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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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    Two questions have been on everyone’s mind since Division Chief Seraphine Thomas went missing on her way home from NYC: 
 
    Who abducted her? 
 
    How do we get her back? 
 
    The answer to the first is layered, the repercussions of it no one can fully foresee. The second answer is probably a given considering how kickass Sera is. Though she can’t do it alone and the one who comes to help wasn’t who most would think. 
 
    Especially because it’s not a simple rescue. At. All. 
 
    Months have passed when she returns home, and only her training with the FBI and going undercover saves her from too much crashing down on her at once. Oh yeah, and she’s still dying. They don’t know how she’s still alive when her own body was eating itself to survive. 
 
    The road to recovery will be difficult, but she has help, and she does the best she can, especially when betrayal hits her hard from a place she hoped it wouldn’t.  
 
    Thankfully all that work she put into building a solid foundation for herself pays off because the paranormals of Chicago will need to pull together or everything they built could be lost. 
 
      
 
    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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    I came around to weird sounds, wet sounds and grunting, but was back out before I could figure what it was.  
 
    “Fuck! Why are you not getting pregnant?” a deep voice growled, bringing me to the surface again. There was some banging which helped and worried me since I was still half out of it. 
 
    And couldn’t move. Everything hurt, and my body was heavy, but I felt like I was restrained for some reason. The voice was muttering, and it wasn’t familiar. 
 
    Had I been taken? 
 
    He mentioned not being pregnant again, and I swallowed down the horror as I put two and three together and came up with someone trying to get me pregnant while I was unconscious. I could vomit over that later, but right then I had to get out of there. 
 
    But I needed more information first. I tried to get my head clear, but it was too foggy, and soon this guy would realize I was coming around. He wasn’t a vampire, shifter, or fairy if he hadn’t yet because my heart seemed to be echoing in my head and I was on the verge of panicking. 
 
    “Do you want a baby, Bri?” I muttered, reaching deep for all my acting talent to save me now. “You know the rule on that.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” he demanded, mumbling he’d have to up my dose. 
 
    Which was bad since I was too weak. I needed to fix that. I made kissy noises. “You forgot? Give me a kiss and I’ll tell you.” 
 
    “Just tell me,” he snapped. 
 
    “Bri? You’re not Brian. He always kisses me. Where’s Brian?” I whimpered, sounding more out of it than I was, but trying for information and to trap him. 
 
    “I’m here, sweetie,” he assured me, actually sounding like Brian. 
 
    Witch. He was a warlock. Shit. 
 
    “Brian kisses me,” I argued, making my voice like I was falling back to sleep. 
 
    Rough lips quickly brushed mine. So he knew I could feed that way. He knew I was a siren. 
 
    I pushed the panic and other bubbling feelings down, focused on nothing else except getting more information. “That’s not a kiss. Is my morning breath that bad?” 
 
    “No, you’re perfect,” he lied, kissing me again. “Tell me the secret.” 
 
    “You want to have a baby? I thought we weren’t ready?” 
 
    “We are,” he pushed. “Let’s have a baby, sweetie.” 
 
    His voice almost fooled me, but Brian never called me “sweetie.” It used to be “baby” now and again until he’d heard Jason call me that, and now he only ever called me “babe” when he was being affectionate. 
 
    “I’ve got a migraine,” I muttered, not lying that my head killed me. “My eyes hurt.” 
 
    “I’ll get you something in a minute and some nummy food. You promised to tell me the secret.” He got more into character, running his hand over my hair. It brought back more senses almost as I realized I felt gross, used, but I pushed that down, trying to rouse my wolf enough to help. 
 
    But she wasn’t waking. We were dying. We were so weak we were dying, and even my siren wasn’t responding.  
 
    No, no way, not like this. No way I’m dying here after some baby factory crazy nabs me! “I have to want to. Sirens have to want to get pregnant when they agree with their wolf.” 
 
    “I’d forgotten about that,” he grumbled. 
 
    Yeah, he wasn’t Brian because it was total bullshit. “Are we gonna have a little boy with your eyes?” 
 
    “No, a little girl who’s strong like you,” he murmured, getting he had to play the part. 
 
    And confirming this was all about power. A siren girl would be more powerful even before she shifted. But why did a warlock want one? My brain was coming up with nothing, and I missed what he said because he shook me. “Sorry, tired. I love you, Bri.” 
 
    “I love you too, sweetie. Make a baby with me.” 
 
    “Kisses,” I giggled as I felt my wolf finally stir. I begged her to give me the strength we needed now. He sighed and kissed me, but I kept teasing him for more as I felt why I couldn’t move. My wrists and ankles were bolted down somehow.  
 
    It took me a few minutes to coax him into believing I wasn’t going to trap him or feed from him… But of course I did. I got him to move closer and in a flash shifted my hand to my third form claw which broke the metal cuff. 
 
    And my wrist. I fought through the pain and dug my claws into his back, holding him to me as I gulped down his energy. He struggled as I felt my siren stir. 
 
    Help me. Help me now or we’re dead. I begged her to help me and our wolf, and she snapped out of it, jumping in to feed. She started to get too full, but I pushed her. We needed to kill him. I had the mental image of her giving me a shocked look that I went there, but if we didn’t kill him, he would turn up whatever he was giving me and we were dead.  
 
    She nodded as my wolf struggled to keep strength enough for the claw and the way he fought. A few more moments and he stopped, slumping against me as he died. I had enough strength to open my eyes at least, wincing at how the light hurt. It looked like a clinic almost. No, the corner of somewhere set up like a clinic. 
 
    That was all I could see before I realized his body was sliding off of me. 
 
    No, no, not yet. Hold him. We are not dying here! 
 
    Phone. I needed his phone. I yanked him up higher, crying in pain at how bad that hurt when my wrist wasn’t healing and my throat ached. I’d pushed that pain aside while acting, but now I couldn’t ignore it as more of my senses and feeling returned.  
 
    And I was going to pass out from the pain soon. My siren was about to stall out from taking that much energy because he’d been powerful. 
 
    We are not dying here! I screamed it in my head and snapped them both back to focus. I felt a lump against me, wanting to sob when I realized his phone was in his shirt pocket. I used my claw to flip him, swallowing down the agony it made me feel, and reached into his pocket. 
 
    Only to find a notepad. I screamed, and tears filled my eyes. I was going to die here. My body was shutting down, and I’d taken that one chance to break the restraint, and now there was nothing left in me. I had flashes of all the people I would never get to see again, say goodbye to. 
 
    No, this is not how we die, my siren argued, flooding me with energy to snap me out of it and help heal me enough to feel more, sense what was going on around me.  
 
    Like the phone on my hip that had fallen out of his pocket when I’d flipped him. Fuck yeah. I grabbed it and shoved him off of me, relieved when he fell to the floor with the thump only a dead body could make.  
 
    Someone was smiling down on me when there was no code to unlock the phone. It was a cheap burner, but it had a full fucking battery, so that was all I needed. I managed to dial 911, but it never connected. 
 
    Not in the US. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I wracked my mush brain. What emergency numbers did I call on undercover cases? 
 
    I hit 119, thinking of Japan and being a host there.  
 
    No go. 
 
    Most of the Middle East and several other countries were 999. 
 
    No go. 
 
    Tears filled my eyes as I tried 112, which was most of Europe. I had no idea after that, and my energy was waning. 
 
    “Emergency services, do you need assistance?” a voice asked me in German.  
 
    I hung up. Germany. I was in Germany. I could call home then.  
 
    Except I couldn’t remember the country codes for the US, and I wasn’t sure if the phone would work for that. 
 
    But I did know someone’s number where I regularly had to put in the code that popped into my head. I just prayed he answered. I hurried to dial Apollo’s cell, despair filling me when I got his voicemail. 
 
    “Apollo, it’s me, Sera. Fuck, please get this. Please come for me. I’m in Germany. I’m still strapped to a table. A warlock took me. He was trying to get me pregnant. Please, get this. I’m fading, and I don’t think I’ll wake back up. I don’t have contacts in Germany anymore.” I put the message as a priority and typed in the number to text him. 
 
    It’s Sera. 
 
    Please it’s Sera, Apollo.  
 
    Trace this number. 
 
    Come get me.  
 
    I don’t want to die here. 
 
    I sent several more, not getting the spelling most of the time as my wrist and hand were now numb from the pain and breaks. I felt myself fading faster and realized I had no other chance but to risk the locals. I didn’t know if Apollo would even get it. 
 
    Knowing my luck, I was getting one number wrong or something. I doubted it, but my brain was such mush I couldn’t be sure. 
 
    “Emergency services, do you need assistance?” someone asked me when I called back 112. 
 
    “My name is Seraphine Thomas, division chief of the United States FBI. I have been abducted. I do not know my location, but I beg for help and my people be called. He’s drugged me, and I can’t get free. Please help me.” 
 
    “Chief Thomas, stay calm,” the woman said gently. “We will trace the call and send help. We can contact your people.” 
 
    “Fading, I’m fading,” I mumbled as the darkness swallowed me. I quickly put the phone on my stomach so it didn’t slide out of my hand or off of me, needing that call to be connected to save me. 
 
    God or whoever is listening, please let them save me. 
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    When I came around I was restrained… Again. Not still, as both hands were locked up. 
 
    Mother. 
 
    Fucker. 
 
    “No, let me go,” I screamed, struggling with the force of a wounded kitten as the lights and sounds assaulted me. 
 
    “Chief Thomas, you’re safe,” someone yelled over me in German. “You’re at the hospital. Please calm down. We restrained you for our safety.” 
 
    I started to settle, but my wolf whimpered. No, they were lying. Something about that wasn’t right. 
 
    “Hurry up. The sedatives aren’t doing enough and we’re running out,” a voice I knew ordered quietly in English. He was blurry, but I knew that voice.  
 
    And then I really panicked when I put it together. That was the former director of the CIA, and he was not my friend.  
 
    And then more panic came when I heard someone use the word “harvest” in German. 
 
    And then I panicked even more when I realized there were cold instruments on my girly parts. Why the fuck were my feet bolted down in stirrups?  
 
    Again. 
 
    I screamed as I struggled, putting all I had into getting free. It worked because I broke the restraints, along with my wrists and ankles, but something else happened. Some sort of electricity came out of me, and even with my blurry vision I saw the people in the room go down like I tased them.  
 
    That was new. 
 
    I rolled off the exam table and landed to the floor with a thump and heard several things break, wondering how bad of shape I was in that my bones just snapped like twigs. I managed to scoot away and into the corner so no one could get behind me, checking out the room and seeing the surveillance camera in the corner. So people were watching and would come.  
 
    Someone groaned, and I locked eyes with the former CIA director as he lifted his head.  
 
    He growled as he pushed up. “What was that? Since when do you have that power on top of the others?” 
 
    “Fuck you,” I whispered, not able to force out more than that. “How?” 
 
    He smirked at me. “I’ve got friends all over. Here I’m in Germany handling some private matters before I lose the pull you took from me, and the local office gets a call that you’re here asking for assistance.” His grin grew as his eyes danced with glee. “So I came to assist and get what the government wants more than me out.” 
 
    It hurt to swallow, but I did it anyways out of instinct. Me. There were a lot of people with pull that wanted me as a lab rat or to figure out everything about what I could do.  
 
    They were harvesting me while I was still alive. That was why I was so much weaker after my siren had fed. She had no juice to process it because I felt like I was several liters down.  
 
    I wasn’t sure what I would have said, but there was a loud explosion and the floor under us shook. I sent up a silent prayer that they’d been stupid and left a trail, forcing myself to smile at the director when he gave me a surprised look. “That wasn’t the only call I made.” 
 
    “You’re still dead, and we got enough of what we needed.” He pushed to his feet and glanced at the door, but his anger won over being smart and he came towards me.  
 
    I blinked, and Apollo was suddenly there, snapping the director’s neck and stomping on the head of someone else I’d knocked out. Tears filled my eyes as I met his gaze. “They were harvesting me. He said they got the samples.” 
 
    “Yes, and a variety,” he muttered, looking up at my head instead of my eyes. 
 
    I reached up, and horror filled me when I found no hair. They’d taken all of my hair along with blood and whatever else they’d been trying for giving me an exam down south. It was the straw that broke the camel’s back though as I screamed, clutching my now hairless head. I screamed and screamed, even as he came over and hugged me.  
 
    “You’re safe now, Seraphine. It will grow back, but we finally found you,” he rasped, hugging me tighter. 
 
    Finally? How long had I been gone? 
 
    My brain unplugged, the stress and emotions and everything overwhelming me, and I was just out like when my clairvoyant side got overwhelmed. It was probably for the best as I’d been too hysterical to be of any use.  
 
    But what was I going to wake up to next? If I was strapped down again, I was just seriously going to lose my shit.  
 
    I gasped as I felt my seat jolt. I blinked around and locked eyes with Apollo, not restrained, but I had a seatbelt on. 
 
    “We brought you right home,” he explained immediately. “We destroyed everything and flew out to bring you home. You’ve been asleep this whole time. You need medical attention and badly.” 
 
    “Okay,” I whispered as the plane finished slowing down. “Thanks for coming.” 
 
    “I’m sorry we didn’t get there first,” he murmured as he undid his belt and came over to me. “And I do not know the best way to tell you all of this or help you.” 
 
    “Just give me a bit,” I muttered, my brain not firing right and on sensory overload. “Everything hurts.” 
 
    “Yes, you’re in bad shape,” he admitted before taking off my belt. The plane stopped, and he gently lifted me. “I maybe didn’t help by getting you out of there before medical aid, but the situation was troubling.” 
 
    “Thanks for coming,” I repeated, knowing it was a shit storm and not holding him to that fallout. I bit my lip to keep quiet at how much pain I was in as he managed to get me out of the door and onto the stairs. I flinched at the hot air outside, but there were sunglasses on my face so that helped. I saw a group standing there and gasped when I found Brian. “He looks ten years older.” 
 
    “You were not gone that long,” he told me, answering my unasked question. “But yes, he has aged drastically from stress.” 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    “Almost four months.”  
 
    Well, that was better than ten years, but damn, that would take a bit to process.  
 
    “The ambulance is waiting,” Brian told Apollo, hurrying over to meet us. I flinched at hearing his voice, knowing it was really him this time but hating that whoever had taken me had sounded like him. “It’s really you. Fuck, Sera.” 
 
    “You too,” I muttered, seriously worried as I took in the gray hair at his temples and huge bags under his eyes. “I’m okay, Bri.” 
 
    “You’re not,” Apollo worried, hurrying me over to the ambulance. “You’re still deteriorating.” He got me on the cot but let Brian climb in with me. 
 
    “Thanks for coming,” I told him before the door was closed in his face.  
 
    “Always, Seraphine,” he muttered, knowing I would still hear him. 
 
    Brian gently took my hand even as people started fussing over me and the ambulance pulled away. He kissed my skin, tears filling his eyes when I winced in pain. Yes, even that hurt. “Don’t you dare leave me. All we’ve done is search, and you cannot leave me now that we found you.” 
 
    “Not going anywhere but I’m tired,” I admitted. 
 
    “You can sleep, Chief Thomas,” one of the EMTs told me. “We’re going to pump you full of everything you need and flush out the bad. We’ll fix you up.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I mumbled as I passed out again.  
 
    “How bad?” Brain asked someone, bringing me back around. 
 
    “I honestly don’t know how she’s alive,” a voice I knew answered. It took me a second, but then I realized it was Simone’s panther who was a doctor at the paranormal hospital. He’d helped the boys and was amazing when it came to knowledge about paranormals and what we needed. “Every muscle in her body is almost nonexistent. What they were giving her was not meant to be used long term. 
 
    “It ate through muscle cells, and the reaction to that threw a ton of toxins in her body. One kidney fully shut down, and there’s so much of everything bad in her body that it’s a fucking miracle she’s alive. We need to cleanse her blood—which they took too much of—and keep doing it until we at least get all the shit out. She’s too weak and hurt to even heal, and if she can make it through this part, it’s—I honestly have no idea how she will.” 
 
    “You’re saying she’s still dying?” Dain asked, his voice cracking. 
 
    “Yes, the potions and drugs they pumped into her are in every cell of her. We start cleansing it out, and it could shock her system and kill her. I want to be clear on that. This could kill her.” 
 
    “Do it,” I told him firmly. The group turned and gave me a range of looks, but I was focused on the doc. “Do what you think is best. Would feeding from one of the sirens help?” 
 
    “No, because that would jump start your body,” he answered as he came over to me. “We’re going to try and keep your body quiet and in shock still while we try and get as much bad out, and then we can try to heal you and get you energy.” He gave me a worried look. “If you survive this, it is a long road you’re looking at, not like normal rapid healing. You’re—I’ve never seen a shifter in this bad of shape.” 
 
    “Got it. Do it.” I gave the slightest shake of my head when he opened his mouth, knowing what he was going to say. “No, do it now. Don’t let me talk to everyone and see I’m talking and then I die. Do it and I can talk to them when we know I’ll really make it.” 
 
    “Okay then. We’re going to drop your body temperature to do it and basically filter your blood, sort of performing heart surgery where we bypass your heart so it doesn’t all flow right there.” 
 
    “Got it. Do your thing.” I glanced over and saw Dain and Brian. “I am not dying like this. Not after what I fought to get out of. No fucking way.” 
 
    “Damn right you’re not, babe,” Brian whispered, tears running down his cheeks. “You keep fighting and come back to me.” 
 
    “I promised I would. I promised all of you.” I fell asleep again, and I either felt what they were doing to me or I dreamed of severe pain and my mind made it seem real.  
 
    Honestly, I didn’t want to know which was right but prayed the pain would just stop. It felt like forever so I had to guess that whatever they were doing to me took a while.  
 
    The next time I woke I thought I was hallucinating as Alena sat in a chair next to me and it looked like we were hooked up to each other. She smiled at me and told me the doctor was a genius and figured blood from the same bloodline instead of blood type was more helpful. 
 
    Okay, that might have been real, but I was back out, and the next time I came around she wasn’t there.  
 
    “You’re doing better and almost out of the woods,” Reagan told me gently, Hagan standing next to him, both crying. “Keep fighting. You’re almost there, and then we’ll get you back, I promise.” 
 
    “I love you both,” I mumbled as I slipped back into darkness.  
 
    Tommy was sitting on my bed when I woke next, playing with his phone. He set it down and gave me a bright smile when he saw I was awake. “Brian said not to give you my normal update because it’s too much. Anything you want to know?” 
 
    “How bad has it been?” 
 
    He swallowed loudly, understanding what I meant. “Bad. We fell apart without you. Reagan would drink and sob most nights. Hagan I don’t think slept. Noah’s pissed a lot of people off calling in favors to find anything. We didn’t know what to do but just help them so they could find you.” 
 
    “Good call,” I praised. “Yeah, thanks, that was the right call.” 
 
    He shrugged. “There wasn’t much else we could do. We’re targets so it wasn’t like we could go search the world for you. The twins wanted to, but they had to stay to keep the pack safe.” 
 
    I waved him off when he ramped up to tell me more. “Slow. I need slow on the info. Brian’s right.” 
 
    “Everyone’s worried that you’re so calm,” he admitted, his eyes searching mine. 
 
    It hit me what he was getting at after a moment. “This isn’t the first time I’m coming back to my life after being gone months.” 
 
    He bobbed his head but then shook it. “You weren’t undercover, Sera.” 
 
    “No, but that training might be the only way I don’t totally fall apart,” I muttered, my eyes feeling heavy again. “Am I going to live?” 
 
    “They’re not sure yet, but the doc is amazed you survived.” 
 
    “That’s a start.” 
 
    There were a few more rounds of that and not really knowing what I said or who was around but at least knowing I was waking back up again and feeling the tiniest bit better each time. That had to mean something, right? 
 
    “It’s been four days since you came home,” Brian told me when I woke again, seeming to know I was more alert. 
 
    I studied him closely, seeing the relief in his eyes. “I’m out of the woods?” 
 
    “Yes, barring any complications, you’re going to make it,” he rasped, rubbing his thumb tenderly over my hand. “Tommy said you want to do this like being undercover.” 
 
    I swallowed loudly and gave a nod. “I’m not sure I can handle this otherwise.” 
 
    “You have to, babe,” he choked out, leaning his head down to my shoulder. “Please, I cannot lose you. We lost you, and everything fell apart. I need you back, Sera.” 
 
    “I love you too,” I breathed, sniffling as I felt his tears on my skin. “I’m so sorry, Bri.” 
 
    “I’m sorry we lost you.” 
 
    We softly cried together a bit before we got it under control and had to be the adults. I could tell neither of us wanted to, but we had to be. 
 
    “I need Nina,” I told him. “I need to talk with you, Nina, and those that are mine.” 
 
    He gave a slow nod, kissing my cheek before moving off the hospital bed and heading for the door. I had a few minutes to myself and tried to check that my wolf and siren were doing better, but both seemed to be napping in the corner of my mind, too tired to even sound off. Well, napping was better than dead. 
 
    Nina came in first and gasped, freezing where she stood and almost falling over when Reagan bumped into her. 
 
    I gave a sad chuckle, wiping my hand over my face. “That bad, huh?” I had only meant who was tied to me, bonded, but I couldn’t blame the twins for coming in with Noah, Goran, Dain, Brian, and Nina. 
 
    “Yes, but that’s not why,” she replied as she shook herself and moved closer. “Sera, when were you by my ex-husband? How? He’s long dead.” 
 
    “Oh boy,” I sighed, putting together what she was sensing. “So your ex-husband took me and apparently wasn’t dead, but is now.” 
 
    “Oh boy,” she agreed, slowly sitting down. 
 
    I looked at Dain since he was by the door. He closed it and flipped on the white noise maker someone had put in the room so no one could listen in on me. “I don’t remember any of what happened except when whatever he gave me wore off that last time.” I spent the next couple of minutes telling what I knew and remembered. 
 
    Goran cleared his throat and sat on the cot with me. “Apollo got the message and was able to track number and location. He didn’t get there first, and it was being treated as a crime scene, but no one would tell him where they took you. He got suspicious when people were sharing looks and someone mentioned you being treated as a spy. The former CIA director had been contacted by his German intelligence buddies. 
 
    “What Apollo pieced together was he made a deal that they could take you and share what they found because they want to know what you are and what you can do. Germany isn’t all that paranormal friendly, and we’ve put out the word it’s worse than we thought to warn people. He and his teams followed your trail as now you had one and you were at an off the books site for paranormal testing. 
 
    “They were live harvesting you. He destroyed it all. All the samples, the whole place, and all the people. The council, along with the US government, has started serious shit with the German government for detaining you, but they’re disavowing all of it. The council is also joining up with Greece and your family about this live harvesting and treatment of paranormals.” 
 
    I gave a nod and took a few moments to digest that before focusing on Nina. “I drained him. I sucked his energy and power dry, my siren about fizzling out to do it since I had no other option and we’ve never done that before. But when I fought back when I woke again, I shocked them all. It was like I tased them. Please, please tell me I did not get magic or something.” 
 
    She winced. “I believe you did. I’m feeling his energy around you like it’s yours now.” 
 
    “That’s got to be a mind fuck,” I sighed. “Sorry.” 
 
    “I’m missing a few parts here,” Hagan admitted, glancing between us. “Why did he want Sera pregnant in the first place?” 
 
    Nina’s eyes flashed shock when she saw I’d already figured that one out. “When a witch is pregnant, she’s basically a magical generator to bring forth a magical life. It’s why we helped pump Mrs. Evans with more chi before she gave birth so the baby would have more magical abilities. But if he was still alive, he had to be powerful, and that would make a half powerful baby and the other half a very powerful Dorcus baby.” 
 
    “And he wanted a girl,” I told her. I met Hagan’s confused gaze, not making Nina saying it. “If there’s a miscarriage, that growing magic is absorbed back into the mother. Or I would guess in this instance, the father which was how he has gotten so powerful and lived so long.” 
 
    Nina pushed to her feet, looking shaken to her core. “I will work on a charm to suppress his energy or whatever magical side you now have.” She headed for the door, stopping when her hand was on the knob. “No one can know this, Seraphine. Not that sirens can suck down my kind and come out with magic or that my kind can absorb their children and that magic somehow. None of this.” 
 
    “Agreed. It’s too dangerous a risk to all sides.” 
 
    She gave a swift nod and walked out, closing the door behind her. 
 
    “What do you remember about the day you were taken?” Brian asked after we all sat with that a few minutes. 
 
    Alena burst into the room and looked relieved when she locked gazes with me. “Thank the gods.” 
 
    “You were really here,” I whispered, blinking at her. “I thought I dreamed it.” 
 
    “No, Simone’s panther wisely figured if I used my body as the filter for your blood, it would be the best way. Your grandmother is on a plane to do the same and so I can get back.” She clamped her mouth shut and shot Brian a look. “You have a procedure to acclimate her back to her life, yes?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s like when she’s undercover, but it will be harder as she lost the time, not just has to catch up on a new timeline,” he admitted. 
 
    I bobbed my head, thinking of the couple of days I’d lost when I’d sirened Dain. It was much, much weirder to lose the time instead because you have no feeling of that time. It was still mid-March to me. 
 
    “Not March,” I whispered, looking at Brian. 
 
    He shook his head. “It’s the second week of July. You were gone almost four months.”  
 
    Axel came through the door next, relief filling his eyes when he saw me. “I had to see myself you were really home.” 
 
    “I just asked her what she remembered,” Brian told him, getting us back on track. 
 
    I thought back, rubbing my forehead, tears burning my eyes when I didn’t feel the normal weight of my tons of hair… That they were all staring at the lack of. “I’m sorry I let them take my hair. I know you all loved it.” Shame filled me for some reason, and I curled into myself. 
 
    Dain moved onto the cot with me and cradled me to him. “It will grow back. It was just a piece of you, and we will put the pieces back together. All we care is you’re home safe, my love.” 
 
    “I don’t know I can be put back together this time,” I admitted. I didn’t have the memories of being raped, but now they all knew that was what was happening to me while I was gone, and that would not be easy for anyone to handle. I took a few minutes to let myself fall apart, scared beyond words I was completely broken now. I flinched when the door opened again and Eugene was there along with Carter. 
 
    Alena switched with Dain, muttering she had to leave. She shook her head when I opened my mouth to ask questions. “You do not worry about anything other than getting better. We are fighting what we need to.” 
 
    “Glad to give you something to do,” I muttered, guessing it was about whatever was going on with Germany and the US government. I waited until she nodded to confirm it and focused on Brian’s question, moving my hand back to my head, feeling naked without my hair like it was a visible scar of my pain. Dain whipped off his shirt and then the undershirt, coming over to me and using the undershirt to fashion a do-rag for me. 
 
    “You are just as beautiful as the last time I saw you,” he whispered before kissing my head. 
 
    “Liar,” I chuckled, feeling the truth from all of them. I sighed, sinking against Alena, soaking up her strength and thinking about what I remembered. “I was running late. Traffic was shit, and I realized we forgot to get presents for the boys. We kept saying we were going to, but we didn’t. I was going to grab some from the airport, but the guy at the rental counter said something about the weather.” I frowned. 
 
    “We found video of you walking towards the plane looking at your phone,” Brian told me. “You looked around before hurrying to the plane like you saw something.” 
 
    I nodded, remembering then. “Right, I was checking the weather and this storm the guy said was coming in. I was going to text you something dirty to get the boys gifts.” I frowned. “I felt a chill like someone was watching me. It was odd energy. My wolf didn’t like it. Then I saw Orson down—” 
 
    “Orson was down?” Carter asked, blinking at me like this was news. 
 
    I glanced around and saw they were all confused. “Orson was lying on the floor of the plane by the door. He wasn’t moving.” Fear gripped me, totally having forgotten about that. 
 
    “Orson’s fine,” he promised, rubbing his hand over his head. “He never mentioned waking on the plane floor or anything like that. The warlock must have hit them with something not to remember.” 
 
    “When did you notice I was missing?” 
 
    “An hour and a half after you dropped off the vehicle,” Brian answered. “Orson called me and asked if you got delayed and immediately checked when we told him you had left the office two hours ago.” 
 
    I nodded along as he filled me in on how things had played out those first few hours, wincing when he mentioned Dubois and then swallowing my shock when he said the councilman was a mess and drunk. Wow, so I’d really messed him up with the truth. 
 
    Well, that was still better than living a lie, right? 
 
    “Wait, Jason helped?” I cut in, tripping over that part. 
 
    Carter snorted. “He was how we found out so fast that no US agencies had you. He flat out threatened them with Bijan and telling the leader of Iran with the nukes if everyone didn’t check that no one had you. Bijan backed the play. He was very clear that he and all of Iran would honor the alliance with your family and scorch the ground if any hurt you after you had been so much help.” 
 
    “Wow, I wouldn’t have guessed that one,” I admitted. 
 
    “Jason burned a lot of bridges pushing and pushing more to find out anything he could,” Brian admitted. “We called in every favor, and even Galvin and the president were demanding answers from every dark hole and black site facility.” 
 
    “And the warlock blocked me because I couldn’t feel you or our bond,” Dain told me, filling in something I’d wondered about. 
 
    I nodded to continue, but my stomach rumbled loudly. 
 
    “She hasn’t seen the doctor yet,” Brian told them, shaking his head when Alena gave him an annoyed look. “She asked for something first and—” 
 
    “He can explain later,” I cut in. Axel and Eugene answered to the council, and while Alena needed to be warned of what I did, the council did not need any more reasons to take issue with me. “Did we get the gulls?” 
 
    “Yes, Eugene made sure you kept your promise,” Brian answered. “The rest of us pushed it and the cartel raid aside while searching for you, but he said you’d be pissed if your promises weren’t kept and we let all your hard work fall apart while you were gone.” 
 
    “Smart man,” I praised, giving Eugene a grateful look. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Thank you for fighting to come back,” he whispered, looking away and wiping under his eyes. “I’ll go get the doctor.” 
 
    “We very much like the dire wolf,” Alena told me quietly. She moved her hand over my mouth when I went to object. “We’re not mating you off. Stop. You were just pulled back from death. Mating you is not on the agenda. You are in a worrisome position and weak. I’m saying the dire wolf did a lot, and we implicitly trust him and the tiger and their feelings for you. The others you already know that of, but I wanted to tell you before I had to go.” 
 
    I nodded, sad when she stood and kissed my head again. “Thanks for coming.” 
 
    “Thank you for surviving,” she rasped. “I will be back. Many of us have been rotating to cover you and make sure no one took what was yours while you were gone. We will keep it up until you recover.” 
 
    I heard her loud and clear. I had a lot of people to thank, but also they weren’t being cold, but they couldn’t just drop everything and rush to me when they wanted to. “Go kick some ass.” I let her see how I really felt. “I thought I was saved and woke restrained again, someone speaking German and lying to me that I was saved but they were live harvesting me. They took my hair, my blood, and were trying to take my fucking eggs.” 
 
    She nodded, tears burning in her eyes. “And bone marrow. Apollo found bone marrow and spinal fluid samples they took from you. Yes, we will get several pounds of flesh for this one.” 
 
    “Good.” Hell, I was bummed I wasn’t the one who got to burn it all to the ground. 
 
    She ended up waiting when the doctor came in, the panther looking a bit nervous to be around so many big dogs but relaxed when I smiled at him. “Thanks for being the genius that saved my life.” 
 
    “Thank you very much for fighting so hard because it was made clear and repeatedly I’d be dead if you died while in my care.” 
 
    “You guys,” I groaned, several looking extremely guilty. “Come on. I’m the worse patient ever, but at least I don’t threaten the doctors.” I waved off their apologies. “What’s what? I’m alive but how bad, and what am I supposed to be doing?” 
 
    He nodded, understanding I needed something to grasp onto at the moment and how to get better was where I was starting. “You’re worse than human weak, and everything in you is broken. Not all your bones literally, but you need some splints. Your system’s so down you need to baby every inch of yourself and in every way.” He held up his hand to wave off my questions. “You can wipe your ass. That’s all I’m allowing you to do.” 
 
    “Come again?” I asked after a moment of shock. 
 
    “You do not bathe yourself. You do not walk anywhere. You do not do a fucking thing but go to the bathroom. You are in too fragile of shape, and honestly your bones are so brittle that a rib could crack if you bump something and puncture your lung. You do nothing.” 
 
    “Okay,” I agreed, getting he was laying it all out so I wasn’t a pain. “What’s the plan?” 
 
    “They’re taking you home, and I’m temporarily staying in your building so I’m right there,” he answered. 
 
    I blinked at him a moment before swallowing loudly. “You want me out of the hospital because you’re worried someone might come here to get me and hurt the other patients.” 
 
    “Yes,” he admitted. “We agreed the moment you were awake and with it enough that you don’t need to be looked in on every half an hour, we get you out of here for everyone’s safety. You are too big of a target, and now that people know you’ve been found and it leaked you are in bad shape, we suspect trouble.” He shrugged as I tried to swallow that. “You’re Alpha of six packs and—” 
 
    “Six?” I muttered, quickly counting in my head. Chicago, Milwaukee, Grand Rapids, New York City, and Newark. 
 
    “We haven’t caught her up yet,” Brian told him before looking at me. “Your pack was invaded. Everyone is fine. Not even a scratch, I promise. Axel was acting as Alpha the first full moon you were gone and was smart, having the ancients come for the pack stuff.” 
 
    “Who?” I whispered, rubbing my chest as my heart raced.  
 
    “Sioux Falls, South Dakota,” Axel told me. “Cooper handled the clean up there and—” 
 
    “Wait, stop, please,” I rasped, waving it off. Too much, too fast, and too crazy. He nodded, giving me a wink like he’d handled it which actually made me ease up a bit. “So I’m going home. I’m on bedrest. What else?” 
 
    “I will talk with Dain and Simone who are handling your food, and I’m sorry but for the first few days it will be incredibly bland,” the doctor answered. “I’ll come check on you, but the plan for the next few days is to keep you calm, sleep as much as possible, and small, hourly meals along with a lot of sports drinks and teas to help.” 
 
    I bobbed my head. “Okay, then we have a plan.”  
 
    I only had one request, and I almost burst out into tears when at first Brian objected. He flinched at my strong reaction but then nodded and agreed.  
 
    I asked Alena to feed him energy. I couldn’t take seeing him so beat up, knowing it was because of me. I couldn’t. Not when it was something she could very easily help with. There was only so much I could handle, and that was not something I could deal with. 
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    “You look five years younger than when I first saw you and we got into the ambulance,” I whispered to Brian an hour later when he handed me a bowl of scrambled eggs and rice. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Whatever you need, babe,” he promised, moving his arm around me as he sat on the couch with me.  
 
    “Can you never call me ‘sweetie?’” I cleared my throat as I leaned into him. “It’s what he called me when he used your voice. I’m sorry I made it so he acted like you, but I didn’t know how close he watched me and my brain was all—you’re the only one I’ve really talked kids with and—” 
 
    “You’re too much a babe to ever be a sweetie,” he murmured, kissing my forehead when he felt me getting upset. “I’m so fucking glad you’re back. Don’t ever leave me again.” 
 
    I sighed, knowing I hadn’t run and what he meant, what they all meant when they kept saying that. “I agreed to the protection detail. He just caught me before we figured it all out. I’ll be good, I promise.” I waited until he nodded. “Catch me up on the ending of New York.” 
 
    “We caught the three that slipped the net, and the hits were canceled,” he answered after a moment. “God, it feels like so fucking long ago.” He flinched at whatever my reaction was. “Sorry. I know it was just like yesterday for you.” 
 
    “Yeah, just go slow,” I muttered. “The DA?” 
 
    “In jail. Took a plea deal. There was so much dirt that Madam Fox admitted to that there have been several elected officials who quit or ended up taking plea deals. The non-human New York office was retrained and your first class of trainees graduated. That just happened. Jerome Curtis certified them all, and they’re split between offices shadowing before the next step is decided.” 
 
    “Wow, awesome. Okay, so tell me about that first week.” 
 
    He sighed, probably not wanting to tell me any bad, but I needed to get caught up, and it was well known that the brain could only take so much. Some schools of thought believed a week a day was a good way to catch someone up after deployment or undercover assignments. It was hard not to just skip to the end, but people got overwhelmed then. I had almost four months to catch up on.  
 
    “Once it really sunk in that someone took you and it wasn’t just a mistake or even a prank or side meeting, but we saw the video of you vanishing, Eva immediately got on a plane and they told everyone she was doing it. Virgil was fine when you were coming right back, but when you were MIA he wasn’t enough of a threat. Jason and I worked every government contact and possibility we could. 
 
    “Axel tried to track you while Eugene went right back to the council and spoke with every person who works for them and made sure it wasn’t them. Apollo and even Dubois did the same with their council. Jonik, Laila, and Dain tore through all the fairies. Milo and his guys used all their contacts. No one found a fucking trace of you. Melicent tore through New York and Newark.” 
 
    I nodded, listening as I ate. The moment I finished the bowl I set it down and snuggled up to him. “Thanks. I’m sorry you guys went through that, but for the girl who had no family or no one, to hear you all did that really, really helps.” 
 
    “You’re surprisingly snuggly,” he muttered gently. 
 
    I flinched, understanding what he worried about. “I don’t remember it, Bri. I would prefer that be how it is. I know what he did, but honestly, for all we know he used a damn turkey baster or medical whatever. I would like to think of it that way or not think of it at all since I don’t remember. This will be hard enough.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll let everyone know. We weren’t sure if you really didn’t remember or just told us that to spare us.” 
 
    “I swear I don’t remember. I remember being scared that Orson was unconscious and then not a fucking thing until I woke and tricked him. I don’t want to remember. I want to get caught up and move on. All I wanted after New York was to move on and move forward, keep doing stuff better, and that’s all I still want.” 
 
    “I love you,” he whispered, hugging me gently. “We really did search everywhere for you.” 
 
    “I know you never would have stopped,” I mumbled as I nodded off. Brian would never have let me go, not like that, not when someone took me. I knew that as surely as I knew my own name. 
 
    “Time to eat,” a deep voice said gently.  
 
    I smiled at Reagan as I opened my eyes. “I missed you guys.” 
 
    I didn’t mean to set him off, but tears filled his eyes. “We missed you too. So much.” 
 
    “I’m okay. I will be,” I promised, letting him help me sit up. I gave him a worried look as he handed me a bowl of butter noodles. “Will you be?” 
 
    He winced. “Tommy told you I was drinking and lost it, huh?” 
 
    “Not like that, but he told me what I should worry about given he lives with you three and he doesn’t keep things from me.” 
 
    He sighed, rubbing his hand over his head before moving his arm around me. “If I was human, I would have blown out my liver a few times; yeah, it got bad. Every time I closed my eyes, I had nightmares of where you were and what was being done to you. None of my Marine contacts were coming back with anything. None of the wolf contacts. Every time we came up empty again, I fell deeper into the hole of depression.” 
 
    “Well, I’m back now and you can’t be depressed if you have to take care of me,” I murmured, leaning in and pursing my lips for a kiss. 
 
    “How are you handling this so well?” he wondered before kissing me. He came back for another one. “I love you so fucking much, Sera.” 
 
    “I love you too,” I admitted, my face flushing. “I’m sure I’ll fall apart another forty times. Right now I just hurt and I’m trying to catch up.” 
 
    “You’re in pain now?” he worried. 
 
    I didn’t want to lie when they were taking care of me, nodding. “Everything aches. My body feels too heavy, and I hurt like after a car wreck where my joints hurt from being jarred like that.” 
 
    “The doc said to expect that,” Hagan said as he joined us, sitting at my feet and rubbing my leg gently. “You’re supposed to be wearing ankle and wrist braces from the breaks.” 
 
    I swallowed loudly, nodding. “Right, busting out of restraints. Why am I not wearing them?” 
 
    “Brian was going to give you a bath, but you fell asleep, so we’re going to, and you can’t wear them in there.” 
 
    “A bath sounds great,” I admitted, finishing my food so I could get to that. Hagan carefully lifted me up and gave me a soft kiss. I made kissy noises at him until he gave me a few more and I saw some of the darkness leave his eyes. “Brian filled me in on the first week. Can you guys tell me the second week?” 
 
    “That’s how you get acclimated?” Reagan asked. “When you’re ready one week at a time?” 
 
    “Yeah. Some weeks will take a day or so, but so far most was work stuff and you guys tearing through everywhere to try and find me. What was the next week?” 
 
    “Mostly that,” Reagan admitted as we reached the bathroom and he started the tub for us. 
 
    “Can we use your rose soaps or do we need healing salts?” I asked, frowning when Hagan almost broke down crying.  
 
    “I thought you’d never get to use them again,” he explained, burying his head against my chest. “We failed you. We completely fell apart and almost lost the pack and—” 
 
    “Hey, slow down,” I whispered, kissing his hair as I rubbed his neck. “I would have fallen apart too, okay? I’m not upset, and as long as everyone’s safe, you did not fail at all.” 
 
    He nodded, sitting me on the edge of the tub and helping me get undressed. He hissed, and I looked down to see I was one big bruise. All over my skin. I was one huge bruise. “The doc said… I don’t understand the medical side, but basically anything that touched you or bumped you when you were so weak and depleted was like smacking you with a bat.” 
 
    “Okay then,” I muttered, looking away. It was really disconcerting, and I couldn’t even think of looking at myself bald yet. I wasn’t sure why I was focused on the hair part, but I had thought I was getting rescued and safe, but the rug was pulled out from under me again. “So what happened the second week? Ben’s birthday, right?” 
 
    “He refused to have a party until you came home,” Hagan admitted as he got undressed and brought over the soap roses. “Tommy did the same. So did Brian and Leo.” 
 
    “Wow, Tommy’s sixteen,” I whispered, sitting with that a minute. “We’ll have a big party on the rooftop pool. How’s that?” 
 
    “Sera, none of us were lounging by the pool,” Reagan grumbled as he got underdressed. 
 
    I shrugged, touched they loved me so much but upset they had been hurting for months, if that made any sense. “Life went on while I was gone. I would have been the same, but it hurts to know you all hurt for months.” 
 
    “We have lots of months ahead of us, and that’s all that matters,” Hagan said firmly as Reagan picked me up and sat in the tub with me.  
 
    “Good, okay,” I agreed. I listened as they told me the boys had gone to Greece for spring break. “Why did you really send them?” 
 
    “The council was pushing to name someone as Alpha to keep order,” Reagan admitted after a moment. “It outed the couple who were supporting you to take over more packs not for stability and to help wolves but they hoped to assign Alphas and take your position from theirs on the council so they had the best of both worlds. Haton and several other council members fought to make sure that never happens.” 
 
    “Axel, Eugene, and their teams threatened to quit if they did. Even the elephant you met,” Hagan added. “What was his name?” 
 
    “Ari,” I said at the same time as Reagan. “That was nice of them.” 
 
    “It also had a lot to do with Eva threatening to fucking gut the council,” Reagan chuckled as Hagan got in the tub with us.  
 
    “I’ve hit my limit,” I admitted when he seemed like he was going to tell me more. “Am I supposed to feel this tired?” 
 
    “Yes, and the doc said that’s a good sign,” Hagan promised. “It’s your body slowly coming out of shock and getting back online in a way. He’s going to come hook you to an IV too.” He waited until I nodded. “Can I tell you something good?” 
 
    “Okay,” I agreed after a moment.  
 
    “All the Chicago Alphas banded together and made it clear that you were temporarily gone and would be coming back and if anyone thought to try for the wolves, they would have issues with them too. Simone made sure people knew she got the club and more so perks were taken off the table, if you will.” 
 
    “Good. Vlad?” I sighed when Reagan winced under me. “Okay, that waits. That’s nice the Alphas helped. I’m glad. I’m sorry so much was dumped on you.” 
 
    “We signed up for it, and honestly someone was always stepping in front of us to be temp Alpha and helped.” 
 
    I nodded as I fell asleep again. 
 
    When I woke I was lying against Reagan who had his arm around me protectively. He must have felt me wake because he was staring down at me. I angled my head for a kiss, and he let out a shaky breath before giving me one.  
 
    “I’m glad someone retrieved my ring,” I said when I realized I felt it on my finger. 
 
    He nodded. “Apollo took everything from the first place they went to, and your bag was among the stuff. It was in there. They just came in and took you to that place.” 
 
    I sighed, realizing he was pissed that they hadn’t grabbed my stuff too. “They were dissecting me alive, Reagan. They didn’t care if they got my stuff.” 
 
    “Right, sorry, fuck,” he hissed, hugging me to him. “Sorry. Shit. You are never leaving Chicago again. People do too much shit to you when you do.” 
 
    That was fair, but I’d been through a lot in Chicago too, so that wasn’t really fair. Then again, the idea of walking towards another plane made me feel a bit panicked, so I didn’t think I’d be heading out of town anytime soon. I kissed him again, ducking my head when he pulled away. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Why are you sorry?” he asked. “I just don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    “Oh, sorry.” I wasn’t sure what else to say, but Hagan came in and said it was time for more food, glancing between us. Reagan carried me out to the living room, and I thanked them for giving me the bath, feeling a bit better now that I was really clean.  
 
    Dain was there now and came over when Reagan set me down and handed me a bowl of chicken noodle soup. He leaned in and kissed me. “All of us still want to kiss you, my love. You are not hideous or disfigured where Reagan didn’t want to kiss you. Please believe me.” 
 
    “Sera, that’s not why,” Reagan whispered, sounding destroyed that was what I thought. “You’re one huge bruise and fragile. I didn’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    “Okay, sorry.” I wiped my eyes and focused on my soup. 
 
    “Stop apologizing,” Dain murmured as he moved closer. “Is this okay?” 
 
    I nodded. We hadn’t been in the best spot before New York, but we’d been working on it, and I had wanted to keep working on it when I got home, so that was what I was focusing on. I ate my soup, and then after I set the bowl down I leaned in for a kiss. His eyes flashed shock, but he gently cupped my cheek and kissed me. 
 
    “Why?” he breathed against my lips. 
 
    “Because I thought I was going to die, and all I cared about was I couldn’t see the people I loved or say goodbye.” 
 
    He let out a shaky breath and kissed me again. “You have suffered too much for one so young.” His lips brushed mine before his tongue slid over my lips in a seductive way that reminded me I was a woman, not just a person in pain, which was why he did it. “But you have done so much good for someone so young too. You will survive this and flourish again. It’s what you do.” 
 
    I nodded, hearing him in my heart and praying he was right. I kissed him and gave myself a moment to get lost in it, in him and the strength he had to support me. 
 
    The doc showed up with Noah and the boys. I smiled at them, only having talked to Tommy quickly and only seen Noah for a short bit at the hospital, and he hadn’t even spoken then. 
 
    “How did the food go down?” the doc asked as he took Dain’s seat and checked my vitals. 
 
    “Good. My stomach’s tender and talking, but I wanted to eat,” I answered. “I feel wonky, but I knew I wanted to eat.” 
 
    “Good, that’s a really good sign,” he muttered as he checked my blood pressure. “We’re going to get your system ramped up and then kicking on all cylinders so you can build back the muscle you lost not moving for so long and while having toxins pumped into you. A few days of naps and lots of small, easy meals, and we should be able to take the next step. Just hydrate when you’re awake, and I’ll get the IV in for night.” 
 
    “Thanks for repeating and focusing the plan,” I mumbled, knowing what he was doing so I had something to grasp and hold onto. 
 
    “I like to have the basics repeated for me too,” he said gently as he took off the cuff and took my temperature with an ear thermometer. “I need those first two steps without feeling like the mountain before me is too hard or someone doesn’t have a clue what to do beyond that, so it’s some balancing.” He checked the readout and smiled. “Your temp is coming back up to where it should be as a shifter. Another good sign.” 
 
    “How long should I keep bruising?” 
 
    “I’d say no more, but it will take longer to heal. You’ll be healing human slow and recovering like an elderly human for a while.” He let out a long breath as he stuck me to set up the IV. “Honestly, that’s a bit of an educated guess. I’ve never seen someone survive what you did, so I’m winging it somewhat until you recover a bit more. Note if you see new bruises and I’ll check them.” 
 
    I snorted, apologizing immediately. “I’m one huge bruise. I was thinking how I could note a new one when I’m all black and blue.” 
 
    “Just do your best,” he comforted. He hooked me up and then left after I thanked him again.  
 
    I smiled at the boys. “I can take gentle hugs and kisses.”  
 
    Each one opted for a cheek kiss, but Ben plopped down next to me and pulled up YouTube on the TV. “I made a playlist of all the best songs and videos you missed.” 
 
    I smiled at him as I leaned in and bumped his shoulder. “Of course you did. That’s awesome. I’m sorry I missed your birthday.” I glanced at Tommy and Leo. “Yours too. We’ll do something fun when I’m better. Like paintball with the pack and ancients. We were talking about doing that in the summer, and it’s summer.” 
 
    “Whatever you want, Sera,” Tommy whispered, coming and sitting by my feet and trying to hide when he wiped his eyes. I reached over and ruffled his hair. 
 
    Ben was into music like me and loved to dance too, so it was totally our thing to share when we found a new song or cool video. I saw him relax as we all watched, as if things got back a bit more to normal as he shared what he’d been storing up for me. I got making the playlist was a coping mechanism and a way to keep hope I would come back, but me getting to actually watch it with him was probably the balm on the wound he needed. 
 
    I dozed off after several though, and Dain woke me for one more bowl of food before I headed to bed. I asked Hagan to stop at the bathroom since he was carrying me. He got a bit squirmy as he set me on my feet. 
 
    “The doc said we had to let him know if you poop, so maybe you just want to text him that on your own,” he muttered before darting out of the bathroom and closing the door behind him. 
 
    “If I poop?” I chuckled, shaking my head. Oh boy. Glad I wasn’t the only one who felt like a fish out of water. Sure, they’d helped me when I’d been hurt before, but this was a whole new level. I used the bathroom and washed my hands, smiling at him in the mirror when he came in. “Everyone poops, it’s okay.” 
 
    He burst out laughing, looking lighter and younger even after the stress of this. “I didn’t want to embarrass you, but I forgot to mention it earlier.” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t poop yet, so I’ll text the doc when I do.” I made myself burp when he came to pick me up, and he laughed all over again. 
 
    “Brat. You are a total brat,” he muttered as he nuzzled my neck. “We missed that.” 
 
    “I am a one of a kind pain in the ass.” I waited until I was snuggled between the twins with the boys and Noah was crashing in the spare rooms or the living room. “You got those foundations poured for the new greenhouses, right? That was before I was taken. Did you get the greenhouses up?” 
 
    “Yeah, and they’re doing great,” Reagan promised. “We needed to hire some more people, and the orders coming in are insane.” 
 
    “Then you didn’t fail. You guys have never failed the pack or as Betas.” I kissed each of them and snuggled down to sleep, knowing there was more to get caught up on but wanting to make sure to pace myself so I didn’t break under the weight of it all. 
 
    I had a feeling that was probably going to happen with work, so it was better to do what I could to keep myself sane. If that was possible. 
 
    Which it probably wasn’t. 
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    The next two days all I did was eat, sleep, and heal while getting slowly caught up. All the greenhouses were built and flourishing. We were hiring paranormals from other areas to pick up out of state loads like to Vegas, flower shops we now sold to, or huge orders for weddings. At first I was confused why we were hiring like that, but then Hagan told me that every paranormal in Chicago now had a job. If they wanted one, they had one. 
 
    I burst out crying, to their shock. That had been such a massive burden to me as everyone kept looking to me to help since I had fought to make things safe and the system work as it should. But it had all worked out, and now we were flourishing like the greenhouses, which was amazing. 
 
    I also learned some of the bad. I had known that Sioux Falls had invaded, but a wandering pack had tried as well, and a few of the wolves had gotten hurt when they’d refused to lead them to pack lands during the full moon. They were fine, and everyone made sure to take care of them. Eugene had been acting as Alpha then and had decimated the wandering invaders as a very loud message to not even try to fuck with Chicago. 
 
    Apparently it worked as no one had so much as looked at us funny since then.  
 
    Virgil had had to go back before Easter, as that was a huge income source for his pack with the chocolate factory that was now booming. I almost broke down crying again when Brian admitted they had bought me a shit ton of Easter candy of all kinds that I could enjoy when I got home, as that was my favorite candy. 
 
    Each time someone came to check on me they brought flowers and pretty. I asked about it and found a lot was from others sending well wishes and they were just bringing it up, but Simone also told me the guys had talked about spoiling me like Valentine’s Day the whole time I was gone, planning and plotting what I’d like best or how to make me smile when I got home. 
 
    It healed a lot of the hurt and pain. It helped me keep going. They had missed me so, so much, and as an abandoned girl who’d had no friends, it was so touching and wonderful. 
 
    A week after I’d been rescued, I finally looked in the mirror for real because Dain promised it was okay and time. I wasn’t bald anymore or really a buzz cut like when Apollo had come for me. They had taken clippers and just buzzed me, but a week later and with even an injured shifter metabolism I had more a Michelle Williams type super short pixie cut.  
 
    It wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t a choice I had made so still tears filled my eyes. The hair was thin and fragile, not my normal thick hair, but the doctor promised that would change as I got better. The bruising was better too, no real new ones, and now I was that ugly green of healing bruises but still wearing splints.  
 
    Dain brought me out to the living room after helping me shower, and I had a surprise visitor. I hadn’t even gotten a chance to see Section Chief Chad Monroe who was my boss, but with him was Deputy Director Galvin. Dain sat me down and brought over some food for me. I was being upgraded to normal food like cereal and whatnot but nothing too much yet like acidic juice.  
 
    Besides, I liked the bunny apples Jared kept making for me. Seriously, they were the cutest fucking things, and I fully understood why they made kids giggle. 
 
    “How bad?” I asked them before they could even ask how I was or normal greetings. 
 
    “We need to know what happened,” Galvin told me gently. “People need to hear it from you and on the record now that you’re recovering.” 
 
    I nodded, letting them set up the Skype call, hating that I was going to video conference with the president and whoever from Germany with my super short hair while swimming in my normal clothes because I had next to no muscle mass and was nothing but skin and bones. Even a week after being rescued I looked like one of those poor anorexic women who starve themselves until it looks like movie CGI thin. 
 
    Right as the call started, Alok and Tasar arrived and seemed to be arguing with Dain on something. It hit me why he was the one there. 
 
    “No, I’m not showing you,” I told Dain firmly, cutting through whatever else was being said. 
 
    “Why do you not want to show the fairy if you tell the truth?” the German ambassador asked in a thick accent. He was not a person I would ever be friends with, and was adamantly fighting that the whole thing was a misunderstanding and my trauma made me misread the situation and we owed them because we killed their people. 
 
    “He is my lover,” I snapped. “I am not showing him how bad everything was.” I ignored his response and looked at Dain. “No, I won’t show you. Dain, please, I don’t want you to see that. I want you to see me as getting better, not the worst. I’m already mortified it was Apollo who saw me completely break. Please, not you too.” Tears filled my eyes, not caring Apollo or Alena were seeing this as well since they were on the call along with Haton. 
 
    “Okay, okay, my love,” he whispered, coming over and giving me a gentle kiss. “Whatever you need. Whatever helps.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I kissed him again and sighed in relief when he left the apartment even, glancing at Alok and Tasar. “Thank you. I didn’t know that was part of this.” 
 
    “You tend to just skip to getting it down,” Monroe muttered in defense. 
 
    That was fair. I wanted this part over.  
 
    Except there was more to this. They wanted Galvin to see what I went through as he was human and then this wasn’t some paranormal ploy and attack. I nodded, knowing I’d seen too much into his personal crap so it wasn’t like we hadn’t crossed lines before. 
 
    Alok had tears in his eyes after I showed him. He leaned in and kissed my hair. “You will be okay, child, I promise. We will help you heal.” 
 
    “You just keep taking care of the others because I know you and Tasar had your hands full when they fell apart.” 
 
    “Yes, we did,” Tasar admitted, not one to lie even if most would want them to. He knew I wasn’t like that, and neither was he. We preferred—needed—the truth even if it wasn’t what we wanted to hear. 
 
    “There is no mix up,” Galvin whispered after Tasar showed him, looking horrified. “She heard very clearly someone speak of ‘harvesting’ her. That wasn’t a medical facility open to paranormals, and yet they had metal, bolted down restraints.” 
 
    “We found six pints of her blood they took,” Apollo added. “That’s over half what a normal body has, and given her size, I would say that was not something they expected her to recover from after what they ‘saved’ her from. I don’t know what kind of hospitals you run, but tell me when they do bone marrow tests first off? We saw it. Spinal fluid.” 
 
    “They took all my fucking hair,” I cut in, not wanting to hash this all out. “Were my teeth next? I mean, what’s the list for harvesting someone alive?” 
 
    Alok sat next to me and moved his arm around me gently, comforting me. But also telling me to chill a bit. 
 
    “Look, you guys want to say you didn’t authorize this, it was going on but you didn’t know, hey, I can get that. As long as you denounce it and any paranormals being treated this way, I’m not looking for a war with you guys. But you have to denounce it. You’re a major player on the world stage, and some are thinking it’s like a good idea they’ve overlooked. No, enough. You weren’t backing this, then help make sure no one else does it next.” 
 
    “I agree,” the president said firmly. “We’re not blaming Germany that one of our citizens, a valued and decorated woman who works for our government, was there being tortured and almost killed. That was a private citizen. What took place after never should have happened, and people need to be held accountable and take responsibility.” 
 
    “And she is also a member of our family, and the president of Greece is in agreement with us on this matter,” Alena said firmly. “She has protection with the shifter council, the vampire council, and the queen of the fairies. You leave this matter as something brushed aside as a misunderstanding, which we all know it wasn’t, and the ripples of that decision will not benefit Germany.” 
 
    Arguments broke out, and I started to shake, annoyed with myself for reacting that way but also feeling the guilt compile when the ambassador shot back it was my fault for being so stupid and not better guarded if I was so fucking important. He wasn’t wrong, but it was never the victim’s fault, and if people weren’t such assholes, none of it would be a problem. 
 
    “Did you even wonder why I know German?” I cut in, focused on the ambassador. 
 
    “You are a spy, we know this,” he snapped. “Your CIA director being involved confirms this. He was your director.” 
 
    “No, he wasn’t,” I argued. “I have translated and helped in a few CIA situations when I was with the Navy. The director hated me because I refused to spy. I wouldn’t do it. I knew German because I helped your police as FBI and learned it to go undercover. You asked for help, and they sent me. Does none of that matter now because I’m no longer human? Am I just a fucking animal that you forget I saved some of your people, took a bullet for them?” 
 
    “I don’t know about this,” the president admitted. 
 
    “It was a classified op,” Galvin muttered, giving me a worried look that I was cracking. “I can read you in later, sir, but the ambassador should see if the chancellor will tell him. It was a huge case that saved several children of prominent German officials. She was injured in the line of duty to save them and went through a hellish, deep cover assignment to make it happen.” 
 
    Recognition flashed in the ambassador’s eyes. He knew what we were speaking of. “That was you?” 
 
    “That was me,” I promised. “I still go in and save people. That was what I did in New York. I’ve done it in Japan. Mexico. Several other countries that have asked for our help. I am not some dog that who cares if someone was going to experiment on or take my eggs for some super soldier idea or whatever. I am a person who has helped Germany and her people when they needed it. When I needed it, you handed me over to the monsters. 
 
    “We were helping German SWAT before I went to New York. Should we not do that anymore? Were they spies to get information on us so you can dissect more of us? Here I think we were working well together on getting better to protect all people, but you only mean humans, and they could have just dissected me there. So consider that invitation to join us and other elite groups rescinded.” 
 
    I stood when there was a knock at the door, unable to take the conversation anymore. It was the doc coming to check on me before his shift at the hospital. I sighed, realizing as much as I wanted the approval to start moving again before I got stir crazy, him showing up would now mean he got pulled in. 
 
    Sure enough, Galvin and the president had questions for him. The look on his face that I was just video conferencing the president was priceless. 
 
    “Wait, is she still on hourly meals, as it’s been an hour?” Monroe cut in. 
 
    “Yes, and I want you to start doubling what you’re drinking and with protein shakes,” the doc told me. “The premade kind are fine. We’ve flushed you, and your grandmother is landing today to get another round of that since she was delayed, but now that we’ve worked on getting good sugars in you, we need to start with the protein, which means you also need to start moving.” 
 
    “Easy stuff? Walking?” 
 
    “Yes, only walking, and I’m going to speak with someone on some exercises you need to be doing in your pool. Low impact. Nothing more. Just for the next few days and we’ll reassess.” 
 
    “I’ll be good,” I promised, thrilled at the idea of the next step and moving forward. “Is work stress okay? Cooper and Harris put together a timeline to start getting me caught up.” I held up my hands in surrender when he gave me a suspicious look. “Just want to read up on the treadmill or sitting on my ass by the pool. I swear. I’ll be good. I knew I was dying both times. You performed the miracle of saving me, and I’ll listen.” 
 
    He gave a slow nod. “Pace yourself. Stress is stress on your body. I get not knowing is stressful too, but you’ve come back from assignments and acclimated, that’s different than being the boss who left everyone to handle what she should and being abducted.” 
 
    “I’ll be good,” I repeated, knowing what he was saying as it was much, much harder. 
 
    Which was why I needed to make progress no matter how slow it was. 
 
    I texted who I wanted to go with me while hurrying to eat what was next while they talked to the doc about way more than I was comfortable with and I heard Monroe cut in several times that the ambassador sounded like he was pumping him for more info on paranormals. There was no need for them to know such specifics, and I agreed. I went to change, and they were still on it when I came back out, and I lost my patience. 
 
    “Ambassador, let me be crystal fucking clear so you understand the bottom line here,” I said as I moved back in front of the webcam. “Your people didn’t kill me. They were your people, German intelligence that took me from emergency services. You are not understanding the problem of them harvesting a paranormal because you apparently don’t see us as people. 
 
    “So as you sit here and pump my doctor for more data instead of sounding repentant as to what I went through, understand that if I find out there is any more of this harvesting happening, I will burn it all to the ground.” I smiled at the web cam as power flashed in my eyes. “You get me? I will sneak past your check points and whatever else you have and burn it to the ground and everyone involved if you’re abusing paranormals. Is that in any way unclear?” 
 
    “Yes, Chief Thomas, and I will make sure your threat is clear to the chancellor.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s not a threat, that’s a promise,” I purred as I smirked at him. “A threat is saying I’m sure I can find some rogue anyone to come when you’re being stupid and not guarded as you should and take you out of your country and live harvest you. That’s a threat. If you don’t get on the right side of this, I’m sure there will be a line of people wanting to show you what it’s like to endure that because according to you it would be your fault you let it happen.” 
 
    “You really don’t have the patience for politics,” Alena sighed. 
 
    “Nope, and this is personal where he’s talking about it like it was a dog that was let out of the yard and accidentally caught and euthanized. But it was me. And I didn’t run away or I’m not a fucking dog. So I suggest that attitude at least change and the correct vernacular start being used or you could easily become one of us and then we’ll see whose bitch you are.” I smiled widely. “Because I’m Alpha. I’d remember that.” 
 
    “You’re leaving?” Galvin asked after I said goodbye to everyone. 
 
    “Do you still want me on this call?” I drawled, smiling when several people shook their heads. “Then I’m going to stop enduring this as my doctor said to limit the stress. Oh, and he’s done answering questions. He has lives to save, not get grilled about all of us like we’re test subjects. So I’m going to take the next step to getting better.” I smirked at the ambassador. “Maybe plan a trip back to Germany soon if it’s needed.” 
 
    Apollo burst out laughing as I headed to the door, making a comment that they hadn’t broken me, just seriously pissed me off which was stupid. 
 
    Yeah, it was, and it also made me feel better that he was right. I’d broken, but I wasn’t broken and could be repaired. 
 
    The doc took the chance and hurried to leave. Alok and Tasar seemed conflicted, wanting a seat at the table since Laila wasn’t on the call but I was sneaking out. 
 
    “She’s not even the biggest scare you have, Mr. Ambassador,” Councilwoman Haton warned him. “There are several suitors who are looking for someone to claw up for taking the woman they love.” 
 
    As if on cue, Eugene showed up since I’d invited him to work out. I grabbed my work tablet that someone had charged and slipped my phone in my pocket. I tossed my keys over to Monroe, asking him to leave them at the front desk after he locked up. 
 
    “You’re really just leaving?” he checked, still a bit stumped with Galvin. 
 
    I nodded. “I want my life back, and the doc gave me the next step on how to heal. Much more of this conversation and all I’ll be full of is hate and rage. This is above my paygrade anyways, and I can’t keep calm.”  
 
    “What’s going on in there?” Eugene asked, his eyes flashing shock when he saw who was on the TV for the call. “Wait, is one of them who is trying to ignore what happened to you?” He stormed into the apartment and snarled loudly. “Which one of you is fucking fine with dissecting people? I’d like to have a meeting with you and hear it personally how you’re not denouncing they were cutting her up instead of here with me.” 
 
    “That’s a threat, Ambassador,” Haton chuckled. “And one none I know have survived. He’s centuries old, a rare born dire wolf, and the last of probably one of the deadliest bloodlines ever known. You were saying this wasn’t a big deal?” 
 
    I watched the bully turn to prey, Eugene and I willing to fight in a way the others couldn’t, and the ambassador finally got it. When Eugene’s eyes, mouth, and claws shifted, I thought the man might pass out. 
 
    “Eugene, I’ve been cleared to work out, and I want to get sweaty. You want to yell at him or help me get sweaty?” I called over.  
 
    He glanced at me and changed back before looking at the TV and pointing at the ambassador. “Fix this and protect the people who live there no matter what species, or I will eat you and your family.” 
 
    “Eugene,” Haton sighed, knowing that was over the line. 
 
    “You didn’t see her when she came off the plane,” he snapped. “She was dying, and they did that. She’s mine, and they did that.” He huffed when I cleared my throat. “Fine, I’m hers. Same thing.” He looked over at me with pain in his eyes. “I’m yours, and they almost took you from us who need you. I want justice for that, or I will come for vengeance!” 
 
    “He certainly is hers,” Apollo muttered.  
 
    “We’ve started enough trouble, and I’m getting tired standing instead of walking,” I said to Eugene, agreeing with Apollo and touched the wolf before me felt that way. 
 
    He nodded to Monroe and Galvin, giving one to the webcam and who he should before heading for the door. “Did you eat? You’re still on hourly eating, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, I can do protein shakes now. I can get one and drink it while walking.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ve got a protection detail to come with us.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I pursed my lips at him when we were alone in the hallway. 
 
    He eased down as he leaned over, brushing his lips over mine. “Sorry. You—I’m sorry. I could feel how that conversation hurt you on top of all they did, and I can’t take you hurting anymore.” 
 
    “You are so intense, and honestly, it’s fucking hot,” I admitted, kissing him again.  
 
    As if to prove my point, he slid his arm around me and pulled me closer, cupping my ass with his large hand. “I’m scared to hurt you.” 
 
    “That’s why you haven’t been napping with me or stopping in,” I surmised, smiling at him. “I think you’ve got a soft and fluffy side too since you’ve never pushed me either.” 
 
    “Maybe with you,” he confessed. “I’m so fucking glad you’re safe and getting better, and I barely know you, and that scares me.” 
 
    I actually felt worlds better knowing that because sometimes intense could fizzle out, and I wanted to make sure his feelings were real, not just on the surface. But Alena would know that, and it was probably why she’d told me they approved of him.  
 
    “Well, maybe I should be less scary for you then,” I teased him, glad when he smiled. “Wanna have a very calm date of getting a protein shake and hitting the gym?” 
 
    “I’d love to.” One more kiss and he let me go, taking my hand as we walked to the elevator. 
 
    And that tired me out. I admitted as much and was up in his arms. “I need to workout and get my strength back.” 
 
    “By pacing yourself,” he lectured, shaking his head when I opened my mouth to argue. “I’ve studied medicine and healing, sports medicine it’s now called. It’s helpful for shifters to have someone around who knows this stuff, as our bodies heal from a lot but also take a beating when we shift, especially when new to it. I know what I’m talking about.” 
 
    “I know,” I confessed, giving him a gentle kiss. “Cory told me you helped him and how to deal with the aches the rabbits still had from shifting and trying to shift longer. Thank you for helping my little brothers.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    “You did a lot to help my pack and those I love while I was gone. It meant a lot to me,” I added as he carried me out into the garage, nodding to the ancients who made it clear they were going to be on my detail for a while, as I’d been taken on my way to meet some of them and that upset them. 
 
    “I wanted to help and not let all you worked for fall apart while you were gone.” 
 
    “I know.” I pressed my lips to his ear. “And I plan on showing exactly how grateful I am when I get cleared for naked fun. If you still want me, that is.” 
 
    “I do,” he growled, hearing the insecurity in my voice I hadn’t meant to show. “I still want you, Sera. You’re injured and recovering. You’ll get all your strength and power back.” 
 
    “Will you still carry me around when I want then?” I teased him, wanting the mood lighter. 
 
    “Try and stop me, woman,” he murmured as he kissed along my neck. “This is a great first date.” 
 
    “Great, now I’m nervous,” I grumbled as he set me on my feet by an SUV. “I’ve only had a few first dates.” 
 
    “Me too,” he admitted, shrugging when I shot him a look I wouldn’t buy that. “I’ve had a lot of one night stands or hookups. I’ve had a lot of fixups because I’m a dire wolf and my bloodline. I’ve only had a couple of dates where it wasn’t about that, and you’re the first who hasn’t asked.” 
 
    It was my turn to shrug. “You’ll tell me when I’m ready.” I cleared my throat. “You know I’m infertile, right? I mean, someone must have mentioned it to you once you really became a mating candidate or whatever, right?” 
 
    He nodded. “I don’t know I’ll ever want kids to be the last like I’ve been. It’s hard to live with that. But I also don’t want to be the last. Being Alpha and pregnant is dangerous, and few do it because of that, and you don’t want kids. If I do ever decide one way or the other, I would find a surrogate.” 
 
    I nodded, remembering he had said something about not wanting to have kids with the way things were now for shifters. “Sorry, that’s really not first date talk. I just… People were talking about you being the last and whatever, and I didn’t want to falsely advertise.” 
 
    “I like that you’re blunt,” he told me when I winced at how bad that sounded. He leaned in and gave me another kiss. “Let’s go get that protein shake to put in you before I put what I want in you.” 
 
    Well, that was one way to change the topic and mood. Damn. I was almost vibrating, relieved I could react like that after what I’d been through. 
 
    Which was probably why he did it from the glance he shot me when we pulled out. 
 
    “That is the going rate of payment for saving an Alpha’s pack from being invaded,” I teased him, smirking as I felt his hormones shoot up. “I believe it’s a naked carpet picnic, blow job, and getting to fuck the woman however you want.” 
 
    “Shit, Sera,” he groaned, gripping the steering wheel hard enough I thought it might break off. “I was going to ask to see you in one of the costumes you sell at the club. That wasn’t why I did it, but I heard from your guys that you like to give ‘rewards’ when they spoil you like that day they pampered you after the club opened.” 
 
    “Which one?” I asked, happy to see this side of him. 
 
    “The naughty school girl one,” he mumbled, clearing his throat. “I don’t have a thing with younger girls, but there wasn’t a high school like that when I was younger. I mean, not like now or this century, and when I met you and realized how much younger you were than me, I kept thinking of you wearing one of those uniforms and boys seeing you like that.” 
 
    I covered my face when I flushed red before actually giggling. “I did go to a private high school. I did it in two years, but yeah, I actually still have the uniform. Brian made a joke once when he saw that in my file that he wanted to see it. I couldn’t ever do it. I wasn’t as… I’d never played dress up besides going undercover. It’s in storage at the house.” 
 
    “I’m going to walk into the restaurant sporting wood,” he grumbled, turning at the light.  
 
    I noted the ancients behind us in two vehicles and sighed without meaning to. He noted it, so I decided to take the chance to talk with someone who might understand. “This wasn’t the life I wanted, needing to be protected. I signed up to protect others.” 
 
    “And you will,” he comforted. “I know the feeling.” He nodded when I glanced at him. “It’s not about me, and I don’t want to get into my past, but everyone wanted to put me in bubble wrap or mate me off. You’re young, Sera. You are powerful, but you’re new. It won’t always be like this, and someone got you; that’s when you have to step up everything so no one tries again.” 
 
    I nodded. Right, Alena and Zeno didn’t always travel with guards. I knew that. There were times they needed to, but I was also inexperienced. I hadn’t felt the magic to be wary. “But someone will always be more powerful or able to get me. He knocked out the ancients and made me disappear.” 
 
    “Yeah, which just proves that it’s not only you that needs protecting, but everyone should be more careful and buddy up. And not just us. The world is scary.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I agreed after a moment. I did like feeling safe, and I had a feeling I would need that for a while. 
 
    I didn’t think there was anyone who could pick on me for that, but undoubtedly someone would. 
 
    We stopped at a trendy and popular place that seemed to be popping up all over Chicago. I checked out the menu and ordered, grabbing an extra sports drink too. I winced when Eugene finished ordering.  
 
    “Sorry, I’m out of sorts still,” I muttered. “I didn’t bring my wallet or like—” 
 
    “I got it,” Eugene muttered, seeing I was upset. “And everything was recovered. The councilman found it and Dain, Brian, and your team was checking your accounts to make sure no one was using your cards or hoping they would to track you.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks,” I whispered, rubbing my hand over my short hair and wanting to cry as it wasn’t my normal mane. Wow, my emotions were totally swinging wildly and faster than “normal” since I’d become a wolf. Which was saying not normal at all, but I had been trying hard to adjust to that instead of pushing it all down. 
 
    “So you like peanut butter, chocolate, and banana?” he asked while we waited, moving closer and rubbing his hand over my arm in a comforting gesture that helped.  
 
    “Doesn’t everyone? Is there some crazy person who wouldn’t like that?” 
 
    He snorted. “No one I know. Marshmallow would make it perfect, but that’s not healthy at all.” 
 
    “I do like marshmallow too.” I was just starting to calm down when I saw the ancients and sighed. “Sorry, do you guys want something too? I’m sorry, what were you guys doing today?” 
 
    Nikos gave me a soft smile. “Sera, you’re not making us go to the dentist or something. Yeah, we can grab a treat and hit the gym too. Nowhere you go is a chore to go to. I’ve never seen you shop.” 
 
    “If you do, can we buy lingerie?” one of the others joked, giving me a wink. 
 
    Well, that helped. Fine, so they didn’t mind. It was still a lot and hard to get used to. And I still had to get back into my life and add the new problems. 
 
    How long until the doctor cleared me to drink?  
 
    Fuck a duck. 
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    “I’m shocked this is the first place you want to go when you just got home,” Eugene admitted as we found parking at the new eco friendly gym the coven now had. 
 
    I shrugged. “It was my idea.” 
 
    He sighed. “And you know Vlad peed all over it and it’s a vampire being nice to humans thing instead of community like you wanted.” 
 
    “Yes, he’s dividing us and it ends,” I said quietly before taking another sip of my protein shake. “This is fucking awesome. Can we just make it a standing rule people pick these up?” 
 
    He leaned over and stole a sip of mine since he didn’t want one before a workout and had just gotten a sports drink. “That is good. Shit, yeah, we’ll get another one after we’re done since you’re supposed to keep eating.” 
 
    “You don’t work out in under an hour,” I argued. 
 
    “No, but you have a nice gym in the building I hit in the morning,” he told me. “The building is swank and totally ridiculous on price.” 
 
    “You should get an apartment then,” I muttered, glad there was an easy lead in to what I’d been wanting to bring up. “You and your team.” I smiled at the front desk when I reached them. “Hi, we’d like—” 
 
    “You’re already a member, Alpha Sera,” the vampire told me with a smile. “Welcome home.” 
 
    “Thanks. Do I sign something?” 
 
    “No, your Betas made sure to come on the grand opening to show support and sign their families up. I just need your thumb print, as that’s how the machines total everyone’s energy output.” 
 
    “Awesome. One of my wolves wants to join as well,” I said as she moved a scanner over to me. I gestured to Eugene before putting my thumb where she told me. 
 
    “It’s our policy that only Chicago residents or paranormals from Chicago groups be allowed membership.” 
 
    Which was one of the reasons I had made this my first stop. That was a shitty rule when Melicent was setting this all up and it had been my idea… And it excluded my coven. Vlad was being a shitty baby while I had been gone, and it ended. 
 
    “I’m telling you he’s my wolf and my coven is here to get membership too, and if there’s a problem with that, Vlad can call me, but I believe we’ve more than made such allowances and niceties for him and his, even visitors of his he’s had as guests.” 
 
    “Of course, Alpha,” she agreed, trying not to smile. She gave Eugene a tablet to fill in the online form and explained what she needed, handing more tablets to my group. She looked down at the desk like she was doing something but glanced at me from under her lashes. “I’m so glad you’re back, Alpha.” 
 
    I gave the slightest wink but didn’t react otherwise since she’d spoken under her breath at a level the cameras probably wouldn’t catch. I could only imagine the shit Vlad would give his vampire if they sided with me. 
 
    Well, at least getting caught doing it. 
 
    Sander was the first to finish, and he was a bit of a troublemaker like I was, coming to stand by me. “Did you want to be tagged or mentioned in the clip I’ll post about how much we were lifting or doing here?” He gave me a knowing smirk. “You’re making it public you’re not hiding or scared and getting back to work and the pack, right?” 
 
    “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean,” I teased him, nodding. “Yeah, do whatever social media fun or whatever. The whole idea was to build a community. Take a picture of how far you run and something for the club if they beat you.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    I was shocked when one of the female vampire trainers came over and went with me into the locker room. I wanted to ask if I was in that bad of shape or what, but she said something before I could. 
 
    “After a trauma, the strangest things trigger you sometimes, and it’s easier if you’re not alone. Plus, you couldn’t fight a fly at the moment, and we need you to get better. Chicago does.” 
 
    I nodded as I quickly used the washroom and grabbed a towel. I thanked her for waiting for me, and she brought me to the treadmills. 
 
    “Can I check the air casts?” Eugene asked gently. He smiled when I sighed. “Please? I know the knee braces, ankle air casts, and wrist braces are a bit much, but so were your injuries and what was done to your bones.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I muttered as he checked them. The place was cool enough to wear yoga pants and a long sleeved shirt even if it was July. I wasn’t ready to show more skin than that given I was bruised and like a stick figure. 
 
    “You’re good. Just go a few minutes and sit. Then go a few more minutes. The goal is to move, not hurt yourself.” 
 
    “Got it,” I promised. He got on the treadmill next to me and started a slow jog as I walked just enough to barely turn the machine on. I scanned my thumb and knew it wasn’t going to be enough power to bother recording as mine, but it was an accurate recording of my progress. 
 
    Once I was to the point of actual progress.  
 
    I started at the beginning of what Cooper and Harris laid out for me, glad once again I could speed read to take a look at actual cases then too as my tablet was hooked up to the FBI everything. I lasted a whole three minutes before I felt like I was trying to breathe with a weight on my chest. I stopped walking and waved everyone to keep going when they looked like they might stop too.  
 
    Rolling over a balance ball, I sat on it and kept reading, letting Eugene tell me a few very simple and basic recovery stretches. Really he wanted me to just remind my muscles to work together and move a tiny bit. I took a ten minute break before getting back on the treadmill for another three minutes.  
 
    Hey, that was six whole minutes more than the day before, and that was what I planned to focus on. 
 
    What I had to focus on. 
 
    I only managed another two minutes before resigning myself to sit my butt on the ball and be glad that I was alive and doing better instead of annoyed I could only walk that long. I’d get back. I’d come back from injuries and wounds before. Granted, this was bigger, but I also was stronger and more than human. 
 
    “Time for you to eat,” Eugene said about fifty minutes into his run. 
 
    I smirked at him. “I drank my protein shake and my sports drink. I thought I’d at least get to watch you lift something the weight of a car and see all this dire wolf strength and maybe some shirtless hotness for inviting you.” 
 
    His shirt was off in a flash, ignoring when a few of the ancients chuckled that he was so willing. He went over to the bench press machine that was resistance but also generated electricity. It was a neat setup, as free weights at the levels most paranormals lifted would be dangerous to have around humans. Or I guess really anyone stupid enough to try and show off in a way they shouldn’t. 
 
    He tucked his shirt into the back of his shorts and laid down. He set the adjustments to what he wanted, and I almost fell over as he easily lifted the weight of way past even what I could when I was in top shape.  
 
    I smiled and went over to him, locking gazes with him when I got close. “So could you do it while I sat on your lap?” 
 
    “Yeah, I would just get hard then, Sera,” he chuckled.  
 
    “That’s hot,” I admitted as he kept going. “I loved in New York when you just went and busted the hinges on the safes.” 
 
    “I noted that. I wouldn’t have thought muscle guys were your thing.” 
 
    I opened my mouth but then closed it, shrugging. “I like fit guys. I’m not into egos, but you weren’t being egotistical about it. You’re not grunting and challenging those around you. You’re confident in what you can do and know you deserve the hype. That’s hot to me.” 
 
    “Hot enough that we can go take a soak in the rooftop hot tub like you should after we eat?” 
 
    I nodded, flushing when he gave me a wolfish grin.  
 
    “Are you going right back to the apartment?” Sander asked, taking note of how tired I was that I couldn’t even hide it. He waited until I nodded. “That place had wraps, and you can order online with another protein shake. Let’s order and we can pick it up while you head straight back.” 
 
    I crooked my finger at him until he leaned down and then kissed his cheek. “Thanks. That would be awesome.” 
 
    “I live to be awesome,” he teased me with a wink. 
 
    I ordered a few wraps since they would keep over the next few hours but left off anything I didn’t think my stomach should have yet, like onions or radishes. I added a few protein shakes because we could just stick them in the freezer like shakes and drink them as they defrosted. Everyone else added their orders as we headed to the exit, and I thanked the attendants, promising to be back tomorrow. 
 
    Which amused them. Yeah, I was starting trouble, but it shouldn’t be trouble, which was why I was doing it. Vlad wasn’t sticking to the plan, and there weren’t people there, just the vampires working. Granted, it was off hours from the before and after work rushes, but still, a brand new gym with free two month membership and still nothing after that if you generated enough power over the month? 
 
    Come on, in a city that everything was too expensive in and at a prime downtown location? Yeah, people should be all over that.  
 
    Sander showed me the tweet he was going to send out with a picture of his readout showing how much energy he’d produced over fifty minutes saying the non-human FBI office was doing their part and tagging the other FBI office asking if they would take the challenge. He also added the club’s twitter, asking if the ladies might want to join us tomorrow, including I was there.  
 
    That was a lot to get done in one tweet. Granted, he just used my first name, but there weren’t that many Sera’s, so most would pick up it was me. At least it would start some intrigue given he did some eco tags I didn’t understand. 
 
    I realized all of them had twitter and were replying back with pictures of what they did. 
 
    “Am I the only one without an account?” 
 
    Sander shrugged. “Apollo doesn’t like any of this kind of stuff. I’m rarely on Twitter, but the moment I was free and able to do what I wanted without worrying I’d get a look I was so uncouth or whatever, yeah, we all signed up. I’m more a YouTube guy. Carter is totally into Instagram and all the food trends. Chicago’s got such an array, and he’s a total foodie.” 
 
    “Glad you guys are settling here.” I smiled. That could have been a disaster, but everyone who had come under me had really seemed to be glad for the change and chance to live as they wanted instead of with the confinements of being under a councilman or such an old world coven. 
 
    I wasn’t surprised when the first thing out of Eugene’s mouth when we were alone was asking about what I’d said before speaking with the front desk. 
 
    “You’re not asking me to like move in, right? Just move my apartment to Chicago,” he muttered as we pulled onto the street. 
 
    “Yeah, not move in with me,” I assured him. My phone beeped, and I read the message from Monroe saying the video conference had just ended and he’d talked with Nikos and added their lunch order to ours. Oh, and they were using the golf simulator the building had. “Well, apparently Deputy Director Galvin still wants to talk to me if they’re hanging out at the building for a while.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I lost my cool with that important call,” he muttered, clearing his throat as he adjusted his neck. 
 
    “I did too,” I forgave. “I don’t do politics well.” 
 
    “I do. Normally. Well, at least better than that. I mean, I’m not a political animal, but I navigate the council pretty well for a team lead.” 
 
    “I’ve heard that, and it was meant as a compliment,” I told him, not wanting him to think that people were just talking behind his back. It also made me think of something else. “What happened with Barry? He still a team lead?” 
 
    “He got probation for a few months, and then he’s been getting shit assignments with a team of newbies. The council was pissed he started so much shit when you were doing so good and Melicent had choice words about him too when they wanted to have someone become as friendly with her as Axel and I are with you.” He cleared his throat again. “But you know that’s not why we like you, right?” 
 
    I nodded. “Alena made that clear. I was a bit worried about you seeing me with rose colored glasses, but any man who takes personal time to cover a pack of wolves as a dire wolf isn’t just seeing what he wants. That’s someone who saw the blood, sweat, and tears I put in to help paranormals and Chicago and wasn’t going to let it fall apart while I was gone, believing I would come home.” 
 
    “Alena also made it clear there wasn’t a chance in fuck that Axel and I are getting named your mate or consorts if we’re still council.” 
 
    “Do you blame her with the way some of them are acting?” 
 
    “No.” He didn’t say anything else, seeming lost in his head. He pulled into the parking garage, and I noted the way he checked it out with more interest like he was realizing he could really live there.  
 
    And that was maybe appealing to someone who had been on the go and traveled for decades, probably longer. 
 
    He came around after we got out and lifted me in his arms. “You’ve walked and moved enough for your first day back. I saw you wince.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I murmured, leaning in and sniffing him, my wolf stirring as we scented him all sweaty and sexy from his workout and showing off for us. I nuzzled his neck and felt the desire to bite him. “Say it again.” 
 
    “I’m yours,” he breathed, knowing exactly what I wanted. “You’re my Alpha, Sera.” 
 
    “I’m going to make you scream that when you’re inside of me,” I promised. “When I submit to you and you show me exactly how strong you are and you want me. You’ll yell to everyone that you’re mine and that my pussy is all you want.” 
 
    “Jesus, Sera,” he hissed, kissing me when we got to the elevator. I pushed the button for the right floor as he set me on my feet and kissed me again. “Fuck, I’m trying to behave here. You can’t say stuff like that.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I whispered, shivering as his hand moved to my ass. “My wolf is upset like I’m not able to keep who we want as ours when I’m so weak. She pops up and goes right back to sleep.” 
 
    “I’ll warn the others because shit, that sounded like an invitation.” 
 
    “It was and I want it,” I admitted, moving my hands over his chest. “But we both know I can’t yet. I didn’t mean to tease like that.” 
 
    “Tease me all you want. I just want to make sure we’re on the same page,” he murmured as he ran his tongue around the shell of my ear. “And yes, I will absolutely yell that and more when I feel you wrapped around me the first time. I will taste you and make you scream you want dire wolf loving in your life always.” 
 
    I looked up into his gorgeous eyes and shivered at the intensity of the promise there. “I hope so.” The elevator door opened, and I slid out from under his arm, wincing when I stepped funny. Instantly I was up in Eugene’s arms. “Thanks.” 
 
    “I’m very committed to your getting better for some reason,” he whispered, and I bit back a smile.  
 
    Yeah, I just bet he was. 
 
    Monroe and Galvin both had their jackets and ties off, sleeves rolled up as Galvin took a swing as we joined them. 
 
    Monroe caught sight of us first. “Haton asked me when you were coming back, if you or Axel had mentioned when you were back on active duty.” 
 
    I snorted. “I just offered him and his team apartments.” I shrugged when both men gave me a curious look. “I warned Haton after working with Axel and his team that she might not want to let any team leads around me because I absolutely would try and steal them.” I smirked at Eugene when he flinched. “The flirting is extra. I meant professionally, and I don’t date men for the FBI.” 
 
    “Glad we made that clear,” he said as he sat me down. “Still not sure why you bring that up after I made an ass of myself.” 
 
    “Because she’s already caught up on the new, bigger budget getting approved for her division,” Galvin replied with a sigh as he grabbed a bottle of water and sat on the arm of a different chair. “First, how are you really? How did your first day doing anything go?” 
 
    “I feel ready to sleep the rest of the day, and I walked three minutes twice and then two minutes the third time,” I drawled. “I believe the doc, it will be a long recovery. Slow and steady until we jump start me. I get it, I was good.” 
 
    He nodded, looking relieved. “So how much do you know?” 
 
    “I looked over the final totals of everything we got from New York and dominoes pushed over and that you submitted a bigger budget proposal with those numbers. I assumed you got it as you don’t back anything that you don’t think will fly.” I shrugged. “The powers that be seemed to let us have a training class after the facility and everything was donated, but after seeing what we really did, they’re willing to get a non-human team at each office.” 
 
    “Yes.” He glanced at Eugene before looking back at me. “And you want him to be on one of these teams for us?” 
 
    “No, I want him here as a trainer helping my office. He’s said more than once that staying in one place has been nice and we need more trainers. We should have more than four to have a paranormal Quantico no matter how awesome they are.” I chuckled when he gave me a skeptical look. “Do you know what it takes to become a team lead of the council?” 
 
    “A fucking lot,” Monroe answered for Galvin. “Like seriously impressive.” He looked at Eugene. “The question is would you even consider it?” 
 
    Eugene gave me a shocked look. “You’re serious. Why?” 
 
    “Because you don’t want to be a councilman. You don’t want the political side, and you could do more good with us than the council.” I waved off what he was going to say. “They were more useful when you guys were hidden. Then I get it. But now you’re like the UN and you can’t go in unless all parties agree and blah, blah, blah. We’ve got more countries asking us for help after what we did in Mexico and the other cartel you took out.” 
 
    “Plus, even if you took Sera out of the equation, you like being a part of what we’re doing and the progress we’re making,” Monroe added. “And you’re seriously not happy that the council keeps pulling shit on a level you’ve not realized until now that you care for a specific Alpha. You and Axel have repeatedly said what she’s built here with others is the future we need for paranormals, not the past the council is stuck in.” 
 
    I didn’t know that part, feeling my face flush at the praise. “That’s nice to hear, but I was thinking that they both said their teams were all ready to become team leaders but none want to step down.” I met Eugene’s gaze. “Take a lateral step and stay here with us. Let your guys build new teams of newbies the council should be bringing in from bad countries or spots. Let them get some new blood and change up and help us on this path. Just think about it.” 
 
    “What path? What have you plotted when you’ve just gotten back?” Galvin asked, cutting in before Eugene could reply. 
 
    I snorted. “I had this plan before I was taken.” I thanked Monroe when he tossed me a bottle of water, a gentle reminder I should be hydrating. “We need to build up the training center like Quantico and maybe push in the next six months for Monroe to become like you for our division. Until then, I wanted those graduating to be put into teams at offices that have no presence but should and we’ve already been to. 
 
    “Cooper goes to Memphis with a team of newbies for a few months and makes absolutely fucking sure there is no problem. We liked that office, and they got along well with Cooper. Harris takes a team to Vegas where we’re still hated, but you have to be a total douche to hate Harris, really you do. Davis takes a team to somewhere smaller that we don’t foresee a problem and makes it more like ‘no worries, we should always have been here.’ 
 
    “And during that we pull several who are more than ready to become SAiCs or work with the ones that got promoted at other offices closer and have them take some more newbies where we know they would be welcome. That way we’ve got more trained SAiCs when the next class graduates, as we can use that budget to get more hired. They answer to their area main office, but we put them in since we’re the hub.” 
 
    “For someone who keeps saying she isn’t political, you absolutely are full of shit,” Galvin mumbled, shaking his head. 
 
    “I’m not. I won’t kiss your ass when I want to smack you. I have spent years undercover checking out organizations that get around us and the law, navigating tight corners just like we do. Just like the Navy did. I navigate like a boss and any obstacle course as long as the goal is to get to the end and do it efficiently and not through cocktail parties and fundraisers, though I’m okay with some of those we’ve done.” I shrugged and took a long drink. 
 
    “Did someone tell you that Queen Laila came and pulled a ton of garbage out of the Chicago River because her friend Princess Seraphine asked her to and she would again when you came home and were still Alpha?” Monroe asked, nodding when I gave him a shocked look. “Several big hitters made it clear that the good will would not be with anyone else who took over for you, including Bijan.” 
 
    “Wow, I better send some thank yous,” I muttered, shocked they’d gone to bat for me like that. Maybe not Laila, she liked me and I liked her, but Bijan barely knew me. I’d helped, but it probably had to do with Jason’s pushing. 
 
    Maybe? 
 
    The guys came with lunch, and it made me think of something else I wanted to address. “How many bridges did you all burn trying to find me?” I smiled when they all winced, even Galvin. “I want a list.” 
 
    “Are you going to make it all better?” Galvin teased me. 
 
    I met his gaze and nodded. “Yeah, you did it for me, and I appreciate it. I didn’t ask for it, but I would have asked to get out of there, so I’ll figure out something. I’ve got a bunch of ancient babysitters that are very good at politics.” 
 
    “Sounds like fun,” Nikos said with a smile before taking a big bite. “It will give us a chance to keep you sitting more as you slowly get caught up because it’s been three days and you’re already about two months caught up. That’s too fast.” 
 
    He wasn’t wrong, but most of everything had been handled, and that made it easier. I was adjusted to it being summer faster than I’d thought even with being taken because I’d been places where it was summer in winter and whatnot. The rest my mind seemed to be filling in as the timeline of when I was gone instead of having to realign the life I’d lived versus what I’d missed. 
 
    Honestly, I had no idea how it worked, but it was working, and as long as I slowed down during my times I wanted to freak out, I thought it was good. Progressive. 
 
    I needed the progress. 
 
    After lunch, Eugene brought me back to my apartment, and he promised the ancients we were staying in… But what was his plan? 
 
    I felt my face flush when he went over to my iPod that was plugged in and put on Usher’s “Burn.” His eyes never left mine as he came back and slid his arms around me. “I believe you owe me a dance.” 
 
    “Is that so?” I teased, smiling at him.  
 
    “Yeah. We can’t go out dancing and have that date yet, so consider this an interest payment for the delay.” He kissed my neck to take the sting out of that, not trying to make me feel bad about that or think of why it was delayed but just wanting to tease me. 
 
    I appreciated that. I moved with him, his thick arms wrapped around me protectively as he leaned in to get more contact with my body. It soothed my worries that I looked horrible and that I’d lose them because I wasn’t pretty to them anymore. They still saw me as me, and the physical would come back with work. Until then I was still desired. 
 
    I turned in his arms, moaning when I felt how hard he was for me; it pressed against my back as he surrounded me. His hands massaged my hips as we moved. 
 
    “What’s dire wolf loving?” I teased him as he kissed my neck. 
 
    He chuckled deeply, and I felt it vibrate against me. “It’s not like tiger sex where it’s like a thing. There aren’t enough of us to have our own thing.” He licked the shell of my ear. “It’s whatever I do to please my Alpha and make her scream in pleasure, and I plan on doing a lot of that. But not yet. Not even right when you’re better. I want that date and marking you, wearing your bite again and tasting you before we get to that.” 
 
    “So it’s full court press time?” I hummed happily when he replied with something very dirty and turned us both on more. “Good thing this place was built with top quality sound proofing materials, huh? It seems I’m going to need them.” 
 
    “Unless I’m buried in you at the pool or any of the common areas. And I am not the only one who has fantasies about doing dirty things at that rooftop pool.” 
 
    “Someone better gag me,” I drawled, smiling when he buried his face against my neck and laughed. Yeah, it was funny, but it wasn’t wrong. 
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    The next few days I worked on the massive project of mending fences that needed it. I approved sending cases of fairy nectar and boxes of chocolate lips from Siren’s Kiss’s line. I received a lot of phone calls and got to give my apologies to the right people for the bulls racing through all the china shops trying to find me. Most seemed to understand and forgave it, playing nice that I was back and so on. 
 
    Awesome. 
 
    I even went so far as to send flowers to admins and the poor people who had to take the messages and harassment for their bosses. 
 
    The twins brought me out to see the finished greenhouses, and I got a chance to talk with some of the gull shifters now that they were better and reunited. They were staying in Laila’s townhouses she’d bought along with seven more fairy families that had been rescued out of bad areas. All seemed thrilled for such a nice, calm, and well paying job. They were healing, and it was good progress for all of us. 
 
    It was also the first time I was back at our house and my room. I smiled when I saw the new puzzles the boys had done and framed. Leo made a comment that they weren’t hung yet because we did that together and they were waiting for me. I also learned the art thief brothers had been off as bunny sitters since I’d been gone mostly and were loving the chance to have an extended stay-cation as apparently they never had. 
 
    Hell, I found them lounging in the shade by my pool and hanging out with the boys and several other older kids from either the fairies or pack. Hey, paranormal day care worked for me. It wasn’t like there was any chance of anyone drowning when they were so fucking fast. And it was a mansion, but we hadn’t put in million dollar vases or anything that was over the top and if a kid broke it we would be upset. 
 
    That was just stupid to do around shifters and young ones even if they turned into bunnies. 
 
    The more I saw and learned the more relieved everyone seemed to be like it meant I was really back. And they hadn’t done something wrong in my eyes while I’d been gone. 
 
    I wasn’t the wolf pack guru. I’d been in one just over a year, a wolf only that long. It made me realize I’d missed my year anniversary, but I wasn’t sure that was something to celebrate. Maybe being Alpha a year? Did I throw a party for that? 
 
    There was so much else on my mind that I’d need to catch up first before plotting more. 
 
    Well, besides what I had planned when the doc cleared me for “easy nocturnal activities.” That was one way to put it, but I appreciated that the doc was a bit embarrassed with my continued care. Normally it wasn’t like this and shifters healed faster, even the weakest ones, but he was thrilled with the progress. 
 
    I was thrilled with the weight gained. It might seem hard to believe I’d gained ten pounds since I’d woken up for real, but we had faster than human metabolisms, and I was completely focused on progress. My hair was a bit longer, and I felt more me. Baby steps. Each day would get better. 
 
    And today I was getting back to having sex and another type of workout. 
 
    I wore a chemise nightie that covered how I was too thin and muscle depleted but still made my boobs look more like they had been instead of the fat loss from there too. I owned the building, so it was easy to get the key to Brian’s apartment, and I set the stage. 
 
    And fell asleep.  
 
    “Sera, wake up, babe,” Brian murmured as he shook me. 
 
    I blinked up at him and glanced around, swallowing a groan as I realized I’d zonked out after setting out the roses and petals. “So that didn’t go to plan.” 
 
    “It was still a very pleasant surprise,” he promised, leaning over and kissing me. He looked younger again now that the stress was easing and I’d made him get energy from another siren. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “The doc cleared me for easy nocturnal activities,” I purred, grabbing his tie, pulling him to move over me, and pushing his suit jacket off. “Want to show me what you think that is?” 
 
    “Yes, fuck yes,” he rasped, kissing me deeply as he cupped my head. Then he stopped and rolled us off the bed so we were on our feet and he was holding me to stand. “Wait, sorry, shit, have you eaten? How long were you sleeping?” 
 
    I glanced at the clock and saw it was over an hour. “We can order in, but yeah, I need to eat.” I bit back a moan when I got images of what he wanted me to eat. “Is that right?” 
 
    He licked his lips, not even trying to play it off. “Yeah, I want it. Just like last time and I got you back for real.” 
 
    I sat on the bed and slid down it so I was trapped between the side of it and his legs as I undid his pants. I didn’t even hesitate as I hurried to take him in my mouth, noting how hard he went instantly when I did.  
 
    “Yeah?” he checked as he moved his hands to my head. He moaned when I hummed in response, moving me as he wanted while I swallowed him and kept humming for the vibrations to set him off. It didn’t take long, and for some reason I was relieved even though I knew Brian wasn’t the type who would ever scratch an itch while I was missing. 
 
    My confidence had taken several hits, and I’d have to work on that. It wasn’t just the physical stuff, but the emotional and breaking down plus the mood swings.  
 
    He bent down and picked me up, tossing me on the bed as he hurried to get undressed fully. I watched every movement, every muscle flex and intense look that let me know he wanted this as much as I did. He smirked at me and moved a hand on the bed, the other sliding in my thong. 
 
    Which he ripped off me. 
 
    “You wear those just because you know I love ripping them off,” he accused. 
 
    “Yes.” I spread my legs to make room for him, but he leaned down and licked me. “Shit, yes, please, Bri.” 
 
    “You wet for me, Sera?” 
 
    “Yes,” I whimpered, and his tongue rewarded me. He didn’t rush, taking his sweet time as he made me orgasm twice and licked and played with me. 
 
    He moved over me, wrapping my leg around him, and kissed me. “You taste better than I remember. You make those same noises, and as much as I want to bury my face in your breasts, I know you’re self-conscious about them. I think you look hot with smaller ones, and if they get bigger when you gain weight, I’ll want to see them just as much as I do now.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I whispered, overwhelmed he was so sweet to say that. Most would ignore it or pretend it wasn’t a thing, but Brian wasn’t like that. He always made a point to take the moment and help me. I let out a shaky breath, undid the tie to the chemise, and pushed up my breasts for him. “They’ve not had any attention in a while and miss it.”  
 
    We both flinched on that one. I had been sexually active, but we didn’t know how or… Honestly, I didn’t want to think about it. 
 
    “Gladly.” He didn’t right away though, moving a pillow under my hips instead and pushing inside me before taking what I offered. “Okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, feels good,” I promised. 
 
    And it only got better. 
 
    Tears filled his eyes as he cupped my breasts and kissed them, kissing me too, and then held onto me. “Thank you for coming home. I needed you so much, Sera.” 
 
    “Me too,” I rasped, burying my face against his neck. “I can’t live without you, Bri.” 
 
    “You won’t ever have to. I’m always here and yours,” he promised. He repeated it as he thrust in me deeper, both of us choking on our emotions. It wasn’t just the abduction but what had happened on New Year’s and the working back to each other. The problems in New York and how I’d been hurt.  
 
    This moment was over six months in the making, and both of us appreciated we’d made it back to each other and where we wanted to be.  
 
    “Deeper, Bri, never leave me,” I begged as I got close. 
 
    “Never, you’re mine,” he growled, picking up the habit after hanging out with so many shifters. “You’ve always been mine, and you will always come back to me because you know this is real. It took years for me to win you, but I did, and now you are mine, Seraphine Thomas.” 
 
    “I’m yours,” I agreed with a gasp as he hit that right spot. “Come in me. Only do it with me.” 
 
    “Only you,” he swore before mashing his mouth to mine. “Fuck, I love being bare inside you. It feels so perfect, you are so perfect.” He brought me with a cry, following me over and holding me tightly while still inside me. “I need you again. I do, Sera.” 
 
    I smiled against his neck. “You do and I’ll be walking funny tomorrow. You’re not little, Bri.” 
 
    “I’ll carry you,” he growled, thinking back to our first time together the same way I was. He pulled out of me and turned us so we were spooning. He pushed back in me and held me to him. “Mine, you are all mine.” 
 
    “I’m here, Bri,” I rasped when I felt him crying. “I’m here. I’ll take security, I swear I’ll be good.” 
 
    “He took you from me,” he broke down, clutching me tightly. “No one can take you from me.” 
 
    “Never,” I promised, pulling away and turning over. I moved my leg over his hips and took him in me, wrapping my arms around him just as he was me. “Never again. I’m yours, and I won’t leave.” 
 
    He searched my eyes before brushing his lips over mine. “One day I want you to be my wife, Sera. I know it. I know we’re not there, but it killed me that I never got to say that. This is real and forever for me. I need you forever.” 
 
    Wow. So wow. I nodded that I heard him and kissed him. I didn’t hate the idea of being his wife, and that floored me. “One day. I’m keeping my name though.” 
 
    He burst out laughing, hugging me so we were completely plastered together as he pumped his hips. “I’ll take your name. Like I give a fuck as long as I have you.” 
 
    It was such a touching statement and totally like Brian that tears burned in my eyes as I begged him to give me more. We finished and didn’t move, laughing when my stomach growled. 
 
    “I’ll wear your work shirt if you stuff my stomach full like you did the rest of me,” I muttered, burying my face against his chest when he groaned, twitching inside of me. “Or you can explain to the doc why I didn’t listen.” 
 
    “You are such a brat,” he growled, nipping my ear. “I swear I’m turning into one of you guys with the biting and growling. I’m going to get fat eating with you all too.” 
 
    “You look like you lost a little weight, so you should join us at the gym,” I said gently. He was fit as ever, but yeah, he’d lost weight along with aging ten years. “Or when I get back to sparring level we can wrestle on the mats.” 
 
    “Yes please,” he chuckled as he moved off of me. He did a double take and realized what I’d said before. “Did you take my work shirts?” 
 
    “You just figured that out?” I chuckled, rubbing my hands over my face when he nodded. “Bri, you are such a goof sometimes.” I smiled at him. “You used to always picture me in your shirts when we were intimate. Yeah, I snagged them thinking you knew I did and would wear them. You always gave me images picturing it.” 
 
    “I hoped you did, but I wasn’t sure.” He reached over and pinched my side. “I lost like five shirts that way.” 
 
    I cleared my throat and rolled over towards the bathroom to clean up. “Sorry, I tossed them after I got infected.” 
 
    “And I was such an asshole,” he muttered, saying it when I didn’t. “I deserved it.” 
 
    I snorted. “I wasn’t apologizing. You totally did.” 
 
    “What do you want to eat?” he asked, changing the topic. 
 
    “Wanna sneak me pizza?” I hoped. 
 
    It was his turn to snort. “If you’re cleared to have sex, I think you can have pizza. Yes, I’ll get your favorites and lots of leftovers.” He came into the bathroom with me, watching as I cleaned up with a proud smirk at the man who’d gotten me dirty. “It’s the least I can do for some gifts sent out in my name. A few people asked if I finally settled down, as a woman sent them for me.” 
 
    I tossed the wash rag in the hamper and came over to him, frowning. “Okay, they might be stupid because I said who I was and you had to tell them who they were looking for.” 
 
    “I’m sure they knew and were pumping me for information if I finally asked you to marry me, as people keep putting it.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “We weren’t dating before I got infected, and it took a while to get back together after. People act like we’ve been dating for years.” 
 
    “I think that’s more how many people know how long I was into you before we ever got together the first time.” 
 
    I nodded, running my fingers over his tight, chiseled abs. “I hear I’m worth the chase.” 
 
    “Every fucking second,” he promised, leaning down and giving me a soft kiss. “And I heard how much you liked knowing I’ve only had sex bareback with you. Is that you or your wolf?” 
 
    “Both,” I confessed, meeting his gorgeous eyes. “You’re a lot of my first times, and I like being yours too.” 
 
    “I want you again,” he admitted, smirking when I shivered. “You should keep that key. Not the one for your building but my apartment spare. You might have more than one on your keychain, but I won’t give it out to anyone else.” 
 
    “If I give you one to my apartment, do you promise to come be a voyeur whenever you want?” I teased, shivering again when heat filled his eyes. “Why you put up with that is beyond me. I’d fucking flatten you and any woman I found you with.” 
 
    “Come check anytime.” He moved his fingers between my legs and pushed two in me, smirking when I gasped. “I don’t want to be inside anyone else unless we play. You give me everything I need.” 
 
    “Everything?” I challenged, raising an eyebrow. “Didn’t you just say you needed me again?” I leaned in and smiled when he instinctively leaned down. “Order dinner, and then maybe you should go bareback in my other hole so you’ve been in all three tonight.” 
 
    “Jesus fucking Christ, babe,” he moaned deeply. “You mind reader.” 
 
    “Yes. I’ll go bend over the couch how you want,” I purred, laughing when he about flew back to his pants to find his phone. He ordered us food and then did everything he wanted to me on his couch while I begged for more, knowing how much that flat did it for him. 
 
    A while later we were sitting eating pizza and I kept squirming, a bit tender from that last time. He smirked at me the whole time he ate. 
 
    “You want me again, admit it.” 
 
    “I would never try to say otherwise,” he chuckled, staring at me in his dress shirt and clearly liking what he saw. “I never thought you’d look pretty with short hair, but you do.” 
 
    “You like it better longer though,” I muttered, knowing he did. I wasn’t trying to be a brat, but I wanted him to know I knew so none of them fibbed about it. 
 
    “Yes, but I don’t dislike this. I think it will be interesting to see you with all different lengths now, as I’ve only known you with it long.” 
 
    I smiled at him, knowing he was trying to tell me it wasn’t as big of a thing as I thought, but it was. They all so, so loved my long, thick hair. “Thanks for helping my office so much while I was gone.” 
 
    He froze for a moment and cleared his throat. “You’ve been reading all the case files?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m that thorough,” I assured him. “I’ve seen your name and approval all over them. Thanks.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Your team had it well in hand. None of them had the experience to feel confident, so most were quick sign offs.” 
 
    “Thanks, Bri.” I smiled as he gave a quick nod, never one to soak up the credit or look for the praise. I finished my food and moved to his lap, pulling down the front of the lounge pants he’d put on.  
 
    “Babe, you can’t go again,” he worried. 
 
    “No, but you can, and I want to smell like you,” I whispered as I stroked him. He smiled, undoing his shirt on me so I was naked to him.  
 
    “You are so fucking beautiful,” he promised, knowing where my head went. “You are. You’ll just be perfect when you’re back to you.” His eyes went wide when I slid off the chair and sucked him again, making sure to have him mark me with his scent when he finished. He bared his neck to me and gave me a hopeful look. I growled as I climbed back on his lap and sucked up a huge mark on him that he could hide under the collar of a shirt. 
 
    “Mine,” I growled as I licked it when I was done. “All mine.” 
 
    “Damn right,” he agreed. He stood with me, carrying me over to his bedroom as I kept licking the mark. He laid me down and gave me a soft kiss. “Sleep. I’m going to put everything away, but just close your eyes. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “Just making sure I get in your bed, huh?” 
 
    “Damn right,” he chuckled. 
 
    I closed my eyes for what felt like a minute, and then he was shaking me awake. 
 
    “I love you too, sweetie. Make a baby with me.” 
 
    I sat up with a gasp, glancing around in fear but only finding Brian asleep next to me. No warlock. No restraints. I was home and safe. 
 
    “Babe?” Brian asked as he sat up too. “You okay?” 
 
    “Nightmare,” I admitted, my heart still racing too fast to fake being okay. “I fell asleep?” 
 
    “Yeah, you were out like a light, and apparently you wore me out too.” He grabbed my face when I just bobbed my head. “Sera, look at me. You’re home. You’re not there. It’s me, and we’re okay now.” 
 
    “Are we?” I whispered, looking at him as tears blurred my vision. “Are we?” 
 
    “Yes.” He kissed me gently and then deeper. “Yes. Stay with me. Don’t leave me again. Please stay with me.” 
 
    I hugged him, realizing why he more than the others kept saying that. He was scared I was going to crack. That this was finally my limit and was too much for me. “I won’t leave. I just need help keeping mood swings grounded.” 
 
    “Whatever you need.” 
 
    “Wanna have sex?” I teased, hating I’d not only woken him up when he needed the rest but upset him. 
 
    “I think you wore me out,” he chuckled. 
 
    “Well, go back to bed then so we can have morning sex,” I sighed, flopping to the bed and taking him with me. 
 
    “I love being able to sleep with you,” he murmured as he snuggled with me, fixing the bedding. He kissed that spot under my ear. “Guaranteed morning wood right here.” 
 
    I burst out laughing, and he started tickling, lecturing me to get my needed rest as he did until I caved and begged him to stop. We finally settled, and I decided to have some fun. “So where did we land on that morning sex?” 
 
    “I’m screwing you in the shower until you scream loud enough to wake the neighbors and they complain to the building owner,” he told me in a serious voice, chuckling when I elbowed him. “Whatever you want, Sera. I just want you and whatever makes you happy.” 
 
    “I can live with that.”  
 
    There were worse things to suffer through. This was my happiness for making it through the bad. 
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    Several days later I was lying out at the rooftop pool, just having finished with my rehab exercises and feeling more like myself. I’d gained some more muscle and weight, my hair was long enough to be getting in my way, and it was thicker now.  
 
    Sort of like my ass, which made me focused on the plan and keeping with progress. And I was mostly caught up now with everything that had happened while I was gone so when I was ready, I could move forward. 
 
    “You are ruining my event,” Vlad accused as he landed on the roof.  
 
    I didn’t even flinch, knowing this was coming. “Oh, you mean the event of my idea that you ran with and changed all around while I was gone?” I pulled down my sunglasses and looked at him, wishing I wasn’t alone. “Not a word or note from you that you’re happy I’m home safe, but instead I find out you took my idea for forming the American Paranormal Alliance and turned it into a vampire network you’re the king of.” 
 
    “So life should halt because the queen was gone?” he sneered, giving me a look of hate.  
 
    “No, I would have been fine if you’d done it like we agreed, but you just went and did it and changed the plan. You agreed to work with Carter. You didn’t.” 
 
    “Everyone was so busy looking for you no one cared about anything else,” he snapped. 
 
    “I know which is why I’m not calling foul on the agreement we drew up, but you’re a rat bastard for doing it the way you did, Vlad. Pulling the vampire only shit at the eco gym idea, which was Melicent’s idea. It was supposed to build a community. All of this was to bring us closer together.” 
 
    His eyes flashed something dark, and I sent that pulse out to let people know I needed them, but I was too weak to do much of anything, which he fully enjoyed. He chuckled at that and ignored my attempt, addressing what I said instead. 
 
    “Yes, well, you do like to get closer with people, don’t you, Seraphine?” He moved closer, looking over my mostly naked body. “A bunch of men loyal and infatuated with you, but then you add a beloved Alpha. Then the rare tiger. That wasn’t enough, and you all on your own go for a councilman. Can’t blame me this time, can you? This was all you.” 
 
    “You sound jealous,” I chuckled, just as pissed now. I had meant that so many high quality men wanted me, but he took it the other way. 
 
    “Is that what I’m missing? Do you really have the magical vagina that changes men? Fuck you and you never do anything wrong to them again? Is that how you turned my vampires against me?” 
 
    “No, that was all you and trying to be a shitty king of Chicago instead of what was best for paranormals. Some might call me queen, but I don’t. I never wanted it.” 
 
    “Yes, but a queen should rule next to a king,” he snarled, suddenly on the day bed with me, groping my breast as he leaned in. “Not as big and supple as they used to be. Did I need to get the pre-used Seraphine to feel the effects?” He smiled widely at me. “How many times did he rape you? You were gone for months. Was it once a day? Twice? How many hundreds of times? Thousands? Do you think it thousands?” 
 
    “How many thousands of times did you whore yourself out to that councilwoman for all you got?” I threw right back, not willing to crack no matter how hard he pushed. “I don’t remember my being used, but you do.” 
 
    “I hope you get all the memories back,” he hissed before fisting my short hair and trying to force me to kiss him. I fought him, but he just laughed because I was still so weak. “Come, give me a taste too. Maybe I won’t care you ruined everything if I get to fuck you too. What’s one more man?” 
 
    “You are such a cliché,” I sneered, thinking that sounded like a line from one villain or another in a 90’s movie. “Get off of me.” 
 
    “No, I helped make you, and now I get to enjoy the perks,” he sneered as he grabbed my suit bottoms and pulled. “If I have to suffer through you being back, I’m enjoying what everyone else gets to.” 
 
    I flinched, getting images from him he was so agitated. I wasn’t sure I ever had with Vlad before as vampires were harder to read. “You knew where I was.” 
 
    He smirked at me in that way I’d seen criminals do throughout my career where they were glad someone finally knew the truth, knew their secret that they’d had to keep hidden. “Sometimes gossip isn’t just gossip. You brushed off what the Memphis coven said, but they knew something interesting about a powerful warlock that was in town when you were and the moment you killed the bad humans, his plane left. 
 
    “They made sure I knew because you kept lying to everyone that we were such friends. They even gave me the registry of the plane. And guess what plane registered in Germany was at the New York airport the same day you went missing? The one who wanted you so bad in Memphis that he was willing to make a deal with dirty, shifter killing humans finally got you.” He leaned in and kissed my cheek. “Then again, he was going to kill you. Shame he didn’t.” 
 
    Vlad was ripped away from me, and Reagan restrained him in his third form while Hagan moved in front of me protectively. I’d been so focused and scared I hadn’t felt them come. I hadn’t thought anyone would feel what I did, but I was supposed to meet them for dinner at my apartment and I guessed they came looking for me. 
 
    “Good timing,” I whispered as I leaned my head against his back. 
 
    “We felt the pulse in the lobby when we got here, but so did others and people were trying to find you and using the elevator,” he explained. 
 
    “That’s a lot of fucking stairs to run up,” I muttered, wondering why the fuck my brain went to that, but I was sort of in shock. I knew Vlad and I would never be besties again, but this was a whole other level I hadn’t thought we’d reached. “He knew where I was.” 
 
    “We heard,” Reagan snarled, moving his claw to Vlad’s throat when he struggled. “Try me, please.” 
 
    “I did not take her so don’t even think of being stupid,” Vlad hissed. “You’ll bring war among us if you retaliate.” 
 
    I was scared he was right, but Hagan just snorted. “We witnessed you trying to rape our Alpha. Are you like nuts? Yeah, we’re just going to let that go.” 
 
    More people arrived and seemed confused as to how Vlad was there and the problems. I fixed my suit and fought to get a grip on my emotions so I could be the boss as Vlad struggled and Hagan helped his twin. We needed to contact Remus and Jake, as they were Vlad’s seconds. 
 
    Except they showed up, worried that he’d come here after finding out what I’d done and close enough to get there so fast. 
 
    Noah had a different answer. He yanked Vlad away from Reagan. “I’ve owed you this since you sent me away so I wouldn’t protect her from Igor.” He sank his fangs into Vlad’s neck. 
 
    Except he wasn’t the only one. Carter had had the same idea, and now they were both drinking down the Master of Chicago. My mouth dropped open, not even able to hide my shock at the turn of events.  
 
    They pulled their fangs out and dropped Vlad’s dead body right there at my feet. I met Noah’s gaze and glanced between him and the guy he’d once respected. 
 
    “No one else hurts you,” he declared firmly. “I’m not letting anyone else be master of the coven and risk it again. I’m Master of Chicago now.” He licked his fangs as his eyes raked over me. “I’m master, and you’re my mistress.” 
 
    I nodded, knowing something was going on, not sure what besides my swooning over the fact that he’d just agreed to take a role he’d never wanted so no one ever hurt me. In a flash I was up in his arms and he was carrying me inside to the clubhouse. He stopped at the large kitchen for parties and set me on the counter.  
 
    He gave me a look full of need and desire, and I found myself nodding again, not understanding what was going on with him but willing for whatever he needed. He smiled and pulled off my bottoms before undoing his pants.  
 
    “You’re sure?” he checked, kissing me when I said it was okay. He thrust in me, and I wasn’t really wet enough and way too tight. “And still you let me.” He kissed my neck as he moved my ass off the counter, but I kept my hands there for balance as his hands moved under me. “Never again will vampires hurt you. Not now. Not when I’m master.”  
 
    He raked his fangs over my breasts through the top, and I got the hint, taking it off for him. I whimpered when he bit my nipple but didn’t drink. 
 
    “So perfect. You are so perfect, Sera.” He started moving now that he’d given me a moment to adjust. “My queen. You’re our queen, and now I’m master of the coven. Your prince. I’ll be the prince who rules at your side, and Chicago will be safe for you, secure for all of us. No more letting anyone hurt you.” 
 
    He grunted as he moved faster, and I gasped as he hit that perfect spot. I felt our audience, but honestly, I was so caught up in the whirlwind of crazy that I really didn’t care at the moment. I lost my grip on the counter, and he caught me, holding me against him as he kept thrusting. I kissed him, relieved it was still so good between us after it had been so long and we’d been through so much.  
 
    Noah carried me over to one of the sofas and kept snapping his hips the whole time. It felt like when I’d sovereigned him to me, or sirened him really, but it reminded me of that intimate moment, and I saw in his eyes he was thinking of the same. 
 
    “I promised to serve you always,” he murmured as he kissed me again. I wrapped my legs around him and lifted my hips to meet his, crying out his name as my orgasm hit me.  
 
    I flipped us so I was sitting on him, moving his hands to my breasts as I danced for him. “Is this what you want? You’re the boss now, and the boss wants inside his mistress?” 
 
    “Yes,” he hissed as he moved one hand on my ass and helped me move. “It’s all mine now, and that makes it yours as my mistress.”  
 
    A bit more and I came again, him joining me this time. Whatever was going on with him seemed to cool it as we stared at each other, gasping for air. “That was new.” 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah, I’m not—he hurt you, and you’re mine to protect, I swore it. It was also a rush to drink his blood. Like fuck, I’m high, I think. Sorry, not normally so aggressive.” 
 
    I leaned in and kissed him gently. “Yeah, I figured it was like that. You had the look like shifters do around the full moon and we get territorial. You never wanted the job.” 
 
    “No, but the idea of someone else trying for it, even Remus or Jake who I trust, I couldn’t handle it.” He let out a shaky breath. “I trusted Vlad like that once. I’m so sorry he hurt you again. We asked him. We asked him if he knew or—” 
 
    “I did too,” Carter muttered from behind us. “Vlad must not have known exactly where you were. He got around what we asked him. He seemed so annoyed you were taken, and it didn’t fit that he was involved. He didn’t seem worried about you, simply annoyed what it meant for Chicago and more turmoil, but still, that doesn’t point to someone involved.” 
 
    I nodded. “He wasn’t. He knew who tried for me in Memphis and figured out it was the same person, confirmed it. He knew I was in Germany, but he wasn’t in contact.” I shook my head, leaning into Noah. “I really thought he was my friend.” 
 
    “A lot of us did, but I don’t think Vlad knew how to have friends, only people who were useful or not,” Remus muttered. “I hate that I feel relieved he’s gone because he wasn’t a bad master, but he just couldn’t get his shit together after he lost Bernard. He would seem to but then he just…” 
 
    “You’re bruising,” Carter said, explaining why Remus had trailed off and everyone went tense. 
 
    “I’m not my best yet,” I muttered as I moved off of Noah, wincing now that the happy hormones were fizzing out. I smiled at Noah when he gave me a guilty look. “Totally worth a bit of bruising. Thanks for protecting me.” I accepted my coverup and locked gazes with Reagan. “Thanks for the save. His grip was ridiculous, and there was no chance I was fighting him off.” 
 
    “Sorry traffic was bad and we didn’t get here sooner so he never touched you,” Hagan grumbled as I slid on the coverup. “Then again, it’s better we knew the truth.” 
 
    I nodded. A bit of groping and tenderness from his grip was worth it to know Vlad hadn’t been just a dick but a bad guy.  
 
    More people arrived, and suddenly Dain was in front of me, cupping my face and checking me out. “Do one of us need to stay tethered to you always? Only you could get into trouble sunbathing on the roof of your own fucking apartment building.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I promised, giving him a quick kiss, standing so I could get cleaned up. “Reagan and Hagan had perfect timing. Vlad’s dead, and we have another mess now.” 
 
    “Like who’s the coven leader when two people drained Vlad?” Remus muttered, glancing between Noah and Carter. 
 
    “Wait, why did Vlad attack you?” Eugene demanded, there with Axel. “I thought you guys were allies.” 
 
    Axel shook his head. “I told you Vlad was a problem. Sera smacked him back into place instead of the King of Chicago and helping other vampire masters pull the same shit if they could bond with a shifter species.” Axel let out a huff and showed me the bags of takeout he was holding. “I gave notice at the council. I was coming to interrupted your dinner with Hagan and Regan and tell you that I told them I’m out.” 
 
    I bobbed my head at that shock and then shook it, walking outside of the clubhouse and jumping into the cool pool away from Vlad’s body. Someone joined me, and I blinked into Jonik’s gorgeous lilac eyes, not able to get my mouth to work. 
 
    “Hello, Sera,” he murmured as he moved closer. “Surprise. I’m in town to take over your rehabilitation, as I have a sports medicine PhD.” He waited until I nodded. “Dain picked me up from the airport after work.” 
 
    “Give me a minute,” I whispered when he reached for me. “Sorry, I need a minute. I need my wolves.” 
 
    He nodded and gave my cheek a quick kiss before moving away. Relief filled me when Hagan and Reagan jumped in with me. I moved between them and softly cried against Reagan’s chest as Hagan hugged me from behind. 
 
    “I know. I know it hurts,” Reagan whispered as he kissed my hair. “We thought Vlad would get over it too, not sink deeper.” 
 
    “Someone get his body out of here,” Axel said quietly. 
 
    “No, call Goran,” I countered, wiping my eyes. “This has to be done right. I don’t know the procedure, but he’s Vlad’s boss. See if Apollo will take my call.” 
 
    “Yes, Alpha,” a few people replied as I let the twins comfort me.  
 
    I’d known Vlad the longest of all besides Tristan really, but we’d been the leaders for over a year and to have it all go to shit this way was too much. It was way too much.  
 
    Carter sat on the edge of the pool and handed me his phone. I went over to him, leaning my body over his lap as he stroked my hair. “I told him.” 
 
    I nodded, taking the phone. “Hey, Apollo.” 
 
    “How are you?” he asked gently. He’d had to get back right after he’d brought me home so we really hadn’t had a chance to do more than send a few texts or talk a bit. 
 
    “I really didn’t think it would come to this. He kept the darkness locked down pretty well, but apparently it was time to let it out.” I let out a shaky breath. “He was trying to rape me. He said he made me—which he didn’t—but he got to have me then. He knew where I was.” 
 
    “Carter told me. I thought Vlad would prevail over this,” he muttered. “He was spanked while you were gone, and instead of taking it as the speed bump we all have on finding the right path, he spiraled deeper. This APA idea of his was—” 
 
    “Apollo, that wasn’t his idea,” I corrected. “It was mine. Carter was there when I talked to Vlad about it. It was supposed to be shifters and bringing together the Alphas to stop what happened in Memphis and humans hurting us by locking us out. We went around them and buy directly from Virgil. That was the idea. I let Vlad in on it to get Tristan out of his coven because they were self-destructing and that was bad for Chicago.” 
 
    He was quiet a moment. “Truly? He presented the whole thing as his genius idea of an alliance of covens and to extend it past your borders.” 
 
    I felt my eyes tear up as Carter took the phone from me.  
 
    “It was her idea. She was piecing it together before we even became hers. I heard from Virgil that she’d mentioned it to him before we met her that there should be a directory at least or some list where Alphas can know where to buy from paranormal companies, promote them that way so pro-paranormal humans can buy from those companies like their human friends here. 
 
    “I was to work on the idea of adding vampires to the mix this first time and see how it went, but I ignored that while searching for her, assuming the idea was on hold while the person who started it was missing. Instead, Vlad did it all in secret as his idea for vampires. I only found out a week before she came home. He has dates and invited people. It was turned into him being head of this vampire alliance.” 
 
    I snorted, knowing Apollo would hear me. “He used my name to get it done. I wasn’t here, he changed my idea, and then only made it happen by using my name, as his rep with other coven leaders was shit, so he told them I was part of it and had started it after meeting with Bijan. He fucking packaged it as an homage to me while taking credit and changing it all. I’m shocked he didn’t bill it to me as well just to be a dick.” 
 
    Carter leaned over and kissed my hair. “She found out and started calling the coven leaders and making it clear they were to come with the Alphas in their area. She spoke with those Alphas and invited them as well. I helped, and so did some of the others. We gave them the real idea and didn’t even call Vlad out on it as pulling shit. I said we should, but she didn’t want to light the fuse of the battle we would fight for her as she’s still recovering.” 
 
    Remus came and sat next to Carter. “Vlad received word of a bunch of new reservations at coven hotels and all of them Alphas and for the convention, and he blew. He fucking blew and couldn’t even contain his shit, saying he was done with Sera fucking up his life and making everything about her. He went outside, and we saw him fly off, assuming he was coming here, and rushed here to stop him before he did something stupid.” 
 
    “So who drained Vlad to take over his coven?” Apollo asked, and it was a good few moments where no one answered. “Oh dear. Alright, I will inform the others he attacked you and is dead. Someone let Goran know when you decide who did the deed.” 
 
    “It’s a bit complicated,” I agreed. “I wanted to tell you right away, but yeah, we should discuss a few things as it’s, um, off the record. And on a completely unrelated issue, is there like a co-master scenario that has ever happened? Like Hagan and Reagan are both top Beta and really run the pack for me?” 
 
    “You are always such fun,” he chuckled darkly. “It has never been done to my knowledge. I would say if such an arrangement would ever happen, I would think they would need to be on equal footing.” 
 
    “Meaning they should be tied to the same person instead of breaking off from their master to take over,” Carter explained. “Thank you, Councilman. We’ll let you know as things develop.” 
 
    “Have fun,” Apollo drawled before hanging up.  
 
    “For the record, I didn’t know Noah was making a move,” Carter told us. “I felt your fear and upset when I came home and ran right up here and got enough to know Vlad attacked you. I was fulfilling my promise that if he hurt you, I would end him and take his coven.” 
 
    “And neither of you were of his coven anymore, so that complicates things, as it wasn’t a normal takeover nor invasion, but you are both tied to Sera,” Remus muttered, sighing as he sat down on one of the day beds. “And here I was terrified a wolf would end him if he did something stupid and I would have to take over as his official second.” 
 
    “You need to eat and we can talk ideas,” Axel muttered as he set the food I’d forgotten about on the tables.  
 
    I nodded and let Carter pluck me out of the pool. He sat me down, and they fussed about me, setting me up with chicken salad sandwiches from Simone’s deli and a drink. 
 
    “Hey, no going into shock,” Dain said gently as he sat next to me. “I can feel you start to go numb.” 
 
    “I was so happy I was getting better and so much got done while I was gone, and I couldn’t just sit by and let the shifters get screwed because Vlad took over my idea. I keep bouncing between feeling bad I started the trouble and it led to this, to wanting to fucking kill him myself for not telling anyone he knew something about my abduction and all the pain people went through when I was gone.” 
 
    “Vlad knew?” Brian seethed as he arrived. Rage was thick in his eyes, and I’d only seen his temper a few times, but it was a scary thing. “Where is he?” 
 
    “Dead,” I sighed, nodding over to where his body still was. “He attacked me.” I felt the shock around me as Brian stormed over to Vlad and proceeded to kick him several times while swearing up a storm. “Yeah, I feel like doing the same.” I had a random thought of wondering if Bernard’s blood had messed up Vlad the way mine had Tristan, but it had been over a year and I didn’t think everything could be blamed on sirens and our drug-like blood. 
 
    “Feel better?” Axel asked Brian as he came back, sounding fairly amused to watch the always calm human lose his shit. 
 
    “Somewhat, but I’d have to explain why I shot a dead body,” Brian grumbled as he sat behind me on the day bed and hugged me to him, not caring I was still wet. “Did he hurt you?” 
 
    “Reagan and Hagan came in time,” I promised. “Dain has decided someone is always tethered to me from now on at least until I recover.” 
 
    “I left her after we did her pool exercises because Axel texted me,” Eugene muttered. “I didn’t know there was a threat to her that could fly. That was some shitty timing.” 
 
    “It’s fine. It was more important that we learned he knew and was worse than we thought,” I forgave. “The twins got to me in time.” 
 
    “Okay, so who takes over the coven?” Remus asked, looking a bit frazzled. “I mean, Noah is tied to you and that happened when he didn’t have the power of a master vampire, but now he does so he could lead, but you can’t break that bond with him, right? Or he can’t break free of it to be a master on his own. Or he would have, right? Because you can actually tie master vampires to you as Goran is yours and was Vlad’s boss but Carter is his.” 
 
    “Remus, please, I need a few more minutes,” I whispered, giving him a pleading look. “I don’t want world domination, and I woves you, you know that. Please, please chill.” 
 
    “Wow, if you have Chicago’s coven under you, I have a feeling I’m quitting the council next,” Eugene muttered, squatting next to me. “I know you’re overwhelmed, but you need to know what happened with Axel.” He waited until I nodded. “Others on the council learned you’re infertile, and now they’re recalling him and want him away from you.  
 
    “They want to put him in an engagement with a powerful bloodline knowing you’ve declared him as yours. They don’t want to risk a powerful tiger not having babies. It would be one thing if they got one of theirs at your side and he could have Dorcus children with you and you being as sweet as you are, they assumed you would want tiger babies and have a surrogate of a weaker wolf so they were born tigers but he’s mated to you.” 
 
    “Is that what you want?” I asked Axel carefully. 
 
    He snarled as power flashed in his eyes and his hands shifted. “I am not some fucking pawn for the council. I have dedicated my life to protecting shifters and doing what is right, but I have always been clear that I won’t be the stud horse to pop out babies to become pawns like I was. The fact they’re deciding my engagement like they own me—I told them I was out or I was going to claw people up. Haton’s not happy all around too.” 
 
    “Because she doesn’t like this sort of shit, but there’s only so many headaches she can fight, and she does want tigers to flourish and the population to grow as a cat,” Eugene explained for the rest of us before glancing at Axel. “And she wanted you as her mate. Part of this is punishment for turning down her advances, but if you were to hook up with a Dorcus, even an infected one, that was worth it.” 
 
    “Except I’m infertile and useless as a woman, right?” I whispered, staring at my sandwich as a tear fell. I hurried to wipe my eyes, but I knew they saw. “Yeah, well, that saved me from having a warlock’s child that…” I shook my head. Not everyone knew about absorbing whatever, and we were still working on getting his stuff from the German government, as it should all be mine since I’d killed him. 
 
    Or Nina’s actually as his wife he’d walked away from and technically never divorced, so we were letting her have it all. I didn’t want any of it. 
 
    I never wanted any of this. 
 
    I got myself together and glanced at Axel. “I told you I want you as a trainer for the FBI. You’re welcome to be named as pack too. I don’t care if you’re a cat. You’re a cat who protected and fought for our pack, and my pack adores you, and so do the bunnies in my pack. So you take care of you and let me know what you need.” I glanced at Noah. “We might be losing a trainer now, so we’ll really need you.” 
 
    He winced. Yeah, no way he could be Master of Chicago and still a trainer. Vlad had been a full time coven leader, and there were a lot of vampires who needed that. And the number was growing now that the council had approved larger coven sizes to get vampires out of bad areas.  
 
    “I fucking hate politics,” I whispered as I rubbed my forehead and took a bite of my sandwich. “No one is going to like a vampire tied to me taking a coven over. That’s the shit vampires have done on the other side of whomever tied to them being Alpha and basically in charge and one king or queen of a territory. That is exactly what I wanted Vlad to stop. Now I’m godmother of Chicago, and people are calling me the queen of the Midwest and East Coast.” 
 
    I rolled off the day bed before I lost my temper, and it took everything I had not to go over to Vlad and start kicking him too. I ended up in the bathroom puking my guts out as my wolf reacted to my being attacked again and the stress on me. Unfortunately, I kept getting sick, and a bit into it I smelled panther and felt a shot in my butt. 
 
    “Breathe, Sera,” the doc whispered, someone having called him. “Your body is still too beat up to take this sort of stress. Please breathe, and everything will be okay. This is not only on you.” 
 
    “It is,” I rasped, reaching up and flushing the toilet again. “I don’t want it to be anymore. Everything gets more complicated every time I turn around.” 
 
    “Call the other leaders and discuss this,” Dain said from behind me. “This is not all on you, my love. Let others help you.” 
 
    After a moment I nodded. Yeah, that sounded like a good idea.  
 
    Fuck all the ducks. Fuck Vlad. I hoped he was somewhere roasting for not telling anyone where to find me and where to look and dropping this whole mess on my lap. 
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    All of my worries were completely for no reason. Gerald, the bear Alpha, burst out laughing when we told all the other leaders after they came over. I was sitting in the party room sipping some Sprite, as my stomach was still having a problem, but I was showered and in the cotton shorts and halter tank Brian had picked out for me. He was changed too and seemed to have the same reaction I did. 
 
    We blinked at each other. 
 
    It was the herd leader, Matthew, who explained. “Sera, you’re like the last person we worry about becoming supreme ruler of an area or whatever shit Vlad pulled. I would put twenty bucks on you tossing your cookies that you realized this would be something else under you.” 
 
    “After a bit of shock and upset Vlad knew where to start looking for me,” I admitted, rubbing my stomach. “Well, I’m glad you guys know I don’t want to be queen or whatever.” 
 
    “We’re all tied together,” Simone said gently. “We’re partners. You’ve partnered with the fairy queen. This is the way it should be. We all follow the laws you make protect us now too. We have no need for some Chicago council or way to make it all fair. So Noah has a seat at our brunches when we discuss how things have been going instead of Vlad acting like they are beneath him.” 
 
    “I think it’s a valid worry about how others will perceive this,” Carter told them. “There are still too many covens that believe the shifter group is theirs if they can bond with that type of animal. Sera fought against that, and now it’s happened in reverse. And honestly, we both killed Vlad, so there’s never been a co-master situation of a coven.” 
 
    “You don’t want the job though,” Simone said, giving Carter a look like they all knew that. 
 
    “Noah didn’t either,” he countered.  
 
    “No, but I wasn’t a master vampire then,” Noah clarified. “I couldn’t hold the coven, and people knew that. People now know that Sera’s backing me, and she has you guys as well. I think I take the coven but name Remus as my second, like Sera has Reagan and Hagan handle most of that stuff. I’d have to quit the FBI to do what Vlad did and take it over, but I think there would be too much unrest in a coven that already had unrest otherwise.” 
 
    “Carter?” I asked when he was quiet. 
 
    “Fine, but I want the role of your head security like Noah was if he now is Master of Chicago,” he agreed after a moment. “He won’t still live at your mansion with the twins and rabbits. I think that’s fine because the other ancients are always there besides Goran when he travels. The art thieves are talking retirement. They adore the boys, and they’ve hit a wall helping the regular FBI and don’t want to work for Interpol.” 
 
    “They could still be incredibly useful consultants, but they were getting a bit abused as their ‘penance’ for what they stole under orders,” Brian agreed. “You’ve got Jonathan in charge of all pack owned security, and he’s rocking that. Fine, Noah is now back handling that for the coven, but as leader so Remus has the security title and he owns the business outright instead of Vlad sticking his nose there. 
 
    “You’ve got Milo and his guys expanding it as a subsidiary and people interested in that because they’d be part of Chicago groups but not here and all involved. They can travel on protection gigs and whatever. Carter and the ancients are still vampire elite SWAT or whatever, and now that you’re back, people will stop trying to go around to get them.” 
 
    “Wait, you’re going to need to explain that to me,” I admitted, not having heard this. 
 
    Carter sighed. “People were requesting our aid, and it went a bit far without you knowing the landscape and saying what they should handle on their own. We were called in several times because they’d rather us get shot or to haze us to rescue kittens from trees, as they were pissed someone was more elite than them.” 
 
    “Fucking babies,” I growled, knowing he didn’t mean literally they were called to save kittens but not wanting to say specifics in front of non-FBI people. “Going forward it will have to be requested through the local non-human team and then kicked to us after they review it because they’ll know the local players and who would pull that shit and not waste our budget. Plus, the cost of sending you wherever will start going on their budget.” 
 
    “You smart, smart woman,” he praised, smiling at me. “Yes, so that will help everyone want a local non-human team and as fast as possible.” 
 
    I batted my eyelashes at him. “Really? I didn’t realize that.” 
 
    “I think Carter should be named as security head for all of the groups,” Noe said after a moment, waving off the objections. “Hear me out. He’s in Goran’s coven who is Sera’s. So he’s still under a shifter. But he’s fucking ancient. That’s a scary fucking threat.” He growled when the others seemed to hesitate. “Tell me how many times any of you have heard whispers and hints of others coming in and taking over to get close to Sera or while she was gone.” 
 
    I blinked at Simone when her heart started racing. Gerald cleared his throat as well. 
 
    “Fuck, guys. You gotta tell me this stuff.” 
 
    “You’re not the boss of Chicago, Sera,” Gerald said gently. “Would you tell us if there was…” He winced when I was nodding, gesturing to Noah and I as the example of yes, I would come to them. “Right, that’s fair. Some of it you knew like that bear making a play at the opening. I’ve gotten a few sloths who asked to move here, and I’m not stupid and knew it was to make a play.” 
 
    “Okay, but what about like the panthers that have two groups. Can’t there be two bear groups?” I checked, wincing when they all very clearly and quickly said no.  
 
    “Hey, we’d all take this over the way things were before,” Simone said gently when she saw I was getting upset. “Without a doubt this is better. This is part of being a shifter, Sera. There are either problems, and no one wants to get involved or be there because of it.” 
 
    “Or the area is great and people want to take it over and be boss in that area too, not realizing it’s normally because of who’s in charge that made it great in the first place,” Noe finished for her, gesturing to me. “Hagan said you’ve gotten people who asked to come back to the pack after they saw how you taking over went instead of racing out of here when Engle was gone. Now you’re Alpha of six packs.” 
 
    “Don’t remind me,” I drawled, rubbing my forehead. “How bad is it really?” 
 
    “It got bad when it seemed you weren’t coming right back,” Gerald confessed, the others nodding. “A few whispers have reached my ears that now was the time to come take me over and then you because you’re weak and of course would just bend to whoever has a penis. We whispered right back that they should meet you before saying stupid things.” 
 
    “So the faster I get stronger the better it would be?” I checked, nodding when they did. “What about having a tiger as a ‘Beta’ like Dain was named?” 
 
    They shot Axel a range of surprised looks, Simone finding her voice first. “You’re leaving the council for Sera? Officially?” 
 
    He glanced at me as if unsure how much to tell, waiting until I nodded to tell them the truth. “The council learned she is infertile, officially, not just Haton. They made it clear they were planning my engagement to who they want one of theirs mated to and popping out tigers and called me back to duty.” 
 
    Amusement danced in Gerald’s eyes, the bear having gotten along with Axel from the start. “And you responded with?” 
 
    “That I quit and I wasn’t their pawn and they can go fuck themselves and I had other options basically,” he answered with a shrug. “And now that Noah needs to resign to take over the coven, there won’t even be any waiting for approval to get a trainer spot with the non-human FBI.” 
 
    I rubbed my forehead again, and Reagan put my migraine pills in my hand and refilled my drink. I gave him a grateful look, and he leaned in, rubbing his cheek against mine in comfort. That made me feel better too now that I was more used to such wolfish gestures instead of scared by them. 
 
    “As long as everyone’s here, we should discuss why Vlad lost it and what you did,” Reagan suggested. “They can help.” 
 
    I nodded and gestured for Carter to fill them in as I took my pills. He had just finished when a very pissed off Eugene came into the room with steam about coming out of his ears.  
 
    He glanced around and locked gazes with me. “You were serious in your offer, right? Work for the FBI and fight to be an alternate Beta of the pack or whatever so it wasn’t my full time gig but I was one of yours?” 
 
    “Is my head going to explode at whatever you’re about to tell me?” 
 
    “Yes, and Havers is going to put the same restrictions on me that Axel has or had or maybe more than him once I tell you.” 
 
    “Did you just quit the council too?” Simone asked, none of the leaders hiding their shock when he nodded. “Why?” 
 
    “The wolf elder who was promoted to councilman while you were gone just gave me a lecture that they were disappointed in me that I hadn’t claimed you now that you’re back and solidified my status as your mate, and it wouldn’t be too hard for me to bite your nape given you’re beaten, and especially after I filled in for you and he’s been making it clear I took over.” He said it so fast and in one long blurt it took me a second to process that. 
 
    “Since when did they just ignore that it’s illegal to force someone into a mating?” Simone whispered in horror. “Is that not a thing when the council wants it?” 
 
    “Yes, the offer was real,” I told Eugene firmly, hating this was happening to him because of me and power. “And if you don’t want it or to be around this crazy, call Alena and tell her what you just said, and she’ll welcome you in Greece.” 
 
    His anger melted away, and faster than most could track he was suddenly in front of me, leaning over and cupping my face. He gave me time to stop him before he gently kissed me.  
 
    “I don’t want away from you. This isn’t your fault or just about you. It’s my bloodline too. It’s people being assholes and trying to control what they shouldn’t. The wolves and the council took a hit with that last elder, and now they’re being stupid and pushing to act like it was no big and they have all the power.” 
 
    “They should learn from Vlad since that move did not work well for him in the end,” I grumbled, pulling Eugene back down for another kiss. “We’ve had some very nice workout dates and lunches, and when I’m better I will absolutely accept that night out, but I think we’re on the same page on how far off mating or naming you my consort or whatever is, right?” 
 
    He snorted. “Yeah, like I’d want to learn your middle name and a few other things before considering even an engagement.” 
 
    “I don’t have a middle name, but I agree.” I glanced at Axel. “That’s your answer too, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said firmly. “You’re my Alpha, and I’ve acknowledged that, but we’re not even dating. I don’t want to just settle down and knock up women for cubs. There should be more to life, and just because we’re known now doesn’t mean it’s safe to have cubs. I’m tired of them pressuring me.” 
 
    I wasn’t surprised when my phone rang from Haton’s cell. “Can you fill everyone in now and start plotting how to fix this mess that’s around the corner?”  
 
    I said it more to Carter, but honestly, I didn’t care. I just needed people caught up and to fix it especially now that Vlad was gone. I walked out of the party room and out onto the pool deck, glad that at least Vlad’s body was removed and taken to the coven for storage. 
 
    “Two of my top ten team leads have quit today, and I’m getting chewed out for ever working with you and letting them near you,” Haton said when I answered. 
 
    “Did one tell you the new wolf elder ripped into him for not claiming me yet because I’m weak and it wouldn’t be hard to bite me when he’s told people Eugene has taken it all over?” I threw right back. “And since they know I’m infertile, they don’t want Axel wasted on my non-baby making body and were giving him options for his upcoming engagement and ordering him to come back to that. So you’re really going to tell me this is my fault?” 
 
    She was quiet several moments but then cussed up a storm. “I so, so want to believe this is some sort of prank or misunderstanding, but none of you are the type. Great, we get one asshole out and another is apparently taking over.” 
 
    “It’s going to get better because Vlad’s dead and my vampire is taking over. He attacked me and knew where I was, or at least that I was in Germany, as it was the guy who tried for me in Memphis, so yeah, it’s been fun. I would remind your colleagues I won’t be weak for long, and if I ever hear of them ordering to mate someone against their will, I will serve a warrant on them in a heartbeat.” 
 
    “You’ll have to serve it to their dead body because I would kill them first,” she muttered and then sighed. “I might have accidentally had a hand in Axel’s situation. I got angry at their reaction to your infertility, reminding them I knew and wanted Axel as my mate, and if I could remain professional about that, they should really shut their faces. For the record, I did not mean it to sound like I could give him more because I can have children.” 
 
    “I get snapping and it coming out wrong in anger,” I forgave. “Look, I like you, you know that, but this shit has to stop. I get a few inches with the vampire council, and I get kidnapped and invaded while I’m gone and people talking that you guys were trying to have your people take over. Come on. We have to do better than this or the bad humans will keep picking us off.” 
 
    “Yes, well, there will be a few to make power plays at Vlad’s APA event now that Alphas have been invited.” 
 
    I growled before filling her in on the truth. Then she started cussing too. Yeah, someone was really going to start shit now that Vlad was dead and it had all originally been my idea. 
 
    “Diandra, this shit has to stop,” I whispered after we settled down. “Off the record, Galvin got that bigger budget approved. We’re getting a non-human team in each FBI office. It’s starting with the class that just graduated. We’ll need more. You guys should be working with us more and getting more of your own teams to help all over the world because you have that reach. We won’t survive if there keep being these power grabs.” 
 
    “I agree, but I am just one of many. Others want it clear that you are under us, not one of the Dorcuses moving out of Greece.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, while they’re busy giving a shit about that, people are still dying. They’re still oppressed, and I’m fighting to end that. Tell them I said to get behind that or the second I’m better I might come tell them myself, and I don’t give a shit about politics like most wolves would. If they act like animals fighting for territory, I will react as one and just go for the throat of the threats. I was clear Axel was my tiger. 
 
    “And I’m sorry if you were interested in him, I am. He said there wasn’t something there and acknowledged my claim. So he’s mine to protect, and they’re trying to mate him off, which he doesn’t want? Now they’re pushing Eugene to bite me? Hey, we’ve not even had sex yet, but now he’s mine too so anyone else they want to push my way by being assholes I will protect and fight back if they come for them.” 
 
    “I’ll pass the message along. I hope you heal quick because we know someone will be stupid.” 
 
    “They always are,” I grumbled. “Are we cool?” 
 
    “Yes, and I’ll try and make sure I’m at this event too so someone is there for the reasons they should be instead of this bullshit.” 
 
    Well, at least that was settled when there was so much up in the air. I took a few minutes to enjoy the skyline before feeling someone join me. Reagan moved behind me but didn’t touch me, clearly saying he was leaving it up to me and didn’t want to push me. 
 
    I didn’t want distance from him anymore though. I reached back and took his hand, sliding it around me, relieved when he hugged me. 
 
    “I don’t want you to think this is about Eugene or Axel or push you, but I wanted to ask if I could stay tonight,” he muttered, kissing my neck.  
 
    “Yes, but I’m scared to be with you and Hagan more than anyone else,” I admitted, wincing when I felt his pain. “I’m sorry, and I know it was months and months ago now, but everything sped up on me. You had me for months when I was… More and I couldn’t keep you happy. I’m scared I really won’t be enough until I fill in and my hair grows out.” 
 
    “My love for you isn’t shallow,” he rasped, burying his face against my neck. “I love you, Sera. I love the person you are, not just your physical side.” 
 
    “I know that, and you’ve proved it. It’s my insecurity and hurt. It’s my never being good enough and kicked out of foster family after foster family. To never having much of anything with anyone before Tristan, and that went to shit, then it did with you guys. Brian wasn’t—we certainly weren’t living together.” 
 
    “Let me stay tonight and show you,” he begged quietly. “Let me make love to you and show you how I feel. Or let me stay and just hold you. I need you, Sera. I need to stay after racing up here and seeing Vlad hurt you. I need to make sure you’re okay tonight.” 
 
    I leaned back against him and nodded, letting out a shaky breath when his other arm came around me. “Can we not have sex yet? Can we just fool around?” 
 
    “Of course.” He kissed along my neck. “Sorry, I got extra needy when I saw you with Noah and I know you’ve been with Brian.” 
 
    “I need to feel more solid with you and Hagan,” I admitted. “I want to do this right. I want you both standing next to me always, and we have so much on the line without the history I had with Brian. Even Noah. You guys did so much for the pack, but I worked a lot with Noah. I knew him longer, even if it wasn’t much longer, but we have always been stable besides what happened on New Year’s. I don’t feel that stability with you yet.” 
 
    “Thank you for explaining that.” He hugged me tightly. “Let’s go take a bath and get to bed early. You had too much stress tonight, and nothing is more important than you getting better.” 
 
    I looked up at him. “Thank you for saving me. I was really scared when I saw the darkness in him I didn’t know was there like that. I hate feeling this weak, and it was really, really nice to have you save me from more pain.” 
 
    “Always.” He kissed me gently, but then I turned and so did the heat of the kiss. He ran his tongue over my lips and into my mouth, mapping out every inch of me in his Reagan intense way.  
 
    I moaned and pressed against him, loving the feeling of his familiar hands on me. I felt the desire coming from him and my siren waking from her too often naps and wanting to feed finally. I took a small sip, and he groaned deeply, holding me tighter as she seemed to stretch from the feed and then go back to bed. It was so weird to have my other sides be so docile and dormant. In some ways it was nice. 
 
    In most ways it was terrifying because they were too weak to cause any trouble or want attention. 
 
    “Let’s go finish being adults and then a bath,” I whispered against his lips. “And maybe if you’re good, I’ll let you get some second base.” 
 
    “It is one of my favorite bases,” he chuckled. He moved me away from the railing and then swung me up into his arms.  
 
    I realized something when we went back inside. “Where’s Nina?” 
 
    Simone gave me a worried look. “She said she was in the middle of something that she couldn’t leave.” 
 
    Crap. I didn’t blame her wanting to avoid me after what had happened, and I hadn’t seen her since she’d given me the charm to suppress whatever extras I came out of my adventure with, but right then wasn’t the time for people to think there were problems. I gave Hagan a look, and he nodded. 
 
    “I’ll catch her up on my way home. I’m sure she was working on a potion or whatever that couldn’t be left alone.” 
 
    I filled them in on my conversation with Haton, both Axel and Eugene relieved that at least she wasn’t in on the bullshit. Yeah, it was always nice not to have everyone be dirty or shit. 
 
    “Now that we’re caught up, fill us in on what you want this event to be, or how you saw your idea going,” Gerald said, accepting one of the beers Brian offered, thanking him. 
 
    “Basically like a tradeshow that each pack or group had a booth at,” I said with a shrug. “Virgil gets listed as having the organic cow farm and the chocolate factory. The cotton farms are being bought up by the fairies. The fairies have a booth with their material and whatever, and oh hey, there are some other packs or prides that have wool that they could use buyers for, and yeah, they can take in some refugee elves, sure. 
 
    “Or like Seattle wants to become friends and Virgil’s met him. So there are meeting rooms in the west building of McCormick Place, which is what Vlad rented out for five days, and we set a time for a meet and greet. No showing necks or pecking orders or flexing muscles. Just ‘hi, I’m Sera, nice to meet you. Sure, let’s be friends. Would you like my fruit snacks?’ or whatever basic friend thing kids do and not the adult complications. 
 
    “And we have all our Siren’s Kiss stuff. Stud stops being a dick and starts making friends so shifters have more options for vacations without worrying someone is always going into someone’s territory to spy. Stop with that crap and start being normal people who can go take a vacation in Vegas without a friggin’ song and dance. And the non-human FBI will be recruiting. I was going to say the council, but they can stuff it.” 
 
    Axel snorted. “Let them recruit from the refugees in Greece and help place them in areas you’ve made safe instead of trying for what you have.” 
 
    “Amen, Brother, amen,” I fake cheered, smiling when he did before looking at the others. “So that was the idea. Say Friday I’m recruiting and like a job fair with interested parties in one room, and Thursday and Saturday people can schedule quick meets who want to be friends. A lot of what people hear isn’t always the truth. Some think I clean up an area only to take it over or blah, blah, so let them meet me.  
 
    “Let them see Virgil is still Alpha and I’ve not touched Des Moines but it’s a good deal for us. And we go from there. And we do it across species. Oh, you’re a panther, well, the coven has great hotels and there’s lots to do in Chicago, so yeah, come vacation here because we allow vacationers and we’re so secure here we do that, and why aren’t you because the silliness needs to stop.” 
 
    “The map has a lot of meeting rooms, a huge exhibit room, a ballroom, and rooftop garden, so like what the fuck was Vlad planning with just however many covens?” Simone asked as she looked at a tablet. “I mean, is there even a schedule, or what has been done?” 
 
    Remus cleared his voice nervously and shared a look with Jake. “Um, we don’t know. We kept disagreeing with what he wanted.” 
 
    “Oh, this should be good,” I drawled. “What was he plotting you didn’t want to do?” 
 
    “Use your blood license and act as if you bequeathed it to him,” Jake admitted, wincing at whatever was on my face. 
 
    “That’s our blood license,” I said, gesturing between Simone and me. “Yes, I was the reason we got it, but it’s our name, club, and company on that license. How was he going to get it even if I died? It’s not a cabbie token that can be bought or passed down.” I let out a slow breath and rubbed my hand over my hair. “Wow, he really was plotting for my never returning.”  
 
    “And apparently I was no obstacle and he could easily walk right over me again with you gone,” Simone grumbled. “Fuck, that asshole!” 
 
    “I kicked his body a lot already,” Brian told her, shocking the group. “I’m just sad I didn’t get to snap his fangs off or rip off his balls while still alive after all he did to Sera.” 
 
    I didn’t want the conversation to get off track so I veered back. “I’m not a business person, but I was at a few trade shows for undercover reasons and one Comic-Con, and while I don’t think we should do like cosplay, we could do fun night events in the ballroom. We’ve got to put in a huge order for samples, and we’re running out of time. We’ll have to talk to everyone and basically change the whole thing, not just add in the shifters.” 
 
    “We need to keep Vlad’s death secret until then,” Noah muttered, shaking his head when a few went to object. “People weren’t jumping to come until Vlad used Sera’s name. Now they’re coming and she added shifters and changed the plan and then they find out he’s dead and by one of her vamps? Yeah, that screams trap and bad, bad things. We also need to make it clear that only idiots would try something the weekend before at the full moon.” 
 
    “Agreed, and we need to start with a master plan of who is giving away tote bags and who is doing samples of this and that,” Carter said as he rubbed his hand over the back of his neck. “You’ll want shirts for the FBI, right? So we start talking to people and saying what is covered and being done where.” 
 
    “Making people be more generous when they see others are and also the level to keep up with as it’s not quantity since this isn’t open to the general public,” I surmised, bobbing my head, but then shook it. “Not it.” 
 
    “Queen Laila has coordinators that handle such conventions all the time in Vegas,” Dain suggested. 
 
    “As long as they’re not doing everything best for the fairies, yeah, that sounds amazing as we don’t have much time,” Simone agreed. “We start here and pan out basically. We’ll have the fairy nectar set up at the rooftop garden along with our bottled blood drinks. Who else wants to be next to that? Des Moines and Memphis don’t have anything.” 
 
    “We can do grills up there for the seafood farm that’s expanded while I was gone,” I added. “Shit, this might be really cool if we can make it work.” 
 
    “We’ll make it work,” Dain promised. “We’ll set up the library here as the main base for this coordination, and I can have a few phones for the contact number so people aren’t confused as to who to speak with.” 
 
    “That sounds like the first step,” I agreed when the others seemed relieved too. “Okay, Remus and Jake, if you can get everything we know so far here, and we’ll start from there tomorrow, and Dain can talk to Laila and see how we go from there. I think we just need to get the first stuff set and like Simone said, we’ll build on it.” I stood, and Reagan grabbed my wrist to move me around the chair, and I yanked my arm away with a whimper. 
 
    His eyes went wide as he realized what had happened. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking.” 
 
    I nodded, rubbing my wrist even if it didn’t hurt, my mind not on the present. “I think I won’t be okay being restrained or anything on my wrists for a while. Probably ankles too.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure everyone knows,” he muttered, shaking his head when I objected. “Sera, it’s understandable and valid, okay? Let us make it easier for you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I whispered, ready for the day to be over. I said goodnight to everyone and chuckled when Reagan swooped me back up in his arms, snuggling against him and soaking up his strength. It wasn’t like I didn’t have reasons to be so upset and fragile. 
 
    He only set me down once we were in my apartment and in the master bathroom. He started the tub and went for the bath bombs I liked best before undressing. 
 
    “You are so damn handsome,” I breathed when he was naked. He was. Six-five, muscular and fit but not over the top, and those piercing gray eyes just melted me. “I like the longer hair.” It wasn’t a buzz cut like when I’d met him or he’d kept after. It had grown out and had a bit of a curl as it hung in his eyes if he didn’t push it back off his forehead.  
 
    “I wanted to try something new,” he admitted as he moved closer. “Mom used to keep it long because it tickled her that she had twin wolf boys that she survived giving birth to and never shifting during her pregnancy and they had curly red hair.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I never got to meet her.” 
 
    “She would have loved you,” he said confidently as he undid my top. “Dad too. They would have absolutely adored you. Dad would have constantly been bragging how you put pack first and always kept facing forward. Mom would have seen you’re really a softy deep down and doted on you. I know it.” 
 
    “I do like being doted on,” I joked, having that line with Dain often, but now others were getting in on it. “I’m glad the greenhouses are finished and that was taken off your plate.” 
 
    “It’s been interesting, all the projects and like startups, but yeah, it’s nice to have a bit of balance and things running as they should have to enjoy it before we jump into one new thing like this convention, not fourteen.” He leaned in and kissed me as he helped me wiggle out of my shorts, clearly done with the talking. “I love you, Sera.” 
 
    I felt my face flush, which he loved that I did, and I told him I felt the same. He got in first, and I slid in with him, relaxing against his strong body. We made out, but mostly we just relaxed together, enjoying the quiet moment. 
 
    Able to have those moments together again, which meant a lot to both of us.  
 
    “I asked Nina for something to help your hair,” he admitted as we dried off. He cupped my face when I went to pull away. “Not for us. For you, Sera. It’s a huge reminder, and you’re insecure about it. She said spray it on at night and it will help. Grow it out and chop it all again just because you want to. It wasn’t done to you, but yeah, try the shorter hair again but when you want.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks.” I let him show me what to do, knowing Nina was always specific with how much and teaching people to use her stuff right. Then I crawled into bed with him naked. Right when he turned to spoon me, I realized my wolf was unsettled. Reagan didn’t smell like us or me like him. I moved my ass against his groin, and I think he got the idea or knew what I’d been feeling. 
 
    Because he felt it too.  
 
    He rolled me onto my back and moved between my legs, rubbing his dick against me so my scent was where he wanted it most. We stared at each other the whole time, and then he finished on me, marking me as his. 
 
    “Mine,” he whispered, not getting aggressive but saying what he needed to. 
 
    I nodded. “Yours. Slowly, but yours.” 
 
    “I like slow,” he promised even if we both knew he wanted nothing more than to screw me six ways from Sunday. Hey, I was worth taking the time with, and so were the twins. 
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    A week later and I was finally cleared to get back to work instead of sneaking updates to me and reading over anything new that came in. The first thing after we got the approval and I was back to running the office was we sent Harris, Davis, and Cooper out with the newbie teams to get set up at Memphis, Vegas, and Des Moines, as those would be the new non-human teams in the regular FBI offices. 
 
    And I promoted Shaw, Rodriguez, and Annis to Special Agents in Charge. They would train with me and Brian’s office as Harris, Davis, Cooper, and all the current non-human SAiCs did. The hysterical part was Shaw telling me she would only accept as long as she didn’t have to go to Vegas. 
 
    She really had some trauma with fairy court. I didn’t push, but it was hard not to ask. But no, Shaw fit well with Memphis and was thrilled that was her career trajectory. Honestly, Cooper might stay in Vegas. It was a bigger office, and he got along with the coven leader there.  
 
    Plus, I think he wanted out of Chicago. Too much had happened to him there too, and after he’d been tortured when Igor had come, it seemed to be the last straw and he’d hinted several times he’d want the chance to get out. He jumped at any chance to travel or take cases that put him out of Chicago.  
 
    He would be a loss, as he was a great agent, but Chicago wasn’t his home, just where he’d found a place after he’d gotten tossed out of the military for being a vampire. I was discussing it with Monroe, but Cooper seemed relieved when we both acknowledged it was what he wanted. 
 
    The doc had me working out three times a day, nothing hard core yet but twice at the gym with Eugene or Jonik, and then I did pool exercises after work with one of my guys as they all made it clear it was their time with me and in only a bathing suit. Honestly, I got about half of the hour workout done before we messed around or I had sex with them if we were there. It was pretty hysterical, but hey, that was a workout too. 
 
    When done right, and I made sure I always did sex right. 
 
    I was fast walking on a treadmill next to Eugene with my ancient security detail. Carter and I had agreed it was time for a PR tour for APOT—Advanced Paranormal Operations Team—so they could meet with the groups they’d be working with on their own turf instead of risking problems later when shit was already going down. So he and his team had been gone for several days and would be for another week. 
 
    It left Nikos and his team, which included Sander and Emilio, so I got along well with them too.  
 
    “Boston is in,” Eugene told me as he looked over something, not even slowing his running pace. “Bemus went there directly and talked with the Alphas and the Master of Boston and told them the plan and that plan did not include taking over Boston.” 
 
    “Good, that should help lock in some of the other New England areas. What does Boston have?” 
 
    “A brewery, vineyard, and trucking company that is hurting. Some are fishermen, but they don’t seem to have much,” he answered quietly. “Boston is pretty strict on holding companies to not fire paranormals in accordance with the law. They have a lot employed by other companies, not like Memphis where they had to form businesses or they were screwed. The vineyard used to be the pack’s main income.” 
 
    “Yeah, but did they have to get other jobs because no one would buy wolf wine or because they wanted to?” I challenged, knowing how hard it was everywhere. “Another brewery is good though. And a trucking company could work with Virgil for all we plan on buying and transporting. We can have paranormal alcohol at the clubs, and Vegas would.”  
 
    I swallowed a wince. The Siren’s Kiss had opened in New York right before I’d been found. There had been some back and forth about waiting until I was found, but it was better to get the jobs people needed. It still hurt. I’d been the force behind it all. 
 
    Then again, I didn’t think traveling and especially to New York would be on my agenda anytime soon. Like anytime soon.  
 
    “Another request from Canada to join in the fun,” Eugene told me. “I think the idea of waiting and if it goes well changing it from American Paranormal Alliance to North American Paranormal Alliance is smart.” 
 
    “You think all my ideas are smart,” I muttered, feeling my cheeks flushing and not from the workout that was coming to an end. Hair fell out of the ponytail I now had for my shoulder length hair. It was progress. That stuff Nina gave really helped, and so did the hourly eating and low impact but longer workouts. I felt almost to where I’d first started as a wolf, but since I’d been pretty much totally dead and fucked, that was a good step up. 
 
    “I have yet to hear you give an idea I don’t find smart.” He cleared his throat as he changed his pace to cool down. “Honestly, your brain is so sexy that it drives me crazy. I don’t what it is about smart women, but fuck, they just do me in. I think it was growing up where everyone treated me like the dumb big dire wolf that had to be talked down to, but smart people don’t do that. You don’t do that.” 
 
    I gave him a confused look. “I don’t get that. Big isn’t always dumb, and small isn’t always weak. You would think shifters who have tiny frogs like Agent Barnes that can lift more than huge WWE guys would understand that.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Not everyone is as evolved and open minded as you, Sera.” He eyed me over before meeting my gaze. “Which I also really like.” 
 
    I swore I burned more calories on the workouts from my heart racing from his flirting than the walking. Damn, he was intense and the best kind of trouble. That morning he had walked right up to me and moved his hands to my ass, totally not flirting but making a comment that more of it had filled in and it was pert and firm, just how it should be. Then he kept walking to the treadmills while I was beet red in the mirrors. 
 
    My phone flashed Shaw’s name, and I hurried to grab the call, as she was taking over for Harris answering our dispatch calls. “Thomas.” 
 
    “Hey, boss, we’ve got a murder,” she told me. “Dead body with reported fang marks. That’s all we know.” 
 
    “Shit. Okay, text me the address and have Rodriguez and Annis meet us there.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    I hung up and hopped off the treadmill after I collected my stuff. I had a bag in the locker to shower so I could go right into work, so that was fine, and I could shower fast to not lose any time. It felt weird to get back into getting calls. I had been on the other side of things like I used to in New York, but it was like my body remembered I had been gone months when it came to stuff like this. 
 
    Almost as if the muscle memory faded for what to do and how to react. I wasn’t sure that was a thing, but my body had lived those months even if I didn’t remember them or wasn’t conscious. Maybe? 
 
    “I’ve been cleared with the FBI so I’m coming,” Eugene told me. He gave me a smile when I shot him a worried look. “I’m glad to be done with the council. It’s okay, really, Sera, it was time to move on. I’m glad my guys are getting their own teams and I trained them well so they can go get their own newbies and do some good.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re happy in that next step,” I muttered, moving closer.  
 
    He gave me a quick kiss and then felt me up. “Your breasts are heavier than a few days ago. Nice.” 
 
    “Would you quit doing that?” I hissed at him, shoving him away. I rubbed my flushed cheeks as he burst out laughing. What a weirdo. It worked to lighten the tension, but I could be evil too. “You’re on your knees for me tonight, Beta.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s not a punishment,” he murmured, giving me a heated look. 
 
    No, but it was lots of fun.  
 
    And I did find myself checking out the girls in the mirror. Yeah, I was up to a bigger B cup, almost to a C. Soon I’d get my D’s back. Maybe. I could live with full C’s and still feel like me. D’s got in the way sometimes for work. But I was a smaller D so with the right sports bra it wasn’t too bad. 
 
    “Now I’ve got my boobs on the brain,” I grumbled as I hurried to get in the shower. I noted the way one of the female attendants came in with me to watch out for any problems. It was nice of them to worry about me since the coven knew Vlad was dead, but I wasn’t so weak anymore that I couldn’t handle humans if there was a problem. 
 
    Then again, it was nice to feel someone watching my back so I didn’t make a fuss.  
 
    My boobs were still on my brain though as I got dressed, checking out how I filled in one of my normal work suits. I’d always had athletic curves but curves. I didn’t like this flatter and thinner look. Maybe if I had wanted to lose some of it, but again, it wasn’t a choice I’d made. 
 
    “Do you like bigger boobs?” I asked Eugene point blank when I met up with them outside. “Do you miss my D’s?” 
 
    He gave me a look that he didn’t want to answer, as that was walking into a trap, but I reminded him that he’d started it. He moved closer and slid his hand into my suit jacket, cupping my right breast and teasing the nipple through my shirt and bra. “I love a good handful. Yes, I want them bigger again to overfill my hands and just look so tempting, but I want them back because they were taken from you like you were from us.” 
 
    I bit back a moan as I got images from him that he fully wanted to inspect them and keep close watch over them to see when they were back to how he remembered. “You should do that. Maybe playing with them will help them grow.” 
 
    “I think that’s a myth, but I would gladly prove it right or wrong,” he whispered, giving me a gentle kiss. “Sit on my face and let me play with them all night, Sera. That’s what I want most.” 
 
    “Shit, the hormones coming off you both is ridiculous,” Nikos grumbled, waving his hand in front of his face. “Please fuck and spare us this already.” 
 
    “No, she’s worth the chase, and I love chasing her,” Eugene argued. “The full moon is this weekend, and your mistress is home safe. Tell me that the hormones aren’t wonderful to smell instead of missing her.” 
 
    “I prefer the hormones,” Nikos promised. “I was just teasing because Sera isn’t into the PDA like you feeling her up in the parking lot while a murder scene is waiting for her.” 
 
    That snapped me out of it. “Yeah, thanks. Just my head spins out sometimes with getting better. One minute I’m thrilled I’m gaining weight, and the next minute I question if I look better without it or whatever. It’s hard.” 
 
    “I think the person you are is full of sugar and spice and everything nice and that is what draws the quality people to you instead of your tits or ass,” Sander said firmly as he scanned the area. It was maybe the most mature or adult thing I’d ever heard him say, but then he had to keep talking. “But I did love the fact you had a perfect, firm, ghetto booty you could bounce a quarter off of and ride all fucking night and want more of.” 
 
    “That sounds more like something you’d say,” I drawled, tossing my keys to Emilio who looked like he was about to fall over laughing. “For a minute I wondered if Zlat or Goran were speaking with something so deep and mature, and then you follow up with that.” 
 
    Sander shrugged. “I gotta keep you on your toes.” 
 
    “Yeah, and we’re all going to her murder scene hard as nails,” Eugene bitched. “Fuck, now all I can think of is riding her all night. Asshole.” 
 
    “She lets you use that too,” Sander quipped. 
 
    I wasn’t the only one who smacked him then. I just hit him the hardest as I was fine with joking, but there was a level of crude I didn’t like in a group. He apologized, looking repentant for sure, and even said he’d go pick up breakfast with the other car and meet us at the scene.  
 
    Half went with him and half with us, and Emilio glanced over at me when we were stopped at a light. “He makes nervous jokes. It’s always been his way to cope. He did not handle you being taken well. Yes, you have sex now and again, but you’re like the closest friend he’s ever had not us, and it really hurts him worse knowing you were abused.” 
 
    “I don’t remember it, and I’d hope people move past it,” I admitted. “I’m touched you guys cared, I would too and I get it, but I’m working so hard to move past it, and I need everyone around me to as well.” 
 
    “I’ll tell him. Guilt is hard though. It’s why Nina can’t even talk to you. I heard she got the belongings from the German government though. She blew on them and finally threatened to come meet them in person if they didn’t hand over what was hers. She’s planning on a protection charm so no one can ever knock us out like that again.” 
 
    I nodded, not wanting to talk about it. I knew Nina needed time, but it made me feel like shit. It wasn’t my fault, and I was scared about the magical whatever was inside of me now. That was undoubtedly something we couldn’t only put a cork in for so long. 
 
    I let Eugene get out and check the area before he opened the door for me, putting on his professional hat, as it was all business as he scanned the area. I headed over to the police line, thanking them as they raised the tape for me. Nikos came in with me but kept a safe distance from the crime scene while the others fanned out around the area. 
 
    “Wow, they are not taking any chances that some other psycho tries for her,” one of the patrol officers muttered to his partner as he took in the group with me. “Good. She gets too much done to risk losing her again.” 
 
    “Yeah, vice needed its ass kicked and shaken up. I hated getting called to anything of theirs, as it was always a cluster fuck and too many people chewing on us like we had any part of it,” his partner replied. 
 
    I shook my head as I accepted crime scene gloves from Annis. It seemed like ages since that crap had gone down on Valentine’s Day. I’d gotten caught up on the fallout, and it all seemed to be going well, but yeah, so much had happened since it was hard to keep up with it all.  
 
    “We have four different bites,” Shaw told me confidently. 
 
    “And you know this from more than bite radius?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes, because that’s great for sharks and some animal bites to determine size, but it’s only in books and movies that fangs work that way, as most bites are not on flat surfaces, and like at the neck the skin can pull or pinch, which completely distorts the radius.” 
 
    “Good. So what do we really judge?” 
 
    “We do judge the space between fangs but also the puncture sizes and force of bruising from the bite,” she answered. I knew Annis would know this as a vampire, and Rodriquez too as a shifter, but Shaw was a fairy and it was important we all knew these things when solving murders. “It is highly unlikely that someone feeds with a nip and then attacks like a shark. In general, people tend to bite with the same amount of force when feeding.” 
 
    “Unless it’s a huge burger and I’m starving,” I muttered, smiling when she did. I looked at the bites and checked the sizes. “Yeah, there’s enough difference here that I would say four different people confidently. Why else would I say that?” 
 
    “Because they’re spread out,” Shaw answered after a moment. “Right side of neck, right wrist, left upper arm, and right thigh. It would be one thing if it was different sides of the neck like they took a break or checked if they heard something and went for fresh skin, but four at this spread suggests four different vampires.” 
 
    “Good. Also, they took all the blood so we know at least more than one for sure unless they were ancient, and I don’t smell any of our ancients, and those are the only ones in town,” I added. I looked over the man before reaching into his back pocket for his wallet. “Walter Riggles, local. Let’s get a full profile on Mr. Riggles, and we’ll make the notifications. You know how to do that, yes?” 
 
    “Yeah, we’ve all done it,” Annis promised. “Are we still of the thought that I shouldn’t do it as a vampire when it was a vampire kill?” 
 
    I sighed. “Yeah, I hate to make it seem like it’s a thing, but people grieving aren’t rational. I hate to take note of species like that, but let’s just keep playing it that way since it seems to help. We don’t want misfocused anger and rage when trying to solve a murder.” I looked over at him. “I want you on looking for patterns or anywhere else reporting this sort of multi-vamp murder or attack in the past six months.” 
 
    “Got it.” He waved over the medical examiner’s people when I nodded I was done and so were they.  
 
    My phone rang, and I connected the call without looking. “Thomas.” 
 
    “Hey you,” Jason murmured in my ear. “How are you?” 
 
    I swallowed a sigh. I’d been ducking his calls besides one quick discussion when I’d gotten back because he’d demanded to hear my voice and confirm with me I was okay. I would have done the same, but even if I sent gifts to mend the bridges he’d burned looking for me, I wasn’t open to reconnecting with him. “First day back and just finished with a murder scene. You?” 
 
    “I’m calling for work actually, so thanks for taking my call instead of ducking them,” he answered. I didn’t even try to deny it, as he knew me well enough that I wouldn’t lie. “President Nuri asked me to check if you really want him to attend this thing next week, or if anyone was pressuring you to play nice and it would make things worse for you. I told him you don’t let anyone bully you, but you are recovering so maybe you felt you had to.” 
 
    I moved out of the crime scene and away from the media and ears. “Bijan is going with ‘president?’” 
 
    “Yes, it was decided—though not announced officially—and there will be a prime minister for each species to give an equal voice even if intermingled. Those will be elected and soon. The humans just won’t have military power and so on. So do you really want him to come?” 
 
    “Yeah, I do because it’s actually shaping up to be something awesome and I hope other countries would do the same, and right now as crazy as it is to say this, Iran has a good chance of making something like this work in their favor. Plus, I know there’s some back and forth of who should visit whom first for all that political posturing shit I hate, so don’t visit the US president, come visit me and mine and maybe work on some more fun.” 
 
    “For someone who hates politics, you play the game pretty well.” 
 
    “I’m fairly good at stepping around the bullshit. It’s what the FBI does all the time. If I have to walk through it, I tend to stomp the whole way and piss people off. That doesn’t work well.” I cleared my throat and got into my SUV when Nikos unlocked it. “We will have at least one vampire council member visiting, as there’s been a change in some leadership, so we’re throwing that ceremony in while we’ve got friends in town or whatever.” 
 
    He didn’t reply at first. “Are you telling me what I think you’re telling me?” 
 
    “Call Havers on his FBI line. No one’s monitoring that, but we’re assuming I’ve got eyes and ears on me at all times until the event or at least people know I’m recovered enough to fuck people up if they try to invade. Again.” 
 
    “You in trouble?” 
 
    “No, the opposite honestly, but there will be some dancing, and anything paranormal always involves some combo of sex, violence, or biting, so I want Bijan to have that warning given he’s now also head of Iran. But yes, I truly hope he attends. We’ve a couple of guest apartments in the pack’s building he can use for the stay so he’s not dealing with hotel crazy, even if the hotels are owned by the coven, with all the strangers we’ll have here.” 
 
    “I’ll let him know.” 
 
    “Yeah, we can go,” I told Nikos, realizing they were waiting for word from me. “I gotta get back to the office. Let me know if he’s coming.” 
 
    “Sure, yeah, he’ll be there. He was happy for the invite.” Jason cleared his throat. “I’ll be there too as his liaison.” 
 
    “I’m shocked you’re still his liaison,” I muttered as I put on my seatbelt. 
 
    “Me too, but there was a lot of work to do here, and we work well together, so he requested I stay longer. Our people are happy for that because there is a lot still to do in the region, and they’re thrilled President Nuri wants to keep working with us on it.” 
 
    “I’m glad it worked out well for you, Jas.” I wasn’t sure what else to say. He’d used me to get that spot. Or more he’d used his connection with me to get involved when the shit had gone down in Iran and the door had opened for him. 
 
    “I would have given up everything this did for my career for you to have come home even a day earlier than you did, baby,” he whispered, sounding upset. “I did everything I could, I swear I did.” 
 
    “I know. Everyone made sure I knew that for real, not just you did what you should, but you really went all out and risked your friendships and connections to get information and even if most ended up dead ends. I believe you truly wanted to bring me home, and it had nothing to do with getting something from it.” 
 
    “You are maybe the only person I would have done that for. I know it doesn’t make up for the shit I’ve also gotten you involved in, but I never meant for that. Yes, I’m an idiot, but I really do care about you, Sera. I always have.” 
 
    “Yeah, we were the broken idiots who maybe found someone to finally connect to, but things are different now.” I cleared my throat, knowing something he probably didn’t think I did. “I heard your dad’s cancer is in remission. You okay?” 
 
    “Only our families can fuck with us so much, right?” he chuckled darkly. “Yeah, he still pretends I don’t exist. Even now, with this gig and now I’m looking at a promotion and maybe an award for all the work I’ve done here to help our people—US citizens no matter the species—and still I’m just a bastard in his eyes.” He cleared his throat. “Could I get an apartment in your building for when I’m on leave?” 
 
    “That’s a mistake, Jas,” I whispered, rubbing my forehead. “I appreciate all you did to try and bring me home, but that would be the only reason I agreed to it. Do you want it still then?” 
 
    “Yes, but I’ll wait until that’s not your answer,” he said after a moment. “Hold one for me when I deserve it at least?” 
 
    “At this rate I might need to buy a second building,” I drawled. 
 
    “Don’t you mean at least a third? Isn’t that one in New York almost done?” 
 
    “Can we not talk about New York please?” 
 
    “You’re safe now, Sera. Let them protect you and you’ll be okay.” He muttered to someone he’d be off in a minute. “Are you at least feeling better?” 
 
    “I’m filling in and able to do more, but I still feel so weak,” I admitted, knowing he wouldn’t judge me for saying that. “I feel human, and shit, that does not feel good after how strong I was. I get why vampires I know say they have nightmares of being human again. It’s like once you know there are people out there so strong or whatever, you are so the guppy and it’s terrifying. You guys just can’t get it until you’re one of us.” 
 
    “Yeah, I believe that. Living around such old vamps makes it hard to not get grumpy sometimes that I have an aching knee now that I’m a whole thirty from a Navy injury. Or my hair is a bit thinner than it used to be. It’s like they all stopped the clock and I’m getting a bit jealous of that.” 
 
    “You’d make a good blood sucker,” I teased him. “You’d be so far down on the ladder though that it would be hysterical to see your ego take the hit of becoming a fledgling.” 
 
    “I think that is the only reason more people don’t ask for it, plus, that whole blood drinking thing sounds gross.” 
 
    “It won’t taste like blood does to you now,” Nikos told him, more than able to hear the conversation. “It won’t taste like wine or other red liquids, but it certainly won’t taste the same. It would be more like rare meat instead of sucking a paper cut.” 
 
    “Well, I’m out,” I joked, everyone knowing that even becoming a wolf didn’t change my feelings on rare meat. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve told a few people I know a werewolf that won’t hunt in wolf form or eat anything beyond medium well, and they all think I’m teasing them,” Jason told me with a chuckle. “I swear they think it’s either an American thing or just some really weird wolf.” 
 
    “I’ve been called worse. Stay safe, Jas, and make sure to work out the travel details when you get them.” 
 
    “Yup, all over it. Take care, baby.” 
 
    I stared at the phone when he hung up. “No matter how many times I tell him to stop calling me that, he just has to fucking do it.” 
 
    “Because he’s the only one you let get away with it,” Eugene muttered. “It’s the one part of you he has that we don’t and he knows it.” He shrugged when I looked at him. “That’s fine. He can have your past. I plan on being part of your future.” 
 
    “Well, dayumn,” Emilio chuckled, shaking his head. “That was good, man.” 
 
    Yeah it was, but I wouldn’t ever admit it and encourage any of them. Honestly, I really didn’t get why any of them put up with me. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    10 
 
      
 
    I made it through my first full week back to have the full moon on Friday. Since it landed on then, we didn’t do the group event on the first day of the full moon, but the last so it landed on a Saturday. But there was a bunch of confusion when I arrived, and I couldn’t even blame anyone else since it was my evil plotting that had made it happen. 
 
    “They won’t let us past the parking lot,” someone complained. “And they don’t know what’s going on.” 
 
    “Nope, they don’t,” I chuckled, knowing the Betas weren’t happy that I’d given them orders but not explaining what I was up to. “It’s good, I promise.” It was hard not to wonder or laugh when there were huge closed tents right at the start of the pack lands that blocked the rest of everything and you couldn’t tell what was going on.  
 
    It wasn’t only the pack and shifters we normally invited this time, which seemed to be throwing people as well. I’d invited all of Brian’s office and their families along with the coven, fae, my office, and everyone at the training center. Hell, I’d gone so far as to fly Davis, Cooper, and Harris in for the weekend at my own cost because I didn’t want them to miss it.  
 
    The witches were also there, and I was glad to see Nina hanging out in back with them. Good, we needed the united front.  
 
    I’d also told everyone to come much earlier than normal, and people got a bit excited when they realized something was going on and whispering about smelling food. After a bit longer and the parking lot completely full with people waiting, I decided to climb up on my SUV so everyone could see me and me them. 
 
    “You all went through something horrible when I was gone, and for that I’m sorry,” I started, clearing my throat nervously, hating to be the center of attention. “It didn’t just happen to me, I know that. People had to step up and help out all over the place, and I thank you for everything you all did to make sure everyone was safe. I’m also touched how much you all did to try and find me. I’m sorry you had to deal with that.” 
 
    “Sera,” Brian whispered, shaking his head. I knew that look. He was ready to strangle me that I was taking that all on myself. 
 
    How could I not? 
 
    “I know a lot of you didn’t go to the second annual cook-off when Vlad had it again because I wasn’t there and you were focused on finding me. I know some of you had to but didn’t want to. I know the new Alpha house was built but no one had the heart to do a ribbon cutting when the Alpha was missing.” I wiped under my eyes when I got choked up. “And I’m sorry I messed up so much, but it really meant a lot to me you thought of stuff like that. 
 
    “For a woman who was tossed out of so many foster homes and never had a family, it meant a lot to me that my now very large family—pack, FBI, and more—didn’t want to celebrate that without me. So, I know we all deserve a few months’ vacation, but I can’t give you that. I know this next week is going to be crazy and even more chaos, but it’s for a good reason. Before we get there, I thought we needed some fun.” 
 
    I turned and nodded to Barbara, the event planner I’d hired, and she opened the flaps for the first tent which was now the party entrance. 
 
    “Everyone have fun, take the break and day they deserve, but there is booze so you gotta watch your own kids,” I finished before sliding off the roof. I went right for the boys and hurried them to the entrance, smiling when they were practically bouncing with excitement.  
 
    Inside the main tents were tables and chairs but not like wedding level, more corporate picnic. The others opened the tent flaps, and everyone started coming in to set down bags or whatever.  
 
    We kept going, and I burst out laughing when the boys took off to the first of several huge tubs of water balloons. I beat them there and actually launched the first balloon at Axel. 
 
    He took off his sunglasses and dried them on his shirt. “Oh, so it’s like that, huh?” 
 
    “It wasn’t me,” I lied, lots of people laughing when I did. I grabbed a few more and hit Hagan and Brian when they stepped out of the tents. Both had matching looks to Axel’s and glanced at each other. I took off for the huge inflatable water slides that were set up on the slope on the far side. Brian had no chance of catching me, but I dodged Axel and ended up almost right in Hagan’s arms.  
 
    Another week of working out and stuffing myself with healthy calories might have helped me fill out a bit more, but I was not up to my norms. I dodged Hagan, and then Eugene was there, so I ducked him, and that was when Hagan snagged me. 
 
    “Hey, I didn’t throw one at you,” I reminded Eugene from over Hagan’s shoulder. 
 
    “I just wanted the chance to get you naked and wet,” he said with a shrug. 
 
    “No getting naked with all the humans here,” I reminded everyone. “That’s why I said to bring swimsuits!” 
 
    “Fine, mostly naked,” he grumbled. 
 
    “You just saw me fully naked yesterday when we went for the full moon run,” I reminded him. 
 
    “Shit, can I get an invite to that?” one of the human FBI guys asked his friend.  
 
    “Sure, Chief Havers gives them out,” I called over, busting them. 
 
    “Does someone else in my office want to try for you?” Brian drawled. “I get asked all the time if we’re like, a real thing or if it’s a rumor.” 
 
    “Depends if you’re going to help me here or at least share a snow cone with me,” I teased him, smiling when he rolled his eyes. I pointed over past a catering tent and huge grills and smokers going that were trailer sized to the carnival food. There was an ice cream vendor, snow cones, cotton candy, funnel cakes, and more. I was pretty sure there were adult slushies somewhere too. “Hagan, I’ll do something dirty with you behind a tree if—” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m heading for the slushies,” he muttered, knowing where my mind went. 
 
    I wasn’t the only one who found that amusing. “I really am starving.” 
 
    “I’m not sure you got enough food,” Simone drawled, gesturing to the three caterers set up with separate buffets.  
 
    “Have you met the shifters in Chicago?” I drawled as Hagan set me on my feet. I was a bit wobbly, so he held onto me until I got my footing. “Add all the surrounding areas, the vampires, and I know the FBI offices stuff it away, plus families—I think we’ll be ordering pizzas in the next couple of hours.” 
 
    “How much did this cost?” Hagan asked quietly, taking in the huge spread, not just food but fun and entertainment. 
 
    “An obscene amount,” I said under my breath. “Like obscene, but I can’t think of a better way to spend it.” I nodded to boys doing battle with Dain, Alok, Tasar, and Luca. They were losing miserably, but everyone was laughing like I’d not seen in a long time.  
 
    One of the spreads was sandwiches, one BBQ everything nummy, and the last regular burgers and whatnot. Each had either fruit platters, chips, or all the sides, and together it was like the hugest potluck picnic of fun, but we hadn’t had to do any of it. Which was the best kind of fun in my world. 
 
    And cakes were being delivered later. Yum. 
 
    “Were you like hungry when you ordered?” Brian asked me as he looked over it all. 
 
    “Is there a time I’m not hungry?” I threw right back as I went for more water balloons. I joined in with the boys and nailed Dain in the shoulder. He gave me a look that promised retribution, but then Jonik came to help us too and we started turning the tide. Eugene went to help Dain’s side, and little by little we started getting more and more joining in. The best was when I went to duck behind Noah and he got nailed like a dozen times. 
 
    “Really?” he drawled, looking down at me. 
 
    I shrugged, soaking wet by that time and unable to not smile. 
 
    People kept coming, and I didn’t know what was going on until I saw the Havers clan, including Grammy Havers. I walked right up to Brian who was talking with some of his people and interrupted, nodding to his family. 
 
    Corbin snorted. “He said you were acting cagey and working on something you wouldn’t talk to him about. He had me pull your phone records, and I looked up the numbers.” He shrugged. “We knew and invited our families like for real.” 
 
    Brian winced when I gave him a shocked look. “It was just going to be the ones you knew, but you know how people talk. No one invited like cousins and stuff, but yeah, most of us who don’t have kids invited our parents and siblings.” 
 
    “Who tend to have kids and families,” I drawled. “Bri, this is pack lands. Humans aren’t normally welcome, and this was a big deal to let you guys here. Most don’t let any but wolves on their lands. That’s how the pack was when we took over.” 
 
    “Crap, sorry, it just sort of happened,” he worried. “In my defense, I wasn’t the one with the big mouth.”  
 
    Several of his guys looked incredibly guilty, and I sighed. “Fine, but you’re guarding the bunnies and going with to get more food. I’ve gotta talk to the caterers and see if they’ll cook more if we get more.” I held up my hand when someone went to argue. “The lot is completely full, and they’re parking on the grass now.” I locked eyes with Brian. “You need to move vehicles to block that back section.” 
 
    “I don’t—” Corbin started to ask, but Brian cut in. 
 
    “It’s the pack graveyard,” he explained, wincing again when he saw how close cars were getting. “Shit, yeah, I wouldn’t blame them for freaking if people parked there.” 
 
    “Yeah, especially because Hagan and Reagan’s parents are buried there,” I said quietly. 
 
    I was less annoyed when they hurried to move their vehicles over there even if further out of the way to block anyone from parking there. I mean, they made a wall no one could even pull around and not hit a tree. Good. Idiots. 
 
    “Leo, I need you,” I called over the crowd after checking with Barbara that the grills were hired for so many hours so they would keep cooking. 
 
    “I’ll go with, but I want some naughty fun behind a tree too,” Eugene told me as he caught up to me. I nodded and went over to the Haverses when they waved to me. 
 
    “Cool it with the naked or naughty stuff with the FBI around,” Dain warned Eugene. “You saw some full moon fun while they were all in New York and they were a tight group, but the regular offices aren’t like that. They talk and a lot. When the FBI or Haverses are around, we all chill and she acts like Brian’s. She’ll do the same for me when we’re around fairies or whatever. It’s smarter, easier on her.” 
 
    Yeah, it was, and I appreciated them thinking of that. 
 
    “You needed me?” Leo asked as he hurried over. He quickly greeted the Haverses as well and gave me a curious look. 
 
    “Apparently Brian’s office extended the surprise invitation because they figured it out. I don’t have enough food,” I explained. “You have your debit card on you?” 
 
    “Locked in the trunk with my wallet and phone,” he answered. 
 
    “Good, go get it, and I’ve got lots of help going with you. Stick by Eugene, okay? Clean out Costco of steaks, brats, burgers, and buns. Chicken. They can grill up chicken, but we might need rubs and stuff. Whatever you can get fast and in bulk.” 
 
    “I’ll handle it,” he promised. 
 
    “He’s just a boy, and he has your debit card to your huge accounts?” Grammy Havers asked, giving me a look that she didn’t approve. 
 
    “I was in NROTC and going through OCS the summer I graduated by his age, emancipated and handling everything,” I defended. “He’s nineteen and manages a lot for our family while getting caught up on everything that wasn’t provided for him that should have been. Hell, he’s the adult of us most of the time. He handles getting everything the boys need, and I include the adult boys of our house.” 
 
    “Good for him,” she praised, giving me a smile. “Now, how are you? You look much better than when we saw you in the hospital and you were all loopy.” 
 
    “I don’t even remember seeing you,” I admitted. “Sorry, I would have thanked you for visiting.” 
 
    “You’ve had lots else going on, Sera,” Mrs. Havers forgave. “So you threw a summer party?” 
 
    “Well, it was supposed to also be a joint birthday party since I missed Ben, Leo, Tommy, and Brian’s birthdays, but now I might strangle your son instead.” 
 
    “I’m heading out with the shopping trip,” Brian announced as he came over. 
 
    “No, I sent Leo and Eugene with your guys. You have to stay here and play parent with me,” I argued. “It’s your damn office misbehaving already.” 
 
    “Sorry,” he sighed, giving me a hug. He called over to Leo to go ahead and came back for a kiss. “Sorry, I didn’t think it would spin out like this.” 
 
    “You are such a handful,” I sighed, rolling my eyes when he kissed my hair. “Let’s eat. I’m hungry.” 
 
    “Aren’t you always?” Grammy Havers teased me. She looked past me, and her eyes flashed shock. “Oh my, who is the handsome man with the lilac eyes who is watching this with such interest?” 
 
    I didn’t even have to look. “Jonik. He’s a friend of Dain’s who flew in to be my trainer and work with me on getting better. He has a PhD in sports medicine.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t think paranormals who heal so easily would focus on that?” Mr. Havers asked as he handed out plates and we started loading up.  
 
    “They have trouble after their wings grow in and balancing with them and using them. Plus, the magic they have is physically taxing,” I explained, having learned a lot about it as well. “It’s really fascinating. I knew shifters have problems when they’re younger before they even shift, as adolescence is hard on everyone, but born shifters tend to be bigger, so it’s growing faster, but learning about the fae side was really cool.” 
 
    “It was,” Brian agreed. “I was talking about it with Tasar and Alok, and people look down at fairies for being tricksters or all glamour, but they really have their act together. One of every family learns that area, and they divide and conquer so the family is well rounded. It’s really cool.” 
 
    “Their families are like pack and don’t get spread all out. It’s more like how it used to be where there was the main family and cousins were in charge of this and that of the estates,” I told the Haverses. “It sounds outdated, but it’s incredibly smart because being one of us isn’t safe and more humans knew than was ever in history. Alok has told me stories about locking down his family’s castle in Europe when people came for them.” 
 
    “I would love to hear stories like that,” Grammy Havers admitted. “I’ve always found history fascinating.” 
 
    “Your arthritis is still acting up, right?” I checked with her. I waited until she nodded. “Jonik, can you sit with Grammy Havers and see if there’s something you can do to help?” 
 
    “Sera, he’s all the way…” Mrs. Havers trailed off when Jonik came over and dipped his head to them. “I cannot get used to the hearing difference.” 
 
    “I’m over six hundred years old, so I’m well tuned to hear my own name,” Jonik explained. “It’s hard for those younger like Sera, as groups are a bit too loud for their heightened hearing.” 
 
    He might have said more, but a little girl squealed behind us. I turned to see her jumping all around Axel. 
 
    “Are you really a tiger? I love tigers. Will you show me the kitty? Please? I want to see the kitty!” she rambled, no more than seven and bouncing with excitement. 
 
    And she started a movement, several more young kids coming over and begging to see the tiger. Axel looked to me for help, which was just silly of him. 
 
    “I sent Leo for steaks so we can feed you some raw. That would make your tiger happy on the full moon, right?” 
 
    “That and someone just pulled in a deer,” a guy with Brian’s office told me, nodding to the panther in animal form dragging over a deer, several others with rabbits in their mouths. 
 
    I dropped my plate on the table and darted over there. “What is the rule about hunting rabbits when my rabbits are around?” They winced, and I called out to check the boys were okay.  
 
    “You hunt rabbits when the pack’s rabbits are around and Alpha Sera thumps you,” Ashley called over. 
 
    “Right, and what’s the rule if prey is with us?” I asked the panthers. “No hunting at all.” I brought my fist down on each of their heads as hard as I could. “You all just got clean up duty. No more hunting.” I waited until they nodded before heading back to get my food, rubbing my chest as I tried to calm back down.  
 
    “They all know the boys,” Brian reminded me. 
 
    “Yeah, well, we know things don’t always go to plan,” I drawled, gesturing to the tons of extra people we hadn’t planned for. “We don’t even have enough tables and chairs.” 
 
    “We were told to bring blankets and whatever,” Mrs. Havers assured me, nodding to where lots were sitting on picnic blankets. “We thought it was going to be more like a paranormal football game and people were bringing grills. We didn’t know you were being all fancy.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I sighed. “I just don’t normally plan the parties so I get nervous. And we can’t play football with you guys around.” 
 
    “Right, someone could get hurt,” Jimmy, Brian’s younger brother, muttered. I was dying to ask what had happened with his engagement, but since she wasn’t with him, I assumed it was still off. 
 
    “No, we wouldn’t play with humans so no one got hurt, but you wouldn’t be able to watch,” I answered. 
 
    “They’re too fast,” Brian explained when they were confused. “I’ve been here on the full moon, and all you see is a blur as they race full out. It’s—you wouldn’t catch what was going on.” 
 
    Jimmy looked like he wanted to argue that, but then looked over my shoulder and his mouth fell open. I glanced over there and saw some of Ashley and her friends race over to the inflatable slides and glide along the water until they reached the pool part. 
 
    “And they’re just the kids,” I told Jimmy. “They’re born shifters so they’re stronger, but yeah, those are the kids.” 
 
    Axel got out of shifting for the moment once the parents rounded up their kids and promised he would later if they ate a full lunch with vegetables. He looked like a fish out of water dealing with kids, but he wasn’t bad at it, which was sort of endearing. 
 
    We ended up sitting in the shade on the blankets Mrs. Havers brought, the boys joining us as well. Grammy Havers made a comment about how well behaved they were and she’d never met teenage boys who ate so many vegetables. 
 
    “They’re rabbit shifters,” I explained with a wink. “The veggie thing is true. They also have to limit how much red meat they eat, as well as bunnies in the wild don’t chomp on cows.” 
 
    “Certain fruits too,” Tommy added. “We were using some of the wrong fruits in our smoothies and we got… Some stomach issues.” 
 
    “Good save,” I praised, giving him a wink. Lunch wasn’t the time to talk about bowl movements. “And I saw the flowers that were planted around the graveyard. Was that you guys?” 
 
    “Yeah, we told Jesse that maybe we should brighten up the area since we heard Tristan say Riley liked flowers and pretty bushes,” Cory said quietly.  
 
    “Yeah, he did,” I confirmed, giving them a sad smile. “He would have loved the greenhouses and all the flowers we donate to the hospitals in his name. He said he couldn’t do anything about the food, but there was no reason he couldn’t pick up another bunch for the nurse’s station when he got some for our house. I know things went really bad in the end, but that was who he was at his core.” 
 
    “That’s what others in the pack said, and he did a lot to protect people and fight against Engle,” Cory promised, the boys only knowing the bad side of Riley and our issues. “Alvin was the one who came up with the idea and asked the fairies to help us do it.” 
 
    I swallowed loudly but smiled at Alvin as I praised him. He was the one who had the most darkness in him, having lived on the streets and doing lots he wouldn’t talk about to survive. We worried about him and Leo the most, as they’d suffered the longest and worst. “We should do the same where Gary’s buried.” 
 
    “We did,” Alvin muttered, his tone saying he didn’t want to talk about it. Gary was the rabbit who had been murdered when he had been working as a prostitute. Alvin had identified him before I’d found them, but the police had still had his body as an unsolved case with no family to claim him.  
 
    So we had. We’d bought a nice plot and had a small service for him after the boys had gotten better and I’d worked the case with CPD to find the guy. He was convicted for several murders and was serving several life sentences. I’d pushed for more and to go to the council since he’d murdered an endangered species shifter, but he hadn’t known and he wasn’t trying to murder the people but went too far with what they didn’t want. 
 
    But at least the boys got some closure, and even if the trial had been hard, handling all of that had been, it was better they got that. I was glad they were still visiting Gary now and again even when I was gone. I’d have to thank the twins for that.  
 
    “What do you mean you posted this party?” a guy asked, his tone agitated. Someone had started talking, and I held up my hand to hold them off while I listened, not able to spot who was speaking. 
 
    “Yeah, I tweeted it out and posted the location,” a woman replied. “What’s your issue? You said the director guy is doing some rich bitch and that’s how he got the Ferrari. Let’s have some fun and she can pay for it. I told people to bring more booze though.” 
 
    “Un-fucking-real,” I seethed, getting to my feet. I glanced around and locked eyes with a newb from Brian’s office. “You work the fucking FBI, kid, not some bank where no one cares if you share the info. There are agents’ families here that could have to arrest people one day, but now they’ve met their kids and know where we hang out. So seriously, maybe don’t invite your latest ditz you’re banging who doesn’t get it.” 
 
    “Bitch, who the fuck do you think—”  
 
    I snarled at her, my eyes flaring power. “I’m the ‘rich bitch’ Chief Havers is ‘doing,’ and I’m also Alpha of the pack whose lands you’re standing on, idiot. This isn’t a public park.” 
 
    “And she’s also my boss,” the guy snapped. “She’s a division chief too. Delete those tweets and tell people they can’t come.” 
 
    “No way,” she argued, frowning. “I’m not getting humiliated like that.” 
 
    “Fine, then call the police,” I told the guy. “She’s the one who put the posts up about a private party and said anyone can come. She’s liable for disturbing the peace and maybe inciting a riot when they drive all the way here and we won’t let them on. Plus, any underage drinking and—” 
 
    “Fine, fine, I’ll call it off,” she bitched, giving him a look. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Oh no, you’ll be here to make sure these people turn around and go,” I purred. “You’re still liable if there’s a problem. Free speech is great, but you’re on the hook for what you say and the dominoes falling.” 
 
    “You really are a bitch,” she sneered. “He got that right at least.” 
 
    “I didn’t call her a bitch,” he snapped. “I said…” He gave me a guilty look, then his eyes went wide with fear as he looked over my shoulder. “I’m sorry, Chief Havers, Chief Thomas. Really, I was—we were drinking, and I hadn’t known it was Chief Thomas at the time because I came on while she was gone. I thought you had a sugar momma that got you the Ferrari and we were saying we didn’t realize there were rich women into FBI agents.” 
 
    I moved to block Brian from the kid’s path, making it clear I was handling the idiots, as they were shitting on my party. “He does a lot more than his job and gets shit on it, so my club lets him use the car we leased as thanks because he never stops working. I’m not his sugar momma or whatever.” I locked eyes with the girl. “But I am absolutely a bitch and hold grudges, so make sure you clean up your mess or I will make your life hell.” 
 
    “Fine, whatever,” she muttered, crossing her arms over her chest. 
 
    I looked back at the guy. “You finish cleaning up what you’re responsible for by bringing her around, and then leave, hopefully learning from this.” I waited until he nodded, seeming like he wanted to melt into the ground at the attention we now had. “And my office doesn’t have the budget for a cleaning crew. I think I just found my guy for this month. You will speak with Special Agent in Charge Shaw, and she will instruct you on how to clean our office.” 
 
    “Yes, Chief Thomas,” he quickly accepted when it looked like she might say something. “I’m very sorry, and yes, I will talk with SAiC Shaw and do whatever. I worked hard to get to Chief Havers’s office and take it seriously. I won’t mess up like this again.” 
 
    “Good. Glad you understand this is a mess up and aren’t blowing it off. We all trip up, but we have to accept the fact we did and right the path we’re on to move forward.” 
 
    “Plus, she loves giving out the punishments,” Corbin comforted the guy. 
 
    “Hey, Tommy just turned sixteen and will need driving lessons. You volunteering?” I shot right back. 
 
    “Hell yeah I’ll help,” he answered with a bright smile. “There’s always a ton of food at your house, and Jared’s always testing out recipes he wants feedback on.” 
 
    “You have a normal car, right? I can’t take learning on someone’s new vehicle or Brian joked I could drive his Ferrari,” Tommy worried. “It’s almost three million dollars. I don’t want to drive that!” 
 
    “It’s nice you just announced how much it is after we said I bought it for him,” I drawled, feeling the shock and surprise around us. I glanced up at Brian. “Don’t let the boys drive your new toy.” 
 
    “I was just kidding,” he muttered, leaning down and giving me a quick kiss. “Oh, and Perry? The cage needs to be cleaned out and inventory taken. See me Monday for details on that assignment as well.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Perry replied, looking like he’d been kicked in the nuts. Mine was mean, Brian’s was downright evil, as no one took care of the weapons and equipment cage. Like ever. It was one of those things we all knew needed to be done and would find time for, but then something urgent would come up, as there was always something urgent, and there were only so many hours in the day. 
 
    “Fine, I’ll let you have your birthday cake,” I told Brian, pursing my lips for another kiss. 
 
    He gave it but then frowned. “What birthday cake?” 
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    Several more rounds of eating and playing and the answer to Brian’s question finally came in the form of Jacqueline from my pack who I’d hired to make the cakes and enough for everyone. We went completely overboard, but she enjoyed doing that as much as I did, and honestly, who didn’t love getting to take home extra cake? 
 
    I went to go find Brian so we could sing for his birthday, but instead I found him sauced. 
 
    “There you are, babe,” he said with a goofy smile. 
 
    “Are you drunk?” I asked, not hiding my shock. I figured everyone would get a bit buzzed given the summer BBQ vibe, but Brian never even did that at work parties. 
 
    “No, no,” he answered, clearly drunk. “I had a few slushies. That wouldn’t get me drunk.” He snagged me around the waist and kissed me in a way that was not appropriate for the time and place. “It’s the full moon still, Sera. You promised me we’d do dirty things on the Ferrari. Let’s go do that.” 
 
    “Bri, we can later.” I took his drink and sniffed it, not getting a scent to tip me off but more the alcohol smell a human wouldn’t pick up. “What else was in your slushie?” I groaned when Jimmy’s heart rate picked up. “Jimmy, you are such a little shit.” 
 
    “We’re like the same age, Sera,” he drawled. “I just added some extra booze to his drink or whatever was over there. Mr. Perfect and Composed needed to let loose a bit.” 
 
    “You idiot,” I seethed, wanting to smack him. “That’s a hundred and ninety proof Everclear the ancients were adding so they could actually get a buzz. And Brian doesn’t get drunk at work parties. You’re too old to pull this shit.” 
 
    “Don’t argue with Jimmy,” Brian interjected. “He’s just cranky he can’t find someone like you.” He smiled happily at me. “Because you’re mine, right? You said so.” He leaned down and kissed me again, and my wolf wanted more. My siren wanted more. Hell, it was such a good kiss even I wanted more and wasn’t caring if we did it right there on the table.  
 
    “Bri, let’s take this somewhere private.” 
 
    He smirked at me. “Since when do you care about that? I don’t anymore. I just want you, babe. Forever.” He chuckled as he leaned in closer and held me against him. “I told you I want you to be my wife one day. I started looking at rings.” 
 
    “You are so dead,” I told Jimmy, noting his shock that his brother just admitted that to everyone. Few people knew that drunk Brian had absolutely no fucking filter. It wasn’t just bad, it was nonexistent.  
 
    “Sera, don’t be upset,” Brian muttered as he kissed along my neck. “It’s the full moon. Don’t you want me too? I’ve missed too many full moons with you.” Tears filled his eyes when I looked up at him. “I lost you. I thought you were gone forever and that was our last full moon in New York.” 
 
    “I would have done whatever it took to come back,” I promised him, taking his hand and pulling him with me. “Jimmy, you’re an asshole.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, Brian’s so perfect and always boss,” he grumbled, such a jealous little shit and immature like always.  
 
    “Hey, don’t call my brother that,” Brian complained as he tried to stop us from walking. 
 
    “Oh, you’re going to call him worse when you’re sober and know what he did.” 
 
    “I only had a few slushies,” he argued, not sounding that convinced, and I got annoyed that we were getting more attention. 
 
    I stood on my toes and pressed my lips to his ear. “Bri, let’s go have sex in the woods away from everyone so it’s just us.” 
 
    “That’s what I was saying,” he growled as he snagged me around the waist and threw me over his shoulder. “I want hot, naughty, dirty sex with my hot, naughty, dirty, and sexy werewolf.” 
 
    “You are so fucking dead,” I mouthed to Jimmy, flipping him off as people burst out laughing at hearing that from reserved and professional Brian.  
 
    But we did have sex. We had really good, hot, sweaty sex against a tree that made my wolf howl and I had a hard time not screaming during. 
 
    Twice. We had sex twice while Brian said some of the dirtiest everything he never said during sex and I egged him on, feeling how much he wanted it. I begged him to slap my ass and give him his fantasy. 
 
    “I love you, Sera,” he murmured when we were done, sitting with me on his lap on a fallen tree.  
 
    “Bri, you need to sober up or you’re going to have a major hangover,” I worried. “Please?” 
 
    “Okay, whatever you want, babe.” 
 
    Carter came over and gave me something to clean up with, promising to help Brian and get him some sports drinks and food. “Don’t kill the brother.” 
 
    “No promises,” I grumbled, darting out of there before Brian called me back and I caved. I found Jimmy talking with some friends of Brian’s and dragged him off, ignoring his snapping at me and dropping his drink. When we were away from eyes, I pressed him up against a tree and melded my body to his. “Can you smell the sex, Jimmy?” 
 
    He snorted. “No, but we all know you had it.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, Brian fucked me good,” I purred, running my hands over his chest. “He fucks my mouth, fucks my pussy, fucks my ass, smacks my ass, chains me up, and all kinds of everything. I make out with women because he likes it. I agreed to let him fuck my friends. Do you know why?” 
 
    “Because it’s your thing, I get it,” he growled, looking pissed I was throwing it in his face. 
 
    I moved my lips to his, not kissing him but taking a small feed. “I give him that. Did you like that, Jimmy?” 
 
    “Yes, fuck, Sera, shit, do it again.” 
 
    “I do it with Brian. Do you know why?” 
 
    “You’re awesome.” 
 
    “No, he is,” I whispered, feeding again. “I do it because Brian’s a man who deserves it and more. I would do anything he wanted because he would do it for me. Do you get it? Your brother is so amazing that a woman would do anything for him.” I moved away and ran my hands down my body. “Your brother gets me who you’ve always wanted, right? From the first time we met, you thought I should be with someone like you.” 
 
    “Shut up,” he snapped. “I know you see in our heads now.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, and you’re a loud broadcaster. I saw it from the first time we met what you wanted.” I moved back to him and held him against the tree with one hand on his chin. “But your brother didn’t want me on my knees for him or drilling me in front of his friends. He treated me like a queen, pleasing me over and over again, treasuring me. That’s why he got the girl. I’m sorry you’re not man enough to have women do that for you.” 
 
    “I ended things with her,” he reminded me. 
 
    I shrugged, not knowing her and not wanting to knock her. “You left because you thought there was better, not because you deserve better. Brian does. He’s amazing. He does so much you couldn’t ever wrap your brain around and helps so many. You’re just a brat and always have been. But he’s mine, Jimmy, and I’m his.” I leaned in and fed again. “You ever put shit in his drink or fuck with him in front of work people again, and I will fuck with you.” 
 
    I let go and walked away, ignoring when he called me back and begged for more. Jerk. He was lucky my siren was still tired and wasn’t up for draping her influence on people or I would have gone too far. 
 
    I found Brian sitting with our FBI buddies, noting that Gayle was sitting on Corbin’s lap and wondering if they’d gotten together instead of just hooking up that one time. I would be thrilled if they did. She was a wonderful woman, and Corbin deserved no less, and Corbin was a good guy, a bit geeky like I’d been, and Gayle would treat him right. 
 
    I headed towards him but froze when I moved past Joan Martin. I grabbed her and leaned in closer, giving a squeal at what I heard. I hugged her and burst out laughing. 
 
    “Wow, you have really good hearing because we just found out,” she whispered, smiling widely.  
 
    “I don’t get it,” someone admitted. 
 
    “We’re pregnant,” Nestor announced. “The doc confirmed Joan’s pregnant. Sera heard the extra heartbeat.” 
 
    “It’s a tiny one but strong,” I said brightly, giving them each a kiss. “This is awesome. I have no idea how to throw a baby shower. Do I do that as Alpha?” 
 
    “We’ll handle it, Sera,” Gayle promised, close friends with Joan. “It won’t be for a while.” 
 
    “Congrats, really,” I whispered, getting a bit mushy. It was the first time a wolf was even pregnant since I was Alpha. No one had wanted to have kids after finding out Engle was such a monster, and the last ones were about twelve now. It was odd for a pack so big, but even since I’d taken over there had been so much turbulence that the Martins were the first ones to try. “I’m thrilled after you guys have been trying so long.” 
 
    “We stopped trying while you were gone,” Joan admitted, her eyes going wide as she realized what she blurted out. “Sorry, but it’s true. We didn’t feel safe.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I rasped, horrified I’d messed everyone up to that level. 
 
    “Sera, none of it is your fault,” Joan chastised, hugging me this time. “You didn’t run away and join the circus. You were abducted. You didn’t do a damn thing wrong, and we’re just happy you’re home.” 
 
    “She’s not the only one actually,” another deer shifter admitted shyly. “I was going to ask you about what they do in Greece to help women make it to term.” 
 
    “Let me get your information and we’ll talk,” Joan promised, knowing it was a rough situation for me.  
 
    I thanked her and went over to Brian, glad when I saw him eating and looking like he was sobering up. “Embarrassed yet?” 
 
    “Yes, but confused,” he admitted. 
 
    “Jimmy was spiking your slushies with fucking Everclear,” I grumbled, nodding when he gave me a shocked look. “I know you think he’s matured, but he’s still a doofus, Bri. He’s going to embarrass you professionally or worse.” I shook my head when he went to argue. “Please listen to me. You do a lot of good, and he doesn’t get it. He doesn’t get you’re the big boss, and he’s jealous of what you have, how people are with you.” 
 
    “He’s my baby brother,” he muttered. 
 
    “That doesn’t give him a pass to be a jerk,” I reminded him, sighing when I saw he was shutting down on the topic. “Fine, whatever.” 
 
    “Hey, why are you mad?” he asked, reaching for me. 
 
    “He embarrassed you in front of our FBI people, and I’m with you,” I answered, giving him an incredulous look. “You were loose lipped and said stuff in front of people, kissing me like we shouldn’t have in front of our teams. I say something, and you’re giving Jimmy a free pass like always. It always shocks me how you do that when you’d never let anyone else get away with that. You hold people accountable. Try it with your brother.” 
 
    I walked off, pissed so much was getting messed up of my idea of fun. It also confused me. I didn’t have family like Brian did and didn’t get that bond. No, it was more than that. Hagan stood up for Reagan if there was a problem, but he could also admit when his twin was being stupid. Reagan too. 
 
    Brian had a blind spot when it came to Jimmy, and I didn’t like how that made me feel. Brian should be upset with Jimmy, not upset with me that I reacted to it like he would be when Jimmy told him what I did.  
 
    Dain found me eating too big of a piece of cake off to the side in the shade, watching the kids play. He sat down and didn’t say anything for a while. “Speaking as an older brother, one with an age gap close to Brian’s, you get an extra almost parental feel for them. I taught my sister a lot. It’s an extra bond and one that hurts extra badly if betrayed. Brian still sees the baby brother instead of the mid-twenties man who causes problems.” 
 
    I swallowed my bite and sighed. “The first time I met Jimmy he joined us for drinks after a big bust. The whole time he was flirting with me, and it made me uncomfortable. Brian was my SAiC, and I didn’t want to start trouble, but I mostly just sat there dumbfounded. He wouldn’t let anyone act inappropriately with me, and here it was clear I wasn’t into it, but he didn’t do anything because it was his brother.” 
 
    “Oh wow,” Dain whispered when he picked up on what I was feeling. “How much did you see?” 
 
    I shrugged, not looking at him. “That his feelings for me weren’t as important as his brother’s because if Jimmy wanted me, he’d be fine with that because I would be good for his brother. Here I wouldn’t even have considered it because I liked Brian, respected him professionally, and he was fine with just passing me over like I was just any woman. I let someone fix me up the next week and went out a few times with that asshole. 
 
    “We saw Brian on a date, and he was so, so jealous. I didn’t get it. It hurt. He wanted me not with other guys, but his brother was okay? So no matter what our relationship, I was going to rank below his brother? It was another nail in the family coffin. Jason’s been hurt by his so bad, and still he was loyal to them, and here was Brian who would always put them first. I didn’t want any part of that. Any part of him.” 
 
    “You misread what you got off of me,” Brian said firmly from behind us. “You looked uncomfortable, but it seemed from inexperience, not because it was Jimmy. I thought he might be a better fit given your ages and he might open you up where I seemed to get the door shut in my face when I tried. I liked you enough to do what I thought would be best for you even if it meant watching the woman I wanted with my brother.” 
 
    I nodded. That was fair and I could see that adding up with what I got. “And now? I try to talk to you about family stuff, and you very clearly were closing the door in my face whereas I’m always turning to you about the boys and whatnot.” 
 
    “Tell him,” Dain pushed. 
 
    “Tell me what?” Brian asked, but I didn’t know how to answer. 
 
    “Jimmy’s been rather pushy when Sera’s turned him down.” 
 
    “Sera?”  
 
    I sighed, tossing down my plate. “He made a comment while buzzed that first time that I shouldn’t be so difficult and not give him my number when you were my boss.” I glanced over my shoulder with wide eyes when I felt the instant anger coming off of Brian like a thick cologne. “You’re mad.” 
 
    “Sera, I would have been mad then,” he promised. “Jimmy’s not without fault. Yes, I’m a bit too lenient and I don’t get pissed when I should when he messes with me, but I would never let him talk to someone I worked with like that. I came to tell you that you were right and it affects you too and I’ll talk to him.” 
 
    “I started some trouble,” I admitted with a shrug. “It’s the full moon, and he pissed me off. You have no filter when drunk, and he knows that. I didn’t want to hear you were ring shopping like that.” 
 
    “‘Shopping’ might have been a bit much,” he confessed. “More like started learning about the three C’s and all of that. We’re not there yet, and you get that look like you’re about to flee when I brought it up.” 
 
    “I did pretty good,” I defended before meeting his eyes. “I messed with Jimmy to be a jerk back, but he didn’t push me away. You deserve a brother more loyal than that, Bri. His jealousy makes him act out, and that’s not okay. He should love you more than envy you.” 
 
    “I hear you, I do.” He moved closer and squatted down. “We good?” 
 
    “No, you’re a jerk,” I grumbled, reaching for my cake. “You invited more people and trouble for my party, then you get drunk and announce to everyone I’m a hot, naughty, dirty, and sexy werewolf and you want sex over your Ferrari.” 
 
    “And on that note, I’m heading for the slides,” Dain chuckled. 
 
    “Me too.” I didn’t want to fight or get upset. I wanted fun before the next round of crazy and crap. I stood and finished my cake on the walk, feeling Brian’s sadness. I didn’t mean to make him sad, and all I had wanted was fun and even hot sex in the forest, but he talked of forever and being with me always, and sometimes he was more closed off than I was. 
 
    No, that wasn’t confusing. 
 
    After we did a few runs, I saw a group of kids hounding Axel again. I went over and cheered to see the tiger as well. The look of retribution he gave me was priceless. 
 
    “Fine, but I’m not getting naked in front of human kiddies and scaring them,” he said to them as he took my hand.  
 
    I let him lead me off, trying not to chuckle. He moved me up against the back of the ice cream vendor so we were away from other eyes. He kissed me deeply and pressed his lips to my ear.  
 
    “Someday soon I’m going to lick you all over and watch you squirm and orgasm from my tiger tongue. Then I’m going to thrust my leaking cock into your tight, perfect body, and then sink my teeth into your shoulder and fuck you like you’ve never been fucked before. I’ll torture your nipples and hit every spot inside of you while I do everything you never knew you wanted.” 
 
    “What is with all the blunt dirty talk this full moon?” I whispered, staring up at him with wide eyes, wanting the picture he painted. “What brought this on?” 
 
    “You promised you wouldn’t sleep with anyone council before me,” he said instead. 
 
    I flinched, about to lose my temper. “So it’s about getting to screw me before Eugene? Well, he’s been making sure we have dates, not just plans for sex.” 
 
    “Hey, that’s not what I meant,” he argued, reaching for me, and for the first time I smacked his hand away. “Sera, that’s not what I was saying. I want you. That’s what I’m saying.” 
 
    “You want me first,” I whispered, my emotions swirling out on me between what he just said and Brian and just my fun day getting messed up. I was trying so hard, and still things were getting messed up. He reached for me again, and I pulled away. “Leave me alone.” 
 
    “No, I can feel you spinning out,” he worried. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry, Sera. I missed you and I’m having—” 
 
    I darted off. It was a brat move, but I didn’t want to hear he was having trouble adjusting to life past the council or whatever. I didn’t want to hear any more issues. I was drowning in issues half of the time, and all I had wanted was for smiles and fun. 
 
    Was that really too much to ask? 
 
    “It’s not my place, but I like you and you are a hard nut to crack,” Grammy Havers said as she sat next to me. “I didn’t catch all that happened, but you seemed to get extra upset after hearing Joan’s news.” 
 
    I blinked at her a moment and shook my head. “No, that’s not it. Truly I’m happy for her. I never wanted kids. It only hurts to get immortality and the chance of kids taken away.” I sighed, wanting to be honest with Brian’s family because they kept bringing it up. “Queen Laila and Nina think they could help me if I ever want. So the door might not be as closed as the doctors think.” I shook my head when she went to ask. “This is an old issue with Jimmy.” 
 
    “And you don’t want to talk bad about my idiot but loveable grandson, I get it,” she said gently. “He’s the baby and gets forgiven too much, but speaking as someone who had a perfect older sibling, it’s hard to grow up in that shadow.” 
 
    I nodded, knowing I couldn’t understand that. I wasn’t sure what I’d say, but I heard something and tilted my neck to listen. 
 
    “Sera, I need you,” Leo said quietly. 
 
    “I’ll be back,” I told Grammy Havers and took off to where Leo was. 
 
    “It’ll be fine,” a girl said as I reached them. “You get undressed and shift, and we’ll get naked too. It won’t be a big thing then.” 
 
    “We don’t know you, and your parents work for Sera or Brian,” Leo replied cautiously.  
 
    “They said no,” Ashley snapped. “Let it go and leave them alone.” 
 
    “No one asked you, doggy,” that same girl shot back. “Everyone knows what female shifters are like, so just go hump whoever’s leg and leave us with the hot rabbits.” 
 
    Relief filled Leo’s eyes when he saw me, so it wasn’t the first thing said or round of arguing. 
 
    I moved closer, taking in the dynamic of three human girls who were Ashley’s age pressuring Leo, Ben, and Cory who Ashley was standing in front of protectively. I nodded to them I had this and focused on the humans. “Who are your parents?” 
 
    “Whatever, let’s just go,” one muttered, pulling on the ringleader’s arm. 
 
    “No, because you’re stepping in shit you don’t understand and it’s dangerous, so we’re going to go talk to your parents.” I held up my hand when they looked ready to argue. “We can do it quietly, or I can drag your asses out in front of everyone and announce I need your parents.” 
 
    “You can’t start shit with the kids of agents just because you run the office,” she snapped at me. 
 
    I moved in closer, intimidating her. “You were harassing an underage wolf and three children of the Alpha. I can hand your asses over to the Global Shifter Council as Alpha if I want. So do you want me to do that or have a talk with your parents so you understand how incredibly stupid you just were?” 
 
    Two of the girls blurted out who their parents were, and I knew I could figure out the third from there. I nodded for the boys to follow me, holding off Ashley. She looked hurt, but I told her to go find Freddie and take a walk. She was seconds from shifting given the full moon, and that would escalate, not help the situation. 
 
    “What is going on here?” one of the agents from Brian’s office I didn’t know well said as he went and stood by the ringleader. “What were your pack doing to my daughter?” He said it loudly and in front of a lot of people, so I mentally shrugged, not willing to keep it quiet now if he was going to make a scene. 
 
    “I walked up on her and two of her friends saying if the boys got naked and shifted, they would get naked too, so don’t put this on my kids,” I seethed. “She also slut shamed one of my underage wolves, spouting shit that all female shifters are and to go hump someone’s leg. One, that’s just stupid to poke at a young shifter around the full moon, which we’ve told you guys, and hi, parent your kids in that.” 
 
    “She wanted pictures of us as rabbits,” Leo added, and I nodded, knowing what the point was. 
 
    “They are endangered shifters; do you get what that means?” I asked the girls, making it clear one of them should answer. 
 
    “Answer Chief Thomas,” one of the other parents said firmly. 
 
    “I just wanted some pictures for Instagram, as people still talk about them,” the ringleader defended. “It’s no big deal. You lied about all that shifter council stuff.” 
 
    “Chief Thomas doesn’t ever lie about that stuff,” her dad argued, shaking his head. “People ask because bad people hunt rabbit shifters. You could have gotten them killed by posting pictures of them, especially shifted and tagging a location. This place is kept secret for a reason.” 
 
    “And if you are the reason children of the Alpha or endangered shifter children are hurt or killed, you will be punished, and the sentence is death,” I told her, nodding when they gave me disbelieving looks. “There are strict rules to protect our kids because the danger for them is real. Outing their location, posting what color they are or their information is absolutely something punishable, as you’re on private property.” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to post their color,” she lied. 
 
    “Don’t lie to shifters, kid,” I chuckled darkly. “Even the boys knew you were lying. You were going to get them to shift and take pictures for social media. Would the amount of likes be worth their death? Is that the kind of kid you are? It’s all about the likes and follows and nothing else is in your head?” I leaned in closer and growled softly. “There are outstanding offers for them. Did you want them for money?” 
 
    “No, I just wanted to…” She trailed off, looking at her dad. “We were just going to—” 
 
    “I think the rest of this should be in private,” one of the other parents muttered. “Thank you for telling us, Chief Thomas. We’ll make sure our daughter understands what she did.” 
 
    I nodded, backing down. “Add in a lecture about slut shaming other women, and I’ll forget it happened.” 
 
    “Oh, there will be several,” the woman standing next to him promised firmly. So that had to be one of the moms. “As the only thing worse than a man who shames a woman is a woman who shames other women.” 
 
    “Amen,” I said, several other women agreeing. I turned to the boys. “You guys okay?” 
 
    “That’s so not how I thought a girl would ever ask me to get naked,” Ben grumbled. “I’m going for cake.” 
 
    I wasn’t really sure how to respond to that, so I was glad when Reagan waved me off and went after him. The rest of the party went off without any hiccups, and after it was over I was ready to crash. 
 
    Instead, I had a movie date with Hagan, finally getting to the first Underworld movie like we’d said months and months ago. We snuggled together on the couch in my apartment and watched it on the huge TV with surround sound. It was honestly better than going to the theater because the snacks didn’t cost an arm and a leg, and I learned Hagan knew how to make the same artery clogging popcorn. 
 
    It went well with the funnel cakes and tons of leftovers from the party, including huge slices of someone’s birthday cake.  
 
    “Do you want to stay over?” I asked him when the movie was done. “I want to watch the second one, but I’m just so sleepy all the time still.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’d love to stay over,” he said nervously. “Shower?” 
 
    I nodded, wanting to get the sunscreen and sweat from the afternoon off of me before we crawled in bed. He ended up being ridiculously sweet and only kissing me and some fun touches even if it was still the full moon. Even crawling in bed naked he didn’t try for anything more than snuggling. 
 
    I fell asleep with a smile, feeling like I was really back with the Hagan I’d fallen for, not the guy who had messed up or I’d misunderstood or any of it. It was just us and being together, and it was perfect. Absolutely perfect. 
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    Wednesday came too soon, and even worse than the APA convention we’d not had enough time to really pull together as we wanted, there was another vampire attack victim found, so I missed greeting the Alphas and people. Awesome.  
 
    It was the same as last time, four different vampires feasting on one person until they died. The difference this time was she was female and a vampire. Not one of our vampires or local, but vampires killing their own raised the level of stupidity, as that always brought more pissed people to the table. 
 
    “Keep it under wraps for now,” I told Shaw as she walked me to my car after I’d checked the scene with them. “Pull her file and see what we can get. Check with Noah just to be sure, as there’s a chance Annis doesn’t know everyone Vlad had stashed wherever. Text me after that and we’ll go from there.” 
 
    “Got it, Chief.” 
 
    I headed over to McCormick Place and tried to get my head in the game. I wasn’t in a normal suit or dressed up, trying for a more relaxed and welcoming attitude as the FBI is known for being hard asses, which doesn’t go over well with paranormals who are laid back. So I had nicer jeans and boots with an official FBI shirt we were giving out to those interested in being recruited.  
 
    It was the standard job fair deal, and we decided to go on the first day when people would want to get a chance to talk to me before other meetings or events. Our hope was they’d send some Betas to see if I was open to adding to our schedule and we might be able to snag them for the FBI. 
 
    Hey, it was the best we had in so much crazy and lack of idea of what to do, as paranormals were so different than humans when it came to law enforcement or authority. Or really maybe not, but they were dismissive and afraid whereas most humans were just afraid. It was also my first time doing it since I’d always been undercover. Not good if you worked the FBI booth at recruitment events when undercover. 
 
    Not if you wanted to live through it. 
 
    And now I was the boss of the office and the face of the non-human division. It was nerve wrecking.  
 
    At least I was armed in case there was a problem. That always made me feel more secure and that I had the situation in hand. Not that I’d shoot anyone if they were a jerk, but it made it clear not to screw with us too. 
 
    I really hoped so. 
 
    I parked and found the booth already set up, noting how great of a spot we had given it was my thing. People were still coming in and setting up, but a good portion had already arrived and got this was something serious, not blow off and bluster time. I saw a few Alphas look completely confused when they checked in and it wasn’t the normal receiving line of greetings and flexing muscles. 
 
    And here we’d told them it wasn’t going to be like that. There was too much to get done and heavy hitters coming to pull that kind of crap. I would also feel better when Eva arrived. She’d come in quick during the beginning of my recovery to filter my blood and help me out but then had to go again. This time she was staying more than a few days, but I knew there was a lot going on in Greece with refugees and it wasn’t the time for her to be absent. 
 
    Especially considering Melicent had agreed to handle New York and Newark packs for at least another six months for me. She was enjoying it and what she had going, but she was next to lead in Greece so she had a position there as well.  
 
    Personally I thought she liked being the Alpha of NYC and Newark, as it was away from Alena’s shadow and she could have a bit of freedom beyond next to wear the crown. She and I agreed that she would send some people for the NYC booth but only what we didn’t already have in Chicago or it was just redundant, as it was all under me anyways. Still, one of her consorts came with a good showing and had their act together which was great. 
 
    Cooper, Harris, and Davis were back with their temporary placements, but I had Remington backing me and Jennings there to talk tech with any geeks we could always use. Plus Dain with the other trainers coming later, as they didn’t have a new class yet.  
 
    Hence the recruiting. The first group was a mix of those who really wanted to help and assholes who wanted the badge and to hide to do bad things. That was the smaller percentage, but we’d gotten into their lives and the bad they’d been up to, having guessed that would happen. 
 
    It also spread rumors that working for the non-human FBI was a trap to find bad guys. Well, if bad guys were stupid enough to try and apply, yes, it was. But if people were on the right side of the law, they had nothing to worry about. That was the logic most seemed to miss.  
 
    “So is the training hardcore or comprehensive?” a panther from another area asked as he came over to the booth. “It’s a lot of group training and pushing endurance, right?” 
 
    I answered even if I thought it was sort of a weird question. I figured there wasn’t a good lead in or way to say that they’re worried it might be too much for them. He sort of nodded along and frowned before taking the brochure and walking off. There were several more like that, and I could tell Jennings was just as confused as I was.  
 
    Axel came earlier than he was supposed to, but I assumed it was because things were still off between us. He’d apologized again and asked to talk, but honestly until we made it through the convention, I didn’t have a spare moment to breathe much less have a relationship talk, which I never wanted to have.  
 
    He growled at a hawk that asked the same sort of questions. “This is why no one takes birds seriously. You’re here to represent your area, not be that loser everyone rolls their eyes at. Grow up.” 
 
    The guy nodded, shooting me a guilty look before hurrying off. I blinked at Axel, and he seemed just as confused. 
 
    “Oh dear,” Dain muttered, shaking his head. “I didn’t get it either.” 
 
    “Get what?” I asked, glancing between them. 
 
    “Sera, the guy was asking like you’re a Female Body Inspector bullshit and if the test to get in has to go through you and what sort of endurance he has to have to pass. Like having sex with you is the test to get in and is it hardcore or what.” 
 
    “I didn’t get it either,” Jennings admitted when I flushed lava hot. “I just figured people didn’t know what to ask if interested.” 
 
    “Maybe the four socially inept people shouldn’t run the booth at once,” I muttered, shooting Remington a look when he seemed offended. “Did you catch it?” 
 
    “No, but I’ve never been to a job fair. What’s a normal question?” 
 
    “I don’t know, I was always undercover,” I grumbled, realizing I didn’t have this after all. I pulled out my phone as I turned away from the crowd and fanned my face, totally mortified people were mocking us and I didn’t even get it.  
 
    “Hey, hi, how’s it going?” Brian asked as he answered. 
 
    “Um, not well,” I admitted. He’d been trying to see me since the party too, but again, too much on the plate. Though he could have tried to join my three times a day workouts, but then again, those weren’t private. “I need help on this one. Could you do the thing?” 
 
    He was quiet a moment. “Would it make you less upset with me if I did?” 
 
    I sighed. “I’m not upset. Just sort of not sure what to say or do. I believe we’ve discussed I am relationally challenged, right?” 
 
    “Yes, but you’re still worth it. I’ll be there soon and we can walk around and check out some of the fun before the big wigs arrive. Corbin’s worked the booth several times and can help.” 
 
    “Thanks, yeah, we—Axel came over and chased off a hawk because I didn’t get he was making the shit jokes of—” 
 
    “Female Body Inspectors, yeah, we get the same shit. I should have warned you. I didn’t think they would be so childish with the Alpha running the thing.” 
 
    “Fine, it’s all your fault,” I chuckled, my tone lighter when I knew it wasn’t just me when I was doing it. 
 
    “Always. Be there soon.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “What’s he going to do?” Axel asked after I hung up.  
 
    “You’ll see,” I answered, not wanting to spoil it. I went over to Simone when she flagged me and we had a few last minute details to supervise about how we were handling the alcohol and blood at the rooftop garden now that it was the day of. I agreed with how she was handling it, thanking the guys who were helping deliver everything sent ahead of our guests and bringing it to the right booth.  
 
    Jonathan and Jake were actually in charge of that so we didn’t have a True Blood situation where paranormal hate groups sent bombs to some huge multi-state event. I hadn’t watched the show, but most of us wondered how that had worked out when vamps and shifters were always smelling too much and yet didn’t smell bombs.  
 
    Whatever, security was always important, and I agreed with how they handled it. 
 
    I felt the air and mood change around us, glancing up to see Brian and one of his teams jogging up the stairs. I swallowed a sigh at how hot he looked. He was in tach gear, FBI vest, which for some reason just made his chest seem even more toned and built, hat backwards with the sunglasses and just… He was most women’s sexy, sexy dream.  
 
    “Shit, I get how you fell for him,” Simone murmured. “I could totally see falling for the guy.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” several of the hosts we had helping us agreed.  
 
    Yeah, a lot of women fell for Brian, and he looked damn good when in charge and ready for action. Even with my issues of being restrained, I had a moment to wish he would slap cuffs on me.  
 
    He glanced around and found me, taking off his sunglasses and smiling, melting me just that much more. 
 
    “Why did you call him?” Simone asked under her breath. 
 
    “Notice the change in people,” I explained. “Even those who were rolling their eyes at the idea of our FBI booth just had to admit the team decked out is cool and saw how all the women reacted. You don’t think the military plays up that they get girls easier with the uniform? They do. It’s part of the recruiting line. All the Betas and whoever got a dose of realizing they’re not such hot shit as the humans are cooler.” 
 
    “Nice,” she chuckled, shaking her head. 
 
    “It’s a standard play if we’re getting dissed at a job fair. I’ve just never been involved before.” I headed to meet Brian, smiling at him. “Thanks. You got here faster than I’d thought.” 
 
    He gave me a surprised look but then nodded. “You weren’t ever on protection details being undercover. We support CPD when big wigs come into town. We were already here checking on the personnel.” 
 
    “Damn, I like the idea of you getting geared up just for me,” I admitted, shrugging when he shot me another look. “You just turned on almost everyone woman here, Bri. You always do.” I rolled my eyes when he opened his mouth. “Yes, you’re forgiven. Let’s go help my booth that was getting mocked and I was too dumb to know.” 
 
    “Earnest. You’re an earnest person who wouldn’t think to bully people like that,” he defended. 
 
    “You think that one up on the way here?” 
 
    “Yes,” he admitted, knowing I’d bust him if he fibbed. It was sweet, and I told him as much.  
 
    “I really never would have thought you would get so turned on by that,” Axel whispered, not hiding his shock well.  
 
    “It doesn’t work for everyone,” I warned, shrugging. “But yes, I like a man who knows what’s what and can get shit done. The balance is finding one who doesn’t want to push me down to do it or can handle a woman who gets shit done standing next to him.” 
 
    Brian snickered. “You always got the shit done and faster than anyone even when you were the one undercover. People would think I boasted about my awesome newbie until they met you, and then they just try to steal you.” 
 
    “You never told me that,” I muttered, giving him a confused look. 
 
    He smirked at me, getting good at that “wolfish” grin. “Because I was never going to let you go. You wanted Chicago, and I wanted you in Chicago and near me.” 
 
    Apparently I was going to be flushed most of the day. Corbin promised to take over and teach them how to shoo away the dicks while keeping interest as long as I found some new food to stock my house with. 
 
    “Spoiled. You’re all getting so spoiled,” I drawled, smiling when he did. I knew it was a much better gig than watching outside, as it was August in Chicago and that was not when you wanted that sort of detail.  
 
    The AC in McCormick Place was so much nicer. 
 
    “Do you have some way of recruiting when you walk around?” Axel asked Brian, always diligent which I liked. 
 
    “Yup, come with us and I’ll show you,” he promised, checking his rifle that was slung over his shoulder. I hadn’t thought they’d come armed, but it made sense given what else was going on. He moved his hand so it brushed mine. “Have you checked anything out yet?” 
 
    “No, had a crime scene to start the day and got here not long before you.” 
 
    He nodded he heard me and would ask later when we didn’t have all the ears.  
 
    “Alpha, can I join you?” Ashley asked quietly, glancing at everyone. “Hagan and Reagan wanted to make sure that any of us joined you to write down what you were interested in for our pack or what you like.” 
 
    “Of course they did. Sure,” I agreed, giving her a wink. Jessica had helped with checking that booths had what they needed from electricity to whatever, so I knew Freddie and Ashley were tapped in on what was all there. Honestly, there was no chance I would have kept up with it along with who was there and all I still had with work. We started off to the side, making it like we weren’t vying for attention though we knew we had it.  
 
    I stopped at an organic jerky vendor, liking how it was the company stuff but then also which pack, pride, coven, or group. That was smart and helpful. I tried the hamburger flavor, and my eyes went wide.  
 
    “Wow, that’s really good. Normally jerky is super salty to me, but this is great,” I praised, smiling at the people running the booth. “Is it normal storage?” 
 
    “Yes, Alpha,” a female bear answered, dipping her head to me in acknowledgement. “We have cow, elk, bison, and deer ranging from spicy to savory sweet. We’re a newer start up as the market for organic and not all the extra preservatives seems to win over on whether we’re human or not.”  
 
    “This is really good,” Brian agreed after trying a bite. “You’re always trying to get more protein on the go.” 
 
    “Yeah, and the twins too as they try to watch how much red meat they have in front of the boys.” I looked over the bear and decided to take a shot it would get back to her Alpha. “Horton’s doing well. I know we’ve had some issues with bears, but our local bears weren’t the problem, and Curtis said Horton squashed a lot of rumors that bear shifters were more animals than people.” I nodded when I saw the anger in her eyes. “Some people are dumb.” 
 
    “I didn’t know the FBI let in bears,” she admitted. “We thought it was only wolves or vamps because you can control them in your pack or coven.” 
 
    “They’re not under me like that,” I promised her, guessing that was one of the rumors. “They’re not in the normal hierarchy or it could be a conflict. Horton’s still part of his sloth, but he’s working here and is included with Chicago shifters. He’s a great addition as a polar bear. You guys are known for your patience.” I glanced at Ashley, not wanting to make it all a recruiting moment. “List this for the twins, either for gifts or a meeting.” 
 
    “Thank you, Alpha,” the bear said, smiling widely like she was going to get a pat on the back. 
 
    “It’s a great product,” Axel praised as well before we moved on. He waited until we were covered by the crowd more. “You’ve got a lot of misinformation out there as those who work for the council do. We get a lot of our personnel from Alpha families who don’t want to fight for the spots or just want out of the area, the shit that comes with being an Alpha family.” 
 
    “So you know how to recruit,” I replied, nodding. “One heart and mind at a time.” 
 
    Next was a booth of volcanic mountain water with all the extras and supposedly so pure. It seemed a bit of a sucker sell like how Ice Mountain water wasn’t actually bottled melted ice from mountains. It was spring water from Michigan mostly, but there were lots of exposes on most bottle water companies not being quite what they marketed. 
 
    But the water was good. Not for that high price, but not everywhere had Chicago’s high quality water.  
 
    “It tastes like water a hundred years ago,” Axel muttered, looking at the display bottle. “Interesting.” 
 
    Maybe it wasn’t a sucker sell after all. It was hard to tell with some of the “new and improved” stuff. It was one or the other. It was either new or it was improved. Something couldn’t be both. 
 
    I stopped at the next booth and tried a shot of the strawberry banana milk, which was non-dairy, and as someone who had been lactose intolerant before becoming a wolf, I always tried out any dairy free anything. I moaned at the taste and checked out the bottle. “I want this in my life.” I ignored Brian and Axel’s amused reactions and focused on the deer shifter. “It has to be refrigerated, right?” 
 
    “Yes, Alpha,” she answered. “Are you a coffee drinker? We’re offering coffee smoothies made with the chocolate banana drink.” 
 
    “I am a coffee drinker, normally espresso drinks, but I love iced coffee.” 
 
    She nodded, looking amused as she quickly made a small drink for us to split while I nodded for Ashley to try whatever she wanted as well. She gave me a shocked look when she tried the strawberry flavor. See, I knew what was good. 
 
    I thanked the woman when she gave us samples, taking a sip. “Correction, I need this in my life.” 
 
    “Need it?” Brian teased me. 
 
    “Try it,” I pushed, smirking when he did and liked it. “Think of adding peanut butter or caramel to that and tell me you don’t need that in your life as well.” 
 
    “I do,” Axel muttered. “I love banana mocha protein shakes. This is awesome.” 
 
    “Any of the products we like that could use either elf or fairy help, make note of and give it to Tasar so he can make sure Queen Laila meets with them,” I told Ashley on the side, glad when she got what was going on. She was really a sharp kid who cared about the community for being as young as she was. Most were talking about winter formal or whatever, but here she was completely dedicated to this conference. 
 
    The next booth was a wolf pack from Kentucky who raised bees and had all kinds of organic bee everything from honey to candles to soaps. 
 
    “Alpha Sera, thanks so much for inviting us,” one of the Betas greeted me. “My Alpha sends his regrets he couldn’t attend himself, but his mate is due any day now.” 
 
    “I understand, and it was last minute,” I assured him. “Congratulations for your pack. I hope she and the baby are well. Thanks for putting together such a great booth.” 
 
    He gave me a hesitant look. “We would welcome any chance to sell our goods. I know you work closely with others who sell bath products, but my Alpha said if you are ever in the market for another provider of raw materials, we would welcome the chance.” 
 
    I nodded. “Ashley, let Nina and Laila know that this pack would like to set a meeting with them, as I know they’re looking to expand. The fairies are talking about working with conservationists to release bees into the wild as well, and I think a pack whose income is in bee keeping and products would be able to help.” 
 
    “Yes, thank you, Alpha,” he agreed, dipping his head. “And thank you again for inviting us.” 
 
    “I’m going to be sending a representative from my office to talk to all the packs we don’t know, and please tell them if there are any problems in the area. We’re getting more non-human teams in other FBI offices so paranormals have a place to turn to and get help from.” 
 
    “We would very much appreciate that,” he admitted, and I had guessed that from the nerves coming off of him. Someone was messing with the wolves in Kentucky. “Wolves can apply for your division as well, yes?” 
 
    “Any paranormal as long as they have no criminal record. Valid one. We found some who had bogus warrants against them for crimes that never happened and we handled it.” 
 
    “We have some of that in our area,” he told me. “Tickets and fines piling up for wolves who don’t have cars or driving without a license for some of the kids who have never driven anywhere. We could tell if they were lying, and they’re not.” 
 
    “What kind of assholes mess with kids like that?” Brian asked, looking horrified.  
 
    “They’re probably pissed their children have to go to school with them, as the area doesn’t have enough money to have a paranormal only school,” I guessed, having seen it several times already. I smiled at the Beta when he nodded. “We can help. Make sure you give whatever specifics that you can and we’ll get into it.” 
 
    “Thank you, Alpha.” He looked lighter as we moved on, younger even. Stress and worries could do that to a person. 
 
    I knew it well. 
 
    We moved on, and I noted how Brian talked to some of the smaller or quieter guys over the ones full of bluster and pride. They were all strong as wolves, but focusing on them would pump them up while making the guys full of bluster wonder why they hadn’t gotten attention and a desire to prove they’re good enough. A bit of reverse psychology worked wonders because if Brian had gone right up to them they’d be dicks and brush him off. 
 
    Funny how they thought they were hot shit, but most would fall for such a simple farce. 
 
    We only made it down one row, but there were some veggie chips that were pretty good and most tasted like ick to me unless they were just as bad as potato chips. I wasn’t a salt girl, more sweet for sure. There was a dark chocolate everything booth, but I only like milk chocolate, but Axel politely sampled for me, plus, we were in so tight with Virgil’s pack and chocolate it felt almost like cheating to try it. 
 
    There were a few booths that hadn’t arrived yet, and I felt like leaving a note that they’d missed their chance to get in front of me for being brats and probably with some fashionably late bull I hated. I couldn’t always be on time because of work and other stuff going on, but if I could, I got my ass to places when I was asked to be there. I hated when people came late so they weren’t first to a party or whatever. 
 
    Weren’t there more important things in life than games like that? Who cared in five years who was there first or so cool they had to be late?  
 
    “Yeah, you’re forgiven,” I told Brian when we got into view of our booth and there were six people filling out applications or seriously talking to our people with interest. A few seemed to have someone in mind, but they weren’t with them as they’d brought a small party, not the whole group to the event.  
 
    There was no way we could fit them all if they had. 
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    Most everyone was set up by lunch, which was when we’d said they had to be if they were doing Wednesday as we had big wigs scheduled for then. They all seemed to arrive at once, and I was honestly at a loss as to who I should greet first. 
 
    Plus, it was the first time the president was meeting Queen Laila or President Nuri or any of them meeting each other. So the fact that their parties had all pulled up one after another was sort of amusing, but given how Chicago’s traffic worked, it was just a miracle someone wasn’t delayed.  
 
    Brian had been tickled that I’d made him come with me since he was there because he’d met the president before and I was honestly a huge fan. And given I’d only talked to him on the phone when everything had gone down with Iran and I hadn’t been that polite, I was obviously nervous.  
 
    Or that call where I’d threatened Germany. 
 
    I locked eyes with Jason who was still at one of the vehicles talking with someone, and seeing him in his uniform still affected me no matter how upset I ever was with him. The damn man wore a uniform perfectly and he friggin’ knew it.  
 
    The president was going to reach me first, and I saw Deputy Director Galvin with him since part of what we were going to show him was the new training facility. I heard the rifle and acted on instinct, grabbing Brian along with Galvin and the president, ignoring their security, and tucking them against the corner of the building that was blocked from where the shot had come from. 
 
    Seconds later Secret Service was on us, clearly not keeping up with how fast I moved, but adjusting to protect the president. 
 
    “Laila?” I called over. 
 
    “We are fine, Princess,” someone called back. 
 
    “Bijan?” 
 
    “I am uninjured, but it was for me,” he answered, meaning one of his people was hit. 
 
    I focused on where the shot had come from and was about to take off when a strong arm caught me as I slipped out of the Secret Service pile. I blinked up at Axel when he growled at me. 
 
    “You do not run towards a shooter. We protect you, Sera,” he reminded me. “I dive to cover you, and you’re gone. Carter took off with a few of his to handle the shooter.” 
 
    “And I’m a bit amused by your priorities, Thomas,” Galvin drawled.  
 
    I winced, knowing exactly what he meant, shrugging when I looked over at them. “It was instinct, sir. I don’t get much time to think moving so much faster than you guys can.” 
 
    “I’m never going to hear the end of this,” Brian chuckled, not even trying to bother to get out of the protected group when there was still a shooter.  
 
    Especially because he was the most protected one in the very corner. I’d lined up Galvin behind me, then the president, then Brian so he was in the safest spot. Yes, I’d put the president of the United States to block him as I’d moved us. 
 
    “Well, clearly I don’t work for the Secret Service,” I drawled, glancing at Axel. “Are you going to tackle me next if I try and check on Bijan’s people?” 
 
    “Yes,” he grumbled. 
 
    “Sorry, okay? We didn’t cover Brian and—” 
 
    “Yeah, they did, Sera,” Brian corrected. “Carter is head of security now and covered it. Emilio was on me.” 
 
    “Fine, fine, sorry, I’m a total brat,” I grumbled. 
 
    “Well, I appreciate you, Thomas,” the president joked. “That was some fast moving, and I appreciate it.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. President.” 
 
    “Even if I’m in second spot,” he added. 
 
    “I’m never going to live that down.” 
 
    “Got the shooter,” someone said over a radio. “All clear.” 
 
    Axel let me go, and I went over to Bijan’s group, noting that they’d already gotten the bullet out of the guy. I knelt down and checked he was okay. “We’ve got blood inside. You gonna make it that far, or you want us to get some?” 
 
    “I can make it inside, thank you, Mistress Sera.” 
 
    I nodded, glancing over at Laila who was behind a wall of fairy warriors dressed in court garb. “Have you ever been here when someone hasn’t been shot or almost blown up?” 
 
    “Not funny, Sera,” she muttered under her breath so the humans wouldn’t hear. 
 
    No, but I did my best to keep everyone amused. 
 
    “They need to work on their security,” one the Secret Service said, meaning Bijan’s people. “They didn’t even try to duck him, just block him.” 
 
    “One, we can all hear you,” I chastised the guy, nodding to the unhappy vampires. “Two, they did it on purpose.” I gestured to the glass behind where we were and all the people. “They dodge the bullet and it still keeps going and hits one of the people behind them. They can survive a long range rifle shot. Who is behind them may not.” He seemed to doubt it, so I decided to make my point in the visual way I loved to. “Anyone got a taser?” 
 
    “Oh crap,” Emilio sighed.  
 
    One of CPD working security tossed me one, and I aimed it at Emilio, noting the tension from the Secret Service and those around us.  
 
    “Did you take the last of the green Gatorade from the clubhouse and not replace it?” I knew it was him, so I didn’t wait for an answer, shooting him with the taser, watching the reactions of the humans as Emilio burst out giggling. “They’re ancient. President Nuri has vampires thousands of years old guarding him. Bullets hurt, but lots doesn’t affect them like you’re thinking.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Sera, I’m sorry,” Emilio giggled loudly as he twitched like a tickling fit. “I’ll get cases and cases and stock it. I’m sorry I drank your Gatorade.” 
 
    I let go of the trigger and noted the president’s amusement, locking gazes with him. “It’s also why I would suggest having one on your detail always. People who survive bullets pretty well are more likely to block someone from them when there’s a problem, plus they move faster than I just did and have been for a long time.” 
 
    “Meaning they make less mistakes,” he surmised, nodding when I did.  
 
    Carter appeared in front of me faster than the humans could track, scaring the crap out of the Secret Service who were seconds from shooting him. “I apologize. I forgot the rule of moving human slow around the president and his detail.” He waited until they eased down. “The human shooter is dead. Not by us. He took something.” 
 
    “There has been much communication outside of Iran with any Iranian humans to try for President Nuri when he travels so they may have their country back,” one of Bijan’s guys told us in Farsi, and I translated.  
 
    “Thank you for the information, and if you have any names or persons you know of here, I would be able to pass it to the right people,” I told him, Galvin nodding as he understood as well. We headed inside, and I glanced at Galvin. “Do I get any credit for blocking you? I could have not included you, sir.” 
 
    He snorted. “It would never cross your mind not to protect me. If you could have, you would have tucked all the Secret Service somewhere safe, but even you have limits.” 
 
    “Don’t go telling people I’m a softie,” I grumbled, worried how to get back on track after that, but Bijan had the answer and one of his guys moving forward and setting a large, ornate basket in front of me. 
 
    “Mistress Seraphine, a gift from President Nuri and our country’s people,” his aide said formally. “Our roses are believed to have many healing and beautifying properties, festivals all over Iran celebrating our rose water, golab. Clearly you need no aid in beauty, but we wish you the best of health and hope these roses along with the golab we have for you help in your recovery, as all of Iran is happy you are home and safe.” 
 
    I moved closer and looked at all the pretty, smaller roses and the gorgeous, large bottle of what I assumed was the golab. I smiled at Bijan. “Thank you very much for your kind and wonderful gift. I was honored you traveled so far and accepted my invitation, and I am truly touched to accept such a thoughtful present.”  
 
    Galvin translated for me, and then I moved closer to greet Bijan, knowing it was okay to do so first because I was the hostess. Next he greeted Laila, and I noted that there was also a small bag of seeds, probably for their roses, which was really nice given they were probably impossible to get in the US.  
 
    I recognized Elvy from when I’d visited Laila at court, and once they were done, he stepped forward with a large package, bowing deeply.  
 
    “Princess Sera, on behalf of our queen and our people, we thank you for your invite to such an inspired event meant to bring all paranormals closer together in such a peaceful way. Our wise and gracious queen commissioned bedding of the finest fairy material to aid in your recovery, as it was woven with the same magic you have experienced at the baths at fairy court. May you heal as you rest, and all of the fae wish for your continued friendship.” 
 
    I thanked him, glad when Freddie came over and accepted it as one of my Betas. I went over to Laila and greeted her with the nod thing before we kissed each other’s cheeks. I was uncomfortable with all the eyes on me and attention, so I was a complete goof and turned to the president next, frowning when he didn’t say anything. “Not even like a presidential pen or like a White House visitor sticker they give kids, sir?” 
 
    “Thomas,” Galvin groaned, but the president burst out laughing, apparently finding me and my awkwardness amusing. Hey, glad someone did because I just felt awkward. 
 
    I introduced Laila to the president first, as she was queen, then Bijan, my nerves about fried by then, but we weren’t done, as we still had more big wigs coming. Except it was lunch, and the president kept a tight schedule, and I knew we weren’t the only thing on his agenda this trip. 
 
    “When the council members arrive, have them meet us at the rooftop garden,” I said to Carter.  
 
    Bijan offered me his arm, which I accepted as the president followed suit and offered his arm to Laila. There was a reason I liked him.  
 
    “How are you feeling, truly?” Bijan asked me. “You look well, but your power is not what I remember it.” 
 
    “I’m better, thank you. The doc came up with some really smart ideas to save me, but since I was knocked back so far, he’s been making sure my progress is slow so as to not shock my system. It’s been humbling to remember what it was like as a human, worse actually.” 
 
    “It has been many thousands of years since I have been, so it is hard to imagine,” he replied. “It was upsetting to hear that Vlad had knowledge of who had you. My understanding is the coven in Memphis has reached out to apologize?” 
 
    I caught the president’s surprise as his heart rate increased slightly. This was news to him. “Yes, they gave information to Vlad about who wanted me in Memphis but didn’t put together it could be the same person as he did. I believe Councilman Papadopoulos is still chewing into the Memphis Master as his people called every coven asking for any lead or information as to who might have taken me or threats against me to follow up on, and they didn’t answer.” 
 
    We had to break up to get on the elevators to go up, as there would be an argument as to who got security with them. I let Bijan and Laila and their people take the elevators first, knowing we had people waiting to receive them, before turning on another Secret Service guy.  
 
    “We can all hear everything you say,” I seethed. “This whole building is full of paranormals who can hear you, and you’re here as a guest of mine, so act like it or I might drop you off the roof. And the council won’t care you’re Secret Service, they will eat you if you fucking offend them.” 
 
    “What is going on here?” the president demanded, and I realized he didn’t know. 
 
    “He just told the other guy that the ‘big bats’ have arrived. Vampires don’t turn into bats, and it’s seriously insulting to call members of the International Vampire Council that.” I looked back at the Secret Service guy. “You’re not even all that clever. Ha ha, heavy hitters, you get to make a vampire bat joke. Seriously? They could snap you like a twig. Have some self-preservation if you won’t be decent and smart.” 
 
    “Yes, Chief Thomas,” he muttered, wincing at whatever look his boss and the president was giving him. 
 
    “Warn your guys on coms that we can hear them too,” Emilio suggested. 
 
    I shook my head when they didn’t seem to get it. I glanced at the president. “Are you picking up Lou’s or Giordano’s frozen pizzas for your wife since you told her you’d bring some home?” I nodded when they all flinched. “We heard you as you pulled up. Our hearing is that good, sir. Please trust me on this.” 
 
    “I do, Thomas, thank you,” he muttered, nodding for the Secret Service to do it as well.  
 
    We took the next elevators up, and Laila gave me an amused look when we joined them, speaking at a level the humans wouldn’t hear. “Did you have fun spanking them?” 
 
    “As much as I can without getting in trouble for tasing stupid men.” 
 
    “You’ve gotten better at hiding when you talk at a level we can’t hear, Thomas,” Galvin praised. 
 
    “Not good enough if you still caught it, sir,” I drawled, trying to change the topic again and focusing on Bijan. “How are the greenhouses that were set up in Iran? I admit I haven’t had a chance to fully catch up on everything.” 
 
    “They are doing very well, thank you,” Bijan answered. “Your family was rather generous in gifting us the supplies and lending us the people to set them up while we kept order. Also helping to find some of Queen Laila’s people to make it all happen.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize it was the Dorcuses who did that,” I said so the president could keep up. 
 
    He nodded. “Your grandmother is a very generous woman. Many assumed she was focused on my country’s oil and that commerce with Greece, but I saw myself that it was truly out of concern for the children and those in poverty. She is a very loving woman who would give away her vast wealth if it meant no child would ever go hungry again.” 
 
    “Yeah, that does sound like her,” I agreed. “She has lived to see too much pain and oppression that I think every day she just needs to see something get better to feel like we’re progressing.” 
 
    “That sounds like you just described yourself, my friend,” Laila teased me. “I heard about the party you threw this weekend to apologize to everyone for what they suffered while you were held captive.” 
 
    “That wasn’t exactly what I said,” I defended. “I missed a bunch of birthdays, and this event won’t be easy on everyone. People are going to flip when they hear officially Vlad’s gone. I just wanted to have one day of fun and food and something as pure as a summer BBQ.” 
 
    “And how did that go?” She chuckled when several people’s heart rates picked up. “Oh dear, that well?” 
 
    “It was great. There were a few snags like always, but it was fun and everyone enjoyed it.” I nodded towards the first grill when she gave me a look like she might poke at me. “We’re having grilled lobster and shrimp from the fish farm your elves started here. They’ve expanded and keep selling out from preorders they’re working so hard.” I gave the slightest shake of my head when she looked to the president. 
 
    “What secrets are you keeping, Thomas?” he asked. 
 
    “Nothing I wouldn’t tell you, sir, but I don’t know everyone in your camp, and people like to leak things.” I wasn’t the only one who focused on one guy in particular when his heart started racing. “Oh, I think I’m going to interview your security while you’re here.” I went right over to the guy. “Are you leaking to the media?” I nodded for the others when his heart confirmed it. “Are you a traitor?” I shook my head. “Not a traitor, just a leaker.” 
 
    “He doesn’t need to be privy to any of this then, sir,” Galvin advised.  
 
    The president agreed, and the guy was sent back to the vehicles, someone taking off his earpiece and even going so far as to disarm him. Good. They should take things that seriously when they were next to someone so powerful.  
 
    “How is your wife?” I asked Galvin as people started loading up plates. I winced at his reaction. “Sorry, I’m not all caught up.” 
 
    He cleared his throat. “I understand. Most know, though it’s not like we sent out notices, but my wife and I are separated.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” I winced again when several people around me snorted. 
 
    “Even I know you’re not sorry, Thomas.” 
 
    I sighed. “Fine, I’m not sorry. I think you deserve much better and are young and could find someone nice who appreciates you and not start work trouble for you.” 
 
    “You never pull any punches, Sera,” Jason chuckled, shaking his head. 
 
    “Don’t ask me if you don’t want my opinion, but I do keep my mouth shut until asked,” I shot right back. “Unlike some people.” 
 
    “Touché.” 
 
    “Is this the first love?” Laila asked, her eyes dancing with mischief. “This is the one who said too much and you slapped in front of Dain?” 
 
    “Does he tell you everything?” I asked instead. “Your Majesty, you’re a bit tuned in on everything even at your level and mischievous with that information.” 
 
    “Immortality gets boring otherwise, Seraphine,” she purred. “But this is him?” 
 
    “Yes,” I sighed. “Queen Laila, this is Lt. Commander Jason Roberson, United States Navy and currently working as the US’s attaché to President Nuri.” 
 
    “Dain wasn’t lying,” she breathed, focusing on him. “He is very much in love with you, my friend. Deeply and truly.” She smiled brightly. “Oh dear, you did promise Chief Havers no other humans but him. This should be an interesting visit indeed. Especially as I heard he mentioned ring shopping.” 
 
    “What?” Jason seethed, looking at Brian like he might punch him. “You’ve got the gall to bring that up after you let her get abducted in New York?” 
 
    “Hey, that wasn’t on him,” I snapped, hating the instant pain the dig caused Brian. “That was paranormal stuff, and neither of you could have stopped it if the ancients I was meeting couldn’t. There’s more to that than you know, Jas. Don’t you dare throw that at Brian unless you want me to throw you off this roof and into the lake.” I turned to Laila next. “I am begging you to not have fun until after our bosses are gone. Brian gets enough crap—” 
 
    “I apologize,” she muttered, moving closer and kissing my cheek. “I apologize, Seraphine. I wanted to tease you a bit, as I find it so amusing that you are so easy to love and yet you never believe it, never understand why anyone would love you. You always had two men who were in love with you before you became one of us. That is what I wanted you to see, not start this trouble. I will behave until the humans leave.” 
 
    “Of course you added that last part,” I sighed, kissing her cheek too.  
 
    “One more?” she asked, smirking when I rolled my eyes as if I was going to stop her. “Does Lt. Commander Roberson know you bought Chief Havers a three million dollar sports car?” She threw back her head and laughed as the answer was clearly no. “This is more amusing than most of the shows in Vegas.” 
 
    “I’m so glad we’re good entertainment, Your Majesty,” Brian muttered, clearly wanting to say more but remembering if he did, I would be the one on the hook for it since he was mine in the eyes of paranormals. 
 
    Just as we started sitting down, Apollo came out with someone who screamed power and a bunch of vampires with them. “I apologize for being late, but apparently there is a lot of pushback if you’re scheduled the same time as Air Force One to land along with the President of Iran’s plane as well.” 
 
    “We were ahead of schedule and landed right before,” Laila said as if saying she knew the crazy and confusion.  
 
    Haton and another councilman arrived seconds after, and the Secret Service looked about panicked at how many they had with them as well. 
 
    “Freddie, why don’t you show some of the councilmen’s people the layout of the facility and you can speak with Carter about their accommodations while here,” I suggested, the tension making me rub my forehead. 
 
    “It’s fine, we’re at no risk here, and the Secret Service are so panicked it’s going to short a fuse in Seraphine,” Apollo agreed, looking at my hand. “Why are you not wearing that ring?” 
 
    “Because I don’t know everyone here,” I answered honestly. “Someone already took a shot at President Nuri. I think it best we keep on guard even if this is an enclosed area of the garden.” 
 
    “Who is staying where?” one of the vampires asked as Laila also told some of her guards to go as well. 
 
    “President Nuri, Queen Laila, Councilman Papadopoulos, and Councilwoman Haton are staying at the pack apartment building,” I answered, wanting that to absolutely be the answer. “I believe the other two councilmen should have made other accommodations, and I am not privy to where the president will be staying.” 
 
    “Not at your swank apartment building Galvin told me about?” the president teased me. 
 
    “Sir, you are more than welcome to stay with us, but your security would have to stand down and defer to us,” I answered, smirking at the Secret Service guys who had a range of expressions but most said no way in hell. “Yeah, when people stay with us, if there’s a problem, we eat them. You guys just have guns, so we could trip over you afterwards.” 
 
    “And us?” the shifter councilman asked, raising an eyebrow at me. I sniffed the air, but I couldn’t place what type of animal he was. Reptilian but I didn’t know beyond that. 
 
    “With all due respect, I don’t know you, I don’t trust you, and I won’t risk my pack letting in someone through the door I know might be up to no good,” I said evenly, not backing down at the challenge. “I invited Councilwoman Haton, as she has put in the blood, sweat, and tears to help make this possible along with a meeting of this magnitude. You didn’t even check with me that you were coming.” 
 
    “I don’t need to,” he threw right back. 
 
    “Then you can make your own accommodations.” I turned away from him and asked the servers to bring over blood for Apollo and whoever, checking that Bijan’s guard was recovered. I sat down as everyone else got plates and joined us, rubbing my forehead at the tension around me.  
 
    “Who has her migraine pills?” Laila asked quietly. 
 
    Brian shocked most of us by handing over a bottle, shrugging when he felt the looks. “You seem to get them more now as a wolf than you ever did as a human.” 
 
    “Yes and no, but I could hide them better when there wasn’t so much going on always,” I replied, thanking him for the bottle. “They don’t last as long as when I was human, but I could catch them faster then too so everything is a tradeoff.” I sighed as I took the pills. “Plus, I’m the pissant here and everyone is hoping I lead into something here or bring up the right whatever to make this go better.” 
 
    “You are not a pissant,” Laila chastised. 
 
    I gestured to the president and Galvin. “On this hierarchy I am. I’m just one division chief of one agency the country has. I’m a small fish. Everything gets murky past that, and it makes me head hurt on its own.” I glanced over at several of the Secret Service guys. “Yes, you can have as much lobster and whatever as you want.” I shrugged when I got several looks. “A few are very loud broadcasters, and everyone is louder when agitated.” 
 
    Haton introduced the other guy as Councilman Alvaro Martin, and Apollo introduced Councilman Luis Sousa, which clued me in on a lot. There had to be a reason two councilmen from different councils with very Hispanic or South American names were crashing the party.  
 
    The conversation was still stalling with polite this and bullshit that, so I blew out a harsh breath, unable to take it all. 
 
    “You called it. She’d crack in under ten minutes,” one of the vampires said to Jason. 
 
    “Sera has an uncanny knack to remind people they are just people and that is what is most important instead of all the labels and bluster,” he muttered under his breath, clearly meaning it as a compliment. 
 
    That and I hated the tension and I was hostess, so I told them what had happened at the BBQ and Ben immediately going for cake. “I swear he ate three pieces, saying that if girls would only want him to get naked because he was a rabbit shifter, then he was going to get fat and the joke would be on them.” 
 
    “He doesn’t say much, but what he does is always incredibly insightful or ridiculously amusing,” Brian said with a chuckle. “They’re all such softies, which is amazing after everything they’ve been through. And now they have your addiction to cake and dessert.” 
 
    “You act like that’s a rare addiction,” I drawled. “Because you don’t have any ever.” 
 
    “Yes, well, I can’t have it like you guys can, as I also can’t work off all the calories like you do.” 
 
    “I’ve seen the posts that you’re working out at the new eco gym the coven opened,” Laila said, her eyes full of curiosity. “How is it going?” 
 
    “Better now that Vlad’s gone,” I admitted. “He was so busy making it a vampire thing that it had that stuffy, tense air, which was so the opposite of his clubs when I went. The council guys couldn’t work out there because they weren’t local. Or this rule and that thing. Enough with that crap.” 
 
    “I believe you understand the need for some of that better from how often your pack ran into problems,” Councilman Martin interjected. 
 
    “No, because even with all that regulation, someone wormed their way around it. Someone always finds the loophole, and their ego of a female wolf Alpha and all that crap is their downfall. I could have taken several of the wolves I’ve gone up against when I was human because of good training and using my head, nothing to do with my breasts. Enough with the bluster that makes people look weak.” 
 
    “Then putting the male bluster aside, I want to know more about this event Vlad almost ruined,” Laila said, lots dancing in her eyes including excitement. “Every time I tried to get more information, someone had another call coming in to schedule this or confirm that.” 
 
    “And most thought it was incredibly imprudent for you to allow so many visiting parties or upper leadership of groups into your territory,” Haton added, her tone implying several in her party. 
 
    I bit back the need to roll my eyes. “You would have to be stupid to screw with us when there are this many Alphas around after a pack tried to invade and is now mine while I was gone. My ancients have been greeting people, or legendary fairy warriors. My Betas are stronger than a lot of Alphas. This vying for territory or power has to stop. If we are to survive and live, it has to stop. We are more than animals.” 
 
    “We have a map of all booths, and our Alpha has already flagged a few for you to look at, Your Majesty,” Freddie said as he brought over more plates for anyone who wanted more.  
 
    We started talking about what we had and who might be a good fit for refugees. I noted the president taking it all in with interest but not saying much. 
 
    “No, please, go ahead and don’t mind me,” he said when I glanced at him again. 
 
    “Sir, that sounds a bit like you want to watch the animals in their natural habitat,” I warned when I felt the tension coming from the others. 
 
    “Not how I meant it at all, Thomas,” he promised. “Besides, I think reality TV has the market on that and it’s geared towards humans.” He smiled when I did. “I mean most people aren’t this normal around me. It’s a nice change for everyone to be relaxed instead of on edge.” 
 
    “You weren’t kidding that she would absolutely make this meeting work and she did,” Councilman Sousa said. “And you let her act this familiar with you.” 
 
    I shot him a nasty look. “He lets me? This is how we roll in Chicago, and if you don’t like it, there’s the door, but I’m not Apollo’s dog that he lets me do anything. We are friends, and I respect his position, and he is man enough to respect what others do because he’s secure enough in his power. He’s strong enough to know he’s the shit without needing the airs of it.” 
 
    “Bold words from someone who is nowhere near as powerful as us.” 
 
    “Currently,” I purred, smirking at him. “But if you came to show power and me my place when I’m not at full strength, you are pulling shit with the wrong woman because all of that leaves me bored. If you’re so insecure that you had to come when my power wouldn’t drown yours, I’d remind you Eva lands tomorrow and she would drown us all out. There’s always a bigger fish, Councilman.” 
 
    “And her kindness and ability to look past what others would focus on is how we all sit here at a meeting no one ever thought possible,” President Nuri added. “She gives everyone an equal chance, and for that people love her. That love garners her more loyalty than fear ever would. She has ancients, and council, and leaders all over protecting her and coming to her. And none of that changes her. She doesn’t want the power, only to help.” 
 
    “It’s the least I can do as a good hostess since everyone flew to me, as I don’t think I’ll be getting on a plane anytime soon,” I muttered, nervously clearing my throat. I glanced over to Apollo. “I know Eva’s bringing you a gift from our family for saving me. That’s why I don’t have one ready for you.” 
 
    “Seeing you worlds better than that day is gift enough, Seraphine,” he said gently. “You are a treasure, and I am forever grateful that you survived, as we need you.” 
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    “You just want to laugh at how the ancients are having fun with social media and everything else you thought so uncouth,” I teased him, my face flushing at what he said.  
 
    “I think people sharing photos of their lunches to be a waste of time,” he defended. “I do like when it is from restaurants to show items or how meals look as they promote. I like it for the marketing aspect, but I do not need to see every idiot pursing their lips while taking pictures in the mirror and not figuring out how to look at the shot instead of looking down at their phone.” 
 
    I had to agree with him on that so I nodded. “I don’t even have accounts, so I agree with you there. The club has one, and I think the greenhouses do now?” I glanced at Laila who nodded. “And you understand that with all the pretty, pretty and like you said, that you don’t get flowers that look nothing like the website.” 
 
    “It’s smart for the gym,” Apollo praised. “I had some of mine muttering they could outdo this or that as you know the egos of people.” 
 
    “That distance run your dire wolf posted has sparked a flame under many,” Laila agreed. She smiled when I blinked at her, not having a clue what she was talking about. “Your Betas, Hagan and Reagan, came up with an idea that people could pledge in bets how long the dire wolf could run straight, miles or time, and the one who got closest won half the money and the rest was donated to our foundation to help clean the environment.” 
 
    “They are so awesome,” I chuckled, shaking my head. “Nice. How long did he go?”  
 
    She told me, and again I was blinking at her. “Oh, so his stamina is a shock to you?” 
 
    “You had to go there,” I chuckled, hiding my face as I flushed again. “Wow, so, okay, Eugene can run. Glad I snagged him for the FBI.” 
 
    “Yes, we’re thrilled about that,” Councilman Martin drawled. 
 
    I shrugged. “I warned Councilwoman Haton the first time I met Axel that you might not want to let me around any of the team leads, as I would absolutely steal them if I could. It’s not my fault I could offer them better than being treated like a puppet for political crap. It’s not all of them, as I sent Barry back.” 
 
    “Yes, he made it clear he wanted to be on our security to visit you as well,” Haton chuckled. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “His ego was so big and nothing in his head that seriously, I’d put money on Jason or Brian taking him down because they are both good in a fight and know no matter how good or strong someone is, all it takes is one second, one moment of losing focus to get taken down. Plus, both would fight dirty because he was a jerk to me.” 
 
    “Speaking of your initiative,” Laila led in. “Jonik has spoken with several of his circumstance he knows, and they are interested in joining the next recruitment class. I hear the non-human teams are moving forward at non-human FBI offices and it’s going well.” 
 
    “It is,” I promised. “There’s a lot of crazy at first when there hasn’t been anyone to turn to, as you saw when we were in Vegas, but we’ve already been in two of the spots, so it’s been a smooth transition. Going forward, Chief Monroe and I agree that one of our teams accompany the new one for the first few weeks to help with that initial rush or problems and then leave the newer team with a more seasoned lead.  
 
    “Keep in mind, the human side isn’t newer. Some of those division chiefs have twenty years on the job and have been working with our people because human or not, they want people safe in the area. Deputy Director Galvin and the director have made it crystal clear that we put out the updates to keep everyone safer and if they don’t start learning them, then their ass is grass.” 
 
    “Along with your Chief Havers who made it clear that if there was a problem in the Des Moines office and you had to go out there, he would be too and pound all of the humans,” she told me. 
 
    “How did you find out about that?” Brian murmured, not even denying it. I gave him a shocked look. “Sera, you flinch anytime anyone even mentions flying. It’s understandable. We all feel that way, but you would suck it up and do the job and fly there. I adore that about you. Your drive and work ethic when others slack off is one of your greatest qualities. I can’t deal with the idea of you leaving Chicago for a while.” 
 
    I went to say something and picked up on several images and feelings, many from the president. I looked at one of the Secret Service guys and decided to answer but not embarrass the president.  
 
    “No, I’m not monogamous. There are rules, and it’s not a free for all, but you’ll find even in shifter matings that it’s common to get free passes or what we call moon mates, as that’s your mate for that lunar cycle. Immortality could be boring with one person. The fae believe that the more love their leader feels, experiences, the more love they can give to their people so they push Queen Laila to have as many consorts.  
 
    “The same with the Dorcuses. Not only is there a chance for more alliances when that can be the only thing that helps a pack or pride when leaders and politics change, but it’s to grow bloodlines and all of that. There’s a whole pecking order and greeting system, and if you stand next to the president, you should learn it if nothing else to know when someone might slight him or be a threat.” 
 
    “That is wise,” Apollo agreed. “It can be something as slight as a dip of a head, but if you are ignorant to it and cannot feel the tension or emotions around you, you could miss the threat.” He gave me a hesitant look. “Did you really suggest one of ours for his detail?” 
 
    “Yes, and I’ve asked Carter to find someone willing to work for Deputy Director Galvin. He’s doing a lot to help paranormals and not just Americans, and you know how dangerous that is. He’s already been targeted, and he has to be protected.” I sighed when I felt the annoyance and egos, glancing at the head of the Secret Service there. “Tomorrow when we go see the training facility, we’ll go to the gun range.  
 
    “If any of your guys can hit one of my ancients, I’ll give you that blow job you keep thinking of.” I ignored when several people coughed and kept talking. “I’m that confident because I’ve seen it. You undoubtedly know or do something better than they do. They are not better than you. They are not superior beings or whatever bull that you assume we’re meaning. They are faster than you. They can take more damage than you. Accept that and work together to do the best job we can.” 
 
    “She really does cut through the bullshit,” Councilman Martin muttered quietly, shaking his head.  
 
    “Yes, but she’s flushing because she realized she said that in front of the president, which always tickles me as her mouth gets ahead of her social ineptness because she truly cares,” Haton told him at a level the humans couldn’t hear. “That is what we miss as council and from so many Alphas. She cares about everyone so much more than those of us who get burnt out fighting the system. She will revitalize you, I promise that.” 
 
    “I’ll take that bet,” the Secret Service guy told me with a smirk. 
 
    “Idiot,” several people muttered under their breaths. 
 
    “Carter, you up for it?” I checked. 
 
    “Yes, Mistress Sera. It sounds like fun.” He smiled at me when I looked at him. “What do I get when I win?” 
 
    “I’m not answering that with this group,” I grumbled, hiding my face again. 
 
    “I was going to ask why Eva only landed tomorrow when there is so much fun planned tonight…” Laila trailed off, fully knowing the answer. 
 
    “Even I have limits and some pride, thank you, Queen Laila.” I glanced at her and called her a meanie at a level the humans couldn’t hear, and she burst out laughing. We finished lunch and headed downstairs to the convention, Carter and most of my people on the elevator with me. “Just so we’re clear, you fail after I did all that talking you up and sticking my neck out for you, and you’ll be giving that guy a blow job too. Any of our guests who want one.” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress,” he agreed, looking like he was having a hard time not laughing. 
 
    The elevator doors opened, and there were a lot of people who lost that battle. Apollo looked like he was about to fall over he was laughing so hard, and even Bijan had his face covered. 
 
    “Why am I not shocked it’s because of you?” Galvin asked me. “Do I want to know?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Like you won’t make Havers or someone else tell you later.” 
 
    “That good, huh?” he chuckled. 
 
    “Yeah, that good, sir,” Havers promised, giving me a look of love that made me flush.  
 
    When had I become this blushing school girl? Oh, right, always. I was always this socially inept and easy to make blush. 
 
    I accepted Bijan’s arm when we reached the convention, and he led us down the center aisle. We stopped at the first booth, which was an organic pig and turkey farm a pride of lions owned from the south.  
 
    “I love turkey burgers,” I told him when he gave a curious look at the samples. “I mix ground turkey in any burgers I make. It makes them less greasy and not as heavy, but honestly, you can’t taste the difference.” I reached over and tried a sample. “These are really good.” 
 
    “Thank you, Alpha,” the lioness said to me, dipping her head. “My Alpha will be thrilled to hear that. I apologize for his not attending.” 
 
    I smiled. “He sent you, and it was a great first step. Thank you for coming.” 
 
    “Everyone has been very nice and welcoming to us,” she praised. 
 
    I tried the bacon and moaned. “Your Majesty, you’ll want to stop here.” I glanced around and smiled when Ashley was hanging out in the back of our group, looking a bit star struck at who all was there. “If you could, ask Alpha Simone if we need a pork provider and the twins to come try this.” 
 
    “Yes, Alpha,” she replied, hurrying to take notes. 
 
    I glanced over and saw the president talking with Apollo at another booth, Haton nodding at whatever was being said. Laila muttered under her breath that the best way to break down walls was to break bread with people. 
 
    Yeah, it was. 
 
    “I was quite impressed that your president didn’t even flinch or seem to make note that we drank blood at lunch,” Bijan said as we moved on. “That is rare in a human.” 
 
    “I think it’s new for a lot of people, but honestly, once they see it and it’s not as big of a thing as some make it seem, it really doesn’t matter,” I replied after a moment. “And I didn’t try for this because he’s my president. It’s because he’s the president.” I waited until understanding filled his eyes that he heard the difference. “He’s truly a caring and good man. Everyone says it from the people on his details to those who meet him.” 
 
    “And that is rare as too many find fault with much,” he agreed. 
 
    “I didn’t realize you were such a fan, Thomas,” Galvin said from behind me. 
 
    I nodded, looking over my shoulder. “I worked on one of his campaigns in college. I met his wife, worked with her for a week when she visited that office, and everything I got off of her was about helping people and doing better than the last generation. Nothing once was about power or people chanting their names. She is truly one of the kindest people I’ve ever met, and no one like that could be married to a man who wasn’t the same.” 
 
    “I’ll have to tell my wife you said that,” the president said, smiling when I looked at him. “I didn’t know you were one of the coordinators.” 
 
    “I wasn’t. I was just a kid at college earlier than everyone and with no friends.” 
 
    “I think your wife was her first crush, Mr. President,” Jason chuckled. “She was totally all hyped and said she wanted to be like her when she grew up.” 
 
    “Jackass,” I grumbled, rolling my eyes when he smiled brightly. “She was the first female role model I ever had. That’s not a crush.” I caught something over his shoulder and smiled, bringing Bijan with me. “I love tofu. Well, I love good tofu. I worked an undercover case in Japan with that field office, and there was such good tofu anytime I turned around. I was going to gain so much weight from all the noodles and rice, but the tofu helped.” 
 
    “It is very good,” Bijan praised the beaver shifter working the booth. “My compliments to your Alpha.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. President,” he accepted. “And thank you for the invitation, Alpha. I apologize that my Alpha was unable to attend.” 
 
    “I think it’s terrific you guys made it. The booth is great,” I replied, sharing a look with Haton. Yeah, we weren’t getting as many Alphas as we’d thought, but it was progress. She nodded she’d heard it too and still it was a good first step. I noted Councilman Martin seemed to catch on as well.  
 
    No matter if all or none of the Alphas came, we had enough booths to fill the west building exhibit halls of McCormick Place, and that was a fan-fucking-tastic first step. Especially with the late notice and limited time for most.  
 
    I made sure to be extra nice and full of smiles when we stopped at vampire booths as they were informed of the change in leadership in Chicago after they arrived. Some were not happy Vlad was gone, but most were curiously optimistic, and they’d come because he’d used my name anyways. 
 
    Moaning as I tried what was at the next booth, I turned and held an amazing meringue cookie up to Brian’s lips. His eyes danced with amusement as he took a bite. “Crap, those are good.” 
 
    “Right?” I groaned, going back for another sample. The lemon swirl ones were even better, and I totally fell in love with the raspberry one. “These are so good.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mistress Sera,” the vampire said, dipping his head to me. “Our master just stepped out to take a call, but he will be thrilled to hear you like our cookies. He was hoping for a chance to speak with you.” 
 
    I bobbed my head as I tried a chocolate dipped mint one. “I love meringue bites.” 
 
    “More than chocolate? Are you cheating on my chocolate?” Virgil asked from my right, amusement in his tone. “Let me try it.” He slid his arm around me and kissed me in a way that was not appropriate given my party.  
 
    I ducked him when he tried again. “Really, Virg?”  
 
    “Yes, Sera, I’m male, and this is the first chance I’ve gotten to see you.” He cupped my face and didn’t let me go when I went to move away. “You scared the shit out of me. Don’t do it again. We were all panicked.” 
 
    “Thanks for helping so much,” I muttered, reaching up and getting the crumb from his lip he’d gotten from kissing me. “Everyone told me how much you did. Thanks for protecting the boys and my pack.” 
 
    “Always, but no more almost dying, okay?” 
 
    “I don’t try to get hurt,” I grumbled, pinching him when he didn’t let me go.  
 
    He kissed me again and then let me go, doing a double take when he saw who I was with. “Oh, you’re so going to spank me later.” 
 
    “Yes.” No reason to deny it. “You weren’t warned of the guests today?” 
 
    “No, there was a huge friggin’ accident with a semi taking out both lanes on I-57 on the south end of Illinois, and we were ridiculously late instead of very early or first here like we planned,” he admitted, looking a bit tired. “I knew Queen Laila was here, but that was it.” He turned to her and bowed. “Your Majesty, you are a true friend to the wolves and shifters to immediately show your support of Sera’s idea.” 
 
    “Virgil, lovely to see you again,” she greeted, letting him kiss her hand. “Mr. President, if you wish to bring your wife home something lovely, you should stop by Virgil’s booth. We switched all of our chocolates at my hotels to the confectioner his pack has, and we get more compliments than ever before.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful to hear,” Virgil said with a bright smile. He cleared his throat, looking nervous as he was introduced to our president and Bijan before acknowledging the shifter council and then turning to Apollo. “Councilman, it’s nice to meet you in person.” 
 
    “Yes, though I thank you for the Skype chat before,” he replied. 
 
    I flushed so hot I was seconds from fanning my face. I gave Laila a pleading look to leave it alone when she gave me a curious glance. 
 
    “I will be your proxy anytime, Councilman,” Virg promised. 
 
    “Seriously?” I hissed at him. 
 
    “What am I missing here?” Jason asked Brian quietly. 
 
    “Lots, and we’re not friends, asshole,” Brian answered under his breath. “You only got a pass for me not to shoot you because of whose party you’re in. You come back to Chicago alone, and I will absolutely shoot you before I let the twins claw your ass up.” 
 
    They both winced when they caught me watching, gesturing around that all the paranormals heard them. Carter offered to officiate the fight, and I gave him a warning look. 
 
    “Emilio, go get the taser,” I said under my breath. 
 
    Carter held up his hands in surrender. “I apologize. I thought a fair fight was better than someone getting seriously hurt.” 
 
    “Right, because you wouldn’t be sitting there eating popcorn while…” I cleared my throat and looked at the next booth. 
 
    “Wait, who do you think would win that fight?” Jason asked me, blocking my path. 
 
    “Are you all children?” I snapped. “You want to talk about this now?” 
 
    “Wait, now I want to know too,” Brian muttered, giving me a curious look. 
 
    “Thank you, Laila,” I said at a level the humans wouldn’t hear. She looked way too amused. “I’ve not seen either of you spar recently. I don’t know. Jason would absolutely fight dirty because it’s the only way he knows how to fight, and Brian’s a boy scout except when it comes to me, and let’s not forget you’re a big reason I was on the CIA’s radar even before I was a wolf, Jas.” 
 
    “Come on, that’s because you’re a language master,” he defended. “There was no way for me to know that the one day director would go so far off the rails even I was puking when I heard what he tried to do to you.” 
 
    “Actions have consequences, and you of all people know that,” I told him in German. “No, I don’t blame you for his crazy, but you dangled knowing someone adept at languages in front of your CIA contacts to boost your own career. It was just one of a series of you using me, Jas. You will always put yourself first over me, and Brian never will, so if you hit him, know the return punch will come from me.” 
 
    His eyes darkened, and gone was the light and easy Jason most only saw. “I thought they could offer you a better life. Translator was better than being at the front of everyone or always in the middle of sexist shit as you aced it all faster than the men around you. You could have been translating intercepted communications or whatever else that would have been a much safer path.” 
 
    “That wasn’t for you to decide, Jas. Even if you had the purest intentions, you move people around the chessboard like you have that right. You don’t. I had every right and ability to go into undercover work. Your penis doesn’t make you better than me or more able to handle the dangerous stuff. So you could be at the front of the shit but not me?” 
 
    “It’s his love for you that drove his decision, not his doubt in your ability, as he believes you are much more talented and better than he could ever be,” Laila interjected gently. 
 
    I bobbed my head, hearing her. “The difference was Brian did everything to protect me while supporting me, working with me. Jason pushed for me to get out of the Navy and sit at a desk gathering the intel or whatever. There is a huge difference there and one he will never understand.” 
 
    “I didn’t at twenty-four, but I figured it out later,” Jason said quietly. “I never wanted you hurt. If that meant you had to be away from me, I was willing to make that tradeoff because no matter what you’d been through, you were still such a baby, and I couldn’t bear to watch you ever lose that if I could stop it.” 
 
    “Idiot. You’re an absolute idiot,” I grumbled. “And I’m done with the personal damn floor shows.” I brushed past him and moved on to the next booth, telling Ashley what I wanted for the others we’d been to. Everyone was too agitated around me, the upset spreading when they sensed it in the group of such big wigs. 
 
    “Enough,” Dain whispered as he slid my ring on my finger and held something cold to my forehead. “You are recovering, and the doctor was very clear you should not be in situations where you’re chewing migraine meds like candy. Please, there are enough of us here to sense everything and keep the president safe. We won’t let anyone be harmed when they came to your wonderful idea to bring people together.” 
 
    I knew he said that last part for everyone else as to why I was so stressed. I nodded, leaning against him. It didn’t normally happen so fast, but I was so much weaker than normal that it didn’t take much to knock me down now if I wasn’t careful.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Brian murmured as he moved so the two of them were blocking me from all the eyes. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t let him push my buttons like that. I don’t know why he can push my buttons like that.” 
 
    “It’s his greatest super power,” I forgave. “Mostly because he’ll push the buttons no one else will, but yeah, he knows exactly which ones to push. He always has.” I looked up at Dain. “Thank you. It’s not normally this bad.” 
 
    “I know, but you are not your normal self, so it makes sense.” 
 
    “Where did you get the ring?” Brian asked. 
 
    “Her pocket. She always carries it with her so she never shorts out,” Dain answered. “I felt her distress and picked up the ice pack on the way.” He turned us as he moved the ice pack to the back of my neck like he was just touching me in a friendly way. “Come, they had some ginger shots over here that I thought you would find interesting.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I breathed, relieved when the tension around us dissipated. 
 
    “Not to add to your issues, but the other team leader you met tried to get on this trip to see you,” Haton told me quietly at the next booth. “He’s made it clear he wants to take any chance he can get and his vacation here.” 
 
    I couldn’t even hide my shock. “Do people seriously think my vagina is Grand Central Station?” 
 
    “No, but I know many people who would buy tickets if that was an option,” one of the council guards said. 
 
    I wasn’t the only one who burst out laughing. “That was good. I can’t even get mad that was so good.” 
 
    “I will be here all week, Mistress,” he replied, giving a bright smile at his joke. 
 
    The ginger shots were okay, but way too expensive when you could just add ginger to protein shakes… And we did all the time. I went over to Bijan when he was speaking with a pack that sold smoked salmon of the highest quality that had the price tag for it too. 
 
    I switched to Farsi as I tried a sample. “It’s excellent, but I don’t know the trade everything you have with the US. It honestly might be smarter to speak with Queen Laila about seeing if there are any elves in Iran or the area who would like to start a fish farm like here and have this pack maybe teach them how to smoke the fish. I know you’re careful of outside blood, but I would think other wares could be dangerous too.” 
 
    “You are such a treasure,” he praised, giving me an assessing look. “Truly, you are. You could never stand here and let anyone look into a path if you knew a better way.” 
 
    “Only if they were willing to listen and it wasn’t rude to suggest,” I admitted after a minute. “I know you guys have the oil, but speaking as someone who wants to be able to breathe with this immortal life I now have, I would prefer we focus more on electric cars and cleaner energy.” 
 
    “You are not the only one, as I remember well what the air used to be like. There is a push among those of us who took over as well, but keeping order has to always be first and foremost.” He reached over and cupped my cheek. “And this has been an amazing step to securing peace with the US, and I thank you for that. I think this whole idea a wonderous blueprint for other nations’ paranormals to follow your wise example.” 
 
    “Honestly, it was Queen Laila’s convention coordinators that saved the day. I know none of this, and it was so last minute after I got back and then Vlad was gone that they put it all together. No one knows flair like fairies, and when you do have your first state dinner or whatever event, it will need to be one to remember.” 
 
    “Wise, absolutely wise, and I thank you for the advice.” He smiled and let me go, trying another sample.  
 
    I told Ashley what to add to the list, as we had fish but that was a good option if we wanted to send gifts. I made my way over to the booth across the aisle that had pizza samples, as they did frozen doughs for restaurants, which might not be a bad thing to know a place to get them. I said as much to Ashley after I tried it. 
 
    “What are you up to, Thomas?” the president breathed as he leaned over for another sample. 
 
    “Lots, sir, I’m always up to lots,” I promised, thinking about the afternoon and how things were playing out. There was a lot to think about all around, and that distracted me a bit from the party that night. We were starting the event off with a bang, and well, it seemed the only way paranormals knew how to party after all. 
 
    “So how come Havers told me he’s taking me out tonight but you won’t be coming?” Galvin asked, joining us. 
 
    “Because you have to have the paranormal club ID to get into certain parties,” I muttered, nervous enough about tonight without the idea of the humans there. I shook my head when he opened his mouth to argue. “Sir, there is a lot you want to make sure to be protected from and be able to deny. Remember, I could survive an actual pound of flesh being taken from me if I insult someone, you can’t.” 
 
    “I want to ask if you’re joking, but I know you don’t about that sort of thing,” he replied, noting the president’s shock. “Welcome to the dark side, Mr. President.” 
 
    “I know Monroe has said that too, but it’s not very flattering,” I grumbled, not able to disagree that it was the dark side after all. 
 
    Maybe just the naughty side? Fuck a duck. 
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    That night after the convention ended for the day and everyone had a chance to freshen up, the real event for the vampires began. It was all Noah’s now, and the coven had made sure to redecorate and move everything around, but I still saw Vlad’s place where both parties I’d attended had gone wrong. 
 
    “Hey, you met me that night,” Noah reminded me gently as if knowing where my mind went. “Not all of it was bad.” 
 
    “You’re right, thanks,” I whispered, angling my neck and accepting a kiss. We were host and hostess of this after all, and we were playing the part, along with any who were mine. Goran was standing with us, and so was Dain. Any of the vamps and fairies were invited, as Laila’s court could get as dark as the vampires, but most of the shifters were left off the invite, though we were having another party just for shifters too. 
 
    Which was why I was shocked when Apollo invited Virgil. He said it was his thanks for the Skype fun and hopefully led to more of that type of fun.  
 
    The shifter council members were invited as Haton had made it clear since I was still a wolf that it was appropriate they make sure something fishy didn’t go on. Really they didn’t want me to become closer with the vampires than them. I swear most days I felt like the rope toy dogs tugged on. 
 
    “You look amazing, and we will keep you safe,” Carter promised as he made a loop as security. 
 
    I nodded I heard him and let out a slow breath. I was almost back to my normal size, still a bit light on muscle but not glaringly so anymore after the weeks of doing what I should, especially after I’d shifted at the full moon. My wolf getting stronger pushed me, and honestly I was eating a ton like after I was hurt but all the time, which the doc said was normal.  
 
    Gayle and Beth had helped me get ready, and my makeup was flawless, dramatic with the deep red glitter eye shadow and lipstick along with the thick but very flattering eye liner to compliment the fake lashes. It went with the blood red dress I was wearing. It was sleeveless and incredibly low cut. The train was gorgeous, and I had to be careful of it, but the slit on the right went all the way up to my hip so it showed a lot. 
 
    And the heels were killer. I’d made it clear that if anyone let me fall while walking on the weapons on my feet, I would beat them. My hair was swept up in a pretty and elegant twist, so it wasn’t obvious that it wasn’t as long as it had once been. It might all seem a cliché, but the message of my blood and the strength in my blood being what kept the coven strong was meant to be said very, very loudly. 
 
    There was normally a big blowout to announce the new leadership and someone from the council came or at least sent a second depending on what area it was, but with all the visitors and what else we had going on, we went way over the top. It was too much, and I’d put my foot down to use other caterers instead of pushing our people even more. We were also throwing a first ever huge convention. Enough. 
 
    No one else needed to be pushed too far or drop. 
 
    That was my job from nerves. 
 
    And Noah actually. The nerves coming off of him were ridiculous and made me stop focusing on myself. I leaned in and licked his earlobe. “You look amazing in the tux. If I had known I’d get to stand next to you in one, I might have pushed for your takeover sooner.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I’m turned on or want to cringe that was in bad taste given he attacked you,” he admitted. 
 
    “I get to make the joke because he attacked me,” I defended. “Can I grab your butt?” 
 
    He burst out laughing, which was what I’d been going for. “Sure, if I get to grope your breasts because they look so, so good. I mean, damn, Sera.” 
 
    “Yeah, they do,” Goran agreed, clearing his throat as if not sure he should have said that. 
 
    Maybe not normally, but given I was self-conscious about my body still, I appreciated it. They were fuller. I was a C now and a big one, so I didn’t care if I ever got my D’s back because I wasn’t flat. That had been the upsetting thing. Maybe it was petty or stupid of me, but I literally saw the reminder of what was done to me every time I looked down and the girls were tiny. 
 
    It was hard to deal with that and keep moving sometimes. 
 
    “Sorry I’m late,” Monroe said as he moved over to us from the door. He leaned in and kissed my cheek before shaking hands with Noah, which was the right move as he was removed from a lot of the games as he worked for the government. “They were getting dessert when I had to leave, but it was clear that they were going to grill Havers the moment I left.” 
 
    “He doesn’t know anything,” I told him firmly, knowing others would hear. “He’s mine, but I’ve not tied him to me forever, so he doesn’t get all the info. He gets some, sure, but no one needs to know about this.” I shrugged. “We’re not even doing anything bad, just fun, so it’s just for the cool kids tonight.” 
 
    “Yeah, I bet he’d love to see it though,” he chuckled before moving along.  
 
    There were only a few after him, and they apologized either because they hadn’t realized it was behind the club or their drivers were looking for a real residence. Made sense, but it also helped security that it wasn’t a normal estate. Sometimes hiding in plain sight was the best way to hide.  
 
    Noah went to the center of the very large party room and waited until the music died.  
 
    “Thank you all so much for joining us tonight and supporting the changes in Chicago. It wasn’t something I ever wanted, but having seen how one of the best paranormal leaders I’ve ever known took power to do what was right and protect those in Chicago who needed it, I followed her wise example. I propose a toast to Vlad who built this coven to what it is and was once a wise leader who helped Chicago.” 
 
    “To Vlad,” most muttered, toasting their glasses. 
 
    “I know it’s odd to toast the one I killed,” Noah acknowledged. “But he was a good leader for many years. I do not want to take away from the good he did and fond feelings many of us have for him. He was my friend once, and I would have taken a bullet for him without question. Things changed, and there are probably as many theories as to why as there are snowflakes in winter. The why does not matter. How he changed does. 
 
    “And while it hurt me to do, as I once trusted him, for the past year he seemed unable to do what he should or recover from the hits he took. He wasn’t the only one who took them, and I could not stand by and let any take more because of him. So I want to assure everyone of the coven, our allies, and even the council that this is not some radical coup or change in ideology. No, it is the next step in the correct path. 
 
    “I wish Vlad would have made it himself, but everyone is not meant for immortality and can adapt. We adapt or we don’t survive. I, and Chicago, will not only survive but thrive, and we promise that to our friends who came tonight. I know most came for the convention and we sprang this on you, but honestly, it would have seemed like a trap if we’d told you, and it wasn’t. We didn’t want anyone to miss the fun. Thank you, and enjoy yourselves tonight.” 
 
    People politely clapped, and appetizers started while the blood fountains were turned on. Hey, I had the license and I was there. The food was prepared by caterers Mrs. Evans suggested, but it was all our people serving and working the party. 
 
    And providing the entertainment.  
 
    Laila had helped with that, but there were some additions I’d wanted that I figured the vampires would like. Plus, I needed to get over some of my shit, as I was going to have to attend more events like this now that Noah was Master of Chicago.  
 
    Eugene came out with a lovely fairy and visiting vampire, all willing, and it was almost funny that Eugene had come and talked to me specifically to make sure I really wanted this. I did. Hell, for some reason I felt it foreplay, but I gave my permission, which seemed to be the line with my siren and wolf on getting territorial. 
 
    He was gorgeous, his hair wild as he dropped the towel he’d walked out in. Both women did the same, and he took turns kissing them both. 
 
    “You are fine with him doing this?” Goran asked, trying to hide his shock. 
 
    “Yes, I wanted to see this stamina I learned of,” I chuckled. 
 
    He laid down on a chaise lounge, and the fairy moved to sit on his face while the vampire knelt between his legs. He took good care of her while they both did the same to him. 
 
    Honestly, the show was hot as hell, and I was totally into it. The only problem was when the vampire wanted to bite his neck. A loud warning growl came from me. No, his neck was mine. She nodded she understood and moved lower when he agreed, biting his thigh while he finished again for both of them. Then he rode her, like holy shit rode her. 
 
    And stared at me the whole time. Crap, I was way too into this to ever blush when people flirted with me again. 
 
    “You are like one huge hormone,” Dain moaned quietly. Noah had left to start sovereigning the coven, as that was part of the party, everyone bearing witness to it as vampires like to watch drink from each other. 
 
    “It’s hot,” I admitted, licking my lips as I kept Eugene’s gaze. His nostrils flared, and he moved even faster, the vampire he was doing enjoying it immensely.  
 
    I’d eaten several plates of food, and he was still going. He was still hard after he wore out both women who were panting and completely sated. He wiped off his dick and came right towards me, standing tall and proud as he did. He leaned in and licked my lower lip in submission as he sniffed the hormones I was giving off.  
 
    “You enjoyed the show,” he murmured, sounding relieved. 
 
    “Immensely,” I purred as I licked up his neck as I stroked him. “Just so everyone’s clear that you’re not on the market but chasing after me.” 
 
    “You are so worth the chase, Alpha,” he groaned deeply. 
 
    I pressed my lips against his ear. “How many can you fuck tonight while thinking of me, Eugene? Do you think five? Ten? Why don’t you find out and let me know.” 
 
    “No one local, right?” he checked, nodding when I did. Yeah, I didn’t want to have to see anyone who got him first, as that might make me jealous. 
 
    He headed to get cleaned up, and I locked eyes with Noah who had heard me. Damn, we were going to need to talk about new rules since he wasn’t living in my house and he was boss. I didn’t know how I felt about him being with any vampires under him, as that could lead to something serious. It might still be a rule of him not having other women in the bed he’d have me in.  
 
    So if he ever wanted me in his bed at his new place, no one else better be in it. Wow, that sounded like a bitch thing to say when I wasn’t going to do the same. 
 
    “Tonight is not the time for these worries,” Dain whispered, reminding me others could feel what was going on with me. “People will misinterpret.” 
 
    I nodded, trying to think of anything else, but once it popped into my head, I couldn’t think of anything else. Noah seemed to get that and came over to me, kissing me deeply for all to see. 
 
    He leaned his forehead to mine. “I made a promise to you when you became my mistress knowing things could change but that never would. You are who I want in my life forever, Sera. That hasn’t changed just because I’m master now. If I have flings, I tend to play with humans or others who are damn clear that it’s fun only. I’m not looking for anyone to stand at my side as I stand at yours.” 
 
    “That’s not fair,” I whispered, hating how mean that sounded. 
 
    “It’s what I want. I want that life and freedom I was denied so long. It is not a chain but a gift you allow. I promise. If that changes, I swear to you I will tell you. Please stop taking my decisions on yourself as they’re mine and I’m way fucking older than you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I breathed, finally getting what some of them had been telling me. I was belittling their choices if I doubted them or put them into my terms. They were their own people and knew what they wanted. “Thank you for putting that into Sera for me.” 
 
    “Anytime.” He kissed me again, not being gentle this time and leaving me breathless when he walked away, which he seemed fairly proud of. 
 
    There were many more rounds of entertainment as Noah handled what he should, but right before our turn, Axel also got a turn, and I felt jealousy to my left, realizing my mistake. I went over to Haton and blocked her view like we were talking about something important. “I’m sorry, I didn’t even think.” 
 
    “He was never mine to get jealous over,” she breathed, looking grateful I acted so it didn’t look like she stormed off if she took a moment. “You’ll make him happy, right?” 
 
    “I don’t know him well enough to promise you that, as I’m not sure if he really likes me or the chase,” I admitted. “Alena believes he does, but I’ve messed up so much, I don’t want to mess up anymore. I will promise not to keep him if he’s not happy. That’s all I can promise.” 
 
    “It’s a good promise,” she said firmly, nodding. “He deserves it. He’s had a hard, very hard life with as messed up a family as you and for longer than when you broke free. He also has your social ineptness at times, so please give him the chance to explain when he messes up. He is so used to women wanting his seed more than him it has left deep scars.” 
 
    “I’ll do the best I can once I’m better, but I’m pretty fucking scarred too.” 
 
    “Aren’t we all,” she sighed, not in a dismissive way but more admitting she had many too. 
 
    I got images from her and wanted to groan. I had the answer to the question she desperately wanted the answer to. “You were never lacking. You’re gorgeous, honorable, and powerful.” 
 
    “Then why not me?” 
 
    “I shouldn’t answer that,” I responded, shaking my head when she looked like she would push. “It’s not fair when I won’t tell him what I saw from you either.” I let out a sigh. “But I can show you what I saw when I first saw him. That should tell you the answer.” I asked Dain with a look, and he nodded, moving his fingers to my head. I thought of when I’d first met Axel in Memphis and my impressions of him. 
 
    I let Dain see how Axel’s eyes were gorgeous and he was huge and my wolf loved the scent of him but I never once cared he was a tiger. I saw the man before me and that he was awesome and jumped right in, was kind and gave credit where due.  
 
    Haton saw him as a tiger first, a cat. And that had been all that anyone had seen of Axel, and that was the last thing he could handle with the person he was with. 
 
    I moved away and left her to her thoughts, but the second he was done with the show, Axel came over to me and didn’t look happy. “Yes, I’m getting jealous. I can’t help it, and I’m sorry if it makes you feel like the chew toy. I don’t want that, and I don’t see you like that.” 
 
    “I don’t—” I started to say, not getting what was going on. 
 
    “You watch him while he fucks two women and me you ignore,” he replied with a hiss, power flashing in his eyes he was so upset. “That would upset and make any man jealous who wants you, is chasing you.”  
 
    I couldn’t give him the real answer, but we had an audience by then. “I’m sorry I neglected you, my tiger. I realized there was something I needed to discuss.” I leaned in and licked a drop of sweat off of his chest. “Come to my apartment tonight after the party and you can show me how talented you are in private.” I gave him a look that said clearly what him naked that close to me did. “Or would you like to go fuck other women like I told Eugene?” 
 
    He leaned in and licked my lower lip, his breath catching when I moaned. “No, I would rather hold you in your bed and be welcome there than have sex with the array of hot guests.” 
 
    “Good tiger,” I praised, letting him kiss me again before he walked off. Something else was up with him. He was floundering in his new role or changes in his life. He’d had changes before. I wasn’t sure why it was an issue now. 
 
    Then again, he was a tiger among wolves. Maybe he just didn’t have anyone to talk to or make friends with? I made a mental note to talk to Harris. He could help the newest cat in town get settled. It probably had been extra hard on him to stand in my stead as a tiger leading wolves. I’d seen that when Harris, a cheetah, had worked with them at times.  
 
    I was snapped out of my thoughts when I saw several of the coven carry out the huge stone high top table that honestly seemed more like a massive alter. I had a feeling that was actually what it was, and I really didn’t want to know why vampires had one in their coven. My mind went right to virgin sacrifices for blood and everything I hoped no one ever did anymore. 
 
    And we weren’t going to be doing anything virginal on it. 
 
    Noah gave a quick speech that sovereigning everyone was complete. It wasn’t, but the coven was too large to do everyone in one night. The key members or whatever had been, but most knew it would be done later unless they were dicks like some of the stories Goran and other ancients had told me about. 
 
    “As I am Mistress Sera’s, she has agreed to let me take over and the coven be under her umbrella,” he said as he held out his hand to me. I went over to him, sliding my hand in his and smiling at him as we both vibrated with nerves. “And we also asked the coven. This was not a decision made without those it affects considered. Every member of this coven was asked and unanimously agreed this is what they wanted for the coven.” 
 
    I didn’t hide my shock. I didn’t know they were going to do that. It made me more nervous somehow, as it meant they wanted me to be boss, and I didn’t even want to be boss. 
 
    My life was so weird. 
 
    Noah knelt before me, much as Goran had when we’d done this, but there were a lot less people then. So no pressure or anything. 
 
    “My Mistress, as I promised when you made me yours, I will always protect you and treasure you. I renew that vow and now add the pledge of my coven.” His gaze softened as he smiled. “We adore you, Sera. You’re amazing and the best thing to ever happen to Chicago, all paranormals.”  
 
    Remus came over and handed him an envelope, and I’d forgotten about the present part. He thanked Remus and held it out to me. 
 
    “Seraphine Thomas, I present to you a gift of my appreciation for accepting my coven as yours. As you will care for us, I hope this will show how much we care for you and share the vision you have for vampires and all paranormals to be treated as people, even when they have issues.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what he meant, and I quickly opened the envelope and glanced over the pages. Tears filled my eyes as I understood. I sniffled loudly as the gestured overwhelmed me and let out a shaky breath. “This is so perfect, Noah. Thank you.” It took me another moment to answer the question everyone had, nodding for Noah to tell them. 
 
    “The coven, with the help of the Dorcus family, have bought a run down resort that we will be renovating and converting into the Riley Greyson Paranormal Retreat that will welcome paranormals of any species suffering from depression or who need help. Those who have lost mates or their becoming one of us was traumatic like you went through or Harris, now there’s a place that will have specialized counselors and help for them.” 
 
    I covered my face with my hand and tried to stop crying. He stood and hugged me, knowing I was also thinking of what I’d just gone through and all the help I’d received that others hadn’t. Now they could and somewhere safe.  
 
    I handed Remus the papers when he came back for them and threw my arms around Noah, kissing him with all I had. It was maybe one of the best presents anyone had ever gifted ever, and with so much love and thought into it, so fast, I knew a lot of work had gone into it and a lot of people wanted there to be a place of help for all like I did. Everyone believed we could feel safe, be treated better, and that meant everything to me. 
 
    His fangs came out when we got heated, and I licked them, knowing how much the vamps I was intimate with loved that. He shivered, smelling of desire and wanting me so desperately I didn’t give a shit if we were live streaming to the world. 
 
    He knelt back down and was careful of my dress as he submissively pleased me for all to see. Well, it was submissive to them, meaning for the ceremony; to us it was just good fun and Noah was very, very good at it as always.  
 
    Then he undressed and went up on the alter, Dain and Goran helping me up there as well. I wanted Noah, and he wanted me from how hard he was, but to everyone else the symbolism of me being on top with him naked beneath me said a lot. Hey, it was hot, so I was fine with it. 
 
    I lowered myself on him, moaning as he filled me, stretched me completely even with the preparation. I moved the dress so I was covered besides showing my whole leg on the one side.  
 
    “You could be free of me as a master. Why do this?” I wondered, not meaning to have gone off script. 
 
    He reached up and cupped my cheek, smiling when I acted like a wolf and rubbed against his skin. “Because I was only a master vampire once I was with you. You made me stronger, better, and gave me hope for a different future. Why the fuck would I ever want to be free of that?” 
 
    Damn. Just dayumn.  
 
    I leaned over and kissed him as I rode him, forgetting everyone else as he reached under the dress and held my hips to move me. I pulled him to sit up, wrapping myself around him as we rocked together. Right before we got close we stopped, drawing out the show, but I’d almost forgotten about the next part the sex had been so good. 
 
    Something Noah obviously felt pride on from the way he was smiling at me. 
 
    I shifted my thumb to his fang and cut my skin so I bled. I moved it in time that a few drops fell into the pitcher of blood one of the coven was holding. I did it again and again with each digit, some symbolism there that I forgot at the moment as I couldn’t seem to focus beyond Noah. When it was done, I nodded, and he rolled us, careful of the dress and to keep me covered.  
 
    “I want to please you always, Mistress,” he moaned as he started moving again, his lips kissing the skin visible along my neckline.  
 
    I bit my lip for his blood as I orgasmed and he kissed me quiet, following me right over. My siren had chosen that moment to get in on the fun, letting out a wave of my power that was much weaker than it had been, but enough to make people gasp and the room flare with hormones.  
 
    “It was the heels, right? You guys so like the heels.” I teased him, seeing in his gaze he was debating going again. 
 
    “It was all of you as you look so perfect it almost hurts,” he murmured, giving me a soft kiss before pulling out of me. He used his speed to clean me up with a waiting towel so it wasn’t awkward and then helped me off the alter. 
 
    Where Apollo was waiting. 
 
    “I should have known,” I chuckled, searching his gaze for some sort of indication as to what was going on. 
 
    “I only wish to exchange bites as lovers do to show we care for each other,” he assured me as he undid his bowtie. “I think the message would be clear if I accepted your Alpha bite while you let me take a sip from your neck.” 
 
    “You’re so sure you’re undoing your shirt?” I purred, pushing the jacket off of his shoulders. 
 
    “Yes, because you hate all of this posturing stuff, but you know me well enough to trust me that I am protecting you.” 
 
    “Maybe I just want to bite you,” I murmured, staring at his neck when he showed it to me. “I saw you enjoying yourself earlier. Maybe I want what you wouldn’t give many other women.” 
 
    He leaned in and pressed his lips to my ear. “Let me stay in your bed tonight, Seraphine. You can now because of the ring, and I have so wanted it since I saw the first video chat. Give me what so few men get to experience too. I beg you.” 
 
    Yup, that did me in. I nodded and sank my teeth into his flesh, moaning when I felt his fangs. His hands were all over me, and I was seconds from saying to get up on the altar and let’s have some more fun, but that was dangerous given who else was in the room. 
 
    I wasn’t the fuck friend of the council after all. Either council. 
 
    When it was done, I licked his fangs, feeling his desire that I did.  
 
    “I’m so glad Eva doesn’t land until tomorrow. While a lovely woman, I do not wish to sit in front of her while knowing all the dirty things I wish to do to her granddaughter.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at that. “Tomorrow you suddenly won’t want me?” 
 
    “No.” He smirked at me, obviously wanting to say more. I left it alone. Sometimes less was more, and there was more crazy always around the corner, so why push it? 
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    As if accepting my challenge for more crazy, Bijan was standing there when Apollo stepped back. He looked like the sexiest Iranian model who just stepped off the catwalk in his tux instead of the looser garb he’d been in earlier. His light green eyes were filled with desire as his fangs slowly slid out.  
 
    He took Apollo’s place and leaned in, running his nose against my cheek in a very seductive gesture. “I know I should not offer. I know I should not want you as I do. You could never be mine or my mate, as your place is here to be queen whereas mine is in Iran and the Middle East to do much for my people. But I am a man, and you are the most beautiful of all the desert roses I have ever seen in my years. 
 
    “You were the one who gave me this role by helping us, saving us from Omid. From the moment you stepped off that plane and spoke of your longing to be treasured and loved, I have found myself picturing you at night. I have been under your spell since you took a stand against him and the filth that came out of his mouth about you and all women. As a grateful leader, I should offer my protection after you helped us. 
 
    “As a man, I am thankful for the chance to be near you with an excuse other than to beg for your attention. I would want you for so much longer than this, as I am a greedy man, but I will take this chance to have your affections. There is not a man in this room who does not wish to be in my place touching you but not willing to give you what I offer.” 
 
    I leaned into him, totally under his spell too. He… Fuck, he knew how to talk to a woman. I mean, shit, he should just write lines for guys on how to talk to women. I licked his earlobe since he was only slightly taller than me in the heels. Then I took his hand and moved it to my ribs, giving him permission to touch me, which he took. I slid my hand into his jacket, wanting to see the firm muscles I felt under me. 
 
    I felt thick rage and jealousy behind me, knowing exactly who it came from. And it was time to remind some people I did what I wanted, when I wanted, and they could shove their shit. I didn’t let Apollo touch me because he was council and I wasn’t theirs. I was with who I wanted to be with and only for that reason. 
 
    And if that happened to be the master vampire of all of Iran who was also the president, then I would be.  
 
    “I’m flattered, and I think I’m going to call you anytime I want to hear a man make me weak in the knees,” I murmured. “How big of a statement do you want to make, Bijan?” 
 
    “As big as you’ll let me,” he admitted, cupping my breast as his other hand moved to my ass. “I want to pleasure you more. I wish to give you so much pleasure you will think of me fondly always.” 
 
    I got several images from him of what else he wanted, and that was something I filed away for later when hormones weren’t clouding my mind. I also couldn’t think of the politics. We already had an alliance with the Dorcuses, but I had a feeling it was more I was an American agent, showing he wanted to be closer to us. 
 
    Maybe? 
 
    Hopefully, because I was going to give a very powerful response and something most would want in front of council members.  
 
    “Make me scream, Bijan,” I whispered against his lips before turning around. I rubbed my body against him as I undid his fly and touched him.  
 
    “You are serious?” he whispered as he caught on. 
 
    I nodded. “It’s not a full mounting, but yes, I will bend for you and to you.” I leaned forward and put my upper body on the altar and met the gazes of Councilman Martin and Sousa. “I love a man who doesn’t assume this is the place of women but acknowledges the utter gift granted them and the strength I have to give it.” 
 
    Bijan muttered in Farsi something about thanking God he was born and moved my dress before his fingers gently touched me. I was ready. It wasn’t having the sex with Noah, as he’d cleaned up, but Bijan himself was like a walking swoon fest any woman would want a bite of. 
 
    He leaned in and ran his fangs over my shoulder as he fingered me. I came with a gasp, his fingers moving so fast it was better than some sex I’d ever had. I kept my gaze on the councilmen as he thrust in me, being gentle and moving one hand to my stomach to keep me balanced in the heels even if I was leaning over.  
 
    “Harder, let me feel all of you,” I purred when he kept being gentle. I glanced at him over my shoulder. “Show me what you really dreamed of doing to me.” 
 
    His eyes flashed shock, knowing I’d seen him use all of his strength on me until I was screaming in pleasure. He leaned in so I could lick his fangs and then thrust hard enough that we would have shoved the altar along the floor if he didn’t keep me in place.  
 
    And that thing had to weigh a fuck ton. Maybe an actual ton it was so thick and wide. 
 
    There was no chance I was going to keep quiet as he did everything amazing to my body, but I was able to muffle it some against my arm. And it wasn’t a quick round, no, he was a man who could go the distance. Not like Dain or Jonik, but yeah, it was not quick sex. 
 
    When he finished, my legs were mush, my whole body shaking as I gasped for air.  
 
    And I wanted more. My siren definitely wanted more and needed to feed, which was a good sign I was getting stronger. 
 
    He gently pulled out of me and went to kiss me, but I wasn’t done with him, licking my lips as I stroked him since he was still hard. His eyes flashed shock and then curiosity along with heat. I walked him backwards to one of the overstuffed ottomans that were around the room for seating and shoved him so he plopped on it.  
 
    “My turn to drive,” I told him as I pushed the gown off my shoulders and let it pool at my feet. I moved to straddle him, taking him in me and not caring that I was naked to everyone. Any embarrassment later was so worth the desire coming off of him right then. I fed deeply as I moved, his hands sliding to my ass as we kissed. “Do you want my bite, Bijan?” 
 
    “Have I earned it?” 
 
    “Yes,” I hissed, ripping off his tie so I could have access to his neck. I moved faster, my siren and wolf—all three of us wanting him, and I was so thrilled to feel them stirring in me like before that I would have given them anything they wanted. And here they wanted what I did.  
 
    I leaned in and teased his neck with my tongue once the jacket and shirt were off, or mostly as he still had the cuffs done. He moaned and pulled me onto him harder and faster, making me cry out as I came. I shook with it as I muffled my reaction against his neck.  
 
    I sat back enough to meet his gaze when I felt his finger tease my other hole. He gave me a hopeful look, and I nodded, his eyes about rolling back in his head that I would let him. He pushed his finger in and ran his fangs over the other side of my neck from where Apollo had bit me. It drove me insane, and I clenched around him and he growled in approval.  
 
    He brought me again as I fed and then a bit longer, and I sank my teeth in his neck, his fangs biting me as well as we finished together.  
 
    I had a quick and horrid thought that maybe I’d just slept with the man who had been with Eva, as they’d gotten along well, but he seemed to guess what I was thinking. Or actually, I didn’t know what his abilities were so maybe he did know. 
 
    “I never dreamed being with a siren was as life altering as the rumors said, but I believe that depends on the siren, and none could ever top you,” he murmured as he nibbled on my ear. “Maybe it is being with a young, confident siren, but I would not know as I have never been with any.” 
 
    “Maybe you shouldn’t be and I won’t be with any other presidents,” I purred, kissing him deeply. “I love to be bitten on my nipples and clit, and I don’t think I’d show you that next time we see each other if I knew you’d been with another siren.” 
 
    He glanced at my breasts and gave me a pleading look. I nodded, and he cupped them, sinking his fangs into my right nipple and touching my clit until I came again with him still inside of me. “Yes, I think I will need to visit the US often, for diplomatic relations, of course.” 
 
    I smiled at him. “Of course because the UN isn’t in New York and the rest of the government in DC.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I am the president of Iran. If I come all the way here, they should be willing to at least meet me in Chicago.” 
 
    Fair enough. 
 
    Someone from the coven brought me a wet towel to clean up, and Bijan actually helped me back into my dress. 
 
    “One more,” Haton said quietly from my right. She smiled when I gave her a look of shock. “One does not need to be sexually attracted to the other to offer protection.” 
 
    “Oh, I thought that part was over,” I admitted, blinking at her when she gave me a confused look. 
 
    It was Goran who figured out what was missing and burst out laughing, everyone slowly looking at him. It took him a minute to calm down, and he gave me a loving look. “Sera, President Nuri isn’t just a coven leader. He’s president of Iran.” 
 
    “I know that.” 
 
    “Oh for the love of…” Apollo muttered, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Seraphine, it elevates him to council status. He is of the same station as your family, equal to the council, and with a whole nation at his backing. All of Iran is now committed to protecting you and yours even from your own government if you would need it.” 
 
    I slowly looked at Bijan, not hiding my shock well at all. “Holy shit. I thought you just wanted to say you wanted to get along with America better and yeah, the chemistry between us is good.” 
 
    It was his turn not to hide shock. He slid his arm around me and pulled me against him so tightly that I felt every inch of him as he kissed me so deeply I melted against him. “You truly didn’t do it for the protection?” 
 
    “You have to stop kissing me if I’m supposed to answer that,” I admitted even as I went back for more. “My siren has been getting better and is now riding me. I don’t have really a thought besides wondering if you’ll do all of that to me again.” 
 
    “Yes, my answer will always be yes,” he growled, sliding his hand in the dress and cupping my ass as he ground himself against me. “You are still healing though. You should rest.” 
 
    “Wait, we’re still doing the ceremony,” Apollo reminded us, sounding thoroughly amused. He was smiling as I shook my head and moved away from Bijan. “There was a lot of lust in your direction, and you’ve been recovering.” 
 
    I nodded, glancing at Haton. “Wait, what was going on now?” 
 
    “I’m offering my protection as well,” she chuckled, looking as amused as Apollo. 
 
    “Hey, in my defense, you guys have to admit this is all complicated.” I blew a raspberry when they all gave me looks like they wanted to argue. “I wasn’t born in this. Hell, I’ve been a wolf just over a year. You have more bureaucracy and rules than the friggin’ FBI. It’s like a messed up board game of you can’t show your neck unless you trust them or are willing to let them bite you or it’s the third full moon of the year and there’s an alliance with someone.” 
 
    “She’s not wrong,” Goran agreed. “It does get fairly complicated, and she’s not a political animal.” 
 
    “Yes, clearly as she’s taken over so much in under a year and has an astounding amount of alliances,” Councilman Martin drawled. “The fairy queen, the very popular vampire councilman, now the president of Iran and Haton who has never offered her protection, not ever, and is risking the wolf elder’s serious wrath when she gets back.” 
 
    That snapped me out of my lust, looking at Haton. “Are you okay? Did he start more shit? Do I need to arrest him?” 
 
    Martin snorted. “You can’t arrest a councilman.” 
 
    I gave him my business face, the scary one that shut people up fast that I wasn’t fucking around.  
 
    “He’s on US soil, and I don’t give a shit if he’s one of the mother fucking apostles if he breaks the law. He’s already on my shit list for lecturing someone for not giving me a mating bite when I was weak, and he’s lucky I didn’t bang down the door with a warrant, as that goes against US and shifter laws. He pulls it again and I will. Or this one can get sent to Greece as well for fucking with what he shouldn’t, as you are council, not gods.” 
 
    “I am fine and I can take the heat; you and what you are doing are worth protecting.” 
 
    “It is not a two way street of alliance,” Goran explained when I hesitated. 
 
    “Right, but the Dorcuses have an alliance with her,” I muttered, looking at Dain and sighing. “You handle all the politics. What am I doing here?” 
 
    “That’s it? You just default to the fairy that’s your protection?” someone asked, not hiding their disgust I would be so flippant. 
 
    “He’s my husband, and he’s not only got a list of law licenses and degrees, he’s one of the smartest people I’ve ever known,” I snapped, hating the night was turning into this. I gasped as Dain was suddenly in front of me, kissing me, letting me feel what he was and he was thrilled beyond words at what I said. 
 
    “You’ve never called me that,” he explained. “I thought you never would after what I did.” 
 
    “You are. I don’t regret what we did, just how we handled things, and not all of that was only on you, though you are still an idiot.” 
 
    “Mostly, yes,” he agreed, brushing his lips over mine. “Yes, accept the councilwoman’s offer, and you need to eat before the stress gets to you.” 
 
    I nodded, turning to Haton and leaning in for a peck on the mouth, as it was always contact for things to be done. I thanked her, not exactly sure what I was thanking her for, but I realized Dain was right and I was severely down on the tank. My wolf was practically growling for food. I sat and ate and mulled over what I’d learned, smiling politely and nodding when people talked around me but lost in my head. 
 
    After the event was drawing to an end and either people would have fun at the after party or head to their hotels to rest for the convention tomorrow, I went and found Monroe. I led him to a back corner of the private guest rooms hallway and pressed my lips to his ear so no one would overhear me. “Where is the president staying? I need to speak with him and Galvin.” 
 
    “I’ll text you and Galvin,” he said, realizing something was up. “I’d join you, but apparently I’m now entertaining Sousa, as he’s not invited to your party with Papadopoulos.” 
 
    “You know, even the US president RSVP’d and told us he was coming. I invited Apollo. If he brought a friend or council invited themselves without even a heads up, they can suck me.” 
 
    “I’ll remember you’re of that opinion,” Sousa said from down the hall. 
 
    I didn’t back down though, going right over to him and standing toe to toe with him, noting the desire I saw in his eyes. “I didn’t say you were unwelcome in Chicago. Just the opposite. Please, visit, we have nothing to hide, and there is no reason you shouldn’t visit as you want.” 
 
    “Your issue is truly that I didn’t warn you I was coming? Are you so childish?” he asked, clearly not getting it. 
 
    My hand shot out before I even realized it, slamming the heel of my hand up into his nose as I snarled.  
 
    “The last time one of you fuckers came here unannounced like you owned the goddamn place and everyone here was how this whole mess with Vlad started and led us to this ending. I get the game better, and I’m saying very clearly that I don’t bend to any of you. Don’t be so full of yourself that you childishly demand attention and don’t have the decency to even say you’re coming. 
 
    “Monroe is section chief of the FBI and a good man who does a lot for vampires and has a lot of work on his desk. And you just arrive and demand entertainment like a baby who has to be watched all the time? Do you need bright colors and stimulation like they do?” His eyes filled with rage I’d turned it around on him. “We come from different schools of thought. One doesn’t make the other childish for not seeing what you do.” 
 
    “Enough,” Apollo cut in, suddenly there and moving his hand to Sousa’s chest. “I did not think about your past trauma with Igor. You were unflinching when I brought Dubois in New York.” 
 
    “That’s not true, I was worried then too,” I muttered, taking a step back to show I wasn’t engaging or trying to fight. “And even if Dubois scared the shit out of me, he had the open-mindedness to listen, hear my thoughts, and saw how things are different. Councilman Sousa just thought you found a new toy and could seduce me because women are cheap and easy like that and it would be fun to tell everyone I screamed for him when you like me.” 
 
    Sousa’s eyes flashed surprise before he schooled it. “You see much more than you let on.” 
 
    “I don’t,” I argued. “I rarely get much from vampires, especially the older you guys are, and only when touching.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Monroe confirmed. “I think she’s only gotten things from me when I’ve been highly agitated and touching her.” 
 
    I nodded, that sounded about right. “You’re a loud broadcaster and so confident in yourself and your beliefs that you switch from excited about the game you’re sure you’ll win, to enraged I don’t move like the mouse through whatever maze you’re plotting.” I looked at Apollo. “But he is planning to make a move when you get back. I don’t understand it, but he wants me declared as something dangerous and to be controlled. 
 
    “Igor died after meeting me. Something happened with Dubois I don’t understand and certainly didn’t do. And you like me and never have been into a lowly wolf. He’s planning to use that as a threat to get whatever he wants from me and is laying the groundwork the moment you get back. I’ve taken council ancients, and I need to be leashed.” 
 
    “You asshole,” Apollo seethed, moving protectively in front of me. “You fucking asshole. She did nothing to Dubois but show him the truth on something personal. He is fine. Sometimes learning a harsh truth after so many years is humbling, as you should be feeling now that a brand new wolf you want to control like one of your shifter pets just outplayed you.  
 
    “I brought you to see what is being accomplished, and you look upon it all and think to seize it. Are you insane? How would that even work? You saw all of her backing. We have all made the move so no one party could even think of what you are.” 
 
    “I realize that now,” Sousa snapped before looking at me. “You made a mistake calling me out like that in your moment with Bijan, striking me now. I could have been a good friend to you, but now I will not be.” 
 
    “You mean pawn. You want pawns as everyone else is beneath you,” I sneered. “Good luck meeting Eva tomorrow. I think it will take her two seconds to knock you on your ass and show you a woman is absolutely able to be more powerful.” I gave him a look like he was shit. “And if you had real balls or more than a bullying ego, you would have come at me when I was at full strength.” 
 
    “I agree,” Monroe said at the same time as Apollo, but he continued.  
 
    “And Dubois gave his protection to her. He may never see her as an equal, may never understand her, but even he saw the changes for the better her and those who stand with her make. I brought you because she could help with the situation in South America. It’s why Haton brought Martin, and instead you’ve made her an enemy once you saw her beauty and all who desire her.” 
 
    “This has to be an act,” he growled when I flushed at the compliment. “No woman can blush as she does and seduce a world leader as she just did.” 
 
    I shrugged, actually understanding how people could see it as an act. “My siren and even my wolf make me more confident than the woman I was before. I still see the dork with glasses and braces that had no friends and was bullied all her life. I was a shell of myself when Apollo rescued me. It’s… It’s hard not to blush at the praise when the best features people complimented were gone and are now coming back.” 
 
    “I do not understand that,” Sousa admitted, shaking his head.  
 
    I shrugged again. “I’m not sure how else to explain it. I’m socially inept and relationship challenged. There’s not much else to say.” I blew out a harsh breath. “I am sorry I hit you. Yeah, you’re an ass and being a jerk, but I did it because of your thoughts and my past more than anything you’ve acted on. That’s not fair.” 
 
    “You should—” he started to say, but suddenly the hallway was full of people. 
 
    People on my side. 
 
    “No, as she said it quickly and honestly,” Goran said as he stopped hiding his true power, which was more than Sousa’s who was shocked by that so it must not have been so before because Apollo had said the council knew he was powerful. “You will never respect a woman being more powerful than you, but I am and I’m at her side. So is a legendary fairy who is mated to her. You know what that means. You harm her, and there is nowhere you can hide from all fairies.” 
 
    “He was disowned.” 
 
    “She is acknowledged as princess to their monarchy, that elevates his status as so declared by his queen,” Goran shot right back. 
 
    “Really?” I asked, blinking at him. 
 
    “She cannot be this naive,” Sousa seethed. “This has to be an act.” 
 
    “To what purpose?” I asked, seriously wondering. “I look like a twit each time I don’t get all the politics. Granted, I don’t care, as pride is a luxury I don’t put first over other, more important things, but what would be the purpose of acting that way?” 
 
    He blinked at me. “You have no pride?” 
 
    I opened my mouth but then closed it, looking to Dain and Goran, not sure how to answer it.  
 
    “She is proud of her accomplishments, the work she does and the help she gives, but she is not a prideful or boastful person,” Goran explained. “She has no ego, which is why so many like her, stand with her. She would fall to her knees and offer you whatever you wanted to save those she cares for without a second thought or worry for herself or how it looked to others. I have seen her do it. More than once.” 
 
    “That is weakness,” Sousa said, his tone disgusted. 
 
    “No, it’s not being stupid. I’m smarter than giving a shit about that.” I moved the dress aside and knelt on the ground, sitting back on my heels. “Okay, I’m kneeling. Happy? You got the action, but I don’t think you’re better than me. I don’t defer to you. I think you’re a douche and the vampires deserve better from their leader. So what does this really mean if it’s just the action I would do if picking something up?” 
 
    He stared at me, seeming at a loss for words. “I see why interacting with you upset Dubois so bad.” 
 
    I shrugged. “People fuck with me and what I think all the time. We all experience it. It’s what truly unites us as people. None of us have all the answers. To think otherwise is stupid. We survive by working together.” I might have had more to say, but my stomach growled so loudly that Apollo snickered, apologizing. “I’m recovering and I’m hungry, and soon I’m going to start to whine and then he’d have reason to smack me.” 
 
    “You truly are this person,” he whispered, seeming to seriously realize it wasn’t an act. 
 
    I nodded, standing. “It has astounded me since I was young that some of the most brilliant minds have asked the toughest questions that might never be answered, but yet people look down on others for not knowing the answers. To me, the person who doesn’t know isn’t stupid, those who speak like they have the answers but truly don’t are.” 
 
    “I can’t even argue that,” he admitted, seeming stumped by that and me. 
 
    “Okay, well, I gotta eat so let’s start again tomorrow.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow at me. “Just like that? You would just wipe the slate clean of all you saw and reboot our meeting?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Sure because the other option is you’re stupid and you fuck with what’s mine, and I wouldn’t even flinch if you ended up like Igor.” I smiled dangerously at him, letting my power flash in my eyes. “Because if you come at what’s mine, you will end up like him. I don’t care if I had to take your whole council on. To protect the people I love, I would do it. Just so we’re clear.” 
 
    He glanced around, feeling Haton and Laila just outside of the hallway as I did if I had to guess, then slowly nodded. “A clean slate tomorrow then. Today was a bit rushed, but I would like a chance to speak with Levi Sosa among others.” 
 
    I nodded, saying goodnight to everyone and giving Monroe a look that I needed him to send that text. I actually gave Haton and Laila a kiss on the cheek each as I went by them and said to let me know if they needed anything. 
 
    I wasn’t surprised when my now regular security detail had a few more people to it. Yeah, yeah, I was always pissing people off wherever I went. In my defense, I didn’t normally start it. 
 
    Okay, fine, I totally did with work and all of the time.  
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    We showed up to the president’s suite with a ton of food someone had called in and had even asked Galvin and everyone what they wanted. The Secret Service checked the bags like they should, not wanting Axel to come in with us. 
 
    “He’s FBI officially and has been cleared,” I argued, pissed beyond words for how stupid they were being. “And I want to talk to your boss.” 
 
    “Uh-huh, sure,” one muttered, barely giving me a look.  
 
    Yeah, that didn’t help. “Do you know how many times I’ve gotten my bad guy because men were stupid and didn’t take a woman as a valid threat?” 
 
    He glanced at me then. “I know you’re a werewolf and a powerful one, Chief Thomas. I’m not doubting your lethalness, I know your loyalty. I’ve read your file. I watched you jump in front of the president earlier today.” 
 
    “Fair enough, but you’re still being stupid, and I want to talk to your boss.” 
 
    “I’m lead on this detail,” someone said from behind me. “What’s the problem?” 
 
    “You guys haven’t read the updates we’ve put out, and I specifically made sure you were sent them as you protect the president,” I answered, noting the president and Galvin were behind him and were watching. “Do not shoot Dain. I want you to see why you’re focused on the big bad tiger shifter, but he is not the most lethal one here.” 
 
    “Stand down,” the guy agreed, giving me a curious look.  
 
    In a flash Dain had his sword out and held to the guy’s throat who was checking Axel. “Fairies can make items appear, and I am of a noble bloodline who passed as a warrior of our people, so that includes my sword that is always part of me, gifted by the magic of our ruler. Now that my wife has made her point, stop lusting after her and jealous the tiger will touch her, as that is not your purpose here.” 
 
    “Understood,” he replied. “Ease down though because you still have a weapon by the president, and that makes us all twitchy.” 
 
    I locked eyes with the team leader. “Read the fucking updates we put out. It’s also why you should have a fairy and ancient on your teams. A non-infectious shifter if one is willing. There are many types. It’s in the guidelines along with a full report suggesting that.” 
 
    “It never reached me,” he answered and wasn’t lying. 
 
    “Give me your email and I will send it directly to you,” Dain told him as the sword disappeared. “You need to eat.” 
 
    I nodded and walked into the other room, leaving them to sort the food. “I apologize for interrupting your night, Mr. President, but I learned several things that I think important to discuss.” I sat down, careful of the dress, and let out a nervous breath before looking at the president. “But is there a way I can just tell you, sir? You won’t always be the president, and for all we know, the guy who comes after you could be a complete fucktard I wouldn’t trust with my car keys.” 
 
    His lips twitched. “Yes, Thomas, you can tell only me. There are too many who hate supes in our government even, so I’m careful with what I share as I’m sure you are.” 
 
    Monroe showed up just as food started being brought in along with Axel and Dain. I gave him a curious look, and he just shook his head. “You completely dumbfounded Sousa. He muttered something about having work to attend to as well, and he looked forward to the tour tomorrow but he’d had enough excitement for the night.” 
 
    “That’s so going to come back and bite me in the ass,” I sighed, trying to eat my burger carefully and not getting anywhere. Dain made a towel appear, and I thanked him, taking it and draping it over myself. 
 
    “You really can make things appear,” the president whispered. “I thought it magic tricks.” 
 
    “No, Mr. President, it’s very real and not something we widely publicize for obvious reasons,” Dain told him quietly. “I would be hesitant to do so normally, but Sera needs to eat.” 
 
    “What happened with Sousa?” Galvin asked. 
 
    “I broke his nose when he was a dickhead,” I grumbled in between bites. The humans blinked at me in shock, and I shrugged. “He healed instantly.” 
 
    “Wait, more importantly, what happened with Bijan?” Monroe asked me. “Everyone was abuzz about it.” 
 
    “Wait, you didn’t get it either? I was hoping you would explain it to me,” I said with a groan. 
 
    “No, I didn’t see it,” he clarified. “I stepped out to take a call from Harris. There was a bit of push back in Vegas, nothing big, just the new division chief sniffing him out and he asked for input on how to handle it. I gave him my answer but told him to call Havers, as he was better with that stuff.” He glanced between Dain, Axel, and me. “So what happened?” 
 
    “Awkward,” Axel muttered, looking like even he didn’t know how to handle this. Galvin chuckled when I flushed so hot I had to fan myself and gulp down my pop. 
 
    “You know, I was embarrassed enough to have to do that with my boss in the room because you’re a master vampire, so it’s not like I want Dain to show you what happened.” 
 
    “We’re all adults here, and I think both men respect you enough to realize you are a wonderful woman and paranormals are a bit freer than they’re used to,” Dain comforted, waiting until I nodded. “You have to understand the dynamic of bonds a bit, and it is a long lecture, so jumping to the end, Noah took over Chicago, but he is Sera’s. As such when he took over, he had to formally ask for her protection for his coven.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Galvin muttered in between bites of his own food. “Let me guess, it’s not done with a handshake?” 
 
    “No, but the entertainment at those sorts of parties are also of the sexual kind. We see sex as a base instinct like eating, and there is no shame in it,” Axel added easily. “Plus, there’s a bond to intimacy stronger and said louder than a signature or handshake.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m with you,” the president told us. “So that was the party?” 
 
    “Yes, basically,” I answered. “It’s a lot of wining and dining, and think of it like families witnessing the consummation of the marriage back in the day. But after there is a moment to…” I glanced at Monroe, never clear on how to explain that part. 
 
    “When you are nominated with a backer, others may step forward and say they’re with you,” Axel offered. “It’s sort of like that. She and Apollo traded bites to show they were friends, he would protect her again as he has before but also saw her as an equal.” 
 
    “Right because an Alpha bite is a good thing,” Galvin muttered, seeming to try and keep up and fill in the president on what most humans missed. “Other bites are bad.” 
 
    “Yes, it’s confusing,” I sighed, reaching for another burger. “It’s really confusing, and everyone expects you to get it, and I just don’t.” I cleared my throat when they all looked at me. “Sorry, I get whiney when I don’t feel well. I’m seriously tired and just starving. I know the doc said I’d eat like a ton, but it’s been like a ton and I swear my jaw is going to hurt from chewing so much.” 
 
    “Havers said you were an adorable mewling kitten when you felt unwell, but I never believed it until this moment,” Dain said with a smile. “Take off your shoes, my love. You hate those things.” 
 
    “I can’t take off my shoes in front of the president,” I argued. 
 
    “Thomas, take off the shoes,” the president chuckled, looking tickled that was what I took issue with when we were talking about my night of having sex. Yeah, it was pretty funny when I thought about it. I shrugged and took off the shoes, my feet about sighing in relief. 
 
    “So Papadopoulos made the gesture of biting,” Galvin said, getting us back on track. “What did Bijan do?” 
 
    “Um, me,” I mumbled, flushing super hot again. “Twice.” 
 
    Galvin and the president choked on their food or drink, and both Axel, Monroe, and Dain looked about ready to burst out laughing. Yeah, I hid my face behind my burger after that as if it would make things any better. 
 
    “So assuming the point of this wasn’t to tell you had sex with the President of Iran, I’m missing lots,” Galvin muttered, sounding confused. 
 
    “So am I,” I admitted, looking at Monroe. “How is he separate from the council now? I didn’t get any of that. I thought it was like a gesture he wanted to be better friends with America, and okay, he thinks I’m pretty, and damn, he’s hot so wahoo.” 
 
    “Wahoo?” he sighed, shaking his head at me. He waved me off when I opened my mouth to say something, and I just stuck my tongue out at him instead. He shot a look at Galvin and the president. 
 
    “He promised it was for his ears, and Galvin can keep a secret, Chad,” I told him. “There’s more to this, but I’m having trouble with this part. Maybe I’m just tired, hungry, and mushy, but you get all of this.” 
 
    “Basically he removed himself from the vampire hierarchy like Monroe did by taking a government position,” Dain explained. “However, Bijan took over a nation, so he is elevated to the level of a councilman and can vote with the vampire council on matters.” 
 
    “There we go, that’s what I was missing,” I sighed, getting it better now. “They said like the Dorcuses, but technically they’re not the leader of Greece.” They all shot me a look that clearly everyone knew better. “I said technically. Bijan is. They said he basically committed all of Iran and everyone under him to protect me and mine, and that includes the FBI people as you’re my ally.” 
 
    “I see how you get so confused,” Galvin muttered, scrunching his eyebrows. “Okay, still, why does this involve us?” 
 
    “Because Bijan wasn’t the council’s guy,” I answered. “You know that Omid staged a coup and we went and took back over.” I waited until they nodded. “The original guy was chosen by the council. He was their buddy. Bijan was in that same party of thought, but he’s not their guy.” 
 
    “Oh shit,” Monroe whispered, giving me wide eyes. “Bijan just said he places everything at his disposal, including nuclear fucking weapons, to keep you safe even against the International Vampire Council.” 
 
    I dropped my burger, finally getting why it was such a big deal. I just blinked at him. I couldn’t even get my mouth to work as my heart thundered in my ears. 
 
    “Sera, Sera, please don’t go into shock,” Dain said as he gave me a gentle shake. He smiled when I focused on him. “It’s fine. It’s fine, my love. You know Bijan would protect you and liked you.” 
 
    “I don’t get it,” I whispered. “I seriously don’t get what you all see. I’m no one. I’m a freak whose parents ditched her and has the emotional range of a bobble head doll. Why do you all like me? Simone is hotter. She gets everything better. Beth is gorgeous and uncomplicated. I have no idea why any of you like me or put up with all my crap.” 
 
    “Because you cannot see yourself as you truly are,” he whispered. “And I always see the woman who almost died busting horrible cheetahs and the next day came without fear to the very terrifying fairy court because at your core you believe in everything you swore to uphold when you were granted your badge. You truly see everyone as equal and do not understand most racial slurs, as you never spend time with the sort of people who say them.” 
 
    “Like what?” I asked, worried I was offending someone. 
 
    Axel cleared his throat. “You made a comment in New York about a baby looking like a monkey.” 
 
    I nodded, thinking back to that. “Yeah, all babies look like little monkeys. They have those squishy faces, and they’re seriously cute, and they latch onto your fingers and—they’re just all wittle monkeys.” 
 
    “You said it to a black baby, Sera.” Axel nodded when Galvin and the president winced. “It’s a racist thing about African Americans resembling monkeys.” 
 
    I blinked at him. “I don’t get it. Is that like a slang thing?” 
 
    “For someone who knows so much about languages and cultures, you are a bit inept on certain areas like that,” Dain said gently. “It’s an older slur, and I know you’re not the only one of the younger generation who doesn’t get it, but most parents have taught their children what not to say. You didn’t have that. You’re naive in that.” 
 
    I snorted. “I say that regularly.” I actually looked at the president for a moment. “I don’t get it.” I sighed and rubbed my forehead. “Black babies don’t look different than white babies.” I rolled my eyes. “I mean, obviously they look different, but all babies have those squishy faces.” 
 
    “Just accept that it is a thing like taking off your shoes when you enter a house in Japan,” Dain offered. 
 
    I shrugged. I could do that. “So far off the topic of Bijan and his nukes. I mean, it explains why I don’t get a lot of this. If you tell me a culture is a certain way, I’ve learned it, I get it. It’s nuances that are lost on me sometimes, and Brian or even Jason always put them into ‘Sera’ for me.” I picked up my burger, wincing at the mess I made. “I’ll pay for that.” 
 
    “You can afford it,” Galvin snickered. “But I think it’s fine.” 
 
    I bobbed my head, accepting a new burger when Dain handed me one. “Wow, so I’m protected by Iran. That can’t be made common knowledge, but like wow.” I shook my head and took a huge bite. “So I’m out of the loop on global politics, and well, a lot more because a lot happens over four months, but between the FBI here, we like Bijan in power, right? I mean, as the US we like it?” 
 
    “Yes, undoubtedly,” the president confirmed. “While you were missing, he brought in a good deal of our enemies and groups we were worried about. He plays his cards close to the chest and hasn’t been forthcoming for the long term goals of Iran, but we like the progress made so far.” 
 
    “There seems to be some residual resentment or hesitation we don’t understand,” Galvin added. 
 
    I snorted. “The US overthrew Iran’s democracy in the 50’s and bragged it cost like sixty grand to get better oil. Britain had control of their oil and they wanted it back. Right, because we wouldn’t throw a fit if someone else controlled anything of ours. But we overthrew the government because they were going to be nice to us, and hey, the guys stabbing people in the back did the same to us. Shocking. I’d be pissed too.” 
 
    “Right, he was alive then,” Galvin groaned, missing that piece. “We know they’re ancient but it’s—” 
 
    “It’s not a concept humans regularly factor in when you didn’t know about us longer than you have,” Axel finished for him. “You’d be shocked how much is really told or known about a lot. Most history books get way too much wrong of our own everything, even when written by us.” He smiled when they gave him questioning looks. “I fought in the Revolutionary War. Many of our wars even.” 
 
    “You should retire from working for the council and write books like Brutus,” I joked. 
 
    “Wait, do you mean Brutus Magia?” one of the Secret Service asked me. “Do you know him?” 
 
    “Yeah, why?” I asked as I popped some more fries in my mouth. 
 
    “His books blew up while you were gone, like all New York Times best sellers,” Dain filled in. 
 
    “Oh, awesome for him.” I smiled, that was cool. He’d had such a rough time and was so good to the boys that I was glad the writing worked out for him. 
 
    “He’s like a ghost,” the guy pushed. “He won’t do book signings or public appearances. I’m a huge fan. So is the president.” 
 
    I blinked at the president, waiting until he nodded. “I’m a history buff, Thomas. They’re excellent books. I’m a few behind as I don’t get much reading time, but is he in Chicago?” 
 
    “He lives next door to me. He’s in my coven of ancients.” I looked at Galvin. “That’s the tutor I have for the rabbit shifters I adopted. That’s Brutus. He’s been a scholar for like ever and offered to help them.” 
 
    “That is not common knowledge,” Dain warned the Secret Service guy. “Seriously, it’s a security threat, as some know he works with the rabbits. He dedicated one of his books to them. It’s all hush, hush.” 
 
    “He did? That’s sweet.” I sighed. “I could see him wanting to stay out of the spotlight. He used to work for the crazy vampire councilman who did a lot of crap to us when he visited. Thousands of years of that and I wouldn’t do book signings either.” I felt the hope coming from the guy and even the president. “I’ll ask, but I’m not ordering him to do it. He might not want to come around the council meeting us tomorrow.” 
 
    “I’ll call him,” Monroe said. “He’s a fan of the president’s. We’ll figure something out. You have enough on your plate.” 
 
    “Right, back to that,” I agreed, getting this was taking too long. “Bijan is leery of you guys, and he’s got reason to be. But he’s mentioned more than once that his main priority is security. He’s waiting for the world to react and make a move that’s not just grudging acceptance.” I glanced at Monroe. “And we have a facility meant for training paranormals. Ancients even with Noah’s stuff.” 
 
    He was quiet a moment. “You think he’s only brought in criminals who have dropped in his lap and would like to go look for more but they don’t have enough in place.” 
 
    I nodded. “Igor thought age was enough. I would bet a lot of these guys did too.” I felt the amusement of the guy I’d talked with earlier. “You’re still going to get your ass kicked tomorrow. My guys aren’t only ancient fast. They’re trained. Both parts are needed to be the best. You know bigger isn’t always better in a fight, and sometimes the flexibility of a woman can take a guy down in a sparring match.” 
 
    He nodded, getting what I was saying. 
 
    “To what end?” the president asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “An FBI office in Iran? I’m sure there’s a lot of good that can be done with fully trained ancient vampires who can clear out an area like you wouldn’t believe. Hell, Eva would have fun with them.” 
 
    “You forget they can’t feel your grandmother’s terrifying power like we can,” Monroe muttered when the humans seemed confused. “I want it clear that she’s not a threat to the US and it would be stupid to ever mark her as one.” He waited until they said they got it. “She’s the scariest fucker I’ve ever met. I mean, her power is terrifying. You can’t feel it. It’s like a sixth sense to us.” 
 
    “What sense do you call it?” that guy who’d razzed me earlier asked. 
 
    “Self-preservation,” I answered, having said it before to other humans who didn’t get it. “It’s like I can feel if I need to run from someone around, not wait to see what they’re bench pressing or if they’re armed. Some can hide it. A lot of powerful people can hide it.” 
 
    “You can,” the president guessed. 
 
    “Yes, it’s how I snuck into New York, but there is no containing Eva Dorcus. If aliens ever come, I am taking everyone I love and going and hiding behind my grammy because she is like poetry in motion. She’s faster, stronger, and just about anything else. She’s over a thousand years old, and with her bloodline, it just compounds.” 
 
    “And she’s the sexiest, sweetest woman you’ll ever meet,” Monroe added, shrugging when I shot him a look. “After what the Martins told me, I would give anything to be with her.” 
 
    “Eewww, grandma even if not by birth,” I growled, waving away the mental image. “She is sweet though. Several of my pack were scared to feel that power, but she has that soft touch where like baby chicks would instinctively go to her even if she’s a wolf. It’s great.” 
 
    “The point is—” Axel started to say, flinching when I growled at what I smelled off of him. “I’m sorry, she’s Eva friggin’ Dorcus. I prefer you, but I won’t even try to deny that, yes, I’m attracted and desire her. You sort of can’t not want her, Sera. She’s legendary among shifters, and so is Alena. I didn’t know you were a Dorcus when we met. Not everyone knew then, and I figured you were just infected by someone from Greece.” 
 
    “Fine, I prefer you be honest,” I admitted. “So I know that’s what Bijan wants. They weren’t the police or whatever, and they need help to keep order and in power, which we want. I think it’s a good idea.” 
 
    “Because you know he’s telling the truth, we don’t,” the president interjected. “Can you say with a hundred percent certainty he’s on our side?” 
 
    “No, and I would never be so stupid to ever say that off the images I can get from people, as there’s always interpretation. I don’t know he’s on the US’s side. I know he’s on the side of what we are. He’s on the side of democracy, equality, bad people not running around free, and whatnot. But if we’re picking teams for dodgeball or a water balloon fight, I think they would instinctively not want to be on our team, as we tend to not protect our team.” 
 
    Sad but true, and no one could even argue it. 
 
    “He also wants to set up a shifter council type prison in Iran for global threats, have it be the vampire council one they’ve been thinking about,” I said, dropping the bigger bomb. 
 
    “Bijan told you this?” Galvin asked after a moment. 
 
    “No,” I muttered, feeling like a snitch for some reason, probably because it wasn’t my jurisdiction and well, I’d just had sex with Bijan so yeah, it seemed like a betrayal. “I’m breaking my rule on telling what I see because I know he wants to do good. That’s what I saw. The shifter council doesn’t hurt people to get answers. We know torture doesn’t work. You stub my toe and I’ll tell you whatever you want to hear.  
 
    “What he wants is to stabilize the region, have a place that all these types of baddies are kept instead of some here, some in the UK and some wherever else that doesn’t all communicate and share intel. He wants that part to stop, as that’s what makes us fail a lot. So he wants one centralized facility that won’t have whims of change now that they’re in power and it all fails. Maybe get someone like me as an interrogator.” 
 
    Galvin gave me a knowing look but glanced at the president as if not sure how much he was caught up on. 
 
    “So you can do something to make people talk,” the president muttered. 
 
    Dain replied before I could. “No, she gets this and that, and with what we smell and like me as a fairy can sense, at times we’re better than vampires. And there is one more person in your camp that you need to fire or do more with, as they’re diligently listening for information to share with certain senators who are not our friend.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I whispered in horror. 
 
    “I brought a white noise machine with and they have gotten nothing,” Dain assured me, pointing to the one that was now plugged in the corner of the room. 
 
    “You are so awesome,” I praised, wishing I’d thought of that. 
 
    He flinched, clearing his throat. “I’m glad you think so.” He reached over and rubbed my knee but then went back to being professional, which was so incredibly endearing and like Dain that I felt butterflies in my stomach. 
 
    Which I hadn’t felt with him since New Year’s. 
 
    “Would you have the time to interview the rest of my people before we take the tour tomorrow and risk anything else getting out?” the president asked us. 
 
    “I’m too weak to be much good,” I grumbled. 
 
    “And you need to rest,” Dain added. “I will handle this. Monroe, Axel, and I can get enough to say who is trustworthy. Go home and rest so all your hard work can shine tomorrow with the tour.” He smiled when I blushed when he used that fairy word to call me his wife.  
 
    “I’ll walk you out. Your detail is downstairs?” Galvin asked, smiling when I nodded. “I’m armed. I can take you down the elevator since the president has his own elevator.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I said goodnight to everyone and grabbed my heels, not bothering to put them back on as it was a tossup whether they would make me fall or the train if I was shorter.  
 
    “Good work today, Thomas,” he said as he pushed the button for the elevator. “Really, your assessments and full scope of what we didn’t know was invaluable.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” I got on first when he gestured for me to go ahead. I leaned over to hit the button for the ground floor, but he did too and our hands bumped. No big deal. 
 
    Except for what I saw in his head. 
 
    His eyes flashed shock at whatever my reaction was, and he cleared his throat, pushing the button, waiting until the doors closed to address it. “I apologize for that.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I whispered, feeling extraordinarily awkward. He was my boss several levels up, and apparently his wife had been right to worry about me. Well, from his side. “Just so we’re clear, I don’t have a reputation with my bosses. I mean, Brian was—he’s Brian and—” 
 
    “No, of course, and I would never either,” he assured me. “You are a beautiful woman, and you look stunning tonight. I was struck dumb by how you look again, as I was the last time I saw you dressed up. But I would never with a subordinate, and I absolutely respect your relationship with Havers. I respect you both.” 
 
    I was never so happy when the elevator doors opened. “Goodnight, sir. See you in the morning.” 
 
    “Thanks, be safe, Thomas.”  
 
    Carter glanced over my shoulder, nodding to Galvin before they flanked me and someone pulled the SUV up, so Dain or Axel must have texted I was coming. He waited until we were inside and pulling away from the hotel. “What was that?” 
 
    “I saw something awkward,” I admitted, knowing he was worried from a security standpoint. 
 
    “Like Galvin wants you?” he chuckled. “Yeah, we all knew that. It’s clear when he looks at you he wishes he was twenty years younger.” 
 
    “I didn’t know, and I really didn’t want the images I now have,” I grumbled, rubbing my forehead. “Don’t tell Brian.” 
 
    “He knows.” He snorted when I gave him a shocked look. “You might be oblivious as to who is into you unless the room is bathed in hormones, but Brian Havers is keenly aware of the amount of men who want you and which ones that get anywhere near you.” 
 
    “That’s flattering, right?” I checked after a moment. 
 
    “I’d swoon if it was me,” Emilio admitted from the backseat. “I don’t buy this whole ‘it’s not a stalker if they’re hot’ or ‘it’s less creepy if they have money’ like books and movies do, but noting and appreciating that the woman he loves is desired and he’s a lucky man would totally make me swoon.” 
 
    “I love to shoot you with a taser,” I offered, laughing when he called me several names under his breath. It lightened my mood at least and left me in a better mood than having images of Galvin do very dirty things to me in an elevator.  
 
    Well, apparently I did still have a line, and that was crossing it.  
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    “Good morning,” I greeted the large group for the tour the next morning for the training facility. “A few things to make clear before we go in and so everyone is on the same page. First, Noah is here, as he was cleared for working with the FBI as head trainer here and is transitioning his responsibilities to Axel. Being a paranormal group leader does not entitle them to any sort of security clearance. 
 
    “Alpha Virgil is not here to see this even if he’s helped us now and again. It is a different level of clearance, and I want that noted.” I waited until everyone seemed to agree. “The facility is not open to the public. It’s locked down like Quantico training, and not just anyone can walk in off the street and check it out. That means not everyone gets to know what you’re about to see.  
 
    “Not just any vamp who works for the council is privy to this information. No Alpha that’s not been cleared can know. It also is like certain aspects of going to the White House. You may see it, but do not talk about it. I know we keep our mouths shut as a general rule, but as you’re all doing more and more PR and talking about this, I wanted you warned because the media knows this and will try specifically to get someone to slip.” 
 
    “What’s with the matching bites?” one of the Secret Service asked his buddy quietly. 
 
    I wasn’t the only one who rolled my eyes as we all heard him. “Take it like a friendship bracelet. You can take it, but it means more if you wear it.” I nodded to Bijan and Apollo. “We traded bites as a sign we are friends enough to trust each other with our throats, and if we hid them, it’s like being ashamed. It’s different than hiding a hickey, which can be seen as unprofessional.” 
 
    He nodded. “Thank you for explaining, Chief Thomas.” 
 
    “Anytime.” I nodded that I meant it. I would rather answer the same questions over and over again to different people asking because they cared to ask. “Now, we’re going to start with the tour, and then we’ll get to you think you can shoot an ancient.” 
 
    “That sounds like the newest reality TV show on the NRA network trying to sell more guns,” someone joked, and I chuckled. Yeah, it really did. 
 
    Food arrived since this was sort of a breakfast on the go early meeting. It was from a few places that would be fun for out of towners to try. 
 
    “Good morning,” Bijan greeted me quietly, moving so our backs were to everyone else and he was behind me. It worked perfectly when I looked over my shoulder and he gave me a soft kiss. “I was so jealous that Councilman Papadopoulos got to take you home last night.” 
 
    I leaned into him, turning around to face him. “We just slept. I had to handle some work things, and then I was so tired I couldn’t even keep my eyes open. Axel and Apollo just slept over.” 
 
    “I would like to see you tonight,” he murmured, leaning down to nuzzle my neck. “To taste more of you.” 
 
    “I thought you were flying out when the president did.” 
 
    “I found a few reasons to extend my trip.” 
 
    “I have the shifter party thing, but yes, after, if you can,” I agreed when he whispered in my ear exactly what parts of me he wanted to taste. 
 
    “I look very forward to it.” 
 
    I just bobbed my head when I moved away, flushing when I realized we had everyone’s attention. 
 
    “So how does it work?” one of the president’s aides asked me. “Do you schedule them all? Like the fairy husband gets Mondays?” The tension shot up at the man’s questions, the judgement clearly there. 
 
    I smirked at him. “Actually, I’m more like shotgun. Whoever calls me first gets me that night.” I smiled when several people gave me surprised looks. “Yes, that’s incredibly unflattering, but it’s not incorrect, and I’m not doing anything wrong, and I don’t have to justify it to you.” 
 
    “It’s fairly accurate,” Brian admitted, taking off his FBI cap and scratching his head before yanking it back on in his endearing way that showed his emotions and that he didn’t like the questions. “You’re so damn busy all the time and something is always getting added to your schedule that it’s a matter of who can catch you.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m not good at the relationship stuff so someone else had better handle it if they want plans. I never think to ask because I’m so used to being on my own.” 
 
    “So anyone can just call you and you put out?” the guy pushed. 
 
    “Over the line,” someone snapped. It took me a second, but then I realized it was the president. With one look the aide apologized and headed back to his convoy. Wow. 
 
    “Let’s get to the tour since everyone’s busy and we had to call in more people for security.” I winked at Christos who seemed a bit out of his element. “Thanks for coming though.” 
 
    “No, of course, whenever you need me, Alpha. It’s fine.” 
 
    I realized what I was getting off of him and burst out laughing. “Oh, are you looking for a reason to duck the visiting ladies?” 
 
    “Yes,” he admitted, clearing his throat when he realized how that sounded. “We’re a good pack to have an alliance with. Hagan and Reagan are with you, Nestor is married, Freddie is married, and Theon is involved with Alpha Simone.” 
 
    “Who people would have to be stupid to mess with,” I added, bobbing my head. “Yeah, she wouldn’t even blink while shoving her foot up someone’s ass for stepping on her turf while checking if her nails are still perfect because she’s always flawless.” 
 
    “Yes, that is how I would describe her,” Axel agreed. “A flawless beauty and controlled power.” He shrugged when I gave him a look. “Not my type, but I respect it.” Several people snickered like he’d just stepped in it, but I knew what he meant. “I prefer someone who doesn’t mind she’s in the mud instead of only jumping in when needed to. There’s something very seductive about hair being out of place and no makeup.” 
 
    Which was exactly how I’d been when I’d woken up snuggled against him. I wasn’t sure what I was going to say, but I felt Eva before she pulled up, glancing at the president’s detail. “There’s going to be some posturing and greetings. Move in front of him, but do not draw your weapons. They won’t help, and she is not a threat. This is how we greet each other and handle this.” 
 
    “Crap,” one grumbled as the Secret Service moved in front of the president. Yeah, I felt sort of bad for them and how they were learning they were really guppies. 
 
    Then again, they should all be kicked in the head for not realizing it first. 
 
    I blinked, and Eva was there and grabbing Sousa by his fancy suit and slamming him into the concrete hard enough a huge area broke.  
 
    “Show me your fangs,” she demanded, pushing power into her voice. He did, and I gasped as she ripped one off, noting how much pain that caused Sousa. “You do not ever expect anything of one of my family again. You do not threaten them, or I am the price you will pay. Seraphine is a Dorcus, fully adopted and one of us. Unless you want a war with my bloodline you cannot win, you will remember that and this moment.” 
 
    “Yes, Matriarch Dorcus,” he hissed, sounding funny but not because the fangs were out, more one was missing and it sort of whistled.  
 
    Eva nodded and stood, unleashing her power, letting it keep unrolling and spreading until we not only bared our throats to her but we dropped to a knee out of instinct and survival. “Are there any more questions as to the power of those who stand behind Seraphine and where she stands on your hierarchies, or should I start getting angry?” 
 
    “The point has been made, Matriarch Dorcus,” Martin also agreed. 
 
    Eva started reeling in her power, turning to me and seeing Bijan kneeling as well. “I apologize, Mr. President, as Greece does not believe Iran should bow to us. The point had to be made with others here.” 
 
    “Of course, and I understand completely,” Bijan said as he stood. “It is a pleasure to see you again, Matriarch Dorcus.” 
 
    “It is mine as well,” she replied as she came over to us, relief in her eyes as she saw me. “You look monumentally better than my last visit. I want this doctor to come speak with ours, as no one understands how you survived, but he worked miracles.” 
 
    “You terrify him, Grandmother,” I reminded her as I leaned in and kissed her cheeks, giving her a real hug. “You threatened to turn him into an expressionist painting if he did not save me. Mother said about the same.” 
 
    She winced. “We wouldn’t have. We were upset and you were so—it hurt to feel your pain, and we lashed out. I will make amends.” She greeted Bijan and glanced between us. “Iran has given you its protection?” 
 
    “Yes, but your granddaughter did not realize that was what I offered,” Bijan clarified. 
 
    She glanced between us again. “Does he wish to become your mating candidate or a consort?” Several people made shocked noises, and she didn’t even bother looking at them. “President Nuri might be president of Iran, but my granddaughter is more powerful when she recovers, and he has acknowledged that.” 
 
    “Um, no, as he’s needed in Iran,” I muttered, fidgeting with my shirt as I got agitated at the topic. “Can we please stop with the mating candidates? I won’t mate until I’m at least fifty. Maybe a hundred. Now everyone can stop trying to throw them at me or less so now that I’m weak I guess.” I blinked over at several of my people when I heard hearts pick up. “What did you do?” 
 
    Eva held up a hand to them. “Who do you think are your mating candidates or consorts?” 
 
    I blew out a harsh breath. “I don’t know. I can’t keep up with it all. Goran, Noah, and Dain are mine. Eugene, Brian, Hagan, and Reagan are mating candidates.” 
 
    “One more,” she chuckled, glancing behind me. I looked over at Carter, not hiding my shock well. 
 
    He smiled. “You are a wonderful woman, and I enjoy my time with you, but we’ve discussed our feelings on the subject, and mine have not changed. Unlike wolves or shifters who would gladly add their hat to the ring no matter who else is in the mix, vampires are not like that, and adding my name means they’d have to go up against me. Which would be stupid.” 
 
    “You’re making it clear to the crazies that they’ll have to go through you to get to me,” I muttered, smiling at him. “You’re so like my favorite person right now.” 
 
    “I’m lost,” Galvin sighed. 
 
    “You didn’t see the amount and range of courting gifts she received on Valentine’s Day as a new Alpha,” Brian explained. “Everything from blood red roses and offers to taste her from coven leaders to more disturbing ones.” 
 
    “And since,” Dain confessed, giving me a sad look. “We didn’t want to worry you. There were many that clearly said to pick them and they would protect you from what was to come or… Well, there was really no or as they thought you too weak to deny. Carter asked me while you were still out, and I agreed as your husband along with your parents.” 
 
    Christos’s situation made more sense then. I glanced at him. “So they’re throwing daughters or themselves at you.” 
 
    Eva saw where I was looking and chuckled. “You were no one in our pack, and I mean that not as an insult but of leadership rank, and now you are Beta here and quite the catch.” 
 
    “Yes, I find myself in that position, Matriarch Dorcus,” he replied, looking nervous. “Several offering to mother my child.” 
 
    “Oh dear. Would you like my help instead of your grandmother?” 
 
    “Yes, please, thank you,” he agreed, looking relieved. 
 
    I brought Eva over to the president who the guards had moved away from, clearly saying not to ignore him anymore and that was who to greet next even if just human. 
 
    “I’m supposed to greet those who are yours first,” she reminded me, her tone amused. 
 
    “If you greeted Brian before the president, he’ll be yanking on his cap so hard he’ll lose hair,” I drawled.  
 
    “Thank you, babe,” he said under his breath so the humans couldn’t hear. “Hello, Mrs. Dorcus, thank you for coming.” 
 
    She winked at him and turned to the president. “Mr. President, a pleasure to meet you in person.” She smiled when he took her hand. “Someday soon I hope you will visit one of our resorts in Greece with your lovely wife and we can make sure you get some relaxing on your packed schedule where media isn’t allowed. It’s the least my family can do for all your aid in trying to find Seraphine.” 
 
    “That sounds wonderful,” he admitted. “It’s a pleasure to meet you as well. I understand you’re also here are a representative of the president of Greece to see the full facility.” 
 
    “Well, as my granddaughter paid for it, yes, I wished to see it.” She smiled at most of the confusion. “Apparently they do not know you are how this happened, Seraphine.” 
 
    Haton quickly went into that explanation about what had happened in Vegas and how I’d donated the money afterwards while greeting Eva. Other pleasantries were exchanged, and then we headed for the tour. Noah and Monroe mostly led it since they were more involved than I was and well, Monroe was all our boss. It was about ten minutes in when I realized that Eva wasn’t just hanging with me but blocking me. 
 
    And from the president and his detail. 
 
    “They’re no threat to me,” I said at a level the humans wouldn’t hear. 
 
    “I believe you and that, but they are the only people here you would not defend yourself from,” she told me, giving me a loving look. “I would.” She leaned in and rubbed her cheek against mine in a wolf way, and I smiled at her. She was so damn protective of the people she cared for it was amazing.  
 
    We reached the end by the outdoor firing range and I felt the excitement of the group. And the amusement, clearly knowing what I’d said to Carter. 
 
    “You are such a snitch,” I accused Brian. 
 
    “I told because there’s nothing to be embarrassed with and I didn’t want Chief Havers to deny a request from the president or Deputy Director Galvin when they asked because he would do so to protect you,” Dain confessed. He shrugged when I gave him a curious look. “You love him and you wouldn’t want him in that position.” 
 
    “I’m glad you tend so well to my granddaughter and those she cares for,” Eva praised. “Your queen has educated you well in how to handle the matters of a powerful female that she has neither the time nor attention for.” She glanced at Laila. “I thank you for that, as I had other matters to attend to and didn’t have time to school him as her consort.” 
 
    Laila smiled. “I cannot take all the credit, as Dain was at court long before I took over and was well educated as to the customs of other species. It is amusing to see for myself now he is her husband as to how he acted when simply hers. Very amusing.” 
 
    As if to say how much more Dain pushed or was allowed to act more than a servant, he slipped some migraine pills in my hand as the tension and stress was getting to me. I thanked him and took them down with my iced latte as the Secret Service got into place along the firing side of the counters. 
 
    “I am missing pieces,” Eva admitted as Carter stretched. 
 
    Haton filled her in quietly, and I rolled my eyes when Eva burst out laughing. “Yes, she is rather amusing, but knowing her, there is about five other reasons she wants this done.” 
 
    It was hard not to flinch at being busted.  
 
    “You get one clip,” I told the humans. “Obviously stay in the confines of the range, and if Carter is hit, he’ll move off the range. If you’re out of ammo, step back.” 
 
    “How many bullets in the clips?” Carter asked, nodding when they called it back. 
 
    “Hey, not fair to know when you wouldn’t in a live situation,” someone complained. 
 
    “No, but I also wouldn’t let you get the drop on me and especially not have this many ever fire a gun at me, so I don’t want to get hit because someone has a clip that fits seventeen and I assumed fifteen or less.” 
 
    “Ready,” the team leader called over after they cleared everything up. Carter moved onto the range, and he counted it down. “Three, two, one.” 
 
    And then Carter just wasn’t there. People were covering their ears even with the protection we’d handed out with that many firing their weapons. They’d stop shooting to try and find him again, and he’d stop so they could, otherwise we’d be there all day. One by one they stepped away from the counter, looking annoyed. 
 
    Carter came over to me when it was done, wide grin in place and kneeling before me. “I hope I pleased my mistress in accomplishing the challenge she gave me. I pray I’ve won her favor.” 
 
    I sighed. “Yeah, yeah, have some fun once our guests are all gone. I swear, you guys do whatever you can so you get a reward.” 
 
    “They’re always worth it,” Emilio muttered.  
 
    And I tended to enjoy them as well. I couldn’t even deny it. 
 
    I waved one of Bijan’s guys over, noting he glanced at his boss to check first. “You’ve not had any specialized training, right? You’re ancient but never have had any sort of warrior or security training.” 
 
    “No, Mistress, I have not,” he confirmed, giving me a confused look. “You wish me to go up against Carter’s task knowing I don’t have his training?” 
 
    “She’s up to something,” Apollo muttered. “Always amusing.” 
 
    “Yes and same rules.” I glanced over at Secret Service. “You lost, this is additional.” 
 
    They agreed, and the vampire seemed confused, but he was hit not far in and came off of the range, wincing as he did. We were ready, and Carter got out the bullets and gave him some blood. 
 
    “Remus, you’re up,” I said to him, smiling. 
 
    “Wait, now you’re having a nonancient go?” Apollo asked. “He can’t be more than two or three hundred years old. That’s nothing compared to Carter.” 
 
    “I know.” I winked at him, and Remus moved into position as we offered extra clips to the very confused Secret Service guys.  
 
    Until Remus came out unscathed.  
 
    I walked over to the range as Carter did, taking the spot of one of the Secret Service agents. “The shooter yesterday used a rifle, and then it was the right move, but I’ve seen untrained ancients in close range and they rely solely on speed and being able to take the bullet. Head shots are still head shots, and even if you can heal from them, you go down first.” 
 
    Carter took over as he moved towards me. “Coming at the shooter while others protect your person and using that speed to disarm them means you take the shot to the gut, but only one shot is taken. From the distance I was at, I could have come in all the way and disarmed the whole group and maybe taken two hits at most, but they all lost their weapons.” 
 
    “You are teaching us in case we are ever swarmed or walk into a trap,” Bijan guessed. “This is good, thank you.” I nodded, glancing at the president and getting a bit squirmy. Bijan laughed and came over to me, cupping my cheek. “You are so young and kindhearted. I cannot even be mean and bully you.” He gave me a gentle kiss. “I thought of what I wanted specifically.” 
 
    “Because if I snitched, you didn’t have to ask anyone for anything,” I caught on, sighing. “So many games. People should just tell me stuff.” 
 
    “Yes, but you would not ask for something in return. Others would and will.” He gave me another kiss, and it got heated. “I apologize, Mr. President, but I would delay all the meetings ever to have a private moment with such a treasure.” 
 
    I flushed so hot I gave in and fanned my face. Oh wow, because who said stuff like that. It amused Eva and Laila, which was always nice as well.  
 
    Except no one started and got the ball rolling. I swallowed a sigh. Politics. I couldn’t even blame it on being men as there were female leaders there too. 
 
    “So do you want to talk to Noah’s company to get some training for your guys?” I asked Bijan. “He’s coven leader now and has trained tons of coven security and has a whole resume. I’m sure you know that as Vlad boasted it. And we have a contact that gets us our vests.” 
 
    “We have vests,” he muttered, giving me a curious look. 
 
    “We have vests that fit us, not the standard issue vests that are made for humans,” I explained. 
 
    “What’s the difference?” someone asked. 
 
    I nodded to Axel, and he slid on his vest and looked at Carter. The vampire moved away from the others, and Axel went full speed, and Carter launched him into the air at least thirty feet. The tiger landed easily and like a cat, not making much noise. 
 
    I glanced at the humans. “Can you move like that? We need gear that moves the way we can.” 
 
    “And what would you like for this?” one of Bijan’s advisors or aides asked me suspiciously. 
 
    I met his accusing gaze. “Not a damn thing. You’ll pay Noah just like anyone else. You’ll buy the vests, and that shifter and his company will get some more income. Awesome. Other than that, I don’t want a damn thing. We like you guys in power, and you’re handling baddies against all of us. Awesome. We’ll hook you up if that will help.” 
 
    “Iran won’t want the US military in country to help train, nor does the US want that level of friendly, as you’re friends with Russia,” Eva muttered, glancing around. 
 
    Bijan snickered, glancing at the president. “Is that what your people believe?” 
 
    “We have no reason to think otherwise,” the president replied. “We haven’t been privy to your dealings with other countries, and you’ve excluded Robinson from being involved in that aspect.” 
 
    “All communication stopped with Russia the moment we took over,” Bijan assured him. “And very drastically while also using back channels to make it clear they were not happy that monsters and animals like us took over and if we mess in their dealings, they will gladly exterminate us like the vermin we are. It has been especially interesting considering they back several crazy men in charge in the region.” 
 
    And then we went back to no one talking. Seriously? 
 
    “Okay, so you guys want a third prison,” I said to Haton and Martin. “And something is going on in Latin and South America that both councils sent people. The vampires also want a facility, and President Nuri wants it in Iran.” I smiled at Laila. “Anything the fae want? I figured you guys were good. I would think maybe some of your people could help with either council if they get refugees or the council can find their people there instead of adding to packs.” 
 
    “Patience of a hummingbird,” Jason muttered, shaking his head.  
 
    I rolled my eyes at him. “I can’t be the only one with their phone ringing in their pocket. No, I don’t have patience because there’s too much else to do.” 
 
    “I will speak with our president, but I believe there may be an option for a joint training something or another where it is done neither in Iran or the US but Greece, as I agree with my granddaughter and we want you in power and this is good progress for the region,” Eva told them. “But we also have a stellar military who can send trainers if you would like.” 
 
    “We would, thank you, Madam Dorcus,” Bijan accepted. “We have had many paranormal refugees flooding in as you have, and most have immediately agreed to help us, as our ratio of paranormals to humans is not what you have in Greece or the US.” 
 
    That was a bombshell I hadn’t known. Or maybe hadn’t thought about. Probably both. 
 
    I glanced at Apollo and nodded towards Bijan as if to say get on with it. 
 
    He sighed. “We are split on having a facility as the shifter council does. It would also possibly start trouble if we put ours in Iran while the shifters have theirs in the US. We also aren’t sure if this is part of the world stage we wish to take part in.” 
 
    I looked at the president, with no clue how to answer that and very aware I shouldn’t and probably should have backed down, but I’d brought them all together. I wanted good to come from all the migraines and ulcers I would probably have.  
 
    “I want to see both facilities with my own eyes before I push to approve a third one, as this was all put into place before I was elected,” the president said, glancing between Haton and Martin. 
 
    They then shared a look, both nodding. Haton answered for them though. “You would have to agree to be in blacked out vehicles or planes. We’re not against you seeing it, but you would have to work with our security. People cannot know where we are, and I mean this with no disrespect, Mr. President, but you would not be a tough nut to crack on this.” 
 
    “There is a reason the humans who are sentenced there have no memory of the facility. The magic there makes it so and it is needed,” Martin added. 
 
    The president held up his hand to hold off objections. “Fine, but I want Thomas and a detail she clears, and we can figure out the logistics of sneaking me in from this way or another.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I agreed as my heart started beating in my ears.  
 
    “No,” Dain argued, moving in front of me. “No, you are about to have a panic attack at the idea of getting on a plane. No, Sera.” 
 
    I shook my head, which was stupid. “It’s fine. Nina can knock me out and toss me on the plane. I sleep during the flights anyways.” I held up my hand to stop him. “Dain, enough. It’s fine. This is more important than my own shit, and my president just asked me of it. I’ll handle it.” 
 
    “Fine as long as Axel and Eugene go with, as I don’t trust the council with you,” he argued. 
 
    I nodded. That was fair, and I even agreed with him. It was sort of like going into the belly of the beast.  
 
    “I would like to join this tour,” Apollo, Bijan, and Laila said at the same time, which immediately eased the tension as the more big players the less likely someone would misbehave. 
 
    They started talking options and plans, and I moved out of the mix and reached for my phone, worried why it had been blowing up so much. It turned out to be Shaw and there was a new murder she was keeping me updated on. I frowned when I saw the picture she’d sent of the newest victim. That wasn’t standard, and she added a note that the vampire looked familiar but she couldn’t place her. 
 
    I couldn’t either.  
 
    I made my way over to Noah who was taking note of the conversation around us. I held my phone out to him. “New vampire murder. Why does she look familiar to me?” 
 
    He swore under his breath after he looked, handing my phone back. “She was Vlad’s date to his big New Year’s party. It was all over the everywhere. I was going to tell you that I realized when I was diving into the coven’s stuff that the business accountant is dead. Your first victim I believe.” He shot me a worried look. “That Vlad use to also entertain and feed from.” 
 
    I wanted to groan. The general public still didn’t know Vlad was dead. “Please tell me this isn’t some revenge killing against Vlad and he’s still fucking up our lives from the grave.” 
 
    “I don’t know who the second one was,” he told me. “I’ll get into it.” 
 
    I nodded and thanked him as I went for another breakfast burrito or three. The meeting ended, and the president changed his schedule to attend the convention again, which let me know something was still in play.  
 
    “Seraphine, would you join me?” Bijan asked as he fell into step with me.  
 
    I bit back a groan, smiling politely and nodding when I felt the amusement around me. We got in the limo with the Iranian flags that was part of the caravan of importance. I waited until we pulled away before turning to him. I ducked his kiss. “Bijan, please don’t take offense with this, but it kinda seems like you had the talks and I’m the prize you got for playing with the US. Please, I can’t have sex in the caravan with my president.” 
 
    “I would never treat you so cheaply,” he assured me, leaning in, and this time I let him kiss me. “That was all I wanted and the pleasure of your company. Yes, I would love any chance to have you, but it would also look bad on me and mine if I kept throwing myself at a woman of the American government. Everyone was looking ready to ask you to join them, so I went first as I could and you need a quiet moment.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    I should have known it wasn’t going to be that simple though. Fuck a duck. 
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    “What does your government want from us besides where our nuclear weapons are?” he asked me as his fingers danced along my neck. “Is there something they want us to give?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted, my heart racing as he teased his bite. “Be nice. I could wind you up too.” 
 
    “Please do,” he chuckled. “Sorry, I could not help myself. I am very excited for our next stop though I will say I thought the humans would be gone by then.” 
 
    I searched his eyes. “What are you up to?”  
 
    “Lots. Always lots as I believe you say and are,” he teased me. He kissed me, and I leaned in and licked my bite, smirking when his fangs came out. “Tonight I will taste you and lick up your juices like the finest of wine. I will make all of your suitors jealous as they hear your screams of passion as I plunge deep inside your perfect body.” 
 
    I licked his fangs, smiling when he moaned and the hormones coming off of him were smelling up the limo. “You did such a good job already I was thinking of letting you mount me and take me however you want.” 
 
    “Please, please let me,” he begged, nuzzling his face against my neck. “I thought only to talk business and ask why you were upset earlier, but now all I can think of is you and having more of you. We have time for this drive even with the police escorts, and I want you desperately.” 
 
    It was hard not to cave. Shit, it was that danger and excitement my wolf and siren both liked, and I so wanted to cave. Instead, I fed from him to take the edge off and give him a dry orgasm. 
 
    “I mentioned getting an FBI office in Iran, but I really don’t have a clue what we would want. I’m not up on global politics and more so than normal. What does Jason say?” 
 
    He didn’t answer for a moment. “I find myself surprised that you loved such a manipulative man.” 
 
    “I was sixteen when we met, and he was one of the cool guys on campus, and we were in NROTC together. It’s complicated.” I let out a slow breath. “Jas has a lot of darkness in him, but at his core he wants to do good. It’s the limits he’ll go to for his mission that is where he goes so wrong. The rest is too personal to get into, but we both had horrible families that did a lot of damage to us. There’s a bond there.” 
 
    He nodded. “I understand. My wife and children were taken from me when I was still human, and that is something only another person who has been through it can understand.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I whispered, not having known that. 
 
    He smiled. “It has been so many, many centuries since, but I can think of them fondly now without the overwhelming pain. My point is that I understand what you say.” He moved in closer. “Feed again. Make me want you even more, Seraphine.” 
 
    Yeah, that wasn’t a hard one to give in to. My siren wanted his energy, and I was going to give her what she wanted, my wolf too, so we got better. I fed as we made out and his hands ran over my body and drove me crazy.  
 
    They gave us the warning when we got close, and I pulled away but not before I licked his fangs again, knowing there was the promise in my gaze of doing much more later. “I do have a rooftop pool if you want to go for a naked swim later.” 
 
    He closed his eyes and took in a slow breath for control as his fangs retracted. “You are as addictive as any drug available to humans, and I now understand how they can become addicts.” 
 
    I bit back a smile. “So that was a yes, right? You want to swim naked and fuck me up there?” 
 
    “Yes,” he hissed, the fangs coming back out. 
 
    Okay, my bad, but it was… He was the president of another country, and he was desperate for me. Come on, who wouldn’t enjoy that at least a bit? 
 
    We arrived, and Bijan’s people got out first, making a few slight mistakes. They had spent too much time blending, not wanting to make a scene or start trouble. That couldn’t be how they acted now, as they should move people out of the way or demand to clear an area that the president would walk through. 
 
    “Tell me later,” Bijan said, noting what I was watching. I nodded, and he led us to the main entrance, and luckily there wasn’t a repeat of the day before.  
 
    I rolled my eyes when I got several looks. “I didn’t have sex with the president of Iran in his limo. Seriously, I have some lines I’ve not crossed. He didn’t want me to have an awkward ride with any other party, so he invited me to chill for a bit.” 
 
    I smiled the moment I saw the boys who were standing with several members of the pack and coven. They were all holding boxes though, and Jacqueline was also there, so I was confused. 
 
    “Mistress, President Nuri wished to thank you for your kindness during his visit and hired your talented wolf to make an array of treats for you today and in the weeks to come so you always have something enjoyable from him,” one of Bijan’s aides told me.  
 
    “Wow, that’s, thank you,” I whispered, going over to Jacqueline and seeing in her eyes it was a big deal and big job for her. Not that she was hurting for them, but yeah, she was happy and hired helpers from the pack when she needed to, and Jared a lot as well. The boxes they had were like a buffet of cookies, all sorts and flavors, and a ton of meringues.  
 
    Yummy. 
 
    I dipped my head to Bijan in thanks, making sure my back was to the humans as I let him see that I would really, really thank him later because that was awesome of him. I also thanked Jacqueline and the boys, at a bit of a loss on how to go about making introductions. I went with my gut and my pecking order since the humans were around. 
 
    “Mr. President, I’d like you to meet the rabbit shifters I adopted and are now my younger brothers,” I said, bringing them over to him and his detail.  
 
    “Because she’s too young to have kids our age,” Tommy clarified as if no one would understand that. He looked nervous with all the big hitters, so I understood. 
 
    The president was great, but one of the shifter council guards had a reaction to them. He spun around, apologizing much to the confusion of the humans. 
 
    “I’ve never been around rabbit shifters before,” he explained, but that still wasn’t enough. 
 
    “They’re prey to us,” I clarified. “We’re not rabid animals, but our other sides are animal. It’s a weird mix of smells and they’re afraid right now, so that brings out the predator in someone not used to it.” I glanced at Alvin and Leo. “Any problems?” 
 
    Leo shrugged. “A few, but everyone’s reacted like him and apologized. No one’s been remotely aggressive.” He cleared his throat nervously. “A few asked if we were free later to drink from the tap.” 
 
    “Who?” I asked, seething mad. 
 
    “Her for one,” Alvin answered, nodding to a vampire who had come with one of the coven masters.  
 
    I moved without even realizing it, grabbing her around the throat and slamming her into the wall. “Did you know they were children of the Alpha?” She didn’t answer, and I did it again. “Did you know?” 
 
    “No, not your children, just in your pack, and I didn’t wish to harm them,” she answered, gasping for air. “They are of age. There is nothing wrong with asking to have sex and a drink.” 
 
    “Find a better way to ask,” I snarled. “And maybe learn who people are when visiting at an important event instead of being so flippant.” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress.” She thanked me when I dropped her. 
 
    I sent a pulse of power out, glad when it was a real one again. “Anyone else think that anyone of my pack is here for food? We warned the contacts that the rabbits were children of the Alpha. You should have warned your parties. Do it now, and someone ask for my forgiveness before I find you or you might not ever leave Chicago alive again.” 
 
    I chilled a bit when everyone seemed to get it. Even more when the vampire went to Leo and Alvin and apologized, saying bluntly that she liked cute, kind, younger men to bed. Alvin looked used to it, but Leo turned several shades of red. 
 
    “You okay?” Dain asked me as I rejoined the group. 
 
    I realized the humans were worried, as I was the one person who was supposed to absolutely not be a danger to the president. I sighed. “Sorry, it wasn’t just that but realizing I was gone for so long that I wasn’t here to stop stuff like that. I left them vulnerable and alone.” 
 
    “Sera, you have to stop acting like you took a vacation,” he whispered, his voice cracking. “You were abducted. None of this is on you. We took care of everything as you would have wanted. No ball was dropped, I promise.” 
 
    I blew out a harsh breath and nodded. I knew it wasn’t a vacation, but I’d messed everyone up, and they were in such pain from what had happened. It was hard not to take that on my shoulders. I gave him a quick hug, and then we got back on track… Except I didn’t know where the end destination was since the president had extended his stay. After a bit of debate, I decided to not make it a thing and he would tell me when he was ready. 
 
    Right? 
 
    “Alpha, I spoke with the accountants and it is in fact a tax write off,” Joan told me as she joined the group with a notepad to handle the role Ashley had before. 
 
    “Congratulations,” Haton greeted her along with several others. 
 
    “She’s pregnant, and we can hear the extra heartbeat on her,” I explained for the humans. “I let the cat out of the bag on accident last week.” I waited until others were done congratulating her before looking to Laila. “We want to expand the greenhouses to my other packs and allow more refugees if you can screen them. New York has most of the construction all done, and we can shift focus.” 
 
    She nodded, her eyes sparkling with joy to hear more could be saved. “What is the tax write off?” 
 
    “When I was in school there was a thing Pizza Hut did with giving the teachers awards they could give to the kids if they scored well on a test. It was a free personal pan pizza. I remember going with a foster family I was with for a bit. It was really cool. If they weren’t busy, they’d let us put our own toppings on and the servers would make it a big deal and it was sweet.” 
 
    She smiled. “You want to do it with all the flowers we grow as fall will mean less weddings, but there is no reason to stop growing so many when they help clean the air and help the environment as long as we’re careful of the water usage.” She waited until I nodded. “You are such a softie. Yes, we can give children flowers for good grades and not any with thorns so no one complains.” 
 
    “That’s smart. I didn’t think of that,” I admitted. “I just thought of it because someone kept making flowers appear for kids at the picnic and he’s a scholar and I thought he would like it.” 
 
    She glanced at Dain and shook her head. “He is so different now than he was at court. Thank you for making one of mine so ridiculously happy, my friend.” 
 
    I nodded and turned to the next booth, my hand brushing against Dain’s so we didn’t get all mushy but I could feel how happy and touched he was.  
 
    We stopped at an organic fruit powder booth, and I saw Brian was already talking to Joan. There were a few looks from the people there, and I swallowed down my annoyance. “Don’t be dismissive of him. He’s my mating candidate and part of my pack.” I glanced over to Freddie. “Make sure the word gets spread. He’s to be treated with the same respect as if a Beta speaks to them.” 
 
    “Do I get that?” Jason teased, smirking when I gave him a look that clearly said no way in hell.  
 
    “No,” Eva answered for me, ignoring him otherwise and looking at the shifters at the booth. “The human may become a Dorcus. He is not even one of us, and we as her family would allow that.” She moved on, saying the conversation was over. “Cory, come try these. Did you not say you wanted better snacks for your computer work?” 
 
    “Yes, Great-Grandma,” he said and joined her, tasting some broccoli chips that sounded gross, but I wasn’t a broccoli fan. He was from the way he nodded they were good. 
 
    “I feel like she just announced to everyone I could be a prince one day,” Brian muttered as we moved along. 
 
    I chuckled. “Yeah, basically. I’m Princess to the fae. You saw how people treated Bemus as Melicent’s first consort or whatever.” I smiled when he muttered something about refusing to wear a crown if the gig came with it.  
 
    Yeah, I felt the same. There was only so much us normal people could handle. 
 
    We arrived at Virgil’s booth, and I was going to seriously kiss him later when I saw how they’d gone all out. They were giving away sample bags along with lots else. It was clear they did it big to show they were worth being our allies and being the main provider for Vegas.  
 
    He’d also thrown gifts together for our big guests, the Secret Service accepting the one for the First Lady. 
 
    “Is there any way we could see any quarter earnings and growth of your pack since Chief Thomas was there?” an aide to the president asked, and I got caught up to what was going on.  
 
    Smart. They were trying to show that it was worth it to the community to let us help. Virgil gave me a look, and I nodded. It would help us for sure. I also shared a look with Haton to check she caught it too, glad when she did.  
 
    “This is an amazing event, Granddaughter,” Eva praised as we moved to another aisle before lunch. “Truly, this is astounding. We couldn’t be prouder.” 
 
    “Thanks, but a lot of work went into it that wasn’t me,” I told her. “Everyone’s been working like crazy to pull this together.” 
 
    “I would like to speak to these coordinators. This is something we would have but on a larger level with other large area leaders and at one of our resorts.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure they speak with you, Matriarch Dorcus,” Joan told her. “I have their names and numbers.” 
 
    Noah found me a bit later and confirmed our second victim was tied to Vlad as well. We both sighed. Great, he was dead and still there was shit with him. 
 
    “Except they don’t know he’s dead,” I muttered, glancing around. “Everyone here now knows, but the latest body was found this morning. So not local vamps for sure either. But they will find out soon.” 
 
    “You got a plan?” he asked when I was quiet a few minutes. 
 
    “Yeah, we announce a funeral is being thrown by Vlad’s fiancée,” I answered after a bit more thought. We shared a look, and after a moment Noah caught on and kept it to himself since we had so many around us. 
 
    Alok moved up next to me and gave me a smile. “Alvin has been working on something and is at the point of your approval but doesn’t want to mention it because of who is around and you keep being surrounded by big wigs.” 
 
    I turned and found Alvin, noting he had a worried look. I went right to him and kissed his hair. “As long as I’m not on the phone, in a closed door meeting, or at a crime scene, don’t wait for the crazy to clear because there’s always crazy, kid.” 
 
    He cleared his throat, nodding as he pulled out a folder from the messenger bag on him. “Um, it’s a rough idea Cory and Corbin helped me with.” He waited until I nodded and took the folder. “I think Siren’s Kiss should offer a ‘Date Crate.’ There’s a herd that makes awesome crates from recycled wood instead of a picnic basket. A coven has a glass blowing studio and does wine glasses. 
 
    “It could have two and a bottle of fairy nectar or blood maybe. But I found fancy crackers and cheeses. I was thinking of maybe salami but also a fairy material blanket but optional, as that might not be needed or wanted but maybe cloth napkins? Cory helped with the mock up and checked the companies. Corbin checked the owners don’t have criminal records and—” 
 
    “That might be a bit much,” I muttered as I looked over the mock ups. “This is fantastic. I love it.” I reviewed it a bit more. “Would you want options? Like some come with chocolate truffles or fruit from the greenhouses? The orchards they’re adding or whatever?” 
 
    He swallowed loudly at all the attention, nodding. “Yes, because I think they should be for housewarming and bonus gifts too since you feel guilty everyone’s always working so much. The crates are nice and can be used for storage unlike baskets not everyone likes.” 
 
    “Good. So what’s next?”  
 
    “I have no idea,” he admitted, giving me an embarrassed look. “I didn’t know what to do next. Talk to Alpha Simone?” 
 
    “Yes, as we both own the club. Then talk to the twins so they can speak with the booths and see if our pack wants to form an alliance.” I smiled when worry came off of him. “The idea is great. Even if we don’t like those groups, we can find others. I love the fairy material blanket option. It’s a great idea.” 
 
    “It is,” Brian agreed, rubbing his hand over Alvin’s head. “I won’t even yell at Corbin for pulling names like that.” 
 
    “Too far?” Alvin asked, wincing when we nodded. “Sorry. Okay, so how do I handle that then?” 
 
    “You don’t,” I answered gently. “We do. I like the initiative, but you shouldn’t know those answers. If one had come back with a criminal history, you can’t know those things or be involved. Having Cory do a search on the company backgrounds that you can find on Google or Better Business Bureau is enough.” 
 
    “Got it, okay, good, thanks. I’ll go find Alpha Simone,” he muttered, taking the folder back.  
 
    “She’s coordinating lunch,” I told him, giving him a wink. I waited until he was well out of earshot to let out a chuckle and lean into Brian. “He’s hanging around us too much. Really? He had Corbin pull their jackets?” 
 
    Brain moved his arm around me and kissed my hair. “Everyone likes how seriously you take only getting involved with good people. It’s a good learning experience for him and the others to see where the lines are. We’re FBI and he’s not. You have your Betas cleared with the FBI and yours who are trainers. It’s a bit confusing at times, but now he’ll know. I’m more worried about Cory. That kid is going to get into hacking soon with how he was getting into security stuff when you were gone.” 
 
    “He is that smart,” I agreed. “I think I’m going to talk to Curtis about options.” I shrugged when he gave me a look. “There’s no reason he can’t work as a techie for us. Techies stay inside, and given he hadn’t really touched a computer just over a year ago and is now to the level we’re worried about him hacking something, I think he’ll be an asset and more importantly like it.” 
 
    “Your kid was using FBI resources to check out people for your business, Thomas?” Galvin asked, raising an eyebrow at me.  
 
    I gave him the look right back. “Yes, well, I also use my business for the FBI all the time, and he’s never had a non-FBI Alpha or a real family, so most kids get to catch on earlier than being able to set up a proposal like this. He wasn’t afforded that luxury because the system failed him, sir.” 
 
    His lips twitched. “Is that why you’re not apologizing like most do?” 
 
    “Yes, because it wasn’t my miseducating him as his sister but his watching my life be work always. It’s been corrected and he apologized, as he’s an adult.” He opened his mouth, but I had more. “I’m very sure I’ve seen people pull information on teachers or coaches that are around their kids, and this is no different. He was protecting our family but now knows that’s not his place.” 
 
    He didn’t reply at first, and Laila cleared her throat, all of us looking at her. “The rage coming off of you is a lot, my friend.” 
 
    “It always is when I think of or the topic is DCFS or foster care,” I admitted, adjusting my neck. “It’s also that Alvin went through more than the others. I’m proud he’s come so far to stick his neck out like this.” 
 
    “Plus, you are quite the mama wolf when it comes to your cubs,” Eva praised. “And you’re worried you just got Brian and Corbin in trouble, so you’re standing your ground instead of apologizing like you might normally.” 
 
    “If you get that much out of my emotions, you should be the official Sera interpreter because I have no idea what I’m feeling right now,” I admitted. “I think it’s more that his family stepped over the line into my career and now it might be a thing when it was my family into FBI territory.” 
 
    Understanding filled Galvin’s eyes as he nodded. “I was teasing you, Thomas. You’re like the last person to abuse your power, and I’m trying to imagine my teenage son calling the office and having someone check out a name like that. It’s a bit unorthodox and amusing.” 
 
    “I can live with amusing, and we are an unorthodox sort of group, sir.” I eased down but felt the tension still. “I’m hungry. It’s ribs for lunch, right?” I did make sure Galvin was near me when I said what else I needed to for Alok. “Make sure it gets back to Alvin that there were no problems and he didn’t get anyone in trouble.” 
 
    “Of course,” Alok agreed, knowing what I was up to. 
 
    Galvin waited until we were in the elevators heading to the rooftop garden again. “I didn’t think of that. I just wanted to tease you a bit.” 
 
    “I know, and normally I would have just apologized, but you did it in front of too many groups who worry that the government holds my leash and I would never push back. There are a lot of levels to it, and paranormals like to talk just as FBI does. The difference is we don’t talk to humans. Plus, your son is your son, Alvin isn’t my kid. It’s unheard of to just allow rabbits in a wolf pack, and I don’t want it getting around they’re a hindrance.” 
 
    “You really do understand politics more than you think,” he praised. 
 
    “I understand people from reading signals and being undercover as much as I’m able to sometimes. People like to talk. A lot were sent to get info and didn’t trust sending the bosses if this was a trap. So yeah, I know the game now. You change it on me or throw in more, and I’m just at a loss. I might get things, but I have a lower tolerance to some of it than most.” 
 
    “No, you really don’t,” Brian argued. “You just glaze over the more superficial stuff and focus on the core or root of things. You immediately went to the perception of the rabbits or Alvin taking the risk and wanting to make sure he’d do it again instead of most who would think of the misstep of what he did.” 
 
    I nodded, getting what he was saying. “Because the boys are good at their cores. I know that Alvin thought to take something off my plate, not use my badge in a way he shouldn’t. If I thought that was even a chance of being a possibility, I would have addressed that.” 
 
    “See, and that’s what most parents would do,” Galvin explained. “They’d remind them that your badge isn’t his badge.” 
 
    “Why would I tear him down like that as if he wasn’t good enough to have a badge or be part of the group?” I muttered, getting into the part where my head started to hurt. “The lines are blurry, and that’s hard on the boys. Three are adults and yet, they’re not. They’re my kids and yet, they’re not. They’re pack, but they aren’t wolves.” 
 
    I think that left us all in a bit of circular logic, and I was once again glaringly aware of how much I should never be a parent. I just wouldn’t be good at raising a child. I swallowed loudly as I wanted to thank fate for making me infertile so that warlock couldn’t have gotten me pregnant, but that seemed horrible. Then again, I wasn’t normal. I refused to even learn his name. 
 
    I didn’t want to put a name to the monster and just move past it all. Maybe that was bad, but it was what I needed. 
 
    Lunch was awesome, the spread waiting for us just fantastic, and everyone kept the relaxed attitude while we chowed down on ribs. The best was when Jared asked everyone to save their ribs so he could make broth with them. It was the most endearing thing that he just said that with the president and another world leader like we were eating at home.  
 
    “Do I get to try this soup you’ll make?” the president teased him. 
 
    He nodded. “Yes, Mr. President. If you ever get sick, let me know. I’ll make lots.” 
 
    Brian explained. “He makes a great chicken tortilla soup that he made for my mom when she got sick, and she said it was the best cure for a cold.” 
 
    “It’s really good,” I added. “Like ridiculously good. He made a bunch and froze it so we just took out the bag and defrosted it anytime we wanted some. I ate gallons of it. He kept making more and more for the pack.” 
 
    Jared shrugged as his cheeks heated. “It’s easy to make, and it was a rough winter.” 
 
    “Well, maybe this winter break you won’t head to Greece but the desert. I think it would be a great learning experience for you guys.” I met Bijan’s shocked gaze. “You would keep my brothers safe, right? I believe you know what I would do if someone hurt them.” 
 
    He gave a slow nod. “Yes, you’d burn everything and everyone involved to the ground.” 
 
    “Damn right I would.” I felt steam about coming out of my ears even thinking about Germany and what else might have happened there. Apparently I hadn’t been scary enough to worry people about the retaliation if they fucked with me or mine. 
 
    That would need to change and fast.  
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    “I have to get ready, and so do you,” I told Brian hours later after we finished having sex in my bathroom and he looked ready to go again. He nodded but didn’t move away, and I hugged him. “I’m sorry. I know it’s hard when there’s paranormal only stuff, but please, please, I need you not around this stuff when I feel so weak. Do this for me.” 
 
    “Of course,” he murmured, hugging me back. “I just feel all over the place. I want this progress as much as you do, but why does it have to be you at the center? Why is everyone asking more of you? Haven’t you done enough?” 
 
    I heard the anger and annoyance in his voice I felt as well. We were the youngest of the big names that came together, and they kept glancing at me or us to bridge whatever. It was sort of annoying that the “adults” couldn’t handle more on their own.  
 
    “I started this,” I reminded him gently. “And look how it went off the rails when someone else took over? I mean, Vlad was a dick, but we know others are as well.” 
 
    “I know. I’m glad you have such a loud voice in this instead of people talking over you. I just don’t like you being at the center of it and more risks. Sera, you slept with the president of Iran. That’s another reason for someone to come after you.” 
 
    “I didn’t think of that,” I admitted, sighing heavily and hugging him tighter. “It was probably stupid, but then again, you’re mine and now you have the protection of Iran. So do the boys. So does your family, Bri. I hate blaming this on my siren because it wasn’t her fault, but she finally seemed to wake up, and I’ve been scared how weak her and my wolf have been. I jumped to keep her interested.” 
 
    “Was it hot?” he grumbled, sounding like he was pouting. 
 
    “Want Dain to show you?” I offered. “When everyone goes, if you really want to know what happened, I’m fine with Dain showing you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he sighed, kissing my neck. “I know I’m closed off in a way I didn’t realize, and I’m working on that, but I feel like there’s some part of you I can’t reach and it makes me… Anxious. Not jealous but anxious like I can’t reach you or be what you need.” 
 
    “I feel the same, Bri. I feel the same,” I promised him. “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too. Will you wear my bracelet tonight?” 
 
    “Yeah, I was planning on it. You joining me for that shower?” 
 
    “We’ll end up having sex again. Apparently I’m needy.” 
 
    “I like pouty Brian now and again.” I did. It was a side of him I knew only I saw, and I loved that.  
 
    “You’re spending time with Bijan tonight after the party, right?” 
 
    “Yes as soon as I can ditch out of this thing.” 
 
    He leaned back and frowned. “You don’t want to go?” 
 
    “Not even a little bit,” I admitted as I slid off the counter and turned on the shower. “There’s just so much shit and tension, and I want people to get along better, but it’s too much right now, and add to that the funeral that—” 
 
    “What funeral?” he asked, groaning when I filled him in that the vampire murders were tied to Vlad and if it was straight revenge, there was no way they wouldn’t show at his funeral and make sure he was really dead if they were in town. If it was something else, they would probably come as well. Or at least that was what I was betting on given the news would shock them out of their plan.  
 
    Or just give them another target after announcing Vlad had a fiancée. He didn’t, but it was the best plan when we had nothing else. No video, no prints, no nothing.  
 
    So trap it was. 
 
    We took a quick shower, and I realized Brian was staring when I got out and grabbed a towel. “What?” 
 
    He cleared his throat and turned off the water before joining me. He moved his hands to my ass and then ran them up to cup my breasts, kissing my neck.  
 
    “I’m glad your curves are coming back. I know you’ve always been self-conscious like we all are, but I’ve always loved them. I love your full breasts and firm ass that fill everything perfectly. If you ever wanted to lose weight, I would have supported you even though I didn’t think you had any to lose. You were beautiful even without it all, but it being taken from you killed me.  
 
    “It kills me that you play with your hair and give us looks like you’re less to us. You aren’t. I’m so fucking in love with you and more so for what you’re surviving and pushing through that I don’t care about your hair. Keep it short. Do whatever you want. I just want you and you to heal.” 
 
    I swallowed loudly, nodding. “I want my body back. I want my hair back. It’s not even about being petty or superficial. It’s seeing the reminder all the time and in the mirror. I know I’m more than my hair or breasts, but it’s all I can see right now. All I see is it’s gone or not what it was.” 
 
    “I know. I know I probably shouldn’t have said something, but I didn’t want to just ignore it and what you’re feeling.” 
 
    I turned in his arms and moved my hands behind his head, pulling him down for a kiss. “Thank you. I love that you don’t just brush it aside and make sure I know what I’m feeling or worried about is valid. It’s hard for me to talk about, so thank you for making sure I do.” 
 
    “Always,” he promised against my lips. “Have fun if you can tonight and call me if you need me.” 
 
    “Actually, I wanted to ask a favor,” I admitted as I pulled away and hurried to dry off. I told him about what I thought might be going on with Axel and that I’d wanted him to speak with Harris, but Harris was having his own stuff in Vegas from what Monroe had told me. 
 
    “I know, I handled it,” Brian told me. “I spoke with Monroe and Harris. It wasn’t even about your division or whatever since the division chief had been promoted from another office. It was what he heard about cheetahs being overly aggressive and abusive. He was worried about someone like that being in charge of a team in Vegas after the last cheetahs to come to town did so much bad. He didn’t know Harris was part of helping take care of that.” 
 
    “Good, I’m glad it’s worked out.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to Axel too,” he said after a moment. “I noticed he was getting jealous too, which didn’t seem his way, but yeah, it makes sense he’s floundering. Both he and Eugene seem to be waiting for the other shoe to drop after quitting the council like they expect retribution or something. I don’t know, but I went through the same after getting out of the Army. I’ll talk to him.” 
 
    “I will show my appreciation with carnal favors,” I promised, smiling when he did. “Have fun tonight.” 
 
    “Oh, Carter told me about what happened with Galvin.” He chuckled when I sighed. “It’s fine. I knew. Carter was right, and even Galvin apologized.” 
 
    “He didn’t need to do that. He apologized to me, and I shouldn’t have reacted like I did. I was too tired to hide the shock.” 
 
    “He didn’t apologize to me because… It’s not like I own you or whatever you’re thinking. He apologized because he might pull me into more of your stuff so you don’t feel uncomfortable being alone with him.” 
 
    I shook my head as I got dressed. “That’s not needed. He has never acted inappropriate with me. He cannot help his thoughts, and we’d just had a conversation about me having sex with two different men. I’m not saying sexual harassment is ever okay, no matter what the woman does or wears, but he only had thoughts after the topic was raised. He knows I’m not interested and it’s fine. Really.” 
 
    “I’m glad, and for the record he was worried because of everything you’ve been through, not that it was such a big thing or you would blow it up.” 
 
    “That’s nice, and I appreciate it, especially him explaining that, but it’s fine. I honestly forgot about it today.” 
 
    “Good, I’m glad.” 
 
    What I couldn’t forget was the kiss he gave me before he left. My lips tingled from it, and I wanted more. I wanted him again, and I wanted fun. My siren and wolf wanted fun. 
 
    “Why are you like one huge hormone?” Reagan asked me when he came with Hagan and my security detail. 
 
    “I’m getting better and she’s hungry,” I admitted, giving him a kiss and feeding. I shivered and did the same to Hagan. We left, and I sort of caught up my wolf and siren, reminding them it wasn’t the time to misbehave while making sure they knew I was glad they were feeling better.  
 
    That went out the window when I locked eyes with Carter in the lobby and he looked delicious in his tux. Add to that the others in my party that would be on my arm that night, and I was seconds from saying “fuck the party and all of you fuck me.” 
 
    “Small sips,” Dain murmured as he gave me a soft kiss. I nodded and fed, getting he was saying that my body was jump starting basically.  
 
    “I think call the doc,” I admitted. “He might need to speak with Eva or Phobie.” I nodded that I was serious. “I’m seconds from demanding all of you fuck me right this second. I can’t have that lack of restraint right now.”  
 
    I made sure to take Axel’s hand while Dain made the call, saying I wanted the tiger to ride with me. He did, not even flinching, and I waited until we were headed to the club to say anything. 
 
    “I asked Brian to talk with you so please don’t think he’s being pushy again.” 
 
    Axel let out a long, slow breath. “I’m floundering. I’m excited for this next chapter and to have a real home again, but yeah, I can’t seem to get my footing, and after all the crazy with your abduction, I’m struggling to not be able to do more to help you recover. I got pissed Eugene could handle this better, and my tiger is really upset not to get to chew someone for what was done to you. Really upset, and I didn’t get it at first.” 
 
    “Thank you for caring enough to think about it and me,” I whispered, leaning in and kissing his cheek. He turned and caught my lips, and every nerve in me lit up. “I don’t want him more than you, and I’m looking very forward to our tiger sex. I know you did a lot, and I’m grateful.” 
 
    He nodded, leaning in closer and sliding his hand over my waist. “You’ve done nothing. You’re always clear. I’m pissed I can’t comfort you like he can or say the right thing. I want to. Please believe I want to, but I wasn’t… I don’t think I’ve ever had the chance to be socialized like that. I was trying to tell you I wasn’t confident in my place with you, and it came out all wrong.” 
 
    “Thanks for explaining.” I rubbed my cheek against his, thrilled when he did the same. “I’m not good either. I will back away while I figure out what I’m feeling, and I love that you’re patient enough to let me. I know that’s not easy.” I kissed him again, hoping he felt I was glad to have him in my life and not because of what he did while I was gone or how he would help the FBI. 
 
    No, I was very glad as a woman. 
 
    “Haton explained to me what happened and apologized for it upsetting me,” he admitted. “She wished us the best and apologized she couldn’t be what I needed.” 
 
    “And you said?” I whispered, thinking that was really big of her and horrible at the same time, as she didn’t do anything wrong, and women apologized for what they shouldn’t too often. 
 
    “That she didn’t have a damn thing to apologize for,” he muttered. “That I think she’s a great person and council member, I always have, but that was what made me back away and nothing she ever did or how she treated me. I never wanted to be with the council forever or be mated to a council member. She never treated me as a tiger but another large cat like her, and I appreciated that.” 
 
    I leaned back and studied him. “You sound like you were thinking you’d retire and live a quiet life or something. That’s not how my life will ever be.” 
 
    He chuckled when the twins snorted, shaking his head. “Not what I meant. This is calm compared to regular council shit, Sera. They are constantly and continuously flexing their muscles and—it’s like one fucked up cage match every godsdamn day. I could never be at the center of that, mated to someone who lived like that. I would lose my fucking mind.” 
 
    “Me too,” I muttered as did the others in the vehicle. “Okay, well, I’m glad we talked. I may suck at it, but Brian’s right and sometimes I have to and don’t realize it.” 
 
    Reagan cleared his throat and waited until I met his gaze in the mirror. “I asked Phobie if I could have a session with you. Nothing is wrong, but I want to talk out some of what I’m feeling, and I don’t know how. I’m scared I could make things worse.” 
 
    I nodded after a moment. “I think that’s smart. It didn’t just happen to me. I know you guys don’t get why I never want to know the warlock’s name, why I don’t want to discuss what might have happened. It gives it all more power to me, and maybe one day I can do it, but I don’t think so. For now, I need to stick a pin in it and just leave it be.” 
 
    “That’s what she said, and it made more sense to me,” Reagan admitted. “Would you be upset if we know?” 
 
    “No,” I answered immediately. “Find out what you need to.” I felt relief in the car and nodded. “I get it. If I was on your side, maybe I would need to know who he was or what they did with his body or whatever, but I do not want to open that can of worms and risk finding out he’s being dissected somewhere too or whatever else my mind might now think of.” 
 
    Yeah, the tension shot back up. 
 
    “Bijan spoke with Laila about starting a joint farm for caviar,” Axel blurted, getting the topic change was sorely needed. “That shit is good and expensive, and it’s been illegal unless farmed because of overfishing in the Caspian Sea. I think they’re talking conservation efforts as well. I mean, yeah, the desert would be a good place for solar farms.” 
 
    “Wind ones too,” I agreed, squeezing his hand in thanks. 
 
    We arrived at the club, which was closed for the event, and the doc came to the dressing room while Gayle quickly did my makeup. I told him and Eva what was going on with me, and both didn’t like the timing, but neither seemed worried. 
 
    “Seraphine, you’re a siren. We are known for our wrath, and right now you have no one to tear out the throat of for what happened to you and those you love,” Eva explained gently. “Give yourself time and a bit of patience to be impatient. We all go through it, and most are flabbergasted you’re not more volatile as a new shifter. You are doing well.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks.” It made sense, and I appreciated the backing, cutting myself some slack. 
 
    Until about an hour into the party when I blew my mother fucking top. 
 
    When the party started, I fed my wolf and took small sips of power from those in my party, giving my other sides what they needed while reminding them we had plans to swim naked under the moon and have hot sex. They just needed to hang on with me and then we could go wild. 
 
    But the more people I spoke with… My temper just couldn’t take it. 
 
    I went over to the stage and picked up the microphone as someone killed the music, getting I was up to something. They probably thought it was a greeting or welcome. 
 
    Silly people. 
 
    “There seems to be some misunderstanding as to this event,” I told everyone when they quieted down. “Let me clear that up.” I glanced around and met gazes. “We don’t need you.” I gestured to the other Chicago paranormal leaders who looked fabulous and all put together standing together. “We. Don’t. Need. You. We have our shit together, and we’re doing great. All our people have jobs, and my Betas make six figures from the tithe.” 
 
    I gave a few moments to let shock, jealousy, and anger that I was calling people out sink in. 
 
    “So, now that I’ve made that clear, I suggest you stop with the shit. I’m not going to overlook your tax evasion—which the FBI doesn’t handle, the IRS does—because you back the American Paranormal Alliance. I’m not going to trade you female wolves for support because they are people and not fucking trading cards. I’m not going to add you as my consort or mating candidate to do business with you. 
 
    “You are not needed. We have alliances with Greece and the fae, and we’ve worked with Memphis, Vegas, Des Moines, and others, and all have prospered. That is what this is. We’re offering you a chance to join progress. We are progressing past the way things have been that hurt too many and left some of you in horrible positions and everyone in power around you abusing your people. 
 
    “That is what needs to change. Enough with the ass sniffing and ‘my power is more than yours.’ While you have been so focused on that and your territory, people are dying. Do you get that? Shifters are being sold or live harvested or hunted like animals. Humans are freezing some out, and packs are living in poverty. There are covens who can’t get enough blood because it’s been fucked with and they are in trouble. 
 
    “This alliance is a chance to end that. You can’t get safe blood where you’re at and need money? Okay, well, how about taking a few weeks in Vegas where it’s a thrill to have a vampire bite you and you can work at the hotel while their people get a vacation? It’s not about spying or looking to take over. That has to end. This is no longer the age of that, and more harm can be done with technology and news reports than you are paying attention to.” 
 
    “And you are queen of all of this?” someone yelled out. “We won’t bow to Chicago.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Then don’t. No one asked you to. I don’t want you to. I just said enough with the power plays and bullshit. I started this idea with Memphis, Des Moines, and a few others. If you want to join us, this is what we’re doing. If you don’t, then don’t.” 
 
    “You’re thinking of this as pulling packs under her umbrella or old alliances, which is completely different,” Virgil added, moving towards the stage and jumping up. “Stop. That’s not what this is.” He gestured to someone in the group. “I’ve met Seattle, and I told Sera that and I knew he was a good Alpha who didn’t pull the shit we don’t like. He’s not a dictator over his pack.  
 
    “He treats them like people, and that’s who we’ll deal with. Melicent’s Beta met with Boston and felt the same. So they came, and now we all know their brewery and would buy from them because that’s what this is. Think of it like the humans have their Better Business Bureau or business associations like we have in Memphis. That’s what this is. I’m talking with Seattle about maybe selling our organic beef at their farmers’ markets.” 
 
    “I didn’t think of that,” I admitted, nodding it was good. “I get some of you were just confused that I have pack alliances with other packs or I’m involved in other areas with the FBI. This is separate. This is networking so we stop letting the humans hurt us. There are a lot of us in this country and globally. It’s time to stop being defensive and reacting to what is done to us and push past that for progress.” 
 
    Again I gave them a few moments to let that sink in. 
 
    “Let me also be clear that if I find out you’re trading your people like Pokémon cards—as they are US citizens and that’s illegal—or you’re not letting your people transfer or holding them hostage basically, you will have me all up in your shit as FBI. I’m not talking about the rules for a new shifter having to stay until they have control.  
 
    “I’m saying you are not dictators, and if I find out you’re holding people hostage, you won’t have to worry about the council because I will fuck you up all over the place. We lose certain freedoms for the power and extras we have to live in a country that accepts us better than most. That does not make you king of your area or me queen of here. Enough. All of us have oversight, and I have the damn government as mine.” 
 
    “We don’t want anyone dirty in the alliance,” Virgil added, going to a place I wouldn’t have. “My pack is clean. We do everything by the law, and I’m not letting them get dragged down because someone’s dirty or will use this idea to help all of us move drugs or steal or whatever. If you were hoping for some sort of mob network or an alliance to screw humans, fuck off. She is not playing the FBI to help us.” 
 
    I couldn’t even hide my shock at that. “Who was saying that? I’ve tossed a shit ton of dirty paranormals to their councils or queen. How could someone think I’m like a dirty mole for paranormals?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but several think that, and apparently certain parties have been pushing the rumor,” he admitted, shooting a look at Martin and Haton, but then shook his head. 
 
    So not them but someone on the council. I was going to gut those mother fuckers if they weren’t careful. 
 
    I didn’t even know what to say to that, so I didn’t. No good could come from it or my chewing on someone no matter how much I wanted to right then. I didn’t even know who to chew. Always the shit though, and it had to stop. 
 
    It just had to. 
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    The rest of the convention went off without a hitch, and even though some people packed up and left after my speech at the shifter party, we still did well. And now we knew what people to investigate because leaving after we stated we didn’t want any shady people around just screamed they were up to no good. 
 
    Like wow, they were stupid, it screamed that so loudly. 
 
    But it was over and worth the time and effort it seemed, which left us with the funeral none of us wanted to go to. Sunday night wasn’t the normal time to have it, and that was on purpose as we announced it was friends and family only… Meaning we hoped to piss off our killer that they didn’t get in the invite.  
 
    I couldn’t do the undercover part, as I had to be visible as Alpha. All the leaders needed to. We did have some visiting vamps, and one was more than willing to play the part of Vlad’s grieving fiancée. Also, we were putting Noah up front because the revenge could be against Chicago’s coven in general and they focused on Vlad’s lovers. It didn’t seem so if they went that route, but we wanted all bases covered if we only had one chance. 
 
    Having a funeral for a vampire at a church was out of the question. None would want that when most considered them demons, plus, there was a strong chance of damage being done in the bust and we couldn’t warn them. Also, the PR on us tearing up a church would be a nightmare.  
 
    Instead, we had it at TimeQuake, breaking up the viewing separate from the condolences area so we could spread things out. Mina—who was the pretend fiancée—was a fantastic actress. She played the part so well my wolf couldn’t even tell her tears were fake when I was right next to her. I shared several looks with Carter, and both of us clearly were thinking of giving her the Oscar or some award for the performance. 
 
    Along with thinking she might have a future in undercover work. Seriously, she was that good. 
 
    The paranormals of Chicago and even some visiting came and went to help the show. The best was when Jessica and Freddie went to pay their respects with Ashley and I saw all three flip off Vlad’s body. Yeah, there were a lot of us who felt that way.  
 
    Apollo stayed to play the part along with Sousa who hadn’t been a problem again. It helped because about an hour in we had our first possible suspect arrive. 
 
    “I was shocked to hear Vlad had a fiancée when he was clearly still involved with others,” a woman said, simmering anger coming off of her.  
 
    “The match was in the works for a while, but it only became official recently,” Apollo told her, sounding bored and playing the part well, dismissing her by turning to the next guest like she didn’t matter. 
 
    Which she did not like. She went right for Vlad, and once close enough to smell he was really dead, her anger leaked out, turning to rage and grief. So scorned lover, lovers, or lover and friends it was.  
 
    Damn, I owed Carter and a few other ancients another favor. I had put my bet on Vlad screwing people over in business since he was such an asshole in that area and someone was getting back at him through lovers.  
 
    Another suspect showed up while our first was acting the part of grieving friend but clearly doing all she could to check out Mina. The second one was exchanging glances and looks with the first, so clearly they knew each other and Mina was the prey they wanted. 
 
    “Two of four is good, and they can give us who we need,” Carter breathed in my ear at a volume others couldn’t hear. “Or we can reset the trap after we get them.” 
 
    “Or they will rabbit if they don’t see their friends here they knew were coming first,” I countered. “Give it a bit more. There’s only an hour left.” I waited until he nodded. “But you won it looks like. What are you going to do with your favor?” 
 
    “As much as you’ll let me,” he chuckled as his tongue teased my ear faster than anyone could have noticed. “Are you still tired from your fun with Bijan? That was quite the marathon.” 
 
    “You going to try and outdo it?” 
 
    “Not just me,” he purred, chuckling again when I shivered. Damn. That sounded like some fun I wanted in my life for sure. “I think we might have gotten number three. Maybe add fuel to the fire of the first so the other two are interested and distracted.” 
 
    “Good call. The sooner this is over we can burn his fucking body.” 
 
    “Amen,” he grumbled, everyone ready for that part and this to be over.  
 
    I went over to the first suspect and smiled at her. “I’m sorry, I don’t think Noah or I greeted you yet.” 
 
    “Why would you?” she asked, giving me a funny look. 
 
    “Well, Noah took over the coven and he’s mine,” I answered, filing it away that she was far enough out of the loop to not know that. 
 
    “Oh, really? Everyone’s been a bit vague as to what happened,” she muttered, eyeing me closely. “You’re a wolf though.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m Alpha of Chicago, and I’ve bonded with some vampires.” 
 
    Her eyes flashed shock. “So you bonded with Vlad and stabbed him in the back?” 
 
    “No, I bonded with powerful vampires, and Vlad was a bit put out he didn’t make the cut,” I lied, smirking at her. “He tried to take what I wouldn’t give and died because of it.” 
 
    She gave me another onceover, turning up her lip, her shell of perfection finally cracking. “You turned down Vlad? He could have had anyone.” 
 
    I snorted, not even meaning to, but it just came out. “No, he couldn’t. I’m sorry if you’ll miss him, but I wasn’t interested. At. All.” 
 
    “Then you shouldn’t really be at his funeral, should you?” she sneered. 
 
    I shrugged. “Job of being the Alpha. It’s almost over. I’m here to comfort his fiancée mostly because she’s a wonderful woman. How Vlad snagged her astounds me.” 
 
    “He could have done better,” she snapped, glancing in Mina’s direction. “No one even knows her.” 
 
    “We know her, but we’re not gossips in Chicago,” I corrected. “She’s from a powerful coven, and she would have been good for Vlad if he’d realized his place.” 
 
    She shot me a look that could have frozen ice on my ass if I was a weaker woman. “I’ll have to pay my respects.” 
 
    I shrugged again. “If you want, but if you didn’t even know he was engaged, you couldn’t have been all that close.” I walked away, noting the amusement in Hagan’s eyes as I just threw a lot of fuel on that fire.  
 
    It worked because not two minutes later she was getting a drink from the bar along with suspect number three. Carter caught my attention and subtly nodded towards the door. A female vampire was there that I didn’t recognize, but I wasn’t close enough to discern if she was our last holdout.  
 
    I moved over to Hagan, accepting a soft kiss as his eyes danced with his wolf and the hunt. It made me smile. Yeah, it was a bit of fun to set the trap even if we really didn’t want to spare one more ounce of anything on Vlad. 
 
    We also didn’t want anyone else dying in Chicago if we could help it.  
 
    Four had the same rage level as the other three, and the moment she started glancing at her cohorts, I gave Noah the signal to move forward. He went to Mina and hugged her, muttering that maybe it was best to get some air when Mina started the water works again.  
 
    Damn, she was good. 
 
    Apollo and Sousa took the cue as well because when I followed moments later they had the four female vamps easily restrained.  
 
    I glanced between the councilmen, glancing at Apollo. “You’re both so good at cloaking they didn’t even have a clue, did they?” I leaned into him, brushing my lips over his. “Thank you for the help.” 
 
    “It was worth the kiss,” he chuckled.  
 
    “Oh, well, I booked us a dungeon tonight too, but I can cancel it if you don’t want to play,” I teased him. “Maybe I’ll chain you up and bring friends.” I smiled as he groaned. 
 
    “And me?” Sousa asked. 
 
    I bit back a smile. “I asked Apollo for help, and you wanted to be involved. But thanks. Nice to know you can cloak yourself too.” 
 
    His eyes flashed shock. “You tricked me into showing if I could or not.” 
 
    I clucked my tongue. “That doesn’t sound like me.” It was hard to laugh when both Apollo and Noah snorted. I focused on the women. “So did you kill some people while in town?” Their hearts didn’t stutter but more went into possum mode and slowed down like vampires did. 
 
    Which meant they were guilty as sin. 
 
    “Fine, just to settle the bet, scorned lovers, right?” I asked the first one. Her rage shot up, but that wasn’t the answer, and I blinked at her. “You didn’t even get the chance to be lovers, huh? He wouldn’t even look at you four, so you decided to take out who he was interested in so maybe he would?” Their hearts said it all. 
 
    “Shit, that’s not the same,” Carter grumbled as he joined us. “Still not Vlad screwing them over in business.” 
 
    “So we both lost.” 
 
    “We get at least like half a favor as it was sexual, not business,” he argued.  
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. “Fine, a naked rooftop swim and maybe some sex, but not whatever you were planning because you were way too excited.” 
 
    “Deal,” he accepted. “What happens to them?” 
 
    I nodded behind him to Annis and Shaw as they showed up. “They’ll take it from here. There are reports and whatnot.” 
 
    “Boring,” Sousa grumbled, turning one to face him and removing his hand from her mouth. “Confess for the reports and I’ll make your death painless and give you the honor of the punishment being carried out by a councilman instead of Chief Thomas blowing out your brains where you start to heal and then it gets worse before you die.” 
 
    She shot me a scared look but then nodded. “Yes, I helped kill four of Vlad’s lovers.” 
 
    “Four?” I muttered, shooting a look at Shaw. “We only have three bodies.” 
 
    “One hasn’t been found from what we heard,” she admitted.  
 
    She confessed everything, Shaw quickly taking down the notes and everything we’d need for the report. “Councilman, if you sentence her, we’ll need you to sign some reports please.” 
 
    “Understood.” He gave me a curious look. “No quibbling from you?” 
 
    I shrugged. “That’s the law. If you’d enjoy the kill, have fun because I don’t particularly like shooting people to death. I won’t get in trouble either way, so fine, don’t waste the blood.” 
 
    He studied me closely, clearly wanting something after I admitted I wouldn’t enjoy killing the four women. He glanced at Apollo and seemed to think better of what he might have started with. “Would I be welcome to join you for dinner at a Chicago favorite of yours?” 
 
    I smiled but not because of what he thought probably. “Sure. It’s not fancy, but it’s one of my favorites.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Apollo agreed.  
 
    Noah called a few people in to get blood since one vampire couldn’t drink one down fully and he had a growing number of younger vamps in the coven that never seemed to get enough blood. Then Sousa finished them, and my eyes went wide as the woman cried out in pleasure, so full of ecstasy she didn’t even care he drained her. 
 
    Sousa licked his fangs as he dropped her dead body. “Yes, my bite is orgasmic if I want. Any of my bloodline.” 
 
    I nodded, thinking of the trait that Igor and his bloodline had, also Dubois… But I didn’t know what Apollo’s was. And I had a bunch of vampires he’d sired.  
 
    One would think I would know it by then. Maybe it would be best to know, but right then wasn’t the time, and I was learning that knowledge wasn’t always power. 
 
    We called the right people, and Vlad’s body was put into a bag along with the four females after they arrived. Shaw promised to get the right forms to Sousa before he flew out tomorrow, and then we headed off to dinner at Portillo’s. 
 
    And the reactions of the two councilmen were enough to wipe away my bad mood from having to hold a funeral for Vlad. Even better, they both loved it.  
 
    Maybe old dogs really could learn some new tricks if they dropped the egos. 
 
    Then again, maybe not, but I did give Apollo several reasons to want to that night as Axel and I had fun with him in one of the club’s dungeons. It did help my ego that I could make Apollo beg still.  
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    The council members all left, no one ever fessing up to whatever was going on in South America that they are worried about. I was honestly dying to ask, but then it wouldn’t be a favor, and I was with Brian that I was getting tired of everyone expecting us to handle too much, so I left it alone.  
 
    Haton did get a ton of shit from the wolf elder for giving me her protection, and I’m sure that will come back to bite us both in the ass, but she’s not worried. She’s been a councilwoman for over a century, and the wolf elder is brand new. Makes sense but just in case, I did send her a bunch of goodies and an offer to help with some of the training for the new council teams if she wanted since I’ve stolen two of her team leads. 
 
    It seems to have put that situation on ice for the moment. Probably only for a moment though. 
 
    Councilman Martin still doesn’t seem to be my fan, but he doesn’t act like he hates me either. That’s cool with me as long as people stay out of my way. He seemed impressed that things were going as well as people boasted on my behalf. That’s progress for someone else to believe the truth. 
 
    Oh, and I found out he’s a crocodile shifter, which I think is cool and would love to see, but asking is going over the line, I know that. 
 
    Apollo left in high spirits after our night in the dungeon along with the massive gift from the Dorcuses. I’d known one was coming, but I was so busy with the convention I’d forgotten to ask. It turned out Alena and Eva had given him three bottles of their blood each. That was quite the gift, and he acknowledged it.  
 
    Eva asked me why I hadn’t thought to call Alena for help when I’d realized I wasn’t in the country, and the answer was easy. I’d been dying. My brain hadn’t been firing on all cylinders, and his was the last out of country number I’d dialed. Fuck, I was just glad I’d been able to think of one and he’d saved me. He will always have a special place in my heart for saving me, and I told him that, which made him happy. 
 
    The murders are solved and the fourth body recovered, but that ended up being a small story since there are a lot of murders in Chicago always and the numbers are growing. They were worse than before I left for New York, and people are worried. I’m worried and wondering what CPD plans to do or if they can do anything. If people won’t work with the police, they really can’t blame the police for not doing what they should. 
 
    Sort of a chicken/egg situation, sad but true. 
 
    Everyone was all over the story of Vlad being gone and the circumstances behind it. Noah’s been hounded and not happy about reporters all over him all the time. I feel the same. People are not letting it go until they get the truth.  
 
    Eventually something else juicer will come up. It has to. 
 
    Please let something come take their focus soon. 
 
    I still have Sioux Falls to handle. For now, everyone bad was taken care of and a lot of shit going on around there has been helped. The local police aren’t happy I’m now Alpha and the FBI was crawling all over there. I made it clear that I don’t care if they aren’t happy, and if they make me get on a plane to visit because they are disrupting my people, they will find out just how bad my temper is. 
 
    I am interviewing potential Alphas for under my umbrella. Hestia is doing great in Milwaukee and Linus in Grand Rapids, and they held everything together while I was gone. So the idea has promise. So far. 
 
    I’m cautiously optimistic at least. 
 
    Noah and I have agreed he not have anyone in his bed at the coven. For now. There’s too much unease and worry after the change in leadership. If he needs to scratch his itches, he does it at her place and not with anyone in the coven. He also doesn’t come to my bed to be with me. It sends the signal he’s “too mine” or whatever instead of his own master now. 
 
    Hey, he owns a few hotels, so we aren’t without an array of options. Plus, at the club or any coven events, as there will probably be lots of those I’ll be on his arm for in the future. It’s a good plan for the next few months at least.  
 
    We are swimming in FBI applications after the convention and even people talking through the grapevine. Getting teams into other offices has helped as well, as more now see how much good we do. One heart and mind at a time as long as people are open to it. We can’t change the minds if they’re so egotistical or full of shit they won’t listen to the truth. 
 
    Bijan said something about visiting again when there is snow, as he wants to enjoy the American holiday spirit… And Jason won’t be coming with. Something went on there, but it’s not my business, and neither man is mine. I made it clear I don’t want Jason in my future no matter how big of a part of my past he was. I think it really and truly upset him I barely talked to him during the visit. 
 
    Well, I’d slapped him last time I’d seen him, so I didn’t get physical because he tried hard to bring me home. That’s all the consideration he gets from me anymore. Or that’s what I feel for now. I’m a bit weak when it comes to Jason, and I know that. 
 
    Unfortunately he does too. Jerk. 
 
    Bijan got on my shit list too during the fun we had that night, but I’m letting it go. I just wasn’t as quick to jump on the idea of him visiting, which made him promise to make amends. That should be interesting after all the gifts he already gave me. I’ll let it go, but I also can’t seem like a doormat who accepts what I shouldn’t. 
 
    The charm Nina made for me works. Dain has to cleanse it for me once a week, but I feel nothing magical. She’s warned me that might change as I get my power back, but she’ll help me. Our relationship is still strained, and it’s understandable after what happened. I realized I needed as much of a break from her as she did me. I think we’ll be fine. 
 
    Jonik and Eugene are still doing my physical therapy, but I’m getting better fast. The doc thinks another month or so and I’ll be stronger than ever. Jonik is also working with Grammy Havers and has made many comments that the elderly human is amusing, even if she flirts with him too much, but he does enjoy talking history with her. I think it’s awesome, and he’s a bit shy around humans, so she will fix that. 
 
    Jimmy is still an idiot, but at least Brian did talk to him, and I got an apology as well. I’m not sure I believe it, but I accepted it. Jimmy is too envious of Brian, and that turns into resentment if a person doesn’t have the drive to keep up. That’s what I see when I look at Jimmy, but Brian’s also right that he’s only mid-twenties. He also says I’m too perfect, so I can’t be the bar I hold Jimmy to. 
 
    He might be a bit biased on that, but I still blushed. 
 
    The eco gym is rocking. Like it’s seriously always got people there and someone is always trying to outdo a time or energy output. It’s all over social media most days and even competing with people in New York. Melicent is working with other covens to get them into other cities, and they’ve been getting blood donations like crazy as we have to use the extra stuff.  
 
    It’s another reason I’m glad Vlad’s gone. The whole thing hurts me, but he was hurting Chicago and the people I care for, so I don’t feel all that guilty Noah took over. Vlad made his own bed and died because of it. 
 
    Germany finally denounced what happened and made it clear testing on paranormals wasn’t allowed within their borders. The way they said it was a bit shady, and they didn’t denounce the practice, just “within their borders,” which didn’t make any of us feel better. 
 
    It didn’t help the men in my life looking to take a pound of flesh for what happened to me, but they’re careful as to what they say around me at least. I want it too, but my rage comes fast and burns too hot and makes me worry I’m going to fall into it, so I need to keep looking forward for now. Maybe soon I can get my shit together and then I’ll go tear up some people. 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    I’m still having the nightmares when I sleep over at Brian’s. I hear his voice that didn’t come from him, telling me to make a baby. When it happens, Brian helps me back to sleep. I’ve also slept back home a couple of times, sharing my bed with the twins. It helps not to be alone at night. What I went through was real and horrible, and it wasn’t the only thing I’ve been through, so honestly, whatever helps keep me going is what I need. 
 
    We’ve decided it’s just better to sleep at my place because the bedding Laila had made for me is amazing. I don’t mean the fairy material but the magic in it as well. Even Brian is looking better each time and says he wakes without any aches and feeling younger. Sounds like something I need to get him for Christmas if it’s not too hard to get done. 
 
    I still flinch when people or something touch my wrists. It was hard to even see restraints when I played in the dungeon. It’s a lot to handle, but when it gets to be too much, I take a time out that Phobie suggested and remind myself that I made it home. That was what I’d prayed for when I’d thought I was dying—to make it home, and I did. 
 
    I always will because there are too many who love me and need me. 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    FREE BOOK 
 
    Review this book and send the review link to threeflynns@hotmail.com and get a free book to a new murder mystery and hot series! 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    Seraphine After Dark 
 
      
 
    I was annoyed and tired after the shifter party… And sticky. Not for fun reasons, but just a normal accident that landed a tray of drinks and shots on me. I had given up trying to even deal and used it as the excuse to leave, Eva and Simone promising they had it all in hand. Awesome because I was seriously sticky and wanted a shower. 
 
    And forgot I had a date. 
 
    Bijan was actually waiting in my apartment, reading over some papers and files when I walked in. He glanced up and did a double take at the state I was in. “Was there some sort of drink wrestling?” 
 
    “No, people getting drunk and bumping into a server,” I replied. “So you just let yourself in?” 
 
    “Someone did so I could surprise you, but you were earlier than I expected,” he admitted as he collected everything and set it on his bag. He stood, looking delicious in an unbuttoned shirt and jeans, very relaxed and casual. “Let’s get you cleaned up.” 
 
    “I also need more food. My system is jump starting or whatever.” 
 
    “I have that covered,” he promised. He licked his lips as he eyed me over. Then he moved behind me and unzipped the dress, pushing it to fall off of me. “You are so beautiful, Seraphine.” He moved closer but didn’t touch me, my body feeling the heat from his as he breathed in my ear. “Submit to me tonight and let me give you everything you deserve.” 
 
    I nodded, my mood turning around, even angling my head so I showed more of my neck to him. 
 
    “Not yet,” he murmured, kissing along my skin. “Soon. Very soon. Do you want me to drink from you?” He chuckled when I didn’t answer. “I know where you make others drink from you. Am I special and I can have your neck?” 
 
    “If you want, but I’m addictive.” 
 
    “I knew that without your blood,” he promised, quickly scooping me up in his arms, smirking when I yelped. “You are a vision I am addicted to laying my eyes upon. I was addicted before I ever touched you.” 
 
    “Seriously, teach men to talk to a woman,” I purred, snuggling up against him. “I got you dirty. Guess you’ll have to shower with me.” 
 
    “I planned to.” He brought me into the master bath and set me on the counter before getting the shower going. “Spread your legs and let me see you in the bright lights.” He smiled when I didn’t immediately do it. “Yes, I’m going to be demanding this time, and we’ll switch next like before. It makes me know you’ll come find me for your turn.” 
 
    “Smart vampire,” I praised as I did what he wanted, swallowing my embarrassment. 
 
    He watched me move like the hunter excited to catch his prey. He ran his finger through my folds, finding me a bit wet already. “Perfect. A woman is so beautiful in so many ways, but this is truly my favorite. I love that you shave there so I can see your skin glisten from excitement for me.” He stepped closer. “Are you excited for me, Seraphine?” 
 
    “Yes,” I answered, gasping when he pushed two fingers in me. 
 
    “Do not orgasm.” 
 
    It was hard given how fast he moved and how he touched me perfectly, but I managed through several minutes of pleasurable torture. And then he just stopped. I was seconds from whimpering and begging for more, knowing that was the game and what he wanted, but I wasn’t going to make it that easy for him. Instead, I slid off the counter and went for the shower. 
 
    “Be careful how much you tease me, Bijan, because payback is a bitch, and so am I.” 
 
    “I truly hope so,” he chuckled as he got undressed and joined me. He washed me, refusing to let me do a thing besides watch when he washed himself. He took his time when he touched me, teasing me more and making extra sure I was truly clean in certain spots while letting me know how dirty I was about to get.  
 
    It was hot. It was seriously hawt. 
 
    He wrapped us in towels and carried me back to the bedroom, and I saw what he wanted most. I dropped my towel and then went to my knees, taking his towel too. 
 
    “You would do this too?” 
 
    “You really, really want it,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Yes, especially when I heard you have denied it to Apollo. But I would still keep it between us.” 
 
    “I know; that’s why I’ll do it.” I licked him and took good care of him, moaning when he got bigger as I did. He finished with a groan, his fingers tangled in my hair but not pushing me, more he needed to touch me. When he was cleaned up, I stood, leaning in and licking his fangs. “I think you needed that.” 
 
    “I did,” he agreed. “Many would get on their knees for me, but I never thought the woman who gave me my position would. This is a moment I will never forget and cherish always.” He slid his arm around me and pulled me flush against him, softly brushing his lips over mine. “And now I will make sure you never, not ever forget how talented of a lover I am and what I can do to your body as well.” 
 
    Sure, sign me up for lots of that. 
 
    I didn’t know what he meant, but he tossed me on the bed and told me he’d be right back. I noted the rose petals all around me, teasing my skin, sticking to my wet hair, and smiled.  
 
    “You are a vision,” he whispered when he came back. 
 
    “So are you,” I praised, the glow from the candles he was lighting dancing over his skin and making his eyes even more alluring. “What are you plotting?” 
 
    “Your pleasure and lots of it.” He turned away from me, and I couldn’t see what he was doing, plus I was too focused on his naked body and muscles. He hid them under what he normally wore, but he had awesome definition, and every inch of him was perfectly toned. 
 
    He came back to the bed and set down a tray before pulling me down a bit. Then he moved a few pillows under my butt and lower back before giving me a few more for my head. Oh, he was really up to something.  
 
    “Do you trust me?” he asked, smiling when I nodded. He reached up and slid a blindfold on me before I heard the sounds of ice. I gasped as I felt two cubes on my nipples, moaning when he traced all around my breasts until they completely melted. “I should warm you back up.” 
 
    I nodded, not cold at all, but I was totally in for whatever he had planned. I heard what sounded like a bottle closing, and then his finger teased my ass. He pushed it in me, and I realized it had been lube, some type of warming lube that felt weird and fantastic. 
 
    And that was before he leaned in and licked me with ice in his mouth. The hot and cold together right in the same area was overwhelming, and honestly I felt ready to spin out immediately, especially with the blindfold. I grabbed onto the pillow under my head and moaned as he kept licking. 
 
    “Have you never played this way?” 
 
    “No, never,” I whimpered. “Fuck, it’s so good.” 
 
    “Spread your legs wider for me,” he commanded, and I did, willing to do whatever he wanted if I got to experience more. We could play with me submissive whenever he wanted it felt so fucking good. 
 
    Even if there was only one small part of me that liked to play that way. He could have it. Well, Brian too. I liked playing that way with him now and again. 
 
    “Do not orgasm yet,” he ordered when I was about to. I whimpered, and he chuckled. “I know, I know, but trust me. I will give you many, many orgasms tonight. Hold out for me and it will be so worth it, my beauty.” He went back to licking when I nodded, his tongue and breath so cold compared to the heat from his finger. He pushed in another one, and I really didn’t know how much longer I could hold out. 
 
    And then he actually pushed an ice cube inside me. It was too cold and my ass too warm while he was sucking on my clit harder than I could remember.  
 
    Yeah, there was no way I was holding out much longer. 
 
    “Hold out, my desert rose,” he murmured. “Hold out for me. Give me what I want, and I will give you everything.” 
 
    “Too much,” I whimpered, dying to either orgasm or close my legs because it was going to happen otherwise. 
 
    “Not yet,” he growled, pushing a third finger in along with a second ice cube since the first was already melted. “So pretty. Even here you are the prettiest I’ve ever seen. Hold out, Seraphine. Addict me even more. Let me see what no one else has. Let me see your best orgasm ever. I want it as mine. I want to be what you’ve never had before.” 
 
    The talking didn’t help, it ramped me up even more. My siren took the challenge seriously though, and even with her and my wolf trying to hold out, we were losing the battle. 
 
    “Do you want to beg me for release?” 
 
    “Yes.” That wasn’t hard to guess or admit. 
 
    “It wouldn’t help,” he chuckled, giving me a long lick. “I want this too badly. Hold out, Seraphine. Submit to my will now, and you will be glad you did.” 
 
    “I am, I am,” I whimpered, more like crying when he went back to sucking my clit. “So good. It’s so good.” 
 
    “It is from here too,” he promised. He pushed in another ice cube and sucked harder for what felt like forever, but I knew it couldn’t be that long. “May I drink from you here? You may come if I do.” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    He bit me, and I didn’t just climax as he kept pumping his fingers in me, I lost my ever loving mind. I screamed in pleasure as my body jerked on its own, not even caring that his fang was piercing me and how it would hurt if I ripped away from him. It felt like hours I orgasmed, and the second it started to ebb, he set me off again. I didn’t know if I was coming or dying, and my body didn’t seem to care. 
 
    It was that good. 
 
    When my body finally, finally finished, I was in his arms, twitching against him as he pulled off the blindfold. He smiled at me when I blinked up at him. 
 
    “Yes, that was very worth it,” I panted, knowing what question was coming. “Holy fuck, was that worth it.” 
 
    “Did you give me what I wanted?” he murmured, brushing his lips over my forehead. 
 
    It took me a minute to think of what he’d wanted, and I nodded. “Yeah, that was probably the best one. Definitely from oral sex.” He frowned, and I shrugged. “Jonik and I did a fae bonding thing during sex that I can’t put into words, and when I sirened Dain… Yeah, that was… I don’t think there are words. Maybe not best but hardest I’ve ever orgasmed, the longest for sure.” 
 
    “I will take that gladly. What else were your favorites?” 
 
    I wasn’t sure that was great pillow talk, but I still answered, telling him my first time with Brian, which was the hottest fantasy I’d always wanted. The Thanksgiving sex fest I’d had with them. Even Vegas with the twins before it all had gone to shit. Goran and our binding. It got me so hot to talk all about it, and I realized that was what he’d wanted.  
 
    And that was how I ended up flipped over on those pillows with my ass up in offering, submitting to him like he wanted. He slammed into me, and I orgasmed from it, my nerves still lit up like Christmas. He kept going though, screwing me into the bed with all he had while I couldn’t even catch my breath.  
 
    “Do I now get a favorite memory with you?” he asked after we both finished. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I moaned, squirming from the heat on my ass from his hips hitting my body so hard. “I have more favorites with my ancients and others if you want to get excited again and have another round.” 
 
    He burst out laughing and leaned over me, promising there were several more rounds to come. I wasn’t sure I could last for that, but I would be very willing to try. 
 
    “Do you love one of them most?” he asked me when we took a break and he brought in an array of treats for us to enjoy. I gave him a shocked look, and he shrugged as he poured wine. “It will be expected I have multiple mates or consorts as leader, and I find myself worried I cannot love them all.” 
 
    I thought on that a moment and shook my head. “I honestly believe as the fae do now. I think the more love you’re given, the more you can give. I could not rank or give you who I love most if my life depended on it, just as I couldn’t rank loving the boys. I have special bonds and things with each of them. I’ve loved Brian the longest, but that doesn’t mean I love him more.” 
 
    “How are you so sure?” he pushed. 
 
    “Because I love that Dain and I can be on the same page like we handle certain things as if it was a choreographed dance. I have a bit of that with the twins or Brian, but Reagan is different than Hagan. They’re not a set. Hagan and I can sit and just find so much to laugh about. We love that. I love that he can always make me laugh. I love that Reagan spins me around and then points me in the direction and his confidence in that gives me the same. 
 
    “Noah… I love him, but I’m not always sure I’m in love with him. I think I am. I mean, I get jealous and I want him as mine. It’s different though and—he’s also like my best friend. He’s been at my back when the shit gets ugly, and he might be who I’d choose first at my back. But I also feel that with Brian, but I love that he always knows how to step up and do what I can’t or be the adult. But so does Dain, and he’s badass in a fight.” 
 
    “You came full circle,” he murmured, bobbing his head. “You did not mention Goran.” 
 
    “He will always keep me at arms’ length for his own reasons, and I understand that. It also means I need to do the same because that would be hard on him too.” 
 
    “Virgil?” 
 
    “What’s with the grilling?” I grumbled, reaching for another brownie. “Do you have a crush on Virgil?” 
 
    “No, though he is a handsome man,” he chuckled. “He is all about you. I find it curious as I haven’t even started entertaining offers yet.” 
 
    “Virgil understands me best in some ways. He sees a lot, and there is a bond that only another Alpha can understand sometimes. I don’t know that it’s love. I don’t think I know him well enough, but I like him. I’d be sad if he mated, but I also think he deserves to be happy. I like what we have. I love the flirty texts teasing me when he’s horny in Memphis. I think we both need that fun.” 
 
    “Your tiger? Your dire wolf?” 
 
    “Too soon to tell. I like them both. My wolf really likes them both. I like them for different reasons, and honestly, we’ve bonded a bit at having fucked up childhoods or circumstances. There’s a darkness in you that people cannot understand if they’ve had two loving parents and… Dain gets that. He may have grown up that way, but there’s a certain scar left on a person when their family betrays them that won’t ever fully heal.” 
 
    “What do you like best of each of them?” 
 
    I adjusted my neck, annoyed he wasn’t letting this go but not wanting to be rude. 
 
    Except I saw the power indicator light of the webcam Virgil had gotten me then. I slowly looked back at Bijan, letting him see how pissed I was right then. “I do not play these sorts of games.” 
 
    He opened his mouth but then closed it. “I knew the answers. They didn’t, and you are all in such pain after what you’ve been through, I wanted to help. I wasn’t going to push much more, and my questions were honestly for me too.” 
 
    “You knew the answers?” 
 
    “Yes, just like you know them sometimes too.” 
 
    I sat with that a moment, knowing he could have been a telepath or clairvoyant when he was human, as it had carried over for me, or it could be a vampire gift. Either way, I didn’t like the games. “None of them should have heard it this way, and some of it wasn’t something I should have said to them at all. I have reason to be pissed, Bijan.” 
 
    “You do, but will you forgive me if I confirm all were happy to hear it?” 
 
    I wasn’t sure that would be the answer and really wasn’t sure I wanted to know either way. “Only if you don’t do it again. I travel at my own pace. I appreciate the help, but trust is hard for me, and you just betrayed mine.” He flinched, and I nodded. “Yeah, so I might forgive you, but I’m honestly seconds from asking you to leave. I don’t like games.” 
 
    “I did not mean it as a game, but I can see how it broke your trust,” he muttered before rolling off the bed. He’d plugged in my tablet and was reading it on the dresser. “All are incredibly happy to hear what you said and are begging you not to get mad even if I was mean. Also, to teach them what I did to make you scream.” 
 
    I got off the bed as I aligned with my siren and set the tray of food off on the dresser before grabbing his arm and flinging him onto the bed. I moved onto him and held him down, leaning in and sniffing along his neck. “We should make you ours as punishment. Make you ours and not allow you any other women except us when you come visit.” I clucked my tongue when he opened his mouth. “Never trick a siren. We don’t forgive.” 
 
    I lowered myself on him, smirking when he moaned. I leaned over and fed just enough to take off his edge as I ramped up my own enjoyment. And I did it each time he got close, drawing out his orgasm longer and longer. When I couldn’t take any more climaxes, I moved off of him, sitting on his stomach instead as I caught my breath. I reached behind me and stroked him, still not letting him finish. 
 
    He looked relieved when I let go as if I would get back to sex, but I simply switched hands. Then to be an extra bitch, I took out an egg vibrator from my night stand and teased his dick with that, still not letting him finish. 
 
    “Please, please, Seraphine. It’s been over two hours,” he begged when I just kept going. “Please, I’m sorry. I wanted to help, but it was too far. I wanted to help you the way you’ve helped me. I did not mean to upset you. Please, my desert rose, forgive me. I will pay the punishment you want.” 
 
    But I didn’t let him yet. I rode him some more until I was about beat and my knees ached. I moved off of him and rolled him to sit, taking him in me and going longer that way. Finally I couldn’t anymore and I was starving. 
 
    “You can finish in my ass because it will strangle you to the point of hurting, and then we’ll talk about your real punishment,” I told him. “But if you do it, you accept that. You can bite me too.” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress,” he whimpered. He moved me and pushed in me again. I was ridiculously tight since it had been hours since he’d played with me now. He rolled us and fisted the bedding as he thrust harder in me. “Heaven. Your body is heaven.” He snarled as he bit me, making me orgasm as he did. He pumped his hips as his body kept going and going, finally able to let out his need I’d been suppressing.  
 
    “When did you turn on the camera?” I checked, realizing I’d really be pissed if he’d showed I got on my knees for him. 
 
    “After,” he murmured, understanding where my mind went. “When I got supplies and the blindfold.” 
 
    I turned and looked at Brian on the loveseat in my room. “And when did you sneak in, voyeur?” 
 
    “The moment she took over or whatever and you mentioned making him yours,” he told me. “I raced right up here because I know you’ve been feeling off and she might not care about the geopolitics of making President Nuri yours, but the punishment of him possibly losing leadership of Iran was too much for what he did.” He shrugged when I gave him a confused look. “How fast would someone try to oust him if he was yours or answered to a master?” 
 
    “He’s right,” Bijan agreed, gently moving off of me and pulling me against his chest when we turned on our sides. “And I am sorry. I truly did it to help and didn’t understand how underhanded it was.” He nuzzled my neck when I didn’t reply. “Seraphine, that was the most amazing orgasm I’ve ever experienced in my thousands of years. It was not punishment. I will accept whatever punishment you want. Please forgive me.” 
 
    I focused on Brian. “Is everyone really not mad? I shouldn’t have said half of that to someone we don’t know better, but I wanted to help him because I get how hard it is to have more than one person to worry about.” 
 
    “No one is upset at all, babe,” he told me gently. He stood and knelt next to the bed, reaching over and cupping my cheek. “Carter’s pissed he didn’t get anything, and Apollo was pouting too. So take your pound of flesh or make him grovel however, but please understand we all just got a gift when we needed it. I needed to hear you felt that way even if it was sneaky. I didn’t know I did, but I did.” 
 
    “Okay,” I whispered, hating he was upset that I was so mad like I was taking back the good I’d said. “I was pissed because someone could have gotten hurt, but if no one’s mad, then I’ll forgive him. I’ll bully him or something but not go overboard.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he whispered, leaning in and getting a kiss. “He doesn’t get to sleep overnight with you though. You only do that with people you trust. He messed that chance up.” 
 
    I nodded, thinking that was fair. “Did you really just sit here for like three hours while I teased him like this?” 
 
    He chuckled, nodding. “It’s late, but it’s Saturday now so only the convention and no work.” He reached over and pinched my nipple harder than he normally would. “Plus, I wasn’t the only one thrilled to hear the review of my performance and what you like so much.” 
 
    I licked my lips and leaned in. “Bri, do you want to fuck me after watching all of that teasing and show?” 
 
    “Yes. I know you’re tired and need to eat, but I’m going to fuck you in the shower, and you’ll let me because you want it too and always want me.” 
 
    “Do I?” I teased, moaning when he switched to my other nipple and they throbbed and swelled from being tortured that way. “I am dirty.” 
 
    He smirked at me. “There was always a dirty girl inside of you dying to come out.” 
 
    “You make it sound like I’m a lesbian,” I drawled. 
 
    “No, no woman who could do to a man what you just did to him and enjoy it so much could ever bat for the other team,” he chuckled, Bijan muttering agreement.  
 
    “Do I get to be the voyeur this time?” Bijan asked. 
 
    “Yes, because she’s mine,” Brian said possessively, smirking when my face flushed. “Yeah, you’re Alpha, but you’re mine, babe, you always have been.” 
 
    He wasn’t wrong. I simple wasn’t only his, and I was really starting to enjoy that. 
 
    And the sex we had while Bijan watched. Yeah, I totally enjoyed that too, and I couldn’t even move my body after all the attention. The doc yelled at me the next day for overexerting myself, but it was so worth it. 
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    The Turning: Dr. Kelly Murphy 1 
 
    One Bite Can Change Everything 
 
      
 
    Graduate medical school, start competitive internship, don’t get cut from the program, become a surgeon. It was a great plan. One Kelly Murphy loved and had dreamed of most of her life… And it was blown to hell in a night with an uninvited bite. 
 
      
 
    Now she’s missing three days of her life, trying to handle her freaked out best friend and parents who called the police when she went missing, all as she realizes she’s not the same person she was before. She’s different. Like has fangs different. 
 
      
 
    When he shows up on her doorstep claiming to know what happened to her, Kelly’s not sure that makes things any less confusing. But at least he can guide her, right? Either way, she has a plan and a choice she didn’t make won’t stop her… Even if she might have the urge to bite her patients from now on. 
 
   
 
      
 
    Accidentally Wolf: Seraphine Thomas 1 
 
    Gives New Meaning To Workplace Injury 
 
      
 
    Special Agent in Charge, Seraphine Thomas, lives for her job at the FBI. One of the youngest female agents with her own team, she thrives in undercover work to make the city she loves safer. But Sera’s on-track life is thrown into chaos when she’s attacked during a bust gone bad and is left figuring out what it means to be a werewolf. 
 
      
 
    Right away, she learns that she’s more powerful and able to do things that she shouldn’t be able to do so quickly after her transition. The rules of her old life don’t seem to apply to much now that she’s a shifter, and knowing who she can trust is even more complicated. 
 
      
 
    When she’s transferred to a special branch of the FBI made up of paranormals policing others of their kind and given a promotion, things start looking up—until her abnormal level of power creates a list of enemies for her before she’s even learned who her allies are. 
 
      
 
   
 
      
 
    Rough Beginnings: Karma Bakery 1 
 
    Starting a New Business Takes Magic 
 
      
 
    Imagine there weren’t three main gods of Olympus, but four. A sister who went through something so horrible, so traumatic she left and was written out of history.  
 
      
 
    Arabella Baker and her two adopted daughters are moving to Boston to open a new business and start over. Things will be different this time with the new names and new life. The twins will live on their own at college—though still right in Boston—and experience something a bit more normal. The store she bought has a hefty price, but the location is fantastic, and she got the best spot in the new development… Which apparently comes with an immensely attractive man who owns it all. 
 
      
 
    Nothing goes smoothly in opening a new business though, sample days, crazy busy, and fluff interviews taking dark turns. Honestly, it leaves Arabella asking one main question—why did she think opening in such a large city and right before the holidays was such a great idea? 
 
      
 
   
 
      
 
    Wounded: In My Dreams 1 
 
    Authors Dream Of Their Happiness Too 
 
      
 
    Gas station coffee is the highlight of Lily Slone’s boring outing until fate intervenes… Along with the barrel of a gun and a lost soldier who saves her life. 
 
      
 
    Jasper Hutson—a homeless Marine, discarded by his family after returning home from the war wounded—reacted on instinct. But this one act brings him to Lily’s attention, and not because he saves her life. She sees something else in him. Something no one else sees. 
 
      
 
    Refusing to give up on him when everyone else does, Lily offers Jasper a place to stay and an opportunity to get back on his feet. That one offer will change her world. When they grow closer and Jasper makes Lily’s life so much easier, she’s not sure she can go back to living without him. 
 
      
 
    As life moves forward and they get into their own rhythm, Lily discover something about Jasper that he’s kept hidden. Will she continue to reach for her happily ever after or will they both remain wounded? 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Or A Different Genre… 
 
      
 
    The Coming Storm: Shifting Reality 1 
 
    Pack the Maps, Snacks, and Guns 
 
      
 
    The youngest and one of the smallest of his malamute siblings, Chicago Niska is a computer genius with a knack for getting his virtual fingers into any system he wants. While trying to finagle his way out of one tricky situation he and his family are already in by getting information their leaders want, he stumbles across something that will bring the country, if not the world, to a crashing end. 
 
      
 
    Now if they can just get what he found to the right people without getting killed in the process. 
 
      
 
    On the run across the country to the Paranormal Parliament in the hopes of helping all supernatural kind, he and his older brothers don’t have many options for refuge when every law enforcement agency is after them. There’s only one group in the area that has the power and protection they need to shake the heat… And it’s the one place where there seems to be a great deal of history between two of his brothers and the one vouching for them. 
 
      
 
    But is the price for the help they need more than they’re willing to pay? 
 
      
 
    Family always comes first to Chicago, so he makes a deal with the devil, and a few vampires on the side, to get the help they need to survive the mission ahead. And after a night of passion and a fantasy come true, Chicago has allies he never dreamed of—one even willing to risk his life, joining their mission to spark a relationship with Chicago. There’s not time for love when you’re trying to save the world though… Is there? 
 
      
 
    Things never go as planned, and instead of finding the man of his dreams, Chicago realizes he might end up with a broken heart at the end of the journey. It seems silly to worry about that though when millions of lives are at stake if they don’t get the information he found to the right people. Funny how Chicago can’t seem to focus on much else given it’s his first love and his family will probably live with Aurelo’s coven… If they’re still alive by the time they reach their leaders. 
 
   
 
      
 
    Avoiding Hell’s Gate: Hounds of Hell 1 
 
    They Just Come to Collect… It’s Nothing Personal 
 
      
 
    Stryker Magnus is born into a life no one would ever ask for, pray not to have even. But working for Hell has its perks, such as immortality, and Stryker’s far from evil. He’s really just the delivery man who hates his job. 
 
      
 
    Rafe Damas lives a lonely life, ignored by his only remaining family—his father. When Stryker and his brothers walk into his life, he’s in shock to learn the hounds of Hell are real… And they are there for him. 
 
    But when Stryker goes from trying to take his soul to Hell to protecting him, Rafe starts to fall hard for the man. How could he not for the man who rescued him and is helping him to see all that he’s missed in life? 
 
      
 
    When he realizes Stryker has a jealous temper and there’s much more going on than Rafe was told, he starts to wonder if he made the right decision to trust Stryker. Even the chance for love—no matter how difficult it may be—has to be better than ending up in Hell, right? 
 
   
 
      
 
    Love’s Deceit: Warrior Camp 1 
 
    Older Doesn’t Mean Wiser 
 
      
 
    Dimitri Anslow has been in love with Alexander since he came to the warrior camp as a twenty-four-year-old pre-transition trainee. Fifty years later, he finally has the perfect plan to be with Alexander, at least physically. 
 
      
 
    After their life changing sex, Alexander tells Dimitri that he doesn’t love or want him. Crushed, Dimitri tries everything he can to forget the man, jumping from guy to guy. As Alexander gives him mixed signals, Dimitri tries to come to terms with the fact that his mate may never be his. 
 
      
 
    Can Dimitri move on from the one that owns his heart or is there something worth fighting for? 
 
   
 
      
 
    Shifters for Sale: SeXlection 1 
 
    The Cost of Happiness Isn’t Always Money 
 
      
 
    Born a slave, Joss grew up alone, uneducated, unloved, and dreading the day he turned eighteen and began servicing those who came to the brothel. It’s a horrible life for the cat shifters who have no rights and aren’t even seen as people. The only highlight is the massive parties the brothels throw once every few months to draw in potential buyers. 
 
      
 
    Joss is about to give up the dream of finding a permanent owner—the hope of every slave. But then the mystery man in the white mask buys him, turning his world upside down. While Joss should hate that, all he wants is to make Dencil happy and solve the man’s problems. Will the cost of Joss’s help be more than he can handle? 
 
   
 
      
 
    Recapturing the Illusion: Open Ended Voyage 1 
 
    Not Available Through Your Travel Agent 
 
      
 
    After six years of never going anywhere, nor getting time to do what he wants, Jonah Mendel is taking a vacation. Needing time away from his demanding job and boss, he decides to finally lose his virginity… Fine, he isn’t a virgin but after a six year dry spell it feels like it. 
 
      
 
    What better way than a two week, exclusive, invitation only cruise where giving fantasies is their forte? 
 
      
 
    Part of Whistler Maddos’s job as first mate of the Open Ended is to ensure every guest receives what they are promised. And for Jonah that is the time of his life. But Whistler can’t help wanting Jonah as well… Good thing both desires aren’t mutually exclusive. 
 
      
 
    While making sure the ship and all the extracurricular activities aboard run smoothly, Whistler focuses on teaching Jonah all about paranormal, learning what else there is to life outside of the office, exploring his sexuality, and about Jonah himself. On what was supposed to be a vacation to remember, not everything turns out sunsets and roses. 
 
      
 
    When they not only hit rough water but never ending storms at high seas, how far will they go to be together? And will Jonah even be able to survive Whistler’s tutelage without sacrificing who he is? 
 
   
 
      
 
      
 
    Denver: The Enchanter 1 
 
    9-1-1 Doesn’t Solve Every Problem 
 
      
 
    What daft wanker stepped in it now? That’s the first thing that goes through Dorian Devil’s mind when his phone rings, and he puts his own life on hold to fix someone else’s screw-ups. 
 
      
 
    One call, that’s all anyone ever gets from this enchanter, and Dorian neither makes exceptions nor believes in enabling people not to protect themselves. In order to repair the situation, he must erase the client’s existence from everything. Friends, family, employment… Lovers. Heaven forbid any part of their life is complicated—Dorian doesn’t do complications. 
 
      
 
    Fledgling vampire, Seth Kohler, on the run in Denver, makes his one call to Dorian, unsure of what will happen to him once he raises the paranormal 9-1-1. Turning everything over to Dorian, Seth has to trust in the powers of the Enchanter. Seth, not knowing who or what is hunting him, latches on to Dorian as his personal life support. Will Dorian be able to erase Seth’s existence from Denver or will someone keep on Seth’s trail before Dorian can safely get him to his new life? 
 
   
 
      
 
    Awaken: Crusader #1 
 
    Leave Sleeping Vampires Lie 
 
      
 
    There’s a process, strict guidelines in place for how wake him, and a bloodline specifically in charge of the task and taking charge of Kallikrates. Instead, a stranger comes for him, brings him the sustenance he needs, and intends on leading him on a new crusade. When he emerges from his resting chamber, the world he knew is in ruins. He was allowed to slumber centuries more than normal. 
 
    Why? What happened? Where was the breakdown… And what the hell is that steel beast the guide expects him to step into? It all leaves Kallikrate’s head spinning—languages he knew are unrecognizable, there are whole new continents on maps, and answers aren’t being provided. 
 
      
 
    Yet, somethings never change. Men in power want more of it and to use him as a weapon to get it, treating him rudely. Apparently, they weren’t told, or don’t fully understand, what he is. They will quickly learn their place in life or they will die by his hand and he will simply search for answers on his own… 
 
   
 
      
 
    Pawn: Colosseum University: McCready Crest 1 
 
    Leaders Pick Pawns and the Education Begins 
 
      
 
    Colosseum University—in this arena, paranormals of different species battle to climb a caste system the rest of the world doesn’t even know about.  
 
      
 
    Students are taught it’s a fight to the death to survive, humans who dare visit will probably get eaten by more than lions… And two men may enter, but only one can finish first.  
 
      
 
    Long ago, packs, covens, and the rest of a failing social system were done away with. Instead, crests were implemented, to sprinkle the species equally, while also forcing each new generation to spread their wings, and parents, who might never die, from forever controlling their children. 
 
      
 
    And for someone like Doyle McCready, who knows he’s nothing but a pawn to his parents, the only way to be free of them is to build a crest strong enough… Even if it’s full of issue-laced people like himself. It’s not like Doyle would risk what they’ve built on a whim when he’s committed to their current path. What man would do something as foolish as that for a gorgeous stranger? 
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