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    If you did, thank you. Thank you for respecting me and other authors for their hard work, understanding this is our job, and while we love it, we do deserve to be compensated for all the hours, and hours, and hours we put into it. 
 
      
 
    If you did not… Go buy one! You are a thief and your parents and grandparents and cute animals all around the world are ashamed of you. There is no justification for committing this crime because it is a crime, no different than walking into a physical bookstore, taking a print copy off the shelf, and walking out of the store without paying for it.  
 
      
 
    There is no such thing as a victimless crime. If you truly believe that, you’ve never been a victim. And the victims aren’t only the authors, but the fans who lose authors that quit over our constantly being stolen from and mistreatment. Mistreating the authors that write the books you like or read—not liking them isn’t an excuse for theft, it’s just extra weird then—that’s not a fan. Fans leave reviews to support. Fans send messages of love. Fans… Well fans are nice. Be nice. 
 
      
 
    There are lots of ways to fight eBook piracy, reporting the site even if you’re not the copyright holder is always a good option. If you want to help in the fight, Google it and you can see there are many ways. 
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    Division Chief Seraphine Thomas got the greatest gift and kicked in the teeth all by the same person she never thought she’d see again. This time she might truly hit her limit of what she can handle, but unlike for most of her life, she isn’t alone to weather the raging storm. Plus, it’s amusing when she’s not the only one freaking out and others lose it as well. 
 
    It brings up old issues that put Sera on the outs with her wolf and not the time for things to spin out in her territory… Even if she’s not allowed to handle all of Chicago’s problems. But Sera likes a challenge, and finding a way around the red tape to help is what she’s best at. 
 
    She’s pushed back and from several sides, and given she’s always getting crap about starting trouble, maybe it’s time she actually start some trouble to cut off the problems she foresees coming and save lives. And if she gets a chance to enjoy it and spank some people, all the better, right? 
 
      
 
    Seraphine Thomas is a crime series filled with Chicago attitude and a strong heroine that pushes what most would think a female lead capable of, along with the heat being involved with several men brings while trying to figure out what she wants. 
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    A few weeks after the convention and all the crazy of Vlad’s funeral, and things were almost back to normal. I wasn’t up to feeding in the siren show, but I was getting energy from them, as it was a deeper feed and it wouldn’t be glaringly obvious when I did the show because I couldn’t keep up with them. Still, it was progress, and most importantly, my strength had quickly come back. 
 
    I wasn’t fully myself, but I was damn close, and it was motivating to keep going and stick with the plan. Really motivating. 
 
    There was some confusion when I was leaving the club with my security detail, as there were late deliveries since dinner was almost finished. I’d gotten held up, so they decided to bring the vehicles to the back instead of going through the garage when the club was so busy, but now we were hurrying to get out of the way. 
 
    “Seraphine, we need to talk,” a male voice called above all the hustle and clanking of crates.  
 
    I froze, someone bumping into me when I did, but I ignored him and everyone else around me, knowing that voice. It had been over twenty years since I’d heard it, but I still had nightmares and memories of hearing it and that exact phrase that always meant I was in trouble. I turned and locked eyes with the man. 
 
    The man with the same eyes I used to have before I had become a wolf. 
 
    I headed towards him, ignoring what my security was saying, instead noting how the years had not been kind. I stopped a few feet in front of him. “What could you ever have to speak with me about, Dad?” 
 
    “Oh shit,” Emilio whispered from behind me. 
 
    Clayton Thomas looked over my shoulder and then back at me. “It’s private.” 
 
    “They’ll still hear if they walk a few blocks away.” 
 
    Anger I remembered well filled his eyes, and it took everything I had not to react. I wasn’t that little girl anymore, and this man might have been my parent once, but I was Alena and Zeno’s daughter now. This was just a man I shared DNA with. 
 
    “They can still pretend and give us some space,” he replied.  
 
    I nodded, waving them back a bit when I felt how scared he was. “What do you want, Clayton?” 
 
    He flinched at that, but what did he really expect? He let out a heavy sigh and ran his hand through his hair like he always used to when he was tired. Except he would use both hands normally, and it made me realize he was carrying something now that I was calmer. 
 
    And that “something” had a heartbeat. I wasn’t so calm after that. 
 
    I swallowed loudly and met his gaze after glancing at what looked like a baby carrier. “Where’s Mom?” 
 
    “Your mother left me a long time ago,” he muttered, not looking happy to have to admit that. “We lost the baby she was pregnant with, and she blamed me and my genes.” 
 
    I couldn’t hide my shock. “You knew what I was. You treated me like a freak, and yet you knew.” 
 
    He sneered at me. “Of course I knew. You’re just as crazy and weird as my old man. You got that gene and—” 
 
    “It skips a generation, so it was blind luck it wasn’t you,” I cut in, my tone cold. “You knew and left me for something you knew about and wasn’t my fault. You win world’s worst father, so I’d be—” 
 
    “It’s like you,” he snapped, that anger coming back, and my dad had a horrible temper. I eased down though, swallowing my own valid rage. “I can’t do it. I want out.” 
 
    “Out? Where is the mother?” 
 
    “My wife died giving birth to it.” He scrubbed his hand over his face. “Here I find someone like me, and after everything I went through, I thought it was a new start, a new life I finally deserve. But no, it’s another freak, and it kills her. I want out.” His eyes had more than anger in them but also the desperation I’d seen on the job too many times. He was about to have a breakdown.  
 
    “I’ll take him,” I said, holding out my hand for the carrier, able to smell the baby was a boy.  
 
    His eyes flashed shock, but then he frowned. “No, you have a crap ton of money. I mean I want out. I want to just retire on a beach somewhere and—” 
 
    “She’s not paying for—” Reagan started to argue but stopped when I held up my hand. 
 
    It was too late though. He’d set off my dad’s temper. “I’ll lose him in the system, and you’ll never see him. You won’t even be able to get him through the courts as a new werewolf or whatever freak you are now. No one would ever give you a child.” 
 
    I swallowed my own response and nodded. “Fine, twenty million. Give me the baby, and I can give you more than that in untraceable gems. Let me check the baby is okay, and I’ll give you that and let you disappear.” He opened his mouth to argue. “Or I could just take him because I am that fast, so don’t piss me off, Clayton.” 
 
    “Fine,” he grumbled, handing me the carrier. The second I had it and the baby was safe, I passed him back to Reagan and grabbed my dad, glad I still was in my work clothes because I had cuffs. “What are you doing?” He struggled against me as I slapped on the cuffs, but I put my hand over his mouth so we didn’t draw more attention. 
 
    “You just tried to sell your child to a division chief of the FBI. Are you like fucking stupid?” I hissed, easily dragging him over to the SUV. I met Emilio’s gaze. “Call Orson to get the plane ready and take us to the apartment.” 
 
    He gave a slow nod, obviously confused but not about to argue. Reagan hopped into my SUV, sitting in the very back with the carrier and nodding to me that everything was fine.  
 
    I waited until we were loaded up and moving before taking my hand off Clayton’s mouth. “Listen carefully to me because you have three choices here. One, I arrest you as FBI and you risk what they might do to you, knowing you’re my biological father and someone from the government was party to trying to live dissect me recently, so I’m sure they’ll do the same or worse to you until your human heart gives out.” 
 
    His eyes went wide with fear as his heart raced too fast, and I knew he understood the mistake he’d made popping his head up. I was grateful so I could protect my brother, but yeah, big mistake for Clayton, and I wasn’t even done yet. 
 
    “Two, I send you to the Shifter Council for blackmailing an Alpha and threatening my sibling even if he is your child, as that falls under that protection.” 
 
    Reagan snorted. “That won’t end well. How many people have you put in there? Human and paranormals. There has to be hundreds already. Or the council will use him as a bargaining chip. Too many are interested in your gifts and will milk him like a stud horse or worse.” 
 
    I nodded that I felt the same, keeping Clayton’s gaze. “Or you agree to give me full custody, and I send you to Greece where my real family is. You can retire on a house arrest, and I don’t give a fuck if there’s a beach or whatever, but they will also keep you from being any more threat to me. But be sure not to piss them off because I promise they will be happy to eat you.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at me. “I don’t think you’re giving me much of a choice if you’re already saying to get your plane ready.” 
 
    “You want the other two options or a chance at something better than a lab rat and abused?” I asked, not even flinching at his words. “Tell me everything I need to know besides his mother had clairvoyant blood genes too, and I’ll let you retire in Greece somewhere nice as long as you don’t start trouble. I don’t care about you, but they will use you, and I’m not about to let you hurt me or my brother any more than you have.” 
 
    “Greece, fine, Greece,” he muttered moments before we pulled up at the apartment building. “It’s like you. That’s all I know besides it was puking up the formula.” He sighed when I didn’t reply. “It’s four days old and already gives me the same looks you did. It’s like you.” 
 
    I nodded, seconds from blowing my top that he kept calling his son “it.” What an asshole, so much worse than I’d even remembered. Then again, he’d called me “the problem” from most of my memories. 
 
    I looked at Reagan when we pulled into the parking garage. “I need you to go to Greece with Orson. Please. Call when you’re in the air, but don’t discuss this. People will want him, and I have to figure out how to handle this.” 
 
    “Whatever you need,” he agreed. “Carter can get his car and stuff, and we’ll figure it all out later.” 
 
    I nodded, that was smart. We parked, and Orson came jogging over with a bag. I nodded for him to talk to Reagan as I pulled out my phone and texted Brian, asking where he was. He answered almost immediately that he was at his parents’. That might actually be perfect with all the heightened hearing in the building. 
 
    I texted him to stay there and I was coming to him before focusing back on what was going on. I grabbed Reagan’s arm after taking the carrier from him. “I want it clear that he doesn’t become one of us. If he misbehaves, drown him for all I care, but he cannot become one of us.” 
 
    “Got it. I love you,” he whispered, giving me a gentle kiss. “It’s going to be okay.” 
 
    I gave him a look of yeah right and thanked Orson. I didn’t even say goodbye to Clayton, watching as they stuffed him in Orson’s car and pulled out. Once they were gone, I glanced at Emilio. “I need Brian. He’s at his parents’.” 
 
    “I know where that is,” he told me, giving me a worried look.  
 
    I couldn’t even blame him, getting into my SUV and holding the carrier protectively. I finally glanced down and saw blue eyes like the ones I used to have looking back at me. I had no idea what to do, but I swallowed my panic and slid my finger in his hand, thinking that was something people did with babies. It seemed to help or he was already tired because his eyes closed again and his breathing deepened.  
 
    Brian’s parents lived on the West side not too far from the loop, so it took about ten minutes to get there given traffic was light on 290. I was in shock because even if it was quick, I felt like I blinked and we were pulling up front. The second my SUV was in park, I got out with the carrier, careful not to jar the baby. 
 
    “I don’t even know his name,” I whispered, my breathing picking up.  
 
    Brian was standing in the doorway when I reached the porch. He gave me a worried look but moved aside for me. “Sera, what’s going on? You’re as pale as can be, and you look like you’re going to vomit.” He glanced down at what I was carrying. “Are you holding a baby?” 
 
    I bobbed my head, moving in the house further so the baby was in the AC since it was still warm at night. “My dad just tried to sell me my half-brother. I don’t know his name. He kept calling him ‘it.’ I don’t think he has a name. He’s spitting up the formula. He’s on a plane to Greece because they’d make him a lab rat. I don’t know what to do. I don’t know what to do this time, Bri.” 
 
    “Okay, okay, calm down, and I missed half of that,” he whispered, taking the carrier from me when I started pacing. “So we get soy formula, right?” 
 
    I gave him a look like he was nuts. “I don’t know. I have no fucking clue what to do for a baby. I don’t know how to change a diaper. He’s four days old, and I have no fucking clue what I’m supposed to do. He’s like me. His mother was like my dad. He’s going to be more powerful than me. Do you get it? He’s like me.” 
 
    “Then you’re the perfect person to help him,” Grammy Havers said firmly, and I’d forgotten she lived with Brian’s parents, both of them also staring at me with wide eyes.  
 
    “I shouldn’t even be around a baby as a new wolf,” I rasped, totally about to lose my shit. “He came back after twenty years to sell me my brother and still hates me. He knew what I was and left me to deal with it alone because I was crazy like his dad.” 
 
    “Oh dear, okay, we need to focus on the child,” Mrs. Havers said. She let out a yelp, and I turned to see what was wrong. I moved in front of Brian and my brother but then eased down when I saw what it was. 
 
    Or more who it was. The haze in the corner of the room slowly turned into Dain, and then he blinked at me. “You called me.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to. I’m sorry,” I whispered, fisting my hair. 
 
    “You are panicking and terrified. What is happening, my love?” He moved to me and grabbed my shoulders. “Sera, what has happened? You’re spiraling.” 
 
    “Her dad showed up,” Brian explained, but instead I moved Dain’s fingers to my temple and thought about what had happened, showing him. 
 
    He nodded when I was done. “It’ll be okay, I promise.” He hugged me and quickly filled in the others as I started to get shocky again. 
 
    The baby let out a wail, and I pulled away from Dain, crouching down to see him in the carrier. “What do we do? How do we do this? He probably needs to eat. Clayton was calling him an ‘it,’ so I doubt he was doing much, and I don’t know where he even came from.” 
 
     Dain squatted next to me and touched the baby before pulling out his phone. “He’s jaundiced. We need to call the doctor.” 
 
    “Oh god, tell me I didn’t just like kill him by coming here,” I whispered in horror. 
 
    Dain shook his head, but the doctor answered. 
 
    “It’s very common with newborns, Sera,” Mrs. Havers assured me. I hoped she was right about that. 
 
    “The child is—” Dain said, but I snatched the phone away and put it on mute. “What?” 
 
    “We can’t tell people,” I whispered, fear choking me again. “Dain, who would want this baby? The government? They want me. It’s why I sent Clayton away. What if people call DCFS to get him away from the new werewolf? Someone could try for him tomorrow. What do we do?” 
 
    “He’s the child of a second cousin of Brian’s,” Grammy Havers said firmly. “We have family that lives all over. A second cousin had a baby, and the mother didn’t live, and he gave him to Brian because he couldn’t handle a newborn.” I opened my mouth to argue, but she shook her head. “Others will know the child is human, right?” 
 
    “They will,” Dain agreed. “I was going to say a cousin from your mother’s side because some can smell he’s related to Sera. If custody is signed over to you the right way, it doesn’t matter, Sera. If you’re named the guardian, then that’s it. I will handle this. I promise I will handle this. For now, no one needs to know anything, and the doc won’t ask questions beyond what he should.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I whispered, realizing I was messing everything up in my panic. I glanced at the Haverses and winced. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s fine, you’re always welcome here, and we will help however we can,” Grammy Havers said firmly before looking at Brian. “Call us and let us know.” 
 
    “Of course.” He shook his head when I tried to take back the carrier, and I reacted like he slapped me. “Sera, you’re panicking. I know you won’t hurt him. Just breathe a moment.” 
 
    “There’s no car seat. I wanted to protect him,” I explained. 
 
    “I can take more damage,” Emilio said gently as he traded the carrier for the keys. “Let’s get to the hospital. Dain, call whomever and start getting a list of what people should pick up from Target since we have that twenty-four hour one.” 
 
    “I can’t be a mom,” I whispered as spots formed in my vision. “I’ll mess him up.” 
 
    “We all feel that way,” Grammy Havers assured me. 
 
    That didn’t help, and I felt myself start to faint, Dain catching me in time and carrying me to the door. “You’ve had way too many stresses for this, but we will handle it. It will be okay, I promise, Sera. You can do this.” 
 
    I heard him, but I was dead weight until we reached the SUV, and then I was only dizzy, rubbing my forehead as I tried to get a handle on what I was feeling. I sat next to Emilio, worried when the baby kept crying. I reached over, and he took my finger again, settling down and giving me a scared look, maybe all babies were terrified or looked scared, but I felt it too. 
 
    “We got you, kid,” I whispered, hoping he understood somehow or that I was family. He smelled of fear when I leaned in, and slowly he seemed to ease down.  
 
    “I’ll get the records and find out his name,” Dain said, seeming to know what was upsetting me. 
 
    “Clayton doesn’t get to name him,” I grumbled, not wanting to get upset around the baby. “No, not after abandoning him, trying to sell him.” I thought about it and glanced over at Brian who was driving. “What was your grandfather’s name again? You told me once, and I thought it was the coolest name.” 
 
    He glanced at me in the mirror, not hiding his shock. “Grammy’s husband? Topher.” 
 
    “Yeah, Topher. It’s a cool name.” I wiggled my finger, smiling when the baby did. “You want to be Topher? We can figure out the last name later to keep you safe, but I think Topher would give you some swag when you start walking, right?” 
 
    “I like it,” Emilio chuckled. “He looks like a Topher.” 
 
    “I love you, babe,” Brian whispered, sounding emotional. “That would be awesome.” 
 
    “Yeah? I didn’t mean to like name him after your gramp. I never met him. Hell, I don’t know my grandparents’ names. I just thought it was a cool name, and you said he was a good guy. It could be a good name for him too.” My phone vibrated in my pocket, and I saw it was Alena, hurrying to answer it. “I’m sorry for the problem I’m dumping on you.” 
 
    “Reagan was vague, but he couldn’t hide his concern for you,” she muttered, sounding tired. It was just before six in the morning, so obviously he’d woken her up. “How bad?” 
 
    “I’m a mess,” I admitted, trying to figure out what to say. “The previous Zeno showed up outside the club with a situation I don’t know how to handle.” 
 
    She was quiet a moment and then started swearing in Greek when she figured out I meant my birth father. “Why now?” 
 
    “He wanted money. Oh, do you know much about jaundice?” 
 
    “Oh dear,” she whispered, putting that together as well. “I will wait for Reagan to arrive, but do not be surprised if your father comes back with them.” 
 
    “I fell apart, and I’m not handling this well,” I replied quietly. “I’m terrified, Mom. I don’t think I can do this, and I’m not sure how to do it to keep everyone safe. You know people will want what I have.” 
 
    “Yes, undoubtedly. Let me speak with Dain. There might be a way we can help.” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    “We love you too, and you will be fine.” 
 
    I nodded, handing the phone to Dain, glad someone else would be the adult. “Ask her if she likes the name Topher.” 
 
    He did, chuckling after she answered. We heard her answer, but Brian didn’t. “Topher is another name for ‘Christopher,’ which is Greek and was the name of Eva’s younger brother that passed. She loves it.” 
 
    “Ask Eva if it’s okay. I don’t want to take a name Melicent or anyone else planned on.” I shook my head. Was that how people did things? Was that the mom thing to do? 
 
    Dain reached over and rubbed my shoulder. “Topher is great, my love. Please do not worry about this. Look, he is smiling. If he doesn’t like it later, we can change it, but I think it’s perfect.” 
 
    “Okay, Topher it is,” I decided, feeling relieved that he at least had a name. Maybe it was a weird thing to focus on, but he was four days old and didn’t have a name. Our father was calling him “it.” That was about the worst thing ever.  
 
    Dain talked to Alena a few minutes more and then said he sent a general list to Luca so the matter would be kept quiet since the elf was still at the club. He made another call though. “Maya, it’s Dain.” 
 
    “Dain? It has been a long time, child. How are you?” 
 
    “I am well, but there is a matter I need you for. Would you come out of retirement for a while?” 
 
    There was a pause. “You have had a child?” 
 
    “No, it is a human child. The situation is complex and must be kept quiet. The child needs protection along with help. I beg you to please come and hear me out.” 
 
    “Dain, I would do just about anything for you, but I have to think of my family too,” she said gently. “If others found out I was working for you—” 
 
    “The queen has restored my status and not with my family,” he told her. “I am still Dain Morton, but I have mated to Princess Seraphine Thomas of the wolves, the daughter of the Dorcuses in Greece.” 
 
    “Alright, I will come. Where?” 
 
    “Chicago. Jonik is in town helping Princess Sera. I can have him make whatever arrangements for you in case you worry about my parents.” 
 
    “I have not spoken to them in many years,” she replied. “I don’t worry about them. I’m retired, and I do not wish any issues on my children. If you are no longer listed as disowned, there is no worry for that.” She was quiet a moment. “I am sorry. You deserve better than people worrying about that.” 
 
    “I know, but your children don’t deserve any issues because of what my family did,” he forgave. “Thank you, Maya.” 
 
    “I will see you soon.” 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder at Dain, not even asking the question, knowing he could feel it. 
 
    “She was my nanny. The nanny for all my siblings,” he explained. “She is the very best, and even if retired, one human child will be a breeze for her and at least for a bit to help.” 
 
    “Okay, if you trust her,” I agreed. Dain was over six hundred years old. That was a nanny with some really serious experience. I mean, I didn’t think we’d find one better and could feel emotions like fairies could. I was glad he was already jumping on things because I was still fairly panicked. 
 
    Fine, I was seriously panicked and thinking I would kiss Noah later for getting my SUV that was practically a tank.  
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    “Yes, the baby is jaundiced, but I’m not concerned,” Dr. Sloan told me. He was one of Simone’s panthers and head doc at the paranormal hospital. He’d done a lot to help the boys through their recovery… And he’d saved my life after my abduction, which had been a miracle on its own from what everyone said. “I’m still going to do a blood test and run him through the paces since I didn’t deliver him.” 
 
    “We’ll work on getting his medical records,” Dain promised. “But assume he was born in America and would have had the standard inoculations. We were told he was vomiting regular formula.” 
 
    Dr. Sloan gave him a hard look, but then sighed before glancing at me. “If I couldn’t smell he was related to you, Sera, this would be a problem for me. You understand that, right?” 
 
    “Yes, but I’m also FBI, doc,” I drawled. “I’m terrified of babies, not nabbing them.” 
 
    His lips twitched. “Fair enough. I would guess it’s because he’s lacking nutrition because he couldn’t handle the formula, but we’ll make sure. It’s mild jaundice, which is fairly common, so I’m really not worried, I promise.” He waved me over. “I need you to hold him while I take some blood and run tests.” 
 
    “Thanks, doc.” 
 
    He gave me a wink. “Thanks for the apartment. The one I stayed at while treating you was worlds better than my normal one, so I was thrilled for the upgrade.” 
 
    “You might rethink it now that I have a baby and never even changed a diaper,” I muttered, picking up Topher and giving him a smile, making sure my thoughts were of making him feel better. He stayed calm but then cried when the doc stuck him with the needle, which I thought was pretty common. “He is hungry.” 
 
    “Luca has already purchased what we need to start,” Dain promised. 
 
    We just finished as Axel came through the door, giving me a worried look but then chilling out when he saw I was okay… Until he saw Topher in my arms. “You have a baby?” He shook his head. “I would have known you were pregnant. You can’t have kids.” He pointed at Topher. “That’s a baby, and he smells like you.” 
 
    I didn’t even get a chance to answer before Eugene came in, the stern dire wolf having almost the exact same freaked out response. 
 
    I still didn’t get to answer as Hagan came in, giving me a soft smile. So clearly he’d talked to his twin. He ignored the freaked out Axel and Eugene and came over to me, smiling brightly as he teased Topher’s hand with his finger until the baby grabbed it. “Hey, little guy. You are just too cute.” He smiled at me. “What’s his name?” 
 
    “Topher,” I answered, swallowing loudly as everyone acted like I was his mother. “I’m going with Topher.” 
 
    Tears filled Hagan’s eyes, and I didn’t understand as he leaned down and kissed Topher’s forehead. “Mom used to always call Dad Tophie when she had the rare glass of wine or they were being cute.” 
 
    “Wow, that is one loaded name you liked and picked,” Emilio muttered, giving me a shocked look.  
 
    “Wait, you—that’s not why?” Hagan asked, quickly wiping his eyes. 
 
    “No, I forgot,” I admitted. Then I frowned. “No, I didn’t know. Everything I’ve seen about your parents was Chris and Tammy.” 
 
    He smiled. “Yeah, Christopher. Others called him Chris, but Mom thought he was too sexy to be a bland Chris and called him Topher.” 
 
    Brian cleared his throat. “My grandfather was actually Topher. She didn’t name the baby after him, but was a bit panicked he didn’t have a name and remembered my grandfather had a cool name. I guess Eva’s younger brother was Christopher too.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t not have named him after your dad,” I added, hating that he’d thought it was a thing and I hadn’t thought that far ahead.  
 
    Hagan leaned in and kissed my cheek. “It’s fine. I think it’s perfect. There are a lot of everyone watching over him then. Three nice guys now have a Topher to be guardian angels for.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I breathed, happy he could give me the pass when I was still freaking out. Hagan took him from me, and Emilio cleared his throat, nodding over to Axel and Eugene. I shrugged. “I’m with them. Hagan comes in here all smiles and relaxed, even Brian, and I’m right there with them freaking the fuck out because there’s a baby and like people will expect me to handle that.” 
 
    “I don’t know how to change a diaper,” Eugene worried. 
 
    “Babies terrify me,” Axel added. 
 
    “Yup, me too on both accounts, and there’s more levels to this,” I admitted, scrubbing my hand over my head before glancing at the doc. “So we’re good?” I swallowed loudly and tried not to panic. “I can take him home?”  
 
    Because he would now come home with me. I now had a baby. 
 
    What the fuck did I do with a baby? 
 
    He glanced among us. “As long as someone here knows how to take care of a baby and he sleeps on his back, not his stomach.” 
 
    “I know,” Hagan promised. “Reagan and I babysat half the pack and neighborhood when we were younger.” 
 
    “I know as well, and a professional nanny is coming who is a fairy,” Dain added. 
 
    “I can handle feedings, but it’s been a long damn time since I’ve changed a diaper,” Brian muttered, finally having this sink in as he shot me a glance. He’d been so focused on my freaking out that he hadn’t had his own yet. “There’s an army of us. We can do this.” 
 
    I slapped on the best smile I could and nodded to the doc. He gave me a worried look and came closer, studying me a moment. “Sera, you’re not fully recovered. Let them help, okay? Don’t mess up all my hard work to save you. We need you to protect all of us.” 
 
    I held up my hands in surrender. “I will take all of the help, I promise. I did with the boys. I know when I’m out of my league.” I winced. “I shouldn’t even be around him as a new wolf.” 
 
    “No, you shouldn’t,” he agreed gently. “But you have your shift on lock. I’ve only heard of you losing it and shifting once, and you had valid reason and handled it. If you get close to that, put the baby down and back away. You can do this if you have help.” 
 
    I swallowed loudly again and nodded. Sure, right, I could have a baby. 
 
    Who was my half-brother. 
 
    And a more powerful clairvoyant than me. 
 
    And a baby. 
 
    Yeah, I threw up in the parking lot. 
 
    “You know, if I get to be Uncle Emilio, I would totally hang with the cute bugger once a week,” Emilio told me as he took the carrier and we climbed into my SUV. “I love kids.” He cleared his throat and winked at the baby. “My own wife died giving birth to our child who didn’t survive when I was human. It was so long ago that I’ve healed, but I always wanted a child, but turning a fledgling isn’t the same.” 
 
    “I think Uncle Emilio would be cool,” I told him, bumping his arm to thank him for the support. I knew that was hard for him to admit, as most vamps didn’t like talking about their human lives when they were super old, but also to remind me that there would be lots of help. 
 
    Or freaked out people.  
 
    Carter met us in the parking garage of the building and simply blinked at the baby before looking like he might throw up next. “You have a baby how?” 
 
    “Upstairs,” I muttered, knowing I couldn’t hide it from him especially, as he was head of our security and had been taking the role incredibly seriously. Axel and Eugene along with several others pulled in next, a range of looks from them. I glanced over at Topher, who looked worried, and had another mini freak out. “I don’t know any English lullabies.” 
 
    “He’ll love them in any language,” Hagan assured me, he and Dain seeming to be handling this the best. “It’s your voice and that you’ll hold him. We can do this, Sera.” 
 
    “We can do this,” I repeated, trying to keep reminding myself that it wasn’t just me. It felt like it was all on me though. I was his sister. I was Alpha.  
 
    I was now his mother. Like yeah, I thought a freak out or thirty was valid. 
 
    Alok and Tasar were already at my apartment with Luca and the boys since they’d been working with them on cooking class and guarding them. They honestly adored the boys like they were their brothers too and were a huge help since the six rabbits I’d adopted would always be hunted and targeted.  
 
    “Oh my gods, you are totes adorbs!” Tommy whispered as he went over to Topher. He smiled brightly at me. “I used to watch all the babies at one of the group homes I was at in between getting dumped with families.” 
 
    I shook my head, sharing a look with Leo to see he was probably feeling what I was. “I always did as many chores as I could to help so I never got stuck with other kids. I would do anything to get out of bath duty.” 
 
    Leo and Alvin both nodded, looking as freaked out as I felt. 
 
    “I need to learn how to make baby food,” Jared muttered as he pulled out his phone as Cory muttered about getting baby tracker clips and Ben offered to paint the nursery. 
 
    “You guys are so awesome,” I rasped, wiping my eyes and leaning against Dain when he hugged me. “Thank you, and I will accept all that help. I just keep freaking.” 
 
    “A lot of that was your father showing up, babe,” Brian said gently, hugging me from behind as well.  
 
    I cleared my throat and pulled away, not wanting to be upset around Topher even if he was too young to understand all he was feeling and seeing. “So his name is Topher and he’s my half-brother. We’re not sure how we’re handling this, but first, he’s jaundiced and needs to eat.” 
 
    “Already got it,” Luca promised, taking the baby from Emilio and giving him a bottle. “Aren’t you just perfect?” He glanced at me as he sort of sway danced with Topher. “You had his eyes when human? They’re very pretty.” 
 
    “Yes, thank you.” I told them the rest as I drank a bottle of water, feeling dehydrated and guessing more tears were going to come before I got a handle on myself. Always good to just accept that and prepare for it. 
 
    “So not your kid,” Axel muttered, seeming to ask but not. 
 
    “No, half-brother, but yeah, my kid now,” I whispered, swallowing loudly before wishing the water was a very large drink. One appeared in my hand, and I glanced at Dain. 
 
    “Sera, you’re not a new mother breast feeding. You can have a drink or ten after getting this dumped on you,” Dain said gently. “Right now, you need to calm down, as you are seconds from a panic attack or fainting.” 
 
    “I feel that bad,” I chuckled, taking a long sip of the whiskey, wincing as it burned its way down. I glanced at Carter. “What do you think from a security standpoint?” 
 
    “Get the baby as far away from you as possible, as it will undoubtably be a reason people target you,” he answered, not understanding what I had asked. 
 
    “He is not an it,” I seethed, catching myself before I launched the glass at his head. “He’s a baby and not some freak that—” 
 
    “Not what I meant,” he said gently, holding his hands out in surrender. “It was just a slip. Right, you said Topher, and I can smell he’s a boy.” He waited until I nodded. “No one thinks you’re a freak because you’re clairvoyant, Sera. We don’t care the kid is either. Others will, is what I’m saying.” 
 
    “Yes, but he won’t have us to protect him if he’s not with us,” Dain reminded Carter, holding up his hand to quiet him. “The baby is staying. She’s decided, and it was never up for debate. Accept that and answer her question.” 
 
    “I don’t understand the question then,” Carter admitted, looking frazzled for the first time since I’d met him. “Kids scare me and are too fragile.” 
 
    “Fine, then you won’t babysit, but answer her from your security role,” Dain drawled, several people giving Carter amused looks. “I will handle the legalities and get her father to sign everything over to Sera. She will become his parent. I have to look into where Clayton was living and the laws going over state lines, but if we need to, we do it in Greece where Sera has dual citizenship.” 
 
    “Plus, there are closed adoptions all the damn time,” Brian added. “And child abandonment is a class 4 felony, and her father left the state, so the clock stopped. He also tried to sell Topher, so there are a lot of reasons we can get a judge in chambers to sign off on what we need.” 
 
    “It’s how I made such quick work of the boys’ adoption,” Dain reminded him.  
 
    Right, yeah, we knew an elf judge. That actually helped me calm down significantly. Like really calm down. 
 
    I focused on Carter and accepted I wasn’t the only one freaking out. “Dain called in a favor and is flying in a nanny with centuries of experience, a fairy who will be best. I think she and Topher should live in one of the guest apartments. We still have too many threats with me not at full strength, and everyone has taken security seriously, and this building is like unbreachable. 
 
    “However, someone can always break into anywhere, and just in case, I think Topher shouldn’t be here. Everyone’s grouping here more than Highland Park, and the boys are there, so let’s not have all the targets in one spot. That’s what I was asking you about. I know you had issue we were using those as guest apartments, so maybe we stop that unless like Alena and Zeno or family.” 
 
    “Yes, that did bug a lot of us,” he agreed, bobbing his head. 
 
    I’d gotten this twenty-five floor, two hundred and fifty unit apartment building for a steal, originally looking for a twenty-five unit one to help some of my pack and female shifters of Chicago, as they got harassed most often. It had seemed insane to ever consider filling the place. However, we were running out of room.  
 
    We just kept adding people. Fine, a lot of the pack were living in less than great places. Well, so were a bunch of Simone’s panthers and over a dozen we employed at the club of other species.  
 
    Then I’d allowed the foxes I’d helped in New York to join the pack, and they lived in the building.  
 
    Then I’d rescued a bunch of Siberian gulls, and they had originally stayed at Queen Laila’s refugee townhouses. But they were huge targets like the rabbits, so they stayed with us, but the back and forth was getting to be a bit much.  
 
    And we had other refugees desperate for the chance at somewhere safe, mostly prey as word had gotten out they were safe in our pack and for real. There was actually talk of constructing another huge apartment building but out in the suburbs this time so they were near all the jobs we were making there. Which was the last thing I honestly needed on my plate. 
 
    For real, I was just—no more. But how could I really say that when people were in danger and I could do something about it?  
 
    The building had been built by a guy who’d had a heart attack while with his mistress—which was how I’d gotten it for a steal—and the layout of the owner’s level reflected his lifestyle. My apartment was ridiculous, but there was also a smaller but still insane apartment meant for the one mistress. Then there were three two-bedroom ones that had been meant for his personal guests. 
 
    Or so the building plans said, but I couldn’t know for sure. 
 
    “I think it smart, as we weren’t worried about Councilwoman Haton but some of the people with her,” he muttered. “We knew all of Apollo’s people, but we shouldn’t have allowed that as others will want the same.” He sighed and gave me an apologetic look. “I think we have to seriously discuss another building. You keep granting refugees permission and saving prey. We’re out of room, Sera.” 
 
    “I know,” I admitted, allowing more than I probably should after what had happened to me and I’d needed saving too. It seemed to double my efforts to rescue as many as I could, and I hadn’t exactly been slacking before. Plus, we could give them jobs and help so… Yeah, it was probably stupid. 
 
    “Some aren’t staying,” Brian interjected, knowing I was defensive on the topic. “Things have settled in Milwaukee, and now they can take people too and have the jobs with expanding farms and whatnot. All the areas you’ve gone in are able to take more too. It’s not like you’re just blindly opening the doors. The Dorcuses have taken screening them very seriously.” 
 
    “One topic at a time,” Dain cut in. “I agree that Maya and Topher stay at one of the guest apartments. This floor has restricted access, and maybe we need to do it better than just the code to get up here. I think we put in biometrics. It’s harder to fool.” 
 
    “It is,” a few people agreed. 
 
    “I’ll get Milo or Noah on it,” Carter promised. “Not that anyone talked about the code, but I know a few times someone repeated it in unsecured areas or we gave it to the doc and he wrote it down. I think this is better when we’re trying to get back to normal, but doing things right instead of so many hovering while you were hurt.” 
 
    The world’s cutest burp interrupted our discussion, and I saw Luca holding Topher so he could. That seemed to make the baby happy as he closed his eyes and snuggled against the elf.  
 
    “Well, he likes this brand,” Luca chuckled softly. “He was not fussy about accepting the bottle and needed it.” He looked at me then. “Now the carrier you walked in with is part of a car seat, and the base is probably in the car he traveled in. I got a travel bassinet, a carrier, and basics.” He didn’t look offended when I gave him a questioning look asking how he knew all of this. 
 
    “Lots of babies come through court,” Tasar informed us. “Getting the monarch’s blessing on your child, especially the first born, is a tradition and open to any fae no matter their standing. We all have spent a lot of time with babies.” He smiled, going over by Luca. “And someone needs a diaper change.” 
 
    I caught whiff of that a second later, instinctively plugging my nose. “Oh, damn, that’s going to be awful with heightened senses. Wow.” 
 
    “You’ll get used to it,” he promised. “Why don’t we get a few things set up in whatever apartment and you just chill tonight? Tomorrow is a day off from training, and we don’t mind staying the night. The guest apartments have beds.” 
 
    “And we’ll start plotting and ordering what’s needed,” Tommy offered and then smiled. “We should get animal stencils. We’ve got bunnies and wolves and tigers and all sorts of animals in our pack. We make sure they’re all on his walls.” 
 
    “That’s cool,” Ben agreed. “And paw prints. Ours are different than wolves’. We’ll look up what colors are best for babies. Maybe bright? Or is that too much for their eyes? Rainbow? We could do rainbow pastel paw prints.” 
 
    “Newborns don’t see color,” Tasar told them, and I didn’t know that either, a bit worried I was completely unprepared on too many fronts. “They see color around three or four months. You don’t want too much or too bright in the nursery, as that’s not calming and can agitate them.” 
 
    “Okay, we can work with that,” Tommy muttered, the others nodding. 
 
    I bobbed my head until they left with Topher, and then I started shaking my head. I didn’t have this. “I need a minute.” I headed for the shower, feeling myself getting shocky again and sick. I realized part of it was my wolf being upset, but honestly, she needed to wait her turn and get in line. 
 
    The second my clothes were off, I turned on the water and moved under it, not waiting for it to warm up even. The cold helped clear my head as I sank to my knees. I plopped on my butt and curled up, tucking my head against my knees as I moved my arms over my head as if to protect myself from any other hits. I let out a silent sob as my body shook with emotions. 
 
    I smelled wolf, and the temperature of the water got warmer seconds before Hagan’s larger body surrounded me, hugging me tightly as if trying to ground me. 
 
    “They didn’t die,” I choked. “All those years of hoping, somewhere in the back of my mind, that they had tried to come back for me but died or something kept them, and they really did ditch me because I was a freak. It wasn’t something I didn’t understand.” I let out a wail. “Why wasn’t I enough? Why didn’t they love me?” 
 
    “They are broken, Sera, not you,” he rasped, bringing me closer and turning me so I was curled up between his legs, my side flush against his chest. “They were the freaks, not you. You’re amazing. Only disgusting people abandon a child like that. They were monsters, not you.” 
 
    “I wanted to be wrong,” I sobbed against him. “All I wanted was to be wrong and it wasn’t what I thought.” 
 
    “I know. I know you did, honey,” he murmured, rubbing my back and pushing my wet hair out of my face. It was finally long enough to get in the way, a few inches past my shoulders, and his moving it reminded me of the trauma I was already struggling to survive past. He seemed to realize my mind went somewhere dark as I cried harder instead of calmed down. 
 
    And my wolf started freaking out. I snarled loudly and bit him so he let me go, shoving open the shower door and hurrying away. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” he promised, giving me a worried look. “I don’t get what’s going on though.” 
 
    I didn’t either. My wolf wasn’t just upset, she was pissed at me. I kept backing away from him, not sure how to handle this, as she’d never been upset with me besides wanting that elephant shifter in our lives. This was way different though. 
 
    Axel grabbed me when I came out into the bedroom, pressing me against the wall and snarling in my face, his teeth and hands changing. 
 
    My wolf reacted, trying to bite him, but then Eugene was there too, partially changed and snapping at me. 
 
    “Get Brian out of here,” Axel shouted. 
 
    “No!” Brian yelled from somewhere I couldn’t see. “What are you doing? Don’t hurt her!” 
 
    “I don’t get what’s going on,” Hagan said again. 
 
    Eugene and Axel shared a look before the tiger explained. “Yeah, you’ve never gone against family. We have. Her wolf doesn’t understand what happened but knows she shipped off her father and is pissed at her own blood.” 
 
    “Fuck, that goes against her instincts,” Hagan worried. “Brian, she’s not stable. At least wait in the kitchen.” 
 
    “He’s mine,” I snarled, not getting why I cared right then but pissed they were trying to control us. Eugene and Axel turned me around, moving my hands behind my back and pinning me to the wall. 
 
    “Let us help,” Eugene murmured. “We’re not trying to hurt you, but she’s lashing out. She wasn’t a part of you when it happened, Sera. She thinks you when you were human weren’t loyal like a wolf.” 
 
    “They left me!” I bellowed. “They abandoned me! I sent him away to protect Topher and all of us.” That might have been what my wolf needed to hear or understand. She stopped lashing out, but I felt her pacing near the surface, pissed they were caging her, us, if things weren’t shady.  
 
    Fine, I had nothing to hide. I elbowed Axel and broke their hold, moving across the bedroom only so I wasn’t trapped or confused by anything other than what we had to deal with. I snarled, annoyed she was pissed at me when I’d been the one hurt. Shouldn’t she protect me first? 
 
    That seemed to smack her upside the head, and I dropped to my knees, starting to shift as I clawed up the large rug under my bed. Eugene moved in front of me, changing into his wolf and tearing his clothes in the process. He shoved me onto my back and moved over me, growling in warning but not trapping us. 
 
    My wolf pulled back. He was one of our pack, our family, and older, had lived through more. He made her realize she was lashing out in the wrong way. Just to make the point clear, I thought back to the day they’d left me, every memory I had of how my parents had treated me from the names they’d called me to how cold they’d been to me. Even if I hadn’t been different, they weren’t good parents. 
 
    I forced myself to remember the abuse I’d suffered in the system, the horrible times I’d had to endure and all the pain I’d survived. She started crying, moving with her paws over her head. She’d never seen it like this. I always did my best to compartmentalize, shove it down, and try to move past it. I’d never given her more than a piece here or there.  
 
    Eugene seemed to get the change in what we were feeling and shifted back, licking my lower lip. “Sera would never betray anyone. They betrayed her, and she did what she had to so she could survive.” 
 
    I nodded. “I never let her see all of it. She got a bit from when I lost it in Grand Rapids, but I never think of any of that. She heard Clayton say he knew what I was, but I didn’t ask or get answers she needed. I knew the answers.” 
 
    “And while intelligent and sentient, our animals don’t always understand nuances or complications that animals don’t feel,” he muttered, nuzzling my neck. “It’s going to take her a bit because she wasn’t there. It’s different if your animal is.” 
 
    I swallowed loudly, meeting his gaze. “What did you have to do? Did he accept it easier?” 
 
    “No,” he whispered, lowering his forehead to my shoulder and running his stubble against the top of my breast. “It took us a while. I had to kill my own blood, which is a line wolves don’t ever cross, so he didn’t understand.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I whispered, knowing that my meltdown had brought up his own issues. 
 
    He shrugged. “I’ve made my peace with it. I don’t like talking about it because people still do, it’s still a thing in certain circles, and I just want to move forward.” 
 
    “I know the feeling,” I grumbled. “I’ve had more people bring up my past or shit to poke me with in my career than should be allowed. Even Galvin said in front of others that they were shocked I went anywhere near the system and didn’t have the intention of blowing it up. I didn’t do anything wrong. Why would people think that? Shouldn’t someone screwed over try to fix what was so broken?” 
 
    “People can’t always reconcile how we’re not completely broken with what we survive through,” Axel muttered from next to us. I realized he had moved to block me from the door in case I had thrown Eugene off of me. 
 
    “Thanks for the save. I didn’t even know she was upset.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Her priority was Topher. The second he was out of the way, she had a bone to pick with you.” 
 
    I snorted. That was one way to put it. Fuck. 
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    Hagan understood more what happened as a wolf than Brian, but both of them had grown up in loving families. Part of me wanted to ask Axel how he knew and more about Eugene, but the last thing I ever wanted was people to push me like that, so I couldn’t do it.  
 
    Curiosity killed the cat, and I didn’t think it was good for wolves either when it wasn’t their business. 
 
    Reality seemed to have sunk in for the others though, as I wasn’t the only one refilling my drink. I shared a few looks with the others and was glad I’d put my ring on that blocked my clairvoyant side because Brian shot me some glances like he was debating asking me something.  
 
    I had a feeling it might be to marry him. No. Just no. That would not help the situation. I did, however, agree he should call his mom and update her, especially since I’d just showed up there like a crazy person. Plus, Brian would obviously be in Topher’s life, so yeah, no reason they couldn’t do whatever grandparents did. 
 
    There were several more shots realizing I’d have to deal with that.  
 
    I decided that the “mistress” apartment would also become a place for the twins and the boys on top of the house. There was a lot of back and forth, and there was no reason they couldn’t spend weekends in the city or whatever. We needed easier, and we could have that with the money I had, so screw it.  
 
    The next morning Brian was the only one feeling the booze, cursing all of us for not having hangovers. Honestly, it lightened the mood, which we needed. 
 
    Especially when some of us got our first lesson on diaper changing. 
 
    “What the fuck is wrong with his belly button?” I demanded, not having seen that when Dr. Sloan had checked him out. “Call the doc. That can’t—” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Tasar promised, a few others nodding. “It’s the umbilical cord. It falls out and heals. You just make sure you don’t put the diaper over it and there’s not any discharge or anything like normal healing wounds that are bad.” He waited until I nodded to undo the diaper, and I wasn’t the only one who gagged. “Yes, baby poop is rather potent, and unfortunately it’s worse for babies on formula.” 
 
    “That’s just—oh fuck,” Axel gagged. I blinked in shock as he darted over to the garbage can and actually threw up. 
 
    “That’s fairly common,” Alok admitted, shrugging when several of us gave him shocked looks. “He’s a tiger. Dogs might top cats, but tigers are normally more sensitive than wolves. Elephant shifters have it worst.” 
 
    I nodded, feeling a bit better I wasn’t handling this worse as Axel finished puking. Then again, it was pretty impressive he was trying given he seemed terrified of breaking Topher like Eugene and I as well.  
 
    Alok waited for him to finish before continuing, showing us how to wipe and any signs to look for of rash. 
 
    “As the female here, am I the only one wondering why his balls are that big?” I asked, feeling seriously weird for noting that. Did that make me a pervert? 
 
    Dain burst out laughing, feeling what I did. He hugged me. “You are not a pervert. Yes, that’s normal. You’ve only seen adult male bits. The size difference is—you’re not a pervert, and yes, that is normal.” 
 
    Alok and Tasar looked like they were about to burst out laughing too, especially when Ben muttered he was glad I asked because he’d been worrying the same thing. Glad it wasn’t just me. 
 
    “Topher has been circumcised,” Alok continued. “And we don’t know what care he got right away, so Dr. Sloan is being extra cautious to make sure he heals properly. You add a little of this ointment to gauze to protect his penis before putting on a new diaper. It’s basically lubricant so it doesn’t dry out and get infected or have problems.” 
 
    “I so don’t want to handle this,” I whispered, wincing when I realized I’d said that aloud. However, it was amusing that several people nodded along with me. 
 
    “That’s fine,” Tasar told me gently. “Then don’t. There are enough of us who know how to help. Take more than a day with the idea of handling a newborn. You would have had months to adjust if you had gotten pregnant. We’re just showing you and explaining what you’ll want to know. It’s just a toe in the water.” 
 
    “Okay, I can—watching was—I’m glad I know,” I muttered, still feeling pretty uncomfortable like I maybe had to turn in my woman card sometime soon. 
 
    “But it is a bonding experience, so we don’t want you out of rotation for too long, and we’ll get you comfortable with other bonding like feeding him the bottle,” he said gently.  
 
    “I support his head. That’s most important,” I muttered, having heard that from a new mom once in my old office. 
 
    “Good, yes, and we’ll get you the right books so you have something to read up on.” He smiled when I sighed in relief. I was good at learning, that would help. He showed me how to hold Topher to eat, carefully transferring him to me. “We’ll show you how to make the bottle later. Just simple today.” 
 
    “Thanks, I need that,” I admitted, swallowing loudly and giving Topher a smile when he immediately took the bottle. “Well, you have my appetite for sure.” 
 
    “Carter handled the vehicle and got the base for the car seat,” Alok informed me. I realized they were all being careful to mention my dad or his name as little as possible, and I appreciated that. “There was also a bag with basics that probably were from the hospital. Some more of everything, but most importantly, the paperwork from the hospital.” 
 
    “That will help,” Dain admitted. “I can’t file anything until Monday anyways, so I’ll get into it later. First we have to get some supplies, and Maya is arriving soon.” 
 
    “Right, so how do we go out with him?” I asked Tasar. 
 
    “You don’t bring a newborn shopping or in crowds of strangers for a couple of months, but outside is fine, good for him if you’re careful of the sun and layering him. I’ll check with Dr. Sloan, but it’s sometimes recommended to have jaundiced babies in sunlight as long as you protect their eyes. The skin soaks up the vitamin D, but maybe they don’t do that because they can also soak up cancer as humans.” 
 
    “I’m never going to get all of this,” I whispered, swallowing my feelings when I saw Topher react. 
 
    “No one does, Sera,” he promised. “You’re just going to go and—” 
 
    “Wait, I need to protect him,” I argued. 
 
    He gave me a gentle smile. “And get used to having to leave him with others and the building. You won’t get a maternity leave, and your wolf will want to protect him, you are loyal as well, and he’s your brother. I know you hate shopping, but you’ll have fun after you relax a bit. It’s also you picking for him and getting a feel for it all. Go look a bit, pick up some cute baby clothes, and you can order more online later.” 
 
    It made sense, and clearly he’d discussed it with the others, probably Phobie, as she was my therapist working with me on lots already. Yeah, it was a good plan, and it was Saturday. It made sense to get a bit settled while we could. 
 
    Alok showed me how to burp Topher and make sure to use a spit rag.  
 
    “I don’t want him to have anything Clayton picked for him or bought him,” I muttered when I carried him over to the guest apartment he’d be living in with Maya. 
 
    “Good, yes, start with a foundation. You know how to do that after what Simone and Phobie have helped you with,” Alok said, confirming to me he’d spoken with Phobie. “We’ve got this. Newborns eat, poop, and sleep. He had a rough start, but now we’ll make sure he gets the love and bonding he needs. He’s handling the formula fine, and Dr. Sloan said he’d swing by since it’s his day off.” 
 
    “And he knew I would worry and he’s concerned about my stress levels,” I muttered, not shocked when they nodded. “Okay, we can do this.” I set Topher in the bassinet as Alok had said and scrubbed my hands over my head. “We can do this, right?” 
 
    “Yes, as you have an army ready to go into battle,” he chuckled, nodding behind me. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder and saw that was pretty true. I nodded. We could do this. 
 
    We had to do this. Topher needed us. 
 
    Brian invited his parents and Grammy Havers to meet us, as they knew what they were doing. We picked up breakfast before the whole lot of us met them at the BuyBuyBaby on the North side that seemed like a Bed Bath & Beyond from the outside… Along with Simone, who looked her fabulous and put together self as always, leaning against her car in the parking lot. 
 
    “Phobie called me after she talked to Tasar,” she explained, leaning in and kissing my cheek. “Our animals see each other as sisters no matter our blood or species. Right now, your wolf needs to remember that family isn’t only about blood.” 
 
    “What are we missing?” Grammy Havers asked, giving us worried looks. 
 
    “I broke wolf rules by sending my birth father away or turning him over,” I answered, giving a half shrug. “Turning my back on him basically. My wolf wasn’t around when I was abandoned and the ripples from that. She’s getting caught up.” 
 
    “It’s hard for a shifter’s animal to process abandoning a child, so her wolf is assuming it’s a mistake family should work out,” Simone added. “She’s processing just as Sera is, but she also needs support as Sera does, and we’ve adopted each other.” 
 
    “Yeah, my wolf is happy you’re here,” I told her after checking. “Good, because I was thinking I had to turn in my woman card. All I wanted was to run from the room when Tasar was teaching us about changing his diaper instead of cooing at him.” 
 
    “I puked,” Axel grumbled. “There’s no parent gene, Sera. I’ve been around cubs before, but that’s a newborn you’re in charge of. I think you’re too busy panicking to think how cute he is. And that smell was—” He gagged just remembering it.  
 
    “What are you thinking for the nursery?” Mrs. Havers asked as we went inside and a few people grabbed carts. 
 
    “Tommy thought up doing animal stencils for all the different shifters we have in the pack and paw prints in pastels,” I answered. “I like it. Maybe like gray furniture with that on the white walls? Tasar said calm for him to want to sleep there.” 
 
    “That would be nice for Topher,” Grammy Havers said with a bright smile. “Yes, that sounds perfect.”  
 
    “I’m glad you’re okay with the name,” I admitted. “I was panicked and just remembered liking it, that Brian said he was awesome.” 
 
    “He was, and it’s got extra meaning Brian said, so I’m glad you found a good fit for him.” She gave me a wink and pushed her cart towards a large area with cribs and all the bedding stuff. 
 
    I froze, and Brian bumped into my back, hugging me to him. “Wait, this is too fast. Don’t I have to research car seats and strollers and—” 
 
    “Babe, you’re rich,” he reminded me gently. “Let’s just get what he needs, and if we get the wrong damn stroller, donate it. We’re going to get furniture and clothes now. We can look and see how stuff works like we can’t online. There’s like two dozen phones with us to look up reviews if we want.” 
 
    “Right, okay, he needs furniture,” I agreed, swallowing loudly.  
 
    “So just think what you want.” He kissed my hair when I didn’t move. “What was some of the stuff the new parents in the office did that annoyed you?” 
 
    That helped. “No boys only crap. We’re getting him a super girly blanket with hearts or something. He can like what he likes, and babies need hearts and pretty. It always chapped me when they were so segregated in stuff. Boys don’t get all the sports stuff and girls pink and princess. We can have princess stuff playing football.” 
 
    “Or most people pick like green and monkeys for gender neutral,” Mrs. Havers told me, looking ready to burst out laughing. “Rainbow pastels like you said.” 
 
    “Fine, but we get him blue and pink jammies,” I grumbled.  
 
    “No dresses though,” Leo muttered. “He can dress in them if he wants when he’s older, but doing it when he’s a baby and can’t stop you is mean.” 
 
    I winced. “Yeah, that is mean. I didn’t think dresses.” I frowned as I headed for the cribs. “Why the fuck would you put a newborn in a dress? That seems mean for girls too.” 
 
    Several people burst out laughing, but I stood by what I said. A dress as a newborn? For the love of… Babies should have comfy and soft. 
 
    “This says to make sure to get as much cotton clothes as possible, as synthetic stuff doesn’t breathe well,” Alvin told me as he read his phone. “That sounds pretty legit.” 
 
    “It is,” Mrs. Havers confirmed, giving him a smile. “Smart you looked that up.” 
 
    He shrugged. “If the doc has something to do for him being circumcised, it just made sense to see what else they are sensitive to.” 
 
    “Yeah, good one,” I agreed. “I keep thinking like Brian said about women in the office who had babies and most of it was breast feeding stuff. I’m off the hook for that.” I felt some eyes on me as if checking out my boobs. “If one of you makes some comment about my chest not getting super huge, then I will deck you and hard.” 
 
    “Not my fault,” Eugene defended. “I was thinking about an interview I saw from an actress who said she about exploded on set from not pumping. It’s a lot to process.” 
 
    I snorted. “Yeah, try being me and a single mom.” I glanced at Dain when he cleared his throat. “Crap, I meant legally. I mean…” 
 
    “I think a conversation needs to be had when things settle down,” Brian muttered, realizing what was going on.  
 
    “Yes, but there’s no rush,” Hagan agreed. 
 
    I froze again. “How many of you are thinking you’re a dad now?” I wasn’t sure I wanted to know the answer. 
 
    Eugene and Axel both raised their hands. “Uncle.” 
 
    “I believe Noah would be of the same opinion,” Dain muttered. “Goran as well, but if we’re tied to you, it makes sense we at least think on it.” 
 
    That was fair, but Brian and the twins weren’t, but they wanted to be my mates, or the twins did. I shook my head and went to a furniture set. “Fine, conversation for later. My head might explode otherwise.” 
 
    Brian cornered me by the sheets and bedding display I was looking at. “Would it really be so bad if I was?” He nuzzled my neck. “I love you. Why would I not adopt him with you?” 
 
    I blew out a slow breath and turned around, staring at his chest. “We need to have another conversation before that.” I frowned when he didn’t reply. “Bri, I’m immortal. I’d never push you to be one of us, but could you really ask me to marry you and then have to watch you die? To be left behind and forever mourn you? It’s hard enough now knowing that could—losing you would destroy me.” 
 
    Still he didn’t say anything, and I glanced up, shocked when he was pale and just staring at me. He looked seconds from fainting or needing a paper bag. 
 
    “You knew I was immortal,” I reminded him, wondering what the shock was. He bobbed his head but then shook it before bobbing it again. “I know I told you.” 
 
    “Right, yeah, you did, but we weren’t—we were barely talking then,” he muttered, scrubbing his hand over his head. “Eva said something—I forgot. I mean, not forgot but…” He glanced over to the boys, giving me a scared look. “I knew how old—some of you don’t. I mean, Harris isn’t—” 
 
    “No, Michael will live longer than a human but will die, and I will not as a born shifter,” Simone interjected, her tone frosty. “A cheetah is not an immortal shifter strain unless born.” 
 
    “Rabbits are,” I told Brian quietly. “I am.” I gave Simone a worried look, knowing Harris’s life span was an issue.  
 
    “Wait, someone said tying lifelines,” Brian muttered, glancing between us. 
 
    “That doesn’t work between us and humans, only between shifters,” Simone explained. “And sometimes it’s weakened the born shifter, and it’s rare, but they can lose their immortality.” She walked away, clearly saying the discussion was over. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Brian sighed, realizing he’d stepped in it. “We do need a conversation, and Hagan’s right that there’s no rush. I forgot. I was there when you freaked, but you were barely speaking to me, so I didn’t connect it. There’s a lot to catch up on and remember.” 
 
    “I know and that—I can see how you didn’t digest it given what was going on.” 
 
    “When you left him and made new shifter friends?” Mrs. Havers snipped, her tone simmering. 
 
    I reacted as if both of them slapped me, blinking back tears as I stared at Brian. “That’s what you told people?” 
 
    “No, no, Sera,” he promised, reaching for me and flinching when I backed away. “Ma, that’s not what happened. I messed up. She didn’t do anything. I was the asshole.” 
 
    Mrs. Havers frowned, glancing between us. “Jimmy said she dumped you the second she was infected.” 
 
    My hurt turned to rage and fast. Again with Brian’s baby brother. “How would Jimmy know any of that? I hadn’t spoken to him since a year before and not again until the picnic.” I couldn’t even look at Brian. “Nice that’s what he’s told people. Awesome.” I went to turn away and get back to the shopping, but Dain cleared his throat. “Not now.” 
 
    “I disagree,” Hagan jumped in. “His parents need to hear this too.” 
 
    “What?” Brian asked. 
 
    I sighed, knowing they were waiting for me to say it and wouldn’t because I’d get annoyed they started trouble. I was the one to start the trouble normally. “We don’t want Jimmy to know everything about Topher.” I flinched when I felt his anger, and Dain moved behind me to show support. 
 
    “My brother isn’t—” 
 
    “I don’t think Jimmy would say anything on purpose,” I snapped. “He’s not a Bond villain, but he is a butthead, Bri. He does and says things and doesn’t think of the ripple or repercussions.” 
 
    “Listen to her because we all think your brother is a security threat,” Axel cut in when Brian looked like he might argue. 
 
    I opened my mouth to push but couldn’t seem to find the words. I didn’t hide my hurt as I met Brian’s gaze. “When have I ever pulled you off to the side and asked you to listen to me? To hear what I’m saying? I’m not that woman who throws fits or—” I shook my head and went for the door. I couldn’t do this and especially not right then among baby happiness all over everywhere. 
 
    “Sera, he won’t leave,” Dain called after me. He sighed when I kept walking. “She is completely convinced you will leave. That you will pick Jimmy over her and this will be the straw that has you abandon her again. Which is what happened when she became a wolf, not Sera becoming some slut werewolf like Jimmy blabbed to your parents.” 
 
    “That’s not what happened, and Sera’s not a slut,” Brian growled as I reached the doors.  
 
    I walked into the fresh air and around the side of the building, away from the other cars, as I had a feeling someone would follow me. What I didn’t think was it would be almost everyone. 
 
    “The boys are fine inside shopping with your security detail,” Hagan said, explaining what was going on. “And they don’t need to hear this, nor the humans in there.” 
 
    “Show him,” Dain suggested, moving closer. I nodded, letting him put his fingers to my temple and thinking back to when I’d met Jimmy. He showed Brian, and the look of horror Brian gave me was almost comical. 
 
    “I believed you,” he promised, getting the look I gave him. “I did, I swear, I didn’t think he was such a…” 
 
    “What? What did Jimmy do?” Mr. Havers demanded. 
 
    “When we met, he joined us for drinks with our work people and gave me crap about being difficult and not giving him my number when Brian was my boss,” I answered. “He knew Brian liked me but thought I should date someone like him, and by ‘date’ I don’t mean date.” 
 
    “Oh Jimmy,” Mrs. Havers sighed. 
 
    I moved my hands to Brian’s chest. “Please hear me.” I waited until he nodded. “He does things he doesn’t understand because he’s jealous and selfish. He blows it off.” I growled when I saw his hesitation. “Brian, if I had been anyone else, you could have been pulled into a meeting with HR and IA asking what the fuck you’re doing allowing your family to coerce your agents like that. Do you get that?” 
 
    “You’re right,” he whispered, covering my hands with his. “You’re right. He’s not a kid anymore, and I can’t brush it off as him being a twit. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “There’s more,” Dain warned. Anger filled his eyes when I shot him a look to shut it. “No, not this time, Sera, I’m sorry. He wants to marry you, but we are mated already. Your pain is my pain. You are still upset and afraid he will pick his brother over you, and his brother needs a serious talking to before something escalates past what he can come back from.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Grammy Havers asked, her tone worried, not angry. 
 
    “Jimmy told people at the picnic that everything Sera said to those girls about the rabbits was crap and she was just scaring them,” Hagan answered, shrugging when I gave him a shocked look. “You shut down the topic of him because it upsets you. I tried to talk to him as a Beta, but he called me your boy toy and told me to stuff it.” 
 
    “Shit, I’m so sorry,” I whispered, pulling my hands away from Brian. “Hagan, I’m sorry. I wouldn’t ever let someone speak about you like that.” 
 
    “I know, and I don’t care, but we need to—he needs to understand this is serious before the boys get hurt.” 
 
    “There’s more,” I worried. 
 
    “Yes,” several people said, but Axel went on. “After Brian mentioned ring shopping, he was bragging that he was going to be brother-in-law to the Alpha and the perks that probably came with that while looking at several wolves.” 
 
    “Did he…” I swallowed loudly, scared to even ask. 
 
    “No, we made sure he didn’t start hitting on our wolves,” Hagan promised. “Especially when he’s made it clear he thinks shifters loose and you’re the perfect example.” He gave Brian a hard look. “That’s how he talks of Sera. He was saying the pack lands were cool and a perfect place to throw parties. That’s private land.” 
 
    “It’s sacred land,” Eugene added. “It’s unheard of to have humans on pack lands. It’s private, it’s our sanctuary if something happens even. She invited humans, and it spun out even with the good guys. If your brother throws a party or bad people learn that’s the pack lands, they will validly be pissed at her and there will be problems.” 
 
    “Anyone could look up those lands are the pack’s,” Mrs. Havers reminded them. 
 
    “There are a few layers to go through,” Dain explained. “And county records weren’t always online. It’s still a refuge if there is a problem. In the old days it was where they could be safe, shift and hide if hunters ever came for them. It’s sacred, and we will catch lots of problems if that rare hospitality was abused.” 
 
    “Anything else?” Brian asked after a few moments of silence. 
 
    “No, but he really needs to not brag he’s the brother-in-law of the Alpha,” I muttered, shaking my head when I got several upset looks. “Hey, he shouldn’t say it about being brothers with a division chief either. There are a lot of people who don’t like law enforcement. Same with shifters.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Grammy Havers quickly agreed. “We immediately went to thoughts of your abduction.” 
 
    “Right, that,” Eugene grumbled. “Jimmy was talking about it like Sera took a trip to the tropics and brushed it off. It upset a lot of the pack, and it really makes her look bad. I mean, it’s not right, but people give her shit for having a human at her side because you guys are so much weaker. Then his brother is running his mouth on pack lands? A lot of people were talking about it.” 
 
    I cursed up a storm. “And then we had guests from all over. That’s probably half of the mating offers that suddenly were being pushed. They thought I was so weak and in trouble that I needed offers and they could get at me.” I shot Brian a hurt look. “Did you even talk to him about what he did at the picnic I was pissed about?” 
 
    “Yes,” he promised. 
 
    “What did he do, because you were very upset?” Grammy Havers pushed. 
 
    “He was spiking Brian’s drinks with fucking Everclear. He knew Brian has no filter and thought it would be funny, would be what he deserved for being so damn perfect.” 
 
    “Jimmy’s always been a bit jealous of Brian,” Mrs. Havers accepted, wincing when several people snorted. “More than a bit?” 
 
    “Very jealous,” Dain answered, shaking his head. “They can smell it. I can feel it. That jealousy turns to anger fast, as he has a temper. He was furious he tried to start shit and instead Brian got hot sex in the woods with Sera instead of embarrassed.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, there was still damage done, as that was the first time anyone had ever talked about rings to me, and now I flinch at the topic,” I grumbled, hugging myself. “He could hurt the boys by running his mouth, Brian. If he was telling people those laws to protect them were shit—fuck, he could get dead if he tells the wrong person and it leads to them being hurt. You said you’re their brother too.” 
 
    I turned and walked away, at my limit and now wanting to be by the boys. I heard some agitated voices behind me, but I ignored it. 
 
    Dain was right. I fully expected Brian to walk away, pick his family over me. 
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    I tried to chill my mood and recover the outing by joining the boys by the clothes, smiling at how they were trying so hard to get jammies with every animal we had in our pack. “Don’t forget Horton. He’s still ours.” I picked out a polar bear jumper in the next size. “And stager sizes. Even I know they grow too fast. It was all the new moms said when I worked with some and at my old gym.” 
 
    I glanced up to see everyone else coming back in, feeling a punch to my gut when Brian wasn’t with them. 
 
    Dain cupped my face as he moved in front of me. “He left but not because of what you’re thinking. He’s heading to Jimmy’s. His family too.” He gave me a gentle smile. “I think Jimmy is going to get the ass kicking he’s deserved for a long time.” 
 
    I nodded. “Sorry.” I didn’t elaborate with the boys around. “If I do something like that again where it’s a security thing, you have my blessing to interject yourself. You don’t blow stuff up and only start shit when it has to be started. I shouldn’t have brushed it off.” 
 
    “Thank you.” He gave me a gentle kiss. “We all need to do better on security, so it’s smart to double check each other.” 
 
    Fair enough. 
 
    We picked out a three piece gray furniture set with convertible crib, changing station dresser, and another taller dresser. That first part in place seemed to help, as Leo had brought his tablet, and as we were still shopping, we found a really comfy charcoal overstuffed rocker.  
 
    Next, we agreed on a stroller that actually was also the car seat. The carrier locked into both, and it was a sports stroller for any of us jogging or just we tended to walk faster than humans. But it gave us the most flexibility, and it folded up.  
 
    “We can do this,” I whispered, feeling better now that we had more locked in. I ended up taking a picture and sending it to Brian so maybe he knew I wasn’t excluding him. Maybe? 
 
    The diaper bag was no big, even if we got a few for us. Mine was a sports messenger one that looked almost like the bag I brought to the office. We knew we’d get more clothes online and even toys, as I didn’t like the selection and I wanted to look into those more.  
 
    The only hiccup was when I put my foot down on some ridiculous baby tub spa that had jets and made bubbles. Fine, we couldn’t as a newborn and maybe even infant, but I was a woman who loved the fun of baths, and Topher could have that too. Besides, even I knew bathing kids was not easy.  
 
    That’s why they made toys for the bath after all. Tommy had promised to share his rubber duck collection with Topher, which made a lot of us smile. 
 
    There was undoubtedly a ton more we would need, but it was a good start, and we were all tired at the end of it. While I paid and some of us loaded, some headed out to get more from Target, as Luca hadn’t gotten all into baby detergents and the list of what was needed, along with more formula now that we knew Topher was fine with that brand. 
 
    Hey, at least we had a plan. That was much better than my freak out the day before. 
 
    We brought lunch home, and the furniture was all in stock, so Hagan actually called Noah since he now owned all of Vlad’s businesses, including the moving company. Yeah, that was much smarter than trying to figure out how to get it in my SUV or one of the other vehicles when we had so many people. We had to do as much as we could the smartest way. 
 
    Jonik arrived with a petite woman right as we finished lunch and were taking tags off all the clothes we’d bought so we could wash them. I walked right over to her and hugged her before Dain could even greet her. 
 
    “Thank you for coming. I have no idea how to take care of a baby.” 
 
    “You’re very welcome, Princess,” she chuckled. 
 
    “Just Sera.” I cleared my throat and pulled away, shocked I’d been so friendly with a stranger. 
 
    “Everyone feels that with Maya,” Dain promised, hugging the woman next. “It’s why so many have begged her to be their nanny. Her very aura is comfort and care.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, but we must talk,” she said gently. “I cannot come out of retirement. I can help you for now and—” 
 
    “Just until we adapt and find someone permanent,” Dain assured her. “I was also hoping you might have insight on that, as I have been too out of the loop. We need someone trusted.” 
 
    I gave him a worried look. “Maybe Alena knows someone?” 
 
    “Or more than one is always smart,” Maya interjected. “If you are hoping for nanny and guard, they need to not be sleep deprived, and two for outings is smart.” 
 
    “That is smart,” I agreed. I smiled as Tasar came in holding Topher, Alok and Luca with him. “Perfect timing.” 
 
    “He’s a bit fussy, and I have a feeling he’s worried you’re gone,” he admitted, coming over to me. Topher immediately settled down when I held him. “He’s too young to tell us apart visually or catch much, but I believe he knows you’re like him and can sense it.” 
 
    “I can sense it from him,” I said as I slipped my ring in my pocket. “Yeah, it’s like we can sense each other like we sense images or whatever.” I rocked a bit as I held him, making sure to think of what we got for him, not so much the stuff, as he was too young to get that, but the security. We were prepared, and he was going to be safe. 
 
    I got a few images from him, not really cohesive ones like I would from an adult, but I knew he was comfortable, liked my heartbeat. He knew it was me and I was important. It wasn’t like a mommy feel or family, but more he knew he needed me?  
 
    Yeah, newborn brains didn’t work like I was used to. 
 
    I told them what I was feeling, and Tasar helped me get into the wrap baby carrier, first putting it around my stomach, crossing it up and then back again, with another cross and then wrapping around me before tying it off. I blinked at him a few times. “I feel like I need a master’s fucking degree to figure that out. That’s the best option?” 
 
    “Yes, and it will become second nature, I promise,” he chuckled, shaking his head as he showed me how to guide Topher into it. It basically made a very secure sort of kangaroo pouch for him that kept him on my chest so he felt my heartbeat but also supported his head and kept my arms and hands free. Okay then, so it made sense. 
 
    But did it really have to be so complicated to get into? 
 
    “One size fits all,” Dain explained. “And no straps or nylon adjustors that could hurt his sensitive skin.” 
 
    “That makes more sense,” I conceded.  
 
    Dr. Sloan actually showed up to check on Topher, and Maya had several questions for his care, making me feel worlds better that she really was the baby guru. Halfway through Dain burst out laughing, apologizing and giving me loving looks. 
 
    “You are not a pervert.” 
 
    I groaned, realizing what he’d gotten from me. “I keep thinking about it.” 
 
    “It was your first baby and newborn, my love,” he comforted. “And then you felt like a perv for noticing and being curious about him being circumcised and how bad it might be. Now you keep trying not to think about it or worrying. That does not make you a pervert. It makes you have every mom gene you think you don’t, as you’re worrying over everything, not thinking of his bits.” 
 
    “And the fact it looks like an alien is trying to come out of his belly button,” I admitted, totally picturing that when I saw it again. 
 
    “It does,” several people agreed. Oh good, we were all freaks then. 
 
    We got Maya settled after the doc headed out. We weren’t going to set all the furniture in the nursery until we had a chance to paint it. For now his room was the living room, but we could get a pass for putting it all together so fast. We already had the stencils ordered and had agreed on the pastels to go with the white and gray everything else. 
 
    Others showed up with a whole bunch of stuff we needed, and we started setting it up. The washer was going with clothes, and Maya gave several of us a lesson in what should be in a diaper bag.  
 
    Now if I just felt ready to change an actual diaper, I’d be set. Fuck a duck. 
 
    I was looking up toys while Topher was sleeping against Hagan who was wearing the wrap carrier. Leo had asked to, but for now the adults agreed that it was too dangerous because of how small they got when they shifted. They had it mostly under control, but this was a stressful situation, and someone could say the wrong thing or scare them into shifting.  
 
    Sitting down and holding him was fine. None of us were worried then even if we all seemed to be hovering over each other who were newbs. Hey, I wasn’t offended. I appreciated the backup, which Alvin said when he gave Topher his bottle. 
 
    I’d found something I really liked to compliment our stencils idea. There had been a suggestion to get those stuffed animal heads, which were cute and in, but given we were part animal and I had seen the horror of hanging heads of shifters, I wasn’t the only one who firmly said no. But these were baby animal watercolors with sayings. They were sold out, but it gave me an idea. 
 
    “Alvin, we should do a photo shoot of our animals,” I said, showing him the tablet since he was the one who liked photography and was really good at it. “We take pictures and print them up with sayings like this and make them into canvases or something.” 
 
    “That’s really cool,” he agreed. “Yeah, I like that.” 
 
    “We’ll do something for the fairies too,” I promised Dain as I showed him. “Something cute like ‘fly high’ and wings.” 
 
    “I like it.”  
 
    Another bottle feeding and diaper change, and Topher was back out after a bit of playing. We left Maya to start figuring out his routine and schedule after she gave us a list of bottles to order and all of that.  
 
    “He has our metabolism,” Hagan joked, shaking his head that Topher needed a bottle after three to four hours even if it was just a few ounces. It would get better as he got bigger and could have more at a time, but yeah, that was a messed up sleep schedule for sure. 
 
    But at least he seemed to really like to sleep. He seemed to want to sleep on one of us, but I couldn’t really blame him after what he’d been through. Who didn’t like a good snuggle? 
 
    Brian walked through the door of my apartment as we were tossing stuff out and came right to me, cupping my face and kissing me deeply. “I choose you. I swear I choose you. Please, I do, Sera. I—I cannot live without you. You were gone, and I died inside. I won’t let anyone take you from me again, and I’m not walking away for anyone.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to say… Something but then smelled blood. I grabbed his hand and saw cuts and scrapes. “What happened?” My eyes went wide as I realized he had a cut on his cheek and a shiner forming. “What the hell happened?” 
 
    He cleared his throat. “I sort of pounded Jimmy when he broke the last straw by saying you weren’t as hot of shit as you acted. I tried to have a calm discussion with him, and it blew up.” 
 
    “You decked your brother because he badmouthed me?” I whispered, completely shocked. When he nodded, I pulled his head down and kissed him with all I had. It wasn’t that he’d hurt Jimmy, but that… He’d picked me. I didn’t want us to be in that situation, but we were and he picked me. 
 
    He lifted me up and set me on the counter, moving between my legs and cupping my face. “Are we okay? We’ll have the other discussion later, but right here is where I want to be, and I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too.” I nodded, nuzzling his neck. “We’ll get you a picture or stencil too so you’re not excluded either.” 
 
    We quickly filled him in, and he smiled, nodding that it was a good idea. “Maybe a star or badge, like a shield.” 
 
    “I like it.” I gave him a worried look. “So what happened? I mean—do your parents hate me?” 
 
    “No, they’re on your side, and they were mortified he’d pulled all of that. Everything has always been harmless. Grammy thinks he’s spiraling because he broke off his engagement and then didn’t find wilder times and then she wouldn’t take him back.” He nodded when I gave him a shocked look. I hadn’t known that last part.  
 
    Then again, I’d been abducted, so there were still things too often I had to get caught up on. 
 
    He let out a slow breath. “He did, however, want to clarify what happened about the boys at the picnic. He knew people could get in deep shit, but he said people were freaked, murmuring you were threatening human kids. He was honestly trying to defuse the situation a bit, but he gets how dangerous things are for the boys and was clear he’d never say a word that could risk them.” 
 
    “Well, that’s better, but she wasn’t exaggerating, and it wasn’t for him to handle,” Hagan muttered. 
 
    “He accepted that,” Brian promised, glancing over at Hagan. “But you called him on it in front of people, and he was pissed he tried to help and got smacked as he said like he was too stupid to help.” 
 
    “He’s got issues with being the baby and being treated like a kid, but he acts like one too often,” Eugene muttered. “That’s good at least he gets the situation with the boys and takes it seriously.” 
 
    “He’s your brother, so he can’t be all bad, but he’s got to get a handle on this jealousy or he’s going to ruin his life and ours,” I said gently to Brian, glad when he nodded. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry I started all—” 
 
    He kissed me quiet. “You didn’t. He did, and I’m sorry I didn’t see it sooner or take it more seriously. You deserved better than that.” 
 
    I gasped, pushing at his chest. “Are you not perfect? Are you telling me after all this time you have flaws? This is totally unacceptable!” 
 
    “It is,” he chuckled, kissing my hair. 
 
    Leo let out a yelp as he opened the door to take a load to the recycling. I was off the counter and moving towards the door in a flash, practically sliding into Reagan and Zeno. 
 
    My wolf reacted weird to seeing him, lurching inside of me for some reason, but Zeno seemed ready, giving me a low growl and backing me away from the door. My wolf didn’t want to be told what to do by a weaker wolf. I tried to argue he was our dad, and that’s when it hit me why she was upset. 
 
    He wasn’t our dad. We’d sent our dad off to others to punish and handle, and this man was acting like he was blood. That explained why Alena said not to be surprised if he came. Zeno was making his place in my life clear. 
 
    “You are my daughter,” he snarled. “That man is not your blood anymore. I am. Alena is. Eva is. We are your family. That man is nothing but your original DNA.” 
 
    I whimpered, his words hurting even as I heard the pain in his own tone, his love for me. My back hit the wall, and I slid down, crumbling into myself. “You could leave me too. He abandoned me and called me a bigger freak now. I’m a freak among wolves even. You guys used to kill clairvoyants!” 
 
    “You’re also scared for Topher because he’s a more powerful one than you are,” he murmured, kneeling with me. “Sera, that’s not the law anymore. Clairvoyants, telepaths, and psychics are all safe now. I’ve never killed one. I’ve never met one before you. One of Eva’s consorts met one, and he wasn’t a good person that had nothing to do with his abilities, and he was dealt with. That’s it.” 
 
    I nodded, still upset and fighting with my wolf. She wanted our real family, not to be adopted. Wolves didn’t abandon each other. Family didn’t leave, and you didn’t stop being family with people. I mentally snorted. Yeah, right. Welcome to the real world. 
 
    She snapped at me, and I shifted, annoyed I’d trashed more clothes.  
 
    Zeno shifted as well, growling when I tried to move away from him. He licked my face and rubbed his muzzle against mine until my wolf whimpered. Then I let out a howl of pain, doubting even the building’s soundproofing had kept that quiet enough not to wake Topher. 
 
    He changed back besides keeping one claw and slicing open his arm enough to get blood. “You are as much of my blood as he is. The one that made you was born of me. Smell it.” 
 
    My wolf did as he wanted, sniffing the blood from the already healed wound. She whimpered. We smelled like him too. I understood this was hard for her. It was hard for me too but in a different way. We just needed to hurt and move on together instead of pulling in separate directions.  
 
    She seemed to accept that and Zeno was our father too and wanted us… Which Clayton hadn’t. He was the bad guy, not me, not Zeno. 
 
    She whimpered and licked his face, snuggling up to him when he sat back and about pulled me on his lap. She cried and gave several painful barks that sounded more like sobbing yips. The whole time Zeno held us tightly, murmuring that we were loved and he was proud to be my father, that we were family. 
 
    It helped my wolf as much as me, settling us and the hurt. A lot of it was her lashing out at the pain of Clayton hating us. That wasn’t what family should do ever, and she also thought it was because of her and I would hate her.  
 
    No, that hate was always there. He simply had another reason, another excuse for his hate and fucked up heart. 
 
    I shifted back, still crying against his shoulder, and wrapped my arms around his waist. “Sorry, Dad.” 
 
    “I know, I know, daughter mine,” he whispered, kissing my hair. “I know you both love me. You don’t have to worry about my heart or hurt. I am the parent, and you were the one hurt.” 
 
    “I’ve never had that before,” I choked out, hugging him tighter. “It was always my fault. I was always the problem. It was always on me. The rest were never family. He hates me, and I was always hoping it was a mistake and they wanted to come back. They didn’t. They knew it wasn’t my fault. It wasn’t my fault, and still they wouldn’t love me.” 
 
    “We do, Sera,” he rasped. “We love you so, so much. I know it’s horrible how you became our daughter, but we love you. We want you. Fuck him. He doesn’t deserve to be a father if he could abandon his child. He’s nothing. He doesn’t deserve you. He never did. You were special, and he wasn’t, and he couldn’t handle that, hated it wasn’t him.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure that was true, but it did help me realize there were probably lots of sides and layers that I’d never seen or thought of besides it was me. It helped me calm down for real this time. I sank against him, no energy left after another meltdown and all I’d been through with this.  
 
    Zeno easily stood with me in his arms and carried me to the bedroom. He smiled when I gave him a confused look. “The Haverses arrived as we did and came up with us. I figured you didn’t want to be naked in front of them. I was mostly blocking you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I whispered, hurrying to throw something on the moment he set me on my feet. I found him a pair of Hagan’s track pants since a few of them had drawers in my room now and some hanging space in the closet, but his was closest. “Sorry about your clothes. I’ll replace them.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I wore old ones, assuming there might be an issue.” 
 
    “How did you know?” I asked as we stepped out of my room. 
 
    “I didn’t. I’ve seen how infected wolves can lash out at their bloodline if their birth family rejects them for now being a wolf. This wasn’t what happened, but… It’s close enough where I thought to be ready.” 
 
    “Smart, Dad,” I praised, wiping my face and nose. “I’ve done more crying lately than—yeah, too much.” 
 
    “You’re going through a lot, and I’m sorry Jimmy has added to your stress,” Mrs. Havers said gently. “And wow, that was—I don’t even have the words for it.” 
 
    “Amazing,” Grammy Havers muttered as she came over and hugged me. “So much more was said than words, and I’m glad you have the support you need.” 
 
    “You just want to hang with Jonik more,” I teased her, smiling when she chuckled. She’d really taken a shine to him, and he was helping her with her arthritis, so they were buddies. 
 
    “So where’s Jimmy?” I asked, glancing at them. 
 
    “He’s in a time out and a long one,” Mr. Havers assured me. “He also was shocked by how severe Brian’s reaction was to what he did, but he told him Dain showed him from your memory, and he admitted he’d had a few drinks and didn’t think it was nearly as horrible as Brian described. He thought it flirty and playful.” 
 
    “I smacked him several times that it wasn’t flirty nor playful,” Mrs. Havers promised. 
 
    “Thanks. Sorry for starting the trouble.” 
 
    Several people gave me looks like they wanted to spank me for apologizing. I shrugged. Old habits died hard, and I was used to it all being my fault always. 
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    Before the weekend was over, I did change my first diaper, but I refused to do it alone. I was terrified I would look away for a second and he’d roll away… Even after several people assured me he couldn’t yet and not for a few more months.  
 
    Plus, my reflexes were crazy fast. Fear isn’t logical though. 
 
    It felt really weird going to work Monday morning and worrying about the baby at home. Like really weird.  
 
    Eugene and I weren’t working out in the mornings anymore, as we had a new class of trainees he had to handle and boss around instead of me. But as much as it might seem selfish to not be with Topher, I was still recovering too, and I was the strength that kept the supes of Chicago safe, so it was important I keep with my training program. 
 
    It also helped with the rage. I had a lot of seething rage from my abduction. 
 
    And Vlad’s betrayal. 
 
    And a lot of what had happened in New York before I’d been taken. 
 
    And several other issues I was trying to work through. 
 
    There was a lot of scary rage I was trying to keep under wraps, but my workout that morning made it clear that Clayton showing up and opening so many old wounds and pouring salt on them was the last straw. Even Carter gave me several funny looks since he was on my detail and working out with me that morning. I had really pushed it, and still I wanted to spar and shoot things. 
 
    Not good. I’d been doing my best to handle it as best as I could and with Phobie and therapy, but now I worried it was boiling over. 
 
    “Chief Thomas, can I please have a minute?” a woman called out, hurrying over to me as we headed across the parking lot. 
 
    I sighed, not even glancing at her. “No interviews. I’ve given all the statements and answers to questions I will.” It had been a few weeks since people had found out about Vlad, and still Noah and I were getting hounded all the time for more details.  
 
    “I’m not a reporter, Chief Thomas. I need your help.” 
 
    I slowed down and glanced at her, knowing she was human, but that didn’t mean she was lying. A supe could be harassing her or worse. I changed direction and ate up the last few feet to her. “Did you file a report with my office?” 
 
    She gave me a guilty look. “They couldn’t help me, but you’re the boss of the office.” She hurried to pull something out of her large purse. None of us reacted since we could smell if she had a gun or weapon. No, she pulled out a picture. “This is my son. He was killed. No one will help me. Please, please help me, Chief Thomas.” 
 
    My heart went out to her as I took the picture. I’d had to deal with lots of family members of victims or deceased even if I was mostly undercover with the regular FBI. Maybe some would say they felt for her because they were a mother, but there was no change in me now that I had Topher. 
 
    I had always cared; becoming a mother didn’t change that. I wasn’t granted some extra caring gene or a tiara that granted me extra empathy. We all had people we loved or wanted to protect. Loving the boys or now Topher was just a different kind of love, but it was all love and kindness.  
 
    Maybe some people were just devoid of that until they had someone who had to love them like a baby? That would explain several people I’d worked with before. 
 
    “How did he die?” 
 
    “There was a shooting in our neighborhood,” she rasped. “Another one. I know you were taken, the papers and news were talking about it, but the murder rate shot up while you were gone.” She waved off whatever was on my face. “I’m not blaming you. No one has that sort of power. I’m saying maybe you didn’t know yet. It’s gone way up, and it’s getting worse.” 
 
    “I’ve seen enough,” I interjected when she looked ready to add more. “I’m sorry, but it’s not my jurisdiction, ma’am.” I gave her a sympathetic look and handed back the photograph. “I’m very sorry for your loss. I am, but unless CPD asks for us to consult or it’s my jurisdiction, I cannot help you.” 
 
    She held my gaze for several moments, not taking back the picture. Her haunted eyes studied me as I repeated myself. Slowly she nodded, taking the photo. “Thank you for your time.” 
 
    “It’s fine.” I turned to leave, and she seemed to catch onto my hint… Except she went the wrong way with it, which I could forgive her for because of her grief. 
 
    “Supes killed my son,” she blurted. 
 
    I winced before spinning around. “I don’t think you should lie to me, as I can tell. Plus, do you think blaming supes would make me help?”  
 
    “I apologize,” she rasped, wiping under her eyes, trying to be strong and not use her tears like some women might. Good for her. “Someone needs to stop these gangs and killers, Chief Thomas. We need help, and no one seems able to do anything. I can’t—someone has to pay for killing my son and others. It’s not just our neighborhood.” 
 
    “No, it’s not, but I could lose my badge and a lot more if I act unlawfully no matter how much I’d like to help.” I pulled out my business card when I saw she was too upset to put the pieces together. I accepted a pen from Carter, who of course knew what I was doing, and wrote down a number. “That’s the tip line for my division, for my office, for anyone to report if a supe is being hurt or a crime we handle.” 
 
    I saw the light of understanding fill her eyes. “Thank you, Chief Thomas.” 
 
    “Don’t thank me for giving you information. We pass that number around all the time. Again, I’m sorry for your loss.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she breathed, clutching it like a chance at hope. That might be all it was, but it was something, and I’d probably get in a shit ton of trouble if anyone found out I was even considering sticking my nose where I shouldn’t, but I would also tell them to stuff it. 
 
    People were dying and a lot of them in Chicago, and if the job was too much for those who were supposed to handle it, then they could call in help. That was the way the system was supposed to work. Why the fuck could we get calls from other countries begging us to help and local police departments wouldn’t? Time to not be so stupid. 
 
    My phone vibrated as I walked through the door. “Thomas.” 
 
    “The president is looking at middle of next week to finally take the tour of the Shifter Council prisons,” Deputy Director Galvin said by way of greeting. 
 
    “Fuck,” I hissed before I could stop myself. “Just fuck.” 
 
    “I know you’re having an issue with planes and it’s understandable—” 
 
    “No, I mean, yes, sir, but that’s—something happened personally,” I muttered, waving everyone else off as I reached my office. They could still hear, but it gave me the illusion of privacy. “I’m fine, but it’s a bad time to leave. I need to make sure a few things are secured, but at least I might have a sub Alpha here.” 
 
    “We didn’t think that mattered if you were in the country.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, reminding myself he had more than me and my stuff on his mind. “I’ve been invaded a few times by other packs around me. It’s fine if it’s not public and not long, as no one is leaking in my camp. I just—I’m more worried about other issues of coming in if I’m not around.” 
 
    He was quiet a moment. “Is there something I can do to help?” 
 
    “I have no idea, but it might be better you not be involved,” I admitted. I sighed, realizing that would just worry him more. “You’ve seen my file, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I named the code and federal statute for child abandonment. “The clock started again.” 
 
    “I see. There would be a lot of interest in that person.” 
 
    “Yes, which is why I sent him to Greece, but he tried to repeat the crime along with a few others. I didn’t trust him in custody.” 
 
    “No, and you had other options,” he murmured. “I’m pretty sure you just admitted to something very bad, Thomas.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Did I? I thought we were talking about some of the cases I’ve closed. Sorry if I was wrong.” 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “No, but I’m trying to be. I’ve got a lot of help. I’m just worried about getting the right paperwork like I needed for the boys, as everyone was making a play for them the second they knew. I have a feeling this would be worse. Much worse.” 
 
    “Right. Is the repeat able to fly? Would it make more sense to remove the risk while the paperwork is done?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted. “Dain said he had it covered. That might need to be an option if we can’t handle it as fast as we want. How sure are we on the middle of next week?” 
 
    “Very. Apparently there’s something big on Tuesday and then Friday, so it would make sense that Wednesday and Thursday were in house meetings and not in front of cameras. The protocol is set to get him out and fly in secret.” 
 
    “I want to send at least two for the escort. Maybe more.” I worried my lip, having planned to use this trip in a way no one would think to handle a few things. Which was a bitch move, but they needed to be handled. 
 
    I’d just hoped I would have more time to get back to my normal strength. It was a risky move, but it was needed before anything got worse. At least that was the plan.  
 
    “I’ll make sure that’s allowed as long they’re people we’ve cleared.” 
 
    “Of course. What about the other people who wanted to be on the same tour?” 
 
    “We’re working on that now. It’s not much time, but the other people don’t have as many eyes as we do.” 
 
    “Yeah, they don’t or they have an easier time getting free, used to hiding,” I admitted. “Are you on the tour?” 
 
    “I am. That a problem?” 
 
    “No, sir, just planning,” I admitted. “Can you get me a few trainers from Quantico for the day? Or maybe some cross training?” 
 
    “Right, you wanted the former council guys to go with.” He let out a sigh. “Yeah, I can get someone qualified to teach something you need. I’ll get with Monroe since he’s into all of that.” He was quiet another moment. “You can handle this, right, Thomas?” 
 
    “Yes, I promise. I just wanted a bit more time to work the logistics and be at my normal fighting weight. And I really didn’t need it to be right as my personal life took a drastic turn, but I would tell you if I couldn’t handle this.”  
 
    That didn’t mean I wasn’t worried. I was. The moment we hung up, I called Tamika, one of the visiting sirens who worked the shows at the club, and asked if she could work out a way to help me get stronger faster. She agreed as long as Dr. Sloan cleared it, as he was the boss of my healing. I was almost there, but I needed to be brimming and able to act like the weakness had never happened. 
 
    That would be nice. My figure was back to where it had been. My girls were exactly the same according to a few of the men in my life. My booty too. It was just my hair left, and it was growing fast, so I thought it wouldn’t be more than a few weeks until it wasn’t glaringly obvious.  
 
    Just thinking of what had happened to me had me touching my hair, reminding myself it was thicker and not all gone. I didn’t really care about my hair that much—it was just hair. Phobie had helped me realize it was the last straw that broke me and the most visual reminder, so it was hardest to move past. Made sense to me. 
 
    I went over to the corner and turned on the noise machine Dain had put in my office before making my next call. Apollo answered on the third ring, and I smiled at his greeting. 
 
    “I love surprises when they involve you, Seraphine.” 
 
    “I needed that today, thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. What can I do for you?” He let out a soft chuckle. “Or to you. Either I like.” 
 
    “I want to misbehave, and I thought you might like to join me,” I teased him, laughing when he groaned. “Not that type unfortunately. The president is looking to make the visit next week.” 
 
    “You want to misbehave then? You?” 
 
    “Yes, as no one would ever think that, would they?” 
 
    “No, no they wouldn’t,” he murmured, telling someone to hold on before I heard what sounded like a door opening and closing. “Why would you risk that?” 
 
    “Because I think it will also make it clear what side I’m on and I’m not able to be pushed around, and that’s needed. It’s really needed from what I learned, and the people I need to say it to won’t risk coming here for me to do it. This might be my only chance to pull it on their home turf.” 
 
    “What do you need from me?” 
 
    “Only bring those you trust most in your security. I need no one else to react, like it’s obvious they deserved this and no one would think me a loose cannon or threat. Sometimes the most is said with no reaction at all.” 
 
    “Done. I wasn’t planning on much security either. As you said, sometimes less is more, and showing up with more people says I need them, and I do not.” 
 
    “No, but if you would like to come a few days early under the radar and push up a few levels, that’s fine with me. Now is the time for our side to be the strong side, and I have a feeling there are a few more that are scarier and more powerful than Dubois.” 
 
    “Yes, undoubtedly, but none as powerful as Eva. She is the most powerful I have ever been around, and I get the feeling the same is true for their council.” 
 
    “That makes me worry we’re not protecting her enough,” I admitted. “I think she needs to know that.” 
 
    “I think she does, Seraphine,” he drawled. “She might not be egotistical or brag of her power, but she is good at dismissing those not in her league and knowing the terrain.” 
 
    “True, but we could all always use better security.” 
 
    “Agreed.” He cleared his throat. “Carter alluded to something changing in your life when I spoke to him yesterday.” 
 
    “He ran to you?” I growled, not liking that when he had set stuff up with him before. 
 
    “No, not remotely.” He sighed when I didn’t reply. “He was mine for thousands of years, Seraphine. We are friends. We normally speak every other week or so, and it just happened I called yesterday. I swear it was a coincidence and he mentioned you weren’t yourself, validly, but he wasn’t sure what to do and he worried you were mad at him for something he suggested.” 
 
    “He just misunderstood me,” I grumbled. “He was a butthead, but we all have our days. You’ll find out if you visit early. Others will learn soon, but the truth will be top secret.” 
 
    “As is anything important,” he chuckled. “I would love to come early and sneak into your bed.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s what I offered.” 
 
    “No, but you won’t deny me either,” he murmured in my ear in a way that made me shiver. 
 
    No, I wouldn’t. 
 
    My next call was to Axel. We were having our first official date, and he’d offered to reschedule when Topher had showed up, but we’d been chasing each other for so long that it was time. Plus, he promised it was just what I needed. 
 
    To which I told him he wasn’t getting laid on the first date. I was pretty sure he was still laughing. 
 
    “Hey, hi,” he greeted, sounding a bit winded. 
 
    “Aren’t you supposed to be training?” I asked. “I thought I’d get your voicemail.” 
 
    “I have a minute while barking at some to get their asses in gear,” he promised. “Besides, you don’t call during training, so I figured it was important.” 
 
    “How flexible is the plan for tonight?” My mind was on the woman from the parking lot. “I might need someone to help me cover for misbehaving and join me for some fun.” 
 
    He was quiet a moment. “I could give the reservation to someone else and find a place in whatever area. I mean, I’m not taking you to some shithole though.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t expect you to,” I chuckled. “I promise if we get messy, I’ll let you shower with me to make up for it.” 
 
    He let out a soft groan. “We might get to hunt and shower? Yeah, I’m fine with changing the plans.” He cleared his throat. “You said you don’t have much dating experience. I was going for calm and a bit normal, so really it’s not throwing anything off. But can I get a rain check for a Saturday date? There’s something fun I think you’ll like that would be a nice date.” 
 
    “Sure,” I agreed. “It looks like we’ll be leaving town next Wednesday to take the tour, but my weekends aren’t booked yet. That can always change.” 
 
    “Right, sounds good. I’ll let the others know here.” 
 
    “Thanks. See you tonight.” 
 
    “I’m looking very forward to it,” he admitted before hanging up. 
 
    So was I. 
 
    I lost myself in work, the piles of everything piling with Harris, Cooper, Davis, and the new teams getting integrated into new offices. Technically LA should handle the Vegas everything and same with Florida and Memphis, but we were the hub now, and they were my people going in. Monroe and Galvin agreed that we would handle and support the first wave and clean up, and they could take over from there. 
 
    But there was a lot in that first wave, even Vegas where we’d been in. Memphis too. No one had been back in too long, and they were needed. We were making progress though. Monroe and I agreed to permanently assign Cooper in Vegas. It was a big office, and he’d liked it there, making it clear he wanted to be reassigned out of Chicago.  
 
    I’d sent him to Memphis for the temporary assignment because we weren’t as tight with the vampires there and there were tensions given they should have told me, not Vlad, about what they knew. So he was smoothing things over. 
 
    Poor Davis was the one in the worst shit, as no one had been to Des Moines yet. Here I’d sent her to the smallest area where we’d figured the least amount of trouble since she didn’t have the experience Harris and Cooper did, and she was about on her last leg. I’d approved a few more agents from our office to help her until she made her way through it. 
 
    “Chief, we got a tip,” Shaw told me as people were packing up for the day. “A woman says she saw some guys hassling a woman she thinks is a vampire, demanding she bite them. Well, she said ‘suck,’ which might make it something else, but she wasn’t sure because they said not to eat them.” She gave me a look that it seemed more like a possible sexual assault or rape. 
 
    Which was smart of the woman to not be anything she couldn’t explain later. 
 
    “Where’s it at?” I asked, nodding as she told me the address. “I’m having dinner with Axel not far from there. I’ll check it out.” 
 
    “You sure?” she muttered, blinking at me when she felt whatever she picked up from me as a fairy. “Sure, boss. I’ve got dispatch tonight, so I’ll let you know if we get anything.” 
 
    “Thanks for handling that.” I gave her a wink that I had this in hand as I took the report of the call.  
 
    I smiled. Time to go hunting some predators who were about to realize they were prey. 
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    “Good thing this was right by the Thai place we were meeting at,” Axel said as he got out of his car. “What’s the tip?” 
 
    “A woman thought a vampire was being harassed by some guys, but we’re not sure,” I admitted. “Badges out, it’s a dicey neighborhood.” 
 
    “Sounds fun,” Carter chuckled, all of them moving their badges around their necks and in clear view like when they were on a raid. They were currently just my security detail, but they were still FBI now. 
 
    I checked the address and sniffed the air. “I don’t smell any vamps recently.” 
 
    “No, I don’t either,” Carter confirmed, looking like he was suppressing a grin. “I do however smell something else.” 
 
    “Yeah, and it has friends,” I purred, following the scent of cocaine I was picking up. It led me several doors down, and the guys on the porch did not look happy to see me.  
 
    “We doing this off your nose?” Emilio worried. “Is that legal?” 
 
    “It would be if it was a detection dog as long as it wasn’t a setup,” I told him. “I don’t think I can ignore it once I’ve smelled it, do you?” 
 
    “You ain’t got no business here,” one of the guys called over as he stood, flashing his gun at me. “Keep walking, bimbo.” 
 
    “Get on the ground,” I told them as I pulled my gun, the others following suit. “We’re FBI. On the ground with your hands behind your head.” I headed right for the door—knowing they had the guys on the porch—and seeing enough through the window to give me every reason to enter without permission. I went right in and scanned the room, Axel at my back with Carter. “Hands up, FBI.” 
 
    “You’ve got no right to be here,” someone bitched, shooting me a look of death. 
 
    I rolled my eyes, nodding to the drugs all over the table. “Your blinds aren’t even drawn. You’re cutting and bagging in your damn living room.” I turned when someone came down the stairs, and he locked on the gun first, almost tripping down the last stair as he threw his hands up. “Move along the wall. Carter, clear the rest of the house. Zip ties, and we need gloves and bags for weapons.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “I suggest you leave before you have problems you can’t handle,” someone warned me quietly. 
 
    I met his eyes and knew he was the boss there. He might not be the boss of the gang or wherever he got the drugs, but he was boss of that group there and the situation. “I suggest you do as you’re told and not cause a problem so we get everyone detained safely.” 
 
    “On what grounds?” he pushed. “Our attorneys are going to eat you alive.” 
 
    I flashed power in my eyes. “No, they won’t, and we were called on a tip, so just let this play out and keep calm.”  
 
    “Clear,” Carter called out from upstairs. 
 
    “Call it in to Havers,” I said back. 
 
    “Not CPD?” Axel asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m sure they’ll be involved, but we’re FBI. They’re human, so we call the human division.” I slid off my ring before heading for the leader, wanting to touch him when I restrained him and read him his rights. By the time we were outside, I knew two people from law enforcement that were in deep, deep shit. 
 
    I waited until backup started arriving to take people in before pulling out my phone and finding Agent Atkins of DEA in my phone. 
 
    “Thomas, hey, how are you?” he greeted. 
 
    “Good, better, but I just handled a bust, and you’ve got a dirty agent.” 
 
    He was quiet a moment. “What proof do you have?” 
 
    “None that would stand up in court,” I admitted. “I got images off the boss guy that one of yours will handle this and make it go away—make me go away if needed. Now that last part was a feeling, but I’ve got a face and him in a DEA jacket. I could pick him out fast.” 
 
    “That’s enough for me to point a finger to start looking.” He sighed. “You need our roster?” 
 
    “Yeah, I called in regular FBI for this bust, but you want in? There were several pounds of coke on the damn coffee table, and they’re all carrying. I smell more than coke and a lot of it.” 
 
    “Give me the address, we’ll at least help out, which would give us a lead in to sniff around to find dirt.” 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking,” I admitted. I gave him the address, and he promised he’d be there soon.  
 
    CPD started showing up, and about ten minutes later someone from vice I’d met before arrived. He had been part of the shit investigation into the club and wasn’t a bad guy, but it brought up some issues I had with what had happened and the CPD. I gave him a warning look to tread lightly as greeting. 
 
    He held his hands up in surrender. “I was cleared by IA and the vice shakeup while you were gone, Chief Thomas. I’m sorry about what happened, and I didn’t want to be there, you knew that.” He waited until I nodded. “Lieutenant Hill.” 
 
    “Lieutenant?” I muttered, shaking his hand since I’d never gotten his name. 
 
    “Yeah, I got a promotion after passing the exam and there were some open spots in vice so… Yeah.” 
 
    “Okay then, but we didn’t call CPD.” 
 
    “No, but this is a known house of the gang in the area, and patrol provides FBI support, but the address got flagged,” he explained. “What happened?” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at him, reminding him I didn’t have to answer. “I’m turning it over to Chief Havers. I’ll let him explain to CPD if he wants, but the guys were pretty sure they’ll be out tonight and this is no big thing when I saw them cutting and bagging coke from the damn window before I could even walk through the door.” 
 
    He opened his mouth but then closed it, giving me a curious look. “You think there’s something CPD dirty.” 
 
    I didn’t see any reason to deny it, so I didn’t. “Yes.” I turned away when Brian arrived. Normally he wouldn’t be called in directly, but it was common to transfer over to the same rank. “I invited Atkins to the party because I got some images. There’s a problem with CPD too, and I doubt they’ll do much because I know what the guy looks like.” 
 
    “No, but we can keep them out and not give them a chance to try and taint anything or mess us up. Fill me in.” 
 
    So I did as I headed to the house… Minus a few things. Brian was a boy scout and believed very much in staying in his own lane, so I left out the hint I’d given the woman or I was pretty sure I was going hunting on the call. 
 
    “I thought you were going to some fancy, fancy place?” Brian muttered, giving me a funny look. “Axel was saying he got reservations.” 
 
    I shrugged. “He told me it was the Thai place I wanted to check out over here, so I said I’d check out the tip.” I let out a whistle as I took in all the bagged guns. Then I moved my hand over my face, the smell of the drugs agitating my wolf. Emilio tossed me some Vicks VapoRub to put under my nose, and I thanked him, thinking that was smart to start carrying in my bag. 
 
    Normally at crime scenes I was doing all I could to pick up more scents, so it was a good trick for when I didn’t want to. 
 
    “You’re going to want to see this,” Carter told me. “I thought we were going to have an easy night and some Thai.” 
 
    “We might still have the Thai,” I chuckled, knowing he said that just so Brian heard again that the plan was for Thai. He led us out to the garage, and I snickered. “We’ve seen this trick before.” All along one wall were hanging license plates, and behind it were orders and product so they could speak in code and not just whatever the drug was being called on the street at the moment. 
 
    “That’s new,” Brian muttered.  
 
    I followed his gaze, and my eyes went wide at the huge overhead storage racks filled with large plastic totes. One was on the ground and stuffed with tightly wrapped bags of pot. “I hate pot is still illegal.” I followed Carter back into the kitchen and then in the dining room where there were a few dozen stacked boxes. The top one was opened and filled with cans of Pringles. “Well sure, they needed munchies.” 
 
    “After the pot, nice,” Emilio chuckled, catching on first. “Yeah, they better not eat what’s inside like chips.” He held one for me to look in.  
 
    “Wow, that’s a lot of opioids,” I muttered, glancing back at the boxes. “This is a huge fucking bust.” 
 
    “You do throw fun parties,” Atkins said from behind us. He was already holding out a tablet to me. “That’s every file from our office.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Don’t thank me for busting dirt,” he grumbled, shaking his head before holding his hand out to Brian. “Good to see you again, Chief Havers. What can the DEA do to help?” 
 
    “You got room on your desks because we honestly don’t?” Brian admitted, yanking off his FBI ball cap. He must have just hit the gym when he got the call because he wasn’t in his normal work suit. “We’ve been giving backup to Sera’s teams being implemented in other offices, and it’s been a time eater.” 
 
    “And we thought Des Moines would be the easy one,” I sighed, knowing what he meant. We’d found some issues with people fucking with the coven and a lot of no one doing shit. Their damn fire department had refused to put out a fire some assholes had set to one of their homes thinking fire would kill vamps. 
 
    Well yeah, but fire burned everyone. Vamps could go out in the sunlight, and they’d been seriously deluded as they’d ranted about the coffins they’d expected to find. 
 
    None of the vamps in my coven had been amused to learn people really thought they slept in coffins. I promised there were idiots everywhere, so it wasn’t just them that had to deal with it. 
 
    I flipped through the files and found the guy about ten in. I told Atkins and gave him exactly what I’d seen, and it wasn’t much, but it might place his agent with the gang, and that was enough to really get things going. He was hesitant, and I understood that, hell, I respected him as a boss for not just taking whatever people said as real accusations, but he knew me too, and I wouldn’t bullshit him. 
 
    “So, um, are you about wrapping up?” Axel asked, his tone trying not to be pointed or pushy, which of course made everyone note it. 
 
    “We were supposed to be having dinner,” I explained to Atkins. 
 
    “Yeah, at a fancy place I thought,” Brian muttered, giving him a look asking what was up. 
 
    Axel played it off, shrugging easily. “She’s had a lot going on suddenly, so I gave the fancy reservation to Alok and Tasar and thought a more causal Thai place.” He cleared his throat. “But I think that’s out now. We can eat at the place I was planning for after dinner.” 
 
    “Well, don’t leave us hanging, man,” Atkins teased him, smiling when Axel shot him a nasty look. “I’m married with kids. Let me live vicariously through you young ones.” 
 
    “Dave and Busters.” 
 
    I smiled at him, suppressing my real reaction and remembering I was the boss and at work. “I’ve never been there.” 
 
    “I figured,” he admitted. 
 
    “How can you never have been to Dave and Busters?” Atkins asked, giving me a look like he wasn’t buying it. 
 
    I shrugged. “I was a dork in high school and college. I didn’t have friends even after because all my undercover work made it hard for anything…” I didn’t want to say “normal,” and “social” didn’t sound right. 
 
    Fine, I was a weirdo. I wanted to go. 
 
    “I’m thousands of years old, and I’ve never been,” Emilio grumbled as if saying to let it go. He did it for me because we were friends, and I appreciated it. 
 
    Someone laughed from upstairs, and those of us fast enough took off out of instinct. Carter reached the room first, and I crashed into him when he froze. I caught myself and moved around him, seeing Sander laughing his ass off as he pointed to the bed.  
 
    “They stuffed the bed with the cash. That so couldn’t be comfortable,” he explained in between gasps. 
 
    Sure enough, there was a small slit on the box spring that gaped, and I could see a bill. I accepted gloves from Carter and squatted down, pulling at the slit so it ripped. Hundred dollar bills came spilling out it was so stuffed. I shook my head and checked the mattress, finding even more. 
 
    “I bet I make less than Atkins too, and once again I’m at the center of a huge bust,” I grumbled as I stood, pulling off the gloves. 
 
    “In my defense, I have more years than you,” he muttered. He might be a rank below me, but he had maybe fifteen years on me. Yeah, that was fair. I even understood it for Brian, as he had more years too. 
 
    It was just the sexism and how often I was in the middle of the shit, but when I was undercover I couldn’t get all the credit. Now I could, and it seemed I mostly just got more crap. 
 
    “Well, you guys have fun, I’m off to my date,” I said, giving a wave as I stepped aside to let them check it out. 
 
    “You’re excited,” Brian muttered, giving me a curious look. “I wouldn’t have guessed that.” 
 
    “Well, I guess you don’t know all my secrets,” I teased him. “When Noah made the date slips, I was talking to Ashley about it, and she asked me where teenage Sera went. My first and immediate answer was Great America. I’ve always wanted to go.” 
 
    “They do something fun for Halloween, and we’ll go,” he promised, giving me a quick kiss. “Go have fun. I got this.” 
 
    “Sorry to add to your workload. I’ll pay in carnal favors.” 
 
    “My wife is not going to be happy about that,” Atkins quipped before Brian could.  
 
    I walked out of there laughing so hard I had to hold onto the railing for the stairs. I did manage to grab my wallet from my bag since Carter had already been driving my SUV. Axel opened the door to his truck for me, and I got in, knowing my detail would be right with us. 
 
    “How fancy was the reservation I messed up?” I asked when we were a few blocks away. 
 
    He shrugged. “I can get it again, or you own a pretty fancy place. The hunt was a fun pregame, and now we can just eat and play. They have great burgers.” 
 
    “You’ve been?” 
 
    “Not on a date but with my team a few times, or even a group of us team leads went. It’s not real sports, but it’s not just sitting home playing video games, and normally there are some good laughs.” He shot me a smirk when we were stopped at a light. “I’m part cat. We like to play.” 
 
    “How is the indoor habitat? The Kitty Club?” I asked. 
 
    “Good, and it’s helped,” he admitted, clearing his throat. “It’s hard being a clanless tiger. Talking to Harris helped like you suggested. I’m glad I left the council, and I like the work I’m doing, but a tiger is used to his territory, and I didn’t realize I was floundering so fast. I am sorry for the thoughtless things I said and hurt you.” 
 
    “You’ve apologized many times, Axel, and I’m glad you explained that you were trying not to let your issues upset me. It seemed like Eugene was putting in all the effort to get to know me and spend time with me when he could, but you didn’t want to and just wanted the sex.” 
 
    “That’s not how I felt at all. What happened wasn’t your fault, and I chose to leave. I just didn’t want to take a swipe at you because I was having a hard time.” 
 
    “But it’s better now, right?” 
 
    “Yes, I like Chicago and the people here,” he answered after a moment, never one just to answer with what people wanted to hear and really thinking about it. “I might take a vacation now and again to a natural habitat since I’m used to that given I traveled all the time with the council, but I’m really happy here.” 
 
    “I’m glad.” I reached over and slid my hand in his that had been resting on the center console. “I felt the same after I was infected and had to change, but I was still in Chicago, so at first it didn’t seem like such a change. But I was undercover, and I did travel too, but it was still the FBI but not. I’m sorry I wasn’t able to help you—” 
 
    “You did. Sera, you absolutely helped me. You asked Harris to talk to me. Havers too. You—you helped. You weren’t in a position to hold my hand every second, and that wouldn’t even have helped. You were amazing, thank you.” He raised my hand to his lips, kissing my knuckles as he kept driving. “So how do you think today will play out?” 
 
    I thought about that a moment. “I think I’ll be in the AG’s office tomorrow explaining why the fuck I didn’t have probable cause and a fight to get this to fly. It’s stupid to not allow it.” 
 
    “You’ve been wanting this fight.” 
 
    “I have,” I admitted. “I believe in due process and the law, I do. I ride in a bit more gray areas than I used to, and I get that, but the bad guys color all outside the lines while we never go near them too often. They push back and get things declared as out of bounds, and we never push back or change the line. I’m tired of it. And I’m really not happy there’s an increase in shootings and homicides.” 
 
    “Yeah, Chicago really wasn’t in a place to go up,” he grumbled. 
 
    “I know. I think this could really help and will be worth the shit I get from all sides since we know I will.” 
 
    He dropped it and talked to me about the new training class, most coming in and ready to throw down and show what they could do, but a few stragglers they were worried about. It was fascinating to listen to because it was the complete other end of what I worked in. I’d never been in an instructor position. Sure, I’d helped train newbie agents or helped my office, but never newbs from the Navy or FBI. 
 
    “The female candidates are pushing hardest,” he told me. “I think a lot of supes hearing that a woman was getting shit done and pushing progress really had some rethink their spots. There are still too many groups that treat females like bitches to bear cubs. You’ve shown them there’s a whole other life out there.” 
 
    “Not just me, but I’m glad to have more coming in. We’re too small a percentage across the board in the FBI, and there’s no reason for that.” 
 
    He found parking, and we got out. I winced when Carter held up the garment bag I’d brought with my outfit to change into and I planned on touching up my makeup. 
 
    “So this isn’t like a sports, sports place, right?” I checked, glancing at Axel as he met up with me around the truck. “I brought something more date like.” I gestured down to my suit, having made that mistake several times when working on rebuilding some of my relationships, and that included dates. “It’s your call.” 
 
    “Um, either should be fine, but I’d really like to see what you picked out to go on a date with me,” he admitted, clearing his throat. I realized he’d probably changed and gotten cleaned up after training given he was in nice jeans and a collared polo.  
 
    “You want to wait for me at the door and I’ll hurry and change?” We were blocked from view pretty well, and then I’d have the vanity mirror for my makeup, but I didn’t have to drag everything with me inside. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll see about tables.” He glanced at Carter and the others. “You guys are eating too, right?” 
 
    “We can’t hang with you?” Sander teased me, wincing when Emilio smacked him upside the head. “Fine, we’ll amuse ourselves.” 
 
    There really was a maturity ceiling people hit because sometimes the ancients acted younger than I was, and they were so, so much older.  
 
    I quickly undressed, my undergarments covering me enough for anyone who caught a glimpse of me, and slid on the dress. I had low wedge sandals to go with it, as I hadn’t wanted to go too fancy since I hadn’t known the full date but… 
 
    “This is too much, right?” I asked Carter, moving so he could see. The cranberry cold shoulder sweater dress had full sleeves but was a low cut V-neck and shorter skirt. I mean, I wasn’t flashing ass, but I would have to be careful how I sat, as it was above mid-thigh. 
 
    “I think it’s perfect, as he’ll get a bit of a view of what you won’t be giving him tonight, and dates are meant to be that flirty,” he assured me. “Now fix your makeup, I’m hungry.” 
 
    “Yes, dear,” I grumbled, hopping up into my SUV and opening the vanity. I did smoky cranberry eyes to match, but not too much as it was a date, not a night of club dancing. “Fuck, I forgot a purse.” 
 
    “He’ll pay, as he asked you and he’s old school,” Carter reminded me. “Give me your phone and wallet so someone has it, and you’ll once again make sure to buy us dinner as we’re guarding you.” 
 
    “You won’t let me pay you to do it,” I reminded him, handing both over. “The least I should do is feed you. You could make ramen at home for a dollar instead of eat here.” 
 
    “We don’t make ramen at home when we’re off,” he drawled as he took it. I put everything else away, and he locked up before flanking me to the front door. 
 
    “Wow, yeah, that’s—you look amazing, Sera,” Axel muttered as I joined him. “They have tables right away as long as they’re fine being split up, which is better for your security.” 
 
    I nodded, thanking him when he opened the door for me. “I’m hungry for a burger now. Maybe a few.” 
 
    “I’ve not eaten at this one, but the ones I have the menu isn’t fancy, but it’s good.”  
 
    We were led to a table while the ancients handled their own dividing up. He pulled out my chair for me, and I sat, smiling at how he didn’t even have to think of doing it, raised when it had simply been what men did.  
 
    “Are you in the mood for a margarita?” he asked. 
 
    “Um, tequila on a first date isn’t smart for me,” I admitted, giving a slight shrug when I felt his confusion. “It hit me hard as a human like wine did, and that hasn’t improved all that much. More now that I like wine and our tolerance is great, but tequila hits me hard on an empty stomach. I was thinking this peach long island ice tea. It sounds nummy, and Simone was talking about maybe switching drinks.” 
 
    “You’re coming up on your year anniversary soon, right?” he asked, wincing when I nodded, swallowing loudly. Yeah, I hadn’t been there for four of the months. I had felt bad I’d gotten any of the profits from those months, but Simone had actually smacked me for saying that. 
 
    “Some days I’m still in shock we pulled it off and it didn’t completely flop. Then remembering there’s a whole other club and everything is just crazy.” 
 
    We ordered some huge nacho platter—picking the non-spicy option since I couldn’t handle spicy and he didn’t want bad breath for a date—and salads meant as meals before each adding a gigantic burger. I honestly couldn’t blame the server for blinking at the table meant for two people as if remembering others weren’t coming later.  
 
    “This is really good,” I muttered after I sipped my drink when she brought it. 
 
    He opened his mouth but then closed it, shaking his head and trying again before leaning in and moving his legs to surround mine since he was so tall and the table small. “I know I should be polite and hit the normal date topics, though I doubt you want to talk about your family and I know I don’t mine, but all I can think about is how I want you, Sera. You’re so perfect tonight, and I want you, now.” 
 
    I was pretty sure I flushed the color of my dress. Fuck a duck.  
 
    So much for going slow and doing things right. 
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    I licked my suddenly dry lips. “I want you too, you know I do, but I want to do things right with you more. We’ve chased each other around and both went through a lot right when we were moving on that. I’ve had so much blow up the second I touch the stove, and I need this to not—I’m trying to stay standing some days still.” 
 
    “I know, and we see it,” he murmured, reaching over and covering my hand with his. “I just needed you to know I felt that, still feel it, and have all through your recovery. I wanted you back, but there wasn’t one moment I wasn’t attracted to you still, Sera. You are more than your body, even if it’s fucking perfection.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I whispered, knowing it was an awkward topic all of them had made a point not to ignore or brush off no matter how hard it was. And there was no good thing to say. It… The situation was fucked up, and I simply appreciated they all tried, wanted to help and comfort me. “And thank you for putting thought into this like you did. It means a lot to me.” 
 
    “Yeah? How much?” he teased me, his lips twitching in a way that let me know he was trying to lighten the topic.  
 
    “I was thinking of asking you to a Bears game. You said something about liking football, and I’ve never been. Do you have a team you like?” 
 
    “No, I just like the athletes giving it their all,” he answered. “I actually prefer college football when it’s still about the game more than the money. I’d love to see a Northwestern home game though. I hear they’re pretty good.” 
 
    I nodded. “I liked seeing the U of I games when I was there. The energy was good always and people excited. NROTC was in charge of the bell on the field, so I saw a few games that way. I couldn’t sit in the stands without getting too much and um, I didn’t really have friends to go with.” 
 
    Our nachos arrived, and he scooted closer so we could share… Which we could have totally done from across the small table. I also realized he’d wanted them just for this. I made sure to bump his arm so he knew I caught on. 
 
    He simply chuckled and rubbed his cheek against mine, sniffing me and making my wolf want to do the same. “So what do you like to do? That seems like a safe first date topic.” 
 
    “I used to read any chance I got when undercover or at the gym,” I answered after some thought. I shrugged. “I enjoyed working out and sparring when I got the chance. I went to the gun range. I mean, all of it was still work, but I enjoyed my work.” I ate another chip as delicately as I could and not spill. “I liked learning the backgrounds for undercover. I studied acting to help.” 
 
    “The FBI has training like that?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, I read some books and actually took a few community college courses after my first assignment. I was bad at reacting. It worked for the cover, but I wanted to learn how to react better and handle things will go wrong. It was a stage acting class that taught me.  
 
    “The first thing the teacher said was twenty things will go wrong the first week of a play and not making things worse was the sign of a good actor.” I shook my head. “I honestly owe the guy a lot. Learning that has saved my ass multiple times, including when I was abducted. I was too embarrassed to ever tell anyone I took the classes, but now I’ve thought about suggesting it.” 
 
    “You should,” he agreed. “Working undercover is dangerous. Anything that can help should be taught for sure. It’s different for us, as we can sense so much, but people still get around that. We still find bad guys no one knew were bad and all of that.” 
 
    “So what do you like to do?” I asked when we had a few moments to digest that. 
 
    “I’m a big reader too,” he answered. “It wasn’t always so easy to get books, and for a while I used to torture myself reading history books that were such lies it pissed me off.” He shot me a side glance. “Promise not to tell anyone?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “I got really into paranormal books. Sci-fi and fantasy too. It started as mythology books and the fascination of what humans wrote to explain what they didn’t understand, but I’ve been addicted to monster or supe books since reading Mary Shelly’s Frankenstein almost two hundred years ago.” 
 
    “I won’t tell,” I promised, leaning in and smiling, liking he was telling me his secrets when he was pretty closed off with others. “When I was in high school, I hid at the library a lot from the foster family I was with part of those two years. I used to read romance books. I liked the books where someone saw the dorky girl and gave her a chance because she was beautiful inside.” 
 
    “You are,” he murmured. 
 
    I shrugged. “I wasn’t then. I was a ball of anger and wrath from all that had happened and I didn’t understand. I was socially inept and awkward. I still have a lot of trouble understanding personal situations. Being undercover helped, because I got to see other sides of things and it wasn’t me, but a character, but so much I still don’t get and feel like I just nod along with.” 
 
    “We all feel that way more than anyone likes to admit, Sera,” he promised, and for some reason when he said it I believed him. 
 
    Our salads came, and he got another drink while I switched to a Coke since I wanted a bit of caffeine and sugar since the weekend had been pretty draining instead of recharging. The food was good, not fancy, fancy, like he’d said, but everything was made well, and I didn’t find any fault with it, as it was exactly what the menu promised. 
 
    The burgers came next, and he got another drink. Normally that would have irked me, as he was driving, but we weren’t leaving right after we ate, and he was a huge tiger shifter. I was pretty sure three drinks—even strong ones—wouldn’t do much to him. 
 
    Apparently I was wrong. 
 
    He paid for dinner and then showed me the Power Card he already had that we used to play the games. I slid my hand in his and let him lead me to the huge gaming area. It was crazy and bright and a bit loud, my wolf taking a moment to acclimate and block some of it out. 
 
    I gasped at what I focused on first and pulled him over to the crane game that had all kinds of crazy rubber duckies. “How do I play this? Can you teach me to do this?” 
 
    “You like duckies?” he asked, giving me a funny look. 
 
    “No, Tommy collects them,” I answered, looking through the glass at the options. “We should try to get the tiger striped one.” I glanced over and saw he was still staring at me. “They didn’t have normal childhoods. None of us in our house did because the twins were dirt poor and Noah was too old. So we all picked something that might be childish but we got a pass. He likes duckies.” 
 
    “Of course you would come up with something like that. What’s yours?” 
 
    “Disney puzzles,” I admitted, turning away from his smile. “I never got the chance to dream of fairytales like other girls. We put them together and have fun.” 
 
    “That’s why the pictures in your apartment are puzzles. You like them. You said that before.” 
 
    “I do. How do I do this?” 
 
    He showed me how to swipe the card to play and then control the claw and hit the button to drop and grab. I wasn’t sure he needed to stand pressed against me to do it, his large arms boxing me in, but I did know he was happy to be there. 
 
    And it messed me up. 
 
    “You are so ridiculously sexy and adorable. How are you both?” he murmured, brushing his lips over my neck. “I’m sorry. I was nervous and skipped lunch, and three drinks shouldn’t have hit me, but they were strong and I was nervous. Don’t get mad I got buzzed.” 
 
    “I’m not,” I promised, glad at least he explained it. I glanced over my shoulder to let him see I was fine, and his mouth mashed to mine as he turned me, pressing me up against the glass as we misbehaved in the family friendly place. 
 
    “I don’t want to push no matter how much I’m dying to finally be inside you, feel you around me, but let me come home with you tonight. No sex. I promise no sex. I just want to taste you again. I haven’t since New York, and I need to. My tiger needs to taste you and feel you’re back, you’re ours again. Let me please my Alpha and give her what she needs before I hold her tonight.” 
 
    “But not because I’m Alpha, right?” I checked, knowing I’d made it clear I was his Alpha and not Haton in the past, but I wouldn’t get involved with someone who wanted an Alpha. 
 
    I wanted him to want Sera. 
 
    “I don’t want you because you’re Alpha. There’s an extra layer of desperate to make you happy that comes from my tiger, but I promise you that the man I am doesn’t give a fuck you’re Alpha.” 
 
    “I don’t give a fuck you’re a tiger, but my wolf and siren—it’s the wildness, not what you are,” I told him, knowing that was a sensitive topic for him too. “And maybe a bit of tiger sex sounding hot after you told me what it was.” 
 
    “Glad we made it clear because I was worried too. I didn’t think you cared, but I needed to hear it.” He gave me a chaste kiss before pressing his lips against my ear. “I want you for real, Sera. I want us to be real. I want that more than I want to make you scream. Whatever you need because I want to do this right. You might just have to smack me back sometimes because my tiger’s aggressive.” 
 
    “I’ll try, but it’s not my strong suit either,” I admitted. “Carter helps. I know that’s weird to say, but he helps me a lot like saying dates should be flirty or you’ll want to pay. It’s like he leaves me little bread crumbs so I don’t get too flustered or upset I don’t know what I’m doing and I should by my age.” 
 
    “I honestly think it’s fucking sexy that you don’t and will admit it. You don’t do bluster. You’re real and honest.” Another kiss and he spun me around. “Let’s get Tommy some duckies.” 
 
    By the third try I managed a pink dragon duck and then a duck wearing a frog mask and paint that was fairly terrifying. Axel got the tiger duck his first try, and I burst out laughing at how he puffed out his chest that he’d done it. 
 
    I knew he did it so I would laugh, which was why it was perfect. 
 
    Next, he showed me a game called the Speed of Light, which was to hit the buttons that lit up before they went dark and to get as many as I could before the timer went out. The catch was they were spread out over a five by five foot area. 
 
    “Ready?” he asked, chuckling as I pushed up my sleeves and nodded. He started it, and I moved as quick as I could, thinking it was pretty fantastic for reflex testing. 
 
    Except it was made for humans, so I almost felt bad like I was cheating. 
 
    “How did I do?” I asked when the timer went out. 
 
    “You turned on about every guy around,” someone muttered as he walked by with his friends.  
 
    “She does that a lot,” Axel replied, letting him know we’d heard him. 
 
    The guy gave me a onceover. “Yeah, I bet. Your girlfriend is seriously smokin’, man.” 
 
    “Well, glad you got that compliment somehow?” I grumbled, shaking my head. 
 
    “Because I called him on what he said,” he explained. “And you did great. You got the high score and a ton of tickets.” 
 
    Which we turned in later and picked prizes. Even I knew that part, but I was just glad that they went on the card so we weren’t holding physical tickets. 
 
    We played some timing games, like digital spin the wheel and press the button to try and stop it on the item you wanted it to. They reminded me of like the slots in casinos but a way to skirt gambling instead of doing something to earn tickets. Axel didn’t seem into them either, but I appreciated he wanted me to try as many games as I wanted. 
 
    I did like the physical ones. It wasn’t as if they were tiring, but it was fun to try and get the ball in the jug and laugh when we missed or how it bounced just wrong… Not that we missed that often. I felt a bit like we were cheating, but then again, there were humans who could rock the football throwing as well. 
 
    Which Axel seriously did. He was so fast and accurate he kept having to wait for the next ball to roll down as the timer counted down. I played a basic carnival game of hitting over ugly dolls, and then we went head to head on a basketball game. I won by a few points and smirked at him. 
 
    “It’s fine, I got distracted too,” he muttered, staring at where my skirt had rode up. “Fuck, you are so hot.” 
 
    I wasn’t big into video games, but we had fun doing a racing game where we both sat in the fake vehicles and raced each other. I was laughing so hard when I hit him on purpose and spun him off the track and into the water that I ended up crashing. 
 
    It really was a great date, and we both had fun. A few hours of play and we were very, very ready for another type of playing. Axel couldn’t even hide how ready he was as I played a shooter game and his hands were all over me. 
 
    “Let’s leave the tickets on your card for next time,” I murmured as he kissed along my neck. “We got duckies. That’s enough for me.” 
 
    “I should get you to bed,” he added. He let out a soft growl as he cupped my breast as he hugged me to him. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what was going on, but then I saw a group of guys staring at me like I was their next easy lay. “Keep walking.” I moved Axel’s hand off my boob. “Don’t get that jealous in public over idiots.” 
 
    “I smell more than you do,” he defended as he nodded. He moved his arm around me, and we headed for the exit, stopping when we saw Sander was in the middle of a racing game. “Great guards.” 
 
    “Don’t be mean,” I chuckled, knowing he was just teasing them. It had to suck to be on a date with us like this, and seriously, they could hear any problems across the large area. I didn’t care if they were all reading books and just there in case I needed them. If they stared at me every second of every day, that would creep me out, and they knew that. 
 
    Not even ten minutes later we were all over each other in the elevator heading up to my apartment. I said good night to my detail, ignoring Sander when he offered to come up and help Axel if he needed it. 
 
    “I’m punching you in the morning,” Axel warned the ancient vampire when they got off on their floor. Then he was back to mapping every inch of my mouth with his tongue. He had my bag and everything I’d gotten back from Carter, and the second we arrived at my floor, I was over his shoulder and we were at my door he was unlocking. 
 
    “Caveman,” I chuckled, so amused I couldn’t even get annoyed by how often one of them toted me around. They were all big guys, so it wasn’t hard for them to do it even if I was five-ten. I mean, Axel was seven fucking feet, so yeah, it was like me picking up a kid. 
 
    “Say yes,” he whimpered after the door was closed and locked. 
 
    “No sex,” I reminded him, giving him permission for whatever else once he agreed. He was careful not to ruin the dress he loved, but had it off of me quickly. Then I was on my hands and knees on the bed before he walked over to my tablet and webcam. “Really?” 
 
    “Yes,” he growled. “My turn to tease others, and I’ve been dying to.” 
 
    I shrugged, my wolf and siren loving the attention and others in my life getting so turned on. I took off my shoes while he started the call others could join in on and got undressed. Then he ripped off my bra and panties before kneeling next to the bed. 
 
    “You submit to me on all fours, and I’m kneeling for you,” he explained before burying his face everywhere fun. I fisted the bedding as I let out a deep groan, not having had any attention or fun in almost a week because of Topher showing up. I wasn’t mad about it—of course not—but it made sense I was so desperate and came so fast. A week for a siren and new wolf was way, way too long. 
 
    I dropped my shoulders to the bed, smirking when he growled in approval, and made sure I was facing the webcam so the others could see me. I got several more orgasms before he climbed on the bed and moved over me. I flipped us and straddled him, his hard and monster dick pressed against me.  
 
    “Is this what you want?” I teased him, grinding against him so my scent was all over him and it brought us both pleasure. 
 
    “Yes,” he hissed, his eyes flashing power as he reached up and teased my breasts. “Ride me, Sera. Tease me and bite me.” 
 
    I licked my lips as I eyed his neck. Yeah, I could do that. I moved faster and faster, and we both finished hard. I did it again just to make sure he was well sated and then bit him, pleased when it gave him another, smaller orgasm. 
 
    After a bit of a snuggle and some hot kisses, I got up and headed to the bathroom for my nightly routine. I stuck my head out when I heard Axel growling. “What?” 
 
    “Carter’s offering to come wash your back while he fucks you hard since we’re not having sex,” he answered. 
 
    I swallowed a laugh as I looked over at the webcam. “Stop pushing everyone’s buttons, Carter. Night guys.” I finished up and crawled in bed once my ring was back on. Axel handled what he needed to and then joined me, wrapping himself around me protectively but also like I was his favorite snuggly. 
 
    I hoped I was. 
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    The next morning I was standing in court ready to battle the injunction filed against using my nose to sniff out evidence. I’d expected that, so I really only had one question I needed an answer on. “How the fuck did they get a hearing on an injunction for arrests that happened last night?” 
 
    Marshall, the attorney from the AG’s office I’d worked with too many times to count, gave a sigh. “They filed, and the AG agreed we should see if this will fly before all the time and energy is invested in a case this big with multiple agencies.” 
 
    “Right, so could someone have checked with me that I was ready?” I seethed. “What if I couldn’t be here? No one called me until this morning and to get my ass here. Are you like kidding me?” 
 
    “Not my call,” he reminded me, giving me a look that was all he could say, and I backed off. Right, the AG was probably pissed he was getting thrown into this without me talking to him first. 
 
    Uh-huh, but that would scream this was a setup. That was the last thing we wanted. 
 
    We took our spots, Dain joining us given he was an attorney and FBI, and the judge got us going. Unfortunately for my temper, the attorney on the other side started with a bang. 
 
    “Your Honor, I’m requesting this blatant abuse of authority be ruled as such and the whole case tossed,” he said sweetly. “Just because Chief Thomas is a bitch wolf and more animal than person doesn’t mean she can just do what she wants when she wants. On top of that, everyone knows how loose her morals are where—” 
 
    “I don’t want a lecture on morals when I smell two women on you that you’ve had sex with recently and you wear a wedding ring,” I cut in. “So either you have a mistress or two, but I think cheater is worse morally than my personal dating life. And I’m better behaved, not name calling, while you brand me an animal.” 
 
    “You are a bitch, are you not? I’ve heard multiple times you’re Alpha Bitch too.” 
 
    “I’m Alpha, not Alpha Mate, and I’m not a natural wolf but a werewolf, so it’s just as unacceptable to call me that in court just as if I was a human woman.” I shot the judge a peeved look. “I get you don’t like me, Your Honor, but this is a conversation for adults and a respectable discussion to happen, not crazy accusations.” 
 
    His eyes flashed shock before he opened and closed his mouth. “I dislike this situation, Chief Thomas, and being the one dragged into it, not you specifically.” 
 
    “She can’t even get that right, and we’re supposed to trust anything else she just tells us?” the attorney snipped, and I gave the judge a look that it was time to spill. 
 
    He sighed, leaning back in his chair. “Yes, fine, I don’t like you, Chief Thomas. You start a lot of problems that don’t need to be, and I have a problem with your personal life as well.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Great, I don’t care, Your Honor. That doesn’t change the fact this is a line we need a ruling on. You don’t like me, so what? We won’t braid each other’s hair.” I winced, glancing at his balding head. “Sorry, didn’t mean it as a slight. I work with people all the time I don’t like. All I need to know is you’ll still hear me and my argument and keep the other side civil. There’s a lot on the line here.” 
 
    “Yes, you have lots to protect,” the attorney said with a smirk. 
 
    Rage flared in the judge’s eyes. “That’s a warning right here, counselor. Control yourself or I’m dismissing your injunction and ruling this was a fair bust. I may not agree with Chief Thomas on much, but I don’t like you either. So don’t make this we’re friends as humans, as we’re not. And you just got knocked to the top of the list of people I would sign a warrant to arrest if something happens to Chief Thomas.” 
 
    “I apologize, Your Honor, that wasn’t how I meant it,” he lied. “Her very career could be on the line with this ruling.” 
 
    “I don’t need a werewolf’s nose to know that was a lie, so behave and stop with the insults or I will find you in contempt.” He waited until the attorney nodded before glancing at me. “Now, we’re here on you using your heightened senses to initiate this bust.” 
 
    “There is precedence to throw that out,” the attorney cut in. “Cops can’t smell pot and search a person they think might have pot on them. The ruling in California a few years ago clearly states that.” 
 
    “And I agree with that,” I said quickly. “I do. This is different. I didn’t just smell pot, which could have been a guy around someone smoking or too close to people on a bus wearing too much hemp oil. I smelled the actual cocaine.” 
 
    “You know drugs that well?” the attorney shot back. 
 
    “I know what they smell like from all the busts I’ve been on since becoming a wolf,” I threw right back.  
 
    “Have you ever done drugs, Chief Thomas?” 
 
    I frowned at him, thinking that was a bit much. “No, I’ve never…” I winced, glancing at the judge and knowing he might have access to my FBI file. “I’ve never willingly done drugs. Someone gave a pot brownie to the sixteen-year-old college sophomore, but I spit it out when someone else warned me. I’ve been around lots of drugs undercover and maybe a few contact highs, but that’s it.” 
 
    He nodded. “I wasn’t going to make you answer. That’s not even remotely relevant to any of this, but thank you for being honest and clear.” He gave me a curious look. “How does cocaine smell to you, Chief Thomas?” 
 
    I thought about that a moment. “Have you ever taken a pill, I’m thinking of my migraine pills, and you didn’t fully get it down quick enough? Like it starts to melt on your tongue and you gag at the taste and then you can smell it too?” 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    “That’s the smell. That’s the closest thing I can compare cocaine to. It’s that gross, chemical aftertaste that burns your nose.” I shrugged. “And I could smell it and a lot of it. There are lines that are confusing, especially for a new shifter even if I’m powerful.” 
 
    “For example?” he asked, knowing I had a point I was making. 
 
    “I know you took a shower this morning with Ivory soap. I can smell it from here.” I gave him a moment to let that sink in, and he nodded I was right. “Now, I think it’s bar, but it could be body wash. That’s a hard line since I’m new. I think you used the aloe one, but you could have put on aloe extra something. So there are lines that I understand some would have problems with. 
 
    “This just isn’t one of them. I didn’t smell cigarettes and try to say they were counterfeit. That would be ridiculous. This is a smell that is as clear as smelling fresh coffee that’s strong and wakes you up. And we could all smell it. The centuries old tiger shifter and ancient vampires with me. We all knew there was cocaine and a lot of it.” 
 
    “That’s a hard line to enforce, Chief Thomas,” the judge admitted after a moment. 
 
    “Is it, Your Honor?” I challenged. “Do I have to limit my vision as well?” I smelled his confusion and was glad he was at least taking this seriously. “So this injunction is saying I should have walked away because I smelled something a human couldn’t. Do I have to limit my vision too? If I see a crime, can I only count it if it’s something a human with 20/20 vision can see?  
 
    “Some humans can see 20/10. Do we not count their testimony? Or do we turn it back to what only people with bad eyes can see? No, that’s a fast way to discount witness testimony. So at what point am I neglectful in my duties if I don’t act just because I have better senses than humans as a werewolf?” 
 
    He studied me for several moments. “You’re right that this was a discussion and ruling needed.” 
 
    “I’ve thought so, but it hasn’t come up until now in this way, and I know it’s a headache, it is on my end as well, but it’s valid. I didn’t smell the money in the house and bust them for assuming it was made selling drugs. I smelled the pounds of cocaine, and it brought me there.” 
 
    “And how did you get there to smell it?” the attorney challenged. “That’s part of my issue with this and filing the injunction. There are rules about when to use detection dogs for traffic stops to sniff cars, and you being a dog and there just—” 
 
    “Call Chief Thomas another name and I’ll find you in contempt of court,” the judge warned him, giving him a withering stare. “I let the other slide, as I thought it was an actual label like top female wolf in a pack, but a wolf isn’t a dog. Enough.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Honor, but my point is still valid.” 
 
    “It is,” I agreed, chuckling when they both gave me shocked looks. “I know my rep is I don’t care for the rules, the maverick who spent too much time undercover, or whatever other bull people like to spout about a successful woman in law enforcement because if I was male, there would be Bond praises. But I believe in the law and rules and lines, having busted many who abused their power. 
 
    “This wasn’t delaying a traffic stop to get the detection dogs. We were there on a called in tip that some guys were roughing up a person they thought was a vampire. It sounded more like a possible sexual assault in the context given, but it could have been a vampire being harassed to show fangs and suck someone, as we’ve seen that.  
 
    “I was headed that way and agreed to check out the tip. It’s not normally me, but we don’t go alone into dicey areas any more than CPD does. I, however, have my security detail after what happened to me. They’re all FBI. We didn’t find anything to the tip, none of us smelling a vampire had been there anytime recently, so it was probably a human being harassed, and we gave that information to CPD.” 
 
    “As that’s not your jurisdiction,” the judge muttered. “And you handed over what you found to the regular FBI?” 
 
    “I did, Your Honor. I called in FBI and a DEA agent I’ve worked with, as it’s his backyard too. CPD vice showed up, but I left it to the others as to what they wanted to share.” 
 
    “You were headed for a date and gave it all over to your lover who—” the attorney started, but the judge hit the gavel. 
 
    “Watch it,” he warned. “She followed every protocol and executed this by the book. Her personal relationships are not in question here, as they were all professional. There are other cops or feds who date. Enough.” He gave me a curious look. “But you’re very sure this is a good bust. What else happened?” 
 
    I opened my mouth but then closed it, glancing at Marshall who hadn’t said anything yet.  
 
    He nodded that he had it. “The cocaine smell wasn’t all that pushed Chief Thomas to arrest people, Your Honor, but it is the issues in the injunction, so we’d like that ruling before murking up the water that she was still valid without it.” 
 
    He gave a slow nod. “Is there any smell cocaine could transfer, Chief Thomas? Like our example of someone smelling of pot because they were near someone who smoked it.” 
 
    “No, not that I have remotely come across,” I told him. “The smell is so distinct after we cleared the house we put VapoRub under our noses because it—you can’t get rid of the smell. It like singes. I’ve never been by someone and maybe a bit dropped on their clothes and I smelled it after the wash like pot can linger. It doesn’t get in the air or cling to clothes.” 
 
    He was quiet another few moments. “Fine, then I’m ruling supernatural law enforcement are allowed to use their heightened senses as probable cause when it’s cocaine, but only cocaine. You’re completely right, Chief Thomas, and restricting you to human limits when you can see, hear, and smell more is ridiculous. The line here is clear, and I’ll allow it.” 
 
    I nodded. “I didn’t smell the opioids over the cocaine. I couldn’t. I found those later.” 
 
    “Good.” He banged the gavel, and I let out a sigh that we’d won. “Now, answer my other question.” 
 
    “We had our badges out, and the guy on the porch flashed his gun at me, Your Honor, and warned me to keep walking. I didn’t, which was pretty valid, and I saw the cocaine all over the living room table through the window in the door before I even breached. I had every right. My nose brought us to that house, but I had more than that to enter the premises.” 
 
    “Understood. Good luck with the rest of the case.” He stood, and just like that, it was done. 
 
    Awesome. Seriously awesome, and it was a nice win for the good guys. 
 
    For once. 
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    The next week was crazy with work and getting into a groove of having a baby even if I wasn’t his main caretaker. Dain handled everything to make the adoption happen, Clayton signing the right papers and overnighting them from Greece before court. I must have checked about a dozen times that he was really safe now.  
 
    I got to see him for a bit in the morning, and after work I made sure we had some bonding time, normally up at the pool, as the doc had said fresh air was good for him. We were always in the shade, and when the temperature dropped, I made sure he was in the right clothes. 
 
    Honestly, eating dinner up there was a nice routine, as we had the huge kitchen, and there was no reason we couldn’t do large meals or something. Well, someone else, I wasn’t cooking with Topher in the wrap. I wasn’t that comfortable yet. 
 
    I’d only changed five damn diapers without help. I still didn’t like to make the formula on my own. Others knew how to, and there was no rush.  
 
    We did paint the nursery after the stencils arrived. Gayle actually handled a lot of that with her airbrushing talents, and it was super cute and peaceful. It was a good space, which was nice. 
 
    I felt like I blinked and it was time for the tour of the Shifter Council prisons. Apollo had come in several days early, so he got me on a weekend, and he was fairly good with Topher, though I really didn’t see him changing a diaper anytime soon. He seemed amused by getting to hold a baby, and that was about it. 
 
    Dain handled the arrangement with Nina to get me the potion so they could get me on the plane. I was a mess that morning, and I barely said goodbye to Topher because I didn’t want him to feel this.  
 
    “Call it off,” Dain demanded when I had a panic attack. “Enough, Sera.” 
 
    “No, I can do this. We need this win,” I argued as I started to come around. “Someone else will be in charge next year, and we tend to swing back between Republican and Democrat when that happens. What if we get some asshole who hates us? We could miss this chance. We have to do this.” 
 
    “Okay, okay, we will,” he whispered when I started to get upset again. He knelt in front of me and kissed me. “I love you. You are the bravest, most selfless, and sometimes stupidest woman to hurt yourself for others. You got this.” 
 
    “I got this,” I agreed, hurrying to take the potion. He held me as I passed out, probably realizing that it wasn’t just the plane triggering me but taking a potion to make me unconscious… Sort of like the ones that had almost killed me when I’d been abducted. 
 
    “You got this,” Dain said when I woke. He was kneeling in front of me, the plane landing waking me. He kept my gaze as I caught up and eased down, having zonked out in that panicked state of mind. “We’ve arrived. Everything was fine.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I breathed, my racing heart echoing in my ears. “I need a minute.” 
 
    “Whatever you need, Thomas,” Galvin said gently from behind me.  
 
    Dain seemed to understand my confusion. “There was a change. They landed at Palwaukee and then flew out with us to show up together and make it clear what side you’re on.” 
 
    I sighed. “I’m always the fucking chew toy.” 
 
    “I get it all the time, Thomas,” the president chuckled. “You really can sleep on a plane like people say.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. The potion was just so I didn’t have to walk up to a plane, but that—that might have been stupid.” 
 
    “How so?” he asked. 
 
    “It was a potion that kept her knocked out when she was abducted, maybe close to the potion she took,” he explained as he rubbed his hands over my legs. “Do you want to try something else for the flight home?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I want to not feel like this and be so fucking weak.” 
 
    “You are not weak,” he rasped. “Sera, half of us were freaked out about you getting on a plane. We felt it too, okay? It was your first time. Cut yourself some slack.” 
 
    I gave a watery chuckle. “We’ve well established that is not one of my strong suits.” I let out a slow breath as the plane stopped. “I really need another minute before we go out by the sharks. I need not to smell of panic.” 
 
    “I got this,” Axel muttered, handing me his phone. I wasn’t sure what was going on, but I took it, smiling as I flipped through new pictures of the boys, each of them holding Topher and smiling.  
 
    “Thanks.” I handed the phone back and nodded. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    I headed to the door, but Axel actually went out first. We were parked in a private hangar without being able to see much. I got the vibe it was connected right to the rest of the council facility, which the guards confirmed by asking us to follow them instead of getting in vehicles.  
 
    And the fact that we were greeted by guards. There was a point being made there, I was sure of that, as the president didn’t normally wait on the tarmac to greet people. But they weren’t at his level and trying to say they were. That didn’t endear them to me. 
 
    “So your plane now gets flagged as Air Force One, right?” Axel asked, trying to lighten my mood. “It’s any plane he rides on, so now yours counts.” 
 
    “Funny man,” I chuckled, shaking my head.  
 
    We walked down a hallway that broke off into several offshoots that I noticed didn’t have any signs. Smart. It made breaching the facility harder if anyone ever got that far if there weren’t signs like in a hospital. And I was fairly certain there was no chance of getting a map of the facility no matter anyone’s contacts. No one would be stupid enough to screw over the council like that. 
 
    The guards stopped and moved aside to show who was waiting. I nodded to Queen Laila, her eyes filling with amusement and mischief at whatever she was getting off of me. Yeah, she would like it, and honestly I was bummed Bijan couldn’t make it and was missing it. It was so rare people stuck it to those who deserved it. 
 
    “Before we get started with all the introductions and tours, there’s something I need to handle first,” I announced as I adjusted my neck and stretched out from after the potion and plane ride. I glanced over to Galvin and the president’s surprised expressions and smirked. “Sorry about using this for what I needed, but it will make sure things don’t spin out later. I promise you’ll enjoy the show.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Galvin sighed. I didn’t blame him. The president was both of our boss, but I was his subordinate. 
 
    I slid off my suit jacket and handed it over to Carter, thanking him before turning back to the council members who had all showed up to get their pat on the back about how awesome the facility was and boast of their part. I’d figured they would, which made this perfect. 
 
    “So who has been spreading the rumors about me?” I froze in rolling up my sleeves, blinking at how many smelled of guilt. “Oh, well, I didn’t expect that, but I suggest ceasing the practice and fast or you will piss me the fuck off.” I continued rolling my sleeves but glanced at Councilman Martin. “Some of you are under the faulty impression you are untouchable, I cannot touch you. 
 
    “Wrong answer, kids. You are my fucking jurisdiction. You are supe citizens of this country or residing here with the right papers. That makes me able to be all over your asses.” I thumbed over my shoulder. “And I have bosses before anyone starts spewing shit that I’m a… Whatever. There’s always a range. But I want this clear because if I hear of other rumors, we will be right back here. 
 
    “I will come back and hand you your asses, as now I have enough images and everything I need to find this place again.” I held up my hand to show I wasn’t wearing my ring. “So don’t make me come back, but right now I’m here for whoever has been spreading lies that I’m a council plant in the FBI. That I was put there and someone is pulling my strings. 
 
    “That I am playing the FBI to help supes commit crimes and cover up any baddies. That my APA idea is some mob network to screw humans and do whatever we want.” I raised an eyebrow at two whose hearts were freaking out, but then one who was also worried. I focused on him first. “You weren’t doing it, but you knew. Are you planning on apologizing for that?” 
 
    He pressed his lips in a line, clearly saying to fuck off. 
 
    I bobbed my head as I stretched out my arms. “I’d think about that because you’re about to find out how bad my temper is.” I smirked at the others. “And you thought I wouldn’t dare, right? I’m such a good little government minion, and that was why some of you wanted me taken out, right? Well, I left the boy scout at home, and my bosses are here to see this. 
 
    “Because it’s completely legal. Alphas aren’t allowed to break the law. By saying your bullshit, as council members, you’ve stated I’ve been breaking the law and challenged my…” 
 
    “Viability,” Dain offered. 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, that works. I was thinking competency. You challenged my viability and competency as Alpha, and I can answer that challenge.” I smirked at them. “And I plan to.” 
 
    I moved in a flash and took their legs out from under them, both reacting just as fast. One was more powerful than me, dripping power even like the vampire Councilman Dubois that haunted my nightmares. But he wasn’t as good in a fight as I was, and the other wasn’t in my league, so I wasn’t as worried about him.  
 
    I blocked one shot and used his momentum to fling him into the wall, smirking when I heard things break. I threw an elbow into his head just to make it extra hurt and then laid out the other one in a few moves. Starting with the stronger one, I pinned him down and basically sat on his back, grinding his face against the concrete floor.  
 
    “Well, that was fun,” I chirped in a sing song voice to be extra condescending. “I didn’t even break a sweat, but it was nice after the flight.” I didn’t pull images from his mind, as sometimes that could make my nose bleed or me puke, and that didn’t show strength. Instead, I draped my influence on him and let my siren grab what she could. “Oh, you are a bad boy.” 
 
    “Enough,” he snarled, trying to fight me. 
 
    I elbowed his head again and then swatted his butt. “Bad boy. Behave or your punishment will be worse.” I chuckled as my hand changed into a claw to hold him down, still using that syrupy sweet voice. “Someone likes hot prey shifters. He’s jealous I have sexy foxes and docile gulls.” I threw back my head and laughed, my siren aligning with me. “He wants his own Playboy bunnies. 
 
    “Find some hotties that want immortality, and I’ve got the bunnies. His own prey shifter harem, as he gets a cut from all the supe businesses after he takes over the APA because he assumed I got some profits of the companies that joined.” I dug my claws into his skull. “I don’t, dummy. It’s a business association, just like every city has, but it’s across the country. There’s not even a membership fee. Everyone just has to be clean. 
 
    “But if you started enough rumors I was dirty, threw in some trails for people to pick up and hold over my head, you thought you had me, huh?” I turned his head enough to see his eyes, smirking. “If you’re going to come up with an evil plan for world dominance or whatever, you might want to check you’re actually the smartest one around. 
 
    “You’re not, and you were never going to make me your little bitch. I’m not just insulted for me, but all the intelligent people I do and have worked with. So you thought no one would notice I went from busting all the baddies and filling your prisons to just nothing?  
 
    “All of a sudden all the cases disappear and no one would figure that out? Not how that works, pookey.” I flipped him and stood, planting my boot heel on his chest and smirking when he was too hurt to make me move. “Have I made my point that I’m not the bitch here?” I chuckled even as he didn’t answer. “You know it even if you won’t say it. That’s close enough for me.” 
 
    I pushed my power to him, fully enthralling him as I changed my claw back before moving onto the other one and doing the same. I smacked his head into the concrete a few times while shooting the guy I wanted to apologize a warning look he better think fast, as I was almost done with my fun. 
 
    “So you wanted me,” I purred to the second councilman. “Oh, you naughty boy. You wanted to make me your bitch and take it all over. Get some bullshit evidence of my corruption, and I would just grab my toes because all women are weak.” I flipped him over as I stood and launched the heel of my boot into his groin, grinding it into him until I was sure every man there winced. “Tell me how weak I am, bitch. 
 
    “Tell me you’re the man here and you could ever take me over.” I moved my foot some more. “What? Is something wrong, honey? Well, we don’t need to compare penis size, as I don’t have one, and mine is still bigger than yours. Do you now get that and next time I will shove your dick so far up your ass that you will pray for death?”  
 
    “I understand,” he wheezed. 
 
    “Good boy,” I taunted, enthralling him before looking over at Dain. “Could you give me two collars and leashes for my new bitches, honey?” 
 
    “Three.” 
 
    I frowned but then remembered what he meant. “Right, three.” I darted over to the wolf elder and landed a roundhouse kick that sent him flying. He was on his feet and charging me, but I was stronger and faster, able to use my shoulder and hip to flip him over me and slam him into the floor, several things in him breaking.  
 
    He coughed up blood, but I wasn’t done yet, punching his back until I heard some more bones break and it got hard for him to breathe. I changed my hand again and used my claws to slice off his suit jacket, shirt, and tie so his nape and back were exposed to me. 
 
    “Should I bite you, bitch?” I sang as I ran my claws over his nape. “You’re broken. You’re weakened, so that’s the time to give a bite, huh?” I glanced over to an amused Eugene. “That’s what he told you, right?” 
 
    “He did,” he confirmed for the others there, the smell of shock filling the area. I figured Haton had told them, so they didn’t believe her, but Eugene? I wasn’t sure if that was sexism or what, but it annoyed me even more. 
 
    “So let’s settle this before you have the same fate as the last wolf elder,” I purred, sliding my claws over his back and slicing him this time. “I’m an American citizen. I was first. Greece did not send me for some offshoot of their power there. You’re also not going to flex your muscles with me as their third and adopted daughter—infected and infertile even. That ends.” 
 
    He didn’t reply, so I sliced several muscles in his arms, the point clear he couldn’t flex them.  
 
    “There is no smacking me into my place and using the bitch or any other of that sexist crap. It ends. I am done with this shit, and I know that even if you’re the elder, I’m more powerful, so I think it wise you remember that and do what you should and not get distracted with fanciful thoughts. No more trying to send in a man to take control or conquer me.” 
 
    I stood and met other council gazes, making sure that last part was for them too. I went over to Axel and Eugene, who wrapped an arm around me from each side and nuzzled my hair while sending warning looks as well. 
 
    “Because they chose me,” I purred. “I know you and others here run your mouths about pussy whipping them or whatever other bullshit, like that’s the only way a woman can get men to agree with her. You want to know the fun part?” 
 
    “We haven’t had sex with her,” Eugene explained when confusion filled the air. He moved his other hand to my stomach and kissed my shoulder. “We’re still hunting her, and we still chose her.” 
 
    “And it certainly wasn’t only sexual,” Axel added. “The reaction some of you have had to her and the changes pushed us out the door. Trying to mate me off for an alliance for you was the last straw.” 
 
    “So that blows your bullshit up all over the place,” I taunted. “I didn’t melt them to my will with sex. We’re still hunting, and we might be for a while.” 
 
    “Really?” Axel asked, not able to hide the disappointment in his tone as I pulled away. 
 
    “We’ll see, my tiger,” I chuckled, a few others as well. “All of you team leaders have been trouble from the beginning, but you two—”  
 
    “Three,” a deep voice huffed from my left.  
 
    I blinked at Ari, the elephant shifter team lead I’d met in New York that my wolf had such a strong reaction to. She did again, making it clear she wasn’t happy I didn’t call him. I held up my hand. “Don’t. Just don’t. I’ve aired enough personal and embarrassing stuff in front of my boss and the president for one trip to handle this.” 
 
    “And I sent you on an assignment because she asked I make sure you weren’t here,” Haton hissed. 
 
    He shrugged. “I made sure to finish fast.” He glanced over my shoulder to the humans before meeting my gaze again. “Several have said the reaction was only me, that you didn’t feel it too or—” 
 
    “That’s your fault for running your mouth about personal stuff,” I snapped. 
 
    Ari licked his lips and shook his head. “No, it was in defense, as Barry started shit, and I had questions to answer as to why I wanted to visit Chicago when they were worried you’d steal more of us for the FBI. I was saying it was personal and needed.” 
 
    “Don’t,” I whispered when he moved closer. “Don’t do this, and not in front of them, and I’ll let you visit.” 
 
    “Admit you feel it too.” 
 
    “I don’t know what I feel,” I snarled, storming over to him and shoving at his chest. “I don’t know what this is, but something is going on with my wolf. I’m still new, so stop pushing my buttons.” He opened his mouth, and I let my power flare until he bared his neck to me. “I am Alpha here. If your fucking pride is so important, then I would never want you in my life anyways.” 
 
    “It’s not pride,” he whispered, letting out a slow breath. “It’s rare. As you said, it’s not what you’ve felt before. I’m sorry I was a dick, but I needed to see you. I needed to.” 
 
    “What are you feeling?” Eugene asked gently. “We weren’t with you when you met him. You felt a spark like you did when we met, right?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I felt intrigue with Axel because of his eyes and knowledge, and then I found out he was a good person and fun to tease. I’m not a swoony woman. You were so damn serious, but we got to know each other when you helped me out. You’re both ridiculously hot, but this isn’t—it’s more like…” I trailed off and glanced at Dain.  
 
    “You know he should be in your life as you knew for me,” he offered. 
 
    I shook my head. “No, this is just my wolf. She was pissed I would walk away from him after meeting him instead of taking him up on his offer. It’s not full moon hormones or—she’s angry I didn’t call him. She’s about twenty seconds from shifting and throwing a fit unless I say he can really visit.” 
 
    “Your animals are courting,” he explained. “Your wolf scented his elephant, and just like you can feel sparks with a man or that desperate pull towards someone, your wolf does. He’s right that it’s rare. I do know that Alena and Zeno felt that when they met.” 
 
    “Oh fuck,” I whispered, glancing between him and the elephant. “Fuck. I don’t need more men, Dain. Even I can’t brush off the harem comments. There’s only so much of me to go around, and I have a full fucking plate.” 
 
    “I couldn’t always be around,” Ari cut in. “Just let me visit, Alpha.” 
 
    I growled when my wolf yipped. “Apparently she’s going to answer for me. Fine, you can visit, and I’ll take some vacation time, but I am not agreeing to that musth thing.” He agreed, which was enough for her, but then I was completely out of patience. I stormed over to the wolf elder and lifted him by his hair. “Pick which bite I give. Your nape, or acknowledge I’m stronger and take my bite.” 
 
    “You’re stronger,” he bit out. 
 
    I felt my teeth extend, and I sank them in his neck, taking a bite like with a chunk of flesh and everything. I went to the other two and did the same, not offering to claim them, even if the one wanted me. I spit their flesh and blood back at them before turning on the fourth one I wanted the apology from. 
 
    He held up his hands in surrender. “I apologize. I should have told Haton, but she doesn’t like me, and that felt like choosing sides between parties sort of, and she’s got a lot of people who are not her fan.” 
 
    “Because the council is sexist,” she snapped. “And I don’t dislike you. I like that you’re new and didn’t start shit like the wolf elder or blab we all suck at our jobs like others. You also don’t say your piece. This isn’t a job you can be neutral in. Figure out what you stand for.” 
 
    He flinched. “You’re not wrong, but I also wanted to learn more before I start spouting opinions, as I’ve seen too many boast they have all the answers and know best, and then they learn more and have to backtrack or lie. I wanted to make sure I was right when I opened my mouth.” He gestured to me. “This is my first time meeting her. People ask me to take a side, and I’ve never met the damn woman.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Haton and I said at the same time, but I continued as I took off my shirt that now had blood all over it, using it to clean up my face. “Dain, sorry, could you—” A shirt and water bottle appeared in my hand. “Thanks.” I quickly cleaned up and went to put on the shirt, frowning but then feeling amusement from Laila. I glanced over at her. “Really? I haven’t done enough that’s embarrassing today?” 
 
    She shrugged, and I sighed, putting on the unprofessional shirt, growling when it stopped just below my bra. She burst out laughing, several others finding her amusing and the break in the tension needed. 
 
    I thanked her when she made a real shirt for me appear, switching them and not commenting about the amount of cleavage showing. Carter still had my jacket after all. 
 
    “You were sent on an assignment as well,” Haton growled. 
 
    I turned in time to see Dain throw a side punch and smash in Barry’s face. He was the bear shifter team lead that had been an absolute douche to me in New York and had some issue with Eugene. Blood was pouring down his face as he fell to the ground. 
 
    “That’s for what you said to my wife when I was not at her side,” he told him, using that fairy word for “wife” and giving him a chilling look. 
 
    “That was hot,” I blurted, smiling when his lips twitched. I caught Galvin’s shocked look and shrugged. “You say Brian and I work well together because we’re different sides of the coin. So are Dain and I. My temper is a hot Chicagoan one. His is ice cold. The temperature probably dropped in the room by ten degrees, and now he’ll calmly apologize to me for hitting him when Barry deserved one from me.” 
 
    “You can still hit him, my love,” Dain murmured before pulling up his suit pants so he could squat down in front of the bear. “Say one more disparaging thing about my wife or spread your bile, and I will directly challenge you to clear her honor. You know what that means to a fairy, yes?” 
 
    “That’s only if you’re mated,” someone argued. 
 
    I cleared my throat and got squirmy. “He’s my consort. That’s how—he mated me. He’s my husband. Not—we haven’t filed legal paperwork, but—” 
 
    “Do they get so involved with every Alpha and practically stalk them, Thomas?” the president asked, and I gave him a grateful look. 
 
    “No, and neither does our council, and while both should do better on checking in, she’s making waves, which always draws attention,” Apollo explained. “And as the egos you are used to in politics, they see her as young, female, and thus weak and easy to control or lead astray. Plus, she keeps amassing wealth and power.” 
 
    “I try not to,” I reminded him, rolling my eyes when several people chuckled. I glanced to Barry. “I gave you a pass once. You disrespect me here where that would be looked down on, and I’ll lay you out and then let Eugene grind whatever ax he has with you and watch the show.”  
 
    The bear bobbed his head, and Dain stood before glancing at Haton. “A lot of the rumors came from him.” 
 
    “And lies that he got them from the dire wolf, as he’s rather jealous that people miss him and most think he’s basically taken over all your power,” Laila added, sounding both bored and elegant, which was something I wished to learn. 
 
    Eugene snorted. “I’m not the boss of her unless it’s her rehabilitation, and Jonik has taken over most of that.” 
 
    “Oh, have they been interesting workouts?” Laila teased me when I felt my face flush. 
 
    “Yes, sometimes, but I was thinking of—he does this thing—” I growled, knowing she would push it. “He would just grab my chest and say the girls were filling back in. Or my butt. He gropes me and mutters it’s fuller or heavier to where it was. I mean, he does it for my arms and—he just grabs me and doesn’t bat an eyelash…” I blinked at Eugene. “You knew.” 
 
    He moved his hand over his face to try and hide his reaction. “Yes, Sera, I knew exactly what I was doing. I’d catch you checking and frowning, feeling your sadness or worry if you could get back to you. I’d grab you, and you give the sexiest little yelp and get all flustered, totally forgetting what you were worrying about.” 
 
    “That’s sweet, and I hate you,” I grumbled, narrowing my eyes at Haton when she couldn’t stop laughing. “Fine, see if I invite you to visit again.” I turned to Dain. “So we’re punching men who are mean to me now?” 
 
    “He was more than mean to you, Sera.” 
 
    I gave a slow nod. “Fine. Maybe I should take you to dinner tonight to say thank you?” 
 
    His eyes flashed with a mix of emotions, giving me a small smile. “I could see if that new Spanish place, Salero, can fit us in.” 
 
    I shook my head. “You just like to hear me speak Spanish and know I will and we can talk privately with all the innuendos you want.” 
 
    “Yes, but you also love the food and Spanish places, so my mind went to that first,” he replied. He gave me a few fast blinks, and I knew it was time for another part of the plan. 
 
    “Will you check with Maya that she’s got Topher? Who’s on baby duty tonight?” 
 
    “Baby duty?” Haton asked, her eyes going wide. “You—there’s no way you had a child.” 
 
    “No, I adopted a family member,” I muttered, giving her a look to let it go. “He’s now Topher Thomas and everything done through court.”  
 
    “Congratulations?” she worried. 
 
    I shrugged. “I can finally change a diaper, but it wasn’t planned. There was a death, and the other option wasn’t really a fucking option.” 
 
    “Yes, your mother already abandoned one child, so her having another should never happen,” Dain seethed, playing his part. It wasn’t a lie. We were framing it so they drew the lines as they wanted. 
 
    “Wow, your heart races and you’re almost panicked,” Laila said, warning me I was on the border of feeling like a lie. “That good?” 
 
    “It hasn’t been two weeks, and no, I wasn’t ready for a newborn when I never wanted children and found out this year I can’t have them. Plus, he’s related to me, so that’s a target on him even if he’s not my son. I mean, now he is. He’s my son.” I let out a short bark of laughter. “The woman completely screwed up by the foster system has a child and no chance to prepare for it.” 
 
    “I asked Maya to come help,” Dain told her. “She won’t come out of retirement, but she will help us for now and to find a replacement.” 
 
    “I will ask and put out the word,” Laila offered, giving me a quick look she wanted more details later. 
 
    “Yeah, it helps having a nanny who’s been a nanny for, you know, centuries and can feel everything the baby does.” I blew out a harsh breath. “I’m very good at holding him in that wrap thing while on a treadmill reading reports and work. I’ve got that down on my own.” 
 
    “You do better than that.” Dain sent me a funny look and opened his mouth before I could reach him. “She’s freaked out by his belly button.” 
 
    I shuddered. “The alien finally fell off. I cannot be the only person who was freaked out by that.” 
 
    “Wait until you get squirted trying to change a diaper,” Galvin teased me, having a son and knowing I wanted off the topic, probably even that Dain and I were doing this on purpose. 
 
    “He got Brian,” I admitted, smiling brightly. “I ducked.” 
 
    “How many men in this room want her?” one of the councilwomen seethed, giving me a look of death. “Isn’t one of your mating candidates already a human you work for and now—” 
 
    “Over the line,” I growled. “Brian isn’t my boss anymore, and we weren’t anything real until we were the same rank. I’m a newer shifter, and even I know you don’t bust people on attraction, and he’s your guest helping all of us. People have mutual attractions all the time in the office and I’m sure here too.” 
 
    “Mutual?” several people said, coughed, gasped, and more. 
 
    I shrugged, looking anywhere but at Galvin. I knew he’d had thoughts about me, but if she was going to embarrass him, I was going to help however I could. “I’ve always thought him attractive.” I shrugged. “So what? He’s a bit…” I winced, and several people laughed. 
 
    “I’m over six hundred, and you were going to note he was a bit too old for you,” Dain teased me. 
 
    “Thanks, that helps. I meant—thinking as I used to—I saw him at Quantico and that was my thought then, okay? Leave it. He’s never remotely even flirted with me nor I him.” I narrowed my eyes at him. “Weren’t you trying to talk me into a dinner date? Should you keep pushing this topic?” 
 
    “So we’re taking a tour so we can go home?” Dain checked, glancing at Haton with a smile. 
 
    Uh-huh. I handed him the leashes to hold, knowing it would annoy the councilmen that much more that I let a fairy be in charge like they weren’t worth more attention or bother to me. Yeah, that was true though, so they could suck it. 
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    “There are two prisons,” Councilman Antony, who was a senior councilman and elder of the hawks, explained as we moved into the first facility. “The larger for shifters is split into three sections—males, females, and prey of both sexes. The human one is split into male and female.  
 
    “Now unlike other prisons, those sentenced here actually repay their debt to society. There is no corporate interference or mismanagement or crazy of paying people while in prison like it’s company housing. We can’t promise rehabilitation—no prison truly can—but their balance sheet is better than when they arrive here.” 
 
    “Humans in the middle,” I ordered the others, guiding Galvin to walk in next to the president and the few security they had on either side of them before we blocked them next.  
 
    Eugene let out a heavy sigh and switched me to be inside more as well. “You’re Alpha, Sera.” 
 
    “It means I’m the most durable,” I grumbled. “I’m here as head of his security. If I was doing the boss thing like Queen Laila or Councilman Papadopoulos, then I would understand it.” He let out a slow breath and then stuck me on the other side of the president so I was closer… But his security was blocking me too. “You know, I just told a bunch of people you weren’t the boss of me.” 
 
    “Please,” he grunted and moved towards the front so he was going first. 
 
    I pinched the bridge of my nose, the president and Galvin looking like they were having a hard time not laughing, and I knew Laila and Apollo were. 
 
    “How does the system work?” Laila asked him. “You can’t possibly have some spell to make them want to do good?” 
 
    “No, though that would be nice,” Antony chuckled. “We’re motivating. We have oversight but not much, and while we very much keep to this country’s laws for their citizens, and international ones for others—as we have shifters from around the world here—we know how to make them want to behave.” 
 
    I swallowed a laugh as I caught on. “Food. Every shifter I know is ruled by their stomach. There are no cameras here or someone whining there’s nothing fun for them to do in prison. You make sure it’s not dangerous and is safe, but it’s really not fun to be here.” 
 
    He smirked at me. “No, it’s not, Chief Thomas. And yes, we motivate them through food among other perks. If they don’t want to repay their debt, they eat the basic, bland, and required amount needed according to the prison doctors. That’s it. They stare at the wall of their cells otherwise. They get a daily shower and three meals and nothing more.” 
 
    “That would motivate me,” someone muttered, and I nodded. 
 
    “So what is the repayment?” Galvin asked. “They make items you sell to pay for funding?” 
 
    “No, we have other means for funding,” he explained. “Normally it’s assets seized of criminals, and as we don’t have your court system for anything to get tied up in, it’s fairly clean. We are asked to go in and handle certain situations with governments, as yours agreed for those cartel raids. There are some fines in certain areas, and there used to be more of that when we were hidden. 
 
    “The repayment they do is community service.” He glanced at me again. “The Beta of the Chicago pack you sent here helps turn books into brail for the blind. It’s a program through Chicago and thus, helping Chicagoans where he did the damage. We do our best to find programs in the areas hurt, but that’s only an option maybe half the time, so they still do something.” 
 
    I swallowed loudly, not having thought about him for a while. “You guys agreed to reduce his sentence, right?” I felt the questioning stares and sighed. “The old Alpha of Chicago was ordering new and weak wolves to infect women so they were weak and subservient, easy to control. One of the Betas hated it and tried to help a woman, adding his bite. It killed her instead. 
 
    “He was forced to bury her. He didn’t fight my taking over and immediately confessed, telling us where she was buried and asking forgiveness. That’s not a murderer. I gave everything I should as FBI but asked for leniency as the Alpha who took over and he confessed to. He didn’t mean to kill her.” 
 
    Antony nodded. “The death was accidental, and his girlfriend at the time was threatened if he didn’t bury the body and keep it all secret. He’s also reached out to the victim’s family and has been forgiven, knowing he tried to help her. I think he has about six months left on his sentence.” 
 
    “Good, yeah, he was devastated,” I muttered, rubbing my neck. 
 
    Antony stopped at a cell and gestured behind him. “These are two of our inmates that adhere to the program and are well behaved.” 
 
    I glanced in the cell and saw one was reading and the other was knitting. Both stood when they saw the councilman and dipped their heads before focusing on us and doing the same. The cell wasn’t big, but it was better than I’d seen. They had metal bunk beds, a small sink with a mirror and toilet in the back, even a window with outside light coming in. 
 
    What caught my eye were the pictures on the wall. So that was allowed if they were behaved. There were also a few dozen books stacked against the wall and a chair near what looked like a fold down desk. There was another shelf on the wall that held notebooks and basic supplies. 
 
    “How do you keep the contraband under control?” the president asked, noting everything in the cells as well. 
 
    “They can smell it,” I answered. “They could smell if there were drugs, phones, or anything normal prisons have problems with. They wouldn’t need to do inspections then, which is a huge time vacuum.” 
 
    “True, but we still do a daily random drawing, as no nose is perfect,” Antony told me. He moved along, and down the row we stopped again. “And these are inmates who aren’t on board with paying their debt.” 
 
    It was hard not to laugh at the difference. The cell was the same size but had nothing. There were two bunk beds, so four guys in the same size cell, and they were all just there. No window to even see outside or anything. 
 
    “The first two have access to the yard and exercise along with meal and shower times,” Antony said. “These inmates do not.” 
 
    “Come on over here and keep us entertained, bitch,” one of them jeered at Laila in German. 
 
    “Speak like that to her again and I’ll make sure you’re my bitch,” I warned, letting out my power until all four of them bared their necks. “That’s what I thought.” 
 
    Laila shot me a surprised look. “Thank you for defending my honor, but such nonsense does not concern me from animals in cages, and I do not mean that as a pun they are shifters.” 
 
    I nodded, the president and Galvin catching on what the guy had said. I felt Dain’s worry and squashed down my anger and upset into a corner deep in me. It was leaking out too much lately, and people were really going to start taking note of it before I got a handle on it if I wasn’t careful. 
 
    “How do you answer the criticism of not allowing inmates contact with the outside world?” Galvin asked, his tone careful to not seem insulting or he agreed, simply curious. 
 
    Antony shrugged. “There are many in the world who don’t know how to read or write, have access to telephones. It’s not a basic liberty owed a person. It’s a privilege and one they had access to when they were members of society, but they broke the laws of that society and lost their rights. If they were so worried about communication and the world, they shouldn’t have done harm to it.” 
 
    “What about the full moon?” I asked, studying the bars as we kept walking.  
 
    “We don’t normally have anyone of your strength here, Alpha, but we have a few cells that could handle you,” another councilman answered, and I wasn’t the only one who froze.  He cleared his throat nervously. “That wasn’t meant to sound as pointed. We’re not planning on having you as an inmate.” 
 
    “I would hope not,” the president said firmly, shocking me with the ice in his tone.  
 
    Well, it was nice to be appreciated. 
 
    “So you started some trouble recently,” Councilwoman Haton said as she fell in step with me. 
 
    “Councilwoman, you will have to be way more specific if any of us are to know what you’re referring to,” Galvin drawled. 
 
    I opened my mouth to argue but then huffed. “That’s not unfair.” But it hit me what she might be interested in. “We’re plotting another pack building?” 
 
    “No, what is this?” She gave me a quick look. 
 
    “We’re out of room in that massive building I accidently bought. And it’s a horrible commute from downtown to the suburbs or wherever they work, so we’re buying land—” 
 
    “The sale is done,” Dain interjected. 
 
    “I’ve bought land, and we’re working with the construction firm the pack has in New York to make another super cool, super energy efficient, and whatever else super building.” I shrugged. “I keep adding people, and now the mayor not only named Chicago a supe sanctuary city, but it’s been all over that I accept and protect prey groups and for real, not a con or trap.” 
 
    “Yes, several others have tried to use that PR as the doorway to get them,” she grumbled. 
 
    “Yes, and we’ve been quick to handle it and remind the press that if they don’t check sources or verify what they’re saying and prey shifters die because of it, I will show up and not be happy.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you’re willing to accept so many when you were so obstinate originally unless they were fae,” said Councilman Martin who I’d met—and didn’t like—during the APA convention. 
 
    “Prey don’t try and take over the pack which, you know, means my death, so my only objection was bringing in a whole pack and an Alpha who is used to being boss,” I threw right back. “I’m sorry your original plan didn’t take that into account or you weren’t as smart as Queen Laila who handled all the logistics and screenings to make sure we brought in people who needed help, not usurpers.” 
 
    “Yes, for all those jobs you don’t hire humans for,” someone with the president grumbled. 
 
    I shot the guy a nasty look. “We, like, um, tried,” I told him with an annoying ditzy voice. “But, hey, um, what would they do if they had to put, like, on their resume that they worked for fairies later? Like, OMG, that would just be the worst. So yeah, maybe don’t open your mouth unless you know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “That was not the trouble I meant,” Haton cut in before an argument broke out. “I meant getting a judge to rule that supe law enforcement are allowed to use their noses as they did.” 
 
    “Yeah, that was fun. I think I should have gotten a prize for not decking that lawyer for how many times he called me a dog or seriously spoke of me being more useless than a CPD detection dog. I mean, really, do these idiots just think the more insults they throw around the less logic works?” 
 
    “Normally,” she chuckled. “Though this has started a wave of everything that compares us more to animals than people.” 
 
    I shrugged. “It will still be good in the end when we start being able to help more and the leash is taken off of us—bad pun, I know. I was there and smelled it, Councilwoman. The idea I’d have to walk away because it’s not what others could smell is ridiculous. We don’t dismiss crimes that happen because not everyone can see it even if they don’t have perfect vision.” 
 
    “I read your statements, and you were prepped rather well,” the president commended. 
 
    Dain snorted. “That was all her, sir. She’s been ready for this argument and fight for a while, basically since she’s been on enough busts as a wolf to be able to tell the difference in illegal substances. People tend to underestimate her because she’s a woman and gorgeous, but the truth is, she’s normally the smartest person in the room but doesn’t boast it so they never see her coming.” 
 
    “That’s quite the blush,” Haton teased me as my face flushed red hot. 
 
    “That was quite the compliment,” I muttered, clearing my throat and tucking my hair behind my ear.  
 
    We moved on to the human facility, which was what the president was most interested in, as adding another was on the table. Plus, they were mostly US citizens, as we had the laws to go after them.  
 
    Well, maybe not. I really didn’t know much about it beyond the US or what I’d been involved in. For all I really knew, there was a whole row of baddies from Asia that had committed crimes against shifters. 
 
    “The facilities are impressive,” Apollo praised. “President Nuri was disappointed he wouldn’t be able to see them himself, but my report to him and the council will be nothing but praises.” 
 
    “Thank you, and we’ve spoken with President Nuri and offered a tour for when he is available,” Antony replied. “Iran needs prison reform already, and his push to help keep us all safer is something we will help with, especially given how many shifters are in danger in the region and he offered them places within his borders.” 
 
    Everyone seemed happy with that answer, and people wanted to work together instead of always fighting, which I liked. 
 
    I stopped when I saw someone and smiled, heading to the cell housing four humans without any anything, so they weren’t on board with the program. “This is better than what I envisioned in my head when I pictured where you’d end up.” 
 
    “Keep walking, bitch,” the guy from the Russian mob I’d spoken with in New York sneered. “Your days are numbered.” 
 
    “Are they?” I taunted, raising an eyebrow. “There is no bullet to my head like you said I would have. You are lucky they took you away and put you in a cage before I found out about the shifters you were abducting and selling.” 
 
    His eyes filled with my death and more. “Yes, I was convicted, and still I am here. It was multiple death sentences, and still I am here. You will not be when I am free.” 
 
    I turned to Haton, my expression not happy. “What does he mean, he was sentenced to death and it’s not been carried out?” 
 
    “The Russian government is pushing back on us,” she answered. She shrugged. “We’re going through the paces and the chance to review what we found that they can see. They’re dragging it out, but they have no move. They don’t even treat us as people there, so why the fuck would we do a damn thing they say? His days are numbered, I promise. If he gets a bit more time before death, so be it.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize you had to go through so many headaches,” I grumbled, scrubbing my hand over my neck. “But he’s not in communication with his people, right? I mean, Bratva are notoriously evil at getting revenge, and I have a lot of people they would target.” 
 
    “No communication, not even to attorneys who would pass messages,” she promised. “They are allowed to be seen now and again on surveillance footage we send at their request, which really is them trying to figure out where they are and how to get into here.” She patted my arm. “We know this dance and have done it many, many times. They will realize they cannot beat us, and it will be done.” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks, sorry, didn’t mean to sound like you didn’t or I doubt you, it’s just—” 
 
    “Chief Havers would be at the top of that list as well,” she muttered under her breath, giving me a look that she understood. “I will keep you apprised of the situation given how far it spun out in New York.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I sighed, realizing that was exactly what I wanted. “I feel better I brought such a big gift.” 
 
    “I get a gift?” 
 
    I nodded as we rejoined everyone. “I might be here for work and our relationship professional, but you’ve also stayed in the pack building and broken bread with my family. I was lectured in detail about how Dorcuses act when accepting an invitation.” 
 
    “And what would they say about what you did to those three?” Councilman Antony drawled, glancing at the councilmen Dain still held the leashes of. 
 
    I rolled my neck and gave him a hard look. “We both know that answer. I’m probably going to get a lecture that I didn’t end them after they challenged me as Alpha or tried to take what was mine. That line was a bit blurry legally, but we both know Alena or Eva would have. Hell, I wouldn’t recommend the wolf elder ever meet Melicent, as she has a serious fucking temper.” 
 
    “She called me and demanded I rip out his throat if I’m in the running for your mate,” Eugene admitted, shrugging when I gave him a shocked look. “She does have a temper, and they’re all worried for you. You don’t have the backing and protection in place that they do in Greece. They want the ground scorched around you to make it clear you’re protected.” 
 
    I sighed. “That’s a little too murdery for me. It’s one thing if they invade and try for my head, but this was…” 
 
    “The same, but they didn’t physically show up in Chicago,” Axel told me, several other people nodding. “They cheated too. They tried to take power from above, which is not allowed. It has to be from a viable contender that proves themselves. Our laws and way of life are built around that, and they bastardized it.” 
 
    “Apparently I’m not the only one they should worry about,” I told Antony. 
 
    “No, not just you,” Apollo said, his tone like ice. 
 
    “So we’re not killing them yet?” Laila checked as she glanced around. “Shame, I have some young warriors in training that could use the blade and sparring practice. We could make it a show, as it’s well within my rights given Dain is one of mine and she is his mate.” She smirked at Antony. “Then again, I’d worry most about Dain. They would never see him coming.” 
 
    “I will pass along the several messages and threats,” Antony sighed, shaking his head. “Idiots. Fucking idiots.” He headed for the next part of the tour, clearly annoyed that what should have been their chance to shine and get the pat on the back was now some of them getting spanked and the collective group looking bad. 
 
    I winked at the president and Galvin to let them know what was going on was more posturing than anything. It was maybe half true. Laila was too smart to admit anything she planned to do. Apollo too.  
 
    At least I was pretty sure of that. 
 
    Hopefully? 
 
    We had lunch from the options the prisoners with the program had after we saw what the others got. Yeah, I would have behaved after one meal. It was the human portions, but still it was rice, canned beans and fruit, and a carton of milk. Gross. 
 
    Ours was nicer. Nothing fabulous, but it would pass as cheap fast food. It wasn’t meant to wow us, but show that this was real and how they did things. 
 
    “It’s not quite Taco Bell, but it’s not horrible,” I muttered after my second taco, nodding to the apple on my tray. “Way better than canned stuff, as we have issue with overprocessed or not organic.” 
 
    “There are several rewards they can turn in too,” Haton explained. “Nothing over the top, but they can get half an avocado to add to their tacos, that sort of thing.” 
 
    “That would work for me,” I chuckled. “I was eating avocado before it was cool to do. I was always getting one from the cafeteria in college or when they had it on the salad bar. I had a nutritionist in high school tell me it was one of the worst things for me to eat and that was why I was chunky.” 
 
    “You were chunky?” Axel asked, several people sounding like they didn’t believe it either. 
 
    I nodded. “Too much cheap food and carbs when I was in foster care. Plus, the stress of getting emancipated early and going to college at sixteen, I gained at least twenty pounds that summer before. There were so many problems and my foster parents at the time fighting everything because I made them money and did all the chores. All they would do was scream at me that I was ungrateful when I was home.” 
 
    “Stress does cause weight gain,” Dain agreed, giving me a look that he knew I was nervous rambling. I appreciated the assist. I owed him big for getting me through this whole day and trip. “That explains why you were always cutting carbs out of the meal plans I set for you.” 
 
    “That was just because there was so much damn food,” I argued. Several people chuckled, and I outlined what he kept setting me up with, and the humans looked at us like we were crazy. “See? It sounds nuts. I even had other newer shifters giving me funny looks when I told them.” 
 
    “You’re powerful,” Haton explained, seeming amused. “And a wolf is a bit…” 
 
    “Higher strung than cats,” Axel offered. “It can transfer as almost hyperthyroid when you’re new.” 
 
    “Did I get a gift?” Laila asked, helping me out by getting the topic off of me again.  
 
    “Yes,” I promised. “The fish farm has expanded again and this time into caviar, hiring several elf families without their means to work and live there. They bought some whole other farm that wanted to sell across the road, and Brian’s made friends with one of the Kane County guys so we know there won’t be a problem. One of Simone’s is staying there for the next month, as their son shifted early.” 
 
    “Is he okay?” she checked, her concern genuine. 
 
    I sighed, shooting Axel a look for help. I didn’t know if it was something to be kept quiet or how cat shifters handled this stuff. 
 
    “My presence might have set him off early, as he leans my way and his panther wanted to show he was ready to be an adult. We’re not sure. His parents said there have been some bullying problems he wasn’t admitting to like because he couldn’t take it meant he was weak.” He shrugged. “He’s doing well. It’s just a precaution, and there’s an excess of deer in the area he can hunt.” 
 
    “So we have a whole container of lobsters and caviar for each of you.” I nodded when Galvin and the president both opened their mouths. “Yes, for you each to take home as well.” I smirked at Apollo. “I think you ate yours while visiting.” 
 
    “It was exceptional,” he chuckled. “I already purchased some to take home with me.” 
 
    We finished lunch and the tours, the president seeming confused everyone just smiled and wished us a safe trip instead of pushing. I took the distraction of Dain releasing the three councilmen—leaving my influence on them to wear off naturally—and told the president that they already knew he was pleased and liked what he saw. 
 
    “Thanks, Thomas, that would have bugged me,” he admitted. 
 
    “I know, sir,” I promised. We headed back to the hangar, and now that we’d added my bosses to the trip, I didn’t want to freak out again. Dain seemed to understand as I fell to the back of the group. He handed me the potion and gave me a worried look, but I downed it before I had a chance to freak out again. 
 
    I hoped he was able to catch me with the rash decision. 
 
    I woke when we landed, Dain in that same spot. I nodded I was okay, answering his unasked question.  
 
    “You’re sure?” he whispered quietly. 
 
    “Yes, but I’d like not to travel for a while still,” I admitted. “I need more time to not risk doing more damage. I’ve been working damn hard to handle what I should in a healthy way, and I feel fragile now.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Thomas,” the president apologized, his eyes full of concern. “Really, I am. I didn’t—” 
 
    “I know, Mr. President,” I forgave, not wanting to hash it out. “It was worth it. I’m glad we did this. I just—it’s not the time to push again.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure Monroe knows that he goes if you’re called out of state and it’s not a drivable distance,” Galvin muttered, shaking his head when I went to argue. “We can even see how shaken and upset you are, and I can’t smell it. You’re pale and sweating. You barely took any time off to recover.” 
 
    I frowned. “I wasn’t injured in the line of duty. I was gone for months and abandoned my post.” 
 
    “You—you didn’t abandon anything, Sera,” Dain said firmly, his tone ice cold. “You were abducted and while you were working a case, so even if it’s because of what and who you were, it was work. It wasn’t your apartment, and they did it while you were gone for work. Tried to once before. You still get a pass and legally whatever recovery time you need, okay?” 
 
    “Okay, thanks,” I muttered, feeling like an idiot that I kept basically apologizing for being abducted. It was a strange situation and horrible position to be in. People had suffered because of me; not having made the choice in that didn’t negate their pain. 
 
    If that made sense. 
 
    I was glad when Galvin and the president left with their gifts, all of us sighing when they took off.  
 
    Fuck a duck. At least that was over. 
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    Originally we had chosen Palwaukee Airport for the planes I’d gotten because the price of parking and using O’Hare was a joke, plus it was closer to the house and it wasn’t just any landing strip that made me nervous for security. It was still the best choice even when I now lived in the city and was always super easy and awesome to deal with. 
 
    Especially when my pilot was normally on my security. I wanted to always kiss Apollo for that, and from the looks he was giving me as he said he was staying one more night, he expected that. 
 
    We were heading south on 90, just having passed Irving Park, when I heard the distinct sound of gunshots. “Pull over. Now.” 
 
    Carter didn’t hesitate, navigating us quickly but safely, as I rolled down the window to hear better. The second the horns honking at us died down, I was able to hear it again, my door open the instant the SUV came to a stop. 
 
    “Call it in to dispatch,” I ordered as I took off, badge already around my neck as I pulled my gun, glad I’d insisted some of us were able to carry while with the president. I grabbed the barrier and jumped over, landing easily a few feet down on the sloping terrain. I reached the street running along the highway and under the elevated train tracks before most could blink, locked on the sound. 
 
    Two blocks over I found what I was hunting, watching as someone hid what looked like a sawed off shotgun against himself as he headed for a waiting SUV. There was someone lying dead not far from there and another injured, but I couldn’t help them as a wolf, I shouldn’t, and Carter would have called it in. 
 
    But I’d be damned if I was letting that fucker get away. 
 
    The SUV came speeding towards me, and I held up my badge so they could clearly see it, knowing they wouldn’t though. I slid my gun into my holster and stood my ground, not sure if they really had the balls to run over someone in law enforcement. Right now, he was just the driver and someone else had done the shooting, but if he ran me over, he was in a whole world of trouble. 
 
    Apparently he didn’t realize that as he gunned the engine. I heard someone shout my name over it, feeling Carter heading for me and probably to knock me out of the way. I didn’t want that, instead running towards the SUV and jumping when I needed to so I landed on the top of the SUV. I shifted my hand to claws and dug it into the roof to stay on it, wincing at how the metal bit into my skin. 
 
    I’d heal.  
 
    They were shouting for the guy to shoot me off, but apparently he wasn’t the best at reloading under pressure. I reached over and broke the driver’s window, yelling to pull over. 
 
    They didn’t. Someone else had a gun and started shooting through the roof, completely missing me but pissing me off. I shifted my other hand and reached over, ripping off the door. 
 
    “Pull over or you’re next,” I shouted, my voice sounding more wolf than person right then. I broke the windshield when they didn’t and then moved around so they didn’t know where I was. They started shooting again as I switched hands to hold on, grabbing the roof rack this time. I ripped off the passenger’s door before changing my hands back so I didn’t accidently infect anyone. 
 
    Then I leaned down and smacked his gun away when he pointed it at me. He grabbed his arm and bellowed in pain, losing his balance when he bent over since he wasn’t wearing his seatbelt. He tumbled out of the SUV, and I lost my patience, pulling my gun and shooting out the tires on the right side before they could even react. 
 
    They blew, and the driver lost control, the SUV about to crash… And I was on the roof. Whoops. 
 
    I pushed off the side of the SUV when it started to spin out and flipped myself out of range. I landed hard and rolled to my feet, weapon still in hand as they crashed into a tree, the driver propelled half out from the airbag and no door there to keep him in. He was at a weird angle, and I’d guess his legs were pinned, as he was clearly unconscious from the way he was half hanging out and not moving. 
 
    “Don’t move,” I warned the other two in the back as they tried to get out. “You’re under arrest.” 
 
    “Bitch, you crazy,” one screamed, the sawed off shotgun falling out the door when he opened it. He gave a bellow of pain, and I realized he hadn’t been trying to throw down his weapon but attempting to shoot me, but his arm was broken and it didn’t work. 
 
    “I’m crazy? You tried to plow over a fed while fleeing the murder you just committed. Yeah, I’m the crazy one here,” I about snarled, moving into a better position so I could see them both. 
 
    “You are,” Carter hissed under his breath as he joined me, his gun out as well. “You could have been killed.” 
 
    “I don’t even have a scratch on me,” I growled. Granted, the ones on my hand from cutting through the roof had healed, but really, I was completely fine. 
 
    “Get out, on the ground, and if you reach for anything, I will shoot you,” Carter told the guy on the other side.  
 
    I moved and kicked the shotgun away as the guy with the broken arm managed to get out but then slid down against the SUV, holding his broken arm to him. “You’re under arrest for murder.” 
 
    “You can’t touch me, bitch,” he spat out. “No one will talk.” 
 
    “Asshole, I will. I saw you fleeing and with the gun,” I snapped. 
 
    “No one’s stupid enough to testify against any of us.” 
 
    I smirked at him as the sirens approached. “You are not even remotely the scariest fucker I’ve come across, and you might want to check the repercussions of coming after me. You try for an Alpha or any of their family, and all you’ll get is dead.” I shrugged. “Fine by me.” 
 
    He gave me a look like he wasn’t sure he should believe me or not. Yeah, law enforcement wasn’t known for lying about the laws or rules, but I wasn’t sure his tiny brain could handle logic with how much pain he seemed to be in. He had to have a tiny brain to commit murder in such an open way and assume no one would talk. 
 
    “He shot three, and they’re dead,” Axel told me as he joined us. “CPD is already there. I told them you had the shooter over here, and they called in backup. The guy who fell out is being watched by Orson where he landed.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    He let out a slow breath before speaking at a level the humans couldn’t hear. “You going to get in trouble for this one?” 
 
    “Probably, but I shouldn’t. I heard shots and responded.” I shrugged. “It could have been a supe. I’m also not allowed to ignore crimes. I’ll turn this over just as I did anything else I did when I was regular FBI.” 
 
    “Glad you weren’t hurt.” 
 
    “Nope. How bad was the damage?” 
 
    “He clipped one parked car coming around the corner, and now this tree.” 
 
    “Get back inside,” I shouted to some people a few houses down who were gathered on the porch. “We’re not secured.” Axel moved to do that, but I called him off. “Pat down only, no moving anyone. We need the EMTs for that or they slap us with lawsuits.” 
 
    “Got it.”  
 
    “You’re dead, bitch,” the shooter seethed. “You’re all fucking dead.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I’ve heard that so many times over my centuries that I’ll just add it to the list,” Axel grumbled as he patted down the driver. “All weapons?” 
 
    “Yup, gloves and bags,” I said, glad when Eugene came jogging over with the kit I always had in the SUV. “Much more fun and we’ll need to restock that thing.” 
 
    “Yeah, fun,” Carter drawled. 
 
    I smirked at him. “You forget, I’ve always wanted to catch bad guys. I went undercover when others thought it was too dangerous. This is my favorite kind of fun.” I winked at the shooter. “And I’m very good at it, so you might want to check with some of the Bratva and Triad I busted in New York that thought they were so untouchable and I would be dead. I’m not. They’re in cages. Good times.” 
 
    CPD started showing up, and a very pissed off guy stormed over to me. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing getting involved outside your jurisdiction, Thomas?” 
 
    I gave him a bored look. “And you are?”  
 
    “Detective Vang, gang unit.” 
 
    “Don’t you outrank him then?” Carter asked, giving the guy a withering look. 
 
    “I do,” I confirmed, annoyed the asshole was laying into me before we were even done securing the scene. “Sometimes CPD forget this isn’t the Wild West and they don’t really own this damn town.” 
 
    “You better explain yourself, Thomas, or—” 
 
    “Or what?” I snarled. “It’s Chief Thomas to you, and shut up until the EMTs at least get here.” 
 
    “They’re all clear,” Axel announced, Carter and I putting our guns away. 
 
    “I have every right to know why you’re stepping over your jurisdiction.” 
 
    I spun around and got in the guy’s face so fast, he gasped at how I could move. “What the fuck is your problem? We caught a murderer. I heard the shots and acted. I didn’t know they were humans. Do I need to get in your shit about not helping supes if you witness it? Is that it? Do you just ignore too much? You forget your oath?” I flinched as I heard his heart flutter. “Great.” 
 
    “He’s dirty,” Carter said at a level the humans couldn’t hear. I nodded, that being my guess as well. It could have been he’d ignored one thing, but I doubted it with how hard he was coming at me. Awesome. Seriously, just fucking awesome. 
 
    I couldn’t even get a win when I caught them red handed like this. 
 
    The guy kept coming at me, and I finally lost my cool, snarling at him to back off and I would talk to someone in homicide, as it was their case. Carter did better, called in to dispatch, and made the request for a commanding officer and someone from homicide.  
 
    “Our guys are holding the other scenes and keeping anyone out from ruining anything,” he told me, understanding my main concern, as I’d already been running interference with Vang so he didn’t touch anything. He wanted the guns for one, and that made no sense when they had been used in a homicide.  
 
    And how the fuck did he just know these guys were all gang members? Either he was racially profiling, or he knew these players, and then I had questions about how he’d gotten on the scene so fast, as he wouldn’t have been the one to call. 
 
    Relief filled me when I caught sight of Lt. Michaels approaching. I’d met him last year when there had been a situation with one of Simone’s panthers being harassed by a neighbor. He’d really stepped in and helped out when the guy had been not only sexist but had refused to listen to what I was saying because I was a “cracker.” 
 
    “Chief Thomas, nice to see you,” he greeted, extending his hand. 
 
    “You too, Lt. Michaels, though I’m surprised,” I admitted as we shook. 
 
    “We’re in my district, and I’m watch commander tonight,” he explained. 
 
    I nodded, right, we were close to where that had all gone down. I wasn’t completely sure of the district lines, but he wasn’t lying. “Sorry you got called in, but we’ve had some problems.” 
 
    “I’d say that, Thomas,” Vang snapped. “You’re way over the line here. This isn’t your jurisdiction!” 
 
    “No, you are,” Michaels threw right back. “She’s Chief Thomas, and show the respect she deserves. No one else is making us look bad to the FBI with that crap, and that’s directly from the chief of police.” He waited until Vang nodded before looking back to me. “Catch me up.” He waved someone else over. “This is Detective Soriano, homicide.” 
 
    We shook hands, and I was glad I only had to say this once, impressed when they both pulled out notepads and took down what I was saying. 
 
    “We were on our way home from Palwaukee, having handled some FBI business, and I heard the shot right after we passed the Irving Park exit. To address Vang’s point that it’s not my jurisdiction, I didn’t know that. We don’t ignore crimes because they’re not ours, we hand them over.” I waited until they both nodded. “I ordered Carter to call it into dispatch and followed the sound.” 
 
    “And you could pinpoint it?” Soriano asked. 
 
    I didn’t take offense, as the echo from gunshots made them notoriously hard to place. “Yes, the second shot I heard while the window was down. I took off and witnessed a man hiding what looked like a sawed off shotgun—which is illegal to have—and running from at least two down and a lot of blood. He jumped in a waiting SUV, and I showed them my badge, told them to stop. 
 
    “They didn’t, choosing to run me over.” I shot Vang a nasty look. “Which so made all of this my business. I was well within my right to force them to stop, and I did. Most of the injuries were because they weren’t wearing their seatbelts, and I did shoot the tires. Once they crashed, we warned them we’d shoot, disarmed them, and now they’re being loaded.” I gestured behind them to the EMTs. 
 
    “Yeah, you stopped them alright,” Vang seethed. “You tore off the fucking doors.” 
 
    “So?” I drawled, giving him another bored look. “Still not my fault they weren’t wearing their belts. I could have shot the engine or the damn driver, as they were shooting at me. I went with the best option I had to not kill anyone. What is your problem? Seriously, what is your issue?” 
 
    “He’s always got several,” Michaels muttered under his breath, giving me a look like he knew I would hear him. I gave a slight nod I did. 
 
    “So how did he get here so fast when the call would have gone to homicide?” I asked, making sure they had the same worries I did.  
 
    “I called in shots fired and where and we were on the scene,” Carter explained. 
 
    “Ah, got it.” That made more sense, and I was thinking like he’d called it in at the end. But still I glanced over at Vang. “Well, it’s murder, so not your deal. Have a nice night.” 
 
    A few people chuckled at my antics, but Vang was not amused. “I’m with the gang unit, so of course I would be involved.” 
 
    Soriano nodded but didn’t seem happy about it. I smiled at Soriano. “But you can request the FBI to stay on. We were the ones who caught them after all. We could easily bring them down to the regular FBI and interrogate them there.” 
 
    “I would love to, but that would start a lot of shit too,” he admitted after a moment. “Let me handle what I need to, and I’ll be by your office in the morning to get all the statements and who was where.” 
 
    “A few are trainers, so you’ll have to meet them there. Sorry, but we’re on a tight schedule.” 
 
    “No problem, Chief Thomas,” he agreed. 
 
    I glanced at an irate Vang before looking at Michaels. “Would you please let his superior know I want a word? The FBI has worked too well with the gang unit to put up with this sort of shit.” 
 
    Vang snorted. “Right, you illegally raid a gang house that is notorious for retaliating and you—” 
 
    “It wasn’t illegal,” I snapped. “We got the ruling it wasn’t, and more than that, I saw the drugs before I busted down the door.” 
 
    “Yeah, only you saw them. They’re already filing to challenge the ruling.” 
 
    “And how do you know that already?” Carter demanded, giving him a sneer. “You weren’t even there, and CPD wasn’t involved. How dirty are you, asshole?” 
 
    “Very apparently,” I warned Michaels and Soriano when Vang’s heart told me too much before he stormed off. “Seriously, what side are you on, Vang?” 
 
    “Fuck you, Thomas,” he called back. “I’m not letting some slut law breaker lecture me about being a cop.” 
 
    “What laws have I broken?” I demanded. “Name one and I’ll—” 
 
    “All of New York was completely illegal. Everyone knows it! That’s why all the cases have been getting thrown out and—” 
 
    “None of it was illegal, and none of the cases have been tossed,” I shot right back. “Your information is faulty, and I’d guess it’s because you’ve not been getting it from our side. The bosses lie to the pawns all the time that they can get them out of shit. They couldn’t this time. I just saw a bunch of them in prison.” 
 
    His eyes flashed shock. “You’ve been to the shifter facility?” 
 
    “Be very careful of your next move,” Eugene warned from behind him. “You’re vibrating with excitement that you just found useful information, but you send people after an Alpha, you’ll be dead next.” 
 
    “You’re threatening a cop?” he sneered. 
 
    “No, telling you the laws, and I used to work for the council,” Eugene told him, and I knew he was trying to transfer the focus to him. 
 
    Idiot. 
 
    “So you know where it is?” he demanded. 
 
    “Why would you ever need that information, as you weren’t a New York cop, and they love what we did?” Eugene shot right back. “They send Chief Thomas the interrogations and security footage when there’s questions of their treatment.” He leaned down until they were almost nose to nose, as Vang was about my height. “I’m an endangered species. I’d look into those laws before you do something stupid.” 
 
    “This endangered shifter bullshit is going to end,” Vang declared. “Using it to hide your crimes is over.” 
 
    Eugene blinked at him before looking at me. “What crimes? Does all of CPD have this screw loose?” 
 
    “No,” I said at the same time Michaels and Soriano did, but I continued. “People feeling the noose around their necks lash out and throw crazy all over to distract people and turn the focus. We see it all the time with criminals who have lots to feel guilty over. It’s why there are so many bullshit filings of abuse in custody and whatnot.” 
 
    “Fuck you, Thomas.” 
 
    “Naw, you’re not handsome enough,” I purred, amusing a lot of the CPD and EMTs around us. I ignored him after that, finishing up with Soriano and Michaels before we headed out.  
 
    “You don’t want to see the crime scene?” Axel asked as I walked to the SUVs someone had brought to us. 
 
    “No, there’s no need to add more dead we didn’t save to my nightmares,” I grumbled, making it clear the discussion was over. 
 
    Everyone was quiet the rest of the ride, Apollo taking charge when we reached my apartment. I gave him a challenging look, but he just smiled at me. 
 
    “We’re going to let out some of this darkness boiling in you in a fun, enjoyable way,” he explained. 
 
    Okay then. Sign me up… And if it involved four ancients in my bed and all of us having too much fun, then so much the better. 
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    The next morning I woke to more bullshit and seconds from blowing my top. I was tired of the bullshit. After sending Apollo on his way, I changed the plans for the day and headed to Brian’s office, deciding to act on an idea I’d been plotting with Dain for over a week now. Basically it was my response to all the memes, press coverage, and slander after the judge had ruled in our favor. 
 
    And it didn’t take a genius to figure out where a lot of that came from. But Haton was right and it wasn’t good for us, so it was time to clap back. 
 
    “I need your expertise,” I said to one of Brian’s tech guys, Agent Brad Scott, startling him. I smiled, glad he didn’t spill his coffee on himself. “How good are you at videoing anything not crime scenes?” 
 
    “Good, but what are you asking for, Chief?” he asked cautiously. 
 
    “I’m starting some actual trouble,” I admitted. “I get shit on all the time for starting so much fucking trouble when normally I’m just doing my damn job, so if I’m going to get the shit, I’m starting the actual trouble this time. We’ve got plans to work out, but it’s a video for the club’s YouTube channel. You in?” 
 
    He slowly nodded. “Yeah, and I can do you one better. I know a popular YouTuber that’s in Chicago. He’d totally get on board to help if he got a behind-the-scenes and maybe some interviews for his channel for a crossover. He’s supe friendly, totally, and he’ll ask direct questions but isn’t a dick.” 
 
    I debated that. “See if you can set it up for this weekend. Like we could start the scenes at the club tomorrow and Saturday for the rest. We want the response now.” 
 
    “I’ll let you know.” 
 
    “Thanks, really, thanks.” 
 
    “No problem, Chief. A lot of us are pissed too. You’re trying to save lives and help all law enforcement do their jobs better, safer. This sort of bigotry does nothing for anyone but hurts people and internet trolls getting their jollies rocked. It’s not what the internet was made for.” 
 
    “Preaching to the choir,” I grumbled as I left.  
 
    Yeah, no one had to talk me into wanting to pound some trolls. The memes with my head Photoshopped over dogs sniffing each other’s asses or wolves doing it in the wild was just too much. Worse than that, the new waves of showing half naked women to be strippers and hookers waving off money because they were shifters and not real people and sex addicts made me see red.  
 
    Really, I was two seconds from bashing in skulls, which was why I went to handle another situation and make a show about it instead of calmly like normal.  
 
    “You are so my hero for doing this,” Sander said as we arrived at UIC’s campus. We had several wolves from our pack attending, and all of them had been getting harassed without anyone stepping in to help. Along with a teacher being the one to out them as shifters, and then when others stepped up to back up their pack, others assumed they were too.  
 
    That didn’t fly with me. 
 
    Ashley’s eyes went wide as I walked into the huge lecture hall, several of them sitting together in the required freshman course. 
 
    “Excuse me?” the professor demanded.  
 
    I showed him my badge. “Several of your students are being taken into custody for sexual assault, harassment, and threatening a minor. Todd Nguyen, Jesse Parker, Craig Phillips, and Alan Collins.” 
 
    “Those are all basketball players,” he argued. 
 
    I gave him a bored look as those four were rounded up and restrained. “So? They don’t get a pass because they represent the school. They should be held to the highest standards of how to behave because they represent the school.” I snapped my fingers. “Right, you don’t care because you announced confidential and protected personal information. You’re coming with us too, Professor.” 
 
    “You have no authority here,” he sneered. “I’m not a supe.” 
 
    “For a college professor, you’re not all that well educated,” I chuckled. “We don’t police only supes. It’s supe related crimes, meaning humans against supes too. Or did you think there wasn’t anyone to protect them legally?”  
 
    I smirked at him when his heart fluttered.  
 
    “Oh, this is going to be fun.” I glanced out at the lecture hall. “I find out anyone else is harassing, slut shaming, or getting physical with any of the supe students and you’ll be next, ending your careers before they even start. You’re adults now, and there’s no sealing away your records. It’s not funny, it’s not cool, and it’s certainly not acceptable, any of this.” 
 
    “I wish that worked for us humans too,” one woman said several rows up. 
 
    “It should,” I told her, pulling out my phone and moving towards her. I held my hand out for her pen and wrote Dain’s number on her notebook. “That’s my attorney. Call him if the school isn’t doing what it should to protect the female students, and he’ll get you to the right people.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she whispered, giving me a shocked look. 
 
    “So class is dismissed,” I called out as I got back to the front, the professor restrained. I shot a glance at Ashley, making it clear they should join us as the accusers. 
 
    I wasn’t surprised when the dean of the department showed up, steam practically coming out of his ears as he demanded we follow him. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s not how this works, as they’ve committed crimes,” I drawled, raising my eyebrow at him. “And in what world do you think you have the right to bark at a division chief of the FBI? You’re not even the chancellor, and this isn’t Harvard or somewhere with pull.” 
 
    “What crimes? Besides you abusing your badge and humiliating a respected professor with tenor?” 
 
    I named the federal statue for the disclosure of confidential information. “Punishable for up to a year in prison and/or a hundred thousand dollar fine along with being stripped of the licenses or certificates that allowed them access to the information.” I smirked at the professor. “Did you like your teaching certificates and licenses? Bet you did it because you didn’t think there were any repercussions.” 
 
    “And the students filed complaints as to what happened and they were being harassed,” Sander added. “You do have a law department at this college, right? He was a bit unclear that basketball players couldn’t get in trouble or there was no one to stop him from using his position to hassle supes.” 
 
    “No such complaints have reached my ears,” the dean seethed. 
 
    “That’s true,” I said for the others. “Then you have a major disconnect, as that was the first step taken. This was the result when the college didn’t do what it should.” I held up my hand to silence him. “These four have been grabbing, smacking, and groping the female shifters the professor outed and some others who stepped up to help their friends. He saw it and did nothing. Others have as well.” 
 
    “One is still a minor,” Sanders added. “And teachers who don’t interject when witnessing a sexual assault—as that’s assault—are the lowest form of filth. Some were laughing with and threatening to get them tossed out if they shifted.” 
 
    Shock flashed in the dean’s eyes before he glanced at Ashley and her friends. “Is that true?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she answered. “One of the teachers was laughing as I was slut shamed because all shifters are sluts according to the basketball team and other cliques, and said if we shifted, we’d get tossed out, annoyed we were let in.” 
 
    “There’s currently a case in Memphis where someone used confidential county information to out the owners of a chocolate and candy factory and is liable for their revenue losses,” I added. “You have several students with promising futures that he outed and had a hand in bullying. You are lucky we were here and stepped in before it crossed even more lines.” 
 
    “You’re just scaring us,” one of the basketball players stupidly threw back. “You know who we are.” 
 
    “Kid, I don’t give a fuck that you’re a division one player, a freshman who warms the bench from what I hear,” I told him firmly. “I wouldn’t care if you were MVP with the Bulls. You cannot lay your hands on anyone without permission. There are consequences for your actions, and unlike crimes against humans, we can tell when you’re lying. We sense it. 
 
    “They knew you were about to go over the line, and next time it would probably be you trying to rape them in a bathroom instead of threatening to make them show you their goods in the locker rooms like the sluts they are.” I snarled and got in his face. “They are not sluts. And they’re stronger than you. Even attempted rape and you would be turned over to me and the Shifter Council. 
 
    “There’s no rape kit or slamming women in court, no tearing into them in disgusting ways because the crime was of a sexual nature instead of a mugging. None of that. I can smell you’re guilty as fuck. We would know, and you would lose everything, your future, and while I think you deserve that for being such scum, I won’t allow this harassment and abuse to continue.” 
 
    “You need to get this through your head, and so do others,” Sander cut in, using his larger body to intimidate the cocky jock. “You deck someone, it’s assault. You get that, right? They warned you not to get in fights because you’re an adult now and you can get arrested.” He waited until all four of them nodded. “Smacking a woman is still assault. If it’s sexual, it’s sexual assault.” 
 
    “No way,” another one hissed. 
 
    “Way,” we all said together, but I continued. “Grabbing their breasts is sexual assault. Grabbing butts, smacking them—it’s all sexual in nature, and it’s sexual assault. You think it’s funny, but it’s not. You think you can get away with it because you’re hot shit, and maybe you are here, but you’re not in the real world. It’s a felony and comes with fines and prison time. Do you get it now?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” the two that hadn’t spoken yet said to Ashley and her friends. 
 
    “Oh, you’ll have to do better than that,” I purred. 
 
    “Like what?” the dean demanded. 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” I seethed, swallowing down some of my rage so I didn’t punch the dickhead. “They’ve been spreading rumors and inciting mobs of students to harass these victims. You think one quick apology when someone threatens them with jail is enough? I very much plan on filing charges so it’s on their record permanently.” 
 
    Sander chuckled when they went pale. “You thought this was just to scare you? Yeah, right. We don’t take you in, and it gets blown off and it’s a green light for all the other douches who think they can harass supes, slut shame shifters, or put their hands on women without consequence.” He smirked at the guys. “Your careers are over. Hope you enjoyed your few moments of low level fame.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said, waving for them to head out. 
 
    “No, this cannot be allowed,” the dean argued, moving in front of the first. 
 
    “You’re just as bad as they are,” I seethed. “It’s done. Reports were filed, statements taken, and warrants issued. Do you think you could interfere if we were CPD and these were theft charges?” I shook my head when his face said this wasn’t the same. “You should be in charge of nothing if you don’t take the felonies they’ve committed more seriously than a misdemeanor theft crime.” 
 
    “It’s only a felony in Illinois if it’s rape and threat of violence is used,” he snapped.  
 
    “Oh, you’ve used that line before to have it ready,” I chuckled. “This is federal, as all supe crimes are.” I moved closer, and we were the same height. “Is that what you tell your jocks? They’ll only get in trouble if it’s rape and they get caught?” Several people hissed when we heard his heart. 
 
    “They shouldn’t have been so full of themselves and acting like they were better than everyone,” that first jock snapped. I didn’t even get a chance to interject how stupid that was, as who were they to be the ego police when clearly they thought too much of themselves already. 
 
    “We’re not full of ourselves,” Ashley snarled, her friends looking just as pissed and ready to deck him. “You reeked of lust and giddiness like you got new toys you could do with whatever you wanted. It was creepy. It was super creepy, and we avoided you. We’re allowed to do that. We were also allowed to hit you back when you smacked us, and you’re lucky we didn’t because I wanted to break your bones.” 
 
    He snorted, his other asshole friend as well. 
 
    “Idiots,” Sander sighed. “They could snap you like twigs. It’s why supes aren’t allowed in school or pro sports.” 
 
    I glanced at the dean who looked almost panicked and not just at what was going on but how much he’d missed. He might be an asshole who didn’t want his players in trouble and made the rules clear, but he wasn’t pushing them to misbehave. He was still a dick, but there might be a way to get the best of both worlds on this. I channeled a tad of Brian and his calmness to bridge the divide a bit. 
 
    “You need to find out the disconnect in your office that led us here instead of a meeting with students and parents or something,” I told the dean. 
 
    Ashley snorted. “My dad’s Beta of the pack, and I think several people are sitting on him so he didn’t tear you all up when he heard you were groping me and slapping my ass while calling me a slut.” She sneered at them. “I’m a virgin.” 
 
    I waved her off, and she started pacing to keep her cool. I stared down the dean until he agreed. “As FBI, I can’t just ignore the warrants and not do my job, but as their Alpha I can speak to the council and see if there’s another option.” I held up my hand to him when he opened his mouth. “But I want some promised changes before I would even consider that.” 
 
    “Like?” he asked as he studied me. 
 
    “You have it in your rules that there aren’t any hate crimes or bullying allowed for several groups—minorities, any studying on visas, and the LGBTQ community. I want supes added. The fact they aren’t already is ridiculous.” I growled when he looked like he was going to object. “You’ve had teachers harassing them or allowing it because no one would call them on it. Is that really what UIC is?” 
 
    “Agreed, and I will bring it up to the chancellor immediately.” 
 
    “I don’t want anyone pushing them to drop charges or this affect their studies.” I glanced at Ashley when she cleared her throat. 
 
    “He was also grading our stuff harsher,” she explained. “A guy sitting near us let me read the paper he got back, and mine was better, but he got an A and I got a C. We all did.” 
 
    “I will handle that,” the dean promised before I could say anything, shooting the professor a pissed off look. “This is Chicago, and we don’t discriminate on grades. They are merit based only, and that’s enough to lose tenure over.” 
 
    I met the dean’s gaze and realized he might be on our side more than I’d thought, but his hands might be tied. “I want some sort of required seminar on sexual assault and consent.” I shook my head when he objected. “Other schools have it. Your sports players who represent the school and are the elite were the offenders. I heard from a human woman in that class it’s not just the supes.” 
 
    “I will try,” he offered. “It’s not up to me.” 
 
    “Fine, but I expect a real effort if I call the Shifter Council as Alpha and suggest another course of action.” I gave him my card, and he did the same with his direct line. I waited until we were across campus and back near the SUVs, smirking at the jocks. “Assuming we don’t find anything else in your interrogations because I seriously doubt these are the only crimes you’ve been getting away with.” 
 
    “Well, that was fun,” Sander chuckled as they were loaded up. He was a fun, joking guy, but he loathed bullies and people who abused their power after being involved with the council for so many years. 
 
    Yeah, I felt the same, having seen it from both sides. 
 
    I rode in the SUV with only security as I pulled out my phone and called Haton. “I want to float an idea by you to maybe help some progress and get the right kind of attention.” 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    I told her what had been going on and where we were at. I even added what I’d said to the dean and what I expected to make this call.  
 
    “I’m not sure what your idea is.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I would like to shine a light on this and make it clear that the shifter slut shaming isn’t allowed and is punishable even if we don’t have the reach or ability to handle it all over yet. I want to make an example that there are repercussions, people will be held accountable. But we have to do it right and not just ship them off, as these are popular college kids.” 
 
    She was quiet several moments. “What if we sent a team lead to question them there instead of secured transport to here? You could help, but also there is a new wave of unrest that we don’t have oversight and what we’re allowed to do.” 
 
    “You want to make public the interrogations?” I asked, shocked she would go there. 
 
    “Yes, as a form of punishment. I want the parents to sign off on that so they hear what their children have been doing and people understand what we go through when outed. I see it as the first step in their rehabilitation like AA where you admit what you’ve done and ask for forgiveness. These are bullies and little shits who need a program, and I feel this could help more than supe women.” 
 
    “Agreed. I think this might work depending on their parents. You’d have to send the right person and not like Barry the sexist bear.” 
 
    “No, not him,” she chuckled. “I will speak with the other councilwomen and get back to you if they agree and who we will send.” 
 
    “Good because I would think it won’t be long until parents descend upon us.” 
 
    Oh boy, was I right on that one. Not even twenty minutes after we arrived at the office did the first parent show up. Just to be fair, I called in the parents of the supes who were involved as well. By the time I headed to the lobby, there were over a dozen adults. 
 
    “I want my son released now,” one guy seethed as he stormed over to me. He tried to use his height and girth to intimidate me, and I simply stared up at him, letting him see I wasn’t affected at all. 
 
    “So I see where your son gets his education in bullying and how to behave towards women, but let me make it clear that pissing me off will not help your child who is an adult and in serious trouble.” I bit back a growl when he opened his mouth to argue. “Step back or I’ll shift and then I’ll tower over you, and I promise, I’m much scarier.” 
 
    “Chief, you’ve got a call from the council,” Shaw told me as she stuck her head out. 
 
    I nodded, focused on the parents. “Your adult children committed crimes and were arrested. I can’t just release them, as this is the FBI, not the school. However, as Alpha, I put in a call to see if we could figure out something other than prison, as the school should have gotten involved before it reached this point.”  
 
    I gave them a second to let that sink in.  
 
    “But they are guilty as sin, so I suggest you all start taking this seriously. I don’t give a crap they are college athletes or whatever other idiocy they’ve been spouting at me like they didn’t rape anyone so they didn’t do anything wrong.” I stared down the guy who finally took a step back. “So realize this is serious and start figuring out what lengths you’re willing to go to make this right, not dismiss it.” 
 
    “I want to talk to these girls,” he shot back. 
 
    “Why? So you can demand they drop the charges or try to bully them as you did me?” I snapped. “I’m not subjecting them to that. Your son is very convinced he didn’t do anything wrong, and what does it matter that they’re just slut shifters? I wonder where he got that sort of attitude towards women from?” 
 
    No, I really didn’t.  
 
    “Is he the dad of the one who was grabbing Ashley?” Freddie demanded, his voice more a growl. “Molesting my virgin daughter while saying he was going to strip her naked and show off how she was a slut?” 
 
    “Freddie, Freddie, you gotta chill, man,” Milo cut in, moving in front of Freddie. I’d called him and a few of his guys in to help given there were several Betas and enforcers involved. 
 
    “They were plotting to rape them in the locker room, and the girls heard it,” Freddie bellowed. “That’s my child, and your son was bitching she was too full of herself for ignoring his degrading advances. You are lucky Chief Thomas handled this before I found out more.” 
 
    “Let them see a feed of the girls telling what happened,” Jessica suggested, her head calmer as she moved to block Freddie too. “There’s no world in which an adult man should get to question the victims of their son’s crimes, but if it was a school issue still, they might let them all sit in a room to argue it out. I won’t agree to that, but let them hear from their mouths what they endured.” 
 
    “Maybe, if they agree,” I said after a moment, not wanting the parents to be in charge of this. I glanced at Mr. Collins, who was the parent of the loudest douche when we’d gone to arrest them. “One is underage. Your son was grabbing the breasts of a minor. We have witnesses. I suggest you lose your attitude and fast or he is looking at prison time. Career over. College done. You get me?” 
 
    “I get you,” he bit out, adjusting his neck. “It shouldn’t have gotten to this level.” 
 
    “I agree, but that’s the school’s fault and your son’s fault for his actions. This isn’t on the girls or us as law enforcement. Should I have waited until this was rape?” 
 
    Jessica snorted. “Ashley would have clawed them all up if they even tried, and then they’d know exactly what we go through as shifters, as he couldn’t play college basketball or the pros anymore.” 
 
    Mr. Collins went a bit pale at that. 
 
    The council approved my idea, already sending out an interrogator, one who was very good at following the rules and seasoned so nothing would shake them. Awesome.  
 
    I moved the parents from both sides into the conference room, as they were all there now. I glanced around and was about to open my mouth when Mrs. Parker jumped from her chair and rushed out of the room. I wasn’t sure what was going on until I saw Jesse Parker there being led to one of the interrogation rooms now that we had an answer. 
 
    “I’m gonna beat you dead,” she shouted, smacking him over and over again. “You were touching girls? What is wrong with you? You disrespecting women and think that okay?” 
 
    “Ma, Ma, quit it—I’m sorry,” he said back. 
 
    “Don’t talk back to me. You better be saying sorry to them. I raised you better than this.” 
 
    “Ma’am, you can’t hit anyone we have in custody,” Shaw said, moving Jesse now that she’d moved past the shock we were all feeling. “He’s restrained and in our care.” 
 
    “I brought him into this world, and I will take him out of it if he mistreats another girl again!” 
 
    “Well, I’m not against her getting involved instead of prison,” Jessica said, sharing a look with Freddie. I knew she was saying it more for the other parents so they took this seriously and tried to find the right punishment for their kids instead of just get out of it, and it worked, several realizing if one parent on their side broke and yelled at their kid, they were screwed. 
 
    Yeah, that was normally how it went. People always thought if they stuck together, nothing would happen or pushed forward. Assholes. 
 
    Mrs. Parker came back in and let out a huff. “I apologize, Chief Thomas. I shouldn’t have done that.” She glanced at the other parents. “I’m sorry my son hurt your daughters. I raised him better than that. I’ve never seen him treat any girl in high school with an ounce of disrespect. I don’t care if they’re shifters or aliens. They are women, and I won’t stand for him behaving badly.” 
 
    I nodded as they did, and she took her seat again. “The Shifter Council has agreed to not ship them off to their facility, willing to give them a chance after I said the school should have gotten involved sooner and some of their teachers were involved in the harassment. They’re sending one of their interrogators here, but they were clear that if they uncover other crimes, they will pull the plug.” 
 
    “What plug?” Mr. Collins demanded. “Due process and fair trial? This is bullshit.” 
 
    “No, what’s bullshit is your son committed crimes while jeering there wasn’t anything anyone could do about it,” Freddie snapped. “They targeted our daughters because they honestly thought no one would protect them. I think he should be apologizing to every minority for that, don’t you? I was alive during the civil rights movement, human then, and I fought for equality. Why aren’t you?” 
 
    That was one hell of a shot he took at a black man, and it landed from the way he flinched. 
 
    “The Shifter Council wants to make these interrogations public,” I explained, going back to the topic. “As Mr. Collins just said, he assumes there’s no due process or fairness. That is not true. These are real laws, and my office and the AG’s office review all the interrogations and cases.” I met his gaze. “But we can tell when people lie to us. That is about as fair as it gets, as no one innocent is sentenced.” 
 
    “You will shame our sons,” Mr. Phillips muttered, pressing his lips in a firm line. “You make this public, and they’ll be the laughing stocks of the school and more.” 
 
    “Better than prison,” Freddie snapped. “And they did that to our daughters. Everywhere Ashley goes they are getting harassed and called the basketball team’s new bitches and worse. Others are asking if they get them next. This has spun out of control and fast, so it’s not one thing, but the mentality and culture. Our daughter has just as much promise as your son does, and it’s being destroyed.” 
 
    “Our daughter scored a thirty-five on her ACT and just as well on her SATs and received scholarship offers all over, but we kept her local because we have to put up with this sort of bullshit as shifters,” Maggie Perry interjected. “And we can’t just drop everything and fly out to another city if there’s a problem, not without permission from the local wolves, so don’t tell us about fair or due process!” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Mrs. Parker asked, giving us confused looks. 
 
    “The US government adds extra layers, rules, and restrictions on supes for their leaders to keep order as they were not capable of at the time we were all found out,” I explained. “And in return, they would implement harsher punishments for certain crimes, like against endangered shifter species or children of the Alpha because they’re ridiculously targeted. Also to integrate procedures with the Shifter Council on crimes.” 
 
    “No one knows this,” Mr. Collins snapped. 
 
    “Actually, lots do,” I drawled. “Lots do. And if you haven’t educated yourself to the laws, that’s not the victims’ faults. He shouldn’t have done this to human girls either. And it was publicized all over the place when it happened. The government doesn’t send out all the laws. You have to look them up or read them to learn them. You ignored them because you thought it was shifter or supe stuff, right?” 
 
    Shaw stuck her head in the conference room, interrupting my lecture. “Chief, the DA’s on the phone, and he asked if you were in a good mood.” 
 
    “Well, I was in a better mood before hearing he’s obviously going to piss me off,” I grumbled, getting to my feet. “Got any good news, Shaw?” 
 
    “No, Chief, I work for the FBI, not the good news witch,” she grumbled as she ducked back out. 
 
    I snorted. “Ain’t that the damn truth.” I glanced around at the people, focusing on Freddie. “I expect no one mauled when I get back no matter what anyone says.” 
 
    He gave a swift nod, crossing his arms over his chest. He sighed when I waved for him to go ahead. “I should have been told sooner. She didn’t come to us.” 
 
    “She’s an adult, Freddie. She was afraid you’d pull the plug on them going to college if this was how bad things got at a liberal college. She also did what she should and went to the damn school. You’re two seconds from shredding the little shits. She didn’t want that on her head even if you did it to defend her. She can fight her own battles. That’s the whole damn point of this.” 
 
    “I know, but I don’t have to like it,” he growled, several of the others snorting. 
 
    Including parents on the other side. Maybe there was hope for this meeting after all.  
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    The call with the DA didn’t go well. The attorney for the shooter last night had already finagled an evidence presentation and dismissal hearing. How when we’d caught him red handed made me not hopeful about the amount of dirt on the situation. Corruption was one of the hardest cases to build and make go anywhere, and I was tired of it being one I kept tripping into. 
 
    So my Monday morning was now booked. Awesome. 
 
    I went and talked to the girls who were all in one of the interrogation rooms. They agreed to answer questions while the parents watched from the viewing room but nothing more.  
 
    “We don’t owe them anything,” Ashley said firmly. “In no world do their parents deserve to speak to us, much less question us, but if it will help this along, we can speak with the council person coming and tell them, right?” 
 
    “I think that would help, but you don’t have to.” 
 
    They had one stipulation… They didn’t want their parents to hear. Oh, sure, that would be a fun pitch to hear. 
 
    “So the victims have agreed to allow the council interrogator to question them too—even though that’s not required—as long as their parents don’t listen in to the details.” I sighed when I saw how that wasn’t going to fly. “Come on, guys, you—it was horrible for me to tell Alena when I went through what I did with that councilman, and she’s just my adoptive mom. Don’t make them go through that.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Jessica interjected. “Maybe one day when they’ve settled with it.” She worried her lower lip. “Do you think Phobie should speak to them?” 
 
    “I think we should get a therapist who specializes in sexual crimes trauma. That’s not Phobie’s specialty, but it is a good idea, yes. I also told them to start thinking of what they would consider as acceptable punishment besides prison and fines.” 
 
    “I think they need therapy,” Freddie snapped. “Not every man touches or treats women that way. I’ve never just grabbed someone’s breast. I think once I smacked a woman’s ass when I was drinking and I thought it was my girlfriend at the time. I deserved the punch her date gave me.” 
 
    “Or some sort of sensitivity training for the basketball team where they realize how not funny this all is and maybe hear from victims and what they go through,” Jessica added. 
 
    “Assuming any of them care enough where that would work,” I drawled. I nodded to Mr. Collins. “His son made it clear the girls had it coming and they were lucky it wasn’t worse given they were full of themselves and rejected his advances. His head is so big thinking he’s like an NBA baller or something he wasn’t hearing us that even if he was, he’s not allowed to do whatever he wants.” 
 
    Every parent there gave Mr. Collins a disgusted look, and finally he lost some of his bravado. 
 
    It was a few hours’ flight from the Shifter Council facility and then drive in from the airport, so I let them order lunch as long as they paid for it themselves and a few of the agents picked it all up. I did pay for their food to pick it up since my order was in there too, plus I paid for the girls’.  
 
    I didn’t for the guys. Screw them. They were lucky I was willing to feed them at all when they should already have been shipped off and out of my hair, and I made sure to tell them that was how I felt. 
 
    We had just finished up when a put together and very professional looking woman came with Shaw. I headed right for her, extending my hand and introducing myself, not shocked when it was a quick, firm shake. 
 
    “Louisa. Thank you for your commitment to progress and equality, Chief Thomas,” she said, her tone serious, but I could see in her eyes she meant it and was happy to be a part of it. 
 
    “How do you want to play this?” 
 
    “With your permission, I would speak with the parents first, as they are the ones who would get in front of the media or file lawsuits.” 
 
    I agreed, nodding. “Right this way.” I led her to the conference room, noting how she quickly took in everyone there. The Chicago shifters immediately stood and bared their necks to her, feeling her power.  
 
    “Thank you, but I’m not here for an official visit but in my role with the council as an interrogator. And humans lean towards feeling our cultural greetings as favoritism, so handshakes are fine,” she replied, moving to the head of the table once they all sat back down. “I am Louisa, sent by the Global Shifter Council to conduct an on scene interrogation which is—” 
 
    “What’s your last name?” Mr. Collins demanded. 
 
    She locked on him with a swift head turn, making me feel as if I was watching a bird glance around. I sniffed the air. Yes, she was some sort of bird shifter but powerful, as she could dampen her energy and even scent like I could. “Why would you need my last name? Does it matter?” 
 
    “How can we look into you?” 
 
    “You can’t,” she answered, blinking at him as if debating if she should use smaller words in the future. “Unlike the government’s prosecutors and DAs who are threatened because people can find them, we skip that counterintuitive step, and there is nothing you can find on me.” 
 
    “It holds people accountable when we know who they are,” he snapped. 
 
    Again she blinked at him and made me think of a bird, but not prey. “Yes, and as the father of a confirmed criminal, I should absolutely be held accountable by you. I am over seven hundred years old and have almost a hundred years’ experience in interrogating criminals, but please, stand in judgement of me and watch me not care.” 
 
    I wasn’t the only one who covered a snicker or laugh with a cough. 
 
    “As I was saying, you have asked for leniency, and Chief Thomas—in her role as Alpha—agreed we should make the exception given the school did not act on the problem and agitated the situation. Also, the guilty are barely adults themselves. The professor is not being shown the same leniency and will come back with me.” She gave them a moment to let that sink in. 
 
    “What will happen?” Mrs. Parker asked, apologizing and introducing herself, which led the others to do the same. 
 
    Louisa did a double take when Freddie said his name. “I would have thought you more physically imposing from the way many have spoken of you and the fight you put up against the previous Alpha and his cruelties. I’m glad the situation was handled and your daughter not hurt.” 
 
    “Wait, so she’s accused others before?” Mr. Collins demanded, and I was not the only woman in the room who gave him a death glare. 
 
    “So according to you she only gets one chance to report crimes against her?” Louisa threw right back. “That is not actually how the law works, so I suggest you educate yourself especially when you have such the high opinion of yourself that you should check into me and my reputation.” 
 
    “And this situation is vastly different than before,” Jessica seethed. “And I’m doubting there’s any chance these boys can be rehabilitated and see the error of their ways when you clearly don’t care what is done to women. Stop poking because we will poke back.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” he sneered. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him. “You smell of sadness when you look at the couples here, touching your ring finger that doesn’t have a ring. Did your wife maybe leave you because you don’t know how to treat a woman?” 
 
    She nailed it. The anger that immediately filled him along with his heart racing let us know she was completely right. 
 
    “So she did, and you taught your son the same, awesome,” I grumbled, shaking my head. 
 
    “You asked me what will happen,” Louisa cut in, focused on Mrs. Parker. “The same steps you are used to in your US justice system but in an expedited manner. Reports were taken, witnesses spoken to, and warrants issued, but unlike the human crimes, we know who is telling the truth and lying, so there is no mistake, no extra horsing around.  
 
    “We are past the point where the police sit the accused down and start interrogating or putting more pieces together. Chief Thomas has confirmed they are guilty, and we’re moving to the next step.” 
 
    I snorted. “None of them even tried to deny it. They were pissed anyone called them on it when they’re such high profile guys, throwing at me I knew who they were.” 
 
    She glanced at me. “Truly? Do they not understand who you are?” 
 
    “Well no, I have breasts, which they don’t respect, and you know, they’re college freshmen, so yeah, they’re badass.” 
 
    Several people snorted. For all of my faults—and I had a lot of them—I’d never had that sort of ego when I was younger. I never thought I was so awesome and anyone notable or… How did people seriously get such egos when there was proof all around us how big the world was and we were all just fish swimming with each other? 
 
    “We are at the point of questioning the witness in court, which is why we’ve asked for these interrogations to be able to be shown. As many people falsely believe there is something shady going on or there is no oversight, we’re willing to use this as a teachable moment to educate others. This is part of the leniency, so agree to it now, or we go to the normal plan.” 
 
    Everyone was quiet several moments, but Mr. Nguyen finally said something when he and his wife had been silent this whole time. “I think I’d need to see what comes out of the interrogation and how far it goes. I mean, how far will you take things?” 
 
    Louisa nodded. “That is a fair question when you are unused to this practice. I care what crimes he’s committed. I do not care if he cheats on his girlfriends, but it shows a pattern of disrespect towards women and his character. This is not a smear campaign, nor meant to embarrass your son or humans. I want answers and facts; however, if he doesn’t remain professional, I won’t either.” 
 
    “Could we see you interview the girls first?” Mrs. Parker asked. “They agreed we could see that and it would give us a feel for this, yes?” 
 
    “Yes, but let me be clear that you cannot speak of what you see. These women deserve their privacy and are allowing this extra interview for the sake of facilitating this. They have already been interviewed by Chief Thomas and her people and everything submitted to file for the warrants.” She stared at all the parents. “Agree now, and I will know if you’re lying.” 
 
    “Fine, yes, fine,” Mr. Collins bit out after the others had agreed.  
 
    “Show them the viewing room while I take Louisa in,” I told Shaw. “I’ll stay in the room if that’s fine with you?” 
 
    “Yes, as they undoubtedly trust you, and these are unorthodox circumstances.” 
 
    “Thank you for understanding.” I led the way, giving a smile to Ashley and the others. “This is Louisa, she works with the council. She’s going to ask you some questions while the accused parents watch.” 
 
    “There is nothing you have to answer,” Louisa said firmly. “Your testimony is not being called into question, and all of the reports were diligent and well executed. I read them on the flight over, and I’m very sorry for what you have gone through. I simply am going to listen to your words directly so the humans see we play fair and aren’t skipping steps.” 
 
    They all nodded, and Ashely went first. “It started the first day of class. The professor made some comments about how many were allowed in his class over last year and on top of it, a few werewolves, and named me.” 
 
    “Why was it on your application you were a werewolf? You were born, yes?” Louisa asked. “Did the school require you to tell them?” 
 
    “No, but my dad’s the pack’s Beta and we’re out. I didn’t put it on my application, and yes, I’m a born wolf, but it was part of my entrance essay, as we had to talk about a defining moment in our lives. I chose my first time shifting, as shifting early had ripples and seemed to define who I was right then.” 
 
    “Understood. What happened after?” 
 
    “Alan Collins came over to us the second class was over.” She wrinkled her nose. “He smelled of lust and a weird sort of giddiness. It creeped me out, and honestly, it reminded me of how Alpha Engle smelled when he was going to force someone to do something he shouldn’t.” She relaxed a bit when the others nodded. “We ignored him and left class. He was pissed.” 
 
    “Like scary pissed,” one of the girls added. “Calling after us to get our bitch asses back there and he was a basketball player.” 
 
    I knew this, but it was really good their parents weren’t hearing this for sure. 
 
    “At first we ignored it, but that seemed to make it worse,” Ashley continued. “I snapped and told them to leave us the fuck alone, and Craig taunted us that no one was going to help shifter sluts like us, so no, they wouldn’t.” She jumped to her feet and started pacing. “I was telling Leo that I didn’t know what to do. I kept bouncing between them having to get bored eventually and upset I would accept that. 
 
    “He said we should learn from you and remember we were still students and there were rules, people to go to. He looked it up and found there was no protection for supes like other minorities, but we found who to report it to. And that’s what we did. The moment Alan tried to corner me and instead slapped my ass and ordered me to go back to wearing skirts, we reported them.” 
 
    “Back to skirts?” Louisa asked. 
 
    Julia Perry let out a heavy sigh. “That was part of their harassment shtick. That we wore skirts for easy access or to pretend we were good girls. We stopped wearing them. It just seemed easier to do that and maybe they’d move on instead of risking things blew up with how some of the teachers were acting too.” 
 
    Louisa nodded, taking down a few notes. “And so you reported the behavior?” 
 
    “Yes, we went to the liberal arts dean’s office and filed a misconduct report,” Ashley answered. “The woman took it down and said they’d investigate, and it wasn’t a lie but…” She looked at me and snapped her fingers. “It was like when Reagan lectures Hagan about not being a slob at pack functions and learning table manners. When Hagan bobs his head like yeah, yeah and burps a minute later.” 
 
    “Dismissive,” Julia added, the others nodding. “She was dismissive like it would be ranked somewhere under checking every desk didn’t wobble.” 
 
    “Yeah, you know what dismissive smells like,” I drawled. “That perfectly describes how Hagan blows off his twin.” 
 
    “Hagan and Reagan Cooney?” Louisa asked, and we nodded. “I would like to speak with them while I’m here if possible. I have yet to pay my respects after their parents died, as I could not make the funeral. I was friends with their mother.” 
 
    “I’ll let them know.” 
 
    She thanked me and focused back on the girls. “Not to put this back on you, as you are not at fault here, not in the slightest, but I want to check that there was no confusion in the message you gave. Was there anything the boys fed off of or maybe threw gas on the fire?” 
 
    They shook their heads, but then Ashley winced. “I did. I didn’t mean to but—” She blew a harsh breath. “I got fed up and snapped that we weren’t interested in dating so to leave us alone.” 
 
    “Craig made some shit comment how dating wasn’t what they wanted with us because we weren’t up to their level,” Julia sneered.  
 
    Ashley nodded. “I told them to stop being fucking stupid and we could hurt them. We shouldn’t be involved with humans at our age and certainly not in that way when emotions are heightened.” 
 
    “Slow down,” I said gently when she was darting back and forth in a way that would make the humans dizzy. “None of this is your fault, Ashley. She’s asking so we know what the boys might toss back at you. It’s like how I ask people to switch seats and what is the point the other side will poke.” 
 
    “I know, I know, but it was so stupid,” she rasped. “I got so angry.” She looked at me with tears in her eyes. “Alan said they’d just tie us up then so they could get what they wanted, and I blew, daring him to fucking try it. On top of everything, they didn’t even care if we would enjoy whatever they wanted us to be involved in like we were sex toys or something. It was horrible. 
 
    “He said something about he could change my mind once I saw his big black you know. And I snapped I’d seen others, so it wasn’t going to be new or shock me.” She let out a shaky breath. “I didn’t realize what I’d said. They went bonkers, and it wasn’t just they could harass us and no one would do anything, but we really were sluts and we had all kinds of experience—I wasn’t thinking.” 
 
    My hands curled into fists, and I glanced at the window the parents were watching through. “What you’re undoubtedly missing is we have a lot of black people in our pack, and as we don’t shift with our clothes on like they magically disappear and reappear, we’re pretty comfortable with nudity. They’ve seen naked males and know what they look like.” 
 
    “We tried to explain that,” Ashely rasped. “We did, but they wouldn’t hear us. It became all we’d done because why else would we see it? And it was—I’m sorry.” 
 
    I moved over to her and cupped her face as I lowered my forehead to hers. “Ashley, none of this is you. None of it. You could walk down those hallways in your birthday suit and no one should still touch you or harass you. You didn’t invite them with anything you did. You didn’t ask for it. You didn’t give permission. Their reaction was theirs, and they’re predators who thought you prey.” 
 
    She pulled away and snarled, her eyes flashing power. “I’m no one’s fucking prey. We did what we should because we didn’t want to make the pack look bad by eating those fucking losers who can’t get any unless they harass girls.” 
 
    “Good girl,” I praised, giving them a wink. 
 
    “Let’s get back to the school,” Louisa guided. “So you filed the report, and what happened?” 
 
    “We went to check on it when they kept hassling us,” Julia answered. “They said no report was ever filed. And we all knew they were lying. I told her we knew it, we could smell it, and she said if I was going to be belligerent, they’d mark my file or we could file a report and they’d handle it. So we did again.” 
 
    “And somehow that got to certain teachers, as that was when the confrontation happened where the teacher said if we shifted we’d get thrown out,” Ashley added, telling Louisa the full story again. 
 
    “What’s being done with these teachers?” Louisa asked. 
 
    “One is in custody, and two I have a team picking up now, as they had afternoon classes today.” 
 
    “Oh good, I look forward to meeting them,” she chuckled darkly. Yeah, I understood the feeling, as adults who were supposed to protect kids and not only didn’t but stoked the fires of hate and pain… There wasn’t a hell bad enough for them.  
 
    “Anything else I should know or you think relevant?” Louisa checked after hearing the rest of what had happened. 
 
    They shared a look and seemed to come to a collective decision. 
 
    “Todd and Jesse weren’t as bad as Alan and Craig,” one of the girls said as she rubbed her neck. “You know that from what we’ve said, clearly, but they sometimes smelled of, not regret, but like they thought the harassing was fun, but when it got physical they would give us sad looks.” 
 
    Julia snorted. “Yeah, poor them, peer pressure and all of that. I felt horrible for them as they sexually assaulted me and grabbed my breast or said they were going to show I was wet for them. They were taunting us they were men, and they were being boys who let others push them into crimes.” 
 
    “We’re not defending them, but you should probably know that,” Ashley grumbled. 
 
    “I do, thank you, and no, that’s not anything that will reduce their punishment, as they still did and said what they did, but it does speak to a larger problem of bullying and being pushed on the sports teams,” Louisa explained, taking more notes. “Ladies, thank you for taking the time to say this all again for my ears. I will start with the boys, but I would ask you to think on what punishments you feel are warranted.” 
 
    “Cutting off their dicks they said they would choke us with for one,” Ashley snarled. 
 
    I didn’t disagree, and it was hard not to smile as I felt the same, but I had to be the adult and guide them down the less violent path. I would have paid money to see her go all out against Alan Collins though because the guy would learn he really, really wasn’t the predator he thought he was. 
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    Just as we stepped out of the interview room, Kim Evans came walking in with Chad Evans—her husband and one of the Chicago Bears—on her heels. Kim was a distant relative of Nina Jezebel’s, and they were friends with the pack, especially after I’d helped juice her up with power during her pregnancy so she and her daughter were more powerful witches. 
 
    It had gone well, but I hadn’t seen them since my abduction, and I smiled, glad to see them even if I was confused as to why they were there. 
 
    “Dain called and said there was a situation I might want to jump in on, as he could not even if he was an attorney, as he works for the FBI and it would be a conflict,” she said, answering the unasked question as she extended her hand. “And I’m thrilled to see you doing so much better.” 
 
    “We both are,” Chad muttered as he leaned in and gave me a half hug. “Brian’s kept us updated. Welcome home.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I introduced them to Louisa, and she was polite but gave me a questioning look. “What did Dain tell you?” 
 
    “Not much, but it’s already all over social media as a few kids recorded you coming into class and arresting the guys,” Kim told me. “I got into what I knew and contacted Chad.” 
 
    “Those little shits want to be all baller, and what they need is a reality check,” Chad seethed. “And I’ve got friends on all the Chicago sports teams ready to make a huge stink that this shit is not acceptable and as pro players we stand together in that.” 
 
    “Nice.” I bit back a chuckle. “Come with me.” I led them to the conference room where the parents of the boys had rejoined the others. I locked eyes with Freddie. “I have to recuse myself as Alpha on this, as it’s ramping up with social media and more. I name you in my stead.” 
 
    “Wait, you can’t just name him boss when he’s on the other side,” Mr. Collins snapped. 
 
    “I can and just did,” I said calmly. “Your sons went after people he thought had no power or pull. This is a lesson they should learn the hard way. They don’t know as much as they think.” I held up my hand when he opened his mouth to object. “The other Betas I might ask are not better options. None have children or might understand the line of adult and kid as parents.” 
 
    Jessica snorted. “The twins would force them to enlist in the military to straighten them out, or Christos and Theon would make them go to Greece to see how women should be treated. They’ve threatened that with some of the rowdy shifter guests we’ve had. Nestor is terrified at becoming a dad and might pound them all just in case he has a daughter.” 
 
    I nodded. “Freddie is actually who I would ask even if not involved, as he’s our most senior Beta. The older, alternate Betas can’t weigh in, as they’re FBI too.” 
 
    “Plus, Eugene would eat them,” Jessica added, both of us trying to not be amused at the visual. 
 
    “Why do you need to recuse yourself now?” Mrs. Parker asked me. 
 
    I stepped aside and let in Mr. and Mrs. Evans along with Louisa. 
 
    “I’m here to represent the victims,” Mrs. Evans said firmly as she pulled out several packets from her bag and tossed them in front of the boys’ parents. “Chief Thomas understands that there are more than legal ramifications and jail here, and as an attorney that has helped the pack in the past, I’m here to make sure punitive damages are paid as well along with clearing their reputations. 
 
    “What I’ve just given you are several cases in the past decade that I will use as precedence for any filings and damages I demand. As you can see for yourselves, people are tired of athletes misbehaving, and speaking as the wife of a pro player who has never had a scandal and respects women, this is a stand we believe important.” 
 
    Chad snorted. “And not just because we have a daughter. A lot of pro players do, and your sons would be blacklisted from teams. Players will shut them out, as they make all players look bad. If they have real futures, now is the time to get that.” 
 
    Kim nodded and took back over. “The settlements have ranged from millions of dollars all the way to signing they will never play college or pro sports. They used that as their reason they were allowed to commit crimes, and courts have found that privilege should be taken from them as punishment.” She didn’t give them a chance to respond. “If I could speak with the ladies, I’d appreciate it.” 
 
    “And that’s why I have to recuse myself,” I answered Mrs. Parker. “I can’t be FBI and work with the attorney of the victims. Freddie will act as Alpha, but Ashley won’t fall under the laws of child of the Alpha. However, there was an underage shifter, and she warned them repeatedly that meant something, and they ignored her. So before anyone else tells me that they didn’t know, the guys did.” 
 
    “They just didn’t care,” one of the parents seethed. 
 
    “Let me get Louisa set with the first of the guys,” I said to Mrs. Evans. I got that set up and then let Mrs. Evans have my office with the girls. Then I brought the Phillips back to the viewing room, as Craig was going first, and they wanted to see what would go public. I didn’t blame them, but I made it clear they were getting special treatment by allowing it. 
 
    “I know, and I thank you, but he’s not our only child, and we’re worried for the fallout,” Mrs. Phillips said, sounding seconds from breaking down. Yeah, that was tough, but Craig should have thought of that. 
 
    I slid into the interview room and nodded to Louisa that we were set. 
 
    “I want an attorney,” Craig demanded before we could even start. 
 
    “You are not entitled to one,” Louisa told him easily. “Unlike human criminal proceedings, there is no dancing around or delays, as we already know you’re guilty. I am here to determine how guilty, the depth of the crimes, your intentions, and if there’s any reason to not give you the maximum sentence.” She held up her hand when he went to argue. “I spoke with the victims, and they were not lying.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you,” he snapped. 
 
    “Yes, you do, and I can tell that from your physical reaction,” she explained. “You’re sweating more. Your heart fluttered at the lie. I can even sense the distress in your stomach from the moment I turned on my extra camera and recorder. Innocent people do not have that reaction unless they have a nervous disposition or anxiety issues.” 
 
    He opened his mouth but then shut it, crossing his arms over his chest and giving her a smirk. Idiot. 
 
    Amusement danced in her eyes. “I realize you don’t want to admit all your crimes and sins in front of your parents who are watching and agreed to this, but staying silent isn’t an advisable position. It won’t help you.” She seemed to give a mental shrug and continued even when he didn’t reply. “Do you know the women in question who are accusing you?” 
 
    His heart picked up, and she nodded. 
 
    “So you do.” 
 
    “I didn’t say that,” he bitched. 
 
    She blinked at him. “You don’t need to. Your heart already did.” She held up a file I didn’t recognize. “And according to your medical records, you have a very healthy heart. The warrant allowed me access to your complete medical history. You’ve had many exams as a college athlete, and there’s nothing wrong with your heart, meaning your reactions are able to be read by me.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit. You can’t allow that in court.” 
 
    “We are not in court,” she told him. “This is your court proceeding, and I am the prosecutor. I will know the truth or lies, so a jury isn’t needed. It’s a conflict if I rule as judge, and I will not. I will, however, give a recommended sentencing as a DA or AG would. So giving me the silent treatment will not help your case but will still give me the answers I need.” 
 
    He didn’t seem to buy it, as he kept his mouth shut as she asked another dozen questions. 
 
    She sat back and gave him an amused look. “Have you ever heard the old adage ‘answer for yourself now, otherwise others will and you won’t like what’s said?’” She studied him. “No. You understand the principal though. Your staying silent won’t keep this quiet. It will make us fill in the blanks in a way you won’t want. For instance, I can smell that you were aroused in those situations. 
 
    “Your body echoes that feeling when you remember it. Now, I could sit here and ask you more questions to figure out why that is, but I have a life besides you. I had plans that were pushed aside to get on a plane and fly halfway across the country because your parents asked for that leniency and exception. But you’re not answering, so we can fill in the blanks how we want.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at her as if daring her to make shit up. 
 
    “I don’t need to lie, child,” she promised him. “I could go tell your friends and teammates you were aroused around them, leaving out the females were around, and let people fill in those blanks.” She shook her head when he reacted. “So that’s the line for you. You worry more about your teammates thinking you’re homosexual and not people finding out you sexually assaulted women. 
 
    “Have you ever harassed gay students?” She sighed when his heart fluttered. “So you have. So you are a predator and bully all around, not just in this one situation. That’s not someone who deserves leniency or redemption.” She studied him again. “Which is why you’re not answering. You think if you’re quiet that we won’t discover more than we know.” 
 
    His expression said that was clearly where his brain was. 
 
    “I could make my final recommendation without you answering a thing. You will go to the Global Shifter Council, and they will send in a junior interrogator in training, and they will interrogate you for weeks or months just to teach them how to listen to a healthy heart flutter and read people. It’s good training. I’ve done it. I’ve trained people how to. 
 
    “The funny thing about that is unlike your human crimes justice, there is no time served during the proceedings. It’s completely blank, as you made it that long with being uncooperative.” She smiled at him. “And I’m a very old woman with an ungodly amount of patience.” She bobbed her head when he shot her a look he wasn’t buying. “I had a situation like this before. Many, but one I like best. 
 
    “He thought he’d wait me out. Not tell his side and let me get a better and complete read instead of what I could put together. I decided if he was going to push my buttons, I would push his. We had a standing appointment at eleven. He would be brought to the interrogation room after breakfast and wait for me. That’s three hours, as breakfast is over at eight. 
 
    “There he would sit in a room close to this, on an uncomfortable chair, and have nothing to do but stare at the wall, stare at his reflection, and see he was older than yesterday. I would come in, ask him the list of prepared questions I had from piecing together more and more information. Then he would miss eating lunch with others, miss one of his only chances to see others, as he wasn’t in gen pop with those convicted. 
 
    “And then I would tell him I would be back. I’d leave him for another few hours, and right after he’d had his dinner alone in the room, I’d come back and ask him a few follow up questions. He would then be taken back to his private cell away from the others, as he hadn’t been convicted and sentenced yet. That was our routine. Day after day. Do you want to know how long I did that until he broke?” 
 
    He swallowed loudly but didn’t say it. 
 
    “Over two years. He lasted longer than any other, I have to give him that, but when he broke, he broke. He let it all out, way more than we ever knew. Once we had it all, he was sentenced, and the clock started from the moment he was. Those years were gone and not even counting. So, you want to not answer me, I already have a well-tested and foolproof play. 
 
    “It has always worked because I have done this for almost a hundred years after I completed my intense training. No one can just sit here and be a Global Shifter Council interrogator. It takes a certain kind of person and unyielding patience, someone who enjoys watching the mouse run around the maze and desperately try to get out when there’s no exit.  
 
    “And there’s not one here, Mr. Phillips. You are caught and guilty. So I’m going to list where we stand on your crimes and the sentences. This is the starting line because if you don’t start talking to me and tell me your side and give me your answers, I will start at your college and find everything else you’ve done. I will talk to others, and I will find every single sin you’ve ever committed just because you’re annoying me.” 
 
    I wasn’t shocked when he talked. He talked a lot. 
 
    “She was always pacing and shaking, so fucking dismissive like I was some piece of shit,” he bitched. “I got mad, and yeah, I wanted her to see where she really ranked.” 
 
    “You fucking idiot,” I seethed, interrupting for the first time. “She was trying not to shift.” I snarled and moved closer to the guy, changing my hands and running my claws along the table. “She was trying to protect your stupid ass from an accident because our wolves want to come out and protect us when we’re threatened. You should kiss her feet she cared enough to control her wolf and not risk you.” 
 
    Louisa blinked at me. “Well, clearly you would never be an interrogator.” 
 
    “I’m fairly good at it,” I defended. “I’m not a patient woman, but I have a few traumas of this nature that set me off.” I nodded to the kid as I shifted my hands back. “Besides, a reality check is good for those in the hot seat now and again.” I looked at the guy who was shaken, his eyes wide. “That’s how fast it can happen. That’s how fast we can shift.  
 
    “Most accidents happen because people are dismissive and don’t listen. I have several in my pack that blew it off as bullshit and got cut because they didn’t believe everything about shifters, didn’t care enough about them to hear them. Your actions have consequences, kid. They warned you again and again they were shifters and to not corner them, to let them walk away.  
 
    “So before your next shit line is something about them, as you apparently think you’re any god’s gift and should teach people their places, listen and take a look at yourself. They basically warned you they were armed. They’re not dangerous animals. You are. You ignored what’s right and are pissed someone would really protect them.  
 
    “You are lucky they were shifters and are in better control of themselves so there wasn’t an accident. You deserved whatever they gave you, but they didn’t because people turn it around.” I leaned over the table again and let him see how serious I was in my eyes. “But I was human once, and let me tell you how none of that would have flown with me when I was college.  
 
    “I put a guy in the hospital when he cornered me, groping me and trying for more. I broke several bones, and he lost his scholarship. He never played college sports again. And he deserved it. He came after me thinking I was an easy target being young and without friends, and found out he wasn’t the strongest one. That’s the problem with self-important people. Someone is always stronger, smarter, or faster.” 
 
    He swallowed loudly. “No way that’s true. You’d be in prison.” 
 
    “It is,” I promised him. “It was self-defense. He came at me and told me what he was going to do to me as he groped me, ripped my clothes. I realized no one would hear me scream, as it was the weekend and I was working on extra credit. Everything I did was in reaction to his attack. I panicked, as he had at least a hundred pounds on me and half a foot. It was completely legal, and so would anything they did to you.” 
 
    I turned and walked out, seconds from ringing the little shit’s neck. I hated guys like him that could with a straight face think that I should be the one in trouble for what had happened. 
 
    Assholes. 
 
    I got a call not long after and had a feeling it would put me in a bad mood. 
 
    “The director is not happy you took this political stance as FBI,” Deputy Director Galvin informed me. 
 
    “Oh, well, tell him to bite me,” I growled. “What political stance? Doing my job and making sure people understand supes are protected too? We publicize and publicize that we police supes, and still there are too many people who think no one protects us. I’m tired of it. It’s my jurisdiction and—” 
 
    “I agree with you, Thomas,” he cut in. “And so does the president. I’m calling to warn you and check from you that this wasn’t meant as a stunt.” 
 
    “No, but that’s coming,” I muttered. “I have better taste than a leaked video taken in class on social media or whatever it is. Someone was saying that was it.” 
 
    “Oh, no, it’s not one,” he chuckled. “The moment you walked in people apparently knew something was up and got the whole thing. There’s also some audio of your discussion with the dean when he tried to block you. He’s out of a job I’m sure. You were professional, and I reminded the director of that.” 
 
    “Can he retire soon please?” I grumbled. “For real.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you feel that way,” he said under his breath. “Is there something I should know?” 
 
    “Officially? No, I’ve never met the man, but it’s reached my ears that he’s less than supe friendly. People who have met him are very clear on that, and that’s a lot of why more wasn’t done sooner.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that.” 
 
    “We didn’t know what side you were on,” I admitted, not wanting to throw Monroe under the bus, especially since it wasn’t only him I’d gotten that from. 
 
    “Fair enough. What stunt is coming?” 
 
    “In my defense, everyone says I pull stunts and misbehave for doing my job. I get the shit, I should at least get a chance to pull a stunt.” 
 
    He sighed. “It’s going to be bad, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I think it’s brilliant, but it was mostly my idea.” I went into the stairwell and gave him the basics, smiling when he started laughing. “I’m more than FBI, sir. I know very well how everything I do is viewed differently because I’m FBI, but the bureau won’t care that I’m slut shamed or shifter shamed if that’s what it’s called. They defend them, and that’s seen as my shit. Fine, I get to handle it that way then.” 
 
    “I understand. I do ask there be no profanity or nudity.” 
 
    “Fine, we’ll blur when we flick people off,” I purred, glad when he snorted. “It’s going on the club’s YouTube page, not the FBI one. I’m also Alpha and a business owner. I take my role and those lines seriously, so it would be nice if others backed me as well.” 
 
    “I do, Thomas, I do. I’ll warn the president on the side. If I could get an advanced copy, that would immensely help us prep and have a supportive response formulated.” 
 
    “You just want more lobster.” 
 
    “It was damn good,” he groaned. “I invited my sister over, and she did some buttered grilled thing, and they were just so damn good.” 
 
    “I’ll send more after I see what your supportive response is, sir.” 
 
    “Brat,” he grumbled before hanging up. 
 
    Only some days. 
 
    Things moved smoother after that, the parents hearing from their own kids’ mouths what they’d done… And not just to Ashley and her friends. Problems started again when it was time for me to head out for what else was on the agenda. 
 
    “You’re just leaving?” Mr. Collins demanded. 
 
    I gave him a hard glare. “My job was supposed to end the moment I arrested them and turned them over to the Shifter Council, Mr. Collins. This is an exception. A very generous one, and not the only thing on the plate of a division chief of the FBI. I’m turning it over to Special Agent in Charge Shaw who is more than capable.”  
 
    “I talked to Remus, and Louisa’s all set up at Timequake,” Barnes told me. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Wait, she’s staying with you guys?” Mr. Nguyen asked, looking as if he wanted to question that. 
 
    “No, she’s not staying with the pack, as that’s not fair, but a supe owned hotel is a bit different, as it’s not always safe for us to stay at human establishments,” I explained. “Again, she’s here because this favor was asked of her. I’m not sticking her somewhere she has to keep one eye open.” 
 
    “Especially when she’s going to recommend that the young men be remanded into your custody instead of spending the time this takes in jail,” Louisa added. “I want those anklets that can’t be taken off and it made very clear that if they run, I will find them and throw them in a very dark, deep hole, but I’m fine with it.” 
 
    “I’m not,” I grumbled. I shrugged when I got several surprised looks. “These are serious crimes, not something to blow off or take lightly.” 
 
    “Agreed, but I believe their parents will be the best way for them to fully understand that, and they could have posted bail or had a bond hearing.” 
 
    I snorted. “Not on a Friday. It’s forty-eight hours from booking, and weekends just about always hit that limit.” I glanced at Freddie, seeing he didn’t like it either. I looked at the other parents. “Normally there’s also collateral and no bail if there’s a flight risk, which we haven’t assessed.” 
 
    Mrs. Parker nodded. “That’s fair and understandable. I wouldn’t think you could spare an agent to stay with us, but is there something else along those lines besides the anklet?” 
 
    “And a guarantee they will deescalate the situation?” Mrs. Evans said from the doorway, anger thick in her gaze as she stared at the parents. “Their friends are harassing the victims. It’s on social media, and they’re receiving messages. Apparently they tracked down their numbers from a few that worked on projects with them.” 
 
    Mr. Collins snorted. “They started this all. They have to deal with the fallout.” 
 
    “No they didn’t start this,” Mrs. Parker seethed. “Our sons did, and mine is apologizing and accepts that. What did they start? Attend college? Yes, they absolutely deserve this. They tried to go to the college, and they didn’t help. They told the boys to stop, and they didn’t. None of this is on them.” 
 
    “Well, I’m fine with her son being released to her. Just don’t beat him up or I’ll get in trouble, Mrs. Parker,” I reminded her. 
 
    “I’ll do my best, Chief Thomas,” she grumbled, looking as if thumping sense into her son was what she planned to do first. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    15 
 
      
 
    “Chief, I brought the YouTuber I told you about,” Agent Brad Scott greeted as he joined us at the club a few hours before it opened. “They said you wanted to talk to him before we can get set up.” 
 
    “Yeah, I want to hear myself that he’s not an asshole,” I muttered, closing the file folder I’d just opened. I stood and extended my hand. “Thanks for coming. What’s your name and angle on this?” 
 
    “Travis,” he answered, shaking my hand and giving me a shocked look. “I like supes. You guys get a raw deal, but you’re also very tight lipped. This gives me a chance to get insight into the truth instead of bullshit. For one, that you have a polyandry relationship that’s interesting and a lot of hats you wear. I want a chance at candid and a peek into more than we get to see.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I accepted after studying him and sure he meant it. I also got images he was interested in maybe becoming a vampire and this might be his shot to get real information, as he thought doing a YouTube series into what it’s really like would push his channel to the top of lists. “I have some rules and lines.” 
 
    “Of course. I told Brad I’m fine with you guys reviewing the footage and final cut so I don’t accidentally show something I shouldn’t.” 
 
    “Good, also, it’s agreed no swearing or nudity.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Yeah, I could get demonetized then.” 
 
    I nodded like I knew what that meant. Right, YouTubers made money from advertising, and they might not like that. “So what do you want specifically?” 
 
    “I want to do a series of behind-the-scenes, like music videos do, and to ask some questions. Nothing too much, but real and not like a press conference. Just be you and let me observe while throwing out a question now and again.” 
 
    “Okay, but you have to get approval from everyone on the video. Some people will be around and not want that attention, so it’s on you to check.” I agreed when he nodded, getting something to drink while he and Scott got set up with Jennings who was helping as well. 
 
    “What are you looking over? Work?” Travis asked, clearly starting as I sat down and focused on the files. 
 
    “No, I would never have left it alone with you if it was work,” I answered, not glancing up since he said he wanted to observe. “These are applications to join the pack along with interview reports taken by people we know. No matter what people are saying, we don’t let just anyone in and help them get visas. There are background checks and a review process.” 
 
    “So it’s merit based immigration then that you get to make the call of?” 
 
    I bounced that around. “Yes and no. I don’t make the call if they can immigrate, but if they can here. It’s my area, and I’m liable if they do anything wrong, not just personally but my career, so it’s not only what they bring to the pack or Chicago, but if they really understand that. Some are willing to do what is needed, help and work for their citizenship, while others aren’t or think they can take over.” 
 
    “Is it true that’s a fight to the death?” 
 
    “It is, and it’s legal. I don’t like it personally, but I understand it. There’s a lot on the line, and if people are going to try for me, mine, and all I have, there better be some real consequences on the line or every idiot would challenge me and that would be all I do.” 
 
    He worked on lighting and a few other things while people got ready, but then came back while I was still reviewing applications. “What do you say to people that call you names?” 
 
    I snorted. “Depends on the name. You have to be more specific on that one.” 
 
    “Stupid?” 
 
    I smirked as I wrote down some questions I wanted answered before I would approve the person. “I would say that my bio is on the FBI website for my office and if people can’t read that before tossing insults at me like that, I’m not all that insulted.” 
 
    “What’s the bio say?” 
 
    I glanced up at him and saw he’d clearly read it. “I graduated high school in two years. College in three with two degrees. I’m a member of MENSA and have over a one sixty IQ. I’m a lot of things, but stupid is not one of them.” 
 
    “Are there any insults you’ve heard that are valid?” 
 
    “I’m not a very patient person.” I rolled my eyes when several people snorted. “Fine, I have no patience. I can be depending on the situation. I’m pretty patient with victims and people involved in my cases. I am with my friends. I don’t do well with bull and idiots. People who come at me assuming they know more than they do. I have no patience for any of that.” 
 
    “Anything else?” 
 
    I sighed. “I’m sure lots else. I’ve never said I’m perfect. I’m flawed just like everyone else. I’m just not stupid. I’m not immoral. I’m not bad at my job. The rest are relative. What makes someone a bitch or a slut? Why does that seem to matter because I’m a woman when a man would be tenacious or a stud?” 
 
    “Sera, this is for you,” Beth said as she handed me some rolled up papers as she hurried by. 
 
    I frowned and unrolled it, seeing it was schematics for a building. “Oi, what is this for? Am I marking ingress or breach points? Is this for Noah? If it’s work and Beth had it, I’m kicking someone’s ass and hard.” 
 
    “It’s for the new pack apartment building, my love,” Dain said as he leaned in and kissed my cheek. “The contractor who designed the building in New York sent them here, and Simone opened it.” 
 
    “Oh, wow, we’re at this point already?” I muttered, turning so I could get another kiss. I smiled as he did it, butterflies flipping in my stomach as he ran his fingers over my cheek. Our date after the prison tour had gone really well, and I felt like I was ready to let Dain back in fully, for real.  
 
    Certainly in my bed because I ached for him. 
 
    “Did he sign an NDA?” Dain asked as I caught him up on Travis. 
 
    “The whole point of this is he gets to show stuff,” I drawled. 
 
    “Yes, but make people sign stuff,” he argued. 
 
    “He knows I’ll eat him if he misbehaves,” I mumbled as I turned the plans one way and then another. “This really isn’t my strong suit. What am I looking at? Does this include the additional soundproofing from the company that worked on the club?” 
 
    “I don’t think people knew you were willing to spend the extra money for that,” he said as he pulled me to stand and then slid in first. 
 
    “Yes, of course, get the extra super soundproofing. No one needs to have everyone hear if they fart or who likes the TV loud during action movies. We hear too much to not have that stuff and feel all on top of each other.” 
 
    “Of course you’re focused on that,” Brian chuckled as he leaned in and gave me a kiss. “Is this the new building?” 
 
    “Yes, but you’re better at this stuff than I am,” I sighed, leaving it for him as we slid over. “Oh, the guy is observing me and asking questions for behind-the-scenes on YouTube. Do you want to be in that?” 
 
    “Yeah, Scott told me, I’m fine with it.” He shrugged and moved his arm around me. “And I sent the ankle monitors over to Shaw.” 
 
    “Thanks. You’re awesome.” 
 
    “I do try,” he teased me, chuckling when I gave him another kiss.  
 
    “Was that in regards to the harassment and sexual assault on the UIC students who are part of your pack?” Travis asked. 
 
    I gave him a warning look. “That’s an ongoing investigation and not on the table even if I’m Alpha. I had to recuse myself, and one of the Betas is acting as Alpha. You can speak with him if you’d like.” 
 
    His eyes flashed shock. “Do you recuse yourself often? I didn’t know that was an option.” 
 
    “It’s always an option,” Brian answered for me. “And she doesn’t do it often, but one of Sera’s best qualities is her fairness. I’ve seen her step aside or ask for help because she worried her personal matters might, maybe might leak over. Most see tagging out as a weakness, but she sees it as being honest, and never being willing to go over the line.” 
 
    “But you don’t always follow the rules,” he pushed. 
 
    “I speed on occasion,” I chuckled. “No, I do, but sometimes the rules aren’t updated for supes. That was the court decision I’m sure you’re alluding to. We all do the best we can, and as law enforcement I was faced with a situation where I wasn’t sure I could look myself in the mirror if I let this one go. I can’t ignore crimes because I see, smell, or hear more. How could I?” 
 
    “She’s not a rule breaker, but she does push the line at times on progress or making sure that line is clearer for the next person to come across the situation,” Dain added.  
 
    “Unless it’s a water balloon fight. Then I cheat my ass off,” I teased, wanting to keep this lighter.  
 
    “We’re ready,” someone called out. 
 
    “We have the proper licenses and permits to shoot tomorrow as well,” Dain promised me. 
 
    “Awesome.” I slid over Brian to get out, hurrying to yank off the sweats I was in so I was in the much smaller workout clothes from our Siren’s Kiss line. 
 
    “Wait, so what is the plan?” Brian asked, out of the loop since he was such a boy scout. 
 
    “You’ll get it,” Dain promised. 
 
    Most of the club performers were dressed like I was but in bright colors where I was in black, like the black sheep. We had people covering them for hosting tables unless they were specifically requested so we had enough to make it work. Scott counted it down, and the music started. 
 
    The others went into their warmup routine as a group, clearly knowing it well. I didn’t—kind of the point—and did my own thing while lip syncing to Taylor Swift’s “Shake It Off.” I did a lot of telling gestures like rolling my eyes or bonking myself in the head as I did the goofiest stretches I could come up with. When the balance ball rolled out, I dove for it and started playing like I lost focus. 
 
    Yes, dog pun with a werewolf. We would be doing that a lot. 
 
    “Good, the lighting was perfect and we got a lot of usable video and angles,” Jennings called when it was over. “Reset for next.” 
 
    “So you’re doing different versions like the video?” Brian checked. 
 
    “Yup. We have the permit to shoot at a park tomorrow for some more room and other ideas and fun,” I answered. “I gotta change.” I hurried to do that, knowing Gayle was going to add to my makeup as well. 
 
    “Chief Havers, do you mind answering some questions?” Travis asked. 
 
    “I don’t mind you asking, but depending on what they are, I might not answer.” 
 
    “Fair enough. What do you say to the people who think you’re less of a man to share your woman with others?” 
 
    “I think they are sexist to say that with a straight face as if a man owns a woman or she’s mine to share,” he answered, his tone sounding amused. “I say people are jealous that I have such an amazing woman love me and need to look at their own lives as to why they are unhappy.” 
 
    “It is nontraditional though, you have to know that.” 
 
    “Yes, so? It used to be nontraditional that women worked. Speaking as someone who was once her boss, the FBI is lucky that’s no longer the case, as she was amazing undercover and has done more good in under a decade with the bureau compared to most over their whole career.” 
 
    I changed in a flash, wanting to say my piece or back him up, Gayle getting what was going on and doing my makeup fast. 
 
    “What about what you need? One woman can’t give several men the attention a one-on-one relationship could.” 
 
    Brian and Dain snorted, Dain answering. “You don’t know the woman well enough to say that or you would have your answer.” 
 
    Travis glanced at me as I approached the table. “You heard what we were discussing?” He waited until I nodded. “And your thoughts? Why have a polyandry relationship?” 
 
    I snorted. “Because they let me. I have no idea why they put up with it, but they’re grown men and it’s their choice, so who am I to belittle them and take that away from them?” 
 
    “How do you defend it?” 
 
    “I don’t. There’s nothing to defend,” I answered firmly, raising an eyebrow at him. “It’s consenting, and we’re all adults, and it breaks no laws. Other than that, it’s not anyone’s business. Yes, it’s not normal, but I still don’t get why people are so enraged by it. I was human too. I just wasn’t as judgmental I guess. I heard stuff all the time that was odd to me. 
 
    “So what? I only cared when people tried to force it on me. Other than that, it’s not my business. It’s also not as uncommon as people think, but they don’t talk about it since it’s not something they should have to disclose or defend. I think it’s ridiculous when people check each other’s cell phones. If that’s how people want to have their relationship, that’s up to them.” 
 
    “It’s also cultural,” Dain cut in. “The fae believe that the capacity to love is not finite. The heart is not actually the vessel to hold love. The more one is loved, the more love they can give, and we believe that for our leader, that cold leaders have only had coldness. To love, to know how to truly love, you must be loved.” 
 
    “And it’s—a lot of us are immortal,” I added. “That’s a long time to keep the romance alive. Even mated pairs get full moon passes or moon mates. So what? As long as no one’s cheating, there’s nothing wrong with that. Plus, you have to think of alliances and how sometimes that can be the only thing to save a pack or group. There are a lot of layers that people don’t take the time to understand.” 
 
    “We’re ready,” Jennings called out. 
 
    I nodded to Dain as I saw the others.  
 
    This time everyone was in pretty ballerina outfits close to the video and were going to do the dance they actually did to the song since it was one they performed. I, on the other hand, was wearing a sexy white salsa dress. When the music started, I did the opening lines… While trying to Whip/Nae Nae. I wasn’t half bad, but I also wasn’t trying, doing my own thing. 
 
    That was sort of the point of the song after all. 
 
    Dain came out and grabbed my hand, twirling me around expertly and dancing with me a few beats before leaving me on my own again. This time I did “Walk Like an Egyptian” before Axel took his turn with me for a bit. I went into the Macarena, not remembering the dance and messing it up until Eugene came out and spun me around. 
 
    I did every goofy dance anything I could that might be recognizable in between the guys. The twins each took a turn, and I got a shock when even Brian did. Oh boy, I was a bad influence on the boy scout. He even went so far as to dip me and give me a quick peck. I burst out laughing when he gave me a smirk and walked off, acting like I couldn’t take anymore and got weak in the knees from the hotties. 
 
    We reset for the last run through in the club, and I had some choice words about the costume. 
 
    “Oi, we said no nudity,” I griped. 
 
    “You’re not even by regular TV standards,” Simone purred. 
 
    I rolled my eyes at her, turning so she could see the problem. “This is my ass hanging out.” I moved my hand over my left cheek. “This is naked. Bare. Showing. Booty out.” 
 
    “More like bootylicious, babe,” Brian called over. “You could wear that in public and not get a ticket.” 
 
    “I’m officially revoking your ‘boy scout’ label,” I drawled. 
 
    He snorted. “Honestly, how you still called me that after our first time together always amazed me.” 
 
    I blinked at him and burst out laughing, shaking my head at his antics and the outfit. It was a skin tight gold catsuit that was held up by one shoulder and showed a lot of cleavage and was missing the entire left leg. “Twenty bucks I fall out one way or another.” 
 
    “I’m not betting against that,” Carter teased me from off to the side. “I think they should be added to a number, as they’re very flattering.” He nodded behind me to the others dressed in silver or black ones. Yeah, they did look good. They were doing a different routine this time even if it would be to the wrong song. That part would be edited later with music and whatnot. 
 
    This was meant to be for the robot dancing part of the video, but we were tweaking it a bit even if I was dorky dancing again. 
 
    “Do you need to choreograph this next part?” Beth asked as they got set up. 
 
    I shook my head. “No, just check timing with what the humans can actually see. They’ll live if they miss the mat.” I shrugged when several of the ancients groaned. Yeah, but I was right and they would.  
 
    They were seriously durable after all. 
 
    Music started and I was doing a bad robot when Carter raced at me. I grabbed him just before he tried to hit me, flipped him over me, and launched him in the direction of the mat we had off to the side. 
 
    “Holy fuck me,” Travis whispered. 
 
    “Too fast,” Brian called over. “All I saw was nothing. Even if people slow it down or pause it to see what happened when you start in one position and then are in another, I don’t think more than a few frames would catch anything.” 
 
    “Got it. Let’s try quarter speed,” I told the guys. 
 
    “Wait, that wasn’t full speed?” Travis asked, whistling when we shook our heads. “Okay, wait, I have a super high speed camera. Can you do it full pace and then I can show it slowed down?” 
 
    “Yeah, but another time,” I told him. “The club has to open soon, and we’ve got one more scene and costume change before that.” 
 
    “Cool, thanks.” 
 
    We ended up having to slow it down even more than quarter speed, but then we got it to work. Well, pretty well. Emilio had to walk it off for a bit when I completely missed the mat and launched him into the wall hard enough someone would need to plaster the wall.  
 
    “My bad,” I called over. 
 
    “Yeah, that helps,” he groaned. 
 
    “Go soak in the hot tub,” I offered. 
 
    “Sure, after the outside shoot. Thanks.” 
 
    “Outside shoot?” Brian asked as we wrapped up. 
 
    “Simone offered free vouchers for the club if people came right before the club opens and agree to be in a promotional video,” I told him. “Hopefully we have a nice line.” 
 
    That was an understatement. We had a ridiculous line.  
 
    “Oh damn, that’s funny,” Travis chuckled as they got set up.  
 
    We thought so. Simone and I were dressed in sexy devil costumes standing at the entrance of the club. She was holding a deli counter ticket dispenser, and I had a dry erase board with “Now Serving” and a number on it. 
 
    “You guys should take the numbers and go through the motions,” Travis suggested. “I can do a sped up time lapse to fit it all.” 
 
    That could work. It was even funnier when I changed the numbers to be a range of twenty at a time. Simone strutted up and down the line handing out tickets and vouchers, twirling her devil tail, while I played with and snuggled up to my pitchfork prop.  
 
    In the end it worked out pretty well, and it made me think we probably had some great shots to at least make a decent video. We weren’t expecting anything near the original. Even I knew they used cameras on rigs that moved with smooth fluidity. No, we weren’t at that level. 
 
    But it certainly wouldn’t be Blair Witch Project shaky and quality either. 
 
    And that was the right level to show this was a quick and amusing clap back at all the haters and bullshit. Anything more than that would be a level of caring and attention that wouldn’t work for us. 
 
    Plus, we had fun. We had a lot of fun, and that was what I wanted. I was Alpha after all. It was my job to help the pack get through the rough times. 
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    Dain had picked up on the vibe I was giving off and offered to bring over dinner, ordering from the club’s kitchen, but that would still give me enough time to go home and get cleaned up. After some internal debate, I also put on one of the outfits I’d gotten for him after we’d mated and had been waiting almost a year to be worn. 
 
    I was thrilled it fit as it had the first time I’d tried it on, really telling me I had my body back. That would be a step in helping me heal for sure. 
 
    The doorbell rang, and I hurried to slip on a robe to hide the surprise. 
 
    And I got one too. Jonik. 
 
    “Oh, hey, hi, guys,” I greeted, hurrying to tie up my robe. Jonik and I had messed around since he’d flown out to help in my recovery, but we’d not hit the level we’d had in New York. I started to glance at Dain but then realized I didn’t want to, not sure how to feel about this. “I thought you got what I was feeling.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t if you brought Jonik,” I whispered, heading for the kitchen, knowing I wasn’t handling this well. Things just couldn’t seem to ever go right with Dain, and I felt stupid going out on the limb and trying. 
 
    “Please, please listen to me,” he rasped as he hugged me from behind. “Please. Please don’t jump to being so hurt. There is a reason.” 
 
    “Do you not want me?” I asked, hating that my voice cracked. 
 
    “My love, I want you so much I ache for you.” He kissed my neck. “And the glimpse I got of what you’re wearing is going to drive me fucking mad.” 
 
    “Then why did you bring your friend? I wanted to get back on track.” 
 
    “I do too,” he swore to me. He turned me around and moved me against the fridge, cupping my face and making me look at him. “You know I’ve had feelings before, yes?” He waited until I nodded. He’d had one about me and a few others times that made me trust his gut. “I had one today, and it didn’t fully make sense until what I felt from you at the shoot.” 
 
    “What did you feel?” 
 
    He gave me a pained look. “I can’t tell you. That’s part of the deal. I made a call and a deal that I know will be smart. Please, please trust me, my love.” 
 
    I wanted to take off my ring and cheat, get images and piece things together, but I couldn’t since he was protected because of our bond. Plus, that would scream I didn’t trust him, which seemed to be part of this. Maybe it was some feeling that I had to really trust him now or we couldn’t get back on track. “What was the deal?” 
 
    “I direct you and Jonik, letting him have everything I want with my wife tonight, and he gets to watch and enjoy it.” 
 
    “Who?” I let out a huff when he shook his head. “Dain, that’s pushing it. I can’t not know who watches me have sex.” 
 
    “It’s someone who has seen you before.” 
 
    “And we trust them? It’s not like my boss or something?” I pushed. 
 
    “No one FBI, and I trust them on this.” He shook his head when I opened my mouth. “It’s someone on our side or has shown to be on your side.” 
 
    Apollo. That sounded like him and games he liked to play. Then again, there might be a few others. Maybe.  
 
    I sighed and glanced at Jonik. “And you’re okay with this?” I rolled my eyes when he snorted. Right, yeah, he got sex so of course he was. “I mean being used like this by a mystery person and—” 
 
    “Yes because I know Dain’s feelings and I agree with the favor banked,” he promised. Which meant he also knew who it was. 
 
    “Fine, but I’m letting him rip this off me and ruin it,” I told Dain, still a bit hurt he could push me off or not jump at the chance when it had felt so right. 
 
    “I can because I love you and protecting you is always most important to me,” he whispered, knowing where my head had been. “Let’s eat, and I’ll get things set up.” 
 
    “Yeah, great, I planned to eat it off of you but whatever,” I grumbled, biting back a smirk when he groaned. I grabbed a water and dug into my food, the amount of lust I could sniff coming off of them both slowly healing my miffed feelings. Dain really, really liked the idea of directing us. 
 
    Interesting.  
 
    We moved to my bedroom, and I raised an eyebrow when I saw the webcam was going and Dain was holding two phones. “Seriously, is there like a porn party going on?” I took off my ring and set it on the dresser. 
 
    “No, two angles and texting requests,” he explained and then licked his lips. “Show us the outfit, wife.” He used that fairy word that made me quiver inside not just because it was beautiful in his native tongue, but he said it was such emotion that I didn’t think translating it simply to “wife” did it justice. 
 
    “If whoever on the other end misbehaves when I’m trusting you to let this happen, I will fucking dismember them so they can never enjoy fun again.” 
 
    “Yes, yes you would,” he agreed. “I promise it’s fine. Please show us?” 
 
    I undid the robe and let it fall off my shoulders, showing the lime green corset, panties, and garters that matched his eyes. The garters held up black stockings as he liked best. 
 
    “You are the most gorgeous creature on the planet,” Jonik whispered, both of them making the gesture to turn around. I let down my hair that I’d quickly dried with the diffuser and gel so there were some curls.  
 
    I was done playing into their hands and wanted to be a bit evil, showing Dain all he was going to miss out on even if it was for me. I kissed Jonik as I undid his shirt. He held me tightly as we explored each other’s mouths. He groaned deeply when I sucked his lip between mine and undid his pants. I got him completely naked and then pushed him onto the bed, smirking at him. 
 
    And dropped to my knees.  
 
    “Oh holy fuck,” he whispered, his eyes full of fire and longing. 
 
    I moved his legs wider apart and leaned in, giving his dick a long kiss before glancing at Dain as I licked his friend like my favorite treat. He was holding up the phone to get a better view while staring at me with so much need it made me shiver. 
 
    I spent a good ten minutes or more licking, sucking, deep throating, and teasing Jonik until I thought he might lose his mind. 
 
    Dain cleared his throat, and I realized he’d forgotten to check the phone and was lost in what I was doing. “Let him rip the panties off of you, my love. Enjoy his hardness and make him beg for more.” 
 
    “So specifically demanding,” I said, my tone warning that was a bit much. I stood, and I barely had the chance to blink before my body moved from Jonik snapping the panties. I was a shit and turned around, slowly bending over and showing him all he wanted to see before facing him again. I straddled him and slapped away his hands when he tried to help me. “I don’t need help to make you beg.” 
 
    “No, no you do not,” he agreed, licking his lips as he stared over my body. “I’ve been dreaming of this from the moment the last time was over.” 
 
    “That’s too sweet for me to want to be mean to you,” I admitted, lowering myself on him. I gasped at how wide he stretched me since we hadn’t prepped me at all. 
 
    “I want to taste her. Let me please her,” Jonik begged. 
 
    “Not yet. We want to see this,” Dain instructed. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at that. “You too?” 
 
    “Yes, I want to see my friend stretch and fill my wife to the point it almost makes her ache.” 
 
    I shivered. Damn, that was hot. My siren was loving all of this too, which I knew was part of what Dain had wanted. She became trouble if she didn’t have games and naughty fun now and again. 
 
    And this was both for her. 
 
    I rolled my hips, gasping each time I took more of him in me. It felt amazing. That line of almost hurting, almost burning, and a lot of pleasure and I was barely hanging on. I wanted to move faster, but it was driving us both crazy. I pulled on the tie for the corset. 
 
    “Do you want more?”  
 
    “Yes,” he hissed, snagging the laces and yanking them so I leaned forward and was closer to him. I smacked his hand away and moved my hand to his thigh, rolling my hips as I slowly undid the corset. 
 
    “More?” 
 
    “Yes,” he growled, sitting up and taking it off of me, cupping my breasts and licking my nipples. 
 
    “How much more?” 
 
    “All of you.”  
 
    I chuckled. “You couldn’t handle all of me.” I shoved him to sit back, letting him put his hands on my thighs and help me.  
 
    “I can. I want all of you, Sera,” he promised. “I want you to be my wife one day too.” 
 
    “What?” I gasped, freezing as I blinked at him. 
 
    “Jonik,” Dain growled, and I ignored him. 
 
    I leaned forward and searched Jonik’s pretty violet eyes. “Why? Why would you ever want that?” 
 
    “Because I would have you.” He pulled my head down and kissed me. “I would be your husband. I don’t care if I was your second fairy husband, deferring to Dain. You would be mine too.” He hissed, making me realize I’d started moving again. “You feel it too. We are a perfect fit and not just this. You felt how right we are. I know it’s too soon for you, but I will propose when you’re ready.” 
 
    “You’re nuts,” I grumbled even as I needed to kiss him. The intensity between us was amazing from the first moment we kissed, and I loved it. I loved that feeling and what we shared. 
 
    I just didn’t think I loved Jonik. I had wanted to feel that with Dain, but they were different and… Life was confusing. Love even more so. 
 
    He thrust up as I moved down, his hands on my ass helping as I cupped his face, staring in his eyes, that intensity growing. I cried out as it came crashing down on us. We shared that emotional orgasm again where I felt everything he did and he experienced my feelings. It was like we switched and I got it all. 
 
    But so did he, and from the smile on his face, he liked what he got.  
 
    He didn’t say it or push, clearly learning restraint as he hadn’t done that last time. He whispered everything sweet and tender as we ramped up again. I climaxed so hard my whole body shuddered as I screamed in bliss, whimpering when it echoed in me. I twitched on his chest, his strong arms holding me to him as he gently kissed my face and skin. 
 
    “That’s why, and you know it’s more than the sex,” he breathed, keeping it between us.  
 
    Dain had me turn around so I was riding Jonik from the other way, my feet on the floor as I moved my hips. Jonik’s hands guided me as I stared at Dain, at the phone and the mystery person, licking my lips and assuming it was Apollo and wanting him to see how much fun I was having. 
 
    “I love you,” I mouthed to Dain, pushing both their buttons. 
 
    I came again, and then he had me lie back so Jonik completely supported my weight, thrusting up in me while Dain stayed where he’d been and got a very personal view. Whatever, I was enjoying Jonik too much to care. I fed, my siren’s appetite getting better and not wanting to deny her anything.  
 
    Plus, Jonik loved it. 
 
    “Now you can eat out my wife,” Dain told him. “On all fours and kneel behind her as you should.” 
 
    I gave him a look that he was pushing it but also that he was getting me hot. “If he completely wears me out and I’m sated, maybe I’ll blow you on my knees in the morning.” 
 
    They both groaned. Yeah, I really did like to push buttons. 
 
    It wasn’t long until I was having a hard time not collapsing. Jonik could do some weird tongue flip thing and extended it further than most could, and the result was maybe the most fantastic oral sex in the history of oral sex. I lost count how many times he made me orgasm, feeling like it was a long parade of multiple orgasms.  
 
    “Drill her like that,” Dain demanded in a tight voice. 
 
    “Wait, wait,” I whimpered, still quivering from all he’d done to me. “Time out.” I shuddered again with a groan. “This feels so fucking good. I’m still going.” 
 
    “Fine, but you have to suck him some more,” Dain grumbled, clearly not liking that was the direction. “With a close up view.” 
 
    I shrugged, waving Jonik to move under me. He held back my hair, and I did as Dain and the mystery man wanted. It had to be Apollo if he was so focused on seeing me give head. It was his thing after all. 
 
    “Do you want me to swallow him?” I taunted. 
 
    “No,” Dain answered but then glanced at the phone. “No.” 
 
    “And if I do it anyways?” I purred, teasing Jonik’s sac, knowing he was right there.  
 
    “He is not your husband,” Dain growled. 
 
    “Neither were you when I gave you that first blow job,” I reminded him. 
 
    He cleared his throat and glanced away. “Please? That’s a level I’m uncomfortable with you sharing with another fae until we’re back together completely.” 
 
    I nodded, not getting it but understanding it was a thing and never willing to hurt any of them. I backed off and lay on my side, knowing he was taking video of my body for whomever, both of them also looking their fill. 
 
    “What’s next?” 
 
    “Drill her and drill her with all your strength,” Dain told Jonik. 
 
    And did he ever. He kept going and going and going until I couldn’t make my body work, a complete disconnect and mess of happy hormones and pleasure. I actually giggled after he finished, twitching with him inside of me and us snuggling together. 
 
    “Did you just giggle?” he teased me. 
 
    “No, of course not,” I lied. “That was better than New York.” 
 
    “It was, but being with you is always the best of my life,” he murmured as he teased my sensitive breasts. “I’m moving to Chicago, Sera. Does that make you happy?” 
 
    “Yes,” I admitted, not wanting to give him the hope of the rest, but I liked Jonik and I hated the way his family treated him. He was happy here with us, and I wanted that for him. 
 
    “And that makes me ridiculously happy, but I know that’s all you feel for now,” he promised. “Next time, after you rekindle with Dain, we’re going to do all of this to you together and give you so much bliss you pass out while still climaxing.” 
 
    Oh fuck. Just oh fuck. I glanced at Dain and saw the same promise in his eyes. 
 
    Fuck a duck. Maybe I was biting off more than I could chew with entertaining the idea of having two fairies in my life. Then I thought a moment about what they did to me in bed, and I was really okay with them doing all they wanted to me. 
 
    Really, I was. 
 
    I forgot to put back on my ring and woke with Jonik’s dream of what he wanted to do to me. He was wrapped around me like a barnacle, and I woke him up quietly, giving him a heated look.  
 
    Understanding filled his eyes, and then he was right there with me. 
 
    I slid my leg over Dain so I was straddling him and Jonik moved behind me. I woke Dain with a deep moan as Jonik pushed into my excited body. His eyes shot open, and he took in what was going on as his friend rocked his hips so I could take more of him. 
 
    “Are you fucking my wife, Jonik?” 
 
    “Yes,” he groaned. “Jealous?” 
 
    “Yes,” Dain growled as he cupped my face. “You are so beautiful that I cannot stand it sometimes. It hurts to be near you, see such beauty, and not touch you.” 
 
    “Touch me,” I whispered, moving his other hand to my breast. “Touch me when you want, Dain. Be my husband again.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he breathed, tears filling his eyes as he kissed me. 
 
    And then Jonik screwed my brains out while I was on top of Dain. They both enjoyed it, especially when I fed from Dain until my siren was full. I slumped onto Dain when we were done, completely and totally sated and for a while. 
 
    He seemed to understand that, kissing my forehead as he pushed my hair out of my face. “I’d prefer not tomorrow but another time when it’s just us.” 
 
    I smiled, knowing he meant the promised blow job, as clearly Jonik had done me in. My answer was to give him a hand job down payment, which he enjoyed. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    17 
 
      
 
    The next morning I was up early to check on Topher, glad that he was coming with for a while since outside was good for babies. Maya was about perfect, but we’d already started taking applications for long term. 
 
    Everyone thought I was going a bit overboard with three, but I agreed with Maya that if I wanted protection for Topher as well, they should always double up. Besides, I was fucking rich. If there was ever a time to pinch pennies, security was not it. 
 
    “So what’s this scene clapping back about?” Travis asked after he arrived at the park we had the permit to use and film at. He’d known that was the plan, so I knew it was for the camera he was holding. 
 
    “There’s been a lot of crap that this is how Chicago does things as snowflakes and whatever other drivel, but it’s not for the rest of the country,” I explained, gesturing to my ridiculously “ghetto” clothes. We were all in bling, and the guys were wearing such baggy pants they were having trouble not laughing. My booty shorts were so short I could have been naked and more covered. 
 
    “But the laws are federal,” he replied. 
 
    “They are, and people ignore that regularly. This is just the Chicago way of mocking stupid people, as some believe this is all how we dress and I’m a city slut or whatever bull.” 
 
    “Like you’d normally be caught dead wearing shorts like that,” Simone said with a snicker as she walked by me, tight everything on her body with a hoodie that was at least four sizes too big and a hat on backwards. “And I’m mortified this will be recorded and shown when I’m wearing this.” 
 
    “Think of it like a Halloween costume,” I teased her. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Even my Halloween costumes are better than this. Though I like the hoodie. It screams rainy day snuggles with a good book.” 
 
    “Hey, that’s mine,” Axel griped. 
 
    “It was yours,” she sang as she walked off, flinching when I growled. 
 
    “I’ll get you your own,” I promised, studying her. “We can do better than bright orange for you. Maybe a nice green or gray.” 
 
    “Yes, orange doesn’t work with me,” she agreed. 
 
    We got into place, and it was fucking hysterical. People were tripping over their baggy clothes, or Beth and Gayle got tangled with each other and their bling. Simone couldn’t stop laughing as I twerked up on her. I kept going though, smiling as I danced around and shook my ass all over the place.  
 
    “I can’t, I just can’t anymore,” Eugene gasped in between gut busting laughter. I went over and plopped on his chest as I kept lip syncing, wiggling on him to the song. 
 
    We were all having such fun that we almost forgot the point. 
 
    “I think we just all lost a few pounds with the amount of calories we’re burning from laughing,” Beth admitted as we took a break before the next scene. “Your hair is growing out fast and looks awesome.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I reached to touch it but stopped myself, flinching when I saw Travis watching me with the camera. 
 
    “Are you that upset about your hair?” he asked gently. 
 
    “No,” I sighed, realizing this would be hard to talk about, but it would help the cause. “It’s just so visual. I mean, I see it all the time and first thing when I look in the mirror.” I did fidget with it then. “I don’t care about hair, but it’s the most apparent representation of what I lost. My therapist says that, and it makes sense.” 
 
    “You’re in therapy?” 
 
    I snorted. “If you think anyone abducted doesn’t need to talk to someone, you’re mistaken. I don’t remember what happened to me until I woke up there, and I’m glad for that, but there are huge ripples in my life that I’m struggling through every day.” 
 
    “What’s the hardest?” 
 
    I thought about that a moment, sipping my latte and staring out at the people I cared for. “How much it hurt all of them.” I gestured to them. “I don’t remember it, but they do.” I let out a shaky breath. “I’m very blessed. I know that. I’m a very, very blessed woman to have people in my life that care for me, love me, and missed me, wanting me home. But it hurts me that they were so hurt. 
 
    “It’s a knife to the gut when I see one of them give me a worried glance when I leave like they’re scared I might not come back again, it could be the last time they see me. What they went through was just as horrible. I lost that time, but they didn’t. They were desperately trying to find me, bring me home, and it traumatized them. My being taken traumatized the people I love, and that just makes it worse to me.” 
 
    I apologized and wiped under my eyes when tears started, clearing my throat. 
 
    “Better topics. I heard you have a baby?” he asked, his tone gentle. “Congrats.” 
 
    I chuckled as I wiped my eyes again. “That’s another complicated situation. Yes, he’s my son now, but I’m not his birth mother. Someone in my family I hadn’t been in touch with in forever couldn’t handle—it’s not my story, but given my mother abandoned one child, I wasn’t about to consider her a viable option.” I quickly moved on so he didn’t poke. “I learned how to change a diaper, so there’s that.” 
 
    “You didn’t know?” 
 
    I snorted. “I had a messed up childhood. I never planned to have kids, and they scare the crap out of me. I refuse to do it alone still like he’s going to do back flips away from me even if he can’t roll over yet. He is ridiculously sweet and adorable. You can see him, but he doesn’t get camera time or any anything because people will try for him since I adopted him.” 
 
    “I heard you’re looking for nannies to double as bodyguards.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you if you could?” I threw right back. “Even if you ignored the FBI dangers or my being a Dorcus or just being a werewolf, I have money, and that comes with targets and dangers. I took him in because I could, because I couldn’t not help and protect him, but I won’t let my dangers risk him.” I blew out a harsh breath. “They talked me down to three so he always has at least two with him.” 
 
    “I saw the very pink blanket he’s wrapped in,” he teased me, lightening the mood again. 
 
    I shrugged. “Boys don’t get only sports and girls pink. It’s snuggly and full of hearts. All babies should have that.” 
 
    Next, we set up with gymnastics outfits and thick red ribbons. They tied me up in them as I lip synced and danced around me—the proverbial red tape—but I just smirked at the camera and shifted my hand to a claw, easily slicing through it all and getting back to my dancing. 
 
    I was out the next bit, and I went for Topher and the wrap carrier, wanting some good bonding and snuggles with the baby. I watched as I rocked with him, smiling when he gave a happy noise and letting him hold my finger so he could get good images from me.  
 
    “Guys, you have to slow down,” Travis told everyone, Agent Scott echoing them. “We can barely see the flips, and the video shouldn’t be people pausing and slowing it down constantly to catch any of it.” 
 
    “It’s harder to do it slower,” someone complained. 
 
    I swallowed a large dose of grief as I thought back to when Harris and Riley had first shown me the wicked shifter abilities I now had before my fight with Noah. I smiled at Topher, letting him know I was okay and it was a nice memory to think of, but I still hurt at what had happened to Riley. 
 
    Even as we planned for the supe mental health facility that was being opened in his memory. That made me all smiles again, as there had been a lot of work done and we were on track to accept people before the holidays. 
 
    I gave Topher back to Maya when he needed his diaper changed and went over to help the others. “Cut back on the flips and crazy. The point is still made.” I shook my head when people went to argue. “We still have the other scene too, and we can do another video with all the craziest awesome with his super camera. Everyone’s busy, and people are working the club tonight.” 
 
    Things went better after that, some flips and gymnastics that came close to each other in a tight coordination. They did several rounds and different options. I saw something adorable and headed over to Brian who was holding Topher. 
 
    “I didn’t know you were coming today,” I greeted.  
 
    His lips twitched. “Like I’d miss you dressing up and the fun.” He chuckled when Topher let out a happy noise. “You know this was the one thing you were so sure I needed in my life and would want to be with a human over.” 
 
    I shrugged. “You would be a great father. You’re a great teacher and big brother to the boys, to people that work for you. It’s obvious you’ve always wanted to have kids.” 
 
    “I wasn’t sure because the job is dangerous and takes all my focus, but now, yeah, you were right.” He leaned in and gave me a soft kiss. “And now I have it with you. Topher is great, and I love him so much already.” 
 
    “But he’s not yours,” I whispered, not sure how to handle this. 
 
    “Blood isn’t what makes people family,” he said gently, nodding towards the people we loved, the family I’d built. “You know that. I want you to be my family, and we’re not related by blood.” 
 
    “That would be creepy if we were,” I chuckled, understanding his point. “Is that really how you feel?” 
 
    “Yeah, it is. I talked about it with my parents, and they do too. Grammy says a child is loved the same whether adopted or the other way.” He gave me a heated look. “I want to be his father, and I want you to be my wife.” 
 
    It hit me what was going on. “You talked to Jonik.” 
 
    “I heard from Dain what happened.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I’m still fine with others being in your life. I still want to be your husband and maybe your mate.” 
 
    I swallowed loudly, knowing he was implying he was seriously considering being one of us. 
 
    “Would you be open to—” 
 
    “Yes,” I blurted, realizing how much I wanted that too. 
 
    He pulled me closer, careful of Topher, and kissed me deeply. “I didn’t finish.” 
 
    “My answer is still yes,” I whispered. 
 
    “Good, then I’m glad we’re on the same page.” 
 
    I slid off my ring and touched his arm, wanting to make sure. Oh, we were, and there was something he was desperate for. “I’ll make it happen, but for the record, if I can get images from you, so can Topher, and I’d prefer him not think you’re a pervert.” 
 
    “Crap, I forgot,” he grumbled, sighing when he saw their skin wasn’t in contact since Topher was snuggled in the carrier. Then his eyes went wide. “Make what happen?” 
 
    “You know what you were thinking about,” I purred, giving him a wink. 
 
    “I so fucking love you,” he groaned, glancing past me and seeing what the costumes were for the last shoot. “And wear that if you have one.” 
 
    “I do. You’re spoiled.” 
 
    “I so am,” he agreed. 
 
    I went and changed for the last part. We’d ordered cheerleading outfits that were similar to the video but a bit sexier. The sports bra tops were a bit showier and the skirts were lower on the hips, maybe shorter. But instead of the “TS” logo for Taylor Swift, Gayle had airbrushed stencils of our animals so mine was a wolf but Beth’s was a hawk. 
 
    And the guys didn’t have male cheerleading outfits. 
 
    “Seriously?” Eugene growled at me. “Seriously? There is a limit, Sera.” 
 
    “I think you look hot,” I lied, swallowing the need to burst out laughing. He looked fucking ridiculous. The top was completely stretched out over his wide barrel chest, and the short skirt was too much with his hairy legs. 
 
    “I look fine,” Hagan purred as he modeled it for me. 
 
    “You do,” I agreed, not thinking that at all. I thought it was sexy he was willing to play and do this, but they all looked like idiots. I was impressed Simone and Beth had been able to find options big enough for them. 
 
    Well, yeah, with some major stretching for sure. 
 
    “Oh darn, it’s shifters only,” Carter drawled, smirking at the guys. 
 
    “I could pull it off,” Sander argued, giving me a wink. “I have awesome legs that just go on for miles.” 
 
    That was it. I died. I seriously just died, and I wasn’t the only one who couldn’t stop laughing. 
 
    Eugene was still pouting when I dragged him and Axel off to the side. “Are you guys busy tonight?” 
 
    “No,” they both instantly said together, knowing I was up to something. 
 
    “Remember that’s how you ended up in the outfits,” I teased. 
 
    Axel shrugged. “I might never leave my apartment again, but I like the message behind the video, so I’m still in.” 
 
    “What’s tonight?” Eugene asked, knowing I would bust his fib he could accept this. He would do it, but he was clearly against it. 
 
    “Brian has a fantasy he’s hoping for.” I cleared my throat. “He’s a bit—he doesn’t have an animal that comforts or helps me like you guys do. It’s made him feel a bit lacking.” 
 
    “And he wants what then?” Axel asked. “Will it be fun for us?” 
 
    “You like watching me have fun,” I reminded him. “He wants, um, something he gets and something I’ve really only allowed him and a few others to have.” 
 
    Eugene’s nostrils flared. “Yes. Yes and yes, I want to watch him have anal sex with you. I very, very much want to see you enjoy that.” He moved closer and cupped my cheek as his fingers danced along my stomach. “Do you like when he’s in your ass?” 
 
    “He makes sure I do,” I muttered, still on the fence if I liked it or I just liked how much they liked it. I didn’t dislike it, and it was different, fun, but I wasn’t sure I’d ever ask for it first or ache for it like other positions or ways to have sex. “You guys want to come play with us?” 
 
    “Yes, as long as we do something fun for us too like eat dinner off of you or be your pregame,” Axel murmured, moving behind me and letting me feel how much he wanted that. “This fucking skirt is standing up now. Awesome. My dick is sticking out. Mother fucker, Sera.” 
 
    “Sorry.” I burst out laughing, so not sorry when I saw how that made the whole thing that much more ridiculous. “Sorry, I won’t make it worse.” 
 
    Carter did better and brought over something for them to wrap around their waists, as Eugene was in the same spot. 
 
    “I didn’t do it on purpose,” I told the others since we had to wait a bit before we could shoot. “Brian started it.” 
 
    “Add that to the list of things I fantasize about you wearing, my love,” Dain muttered as he moved closer. 
 
    I glanced at him over my shoulder as he hugged me. “You too? Aren’t you too old to have a cheerleader fantasy?” 
 
    Carter snorted. “Fuck no. I’m way older and have a bunch now.” He glanced around and shook his head. “Yeah, a lot, and from the gawkers we’re holding back, we’re not the only ones.” 
 
    “Shit,” I hissed, seeing we were getting a group. I shot Travis an accusatory look, as we were clear he couldn’t put where he was, as we had endangered shifters and more we didn’t want people getting pictures of. 
 
    Like Topher. 
 
    I whipped around and saw Brian was already hiding him and Maya was packing up. I looked at Carter. “Please, go with them and make sure Topher’s safe and gets out of here.” 
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    Dain went too, making me feel loads better they could block him too. The boys had come but were in their normal hats and keeping a low key. Plus, they’d worked with Noah on how to stay clear of getting pictures taken or drawing attention, so I wasn’t worried about them. Not to mention Zeno was with them, and he could handle any problems several times over for sure. 
 
    “It wasn’t me,” Travis promised. “It’s been one or two but then growing. People think it’s a real music video. Let’s just get this last scene and then we’re done.” 
 
    So we did. We got the cheer routine the dancers and hosts were doing while the others carried Simone and I like we were the pretty, pretty mean girl bosses kind of shtick. No one wanted what we were doing to get scooped, so we did it in one take and then quickly covered up, more careful on how we changed or showed given there were a lot of people by the time we finished. 
 
    Those of us who could be recognized easiest darted faster than humans could keep up with back to our vehicles while others packed up faster than Travis kept up with. Nothing got hurt or damaged, so he was fine with it, even understood since we’d had over a hundred gawkers at the end. 
 
    I got a text from Brian saying he’d talked with Axel and Eugene and asked I bring Portillo’s to my apartment and the time. He wouldn’t have me object. Portillo’s was like my favorite, and I could pick it up.  
 
    Plus, my security detail liked it too and were miffed we weren’t eating unhealthy as much anymore since I’d been behaving as best as I could after Dr. Sloan had saved me. Jerks.  
 
    I changed as we headed to the office, wanting to check on Louisa, and was pleasantly surprised to find things were going very well. She was making progress, and Shaw was all over it. She had other agents helping, and they had hours and hours of showing how the interrogation worked and assured me Louisa was the perfect person. 
 
    “We need to warn Galvin,” I grumbled. “Get what you have to Monroe and let him handle it. This is a smart play, but I get not wanting to be blindsided.” 
 
    “All over it, Chief,” she promised. 
 
    Shaw always was, which was why she was a smart choice to promote and trust to have a team at a satellite office for our division. She did her job well, was dedicated, and made sure to color in the lines. Which was perfect when we had enough attention on us setting up these teams and making this change. 
 
    So clearly I shouldn’t be the one there leading the teams. Yeah, well, I wasn’t a SAiC anymore but a boss.  
 
    And the boss got to start trouble. 
 
    Apparently Brian was learning that because he wanted to start a lot of trouble or at least with me. Give men a cookie and they wanted milk.  
 
    Fuck a duck. 
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    I had time, so the plan changed again when Carter talked me into taking a nice bubble bath with my iPod and just relaxing. I should have realized something was up then, but it had been a while since I’d taken a nice, long soak in my jet tub. I was always rushing to get a chance to see Topher or just rushing, so I agreed it was smart.  
 
    I was mellow and sleepy when finished, throwing on a bit of makeup and then being a shit, throwing up my hair in pigtails before slipping on the cheerleader outfit. Food arrived, but I realized Brian, Axel, and Eugene were already there. Well, Brian did have a key, so Carter must have said I was taking a bath? I didn’t hear the doorbell. 
 
    Or Carter had let them in because the others of my security left to enjoy their night, and Carter sat down with his food. Brian rolled his eyes at Carter but then came over to me and gave me a heated kiss, his excitement apparent. 
 
    “You’re worth having cold fries for,” I moaned and kissed him again. 
 
    “Thank you, but I would never be so mean to you,” he chuckled. “They told me you weren’t as into the idea as I was.” 
 
    I frowned, thinking that wasn’t something they should snitch on me. “I don’t dislike it. I like how much you love it.” 
 
    “I do. I really do, and I love I’ve only had anal sex with you,” he admitted, nuzzling my neck. “I’m glad they told me. I asked actually, as I realized they have hundreds of years of experience and I don’t. So they’re going to help us both enjoy it more, not just me.” 
 
    “You are so awesome,” I whispered against his lips. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Always, babe.” He cleared his throat. “Remember you think I’m awesome.” He held up a toy, and I bit back a chuckle. He was so, so into me using toys and getting to use them on me. Like it was so his thing that I wouldn’t be shocked if he orgasmed when I did. “Let me put it in you?” 
 
    “Now? Before we eat?” I swallowed what I was going to snark when I smelled the desire in the room. Fuck. Apparently I was going to eat Portillo’s with a toy that was like two pronged.  
 
    Right, two holes. Yikes! 
 
    “Fine, but you’re not watching,” I grumbled, realizing this had snowballed into something. I went back to the bathroom and used the flavored lube he’d also given me to put it in. It wasn’t uncomfortable, but it was a bit… Awkward. I grumbled some more about wanting fries and went back to the table.  
 
    Only to find out after my first Italian beef that there was more to the toy. 
 
    I let out a loud yelp when it started vibrating in me. I opened my mouth to bitch he was pushing it, but a loud moan came out instead. 
 
    “Turn it down,” Axel told him. “It starts out on high, and you click down the levels. She can’t eat like that.” 
 
    Fuck no, I couldn’t. I couldn’t make my brain work with that thing going off like that inside of me. Holy fuck! It had seemed so simple, but I’d basically put something that sent out shocks and vibrations like a fucking car battery in me. 
 
    “That was hot,” Eugene praised when Brian turned it down. 
 
    “That was maybe too much,” I admitted, shivering as a slight vibration happened as he also changed the setting. “Not sure I wanted to feel an electrical socket spark down there.” 
 
    Brian winced. “Sorry. I thought it started on the lowest setting.” 
 
    I promised I was fine and went back to eating, gasping each time it went off in me. It was hard to eat knowing that was coming, but it was fun. I mean, it was fun the way four men stared at me with such lust I was about shaking with need. 
 
    The doorbell rang, and I frowned before my eyes went wide. “Shut it off.” Brian sighed. “Shut it off now.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Carter promised as he got up to answer the door. 
 
    “Zeno’s still here,” I snapped. 
 
    “Did we miss it?” Hagan asked as he and Reagan came into the apartment. 
 
    Brian groaned. “I said I’d do the webcam. I didn’t invite you guys.” 
 
    “Yeah, but, well, we needed to see it,” Hagan defended. He looked at me and shrugged. “I couldn’t not come when I found out.” 
 
    “Found out what?” I asked, both of them giving Brian shocked looks. 
 
    “It’s what we talked about but more, and I offered for them not to miss it,” he muttered. He leaned in and kissed me. “I’m awesome, remember?” 
 
    “Mm-hm.” I gave him a doubting look. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “You gave Jonik head,” Hagan answered, Reagan shooting him a look. “He wasn’t running his mouth, but Dain realized how that might seem and wanted us to know what happened.” 
 
    I felt about two inches tall. Right, that was how I had accepted them as my mating candidates or claimed them as mine. “I didn’t realize.” I cursed under my breath. “I shouldn’t have done that before we are all okay again. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be,” Reagan said gently, Hagan nodding agreement. “Our wolves are just riding us, and when Brian told us he had something planned, we were hoping we could be included like Axel and Eugene.” 
 
    “Um, apparently I don’t know what’s going on as I thought, but I won’t have sex with them until we’re back to sex.” I felt better for declaring that when I saw relief in their eyes. “I asked we start therapy again. Dain and I were supposed to, um, fall in step last night, but he had something planned because of a feeling.” I shrugged, hoping they understood I was a few steps behind on that as well. 
 
    “Did I miss anything?” Noah asked from the door, Carter standing there like he knew not to leave yet. 
 
    I never doubted him, and he was right, Dain and Jonik showing up next. 
 
    “Seriously?” I asked Brian, my look not all that friendly. I growled when I smelled the increase in lust on him. He wanted them to all watch. “Pushing it, and I don’t even know what’s going on.” 
 
    “You said you told her,” Dain complained. 
 
    “Well, you all showed up instead of the webcam,” he drawled. 
 
    “Wait, who’s with the boys?” I checked. 
 
    “Alok and Tasar, and they’re babysitting for the Evans,” he answered. “Apparently Topher has made them revisit the idea of having a baby, and they’re hoping to get it out of their system.” 
 
    I glanced at Carter who was clearly amused as he closed and locked the door as if to say everyone who would be able to join was there. “Why are you here?” 
 
    “I am your mating candidate,” he teased me. He didn’t want to settle down, and we both knew that was more of a deterrent for other vampires who might try to pressure me to mate them, but he liked being first in line on my playing around card. 
 
    Just what was Brian plotting? 
 
    “Everyone here has to give you one fantasy date and one night where you can use those restraints for your bed on them,” Brian blurted. 
 
    I blinked at him and about fell off my chair when they started agreeing. Oh fuck. What was he seriously plotting? 
 
    “Any more secret guests?” I checked with Dain. “No webcam or calls?” 
 
    “No, this is just for those you know best, and I don’t want other men not dedicated to you to see any of this. They’re not worthy.” His tone was so firm, icy at the idea of others seeing it, that I bit back a shiver. 
 
    Oh, no, that was the toy in me. I about inhaled my food as did the others, ready to find out what was going on. I cleaned up my mess and was about to ask… When Brian locked my wrists behind my back with his cuffs. I shivered, and I knew he felt it. 
 
    “Yeah, I miss this too,” he murmured. “They were pissed I didn’t share our hours in the dungeon when they share with me. That’s why I invited them.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize that was what you were plotting,” I admitted. 
 
    “There’s more, but she will like it, I promise.” 
 
    “Don’t ruin the outfit. Gayle worked hard on them, and we said we’d play with them again maybe for the club.” 
 
    “Yeah, I would never risk even stretching it when you look so fucking good in it,” he promised as he ran his hands over my body and licked my ear. “Will you show them what you give me, babe? What we share?” His hand slid under my skirt and teased my clit while the toy started constantly going but softly. “Give me you tonight, Sera. Let me own you tonight like you own us totally and completely.” 
 
    “You are so fucking spoiled,” I moaned as my siren about did backflips at playing games and having fun. “Turnabout is fair play, Bri. You’ve said I can explore anal with you and tying you up.” 
 
    “Yeah, please do. I want to with you.” 
 
    Shit, I was in. Whatever it was, I was in. I glanced at him over my shoulder. “Am I getting on my knees for you, Chief?” 
 
    “Fuck, don’t, just don’t,” he moaned, hugging me to him. “I want to draw this out and let you explore. You ramp me up any more and I’m going to blow and constantly.” He raised my top and then showed me what was next. 
 
    Nipple clamps. I swallowed loudly, thinking they weren’t the mean ones with the teeth that seemed over the top. Oh, and they vibrated. 
 
    Fuck me. 
 
    “You guys get the remotes since this was your idea,” Brian said, tossing them to Axel and Eugene. 
 
    “Not you getting a blow job in front of us,” Eugene grumbled. 
 
    I might have warned them to behave, but they changed settings and turned on the clamps, and I forgot much of anything. Brian brought me by the huge couch so everyone could sit and then helped me kneel so I didn’t just drop.  
 
    And apparently I liked vibrating toys, that much attention, and/or not knowing what was in store for me because I was pretty sure I gave my most enthusiastic blow job ever. Like ever. Brian did not last long and didn’t seem to be complaining. He lifted me off the floor and put me on the counter, returning the favor as the toys went wild.  
 
    I didn’t even care it was awkward to have my hands cuffed behind me, the orgasm was so good. I begged them to stop and for more, which wasn’t something I could have at the same time, and I wasn’t sure what I wanted to be honest.  
 
    More. I was getting more. He carried me to one of the guest rooms that the boys normally used, and I realized what they’d been doing in my apartment while I was in the bath. 
 
    “See if I trust you again,” I grumbled to Carter. 
 
    “You will,” he chuckled. 
 
    I rolled my eyes, studying the large sex swing stand that was all set up and ready to go. It took me a moment to catch up, but then I remembered the twins and boys had the mistress apartment now, so I didn’t need to have a bed in there. They’d moved it all down the hall. 
 
    It was still slightly weird to pick that room, but then again, they’d slept in all of my guest rooms. The toy moved faster and again, I didn’t care about much else but fun. 
 
    “Fine, yes, fine,” I moaned. “Someone put a lock on the door, and this stays between us. It’s my home office from now until forever, and fine, you win.” 
 
    “Done,” several agreed at once. 
 
    “Babe, will you again?” Brian asked gently as he cupped my face, a desperate need in his eyes.  
 
    I had a flash of how he’d looked when I’d gotten off the plane, Apollo bringing me home after he’d come for me, and how Brian had looked ten years older. Remembering how my being gone had done that to him because he loved me that fucking much. I only had one answer. 
 
    “Yeah, Bri, I’ll always again, I swear it,” I whispered against his lips before dropping to my knees. I’d give him anything. I would. He did so much for me, put up with what I wouldn’t—like other people in my bed—and always showed how much he cared. 
 
    Yes, my answer would always be I’d go again for whatever he wanted. 
 
    And I did. I even pushed him to use the damn pigtails when I saw he wanted to. He returned the favor again too, as that was just who he was. 
 
    “I don’t have work tomorrow,” I panted when he was done with me or at least the toy stopped and so did his tongue. “You should make it hard for me to sit. Give me that much, Bri.” 
 
    “Mind reader,” he chuckled, leaning over and giving me a soft kiss. “Fuck, I so want to. Really? I want that moment—” 
 
    “I know,” I promised, not making him say that. He wanted that moment I’d had with Dain after we’d mated and had sex all weekend where I was tender to sit down and we were all snuggly. He wanted to not only make me that tender but then have me curled up on his lap and close to him all day tomorrow. “I want that too.” 
 
    “You are so amazing.” He smiled at me as he took off the clamps and removed the toy. “And showing you that is part of the fun today.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    I found out fast. Carter unlocked my wrists and then restrained my ankles and wrists in the swing so I was spread all out for him. I raised an eyebrow at him, but he just knelt down and had me for dessert while using a toy on me. I came when he bit me, pulling against my restraints as I rode my pleasure. 
 
    He gave me a while to calm down, leaning over and giving me sweet kisses while thanking me for letting him share in this. Fine, he was forgiven and could stay. 
 
    Dain went next and did the same, driving me fucking crazy as I felt his emotions and more through our bond. It was different than my siren or clairvoyant side. This was like after we’d mated and we were echoing each other. He obviously knew what it was and how to use it because he smirked at me as he leaned over and gave me a soft kiss. “I know my wife and what pleases her, never doubt that, Sera.” 
 
    I made a noise I hoped sounded like I agreed. My eyes went wide as Axel knelt down. “Are each of you seriously going?” 
 
    “Fuck yeah,” Eugene and a few others growled. 
 
    Okay then. 
 
    Axel and Eugene clearly had a lot of experience and seemed to know exactly where to touch and what to do because I thought my heart might seriously give out, it was so intense. 
 
    “Shit, fuck, love you, Bri,” I moaned but sort of whimpered. Then I caught up as enough blood returned to my brain, seeing them talking and smirking at each other. “You’re competing.” I wanted to roll my eyes at myself. Right, they’d all come in with something in their hands. “You all brought different toys.” 
 
    “Yup, and we’re going to put the ‘win’ back in ‘twins,’” Hagan promised, bumping fists with Reagan. 
 
    I glanced around to all the excited looks that were also full of lust. “You’re all pervs, and I adore you.” I couldn’t believe they were so into the idea of helping me like anal sex and fun and so into me. “What’s the prize?” 
 
    Reagan snorted. “Besides getting to please you?”  
 
    I flushed so fast I wasn’t shocked when a few of them groaned. 
 
    “Two full weekends of you to themselves when you’re light on cases and can take full weekends,” Brian answered, his eyes telling me he wanted that win. 
 
    But they all did. 
 
    “I’m so not declaring a winner,” I groaned. 
 
    “We are,” Dain promised. “We sense more, they smell more, and we know who’s in the lead.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure I am,” I chuckled, smiling brightly at them. Yeah, that sounded about right. “The names on these things are seriously amusing.” 
 
    “And next we have the ‘Triple Delight,’” Hagan told me, holding up his choice with commercial shoot flare. “It has clit vibrating stimulation, a rotating and vibrating dildo, and complete with pleasure giving anal beads made to make all women scream your name.” 
 
    I wasn’t the only one who laughed, glad we could laugh about fun stuff again. 
 
    The toy did deserve its name, and Hagan’s pitch was confirmed not long after we started. I blinked up at him with wide eyes, my body shuddering as it tried to come back down from overdrive. 
 
    “I know what makes my lover happy,” he murmured against my lips, and for the first time I didn’t flinch, thinking of when he hadn’t. He didn’t brush it off though. “As long as I’m not drowning and paying attention as I should.” 
 
    “Me too,” I told him, glad he wasn’t just forgetting it had happened, but I didn’t want him to apologize forever either. I figured it was understandable for both of us until we were back in step where we had been. That was my current theory at least. 
 
    I thought it was pretty good. 
 
    Reagan followed up with the “Climax Intensifier,” and it lived up to its name as well.  
 
    After that Dain called a time out, knowing they were pushing too far for not needing a break in between. It was only Noah and Jonik left, but my body just needed a break, and the glass of wine I got while curled up on Brian’s lap and wearing a robe was nice. 
 
    “Shit, I’m so hard knowing you’re squirming,” he groaned, kissing along my neck. “I love you.” 
 
    “Love you too,” I murmured as I nibbled on his ear how he loved. He didn’t hog me though, letting me snuggle with Noah for a bit too. He was so fucking busy now that he was Master of Chicago that we’d barely gotten to see each other lately. “How are you?” 
 
    “Better now. I needed this fun too.” 
 
    “Anything I can do?” 
 
    “No, but I might ask Dain for some help,” he admitted. “We keep untangling more and more shit Vlad was pulling or layers or whatever he hid. Knowing him, he did it just so if anyone took over it would be a complete fuck off from the grave.” 
 
    “Yeah, that sounds like him,” I sighed, wanting to kill again that asshole we’d both thought our friend once. “Want to go have kinky sex somewhere?” 
 
    “Yes, always,” he chuckled. “And I think we should lift the ban on me coming here or sleeping over. No one cares. Like no one cares. I’ve got more comments asking if we’re okay since I’m not seeing you than anyone mentioning I’m yours.” 
 
    I glanced at Carter who nodded. “Okay, but I’ll come stay there a night now that you’ve renovated and Nina cleansed the everything there. I think that’s an important message to send.” 
 
    “Thank you.” He wouldn’t have asked for it, but it would solidify that he didn’t answer to me and we were just leaders who were together.  
 
    Even if he was totally mine and did answer to me in some ways. It was the optics. I might not have much patience for that, but I was getting better at watching out for them. 
 
    Noah went next after the break, and I was honestly to the point I couldn’t tell who was ranked where. Jonik too made me scream, so really I was happy I enjoyed it all so much.  
 
    “Hagan,” Dain declared after a few moments of discussion with Carter and Eugene. “We all agree Hagan won.” 
 
    “And we agreed to split the prize if we won,” he told me, gesturing between him and Reagan. 
 
    “I can suffer through a weekend alone with each of you. I think it’s pretty perfect,” I admitted, knowing that would be the best time to finally, finally get back to being us. Hell, I wanted to ask Dain if he’d rigged it that way, but I could see he was honestly disappointed he didn’t win, so I threw that out. 
 
    And then all thought left my head again as Brian showed me more fun with the rig and how it raised me to the perfect height for him. He took me on my back, then on my stomach, then we moved to the bed and he folded me up, and finally he moved me over him so my back was touching his chest. 
 
    “You are a fucking machine,” I groaned, my whole body aching. I smelled guilt coming off of him and realized something I’d been missing. I glanced at him and saw it in his eyes, turning my face into the comforter. 
 
    “She’s upset,” Dain warned. 
 
    “I know,” Brian whispered, pulling me against him. “I won’t take them again. I got jealous they could keep up and I’m having trouble.” 
 
    “Do you need them? Those can hurt people,” I mumbled. 
 
    “No, I get hard for you just fine. I thought… I’m sorry. I wanted to… I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I made you feel you had to,” I rasped, that being what bothered me so much. “I’m sorry, Bri.” 
 
    “Don’t be. Fuck, please don’t apologize, babe. You didn’t do anything, and you certainly don’t make me feel inadequate.” 
 
    “It’s a guy thing, Sera,” Carter muttered. “Plus, there’s such a range of reactions. I’ve tried them.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes, I would not recommend them for vampires,” he drawled. “My fucking dick itched, and every time I had blood for the next week I would get stiff for a couple of hours.” 
 
    “I’ve tried them,” Hagan confessed too. “I didn’t like how fast I finished, lots of times before you, and I worried I just couldn’t hold out.” 
 
    “Please don’t do it again?” I asked Brian, not thinking I had any right to, but did it anyways. “Please? We have so much—please. With our luck you will be some one in a million case that has a heart attack or whatever. I was sated a while ago. You give me what I need, I promise. I’ll let you use every toy in the world, but don’t take even prescription pills to try to keep up with us or whatever.” 
 
    “Besides, cock rings work really well,” Jonik added, shrugging when we looked at him. “I had trouble staying hard with the last woman I dated. Our parents pushed for the match, and she was pretty and we could hold a conversation, and I thought that enough. It wasn’t, and meeting Sera proved that to me.” 
 
    “Wait, you had that emotional orgasm thing with her and it still didn’t work?” I checked. 
 
    He nodded. “It turned out we were both forcing ourselves because even that wasn’t close to the ones we have.” He looked at Brian. “You are not the only one with doubts, my friend. We all have them, immortal, supe, or human.” 
 
    “Or female,” I muttered, snorting when they all gave me surprised looks. “Oh please, it’s well known women worry about everything more than guys. We’d be here until the morning if we listed every worry or insecurity I have. I expect people to abandon me for one, so even as I try to work past it, Phobie says that’s a third of my agreeability with people.” 
 
    “The other two thirds?” Dain asked gently. 
 
    “I don’t understand what’s going on because of my lacking social skills or being an introvert, or it’s not something that bothers me, or I just want to.” I forced myself to sit up and moved on Brian’s lap. “Would you want me to take anxiety medicine so I was more extroverted or lost some of my IQ so maybe my brain got social stuff better?” 
 
    “No, no, I’d hate that,” he whispered, kissing my hair and hugging me to him. “I get it. As long as I don’t need the stuff, I won’t take them. Let’s just chalk it up to trying something new and now we know.” 
 
    I could accept that. Part of me hoped it wouldn’t be an issue because he decided to come to our team, but that was selfish of me to want that. I wanted him forever, to live forever and never die. That wasn’t for me to decide or push on him, but it was getting harder to be neutral when he showed signs of feeling older. 
 
    Instead of saying any of that, I fed him energy, making sure he felt his youngest self possible. And then I was seriously ready for bed. 
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    Brian got his wish, and my ass was definitely tender Sunday morning. I might have played it up a bit, as I healed so fast—I was pretty sure he knew that—but we did snuggle with me on his lap. Which was the nicest way we’d ever spent a weekend working because we did have something to handle. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked him quietly. “Are you sure this is a fight we want to really take on, Bri?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure,” he promised, kissing my hair. “It’s a battle worth fighting, and if the fallout gets bad, my parents are retired, so Grammy and them can go take a trip to Greece or something. I talked to Jimmy, sat him down and told him what was going on. He was with us. He might not get it all, but he knows this is important because I came to him and was worried he could get dragged in. 
 
    “If the blow back is bad, we do what we have to, but I believe in this fight as much as you do, as much as I did in New York. I’m with you on this, and so are our teams.” He hugged me to him. “We got this, babe. We’ve taken on other fights this bad, but you just weren’t the boss or the face of it. It’s harder then to give the orders or be the one people point at instead of undercover.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is harder to be the boss,” I sighed, hugging his arms to me. “I just worry that my pushing and causing trouble as everyone says won’t cost me, but others. What if it’s your career too? It’s not just the crazy level but someone could go after you again like CPD tried to. I don’t want your career blown over me.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be. I chose this fight. You didn’t do it. I made the decision as well because it’s a good fight. If I lose my job and pension, I will still have thought this a worthy fight.” He peppered my cheek with kisses. “Besides, I hear the woman I love is rich. Maybe she needs a pool boy.” 
 
    “Asshole,” I chuckled, giving him a real kiss. But he’d done what he’d meant to and lightened the mood, eased my worry. 
 
    Things were going well with Louisa, and not only was the FBI on board with the idea the interrogations went public, but so was the AG’s office, as they were getting slammed after New York and constantly. People didn’t pay attention to facts or reality sometimes and either jumped to fear and hysterics or any thread they could find to try and unravel it all. 
 
    So that at least put me in a good spot with my own workload when I showed up Monday morning at court for the preliminary evidence hearing and to handle a few motions. One of which was a dismissal, which was insane given I’d caught them with the murder weapon. The prints and everything matched with the illegal sawed off shotgun. The guy was guilty, and so were the others for shooting at me. 
 
    Or, you know, trying to run me over. 
 
    I sat there and listened to everything the Assistant District Attorney had to present. I heard the defendant’s lawyer poke holes in it that were like trying to poke holes in Kevlar, but he seemed confident. Most lawyers did, but there was more to it. There always was. 
 
    I gave my testimony when I was called on what I’d seen, keeping it succinct and clinical as I did every report or time I testified. The last time with Marshall from the AG’s office was different because I was pushing for an argument, not part of the evidence. 
 
    “So you didn’t see him take the shot, Chief Thomas?” 
 
    “As I said, I arrived moments after to find at least two people on the ground and the defendant fleeing with the murder weapon,” I answered calmly. “No other possible suspects were within the range of being able to have pulled the trigger and not still been there.” 
 
    “Well, you could have. You were a good distance away and just appeared at the right spot to see this. It’s like a miracle.”  
 
    “It’s not actually, but I can run the distance and clock it if you’d like and that makes my testimony more believable over the defendant’s prints, the gunshot residue, the bullets matching, and the other list of evidence.” 
 
    “How can you be sure no one else was that close, Chief Thomas?” 
 
    “There were no other people I smelled or heartbeats I heard to back up what I visually witnessed before they tried to run me down when I showed them my badge.” 
 
    “And you didn’t help the victims? You decided to attack my clients instead?” 
 
    I bit back a smirk. “I’m so sorry they were ‘attacked’ when they tried to use their vehicle to kill me. As to the other matter, I’m a shifter, and I’m not allowed to aid when the victims are humans.” 
 
    “So if you’re so awesome, how come you didn’t know there were three victims? How can we take any of your testimony?” 
 
    “I could only see two from my position, there was a lot of blood to scent, and I heard one heartbeat only that was fading.” 
 
    “So with that much blood how could you have scented anything else?” 
 
    “The same way you can smell strong coffee brewing and not be completely oblivious to other scents in your kitchen or if something’s cooking. I’m not a shark where blood distracts me.” 
 
    “But you were a good distance away.” 
 
    “Yes, but others confirmed what I stated after the SUV was stopped.” 
 
    “You mean you made it crash.” 
 
    “I shot out the tires. The crash happened because they didn’t stop when I ordered them to,” I corrected. “That was going to be the outcome, and they chose it, not pulling over when I jumped on the roof.” 
 
    “So you did attack them. You just said you jumped at them.” 
 
    “I jumped up to avoid the collision, as that would have hurt a lot, and I landed on the roof.” 
 
    “Where you shifted your hands to claws and did damage to the vehicle.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at him. “How much damage would they have done if they’d hit me? They didn’t swerve and try and avoid me. They were going to use that SUV as a weapon like your client used that illegal sawed off shotgun to murder three people. I made sure they were taken in alive while shooting at me. Would you prefer I shot the guys shooting at me and this would all be resolved?” 
 
    “I don’t find your tone and attitude amusing.” 
 
    “I don’t find any of this funny, and I’ll file your concerns somewhere behind my reminder to sharpen my lawnmower blades. Do you have any more viable questions for me, or are you just going to try and blame me for something else? I think we made a pothole worse that they drove over while I was on the roof. Are you going to blame me for that too?” 
 
    I wasn’t shocked when the ADA gave me a look that I wasn’t helping. No, probably not, but I knew more than he did about what was going on. 
 
    The others testified as well, and the defendant’s lawyer was downright dismissive and belligerent to them. Axel and Eugene looked ready to eat the guy for implying they’d basically been zookeepers when they’d worked for the Shifter Council. Dain was used to the bullshit, so when the lawyer made a veiled Tinker Bell reference, Dain said he’d show the wings, but his sword also came with, as he was a warrior. 
 
    And the guy should remember that. Nice. 
 
    The vampires were basically leaches and sharks in the water who couldn’t determine if it was night or day once blood was involved. No matter how much the ADA objected, the judge let it go. The whole thing was a joke, and it honestly made me sick. 
 
    The judge shot me a quick glance and swallowed loudly before giving us his decision. “I find the evidence insufficient against the defendants to take this to trial. I’m dismissing the case.” The second he banged the gavel, I let out a whistle to Carter who was waiting in the hall. 
 
    “Mark McClousky, you are under arrest for corruption,” I told the judge as I pulled my cuffs off my hip and headed toward the bench. 
 
    “You can’t touch the judge,” the bailiff warned me. 
 
    I nodded to Brian and his people coming into the court. “Yeah, we can. This was a sting op. We just needed them to go through with it.” I looked at the shocked and terrified judge. “You should have turned them down when they called and offered you money, Your Honor. We were listening.” 
 
    “How? That’s illegal?” 
 
    “The warrant we got said otherwise,” I chuckled. I glanced at the bailiff. “Please step aside. This is an active FBI investigation, and he’s not the only one going.” 
 
    The guy was smart and held up his hands, taking a few steps back.  
 
    “What the fuck is going on?” the ADA blew. 
 
    I glanced at Brian before I answered, and he nodded it was fine. “We got Vang. We just need the judge and attorney.” 
 
    I went over to the ADA. “One of the officers on this was dirty. I knew that, and so did the others with me. Not only that, but he harassed Eugene who works for the FBI, leaving voicemails they needed to meet and he had questions for him after learning Eugene worked for the Shifter Council and wanted to know the location of their facility. 
 
    “When he didn’t immediately answer, Vang left another message threatening to have Eugene’s visa pulled and a whole bunch of other crap since Eugene’s a citizen and lived here a hundred years or so. That plus this hearing when the evidence was so stacked and a few other things gave us enough probable cause for a few warrants to listen in. The defendants’ attorney contacted the judge and made a deal.” 
 
    “Fuck, warn me next time, Chief Thomas,” he sighed, scrubbing his hand over his head roughly. 
 
    I shrugged. “I couldn’t know you weren’t involved, and the judge had to break the law instead of a conversation where no money changed hands yet.” 
 
    “I’m not involved,” he snapped. 
 
    “I know that, but I’ve not worked with you before because I’m federal, so I needed to know.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess you did,” he whispered, glancing between the judge and the attorney, both of whom were being read their rights and searched. “Fuck. I don’t even know what happens next.” 
 
    I winced. “Sorry for that mess. I don’t know either.”  
 
    “Why are you doing this?” the lawyer bellowed as he was dragged out of court in handcuffs behind us. “You are stupid to pull this. They weren’t your family. You didn’t know them. This isn’t personal for you, so why do you care enough to risk all you are?” 
 
    I spun on him and moved closer, sneering at him. “Because I took an oath to protect people whether I know them or not. Because you think you can buy your way out of trouble or threaten to get what you want, and some of us will stand against that with every breath we take. Because I was once the child no one could or would help. I remember that feeling well. 
 
    “I remember what it was like to not have anyone fight for me or save me when people didn’t care or wouldn’t step up. I’m doing this because I can, because this badge gives me every right to take you down so the next people aren’t hurt or killed. I do it because I’m division chief of the FBI, and Chicago is my home, and Chicagoans deserve to be safe and the system work as it should.” 
 
    I left and decided to get out in front of another potential mess of fallout. I knew Brian wanted this fight and was prepared, but I didn’t think I could ever forgive myself if he lost someone he loved because I’d started this. 
 
    Dain, Axel, and Eugene had already gone back to training once they were done, as that was important and there was a lot to do there. That left me with my security detail, Carter giving me an apprehensive look when I told him the address. 
 
    “I don’t like this play.” 
 
    “I know,” I muttered as we drove along. 
 
    “Let them fuck up and join the others.” 
 
    “I’d rather leave the play for the bosses, not the lower level. They could be sloppy and—do you want to attend Gayle’s funeral because they shot up the club? Beth and Simone would probably survive that, but we have weaker wolves. What about Lillie’s kids when they don’t have a mom anymore?” 
 
    “I agree with her,” Emilio cut in. “You don’t have to cut off the whole arm and be so drastic like New York because it was all interconnected. This is like some focused lipo or shrinking a tumor so it’s easier to remove. I do have a few ideas how we could trim a bit off the top a little at a time.” 
 
    “The turtle wins the race and all of that,” I agreed. 
 
    “Fine, but we need to have a discussion about your anger,” Carter said gently after a few moments. “Your rage is growing. It’s justified, and we all get it, but it’s a lot, Sera. You’re snipping when you normally wouldn’t, like that guy in court today.” 
 
    “No, that was pretty normal for me,” I sighed. “I’m professional until poked, and then I poke back. I don’t disagree with you, but it’s more what happened with Ashley and the others, that whole fucking situation and how easily people were ready to brush it off. What a fucking joke except I’m not laughing.” 
 
    We stopped at the address, and I got out, letting the guys guarding the house see me. I took off my holster and handed over my guns to Carter while grabbing the folder. 
 
    “You have a warrant?” one of the guys hanging out front asked me. 
 
    “No, and I’m not here to bust anyone, just talk to your boss,” I answered him. “He can check me for wires inside, but they’ll hear everything said and know if I need them.” I gestured over my shoulder to the ancients on my detail standing across the street menacingly. Someone went to move their jacket, and I locked gazes with him. “You flash a gun at me, and I have to act. I have to. 
 
    “I’m not here for that. Put everything away I’d have to act on and let me in.” I sighed when they didn’t move. “Or I go through you. Your guys were stupid and got caught. You’re not my jurisdiction, so just hide it all, and believe me, he’ll want to hear what I have to say. Check with him and don’t make the calls he’d want to. I’m here about that.” 
 
    There, nice and vague, but I really didn’t want them calling their lawyers. They were part of the problem after all, and I was trying to keep the lid on something volatile flowing over.  
 
    It took about five minutes, but then they waved me to follow. I went with them, not even worried as I smelled fear and confusion but no one about to react. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be here,” the guy who was clearly the boss said. 
 
    I shrugged. “I haven’t been told to stay away from you by your attorneys, as that would give names as to who else was part of your gang.” I nodded to a chair across from him. “May I?” 
 
    “Sure, but I believe you promised we could check you for a wire.” He nodded to someone, and the guy came towards me with a wand.  
 
    “Nice you didn’t try and pull shit to get me naked.” 
 
    He shrugged. “You said I’d want what you have and you’re risking shit because we normally have eyes on us.” 
 
    “They’re currently busy,” I promised, holding out my arms and letting them wand me. It only stopped at my ring. “It’s magic to keep me from getting images. I take it off and you have any loud broadcasters in the room and I get too much information.” I held out my hand to the guy, turning it one way and another. 
 
    “Sit,” he grunted, nodding to the chair. “What’s the folder?” 
 
    I set it on the table in front of him before sitting. “Every current law pertaining to your situation or one you will be in soon.” I gave him a moment to let that settle. “You’re not my jurisdiction. I can’t ignore crimes, and your guys were fucking stupid.” I held up my hand to hold him off. “They flashed guns at me when they saw the badge and told me to ‘keep walking bimbo.’ That’s stupid.” 
 
    “Not how I’d have told them to play it,” he muttered, studying me closely. “They gonna throw out that using your nose thing.” 
 
    “No, they won’t, and I also saw the coke from the window. That’s stupid. That’s ridiculously stupid. Vang’s out.” I smirked at him and nodded. “So is the lawyer involved in the shooting. Those weren’t your guys, but I hear you know him. Wanna ask me how I know that?” 
 
    “You were listening,” he grumbled.  
 
    I nodded. “We were. The judge is out.” I studied him this time. “You’re smart enough to know that your friends who supply you aren’t your friends. They don’t care about you. They care about money. You make them money, but so could anyone else. You’re completely expendable.” 
 
    “I know that.” He snorted as if he really knew it. 
 
    “They were pumping Vang full of lies, so let me give you some facts before you make a move you cannot come back from.” I waited until he gave a swift nod. “Nothing in New York was thrown out.” His eyes flashed shock and told me they’d fed him the same bullshit. “It was all completely fucking legal. Some sentences have been carried out. Some have not because of shit above our paygrade.” 
 
    “I don’t wanna know,” he confirmed. 
 
    “Me either, but none of it got thrown out. They’re not reversing shit.” I leaned in and rested my forearms on my knees. “And they will not be able to get you out. I don’t care what they say, you cross lines into my jurisdiction, and whatever god you believe in won’t be able to get you out. I grew up human too, and what I have seen tells me we are all guppies and just didn’t get it. I get it now.” 
 
    “And you’re telling me this why?” he asked after a few moments. 
 
    “Because I might have heard what they’re going to try and trick you into doing, promising you the sun and the moon and everything will be fine if you do it.” I nodded to the folder. “The rules are clear, and if you go after an Alpha, you’re dead.” I smiled when his eyes flashed shock. “Yeah, they want me taken out, and they don’t care about who dies with me. 
 
    “They want me broken and out of play, but you touch anyone I’ve adopted, that’s a death sentence, and it’s legal. Anyone considered ‘mine’ is protected, and that’s a bit vague, so know I consider a lot of people mine. Some of them are endangered shifters, which is a real fucking thing no matter what Vang says. No one has been enforcing these laws, probably agreeing to them thinking no one ever would. 
 
    “That’s changed, and now they’re enforced. So look them over, and don’t listen to the lies I’m sure you’ve been told that it’s all bullshit and loopholes they can all walk through.” I snorted. “You can’t. There aren’t holes—looped or otherwise—but some very clear lines that only idiots would think to cross.” 
 
    Anger filled his eyes. “It’s cheating that you Alpha and a cop then.” 
 
    I snorted again. “Right, because your side plays fair? Your team doesn’t kill witnesses or threaten people? You don’t bribe or cheat all the fucking time?” 
 
    He chilled out, and his lips twitched. “I don’t know about any of that.” 
 
    “Of course you don’t,” I snickered. “Think of it as a bit of regression to the mean.” I thought of how else to say it when he gave me a look he didn’t know what that meant. “A bit of balance has returned. It makes you have to go back to being afraid of getting caught or people not just getting shot and nothing happening. It tips the scales a bit when one side was ridiculously unbalanced.” 
 
    He sat with that again. “You know they won’t just let me do nothing or they’ll do it themselves.” 
 
    “Then they’ll end up dead just like you would have been if you’d done it. You’re not on my team, but you’re still local, and these guys aren’t. Fuck them. They’re a bit busy at the moment, so they’ll have to do their own dirty work.” I shrugged. “Maybe let them know you’re being watched and listened on and go dark before they can get you on the phone. You’ve had to wait out heat before. Sit this one out.” 
 
    I blinked, and Carter was in the house with us, focused on the boss. “Tell your guys to stand down. A few are gearing up in the garage.” 
 
    The boss did better than most would have, only swallowing loudly before looking at one of his guys. “Tell those fools to calm the fuck down. It’s just a conversation, and I’m gonna beat them later.” 
 
    “For the record, he’s just a drop in what our side has,” I told the guy. “Look over the laws and educate yourself. Maybe find new lawyers. Call some and confirm with them.” 
 
    He stood, crossing his arms over his barrel chest. “How far can you really smell coke from?” 
 
    “I’m not joining your team,” I snickered. I nodded to the folder. “That’s about the only help I’ll give, and that’s mostly because I believe in playing fair. You’re on one team, and I’m on the other. I fuck up my side for being dirty, planting shit, or not adhering to the rules. I suggest putting the word out that I’ll fuck up your team if they don’t start adhering to the rules too.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Killing witnesses, threatening family—you know, that cartel and Bratva shit that ends with dead Chicagoans. You’re not my jurisdiction, but if people piss me off with that shit, I will make sure I can stick my nose into more. And your team does not want that.” 
 
    “I hear you, and I’ll pass the word.” He glanced at the folder. “Along with the rules no one’s telling us.” 
 
    “At least tell him that you hate pot is illegal so he doesn’t think you’ll walk around sniffing the air for weed,” Carter teased me. 
 
    “I hate pot is still fucking illegal,” I grumbled. “That’s illegal, but assault rifles are legal federally. That’s so fucking stupid. Yeah, no, care more about being high but not weapons meant for assaulting. I’ve been hunting and on busts to breach buildings. We use the assault rifles for the latter.” 
 
    “Maybe they want to take out a whole herd?” Carter snickered. 
 
    “Yeah, right,” the boss chuckled. 
 
    Yeah, see, even the other team agreed with us.  
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    Carter was right that I needed to work on my anger, and it was boiling over after I got back to the office and Alan Collins still wouldn’t agree to shit, including his interrogation going public, as he was an adult. Him holding out was making UIC and others not go along with the change and progress that should have already been. He and his stupid, narcissist brain weren’t understanding this was real. 
 
    So yeah, I was angry. I was pissed and wanted to beat someone’s head in. 
 
    I had set up a sparring date with Eugene, but he’d been delayed with training given lots had been pushed back with court. He’d called someone to tag in, getting I needed it, and I was standing in front of Hagan. 
 
    He shrugged. “They get a lot of chances to be near you or something as normal as work out with you because they live here too. Now we can and not just push ourselves to stay over or drive back and forth all the time. Reagan’s with the boys, the ancients next door are home, so that’s enough, and I’m going to spend a few days here. We can switch, as we’re not always together. And we can help with pack stuff here. 
 
    “Nestor and Freddie don’t live down here, so that’s three available not in the loop and working on pack everything, and Christos and I are here since Theon is visiting Sioux Falls to try and figure out if there are any viable Alphas for under your umbrella since it’s your pack.” He blew out a harsh breath. “Sorry, I feel like I’m pushing, and I don’t want that, but I miss you, Sera.” 
 
    “You’re not pushing,” I promised, glad he wanted to make the effort. “Sometimes it’s hard to make the pieces all fit or things line up since we don’t sit around counting our toes.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is.” He studied me carefully. “Are you okay if we stay at the apartment more than just weekends with the boys or whatever?” 
 
    “Yes, absolutely if you guys are fine with the back and forth.” 
 
    “We are. It’s fine. Guys are lower maintenance,” he teased me. “So you’re up for some sparring?” 
 
    “Yup, kinda need it.” 
 
    He nodded, probably feeling whatever was coming off of me. We started easy, dancing around each other and throwing hits, blocking them too, but keeping it closer to boxing to warm up. He was a former Marine, so he was well trained. 
 
    “I’ve missed getting a chance to do this,” he admitted. “Reagan too. It’s good for all wolves, and we’ve had too much stress as well. Plus, Betas should never get lazy.” 
 
    I snorted. “Lazy is not something I’d ever call either of you unless it’s a rare Sunday game day, and then you’re both total bums.” 
 
    “Yeah, but that’s so nice,” he joked.  
 
    I threw a kick at him, and we upped the level for the next five minutes until we were both sweating. Another five or so of that and I could tell we were both pushing. I was still getting back into it, but apparently Hagan did need to keep up with his training too. Granted, we moved so fucking fast and hit so hard that most would already have tapped out several times. 
 
    He launched at me, and I wasn’t ready, getting taken to the mats. We flipped each other a few times, and he got me face down with my arms locked. I kicked him and flipped us, trying to use my knees to get his arms trapped against his chest so I only had to worry about his legs to pin him. I was so focused on that, I wasn’t ready for his hand to reach up and yank down the front of my sports bra. 
 
    Or his hands and lips immediately on my breasts. 
 
    Okay then. 
 
    “So it’s like that?” I panted, not just from the workout anymore. 
 
    “Sorry, just—you’re so fucking hot,” he moaned, sucking on my nipple until I grabbed his arms and pinned them overhead. Except that made me straddle his head. “Fuck, your scent is so strong and amazing.” He tried to eat me out through my shorts, and I gave a long moan. “Ride my face, Sera. Please?” 
 
    “Some workout partner.” 
 
    “I will give us both a workout,” he mumbled as he tried to get more of me.  
 
    I pushed to roll off of him, but he was determined now and somehow snaked my sports bra off of me when I pulled away. “Really? Naked wrestling?” 
 
    “Yes please, and a side of more,” he moaned, completely focused on my breasts. “Pin me and smother me with the girls.” 
 
    “Smother you?” I chuckled, trying not to laugh and encourage him. He distracted me with that, and then he was on me, flipping me over him and then tucking me into a ball under him. 
 
    And yanked off my shorts. He groaned as he shoved two fingers in me. “So wet. I could smell it and your sweat. It was driving me crazy.” 
 
    “Not how sparring goes,” I reminded him. 
 
    “Fuck, it should be.” He kept me pinned when I tried to elbow him. “You got out the anger and a good fifteen minute hard workout or more. I pinned you. I win or tap out.” 
 
    “You’re going to tap me,” I snickered. 
 
    “Fuck yes,” he growled and pulled out his fingers. “Say yes. Please, Sera, say yes.” 
 
    Shit, he was so desperate and pushed every one of my buttons too. “Yes.” 
 
    He moved enough to pull down his shorts and pushed in me, moaning deeply when I was too tight. “So much better than I remembered.” 
 
    “Me too,” I admitted, turning to find his lips. We were so ramped up on hormones and everything fun that I didn’t care we were at the training and yoga room next to the gym in the apartment building where anyone could walk in.  
 
    He kissed me as he let go of my arms that he had trapped behind my back with one of his. That hand immediately went to my breast while his other was on my hip. We didn’t say much, letting our bodies say everything that had been building, telling each other how we missed the other, and the need and feelings were still there. 
 
    Fuck, they were so still there. I loved Hagan. I really did, and I wanted him back at my side completely and always. 
 
    The sound of skin slapping and moans echoed in the room along with some grunting and growling like a Beta who got to actually dominate his Alpha would. I lowered my shoulders and used my arm to keep quiet as my orgasm hit me hard. He came right with me, both of us shuddering when it was over as we gasped for air. 
 
    “Okay, that was seriously hot, but I wouldn’t recommend it without condoms again,” Dr. Sloan said from the doorway. 
 
    “Huh?” I asked, blinking at him as I tried to use my brain. Then my eyes went wide. “What?” 
 
    He nodded, being discreet as he didn’t look directly at us. “I took blood during that quick checkup I gave you yesterday because I wanted to run a few tests. I read the study about infected shifters and the work being done to possibly reverse the effect the IUDs had on them. I also conferred with the OB/GYN you saw in Memphis. We think your almost dying along with the transfusions from Alena and Eva healed you.” 
 
    “You’re saying I can have kids?” I whispered, suddenly not wanting Hagan’s stuff inside of me. He seemed to realize the same, pulling out and quickly cleaning me up with his shirt as if that would matter. But that brought up something else. “I’ve had lots of sex since I’ve gotten better.” 
 
    “Yes, and I would recommend maybe getting a pregnancy test or a few and checking over the next week.” He looked at me once I was dressed again. “Your hormone levels say you’re healed. We’ll need to do more tests, and I have someone I want to bring in because you should get answers, but yeah, I think you’re healed.” 
 
    “Wow,” Hagan breathed. “Just wow.” 
 
    I grunted. “Try being me.” I let out a slow breath as my heart beat in my ears. “Okay, you’re going to run and get some pregnancy tests, and I’m going to try and not have a panic attack.” I glanced at the doc. “Can’t you run the test on the blood you have? Isn’t that more definite?” 
 
    “If you want me to, but the lab’s done for the day, so it wouldn’t be until tomorrow, and I thought you’d want to check now.” 
 
    “And get condoms,” Hagan grumbled. “We just got back to having sex, and I wanted another round or twenty.” 
 
    I snorted. “Topher does not need a sibling. No. I used to use the shot and an IUD.” I glanced at the doc. “There’s shifter birth control, right? How effective?” 
 
    “Very, and even more, Nina has sold some charms to some very fertile shifters since they can’t get their tubes tied or a snip snip, as our bodies heal it,” Dr. Sloan told me. “You’d have to talk to her about that.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay, panic attack time.” 
 
    “No, you’re sparring again,” Carter said as he came into the room. “Hagan, get the test and condoms. Until the new birth control takes effect, she’ll have sex only with those who can’t get her pregnant.” 
 
    “Like you?” I drawled. 
 
    “Yes, because this is my favorite genre of porn,” he answered, gesturing between Hagan and I who clearly had just had sex after sparring. 
 
    I opened my mouth but then closed it and tried again. “That’s a genre of porn?” 
 
    “Yes, Sera, just about everything is,” he chuckled. “One I didn’t know you were into.” 
 
    I cleared my throat and shrugged. “I sort of figured that out after my fight with Noah. We were both wound up. I used to like after busts too and the adrenaline was riding us.” I glanced at the doc, catching the prescription bottle he tossed me. “Thanks.” 
 
    “It’s once a month and takes a week to be fully effective,” he told me about the prescription. “Now, the effects can be worse than human ones, and most infected who had side effects with birth control seem to have the same ones as supes.” 
 
    “Weight gain,” I muttered, answering his unasked question. “I thought my migraines were worse around my period, but it also made my period regular. Any of the other side effects could be an array of other things. My job can make me pretty irritable and have sleepless nights.” 
 
    “Well, if you experience the side effects now, you’ll be pretty clear you are. Weight gain won’t be one with your metabolism. We need to make sure you’re not pregnant before you start them, so once we get the blood test, and maybe I’ll check again this weekend just to be damn sure because it’s dangerous otherwise.” 
 
    “Got it. Thanks, doc,” I whispered, staring at the bottle. I’d never thought my body could heal my infertility. I was seriously glad he’d thought of that because it hadn’t even been on my radar. “I still don’t want kids.” 
 
    “We know, but that answer can change if your mind does later, much later, like in a few decades,” Hagan said gently, kissing my hair.  
 
    “I’m really glad you were here when I found out,” I admitted, thinking back to when I’d found out I was infertile and how much he’d helped me then too.  
 
    “Me too. Can I tell Reagan?” 
 
    “Shouldn’t I?” 
 
    “No,” Dr. Sloan answered. “I’m still worried about your stress levels, Sera.” He gave me a warning look that he knew about the rage and probably how high my blood pressure went, which still wasn’t good for a shifter. “Let Hagan tell the others so no one says something stupid as people do and upsets you. This is enough to shoulder today, and I’m all for Carter distracting you before you panic.” 
 
    “Doctor’s orders for sex, nice,” Carter chuckled. 
 
    “I didn’t say screw her,” Dr. Sloan grumbled, shaking his head as he left. 
 
    “I’ll tell Reagan and the others while I get the test and condoms,” Hagan promised. “I’ll even call Nina. Just get another workout, okay?” He wiggled his eyebrows at me, making me burst out laughing. 
 
    He left, and Carter stuck the pills in my bag in the corner as he gave me a dangerous look. “Get naked.” 
 
    “No,” I grumbled, getting to my feet. “I didn’t agree to this. I’m going to lose.” 
 
    “Yes, but that will be fun too,” he promised as he slowly pulled off his shirt, showing all his ripped muscles and sexy body. Asshole. 
 
    “Yes, but you should work for it more,” I challenged, knowing there was something else going on here too. 
 
    “Fine, after I win I’ll get something nice for dinner and we can soak with Hagan and a bottle of wine. I’ll even throw in a rub down for your sore muscles, as I plan on bending you in every which way.” 
 
    “Will you also tell me what’s gotten into you?” I pushed. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Deal.” I blinked, and he was in front of me, ripping the strap of my sports bra. “Fuck.” 
 
    “Yes, and a lot,” he hissed as he grabbed me around the waist and took me down. I flipped us and made him work for it. Every pin I got out of, and he was careful not to hurt me. He was the snake who just wrapped around me again and wore me out.  
 
    We went on for twenty minutes that way according to the clock on the wall, and I was completely out of steam… And missing my clothes. Him too. 
 
    I spun around and used my legs to lock him up, but all he did was bury his face between my legs and feast. Well fuuuuuuck.  
 
    Still, I made him work for it, and he rolled us so he was lying on me while eating me like he was dying for me. I moaned as I finished, and then he tried to take the next step as he kissed me. He’d just push in me and I’d get out of the hold or flip us. 
 
    “I’m fucking you,” he growled, shoving back in when he used my right leg to pin my left arm and his hand held down my right arm. “I need to make you scream.” 
 
    “Why?” I gasped, smelling an array of emotions on him. “Talk to me, Carter.” 
 
    He didn’t, kissing me instead as he pumped his hips faster and faster. After I came and he swallowed my screams, he seemed to calm a bit. He moved my arms, pinning down my wrists as he moved slower but deeper, almost hitting my cervix he went so deep. “I don’t know what I’m feeling.” He sank his fangs in my neck but didn’t drink, knowing how much I liked that. 
 
    “It’s about me?” I checked. I wanted to slide off my ring, but that seemed like cheating when it was clearly something he needed to work out. 
 
    He stopped moving, raising his head and staring into my eyes. “Jonik made his intentions clear. Axel and Eugene were in the picture before I met you or Axel was.” He gave me a soft kiss and thrust hard, making me gasp. “I don’t want another vampire here for real. Noah is yours and fine.” 
 
    “Goran too.” 
 
    He snorted. “We both know he has so many issues with commitment and needing to be free that he might never be real with someone or at least for a few centuries.” 
 
    “I thought you were the same.” 
 
    “I am. I like being free.” He kissed me as we moved together again. He bit me again and had a sip, making me orgasm. He gave me a sexy smile as he took in my probably sated expression. “I don’t want another vampire in my spot. I know I did it to protect you, but someone mentioned I could stop now that you’re back to you and…”  
 
    “You didn’t want to.” 
 
    “No,” he breathed, frowning as his hands moved to my breasts. He pushed them up and lavished them with attention. “I love knowing you play. I love watching you play. I love having the freedom to play, but I feel like I need to keep this spot even if I don’t ask to make it official for a few decades or a century.” He shook his head when I opened my mouth. “I think you’ll have enough on your plate until then.” 
 
    I blew out a harsh breath. That wasn’t unfair. “I don’t know what to say to that, Carter. It’s kind of weird to say you want to call ‘consort’ instead of shotgun but won’t collect for a century maybe.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is, but I just wanted to be honest.” He lifted me and sat back on his feet. “Most vampires have issues of being controlled and longing for freedom that we don’t have with masters. I don’t want to be free of you though.” He started moving me with all his strength and speed. All I could do was hold on and enjoy the ride. 
 
    And fucking climax so hard I thought my head might pop off. I bit him with my wolf teeth, smirking when he finished too. Yeah, both of us had some interesting tricks.  
 
    “I don’t want another vampire to have your bite,” he growled. He pulled me off of him and folded me under him much like Hagan had, pinning my arms back as he laid over me and took me hard and harder. “Play with all the ancients, play with Noah’s whole coven, but I will fight to keep the spot is what I’m saying. I want to keep that spot. Neither of us are ready for more.” 
 
    That was for damn sure. I had an overflowing fucking plate. 
 
    We finished again, and then I was done, slumping to the mats and completely boneless.  
 
    “I swear to fuck I’m always hard around you or walking into a fantasy I’ve had,” Brian muttered from the doorway. “I can’t tell you how many times I’ve wanted to do that when we sparred.” 
 
    “She didn’t even know it was a porn genre.” 
 
    “Yeah, one I really, really like,” I panted. 
 
    Axel and Eugene came in as well, Axel studying us and clearing his throat. “That’s pretty close to how bears have sex, making them fight and work for it. Tigers’ is one good pinning and then a bite to keep them in place and submitted. But it’s animalistic like that.” 
 
    I snorted. “You missed the wolf Beta doing his Alpha like this just a bit ago, so yeah, I would think it went like that.” I swallowed a whimper when Carter pulled out of me, tender in the best ways. I rolled onto my back and pulled him onto me, cupping his face. “Thank you for talking to me about it when neither of us are good at mushy shit.” 
 
    “You make it easy to try,” he breathed, brushing his lips over mine. “I don’t know if I could ever have a real relationship or be able to love, but if I could, it would be with you.” 
 
    I nodded, knowing the feeling and not feeling scared or rushed when it came to Carter. “Keep the spot. I’m not looking for vampire consorts, I promise. It’s dangerous for Noah and even Goran. If that changes, I promise we’ll talk.” 
 
    “Thank you. That’s more than I deserve when I’m not sure how I’m even feeling.” He smiled when I nodded. “I want you again.” 
 
    “Nope, I’m done, and I needed to get that energy and workout, so thanks. You now have to carry me upstairs though, and I believe you promised me dinner, wine, a soak, and a rub down.” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress,” he purred.  
 
    “I’m not having sex again after that.” 
 
    “Fine, maybe I just want something sweet for dessert.” 
 
    “I know that’s your guys’ new code for oral sex,” I drawled. “A lot of people use that.” 
 
    “Yeah, we weren’t going for subtle,” he chuckled. 
 
    “Be careful which buttons you push,” I murmured, grabbing his still hard dick and stroking him until he moaned. “You’ve asked me for something, and I could make demands as well and it would be fair.” 
 
    “You could.” He was clearly better at seducing—as if having thousands of years’ experience—moving so he rubbed against me as well while wrapping his strong arms around me. He ran his fangs along my neck. “What do you want from me, Sera? Ask me. Let me earn that spot.” 
 
    Fuck, my siren about did a dance. Bastard. “What would you offer?” 
 
    “No wolves. None of your friends,” he promised, moving his hips faster while scratching me. “No one that works for you. I’ll play with humans and visitors like Noah even if we’re not committed. I’ll show I deserve that spot.” 
 
    I turned my head and met his gaze, licking my lips. “Show I’m boss, Carter. Finish now.” 
 
    His eyes went wide, and he kissed me as he grunted, his body actually listening to me in a way that got me super hot. Or at least my siren. She about preened in my mental image of her that we’d pushed the right button on a ridiculously hot and strong vampire. 
 
    “I accept,” I chuckled when he was done. 
 
    “Fuck, do that again,” he growled, nipping at my neck. “Seriously, do that again to me. That was amazing. No woman’s been able to push me like that. I knew this was the right call.” 
 
    I was pretty sure I did too. He wasn’t calling shotgun but maybe an IOU that one day we wanted to be something more serious, but until then, there was no rush, no pressure, and all the time in the world. 
 
    It was a nice feeling, if I was honest. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    21 
 
      
 
    “Did you talk to Hagan?” I asked Brian as he carried me up to my apartment while Carter got food. My legs and body were just mush from the hard workout and hot sex. 
 
    “I did. You okay?” 
 
    “In shock. Not sure what the fuck I feel. You?” 
 
    “In shock. Not sure what the fuck I feel,” he agreed. He set me on my feet when we were at my door and unlocked it. 
 
    Eugene went to hug me, and I accepted, saying, “I’m sorry. I didn’t know, I swear. I’m sorry to you too, Axel.” 
 
    “Sera, we’ve not had sex,” he murmured gently. 
 
    I felt like smacking myself in the forehead. Wow, I really was all over the place. I tried to not completely look insane. “I know, but you’ve left your scent on me, on the right spot.” 
 
    “Yeah, I have, and if you are pregnant, then it was meant to be. I like Topher.” He seemed at about his limit with discussing it. “I would never be mad or think you would pull shit other women have tried on me.” 
 
    I sighed as I let him carry me into the bathroom, getting cleaned up better when he did. “One of my fears was ever being one of those kinds of women. I’d thought that was an old thing, but I knew someone in my dorm in college that did just that and I—there is a special level of hell for people who intentionally get knocked up on their partner or even aren’t as careful as they promise.” 
 
    “I agree.” He brought me back out to the kitchen, and I realized I wanted to see Topher. 
 
    Brian had the same idea because he walked into the apartment with the little cutie. “I told Maya we had him for now. She said that’s perfect because she needs to run some errands, and Luca’s watching him tonight so she can get a full night’s sleep.” 
 
    “It’s weird that we both want to hold him after hearing the news,” I muttered, holding out my finger to Topher who immediately smiled after grabbing it. 
 
    “I think we’re reminding ourselves that the outcome is still good even if scary. We weren’t ready for Topher, but we’re doing good. We will again.” He cleared his throat. “Are you late?” 
 
    “No, but I’m still two weeks out.” 
 
    “Can I ask what the baby would be if we had one?” he asked quietly, his tone careful. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted, glancing between Axel and Eugene. “We can have babies with humans, right?” 
 
    “It’s exceedingly rare,” Eugene muttered, grabbing water out of the fridge. “I’ve only heard of a few. Normally only if the man is a shifter and his seed turns the human woman.” 
 
    “Spunk does it?” I asked, my eyes going wide. “I feel like I should know that.” 
 
    “It’s rare too, but it can,” Axel answered. He held his hand out at about his thighs. “It’s like seed here.” He raised his hand to his belly button. “Scratches here.” Then he waved his hand overhead. “And bites here. The infection doesn’t always happen or it can kill, so sometimes it’s just a crap shoot. Or like you who had serious claw marks isn’t anywhere near a scratch.” 
 
    “Or people trying to get pregnant has a lot of chances to get infected too, got it,” I muttered. “But what was the baby?” 
 
    “Shifter,” they said together, but Axel continued. “But weaker than if you had a baby with a shifter. Tigers don’t allow it. Most will kill the baby.” He swallowed loudly, and I knew there was an issue there for sure. “Not quite Harris weak where an infected kid on his first shift infected him, but nowhere near a normal born shifter.” 
 
    “Got it.” I wanted off the topic and was ready to get good news that I wasn’t pregnant. Fuck, if I went from not wanting kids to two, I was going to lose what was left of my mind. 
 
    For real. 
 
    Hagan showed up with someone I didn’t expect to see.  
 
    Tristan greeted everyone but then smiled his full, delighted smile when he saw Topher. “You are just the cutest little ball of love, young sir.” He winked at Topher and then looked at me. “Sorry if I’m interrupting. I wanted to see if we could talk, but I can come back.” 
 
    “No, it’s fine, we’re just waiting for dinner.” I waved for him to come with and headed down the hall to the entertainment room with the crazy big TV. 
 
    “Wow, the previous owner really did plan this place to be an epic man cave and party place,” Tristan said with a nervous chuckle. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I whispered, those gorgeous cobalt eyes locking on me. 
 
    “Sit,” he murmured, moving when I did. He knelt in front of me and moved his hands to my knees. “I think it’s time I find a new coven. I’m glad Noah’s taken over when Vlad wasn’t who we thought, and I don’t mind being under Goran, but it’s just… I think I need to move on.” 
 
    I swallowed loudly. “Why?” 
 
    “I still love you, and I don’t think I can get over you being here.” He took my hands in his and kissed them. “I know I abandoned you more than once, and a part of you might always love me, but you don’t want to try again as I do.” 
 
    “No, I don’t,” I rasped, finally saying what Phobie had helped me to figure out. I’d thought about it after Tristan wasn’t Vlad’s again, but he’d walked away from me. Valid or not, he’d made the choice and done it. And he’d done it before with taking a break and taking a work trip without even telling me.  
 
    But what had happened in New York had helped me realize some of my priorities. I had wanted nothing more than to come home and fix what was broken and needed work with Hagan, Reagan, Noah, Brian, and even Dain… But not Tristan. 
 
    And I’d never once wanted to turn to him after I’d been kidnapped. In my heart I knew that door was closed for me. 
 
    “I understand, but leaving the coven means risking that you’ll join a coven you can’t get back out of.” I shook my head when he went to argue. “Travel, go check places out. You don’t have to leave. Goran won’t care. Go scope places out for him.” 
 
    “I was thinking maybe visiting Greece—” 
 
    “No, you cannot go to Greece!” I screamed, shocking myself for a moment at having such a strong reaction, but instantly I was shaking at the idea. 
 
    Tears filled his eyes. “I would never do that to you, Sera. I’m not thinking like Riley. I didn’t mean there with Alena. I’m so sorry.” He kissed my hands again. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean there. I mean northern Greece where there are several covens who are friendly with Alena and Zeno and they trust. I thought maybe go check out what President Nuri’s doing and see what else is out there.” 
 
    I bobbed my head as we both shed a few tears thinking of Riley. I wiped my eyes and let out a shaky breath. “Sorry. I wasn’t thinking. I just…” 
 
    “I know. I feel the same. I should have thought on that. I’ll be careful when I tell Jesse.” 
 
    “Yeah, he really loves you like a brother,” I agreed. I slid to the floor and hugged him. “Take care of you. I get it, but don’t leave the coven. Maybe you’ll meet some perfect woman for you and then want to come home to Chicago again. I get it, but only leave if you find a new home.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he rasped, burying his face against my neck. “I found the perfect woman, but I ruined any chance I had to ever be truly hers and more than once.” He gave me a soft kiss on the lips that I returned. 
 
    And then he was gone. I was kneeling there alone as my heart broke all over again. I loved Tristan, and maybe some part of me always would, but I couldn’t be in love with him ever again. I didn’t have it in me. No matter the bond we’d had or shit Vlad had pulled, he’d abandoned me and not just a misunderstanding like Dain or even Brian needing time to come to grips, but Tristan and I had been real. 
 
    And I’d thought forever, so that hurt.  
 
    “I did not think it would go like that,” Carter muttered as he picked me up and sat on the couch with me on his lap. He held me tightly, and it wasn’t until then I realized I was crying. He kissed my eyes and cradled me. “Don’t love him. Love someone who deserves it. People like him wouldn’t understand.” 
 
    “Understand what?” I whispered, my voice sounding rough. 
 
    He let out a slow breath and kissed my neck, playing with my hair that had fallen out of the tie during sex and I hadn’t retrieved. “Being abandoned.” 
 
    “You?” 
 
    “Yeah, me too,” he murmured. “I was the same age you were too, and my parents didn’t drop me off to the government, as there wasn’t that option. They knew they were leaving me to die.” 
 
    I snorted. “They left me in a shit neighborhood hours before DCFS opened and tried to get me lost in the system. I honestly believe that if they could have left me to die and I wouldn’t have figured out a way to get back to the city and report them, they would have.” 
 
    “Yeah, Emilio said your father was about that loving.” He nuzzled my face, wrapped around me in a way that I knew was for me but I thought might be for him too. “My parents had a chance at a better life. An offshoot family or something wanted a son, my older brother, and would take my parents. They didn’t want two sons, as that could make a mess. 
 
    “So they did it. They left me and moved on, not even giving me a backwards glance or trying to find a place for me.” He pressed his lips to my ear. “No one knows this but you or Apollo, but it was him who found me. There’s a reason you get along with him in a way you do Dain or some others close to you.” 
 
    “His family betrayed him,” I guessed. “It leaves a mark on you like nothing else could.” 
 
    “We know our own, except it was the one who made him. He thought Apollo pretty and perfect to lure in people to feed from but assumed Apollo was as refined as his looks. When he wasn’t and couldn’t melt into the upper crowds, instead of teaching him, the guy ditched him to figure out being a new fucking vampire. He was months into that when we met. 
 
    “He told me he would save me if I saved him. He would feed me and keep me safe if he could feed from me if he couldn’t find other blood. I agreed, and he adopted me like you did the bunnies, a little brother. When I became older, I was the first he turned. That’s why we’re still friends. We’re family.” 
 
    “Why did he let you get…” 
 
    “Stuck with you? Right, I’m fucking abused,” he chuckled. “He very carefully selected those of us he wanted to set free and knew you were our best chance at that. And we would help you who does good for all supes, and Goran who he will always love. He set us free because he knows well being trapped and how harsh life can be.” 
 
    “I’m sorry you’re a member of the club.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I remotely implied you should ditch your brother. I meant for his safety send him to Alena until things were straightened out and settled.” 
 
    “Thanks for explaining.” I leaned back and met his gaze. “Is that what pushed you? You realized we were in the same club when my dad came back, not just heard about it?” 
 
    “It deepened my feelings for you, impressed even more with you and how much you’ve overcome. That is not an easy thing to move past and build a life after.” 
 
    I nodded but then did a double take, remembering what he’d said when Tristan had walked out. “How did you think it would go with Tristan?” 
 
    “That he would beg you to try again with him,” he admitted. “I heard him speaking with Jesse last week that he still loved you and didn’t think he could ever move on. I realized I didn’t want him near you. The idea he could abandon you again made me want to tear him to pieces. And that made me realize my feelings were more for you than a friend I enjoy benefits with.” 
 
    “It hurts. I thought we were forever.” 
 
    He gave me a soft kiss. “You were never going to be forever with the man who tried to kill you. The bond made you look past that and maybe other faults, but that is not the forever love you deserve. You found your first forever love the moment you came home to Chicago with the FBI.” 
 
    “Glad you approve,” Brian chuckled from the doorway. “You okay, babe?” 
 
    “On overload. I think the top of my head is going to pop off and not from sex this time.” 
 
    “Well, if you want to have sex like that—” Carter started. 
 
    “Shut it. Where’s food?” 
 
    “I realized someone was wearing my shirt and I was lazy,” he told me, tugging the shirt I was wearing. “Instead of replacing your clothes, I ordered a shit ton of catering to be delivered. Sushi. I thought that would make you happy.” 
 
    “Unless I’m pregnant and can’t eat it.” 
 
    He winced. “I didn’t know that was a thing. Go pee on a stick, and then we can eat sushi and you can collect on the rest of what I promised.” 
 
    “Did I do the right thing?” I asked them both, not knowing how much Brian knew. 
 
    “I think you did, and you’re a goddess for offering to let him stay with the coven. You have no idea how bad the covens can be and the way they trap useful people. One would have intentionally latched onto him just to get at you, something I plan on reminding him of so he doesn’t do anything stupid. You saved him once, that’s once more than he’ll get again.” 
 
    “I don’t know what happened, but I know you’re too nice to everyone you care about, so I’m sure you did what you thought right,” Brian offered. 
 
    “Okay, pee on stick time.” I let out a heavy huff and headed for the kitchen, willing to leave my feelings on Tristan and more in that room. 
 
    For the moment. Phobie was teaching me that it was only for a moment and all of my years of repressing shit and shoving it in a corner to compartmentalize didn’t do anything but make it worse when it came back at me later. And it always would. 
 
    I went and grabbed the test from Hagan, feeling a bit better when I saw he’d gotten several and different brands. Oh good, I wasn’t the only one worrying or unsure of what to do. The doc said he’d test my blood in the morning, so after a few moments of thought in the bathroom, I decided to take three of the five, and the other two I could take when I woke up, as it said that was the best time for them. 
 
    That should cover all the bases, right? At least until the doc was sure I was out of the woods. 
 
    I peed on the sticks and recapped them, shaking my head as I threw on pajamas and joined the others. “I’m carrying around something I peed on that’s completely and totally socially acceptable. Yup, I’m a weirdo for not always understanding this shit.” 
 
    “You okay?” Brian worried. 
 
    “No, someone distract me. The box says it can take up to two weeks for being pregnant to register, so apparently I’m not having sex with anyone who can knock me up for at least that long.” I set down the tests on a paper plate and moved away so I wasn’t watching them like waiting for water to boil. 
 
    “Have you ever had sex like this?” Eugene asked me as he grabbed me around the waist and positioned my shins on his thighs. 
 
    “No, but you think this will help? I might be in trouble because of sex.” 
 
    “Right, good point. I was still thinking back to the workout room.” He winced and set me down. “Play with Topher? Where’s food?” 
 
    I didn’t want to hold Topher when agitated. Zeno showed up and gave me a worried look, so clearly he’d heard. He didn’t say a word, hugging me.  
 
    “They’re all negative, and it’s been just over three minutes since you flushed the toilet,” Hagan told me, studying the tests. “So the doc can test your blood in the morning, take another test in a few days, and then another, and then have him do a blood test when the two weeks is up. Maybe two and a half. We’re all good then.” 
 
    “Smart plan,” I agreed, stretching out my tired body. But then I smelled interested hormones from the two men that had given me the workout. “No sex.” 
 
    “I can’t get you pregnant,” Carter reminded me. 
 
    “Not tonight. I’m fried. We are eating, soaking, and relaxing.” 
 
    “Yeah, we are. I was just teasing you.” He looked at his phone. “Sushi’s here. I’ll go get it.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I sighed and sat down, taking Zeno’s hand when he offered it and took the chair next to me. 
 
    “I know you’re upset and worried, but this is a miracle. Even if you never have a child besides Topher, it is, and thank the gods for healing your body. I know you spoke to your mother and grandmother about how it hurt, others telling you that you were less of a woman for being infertile. All you went through had something good come from it, and so will all your other trials.” 
 
    “Other good came from it,” I admitted. I wouldn’t ever want to be kidnapped again, but I could see that. “It helped me see what was important instead of drowning. Seeing how many missed me, love me, healed a lot of the hurt I didn’t even understand I had. I think if Clayton had showed up before I saw I was loved and worth loving, it would have completely shattered me.” 
 
    “You are wise beyond your years.” He kissed my hand. “And I think you know what you need to do next.” 
 
    It took me a moment to figure out what he meant. I nodded. “Yeah, I’ll tell the council after the doc confirms it. I was impressed they took warning women seriously or having them check, even conferring with that specialist who was doing the study. I want to make sure they handle it right because Dr. Sloan was shocked I survived, so let’s not have women go that far to regain fertility.” 
 
    “Agreed, but it’s information they should know. If people go to extremes, they would have without whatever information you shared.” 
 
    Yeah, they would have. “Maybe that specialist will fly out and it can help others.” I shrugged. That was about all I had in terms of being positive. I felt pulled too thin. 
 
    “You need some laughs,” Brian said as Carter came back with food. We loaded up plates and went into the living room with the TV I normally watched, not the huge theater room. It also had my DVR, and he knew I taped very few shows but was behind on Last Week Tonight with John Oliver. 
 
    Because it was one of his favorites too. Unfortunately, the topic was LGBTQ rights and how they varied from state to state… Scaring the shit out of the supes in the room because it became ridiculously apparent who won the next election could drastically affect our lives and rights, and there were some serious assholes who had a chance. 
 
    “Well, at least that baker in Colorado got his for denying to make a wedding cake for a gay couple,” Carter said, clearing his throat and looking a bit worried about the state of the country he was now living in. 
 
    “I’m not,” I admitted, shrugging when all of them gave me shocked looks. “Look, the guy’s a dick. I agree with equality and have no problem with people being gay. I cheered when they were allowed to marry, thinking it was about fucking time.” 
 
    “So why do you not support it?” Zeno asked. 
 
    “Because the equality laws are meant to protect people, and this didn’t.” I waved off their responses. “They weren’t applying for a job. If he turned them down for a position for being gay, that’s against the law. Loans, credit, emergency services, and more are all protected by equality laws and should cover the LGBTQ community. This is a step past that. Hate the guy. Boycott his bakery. I would. 
 
    “But forcing him to provide an extra service is interjecting where the government shouldn’t be.” I shook my head. “We turned down doing a wedding shower brunch because the girl was fourteen. That’s not legal in Illinois, but it is where they were getting married. I’m not being forced to hold that party and thus, accept that shit, because it’s legal there. 
 
    “What about a Nazi anniversary party? Do we have to do that? Fine, Nazis can boycott us, and let people have the freedom to fight back. The people from that family posted shit all over about us that we wouldn’t serve them. We reminded them that we don’t allow anyone under eighteen to dine at the restaurant either, but we’ve allowed kids for showers on Sundays.” 
 
    Axel nodded. “The hardest thing about serving your country and fighting for freedom is fighting for the freedoms you find the hardest to swallow like assholes saying bullshit and hate against us.” 
 
    “Exactly. The guy didn’t deny them into his bakery. That’s allowed in Texas and bullshit, but a wedding is extra, an extra service. Now, if he didn’t allow them to buy a premade cake because he thought they might use it at their reception, that’s bullshit. You can refuse service, ask people to leave—as we do all the time at the club—but there are lines.” 
 
    “That’s a hard line,” Zeno muttered. “Your point is valid, but I prefer very clear lines when handing out punishment.” 
 
    “It’s clear to me though it might take me a minute to think it through,” I explained. “To me, we hate Nazis. It’s easy to say that. Siren’s Kiss does not believe in Nazis, and we think they’re bad. The shit they spew is protected, and that’s the law. Refusing to hold a party to celebrate Nazism is allowed. Walking around and asking people if they’re Nazis and tossing them out if they are is not allowed.” 
 
    “You realize you sort of just compared a gay wedding to being Nazis,” Carter muttered, frowning. 
 
    “No, she’s saying if you only look at the side of the coin where we’re rooting for the gay couple to have a nice wedding because we have gay friends and support them, then you’re not looking at the issue from all sides,” Hagan defended. 
 
    “You’re right, but it is a tough line,” Carter sighed. “I would want to pound the baker.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, of course,” I chuckled. “And maybe I would have last year, but being put in the position as a business owner to draw the line, I understand it better.” 
 
    “Seriously, fourteen?” Eugene checked, making a gagging noise when I nodded. “I really didn’t think it could be that young.” 
 
    “Some states have no age set, but generally it’s fourteen then and some with parental consent,” I told him, knowing it from work. “Even Illinois is sixteen then. I get pissed when it’s sixteen for girls but eighteen for boys. Like really? Or you know, we could be the United States of America and have one rule for that across the board.” 
 
    Brian snickered, trying not to laugh. “Yeah, well, we’re obviously for the federal government and regulations across states since we’re FBI. I still laugh when people have this insane notion FBI are just nonpolitical. Being a Democrat is at its heart about federal versus Republicans who push states’ rights. So, yeah, we sort of make a political statement the moment we fill out the application.” 
 
    “Well, that wasn’t in the fine print,” I teased him. “Yeah, I’ve reminded some people about that when they bitch at me for being so politically charged and an activist on issues. Oh, you mean federal laws protecting supes?” 
 
    “Where would you land on a bakery denying a wedding cake for vampires?” Axel asked me, looking like he was thinking about it too. “Vampires are who they are just like gay people.” 
 
    I considered that as I ate a few pieces of sushi. “Look, I don’t believe that the Bible says being gay is wrong. I’ve studied it and the vernacular, how often translations were done wrong, and I’ve fought for that. I think people are born gay or not. If someone’s religious believes clash and they don’t want to agree to an extra service, that’s on them, and I hope his bakery closes. 
 
    “Now, there are religions that equate blood drinking with worshipping Satan. You don’t have to agree to becoming a vampire though. Noah didn’t.” I frowned, thinking I’d talked myself into a bit of a corner and maybe the line was blurrier than the cases I mentioned seemed. “I don’t know. It depends on the objection. I could see if blood was served at the wedding.” 
 
    “Basically your answer is to let them object and deal with the fallout, not have a judge order they have to do it?” Axel checked, nodding when I did. “Yeah, I think I’m there too. It’s like how I feel on pro-choice. I should have no say in that. If I’m telling people they have to have their babies, I would like to tell people they can’t have children too, as there are a lot of assholes who should never have kids.” 
 
    “Wow, pointed,” Eugene chuckled nervously. 
 
    “No, it wasn’t, just a sensitive topic,” I said quickly when Axel winced. “I guess I’m saying I would rather someone deny me a wedding cake for being a shifter and a demon or whatever than ever be forced to hold a wedding shower for a fourteen-year-old at the club. That’s where my head is.” 
 
    “I’m so glad we kept things light,” Brian drawled. 
 
    “Yeah, well, you’re still human,” I chuckled darkly. “There are several presidential candidates that have made it clear that if they win, all of our rights are out the window, no more letting any of us in, and we might end up at the zoo. Talking about an asshole baker is much lighter in comparison.” 
 
    I wasn’t the only one who had trouble swallowing their next bite. 
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    Tuesday and Wednesday went much better than Monday. Alan Collins finally cracked and got on board when Mrs. Evans filed a petition to ban him from all college sports. I wasn’t in on all the details, but she got a response they were considering it, and suddenly he was willing to do whatever we wanted if we didn’t take away his future. 
 
    Well, he would have done it to himself, as actions have consequences, so I didn’t like how he phrased it like he was a victim, but it was a start. 
 
    The media was firmly on our side, and that put enough pressure on UIC to change their rules protecting minorities to include supes. The dean and two people from his office were fired. Three teachers went to the Shifter Council. It was amazing progress that had our side cheering, lots of humans saying it was about time… And stunned at those who would treat us like animals and less than human. 
 
    Stunned. Them. I saw more than one interview where people replied that they were stunned or had no idea what to respond with. Yeah, you go do some soul searching and realize you can’t treat people that way, you assholes. 
 
    Jennings realized we’d forgotten a scene to shoot for the video and we didn’t have time for permits, so we took Wednesday lunch to meet at pack lands. Travis couldn’t make it this time, but we promised to give him some good behind-the-scenes footage for the videos he was making. 
 
    “Seriously, I have no pride left,” Eugene grumbled as he was filled in on what we were doing. “My ancestors would tear out my throat if they saw this.” 
 
    “Well, they clearly couldn’t have rolled with the times, and sometimes pushing back doesn’t mean a physical fight.” 
 
    “I know. I agree with you, which is why I’m doing it. I’m just going to bitch about it too.” 
 
    Fair enough. 
 
    We got into place and started, the guys coming one by one in human form, squatting down, sniffing my ass, and then shifting. We were all wearing crap clothes for that, but we were clapping back at those who said we acted like that in real life or that’s all shifters were capable of.  
 
    When they were done, I shifted too, shredding the sports bra and shorts I wore. I joined them, and other shifters in animal form came into the shot. This time we weren’t doing music, as some of these would turn into boomerang clips where it played forward and then reversed for that cool effect. 
 
    “Roll over,” Jennings called out. We all dropped and did it, some of the birds doing it in the air and hoping the cameras caught it. “Roll the other way.” 
 
    I jumped up and hopped on all of the others, playing with them, and then our help set us up to balance stuff on our heads or noses. Once we had that, Jennings called out for us to dance, and it was hysterical to see us all jumping on our back legs, as some were huge. I mean, Axel was a massive tiger. 
 
    Yes, we were being complete shits, but it was pretty funny from our end too. We did it a few more times before lining up to play dead, going one by one to make a wave when Jennings gave the command. A few more times of that and we were ready for the finale. 
 
    The squeaker balls. 
 
    Brian and I had jokingly had some play days with them, but my wolf really liked them for the attention and chase… Since I wouldn’t chomp on animals like other shifters.  
 
    It was hysterical. I mean, fucking hysterical. We’d worried about having enough of a showing given Freddie, Jessica, and others were handling that issue, but a lot of the pack came and even some of the other groups, knowing this was important. We looked like the most crazy and fucked up Wild Kingdom special where Gerald, the bear Alpha, tried to get a ball, but Simone got it before him and pranced in victory. 
 
    Noe swooped down and caught a few in his talons. Matthew, the herbivore Alpha, knocked me out of the way to get one. His buck was fucking huge, and I backed off, those antlers dangerous even while playing.  
 
    “Okay, I think we got enough,” Jennings said, sounding like he was dying along with the others. “You should get a tennis ball launcher and start competing how many can catch them at a time.” 
 
    I shifted back. “That’s not a bad idea.” I knew we were still rolling, and we wanted that so people saw how at ease we were with the nudity and it wasn’t about being naked but just life.  
 
    We were naked as animals after all. 
 
    But Travis would blur it all so people got the idea. 
 
    “We did get competitive during the water balloon fight,” Reagan teased before swooping me up. “I win.” 
 
    “Carrying me off isn’t the prize,” I chuckled, smacking his chest. “Come on, we have to get back to work.” I gave him a warning look. “Keep it PG, buddy.” 
 
    “Yeah, it was going to be dirty,” he confessed. He gave me a quick kiss before setting me down at my stuff. “Be safe.” 
 
    “Thanks. What are you guys up to today?” I asked as we hurried to get dressed. There was a chill in the air, and the temperature seemed to be dropping faster each day. 
 
    And then there would be a random few days of almost eighty. Ahhh, Climate Change, how some idiots deny you still. 
 
    “We’re helping at the site to get the building down so we can build the new apartment building.” He shrugged. “We’re cheaper than renting a wrecking ball, and it’s fun.” 
 
    “It is, and thanks for letting us help,” Gerald said. “We could always use some exercise like that.” 
 
    “Right?” I chuckled. “I’m glad you’re going to take an apartment in the building since none of my Betas are. Our house is close, but in the building is always better for emergencies.” 
 
    “Agreed, and thanks for giving me a fucking swank apartment for free just in case of emergencies.”  
 
    I nodded, seeing the worry in his eyes. “Things didn’t get better at your job?” 
 
    “No, they’re pushing me out the door,” he sighed. “It’s nothing overt, and I admit, I’ve had to race out of there several times to help my bears, but no more than anyone with kids, and I always make up the time.” 
 
    “Would you want to work with Jonathan?” I asked under my breath. “I don’t want it to be like you’re under me as Alpha, but I don’t really deal with that part of everything. Carter does, and Jonathan has a lot on his hands. Maybe you guys can divide it?” 
 
    He froze, blinking at me and then pulling his sweater on the rest of the way. “You’re expanding again?” 
 
    I nodded. “Everything got put on hold while I was gone, but we finalized everything with the mayor’s office on bottling and distributing the blood drinks we serve at the club. We’re taking over a foreclosed factory and doing it quickly so people don’t get where and what we’re up to.” 
 
    “It’s going to have everything for the fairy nectar company, and most will think it that, but it will be the blood,” Hagan said. “And we’ve figured out how to handle the trucks so people don’t catch on what’s in them.” 
 
    “How?” he asked. 
 
    “We’re using milk tankers that keep the milk cold like we would the blood, but we’re labeling them with ‘juice,’” I answered. “People will think we’re bringing in the passion fruit juice to make the fairy nectar. It was the easiest option that makes sense and won’t draw attention like energy or fuel vehicles can. We’ve got covered locations at all the packs to donate and fill up the divided tanker.” 
 
    “Wait, I thought some place got in huge trouble for mislabeling their products in Indiana?” he muttered, giving me a confused look. 
 
    “That’s when it’s going to be FDA inspected or dangerous,” I explained. “We’re doing some dancing for sure, but it’s not general consumption. The original license was not popular to put in place, and pretty much any politician runs from the idea about adding regulations or touching the topic again. 
 
    “So we’re sort of using that. There’s precedence for safety actually, as alcohol companies were allowed to mislabel after prohibition as people targeted the shipments specifically. But it’s also not biomedical waste, so we don’t have to handle that minefield. Plus, we’ve filed all the right paperwork to explain this as well. We just have to get it all in place fast before the wrong people object and start shit.” 
 
    “All six of your packs will donate?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yup. So will Memphis. In return, they get to be a distributor to the covens around them. They get so much of it back for free or other stuff we offer and have. Virgil wants fairy nectar too to make friends and keep people on their side after what all went down. But my packs know the money will help us expand and provide more jobs for them too.” 
 
    “Build better and safer housing, which is the first goal,” Hagan added. “Milwaukee could use it. Grand Rapids for sure. That way we can have more wolves there as well, and we trust those Alphas under her umbrella. Hestia is solid, and even Linus is rocking it. There was a huge mess for both of them to clean up, and they did.” 
 
    “That had to be confusing,” Gerald muttered, shaking his head.  
 
    “I didn’t handle it,” I snickered. “Dain and these guys did. I got the Alpha’s holdings, and I’m trustee of the pack’s land. They get the tithe though, as they’re Alpha and they have a way to raise that amount like we’re their parent corporate company or whatever. It works really well only if all the people involved are in this for real and not assholes.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to Jonathan, thanks,” Gerald accepted quietly. “I was thinking of talking to Noah since I’ve known him for years and he’s gotta have too much crazy going on taking over the coven, plus his business, plus Milo and your guys expanding.” 
 
    “Yeah, crazy is pretty much our current state,” I admitted.  
 
    It really was. Just to make that glaringly obvious, Dr. Sloan called when we were on the way back to the office and said the blood tests came back I wasn’t pregnant, but it would take weeks to know for sure. Got it. I’d just adopted a son, and it wasn’t the time to get pregnant. 
 
    Assuming I would ever want to. 
 
    “Where’s your head?” Emilio asked gently. 
 
    “Wondering if I deserve this miracle basically that I can have kids again if I still don’t want them,” I confessed as I stared out the window. 
 
    “Sera, you shouldn’t get pregnant right now anyways. You’re still too new as a wolf and definitely an Alpha to risk it. You know this, and I know that’s part of your decision. You’re not being ungrateful, you’re not being cavalier with the miracle.” 
 
    “Thanks, that helps.” I reached forward and massaged his shoulders. “You’re such a smartie.” 
 
    “I’ve got lots more so keep doing that,” he groaned. “Shit, apparently I’ve been tense.” 
 
    “Call Luca. His hands are magic, believe me.” 
 
    “Yes, but you have fantastic breasts, and I dream of them rubbing against me as you do,” he teased me, several laughing when I smacked him in the back of the head instead.  
 
    We managed through the day, but a few things delayed me from leaving on time, which sucked since it was the first time Noah was officially hosting anything as the Master of Chicago, not just his takeover party… And I was his date to show our solidarity. Just not my punctuality. 
 
    It didn’t help that I couldn’t remember where the dress was, but luckily it was a drive from the office to the city and they found it before we got there. Noah had it delivered to the club, figuring I could get Gayle and Beth to help me with hair and makeup, and we did just that since Beth didn’t have any tables that night and Gayle was a floater. 
 
    The dress was a gorgeous steel blue that complimented my dark blue eyes. It was elegant even though it was a revealing stretch silk halter dress with drape neck cowl front. It was low cut, but the whole back was missing besides two straps and ties around my neck. And the skirt was just short of showing my butt and I’d really have to be careful when I sat, but he’d clearly picked it with me in mind. 
 
    “Hi, sorry I’m late,” I greeted him, leaning in for a kiss, which he gladly gave. “Got held up at work.” 
 
    “You should find a better woman for your arm, Noah,” a vampire chuckled as she gave me the onceover. “If you’re going to resort to arm candy, they can at least be on time or of a high caliber.” 
 
    A few people around us snorted on their drinks. 
 
    I smirked at her as I looped my arm with Noah’s and leaned in. “You know exactly who I fucking am and got the dig in before we’re officially introduced. Bully for you, petty woman whose power doesn’t even register to me.” I batted my eyelashes up at Noah. “Did she want to stand here, lover? Is that what’s up her ass? I stand here and she doesn’t?” 
 
    He smiled at me as she sputtered with indignation. “She’s made it clear that given how young and weak I am, it would be smart for me to come under her wing and in her bed to keep Chicago safe.” 
 
    I burst out laughing. I full out laughed as I looked over the woman like she was shit. “Sure, you keep telling yourself lies to pump your ego.” When she opened her mouth, I let my power flare enough that it topped hers. “Noah is mine. If you were unclear on that, learn it now, but you try for him or anyone that’s mine, we will fight Mistress to Mistress, as I’m recognized as Mistress by your council.” 
 
    “I wasn’t aware that was official,” she bit out. 
 
    “I have a coven of ancients. It’s fucking official,” I purred. “If your coven’s in the Midwest, your boss is also mine. Any other questions?” 
 
    Her eyes flashed shock, and I knew I’d hit the nail on the head, as she wouldn’t make a play for a coven like Chicago if she was all that far. Bitch. Even if she was in a major city, it wasn’t like Chicago if in the Midwest. 
 
    “Thank you for the dress,” I said to Noah, ignoring her and her party. “I could tell you picked it for me, not just it was pretty.” 
 
    “I thought the color perfect for you, and it is,” he murmured as he kissed my neck. I saw him also check out the back, and then he softly groaned. “Damn, you really wear that dress, Sera.” 
 
    “Well, I am arm candy,” I teased, glad when he smiled. Yeah, we liked to poke back for sure. We moved on, and I met several other masters or mistresses of a city, wishing I had the time to learn the names and faces with their regions. But I really didn’t, and if I was going to do that, I’d do it for the wolves first.  
 
    Most got in veiled digs or like none referred to me as “Mistress,” knowing full well they should as I was more powerful or we weren’t playing the game with humans around, so it was just polite. They did call me Alpha to make it clear it just wasn’t in deference to my job, so like that wasn’t a thing. Whatever, I was so over it. 
 
    I did however use it to my advantage, as there was a lot we were hoping to learn and maybe gain from this event and inviting people to sniff out Noah as they had when I’d become Alpha. And I did take the chance to talk some business, thinking it was the perfect chance to discuss Emilio’s idea to help with corruption. 
 
    “I was hoping we could have a private word, Mr. Mayor,” I said to him after we greeted him and his wife. 
 
    “I’d prefer it if you didn’t while wearing that dress,” his wife chuckled, but her eyes told me she wasn’t kidding. 
 
    “I appreciate the compliment, but I promise you that your husband has never remotely flirted with me. It is work, I swear it, and I’m way too new of a wolf to ever risk touching a human. I love Chief Havers, and we take precautions so I never lose my head with him in that way.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that was a concern with newer shifters,” she admitted. 
 
    “Most say at least five years, some ten, but Sera started strong and has control most don’t have for at least that long,” Noah said, giving me a look. “Do I get to know what this is about?” 
 
    I winced. “You’re no longer FBI. I mean, you’re cleared but… Sorry. I’m not even telling the regular division.” 
 
    “Well, it sounds important,” the mayor’s wife agreed with a smile. “I’ll just head to the bar with Noah and see if he’ll flirt with me.” 
 
    “I won’t, but I will escort you there, of course,” he chuckled, winking at me.  
 
    “Don’t be angry with her,” the mayor muttered as we headed off to the side of the party to find a good place to talk. “Scott Galvin’s wife has made it abundantly clear that you’re the reason their marriage ended and you’re a husband stealer.” 
 
    “Mother—I’m going to beat that woman. We’ve not so much as flirted. I saved her life, and she was horrible to me and still? Did I seduce him while I was missing because that was when they separated.” 
 
    “She doesn’t sound the most stable, but I will make sure my wife knows that’s your response.” He shrugged when I gave him an offended look. “You would be shocked to hear how many affairs are going on in politics while everyone preaches and judges others.” 
 
    “I would never, not ever touch a married man. It wouldn’t be on me, but I still wouldn’t. They made a promise, a commitment, and if they would break that by cheating, I don’t want them near me. Get a divorce if you’re unhappy, don’t scar your partner. And for the record, I know Scott Galvin was faithful to her.” I nodded firmly. “I know it. He said he would never cheat on her in front of me, and it was the truth.” 
 
    “Good to know.” We moved down the hall from the bathroom to where the kitchen would bring out appetizers and then dinner. “What did you want to discuss?” 
 
    “One of the ancients on our APOT team suggested that we stop reacting so much on defense to corruption, waiting until it makes a big splashy mess that’s bad for Chicago, and go on offense. He suggested one of them work with CPD IA and a random report and file check be enacted.” 
 
    “There is no chance of us getting a budget for that.” 
 
    “We know,” I told him firmly, nodding when his eyes flashed shock. I sighed and rubbed my tired neck. “Look, Vang was bad and was a threat to me. He was trying to get information about the Shifter Council facility and probably told his dirty buddies I knew where it was. That’s dangerous for everyone around me.” 
 
    “Do you know where it is?” he asked after a moment. 
 
    “No, I’ve been there, but it’s got some sort of cloaking that just—you get like pulled in with permission. I have no idea where it is.” I could find it again now, but the way the plane landed according to Orson reminded him of Star Wars with the tracker beam pulling the ship in.  
 
    I was sort of glad I’d slept through that, as I might have flipped shits. 
 
    “How do you see that even working?” the mayor asked, and I wasn’t shocked he’d at least consider it when corruption was horrible in any major city, and Chicago had a rep for being extra stinky at times. 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m not sure on the legalities of it as I’m federal, but you sign an executive order saying you’re forming an additional CPD corruption committee or something. It’s hush, hush, but do it through Noah so it’s a government contracted company and not a security risk and it’s not feds in local police, which never goes over well. 
 
    “So we get some IA officers we make sure are clean, the Chief of Police has to know some he’d call on first. We match them with a few of the ancients who will help one day a week or something so it’s not a crazy storm that draws too much attention. It’s smart to trim here and trim there. Start with people and cases their guts told them had dirt but they couldn’t prove it.” 
 
    “Okay, but then what? How do the dominoes fall once you find someone?” 
 
    I smiled at him, having discussed this part with Dain. “The laws are very clear that supes’ law enforcement are federal. Others have gotten around that but then were shut down, and the government is fighting against that. However, private sector is different. Noah’s worked with military and more because he’s not law enforcement.” 
 
    “So they’re not law enforcement then, but it’s their second, unpaid job?” 
 
    I nodded. “Volunteer work even, or maybe they’ll let me pay them for my security through Noah’s company then. Whatever, we just want less danger in Chicago. That’s bigger than money when we don’t need it. FBI can have a second job, I do, I own a business. The rules are clear we can as long as it’s not a conflict or reflects badly on the FBI.” 
 
    “Which this wouldn’t,” he muttered, crossing his arms over his chest, which normally I would have taken as closed off to the idea, but I saw he just didn’t like the tux, which was funny since he wore a nice suit all the time. Maybe it was old or he was tired, as he seemed to be stretching a bit, so I ignored it. He was staring at me a tad longer than was polite, and I realized what he was searching for. 
 
    “You know the numbers of shootings and how many have died this year, I’m sure you even have the maps burned in your brain. If you could take one step towards maybe making it better, having a chance that next year the numbers might be less, wouldn’t you give one day a week to do it? They can do it, and most of the time they are frustrated no one lets them help.” 
 
    “CPD corruption might not affect one of those numbers,” he reminded me.  
 
    “Nope, but at least we start with a clean police force as the line to build from.” I gave him a serious look. “Like we have clean FBI offices.” I nodded when his eyes filled with shock. “No reason anyone shouldn’t talk to me, and if they’re nervous to, that was sort of a signal. I found someone dirty on DEA. I’m hoping he’ll let me talk to some of his office, maybe ATF.” 
 
    “We can’t fix everything, but cleaning our houses is something we can do,” he agreed. “Would Dain be willing to have some conversations with people in my office acting as outside council to assess the efficiency of my office?” 
 
    “I’m sure he’d make it work. His training schedule is pretty tight, but they might be able to rework something so he has a morning or afternoon off a week. I’ll ask because that’s smart too.” 
 
    “I want to meet the guys who will do it. I know I can’t sense what you do, but I want to make sure I see in their eyes what I see in yours.” He smiled when I gave him a confused look. “The desire to do good, Chief Thomas. You hate bullies and people who make us look bad.” 
 
    “Yeah, I really, really do,” I agreed with a sigh.  
 
    But I would count the win. It was a good start to a complicated evening, and life was always a bit too complicated. 
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    Friday I was seriously ready for the weekend. I now got those as the boss unless there was a murder we had to get called in on and Harris, Cooper, and Davis were out of town. But they were coming home soon, and I was thrilled about that. 
 
    So were they. Well, Cooper was ready to head to Vegas for his permanent gig, but yeah, they were ready. He’d also be training the SAiC we were going to put into regular FBI offices for our division, so all around we had a good path. 
 
    But I was ready for the weekend.  
 
    Which of course meant it was going to get all fucked up. 
 
    I blinked down at the tip that was called in right before we were about to pack up and leave. “Well, this is clearly a trap.” 
 
    “We agree,” Jennings worried, giving Shaw a glance as she took the call. 
 
    “Isn’t fifty-seven the country code for Columbia?” I asked, looking at the number the call came from. 
 
    “It is, we checked,” Shaw confirmed. “It was a male with a Hispanic sounding accent, but it was slight. Honestly, it could have been something else.” 
 
    I waved the paper. “But he said there were shifter kids being beat up at this address, right? Young kids?” 
 
    “He did. He said grade school age.” 
 
    I burst out laughing. Idiots. We didn’t have any grade school kids in Chicago because wolves had stopped having them after learning what Engle had made the daughters go through, and other species had worried he would try it with any kids they had because they couldn’t fight him off. So we now had a few pregnant, but the youngest otherwise was like fifteen? Right around there, but no grammar school kids. 
 
    “Oh, this is so a trap, but I don’t know how,” I admitted, blowing out a harsh breath. 
 
    “What do you mean, Chief?” Shaw checked. 
 
    “I don’t know if it’s so we walk into a trap and are easier to kill according to them, or if we don’t go and start shit about false tips and this phone number and the cartels. They could give us shit about racially profiling and harassing their people when it’s not our jurisdiction.” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t think that’s the best play they could have,” Jennings muttered. “I would think they assumed using *69 or something would block the number, not knowing that doesn’t work with the FBI or some law enforcement.” 
 
    “I didn’t think of that.” I tapped my fingers on the paper while I thought about it. “So we agree then that it’s to get me out and dead, right?” 
 
    “Pretty much,” Shaw confirmed, Jennings nodding his head as well. “How do you want to play this?” 
 
    “Carefully, as we don’t know how many are there or how many we’ll kill. I don’t want to fall into a different trap later because we killed a bunch of them, but I’m also not letting anyone else get caught up in this.” 
 
    “Wear shoulder cams,” Jennings suggested. “I was going to bring that up anyways, as the last tip you went in everything went to shit. Wear the shoulder cams like police have the squad car cam and cover your asses.” 
 
    “Smart, very smart. Send Monroe a message that we want to put that into play across the board. It will help limit bullshit calls too if they know we’re recording it all.” I sighed. “Sorry, guess you’re not leaving yet.” 
 
    “Having a social life is overrated, Chief,” he chuckled. 
 
    “I have a bunch of council guard friends that would beg to be transferred to Chicago if they knew they’d get this much action instead of standing around and looking menacing,” Orson said as we got geared up. “Here I was scared you’d be boring, and I’ve not even had an itch to hunt or see action you keep us so busy.” 
 
    “I try,” I drawled. “Maybe we can get another team in LA or New York eventually, as that way you guys wouldn’t have to fly back and forth and all around again once people start realizing you’re their best chance instead of making waves.” 
 
    “That would be nice,” he agreed.  
 
    We headed out, and right before we arrived I realized I should warn some people. I sent a quick text to Brian and Monroe, even adding Deputy Director Galvin and Councilwoman Haton at the last second. 
 
      
 
    I’m pretty sure I’m about to walk into a trap with my detail set by the cartel working with the gang from the drug bust. We grabbed shoulder cams, and Jennings has the feed, but I’m not calling CPD in because we take bullets better. We got a tip from a Columbian cell number, so I’m probably going to need council transports, as we’re fairly certain this is for me as a warning or just it’s a Friday so I pissed people off.  
 
      
 
    “I have a feeling I’m going to get spanked,” I grumbled after I sent it and tucked my phone away.  
 
    “I have a feeling I’ll like watching it,” Orson chuckled. “And we will be too. The one time Carter’s not on your detail and we’re walking into a trap.” 
 
    Emilio snorted. “He’s going to kick in our heads, not spank us.” 
 
    “I’ll distract him with being shot probably,” I offered. 
 
    “Please don’t get shot,” they said together. 
 
    I snickered, glad at least we could have fun. 
 
    We arrived, and the second we opened our doors the fun started… From both sides. Well, at least they weren’t completely stupid and surrounded us. 
 
    “So it’s a trap,” I drawled as I closed the door again. “Wow, trigger happy.” I snickered as they shot up my armor plated SUV. “Someone else better pay for this damage.” 
 
    “They shot my fucking ankle,” Orson snarled as he dug out the bullet. 
 
    “Well, that wouldn’t have happened if we had a southern border wall.” 
 
    The three in the SUV with me gave me crazy looks, but it was Emilio who spoke. “You’re kidding, right? You don’t think that stupid fucking idea would really do shit, do you?” 
 
    “Fuck no,” I chuckled as I pulled my weapon and got ready to head out. “It’s a waste of money and completely stupid. They probably flew in. I’d rather donate a million dollars so TSA agents got paid better—what they should—instead of let one tax dollar go to some fucking wall that won’t do shit.” 
 
    “Yeah, they get paid what we do,” Emilio drawled. “It’s fairly insulting.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” I reminded him, knowing I was the lowest paid division chief the FBI had. Officially. Division Chief Gere had called to thank me for recommending him after I’d come home and had told me what salary he’d gotten, neither of us happy he made more than me. Apparently it was decided he deserved it running a big office in New York. 
 
    Right, we were the hub of our division, and my office was in nowhere cornfields. Assholes. 
 
    We counted down, and apparently the other SUV on my detail was of the same opinion on how to handle this, as they went seconds before we did. Which drew their fire, so I was pretty certain they did that so I could get out faster. 
 
    Because the fuckers had a goddamn rocket launcher. 
 
    “Oh, I’m shooting someone in the nuts,” I seethed as my SUV blew up. I wondered if it would have bounced off the armor plating, but we’d left the doors open instead of wasting precious time to close them. My hesitation got me a bullet in the arm, but luckily it wasn’t my right arm since that was my shooting hand and the bullet wasn’t gold. 
 
    I had low standards of what “lucky” was, it seemed. I turned and shot the guy as I flipped out of the way of his friend who was firing.  
 
    “You are definitely the target,” Emilio bitched as he took one to the vest blocking me.  
 
    “Clearly,” I growled as I fired off a few more shots. I couldn’t even hear heartbeats over all the gunfire. My eyes went wide as I saw the fucking machine gun with belt ammo that would tear through even us. “Take cover!” I grabbed Emilio and about threw him behind an abandoned building.  
 
    They’d picked the spot well, using an empty parking lot in a bad neighborhood and taking up positions in the buildings around us. However, there were buildings around us, so we had angles to hide and not take cover. 
 
    “Shit, we’ve got two hit where they’re aiming,” Orson hissed as he joined us. 
 
    “Go, now,” I ordered, shoving them when they hesitated. They went, and I saw there was more than one big ass gun they were bringing out. How the fuck did they not have it ready? 
 
    How the fuck had they gotten it into the country? 
 
    “Fuck this,” I snarled. I tossed down my guns, loosened my vest, and took off my holster before shifting into my third form and launching through a window on the second floor of the next building. I moved under where the machine gun was and went out the window on that side, climbing up the side of it. 
 
    It worked because the building was old and had missing chunks of concrete or something for me to grab onto instead of smooth walls. I flipped into the right window—which was open for me, so less glass cutting me—and yanked the first guy out so he fell to the ground below. I got two others that way and then shifted back, smirking that they’d just loaded the machine gun for me. 
 
    Thanks, guys. 
 
    I took aim at the other building that had one and fired, not trying to hit them but get them away from the gun that could hurt even us badly and tearing up the building in the process. I got shot in the left shoulder from behind, and I shifted, darting out of their view and circling back to smash in his face and take his weapon along with his friend.  
 
    Two more were coming up the stairs and dove towards the staircase, rolling and sliding so when they were visible I went right past them as I got onto my feet. I shoved both of them into the wall hard enough to knock them out. And I mean they were out. Honestly, I didn’t know if they’d wake back up, but it was still better than risking they’d survive a cut from my claws and become one of us. 
 
    Yeah, not good. 
 
    That was it in this building, and people were still firing, so I raced to the far side of the floor and leapt out the window, landing just short of the window of the next building. Ouch. Really, ouch. I instead hit the concrete right below it. 
 
    Fucking ouch. 
 
    I shook it off, flipped up into the window I’d wanted, and kicked three guys shooting together. They went out the other window, so at least that had worked. 
 
    It also left me asking how many fucking guys did they have? Did they fly a 747 in privately with family and friends? Seriously? I wouldn’t be the only one taking people out like this, so how many did they have? 
 
    My thoughts were interrupted when a grenade came through the window. Mother. Fuckers. I caught it and launched it back where they were still firing from. It went off just at the window, so I probably didn’t get them, but that would be one fucking headache for them or at least knock them over. 
 
    It didn’t screw with my hearing though, so I could tell there were ten on the floor above me. There was actually a very convenient hole in the floor, so I grabbed one of the weapons dropped when I’d kicked the three out of the building and shifted back. I ran towards the wall and kicked off, flipping up through the hole and onto the next floor.  
 
    Aiming as I landed, I got three before they even noticed me. I got two more as I rolled and kept shooting. That got me a bullet in the ass, which did not improve my mood for sure. I clipped one and got another before Orson appeared and took out the last three. 
 
    “They’re everywhere,” he snarled, his fangs out and eyes full of power. “Did they offer vacations to all of Columbia if they shot at you?” 
 
    I snorted, having thought something similar and just as snarky. “Apparently they weren’t taking chances after how many we took out in New York that tried to get us after breakfast.”  
 
    “The others are fine, healed, and back to it,” he told me when I opened my mouth to ask just that.  
 
    I wasn’t sure what I was going to say, but we got another grenade. He went for it this time, and I continued on, racing up the stairs, as this building was taller than the one next to it so I could jump to the roof. 
 
    I didn’t want to do it, it would undoubtedly hurt, but I could.  
 
    And I did, shifting several steps before I jumped.  
 
    And it did hurt. I groaned as I skidded on gravel, banging my left arm and shoulder that had two bullets on top of it. I ripped off the door to get downstairs, and bullets hit it instead of me from wherever they were still shooting from.  
 
    “I want hazard pay if we get war zones as part of our job,” I growled as I brought the door with me like a metal shield instead of riot gear.  
 
    It ended up being a good idea because they must have heard me on the roof since they were already shooting at the door to the stairs as I came out of it. I ended up being a great distraction as a few of the ancients raced around the room and handled the group of fifteen. 
 
    “Seriously, how many do they have?” I demanded, still hearing gun shots. “Get all the rats. None flee the ship. We end this now. Disarm and restrain if you can, but only if it’s safe and you’re not being shot at.” 
 
    “Yes, boss,” Orson chuckled, and then we took off again. 
 
    I got two to the vest and thought to kiss Reagan later for thinking of making the new vests with larger adjustment capabilities so I could still wear it if I had to shift. I adored smart people, and smart men were incredibly sexy to me. 
 
    “Oh fuck,” I shouted when a grenade went off on the floor above me. I dove out of the way as fast as I could, but a chunk of the floor got me hard in the back. “That’s going to bruise like a bitch. Fuck. No good deed goes unpunished or apparently doesn’t get thrown grenades at. Ass. Holes.” 
 
    I glanced around for my best exit, but I felt humans coming in the building, so I headed for the stairs to go back down. I moved faster than they could keep up with and knocked them out one after another, several by throwing guns I picked up at their heads. Hey, there were eleven of them.  
 
    It worked. 
 
    My head snapped around at the gun fire that sounded about a block away. Racing for the door, I cursed as I saw CPD had arrived and were taking fire, one already hit but alive. I went right for the shooters, launching onto a fire escape one story up and scrambling up it until I was at the right floor. Another dive through a window and I came out right by five shooters. 
 
    And got a bullet from CPD in my side. I groaned and swore a bit as I knocked out the rest of them… Well, one I was pretty sure was permanently out by the angle of his neck, but whatever. More sirens were coming and fast, and I didn’t want any more of the humans on our side getting shot. I raced up the stairs and found two more that I took care of before not hearing more shots. 
 
    I waited a few beats for the echoes to dissipate. “We clear?” 
 
    “Not sure,” Emilio called back. “Regroup by CPD and we can sweep. Are you shot?” 
 
    “Would you believe me if I said no?” 
 
    “No!” several people shouted back. 
 
    “Then don’t ask,” I bitched as I headed for the window, glad when CPD wasn’t aimed at me. I went back for the fire escape and dropped onto it, but it was so old and in shit shape that it caved under my weight and I fell through to the next floor. 
 
    And then that caved in as well. 
 
    I ended up falling three stories one at a time that way, and then that last one didn’t have the fire escape, which was why I had to jump up. I groaned as I held my right arm, knowing it was broken. 
 
    “Wolf down, wolf down,” I coughed as I tried to get more air in my lungs. “They had to shoot me in the ass when I would land on it. Mother. Fuckers.” I shifted back, my wolf needing a rest, and I was glad I’d been dressed to work out, and while my undergarments were trashed, the stretch shirt and yoga pants were hanging on even if split at a few seams.  
 
    “Get her out of range,” Orson called over a second before Emilio darted over to me and brought me behind the CPD barrier. 
 
    “Get the humans back,” I ordered. 
 
    “We’re safe, Chief Thomas,” someone called over. “We came to get the perimeter, and someone got clipped when they were fleeing.” 
 
    “I’m in so much trouble,” I grumbled as Emilio started digging for bullets. 
 
    “Yeah, well, maybe they won’t notice the bullet holes if we get them fast,” he offered. 
 
    “You’re both wearing shoulder cams,” Brian shouted from behind me. 
 
    “Oh, hey, it survived all of that,” I muttered as I realized it was still on my vest. “Crap, I cussed a lot.” I giggled, actually giggled, blinking at Emilio. 
 
    He smirked at me. “You shifted back and forth a bunch of times. Most can’t even do that once, and you did several shifts. Yeah, you’re gonna go on a really good ride.” 
 
    “Well, that’s not in the wolfie brochure,” I snickered and then giggled when I saw Brian standing over me. “They shot me in the ass.” I groaned as my arm healed. “I didn’t break my arm from the fight, I swear.” 
 
    “I know. I pulled up to watch you fall from four fucking stories through a shit fire escape,” he whispered as he squatted down. 
 
    “Don’t, she’s still bleeding,” Emilio told him as he yanked the bullet out of my back. “Ah-ha, got it.”  
 
    “Can you get the one on my side. It hurts to breathe,” I admitted. 
 
    “Shit, tell me that first, Sera,” he growled. 
 
    “Sort of hurt all over after the fire escape.” 
 
    “And the floor collapsing on you.” 
 
    “Hey, you guys act like I’m the only one who gets hurt,” I griped. 
 
    “No, I got shot five times. I’m just so used to digging out bullets I can get my own and heal faster than you do.” He flipped me over and got the last two, standing and showing me the bullet holes and leftover blood. “Granted, two were through and throughs. You tend to get bullets lodged.” 
 
    “Yeah, I need to work on that,” I drawled, wincing when Monroe thumped to the ground five feet from me, clearly having flown over from the training center. 
 
    “Next time bring more people if you think it’s a fucking trap,” he seethed. 
 
    “Yeah, we had enough for a normal trap, but they brought like all their friends,” I defended, giggling again. “Your eyes are pretty when you’re pissed. They’re like fire eyes.” 
 
    “She shifted back and forth several times,” Emilio explained. “I’m going to go help the others clear and restrain. Did someone call the coroner?” 
 
    “No one knew we needed to,” someone from CPD said. 
 
    He snorted. “Yeah, several. We didn’t try to, but they were ridiculously armed, and we didn’t watch our strength while trying to not die.” 
 
    “They blew up my SUV,” I bitched, nodding when Brian and Monroe gave me shocked looks. “Rocket launcher, grenade launcher, machine guns with ammo belts, and a mother fucking partridge in a pear tree.”  
 
    “I took out two dozen on my own,” Emilio told them before taking off. 
 
    “So did I,” I added. 
 
    “Holy fuck,” someone whispered. 
 
    “Sounds about right,” I mumbled as my eyelids got heavy. 
 
    “Sera, Sera, don’t sleep. Come on, babe, don’t you dare leave me,” Brain yelled, gently slapping my face. 
 
    “She’s fine, just wiped from shifting too much,” Monroe assured him. “I promise, she’s fine. She’s just on E, not remotely in danger of dying.” 
 
    “My wolf is napping,” I confirmed. “She passed out. I had to shift back.” I blinked my eyes open at Monroe. “Can you get my guns and holster before they get swept up in evidence. I like my guns.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can do that, you idiot,” he sighed. 
 
    “Love you too, boss,” I giggled. I glanced at Brian. “For the record, one of those bullets was CPD.” 
 
    “Sorry, Chief, I think that was me,” one guy called over. “You were just suddenly there. We were pinned down since they were floors above.” 
 
    “I think that’s enough with the shoulder cam,” Brian muttered when I opened my mouth to answer. 
 
    “Oh right, yeah, good thing I got shot in the left side and it’s okay. Those are expensive and we soooo don’t have the budget to replace anything. Or you know, get everything we need.” I let out a groan as I reached up to turn it off. “I want hazard pay for real.” I waved him back. “I’ve got blood on me, Bri. Stop.” 
 
    “I’m so spanking you later,” he threatened when the camera was off. 
 
    “I figured as much,” I sighed. Then I really groaned. “My bag was in the SUV. I’m going to have to go to the DMV again. Can I seriously get like bulk ID orders?” 
 
    Orson came jogging over. “We’re all clear, and I grabbed your bag. I saw you slipped your phone in it and thought we’d need that to call in.” He handed it over to Brian. “I dropped it somewhere and retrieved it.” He gave me a worried look. “Um, Sander’s in a bad spot. The emergency blood we had was in your SUV.” 
 
    “Whoever shot me has to go donate a pint,” I called over to CPD. “And you’re my favorite person today, Orson. I hate the fucking DMV and getting everything replaced.” 
 
    “Shit, I’ll go too,” someone else said. “We were pinned bad. Thanks for the save.” 
 
    “No problem,” Orson said with a shrug. “Sorry you got pulled in. We were trying to keep you guys out of it.” He glanced at the others. “If we get four who can donate a pint, he’ll be okay. Anyone else feel like donating?” 
 
    “It’s safe if he’s that low, right?” someone checked. 
 
    “Yeah, we’ll be there, and it’s just your wrist,” he promised. 
 
    Five ended up going with just to make sure, which really made me feel better about CPD than I had lately. I knew there were a ton of good officers, but I kept finding the assholes and dirty ones, so it was nice to see the good ones too. 
 
    “Sir, she’s not in any condition to talk right now,” Brian said firmly, making me realize I’d dozed for a minute. 
 
    “Can I get some water?” I asked, glad when it was easier to breathe. “Mine was in the SUV.” 
 
    “Yeah, we got you, Chief,” someone said before an officer brought me over a bottle. It was warm but new, so I appreciated it.  
 
    I thanked him and waved at Brian for the phone. He shook his head, and I waved again. “Don’t get in trouble for me.” 
 
    “It’s not Galvin,” he mouthed.  
 
    I winced and let my hand drop. Right, I did not want to talk to the director this way for the first time. Monroe could handle it. 
 
    “Haton wants to make sure you’re alive,” Monroe said as he rejoined us, handing me the phone. 
 
    “I’m alive, but I’m fucking tired, and apparently I giggle if I shift back and forth too many times,” I told her. 
 
    “Yes, that will happen.” 
 
    “I’ve never tested it before but damn, it was pretty useful in a fight like that.” 
 
    “I’ll bet. What do you need?” 
 
    “A new SUV for sure.” I snorted. “They fucking blew mine up. Assholes. Cocksucking assholes.” I giggled, thinking how that could even anatomically work. Wouldn’t that just be anal sex then? 
 
    “I meant from us,” she chuckled. 
 
    “Oh, right, I don’t know. I dozed a bit. I feel seriously down on the tank, like my wolf passed out after I fell four stories through some fire escapes.” 
 
    “Ouch.” 
 
    “Yeah, it was worse than it sounds,” I promised. 
 
    “You need fuel and fast or you will hurt worse,” she told me. “The vampires wouldn’t know that, but the shifting back and forth is ridiculously taxing, and I would think your sugar levels are in the toilet.” 
 
    “Got it. Thanks.” 
 
    “I know you’re clear, but I’ll get numbers from Monroe. Glad you’re safe.” 
 
    “Thanks. I like you too.” 
 
    She chuckled as I handed him back his phone, but he was already talking to the director. 
 
    “What should she have done, sir?” he asked, his tone less than friendly. “Ignore the tip? Call in more people and delay so they knew she’d figured it out, or call in CPD and walk them into a friggin’ war zone level gun fight? We’ve confirmed over a hundred guys, and they had a rocket launcher, grenade launcher, and hardware found on military Hummers.  
 
    “They were lucky she didn’t delay because they didn’t have those set up when they arrived because those guns alone would cut through CPD squad cars and did the other SUV that didn’t have armor plating, tearing into two of her security detail. They’re alive because we can take that kind of damage. I get you don’t like supes, but we’re on your side and two almost died. 
 
    “So I don’t care the optics of her taking on a cartel that snuck in illegally with that sort of hardware and how many are dead. None on our side are, so it’s a good damn day in my book. I’ll have Jennings send you their shoulder cam feed, but I’m looking at a kill zone that’s been torn up like it was a war zone.” 
 
    “Fine, but I want that footage and a copy of this ‘tip,’ as she stated, and I want less of these ‘tips’ that are so problematic in the future,” he snapped. 
 
    “Yeah, I wanted my SUV blown up today and to get shot four times,” I grumbled, flicking off the phone and muttering some other unflattering comments under my breath. “Galvin’s gonna beat him up for being mean to me and snitch to the president.” 
 
    Both Brian and Monroe looked seconds from laughing. 
 
    “Here, Chief,” an officer said as he handed me bags of McDonalds. “One of your guys said you need food to recover like they need blood.” 
 
    “You are one of my favorite people ever,” I groaned as I smelled all the greasy goodness. I stuffed my face and watched everyone be the adults of the situation.  
 
    Well shit, I could sit this one out for sure. Nice. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    24 
 
      
 
    The video the club put out of our dancing to “Shake It Off” went viral. Like ridiculously viral. The editing and way it was put together was amazing and is getting more likes than dislikes, so that’s a good start. It got media coverage, and except for maybe Fox News it was well received, but they probably don’t like Taylor Swift either, as she’s a woman with a brain who shuts down sexism. 
 
    Imagine that. 
 
    Travis’s four behind-the-scenes videos went viral as well, and shockingly there was a lot of love and support for me after Simone reposted them on social media. I got more compliments on my hair as it was and people impressed I was taking my mental health seriously along with my physical recovery. We like love and support. I even like him, as he did a great job of being careful of what he showed. 
 
    So we clearly won that battle, as no one’s seen a new meme of my head pasted on anything, but I doubt it will be the end of it forever. There is always a new wave of idiots after all. Simone just shrugs it off and says we can just clap back again or take over the world. 
 
    Right, that was ever an option after all.  
 
    She would make a fabulous empress. 
 
    Clayton is settled in in Greece. I don’t have specifics—mostly because I don’t want them—but according to Zeno, Alena and Eva have made it ridiculously clear they would love to end him. So that’s a good way to make the asshole behave.  
 
    Hearing some of his comments back and about me has helped my wolf realize she was just hurt and angry but not at me. And certainly not at Zeno. Honestly, if I’m ever around Clayton again, I would worry she’d shift and tear him up. We’re in pain, and there’s no hiding that. 
 
    Especially when I have a tendency to cry in my sleep according to a few of the guys. Whoops. That’s got to be awesome for them, but Phobie says I’ve spent so many years holding onto that shred of hope that it wasn’t what I’d thought when they’d ditched me, and losing that is as painful as them leaving me. 
 
    Jason actually called and left a message that he’d heard. We’re not talking really, but as someone who understands and has lived his whole life mostly defined by his family betrayal and pain, I appreciated him reaching out and reminding me I’m not alone. Not enough to let him back in my life, but yeah, nice not to feel alone. 
 
    I don’t though. Brian might have had a great childhood, but there are several in my life that didn’t, and it’s a scar only people with it can understand. I hate when people say that, like others are devoid of emotion, but it’s not that at all. It’s just so deep and layered that it’s too abnormal for most to really get. 
 
    Brian’s brother, Jimmy, apologized. He actually came to my office and apologized, ironing out some stuff he didn’t realize was so important and promising he’d take it all seriously as he should have. Well, okay then. Maybe he wasn’t such a butthead and just needed someone to smack his head out of his ass? Brian’s happy about it but still agrees Jimmy doesn’t need to know everything about Topher. 
 
    Zeno’s stayed in town a bit longer. He’s really enjoying being a grandpa. He takes so many pictures with his cell phone that I swear he’s had to switch out memory cards. And he’s very protective of Topher. All of those pictures weren’t taken with the flash on, and no one had better do that or have a screen of anything too close to him. I got a lecture about using my tablet near him. 
 
    I wanted to remind him that Topher had been asleep and tucked in the carrier wrap, but okay, not having the tablet near Topher as his eyes develop is a good habit to get into. Sure.  
 
    The Haverses are just as bad. They are so excited for their first grandchild and great-grandchild that I’m close to reminding them he’s not actually Brian’s baby. That seems a bit mean, but I think Grammy Havers got clued in I was on grandparent overload when everyone ganged up on me and I got a half an hour lecture on things to do and what works best for newborns. 
 
    Like I didn’t have a nanny to help me and I was quitting work to stay at home.  
 
    But Topher likes them, and sometimes I get the craziest images from him after one of them holds him. I had to tell Mrs. Havers that the bright tops made him unhappy, and the look on her face was priceless. Otherwise he’s good. A little less scary for me now that he’s not a newborn, newborn.  
 
    Still terrifying, but he’s in good health and is a pretty happy little guy. 
 
    I’ve started reviewing applications for nannies. Laila sent over a bunch and laughed so hard she might still be laughing when I called back and asked for any warriors who might want the gig. Fine, laugh, but they could make swords appear when there was danger. I thought that was a great quality in a nanny, and only males were fairy warriors.  
 
    Though she says that’s changing. Fine, hurry and train a female one that wants to be a nanny for a human I’m overprotective of and I’ll be happy. 
 
    And Dr. Sloan can attest to that overprotective thing. He swears I’m nowhere near as bad as stories he’s heard from doctor friends on first time mothers, but well, Maya handles a lot of my freak outs. I more just grill him when he checks out Topher. 
 
    And me. It’s official I’m not pregnant. That two weeks is up, new birth control has been taken, and a charm from Nina. Hagan got it for me, but I miss her. Hopefully soon we can take a step towards moving past what happened. Phobie says it’s not me but her issues and embarrassment over what her ex-husband did to me. Yeah, I can see that. 
 
    I still miss her. She sort of became a cool aunt to me, and I’ve never had that. 
 
    Axel and I have had another date. So have Hagan and I, and it was amazing. Reagan and I had one too, and I wanted to cry at how much I felt right with them again. The moment I had what I needed for my sex life in place, I made sure we had another date… That included life altering sex. Way better than we’d had before, and I wasn’t the only one shocked. 
 
    Or who wanted more. 
 
    The president is putting through the approval for another Shifter Council prison. I think he’s as afraid as we are that the country will swing wildly back right after the next election and try to knock back all the progress that has been made. It sounds paranoid and a bit judgmental, but that is pretty historically accurate. 
 
    The Shifter Council is also helping Bijan put in two new prisons in Iran after he toured them. It was a huge and well received announcement. One will be for international criminals that he plans on allowing allies access to. “Allies” being the key word there, which is smart given how many are on the fence as to accepting his leadership, especially when Russia is clearly against it. 
 
    Well, they’re against supes in general, so they can suck it. I’m bummed because I loved learning the language and think they have some very cool things in their culture. 
 
    The Shifter Council has backed way, way off of me and mine, realizing they were stupid to even try, all behaving for the moment. It’s probably just for the moment and mostly because they’re busy with new plans and even basking in the glow of doing things right for once according to public opinion, but it’s nice to not feel so defensive always with them. 
 
    None of the cases got thrown out, so those bad guys are going away, and people are coming around to supes having extra perks they’d not thought of. Well, geez, maybe they should have just talked to us. Atkins gave awesome press about all that was in on the bust, so that cut through the mess of the cartel trap.  
 
    That was, well, messy.  
 
    There were over two hundred guys from the cartel that had flown in to try and kill me. That sounds insane, and it was. They meant it to be a Hail Mary to take me out and stop the progress we were making. They’d also hired another hundred regional muscle and a different gang than the boss I’d talked to. Wow, so at least people weren’t underestimating me anymore. 
 
    Instead of their plan, we took down a cartel basically. What I’ve gotten from those who know what’s what say that the cartel was fractured. The boss and his adult son had come to bask in the glory of taking me down—partially to show they were bigger than the Dorcuses and not scared of their power—and instead got dead. 
 
    Really dead. I actually threw them out of a window several stories up, so they went splat. I’m not sorry at all.  
 
    The Shifter Council is talking to the Columbian government about finishing off the cartel, and hey, awesome, but that is all above my paygrade, and I had no comment. I did ask Haton to let me know once they’re all dead so no one else comes after me… Well, at least on that front. I just piss people off all the damn time. 
 
    The mayor is implementing the IA idea with the ancients. I knew there was a reason I voted for the man. Awesome. We’re not sure all the logistics or legalities, but it’s happening. 
 
    Construction has started on the new building, and we’re close to finishing the blood bottling plant with the help of some of Laila’s people. Winter is coming, and it comes fast in Chicago, so the more we get done, the better off we’ll be. I felt a bit of deja vu on that one and took the night off to mourn the months I was gone, the year fast forwarding on me now and again in ways that are painful. But I push through with help. 
 
    Gerald now works for Noah, and they help us too so it’s all in the family. He suggested having a nationwide list of places that pushed supes out the door so we don’t use them. It’s already a very, very long list that upsets all of us. 
 
    Not only did the interrogations go public and viral of the four basketball players, but they were well received. Most took it how it was meant—a first step in admitting what they did wrong and making it clear they were the ones in the wrong, not the shifters. Also, it helped people realize everything the Shifter Council did was seriously and actually legal, not some supe bullshit like most say. 
 
    Well, Fox News, and if they don’t stop lying, I’m going to show up in their station and shove my foot up some asses. No, really, that’s been a reoccurring happy dream of mine. 
 
    Every other men’s team stood together against any of the other basketball players being mean to the girls or people saying shit. It’s made people seriously rethink how they can treat women or supes. It’s amazing, and other schools are seeing it’s a problem they’ve ignored, some changing their student rules as well to protect supes.  
 
    UIC will also have a new required seminar for all sports teams on what is acceptable behavior as representatives of the school and what is not. And what will get you smacked, as a bunch of people any basketball players have harassed or assaulted have taken to walking up and slapping them. Ashley showed me how #bballslapback was trending and all over social media. 
 
    I shouldn’t laugh, as that’s assault. 
 
    Of course I fucking laughed and hard. 
 
    I told Simone we should throw a party for the teams who stood up and helped in thanks. She agrees, and their coaches were thrilled and promised no one underage would try for booze. 
 
    We could have an eighteen and over night for a private party. It was worth it to make such awesome progress. 
 
    Another win was Russia finally caved with the Shifter Council, and those assholes from New York had their sentence carried out. I breathed a sigh of relief and thanked Haton for letting me know. Fuck, I sent several gift baskets to the council members to thank them for navigating that bullshit, as one did not piss off the Bratva and then let them go to get even. Not if they wanted to live. 
 
    But there is a storm brewing in Russia on several fronts, and I’m a bit scared I’m going to have to get on a plane again. This time without a potion, but there are more prey and supes there that need help. It’s not my job, it’s not my responsibility, but I can maybe help, so isn’t that what we’re trying to do in Chicago? Isn’t that the point of progress? 
 
    Maybe, but if I get shot again, no one is letting me leave, not just the state or country but my apartment. 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
    Please Review!! 
 
    I know it’s annoying, I hate doing it too. But it really, really helps the author with Amazon’s search algorithms. I appreciate the kind and constructive reviews, I truly do. 
 
    To say THANK YOU for taking the few minutes to review (and all the previous reviews), I’ve written an extra. I will absolutely write more extra side chapters to keep thanking you guys for the reviews. So please go review any and all of Sera’s books, and I hope you like the addition! 
 
      
 
      
 
    Note from the author: 
 
    If you never read another word I write, I hope everyone at least reads this first… 
 
    Ashley, Julia, and their friends are fictional, but the club they became members of is NOT. Sexual assault is just what the name says. It’s assault that is sexual in nature, and studies show time and time again that 2 out of 3 or 3 out of 4 women have experienced it by the time they’re in their mid-twenties. That’s terrifying. What’s even scarier is how often that last person didn’t count themselves because they were given a different definition. Then the number is closer to 100%. 
 
    Here’s what all women need to know after joining this club. 
 
    
    	 It’s not your fault. It is never your fault. Even if it’s happened to you more than once. If you did not ASK someone to touch you, then they absolutely have no fucking right to. I don’t care what you were wearing, if you were drinking, or anything else you did. If you did not ask or give consent… It’s. Not. Your. Fault. Period. End of statement. No but. Exclamation point. Even if you walk down the street naked (ignoring the ticket you’d get), no one has the right to touch you. It took me years to realize that, as I grew up in an outdated—and sexist—environment where the first time it happened to me I was sixteen and told my parents my manager kept “bumping” into my chest and touching my ass to slide past me when there was room and he didn’t need to go there. In turn, I was asked what I was wearing to work. A comment that it happens and to ignore it.  
 
    	 The shame is never yours. The ones who should feel shame are the ones who have injured you just as punching you would injure you. It is assault. I felt shame for years. Any time it happened I felt shame. I found I was defending myself always. “I don’t drink at parties.” “I wasn’t wearing anything provocative.” “I didn’t leave my drink alone.” “I didn’t flirt with him.” There is not a fucking reason to defend yourself. You. Did. Nothing. Wrong. It took me until I was living on my own in college where some guy was all hands when I was ordering a drink, trying to kiss me, and shit hit the fan. I kept apologizing, and my friend grabbed me at the time and said, “If you apologize one more time, I’m going to smack you. Why the fuck are you apologizing? I’m sorry we didn’t get to bash his head in before the bouncers broke it up.” And it was like an alternate world. No one had ever said to me it wasn’t my fault and I didn’t deserve that even if I’d been dancing drunk on the tables. 
 
    	 You are not alone. There are a lot of us in the club. I honestly haven’t met a woman who hasn’t had her ass slapped, grabbed, groped, or way past that. I’ve had friends raped. Unfortunately, Illinois and a lot of states are behind on the times and haven’t updated their laws. I had an experience when I was twenty-five, it wasn’t just a smack on the ass or grope on the dance floor but being cornered in the bathroom and bruises. I went to report it, and when asked if he was trying to rape me, and I had to admit he didn’t say that. I got brushed off like it was nothing because I’d fought him off before it went too far. Went too far? Fucker, it went too far the moment he shoved me back in the bathroom. They should have at least gone after him for assault given the bruise on my face. So you are not alone.  
 
    	 You can move past it. I know that sounds pushy, but for me, it helped to know that I could. Knowing the first three helped me realize I could move forward. I stopped apologizing, and the next time someone smacked my ass, I smacked his face. You are allowed to defend yourself. Yeah, my ass still got grabbed, but that asshole will think twice before doing it again. I started talking about it and realized I wasn’t alone, and while never my fault, my friends gave me some tips to dance around the danger sometimes, like girls don’t need to pee together, but it helps avoid getting cornered. Smart.  
 
    	 If you need to talk to someone, there are a lot of outlets available. I know the US has multiple sexual assault and rape hotlines and places for help. For me, it was talking to my friends, saying what I’d been taught to think of as “dirty secrets” like I was to blame. The moment I did, it no longer was dirty nor a secret I carried with me, but an asshole who was pathetic, and the only action he could get was an ass smack, and my ass was just that fabulous. Doesn’t make it right, but it makes it easier to roll off your back so you don’t carry it. You deserve better than that. 
 
   
 
    So for those of you who are part of the club, I’m sorry you are. If I could wave my magic wand, I would make it so none of us were and all people who sexually assault others were stabbed with a million needles in their private parts. (I say that and not “junk” because women do it too, and that’s not okay either. It’s never okay.) 
 
    But I don’t have that power. What I do have is a desire to tell stories and a platform to voice them because I have lovely and wonderful fans. So I will. I will keep telling the stories that have hard parts because that is life. We all fall, but fighting to get up again is what we need help with at times, and that is the fight I try to help people with. I can’t wave that magic wand, but I can show it’s possible, tell how someone has done it, and maybe give someone hope that they can too.  
 
    So to those of you who get peeved I talk politics or I go dark now and again because you wanted the outlet to turn off your brain and not think about the bad… Sorry, but if that can make one person not feel alone or help them when they need it, that’s worth none of us getting the night off from life. Thank you to everyone who’s taken this ride with Sera and I. It’s been a fucking ride for sure, but it’s not over. There are at least three more books I have plans for. So her journey is far from over. Honestly, I plan on being sixty and still typing up (or maybe have a hot intern by then to do it because my hands feel old somedays) piles of Sera books.  
 
    Love to you all, 
 
    Erin 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    Seraphine After Dark 
 
      
 
    Noah and I had a bit more planned than just the party and a good PR chance. We knew others would come to get a feel of how easy it would be to take over—just like when I’d become Alpha—and some weren’t even being subtle about it. And some were complete assholes, ignoring I was Noah’s mistress and clearly planning to take over and make me their pet wolf. 
 
    Not happening. 
 
    So the party being at Timequake wasn’t merely because the ballrooms were great for what we needed. No, there was a very nice pool that was reserved for the after party that was invite only, and while they probably had their agendas, so did we.  
 
    And we were smarter and not so dismissive of people. 
 
    “I love seeing you in a tux,” I purred as I slid my arms around Noah’s neck.  
 
    “I love seeing you in a gown,” he murmured, giving me a soft kiss. “It’s even better when you let me take it off of you.” The door to the pool opened, and Carter was already in the room as my guard and the other ancients outside, but it wasn’t any of them. 
 
    “I invited some people,” I confessed when he reached for the zipper as if he didn’t already know exactly what I’d done. “I’m a growing siren after all.” 
 
    “I love seeing you with other men as long as they’re respectful and not stupid,” Noah said for them mostly. He glanced past me before giving me a curious look. “Interesting group.” 
 
    “They wanted to get to know me better,” I chuckled as I turned in his arms to see the vampires but frowned. “They’re not all here.” 
 
    “You made it clear we should slip away, and that’s not always easy, Mistress,” one from France defended. I’d made sure to pick at least one in each party, and Noah had invited ten city masters and mistresses, but I’d added a few that seemed on opposite sides of their group. Possibly. 
 
    Or they just wanted us to think that because they wanted to be spies. 
 
    I shrugged. “Their loss. Help yourselves to drinks, and food’s coming for the after party.” 
 
    “I plan on eating you,” Noah hissed, sinking his fangs in my neck but not drinking. I moaned and rubbed against him, smelling the crazy lust in the room and aligning with my siren. I wasn’t wearing my ring of course—though Carter had it just in case—since we wanted information. 
 
    I learned a lot from the straining tux pants I saw of the seven that had arrived. Two more came in and looked annoyed they’d missed the start of the fun. Noah gave me a deep kiss and then unzipped my dress, letting it fall to the floor and revealing the sexy black corset I’d had on under the dress that clipped to stockings and a tiny black thong. 
 
    “I thought you might like it,” I chuckled as I licked his fang. “We’ve been so busy I’ve neglected you.” 
 
    “You were recovering,” he grumbled, hugging me to him. 
 
    “I meant since I’ve been better. We’ve been busy. Forgive me?” 
 
    “Always.” His fingers slid over the thong and teased me a bit. “You’re wet.” 
 
    “I’m excited to have some fun.” I pulled away and headed to the bar setup. I shook my head when one of the guests went to take off his jacket. “Don’t presume you’re getting naked.” I eyed him over to take the sting out of my rejection. “Besides, I love a man in a tux, and you wear that very well.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mistress,” he muttered as he fixed it. “May I get you a drink?” 
 
    I hummed as he came closer. “Maybe a light one. I wouldn’t want my blood to be full of alcohol if I let anyone bite me.” 
 
    His eyes glazed over as his pants got tighter. “Of course. What do you prefer?” 
 
    “To be bitten on my nipples or clit while climaxing,” I answered but then chuckled when several of them groaned. “Oh, drink. I’ll take a Leg Spreader.” I felt his confusion and smirked. “Let me teach you how to make one. I’m assuming you know what to do once the legs are spread, right?” 
 
    “Feast,” he hissed as his fangs came out. “A man always feasts first before any pleasure he might receive.” 
 
    I shivered, his gaze intense and the hormones coming off of him ridiculous. I taught him the lighter version, and by then all fourteen had arrived. We made other drinks for everyone and toasted to a fun night.  
 
    I started making the rounds, knowing they wanted to touch me, but my goal was to start flagging problems or issues. Carter was there as more than my guard, and our guys were watching the security for my signals. I gave him a wink if they just wanted to play or maybe find a new coven but not take over. The bad one was if I offered someone a sip, as my blood was like a drug and would impair them. 
 
    Because they were planning something now and bad. 
 
    I made sure he knew which ones to watch, as they were up to no good for sure, but more spying and giving reports. Later I could tell which were being ordered to do it and which wanted to, but I was gathering intel right then. 
 
    “You spoil me,” I groaned when food was brought in. I was starving again, and he’d ordered a bunch of my favorites. “Dain’s going to lecture about empty calories and not eating smarter.” 
 
    “He can stuff it. I like watching you moan too much,” Noah replied.  
 
    I started with the cheesy, loaded fries, gobbling them up with a lot of moaning. I made sure to drip some cheese on my chest and smirk at him, groaning as he licked me clean and said he was still hungry. 
 
    He wasn’t the only one, but he did start a trend of offering me food and liking how I enjoyed it. There was a guy that was hard to read and was being careful to not touch me. 
 
    “Could you undo the corset? I think naked is better for more licking options.” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress,” he panted, his fingers dancing across my skin, and I realized why he hadn’t wanted to touch me. 
 
    He was a council plant in that coven to investigate that master for doing bad things. I leaned in and gave him a soft kiss to thank him, letting him see in my eyes I knew what was going on and wouldn’t bust them. No, but I would have Goran give that councilman a call and make sure he didn’t know anything troubling for us. 
 
    I finished undressing and walked over to Noah. “Are you going first?” 
 
    He smirked at me. “No, let them, and then I’ll show everyone why I deserve to be at your side.” He leaned and kissed my breast. “Play a bit of baseball and give her some fun. Give them the chance at first base and see if they’re worth advancing to second.” 
 
    “Oh, that does sound fun,” I admitted, turning and leaning against him, eyeing them over. “Think any will make it to home?” 
 
    “Only if they’re worth you, and so few are.” He kissed my neck this time. “I will be. Carter and I have some fun planned that I need to earn for sure.” 
 
    I shot Carter a look, and he just shrugged. Yeah, he liked it when I dressed up too. Nice. 
 
    I went to the first guy and moved my hands to his chest. “I’m hungry. Feed me and see if you can make it to second.” He kissed me, and I fed deeply, slapping his hands away when he tried to touch me. Instead, I flooded him with my influence, completely enthralling him. “He doesn’t even taste nummy.” I sighed and shoved him away so he stumbled and fell on his ass, his shocked look saying much. 
 
    “She mutes her power around strangers,” Noah chuckled, giving me an amused look. “People still underestimate you at every turn.” 
 
    “It’s the tits,” I drawled, looking back at the guy on the ground. “But apparently he thought I was the bonus whore he’d let his friends play with after he took over.” I smirked at Carter. “You weren’t even a threat or worry to him.” 
 
    Carter snorted. “He’s about three thousand years too young to be more than an ant to me.” 
 
    “Yes, his power is lacking,” I announced for the others. “You’re not worth even sucking Carter’s dick, but why don’t you go beg for that like the dog you are? Go do whatever my consort candidate says.” 
 
    I only said it because I knew Carter wouldn’t do it. He wasn’t into that. Other guys in the bed? No problem, even accidental touching, but he just wasn’t into it. He wasn’t disgusted with guys who liked guys, but he said it didn’t flip his switch at all. He sighed when the guy crawled over and begged to suck him off. 
 
    It amused me and would give Carter the chance to grill him before he got punched out. 
 
    I went to the next guy and kissed him, moaning as I fed heavily. He wanted out from his coven and was pushed to try to seduce me for his master, but hoped he could get out like I’d rescued others. “Oh, you can pass to the next base for sure.” 
 
    I moved around to a few more, one more I enthralled and sent to Carter, but the rest I would let pass. Then I pulled Noah’s head down and fed him the energy I’d been taking, showing them what they wanted to know, as several had met Noah before and were confused as to how he was so much more powerful than just over a year ago.  
 
    “Eat up because I plan on giving you more,” I warned him. 
 
    “I just want to eat you,” he said again. 
 
    Five got knocked out and sent to Carter, but at least no one was planning something immediate and crazy. We could handle assholes plotting to take over or spies just fine, it was the insane ones that were dangerous. 
 
    This time I went to the most powerful one, his coming almost closer to Carter but far below Goran still. I led him over to the table and sat on it, spreading my legs and licking my lips, one foot on the table. “What are the rules for second base, lover?” 
 
    “Kissing, touching, biting nipples, but no drinking, and get enough to know if he advances or is done,” Noah answered. 
 
    “Wanna play with me?” I taunted the guy. He groaned and was on me. His lips were firm and desperate as his fingers teased me. He was fast. He could move crazy fast, and it was better than a vibrator and the perfect pressure and intensity. “Oh fuck, fuck, yes, you pass. Fuck, shit, tell me you can fuck that fast.” 
 
    “I can, Mistress,” he whispered against my lips. I swallowed a flinch, picking up a lot, and I realized he was doing it on purpose, thinking about what he wanted me to see. He’d heard that trick from Bijan.  
 
    And there was a lot he wanted me to know.  
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Niall, Mistress. Niall Etta.” 
 
    “Have you ever fucked a siren?” 
 
    “No,” he breathed. 
 
    “Want to fuck this one?” 
 
    “More than my next breath,” he groaned. “And to taste your juices.” 
 
    “Yeah, you pass.” I licked my lips and then moaned when he licked his fingers. Damn. That was hot. 
 
    The next one took his turn, and I got enough to cut him off, as not only did he have no clue what he was doing—as he never cared to learn what women liked—he was an asshole who wanted to get in Noah’s coven for all the prey shifters we had. He had lots of bad, bad plans that went way past naughty. 
 
    And he was stupid enough to think that he was mentally stronger than me so I wouldn’t ever find out. Well, that wasn’t how things worked, so he was a serious douchebag. 
 
    “You suck at that,” I drawled, flooding him with my influence and enthralling him. “Women aren’t just for you to fuck. They get theirs too, so now you get none.” I waved him off, ordering him to make Carter happy. 
 
    I knocked out three that round, which left me with six to play with and incredibly fucking horny since none had finished me. 
 
    Noah came over and swooped me off the table. “I want you completely wet when they eat you.” I gave a yelp as he tossed me into the pool. He waited until I resurfaced to continue. “Whoever undresses first and gets to her can have third base and a sip of her.” 
 
    “She’s addictive and a drug to us, so don’t be stupid because I will kill anyone that mistreats her,” Carter warned. 
 
    Someone made it to me before Niall and I realized something important—he was hiding his power too. Or at least most of it, and he was right up there with Goran. 
 
    Fuck.  
 
    He seemed to realize what I’d figured out and kissed me, showing me images that he didn’t want to lead and wanted to be free, knew other ancients that just wanted freedom and everything I allowed my ancients. Everything we allowed the vampires in Chicago, as they didn’t have to work coven jobs anymore or serve their master. We were just people, and we were good to each other. 
 
    That was what he wanted. 
 
    That was all he wanted. 
 
    Well, that and to fuck me, but I wanted that too. 
 
    He used his arms under me to keep me in the water but not just floating as he attacked everything between my legs. I came way too fast, already wound up, and he was overwhelming.  
 
    “Again, go again,” I whimpered, completely into him and the fun. 
 
    Noah joined us and held me for the guy, both of them doing everything perfect so I was close in no time. He told the guy when to bite, and I really thought the top of my head might blow off this time. 
 
    “You are like drinking fire, Mistress,” he whispered when he was done. “And your juices are ambrosia. Would you pass me?” 
 
    “Yes, but I want you and Niall privately and for my other men to see,” I said as he moved so I was sandwiched between him and Noah. “What is your name?” 
 
    “Rayne Sundar. I would love nothing more, but my master would not be happy if I went off alone with you and the Master of Chicago.” 
 
    “Pity. Maybe I should talk to him when we’re done here.” I searched his eyes and was happy to find relief even if he had himself on lockdown and I couldn’t scent much. I draped my influence over him and told him to go sit with Carter. He needed to know Rayne was more powerful than him and fast to see if we should even consider making a play for the guy. 
 
    Niall was just as talented and wanting out as well. I enjoyed his talents, enthralled him, and sent him to Carter.  
 
    The other four I just enjoyed. They would be easy trades or deals to make, and that was up to Noah later.  
 
    I glanced at Carter who nodded. I went for Rayne and waved him over as I slid on the robe Noah had for me. “I’m going to have a chat with his master and then Niall’s. Meet you at the suite?” 
 
    “Yes, be careful,” he said under his breath, clearly not thinking I would make this play right away. 
 
    “Always.” I didn’t blame him when he snorted.  
 
    Rayne was all over me on the elevator ride up and the walk down the hall. I knocked on the door of the Master of Jaipur, which was in India. It was a bigger city than Chicago in terms of population, but we crushed it once you took the metropolitan population as well. But it wasn’t a small coven to dismiss by any means. 
 
    “This is a surprise,” he muttered after his security let me in. He didn’t just mean my visiting like he was implying. No, he’d sent Rayne to seduce me, and it clearly was the other way around. 
 
    “Yes, well, he passed Noah’s fun and got a sip,” I chuckled, giving a shrug. “I’m a drug to you guys.” I nodded to the chair across from him. “May I?” 
 
    “Yes, please, of course, Alpha.” 
 
    I didn’t correct him, rolling my eyes so he saw it though. He knew I had my own coven, but he was insulting me by calling me that and not Mistress. “Are you a gambling man?” I pushed Rayne to sit first and then plopped on his lap. 
 
    “All vampires are.” 
 
    That wasn’t true, as I knew a lot who hated the games. “Want to play with me?” 
 
    “How?” he asked, giving me a curious onceover. 
 
    “We know where we felt each other’s power, and you’re dismissive that I’m Alpha and not Mistress, but we could both dampen our power. We let it out, and if I win, you kneel and call me what you should and Rayne’s mine. You win, and I’ll kneel and call you Master and let you be the first to get a sample shipment of the blood drinks my pack will be distributing to covens soon.” 
 
    His eyes flashed shock. “The drinks served tonight? How does that work?” 
 
    “We’re not friends, so you don’t get deets, but yes, the drinks served tonight along with a few more to start.” I smirked at him as I saw he was dying to jump on me to learn more.  
 
    He didn’t rush his decision, giving me a nod. “Fine, but if I make you stumble, you suck me while on your knees, and I fuck you for all my people to see, and they get a taste of you.” 
 
    “No, because my blood is a drug. I will bleed into a glass and you can share it with who you want after I leave, and we’re not stupid with that.” 
 
    “The rest?”  
 
    “Yes.” I wanted to throttle him for the triumph I saw in his eyes, completely sure I would lose and I was stupid. “If I make you stumble, I get any of your people here I want plus any friends Rayne might recommend be a good fit for me.” I undid the robe and let him look all he wanted. 
 
    “Yes, fine, fine,” he muttered, giving me a dismissive wave because it would never happen. He jumped to his feet, and the asshole actually waved me to stand like I was his dog he was summoning. I gave him a warning look and didn’t move. “I apologize. I’m eager to enjoy you.” 
 
    Ass. Hole. 
 
    I stood and closed the robe. “Age before beauty, of course.” I held up my finger to hold him off. “And we promise this stays between us. No running our mouths after, as this is for sport, not to embarrass.” 
 
    He agreed and smirked at me, letting out his power. I’d been right, and he’d been hiding it as most would assume he would. But not much. He really didn’t hide much, and I almost laughed in his face. He frowned when I didn’t stumble. 
 
    “Want to try again?” 
 
    He did without answering, and still it didn’t even make me react. He got pissy. “Mine will still be more than yours.” 
 
    “Let’s find out.” I let it out and then turned it up and up and up, my new high better than even before New York because I’d been feeding a lot and taking better care of myself. The guy didn’t just stumble but fell on his ass. 
 
    “There is no way that’s all your power as a fucking shifter,” he hissed. 
 
    I dropped the robe. “No charms or anything. I’m a siren and a Dorcus. Vampires are not inherently more powerful than shifters. We can be born, and they start out stronger.”  
 
    I bent down and picked back up the robe, wanting it on again as it had the charm from Nina to control whatever charge or magical side I’d gotten from draining her ex-husband. For now that was enough, but we all knew that would bite me later. 
 
    Smirking at the guy, I took Rayne’s hand. “Maybe make sure you’re actually more powerful and know as much as you think before sending a spy to seduce the slut wolf who will get you the in to everything you want. I busted him in two seconds, and now he’s mine to punish for as long as I feel he should be.” 
 
    “What about the rest?” he seethed as he got to his feet. 
 
    “Right, on your knees. You’ll be here a few more days, and I’ll check out your people tomorrow after work.” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress,” he hissed as he knelt. He said it again, and I didn’t push it. It didn’t mean as much to me as it did to him, and I wasn’t trying to make an enemy so much as show I wasn’t to be fucked with. 
 
    And then I did it again with Niall’s master, getting an even sweeter deal because he really, really had wanted to fuck me. I didn’t taunt him as much since he was the Santiago Master and had offered to help get any fae in the region to safety, which was a huge score.  
 
    “I would have gladly joined you in bed if you didn’t think women and shifters were beneath you,” I told him as I left, eyeing him over and sighing like it was a shame because he was hot. 
 
    “You might change my mind,” he muttered at a volume he thought I wouldn’t hear. 
 
    I smirked at him over my shoulder. “Maybe there’s hope for you yet then.” I laughed when his eyes went wide, taking my prize and promising to check out his other people later.  
 
    The moment I walked into Noah’s suite, I caught the gun Emilio tossed me and waved for Niall and Rayne to join me. To say they were shocked at the turn of events was an understatement. 
 
    “Kneel.” I waited until they both did, taking off the safety and pressing the barrel against Rayne’s forehead, as he was the more powerful one. “As of now, you are mine. My people are loyal and don’t usurp anyone. They work hard for their achievements and don’t kill for them. If you are disloyal or risk any I love, I will shoot you dead and not flinch. Am I making myself perfectly fucking clear?” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress,” they both answered. 
 
    “Do you have any plans to take over?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Any plans to hurt anyone of our people or Chicago?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Spy in any way or break laws?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “They’re telling the truth,” Carter said. 
 
    “One is more powerful than you,” I reminded him, as that could change the reading. 
 
    “Yes, but not you, so what does your wolf say?” 
 
    “They’re telling the truth,” I answered, flicking on the safety and handing it off to Emilio. “But there might be a play here that could work for us.” I went over to my stuff and picked up my phone, connecting a call and shocked when it was immediately answered, as there was a time difference. “Hey, Apollo. Noah, Carter, and I misbehaved a bit after the event tonight. 
 
    “One of the guys is a council plant, and I don’t know the councilman. We didn’t out him, and we won’t, but that master is all about plans to take our assets, as he knows he can’t hold Chicago that’s so far away, but likes everything under my umbrella and I’m just a wolf who licks my own balls I don’t have so, you know, it’s like that. So, I want to know if we can get in on the loop of that information? 
 
    “I have a whole bunch of other information.” I sighed when he didn’t answer. “It’s not my fault that vamps tend to think they own the shifters in their area or if there’s an alliance, we’re bottom dogs—pun intended there. One situation you should look into. I don’t know if it’s a threat, but I got images of a councilman’s face on a dartboard. For all I know, they just don’t like him, but it felt off.” 
 
    “Which councilman?” a different deep voice than the one I was expecting asked. 
 
    “Yours actually, Councilman Dubois.” 
 
    He chuckled softly. “I think we’re well past such formalities, Seraphine.” 
 
    “Yes, I guess so, Enzo,” I murmured, not sure how I felt talking to him. I hadn’t since I’d last seen him in New York, and it hadn’t been that great of an interaction. Then I flinched. “Is Apollo okay? Why do you have his phone?” 
 
    “He’s fine. Someone was stupid and he handled them. He was injured though and is replenishing in his favorite way.” 
 
    I snickered. “Oh, and his name would be?” 
 
    “Her name I didn’t catch, and she brought friends.” 
 
    There was something to his tone, and I bit back a smile. “Well, he could please them all, so it’s their lucky night. He’s not mine and not someone who should be tied to one woman halfway around the world when neither of us want that. Now if he’s bedding another siren, I might get a bit miffed and demand he visit soon, but that’s about it.” 
 
    “Understood. What did you see when you touched the vampire?” 
 
    “Your face on a dartboard, but it was how I saw it,” I answered with a sigh as I sat on the arm of the chair. “I don’t get much in feelings, but it’s like feelings can influence the image. I’ve gotten stuff in black and white when I know it’s not. This was a feeling of… Red. Like if the room had red lights in it, and I doubt they did. My gut feels like that’s a level of malice, not just you piss people off.” 
 
    “Thank you for being willing to share that.” 
 
    I shrugged even if he couldn’t see it. “You’ve jumped in to protect me, and I’d be a shit ally if I didn’t at least warn you. I could be completely wrong on the feeling, and maybe the fireplace was flickering with an odd glow, so take that part with a grain of salt.” 
 
    “Understood. You spoke quite quickly when I picked up. Are you alright?” 
 
    “Yes, um, wanting to get business out of the way.” I winced when he chuckled again. 
 
    “Oh, and what is his name?” 
 
    “Niall and Rayne, and they’re now mine, but I wanted to float an idea with Apollo on a way to maybe use them and tell him what happened with their previous masters.” 
 
    “Do tell.” 
 
    So I did. There was no harm in sharing, as he wouldn’t run his mouth, and I didn’t want to deny him for something like that, as it was better that the monster liked you. “Could you have Apollo call me when he gets a chance, please?” 
 
    “Are you rushing me off the phone to get to your fun?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “So honest, I do like that about you, but I don’t want to let you go yet.” 
 
    I swallowed loudly. “Oh?” 
 
    “Yes, I much prefer one of them video chat with me so I can watch the fun you plan to have.” 
 
    I didn’t answer right away. “I don’t mind that, but I feel that a bit teasing like you might want to come visit then or I’m encouraging attentions I’m not trying to.” 
 
    It was his turn to be quiet a few beats. “Consider it a balm on a need that you aren’t encouraging, and I understand that, but is still there. A light snack to tide one over until maybe their attention is pulled elsewhere.” 
 
    “Alright.” 
 
    “I would like to know what idea you are thinking of floating.” 
 
    “You’ll find out on the video call it seems.” 
 
    “Good. Thank you for indulging me.” 
 
    “As long as we’re clear it’s not an invite or taunting you in a way I don’t ever want to, it’s no different than what you’ve already seen.” 
 
    “Mmm, yes, but in person was so much more desirable.” 
 
    “Have a nice night, Enzo. I’ll pass you to Emilio and he can do whatever.” 
 
    “Enjoy your new men, Sera.” 
 
    I swallowed a shiver and thanked him, handing the phone to Emilio who gave me a look that I was playing with fire. Well, yeah, but what would start if I had denied him? 
 
    I dropped the robe and went over to Niall and Rayne who were sitting on the bed in their tux pants and open shirts, having thrown that on after the pool. I sat on the floor in front of them, their eyes going wide.  
 
    “Do you like me here?” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress,” they both said, their fangs coming out. 
 
    “Do you two know each other?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I moved one hand over my body as I leaned back on my other one. “You both were sent to spy, and spy you will, but for me, not on me. You will spy on each other and make damn sure the other is behaving and not doing bad things in Chicago. Make sense?” I waited until they both nodded. “You do that, you work for the coven and Noah, even help the pack, and I’ll give you each a pass to be my moon mate.” 
 
    “Oh fuck me, yes,” Rayne moaned. “Yes, Mistress.”  
 
    Niall also nodded, but I wasn’t done yet. 
 
    “Now here’s the extra credit,” I purred as I moved a hand to each of their legs, leaning in closer so I was on my knees. “You spy for me, and I’ll let you have what your masters wanted.” I smirked when Noah and Carter growled, both knowing what had happened already. “You play the part of disgruntled, powerful vamps who got traded in a deal they didn’t want and use it to get information we want. 
 
    “I want to know who are baddies, who are trying to get intel to hurt Chicago, and whatever else you think I want. You do that and impress me with what you get, and I’ll kneel in front of Goran’s coven of ancients and suck you off before I let you fuck me however you want all night. How’s that for a trade you get a vote in this time?” 
 
    “I accept, Mistress,” Niall whispered, his eyes full of heat and more. 
 
    “I do as well, Mistress,” Rayne echoed. 
 
    “Good, then let’s get to the fun because I want you both to gobble me up again and have fun.” I was on the bed in a flash with Rayne’s face between my legs. Niall helped him, teasing and pleasing me. Then they switched. 
 
    I shoved Niall onto his back when he was done, both of them naked again, and lowered myself on him. I moaned deeply as I rocked my hips. 
 
    “You are so fucking tight,” Niall hissed. 
 
    I leaned over and mashed my mouth to his, feeding and deeply as I rode him. His hands moved to my ass, fingers digging in my skin, as he helped me, completely lost in each other. He grunted several times as I fed, wanting it but also to take him on a ride while seeing for himself how powerful I was.  
 
    Large, rough hands moved over my breasts and pulled me to sit up, Niall’s dick going deeper in me and hitting that perfect spot. I turned and saw Carter before he kissed me. I fed him a chunk of the power, his body shuddering against mine as he pinched my nipples hard and Niall did the same to my clit as they moved me. I came with a scream that Carter swallowed. 
 
    “You’re joining?” I gasped as I slumped against him. 
 
    “Yes,” he hissed, running his fangs along my neck. “I want it clear from the beginning that Noah and Goran are yours, but I’m also your mating candidate, so both can be moon mates, but that’s it. Plus, I want them to see the level of pleasure our mistress deserves.” 
 
    I felt his power trickle over me as he let it out to warn them both. “It’s kinda hot when you’re protective of me and making things clear like that without trying to control me.” 
 
    “No, trying to control you would ruin everything good about you. I will, however, play your body like the best instrument.” 
 
    Did he ever. He showed Niall exactly how to hit the best spots in me and what I liked. He ended up not being able to finish after I kept feeding, all the dry orgasms while I was wrapped around him doing him in. 
 
    “That was the best sex I’ve probably ever had, and I didn’t even come,” he groaned, chuckling as I tightened around him. “Please, please, Mistress, I can’t take any more. My master didn’t allow sex unless it was entertaining to him, so my dry spell was ridiculous.” 
 
    “Plus, he needs to feed. You took a lot,” Carter told me. 
 
    “I was hungry,” I purred, giving him more before eyeing over Rayne. “Want to see if you can outdo Niall?” 
 
    “I know I can,” he growled, grabbing me and bringing me to the other side of the bed once Niall wasn’t inside of me. He laid me on my back and folded my leg between us while I was on the edge of the bed so he was still standing. He slammed in me and used all that speed to completely screw my brains out. 
 
    Just when I would be about to finish, he’d stop, lean over, and kiss me, letting me feed and feed before sinking his fangs in my nipple. He wouldn’t drink, but then he’d kiss down my body and orally please me until I was about to finish. And then he’d start from the top. It was one of the craziest, most insane rides I’d ever been on. Towards the end I was begging him for more and to let me finish. 
 
    When he finally did, I yanked him down and sank my wolf teeth in his neck, letting him know exactly how much I’d enjoyed what he’d done to me. He finished just as hard then, his body twitching as he extended our pleasure.  
 
    “I’ve never had an Alpha bite before,” he groaned when he slumped over me. “That was fucking ridiculous.” He lapped at my nipple until I whimpered. “Did I please my mistress?” 
 
    “I can’t feel my body,” I moaned, letting him see how sated I was. “I think I’m still orgasming, but I’m completely numb.” 
 
    “Your body still shudders around me,” he confirmed. “It’s amazing, like nothing I’ve ever felt before. And all of those dry orgasms were unreal.” 
 
    “Don’t go trying with other sirens. That’s something that will not get you a repeat,” Carter warned. “Swallow down what you need and let someone else have the rest before you stall out.” 
 
    “Demanding fucking ancient,” I grumbled as I did what he said. I waved Emilio over and gave him what was left, forgetting about the call until I saw the phone up close and personal to Rayne’s dick in me. “Don’t be a perv with the video calls or webcam.” 
 
    “No, I just forgot because that was hawt, like I have new goals and levels to shoot for with any woman I’m with.” 
 
    “Learn that hot/cold trick from Bijan. That was a fucking ride and a half as well,” I suggested, the other guys in the room chuckling at how open I was. I shrugged. “Hey, I’m a fan of sharing what’s good instead of the antiquated notion that keeping people ignorant means they won’t have sex because plenty of girls were having sex at my high school even if the public school sex education is lacking.” 
 
    Carter actually cleaned me up instead of allowing Rayne, which made me think he might have worried that vampire had rocked my world more than him. Well, no, Carter made the top twenty as well for sure. 
 
    Wow, realizing I had a top twenty actually made me bite back a smile. For a woman who less than two years ago hadn’t had sex twenty times total, life was looking up. 
 
    Which also made me not want to abuse it or those who cared for me. 
 
    I stretched when I felt recovered mostly and met Noah’s gaze. I rolled over and pushed my ass up. “Is this what you want tonight, Master?” 
 
    “Oh fuck me,” someone groaned. 
 
    “No, the Chicago Master promised to fuck me,” I purred, licking my lips as I let him see my hand teasing between my legs. “If you still want me that is, if I still please you.” 
 
    “Bull, red flag, Sera,” he warned as he stood, adjusting his neck. “You have work tomorrow and had a lot of play. I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    “He made me numb, but I thought you would make me ache,” I pushed as I rolled over and turned so I was facing him as I spread my legs and pushed up onto my elbows. “Show me I’m yours, Master.” 
 
    He snarled as he got undressed again. He stormed over to me, hard and ready. He yanked me to sit up and kissed me with all he had, making me shiver at the intensity of it. “You are mine.” 
 
    “I am. I’m yours.” 
 
    “And I’m yours,” he promised as he flipped me over. He knelt down and ate me out before getting on the bed with me and thrusting in me. “Now I get why Virgil goes apeshit when you call him Alpha.” 
 
    “I hear it’s a thing,” I chuckled, moaning when he slammed in me again. “Thank you, Master.” 
 
    “Shit, fuck, say it again,” he begged as he moved faster.  
 
    So I did. I did it over and over again when I could get enough air in my lungs to talk under the onslaught of his thrusts. They were too hard and too fast, and I loved it because it was Noah and he liked to push limits but wouldn’t ever go overboard. He was the bad boy that was wild and fierce but would always pull it back before I got hurt. 
 
    And I loved that about him, that I could always trust him even when he’d messed up or things had gone wrong. 
 
    I came with a scream, but he didn’t stop, his arms pulling me up and wrapping his arms around me possessively as he kept going. He snarled I was his in several interesting ways, and then we finished together. 
 
    And then I was done and done. 
 
    “All my joints ache, and I can’t move,” I admitted with huge gasps. “Even my boobs ache.” I gave a long groan as he cupped them gently. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Yeah, thank me when I was screaming and got more orgasms, you weirdo,” I said with a purr, snuggling up against him.  
 
    “Love you,” he breathed in my ear. 
 
    “Love you too,” I said back just as quietly. I had once thought I wasn’t in love with Noah the way I was with Hagan and Reagan, but now I knew differently. I was.  
 
    He was just one of my best friends too. I’d never had both before, and now I did. We may never be lovey dovey in love or super committed in love, but we loved each other, and it was real. It just didn’t fit in a box or everyone’s definition. I was okay with that because like a lot of things in my life, I wouldn’t have traded it for anything in the world. 
 
    “You be boss and handle the crazies. I gotta pass out now.” 
 
    “Yeah, we got you and everyone, I promise.” 
 
    “I know,” I mumbled, my eyes closing on their own. “I snagged two powerful ancient vamps to help keep us safe. You figure out what to do with them. It’s a partnership like that.” 
 
    “Does he submit to you as you just did?” someone asked. 
 
    “Several times,” I purred. “I restrain him and do everything to him.” 
 
    “Yeah, let’s do that soon,” Noah chuckled. 
 
    “Um, I don’t think you really wanted Councilman Dubois to know that,” Emilio worried, letting us know who had asked and he was still on the line. 
 
    Noah just shrugged. “I’m not embarrassed with it. Being powerful doesn’t mean you have to limit what you can explore or even enjoy. It means you should be confident enough not to let people push you to think otherwise. A beautiful and immensely intelligent woman taught me that.” 
 
    I smiled as I fell asleep. Yeah, that was me. Glad I could do something right now and again. 
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