-time bartenders scrubbed walls and tables. Lana, the two cooks and a couple of the waitresses worked in the kitchen, cleaning up that mess. Only Vince hadn’t yet arrived, but Fianna was sure he would. Greg’s werewolf pack was small, but tightly knit.

The music was catchy, and Fianna hummed along as she moved the fifteen heavy glass bottles from the top shelf and the twenty or thirty from the next. The bottom two between them contained another fifty or more. Once they were all on the bar’s freshly scrubbed surface, she made a list of each bottle and noted the percentage of liquid remaining before dumping the contents into the sink.


Her lips still tingled from last night’s kiss, the sensation more noticeable than the mild sting of the minor burns on her palms or the cut on her arm. Greg’s caress made a much greater impact on her senses than the glass or flames. She’d lain awake all night in George and Jase’s comfortable guest room, wondering what would have happened if they hadn’t been interrupted. Would she have had the courage to pull him into her room? Would he have wanted her to?

When the Seelie queen had taken Fianna’s powers, other changes had plagued her, as well. Her entire body was different. Just a few sips of alcohol made her sleepy. A couple weeks ago she’d had her first cold and thought she was dying. Menstruation—well, she didn’t even want to think about that. Fae life cycles were so much slower that she was only used to a very minimal cycle once every few years. How did human women stand five whole days, every month, year after year? Her senses had grown less keen, but certain feelings ran stronger, became an almost visceral part of her being.

In her life as an elf, she’d never felt anything like the desire Greg aroused in her with nothing more than a look. When she’d first met him, she’d found him intriguing. She’d certainly never have let him kiss her during that house party at Aidan Greene’s otherwise. Back then, though, her skin hadn’t quivered at the thought of his touch, and her stomach hadn’t fluttered—at least not until after the kiss. And yet, Aidan and Ric, both full Fae, seemed to be passionate about their wives. Perhaps it was she who’d been deficient.

These new reactions were as confusing as they were uncomfortable, and each day that passed, they were only getting worse. Last night when Greg had kissed her, her breasts had swelled, as if wanting to be touched. A genuine ache between her legs had left her underwear damp. Before her transformation, the very idea of a man’s hands on her flesh had made her slightly nauseous. Of course the only ones who had tried were her cousin’s cronies. Thinking of them still upset her stomach. Could the freedom from her family have changed her emotionally, rather than her transformation into a human? She didn’t even have anyone to ask.

Once all the bottles were emptied, rinsed and deposited in the bin George had brought her for recycling, she stretched and looked around. Dusk had fallen, but much of the work was done. The walls and ceiling needed repainting, and a few of the tables and chairs would have to be replaced. Greg’s drums and the sound system for the stage were a true loss. Overall, though, the destruction was minimal. If they’d been upstairs in bed, as usual at that time, the entire building could have burned, with all of them in it. Despite the damage, they were truly lucky it hadn’t been worse.

“Okay, everyone, let’s call it a night,” Greg said finally, after gathering his staff around him. “Take tomorrow off, paid. Monday we’ll get the painters in and Tuesday, the electricians. Hopefully we can reopen for the weekend, so anyone who wants the hours can come in Wednesday morning to start restocking and setting up. If all goes well, we’ll open Friday afternoon.”

The employees cheered and made their way out, leaving Fianna alone with Greg and Lana. George and Jase had left sometime earlier. Vince had never shown up.

Lana slumped into a chair and stretched her long legs, clad in stretchy black leggings under an oversized red T-shirt. “I need a shower,” she announced. “I have a date. You two okay on your own?”

Greg and Fianna both nodded and watched as Lana left.


“You want to grab a pizza or something?” Greg looked over at Fianna and raised one thick black eyebrow. “I still wish you’d gone back to George and Jase’s for the night. I don’t like the idea of leaving you alone in the building when I go out later.”

Tonight was the full moon. Fianna knew the werewolves felt a strong need to shift into their lupine forms and run in the woods at this time every month, but she didn’t want to spend another night in someone else’s home. “I may not have magic any longer, but I don’t need to be minded like an infant, either. My apartment is warded, and I promise to lock my doors. If there are problems, I’ll phone the police like any other human.”

Greg drew in a deep breath before letting it out slowly through flared nostrils. Finally he nodded. “You’re right. You’re an adult and deserve to be treated like one.” His lips quirked into a grin. “Of course it would help if you didn’t look so damned young.”

“I’m nearly a century old, you know,” she reminded him with an answering smile. “Despite my appearance, I’m a lot older than you are.”

“Yeah, you’re the hottest centenarian I’ve ever met.” His grin faded away and a wrinkle formed between his brows. “But you’ve only been in this world—human—for a few months. There’s still a lot you have to learn.”

He thought she was hot? A tingle ran down her spine. “Things like driving a car and why you don’t wear leather in the rain, yes. How to dial a telephone, I think I’ve mastered.”

He kept on as if she hadn’t spoken. “I can shift and stay down here as a guard dog. Should have thought of that last night, anyway. I’ll take a run tomorrow, when Lana might be home, or I can get George to come play watchdog.” His scowl showed he wasn’t too pleased with his own idea.

“Greg, you don’t need to skip your run for my benefit. I promise I’ll be fine.” Fianna looked around the bar and realized she was out of garbage bags, but had somehow overlooked the piles of drenched paper napkins underneath the bar. “I’m running down to the storeroom. Do you need anything?”

He shook an empty gallon bottle of lemon oil. “Yeah, I want to put one more coat on these tables and the bar top tonight, but you don’t have to carry it up. I’ll come with you.”

Fianna shrugged and let him lead her through the kitchen down into the sub-basement storage room. As she understood it, the lower level had been built some eighty years earlier, when for some reason the American government had prohibited the sale of alcohol. Secret establishments had flourished, of course, and one of Greg’s ancestors had been the original proprietor of the New Moon, back during that time.

Now a sturdy steel door had replaced the secret panel leading to the storage area, which also held the large, walk-in refrigerator used by the kitchen staff. Instead of a few dim lamps, as she’d seen in the old photographs displayed on the walls upstairs, bright fluorescent lights now illuminated the stairs and the stone-walled chamber below.

Fianna still didn’t like this room. It felt like a dungeon, cool and dank, even though the walls were scrubbed clean, the old wooden flooring had been refinished with a thick coat of polyurethane and the shelving was modern plastic and steel. While they’d mopped the floor in this area, and most of the inventory had been protected from the sprinklers by the shelves, everything, including the air, was still damp, despite all of today’s cleaning.


“I think we may be out of garbage bags,” she called over her shoulder as she bent to search the shelf where they were normally kept.

“Check the restroom.” He gathered more cleaning supplies into a cardboard box. “There might be a partial box stashed in there.”

“Good idea.” There was a staff washroom on this level, probably a holdover from earlier years, which no one had ever bothered to remove. Sure enough, in the cabinet beneath the sink, she found half a box of trash bags.

As she moved back into main storeroom, she heard Greg yell, “Who’s up there?”

Fianna hadn’t heard any footsteps, but his hearing was better than hers.

With a loud, metallic clang, the door at the top of the steps slammed shut.

“What the fuck?” Greg ran up the stairs two at a time. “Not funny, assholes.” He pounded on the steel door with his fist. “Let us out.”

Fianna dropped the box of garbage bags and clutched the pole of a shelf. “What’s going on?” She was only faintly claustrophobic, she reminded herself. And surely, Greg would have them out in no time.

“I swear, if this is Vince or Lana playing a prank, I’m going to rip their tails off with my teeth,” he snarled, throwing his shoulder into the door to no effect.

“Why would they do that?” It didn’t make any sense at all.

“To throw us together, princess.” His voice softened at the nickname, which he’d originally used in such a derogatory tone when she’d first come to work for him. “I believe my brother and cousin think we ought to be a couple.”

“Really? Lana hasn’t said anything of the sort to me.” Although the other woman had been urging Fianna to wear tighter jeans and lower necklines, and she had gone out early tonight, leaving Greg and Fianna alone. “Can’t we phone someone for help?” She pulled her cell phone from her pocket.

Greg shook his head. “No signal. We’re too far underground. Sorry, Fee, I think we’re stuck here for the duration.”

 

Sweat had broken out on Fee’s forehead, and it was all Greg could do not to run over and take her into his arms. He knew she had claustrophobia issues. The rat-bastard cousin she’d grown up with had occasionally trapped her in their castle’s dungeons as a child, to fuel his own sense of superiority. Greg had found out about it last year, after he’d been a party to putting Fee in a holding cell at the Faerie Court. He’d sworn not to let anyone lock her up again. She was holding up well, but her faint trembling let him know she was anxious.

Greg swore and ran back up the stairs. This couldn’t be happening. He didn’t want to frighten Fee any further, but he was pretty sure this wasn’t a prank. It would be all too easy for whoever had tossed those Molotov cocktails to be watching the place, and to have taken this opportunity to do more damage. Greg and Fee might be in danger themselves if the building burned down around them, but more likely, locking them up meant someone could trash the rest of the place unimpeded.

He pressed his ear to the door and listened to the sounds of metal on metal, as someone systematically tossed the kitchen. A siren sounded in the distance, and the intruders, thankfully, swore and fled, the back door of the club slamming behind them. Unfortunately the siren kept going, passing in front of the club instead of stopping. Damn.


Greg sank down to the top of the step. “They’re gone. I’m hoping they only smashed up the kitchen.”

Fee grimaced. “More cleaning.”

“Worse yet, we’re still stuck down here.” Even from the top of the stairs he could pick up her scent, and the knowledge that they were together, and trapped, made him want to howl.

“I don’t see why you’re so upset.” She sighed, examining her ragged fingernails which had once been so perfect. He was proud of how hard she’d worked today, of how far she’d come in a few short months. Right now, she lounged idly, presenting a façade of utter boredom, but she wasn’t fooling him. The fear in her scent gave her away. “Surely someone will be along in the morning to let us out. We’ve water, plenty of food, even lavatory facilities. We’ll be fine.”

“It’s a full moon, remember?” His voice was guttural, more growl than speech. He slunk back down the stairs to sit on a keg along the wall farthest from Fee. The rising moon was exerting a pull nearly as strong as the lust he was fighting. The warring impulses practically tore his body and soul apart, but he wanted her so badly, he doubted he could force himself to turn. His body wanted to be in human form to take her. Realizing he was crushing the steel shelving, he loosened his grip, consciously forcing his hands to relax. He couldn’t even look at her, but he could feel her soften, hear her tennis shoes padding on the concrete floor as she stepped up behind him and laid her hand on his shoulder.

“Greg, what’s wrong?” Confusion and possibly hurt mingled in her scent, pushing away the fear. “If you need to change, I won’t mind. Believe me. I’ve become very familiar with the concept of a body that’s out of one’s control.”

“How long have you been human, Fee?” Maybe conversation would distract him from the pull of the moon, and the pain of his erection. Maybe, but not bloody likely.

“Three and a half months.” He could almost see her head droop, her shoulders sag. “It’s been—very strange.”

He barked out a laugh. “I’ll bet.”

The distinct tang of arousal had slowly been seeping into her scent as her nervousness abated. “I’ve been feeling things…things I’ve never felt in almost a hundred years as an elf. Things I’m not really sure I understand.” She shifted her legs, squeezing them together.

Unfortunately, Greg did understand. She was feeling a natural human urge…the need to propagate the species. Lucky him, to get to explain the birds and the bees to a horny, hundred-year-old hottie, when he was hard enough to pole vault on his dick.

Her hand on his shoulder burned like a silver bullet. He couldn’t help it; he turned and took her into his arms. He wasn’t even sure who kissed whom, it simply happened. One minute they were standing there and the next minute they were on the freshly mopped, wooden floor with their mouths fused together and his hands clamped onto her sleek little ass.

Her kiss was hotter and headier than anything he’d ever felt. Hotter than his first time with a woman, headier than running beneath the moon on a clear winter night. Her hands were up under his shirt, stroking the skin of his back, while her long, long legs twined around his. It took every bit of self-control he could muster to pull his lips off hers, but he managed, levering up off her body to roll to the side.


“That’s why I need to get us out.” He panted, throwing one arm across his face to block the glare of the industrial overhead lights.

He heard her move, could sense she was sitting up, gazing down at him. “But why is that a problem? Neither of us has a mate, we are both obviously consenting adults. I’d like to explore this. Sex never…appealed to me much as an elf. Now, when I’m near you, my body becomes overheated, sensitive, even swollen in spots. It’s as though I’ll go mad if I don’t touch you.”

Gods, she was trying to kill him. Any second now, the front of his jeans was simply going to burst. He rolled over, face down on the cold wooden floor, and took a deep breath. Crossing his arms to prop up his chin, he looked at her, read the confusion and hurt at his seeming rejection. Her lips were puffy from his kiss, and her long hair was tousled, falling in a ragged ponytail over one shoulder. She’d never looked sexier.

“They should have given you a crash course in human biology before they made you one,” he growled. “What you’re feeling isn’t personal, it’s pure hormones.”

“Explain.” There it was again, the princess mode. Good. That might help him keep his distance.

He was a guy and didn’t want to talk about this. Here goes nothing. “I don’t know if elves have periods, but I’m guessing that you have since you’ve been human.”

“Of course.” She flushed, obviously embarrassed.

“And I’d bet the club that your last one started about two weeks ago.”

This time her eyes widened in surprise. “How did you know?”

He didn’t bother telling her he’d scented it at the time. Women hated that for some reason. Instead, he gave her a slightly modified version. “Because twenty-eight days is the average human cycle, and you’re obviously right in the middle of that. I can smell the fact that you’re ovulating. Fertile. Your body wants to have sex, because it’s the right time of the month for you to get pregnant.” And his body wanted more than anything to be the one to knock her up. Damn it, now was not a good time for his alpha-wolf biological clock to kick in.

Her eyes widened, her jaw dropped. “Pregnant? Really? You believe that’s possible?”

Oh shit. Instead of horrified, her expression looked downright hopeful. Greg felt like a giant anvil labeled Fate had dropped from the ceiling onto his head.

“This is not a good idea, princess. Remember things like bitchy elf queens, werewolf assassins and evil demons? Bad guys trying to burn down the bar? Besides, the cross-species thing never works out.” As soon as that popped out of his mouth, he wanted to bang his head against the floor. It was about the dumbest thing he’d ever said.

“It seems to be working for Meagan and Alaric, as well as for Jase and George, Aidan and Elise.”

Of course it was. “Besides, you might not be human forever, remember? Then what?” When she was back to being a more-or-less immortal Fae, what would she want with a hairy wolf like him?

“Then I’ll probably never have a child.” She chewed thoughtfully on her lower lip. “The Fae are not particularly fertile. And as an elf I was always considered, well, frigid.”


His laugh came out as a howl, and he was impressed that she didn’t even blink. “Frigid? You? Oh, princess, even before Queen Llyris changed you, you were one hot little number. Remember the hallway in Aidan’s mansion? I sure haven’t forgotten that it was you who practically jumped my bones.” He’d kissed her mostly to rile her, to crack her ice-queen façade, and it had worked beyond his wildest dreams. They’d damn near had sex in Aidan’s hallway.

“You’re right.” The little wrinkle was back between her brows, and Greg had to resist the urge to reach out and smooth it with a kiss. “It must be you. I’ve never reacted like that to anyone else.”

Possessive instincts he hadn’t known he had reared up at that comment, along with an urge to tell a few truths of his own. He settled for admitting to a fraction of what he felt. “Yeah well, you flip some new switches on me, too. That’s why we need to get out, now.”

“Because you don’t want to have sex with me?”

He rolled to his back, pointed to the tent in the front of his pants. “Does that look like I’m not interested?”

She stared, licking her lips, and the bulge grew even bigger, more painful. He scented her musk as she became hotter, wetter, and he knew he was fighting a losing battle. After bolting to his feet, he dashed up the stairs and slammed into the door with his shoulder over and over again, leaving dents in the steel, but failing to budge the latch. Finally, he slumped down onto the top step in defeat. “You’re going to have to lock me in the walk-in.”

Fee rolled her eyes. “Not a chance.”

“Fianna, this is your last warning. It’s a full moon, you’re in heat, and my control is slipping. If you don’t stop me somehow, you could be pregnant before morning.”

She tipped her head as if she were measuring her thoughts carefully. “And that would make you angry? You do not wish to be a father?” She edged toward the bottom step and lifted her face.

Of course he did. It was a desire that was hard-wired into him, part of the evolutionary job description for the alpha male of a pack, even such a small one. And he knew, abstractly, that one of these days, he was going to have to honor his responsibilities and take a mate. But not like this. “This is not a decision I want to make with my hormones, or with yours. Besides, when I do have children, I’d like to be married to their mother.”

That stopped her in her tracks. “Oh. I hadn’t thought of marriage.”

He barked a laugh. “No kidding. You haven’t thought, period. There’s a lot more to having kids than the process of making them. I can’t exactly see you changing diapers, driving carpool or cheering at soccer games.”

“I suppose not.” She moved back and slumped down onto a keg, her expression strained, even hurt, which was very bad for his resistance. He needed her to remain cool and distant. “In this world I wouldn’t have servants for such things, but I’ve noticed so much more closeness between parent and child here. It’s enviable. Besides, I could learn, couldn’t I? To drive, and…everything. I’m certain I could love a child. Or am I too self-absorbed even for that?”


He couldn’t bear the self-recrimination in her tone. Walking slowly down the stairs he shook his head. “Taking a bullet meant for Dina pretty much proved you’re not. I have no doubt of your ability to love, especially a child.” He’d never forget the sight of her lying on the floor, nearly dying from a gunshot meant to kill Aidan’s daughter. If Elise hadn’t been such a powerful healer, Fee wouldn’t have survived. The bitch who’d shot her had been lucky it was Lana who’d slit her throat. Greg wouldn’t have killed her nearly as quickly or cleanly.

When he reached Fee, he cupped her chin in his hand. “I’m sorry for implying otherwise. I don’t think either of us is ready for that step yet.” Not to mention that wolves mated for life, and he wasn’t sure Fee would understand that.

His body, though, had other ideas. Before he even noticed it, he’d sat down beside her and his wandering hands were up under her shirt again, finding all the soft curves and warm hollows. Judging by the way she melted against him, she enjoyed what he was doing as much as he liked doing it. He buried his face in the curve of her neck and inhaled her scent, before he caught himself and wrenched himself away, back to the other side of the space.

“So why can’t we have sex? I know there are ways to prevent conception. Even the Fae have condoms now.”

Greg winced and scrubbed at his face with his hands. “One thing we don’t have down here is any sort of birth control, so giving in to our instincts would be a really bad idea.” Why the hell hadn’t Lana or Meagan talked her into getting pills or something? For that matter, why didn’t he have condoms in his pocket or stashed in the restroom? Idiot.

“I understand.” She moved over to stand in front of him. “I’m not very experienced at this sort of thing, but aren’t there…other ways we can give each other relief, without risking a child?”

The vision that popped into his head of her kneeling between his legs almost did the job for him. His dick pulsed, abrading itself against the front of his jeans. It took two tries before he could get a word out past his constricted throat. “Fianna, you don’t have to do that.”

She laid both hands on his shoulders and gazed up at him, her eyes darkened to the color of a windswept sea. “I want to. If this is the only way I can have you, I don’t want to miss out on it.”

“Oh, princess, this won’t be the end of anything. Just the beginning.” He knew a turning point when he came to one. Forget his qualms about dating an employee, about her being in his custody and under his protection. If they took this step, he knew he wouldn’t be able to keep from continuing their relationship until they were both tired of one another. Once they were out of there, once she was past the peak of her cycle, he fully intended to keep her in his bed until neither of them could walk.

He stood to kiss her, finally letting the reins off his desire. His arms around her waist crushed her against his chest as he plundered her mouth. She was so slender and delicate he was wary of hurting her, but she gripped his shoulders with a willowy strength that let him know she could hold her own. Her tongue tangled with his and she rubbed her breasts against his chest. Driven by the full moon and his alpha nature to exert his dominance, he thrust his tongue all the way into her mouth, back and forth in a raw imitation of what he’d rather be doing.

Fee moaned and sucked on his tongue.

Greg damn near came in his pants.








Chapter Three



Fianna couldn’t believe this was finally happening.

Well, sort of happening at least. Greg stood to pull her into his arms. She slid her hands down Greg’s broad shoulders to his belt, hoping her nerves weren’t showing. Having never attempted anything like this, she was horribly afraid of doing something wrong.

“That’s it, princess, just like that.” His breath was warm against her ear as she fumbled with the buckle. “Though this might be more fun if you took your shirt off.” He pulled up the hem of her T-shirt and she obediently lifted her arms. In one smooth motion, he tugged off her top, along with the lacy bra she wore beneath it. Inhaling sharply, he pulled back and studied her, a feral smile on his darkly handsome face. “Ah, Fee, you’re breathtaking.”

“I’m too small.” Her hands flew up to cover her barely there breasts. Even for a Fae, she was a little on the flat side. Compared to humans and werewolves, she was positively deficient.

“No.” He pulled her hands away and ran a row of kisses along her collarbone. “Don’t compare yourself to anyone else. You’re just right for you. Delicate and dainty, with silky skin and pretty pink nipples, all scrunched up, all for me.”

Fianna looked down. Sure enough, the small nubbins had flushed a dark rose and tightened into firm beads. This was what he did to her, this and the damp ache between her thighs. As she watched, Greg bent his dark head and kissed first one and then the other. Sensation streaked through her, right to her core.

“Oh.” Her knees wobbled and she grabbed his waist for support.

A low rumble emerged from his throat. “Damn, woman, the things I want to do to you are illegal in most states.”

“Really?” Humans had laws about sex? Greg’s lips latched on to her nipple and she lost all track of rational thought.

Nothing had ever felt like this. The closest she’d ever come had been when he’d kissed her before, but now, with his lips on her bare skin, everything was intensified. His shoulder-length hair brushed against her belly as he sucked. He eased back down to a sitting position without pausing in his attentions, drawing her close between his spread legs. His erection, thicker than she’d imagined possible, pressed against her thigh. Instincts she hadn’t even known she possessed had her shifting to straddle his thigh. She lowered herself, so she could get even closer to that hardness.

When Greg switched breasts to suckle the other, she moaned his name and tangled her hands in his hair. Low in her belly, the pressure began to tighten into a knot and she arched into him, wanting more.

He supported her easily with one arm behind her bowed back. With his other hand, he unsnapped and unzipped her jeans before sliding his fingers inside her stretch-lace boy shorts. He slid the tips through her wet folds before rubbing gently against her clitoris. That simply, Fianna’s world exploded. Sparks of light flashed behind her eyelids, which had fluttered shut. Tingles radiated from her womb all the way to her fingers and toes. The strangled cry she heard surely couldn’t have come from her, but the gasping, ragged breathing did. All she could do was hold on to Greg’s shoulders as he gentled his fingers and lips, easing her down from her climax.


“Beautiful,” he murmured against her breastbone a few moments later. “Damn, woman, I can’t wait to see what it’s like to actually be inside you when you come like that.”

“I’ve never…” She gulped and swallowed hard. “I didn’t know that could happen.”

He straightened, pulling her into an upright position so he could gaze into her eyes. “Fianna, you can’t possibly mean you’re a virgin?” His dark brown eyes searched her face.

“No.” Would he think less of her for that admission? She knew her face must be scarlet with embarrassment. “One of my cousin’s friends approached me when I was younger, and I was curious enough to try. It was painful and messy and nothing at all like what we did.”

“The man was an idiot.”

“He told me I was frigid.”

“Then he was a liar and an idiot.” He kissed the tip of her nose.

“But I didn’t…I’ve never done that before, at least not with another person in the room.”

“You’ve never come from being petted? Or never at all, with a man?” He kissed her cheeks and then her lips, so she couldn’t answer right away.

“With anyone but myself. Lana took me to this shop and told me to buy a…”

“Vibrator?” he supplied.

Fianna nodded. “That’s the only way I’ve ever had an orgasm.” She’d read about sex and fantasized about it. Since being exiled to the mortal realm, she’d discovered a fondness for romance novels, especially the really steamy ones. Sitting on Greg’s lap, still in her jeans, though, was the closest she’d ever come to the kind of passion in the books. “And it was nothing like that.”

Greg moaned and licked her throat. “When you used that vibrator, were you thinking about anyone in particular?”

“You.” Of course. Even in her imagination, no one had ever excited her the way he did.

“One of these days, I’m going to watch,” he warned her. “For now, though…”

He lifted her off his lap and stood, holding her upright beside him as he grabbed a pile of white linen off a shelf behind him and laid it on the floor, unfolding it to reveal a sturdy tablecloth. “Dressing up the club was one of Lana’s experiments that didn’t work. It’s not much of a bed, princess, but it’s the best I can do.” He toed off his sneakers and shrugged out of his T-shirt. His chest was amazing—broad, sculpted and covered with a soft mat of dark hair. “Will you join me?” He reached for the button fly of his jeans.

Fianna nodded and stepped away, amazed that her legs would hold her. When she tucked her thumbs into the waistband of her jeans, though, he shook his head. “No. If we’re both naked, there’s no way I’ll be able to keep myself from taking you.”

She willed away the pang of hurt that zipped through her, even though she knew he was right. As much as she wanted to have children someday, it would be irresponsible to leap into parenthood based on nothing more than desire. She tried to convince herself that his determination to be cautious wasn’t a rejection of her.

He reached over and refastened the snap and zipper. “Later, Fee. I promise.”


With a nod, she placed her hands on his denims instead. “Show me what to do, Greg.” She kissed down the center of his chest, following a line of hair that bisected his rippling abdominals.

“Whatever feels good, princess.”

His jeans weren’t easy to open with his erection straining so strongly against the buttons, but she managed to get them undone. He eased out of his stretchy boxer-briefs while she pushed his pants down to his ankles. Greg kicked the denim aside and stood before her, his desire plain to see in the thick flesh that jutted proudly from a nest of dark hair. Fianna licked her lips, which had suddenly gone dry. How was she supposed to do this?

“Come here.” He knelt on the tablecloth and took her hands, pulling her down beside him. “We’ll start with this.” As he kissed her deeply, he eased down to lie on his side, drawing her with him.

This, she understood. Kissing Greg was the most natural thing in the world, and she barely even noticed when her hands started cruising over his taut muscle and tunneling through the hair on his chest. Her tongue ran across the edges of his teeth, which were surely a little sharper than they’d been before.

“Lower, princess.” Though his voice was little more than a guttural snarl, she wasn’t afraid. He took one of her hands in his and guided it down his belly even as he reclaimed her lips with his.

When her hand reached the solid length of him, she closed her fist around his shaft, or tried. Her fingers, which were long by human standards, didn’t quite meet. She smoothed them along the velvety skin that contrasted so drastically with the rigidity beneath. Greg was thicker than her one previous lover, and yet he had caused her pain. Perhaps it was better this way, though her body refused to believe it. Even after the strongest orgasm of her life, she wanted more. She wanted Greg. All of him.

For now though, she was thrilled with the idea of exploration. She played with him, learning his textures and shape until he groaned and covered her hand with his own. “Like this.”

He showed her what he liked and she followed his lead while she nuzzled her face into his chest. Greg kept one hand in her hair, holding her against him and clenched the other in the tablecloth.

She’d read enough to know a few things. Intending to take him in her mouth, she pulled her lips from his and started to kiss her way down his chest. To her surprise, he pulled her back and took her mouth again. “Later. I’m so close now…”

Moments later his spine arched up off the floor and he came, in long gushes of thick fluid that streaked his chest and hers. She flicked out her tongue and tasted a drop that had landed near her chin, fascinated by the salty, bitter taste.

“Thank you.” His voice in her hair was thick and gruff. “We should get dressed now, before I run out of willpower, princess.”

“Surely not?”

He grunted as her hand tightened around his still-hard length. “Apparently so.”

“I still ache, too,” she admitted, releasing his cock to lay her hand on his damp, sticky chest. “But we should both be sated. I don’t understand this at all.”

“Me either.” He sat up and pulled away from her, the fingers of one hand lacing with hers when she came to her knees. “But it would still be a bad idea to give in to it.”


She tried not to wince visibly. “I understand.”

He snorted out a laugh. “Good, because I sure don’t. Now why don’t you go clean up first?” He jerked his head toward the lavatory. “I’ll take care of the tablecloth.”

Biting her lip, Fianna nodded and fled.

 

Fuck. He was the biggest bastard alive.

Greg used the tablecloth to wipe his chest and stuffed it into a garbage bag. Even after an orgasm that had nearly blown his head off, he still wanted her more than his next meal. Damn, this was getting bad. For a moment there, his fangs had extended. His urge to mark her had gotten that strong. Nothing like this had ever happened to him, full moon or no.

When Fianna returned from the restroom, fully clothed and with her hair smoothed back into its ponytail, he gathered up his clothes and went inside, washing with ice-cold water, even though he knew it wouldn’t help. All they had available were hand towels, so it took a while to dry off. By the time he was dressed, he had his hormones more or less under control.

Or so he thought until he stepped back into the storeroom and the scent of sex hit him like a sledgehammer.

Fee sat on the floor in one corner, legs curled beneath her, her back propped against a shelf, her hands folded neatly in her lap. Even disheveled as she was, her clothes still wrinkled and covered in soot and cleaning products, she was stunning.

To be on the safe side, Greg sat on the kegs as far from her as he could get.

“I still wish you’d consider moving out of the building until Beowulf, or whoever is going after werewolves, is taken care of. So far it’s only werewolves being targeted this time around. You’d be safe somewhere else.”

“I still have to have a job, don’t I?” She shot him a pointed glance. “I don’t recall the queen rescinding the ‘menial labor’ portion of my sentence.”

“We’ll lie.” What did he care what some elven bitch wanted? “Meagan and Ric would claim you’re working as their housekeeper or something.”

She lifted one eyebrow. “And how am I supposed to earn a living? They already have a housekeeper.”

Greg felt a growl start low in his chest. “I’ll keep up your wages until it’s safe for you to come back.”

“And the other waitstaff, the cooks, the bartenders?” She studied her fingernails. “Are you going to send them away, too, just in case? How about the customers? Will you close the club to make sure they don’t accidentally get caught in the crossfire?”

“The others don’t live in the building.” And none of them was Fee. What the hell was he supposed to do?

Out of the blue, footsteps and voices above their heads caught Greg’s attention and he ran up to the locked door.

“What the fuck?” he muttered. It sounded like Desmond Sutton, a local mage who didn’t think much of werewolves and usually couldn’t be bothered to step foot in the club.

“Damn, this looks bad.” That voice belonged to Ric Thornhill, who yelled, “Anybody home? Is everyone all right?”

Greg pounded on the basement door and shouted, “In here.”


Moments later, the door flew open and Greg and Fianna joined Ric and Desmond in the thoroughly demolished kitchen.

“Holy shit.” Greg looked around in dismay. About the only thing he could say on the plus side was at least there hadn’t been another fire. This mess looked to have been made with baseball bats or sledgehammers. The stainless steel side-by-side refrigerator and the flat-top grill and fryer were probably salvageable, along with maybe half the pots and pans. The rest would have to go. “Well, the club might open later this week, but it will be with nothing but popcorn and peanuts for food.”

“There’s more.” Desmond, tall despite his half-Chinese heritage, and all lean, ropy muscle, absently used magic to sweep some broken glass off a counter and sat on the steel surface. “Yours isn’t the only place in town that’s been hit.”

“A bakery in Hamtramck has been completely wiped out.” Ric frowned. “The family lived above it. Even the kids were killed.”

“Fuck.” Greg sagged onto a stool by the prep counter, after first knocking debris off the old-fashioned way, with his hand. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Fee do the same. “Fire?”

Des nodded. “You guys probably need to post watch 24/7. I’ve got some friends with a private security company that doesn’t ask any questions when weird shit happens.”

Greg almost smiled. “In other words, witches and wizards.” Des worked for an elite group of magic users called the Wyndewin League, who essentially policed other paranormals. The dude’s grudge against werewolves might have been either personal or professional, but he’d unbent some since Greg and George had helped rescue his niece from her sidhe kidnappers last month. Every so often, Greg found himself almost liking the human mage. He sure as hell respected him.

The back door of the club opened again, and this time George and Jase strolled in, their expressions taut and strained. They were both dressed for an evening out, George in black leather pants and a white silk shirt, Jase in crisp denim and black cotton.

“I thought you two were gone for the night?” Greg asked.

“We got a call,” George said with a grim twist of his lips. He looked around the kitchen. “And not about this. What the hell is happening here?”

Greg shrugged. His brother would read his body language, know he was seriously pissed. “Hell if I know. I do know the assholes locked us in the storeroom. If Ric and Des hadn’t shown up, we’d have been there all night.”

George took a step toward Fee, who so far hadn’t said a word. George’s nostrils flared and his eyes widened. He didn’t say a word, but lifted one eyebrow at Greg and mouthed, About time.

“So this call…” Greg prodded.

“Oh, yeah.” George winced. “Grandfather will be here any minute. He’s demanded a meeting.”

“Son of a bitch.” The last person Greg wanted to deal with was his grandfather, the Prime alpha werewolf for the entire region.

“Literally and figuratively,” George agreed.


Greg dope-slapped his brother, though of course, George was right. Their grandfather was a right bastard, and technically, their superior. All the smaller packs, like Greg’s, reported to the Prime. Greg and the old man had never gotten along, but you didn’t say no to the man who could have you banned from half the state with a word.

Greg ran his hand through his hair. “I guess we should move this party out into the main room. At least it’s cleaner there.”

A pounding at the front door announced the Prime’s arrival, so the entire group followed Greg. Jase and George immediately started shoving tables together, well away from the boarded-up windows. Fee hung in the back with Ric and Des. Odd how Greg already missed having her by his side.

He opened the front door and admitted his grandfather. Ivan Novak was eighty, but still a commanding presence as he swept into the room, tall and strong, with a thick mane of silver hair and penetrating dark eyes. Behind him, as usual, were his two betas, Maurice Zelig, Ivan’s executive assistant and right hand, and Peter Bartok, who had been the old man’s bodyguard since Greg was a kid. Hell, he’d grown up with Peter’s two daughters.

“Grandfather. To what do I owe the pleasure?” He stepped aside to allow all three men in, greeting each as they passed him. Peter said hello, but Maurice completely ignored him, his sharp, dark gaze sweeping the room.

“Who are these people? This is a family meeting.” Ivan tossed his head at Des, Ric and Fee.

Greg stood toe to toe with the old man. “These are my friends, and they’re here about a matter affecting all lupines in the area. They were invited. They stay.”

“Very well.” The old man grudgingly took a seat at the head of the table, flanked by his two associates.

Greg allowed the show of dominance and took his place at the far end. “Can I get you gentlemen some coffee? As you can see, our bar isn’t in working order right now, but I can run down to the storeroom for something else if you prefer.”

“Coffee will be acceptable.” Ivan folded his hands on the table and added with mock politeness, “Thank you, grandson.”

“I’ll make it.” Fee ducked behind the bar and busied herself with the coffeemaker while Greg introduced Ric and Des. His grandfather had already met Jase, of course.

“The Wyndewin are involved in this?” Ivan demanded, not bothering with a polite preamble. “Why? It’s a werewolf matter.”

“Because the murders go hand in hand with increased drug trafficking by demons, as far as we can tell,” Des said. He nodded at Ric. “Also, they seems to be connected to the Fae takeover plot last month. It’s all tied together. Not just any one supernatural group is involved.”

“I see.” The old man nodded his shaggy silver head gravely. “Nonetheless, what I have to discuss now is family business. Where are Lana and Vincent? I called them both and told them to come.”

“Lana is right here.” Wearing a form-fitting micro-miniskirt and towering heels, she strolled in from the kitchen. She flung herself into the seat next to Desmond, who scowled and shifted aside. “And not happy about it, I might add. I had a date tonight. A real, honest-to-goodness date, with a very nice firefighter. We were going dancing and everything. So this better be the family emergency I told him it was.”


“Svetlana Marja Novak, if you do not wish to be returned to the family compound, you will treat your Prime with greater respect.” Ivan glared daggers at his granddaughter. “I’ll be informing your parents of your behavior.”

“Sorry, Grandfather.” Lana sat up straighter and pulled her shawl around the skimpy bodice of her dress.

Greg winced. Lana flat-out hated being called by her full name. He saw Des mouth the name Svetlana with a wicked grin.

“We’ll proceed without Vincent, since this only affects him indirectly.” Disgust twisted Ivan’s narrow lips. Vince’s parents had never had any significant rank in the pack hierarchy, and had moved to Florida several years earlier. In Ivan’s eyes, that meant Vince was nothing but a stray pack member, one who ought to jump at the Prime’s every command. Ivan looked around the table, spending time studying each face. “Gregory, perhaps you should inform me first of what’s happening in my territory.”

Briefly, Greg, Des and Ric filled the older werewolves in on what they knew and why the current events might be related to the Fae unrest that Ric and Meagan, along with Aidan and Elise, had gotten caught up in.

Ivan nodded. “I knew about the fires and the shooting, but not all of this.” He nodded at Des. “My thanks to the league for their assistance in this investigation. Our people have long assumed the assassin known as Beowulf was a myth, but clearly someone is now using that name. However, the fires would seem to be the work of a different, less professional perpetrator.”

Des tipped his chin in agreement. “We think they may also be using gang members to take out some targets, while others, primarily the more powerful alphas in the region, are being shot. With all due respect, sir, I’d think you’re a prime target for the shooter. You might want to increase your personal security.”

“I’ll take that under consideration, as will my grandson and heir. Won’t you, Gregory?”

“Desmond and I have already discussed hiring a wizard-owned security crew to mind the bar until this is over.”

“Very well.” Ivan accepted a cup of coffee from Fee as she passed it around. Like George, his nostrils flared as she passed, and Greg knew the old man smelled Greg’s scent all over her.

Greg bit his lip to suppress a possessive grin.

Ivan narrowed his eyes. “Now, Gregory, if you wish your friends to be present, that’s your choice, but this is personal and pack business.”

Greg held the chair next to him for Fianna, who sat after she finished passing out the coffees. “My friends can stay. They’re practically pack.” Well, Ric was at least. Des had yet to be categorized, but Greg trusted him at his back. “What do you want?”

“You are thirty-seven years old,” Ivan began. “And you are heir to the entire southern Michigan territory.”

“Both things I’m well aware of.” Where the hell was the old man going with this?

“It is time you took a mate, Gregory. The heir to my pack, to the territory as a whole, has certain obligations. You will return to my territory and follow through with the mating your parents arranged before their deaths.”

His jaw hanging slack, Greg stared in amazement. Surely, his grandfather had to be joking. Except Ivan didn’t have a sense of humor.


“My parents died when I was ten,” he said when he’d regained the ability to speak. “While they’d jokingly made plans with their friends about the future, there was never any formal agreement that I would marry Sofia.” He nodded at Peter, showing respect for the man, even though he had no intention of marrying his younger daughter.

Peter nodded, though he looked like he was eating a lemon. “It wasn’t meant to be humorous, but nothing was ever formalized.”

Greg smiled his thanks. “Even among the pack, that sort of thing went out of date a hundred years ago. When I decide to mate, it will be with a female of my own choosing, not because she’s the daughter of my father’s best friend.”

Sofia Bartok was beautiful, smart and almost family, but Greg had no illusions that they could ever work out as mates. A short affair right after college had put paid to that idea. He had no urge for a mate who was as dominant as he was. Greg and the band had hit the road right after that. He’d never once looked back.

Ivan laid both hands flat on the table and stood, glaring down at Greg. “You will take a mate before the end of this year.”

“And if I don’t?” Panic began to set in. It was November already. That didn’t leave a lot of time to change the old man’s mind.

“If you don’t, you will be banished, permanently, from all of my territory. I’ll choose a new heir from among the local alphas. It’s time, grandson. You will be mated by New Year’s Eve.”

Greg swallowed bile and tried to breathe. Then he felt Fee’s hand pat his knee under the table and it was all clear in a blinding flash. He looked up at his grandfather. “I’ll agree to the mating, but not with Sofia. With all due respect to my parents and hers…” He dipped his head at Peter again. “They didn’t know the people that we would grow up to be. I’ve chosen my own mate, Grandfather. If that means you’re going to exile me, so be it.” He squeezed Fee’s knee under the table, hoping she’d understand and play along.

“And who is this…person? Not that human who wears your scent, surely?” He said the word human as if it were a curse. To Ivan, it probably was.

Fee squeezed his hand back as she drew herself upright and gave the old man her best Faerie princess glare, which was pretty damn haughty. Greg didn’t even bother to suppress his grin when she raised one eyebrow and sniffed. “Excuse me? I imagine even among packs, discussing such things is considered rude.”

Lana laughed as she stood and ran around the table. “It is. Oh, Fee, congratulations and welcome to the family.” She hugged Fee tightly as she beamed. “I’m so glad Greg finally came to his senses.”

George, next to Fee, leaned over to kiss her cheek. “What Lana said, sweetie.”

They received slaps on the back and hugs from Ric and Jase as well, and even Des offered his congratulations without too much suspicion in his gaze.

Greg stood and held out his hand to Fee, his eyes searching hers. Would she do this for him? “Fee?”

Head held high, Fee stood and wrapped her arm around Greg’s waist. “This isn’t how we’d intended to tell anyone, but we couldn’t be happier.” Playing her part, she gazed up into Greg’s eyes until he brushed a kiss against her lips.

Finally, he turned back to the others. “Grandfather, packmates, I’d like to introduce my future mate, Fianna Meadows.”








Chapter Four



Fianna locked her knees to prevent herself from shaking as she stared down Greg’s grandfather. She’d spent her whole life with bullies like this, and she wasn’t going to take it anymore.

Finally, the old werewolf nodded his head. “I see. Provided the mating ceremony is before the end of December, you have my blessing. One day after the New Year, and you, Gregory, are exiled. Do I make myself clear?”

“As crystal.” Greg’s voice was strained and brittle as ice. “Now was there anything else? We have an assassin to catch, and it appears my fiancée and I have to move up our wedding plans.”

“Just this.” The old man stood and took a step toward the door, his two betas moving right beside him like puppets. His voice turned even gruffer. “Try not to get yourself killed. And bring the girl to dinner tomorrow. Your grandmother will want to meet her.” With that, he stalked out the door, leaving the others too stunned to speak.

“Tomorrow?” George managed to croak. He turned to Fee. “Princess, do you still have the clothes you wore as Aidan’s secretary?”

Fianna nodded. As personal assistant to the CEO of a Fortune 500 company, of course she’d been provided with an elegant wardrobe, including the proper attire for any kind of social event. Aidan had been kind enough to send those with her when she’d moved to the club, even though she hadn’t had a reason to touch them since.

“Good,” Lana chimed in. “You’ll want an evening gown, but nothing too flashy. And, Greg, you’d fucking better have her ring by tomorrow.”

“I’d intended to,” he growled. Fianna felt his chest vibrate with the sound. He handed her back into her chair and resumed his own before looking back around the table. “Meanwhile, can we get back to figuring out who’s trying to destroy the club and maybe kill us? It would be nice if we survived until Christmas.”

“Ric and I were going to go question one of my informants tonight,” Desmond said. “He’s pretty up on what’s happening with new drugs on the market. Greg, you want to come with us?”

While the others discussed investigation plans, Fianna listened without really participating. She didn’t know this world well enough to feel confident suggesting ways of interrogating drug dealers.

Were she and Greg betrothed? For real or was it a ruse? She assumed the latter, but he hadn’t said so as soon as his grandfather left. Surely, he didn’t plan to keep his brother and friends in the dark.

“Wait a minute, guys.” Greg held up one hand. “Go without me. I don’t want to leave Fee alone, not after two attacks on the building.”

Lana shrugged. “I’m not going anywhere, not now that my date has probably forgotten all about me. I’ll stick with Fee. I can brief her on what to expect tomorrow at the family dinner.”

Fianna glared at Greg. “I keep telling you, I do not need minding. If you have to go, go. Though someone might want to call the police first and report the break-in in the kitchen. Or has everyone forgotten about that?”


Judging by the guilty looks all around the table, they had. Greg shook his head. “Okay, that does it. Des and Ric, the cops will want to talk to you, since you were the ones who let us out of the basement. Will your informant still be around in a couple hours?”

Des nodded. “We can wait. Luther isn’t going anywhere.”

Lana stood. “Meanwhile, let’s clean up this mess, so the cops don’t think we were having a party.” She stuck out her tongue and shrugged. “Well, maybe this time one of the cops will be cute, since I blew my chance with the firefighter.”

Fianna could have sworn Des turned purple. How odd. Still, nothing was stranger than what had happened with Greg and his grandfather. An ache throbbed behind her eyeballs when she started to think about it, so she busied herself with the dishes while Greg called the police.

 

It was pushing ten by the time the officers left and the bar was locked up. Ric and Desmond had already left after giving their statements.

“Well, we’re off,” George said. “There’s a Celtic punk band out of Corktown called the Kreellers. We want to check them out, maybe sign them to play once in a while.”

“I’ve heard their stuff. They’d be a good fit,” Jase added.

“Go,” Greg told them. It wasn’t up to him, anyway. George managed the kitchen and booked the bands while Greg was in charge of the bar and the books. It was still early enough to catch a set pretty much anywhere. “We could use some new sounds.”

Both men took the time to hug Fee good-night and renew their congratulations. Greg tried not to snarl. Odd, how even having his mated and gay brother touch her raised Greg’s hackles.

“I’m going upstairs to change and take a bubble bath,” Lana decreed as they left. She, too, kissed Fee’s cheek. “I really couldn’t be happier, cuz. We’ll talk in the morning, okay? Ten-ish? Mani-pedis and hair appointments are definitely in order before the big night.”

Fee nodded as if in a daze and stared after Lana’s retreating back. Greg moved up behind her and laid his hands on her shoulders, which were taut with strain. “I think we need to talk.” He automatically began to knead her tense muscles.

“Yes.” She sagged against his hands. “What do—?”

“Upstairs.” The short walk might give him time to figure out what to say. “And don’t worry about the mess. I’m calling a cleaning service in the morning to finish the work.”

“And the guard service Des mentioned?” She turned her face up to look at him, and the lines of fatigue around her eyes about broke his heart.

“Already done. There are cars in the front and back, watching on a twenty-four-hour basis. Tomorrow morning, they’ll upgrade our alarm system and locks. When we reopen, they’ll have a guard stationed inside.”

“Good.” When he headed toward the stairs, she followed, shutting doors and turning off lights as they went. He liked that she obviously felt so at home here. When she paused outside her apartment door, though, he tugged on her hand. “Let’s go up to my place. I have better beer in my fridge than you keep in yours.” And he had condoms. She probably didn’t. Come to think of it, maybe that made it safer to talk in her place. As much as he wanted her, he should probably wait.

“But I have a bottle of elven wine that Elise sent me.” Her smile didn’t quite reach her eyes. “I’ve been saving it for a special occasion, or a really rough night.”


“And this probably qualifies as both,” he added. “Fine.” He stood back and let her unlock her door, but preceded her inside, just in case.

He’d been in Fee’s apartment before, of course, but tonight he looked at it with fresh eyes. It was pretty bare. He’d provided some basic furnishings, but she’d been allowed to bring almost nothing with her from her previous life to personalize the place, and her salary as a waitress didn’t lend itself to extensive interior decorating. Still, she’d managed to make the big, mostly empty flat look something like a home. A landscape of Faerie held the place of honor on the living room wall opposite the windows. A gift, he assumed, from Meagan, since no way could Fee afford one of her paintings.

“From Aidan and Elise,” she murmured. “As a thank you.”

He didn’t have to ask for what. Seeing Fee almost bleed out on Aidan’s floor was imprinted in his brain. Since Elise owned the gallery that sold Meagan’s paintings, the gift made sense. A few of Jase’s pottery pieces also dotted the room. A soft aqua-tinted vase in one corner held ivory silk lilies and a cream-colored bowl on the cheap wooden dining table was filled with green apples and pears. Pillows in pale greens and blues decorated the plain cream faux-suede sofa, and a couple larger ones made for additional seating on the floor. It was plain, but it suited her sleek, elegant style without being cold or uncomfortable.

Most of all, it smelled like Fee. Sweet vanilla and peach overtones filled the apartment, and Greg squirmed to keep his jeans from cutting anything off.

“Have a seat.” She gestured to the sofa and crossed to the kitchen area, returning a few minutes later with two glasses filled with sparkling golden wine. Greg had tasted elven wine once before and knew it tasted like ambrosia but packed a wallop, so he took a small sip before placing it down on the cedar chest that served as a coffee table.

“Now, about my grandfather. You have to have questions.” He angled himself at one end of the couch so he could face her and maintain some distance.

“Many.” She took a slightly bigger swallow, but stopped there as well and faced him, sitting cross-legged on her end of the sofa—a pose she’d only adopted since she’d been hanging out with Lana. “Where would you like me to start?”

“You understand the concept of alphas and Primes within werewolf society?” That was probably the most basic and impersonal information she needed to have.

“I think so. According to Lana, two alpha males can’t live closely together, which is why most young werewolves break off from their parent packs and form their own small groups. But to keep some order within the population, there is a regional Prime alpha who controls which other wolves may live in his territory. I did not realize the Prime was your grandfather.”

Greg grimaced. “It’s something I’d rather forget. We don’t exactly get along.”

“And yet you are his heir?”

“Only because he’s too proud to let the title and authority pass out of the Novak family. Believe me, I’d be happy to let someone else have the headaches.”

“You have cousins, right? Other than Lana? Aren’t any of them alphas?”


Greg nodded. “Derek is a second cousin, and he’s on the edge—not a full-out alpha, but he could step up if he had to.” Derek and his wife Katarina had been to visit maybe once since Fee had been living in the building, but he didn’t think they’d met. “He’s an okay guy, a lawyer, actually, but he doesn’t want to be Prime any more than I do. Besides, his wife Katy hates politics, so she’d be miserable if Derek had to deal with all that territory shit. All they want is their own house, just them and their kids.”

“George told me they have four.” She bit her lower lip and her lashes fluttered down, shading her eyes. He tried to ignore the wistful tone to her words. “That must be wonderful.”

“Fee, you should know better than anyone that family isn’t always a blessing.” Her uncle and cousin had both abused her emotionally if not physically, and he suspected they’d dabbled in the latter, as well.

“Yet your brother is your closest friend and your cousin lives under your protection.” She shook her head. “You can’t fool me, Gregory Novak. Family is the most important thing in your world.”

“Yes, but notice you didn’t include my grandparents in that list. Some people should never be allowed to have children, or more importantly, raise somebody else’s. My grandfather is one of them.” He shuddered at the memories of being beaten and berated by the old man, who’d had very specific notions about how a future alpha male should be raised. “At least George had it a little easier. Grandfather used up most of his meanness on me.”

“How horrible. No wonder you want nothing to do with him.” After a thoughtful moment of worrying her hair with her fingertips she inhaled deeply. “And no wonder you were so careful this afternoon. I’m sorry if I tempted you to go against your principles. I know I’m one of those people you couldn’t trust.”

“That isn’t true.” The couch wasn’t very long, so with a short scoot, he was close enough to cup her chin in his hand. “If I didn’t think I could trust you, I sure as hell wouldn’t have told the old bastard we were engaged.”

“What will happen when we don’t get married?” She went back to twisting the end of her ponytail.

Greg shrugged. “I’ll probably have to leave Michigan for good. Or at least until there’s a new Prime in the area who might rescind the exile order.”

“Where will you go?” Her eyes were wide and full of worry. For him? How could anyone have ever believed this woman had no feelings? She was full of emotions but had never learned how to express them. He was powerfully glad her cousin and uncle were already dead. Saved him the time and trouble of hunting them down.

He took her hands in his to keep her from tying her hair into knots. “If we can get rid of Beowulf in the next month, removing the danger my grandfather sees, maybe he’ll change his mind and let me stay. Probably not, though. Most likely scenario is that I sell my half of the club to George and go buy one somewhere else. I’ve still got friends in L.A. and San Francisco.”

Fee gave him a soft smile and shook her head. “George would go with you. So would Lana and Vince. They follow you, not your grandfather.” She held onto his hands, lacing her fingers through his in a gesture so natural, he didn’t think she was even aware of doing it.


“And what about you, Fee?” He stared straight into her eyes, refusing to let her look away. “Would you come with us or stay in Detroit? You know Aidan would make sure you had another job and another place to stay.” No matter what others believed of her, he knew she was bright and courageous and loyal. She’d simply been loyal to the wrong people who had taken advantage of her naïveté. In the last few months, she’d finally grown into the person she was meant to be.

Her whispered response was so soft he barely heard it. “If I have a choice, I will go.”

Kissing her again would be a phenomenal mistake. He had to remember that. “I promise you, Fee, whatever happens with this business, one way or another, we won’t abandon you. Your queen owes me a few favors, too, and I’ll call them in if I have to.”

“Thank you.” Her breathing had gone rapid and shallow. Then she flicked out her tongue to lick her lips and he was sunk.

He didn’t think he was in love with her, not the way Ric or Aidan or George loved their mates. Not that he’d know what that felt like, but surely he’d know, wouldn’t he? Apparently that sort of grand romance wasn’t in the cards for him. He liked Fee a lot, he cared about her, and God knew he wanted her. Most of all, he’d simply run out of the will to fight.

Between the full moon, his grandfather, the vandalism, her pheromones and everything else that was messing with his mind and body today, he was finished. He wanted Fee. He wanted her in the most elemental and visceral way possible, and he wanted her now. His canines began to lengthen and he felt, rather than heard, the rumble of a near-growl reverberate through his chest.

“Don’t move a muscle. I’ll be right back.”

“Where are you going?” She blinked at him in confusion.

“On second thought, grab the wine and come with me.” He held out his hand, pleased when she took it without question and stood. “We’re going up to my place.”

“Very well.” She picked up the half-empty bottle and followed him out the door and up the stairs.

Once inside his apartment, Greg flicked on the living room light. Though his unit had the same basic layout as hers, it was a lot less soothing and nowhere near as neat.

“Do you have glasses?” She held up the wine.

“Yeah, but I don’t think we’re going to need them until later.”

“What?” She blinked at him and licked her lips again.

“Nothing, princess. Just this.” It took the lightest tug to pull her against him so he could claim her mouth with his.

Fee didn’t fight him, or even hesitate a moment. With a happy little hum, she wound her arms around his neck and kissed him back. The wine bottle thunked against his spine.

He knew there would be no going back from this and Fee was smart enough to be aware of that, too. His scent had soaked into her skin, along with her own musk, and that combination caused all his possessive instincts to stand up and roar.

“Mine,” he rumbled in a voice so deep it was barely audible, even to his better-than-human hearing. “You know where this is going?” He buried his face in the crook of her neck, inhaling the beauty of her scent mingled with his.

“I believe so.” Rather than push away, she arched her neck to give him better access. “Into your bedroom?”

“Good idea.” That’s where the condoms were. He took the wine bottle from her and set it on the counter.


His entire being pulsed with the need to take her, to claim her. He’d never had this powerful a reaction to any woman he’d had sex with, not even one who was ovulating. In fact, even with condoms, he’d avoided that situation. He’d always been able to say no and walk away. Maybe his hormones were telling him something his brain hadn’t figured out yet. Right now he didn’t care.

When Greg lifted her into his arms, she squeaked with surprise. “What?”

He chuckled. “I want a real bed this time, princess. It’s gonna be a long, long night.”

 

Fianna held on to Greg’s strong shoulders as he carried her into his bedroom, barely believing this was happening. She’d wished for it since she’d met him, so it was almost too good to be true.

Well, of course it was. She was probably terrible at this, and she would likely disappoint him. Her only previous lover had told her she was awful. She’d had more enjoyment in the cellar this afternoon than ever before in her life.

Still, she couldn’t waste this opportunity. She nuzzled the base of Greg’s neck and inhaled the scent of his skin. Her past, her lack of magic and Greg’s situation with his grandfather were all forgotten. All she could focus on was here and now—this powerful male who was about to claim her as his own. He stopped beside the unmade bed and slowly lowered her to the floor, allowing her body to glide along his in the process. His obvious arousal only heightened her own.

“This time I want to see all of you.” He worked her shirt and bra up over her head.

He’d told her earlier that he liked her breasts, but she still had to fight the urge to cover their smallness with her arms.

“Don’t hide from me, princess. I intend to not only see every inch of you, but touch and taste every bit as well.” As if to prove it, he leaned down and nipped the upper slope of her modest curves. The mild sting startled her into looking up into his eyes, which had gone almost black with passion. “Remember what I said earlier. You’re perfect for you. That makes you perfect to me.”

It was the sweetest thing anyone had ever said to her and Fianna felt a tear prick the corner of her eyelid. Greg must have seen it, because he pressed his lips to the crease, wiping it away. He kissed a line over to her ear and lightly nibbled all around the edge of it while his fingers found the snap of her jeans.

“No tears tonight, Fee.” He pushed her jeans and panties down to her ankles.

“I wish I could promise that.” She kissed his chin as she kicked off her shoes and stepped out of the last of her clothing. “But you make me feel so much—things I don’t understand. And I don’t know how to control my responses. Being human is confusing at best.”

“But feeling is good, princess. And remember, I made you hot when you were still an elf.” He tickled her ribs, making her giggle.

“You did. And I still don’t know why,” she gasped after she stopped laughing. Greg tugged his shirt over his head, so she went to work on the fastening of his jeans.

“Don’t try to analyze it, just enjoy it.” He sat on the edge of the bed to remove his shoes and socks and pants.


Fianna stifled a moan at the beauty of Greg with no clothes on. He was so well endowed she wasn’t sure coupling would be physically possible. Based on the wetness slicking the tops of her thighs, though, her body was willing to try. They stared at each other for one passion-clouded moment before he pulled her to stand between his spread legs. The crisp hairs on the inside of his thighs prickled against the outsides of hers and she stepped closer, until her breasts grazed the hair on his chest and his thick erection pressed into her stomach.

“I’d like to make this last, but I’m not sure how much control I’m going to have once we get started.” He nibbled on the tendons of her throat. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

“You won’t.” That much, she knew for certain. “I’m not as fragile as I look, you know.” Though her body had changed, she was still young, limber and healthy as a human. And Greg’s protective instincts were too powerful to allow him to play too roughly.

“I know.” With that low mutter, he bent his head to her breast, kissing her gently at first. After a few moments, he drew her taut nipple deep into the heat of his mouth and suckled.

Fianna arched into him, her hands tangling in his hair for support. When he pulled his mouth away, she moaned with disappointment at the loss, only to cry out when he rolled back onto the bed, pulling her with him. She lay back against the mattress, gazing at him as he propped himself on one arm beside her.

“Mine,” he growled again, before lowering his head to pay homage to her other breast. His hand slid down her belly to rest on her lower abdomen for a moment, before continuing downward to cup her aching sex.

“Yes.” She lifted her hips, and held his head to her breast with both hands. But Greg had other ideas. He played with her folds, spreading her moisture around and teasing her clit. Before she could react, he pulled away and rolled between her legs, kissing a line down her abdomen until he knelt between her splayed thighs.

“Beautiful.” He blew gently against her slick skin. “All juicy and puffy and pink.” With that, he lowered his head and licked a line along her crease.

Fianna’s eyes flew open. He couldn’t possibly enjoy doing that, could he? She’d been told men never did. She could smell her own arousal and wondered if she should be embarrassed.

“Yum.” His happy sigh contradicted that belief. “So sweet and sexy. I could do this all day.” He settled down to prove his statement, destroying her with lips and tongue. While his tongue flicked rapidly across her clit, he slid two fingers into her channel and spread them, stretching her for him. When he began to work them in and out, she clutched the sheets and moaned his name.

“That’s it. Come for me. It will be easier if you’re more relaxed.” His voice was thick and unsteady. He added a third finger and nipped lightly on her clit.

Fianna flew apart, the climax stronger than the one this afternoon. Greg kept on suckling her clit and penetrating her with his fingers until she began climbing toward another, even more powerful peak. Just before she reached it, he kissed her mound and crawled up beside her.

She almost cried out when he rolled away, but after reaching into his nightstand, he tore open a small packet and rolled a condom over his cock. While she was glad he had the control to be careful, she almost resented it. She wanted to feel him skin to skin, but she also understood the need to be cautious.

All that was forgotten when Greg rolled over her to claim her lips with his.


He tasted of her. The thought was startling and odd and unaccountably erotic. His kiss was fierce and demanding, almost rough in its intensity, but she didn’t mind. She wound her arms around his shoulders and kissed him back, desperate for more. Instinctively, she widened her legs and shifted her hips to bring the tip of his cock to her entrance.

“Look at me, princess. Open your eyes.”

She did, looking up into his dark, hooded gaze as he slowly eased himself inside her. His lips were set into a determined line and she could have sworn the points of his teeth overlapped his lips.

“You’re mine.” Yes, those were definitely fangs showing. His canine teeth had elongated. “Say it.”

“Yes,” she whispered as he filled her. “Yours.”

Greg groaned and seated himself fully inside her channel. He bent his head to her throat. She was so full it almost hurt, but the pleasure of his invasion far surpassed the pain.

Not so when she felt his fangs sink into the skin at the base of her neck, right where it met her shoulder. She yelped at the brief sting, but stilled as he began to soothe the bite with his tongue.

“Sorry.” He softly kissed the spot where he’d bitten. “Instinct.”

“It’s all right.” It was. She didn’t understand why he’d done it, or why it had almost caused her to come again when he did, but it felt right. The pain had already ebbed away, and it receded from her consciousness completely when he began to move.

He braced himself above her as he took her, but Fianna wanted to feel his weight. She dug her nails into his shoulders and pulled him down onto her.

Greg grunted out a chuckle, his hips still pumping. “All you had to do was ask, princess.” He covered her mouth with his and stroked his tongue in and out in time to his thrusts.

Fianna was lost in the wonder of making love with Greg. She’d lost the ability to think, and let her body take over, since it seemed to know what to do. Her legs came up to wrap around his hips, changing the angle of penetration so he was even deeper. With every glide, the head of his cock brushed against someplace inside that made her whimper in mindless delight.

“Come with me, Fee.” Greg’s movements were harder and faster. He slid one hand between their bodies to cup her breast and squeeze, even as he powered into her in short, sharp jerks. She held him tight as her body clenched, another climax rolling over her with the power of a hurricane. Somewhere beyond reality, she thought she heard him bellow her name as he swelled further, stretching her beyond imagination. Despite the condom, she could swear she felt him empty himself into her, coming in long, heated pulses.

Finally, he laid his head next to hers and hugged her tenderly as he rolled them both to their sides, his cock still hard and still inside her. Little shudders of pleasure continued to ripple through her as he stroked her hair and dropped kisses on her forehead and cheeks.

“I had no idea,” she finally said. “I never even imagined it could be like that, except in books.”


“Ah, we’re just getting started.” His lips covered hers with a tenderness that brought tears to her eyes.

“I like the sound of that.” Her eyelids heavy, she snuggled her head against his shoulder and tangled one hand in the hair on his chest. “Mmm.”

“Get some rest, princess.” There was laughter in his husky tone. “I intend to wear you out again later.”

“Oh good.”

He eased out of her and stood. Fianna snuggled into his pillow, enjoying his scent on it, when she heard him curse violently.

“What’s wrong?” She went up on one elbow.

“The fucking condom broke.”

“What?” She came fully awake as the implications struck her. “They can do that?”

“Apparently.” He peeled off the piece of latex that, surely enough, was split open from the tip all the way back to the ring at the base. “Son of a bitch.”

“So that means…” She swallowed hard.

“That you could well be pregnant. Yeah.” He threw the torn condom into a trash can beside his desk and sat back beside her on the bed. “I’m sorry. That’s never happened to me before. Werewolves tend to swell a bit at the end, but never that much—never enough to rip right through a rubber.”

“It’s not your fault.” She fought to catch her breath. A child? Yes, she’d love to have one someday, but not like this, when Greg would be unhappy about it. She remembered his words from earlier. “If…if there is a child, you’ll insist on going through with the marriage, won’t you?”

“Yes.” He drew in a ragged breath. “I don’t know how good I’d be at parenthood, but I do know I’d want to be there, not a part-time dad.”

“I see.” She didn’t understand his doubts—Greg would be a wonderful father. She was the one who would have no idea what she was doing. If they had created a child, it deserved to be raised by both parents. Fianna had grown up in a world of marriages for political gain and power. This seemed a far more worthy reason. “If it comes to that, I’ll agree and go along with the wedding.”

Greg sighed. “I’d say there’s a damn good chance. You’re at the absolute peak of your cycle, even more so than this afternoon.”

“And if I am, will you hate me for it later?” She hated the quaver in her own voice. “Will you resent me, or the child?”

“Never.” He lifted her face to his and kissed her again, this time gently, as if affirming that vow. “And you? Even if you regain your immortality, you’d be stuck with me, at least until our kids are grown. Remember, my responsibilities are here, not Underhill.”

“I understand.” She returned his kiss in the same manner, sealing her agreement.

Long after he’d fallen asleep, she lay awake trying not to panic. What had she agreed to? To possibly bear a child and marry this man, this lupine? To stay as a human under his control for at least the next twenty years? It was a high price for learning how wonderful sex could be.

Ah, but had it been worth it? Perhaps. It had most certainly been the most transcendent experience of her life.


Greg’s arm wrapped around her as he pulled her closer in his sleep. Fianna felt her own body soften. What had happened could not be taken back. Perhaps the fates would be kind, perhaps not. Now, though, there was nothing she could do.

Just for this one night, she could let herself enjoy being held.








Chapter Five



Well, that was about the stupidest-ass thing I’ve ever done.

Even with a condom, he should have waited a day or two, to be on the safe side.

In the wee hours of the morning, Greg leaned up on one elbow and gazed down at Fianna’s sleeping form beside him. The magnitude of what had happened, what he’d done, almost choked him. His hand tangled in the silk of her hair as he contemplated the ramifications of his colossal mistake.

His grandfather would have mixed feelings. Greg hadn’t gone along with his selection, and he hadn’t chosen another werewolf. Still, the old man would feel he’d won. There would probably be a mating ceremony before Christmas and a baby by the end of next summer.

You fucking idiot.

It was odd, though—he’d never swollen up that much. Was it his body’s response to her fertility? Just a fluke? Or had something in him recognized Fee as a potential mate? The thought of spending the next twenty years with her wasn’t as frightening as he’d expected it to be and he had a deep-seated feeling the die was already cast.

Holy hell, what was he going to do about that? An apartment above a bar in downtown Detroit wasn’t the safest or smartest place to raise a child. Wouldn’t the old man have a laugh if Greg had to break down and buy a house in the ’burbs?

He slid his hand along Fee’s flat stomach. There was no way to tell this early if she’d conceived or not. Her hormones and pheromones wouldn’t alter for a day or two, one way or the other.

Meanwhile, he wanted her again already.

As if sensing his need, she opened her eyes and reached up to cup his cheek. “Hello there.”

“Hello.” He bent down to kiss her, barely managing to keep it light. “Are you sore?”

Fianna stretched and shook her head. “Not much. I’m certainly ready for another lesson.”

Don’t do it. But it was probably moot now anyway and his body was demanding more. He grabbed another condom in case it wasn’t already too late and rolled her on top of him. “I think this time it’s your turn to be in charge.”

 

“Are you okay?” Lana jumped up from the sofa in Fianna’s living room as Fianna emerged from her bedroom for their trip to the salon. “You’re not only late, but you’re walking kind of funny.”

Fianna grimaced. She was twenty minutes late, which wasn’t like her at all. “I’m a bit sore,” she admitted, “from the…err…cleaning, of course.” From doing the dumbest thing ever—three different times. The condom had broken the second time, as well. The third time they’d used their mouths on each other.

Lana laughed. “Honey, don’t try to lie to a werewolf about sex. Greg’s scent is all over you, even though I can tell you just took a shower.”

“You can smell that we had sex?” Fianna grabbed her purse and her jacket from the hooks by the door. Come to think of it, Greg’s grandfather had said something about that the night before. “Ewww.”


“You get used to it,” Lana said with a grin. “Makes it really hard for lupines to cheat on their mates, and in high school, everybody in the pack knows who’s messing around with whom.”

“That will put me at a handy disadvantage, now, won’t it?” Even though she was taller than the lupine woman, Fianna had to walk quickly to keep up with Lana, an endless bundle of energy. Besides, Fianna was too busy kicking herself to move that fast. What on earth had she been thinking, to agree to marry Greg? The whole idea was doomed from the start. Maybe, if the gods were kind, she wasn’t pregnant and it wouldn’t be too late to back out.

Lana snorted over her shoulder as they ran down the stairs toward the back door of the building. “Like you’ll have to worry about that with Greg. He’d cut his own dick off before he’d cheat. Once my cousin gives his word, nothing in the world will make him go back on it.”

“I know.” He’d be loyal and he’d respect her for the rest of his life. It was far more than she could have expected if her uncle or cousin had arranged a marriage for her Underhill. So why didn’t it seem like enough?

They walked across the street to the parking structure where Lana kept her little red sports car. Lana climbed into the driver’s seat and eased the powerful machine out into traffic. Over the last few months, Fianna had become used to the alternating urban decay and bright renewal that was Detroit, so she tuned out the outside world as Lana spoke.

“So I figured there are things you ought to know before we get to my grandparents’ tonight. Stuff Greg wouldn’t think to tell you because he’s such a guy.”

“Please.” Being duped into abetting a murderer had taught her to get as much information as possible before she acted. “What can I expect tonight?”

“Well, first of all, you’ll meet my grandmother. She’s kind of icy on the surface, but underneath she’s not too bad. She’s a bit of a snob, but I think you can handle that.”

Fianna nodded. “I think so. Nobody can out-snob the Seelie Court.”

“Yeah, I’ll bet.” Lana smirked. “Let’s see, who else will they invite? Peter and Maurice were the two henchmen there last night and neither of them are ever far from Grandfather. Maurice is the older one. His partner David is pretty nice—you shouldn’t have trouble with them. Peter’s wife Samantha is a major suck-up to Grandmother, and can be annoying as hell, so watch out for her.”

“Got it.” Fianna was glad she had a good memory for this sort of thing. “And your family?”

“My parents should be pretty easy to deal with. Same with Aunt Irene—though I guess she’s really not my aunt, but my dad’s first cousin. Anyway, she and Uncle Max are Derek’s parents. He’s married to Katy, who’s Peter and Samantha’s daughter. That means she pretty much grew up with Greg and George—Peter lives right on the property, so he can be at Grandfather’s beck and call 24/7. Unlike her parents, though, Katy is a total sweetheart. You’re going to love her.”

“Your parents live near your grandparents, too, correct?” Fianna knew Lana visited them every few weeks.

“Not really. They live in Huntington Woods, about halfway between Grandfather’s West Bloomfield compound and here. My dad is a semi-dominant male, so he couldn’t live under the old man’s thumb, even if Grandfather wasn’t an abusive old bastard.”


“Greg said something about that.” Fianna bit her lip. Child abuse pushed all her buttons. Retaining her composure with the man would be a challenge. For Greg’s sake, she would try.

“Wow.” Lana shot her a glance. “He’s never even spoken a word about it to me—or George, I think. He bore the brunt of it, since the old man didn’t give a shit how the non-alphas were raised. But to him, young alphas require constant toughening up.”

She went silent for a moment, then continued, “To be fair though, I think he was partly afraid of losing Greg the way he’d lost Greg’s father. My uncle died because he wasn’t strong enough to stand up to another wolf who wanted his territory. When my uncle refused to fight, the other wolf called him a coward and simply had him killed. Unfortunately, my aunt was in the car when it blew up as well. Greg was maybe ten, so George would have been nine. They lived with our grandparents until they went away to college.”

“That’s terrible.” Fianna’s heart broke for Greg and George, left alone at such a young age—like herself. And just like her, they’d been left in the care of cruel relatives. She wished she’d done half as well for herself as they had.

“So back to tonight, the ones you want to watch are Maurice, Peter, Samantha and the grandparents.” Lana turned onto another major road, toward her favorite spa, housed in a downtown hotel. “Oh, crap. There’s also Peter’s younger daughter, Sofia—the one Greg was supposed to marry. She’s a total bitch, but I thought she was out of state, living the high life as a fashion model.”

Wonderful. His supposed fiancée was a model. Of course. Fianna pondered a moment. “If this dinner goes badly, what’s the worst that could happen?”

Lana bit her lip. “Honestly? If Grandfather is too pissed off, we could all be exiled. I don’t think he’s ruthless enough to have you killed, but to be honest, I can’t rule it out, either.”

“Killed?” Fianna’s voice came out as a squeak. Stars protect me. What the hell have I gotten myself into?

“Don’t worry.” Lana reached across the car’s console to touch Fianna’s elbow. “You know Greg won’t let that happen. But it could mean we’ll all be on the run.”

“That’s such a comfort.”

“I know, but I really think they’re more likely to push forward with the wedding. That means you need to know about the mating ceremony. It kind of combines werewolf traditions with a modern, civil-service wedding. You’ll each cut your palms before the vows and the officiant—usually my uncle Max—will tie your wrists together so your blood mingles with his.”

“Not unlike a traditional handfasting,” Fianna mused. “Very well. Then what?”

“There’s one thing that’s the most important about lupine mating.”

“What’s that?” Fianna’s question was cut short as they pulled into the circle drive of the towering modern hotel.

Lana handed the keys to the valet as they stepped out.

Walking through the elegant lobby, Lana leaned over and whispered, “Werewolves, especially alphas, mate for life. Always. Once you go through with the wedding, Greg will never be able to let you go.”

 


“So have you heard anything from Vince?” Greg paced his office as he spoke to his brother on his cell phone. “He isn’t replying to his voice mail on either his cell or land line.”

“Not a word.” George paused a moment before continuing. “I’ve left him at least half a dozen messages in the last few days. You think something’s wrong?”

“I don’t know.” Greg gave the brick wall of the office a solid kick. He despised being helpless. “I wanted him there tonight, so Fee knows more than the four of us, but it looks like he won’t be.”

“I’ll keep trying to reach him.” George sounded as worried as Greg was. “You get a ring yet?”

“Actually I’ve had one for years. Our great-grandmother’s was left in the safe in the office, remember?” Along with a couple unregistered handguns and some Depression-era champagne smuggled in from France. They’d shared one bottle the night they opened the club. There were two left.

“Shit, that’s right. Did you bother to shave? Get your suit pressed?”

“Yes, Mom,” Greg replied. If George had been there, Greg would’ve thrown something at him. “I can clean up and behave when I have to.”

“Well, think about a haircut, Mr. Suave.”

“Nope.” Despite knowing he’d screwed up, Greg almost purred with pride. He’d been like that all morning, his emotions veering from terror to fierce delight. He sat on the edge of his desk and ran his hand through his hair for about the thousandth time. “Fee asked me not to. This morning. In bed.”

“Okay, I’m not even going to try to argue with that.” George’s bark of laughter rang sharp in Greg’s ear. “You did good there, bro. For what it’s worth, I’ll be happy to call her my sister.”

“Thanks.” Before Greg could say more, or make a fool out of himself with some sappy reply, or admit how stupid he’d been, the phone on his desk rang.

Even as he closed his cell with one hand, Greg was picking up the land-line handset, an old corded model, with his other.

“This is Sutton. I’m standing at your back door. Wanna let me in?”

Why the hell was Des here again? Something had to be bad. As soon as Greg opened the back door, he saw the troubled expression on the mage’s face. “What?”

“Another whole pack of werewolves was killed last night in Highland Park.” Des shrugged out of his long black duster and tossed it over one arm. “Thirteen men, women and children this time.”

“Fuck.” The news struck like a blow to the gut. Who the hell went around murdering kids? Greg blew out a long breath to steady his stomach and started back down the stairs to the club. He drew in a deep breath through his nose and struggled to keep his fangs from emerging. “Another fire?”

“Reported as an accidental gas explosion. Took out a block of four townhouses.” Des’s voice was icy with fury. His face was drawn and lined with fatigue.

“You want me to head over there, see if I can pick up any scent trails?” Not that Greg had time tonight, but for this, he’d deal with his grandfather’s anger.


“No, the place is already crawling with cops. Even I can’t get close, though I managed a drive-by. I don’t think there’s any magic involved. The arson investigation team is there, though.” Without asking, Des turned into the kitchen and started casting spells. Slowly, dents eased out of the major appliances.

“Thanks.” There was no way Greg could get close enough to scent track. “Do you have the names? I’ll notify my grandfather.”

Des rattled off the list of names as he waggled his fingers until a cabinet righted itself on the wall. After a few moments, he turned back to Greg. “Look, maybe you can help. You want to try slipping in after dark? Say midnight? Moon’ll be full tonight. I can pretend to be walking a big-ass dog.”

“That could work.” Any scent trails would be cold by then, but Greg might be able to pick up something. “I should be back by twelve. I’ll call you.”

“Good.” Des sent one more spell winging toward the smashed countertops and they both watched as the stainless steel smoothed itself back into shape.

Greg looked around at the repaired equipment. “Damn, thank you. I didn’t expect that kind of help, but I’m not going to turn it down. I owe you.”

“No.” Des shook his head. “You and your pack jumped right in to help my niece and I gave you shit about it. I’m the one who still owes you.”

“Okay, who are you and what have you done with Sutton?”

“Not enough sleep—that has to be it.” Des gave a wry smile. “That and a call from Elise, kicking my ass for not helping you more. She reminded me that my grudge against werewolves has nothing to do with you.”

“Wanna tell me what you have against my people?” It was something better to talk about—to think about—than dead werewolf families or his relationship with Fianna. Greg crossed his arms over his chest and leaned back against a chest freezer.

“Old girlfriend, bad situation. Let’s just say the Vancouver pack and I parted on less than pleasant terms. It doesn’t matter.” Des held out his right hand. “Pax?”

Greg nodded and shook. “Pax, dude. We’re cool.”

The bonding moment over, Des pulled back. “So why do you try so hard to hide your Ivy League education? I’d think your new fiancée might be impressed.”

“My Princeton diploma isn’t something I hide, but I don’t brag about it either.” Greg shrugged. “Mostly it isn’t relevant.”

“And it pisses off your grandfather that you look and speak like a high-school dropout.” Des smirked. “After meeting the man, I’m not sure I blame you.”

The sound of tires squealing in the road behind the club caught Greg’s ears and he shook his head. “Assholes.”

Then he heard the screams. Both he and Des started running.

 

In Lana’s car on the way back from the spa, butterflies tumbled about in Fianna’s stomach. It was a human expression, but surprisingly apt after her supposedly relaxing afternoon at the salon and spa. Everything Lana told her only left her more nervous about meeting the rest of Greg’s family. Perhaps it wasn’t too late to call off this sham of a betrothal. Engagement. She had to learn to think in modern, local English. She did, now more often than not, but when she was upset, she tended to revert to a language so old it didn’t have a proper name, or at least the English translations she’d learned in her youth.


Would Greg let her out of their arrangement? Did she want him to? More importantly, how would it impact him and his pack if she backed away? That was assuming that she wasn’t with child. If she was, which according to Greg was entirely possible, then she knew there was no way he’d let her go—not unless she was willing to leave her son or daughter behind. That was something she could never do.

She and Lana walked down the steps of the parking garage, their hair and makeup professionally finished, as well as sporting fresh polish on their fingers and toes. Lana’s manicure was screaming neon-purple, while Fianna had opted for a subtle, pearlescent pink. Lana had also gotten a matching purple streak in her hair, which waved loosely around her shoulders in contrast to Fianna’s sleek French twist.

“All the better to draw fire away from you,” Lana said. She tucked Fianna’s arm through hers. “Bet Grandfather’s face turns the same shade of purple when he sees my hair.”

“I wish I’d had your courage when I lived with my uncle.” Fianna couldn’t imagine what would’ve happened if she’d stood up to her guardian. Living among the werewolves and humans had shown her the strength she’d never known she possessed.

They left the parking garage and started across the street. Seemingly out of nowhere, a big black car swooped around the corner and roared toward them.

Fianna screamed and leaped for the curb. Lana’s shriek was louder, and as the vehicle bore down on them, she gave Fianna an extra push. Lana was almost out of the road when the car struck her hip, slamming her into Fianna with a cry of pain. Both women flew several feet into a heap on the pavement. For a moment, Fianna was afraid the car would keep coming, but the guards watching in their car from the alley had come running with their guns. The attackers’ car peeled away as soon as the security team arrived. The smell of burnt rubber overpowered the odor of the Dumpster and the rosemary shampoo on her hair.

Greg and Des were out the door before the guards reached Fee and Lana.

“Lana?” Fianna got to her knees and leaned over her friend, terror knotted in her throat.

“Oww.” Lana flexed her arms and legs. “Nothing broken, but there’s going to be a bitch of a bruise on my hip. How about you?”

“You pushed me out of the way. I’m fine.” Fianna brushed a strand of hair out of her face and noticed that her hand came away shaking and smeared with blood. “Oh, hell. My hair and makeup are ruined.” Somehow that seemed worse than any pain.

Lana sat up, accepting help from a glowering Des while Greg assisted Fianna to her feet.

“She pushed you out of the way because she heals a lot faster than you do,” Greg said with a snarl. Fianna watched as he breathed deeply and his fangs and claws receded. Had he almost turned? Was he angry with her for almost getting his cousin killed? After a few deep breaths, his tone softened. “Let’s get you two inside and assess the damage.”

Fianna shook her head. “My bag—I dropped it in the street. I need it.” She felt herself tremble, though she wasn’t sure why. She’d been hurt more severely than this many times.

“I’ll get it.” The older of the two guards, a bald-headed man in his forties, walked out into the street. He retrieved Fianna’s purse and a small pink shopping bag, as well as Lana’s bigger shopping bag from beside the curb. “I got the license number, but it’s probably stolen.”


“Inside,” Greg growled at them all. He glared at the guards as he ushered Fianna into the doorway. “I thought you two were supposed to prevent this kind of thing.”

“Sorry,” said the older guard, who introduced himself as Jensen. “We were watching the property for vandalism, not for direct attacks on personnel. We’ll know better next time. You might want to think about personal bodyguards as well.”

They trooped down to Greg’s office. He sat Fianna down at his desk, while the younger guard, handsome and fair, eased a severely limping Lana into a chair.

Jensen set Fianna’s purse and sack on Greg’s desk.

“Let me see that leg.” Des glowered at Lana. “And the hands.”

“I am not taking my pants off so you can see my hip,” Lana snapped. She held out her scraped-up palms. “You could clean these, though, so the grit doesn’t heal inside.”

“There’s a first-aid kit in the bottom drawer of George’s desk,” Greg said. He gently touched Fianna’s cheek. “And someone go into the kitchen for a bowl of water and a couple towels.”

Des rooted around in the desk and came up with a white metal box stamped with a bold red cross while Jensen hurried out of the room. Meanwhile, Greg lifted Fianna’s hands to inspect them for damage.

“Ouch.” She winced when he probed at her wrist, which was swollen and turning purple. She blinked at it in confusion. How hadn’t she noticed until now that it hurt? Both of her palms had red, angry scrapes and her cheek had started to burn. The pain wasn’t what bothered her most. She stared down at her glossy acrylic nails, which were now jagged and gouged, a couple even ripped from her fingertips. “My nails. They’re ruined.” For no explicable reason, that was what made her burst into tears.

“Hey there, it’s okay.” Greg sat on the edge of the desk and pulled her into his arms. “It’s called an adrenaline crash, princess. You’ll be fine.”

“I’m not much of a healer,” Desmond said as he bent over Lana’s hands, picking out bits of dirt and rubble. “But I can manage some, and Lana’s wounds are already closing. Is Fee’s wrist sprained or broken?”

Greg’s breath stirred her hair as he spoke. “Sprained. And her palms are pretty much hamburger.”

“I spent all day trying to look good to meet your grandparents,” she sniffled against his chest. “Now it’s all ruined.” Nothing had ever felt as good, as comforting as his big body holding her close. Somehow it felt horrible to let him down in front of his family by looking like a mess.

“Sssh.” Greg kissed her hair. “You’re in shock. Worrying about trivial details is a normal reaction, but try not to. You’re okay, and that’s all that matters.”

“We can fix our hair and makeup, Fee.” Lana’s voice sounded shaky, too, making Fianna feel less like an idiot. “I think both of our manicures are toast, though. At least you didn’t trash yours by sprouting claws.”

Sometimes Fianna almost forgot Lana was a werewolf, who tended to change under stress. She did suppose that growing claws would destroy the other woman’s nail polish.

“Women,” Des grunted. “Wait until I’m done healing your asses, and I’ll see how much magic I have left.”


“Don’t waste your time on me.” Lana bristled like an angry cat. “I’ll be fine in an hour or so. Just fix Fee’s face and hands.”

“I’ll get there. Now hold still.”

Crying jag past, Fianna dried her eyes with the back of her hand and looked over to see Des wipe Lana’s palms with a pad soaked in alcohol. Lana swore viciously, but remained perfectly still.

“Okay, princess, your turn.” Edging away from her so he could work, Greg took a similar pad and held it up to her cheek. “This is going to sting.”

“It’s all right.” The sharp bite of the antiseptic did hurt, but Fianna bit her lip and didn’t move or make a sound as he cleaned the wound. She’d been trained at an early age to remain silent and still no matter what amount of punishment her uncle doled out.

This was different, though. She could sense the concern in Greg’s touch as well as the contained anger that vibrated through his taut body. After he finished with her cheek, he gently blew on the skin to cool the sting. The sweetness of the gesture brought fresh tears to Fianna’s eyes. No one had ever cared for her like this before. She blinked back the wetness as he began to peel back her fingers to reveal the scrapes on her palms. He took a fresh pad and began to wipe away the grit and gravel.

When Greg finished scrubbing her hands, he dropped a kiss onto each and moved behind her. Desmond stepped over and took hold of her throbbing left wrist. Soon the ache receded and fresh pink skin replaced the angry gouges on her palm. He touched her cheek and the pain there vanished, as well.

She couldn’t help the sick feeling in the pit of her stomach. Once she could have done such minor magic for herself. Sometimes she forgot how that had felt, but at other times, like now, she missed that part of her being so much it hurt.

“Now this we’ll call an engagement present.” Des whispered a short incantation and Fianna’s manicure was once again perfect, her broken nails mended and returned to their glossy pale pink.

Fianna’s head was level with the tall mage’s stomach, but she hugged him anyway, fighting more tears as she offered her thanks.

“Ooh, your hair is back up, too.” Lana gave Des a grudging nod. “That was a nice thing to do. Thanks.”

He shrugged. “I have a sister. I know that stuff matters when you want to make an impression. What the hell is with the purple stripe?”

“Like it’s any of your business.” Lana tossed her messy hair. She tried to stand and wobbled precariously before Des took two steps to her side and caught her. “Oh, hell. I need to go somewhere and shift a couple times if this hip is going to work in time for dinner. Don’t suppose one of you big macho males can help me up the stairs?”

Muttering something incomprehensible, Desmond swept her up into his arms. “I’ll see you tonight, Greg. Call me.” With that, he left the room carrying a startled Lana.

“We’re going back outside,” Jensen said. “Let us know when anyone’s leaving the building and we’ll escort you.”

Greg nodded and the two guards left. Fianna sat up straighter in her chair and folded her hands in her lap. “I’m sorry, Greg. I never meant for Lana to get hurt protecting me.”

“Neither of you should have been attacked.” He stood and paced the small office. “And what are you sorry about? It’s my job to keep you safe. Both of you.”


“No.” She looked down her nose at him. “I’m not an infant, and I won’t be coddled. Lana would say the same. We are both adults and responsible for ourselves. We were laughing and we didn’t pay enough attention to our surroundings. I doubt either of us will make that mistake again.”

He continued pacing. “Damned right. I’m going to call that security firm and hire more guards. Hell, I’m tempted to leave you both out at the compound tonight.”

“And we’ll both leave.” She tapped her newly repaired fingernails on the desk. “For ninety years, I was a mindless pawn. There is no way I’ll be ordered about like that again. I have no objection to taking precautions, but don’t even try to treat me like an idiot or a child.”

“Even though you have no training in self-defense?” He leaned against the closed office door and stared her down. “And even though no one can defend against a lead pipe to the back of the head?”

“Actually, I do. This took me by surprise—as it did Lana.” Despite her inner flinch, she held his gaze. Her skin pricked as the tears and smeared makeup dried on her cheeks. “And no, no one can defend themselves all the time, against a determined opponent. So if we’re all leaving, that’s fine. I’ll be right beside you. But if you’re staying, I am, too. I can’t go back to mindless obedience. Notice how well that worked out for me before. You have to trust my judgment, or this…arrangement is going to be over before we’ve even started.”

“After last night, you gave up that option.” He ran his hands through his hair and dry-scrubbed his face. “But you have a point. You’re both adults, and I’m overreacting. All I can promise is to try to respect that. Alpha wolf instincts are pretty strong.”

Her lip quirked. It was impossible to maintain any distance with him. “I seem to remember that from last night.”

Greg laughed with her. “Okay, I deserved that. Are you really all right?”

“Desmond healed everything. I was frightened, but I’m fine now.” Hopefully, he wouldn’t be able to tell that her hands were still shaking, ever so slightly. This adrenaline thing must be more potent than she’d thought. To hide that, she reached for the small paper sack.

“What’s so important in the bag?” He lifted one bushy eyebrow as she drew out the contents and sighed with relief. Neither of the small cardboard boxes was crushed.

“Lipstick. It matches my manicure.” It had cost far more than she should have spent, but somehow it mattered. She’d used up her favorite lipstick several weeks ago, and until now, hadn’t seen a purpose to spending the money she no longer made to replace it. Feeling her best tonight would be worth the cost. “And a pair of earrings. I was allowed to keep my clothing, but the queen confiscated my jewels.” Those had cost two full weeks’ wages, and they were only small aquamarines, though the stones and settings were good ones.

“Speaking of jewelry…” He reached into a desk drawer beside her and drew out a faded velvet box. “This belonged to my great-grandmother, on my mother’s side.”

When he opened the box, Fianna blinked. The ring nestled inside was a simple design, a square-cut diamond of perhaps two carats, in a platinum setting with a touch of Art Deco design. “It’s beautiful. You’d like me to wear it to dinner? I’m honored.”


“I want you to wear it, period.” He took it out and lifted her left hand. “It’s your engagement ring. I’ll be honest, Fee. I’m operating under the assumption that the wedding is a done deal.”

“Oh.” He seemed so sure while she was still so confused. And now, an engagement ring? Fianna knew about that human custom, of course. She’d dutifully admired both Meagan’s and Elise’s rings when they’d become engaged. It hadn’t occurred to her, though, that Greg would give her one. Even if they did have to go through with the wedding, theirs wasn’t the kind of love match the others had.

He slid it on to her finger and leaned in to claim her lips in a deep, possessive kiss. By the time he broke away, they were both gasping for breath.

“Are you sure you’re not hurt anywhere else?” His gaze traveled along her body, clad in now-dusty jeans, a lavender turtleneck sweater. Somewhere along the way, she’d eased out of her torn leather jacket, which lay in the floor by her feet.

Now that she felt better, she couldn’t resist teasing him a bit. “Well, there are these two small puncture wounds on my shoulder. Do you suppose I should have asked Des to heal those?”

“No.” A feral expression flashed across his features and faded just as quickly. “That mark means I’ve claimed you. It’s more important than the ring. In fact, if you can find a dress that shows it off, that would be even better. My grandfather will expect to see it.”

“So that’s why you bit me?” She shouldn’t be disappointed that what had felt intimate and sexual at the time now seemed so cold and calculated.

“No. I told you at the time, it was instinct. At the time, I wasn’t exactly using my brain. Whether you believe me or not, what happened last night was a claiming, not a ruse. And if I wasn’t afraid of messing up that perfect hairdo all over again, I’d remind you how good it is between us.”

“So don’t touch my hair.” She could barely believe she’d had the courage to say it. “I can redo my own makeup. For a moment there in that street, I thought I might never have the chance to touch you again.”

“Fuck, princess, so did I.” He sat on the edge of his desk and hauled her into his arms, kissing her frantically. “I don’t know what the hell this is between us, but I don’t want to lose you, Fee.”

“You didn’t. You won’t.” She kissed him back and slid her hands up under his shirt.

“I’m the biggest jerk alive for taking advantage of you yesterday.” He said this even as he pushed her sweater up under her armpits and reached behind her to unclasp her bra. He eased her to her feet in front of him, allowing him to run a line of kisses along her midriff and up her breastbone. “Even worse, I’m doing it again.”

“I don’t mind.” She wrapped her fingers in his hair and held on as his lips found her breast. “I want you, Greg. I need this.” Her body ached with desire more than it did from her fall.

“I don’t think there’re any condoms in here.” He switched breasts, suckling her nipple deep into his mouth.

“Not that they did any good,” she murmured. “Does it matter?”

He let go of her breast and buried his nose in her throat, inhaling deeply. “We’re safe. You’ve passed the peak of your cycle.”


“Then quit wasting time and take me.” She let go of his hair to reach for his zipper. Cautiously, she lowered it over his engorged penis. “Please.”

“If you’re sure.” His nimble fingers undid her jeans and pushed them down around her ankles along with her panties. Greg stood, turning her to face his desk. “Lean forward over the desk.”

Too excited to argue, she did. Her ankles were still bound by her jeans, allowing her to spread them only a foot or so apart, but that was apparently enough. Greg eased two fingers into her channel from behind and pumped, testing her readiness. Moments later, his cock replaced his hand, the blunt head pushing into her in one smooth glide.

Fianna cried out at the depth of his penetration, but pushed her hips back, taking him even farther inside.

“Unbelievable,” he grunted as he began to move. “Never knew it could be this good. This hot.”

Fianna wanted to answer, but all she could do was moan and hold on to the edge of the desk. Her breasts pressed into the leather blotter, and Greg’s thick shaft pistoned in and out of her.

It only took a minute or so before she cried out and shattered around him. Greg slammed himself home and called her name, his hands digging into the flesh of her hips. After another second, she felt the warm, wet flood of his seed fill her once again.

He stood there for a while, running his hands up and down her spine, before bending to kiss her from neck to waist. “Did I hurt you?” He stepped back and eased out of her, grabbing a handful of tissues from his desk to wipe himself off before he gently did the same for her.

“Not at all.” She pushed herself up and turned to face him. “That was…wonderful.” She tried to hide her wince as she pulled up her jeans. Her massage had eased the worst of the aches, but after her fall, she was tense and stiff again.

“So it was, but you’re still hurting.” Greg fished a small packet out of the first-aid kit and handed it to her. “Take these. Do you have more upstairs?”

She smiled wanly, tore open the packet and swallowed the tablets with a swig of the cold coffee that had been sitting on his desk. Coffee tasted strange, but she’d learned to appreciate the caffeine boost. “I do. When I first came here, my feet would hurt so badly after a shift that Lana made me buy a few things. Sometimes I forget to take them, though, like this morning. Medication isn’t something I’ve ever had to use before.”

“I know. It isn’t something I usually think about either, but I’m glad my cousin is more thoughtful.” He stood, kissed the top of her head and helped her to her feet. “Come on let’s get you upstairs so you can at least sit down and rest for a while until the drugs kick in.”

They walked arm in arm up the stairs. At her door, he paused and added one last thing. “I know you’re an adult, and you can take care of yourself, but next time…” He gazed pointedly at her stomach. “Try to remember you have people who care about you. And that it may not be just yourself who you’re protecting.”








Chapter Six



Fianna couldn’t stop thinking about Greg’s parting words for the rest of the afternoon. Nausea roiled through her stomach at the idea that someone might be trying to not only kill her, but possibly a child, as well. Almost as disconcerting was trying to sort out what Greg wanted from her. Did he truly care for her, or was she simply an expedient choice to thwart his grandfather’s plans? Furthermore, was she now nothing but a potential brood mare? She couldn’t make sense of anything that had happened in the last twenty-four hours.

She sat on the corner of her sofa with her legs curled up under her, and her head held high so as not to muss her hair, not after Des had expended magic to repair it the first time. The gesture had been too considerate to waste, even if what she really wanted to do was fall face-first into her pillow and cry.

Grow up, Fianna. Not only had she loudly proclaimed herself to be a responsible adult, she owed Greg better than a dishrag for a mate—even a pretend one.

The first thing she needed to do was wash her face and hands. That accomplished, it was time to decide on a gown. She’d intended to wear a conservative style in black velvet, with a high neckline and long sleeves. If Greg wanted her to show off the bite, though, she had a better idea. In the closet of the spare bedroom, she found the one she wanted, wrapped in plastic like all the other designer clothing she’d owned as Aidan’s assistant. The aqua satin sheath was a Grecian style, sleeveless with one shoulder completely bare. She dug out a bag and heels in silver leather. She’d wear no jewelry except the earrings and Greg’s ring. His mark would take the place of a necklace.

There was still time before she had to dress, so she sat back on her couch with her laptop. If she was pregnant, there were things she needed to know. She’d watched Meagan enough to realize that certain foods and beverages could be harmful. Thank heavens for the internet. It was amazing how much she’d learned about being human from surfing the web.

Smoking and alcohol were the first two taboos she found. Fine. She could avoid wine and beer, and she didn’t much care for liquor. Cigarettes were disgusting. At the third entry, she gasped in horror. Caffeine? How was she supposed to function without that? She thought guiltily of the coffee she’d had this morning, then again in Greg’s office. Scrolling down a little, she saw that even the painkillers she’d taken were considered suspect. Oh, no, no, no. She prayed that if there was a child, she hadn’t already done any damage.

A knock on her door registered in the back of her mind, but she was too engrossed in her research to get up and open it. She’d found photographs of an infant’s development in the womb. She’d never known that it took at least a week for the fertilized egg to implant itself. So the medication she’d taken today was probably fine but she’d have to be more careful in the future.

The knocking turned into pounding. “Fianna. Are you all right in there?”

“Come in, Lana.” She closed the screen on her laptop as the door opened.

“I wanted to make sure you were okay.” In the short black dress she’d purchased today and high black boots, Lana looked perfectly recovered. She held out her hand. “Des may be an asshole most of the time, but at least he fixed my nails.”


“Yes, that was kind of him.” Fianna wasn’t about to be drawn into a discussion of the mage. The sparks between Lana and Des were obvious even to her. Her thoughts were still stuck on the research she’d been doing, and on Greg’s words from the day before about driving carpool and cheering at soccer games. “Will you teach me how to drive?”

“Sure.” Lana narrowed her eyes. “But not tonight. Wanna tell me what’s really on your mind?”

No. “I suppose I’m nervous about being paraded in front of your family.”

“Yeah, don’t blame you for that.” Lana cocked her head toward the bedroom. “Come on, let’s get you ready.”

Much safer territory. Fianna turned so Lana could unzip her sweater and help ease the cashmere over her coiffure without disturbing it. When Fianna tossed the garment aside, Lana stepped back and let out a low whistle.

“He marked you.”

Fianna turned to see the other woman’s wide grin. “So I’m told. Is it supposed to still tingle?” They’d changed in separate stalls at the spa, and the heavy terry-cloth robe had hidden the base of Fianna’s throat.

“From what I’ve heard, yeah.” Lana practically bounced and gave Fianna an enthusiastic hug. “Oh, I’m so happy for you. Part of me was afraid this was all fake, just to stall Grandfather. But if he’s marked you, he means it. Welcome to the family, cousin.”

Fianna hugged her back. “Thank you.”

Then Lana noticed the engagement ring and a whole new round of squealing ensued. By the time she was dressed and her makeup restored, Fianna had to rush into her shoes. She snapped on her second earring just as Greg knocked on her door.

“Okay, I’m going to wait downstairs.” Lana gave Greg a hug as she darted past him into the hallway. “No stopping to fool around before dinner.”

“I could be convinced,” he said from the door after Lana clattered down the steps. “You look incredible.” His heated gaze swept from Fianna’s face down to her toes.

She picked up her white velvet shawl and returned his stare. “So do you.” She’d seen him in formal dress once before, the night of Meagan and Ric’s wedding, but by the time she’d seen him, he’d unbuttoned his shirt and loosened his tie. Now he was magnificent in an expensively tailored charcoal-gray suit with a white shirt and a black-and-blue abstract patterned tie. It wasn’t a tuxedo, but it suited him perfectly.

“Thank you for wearing that dress.” He crossed to her in a few long strides and draped her wrap around her shoulders. The bite mark on her neck tingled more strongly when he kissed it.

“Any woman would be proud to be your fiancée.” Any woman with a brain, that was. Or a heartbeat. “If this is what it takes to show that, I’ve no objection.”

“Come on, let’s get out of here before I mess your hair up again.”

 

Greg had to hand it to Fee. She didn’t bitch at being squished between him and Lana on the bench seat of his pickup all the way out to West Bloomfield. They could’ve taken Lana’s Mustang convertible, but for three long-legged people, the pickup was actually more comfortable. Besides, the dinged and ratty exterior Greg maintained on the truck pissed his grandfather off.


Too bad there’s no room for a car seat. Greg willed away the snotty voice inside his brain. He’d deal with all that crap when—and if—he had to. Not tonight.

Once they reached the walled estate where he’d grown up, Greg drew the truck into the circle drive and parked right where he knew it would be most visible. He pocketed the keys instead of leaving them for the poor sucker acting as valet and walked around to the passenger side to offer a hand to Lana, in her sky-high-heeled boots, and then to Fianna, in glittery silver stiletto sandals. In them, she was about as tall as he. Good thing he had no hang-ups about height.

“This is almost as grand as Aidan’s house.” After they passed the guarded, wrought-iron gate and stone wall surrounding the property, Fee looked at the faux Georgian mansion in some surprise.

Greg nodded. “The house sits on forty acres, but the pack owns the full square mile, and good chunks of the sections on three sides. This entire square is walled, gated and guarded, and the Prime’s house is walled off even from the others. There are a couple smaller houses on this chunk—like the old man’s bodyguard’s and the housekeeper’s cottage, as well as a guesthouse or two. Other ranking pack members live on the adjacent land, making for a pretty defensible compound.”

Some wolf Greg didn’t recognize took their coats in the enormous foyer and told them that the guests were gathering in the library.

Hmmph. As if they didn’t know the house and couldn’t hear where the voices were coming from. The women each murmured a polite thanks, but Greg only nodded to the less-dominant male before taking each of the females by an arm and ushering them down the wide, marble-floored hallway. He paused outside the open double doors into the library.

The buzz of conversation inside came to a halt.

The room was crowded with familiar faces. Ivan sat in his usual hunter-green leather chair next to the green-veined marble fireplace. On one side sat Marja, Greg’s grandmother, in a sparkly navy gown and heavy diamond necklace, her silvery hair swirled up in a style similar to Fee’s. On the old man’s other side, Peter stood at attention. His wife, Samantha, perched on a delicate tapestry chair at his side. Maurice and his partner David chatted on one end of the room with Lana’s parents and a vibrant blonde Greg hadn’t expected to see.

Greg stopped in his tracks on his path toward his grandfather and whipped his head around toward George and Jase who’d come up beside Fee. “What’s she doing here?”

George shrugged and darted a glare at the old man. As a show of support, he took Fee’s other hand and walked with them up to where the Prime sat on his leather throne. Greg shot him a look of thanks behind Fee’s head. Lana fell back with Jase.

“Grandmother.” Greg tipped his head and gave Marja a smile. “Allow me to present my fiancée, Fianna Meadows, recently of the Seelie Court. Fianna, meet my grandmother, Marja Novak.”

“Delighted.” Fee held her head high and extended one hand toward the older woman. “Your grandchildren speak well of you, Mrs. Novak. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”


If Marja’s spine hadn’t already been as straight as a ramrod, Greg was sure it would have stiffened further. Her dark eyes studied Fee with blatant disrespect. “You were exiled from the Faerie Court and stripped of your powers. How does that make you a fit mate for the future Prime alpha?”

Fee’s smile was brittle as an icicle. “It doesn’t. However, Greg has chosen me, despite my previous failings. My apologies if he failed to ask your permission.”

“Their permission was never a requirement,” Greg said from beside her. He let go of her arm so he could slip his around her waist. God, but she was magnificent. “You’re my intended mate. They can choose to be polite or to kick us both out. I don’t much care which.” Except he’d really rather not be evicted from the entire region.

“The Prime has never had the authority to choose or deny mates,” George pointed out in a soft, reasonable tone. “Fianna is a lovely woman, who didn’t knowingly commit any crimes. She was exiled for her loyalty to the only family she’d ever known. I’d trust her at my back any day of the week. For what it’s worth, I support my brother’s choice and welcome her to our family and pack.”

Fee bit her lip in a motion so subtle Greg doubted anyone saw it but him. She blinked rapidly, no doubt having teared up at George’s words, but her proud carriage didn’t waver.

“So do I,” said Lana from behind them.

“I would prefer my heirs not be of mixed blood,” the old man growled. “Your children would be in line to be Prime—they must be lupine.”

Greg shook his head. “Now you’re reaching for excuses. You had me genetically tested when I was six. You know I have the double dominant allele. All my children will be lupines, regardless of their mother’s race. If anything, adding Fae to the bloodline will only strengthen it. Extended life spans and magic are both possibilities.”

“Magical werewolves. Think about it, grandson. Would that be a good idea? Or an alpha who doesn’t age? That goes against the natural order of the pack.”

“Since my powers have been stripped, it’s a moot point.” Fianna kept her gaze on a point slightly above the Prime’s left shoulder. Greg thought it was disdain, rather than respect or fear that kept her from meeting the old man’s gaze. “I’m human, and any children I bear will carry that heritage, not my former elven one.”

“Sure about that, princess?” His whisper was for her ears alone. He’d already considered everything his grandfather mentioned, and each of those points helped confirm one fact. Greg was an idiot. However, since it was probably too late to change his mind, he brazened it out. “It doesn’t matter. My decision is made, and the mating process has begun.” He turned Fee to the side a few inches so the light from the sconces above the fire shone right on her throat.

As if she’d read his mind, she tipped her head, to better display his mark.

The old man’s nostrils flared, but before he could speak, Marja laid a hand, only slightly veined with age, on his arm. “Enough. Miss Meadows is a guest in our home and our grandson’s intended mate. This is a social visit, not a pack meeting.”

Greg leaned down and kissed the air above her perfectly made-up cheek. “Thank you, Grandmother.”

“You’re welcome. Now introduce your fiancée to your cousin Katy, who’s bouncing like a basketball on her toes behind you, trying to see. Dinner will be served in thirty minutes. You know where the bar is located.”

With that, they were dismissed. Stepping backward first, as if they were leaving the presence of royalty, Greg and Fianna turned to greet the others.


Katy was indeed bouncing. She was average height and build, with hazel eyes and her russet-brown hair cut in a sleek chin-length bob. She clutched both of Fee’s hands in hers and grinned. “I’m so glad to finally meet you. I’ve heard so much about you I feel like we’re old friends.” She wrapped the taller Fee in an exuberant hug. “Oh, congratulations and welcome.”

“Thank you.” Fee carefully extricated herself but her expression had softened considerably and she squeezed Katy’s hands before letting go. She was touched. “I’m happy to meet you at last as well. You’re as lovely as I expected you to be.”

“My other half, Derek Palowsky.” Katy drew the lighter-haired werewolf with the Novak dark eyes forward. “Our kids are dying to meet you, too.”

“I look forward to it. They’re adorable—six, four, three and one, correct? Lana showed me a photograph.” Next, Fee shook hands with Derek and asked about his law firm. Either she’d absorbed every word Greg or George had said about their family, or Lana had coached her well this morning.

Eventually, of course, he had to tug Fee away from Katy and introduce her to his aunt and uncle, Lana’s parents. There was no trouble with them—Lana had already primed Julian and Helen to like Fee. Since Lana was their only child, they’d taken the trouble to lavish attention on Greg and George when they were children—at least as much as the old man would allow. Fee dropped her snooty façade and charmed them easily. Derek’s folks, Max and Irene Palowsky, were as easy to cope with.

While Fee was chatting with his aunts, a strong hand pulled Greg away from her. He knew better than to cause a scene by protesting, so he found himself in a corner of the room, facing down Sofia Bartok—Peter’s daughter, Katy’s sister and Greg’s former lover.

“What on earth are you thinking to bring an outsider into the pack?” She gripped his arm with nails so sharp he thought her claws had emerged.

“I’m thinking about the woman I…care about.” He’d almost said love, but he couldn’t quite do it—the word was rolling around in his mind, but not ready to come out. “And it’s not like the family has never had human blood before.” Greg’s mother had been one-quarter human. “The old man will get over it.”

“But you were supposed to marry me.”

Greg’s jaw dropped and he stared at Sofia’s face. She was stunning, with long dark blond hair and clear blue eyes—even in wolf form they were blue. Though she was beautiful in either shape, looking at her did nothing to heat Greg’s blood—not the way even thinking about Fee did. In fact, she didn’t even smell appealing anymore. Though again, compared to Fee, nobody did. Sofia was also entirely serious. Her delicate features twisted with fury and the scent of her anger was like vinegar in his nostrils.

He took a step backward, hating to hurt her, but he couldn’t lead her on, either. “Sof, we broke up years ago. You admitted at the time that we weren’t right together.”

She narrowed her eyes at him and he could have sworn he saw a hint of fang. “I thought you simply had issues with my modeling career. Now that I’m thirty-five and retired, I’d assumed you’d be over your hang-ups and ready to settle down.”

“It had nothing to do with your job. We’re not compatible. Can’t we leave it at that and be friends, please?” The center of his back itched at the venom in her glare.


“Oh, we’ll be friends, Greg. Very, very close friends.” She eased them back into the group around Fee, refusing to let go of his sleeve. She’d pasted a smile back on her face, and even gotten her scent under control.

Even so, George gave Greg a worried look when he saw them together. Greg shrugged and eased his way out of her grip toward the bar after a quick introduction. “Fee, honey, what can I get you to drink?”

“Just sparkling water, please.” She looked down her nose at Sofia before turning back to her conversation with Katy and Jase.

Greg filled a big goblet with French sparkling water, added a lime wedge and poured himself a double vodka. For all his faults, the old man kept a well-stocked liquor cabinet and seemed to have remembered Greg’s favorite brand.

Drinks in hand, Greg returned to Fianna’s side and handed over her glass. “Not drinking?” he murmured in her ear.

She gave her head a miniscule shake. “No. Not until we’re…sure.” Her voice was pitched so low he could barely hear her, meaning even the other wolves wouldn’t be able to.

Fuck. He took a huge gulp of his vodka. He hadn’t even thought about that.

 

Fianna sipped her water and continued to take stock of the crowd. Greg’s sister and brother-in-law were delightful, as were Derek and Lana’s parents. Greg’s grandmother was kinder than Fianna had expected. The rest, though…She repressed a shudder. There was little doubt that some of the older men wouldn’t mind if she were dead. Both of the betas had been glaring daggers at her since she’d walked through the door. As for Sofia—well, that bitch would certainly stab her in the back given half a chance. No matter. Fianna had dealt with worse at the Seelie Court. She turned her attention back to Katy.

“So Kevin and Delaney held the hose, and they made Tessa knock on the door, then run. When I answered the door, whoosh, instant shower—and I was all dressed up to go to lunch with my mother-in-law.”

Kevin was the six-year-old, Delaney four and Tessa three. Fianna tried to picture what would have happened if she’d ever tried to be that mischievous. Most likely, she’d have been whipped and locked in a cell for a week.

“So what could I do?” Katy chuckled. “I had to punish them, but I was laughing almost as hard as they were. Right then my in-laws drove up, so I told them that since they wanted to play with the hose, they could help Gramps wash his big, shiny Cadillac. I think they all had a blast to tell you the truth. My father-in-law is a gem, just like his son.”

Her husband blushed to the roots of his ash-brown hair. Their obvious adoration of each other was remarkable.

Some people had all the luck.

Not that she could complain. She was alive and at least sort-of engaged to Greg. That was so much better than her life could have, by all rights should have been.

But what wouldn’t she give to have him look at her like Derek looked at Katy?


The meal was a tense and tedious affair. Fianna couldn’t eat much. The constant scrutiny destroyed her appetite. The rich, heavily sauced and meat-based menu didn’t help. The Fae diet was primarily vegetarian, with meat or fowl only as an occasional counterpoint. Compared to the usual human diet, elven fare was also rather bland. While she’d been learning to enjoy the more complex seasonings found in the human realm, tonight they turned her stomach.

Or perhaps it was the sight of Sofia Bartok at the other end of the table. Interesting that she’d been seated next to Greg, while Fianna was stuck between Ivan and his henchman Maurice. Something about that wolf gave her the chills. How far would he go if it came to making his Prime happy? Should she watch her back?

Definitely, when it came to Sofia. Fianna didn’t suffer from false modesty—she knew her tall, thin frame and platinum hair were considered lovely by human standards, or at least the fashion industry. But in real life most men seemed to prefer a fuller figure, like Sofia’s. Though the woman had apparently been a fashion model, her curves were much more generous than Fianna’s and shown off in a form-fitting gown of chocolate-brown silk. The artful streaks in her golden blond hair had to have cost a fortune if they weren’t natural, and her big sky-blue eyes were framed by thick dark lashes. She was a few inches shorter than Fianna but more than made up for the difference in sheer presence.

“So we’re in Brazil for this swimsuit shoot and, of course it’s freezing that day, so we’re all jumping around to stay warm between shots. I totally didn’t mean to bounce out of the top of my suit, but the photographer loved it—and so did the magazine. They couldn’t put it on the cover of course, but they did use it as the centerpiece, and I made the cover in that sheer lace sarong over the gold bikini.”

Fianna swallowed hard and glanced at Katy who glared daggers at Sofia. “So your oldest is in school now, right? Is he enjoying it?”

“Not really. Kevin isn’t much for being told what to do.” Katy grimaced, but her eyes twinkled. “He is such a future alpha. He does like being around other kids his own age more. There are only a few in our neighborhood, so he enjoys having a wider social circle. And he’s in first grade but reads at a third-grade level, so we know he can do the work.”

“That’s wonderful.” Fianna did her best to tune out the rest of the conversation. “And your girls are too young for school, yes?”

Katy nodded. “They go to preschool three afternoons a week. It gives them a chance to play with other kids, and I get some alone time with just the baby. Jack’s a handful, but when he goes down for a nap, I actually get an hour or so of peace and quiet—it’s wonderful.”

“So, Miss Meadows, I imagine serving drinks is a bit of a comedown after being Aidan Greene’s private secretary.” Ivan raised one bushy gray eyebrow.

Fee smiled briefly. “It’s a change, certainly. It took some time to adjust, but I can’t complain about the people I work with, although Aidan was and remains a dear friend.”

“Even after you betrayed him?” Maurice snorted. “Right.”

Fianna ignored the hireling and faced the Prime alpha. “I’m sure you’re well aware of the situation. If you’re not, you might wish to ask your grandson, or Aidan Greene, for an explanation. I regret that I took family loyalty to the extreme. A good man was killed because I believed my uncle when he told me no one would be hurt. I can’t undo that, but I can accept my punishment, learn from it and move on.” She allowed a small smile to play about her lips as she looked across and down the table at Greg. “And I must say, the supposed punishment has turned out to be a blessing.”


That shut them up for a few moments, during which Fianna managed to eat several bites of her salad of field greens with figs and goat cheese. She’d have to remember to try that recipe at home when she might be able to enjoy it.

“So how old are you, Fianna?” Sofia called out, a catty smile on her full lips. “Are you enjoying your younger man?”

“I was born in 1918.” She refused to allow any emotion to cross her face. “But I believe I will age from this point on as if I were in my early twenties now. Greg doesn’t seem to mind, do you, darling?”

If she hadn’t been watching him, she’d have missed the tiny beat as he took in her endearment and processed it. He gave her a wink and a broad smile. “Not a bit, princess. I’m happy with you just the way you are.” He blew her a kiss.

Maurice hissed. Sofia’s eyes narrowed after she shot another killer glance at Fianna.

Fianna returned the air kiss, and devoured a third of her steak.

 

When the meal ended, Marja approached Fianna and Greg as they sat on a plush sofa in the mansion’s living room, chatting with his siblings and their mates.

“Fianna, I wondered if you’d like to borrow my wedding veil for your mating ceremony, since you probably don’t have any heirlooms of your own.”

The idea held no appeal, but Fianna smiled. “What a generous offer. Greg and I haven’t decided anything about our wedding, including how formal it’s going to be, but I’ll certainly keep it in mind.”

“Thank you.” Marja laid a hand on Fianna’s shoulder. “Why don’t you come have a look—I had it aired out today so you could see it.”

Fianna looked at Greg, who shrugged. Seeing no way out, Fianna got to her feet.

“Can I come with? I might want to use it someday for my own wedding,” Lana piped up.

Marja quirked one perfectly arched eyebrow, clearly not believing Lana for a moment. “Next time. I’d like a moment with my new granddaughter alone if you don’t mind.”

Fianna swallowed her trepidation and allowed the older woman to lead her from the room.

“You handled yourself well tonight,” Marja said as they climbed the sweeping grand staircase that dominated the enormous foyer. “I’m sorry if some of our pack were less than tactful.”

“I understand.” So this was not to be a further inquisition. Fianna let her shoulders ease just a little.

At the top of the stairs, they crossed the wide gallery and entered a sitting room through open double doors. Marja carefully closed the doors behind them. “In fact, your behavior was so unexceptionable that I almost regret having to do this.”

“Do what?” Fianna stepped back until she felt a paneled wall against her bare shoulder. At least now an attack couldn’t come from behind.

A connecting door opened and Ivan stepped through, carrying a briefcase. “This.” He held up the case. “Inside is one million dollars, cash. End your engagement to my grandson, find another place to work, and it’s yours.”

Fianna looked from one to the other, taking in the deadly serious expressions on their faces.


She began to laugh.

 

Greg hated that he didn’t trust his grandparents but, there it was. He didn’t trust his grandparents. A few moments after Marja led Fee from the room he set down his drink, told George what he was doing and slipped up the back stairs. His ear to the door of his grandparents’ suite, he heard Ivan’s offer, and then the beautiful ring of Fee’s laughter.

He could picture her wiping her eyes—extended laughter always made her cry.

“Money? Oh that’s too precious for words. My sponsor in this world is Aidan Greene, otherwise know as Lord Green Oak. If I wanted money, all I’d have to do is ask. I chose to accept my punishment as given and live on only what I could earn.”

“But when you marry our grandson, you’ll be a rich woman,” Ivan said in his “reasonable” voice. “Despite his clothes, where he lives and that sorry excuse for a truck, he’s quite wealthy in his own right. We simply want to make sure you have alternatives.”

“You don’t understand him at all, do you?” Her voice held pity rather than anger. “Your grandson would be worth more than you have in that briefcase if he didn’t own a penny. He lives the way he does because it’s comfortable for him. I’d never ask him to change that. I’m marrying the man he is not the man he might be.”

Greg’s heart swelled with pride and affection. She really was one in a million. He knocked on the door. “Fee? Honey, if you’re done in there, we need to get going. I’m supposed to meet with Des tonight.”

Ivan snorted. “Damn Wyndewin.” He glared at Fianna. “I guess this is good evening, Miss Meadows. With luck, it’s goodbye.”

“Good night.” Her voice softened. “Though for Greg’s sake, I hope it’s not goodbye. It would be cruel of you to make him choose. And you wouldn’t care for the outcome.”

Greg opened the door as soon as he heard her footsteps crossing the carpet. Right there in front of his grandparents, he planted a smacking kiss on her lips. He looped his arm around her shoulders and led her down the steps. “Come on, I’m supposed to meet Des in an hour.”

“That’s okay. I decided the veil wouldn’t suit me anyway.” She paused at the base of the stairs and looked up into his eyes, her smile bright. “I’m ready to go home.”








Chapter Seven



Greg waited in his office for Des to arrive. Since he was going out, he’d added a couple extra guards, who would patrol the first floor, covering the entrances and stairways. Fee and Lana, who’d both at first demanded to come along, were tucked upstairs. After grousing about getting no feedback from her hacker friends about Beowulf or Nightshade, Lana mentioned something about showing Fee websites for wedding dresses, which was fine with him. While making love to Fee might have been a mistake, he’d decided to put his doubts behind him. After the way she’d stood up to his grandparents, it was full steam ahead.

Being back at pack headquarters had also let him see how unsettled everything was in the region. Like it or not, Greg did have a responsibility not only to his own small pack, but to the rest of the wolves in the area, as well. His grandfather wasn’t going to live forever, and this was a bad time for instability within the pack leadership. One way or another, he and the old man were going to have to mend fences, and that meant it was time for Greg to settle down.

Seeing Sofia again had helped clarify that for him, as well. He wanted Fianna, not any other werewolf to help guide the pack. She’d stand beside him and back him, not try to push him aside or push him around. He was still reeling from her fierce defense, but despite the strength of her spirit, he knew she’d never try to push her own interests ahead of the pack. In short, he trusted her—with his pack, with his children—hell maybe even with his heart.

While he waited, he sulked. Here he was, headed out into the cold with the damn mage, when all he really wanted to do was peel Fee out of her satin gown and fuck her blind. Preferably with the high heels still on.

A knock at the back door interrupted that train of thought before it could go too far. The guard let Des in, and Greg heard booted footsteps heading down the stairs.

“Ready?” Des smirked as he held up a collar and leash. “Hope you don’t mind black.”

Greg snorted. “Hope you don’t mind black eyes if you keep this up.”

“You’re in a good mood for someone who just got engaged.” The mage leaned against the doorjamb. “Bring your clothes with us. I want you to talk to someone after we sniff out the crime scene.”

“Got it.” Greg stripped, not caring that Des was in the room flipping through a magazine someone had left in the office. He stuffed his clothes and sneakers into a plastic grocery bag and left it on his desk. “As for my mood, you met my grandfather last night. Imagine how much fun it was taking Fee to meet the whole damn clan.”

“Cry me a river.” Des picked up the grocery sack while Greg focused his mind inward and allowed himself to change.

Bones and muscles shifted and reshaped themselves. It hurt, but it brought a rush at the same time. His skull elongated and his fangs and claws emerged even as his senses sharpened. Moments later he was fully wolf, standing as tall as his desk while Des clipped the leash and collar around his neck. “Gods, I wish I had a camera.”

All Greg could do was growl.


“Don’t piss in my car, furball.” With that, Des led the way up the stairs and out to the street, where he’d left his flashy sedan with the guards nearby. A couple of them smiled and saluted as Greg walked past. He stared straight ahead, choosing to ignore them. When Des tried to open the back door of his car, Greg growled, until Des gave in and let him in the front. Greg sat on the passenger seat as Des joined him in the car.

Twenty minutes later, they emerged onto a quiet residential street. A block of townhouse apartments filled most of the area, with the entrance around the corner from where they’d parked.

“Try to act like a real dog.” Des opened the door and let Greg out before picking up the leash. “And don’t eat anybody.”

Greg considered lifting his leg on the other man’s shoes but decided against it. Instead, he started sniffing the air, trying to pick up the baseline scents of the neighborhood. Mostly human with a strong stench of residual smoke coming from the townhouses. If he thought too hard about that, about the families that had been killed, the odor would make him vomit as he got closer. He forced himself to stop thinking and get the job done. With a nod, he tugged on the leash, letting Des know he was ready to go.

The closer they got, the thicker and oilier the acrid scent of the smoke became. He picked up trails of the various inhabitants of the complex. Mostly human out here toward the street, then intermingled with lupine as they walked deeper into the complex. In the very back, one unit had apparently housed the pack. The blackened ruin was roped off with yellow tape, but there were no police left on the scene. Greg tugged Des behind a nearby building and waited until the mage had removed the leash. Des also cast a spell, one Greg had heard him use before, to keep anyone from noticing their presence. Together, they crept toward the burned-out building.

Greg got to work, sniffing and tracking the various scent trails. He could detect the continuous presence of a good-sized, closely related pack. Along the curb, he found what he’d been looking for. An unrelated wolf had stood in this spot and paused, more than once. Two trails ran around the building, one a few nights old, one more recent. Both were too trampled by the human firemen and police to be clear enough to identify the wolf. Some other, vaguely bleachlike, chemical taint kept him from even being able to tell if the scent was male or female.

“I’ve got two things,” he said as he climbed back in the car after shifting and pulling on his pants behind a tall hedge near where they’d parked. “There was definitely a wolf involved, but the scent is distorted with some kind of chemical. It wasn’t a drive-by. Whoever killed that pack planned it out and took their time about it.” Greg couldn’t wait to get that murderous wolf’s throat between his jaws.

By the time they reached the bridge to Belle Isle, Greg was completely dressed and still pissed.

“I want you to meet Luther, petty dope dealer and all around low-life. He’s got just enough mage in his family tree to know we exist, not enough to pull off more than cheap card tricks.” Des zipped through the darkened streets faster than would have been safe for someone without highly developed reflexes, magic—or both.

Greg would lay odds there was a spell on the car to make the cops ignore it. He wondered briefly if he could talk the mage into casting one on his pickup. “Is this the same guy you and Ric talked to last night?”

Des nodded.


“So why do I need to join the party?” Ric had been an agent of the Seelie queen for something like six hundred years. Des was an active member of the paranormal cops. Why the hell did they need Greg’s input?

Des shrugged. “He has info on the drugs that are targeting paranormals. There was something funny about the scent of what he showed us, something we thought you might be able to narrow down.”

Greg grunted and tied his shoes.

Des pulled the car into a shadowed space in a deserted parking lot behind the fake African huts of the old zoo. Belle Isle, a long narrow spit in the Detroit River, used to be a vibrant urban park, but now it was mostly run-down and abandoned, with only a few of the once-stately buildings still in use. The wild part of the islet encroached steadily on the formerly manicured lawns and walkways of the old aquarium and yacht club. A shabby beach still provided some recreation for local residents, along with a couple of playgrounds. There were efforts in place to revive the islet, but right now it was still a damn good place to hide.

Greg followed Des onto one of the old, overgrown footpaths, deeper into the shadows. About a hundred yards in, a shape detached itself from the surrounding darkness and stepped onto the path.

“This the wolf you talked about?” He didn’t move close enough for even a lupine to make out his features, but his scent was clear. A minor drug user, but nothing serious. He mainly smelled of weed and cheap beer, though his clothes carried the stench of stronger stuff which must have passed through his hands in the recent past. Over it all was a vinegary tang mingled with the odor of unwashed human and a faint whiff of chlorine. “He don’ look like nothin’ much.”

Greg snarled, extending a hint of fang. He angled his face to catch a glint of moonlight. “Satisfied?”

“Sure.” Luther took a few steps closer. “You got the money, wizard-man?”

“Give the wolf the package you showed me, and you get your cash.” Des pulled two bills from his front pants pocket. “Two hundred, as promised.”

Luther snatched the cash and shoved a plastic bag at Greg so fast it was a blur. “Keep that shit away from me—I don’t ever want to see it again.”

“Tell us again how you got it.” Des’s tone held a hint of command, maybe even a spell to freeze the dealer in place until he answered.

“This junkie I know traded it for his weekly crack fix. Said he got it off some bigwig down by Cadillac Place, was worth at least a grand. So I figured, what the hell and tried some. Just one little crystal, under the tongue, like he said. Was high as a kite for about an hour.” He grinned as if remembering absolute euphoria. “Only problem was afterward I thought I was dead. Sick as a dog for almost a week.”

That would account for the acidic tang to the man’s scent. Greg sniffed the bag of tiny crystals—about the same size as the sea salt he kept in the kitchen. The bag smelled of salt, too, along with something metallic, vinegar, bleach and something else that was somehow…off.

Des released his hold on the informant. “Okay, Luther, you can go now. And from now on, steer clear of trying your own shit. You’ve got just enough supernatural in you to make it dangerous.”

Luther took off into the woods at a run.


“I’ve never smelled anything like it,” Greg said. “I mean anything. It’s almost unearthly.”

“Demon. That’s what I thought. There’s some twisted magic involved, along with the chemistry. That’s where Nightshade comes into this. He’s the producer and distributor.”

Greg nodded. They’d known the demon Nightshade was tied up in this mess somehow.

 

After a long bubble bath, Fianna curled up on her sofa in a pair of fleece yoga pants and an oversized New Moon sweatshirt while she brushed her hair out of its updo. She and Lana had talked for almost an hour, mostly rehashing the evening, especially Ivan and Marja’s attempt to buy Fianna off. Lana had been furious and her instant defense had touched Fianna deeply. So why had that made her cry?

Human emotions were exhausting. Eventually, she’d convinced Lana that all she needed was some sleep. She’d gotten little the night before, and between the near miss in the alley and meeting Greg’s family, it had been a long day. Now that she was alone though, the turmoil of her thoughts made sleep impossible. Maybe she should get a cat. Silent, nonjudgmental companionship would be nice right about now.

A laugh escaped her throat. A cat in a building full of werewolves. That probably wouldn’t work, though she’d have to ask Greg. Maybe he could tolerate a dog, something small that would sit in her lap and cuddle, and not fight him for dominance.

From one moment to the next, for no reason she could explain, Fianna’s heart started pounding. This anxiety had nothing to do with Greg, but with basic fight-or-flight survival. Perhaps some vestige of her old magic was still there, bred into her bones, but she reacted without thinking, springing from the sofa and diving out of the living room. The place was small, so it was only a few feet to the hallway from where she sat.

Less than a heartbeat after she landed on the floor between the bathroom and a hall closet, she heard glass crack and something smack into the sofa. Another projectile barely missed her heels as she rolled.

Bullets. Gods damn it, this time someone was shooting at her. Beowulf? Thoughts of the werewolf-assassin flashed through her mind.

One more thudded into the wall opposite her, so she crawled deeper into the hallway, breathing heavily. Was she safe here? There were no windows to illuminate her position, but on TV the bad guys had heat sensors, didn’t they? And guns that could shoot through walls?

Forget learning to drive. The first thing she needed was a gun.

Of course, even if she’d had one, she didn’t have the equipment to sight down on someone who had to be firing from somewhere in the building next door. The good news was that Lana’s apartment was on the far side of the building. A sniper wouldn’t be able to reach Lana from the same vantage point. Still, Fianna should call her, warn her not to come running, in case she’d heard the glass breaking. The only problem was that her cell phone was in her evening bag, which she’d tossed onto her bed. Of course, what she really wanted to do was call Greg, but he wasn’t here to help, so calling him would serve no purpose. Fianna had spent a good part of the last hour listening for his footsteps on the stairs. Besides, she kept saying she was an adult. She couldn’t go crying to him at the first sign of danger.


Warning Lana, though, that was important. Fianna snaked one arm out and edged the bathroom door shut, cutting off the hallway from any windows—even though she’d had the blinds down in there for her bubble bath. Leaving the living room curtains open so she could see the city lights while she sat on the couch and thought tonight hadn’t been the best idea. At least in the bedroom she’d closed the heavy drapes when she’d changed, so she wouldn’t be clearly visible.

Still crawling along the floor, she crept into her bedroom and behind the bed, putting another barrier between herself and the outside wall. A shot shattered the bedroom window and ripped through the curtains as she reached up to grab her purse, but the bullet missed her arm and struck the mattress. Keeping the bed between her body and the window, Fianna backed up until she had her back to her closet. Deciding it was better to err on the side of safety, she slid the mirrored door open and backed all the way into the closet as well, closing the door behind her. Maybe the reflective surface would mess up whatever gadgets were being used for targeting.

Her fingers shook as she dialed Lana’s number.

“Hey, Fee, what’s up? I just opened a carton of Mackinac Island Fudge ice cream, if you want to come over.” Loud rock and roll blared over the connection. No wonder Lana hadn’t heard the shots and come running.

“Someone’s shooting at me,” Fianna whispered. “Through the windows. Stay where you are.” The aged hotel next door was vacant now, except for a used bookstore on the first floor, and it was one story taller than the New Moon. All those empty room gave a killer plenty of vantage points to choose from.

“What?” The music went silent. “I don’t think I heard you right. Did you say someone was shooting at you?”

“Yes. Should I call the police, or would that be bad?” Sometimes the regular police could be more hindrance than help when paranormal issues were involved.

“You stay on the line so I know you’re all right. I’m using my computer to call Greg.”

Fianna hadn’t thought of that. She hadn’t fully mastered the digital technology of the modern environment in the months she’d worked for Aidan.

“Greg, this is Lana. Someone’s shooting into Fee’s apartment from the hotel.”

“What? Is she okay?” Fianna heard Greg’s voice over the connection.

“I’m fine,” she whispered. “I called to warn Lana not to come in here.”

Lana relayed the information to Greg, adding, “Greg, it’s got to be Beowulf.”

“Thank God.” The relief in Greg’s tone touched her heart. “We’ll be there in five minutes. Where is she in the apartment?”

Again, Fee answered and Lana repeated her reply. “Bedroom closet on the floor. They shot through the curtains and the window, so they’ve got some kind of high-tech equipment.”

“When was the last shot?”

“Two minutes, maybe three.”

“Tell her to stay put, as low to the ground as possible.”

“She can hear you,” Lana said. “She says fine. You want me to call the cops or not?”


“Shit.” Fianna could picture him running his hands through his hair. “Yeah. Somebody might have heard the shots and called it in. Might as well be us. And Lana? You get your ass to an interior space and stay the hell down, too.”

“Already done, though there’s no place on my side of the building to snipe from.” Greg’s building was a corner one, and across the side street was a single-story drugstore. “I’m on the floor of my hallway.”

“Okay, we’re about a mile out. See you in three minutes.”

“Fine. I’m hanging up now so I can call the cops.” Lana clicked some keys. “Fee, I’ll call you right back.”

“No, I should do it, since it’s my apartment.” She clicked the end button, took a deep breath and dialed 9-1-1. The operator assured her that officers were already en route, having been called by the security team—which they’d all forgotten about.

As she came to that realization, a fist pounded on her door. “Ms. Meadows, are you all right?” She could hear someone else yelling at Lana across the hall.

How was she supposed to let them in without exposing herself? Apparently it didn’t matter. She heard her door open and the sound of a man swearing. “Ms. Meadows?”

Since she recognized the voice as Jensen, she held her thumb on the microphone of the phone and called, “In the bedroom.”

“Our officers have arrived at the scene, ma’am,” said the voice on the phone. “There’s someone on the way up right now.”

“The security people are here, too. Is anyone checking out the abandoned hotel?”

“The officers know their jobs, miss. Don’t worry. I’m going to hang up now that we know you’re safe.”

With that, the operator disconnected. A second later, she heard a voice calling her name in the bedroom and slid open the closet door to face Jensen. “I’m fine.” She didn’t stand up since she had no way of knowing if the shooter was still out there.

“I’m going to walk you to the hallway,” the man said. “I’ll stay between you and the windows.”

“We’ve got an all clear on the building next door,” called someone from the hallway. “The shooter’s gone. Is anybody injured?”

“No.” Fianna let Jensen help her to her feet. “Just frightened.”

“Good.” The guard still kept her close until they reached the hall between Fianna’s apartment and Lana’s.

Lana waited with another guard and a pair of uniformed police officers. When she saw Fianna, she ran across to her and Fianna returned the other woman’s hug with enthusiasm.

One of the police officers, a young woman with ebony skin, a shaved head and deep brown eyes, said, “I’m Officer Benton, and this is my partner, Officer Reilly. Why don’t we all go into the undamaged apartment and sit down?”

The red-headed man barely looked old enough to drive, but he ushered them all into Lana’s apartment and had Lana and the guards sit on the red leather sofa, while he pulled Fianna aside and seated her at the chrome-and-glass dining table, in the far corner of the L-shaped space.


“Can I get you a glass of water, maybe make some coffee?” He held her chair, then one for Officer Benton.

“Water, thanks,” Fianna said.

“Coffee would be great if Ms. Novak has the fixings,” the other officer, clearly the senior, replied.

Reilly went off to speak with Lana, and Benton took out a notebook. First, she confirmed Fianna’s name, address and her supposed date of birth off her identification. When she’d first come to this realm as Aidan’s assistant, she’d been given all the relevant paperwork to prove she was born in Detroit. Fortunately, she’d memorized all the data.

“Now tell me, as simply as you can, exactly what happened tonight.”

How was she going to explain why she’d suddenly leaped off the couch?

“I had a funny feeling that I was being watched,” she said finally. “I got off the couch to go close the drapes and…heard something—I didn’t know what. The bullet slammed into the couch and I dove into the hallway. I crawled to my bedroom for my phone.” She recounted the rest of the story exactly as it happened.

Loud noises erupted from outside the apartment. “I don’t give a shit. That’s my cousin and my fiancée up there.”

Greg’s voice had never sounded so welcome.

“Judging by that rock on your finger, you’re the fiancée,” said Benton with a smile. “Go ahead and let him know you’re okay. I’d like to talk to Ms. Novak now.” She tipped her head toward the apartment door. Loud footsteps approached at a run.

Fianna met Greg at the doorway. “We’re both fine.” Before she finished speaking, he wrapped his arms around her and crushed her to his chest. He did move them both out of the doorway so Des could step in behind him.

“You sure?”

The police and Jensen were in the kitchen talking, but his younger partner watched the exchange with unabashed curiosity. Des stood with his back to the wall and glowered at Lana.

“I think I’d know if I’d been shot.” Nice as it felt to be smashed up against his warmth, she pulled back enough to look up into his face. “No one was hurt—just some damage to the apartment. Lana didn’t even hear the shots over her music, but she’s giving her statement now.”

His growl wasn’t audible but his chest rumbled against her cheek. “Pack a bag. You’re not staying here until we catch this asshole. Neither of you.”

“Where? There’s no place in the world that’s completely safe.” All she wanted was to be wherever he was—preferably curled up in his arms.

“The compound,” Greg said. “It won’t be pleasant, but it’s well guarded and patrolled.”

“With our grandparents?” Lana had left the table and returned to the living room. “You have to be kidding. They tried to pay her a million dollars to dump you.”

“Any other ideas?” Greg turned toward his cousin, keeping Fianna tucked closely against his side. “Aidan has the security team, but he also has a five-year-old. Meagan and Ric? Do we really want to draw them into the crossfire? Even George and Jase have neighbors with small children. The compound is the only place I can think of that’s remotely secure. If Grandfather had decided to have us exiled, we’d already know.”


Fianna cleared her throat, which felt as if someone had stuffed a fist down it. “And if he’s behind the shooting? It’s perfectly clear he wants you to marry Sofia.”

“The timing is awfully coincidental,” Lana added.

“Shit.” Greg let go of Fianna and plopped down on the sofa.

She felt the loss of his warmth almost immediately.

After a tense moment of thought, Greg shook his head. “No. He’s a bully and an asshole, but he’s not a murderer. And he’d rather see me married to someone than to no one at all. I’d leave the state before I mated with Sofia, and the old man has to know that.” He reached out for Fianna’s hand and pulled her down beside him.

“Of course, there’s the small fact that Sofia would rather kill me than look at me,” Fianna pointed out. “If she’s staying at the compound, I’m sure I’d be safer somewhere else. Her father is downright creepy, and Maurice treated me like dirt beneath his feet.” She also didn’t want Greg anywhere near that lupine bitch.

“Look, anything between me and Sofia was a long time ago.” Greg smoothed a hand down Fianna’s hair. “She knows we’re incompatible, but with the end of her modeling career, she’s feeling a little scared about what she’s going to do next. We’re simply old friends, nothing more. I promise.”

“Trust me, Fee, she’s a snotty bitch, but she’s no threat to you at all.” Lana slid into a chair nearby, pointedly ignoring Des. “Shooting someone or making a firebomb is manual labor, after all. She might break a nail.”

“True.” Greg gave her a rueful grin. “The most dangerous thing about Sofia is definitely her ego.”

“That being said.” Lana glared at Greg. “If you can get Grandfather to make a public announcement that Fee is pack and under his protection, I’ll go along with staying out there for a while. He wouldn’t give his word to the pack then go behind their backs and hurt her.”

“Good idea.” He squeezed Fianna’s thigh and stood. “I’ll go call him. We can all pack a bag. He probably isn’t out to kill you, but I won’t leave you alone there either.”

 

Once the police had gone, Greg and Des boarded up Fee’s windows while the women packed a few days’ worth of clothes. He threw some jeans and shirts in a duffle as quickly as he could. He had one more task to accomplish before the trip back to West Bloomfield. Leaving the women with the guards in the basement office, Greg shifted and, along with Des, crept into the now-taped-off hotel next door. The cops hadn’t left anyone, and Des’s magic made short work of locks and tape. Once inside, they followed Greg’s nose.

He recognized the smell—sort of. It was definitely a lupine, with the same bleachy overtones to his or her scent as the one at the fire scene. Greg still couldn’t identify any individual characteristics over that of the…

Son of a bitch!

Since they were in an interior hallway where no one could see through a window, Greg shifted for a moment, not bothering to rise to his feet.

“It’s the drug,” he said. “That same damn one you have in your pocket. Both here and at the fire scene. Both of our assassins—and I do think they were two different wolves, though I can’t be one hundred percent sure—are users. Probably addicts, given how much it overpowers their scent. Either that, or there’s a variation of the chemical, specifically used for scent masking.”


“Well, that might clear your loving grandpa.” Des stared straight ahead, not looking down at Greg’s nude form. “I somehow doubt he’s in the drug trade. Now shift back so we can see where they went.”

Greg did and followed the scent, along with those of the police officers, to a second-story room, deserted but still partly furnished. A broken bed frame leaned against the far wall and a dresser missing several drawers had been tipped on its side. The glass was broken out of the bottom half of the window, and the smell of gunpowder and cordite assaulted Greg’s nose. This was certainly where the assassin had been, but either he’d cleaned up after himself well, or the cops had taken away any spent shells, broken glass or other evidence. With a grunt, Greg shook his head and padded back toward the stairs.








Chapter Eight



Ivan himself met them at the front door, still dressed in shirt and trousers, despite the fact that it was the middle of the night. “I’ve issued a statement to the pack,” he said as Greg waited on the porch. “You are all officially under my protection.”

Greg tipped his chin in acknowledgement. “Thank you. I assume one of the guest houses is available?”

Ivan stepped back from the door. “No. You’ll stay in the main house. It’s better guarded.”

Sharing a roof with his grandparents was the last thing Greg wanted to do, but Ivan was probably right. Greg nodded to Lana and Fee, who stepped inside. He followed, closing the door behind them.

“Someone will fetch your luggage and take it up to your rooms. Gregory, you’re in your old room, of course. Derek and his family are in the west wing along with Max and Irene, so I’ve put Lana and Miss Meadows in the east.” He managed to sneer almost invisibly on Fianna’s name. “Julian and Helen should be arriving shortly, as should George and his human. I’ve called the entire family since we’ve no idea who the next target may be.”

Greg gave the old man an exhausted nod. “Good.” Not that he had any intention of sleeping anywhere without Fee, but he could go along with the pretense for his grandmother’s sake. For that matter, he could even be polite. “Thank you.” He moved toward the stairs, Lana and Fee on either side of him. “Please tell the others we’ll see them in the morning.”

Olga, the housekeeper, waited at the top of the stairs. “If you’ll follow me, Miss Lana, Miss Meadows.” The lupine woman was about the age Greg’s parents would be, and the closest thing to a mother he’d had after he’d moved to this house as a child. She gave Greg a brief hug, scolding him for getting himself and the others into danger.

He introduced Fee to Olga, walking with them to see which room Fee had been given. Sure enough, it was on the second floor, as far as possible from his third-floor bedroom.

“Mr. Julian and Ms. Helen have the big suite down the hall, and Mr. George and Mr. Jase are next to them.” Olga frowned. “Miss Sofia is upstairs in Mr. George’s old room.”

Greg’s eyes widened. “Sofia is staying here, rather than with her parents? Why?”

The housekeeper shrugged. “Nobody tells me anything. All I know is that she drives the staff crazy, wanting this and that at all hours. At least she’s tidy, but she’s grown up snooty, that’s for sure.”

“I assume Grandfather ordered the room assignments?” Lana winked at Greg and wound her arm around Olga’s ample waist. “But he won’t be the one cleaning our rooms, will he?”

“Of course not.” Olga smiled back. “Whatever you all do once I turn my back is none of my business, is it? It’s a big house and my girls and boys are all grown up. I told Frank to leave your suitcases by your doors. Figured you could unpack for yourselves. And remember, none of the maids talk to the Prime or Mrs. Novak. They report to me.”

“Thank you, Olga.” Greg kissed the woman’s cheek. “Is there extra security working tonight?”


“Your grandfather is smart about that. Two men on watch in each wing, all night. Mind, they’ll report to Peter.”

“Good night.”

After she’d gone, Greg looked at Lana. “How do you want to play it?”

Lana shrugged. “I think consolidating is good. The bedrooms upstairs suck for grown-ups anyway.” Most of the third floor had been designed for children or possibly servants, back in the day when people traveled with a retinue. The rooms were small, and so was the furniture. Then she grinned. “The walls here are pretty soundproof, but try not to get too loud.”

“Mind your own business.” Greg playfully swatted her shoulder. After the day they’d had, a nice big bed to share with Fee sounded perfect, and if he wasn’t mistaken, the guest rooms each had a whirlpool bathtub.

They stopped talking as Frank, Olga’s nephew, carried up the three bags. He set them all down in the hallway, smiled politely when they thanked him and walked away, whistling softly.

“I’ll wait up for Jase and George,” Lana offered. “You two can crash.”

Greg shook his head. “I didn’t get hit by a car today. As soon as we get unpacked, I’ll take watch.” He opened the door of Fee’s room, picked up both their suitcases and smiled at his cousin as he followed Fee into their room. “Good night, munchkin.”

 

Alone in the luxurious guest suite, Fianna took yet another bath, this time in a pink marble whirlpool tub, filled with strawberry-scented bath salts. It seemed all she’d done today was clean herself up, over and over again. At least this time, she had no injuries to show for it.

Twice in one day, someone had tried to kill her. So much for her life as a human being free from intrigue and corruption.

She shivered, noting that the water had gone cold while she soaked, waiting for Greg to return to the room they were apparently going to share. Fianna wasn’t sure how she felt about that. He hadn’t asked her opinion, and she had to put a stop to that sort of autocratic behavior before it went any further, but she didn’t want to sleep alone, either. Not in this house with the same cold feel as her uncle’s Underhill manor.

She stepped out of the tub and wrapped herself in a huge, fluffy towel off a warming rack. Even though she’d had this kind of luxury at Aidan’s Grosse Pointe home, it felt odd, now, after a few months of living in her small apartment. Her tired muscles disagreed, having finally relaxed under the soothing jets. A glass of wine would have been wonderful, but that was out of the question.

She pulled on a thigh-length nightshirt and climbed into the big bed alone. Greg was still out in the hall, or so he’d said. Sofia Bartok was right upstairs, in a room that had to be close to the one Greg was supposed to be in. Had he gone up to see her? The lupine woman was stunning, and they clearly had an intimate past. She’d also seemed smart and competent—altogether a far more fitting mate for the future Prime alpha than a gullible, exiled elf with no breasts to speak of and a total lack of understanding of the mortal realm.


The high-thread-count Egyptian cotton sheets and pillowcase caressed the skin of her legs and cheek. She snuggled under the thick down duvet, wondering if Greg would join her. It didn’t take long before fatigue overwhelmed her tumultuous thoughts. It seemed barely a moment later when she felt the covers lift and a warm body slide in behind her.

Greg kissed her cheek and curled himself around her, tucking her backside up against his groin. His erection nestled against her but he didn’t kiss her or start any sexual play. “Go back to sleep, princess. You’ve had one hell of a long day.”

“Mmm.” She tangled her fingers with his where they rested beneath her breasts. His presence made the comfortable bed a haven. Fianna snuggled back into his warmth and fell asleep, happier than she had any right to be.

 

Greg woke with an armful of soft, strawberry-scented female. It only took his brain half a second to process that it was Fee, though the soap wasn’t her usual one, and to remember everything that had happened in the last two days. He buried his nose in her hair and inhaled. Under the strawberry overtones, the smell was right and he grunted in contentment.

Mine.

His woman. His mate.

Having nearly lost her twice the day before had convinced him that he truly wanted to keep her. Greg knew he was messed up from growing up here, with the constant beatings and ass-chewing. He understood pack love—taking care of George and Lana was as natural as breathing. He’d never thought, though, that he’d let another person close enough to have the power to hurt him. What he felt for Fee scared him. It was too visceral, too intense. He wasn’t sure he was ready to put a name to his feelings, but she was his, and he intended to make sure she stayed that way.

She stirred in his arms and Greg bent his head to nuzzle her throat. “Good morning.” Sometime during the night, her sleep shirt had ridden up to her waist, leaving her bare against him. Once they were mated, he was going to have to convince her not to wear the silly things at all. He didn’t want anything between his skin and hers.

“Hmm?” She stretched, jerking as she must have felt his morning erection poking her ass. “Oh!”

“Might as well get used to that. It happens a lot when you’re around.” He slipped his hand from her waist up under her shirt to cup one of her breasts.

She pressed into his hand, her nipple already pebbled. The movement shifted her ass back against his groin and he rubbed his dick shamelessly against her cheeks while he continued to nibble on her throat. For a change, they had all the time in the world and he planned to enjoy it, going slow with his skittish beauty. He rolled her taut nipple between his forefinger and thumb.

“Greg.” She arched her neck and wiggled her butt against his cock. “We shouldn’t—not here.”

“Yes. We should.” He sucked lightly at his mark on her throat, knowing the residual hormones from his saliva would tingle for the next several weeks. By the time it faded, she would be well and truly his.

“But everyone will know.” Even as she protested, she turned her head to kiss his jawline.

“So?” He kissed her lips lightly. “Who cares?” He dove in for a longer, deeper kiss, his tongue plundering the wet heat of her mouth. “Now that’s a proper good-morning kiss.”


“Yes.” Her eyes softened, darkened, as she gave up the fight. “Good morning, Greg.” She kissed him back this time, reaching up an arm to pull his head closer to hers.

He let her keep control for a moment, exploring him as he had her. When she started to roll over to face him, though, he stopped her. “This way. I promise you’ll like it.”

With her back pressed against his chest, he lifted her leg up and back to drape over his, opening her body to his. He slid his hand along her thigh to cup her mound with his fingers, finding her as warm and damp as he’d expected. The scent of her arousal wafted up to his nostrils, making him even harder than before.

He played with her curls, before delving deeper with his fingers, slipping into her cleft and spreading the wetness back and forth. Fee moaned and pushed into his hand. When he slipped his other arm beneath her, reaching around to fondle her breast, she squealed and arched her spine.

“You like this, don’t you?” He nipped at his mark at the same time as he finally moved his fingers up to her swollen clit. “Admit it, princess, you like the way I make you feel.”

“Of. Course.” She gasped for breath between the words.

“Then come for me.” He strummed her clit and pinched down on her nipple.

Her spasm shook the bed and a wash of moisture filled his hand. Before she finished, he coated his shaft with her cream and positioned the tip at her entrance. While she shuddered with aftershocks, he pressed inside.

Her muscles rippled around him, gripping as he drove deep into her channel. Once he was seated, he held himself still, kissing her throat and ear, caressing her breast and belly with his hands while she rode out her orgasm.

As soon as he felt her start to tighten again, he began to move. He kept it slow, making sure her arousal returned, working with hands, mouth and cock to bring her to another, higher peak. He’d always thought of himself as a considerate lover, but never before had his partner’s pleasure been so much more important than his own.

Finally, Fee began to whimper and buck against him, straining toward another climax. Greg pumped into her and used his fingers on her clit, pressing hard against the tender nub.

Fee exploded around him and Greg nearly lost consciousness from the power of the orgasm her pulsing muscles dragged out of him. He poured into her, burst after burst until he was sure there’d be nothing left of him but a husk. Nothing had ever felt so good.

Afterward, they fell asleep again, still entwined, their bodies sheened with sweat. The last bit of energy Greg had was barely enough to pull the covers up before he fell back into the darkness.

 

They missed breakfast. It was nearly noon by the time Fianna and Greg made it downstairs to find the dining room empty. The butler glowered down his nose as he informed them that lunch would be served in an hour. Fianna’s stomach rumbled in protest.

Following the voices coming down the corridor, they found Lana and Katy in a big, sunny sitting room, playing a board game with three young children. The fourth slept on a blanket beside Katy, his little pink hands curled into fists.


“Hey.” Katy smiled up at them. “Wondered when you two would show your faces.”

“Grandfather’s looking for you, Greg. He made it clear this is a male-only war council.” Lana’s disgusted tone let Fianna know she wasn’t the only one annoyed. “Better get moving if you don’t want him to bite your tail off.”

“You’ll be all right, won’t you?” Greg turned to Fianna, his expression soft as he toyed with a lock of her hair. “I’ll catch up with you at lunchtime.”

“I’ll be fine.” She looked forward to spending some time with Katy and her children. “Go ahead.”

With a kiss on the top of her head, he sauntered off down the hallway, leaving Fianna to make her way into the sitting room. Her stomach growled again as she stopped beside Lana.

“Join us,” Katy said with a conspiratorial smile. “My mother’s keeping Greg’s grandmother busy and out of the way. Besides, we have cookies.”

“And coffee,” Lana added. “Which you look like you could use.” She gestured to a table in the corner, where a tray held a coffee urn and a pitcher of juice, along with plates of cookies and muffins.

The thought of coffee made her mouth water, but she settled for orange juice and a blueberry muffin, then took her goodies back to the group and settled down on the floor beside the coffee table holding the game. Lana eyed the juice suspiciously but said nothing.

“You wanna play?” The middle child, four, according to Fianna’s memory, eyed her dubiously. The little girl had the same dark eyes as Greg, meaning she won Fee’s heart in an instant.

“Thank you for asking. Why don’t I watch this time, so I can learn the rules? Then maybe I can play another time.” Fianna took a drink of her juice, amazed at how thirsty she was after this morning’s exercise.

“Delaney, that was very nice,” her mother said with a smile. “Now say hello to your Aunt Fee. Fee, this is Delaney, Tessa and Kevin.” She pointed around the table, lastly to the toddler by her knee. “And Jack. Kids, this is the lady marrying Uncle Greg. Be nice to her.”

“The pack is pretty interrelated, so everybody uses aunt and uncle for relatives even if they’re not technically accurate,” Lana explained.

Fianna’s only experience with children was with Aidan’s four-year-old daughter. Since Dina was a powerful witch and very mature for her age, Fianna wasn’t sure how to speak to a group of varying aged werewolves. “It’s nice to meet you, Kevin, Tessa, Delaney. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

“I can shift,” Kevin announced. “Wanna see?”

“Kevin, what do you know about shifting?” his mother asked sternly.

“Only in front of family,” he replied. “But you just said she’s our aunt.”

“That’s true. But we’re still in mixed company, so it’s not polite.” Katy turned to Fianna and sighed. “Six is a little young to be shifting, but he’s a precocious one. Most cubs don’t pick up the ability until they’re seven or eight.”

“That’s good to know.” Fianna had wondered about that, but hadn’t had the courage to ask Greg if their child would be born in human or wolf form.


“Your hair is pretty.” Little Tessa pulled a finger out of her mouth and reached up to touch a strand of Fianna’s hair, which she’d left loose, held back from her face with a headband.

A year ago, even six months ago, Fianna would have flinched and tugged her hair away from the damp fist that clutched it. Now she smiled. “I think yours is pretty, too. I always wanted curls.” The child’s glossy brown locks would probably look a lot like Lana’s when she was older.

“Come on, Tess, it’s your turn.” Kevin’s patience with his younger sisters had run out. “Spin already.”

Tessa reached for the spinner, but had to stand to do it. She stumbled, her hold on Fianna’s hair pulling her into Fianna’s lap. “You spin,” she said, refusing to let go. “I can’t reach.”

Fianna settled the child on her lap and flicked the spinner with her finger, following Tessa’s instructions on how far to move her piece on the game board. The soft weight of the child and the sweet smell of her touched something deep in Fianna’s heart.

If she married Greg, even if they didn’t have children of their own right away, all this family would be hers by association. They’d already been told to call her aunt. Clearly, Katy trusted Fianna around her babies, which both terrified and thrilled her. She broke off a piece of muffin and popped it in her mouth to hide the trembling of her lower lip.

Once again, Lana cast a suspicious look at Fianna, but didn’t say a word. Instead, she took her turn and passed Kevin for the lead. “Beat that, pal.” She stuck out her tongue, making the children laugh, along with their mother.

 

Greg found his grandfather in his den, surrounded by the other males of the pack, including George and Jase, who grinned at him when he walked in. Greg ignored them and made a beeline for the coffee urn. He perched on the arm of a sofa since there weren’t any chairs left vacant and raised his cup in salute at the old man. “So, what’d I miss?”

His uncle Julian lifted one eyebrow. “Most of the morning.”

“Sorry. It was kind of a long night.” He sipped the strong brew and sighed in appreciation. “Something you should all know. Both the firebug and the shooter were addicts. This is a new drug, one that seems to be targeted specifically at paranormals. According to the Wyndewin, there’s demon magic mixed in with the chemistry. I’ve got a small sample here, so you can all smell it, and Des Sutton has a bigger batch to be analyzed. Somehow, though, whatever is going on is mixed up with this drug.” He took the small baggie out of his shirt pocket and passed it to Peter.

“This is familiar,” Peter said, wrinkling his nose at the acrid odor. “But I can’t quite put my finger on it. The demonic magic overpowers everything else.”

Greg nodded. “It also either masks an individual’s scent, or they have some similar chemical they use to do so. I could tell both the arsonist and sniper were lupines, but nothing more—not even male or female.”

“Given the randomness of the arsons, I’m pulling all the packs into safe areas.” The look on Ivan’s face was as grave as Greg had ever seen it. “We’ll pack as many as we can into this compound and the other well-protected sites in Milford, St. Clair Shores and Belleville. Anyone who can get out of town will be encouraged to do so.”


“You know, so far all the attacks have been either inside the city limits or damn close. There hasn’t been anything out in the suburbs.” Greg bit his lip. “Maybe the goal is to push all the wolves out of the city. We know demons are involved in the drug. This could be as simple as a turf war.”

Peter nodded. “He’s right. There haven’t been any attacks more than a few miles out of the city. And we have had a higher than usual number of overdoses among lupines, which is unusual. It takes a hell of a lot of heroin or crack to kill a wolf.”

“We also know someone calling himself Beowulf was working with elven rebels to destabilize the Seelie Court.” Greg drained his mug and set down the cup. “Along with a djinni, and who knows what other races, all reporting to someone called Nightshade. It could be that the demons simply want all the other paranormals the hell out of the city and are using whatever tools they can find to expedite that.”

“The thing is there are at least a dozen different species of demon.” Peter’s lips set in a grim line. “This could be one or more working together, and we have almost no information on any of them.”

Greg nodded. “The Wyndewin have been fighting demons for years now, so they have more intel than we do. With your permission, Prime, I’d like to ask Desmond Sutton to come speak with you. He may have insights that we can use.”

“Granted.” The old man looked like he’d swallowed a lemon whole, but at least he’d agreed.

The door to the den flung open, and Vince sauntered in, bleary-eyed but grinning. “Sorry I’ve been AWOL for a couple of days, but there were these twin sorority girls—ah, never mind. What’s up? I got orders to get over here ASAP.”

Greg stifled a grin as his grandfather launched into a lecture. At least this took some of the heat off him for a while.

 

“So how do you put up with having the males make all the decisions?” Fianna asked Katy and Lana after the game was completed. The children were crowded in front of the television watching an animated movie, so the three women relaxed across the room.

“Poorly,” Lana replied. “That’s one reason I left with Greg and George. They aren’t nearly as bad as the older generation.”

“I agree. My Derek knows better than to make important decisions without me. But when it comes to one of the Prime’s meetings, there’s not much even he can do. I’ll guarantee, though, that none of our males will agree to anything without subtly checking with us.”

“Lunchtime, ladies.” Sofia Bartok lounged in the doorway with a bored expression on her face. “In honor of the unwashed hordes, it’s a buffet in the main dining room.” Before any of them could respond, she turned and stalked away.

“I think we’re going to go hang with Olga in the kitchen,” Katy said, hoisting her youngest into her arms. “Aunt Marja gets grumpy about the kids running around the tables and putting sticky fingerprints on the drapes. Want to join us?”

“Oh, yes,” Fianna sighed.

“Sorry.” Lana shook her head. “You’re one of the guests of honor, Fee. Besides, no telling what kind of crap Sofia will spread around if you’re not there to defend yourself.”


“Oh, bother!” The quote was from the cartoon teddy bear on the video and it felt most appropriate. She bid goodbye to the children and followed Lana into the formal dining room.

Clearly, other pack members had begun to arrive. A few with small children were being shuttled off, probably to join Katy’s family in the kitchen. Others helped themselves to plates and mingled, but all had worried expressions. At first, Fianna didn’t spot Greg in the crowd, but she felt him the moment he followed his grandfather and uncle through the door at the far end of the large room. Not only did the tenor of the room change when the two most dominant males walked in, but some of the tension eased from her spine at the knowledge of Greg’s presence. When he made eye contact with her and smiled, another load of stress melted away.

Moments later, he reached her side and greeted her with a chaste kiss on the forehead. With his arm possessively around her waist, he introduced her to more pack members than she could possibly keep track of. Her court skills served her well, though, as she shook hands and made small talk with each of the myriad strangers. A familiar face in the corner of the room caught her eye.

“Vince, I’m so glad you’re all right.” She hurried over to hug Greg’s friend. “We were worried.”

“No need. I was only having some fun.” Vince patted her back and stepped away quickly. “I hear I missed the big announcement, you two. Congratulations.”

“Thank you.” Fianna smiled up at him, noting the lines by his eyes and the rumpled state of his clothing. Even she could smell that he needed a shower. “Are you staying here now, too?”

“So the old man tells me,” he murmured. “I hear you and Greg are getting hitched. You sure that’s a good idea? You don’t really want to hang around wolves all the time do you?”

Fianna shrugged. Something about Vince was off. He’d never been as friendly or accepting as the others, but she’d never thought he disliked her.

“I thought you planned to go back to your own people someday.” The way he sneered the words made it into an insult. “Leave us short-lived lupines in the dust.”

“Vincent.” Peter came up and slapped the younger werewolf on the shoulder. “You look beat. Why don’t you go up and get a shower and some sleep.”

Vince looked like he was about to argue, then shook himself. “Yeah. Yeah, that’s a good idea.” Without another word to Fianna, he wandered off.

Peter turned on his heel and walked away from her, too.

“Lovely. It’s as though I have the plague.”

“Is something wrong, Fee?” Greg handed her a glass of sparkling water with a lemon slice.

Fianna shook her head. “Something about Vince seems off.”

Greg shrugged. He shook his head and smiled down at her. “It’s probably nothing. Too many girls, not enough sleep. Now let’s get some food before there’s nothing left.”








Chapter Nine



Des and Ric arrived during lunch, and once again, Greg found himself dragged off into his grandfather’s study, without Fee. This was a smaller group, with only the immediate family and Peter and Maurice present while Des brought everyone up to speed on his investigation.

“Basically what we’ve learned is that this drug’s primary component is sodium chloride, common table salt.” Des leaned against the mantel as he spoke. “And the chemical traces in the salt indicate it’s totally unrefined, and not recently harvested sea salt. At a guess, someone is using the abandoned mines under the city as a source. There are also chemicals in it that are simply not found on this plane of existence. Along with the magical residue, this makes us certain it’s demonic—probably Gravaki demons, which are about the nastiest-assed kind there is.”

Ouch. No wonder Des was willing to work with the lupines on this. He hated demons, especially Gravaki, even more than he disliked shifters. About five years earlier, one of the monsters had raped and nearly killed Des’s sister, Elise. Considering Des’s ability to carry a grudge, Greg was sort of surprised there were any Gravaki left alive in the city.

Greg ran through his knowledge of demons. Unlike some religious beliefs implied, demons had nothing to do with good, evil, heaven or hell. They were simply beings from other planes of existence. They came in all shapes and sizes, and Greg thought most of them avoided Earth as much as possible. Humans weren’t known for being friendly to other creatures. Still, sometimes the species that could pass as human did wind up living among them. Greg didn’t know much about any of the various types, but he did know that Gravaki was a plane full of aggressive, violent beings that didn’t have any problem with rape or murder. Anything to do with them was going to be trouble.

“The problem with this particular drug is that it seems to be most addictive to Fae and witches,” Ric added. “Anyone with any trace of magic in their genetic makeup is particularly susceptible. We think there might be another version—one targeted at shifters.”

“Which might either be an effort to get rid of other paranormal beings or just to get control over them.” Ivan nodded at the two guests. “Thank you for bringing us this information.”

Maurice shook his head. “I can’t see that this is relevant to us at all. Frankly, I don’t see a pattern. There’s always been violence between the smaller packs. That doesn’t equate to some grand conspiracy.”

“I agree.” Peter glared daggers at Greg. “The problem I see is lupines forgetting their place and their obligations.”

Maurice smiled slowly. “Perhaps instead of chasing after petty criminals, we should be getting our own house in order.”

What the fuck is this? Greg had never been more glad to see his grandfather than when Ivan walked over and took his arm.

“If you’ll excuse me, I need to have a word with my grandson about his upcoming nuptials.”

Greg breathed a sigh of relief and followed the old man into his private study.


 

“It’s hard to believe we’re in an enclosed compound,” Fee said to Lana as they walked through the woods behind the big house. Though there were a few other small dwellings on the property, the bulk of the parcel acres had been left wooded.

“I know. The woods were always my favorite part of visiting my grandparents. That and hanging out with Greg and George and Katy, of course. Sofia was never fun to play with.”

“Greg and George must have found solace out here as well,” Fianna mused. “Growing up in that place—it couldn’t have been easy.”

Lana shook her head. “No, it wasn’t. Having each other is what got them through.”

They walked a little farther, toward a small, glassy pond, dotted with fallen yellow and red leaves. A cool breeze brushed their cheeks, but the weather was still warm for late October, and they wore only light jackets over their jeans and sweaters.

“Have you decided on a date for the wedding?” Lana paused beside the pond, looking down into the water rather than at Fianna. “I’m guessing soon.”

“We haven’t talked about it at all.” It was as honest an answer as Fianna could give. Lana had become the closest friend she’d ever had. She hated to lie to her, even by default. “Sometimes, I’m not even sure we’ll go through with it.”

“You didn’t have any wine last night or any coffee this morning.” Lana looked up and smiled. “Even though you really looked like you could use it. Your scent is changing, and you’ve been acting a little…weird, even for you. I’m thinking the wedding should be ASAP.”

Hell, Lana would have known she was ovulating, too, wouldn’t she? “We don’t know yet.” Now it was Fianna who stared into the pond. She wasn’t going to pretend she didn’t understand what Lana was hinting at. “Even Greg couldn’t tell as of this morning. It’s very strange, having him sniff me, let me tell you.”

“I can’t tell yet either.” Lana linked her arm through Fianna’s. “There’s so much of him on your skin, which could account for the change I’m sensing. Are you happy about the possibility? Is he?”

Fianna shrugged. “I…don’t know. I’d love to have children, but right now, everything is so complicated—”

“Fee, get down.” With a sharp shove, Lana sent Fianna sprawling on the ground at the same time as she dove in the opposite direction.

As she fell, Fianna heard the twang of a bow. Vicious spears of fire burned into her shoulder before she landed hard, knocking the wind from herself. As she lay sprawled in the dirt, she heard a scrabble followed by an ear-splitting howl. Her vision blurred to black, but she swore there was a snarling wolf in a torn pink sweater standing over her, right before Fianna passed out.

 

When the meeting finally ended, Greg left Des and Ric talking to George and Jase while he went looking for Fee. She’d seemed unusually preoccupied at lunch, and even though he knew she was with Lana, he couldn’t help the need to check on her with his own eyes.

“They went for a walk in the woods,” Olga told him when he checked the kitchen to see if they were there. “Miss Lana always did like the pond. I’d look there if I were you.”


Not even bothering to stop for a jacket, Greg headed out the back door, through the garden to the woods. He’d only gone a few yards past the garden gate when Sofia stepped out from behind the trees.

Greg paused, manners winning out over his desire to find Fee. He looked at Sofia, in her tight leather pants and figure-hugging silk sweater, and wondered what he’d ever seen in her.

“You can’t really be marrying that annoying Fae mouse.” Sofia stepped close enough that her musky perfume filled his nostrils. She was aroused, clearly, but even the scent of her desire didn’t do anything to stir him. Whatever attraction she’d once held for him was completely gone.

“I am.” He moved to the side of the path, intending to step around her. “I’m sorry if you didn’t understand years ago, but anything we ever had between us is over. Fianna is my mate.”

“You don’t mean that.” She slid in front of him, blocking his way, and laid her hands on his chest. “It was so good between us, Greg. So hot. And think of the power we’ll wield. Together we’ll rule every lupine in the Midwest.”

Before he could tell her he had no interest in ruling anyone, she leaned in. Her high-heeled boots put her just a few inches shorter than him, so she barely had to look up. She grabbed his hair, pulled his face down and planted her lips on his.

The kiss tasted wrong. Everything about Sofia was off. She felt unpleasant and the vibe down Greg’s spine was sort of slimy and cold. Mostly, she simply wasn’t Fee, and he didn’t want anyone else.

Tired of it all, he pushed her hands away from him and stepped back. “No. Now leave, Sofia. This isn’t going to happen. Not now, not ever.”

In the distance, he heard a scream, which cut off sharply. Fee? Another shriek blended with the first, then turned into a howl, one filled with anger and fear. Lana.

Sofia forgotten, Greg shouted to the house for help and ran as fast as he could toward the pond.

Footsteps pounded behind him as he ran, but Greg didn’t turn around to look. When he reached the clearing by the pond, his worst fears were confirmed.

Fianna lay sprawled on the ground, unmoving, a slick patch of blood seeping from beneath her. In wolf form, with remnants of her sweater still clinging to her shoulders, Lana stood guard above her fallen friend.

When she spotted Greg, Lana whimpered and stepped away, allowing him to go down on his knees beside Fee.

“She’s breathing.” He heard the agony in his own words. Turning her slightly he saw the weapon. An arrow poked out of her left shoulder, blood sluggishly seeping around it.

From the corner of his eyes, he saw Lana change and struggle back into her tattered jeans.

“It came out of the trees,” she said. “I heard the shooter running away but thought it was more important to protect Fee than to chase the bastard down.”

“Thank you.” Greg got the words out past the knot in his throat, but he didn’t look up as he examined Fee’s pale skin and shallow breathing. “Desmond,” he bellowed at the top of his lungs.


“Here.” The mage pushed through the crowd that must have followed when Greg yelled for help. Ric was close at his heels.

George was there, too, and Greg looked up at his brother as he was nudged aside by Ric and Des. “George, would you see if you can track the assailant?”

George nodded, stepping behind a tree to strip and shift.

By now, half the occupants of the house had crowded around them, including Peter and his security team, guns out, eyes scanning the ring of trees.

“Ric, can you blink the arrow out, while I stop the bleeding?” Des’s voice was calm and cool. “I don’t think it hit anything vital.” He pulled a knife from his pocket and sliced through Fee’s jacket and sweater to reveal the wound.

“No problem.” Ric squatted across from Des, his hands on Fee’s good shoulder. “On three. One, two…” He lifted one hand, and on three the bloody arrow was in his hand and Des began applying pressure to the gaping hole in Fee’s skin.

Jase took the arrow with a handkerchief and turned to Peter. “You got somebody ’ere can check for prints?”

“Ric, some help here.” Des moved his own hand aside. “See what you think.”

The elf moved a hand to Fee’s bare skin. “The wound is pretty simple,” he said after a moment. Even as Greg watched, the bleeding stopped and the hole began to close. “But what the hell is that in it? It’s coursing through her blood.”

“I think it’s our mystery drug,” Des growled. “I’d lay odds that arrow is tipped with it.”

“We need help,” Ric agreed. Fee’s body started to twitch under their hands. “Is Elise in town?”

Des shook his head. “Underhill.”

Fee’s convulsions increased and Greg took one of her hands, sensing the magic Des poured into her to calm her.

“Let’s get her into a car,” Ric said calmly, though Greg could see the tension in his friend’s lean form. “I’ll call Aidan and have them meet us at their place.”

Aidan and Elise’s Grosse Pointe home housed the local portal to Faerie or Underhill. Very little communication got in and out, but both Ric and Aidan had magically enhanced phones that could penetrate the veil between worlds.

Greg was there in an instant, lifting Fee into his arms. “Grandfather…” he began.

The old man shook his head. “Go. Bring her home when you can. We’ll take care of finding the assassin.”

“I’ll drive,” Lana offered, running ahead of Greg and the others.

“My car.” Des threw her a set of keys. “It’s spelled to be ignored by cops. Don’t get us all killed.”

“You’re going to have to put her in the back with us, Greg.” Ric kept pace beside Greg as they ran to the parking area beside the house. “Hopefully between us, Des and I might have enough magic to keep the drug’s effects under control.”

“I’ve seen Elise draw power from others when she healed Fee from the gunshot,” Lana said. Still barefoot, she sprinted to keep up. “Can you do that with us? Pull energy from me or Greg or any of the other lupines?”

“I don’t think so.” Des wrenched open the back door of his big sedan and slid in while Ric did the same on the other side. “Generally, it’s a magic-to-magic thing, but I’m willing to try. Hand her to me, Greg. I promise, we’ll do all we can.”


Putting Fee into another man’s hands was one of the hardest things he’d ever done, but it was her best chance for survival. He could see her body shaking, and her lips were turning blue. As gently as possible, he handed her to Des, who eased her long legs across to Ric, so that she lay across both their laps. Ric had his cell phone to his ear as Greg and Lana piled into the front and Lana started the Lincoln’s powerful engine.

“They’ll be there by the time we arrive.” Ric hung up his phone. “Come on, Fee, stay with us, kid.” He chafed her ankles. “Whatever this shit is in her bloodstream, it’s like nothing I’ve ever seen before.”

“It’s the same drug,” Greg said. He’d turned completely backward in the front seat, ignoring the seat-belt law. He reached back and took one of Fee’s cold, shaking hands. “I can smell it taking hold. But it doesn’t make sense. She’s human now. Why would a drug for paranormals be affecting her like this?”

“My guess is that her DNA is still Fae,” Des said. “Her powers were stripped, but she’s still herself underneath. She’s fighting it, though. With her being so lightweight, I think this was meant to be a fatal overdose.”

“Come on, princess, keep fighting. Don’t let the bastards win.” Greg didn’t know if she could hear him, if she could feel him holding her hand, but surely it couldn’t hurt. He didn’t want to think about his life if she didn’t make it, and he couldn’t even give voice to his other fear—that even if she survived, she’d lose the baby. While he had no proof yet that she was pregnant, he’d been sure of it in his soul since the night they’d first made love.

It should have taken close to an hour to get all the way across town to Grosse Pointe, but Lana was fast, and traffic was light. Throughout the thirty minutes or so they spent in the car, Fee alternately moaned, slept or shuddered. Greg could sense the flood of magic Des and Ric continued to pour into her. They hadn’t been able to pull juice from him. Both of them were pale and breathing heavily by the time Lana squealed the car to a stop inside the gates of Aidan’s mansion.

Aidan and Elise waited outside at the circular drive, their faces drawn and anxious. Meagan was right beside them. Greg leaped out of the car, opened the back door and was lifting Fee out even before the engine shut off. As the others clambered out behind him, Greg followed Aidan and Elise into the house at a run.

“In here.” Elise pointed to the door of a first-floor bedroom, one Greg hadn’t noticed on any of his previous visits.

Greg lay Fee down on the sheets. He sat on the edge of the bed, still holding that one hand, a lifeline, though he couldn’t have said whether hers or his. Elise dropped to the bed on Fee’s other side and laid both hands on Fee’s bared neck and shoulder.

“The poison is eating away at her nervous system,” Elise said after a moment. “I’ve never seen anything like it. Aidan, a little help.”

Her husband put his hands beside her on Fee’s skin. “Draw as much from me as you need, leannan.”

A pair of Aidan’s servants appeared in the doorway. “Us too if you need us.” Greg recognized Tobias and Mairead Bootle, the brownie who was Aidan’s right-hand man and the half Fae, half gnome who served as nanny to Aidan and Elise’s daughter.

“And the rest of us.” Wallis Silverwood, Aidan’s head of security, stood behind Toby, along with Bronwyn, the housekeeper. More of the staff crowded behind them.


Greg felt a sting at his eyelids. All these people had gone from hating Fee when she’d been acting on behalf of her uncle, to loving her when she’d foiled her cousin’s plans and stepped between little Dina and a bullet.

Gradually, over the next fifteen minutes or so, Fee’s convulsions began to ease and her breathing grew stronger and steadier. Aidan sagged aside and was replaced by Wallis after maybe five minutes. Next, Bronwyn took a shift, then Mairead. As Toby lifted his wife away from the bed to take her place, there was a commotion in the hallway, and five-year-old Adina Greene shoved her way past to stand by her mother’s side.

“It’s okay, Mommy. I need to help.” Sometimes the child’s words were far more mature than her body. The look in her emerald-green eyes was even older. “It’s the same kind of magic I have in me. I can fix it.”

Aidan stopped in his tracks and nodded. “She’s probably right if the drug is Gravaki. It’s a long story, but she…absorbed a bunch of magic before she was born.”

Instead of staying beside her mother, Dina climbed onto the bed and slipped her tiny hands under Fee’s sweater. She closed her eyes and hummed for a moment, rocking back and forth.

After a few seconds, she popped open her eyes and smiled.

“Everybody’s okay now. Mommy, you can stop.” She yawned and didn’t object when her father picked her up into his arms.

“She’s right.” Elise lifted her hands and slumped back against the headboard. “The magical toxin is completely gone now. Fee and the babies should all be fine.”

Greg felt the room spin around him. “Babies?”

Dina held up two fingers. “A boy—I think he might marry my little sister someday. And a girl. She’s going to like Aunt Meagan’s baby, but it’s gonna be a lon-ng time before he likes her back.”

Silence descended in the wake of Dina’s announcement. Finally, Aidan blinked. “Sweetie, you don’t have a little sister.”

Dina shook her head. “Not yet. Maybe next year, maybe later.”

Greg was still reeling. “Twins?”

He felt Lana grip his shoulder and squeeze. “I told her the wedding better be soon.”

 

Fianna remembered pain. The stabbing agony in her shoulder and spasms of torture racking her body. They must have been a dream, though, because she felt nothing but comfort and softness when she woke. Sunlight warmed her cheek, and she opened her eyes to see it glinting through a mullioned window, the sparkling light reminding her of Faerie rather than the smoke-clouded sunshine of autumn in Detroit.

“Hey there.” Lana sat beside the bed in an armchair, smiling. “How’re you feeling?”

Fianna stretched. “A little stiff but otherwise fine. Where are we?” The luxurious bedroom looked familiar, but she couldn’t put her finger on it. When she turned, she saw Meagan propped in a second chair, a book lying closed in her lap. “What’s going on?”

“You’ve been out for almost a day,” Meagan replied. “But Elise swears you were only sleeping. You and your little ones are going to be fine.”


“What?” Fianna bolted up to a sitting position. “Little ones?” Slowly, the memory of her attack was coming back to her—Lana’s scream, the pain, the fall. “Damn it, did I get shot again?”

“In a manner of speaking.” Lana moved over to sit on the bed beside her. “It was an arrow, coated with the designer drug the guys have been investigating. It was an almost lethal overdose.”

Nausea rumbled through her stomach, and she cupped her free hand low on her abdomen as she looked up at Meagan. “And the other part? Did you say little ones?”

Meagan nodded. “Fraternal twins, a boy and a girl. Both of them are fine, I swear.”

Lana squeezed her hand. “You can stop wondering, cuz. It’s official. Announced by Elise, confirmed by Dina. I thought Greg was going to pass out cold when he heard.” She let go and busied herself plumping the pillows behind Fianna’s back.

“Where is he?” Fianna looked around the room. “For that matter, where are we?”

“Oakwood, Aidan’s estate Underhill,” Meagan replied. “We thought this would be a safe place for you to recover. Greg’s in the next room. He sat up with you all night, but we finally talked him into taking a nap.”

“Was anyone else hurt?” Discovering she was still weak now that the shock had worn off, Fianna sagged back against the pillows. Though she needed to know more, a big part of her brain was still busy processing the word twins.

“No, but we weren’t able to catch the shooter,” Lana said. “Or even figure out how they got into the compound. All we know is that it was another lupine and another drug user.”

“Ric, Des and Aidan led a strike team down into the salt mines early this morning,” Meagan said. “They rounded up some demons and a few addicted witches and lupines, but no one who knew anything. Nightshade is still at large, along with your archer.”

Fianna nodded. Her mouth felt like someone had stuffed it full of used bar rags and her eyelids were growing heavy again.

“Here.” Meagan had probably read her mind, because in an instant, she handed Fianna a mug of cool water. “Sorry I didn’t think of this sooner. Are you hungry?”

After draining the mug, Fianna shook her head. “No, thank you.”

Lana jumped to her feet. “I promised Greg I’d go get him the minute you woke. You can’t go back to sleep before he gets to see that you’re all right.” She fled from the room.

Meagan stood as well, a conspiratorial smile on her freckled face. She patted her own growing belly. “We’ll have to talk later, once things have calmed down.”

Fianna nodded. Her pregnancy didn’t seem real enough to discuss yet—particularly not with anyone else, when she hadn’t had a chance to talk to Greg. All she could feel was a powerful relief that the drugs in her system hadn’t harmed the child—children. Oh, Goddess, how was she supposed to care for twins? She’d never even been allowed a kitten.

When Greg stalked into the room, bleary-eyed and clad in nothing but a pair of sweatpants, Meagan slipped out with a wave and closed the door behind her.

“You okay?” He sat on the edge of the bed and lifted Fianna’s hand. “No pain?”

She shook her head. “Just still a little tired.”


“Elise said you’d probably be pretty out of it for a couple of days.” He brushed her hair back from her face. “It’s been only one.”

“So I heard.” She swallowed hard and looked into his eyes. “You didn’t go with George and Des and the others to raid the salt mines.” It must have been awful for him to let his brother and friends go into danger without him.

He shrugged, but she couldn’t make out any expression on his face. “I couldn’t leave you. Not when you hadn’t regained consciousness yet.”

He was so worried, so sincere. Had he come to care for her? “I’m sorry I wasn’t careful.”

“Damn, Fee, it wasn’t like you got shot on purpose.” He lifted the covers and slid into the bed beside her. When he held out his arms, Fianna fell into them and curled against his chest. “You should have been safe in the compound. I’m so, so sorry, princess.” He held her so tightly it was almost uncomfortable, but she needed that. “At least we know it wasn’t Sofia. I was busy telling her to go fuck herself when I heard you scream.”

“You were right, though. It isn’t only myself I have to worry about.” She felt so warm and safe wrapped in his embrace, but for this, she wanted to see his face. She pulled back to gaze into his eyes. “Twins, huh?”

He reached out and cupped her cheek. “So they tell me.” His eyes searched her face in much the same way as she studied his. “You okay with that?”

Fianna shrugged. “I haven’t really had time to think about it. Though I suppose it’s too late to be upset. I wish I knew what I was doing. I don’t have any idea how to take care of a child. What if I make a mistake? And you? How do you feel about being a father?”

“Scared to death.” He kissed her lips. “I can barely remember my own parents, and the last thing I want is to use my grandparents as a model. On the other hand, I’m also kind of excited. It took almost losing you and the babies to realize I do want to be a father. Mostly, though, I’ve spent the last twenty-four hours being worried about you. For what it’s worth, I think you’re going to do beautifully as a mother.”

“Thank you.” It was perhaps the nicest thing anyone had ever said about her. “And you will be a most remarkable father. I think I feel as you do—both excited and frightened.”

“There you go. We’ll get through it together, just like every other couple.”

“We will likely make mistakes.”

“Every couple does. But we’ll both love them, and that’s what matters.” He said that with such absolute certainty she was touched.

“Your grandfather is not going to be pleased.”

“On the contrary.” He tapped her nose and smiled. “I’ve been in touch with the old man. He’s delighted about the babies and is putting through the wedding paperwork today. Don’t forget, my uncle Max is a judge. As soon as we get back to the compound, he’ll perform the ceremony. I’m not waiting one day longer than necessary to make you officially mine.”

“You don’t have to marry me just because I’m pregnant.” She still wasn’t sure that a wedding was in Greg’s best interest. Among the Fae, like among modern humans, a child didn’t always mean a marriage. She would never deny Greg access to his children, but he didn’t have to marry her out of obligation.


“No, I don’t. But we’re getting married, all the same.”

She was too tired to argue. “Very well,” she managed around a yawn. “Will you stay?”

“Of course. I could still use a little downtime, too. Didn’t sleep much last night.” Greg snuggled down under the covers, still cradling her in his arms. “Good night, princess.”

The last thing she felt before dozing off again was his lips moving gently on hers.








Chapter Ten



The following morning Greg was wakened by a rap on the door. Elise had popped in periodically yesterday to check on Fee, along with servants bearing food, but Fee had done little more than sleep, eat and eventually take a bath with Greg. He’d loved every minute of holding her and taking care of her, even though she’d been too tired to make love. Intimacy without sex was a novel experience for him, though one he expected would become routine as her pregnancy advanced.

This time, it was Meagan at the door, a worried look on her face.

“The queen has found out you’re Underhill,” she said. “She wants to see us all.”

Their respite was over. Greg thanked her, and turned to wake Fee with a kiss. “Come on, princess. The real world calls.”

One thing about being around Fae, they didn’t need to worry about details like clean clothes or even toiletries. What wasn’t already provided, one of the elves could get or modify with magic.

That explained how he found himself in a staid black business suit and gray tie as he walked beside Fianna in a simple, long-sleeved navy velvet gown, into the audience chamber of Llyris Astrella, Queen of the Seelie Court. Meagan and Ric, and Elise and Aidan led the way in full Faerie-Court finery, while Lana, wearing a sedate—for her, anyway—maroon dress, stood on Fianna’s other side. Several of Aidan’s security staff brought up the rear.

The queen’s hair was an even lighter shade of blond than Fee’s—almost a true white, and she wore it up in an elaborate arrangement of braids and gems, and other stuff Greg couldn’t put a name to. Her gown was sort of Napoleonic era crossed with drag queen, cut low but covered with so much glitz it was practically blinding. She sat on a dais in a silver-and-velvet armchair, or maybe throne, surrounded by armed guards. This wasn’t his first visit to Faerie, or even his first presentation to Queen Llyris, but he still instinctively recoiled from all the glitter and ceremony. The old man, with all his pomp and protocol, had nothing on this.

“Fianna of the Meadows.” The queen’s voice boomed out, silencing the general chatter of the couple dozen courtiers scattered about the room. “I may be mistaken, but I thought I had exiled you from this realm. What do you have to say for yourself?”

Head high, Fianna let go of Greg and Lana, stepped between Meagan and Elise, and swept into a curtsey that put her forehead on the marble floor immediately below the dais. “My apologies, Your Majesty. I was unconscious when my friends brought me Underhill to be healed.” She spoke without lifting her face from the floor, making Greg want to howl and yank her back up into his arms.

Lana tugged on Greg’s sleeve as Meagan and Ric stepped up on one side of Fee and bowed while Elise and Aidan did the same on the other. As coached by Aidan, Lana and Greg bowed, though not as deeply, from where they stood behind Fee.

“It was my decision to bring her here, Majesty,” Aidan said. “Partly for her own safety, but also because her attack has ramifications that could affect all sidhe.”

“Rise,” she said, waving a hand. “Lord Green Oak, explain.”

Aidan nodded as he stood and spoke softly. “Your Majesty may wish to hear this in a more private location.”

“Very well.” The queen picked up a jeweled staff and thumped it on the floor. “Madog, remove everyone except yourself and one other guard.”


The big bruiser behind her left shoulder glowered at a couple of the other liveried guards, who scurried to chase everyone else out of the room. He was part ogre or giant or something but scary as hell and Greg had never seen the queen without him.

In less than a minute, the room was cleared except for them and the two guards who stood behind the queen.

“You.” Llyris pointed at Meagan. “Sit.” A small silver-gilt chair appeared next to Meagan. “And you, before you fall over.” Another popped into existence by Fee, who was still pale and shaky. “What kind of attack was it that Lady Green Oak couldn’t fully heal in two days?”

“A new drug, Your Majesty.” Ric stepped right up to the platform, one hand on his wife’s shoulder. “One aimed at those with magic in their blood. The dose she was given was meant to kill.”

Now they had her interest. Ric and Aidan explained everything that had happened over the past several days regarding the drug and the attacks on Fee.

“I see.” Llyris inclined her head. “Thank you for bringing this to my attention. However, an exiled Fae seems an unlikely target for assassination. Why you?” Her ice-blue eyes glared so sharply at Fee that Greg had to force himself not to jump between them.

Fee held her own, her expression respectful yet confident. “I believe the attacks are against Mr. Gregory Novak, Your Majesty. Since we are to be married, it seems the assassin may be trying to hurt him through me.”

“Married?” The queen’s gaze narrowed. “I do not believe mating with a ranking werewolf was one of the provisions allowed in your decree of exile.”

“That was before she carried my children, Your Majesty.” Greg had been told not to speak, but he did anyway. He placed his hands on both of Fee’s shoulders. “With all due respect, that changed everything.”

“You are with child?”

Fee nodded. “Twins.”

“Very well. You may marry the werewolf.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty.” Fee dropped her head into another bow and he felt the tension leave her shoulders.

“I do not believe I know of any lupine-Fae hybrids,” Llyris said thoughtfully. “It should be interesting to see how they turn out.”

“But, Your Majesty, I am human now.”

The queen waved a hand. “Your powers are blocked, but your inherent nature is unchanged. Without the magic extending your life, your physical rhythms may have altered somewhat, but underneath it all, you are still Fae, and your offspring will be halflings.”

“Thank you for that information.” Greg squeezed Fee’s shoulder. “Now may I ask for a favor? Fianna and our children are in danger in Detroit. May she stay with the Green Oaks until it’s safe?”

Llyris pondered, but shook her head. “No. And I dare not return her powers right now. That kind of influx could be deadly. I can and will release Lords Rose and Green Oak from any duties at court until the situation in Detroit is resolved. They may act in my interest in this matter.”


Damn it. While he didn’t want to be separated from Fee, he wanted her safe, and he couldn’t even count on that at his grandfather’s compound. Damn, but she was going to hate being confined to the house and having full-time bodyguards.

 

Fianna stared at her hands during the long and mostly silent ride back to the Novak family compound. Aidan had loaned them an armored limousine and driver, so they sat in comfort, with Lana sprawled on the rear-facing seat across from Greg and Fianna.

They were almost to West Bloomfield when Lana broke the silence. “We really need to stop by our place for more clothes if the wedding is tomorrow.”

Since this was also the last thing she’d said before they’d left, Fianna and Greg ignored her.

She ground her teeth. “Come on, Fee. You can’t tell me you don’t at least want your own makeup and stuff for your wedding.”

Fianna bit her lip and looked over at Greg. “She has a point. Though I don’t even know how formal this is going to be since it’s so hurried.”

Greg lifted one eyebrow. “My grandmother is organizing it. What do you think?”

Fianna winced. “I think I need a dress.” Elise had offered to loan her something and magic it to fit, but somehow that hadn’t felt right. “There’s an evening gown in my closet that I’ve never worn. Strapless and white with a full skirt and silver embroidery. I could wear that with the silver Ferragamos I wore the other night.” She’d actually never worn it because it had ended up looking too much like an American bridal gown—a concept she hadn’t understood when she’d ordered her original wardrobe. A smile teased her lips. All those designer things she’d owned as Aidan’s assistant—who’d have thought she’d need them again so soon?

Greg sighed. “Make a list. George and I will go get whatever you need. I’m gonna have to get my tux anyway. You, too, munchkin.”

“Oh, I am so not letting you paw through my underwear and makeup,” Lana said. “We’re going with you.”

“Not a chance.”

It was Fianna who growled. “This is ridiculous. At least let Lana go with you. There’s no indication that she’s a target, and she’ll know what I mean when I list things like liquid concealer, eyelid serum and a diffuser.”

“What?” Greg cocked one eyebrow. “You’re making that shit up.”

“Skin-toned makeup to hide dark circles, a lotion that helps prevent them and a hairdryer attachment to add volume.” Lana rolled her eyes. “Jeez, cuz, thought you were smarter about women than that.”

“Just because I’ve dated my share of females doesn’t mean I paid any attention to all the crap in their bathroom cupboards. And all that’s in the past, anyway.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “Besides, Fee’s fucking gorgeous. What does she need all that shit for?”


“Thank you.” She patted his leg. “Think of it as psychological armor. I feel much more confident if I have all my bits and pieces in place.” Sometimes she envied women like Meagan, who didn’t care if they had makeup on or even if their clothing matched. Not that Meagan wasn’t lovely in her own way—she simply didn’t seem to know or care about it. Lana was somewhere in between, confident no matter what she wore—or how outrageous it was. Fianna didn’t have that kind of insouciance. She knew men found her attractive in the bar, with a ponytail and no makeup, but she liked the feminine beauty rituals of creams and lotions and colors, enjoyed the way they made her feel. The girly products were among the few things she’d truly appreciated about the human realm.

And tomorrow she was getting married, with no time for a new manicure or even a hairdresser’s appointment. Hopefully one of her magic-wielding guests could touch up the chips in her nail polish before the ceremony. After a moment’s thought, she asked, “Are you sure it’s safe for our friends to come?”

“Des cast a warding spell around the house and garden,” Greg reminded her. He took her hand in his. “Nobody will be able to get in without Grandfather’s personal invitation. And he’s cleared everyone but immediate family, his closest friends and his personal staff out of the main house. Guards will be posted outside to watch for snipers. Plus, the guests will be coming in armored cars, like this one. They’ll be fine.”

“Thank you.” She leaned her head against his shoulder. Though she was stronger than she’d been yesterday, she still didn’t feel like herself. If they hadn’t turned into the drive right then, she’d have strongly considered a nap.

Once they’d been escorted inside, she had too much to do. The first task was making a list of everything she needed from her apartment. She and Lana worked together, brainstorming.

“I need a ring,” Fianna said, tapping her fingernails on the desk. “How am I supposed to get Greg a wedding ring if I can’t even go out to a store?”

Katy, who had joined them, grinned. “You get the store to come to you. Give me twenty minutes.” She darted from the room.

“Grandmother has a jeweler she’s known for decades,” Lana explained. “He’ll run out to the house with a selection of rings, no problem. He can come while I keep Greg busy at the apartments.”

“Will he be allowed in?” Fianna still had her doubts about anything coming together for this wedding. Instead of a celebration of affection, it was turning into one headache after another. Worse, she still wasn’t sure Greg truly wanted to go through with it.

“He’ll be guarded, but Peter and the others know him.” Lana gave her a reassuring smile. “Peter may have his head up his ass about Greg choosing you over his daughter, but he’s not going to betray the pack. We Novaks may not have magic, but in this world, money works almost as well. I know you don’t always see it with Greg, but believe me, he has plenty of it. Order whatever you need, and don’t worry about a thing—other than what color you want your bridesmaids to wear.”

“Bridesmaids?” Panic swelled. “How many am I supposed to have? What do they do? How much of an imposition is it to ask?”

“Hey, chill. It’s not that bad.” Lana held Fianna’s gaze until Fianna was breathing properly again. “You’ve got me, and Katy, if you want. I know she’d love to be asked. Meagan and Elise, too, probably. But it’s all up to you and Greg. Neither of you have to do anything you don’t want to do.”

Except maybe for him marrying me. Aloud, she said, “Thank you. I’ve never had a real friend before, so I may not say this properly. But thank you. For everything.”

 

The last thing Greg expected the night before his wedding was an impromptu bachelor party.


His plan had been to stick to Fee like a tick. But when even his grandmother had gotten involved in gathering all the females in her private sitting room for what passed as a bridal shower, he put up only a token resistance when George, Jase and Derek hauled him down to the library. Since the house was filled to the rafter with cousins and family friends, the room was crowded with all the adult males.

“Okay, I am not watching a stripper with my uncles and grandfather,” he muttered to George. “Not even porno flicks on DVD.”

“Chill. I think poker and drinking are the only entertainment,” Vince added, slapping him on the back. “Maybe a little pay-per-view after the older guys go to bed.”

“And in honor of the occasion, we’re even allowed to smoke cigars in the house.” Derek passed around the humidor and a lighter.

Based on the fact that he and Vince both smelled strongly of tobacco, they’d started that part of the evening before Greg had come down. He took a cigar and pulled a chair up to one of the poker tables, between Derek and George.

“You know, your grandfather’s been trying to talk me into replacing my father-in-law as bodyguard,” Derek said a little later. “He doesn’t seem to get that I’d rather fight in the courtroom than with my fangs.”

“The Bartoks have been the betas to the Novaks for a lot of generations.” Greg called the bet and puffed on his cigar. “Since Peter only has daughters, and you are family, it’s no big surprise the old man would tap you. Just say no. There’s no reason you should do anything you don’t have to.”

“Now if it was you, I could maybe see myself doing it,” Derek whispered. “But I don’t think I could stand being the old bastard’s personal bruiser.”

“No, me neither.” Greg rubbed his hands over his eyes. “With luck, the old man will live another twenty years, so we won’t have to worry about it for a while. Meanwhile, I’ll try to point him at someone else when Peter retires. There’s got to be someone.”

“Thanks, cuz.” Derek folded, and so did Greg.

As Vince raked in the pot, Greg couldn’t help thinking. His grandfather was eighty-three. Living to the century mark wasn’t uncommon for lupines, but it wasn’t guaranteed, either. Derek’s grandfather, the old man’s younger brother, was gone. So was Greg’s own father. It was altogether possible that one day soon, Greg would have to step up and take responsibility for the packs. He’d have to stop and think about who he’d want as his betas when he did. Hell, with kids on the way, he’d have to think about things like trust funds and a will.

Tonight, though, all he really wanted to think about was Fee. Even that didn’t cheer him up any. He’d put her in danger just by getting involved with her, and tomorrow they would be mated when he wasn’t really sure she wanted to be. That was enough to drive any werewolf to drink.

By the time Greg finally made his way back upstairs to his room, he was reeling a little. It took a lot of liquor to get a lupine drunk, but they’d been pouring vodka down his throat all night. He hadn’t fought very hard. Another good thing about the werewolf constitution was that he’d be stone sober with no trace of a hangover by morning.

When he got to his room, he saw a pile of boxes, spilling out tissue paper and silky bits of fabric. Right. Bridal shower. He looked forward to seeing some of those scraps on Fee’s creamy skin. What he didn’t see in the room was Fee. He checked the bathroom, too. Nada. She was still weak and ought to be asleep by now. Where the hell was she?

He pounded on the door of Lana’s room.


“What?” His cousin peeked her nose out the door.

“I can’t find Fee.” He stumbled and caught himself against the door frame.

Lana pressed her lips together like she was trying not to laugh out loud. “She’s asleep. You’re not supposed to see her tomorrow until the wedding. Remember?”

“That’s bullshit.” Who’d come up with that stupid tradition anyway? “She belongs with me.”

“Shhh. You’ll wake her—and everyone else on this floor.”

“Don’t care.” He stared down his cousin. “Bring her out or I come in and get her.”

“It’s okay, Lana.” Apparently they’d already woken Fee. She slipped around Lana and out the door, dressed in an ankle-length cotton nightgown. “I couldn’t sleep without him anyway. I think with everything else that’s gone crazy about this wedding, this is one more tradition we can skip.” She hugged Lana and wrapped an arm around Greg’s waist. “Come on, big guy, let’s get you into bed before you fall over.”

“I’m not that drunk.” He wasn’t. Well, not entirely. He didn’t stagger at all now that he had Fee back by his side. “Didn’t want to sleep alone.”

“Well, I wasn’t looking forward to sharing a bed with your cousin, either.” Without another word, she closed the door and climbed into bed, watching with a smile while he stripped off his clothes and shoes.

“You’re not keeping that granny gown on, are you?” He sat on the edge of the bed. “I promise not to pester you. I know you still need some rest, but I’ve already gotten used to feeling your skin against mine.”

“And I can count on you to keep me warm.” She wiggled out of the nightgown and tossed it into a corner. “Now get under the covers. I’ve gotten used to you, too. And I have the feeling tomorrow’s going to be an awfully busy day.”

“Oh, yeah.” He hoped they didn’t run her too ragged—he was kind of looking forward to a real wedding night. Crawling under the covers, he took her in his arms. Now he’d finally be able to relax. “I wanted you to know, Fee. I’m looking forward to marrying you. We didn’t exactly plan things this way, but I’m not sorry at all. I really am happy about tomorrow.”

His only answer was a soft snuffle as she snuggled into his chest, already asleep.








Chapter Eleven



Her wedding day was a perfect example of Indian summer in Michigan. The late October chill had receded, the sun shone brightly, and the weather was warm enough to be outside without coats.

This was good since Fianna had been told the actual mating ceremony had to be held outdoors. She had the white velvet wrap to wear over her strapless gown, but that wouldn’t have been enough had the temperature been any colder. Werewolves weren’t particularly susceptible to the cold, but she’d been raised Underhill, which had a much milder climate.

As soon as he’d showered and shaved, Greg was sent packing, to finish getting ready in George and Jase’s room down the hall. Immediately, Fianna was descended upon by Lana, Katy, Lana’s mother and even Katy’s mother-in-law, Irene. They’d all been so kind at last night’s impromptu bridal shower that Fianna didn’t have any qualms about accepting their assistance and support as she prepared for the afternoon ceremony. The skimpy lingerie, massage oils and even sex toys included among the gifts were a little embarrassing, but she recognized the gesture as a rite of passage among women and accepted them with laughter and gratitude.

Fianna found herself as pampered as if she’d been at the finest spa. Fruit and cheese trays were served in the room along with orange juice and sparkling water. Once she emerged from the bath and dressed in her long-line strapless bra and crinoline, they descended on her with creams and nail files and brushes. All she had to do was sit in a chair with her feet up and choose colors. She was happy, she realized with some surprise. Somewhere along the way, she’d fallen head over heels in love with Greg and today they would be married. He might not love her yet, but she thought he would in time. It would have to be enough.

A knock at the door heralded one of the maids with a silver tray. A box of expensive chocolates sat on it, along with a spray of white roses. “A gift from one of the gentlemen,” the maid said with a blush. “I’m not supposed to say which one.”

Greg, of course. He knew her weakness for fine chocolate. Fianna sniffed the flowers and allowed Lana to set them on the dressing table. She lifted the lid on the chocolates, promising herself she’d have just one. Unaccountably, her stomach turned. Could the pregnancy already be affecting her appetite? Probably not. More than likely it was nerves.

“These smell funny,” Lana said after she’d picked one up. “I’ll bet he found a stash that had been in storage too long. We’ll pitch them and you can tell Greg we scarfed the whole box.”

“Agreed.” Fianna leaned back and looked down at Katy, who was polishing her toes. “Silver?”

“Well, you need a little sparkle, don’t you?” With a grin, Fianna’s future cousin-in-law went back to work. While she painted a layer of topcoat on Fianna’s sparkly silver toenail polish, another gentle tap sounded at the door. This time, Lana opened it to admit her grandmother.


“I know you said this wouldn’t suit, but I thought you might like to see it. Perhaps you’ve changed your mind.” She held up a waist-length veil of sheer white lace, attached to an elegantly simple tiara. Fianna assumed it was platinum, since werewolves couldn’t abide the touch of silver. Inset with numerous cabochon moonstones, the tiara alone had to have been worth a fortune.

“It is lovely.” Fianna reached out a freshly dried French-manicured fingertip to touch the handmade lace. This was clearly a peace offering. “I’d be honored, Mrs. Novak.”

“Grandmother, please.” The older woman smiled and laid the veil carefully on the dresser top. “Thank you, dear.”

They’d told her last night that moonstones held great significance in werewolf culture. Lana’s shower gift had been a pair of platinum-and-moonstone earrings. Katy had bought her the matching bracelet. Apparently they’d cornered the jeweler when he’d come to let Lana select Greg’s wedding band. Whether by design or good fortune, their gifts would go beautifully with the tiara.

Katy used a hairdryer on Fianna’s pedicure while Irene stood behind Fianna’s chair and began to brush out her hair. “Your hair is lovely up, but today I think you should leave it long, with the front pulled back a little to frame your face and hold the veil in place.”

“Whatever you think is best.” She wasn’t going to argue with the woman kind enough to take the place of a hairdresser. While she’d always worn her hair up for formal occasions in the past, perhaps this was appropriate for today, the start of her new life. She wasn’t the same person anymore, and not only because of the magic. Being with humans and lupines had changed her. Being with Greg and his family had changed her even more. So much that she could barely believe her good fortune. Surely she didn’t deserve the happiness of being married to Greg. She kept watching over her shoulder for something, anything to go wrong.

Several hours later she was escorted into the garden by Aidan. She still half expected something awful to happen but was beginning to believe the wedding would actually take place.

The garden was beautiful. Potted flowers had been brought in to line the space and a white carpet had been rolled out between two sets of chairs. Greg waited under an ivy-covered latticework archway, unbelievably handsome in his tuxedo, and attended by George, Derek, Des and Jase, each in their own interpretation of formal wear, and each handsome in his own right.

Fianna winced. Vince was supposed to have been there. Instead, Des stood between Derek and Jase. Vince had gotten more and more unreliable lately. Something weird was going on with him and it was liable to break Greg’s heart. Thankfully for today, however, Greg had so many friends willing to step in.

Ric played his guitar softly as Katy, Meagan and Elise each walked down the aisle between the twenty or so other guests, preceded by Dina and Kevin. There hadn’t been time to coordinate bridesmaid dresses, so each woman had worn a formal gown of their own choosing in shades of blue from royal to midnight. Somehow the ensemble worked, and they all looked marvelous. Lana, in skin-tight sapphire velvet, gave Fianna a quick kiss on the cheek before taking her turn as maid of honor.

Fianna clutched her bouquet of white lilies and forget-me-nots in one hand and Aidan’s arm in the other as they walked. Camera buttons clicked as someone took photographs.


“Head up, Fianna,” Aidan whispered. “You deserve to be happy, and so does Greg. Don’t let anything take that away from you. Smile.”

Greg certainly deserved to be happy, which meant he probably deserved better than being shackled to her. But he was determined to go through with this, so she wasn’t about to leave him at the altar. She lifted her chin and stepped slowly down the carpet, her eyes fixed on Greg and a brilliant smile on her face. The smile wasn’t forced. All she had to do was focus on Greg, forget about the rest of the world and let herself be happy. He was stunning in his tux, with his hair hanging sleekly to his shoulders. His smile when he saw her was so broad she thought her heart might burst.

The archway where Greg and his uncle Max waited was set off the carpet on a patch of bare soil. At the end of the rug, Aidan handed her off to Greg, said the appropriate words to Max and took his seat.

From the moment her hands touched Greg’s, nothing else mattered but him.

“Life is a cycle,” Max began, his voice strong and sonorous. Since werewolves were not typically religious, he performed most of the weddings for the Novak pack. His eyes focused on Fianna and Greg rather than on the book in front of him, which he’d clearly memorized. “Like the seasons of the year, birth, mating and death all follow one another. As these things are part of the natural order, so are we all as one with the Earth.” He stepped back onto the bare soil, barefoot.

Fianna handed her bouquet to Lana so she could slip off her sandals. Greg slid out of his loafers, as well. Together, they stepped onto the freshly turned ground, which was surprisingly warm under their feet.

“As your blood mingles with the Earth and with that of each other, so too will you mingle with each other, in heart, mind and spirit, your fates forever entwined.”

Pulling a ceremonial silver-tipped dagger, he reached first for Greg’s left hand and made a small slit in the palm. Greg bore the pain without wincing and turned his palm downward so a few drops of blood fell to the ground. Fianna had been coached. She held out her right hand and did the same.

After each had shed a small amount of blood into the dirt, Max took a white rope. Greg lifted Fianna’s hand and twined their fingers together, lining up the nicks in their palms. The knife had been silver, she knew, so that Greg’s wound wouldn’t heal itself before the ceremony was even over.

Max looked out over the crowd and recited his next line. “Before I bind these two as mates for life, does anyone wish to present any objections?”

“Oh, hell, yes.”

A collective gasp filled the air as everyone turned to look at Vince, standing beside the back door of the house, his hands in his pockets.

“You were supposed to eat the damned chocolates, bitch.” He pulled something from his pocket. “Now this is going to get messy.”

“Grenade,” yelled one of the staff members and everyone started to scramble away. Simultaneously, the groomsmen clustered around little Kevin and the bridesmaids shoved Dina and Meagan to the rear. Ric dropped his guitar and materialized a sword.

“Vince, what the fuck?” Greg shoved Fianna behind him.

“She has to die, man. You’re supposed to marry Sof.” He pulled the pin from the grenade and started to throw it.


“Got it.” Aidan stood, the grenade now in his hand—apparently Vince had forgotten or not been aware of the Fae power to blink small objects. He blinked it away. “Some fish in the middle of the Atlantic are going to be pissed.”

Meanwhile, Vince had leaped down the carpet. This time he had a gun in his hand. “I can’t let her live. They’ll cut off my supply.”

“Enough.” A shot rang out and Vince dropped like a rock.

Ivan stood on the white runner, a smoking pistol in his hand. Fianna peeked around Greg to see that half of Vince’s head was gone.

The scene spun as Fianna was swamped by dizziness and nausea. Barely able to stand, she ran from Greg and threw up in a rosebush. Only afterward did she notice he was still with her, holding her up and keeping her hair and veil back from her face.

“Peter, isn’t this what I pay you for?” Ivan’s voice boomed. “Take care of this mess. Is anybody else hurt?”

There was a general murmur that no, nobody was. People began to return to the area, and Fianna felt Greg’s hands on her shoulders. “You all right?”

Fianna nodded. “Yes.” She looked around for something to wipe her mouth with, just as Meagan stepped over with a bottle of water and a washcloth. “Thanks.”

Lana stood beside her, a worried expression on her face. “I noticed something in his scent—I think Vince was on the drugs.”

“Probably,” Greg agreed with a rasp in his voice that Fianna strongly suspected was tears. Greg had loved Vince like a brother. The betrayal must hurt unbearably. He cleared his throat and added, “We can talk about that later.”

“Aidan and Ric are helping with the clean up.” Elise, with Dina in her arms, joined them. She laid a hand on Fianna’s shoulder and Fianna felt her nausea disappear. “Greg, your grandfather thinks you should go ahead and finish the wedding as quickly as possible.”

“We can do the rest inside the house.” He chafed one of Fianna’s arms. “Fee’s cold.”

“Well, the ballroom is already set up for the reception,” Katy said. When had she come over? “Come on, Fee, let’s get you inside and warm you up while the rest of us move chairs.”

“No.” Fianna straightened and squeezed Greg’s arm. “Your pack holds weddings outside. Let’s finish this now. I don’t want to let him ruin this for us.”

Greg took hold of her chin and looked into her eyes. “You’re sure?” His were dark with pain and…love?

Fianna touched his cheek and smiled. “I am.”

“Then let’s put those chairs back in place.”

“Let me get that blood off your dress.” Elise swiped her hand over the skirt of Fianna’s gown, where the cut on her hand had smeared it, and handed her a handkerchief. “Wrap this around your hand until you’re ready to finish the ceremony. You, too.” She handed another one to Greg.

“What about—Vince?” Fianna asked. She felt a little light-headed even thinking about blood at the moment. “Did he—the blood—get on anyone?”

“We told you, the guys have it covered,” Meagan assured her. “These wolves are learning that having us magic types around can come in handy now and then.”

“Yeah, I’m kind of getting used to it.” Greg kissed the top of her head.


“Gregory, are you ready?” Ivan stepped over. He put his hand on Fianna’s shoulder. “You are unhurt?”

“I am, thanks to you.” On impulse, she leaned up to kiss the old werewolf’s leathery cheek. “Thank you.”

He smiled at her for the first time. “Max is ready to continue. If you can all take your places?”

It took a few moments to get everyone back in place. The runner was gone. They’d wrapped Vince in that to carry him out, but otherwise everything was exactly as it had been—except for the extra line of guards now surrounding the gathering. Fianna recognized some of them as Aidan’s security staff.

“Grandfather made them wait outside the compound before. Now he decided more is better.” Greg led her back to their place under the archway.

“Are both your cuts still open?” Max asked as he resumed his place.

Greg unwrapped his hand. “Open enough.” He nicked his wound with a fingernail from his other hand to restart the blood. Fianna unwrapped hers and held it out, lacing her fingers with Greg’s so their cuts would line up and their blood mingle.

“I’m not asking for objections this time,” Max said. Someone in the audience tittered nervously.

He took the white rope from his lectern and tied their wrists securely together.

“Fianna Celeste Meadows, do you take this man, Gregory Ivanovitch Novak, to be your lawfully wedded husband…”

From that point on, the ceremony was a simple exchange of vows. Each uttered the required responses in strong, clear tones. Fianna was warmed by the glow in Greg’s eyes as he looked at her and swore to cherish her forever.

“As your blood mingles, so shall your lives. From this day forward, Fianna and Gregory shall be as one, united in heart, soul and body. Let it be so.”

“So be it!” rang the voices of the guests.

Max untied the cord. Greg’s wound was already almost closed, but Fianna’s was still oozing. She looked around for the handkerchief, but instead felt a touch from Elise on her arm and the cut was gone, leaving a tiny white scar on her palm.

“Do we still have the rings?” Max looked for Kevin, who was nudged forward by his father. He lifted the satin pillow so Greg could untie Fianna’s ring and she could retrieve his. More vows went with the exchange, and the ceremony was officially over.

“Now, Greg, you may kiss your bride.”

Greg pulled her close and lowered his lips to hers. She’d expected a formal peck on the lips, but Greg didn’t let it go at that. Instead, he kissed her with all the passion he’d shown every time they’d been together.

By the time the kiss ended, the audience was laughing and clapping. Both Fianna and Greg gasped for breath.

“Allow me to present Mr. and Mrs. Gregory Novak.”

Their small crowd of family and friends cheered.

They slipped their shoes back on, and Fianna retrieved her bouquet—undamaged or magically repaired—from Lana. Together, she and Greg walked back toward the house amid applause and photo flashes.

She looked at him and it struck her like a physical blow. Goddess—she was really married.


For the second time that day, the world spun around her.

And again, Greg caught her, holding her steady until it passed.

 

“We’ll hold the funeral later in the week,” Ivan told Greg at the reception. “I hate to do it, but we’re going to set it up as a drunk-driving accident.”

Greg nodded. It ate at him, the knowledge that his friend, his packmate, had tried to kill him and Fee. When he’d gone with his grandfather to look at the body though, he’d understood. The scent was there—the one with overtones of vinegar and bleach.

“It’s the drug. I should have seen the signs, known he was addicted. It made him unstable.” Looking back, he realized Vince had been deteriorating for a while—since before Greg and the others had gone Underhill to help find Dina. How could he not have noticed Vince had snapped? They’d found the bow and arrow in his room, along with two supplies of the demon drug—the one used on Fee, and the one he’d been using himself. There was also a chemical spray, strong enough to mask a werewolf’s scent.

“It’s not your fault, son.” Ivan shrugged. “My guess is someone got him addicted deliberately and sent him at you like a loaded gun.”

“He was the firebomber, too, I’ll bet. And the sniper. I hadn’t realized he was never around when it happened.”

“I sent someone to search his apartment. I’m sorry.” Ivan patted Greg’s shoulder. “I’ve already notified his parents. They asked us to ship the body down there for burial.”

“Thanks.” He looked at the old man and realized that for the first time, Ivan looked old. Lines of fatigue and grief had aged him, just over the course of the afternoon. “We should go back and sit down now. Grandmother will be expecting you to dance with her later.”

“And you have a bride to take care of. She’s got spine, I’ll give her that. And at least we know the pack will continue. You could have done worse.”

Greg stared at the old man’s retreating back.

That was maybe the nicest thing Ivan had ever said to him.

Leading all the packs wasn’t an easy job. Though Greg had no intention of raising his kids with his grandfather’s iron fist, he was at least beginning to understand the old man’s reasoning if not his methods, his need to make Greg as tough as he could be. When it counted though, he’d come through for Greg, saving Fianna. Then he’d dealt with all the details involved with Vince’s death. For the first time in his life, Greg was grateful to the Prime.

Mostly, Greg really hoped his grandfather lived for a long, long time.

He returned to the ballroom to find Fianna waiting for him. She took his hand. “I’m sorry, Greg. I’ll understand if you want to leave now. Vince was your friend. You should be allowed to grieve.”

He kissed her forehead. “Thank you. It’s hard, there’s no denying that. But this is also our wedding day, and I don’t want to miss out on things we’ll never get to do again. Now come on. We’re supposed to cut the cake.”

 

They’d been given the guest suite over the garage for their wedding night. While still attached to the main house by a breezeway, it was the most private space available. Servants had moved all their things during the reception, and the guards stationed outside were discreet enough to ignore any sounds they heard. Greg would have preferred to take Fee on a real honeymoon, but given the circumstances, this was the best he could manage.


“Come on, wife.” He scooped her up in his arms and carried her down the breezeway corridor. “Time to put you to bed.”

The party was still going in the ballroom, though a few others had left—the older folks, or those with children. Lana had caught the bouquet, much to her own chagrin, while a teenaged third cousin had caught the garter. The laughter that ensued had gone a long way toward soothing everyone’s frazzled nerves.

“You’re probably exhausted,” Greg said as he climbed the stairs from the breezeway to the guest suite.

“Not really.” She nuzzled her face into his neck. “Elise gave me a boost before she left.”

“I hope she gave you the go-ahead for our wedding night.” It was going to be hell if he had to keep his hands off her again tonight. The notion of it being their wedding night was giving him all kinds of ideas.

“She said sex is fine, right up until the end, as long as everything is going well.” She nipped a tendon on his throat. “As for tonight, I have full medical clearance for anything we want to do.”

Greg doubted one night—even one week—would begin to put a dent in the things he wanted to do to her, with her. He forced his mind back into conversation mode for a few more minutes. This was important. “Them being here today—it really showed my grandfather and some of the others that it’s good to mingle with other paranormals. Other than our marriage being official, that was the one positive thing to come out of it all. We’ve moved a step closer to uniting our races.”

“That’s good.” She nipped at his neck again when he paused to open the door to their suite. “Do you really want to talk politics now?”

“No.” He stepped across the threshold and kicked the door shut.

The servants had done a good job brightening up the space with flowers and a tray of fruit and sweets on the counter. He didn’t pause out in the sitting room to admire it, though. If he put her down now, they’d never make it to the bedroom.

“Ooh, this is nice.” Fianna flicked on the light switch behind Greg’s shoulder as he moved into the bedroom. Sure enough, the king-sized bed was made up with pristine white sheets, turned down. A vase of red and white roses perfumed the room, and an ice bucket with non-alcoholic champagne waited on the nightstand.

Greg took this all in with a small part of his brain. The rest of it had gone numb, all the blood in his body having fled south when Fianna nibbled on his ear.

At the edge of the bed, he lowered her, letting her slide down his body inch by inch.

“You were beautiful today. Thank you for wearing moonstones.” He ran his fingers through her hair, which was loose now that she’d removed his grandmother’s veil during dinner. “And I’m glad you wore your hair down. It’s so much softer and sexier.”

“The moonstones were gifts from your family, and I love them, with or without the symbolism.” She ran her fingers through his hair, which brushed past his collar. “I like your hair long, too. I’m glad they didn’t talk you into cutting it.”

“You’re the only one I have to please.” Tired of talking, he dipped his head. In her heels, she was almost his height, and it was nice not to have to bend in half to kiss her.


“You do that without half trying.” She got the words out in a breathy rush before their lips locked together.

Greg’s body responded in a heartbeat, going from mostly hard, which he’d been since dancing with her a couple hours earlier to primed and ready. The scent of her, marked with his blood from the ceremony, aroused and—yes, he could barely detect it now—pregnant with his cubs made it tough to go slow enough to avoid shredding her dress. His fingers shook as he lowered the zipper while his tongue plundered her mouth.

The gown dropped partway to the floor, hung up on what seemed like another whole dress beneath the first one. Cut only a little lower, with less ornamentation, the thing she had on under her wedding gown was still in his way.

“Back clips on the bra, down by my waist.” She slid her fingers from his shoulders to his chest, popping the studs on his shirt one by one. “The slip zips from the waist to the butt.”

So this layer had two parts. Got it. He started in on the clips while Fee undid his tie. Her bra went flying to some random corner of the room about the same time as she shoved shirt, tie and tux jacket off his shoulders all at once. He had to pull away to get the cuffs off his hands—she’d forgotten the cufflinks.

“Damn, you’re beautiful.” He stopped for a second to look at her, in her poofy full slip, naked from the waist up.

“You’re not bad yourself. I never knew chest hair was sexy before I met you.” She licked her lips as she stared at him. “Naked. Now.” She reached around her back to the zipper of her slip and Greg got the message. He unbuckled his belt and kicked off his dress shoes and lowered his pants, all without taking his eyes off Fee.

The sight of her when her slip dropped and she kicked it away almost made him come in his shorts. She stood there in silver sandals, sheer white stockings, a white lace thong and matching garter belt. Moonstones still sparkled at her ears and on her wrist, and his ring glinted on her finger. It was an image he wanted to freeze in his mind for the rest of his life.

“Oh, fuck, lose the thong, but leave the garter belt and heels on, princess.”

Her eyes widened. It was so easy to forget how inexperienced she was, but her naïveté turned him on all the more.

She was his. It took him half a second to kick off his socks and drop his boxer-briefs.

“Give me your hand.” He held out his left hand, with the thin white scar from the silver dagger. She gave him her right, with the matching mark, and he laced their fingers together as they’d been for the ceremony. With his other arm around her waist, as if they were dancing, he pulled her close.

This time the kiss was just as intense, but it struck Greg on a deeper emotional level. His need for her was something so intrinsic, so primal, he didn’t begin to understand it.

“Goddess.” Her little whimper when he finally released her lips was the most erotic sound he’d ever heard. She dug her fingers into his shoulder.


“Yes, you are.” He trailed his lips across her cheek to her ear. Ric had let him know that the points of an elf’s ears were particularly sensitive, and he wanted to test that out. Even though she looked fully human, her ears were still slightly pointed at the tips. When he sucked that little point into his mouth, she moaned and sagged against him. “Guess you liked that.” He sucked on it harder.

“Yes.” She let go of his hand to grab both his shoulders.

“Then you’re gonna love this.” He dropped his butt to the bed so his face was level with her breasts, spreading his legs so she stood between them. He blew on her, teasing the already-puckered nipples. “I hear these are going to get more and more sensitive over the next few months. Isn’t that going to be fun?” After drawing circles around each pink areola with his tongue, he cupped both breasts in his hands and kneaded gently.

“Greg.” Her breathing hitched as she said his name.

“More?”

“Yes.”

“All you have to do is ask.” He caught one nipple between forefinger and thumb and began to roll it with a firmer touch. The other he nipped with his lips, drawing it slowly into his mouth.

“More.”

He loved that she was losing her shyness with him. He pinched a little harder and suckled more deeply, until her spine bowed, pressing her closer to him. Her skin tasted like heaven and her increasing arousal perfumed the room more than the roses.

His cock ached and pulsed with wanting to be buried in her tight sheath, but Greg wanted her to come first. He sucked harder on the one nipple, letting his other hand slide down her belly to cup her mound. She was hot and drenched, more than ready. He slid two fingers inside and flicked her engorged clit with his thumb.

“Greg!” On the third thrust of his fingers she splintered, closing around his fingers as if it would never let go. He kept suckling her, kept massaging her clit to draw out her climax, until she collapsed against him, sobbing with her release.

“Now I want you on the bed.” He lifted her and laid her face down in the center of the pristine sheet. “Can you get up on your knees for me, princess?”

“If I can move,” she teased. She lifted her head so Greg could put a couple pillows under it for support. Since she pulled her knees up under her, so her pert backside pointed straight up in the air, she proved she could.

Greg stepped back for a second to admire the view of Fee’s ass framed by white silk and the silver high heels. After fixing the mental snapshot in his mind, he climbed onto the bed and knelt between her legs. He’d never been this hard before in his life, so he meant to start slowly, making sure he didn’t cause her any pain. With one hand, he positioned the tip of his dick at the crease of her silky pink labia and slid an inch or so inside.

“More.” Fianna pushed her hips back, forcing him deeper. “I won’t break, Greg. I need you to take me as if you mean it.”

Like an overstretched cable, his restraint snapped. He didn’t slam into her with all his strength, but he thrust fast and deep. Leaning over, he bit down on her shoulder, where his mark still showed.

Fee screamed and came again, her walls clenching around him, shooting him straight into his own orgasm. He held himself there, feeling the grip of her muscles as he poured himself into her. The very tips of his fangs buried in the same spot as before, renewing the mark.


“Mine,” he murmured as he finally caught his breath and rolled them both to their sides. He was so swollen and she was so tight he didn’t even try to pull out.

He yanked the covers up over them both as Fee snuggled her face into a pillow and her butt against his groin.

“Mmm-hmm,” she said, yawning. “All yours. And you’re all mine. Don’t you forget it.”

As if he ever could—or wanted to. He smiled into her hair while he reached out with one hand to turn off the bedside light. “Get some sleep. I’m nowhere near done with you yet.”

Fee chuckled. “Oh, good.”








Chapter Twelve



The sound of shattering glass woke Greg from a sound sleep. He didn’t want to wake. Fee was curled up on his chest, and the bed was warm and scented with sex.

The smell of smoke penetrated his brain, along with a flash of light and heat.

“Fee, wake up.” He shook her and climbed out of bed, grabbing the down comforter as he went. He threw the cover down over the flames, and stomped them out while Fee stirred to wakefulness. The clock said it was roughly twenty past three.

Another window shattered and another Molotov cocktail flashed to life.

“Come on, princess, grab a robe and something for your feet.” Greg dumped the vase of flowers onto the second flame and ground out the remaining embers with his feet. “We need to get the hell out of here.”

“Right.” Moving swiftly, she ran to the closet and found a pair of lounge pants and a sweatshirt, along with some slip-on tennis shoes. He had to admit, that was smarter than a robe.

Glass shattered out in the sitting room.

“Come on, let’s go.” After dumping a bucket of melted ice onto the third fire, he pulled her to the door of the suite. Once there, he shifted into wolf form and led the way down the stairs. His nose wasn’t telling him anybody waited at the bottom, but he wanted to be sure. He shook his head, telling Fee to wait inside the staircase. She nodded and stopped moving, while he nosed open the door and sniffed in the breezeway. Nothing but Peter and his guards.

Shifting back into human form, Greg said, “I want you to crawl across the breezeway to the main house. The windows of the breezeway make it too exposed to walk through.”

“Got it.”

Greg stood to watch as Fee went down on her knees, following him across the glass-lined walkway.

Another flash-bomb crashed through the window, raining glass down on them both. Fortunately, the flaming liquid missed Fee, but not by much.

“Just run.” Greg shifted back into wolf form and leaped through the broken window after the arsonist, ignoring the shards of glass that scored his skin. He listened for Fianna to make the main house and slam the door behind her, heard her yell at the top of her lungs for help. Good! Then he focused on his prey.

 

Fianna threw open the door to the main house and looked for the guard who was supposed to be posted there. There was no sign of anyone, so she turned toward the stairs, intent on waking George and Jase, along with whatever other help she could rouse.

As she turned the corner, she came face to face with Sofia, and the matte black barrel of a pistol.

“Don’t move a muscle,” the other woman said with a husky growl. “You don’t have any elf friends to beam the gun out of my hand tonight.” Sofia jabbed the gun toward the back of the house before pointing it at Fianna’s belly. “I hear gut wounds are a slow way to die, bitch. Not to mention I’ll take out those abomination half-breeds you’re carrying. Now keep your mouth shut and start walking.”


A bolt of shock and fear swept through Fianna at the threat, only to be replaced in an instant by white-hot fury. Nobody, nobody was going to hurt her babies. She couldn’t take the gun by magic and she’d never been taught to fight with anything but a bow or dagger, but somehow, she was going to take this woman down.

The first thing she had to do was buy time. Greg would find her. There were guards all over the place. Squaring her shoulders, she moved through the hallway as slowly as she could manage without angering her captor.

Clearly, one way or another, Sofia intended to kill her. The woman was insane, and she wanted Greg. Fianna had to be out of the picture, which meant dead.

As they passed through the kitchen toward the back door, Fianna looked for anything she could use as a weapon. But the werewolf female had better night vision, and her hand was on the bloody trigger. Outside, the situation would be less controlled. Maybe Fianna would stand a better chance.

“Open the door slowly and quietly.” Sofia jabbed the gun into the small of Fianna’s back.

“Whatever you say. Just please don’t hurt me.” Appearing weak and fearful could only help. Sofia’s vanity was likely to be her greatest weakness. Fianna sniffled loudly as she unlocked and opened the garden door.

“Well, there she is, just like you promised.” An inhumanly deep voice greeted them as soon as they’d stepped outside and shut the door behind them. “Well done, my pet.”

“I told you she wouldn’t be any problem.” Sofia leaned up and kissed the male. When Fianna got a glimpse of his face in the night, she felt sick.

Peter. Sofia kissed her own father like a lover.

Before she could react any further, Peter grabbed her wrists and twisted them behind her back. His hands changed, became scaly rather than smooth flesh. The laughter that rang out as he handcuffed her and slapped a strip of duct tape over her mouth sent chills of horror down her spine. He certainly wasn’t human or even lupine. Yellow eyes glowed at her as he tossed her over his shoulder. A moment later, he felt like Peter again, another middle-aged werewolf male—still far stronger than she.

Whoever—whatever—it was carried her off at a run through the woods.

 

As usual, the bleach-over-vinegar scent blocked his ability to detect who he was tracking, but he was able to track someone. Either Vince hadn’t been the arsonist, or someone had been working with him. Whichever it was, Greg would happily rip out someone’s throat for turning his friend into an addict and getting him killed. He still had trouble believing that Vince was the one who’d shot Fee. It made no sense—the two had always seemed to get along fine.

He found one of the four guards unconscious in the bushes. He’d been drugged, no question about it. The smell alone was distinctive.

Then it hit him. He knew that smell, and not just from Vince.

Sofia!

Fuck it, why hadn’t he put those pieces together?

Of course that conniving bitch was behind this. She was probably the one who’d gotten Vince hooked in the first place.

Each of the other guards was knocked out, as well. One was beginning to convulse, like Fee had. Damn it. Greg ran for the front door and changed as he reached it. A guard, one of the older ones, opened the door. One nice thing about being around other wolves, no one questioned nudity very much.


Greg quickly relayed the information, including that Fianna should be somewhere in the house. He didn’t say anything about Sofia.

The guard got on his radio. “Nobody reports having seen Miss Fianna. Peter’s on his way, and someone is waking your grandfather.”

“Tell whoever’s upstairs to wake my brother, too. And have him bring me down some pants. I’ll meet them by the breezeway. Right now, I’m going to try to track down my mate.” Greg shifted back into wolf form and ran through the house.

He picked up Fee’s scent right at the entrance to the breezeway. Instead of turning left into the heart of the house, she’d turned right, toward the back hallway. Worse, the scents of bleach and vinegar were overlain with hers. Somebody had Fee.

Greg’s anguished howl probably woke most of the house.

His claws scrabbled on the marble of the corridor as he followed the scent at a run, straight to the garden door. The guard supposedly posted there was gone, like the one at the breezeway. Dead? Unconscious? In on it? Greg had no idea. He had to shift to unlock and open the door, then back again as he raced outside, following Fee’s scent toward the woods.

Right outside the back door, another scent joined Fee’s and her attacker’s. Greg paused, sniffing the ground.

Peter?

Help was already on the way. Wonderful. The problem was, from this point on, the scents changed. Fee’s grew weaker, as if she was being carried rather than walking. And Peter’s shifted in some subtle way, almost as if there was a hint of smoke or sulfur about him. Some weapon perhaps?

Greg didn’t stop to analyze the changes. He ran down the trail. It wasn’t cold—they’d passed this way only minutes before.

About a hundred yards from the house, he heard the door open and close again. Voices and footsteps sounded behind him, along with the padding of paws.

“We’re behind you, Greg.” He recognized Jase’s voice and George’s bark, along with his grandfather’s deep growl.

Greg kept moving, into the woods. The trail branched, but Fee’s scent was like a beacon, one he could follow in his sleep. He loped along, ears perked. Surely Peter had her freed by now. The man wasn’t the Prime’s bodyguard for nothing.

After a few more yards, Greg heard a click a fraction of a second before a metal trap snapped shut on his front leg. Bone cracked and flesh shredded. He let out an involuntary howl. His paw hadn’t been severed, thank the gods, but the pain was almost enough to make him pass out or vomit. Knowing his family was behind him, he tried to shift and call out a warning.

Nothing. The damn thing had to be silver-plated. One weakness of lupines was silver. If enough of it was lodged in the flesh, it could prevent the change. Damn it. He howled again and yipped out a warning bark. Sure enough, the footsteps behind him slowed.


The beam of a flashlight struck him first. “You okay, bro?” Jase approached on bare feet, his light flicking the ground and reflecting off the metal trap. “Fuck. Wolf traps. Watch your steps,” he called over his shoulder. He picked up a big stick and used it to trigger two more traps as he made his way to Greg and sank down on one knee. He held the flashlight in his teeth. With both hands, he probed the mechanism of the trap until he was able to release it.

When the spears of agony were pulled out of his leg, Greg slumped to his side. Lying there on the path, he panted heavily and managed to shift to human. He gave the others a quick recounting of what he knew so far, before changing back. With each shift, his wound healed somewhat. With silver, it was going to take a while to regenerate completely. Greg forced himself through enough shifts to make the leg semi-functional, then struggled back to his feet.

Jase pulled the bandana off his dreadlocks and wrapped it around the still-seeping gash on Greg’s leg. Ivan took point in wolf form as they walked more cautiously down the path toward the pond, Jase’s flashlight leading the way. He kept triggering traps with sticks as they went. It was noisy as hell, but Greg didn’t care. Hell, it wasn’t like the bad guys didn’t know they were coming. Surprise wasn’t really an issue at this point. George walked right beside Greg on the side of his bad leg, their shoulders brushing so his weight would catch Greg’s if Greg fell. Somewhere in the distance behind them, there were others, and Jase yelled out a warning for them, as well. Greg focused on putting one foot in front of the others without falling down.

Fee. Cubs. Have to save them.

That was pretty much the sum total of his conscious thinking.

Not far from the pond, a new scent reached his nostrils. Fire. He nudged George and sniffed the air. George nodded and yipped softly. Ivan paused and even Jase whispered, “Fire. And close.”

On a normal day it was easy to just see the laid-back artist Jase was, but in a pinch, the U.S. Navy veteran showed a tougher side. Making almost no noise, he kept the flashlight in one hand and pulled a sleek black semi-automatic pistol from his back pocket. He lowered the light, so it only pooled a few inches in front of Ivan’s feet. “Silver tips,” he whispered. “Stay clear.”

The three wolves nodded as they crept forward. Greg’s leg was holding his weight as the damage started to heal. He edged his way forward, level with his grandfather. He gave a small whine, knowing the old man would understand it as thanks. A short sharp nod was Ivan’s response, but Greg knew he’d gotten the message. Together, the two alphas stepped forward, making the last turn before the clearing.

A scream rent the air, and Greg quit being careful. Hearing Fee’s cry sent him forward as fast as he could go.

“Greg, go back, it’s a trap.” Fee sounded more angry than hurt, so he slowed his steps to a trot. No way was he stopping. “It’s Sofia and—” A slap echoed through the woods, cutting off whatever else she’d meant to say. A garbled screech told him she’d been gagged rather than knocked out. He mentally smiled. His mate was pissed. Fianna would rise to the occasion to defend herself and their cubs. Greg couldn’t be prouder.

They reached the clearing and Greg skidded to a stop, Ivan right beside him and George bumping into Ivan from behind. Jase killed the flashlight—the fire in the clearing provided more than enough illumination.

A pile of woodchips and dead leaves had been mounded on the flat, grassy bank of the pond, and smoke rose while flames crackled. A pole protruded from the pyre, with Fee tied to it, hands and feet. A strip of silver duct tape covered her mouth.


They intended to burn her at the fucking stake? Or was this elaborate ending a trap to lure Greg in? Either way, someone was going to die for hurting Fee.

Sofia stood beside the pyre, laughing. Greg would have lunged at her, but the flames glinted off the gun in her hand, pointed at Fee’s abdomen.

“Ivan.” Peter stepped out from behind Fee. “You really don’t want to get involved in this. Believe me, it’s for the best. We can’t have a fucking elf as the Prime’s mate.” The words sounded obscene—as if he didn’t give a damn about packs or tradition but was just parroting someone else.

Ivan shifted and held out his hand. “Peter, you can’t mean this. They’re already mated. She’s pregnant, for heaven’s sake. I agree, your daughter would have been an ideal mate for the Prime, but it’s too late. Frankly, Sofia deserves somebody better than him anyway.”

Peter’s laugh grew, deepened and twisted. “Oh, I agree with you there. Pretty little Sofia has been loads of fun. She’d be wasted with that pathetic whelp you call an heir.” He licked his lips in a rude display that made Greg want to scrub out his brain with steel wool. Sofia was screwing her father? Ugh. “But she wants him. That’s the only reason he’s still alive. Becoming alpha female was the one thing she asked for when she came to work for me. If he agrees to marry her, Sofia will give the Fae bitch an easy death with a shot to the head. Otherwise it’s the flames.”

“Put out the fire, Peter. We’ve been good friends for too long to end it like this.” Ivan took another step forward.

“You pathetic, naked old man. Peter has left the building.” The…thing…that had looked like, sounded like, smelled like Peter, shifted. Black-and-red scaled flesh, batlike wings and curling horns ripped out the broadcloth shirt and wool slacks. Talons extruded from Italian loafers. Greg had never seen a demon in its native shape before, but he had no doubt he was looking at one now. While its attention was focused on Ivan, Greg slunk low and crept forward. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw George start circling the pool of light, hopefully getting into position behind the enemy.

“Where is he?” Totally naked and weaponless, Ivan stood tall, facing down the demon. Greg had never been prouder of the old man in his life. “What the hell do you want from us?”

“Poor little Peter’s been dead for weeks.” The monster shrugged. “As for what I want? I want you stinking dogs the hell out of my territory, pardon the pun. That’s why I sicced my pet killer on them. Though playing with Beowulf has been fun. Once I had her hooked on the drug, she even let me fuck her wearing her father’s face. Sometimes, I even shared her with that pathetic, lovesick pup she recruited. Vince, I think his name was. Pity he was too incompetent to complete his mission.”

“Beowulf?” The one word stuck out and Greg gasped the name.

“Oh, yes. Your legendary assassin was right under your nose all along.” The demon laughed. “You stupid wolves never realized it was a hereditary position in the Bartok family, did you?”

Sofia was Beowulf? Fuck, how stupid they’d all been. The family of assassins had been right under the Novaks’ noses for over a century. But her modeling career would have certainly given her the mobility to make it work.


“What do you mean your territory?” Ivan focused on the rest of the demon’s words and advanced another few steps. “Wolf packs have been in Detroit for almost two hundred years.” He took another step forward and slammed into some kind of invisible barricade or forcefield. He rocked but held his feet and pounded on the barrier with his fist.

“Not anymore.” The demon laughed. “Now everything inside Eight Mile is mine. You want your wolves to survive, they stay out of my city.”

The flames crept closer and closer to Fee’s ankles. Greg’s belly dragged the ground as he inched toward her.

“Please, you stupid wolf. The only reason you’re not dead yet was because my little pet wants you.” A bolt of energy shot from the demon’s fingers and slammed into Greg’s chest, knocking him a good ten feet back and singeing his fur.

Ivan howled and pushed forward through the barrier, changing back into wolf form as he leaped.

For just a second, Sofia’s gaze wavered from Fee and she looked at her lover, swinging the gun an inch or so toward Ivan.

Jase fired, his silver-tipped bullet striking her in the hand and sending her weapon flying back, into the pond.

Howling in fury, Ivan struck the demon below the waist, with the full force of his weight behind him. Wolf and monster tumbled to the ground. At almost the same instant, Greg struck Sofia, knocking her off the pyre and away from Fee. Sofia shifted as well, turning on Greg with snapping fangs and claws even as they skidded toward the pond.

 

Fianna was getting really sick of being the damsel in distress.

She wanted her magic back. Now. Handcuffs? What handcuffs? A flick of her mind and they’d have been gone. Next, she’d have the pond water rush up and douse the flames that were starting to blister her feet. Not to mention having that wolf bitch’s gun in her own hot little hand. Instead, she was tied like a goat.

Greg and Ivan fought their opponents fiercely, and she felt George come running up behind her. Still in wolf form, he began to gnaw the ropes at her feet.

“I can wait. Go help your grandfather,” she said. At least she tried. The damn duct tape wouldn’t budge. Still, she jerked her head and made a frustrated sound deep in her throat that George seemed to get. With a sharp yip, he bounded off to help Ivan.

Good. Her feet would heal, and the flames weren’t enough yet to threaten her babies. The Prime, though, wasn’t looking so good. He was a powerful wolf, but he was old and the demon clearly had the upper hand. Greg could handle Sofia, though in her drug-induced frenzy she put up one hell of a fight. Another shadow separated from the darkness, and she felt the ropes at her feet being sliced and a hand tore the tape from her mouth.

“Ow.” It stung like crazy, but she could handle pain. “Thanks, Jase.”

“Welcome.” He kicked the burning embers away from her and toward the pond. She was still cuffed to the pole, but the imminent danger was gone.

“Go help. I’ll be fine.”

“On it.” He pressed a gun into her hand. “Hold this, just in case.”

Great. She had a weapon, but no way to aim it. Where was that Goddess-damned magic when she needed it? Instinctively, she let her consciousness delve deep into her body, reaching for the power that had been stripped.


Before she could even scream in frustration, three more figures emerged from the woods, all dressed in the pack’s security uniforms. “Thank the Goddess,” Fianna whispered.

The first pulled a gun and shot Jase before he could get into the melee with Greg and Sofia. The other two ran toward the raging battle of fangs, teeth and magical bolts. More traitors.

“Watch out!” She tried twisting her hand to get the gun into position. Damn her lack of magic. It was going to get all of them killed. She could see gouges running up and down Greg’s side, the wet blood glinting in the moonlight.

Out of nowhere, she felt the magic welling up in her veins. It wasn’t the same, wasn’t what she was used to, and it wasn’t very strong. But it was there.

Willing all of it into one small push, she felt for the lock of the handcuff on her right wrist.

Click.

She didn’t stop to think. Acting on raw instinct, she raised the pistol and shot the guard approaching Ivan and George. A slight turn and she took out the one who’d shot Jase. She’d always done well at target practice. Even if this wasn’t a bow, it wasn’t all that difficult to aim and pull the trigger, though she’d have bruises from the recoil. Tough.

Based on their agonized screams, Jase had loaded his weapon with silver. Smart man.

Greg howled and flipped Sofia over, pinning her. Fianna could almost feel his pain as he ripped out the other werewolf’s throat. She aimed at the third guard, but before she could shoot, Greg had jumped the man, who didn’t take the time to change and went down fast. Fianna ducked behind the pole she’d been tied to and looked for another target.

Lightning crackled, and George yelped, flung away from the demon, while Ivan lay still on the ground. The strike didn’t have much power behind it as before. Clearly, the monster was weakening. It raised its horned head, and Fianna took a shot.

The demon howled as the bullet grazed one of its horns. Greg jumped at it from the side, forcing the demon to turn away from Fianna and George. George snarled and attacked from behind, shredding the creature’s wings.

Fianna crawled to where Jase lay in the grass. The bullet had taken him in the thigh. He was conscious, barely, but his heartbeat was still strong. Fianna pulled her sweatshirt over her head and used the heavy cotton to apply pressure to the wound. Wolves didn’t much care about nudity, and it didn’t matter anyway, not compared to saving her friend’s life. No. Not friend, brother-in-law. Jase was family.

That tiny spark of magic in her trickled up again, and she felt the bullet lodged in his femur, was able to pop it out into her hand and slow the bleeding. She couldn’t heal him, but she could make sure he didn’t die.

Still pressing down on his wound, she looked over at the fight. As she watched, a thought struck her and she nearly cried out. She knew where the power had come from. Please don’t let me have hurt my babies. Forcing her consciousness into her own body even as she maintained pressure on Jase’s leg, she felt nothing but well-being.


With a roar that shook the ground, the demon went down. Greg and George each tore a chunk from the monster’s throat, turn by turn, until the head rolled away into the grass.

The being sizzled, smoked and disappeared.

Greg and George rose and limped over to Fianna and Jase, where both shifted to human form. “Are you all right?” both of them asked at once, kneeling beside their mates.

“I’ll be fine.” Fianna leaned back into Greg’s arms when George pushed her hands aside to keep pressure on Jase’s wound. “Jase should be, too, though we could use Elise right about now.”

“Thank heavens.” Greg buried his face in her hair. A few moments later, he whispered sadly, “Grandfather’s gone.”

She wove her hands into his hair and held on. “I’m sorry. He was a brave, loyal man, even if he did suck at raising children.”

“Peter’s gone, too. And Sofia. The guards—some of them had families.”

Fianna nodded. “From what I’ve learned about the drug, I suspect they were all addicted unknowingly by the demon. One or two doses in their coffee, and they’d be nothing but his pawns.”

Greg sighed. “The pack is never going to be the same again.”

Fianna kissed him and took his chin in her hand so he could look at her tear-stained face. “You’ll rebuild it. It will be different, and yes, there were losses that you’ll all have to grieve. But you’re going to be a magnificent leader, and I promise you, the pack will recover. I’ll be right there to help you. After all, you’re going to need a good secretary.”

Despite his grief and the pain he had to feel from his numerous wounds, Greg smiled. “Thank you. And thanks for the help. You’re a good shot. But how did Jase get you free of the cuffs?”

“He didn’t.” She took a deep breath and patted her belly with her left hand, which still had the handcuffs dangling from it. “I think our babies did. The magic was suddenly welling up when I needed it to unlock one side, and to help Jase a little. I didn’t mean to draw on them, but they feel fine as far as I can tell. We’re going to have our hands full with these two, I think. Powerful magic and lupines.”

He closed her against his chest again and gave a strangled laugh. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”








Chapter Thirteen



It was a solemn group that trooped back to the house.

They’d paused so George and Greg could shift several times, until they were in decent shape to walk. Greg had taken the least bloody of the guard’s jackets and given it to Fee. He didn’t care about the pack seeing him naked, but he couldn’t stand to see her shiver. The reality of how close he’d come to losing her—again—made his chest hurt in a way that had nothing to do with his wounds.

As they trekked through the woods, George carried Jase. Greg cradled Ivan’s body in his arms, while Fee walked by his side on her blistered feet. Sofia and the guards had been left behind, but laid out respectfully on the grass with their eyes closed. Even though they’d turned traitor, they’d once been pack, and their families still were. Greg didn’t even know how much of their guilt was unwitting. Nightshade—if that’s who the demon had been—could have gotten them addicted without their knowledge or will. Odds were they’d never have all the answers.

A short distance up the path they were met by another group from the house. Derek. Maurice and David. The rest of the guards and a handful of servants. Maurice howled and dropped to his knees when he saw Ivan unmoving in Greg’s arms. Slowly, the others dropped and bowed their heads, as well.

“Thank you,” Greg said, his voice thick. “Lana, Derek, I need you to check each of the guards and servants for the smell of bleach or vinegar.”

Since they all knelt, it was easy for Derek and Lana to move from one to the other and sniff. Finally, Lana shook her head. “None of these have been drugged.”

“Come here, Derek.” Greg’s cousin stepped up and Greg sniffed him, relieved to his soul when he scented no trace of the drug. “I’m naming you as one of my betas, if you’ll accept it.”

“Of course.” He knelt again. “I give you my oath.”

“Take the men and go get the other bodies from the side of the pond. We’ll lay them all out in the ballroom while we figure out what to do. I have no idea what the demon did with Peter. Probably burned him to a crisp, but he’s dead as well. Katy’s going to be devastated. Sofia is one of the others.” Sweet little Katy had lost both her father and sister some time ago. Unfortunately, tonight she’d finally know about it.

“Thanks for warning me.” Derek stood and motioned to the guards. “I’d appreciate it if you’d let me break the news to her and her mother.”

“Of course.” Greg tipped his head and stood to the side so the others could pass by. “Maurice, David, if you could come with us? I’ll need your expertise to help deal with…everything.”

“Certainly.” Maurice looked Greg square in the eyes. The older wolf looked every bit of his eighty-odd years. “I’m sorry I’ve opposed your marriage. Peter was so heavily against it, and I was so busy trying to sort out what was going on with him—I didn’t think it was the right time for you to break with tradition. But you came through for the pack tonight, and I owe you an apology and more. You have my oath, Prime. And my condolences.”

“You were closer to him than I, but thank you.” Greg wished they could postpone this. His back was killing him.

Lana was the last to stand. “My oath,” she whispered. “I’m so sorry I wasn’t there to help.”


“You’ve done more than your share already, cousin. And there’s more to come.” Greg took a deep breath. “Now let’s go up to the house. We have a long, unpleasant morning ahead of us.”

Lana stood and wrapped her arm around Fee. Greg sent a mental thanks to his cousin. Together, they trudged back to the garden, where Greg’s grandmother waited at the door.

“I’m sorry, Grandmother.” Still cradling his grandfather, Greg knelt at her feet on the flagstone patio. “I tried—did everything I could to save him.” He heard the tears that clogged his throat, but he couldn’t will them away. “He attacked the demon single-handedly until George and I could get there to help.”

“I know, dear.” Tears running down her face, she laid her hand on Greg’s head. “But a demon? How did one get inside the compound?”

“It’s a long story, Marja, and not a pretty one.” Maurice laid his hand on her arm. “Let’s go inside and talk. Let the boys get some clothes on, and get your new granddaughter off her feet.”

“Of course. What was I thinking?” Marja stepped back, holding the door for Greg and the others who followed him in.

“I already called Sutton,” Lana said. “He’s closer than Elise and can probably handle a single gunshot.”

“Fee needs to be checked out, too.” Greg carried his grandfather’s body through to his study and laid him carefully out on a couch. “And the babies.”

He turned to find George had laid Jase in the old man’s recliner, while Lana had gotten Fee down into a guest chair and her feet up on a stool. Her soles were caked with dirt, and covered with broken, bleeding blisters.

Before he could go to her, his grandmother bent and kissed Ivan’s forehead, before dropping to her knees. “You have my oath of support, Gregory.”

That was the final straw. Greg’s own tears spilled over as he fell to his knees and hugged her. Maurice shut the door behind them as it seemed everyone in the room took a few moments to weep, Lana and Fee, Maurice and David, and George bending over his lover’s unconscious form.

When they’d all pulled themselves back together, Greg stood and held his hand out to George. “You’ll be my second, of course.”

“Naturally.” George started to drop to his knee and Greg shook his head.

“Later.” No way could he deal with that again. He swallowed hard and looked around the room. “Right now, we have a disaster to handle. I’m open to any and all suggestions on how to manage it.”

 

Fianna woke when Greg lifted her from the chair.

“I can walk,” she argued on a yawn. “Elise fixed my feet and made sure the babies are fine.” Des had arrived and brought his sister and Aidan, as well. Elise had healed both Fianna and Jase more fully, and even fixed the silvered wounds Greg and George had sustained. Fianna remembered that much of the morning’s events.

Somewhere in that time, Katy and her mother, Samantha, had been informed of Peter and Sofia’s deaths, and Derek had been brought in to discuss how to deal with their remains. Katy stayed with her children, while Marja and Samantha had gone to bed. The sun had risen and someone had brought in breakfast. After that, Fianna had fallen asleep sitting up.


“Put me down.” She batted at Greg’s shoulder. “Where are we going, anyway?” She didn’t want to face the suite above the garage where all this mess had started.

“Our old room. And no. I like carrying you.” He climbed the stairs with her held easily in his arms. George, Jase, Lana and Derek followed, all looking as haggard as Greg.

“So what’s going to happen?” It wasn’t going to be easy to account for seven deaths to the police—one of the unconscious guards had succumbed to the drug. That’s what they’d been discussing when she’d dozed off.

“It turns out a bunch of them, including two old men who should know better, went out partying after the reception. Too bad they were all driving drunk. Des and Aidan used magic to stage it, so the van looks burnt, and not much will be found but a handful of bones. Derek’s out now, calling the cops because he found the accident when he went looking for Peter who didn’t come home. They should be here to notify the families any time, but you get to stay in bed.” He laid her down on the mattress.

“Will everyone be able to maintain the story?” Fianna bit her lip. An awful lot of people knew the truth of what happened the previous night.

“We’re shape-shifters.” Greg ran his hands through his hair. “We’ve all been lying about ourselves to the rest of the world our whole lives. This sort of thing doesn’t happen often, but we can handle it. One of the bartenders at the nearest dive is a pack member. He’ll swear they were there until closing time. The police aren’t likely to argue too hard with Grandmother and Samantha when they agree their husbands were old fools who went out drinking with the kids. If need be, Aidan may be able to exert a little influence on their minds. Apparently he and Elise decided to stay over rather than drive home after the wedding.”

“Okay.” The pillows were so comfortable, and she was so bloody tired. Maybe it would be okay if she slept.

“One good thing,” Greg mused. “Aidan pointed it out. If you’d regained your powers, we’d have probably life-bonded the way Fae do, sooner or later.”

“Probably.” Of course she wanted hundreds if not thousands of years with him. Why was losing that a good thing?

“Can you imagine the packs’ reaction to an immortal Prime? That wouldn’t go over very well. If anything, my grandfather invited trouble by holding on too tight, too long.”

It stung that he didn’t want to live with her in her world, but she wasn’t going to argue with him, not after all he’d been through tonight. She swallowed the lump in her throat. “You were amazing tonight,” she mumbled as Greg stripped out of the sweats someone had brought him and stepped into the bathroom.

“Yeah, right.” He shook his head. “I never wanted to be Prime. Certainly not yet. And what a hell of a wedding night I gave you.”

There was something she wanted to say, something she meant to tell him. I love you. Before she could shape the words with her lips, though, sleep dragged her down.


 

They all got through the next few days, but nobody was sure quite how, Greg least of all. Maurice stepped up and handled all the paperwork, showing Fee how it was done as he went. Though it went against tradition, Greg had named Fee as his secretary. Derek would remain one of his betas and keep control of the pack’s legal business, but Fianna had been the personal assistant to a CEO. She could handle being Greg’s right hand without breaking a sweat. George, of course, was Greg’s second and would take the place of Peter, though Greg didn’t see himself with a driver or personal bodyguard, except in the most formal of occasions. Mostly what Greg would do would be continue running the club, and act as liaison to the other packs in the area, giving all of them fair and equal access to the Prime—something Ivan had stopped bothering with years earlier.

Funerals were arranged. The guards’ families were not informed that their mates or fathers had turned traitor, and every single member of the pack who could be reached or found was checked for the drug. Only two were addicted. One, the girlfriend of one of the guards was cured by Elise, had her memories stripped by Ric and was exiled. She’d known her boyfriend was up to no good, but Greg couldn’t bring himself to pronounce a death sentence. The other was a fourth guard, who ended up taking his own life. The police were told he felt responsible for not going with his brother who’d died in the accident, and that had been the end of that.

Except they still didn’t know if the demon they’d killed had been Nightshade or merely a henchman. Since the attacks had stopped, though, that was a fight for another day.

The night after the funerals, Greg watched as Fianna sat on the bed in their room and brushed out her hair. She’d taken off her black suit, but still wore a full slip and sheer black stockings. They hadn’t made love since their wedding night, though they’d slept in each other’s arms, too exhausted emotionally to do anything else.

Tonight, his body responded to hers, and he hoped she’d understand his need to reaffirm life in the most primal manner possible.

Talking though—he should probably do that first, much as his smaller head disagreed.

“I don’t want to live in this house,” he blurted, sitting down on the end of the bed in his suit pants and white shirt. Jacket, tie and shoes had already been tossed aside.

Fianna set down her hairbrush and looked up at him. “Oh, thank the Goddess. It’s beautiful, but I don’t think it could ever feel like home.”

“Not for us.” He’d talked to his betas today and thought they’d come up with a workable plan. “Traditionally, the Prime lives in the mansion and his betas live in the guesthouses.”

“Right.” She eyed him warily.

“But I think the Southern Michigan Prime needs to be more accessible to the packs. A lot of Detroit werewolves are blue collar, and this place is simply unapproachable. I want to live in Detroit. Not above the bar—I don’t think that’s best for raising kids—but in a house. Detroit’s got a bad reputation, but there are some nice neighborhoods. If we can find a house in Indian Village, or maybe Boston Edison—George and Jase will look for one close by, next door if possible. I’ll have both my secretary and my second right at hand.”

“What about Derek?”

“Well, you know my grandmother was talking about moving in with Samantha. The two have always been as close as mother and daughter, and they’ve both just been widowed.”

“Right. You said they could use the third guesthouse if they wanted to stay at the compound.” Traditionally kept for guests, it could easily house two women full time.


“Actually, they can have their pick of the three—or even the garage suite, once it’s remodeled. And I think Katy, Derek and their kids should live in the main house. They can keep it for pack use on formal occasions, like weddings and funerals, but with their kids running around, the place will be a home. Plus, they’ll have their grandmother and great-aunt right nearby. That will be good for the kids and the older ladies. We’ll keep a suite here, or one of the guesthouses, for when we need it, but it won’t be our primary home.”

Fianna nodded thoughtfully. “That could work. But what about Lana? You can’t leave her at the club all alone.” Detroit wasn’t that unsafe, but leaving a single woman alone in a building was pushing it.

“We’ve talked. She has school to finish, so she isn’t budging. She’ll take on more responsibility for day-to-day operations at the club as part-owner, but we’ll also hire a manager, preferably from one of the Detroit packs, to further cement the connections. A free apartment will go with the job. Lana says she can find students to rent the other two.”

“Yes, that should all work well.” Fianna nodded again. “I like the idea of a house of our own and one close enough to the club that you and George don’t have to give it up entirely. I can go online tomorrow and start looking for houses. I’ll have George put out a call for manager applicants.”

“Thanks. I guess sleeping with my secretary has perks I didn’t think about.” He grinned and unbuttoned his shirt. “How are you feeling?”

Her smile turned sultry. “Absolutely fine. I’ve missed you these last few nights.” She licked her lips and watched him undress.

“I’ve been right beside you.” Greg heard the rough huskiness in his voice. Tonight was going to be fast and furious, but he didn’t think she’d mind.

“You know what I mean.”

Yeah, he did. He stood to unbuckle his slacks.

“It’s Not Easy Being Green” blared from his cell phone.

“What the hell does Aidan want now?” Greg thought hard about ignoring the call, but if Aidan was calling this late, tonight, it had to be important. “What?”

“The queen wants to see you. Now.” Aidan’s voice was grim over the line. “Sorry.”

“It can’t wait until morning?”

“You’ve met Llyris, right?” Greg could picture Aidan rolling his eyes. “She doesn’t give a damn about time zones. She wants you and Fianna at the palace, pronto.”

“Fuck. We’re on our way.” He flipped the phone shut and picked up his shirt. “Get dressed, princess. We’re off to see the queen.”

 

Fianna wanted to scream in frustration the whole way to Grosse Pointe. They’d been so close. She hadn’t pushed Greg for sex in the last few nights, but she wanted him desperately. Katy had warned her that her hormones might make her needy, but Fianna didn’t think it was that. She just wanted Greg. She wanted to hold him in her arms, take him into her body and maybe kiss away a few of the lines of stress and worry on his face. She wanted them both to feel alive.

What the hell did Llyris want this time?

She shook her head. She’d given up trying to understand Queen Llyris a long time ago.


They reached Aidan’s estate and were ushered inside to where Aidan and Elise waited with Ric and Meagan, all dressed in Fae court clothing.

“What does she want?” Fianna asked. She handed her coat to Mairead, who waited nearby. “Thank you.” A year ago she wouldn’t have thought to thank the servant for doing her job. Waiting tables had certainly changed her outlook on life.

“Who knows?” Elise shrugged. “Aidan told her about the funeral and everything, but she wouldn’t take no for an answer.” Aidan, Elise, Ric and Meagan had all attended the funeral, and had to be more than ready for bed themselves. It meant a lot that they were here to support her and Greg now.

“You want to change?” Elise eyed Fianna’s severe black funeral suit. “We can lengthen something for you on the way.” The two were about the same size, except for Fianna’s extra six inches of height, and magic made that sort of thing ridiculously easy.

“No.” Fianna took Greg’s hand and smiled at him. “I’m human and part of the lupine pack. I’ll go dressed as such.”

Meagan grinned. “Good for you.”

A few minutes later they were all through the portal and waited outside the queen’s private office. Fianna blinked. She’d never even heard of this room before, let alone been in it. Elise shrugged. “If she wants to see us in her office, she’s either in a really good mood or a really bad one.”

Greg squeezed Fianna’s hand as they were all ushered inside.

Three chairs faced the ornate gilt desk where Her Majesty sat in as simple a gown as Fianna had ever seen—a medieval-styled number with no waist and long belled sleeves, free of gems or ornamentation. Her hair hung down her back in a tail held at intervals with platinum bands that matched the circlet on her forehead. Apparently, this was Llyris going casual. Only Madog remained in the room, in a corner behind the queen.

After making their bows, the three women sat while their husbands stood behind them, with Fianna and Greg in the center. All six of them looked to Llyris and waited for her to speak.

“My condolences, Prime. I understand your pack lost a number of members. That’s never easy for a leader to face.” She tipped her head at Greg.

“Thank you, Majesty.” He nodded back every bit as politely.

“I also understand that you have either stopped the trade of the Fae-specific drug, or at least greatly hampered its distribution. Is this correct?”

Aidan answered. “As far as we know, Majesty. We continue to investigate.”

“Good.” She turned to gaze at Fianna. “And you. I’m told that once again, you risked your life to help others. And that you were instrumental in the elimination of the demon who created the drug. You have my thanks.”


“Appreciated, Your Majesty.” Fianna bowed her head. “I may no longer be Fae, but those who are still have my loyalty, as much as my new family and pack. I bear no resentment for my change in circumstances. In fact I want to thank you, and the lords and ladies beside me. I could well have been killed for my role in my uncle and cousin’s schemes. Instead I have found a new life that suits me very well. I’ll understand if you feel the need to inflict a new punishment since the last one turned out to be a gift.” Please don’t ask me to give up Greg. That she knew she could never do. She loved him with all her heart. Deep down, she thought he loved her, too. He simply hadn’t figured it out or admitted it yet.

“Your punishment was to learn humility and the value of other beings,” Llyris said gravely. “I believe that has been accomplished. You are free to live as you choose with your mate and offspring.”

The breath whooshed out of her chest and the room spun for a moment with the enormity of her relief. She mouthed her thanks, but no sound emerged from her throat. Tears blurred her vision.

Greg squeezed her shoulders. “Thank you, Your Majesty.”

“Your powers will be unblocked as soon as your children are safely delivered,” the queen continued. “There’s a small estate adjoining Oakwood that’s been vacant. Since you were disinherited by Owain’s heirs, you may have Stoneheath for yourself and your own descendants. Green Oak will be your overlord.”

Fianna reeled. Not only was she forgiven, but granted her powers back and an estate? It was unheard of. She swallowed hard, tightened her grip on the arms of her chair and shook her head. “Thank you, Your Majesty. I’m overwhelmed at your generosity, but sadly, I must decline your gifts.”

Llyris pierced her with a gaze. “Explain.”

Fianna looked up at Greg and hoped her love for him showed in her eyes. “My mate has responsibilities in the mortal realm as Prime and alpha of his pack. He believes that a virtually immortal Prime would be damaging to their pack structure. I love my husband and respect his judgment. Since he wouldn’t be able to life-bond with me, and I have no desire to live for centuries without him, I must ask you not to restore my powers. Perhaps one of our children might like the estate someday, though, so if Greg doesn’t mind…”

“Of course not.” He lifted his head to look back at the queen. “But my mate is mistaken. I will not have her give up immortality to be with me. After talking to my betas and some of the other pack alphas about this possibility, I believe I have come up with a solution. From now on, Prime will no longer be a hereditary position, but one voted on by the alphas in the territory. The title will carry a term of twenty-five years.”

“And…?” Llyris raised one dainty eyebrow.

“And this will leave me free, after my term, to live Underhill, if Fianna so wishes. Or to split our time, like our friends do.” He looked down at Fee and bent to kiss the top of her forehead. “I love my wife with all my heart. We’d be delighted to accept your offer to return her powers when it’s safe, and to allow us to life-bond in the Fae manner.”

The queen actually smiled. “So be it. You are both free to travel back and forth through the portals as desired. Mr. Novak, welcome to Underhill. If you like, someone can take you to Stoneheath now.”

Greg shook his head. “We have obligations tomorrow and the next day. After that, though, I think we deserve a honeymoon. May we return in a few days to take up residence for a week or so?”

“Whatever you wish.” She nodded crisply. “Good night. Madog, show them out.”

As they walked from the room and back to the portal chamber, Fianna could only think of one thing. Greg loves me! She hugged herself as she stepped through the portal, back to what she now considered the real world.


 

He’d blown that, big time. You weren’t supposed to tell the world you loved your woman before you admitted it to her. Greg really hoped Fee would forgive him for that.

They didn’t talk at all on the drive back to what he still thought of as his grandparents’ house. Soon, he hoped, he’d think of it as the pack stronghold, or even Derek and Katy’s place. All the hard feelings should have died with Ivan, who’d certainly come through for Greg in the end.

Back in their bedroom, they both undressed, still silent. Finally, Fee sat nude in the center of the bed and toyed with her hair. Her eyes gleamed at him as he stood in the bathroom doorway, having finished brushing his teeth.

“Come to bed? I think we can manage to finish what we started earlier.” Her soft, seductive tone beckoned him forward.

“If you’re not too tired.” He sat beside her on the bed and picked up the hairbrush she’d abandoned hours before.

 

She leaned into him as he began to use the brush in long, smooth strokes. “I’m not that fragile, Greg. I want you, maybe even more than I did before.”

He wanted her with a hunger that was just short of frenzy, but he knew what he had to say first. “I meant it, you know. When I told Llyris I love you. I didn’t expect it, didn’t see what was right in front of my eyes. I’ve loved you since the day you took a bullet for a little girl you didn’t even know. It took me a while to figure it out.” He hated that his voice sounded tentative and thick.

“And I’ve loved you since the moment you offered to put me to work so I’d have someplace safe to go when my powers were blocked.” She paused and turned to smile at him. “I didn’t want to—not because you aren’t worthy of it, but because I didn’t think I was. You’ve given me the self-confidence to love and be loved.”

“You’ll always be my princess.” He tugged a lock of hair playfully. “And I can’t tell you how much I love you, and our twins. You’re going to be a wonderful mom.”

“And you’ll be the best father ever—if only because you know exactly what not to do. There’s so much love in you, my heart. For your brother, your cousins, even your grandparents. They all know it, too, even if you never speak the words. Our children will be blessed.”

“Not as blessed as I am.” He threw the hairbrush to the floor and tumbled with her to the sheets. There was no more talking for quite a while, and then only a soft whisper of, “I love you,” and a gentle snore.

Two more days of work, then a whole week Underhill, to do nothing but make love from morning ’til night.

Greg smiled in utter contentment as he turned off the light.








Epilogue



The New Moon was swarmed with friends and family as Greg and Fianna celebrated their return from their honeymoon and the bar’s grand reopening some two weeks later. The Kreellers, a Detroit Celtic punk band, played loud and fast on the rebuilt stage. Atwater beers were being sold by the pitcher for a discounted price, and the new assistant managers, a pair of young lupine brothers from Redford, were hustling around along with the waitstaff, under Lana’s watchful eye. Greg and Fianna sat at a big table in the corner with Ric, Meagan, Aidan, Elise, George, Jase, Lana and Des, smiling out at it all. Fianna could hardly contain her happiness at being home and surrounded by everyone she loved.

“It seems that was Nightshade you killed,” Des told the others. “We haven’t heard that name come up at all, and there’s no trace of his designer drugs on the streets.”

“That’s wonderful.” Fianna lifted her glass of sparkling water. “Hear, hear!”

The others clinked glasses and drank.

“However, his death may have opened up a new can of worms. There’s a flood of demons coming in, from both Gravaki and other similar planes. They’re wreaking all kinds of havoc. We’ve got to find their portal and shut it down. I suspect it’s in the salt mines.”

Everybody groaned. George thunked his forehead on the tabletop.

Lana punched Des in the arm hard enough to make him yelp. “That’s for ruining a celebration.”

The laughter that ensued eased the tension of the moment.

“On a brighter note, we found a house in Boston Edison,” Greg told the others. “Two houses actually. There’s a nice-sized Queen Anne, with a smaller, Craftsman-style bungalow, right next door for George and Jase. Both owners accepted cash offers and we can move in right away.”

That brought a round of cheers.

“Even though we’d just bought the house in Royal Oak,” George teased. “But this one’s bigger, and we’ll be closer to the club.” And their family. Fianna understood the unspoken subtext and smiled back. She was glad her babies would have their uncles right next door.

The band segued into a slower number and Paul, the lead singer, yelled, “This one is by request for the newlyweds. Let’s give it up for Greg and Fianna Novak.”

The dance floor cleared and Greg led Fianna to the floor. “I love you,” he whispered as they danced. “Now and forever.”

“Hmm.” She smiled as couple by couple, their friends joined them on the dance floor, until the only ones left were Lana and Des. With a shrug, Des grabbed Lana’s hand and tugged her out to the floor, as well. Fianna laughed at the scowl on Lana’s lovely face. “Those two are so going to do it someday,” she told Greg.

He frowned, and then laughed. “Maybe. Lana’s a big girl, and he’s a good guy, despite being a Wyndewin prick.”

Fianna chuckled and snuggled her head into his shoulder. Her husband, her mate, her love.

“I have a funny feeling that everything is going to be fine.” She gave a happy sigh. “Oh. And I love you, too. Now and forever.”

The band kept playing as they danced.
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